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      As a Thank You gift I have written a full length novel for you called Finding the Broken Cowboy. It’s only available to people who have downloaded one of my books and you can get your free copy by tapping this link here.
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      Again, thank you ever so much for your continuous love and support!

      Cassidy Hanton

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the book

          

        

      

    

    
      For she made him risk everything for a future worth dying for...

      Laura Edmonds always had her life planned out for her. When she leaves home for the very first time to take care of her injured aunt in Utah, she couldn't have imagined that life could be such a wondrous adventure.

      Abe Mavor, a charming young cowboy, lives alone on his ranch. Once he lays his eyes upon his friend’s beautiful niece, he realizes she may be the light to pull him out of the darkness he’s been praying for all along.

      But as their love starts to grow, so do the obstacles that threaten to pull them apart...

      A rich but obscure businessman suddenly appears claiming to be Laura’s fiancé, and danger lurks wherever he goes. When Laura disappears, Abe realizes the man is not who he says he is. Racing against time, he must find Laura before she is taken away from him forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Laura Edmonds stroked a heavy brush across her mare’s, Duchess’, smooth chestnut coat. The barn was completely still except for the click of Duchess’ hooves as she shifted her weight and occasionally snorted. Laura’s straw-blonde hair fell in soft waves around her shoulders as she polished the mare to a gleaming shine.

      

      Laura was an exceptionally beautiful girl, with sharp, hazel eyes and a smooth, milky complexion. She had always stood out among the girls in Tucson whom she had grown up with. The men had taken notice and now that she had just turned twenty, a suitor was not far off on the horizon for her.

      

      But Laura was a dreamer, too caught up in books to notice. She was far happier dreaming of far-off lands with daring adventures, than she was concerned with which boy she may have caught the eye of. Laura shifted a saddle onto Duchess’ back and led her out the back, into the quiet Arizona morning.

      

      In one swift swing, Laura hopped into the saddle, adjusted her skirt, and clicked her tongue, as she gave the mare a gentle squeeze. Duchess responded quickly, her hooves springing to life underneath Laura. “That’s it my girl,” Laura whispered.

      

      She pressed her heels in a little tighter and clicked again, and Duchess stretched into a wide, fast gait. Laura’s hair flew behind her. It seemed like the ground melted away beneath them and the sun rose brightly ahead of them, as the morning came into full view.

      

      In another life, Laura wished she could race. She and Duchess, flying across long stretches of earth leaving others in their dust, or wrapping skillfully around barrels in an intricate dance. But that was not the life of a lady and, with her father, Xavier, running his store in town and being a well-respected man of the community, it seemed Laura’s life was already quite buttoned up for her.

      

      Her father would choose a suitable husband for her and she would bring him children that, hopefully, lived up to their mother’s beauty. She would keep a tidy home wherever her husband saw fit to plant it and that would be that. Not so bad a life, she thought. But in those early hours when no one was around to witness, she and Duchess could glimpse that other future for a few moments.

      

      One quick pass around the pasture was all she had time for. She tightened the reins on Duchess as they neared the barn, until she slowed to a hesitant walk. “I know, my love, I wish for more as well,” she whispered into Duchess’ soft, twitching ear as she patted her neck. Duchess’ sides heaved, as did Laura’s chest, after their quick morning jaunt.

      

      She slid out of the saddle and made quick work of untacking and setting Duchess out to pasture for the day. She then hurried inside the house to collect herself before the other ladies arrived for knitting club.

      

      Their house was situated on a patch of land just outside Tucson. It was clean and bright, thanks to her mother’s fastidious housekeeping, and the windows were dressed in lovely calico fabrics with a delicate flower print, that Laura had picked out when the travelling merchant had brought samples to her father’s store.

      

      She remembered tracing the delicate swatches with her fingers and imagining how they would look against Father’s oiled wooden desk and Mother’s delicate glass figurines, which she polished and arranged along the mantle of the fireplace.

      

      As soon as she stepped inside the door, she heard the sounds of her mother, Mrs. Dorothy Edmonds, shuffling about in the kitchen, muttering to herself.

      

      “That Daisy Thompson, couldn’t tell her nose from her elbow, I do believe. Ask her to pick up the blue yarn, just that simple, lovely blue yarn that Mr. Edmonds got shipped in special, and what does she bring back? Black. I certainly can’t knit a funeral blanket for Linda Edwards new baby, that button-cute little boy. Oh, I hope Maisel has some yards I can borrow. She better at least, after all, I heard it’s been quite the year for Mr….Laura?”

      

      Her mother’s voice hit an inquisitive octave, as she noticed Laura enter the kitchen. She stared at Laura’s windswept hair for a beat, as her lips drew a disapproving line.

      

      “Well, it’s about time. Go straighten yourself up, I need you to run into town and fetch me some blue yarn before the knitting club gets here.”

      

      “Yes, mama,” Laura said obligingly.

      

      She sat in front of her vanity mirror and ran her soft brush across her hair, revealing the same kind of shine she had imparted on Duchess earlier. She smoothed the fabric of her blue dress and admired the delicate lace around the collar that her mother had so lovingly sewn into place.

      

      She gathered her small purse and headed out the door to retrieve Duchess and head into town. Duchess happily snorted when she saw Laura again.

      

      Once in town, she hitched Duchess to the post outside the general store and headed inside. Her father, Xavier, stood behind the counter. His face lit up when he saw Laura.

      

      “My dear, good to see you this morning. What did your mother forget?” he asked with a smile.

      

      “Blue yarn for knitting club. Linda Edwards just had a baby boy,” Laura replied sweetly.

      

      “Well, that’s lovely for the Edwards. I should have some blue yarn still stashed away around here somewhere.” Xavier hunted around in the crates that were strewn haphazardly around the shop.

      

      “Father, you may want to organize around here a bit better.” Laura laughed.

      

      “Well, I’m always happy to accept some help, dear! But you’re always too busy with the knitting club, or reading, or off somewhere that I can’t keep track of. My little vagabond.” Her father chuckled, as he continued to hunt. “Aha, found it.” He smiled, as he retrieved the blue yarn from a crate in a corner.

      

      “Well, I’m here now, let me see. What if we took these crates…” she said, as she pointed to the haphazard pile of crates in the corner, “and stacked them like so.”

      

      She demonstrated by turning one of the crates on its side, creating a neat little shelf. “Then you put each color of yarn in each crate, so the ladies can come in and browse instead of you having to hunt around for them every time.” She created a neat, triangular stack of blue yarn in one of the sideways crates. “Add a touch of fabric draped over the top and it’ll even brighten up the shop a bit.”

      

      Xavier looked at her, beaming. “My daughter, always full of ideas and surprises,” he said.

      

      Laura cradled the spool of yarn as her father kissed her on the cheek.

      

      “Go on now, get back to your mother before she has a heart attack,” he said.

      

      Laura headed back out onto the street. It was late summer, and Tucson was dry and hot. Duchess’ head hung low as Laura tucked the yarn into her saddlebag. The town was bustling. Ladies walked in groups with small children in tow, chatting away as they ran their errands. Men stood around smoking pipes and holding up newspapers.

      

      As much as Laura loved to go into town and watch the people in their intricate ballet, she enjoyed the quiet outside of town more. She felt like Tucson closed her in too much. There was no room to run.

      

      She arrived back home at about a quarter to noon. In the next room, she heard the clamor of the ladies arriving for knitting club.

      

      Wonder what the gossip will be today. I’m sure Mrs. Hammond will have something fresh and juicy. Can’t help but spread around whatever she hears or sees.

      

      As Laura entered the parlor, the ladies were already chirping away. Her mother was in the center of it all, proudly holding court on all the latest gossip.

      

      “Did you hear about Linda Neil?”

      

      “No, whatever should I have heard?”

      

      “Ran off with the butcher’s boy. Nothing but trouble that one, I always said.”

      

      “Such a shame. Such a pretty young thing. Was promised to Ezekiel Brown I do believe. Good lad, but he’ll have to find better.”

      

      Laura picked up her knitting and quietly moved through her stitches, listening to the ladies talk of births, and engagements, and scandalous affairs. Every day the gossip was different, but still the same. It had a certain comfort to it.

      

      A few moments later, the sound of an unexpected set of boots echoed on the front porch. The ladies suddenly paused and fell silent, craning their necks to see whoever it may have been. Through the front door came Laura’s father.

      

      “Xavier, what on earth brings you home so soon? Has something happened at the store?” Laura’s mother, Dorothy asked.

      

      “No, my dear, everything is fine,” he replied. “But I did receive a telegram that we should see to immediately. It’s from your sister in Utah.”

      

      Upon hearing that, Dorothy sprang up from her seat, allowing her knitting to drop to the floor. She crossed the room and Xavier handed her the telegram. As she read, a worried look crossed her face.

      

      “Oh my…oh no…Xavier…she’s all by herself! We must find a way to help.”

      

      “What’s happened, Mama?” Laura asked.

      

      “Your Aunt Ethel, she’s fallen and broken her leg. She’s been all on her own since your Uncle Ernest passed, and there’s no way she can manage her home and keep up with her marmalade orders in her state.” Dorothy handed the telegram back to Xavier and wrung her hands worriedly. She looked back to Xavier. “We should send Laura. She can help her while she heals.”

      

      Laura’s eyes lit up. In her twenty years she had never been out of Tucson, never even met her Aunt Ethel. Her father was skeptical.

      

      “I don’t know, Dorothy, about sending her all that way alone,” he said.

      

      The ladies of the knitting club, who had all been listening intently, clinging to this fantastic new event, began to weigh in.

      

      “Oh, of course Laura should go,” Maisel piped up.

      

      “She’s an absolute dream of a help to all of us,” Mrs. Harrison emphatically agreed.

      

      “Remember the week before last when I had to rush over to help Linda with the new baby? She came right on over to watch my little ones and had them clean as God himself and sleeping like cherubs by the time I got back,” Mrs. Madison proudly exclaimed.

      

      Laura felt a slight flush in her cheeks as she listened to the ladies compliment her. Her mind drifted to Utah.

      

      A new adventure perhaps. I wonder what Aunt Ethel is like.

      

      She pictured Utah, which she imagined as being so dramatically different from Arizona. Father looked at her lovingly as she waited for his response.

      

      “Well I do believe that’s settled then. I’ll make the arrangements for you,” he said.

      

      And with that, he headed back out the door to return to the store. The ladies of the knitting club buzzed with excitement, but Laura hardly heard any of it.
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      The next day, Laura was up early to help her mother with breakfast. The thought of traveling to Utah swam around in her mind. Her mother was equally excited.

      

      “Oh, Laura dear, I hope you’ll enjoy Utah. I don’t know how I’ll manage without you though,” she said.

      

      “I’ll miss you too, Mama. It’s a strange thing to think of, being that far from home,” Laura said, as she kneaded a loaf of bread.

      

      “Your Aunt Ethel is a spirited one, can’t believe she’s actually reached out for help, she must be in bad shape,” her mother continued. “You remind me of her sometimes.”

      

      “Really?” Laura asked, curious.

      

      “Yes, you’ve got a similar fire and independence in you. Got her into quite a bit of trouble when we were growing up,” her mother said, disapprovingly.

      

      “Are you implying I’ve been trouble mother?” Laura asked, feigning shock.

      

      Her mother just swatted her with a dishrag as Laura put the loaf of bread in the oven. Laura wiped her brow and turned to set the table. As she carefully put down the silverware and the plates, she looked around her at the lovely home she had been raised in.

      

      She vividly remembered stitching the delicate floral patterns that adorned the cushions on the chairs. She thought of the time spent embroidering each delicate green leaf and stem. Her mother never let her get away with sloppy work.

      

      I can’t imagine not waking up here.

      

      “Utah is lovely though. I can’t believe how long it’s been since I’ve been there.” Laura’s mother chirped, as she breezed around the kitchen. “Once we had you, the trip was just too difficult.”

      

      “Do you think Aunt Ethel will like me?” Laura asked.

      

      “She’s going to love you, dear. Don’t you worry about that,” her mother reassured her.

      

      Her father emerged from the bedroom. He walked over and gave Laura’s mother a kiss on the cheek. As he took his seat at the table, he smiled at Laura.

      

      “Good morning, my dear! I was able to book you a ticket on the next stagecoach, due to leave tomorrow night.”

      

      “Oh, my goodness, so soon?” Laura replied.

      

      “You got lucky, I suppose,” her father said, as he began to drink his coffee.

      

      “Well then, dear! You must start packing immediately then!” her mother began to fuss.

      

      “May I eat breakfast first, Mama?” Laura laughed.

      

      Her mother continued fussing, barely acknowledging Laura’s comment. “Xavier! You must move the trunk into Laura’s room before you go to the store, and I’m going to give you a list of things to bring back tonight!”

      

      Laura shook her head as she took her place at the table.

      

      I’m going to miss this.

      

      Her mother continued to chirp and fuss, as her father responded with the occasional grunt of agreement. Laura quickly finished her eggs and bread, as she watched them banter.

      

      After breakfast, she stepped into her room to begin packing for her journey to Santa Clara.

      

      She carefully folded her dresses into her trunk, and placed her copy of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn on top; it was one of her favorite books.

      

      She then headed back out to the pasture, where Duchess snorted happily at her arrival. She held out her hand and began to stroke Duchess’ soft nose.

      

      “I’ll be gone for quite a while, my girl. You be good for Mother and Father while I am away.”

      

      Duchess snorted again, as if to reassure her that she would be quite good. Laura pet her neck, sides, and back before leading her inside the barn to bed down for the night.

      

      As she gently placed the blanket over Duchess in the stall, she looked around. This had been her sanctuary. Every difficult day, every time she needed to escape her mother, this is where she would go.

      

      I could spend days here in the straw.

      

      She looked back at Duchess, who began to sleepily toss her head.

      

      It’s so strange. Now that I’m staring at all this change, I can’t help but want to cling to my life here.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Laura was standing at the stagecoach platform, hugging her mother and father goodbye. Mother dabbed a tear from her eye with her kerchief.

      

      “Be good my girl. Give Ethel my love,” she said.

      

      “I will Mama,” Laura replied.

      

      The driver extended his hand and she climbed up inside the stagecoach, settling into her seat across from a very well-dressed woman who looked to be about eighty; her tall lace collar stood starkly up above her fine black dress, brushing against her wrinkled jaw.

      

      The driver snapped the reigns and the team of horses leapt forward with a snort, jerking the coach so violently that Laura had to grab onto the handle of the door to keep from being flung onto the older woman’s lap, who seemed completely unbothered by this violent start to the trip. Laura composed herself and looked out the window, watching the Arizona desert streak past her in a blur of reds and browns.

      

      As the journey continued, the elderly woman took to reading most of the time. Laura’s book was packed away in her trunk on top of the coach, a decision she deeply regretted.

      

      “What is it you’re reading?” She asked the elderly woman.

      

      The woman peered at her over her book and sighed slightly, seemingly annoyed at the question.

      

      “The Bible, my dear,” she replied matter-of-factly.

      

      “Ah, that’s quite nice,” Laura replied.

      

      “Yes, yes, it is. Where are you off to my dear?” the woman asked.

      

      “Visiting my Aunt in Santa Clara. She’s broken her leg and needs assistance to keep the homestead up,” Laura replied

      

      “Such a sweet girl,” the elderly lady replied.

      

      And with that, the lady returned to her scriptures. Laura gazed back out the window at the landscape whizzing by.

      

      After many bumps and jolts, over several days of travel, they finally arrived in Santa Clara. It was a small but bustling town. Ladies went about their shopping along the street and horses swatted flies from their eyes, as they sat at a hitching post outside the general store.

      

      Outside the saloon, several cowboys sat chatting. They were covered in dust from head to toe, their wide-brimmed hats shielding their faces from the harsh sun.

      

      I wonder what kind of adventures they have out here.

      

      The coach continued on past the main street and to a house on the edge of town, where her Aunt Ethel lived. The coach lurched to a stop and the driver opened the door, nearly blinding Laura, as the sun streamed into the coach. She took his hand and stepped out, but her breath caught in her throat as she saw Ethel’s home.

      

      The house was little more than a shack. Shutters hung off their hinges on one window, which was caked with dust. There was a broken step leading up to the porch, which sagged dangerously.

      

      Oh, my goodness, how could it have gotten into such a state?

      

      The elderly woman looked at her sympathetically from the coach.

      

      “I hope your aunt gets well soon child,” she said to her.

      

      “Thank you, ma’am. Have a good rest of your journey,” Laura replied.

      

      The driver stood behind her, with her trunk in tow, as she carefully made her way up to the porch. She took a deep breath and knocked on the door. A lady’s voice from inside the house faintly called “Come in!” and Laura gently pushed the creaking door open and stepped inside.

      

      Goodness, what have I gotten myself into?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Aunt Ethel’s house was no better inside than outside. Worn, faded furniture, what little there was, sat bleakly in the main room. Dust covered everything. The stagecoach driver grunted at Laura “Where’d you like this ma’am?” He motioned to her trunk.

      

      “Oh, you can just set that down and I’ll attend to it. Thank you, sir,” she replied.

      

      He set the trunk down and she passed him a silver coin from her purse. He tipped his wide brimmed hat at her and set back out the door to the coach.

      

      “Aunt Ethel?” Laura called out.

      

      “Laura? In here my dear.” A voice returned from behind a bedroom door.

      

      She opened it and saw the figure of her Aunt lying on the bed, propped up against some pillows. “It’s so good to see you, child. My, you look so much like Dorothy, it’s quite shocking,” Aunt Ethel exclaimed.

      

      Laura examined her aunt. She had the same chin as her mother, but her hair was a light, soft chestnut brown and she had a few more age lines around her brown eyes. She looked thin and frail, even though she was only a few years older than her mother.

      

      “I’m so glad you could make the trip out here,” Aunt Ethel continued. “With this leg I haven’t been able to do much of anything around here and the chores keep piling up. The ladies around town have done what they can, cooking a few meals for me and the like, and there’s a nice man from a ranch nearby that comes by and tries to help with some of the fixing up around here, but there’s still so much needs to get done.”

      

      Her face showed the same kind of worry Laura had seen in her mother’s eyes when she’d read Ethel’s telegram.

      

      “Don’t worry, Aunt Ethel,” Laura reassured her. “I’ll be here to help however I can, as you focus on letting that leg of yours heal.”

      

      Her aunt smiled appreciatively, as Laura squeezed her hand. “Bless you, child,” she replied. “There’s a second bedroom just on the other side of this wall that you can settle into. It’s not much I’m afraid….” Her voice trailed off, but Laura cut in with kind optimism

      

      “I’m sure it’s just lovely. Thank you so much”

      

      Laura stepped out of the bedroom and back into the main room, surveying the sad arrangement.

      

      How can she possibly heal in a place so bleak? Something must be done.

      

      She began to visualize the room, as she had with their home back in Tucson, envisioning soft patterned curtains and warm, oiled furniture. She would have to be resourceful to procure such things though, as she only had a little bit of money from her father and Aunt Ethel was just barely getting by selling her marmalades and jams, her mother had told her.

      

      But the challenge delighted Laura, a chance to test herself in a way she never really had before.

      

      The next morning, Laura set out into town and headed to the general store to re-stock the pitiful pantry and procure some things to set to work on the house. Watching her father haggle with merchants, she felt confident she’d be able to bargain for some supplies with the little money she had in her purse.

      

      The general store was small but well-stocked. The proprietor stood behind the counter, carefully oiling the wood.

      

      “Good morning, ma’am!” He greeted her cheerfully.  “Haven’t seen you ‘round here before. How can I help?”

      

      “Good morning sir, I’m Laura Edmonds. I’m in town to help out my Aunt Ethel. I was wondering, do you have any bolts of fabric I could see?” Laura asked sweetly.

      

      “I sure do. Hold on just a tick, ma’am,” he replied, as he shuffled to a cupboard behind the counter. He retrieved several spools of fine fabric and laid them out on the dry portion of the counter for Laura to inspect.

      

      She ran her hands across the different soft fabrics and her eye was drawn to a sunny yellow pattern.

      

      “How much for this one?” she asked, pointing to it.

      

      “Fifteen cents a yard, ma’am,” he replied.

      

      “Hmm, tell me, do the ladies around here tend to favor this color? I don’t recall seeing much of it as I rode through town this morning,” she said kindly.

      

      “Well, no ma’am, not as much as their checks and florals I’d say,” he answered, his tone a bit quizzical.

      

      “Well then, it seems you have some inventory that’s just sitting about and not making you a penny then. I’d certainly be willing to take it off your hands for ten cents a yard,” Laura said, with a sly smile and a commanding tone.

      

      The proprietor seemed taken aback for a moment, then let out a hearty laugh.

      

      “I can’t argue with a lady as striking as you,” he exclaimed, as she stood firm on her price. He wrapped up the fabric for her in tissue paper and handed it over, as she counted out her coins.

      

      Victorious, she headed back to Aunt Ethel’s and went straight to work. All day she swept the floors, pushing columns of dust out the front door. She polished the dust off the windows, allowing a burst of light back into the house that lit up Aunt Ethel’s pale face.

      

      “What a miracle you are, Laura,” Aunt Ethel exclaimed.

      

      Over the next week, she dusted every nook and cranny, scouring and scrubbing until the floors and mantles almost shined as bright as Duchess’ coat. She also found a tin of wood oil in the barn and went to work gently oiling the wooden furniture. As she slowly polished the wood, the grain began to shine in a soft kaleidoscope of rich browns.

      

      The work was rewarding, seeing the house begin to take form under her hands. Then she got to work sewing lovely yellow curtains out of some of the fabric she had procured. To make the most out of every inch of fabric, she made sure to cut carefully, so that she could get even pleats out of every piece of the square. She sewed them with greater delicacy than she had ever paid to her knitting. A soft ruffle at the bottom fanned out nicely.

      

      Mama will be at knitting club right about now. I wonder what the latest gossip will be. Perhaps Susie Simmons finally got married. Maybe Annabelle had her baby.

      

      Thinking about it gave her a pang of homesickness. She thought of sweet Duchess and imagined Mama pattering around the kitchen. Aunt Ethel slept or read most of the day, because of her leg, so the house maintained a quiet stillness. She hung the first set of curtains in the window of Aunt Ethel’s bedroom.

      

      “A little extra sunshine for you, Aunt Ethel. Isn’t the color just lovely?” She stepped back and admired her work. There was still so much to do, but the faintest breath of life was back into the bleak house.

      

      She stepped out of the bedroom and got to work in the kitchen. She had finally organized the pantry, so it had some amount of function, and she was now able to cook with much greater ease.

      

      Aunt Ethel had insisted the marmalades still go out. So Laura, in turn, insisted that Aunt Ethel should rest, and she would faithfully execute the recipe.

      

      Let’s see, fresh oranges, cinnamon, gelatin, sugar.

      

      She carefully arranged the ingredients and got to work, slicing the fruits and heating the boiling pots. It was hot, sweaty, sticky work.

      

      “Aunt Ethel, how much sugar again?” she called out into the bedroom.

      

      “Two cups dear!” Her aunt’s voice rang out clear and bright.

      

      Laura wiped the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand, as she stirred the hot, thick concoction.

      

      Once it was all finished, she brought a jar into Aunt Ethel’s room for her to taste and approve, along with a loaf of fresh, warm bread. Aunt Ethel took a small teaspoon of the marmalade and tasted it. A smile spread across her face.

      

      “Oh, my dear, you’ve done me proud,” she said with a grin.

      

      “Glad to hear it Aunt Ethel!” Laura said.

      

      She cut a couple thick slices of bread and spread the marmalade over them. The two of them began to eat and talk.

      

      “You know, Aunt Ethel, I really don’t understand why we never came and visited you all this time,” Laura said.

      

      “Oh, your mother never much liked Utah. As soon as she was set to marry your father and move to Tucson, that was the happiest you could have made her,” Aunt Ethel said, between bites, “and it is such a long way to travel with children.  Then, I guess, by the time you were grown enough, life just got in the way. It can do that.”

      

      “Well, I am glad to be here now. This is a bit of a new adventure for me, being away from them.” Laura’s eyes drifted to Aunt Ethel’s leg. “Not that I’m pleased you’ve broken your leg of course! But I am pleased to get to know you,” she said, with a slight flush.

      

      “Of course, dear, and I feel the same. Oh, I can’t wait for you to meet the gentleman who has been helping me since the accident; he’s such a sweet man. Takes the time out of his day to help an older widow like me,” Aunt Ethel said, as she finished the last of her bread and marmalade. “Not bad looking either,” she said with a wink.

      

      “Aunt Ethel! Do you fancy this man?” Laura asked, with a laugh.

      

      “Oh dear, he’s far too young for a lady like me. Besides, I’m past all that, Ernest and I had a good life and I see no need to try to start another. But that doesn’t mean I don’t notice a fine young man!” Aunt Ethel chuckled.

      

      Laura liked Aunt Ethel. Despite her leg, she was full of life in a way so few women her age were.

      

      “Aunt Ethel, how do you stay in such good spirits?” Laura asked.

      

      “Oh, my dear, life can be as sweet as the marmalades, if you just let goodness in. We spend too much of our lives fussing over the small things, I try to not let those things bother me all too much,” Aunt Ethel replied. “For example, I would have never gotten to spend such a wonderful time with my niece, had this leg of mine not given way.”

      

      “Well, I would still never wish that on you again, Aunt Ethel,” Laura said.

      

      Aunt Ethel let out a light and melodic laugh. “Yes, I hope this will only be a one-time occurrence. But that doesn’t mean I don’t expect you to visit, time and again.”

      

      “Oh, of course I will,” Laura replied with a smile.

      

      After they finished eating, Laura went back into the kitchen and started working on a stew for dinner. She chopped potatoes and onions, and used the leftover beef tips that she had negotiated from the butcher the day before at just a few cents a pound.

      

      With the stew on the stove to simmer, she then went to work on the rest of the curtains, sitting by Aunt Ethel’s bed while she sewed. Aunt Ethel went to work knitting a matching throw blanket out of some yarn Laura had brought with her as a gift.

      

      “So, are you close with any of the ladies in town?” Laura asked.

      

      “Oh, I socialize with the ladies as I can, but truthfully, with the house in this state I don’t like having them over much,” Aunt Ethel said.

      

      “Well, we will have this place right in no time, don’t you worry. By the time that leg of yours is healed, you’ll have the nicest house in Santa Clara,” Laura said with a smile.

      

      “That’s so sweet of you, dear, but it is so much work. I don’t want you feeling like you need to get in over your head,” Aunt Ethel said, as she patted Laura’s hand.

      

      “I can do this, Aunt Ethel. I know I can,” Laura said with determination.

      

      “Well then, would you mind starting with a cup of coffee? I can feel myself starting to fade dear,” Aunt Ethel said.

      

      “Of course. I’ll be right back,” Laura said.

      

      As she stepped out of the bedroom, a set of heavy boots echoed on the front porch. The front door swung open unexpectedly and before her stood a tall man that made her voice catch in her throat.

      

      Oh my!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh no, I’m…I’m so sorry to have startled you, ma’am,” Abe Mavor quickly removed his wide-brimmed hat, revealing a shock of thick chestnut hair with rusty dust clinging to the ends. Abe was a rancher whose property sat just a bit further out of town than Aunt Ethel’s homestead sat.

      

      He had a rugged look about him, a layer of dirt resting on his clothes and cheeks. He sported a short, scruffy shadow of a beard. His hands were covered in calluses from riding, baling hay, and the other daily challenges of ranching. But beneath the surface layer, two young-looking grey eyes stood out in sharp relief, and high cheekbones gave him quite the distinguished appearance.

      

      Abe was most known around town for his skills with a lasso. He was unmatched in roping competitions across Utah, where he and his horse Bruce could wrangle any animal that was thrown their way. Otherwise, Abe largely kept to himself, tending to his herd or practicing his roping skills with Bruce.

      

      This must be the niece that Aunt Ethel had said was coming from Arizona to help her.

      

      Abe had been coming by regularly with deliveries from some of the folks in town, as well as odds and ends to cheer Ethel up.

      

      He had tried to fix up the house a bit too, but with work on his own ranch left only to him, he had never quite been able to manage much more than a few small fixes. As he had worked, they chatted about all sorts of things going on in her life, and lately the topic had been her young niece that was coming to stay awhile.

      

      “And who might you be, sir, that you burst in so comfortably?” Laura inquired. Her aunt’s voice called out from the bedroom.

      

      “Abe? Is that you?”

      

      “Yes, ma’am it is,” he hollered back. “Brought you some fresh canned tomatoes from Mrs. Edison’s garden.”

      

      He turned back to Laura and was instantly struck by her beauty. Her long blonde hair fell in soft waves down her back as her hazel eyes stared at him inquisitively. Until now, Abe had never been taken much with any of the girls around town, who mostly just gossiped amongst themselves and didn’t seem to be much good at anything else. But there was something about this stunning woman in front of him that felt…different.

      

      He realized he had forgotten his introductions entirely. He gave a slight nod of a bow to Laura. “Abe Mavor ma’am. I own a ranch just a few miles past here. I’ve been tryin’ to help Aunt Ethel out, best I can, as she’s been laid up with that broken leg. Sorry, for bursting in unannounced, been so accustomed to it just bein’ her here.”

      

      Laura’s face softened “Ah, well thank you Abe, that’s very kind of you. I’m Laura Edmonds, her niece. Are we related? Seeing as you call her ‘Aunt Ethel?’”

      

      Abe shook his head “No ma’am, she’s just such a kind lady and she’s helped me out more than a time or two with a hot meal or one of her marmalades. I just reckon I wish she were my aunt, so the name stuck.”

      

      It was at this moment that Abe noticed the rest of the house. The windows gleamed with afternoon sunshine, uninhibited by the usual coating of dust that caked them. He spotted the sunny yellow curtains swaying gently in Aunt Ethel’s room. The worn furniture sported a freshly oiled shine. And corner to corner, the house was cleaner than he’d ever seen it before.

      

      “Did you do all this Miss Laura? Why, I’ve never seen it looking like this before!”

      

      He saw a faint blush creep onto Laura’s cheeks. “Oh, it wasn’t much. It just needed a bit of a brush down and polish to get a bit of life back into this place. There’s still quite a bit more left to do but it’s a start,” she said.

      

      “Well, it’s quite a start at that, ma’am. You have some magical transformational abilities, I’ll say that,” he replied.

      

      “You must be exhausted from your ride over; will you stay for a quick meal with me and Aunt Ethel? I just finished a stew.” Abe was immediately struck by her warmth and her piercing hazel eyes. He couldn’t help but stare into them.

      

      “I certainly can’t turn down an offer like that, miss,” he replied.

      

      “You absolutely cannot,” Aunt Ethel hollered from the bedroom, causing Abe and Laura to both laugh. Laura hustled over to the stove and began ladling stew into bowls, as Abe helped Aunt Ethel out of her bed and over to the table to join them.

      

      Laura set the bowls in front of each of them, and the hints of herb and meat hit his nose in a glorious whiff. A big spoonful hit his tongue and he audibly groaned.

      

      “My, ma’am, you are quite the fine cook as well. Aunt Ethel, your niece seems to be quite the woman,” he said, seeing that faint blush creep up Laura’s cheeks again.

      

      “Oh, she is at that,” Ethel replied. “I couldn’t be more thankful to have her here. She’s already made such a difference.”

      

      “Why, thank you. I only hope to be able to do more. There’s so much to do that I just don’t have the materials or know-how for,” Laura said.

      

      “Well what is it you need ma’am?” Abe asked.

      

      “Well for starters, I need someone to fix that shutter that’s hanging crooked outside, and just about everything around here needs a fresh coat of paint,” she replied.

      

      He paused as he contemplated. I’ve got some time to spare away from the ranch and this young lady seems to need the help.

      

      “I’ve got some nails and a hammer back at my ranch, I’ll come by tomorrow and set that shutter straight. As for paint, my friend, Ottie, just put a fresh coat on his barn. I’ll see if he doesn’t have some left over that he could spare you,” Abe offered, hoping she would accept.

      

      “Oh, I don’t want to put you through any trouble,” Laura replied

      

      “No trouble at all, ma’am. I would love to be of help,” he insisted.

      

      “Well, in that case that would be lovely. Thank you, sir.”

      

      “Please ma’am, call me Abe.”

      

      He saw a smile creep across her soft lips.

      

      Wow, she’s so beautiful.

      

      “Well, in that case, Abe, please just call me Laura.”

      

      Abe felt his heart pick up speed in his chest, as he watched her stand up from the table and clear the empty bowls. Aunt Ethel looked at him with something of a sideways, impish grin. He quickly put his hat back on his head and stood up.

      

      “Thank you so much for the stew, ma’am…Laura. I’d  best be heading off, still a load of work to do on the ranch today. I’ll be back tomorrow for that shutter though. I promise you that.” Abe hurriedly got the words out, as he strode toward the door.

      

      Laura followed him. As he stepped out onto the porch, he tipped his hat to her one more time and swung himself up onto his horse, Bruce. He gave Bruce a firm nudge and rode off back home.

      

      His ranch was a good moderate size. It kept him busy enough caring for the head of cattle he had and left just enough time for roping practice on occasion. A small white house sat on the property. It had been built by his father.

      

      He put Bruce away and headed inside the house. He began to sort through his tools, carefully packing them away for the next day. His mind was occupied with the beautiful Laura.

      

      Well, today has been quite unexpected indeed.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Abe returned to Aunt Ethel’s house, hammer and nails in tow. He set to work fixing the crooked shutter. Laura brought him a tall glass of iced tea, with fresh mint that she had gotten from Mrs. Edison in exchange for a jar of marmalade. Abe gulped it down in one breath. Although it was already late September, the heat was refusing to ease in Utah.

      

      “Thank you, Miss Laura. I was parched.”

      

      “No trouble at all, Abe. Thank you, again, for your help,” she replied.

      

      “Well, it’s the little things that smooths people’s roads the most,” Abe smiled, as he leaned against the house, taking a momentary break.

      

      “That’s from The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn!” Laura exclaimed. “That’s one of my favorite books!”

      

      “No kidding, I always loved that one too. Made me think of goin’ on adventures and fighting imaginary pirates. But, well, most excitement that happens around here is when I get to compete in roping.”

      

      He saw Laura’s eyes spark with interest. “You compete?” she asked.

      

      “Yes indeed,” he replied. “In fact, there’s a competition on the last Friday of next month if you’d be interested in watching.”

      

      He studied her face to see how she’d respond. Laura nodded her head.

      

      “That sounds like it would be fun. I’ll just have to make sure Aunt Ethel will be alright on her own for a spell.”

      

      Abe turned back to the shutter, setting a nail in place and hammering away. Laura refilled his empty glass and Abe could feel her eyes watching him as he worked. He’d never met a girl who’d read The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, around Santa Clara, a story that was all about boys going on adventures. But this warm, blonde girl had, and had noticed him quoting from it immediately. The thought of that made Abe’s heart fall in rhythm with his hammer against the nail on the shutter.

      

      Soon, the shutter hung true, but it was worn and dusty and only a few chips of paint remained. Laura came outside with yet another glass of the mint iced tea.

      

      “Well done, Abe. Thank you!” she exclaimed as she handed him the glass. “Now if only I had some fresh paint to cover it in,” she sighed.

      

      Wordlessly, Abe strode over to Bruce, whose head was drooping lazily in the heat, as he stood tied to the porch. Abe lifted the flap of his saddlebag and produced a small tin of fresh white paint and a brush. “I thought you might need this. Ottie had some leftover like I thought he might.”

      

      He saw her face light up as she took the tin. He pulled his knife out of his pocket and pried the lid open to reveal the milky white paint inside. He noticed how smooth and pale her hands were, even next to the brilliant whiteness of the paint, and wondered how they hadn’t become ruddy with dirt after all the hard work she’d been putting in.

      

      “I’ll tell you what, I’m not about to pawn off whitewashing this shutter, like our friend Tom Sawyer did with that fence. If you can keep that tea coming, I’d love to finish this job for you,” Abe said.

      

      “I think we have a deal. I’d like to get supper started for Aunt Ethel in the meantime,” Laura replied with a smile, handing the tin over to Abe. As he took it, he felt her fingers brush against his and his heart skipped a beat.

      

      Did I catch a bit of a blush?

      

      She disappeared inside, leaving Abe with the tin of paint and the shutter. Bruce snorted lazily behind him, startling him out of his thoughts. He set to work and soon the smells of a roasting chicken wafted out on the porch, making his mouth water.

      

      He made short work of the shutter and stepped inside the house, which was sweltering from the oven, but smelled divine. Laura had her back to him, as she tended to the food.

      

      “All finished, Miss Laura. I’d best be getting home now,” Abe said from the doorway.

      

      Aunt Ethel gently barked at him from her chair near the window. “Now, there is no way you think I’m just letting you do all that work just for a few glasses of my niece’s divine iced tea. You must stay for supper Abe. I worry about you all alone on that ranch of yours, just like you worry about me.”

      

      “Well, ma’am, no need to worry about me but I reckon I can stay for a little while longer,” Abe replied. He dutifully knocked the dust off his boots outside and set his hat by the door. As they sat down for supper, Abe noticed the table rocked back and forth as they ate.

      

      “If you don’t mind me saying, I’m pretty handy with my woodworking, I can fix this table up for ya’ll in a couple days,” he offered.

      

      “That would be quite fine, Abe. We’d quite appreciate it, wouldn’t we, Laura?” Aunt Ethel smiled at both of them.

      

      “Yes, indeed,” Laura replied, smiling warmly at him.

      

      “I’ll try to make it day after tomorrow. I just need to take care of a few things on the ranch first,” Abe said, as he stood up from the table. He put his hat on and tipped it to both of them before heading out the door and back home.

      

      Once he arrived back at the ranch, he untacked Bruce and put him in his stall for the evening, and then set to work feeding his herd, who were groaning mournfully at him from the fence where the feeding trough sat. He tossed bales of hay over the fence with impressive ease, his body well-built and accustomed to this kind of work. The sun dipped low behind the rusty red hills as he finished the chores.

      

      Suddenly, he heard a snap and a high-pitched moo behind him. He turned to see the bull, who had broken through a weak spot in his pen, rushing toward the group of cows. Quickly, instinctively, he grabbed a coil of rope and ran for the barn, throwing the doors open and startling Bruce, who calmed once he locked eyes with Abe.

      

      He didn’t bother to saddle him; he leapt on Bruce’s bare back and nudged him forward through the open stall door, and Bruce lunged forward. Abe gripped him with his strong thighs and guided him toward the runaway bull with strong but gentle pulls on his mane.

      

      Bruce knew what to do, once he locked on to the bellowing animal, and Abe began to whirl the lasso above his head as they gave chase. He picked his moment and let the rope fly. He watched as the loop landed perfectly around the frenzied bull’s neck.

      

      A quick jerk and the rope tightened, nearly ripping Abe from Bruce’s back as the bull continued to run. He held tight, and he and Bruce rode in increasingly tighter circles, until the bull began to slow and calm, exhausted and disoriented. He then led the animal back to the barn and locked him in the large stall.

      

      He slipped off Bruce’s back and patted him on the side, thanking him. They were a great team. He quickly piled up hay bales to block the hole in the fence until he could fix it and rewarded Bruce with a bucket of oats back in his stall. Exhausted, Abe collapsed into his bed, his heart pounding from the excitement.

      

      But not quite as hard as his heart had thumped when he had felt the touch of Miss Laura’s hand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Abe appeared at Aunt Ethel’s door a couple days later, a handmade toolbox and some pieces of wood in tow. Laura was surprised that he was back, but certainly not sad.

      

      “Good morning, Abe!” Laura greeted him, as he stepped in the door.

      

      “Good morning, Miss Laura, came to fix that table like I promised,” he said with a smile.

      

      “You’re just too kind, Abe. Let me put a pot of coffee on for you.”

      

      She hurried over to the stove and scooped some coffee into the pot and set the heat. Abe sprawled himself out on the floor under the table and began to fiddle with the table.

      

      Laura bent down and began to watch him. His rough hands ran up and down the table leg. It seemed he was measuring the table with his hands. He stood up and grabbed a cube of wood and his knife and began to whittle away at the cube.

      

      “So, Miss Laura, how have you liked Utah? Is it very different from Arizona?” Abe asked, as he whittled away.

      

      “It is different. But I like it so far. I’ve been keeping myself quite occupied trying to get this place fixed up and keeping up with the chores,” Laura replied, as she poured the coffee.

      

      She placed a cup in front of Abe and then poured one for herself. She settled into a chair next to Abe and picked up her latest sewing project, cushions for the wooden furniture.

      

      “I’ve never been to Arizona. I’ve never left Utah actually,” Abe said.

      

      “I hadn’t left Arizona until I came here,” Laura replied.

      

      “Well, you’re a well-traveled lady now. Too fine for the likes of around here,” Abe said playfully.

      

      “Oh, I wouldn’t say that at all,” Laura said, as she felt a blush creep into her cheeks. She watched as Abe worked at the wood, carving it into a small, tapered cylinder the same size as the table leg.

      

      Finally satisfied, he upended the table and grabbed a hammer and long nail from his wooden toolbox. He fitted the cylinder onto the short table leg and drove a nail through the center. He then got to work with a small piece of sandpaper, sanding the edges until the leg appeared to be one seamless piece, except for the difference in color.

      

      “I can fix that bit,” Laura said, referring to the coloring.

      

      She retrieved the tin of wood oil and rag, and began to polish the raw wood. The color intensified and darkened until there was barely any difference at all.

      

      “Well I’ll be…Miss Laura, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a lady work a piece of wood like that…” he said, with an admiration in his eyes that took Laura back a bit.

      

      “Thank you! Just a bit of elbow grease can fix most things,” Laura replied.

      

      Abe righted the table and tried to rock it a bit, but it stood solidly.

      

      “Well Miss, seems my work here is done. I’d best be getting back to the ranch,” Abe said, as he gathered his things.

      

      “Thank you again, Abe,” Laura said, as she examined his handiwork.

      

      “Not a trouble at all, have a nice evening, Miss,” he said, with a tip of his hat, as he strode out the door.
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        * * *

      

      To Laura, it seemed every day now Abe showed up at the house for some reason or another: fresh canned vegetables from Mrs. Edison’s garden, an order for more marmalade sent by Mr. Mason at the store, some flowers from the local women’s association to wish Aunt Ethel well. Inevitably, every time he came by, he’d find a way to help out around the house. She didn’t mind at all. His sweet demeanor stood in sharp relief to his rough cowboy appearance.

      

      He also hung around longer and longer each day, and surprisingly, Laura never ran out of things to talk about with him.

      

      “You know, if you tilled up a patch of earth back here, you could have a right little garden come next summer,” he noted one day, as he was repainting the backside of the house.

      

      “Really? You don’t think it’s a bit too dry?” Laura asked quizzically.

      

      “Not at all, you’re just seeing the surface layer. The ground ‘round here’ll take plants surprisingly well. You just gotta crack through that hard outer surface,” he replied.

      

      “Sounds a bit like some people,” Laura said thoughtfully.

      

      Abe stopped for a moment. “You know, I’ve never quite thought of it like that.”

      

      “I’ve found many people are a bit tougher on the outside than they are underneath. You just have to find a way past that outer layer to truly understand them,” Laura stated, as she surveyed the earth.

      

      “There’s some that ain’t got that softer layer though. I’ve found many times it’s no use digging, ‘cause what you see on the outside is what you find on the inside,” Abe answered, as he painted.

      

      “Oh, I don’t believe that. I think there’s a soft spot in nearly everyone, just some folks have it buried down deeper than others. Doesn’t mean you stop digging after the first few tries,” Laura said, as she pushed a small trowel into the earth.

      

      “Well, you’ve got more patience than me then. Had too many disappointments with folks to want to try that hard anymore,” Abe said.

      

      Laura carefully dug into the dusty ground. Her first few scoops yielded nothing but dusty, reddish earth. Then, after a few more, a richer, darker earth appeared. Laura smiled.

      

      “The results have spoken differently for me on many an occasion,” she said, as she let the rich earth run through her fingers. Abe continued to paint away, and she watched him carefully.

      

      What’s underneath your layers, Mr. Mavor?
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        * * *

      

      When Laura would go into town now, all the shopkeepers knew her. One day she went by the general store and Mr. Mason greeted her with cheer, as soon as she walked in.

      

      “Miss Laura! So good to see you. You won’t believe what I just got in from New York!” he said, with a twinkle in his eye.

      

      “Oh, won’t I? What is it?” she asked.

      

      Mr. Mason reached down behind the counter and pulled out three beautiful, fluted oil lamps. Each one was delicately engraved with a soft floral pattern.

      

      “Oh Mr. Mason, they’re absolutely lovely,” Laura declared, as she admired them.

      

      “They’re yours if you’d like ‘em, Miss,” he said with a sly smile.

      

      “Oh, Mr. Mason, I’d love them, but I just don’t have the money,” she said with a sigh.

      

      “I’ll make a trade. You bring me some of that fine bread that Mr. Mavor was raving about and they’re yours.”

      

      “Well, I don’t know what to say, other than thank you!” she said, delighted.

      

      “I’ll be waiting on that bread now, Miss,” he said, as he wrapped them up.

      

      She tried to collect more bits and pieces wherever she could, like scraps of fabric from Aunt Ethel’s many sewing projects and a bit of irregular lace, which she had turned into a beautiful centerpiece. She was always on the lookout for something to work toward the cabin’s transformation.

      

      Abe helped out with procurements too. He brought an old, worn dressing mirror over one day.

      

      “Used to belong to my mother. There ain’t been a lady around my place in a while, so I figured you ladies could make good use of it,” he said, when he dropped it off.

      

      “You’re too generous, Abe,” Laura declared. “Aunt Ethel, would you like this in your room?” she asked, turning to her aunt.

      

      “That’s wasted on me dear. I see an old woman that I don’t recognize in the mirror these days.” Aunt Ethel laughed. “Put it in your room dear. You’ll get far more use out of it than I.”

      

      Laura looked over at Abe. “Would you mind carrying it in for me?”

      

      “Of course not.” Abe carried the mirror over into Laura’s room and set it in an empty corner.

      

      Laura stepped back and admired it.

      

      “It’s perfect, Abe. Are you sure you’re willing to part with it?”

      

      “Like I said, no ladies around my ranch to use it, so it’s better off here,” he replied matter-of-factly.

      

      “No wife, not even a sweetheart?” Laura asked, surprised.

      

      “No, haven’t met a lady that I fancied as such. Besides, I’ve always preferred to keep a bit more to myself,” Abe replied.

      

      Laura was shocked.

      

      How could a handsome rancher like him be all on his own? Surely the ladies of town have thought about him a time or two.

      

      Laura stepped in and ran her hand along the wooden frame. Suddenly, it was as if something stung her finger.

      

      “Ouch!” Laura exclaimed.

      

      “What’s wrong?” Abe asked, worried.

      

      Laura pulled her hand back and noticed a small sliver of wood had pierced through her skin and now nestled in the tip of her finger. The finger throbbed angrily.

      

      “It’s nothing, just a splinter,” she replied.

      

      “Oh, I’m so sorry, I should have fixed it up better for you before I brought it over. Here, let me see that hand,” he told her.

      

      Laura gingerly offered her finger to him. He took her hand in his, and despite the rough calluses on his skin, he was amazingly gentle.

      

      He carefully inspected it.

      

      “Just a little one, but if you leave it in, it’ll fester. I’ll have to cut it out.” Abe said, as he reached into his belt for his knife.

      

      Laura felt fear upon seeing the blade. Her hand began to shake.

      

      “Are you sure? I’m sure it will just work its way out on its own,” she said nervously.

      

      He looked at her with reassuring eyes.

      

      “This won’t hurt a bit, I promise. But it needs to come out,” he said calmly.

      

      With extreme care, he gently took the tip of his knife and sliced the tiny layer of skin just above the splinter open. He was right, it didn’t hurt. He then sheathed his knife and carefully pried the splinter out of her skin. With the bit of wood out, a small dot of blood appeared on Laura’s hand. He pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and pressed it against her finger.

      

      “There, just hold that tight to your finger for a few minutes and you’ll be good as new,” he said, as he released her hand from his.

      

      “You are quite useful to have around, in more ways than one, Abe,” Laura admired his handiness.

      

      “Well, I appreciate you saying that. Speaking of which, is there anything that needs seeing to today?”

      

      “Indeed, there is, if you’ve got the time,” Laura said.

      

      “Put me to work then, Laura,” he said with a smile.

      

      Laura’s finger throbbed rhythmically with her heartbeat. She showed Abe out to the back, where a pile of firewood needed to be split.

      

      He quickly got to work, swinging the heavy axe with ease. Laura went back inside the house to get back to her embroidery. From her chair, she could see Abe’s strong arms and back bring the axe down on log after log. There was something almost comforting about the rhythmic thwack, thwack, thwack.

      

      He’s so handsome, and strong.

      

      He stopped, after a time, and wiped his sweaty brow, his chestnut hair stuck in sweaty clumps to his forehead. He turned toward the house and Laura quickly tried to appear engrossed in her embroidering.

      

      After the entire pile lay in neatly split logs, he came back inside. He looked right at Laura, his face glistening with sweat.

      

      “I’ll be needing that handkerchief back, Miss,” he said, with a tired smile.

      

      Laura unwrapped it from her hand and handed it over. He folded it and dabbed the sweat off his face, smearing the reddish dust in streaks across his skin.

      

      Laura felt a giggle escape her. Abe looked at her strangely.

      

      “Everything alright?” he asked.

      

      “Yes, yes, it’s nothing,” she answered, embarrassed.

      

      Abe just shook his head as he tucked the handkerchief back into his pocket.

      

      “Well, I best be going then. Have a good afternoon and take care of that finger of yours,” he said with a smile.

      

      “I will, thank you.”

      

      Laura watched as he strode out the door. She put her embroidery down and went into her room. Again, she admired the lovely dressing mirror. Then she went to her bureau and pulled out a piece of paper and a pen.

      

      She went back out to the table in the main room, sat down, and began to write.

      

      “Dear Mama and Father,

      

      Things are going quite well here. Aunt Ethel is beginning to regain some of her strength, and I’ve settled in nicely.

      

      The people around town are very kind and eager to help out with the many things that need doing. Father would get along well with the keeper of the general store, who has blessed me with many gifts.

      

      I miss you both terribly, and Duchess too. I enjoy the work here and hope to get to know Aunt Ethel and those around town more.

      

      Say hello to the knitting club ladies for me please and take care of yourselves. I’m sure the time will fly until I am back in Tucson with you again.

      

      Much love,

      

      Laura”

      

      She gently folded the letter up and placed it in an envelope. She heard Aunt Ethel stirring in her room and went in to check on her.

      

      “Is Abe still here?” Aunt Ethel asked.

      

      “No, just left in fact,” Laura said. “How are you doing? Do you need anything?”

      

      “A cup of tea would be lovely dear, thank you,” Aunt Ethel replied. “And Laura?” She called out as Laura was about to disappear through the doorway.

      

      Laura stopped in her tracks. “Yes?”

      

      “Quite the man, isn’t he?” she said, with a grin.

      

      Laura blushed. “You’re terrible, Aunt Ethel,” she said, as she sashayed out of the room.

      

      Yes, yes he is.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Laura was feeling more at home here now than she had when she first arrived. She missed Duchess terribly though, so when Abe showed up, she would come outside with some bits of carrot or apple to feed to Bruce.

      

      By the sixth or seventh time, as soon as Abe would arrive on the porch, Bruce would let out an excited whinny to announce his arrival to Laura, who would promptly appear with the day’s delicacy. Abe would pat his neck with a chuckle.

      

      “He’s a greedy boy, he is. Quite the attention seeker.”

      

      “My Duchess is too. I think it’s sweet,” Laura said, as Bruce happily chomped away at the apple pieces in her outstretched palm.

      

      Abe eased himself out of the saddle and his boots hit the ground with a thud. He was tall, built broad and sturdy from growing up on the land. But he always had a bit of a soft twinkle in his eye when he addressed Laura.

      

      “Can’t stay too long today, so don’t let Aunt Ethel talk me into supper again,” he exclaimed, as he did every time before that. And every time, without fail, he would be plunked, reluctantly, down at the dinner table by little more than a wave of Aunt Ethel’s hand.

      

      “If you keep feeding me like this, I’ll break Bruce’s back!” Abe protested, between bites of bread and fresh butter.

      

      “Oh, you can afford a proper meal every once in a while, Abe. You’re strong but you’re too skinny!” Aunt Ethel teased.

      

      “Is that right Miss Laura? Am I too skinny?” he asked.

      

      Laura felt the blush creep to her cheeks as she took too large a bite of food to avoid answering.

      

      Of course not. You’re strong, and…well…

      

      “My mother used to say the same thing to me,” Abe said, to break the awkward silence. “I was a string bean of a kid. Had to learn to ride and rope and shoot, just to get the other boys to leave me be.”

      

      “Well, you’ve grown into a fine young man, dear,” Aunt Ethel said sweetly.

      

      “Thank you. Ain’t been any ladies around trying to fatten me up in quite some time,” he said with a wink.

      

      Aunt Ethel was slowly getting stronger, moving around bit by bit, though still quite immobilized overall by her leg. Laura worked hard to make sure she was eating and getting outside for plenty of sunshine. Sunshine was nature’s medicine, as her mother used to say.

      

      They would sometimes all sit on the porch together, drinking iced tea, while Abe would fuss with the crooked step or Laura would be at work planting a bed of flowers around the porch.

      

      One such day, Laura was elbow-deep in the flowerbed, while Abe was at work fixing the swayed porch. Aunt Ethel sat in a chair just outside the front door, knitting away.

      

      “I can’t believe the state of this place. I guess with all the work of running the house on my own, I never noticed how much things were falling to disrepair. Now, I can’t stop noticing.” Aunt Ethel shook her head.

      

      “You’ve managed as well as you can on your own Aunt Ethel, I can’t imagine running a household all on my own,” Laura said.

      

      “I can’t imagine you’ll ever have to worry about that,” Abe interjected.

      

      Laura stopped for a moment and looked at him. “What makes you say that?”

      

      “A girl like you’ll be married off in no time,” he said, as he pulled up one of the planks.

      

      “Oh, if anyone will have me,” Laura said, as she planted a small marigold plant.

      

      Aunt Ethel chuckled. “Oh, so modest, girl. I was far more confident when I was your age.”

      

      “Were you quite the firecracker Aunt Ethel?” Abe asked.

      

      “Oh yes, I was a pretty young thing, and I knew it too,” she said to Abe, with a wink. Abe chuckled as he began to hammer down a new plank into the porch.

      

      I wish I had Aunt Ethel’s confidence. She seems like she’s always been so sure of herself.

      

      “Of course, I wasn’t always so self-assured. I was quite shy as a young girl,” Aunt Ethel remarked, as if reading her thoughts.

      

      “What changed?” Laura asked.

      

      “Just realized life was too short to fear what was in front of me. I just got tired of being so scared and decided to take matters into my own hands. And when I did, things got better for me, so I kept at it,” Aunt Ethel replied.

      

      “A strong woman like that is likely to scare a lesser man off,” Abe remarked.

      

      “Oh, yes, I chased off quite a few until I met Ernest. And I’m not sure he wasn’t scared of me himself, just not so scared that he took off runnin’.” Aunt Ethel chuckled.

      

      “Good man. A lady with a bit of spirit is better to make your life with, in my view of things. It means she’ll stick with you when hands need to get dirty,” Abe said. He tossed a glance at Laura, who flushed.

      

      “I very much agree Abe,” Aunt Ethel said, smiling at him. Abe hammered the last nail into the plank and stepped back to admire his handiwork.

      

      “Not half bad if I do say so myself,” he remarked. He turned to Laura. “Anything else I can help with today?”

      

      “Yes, would you mind helping me put these plants in? I’ve still quite a few to do,” Laura said.

      

      “Not at all.” He strode over to her and knelt down next to her. “And look at that, I was quite right about this land,” he said, as he winked at her.

      

      “Indeed, you were, just took a bit of digging to get there,” Laura replied with a grin.

      

      Abe looked at her with a soft, knowing smile. They continued working away until the sun went down. As they finished, Laura stood back and admired the work so far.

      

      Quite the difference little changes can make.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      With each improvement Laura made, she felt a part of her growing up a bit, in a way she never had back in Tucson. Back there, life was a monotony of knitting club, helping Mother around the house as she spouted well-meaning but prolific gossip about the other ladies in town, reading her books and, every once in a while, slipping outside for a hard ride with Duchess.

      

      But here, there was always something new to do, something to fix or tinker with. And of course, there was Abe’s constant presence, and Laura felt herself growing closer and closer to him with each passing day.

      

      One afternoon, he was standing next to her as they applied a fresh coat of paint to the walls in Aunt Ethel’s bedroom. He looked over and she noticed, really noticed, his eyes, for the first time. Grey, like the sky just before it rained. His rough hands held the paintbrush delicately, and she wondered if that had a lot to do with his roping abilities. Strong, but gentle.

      

      “You missed a spot,” he pointed to a patch of bare wood at the corner of one of the planks. She turned to paint it and Abe caught her right in the nose with his paintbrush.

      

      She stared at him, stunned for a second. He seemed to freeze, as if he realized he had made a mistake. She let out a nervous laugh that surprised her. “Thanks, Abe,” she replied, turning her face away, so as to hide the flush, as a laugh began to roll out of her.

      

      Abe began to belly laugh as well.

      

      “Here,” he said, as he pulled out a handkerchief from his pocket. “Look at me.”

      

      She turned to face him and he gently wiped the paint off her nose with the handkerchief. She wondered if he could feel how hot her skin was, as he wiped the last bit of paint off it. He was even more delicate than when he held the brush.

      

      “There, it should be all gone now,” he said, as he surveyed her face. He paused a moment. “You have really nice eyes.”

      

      “Thank you, Abe…” She cleared her throat. “I’m the only one in my family with hazel eyes.”

      

      “They suit you,” Abe said. He smiled and turned back to the painting.

      

      She couldn’t wait to see him in competition. She had already heard several ladies about town gushing over how skilled he was. Practically unbeatable, they said. Even Aunt Ethel had mentioned seeing him in action once, how deft and skilled he was. Laura asked her about how he came to help out so much.

      

      “Well, dear, after your Uncle Ernest died, I sold him the little herd we had been keeping. Couldn’t manage it on my own. We got to talking and he’s out here all alone, not a wife or a family to care for. Well, I of course was on my own now too, so we just tried to help each other out, though he’s been a far better help to me than I to him, I believe, especially after the accident.”

      

      Laura kept working on the house, building it into a cheerful, welcoming home, bit by bit, paint stroke by paint stroke. She was remarkably talented at it, taking the resources she could procure, and that Abe brought by, and using them to completely transform the house, until it barely resembled the filthy shack she had arrived at just a few weeks prior. Abe continued to remark on her “magical transformation abilities” every time he set foot inside.

      

      As they painted the bedroom, Laura asked the same question of him that she did her aunt.

      

      “How did you come to want to help out my aunt so much? She appreciates, don’t misunderstand me, but surely you’ve got quite a few other things to attend to,” she inquired, as she applied clean, even strokes of paint.

      

      “She’s a lovely lady, and I ain’t got no family of my own out here, nor does she. I believe folks have to always look after each other. Just like you’re here doing.”

      

      Laura smiled at his response. He was sweet, with a simple way of looking at things that was incredibly charming. He was different from any man she had met back in Tucson, both rougher and gentler at the same time, merchants, ministers and many more. He would help Aunt Ethel to her chair with extreme delicacy and then head out back to split wood for their stove in swift, strong chops.

      

      They finished painting the bedroom and stepped back to admire their handiwork. “Not half bad, if I do say so myself,” Laura remarked.

      

      Abe nodded in agreement. “I’ve said it near a thousand times already, you are a miracle worker Miss Laura.” His voice had a soft ring to it and Laura felt a tingle inside her fingers and chest.

      

      Why does he say it like that? My name rolls off his tongue so sweetly.

      

      He started toward the door but paused for a moment as if he was about to say something. It was only a second though, and he seemed to shake it away, as he strode out the door and hopped into Bruce’s saddle. He tipped his hat to Laura as he turned and rode away.

      

      Her heart about pounded out of her chest.

      

      I feel like I’m going crazy; he’s just being helpful, that’s all.

      

      The next day, Abe returned and got straight to work sanding a bit of roughness out of the bedroom floor, as Laura put the finishing touches on things, like a master conductor directing a symphony of colors and fabrics.

      

      As they worked, they tossed little glances at each other that made Laura’s heart skip a beat every time.

      

      “I’ll be done sanding this floor before you’re even halfway finished arranging those vases, at that pace,” Abe said, looking up from his work, beads of sweat clinging to his forehead from the labor.

      

      “Oh? Do you really believe so?” Laura asked, with a raised eyebrow.

      

      “I do indeed. Care to wager on it?” he replied.

      

      “What do you propose?” Laura asked.

      

      “I finish first, you send me home with a fresh loaf of that bread of yours.”

      

      “And what do I get when I finish first?” she asked with a smile.

      

      “You have to pick something,” Abe said.

      

      Laura thought for a moment.

      

      “Alright, if I finish first, you take me on a ride. It has been ages since I’ve been on a horse that can get some speed,” she said.

      

      Abe put down the sandpaper and extended his hand. Laura hesitated.

      

      “Ain’t a wager until we shake on it,” Abe said persistently.

      

      Laura grabbed his hand and shook. As she did, a tremor ran through her entire body, as if a bolt of electricity ran from his hand and lit every nerve inside her.

      

      Oh my.

      

      “It’s a deal then,” Abe said, and he quickly went back to work sanding.

      

      Laura stood there in stunned silence for a moment.

      

      Now what was…that?

      

      She quickly got back to work. She arranged the flowers, put new linens on the bed, covered the nightstand in fresh lace, and hung several photographs of Aunt Ethel’s family.

      

      As she was doing this, she noticed that over time, the rhythmic sanding sounds of Abe working had…slowed.

      

      Is he trying to lose?

      

      As Laura worked slower and more meticulously, so did Abe. As she sped up, so did he, but only slightly.

      

      Finally, Laura had treated every inch of the room to her special touch.

      

      “Done!” she squealed victoriously.

      

      “Well, I’ll be damned. Should have known a good bet would get you working like a beaver,” Abe said, with a strong effort to sound disappointed. But Laura caught the faintest hint of a smile.

      

      As Abe finished sanding, Laura brought him another glass of her iced tea and they stepped out onto the porch together, away from the curious eyes of Aunt Ethel, who no doubt had caught one or two of their glances.

      

      Sitting on the porch swing that Abe had put in a few days prior, they both looked out toward town. Laura looked at those stormy grey eyes of Abe’s and wondered what life he had lived before she appeared. Why had a pretty young bride not swooped up this handsome, talented, sweet man yet. He must have realized her questions, because he instinctively began to answer them.

      

      “You’re not like most girls around here, Laura. Most of them would rather wag their tongues than get their hands a bit dirty.”

      

      “Father always preached that we came from nothing and we had to work for everything we got. I’ve never been accustomed to sitting around and hoping problems will come fix themselves,” she replied.

      

      He wiped a loose lock of that shaggy chestnut hair away from his forehead and took another sip of the iced tea. “I get the feeling I’d like your father.”

      

      “Well, perhaps you two will meet when they come visit me here,” Laura suggested.

      

      “Perhaps we will at that,” Abe mused, finishing off the last of his tea.

      

      I wonder what Father would think of him? Would he be able to see past the cowboy exterior?

      

      “Alright, time to pay up. The sun’ll be down soon,” Abe said to Laura, as he stood up from his chair.

      

      Laura hopped up and Abe began to untie Bruce from the porch. He swung his strong legs up and into Bruce’s saddle and reached his hand down to Laura. She grabbed it and Abe pulled her up and behind him in one deft movement, as if she weighed nothing at all.

      

      He gave Bruce a slight click of the tongue and they took off toward the mountains.

      

      Laura clung tightly to Abe. His torso was solid and strong, and she could feel his heartbeat as she held on. Bruce was fast, but his gait was smooth.

      

      The wind tore past her cheeks and flung her hair around her face, but Abe’s warmth staved off the cold. The earth melted into a blur of orange and brown, as if the two of them were trapped in an oil painting together.

      

      And that’s when time seemed to stand still. She felt her heart fall into rhythm with his, and both were pounding. There was no sound except for their heartbeats and the thudding of Bruce’s hooves. They could have ridden for a year or an hour and Laura wouldn’t have been able to tell the difference.

      

      This is…incredible. Abe Mavor, who are you?

      

      “You doing alright back there?” Abe turned his head and half-shouted to her.

      

      “Great, just…great!” Laura replied.

      

      “Good, one more loop and I’ll take you back,” Abe said, as he patted Laura’s hand.

      

      I don’t want to go back. I want to stay here…forever.

      

      Finally, the homestead came back into view and the spell was broken. The landscape re-took its form as they trotted back up to the porch under the backdrop of the setting sun.

      

      Abe slid out of the saddle and reached up to help Laura down. She slid down, but as soon as she hit the ground, her knees buckled and she fell straight into Abe’s arms.

      

      “Easy there!” Abe laughed as he caught her. “Didn’t take you for a girl who would get weak-kneed after a ride.”

      

      “I just tripped, sorry,”  Laura said, as she caught her breath. It wasn’t the ride that made her knees buckle. She straightened up and realized she was gripping onto Abe’s arm.

      

      She quickly released him and collected herself. “Forget weak-kneed, I’m sure I could out race you any day,” she said with a, hopefully, confident laugh.

      

      “Is that so? Huh, might have to challenge that,” Abe said with a wink. “C’mon now, I’ll walk you inside so I can say goodbye to Aunt Ethel.”

      

      Aunt Ethel was trying to clumsily maneuver herself into a chair when they returned inside. Abe immediately strode over to help her.

      

      “Thank you, Abe. Though I must say, I’m growing quite tired of requiring those strong arms of yours all the time.” She turned to Laura. “Oh, Laura my dear, I almost forgot! I received a telegram this morning from your parents. They miss you terribly and say they will have some good news to share soon. They’re planning on visiting just after Christmas time to bring you back to Arizona. By then I imagine I’ll be able to get by without so much help. Though, I’ll certainly miss those pies of yours!”

      

      The thought of returning to Arizona felt strangely upsetting to Laura. She knew all along that being here with Aunt Ethel was only temporary, but for some reason Ethel’s house now felt more like home than Tucson ever did. She had a sneaking suspicion that Abe may have had something to do with that. She couldn’t shake the cowboy out of her mind, once he stepped out of the door most nights.

      

      “Thank you, Aunt Ethel. I’ll be sure to write them later tonight.”

      

      “Well, I’m off now ladies. Thank you, as always, for your hospitalities,” Abe said with a flourish of his hat. Then those grey eyes turned intensely toward her. “Have a nice evening now, Laura,” he said, so gently that Laura felt her knees start to buckle again. She closed the door behind him and then went off to her room.

      

      She lit a lamp and pulled out paper and a pen. She began to write.

      

      “Dear Mama and Father,

      

      I’m delighted to hear news that you will be visiting. So much has changed in the time I’ve been here, and I cannot wait to share it with you. I look forward to what news you will be bringing as well, though I am nervous to think it is so important that you cannot send it in a letter.

      

      Aunt Ethel is doing well, as am I. I hope this letter finds you in good health and spirits.

      

      Your Loving Daughter,

      

      Laura”

      

      P.S. There is a lovely man I very much wish for you to meet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      After weeks of hard work, the house was getting closer and closer to completion. Aunt Ethel’s leg was healing nicely as well, and Abe surprised her with a most thoughtful gift: a beautiful wooden cane hand-carved with magnolias all up and down the length. She smiled gratefully at the present.

      

      “Oh Abe, it’s so lovely, thank you! Now I’ll be back to my old speed in no time!” she exclaimed.

      

      “You’re welcome, Aunt Ethel. It suits you quite fine.”

      

      As usual, Laura was quite touched at Abe’s thoughtfulness and care for her aunt. He turned to Laura. “Now for you miss, with Aunt Ethel on her feet again, I wonder if you wouldn’t like to take a ride with me, get out of the house for a spell. If that’s alright with your aunt, of course.”

      

      “Of course, it is dear, you two enjoy a bit of time out, you’ve certainly earned it.” Aunt Ethel gleefully waved them out, nearly falling over with her new cane. Aunt Ethel wasn’t that kind of person that was worrying about propriety, rules and chaperones. Abe was like a son to her and a fine man, so she was glad Laura could see it too.

      

      Laura stepped out into the sunshine with Abe and saw a second horse tied up next to Bruce, a beautiful roan mare. She walked over and patted its neck and the horse nickered gently. “This is Juliet, she’s small but don’t let her fool you, she’s fast as lightning with the right rider,” Abe said, as he untied Bruce’s reigns from the post. Laura looked at him inquisitively. “Care for a bit of a race?” he asked, as he swung up onto Bruce’s back.

      

      Laura looked stunned, but Abe looked at her, his gaze firm.  “You said you could out-ride me, I’d like to see that,” Abe insisted.

      

      Laura untied the mare’s reigns and hoisted herself into the saddle. It felt like ages since she was on Duchess’ back, but as soon as she gathered the reigns in her hands, the mare perked her ears up and she could feel her shifting her weight, ready to stretch her legs.

      

      She found her position in the saddle and shot a look to Abe. Abe clicked his tongue and Bruce leapt forward gracefully. Laura did the same, and Juliet took off, practically gliding across the ground.

      

      This feeling, it’s like flying. I can’t imagine ever losing it.

      

      They raced across the fields outside of town, Laura always trailing Abe, but only by a hair. Juliet was fast, but the bond that Abe and Bruce shared allowed them to move in perfect synchronization. They barreled toward the canyons and came across a stream carving through the red rock. The stream wove through the canyon and opened up into a small pool at the base of a cascading waterfall.

      

      Abe pulled back on Bruce’s reigns, stopping him just short of the stream, as Laura and Juliette did the same. They slid out of their saddles and walked by the cool stream, with the horses trailing behind them. Summer had faded away to autumn finally, but today was unseasonably warm and the excitement of the ride had made sweat accumulate on their brows.

      

      “I have to say Laura, I’m disappointed, I believe you said you were going to best me,” Abe said cloyingly.

      

      “On Duchess I would have. Juliette and I are just getting to know each other, so don’t you get ahead of yourself Abe,” Laura snapped back playfully.

      

      Juliette snorted loudly, as if in protest.

      

      “Do you come to this place quite often?” Laura asked.

      

      “Time and again.” Abe replied, “It’s a good place to clear my head when there’s thinking needs to be done.”

      

      Laura gazed at the cool stream running across the rock and looked down at her dusty boots. Suddenly, she bent down and untied the laces, then pulled her boots off, then her socks. Barefoot, she waded into the cold stream, the water running over her toes like it did the river rocks.

      

      She let out a slight squeal as the icy water hit her. Abe let out a laugh, then kicked off his own boots and waded in, seemingly unaffected by the cold. He then surprised her even further by pulling his wool shirt over his head, exposing his bare torso which rippled with his well-built ranchers’ muscles.

      

      He splashed water into his chestnut hair and wiped the rusty dust off his face. He smiled at Laura’s shocked expression. This impish version of Abe was brand new to her and was completely mesmerizing.

      

      “You just going to stand there on the edge?” he asked with a grin.

      

      “It’s freezing!” she exclaimed.

      

      “Feels fine to me,” Abe said, as he dunked his head into the water. “I didn’t take you for a fussy girl, Laura.”

      

      Fussy! I’m not fussy! The nerve of him…

      

      Laura took a deep breath and hitched her skirt up, as she waded in to her knees. Abe was still a few feet away, watching her. Her feet and legs tingled with the cold water.

      

      “Oh my, it’s like ice!” Laura moaned. “How can you be so relaxed?” she asked him. She tried to take another step, but nearly lost her footing on a river rock.

      

      Abe waded over to her and took her hands to help steady her. “It’s all in your mind. If you tell yourself that you’re not cold, you won’t be,” he said, as he held her hands.

      

      “Tell that to my legs, sir,” Laura said with chagrin.

      

      Abe laughed, and then seemed to suddenly realize he was still holding onto her hands. He dropped them as if they were suddenly hot.

      

      “Alright, it is a bit cold,” he said, and he helped Laura back over to shore. He was remarkably sure-footed on the slippery rocks.

      

      Once they were out of the water, Abe slid his shirt back on over his strong torso. The hem of Laura’s dress was wet and quickly began to pick up the reddish dirt as they walked along the banks of the stream.

      

      “You ride quite well Laura.” Abe admitted, as they walked. “Perhaps one day you’ll give me a run for my money with roping.”

      

      Laura chuckled. “Oh, that’d be the day.”

      

      “So, tell me, how is it a girl like you can ride a horse just as well as she can turn a cabin all the way around?” Abe inquired.

      

      “Well, I just never saw the use in limiting myself to just one thing. I think there’s quite a bit more to life than just keeping house, but that does not mean keeping house is not at all important,” Laura replied.

      

      Abe seemed to think on this for a beat.

      

      “So where does your reading fall into all that?” he asked.

      

      “Quite easily. How does reading fall into ranching, could also be asked,” she replied cheekily.

      

      “I suppose that’s fair. For me it was a point of pride. No one in my family could read before me, so I took it upon myself to be quite handy at it. I love stories with adventure and far off lands; it feels like I get to leave where I am at for just a little bit.”

      

      A rancher who loved to dream of far off places. Abe was an enigma, but one that constantly drew Laura in, like a fly to honey. She couldn’t help but admire him as he walked along beside her, not even bothering to hold Bruce’s reigns, as the stallion plodded along next to him like an obedient dog.

      

      “I suppose you’re quite ready to be back home in Arizona. You got a sweetheart back there, I’d imagine, who is ready to have you home,” Abe remarked, with a strange twinge in his voice.

      

      Is he…jealous?

      

      She shook her head with a slight smile. “No, I don’t have a sweetheart. I haven’t much been interested in the boys around Tucson. I’m sure Father will pick someone out soon enough though…wouldn’t want me turning into an old maid.”

      

      Laura tried to hide her disdain at the idea of her Father selecting someone. What if he’s a drunk, or a gambler, or worse…boring.

      

      As if he sensed her thoughts, Abe remarked, “Well, I’m sure a girl like you’ll have the pick of the best in town, no doubt about that.”

      

      They walked along a bit more before the red rocks started to glow with fire-like light. Then they hopped back on the horses and raced for the homestead, Abe still leading, but Laura gaining even more ground this time.

      

      Laura slipped out of her saddle and turned to Abe when they arrived back at Aunt Ethel’s. “That was quite lovely.” She smiled at him, her heart beginning to crawl up her throat.

      

      He tipped his hat to her with the same impish grin she saw at the stream. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Miss Laura,” and, with that, he gave Bruce a firm nudge and rode off.

      

      Laura watched them go until their forms were nothing but a speck of dust in the distance. She lingered there on the porch for a few moments longer, looking out at the horizon, as a starry sky began to take shape and the last rays of sunlight evaporated.

      

      What a day!

      

      Laura headed inside and closed the door behind her. She leaned against it and closed her eyes, the vision of Abe’s chestnut hair, rimmed by red rock, dancing behind her eyelids. What is this feeling? she thought. This cowboy had done something to her that no man ever had before.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Competition day arrived and Abe rose early to prepare himself and Bruce. He brushed Bruce out and waxed his saddle. He grabbed several lengths of rope for lassos and dusted off his hat. Though he prepared for the competition in the same way he had before, this day was different than any other competition day. He couldn’t get Laura’s hazel eyes out of his mind.

      

      She’ll be gone soon, no use losing your head. Cowboys don’t court city girls, that’s for damn sure.

      

      He saddled up Bruce and rode hard to the corral at the edge of town where the crowd had gathered to watch the festivities. The late fall air sent a shiver up his spine, and the onlookers pulled their coats tighter, when the wind caught them. But it was a competition day and no one was going to stay indoors.

      

      Abe was the crowd favorite and was greeted with cheers as he rode up. Bruce tossed his head about, soaking in the atmosphere. He scanned the crowd but saw no Laura.

      

      Maybe something came up at home. Maybe Aunt Ethel fell again. Maybe she’s just running late.

      

      He tried to push it out of his mind as he steadied Bruce, who was getting antsier and antsier with anticipation.

      

      Another rider pulled up alongside Abe. “Ready to show these boys who the real men are?” Sheriff Oratius asked Abe in his very matter-of-fact way.

      

      Abe tipped his hat to him “Always am Ottie. How’s the world of law and order?” Ottie shrugged and tightened his grip on the reigns of his horse, Midnight.

      

      Sheriff Oratius was a man of few words, but he and Abe had been friends near their whole lives and the two men trusted each other completely. They were a team in the partner roping competition and never failed to out-ride everyone.

      

      As they took their places at the edge of the corral, Abe scanned the crowd again. There, at the post directly across from him, he saw Laura, blonde waves whipping past her face as she smiled at him. She wore a thick woolen overcoat but seemed too excited to mind the cold. He tipped his hat to her and tried to steady his breathing.

      

      At the other side of the corral, a young bull calf snorted anxiously in its pen. Then, the gate flew open and the two men were off after the calf, their horses’ hooves pounding the dirt as they locked into position.

      

      They circled the corral once, and Abe noticed Laura leaning excitedly over the railing. On the second pass, Abe got ahead of it, while Ottie fell behind, both poising for their moment.

      

      That’s it, wait for it.

      

      Abe stood up in the stirrups as he and Bruce found their rhythm. The calf snorted and wove but they were right with him. Abe swung the lasso around his head and when it hit its apex, let it fly.

      

      It landed perfectly, and he quickly tightened the loop to steady it for Ottie’s moment. In an instant, Ottie had his rope under the calf’s back legs and the calf was down. Abe looked to Laura, who was beaming and practically jumped into the pen with them.

      

      Her excitement was the best prize he could have won.

      

      Up next was single roping. Abe was squared off on one side of the ring and a calf on the other. The bell rang and in under a minute flat he had the calf trussed up on the ground.

      

      “Well Laura, what did you think?” he asked.

      

      “Absolutely amazing,” she replied, beaming. “I wish I could be out there like that, so confident.”

      

      Those hazel eyes again. They were piercing through him and he could barely stand it. “I’ve seen you ride. Confidence is not something you lack.”

      

      He and Ottie were up one more time. They saddled up and got poised for the next go. Abe felt Bruce shifting underneath him, but this time the energy felt different.

      

      “You okay boy?” he asked as he leaned down and patted Bruce’s neck. He could feel sweat through his coat.

      

      At the other end of the corral was a large steer. Abe gripped the reigns and got ready. The bell clanged, and they were off again. But this time, things shifted.

      

      The steer did one pass with Abe and Ottie in chase, and then suddenly, changed directions. It charged straight at Bruce. Bruce wasn’t prepared for this sudden movement and jerked backwards, nearly unseating Abe.

      

      “Woah boy, easy!” Abe shouted, trying to regain his balance. He slipped the lasso into his hand and got ready to catch the steer.

      

      As he leaned out to release his lasso, the steer changed directions again, and by instinct, so did Bruce. Abe tried to regain his balance again, but he was already too far out of his seat.

      

      He felt himself detach from the saddle and watched as the dusty ground came closer. He smashed into the ground, just inches from the steers thundering hooves.

      

      As he struggled to get to his feet, he saw Ottie and the wranglers trying to get the steer and, now, runaway Bruce, under control. The steer turned and charged at Abe, who dove out of the way, but not in time to avoid the brunt of its shoulder smashing into his ribs.

      

      He rolled to the ground with a groan, clutching his side. The air was thick with dust churned up from the panicked animals. From the corner of his eye, he saw Ottie grab hold of Bruce’s reigns and start to guide him out of the corral, as the wranglers brought down the steer.

      

      Pain whitened the corners of his vision. He struggled to catch his breath. All of a sudden, Laura’s face came into view.

      

      “I’m fine, Laura. I don’t want you getting trampled,” Abe said, as he tried to stand, his faced strained with the pain.

      

      “Well, I don’t want you getting trampled either! Here, lean on me,” she said, as she looped his arm over her shoulder. They quickly limped over to the fence of the corral and Abe leaned against it, still clutching his ribs.

      

      “Stop looking at me like that, I’ll be fine. I’ve had worse,” he said to Laura. “I just need to catch my breath is all.”

      

      His reassurance did nothing to erase the concern on her face.

      

      “At least come back to Aunt Ethel’s and let me take a look at it. I fixed up Father when he fell off his horse once,” she told him.

      

      Alright, you win

      

      He whistled for Bruce who came trotting over, as if nothing had happened, followed by Ottie and Midnight.

      

      “You alright? Saw that steer clip ya,” Ottie said.

      

      “I’ll be fine, just a bruise I’m sure,” Abe replied.

      

      “Alright, you able to ride?” Ottie asked.

      

      “Will be in a minute, thanks,” Abe said, with a wave of his hand. With that, Ottie and Midnight took off. Bruce playfully nuzzled at Abe’s chest, his form of an apology.

      

      “It’s alright boy, I’ll be fine,” he said, as he pushed Bruce’s nose back.

      

      After a few more moments of catching his breath, he planted his foot in the stirrup and swung up onto Bruce’s back and extended a hand to Laura, but she instead leapt gleefully on Bruce’s back,  behind Abe, with ease. Abe clicked his tongue and with that they were off.

      

      The sun was just beginning its descent as they galloped through and away from town. Laura clung tight to Abe, and he could smell her sweet perfume that hinted of hyacinth drifting toward his nose, but he also caught whiffs of fresh paint and shoe varnish, giving away all that she was doing to help lovely Aunt Ethel.

      

      Her arms wrapped around him, pressed into the sore spot, but for some reason, he didn’t mind. The feeling of her against him numbed the pain.

      

      As they galloped up to the house, he was overcome with how beautiful it already looked. But its beauty was nothing compared to the woman who was now riding behind him.

      

      He pulled Bruce to a stop at the front porch and eased himself off, then helped Laura down, her small, soft hand enveloped by his large, work-worn one. She stepped up onto the porch and then turned to face him. “Abe, I want to thank you for all you’ve done around here helping out. I know we say it all the time, but you’ve really just done so much, and I truly cannot thank you enough.”

      

      She leaned in and gave him a soft kiss on the cheek, seeming not to mind that he was still caked in corral dirt. She gently pulled back and looked at him with those striking hazel eyes. I would give my ranch to know what she’s thinking right now.

      

      He took a long look at her, brushing a strand of her long blonde hair away from her face. “You’re an extraordinary woman, Laura,” and with that, a clatter erupted on the other side of the front door, and Laura spun around and ran inside, as Abe followed in slow pursuit. He hadn’t shown Laura how bad his injury was.

      

      In the house, they saw Aunt Ethel leaning on her cane, a broken teapot at her feet, looking quite frustrated.

      

      “So much for gaining just a touch of independence.” She looked up at the two of them. “How were the festivities?”

      

      “Quite exciting, Aunt Ethel, hard to describe really,” Laura remarked.

      

      “Well then, in the absence of tea, I believe I’ll go for a short walk to stretch my legs a bit, they’ve gotten quite weak being so underused lately,” and with that, Aunt Ethel stepped out the front door, leaving Abe and Laura alone in the house.

      

      “Alright, let’s see the damage,” Laura commanded, as she pointed Abe to a chair. Abe sat down and dutifully lifted his shirt, revealing a large purple and blue bruise across his ribcage.

      

      “Oh, my.” Laura sighed. “Thankfully, I’ve been stashing some herbs around here to help with Aunt Ethel’s healing. I’ll muddle some for that.”

      

      Laura went to work, first sweeping up the broken teapot, then she put a pot of coffee and a pan of water on the stove.

      

      “Not my most impressive showing, sorry about that,” Abe chuckled.

      

      “Oh, no, I still thought you were brilliant!” Laura said as she cut up pieces of comfrey root and popped them into the boiling water.

      

      “You don’t have to say that, just so you can keep using my handyman skills.” He chuckled softly, the movement hurt his ribs.

      

      Laura laughed, as she ground the boiled root into a paste, then grabbed a roll of bandages, poured two cups of coffee, and pulled a chair up next to Abe. She handed him a cup of coffee.

      

      “Alright this will probably be easier if you...” Laura gestured for Abe to remove his shirt, which he did with a wince.

      

      “Just let me know if this hurts,” she said, as she gently applied the paste to the bruise. He exhaled sharply at the first contact and she stopped.

      

      “No, it’s fine, it’s just tender. You’re very gentle,” he said.

      

      She continued to spread the thick paste across the bruise, her smooth fingers dancing over his ribs. The light of the fire, flickering in the fireplace, danced off her hair.

      

      Is there nothing you can’t fix, Laura?

      

      This was his moment. But the words caught in his throat.

      

      Just tell her. Tell her what she means to you.

      

      As if to break the pregnant silence, Laura cleared her throat. “We could use a bit more firewood. I’m not sure we have enough to last through winter. And we really need to shore up those drafts that are coming in from God knows where,” she said. “But we can handle those things after you’ve healed.”

      

      “Absolutely right Laura, still quite a few things to see to before your family arrives.”

      

      They both stared at each other for a moment longer, the air heavy with unspoken words. She grabbed the roll of bandages and began to wrap his torso, her arms passing around him, but never touching. After a few passes, she pinned it securely, and sat back to look at her handiwork.

      

      “Alright, that should speed up the healing,” she said, as she sipped her coffee.

      

      “Thank you…this was too kind,” he said, looking into her eyes.

      

      “Of course, Abe, it’s the least I can do,” Laura answered, patting his hand.

      

      “Well, I'd best be off. The herd needs tending to after a such a long spell away.” Abe quickly stood up and tossed his shirt back over his head. He grabbed his hat and tipped it to Laura as he reached the door.

      

      “I’m sure I’ll be seeing you soon, Laura,” he said, with a nervous smile.

      

      Just then, Aunt Ethel returned from her suspiciously short walk, tenderly hobbling up the porch steps. “Oh, Abe dear, are you leaving? Well, I hope Laura wasn’t too much trouble on her own,” she said, with a mischievous grin, before disappearing inside.

      

      The ride home with Bruce felt longer than usual.

      

      You stupid coward, he thought angrily at himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      With the holidays approaching, demand for Aunt Ethel’s marmalade was at an all-time high.

      

      Aunt Ethel and Laura sat at the table, carefully spooning the sticky, cooling marmalade into jars.

      

      “I wonder where Abe has been these last few days. It’s unusual that he hasn’t dropped by,” Aunt Ethel remarked.

      

      “Yes, I think he’s been working on the ranch to get the cattle to auction,” Laura replied.

      

      “Ah, that makes some sense. Still, his presence is missed,” she smiled at Laura.

      

      “He perplexes me somewhat, Aunt Ethel. The last time he was here, it felt as if he ran away from me,” Laura said.

      

      “Is that right? Well, I can’t imagine why anyone would want to do that,” Aunt Ethel said.

      

      Laura bit her lip. “Aunt Ethel…do you think I’m winsome?” Laura asked.

      

      Aunt Ethel looked at her, shocked. “Of course, girl! Why would you ever wonder that? You are an absolutely stunning young woman.”

      

      “I’ve never really thought about it before, never really cared to think about it before,” Laura replied.

      

      “And you’re now concerned with this fact, due to what?” Aunt Ethel asked.

      

      A certain handsome cowboy.

      

      Laura couldn’t let the words escape from her mind to her lips.

      

      “Well, it just seems to be that time when I should be concerned. I’m sure Father will be lining up suitors for me soon,” Laura said, matter-of-factly.

      

      “Ah yes, well, you’ve nothing to worry about my dear. You’ll have the pick of the best when the time comes. Any man would beam with pride for the chance to have you on their arm,” Aunt Ethel replied.

      

      They finished ladling the last of the marmalade into jars, and Laura began to gather her things to bring them into town. She carefully packed each jar into her basket, being sure that they all sat nice and snug together. She grabbed her coat and her hat, and set out to the general store.

      

      As always, Mr. Mason was delighted to see her.

      

      “Miss Laura! Oh, am I glad to see you! The ladies have been absolutely clamoring for more of your and Miss Ethel’s jellied gold. Everyone wants it on their holiday tables this year,” he said, his smile beaming from ear to ear, as Laura carefully unloaded each jar.

      

      “Well, each one is made with love, as always,” Laura replied.

      

      “Oh, I don’t doubt it. Just give me a moment to settle up with you, after I put these away,” he said.

      

      “Of course,” Laura replied.

      

      While Mr. Mason busily packed away the jars, Laura wandered around the store a bit. It was a curious shop, full of all sorts of trinkets, in addition to the normal provisions. Laura came across a wood carving of a cowboy, lasso in mid-air, as he closed in on a steer. She ran her fingers across it.

      

      Reminds me of Abe in the ring. So confident and skilled.

      

      She had tried not to let it show, but Abe’s absence for the last few days had struck a chord in her.

      

      Was it something I did, or something I said? Or perhaps I misjudged our friendship entirely.

      

      She held the small wooden figure in her hands, admiring it. Mr. Mason’s voice rang out behind her.

      

      “You’re all settled, ma’am!” he said, as he counted out a few bills on the counter. He looked up at her, still holding the carving.

      

      “Oh, that’s nice ain’t it? Would you believe Mr. Mavor carved that himself? Don’t know where he finds the time, what with running that ranch and competing, and the like,” Mr. Mason said.

      

      Laura looked at him, shocked. “Abe Mavor carved this?”

      

      “Yes, ma’am, quite talented he is,” Mr. Mason replied.

      

      Why am I so surprised? The cane for Aunt Ethel is absolutely beautiful. I guess I didn’t realize he would be the kind to sell his carvings in a shop.

      

      Laura felt a strange sensation, almost a bitterness, that Abe’s talents weren’t shared with her alone. She put the figurine down and gathered up the money off the counter.

      

      “Thank you so much, Mr. Mason. You have a lovely day now,” she said, with a smile.

      

      “You as well, ma’am!” he said.

      

      As Laura stepped out of the store, she nearly ran straight into a tall, broad shouldered man.

      

      “Oh, my goodness, excuse me,” Laura said, as she collected herself.

      

      “No apologies necessary, Laura,” Abe said, with a smile. He was caked in dust from head to toe.

      

      “Abe! It’s lovely to see you!” she said, with maybe a bit too much enthusiasm. “We…we’ve missed you around the house.”

      

      “Unfortunately, the ranch has kept me busy these last few days,” Abe said.

      

      “I was just going to check in with Mr. Mason about some feed I ordered, but after that, would you like me to walk you back home?”

      

      “That’s very generous Abe, thank you,” Laura said, with a soft smile.

      

      Abe disappeared inside and reappeared just a few minutes later. They started off toward Aunt Ethel’s house, Bruce trailing behind them.

      

      “So, how are things at the ranch?” Laura asked.

      

      “Oh, they’re fine,” he said. “The cattle are doing well; they should fetch a good price.”

      

      “That is good news,” Laura replied.

      

      As they walked there was a quiet, palpable tension.

      

      “Seems such a short while now, until my parents arrive,” Laura said. “I believe it will feel strange to have them here.”

      

      “Why is that?” Abe asked.

      

      “I feel so different than when I left. It’s as if my past and my present will be meeting in some way,” Laura said.

      

      “There doesn’t seem to be anything wrong with that,” Abe said.

      

      “No, maybe not.” Laura replied. “How is that bruise healing?”

      

      “Oh, very well. You’re quite the miracle worker I must say, never healed from a fall this fast,” he said, with a smile.

      

      “That’s good to hear. To be honest, I thought I might have scared you off, you left in such a hurry,” Laura said, as she bit her lip again.

      

      Abe stopped walking suddenly and looked at her.

      

      Oh no, have I said too much?

      

      “Yeah…I’m sorry about that,” Abe said, with a tinge of embarrassment in his voice. He looked at her apologetically. “Truth is, I haven’t had anyone be quite as kind to me as you have been and I didn’t really know how to react to that.”

      

      Laura was completely taken aback by this moment of vulnerability. Abe straightened his shoulders up and started walking again.

      

      “Do you have anyone to celebrate Christmas with?” Laura asked. “Because, if not, Aunt Ethel and I would love to have you for dinner.”

      

      “Well, that sounds nice, thank you,” Abe said, with a smile.

      

      “Does it bother you, being alone on the ranch so much?” Laura asked.

      

      “Not much, no. I’ve always enjoyed keepin’ to myself. It’s peaceful, keeps me away from the mindless ramblings of most folk.”

      

      “Do Aunt Ethel and I mindlessly ramble?” Laura asked, teasingly.

      

      “Sometimes,” Abe winked at her.

      

      “Well, I’m glad I didn’t scare you off. I was afraid; I’ve never had a friend like you before and I was worried…” Laura said softly.

      

      “Don’t be, Laura.” He looked at her earnestly. “I promise, there’s no way you’d scare me off. I enjoy my time with you and Aunt Ethel far too much.”

      

      Laura could feel herself swoon.

      

      “You know, there was this old swing hanging from the tree out in back of our house in Tucson. My father used to push me so high on it, I actually believed that I could fly. The only feeling that comes close to that feeling of freedom is riding. That’s why I get so jealous watching you in competition. It’s that flying feeling, weightless,” Laura said reminiscently.

      

      “Yeah, that’s one of my favorites as well. That and how my heart gets pumping,” Abe said. “It makes me feel invincible.”

      

      After a bit more walking, they arrived at Aunt Ethel’s house.

      

      “You have to come in and say hello. She’s been concerned at the lack of your presence over the last few days, as well,” Laura said to him.

      

      “Unfortunately, I need to be getting back to the ranch, but you give her my best for me,” Abe said.

      

      “I will. And I’ll, hopefully, see you soon Abe,” Laura said, wistfully.

      

      “Oh, you will,” Abe replied.

      

      “Well, goodbye for now then. And goodbye to you too, Bruce,” Laura said, reaching out and patting Bruce’s nose. He snorted happily.

      

      Abe swung himself up onto Bruce’s back and rode off. Laura headed back inside, where Aunt Ethel was happily knitting.

      

      “Hello dear, everything go well at the store?” she asked.

      

      “Indeed, and I ran into Abe, of all people, on my way back. He walked me home,” Laura said casually.

      

      “Such a gentleman,” Aunt Ethel cooed.
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        * * *

      

      Abe kept his word and only a few days later was back helping out with everything, from gardening, to patching the roof when it unexpectedly sprung a leak.

      

      Just as he hammered the last shingle back into place on the roof, a storm rolled in from the horizon. Laura stuck her head out the front door.

      

      “You should come inside before you get drenched!” she shouted.

      

      Abe began to descend the ladder, when a huge clap of thunder shook the house, and the sky opened up, dumping rain on the town. Abe hurried down the ladder, but not in time to prevent getting soaked to the bone.

      

      He grabbed Bruce and led him to the small barn behind Aunt Ethel’s house, then darted inside the house.

      

      Laura ushered him inside. As soon as he stepped in the door, Laura let out a laugh.

      

      “You look like a dog after a swim,” she giggled, as she handed him a towel. He furiously attempted to dry his shaggy, waterlogged hair, as he stood in the doorway.

      

      “Laura, go into my bedroom. I believe there are some old clothes of Ernest’s still in there; we can’t have Abe catching a cold,” Aunt Ethel instructed.

      

      “No, really, I’m fine, just need to drip dry for a bit,” Abe insisted.

      

      “No, I’ll have none of that,” Aunt Ethel replied. “Men will hold their pride until the grave, in my experience.”

      

      Laura emerged from the bedroom with some dry, folded clothes and handed them to Abe. He grunted with resignation and stepped into the bedroom to change.

      

      He emerged moments later, and it was apparent Ernest was quite the stout man in his older age. The shirt and pants hung loosely on Abe’s well-built frame.

      

      “Give me your wet clothes; I’ll dry them on the stove,” Laura said. Abe handed them over and Laura carefully draped them next to the warm stove, then put a pot of coffee on.

      

      The storm raged outside, but inside, they all settled in.

      

      “Will your herd be alright in the storm?” Laura asked.

      

      “They’ll be fine, the smart ones will find some shelter in the pasture and the rest will follow.”

      

      “I actually love a good thunderstorm, something about it calms me,” Laura said.

      

      “As long as it doesn’t take a tree down, I don’t mind ‘em,” Abe replied. He found a spot next to the fireplace and sat back. He pulled a piece of wood out of his pocket and started carving.

      

      Laura settled in and worked on her knitting. They all sat in contented silence. Laura noticed that every so often, Abe looked up at her, then would turn immediately back to his carving.

      

      The strength of a cowboy and the heart of an artist.

      

      After some time, the storm outside began to wane. As it settled to nothing but a drizzle, Abe stood up.

      

      “Looks like it’s about done. I should be getting back.” He walked over to the stove and grabbed his clothes. “Dry as a bone. Thank you, ladies.”

      

      He disappeared into the bedroom to change and re-emerged in his old clothes. Laura stood up, to walk him out.

      

      Just before he stepped out of the door, he placed something in Laura’s hand. “See you soon, Laura,” he said.

      

      As she closed the door behind him, she opened up her hand. Staring back at her, carved in beautiful detail, was a small figure of a woman.

      

      Oh, my goodness, it’s me!

      

      “Aunt Ethel, look at this!” Laura exclaimed, as she handed it over to her. Aunt Ethel examined it carefully, with a smile.

      

      “Well, I’ll be, that young man is always full of surprises,” she smiled.

      

      Yes, yes he is.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Abe ran his fingers across the smooth rectangle of wood. He grabbed some sandpaper and kept running it over the surface, trying to catch every bump. His hands were practically white with wood dust. After some time, the wood felt like velvet. He reached over next to him and dipped a rag in oil, polishing and polishing.

      

      As he worked, he thought about his dad. How he had shown him how to work with wood as they built the ranch house. How to cut, how to shape, and how to fit them together perfectly.

      

      His father used to say, “Each piece is as important as every other one.”

      

      As he rubbed, the grain went from being one color of dull, flat brown, to a kaleidoscope of tones. There were light caramel colored tones and bands as dark as chocolate. A whole universe in one little surface. When he was finished, he wrapped it up in a piece of burlap and tucked it into his saddlebag. He walked outside, placed the saddlebag over Bruce’s back, and rode off to Aunt Ethel’s house.

      

      When he arrived, he didn’t walk up the porch. Instead, he rode around back to where there was a large apple tree. He pulled the smooth piece of wood out of the saddlebag, along with two long pieces of rope. He carefully threaded the rope through the two holes he had cut on either side of the wood and knotted the ends. He led Bruce under the tree and looked him in the eye.

      

      “Alright boy, steady, just like we’ve practiced,” he said, firmly but gently.

      

      Holding the wood and rope, he placed a boot in the stirrup and stood straight up on Bruce’s back. Bruce remained still as a rock, with just a small snort, when Abe put his weight on his back. Abe tied each rope to a strong branch just above his head. He eased himself back down onto the ground and the piece of wood swung gently between the two ropes just a few feet off the ground.

      

      “Abe?” Laura’s voice rang out behind him. “What are you doing?” she asked.

      

      Abe turned around and stepped to the side, revealing the swing. Laura’s face lit up with surprise.

      

      “Want to fly again?” Abe asked.

      

      “Really?” Laura exclaimed, still looking at him with shock.

      

      “Really, come on. You said, you missed the feeling,” Abe said.

      

      Laura slowly walked over and sat down on the swing. Abe walked around behind her. He leaned over and whispered in her ear. “You ready?”

      

      She nodded and he gave her a gentle push. She began to swing back and forth.

      

      “Oh, come on, you can do more than that!” she called back to him.

      

      When she swung toward him, he gave her a big, strong push, that sent her up toward the sky. She let out an excited squeal. Abe watched as her golden hair spiraled back behind her, the sun’s rays catching on it and shimmering back like strands of gold.

      

      He kept pushing her up and up, her voice ringing out with laughter in the autumn breeze.

      

      “Can you get me any higher?” she called back.

      

      Abe widened his stance and gave a big push that sent her soaring, the ropes slackening as she went upwards. But then, as she came down, the ropes tightened again, jolting her and unseating her. She began to fall.

      

      Oh no!

      

      Abe jumped underneath her; his arms were outstretched, as she tumbled from the sky. She landed squarely on him, knocking him off his feet. They both landed on the ground, knocking the wind out of Abe. Laura’s blonde hair covered his face.

      

      “Oh my God, I’m so sorry!” she said breathlessly.

      

      Abe struggled to suck air back into his lungs, coughing and wheezing. All of Laura’s weight was on top of him.

      

      “It’s fine. Are you okay?” he finally choked out.

      

      “I’m okay.” Laura laughed. “Oh my, I’m crushing you!”

      

      “It’s fine,” Abe chuckled, as Laura rolled off of him and laid in the grass next to him. She looked over at him.

      

      “Thank you for that. And the impressive wood carving of…me. What did I do to deserve all these gifts?” Laura asked.

      

      Abe shrugged and looked up at the sky. “Just enjoyed making them. You gave me a reason to.”

      

      “Well, thank you, you continue to surprise me,” Laura said.

      

      They both lay there in the grass, looking at the clouds drifting overhead. The breeze rustled the grass and the air smelled like wood, and leaves, and firewood. Abe couldn’t remember the last time he had just stopped to look and listen. He preferred to bury his thoughts in some kind of work. But seeing Laura there, lying next to him, he never wanted to move from this spot.

      

      “So was it how you remembered?” he asked.

      

      “What?” she replied.

      

      “The swing.”

      

      She nodded. “It was. You’re impressively strong. You made me feel weightless. Well, of course, until I fell.”

      

      “Yes, sorry about that,” Abe apologized.

      

      “Don’t be, it was actually kind of fun.” Laura laughed.

      

      Abe looked at her, blonde hair spilling out into the grass, like scattered straw.

      

      “What are you two doing?” Aunt Ethel’s voice rang out from the house.

      

      Laura shot upright. “Abe built a swing!”

      

      Abe sat up to look at Aunt Ethel, who was staring at him with a bemused look on her face.

      

      “Not the most ladylike thing, don’t you think?” she asked.

      

      Abe searched for a reply, but Laura cut in.

      

      “Who cares? It’s fun. Want a go Aunt Ethel?” Laura asked.

      

      “Oh, I don’t think I should. With the leg and all,” Aunt Ethel replied nervously.

      

      “Come on!” Laura said as she walked up to the porch and offered her arm. Aunt Ethel took it and slowly walked over to the swing. She gingerly sat down, as Abe steadied her.

      

      “You ready?” he asked.

      

      “As I’ll ever be,” she replied, with a smile.

      

      Abe gently pushed her back and forth, back and forth, as Laura watched.

      

      “Oh my!” Aunt Ethel laughed.

      

      After a few minutes Abe slowed her to a stop and helped her up.

      

      “So Abe, to what do we owe such a nice gift?” she asked.

      

      “Just had some time on my hands is all,” he replied.

      

      “Uh huh,” she said skeptically. “Well, that bottom step on the back porch is a bit crooked if you’re looking for something else to occupy your time,” Aunt Ethel said, with a wink.

      

      “Yes, ma’am.” Abe helped Aunt Ethel back inside. He returned to the backyard, where Laura was standing, staring at him.

      

      “Yes?” he asked.

      

      “Really, why are you doing all these things for us? I know I keep asking but I don’t think I’m getting the full answer,” Laura said.

      

      “Just a nice neighbor is all. And a friend.” Abe said, with a smile, shoving down the lump that was forming in his throat.

      

      “Well, I feel like we’re always the ones benefiting from this friendship. Is there anything I can do for you?” Laura asked.

      

      Abe stood still, mildly shocked. “No, nothing at all. I really am just happy to help.”

      

      Laura touched his arm and it felt like he had been hit with a shock of electricity. He stared at her, unsure of what to say next.

      

      “She was serious about that porch step,” Laura said, with a chuckle.

      

      “Oh, I never doubted, I’ll have it straight in a moment.” Abe laughed. He fished into his saddlebag and pulled out a hammer and some nails. Laura sat on the porch as he went to work. However, he was quiet, as he got lost in his thoughts.

      

      Why am I doing all this? Really? I can’t sort out my feelings, it’s all too jumbled up. She’s beautiful, and smart, and kind, but…

      

      He shook his head, which of course did nothing to clear it. Laura went inside and re-emerged a few minutes later, holding a copy of Huckleberry Finn.

      

      “What’s that for?” he asked.

      

      “Reading, of course. I can read out loud if you like,” Laura offered.

      

      “Sure, it’ll pass the time, while I straighten this out,” Abe answered.

      

      Laura began to read from the book, tales of river boat adventures and friendship, spilling from the pages. Abe listened as her lilting, melodic voice drifted over him. He was even conscious to hammer a bit more quietly. The step was fixed in no time, but Abe didn’t want her to stop, so he kept fidgeting with things of no importance, tapping on nails that were already affixed and sanding away at every tiny burr he could find. He thought, for a moment she might have noticed, as she peered over the top of the book and down at the clearly straight step, but she didn’t say a thing, just kept reading.

      

      Finally, she slid down and sat straight on the step. Abe froze, and then made a decision. He sat down right next to her as she read. She kept reading until the sun dipped lower and lower in the sky, the entire afternoon melting away. As the light dimmed, something magical and unexpected happened. A firefly landed right on the page. Neither Abe nor Laura moved a muscle, as the firefly softly blinked with its light. Laura smiled at Abe and then turned back to it. It crawled across the paper, over the words describing Huckleberry’s world, as if it were trying to read them too. Finally, it flew away and Laura sighed.

      

      “Well, I'd better be getting inside,” Laura said. “Thank you for a lovely afternoon Abe.” She smiled at him, not getting up.

      

      “Any time Laura, though, I think we lost track of time, I’m going to have quite a bit of work ahead of me at the ranch now.” Abe laughed.

      

      They both stood up and looked at each other. Abe did the only thing he could think of. He tipped his hat. She laughed. He watched her walk inside, and then he rode off.

      

      He got back to the ranch and laid down on his bed. He stared at the ceiling, recounting every little smile that made his heart skip. He was smitten, but he wasn’t ready to tell anyone. He wasn’t sure he was even ready to confess it to himself. But there it was, staring him in the face.

      

      So, what am I going to do?

      

      Abe enjoyed his life on his own. It was comfortable and uncomplicated. Letting someone else in, meant upsetting the balance, in his home and in his mind. And discomfort wasn’t something that Abe was accustomed to.

      

      And swirls of blonde hair, were about to toss his life into chaos like waves on an ocean. But he couldn’t deny how she made him feel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Laura turned the little wooden figurine over and over in her hands. It was strange, to hold herself in her fingers.

      

      All these gifts from Abe. It doesn’t seem like just friendship to me. But maybe…that’s just because it’s what I want? A handsome man like that to notice me?

      

      Laura pulled herself out of her thoughts. There was still plenty of work to get done around the house and she couldn’t linger. Today, she was painting. In lieu of wallpaper, she had decided to paint the walls around the kitchen and living room. Abe had already whitewashed them for her and, now, she was going to paint a delicate floral pattern on them. Mr. Mason had given her some leftover paints, that he had used at the general store, along with some beautiful brushes. She had yellows, blues, and greens.

      

      She tied her hair up in a handkerchief and dipped one of the delicate, fine-pointed brushes in the green paint. She began to paint thin, winding vines along the walls. They curved and crawled out of her brush. It felt, almost, as if she was following the vines instead of painting them. Her hand delicately drifting across the wall, was like it was unwinding the vines in her own mind. It was a lovely repetition, dipping and painting. Soon, the wall was covered with sprawling vines, like the foundation of a garden.

      

      Next, she dipped a brush into the light blue paint. She carefully dotted a cluster of dots onto the green vines. Forget-me-not flowers began to bloom, making Laura feel like a garden goddess, bringing things to life on the walls. Each little bloom was a tiny bit unique, taking on their own personalities. Laura even began to tell stories about them in her mind. Like this one was a bit precocious, and this other one was impish. This one was shy and this one was bold. A whole universe written out in blooms.

      

      To finish it off, she dipped her brush in the yellow paint and added tiny yellow dots to the center of each and every flower.

      

      A little bit of the sun inside every one of them.

      

      After hours of painstaking work, she stepped back and looked at the garden she had created. It was as if, nature had crawled its way inside and taken over. Laura glowed with pride. Behind her Aunt Ethel gasped.

      

      “Oh Laura, it’s absolutely beautiful,” Aunt Ethel exclaimed, as she hugged Laura from behind.

      

      “Not bad, right?” Laura replied.

      

      “I’m never going to let you go home!” Aunt Ethel exclaimed. “I’ll have Abe help me kidnap you,” she said playfully.

      

      “Wouldn’t be that hard. This place has grown on me in ways I never thought it would,” Laura said.

      

      “It’s a magical place, I fell in love the moment I got here,” Aunt Ethel said. “I was already in love with my husband, but there’s just something about this land…it casts a spell on you.”

      

      “A good spell, I hope,” Laura said.

      

      “Oh yes, a very good one,” Aunt Ethel said, as she settled into her chair with her knitting.  Laura also grabbed some yarn and needles, and sat down across from her.

      

      “This reminds me of knitting club back home,” Laura said, with a smile. “Though, significantly less gossip.”

      

      “I was never much for gossip. I like to know, but not to tell. The quieter you are, the more you can hear,” she said slyly.

      

      “Oh, so what do you hear?” Laura asked, as she knitted.

      

      “Plenty. The ladies in this town chirping about births, and deaths, and new loves,” Aunt Ethel commented. “Like I said, I don’t tell.”

      

      “Anything about me?” Laura asked.

      

      “Nothing bad,” Aunt Ethel said.

      

      “Wait, what does that mean?” Laura asked, as her needles paused.

      

      Aunt Ethel just smiled at her.

      

      “Please?” Laura pressed.

      

      “You’re well liked around town. Many have taken notice of your presence…and your beauty,” Aunt Ethel said.

      

      “Anyone in particular?” Laura asked.

      

      “Anyone you’re wishing for?” Aunt Ethel quipped back.

      

      “No, of course not,” Laura said, as she returned to her knitting. “I’d just like to know who I’ve curried favor with. Seems a good thing to know.”

      

      Aunt Ethel clicked away at her knitting quietly. Laura focused on her stitches. She had decided to knit a blanket for Bruce as a gift to Abe. The winter would be here soon, and she had knitted nice thick saddle blankets for Duchess every year back in Tucson, which got significantly less cold than it would in Utah.

      

      “What are you working on over there?” Aunt Ethel asked.

      

      “A present for Abe, to thank him for all his help,” Laura replied.

      

      “Ah, well that’s very kind of you,” Aunt Ethel said.

      

      Laura arched an eyebrow at her. “What does that mean?”

      

      “Nothing. I don’t think Abe expects anything like that from you,” Aunt Ethel smiled at her.

      

      “That’s what makes a present special. You’re not supposed to expect it.”

      

      “I think your presence is gift enough for that boy,” Aunt Ethel replied.

      

      Laura felt her face flush. “You think?”

      

      “Laura, you’re a gorgeous, kind, smart girl. Folks are gonna take notice of that,” Aunt Ethel said, earnestly.

      

      Laura clicked away at her knitting, her face flushed.

      

      “It’s a good thing, dear. All you have to worry about is making sure that your attention goes to the right people. And I think you’ve got a good compass for that,” Aunt Ethel said.

      

      “I hope so. People are tricky,” Laura said.

      

      “But you’ve got a way with them. You’ve charmed practically every shopkeeper in town, already, from what I hear.”

      

      Laura laughed. “I learned all that from my father.”

      

      “But you’ve got more spunk. It’ll serve you well,” Aunt Ethel said.

      

      “Well, thank you Aunt Ethel, you’ve been so encouraging to me, so much more than my parents ever have been,” Laura said.

      

      “I think it’s hard for parents to look at their children sometimes and not either see themselves, or see their children when they were small and incapable of taking care of themselves. But you’ve grown into a fine, capable young woman, Laura. And I think you should acknowledge that. It’s a wonderful thing. Just look around at all you’ve done!” Aunt Ethel gestured to the room around them, which already, barely resembled the one Laura had arrived to. “You just have to have faith in yourself.”

      

      Have faith in myself. I’ve never heard those words before. They feel strange, like a mountain standing in front of me. I’ve always trusted those around me to do what’s best for me. Perhaps it’s time to start chasing what I want.

      

      “I’ll certainly try, Aunt Ethel,” Laura said, with a smile.

      

      Laura put another log on the fire and the two of them continued to knit. Aunt Ethel told Laura stories of her childhood and her husband. Laura exchanged funny anecdotes about her mother that made Aunt Ethel roll with laughter.

      

      Finally, the evening waned, and Aunt Ethel yawned.

      

      “I believe it’s time for bed.”

      

      Laura helped her up and into her bedroom, then retired to her own. She laid down in bed, but she couldn’t fall asleep. She stared at the ceiling, Aunt Ethel’s words rattling around in her head.

      

      Trust myself. It seems so daunting. My heart has aches and pains it’s never felt before. How do I know what to trust?

      

      She grabbed the figurine again and stared at it. He had carved such a soft face, but she noticed a certain earnestness to it.

      

      Is that what he sees?

      

      She realized that, to her, it was important to answer that question. But she couldn’t answer it tonight. After much fitful thought, she finally drifted to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, after making breakfast, Laura set back to work on the saddle blanket. She knitted quickly, the blanket materializing under her hands. She worked morning to evening, and before Aunt Ethel could even believe, as she remarked several times, the blanket was finished.

      

      On a crisp Friday morning, Abe arrived to chop some more wood for the fire. Laura felt jittery. She had carefully folded the blanket and was planning to surprise him with it. She watched him out back, swinging the heavy axe over and over again, but this time, she contemplated her own heart more closely.

      

      What do you want? What is my heart trying to tell me that I need to believe?

      

      It thudded back, in response, as she watched his broad shoulders working and his stormy eyes focused on his work. He was an impressive man, tireless and dedicated. She admired him so much. Finally, he came back inside, his forehead glistening with sweat. Laura handed him a glass of water.

      

      “Thank you.” He said breathlessly. He looked around as he drank the water. He put down the empty glass and admired the freshly painted walls. “Wow, this is amazing. Did you do this?”

      

      Laura nodded, as her cheeks flushed. “I did, it was an enjoyable challenge.”

      

      Abe took a closer look. “The detail is amazing. You’ve certainly got many gifts.”

      

      “Speaking of gifts…” Laura said, as she stepped into her room and returned with the blanket. “A little token of appreciation for all the work you’ve been putting in around here.”

      

      “Oh, Laura, you didn’t need to do anything for me. It’s more than enough that you feed me to near bursting every time I come over.” Abe laughed.

      

      “Well, then think of it for Bruce instead of for you, he has to ride over here with you, and I don’t think apples and carrots are cutting it anymore,” Laura said, with a smile.

      

      “He’s a greedy boy, don’t let him push you around,” Abe laughed. “Thank you, so much, for this, it’s far too kind,” he said softly.

      

      Laura studied his face. Whenever she locked eyes with him, it was like her heart sang.

      

      Is this what you were trying to tell me? Is this where it’s leading?

      

      Abe Mavor was complex. He was kind and gentle, but so much of him remained a mystery. She had only scratched the surface of his life and his desires.

      

      I can’t even tell for sure how he feels about me. Perhaps I’m just being naïve.

      

      She knew the kind of man that her father had in mind for her. Likely someone from Tucson, perhaps a merchant like himself. Someone who would keep her close to home and provide for her. But Abe was a successful rancher, well respected in the community.

      

      Maybe, just maybe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Autumn began to give way to winter. Abe felt as though he was working overtime, chopping wood to warm his home and Aunt Ethel’s, shoring up both homes for the coming winter. But then Aunt Ethel would usher him inside for a hot coffee and Laura would set some sweet buns on the table, and he was ready to cross the earth for both of them.

      

      “If ya’ll keep feeding me, I’ll never leave, like a stray dog,” Abe protested between bites.

      

      “Well, you’re a bit more useful than one, so I don’t think we mind.” Laura said, with a smile. “How are your ribs?”

      

      “Healing faster than I’ve ever seen, thanks to you,” he replied.

      

      “You just collecting invalids, now, my dear?” Aunt Ethel teased.

      

      “They seem to find me,” Laura quipped back.

      

      Abe downed the last bite of sweet bun and walked over to toss another log on the fire.

      

      “I’ll be gone about a week, driving the herd to winter pasture. Are you ladies going to manage without me?” he asked.

      

      “Oh, I think we’ll do just fine,” Aunt Ethel said, with a laugh.

      

      “We might actually have some peace around here without your boots stomping around,” Laura teased.

      

      “No good deed goes unpunished,” Abe sighed. “Well, I'd best be off, I borrowed Ottie for the week to help.”

      

      “Be safe out there,” Laura said sweetly.

      

      “Absolutely, I ain’t about to miss out on that Christmas dinner y’all have planned.”

      

      “You better not!” Aunt Ethel exclaimed.

      

      With that, Abe headed out the door and rode back to the ranch, where Ottie was waiting for him.

      

      “Where you been? We should get these to the river by nightfall, if we don’t want to grow old by the end of this,” Ottie huffed.

      

      “Alright, old man. Let’s do this,” Abe said. He and Ottie separated, and began to whistle and holler as they rode alongside the animals, driving the cattle away from the ranch in an ever-tightening herd.

      

      They rode out across the plains, the thunder of hooves and the lowing  of the cattle drowning out all other sound. This left little else to do but think.

      

      I wonder what she thinks of me. She must have plenty of other suitors that are merchants or businessmen. Wonder what she thinks about a rancher, callused hands and long rides.

      

      If there was one thing Abe enjoyed, it was these long cattle drives. The landscape laid out in front of him, the big sky overhead. There was nothing but the feeling of freedom.

      

      Ottie rode up alongside him. “I love being able to get out of the jailhouse for a stretch,” he said.

      

      “You sure the town is going to be alright without you?” Abe asked.

      

      “Oh sure, Deputy Collins can handle throwing the evening drunks into the cell and breaking up the occasional saloon fight,” Ottie said.

      

      “What if something huge happens, like a kidnapping or a bank robbery?” Abe asked.

      

      Ottie burst out laughing. “You’ve always been a funny one. We’re lucky Abe, nice quiet town, nice quiet life.”

      

      “Indeed. Not much new ever happening in Santa Clara,” Abe said.

      

      “Newest things we got, is that new bell in the schoolhouse and your friend Miss Laura, who seems to be a lovely lady,” Ottie said.

      

      “Yup,” Abe replied shortly.

      

      “You been spending quite a bit of time over at Ms. Ethel’s place lately,” Ottie pressed.

      

      “Broke her leg, she needs help around the house,” Abe replied.

      

      “Huh. Good of you,” Ottie remarked.

      

      “I try sometimes,” Abe said.

      

      “No other reason?” Ottie asked.

      

      “Nope,” Abe said, as he pulled Bruce toward a steer who was drifting away from the herd, pressing him back in.

      

      They rode a while in silence, carefully keeping the cattle together until they reached the river. There, they set up camp for the night, keeping a close eye on the herd.

      

      Ottie leaned back against his saddlebag, as Abe stoked the fire, the night sky unfolding above them. He sighed contentedly.

      

      “I’ve never minded this view,” Ottie said.

      

      Abe looked up at the sky. “Yeah, it’s always something. You can get lost in it,” he said, as he sat back against his own saddlebag.

      

      “When are you gonna be an honest man Abe?” Ottie asked.

      

      “Excuse me?” Abe asked, surprised.

      

      “You know, settle down, wife, kids, that sort of thing,” Ottie replied.

      

      “Just haven’t found the right girl. At least not in Santa Clara,” Abe said.

      

      “What about Mr. Clemson’s girl? She’s sweet, and her pies are some of the best in town. She brings them by the station every once in a while,” Ottie said.

      

      “She’s a nice girl but there’s just not much there, I ain’t heard her say more than a few words to anyone,” Abe said.

      

      “Well, you’ve never had a proper conversation with her.”

      

      “Maybe. It just doesn’t seem right,” Abe said.

      

      “Well, what would make a good lady for you then?” Ottie asked.

      

      Abe thought for a beat. “I dunno, someone I can talk to, not just someone who’s gonna keep up the house, but someone who can take rides with me and things like that.”

      

      “Sounds nice,” Ottie said, still staring at the sky.

      

      “How’s your lady?” Abe asked.

      

      “Doing fine, still as gorgeous as ever,” Ottie answered.

      

      “Good to hear.”

      

      “That Laura girl seems sharp. Ever thought about it?” Ottie asked.

      

      “City girls like her don’t go for cowboys. Besides, she’ll be back in Tucson, soon as Aunt Ethel’s healed,” Abe said, as he lit his pipe.

      

      “You never know,” Ottie said, as he lit his own pipe.

      

      Abe leaned back and looked into the sky, dotted with stars. He puffed away thoughtfully.

      

      You never know.
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        * * *

      

      December came, and Abe surprised both Laura and Aunt Ethel with something incredibly special: a Christmas tree.

      

      “Abe! Where did you get it?” Laura exclaimed, as he dragged the stout pine tree through the door.

      

      “Cut this down up in the mountains. Figured such a fine cabin deserved a bit of holiday cheer.”

      

      “Such a lovely idea, Abe. Thank you,” Aunt Ethel smiled at him, as he nailed wooden boards to its base to get it to stand up. He righted the stout tree and placed it in the corner, just across from the window.

      

      “Hm, seems a bit bare,” Laura remarked.

      

      “It does at that, was hoping you could work some of your magic on it, Miss Laura,” Abe said, with a wink.

      

      With that, Laura disappeared into her room. She came back with a soft, red velvet sash that must have come off of one of her dresses, along with several shiny earrings and bracelets.

      

      “It’s not Mother’s ornaments but these may just do,” she said, as she gently draped the sash around the tree and hung the delicate earrings and bracelets off the branches.

      

      “I’ll say, they do at that,” Aunt Ethel replied.

      

      “It’s going to be strange, being away from Tucson for Christmas,” Laura sighed, staring at the makeshift tree.

      

      “I know, my dear, I’m sorry I have kept you away so long,” Aunt Ethel looked quite distraught, as she tried to ease herself up from the chair, on her cane. Abe instinctively offered her an arm, which she gratefully accepted.

      

      “Well, strange doesn’t always mean bad, I’ve quite liked my time here, truthfully. Spending time with you. And we’ve been quite the trio, with Abe around so much,” Laura flashed a smile at Abe, then turned back to the tree. “It’s missing a star.”
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        * * *

      

      Christmas Day arrived, and Laura and Aunt Ethel had insisted Abe join them, as if there had been any option at all. Laura busied herself cooking up a fat chicken that the Coopers had saved just for her, as Abe stoked the fire in the hearth. They had both implored Aunt Ethel to stay off her feet, as she had already, several times, attempted to help each of them.

      

      As Laura cooked, Abe sat with Aunt Ethel, whittling away at a bit of wood. Aunt Ethel told stories about the Christmases her and Laura’s mother had enjoyed growing up.

      

      “We barely had two pennies to rub together many of those years, but my Ma and Pa, they managed to make it special no matter what. There were always candies and nuts, and other little trinkets. And they could make Christmas dinner from what little we could afford,” she reminisced.

      

      The beautifully dressed bird was set in the middle of the table, accompanied by a delightful plum pudding for dessert. The fire in the hearth crackled away, dancing off the faces of the three people sitting around the table.

      

      Laura looked at Abe, whose cowboy face seemed softer now than it ever had. His grey eyes were lit with the warm firelight, like a candle cutting through fog. His chestnut hair was washed clean and hung roughly around his ears.

      

      “Miss Laura, you’ve certainly outdone yourself,” he sighed, as he looked over the table. “I can’t remember the last time I had a Christmas dinner so fine.”

      

      “Well, that’s a tragedy, that is.” Laura replied, “How could that be?”

      

      Abe’s eyes darkened a bit, like he went inside himself. Aunt Ethel cut in.

      

      “Abe, would you do the honors of carving this lovely bird, dear?” she interjected. As if a switch flipped, Abe’s eyes cleared, and he obliged with a smile and a nod, skillfully slicing into the piping hot meat. Laura couldn’t take her eyes off him.

      

      What’s going on in there? What is he hiding?

      

      Soon, the last of the plum pudding had been licked clean off the plates and they sat in front of the fire, Abe still whittling away at the small wooden object in his hand. Laura was reading from The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Aunt Ethel’s eyelids began to lower as she sat in her chair. Soon she was snoring loudly.

      

      Laura leaned over to Abe.

      

      “What are you carving there?”

      

      He flashed her a smile as he opened up his palm, revealing a small, wooden star.

      

      “Every tree needs a star, right?”

      

      “Quite right,” Laura replied, smiling at him

      

      The firelight continued to dance across their faces, as they sat quietly, engrossed in their tasks. Abe’s rough hands worked as nimbly as they did at everything else. Laura found herself looking at them, more than her book.

      

      He’s so quiet tonight. I wonder what’s haunting him.

      

      She felt her heart begin to beat a bit faster as he placed the finished star in her hand. “I think you should do the honors Miss Laura,” he said softly to her. She stood up and gently placed the star at the top of the tree. She felt Abe standing just behind her. “Not bad at all,” she said, quietly.

      

      She turned around to face Abe, whose tall, broad figure made her feel so very small in the dark cabin, lit only by firelight. “Happy Christmas, Abe,” she smiled at him, trying to swallow the knot in her throat.

      

      “Happy Christmas, Laura,” he said, in almost a whisper.

      

      “No Miss?” she asked sweetly.

      

      At that moment, his grey eyes met hers and seemed almost to grab hold of her. He took her hands in his. So rough, but so comforting. “I…Laura…I just wanted to say. I think you’re extraordinary. And I care for you, quite a lot in fact.”

      

      Her heart nearly leapt out of her chest.

      

      “Abe…”

      

      “I’m sorry, you got a life back in Tucson, I know that. I just…I wanted you to know how I felt.” His stormy eyes were alight with fire and emotion. Laura felt her whole face flush.

      

      “Well…perhaps Aunt Ethel could use a bit more help around here,” Laura said, with a coy smile. “She’s all by herself and as long as she’s on that cane, there’s plenty I could help her out with. I’ll talk to my parents when they arrive. Perhaps, they’ll agree, I should stay for a while longer.”

      

      Laura squeezed Abe’s hands and he reached out and touched her face.

      

      “You’re so lovely, Laura,” he said softly.

      

      Laura could feel a grin spread across her face as they stared at each other.

      

      “Tell me, Abe, what’s the cloud hanging over you at Christmas time?” Laura saw the words land on him hard, but her curiosity had gotten the better of her. His hand fell away from her face and he looked like he was contemplating running.

      

      After what seemed like an eternity, he sighed.

      

      “I lost my mother on Christmas. Father was never the same after she died, so we never celebrated Christmas after that. It was more of a memorial than a holiday. It still hangs on me.” The words came out in a low, sad baritone, and his eyes were cast down.

      

      “I’m sorry, Abe,” Laura said gently.

      

      His eyes turned back to her.

      

      “Don’t be, tonight’s been the best Christmas I’ve ever had,” he said, with a smile.

      

      They stood there for a moment, as if both were afraid to break the spell. A loud snore from Aunt Ethel pierced through the silence and they both burst out laughing, still hand in hand.

      

      “Well Laura, I believe it’s time for me to get home. Thank you, again, for a lovely Christmas,” Abe said, finally releasing his hold on her hands, “and tell Aunt Ethel thank you for me as well.”

      

      “I will.”

      

      And with that, Abe strode out into the cold night, Laura watching him ride away as she always did. As he disappeared, she felt the weight of the moment wash over her like a tidal wave.  I love you too, Abe…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      With her parents’ visit just a couple weeks away, Laura and Aunt Ethel went into town together to gather some more supplies for the house. Aunt Ethel was getting more and more skilled with the cane, but it was becoming apparent she may never regain all of her speed.

      

      The town buzzed with new electricity. Despite the cold, it seemed everyone was out and about. Ladies chatted in groups and men were talking in excited tones. As they walked into the butcher shop, Mr. Reynolds deep baritone voice boomed over the counter as he talked to a customer.

      

      “About damn time! Now we’ll have some proper resources out here and maybe quite a bit more law and order,” he said proudly.

      

      Laura approached the counter. “Good morning Mr. Reynolds, what’s that you’re going on about now?” she asked.

      

      “Miss Laura, you haven’t heard the news? They’ve admitted Utah to the Union. Forty-fifth state. It’s in all the papers.” He nodded to the paperboy pacing up and down the street.

      

      “Well that’s quite exciting now, isn’t it?” Aunt Ethel exclaimed.

      

      “It does seem to be, at that,” Laura replied.

      

      “Same as usual then today, Miss?” Mr. Reynolds inquired.

      

      “Oh, yes please, thank you, and add an extra portion of bacon, if you please,” she replied.

      

      “Of course, I’ll wrap it up for you,” he said, pulling a length of paper and quickly wrapping up the meat. She paid him, and they walked back out onto the street, where the paperboy was hollering and waving his papers.

      

      “UTAH NOW A PART OF THE UNION, MAYOR PLANS CELEBRATION. GET YOUR PAPER AND READ ALL ABOUT IT,” he bellowed in his young voice.

      

      Laura approached him with a penny and he smiled, handing her a copy of The Santa Clara Gazette. She scanned the headlines, which detailed how Utah had renounced its religious and polygamist laws, in favor of being admitted to the Union of States, now to share all the privileges that came along with that.

      

      The second headline read:

      

      MAYOR TO THROW GREAT JUBILEE CELEBRATION AT THE END OF THE MONTH IN HONOR OF STATEHOOD

      

      “My, my, won’t that be fun!” Aunt Ethel exclaimed, reading over Laura’s shoulder.

      

      “Yes, that sounds absolutely lovely. And just a spell after my parents arrive, perhaps they will stay and celebrate,” Laura replied. And perhaps they can meet Abe. They can see how strong and talented he is. And then…maybe… Laura delightedly entertained the idea that just maybe, there would be quite a bit more for her and Abe Mavor in the future.

      

      “I wonder if there will be a roping competition.” Laura mentioned.

      

      “Oh, I’m sure there will be. Any chance for Abe and the boys to show off.” Aunt Ethel replied.

      

      And, as if she read Laura’s earlier thoughts, Aunt Ethel piped up.

      

      “I never saw Abe smile like he has until you got here, dear. I think you’ve done a number on that boy,” she said, with a smile.

      

      “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Laura replied, with a sly grin.

      

      “I do!” Aunt Ethel laughed, as she looped her arm through Laura’s, and they continued down the street.

      

      “He’s a good man, he really is,” Aunt Ethel continued. “No pedigree, just a good salt-of-the-earth boy. I’ve adopted him in my heart like a son.”

      

      “That’s lovely, Aunt Ethel. And yes, he is quite a good man,” Laura mused, “Aunt Ethel, do you ever regret not having children of your own?”

      

      “Time and again, but it just wasn’t in the cards for me and Ernest. But it did mean that all the time we had together, we could dedicate to each other, and that was quite nice,” Aunt Ethel reminisced.

      

      “You really loved him, didn’t you?” Laura asked.

      

      “Oh, yes, I was the rebel child of the family, married for love against my father’s wishes. But, as soon as I met Ernest, I knew, it would all be worth it.” Aunt Ethel looked at Laura with such passion in her eyes.

      

      “How did you know? And what made you so sure it would all be ok?” Laura pressed.

      

      “Oh, dear, there was just a way he looked at me, and I looked at him. You could feel it, how time would slow down, how my mind would quiet and I knew everything would be okay.” Aunt Ethel patted Laura’s arm as they walked.

      

      “That sounds incredible,” Laura said, with a sigh.

      

      Aunt Ethel stopped suddenly and looked straight at Laura.

      

      “Love is such a precious thing in life, my girl. You find it, and you have to hold onto it as hard and as tight as you can. Because it won’t come along every day,” Aunt Ethel said, both lovingly and firmly.

      

      So confident. So strong. Can I find that in myself? Have I already?

      

      “Just be strong, girl. You never know what life might bring you,” Aunt Ethel said gently. “Oh my, this is all just so exciting! I’ll write your family and insist they stay long enough for the Jubilee. It would be a shame for them to take you back and miss it!”

      

      “Thank you, Aunt Ethel!” Laura exclaimed.

      

      “Of course, dear. Now, what else do I need, let me see…” Aunt Ethel thought for a moment. As she did, Laura saw Abe riding down the street. She smiled at him, and he pulled Bruce to a stop next to them.

      

      “Afternoon Aunt Ethel…Laura,” he said

      

      Was that a slight flush in his cheeks? No, I’m imagining things.

      

      “Good afternoon, Abe! So good to see you. Did you hear the news?” Aunt Ethel chirped.

      

      “I did, indeed, quite a day,” Abe replied.

      

      “Do you think there’ll be a roping competition?” Laura asked.

      

      “Oh, I’m sure there will. It ain’t a true party without one,” he said, with a wink.

      

      “How exciting!” Laura said, her heart racing.

      

      “Well ladies, I’d best be off. I promised I’d help Ottie out today,” Abe said, with a tip of his hat.

      

      Laura waved as Abe rode off.

      

      “Ah, I remember! Marmalade orders, come on dear,” Aunt Ethel exclaimed.

      

      They set off down the street to the general store. While Aunt Ethel and Mr. Mason discussed marmalade, Laura wandered over to the windows. She could just barely see down the street, where Abe was talking to Ottie on the porch of the jailhouse. She could see him laughing at something.

      

      I wonder what.

      

      Her mind drifted back to the laughs and smiles they had shared when they rode down to the river. She could feel an ache in her heart, and she wanted to run across the street and be nearer to him. But something stilled her feet.

      

      It would be improper. You need to grow up.

      

      But the ache was there, pulling at her heart as she stared. Begging her to jump into the unknown. She could feel her two lives about to collide, the one she had lived all her life back home, and the one that had begun to blossom here. There was love here in Santa Clara, love like she hadn’t felt back home. It oozed out of the storefronts and the smiles of the people she was now beginning to get to know.

      

      And of course, she felt it radiating out of her heart, and the heart of Abe Mavor. It had all happened so slowly, and yet so fast. Like she had been born again and grown up, all in the span of a few months. She could feel a tingle in her entire body.

      

      What will my family think of this version of Laura Edmonds? And what will they think of Abe Mavor?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The thudding, rhythmic beat of the stagecoach team grew louder, as they stormed toward the house, a thin dusting of snow covering the ground. They pulled up closely to the porch and Laura ran out to greet her parents for the first time in nearly four months. The driver opened the door and helped her mother out, who saw Laura and, immediately, flung her arms around her.

      

      “Oh, my dear! I swear you’ve grown. You look so much taller than when you left!” she exclaimed. Of course, this wasn’t true, though perhaps she stood a little straighter these days. Aunt Ethel appeared on the porch, moving slowly with the aid of her cane but still full of energy.

      

      “Dorothy! Xavier! How absolutely delightful to see you!” she called out. Laura’s mother hurried up the steps to embrace her sister, while her father finished unloading the trunks with the driver. She took her sister by the arm and walked into the house with them.

      

      “Ethel it’s been far, far too long. You look so well. And your home! It’s an absolute dream!” Laura’s mother surveyed the freshly painted shutters and tidy interior.

      

      “It’s all your Laura; she completely transformed the place. She’s been an absolute delight,” Aunt Ethel gushed.

      

      Dorothy turned to Laura. “Well, now, quite the resourceful woman she is, indeed! Well done, my dear.”

      

      “It was nothing, Mama; it’s just been nice to be able to help out,” Laura replied, and she headed to the stove and began preparing supper, as her parents settled in with Aunt Ethel, recounting the bumpy journey they had just embarked upon.

      

      “Xavier, how is the store doing?” Aunt Ethel inquired.

      

      “As good as ever! Looking to have our best year yet! Been a long, difficult journey to get to this spot but, by God, we have. I’m quite pleased.”

      

      “Laura, how have you enjoyed your time here?” Dorothy asked. “You’ve barely written since you left.”

      

      “Oh, don’t nag the girl, Dorothy! She’s had her hands full around here, I let this place get into such disrepair after Ernest died,” Aunt Ethel jumped in.

      

      “No, Mama’s right, I should have written more. I’ve enjoyed it, Aunt Ethel has been fantastic company and I’ve enjoyed fixing up the house.”

      

      “It’ll be good practice for when you have one of your own, dear!” Dorothy piped up excitedly.

      

      “Of course, Mama,” Laura tried to hide the flatness in her voice.

      

      As supper hit the table, everyone gathered excitedly. Her father took a bite of the stew and sighed with contentment.

      

      “Still a fabulous cook, my dear,” he said. “You’ll make a fine wife one day.”

      

      He was practically beaming. “Which, of course, brings us to the good news we have.”

      

      “Yes, we’ve been waiting to hear what news was so great that we’ve had to wait for your arrival to hear it!” Aunt Ethel exclaimed.

      

      “Laura, as I’m sure you’re aware, the time has come to start thinking about your future, finding a good match, so that your life continues on in the security I’ve tried to build for you. Well, as it so happens, I believe we’ve struck the perfect match for you!” Xavier said, as he grabbed Laura’s hand.

      

      Laura was stunned, not sure how to respond. Abe’s stormy grey eyes were all she could see. Somehow, she mumbled: “Who is it, Father?”

      

      “Jacob Fisher!” Her father exclaimed proudly. “His father is the most skilled doctor in all of Arizona and Jacob has already amassed a small fortune of his own with his business ventures. I do believe it’s quite the smart match. He and his father have already agreed to the arrangement and are quite as excited as we are!”

      

      Laura looked over at Aunt Ethel, who seemed to also be trying to conceal her shock.

      

      “Does Laura know this boy?” Aunt Ethel asked.

      

      “They met briefly as children, but Laura and Jacob haven’t seen each other since, his father sent Jacob to a very elite boarding school on the coast for his education,” Dorothy said, her eyes sparkling.

      

      “Well educated, ambitious, and he plans to build his businesses up in Tucson, so Laura won’t have to be too far away from us,” Xavier happily boasted.

      

      Laura searched her mind for something, anything to try to buy herself some time to talk to Abe, perhaps figure out a way to convince her father of him being a better match for her, than someone he had selected. “But Father, would it not be prudent for us to have at least one meeting to be sure the match is solid and I truly please him?” she implored.

      

      “Oh, I’ve thought of that as well, which is why he’ll be arriving tomorrow!”  Her father victoriously took a large chunk of bread and chewed it nervously. “My dear, there is no way he’ll be displeased with you, of course, you’ve grown into a fine young woman and your cooking, well, is bar none.”

      

      Laura felt as though she might faint. The following day everything would change. She should find a way to get to Abe tonight.
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        * * *

      

      Abe ran the flint slowly across his small knife, slowly polishing out the tiny nicks and spurs that had worn into the blade. A small flame flickered in the oil lamp on the table, its light barely cutting through the thick layer of soot on the glass. Embers glowed red in the stove behind him, but the heat did little to cut through the chill.

      

      Ain’t no way she’ll actually stay. She’s got a life back in Tucson. I got nothing but a few head of cattle. He kept striking, faster and faster, until tiny sparks began to leap off the blade. You’re a fool Abe. Just plain stupid!

      

      A knock at the door jolted him out of his thoughts. He placed the knife and flint down and strode to the door, hand on his holster. Who the hell…at this hour? He slowly opened the door, to see the figure of Laura standing there, looking rather worried. “Laura!” he exclaimed, quickly releasing his grip on the pistol on his hip. “What in the world…it’s very late…what are you doing here?”

      

      “I’m sorry, Abe. I know this isn’t appropriate, I just needed to talk to…someone to talk to.” She wrung her hands in a way he had never seen before.

      

      “Well, come on in before you become coyote food,” Abe said, ushering her through the open door. “How’d you get here anyway?”

      

      A small smile cut through her worried lips. “I borrowed Aunt Ethel’s old mare. Poor thing hasn’t gone this far in ages. We took it easy and she’s still panting like she just ran the barrels at the rodeo.”

      

      A laugh escaped Abe’s lips. But…

      

      “My Father selected someone for me…” She blurted out.

      

      And with that, his fears were confirmed.

      

      “Is that so?” Abe replied, keeping his face solemn. “I suppose you were quite right then in knowing he would.”

      

      “Yes, but I…I just didn’t think so soon. And…Jacob Fisher…I’ve only heard of him, never seen or spoken to him in my life.”

      

      “Well, you did say that the Tucson boys hadn’t piqued your interest. Maybe this fellow will.” Abe tried to sound nonchalant and reassuring.

      

      “I’m not ready to go back to Arizona. I feel like I’ve done so much more here, already, than I ever did there. Back there it’s all knitting, and chores, and what color yarn to buy, and who’s getting married,” Laura rambled.

      

      “But that’s your real life, Laura. Being out here is just a temporary thing,” Abe replied.

      

      Laura stared at him as though he had grown a second head on his shoulders. “How can you be so callous about this?” she snapped. “What happened to you caring for me?”

      

      Abe’s face softened. “I do, Laura,” he said, his voice dropping. “Enough to know that whatever you may be looking for, you ain’t going to find it here.”

      

      “What’s that supposed to mean, Abe?” Laura was biting her bottom lip, looking like she might cry.

      

      What do I say here Laura? What do you WANT me to say? “I just…life just doesn’t always work out the way we might expect. I’m sure this fella will give you the kind of life you rightfully deserve.” Abe looked at Laura, allowing those hazel eyes to cut into his heart.

      

      The two stared at each other, in a bit of a stunned silence for a moment, an electric tension bouncing between them and off the walls. Finally, Laura softened, sinking into the wooden chair Abe had been sitting on sharpening his knife. She cradled her head in her hands and Abe just sank into his own seat.

      

      “I’m just not ready for all this, Abe,” Laura mumbled.

      

      “I can understand that,” Abe replied sympathetically. “Marrying someone you don’t know, can’t be the most appealing prospect.”

      

      He saw Laura’s eyes begin to drift around the cabin. On the walls, a few faded ribbons from roping competitions all over Utah hung. Otherwise, they were largely bare, save for a shotgun above the door and one very faded photograph of a man and a woman.

      

      Laura’s eyes landed on the photo. “Is that your family?” she asked.

      

      “Yes ma’am.” Abe said quietly. “Pa was trying to be a rancher. Ma…well, she got herself in the bit of trouble you seem to find yourself in. Got promised to a man she never met, then got dragged all the way out to Utah, to make a life at the new frontier.”

      

      Laura stood up and walked over to the photo. “She’s quite beautiful,” she remarked, tracing her finger across the glass.

      

      “Yes, she was,” Abe replied solemnly.

      

      “What happened to her?” Laura asked, keeping her eyes fixed on the photograph.

      

      “Died in childbirth. Doctor couldn’t get out to the homestead fast enough. It was Christmas,” Abe replied, staring at the flickering flame in the oil lamp.

      

      Laura turned to him, wide eyed. “That’s terrible, I’m so sorry.”

      

      “Nothing to be sorry about Laura, it is what it is.”

      

      Abe stood up and walked over to Laura. He put his hands gently on her shoulders and looked into her eyes. “Big difference between you and her though,” he said earnestly. “You got a chance for a good life, a fella who can provide for you. Not too many get this kind of choice.”

      

      Laura looked at him for a beat, and then sighed. “It doesn’t seem like too much of a choice.”

      

      A clatter erupted from the barn, and a high-pitched whinny pierced the night air. Bruce. Abe let go of Laura’s shoulders and ran to the door, grabbing the shotgun off the wall. The cold air cut through his undershirt as he ran toward the barn, the sound of Bruce’s hooves cracking against the wood hitting him right in the chest.  He flung open the doors to see Bruce rearing and kicking wildly in his stall.

      

      “Woah boy! Woah!” Abe cried out, extending his hands toward the stall door. This motion only made Bruce kick wilder. What the hell happened here?  “Easy boy, it’s just me, I got you!” he said firmly, but softly, trying to steady his breath. Bruce was still wide-eyed but after a few more kicks he began to calm. Abe slowly unlatched the stall door and slid inside.

      

      Bruce’s sides were heaving, and he tossed his head about worriedly. Abe slowly extended a hand and placed it on Bruce’s sweat-soaked neck. “That’s it boy, see, nobody here but us two.” Abe was suddenly aware of how powerfully his heart was pounding in his chest. He slowly stroked Bruce’s neck and sides, as the stallion began to calm, rocking his weight from side to side.

      

      Abe surveyed the stall. Maybe a rattlesnake got in? Or a door swung open with a gust of wind? He turned around to face the stall door, which is when he realized Laura had followed him out to the barn.

      

      “You’re quite incredible with him,” Laura said quietly.

      

      Abe patted Bruce’s neck and smoothed his long lock of mane that hung down between his eyes. “We’ve been through a hell of a lot together, he and I. Built up all kinds of trust over the years. Can’t say there’s a human alive I care about or trust more than this fella right here,” Abe said, partly to Laura and partly to Bruce, who pushed his nose against his chest in a kind of understanding appreciation.

      

      “May I?” Laura asked, motioning to the stall door.

      

      “Of course,” Abe replied. He slowly moved over to the stall door and opened it, gently guiding Laura into the stall next to him. She slowly reached out and offered her hand toward Bruce’s nose.

      

      He happily obliged, pushing his velvety snout underneath her fingers, allowing her to run her hand up and down his face. Abe continued to stroke his neck and sides, which no longer heaved in panic. But his eyes were fixed on Laura. She’s absolutely fearless.

      

      Abe was transfixed, watching her and Bruce in a sort of silent conversation of comfort. He had never seen Bruce take to someone the way he had to Laura over the last few months, and this went far beyond getting apples and carrots. It’s gonna do a number on both of us when she’s gone, that’s for damn sure. But it’s for the best. She’s better than some prairie wife, she deserves far more.

      

      Abe slipped out of the stall and filled a pail with water, and when he returned, Bruce gulped it down. While he was distracted, Abe and Laura slipped out of the stall and back into the barn. Laura turned to him.

      

      “Thank you, Abe. For everything. Again.” She said, “You’re quite skilled with calming those that are panicking, it seems.”

      

      Abe reached out and brushed back a lock of hair that had fallen in front of her eyes. “Of course, Laura. You should head home now. You’ve got quite a day in front of you.” She nodded, and he followed her outside, as she hopped onto the old mare. She gave him a thankful nod as she squeezed the mare’s sides and the old beast started off with a slow, stuttered step, carrying her off into the night.

      

      Abe watched her go and shook his head. He then headed back to the barn, determined to find out what had startled Bruce so badly. He looked in the stalls one by one. In the back of the barn, in the stall across from Bruce, he noticed a pile of hay with a strange indentation, as if something had curled up and slept there.

      

      Now what the hell is that?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Laura touched up a lock of her hair as she thoroughly surveyed herself in the mirror. Her skin was significantly darker than it had been before she arrived in Utah, though still quite fair compared to all the other ladies in town. She ran her fingers across her cheek. Is this what a woman is supposed to look like when she meets her future husband? I thought I’d look…older. Maybe wiser.

      

      Her mother bustled into her room, beaming from ear to ear.  “Today is the day, my dear! Jacob arrives at about one o’clock. Oh, you should wear the green dress, it brings out your eyes so well.” She clicked her tongue as she surveyed Laura’s appearance top to bottom.

      

      “Well, you’ve put on a bit of color but that’s nothing some powder can’t fix. Ah, my dear, you look so incredibly grown. Not my baby girl anymore.” She dabbed away a tear from the corner of her eye.

      

      She always did have a penchant for drama.  “Mama, are you sure about this?” Laura asked, biting her lip.

      

      Her mother looked at her incredulously.  “Why, of course, dear!” she exclaimed. “Your father has made just a wonderful match! A good family and a good man  who’ll be able to provide everything we’ve always wished for you.”

      

      “But Mama…you got to choose Father. Why don’t I get a choice in this?” Laura searched her mother’s face for any sign of weakness. She found none. Instead, her mother’s lips drew a straight line.

      

      “Laura. I love your father, of course, I do. But things have not always been easy for us. We’ve had to sacrifice quite a lot to build a life for you that’s far better than any we were born into. The kind of life, where you get to marry a man like Jacob Fisher, and never have to worry about where your next meal will come from. That’s all we’ve ever wanted for you and now, the time is finally here for our wishes for you to come true. So please, stop being so sullen about it.”

      

      Laura sighed and then tried to muster up a smile. “You’re right Mama, of course, you are.” She turned back to the mirror, gently powdering her face, trying to cover up her suntanned cheeks and restore a porcelain finish.

      

      Her mother looked on, approvingly. “He’s quite handsome, you know,” she offered, smiling at Laura in the mirror.

      

      “Oh? Well, that will be nice,” Laura replied, still trying to sound cheerful. But what is “handsome” anyways? Curtains are beautiful, doesn’t mean you can have a conversation with them.  Her eye caught on her copy of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn sitting on the dressing table. Her mind flickered back to Abe, how his face flushed as she recognized his quote.  I doubt Jacob Fisher has ever quoted a book to a lady.
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        * * *

      

      The stagecoach pulled up outside the hotel in town, just a little past one o’clock, where Laura and her family stood on the porch, waiting. Laura smoothed her green dress and adjusted her hair. Aunt Ethel leaned on her cane next to Laura and gave her a reassuring pat on the shoulder.

      

      “Deep breaths, my dear,” she said to Laura, with an understanding nod.

      

      The driver hopped down from his seat and stepped around to the door. He opened it and out stepped Jacob Fisher.  Jacob was tall and slim, with smooth, blonde hair and sharp, green eyes. He was dressed in a fine, fitted suit with cufflinks that gleamed in the sun. His polished shoes stood in stark contrast to the dusty road beneath him. He stepped out of the stagecoach and surveyed his surroundings. Laura’s father strode over to greet him.

      

      “Jacob, so glad to have you here at last. I hope the trip wasn’t too difficult.” Xavier enthusiastically shook Jacob’s hand, as Jacob seemed to almost look past him, but then regained attention.

      

      “Those long stagecoach journeys are rather taxing but, in the end, as long as you arrive at your destination in one piece, I suppose they serve their purpose,” Jacob replied, his voice somewhat thin and reedy.

      

      “Of course. Now, may I introduce my family.” Xavier enthusiastically gestured toward the group on the porch. He and Jacob approached Laura’s mother first.

      

      “This is my wife, Dorothy Edmonds.” Xavier introduced his wife. Jacob extended his hand to her and took a long, polite bow.

      

      “Absolutely charmed, ma’am,” he crooned.

      

      “Next is my sister-in-law, Ethel Roberts,” Xavier waved toward Aunt Ethel, and Jacob took the same courtesy he did for Laura’s mother.

      

      “Pleasure to meet you ma’am,” he said, and Laura noticed him throw a sideways glance at her, as he bowed.

      

      “And of course,” Xavier said proudly, as he and Jacob stepped in front of her. “This is my lovely daughter, Laura.”

      

      Jacob smiled a wide, excited smile as he and Laura looked at each other for the first time. Laura extended her hand and he took it and gave an extremely exaggerated bow, lower and more flagrant than those he had offered to her mother and aunt.

      

      “Miss Laura,” he began. Laura tried not to flinch. The words sounded so different coming from Jacob’s lips than from Abe’s, they were devoid of the rumbling warmth that usually accompanied them and, instead, seemed to whine out of Jacob’s mouth.

      

      Jacob continued, clearly unaware of her hesitation. “Your father spoke of your beauty but could not have fully prepared me for what I have encountered, so you must forgive me if I seem a bit taken aback. I sincerely hope that I can prove myself worthy of your affections, for you have already received all of mine,” he finished, lightly kissing Laura’s hand as he straightened up.

      

      Laura heard a small, excited gasp escape from her mother and could see her father grinning from ear-to-ear just over Jacob’s shoulder. I wonder how many times he rehearsed that on the way here. Oh, they’re waiting for me to respond.

      

      “Thank you, Mr. Fisher, for such kind words. I am looking forward to getting to know you quite better over these coming days and am looking forward to the arrangement our fathers have struck.” She pressed a smile to her face that seemed convincing enough, as Jacob smiled back.

      

      “Please, Miss Laura, call me Jacob, there will be no need for such formalities between us.” He had a smile that beamed with impossibly white teeth.

      

      “Of course…Jacob,” Laura responded sweetly.

      

      “Well, I’m sure you’re exhausted after your long ride sir, let me help the driver get your things up to the hotel and then perhaps you can join us at Ms. Roberts’s home for supper tonight?” Xavier was trying his best to impress Jacob and it showed.

      

      “Why thank you, Mr. Edmonds. That sounds absolutely lovely. I’m sure your house is quite a bit cleaner than the rest of this…town,” Jacob replied.

      

      “You won’t be disappointed, Laura is one of the best cooks in the whole of Arizona AND Utah,” Dorothy cut in, smiling proudly.

      

      “Just full of talent and beauty, how could I have gotten so lucky?” Jacob replied, flashing another sly smile at Laura.

      

      He’s being so polite, so why do I feel so uneasy? Perhaps it’s just nerves. Her father set to work unloading Jacob’s numerous trunks with the driver, as Jacob turned to direct. Aunt Ethel leaned over to Laura.

      

      “Well, he certainly is a looker at that. And slick like oil,” she said, a touch of grate to her voice.

      

      Well, at least someone isn’t completely, overwhelmingly charmed by him.  She smiled appreciatively at Aunt Ethel. And then her gaze turned to Jacob, who was busy rubbing a smudge off his cufflink, as her father and the driver unloaded the last of the trunks and carried them into the hotel.  Deep breath Laura, perhaps he isn’t all that bad.

      

      Following the last of his luggage, Jacob passed her one more time on the way up the steps.  “Don’t worry, my dear,” he said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “It won’t be long before we’re out of this dreadful place.”
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        * * *

      

      At half past six, Jacob arrived on the steps of Aunt Ethel’s home, neatly dressed in a fresh suit, carefully adorned with a new set of cufflinks. Xavier met him at the door and ushered him in to a seat by the fire.

      

      “So, Jacob, your father tells me you’ve quite a few business ventures on the horizon,” Xavier said, as he lit his pipe.

      

      Jacob grinned from ear to ear. “Indeed, I do, I have heavy investments in some railroad companies, as well as a few smaller trading companies. In times as fast-moving as these, it’s good to diversify.”

      

      “Quite right, indeed, smart man.” Xavier nodded in agreement, leaning over to light Jacob’s pipe for him.

      

      “One has to be smart these days. I don’t want to end up on a piece of land, with nothing but a hope and a prayer, as so many unfortunate, unprepared folks have these days,” Jacob drawled on, puffing at the pipe until the leaves glowed an angry red with each breath.

      

      Laura continued to stir the sauce on the stove as she listened.There’s still something not right about him. Something strange.

      

      “I’ve procured a house just outside of Tucson for Laura and me to live in after the wedding. It should do for some time, though it may need a few homey touches. But that should keep her occupied.” Jacob turned and smiled at Laura.

      

      What am I supposed to say to that? Thank you, it should?

      

      “Well, Laura worked wonders on my home, I don’t doubt she’ll do the same wherever she may end up,” Aunt Ethel replied, rocking in her chair “And she’s quite skilled in many other ways as well, quite well-read and skilled on a horse.”

      

      Jacob let out a chuckle. “Well, that’s all fine and good but I don’t quite see the need for women to read. Seems a bit superfluous to their duties, though the occasional recipe card or pamphlet, I’m sure, can be of some use.”

      

      Laura gripped the wooden spoon, her knuckles turning white. She turned slowly to face him. “Well, Jacob, while those are indeed of use, is the ability to understand things outside of your immediate circumstance not of value?” she asked slowly, a smile screwed onto her face.

      

      Jacob got up from his chair and walked over to her. He took her hand in his smooth, unworked one. He looked into her eyes and crooned “Laura dear, of course, for a woman without a husband there is nothing wrong with passing some of the time with stories and such. But once you’re married, you won’t need those distractions anymore, because I’m going to take care of you.” He turned back to her father, “Besides, once the children come along, there won’t be time for any such pastimes.”

      

      He squeezed Laura’s hand and looked her in the eye. “Don’t you worry, my dear. I’ve got it all figured out for us.”

      

      I can run. I could be out that door in a moment, jump on the old mare… But where would I go? And mother and father…  Laura looked at her parents’ faces, who were looking at Jacob with such adoration. Laura remained rooted in her spot.  It would destroy them.

      

      She screwed a nauseous smile on her face “I have no doubt of that, Jacob,” she managed to reply. Satisfied, Jacob strode back to the chair with her father and they continued to chat about the numerous business ventures Jacob was planning. Laura cooked in silence, her mother throwing her side glances but refusing to say a word.

      

      As they sat down to supper, Jacob continued to drone on about all his accomplishments. “It really comes down to being the smartest fellow at the table, men can sense that in negotiations.”

      

      Laura’s mother interjected. “Well, we should start making plans for the wedding as soon as possible. I was thinking summer would be lovely,” she chirped excitedly.

      

      “Of course, whatever lovely Laura would like.” Jacob smiled at her as he took another bite. Laura was beginning to feel numb.

      

      “Summer is fine mother, however, Aunt Ethel, will you be able to manage on your own by then? I’d hate to leave you before you’re fully able.” Laura pleaded with Aunt Ethel with her eyes. Please, help me here. Buy me some time.

      

      “Well, of course, I love having Laura here to help. But I doubt I’ll ever be back to my old speed, though I seem to be managing with the cane. I could certainly use her until the end of the month, what with the big celebration coming up. The ladies have asked that I make several dozen jars of marmalade for a raffle,” Aunt Ethel replied, shooting Laura apologetic eyes.

      

      I’m trapped. This is happening, no matter what I do. Appetite gone, Laura just began to push food about her plate as her mother chattered in her ear about flowers and dress fabric.

      

      “We should go into town tomorrow; I saw a shop that had beautiful bolts of fabric, and I’d like to start right away on your dress.”

      

      Laura felt like she was a million miles away.

      

      As they finished supper, Jacob leaned back happily. “My, I was not deceived about your cooking Laura, truly spectacular. Imagine what you’ll be able to do with even finer meats and other such trifles; only the best for my future wife!”

      

      “Thank you, Jacob,” she replied, with the same forced smile.

      

      “Well, I had better be getting back to the hotel, it’s quite late and it sounds like there’s quite a bit to do as we start preparing for this wedding,” Jacob said, as he stood up. He flashed another one of his dazzling smiles toward her father and mother.

      

      He strode over to Laura and took her hand and kissed it. “Thank you for such a lovely evening, my dear Laura.”

      

      Laura wanted to crawl out of her skin.

      

      She turned back to the dishes and began to scrub, hoping to wash away the deep, unsettling discomfort that came over her when Jacob smiled at her.

      

      His smile, the way he looks at me, like a wolf looking at a sheep.

      

      “Well, I thought that went tremendously!” Xavier exclaimed.

      

      “Yes, such a charmer, he is,” Dorothy cooed and smiled at Laura.

      

      Aunt Ethel remained silent but shot Laura a sympathetic look.

      

      I should be happy. I should be grateful, why am I not?

      

      Of course, she knew why. He wasn’t him. He didn’t spark within her a sense of freedom and adventure. She was a prize to him. Something that he had procured and she would be treated as such.

      

      She tried to swallow down the emotions, but they continued to well up inside her. She pressed on through the rest of the scrubbing and then asked to be excused to her room.

      

      As soon as she shut the door, she buried her head in her pillow and let out deep, but muffled cries.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Laura stood next to her mother as she pensively compared three different bolts of fabric at the counter in the general store.

      

      “Hmmm, this yellow with the pink floral pattern is just lovely. I can trim it with some lace at the bottom and around the bodice,” Dorothy mused.

      

      “Aye, that’s a fine one ma’am; it just shipped in from the coast,” Mr. Mason agreed.

      

      “What do you think Laura?” Dorothy held the fabric up to Laura’s arm.

      

      “Yes, it’s quite lovely, Mama,” she replied.

      

      “Excellent, we’ll take it,” she said to Mr. Mason. He carefully wrapped up the fabric in burlap and handed it over as Dorothy counted out her coins. They stepped back out onto the street where Jacob and Xavier were smoking and chatting.

      

      “Find what you needed ladies?” Jacob asked.

      

      “Yes indeed, a lovely pattern that will look divine on Laura.” Dorothy chirped.

      

      “Excellent, I was just about to head over to the livery to talk to a man about a pair of horses and a proper carriage, so we won’t have to take that dreadful stagecoach back to Tucson,” Jacob exclaimed. “Ladies as fine as yourselves should travel in style, not like baggage.”

      

      “That sounds just lovely!” Dorothy looked as though she might burst with excitement.

      

      “Might we join you?” Laura asked.

      

      “Of course, though it won’t be the most glamorous affair,” Jacob replied.

      

      “We don’t mind, do we Mama?” Laura said, turning to her mother. Dorothy wrinkled her nose a bit at the thought of going to a livery, but obliged.

      

      As they stepped inside the barn, the smell of hay and manure hit Laura’s nose in a symphony of familiarity. The proprietor, a burly, bald man in a long apron by the name of Anthony Leary, strode over to greet them.

      

      “Ye must be Mr. Fisher. I was told tae be expecting ye,” he said, in a thick Irish accent. He grabbed Jacob’s hand and shook it hard, leaving a grease stain on his palm when he withdrew. “Lookin’ tae purchase yer own team, aye?”

      

      “Indeed, I’d like to see your best carriage if you please, sir,” Jacob replied, grimacing at the smear on his hand.

      

      “Sure, o’er here,” Mr. Leary gestured toward a large, black carriage with gold filigree on the door. “Now, tae purchase will be quite a bit o’ money. I,  o’ course, have ‘em fer hire, reasonable rates sir, if that might be o’ better means fer ye.”

      

      Jacob straightened up and looked down his nose at the stout man. “I assure you, money is no object here,” he said, as he wiped his hand on his handkerchief. “Besides, I’d rather own the thing instead of simply throwing my money away on a short-term use when I know I’ll be needing it again.”

      

      “Fair ’nough, well, this’n has been a carriage fer hire but she’s sure ’nough, she’ll last ye quite a few years if ye take care o’ her.” Mr. Leary opened the door and extended his hand to Laura. “Would the lady like tae examine inside?”

      

      Laura took his hand and stepped up into the carriage. It smelled a bit musty but was otherwise clean and well-kept. Feels a bit like a funeral wagon though.

      

      Jacob stepped up into the carriage beside her. He leaned out the door and addressed her father. “Xavier, would you mind going with Mr. Leary to examine the horses? I confess, while I know my way around a good beast, I’d like another man’s opinion.”

      

      “Of course! Come Dorothy.” Xavier ushered his wife along after Mr. Leary, leaving Laura alone in the carriage with Jacob. He sat down next to her and smiled.

      

      “Well Laura, what do you think?” he asked, taking her hand in his.

      

      “It’s quite nice Jacob, but do we really need it?” Laura asked, looking around the large cabin.

      

      “Why, of course we do! With my businesses taking off, I’ll be traveling around quite a bit, and this will show my partners that they are investing in a man who knows how to manage his funds! And besides, I want you and our children to have comfortable means of transport as well, not be hauled around in some peasant cart,” he said.

      

      “I don’t mind riding, at all, actually,” Laura said.

      

      “Well, I do mind you riding. Suppose you fell and broke your leg? Who would manage the household and children? No, you will be safe and comfortable once we are married, I will see to that.” He squeezed her hand tighter.

      

      Laura’s mind began to drift off, to riding Duchess back in Tucson, those exhilarating mornings and the race with Abe on the back of Juliette. Those days will be dead soon.

      

      Jacob leaned in closer. “I, absolutely, was sincere when I said I was not prepared for your beauty. I know that our match is solid because of our fathers’ relationship, it will strengthen both of our families to have us married, but I am truly bewitched by my good fortune to have a wife as beautiful as you.” He reached up and touched her face.

      

      Laura turned her head away “We should see how Father is doing with the horses.” She tried to pull her hands away, but Jacob held on tight.

      

      “Oh, Leary can talk about horses for hours, I wanted us to be able to spend some time together. It’s quite difficult with everyone crammed into your aunt’s house.” Jacob smiled at her and pulled her face back toward his, running his finger across her lips.

      

      GET OFF OF ME.

      

      “While your compliments and this carriage are quite lovely, I would really like to see how my parents are faring.” She pushed back the screams, as she wrenched her hands free. Jacob looked at her incredulously. He grabbed her by the arm.

      

      “Do you not see what I’m going to provide for you?” His voice was a strained whine “And yet, you still recoil from me as if I am some horrid creature. Do you know how many girls would be clamoring to have me as a husband, you stupid girl?” He was inches from her face and his breath reeked of bourbon.

      

      “Jacob let go of me, you’re hurting me,” she hissed at him. He looked down at his hand gripped around her arm and released it. She immediately stood up and hopped out of the carriage. Jacob jumped out after her.

      

      “Laura, stop, I’m sorry,” Jacob pleaded. “I just want you to understand how much I care for you, that I want to give you all the things a girl like you deserves.”

      

      What does he even know about a girl like me? There is not a thing I want that he can give me. Before Laura could respond, Xavier and Dorothy approached from behind another carriage.

      

      “Those are some fine beasts Jacob, very fine beasts, they’ll do quite well for you and Laura,” Xavier happily exclaimed.

      

      Jacob’s whole façade reconstructed, he straightened up and flashed his winning smile. “Fantastic to hear, I knew Mr. Leary wouldn’t lead me wrong. The carriage will do as well, although Mr. Leary, I’d like to talk to you about a few modifications to make before I purchase, may we step aside and discuss?”

      

      “O’ course sir, right this way.” Jacob and Mr. Leary disappeared inside his office and Laura was left with her parents. She turned back to them. How do I tell them?

      

      Her mother noticed the concern on her face. “Laura, I know this is quite a lot to take in all at once, especially since you’ve been on your own with Aunt Ethel for some time now.” She put her arm around Laura. “But look at what this man is already willing to do to create a comfortable life for you. Please just keep an open mind.”

      

      Open mind? To this arrogant, self-centered man? This can’t be my future. She turned to Xavier, “Father, I’m really not convinced he’s the proper man for me. Shouldn’t we at least consider a few other suitors before finalizing this?”

      

      Her father shook his head. “No, Laura, the deal is already done.”

      

      “But, Father!” she pleaded.

      

      Her father stepped closer to her. “Laura, that is my decision and you will abide.” Her father had never set such a hard line with her before, like that, and it took her aback with a shudder.

      

      Her mother stepped in. “Laura, I can’t stand the smell of this place any longer, let’s step outside for some air.”

      

      They stepped out of the livery barn and her mother turned to face her.  “Listen to me, Laura. The store hasn’t been faring as well as your Father would like everyone to think. Truth is, we need you to marry him for all of us to survive. His family has money and will take care of you and our association with them will drive more business to us.  I’m sorry, but that’s just the way it is.” She looked at Laura with sympathetic but firm eyes.

      

      So, this is who I really am. A bargaining chip. A resource to be bought and sold for the good of the family.  “Mama, I’m not sure he is all that he seems to be,” Laura said, trying not to cry.

      

      “Few men are, my dear. But we are strong, and you will find a way to make the best of it.” Her mother gave her a hug as Xavier and Jacob emerged from the stable. Jacob offered his arm to Laura.

      

      “Struck quite the deal with the man, we’ll have a carriage fixed up for us by the end of the month and we’ll be on our way to Tucson, my bride.”

      

      Be strong, play your role.  Laura gingerly took his arm and they headed back toward the rented buggy Jacob had acquired. From across the street, Laura caught a glance of a cowboy tying up his horse to a post, staring. Abe…help me.

      

      But he couldn’t. This is the life that had been constructed for her and she was going to have to navigate it. She steeled her chin and walked quietly alongside Jacob.

      

      “I know this must all seem overwhelming,” Jacob whispered to her. “I’m sure you don’t mean to bristle so much and I understand I’m a stranger. I promise, I’m going to work hard to show you my affections are genuine.”

      

      Laura pushed the knot in her throat down. “How?” she asked.

      

      “I…I just will. Give me time.” Jacob replied.

      

      They walked down main street, the town bustling. Jacob, however, looked unimpressed.

      

      “I still don’t know how you’ve survived in this town. It’s so…primitive.”

      

      “I like it. The people are kind and good,” Laura said.

      

      Jacob scoffed. “Simple, more like.”

      

      Patience, Laura. Patience.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      The whiskey swirled around the edges of his glass like liquid amber waves. Abe took another sip, letting the bitter burn roll down his throat. Parading her around town like he won her. Who does he think he is? Bet he couldn’t put a saddle on straight without a manservant to help him.

      

      Charles, the bartender, cleaned a glass and chatted with him as he brooded. “Abe, I don’t get it. Last few months you’ve been more pleasant than I honestly ever thought I’d see ya, and now, for the last week, I can barely move you off that stool and you say but two, three words to me.”

      

      What do you know?

      

      “I know, what do I know,” Charles said, with a cocked eyebrow “Look Abe, we been friends a long time. I can keep pouring, but I’d rather you just talk to me.”

      

      “Nothing to talk about Charles, just been a hard few days at the ranch. I am trying to keep things from falling apart over the winter,” Abe replied, taking another sip. Charles sighed and moved over to refill the glass of another cowboy leaned over the bar. The saloon was bustling tonight, everyone still talking about the Union, and the girls were climbing into any open lap they could find.

      

      Belle, one of the older girls, spotted Abe staring out over the bar. She walked over and leaned next to him. “Is tonight going to be the night you say yes to me, Abe?” she asked, with a wink.

      

      “You already know the answer to that, Belle,” Abe said, as he swirled his drink, not even looking at her.

      

      Belle caught Charles’ eye, “My usual Charlie dear, thanks.” As Charles poured her a drink, she settled onto the stool next to Abe. When Charles walked away, she took a long sip and looked at Abe. “Who’s the lady?” she asked, with a grin, the amber liquid sliding past her red lipstick.

      

      “What are you talking about, ma’am?” Abe asked vacantly.

      

      “Come on Abe, you know I ain’t no ma’am and I know a man all sorts of sore over a lady when I see one. It’s that sweet thing been out at Ms. Ethel’s place, isn’t it?” She took a long swig, waiting for his response.

      

      Abe stayed silent, letting her stare burn into him, as she finished her drink.

      

      “Alright honey, well, you ever need someone to help you forget, you know where to find me,” Belle said, with one last wink, as she set her empty glass down on the bar and sashayed over to her next potential mark.

      

      Abe tapped his glass on the bar and Charles came by with a refill. Just then, the saloon doors swung open with a bang, and in walked Jacob. He was loudly talking with a few other local men, and they all sat down at a table in the corner.

      

      “Best girls in Utah in here my friend,” one of the men exclaimed.

      

      “Well now, gentlemen, you know I’m a promised man. Window shopping only…for now,” Jacob said, with a grin as he pulled a pack of cards from his pocket. Cards were dealt, and the men began to place bets on the table. Abe couldn’t help but eavesdrop.

      

      “So, what’s a businessman like you doing in Santa Clara?” one man gruffed.

      

      “Well, while businessmen can be found in most places, I’m here to collect my bride,” Jacob proudly exclaimed.

      

      “Lucky man, she a looker?” another chimed in.

      

      “Oh, I got lucky thankfully. A bit spirited though, but I’m sure I’ll train that out of her,” Jacob scoffed.

      

      Abe felt rage building inside of him, but he kept quiet. The men continued to place bets and rattle on. Another man plunked down in the stool beside Abe.

      

      “The usual, Sheriff?” Charles asked him.

      

      Sheriff Oratius nodded and Charles poured him his drink. He sat in silence next to Abe. Abe shot him a glance.

      

      “You come here to tell me something’s up with me too, Ottie?” Abe asked.

      

      “Nope.” Ottie gruffed.

      

      “So why you here?” Abe asked.

      

      “To drink.” Ottie gruffly replied as he took a swig.

      

      I’m not telling you what’s going on, no matter how long you sit there.

      

      Jacob and his friends continued their loud gambling, and it was clear Jacob wasn’t winning.

      

      “Oh, come on now Artie, no way you beat me three hands running, what kind of game are you playing?” Jacob asked, accusingly, his words slightly slurring.

      

      “Watch yourself boy, I don’t much like being called a cheat,” Artie said gruffly.

      

      “No accusations, just tryin’ not to lose the house here,” Jacob laughed nervously.

      

      “So, this bride of yours, Mr. Fisher, have you been able to…sample the wares before you finalize the purchase?” A crooked toothed man sitting at the table inquired, one of the ladies already perching on his lap.

      

      Jacob sighed in frustration. “Not at all. The bitch wouldn’t even so much as give me a sweet little kiss when I showed her the carriage I’m buying for us.”

      

      Abe saw red. In an instant, he was on his feet. Before Ottie could stop him, he strode across the saloon to Jacob’s table. Jacob looked at him wide-eyed.

      

      “Can I help you?” he scoffed at Abe.

      

      Wordlessly, Abe grabbed Jacob by the jacket and hauled him away from the table, knocking it to the side. Jacob struggled but Abe’s strong ranch muscles well overpowered Jacob’s slim physique.

      

      “Let go of me you animal!” Jacob shouted.

      

      Abe pulled Jacob through the saloon doors and threw him out into the street. Jacob scrambled to his feet and ran at Abe, fists swinging. He missed Abe entirely, who took the opportunity to send a fist flying into Jacob’s gut, knocking the wind out of him and sending him to his knees. Jacob gasped for air, as Abe grabbed him by the jacket again and lifted him up onto his toes.

      

      “I don’t care who you think you are, but I damn well better not hear you say a cross word about Miss Laura again, or I swear to God, what happens next will not be my responsibility!” Abe held his face inches from Jacob’s, who was still struggling for air. He tossed Jacob to the ground and turned back toward the saloon, where Ottie was standing.

      

      Behind him, he heard the click of a pistol hammer being cocked back. He turned around to see Jacob, scrambling to his feet with his shiny silver pistol pointed right at him.

      

      “I don’t know who you are, you maniac!” Jacob shouted, between strained breaths “But Laura Edmonds is my bride, and I will not be assaulted by some…lunatic who thinks he can claim her from me.” His hand shook the pistol wildly, as Sheriff Oratius slowly approached the two of them.

      

      “Look son, it seems there was some sort of misunderstanding here. Why don’t you go home now, and I’ll be certain this gentleman doesn’t cause you any more trouble,” Sheriff Oratius said to Jacob.

      

      Jacob slowly lowered the pistol. He took a long look at Abe, then brushed the dirt off his jacket before turning and walking away. The sheriff looked at Abe. “That was stupid, man!”

      

      “I know, Ottie, something just came over me,” Abe replied quietly.

      

      “Well, don’t let it happen again. I’d hate to have to throw you in a cell to cool off. C’mon, I’ll ride home with ya, make sure that fella doesn’t get any ideas.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “He was an absolute maniac!” Jacob exclaimed, pacing around the parlor at Aunt Ethel’s, practically wearing a hole in the rug by the time he had finished his story.

      

      “Why, who would have done something like that to you Jacob? And out of nowhere like that?” Dorothy gasped, wringing her hands.

      

      “Not a clue, but it seemed your Sheriff was quite a friend of his,” he exclaimed, waving at Aunt Ethel. “I did absolutely nothing to the man and he assaulted me in the street! And nothing was done!”

      

      “Well, when you see him in town, point him out to me. I’ll make sure something is done about this,” Xavier said darkly.

      

      Laura sat quietly, attempting to hide the smile that kept creeping to the corners of her lips. She didn’t care who had done it, but the idea of Jacob getting tossed into the street, made her just a tiny bit happy.

      

      “Well, all I know is the second the carriage is finished, we are headed straight back to Tucson, I’ve had it with this town,” Jacob huffed, as he sank into a chair by the stove and lit his pipe.

      

      “But, my dear, I promised Aunt Ethel I’d help her finish the marmalades in time for the celebration at the end of the month,” Laura said gently.

      

      Jacob glowered at her. “I suggest you work as fast as you can then, I don’t plan on us staying in this lawless town any longer than we have to.”

      

      Just then, there was a knock at the door. Laura headed over and opened it to find Abe standing on the porch with a basket of rhubarb. Jacob’s eyes widened as he saw him. He leaped on his feet.

      

      “Him! That’s the savage that attacked me last night!” he hollered, as he strode to the door.

      

      Laura looked at Abe. “Abe? Is this true?” she asked.

      

      Abe put the rhubarb down on the porch and stepped back, as Jacob barreled toward him. He put his hands up toward Jacob. “Now hold on sir, let’s not do anything too rash in front of your bride,” Abe said, in a calm, steady voice.

      

      “Rash? You nearly cracked my ribs open last night and you talk to me about being rash?” Jacob was practically spitting, as the words came out.

      

      “What’s going on? Who is this man?” Xavier demanded.

      

      “Father, this is Abe Mavor, he’s been helping myself and Aunt Ethel out with…well…just about everything while I’ve been here,” Laura explained. She turned back to Abe. “Abe, what’s going on, is this true?”

      

      Abe kept his eyes trained on Jacob. “Yes Miss Laura, I believe there was something of a…misunderstanding between myself and Mr. Fisher here last night. I believe I may have overstepped a bit.”

      

      Jacob looked at Laura. “This man is insane, and if he had been helping you, it’s no doubt his motivation was not that pure...” He turned back to Abe. “I can assure you there’s no way we will be needing any assistance from you any longer and I insist you stay far away from Laura here or I will have to call the authorities on you,” he said, as he straightened his jacket and pulled Laura close to him. She winced, and Abe’s face fell, with a storm growing in his eyes.

      

      “Now, this is all quite ridiculous,” Aunt Ethel cut in, hobbling over to the door on her cane. “Abe has been nothing but a help to me, even before Laura got here and, whatever happened, I’m sure won’t happen again, isn’t that right, Abe?”

      

      Abe continued to stare at Laura silently.

      

      “I think it’s time for you to go, sir,” Xavier said, from over Jacob’s shoulder.

      

      “Quite right. Aunt Ethel, I brought you some rhubarb for the marmalade. I’ll leave it with Miss Laura here,” Abe replied, tipping his hat and striding away from the door.

      

      Laura leaned down and picked up the basket of rhubarb from the porch as she watched Abe riding off. She carried it back inside and placed it on the table.

      

      Jacob turned to Aunt Ethel.“How could you stand up for a man like that? After what I’ve told you he’s done, after witnesses confirmed his actions?” he stuttered.

      

      “Now Jacob, I’ve known Mr. Mavor far longer than I’ve known you, so please excuse me if I’m inclined to think that there may be two sides to the story,” Aunt Ethel replied defiantly.

      

      Jacob seemed to be taken aback by that response and quickly relit his pipe. Xavier looked at Ethel darkly. “Well, whatever it is, I don’t like the idea of a man with violent inclinations hanging around here,” he said.

      

      Aunt Ethel squared her chin and looked at Jacob, who was sulking in a chair, puffing his pipe. Laura began to unpack the rhubarb from the basket. And then, she spotted it: a small piece of paper tied to one of the roots with a little bit of twine. She quickly shoved it in the pocket of her apron, as she finished setting the rhubarb out to be cooked.

      

      “Well, after all that excitement, I think I’m going to lie down for a bit, if you’ll excuse me,” Laura said to the room. She walked over to her bedroom and closed the door. On the other side, she could still hear the rest of them hashing over what had just happened.

      

      “To think, a man like that, skulking around here with our girl,” Dorothy said faintly.

      

      “It’s best that we finish what needs to be finished as quickly as we can and bring her back to Tucson, so she and Jacob can make their arrangements in peace,” Xavier said firmly.

      

      “I’m telling you all, Abe is harmless, a good man who’s been nothing but kind to us,” Aunt Ethel insisted.

      

      Laura sat on the edge of the bed as they continued to argue. She pulled the piece of paper out of her apron pocket and unfolded it. It was a page out of a book, a drawing of Huckleberry Finn and Tom Sawyer by the whitewashed fence. Laura smiled. She turned the paper over, and there, scrawled in barely legible handwriting, was a note.

      

      Things not as they seem. Meet me in the barn tonight at ten o’clock

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Abe paced back and forth across the hay-strewn floor of the barn’s loft.

      

      How could I have been so stupid. No way she’ll listen to me now. All I’ve done is drive her straight toward that cowardly, sniveling…

      

      “Abe?”

      

      Laura’s voice jerked him out of his thoughts. He peered through the trapdoor and in the shafts of moonlight slicing through the slats of the barn he saw glimpses of Laura’s golden hair, her head turning back and forth, looking for him.

      

      “Laura! Up here!” Abe called out in a voice barely above a whisper. Her face turned up toward him and she did what he least expected.

      

      She smiled.

      

      Maybe there is hope.

      

      “Wait there Laura, I’ll come down to you,” he called down.

      

      “Nonsense, last thing we need is to be spotted. I’ll climb up; I’ve done it plenty of times back home when I needed a bit of peace from the family,” Laura said, as she placed her foot on the bottom rung and began to climb.

      

      Abe extended his rough arm out to her and, as she reached the top, she grabbed on and he hoisted her into the hayloft. She looked around, as if to be sure they were truly alone. Then she turned back to Abe and put her hand gently on his face. “Abe, tell me what’s going on. What really happened?” she said softly.

      

      Abe hesitated, as he drank in the feeling of her soft fingers against his cheek. He looked into her hazel eyes and felt his heart swell painfully. He reached up, grabbed her hand from his face and held it in his.

      

      “That man, he’s not how he appears to everyone else. I heard him talking at the saloon in town. He was saying things about you that no gentleman should ever say about his bride. And, something came over me.” Abe looked at her, hoping she would understand. “I didn’t mean to bring any disrespect to your family, but I couldn’t sit by and let him say those things.”

      

      Laura stood silently for a few moments, absorbing what he had just said. But she didn’t look shocked.

      

      Something else has happened.

      

      “Laura, did he put his hands on you?” Abe asked urgently. Laura only looked down, still saying nothing. He reached out and gently turned her chin up to face him. The tiniest of tears were pooling in the corners of her eyes.

      

      “Laura, I swear to God if he’s hurt you, I’ll kill him. I swear I will.” Abe said, the fire welling up again inside him.

      

      “And what would that solve, Abe?” Laura asked, fighting back the tears. “My father would have you arrested, and you’d likely hang. Moreover, I’d still end up with some other man, possibly even worse than Jacob.”

      

      Abe sat there, unsure of what to say next. His hands were shaking.

      

      He’s already laid his hands on her, and he probably will again.

      

      “You can’t go with a man like that Laura. Don’t be stupid, there’s other men out there.”

      

      Laura looked at him defiantly.

      

      “You think I’m choosing this Abe? You know I’m not!” she shouted.

      

      Abe was taken aback by this sudden outburst. It seemed Laura was too, as she suddenly visually softened and sank to the floor, her figure looking even tinier in the dim light of the loft. Abe eased himself down next to her.

      

      “I…could get you out of here Laura. Take you away somewhere, away from him,” Abe offered.

      

      “And then what, Abe? How long could I run before they found me? Or worse, what if I ran forever? I’d never see my family again. What kind of a life would that be?” She looked at him with a sad resolve in her eyes.

      

      “Laura, I know I need to step aside and respect your Father’s decision, and you, but stepping aside feels like a betrayal,” Abe said, practically pleading.

      

      Laura took a deep breath. She cupped her small hands around Abe’s large, rough one and her face seemed to both soften and steel at the same time.

      

      “I turned the house from a shack to a home. Maybe I can build a home in Jacob’s heart. At the very least I have to try.” She held tight to Abe’s hand. “This isn’t about me anymore, Abe. It’s about my family. They need me to do this.”

      

      There, in that hayloft, the air hung heavy with her words. They both sat there silently, hands pressed together. Abe heard the soft flutter of a flock of bats, as they swirled outside the barn. He heard Aunt Ethel’s old mare snort lazily beneath them, likely mid-dream.

      

      “I don’t love him, Abe,” Laura said, shattering the air.

      

      Why tell me that?

      

      “Didn’t expect that you did, Laura,” He replied. “But if you’re doing this for your family…and I believe I’ve an idea what that means…then you’re quite the strong woman to do so.”

      

      “You can feel me shaking, Abe. I wouldn’t call myself strong. Just…stuck,” Laura said, with a small laugh.

      

      “Well, sometimes when we’re stuck, that’s when we’re the strongest.”

      

      Laura took a sharp breath in, and forced a smile, as a single tear rolled down her cheek. Abe reached up instinctively and brushed it away. She touched his hand.

      

      “I want to help you get out. I’m ready to bash that coward’s teeth in, before he can lay a finger on you that’s unwelcomed.”

      

      Laura smiled at him, the moonlight shining off her tear-stained cheek. “You’re a good man, Abe Mavor. I’m so happy to have met you.”

      

      “You too, Laura,” he replied quietly.

      

      Abe wrapped his arms around Laura. He felt her breathing, slowly and deeply.

      

      Laura, let me take you away. Please. I don’t know if I can stand this.

      

      He felt a pit in his stomach growing. Every fiber of his body wanted to pick her up and carry her out of that hayloft. He saw them jumping onto Bruce’s back, the wind and his hooves carrying them far away from everything.

      

      But he stayed rooted, her small frame wrapped inside his large one. An owl muttered somewhere in the rafters. He wanted to drink in every last moment of this, before it was gone forever.

      

      After what could have been five minutes or five years, Laura pulled back from Abe and stood up, brushing straws of hay from her skirt. Abe eased himself to his feet as well.

      

      “It’s late, I should get back in the house before anyone might notice I’ve left,” Laura said.

      

      Abe nodded and extended his hand to her to help her onto the ladder. She descended, rung by rung, into the dark barn floor. She took one last look up at him, and then walked out of the barn, and out of his view.

      

      Abe felt as if his heart was pulled out of the barn with her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Laura woke up the next morning as the light was already pouring into her room. She laid in bed, silently staring at the ceiling, an image of Abe’s moonlight streaked face still echoing around in her head.

      

      It cannot be. It cannot be. It cannot be.

      

      She kept repeating the words, but his face stayed there. What released her from it, was her mother flying into the room.

      

      “Good gracious child, laying in bed all day, while there’s work to be done. Certainly, will not be any of that once you’re married, so enjoy it while it lasts.” She sighed heavily. “I’ve already taken care of breakfast and the morning chores. When you’re collected, I need you to run to town and pick up some more flour and coffee.”

      

      Her mother threw the curtains fully open, flooding the room with light. Laura, in turn, threw her arm over her face, to shield her eyes, and groaned.

      

      “Up Laura and be prompt about it!” her mother fussed.

      

      Laura eased herself up and swung her feet out of bed. Her mother, satisfied, exited the room, as Laura straightened herself up. She sat down at the vanity mirror and saw the deep bags and lines under her eyes, evidence that the hayloft was definitely not a dream.

      

      Jacob…I wonder what he actually said about me. Something crude no doubt.

      

      She felt a shiver as it ran down her spine.

      

      It’s for the family. It’s the right thing to do. I’ll make do, plenty of girls have. We’ll live close to Mama and Father and once the children come, I’ll be too occupied with them to be bothered with his boorish ways.

      

      She looked in the mirror and began to gather her long blonde waves above her head, into a neat and tidy style. She splashed cold water on her face, trying to freshen her wearied appearance.

      

      When she emerged from her room, she saw her father sitting at the table, puffing away on his pipe and writing in his notebook. She stepped over to the stove and sliced a bit of bread, popped it onto a plate, then slid a layer of Aunt Ethel’s marmalade over it.

      

      Aunt Ethel was knitting in her chair, her cane propped up against the arm. Laura’s eyes wandered up and down Abe’s carving. Aunt Ethel noticed, and shot Laura a sly grin. Laura quickly looked away and bit into her bread.

      

      Well, she knows something. But she’s certainly not going to stand in the way of Father.

      

      Laura chewed her bread, her thoughts still tangled up inside her head. Aunt Ethel cleared her throat and began to chatter to the room.

      

      “You know, funny, Ernest wasn’t the first man I was promised to,” she declared to no one, but Laura looked at her with silent curiosity. She continued, “No, I was promised to this other man, Jethro. Even funnier, he already had two wives. My father was a big believer in the faith, and thought if I was to marry, it should be to a man whose large family would bring us favor in Eternity. But I couldn’t stand the idea. Eternity did not seem to matter, if it was with a man I knew I’d never be able to fully love. He drank too much, and his wives were already tired-looking.”

      

      A grunt-like laugh escaped from Laura’s father. “Never saw the point in multiple wives, seems exhausting for everyone. Isn’t it outlawed now?”

      

      Aunt Ethel nodded. “Indeed, part of the agreement Utah made with the Union to get our statehood. Wonder what Jethro and his family are going to do now…” She trailed off into thought for a second, then snapped back. “Anyways, Ernest didn’t have nearly as many prospects, in this life or the next, as Jethro did but he had the sweetest smile. I met him when he was helping deliver some hay to the farm. Big strong muscles, didn’t talk too much, which I didn’t mind.”

      

      “Because he didn’t interrupt your rambling stories, Ethel,” Laura’s mother cut in, as she came in from outside. “Soon as he caught your eye, I knew Father was going to have a heart attack.”

      

      “Oh, and he certainly did,” Ethel said with a smile. “I marched into the barn one day and announced I was never going to marry Jethro. He about threw me into the wagon right then and there to drop me at Jethro’s, but I told him if he did, I’d just run away.”

      

      “You were always the precocious one,” Laura’s mother sighed.

      

      “Oh, I was,” Ethel agreed with a laugh. “After much hollering, Father calmed down and the next time I saw Ernest I told him that I believed we should be together, and he should ask Father for my hand and he agreed.”

      

      “Wasn’t Jethro furious that your father broke his promise?” Laura asked.

      

      “Funny enough, I think he was a bit relieved, too. Both his wives were pregnant at the time and I don’t think anyone had the energy to deal with another one. So, all’s well that ends well, I guess,” Ethel said with a smile and a sigh. “Ernest and I had so many good years.”

      

      “As I’m sure you and Jacob will, my dear,” Laura’s mother said, as she patted Laura on the shoulder.

      

      Well done, Mother.

      

      Laura finished her piece of bread and stood up. She began to collect her things to go into town.

      

      “Anything besides coffee and flour, Mother?” Laura asked.

      

      “If you could also drop in at the butcher and see if he’s gotten any fresh beef sides in, that would be lovely, thank you dear!” her mother chirped, as Laura fastened her hat on.

      

      She headed out to the barn and saddled up the old mare. As she jumped on her back, she thought she heard a strange rustle behind her. She quickly turned around and scanned the empty stalls, but nothing stirred.

      

      Probably a mouse or a snake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      That same morning, Jacob paced back and forth in his rented room. At the foot of the bed was a handsome trunk with shiny brass buckles. In the wardrobe was an assortment of fine clothes. All his life, Jacob had always had whatever fine things he desired, his father’s practice providing them with a very comfortable living.

      

      He clenched a letter in his hand.

      

      “Dear Jacob,

      

      I hope this letter finds you well.

      

      I have been making progress here in Tucson on our enterprise, however, things have been moving quite a bit slower than we anticipated. The deals have not solidified the way we hoped they would.

      

      As you’ve requested, I have not informed your father of the delays, but I anticipate your return, as I believe having you present will open more doors for us than myself alone.

      

      I wish you safe travels back, for you and your new bride, and look forward to your impending wedding.

      

      Yours Sincerely,

      

      William Henry”

      

      He grabbed his hat and strode downstairs and out onto the street. He headed straight for the post office. Once inside, he rapped impatiently on the wooden frame of the service counter.

      

      From around the corner, the frail old postman emerged.

      

      “Sorry sir, didn’t hear you come in. How can I be of service today?”

      

      “I need to send a telegram, urgently,” Jacob said

      

      The old man slowly turned around and retrieved a small slip of paper and a pencil, and handed them to Jacob. Jacob hurriedly wrote the message down on the paper and handed it back.

      

      Father Stop Need additional funds for my stay in Utah Stop Please send what you can Stop

      

      The postman slowly counted the words on the paper and looked up at Jacob.

      

      “That’ll be five cents, sir, and I’ll send it right away,” he smiled at Jacob.

      

      “Sure, fine, here you are,” Jacob said, as he handed the nickel over.

      

      As Jacob headed out the door, he could hear the electric beep beep beep of the telegraph tapping away.

      

      I cannot wait to hear the lecture.

      

      He headed straight for the saloon. As the doors swung open, the familiar smell of smoke and whiskey hit him, and he smiled. He strode up to the bar where Charles greeted him with a brisk “What’ll it be?”

      

      “Whiskey,” Jacob replied shortly. As soon as the glass landed in front of him, he downed it in one swig and tapped the bar for another. Charles dutifully obliged. As Jacob tossed the second one back, Belle appeared next to him at the bar.

      

      “The usual for me, Charles,” she smiled at him and then looked over at Jacob. “I don’t believe in anyone drinking alone, darling,” she said to him, with a cheeky gleam in her eye.

      

      Jacob smiled back. “Well, thank you, ma’am,” he said, as he finished his drink.

      

      “If I remember correctly you got into a bit of a spat with Abe Mavor last time you were in here. You boys work it all out?” she asked, as she sipped her drink.

      

      “That madman won’t be coming near me or my bride again. He knew he got in way over his head, messing with a man of stature such as myself,” Jacob said, his chest puffed out.

      

      “Yes, I’ve noticed your fine clothes, you stand out quite a bit around these parts sir,” Belle said as she looked him up and down.

      

      “As one should, as soon as our carriage is finished, me and my bride will be on our way to a more civilized life in Tucson,” Jacob said, as he tapped the bar for another.

      

      “Lucky girl,” Belle said flatly.

      

      Jacob eyed Belle up and down as she drank.

      

      “Yes, quite lucky. But she’s also not here right now,” he said with a smile, as he reached out to touch her hand.

      

      Belle looked at him with the forced, charming smile of a working girl.

      

      “I don’t start work until later this evening sir, you come by then and you can tell me more about how lucky ladies are to have you,” she said, as she sashayed away from the bar.

      

      Stunned at the rejection, Jacob pounded down the whiskey and then turned to survey the room. At one table were the local men playing cards. He sauntered over to them and sat down at an empty chair.

      

      “Care if I join boys?” Jacob asked, his words slightly slurred.

      

      One cowboy clapped him on the back roughly and laughed.

      

      “Always happy to take money from a gentleman such as yourself,” he said, with a toothy grin.

      

      “Hey, I’m going to get you fellas this time,” Jacob stated, with drunken overconfidence.

      

      The next hand, the cards were slowly dealt. A queen, a five and a six on the table.

      

      Jacob carefully lifted his to check his hand.

      

      A pair of sevens.

      

      Rough start.

      

      “I’ll raise ten,” Jacob said confidently.

      

      “Oh ho! Coming out of the gate swinging today?” the old man across from him chuckled.

      

      “What is a man but his confidence?” Jacob replied, with a sly smile.

      

      “I don’t buy it. I’ll raise another five,” the cowboy next to him said gruffly.

      

      “I’ll take that action,” the miner said, as he tossed his soot-covered coins into the pot from his blackened hands.

      

      The next card turned. A jack.

      

      “I’ll raise five,” Jacob said, as the coins hit the table.

      

      The eyebrows all raised around the table.

      

      “I got nothing,” the miner said, as he folded.

      

      “Too rich for my hand,” one of the cowboys said, as he did the same.

      

      “I don’t buy it, I’ll meet that,” the gruff cowboy next to him said, as his coins hit the table.

      

      The next card turned. King.

      

      “Alright boy, you ready to show ‘em?” the cowboy asked, with a challenging eyebrow raised.

      

      Jacob took a deep breath as he flipped his cards. The table erupted in chatter.

      

      “As I thought, whole lotta nothing,” the cowboy chuckled, as he pulled the pile of coins toward him.

      

      “Just bad luck this time,” Jacob huffed.

      

      A few hands later, Jacob’s purse was far lighter than when he came in and the men at the table were gleefully watching his money disappear into their pockets.

      

      “I’ll give you something, you’re a persistent lad,” the miner grinned at him.

      

      “What’s that saying from scripture? A fool and his money are soon parted?” the cowboy guffawed.

      

      Jacob couldn’t take it. He stood up from the table and glowered at the cowboy.

      

      “You dare to call me a fool?” he shouted.

      

      The cowboy slowly stood up, his hand on his pistol.

      

      “Settle down boy, no reason to be stupid here,” he said, with quiet ferocity in his eyes.

      

      Jacob’s eyes fell onto the pistol and he took a deep breath as he felt the beads of sweat collecting on the back of his neck.

      

      “I just don’t take kindly to people insulting my intelligence over a silly game,” Jacob said defiantly, as he sank back into his chair.

      

      The cowboy tipped his hat to the rest of the table. “I best be heading out boys, still plenty of work to be done before the sun goes down.” And with that he strode out the swinging doors, tossing a coin to Charlie at the bar on his way out.

      

      The miner tapped Jacob on the back, leaving a sooty handprint. “It’s okay lad, we’re just happy not to be losing all our coins to a visitor like yourself. I lost half a day’s wages to this fella, just yesterday, who was passing through.”

      

      “I’m happy to help you recoup your losses then, sir,” Jacob said sullenly. “At least for a man like me, these little game losses don’t mean a thing.”

      

      The drinks and cards kept refilling into the early afternoon. Drunk and dazed, Jacob finally excused himself from the table with a stumbling goodbye.

      

      “I’ll see you later, dear!” Belle called after him with a wink.

      

      He stumbled out onto the street where the sunlight all but blinded him. He headed back over to the post office. When he entered the old postman was sitting by the telegraph.

      

      “Mr. Fisher! Excellent timing, I’ve just received a telegram for you,” he said, handing the slip of paper over to Jacob. Jacob squinted to try to make out the words on the page.

      

      Jacob STOP I will wire you a small amount to help with your expenses STOP I expect this to be the last time I receive this kind of request STOP Your mother and I agree it is time to make your own way STOP

      

      Jacob furiously crumpled the paper up in his fist and flung it through the window, just missing the postman.

      

      “I need to send another, different recipient,” Jacob slurred.

      

      “Absolutely, sir,” the postman weakly replied, producing the paper and pencil again.

      

      In barely legible penmanship, Jacob scrawled out the message.

      

      William STOP Please advise on progress with the business STOP Need to accelerate STOP No more delays STOP

      

      He handed the slip over with another nickel, then turned on his heel and strode out of the post office and back to the hotel.

      

      Just before he stepped inside the hotel, he saw Laura entering the butcher shop.

      

      I should say hello to my bride.

      

      He began to walk over, but as he took one step, he stumbled and caught a whiff of his breath.

      

      Damn, not like this.

      

      He quickly retreated inside the hotel, dragging himself up the stairs. Once he was shut inside, he pulled his purse out of his pocket and carefully counted the coins inside.

      

      A paltry sum.

      

      He felt rage building inside him. He flung the coins across the room, one of them striking a mirror and sending a spiderweb of cracks across it. Still not satisfied, he threw open the wardrobe doors and pulled all the clothes out, scattering them around the room. For good measure, he kicked over the small table by the door.

      

      Exhausted, he collapsed onto the bed.

      

      Call me a fool, will they? What kind of disgusting, depressing lives do they lead? I am a man of stature, with comforts they will never know.

      

      A knock came from the door.

      

      “You alright in there, Mr. Fisher?” The thin voice of the desk clerk was muffled from the heavy door.

      

      “Yes, fine, just tripped over the table. You can add the damages to my bill. Please leave,” Jacob replied shortly.

      

      “Yes, sir,” the desk clerk responded. He waited to hear the desk clerks’ feet plod away down the stairs.

      

      Jacob laid there, the room spinning. This wasn’t the first of his businesses to struggle. This was the third, in fact.

      

      I will not be a failure. I deserve more. I will have more.

      

      He slowly slipped into a drunken sleep. When he awoke again, it was late evening. He eased himself up off the bed, grabbed his hat and headed back to the saloon.

      

      I should go see Laura. But what’s one night off, eh?

      

      He walked into the saloon, which was far more bustling than before. He spotted Belle at the bar and went straight for her.

      

      “Well hello there, sir. Back again?” she asked, with a smile that was rimmed in fresh ruby lipstick.

      

      Jacob reached out and kissed her hand.

      

      “Only for a lady as fine as yourself,” he said with a smile.

      

      He pressed a coin into her hand and she led him up to the second floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      As Laura walked into town, the chill of the January air cut through her gloves and coat, but she didn’t mind. It was nice to get out of Aunt Ethel’s house for a bit.  What had once been a freeing oasis of escape for her, was now a smothering prison filled with jailers. Her mother’s touch on her shoulder felt like handcuffs, a reminder that she was no longer in control of what would happen to her.

      

      I don’t think I can do this. I should have listened to Abe. I should have just…gone. But that chance has disappeared forever now. No turning back.

      

      As she walked, her mind drifted back to Duchess. To her morning rides where she felt nothing but freedom. How the Arizona desert flew under her hooves. She then thought of how Tucson felt. It was home. She knew every street, every house, every turn. The women who chattered on, were her family. Her father’s store a cornerstone of her life. But when she returned, she wouldn’t be going to her father’s house.

      

      She would be going to a home that Jacob owned. She would live a life parallel to the one she had known, like two streams in the same canyon. The thought made her heart ache.

      

      Tucson will not be the same when I return. It will never be the same.

      

      She then thought of Abe in the hayloft, his stormy grey eyes passing through her mind as clearly as if he was sitting next to her. She felt how strong his hands were when they held hers.

      

      Stop it Laura, you are only torturing yourself.

      

      Aunt Ethel’s words still haunted her.

      

      Trust yourself. But what am I supposed to trust when what is expected of me is so different? What good is following my heart if it could destroy my family? It’s all so much more complex than I ever thought it could be.

      

      Her heart ached, demanding to be felt. It was all unfair. So much was on her shoulders and no one else could carry it for her. Not even Abe, as much as he might try.

      

      She arrived at the general store and walked inside.

      

      As always, Mr. Mason greeted her with a shining grin.

      

      “Miss Laura! I was hoping you’d come in today. I got a shipment of fresh potpourri all the way from Paris! I made a satchel up just for you, my dear.” He handed the small silk pouch over to Laura, with giddy enthusiasm.

      

      “Oh, Mr. Mason, this is too much!” Laura exclaimed with delight. The pouch swirled, with an explosion of delicate floral scents dancing with rich, warm spices. Laura felt herself being transported to an exotic garden, far away from Utah.

      

      “Nothing is too much for my favorite customer! Now, what actually brought you in today, ma’am?” he asked.

      

      “A pound of coffee and two pounds of flour please,” she said, as she counted out her coins.

      

      Mr. Mason measured everything out and tied it up into neat bundles for Laura.

      

      “Will you still be here for the big jubilee at the end of the month ma’am?” he asked.

      

      “I certainly hope so, though things haven’t been going exactly to plan lately, if I’m being fully honest,” Laura replied.

      

      “Ah, well, I hope you will. Should be quite a thing to see. I know for a fact Mr. Mavor will be showing us those fancy roping skills of his,” he said to her, with a wink.

      

      Laura froze.

      

      Are people…talking about us? They can’t be right?

      

      Her mind drifted back to the knitting club, all the chatter that she used to be privy to. It had never really crossed her mind that in other circles, the chatter might be about…her.

      

      Mr. Mason must have noticed her shock, because he quickly blushed and began to apologize.

      

      “I meant nothing improper by that ma’am, only that I know you two became good friends since you got here, that’s all,” he stammered.

      

      “No offense taken at all, Mr. Mason,” Laura said with a smile, as she snapped out of her thoughts. “I was just reminded of something I forgot to deliver to Mr. Mavor, that’s all.”

      

      “Ah, well you have a good day, ma’am,” Mr. Mason said, as Laura turned and headed out the door.

      

      I should go see him. Tell him I was wrong. There may still be a way…

      

      She shook her head at herself.

      

      No, Laura, stay the course.

      

      She headed down the street toward the butcher shop, when someone in the street caught her eye. The stumbling figure of Jacob was a distance off, heading toward the hotel.

      

      Oh no, please don’t let him see me.

      

      She quickened her pace to the butcher’s, keeping her face turned away and down.

      

      As she entered the butcher shop, she nearly ran straight into a large man standing in the doorway.

      

      “Oh, I’m so sorry, sir,” she hastily apologized.

      

      “No apologies necessary missy, allow me,” he said, as he held the door open and gestured her inside. He reeked of cigar smoke, she noticed, as she stepped past him. She reached into her pocket, pulled out the satchel of potpourri, and held it to her nose. The delightful fragrance immediately erased the stale stench.

      

      She headed up to the butcher’s counter and greeted him with a smile, collecting herself.

      

      “Good morning. Are there any fresh beef sides in?” she asked.

      

      “Yes ma’am, got a whole bunch of fresh cuts in. Been ordering up to prepare for the jubilee,” Mr. Reynolds said as he wiped his hands on a rag.

      

      “Excellent, let me get a pound of ground and three steaks,” Laura replied.

      

      Mr. Reynolds wrapped the meats in paper as Laura waited. He handed the parcels over to her and she handed back her coins.

      

      “Have a lovely day!” she said, as she headed out.

      

      When she emerged back onto the street, Jacob was nowhere in sight.

      

      Thank goodness. I can’t go back there, not yet. I can’t stand the stares, the planning, the “Oh dear, you’ll be alright, just you wait,” over and over again.

      

      Laura began walking toward home. She walked past the ladies chattering and gossiping, the little shop windows, the bakery lined with fresh buns and loaves, and the hatter placing his newest designs out. She kept walking, down the street and toward the livery.

      

      As she walked, her thoughts continued to wander.

      

      What cruel twist of fate has allowed me to find such freedom here, only to have it snatched away from me? I don’t see a future with Jacob, besides quietly working at home while he goes on and on about all his grand plans. Where do I fit in there, except to bring him children? And could we ever truly love each other?

      

      Try as she might, no answer would come. She began to believe it was because there was no answer. The fact was, as much as she might want to follow her heart, she was backed into a corner. Nowhere to run without endangering her entire family.

      

      When she arrived, Mr. Leary was puttering away underneath the carriage. Laura stared at the thing, and despite the chill in the air already, it seemed even colder when she looked at it. Mr. Leary shuffled out from underneath the carriage, which is when he noticed Laura and startled a bit.

      

      “Miss Edmonds! So sorry, didn’t see ye there. Still goin’ tae be some time afore this is ready fer ye.” He looked at her apologetically. “Things are in a bit more disarray than I expected ‘round here, especially since my man just up an’ disappeared t’day.”

      

      “No need to worry, Mr. Leary. I just thought I’d stop in and look at it,” Laura said calmly.

      

      “O’ course, take a gander. I’ve fitted it with new seats, new fixtures, an’ now I’m workin’ on new wheels an’ axle so it’ll ride smooth an’ safe,” Mr. Leary said proudly. “Care tae take a seat?” he asked, as he swung the carriage door open.

      

      “Sure,” Laura said, slightly hesitant. She took his hand and climbed up inside the carriage.

      

      “Ye take yer time, miss. I just need tae see tae a couple o’ things, be back in a tick,” Mr. Leary said, leaving Laura alone in the carriage.

      

      She ran her hands along the dark wooden walls and felt the fresh leather seats underneath her. The golden filigrees were freshly polished. She could tell Mr. Leary had been putting quite a bit of work in. This was the spirit of Santa Clara she adored. Give anyone a job to do, and they would shine like stars until its completion. Mr. Leary was an honest man who wanted to do good, honest work.

      

      Even without Jacob, it still feels like a funeral carriage. I hate traveling in a box, no wind on my face, just endless bumps and shakes. This is it. This will take me to Tucson, and that is where I’ll stay. Wife to Jacob Fisher and mother to his children. That is who I’ll become. Laura Edmonds will no longer exist. This time in Utah may as well never have happened. It will all be erased.

      

      She leaned back against the seat, the weight of everything finally hitting her. A tear ran down her cheek. She brushed it away roughly with her sleeve.

      

      It won’t be all bad, Mama and Father will, hopefully, be close enough to visit regularly. Utah was never permanent anyway. I just wish…I wish it wasn’t…Jacob.

      

      Laura thought of Jacob’s pathetic, stumbling figure in town earlier. Where Abe was a strong, sturdy man, the kind that made her feel safe and calm, Jacob felt as if he was as solid as a stalk of wheat in a field, both morally and physically. She sat quietly in the carriage, trying to come to peace with it, but no peace would come. Only more tears, so many that she couldn’t brush them all away by the time Mr. Leary came back.

      

      “Miss Edmonds! What’s the matter? Is something wrong with the carriage? I swear I been doin’ everythin’ tae yer fiancés specifications, but I’m happy tae fix anythin’ ye like,” Mr. Leary stammered, unsure of what to do about the crying woman in his carriage.

      

      “No, I’m sorry, nothing is wrong with the carriage. Just been a difficult day, sir,” Laura said, as she tried to wipe her cheeks dry. “I best be on my way. My family will be wondering where I’ve gone,” she said, as she extended her hand for Mr. Leary to help her down.

      

      “Ye take care miss, an’ I hope yer day gets better,” he said, with a reassuring pat on her hand.

      

      She walked back out the door and toward the center of town, still lost in her thoughts.

      

      I never told him.

      

      Suddenly, she heard footsteps behind her. Before she could turn around, strong burly arms wrapped around her and a cloth was clamped to her mouth. She tried to scream but the huge hand silenced her. Then everything faded into darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      That same morning, Abe was sitting at Ottie’s desk in the jailhouse. The cells were empty, as they usually were. Santa Clara was a remarkably quiet town, so Ottie’s job wasn’t too difficult, outside the occasional drunk sleeping it off in the cell for the night or a dispute. It was a good life. Ottie had always been a quiet, but earnest man, even as a boy. He didn’t like mess or disorder. He was kind and fair, and as such was well-respected by all, making his job even easier. He often only had to throw a disapproving look toward a troublemaker and they would straighten up as if caught by their own mother.

      

      Ottie and Abe’s friendship was well-balanced. They cared for each other like brothers and kept each other out of trouble as much as they could. Well, it was often more Ottie keeping Abe out of trouble. While Abe liked a quiet life, he had a bit of a temper which had betrayed him on more than one occasion.

      

      Abe often came by the jailhouse when he was in town to share a chat or a lunch or a drink. Today, Ottie was sharing the gorgeous lunch his wife had prepared. She was a fabulous cook and Abe was happily munching on a thick ham sandwich while fiddling with a length of rope.

      

      “How’s the missus, Ottie?” Abe asked, as he knotted and re-knotted the rope.

      

      “Can’t complain. The little one’ll be here soon,” Ottie said, from the other side of a desk, as he took a swig of whiskey out of his hip flask.

      

      “First one. Are you excited?” Abe asked, as Ottie passed him the whiskey.

      

      “Eh,” Ottie grunted.

      

      “Eloquent as always, friend,” Abe said, as he took a swig and handed it back.

      

      Ottie grunted and smiled.

      

      “What I really wanted to talk about is why, all of a sudden, you’re sitting across from me, at my jailhouse, in town, in the middle of the morning,” Ottie said to Abe, with a raised eyebrow.

      

      “Can I not just drop by for a visit, time and again?” Abe asked, as he pulled the knot in his hands tight.

      

      “Not without me wondering what’s actually going on, which, unless Abe Mavor is dead and you are a very convincing imposter, you are never going to tell me. Doesn’t mean I ain’t going to at least try to ask,” Ottie said, as he settled back into his chair and reached for the whiskey.

      

      “Just sitting in for a visit Ottie. Nothin else,” Abe said, as he passed the flask back.

      

      “Uh huh,” Ottie said. He took a long swig.

      

      “Ready for the roping competition end of the month?” Abe asked.

      

      “Always am,” Ottie replied.

      

      “You ever going to compete in single?” Abe asked casually.

      

      “What? And go up against the king?” he said, gesturing to Abe. “No way. Ain’t worth the price of entry. I’d rather be on your team than against you any day,” Ottie said with a chuckle.

      

      They both sat in a contented silence for a few minutes, passing the flask back and forth. After a while, Abe spoke.

      

      “Want to go for a ride Ottie? Like old times. Head up to the ridge?” Abe offered.

      

      Ottie looked around the jailhouse. “And leave this lawless town without a sheriff? God knows what hell would break loose,” he said with a laugh.

      

      With that, both men stood up and headed outside. Bruce picked his head up when he saw Abe emerge and whinnied playfully. Midnight quietly shifted next to him.

      

      As Abe untied Bruce, a stumbling figure caught his eye.

      

      Jacob.

      

      Abe watched as Jacob stumbled across the street from the saloon and toward the hotel. Then he paused. Abe followed his gaze to where he was looking.

      

      Laura.

      

      Her blonde waves peeked out from under her hat as she headed inside the butcher shop. He could still see her eyes, looking at him, through him, in the hayloft.

      

      “C’mon now, Abe. I ain’t in the mood to be breaking up any fights today. Leave him be.” Ottie’s voice jolted him out of his thoughts.

      

      “Yeah, ain’t worth it,” Abe replied.

      

      They both swung themselves up onto their horses. With a quick “Ha!” they were off, the dust of the street billowing up behind them. The town melted away behind them as they rode out across the plane and toward the ridge. The cold air numbed Abe’s hands on the reigns as he rode, but Bruce didn’t need much guidance. He had ridden this route many times.

      

      Ottie kept pace with Abe as they galloped up the rising ridgeline. The landscape was still dusted with a thin layer of snow, which got deeper as they got higher up.

      

      Finally, they found themselves at the overlook, where the ground ended in an abrupt cliff and there was nothing to spoil the view in front of them.  With the strong mountain to their backs, the land spilled out in front of them for miles. Santa Clara was a small cluster of buildings far off in the distance. Abe could spot his ranch just outside town, and Aunt Ethel’s house as well.

      

      “I’m never gonna get tired of this,” Ottie said, as he slid off Midnight’s back.

      

      “Yeah, me neither,” Abe said, as he stayed atop Bruce, the two of them sitting in silent reverence.

      

      Ottie began to rustle around the trees, gathering some stray wood for a fire. He dug out a small circle in the snow and stacked up the logs, lighting them with a strike of the flint he carried in his saddlebag.Abe joined him by the fire, bringing with him a small coffee pot and a tin of coffee he had stashed in his own saddlebag. He melted some snow in the pot and set the coffee to brew, warming his wind-numbed hands at the same time.

      

      The two sat and looked out at the view, their horses standing near them. They sat in the quiet reverence that only friends who’ve known each other almost all their lives could. As the coffee finished brewing in the rough tin pot on the fire, they both poured a cup and drank, the warm liquid chasing off the chill.

      

      “I know you fancied her, Abe,” Ottie said suddenly.

      

      “Who?” Abe asked, in a feigned effort of surprise.

      

      Ottie continued, not phased by Abe’s denial. “Only reason you could have possibly wanted to knock that Jacob Fisher’s teeth out, would have been over Miss Laura. I’m not stupid. You been brooding since he got to town and that stunt the other night was not much of a puzzler.”

      

      “Well, what’s done is done. No use talking about it,” Abe said.

      

      “That’s fine, I’ve said my piece. She was good for you though, haven’t seen a stupid grin on your face, like you had when she was around, since we were kids,” Ottie chuckled.

      

      “Jenna Mormont,” Abe laughed.

      

      “Oh, Jenna Mormont. There wasn’t a boy alive in Utah that wouldn’t cross oceans to make that girl smile,” Ottie remembered fondly.

      

      “Laura isn’t Jenna though, she is something…unique,” Abe said, his mind drifting back to the construction work on the house. Her smile. The first time his hand touched hers.

      

      He realized Ottie was staring at him with a sneaky grin.

      

      “God damnit, Ottie,” Abe shouted as he threw his hat at him.

      

      “Hey, it worked. I know my friend that’s all.” Ottie laughed, as he caught the hat. He then pulled the hip flask out and poured a long pour into Abe’s coffee, then his own.

      

      He raised his cup to Abe in a toast.

      

      “To the women that drive us mad,” Ottie said.

      

      Abe raised his cup and tapped it against Ottie’s. The two of them downed the spiked coffee, as the sun sank into the late afternoon.

      

      “Well, there’s a lady at home that’ll be missing me if I’m out too late,” Ottie finally said.

      

      “Yeah, it’s about time we got back,” Abe replied.

      

      They shoveled some snow onto the coals of the fire and mounted up their horses. Before they headed out, Abe took a long look at Ottie.

      

      “Thank you,” he said solemnly.

      

      “Any time, brother,” Ottie replied, with a nod.

      

      And with that they were off, racing toward the setting sun. Two brothers. Abe was grateful for Ottie in ways he didn’t know how to fully express.

      

      As they got closer to town, the sun was disappearing behind the horizon. The town glowed a soft orange with the light of the many fireplaces. With a glance to each other, Abe pulled Bruce away and toward his ranch and Ottie continued on toward town.

      

      As Abe neared his ranch, there was no warm light. That was behind him. The cabin was dark and cold. He rode Bruce into the barn and bedded him down for the night. Then he walked through the silent evening to his house. The quiet hadn’t bothered him before as much as it did now. There was something deep in his gut that would not settle…
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        * * *

      

      As Ottie rode into town, he could feel a strange shift in the air. As he and Midnight approached the jailhouse, he could see a figure standing on the porch. Reaching the porch, he saw Xavier Edmonds standing at the door, wringing his hands.

      

      “Are you the sheriff?” Xavier asked.

      

      “Yes, I am. Is there a problem sir?” Ottie replied.

      

      “I think there might be. My daughter Laura went out shopping today. She hasn’t come back,” Xavier said, his eyes fraught with worry.

      

      “Anyone she might be with, a friend or relative?” Ottie asked calmly.

      

      “No one, I already talked to her fiancé, he hasn’t seen her since she was at the butcher’s this afternoon,” Xavier replied.

      

      Ottie searched his mind for an answer. No one just disappeared in Santa Clara.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Sheriff Oratius sat in the living room of Ethel’s home, with the Edmonds and Jacob Fisher. Dorothy was wringing her hands and Xavier was leaning against the fireplace. Jacob was sitting, smoking feverishly on a pipe. Ottie spoke slowly and calmly, still trying to make sense of it all. People just didn’t disappear in Santa Clara, and Laura’s family were looking for answers where he had none.

      

      “So, who was the last person to see Miss Laura?” Ottie asked.

      

      “I saw her in town this morning, maybe around noon,” Jacob said.

      

      “Did you speak with her at all? Did she give you an idea of anywhere she might be going today?” Ottie asked, as he jotted notes down in his small notepad.

      

      “No, I was…busy with some business matters, and she seemed to be busy with her shopping,” Jacob replied.

      

      “Anything anyone can think of that may have caused her to run off?” Ottie asked, as he kept writing.

      

      Everyone looked to everyone else in the room, seemingly searching for some secret information that might be held.

      

      “Laura’s not that kind of girl, she’s a good girl,” Xavier said, rubbing his temples.

      

      “I’m sure she is, sir. I just can’t think of any reason someone would want to take her. I ain’t never seen something like this in Santa Clara,” Ottie said, scratching his head.

      

      “I can think of someone,” Jacob said accusingly. “That maniac who attacked me in town. Clearly, he’s obsessed with her, probably snatched her and took her back to whatever shack he lives in.”

      

      “Excuse me, Mr. Fisher,” Aunt Ethel piped up fiercely. “But that man you’re referring to, happens to be a very close friend of mine, practically a son to me, and I do not like your implication that he would do any harm to Laura.”

      

      “Excuse me, but that man attacked me! Or just because he fixed a few broken chairs that excuses random acts of violence,” Jacob spat back.

      

      Ottie broke in. “If ya’ll are referring to Abe Mavor, I can assure you we can rule him out as a suspect.”

      

      Jacob’s head snapped back toward Ottie. “Why? Oh, let me guess, he’s your friend too? Wouldn’t hurt a fly, only attacks businessmen from out of town and that’s ok, right?”

      

      Ottie remained composed despite Jacob’s searing accusations. “Well, he is a friend of mine, that I’ll always admit to, but we can rule him out because he was with me yesterday, right up until I happened upon Mr. Edmonds at the station.”

      

      Jacob refused to sway. “He could have had someone grab him for her. Perfect plan, spend the day with the sheriff while someone else does your dirty work.”

      

      “Alright, let’s not let our imaginations run wild now. Most important thing right now is gonna be finding Miss Laura safe and sound,” Ottie said, as he finished taking some notes. “Now, you said she was in town doing the shopping, where exactly?”

      

      “She was going to the general store to get flour and coffee, and the butchers for some beef,” Dorothy offered.

      

      “Alright, that’s a good starting point. I’ll get to town and start asking around there, maybe someone saw where she went,” Ottie said, as he stood up. “In the meantime, if anyone hears anything or has an idea, you let me know.” He then looked straight at Jacob. “But I don’t want no one playing vigilante, let me and my deputies deal with the folks around here.”

      

      Jacob scoffed but didn’t say a word.

      

      “Alright, ya’ll sit tight and try not to worry, I’ll be back soon and let you know what I find out.” Ottie tipped his hat at the room and strode out.

      

      As the sheriff closed the door, Jacob started up again. “I don’t care what that one-horse town, sheriff, has to say, I’d bet my house Abe Mavor is involved in this.”

      

      “Ethel, was something going on with him and Laura. Did you see anything?” Dorothy pleaded.

      

      Aunt Ethel didn’t take her eyes off Jacob. “Not a thing, perfect gentleman every time he was around her. Even carved me this beautiful cane I’ve been using.”

      

      “I didn’t much like the way he looked at Laura when he came by. I say we don’t rule him out,” Xavier said to Jacob.

      

      “Finally, some sense, from someone not completely overcome by some cowpoke charm,” Jacob said victoriously.

      

      “The sheriff is right, nothing is going to get done by us sitting around worrying. I’m going to try to get some sleep, hopefully we’ll hear some news in the morning,” Dorothy said, then she stood and headed into the bedroom, followed closely by Xavier.

      

      “How can you stand up for that scoundrel, Ethel?” Jacob hissed.

      

      “Known him a lot longer than I’ve known you, Mr. Fisher. Takes me quite some time before I trust a smooth-talking man,” She fired back, then slowly eased herself to her feet and headed to bed, leaving Jacob alone to stew.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Abe was in the barn when he heard the hoofbeats. He emerged to see Ottie and Midnight thundering toward him. They stopped a few feet from Abe and Ottie hopped off and strode toward him.

      

      “What happened? Missus kick you out because you were out too late?” Abe asked jokingly, but his smile disappeared when he saw the look on Ottie’s face.

      

      “Abe, is Laura Edmonds here?” Ottie asked sternly.

      

      “What? No, why would she be?” Abe was completely taken aback by the question.

      

      Ottie put his hand on Abe’s shoulder and looked him dead in the eye. “Look Abe, I’m asking you right now as your friend. I know things been going on between you two, so if ya’ll have some crazy plan to run away from that Jacob Fisher guy, that’s fine. I just need to know if she’s here and safe. We can figure the rest out.”

      

      “Ottie…what’s going on?” Abe asked, as his blood ran cold.

      

      Ottie took a deep breath. “Miss Laura never came home today.”

      

      It felt as if a bull had rammed straight into Abe’s gut. His fists clenched and his mind began to race for answers.

      

      Oh my God…what happened?

      

      Immediately, Jacob Fisher’s face flashed through his mind.

      

      If he has anything to do with this, I swear I’ll kill him with my bare hands.

      

      “Let’s go inside for a minute and we’ll talk about this,” Ottie said, as Abe stood firmly rooted in place, his eyes searching Ottie’s face for answers.

      

      The two headed inside Abe’s house and Ottie sat down at the table. Abe, however, continued to pace around.

      

      “Where could she have gone? I can’t imagine she’d just…take off,” he said, as he scratched his head.

      

      “How much do you know about her relationship with Mr. Fisher?” Ottie asked, as he pulled his notepad out.

      

      Abe stopped short and looked at the notepad. “Wait, are you questioning me, Ottie?”

      

      “Nope, I’m debriefing with my latest deputy. I’ll get you a badge when we go to the station tomorrow,” Ottie said, without looking up.

      

      Abe sunk into the chair across from Ottie. He looked at him for a moment.

      

      “I don’t have anything to do with this Ottie, I swear,” Abe said.

      

      “Oh, I know, you’re stupid but not that stupid,” Ottie said flatly, but with just a hint of a smile, which disappeared as fast as it came. “But she may have said something to you that we can start with.”

      

      “I mean, she didn’t like Mr. Fisher, that’s for sure. But everything she said to me gave me every reason to believe she was going to go through with marrying him,” Abe said, as he leaned back in his chair.

      

      “So, she never talked about running away or anything like that?” Ottie pressed.

      

      “No,” Abe said with a sigh.

      

      “Alright, when was the last time you spoke with her?” Ottie asked.

      

      “Last night,” Abe took a long pause, then looked down at his hands.  “I offered, Ottie. I offered to take her away. She said no.”

      

      Ottie stopped writing for a moment and looked at Abe. “You got a big heart Abe, and from my dealings with that Jacob Fisher fella, none of what you’re saying is going to surprise me. That being said, let’s keep that information strictly between the sheriff and his deputy.”

      

      Abe nodded in agreement.

      

      Ottie stood up and put his notepad back in his pocket. “Alright, nothing going to get achieved in the dead of night like this. Tomorrow morning, first light, we’ll meet at the station and start asking around town. See if anyone saw anything.” He strode toward the door, then stopped and turned. “I’ll tell you what I told the family, I don’t want any vigilante nonsense. We’re gonna do this right and we’re gonna work together until we find her, got it?”

      

      “Yes, sir,” Abe replied.

      

      “Good.” And with that, Ottie was out the door and Abe was alone with his thoughts.

      

      She wouldn’t run away on her own. Not after…she just wouldn’t. So, who would want to take her? She’s just…Laura.

      

      Abe rubbed his eyes, trying to make some sense out of the situation.

      

      Laura, whatever’s happened to you, I’m going to find you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Oh, my head.

      

      Laura began to come to, the edges of her vision returning. She was lying on a dirty floor, covered in straw. She tried to sit up, but her wrists and ankles were tied together, with a thick rope attached to them that was secured to an iron ring on the wooden wall near her. She was in some sort of animal stall. It was dark, and very, very quiet. Her heart started pounding and her body shook.

      

      What is going on? Why am I here?

      

      “Help! Is anyone there?” Laura yelled.

      

      Immediately, she heard heavy footsteps coming toward her. The figure of a large, burly man appeared above the stall door.

      

      “Hush, ain’t no one gonna hear ya,” he barked in an unfamiliar voice that turned Laura’s blood to ice.

      

      “I don’t understand. Why am I here? What’s happening?” she pleaded.

      

      “Ain’t for you to worry about. Things all go to plan, and you’ll be back home in no time,” he growled.

      

      He unhinged the stall door and stepped inside. He stooped down, and Laura could see the glint of a pistol on his hip but couldn’t make out his face.

      

      “But if you keep making noise, I won’t hesitate to shut you up by whatever means necessary. You understand, missy?”

      

      She could smell the stench of whiskey and cigars on his breath. She silently nodded.

      

      “Good, get some sleep,” he said, as he stood up and left the stall.

      

      Laura lay there, frozen. She could feel the tears starting to stream down her cheeks.

      

      I don’t understand. None of this makes any sense.

      

      She tried to silence the gasps of air between tears. She worked her wrists and ankles against the ropes, trying desperately to undo them, but they didn’t budge.

      

      Help me, someone, please.

      

      With effort, she managed to right herself so her back was resting against a wall of the stall. It was gritty and rough.

      

      What am I supposed to do here?

      

      She sat there, tears pouring down her face, until she eventually collapsed into sleep.
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        * * *

      

      When Laura woke up, there was sunlight pouring in through the cracks of the wooden slats of what she assumed to be a barn. Her back ached and her throat was dry as sand. She looked around, trying to get a better sense of her surroundings.

      

      Definitely some sort of animal stall. I don’t hear anything outside, so we must be way out of town. Oh, I’m so thirsty.

      

      Outside the stall she could hear someone or something shuffling around.

      

      “Hello? Is someone there?” she called out weakly.

      

      The shuffling turned into heavy footsteps and the burly man from last night appeared over the stall door.

      

      “Well, my guest is awake. You sleep well, ma’am?” he asked, with a smirk.

      

      “Not the most luxurious accommodations of my life, I’ll have to say,” Laura said flatly. “Can I please at least have some water? I’m parched.”

      

      The burly man let himself into the stall, unscrewed a small, silver hip flask and held it up to Laura. She could smell the pungent whiskey inside.

      

      “Well, go on. This’s better’n water,” he said, with a grin, as he put it right up to her lips.

      

      She craved the feeling of anything wet in her throat so badly, that she obliged and took a sip. It felt like a river of fire pouring through her and she immediately started to hack and cough.

      

      “Aw, little miss can’t handle the good stuff,” he laughed, as he brought the flask back to his lips and took a big long swig.

      

      Laura studied his face. He looked about Abe’s age, but with extra dirt, grime and a few more creases in his face that spoke of a hard life. He had a thick, dark, grizzly beard and deep brown eyes.

      

      “Why am I here? I don’t recognize you at all, did you confuse me for someone else?” Laura pleaded with him.

      

      “Laura Edmonds, originally of Tucson, living with your Aunt Ethel on the outskirts of Santa Clara. Trust me, miss, I know who you are.”

      

      He stood up and walked out of the stall, latching it behind him.

      

      “Now I told you, don’t you worry. As long as everything goes to plan, you’ll be home before you know it. So, hush and think of this as some time for quiet contemplation, hear it’s good for the mind,” he said, with a laugh, as he plodded off.

      

      He’s about as helpful as a rock. Though he did kidnap me, so I don’t know what I was expecting.

      

      She began to move the hay around with her feet, looking for anything sharp that she could use to cut the rope. As she moved aside one pile of hay, she heard the most ominous sound in the desert.

      

      A high-pitched, persistent rattle.

      

      She froze as the brown, triangular head of a rattlesnake appeared in the hay. Its beady black eyes stared right at her as it shook its rattle rapidly. Her heart was pounding as she tried to remain as still as possible.

      

      The two of them sat there, locked in their positions. Her mind flew back to what her father had told her when she saw a rattlesnake back in Tucson and nearly jumped out of her skin.

      

      The rattle is a warning. Rattlesnakes are the most fearful creatures on earth, so God gave them that rattle to shake at whatever’s scaring them, so it turns and runs the other way. Rattlesnakes don’t want to bite anything unless they have to.

      

      Slowly, Laura tried to inch herself toward the other side of the stall, keeping her eyes on the snake. It kept perfectly still, except for the rattle. Inch by inch she moved, until there were several feet between them. The rattle began to die down and the snake just sat there, staring at her. She could still feel her heart pounding, her shallow breathing, and her palms sweating.

      

      It’s afraid. Someone barged into its home. Trust me snake, I don’t want to be here anymore than you want me here.

      

      After what felt like an eternity, the snake slowly began to uncoil. Laura pulled her knees to her chest.

      

      Please don’t come my way, please.

      

      To her great relief, the snake turned and slid through a small knot hole in one of the wall planks and disappeared. Laura felt her entire body release as if someone had let her out of a vice. She began to cry again, both from relief and from the impossibility of the situation that she found herself in.

      

      Imagine if I never left Tucson. I’d probably already be married to Jacob now. I’d be fixing up his home, and mother would come by every now and again to help. I’d get to watch as he brooded in his own self-importance day in and day out. That would be my life.

      

      She looked around and let out a small laugh in spite of the tears.

      

      But instead, I’m here. Kidnapped by some highway brigand, probably out to make some ransom money.

      

      She pondered that fact for a moment.

      

      But, if he was just a bandit, how did he know so much about me? He knew my name, knew about Aunt Ethel, knew about Tucson. How? And why?

      

      She racked her brain for something, anything that could explain what was happening, but still came up empty. Her stomach let out an impatient growl.

      

      What I wouldn’t do for a nice slice of bread and Aunt Ethel’s marmalade.

      

      Her mind drifted back to a memory, the day she first met Abe.

      

      The whole house smelled like peaches and oranges. When he walked in, I could smell the tobacco on him. His face, from that moment, it struck me as so kind.

      

      Her heart pounded. Her family must have noticed she was missing by now, they’d be looking for her for sure.

      

      I wonder if anyone told Abe.

      

      She closed her eyes and offered up one simple, silent prayer.

      

      Abe, please come find me.

      

      She heard the footsteps returning. Her kidnapper reappeared and let himself in, dropping a sack on the floor and squatting down.

      

      “Hungry, missy?” he asked, as he pulled out an apple.

      

      Laura looked at the plump red fruit, transfixed. She nodded slowly. He put the apple into her hands, leaving them tied. She slowly brought the apple to her lips, trying not to drop it, as her bound wrists made keeping a grip on it challenging.  She took a big bite. It wasn’t toast and marmalade, but it was still heaven. She began to bite away with enthusiasm.

      

      The kidnapper laughed. “Yep, definitely hungry. See, I ain’t a bad guy. I’m not gonna let you starve while we spend time together. Now, seeing as this is probably the first time you been kidnapped, let me go over some basics with ya.” He looked at her intently. “First, ain’t nobody gonna hear you if you scream. We’re miles and miles from the next soul, so all screaming is gonna do for you is irritate me, and I ain’t pleasant when I’m irritated.”

      

      He then pulled out a large hunting knife. Laura immediately stopped eating and stared at it. “Second, I’ll be sending along a little ransom note to your folks. Just so I make sure that they know it’s you beyond any doubt, I’m going to need to borrow a little bit of that pretty hair of yours. Hold still, or don’t, I’m gonna do it either way.”

      

      And with that, he leaned over and pulled out a long lock of her hair. He placed his blade inches from her face and with one swift slice he cut off the lock of hair. Satisfied, he tucked it into his breast pocket. Seeing him take a part of her sent a shiver radiating all the way down her spine.

      

      “Lastly, not that there’s gonna be much opportunity for it, because my rope tying skills are excellent, but don’t try to run. As I said before, ain’t nobody around for miles, nothing out there but desert. You’d likely die of exposure before anyone could rescue you. And I’d also come find you, and I’ll be a lot less gentle afterwards than I’m being right now.”

      

      He rolled up his right sleeve, revealing a tattoo of three stars. He smiled at Laura with a terrifying, stomach-turning smile. “One star for each man I’ve buried alive. So, you be a good girl and we’ll get along just fine, otherwise, I get a new tattoo. Either way, I win.”

      

      And with that, he stood up and headed out of the stall. Laura felt like she might be sick. She held onto her half-eaten apple, unable to take another bite.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Abe arrived at the jailhouse just as the sun was starting to peek above the horizon. The town was silent, still quietly sleeping or just now starting to begin the morning routines. Ottie rode up minutes later and unlocked the jailhouse. Once inside, Ottie unlocked the top drawer of his desk and pulled out a shiny badge with “Deputy” engraved on it. He handed it to Abe.

      

      “Like I promised, now it’s official,” he said.

      

      Abe pinned it to his jacket. “Feels strange. I never wanted to be a law man myself. Too official.”

      

      “You’ll get used to it,” Ottie said. He walked over to a safe and began to spin the large dial on it, slowly entering the combination until the heavy bolt released. He opened the safe and revealed the large stash of rifles. He handed one to Abe.

      

      “Far more accurate than that antique you been carrying around. Can put a bullet right between the eyes at more than fifty yards,” Ottie said proudly.

      

      “Thanks, hopefully, won’t need to use it,” Abe said.

      

      “Hope so.” Ottie nodded in agreement.

      

      “So where do we start here?” Abe asked.

      

      “Well, she was supposed to be picking up some things at the general store. I say we go talk to Mr. Mason, see if he noticed anything peculiar.”

      

      “Alright, lead the way, Sheriff,” Abe said.

      

      They walked down the street toward the general store. As they arrived, Mr. Mason was just unlocking the front doors.

      

      “Good morning Sheriff! And Mr. Mavor! What brings you over here so early?” Mr. Mason said, with his signature smile.

      

      “Morning Jack, we have a couple questions for you if you don’t mind,” Ottie said.

      

      Mr. Mason looked a bit confused and concerned. “Well of course, come on inside out of the cold, I’ll be happy to answer whatever you got for me.”

      

      They stepped inside the store and Mr. Mason grabbed a broom and began sweeping the floor. “I hope you don’t mind, I’d like to get the chores out of the way before the ladies get here.”

      

      “No, not at all, this shouldn’t take but a few minutes. First, did Laura Edmonds come in your store at all yesterday?” Ottie asked.

      

      “She did indeed. Bought some coffee and flour. Oh, and I gave her a little satchel of potpourri that I just got in from Paris! Moving up in the world I am, Sheriff!” Mr. Mason said enthusiastically.

      

      “Good for you. Now, when she was in here, did she seem strange at all to you?” Ottie asked, beginning to write in his notepad.

      

      “No, not at all, seemed like the same sweet Laura. I do adore that girl, such a kind presence. Been so lovely what she’s been doing for her aunt.” Mr. Mason paused for a second, suddenly pondering the question. “Why, has something happened to Miss Laura?” His cheery demeanor melted away with concern.

      

      Ottie and Abe both hesitated.

      

      If the gossips in this town start talking about this…

      

      As if Ottie read Abe’s thoughts, he cleared his throat.

      

      “Can’t say for sure, Jack. Did she say anything out of the ordinary, anything that seemed unusual to you?” Ottie pressed.

      

      “No, nothing of the kind. She seemed exactly like herself. Please, I’d be so upset if something happened to Miss Laura near my shop. She’s such a sweet girl.” Mr. Mason’s face was fraught with worry, his hands wringing the broom handle.

      

      “Appreciate the help. Jack, as a favor, I’d also appreciate if you didn’t tell anyone about our conversation. Would like to keep the busybodies out of this matter as long as we can,” Ottie said, with a tip of his hat.

      

      “Of course…of course. If I can help in any other way, please let me know,” Mr. Mason said weakly.

      

      “Will do Jack, you take care,” Ottie and Abe both tipped their hats to him as they headed outside.

      

      “Well, that wasn’t helpful at all,” Abe said.

      

      “Don’t be so quick to think so. Normal means that when she was here, she might not have been thinking of running. Also means she might not have run at all. We might for certain be looking at a kidnapping,” Ottie said, as he finished writing in his notebook.

      

      Who would kidnap Laura? And why?

      

      “I don’t know, Abe. I really don’t know,” Ottie said, responding to his thoughts again.

      

      “You have to stop doing that, Ottie,” Abe said flatly.

      

      “Can’t help it, you wear your thoughts all over that mug of yours,” Ottie said with a chuckle. “You’d be a terrible detective.”

      

      “So, why’d you deputize me?” Abe asked.

      

      “Because I trust you, because you know Miss Laura better than most, and because if you’re with me, I know you’re not out there looking for her on your own and doing something stupid,” Ottie replied.

      

      He knows me too well.

      

      Ottie just flashed him a sly smile. “Alright, she was supposed to pick up some meat at the butcher. I’d say that’s our next stop.”

      

      They walked up the street to the butcher and stepped inside the shop. Mr. Reynolds was behind the counter cutting up a leg of lamb.

      

      “Morning Charles, how’s business?” Ottie said, with an outstretched hand.

      

      Mr. Reynolds wiped his hands clean and shook Ottie’s hand. “Good as ever. I’m trying to make sure I’ve got enough in for the jubilee feasts. What can I help you with today?”

      

      “Was Laura Edmonds in here yesterday by chance?” Ottie asked.

      

      “Laura Edmonds…let me think…pretty blonde girl that lives with Ethel, right?” Mr. Reynolds asked.

      

      “That’s the one,” Abe piped up.

      

      “Yeah, she was in yesterday. She picked up a few things,” Mr. Reynolds said.

      

      “Did she seem unusual to you at all? Was she acting out of character in any way?” Ottie asked.

      

      “No, not that I can remember,” Mr. Reynolds replied.

      

      “You notice anything unusual yesterday at all? Anything or anyone out of the ordinary?” Ottie asked.

      

      “Actually, there was a strange gentleman in yesterday. I was meaning to mention him to ya; he gave me a strange feeling. Never seen him before. He came in and looked around for a few minutes, asked where the post office was and then just left, right before Miss Edmonds came in actually.”

      

      “You remember what this man looked like?” Abe quickly asked.

      

      “Rough sort of fella, big black beard and had that road-worn look to him. Don’t remember much else about him though,” Mr. Reynolds looked at Abe apologetically.

      

      “That’s alright, that’s helpful. Thank you, Charles,” Ottie said.

      

      “Something going on, Ottie?” Mr. Reynolds asked

      

      “Hard to say Charles. If you see that man again, or you remember anything else about him, you give me a shout right away, alright?” Ottie said.

      

      “Of course, happy to help any way I can,” Charles said.

      

      Ottie and Abe headed back outside and Ottie finished writing in his notebook yet again.

      

      “So, some strange man shows up in town the same day Laura disappears? No way that’s unrelated,” Abe says.

      

      “Hard to say, could be, might not be, gonna need to know a lot more before we can make that decision,” Ottie said.

      

      “So how do we do that? I’m ready to knock on every door in town till I find her,” Abe said, frustrated.

      

      “Which is why I’m not letting you off on your own. We’re going to have to be smart about this if we’re gonna find her and spreading it around town that she’s missing ain’t being smart,” Ottie said. “Let’s check the post office and see if our strange friend made it over there.”

      

      I love Ottie but we’re moving so slowly, she could be miles away by now. She could be starving, scared, who knows what. In the meantime, we’re plodding around main street following threads.

      

      He dutifully followed Ottie over to the post office where the old man behind the counter sat reading a newspaper.

      

      “Morning Harold, how are things?” Ottie asked.

      

      “Oh, same as always Sheriff, these old bones have their routine down pretty solid,” Harold replied.

      

      “So, tell me Harold, anyone unusual come in here lately?” Ottie asked.

      

      Harold seemed to sit and think for a very long time.

      

      “Hmm, nothing…too unusual I’d think. There was that fancy dressed gentleman, Mr. Fisher, he was in here a couple times. Seemed a bit out of sorts,” Harold said.

      

      “Out of sorts how?” Abe asked.

      

      “In a hurry, quite bothered, sent two separate telegrams over the space of the day,” Harold replied.

      

      Abe and Ottie looked at each other.

      

      “Anyone else out of the ordinary?” Ottie asked.

      

      “No, everything else was business as usual,” Harold said.

      

      “Thank you. I appreciate the help Harold,” Ottie said.

      

      Once they were outside, Abe grabbed Ottie’s arm. “You can’t tell me that’s not suspicious. Her fiancé is in and out of the post office, acting strange, the day she disappears?”

      

      “Hm,” Ottie replied. “Let’s go back to the jailhouse and regroup.”

      

      “Regroup? Ottie, let’s go talk to him,” Abe insisted.

      

      “We need to think on this. For all we know, Mr. Fisher was just out of sorts about some business matter. There’s no need to go bursting in on that worried family until we’ve collected our thoughts and run through what we know so far,” Ottie said.

      

      You’re being way too cautious, Ottie. We need to move; we need to find her.

      

      Abe followed Ottie back to the jailhouse, where Ottie sank down in his chair and pulled his notebook out. Abe paced restlessly.

      

      “Way I see it, looks like no one has seen Laura Edmonds since she left the butcher shop. Her father said they found Ethel’s horse still tied to the post outside the general store with coffee, flour, and parcels of meat all packed inside the saddlebag. There were no stagecoaches that departed yesterday, I already checked that. So, with no horse and no stagecoach, doesn’t seem likely she would have run. Looks like we may be looking at a kidnapping,” Ottie said.

      

      “Who would kidnap Laura?” Abe asked.

      

      “Maybe a bandit, though that seems a bit unlikely this close to town. Of course, all this seems a bit unlikely, so I really don’t know, Abe. If it is a kidnapping, I expect they’ll be asking for ransom soon,” Ottie said.

      

      “So, her family pays, they bring her back?” Abe asked.

      

      “That’s the idea,” Ottie said.

      

      “What if her family doesn’t have the money?” Abe asked darkly.

      

      “Let’s hope we don’t get there,” Ottie replied.

      

      “So, what do we do, just wait?” Abe asked.

      

      Ottie thought for a beat.

      

      “We saw Mr. Fisher yesterday before our ride, I remember that. He look a little…unsteady to you?” Ottie asked.

      

      “Yeah, he did a bit,” Abe replied.

      

      “I say we swing over and see Charlie for a drink, maybe see if Mr. Fisher happened in there yesterday at all,” Ottie said as he stood up.

      

      The two men headed over to the saloon, which was filled with its usual suspects. They sat down at the bar and Charlie immediately came over to them.

      

      “The usual, boys?”

      

      “Please, thank you Charlie,” Ottie replied.

      

      Charlie returned moments later with the drinks. Abe and Ottie both took a sip.

      

      “So, how are things going?” Charlie asked.

      

      “Been a little busier than usual,” Ottie said, as he took another sip. “Say Charlie was that Jacob Fisher fella in here yesterday?”

      

      Charlie let out an amused grunt. “Yep, and every other day he’s been here, usually sets up and plays cards with those boys over there till he can barely stand, or his wallet runs out,”  Charlie said, motioning to the group of men over at one of the tables.

      

      “Hm,”  Ottie grunted.

      

      “Between you and me, I don’t care much for the fella, he in some sort of trouble?” Charlie asked.

      

      “Hard to say,” Ottie said.

      

      “Well, Belle is one of his favorite girls, you need to know something, you could try asking her. Between you and me, I believe she was with him last night,” Charlie said, motioning to Belle sitting in the corner. “Though, don’t know how much you’ll get out of her.”

      

      Abe felt his blood pressure rising again. What a snake.

      

      “Thanks, Charlie,” Ottie said.

      

      Charlie nodded and moved down to another patron at the bar.

      

      “Can we go talk to him now, Ottie?” Abe pressed.

      

      “Gambling and buying whores doesn’t mean he’s a kidnapper. Charlie said he was here and with Belle yesterday, doesn’t leave much time for kidnapping now does it? I know you don’t like him, but that don’t mean he’s guilty of anything.”

      

      Abe sat there, fuming over his drink. He doesn’t deserve her. We’re out here looking for her, and when we find her, that despicable excuse for a man still gets to marry her. Where’s the justice in that?

      

      “I don’t know Ottie, I still think there may be something there,” Abe said solemnly.

      

      “That’s your anger talking, Abe. C’mon now, let’s go talk to the family, see if maybe a ransom note has come in,” Ottie said.

      

      Abe finished his drink and stood up to follow Ottie out.

      

      Laura, when we find you, you’re not going back to him. That much I promise you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Aunt Ethel and Dorothy sat by the fire, knitting to try to stave the worry off. Xavier and Jacob were both smoking pipes silently. The air was thick with worry.

      

      “Do you think they found her yet?” Dorothy asked wearily.

      

      Aunt Ethel leaned over and patted Dorothy’s hand. “If they do, I’m sure they’ll rush her right here.”

      

      “I just can’t stand the thought of her out there all on her own,” Dorothy said, her eyes welling with tears.

      

      “She’s a strong girl Dorothy, I’ve seen it. Wherever she is, I’m sure she’s holding her own,” Aunt Ethel said, as she held Dorothy’s hand.

      

      “I wish that Sheriff would come by with something though. It’s ridiculous that we’re all just sitting around waiting. There should be a search party or something happening!” Xavier exclaimed.

      

      “That so-called Sheriff is probably off helping Mr. Mavor run away with my bride,” Jacob growled.

      

      “Now that’s enough of that, boys!” Aunt Ethel said sternly. “I’m sure we’ll hear some news soon, and I’m sure the Sheriff is doing absolutely everything in his power to find her.”

      

      The two men retreated to silently puffing on their pipes again. Suddenly, Jacob stood up.

      

      “I’m going down to the station to talk to them. We deserve some sort of an answer,” he stated, as he grabbed his hat.

      

      Before he could reach the door, there was a knock at it. Jacob opened the door to find Ottie and Abe standing there.

      

      “What is he doing here?” Jacob asked, stunned.

      

      “This is my new deputy. He’s been helping me interview folks around town,” Ottie said calmly. “May we come in?”

      

      “Of course, Sheriff,” Aunt Ethel replied from her chair. “Do you have any news?”

      

      Ottie and Abe stepped inside. Abe attempted not to look at Jacob, who was glowering at him with every step. Ottie removed his hat and went over the details slowly and deliberately.

      

      “Well folks, given what we’ve seen so far and folks we’ve spoken to, it seems like we may be looking at a kidnapping. No one’s seen Miss Laura since she was at the butcher shop and there haven’t been any reports that she was acting strangely. I also checked the stagecoach schedule, nothing out of town yesterday, so unless she struck off with someone or on foot, no way she could have gotten out of town without her horse.”

      

      Dorothy began to cry. Jacob’s fists balled up.

      

      “So, what’s next?” Xavier asked.

      

      “Well, I’d like to ask you folks a few questions if you don’t mind, try to see if there may be any reason she might have been taken.”

      

      “Surely you can’t think that anyone here may have caused this?” Jacob said vengefully.

      

      “Well, no one directly, but maybe there’s someone ya’ll know that might be holding ill feelings toward the family?” Ottie tried.

      

      Everyone looked at each other silently.

      

      “Of course, it’s possible that this is just a random bandit, decided that she looked wealthy enough to get a payday outta someone. It’s a bit suspicious how close to town they would have gotten, most things like that happen out on the road,” Ottie continued.

      

      He turned to Jacob. “Mr. Fisher, when you saw Miss Laura in town yesterday, did you see anyone else near her? Anyone that looked like they might have been up to something?”

      

      “No, nothing that I noted,” Jacob said flatly.

      

      “Well, until we get a ransom note this is all still just speculation. But I caution everyone to keep their eyes out. If this is indeed targeted toward your family, there’s no knowing what else these people may be capable of.”

      

      Jacob was staring daggers at Abe. Abe cleared his throat.

      

      “While I’m sure Mr. Fisher has said a few unkind things about my character, I promise I’m putting every last bit of my abilities into helping the Sheriff find her.”

      

      “And we very much appreciate that, Abe,” Aunt Ethel said.

      

      “So, we just wait here until we get a ransom note? What if that never comes?” Xavier asked.

      

      “Abe and I will be going back into town, combing around for any evidence we may be able to find, anyone else that might have seen something,” Ottie said.

      

      “So, you have no idea, no suspects?” Dorothy asked, sniffling back the tears.

      

      “Keeping our options open as of now until we find out more ma’am,” Ottie replied. “Well, we should get back to it.”

      

      Ottie and Abe said their goodbyes and headed out the door. Before they could ride off, Jacob appeared on the porch.

      

      “Don’t think because you’re buddies with the Sheriff you’ll get away with it,” he shouted at Abe.

      

      Abe stopped dead and turned around slowly. He walked over to Jacob until they were standing inches apart. He spoke in a strong, deep, slow voice.

      

      “Mr. Fisher, I’ve been more than patient lately with how much you’ve been calling my character into question. But I’ve had just about enough of it. Now, I’ve known your bride quite a bit longer than you have, and I have every intention of finding out what’s happened to her and bringing her home safe.”

      

      He paused and grabbed Jacob’s arm tightly, causing him to flinch. “But if I were you, I’d be frightened of what else I might uncover as I go poking around town. Seems you’ve made quite a few friends over at the saloon that might be willing to shed some light on the kind of man you really are.” Abe stared at Jacob a moment longer, then let go of his arm and walked away.

      

      As he got to his horse, Ottie stopped him.

      

      “What’d you say to him?” Ottie asked.

      

      “Nothing,” Abe replied.

      

      “What did I tell you about causing problems with that boy? We got enough to do. I don’t need to be breaking ya’ll up every time,” Ottie said.

      

      “He understands me. It won’t be a problem,” Abe replied, and he swung up onto Bruce’s back.

      

      The two then rode back toward town, leaving Jacob standing dumbstruck on the porch.
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        * * *

      

      Abe and Ottie spent the rest of the afternoon asking every shop owner around town if they may have seen something, but no one had even the slightest recollection. They checked the post office for any incoming telegrams, still nothing.

      

      Abe was getting more and more discouraged.

      

      How can someone just disappear without a trace in broad daylight in the middle of town? It just doesn’t make sense.

      

      Ottie dusted off his hat in frustration. “I can’t think of a soul we haven’t tried that may have been around town.”

      

      Abe sat on the porch of the post office and thought for a moment. “What about just outside of town? We should check the livery.”

      

      Ottie paused. “You think she left her horse and leased another? What good would that do?”

      

      “It’s the only place we ain’t tried yet, you have a better idea?”

      

      “Nope,” Ottie replied.

      

      When they arrived at the livery, Mr. Leary was still working away on the carriage. He greeted them cheerfully as they walked in.

      

      “Hello Sheriff! What brings ye over t’day?”

      

      “That’s a fine carriage you got there. Are you expanding?” Ottie asked.

      

      “Oh no, this is a special project fer Mr. Fisher. He wanted a carriage tae take his new bride back tae Tucson with him, so I’ve been fixin’ this up tae his likin’. Put some beautiful finishes on it if  ye’d like tae see!” he said proudly.

      

      “Not right now, Johnny. So, if you’ve met Mr. Fisher, have you met his fiancé?” Ottie asked.

      

      “Miss Edmonds, yes! Lovely lass! Was in ’ere just yesterday tae check on the carriage!” Mr. Leary said with a smile.

      

      “Laura was here yesterday? You’re sure of that?” Abe said excitedly.

      

      “Why yes, she came ’n sat in the carriage. Poor thing looked like she was havin’ a bit o’ a day,” he said solemnly.

      

      “She seemed upset?” Abe asked.

      

      “Yes sir, she was cryin’ when I came tae check on ’er after I went in the back. Said she was just havin’ one  o’ those days, like we all do,” he said earnestly.

      

      “Would you excuse us for a second Mr. Leary?” Abe asked.

      

      “Why o’ course. I’ll be in me office, ye boys just come an’ get me if ye need me.” Mr. Leary plodded off to the office while Abe took Ottie aside.

      

      “Why was she fine in town and crying when she got here? And why was she out here to begin with?” Abe said quizzically.

      

      “I don’t know. You sent our witness away,” Ottie said shortly.

      

      “What if he’s not the witness? What if he has something to do with this?” Abe asked insistently. “He could be making up a story about her being upset to throw us off.”

      

      “Maybe, we won’t know unless we talk to him more though,” Ottie said, and with that he walked over to the office and stepped inside. Mr. Leary was happily writing in his ledger.

      

      “Yes sir? Can I help ye with anythin’ else?” he asked.

      

      “Miss Edmonds, when did she arrive here?” Ottie asked.

      

      “Oh, I’d say a little after noon.” Mr. Leary replied.

      

      “And when did she leave?” Ottie asked.

      

      “Probably fifteen, twenty minutes after she arrived, I’d guess,” Mr. Leary said. “Why? Has somethin’ happened?”

      

      “Did she mention anything about where she was going?” Ottie asked.

      

      “No, not at all. Seemed when she left, she was headed back toward town, or maybe I just assumed she was. I’m sorry, I don’t understand what’s  goin’ on,” Mr. Leary stammered.

      

      “Miss Edmonds has gone missing, and it seems this may have been the last place she was before that happened. Do you recall seeing anything unusual at all while she was here, maybe someone hanging around that shouldn’t have been?”

      

      “Oh no, that poor girl. She’s so sweet. I don’t recall anyone other than the usual customers about. Though, truth be told, I didn’t have much time tae be noticin’ anythin’ since I’ve been so busy an’ a man short.”

      

      “A man short?” Abe asked.

      

      “Yes, fella came in ’ere a few days back lookin’ fer work, so seein’ as I’d been so busy lately with all the folks in town fer the celebration at the end o’ the month, I brought him on. Except yesterday morning, he just never turned up. An’ I had a whole pile o’ things tae do yesterday, set me back quite a bit,” Mr. Leary said.

      

      “This man, do you have his name?” Ottie asked.

      

      “Just went by Harry, never got a last name,” Mr. Leary replied.

      

      “What did he look like?” Abe asked.

      

      “Oh, dark beard, about your height,” he said, motioning to Abe. “Looked like he’d seen a thing or two in life, that sort o’ type. But he said he was strong, an’ he was, so I put him tae work. Was happy tae have the help.”

      

      “And so, after a few days of work he just didn’t show up, and hasn’t been back since?” Ottie asked.

      

      “Nope, not a once. He didn’t even collect his last days wages. My till was short day before last, so I promised him I’d pay him once I made it tae the bank yesterday, but he hasn’t turned up fer it,” Mr. Leary said.

      

      “Hm, alright, well thank you, Johnny. Tell you what, if that man of yours does show up, you give me a shout. I’d like to talk to him as well if I can get the chance.”

      

      “Absolutely, Sheriff. I sure hope he’s got nothin’ tae do with Miss Edmonds goin’ missing though. I’d tear myself tae pieces if I made any harm come tae such a sweet lady like that,” Mr. Leary said with a tear in the corner of his eye.

      

      “I’m sure you did nothing of the sort, Johnny. Don’t you worry now, I’ll let you know if we find anything. In the meantime, you mind if me and Abe just take a quick look around?” Ottie asked.

      

      “No, o’ course not, please do,” Mr. Leary said.

      

      “Thank you,” Ottie replied.

      

      They walked back out into the large barn and back over to the black carriage. Abe opened the door and stepped inside. It was empty and spotless, Mr. Leary had clearly been polishing every surface within an inch of its life.

      

      “Mr. Fisher must have paid a pretty penny for this,” Abe remarked.

      

      “Yep, suppose so,” Ottie replied, as he looked under the carriage.

      

      Abe hopped out and began circling around the carriage, but nothing seemed out of place. He headed toward the stalls with the various horses inside, moving about restlessly and tossing their heads.

      

      At the end there was an empty stall. Abe let himself in and began sifting through the hay. Nothing. He let himself back out, then noticed a ladder over to his left that led to the hayloft.

      

      He climbed up into the dark loft. He could hear something rustling in the corner. He slowly stepped toward it, trying to keep his footsteps as silent as possible. Suddenly, a dark figure lunged at him, causing him to dive to the ground.

      

      The very angry barn owl flew just over Abe’s head, then settled back into the rafters at the other side of the loft. Abe clutched his chest, trying to catch his breath. He heard Ottie’s voice holler up at him from down below.

      

      “Abe, you alright up there?”

      

      “I’m fine, damn owl nearly scared me to death.” Abe shouted back. He could hear Ottie chuckle below.

      

      Abe got back on his feet and headed toward the back of the loft. In a corner, there was a pile of hay that had been matted down a bit, similar to what Abe had seen a while ago, back in his own barn.

      

      Now that’s really strange.

      

      He bent down to examine it closer, gently moving the hay around with his hands in the dim light. Suddenly, a glint of something gold caught his eye. He reached out and picked it up.

      

      It was a cigar band.

      

      Who the hell smokes in a hayloft?

      

      He headed back to the ladder and climbed down.

      

      “You find anything besides a very frightening barn owl?” Ottie teased.

      

      “Actually, I did. Look at this.” He handed the cigar band to Ottie.

      

      “Hm, nice brand. Johnny, do you make it a habit of smoking in your hayloft?” he asked Mr. Leary.

      

      “I don’t smoke, never much acquired the taste for it,” Mr. Leary replied. “Besides, who would smoke in a hayloft?”

      

      “Someone who likes to gamble I guess,” Ottie chuckled. “Your man, did he smoke?”

      

      “I never saw him, but I do recall he had quite the odor o’ it on him.” Mr. Leary replied.

      

      “Interesting, and were you giving this gentleman lodging as well as work?” Abe asked.

      

      “No, he never asked for it,” Mr. Leary replied.

      

      “I saw some hay that looked like something had made a bit of a resting spot out of it. He may have been stashing away in your loft,” Abe said.

      

      “That’s strange. If he needed a place to sleep, I certainly would have offered him something,” Mr. Leary said.

      

      “Hm. Maybe he didn’t want anyone knowing when he was coming or going, sneaking around altogether might have been easier for him,” Ottie mused as he put the cigar band in his pocket. “Well, thank you again Johnny. Abe and I’ll be heading back to town, see if we can make sense out of any of this.”

      

      “O’ course, let me know if there’s anything at all I can do,” Mr. Leary said.

      

      As they walked back into town, Ottie shook his head.

      

      “This just gets stranger and stranger, Abe. I really don’t know what to make of this,” he said.

      

      “Me neither,” Abe replied.

      

      Strange man comes to town, the day he disappears, so does Laura? Who could he be? A bandit that saw an opportunity? Why would he take a job then?

      

      They arrived back at the jailhouse and headed inside. When they stepped through the doors, Xavier and Jacob were both there waiting for them. Xavier held out an envelope to Ottie, his hand shaking.

      

      “We found this on the porch not too long after you left. No knock, no one there,” Xavier said, his voice quivering as much as his hand.

      

      Ottie slowly opened the envelope and pulled out the folded letter.

      

      “Edmonds,

      

      I have your daughter. She is safe, and hidden. If you want her back, leave $5,000 at the location I’ve drawn out on the back of this letter by Thursday at sundown. If the Sheriff or anyone else tries to stake the place out, or the deadline passes, I promise you won’t see your daughter again.

      

      I’ve included a bit of proof, in case you were in any doubt.”

      

      Ottie flipped the letter over and saw a crude hand-drawn map leading to a location just outside of town. He then reached inside the envelope and pulled out a thick lock of long, blonde hair.

      

      Abe felt his stomach turn with worry and rage.

      

      Just hang on, Laura. I’m going to find you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Laura sat against the wall of the stall, straw poking through her dress and a sliver of sunlight streaming across her legs. She kept working her wrists against the rope that bound them together, but it wouldn’t budge. Her wrists were red and swollen from her continued efforts.

      

      Frustrated, she gave them a momentary rest. She stared into the beam of sunlight and watched as the specks of dust danced through it, reflecting the sun off them like little diamonds. Her throat was dry and the cold air cut through the slats of the barn and through her dress. She pulled her knees tight to her chest to try and stay warm. She hadn’t heard any movement from her captor in a while.

      

      How has no one found me yet? How far away could I be? They must all be out looking for me now. Maybe he’s gone, maybe I can get my ankles untied and make a run for it. Of course, maybe he’s just outside, waiting for me to try. It might still be worth a shot.

      

      She crawled to the barn wall and peered out a small knot hole in the wood plank. From her limited vision, she saw nothing but land. Not another outline of a home, or a church, or anything.

      

      How far could I run? And in which direction? I can’t even tell where the mountains are.

      

      Suddenly, the slam of the barn door startled her. She jumped away from the wall and shuffled to the other side of the stall. Heavy footsteps plodded toward her and she saw her captor’s face appear over the stall door.

      

      Oh god, what’s he come for now?

      

      “No need to stare at me like that. I just brought you somethin’ to eat,” he said with a sly smile.

      

      He unbolted the door and stepped inside. He squatted down and reached into the burlap sack in his hand and pulled out a bit of salted pork. He took a bite of it himself, chewing it with his lips wide open, pieces of pork fully on display as they mashed between his yellowed teeth. He handed a piece to Laura, who grabbed it with her bound hands and popped it in her mouth. The salt stung against her dry tongue and the meat was tough to chew.

      

      “Here,” he said, as he handed her his flask.

      

      She took a swig and the burning whiskey seared across her tongue, but it did soften the pork a bit, to the point where she could chew it enough to swallow. Her stomach was so empty she could practically feel the pork hit its bottom. Her captor took another piece and popped it in his mouth, and Laura could smell the briny pork mixing with his rancid breath.

      

      “You like what you see?” he asked, as he noticed her staring.

      

      “Well, you are the only view here,” Laura said shortly.

      

      He grinned, “You’re a smart one, ain’t ya?”

      

      Laura kept silent.

      

      “Oh, c’mon now, ain’t no need to pout. I sent word to your family this morning about my terms to bring ya back to ‘em, so shouldn’t be much longer before you’re on your way,” he said between bites.

      

      “How much am I worth?” Laura asked.

      

      He let out a surprised laugh, sending pieces of pork flying into the air.

      

      “Why? You want to make sure I set the right price?” he asked.

      

      “I’m curious to know what amount of money is worth kidnapping a lady off of the street for,” Laura replied.

      

      He pulled a hunting knife out of his belt, as he stared at Laura. She felt her breath catch in her throat, but it released when he lifted it to his teeth and began using it to pick out the bits of pork that had lodged themselves there.

      

      “It’s enough money, I’ll say that. Barely enough really, given all the trouble I’ve had to go to, to get it,” he huffed.

      

      “I’d say I’ve been perfectly pleasant as far as prisoners go,” Laura responded indignantly.

      

      “Ya ain’t been bad, you ain’t bad to look at either,” he said with a grin.

      

      Laura instinctively wrinkled her nose at the comment, but he didn’t seem to notice as he was focused on picking out a particularly difficult bit of pork.

      

      “That why you decided to grab me? Most attractive option available?” she asked.

      

      “Hah, you think I just plucked you out of the crowd, miss? That ain’t how this works,” he replied.

      

      “So how does this work?” Laura asked. “I can’t say I’m very familiar with the process of kidnapping.”

      

      Her captor chuckled. “I got my reasons for inviting you as my guest, I’ll just leave it at that.”

      

      With that, he stepped out of the cell, the wooden door closing behind him with a thud.

      

      So, there’s a reason. But what could it possibly be?

      

      Laura began to work at her ropes again, but her wrists were painfully raw and each movement was agonizing. She stared back into the dust dancing in the sunbeam, their movements so effortless and light.

      

      Free.

      

      Even if I get out of here, I still won’t be free.

      

      Jacob’s searing anger flew through her mind. His fury at her rejection of him. The black box of a carriage he intended to ship her back to Tucson in.

      

      I could escape and just…run. Run from everything, from this place, from Jacob, from my parents from…Abe.

      

      That thought pierced through her chest like an arrow.

      

      If I’d said yes, if we’d run away, none of this would have happened. We might be miles away somewhere, together.

      

      She felt her heart begin to beat faster. Her mind drifted back to the canyon, Abe’s strong body in the river, and the way he smiled at her. Those eyes.

      

      She sat against the side of the stall and let herself get lost in the memory of his eyes for a moment. They were so complex, like a summer storm.

      

      I’ve been so stupid.

      

      Aunt Ethel’s words began to ring in her head.

      

      “Love is such a precious thing in life, my girl. You find it, and you have to hold onto it as hard and as tight as you can. Because it won’t come along every day.”

      

      The words repeated over and over again as images of Abe flashed through her mind. She knew it was love. It was the way she felt when she looked at him. The way he looked at her. The way her hands would go cold and her heart would thud when he did.

      

      Abe, wherever you are. I love you. I’m so sorry. I’ve been so stupid.
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        * * *

      

      “So, what do we do?” Xavier asked desperately.

      

      “Well, we know it’s a kidnapping now for sure,” Ottie responded “Best I understand it, you pay them and they should bring her back. Kidnappers usually get away, but murderers don’t. Most of ‘em don’t want that extra hassle.”

      

      “What if they don’t? Bring her back, I mean,” Jacob asked.

      

      Ottie continued to stare at the map on the back of the paper. “I don’t know. We got two days until their deadline. Tonight, Abe and I’ll ride out to near this location, see if we can’t find anything out from there. In the meantime, I’d advise you folks to try to get that money together, it may be our last option to getting her back if we can’t find this fella or folks before then.”

      

      Xavier and Jacob looked at each other silently.

      

      “Will do, Sheriff. But now that we know she’s been taken, shouldn’t we all be getting out there and trying to find her?” Xavier asked.

      

      “I’d rather not rile these folks up and cause ‘em to do something stupid,” Ottie said. “We scare ‘em and they might hurt Miss Laura.”

      

      “So, we’ll continue with the sit around plan, brilliant Sheriff,” Jacob said with snark in his voice.

      

      Ottie shot him a look and Jacob fell silent, clearing his throat and adjusting his jacket.

      

      “Y’all go on home now, we’ll look into this right away,” Ottie said.

      

      “Wait, have you found anything?” Xavier asked.

      

      “Looks like the last place she was seen was out at the livery,” Ottie said.

      

      Abe opened his mouth to tell them about the man and the cigar, but Ottie gave him a look that said “don’t” and Abe stayed silent.

      

      “Beyond that, we don’t know much.” Ottie finished.

      

      “What was she doing at the livery?” Jacob asked.

      

      “Looking at that fancy carriage you’ve got for her, seems like,” Ottie replied.

      

      Jacob let out a laugh and a look of pride swept over his face. “Really, well, I can’t blame her. Poor thing was probably caught up in the excitement and that’s how she didn’t notice her attacker.”

      

      Abe felt his fist ball up again.

      

      Arrogant bastard.

      

      “Now, as I said, ya’ll best be moving on, so we can get back to work. I appreciate you bringing this to me right away,” Ottie said.

      

      Xavier and Jacob headed out the door, leaving Ottie and Abe alone.

      

      “You’re too patient with that bastard, Ottie,” Abe said.

      

      “Well, one of us has to be. He’s done nothing wrong, besides getting you all riled up over this girl,” Ottie replied.

      

      Abe grabbed the letter and stared at it.

      

      “I think I know this place, if I’m guessing right. Little abandoned oil drill that ran dry a while back,” Abe said.

      

      “Anything around it?” Ottie asked.

      

      “Nothing, just a little shack and a pump out in the middle of nowhere,” Abe said.

      

      “We’ll wait for dark to ride out, at least, hope that way, they won’t spot us. Likely won’t be checking the drop until Thursday. At least I hope not.” Ottie said. “In the meantime…”

      

      Ottie pulled the cigar band out of his pocket and stared at it.

      

      “This is nice, real nice. Let’s go talk to Mr. Mason again, see if anyone has come by to buy any fancy cigars lately,” Ottie said.

      

      “You go ahead, Ottie. I’ll wait here,” Abe said.

      

      “Suit yourself, make sure no one breaks in,” Ottie said with a chuckle.

      

      Ottie headed out the door, leaving Abe alone with the letter and his thoughts. Abe turned the letter over and over, flipping between the words and the map. He reached into the envelope and pulled out the lock of hair. It sat there in his hand, looking so strange and foreign. His mind flashed back to her blonde waves, how they would fall around her face so effortlessly. His fingers traced the cut edge.

      

      Laura, whatever they’ve done to you, they’ll pay for ten times over.

      

      His mind drifted back to the little tasks around the house he’d find ways to do. How Laura would light up when he’d fix a chair or a shutter or a shingle.

      

      Suddenly, a thought came to him. He grabbed his hat and strode out onto the street toward the butcher shop. Mr. Reynolds was just locking up as Abe walked up.

      

      “Abe! Sorry, just closed up for the day, can I help you out tomorrow?” Mr. Reynolds asked.

      

      “Not about beef today, sir. That man, the strange man you saw yesterday, is there anything else you remember about him?” Abe asked.

      

      Mr. Reynolds thought for a beat. “Ah, there was something. Absolutely reeked of cigars. Yeah, usually can’t smell much over the meats but that smell did.”

      

      “Thank you, I’ll be back in a few days to talk about the spring calves with ya,’” Abe said.

      

      As he turned, he saw Ottie walking down the street. He hustled over to him.

      

      “Anything at the store?” Abe asked.

      

      “No, didn’t recognize the brand or anyone coming in with any special cigar orders,” Ottie said frustrated.

      

      “Well, I just talked to Charles, said that strange man that came in yesterday absolutely stank of cigars,” Abe said. “So, Mr. Leary’s man was in town yesterday at the same time as Laura!”

      

      “Well, slow down. Just ‘cause the man smelled like cigars doesn’t mean he was Mr. Leary’s missing man. Also doesn’t mean if it was, that he’s the one that took Miss Laura. We still have a lot of pieces to put together,” Ottie said.

      

      “But doesn’t it seem like too much of a coincidence?” Abe said.

      

      “Might be, but it might also just be that, a coincidence.” Ottie said.

      

      “Ottie, I can’t just keep waiting for you to poke around into every possibility that you can think of!” Abe shouted. “We have to do something, like ride out to that drop point. Maybe there’s something there that will lead us to her.”

      

      Ottie grabbed his arm.

      

      “I will not risk that girl’s life by riding up on that place in broad daylight.” Ottie said firmly.

      

      Abe looked at him for a moment.

      

      “He said no sheriff,” Abe replied as he pulled the badge off his shirt and handed it to Ottie. “And no stake outs. And I ain’t a Sheriff and I won’t be staying long, just a rancher going out for a ride.”

      

      Ottie looked at him silently for a long moment. Then, without another word, turned on his heel and strode off toward the jailhouse.

      

      Abe rushed over to Bruce and hopped on his back. With a click of his tongue, they were off. They bolted toward the edge of town and soon left it behind them.

      

      As the town got smaller and the land spread out in front of him, Abe’s mind raced.

      

      What am I expecting to find? Another cigar band?

      

      They kept riding until the town had faded into the horizon and the sun was setting slowly. Ahead, the spire of an oil derrick rose out of the dusty landscape. Abe slowed Bruce up as they approached. The shack was nothing but four walls of wood and a roof. It leaned dangerously, like it was barely staying up on its own. The oil derrick sat next to it, it’s joints creaking in the wind.

      

      Hopping off of Bruce’s back, Abe approached the door. His hand rested gently but alertly on his pistol. He pushed the slightly ajar door open and quietly stepped inside. A rusted bedframe sat in the corner, its thin, sagging mattress coated in a thick layer of dust. Rusted, empty cans were strewn around the floor, relics of whatever sad soul used to supervise the derrick outside, before it ran dry. There were no signs a soul had been here since the last occupant, given the undisturbed dust coating every surface.

      

      Another dead end.

      

      Abe stepped back outside and circled the shack and the derrick. There was not a sign of life anywhere. He turned his eyes to the surrounding landscape, scanning for a barn or a house nearby.

      

      Nothing, not a soul out here.

      

      Abe leaned against the shack and watched as the low sunlight spilled across the landscape

      

      I’m coming Laura, I swear.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The slices of light cutting through the barn had turned from bright white to a warm, golden yellow. It looked like liquid gold that spilled across Laura’s feet and pooled on the rough, hay-strewn floor. She listened, looking for any sign of life, or that someone may be getting close enough to find her.

      

      Nothing. Not a hoofbeat or a footstep. Not a dog bark or the rattle of a wagon. Just that brute’s rattling cough and grunts.

      

      Her captor had come and gone throughout the day, and when he left, it was completely silent. She had yelled, and it had done nothing. Now, she just listened as he coughed and smoked a cigar, evidenced by the earthy smoke smell that permeated the barn.

      

      Suddenly, a sound began to rattle the still air. A beautiful, new sound.

      

      A horse! Someone is close.

      

      She began to shuffle over to the little knot hole ignoring the stinging in her skin as the ropes cut deeper with the movement. She pressed her eye to the little hole, and she could see a lone rider headed straight for the barn.

      

      A spotted horse…I don’t recognize it. Should I yell?

      

      Her captor was only feet away and seemed unbothered by the sound of the hoofbeats. He hadn’t stirred and the smoke continued to waft through the barn. The rider got closer and closer. The spotted horse and rider breezed straight by the barn. Laura could feel the scream in her throat. Then her mind flickered to the tattoos.

      

      Survive. That’s what you have to do now. Survive until they can find you.

      

      The hoofbeats faded into the distance. Once they ceased, she heard her captor start stirring and grunting as he hefted himself to his feet. She listened as he opened the doors to the barn and stepped outside. His footsteps faded away, leaving Laura back in the silence. She pressed her wrists against the ropes again, but the sting of her raw skin was becoming too much. Then, after a time, she heard the footsteps returning.

      

      The front door of the barn slowly slid open and she heard her captor walk inside. She struggled to stand in the stall, leaning against the wall as she tried to get her feet underneath her. She was able to peer just over the door of the stall and saw her captor with his hunting knife in his hand, hunched over something on the ground. After a few minutes of slicing away, he headed outside and lit a fire.

      

      Soon, the aroma of roasting meat wafted through the slits in the barn, mingling with yet more cigar smoke. Laura felt her stomach growl. She leaned against the wall of the stall, her head light from not having eaten much besides dried meat and whiskey. She heard the barn door open again and her captor’s footsteps plodded back inside. He plopped himself down and she could hear him loudly chewing.

      

      I bet he got a rabbit. Oh, I’d kill for a bite.

      

      She tapped her hands against the wall of the stall.

      

      Nothing.

      

      “It’s quite lonely over here,” Laura called out “Care to keep me company if we’re just going to sit here and wait?”

      

      She heard a shuffle and her captor’s footsteps came her direction. He peered into the stall.

      

      “Well, if that ain’t a fascinating proposal,” he said with a leering grin. “What kind of company you got in mind?”

      

      “The kind where I’m not just sitting here in silence. I know you won’t talk to me about why you’re doing all this, but the least we can do is talk,” Laura replied. “I’m losing my mind with the silence.”

      

      He looked at her for a beat and then walked away.

      

      Damn.

      

      To her surprise, he came back promptly, this time with a small tin plate of the roasted meat he had just cooked. He opened the latch and let himself into the stall, then plunked down next to Laura. He offered her the plate.

      

      “Here. More than enough for me,” he offered.

      

      Laura was happily surprised by this kind gesture.

      

      He’s not a total savage. Maybe I can loosen his lips a bit.

      

      She reached for the plate with her bound hands and grabbed a piece of the warm food. She brought it to her lips and devoured it in one bite. Her eyes rolled back at the delicious, gamey flavor. She looked over at her captor.

      

      “You have a name I can call you by?” she asked.

      

      He paused for a second, seeming a bit unsure, his eyes staring straight through her.

      

      “Harry,” he replied.

      

      “So Harry, any word on when I’ll be getting out of here?” she asked, as she grabbed another bite.

      

      He grunted with displeasure.

      

      “Ain’t heard a word yet, not surprised,” he said.

      

      Not surprised?

      

      “Oh, why’s that?” she asked.

      

      He silently chewed on a bite of food.

      

      Okay, let’s try something else.

      

      “Your accent, you’re not from around here, are you?” she said.

      

      “Nope, came a long way,” he said dryly.

      

      “Where’s home?” she asked.

      

      “Arizona,” he replied.

      

      “Oh really, I’m from Arizona as well. Tucson,” Laura offered.

      

      He looked at her with a smile.

      

      “Oh, I know miss. So’s your fiancé.”

      

      Laura stared at him, stunned.

      

      “How do you know…” she stammered.

      

      He just chuckled and began to pick his teeth again with his knife.

      

      “Have you been following me?” Laura asked.

      

      He just continued to stare. Laura felt her skin begin to crawl. He leaned in closer to her.

      

      “You trying to get to know me better, miss?” he asked, with a sickening grin.

      

      Oh God, what do I do?

      

      She clenched her hands together to hide the shake in them. She took a deep breath and looked him square in the eye.

      

      “I’m more just interested in how one pulls off such elaborate crimes.”

      

      He let out a laugh that sent tiny particles of meat flying into the air.

      

      “Oh yeah? You think this is elaborate?” He snorted. “I once tracked down three smugglers across four states. Owed me for some services I did for them. Buried one alive and strung up the other two for the sheriff to find. Got away clean as a new penny.”

      

      “How?”

      

      “You gotta know your man. Gotta know what he wants. Keep a low profile, blend in, then hit him where it hurts the most. Gets ‘em every time. Men’ll do stupid things to get what they want,” he bragged as he sat back and lit up a cigar.

      

      So, am I what someone wants? What Jacob wants? Or…Abe? No, there’s no way Abe would be tangled up with this kind of a creature.

      

      “So, I’m what hurts the most for…?” Laura said, trying to lead him to an answer. He just snorted under his breath.

      

      Fine then.

      

      “So Harry, once my family pays the ransom and you send me on my way, what’s next for you?” Laura asked.

      

      “Oh, I’m sure some business will crop up. But don’t you worry, I’ll be long gone from here before any of you can get the sheriff to track me down,” Harry said with a smile.

      

      “I had no doubt of that,” Laura said.

      

      Why did he let me see his face though?

      

      “Just remember, Miss, if this doesn’t go down nice and clean and you get any ideas about sending the Sheriff after me, just remember how easily I was able to track you down. Don’t think I can’t again,” Harry said, with a scowl.

      

      Quite confident.

      

      “Well this has just been a lovely dinner conversation,” Laura sighed.

      

      “Ain’t bad from where I’m sitting,” Harry grinned.

      

      I don’t know what I’m doing, there’s no speaking with this animal.

      

      An owl hooted from the rafters, as Laura ate the last of the rabbit in silence, trying to piece together what little she had gotten from Harry. Inevitably, her mind wandered back to Aunt Ethel’s porch, sipping iced tea, with her hands dirtied from the garden, watching Abe hang shutters or fix the warped wooden steps. The smell of the flowers were at the forefront of her memory.

      

      Harry sat back and lit another cigar. He took a big puff and let the smoky cloud out slowly, the thick smell of tobacco drowning out even the smells in Laura’s memory. Laura coughed, as it hit her lungs.

      

      “Nice ain’t it?” Harry said. “Got these off one of the smugglers I ran down. Had a whole case of ‘em. Smooth taste and make me feel like a real gentleman.”

      

      “I’ve never understood men’s fascination with cigars,” Laura replied.

      

      “Oh, Miss, ain’t nothing like a nice glass of whiskey, a good cigar, and a card table surrounded by terrible gamblers,” Harry said gleefully.

      

      “Wouldn’t you rather be there right now instead of spending your precious time on this earth watching me?” She lifted her bound wrists. “Not like I’m going anywhere.”

      

      “Oh, you think you’re a clever one. No, Miss, I’m staying here till the job is done,” Harry said gruffly.

      

      “You know, my family is going to look for me, no matter what you may have written telling them not to,” Laura said defiantly.

      

      “Oh, I know, but see, I’m very good at what I do, and I know there ain’t no way they’re going to find us. So you can hold out hope all you want, only thing that’s gonna save you is cash.” And with that, he stood up and headed out of the stall, a trail of cigar smoke following him.

      

      Laura leaned back with a sigh.

      

      Well, that went well.

      

      She stared into the waning strips of light that were rapidly receding across the floor. Her legs and back ached but at least the gnawing in her stomach had quieted. A little field mouse scurried across the floor and burrowed itself in a pile of hay.

      

      In one of the beams of light, Laura saw something unusual. A folded piece of paper where Harry had been sitting. She reached over and grabbed it. She carefully unfolded it, revealing an old telegram. As she read it, her hand flew up to her mouth.

      

      Oh my god. It’s worse than I thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Abe sat by the fireplace in his house, his brow furrowed as he studied the object in his hand. He ran his fingers over the cigar band again and again.

      

      Who would smoke something like this? I’ve never seen a brand this nice.

      

      He looked at the clock. It seemed like time was ticking away for Laura. And they were no closer than when they started. Every lead went nowhere, and Abe couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something right in front of their faces that they were missing.

      

      No progress, no plan. Ottie’s no help, I think he’s in over his head. He liked to solve puzzles when we were young, but this is so much bigger.

      

      He stood up and began to pace.

      

      There has to be something. Something we’ve missed. Something else we can do.

      

      He kept pacing and thinking, pacing and thinking. The cigar band still circling in his fingers. Frustrated, he stepped outside.

      

      The night was cold and clear. The chill was biting but Abe couldn’t feel it. He walked over to the barn.

      

      When he got inside, Bruce was laying lazily in his stall. He snorted peacefully in his sleep, not stirring when Abe walked in. Abe walked over and looked at him.

      

      His mind drifted back to Laura and him in the barn that night. Her hand on Bruce’s nose. The way she was so calm, so graceful.

      

      Wait, there was something else that night.

      

      His mind flickered back to the strange shape of the hay in the empty stall. He rushed over to the stall and stepped inside. There was the strange depression in the hay, so similar to the one in the loft at Mr. O’Leary’s place. He began to sift through the hay, searching for what, he wasn’t even sure. Suddenly, a tiny glint of gold. He reached for it and pulled out an identical cigar band to the one they found in the hayloft.

      

      He was following her. He followed her all the way here.

      

      Abe felt his blood run cold and his muscles clench.

      

      There’s something else going on here. Who would follow her before kidnapping her? And why?

      

      He pocketed the cigar band, and continued to search his mind for answers.

      

      I believe I owe her fiancé another visit.

      

      He stood up and let himself out of the stall. He walked over to Bruce who was still sleeping quietly, with the occasional snorts marking his dreams. As if he sensed his presence, Bruce stirred from his sleep and looked up at Abe.

      

      “Wish I could sleep like you boy,” Abe said to him as he reached down and patted his nose. Bruce happily nickered at him, as his eyes began to droop again.

      

      Abe strode back toward the house, his mind still trying to wrap around what he had just discovered. He sat down by the fire, too restless to sleep.

      

      Images of Laura continued to run through his mind, torturing him. She was slipping away and he could not let that happen.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, he and Bruce rode back out to Aunt Ethel’s house, this time without Ottie.

      

      When he knocked on the door, Aunt Ethel answered.

      

      “Abe! Do you have news?” she asked with hope in her eyes.

      

      Abe shook his head. “Nothing we’re sure of yet. Is Mr. Fisher here?”

      

      “I’m afraid not, haven’t seen him yet today. But please, come in for some coffee.” Aunt Ethel gestured for him to come inside. Abe obliged and stepped in. It was quieter than the house had been in some time.

      

      “Just you here?” he asked.

      

      “Yes, Dorothy and Xavier went into town to pick up a few things and I think to get their minds off this whole business for a moment. They seem quite distressed with trying to come up with the ransom money,” she said.

      

      “Well, I’m sure Mr. Fisher will have that covered.” Abe grunted, as she handed him a cup of hot coffee.

      

      “I certainly hope so.” Aunt Ethel seemed distant. “I don’t know about that man though. Somethings not quite right, if you ask me.”

      

      “Well, I believe folks know how I feel about him by now.” Abe chuckled.

      

      “Yes, I believe you’ve made your position very clear, Abe. Can’t say I agree with how you’ve gone about all that.” Aunt Ethel had a softly scolding tone in her voice that hit Abe in the heart. He loved her like his own family. But he steeled himself.

      

      “I ain’t going to apologize for what I did. If you heard the things he’d been saying, you’d understand,” Abe said flatly.

      

      “Oh?” she looked at him quizzically.

      

      Abe sipped his coffee silently, pretending to not notice her desire for more information.

      

      “Abe, I know you love her,” Aunt Ethel said, staring straight into his eyes. “Don’t think for a second I didn’t see how you two were looking at each other. Reminded me of my husband and I when we were young.”

      

      Abe continued to drink in silence. Aunt Ethel leaned back in her chair and rubbed her temple.

      

      “I don’t know how this could have happened, Abe. This awful kidnapping makes no sense to me.”

      

      “I know,” Abe said.

      

      His eyes fell on the table. One of the first things he had fixed.

      

      “I’ll find her. I have to,” he said.

      

      “I hope so. I don’t know if we’ll be able to come up with the ransom money in time.” Aunt Ethel rung her hands over and over as she spoke.

      

      Abe stood up. “Thank you for the coffee, I should get back to things,” he said to Aunt Ethel. He strode back outside and hopped up on Bruce’s back, who breezed them back to his ranch.

      

      He headed inside and looked around with a sigh. He walked over to a small iron safe in the corner. He spun the lock slowly, each number resulting in a satisfying click inside, until the door swung free.

      

      Inside were bound bills. He grabbed a stack and ran his thumb across the bills.

      

      It’s enough. It should be at least.

      

      He hoped it wouldn’t come down to it.

      

      I think it’s time for me to speak to Mr. Fisher.
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        * * *

      

      Abe and Bruce rode up to the hotel. Abe stepped inside, where he was greeted by the desk clerk.

      

      “Morning Abe, what can I do for ya?” he asked.

      

      “Morning Bennet, is Mr. Fisher in?”

      

      “He just stepped out, actually, I believe he was on his way over to the saloon if he’s up to his usual. He’s been seemin’ agitated for a bit now,” John replied.

      

      “Thanks Bennet. How’s things been ‘round here?” Abe replied.

      

      “Oh, business is good. Lots of people coming into town to visit family for the big Jubilee! Been full-up since Friday,” John said with a smile.

      

      “Good to hear it. Say, have you seen any strange characters around?”

      Abe asked.

      

      Bennet thought for a moment. “No, no, none that I can think of. Why do you ask?”

      

      “Mr. Leary’s man went missing a few days back, wondering if he may have tried to let a room for the night.”

      

      “Oh, hold on let me look at the ledger.” Bennet scanned his finger down the page. “No, only folks checked in, the last few days, have been some couples.”

      

      “Okay, thanks Bennet.” With that, Abe strode out of the hotel and headed to the saloon. As the doors swung open, Charlie greeted him with a smile.

      

      “Abe! Good to see you, your usual?”

      

      “Sure, thanks. Say, Mr. Fisher around here anywhere?” Abe asked.

      

      Charlie gestured toward one of the tables, as he handed Abe his drink, where Jacob was engaging in his usual drink and cards, his back to Abe.

      

      “Thanks,” Abe replied.

      

      He strode over toward the table. A few of the men silently noticed him but remained deep in their game. Abe stopped just behind Jacob.

      

      Abe cleared his throat. “Mr. Fisher, could I have a word?”

      

      Jacob jumped slightly and turned around to look at Abe.

      

      “What are you doing here?” Jacob asked with disdain. “Don’t you need to be out running around with your Sheriff buddy getting absolutely nowhere in finding my bride?”

      

      Abe felt his fist begin to clench but restrained himself.

      

      “I’d like to ask you a few questions about something that might help us get closer to finding her,” Abe said.

      

      “Well, then pull up a chair, I’m not going anywhere alone with you after last time we were in here together.” Jacob scoffed, as he motioned to one of the empty chairs at the table.

      

      Abe reluctantly took a seat.

      

      “Alright, deal me in then,” Abe said.

      

      The cards were shuffled around and dealt out. Abe grabbed his hand and his eyes scanned the table. Across from him was Jacob, who scowled at Abe over his cards. Next to Jacob was a scruffy miner, who was puffing away on what smelled like the cheap, stale cigars that were mostly favored around town.

      

      The man to Abe’s right, however, was a smartly dressed businessman. He was puffing away on a fat cigar with a shiny band.

      

      “Nice smoke,” Abe said.

      

      “Thank you. Brought this with me all the way from New York,” the man replied.

      

      “Long way, what are you in town for?” Abe asked.

      

      “Traveling salesman. Just passing through,” he said.

      

      “So, you’ve been around a lot of places then?” Abe asked, as he pulled the cigar band out of his pocket. “Ever seen this kind of cigar before?”

      

      The man took the band and studied it closely.

      

      “Oh, yeah, this is nice. Very nice. Don’t see this very often around towns like these,” he said.

      

      “Is this why you decided to harass me again? To begin a hobby out of fine cigar collecting?” Jacob growled.

      

      Abe ignored him and pressed on. “Where would one usually purchase these?”

      

      “Oh, you won’t find this in a store. These are only brought over in smugglers crates. Black market kind of thing.” The man chuckled. “Where’d you get your hands on that?”

      

      Abe looked over at Jacob. “Oh, just found it lying around, seemed strange.”

      

      Jacob looked at him puzzled. He motioned to the businessman. “Let me see that.”

      

      He handed it over to Jacob, who took a long look at the band. “Smugglers, huh?” he asked.

      

      “Yeah, that was not imported legally. But collectors love them, so there’s a good black market for ‘em,” The businessman responded.

      

      Jacob’s face had gone paler.

      

      “You alright there, Mr. Fisher?” Abe asked.

      

      “Fine, I’m fine,” Jacob said briskly. “Where’d you find this, Abe?”

      

      “Over at the livery. It seems that Mr. Leary’s man, who disappeared a few days back, fancied the finer things in life,” Abe replied, watching Jacob closely.

      

      “Strange. Wonder where a hired man got a hold of something like that. Here, take it,” he handed it back to Abe.

      

      Was that a shake in his hand?

      

      “Gentlemen, shall we get back to the game at hand? Or are we all going to sit around and discuss discarded cigar bands?” Jacob asked, clearing his throat.

      

      “Actually, I better get back to things. Thanks for the help gentlemen,” Abe said, tipping his hat to the table. He stood up and stepped over to the bar. He put a coin down and looked Charlie in the eye.

      

      “Keep an eye on him for me, will ya?” Abe said, gesturing to Jacob.

      

      Charlie laughed. “Oh, I already do.”

      

      Abe headed out the door and strode over to the jailhouse. Ottie was sitting behind the desk, staring at the ransom note with his fingers on his temple. He didn’t even look up when Abe walked in.

      

      “Afternoon Ottie, any news?” Abe asked, as he plunked himself down in the chair across from him.

      

      “Nope. How was the drop point?” Ottie asked, still staring at the paper.

      

      “Nothing, just an old abandoned oil site. Looks like nobody’s been there since it shut down. Likely, our guy just rode past it on a whim one day and decided it would be a good spot. Difficult to hide nearby without being spotted. Hard for the pickup, but hard for an ambush too,” Abe said.

      

      “Hm. Well, looks like it’s going to come down to the ransom then,” Ottie sighed.

      

      “Well, I did discover something about that cigar we found,” Abe said.

      

      Ottie finally looked up. “Oh?”

      

      “They’re illegal. Only smugglers bring them in,” Abe said.

      

      “Which doesn’t help us any,” Ottie sighed. “A criminal smoking an illegal cigar doesn’t get us anywhere at all.”

      

      “No,” Abe said with a smile. “But Mr. Fisher certainly went pale when he looked at it.”

      

      “Abe, we can’t keep doing this,” Ottie gruffed. “You can’t keep going after Mr. Fisher over absolutely nothing.” His voice was strained and tired.

      

      “It’s not nothing Ottie. The roads keep leading back to this man and I can’t stop thinking there’s a reason for it,” Abe insisted.

      

      “Abe, I said to leave it alone. I’m done hearing about Mr. Fisher,” Ottie said.

      

      Abe looked at him.

      

      “Since when do you not trust me Ottie?” Abe asked.

      

      “Since you became so blind by your affection for Miss Laura that you’re ready to run her fiancé out of town the first chance you can find,” Ottie replied flatly.

      

      I can’t believe he thinks that’s it. That I’d be so simple.

      

      “Well, if my deputy services are proving to be lackluster then I better be getting back to the ranch,” Abe said, as he turned on his heel and headed back toward the door.

      

      “They may not have the money, Abe,” Ottie said, before Abe could step outside.

      

      Abe turned back to look at him. “What?”

      

      “Mr. Edmonds was in here earlier. He doesn’t have the money, and he’s led me to believe that it’s possible Mr. Fisher may not either,” Ottie said, as he looked Abe in the eye. “Mr. Fisher is trying to come through with it but he’s their last hope, so you need to leave it be with whatever you’re still holding against him.”

      

      Abe silently nodded.

      

      “Good. Let me know if you find out anything else,” Ottie said.

      

      Abe headed back outside and unhitched Bruce. They rode like hell back to the ranch.

      

      After he put Bruce away, he headed inside and sat down by the stove.

      

      Maybe it is just me. Maybe I want Jacob involved, because that will mean on the other side of this would be nothing but me and her.

      

      He sat in silence for a while, continuing to think.

      

      Nothing matters besides getting her back safely. Not Mr. Fisher, not even myself.

      

      He stood up and walked back over to the safe. He dialed in the combination and it swung open yet again. He reached in and began pulling out stacks of bills.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The tension at Aunt Ethel’s house had intensified. Xavier had wired all of his business associates and tried every excuse he could think of to try and gather up the money. Dorothy and Aunt Ethel knitted in silence, the burden of worry written all over their faces. Dorothy and Aunt Ethel had dutifully been preparing meals, but nearly all of them had been cleared unfinished. Any idle talk had been erased, and the only discussions were about Laura.

      

      The day before the ransom was due, Jacob strode in the door. His face did not foretell of good news.

      

      “All of my father’s assets are tied up in the practice. It seems he won’t be able to wire me the funds we need,” Jacob said.

      

      Dorothy put her knitting down and looked out the window, as a tear ran down her cheek.

      

      “But I just sent telegrams to some of my business associates that I’ve invested in, I have hope that they will come through with quite a bit of money, seeing how much I’ve given to them over the years,” Jacob said, as he straightened his coat and pulled his pipe out of his jacket.

      

      “And what if they don’t?” Aunt Ethel asked, looking at Jacob.

      

      He struck a match and lit his pipe. “It’ll come through.”

      

      Xavier looked at Jacob and then lit his own pipe.

      

      “Has anyone heard anything from the Sheriff?” he asked.

      

      “No, nothing yet,” Dorothy said.

      

      “I’m not holding my breath on those gents,” Jacob said. “Abe was in the saloon yesterday chattering on about a cigar band he found. A nothing lead.” He took a deep drag from his pipe and looked down at the floor.

      

      Abe arrived at Aunt Ethel’s house and slowly walked up to the porch. He took a deep breath.

      

      It’s all for her.

      

      A knock at the door cut through the tension inside. Xavier walked over and opened it. On the porch stood Abe.

      

      “Mr. Mavor, any news?” Xavier asked hopefully.

      

      “Well, no. Not on the investigation. Would you mind if I came in?” he said politely.

      

      “Yes, absolutely, come on in,” Xavier said, as he ushered him inside.

      

      “Thank you.”

      

      Abe stepped into the main room where Aunt Ethel and Dorothy eyed him expectantly. Jacob, however, continued to puff on his pipe and look down at the floor.

      

      Abe cleared his throat. “It’s looking like we don’t have much in the way of anything useful that gets us closer to finding her.”

      

      Dorothy sniffled as Abe continued.

      

      “So it’s looking like the ransom is our last option. And, seeing as how important it is to all of us to get Miss Laura back, I’d like to help out with that.”

      

      Abe reached into his coat and pulled out stacks of bills. He piled them up on the table as the family watched in shock.

      

      “Abe, I don’t know what to say,” Xavier said, as he stared at the money.

      

      “That’s so much money, Abe,” Aunt Ethel said, as she looked at him with tears in her eyes.

      

      “Well, it’s got to come from somewhere. Ranch has been doing well so I’m in the position to help out is all,” Abe replied.

      

      Jacob stood up and wordlessly walked over to the table. He grabbed a stack of bills and turned to face Abe.

      

      “What is this?” he hissed. “Was this the plan all along? Are you trying to humiliate me?”

      

      “What? No!” Abe said, as Jacob inched toward his face.

      

      “That’s it. That’s what it was. You arrange her disappearance and then you get to run in and play the hero,” Jacob shouted, as he waved the bills in Abe’s face.

      

      “Jacob, that’s enough,” Aunt Ethel said, as she grabbed Jacob’s arm. “I believe the appropriate response is to thank Abe for his generosity in our time of need.”

      

      Jacob looked at her incredulously, then a sneer crept across his face. “I expect nothing but defense of him from you, of course,” he said, as he yanked his arm away.

      

      “Look, Jacob,” Abe said slowly. “I understand we’ve had our differences, but the most important thing right now is making sure Laura gets back safely and it seems like, right now, this is our best way to make sure of that. Now, this ain’t about anything more than me having the ability to help out.”

      

      Jacob took another step toward Abe and then shoved the bills into his chest. “We don’t need it. My business associates will come through.”

      

      “Well, I wouldn’t be quite so hasty Jacob, perhaps we should thank Mr. Mavor for his generous offer and utilize it should those business associates of yours run into any problems,” Xavier said nervously.

      

      Jacob looked at everyone in the room with shock. “Does no one here believe that I can provide for my bride? That I can handle a crisis in this horrible, unpredictable time?”

      

      Everyone remained quiet, stunned at the outburst. Furiously, Jacob turned on his heel and strode out the door.

      

      Abe turned back to Xavier.

      

      “Look, Mr. Edmonds, I meant no offense…”

      

      Xavier waved his hand. “No need for that, Abe. I believe the worry has just gotten the better of Jacob, and all of us really.”

      

      “Yes, thank you so much for your generosity, Mr. Mavor,” Dorothy said with a weak smile. “It may just make the difference.”

      

      Aunt Ethel just looked at him with reassuring eyes.

      

      Abe cleared his throat and spoke in a commanding voice. “Now, this doesn’t mean that the Sheriff and I have given up.” His voice softened a bit. “This is just me, as a friend, trying to do whatever else I can.”

      

      Xavier clapped him on the shoulder reassuringly.

      

      “Well, I best be going, I’ll let you know if and when we find anything else,” Abe said, and with that, he packed the bills back into his coat and headed out the door. He hopped on Bruce’s back and rode straight to town. He stopped at the jailhouse. He burst through the doors, but Ottie wasn’t at his usual spot on the desk. Instead, one of Ottie’s deputies sat half-asleep in the corner.

      

      “Where’s the sheriff?” Abe asked.

      

      “He went out; he seemed to have something he thought of all the sudden,” the Deputy replied.

      

      “Did he tell you where he was going?” Abe asked, frustrated.

      

      “Nope, but he did bring that piece of paper with him that he’s been starin’ at,” the Deputy said, as he moved a big wad of tobacco from one cheek to the other.

      

      I bet I know where he went.

      

      “Thank you, take care of yourself, Deputy,” Abe said.

      

      He and Bruce rode straight back out toward the oil derrick. As he got closer, he saw no sign of Ottie. The shack stood as it did when he last visited it, completely alone.

      

      Where the hell is he?

      

      Bruce paced underneath him worriedly. He fussed with the bit and whinnied, as if he sensed something amiss.

      

      Suddenly, seemingly out of nowhere, Ottie and Midnight appeared. He rode straight up to Abe.

      

      “Abe, what are you doing out here?” Ottie asked.

      

      “Looking for you, where did you come from?” Abe asked.

      

      Ottie had a sly smile on his face. “C’mon, I’ll show you.”

      

      They rode west, away from the derrick. Just before the derrick disappeared from view, another surprise rose out of the landscape: the entrance to a mineshaft.

      

      “How’d you find this?” Abe asked Ottie.

      

      “I’ve lived in this town a long time, Abe. I just had to think for a bit to remember this old fool’s errand of a mine we had a long time back. Had a thought that it might have a view of that derrick,” Ottie said, with a smile.

      

      “I don’t believe this. You rode out here, caution to the wind, and found a spot for a stakeout even though the ransom note said not to? Where did Sheriff Oratius Kinkade, the man of great caution disappear to?” Abe asked, as he reached over and gave Ottie a shove, nearly unseating him from Midnight.

      

      “Look, I know I haven’t been the kindest to you these last few days. Truth is, I ain’t felt prepared for this sort of thing,” Ottie said. “But something has to be done. We don’t know that once this fella has his money, he won’t still hurt Miss Laura, and I’m not willing to take that chance.”

      

      I can’t believe it. We might actually have a shot at catching this man.

      

      “So, what’s the plan?” Abe asked.

      

      “Well, first I’ll let the family know a loose idea of what we’re planning. Then tonight, myself and the deputies will set up out here. I figure we get enough of a head start, then he won’t see us ride in, if he decides to watch this place tomorrow,” Ottie said. “Family drops off the money and then we grab him when he decides to show himself.”

      

      “Not bad, Ottie,” Abe said. “But I’ll be here as well.”

      

      “I figured there was no keeping you away, but there’s some things I’ll need you to take care of first,” Ottie replied.

      

      “Of course, anything Ottie.”
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        * * *

      

      As the sun was going down, Abe rode back up to Aunt Ethel’s house. He straightened his jacket and knocked on the door. Aunt Ethel opened it. The smell of freshly baked bread hit Abe’s nose.

      

      “Evening Abe! Do you have news?” Aunt Ethel asked.

      

      “I do, indeed. May I come in?” Abe asked.

      

      “Of course,” she said, as she stepped aside.

      

      Everything was as it was earlier, except for the absence of Jacob Fisher.

      

      “Well, I’ll get straight to it. The Sheriff isn’t certain that if we pay the ransom that we’ll get Laura back, so he’s planning on attempting to arrest the man when you folks drop off the money,” Abe said.

      

      “But…the note…isn’t that just as dangerous?” Dorothy asked worriedly.

      

      “The Sheriff seems to have an idea that’ll let him grab the fella before he even realizes he’s there,” Abe said reassuringly.

      

      Xavier sat silently, puffing away on his pipe.

      

      “Folks, I can’t let you know enough how much I care about getting Laura back safely. And I agree with the Sheriff that this is our best option,” Abe said firmly.

      

      “What do you need from us?” Xavier asked quietly.

      

      “Well, I’d appreciate if you kept all this as quiet as possible, of course,” Abe said. “And I’d like you to take the money I’ve offered so we can use it to catch this man.”

      

      Xavier nodded silently.

      

      “Where’s Mr. Fisher?” Abe asked, looking around.

      

      “I assume he’s back at the hotel, we haven’t seen him since this morning,” Aunt Ethel said.

      

      “Ah, well, I’d appreciate if you folks could pass the news on to him as soon as you can, I don’t think another visit from me would be to anyone’s benefit,” Abe said.

      

      “I think that’s wise. I’ll ride into town in the morning and talk to him,” Xavier said.

      

      “Thank you, sir. In the meantime, I’ll leave this with you folks,” Abe said as he removed the bills from his jacket, yet again, and placed them on the table. “Y’all take care tonight and try to get some sleep.”

      

      He headed back out into the cold night. He rode to the ranch, which looked even darker and colder than usual. He stepped inside, but instead of lighting a fire, he just lit a lamp. He headed back to the safe, but this time he didn’t retrieve bills. Instead, he grabbed a box of bullets. He opened his revolver and quietly loaded every chamber. He swung the barrel back in with a click.

      

      Next, he headed out to the barn. Many coils of rope were hung along the wall. He ran his hands along each one, like a doctor examining his instruments. He pulled one off the wall and headed back outside. He squared up against a wooden barrel he had set for roping practice. He set the lantern down and began to swing the rope above his head.

      

      He let it fly in a perfect arc. It landed squarely around the barrel and he pulled it tight with a swift motion. He stepped over, loosened the rope from the barrel, and stepped back to where  he’d started. Over and over again, he roped the barrel. Each arc was perfect and, each time, he tightened it with speed. As he did, he thought of Laura’s face as she watched him in the roping competition.

      

      This man won’t get away from me. Not even a chance.

      

      As the oil in the lamp burned down to its last drops, he finally relented his practice. He recoiled the rope, adjusted his pistol in his holster, and hopped back on Bruce’s back.

      

      Then, in the dark of night, Abe and Bruce headed back out toward the old mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Under the glow of the lamps, Xavier stepped inside the saloon. It was a lively night, with drunken miners, cowboys, and businessmen filling almost every table. With the Jubilee only days away, the town was packed with revelers. Xavier was too distracted to even notice the festive atmosphere.

      

      Xavier spotted Jacob, who was sitting at the bar, nursing a drink. He slid into a seat next to him. Jacob looked worse than Xavier had ever seen him, disheveled with deep, dark bags under his eyes. He didn’t even seem to notice Xavier’s presence.

      

      “Evening Jacob,” Xavier said.

      

      “Evening,” Jacob said, without looking over.

      

      Charlie came over to Xavier. “What can I get you?”

      

      “Oh, house whiskey, thank you,” Xavier responded.

      

      Charlie poured him a glass.

      

      “Another for me,” Jacob slurred, as he held his glass up to Charlie, who reluctantly poured him another.

      

      “How are you doing with all that’s happened, Jacob?” Xavier asked.

      

      “How do you think I’m doing?” Jacob asked angrily. “Ever since you and my father agreed on this deal, my life has been nothing but one spiraling hell.”

      

      “Well, none of us could possibly have anticipated this horrible event,” Xavier said, shocked.

      

      “Oh? What if one of your many debts is being called in the only way they can think?” Jacob looked at Xavier’s shocked face. “What, you think I didn’t know? My father told me what a sad state your business is in. How you were all but sunk, before he agreed to take on some of the debts for you, in exchange for my marriage. Now I’m stuck in this god-forsaken town, being shaken down for every penny I’ve got.”

      

      “Mr. Fisher, I can’t believe you could possibly accuse us of this misfortune!” Xavier said, in an angry whisper, attempting to not draw attention to them.

      

      Jacob continued on, seemingly unphased. “You know the worst part? When this is all over, what do I get? Your ungrateful daughter who would rather swoon at that brute of a rancher than show me one ounce of affection after all I’ve tried to give her.” He took a big swig of his drink and tapped on the bar for another.

      

      “She’ll come around! She just wasn’t…expecting all of this. She’s a high-spirited girl but when duty calls, she’s loyal and hard-working,” Xavier said strongly.

      

      “Oh, save it. I know she’ll never care for me. And now I’ll be stuck with that, and her pathetic in-laws. That’s my life now,” Jacob said bitterly.

      

      Xavier didn’t know what to say.

      

      Who is this man I’ve promised my daughter to?

      

      “Well, we can sort all of that, once we get her back. Did your business associates come through?” Xavier asked coldly.

      

      Jacob silently took a drink and glared at Xavier. “Is that why you came here? Hoping that my money would bail you out?”

      

      “Jacob, this is important. Did you get it?” Xavier could feel anger building up inside him.

      

      Jacob looked away and drank. “Of course, I have it. It’ll be here, over the wire, in the morning.”

      

      Xavier felt a wave of relief wash over him. “Well, that’s excellent news, because the Sheriff has a plan.”

      

      Jacob set his drink down and stared at Xavier. “What?”

      

      “Come on, I’ll tell you outside,” Xavier said, as he put a few coins on the bar for the drinks.

      

      Jacob followed him out to the street. Xavier leaned in close.

      

      “The Sheriff is planning on staking out the drop off point and apprehending the kidnapper,” Xavier told him.

      

      “But…He’ll see them! There’s no way they can catch him without endangering Laura’s life!” Jacob stuttered.

      

      “They seem confident they can do it. There’s no saying this man will release her once we pay him the ransom,” Xavier said confidently.

      

      Jacob stood there, stunned. “I see. Well, let’s hope by this time tomorrow, this entire horrible affair is behind us.”

      

      “Indeed. Of course, it’s important that we keep this within the family,” Xavier said.

      

      “Of course, of course,” Jacob muttered quietly. He straightened up and looked Xavier in the eye. “Well, thank you for telling me, I best try to get some sleep tonight.”

      

      With that, he shook Xavier’s hand and stumbled off toward the hotel. Xavier could feel a sinking knot in his stomach.

      

      What have I done?

      

      He rode back to the house, where Dorothy and Aunt Ethel were still up, knitting by the fire. Dorothy smiled at him when he walked in the door.

      

      “How did it go with Mr. Fisher?” she asked.

      

      Xavier sat down and lit his pipe. “Not as well as I would have hoped. I’m not so certain about him anymore Dorothy.”

      

      He saw worry cross her face. “He’s a bit arrogant but, Xavier, isn’t he our last option? Who else in Tucson has the money we’ll need to save the store?”

      

      “Indeed. But Laura is our daughter and I’m afraid I’ve given her to a man whose constitution is less than what I would have hoped,” Xavier said sullenly, as he puffed away on his pipe.

      

      Dorothy put her knitting down and walked over to him. She took his hand and looked into his eyes.

      

      “You’ve always done what’s best for our family, Xavier. I’m certain whatever doubts you’re having about Jacob are only due to this incredibly difficult situation. Once this unpleasantness is over, I’m sure he will be a fine husband to our daughter.”

      

      Xavier patted her hand. “I appreciate your faith in me Dorothy, I’m just not certain of that anymore.”

      

      Aunt Ethel quietly continued her knitting. Xavier looked over at her.

      

      “What do you think Ethel?” he asked.

      

      “If I’m being honest, I haven’t cared much for him. Far too arrogant for my taste. But I’ve never had much of a taste for the well-to-do folks,” she replied.

      

      “Well, by this time tomorrow we should have our baby girl back! That’s something to be happy about!” Dorothy said with a smile.

      

      “Dorothy, it’s a bit early to be celebrating, there’s still quite a bit more in front of us before that happens. We just have to place a lot of faith in the Sheriff and his men, that this all goes well,” Xavier said quietly.

      

      “I’ve known Sheriff Oratius for years, there’s no reason not to place our faith in him. He’s a good and intelligent man,” Aunt Ethel said confidently. “And say what you like about Abe, but I’m glad to have him helping as well. He’s a strong, brave man.”

      

      “Outside of that unpleasantness with Mr. Fisher, I have to say he’s given us no reason not to trust him,” Xavier admitted.

      

      “He still seems a bit brutish to me.” Dorothy scoffed. “And I don’t like the way he looked at her before she disappeared.”

      

      “Oh, don’t be like that, Dorothy,” Aunt Ethel scolded. “Xavier used to look at you the exact same way.”

      

      “Ethel!” Dorothy exclaimed, as a blush appeared on her cheeks. Xavier let out a hearty laugh.

      

      “She’s not wrong. I tried to hide it when I met you, but you were so beautiful, I’m sure I had it written all over my face.” Xavier lovingly touched Dorothy’s face. She blushed even further before returning to her knitting.

      

      “I cannot stop thinking of her tonight. Where she might be, what horrible place she may have to sleep in, if she can sleep at all.” Dorothy’s hands shook as she attempted to continue knitting, but clearly struggled with her emotions.

      

      “She’s a strong girl Dorothy, stronger than you realize. She’ll take care of herself. She’ll be smart,” Aunt Ethel reassured her.

      

      “How can you be so calm, Ethel?” Dorothy asked.

      

      “Nothing’s achieved from too much fretting, I just try to have faith in what the future may hold,” Aunt Ethel said, the wisdom landing heavily on the room.

      

      “You’re an impressive woman Ethel, remaining so strong through all that’s happened,” Xavier chimed in.

      

      “Thank you, Xavier,” Ethel said, with a smile. “This of course, doesn’t mean worry can’t take hold of me. Like Dorothy, I worry about what horrible place she might be in and what kind of horrible man she might be with. But I try to put it out of my mind and focus on praying for her safety.”

      

      Xavier settled into his chair and began thoughtfully puffing on his pipe. His thoughts returned to his earlier meeting with Jacob.

      

      Something just doesn’t seem right about Jacob, I don’t know what though.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Abe kept Bruce at a quiet trot as he traveled through the inky darkness that enveloped them after they left the glowing lamps of the town. Bruce tossed his head anxiously.

      

      I know boy, we’ll be there soon.

      

      After a while, he could barely make out the entrance to the mine. He dismounted and carefully led Bruce inside the opening. Just down the tunnel, he could see a faint light glowing. He tied Bruce to a stake just inside the entrance and headed toward the light. As he rounded the bend, he saw Ottie and two of his deputies sitting around the glow of a lantern.

      

      “Evening, gentlemen,” Abe said.

      

      “Evening,” Ottie replied. “Take a seat.”

      

      Abe sat down on the ground across from Ottie.

      

      “Does the family understand what’s expected of them?” Ottie asked.

      

      “Seems so. I guess now we just wait,” Abe replied, as he pulled a piece of wood out of his jacket and began to carve away with his knife.

      

      Ottie turned to his deputies. “You two take the first watch outside, make sure no one sneaks up on us, or heads to the drop point. We’ll relieve you later.”

      

      The two deputies nodded and headed toward the entrance to the tunnel, leaving Abe and Ottie alone.

      

      “How are you doing?” Ottie asked.

      

      “Fine,” Abe replied, as he whittled.

      

      “You sure?” Ottie pressed.

      

      “What are you getting at, Ottie?” Abe asked, without looking up.

      

      “Well, all goes well, tomorrow we’ll have caught this bastard and Laura will be back home where she belongs. Which is also with Mr. Fisher,” Ottie said.

      

      “All I’m hearing so far is facts. I’m not hearing any questions,” Abe replied.

      

      “Well, I’m asking if I’m going to be breaking up any more fights once she’s back. I’ll need to clear out room in the jailhouse just in case,” Ottie said.

      

      Abe continued to carve as he tried to collect his thoughts.

      

      What am I going to do? I can’t let her marry that bastard, but what can I do about it?

      

      “I can’t think about that yet, Ottie. I just want to focus on getting her back safely,” Abe replied.

      

      “I understand. If it helps, I can’t stand the man either,” Ottie chuckled. He reached behind him and pulled out his hip flask and took a swig, then handed it to Abe.

      

      Abe grabbed it and took a sip. “Since when did you become the talkative one?” he asked Ottie, with a smile.

      

      “Well, not that I’d wish what’s happened on anyone, but between your lovelorn attitude and trying to solve this case, I finally have a good reason to talk to folks,” Ottie replied, as he grabbed the flask.

      

      “Took you long enough. If we don’t watch out, you’ll be hanging a shingle as one of those ‘private investigators,’” Abe said, with a chuckle.

      

      “Nah, I’ll be happy for this all to go back to normal soon. Just a normal, quiet life with the family,” Ottie said.

      

      “Your wife still with you, given how much time you been away from home lately?”

      

      “Oh, I’ll have quite a bit of apologizing to do, that’s for damn sure.” Ottie laughed. “We still roping on Jubilee day?”

      

      “I forgot all about that. Other boys might have a fighting chance this time.”

      

      “Hell, no, even rust-covered, the great Abe Mavor will still stand above all. That’s why I fought Thomas Singleton to be your roping partner.”

      

      Abe looked at Ottie, shocked. “You what?”

      

      “That’s right. We had a fistfight over it back in school before our first competition,” Ottie grinned.

      

      “How did I never find out about this?” Abe asked, flabbergasted.

      

      “Made him swear never to tell anyone. Had him tell everyone he fell off his horse and got that black eye,” Ottie took a long, victorious drink from the flask.

      

      “I can’t believe I bought that story. Hell, I wasn’t even planning on partnering with him, he just seemed so desperate, I had to practice a few times with him.” Abe laughed.

      

      “Well, gave me a chance to work on my right hook.” Ottie chuckled.

      

      The two men sat quietly for a bit. Abe continued to carve by the glow of the lamplight. He worked his knife into the soft wood, shapes and forms beginning to appear in the surface.

      

      If only life was as easy to shape as this wood. I’d carve out a life very different from this one. A life with her. A life without Jacob.

      

      Flowers like the ones on Aunt Ethel’s cane began to take form. He carved delicate details into the stems and petals. His mother loved flowers. The first thing he had ever carved was a rose in the top of a little wooden box he had made for her. After a while, Abe broke the silence.

      

      “So, what’s the plan tomorrow?”

      

      “Family will drop the money off about midday, like we discussed. You and I will stake out just outside the mine until we see our man approach, then ride in and grab him,” Ottie said.

      

      Abe’s brow furrowed with concern. “He’ll see us coming a mile away, Ottie. We don’t know how good or how fast a rider he is.”

      

      “Well we can’t get any closer or he’ll see us.” Ottie said, exasperated.

      

      “Us, yes. Me, maybe not,” Abe replied.

      

      “What are you suggesting?”

      

      “I leave Bruce here and walk out there tonight. I’ll hide somewhere in the shack and wait for him. Hopefully, I can hold him there until you and the deputies can ride in.”

      

      “Seems risky, he could see you. He could also, you know, shoot you,” Ottie said, with concern.

      

      Abe unholstered his pistol. “Roping ain’t my only talent. I believe I out shot you in two-gun more than a few times.”

      

      “I don’t love it, Abe,” Ottie said.

      

      “I thought this was the new sheriff. Bold, throwing caution to the wind,” Abe pressed.

      

      “Yes, this was that sheriff. This plan. Not putting you three feet away from someone who’s definitely a kidnapper, and might be a murderer, for all we know.”

      

      Abe stood up. Ottie sighed and looked at him.

      

      “I know, I can’t stop you,” Ottie said, as he shook his head.

      

      “Not a bit. Sorry friend,” Abe said. “Keep a good eye on Bruce for me, he’s been pretty anxious lately.”

      

      Abe grabbed a lantern and strode out of the mine. Before he left, he gave Bruce a firm pat.

      

      “I’ll be back later for you, boy. You can’t go with me this time.”

      

      Bruce snorted in what felt like a solid protest. Abe turned and headed out of the mine into the dark night.
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        * * *

      

      Laura lay on the floor of the stall, straw poking into numerous bits of her skin. Somewhere else in the barn, Harry’s snores rattled and wheezed with growing intensity.

      

      Tomorrow. One way or another, this will all be over tomorrow.

      

      She could feel the telegram folded against her chest. It might as well have been folded gold.

      

      I just need to get out of here. I’m sure Abe is close. I can feel it. And I can’t wait to tell him what I’ve discovered.

      

      She tucked her hands underneath her head and tried to get comfortable. Her stomach growled in anxious protest. She felt sick.

      

      I need to sleep. I need to be sharp in case something goes wrong. I need to be sharp in case Abe finds me before tomorrow evening.

      

      Harry let out a huge snort. An owl hooted in the ceiling rafters. Somewhere close, something shuffled in the straw. Laura sighed.

      

      I don’t know how much sleeping could possibly happen.

      

      Laura shivered in the cold. To distract herself, she tried to think of home. But funny enough, home materialized as Aunt Ethel’s house. It was clearer in her mind than Tucson. Her memory materialized scenes from the past year. Painting with Abe. Making marmalades. The cozy warmth of the fire on Christmas.

      

      As the night closed in, her mind focused on that fire. The warmth that radiated from the hearth and from Abe’s presence.
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        * * *

      

      As Abe approached the shack, he blew out his lantern.

      

      Better to be safe from prying eyes.

      

      He gave his eyes a moment to adjust to the blackness. Moonlight was spilling across the landscape and the faint blue outlines of the world began to come into view. He continued to walk toward the shack. When he arrived, he gently pushed the door open, hand on his pistol. The moonlight began to shine into the shack, barely illuminating the small interior.

      

      Abe looked corner to corner, his heart pounding as a realization came over him.

      

      What’s to say he’s not in here waiting, just in case?

      

      He paused and listened. Nothing stirred. He carefully took a few steps inside the shack. Still nothing. He shut the door behind him and re-lit the lamp, keeping the flame low. The flickering orange light revealed the cabin exactly as it had been before, the cans on the floor undisturbed, the dust still laying thick over every surface.

      

      In the corner was a ladder, leading up to a small attic in the shack. Abe put one foot on it and leaned against it to test its sureness. It held, so he began to scale the ladder, and hoisted himself into the attic. It was small, no more than a storage alcove, with only enough space for Abe to lay down. Abe turned himself around so his head was facing the ladder and extinguished the lamp. He settled himself into the darkness, his saddlebag tucked underneath his head with a day’s worth of provisions stuffed inside.

      

      So, now, we wait.

      

      In the silent darkness, he began to let his thoughts wander over the events of the last few weeks.

      

      How the hell did I end up here? Never in my life would I have imagined ending up where I am right now, in this shack.

      

      And there they were again, those hazel eyes. They were staring down at him through the darkness, the eyes that had driven this lonely rancher to believe in more than just roping and riding. His mind then wandered to her kidnapper, and rage built up inside him.

      

      Will I be able to control myself until Ottie gets here?

      

      His fingers ran up and down his pistol in the holster, his mind racing.

      

      I’ll do whatever is necessary to get her back. That much I know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning sun rose over Santa Clara. At Aunt Ethel’s house, the tension had risen to insurmountable heights. Xavier awoke to the sounds of Dorothy and Ethel cooking breakfast, but while there was usually some lively chatter, they were silent.

      

      He emerged from the bedroom and greeted the ladies.

      

      “Well, I guess today is it, huh?” he said, as he took his place at the table.

      

      “Indeed,” Aunt Ethel replied, as she placed a cup of coffee in front of him.

      

      As the food hit the table, Xavier’s eyes wandered over to a sack in the corner. Inside were the bills that Abe had left.

      

      Xavier cleared his throat. “I’ll head straight into town to talk to Mr. Fisher. We’ll see if his money has come through.”

      

      Dorothy nodded silently. As breakfast was served, all that could be heard was the scrape of forks against plates, though the plates barely emptied. Ethel kept looking over at the wall, tracing the paintings of flowers with her eyes, as if she thought they would map out the way to Laura. Xavier ate quickly and as soon as his plate was cleared, stood up from the table and grabbed his hat.

      

      “I’ll be off then. I’ll be back this afternoon before the drop off,” he said.

      

      And with that, he strode out the door and headed into town.
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        * * *

      

      It was about ten when he rode up to the hotel. The desk clerk tipped his hat to him.

      

      “Mr. Fisher should be in sir, haven’t seen him come down yet this morning,” the clerk said to Xavier.

      

      “Thank you,” Xavier replied as he headed up the stairs to Jacob’s room. When he arrived, he knocked on the door. He could hear a rustling inside, but no reply

      

      “Jacob? It’s Xavier. May I speak with you?” Xavier said, through the door.

      

      He heard more rustling, but still, no answer. Xavier slowly tried the handle, and the door unlatched. He stepped into the room.

      

      The room was in a state of chaos. Clothes were strewn around, the doors on the trunk and wardrobe were ajar. Jacob lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling.

      

      “Jacob, are you alright?” Xavier asked.

      

      “Fine. Just fine,” Jacob replied, his voice sounding far away.

      

      Xavier didn’t know what to do. “What’s going on?” he asked.

      

      Jacob continued to stare at the ceiling, as if he hadn’t heard him. Xavier stepped closer to him.

      

      “Jacob, get up,” he said firmly.

      

      Jacob slowly sat up on the bed. He looked over at Xavier blankly.

      

      “Jacob, are you alright?”

      

      As if a switch flipped inside him, Jacob shook his head. “I’m fine. I’m fine. Sorry, it’s been a bit of a difficult morning.”

      

      Xavier patted him on the back. “I understand. This unpleasantness will all be over soon.”

      

      “Yes, yes, it will,” Jacob replied.

      

      “So, did your business partners come through for us?” Xavier asked.

      

      “Indeed, they should be wiring the full amount over later today,” Jacob said confidently.

      

      “Before sunset?” Xavier asked nervously.

      

      “I certainly should hope so,” Jacob replied.

      

      Xavier looked around the room at the chaos. “What happened here?”

      

      “Oh, just couldn’t find a set of my cufflinks anywhere,” Jacob replied with a chuckle.

      

      Xavier laughed and winked at Jacob. “Ah, well, hopefully Laura will help keep your things straight once you two are married.”

      

      “Indeed,” Jacob replied.

      

      Xavier contemplated for a moment.

      

      “Alright then, I’ll meet you back here at around four o’clock this afternoon and we’ll head to the drop off.” He smiled at Jacob. “If all goes well, we’ll catch that bastard and won’t lose a cent.”

      

      “Let us hope,” Jacob said nervously.

      

      “There’s not a thing that I’ll enjoy more than seeing the Sheriff throw that degenerate in prison,” Xavier said angrily. “Well, I’d best get back to the ladies, they’ll be fretting away all day.”

      

      With that, he tipped his hat to Jacob and headed back out the door. He paused a moment before heading back.

      

      That was so unlike Jacob. Or maybe I’ve just been blind to his temperament this whole time.

      

      With that, he set back out, toward Aunt Ethel’s house.
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        * * *

      

      The morning sunlight cut through the wooden slats of the barn. Laura’s entire body ached as her eyes opened. Too little water, too little food, and the tight ropes around her wrists and ankles had taken their toll.  She tried to straighten herself up, but she couldn’t. Instead, she just stared into the sunbeams. Behind her, she heard Harry shuffling around. He grunted to himself like a bear who had been woken out of hibernation. Soon, he was right outside the stall.

      

      “Good mornin’. Today’s the big day,” he said, with a sickly smile.

      

      Laura just lay there silently.

      

      “Oh, what? Sad to be leavin’ me?” His voice had a nauseating excitement to it.

      

      Because today it’s all over for him, he gets what he wants and continues on.

      

      He let himself into the stall and bent down. He offered a canteen of water to Laura. She gingerly reached forward and raised it to her lips, letting the cool water run down not only her throat but her face as well.

      

      “There’s a good girl. I need to have you nice and strong an’ well. Can’t be handing back damaged goods now,” Harry said.

      

      I guess I’ll accept that as some form of care.

      

      “So, what do I need to do?” Laura asked.

      

      “For now, keep sittin’ tight, I’m going to go make sure that Sheriff of yours isn’t planning something.” And with that, Harry stood up and left the stall. Moments later she heard the barn door open, and he was gone.

      

      Laura lay still against the floor of the stall, too weak, tired, and defeated to move.

      

      Abe, where are you? Why haven’t you come.

      

      So, this was it then. She feared that her life was now in the hands of money that her family did not have.

      

      Come on Laura, you have to try to do something.

      

      She had been studying the stall for days but had seen no way to undoing her ropes. However, this morning, the sun just happened to hit a spot where a single nail was protruding from one of the wooden planks of the stall. With great effort, she inched herself over toward it. When she was right on top of it, she raised her aching arms toward it and slowly began to rub the ropes against it.

      

      Please work, you have to.

      

      Tiny bits of rope frayed off with every pass, but the ropes were thick. She kept working back and forth, wearing them down just a tiny bit at a time. Her wrists were on fire, the raw skin protesting with every movement. She gritted her teeth and kept going.

      

      The shafts of light grew longer as Laura kept rubbing and rubbing. But over time, it became clear that the ropes were just too thick. Her arms were weakening with every movement. She could only keep it up for moments at a time. Exhausted, she slumped back against the wall, unable to lift her arms again. She felt hopeless, defeated.

      

      So, that’s it then. That’s all I can do. Now, nothing left, but to wait out my fate.

      

      The silent tears rolled down her face.
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        * * *

      

      The sunlight sliced through the slats in the attic where Abe was laying. He jerked awake suddenly, his back drenched in sweat.

      

      Well, I guess I was able to get a few hours of sleep.

      

      He looked around the cramped space. There was a small crate at the back, but it was, otherwise, empty. He stretched as best as he could and listened to the world around him. Everything was quiet. Then, in the distance, he heard faint hoofbeats. He quickly turned over and pulled his pistol out of the holster. He swung the chamber open and checked the bullets nestled inside.

      

      The hoofbeats thundered closer as he swung the chamber shut. He crouched at the ladder, trying to slow his breathing. The sun glinted off the tip of his revolver as he waited. Within moments, the rider was upon him.

      

      Come here you bastard. I’m ready for you.

      

      And, then, to his surprise, the rider rode right on by, the hoofbeats fading off in the direction of the town. Abe felt his tense muscles release and he dropped his head to the floor in frustration.

      

      Likely just a postal rider.

      

      He reached into his bag and pulled out a dry biscuit. As he ate, he thoughtfully spun the chamber on his pistol, trying to pass the time.
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        * * *

      

      After the morning chores had been finished, Dorothy and Aunt Ethel sat knitting quietly. Dorothy’s hands shook with each stitch, her eyes dark with worry and lack of sleep. Aunt Ethel put her knitting down and looked at Dorothy.

      

      “I absolutely cannot believe all this trouble that has happened. I can’t help but feel partly responsible,” she said.

      

      “No, Ethel, of course you’re not responsible.” Dorothy sighed. “Though I still can’t make heads or tails out of why any of this has happened. This was just supposed to be a short visit to introduce her and Jacob.”

      

      “Dorothy, it’s just us here,” Aunt Ethel said with a pause. “Do you really think that Jacob Fisher is the right husband for your daughter?”

      

      “He’s the best choice to secure her future,” Dorothy said quietly.

      

      “But, really, Dorothy. You got lucky with Xavier, he’s a good man, who adores you, and had good prospects when you married. Do you see any of that in Mr. Fisher?” Aunt Ethel asked.

      

      Dorothy knitted quietly for a few moments.

      

      “No, not all of it,” she replied flatly.

      

      “When this is all over, when she’s had time to recover, might you at least consider some other options for her? Perhaps even let her choose her own husband?” Aunt Ethel asked gently.

      

      Dorothy sighed, “My feelings on Mr. Fisher aside, I don’t think that’s an option Ethel. Especially now that he’s reached out to all his business contacts to come up with the ransom money.”

      

      “I still don’t feel good about him, Dorothy. There must be some other way,” Aunt Ethel said, as she continued her knitting. Before Dorothy could answer, Xavier strode through the door.

      

      “Any news from, Mr. Fisher?” Dorothy asked.

      

      “Yes, seems his business associates will be wiring him the money this afternoon,” Xavier said, but his voice was strangely distant.

      

      “Everything alright, Xavier?” Aunt Ethel asked.

      

      “Yes, fine. Jacob just seemed to be in a bit of a state when I found him. I believe this whole affair has taken quite a toll on him,” Xavier said, as he lit his pipe.

      

      “Not the strongest constitution on that one,” Aunt Ethel remarked. Dorothy shot her a correcting look. Xavier grunted, as he thoughtfully smoked his pipe. And they all waited as the clock ticked away, counting down to one of the biggest evenings of their lives.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun was beginning its descent toward the horizon as Xavier straightened his jacket in the mirror. He took a long look at himself.

      

      Alright, I’m coming for you, Laura.

      

      He carefully began to tuck the bills that Abe had left into the pockets of his jacket.

      

      Just to be safe.

      

      He hugged Aunt Ethel and Dorothy, and then headed out the door, mounted up on his horse and rode back toward the hotel. The town was still bustling about, the evening quiet had not yet set in. He arrived on the steps of the hotel and headed inside. He tipped his hat to the desk clerk and began to head up the stairs.

      

      “He’s not in, sir,” the desk clerk called after him.

      

      Xavier turned around quickly. “Excuse me? Mr. Fisher you mean?”

      

      The desk clerk nodded. “Yes, sir. He headed out in a hurry about an hour ago.”

      

      That’s strange, we said we would meet here. Did he go ahead to the drop site?

      

      “Thank you, sir. Was there any indication as to where he went?” Xavier asked.

      

      The clerk shook his head. “No, he just breezed out of here in a whirlwind and rode off.”

      

      Xavier strode back down the stairs and back out onto the street. He scanned up and down for any sign of Jacob’s horse, but there was none. He hurried over to the post office, but he found the doors locked and no one was there.

      

      I’m sure the money has come through and he just headed on out to the drop site. I’ll join him.

      

      He carefully reached inside his jacket until his fingers found the bills safely tucked inside. With a sigh, he mounted up on his horse and began the ride out to the drop site.
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        * * *

      

      Laura could hear Harry shuffling around anxiously in the barn. Her own stomach was churning. It was only hours now until the money was due. No one had come for her. She felt weak and hopeless.

      

      My life ends today, either way. Either at the hands of a criminal or in the arms of Jacob Fisher.

      

      Harry appeared over the stall door and let himself in. He placed an apple and a piece of bread in her lap. She didn’t reach for them.

      

      “Don’t be like that, miss. Need you in good shape when I hand ya back,” Harry grunted.

      

      Laura didn’t respond, she just stared back into the straw. Harry sat across from her, munching on his own apple and staring at her.

      

      “I don’t get it. Today you’re rid of me and you’re sittin’ here like the world is endin’. You gonna miss ol’ Harry?” he prodded. “Or is it you ain’t got faith in your fiancé to come thru for ya?”

      

      She glanced up at him but still didn’t respond. He chuckled. “I don’t blame ya. Those rich boys, them’s the one’s you gotta look out for. They talk a big game but ain’t all got the means to back it up. Stupid, the lot of ‘em. At least I’m an honest criminal. What ya see is what ya get.”

      

      “How noble of you,” Laura responded dryly.

      

      “It’s the truth. I’d rather be an honest criminal than a lying gentleman,” he snorted.

      

      “I’m sure the men, those stars on your arm represent, would disagree,” Laura said, with venom in her voice.

      

      Harry scoffed as he took another huge bite of his apple. “Well, I ain’t heard anything from ‘em. And soon, one way or another, I won’t be hearing much from you, miss.”

      

      With that, he hefted himself to his feet and left the stall. Laura stared at the outer wall of the barn. Her heart felt like it was bleeding. She kept hoping that if she stared long enough, the figure of Abe would materialize, riding up to the barn astride Bruce, there to take her away from Harry and Jacob.

      

      But no matter what, I swear I will not marry Jacob. Abe, do you hear me? I swear it.

      

      She pressed her hand against the piece of paper tucked into her chest, the final nail securing her resolve.
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        * * *

      

      Ottie sat at the entrance to the mine. His eyes were fixed on the horizon. Nothing that happened in the jailhouse had prepared him for this. But his pistol was loaded, his men were at the ready, and there was no way that this man was going to escape them.

      

      One of his deputies sat next to him, his rifle trained on the horizon as he moved a big piece of tobacco back and forth between his jaw.

      

      “Any ideas who we might be dealing with, Sheriff?” he asked.

      

      “Your guess is as good as mine. Best I figure it, we’re dealing with some highway outlaws that may have run into Mr. Fisher and got a mind about them to part some of his money from him by way of Miss Laura,” Ottie said.

      

      “Think they’ll be shootin?” he asked.

      

      “Oh, I’d count on it,” Ottie replied.

      

      The deputy paused and thought for a moment. “I ain’t never shot a man before. I wonder what it might be like.”

      

      Ottie chuckled. “I’ve seen your marksmanship. I doubt we’ll have an answer to that today.”

      

      The deputy looked at him incredulously, then chuckled to himself and set his eyes back on the horizon. Ottie continued to sit and think.

      

      Ain’t never shot a man either. But if it comes down to it, I guess that’s what has to be done.

      

      And, then, another thought roiled in Ottie’s head.

      

      I doubt I’ll be the one firing the first shot. I sent the one man with something personal on the line out there alone. That might’ve been the stupidest thing I’ve ever done.

      

      He tried to push the thought away. In all his years of knowing his friend, Abe’s passion had never clouded his judgement. Abe could feel strongly but still keep his head on straight. The Abe he knew wouldn’t do anything overly stupid.

      

      But…this isn’t the Abe I’ve known. Because that man has never been in love before.
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        * * *

      

      Abe laid on his back, spinning his revolver chamber over and over. The day had crawled by, as he sat there alone, and thoughts ran through his head like bullets. Thoughts of Laura, of Jacob, and of who might step through that door later. What would he do if he had to stare down a man who may have hurt Laura? The bullets in their chamber taunted him.

      

      Suddenly, he heard hoofbeats outside. He snapped the chamber back in place and turned to stare down the ladder. The hoofbeats continued, getting loud and louder in their approach. Then, just outside the shack, they stopped. Abe stilled his mind and his breath.

      

      Surely, it’s Jacob with the money.

      

      He heard heavy boots hit the ground and approach the door of the shack. The door slowly creaked open and the barrel of a gun appeared in the opening. Then, a voice softly called out.

      

      “Jacob?” Xavier appeared through the doorway and looked around.

      

      “Mr. Edmonds?” Abe called down.

      

      Xavier looked up and spotted Abe in the crawl space. “Abe?”

      

      Abe motioned to Xavier to lower his voice. Xavier spoke more softly. “Abe, have you seen Jacob?” he asked.

      

      “No, not a sight of him,” Abe replied.

      

      “He left the hotel a while ago, I thought he may have come here ahead of me to drop off the money,” Xavier said, worry clouding his face.

      

      “Did you bring what I left?” Abe asked. Xavier nodded and patted his jacket. “Good, leave it over there in the corner where I’ve got a sight of it and then get out of here, don’t want you lingering. Might make him think someone else is in here.”

      

      Xavier carefully placed the bundles of bills in the corner, tipped his hat to Abe, and strode out the door.

      

      Where the hell is Jacob?

      

      Abe stared down at the stack of money set deep into the shack. His money.

      

      Cowardly bastard.

      

      The hoofbeats of Xavier’s horse disappeared into the distance. Abe steadied his pistol hand and poised himself, barrel pointed at the door. It could be minutes, or it could be hours. Abe could feel his muscles tensing, every one ready to leap out onto the bastard the moment he stepped inside.

      

      Time continued to pass, the light began to hang lower and lower, dimming the light in the shack. Abe squinted through the encroaching darkness. The dark and the chill set in, cutting through his clothes. The darkness seemed to amplify the silence until a faint sound unsettled it. Like a rock thrown in a pond.

      

      Footsteps. Quiet, but deliberate. Abe felt a chill run through his entire body. They got louder and louder. Heavy boots slowly approaching the shack.

      

      Slowly, silently, he pulled back the hammer on his pistol with his thumb. It settled into place with a click that sounded as loud as a gunshot in the silent shack. The footsteps seemed to pause for a moment.

      

      Did he hear me?

      

      After what seemed like an eternity, the heavy boots plodded forward again, until it sounded like the man was right outside the door. Abe tried to quiet even his breath to a whisper as the door slowly opened with a deafening creak.

      

      The barrel of a revolver glinted menacingly in the moonlight, as it was held just inside the door’s opening. Abe could see the barrel scanning the interior, until he was almost staring right down it. Then suddenly, a shot rang out with a thundering bang.
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        * * *

      

      The gunshot ripped Ottie out of his thoughts. He ran from the interior of the mine to find both deputies outside jumping to their feet.

      

      “What the hell was that?” Ottie shouted.

      

      “No idea Sheriff. It sounds like it came from the drop point,” one deputy said breathlessly.

      

      “Well, what the hell are you standing here for, let’s go!” Ottie said, as he jumped onto Midnight’s back. “Saddle up and follow me.”

      

      And with that, Ottie gave Midnight a swift kick and shouted, “Ha!” as Midnight bolted out into the night.

      

      Ottie gripped the reigns with one hand and his pistol in another, as his mind raced.

      

      Abe, you better not have done something stupid, like getting yourself killed.
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        * * *

      

      Moonlight rained in through the bullet holes that perforated the tiny shack. Slowly, Harry stepped inside and looked around at his handiwork. He looked pleased. He spotted the money piled up in the corner and rubbed his hands together.

      

      “Well, now, looks like he finally came to his senses,” he said, gleefully.

      

      He quickly walked over and began to stuff the bills into a small burlap sack, quietly counting as he went along. As he placed the last bills into the sack, he quietly muttered to himself.

      

      “Thank you, Mr. Fisher. Pleasure doing business with you.”

      

      Suddenly, there was a thud behind him. He froze and then, slowly, began to turn around.

      

      “You better think long and hard about what you’re thinking of doing there, Jacob,” he said, with a hiss.

      

      When he turned around, his face quickly dissolved into an amused shock. Standing there was Abe, his pistol pointed straight at Harry’s heart.

      

      “I doubt Mr. Fisher would think too long on anything, but thankfully for Miss Edmonds, I’m not him,” Abe said coldly.

      

      “I know you, you’re that rancher that lives just outside town,” Harry said, with realization. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      

      “I’m the Sheriff’s deputy, here to make sure that Laura Edmonds gets home safely,” Abe said, keeping the pistol trained on Harry.

      

      “By yourself? Damn, these small town sheriff’s get stupider and stupider,” Harry said, and in a flash, he pulled his own pistol and trained it on Abe. He began to laugh. “See? Some deputy you are. If you were gonna shoot me, you’d have done it the second I reached for my gun, and yet, here we are.”

      

      In the darkness, Abe could see Harry’s menacing smile. His rage grew as his finger rested on the trigger. “Where is she?” Abe demanded.

      

      “Why the hell would I tell you that? What’s stopping me from shooting you dead right here boy and taking off with the money and the girl?” he growled, as he cocked the hammer on his pistol. He smiled a sickly, evil smile. “She’s darn pretty too. I can see why you’re sweet on her. Got a bit too much of a mouth on her though, but we won’t be doing much talking.”

      

      “Shut up,” Abe shouted. “And tell me where she is or you can pay for your crimes right here on this ground.”

      

      “Like I said boy, we both know you won’t do that.  But me on the other hand, I got three dead men, who doubted what I’d be capable of doing,” Harry said, as he raised his pistol straight at Abe’s heart. “Now move out of my way boy, or I’ll add you to my list.”

      

      Abe felt his heart begin to race and his grip tightened around the gun. He stared at Harry’s crooked grin and his finger ached against the trigger. He could see Laura’s face, desperate. And he heard her voice calling out to him.

      

      “Please, Abe, help me.”

      

      In a split second, Abe made his decision. And so did Harry. Two shots rang out in the shack, ripping through the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of two shots pierced Ottie’s ears as he and Midnight approached the shack at a breakneck pace. He leaned forward and pressed Midnight faster, his hands white as they gripped the reigns. The shack pulled closer and closer in view, and the cold night air tore through his clothes.

      

      In a minute, he was there. He pulled Midnight to a frantic stop, and Midnight let out a distressed neigh as he tossed his head and chomped on his bit. Ottie leapt off his back, drew his gun, and threw the door open.

      

      “Hands up! It’s the Sheriff!” he shouted.

      

      Slowly, the figure of Abe turned around. There was another figure on the ground, grunting in pain. Abe’s arm hung at his side, gripping his pistol.

      

      “You alright?” Ottie asked Abe.

      

      Abe nodded, then looked down at his shoulder, where a dark pool of blood was beginning to show through his shirt. He quickly clamped his hand down over it.

      

      “Just grazed me a bit. I’ll be fine. Jumped out of the way at the last moment,” Abe replied.

      

      Ottie looked at the figure laying on the ground. Inches away lay his revolver. Ottie strode over and kicked the gun away from him and trained his gun on Harry.

      

      “You hurt?” Ottie asked.

      

      “Shot in the leg,” he laughed. “Your damn deputy can’t shoot for hell.”

      

      “He’s sharp as any, you ain’t gonna get the easy way out, I’m taking you back to town, to stand trial for the kidnapping of Laura Edmonds. But first, tell us where the girl is,” Ottie demanded.

      

      “Go to hell,” Harry spat.

      

      Abe went red with rage. He pushed Ottie out of the way and grabbed Harry by his shirt collar. He hauled him to his feet and slammed him against the wall. Harry cried out in pain. Abe’s face was inches from Harry’s, his pistol pressed under Harry’s chin.

      

      “My first shot was kind, my second won’t be,” Abe said. “Tell me where she is.”

      

      “Your Sheriff won’t appreciate you killing his prisoner,” Harry said.

      

      “I don’t care, that’s my concern, not yours. Your concern is keeping me from pulling this trigger by telling me where the girl is,” Abe said, as he pressed the barrel deeper into Harry’s chin.

      

      Harry coughed and resigned. “Fine, fine. Ain’t worth all this shit, she’s three miles due west. At an old abandoned homestead.”

      

      With that, Abe holstered his pistol and dropped Harry to the ground. He gave a glance to Ottie.

      

      “Go, I got this one,” Ottie said, as he pulled a pair of irons from his belt. In the distance, Abe could hear the approach of the deputies. He stepped outside, to see Bruce running alongside the men. When Bruce saw Abe, he tossed his head with delight. The deputy let go of his reigns and Bruce bolted for Abe. He stopped dead in front of him and Abe hoisted himself onto his back. He set Bruce’s head to the west and they were off.

      

      His heart was pounding, and he pressed Bruce faster than they’d ever gone. It was as if Bruce knew, and was nearly willing himself to grow wings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Laura faded in and out of sleep. Harry had been gone hours. He left her without water or food. She was exhausted, delirious, and losing hope. If he returned, she wouldn’t have the strength to fight him off. Suddenly, she heard faint hoofbeats in the distance.

      

      He’s back. Here we go.

      

      With effort, she pushed herself into the far corner of the stall. The hoofbeats pounded toward her, closer and closer. She closed her eyes and prayed.

      

      Please, help me.

      

      The hoofbeats stopped outside the door to the barn. The heavy barn door creaked open. Boots stomped inside, moving quickly, frantically. Laura squeezed her closed eyes tighter, her hands clasped, her heart pounding. Then, a voice rang out.

      

      “Laura! Laura, are you here?” Abe called out

      

      Her eyes flew open as her heart soared. She couldn’t believe it. Tears of joy began to well in her eyes and she struggled to push words out of her tight, dry throat.

      

      “Abe! I’m over here,” she cried out.

      

      She heard footsteps heading toward her. He was running. And then there he was, his face appearing right over the stall door. His hair clung to his forehead and he was out of breath. He threw open the stall door and rushed to her. He took her face in his hands and she couldn’t hold back the tears anymore. They poured down her face, as he looked into her eyes.

      

      “Laura, are you alright? Are you hurt?” he asked, as he studied her face.

      

      “No, I’m fine. Abe, how did you find me?” she asked, through her tears.

      

      “We caught the bastard as he came to pick up the ransom. Laura, I’m so sorry it took so long. I tried to find you. I looked everywhere,” Abe said.

      

      He seemed to suddenly notice her bound wrists and ankles. He reached into his belt and pulled out a knife. Gently, he sliced the ropes away from her ankles, then her wrists. As soon as her hands were free, she leapt at Abe, throwing her arms around his neck. He wrapped her in a tight embrace with his strong arms, as the first rays of sunrise began to seep through the slats of the barn.

      

      Please, never let me go. Never again.

      

      As if he could read her thoughts, he held her even tighter. The tears continued to pour down her face, as they sat there. His smell enveloped her. It was more comforting than she could ever have imagined. He was her hero.

      

      “I thought you wouldn’t come. I didn’t know what was going to happen,” she said, as she pressed her face into his shoulder.

      

      “I had to find you. Whatever it took. I wasn’t going to let anything happen to you,” Abe said softly.

      

      Laura slowly pulled back and looked at him. She noticed a large patch of blood on his arm. She let out a gasp.

      

      “Abe! You’re hurt,” she gasped.

      

      “Just a scratch. I finally have my nurse back to fix me up,” he said, with a soft smile.

      

      She stared into those stormy grey eyes, hardly believing he was there.

      

      “I’m so sorry Abe, for everything,” Laura stammered.

      

      “Stop. You’ve done nothing wrong,” Abe said. “Let’s get you back home.”

      

      I need to tell him…But I’ll do it at home, so everyone will know.

      

      Abe carefully helped Laura to her feet, but as soon as she tried to take a step, her knees buckled. He wrapped his arm under hers, and step by step, supported her as they slowly walked out of the barn. Just outside the doors was Bruce. He neighed, excitedly, as they approached.

      

      “Hey there, boy. I missed you too.” Laura said, as she reached out toward him. Bruce pressed his velvety nose under her hand and she smiled.

      

      “I’ll have to lift you up, Laura,” Abe said, as they rounded Bruce’s side.

      

      “Okay,” she said. In one gentle, swift motion, Abe lifted her off her feet and placed her on Bruce’s back. He hopped up behind her, his arms encircling and steadying her, as she leaned back against his strong chest. Abe gave Bruce a gentle nudge and they trotted off, leaving that awful barn behind them.

      

      They rode slowly, Abe holding the reigns in one hand and keeping his other arm wrapped around Laura, as if he was afraid the slightest movement would send her to the ground. The sun was slowly rising, bathing them in warm light. Her breathing was still strained and shallow, as if her body did not yet realize that they were safe. She leaned back, pressing closer to Abe, and with that, she finally felt her lungs begin to catch her breath.

      

      “Are you okay?” Abe asked, as they rode along.

      

      “Never better,” Laura replied.

      

      After a while, the town slowly came into view. It’s houses and streets looking so welcoming, after her ordeal. For Laura, it didn’t just feel like returning to Santa Clara. It felt like returning home.

      

      They rode down the street in the center of town. Shopkeepers were just beginning to unlock their stores. They passed the general store, and she spotted Mr. Mason at the door of the store. He turned as they passed, and his face lit up. He waved to her, enthusiastically, as they passed. She waved back with a smile.

      

      Soon, they were at Aunt Ethel’s front door. Abe pulled Bruce to a halt and slipped off his back. He reached up and Laura leaned over, resting her weight on his strong shoulders, as he pulled her down. The front door flew open and her mother and father came running out. Her father threw his arms around her, wrapping her in the biggest bear hug he’d ever given her, making her feel as if she had been transported back to her childhood.

      

      “Laura! My girl! I’m so glad you’re safe,” he said, as he held back tears. His scent surrounded her, the same smells he’d had since she was a little girl. Her mother was right behind him, tears streaming down her face.

      

      Laura pulled back from her father, as her mother wrapped her arms around her. The three of them held each other, crying and laughing all at once. It was all finally over. She was home.

      

      In the background stood Aunt Ethel and Abe. Aunt Ethel slowly made her way down from the porch and Laura shakily made her way over to her. Aunt Ethel kissed both her cheeks, as she looked at her in near disbelief.

      

      “I’m so glad you’re home, child,” Aunt Ethel then looked past Laura to Abe. “Thank you for bringing her back to us.”

      

      Abe tipped his hat, like he had so many times before. Laura wiped the tears off of her face, as she looked around at all the familiar faces. But there was a face that was missing.

      

      “Where’s Jacob?” Laura asked.

      

      Her father’s eyes darkened. “No one has seen him since yesterday afternoon.”

      

      Abe looked at him incredulously. Laura, however, looked less stunned.

      

      “I think I know why. Can we go inside?” Laura asked.

      

      “Of course, child. Let me help you.” Her father looped his arm under hers and they slowly made their way toward the house. Everyone except Abe, who stood still. Xavier turned and looked back at him.

      

      “You too, sir,” he said matter-of-factly. Abe slowly followed the group inside the house. Her father slowly eased Laura down into a chair and her mother brought her a hot cup of coffee. Laura looked around at the cozy house. The drapes she had hung, the cushions on the chairs. Although, now, they felt like they had all been created by a different girl. She hardly felt like that girl anymore.

      

      Abe looked at her from one side of the room, his face dark and creased with concern.

      

      “What did you mean you know why Jacob is missing Laura?” he asked.

      

      Laura slowly reached inside the breast of her dress and pulled out the folded piece of paper she had been guarding there. She handed it over to Abe.

      

      “That fell out of my kidnapper’s pocket one day. It’s a telegram.” She said solemnly.

      

      Abe slowly unfolded the paper and read it out loud.

      

      “Harry STOP Do not think for a moment that your threats will be heeded STOP You will receive your money in due time STOP I do not take kindly to your continued harassment STOP This will be our last correspondence on the subject STOP J.F.”

      

      Abe looked up at Laura. Xavier’s face reddened with rage.

      

      “Are you telling me, that this all happened to settle a debt incurred by Mr. Fisher?” Xavier asked, his voice nearly a shout.

      

      “That’s what it seems like. My captor seemed to know quite a lot about Jacob.” Laura replied. She looked her father dead in the eye. “And…I will not be marrying Jacob.”

      

      Her father jumped to his feet and Laura flinched, but unexpected words came out of his furious eyes. “Forget marrying him! I’ll kill him!” He started for the door. Abe grabbed onto his arm to stop him.

      

      “Mr. Edmonds, your daughter has been through a lot. I’ll go after Mr. Fisher and bring him back to answer for these claims,” he said sternly.

      

      “I appreciate the offer, Mr. Mavor, but I’d like to see him answer for his absence when we find him,” Xavier replied earnestly.

      

      “Alright, together then,” Abe replied. The two men strode toward the door. Before he stepped out, Laura called after him.

      

      “Abe, wait!”

      

      He slowly turned back toward her. She motioned to his arm.

      

      “I can’t let you go in that state. Let me patch you up before you go,” she said softly.

      

      “I can wrap it up at the jailhouse, you been through a lot, don’t need to be patching me up,” he said kindly, but firmly.

      

      “No, please, just let me do this for you, Abe,” Laura pressed.

      

      Abe sighed and took a seat. Laura went over to the cupboards and found the familiar herbs and started them boiling on the stove. She grabbed a clean bit of leftover fabric and went to work, her family grabbing things for her, as she asked.

      

      In no time, she had cleaned the wound and carefully bandaged it. Her fingers moved gently over Abe’s thick, strong arms, the arms that had carried her back home.

      

      “You going to be alright while I’m gone?” Abe asked her, quietly.

      

      Laura nodded and smiled at him. “I’ll be fine with Mother and Aunt Ethel. Go find him. I’ve a few choice words for him when you return.”

      

      He smiled back at her and then headed out the door with Xavier.

      

      Aunt Ethel and Laura’s mother looked at Laura, as if they feared if they took their eyes off her for a moment she would disappear again. Her mother walked over to her and gave her another hug, then looked Laura in the eyes.

      

      “I’m so sorry Laura…” She paused, searching for the words. Laura took her mother’s hands in hers.

      

      “It’s alright, Mama. I’m home now, that’s all that matters,” she said, reassuringly.

      

      Her mother turned to Aunt Ethel. “We must get some food started. She looks like she’s starving.”

      

      Aunt Ethel nodded in agreement, as she stood up and headed to the stove. Her mother hustled over and began fussing over this and that, as Laura leaned back in her chair, completely exhausted, but still wide awake, her mind still swimming with unanswered questions.

      

      What will Jacob say about all this? And where the hell could he have gone?

      

      Fear suddenly came over her, fear that hadn’t even gripped her during her days in the barn.

      

      What kind of a man is Abe riding toward right now?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Abe and Xavier rode straight for the jailhouse first. When they arrived, Abe strode through the doors to find Ottie behind his desk and Harry inside one of the cells, dead asleep with a bandage wrapped around his leg. Ottie jumped up when he saw them walk in, his face eager with anticipation.

      

      “So, did you find her? Is she safe?” he asked.

      

      “Safe and sound, back at her Aunt Ethel’s house. But we’ve got a bigger problem now,” Abe said, as he handed Ottie the telegram.

      

      Ottie’s eyes scanned the page and his eyes widened with realization. He looked at Abe angrily. “That weasel! Where the hell is he?”

      

      “That’s what we’re trying to find out. Unfortunately, he could be miles from here, by now,” Abe said.

      

      “Take as many men as you need, we’ll fan out and find him,” Ottie said.

      

      Harry suddenly grunted from the cell. “He run?” He scoffed.

      

      “Yeah, do you know where he might have gone?” Ottie replied.

      

      “Nope, my days of tracking that bastard are through. Good luck with that,” Harry said, as he winced and grabbed his wounded leg.

      

      Abe walked over to the cell. He stared at Harry through the bars.

      

      “Tell me, how did Jacob incur his debt to you?” he asked, angrily.

      

      “Why the hell would I tell you? I’m already behind bars with one of your bullets in my leg,” Harry seethed.

      

      “Because telling me might be the difference between you and the noose,” Abe said.

      

      Harry considered for a beat. “Fine. I met him in a tavern as I was passing through Tucson. He liked to play fast and loose with the cards. He was there a week and the kid racked up five thousand in losses, then disappeared. Had to track him all the way up here. I tried to settle it the easy way, but he forced me to make it difficult. I figured either he’d cough it up or the girl’s family would. Either way, I’d get paid.”

      

      Abe’s hand tightened around one of the cell’s iron bars. Ottie placed his hand on Abe’s shoulder.

      

      “Come on Abe, he’s already got a head start on us. I’m gonna get the deputies saddled up now,” Ottie said.

      

      Abe turned to face Ottie and Xavier. “Fine, Xavier and I will head southeast toward St. George.”

      

      “I’ll send my deputies north toward Ivans,” Ottie said. “He’s got to be heading somewhere, he can catch a train or a stagecoach.”

      

      Abe headed outside, and soon, he and Xavier were riding hard to the southeast. The winding red rock canyons were ahead of them.

      

      He could be anywhere in there, hiding out like the coward he is.

      

      Xavier trailed behind, as they rode on. Abe felt exhaustion wearing at the edges of him, but his mind was focused on only one thing: finding Jacob Fisher.

      

      After hours of hard riding, they were into the canyon. The waves of red rock rose over them like giant earthen waves. Along the bottom of the canyon was a winding river. Abe slowed Bruce as they traced along the river. The soft sand and stones that banked it could shift under their feet and cause Bruce to stumble.

      

      They rode slowly on, until the sun began to set in the canyon. Ahead was a small cave, carved out of the side of the rock wall. Abe stopped Bruce next to it, as Xavier rode up next to him.

      

      “We should stop here for the night. I don’t trust riding in these canyons after dark,” Abe said.

      

      “But…he could be getting further away,” Xavier protested.

      

      “If he’s got an ounce of sense, he’s stopped for the night too, if he’s not made it to a town yet. And if he’s made it to a town, well, we’ve likely lost him already. Either way, I’m not going to risk my horse in these canyons after dark,” Abe said, as he slid off Bruce’s back.

      

      Xavier, hesitantly, followed suit. Abe tied up Bruce to a nearby tree and began to search for dry firewood. Together, they built a small fire and settled in for the night.

      

      As the fire crackled in front of them, Xavier looked at Abe from across the dancing flames.

      

      “So, Abe, you want to tell me why you’ve put yourself through so much trouble for my daughter?” Xavier asked.

      

      Abe took a deep breath. He began to recount, as he had so many times before, every sweet smile, kind word, and gentle touch that he had ever witnessed with Laura. How his heart would pound, when she walked in a room. He looked at Xavier, whose face seemed to say he already knew the answer.

      

      Abe cleared his throat. “Your daughter is an incredible woman, Mr. Edmonds.”

      

      “Yes, she is,” Xavier replied. “The girl’s been through so much, but seems to be holding up quite well.”

      

      “Sir, I have to say. I’ve grown quite fond of your daughter over her time here,” Abe continued. “Nothing…improper, of course. But, if I must be frank, given what seems to be coming to light about Mr. Fisher, I believe it suggests that your daughter might need to pursue a new suitor.”

      

      “I suppose that might be correct. I’d like to give Mr. Fisher a chance to explain himself first, of course. But I believe involvement in my daughter’s kidnapping, in any fashion, is grounds for the ending of any marriage agreement,” Xavier replied, with a scoff.

      

      Abe leaned over and handed Xavier his flask of whiskey. Xavier took a swig.

      

      “I’d say that sounds about right,” Abe replied.

      

      “So that’s the reason for your suspicions about Mr. Fisher? You were concerned that he might have been involved from the very beginning?” Xavier asked.

      

      “I had my doubts about him, for sure, but it was all to make sure Laura was safe. Like I said, she’s quite the woman and after knowing her kindness for so long, I’d do anything for her,” Abe said.

      

      “Good to know she’s had good folks looking out for her,” Xavier replied.

      

      The words hit Abe hard.

      

      If I’d been looking out for her, none of this would have happened.

      

      That thought gnawed on him, deep down. Here he was, staring her father in the face, but unable to ask him what he really wanted. Instead, he motioned for Xavier to pass the flask back to him.

      

      “I did my best. I’m sorry I couldn’t have prevented this altogether,” Abe said, as Xavier handed him back the flask.

      

      “Nothing to be sorry for,” Xavier said. “So, you think we’ll catch up to him?”

      

      “Hard to say. We’ll ride hard as we can tomorrow. He’s not used to riding this terrain, so we might be able to get up on him,” Abe said.

      

      With that, they settled in for the night, the fire crackling away to embers.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Abe awoke with the sun. Xavier was still sleeping, but instead of stirring him, Abe walked over to the river. He splashed some of the cool water on his face and stared at the rolling water, curving its way through the canyon. He’d ridden this canyon before, but today felt so different.

      

      What if we never catch up to him, what then?

      

      As he stooped down by the moving water, he thought on how his life had changed so much, like how the river had cut out a canyon where once there had only been flat land. Laura had cut through him, until his entire shape was different. He was reformed, maybe even revealed. His love for her is what had sealed it.

      

      He turned and headed back toward their little camp. Xavier was just beginning to stir, as Abe began to saddle up Bruce for the ride ahead. Abe looked over at him.

      

      “I’m going to scout ahead a bit. I want to see how swelled the river is, before we push on too far,” Abe said to Xavier.

      

      “Are you sure? Would it not be better for us to just stay together?” Xavier asked.

      

      “I’ll be back in a flash. You take care of saddling up for when I get back,” Abe replied, brushing it off.

      

      Really, he just wanted a few minutes to ride alone, to think. He and Bruce took off down the winding canyon, following the river. Bruce tossed his head, wanting to go faster, but Abe kept him at a cautious pace along the soft riverbed.

      

      As he rode along the river, like ghosts, the figures of him and Laura in the canyon at the end of last summer appeared. As he rode, the figures followed, locked in a ghostly ballet. Her eyes locked on him and his eyes locked on her. They drifted down the stream, unaware of the rolling water around them. Suddenly, the ghost of Laura turned away from the ghost of Abe. She turned, and looked right at the real Abe, the one riding alongside her.

      

      Abe pulled Bruce to a stop and stared. The vision kept her eyes trained on him. She slowly moved toward him, as he sat astride Bruce, transfixed on her. He knew it was only his mind playing tricks on him, but he couldn’t look away. And then she spoke.

      

      “You’ve done well by me, Abe Mavor,” she said, with a smile.

      

      “Not enough. Your fiancé may very well come back,” Abe replied.

      

      She just looked at him with a smile and pointed down the river. Abe followed the direction of her hand. There in the river not another two hundred feet away was a body lying face down on the riverbank. With that, the vision vanished. Abe slid off of Bruce’s back and slowly approached the body. When he reached it, he slowly turned it over. There, lying lifeless in the stream, was Jacob.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Laura woke up back in her room at Aunt Ethel’s. She scanned every corner with her eyes, taking in the familiar details that had seemed so far away when she had been stuck in that barn. Her eyes landed on the mirror that Abe had brought over. The scene played out in her mind. His rough hands were so gentle when he took hers in his. That seemed like an eternity away now. So much had changed, it made her head spin.

      

      She slowly sat up in the bed and swung her legs out from under the covers. Her feet hit the cold floor and she shuddered, as images of the cold barn stall flashed through her mind. She walked over to the dressing table and sat down in front of the mirror. She studied her face. The face staring back at her was a different woman than before her kidnapping. She remembered looking at it the day she went to meet Jacob, wondering how it would change as she became a married woman. Now, staring at her, was someone much older than she remembered. There was something behind her own eyes that she had never seen before.

      

      She got dressed and headed into the kitchen, where her mother and Aunt Ethel were preparing breakfast. Aunt Ethel turned and smiled at her.

      

      “Good morning dear, how did you sleep?” she asked.

      

      “Better than I ever have,” Laura replied.

      

      “I can imagine. Have a seat dear, you’ve been through so much, best to take it easy for a few days,” Aunt Ethel said, gesturing her to the table.

      

      Laura sank into a chair, as her mother brought her a strong cup of coffee. She took a long, warm sip, her tongue alighting with the taste. Her mother set some eggs down in front of her and Laura dove in, her stomach still gnawing with hunger, even after dinner the night before.

      

      Aunt Ethel and her mother sat down with her shortly after, and Laura could still feel an air of tension in the room. With Jacob still missing, the whole ordeal hardly felt like it was over. Aunt Ethel was the first to break the silence.

      

      “Laura dear, I know you’ve been through quite a lot, but the Jubilee is only a few days away and I still have quite a bit of marmalade to make. I would love some help if you’re able,” she said, with a soft smile.

      

      “Of course, Aunt Ethel. I’ll go mad, if I just sit around here waiting for news,” Laura replied. It was true, she could already feel a knot forming in her stomach.

      

      Aunt Ethel began to arrange the ingredients, as Laura stood next to her. But try as much as she could, Laura couldn’t focus on the task at hand. In every corner of the cabin was a memory of Abe. She, also, kept having  flashback’s to the barn; Harry’s stinking breath or the beady-eyed snake that had stared her down. And there was one thing that hung over her more than anything else.

      

      The moment Abe gets back…I tell him.

      

      “Are you alright, dear?” Aunt Ethel asked, dragging her out of her thoughts.

      

      “Yes, I’m fine,” Laura said, shaking her head. She turned back to the marmalade, pushing the thoughts away with measurements of cinnamon.

      

      “Be kind to yourself, Laura. You’ve been through a lot,” Aunt Ethel advised, as she sliced the fruit.

      

      “I just can’t stop thinking about everything that has happened. It’s as if my whole life before this was just a dream,” Laura said.

      

      “But it wasn’t. You’ve done so much in the short time you’ve been here, and you’ve got so much ahead of you,” Aunt Ethel said, as she gave Laura a gentle, reassuring hug.

      

      “It’s hard to know what is ahead of me,” Laura sighed.

      

      Aunt Ethel looked at her with a smile, her eyes sparkling with knowing. “Oh dear…I think you do know.”

      

      Those words hit her with both comfort and fear.

      

      This is what I wanted right? Control over my life? The ability to choose?

      

      What she had craved her whole life was right there, but reaching out for it still scared her. She and Aunt Ethel continued to work away at the marmalade. After a while, it was all cooling in jars, and Laura no longer had anything to distract her from her thoughts.

      

      With that, Laura grabbed her coat and stepped outside. She stood on the porch and stared out at the familiar land. She took a deep breath in, drawing the air into her lungs with gratitude, as she gently rubbed her bandaged wrists, which covered the raw wounds from the tight ropes. She was back. She had made it. Both the kidnapping and Jacob were behind her, and she was back where she started, but standing as a new woman.

      

      A woman who loves Santa Clara. Who loves to ride. And who loves Abe Mavor.

      

      In the distance, she could see Abe riding toward her. The vision was crystal clear. His posture was confident, as he and Bruce locked into their stride. The dust swirled around him. When she pictured him, that image was what she would see every time. He came closer and closer, a stern look on his face. She wrapped her arms tightly around herself, as she watched him approach.

      

      As the vision was nearly to the porch, she realized that this was not in her mind. There, riding toward her, was Abe, in the flesh. Her breath caught in her throat, as the hoofbeats grew louder in her ears, and she could see those stormy grey eyes fixed on her. In moments, Abe was at the porch. He hopped off Bruce’s back and walked over to Laura. Her heart was pounding in her chest.

      

      “Did you have any luck?” she asked.

      

      Abe paused for a moment and looked at her, a strange cloud over his face.

      

      “What is it, Abe?” Laura asked.

      

      “Jacob’s dead, Laura,” Abe said quietly.

      

      “Oh…” Laura said, as a wave of emotion washed over her. But the feeling that was strangely absent was that of sadness. She felt relief above all. “What happened?” she asked.

      

      “I found him in the river. It looks like he was thrown from his horse, sometime yesterday, as he was making a run for it,” Abe said solemnly. “Ottie’s sending some men to collect his body for a proper burial and sent a letter off to his father.”

      

      “That’s good of him. I’ll write him, as well, and send my condolences,” Laura said, her voice sounding strangely hollow in her ears.

      

      Not that I have any idea what to say. His debts and unsavory acquaintances nearly shattered my life.

      

      Abe was still standing there, looking at her.

      

      “I suppose, I’m supposed to say I’m sorry for you,” Abe said.

      

      “Are you?” Laura replied.

      

      Abe was locked in on her eyes. The words seemed to pour out of his mouth in slow motion.

      

      “What do you want me to say, Laura?” Abe asked, quietly.

      

      Laura studied his face. The question seemed genuine. Laura took a deep breath and looked into his eyes.

      

      “You know I didn’t love him. No disrespect to the dead, but I didn’t like him much either. So, if it’s just you and I together, we don’t need to make any more of it,” she said.

      

      “You didn’t answer my question,” Abe said, firmly but softly.

      

      “What?” Laura asked.

      

      He took a step toward her and she felt her heart leap into her throat. He was only a half a step away from her now.

      

      “What do you want me to say to you, Laura?” he asked, his voice heavy with intent and meaning.

      

      She paused, trying to find the words.

      

      “I want you to tell me I made a mistake, allowing the engagement to go forward,” she said.

      

      “You did,” Abe said.

      

      Laura continued, “And I want you to tell me why.”

      

      Abe let out a small laugh. “Well, for starters, it looks like your fiancé was a broke gambler that owed a sizable amount of money to some very unsavory people. Instead of facing those mistakes, while his innocent bride-to-be was in the hands of a scoundrel, he took everything of value he had and made a run for it. Leaving you to be rescued by a two-bit town Sheriff and his inept deputy.”

      

      “And?” Laura asked, pressing.

      

      Abe took a big deep breath and reached out for Laura’s hand.

      

      “And, it would have been a mistake for you to marry someone without knowing…everything.”

      

      Laura didn’t even respond, just waited. Abe cleared his throat.

      

      “I love you, Laura. I’ve thought of nothing but you, since I first saw you. I love everything about you and the thought of you marrying that bastard, just about killed me.”

      

      Laura looked at him, a smile spreading itself across her face. She reached down and grabbed his other hand.

      

      “I love you too, Abe. I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to say it. I was scared,” Laura said, a tear coming to her eye.

      

      “You don’t need to be scared Laura. I swear,” Abe said, reaching out and wiping the tear out of the corner of her eye.

      

      The air hung heavy, both of them locked in the moment. Then something broke that tension, as Abe pulled Laura in and kissed her. She felt her legs start to give out but Abe held her in his strong arms. She couldn’t hold back the tears anymore and they poured down her cheeks, as the ecstasy of the moment overcame her.

      

      After a few moments, they separated, faces still hovering close to each other. Abe studied her face.

      

      “You’re crying…” he said.

      

      “It’s nothing,” Laura said, wiping the tears away from her face. “I’ve just been waiting a long time for that.”

      

      He smiled at her and touched his forehead to hers.

      

      “Me too.”

      

      Laura looked at him. “So, what’s next?”

      

      “I…hadn’t really thought about it. But I’ll figure something out, okay?” he said.

      

      “Okay,” she replied, a smile gently parting her lips. Abe immediately leaned in and kissed her.

      

      “I’ll see you at the Jubliee,” Abe said softly, when they separated.

      

      Laura felt like flying, as Abe slowly stepped away. And just like every time before that, he hopped up on Bruce’s back, gave her a sweet tip of the hat, and was off.

      

      She turned back toward the house, where she saw Aunt Ethel’s face duck out of the window. She felt her face turn redder than ever, as she stormed inside, where Aunt Ethel was pretending to knit in the chair by the window. She looked up at Laura and tried to keep a straight face.

      

      “Who was on the porch dear?” Aunt Ethel asked, casually.

      

      “Oh, just some stranger…” Laura said, knowingly.

      

      “What was that dear?” Laura’s mother called, from the other room.

      

      “Actually, Abe came by with news, and I think you should know mother, if you can join us,” Laura called back.

      

      Her mother emerged and Laura took a deep breath. “Jacob Fisher is dead,” she said flatly.

      

      “Oh my…oh,” her mother said, as she sank into a chair. “How?”

      

      “He fell into the river,” Laura replied.

      

      Her mother seemed to chew on the words for a few minutes.

      

      “Well…I guess we’ll never know the other side of the story then. I…I should write his mother,” Dorothy said weakly. “Your father, is he alright?”

      

      “Abe didn’t say, but I’m sure he’s fine or Abe would have told me,” Laura replied.

      

      “I hope so. Well, then, I guess that is that,” Dorothy said, steeling her voice. “We all must move forward from all of this.”

      

      “Agreed,” said Aunt Ethel. “Did he have anything…else to say dear?” she pressed.

      

      Laura froze.

      

      Do I tell them? I must.

      

      “Yes…Mama, Aunt Ethel…I love Abe Mavor and he loves me back. I would like to talk to Father about considering him as a proper suitor.”

      

      Aunt Ethel’s eyes sparkled, and her mother looked at her with surprise, but then after a moment, her face softened.

      

      “Well…I don’t think that would be such a bad idea,” Dorothy said. “He’s a good man.”

      

      Aunt Ethel practically leapt out of her chair, as deftly as she could with the support of her cane. She gave Laura a big hug.

      

      “I’m thrilled for you, darling,” she said. “You hold onto that one.”

      

      “Thank you, both of you,” Laura said, gratefully.

      

      “Well, that’s more than enough excitement for me for today, I’m going to lie down for a bit. Please wake me if you hear anything about Xavier,” Dorothy said, as she stepped back into the bedroom.

      

      Aunt Ethel sat back down, still smiling. Laura was so flustered and so excited, she couldn’t begin to decide what to do. She headed into her room and took a look at her flushed face in the mirror.

      

      So that’s it. That’s what being in love looks like.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Abe waited in the jailhouse with Ottie for Xavier to return. He tapped his fingers on Ottie’s desk nervously. Harry snored in the jail cell, grating on Abe’s worn patience.

      

      “You alright?” Ottie asked.

      

      “Fine, just thought they’d be back by now,” Abe said.

      

      “There’s no need to be so concerned, he may be a city gent but it’s a straight shot back,” Ottie said.

      

      “Still…he should have been back by now,” Abe said.

      

      “What is all this about? The job is done, Jacob’s dead, Laura’s back, but you’re all keyed up worse than a few days ago,” Ottie said.

      

      “Just still got some things on my mind is all,” Abe said.

      

      On the desk was the cigar band. The key that helped unlock the entire case. Abe ran it between his fingers, steeling himself for what came next.

      

      “I know it got a little rough there at times between the two of us,” Ottie said, as he sat down across from Abe. “And I’m sorry about that. You were pretty much spot on the entire time. I don’t think I would have found her and caught that bastard if it weren’t for you.”

      

      “Fisher got away though,” Abe said, sullenly.

      

      “Way I see it, he just saved all of us the time running him out of town. Poetic justice,” Ottie mused.

      

      “I guess. Still would have liked to see him look me in the eye and tell me what a worthless excuse for a man he was,” Abe said.

      

      Ottie shook his head. “There just ain’t no making you happy is there?”

      

      “I wouldn’t say that,” Abe scoffed.

      

      “Well, in honor of the breakthrough of our case…” Ottie said, as he reached into his pocket. “I got us these.”

      

      He produced two of the exact same cigars whose band they had found at Mr. Leary’s.

      

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” Abe said.

      

      “Sent a deputy to that barn Miss Laura was at, our criminal friend here still had half a box stashed away. Which is amazing considering how much he reeks of them,” Ottie said, as he handed Abe one of the cigars and pulled out his matches.

      

      Abe leaned in, as Ottie lit Abe’s cigar, then his own.

      

      “I’ll tell you one thing, all this excitement has certainly made me appreciate the quiet, even more than usual,” Ottie said.

      

      “It definitely has made me rethink a few things,” Abe said.

      

      “Oh?” Ottie asked, as he puffed on his cigar.

      

      “Yeah,” Abe said, as an uncontrollable smile spread across his lips at the thought of Laura’s kiss. It did not go unnoticed by Ottie.

      

      “You sly bastard,” Ottie said. “What did she say?”

      

      “Still got a few steps to take care of before that. Mr. Edmonds is a key part to all this,” Abe replied.

      

      As if on cue, Xavier came through the doors.

      

      “Good evening gentlemen,” Xavier said, solemnly.

      

      “Evening,” Both Abe and Ottie replied.

      

      “Did all go well?” Ottie asked.

      

      “It did, your boys dropped the body off at the undertaker. I’ll write a personal letter to his father and send it off. I guess this is all finally over,” Xavier said. He walked over to Abe and put his hands on his shoulders.

      

      “I can’t thank you enough for all you’ve done, Abe. You’re a good man. I’m sorry that I ever doubted you.”

      

      Abe looked him in the eye. “Thank you, sir. Can I speak with you outside for a minute?”

      

      Xavier looked at him, a confused expression on his face. “Yes, of course.”

      

      The two of them stepped out, onto the porch of the jailhouse. The warm glow of the lanterns just barely illuminated their faces. The town was quiet, as if Abe had stepped onto a stage and the audience was Xavier.

      

      “What’s this about Abe?” Xavier asked.

      

      “Mr. Edmonds, I’ll just come right out and say it. I love your daughter. And I know this might not be the best timing, what with her fiancé so recently deceased and all, but I can’t hold back anymore. She’s an incredible woman and I would just like the chance to prove to you that I could provide a good life for her,” Abe said, firmly.

      

      Xavier paused and Abe could feel his words hanging in the air. He just kept looking at Abe.

      

      What’s he thinking? Did I ask too soon? Does he think I’m being disrespectful to the dead? What I wouldn’t give for a drunken brawl to break out down the street and break this silence.

      

      Suddenly, unexpectedly, Xavier’s lips parted into a smile. He grabbed Abe around his shoulders and Abe saw he had a contented look on his face.

      

      “I look forward to getting to know you better, Abe,” he said.

      

      Abe felt the tension release. The way was clear now for him and Laura. No more Jacob Fisher. No barricade from her father. It was as if the barricades of his heart were finally down and he could feel his love for her swelling from his heart through his body. Xavier patted him on the shoulder one more time.

      

      “I best be getting back to Ethel’s. I’m sure Dorothy is worried sick,” Xavier said.

      

      “Yes, of course,” Abe replied. “I need to get home as well, big competition in a few days.”

      

      Xavier hopped on his horse and rode back off to Ethel’s. Abe mounted Bruce and rode off toward home. His heart was thudding in his chest like never before.

      

      When he arrived back at the ranch, he put Bruce away in the barn, and went, yet again, to the safe. But this time he didn’t reach in for cash. Instead, he pulled out a small wooden box, hand carved with a delicate magnolia pattern on it. He rubbed his fingers across the small box. He stood up, still holding it, and looked at a photograph on the wall.

      

      There, looking back at him, was his mother. She was a sweet, lovely woman. Magnolias were her favorite flower. Abe remembered when he was a small boy, and his father had first taught him how to whittle things into wood. He remembered running up to his mother as she was baking one morning. Her hands were covered in flour, her smile was soft and bright.

      

      He had come to her holding a small wooden box that he had just constructed. He had spent days sanding out the edges until they were smooth. He had carefully constructed the lid, so it slid into place seamlessly. But something was still missing.

      

      “Ma?” he asked. “What’s your favorite flower?”

      

      She turned and smiled at him. “Oh, Abe dear, that’s a hard one. But if I had to choose, it would be magnolias.”

      

      “Magnolias?” young Abe inquired.

      

      “Yes, dear. Here, let me show you,” his mother said.

      

      She wiped her hands on her apron and went into her sewing kit. She pulled out a small needleworking patch with a flower on it. The flower had wide, white, soft petals.

      

      “Okay,” young Abe said.

      

      He took his knife and his box back outside and began to painstakingly carve the flower into the lid. He paid attention to every little detail. Finally, he rubbed oil into the wood over, and over, and over, until it had an impeccable, mirrored shine.

      

      He brought the small box to his mother, whose eyes lit up when she saw it.

      

      “It’s beautiful, Abe,” she said, happily. “I know exactly what I’ll do with this.”

      

      Grown Abe, now took the small wooden box and pushed it open with his thumb. Inside, a beautiful, shining ring glinted back. His mother’s ring. He gazed on it, feeling her presence there, once again. He looked around the empty cabin.

      

      I think it’s time for a change. I’m ready.

      

      He slid the box shut and placed it back in the safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Ottie rode up to his quiet homestead, exhausted mentally and physically, from the ordeal of the last few days. A warm glow radiated from the windows of the cozy home. He hopped down off of Midnight’s back and slowly walked him back to the barn to put him up. As he led him into the stall, Midnight huffed an almost contented sigh.

      

      “Yeah, boy, we’re finally finished,” Ottie said, as he gently patted his neck.

      

      Ottie gazed out the open doors of the barn and toward the house. Through the kitchen window, he could see his wife, Helen, washing the dishes. Everything seemed normal, but Ottie felt, strangely, like he was looking at it all differently. Helen had been tending to the house, the kids, and everything else, while he had been out tracking down Laura. And it wasn’t that she hadn’t been on his mind, but he hadn’t caught his breath until this moment.

      

      There, in the warm glow of the lamplight, she looked like an angel. Her auburn hair bundled above her head and her smooth, light skin, made her look like a porcelain doll. Ottie brushed the dirt off his coat as best as he could and strode toward the house. Helen saw him approaching through the window and smiled at him.

      

      He stepped inside the back door and she rushed over to him, as quickly as her very pregnant belly would allow. He took her in his arms and held her close.

      

      “I’m so glad you’re home!” Helen said, joyfully. “I heard from the ladies in town that you found that girl safe and sound. I’m so relieved.”

      

      “Me too. But I’m more relieved to be back here with you, finally,” Ottie said. “Are the kids in bed?”

      

      Helen nodded. “I put them down about an hour ago, they’ll be excited to see you in the morning. Now, sit, I’ve still got some dinner left over for you.”

      

      Ottie, dutifully, took his place at the table, as Helen grabbed a warm plate from on top of the stove. It was loaded with a thick, crusty bread, beans, and some salted pork. He smiled at her.

      

      “I don’t tell you enough how much I appreciate you,” Ottie said, lovingly.

      

      Helen smiled warmly, in return “You don’t have to. You show it well enough. Now eat.” She prodded him with her finger playfully.

      

      Ottie tucked into the plate of food, gratefully, admiring his home and all the warmth that surrounded him, after many cold, wearying days. Coming home to this was the best reward he could ever ask for. In minutes, the plate was clear and Helen whisked it away. Ottie then took his place by the fireplace, lighting his pipe, as Helen knitted in the chair across from him.

      

      “You ready for the newest addition?” she asked, rubbing her stomach.

      

      “Never am, but they come just the same,” Ottie said, with a smile.

      

      “This is true,” Helen laughed. “Well, I certainly can’t wait for them. They’ve been in there long enough.”

      

      “Indeed,” Ottie replied, quietly.

      

      He stared into the fire, his mind finally unpacking everything that had happened. Jacob Fisher, Harry Rigo, Abe…it was all so much for such a little town. But he felt stronger for it and could not have been more relieved that Laura had been found safely. He hadn’t even really allowed himself to think of the alternative.

      

      “You and Abe Mavor stayed out of trouble, as much as you could, I hope,” Helen interjected.

      

      “Oh, of course,” Ottie said, reassuringly. “We were never in a lick of harm.”

      

      Helen looked at him, skeptically. “Well, you know my rule, you just gotta come back to me and the kids when it’s all said and done.”

      

      “A promise I very much intend to keep, my love,” Ottie said, earnestly. “Don’t worry, I don’t think much excitement will be coming around Santa Clara, anytime soon. We’ll be back to a nice, quiet life.”

      

      Helen laughed. “You’ve been away from home a few too many days. If you remember, our life is not at all quiet.”

      

      “It’s its own kind of quiet. Peaceful I should say,” Ottie said.

      

      “Whatever you say, Mr. Kinkade,” Helen said, as she shook her head.

      

      Ottie’s mind drifted to Abe, his silly, love-struck face.

      

      Oh, that boy’s in trouble, I know it. That’s the same face I had when I fell for Helen.

      

      And Ottie suspected it was still the face that screwed itself on him now, whenever he saw his beautiful wife out of the corner of his eye, tending to their beautiful children or keeping up the house.

      

      It’s a good life, to be in love with a great woman, and to have her love you back.

      

      He settled back in his chair, the firelight dancing off of both of them, as they sat in contented silence. It was the kind of contented silence, that only exists between a man and wife whose love extends such that no words are needed, only each other’s presence.

      

      As the fire burned down, Ottie felt his eyelids getting heavy. He raised himself from his chair, but before he went to bed, he quietly stepped over to the children’s room.

      

      He carefully opened the door, to see the little sleeping heads of Anna and Ben poking out from under their quilts. This was, of course, the quietest they ever were, because in sleep they couldn’t squabble or ask the millions of questions that children have at all times. He watched them sleeping and imagined the third little child who would be arriving soon, whoever they might be, nestled in with them. Finally, he felt at peace. He gently shut the door behind him, as he went to his own room and collapsed into bed.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Ottie’s eyes opened to two sets of eyes peering down at him.

      

      “PAPA! ARE YOU AWAKE?” little Ben shouted.

      

      “Shhh! Ben!” Anna fussed at him.

      

      The two of them were anxiously staring at him, as they sat on either side of the bed. Ben was crawling right up into Ottie’s face and attempting to pry his eyelids open.

      

      “Good morning, you little rabbits,” Ottie said, groggily.

      

      “PAPA’S AWAKE!” Ben called back out into the rest of the house. He then turned back to Ottie. “Mama told us we shouldn’t bother you until you were awake, so we came in to check and see if you were awake yet.”

      

      “Well, that was very considerate of your mother,” Ottie said, as he eased himself up in the bed. Morning light was streaming into the bedroom and Helen appeared in the doorway.

      

      “I thought I’d let you sleep. You seemed exhausted,” she said, sweetly. “Breakfast is ready whenever you are.”

      

      “Thank you, dear. Though I’ll have to run over to the jailhouse and get a few things straightened out there right quick.” He looked at Anna and Ben, whose faces had fallen. “But then, I’ll be back and we can play.”

      

      “Yay!” Both Anna and Ben cheered.

      

      Ottie stood up out of bed and hastily got dressed. He sat down at the table and Helen put a heaping pile of scrambled eggs and toast in front of him, which he devoured. He hadn’t realized how little of an appetite he had, before they found Laura, and now it was all coming back like he had been in some sort of hibernation.

      

      After breakfast, he gave each of the kids a hug and he kissed Helen as he headed out the door and back to the jailhouse, where Harry Rigo sat in a jail cell. The deputies tipped their hats to Ottie as he came in.

      

      “Morning, Sheriff,” Harry gruffed.

      

      “Morning,” Ottie muttered in return. He turned to his deputies. “Has he been any trouble?”

      

      They shook their heads.

      

      “Why would I be? I ain’t going nowhere. That Fisher kid’ll squeal on me like no tomorrow,” Harry grumped, as he placed his hat over his eyes.

      

      “Well, that seems unlikely, at this point,” Ottie replied.

      

      “Oh, why’s that?” Harry asked, sitting up straight and looking at Ottie.

      

      “Kid’s dead. We found him in the river. He must have fallen from his horse while trying to run.”

      

      Harry let out a deep and unsettling laugh. “Wow, I knew he was stupid, but damn…”

      

      “Don’t think you’re getting off easy though. You’re still a wanted man. I’ll just be figuring out which state wants you the most,” Ottie said.

      

      Harry’s face clouded again, and he sank back against the wall and covered his eyes. “You go on ahead then, Sheriff. But mark my words, ol’ Harry always finds a way onward.”

      

      “You keep hoping that, Harry,” Ottie replied. He looked at his deputies. “It’s been a hell of a week, so I’m leaving you gents in charge for a few days. You let me know when we get telegrams back about this one. Otherwise, I’ll be home with the family until Helen has the new baby.”

      

      They nodded in agreement as Ottie looked around the jailhouse and at Harry, then turned and headed back out the door. Outside, the town was buzzing with last minute Jubilee preparations. Workers were furiously hammering a stage together and painting the corral with a fresh coat of paint, and every shopkeeper was out hanging banners and straightening up their windows. Mr. Mason waved at him from across the street. Ottie strode over.

      

      “I heard the good news, Sheriff, and I just wanted to personally thank you for doing such good work bringing that girl back,” Mr. Mason beamed. “Anything special the Missus wants? It’ll be on the house.”

      

      “I’m sure she wouldn’t say no to a pound of white sugar,” Ottie replied.

      

      “Well, of course. Come on in and I’ll bag it up for you,” Mr. Mason said, cheerfully, as he motioned toward the store. Ottie followed him in, and in a moment, he had measured out and bagged up the sugar.

      

      “Thank you very much,” Ottie said, as he took the bag. Mr. Mason shook his head.

      

      “You don’t think I’m letting you out of here with just sugar, do you?” He reached under the counter and pulled out a small box. He opened it up to reveal two small, gold earrings. Ottie was taken aback.

      

      “Oh, no, I can’t accept these,” Ottie said, as he tried to wave him off.

      

      “I insist, just a little token of my appreciation for all you do for our town. And in honor of Jubilee Day,” Mr. Mason said, as he placed the box in Ottie’s hand.

      

      “Well, thank you, I’m sure that Helen will be over the moon,” Ottie said.

      

      “Give her my best,” Mr. Mason said, happily, as Ottie left the store and headed back home.

      

      When he walked back in the door, both Anna and Ben leapt onto him, Anna jumping into his arms and Ben clinging to his leg.

      

      “PAPA’S HOME!” they both shouted in unison.

      

      Helen laughed from across the room. “Yes, I see that,” she said, as she came over and gave Ottie a kiss. Ottie handed her the parcel.

      

      “Some white sugar, courtesy of Mr. Mason,” he said.

      

      “Oh Oratius, what a nice surprise! I’ll make a special cake for tomorrow’s Jubilee day.”

      

      Ottie put Anna down and pried Ben off his leg. “You two, head outside, I’ll join you in a minute,” he said, and they both went scampering off. He turned back to Helen.

      

      “That’s not all he gave me,” Ottie said, as he placed the small box in Helen’s palm.

      

      “What’s this?” she asked, with a shocked expression on her face.

      

      “Just open it,” Ottie said.

      

      She opened it and when she caught sight of the earrings, she gasped.

      

      “Oh, my goodness, these are just too much!”

      

      Ottie leaned in and gave her a kiss. “You deserve it. And I told the deputies to take care of things so I can be home with you and the kids until the baby arrives.”

      

      Helen looked at him adoringly. “I knew there was a reason I married you,” she said, as she gave him a kiss. “You make sure to tell Mr. Mason that he’s far too generous.”

      

      “I will,” Ottie said.

      

      He turned his eyes to the window where he saw Anna and Ben scurrying around the yard, playing some sort of made-up game, and he sighed with total contentment at the life that surrounded him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The town was alive like no one had ever seen. It was Jubliee Day. Red, white, and blue bunting hung off of every single porch and everyone in town was out in their Sunday best. A cheery band on a grandstand on Main Street piped out patriotic tunes, filling the air with the sweet brass melodies.

      

      Laura walked down the street, arm-in-arm with Aunt Ethel. Behind them walked her mother and father. She’d never seen her mother glowing the way she was. It was almost as if Santa Clara had some sort of magical spell on it. It somehow brought people closer together.

      

      The street was dotted with colorful stalls. Up on the grandstand, a pie contest was taking place. The ladies of the town stood proudly with their delicately latticed pies. At the other end of the street was the corral, where the men were crowded around, getting ready for the roping events. At the center of the corral was Abe, coiling up his lasso, eyes bright with anticipation. Laura and Aunt Ethel walked over to the edge of the corral. Abe looked up and Laura met his eyes. A wide smile spread across his face and he tipped his hat at her. She felt a flush come to her cheeks and Aunt Ethel squeezed her arm playfully.

      

      “I get the feeling that boy will put on quite a show today,” Aunt Ethel said with a smile.

      

      “He always does,” Laura said, not even trying to hide the blush or the smile that had plastered itself on her face.

      

      “Well, this is very exciting,” Laura’s mother chirped. “Aunt Ethel said Mr. Mavor is the best in town.”

      

      “We’ve still got some time before it starts. I’d like to stop by the general store and see what Mr. Mason has in today,” Aunt Ethel said, as she turned to Dorothy and Xavier. She gave Laura a wink and then grabbed Xavier’s arm, pulling him back down the street with surprising force, for a woman still using a cane.

      

      As they walked off, Abe came over to the other side of the corral fence. He smiled at her with a warm, comforting smile. He was already caked in dust from head to toe.

      

      “Aunt Ethel thinks you’ll put on quite a show today,” Laura said.

      

      “Oh, does she now?” Abe replied. His eyes scanned the other men milling about. “Well, I always try to make a good spectacle of it.”

      

      “Where’s Ottie?” Laura asked.

      

      As if on cue, Ottie came riding up to the corral on Midnight. Abe and Laura both waved at him.

      

      “He’s had his hands full with trying to straighten out everything with Mr. Fisher. Seems that Harry Rigor fella is wanted in three states for a variety of unsavory things. Lots of telegrams going back and forth as to who gets the first crack at getting him in the noose,” Abe said. “How are you holding up, Laura?”

      

      “Just glad to be putting it all behind me. Mama and Father want to take me back to Tucson straight away but…” She paused, looking around at the bustling town surrounding her. “I’m going to stay here in Santa Clara for a while longer.” She smiled at Abe. “Of course, if having me around wouldn’t be too unsatisfactory.”

      

      “Only if you don’t plan on getting yourself kidnapped again, that set my ranch work back quite a bit and I don’t think I could afford to go on another stakeout,” Abe said, with a teasing smile. “No, I think that would suit me just fine, Laura.”

      

      The two of them stood there, just grinning at each other, until Ottie approached behind Abe.

      

      “Abe! Time to get set up for the first event. They’ve been hollering for you for a few minutes now,” Ottie said, in a teasingly exasperated tone. He looked over at Laura and tipped his hat. “Good to see you out and about, Miss Laura.”

      

      “I never got the chance to thank you properly, Ottie. All that you’ve done, everything you went through to apprehend that man and get me home, I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you,” Laura said, earnestly.

      

      “You just help me keep this maniac out of trouble and we’ll call it square,” he said, gesturing to Abe.

      

      Laura smiled at him. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      

      Ottie clapped Abe on the shoulder, and with a quick glance back at Laura, he headed back to the other side of the corral, where Bruce and Midnight were patiently waiting.

      

      Laura bit her lip and turned away to find her family. She headed to the general store, which was decorated top to bottom in red, white and blue fabrics. Inside, Mr. Mason cheerily stood behind the counter. When she walked in, he spotted her, and he nearly leapt over the counter.

      

      “Miss Laura!” he exclaimed, as he shuffled over to her. “Oh, child, I cannot tell you how glad I am to see you returned to us unharmed. The horrors you must have been through! I can’t bear the thought of it,” he said, in rapid-fire succession. He clapped her hands in his tightly, as if he were afraid if he let go she would be snatched away again.

      

      “Thank you so much for your kind words, Mr. Mason. It was a trial, but I had such fine men rescue me and bring the criminal to justice. All is back as it was,” she said, with a smile.

      

      Mr. Mason’s face darkened with an uncomfortable sadness. “Well, pardon me for saying Miss, but I heard about your fiancé. Terrible accident. What a way for the whole ordeal to end.”

      

      She cast her eyes down, mostly out of respect. “Yes, it’s a terrible thing. Which is why I’ve decided to stay here in Santa Clara for a while longer. I think a trip back to Tucson, after all that’s happened, would be too much for me.”

      

      Mr. Mason’s face brightened again a bit. “Well, I wish it were under better circumstances, but I will never be disappointed to have my favorite customer around. Whatever you may need, you let me know,” he said.

      

      “I will,” Laura reassured him. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her family approaching her. Her mother was still chirping around, as upbeat as always.

      

      “I’m going to miss this place,” she said wistfully. “It’s quite a town…all things considered.”

      

      Xavier was smiling too. “I talked to Mr. Mason about some trades. He’s got access to lots of goods that folks back in Tucson have been looking for. It could be the kind of partnership that turns the fortunes of the store around.”

      

      “I’m so glad to hear that, Father!” Laura said, as she gave him an excited hug. He held her tightly, then took a long look at her. “You still doing alright, dear? Is this all too much?”

      

      “I’m fine, really, I am. I’m glad to be out and around people. The hardest part of the whole ordeal was being alone,” Laura said, with a reassuring smile.

      

      “Alright dear, you just let me know if gets to be too much,” her father said with concern.

      

      “I think the roping competition is about to start. We should head back over,” Laura said.

      

      The three of them headed back down the street, where a crowd of excited onlookers had gathered. The band was piping out excited, celebratory tunes and the energy in the air was electric. Around the corral the men and their horses waited, waving to family and friends in the crowd, which was met with hollers and cheers from their supporters. Abe waved to Laura and her family, who in turn cheered back. Even her usually proper mother hollered.

      

      “This is so exciting!” her mother cooed, eyes scanning the arena.

      

      The mayor stepped into the center of the corral where a wooden crate was set up. He stood up on it and began to address the crowd in his loud, booming voice.

      

      “Good afternoon all! I cannot tell you how happy I am to be celebrating with you today. As we all are very well aware, Utah is now one of the states in the great Union!” On the last word, cheers erupted. He continued. “We’ve already had some fantastic events today, but I know that you have all been waiting for the show our town’s fine and skilled ropers have in store for you! So, without any further ado, let’s get this started y’all!”

      

      With that, the mayor pulled out his shiny silver pistol and raised it in the air. With a loud bang, a shot rang out and the horses whinnied and stomped with fervor. The mayor stepped off the crate and the events were on. The riders took a lap around the corral, and as Abe passed, he puffed out his chest and threw a wink at Laura.

      

      The games began in earnest, with the men all showing their best skills. The riding, the roping, every time a new rider stepped into the arena the entire crowd would erupt in rounds of cheers. Abe and Ottie’s round came up, and the two of them sat side by side, trading confident smiles.

      

      The shot rang out, the steer was released, and they were off. But to Laura, that shot sounded like something else. It was the sound of the world returning to some sort of normalcy, like the pages of a book flipping backwards or the closing of a door. The beating hooves of steer and horses drowning out even the tunes of the band. Laura kept her eyes trained on Abe.

      

      However, when the first rope laid itself around the neck of the steer and the knot tightened, Laura’s eye’s flashed back to the ropes around her wrists and ankles, how they burned her skin. She felt her knees weaken for a moment, but she collected herself, because the next memory was of Abe, looking at her, cutting through those ropes.

      

      By the time she refocused, the steer was on the ground. Ottie and Abe were doing a lap around the corral, fists raised in victory. Abe rode by Laura and reached down, she reached up and their hands brushed, his rough calluses feeling better against her skin than the finest silk. Her mother looked at her.

      

      “You know, Abe is quite a gentleman we’ve found. It was incredible what he went through to find you,” she said, with a smile. “And if I do say so myself, he’s handsome, as well.”

      

      “That’s enough, Dorothy, Laura doesn’t need any of your nosing,” Xavier said, with a playful huff.

      

      Singles came up, and Abe was the main event. When he stepped into the ring, rope in hand, every lady in the crowd cheered. But he didn’t take his eyes off Laura the entire time. His hands ran down the rope slowly, as he positioned himself. It seemed no later did the shot ring out, that the calf was on the ground, swifter than she’d ever seen him do it before.

      

      “He’s won again! There is no way anyone will beat that time,” Aunt Ethel said happily.

      

      Sure enough, contender after contender completed their rounds, but no one was nearly as swift as Abe, who leaned against the fence watching. Laura noticed something strange though. He looked nervous. There was concern on his face, she could see it even from a distance. She slowly started to walk around the corral toward him. He didn’t seem to notice her approach, just stared straight ahead. She came up next to him.

      

      “Are you alright?” she asked.

      

      He looked at her with a slightly crooked smile. “I’m fine, just a lot of young bucks here. They might give me a run for my money.”

      

      “You and I both know that’s not true,” Laura said, as she gently touched his hand.

      

      He looked at the hand, and then at her face. “Are you doing alright?” he asked.

      

      “Besides everyone asking me if I’m doing alright every few ticks of the clock, yes,” she said, with an exasperated smile.

      

      “Everyone’s just worried. You’ve been through a lot. It seems strange that you can just be out and about like this so soon,” he said gently.

      

      She looked him in the eye and gently turned his face toward hers. “You should know me better than that. Besides, did I tell you how I got through it all?” she asked.

      

      Abe shook his head. She continued, “I thought about you. The warm smiles you’ve always given me, our rides, and I always held out hope that you were going to find me. And you did. So, what do I have to be afraid of? Jacob Fisher was a coward, but you’re strong and brave, and I know you’ll always come through for me.”

      

      Abe placed his hand on her face and smiled. “Always.”

      

      At that moment, the booming voice of the mayor echoed from the center of the corral, and Laura and Abe turned to see the mayor back on the crate.

      

      “Ladies and gentlemen, it’s been quite the showing here today but we do have a winner to announce. First, best single roping goes to…” Laura felt her breath stop for a moment and she grabbed Abe’s hand “…Abe Mavor!”

      

      Laura jumped up and down as Abe strode to the center of the ring. The mayor continued. “And just to save some time, for partnering, our winners are also Abe Mavor and Sheriff Kinkade! Get on over here, Oratius!” he said, gesturing to Ottie, who slowly ambled to the middle of the corral. He was followed by the mayor’s wife, who held a large bouquet of roses. She handed the bouquet to Abe, who smiled at her gratefully.

      

      The mayor looked over at Abe. “Do you have any sort of victory speech prepared Mr. Mavor? I know you’re usually not one for speeches.”

      

      “Actually Mayor, today I do. Thank you,” Abe said. He turned and began to address the crowd. “Today is quite a day for our town. We’ve built our homes, raised children, and built a great life out here in Utah, and now, we get to be a part of something greater.” He paused, and then looked over at Laura. “But for the last few months, I’ve already been able to be a part of something greater. Because I met an incredible woman by the name of Laura Edmonds.”

      

      Laura felt her heart begin to pound. Abe began to slowly walk over to her. The crowd had gone from loud and raucous to completely silent. Abe stood in front of her, his voice strong and confident.

      

      “Laura Edmonds, I know you’ve been through quite a lot. But in the time we were torn apart, I realized just how much you mean to me. I love you. And it’s even more than just love. I’d cross the desert to make sure you were safe.” Laura was frozen in space, but she noticed that her family was now standing beside her.

      

      Abe continued, taking her hand in his, as he held the bouquet in the other. “I know I’m not some fancy businessman like your late fiancé claimed to be, but I’ve got a good ranch and horses you can ride whenever you like.”

      

      “Abe…I don’t know what to say…” Laura stammered. She turned to her father, but before she could even get a word out, he smiled reassuringly and nodded. Her face flushed and her heart pounded faster, as she turned back to Abe, who was now holding out the bouquet of roses to her. She took them, confused, until she noticed something glimmering attached to the ribbon wrapped around them. A shining, silver ring. She felt her breath completely escape.

      

      “Oh, Abe,” Laura gasped.

      

      At that moment, Abe got down on one knee, and a collective, awwww, escaped the crowd. Abe cleared his throat. “Laura Edmonds, I love you more than anything I’ve ever known or ever will know. Would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

      

      The world moved in slow motion, as Laura’s heart leapt out of her chest. She was breathless, as she stared into those beautiful grey eyes that had carried her heart so far. He knelt there, motionless, waiting. She finally found her breath.

      

      “Yes! Yes, Abe, yes I will.” She breathed out. Abe leapt to his feet, took her face in his hands, and kissed her, long and deep. It was the sweetest kiss that could have ever been felt between two people, awash in love and tenderness and strength.

      

      The crowd burst into applause and cheers as they embraced. After what felt like its own perfect, miniature eternity, they released and Laura was nose-to-nose with the strong, perfect man she would spend the rest of her life with, surrounded by her friends and family in Santa Clara.
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      Laura looked at herself in the warped dressing mirror. She reached down and picked up the delicate flower crown that her mother had made for her, from the flowers that Laura had planted in Aunt Ethel’s garden. Sprigs of lavender, delicate baby’s breath, and bright yellow carnations. Her hair fell in soft waves around her face, as she placed the crown on her head and carefully straightened it.

      

      So this is it. This is what a woman who’s about to be married looks like. It’s nicer than I expected.

      

      A few months ago, her eyes had been filled with fear and dread when she looked in the mirror. But now, her lips were drawn in a near-permanent smile, and her eyes sparkled with anticipation. There was a soft knock at the door.

      

      “Come in!” Laura called out.

      

      The door slowly opened and her mother slipped inside. She let out a small gasp.

      

      “You look so beautiful, dear,” Dorothy said, as she positioned herself behind Laura and admired the reflection in the mirror. “This fabric suits you,” she said, as she gently adjusted her dress.

      

      Laura smiled at her mother. “I’ll never live up to your sewing skills, Mama.”

      

      “Oh, I don’t know about that. I’ve seen the stitch work on the things you’ve sewn around here. Once you have a little one to sew things for, I reckon you’ll get even better,” Dorothy said, as she brushed a lock of hair out of Laura’s face. “You ready?” she asked.

      

      Laura stood up and admired the full picture. The delicate yellow floral pattern on her dress seemed to practically dance out of the fabric. Her long blonde waves cascaded down her back and the flower crown made her look like some sort of wilderness princess. She smiled.

      

      “One more thing,” her mother said, as she reached for something behind her. She pulled out a beautiful bouquet of flowers, wrapped in the same yellow ribbon that had been wrapped around the bouquet of roses Abe had proposed with.

      

      “For good luck,” Dorothy said, with a soft smile.

      

      The backyard of Aunt Ethel’s house was filled with nearly the entire town. Ottie and his wife chatted with Mr. and Mrs. Mason. Mr. Leary was having an emphatic argument about the cost of wagon axels with Xavier. At the center of it all was a beautiful, hand-carved wooden arch. Beautiful flowers were carved into the polished wood. Standing under it was the minister and Abe.

      

      Laura peeked out the window and stared at him. His broad shoulders were pushed back, his shaggy chestnut hair had been carefully wet down and neatened. He had never looked so handsome.

      

      God could not have given me a better man than that.

      

      Suddenly, a beautiful, lyrical melody began to rise above the chatter. The thin, weathered fingers of the old postman delicately danced across the strings of a violin. Laura took a deep breath. Her father stepped inside the house.

      

      “Laura, you look absolutely stunning,” Xavier said, with a tear in his eye, as he offered her his arm.

      

      She shakily took it, and the two of them stepped out together. Laura kept her eyes trained on Abe, who took a sharp, deep inhale the moment she stepped outside. They locked eyes, as her father led her toward him, and the rest of the world fell into soft focus.

      

      As she arrived under the arch, her father took her hand and placed it in Abe’s. He then gave her a loving kiss on the forehead, and clapped Abe on the shoulder, then stepped back and stood beside Dorothy.

      

      Laura’s hand disappeared inside Abe’s large, strong, callused hand. She looked up at him and caught the faintest hint of a tear in the corner of his eye.

      

      “Hello,” Laura said, with a smile.

      

      “Hello,” Abe replied. “You look incredible.”

      

      Laura blushed and turned to the minister, who smiled at each of them.

      

      “We are all gathered here together, to witness the union of two souls under God,” the minister started.

      

      Laura gazed into Abe’s eyes, as the minister’s voice fell into the background. The way he looked at her was unlike anything she had seen from another soul. So soft, but so strong. So loving and so full of admiration. She felt the tears welling up in her eyes. Then Abe spoke.

      

      “I promise to always protect you. To love you, to cherish you, and to build a life with you, now and forever, no matter what may come,” he vowed.

      

      The tears began to spill down her cheeks. She brushed them away, as she cleared her throat.

      

      “Abe Mavor, when I came to Santa Clara a year ago, I thought I was going to be on my own. And then I met you. And now loneliness feels like a myth. You are my rock, my protector, and my love. I promise to always support you and always love you, no matter what may come,” she vowed.

      

      “And with these vows, you are pledged to one another as man and wife, in front of God and in front of family and friends. Mr. Mavor, you may kiss your bride,” the minister said.

      

      Abe pulled her in and they locked lips, to the awwws and cheers of the crowd. Abe smiled at her, as he offered his arm.

      

      “Mrs. Mavor,” he said, with a smile.

      

      The day turned into evening, and everyone gathered around long tables, where one of the biggest feasts Laura had ever seen was laid out. There was roasted chicken, bounties of vegetables from every garden in town, big fluffy loaves of bread and, of course, Aunt Ethel’s marmalade.

      

      Laura held Abe’s hand and smiled at him.

      

      “Who would have thought we’d make it here?” she asked.

      

      “I’m just glad we did,” Abe replied.

      

      Across from them sat Laura’s parents. Her mother smiled at her.

      

      “I’ll miss you when we head back to Tucson dear.”

      

      “I’ll miss you too, Mama. And Father of course,” Laura replied.

      

      “Well, it looks like things will be turning around really soon for the store. That gives us some more money to come up and visit when we can,” Xavier said.

      

      Next to them sat Ottie and his wife. Abe looked over and nodded at Ottie, who nodded, knowingly, back.

      

      “How are things back at the jailhouse, Ottie?” Abe asked.

      

      “Nice and quiet, just like I like it. Had enough detective work for the next few years,” Ottie grunted.

      

      “Cheers to that,” Abe said, as he raised his glass. “Where’d that bastard end up?”

      

      “Tucson. Wanted for two murders,” Ottie said.

      

      “Well, at least he’s far from here,” Laura said.

      

      “Amen to that,” Ottie replied.

      

      The tables were lined with lanterns that flickered and danced in the low evening light, casting an otherworldly glow on everyone’s faces. Laura studied every face, from shopkeepers, housewives, to tradesmen. Each one had been a stranger to her a year ago, and now, they were all family. Her Santa Clara family.

      

      She sighed, contentedly, as Abe squeezed her hand. He looked at her with a sparkle in his eye.

      

      “Now, you know, this won’t be easy,” he said.

      

      “Oh, really?” Laura asked.

      

      “Really. I’ve got quite the run-down cabin that needs seeing to, not to mention the community of weeds that’s taken up residence in the garden. Honestly, it’s probably too much to handle. You really got yourself into something, Mrs. Mavor,” he said, with a grin.

      

      “Well, good thing I’m married to an excellent carpenter, who will fix whatever needs fixing, while I do the sprucing,” she said, swatting his arm playfully.

      

      Abe leaned in and gave her a long, sweet kiss. As the food was finished, everyone stood up from the tables and began to dance to the sweet fiddle songs, the old postman churned out joyfully. Swirling skirts and stomping boots churned up the land, as cascades of laughter and cheers rose toward the heavens. Abe grabbed Laura’s hand and pulled her onto the dance floor. He spun her around, and they danced, and danced, until Laura thought her legs would give out.

      

      Finally, it was time to depart. Abe led Bruce over to Laura and she hopped onto his back, and Abe swung into the saddle behind her. They waved to the crowd of friends and family, who blew kisses and cheered. Abe gave Bruce a stern nudge and they leapt forward, away from the crowd, off to Abe’s ranch, or as Laura would call it from now on, home.

      

      Home.

      

      
        
        The End?
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        Eager to read how Laura and Abe’s relationship evolved? Then enjoy this complimentary short story featuring the beloved couple!
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      He made her feel the infinite number of feelings, In which she lost herself...

      Since her father’s mysterious disappearance, Geraldine Laurel has been struggling to make ends meet while taking care of her mentally unstable mother. When her favorite neighbor is found dead, her life suddenly becomes turbulent.

      Robert Bradway, a lonesome sheriff with a tragic background, investigates an enigmatic murder. Once he meets the beautiful Geraldine, the victim’s closest friend, his dark days seem to finally be over.

      Under the most unfortunate circumstances, a true love blossoms…

      But while working together to find answers to the riddle, their questions lead them to old secrets capable of tearing them apart. With very little time left, they soon discover that the person behind the attack is not only beyond suspicion but also ready to strike again...
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      It is a fine day to be roaming about at the rodeo, Elsa thought to herself.

      A small boy who was missing both front teeth jumped in front of her, blocking her way, holding a pamphlet of today's events. “Could you please sign this for me?”

      “Sure thing, sugar.” On it was a terrible sketch of her, but Elsa still smiled and scribbled her false name on it. She even patted the boy upon returning the paper, messing his golden hair up a little, for good measure.

      It was clear by the radiant smile the boy gave her in return, that she made his day. If only he knew the truth, Elsa chuckled inside.

      “I wanna ride just like you when I grow up,” the boy announced, still in a daze.

      “It's time to go, Timmy,” the mother jumped in, and by the look she gave Elsa, it was clear something like that would never happen as long as she was around. And Elsa did not take that to heart.

      Elsa was accustomed to such treatment. She was a woman in a man's world, after all. It was true that the crowd adored her; still, it was hard reaching this level, especially if you're an orphan and a woman on top of anything else. Not that anybody knew that about her.

      Women were not allowed to compete, so Elsa had to pretend to be a man, which caused her a whole new set of problems. She barely had any time to simply be herself, always in fear she would get discovered and thrown away. However, that was a price she had to pay to do what she loved. After everything was said and done, that was the only thing that really mattered to her. She did what she loved, using her God-given talent to ride her horse and compete among the men that considered her their equal.

      It was a true bliss to be surrounded by a cheering crowd and be on the top. Until she wasn't...

      Elsa Potter opened her eyes. It was all but a dream. She often dreamed about the “good old days” and the events that followed. Sometimes she thought it was equally a blessing and a curse.

      There were no sounds around her apart from her own ragged breathing. The quiet never bothered her before. As of late it started to, and she couldn't quite understand why. Overall, she did not look forward to starting another day. It was true, she was not a young girl anymore, her best years long gone and behind her, but she never felt this old before. Ancient even—completely spent.

      For the last couple of months, her health had started to deteriorate rapidly, and as it turned out, there was nothing she could do about it. Not being in control of something so basic as her own body was frightening. Elsa was never afraid of anything, thinking death was a part of a natural process, yet this physical decline changed her notions.

      She did not like feeling helpless and was too proud to ask for help. Not that anyone would help me, she reminded herself grudgingly. Instantly, she banished that thought. It was not like her to feel self-pity. It is just the illness talking, she reminded herself firmly, taking a deep breath.

      At first, she simply thought she caught a common cold during the last big storm they had. The storm raged all day but reached its peak during the night, and one of the horses on her ranch got severely spooked by the constant thunders and somehow managed to break out of its stall. Elsa, who was already on the way there to soothe the horses, saw this happening, and it took her quite some time, and a great deal of imagination and improvisation, to catch and bring the frightened animal back.

      Of course, by the time she managed to do that and calm it enough to walk it back to the stalls, Elsa was soaking wet and shivering from the cold. The runny nose passed in a couple of days, however, the fatigue and the lack of appetite persisted. Unfortunately, the cramps and vomiting that followed were what really made her feel even more miserable than she already was.

      Seeing no other way, Elsa called a physician, and he gave her some kind of tonic to drink twice a day. At times she did feel a tad better, but not by much. Usually, she felt the tonic was not worth a bother.

      Come on, Elsa, time to face another day, she encouraged herself, trying to finally get out of bed. The cold began to bother her as well, so she started sleeping fully clothed. Besides, it wasn't like she had the energy to change. Sadly, she did not get far if at all. She could not move a muscle. Not that she had much left on her.

      She would much rather stay in bed indefinitely, alas, that was not an option. The horses were not going to feed themselves, and she had no help on the ranch. So Elsa had no other choice than to put all her troubles aside and just do what needed to be done.

      Elsa spent all her life alone, and truth be told, she preferred it as such. There was a certain kind of freedom in doing everything on your own. Of course, at times like this, even she wondered if she made all the right decisions that led her here and now.

      Oh, snap out of it, Elsa, she wanted to cuss at herself. Because overall, she lived her life the way she wanted, by breaking rules and making it on her own along the way. That was a great deal more than a small-town girl like herself could ever hope for. It was true she reached the age at which women usually had grown up children by now, maybe even a few grandchildren, and Elsa was still unwed. That was her choice as well. There was a time men of all ages and statuses begged for her attention, some wanted to marry her as well, but she said no to all of them. Elsa simply wasn't the settling type and was at peace about that part of herself.

      Here we go, she gritted her teeth getting out of bed. Sitting on the edge and then standing up took an eternity. Once she did and made only one step toward the door, she had to stop since the lightheadedness threatened to push her right back from where she started.

      Oh, no you don't. Taking a few deep breaths, Elsa started walking again once she became confident enough she would stay vertical. The best decision she made was to stop using the upstairs bedroom and simply sleep downstairs; it saved her a great deal of energy and time.

      Entering the kitchen on shaky legs, Elsa settled on drinking a glass of sweetened tea instead of preparing herself something more solid for breakfast, fully knowing she would lose it either way, and sooner rather than later.

      She ignored the cramps in her stomach that followed as she went outside to take care of her animals. Horses were her biggest love. Maybe even her only love. Sometimes, she thought they were the only reason she stayed alive for this long in the first place. Because there was not a shred of doubt in her mind that she was dying.

      “Good morning, my lovelies.” Elsa mustered a smile, entering the stable. Dawson, her favorite stallion that was as old as she was, only in horse years, peeked his head out, in greeting and she patted his grayed head. Afterward, she slowly started doing her rounds, making sure all her horses were fed, had clean water, and were taken care of, not that she had many horses these days.

      Once finished, Elsa leaned against the wooden frame to catch her breath as beads of sweat went down her face. I can't keep going like this. She was aware of that, but what other choice did she have?

      Wiping the sweat from her forehead with her sleeve, she returned to the house. That took her some time, more than she cared to admit, and once inside she felt like weeping from joy. Elsa wasn't ready to leave this world, not yet, but on the other hand, she did not care to live in such a state, either. She felt stuck in the middle between the living and the dead, and the experience was rather tiring, to say the least.

      Elsa considered herself a fighter, she always was—a fighter and a rebel that did what she wanted, took what she wanted as well, without any remorse. Maybe this is my punishment for living life the way I did?

      Elsa wanted with all her might to continue living her life the way she always did. Unfortunately, this was one thing she did not know how to fight. She was too stubborn to simply die, but how do you fight an enemy you could not see?

      Taking a piece of stale bread from the kitchen counter, she retired to the living room and slumped unceremoniously into the armchair. From there, she had a prime view on all her accomplishments. She kept all her awards,  mementos, and a few drawings on the nearby bureau. Once upon a time, Elsa was quite famous. She really loved that period of her life, and it loved her. At least for a while.

      Elsa closed her eyes while she tried to eat, as the memories flooded her mind. Thoughts that usually started with if only joined in.

      Eventually, her luck ran out, and Elsa had an accident. She reached the finale and was competing for another win when she lost her grip and fell off her horse, hard. She was on her favorite mustang doing her routine, and a heartbeat later, she was underneath him as the overwhelming pain coursed through her body, dulling all her other senses.
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        * * *

      

      “No!” Elsa screamed, opening her eyes only to find herself in her living area, still sitting in the armchair. She must have fallen asleep at some point. The piece of bread got stuck inside her throat, and she started to cough, struggling to catch a breath.

      Elsa broke her leg in two places on that horrible day, but that was not the worst thing that happened to her.

      Her secret was out, and she was banned from ever competing again. Not that she was capable of it. After her leg fully healed, she managed to ride a horse just fine, but simply being fine was not good enough for the stunts she usually had to do during a competition.

      She felt quite miserable afterward as her name was dragged through the mud. As if a woman who dared to do something different other than getting married and bearing children was the most horrible thing in the world.

      So, Elsa returned home to Oatman, getting a job as a showgirl in the local saloon. That, too, brought her a certain, somewhat different, type of reputation  she did not care for. The women seldom understood her or wanted to have anything to do with her, and men simply wanted to bed her. Sometimes she would let them.

      She had one friend in the entire world since childhood, Stephanie Laurel, and that did not change despite anything. Years passed, and over time Elsa managed to save enough money to buy the saloon and the small ranch—the ranch she still lived on—and retired near the Laurel family and her best friend Stephanie, while living on a handsome wage.

      Still, she often fantasized what could have been if she continued to ride and compete. Elsa never once visited a rodeo show after her accident. The pain she experienced was too great for her to deal with, although she built a satisfying life afterward.

      If only she did not mess up that day. Elsa was drinking heavily the night before, celebrating something that appeared to be of great importance at the moment, even though she could not remember what it was now, and was understandably hungover the next morning; the day of the competition. “Eli! Eli!” Elsa could still hear the crowd as they cheered when it was her turn to enter the ring.

      No matter how many times she went through those events, she couldn't fathom how she lost her grip. She did that same thing hundreds, even thousands of times over, movements that were a second nature to her, so it should not have happened.

      Sadly, it did. The fall was brutal, splitting her bone instantly with a loud crack, and the pain that followed was unimaginable. Elsa stopped herself there. She hated dwelling on the past. “Blast!” She wanted to curse.  On top of everything else, her bad leg started to trouble her, announcing a change in weather.

      Needing something to do with herself, and not brood on the past or her glum non-existing future, she propelled herself out of the chair, which immediately triggered a severe wave of nausea, and she threw up in a bucket she kept close by, just for that purpose.

      Wiping her mouth once she finished, she shook her head. Not to clear it, because that was impossible, but because she still couldn't understand how all of this became her everyday life, constant pain and misery.

      Entering the kitchen, she decided to make some light dinner, all though she knew she wouldn't be able to stomach it. “Oh, why don't you just die and be done with it,” she murmured, spotting her pale reflection in one of the pans.

      This was not the way she wanted to live her life. This was not the way she wanted to die, either. “I just wondered the very same thing,” a voice said behind her, startling her. She didn't realize someone came in. Although, in her state of mind, a herd of elephants could pass her receiving room and she still would not be the wiser.”

      Elsa turned, frowning. “Wha—” she started to ask, but the person in front of her continued to speak.

      “I truly hoped the poison would have finished you off by now, yet here you are. And I don't want to wait any longer.”

      Poison? Elsa's mind spiraled. I am poisoned. On second thought, she should have known from the start. What was happening to her clearly wasn't natural. “You truly are damned, Elsa. Not even the devil wants you,” her visitor spat.

      The knowledge about what was truly happening to her filled her with an overwhelming sense of peace for some reason. That was when she spotted another threat. Her visitor came prepared, wearing a pair of leather gloves, firmly clutching a steer rope in one hand, clearly itching to use it, and Elsa mustered a smile. “I guess I don't have to ask why,” she replied conversationally.

      “You know why.”

      That was true enough. She did a lot of bad things in her life that could earn her such fate. Still, Elsa had only one regret in her life, and it was standing in front of her. However, that did not mean she was about to surrender and accept her fate calmly.

      Without a thought, she lunged forward, figuring an attack was the best self-defense. Elsa was not about to go down without a proper fight. She never backed down and wasn't about to start now. Her attacker let out a shout of a surprise but recovered quickly and started to wrestle with Elsa, only to be pushed away.

      She stumbled and hit the table in the process; she fully ignored the pain in her leg that followed. Over time she became good at that, ignoring the pain. “Why won't you just die!”

      “And ruin all this fun?” Elsa smirked, panting.

      “You are a wicked woman, Elsa Potter.”

      Oh, you have no idea... “And you are not as you appeared to be.” Elsa made a brief pause before continuing. “Since everything is in the open now, I have something else to share with you.”

      She leaned forward and continued to speak in a hushed voice as if sharing some big secret.

      “You are lying,” her murderer yelled once she finished, and Elsa smiled in return, letting her face show the truth.

      “No!” The attacker came at her again, trying to pull a makeshift noose around her neck, but Elsa managed to grab hold of the rope. She did not know where this urge to fight, survive, came from, but she wasn't going to question it.

      “Ugh!” Elsa protested as the friction cut her hands, and she had to let it go. Her assaulter came at her again, and they struggled for a while; the pushback felt incredible to Elsa considering her state. In her moment of triumph, she managed to knock the rope out of the attacker's hands. The assailant raged for the loss of the weapon but did not want to surrender.

      Elsa was experiencing such an adrenaline rush, much the same as she did while competing, feeling better than she did in a long time.  She even started wondering why something like that did not happen sooner, because the heady feeling was simply divine and something she honestly missed from her past life.

      Unfortunately, her streak of bad luck decided to return, was persistent, and her bad leg failed in the worst moment. She was to pivot away from the assault, since the intruder came at her with a fierce battle cry, planning to hurt her with bare hands. Instead, her leg buckled underneath her weight, and Elsa fell to her knees. She did not get a chance to get up again. Instantly, she could feel the rope tied around her neck, and without losing momentum, pulled hard, making it not only difficult but next to impossible to breathe.

      Did you really hope for a different outcome? she asked herself in all sincerity.

      Elsa pried the rope with her hands trying to pull it away, but alas, it was too tight.  The more she struggled, the harder it got for her to fight back.

      Suddenly, there was a small reprieve as the assailant moved to stand in front of her. “I want you to look at me while you die.” Unfortunately, Elsa was too lightheaded to react in time, and the whole process started again.

      Elsa looked in the eyes of the familiar face and saw only hate while the aggressor shouted in triumph, pushing her backward. She tried to fight back, in panic, gasping for air but it was all in vain.

      She fell backward on the floor, and the intruder’s body weight pinned her down, choking the life out of her. The rope burned her skin as much as the lack of oxygen burned her lungs. “Die!” the voice shrieked in absolute rage. Elsa tried to fight back once more, to push the attacker away, but she couldn't. Her arms suddenly felt too heavy. She thrashed about, praying to the heavens to help her start breathing again as tears streamed down her face.

      No, please, no.

      The pain didn't last long. In fact, all the pain was gone.

      She continued to look at the person who was taking her life. The last face she would see on earth. Maybe this is for the best. All her suffering was finally over. The suffering she caused to other people as well...

      I am sorry for everything, Elsa thought to herself since she could not actually utter the words. Those last words that were meant for her murderer would never be heard. Her eyes stayed wide open looking at the person who last saw her alive. After a few minutes in silence, the eyes were closed by the same hands that caused her death. Then, there was nothing.
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      The sun wasn't completely up that morning, yet Geraldine's mind was racing with things she needed to accomplish that day.

      Water the vegetable fields, feed the chickens, collect the eggs, pay Mr. O'Brien for last week's groceries, make breakfast for Mom... Oh, check those loose roof tiles since it looks like the storm is on the way... And on and on it went. Her list of chores appeared never-ending at times. That was why Geraldine had to get up even before sunrise simply to stay ahead of things. Sometimes, she was indeed victorious.

      After doing her first quick round on the farm, Geraldine went back inside the house to prepare breakfast. Balancing the plates and a tall glass of sweet tea on the platter, she carefully carried it to her Mom's room.

      Please don't trip, please don't trip, she repeated this mantra, not wanting to lose her precious load. It wasn't that she was clumsy per se, it was more that her feet at times refused to listen to her and wanted to go their separate way. At least, that was how she looked at things. Others simply called her awkward, which she did not appreciate one bit.

      Her mom's room was completely dark as she entered, and that was usually a very bad sign, yet Geraldine decided to remain sanguine and not be rash with her conclusions. Sometimes, you do think too much.

      “Mom? Time to wake up,” she called out softly, approaching the bed. She placed the tray on the nightstand, the path she knew by heart, since she couldn't actually see it before going to the window and removing the dark heavy drapes that prevented light from entering. The light poured in and instantly changed everything. Much better.

      Geraldine's mother stirred in the bed yet said nothing.

      “Good morning, Mom,” Geraldine tried again. “I brought you some breakfast.”

      “I'm not hungry, dear,” a muffled response came. She was speaking with Geraldine, which was a good sign.

      Geraldine sat on the edge of the bed, and softly pulled the comforter from her mother’s face. “It's time for your medicine as well,” she explained, offering a small smile.

      “I don't want to take it,” she complained. “It's bitter.”

      “Mom, you know it will make you feel better.” Geraldine poured some tonic on the spoon and pleadingly offered it to her mother.

      Luckily, she did not have to wait long before her mother rose ever so slightly and opened her mouth. Geraldine poured in the tonic that a family's physician had prepared for her, without spilling a drop, while her mother made a face. So, Geraldine offered her some sweetened tea next, and she accepted that as well. Her mother drank profusely, which somewhat put Geraldine at ease, before offering it back. Geraldine placed the empty glass on the table.

      “I want to go back to sleep now,” her mother announced, but Geraldine did not like that idea. Her condition always worsened if she spent too much time in bed. She needs something to occupy her fragile mind, the physician's words echoed inside Geraldine's head.

      “Are you sure you don't want to go to the market with me today? Father Mathew would be happy to see you,” Geraldine asked full of hope like she did every morning.

      Her mother shook her head. “No. I feel rather tired. Some other time,” was her usual response.

      “All right. How about working in the garden for a bit, after you rest, of course? It is a mighty fine day outside.”

      Her mother thought about that for a moment. “Maybe later,” she allowed. Geraldine sighed. Her mother was clearly having one of her bad days. She was certainly going to spend all day in bed. Thinking about the past and tormenting herself and without eating anything, despite the fact that Geraldine prepared everything for her, all her favorites; and that worried her the most. Her mother was naturally frail-looking, and she had already lost some weight in the last couple of months. The last thing Geraldine wanted was for her mother to fall ill from malnourishment on top of everything else.

      Suddenly an idea presented itself. “Maybe you could go and visit Elsa,” Geraldine said, trying not to sound too excited about the idea. She learned the hard way her mother did not respond well to such behavior. So, Geraldine made sure her face and voice remained neutral while speaking. “I am sure she would love some company.”

      Elsa Potter was their neighbor and her mother's best friend. Her only friend, she corrected herself. After her mother had her biggest nervous collapse, Elsa was the only one that stood beside her and continued to come and visit while others tended to shun them away, as if that was something they should be ashamed of or something that was highly contagious. Things were better now, yet Geraldine never fully forgave the people she considered family friends for their poor behavior.

      Elsa was different. That woman had led an extraordinary life. Geraldine loved to hear her stories and was very grateful her mother had such a good friend in her life. One that was not afraid to lead her life her way. Or care what other people thought.

      Geraldine's mother never left the farm anymore to go to town, not after her husband disappeared.  She experienced unexplainable fear when someone even suggested something like that to her. Geraldine presumed it was all due to the incredible gossip that spread through their town, and humiliation her mother had to endure because of it. Yet she had no problems visiting Elsa, which Geraldine considered a true miracle.

      Her mom would go visit her, and they would drink tea together, sometimes even prepare joint meals for the three of them. Elsa lived completely alone on her horse ranch, called Black Tail Ranch, and when she had the time, Geraldine visited her as well, simply so she could ride some of her horses.

      Unfortunately, Elsa's health was starting to deteriorate as of late, and Geraldine was truly worried about her, especially since she was all alone. She hoped some company from her mother would do Elsa some good. Would do some good to her mother as well.

      “That is a splendid idea, Geraldine,” her mother replied, eventually. “I will go to her as soon as I make some breakfast for your father.”

      “Father already left. I made something for him beforehand.” Father left ten years ago, yet she learned a long time ago not to correct her mother when she was acting like this. She would remember the truth pretty soon on her own, so there was no need for Geraldine to agitate her now for no real reason.

      “You are such a fine daughter. I am surely blessed.” She patted Geraldine on the cheek before returning her head on the pillow. “I will go to Elsa a bit later, though. I still feel a tad tired,” she added with a yawn.

      “All right. Have pleasant dreams, Mother.” She kissed her mother on the cheek before leaving the room. She didn't bother to close the curtains again. Her mother could use some sunlight anyway.

      After finishing some house chores, she gathered all the viands she planned on selling on the market, put them on the small cart, and hurried Whitey, their only horse, to start the journey toward the city.

      She was still worried about her mother as she rode. Geraldine really hoped she would take her advice and go to Elsa’s. As for Geraldine, she would do everything in her power to sell all she prepared in order to provide for her little family; she was all alone and had no other way. “Come on Whitey, time to face another day.”
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        * * *

      

      “Oh no, no, no,” Geraldine exclaimed in exasperation. She saw the disaster unfolding in front of her eyes, yet she was completely powerless to stop it. She was carrying a basket of freshly collected eggs from the cart to the small booth on the town's square market she usually used for displaying her farm's products to be sold, when she tripped over her own feet. Maybe I am too clumsy for my own good! And without a doubt, they were all going to fall down and be broken when she needed the coins the most.

      Because she was too gawky or lost in the daydreams, she would lose half of her day's wages when she was supposed to mind her own feet. Either option was fairly unsatisfactory to Geraldine as an explanation. Stupid, silly girl!

      Out of nowhere, a baker's boy jumped in front of her, catching the basket with one hand while preventing her from falling onto her face with the other. Thank the heavens, Geraldine sent a silent prayer seeing all the eggs unbroken. “That was close,” he drawled in his usual manner. He always sounded as if it cost him a great deal of effort to actually speak.

      “Thank you, Jeremy,” Geraldine replied feeling genuinely grateful from the bottom of her heart, since she already counted on the money she would get from selling that basket. If she was lucky, that is.

      “My pleasure” he replied. Making sure she was steady enough, to which she responded with a scowl, Jeremy carried the load to the table instead of her. “You should be more careful in the future,” he added as an afterthought, as if she did that on purpose.

      Geraldine thought she was. In a way, at least... Without saying what was on her mind she turned away from him and hurried back toward her cart to grab another basket since she had some fruits and vegetables she wanted to sell as well, yet Jeremy followed her there.

      Carefully, he took the bigger basket, leaving the other one for her to carry, and she let him. She was not that proud to refuse some help, especially when she was this tired.

      Jeremy always smelled of freshly baked bread, and Geraldine's stomach immediately started to grumble. Once again, she forgot to eat, even though she prepared a meal for her mother. There were too many running thoughts inside her mind, thinking about all the things she needed to do, that she did not have time to spare to stop moving for even a second. Even for the most basic of things as eating.

      Later, she tried to reassure herself as she took another wistful whiff in Jeremy's direction. Her mouth practically watered. That was a bad idea. Her stomach started to protest louder.

      Jeremy looked at her and rolled his eyes. “Forgot to eat again?” he asked, as she pretended not to hear him while arranging her display of products. “I will get you a loaf as soon as I make some more,” he promised.

      “Jeremy,” Geraldine wanted to protest, yet his gaze forced her to stop. “Thank you for your help,” she said instead, and he nodded in return, satisfied she saw reason. Her empty stomach was relieved as well.

      Before parting, Jeremy paused, clearly having something more to say, and Geraldine had a pretty fair idea what it was going to be. “You really should marry and let a decent, God-fearing man take care of you instead of doing this every day.”

      Right again. Geraldine knew his heart was in the right place, yet she still did not appreciate his sentiments.

      Doing what? Providing for her ailing mother and herself? The way he said it, one could presume there was something wrong in honest-to-God labor. He was a hardworking man, and he took pride in what he did. Why should that be different for her? Because I'm a woman.

      Naturally, she did not share her private thoughts, yet responded in a different manner. “I do not believe a decent, God-fearing man,” she mimicked, “would want me. I am stubborn, self-sufficient, and overly opinionated. I would drive any man mad,” Geraldine only half-joked.

      Jeremy grinned at her in return. “That is true. You are like a feral cat,” he joked back, using her childhood nickname against her. “You need a tamer.”

      So, she threw an apple at him. Geraldine aimed at his head, yet he caught it quite easily. He bit into it triumphantly while walking away, and she wanted to roll her eyes at him. “You throw like a girl, Geraldine,” he said to her over his shoulder.

      “I am a girl, wiseacre. Just like you are a bad rider,” she shouted back earning a few looks her way from the local folks passing by. That was not a very lady-like behavior of her. Good thing she was no lady in the first place, she joked to herself.

      Jeremy scowled back, and his face promised retaliation, but she was not afraid of him. He was a true friend to her, ever since she hit Douglas Smith for making fun of Jeremy's flour-stained clothes, and she hoped that would never change.

      At times her life was difficult, yet Geraldine wouldn't trade it for anything else in this world. Her family owned a ranch near a small town called Oatman, right at the bottom of the Rocky Mountains.

      Nowadays, it was only her and her mother on the ranch. Once upon a time, when her father and grandfather ran it, it was the busiest place in the world.

      Sometimes Geraldine missed those days, however, she managed to keep it together and make ends meet. They had to make a few changes over the years.

      When she was much younger than she was now, Geraldine's father simply disappeared, and her mother never fully recovered from that shock. Geraldine was convinced her mother refused to leave the farm for the same reason, because deep down she hoped he would come back.

      Geraldine stopped hoping for such a miracle to occur a long time ago.

      Her father simply vanished; it did not matter at that point if he simply walked away from them or something happened to him, because he left only pain and confusion in his wake.

      Peter Laurel had a big secret. He borrowed a large sum of money just before he disappeared, for what purpose she never learned, yet Geraldine was still paying off his debt.

      With her father gone, everything, all the responsibilities, problems, and worries fell onto Geraldine, and the strange thing was she did not mind. She would do anything for her mother and their little ranch. Predictably, being at that young age, Geraldine quickly became overwhelmed, and sadly had to come to terms she was not capable of running everything by herself. That forced her to learn who to trust and how to ask for help.

      Men, ranchers, who followed her father's orders for years, gradually turned their backs on her. The locals did not care to take on any additional work of running a second ranch. Perhaps their pride did not let them work for a 'crazy woman' or a girl.

      Some offered her marriage instead, and Geraldine refused them all and vowed to herself she would never again rely on someone else in her life. She had her mother and she had Elsa, who was there to step in when no one wanted to deal with a twelve-year-old. Unfortunately, some changes were inevitable. Geraldine was forced to sell all the cattle her family had for years. She couldn't manage the herd on her own, but there was another reason. A large portion of that money was used to pay off her father's debt, and the rest to turn their ranch into a farm. She had a vision of something far more suitable for her to do.

      Everyone thought she was mad when she started planting fruits and vegetables. It was really difficult at first, and at times Geraldine doubted it herself, fearing they would starve to death, but now things were looking up. The trees with fruits finally started providing, and their vegetable gardens gave the best, most delicious food in the area—without any false modesty.

      The best part about changing their lives was the fact that it had effects on her mother as well. Miraculously, this type of manual labor got her mother out of bed, and things improved even greater. Over time, Geraldine built a hen-house for her mother, and that became the main source of their income.

      Years passed and they were still there. Geraldine managed to keep the farm and the house, so she took that as a good sign. She must have been doing something right, so she kept doing it.

      Her mother, Stephanie, stayed on the farm without ever leaving it to go to town, even for church, and was having her bad days from time to time when she wouldn't even leave her bed, crying over her lost husband. They settled in this new life somehow, and Geraldine was quite pleased with all she accomplished.

      The debt was almost paid, after all these years, and then things would really improve for the two of them. And I will be free.

      She longed for the day she wouldn't have to worry about every single coin. Peter Laurel really made a big mess out of his family, and when she was younger, Geraldine was quite cross at him, bitter even; luckily, those days passed.

      Even though Geraldine wouldn't say necessarily she was happy, she was not unhappy either. That was far more a girl in her situation could hope for, anyway.
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      “Good morning, Geraldine.” A rather familiar voice snapped Geraldine from her daydreaming, and she smiled broadly while replying.

      “Good morning to you, too, Mrs. Henley. How are you?” She remembered Mrs. Henley had some back problems a few days past and was praying they were gone by now.

      “Oh, I am quite all right,” she replied instantly with a wave of her hand as if it was of no importance, but then her eyes focused, and Geraldine knew she was being scrutinized.

      I am glad I wore my good dress today, Geraldine thought without actual humor. “How are you, Geraldine? You look tired, my dear,” she continued, not waiting for an answer. “Are you sleeping enough?”

      No. “As much as I can.”

      Mrs. Henley pursed her lips, clearly unsatisfied with such a reply, yet Geraldine could not lie to her. She never could.

      Mrs. Sarah Henley was Geraldine's old school teacher. Geraldine loved to go to school. She was probably one of the few students who could say that sincerely, since Mrs. Henley was a rather stern teacher, but that made no difference to her. She loved to learn new things and was excited anew with each subject.

      Alas, once her father disappeared and her mother fell ill, Geraldine had to quit school to take care of her and the ranch. She never allowed herself to mourn what she lost back then because she knew she made the right decision. The same decision she would make every time if she got the chance to go through everything all over again.

      On the other hand, that did not go well with Mrs. Henley, since Geraldine was her favorite. Not that she would ever admit to such a thing publicly, yet Geraldine knew, nevertheless. She was grateful Mrs. Henley refused to give up on her or her precious education, even though it made her life more difficult at times. When she had the time, her old teacher would visit Geraldine on the farm, offering private lessons, or Geraldine would go to her house.

      In later years, Mrs. Henley provided her with reading materials, rare books that advanced her studies even further. To this day, they would gather, when convenient to both of them, to discuss something new Geraldine read or had problems comprehending. “You are my dearest student,” Mrs. Henley would say to her in those moments, despite the fact Geraldine wasn't officially in her class for many years at that point.

      “And you, my dearest teacher.”

      Mrs. Henley chuckled. “I am your only teacher,” and they would both laugh.

      Truth be told, Geraldine still loved to read and learn as much as possible. No matter how tired she would get after her day of labor, working on the farm or selling at the market, she would muster enough strength to catch up on her reading before bedtime. Often she would fall asleep with her nose stuck in some book, and for some reason, that was comforting for her. Maybe it was the smell. She simply adored the smell of books; it calmed her on a deeper, profound level.

      Geraldine loved the farm life. In her private moments, however scarce they might be, she fantasized about a different path in life. Seldom did she wish she could be a teacher just like Mrs. Henley and help future generations of children make sense of the world around them. “I have some new books for you to read, so come by to collect them when you can,” Mrs. Henley informed her.

      Feeling quite ashamed, Geraldine confessed, “I still haven't read the last one.” In the last couple of months, Geraldine would fall asleep—literally—after reading only a few lines; sometimes they were the same one.

      “No matter,” Mrs. Henley waved with her hand. “You will when you can.” And that was a closed matter for her. Her pragmatic approach to life was just one of the things Geraldine loved about that woman.

      “I will come as soon as I can,” Geraldine promised. “Thank you, Mrs. Henley.”

      “Always. Now, be a dear and pack me a dozen of these lovely eggs of yours. You know my Hubert insists on eating eggs that only come from your farm.” Geraldine really appreciated her old teacher saying that. She was not dull, she knew Mrs. Henley was using this as an excuse to help her, but Geraldine wasn't that proud to refuse it. Besides, she wouldn't dare insult her old teacher by refusing; she cared far too much to behave in such a manner. “And some of these lovely carrots, as well.”

      Geraldine nodded and carefully wrapped a dozen eggs, putting in a few extra for good measure, and then did the same with the vegetables. After she was satisfied they wouldn't break, she placed the wrapping inside Mrs. Henley's basket. Mrs. Henley nodded in approval, offering her money. Once again she gave Geraldine a great deal more for her purchases than was needed.

      “Mrs. Henley,” Geraldine started to protest, and Mrs. Henley cut her off mid-sentence.

      “Come and visit me as soon as possible,” she told Geraldine sternly, using her authoritative teacher's voice before walking away.

      “Yes, ma'am,” Geraldine shouted after her, and Mrs. Henley simply nodded without turning back.

      That is one great woman. Geraldine wished that one day she could be half as achieved and good at everything as Mrs. Henley already was.
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        * * *

      

      Geraldine spent the rest of her morning chatting with people and selling eggs. “Geraldine!”

      She turned at the sound of her name just in time to see a loaf of bread flying her way. Without a thought, she caught it with both hands. It was still warm but not warm enough for it to burn her hands. Luckily for Jeremy or I would murder him.

      Geraldine's mouth actually watered taking a whiff of the freshly baked bread, and she took a big bite on the spot. Delicious, she thought, and her mouth and belly practically sang in agreement.

      While eating, she noticed Jeremy's smiling face as he approached her. He looked mighty satisfied with his jest.  “You are utterly mad,” she informed him, between bites.

      Mad and knows how to bake, she added to herself, which is a very useful trait. Geraldine, on the other hand, couldn't bake even if her life depended on it. And there were times it really did. For some unknown reason, she was simply awful. She had no problems with other things. She knew how to cook, and could prepare meals that were quite delicious, if she should say so herself; however, her baking skills were a complete nightmare.

      “And you look like a wildling eating like that,” Jeremy countered. “Didn't your Mamma teach you how to eat with your mouth closed?”

      Geraldine stuck her tongue at him. “I thought I was feral, not wild,” she said, referring to her old school nickname. Not the best comeback in the world, she admitted. Still, that was the best she could do at the moment, since she was too busy eating.

      People will think I am starving, she worried for a moment. And that was far from being the case. Geraldine was simply too busy to think about such mundane things as eating or sleeping. “That too,” Jeremy replied instantly. Geraldine simply rolled her eyes at him in return, which made him grin.

      While she was eating and enjoying her easy banter with Jeremy, a group of girls slowly approached them, which instantly put Geraldine in a foul mood. Because she knew what was about to pass. In the center of said group was a girl named Susannah Johnson. They went to school together, and for some reason, Susannah always picked on Geraldine. Her dresses were always ugly, her pigtails too short or her handwriting too messy. No matter what Geraldine did, Susannah found a way to criticize her for it, and that continued to this very day. It did not matter that Geraldine quit school before her twelfth birthday.

      Oh, joy, my day is now complete, Geraldine murmured, preparing for yet another attack. “Geraldine,” she greeted her, wearing a deceitful smile and eyeing her from head to toe. And finding me lacking in every way, not that I care. That was the second time that morning Geraldine felt scrutinized. While Mrs. Henley did that out of affection and concern, Susannah did it out of malice, and it was very hard for Geraldine to rein in her temper.

      “Susannah,” Geraldine countered, mimicking that same smile, which she hadn’t quit mastered.  She wasn't as practiced as Susannah clearly was.

      Susannah completely ignored Jeremy, not sparing a glance his way or saying hello. He, too, went to school with them. Still, she pretended as if he was not there, and he preferred it that way. He would never admit to such a thing, but Geraldine knew he was simply terrified of Susannah. She had a sharp tongue and wasn't afraid to use it. On the other hand, Jeremy was a kind and gentle soul that never wished anyone harm. Because of that, there were times Geraldine had to save him from others, and from himself as well.

      “You poor thing,” Susannah suddenly exclaimed, returning Geraldine to the here and now. “You are still selling eggs here.”

      Geraldine frowned, not understanding her meaning. Of course, she was here, where else should I be? “Yes, I am still here,” Geraldine replied feeling rather silly for even having to say something that obvious.

      Susannah nodded. “That means the selling isn't going that well.” She feined looking genuinely concerned, but Geraldine wasn't fooled. The rest of the girls, which Geraldine all knew by names, waited in silence of what was to come next.

      Nothing, if Geraldine had any about it. “The sales are going just fine,” Geraldine replied, raising her chin ever so slightly. Not to brag, but she usually went home empty-handed.

      Susannah glanced at the display, sticking her head in the baskets while wrinkling her nose in disgust, and naturally Geraldine took offense. She labored very hard for everything that was presented on that table, and this supposedly refined young lady was being disrespectful and mean out of spite and boredom.  She’s the same spoiled brat as when we were younger.  Nothing really changes, does it?   “Do you wish to purchase anything?” Geraldine pleasantly inquired.  Susannah completely ignored the question.

      “Would you care to hear my advice?” She asked in return.

      No, I would not care at all, Geraldine thought, yet remained silent.

      “Next time try to bring fresh eggs and ripe fruits and vegetables. I know you are poor, but you cannot be selling this garbage.”

      Each word cut like a knife, and Geraldine really wanted to scream aloud. Regrettably, she knew she couldn't, and to make sure of that, she bit her lower lip. Susannah, with feat accomplished, simply turned and left without saying anything else, guiding her parade of snickering girls along. Geraldine noticed too late that Susannah was walking away, delightfully biting an apple off the table.

      That witch, Geraldine fumed. I hope she chokes on it. I hope she falls asleep with a curling iron and burns all her hair.

      Jeremy looked at Geraldine incredulously while she practically shook with rage.

      I wish she trips and falls into horse's manure, Geraldine thought.

      “Why didn't you say something to her Geraldine? You had no problems standing up to her when we were in school.”

      That is true. Geraldine would give up everything to return to that period of her life again; not only to give Susannah a piece of her mind, but be allowed to be a child, to play and learn.  Those days were long gone. “What changed?”

      Everything.

      Geraldine gave Jeremy the look. “What do you think would happen if I did something to Fergus Johnson's daughter?”

      He made a face as if tasting something sour. “I see your point.” He moved closer to her, his expression turning even more serious. “Maybe you should just leave?”

      “Leave?”

      “Yes, leave Oatman, forget about Oatman, just like-” he stopped himself in time but Geraldine knew what he wanted to say. Just like my father.

      “How could I possibly leave? I would miss the heat, and the hard ground I’m so accustomed falling onto.”

      “Don't forget the ever present dust.”

      “Well of course I would miss that.” Even though she tried to make her words light she felt anything but that. Maybe Jeremy had a point. It was just that Geraldine was in no position to contemplate leaving.

      Geraldine took a deep breath, then another, trying to calm herself down. Other vendors close by who heard the exchange gave her sympathetic looks; she ignored them all.

      She was fuming for remaining quiet and feeling powerless to change Susannah’s continual mockery. I cannot attack Susannah in any way, she repeated to herself like a mantra, but that only fueled her rage further. It was not easy swallowing her pride each time she saw Susannah, but it was necessary. Susannah’s father, Fergus Johnson had a lot of pull in this town.  He owned a few mines, making him undoubtedly the richest man in Oatman.  He was also the man who loaned her father money. Many had said Peter Laurel ran away, probably with a mistress, to avoid paying back the loan, but Geraldine refused to believe such nonsense. She was convinced there was a better explanation for her father’s disappearance and feared something dreadful had happened that kept him from returning. Tarnishing her father's good name was a mean spirited thing to do.

      On the brighter side, Geraldine was almost done with the payments. Soon, her family's debt to the Johnson family would be paid in full, and she didn't want to jeopardize her farm simply because some rich girl chose to be perpetually mean to her. So Geraldine took the high road, even though it was killing her.

      Yet the moment the debt is paid off... Geraldine grinned.

      Jeremy saw a far-way look in her eyes. “What are you thinking about so intently?”

      “Oh, nothing.”

      “You look rather frightening like that.”

      Perfect. “Remember this moment and what you said the next time you decide to taunt me for no apparent reason.”

      Jeremy opened his mouth to say something then reconsidered. He tried again after a heartbeat. “I think I will go now. See you tomorrow, Geraldine.”

      “See you, and Jeremy?”

      “Hm?”

      “Thank you for the bread. Your skill has improved immensely.” She sincerely meant the compliment.

      Jeremy instantly grew taller, and Geraldine barely contained herself not to laugh. “Of course it has, but thank you for noticing,” he replied politely, surprising her to no end since she was expecting something humorous from him.  She simply nodded in return.

      Watching him return to the small bakery his family owned, Geraldine had a splendid idea. Once Jeremy’s skills get even better, surpassing even his father who was a true master, they should start working together. Geraldine could make sandwiches using Jeremy's bread with ingredients from the farm and sell them to the miners during their lunch breaks. They would have to travel a bit since the mine was closer to the nearby town, yet she was certain it would be worth their while.

      Geraldine, you are a true genius. Feeling giddy all of a sudden, she couldn't wait to share her business idea with Jeremy. He would certainly say yes, she was sure of that.

      It wasn't even noon when Geraldine started packing for home. She successfully sold everything, despite Susannah's snide comment.  The eggs were fresh, and townspeople liked buying from her. Geraldine returned many now-empty baskets to the cart, and after saying goodbye to some vendors who were staying much longer, she urged Whitey home.

      She reconsidered at the last moment and turned around toward Mrs. Henley's house instead. After the morning she had, her mother's bad day, and that encounter with Susannah, she needed something good in her life, even for the briefest of moments.

      Geraldine would collect the stack of books Mrs. Henley had so kindly prepared for her, and perhaps a new set of them would inspire her to finish the last one. Deep down, Geraldine knew that inspiration was not the problem. It was the time, or her lack of it. Perhaps it was a silly notion, but she needed a much longer day to accomplish everything she needed and wanted to.

      Unfortunately, I do not have a magic wand to prolong my days, and that saddened her for a moment. So, I will just have to make do with what minimal free time I have. At the same time, she was rather excited. She couldn't wait to see what Mrs. Henley gathered for her.

      Geraldine felt thrilled at the prospect of learning something new and then discussing it with her favorite teacher. Instantly, she had another revelation. As long as she felt like this about something, learning in particular, she would be capable of doing everything else that needed to be done with a confident smile on her face. Because after a day of hard work, she would always have something to look forward to that would fill her with joy and hope.
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      In Fort Mohave, looking at the clear blues skies that were bathed in sunshine, Robert thought it was such a fine day for riding.  By urging his horse to go at a slower pace, he could enjoy some more time outside. He wished he could simply keep on riding and live off the land as he went, completely alone with no one to keep him company apart from his horse during the day and stars during the night.

      He would ride until he ran out of roads or even land he could ride upon, then turn around and do it again from the start. Naturally, he could not.  Robert had duties, and people who relied on him, so that trumped his silly fantasies on any given day. And this was nothing more than just that - a fantasy.

      Besides, he loved his life, it was just he sometimes fantasized there was more to it than his job. Banishing those thoughts, Robert dismounted and walked toward the old yellow house on the outskirts of Fort Mohave.

      “Good morning, Mr. Gibson.” Robert greeted an elderly man that sat in the rocking chair by the front door on the big porch. Josef Gibson was his last visit for the day.   To begin with, he saw this duty as a nuisance, and he would be glad to finish.  He loved his job, simply not all aspects of it.

      “Good Mornin', Sheriff.” Mr. Gibson greeted him back with a smile. Mr. Gibson had been good friends with Robert's late grandad, and Robert always felt a bit uncomfortable when the people he knew and respected all his life treated him differently simply because he now wore a gold star on his vest. On the other hand, that was the price to pay if he wanted to do this position justice.

      I still don't have to like it, he grumbled to himself.

      “What brings you here, Robert? Not that we mind the company,” Mr. Gibson asked. After a heartbeat, he answered his own question with another one, clearly thinking out loud. “Is it really that time of the year again?” There was a true wonder in his voice.

      “I'm afraid so.” Mr. Gibson swore as Robert shrugged. “Time tends to fly by when we're not looking.”

      “It sure does. I better start lookin', or I'll wake up in my own grave one day,” Mr. Gibson started laughing out loud at his own bad joke before standing up. “I'll be right back,” he added before going inside the house as Robert remained on the porch.

      Robert wasn't particularly fond of this part of his job.  Collecting property taxes was a task he did well, albeit grudgingly. Ever since he was a small boy he wanted to enforce the law, catch bandits and then watch as they get precisely what they deserved in the court of law.

      Not surprisingly, in all his childhood fantasies, collecting money for the state was not a part of that vision, but he did it proudly and professionally as he did with his other duties.  Despite some drawbacks, he loved his job; the post as Sheriff meant everything to him. He considered himself very fortunate  to fulfill this goal. These were dangerous times and most people tended to avoid dangerous situations, but on the other hand, Robert was not most men.

      He lost both his elder brother and father when a group of bandits passing by decided to raid their ranch simply because it was on their way. His family tried to fight back despite being outnumbered. Robert survived because his father made him hide in the root cellar. Witnessing them fighting, and in the end, dying, were the worst experiences of his entire life.

      For years, the thoughts about those events tormented him, and at times, they still did. Robert wished he did something that day, other than hiding, which might have made all the difference. Or maybe I would end up dead as well.  A big part of him felt ashamed, acting a coward for staying away.  But he could not change the past, so Robert focused on the future to make some kind of difference in other people's lives and protect them from harm. As soon as he became of age to be eligible as a deputy, he sold his farm and started his training. His reasoning was quite simple. If he could prevent just one tragedy from happening, he knew his father would look down on him from heaven and feel proud.

      Over time, his natural skills and hard work made him stand out, and eventually, he became the sheriff. A job that turned out to be slightly more difficult and demanding than he thought it would be; not that he was complaining.

      Mr. Gibson returned with a sack of coins. He counted them in front of Robert, despite his protests, before handing it to him. “Here you go, son.”

      “Much obliged, Mr. Gibson.”

      “Would you care to stay for some breakfast? My Mary is still the finest cook in the county despite being older than me,” Mr. Gibson cackled. Robert did not get the opportunity to reply.

      “I heard that, you old hump.” Mrs. Gibson suddenly appeared at the door. Robert greeted her and she smiled in return. She was always happy to see him, and the affection was mutual. Mr. Gibson was right, Mrs. Gibson was the finest cook in town. “You know that's not true,” she continued speaking to her husband. “When we met, I was far younger than you.”

      Mr. Gibson chuckled, clearly pleased he managed to rattle his wife. “You are aged dear, you forgot how old you are,” he jibed.

      Mrs. Gibson narrowed her eyes. “Josef Gregory Gibson, if you don't stop right there, I will give your supper to the wolves.”

      “Poor wolves,” Mr. Gibson said under his breath and Robert barely kept a straight face. He loved when they got like this, which was all the time.

      “What was that?” Marry Gibson inquired.

      “I said fine. But I still look younger than you,” he insisted stubbornly.

      Mrs. Gibson snorted. “Tell that to your wrinkled face, you old rascal,” she replied, but there was no real fire behind her words. She was enjoying this banter as much as Mr. Gibson. Robert simply smiled and listened to them go at one another. It was such a delight to observe such a loving couple.

      He wished he would be so fortunate to meet someone in the future who wanted to share his life, love, and laughs. Someone who could complete and challenge him every step of the way. Robert wanted a love that was true and free, but so far he was lacking. None of the women he encountered made his heart flutter or even intrigued him long enough for him to show any interest, and that was tragic.

      There must be something wrong with me, he thought to himself, glumly.

      Still, he refused to lose hope. Despite the fact that nowadays people marry for status, wealth, or fear of loneliness. All kinds of the wrong reasons led to married folks acting more like business partners sharing a roof, rather than two people bonded out of true adoration and respect. Robert refused to settle for anything other than true affection. Arranged marriages made his skin crawl. If he ever decided to marry, and that was a big if, considering his work was extremely dangerous, he wanted to do it for all the right reasons. He was going to love his wife with all his might, expecting the same in return, or he would never marry at all. Maybe he was a dreamer; that was one dream worth having.

      Robert wanted his own Mrs. Gibson, although he would never admit such a thing to anyone, only to himself. “Robert?” Mr. Gibson's voice snapped him from the reverie. He had been calling out for him for quite some time, which was embarrassing. “Breakfast?”

      “Pardon me, I got distracted for a moment. And no, thank you, I already ate,” he lied. For some reason, he couldn't be in their presence anymore. Probably because they showed him something he was missing and desperately wanted. Besides, he tried to reason with himself, he had too much work to do. “Duty calls, eh?” Mr. Gibson pressed.

      Robert simply nodded in return, and the elderly couple sighed in unison. It was uncanny watching them share the same thoughts even. And Robert already suspected what will come out of Mr. Gibson's mouth next.

      He did not disappoint. “You work too much, son. You need to find a girl and marry her, settle down.” Just the things he was thinking about himself. Unfortunately, as it turned out, that wasn't his destiny to have, or at least not yet. “You cannot go through life alone, chasing scoundrels. A man needs a woman to complete his life,” Mrs. Gibson decided to join in.

      “We shall see, Mrs. Gibson. Besides, not many girls want to be tied down to a sheriff,” he added with an exaggerated sigh, getting back up on his horse. That wasn't technically a lie, simply an exaggeration.

      Unfortunately, the Gibsons saw right through his charade, sharing another one of their poignant glances, but refrained from commenting. For which Robert was grateful. Instead, they waved Robert goodbye, and he did the same. “I expect you to come on Sunday for some apple pie,” Mrs. Gibson shouted after him. They were having a small celebration being wed for forty-five years and Robert was one of the people they decided to invite, for which he was much honored.

      “I wouldn't miss it for the world,” he replied honestly.

      After that, Robert jabbed his horse and Duke responded instantly, making them soar through the plains, clearly happy to finally stretch his legs. Robert felt a bit raw and restless after that conversation, and he did not appreciate the sentiment one bit.

      He hoped some riding would clear his head because it always did in the past. Best medicine in the world. It did not have the desired effect this time. His mind kept swirling back to the Gibsons and the bond they clearly shared. It was true Robert was known as a suitable bachelor in their small part of the world, some would add that he was even desirable in that area, but he did not see things that way.

      Despite his words to Mrs. Gibson, he found a few girls did show a bit of interest toward him, but unfortunately, Robert did not share their enthusiasm. Maybe I'm too picky, he thought to himself. He didn't think so, not really. It was just so far, none of the girls he knew really piqued his interest or awoke a desire in him enough to want to spend a bit more time getting to know them, their likes or dislikes, let alone marry one of them. Thoughts of spending the next forty-five years with one of them made him shudder.

      His skin practically crawled at the mere thought of the girls he grew up with. That was not to say there was something wrong with them. One of the problems was that he was living in a somewhat small town and knew most of the unmarried girls from childhood. As he had said before, they were all fine young women, all pretty in their unique ways, well-behaved. It was just that he wanted more from a woman he planned to spend his life with.

      You are too picky Robert, he informed himself. And for that, you will die alone.
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        * * *

      

      Once he felt more comfortable in his own skin, Robert rode back into town. Entering the Sheriff's Office, he greeted his deputies, shared a few words with them, mostly about work, before going to his desk. After making a note about Mr. Gibson's deposit, and a few others, he placed all the coins in the safe with the rest of the taxes. There were some letters on his desk, telegrams from other sheriffs, all containing information about current bandits and their locations. Robert liked to keep track of such things.

      Once satisfied with his work, Robert took the keys from a desk drawer and approached one of the cells. Their office wasn't that big, and their holding area looked formidable, with small dark cells and fat iron bars. To put fear in the souls of the weak and easily corrupt.

      He looked at the man held inside. “Did you sober up?” he asked without preamble, in a much louder voice than was necessary. Still, only a muffled groan greeted him back and Robert sighed.

      “Close enough,” one of his deputies commended; the rest laughed.

      Robert opened the door and marched inside the small cell. He gave the man inside a firm shake. “Come on. Wake up.” Eventually, the man sprawled on the cot turned to look up at him, with a frown, clearly not appreciating being awakened in such fashion.

      He is fortunate I did not use cold water on him, or something even worse, smelly even. Speaking of worse and smelling, Robert had to hold his breath while standing so close to the man because he reeked of alcohol and probably urine, with a dash of horse manure, a common aroma in that place.

      Not wanting to stay any longer than was necessary, Robert spoke again. “Time to go home, Mike.”

      “Excellent,” Mike slurred, sleepy. It took some true effort, but he managed to get up on his feet. Is this fool still drunk? Robert wondered, eyeing him. He smelled like a distillery. His face was covered with dried blood, some mud—or at least Robert hoped that was mud—and the slightest breeze could put him back down on his behind. He's just hungover, Robert realized, and no longer his problem.

      “Next time you decide to start a brawl for the most ridiculous of all reasons, I will use your head as a battering ram; maybe that will put some sense back into you. Understood?” Robert threatened.

      “Yes sir,” Mike stammered, saluting.

      Please God, watch over this fool.

      Mike left the cell and the station altogether while Robert's deputies were laughing. Mike was known as a local fool, and he spent most nights right here in this very cell to the utmost chagrin of his family. In essence, he was a good lad but when you put some liquor in him, he became extremely prone to doing stupid things, and last night was no exception.

      He got into a fight with a local rancher known for having a bad temper, a really hard, tough man that you should not treat lightly. And what led to the brawl?  Over a boot. And it wasn't even Mike's boot, or the rancher's for that matter, but one of the other patrons of the saloon. The argument started over the quality of imported leather compared to domestic or something similar.

      Like Robert said, ridiculous, and certainly not something was worth dying over, which would have happened if Robert didn't show up in the nick of time. The place was a madhouse by the time he arrived to save that fool, and it was a true miracle Mike hasn't died already, for being loudmouthed and surrounded by the wrong crowd. He would have been, but he tripped and fell while the rancher aimed and fired, fortunately missing. Both were beyond drunk which probably saved them from killing each other.

      So, Robert fired his arm in the air to get everyone's attention. Once the crowd settled, he picked up Mike from the pile of broken chairs and dragged him to jail, for his own protection. “I bet he will be back tonight,” one of his deputies, Ross, had to voice his opinion, and another simply snorted. “That's a safe bet. I say, he will be back this afternoon.”

      While his deputies started to bet, Robert rolled his eyes, closing the cell. He wished there were a way to reach Mike and force him to see reason, prevent him from coming back ever again.

      Yet you can't save everybody, he thought with a small amount of sadness, remembering his older brother and father while returning to his desk. He still had a lot of work to do. Even though he completely ignored their jokes, he shared their views. Mike will be back, I just hope he will be breathing next time...
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      Geraldine's visit to Mrs. Henley was a pleasant one, and the teacher was rather surprised to see Geraldine come by that very day. Of course, she was pleased and did not let Geraldine leave without some biscuits and lemonade. That was not what put a smile on Geraldine's face; she got three new books to read.

      I can't wait to start reading them. Mrs. Henley really did go out of her way to find books Geraldine would be interested in, and made excellent choices. Geraldine was beyond happy. Despite that small respite, Geraldine was tired; her back ached, and she was more than aware her day was only half finished. But I have new books now, she tried to cheer herself a bit, and it somewhat worked.

      It wasn’t just that she still had so much work on her hands. She didn't simply feel tired but completely prostrate. Perhaps one of the reasons she rode home slowly was to postpone her chores a bit longer. Not too much, since she would feel guilty, yet enough to catch her breath and just be.

      Of course, there was another reason. Even though the cart was empty apart from the baskets and the precious books, she did not want to tire Whitey; he wasn't in his prime anymore. Once upon a time, he was a true menace, but Elsa Potter, Mother's best friend, managed to tame him. He was actually a gift from Elsa to Geraldine for her thirteenth birthday.

      Geraldine's father disappeared when she was twelve, and she was almost as distraught as her mother was, but she tried to hide it.  Somehow Elsa knew, and when her next birthday came, she gifted Geraldine Whitey in hopes to cheer her up. Geraldine fell in love with him at first sight; Whitey responded much the same, and they were inseparable ever since. She couldn't imagine her life without him in it.

      When Whitey was younger, Geraldine rode him all the time, and all the way up to the Rocky Mountains that surrounded their small town, especially when Geraldine needed some time for herself.  She had a favorite place where she would try to calm her racing mind or to cry for a while. It was a small meadow, completely surrounded by trees from all sides. Geraldine liked it because it was so hidden, and easily overlooked. Geraldine stumbled upon it by accident and returned many times with Whitey.

      At that time, he did not want to overexert him with such adventures and simply used him to pull her small cart, with products she had to sell, to and from the market. Sometimes, she thought he was resenting her for keeping him at a slower pace, but she was doing that for his own good. Geraldine loved her horse too much and wanted to keep him in her life a bit longer.

      Geraldine would look wistfully at the mountains. I do not want to go home, I want to be a normal girl doing normal things. Susannah's face, with her perfect hair and immaculate attire, came to mind, and she grimaced. Geraldine wanted to be perfect in her own way.

      For example, the town's annual fair was approaching, and there would be a dance later in the evening. Geraldine never went. Jeremy often begged for her company, but she was always too exhausted to even contemplate such a notion. A part of her justified her refusals because she didn’t have a nice dress to wear. Another part wanted to go and see what all the fuss was about because people were talking about it for weeks in advance. And since Geraldine spent her days in the market, she heard it all. There was no point in thinking about those silly things since they were not possible for her with a mother and a farm to take care of. Geraldine realized Jeremy's words about marriage and having someone to take care of her rattled her more than she cared to admit, even to herself.

      Sure, marriage would solve all of my problems.

      Immediately she felt guilty for having such thoughts. She would not trade her life for someone else's, because it made her who she was—independent with a feeling of self-worth.

      While she mused about her life, she felt Whitey go over a bump on the road. It was an old dirt road that changed its shape with each hard rain. She wasn't paying that close attention, and the cart went straight over it and one of the wheels fell off. Unfortunately, that scared Whitey to go faster. “Ow!”

      Geraldine lost all of her breath from the rumble that followed and as the cart tilted, she nearly fell down on the ground. Somehow she managed to stay in the seat, but barely. “Whoa, Whitey,” she commanded the spooked horse;  luckily, he complied immediately. Taking a moment to compose herself with a deep breath, reassured that this whole incident left them both unharmed, Geraldine jumped down to assess the damage.

      What else will go wrong today? First her mother, then Susannah, and now this. This kept getting better and better as the day progressed, so Geraldine really looked forward to seeing what misfortune would befall her next. Naturally, that was the wrong thing to say to the heavens; apparently, her guardian angel had a peculiar sense of humor.

      First, she petted Whitey for a bit, making sure he was quite alright and calm. Then she refocused on the cart. Luckily, the axle wasn't broken, so there was hope she could fix this.

      I just have to find the wheel, she thought to herself, looking about. Praise the heavens, she signed in relief discovering it a few yards away; it, too, was unbroken. “Of course,” she grumbled to herself while trying to pull out the big wheel from the pool of mud. There was only one wet piece of land on that entire road, the single remnant of the rain that fell a couple of days past, and the wheel somehow managed to fall exactly into it.

      Just my luck!

      Taking the wheel back to the cart, she was covered in mud, yet determined. Making sure Whitey wouldn't try to go off out of boredom, she was glad to find him munching on some grass. Geraldine started musing how to fix this problem. It wasn't like she’d never mended her cart before, but usually she was on her farm at the time and had Elsa’s help.

      This situation was slightly more difficult, since she was currently on a road hardly used apart from her and Elsa; it led to their ranches. The chances of someone stumbling upon her were pretty nonexistent, if not laughable.

      It's all up to me, then, she thought to herself without despair.  Without further delay, she got to work. Using herself instead of a lever, Geraldine lifted the cart upright with her back. She let out a sound of distress since the cart was pretty heavy, and with a lot of effort, she jabbed the wheel back onto the axle.

      It required some additional adjustment, still, she managed to push the wheel to its place. By the time she was finished, she was not only completely dirty but sweaty and utterly exhausted. At least I wouldn't have to walk home, she thought to herself while stretching, trying to relieve some of the pain from her back.

      Of course, she would have to examine the wheel much closer once she returned to the farm, to make sure everything was as it should be. She sighed. That was just another thing added on her ever-growing list of chores. Praying she did a fine job, she climbed on the seat and urged Whitey to start walking again. So far so good. Geraldine held her breath as they journeyed at a snail's pace; she did not want any more surprises.

      Finally getting home, she took care of her darling, making sure Whitey had enough water and hay until the morning, then went into the house. Geraldine was cross at herself for dirtying her dress, and now she would have to wash it that evening, or she wouldn't have anything else to wear in the morning. All her other attires were soiled as well, unfortunately.

      I believe that means laundry day is today. Dirty dress meant laundry went up on her to do list. “Mother?” Geraldine called out once she entered the house, but no one greeted her back. She must be sleeping.  She tried again. “Mom?”

      Walking upstairs, she checked her mother's bedroom, and the bed was empty. That pleased Geraldine, even though that meant she did not know where her mother was. At least she isn't still in bed. Checking the rest or the house, she discovered it was also empty. The breakfast she laid out for her mother was finished, and Geraldine took that as another good sign of her mother's state of mind.

      Deciding to change into one of her mother's skirts, Geraldine washed her face and hands vigorously before going outside in search of her mother. “Mom?” Visiting the gardens, Geraldine saw that her mother was not there either. She was nowhere to be seen, but Geraldine was not worried, yet.  Her mother probably took her advice and went to visit Elsa. That was nothing unusual after all. Τhey liked to drink tea together almost every day.

      Good for her, to be out of bed and about. Geraldine was pleased.

      Looking about the vegetable garden, Geraldine paused for a second, taking a deep breath. She needed to prioritize her tasks before actually starting one, to be sure she did not forget something.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Geraldine was humming some catchy tune she heard at the market all the while crouching close to the ground picking out weeds from her plot of potatoes.  She heard a screech so fierce and loud, it made her lose her footing and fall on her backside.

      Oh, no. She immediately jumped back up on her feet and without a thought started running toward the source because the sound did not end. Reaching the house, Geraldine discovered it was just as she feared. Her mother was the one screaming, and she looked bewildered and shaking from head to toe. “Mom?” Geraldine called out trying to get her attention. Luckily, her mother was home.  Her crying profusely alarmed Geraldine even more than not finding her.

      Is she hurt? What happened? A million thoughts swirled inside her head; she needed to focus. “What on earth happened to you?” Geraldine demanded.

      Her mother started shaking her head, then turned away. She looked completely lost, just staring at the distance.

      Geraldine approached her. “Mother, what happened” She appeared too lost inside her own head to hear anything.

      Oh dear, what am I to do? She asked herself in concern. “Please speak to me,” she begged.

      Geraldine's mother hugged herself, continued to cry and was shaking her head every now and then, probably having some silent conversation with herself.

      I need to snap her out of this.

      Geraldine stood in front of her mother and grabbing her by the shoulders started to shake her. “Mother?” She shook her even more vigorously when nothing happened, actually contemplating if she should slap her. The notion frightened Geraldine enough to need a way to reach her mother.

      She did not know what caused this state, nevertheless, she still had to learn why. “Mother! Look at me and start speaking,” Geraldine practically yelled, and miraculously that did the trick. Her mother focused on her face.

      Finally! Praise the Lord. Looking at Geraldine, she appeared to be seeing her daughter for the first time. She must be in great shock, Geraldine guessed. “Geraldine!” She cried out and started sobbing again. Geraldine embraced her.

      Geraldine used her calm voice, speaking softly as she would to a child. “Mother, please, tell me what is the matter? Are you hurt? Did something happen to you?” She showered her mother with questions.

      As far as Geraldine could observe, her mother looked unharmed, apart from being petrified. Once her mother calmed a bit, she took a step back so she could look at her mother's face. “Where have you been?” Geraldine decided to start with something simple, hoping to not agitate her mother further.

      “Elsa,” her mother stammered back.

      Good, this was clear progress in the right direction. “Did something happen at Elsa's?'

      Her mother nodded her head yes. Geraldine's stomach started to protest with uneasiness, yet she needed to press forward and hear the whole story. Maybe they quarreled, and Mother got upset. “Did you two have a fight?” Geraldine pressed. They were best friends for ages, and sometimes even best friends fought.

      Her mother started to breathe heavily once again, and her eyes widened. “I just wanted a cup of tea, and she was there,” she started to ramble without making any sense.

      “You are not making any sense. Please speak with me more plainly.”

      Her mother grabbed her by the arms. “She was just there. I did nothing wrong, she was just there.” Geraldine's mother eyes widened even further, a trait Geraldine would not believe was physically possible to do up until this moment. What on Earth happened to my mother? Geraldine was prepared to jump out of her own skin from worry, yet did not know how to make her mother tell her everything in a reasonable fashion.

      The problem was that she wasn't reasonable at the moment, which could only mean something bad has happened. Good Lord, please help us all, Geraldine panicked.

      “All right, please calm down. Who was there?” She was at Elsa's. Did someone break in and try to harm them? And then a simple yet terrifying truth occurred to Geraldine. “Mother, did something happen to Elsa?” She barely managed to choke out the words.

      Her mother pursed her lips as if she did not want to speak with her anymore. This is madness! “Mother, please answer me.” It was very hard to keep her temper in check. Geraldine would much rather try to shake the truth out of her mother, yet she feared that would lead her to zero progress at the moment. “Did something happen to Elsa?”

      “Yes,” her mother cried out, closing her eyes and shaking her head as if she could not bear to face Geraldine's next question.

      Dear Lord. “Mom?” Geraldine was about to try and coax her further.  Her heart hammered inside her chest like a galloping herd of wild horses when she continued.

      “Something terrible happened to Elsa,” she stammered as the tears fell down her face.

      Geraldine felt like running and hiding under the bed hearing her mother say that. The same way she did when she was a small child. Geraldine still did not know what her mother would be running and hiding from.

      “Is Elsa alright?”

      Maybe we should call for help? Alas, there was a new set of problems. Their two farms were the only ones in this part of the land; others were on the outskirts of Oatman, but on the other side. The wasn’t a sheriff in town that could help either. Never in her life before did Geraldine felt so powerless, not even when her father disappeared and the care of the farm became her responsibility.

      “She is not all right,” her mother finally decided to speak. “She was lying on the floor—” she paused, choking too hard on her tears.

      On the floor? Dear Lord. “Did she hurt herself?”

      Geraldine wondered if she should go over there and see if she needed some assistance. Mother could have said something from the beginning. Geraldine wasted too much time with pulling the truth out of her. It was maddening.

      Finally, Geraldine's mother opened her eyes and looked at her daughter. “You do not understand, there was something around her neck, and I, I—”

      “What, Mother?”

      “She was not moving. I think she is dead.”

      Geraldine felt lightheaded. Elsa is dead? Oh no, please no. That cannot be.

      

      
        
        Want to know how the story ends? Tap on the link below to read the rest of the story.

      

        

      
        https://amzn.to/2MbAace

      

        

      
        Thank you very much!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Cassidy Hanton

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading The Salvation of a Runaway Bride!

      I really hope you liked reading it, as much as I enjoyed writing it ♥

      If you did, may I ask you to please write a review HERE? It would mean the world to me. Reviews are very important and allow me to keep writing the books that you love to read!

      

      Some other best sellers of mine:

      The Sheriff’s Rebellious Bride

      Loving a Forbidden Bride

      An Unconventional Bride for the Rancher

      Finding the Broken Cowboy

      

      Also, if you liked this book, you can also check out my full Amazon Book Catalogue HERE.

      

      Thank you for being part of my journey!

      Cassidy

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Born overlooking the Jefferson river in Montana, Cassidy Hanton has always been attracted to the nature of the West. As the only girl of six siblings, her mother used to tell her stories that she later on discovered they came from her favorite romance novels.

      

      With a double major in Philosophy and Creative Writing, Cassidy started writing contemporary romances, only to realize that the American Frontier Era was her favourite. That was back in 2008. Now, she writes overlooking another Montana river and a beautiful ranch that she shares with her husband and three children.

      

      Cassidy delved into the Western Frontier history and the local native stories only to provide her readers with the intrigue and authenticity of the era. She hopes her stories satisfy their thirst for love and adventure and inspire them to live every day with a smile.
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