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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   April 1876
 
   Charles City, Virginia
 
    
 
   With a glance over her shoulder, Ada Wilcox fought the urge to run right back off the train.  As much as she wanted to avoid this, she couldn’t.  Her destiny was set and there was no turning back.
 
   The conductor motioned to a seat in the front row.  “Please sit here, miss.”
 
   Sighing, she thanked him and sat down.  She didn’t know whether to cry or yell about the unfairness of it all.  She looked out the window and saw her brother give a hesitant wave.  Instead of returning the gesture, she shifted so that she didn’t have to look out the window again.  She knew it wasn’t nice of her to do, but at the moment, she couldn’t bring herself to do what was right.  She was much too upset at him.
 
   The conductor leaned forward and smiled.  “If you two need anything, let me know.  Miss Preston, this is Miss Wilcox.  Miss Wilcox,” he told Ada, “this is Miss Preston.  You two won’t believe it, but you’re both headed for Lincoln, Nebraska.  It’s a small world.” He chuckled and headed to the door to assist other passengers.
 
   Miss Preston turned toward Ada.  “So you’re going to Lincoln?  How unusual for us to be traveling to the same place.”
 
   “Yes, it is.” Ada retrieved a handkerchief out of her drawstring purse, tears welling up in her eyes.  She forced a smile at the pretty young lady beside her who wore a lovely green and white shirtwaist and matching skirt.  “I worried about traveling this distance by myself.” But all things considered, that was the least of her worries.
 
   The train jerked forward, and Ada ventured another glance at her brother who at least had the decency to look guilty.
 
   Miss Preston leaned toward her, eyebrows furrowed.  “Are you okay?”
 
   “I,” she sniffed and wiped her eyes again, “I suppose I’ll be.” She’d never seen Miss Preston until today and judging by the quality of the young woman’s clothing, she was better off than her, which was a sad state since Ada had on her best dress.  She didn’t know what she could possibly have in common with such a refined lady, but it probably didn’t matter since they’d most likely never see each other again.  “Are you scared?”
 
   “Yes, I’m leaving my beloved Virginia for an unknown place.  It’s disconcerting.”
 
   Though Ada wasn’t sure what ‘disconcerting’ meant, she nodded.  “It is.  I didn’t want to leave, but my brother worried about me and,” she grimaced and wiped more tears away, “arranged a marriage to secure my future.  I’m sorry.  I can’t seem to stop.” She sniffed. “I’m Ada, by the way.”
 
   “Opal.”
 
   “So may I ask why you are going to Lincoln?  I-I don’t want to pry, but since we’ll be traveling together, I thought it might be nice to-to talk.” And it would take her mind off her situation, if even for a few hours.  She could use the reprieve.  She hadn’t enjoyed a moment’s peace since her brother gave her the news.
 
   “Of course, you can and I’ll be happy to talk about it. I’m taking a governess position for two children.”
 
   “Oh?” A governess.  That made sense.  Opal seemed educated.  “How old are they?”
 
   “Abigail’s six and Theodore’s eight.”
 
   “Those are good ages,” Ada said, finally able to take a deep breath to help settle her nerves.
 
   “It is.” Opal paused. “That’s very perceptive of you.”
 
   “Well, I come from a large family.  I have five brothers and two sisters.”
 
   “I come from a large family of five brothers, but only have one sister.” She laughed. “I can’t believe the things we’ve got in common. It’s uncanny.”
 
   Ada gestured to Opal’s dress.  “Even to the point of our choice in colors.”
 
   Opal nodded. “I noticed right away that we were both wearing green.  I’m glad the conductor put us together.”
 
   “I am, too.” And she was.  “Who are you meeting once we reach Lincoln?”
 
   “My employer, Alexander Boyer.  And you?”
 
   Ada gulped and clasped her hands together so she wouldn’t start crying all over again.  That’s all Opal needed.  A traveling companion who cried more tears than the Mississippi River could contain.  When she could answer calmly, she said, “Pete Kelly.  That’s all my brother told me about him.  Oh, he did say Pete’s well off.” But she doubted Pete Kelly was as well off as Opal.  Then again, to her brother, anyone who didn’t have to worry about whether or not there was food to eat was rich.  “So, you’re going to work as a governess?  Are you looking forward to it?”
 
   “Yes, but I’m going to miss my Virginia.  What about you?”
 
   “Not really. I’m just afraid of what kind of man my brother arranged for me.”
 
   “It’s going to be difficult for both of us.”
 
   Opal reached out to squeeze her hand in silent encouragement.  Ada returned the sentiment then turned to the window, hardly noticing the scenery.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   With each mile that separated Ada from Virginia, she didn’t know if she felt better or worse.  She kept telling herself that her brother wasn’t a bad man.  He’d made the arrangement with Pete Kelly because he needed the money and because it would ensure she’d be provided for for the rest of her life.
 
   But even as she tried to console herself with such logic, knowing her brother had seen fit to sell her to a stranger out in Nebraska—far removed from anyone she’d ever known—hurt.  What kind of man needed a wife so badly he’d post an ad offering to buy one?  Surely, a man who had to buy a wife wasn’t the kind of man worth marrying.
 
   What had her brother been thinking?  Maybe Pete promised her brother he’d take good care of her.  If that had been the case, how could she know that was really true?  Maybe he had something other than marriage in mind.  What if he had a brothel and was looking for more women?  As much as she struggled not to consider the possibility, it could very well be the case.  Or it could be something as equally horrible.  She didn’t know what could be as bad as working in a brothel, but she was sure men could think of all kinds of ways to use a woman.
 
   Her brother should have had the decency to make sure Pete was a good man before he accepted the money.  He never should have sold her without knowing what it was exactly that he was forcing her into.
 
   Maybe she could run away.  But how?  And where would she go?  She had no money, no way to get back to Virginia, no one to go to.  She was trapped.  If this Pete Kelly wasn’t the honorable young man her brother believed him to be, her life was good for nothing.
 
   From beside her, someone gently nudged her arm.  She stirred in her seat and saw her traveling companion smiling at her.  “We’re approaching the station,” Opal said.
 
   Ada stared at her for a moment then returned her smile. The only source of solace she had during the long and heartbreaking journey was having Opal to talk to.  Now they would part: Opal to be a governess and Ada to be with someone who would either be good to her or not.  “I will miss you.”
 
   “Me too.  I’m so glad we got to know each other.”
 
   Ada pulled out her damp handkerchief and wiped more tears from her eyes.  With a glance out the window, she saw the Lincoln station as the train slowed.
 
   “Don’t forget to write,” Opal said.
 
   Ada blinked back more tears and nodded.  If Pete Kelly was the kind of man who’d allow her to write, she would.
 
   The train came to a stop, and the conductor called out, “Lincoln!” Then he turned to the two women.  “Stay here and I’ll make sure Mr. Kelly and Mr. Boyer are here to greet you.”
 
   Ada pressed her handkerchief to her mouth, hoping her nerves wouldn’t make her vomit.  This was it.  There was no turning back.
 
   The passengers started departing from the car, and the conductor waved to them.  Opal gave her an encouraging smile, and while it did little to ease the tension, Ada took some comfort in it.  She reluctantly got out of her seat and trudged to the door.  With a deep breath to steady her nerves, she took a shaky step off the train.
 
   As she scanned the platform, she caught sight of the framed United States map on the wall.  Her gaze went from Virginia to Nebraska and she released her breath in despair.  She was a long way from home.
 
   She glanced back at Opal who seemed so at ease with being in this new and unfamiliar place as she stepped off the train.  Ada wished she had her ability to display such confidence.
 
   “Are you Miss Ada Wilcox?” a man who appeared to be in his late twenties asked.
 
   Her gaze went from him to the woman and child beside him.  Surely, this couldn’t be Pete Kelly.  Swallowing the lump in her throat, she nodded.  “I am.  You’re not Pete Kelly, are you?”
 
   “No, ma’am,” he replied.  “I’m his brother, Jimmy.  This here is my wife Cheryl and my boy Ron.”
 
   “I’m six,” Ron said.
 
   With a chuckle, Jimmy motioned to an older man whose hair was starting to gray.  “This is Preacher Thompson who’ll marry you and my brother.”
 
   “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Cheryl said with a smile that helped to ease some of Ada’s nerves.
 
   “Is Pete here?” she asked, scanning the busy station.
 
   “No, he’s waiting for you at his house,” Jimmy replied.
 
   One of the baggage handlers came over to her.  “Ma’am, do you have a brass tag for me?”
 
   “Oh, yes.” Ada quickly opened her purse and dug in it, feeling the heat of everyone’s stares on her as she fumbled around for it.  With great relief, she finally retrieved it.  Goodness but her hands wouldn’t stop shaking.  “Here it is, sir.”
 
   The youth nodded and went to get her small wooden trunk.
 
   “Do you have anything else?” Cheryl asked.
 
   Ada shook her head.  “This is it.” All the things she owned were in a trunk so small that it wouldn’t hold much more than Ron if he wanted to hide in it.  This was just another reminder of why her brother said this was her best chance at a better life.  She examined Jimmy as he lifted the trunk for her then turned her attention to Cheryl, the boy, and the preacher.  They seemed like nice enough folk.  At least they didn’t seem like the kind who’d haul her off to a brothel.
 
   “What did your brother tell you about Pete?” Jimmy asked as he led the group out of the station.
 
   “Um, not much.” Ada squinted in the sunlight and adjusted her hat to protect her eyes.  “Just that he’d be a good provider.”
 
   “He will be,” Cheryl quickly assured her.  “He’s a hard worker.  He tends to the animals and his gardens with fine dedication.  You’ll never want for food.  And he does good with fixing up the place.  The home is in good condition.  He also has some money set aside.  Jimmy will often take whatever food Pete doesn’t eat and sell it.  He also sells some of Pete’s paintings.  Pete doesn’t buy anything, really, so you’ll have some money.  This is all very important to remember.”
 
   Ada’s eyebrows furrowed.  Wasn’t it strange that Cheryl felt the need to say all of that?  If she guessed right, there was an uncertainty in Cheryl’s expression.  Her steps slowed as they neared a buckboard wagon.  Maybe she shouldn’t do this.  She took in her surroundings, and her gaze settled on Opal who was getting into the wagon with the man who had employed her.  Should she run over to them and prey upon their kindness to take her with them?  She might not know anything to teach children, but she could cook and sew. 
 
   “It’s hard to explain the situation,” the preacher said.
 
   Ada turned her attention to him.  “I’m here to be Pete Kelly’s wife, right?  He doesn’t have another wife or illegitimate children or engages in anything wrong, does he?”
 
   “No,” the preacher said.  “Pete lives by himself on a farm.  He’s tender and kind.  He’s a good man.”
 
   Jimmy placed her trunk in the wagon then came over to them.  “The situation with Pete is a delicate matter.”
 
   Her stomach tensed and her grip tightened on her purse.  “What is his situation?” she forced out.
 
   He glanced at Cheryl and the preacher who nodded.  “Alright, I’ll tell you now.  It’s best to be prepared.” After he took a deep breath, he said, “Pete doesn’t have normal intelligence.”
 
   “What?” Ada asked, not sure she understood him right.
 
   “There’s nothing else wrong with him,” Cheryl quickly added.  “He doesn’t harm anyone or anything.  He’s very gentle.  You needn’t worry about your safety.”
 
   “But…  I don’t understand,” Ada said, glancing from one person to another.
 
   “He’s a good friend,” Ron finally replied.  “We ride horses together and play horseshoes.”
 
   Jimmy patted his son’s shoulder.  “Think of Pete as a child.  You two will have your own bedrooms.  You’ll be like a mother to him.”
 
   “A mother?” To her own husband?  Ada didn’t like the sound of that at all.
 
   “There are worse husbands you could have,” the preacher said.  “Some men get drunk, hit their wives, sleep with other women…  You won’t have to worry about that with Pete.”
 
   “And I’ll come by to check on things, to make sure you get everything you need from town,” Jimmy added.  “I go to the general store once a month to get the things Pete needs.  I’ll do the same for you.”
 
   “It’s just that we need someone to look after him,” Cheryl said, turning to Ada with a hopeful look in her eyes.  “I’m expecting another child and Jimmy acquired more land and cattle for our farm.  It’s just not as easy to check up on Pete as it used to be.”
 
   “And it wouldn’t be right to have you out there by yourself without being his wife,” the preacher added.  “It’s easier this way.” 
 
   Ada didn’t know what to say.  It wasn’t as bad as she feared.  She wouldn’t end up in a brothel or in some other dangerous situation.  But it wasn’t ideal either.  As a little girl, she had envisioned marrying a young, handsome man who’d be her companion, someone to share the good and bad moments life would offer.  Pete Kelly couldn’t give her that.  He’d be someone she’d have to watch after and care for.  But she supposed of all the things that could have happened, this wasn’t so bad.  She could live with this.  At least she’d never have to go to bed hungry.  She wouldn’t have to mend clothes for the tenth time.  She’d also have a warm place to sleep in the winter.  There was something to be said for not having to sleep on the floor with one’s brothers and sisters to stay warm.
 
   She released her breath.  “Alright.  I’ll marry him.”
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Ada’s first thought when Jimmy guided his wagon to Pete’s property was that she’d never seen a more beautiful place.  The fields spanned for miles in all directions.  About eight cows grazed in the fenced area that wasn’t too far from the red barn.  Up the well-worn trail was a two-story freshly painted white home.
 
   “We got everything painted before you came,” Jimmy told her.
 
   “And cleaned up, too,” Cheryl added.  “Men don’t know the first thing about keeping a home, so I made sure it was livable for a woman.  We want you to be comfortable here.” She pointed to a house further in the distance.  “That’s where Jimmy and I live.  Just follow the trail down that way and it’ll take you right to our home.”
 
   Ada nodded but continued to study the land, impressed by how much of it there was.  In Virginia, she’d been used to being in a neighborhood where houses were pressed together.  There were no yards, and the brick streets were the only places to play.  Out here, there was so much freedom a child could have fun all day just running around.  For a moment, it depressed her to know that she wouldn’t have any children who would get to enjoy all this open space, but it only lasted for a moment because then they reached the house and she realized just how big it was.
 
   She tried not to appear too excited as Jimmy helped her down, but her feet had a mind of their own and she hurried up to the porch steps.  There was a swing and some rocking chairs and even a table to rest drinks on.  She sat in one of the chairs and looked out at the prairie.  Oh, she’d love sitting out here during the day!  It was such a nice change from seeing rows of houses all the time.
 
   “Do you like it so far?” Cheryl asked.
 
   “I do,” Ada admitted, her gaze going to Jimmy and the preacher as Jimmy took her trunk from the wagon.  “Can I see the rest of it or should I wait?”
 
   “It’s your home.  You can see it now if you wish.”
 
   Ada didn’t hesitate to jump out of the chair and open the front door.  The entryway led to a set of steps on her left and to her right was a parlor.  After a quick debate, she veered right and took in the spacious room with its table, a writing desk, a shelf holding books, a sofa, and three chairs.  Sunlight pouring through two large windows lit up the room.  She touched the dark red curtains which were parted.  Her mother had only dreamt of curtains so fine.  And they matched the large oval rug in the center of the room.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind that I took the liberty of decorating the rooms,” Cheryl said.
 
   Having forgotten that Cheryl had followed her in, Ada smiled at her.  “No, I don’t mind.  Everything’s so lovely.” Examining the curtains again, she ran her fingers over them.  “I’ve never seen anything as beautiful as this fabric.”
 
   “Jimmy paid your brother so we could use Pete’s money for items to make this place a home.  Don’t worry, though.  There’s more.  It’s in a jar in the kitchen, right on the shelf by the cups.”
 
   It was on the tip of Ada’s tongue to ask exactly how much her brother made from the arrangement but decided she didn’t want to know.  She’d rather not think of herself in terms of a dollar amount.  Instead, she went to the kitchen.  She gasped in pleasure at the large worktable, the fine quality cook stove, the pots and pans, and the large glass cabinet that held beautifully decorated plates and cups.
 
   “These were his mother’s things,” Cheryl said, pointing to the plates and cups.  “She had them brought here when she just married his father.  They came out here for the land and had Jimmy and Pete.”
 
   Ada nodded at Cheryl but continued to examine the kitchen.
 
   “Through that door is the dining room.”
 
   A dining room and a kitchen?  Ada followed Cheryl out of the kitchen and into a good-sized room with a rectangular oak table and matching chairs.  The large window had light green curtains with material as nice as the curtains in the parlor.  Ada touched the table.  It’d seen years of use but was still in wonderful condition.  How her mother had longed for a table as well made as this one but couldn’t afford it.
 
   “And upstairs are the bedrooms,” Cheryl continued.
 
   Eager to see the rest of the house, Ada followed her up the stairs.  “Where is Pete?” she ventured to ask, almost afraid to meet him but knowing she had to sooner or later.
 
   “He’ll be out in the garden this time of day.  I’m sure Jimmy will have him wash up before he comes in for the wedding.”
 
   They reached the top of the steps and Ada asked, “Will Jimmy bring in my trunk?”
 
   “He already did.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Cheryl laughed.  “Didn’t you hear him while you were in the parlor?”
 
   Her cheeks grew warm.  “No, I didn’t.” She must have been too excited about the size of this house and its wonderful furnishings to hear him enter.  With a glance at the open bedroom doors, she asked, “Did he already leave?”
 
   “Yes, but he didn’t say anything so I’m not surprised you missed him.  Come.” She motioned to the large bedroom with two windows decorated with purple curtains and matching blankets and a rug on the floor.  “I hope you don’t mind.  Your brother said you love purple.”
 
   “Yes, I do.” She opened the armoire and saw it was waiting for her things.  There would still be a lot of room left in it because she only had two other outfits.
 
   Cheryl glanced at the trunk.  “Would you like me to help you put your things away?”
 
   “No, I can do it myself.” The last thing she needed was for Cheryl to see her few belongings, especially since her things seemed sorely out of place here.
 
   “We can go to town and pick up more things for you.  If you’d like more skirts and shirtwaists, there’s a place where you can order them in a catalogue.  They’re nothing as fancy as what you have back East, but they’re sufficient.”
 
   “I can sew my own clothes.”
 
   “Alright.”
 
   Ada admired the craftsmanship of the large dresser and then turned to the headboard of the large bed.  “Is Pete’s room as big as this one?”
 
   “This was his parents’ room.  After they died, he stayed in his old room.”
 
   “Shouldn’t I be in the smaller room, though?”
 
   “This is as much your house as it is his.  You have every right to be in this room.”
 
   Deciding she was right, Ada nodded and smiled.  Imagine.  An entire room all to herself!  And with a big bed to boot!  Better yet, there were two good-sized windows, not just a small one like she had been used to.  She looked out one of the windows and her breath caught in her throat.  She still couldn’t get over how much land there was.  Who knew such places existed?  Never in her dreams had she envisioned a place where she might move freely around without bumping into something or someone, where she might go outside and enjoy a summer day without a horse trotting by, kids running about, or people calling out to each other.  It was an entirely different world out here.
 
   “Would you like to see the other bedrooms?” Cheryl asked.
 
   “Oh, yes.”
 
   Ada turned from the window and followed Cheryl out of the room.  Cheryl and the others were probably anxious for the wedding, and now that Ada knew how wonderful this house was, she didn’t mind the arrangement so much.  In fact, it seemed like a dream to even be living in a place so nice.  All the space, all the comforts, all the beautiful things…  She never imagined she’d be able to live in such luxury.  She felt like a princess in a castle.
 
   Forcing her mind to what Cheryl was saying, Ada poked her head into the small bedroom next to hers.  “This is where Pete sleeps.”
 
   Ada hesitated to enter it since it wasn’t hers.  She remained at the doorway and examined the neatly made bed big enough for one person, the dresser, armoire, and three paintings on the walls.  “Did you clean this room before you picked me up at the station?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Curious, Ada stepped into the room and inspected the top of the dresser which had been dusted.  “Pete cleans his own room?”
 
   “He keeps most of the house in good condition.  You won’t have much to worry about.  He does a good job of taking care of himself.” She paused then continued, “Jimmy and I would feel better knowing that someone is here with him at all times in case something happens and he needs help.  If you need anything, we’re just right down that way—”
 
   Ada smiled at her.  “I know.  You already told me.  I’m surprised, that’s all.  I didn’t expect him to be so tidy.”
 
   “It’s not something typical of any man.  Sometimes I wonder if I have to clean up more after Jimmy or Ron.  Ada, there is one thing Pete does really well.  You might like seeing them.”
 
   Ada turned to her in interest.
 
   “He paints.  In fact, he painted all of those paintings on the walls in this room and has more paintings in the other bedroom.” Cheryl gestured to them.  “These are his favorites.  At least, I assume they are since he put them in here.”
 
   Ada stepped toward the wall closest to her and inspected the painting where a group of autumn trees lined a path.  “I don’t recall seeing anything like this on the property.”
 
   “Those are the trees that are in the town park that his parents used to take him and Jimmy to when they were children.  Jimmy said Pete spent a lot of time drawing them.  Then when he picked up painting, he did a couple paintings of it.  I think he likes it when the leaves change color.”
 
   Ada went to another painting and saw the train station she’d just left.  There was a surprising attention to detail in it, even down to the group of people who were lingering out front.  “When did he paint this?”
 
   “I think it was four years ago.”
 
   “And how old is he?”
 
   “Twenty.”
 
   “He did this at sixteen and he had lower-than-average intelligence?”
 
   Cheryl shrugged.  “He’s always had an eye for detail.  I don’t understand how or why, but painting and drawing are his gifts.”
 
   Ada didn’t understand how someone who was supposed to be at the level of a child could produce such detailed and accurate work.  It didn’t make sense.  Even if he had a gift for it, there seemed to be something else going on.  She ventured over to the last painting and saw the barn with cattle and horses and—she squinted—a chicken coop.  Back when he painted this, the barn had been brown.  She wondered how long ago it was when he painted it.
 
   “Do you want to see his painting room?” Cheryl asked.
 
   Curious about the other things he painted, she hurried to the last bedroom and paused when she saw that there was an entire wall lined with paintings and several on the others.  “Who hangs these up?”
 
   “He does.”
 
   Ada glanced at Cheryl.  “There’s an order to these paintings.”
 
   “There is?”
 
   “He has them placed up here by seasons.” She examined the paintings of the land, some with trees, and some without.  “He starts with autumn in that row then has winter in the row under it, spring under that, and summer in the final row.  Then for each season, he has the paintings in order of the time of day.  Sunrise first, midday second, sunset third, and night last.  Then,” she turned to another wall, “it looks like he has decided to do portraits of everyone he knows.  This one looks exactly like you.”
 
   “Well, yes,” she slowly replied.  “I told you he has talent.”
 
   “There seems to be more to this than talent.  This is amazing how he’s ordered everything so precisely.”
 
   Cheryl shrugged.  “Jimmy might have come in here to do this.” Concerned, she touched Ada’s arm.  “I know you were hoping for a normal husband, one who could think and reason like an adult, but Pete’s not like that.  He doesn’t respond to people like you and I do.  When you meet him, you’ll understand what I mean.”
 
   Ada thought to argue with her, to tell her that a man of less-than-average intelligence shouldn’t have the ability to do everything it seemed that Pete was able to do.  She was the second oldest child, leaving her with experience when it came to caring for children, and she couldn’t see any of her brothers or sisters being able to paint and organize the paintings with such care.  She couldn’t see how they would keep their room so immaculate either.  Even her older brother, the one who arranged the marriage for her, couldn’t keep things as neat.
 
   The door from downstairs opened and Ada recognized Jimmy’s voice as he called out, “We’re ready for the wedding.”
 
   Cheryl looked at Ada.  “Are you still willing to marry Pete?”
 
   Ada took another look at the paintings, wondering about the kind of man who could create such beautiful things.  Even if Jimmy did arrange the paintings, they had incredible detail in them.  It didn’t make sense that Pete was any different from the rest of them.
 
   “Ada?”
 
   Finally turning her attention back to Cheryl whose voice indicated her uncertainty, she nodded.  “I’m ready.” And even more than that, she was curious to find out exactly what kind of man Pete Kelly was.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Pete had no idea what his brother was up to.  He stood in the parlor, his gaze going from his brother to the preacher who held a book in his hands.  With a glance out the window, he scanned his brother’s wagon.  His brother always came out with some items, be they food staples, clothes, paints, or something else Pete needed.  But it didn’t look like he brought anything with him today except for the preacher.  And the last time the preacher came out to the house, it was to bury their mother.
 
   His brother patted him on the shoulder, so he turned his attention back to him.  While his brother opened his mouth in a way that told Pete he was trying to communicate with him, Pete focused on the wide smile on his face and the way he clasped his hands behind his back.  Assured that the preacher was here for a good reason, Pete relaxed.
 
   Pete’s brother turned toward the doorway in the parlor and Pete followed his gaze.  Two women entered the room.  He recognized one as the woman who often came out here with his brother, but he didn’t recognize the dark-haired beauty standing next to her.  Interest piqued, he took a moment to inspect the stranger whose face flushed a pleasing shade of pink as she made eye contact with him.  He liked the way she looked.  Her eyes were a lovely shade of green, complementing the dress she wore.  Her rosy lips were turned slightly into a smile, indicating that she was nervous about something.  Her skin was fair and smooth, not at all like his skin which was tan from all his time working outdoors.  Then there was the rest of her, and a man had to be blind not to appreciate the curve of her breasts and hips.
 
   He tried to memorize her in hopes he’d be able to paint her in the future.  Often, he liked to paint the land, but he could imagine himself painting her for hours and losing himself to the simple joy of it.  None of the trees, lakes, rivers, or prairie lands he’d painted came even close to her.
 
   His brother waved her forward and she stepped toward him, his brother’s woman close behind.  Feeling self-conscious, Pete ran his fingers through his light blond hair and straightened the collar of his plaid shirt.  If he’d known she was coming by, he would have paid more attention to how he’d dressed and combed his hair.
 
   His brother took his hand and placed it in the dark-haired beauty’s.  Eyebrows furrowed, he studied his brother’s face to figure out what was going on.  His brother moved his mouth as he pointed to the woman holding his hand.  Ignoring his brother’s mouth, his gaze went to the woman and then to their hands, wondering what it meant.  Usually, he could figure out what people wanted, but in this case, he couldn’t.
 
   His brother gestured to the preacher so he looked at the older man who proceeded to open his book.  Pete glanced at the woman.  Did she know what was going on?  She seemed focused on what the preacher was doing.  He knew that when people moved their mouths, other people understood something he didn’t.  So she probably knew what was happening.
 
   His brother nudged him in the side and nodded.  It took Pete a moment to realize that his brother wanted him to nod to the preacher so he did.  The preacher and his brother seemed satisfied.  That was good.
 
   The preacher turned to her and after a minute of watching him move his mouth, she nodded and moved her mouth, too.  Pete wondered what this whole thing was about.  The hand holding, the nodding…  Then his brother separated his hand from hers, something he didn’t particularly care for since he had enjoyed the physical contact.  It seemed that besides his brother and his parents, no one had touched him, and until then, he hadn’t realized how much he’d missed the caring gesture.
 
   He’d seen his brother, his woman and their boy touch each other and often thought it’d be nice to have that kind of familiarity with someone.  And there was no denying that when his brother and his woman touched, there was something special about it.  They belonged together.  For the past year, Pete struggled with the uncomfortable feeling of jealousy whenever he saw them together.  He had wanted something similar to what they had.
 
   As his brother and his woman turned their attention to the dark-haired beauty, he wondered if she was for him, if maybe his brother had noticed that all the paintings in the world hadn’t eased the loneliness that had become his companion.  He hoped so.  He’d like to have his own woman, and this one pleased him immensely.
 
   His brother turned back to him then pointed to the woman and him.  The woman took his hand in hers and moved her mouth.  His lips curled up.  He was sure this woman was his woman, his dark-haired beauty.
 
   His brother’s woman hugged his dark-haired beauty then moved her mouth before she turned to him and moved her mouth as well.  He nodded because he knew it would tell her that he agreed with her.  Even though he didn’t know exactly what she was trying to tell him, he knew it was something good by the way she was relaxed and smiling.
 
   When his brother, his woman, and the preacher left the house, he watched his dark-haired beauty to make sure she’d remain with him and breathed a sigh of relief when she did.  Good.  So she did realize she was his brother’s gift to him.  Since he knew she wasn’t going to leave, he felt safe in letting go of her hand.
 
   He ran across the yard to meet up with his brother who was halfway to the wagon.  His brother stopped, a question in his eyes, but then Pete hugged him to express his gratitude.  His brother hugged him back.  When he let go of his brother, he stepped away from him and noticed the boy who had been waiting for them on the wagon.  He ruffled the boy’s hair, a gesture he often used to say hello and good-bye.  The boy moved his mouth and pointed to the ball in his hands, so Pete surmised the boy was telling him something about his toy.
 
   Without enough gestures, Pete never could tell what someone wanted him to know and since his brother helped his woman onto the wagon to sit beside the boy, Pete figured it didn’t matter.  He waved to them and waited until they were all on the wagon before he headed back to the house.  The dark-haired beauty’s gaze went to the wagon, so he glanced over his shoulder and saw his brother’s woman moving her mouth.  He paused, his gaze going between the two, wondering what the exchange meant.
 
   Disappointed since there was no way he was going to find out, he continued on his way to the house.  Though it sometimes frustrated him that he couldn’t understand everything people tried to tell him, there wasn’t anything he could do about it.  It’d been that way ever since he could remember and would likely continue to be that way for the rest of his life.  But he’d really like to know what his dark-haired beauty was thinking.
 
   He walked up the porch steps and studied her.  She stood in the doorway of the house, an apprehensive expression on her pretty face, and she twirled a stray strand of her hair around two fingers.  She was nervous.  Well, that was silly.  She had no need to be nervous around him.  Deciding she might feel better if he helped her get more acquainted to her new home, he stepped toward her and offered her his hand.
 
   She glanced from his hand to his eyes, her eyebrows furrowed as if she was trying to figure something out.  He gave her what he hoped was a comforting smile and motioned for her to join him.  After a moment’s hesitation, she nodded and took his hand.  She moved her mouth, but it was the curious expression on her face that got his attention.
 
   She wanted to know something.  He shrugged, wondering if she’d give him more information to discern what she had a question about.  She paused, shook her head, and then moved her mouth again.  When she stopped and looked at him expectantly, he settled for squeezing her hand to let her know everything would be alright.  She had to be scared.  He knew he’d be scared if he was in an unfamiliar place.
 
   Though he couldn’t figure out why, she seemed intent on staring at him, as if she was trying to figure him out.  Well, there was only one way she was going to learn more about him and that was to see what he did.  Since he couldn’t tell her, he’d show her.  He led her down the porch steps and across the yard.
 
   They reached the barn and he showed her everything that was in it, including the two stray cats and the milking cow.  Feeling inspired, he decided to show her how he milked the cow.  When he was done, he held the pail out to her, and he was pleased to see that she seemed delighted to see fresh milk.
 
   He held the pail with one hand and used his other to guide her to the chicken coop.  After that, he took her to his gardens.  In addition to a few fruit trees he had, he was proud of the rows of food that he’d recently planted.  Potatoes, cucumbers, carrots, celery, lettuce, broccoli, and tomatoes were each divided up in their respective rows.  They wouldn’t be ready for a while yet and he had no way of telling her what they were.  But in time, they’d grow out of the ground and she’d know.
 
   Letting go of her hand, he pulled out a weed by one of the potato plants and scanned the rest of the gardens to make sure no other weeds were coming through.  So far, so good.  Everything was as it should be.
 
   He took her hand again so he could lead her to the fenced pasture where his cattle were chewing the grass.  Then in another fenced area, he showed her his sheep.  Afterwards, he showed her the two horses.  When he was done, he took her back inside.  She might like to sample some milk, so they went to the kitchen where he strained the milk, noting the way she carefully watched the process.
 
   When he was done, he dipped a cup into the pail and held it out to her.  She accepted it from him and took a tentative sip.  Her eyes lit up and a wide smile crossed her face before she drank the rest of it.  Pleased, he offered to fill the cup again.  She bit her lower lip and glanced at the cup then nodded and held it out to him.  More than happy to oblige her, he gave her another cup.  This time, she didn’t drink it so fast.
 
   He wondered how long she’d been thirsty.  He then wondered if she was hungry.  Without knowing where she came from or how long it’d been since she ate or drank, he had to guess.  He glanced at the clock on the wall and saw the long and short hands at the location they usually were when it was two hours away from supper.  But he couldn’t show her the house until she ate.
 
   Pulling a chair out from the table, he motioned for her to sit.  Still holding the cup, she went to the chair and sat down, looking surprised.  He gathered a skillet and some eggs he’d gathered that morning.  Eggs were a good, quick meal, and he’d only make two so they wouldn’t spoil her appetite for supper.  He had the eggs ready in short time and placed them on a plate.  Digging out a fork from the utensil drawer, he gave her the meal.
 
   He wasn’t sure what the expression was on her face but knew she was struggling to figure something out.  If he only knew what she wanted to know, he’d tell her.  But all he could do was sit across from her and watch as she ate her eggs.
 
   When she was done, she finished her milk and rose to her feet, ready to carry the dishes to the sink, but he stopped her so he could do it for her.  He’d never had anyone in his house that he could do something for.  In the past, everyone had done it all for him.  He was glad his dark-haired beauty was willing to let him take care of her instead of insisting she do it herself.
 
   After he washed the dishes, he held his hand out to her.  She accepted it.  Holding her hand was already becoming familiar to him and he liked that.  Now he knew why his brother liked holding his woman’s hand so much.  He stood at the bottom of the stairs.  She’d already been in the parlor and the kitchen.  While he was sure she hadn’t seen the mudroom, it wasn’t the most interesting place in the house.
 
   But he figured he better do it now so she could be assured he wouldn’t be making their home a mess.  His mother had seemed happier when the house was clean, so his father had learned to do what he could to make sure he got all the dirt and grime off of him in the mudroom before entering the house.  From that, he learned that women preferred things clean and did what he could to make the house presentable in case he ever got a woman of his own, and as luck had it, he finally got one today.
 
   Decision made, he led her to the back of the house where the mudroom separated the main house from the outside.  He showed her the sink and bucket of water, the mat for his work boots, and everything else he thought she might be interested in.  At one point, he glanced at her to see if she was pleased, and she smiled at him so he knew she was as happy as his mother had been about the mudroom.
 
   Done with the mudroom, he led her back into the house and up the stairs.  He led her into the room where he hung some of his paintings.  He had more but had saved them in some trunks which were in the attic, and he had a feeling that she wouldn’t care to go up there.  Ever since he was twelve, he made it a habit of painting every day when he got the chance.  Painting was his way of recording what he saw.
 
   His dark-haired beauty tapped him on the arm, and when he looked at her, she moved her mouth and gestured to the paintings along the wall.  She continued moving her mouth, but it was the way her face lit up with excitement as she pointed to his work that drew his attention.
 
   He wished he knew what she was saying because whatever it was, it had to be good.  He had a suspicion that she liked his paintings, and that made him feel like he was ten feet tall.  He continued watching her, wishing more than ever that he knew what she was trying to tell him.  But at least she was smiling and, better yet, she was smiling at him.
 
   She went over to the portraits he’d done of everyone he knew, and he reached for her arm to get her attention.  She stopped moving her mouth and focused on him.  He touched her cheek, admiring how soft her skin was.  Her hands weren’t so soft, telling him that she’d been used to working with them, but he guessed it was mostly work around the house where she used to live since they were similar to his mother’s.
 
   Suddenly feeling shy about touching her, he stepped back, his face warm.  Her eyebrows were furrowed once again, her eyes searching something in his.
 
   Despite his curiosity, he turned from her so he could retrieve a blank canvas made from an off-white linen material and showed it to her.  He touched her cheek again, allowing his fingers the pleasure of feeling her soft skin for a couple seconds before he touched the canvas.  Then he pointed to the portraits lining the wall and retrieved his paint set from his brother’s old dresser.  He waited for her response, wondering if she’d let him paint her.
 
   Her eyes grew wide as she gestured between the canvas and her face.  A flattering shade of pink rose in her cheeks and she pressed her hand to her chest, a questioning look on her face.
 
   Figuring she was making sure he intended to paint her, he nodded.  Then, to get her to fully understand what he wanted, he set the canvas and paints on the dresser, got a chair from his bedroom and set the chair next to her.  He sat her down and placed his canvas on the easel he kept in the corner of the room.  After he took the paints and paintbrush, he pretended to paint on the canvas and pointed the brush at her.
 
   Her smile widened and she shook her head, moving her mouth.  The shaking of a person’s head usually meant no, but in this case, he picked up on the pleased expression on her face and the way she tucked a stray piece of dark hair behind her ear.  So while she might be shaking her head, she was also very happy he wanted to paint her.  Since he had some time before he had to make supper then check on the animals, he decided he’d start the portrait right away.  This was going to be the most pleasant thing he’d ever get to paint.  He motioned for her to wait for him to return before he hurried to get water.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   A week passed and Ada settled into a comfortable routine, soon taking over the cooking and cleaning while Pete spent most of his time outside caring for the animals and gardens.  She’d cooked and cleaned to help her mother and sisters care for her brothers, but it was different when she did these things in her own home.  It was far more wonderful, especially since she got to care for a place so big and beautiful.
 
   In the evening after he was finished with his chores for the night, she’d sit in the room he painted in and let him work more on her portrait.  He took great care and patience when he painted her, and when he was finished for the evening, he’d show her what he’d done.  His attention to detail impressed her, something she couldn’t help but comment on, though she suspected he didn’t understand her.  It was enough that if she smiled, he was happy.
 
   One morning, Ada stared at Pete as they ate their breakfast.  Pete was a very attractive man, his hazel eyes lighting up whenever he smiled, his light blond hair neatly combed, his face freshly shaven, his shoulders broad and strong, and his skin tan from days spent outdoors.  She didn’t know what she expected when Jimmy and Cheryl told her about him, really, but he hadn’t been anything like she thought he’d be.
 
   She’d slept in her own room but deep down, that hadn’t felt right.  She just couldn’t believe Pete had lower-than-average intelligence.  It didn’t make sense, not from the way he insisted on showing her that he could keep things clean and cook for her.  A child just didn’t do those things, at least not with the dedication he did.
 
   And the way he’d touched her cheek and looked at her…  Well, it just wasn’t the kind of touch and look a child would give his mother.  Those things seemed more like the kind of things her father had done with her mother, the kind of things a man did with his wife.
 
   But she wasn’t sure she could confirm this.  There was no denying that something was unusual about him.  She wished she could pinpoint exactly what the difference was because if she could, she’d know how to best understand him.
 
   A gentle tap on her arm broke her out of her thoughts, so she looked over at Pete who offered her another pancake from the stack on the plate between them.  She shook her head and wiped her mouth with a cloth napkin.  “I can’t eat anything else.  I’m full.”
 
   And that felt good to say.  In the past year following her father’s death, she hadn’t had two consecutive meals that left her with a full stomach.  It was a wonderful feeling.  She’d never take a complete meal for granted again.
 
   Realizing he was staring at her, she smiled.  “Thank you.  You’re very nice, but I’m not hungry.”
 
   Though he returned her smile and set the plate down, he didn’t seem to understand what she said.
 
   Making another attempt, she reached forward and placed her hand over his.  “You’re a good man.  Very sweet.  I don’t need any more pancakes.”
 
   She didn’t want to talk to him slowly, the way his brother did.  She didn’t think he needed to be talked down to that way, but it was becoming clear to her that he wasn’t grasping normal speech and she didn’t know what else she could do about it than to try gestures and touches to help him understand her.
 
   He glanced at her hand and his grin widened.
 
   Her face grew warm and she removed her hand.  Clearing her throat, she rose to her feet and carried her plate to the sink.  “I’d like to wash the dishes this time.  Make myself useful.” She glanced at him.  “If that’s alright?”
 
   He stood up and shook his head.
 
   “I want to help.”
 
   He took the plate from her and used the pump at the sink to pour enough water over it to rinse it off then washed it off with soap.  He turned to face her, and in his expression, she sensed he was trying to figure out a way to tell her what he wanted.
 
   She sighed and stepped away from the sink.  “I’m having as much trouble communicating with you as you are communicating with me.” And it seemed to her that a man who didn’t possess normal intelligence wouldn’t struggle so hard to get his ideas through to her.  “There has to be a way we can learn to understand each other.”
 
   He hesitated then proceeded to wash the rest of the dishes in a surprising hurry.  Afterwards, he faced her, his eyes lit up with excitement.  He held his hand out, his eyebrows raised in what she suspected was hope.  A moment passed before she accepted his hand, wondering what he had in mind.  With a smile that warmed her heart, he led her out of the kitchen.
 
   Curious to find out what made him so eager to leave the house, she hurried along beside him.  He was really such a sweet man.  She didn’t think she could find it in her heart to deny him anything he wanted.  He took her across the yard and to the barn.
 
   Surprised, she followed him inside.  “What is it?  You want to show me how you milk a cow again?”
 
   He didn’t look in her direction as he let go of her hand and went to grab a bridle.  She watched in silence as he got the horse ready for a ride.  As eager as he seemed to be about riding the horse, her stomach twisted into a knot.  She’d never been on one before.  After a quick debate on whether or not she could do this, she finally decided she couldn’t.  There was no way.  This animal seemed like a formidable beast.
 
   “Pete,” she softly said.
 
   His back still turned to her, he finished securing the saddle.
 
   Clearing her throat, she ventured in a louder voice.  “Pete, I can’t ride that thing.  It’ll scare me.”
 
   When he didn’t give an indication that he heard her, she stepped up to him and touched his shoulder.  He jerked and whirled around.
 
   She chuckled despite her unease.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to startle you.” When Pete got involved in something, he tuned out everything else around him.  Making eye contact with him, she said, “No.  I can’t ride the horse.”
 
   His eyebrows furrowed.
 
   She motioned to the horse and shook her head.  “No.  I can’t.”
 
   He took her hand and nodded in encouragement.
 
   She began to protest again, but he lifted her up as if she were as light as a feather and gently placed her on the saddle.  He then proceeded to position her legs so that they were spread apart and positioned her hands on the saddle horn.  Before she had time to argue that this was highly inappropriate since her bloomers were in full view with her skirt now being up to her knees, he got up on the saddle behind her.  He placed his arm around her waist, bringing her closer to him.  With a slight kick in the horse’s sides, he urged it out of the barn.
 
   She let out a startled cry and fell so that her back pressed against Pete’s chest.  Though they were married, her entire body grew warm with embarrassment.  She wasn’t supposed to think of him as a man.  She was supposed to think of him as a child, or perhaps a younger brother.  But the strength of his body and the way her waist tingled from his touch made her think of him as much more.  It was like the way her skin tingled when he had caressed her cheek the week before, when he let her know he wanted to paint a portrait of her.  It was wrong for her to be attracted to him.  Sure, he was good looking.  Very good looking, in fact.  But he wasn’t like a normal man.  She had no business entertaining any romantic notions about him.
 
   “I don’t think this is a good idea,” she finally said.
 
   He gestured to the open land in front of them, and any thoughts of arguing left her.  The view was just as wonderful as it’d been the day she saw the house for the first time.  But this was even more amazing because Pete led her into a field filled with flowers and butterflies.  Never in her life had she seen anything so beautiful.  And to think she would spend the rest of her life surrounded by such splendor!
 
   “Oh, Pete,” she whispered, glancing over her shoulder at him, “I’ve never seen anything lovelier than this.”
 
   He turned his gaze to her and his smile widened.
 
   She continued to scan the field.  Who would have thought that she’d find paradise the moment she stepped off the train?  He took her around a bend where trees lined his property then took her on a downward slope until they came to a stream winding through the land.
 
   He got off the horse and held his arms up to her.  She shifted and slipped her leg behind the saddle horn.  Hoping she wouldn’t fall, she placed her hands on his shoulders and waited for him to put his hands on her waist before she jumped toward him.  She expected him to put her down right away, but he held her for a moment.
 
   Curious, she looked up at him.  He was smiling at her in a way that made her face flush.  Uncertain about what she should do, she lowered her gaze so she didn’t have to look in his eyes.  Finally, after what was a long moment, he set her down and led her toward the stream a few feet away.  He motioned to the bank along the stream.
 
   “Are you asking me if I’m thirsty?” she asked.
 
   He stared at her, his eyebrows furrowed.
 
   “I’m not thirsty.” When he didn’t seem to understand her, she opted to speak to him the same way his brother did, though she hated to do it since it seemed as if his brother was talking down to him.  Clearing her throat, she ventured, “No.  No water.” She inwardly winced.
 
   But Pete didn’t seem bothered by it.  In fact, he gave no indication that he noticed the new way she talked to him, something that struck her as odd.  Shouldn’t he show her—somehow, someway—that he noticed the change in her tone?
 
   Pete let go of her hand and knelt down to pull some flowers.  When he stood up, he showed the bouquet to her.
 
   “Flowers,” she whispered and took them, watching as he pointed to the purple, yellow, and red ones.  “You want me to pick the ones I like most?”
 
   She studied his expression, surprised by the tender look on his face.
 
   “What is it that’s different about you?” she asked.
 
   He definitely wasn’t like other adult men.  There was no denying that, but she was convinced he was smarter than his brother gave him credit for.  So why wasn’t he responding to her when she talked to him?  He responded to her when she touched him, when she smiled at him, when she did things around the house.  But it didn’t matter how she talked him.  The tone of her voice could be different, the words she used simple or difficult and she could talk fast or slow.  In every way, his reaction to her didn’t change.  It was like she wasn’t talking at all.  He watched her mouth move at times but seemed more focused on her hand gestures and the expression on her face.
 
   He took her by the arm and led her back to the horse.  She accepted his offer to help her back on the saddle, this time maneuvering so she could balance on it.  It took her a moment to realize his hand lingered on her leg which was, once again, exposed except for the bloomers she was wearing because her skirt was up to her knees.
 
   She followed the direction of his gaze as he examined the length of her leg, and her breath caught in her throat as his hand went from her ankle to her knee.  She remained still, wondering if he’d slip his hand under her skirt, but he didn’t.  Instead, he removed his hand from her leg and got back on the horse.  She released her breath, unsure of whether she was relieved or disappointed.
 
   He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her closer to him, resting his head on her shoulder.  Her body tingled with pleasure, even as she debated whether or not she should sit up straighter and put some space between them.  She’d be lying if she didn’t admit that she liked this intimate contact.  It was nice and sweet, and after a lifetime of being one of many children in her family, she wanted to feel as if she was the only person in someone’s world.
 
   He led the horse along the stream for a while then turned it in the direction that took them back to the house.  She found that the longer she was on the horse, the more comfortable she became.  When they arrived back at the barn, she was sorry to see the ride end.  Pete helped her back down, once again holding her for a moment and shooting her a smile that made her tingle from the top of her head to the tips of her toes.
 
   He released her and turned back to the horse, unsaddling it.  Under other circumstances, she might have gone back to the house, but she watched him.  He put the saddle away then brushed the horse.  The horse neighed and he patted it affectionately, glancing her way and smiling.  After he finished brushing the horse, he put the brush away.  When he returned to it, the steed nudged him in the arm with its nose.  Chuckling, he went over to a sack hanging by a nail on the wall, pulled out an apple and let him eat it.  The horse neighed its thanks and ate it.
 
   “You’re good with that horse,” she said, but Pete didn’t look in her direction to acknowledge her compliment.
 
   Instead, he led the horse out to the fenced pasture then secured the gate.  After he set the bridle away, he came over to her and motioned to the flowers in her hands.
 
   “Thank you for them,” she said.  “They’re lovely.  I’ll put them in a vase if you have one?” When he shook his head, she ventured, “Vase?  To hold these?”
 
   He shook his head again then pointed to her.
 
   “These are for me?” she guessed, sure that’s what he was trying to tell her.
 
   He clasped his hands over hers and gently moved them so that the flowers were closer to her. 
 
   “Oh.” He wanted her to smell them!  She did and thanked him before she headed for the house to find a vase while he tended to his gardens.
 
    
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   The next day while she was sweeping the parlor floor, Ada glanced out the window and saw Jimmy and Cheryl’s wagon pulling up to the house.  She quickly finished sweeping the dirt into a dustpan and hurried outside to dump it into the grass.  After she set the broom and dustpan aside, she bounded down the porch steps to greet them.
 
   Ron jumped out of the wagon before it came to a full stop.  “Where’s Uncle Pete?” he called out to her.
 
   “In the barn,” she replied.
 
   He turned to hurry off and Jimmy yelled out, “Your manners, Ron.”
 
   Ron quickly turned back to her and bowed.  “Thank you, Aunt Ada.”
 
   She chuckled as the boy ran to the barn and waited until Jimmy helped Cheryl down before she approached them.  “I notice you have some things in the wagon.  Do you need help bringing anything in?”
 
   “Nah, I’ll bring it all in,” Jimmy told her.  “Go on in.  Cheryl’s been excited about talking to another woman.”
 
   “It’s true,” Cheryl admitted, smiling at her.  “At our farm, it’s just me, Jimmy, Ron, and the hired hand.”
 
   Ada returned her smile and motioned to the house.  “Would you like something to drink?”
 
   “I’d love some.”
 
   The two headed up the steps, and upon noticing the bundle of fabrics and a basket in Jimmy’s arms, Ada held the door open for him.  “Are those for me?” she asked, her eyes wide as he entered the house.
 
   “Cheryl said you could use some more clothes, so we thought we’d bring over some sewing supplies and fabrics,” Jimmy explained.
 
   “I hope you like the colors,” Cheryl added.
 
   Ada followed them in, her gaze on the beautiful blue, yellow, and pink fabrics.  “You bought all of these for me?” She knew she was asking the same question twice, but never in her life had she seen so much material just for her.
 
   Cheryl laughed.  “Of course, we did.  Pete has more than enough clothes.  Would you like for Jimmy to put them in your room?”
 
   “Yes, that’ll be a good place for them,” Ada replied.  “Thank you.  It’s such a thoughtful gesture.”
 
   “It’s the least we can do,” Cheryl said as Jimmy carried them upstairs.  “We want you to be happy here.”
 
   “I am happy.  Pete’s a wonderful man.”
 
   “I’m relieved you think so,” she replied as she and Ada went to the kitchen.  “I wasn’t sure how things would be.  Ever since Pete was a boy, his parents did everything they could to keep him away from other people because they were afraid someone would take him to an asylum.  People who go there don’t come back.  They have to stay there for their entire lives, and that isn’t the life they wanted for him.  Pete’s always had a sweet temperament.  He belongs out here where he can take care of his animals, grow his fruits and vegetables, and paint.”
 
   Ada took three coffee cups from a shelf.  “Is coffee alright?”
 
   “Yes, that would be fine.”
 
   “Do you like to add sugar or milk to it?”
 
   “Just sugar, please.”
 
   “And Jimmy?”
 
   “He likes his plain.”
 
   Ada nodded and motioned for her to sit before pouring the coffee into the cups.  After she set them on the table, she settled in her chair, choosing her words carefully.  “I think it was very kind of everyone to keep Pete out of an asylum.”
 
   “Are you upset that we asked your brother not to tell you about Pete’s lack of intelligence?”
 
   Ada sighed.  Sooner or later, this conversation was bound to come up.  It might as well be now.  “Cheryl,” she began, leaning forward, “I’m not convinced that Pete lacks intelligence.”
 
   “He doesn’t talk and he doesn’t respond to anything we say.”
 
   “Well, you’re right.  He doesn’t talk.  But he does use gestures and facial expressions to say what’s on his mind.”
 
   “Children, even small ones, do that.  When Ron was a year old, he did those things.”
 
   “But there seems to be a purpose when Pete does it.”
 
   “And there was a purpose in those things when Ron did them.  Ada, those things aren’t unusual.”
 
   “I’m not getting my point across very well.” Ada shifted and tried to think of another way to express her concerns.  “He does these things in a way that an adult man does.  I have younger sisters and a younger brother.  I’m familiar with how babies and children act, and Pete doesn’t act the same way they do.”
 
   Cheryl opened her mouth to reply but Jimmy came into the kitchen.  “I put the fabrics and sewing supplies on the dresser.”
 
   “Thank you.” Ada held his cup to him.  “Would you like some?”
 
   Thanking her, he accepted it.  “I picked up a month’s worth of staples and other items you might need.  If there’s anything you don’t want or something we forgot, let us know and we’ll mark them down for next month.”
 
   “That’s awfully kind of you,” Ada replied.  “Does Pete pay for any of these things?”
 
   “We take the extra food he grows and some of the paintings he doesn’t want and sell those to make up for the cost.  You don’t need to worry.  His paintings sell very well, especially for the wealthier types.  In fact, the extra money in the jar over on that shelf is from money I didn’t use.”
 
   “How many paintings does he do?” Ada asked, surprised to find out they sold so well.
 
   “One a week?” Jimmy glanced at Cheryl who nodded.  “He paints all the time.  We had to start clearing out the third bedroom when we realized he was stacking them up against the wall.”
 
   “How do you know which paintings he doesn’t want anymore?”
 
   “I started taking some of them out one day to see if I could sell them, and he sorted through them to keep the ones he wanted.  Now he sets the ones he doesn’t want on the table in the parlor before he knows I’m coming.”
 
   “That seems rather smart of him,” Ada said, directing her attention to Cheryl.
 
   Cheryl shook her head.  “Ron would know to do the same thing.”
 
   “But he knows which day you’re coming out and has them waiting for you ahead of time.  There’s even one on the table he set out this morning before he went to the barn.  I thought he was going to hang it on the wall, but he said no when I tried to hang it up.  Now I know what he meant to do with it.”
 
   “What do you mean he said no?” Cheryl asked.
 
   “He shook his head.”
 
   “So he didn’t actually say anything?”
 
   “He didn’t need to.  I understood what he meant.”
 
   Jimmy finished drinking his coffee and set the cup on the table.  “What is this about?”
 
   Cheryl turned to him.  “Ada thinks Pete is smart.”
 
   “He’s not,” Jimmy replied.  “Not as smart as an adult anyway.”
 
   “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell her.”
 
   Heat rose up to Ada’s cheeks.  She didn’t know whether to be angry or embarrassed by the fact that they refused to consider her words.  “He is smart.”
 
   Jimmy sighed.  “He’s smart for a child.  I’ll grant you that.  If you put him and Ron together, he’d be smarter than Ron but not by much.  Ada, I grew up with him.  If anyone understands Pete, it’s me.”
 
   “Sometimes we can be so close to someone that we don’t see them as they really are.  Sometimes we only see what we want to see.”
 
   Jimmy glanced at Cheryl who shrugged.  After a long and tense moment, he shook his head.  “Maybe you want to see him as a smart man because you came out here expecting to marry a man, not a boy trapped in a man’s body.  Ada,” he removed his hat and brushed his hair with his fingers before setting the hat back on his head, “I don’t blame you for seeing things that aren’t there.  This isn’t an easy adjustment for you or for Pete, and I know I was asking a lot of you.  Cheryl and I will do everything we can to make this as easy as possible.”
 
   Ada considered protesting.  In fact, she opened her mouth to speak when Pete opened the storm door, followed by Ron who was carrying a basket full of apples.
 
   “Uncle Pete wants us to have these,” Ron said.
 
   “How do you know he wants that?” Ada asked.
 
   “He put the apples in the basket and gave them to me.”
 
   “Pete gives us food whenever we come out,” Jimmy told her.  “This isn’t unusual for him.  It’s not a sign that he’s smart.  Ron has put fruits and vegetables in a basket, too.” He turned to Pete and patted him on the shoulder.  “Thank you,” he slowly said.  “Apples are good.”
 
   Ada glanced at Pete, wondering if he understood that his brother was talking down to him, but Pete smiled at him and nodded.  Crossing her arms, she told Jimmy, “I can’t help but notice you don’t talk to Ron that way.  If Pete’s as smart as Ron, shouldn’t you talk to him as you would Ron?”
 
   “Ada, don’t be ridiculous,” Cheryl began, but Jimmy touched her arm to stop her.
 
   “It’s alright, Cheryl.  Ada has every right to be upset with us,” Jimmy said.  “We asked her brother not to tell her about Pete.”
 
   “That’s not it,” Ada insisted.  “That’s not it at all.  You refuse to listen to me.  That’s why I’m upset.”
 
   Pete stepped over to her, a concerned expression on his face.
 
   “I know what you want Pete to be,” Jimmy replied.  “Believe me, when I was younger, I wanted that too, but as I grew up, I came to accept that even though Pete’s not like the rest of us, he’s still a blessing.  Take the time to look for that blessing, Ada.  It’s there.”
 
   She bit her tongue on an unflattering reply as he led his family toward the door.
 
   “Oh, I almost forgot.” Jimmy pulled out a letter and placed it on the small table by a chair.  “This came for you.”
 
   She frowned.  Wasn’t it too soon for her to get mail?  Unless, perhaps, her brother had sent it ahead of time.
 
   “We’ll stop by in a month to bring you more supplies,” Jimmy continued.
 
   “It was nice seeing you again,” Cheryl told Ada then smiled at Pete, “and you too.”
 
   Ada stared at them as Ron followed them to the wagon.  Ron told them that Pete had lifted him onto his shoulders so he could pick the apples all by himself.
 
   A light touch on her arm caught her attention.  Looking away from them, she saw that Pete was watching her, concern in his eyes.  With a groan, she shook her head and went over to the table to retrieve the letter.  She didn’t feel like trying to explain why she was upset, and even if she tried, she didn’t think he’d understand anyway.  But not because he lacked intelligence.  She didn’t know what was wrong, but she was determined to figure it out, even if his brother and sister-in-law didn’t care.
 
   Picking up the letter, she saw it was from Opal.  Surprised, she carried it to the chair by the open window and sat down.  She and Opal had discussed where they were going after they got off the train and Opal had promised to keep in touch, but she hadn’t expected a letter this soon.  Even so, she was relieved to have something she could enjoy after the disappointing conversation she’d just endured.
 
   She glanced at Pete who stood in the doorway of the parlor, his intense gray eyes studying her.  “You don’t need to stay in the house,” she told him.  When he shrugged, she pointed to the front door.  “You can go back out.  I’ll be fine.  There’s no need to comfort me.” In fact, she wanted to be alone.
 
   He hesitated but finally left the house.
 
   Relieved, she relaxed in the chair and opened the envelope.  Opal gave her the exact address of her new residence and told her about the geese and other wildlife she’d discovered on the property.  From the sound of it, Alexander Boyer’s home was bigger than the one Pete owned, but he was a bank owner so that was to be expected.  Ada wondered what being a governess was like.  It sounded like a fancy position.  While Opal said she enjoyed working with the children, Ada had the urge to ask her what her daily routine was like with them.  What was her employer like?  Ada suspected Opal was homesick in the way she talked about the lack of trees on the land.  Maybe she should ask her.  Deciding it would be a good distraction, Ada got up to write a letter.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Pete waited until it was time for supper to go back into the house.  Something had upset his dark-haired beauty and it had something to do with his brother’s visit.  He wished he knew what it was, but all he had to go on was the way they looked at each other.  While his brother seemed pleasant enough, his dark-haired beauty had looked angry.  But why?
 
   This was one of those times when he wished he could make sense out of what happened whenever people moved their mouths.  He knew it held significance, though it made no real sense to him.  He used to watch his parents and brother move their mouths while studying their expressions and gestures.  There was a correlation, but without knowing what the mouth movements meant, it didn’t help him.  All he knew was that when his dark-haired beauty pointed to the door, it meant she didn’t want him in the house.  That he got, loud and clear.
 
   Maybe she wouldn’t mind it if he returned now.  He went to the back of the house and washed up then took off his boots.  The last thing he wanted to do was dirty up the floors she worked hard to keep clean.  He slowly approached the kitchen and peered around the doorway.  His dark-haired beauty was gathering the plates and cups from the shelf.  Judging by her expression, he didn’t think she was as upset as she was earlier.  Maybe it was safe for him to be in the kitchen.
 
   He took a tentative step into the room and tapped his hand on the wall to let her know he was there, an action which never failed to get someone to turn around and look at him.  Sure enough, she turned around.
 
   Her face grew pink as she moved her mouth.  He focused on her expression which indicated that she was no longer angry but was embarrassed.  She quickly set the plates and cups on the table then brushed aside a stray brown curl that had fallen out of her bun.  He rather liked the way she looked when her hair did that.
 
   Offering him a tentative smile, she pulled out the chair and motioned for him to sit.  He couldn’t be sure, but he thought she was sorry for the way she’d treated him earlier.  But he knew she hadn’t been mad at him.  She’d been mad at his brother.
 
   Returning her smile in hopes it’d ease her embarrassment, he sat down and waited as she finished setting the table.  When supper was ready, she sat across from him and moved her mouth before looking expectantly at him, a question in her eyes.  He frowned.  If he had any idea what she wanted, he’d make an attempt to answer her.  He shrugged to indicate he didn’t know what she wanted.
 
   She bit her lower lip and scooped up a forkful of mashed potatoes.  Looking at him, she moved her mouth again, and this time her lips moved slower.  His brother did that all the time.  It used to annoy him, but he’d long since given up trying to make his brother understand that it didn’t matter how fast or slow his lips moved.  He simply didn’t get what his brother wanted.
 
   Pete shook his head and she stopped.  He waited to see if she’d try using one of her gestures to tell him what she wanted.  That usually worked.  Unfortunately, she gave up and started eating.  Despite his disappointment, he turned his attention to their meal and began eating, too.
 
   After supper, he helped her wash the dishes.  He glanced at her and smiled.  She smiled in return, something that greatly encouraged him.  As soon as he put the last dish away, he waved to the front door and held his hand out to her.
 
   She came over to him and took his hand.  He enjoyed the way her hand felt in his.  It was soft and warm.  Squeezing her hand, he led her out the door.  She seemed to enjoy the horse ride in the field.  Maybe she’d like to take a stroll with him.
 
   Fortunately, the evening was a pleasant one.  The temperature had cooled slightly, but the sun was still warm enough.  He took her along the path that took them down the road where the horses and wagons went by.  The tall grass swayed in the breeze and along the side of the road, he saw wild pink flowers.  She’d been so happy with the flowers he gave her before that she’d put them on the table in the kitchen.
 
   He stopped and released her hand.  Noting the curious expression on her face, he winked then hurried to the group of flowers.  They had such a lovely fragrance, a little sweeter than the flowers he’d given her before.  Hopefully, she’d notice this.  After he gathered a handful, he returned to her and held them out.
 
   A smile lit up her face as she took them.  He gently nudged them to her nose.  Her smile widened as she pressed them to her nose and inhaled.  She nodded and moved her mouth.  His gaze went to her eyes which sparkled in excitement.  She liked the flowers.  Maybe she even loved them.  That was wonderful.  It was what he was hoping for, and he liked knowing he’d made her happy.
 
   To his surprise, she slipped her hand around his arm and moved her mouth as they proceeded down the pathway.  He wished he knew what she was trying to tell him, but like all the other times when people moved their mouths, he couldn’t figure it out.  But she was happy and that was all that mattered.
 
   They arrived back at the house and he couldn’t help but wonder where she’d put the flowers.  He followed her to the kitchen where she examined the jars on the top shelf.  She pointed to one and looked expectantly at him.  He went over to the shelf and picked the one she wanted.  She smiled with pleasure and moved her mouth before pouring some water into the jar and setting the flowers in it.
 
   Biting her lower lip, she turned to the flowers on the kitchen table.  He thought she might replace them, but she hurried up the stairs.  Curious, he went after her and was surprised to see her go into her bedroom.  She set the flowers on the dresser in front of the mirror and gestured to the curtains.  Her mouth moved faster than before and there was a pretty shade of pink that tinted her cheeks.  His grin widened in pleasure.  He couldn’t recall seeing her this happy before.  He studied the curtains to see what it was about them that made her think of the flowers.  It took a few seconds, but he finally realized they were the same color.
 
   She took him by the hand and led him to the room where he had been working on her portrait.  She patted the chair he used and rushed out of the room.  Though he wanted to go with her to see what she was doing, he sat in the chair and waited for her.  After a few moments passed, he turned his attention to the portrait.  He was halfway through it.  Usually, he finished portraits in a week, but he enjoyed painting her.  It was a unique way of exploring her.  She was beautiful and there were few things as thrilling as getting a chance to paint such beauty.
 
   A touch on his shoulder indicated she had returned so he looked in her direction and saw that she’d brought up the water which he used to dip his brushes.  Then she set out his paints, pallet, one of his clean towels and a cup he used for the water.  After she was done, she sat in the chair by the window and offered her familiar pose.
 
   His body shook with laughter.  Now he definitely knew what she wanted him to do, and he liked that because it was easier than struggling to figure it out when she only moved her mouth.  He indicated his appreciation then studied the portrait to determine the best place to resume where he’d left off.  When he knew where he wanted to begin, he picked up his brush and started working.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The following morning, Ada had just finished putting the dishes away when she made a decision.  She hurried up to her bedroom and picked up the letter she’d written to Opal.  Her intention had been to mail it, but what she needed, more than anything, was to talk to someone who could objectively see Pete and what he was like.  And who better than Opal?
 
   Her gaze went to the letter Opal had written and she examined the return address on the envelope.  She bit her lower lip and tried to determine who would tell her how to get there.  Perhaps a neighbor?  Someone at a post office?  After her upsetting conversation with Jimmy and Cheryl yesterday, she didn’t feel like talking to them.  At least not so soon.
 
   She’d just have to find someone along the way as Pete took her to town.  Encouraged, she grabbed her bonnet and tied the ribbons under her chin.  Tucking the envelope into her pocket, she went back down the stairs and shut the front door before heading for the barn.  Most likely, Pete would be there this time of day.  At least, that seemed to be part of his routine.  Sure enough, he was there, and today he was setting aside a rake he’d recently used.
 
   “Pete,” she said, but he didn’t turn to her.  She went around him so that she was in front of him.  He gave a slight jerk, and she laughed.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to scare you.  I want to go out.  To another house.” She pulled out the envelope and showed him the return address on it.  “See?  I came on the train with Opal, a really nice woman, and I’d like to visit her.” She stopped and examined the way he furrowed his eyebrows.  “You don’t understand what I’m saying, do you?”
 
   She tapped the edge of the envelope as she debated the best way to get her meaning across.  Finally, she went over to the buggy that was covered in cobwebs and motioned to it.
 
   He shook his head then gathered a pail in the corner of the barn.
 
   “Pete,” she said and walked over to him so he couldn’t leave the barn, “I want to see Opal.”
 
   Thinking he didn’t like the fact that the buggy had all those cobwebs on it, she picked up a broom and hurried to brush the cobwebs off of it.
 
   “It’s not that bad,” she assured him.  “I can clean it up as good as new later today, but I really want to go now.”
 
   He frowned and shook his head again.
 
   She sighed and placed the broom down.  After she wiped the seat with her handkerchief, she glanced over at him.  “That’s better.”
 
   To her surprise, he headed out of the barn.  Once she overcame her shock since he made it a habit of doing whatever she wished, she hurried after him.
 
   “Pete!” She lifted the hem of her skirt so she could keep up with him.  “This is important.” He refused to acknowledge what she said, but she continued her pace until she was able to jump in front of him.  “I don’t understand why you’re being so difficult about this.  All I want to do is visit someone I met on the train.”
 
   He glanced back at the barn then turned to her and shook his head.
 
   When he walked around her, she let out a frustrated groan.  Why wasn’t he willing to take her to see Opal?  Of all the things he’d done for her, she thought for sure he’d do this.
 
   Well, just because he didn’t want to take her, it didn’t mean she couldn’t go.  “Fine,” she called out as he filled the bucket with water at the well.  “If you won’t take me, I’ll go by myself!”
 
   She headed back to the barn and went through the grueling process of hooking a horse to the buggy.  In all her life, she’d never had to do this, but fortunately, she’d watched her brother do it enough so she could get it done.  She was almost finished when Pete entered the barn.
 
   Wiping the sweat from her brow, she said, “I’m going.  I’ll be back after I finish talking to Opal.” She didn’t know how long it’d take to get to Opal’s so she couldn’t tell him a time he could expect her back.
 
   As she turned her attention back to the reins on the horse, Pete put the bucket down and walked over to her, his shoulders slumped.  He took the reins from her and for a moment, she thought he was going to put them away, but he finished adjusting them so that she could easily handle them from where she’d sit in the buggy.  Curious, she studied his expression.  He wasn’t upset.  He was sad.  In fact, he looked as if his entire world was falling apart.
 
   “Are you worried I won’t come back?” she asked him.
 
   He didn’t reply.  But that was nothing new.  He never answered her with words and he wasn’t looking at her or giving her any indication that he’d heard her.  With a heavy sigh, he slid into the seat of the buggy and held the reins to her.
 
   She hesitated to take them but remembered how much she needed to talk to Opal and accepted them.  Once she settled into the seat next to him, he released the brake.
 
   She held the reins and continued to examine his resigned expression.  He must not believe she was coming back.  There wasn’t any other reason why he looked as if he was about to lose his best friend.  Maybe it was because Jimmy and Cheryl always left.
 
   Reaching over to clasp his hand, she offered the most reassuring smile she could give him, but even so, he didn’t seem convinced that she intended to stay with him. “I’m coming home with you.  You needn’t worry.”
 
   He glanced at her hand but didn’t return her smile.
 
   Knowing there was nothing else she could say or do to ease his mind, she lifted the reins and urged the horse forward.  The buggy might’ve been old, but it was still in good enough condition to get her to where she wanted to go.  It might even enable them to go to the general store to get supplies so Jimmy and Cheryl wouldn’t have to come out as often as they usually did.  It’d also give her and Pete some independence.  She’d like to be able to start doing things by herself, and she figured it’d be good for Pete to stop relying on his brother for everything.
 
   She made it down the path leading them toward town, which thankfully didn’t pass by Jimmy and Cheryl’s place.  She’d hate to explain why she was taking Pete with her.  After her talk with them, she didn’t think they’d be pleased.
 
   The first house she came across was a nice yellow one, and out front, a young woman about her age was tending to a flowerbed.  Encouraged, Ada turned the buggy toward the house.  From beside her, Pete tapped her arm and shrugged.
 
   She pulled out the envelope and showed it to him.  “She might know how to get here.”
 
   Eyebrows furrowed, he took the envelope and studied it but didn’t seem to understand what he was looking at.
 
   The young woman lifted her hand over her eyes and stood up as the buggy approached.  “May I help you?” she asked.
 
   Ada set the brake and took the envelope from Pete.  She hopped out of the buggy but motioned for Pete to stay in the seat so he did.  Considering this woman was about her age, she wondered why Jimmy hadn’t chosen her to marry Pete.  As much as she wanted to ask the young woman, she figured it wasn’t suitable to discuss unless she knew her better.
 
   “Good morning,” Ada greeted and walked over to the young woman.  “I’m Ada Kelly.  I married Pete not too long ago.”
 
   The pretty redheaded woman smiled.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ada.  I’m Maybell Smith.” She glanced at Pete and waved.  “Hi, Pete!  It’s nice to see you.”
 
   Pete rose his hand and gave a reluctant wave.
 
   “Can you believe I’ve lived close to this house all these years but haven’t seen him since we were children?  I used to see Jimmy all the time but never Pete.”
 
   Ada turned to her in interest and lowered her voice so Pete wouldn’t overhear.  “Why didn’t you see Pete as much as Jimmy?”
 
   She shrugged.  “Not sure, really.  His parents used to say that Pete was shy and preferred to be by himself.”
 
   “Did your family think there was anything odd about that?” Ada would have if she hadn’t known that Pete wasn’t like other people.
 
   “Well, now that you mention it, yes.  You’d swear Pete had something wrong with him, but looking at him and seeing that he has a wife, I can see there’s nothing wrong at all.”
 
   Ada bit her lower lip and wondered if she should tell Maybell anything but then decided she’d better not.  She didn’t know Maybell well enough to confide in her, at least not yet.  And until she found out what was different about Pete, she didn’t want to make assumptions.  Ada pulled out the envelope with Opal’s new address on it and showed it to her.  “I’m on my way to visit a friend and don’t know where this house is.  Do you?”
 
   She took the envelope and studied the address for a minute before she nodded.  “As a matter of fact, I do.  It’s not too far from town.  How familiar are you with the area?”
 
   “Pete’s brother took me out here as soon as I arrived off the train.  I remember the way I went to get here.” Thankfully, there was only one turn his brother made, and that was at the post office.  “I know where the post office and train station are.”
 
   “Good.  Go to the train station.  You will find the general store just two blocks from there.  Take a right at the next street.  When you pass the bank, you will take a left at the next street.  From there, you will go out of town.  Stay on that road until you come to a place where it ends.  You can go either left or right.  Go right.  Mister Boyer’s house is the first one you’ll see on the left.  Mind the geese.  They can pop out when you least expect them.”
 
   “Thank you, Maybell.” Ada took the envelope back and smiled at the kind young woman.  “You’ve been a tremendous help.  Is there anything I can do for you?”
 
   “No, Pa and I got everything we need.  Oh, I ought to invite you and Pete to supper.  We’d be more than happy to get to know you and Pete.”
 
   “Oh.  That’s very generous of you.” She wondered if it was a good idea to do that.  Until she knew what was going on with Pete, she hated to take him anywhere but Opal’s.  “Can we think about it?  I’d like to.  It’s just that I haven’t been married for long, and there’s a couple things I need to do before I think we’re ready to have supper at someone’s house.  I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be sorry.  I understand.  The invitation is open anytime.”
 
   “Thank you.  Again.”
 
   Offering her another smile, she waved and headed back to the buggy.  Not only did she know how to get to Opal’s, but now she knew how to get to the general store.  So far, this was turning out to be a very productive day.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   A half hour later, Ada stared at the two-story white house which was a lot bigger than the one she and Pete shared.  She pointed to it.
 
   “That has to be it.  Oh, and the geese Maybell mentioned!  Aren’t they delightful?” She leaned to the side so she could get a better look at them as they strutted near the road.  “Opal must love it out here.” Straightening, she motioned to the post in front of the house.  “Let’s pull up there.”
 
   He followed her gaze and indicated his agreement with a nod.  When he reached the post, he pulled back the reins and set the brake.  She was surprised the brake worked as well as it did after all the time the buggy had spent collecting dust.  With a heavy sigh, Pete moved to get out.  Noting how upset he was, she reached out and touched his arm.
 
   He turned back to her, a resigned sorrow on his face.  Her heart ached for him.  He had nothing to worry about.  Truly, he didn’t.  But she didn’t know how else to convey that than to do something she didn’t think she’d ever do when she married him.  She kissed him.  It was a simple kiss, but it made her skin flush with excitement.  His eyebrows furrowed a bit before a smile widened across his face.  She wasn’t sure if it’d been a smart move to kiss him in such a forward manner.  But at least he didn’t mind it.
 
   She gave him a smile that bordered on an apology since she’d been friendlier than she had the right to be, considering she didn’t know what was amiss about him.  Clearing her throat, she turned her gaze away from him.  When Pete reached her side of the buggy, she accepted his hand so he could help her down.
 
   “Thank you,” she told him. Then, hoping to ease the awkwardness that had fallen between them, she added, “This is a nice house, but I still prefer the one we have.” Because the house they shared included him, and she wouldn’t trade being with him for anything.  “You ready to meet the lady I came here with?”
 
   He glanced at the wraparound porch, a worried frown on his face.
 
   “It’ll be fine, Pete.  I promise.”
 
   Taking his hand, she led him up the porch steps and stopped at the front door.  She took a deep breath and knocked on the door.  She heard some children giggling before the door opened.
 
   The butler stood before them, tall and imposing.  “May I help you?”
 
   Since Pete didn’t say anything, she cleared her throat.  “I…um…I’m Ada Wilcox, or rather, I was when I came here on the train.  I was wondering if I might speak with Miss Opal Preston?  She wrote me a letter.” She dug it out of her pocket and showed him the envelope.  “I believe I have the right house.”
 
   “You came to the right place.  Please enter.  I will tell her you’re here.”
 
   As the butler left, Ada stepped over the threshold then motioned for Pete to follow her.  Blinking in surprise, he obeyed.  He stood closer to her than he needed to be, but she sensed he felt better by doing it so she slipped her hand around his arm in what she hoped was a reassuring gesture.  He relaxed considerably.
 
   The butler returned, a boy and girl on his heels.
 
   “Who are you?” the boy chirped, nearly running into Ada.  “Why are you here?  Where do you live?  Do you know my pa?”
 
   “Theodore, that is no way to behave when visitors are at the door,” a familiar voice kindly admonished.  “Now, what’s the rule?”
 
   Ada smiled when she saw Opal but waited for the boy to answer since Opal watched him.
 
   Looking down at his untied shoes, he mumbled, “Well, um, Miss Preston, I forgot.”
 
   She put her hands on her hips, an expectant look on her face.  “I’ll remind you one last time.  ‘Children should be seen and not heard.’ And right now, you’re being heard.  As you can see, I have visitors.”
 
   “Aw, Miss Preston.”
 
   She stared him down and he relented.
 
   After a long pause passed between them, the butler asked, “What would you like to drink, Miss Preston?”
 
   “Tea would be nice.” Opal turned her attention to Ada and Pete as the butler left.  “Please, come and sit.” She gestured to the formal parlor.  “We’ll have our tea in there.”
 
   Ada followed Opal into the room and sat on the sofa, figuring that Pete would feel more at ease if he got to sit next to her.  After Opal sat in the wooden chair across from them, Ada couldn’t help but notice the children stood quietly to the side, intent on watching them.  “Who’s Abigail and who’s Theodore?” Ada asked them, her tone light as she made the joke.
 
   “I’m not Abigail,” Theodore said.
 
   Opal winked at Ada.  “I think he’s six.”
 
   “I am not!” His chest puffed up with pride as he added, “I’m eight and a half.  Almost nine.”
 
   “Oh?” Ada resisted the urge to giggle since he seemed very serious about the matter.  “And when will you be nine?”
 
   “In three months.”
 
   “My, you’re almost a man,” Ada commented.  “Do you watch after your sister?”
 
   “Of course, ma’am,” he said with a smirk.
 
   Abigail rolled her eyes.
 
   “Why don’t you children go outside and play until I ring the bell?” Opal suggested.  “We’ll resume your lessons then.” They turned to hurry out of the house, so she added, “Don’t bring in any animals.”
 
   With a groan, he shouted out, “Okay, Miss Preston.”
 
   Ada waited until they were gone before looking at Opal, eyebrows raised.  “Animals?  Do I want to know what that is about?”
 
   “They’d bring in all sorts of critters if I let them.  It’s been difficult teaching them manners when they’ve been unruly for so long.”
 
   The butler came in with a tray and placed it on the table.  As he poured tea for them, Ada took a moment to scan the room, noting the luxurious furnishings.  The house was just as elegant as Opal.
 
   “Anything else?” he asked.
 
   “No, just leave the sugar and the tray.  Thank you, Mr. Crowley.”
 
   He nodded and strode out of the room, leaving them alone.
 
   “It’s so wonderful to see you, Ada,” Opal said.
 
   Ada sipped her tea.  “It’s wonderful to see you, too.” Motioning to Pete, she added, “This is my husband, Pete.”
 
   “Good to meet you.” Opal leaned forward, extending her arm in his direction.
 
   Pete hesitated for a moment then shook her hand.
 
   The three sat in an awkward silence for a minute as Ada thought of what she could say to help ease the tension.  Finally, she drank more tea and placed the cup on the table. “This is a lovely home.”
 
   “Yes.  Oh, I forgot.” Opal held out the jar to them.  “Would you like some sugar?”
 
   Pete studied the jar for a moment then looked at Ada.
 
   Ada took a cube and placed it in her cup.  “Would you like some?” she asked him.
 
   He took the jar and examined the contents before inspecting Ada’s cup.
 
   Ada let out an uneasy chuckle as she glanced at Opal.  “I don’t think he knows what to do with sugar cubes.  We have sugar, of course, but not in cubes.” Clearing her throat, she picked up a cube and showed it to him.  “It’s sweet.  You like sugar with your coffee.  I think you’ll like it with tea, too.”
 
   He accepted it from her and put it into his cup, watching it as it dissolved in the hot liquid.
 
   Ada could only guess what Opal thought of the whole exchange, but maybe it happened for a good reason.  Now Opal could see for herself how Pete was, and it’d help her know what it was that made him different from other men.
 
   Pete took a sip of the tea.  With a smile at Ada and Opal, he nodded and drank more of it.
 
   “Besides the critters, how are things going for you?” Ada asked.
 
   She turned her attention back to Ada.  “It’s been difficult.  The children are in desperate need of guidance.  They haven’t been properly schooled.  But I’m adjusting.  Each day gets a little bit better.”
 
   “So you miss Virginia?”
 
   “Yes, my heart is still there.”
 
   Surprised that Opal’s countenance should fall while talking about Virginia, she leaned toward her friend in concern.  She didn’t miss a single thing about Virginia, but she gathered that Opal had more of a reason to love it than she did.  “What do you miss?”
 
   Opal’s eyes welled up with tears.  “Everything.” 
 
   Ada pulled out a handkerchief from her drawstring purse and held it to her.  “Here you go.”
 
   “Oh, I’m fine,” she replied, stifling her tears.
 
   Ada nodded and put her handkerchief away.  “You remember all that crying I did on the train?  I could have filled the Mississippi with all my tears.”
 
   As she hoped, Opal giggled at her joke.  “I remember, but I’m glad to see you’re happy now.”
 
   “Yes.  It turns out my brother made a good choice after all, even if he went about it the wrong way.” She glanced at Pete and smiled.  “I had my doubts about marrying you on my way out here, but I’m very glad I did now that I know you.”
 
   Pete returned her smile then shifted his gaze to Opal.
 
   Opal studied Pete’s face.  “You’re awfully quiet, Pete.  There’s no need to worry.  You’re among friends here.”
 
   Pete looked at Ada with a question in his eyes that Ada suspected might mean he wasn’t sure how to respond.
 
   Ada debated how to answer, unsure of how much she wanted to disclose with him right there.  She turned to Pete and patted his hand.  “Do you mind if I see Opal’s bedroom?”
 
   Pete stared at her, his eyebrows furrowed.
 
   Not knowing how to get her point across, she decided not to worry about it at the moment.  “Opal, would you be willing to show me your bedroom?  I’d love to see it.”
 
   “Of course.” Opal set her cup down and rose to her feet.
 
   “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Ada told Pete before she stood up.
 
   She took a step away from him and he grabbed her hand, his worried expression telling her that he didn’t think she’d be coming back.  For a moment, she debated how to best assure him that she’d return.  Inspired, she handed him her purse.  “You hold this for me, alright?”
 
   His gaze went to the purse in his hands.
 
   She clasped her hands over his and squeezed them.  “Ten minutes at the most.  I promise.”
 
   This time when she stepped away from him, he didn’t stop her, but she saw the hesitant look on his face and knew he wasn’t sure if she really would be back or not.  Well, when she did come back, he’d know then.  She turned and followed Opal out of the parlor and up the staircase.  Noting the pictures along the wall, she asked, “Are these of your employer’s family?”
 
   “Yes,” Opal said.  “The woman in the one closest to you is his departed wife.”
 
   “Oh, how unfortunate.  May I ask how she died?”
 
   “She came ill quite suddenly and never recovered.  Mr. Boyer said she couldn’t keep anything down and complained of pain in her stomach.”
 
   Ada winced.  “It sounds like a dreadful way to go.”
 
   “Indeed, it does.”
 
   “And the man in the other picture.  Is he Mr. Boyer?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why, he’s handsome. Look at that wavy hair,” Ada gushed and glanced at her friend.
 
   After they reached the top of the stairs, Opal whispered, “Is Pete shy?  I noticed he didn’t say much.”
 
   “No, I don’t think so.  To be honest, I don’t know what’s wrong with him,” she quietly replied.  “That’s why I wanted to talk to you alone.” She paused and decided to amend her words.  “I shouldn’t say there’s something wrong with him because that seems rather insulting.  Really, he’s wonderful and has treated me better than I hoped.  I just mean that he’s different somehow, and I have no idea what that difference is.  His brother thinks he isn’t very smart, but he manages very well.  He’s lived alone for a couple years, takes care of animals, grows his own fruits and vegetables, and paints.  Oh, Opal, his paintings are just beautiful.  I should have brought one for you to look at.”
 
   Opal laughed and led her to a closed door down the hallway.  “I’d love to see one, but don’t worry about bringing one all the way out here.  I’d like to visit you sometime.  You can show me then.”
 
   “You’ll like my new home.  It’s lovely, but it’s not as big as this house.  This house is huge.” She followed Opal into her bedroom and gasped.  “Why, this bedroom is gorgeous!” She was still thrilled with the bedroom she had, but she couldn’t deny how luxurious Opal’s room was.  She had a four-tiered bookshelf full of books, a four-poster bed with feather-cushioned bedding, an oak desk, and a large armoire that could fit all of her family’s clothes.  Walking over to the vanity, she leaned down and sniffed the fresh flowers in the vase.  “Did you pick these from the garden today?”
 
   “Actually, the butler brings them every morning.”
 
   Ada’s eyes grew wide.  “No kidding?”
 
   “Mr. Boyer had him do that ever since I met the minister from Virginia.”
 
   Her eyebrows rose in interest.  “Really?” She hesitated for a moment but her lips curled up.  “From what I saw in the portrait, Mr. Boyer’s a handsome man.”
 
   Opal clutched her hands together and shifted her attention to the lace curtains for a moment before turning back to Ada.  “He’s nice in several ways.  He brought in a piano for me and listens to me play from time to time.”
 
   Unable to hide her amusement, Ada asked, “He does?”
 
   Opal nodded, her cheeks turning pink.  “Anyway,” she cleared her throat, “you wished to talk about Pete?”
 
   Resisting the urge to tease her further, Ada turned from the flowers.  “Yes.  I had to talk to someone who doesn’t know him.  I thought maybe with your background—you’re more educated than me—that you could tell whether he is as smart as us or not.”
 
   “Since I don’t know him, I’m afraid I can’t make that judgment.  However, you said he’s managed a house, animals, and grew food by himself.”
 
   “Yes, and he does a good job of it.  He never forgets a thing.”
 
   “And yet, he doesn’t speak.  Does he make any vocal sounds?”
 
   “I’ve heard him laugh.”
 
   “So he’s not mute.” Opal took a deep breath and rubbed her chin.  “I thought he didn’t say anything because he was shy, but if you never heard him speak actual words, then something is wrong.”
 
   “I know.  That’s why I came here.  I’m hoping you can help me figure out what it is.”
 
   “Well, I suppose all you can do is watch him.  See how he reacts to things around him.”
 
   “I thought I was.”
 
   “But have you studied how he responds to sound, to the way people talk to him, to the change in weather…to anything?  Make notes on what you discover.  Here.” She hurried over to her desk and pulled out a piece of paper and a pencil.  “Keep notes. If you notice anything unusual, write it down.  Over time, you might notice a pattern, and it can tell you a lot.”
 
   “When I figure it out—if I figure it out—will you help me decide what to do?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Ada accepted the paper and pencil with a thank you.  As they headed down the stairs, she said, “I don’t remember if you told me on the train, but what kind of business does Mr. Boyer do?”
 
   “He owns a bank.”
 
   “What do you think about him?”
 
   “To be honest, I don’t know him that well.”
 
   “Do you think you might get to know him well enough to fall in love with him?”
 
   Opal paused on the bottom step and shook her head but grinned.  “You’d do better to write those notes about Pete than to worry about me.”
 
   “I just want to see you happy.”
 
   “I know.” She gave her a hug.  “I enjoy my position here.  Mr. Boyer is a good employer, and all my needs are met.”
 
   “Alright, but if there’s anything I can do for you, let me know.”
 
   Opal indicated her agreement before they entered the parlor where Pete quickly stood, Ada’s purse still in his hands.
 
   Ada went over to him and held out her hand.  “I’ll take it now.” When he didn’t give it to her, she gently took it from him.  “Thank you for holding it while I was gone.” She folded the paper and slipped it and the pencil in her purse then turned back to Opal.  “Thank you for a lovely visit.”
 
   “Thank you for coming.” Opal led them to the front door.  “Don’t be a stranger.”
 
   “We won’t.” She slipped her arm around Pete’s.  “And you’re welcome to our home any time.  We’re down Oak Lane which is just east of town.  I’ll send a letter with the address.”
 
   Ada led Pete down the porch steps and to the buggy.  She couldn’t help but notice that the tension had left his body.  Good.  Now he knew that she’d be going home with him.  Maybe in the future, she wouldn’t have to push him so hard in order to go to town or to visit Opal.
 
   As he helped her in the buggy, she clasped his hand and smiled.  “Thank you for bringing me.”
 
   To her surprise, when she was seated, he leaned forward and gave her a kiss similar to the one she gave him earlier.  Her jaw dropped as he went to the other side of the buggy and got in next to her.  She had no idea he’d kiss her like that, but she understood since she had done it first, he figured it was appropriate.
 
   He undid the brake and led the horse off the property.  She debated whether or not she should tell him kissing wasn’t a good idea, but truly, she was too stunned to say anything.  It was normal for a married couple to share kisses, but she couldn’t say they were normal.  Was it appropriate for them to kiss again?  Should she dissuade him next time?  What would she be better off doing?
 
   At the moment, she wouldn’t do anything.  What she needed to do was focus on how he reacted to everything around him, just as Opal suggested.  Glancing at him, she saw that he was grinning from ear to ear.  She wasn’t sure if that was because of the kiss or because he knew for sure that she was going to return home with him.  Either way, she would count both as reasons he was happy and mark them down on the paper when they got home.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Pete was more than relieved when his dark-haired beauty let him take her back to his home.  Every time anyone left his house, they didn’t return.  First people took his pa away.  Then his brother left and only came back from time to time with supplies for him and their mother.  Then his brother took her away and that was the last he saw of her.
 
   When he was a child, he recalled trips his parents took him and his brother to.  They went to meadows, hills, and lakes.  He even went to a river one time and went on a boat.  They had always returned together, but there came a day when they stopped going out.  After years went by with them staying home, he could only paint the places they had once visited.
 
   And in time, leaving the house didn’t seem like a good thing, especially when his parents went away and never came back.  Today, however, his dark-haired beauty had taken him somewhere he’d never been to before, and better yet, she had returned with him.  He wouldn’t mind more trips away from home if they went like today did.  Now he had a new place to paint.  Actually, he had several new places to paint.  He got to see buildings, wagons, horses, and people walking along streets.  Then further out, he got to see that large house with a wraparound porch and geese which strutted across the road.  He could probably spend months painting everything he saw that day.
 
   And as if all of that excitement wasn’t enough, his dark-haired beauty had kissed him.  Of all the things he had experienced, he’d never experienced something as thrilling as a kiss.  He’d seen his brother kiss his woman on occasion, but he had no idea how pleasant it was.
 
   He wanted to kiss her again.  Granted, he had kissed her when they returned to the buggy, and at the time, he thought it would be enough.  But as the day went on, he realized he wanted to kiss her again.  And not only that, but it seemed that the desire to kiss her grew stronger.
 
   That evening after he started painting the house with the wraparound porch, his dark-haired beauty came into the room.  She often did that.  He figured it was her way of seeing what he was working on, and he liked knowing she was interested in his work.  Tonight when she came in, he motioned for her to take a look at what he was painting.  She did and he watched her in interest, wondering if she’d recognize it.
 
   By the way her eyes lit up, he knew she did.  Satisfied, he returned her smile.  Rising to his feet, he set aside the painting for the night and turned to face her.  She was gesturing with her hands and moving her mouth in a way that indicated she was happy.
 
   He studied her, thinking that she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.  His gaze went to her lips, and he couldn’t help but recall the two kisses they’d shared earlier that day.  He wondered if he could kiss her again.  It stood to reason that she would be fine with it since she had kissed him the first time.  She wouldn’t have done that if she didn’t want to be kissed.
 
   To be sure, he pressed two fingers to his lips and waited for her reaction.  When she furrowed her eyebrows, he brought his fingers to her lips.  Her eyes grew wide but since she didn’t shake her head or step away, he closed the gap between them and kissed her.  She was just as soft and warm as he remembered.  Unlike last time, he didn’t end the kiss right away.
 
   He didn’t know where the urge to deepen the kiss was coming from, but his entire being was prompting him to further explore what kissing was all about.  His heartbeat raced with excitement, and heat surged through his body, settling in his loins.  Surprised that he should react so strongly to the kiss, he ended it.  Heat rose up his neck.  There was no way she could tell exactly what kind of effect the kiss had on him, could she?
 
   He studied her face and saw her cheeks go pink.  She moved her mouth, seeming to stumble on whatever she was saying.  He wasn’t sure if he’d upset her or not.  A long moment passed and she smoothed her skirt while moving her mouth, this time her mouth moving faster than before.
 
   After a few seconds, she stopped moving her mouth and looked at him.  Though she smiled, he sensed there was an uncertainty in her expression that worried him.  He’d never seen her use that expression before and didn’t know how to respond to it.
 
   When she left the room, he followed her.  She made it halfway to down the hall then turned to face him.  Startled, he stepped back so he wouldn’t bump into her.  Unsure of how to make an apology, he hesitated to do any gestures.  Instead, he watched her.
 
   She clasped her hands in front of her waist and bit her lower lip.  She took a deep breath.  As she moved her mouth, she offered him a gentle smile which helped set his mind at ease.  He ventured to return her smile with one of his own, hoping it was the right response.
 
   Fortunately, it seemed to be the right thing to do because she placed her hand on his arm and stood on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek.  Alright, so it wasn’t on his lips, but it was better than her being upset with him.  Maybe in the future, he should just kiss her cheek.  Maybe that was what she was trying to tell him.  She stepped away from him, her smile growing wider.
 
   Then she gave him the familiar wave that told him she was going to sleep for the rest of the night.  For the first time since she came to live with him, he wanted to go into the bedroom with her.  But if she didn’t want him to kiss her on the lips, he doubted she’d want him to be in bed with her, doing far more than kissing.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A week passed and Ada found it harder and harder to resist Pete.  He was incredibly sweet and seemed to find ways to do things for her, whether it was reaching for something on a high shelf or giving her fruits and vegetables from his gardens to eat.  She’d thank him when he did something thoughtful, and usually, he’d kiss her on the cheek.  She made a mistake in kissing him that day they went to see Opal, but even so, she anticipated every kiss he gave her.
 
   She continued to write down notes on what she observed about him.  All she summed up so far was that he never spoke, didn’t seem to respond at all to her unless he was looking at her, and when he did respond, he seemed more interested in her hand gestures than her words.  The things were adding up to something, but it wasn’t until she went to the barn one afternoon that she finally figured it out.
 
   She brought along a pail, thinking she’d ask him to milk the cow.  When she reached the barn, he was fixing the stall.  She almost approached him but decided to watch as he hammered nails along the door.  Holding the pail in her arms, she noted the precision he used as he worked.  He was careful to make sure each nail was perfectly aligned with the nail that came before it.  She’d have to mark this down in her notes.  If this wasn’t a sign of normal intelligence, she didn’t know what was.
 
   A loud crashing sound startled her.  Shrieking, she jerked back and dropped the pail.  Had it not been for the wall behind her, she would have fallen to the ground.  She gasped, pressing a hand to her heart and looked over to the corner of the barn where a shelf had given way and jars and old bells lay on the floor, broken.  Gulping, she struggled to settle her nerves.
 
   With a glance in Pete’s direction, she realized he was still calmly and patiently hammering nails.  She straightened and glanced at the fallen shelf that lay on the other side of the barn.  He should have at least paused to find out what made the noise…unless…  Her gaze returned to him.  Unless he hadn’t heard it.
 
   After a moment of considering the possibility, she picked up the pail and scanned the barn until she saw a wrench.  She grabbed it and tiptoed up behind him, careful not to give herself away.  When she was within inches of him, she lifted the wrench and banged it as hard as she could on the pail.
 
   Nothing.  He didn’t turn around or stop hammering the nails or…or anything.  He continued working as if he hadn’t heard her.  She lowered the pail and thought over the implications of what this meant.  He couldn’t hear her.  Just as she suspected, he didn’t have lower-than-average intelligence.  He was deaf!
 
   She set the pail and wrench down and touched his shoulder.  He jerked and whirled around.
 
   Laughing, she patted his shoulder.  “I’m sorry, Pete.  I didn’t mean to scare you.” She smiled and cupped his face in her hands.  “You are such a sweet man.  Not only that, but you’re smart, smarter than some if I may say so myself.”
 
   His eyebrows furrowed and she saw the question in his eyes.  She paused, remembering he couldn’t hear her.  As she tried to think of a way to let him know she hadn’t meant to scare him, he reached up and cupped her face in his hands.  She brushed his cheeks with the pads of her thumbs.  To her surprise, he did the same thing.
 
   It took her a moment to realize that he was taking her lead, allowing her to decide what they would or wouldn’t do.  And that made sense when she recalled the kisses they’d shared.  He’d kissed her on the lips only after she kissed him first and then he’d kissed her on the cheek after she did that with him.
 
   “Pete,” she whispered, studying him.
 
   Desire filled his eyes.  Desire for her.  Even if she had never known an intimate moment with a man, she knew the look he was giving her, and it was the same look a husband gave his wife when he wanted to make love to her.  And there was no reason that they couldn’t be together intimately, not now that she knew he was her equal.
 
   On impulse, she pressed her lips to his.  A flutter of uncertainty swept over her.  Sure, she had kissed him that day at Opal’s, but she’d done that without thinking.  This time she was kissing him with intent.  He brought his arms around her and drew her closer to him, more than willing to accept her invitation.
 
   Relaxing, she allowed him to deepen the kiss.  A low groan escaped his throat as he parted his lips.  She hesitated for a moment when his tongue brushed her lower lip, but it seemed natural to accept him into her mouth so she did.  Her body sparked with excitement.  He proceeded to take his time interlacing his tongue with hers, an action which only further added to the pleasant heat building up within her.
 
   All too soon the kiss ended, but she didn’t dare proceed further while they were still in the barn.  Standing up, she held her hand out to him.  He accepted it and rose to his feet.
 
   “Come,” she said, gesturing to the house.
 
   He nodded and joined her.  She never imagined she could be so bold.  With anyone else, she wouldn’t have been comfortable enough to do it, but this was Pete she was with and Pete was the sweetest and gentlest man she’d ever known.  She was safe with him.  He’d never deny her anything, and he loved her.  He didn’t need to say it.  It was in the way he treated her, as if she was the most important thing in his life. And that made her want to be with him in every way a wife was supposed to be with her husband.
 
   She led him to her bedroom and kissed him, knowing he’d understand that she was inviting him to consummate their marriage.  In response, he drew her to him and deepened their kiss.  She loved his solid strength and his protective embrace.  His hands traveled down her back and cupped her behind, an action which only excited her more.  She gasped and pulled him closer to her, her body aching for his touch, wanting more of him, needing more of him.
 
   She let out a soft moan and unbuttoned his shirt.  He shrugged out of it before she slid her hands beneath his undershirt, exploring the muscles he’d developed from years of working on the farm.  His low groan encouraged her to keep going, and in a bold move she’d never think she was capable of, she reached for his belt and undid it.  He squeezed her behind in a way that indicated he enjoyed where her thoughts were going.  Her heart raced with both apprehension and the thrill of being so assertive.  But she had his permission to do whatever she wanted, and what she wanted most, at the moment, was to satisfy her curiosity about the male body.
 
   His lips left her mouth and traveled across her jawline then down her neck as she unbuttoned his trousers.  Her fingers brushed something hard and long.  She found the opening in his drawers and traced the length of him.  Tentative at first, she lightly caressed him, doing her best to memorize the silky texture of his shaft and his round tip.  A bead of moisture was at the slit.  Curious, she touched it then explored the ridge along his tip.  He gasped and let go of her.
 
   At first she thought she hurt him, but then he took off his clothes, and she glimpsed his entire body before she grew too shy and looked away.  He didn’t seem to notice her hesitation.  Instead, he took one of her hands and cupped it around his erection.  Relaxing a bit, she watched in fascination as he continued to guide her movements, starting at the base of his penis and moving up.  The motion was fluid and swift, and after a minute, she had established a rhythm he enjoyed.
 
   He let go of her hand and unbuttoned her shirtwaist.  Her stroking slowed as she became aware of the way the breeze blew across her skin.  He lifted her chemise and caressed her breasts.  His thumbs brushed her nipples, creating a tingle that went straight to her core.  Her gaze met his and she caught the uncertainty in his eyes.
 
   She released his erection and pressed his hands fully on her breasts, a silent encouragement to let him know she wanted him to touch her this way, just as he’d let her know he wanted her to touch him.  A smile spread across his face and she returned it with one of her own.  He lowered his head.  Anticipating the kiss, she closed her eyes and accepted his tongue into her mouth.  While he continued to explore her breasts, she unbuttoned her skirt and let it fall to the floor then kicked her petticoats and bloomers aside.
 
   Their kiss ended and he stepped back, his gaze traveling up and down her body.  To be this open and free in front of him made her pulse pick up further and her skin flush, but the desire in his eyes intensified, assuring her that he liked what he saw.  He pulled her back into his arms, this time kissing her with a sense of urgency that made her body tingle.
 
   Afterwards, he carried her to the bed and settled beside her.  She brought him into her arms and started kissing him again, afraid that if she took a moment to stop and think about what they were doing, she would become too nervous to keep going.  He resumed his study of her body, his hands gliding across her breasts, down her stomach and between her legs.  She closed her eyes and focused on how he made her feel, relishing the intimate moment they were sharing together.
 
   He was her husband, and she saw no reason to deny them both the joys and pleasures of their marriage.  She might not have had a choice in marrying him, but she could choose what she’d do now that she was.  And he was such a sweet and wonderful man.  A smart man.  One who was overlooked just because he couldn’t hear.  Somehow, she’d learn to communicate with him.  Even now, she was aware of the sighs and moans that indicated his pleasure.  His caresses and kisses told her he loved her, that he would always do whatever he could to protect and provide for her.  She’d never want for anything.
 
   He brought his mouth to hers and she deepened the kiss. She parted them for him, giving him access to all of her.  His fingers traced along her flesh, his touch gentle but arousing all the same.  She took his hand and guided him, as he had guided her, so she could teach him how to stroke her core and rub her sensitive nub.  He worked with her, quick to learn how to bring her pleasure.
 
   Soon her hips were rocking in rhythm to his ministrations, and her focus went completely to the tension building inside her.  He shifted closer to her, his erection pressed against her hip, something that shot a thrill through her since it let her know he found her reaction to him arousing.
 
   She ended the kiss and groaned, her hands gripping his arms, her hips moving faster, her core pulling his fingers deeper into her.  Soon she reached the peak and cried out.  He slowed his stroking, but she was too caught up in the incredible feeling of pleasure that consumed her to pay much attention to notice.  When her body relaxed, she reached for him, wanting him to experience the same heightened state of bliss.
 
   He got on top of her and settled between her legs.  She reached between them and guided him to her entrance, eager to feel him inside her.  When he entered her, though, she dug her nails into his arms.  She had no idea it would hurt.
 
   He stilled and looked at her, his eyebrows furrowed, the question in his eyes asking her if he had her permission to continue.  She waited for a few seconds to get accustomed to his size and shifted her hips, relieved when the ache lessened.  She nodded and shifted again, this time taking him deeper into her.
 
   A moan escaped his lips and he moved.  She joined him, matching his rhythm and soon became aware of the pleasant sensations that were taking place of the earlier sting.  He worked slowly, giving her body sufficient time to mount in pleasure once more, the ache in her core driving her to meet each thrust with an insistence that he go faster.  She wrapped her legs around his waist and urged him deeper into her.  He complied and before long, she climaxed again, her body clenching around him, her back arched, and her fingers digging into his arms.  He let out a cry and released his seed, his penis throbbing in a way that prolonged her pleasure.
 
   Afterwards, he collapsed in her arms.  They remained still for several moments, and despite her lightheadedness, she kissed his cheek and stroked his back, glad he chose to remain inside her.  The connection felt wonderfully intimate, as if they were truly one.  She wished this moment could last forever.
 
   A minute later, he lifted his head to look at her.
 
   Cupping his face in her hands, she smiled, tracing his cheeks and noting the stubble on them.  There were things she wanted to tell him, like how thankful she was that she ended up marrying him and how much she adored him, but he wouldn’t be able to hear her so she settled for doing the only thing she could think of.  She gave him a lingering kiss.
 
    
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   The next day, Ada brought Pete to the buggy and motioned to it.  She needed to see Opal.  While she could write a letter, she’d rather tell her in person.
 
   “Come on,” she told him.
 
   Even if he couldn’t hear, she couldn’t help but speak the words as she collected the bridle and handed it to him.  She waited expectantly.  When she saw the hesitation in his eyes, she gave him a kiss and squeezed his hand.  He relaxed and went to the stall to get the horse.
 
   Good.  Now he understood she’d be coming back with him.  Not that there was anywhere else she’d rather be.  Had he any idea how much she adored him, he’d never question whether or not she’d stay.
 
   After he got the buggy ready, he helped her to the seat and settled next to her.  Wrapping her arm around his, she smiled her thanks.  He released the brake then led the horse down the path that would take them to town.  She was surprised he remembered exactly how to get to Opal’s.  Having only gone there once, she hadn’t been sure which street to turn on when they were in town, but he knew which one to take and soon they reached their destination.
 
   “Had it been my brother who took me here, he would have gotten lost,” she mused as Pete set the brake.
 
   He studied her face, his eyebrows furrowed.
 
   Laughing, she squeezed his arm and kissed him.  “Never mind.  I’m just glad you’re smarter than him, that’s all.”
 
   After he returned her kiss, he got out of the buggy and walked over to her.  As she took his hand, she saw the Boyer boy run out of the barn, carrying something in his hands and calling out to his sister.  With an amused sigh, she stepped out of the buggy and walked with Pete to the wraparound porch.  She suspected the boy was up to mischief.  Having been on the receiving end of her brothers’ pranks while growing up, she couldn’t help but feel sorry for the girl.
 
   She and Pete reached the front door in time for her to hear a loud shriek from the girl.  “Poor Opal.  She certainly has her hands full.” Chuckling, she knocked on the door and waited for the butler to answer it.
 
   He greeted them and let them in to the parlor.  “I’ll tell Miss Preston you’re here.”
 
   Ada thanked him and squeezed Pete’s arm to reassure him that she’d be going home with him. 
 
   When Opal came into the parlor, she greeted them with a warm smile.  “It’s good to see you two again.  I thought we could enjoy some tea and teacake on the porch this time.  The day is beautiful.  One of my fondest memories of Virginia was sitting outside on a nice warm day, especially with the breeze carrying the scent of flowers in the air.”
 
   “It is nice to be outside on a day like this,” Ada agreed.  “And since coming to Nebraska, I’ve learned that one thing we’ll never do without is a nice breeze or hearty wind.”
 
   “That’s true.” She turned to the butler and requested the refreshments before leading Ada and Pete onto the porch.  “Why don’t you and Pete sit in these chairs, and I’ll bring out another one?”
 
   Ada nodded and motioned for Pete to take one of the rocking chairs that were next to a small table.  She sat in the other chair and, despite knowing he was deaf, couldn’t help but comment, “We should get a couple of rocking chairs for our porch.  I wouldn’t mind sitting outside and doing some sewing.”
 
   He smiled, the action warming her heart because of the tenderness in his eyes.  Never once during her train ride out here did she think her marriage would result in love.  But she loved him with all of her heart and strength, and she knew without a doubt that he felt the same way about her.
 
   Opal returned and set her chair on the other side of the table.  “Ada, would you like to come inside for anything?”
 
   It took a moment for Ada to figure out that Opal was offering her a chance to talk in private.  “Oh, actually that won’t be necessary.  I can stay here.”
 
   “Alright.”
 
   As Opal settled into her seat, the butler came out with their drinks and the teacake.
 
   Ada waited until he was back in the house before speaking.  “I found out why Pete seems different from the rest of us.”
 
   Glancing over her teacup, Opal asked, “You did?”
 
   “Yes.  It turns out that he can’t hear.  That’s why it doesn’t matter if we talk in front of him or not.” She paused and took a bite from the cake.  “I’ve never been around a deaf person before.  Obviously, I can’t talk to him like I can talk to you, but I want to be able to let him know what I want and to know what he wants.  Do you have any ideas on how I can make that happen?” 
 
   Opal considered her question before responding.  “Actually, I heard about a college in Washington DC that is for deaf people.  There are signs deaf people can use to communicate.  I’ll write my father a letter and ask him if he can send a book or two with these signs in it.”
 
   “What a wonderful idea!”
 
   “These signs won’t be anything fancy, mind you.  They’ll be the basics, mostly eating and dressing and other routine things done around the house.  But watch him to find out what he wants.  You might develop your own signs to use with each other over time.” After a moment, she added, “You’re sure he’s only deaf.  He’s normal in every other way?”
 
   “Yes.  In fact, I suspect he’s very smart.  You should see him fix a stall door.”
 
   Opal glanced at Pete and smiled, and he smiled in return.  “He doesn’t seem as anxious as he did last time you were here.”
 
   “Yes, he’s much more relaxed,” Ada replied then finished her teacake.  “I think the last time we were here, he thought I wasn’t going to return home with him.  I didn’t know how to explain to him that I’d be going back to our home.  All I could do was show him.  That’s one of the things I know I need to do more of so he can understand my intentions.  I need to use my hands and actions to show him what I want.”
 
   “That’s where I would start if it was me.”
 
   Ada picked up her cup and took a sip.  Scanning the land, she said, “You have gorgeous cottonwoods here.”
 
   “Yes, but cotton blows everywhere.  I miss my dogwood trees.”
 
   Noting the wistful tone in Opal’s voice, she leaned toward her.  “I’m sorry.  I realized you missed Virginia, but I had no idea you were so homesick.  Is there any way I can help?”
 
   “I’ll be fine, Ada.  I chose to come here.” She hesitated.  “It was for the best.”
 
   Ada wondered about that but sensed that Opal was a private person who was used to keeping her feelings to herself.  “Well, if you need anything, please don’t hesitate to ask.  You’ve been such a blessing to Pete and me.”
 
   “It does my heart good to see you.”
 
   “The same is true for me.” On impulse, Ada got up from her chair and hugged her friend, hoping the woman understood that even if she was miles away from the safe and familiar, she had someone who cared about her in Nebraska.  “I’m glad we met.”
 
   “So am I.”
 
   Ada took a step back.  “I should be going.  Pete and I are going to the general store.  I know it sounds like a simple matter, but I’m excited about it.  There’s a sense of freedom about not having to rely on his brother for things.”
 
   Opal rose from her chair and nodded.  “I don’t blame you.  I wouldn’t want to rely on my husband’s brother either.”
 
   After another quick hug, Ada thanked her again and went with Pete to the buggy.  On the way back to town, she thought over the things she wanted to buy.  It wasn’t that they didn’t have what they needed.  They did.  She just wanted to prove they could do it, that Pete could go to the general store and buy what he needed in the future.
 
   When they reached the store, she tapped Pete’s arm then motioned to a place where they could park in front of it.  Though he shot her a questioning glance, he obeyed and pulled the buggy up by a wagon.  He set the brake and turned to her.
 
   “We are going to go in there.” She gestured to them then pointed to the entrance.
 
   With a nod, he got out of the buggy and helped her out.  Slipping her arm around his, she led him into the store.
 
   The bell above the door rang and a middle-aged woman came out from the back room.  “Good afternoon,” she greeted as she took an apron off and hung it on the hook.  “What can I do for you today?” 
 
   “Good afternoon,” Ada greeted in return.  “We’ll have a pound of sugar, a can of coffee, and,” she scanned the shelves, “a pound of flour.”
 
   The woman nodded and hurried to retrieve the items.  Ada glanced at Pete, knowing her excitement was obvious.  Though he returned her smile, he seemed apprehensive.  That was to be expected since it was a new experience for him.  Next time, it would be easier.  And the time after that would be even easier.  At one point, he would be able to come in here, and it would be as natural as going to the barn to do his chores.
 
   The bell above the door rang and a familiar voice called out, “Ada?  Is that you?”
 
   Ada turned and saw Maybell.  “Maybell!  It’s nice to see you again.”
 
   “I was about to say the same thing.  Hi, Pete.”
 
   Ada squeezed Pete’s arm but directed her attention to Maybell.  “Pete can’t hear, but if you wave, he can say hi that way.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry.  I had no idea.”
 
   “Well, to be honest, I didn’t either until about a week ago.  There was a loud noise in the barn, and when he didn’t turn around to see what caused it, I realized he was deaf.  I was talking to a friend just moments ago, and she’s writing to her father back in Virginia so I can get some reading material to know how I can best talk to Pete.” She paused.  “When I say ‘talk’, I don’t mean talk in the way you and I do.”
 
   “You mean you’ll do things like wave.”
 
   “Yes.  I’m not exactly sure what I’ll learn from the reading material, but I’m sure it’ll give me some good ideas.”
 
   “That’s wonderful,” Maybell said.  “My pa knew there was something unusual about Pete.  He never went to school like his brother did, and now we know why.  But Pete does good to manage that house all by himself.”
 
   “Yes, he’s very smart.”
 
   “I’d say so.”
 
   The woman placed a box with the items Ada requested on the counter.  “Oh, hi there, Maybell.  Did your pa send you in for the usual?”
 
   “Yes, Mrs. Richie.” Glancing at Ada, she added, “My pa gets the same thing all the time.”
 
   “Sounds like he knows what he likes and sticks with it,” Ada replied.
 
   “You could say that, though my ma always said he was more stubborn than a man had the right to be.” She giggled.  “But you know, when it came to getting her way, she managed just fine.  She only let him win when it was to her benefit.”
 
   “Smart woman,” Mrs. Richie commented then turned her gaze to Ada.  “Your total is $2.15.”
 
   As Ada opened her drawstring purse to dig out the coins, Mrs. Richie went to collect the things Maybell came for.
 
   “What do you say?” Maybell asked as the bell above the door rang.  “Will you and Pete come over to my house for supper on Sunday?  We’ll eat at six.”
 
   Since Maybell so easily accepted the fact that Pete was deaf, Ada saw no reason not to go.  “We’ll be happy to.  Thank you.”
 
   “Wonderful!  I’m looking forward to it.”
 
   “I am, too,” she replied as she picked up the box and handed it to Pete, jerking slightly when she realized Jimmy had been the person who entered the store when the bell rang.  She waited until Maybell went over to Mrs. Richie who was grabbing some cornmeal off the shelf before speaking to her brother-in-law.  “Good afternoon, Jimmy.”
 
   She motioned for Pete to follow her and hurried for the door.  The last thing she needed was to get into an argument in front of Maybell and Mrs. Richie.  She could already tell by the flash of annoyance in his eyes that he wasn’t happy to find her and Pete in the mercantile.
 
   She and Pete made it to the buggy before Jimmy caught up to them.  “What do you think you’re doing?” Jimmy demanded, blocking her so she couldn’t sit in the buggy.
 
   “Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m getting some things to take home,” she replied.  “Now if you’ll excuse us, Pete and I have to go.”
 
   “This is inappropriate and you know it, Ada.”
 
   She glanced at Pete who seemed intent on watching her and Jimmy, probably trying to figure out why they were both upset.  “It’s nothing of the sort,” she replied, turning her attention back to Jimmy.  “We’re doing what normal, married people do.  We’re shopping for things we need.”
 
   “You know very well that Pete isn’t normal.”
 
   “He is normal.  For your information, he’s very smart.  The only thing different about him is that he can’t hear.  There’s no reason why he can’t do everything that you do.”
 
   Grunting, he shook his head.  “I can’t believe it.  Don’t you think I know what is going on with my own brother?  I grew up with him.”
 
   “And apparently, growing up with him has made you blind to what’s going on.  You’ve been around him for so long, you don’t take the time to really watch him.  If you had, you would realize he can’t hear anything.”
 
   “This is ridiculous.  You’ll make up any excuse to deny the fact that he has lower-than-average intelligence.  Today he’s deaf.  Tomorrow it’ll be something else.  Either way, you have no right to bring him to town or take him over to someone’s house for a meal.  Don’t you know what happens to people who are different?  They end up locked away in an institution.”
 
   “You’ve had him locked away in his house all his life.”
 
   “That was better than what you’ll do for him if you keep on doing this.  At least at home, he has freedom to paint and take care of the animals.”
 
   “Didn’t it ever occur to you he couldn’t manage his own house if he truly had lower-than-average intelligence?”
 
   “He could do some things on his own.”
 
   “But he couldn’t do everything he does,” she argued.  “He knows how to repair things that are broken.  He grows his own food.  He organizes all of his paintings.  Everything he’s been doing is because he’s smart.  I can’t help it if you won’t take a good look at him and figure all that out, but I refuse to keep him separated from the rest of the world because of fear.”
 
   “It’s not fear.  I’m protecting him,” Jimmy insisted, crossing his arms.
 
   She shoved him aside and got into the buggy.  Then she motioned for Pete to join her, ignoring the way Jimmy was glaring at her.  Pete glanced uneasily from her to Jimmy.  After a long moment, he stepped by Jimmy and got in next to her.
 
   “You can’t do this, Ada,” Jimmy said, stepping closer to the buggy as Pete set the box on the floor.
 
   “I don’t believe that’s for you to decide,” she replied.  “Pete is old enough to decide whether he goes to town or not.  He’s not a child.  Now,” she turned to Pete and motioned to the brake, “if you’ll excuse us, we have to go home so he can tend to the cows.”
 
   Though he hesitated, Pete ended up undoing the brake.  To her relief, Jimmy moved back, and Pete offered an uncertain wave to his brother before leading the horse down the street.  Ada took a deep breath to try to settle her nerves, but even so, she couldn’t help but wonder how long it would be until she had to deal with Jimmy again.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   That Sunday Ada sat next to Pete at Maybell’s dining room table for supper.  Ada was surprised by how much Maybell’s pa liked to talk.  It reminded her of her grandfather who used to tell her bedtime stories when she was a child.  She found Maybell’s father just as interesting to listen to.  The man could make her feel as if she was right there, experiencing everything he described.
 
   The man also made a lot of hand gestures while he spoke, and Ada couldn’t help but notice how closely Pete watched him.  She wondered how much he gathered from those hand gestures, but she guessed that it helped Pete feel like he was a part of the conversation.
 
   “And that was how Maybell’s mother tamed that dog,” her father concluded after a detailed account of the rowdy animal.
 
   Ada quickly swallowed the pot roast she was eating and laughed.
 
   Though Maybell rolled her eyes, she good-naturedly added, “That dog became her faithful companion.  Everywhere she went, it followed.  He even helped her round up the sheep and scare off foxes.”
 
   “That was the best dog we ever had,” her father added.  “After Maybell’s ma died, it was like we still had a part of her with us.” He smiled at his daughter.  “And you look so much like her.  It’s a comfort to me in my old age.”
 
   “You’re not that old, Pa,” she replied.
 
   “Surely, you’re not,” Ada agreed.  “You don’t look older than forty.  You have lots left to do.”
 
   “See?” She motioned to Ada.  “I keep telling you that.  Maybe he’ll believe you, Ada.”
 
   “It’s not that I don’t believe you,” he told her.  “It’s just that I worry I won’t see you with a good man before I die.”
 
   “And since you still have a long way to go, I have plenty of time for that.” She picked up her glass of water and shot Ada an amused glance.  “I’m only seventeen.” She sipped her water then asked, “How did you and Pete meet?  Since he’s deaf, did you two write letters?”
 
   “No, it wasn’t like that.” Ada twirled her fork, trying to decide how much to tell them.  She didn’t want to come out and say her brother sold her to him and that Jimmy took care of the arrangements.  But she also didn’t want to make it sound like she knew Pete before she came to Nebraska either.  After a couple moments, she began, “It’s a long story, but what basically happened was that my brother arranged the marriage for me.”
 
   “He did?” Maybell leaned forward in interest.
 
   “I come from a large family.  We weren’t well off, and when I turned eighteen, my brother started looking for a husband for me.  He saw an ad posted in a paper and answered it.” Never mind the ad promised money in exchange for a wife.  Her marriage might be one in which she was happy, but from time to time, it still bothered her that her brother didn’t even ask her if she’d be willing to marry someone she didn’t know.  He just made the decision for her and told her the morning he took her to the train station.  Pushing aside the memory, she continued, “So I boarded a train in Virginia and came out here.”
 
   “Were you scared?” Maybell asked, her eyes wide.  “I would have been terrified.”
 
   “Well…” She’d been too angry to be scared, but she did feel a flicker of apprehension when it was time to see Pete for the first time.  “I was nervous when it came time to marry him.  I know it sounds strange, but while I was on the train, it didn’t seem real.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound strange at all,” Maybell’s father said.  “In fact, that’s how I felt the whole time Maybell’s mother was expecting her.  But when I held Maybell for the first time, I finally felt like a pa.  Some things just hit you like that, all at once.”
 
   “Yes, it was like that,” Ada agreed.
 
   “I can tell you love each other,” Maybell said, glancing from her to Pete who was still eating.  “You don’t even have to say it.  It’s in the way your face glows.”
 
   Was it?  Ada’s cheeks grew warm.  She hadn’t realized she was so obvious about her feelings.
 
   “It’s good,” her father chimed in, leaning back in his chair with an empty plate in front of him.  “I’d talk to Pete’s pa from time to time.  The family was private.  Didn’t like to be away from home much or have anyone over.  Though it wasn’t always that way.  His pa and I were friends while growing up.  Went to the same schoolhouse and helped out at each other’s farms.  But then a few years after he had Pete, he kept more and more to himself.  I figured he was just busy.  And I was busy, too.  I’d see Pete’s brother from time to time and catch up on how things were going, but I never heard about Pete being deaf.”
 
   “He didn’t know,” Ada told him.  “That’s why he never mentioned it.”
 
   “That explains it.  Well,” he offered Pete a smile and extended his hand to him, “it’s certainly nice to finally get to meet you.”
 
   Pete glanced at Ada who held her hand out in order to demonstrate that he should do the same.  Nodding, Pete followed her example and the older man shook his hand.
 
   “That’s how we’ll say hi,” the man said with a smile.
 
   Pleased that Maybell and her father so easily welcomed Pete, Ada continued to eat her meal, thinking that they would have to see them more often.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Pete hadn’t realized how much of the world he was missing.  Though he had endeavored to capture what little he’d seen in his paintings, his dark-haired beauty was showing him that there was much more to the world than what he knew.  The different people and the different places, he’d been to in such a short time...  He had no idea so much was out there, but he wanted to learn more and know what else he’d been missing.
 
   So a few days later, Pete took her hand and led her to the buggy.  She seemed curious by what he intended but joined him for a ride.  Instead of going in the direction that would take them to her friend’s, he decided to see more of the town.  On a whim, he decided to park the buggy so he could see what was in the buildings.
 
   He caught the question in her eyes.  With the same smile she gave him when she took him to her friend’s, he helped her out of the buggy and led her to the first store he saw.  In this case, the store contained lots of boots.  Rows and rows of boots ran along the length of the walls.  Some were new, but most were in various states of repair.  He guessed this was where his brother took his boots in the past to be fixed.  Well, all of his boots were in good shape at the moment, so he had no need of the services here.  But he would remember this place next time his boots needed work.  Turning to the man behind the counter, he offered a nod as a way to say hello and left with Ada.
 
   By the time he had inspected three more buildings, Ada had caught on to what he was doing and seemed more than happy to help him explore each one.  Some places seemed to fix things, others had items for sale, and a few offered services, like selling something to eat or managing money.  It was interesting to go through each building and see what it offered, and he didn’t stop until he’d been to each one.
 
   He did make one purchase that day.  While they were in one shop, he noticed that Ada had paused at the quilts and took time to sort through them.  Her face lit up as she inspected the material.  Curious, he went over to her and motioned to the quilt.  Smiling, she started to move her mouth but then pointed to herself.  He wasn’t sure what she was trying to tell him, but he knew she wanted a quilt and he wanted to make her happy.
 
   Returning her smile, he gestured to the quilts and nodded in encouragement for her to take one.  He remembered watching her buy items from the mercantile.  He could do the same now with the quilt as long as he knew which coin or bill to use.  Thanks to his brother, he wasn’t too ignorant when it came to using money to purchase things.
 
   Her eyebrows furrowed so he picked up a quilt and pretended to take it to the counter.  Then he returned to her and pointed to all the quilts.  A light of understanding lit up her eyes and she resumed her study of each quilt until she selected a light green one with white trim.  She held it up, her eyebrows raised in what he understood to be a question.  He nodded then gestured from her to the quilt.  Then, just to be sure that she knew he would buy it, he took it from her and carried it to the counter.
 
   Before she could open her purse to make the purchase, he held his hand over hers and shook his head.  He wanted to do this himself.  He hadn’t bought anything before, and he wanted to go through the experience.  Turning to the shop owner, he watched as the man rung up the order and moved his mouth.  He looked at the tag attached to the quilt and pointed to the numbers.  His dark-haired beauty nodded so he knew that was the correct amount.  He dug coins out of his pocket and realized he needed her help so he looked at her.  He watched as she gathered the appropriate coins and handed them to the man.  Maybe some day he’d be able to do this without her help.  In the meantime, he now knew what $1.25 looked like so that was a start.
 
   Once the transaction was complete, they left the store and went to the next one.  He wasn’t sure if he wanted to paint everything he was seeing.  He much preferred to paint the things he saw outside instead, but he figured he could draw what he saw.  That way he would better remember the stores and maybe even show the dark-haired woman one of his drawings if he needed to go to one of these stores in the future.  Then she would know what he wanted.
 
   After he was satisfied, he brought his dark-haired beauty back to the buggy and decided to see what was beyond the businesses in town.  From what he saw, most of the area had houses, some bigger and some smaller than the kind he lived in.  And beyond that was an expanse of land that branched off to other houses which grew further and further apart.  These were more like the house he lived in, but he noticed the owners had a lot more crops and animals than what he had.
 
   It wasn’t long before all the houses dropped out of sight.  All that surrounded them was tall grass with a few trees and many flowers.  He knew they weren’t on the path that would take them home and thought it might be time to turn around so he could go back, but then he saw a tree by a stream and thought it might be the perfect spot to rest for a while.  He’d love to paint the scenery here.
 
   More than that, however, he wanted to paint his dark-haired beauty under the tree.  He loved painting her more than the landscapes.  He came close to capturing her beauty, but there was nothing more wonderful than seeing her in person.  She was vibrant and alive.  She managed to stir feelings in him he didn’t know existed.  And better yet, she chose to stay with him.
 
   He set the brake before helping her down from the buggy.  After he led the horse over to the stream to take a drink, he took it back to the buggy where it could eat grass at its leisure.  On impulse, he took the quilt and laid it out.  Taking her hand, he encouraged her to sit with him and enjoy the breezy day under the shade of the tree.  She seemed content with the idea since she smiled and leaned against him.
 
   He studied the area, noting the angle of the sunlight as it hit the land and made the stream sparkle.  There were several paintings he could do based off this area.  He’d like to do one with the tree as the focus then another with the stream and flowers surrounding it as the central point.  And in addition to that, he wanted to paint his dark-haired beauty under the shade with that heartwarming smile on her face.
 
   Bringing his finger under her chin, he tilted her head up so he could kiss her.  He could think of few things more wonderful than being with her.  Most of his days were spent hurrying through his chores so he could return to the house.  Sometimes he took her with him when he went to the barn or his gardens, but there were times when she preferred to sew a dress or pretty up their place.  His house hadn’t seemed like a home ever since everyone left and he was stuck there alone.  But with her, the feeling of completeness—of belonging—had returned.  He no longer was alone in the world, and even better than that, she was a part of him in a way no one else could ever be.
 
   He deepened their kiss and lowered her onto the quilt, holding her to him, savoring how nicely her soft curves pressed into him.  She cupped the side of his face, a silent encouragement for him to continue.  Already, his body was eager for her.  Making love to her here under the tree would make the afternoon perfect.
 
   He slid a hand to her shirtwaist and undid the buttons, brushing his fingers along the curve of her breasts, delighted when she shivered in pleasure.  She lifted her skirt and brought her leg around his waist.  She wasn’t hesitant to let him know what she liked, and he appreciated that.
 
   He traced her lower lip with his tongue and she parted her lips to receive him.  Deepening their kiss, he tugged at her chemise, careful as he pulled it up so he could expose her breasts.  He proceeded to caress them, first spending time with one then the other.  She shifted her hips until his erection was settled between her legs.  His heartbeat picked up in excitement and he responded in kind, the gentle rocking of his hips promising what they’d soon be doing without their clothes getting in their way.  For now, though, it provided a sensual sensation that teased and further aroused them both.
 
   He continued kissing her as he fondled her breasts.  His tongue interlaced with hers, taking in the sweet taste of her.  She grasped his shoulders with an intensity that informed him she was on her way to completion.  Ending their kiss, he watched her.  He loved the way she looked when she was nearing climax.  Her eyes flashed with passion, her cheeks were pink, her expression was determined to finish what they started.  It only served to make him harder.
 
   She tightened her leg around his waist and nudged him onto his back.  Obeying, he took her with him so that she straddled him.  Without prompting, she rubbed herself intimately against him, steadily growing faster as her fingers dug deeper into his shoulders.  They hadn’t done it this way before, and he was curious to know whether she could experience fulfillment because of it.  In short time, she grew stiff and opened her mouth, signaling that she had reached the peak of her pleasure.
 
   He smiled, pleased that she had found completion in the act.  After a few moments, she relaxed and opened her eyes.  Returning his smile, she brought her hand between them and undid the buttons on his pants.  She shifted so that she could bring him into the warmth of her body.
 
   Closing his eyes, he gave into the thrill of being inside her and moved under her.  He cupped her breasts, gently squeezing her nipples.  She worked with him, matching the rhythm of his thrusting.  Her flesh tightened around his and when he couldn’t take it anymore, he released his seed, his body shuddering in pleasure.
 
   Once he descended back to earth, she gave him a soft, lingering kiss.  He wrapped her protectively in his arms, sighing in contentment.  Ever since she came into his life, life had become so wonderful.  More wonderful, in fact, than he ever thought it could be.  The loneliness that used to plague him was nothing but a distant memory.  And for that, he would always be grateful.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Two days later, Ada was finishing the skirt she was sewing when Pete bounded up the porch steps with something behind his back.  Curious, she stopped rocking in her chair.  “What are you up to?” she asked.
 
   Smiling, he knelt in front of her, a mischievous gleam in his eye.
 
   When he didn’t show her what was behind his back, she shifted in her chair and peered around him, but he was too quick and moved the object out of view.  Laughing, she stood up and placed the skirt down so she could peer around him.  He spun around, expertly dodging her.  She stopped for a moment then, with a wicked grin, reached out and tickled him.  He laughed but didn’t budge.
 
   “I don’t know how you do it,” she said, chuckling.  “You’re like a wall.”
 
   He put his hand over her eyes then lowered it.
 
   “Oh, you want me to close my eyes.” She did and waited.
 
   He took her hands and placed something leafy and soft in them.  She guessed they were flowers even before he put his hand back over her eyes to signal that she could open them.  When she did, she saw he had given her lilacs and daisies.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   She kissed him to express her appreciation, and he returned her kiss with one longer and far more intimate than the one she’d given him.  Wrapping her arms around his neck, she deepened the kiss, reveling in the joy of being so much in love.  Pete picked her up and carried her to the threshold, but she heard horses pulling a wagon up to their property
 
   “Stop.  Wait.” She pressed her hand on his chest and shook her head.  When he frowned, she pointed to his brother’s wagon as it grew closer to their home.  Gesturing for him to put her down, she added, “I suppose this won’t be a pleasant visit.”
 
   After he set her down, she took the flowers into the house and retrieved a vase to put them in.  She wasn’t looking forward to this.  Sure, sooner or later, Jimmy was bound to come out, but she had hoped he would delay it for at least a month or two.  Her hands shook as she poured water into the vase.
 
   Taking a deep breath to settle her nerves, she put the vase on the kitchen table and forced herself to leave the safety of her house.  When she made it to the porch, she saw Jimmy talking to Pete in a low voice with his hand on his shoulder.  She frowned.  The action struck her as something an adult would do with a child.
 
   Strengthening her resolve, she headed down the porch steps.  “He can’t hear you. If you want him to understand what you want, then you need to move your hands.”
 
   Jimmy turned to face her, his lips forming a thin line.  “You should know better than to take advantage of someone who can’t think for himself.”
 
   Appalled, she stuttered before she could form a coherent question.  “Take advantage?”
 
   “Yes.  You know full well he’s like a child, and when I come here, I see you kissing him.  What are you trying to do?”
 
   “He’s not like a child.  I keep telling you that.  Why won’t you listen to me?”
 
   He shook his head.  “There’s no reasoning with you.  I have tried to be patient but you’re impossible.”
 
   “This doesn’t concern you.  I’m married to him.  I have every right to kiss him.”
 
   His jaw clenched as he glanced at Pete who watched them, his eyebrows furrowed.  Turning back to her, he asked, “Is there more going on that I need to know about?”
 
   Her face grew warm.  “It’s none of your business what Pete and I do.”
 
   “It is if you’re doing things you shouldn’t be doing with my brother.” She opened her mouth to argue but he added, “He was my brother long before you became his wife.  You have no right to mistreat him.”
 
   “I haven’t mistreated him.  Ever.  I love him.”
 
   “You love him?” He let out a slight huff.  “And I suppose this love isn’t the type of love a mother might show her child?  The kind you were told to give him.”
 
   “How many times do I have to tell you he’s not a child?” She pointed to the barn.  “Go over there and see the repairs he’s done.  Or go to the gardens and see those.  Or—”
 
   “I’m not having this argument with you again.” He turned to Pete and took him by the arm.  “You’re coming home with me.”
 
   “What are you doing?” she demanded as he led him toward his wagon.
 
   “I’m taking him to a place where he’ll be safe.”
 
   “No, you’re taking him away from me.” She ran after them and grabbed Pete’s other arm.  “You can’t do this, Jimmy!  I’m telling you, he’s only deaf.  Won’t you give me a chance to prove it to you?”
 
   Groaning, he stopped and glared at her.  “Fine.  Prove it.”
 
   She bit her lower lip and struggled to think of the best way to begin.  “Alright.  Turn him around.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Do it.”
 
   Though he rolled his eyes, he turned Pete so that his back was to her.  Pete glanced over his shoulder, but she motioned for him to look away from her.  When he did, she called out his name.  To her dismay, he looked back.  She shook her head and motioned for him to direct his attention away from her.
 
   Jimmy crossed his arms but didn’t say anything.
 
   After a moment, she got ready to clap her hands, but Pete turned his gaze toward her before she could make a single sound.
 
   “I’ve had enough,” Jimmy said and took Pete’s arm.
 
   She grabbed Jimmy’s sleeve.  “You do something.  I’ll have Pete face me, and you get something loud to bang behind him.”
 
   “I don’t think so, Ada.”
 
   “You said you were going to give me a chance to prove it.”
 
   “And you didn’t.”
 
   “But he keeps wanting to look at me.  I need to be the one who distracts him while there’s a noise going on behind him.  Go grab a skillet and a pot.  Bang them together.  You’ll see what I mean when he doesn’t turn to look at you.”
 
   “No, Ada.  I’m not doing it.  I’ve had enough of this nonsense.” He shook her hand off his arm and continued to lead Pete to his wagon.
 
   “You can’t take Pete away from me.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have to if you didn’t mistreat him.”
 
   “You mean until I treat him like a child.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   Then that meant he wouldn’t ever return Pete to her because she couldn’t treat him that way.  Pete wouldn’t be any happier with that arrangement than she would.  She ran in front of the wagon and shook her head.  “No, Jimmy.  I won’t let you do it.  You can’t take him.”
 
   “And who’s going to stop me?  You?”
 
    
 
   Pete glanced from his brother to his dark-haired beauty, uncertain of what to do.  It was obvious the two were arguing, but he had no idea what they were arguing about.  At the moment, his brother held onto his arm, his grip firm but gentle.  His dark-haired beauty stood in front of the wagon, her arms stretched out in a manner that meant she didn’t want his brother to get to the wagon.  Did his brother bring supplies out that she didn’t want to have?  Was his brother going to show him what those supplies were?
 
   It was so frustrating.  If only he better understood what was going on, he would know what to do.  He didn’t see the harm in knowing what his brother had brought them, but if it upset her, then maybe he was better off not seeing it.  He touched his brother’s hand to get his attention.  When his brother looked at him, he shook his head and shooed the wagon away with his hand.
 
   His dark-haired beauty smiled and pointed at him but moved her mouth, her gaze focused on his brother.  His brother’s face grew red as he pushed him forward.  It wasn’t until his brother was trying to shove him onto the wagon that he understood what he was trying to do.  His brother wanted him to leave, and since he didn’t want her to get in the wagon, his brother intended to separate them.
 
   He faced his brother and shook his head again.  No.  He wouldn’t leave her.  He’d spent years wishing someone like her would find a way into his life, and now that he had her, there was no way he was going to let anyone separate them.  Freeing himself from his brother’s grasp, he went over to her and hugged her.  He loved her.  He would always love her.  Even if they had only known each other for a short period of time, that didn’t make his love for her any less real.
 
   She wrapped her arms around his waist and clung to him.  Though she still moved her mouth, her attention was on his brother who frowned at them.  What a shame.  His brother had brought her here as a gift, and for some reason, it seemed as if his brother regretted getting her for him.  Whatever the reason, it wasn’t important.  The important thing was that his brother understood he would not go with him.  His place was with her and that was exactly where he’d stay.
 
   His brother waited for a long moment then reached for her.  Pete shoved him away and shook his head.  Then, before his brother could try to take her again, he picked her up and carried her to the house.  He glanced over his shoulder to make sure his brother didn’t follow them before he slammed the door.  He set her down, locked the door and went to the window to see what his brother would do.
 
   After what seemed like forever, his brother finally got on his wagon and left.  Relieved, he turned back to his dark-haired beauty.  She went over to the window, a worried frown on her pretty face.  His heart warmed.  It meant a lot to her that she got to stay with him.  Pleased, he reached for her hand and gently squeezed it.
 
   She relaxed and smiled.  She started to open her mouth, but then she settled for hugging him.  He pressed his cheek to the top of her head and closed his eyes.  Nothing would come between them.  Ever.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A month passed and though Ada didn’t see Jimmy again, she had the nagging suspicion that it was just a matter of time before he showed up.  And when he did, it wasn’t going to be pleasant.  She tried not to think of it.  There was no sense in worrying about what the future would bring.  Besides, whatever happened, she and Pete would stay together.
 
   She turned over in bed and studied the peaceful expression on her husband’s face as he slept.  So far, they had figured out basic gestures to communicate.  For eating, she learned to press her fingers to her lips and pat her stomach.  For sleeping, she would bring her hands up to the side of her head and close her eyes.
 
   It didn’t take long before he picked up on this method.  He seemed more than happy to learn more hand signals in addition to adding some of his own.  After a few tries, he taught her a sign they could use for going to town.
 
   In time, they would learn more signs, and the book Opal had sent for would give them more to add to their growing vocabulary.  It was a slow process but one worth doing.
 
   One sign she wasn’t sure about but one she needed to show him was the one for ‘baby’.  Even before she missed her cycle, she suspected she was expecting.  In time, she was bound to show and then she’d give birth.  Sooner or later, it would be self-evident, but it would be nice to show him ahead of time.
 
   Pete shifted on the bed.  His eyes fluttered open and she snuggled up to him.  Returning her smile, he brought her into his arms and kissed her.
 
   “I don’t care what anyone says,” she whispered, though she knew he wouldn’t hear her.  “I know you’re smart.”
 
   Maybe Jimmy and Cheryl wouldn’t believe her.  Maybe they might even be horrified when she ended up giving birth to his child.  But it wasn’t really any of their concern.  It was her life and Pete’s, and they had the right to live it as they pleased.
 
   After they made love, they dressed and went downstairs for breakfast.  She gathered the skillet, butter, bread, and some cheese.  He’d bring in a basket of eggs soon and she thought he might enjoy a cheese and egg sandwich.  It was nice that they’d fallen into a comfortable routine.  They still had much to learn about each other, but in due time, they would be familiar with one another as her mother had been with her father.  Smiling, she started working on the breakfast.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Later that day, Ada decided it was time to go to town, and when she led him to the buggy, he readily got everything set up for their trip.  Along the way to town, she counted the money in her drawstring purse so she could make sure they didn’t spend over the amount they needed.  She had Pete pick out three paintings and pick a basket full of apples to sell to the mercantile owner who in turn would sell them to his customers.
 
   They still had more than enough money in the jar in the kitchen, but she wanted to start making money without Jimmy’s help.  Pete was attentive to everything she did.  She had no doubt he’d be a quick learner.
 
   The trip to town was pleasant, and by the time they got there, a train had pulled into the station.  She tapped him on the arm and pointed to it.  She figured he wouldn’t know what she was trying to tell him, so she took his hand and led him to the platform.  Once there, she scanned the wall, edging along the crowd of people who had gathered together to welcome each other or bid their good-byes.
 
   If she was right, there was a map of the United States along the wall somewhere.  Of course, when she arrived here, checking the station was the least of her concern, but she was sure she’d seen it somewhere.
 
   She found it and tugged on Pete’s hand.  When he looked away from the people, she pointed to the map.  “We’re here,” she said, her finger landing on Lincoln, Nebraska.  Then she motioned to them and the others and tapped on Lincoln again.
 
   He nodded so she figured he understood what she was telling him.
 
   She pointed to the train and Charles City, Virginia.  “I was there.” She patted her chest.  He glanced between her and the train then turned his gaze back to the map.  She slid her finger along the map to Nebraska and held his hand.  “I am here now.  With you.” She squeezed his hand and smiled.
 
   Even if she couldn’t be sure he understood her, he squeezed her hand and returned her smile.
 
   That was good enough.  They left the station and went to the mercantile.  As had become his habit, he picked up a basket and stood next to her as she selected items she wanted.  At one point, she couldn’t decide between the brown or white sugar so she held them up.  “Which one?”
 
   He shrugged.
 
   She sighed.  What was she thinking?  He probably didn’t care which she chose as long as it was sweet.  She decided to get the brown sugar this time and put it in the basket.
 
   “Ada,” Maybell called out as she and her father came into the mercantile, “it’s so good to see you and Pete again!”
 
   Ada touched Pete’s arm so he’d know someone was trying to get their attention.  Pete turned in their direction and nodded a greeting.
 
   “I didn’t know you needed something,” Maybell said.  “Pa and I would’ve been happy to get a few items for you since we were coming in today.”
 
   “That’s very thoughtful of you, Maybell, but I want to teach Pete how to use money.” Ada rubbed Pete’s arm.  “He’s a quick learner.  He handed me some coins and bills the other day and had me write down their value.”
 
   “You’re good for him, Ada,” her father spoke up.  “There’s no denying that.”
 
   “Thank you, but it’s only fair to add that he’s good for me, too,” Ada replied.  “Opal said that in about two months, she should get a book or two on different signs we can use with him.”
 
   “Oh, that’ll be wonderful,” Maybell said.  “Opal is really turning out to be a good friend.”
 
   “I’ll have to introduce you to her sometime.  Next time we  go to see her, we can pick you up.”
 
   “I’d like that.” While her father went to gather some items, she asked, “What’s new with her?  Is she romantically inclined to her employer like you thought she’d be?”
 
   Lowering her voice, Ada leaned toward her.  “Actually, she is but there’s also a preacher who’s in town who caught her fancy.  I’m not sure if she’ll choose him or her employer.”
 
   Maybell sighed wistfully.  “Do they both fancy her?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “How exciting!  She has two men vying for her affection.”
 
   “I don’t think she sees it as exciting.  I think it’s more of a struggle than anything else.”
 
   “Probably, especially if they’re both good men.”
 
   Ada felt a tap on her arm and turned to Pete who had added a few more items to the basket.  He showed them to her and she nodded, impressed he remembered what things they needed.  She hadn’t gone through and showed him what she intended to pick up, but he knew the kitchen well enough.  “I think that’s it.” Gently squeezing Maybell’s arm, she said, “Thank you for being so kind to us.”
 
   After they said good-bye, she led Pete to the counter where the owner totaled up their bill.
 
   “That will be $3.75,” he said.
 
   She dug out a couple bills and some coins from her purse and handed them to Pete.  “Would you mind writing that for my husband?”
 
   “I don’t mind at all.” He picked up a pencil and wrote the amount on the corner of a paper next to him.  “There you go.” He showed it to Pete.
 
   The process of paying him took longer than Ada thought it would and Pete accidentally tried to give him $3.50, but she corrected him and Pete was able to count the right amount.  To her surprise, Pete picked up a piece of licorice and placed it on the counter.  The man wrote $0.01, and Pete handed him a penny.  Then, to further surprise her, Pete proceeded to collect a few more pieces of candy.
 
   The man laughed and winked at her.  “He’s determined to learn what he can about money.  I’d give the candy to him for free just because I admire someone who works as hard as he does, especially since he can’t hear, but I know that will insult him.  So let’s say $0.05.”
 
   He wrote the amount and Pete handed him the right coin.
 
   When it looked as if Pete was going to grab something else, she put her hand on his arm and shook her head.  She pointed to the buggy.  “We need to go.”
 
   Pete frowned in disappointment but consented to her wish and picked up the box of things they’d purchased.
 
   On their way out of town, he slowed the buggy.  She thought he might have seen someone he recognized but then she noticed he was looking at the business they were passing and turned her gaze to see what caught his interest.  It was the boot repair shop.  He reached down and gently pulled on her left boot.  Surprised, she watched as he studied the sole which had seen better days.  She had no idea he noticed the condition of her boots.  They had been her mother’s, and since her family hadn’t been able to afford a new pair, she got them.  She wanted to tell him all this but knew she couldn’t so she settled for offering him a shrug.
 
   He pulled the buggy up to the shop.  She put the box on the seat and let him help her out, both intrigued and pleased that he wanted to repair her boots.  When they entered the store, the man behind the counter greeted them.
 
   Since Pete motioned for her to take off her boots, she did and let him hand them to the man.  “We’d like to repair them,” she said.
 
   The man took them and nodded.  “They’re an older pair but fine.”
 
   “They were my mother’s.”
 
   Pete nudged her arm and gestured to the shelf where new footwear were on display.
 
   “I think he’s interested in the new boots,” she told the owner, curious as Pete went to the shelf and inspected them.
 
   “I don’t have many.  I mostly repair, but when I have time, I make new ones.  They’re not quite as fancy as these.  This pair you were wearing has a lot of small buttons.”
 
   She grinned.  “Yes, and those can be irritating to fasten even with the button hook.”
 
   “I can imagine.  I don’t mind some buttons, but all the ones you have would take me a half hour to do.”
 
   She laughed at his joke.  “They can be time consuming.”
 
   Pete came up to her with a new pair of brown boots and held them out to her.
 
   Taking them, she glanced at the owner.  “Can I try these on?”
 
   “Be my guest.”
 
   She did and walked a few paces.  “You made these?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “They feel wonderful.” She was used to having her toes pinched, but in these, she felt comfortable.
 
   “I’ve never liked the pointed tips on boots.  That’s why I make mine wide.”
 
   Pete gestured to the boots and her purse.
 
   “You want to buy these for me?” she asked then remembered he needed her to use her hands to answer him.  “I’m sorry.” With a deep breath, she tried to think of how to sign what she wanted to say.  Inspired, she opened her purse and started to dig out a bill and several coins but thought he might like to sort through the money himself.  “Here.” She handed him her purse, nodded, and pointed to the owner.  When she noticed the owner’s eyebrows were raised, she explained, “My husband can’t hear.  We’ve just started learning to tell each other what we want in ways other than speaking.”
 
   The door slammed and she jumped.  She turned in time to see Jimmy stride over to her, gritting his teeth.
 
   “Is there something I can help you with, Jimmy?” the owner asked.
 
   “I came here for my boots,” he said after a tense moment.
 
   The owner set her boots aside and turned back to the shelf.  “Let’s see.  I know I put them right around here somewhere.  Oh, there they are.” He retrieved the pair and placed them on the counter.  “That’ll be ten cents.”
 
   Ada wasn’t sure if Jimmy would go over to the man and pay him, but with a low grunt, he left her side and went over to him.  Glancing in Pete’s direction, she saw him frown.
 
   “I should apologize for the rumors she’s spreading,” Jimmy told the owner, lowering his voice to the point where she had trouble hearing him.  “My brother isn’t deaf.”
 
   “He is deaf,” she protested and walked over to them.  “It doesn’t matter what you want to believe.  It won’t change anything.”
 
   He put the money on the counter and grabbed his boots.  Whirling around, he faced her.  “I won’t feed your delusions.” He paused.  “I won’t get into this in front of someone else.  I have every right to tell the truth, and the truth is, Pete’s not deaf.  Pete.  Is.  Not.  Deaf.”
 
   Her face flushed with anger.  She didn’t appreciate the way he talked down to her as if she was a child incapable of understanding him.
 
   Pete came up beside her and put his arm around her shoulders, an action which caused Jimmy to glower at her, and in that moment, she knew he hated her.  Up to now, they hadn’t gotten along.  She figured at some point, his brother would eventually come around and take the time to discover the truth for himself.  There would be no effort on his part to meet her halfway as she hoped there’d be.  She didn’t know what he was going to do, but whatever it was, it wasn’t going to be pleasant.
 
   Saying good-bye to the owner and Pete, he stormed out of the shop, the bell giving out an ominous ring as it shut.
 
   “Try not to let that bother you,” the owner softly told her.  “I’ve known Jimmy for years.  He can be hotheaded, but he wouldn’t hurt a fly.”
 
   Pete took her purse, and she realized her hands were shaking.  She quickly clasped them together.  It was bad enough that she let Jimmy irk her.  She didn’t need to show it.
 
   “You want to fix the boots you gave me and to keep those boots you’re wearing?” the owner asked.
 
   Clearing her throat, she turned her attention away from the door and nodded.  “Yes.”
 
   “Alright.” He totaled up the amount and wrote it down when Pete tapped the piece of paper in front of him.
 
   Had she not been distracted by watching Jimmy through the window, she would have enjoyed watching Pete pay the man the correct amount on his first try.  She had a horrible feeling that Jimmy was going to do something to separate her and Pete.  If only she knew what it was going to be, she could do something to stop him.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   A week passed when Ada heard a knock at the front door.  She stopped cleaning the kitchen and answered it.  Shock didn’t even begin to explain how she felt as she stared at her brother who stood on the other side of the storm door.
 
   “What are you doing here, Sam?” she asked.
 
   For a moment, he didn’t respond then he sighed.  “I got a letter from Jimmy.”
 
   She stiffened.  “Oh?”
 
   “I have to take you home.”
 
   “I am home.”
 
   “Come on, Ada.  You know which home I’m referring to.”
 
   He reached for the handle on the storm door, and she quickly grabbed the front door, ready to slam it on his face.  “Don’t.”
 
   He stopped, his eyebrows furrowed.  “Don’t what?”
 
   “I’m a married woman now.  You have no right to tell me what I can or can’t do.  I’m staying here with my husband.”
 
   “It’s not that easy, Ada.”
 
   “Yes, it is.  Turn around and go back to Virginia.” When he didn’t move, she gestured to the horse in front of the house.  “Go on.”
 
   “The matter isn’t as simple as you make it sound.  I didn’t arrange for your marriage through your husband.  I arranged it through his brother, and I promised his brother if it didn’t work out, I’d come and get you.”
 
   “That’s not up for you or Jimmy to decide.  Pete and I said our vows.  No person has a right to come between us.”
 
   With a shake of his head, he said, “Pete didn’t say the vows.  He can’t say them because he thinks like a child.”
 
   She gripped the edge of the door.  “Jimmy told you that he thinks like a child, and you sent me here to marry him anyway?” Up to now, she had assumed her brother thought he was sending her to a normal man.
 
   “No, I didn’t realize he’s not as smart as the rest of us.  All his brother told me was that Pete needed a wife and you’d be provided for.  He told me Pete thinks like a child in the last letter he wrote me—the one where he told me to come and get you.”
 
   She studied his expression and realized he was telling the truth.  But even so, she wasn’t going to head on back to Virginia, no matter what he or Jimmy wanted.  “Pete’s very smart, Sam.  He’s just deaf.”
 
   “Jimmy said you’d say that.”
 
   “I can’t help it if he refuses to admit it.” She tried to get a good look at the barn, but Sam was standing in her way and she didn’t dare step out on the porch.  She knew full well that her brother would haul her away from here.  Pete wouldn’t hear her if she called out for him, so she had no option but to try to reason with him.  Maybe Pete would come back to the house soon.  Then he could send Sam away.  In that case, she needed to stall him.  Turning her attention back to her brother, she said, “It’s true.  Pete can’t hear.  Don’t you think I’m smart enough to figure that out?”
 
   “Jimmy is his brother.  He’s known him a lot longer than you have, and as much as I hate to say it, you’re just a woman, Ada.  You don’t understand things as well as men do.”
 
   Gasping, she stared at him.  No, he didn’t!  He wouldn’t!  He couldn’t!  As her shock wore off, she made a move to slam the door shut.  He swung the storm door open and slipped his foot in the doorway.
 
   “Go away!” she yelled.
 
   She used all of her strength to try to force the door closed, but it was no use.  He was too strong.  Stumbling back, she tried to find something she could use to make him stay away from her.  But before she could reach for the broom, he grabbed her wrist.
 
   “I hate to do this, Ada, but you’re coming home with me.  Maybe you can work in a factory or something.”
 
   “No!  I won’t go.” She swatted at him, clawed at him, tried to pull her wrist away from him—did everything she could think of to free herself of his grip—but it did no good.  “You can’t do this!”
 
   With a heavy sigh, he pulled something out of his back pocket.
 
   “What is that?” she demanded, trying to get a better look at it.
 
   “Ada, I’m sorry.  I really am.”
 
   The next thing she knew, he placed a sweet-smelling rag over her nose and mouth.  She tried to turn her head to get it off of her, but everything went black and she fell into his arms.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Pete glanced from his brother to the entrance of the barn.  His brother didn’t usually linger around as long as he was today, and it was beginning to worry him.  Had it not been for his brother’s son, Pete would have left to see what was going on.  But since his brother was standing there in the barn, shifting around and glancing at the house, Pete figured he might be better off staying there, even if something didn’t seem right.
 
   At least his brother wouldn’t try to take his dark-haired beauty while he was in the barn.  His dark-haired beauty was in the house, so she was safe.  Turning to the boy, his brother moved his mouth and gestured to the cow in the stall.  The boy tugged on Pete’s hand.  Pete hesitated, wondering what made his brother turn to look out the barn once more.  The boy tugged on his hand again, and he looked at him.
 
   The boy motioned to the latch on the stall and opened it.  Reluctant, he followed the boy into the stall, afraid if he didn’t, the cow might step on him and hurt him.  The boy leaned down and pointed to the udder and teats.  With a shake of his head, Pete used a gesture that meant no.  When the boy looked over at his pa, Pete did too and saw his brother motion for him to keep going.
 
   Something was wrong.  His brother was peering out the barn door for the tenth time.  Pete had the sinking sensation that it had something to do with his woman.  He took the boy’s hand and led him out of the stall.  Once he secured the latch, he let go of the boy and hurried over to where his brother stood.  His brother grabbed his shirt and moved his mouth.
 
   Pete shoved him away and looked out the entrance in time to see an unfamiliar man riding off the property on a horse with his dark-haired beauty draped in front of him.  From where he stood, he suspected that she was unconscious.
 
   Before he had time to act, his brother knocked him to the floor.  He scrambled to his feet, but his brother pushed him back and motioned for his son to give him something.  The boy hesitated but picked up some rope and ran to his father with it.  Rolling to his side, Pete avoided him and bolted to his feet.  He wouldn’t let that stranger take his dark-haired beauty away, no matter how much his brother wanted it.
 
   He’d never struck anyone before, but he pulled his arm back and aimed his fist at his brother’s jaw.  The tactic worked.  His brother spun then fell to the ground.  Pete had seen a man do that once when he was a child and remembered that the injured man had been unconscious for a few minutes, which meant he didn’t have much time.
 
   With an apologetic look at the boy, Pete grabbed his saddle and ran over to his horse.  The stranger had a head start, but he’d make up for some of that time by not having to ride with someone.  He recalled having to slow his pace for her sake when they’d ridden together, and there was no doubt in his mind that having her would slow the stranger down.
 
   By the time he was nearing town, he saw the stranger, and judging by the direction he was going, he was heading for the livery stable.  Leaning forward, he dug his heels into the sides of his steed.  The horse obeyed and picked up his pace.  He had hoped to get to the stable before the man left, but he was already gone.  Though he signed for the man working at the stable to tell him where the stranger had taken her, the man moved his mouth and shooed him away.
 
   Disappointed, he got back on his horse and rode through the town.  The buildings and group of people going about their business made it hard to find the man he was looking for.  He must have gone through the main streets three times before someone ran in front of him.  He pulled back the horse’s reins.  Recognizing the nice woman who lived in the house down the road from him, he focused on her and what she was doing with her hands.  It took a moment, but then he understood she was telling him to go to the train station.
 
   His gaze went to the train.  The stranger must have taken his dark-haired beauty there.  If he wasn’t quick, he’d lose her forever.  He handed his reins to the woman and rushed down four blocks, dodging people in his path.  When he made it to the station, most of the passengers had already boarded the train.  He rushed over to the counter where a man was thumbing through some receipts.
 
   Knowing that banging on something would get his attention, Pete slapped the counter in front of him.  The man jerked and almost dropped the papers.  Pete pointed to the train and then to himself.  With a nod, the man moved his mouth and waited for him to reply.
 
   Not sure what the man wanted, Pete gestured to the train again.  The man rolled his eyes and held out his hand.  Now that was something Pete recognized.  The man wanted him to pay him so he could get on the train.  Pete motioned to one of the papers and pretended to write the price on it, hoping the man would know what he wanted but the man shook his head.
 
   After a moment of debating how he could get his question across, Pete dug out the money in his pocket and showed it to him.  The man nodded and quickly wrote down the price of the ticket.  Relieved, Pete sorted through the money until he counted the right amount then handed it to him.
 
   Once he had the ticket, Pete hurried to get in line.  He scanned the windows of the train, trying to find where his dark-haired beauty was, but he didn’t see her.  Though he was disappointed, he reminded himself that she was somewhere on it and he’d find her soon enough.  She didn’t want to leave him.  She’d been forced to.
 
   He hoped she knew he’d be coming to bring her back.  He hated to think she might believe she’d never see him again.  It’d break her heart.  She loved him.  He knew that as much as he knew he loved her.  He was going to get on the train and he was going to bring her back home.  No one, no matter how hard they tried, was going to come between them.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Oh come on, Ada.  Please stop crying.”
 
   Ada refused to look at her brother as the train chugged down the tracks, quickly leaving Lincoln—and Pete—behind.  She didn’t have to ask why her brother spent so much money on the small room in the sleeper car.  He knew she’d scream and attract attention, and had it not been for the fact that he blocked her exit, she would be running down the train car right now to find a conductor.
 
   Sighing, he reached out to touch her arm.  “Ada, don’t be like this.”
 
   She shoved him away.  “Don’t touch me!  You have no right to touch me!”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   She snapped her head in his direction.  “Then take me back.  When we get to the next station, buy me a ticket back home.”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   “Yes, you can.”
 
   “No, I can’t.  Jimmy won’t let you stay there anymore.”
 
   Scowling, she said, “I don’t believe that’s his decision.”
 
   “It is,” he replied with a groan.  “He’s the one who paid for you to come out here.”
 
   “No, he didn’t.  Pete did.  He took the money Pete made from his paintings and gave you your payment.” She paused and sniffed back some tears.  “How did you pay for this train ride?  We can barely afford enough beans for soup to feed everyone in our family.”
 
   “He gave me money for the ticket back.”
 
   “And he paid for the sleeper so no one would hear me scream that I wanted to return?”
 
   He shrugged.  “Makes sense, all things considered.”
 
   Her cheeks grew warm, her urge to cry quickly giving way to anger.  “All things considered?  What’s wrong with me loving my husband or my husband loving me?”
 
   “We’ve already been over this.”
 
   “You didn’t even give me a chance to show you that Pete’s deaf.  You just hauled me on this train.” A flicker of hope came over her.  Of course!  Why hadn’t she thought of it before?  “You have to take me back.  I’m expecting Pete’s child.”
 
   His eyes grew wide and his jaw dropped.  “You’re what?”
 
   “We all know you can’t afford another mouth to feed.  This baby will be a burden to you, but Pete has enough food and money to provide for him or her.  Now, I demand you take me back home at once.”
 
   He stared at her for a long moment, and she could see the conflict in his eyes.  “This is bad, Ada.  Really bad.  What were you thinking?”
 
   “I was with my husband, Sam.  What did you think I’d do with him?  Just sit across from him and smile at him all day?”
 
   After a tense moment, his shoulders slumped and he rubbed his forehead.  “I can’t take you back.  Jimmy will never allow it.  Even if Pete is only deaf, Jimmy’s made up his mind.  There’s no way he’ll let you and Pete stay together.  We’ll figure out a way to take care of the baby.  Our brother Don is almost old enough to work in a factory.  Maybe if I talk to the owner, he’ll let him work by the end of the month.  And you can work there until you have the baby.” He sighed.  “We’ll figure something out.”
 
   “I don’t want to figure something out.  I want to go back to—”
 
   “It’s not an option,” he snapped.  When she winced, he softened his tone.  “I’m sorry, Ada.  I shouldn’t have been curt with you.” He paused then added, “Please don’t make this any harder than it needs to be.  You know how tight money is.  I’m trying to do the best I can.  You’re my sister.  I want to do what’s best for you.  I didn’t send you to Pete with the intention of bringing you back.  I honestly thought it’d be the best thing for you.”
 
   She tried to blink back her tears but a couple slid down her cheeks.  “Pete and I can handle Jimmy.  Take me back.  Please.”
 
   “I can’t.  I gave Jimmy my word.”
 
   She swallowed the lump in her throat and turned her back to him.  No.  She refused to accept it.  She might have gone willingly on the train the first time when he sent her to Nebraska, but she wasn’t going to do what he wanted this time.  She’d get back to Pete.  Somehow, someway, she would.  Even if she had to work in a factory and save the money for a ticket without letting her brother find out, she’d find a way.
 
   She wiped her eyes and stared at the window, hating every landmark that passed by since it only reminded her that she was getting further and further from the man she would always love above all others.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Pete proceeded down the aisle, holding onto the seats as the train swayed from side to side.  His initial thought had been to rush through the aisles, but he decided it’d be best to go slowly so he wouldn’t have to retrace his steps in case he missed his dark-haired beauty.  Several people watched him as he passed by, out of curiosity most likely.  One man wearing a uniform approached him and moved his mouth.  Not wanting to halt in his search, he shook his head and tried to squeeze past him.  The man stopped him and held out his hand.
 
   Pete had no idea what he wanted and he didn’t see why the man wanted to bother him so he pushed his hand away and shook his head.  The man moved his mouth again, looking agitated.  With a sigh, Pete shrugged.  Whatever the man wanted—whatever was upsetting him—was hard to figure out.  On several occasions, there were times when he just couldn’t understand what his parents or brother wanted, and this situation with the man was no different.
 
   He didn’t know what to do.  Did he stay here and watch the man get increasingly annoyed before he walked away in a huff or force him aside so he could keep looking for his dark-haired beauty?  Finally, he decided to stay because he suspected the man would only follow him, and that would hinder his progress.  He turned his attention to the man and watched as he kept moving his mouth and waving his hand at him.  When the man stopped, he shrugged to indicate that he had no idea what he wanted.
 
   The man stared at him for a moment then rolled his eyes.  A woman from the seat near him held up her train ticket and showed it to Pete.  The man snapped his fingers and nodded, pointing to the ticket.  Good!  Now, this was something Pete could understand.  He dug his ticket out of his pocket and presented it to the man.  The man made a mark on his ticket and handed it back to him.  Satisfied, he smiled and motioned for Pete to continue down the aisle.  Pete shook the woman’s hand to thank her then turned his attention to his search.
 
   His dark-haired beauty was somewhere on this train, and with each row of seats he passed, he got closer to finding her.  When he reached the sleeper cars, he hesitated.  She hadn’t been anywhere else he’d checked, and since he’d been thorough, he knew he hadn’t overlooked her.  She had to be in one of these small compartments, and that meant he had to knock on every door until he found her.
 
   He knocked on the first door and waited.  The door slid open and he saw an unfamiliar group of people.  He turned to the next compartment and knocked on that door, but again, he didn’t recognize the people in there.  Ignoring the bewildered look on the face of the man who’d opened the first compartment, he kept going.  The man stood there and watched, but Pete had better things to do than to pay him any mind.
 
   It wasn’t until he was near the end of the train car that he finally found his dark-haired beauty.  The man opened the door, his eyebrows furrowed, but Pete ignored him and looked at the her.  She was crying into a handkerchief, appearing as if her entire world had fallen apart.
 
   The man moved his mouth but Pete rushed over to her and knelt by the seat.  She lifted her head.  A wide smile crossed her face before she embraced him.  He wrapped his arms and around her, burying his face in her neck.  Never had anything felt so wonderful!  She was where she belonged—with him.  Her body shook and he realized she was still crying, but when he looked at her, he saw that she was laughing and smiling.
 
   She kissed him then turned her attention to the man who stood by the door.  She moved her mouth. The man rubbed the back of his neck and gave a slight shake of his head.  Her lips formed a thin line then she pointed to him and moved her mouth again.  Finally, he lifted his hands in the air and moved his mouth in return.  Her gaze went back to Pete, her eyes shining with unshed tears.  Pete brushed her cheeks with the pads of his thumbs, wishing he could take away all of her tears so she’d never cry again.  He hated it when she was sad.  But he figured these were tears of joy, and that being the case, he didn’t mind them so much.
 
   He rose to his feet and pulled her up with him.  Holding her close to him, he led her to the door, not sure if the man would let them leave, but after a moment, he stepped aside.  She moved her mouth and smiled at him.  Pete figured that meant all was forgiven so he nodded his thanks to the man and headed out of the sleeper with her.
 
   They made it to the seat he paid for on his ticket, and since the space next to him was empty, he got to sit with her until they reached the next train station.  When they got off, he noticed that the man who’d kidnapped her also stepped onto the platform. When he headed over to them, Pete frowned and tightened his hold on her hand.  What did the man plan to do?  Get her on the next train with him?  There was no way the man would get the chance.
 
   The man directed his gaze to her as he moved his mouth, and Pete studied her expression to best decide what he should do.  But she didn’t seem upset even though she was still crying.  Instead, she nodded and glanced at Pete, giving him the most beautiful smile he’d ever seen.  Even if he had no idea what the two were saying, he understood that everything was going to be alright.  The man was going to let him take her back home where she belonged.  And that was all that mattered.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   By the time Ada and Pete returned to Lincoln, the sun was low in the sky.  It’d been a long and exhausting day, but at least her brother came to his senses and agreed that she should stay with her husband.  It hadn’t been until her brother was calling out Pete’s name without getting a response that her brother acknowledged she was right: Pete couldn’t hear.  And that being the case, her brother promised he’d talk to Jimmy on her behalf.
 
   As they left the station, she said, “We need to go to Jimmy’s.”
 
   “Right now?” her brother asked, yawning.
 
   “Yes.  I’m tired of this.  I want you to put an end to it.  Tonight.  I don’t want Jimmy to try to come between me and Pete again.”
 
   With a sigh, he nodded.  “Alright.  I owe you that much after all the grief I caused today.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Jimmy hadn’t taken the time to listen to her, but maybe he’d listen to her brother.  At the very least, it didn’t hurt to try.  And if Jimmy still refused to listen…  Well, she’d deal with that possibility if it happened.  She could only handle one ordeal at a time.
 
   The trip to Jimmy’s was a quiet one.  Ada rode on a horse with Pete while Sam rode his own horse.  She held onto Pete and closed her eyes, taking comfort in the husky smell she’d come to associate with him.  He came for her.  If that didn’t prove how much he loved her, then nothing would.  God willing, Jimmy would finally understand it.  When they reached Jimmy’s house, the sky was almost dark.
 
   “I don’t know about this,” Sam said as they got off their horses.  “It’s late.  What if they’re asleep?”
 
   “Then we’ll wake them up,” she replied.  “After all Jimmy’s done, it’d serve him right.”
 
   She led the way up the porch steps then held Pete’s hand.  Without waiting for her brother to join them, she knocked on the door.  She stepped closer to Pete and glanced at Sam, relieved when he didn’t back away.
 
   The door opened and Cheryl poked her head out.  “Ada?” Then her gaze went to Pete and Sam.
 
   “We need to see Jimmy,” Ada said, her tone leaving no room for argument despite her pounding heart.
 
   With a nod, Cheryl moved aside and motioned for them to enter.  “Ron just went to bed.”
 
   “We’ll keep it quiet,” Ada promised as they entered the house.
 
   “Would you like something to drink?  Maybe some coffee?”
 
   “No thanks.  We won’t stay long.” Catching sight of Jimmy in the parlor, she looked at her brother.  “He’s in there.”
 
   Cheryl’s eyebrows furrowed as Sam went into the parlor.  “What’s this about?”
 
   “Jimmy had my brother come here to send me back to Virginia.”
 
   “He what?”
 
   “Didn’t you know?”
 
   Cheryl shook her head.  “No.  I knew he wasn’t happy with you and Pete being together because he thought you were taking advantage of him, but he never said anything about sending for your brother.”
 
   Ada hesitated then asked, “Did you know Jimmy tried to take Pete away from me?”
 
   Her cheeks grew red and she lowered her gaze.  “Yes.  And I know Pete wouldn’t let him.”
 
   So Cheryl wasn’t completely unaware of everything that was happening.
 
   “You need to hear what Sam has to say,” Ada finally said and walked into the parlor, still holding Pete’s hand.
 
   Cheryl followed them in but stayed close to the doorway.
 
   “You were supposed to take her back,” Jimmy was telling Sam, his jaw clenched when he looked in Ada’s direction.
 
   “I took her on the train and we were going back to Virginia,” Sam replied, “but Pete got on it and found her.  There’s no way he has less-than-average intelligence, Jimmy.  He wasn’t in the train station when I got her on the train.  He had to have bought a ticket and figured out how to search for her.”
 
   “He can’t buy a ticket,” Jimmy argued, pointing to Pete who stiffened against her.  “He doesn’t know how to buy anything.”
 
   “You’re wrong,” Ada spoke up.  “He knows how to purchase something as long as someone writes down how much it costs.”
 
   Sam held his hand out to Pete.  “Ada, give me his ticket.”
 
   She turned to Pete and gestured to his pocket.  A moment passed before he nodded and dug the ticket out.  She handed it to her brother.
 
   “See, Jimmy?” Sam asked, showing him the ticket.  “The conductor marked down the time he saw this.  And look at mine and Ada’s.” He pulled theirs out of his pocket.  “You can see how far apart these times are.  We got on well before he did.”
 
   “So who helped him buy the ticket?” Jimmy demanded.
 
   “No one!  That’s what we’re trying to tell you.  He did it all by himself.  And you can see that ticket I bought is for a sleeper, but Pete’s ticket was for a seat.  He had to figure out that she was nowhere in the seating area and had to have made his way back to the sleepers.  No one told him to do it.  That requires some smarts.”
 
   Jimmy shook his head.  “But I’ve known him all my life.  There’s no way I could have missed something this important.”
 
   “You could if you refused to see the truth,” Ada interrupted.
 
   Cheryl took a tentative step forward.  “Maybe we should test this idea.  Let’s give him a price on something in this room and see if he can pay for it.  Then we’ll know he’s capable of buying a ticket.” She glanced at Sam and Ada.  “And no one helps him figure out how to count the money properly.”
 
   Ada nodded.  “That’s a good idea.  What do you say Jimmy?”
 
   He hesitated than let out a low groan.  “Fine.  Let’s say that the chair over here is $1.23.”
 
   “You’ll have to write it down for him because he can’t hear you,” Ada said.
 
   Though he rolled his eyes, he retrieved a newspaper from a small table while Cheryl gave him a pencil.  He wrote it down.  “Get away from him, Ada.  I don’t want you influencing him.”
 
   Ada walked Pete over to his brother and let go of his hand.  Pete’s eyes widened and he quickly grabbed her hand, but she shook her head and gestured that she was going to wait for him by Sam.  His gaze went between her and Sam before he sighed and faced his brother, his back to her so he couldn’t see her.
 
   Jimmy ripped the piece of paper and showed it to Pete then motioned to the chair.  “Can you give me $1.23 for that chair?”
 
   Pete dug into his pockets and counted some coins but then shook his head and signed that he needed more money.  Ada was tempted to tell Jimmy that he didn’t have enough but held her tongue.  If Pete could figure out a way to solve this on his own, then it would support what she was saying.
 
   Pete scanned the room and walked over to Cheryl.  He pointed to her drawstring purse and held out his hand to show her his coins.  Biting her lip, Ada remained silent while Cheryl shook her head.  “I don’t understand,” Cheryl told Pete.  “I’m not the one who’s trying to take the money.”
 
   Pete tapped the coins in his hand before he picked up her purse and held it to her.  Then he held out his empty hand.
 
   “Oh!  He needs more money,” Cheryl said, looking delighted that she managed to understand what he wanted.
 
   “Don’t give him the correct amount,” Jimmy told her.
 
   “I won’t.” She gathered some coins and dumped them in his free hand.
 
   Pete sorted through the coins and handed a couple back to her.  Smiling, he returned to Jimmy and gave him everything in his hand before he picked up the chair and set it down in front of Ada.
 
   Ada resisted the urge to laugh, though she noticed Cheryl’s lips turned up in amusement.
 
   “Ada,” Sam whispered, “keep Pete’s attention.  There’s something else we need to do to make Jimmy and Cheryl understand.”
 
   While Sam walked over to Jimmy, Ada took Pete’s hands in hers and smiled at him.  Returning her smile, he squeezed her hands.
 
   “Pete,” Sam called out.
 
   Pete kept his gaze on hers, and since she had his attention, she signed to him that she loved him, hoping he wouldn’t look back at his brother and ruin what her brother was trying to do.
 
   Sam clapped his hands loudly, an action which made Cheryl jump.
 
   Without any indication that he heard him, Pete signed that he loved her and too and hugged her.
 
   “He can’t hear,” Sam told Jimmy.  “He didn’t respond at all, and you heard how loud I was.”
 
   “I hope you didn’t wake Ron,” Cheryl said, glancing out the parlor doorway.
 
   Pete released her and turned to face Jimmy who looked at everyone in shock.  “Well,” Jimmy rubbed the back of his neck and sighed, “I think I was wrong.”
 
   “You were wrong.  And so was I,” Cheryl softly replied.
 
   Jimmy put his hands down at his sides and turned to Ada.  “I really thought he was…” He shrugged.  “And he isn’t.  I was wrong.  I’m sorry.”
 
   Relaxing, Ada smiled.  “I’m just glad you finally believe me.”
 
   “I won’t doubt you ever again.” He took a step toward Pete, as if seeing him for the first time.  “He understands things you do with your hands?”
 
   “The materials Opal sent for haven’t come in yet, but we’ve started using some gestures to communicate with each other,” Ada replied.
 
   Jimmy swallowed then asked, “Is there one to tell him I’m his brother?”
 
   “I don’t know the one for that, but we’ve been using a handshake to mean it’s nice to meet you or as a way to say friend.  Some things we do for different meanings, but I think he’ll know you’re using it for friendship.”
 
   He extended his hand and Pete shook it.  With tears in his eyes, he brought Pete into his arms and hugged him.  Cheryl’s gaze met Ada’s and they smiled at each other.  What a relief.  Jimmy and Cheryl finally believed her, and better yet, they wouldn’t try to separate them anymore.
 
   To Ada’s surprise, Jimmy turned to her and shook her hand.  “Can we start over?” he asked.
 
   “Of course,” she replied.
 
   He hugged her and whispered, “Thank you, Ada.  For everything.”
 
   Laughing, she hugged him back.  Yes, everything was going to be alright.  And she couldn’t be happier.
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   April 1876
 
   Charles City, Virginia
 
    
 
   The train chugged toward the station. Smoke bellowed from the engine’s stack. Standing underneath the roof of the brick-and-mortar depot, Opal gulped as she watched it approach. She rubbed her hands on her white-and-green ruffled skirt. 
 
   With a weak smile, her father turned to her. “Are you sure you want to do this?”
 
   “Papa, this is for the best. You know that. Your business is suffering and Winifred is old enough to take care of the boys.” She shifted her head away to dab at a trickling tear with her fingertip. 
 
   “But it’s so far.”
 
   She faced him and forced a smile. “Yes,” she replied, her voice soft. “It’s going to be rough. But not having me here will help you, and I’ll be safe.”
 
   His gaze searched hers. “His credentials are impeccable, according to the telegraph messages,” he said in a meek voice. 
 
   The train pulled into the station, its wheels squealing as it made its stop. 
 
   She swallowed the lump in her throat. Puffs of the engine’s smoke blew into her eyes. She fumbled to open the drawstring purse. Getting a good grip to pull the strings apart, she reached for her handkerchief. Retrieving the lace-edged cloth, she wiped her eyes before replacing it inside her handbag. 
 
   “Your train departs in about fifteen minutes. Let’s get your trunk loaded.” His jaw clenched as he waved his hand to beckon one of the baggage handlers to come over. 
 
   A gray-haired man raced to them. 
 
   Her father turned to him. “Would you put this on the train for us? The baggage tag is on it, and my daughter has the matching one.”
 
   Opal clasped the drawstrings and pulled the purse open to grasp the brass metal inside. 
 
   Pa laughed. “You’re always checking and rechecking things. That’s why I’m surprised you’re willing to take on this adventure.”
 
   Her skirt brushed against her ankles as she rocked back and forth. “It’s amazing, isn’t it? But this leaves you with one less mouth to feed, and it’s time I found my way.” She paused. “I-I can’t stay with you forever and no man has asked to court.” 
 
   Her father took her arm. “That’s not true. There’s plenty of interest in a pretty girl like you. You’re just picky.”
 
   Opal sighed. “Yes, I guess I am. I want a man, not some namby-pamby, old-plantation owner who never worked a day in his life.”
 
   “You amaze me, Opal. You really do. I never thought you had that much mischief in your soul to leave and go so far away from us.”
 
   “No, Pa, it’s not that. It’s just I want to see if there’s something else out there, and this position gives me that.” She adjusted her feathered hat. 
 
   “All aboard!” the conductor shouted from a distance.
 
   Pa’s soft hand stroked hers then he tightened his grip. “You write. If things don’t work out, you come back to us.” His voice broke. “Winifred and the boys wanted to see you off.” 
 
   “I know but it’s better this way. I said good-bye to them last night.” 
 
   Pa led her to the conductor. “My daughter here is taking this train to Lincoln, Nebraska.” He caressed her arm as he spoke. “Keep her safe. She has no escort to watch over her. She is taking a governess position and only Mr. Boyer is allowed to meet her when she reaches her destination.”
 
   “I understand and will pass it on to the other conductors.” 
 
   “Don’t forget to read the Good Book.” Pa squeezed her arm and said his good-bye.
 
   She stifled her urge to let the tears flow. Instead, she cracked a small smile. “Somehow we’ll see each other again. I don’t know how or when but I believe it’ll happen.”
 
   “I hope so, honey,” he whispered before he released her arm.
 
   The conductor cleared his throat.
 
   She grasped his outstretched hand.
 
   The man helped her up the steps and guided her to a front row seat. “Sit here, miss. I’ll take good care of you. Don’t you worry.”
 
   “Thank you.” She let out a long breath and turned her head toward a north window. Her father waved to her. She waved back. They continued until a number of people gathered, and she no longer could see him through the crowd. It pained her to leave her family, but Pa needed to get back on his feet. He couldn’t keep up with the social demands - the balls and the clothing necessary to make an impression even though their wealth had all dwindled into almost nothing. Biting her lip to keep it from trembling, she scanned the people waiting to depart.
 
   Several ladies, dressed in linen outfits with matching hats and gloves, stood beside their escorts. Their fancy attire brought tears to her eyes. She would miss that and her beloved homeland, Virginia. Smoothing out her flowing skirt, she reached for her smelling salts from her dangling belt. She took a whiff to revive her, not wanting her anxiety to get the better of her. The chatter of people intensified. Several passengers bolted inside her car and grazed her skirt as they passed by her. The whistle blew. A woman plunked down beside her. 
 
   The conductor leaned forward and smiled. “If you two need anything, let me know. Miss Preston, this is Miss Wilcox. Miss Wilcox, this is Miss Preston. You two won’t believe it, but you’re both headed for Lincoln, Nebraska. It’s a small world.” He chuckled and headed to the door to assist other passengers.
 
   Opal turned toward the lady sitting beside her. “So you’re going to Lincoln? How unusual for us to be traveling to the same place.”
 
   “Yes, it is.” She retrieved a handkerchief out of her purse, tears welling up in her eyes.  She smiled. “I worried about traveling this distance by myself.” 
 
   Opal leaned toward Miss Wilcox, eyebrows furrowed. “Are you alright?”
 
   “I,” she sniffed and wiped her eyes. “I suppose I’ll be. Are you scared?”
 
   Opal sighed and replied in a low voice, “Yes, I’m leaving my beloved Virginia for an unknown place. It’s disconcerting.”
 
   She nodded. “It is. I didn’t want to leave, but my brother worried about me and,” she grimaced and wiped more tears, “arranged a marriage to secure my future. I’m sorry. I can’t seem to stop.” She sniffed. “I’m Ada, by the way.”
 
   “Opal.”
 
   “So may I ask why you are going to Lincoln? I - I don’t want to pry, but since we’ll be traveling together, I thought it might be nice to - to talk.”
 
   Opal smiled and turned toward her. “Of course, you can and I’ll be happy to talk about it. I’m taking a governess position for two children.”
 
   “Oh? How old are they?”
 
   “Abigail’s six and Theodore’s eight.”
 
   “Those are good ages.” She took a deep breath.
 
   “It is.” Opal paused, thinking of how cute children often were at these ages. “That’s very perceptive of you.”
 
   “Well, I come from a large family. I have five brothers and two sisters.”
 
   “I come from a large family of five brothers but only have one sister.” Opal laughed. “I can’t believe the things we’ve got in common. It’s uncanny.” 
 
   Ada gestured to her passenger’s dress. “Even to the point of our choice in colors.”
 
   “I noticed right away that we were both wearing green. I’m glad the conductor put us together.”
 
   “I am too. Who are you meeting once we reach Lincoln?” 
 
   “My employer, Mr. Boyer.” Her stomach churned at his name, unaware exactly what to expect once she arrived. “And you?”
 
   Ada gulped and clasped her hands together. “Pete Kelly. That’s all my brother told me about him. Oh, he did say Pete’s well off. So, you’re going to work as a governess? Are you looking forward to it?”
 
   “Yes, but I’m going to miss my Virginia.” Her voice broke. She took a deep breath and asked, “What about you?”
 
    “Not really. I’m just afraid of what kind of man my brother arranged for me.” 
 
   “It’s going to be difficult for both of us.” Opal squeezed her newfound acquaintance’s hand a moment. 
 
   Ada returned the sentiment then withdrew her hand.
 
   Needing quiet, Opal shifted her head toward the window. She gazed at the rows of dogwood trees in full bloom. She knew nothing like this awaited her in that desolate land they called Nebraska. Through the cracked-open window, she inhaled the sweet smell of the lilacs. Flowers. Can they even grow there? The stifled tears bubbled to the surface. She reached inside her handbag to pull out her handkerchief and dabbed at the corner of her eyes.
 
   ***
 
   With the final transfer behind them, the train clanged closer to their destination. Long ago the thickets of trees disappeared and were replaced with barren land, except for an occasional clump of grass or tree. Her friend, who sat beside her, slept comfortably after days of crying. Opal sighed, glad her companion got a little bit of peace before they arrived. They had vowed to keep in touch. Ada would live on a farm outside of town while Opal would execute her duties in a house a half-mile walk from the village. 
 
   Opening her drawstring purse, she looked for her baggage tag. She smiled, remembering her father’s last words about her habit of rechecking things. Opal would miss him and hoped she would see him soon even with the great distance between them. Wheels squeaked as the train slowed. Damp air floated through the open window, but at least the sun broke through the gray skies. Her hands trembled as they approached. She squeezed Ada’s hand. 
 
   “We’re approaching the station,” Opal whispered.
 
   It took a minute before her friend stirred. Ada stared at her then smiled. “I will miss you.”
 
   “Me too. I’m so glad we got to know each other.” 
 
   Ada pulled out her handkerchief and wiped a teardrop. 
 
   Opal tightened her bag. The whistle blew. She tapped her friend’s leg. “Don’t forget to write.”
 
   Ada nodded.
 
   The train’s wheels screeched to a stop. Pulling the door open, the conductor jumped down to push the stairs to the car’s door. He returned and stood in front of the rows of seats. 
 
   “Lincoln!” the conductor shouted, then directed his attention to the two women. “Stay here and I’ll make sure Mr. Kelly and Mr. Boyer are here to greet you.” He left. 
 
   The rush of passengers whizzed by them. Their foul body odors lingered in the air. Opal pulled out her smelling salts and sniffed. She returned the salts to her belt before clutching her purse tight. Her new life faced her. 
 
   The conductor returned and beckoned them to leave. Ada got up, strode to the car’s steps and climbed down. 
 
   Opal followed. A baggage handler stood in front of the depot. She turned her head from him and gazed into the eyes of a tall young man. His wavy-blonde hair whisked in the gentle breeze. The man’s muscular frame loomed over her.  
 
   “Miss Preston, I presume.”
 
   “Yes,” she whimpered. 
 
   “I’m Mr. Boyer.” 
 
   She studied her employer, a man much younger than she expected, probably in his late twenties. 
 
   He stretched out his arm.
 
   Her heart raced as his strong hand touched her gloves, releasing his grip a second later.
 
   The warmth of his touch lingered. Mouth open, she stared at him a minute. 
 
   “Do you have your baggage tag?” 
 
   Her face warmed. “I’m - I’m sorry. I should’ve already given it to you.” She pulled the purse’s strings to jerk it open. It tipped forward, dropping the tag into the grassy soil. Bending down to grasp it, her head bumped into his chest.  
 
   “Miss Preston, are you alright?” he asked in a strained voice. 
 
   She rubbed her forehead at the brief pain before she straightened up. “I’m fine.” 
 
   “Are you sure?” 
 
   “Yes,” she muttered.
 
   “Miss?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “Alright.” He leaned over, grasped the tag and stood up then presented it to the baggage handler. 
 
   He matched the numbers and tried to lift the trunk. Stumbling a second, he turned to Mr. Boyer. “Looks like I’m going to need some help.” 
 
   Mr. Boyer grasped one of the ropes then hoisted the trunk in the air. 
 
   Opal glanced at her employer, realizing for the first time she must have packed too much. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize ...”
 
   “Follow us,” Mr. Boyer said, giving her a whimsical look.
 
   She stepped behind them before they stopped at Mr. Boyer’s cart to scoot the trunk onto his wagon. 
 
   Mr. Boyer reached into his pocket and presented a silver coin to the baggage handler. “Thanks, Bob.” 
 
   “We’re friends. You don’t need to do that.” 
 
   “Yes, but I want to. Now, you go along and buy the kids some of those rock candies.”
 
   “Will do,” he responded, clenching the silver. He smiled, tipped his railroad cap to Opal and headed toward the station. 
 
   She clutched her hands together. “I’m - I’m,” she uttered before concluding her sentence with the word, “sorry,” once again. 
 
   He shook his head, took her hand then helped her into the wagon. She settled into her seat while he raced to the driver’s side and sat down beside her. Snapping the reins, the horses sped forward.
 
   Opal glanced in his direction. Tears welled up in her eyes, knowing she could not have made a worse impression. Oh my, what does he think of me? 
 
   As the buckboard bounced along the dirt roads, they rode in silence. Clumps of grass came into view. She inhaled the earthy smell made wet from a recent rain. She knew the transition to her new life would be difficult, but starting out in such a bad way and seeing this desolate land in person made her stomach churn. Sighing, she focused on the terrain in front of her. Two deer leaped across the road. 
 
   Mr. Boyer slowed the horses so they could pass ahead of them.
 
   She exhaled a long breath at seeing deer that close. Of course, Virginia did have them. However, with it being a more developed area she did not see them that often. It dawned on her as they swerved up a small hill and around a bend that this country should not be called the prairie but the wild lands. 
 
   “That’s the house,” he said, his voice jovial. “You’re going to like my kids. But it’ll take them awhile to get used to your Southern accent and your city duds.”
 
   “Charles City is in plantation country.” She paused. “Duds? I’m not sure I’m acquainted with that word.”
 
   He chuckled. “Clothing, miss.”
 
   “Oh.” She gazed at the long-rustic structure before them. Yes, it looks like a nice home, but where’s the picket fence and rock way in front? Her mouth opened wide. My God. She could not believe her eyes at the honking geese strutting in front of the wooden-planked home. 
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Alex pulled the wagon into the carriage house. Shaking his head, he wondered if he did the right thing by bringing such a dainty Southerner to this prairie land. He glanced at her. 
 
   She fidgeted in her seat.
 
   She’s nervous. I don’t blame her. I’d be too, coming out here. He hopped down to assist her.
 
   Opal reached for his hand. Her fingers trembled.
 
   He tightened his grip. It had been a long time since feminine gloves caressed his hand. A surge of pleasure filled his being. He took a deep breath, reminding himself to keep distance between them. Her flowing skirt brushed against his leg while she climbed down from the wagon. He could not help noticing her tiny waistline and brunette shoulder-length hair. Definitely, a beautiful lady. She stood beside him. 
 
   “Papa, Papa! You’re back. We fed the chickens and gathered the eggs,” his little girl said in a weak voice.
 
   He snickered. “Take a breath. Don’t you see there’s a lady here?” 
 
   Abigail wiggled back and forth. She lowered her head. “I’m sorry, Papa.”
 
   He patted his daughter’s arm. “As long as you’re here, let me introduce you to your governess.”
 
   His daughter raised her head to her. 
 
   “Miss Preston, this is my youngest, Abigail. She’s as wiry as a cat as you can see so hope you can tame her some.”
 
   Opal smiled and curtsied. 
 
   Abigail took a step backwards and gripped her pinafore. “Papa, what’s she doing?”
 
   “It’s a lady’s greeting. It shows manners,” he responded. “Just like a man bows when he meets a woman at a dance.”
 
   The little girl’s brow furrowed. “Oh.”
 
   “Now, you be nice to her, understand? She’s here to teach you womanly ways.”
 
   “What’s that? I don’t need -”
 
   He interrupted. “Yes, you do. I can’t do it so she’s here. Now, you go and get your brother to help us bring in her trunk.”
 
   “What’s she got in there?”
 
   Opal clutched her hands together and cleared her throat. “I’m sorry.” She turned to her employer. “I shouldn’t have brought that much. It’s my dresses and other things.”
 
    Abigail shook her head. “What things?”
 
   “Clothing, books and other family mementoes.” 
 
   “What’s mementoes?” Abigail put her hands on her hips in defiance.
 
   “Enough,” he cried. “Now, get your brother as you were told.”
 
   Abigail spun around and sprinted toward the barn.
 
   He faced Opal. “She needs to learn how to behave. This is one of the reasons I sought a governess.”
 
   Opal gave a small smile. “I think we’ll get along fine.”
 
    “Hope you do. She can be a handful.” The steeds neighed. “Excuse me. I need to tend to the horses.”
 
   She nodded. 
 
   “Why don’t you head for the house instead of staying in this smelly building?”
 
   “Without an escort?” 
 
   He stared at her. This is going to be a lot more difficult than I thought. “Yes, you’ll be fine.”
 
   “But - But, aren’t there Indians around here?”
 
    He shrugged. “Sometimes a few stop to beg but they’re harmless. Most are on reservations.” He unhitched the animals.
 
   She hesitated then inched forward.
 
   Leading the animals to their stalls, his stomach tightened. Did he make the right decision in hiring a wealthy Southerner? 
 
   ***
 
   As he took care of the horses and her trunk, Opal stepped around the honking geese and their droppings. Scanning the terrain, she noticed a flower garden to her right. Well, at least I know flowers grow here. She thought of her large garden in Virginia. Her roses and daisies would be in full bloom. She loved her pink and red roses which decorated her garden path. She clasped her hands together to prevent herself from crying. Heart heavy, she ventured toward the garden.
 
   In the middle, grew a lilac bush. Weeds grew everywhere around it. Bending over, she searched the soil to dig through the wet leaves to look for some plants. Her fingers graced two buds - a Baby’s Breath, the other an iris. A prickle of warmth surged through her. A little joy hidden in the midst of this neglected garden.  
 
   “What you looking for, Miss Preston?” Mr. Boyer asked.
 
   She screamed and bolted to her feet.
 
   “I didn’t mean to scare you.”
 
   “I - I hope you don’t mind me being here.”
 
   “Why would I?”
 
   “Because I didn’t ask your permission. It’s not proper.”
 
   “Miss Preston, you’ve got a lot to learn about the West.” He laughed. 
 
   “I’m finding that out,” she said in a low voice.
 
   “Don’t fret. You’ll get used to our ways.” 
 
   Her pulse raced. Why did his presence fluster her so? 
 
   “You’re shivering?” he asked, his deep-blue eyes staring at her.
 
   “Well, I did comb through these damp leaves and grass.” 
 
   He glanced at the patch of ground. “My wife thought the world of this. With the children and everything, though, she couldn’t keep it up like she wanted. But she’d come out whenever she could.” He cleared his throat. “It looked beautiful when she’d get done.”
 
   His sad eyes told Opal all she needed to know. He missed his wife very much. She wondered whether she should express her sympathies and ask what happened to her. She opened her mouth to speak but a small voice interrupted. 
 
   “Papa, the trunk. Did you tell her about the trunk?” the boy asked.
 
   Opal bit her lip. What happened to it? 
 
   Mr. Boyer shook his head. “No, I didn’t.”
 
   She waited for the worst. They must’ve damaged it and don’t want to tell me. 
 
   His eyes met hers. “Miss Preston, let me introduce you to my eldest, Theodore. We call him Teddy.”
 
   “Ain’t no Teddy.”
 
   His father gave him a stern look. “You shake her hand and welcome her here, and, remember I told you not to say ain’t. Isn’t that right, Miss Preston?” 
 
   “Why yes, but we’ll work on that.” She examined the little boy from his dirty face to his muddy shoes. She swallowed the desire to tell him to wash up. 
 
   Theodore beamed. “The trunk, Pa.”
 
   “Oh, that’s right. Teddy, I mean Theodore here, wants me to tell you it’s safe in your room. Follow me.” He and his son scurried toward the house and waited for her to catch up.
 
   Breathless, she approached and raised her head to her employer. “I’m sorry. Thanks for waiting for me.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.” He led her up the stairs and onto the wraparound porch. 
 
   The cool air whisked around them. While she inhaled the fresh smell of raindrops, her gaze settled on two rocking chairs and a little table between them. She smiled, picturing herself teaching the youngsters out here when weather permitted. 
 
   Mr. Boyer opened the door to a narrow entryway, where a grandfather clock and coat-and-hat stands stood in the corner. He passed that room and entered the formal parlor on his left. 
 
   She followed and stared at the sparse-furnished room. The formal parlor had an oil lamp, a circular, marble-topped table, a sofa, two wooden chairs and an area rug but little else. Her heart sank. She closed her eyes and pictured their large parlor at home with its luscious rug, several padded chairs, settee and maroon tapestry-fabric drapes. 
 
   “Miss Preston.”
 
   Turning to him, she said, “Yes? I’m -”
 
    “Please don’t say you’re sorry again,” Mr. Boyer interjected with irritation. “I’ll show you around the rest of the place tomorrow.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Boyer.”
 
   “That’s another thing, Miss Preston, we really need to stop the Mr. and Miss.”
 
   “Why, Mr. Boyer, that’s not a correct salutation.”
 
   “Enough with that. Here we often call family and people we know well by their first names. So, Miss Preston, since you’ll be living in this house, I would like to use your first name when in private. To do otherwise is going to wear me out.”
 
   She bit her lip to prevent herself from arguing with him. “If that’s what you want...” 
 
   “I’ll call you, Opal and you can call me, Alex” He led her to the hallway’s landing. He pointed his finger to the staircase in front of them. “Up here is your room. I had a neighbor ready it for you. But if there’s something you want changed, let me know.” He glanced at her then ascended the stairs.  
 
   She followed. The staircase walls were marked with a series of family pictures. At the top, a brass-framed wedding photo glimmered down at her. Opal took a deep breath as they passed it. She did not need to look long to know a beautiful woman when she saw one. They strode down the hall. He stopped at the last door on his right and creaked it open. She stood to his left and scanned the room. 
 
   The wind flowed through the open windows, blowing the lace curtains. Then she turned her gaze to the crocheted, cream-colored bed covering; to a desk; a four-tier bookcase; a small table graced with a water basin; an armoire; a long, stand-up mirror and a dressing table. Tears filled her eyes. After a second, she raised her head to her employer. “It’s lovely.” She cleared her throat. “But -” 
 
   “But what?” 
 
   Her face grew warm. “I don’t see my trunk.”
 
   He chuckled. “Turn around, Opal.”
 
   She spun around. On the floor in a corner, sat her trunk. Smiling, she faced her employer and said, “Thank you.” 
 
   “You’re welcome.” He tapped his foot a moment before asking, “Does the room suit you?” Before she could answer, he proceeded, “I’m not much on knowing what women want.” 
 
   “I couldn’t ask for anything better.” As she stood next to him, his close presence made her body tingle. She took a step backwards to give her some breathing room. 
 
   He laughed. “Anything else?” 
 
   “No, just tired from the trip.” 
 
    He pointed to a wooden box on the wall behind her bed. “If you think of something, ring that bell. We only have one servant, Mr. Crowley. He’s our butler and cook.” He paused a second before continuing. “I’m sure you’re used to more, but we’re a rugged country and even one servant is something.” He closed the door as he left the room. 
 
   Sitting down at her dressing table stool, she removed her boots. Taking a deep breath, she jumped onto the feather-cushioned bed. Never did a bed feel so good. Her eyes closed. She dozed off. 
 
   ***
 
   The bright sun drifted over her bed. She wiped her eyes a moment. Her brow furrowed. Where am I? She examined the room. It took a minute before her memory returned to her. Nebraska. Smiling at the pretty room, she looked down at her skirt and realized she never undressed. Disgusted, she wiggled her way to the bed’s edge, stood up and began unbuttoning the traveling dress. She laid it on the cover as someone knocked thrice on her door.  “Yes?” Another rap. “Yes,” she yelled. The insistent noise stopped.
 
   “It’s me, Alex,” he called out. “I wondered when you’re coming down for breakfast. We’ve been waiting for you.” 
 
   She bit her lip. “I’m,” shaking her head not to say the word, ‘sorry,’ she continued, “I’m just getting up. Could you eat without me?”
 
   “No, we all must be there. Everyone has their chores to do.” 
 
   She bit her lip a moment and said, “This early?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “I need to freshen up. Is there a chance you could,” she took a deep breath to calm her nerves, “make an exception?”
 
   “How long?”
 
   “It takes me about an hour to make myself presentable,” she replied, remembering home where even with a maid’s help it took them that much time to get ready.
 
   “Miss, I mean Opal, I’m sure you’ll look just fine and the food is getting cold.”   
 
   “Alright,” she snapped. She placed her hand over her mouth a moment, not believing she could become that irritable. “I’ll be down in a few minutes.”
 
   “Thanks.” His footsteps clomped down the hallway.
 
   She stepped to the water basin, grabbed the soap to wash under her arms and face, strolled to her trunk and opened it. What day dress could she put on quick? She settled on a two-piece taffeta shirtwaist with long sleeves and bows and a flowing skirt. Grasping the crisp material, she pulled the skirt over her. She finished dressing then strode out the door and down the stairs. Her skirt’s long-ruffled hemline rustled as she entered the dining room.
 
   Alex stood up. 
 
   The children snickered. 
 
   “Now, you watch your manners,” he scolded them.
 
   “But Papa, she’s late and looks so funny all dressed up,” Abigail muttered.
 
   “I don’t understand,” she said, her face warm, as she proceeded forward. 
 
   “The children are being disrespectful.” He glared at them then returned his attention to her. 
 
   She stood in front of her seat.
 
   His brow furrowed. 
 
   Opal cleared her throat and motioned to her chair. 
 
   He gave a small smile, went over to her and pulled out her chair. She sat down. 
 
   “Papa, what you doing?” questioned his boy. 
 
   “I’m seating a lady. It’s something men do for proper women.” He pushed the chair toward the table.
 
   “But she’s hired help,” Theodore responded.
 
   He pointed his finger at him. “Don’t you ever call her that. She’s a lady, and you’ll remember to treat women with respect, young man. This is one of the reasons I hired her.” He rushed to his chair at the head of the table, settled in his seat and grabbed a tray of biscuits. Taking one, he passed it to his left then glanced at Opal and said, “I’ve arranged to go to the bank later this morning. So if it’s not too inconvenient, I would like to show you more of the house and the grounds after breakfast.”
 
   She swallowed a bite of egg, wiped her mouth with her napkin and shifted her gaze to him. “I’m not very tidy this morning. But if that does not bother you, then I’ll accept.”
 
   He glanced at her upper torso before chuckling. “Miss Preston, I do believe you are quite pleasing to the eye.” 
 
   She shifted in her seat at the uncomfortableness of his remark before meeting his gaze.
 
   “But Papa, she’s dressed too -” his little girl chimed in while she clanged her spoon on her plate. 
 
   He gave his daughter a stern look and said, “Stop it, Abigail! Miss Preston is the judge of what’s appropriate.” He returned his attention to Opal and softened his tone. “Unless you feel you must change your clothes.” 
 
   Underneath the table, she clutched her hands together. The butler refilled her coffee cup.
 
   Unclasping her hands, she sipped the hot liquid then glanced at the children, not realizing they would be that unruly in their conduct and appearance. No child back in Virginia would’ve shown this kind of impertinence. She knew her job would not be an easy one.
 
   ***
 
   Alex stood up, Opal following suit.
 
   As the butler came in to remove the dishes, Alex turned to him. “Mr. Crowley, I want to introduce you to Miss Preston. She’s here to teach the children. Treat her as if I was giving the orders and provide her whatever she wants.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” 
 
   Alex faced her. “Please do not be afraid to ask him for anything.” 
 
   Opal smiled and glimpsed up at the man. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Crowley. I look forward to our working together.”
 
   He grinned. “Me too, miss.” 
 
   Alex rested his hand on the chair’s back before returning his gaze to the butler. “You can finish cleaning up. I’m going to show Miss Preston around.” He led her toward the informal parlor, located across from the formal one. They entered the rag-tag of a room. Scattered on a desk, situated in a corner, were several accounting books. Alex picked them up and stacked them on top of each other. “This is where I do a lot of my bookwork. This is a practical room full of books, a couple of tables and a few chairs.” His lips curved up into a smile. “Do you like music?” 
 
   Puzzled at his question, she searched the room. “Oh yes.” She gulped and clasped her hands behind her back. “Well, a - a piano.”
 
   “Do you play?”
 
   “I do.” She blushed and hesitated a second. “I didn’t mean to be discourteous.”
 
    “Discourteous, hey, well young lady you’re not,” he said and smiled down at her.
 
   “But I shouldn’t have made my wishes known,” she responded, her face white.
 
   He laughed. “There’s nothing wrong with speaking your mind, Opal. I asked you, remember?”
 
   She gulped and nodded.
 
   He tapped a foot on the floor, lost in thought a moment before he returned his gaze to her. “I know where I can get one.”
 
   “You don’t need to do that.” 
 
   “But I want to. Besides, this would give Abigail some womanly graces, don’t you think?” 
 
   She hesitated a moment before answering. “Yes, I suppose it would.”
 
   “It would.”
 
   She squirmed.
 
    “Then it’s settled.”
 
   Opal pointed to a table and chairs. “Is that where you want me to teach?”
 
   “There’s no better place, except if you want to use the front porch when weather permits.”
 
   Opal giggled.
 
   His brow furrowed. “What’s so funny?”
 
   Her face brightened. “I actually had the same idea.”
 
   “You did?”
 
   “Uh huh. When I saw the porch yesterday.”
 
   Shaking his head in disbelief that two people from different backgrounds could come to the same conclusion, he guided her through the formal parlor and toward the grounds. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Opal bid her employer good-bye. Shaking her head, she looked over the barren horizon. Tears filled her eyes. Alex had shown her the outbuildings - the barn, the chicken coop, the pigpen, all primitive structures. Her heart sank. What did she expect? But indeed, she had anticipated a better house for a banker of means. Oh well, she made her bed, and had to lay in it. But, things would be more palatable if this land were surrounded by trees. She sighed and strolled through the tall grass, vowing to tend to that flower garden the first time she got a chance. Something crawled among the damp vegetation. Its slick body slithered over her boots. She shrieked and backed away.
 
   Theodore came running and stopped beside her. “What’s wrong, Miss Preston?”
 
   “Something is in the grass.”
 
   The little boy combed the area. He smiled, holding up a snake. It wiggled its long body. He presented it to her. “It’s just a garter snake by golly. You ain’t afraid of it, are you?”
 
   “Well ...”
 
   “You ain’t cotton to our ways. Out here we’ve got a lot of them.” He stuck the snake in his pocket.
 
    “What you going to do with it?” she asked, frowning, before she pointed to the reptile. 
 
   “Me and sis like to play with them.”
 
   It took a minute for his answer to resonate. “Play with them?”
 
   “Yup, we’ll hunt for another one and then they can fight.”
 
   “Fight?”
 
   “Sure, miss. We pretend like they’re in a boxing match.” 
 
   “Oh.” She cleared her throat. “You don’t. Um. Bring them in the house?”
 
   He pulled out the snake and rubbed its back. “Why, Miss Preston, there’s no harm in that.”
 
   “But your father -”
 
   “Oh, Papa don’t care.”
 
   “He doesn’t?”
 
   “Nope. We bring in lots of animals. Last week I even brought in a stray cat, but Papa didn’t like that.”
 
   She shuffled her feet. “A cat. I don’t understand.”
 
   “Pa said they need to be outside to eat as many mice as possible.”
 
    “Mice. You don’t bring those into the house, do you?” Her mind whirled.
 
   He shook his head. “No, but they have a way of coming in on their own. Miss Preston, you’re looking kind of white.”
 
   She placed her hand on her forehead to stop her throbbing head. Her eyes closed. 
 
   “Miss Preston,” he said, his shrill voice penetrating her consciousness.
 
   She teetered.  
 
   ***
 
   A glass rattled. Opal blinked, rubbing the mattress. Her brow furrowed. She looked up to see a woman pouring water from a pitcher into a glass. 
 
   The woman leaned over Opal. “You feeling better, Miss Preston?”
 
   “I - I don’t understand why I’m in bed.”
 
   The lady smiled. “Sit up a little and take a sip of this to help revive you.” 
 
   She scooted up and swallowed the cold-refreshing liquid. She took another drink. Grinning, she presented the glass to the woman. “Thank you. That helped. But why am I here?”
 
   She grasped the glassware from her and set it down on the small table. “Because, miss, you fainted.”
 
   “Fainted?”
 
   “Yes. Outside.”
 
   “I did?”
 
   The gray-haired woman nodded.
 
   Opal’s eyes grew wide. “Oh, it’s coming back to me. A snake crawled on my boots then Theodore picked it up and showed it to me. My head spun. Don’t remember anything after that.”
 
   “Teddy ran to get Mr. Crowley, and the butler came over to our house to ask for my husband’s help. They carried you here.” 
 
   Opal gasped then covered her mouth before she pulled her hand away from her lips. “I’m so embarrassed.” Tears welled up in the corners of her eyes. “I’m sure not making a good impression.”
 
    “You’re doing fine,” she said in a soft-teasing tone.
 
   Opal sat up straight and examined her attire, noticing her bare shoulders. “My dress?” she squeaked.
 
   “It’s right there at your feet.”
 
   “But - But -”
 
   “Miss, don’t worry. I undressed you. Your corset needed loosing up for you to get a full breath.” 
 
   “May I inquire as to your name?”
 
   “Of course. I’m Bonnie Graham. We’re the next farm over.” She pointed to her right. “I’m the one who readied your room.”
 
   “Thank you. The room is beautiful. It’s so good to meet you. My name is Opal.”
 
   “Call me Bonnie. You stop over anytime you need something. We’re neighborly folks and have the most admiration for Mr. Boyer.”
 
   “I appreciate the invitation.”
 
   “You’re welcome anytime.” She winked. “Need help in understanding men’s ways? I’ll give you an earful. After all, I’m married to a man and raised four strapping sons.” 
 
   Opal giggled. “That’s quite nice of you. I’m - I’m feeling quite chipper now. I really need to execute my duties.” 
 
   Bonnie smiled and looked down at her. “Do not worry about your duties. Mr. Boyer said you can start those tomorrow.”
 
   “He knows about my predicament?” Opal replied meekly, trying to bury her face underneath her covers. 
 
   “Teddy informed him.”
 
   Opal rubbed her cheeks against the soft material to wipe the falling teardrops. She pushed the cloth away and squared her jaw. “I just wonder what he thinks of me.”
 
   “Miss, I can’t believe he wouldn’t be taken with you. Now, you come over whenever you need something, you hear?”
 
   “I will.” 
 
   “Now, you take care and remember my door is always open.”  She turned around and headed for the door, opened it and stepped down the hallway.
 
   A cool breeze brushed around Opal’s upper torso. She pushed the coverings from her, stood up and strolled to the table to clean up. All this talk about her employer made her head spin with images of his muscular frame. She shook her head and gritted her teeth to strengthen her resolve. “I’m going to make it. I’m going to make it.” But even as she whispered those words, she doubted her ability to do so.
 
   ***
 
   That woman. Why did I bring her here? Alex shook his head as he closed the last accounting book for the day. And yet, he could not stop the small smile which crossed his face. She did intrigue him with her attractive face and her mannerly ways and gave ... What was it? Spirit? Yes, spirit to reunite them as a family. He stood up. 
 
   His clerk entered his office. “Are you locking up today, or did you want me to do it?”
 
   “I’ll do it. You go home, Doug” he said, shooing the young man away. “I’ve done all I can today without starting a new ledger.”
 
   “I understand.” 
 
   He shut the accounting book as the clerk left the building. He locked up the safe and stepped into the lobby. Doug did a good job but had a lot to learn before he could do more of the paperwork. Most customers paid their debts, but there were always those he needed to chide. 
 
   He neared the entrance door when a man swung it open. Brushing the dust from his black clothing, he smiled at Alex. “Sorry, I’m a little dirty but been a-riding. You-all closing up?”
 
   “Well, yes, but we never close when we’ve got a customer,” he said, glancing at the man’s white collar and the Bible he carried. “How can I help you, Reverend?”
 
   “I’ve been traveling throughout Nebraska, spreading God’s Word. Been conducting a religious revival in Allentown but plan to set up shop in Lincoln next month.” He cleared his throat. “I wondered if you would help promote the event and perhaps donate a few dollars?”
 
   Alex shook the man’s hand. “We’re always happy to welcome preachers, even ones from the South.” He laughed. “I love hearing that accent. In fact, I just hired a governess who has one. She’s from Virginia.”
 
   The minister grinned. “Really?”
 
   Alex nodded.
 
   “Well, isn’t that something? I’m from there myself and heading back after I finish.”
 
   “Quite interesting. We could talk more about the revival tomorrow. Are you staying in town?”
 
   The tall man shifted his foot from one to the other. “I suppose I’ll stay in one of your hotels. Don’t know anywhere else to go.” 
 
   “Well, we’d never let a man of the cloth stay in a hotel. My house is a short walk from here. Why not spend the night with us?”
 
   “The Lord’s blessings to you. Is there a place I could bed my horse for the night?”
 
   “The livery stable is down the street.” They stepped out of the bank and he locked the door behind them. 
 
   The minister untied his horse and grabbed the reins to follow him.
 
   As they walked, he introduced himself. “My name is Alex Boyer and yours?”
 
   “Reverend Matthew Stone.”
 
   “Nice to meet you.”
 
   “Same here.” He studied the minister. He had straight-black hair and strode with confidence. Just in this short time, he could tell the preacher had a way with people. With this and his good-looks, he also bet the women flocked to him. Alex swallowed the lump in his throat. 
 
   ***
 
   Opal stood up and went to the basin to wash up. I bet Alex has never been around someone quite like me. She put the soap down and stepped toward the trunk, flung the lid open and searched for an evening outfit. A rap on her door startled her. 
 
   She turned her head toward the closed door and cried, “Yes.” Please don’t let it be Mr. Boyer.
 
   “It’s me again,” the now-too-familiar voice replied. 
 
   Could he just once not interrupt me when I’m dressing?
 
   “I’ve come to tell you we’ve got company for supper.” 
 
   “What time is that?” 
 
   “Six o’clock.”
 
   Her jaw clenched. “How will I know when it’s time?” 
 
   “Listen for the clock chimes.” 
 
   “Alright.” Footsteps thumped down the hallway. Listen for the clock chimes. And, how will I do that without opening my bedroom door? That man. Her cheeks warmed. She took a deep breath to stifle her rising anger. Shifting her gaze back to the inside of her trunk, she looked for something pretty but not fancy, reminding herself of Abigail’s comments earlier today. Her gaze went to a beige gown with pink flowers etched with green leaves. She grasped the linen and lace-trimmed garment and pulled it out of the box. Opal had forgotten about this dress. Plantation society would not think this extravagant enough for their tastes but here that would not be a problem. 
 
   Bending over in her undergarments, she grabbed the skirt, slipped it over her head, fastened it then pulled on her shirt and buttoned it. She strolled to the mirror and studied her reflection. Well, I’ll be. It’s lovely, and the three-quarter sleeves are perfect for this spring weather. Satisfied, she brushed the skirt to erase any wrinkles, stepped to the door and opened it. A rumble of male voices filtered up the stairwell. She knew her employer’s, but this voice she did not recognize. The clock chimed six. 
 
   “You-all getting ready to plant your crops?”
 
   Her heart sped up. A Southerner. A Southerner! Her heart picking up in excitement, she left the room. Opal’s skirt whooshed as she headed for the stairs. 
 
   The men glanced up at her as she made her way down. The young man in black beamed up at her. He rushed to her to assist her once she neared the bottom then released his hand from hers. His soft hands and noble manners reminded her of the gentlemen she left behind. She relaxed. 
 
   Alex greeted her with a strained smile. 
 
   She studied her employer. Why is he dissatisfied with me? She examined her dress a moment. Puzzled, she fumbled with the left sleeve of her shirt.  
 
   “Glad you’re on time. Let me introduce you to Reverend Matthew Stone. He’s going to be in town for a revival.”
 
   The minister stretched out his arm. 
 
   She stopped playing with her sleeve and shook his hand. 
 
   “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, miss ...?”
 
   “Preston,” she answered. His piercing blue eyes met hers. She squirmed at his intense gaze.
 
   Footsteps sped by her. Opal inhaled the damp, earthy smell and glanced at the impetus girl. 
 
   “Papa,” Abigail said, skipping toward her father. She halted in front of him and raised her dirty hands up in the air. “We almost got him!”
 
   “Who?” asked her father. 
 
   “That white bunny we saw the other day.”
 
   “It’s six o’clock. Where’s your brother?” he asked his voice pitch rising.
 
   “He’s still trying to catch him.”
 
   His face grew red. “How many times do I have to tell you when the dinner bell rings, you’re to be here?” Glancing at the reverend and Opal, he added, “I’m sorry. Please excuse me.”
 
   The minister’s smile grew wider. “I’ll be happy to entertain Miss Preston until your return.”
 
   Alex shot the minister what seemed like a surly look before he and his daughter hurried out the room.
 
   Her brow furrowed. Surely he didn’t give the minister a nasty look? More and more she could not understand her employer. At times, he seemed so congenial but at other times he was just ... She could not think of the word for a minute then it came to her. Exasperating.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   With supper delayed, Opal suggested they go into the formal parlor. “If you don’t mind, let’s go in here to talk before everyone returns?”
 
   “That would be fine, Miss Preston,” the minister said, his deep-blue eyes twinkling. 
 
   Opal led him into the unfamiliar room. She sat down while the minister settled himself in a seat near her and crossed his legs. “It’s such a pleasure to meet someone from the South.” 
 
   “Right and especially from Virginia.”
 
   “You’re from Virginia?”
 
   “Yes. Mr. Boyer told me you were from there, too. It’s God’s way of doing things.” 
 
   Tapping his boot on the area rug, he scanned the room. “Very nice place you-all have here for these parts.”
 
   So he saw the meager, furnished room, too? The corner of her lips arched into a smile as she glimpsed over at his handsome face. 
 
   His foot stopped tapping and he gazed into her eyes. “Mr. Boyer told me you arrived yesterday?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What a change for you.”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “You look mighty purdy in that dress,” he said, cocking a wide smile. 
 
   “Why that’s very nice of you.” She hesitated, adding, “I had an incident this morning and wondered if I was overdressed.”
 
     “I understand. Lincoln is quite different from our home. Women take pride in their fancy clothes back where we come from.”
 
    “They sure do.” A cool breeze from the open windows caressed her shoulders, making her shiver.
 
   “Miss Preston, I believe you’re cold. Would you like me to close the windows for you?”
 
   “I’d appreciate that.”
 
   The wooden frames creaked as he pushed each sash down. Once done, he returned by her side. 
 
   “I’ve never spent time in this room and didn’t know those wide windows could bring in that much air.”
 
   “You warmer now?” His grin brought out the dimples in his face. 
 
   “You’ve got dimples. My little brother, Elijah...” Tears formed in the corners of her eyes and flowed down her cheeks. She shifted her head to the side, not wanting him to see the teardrops.
 
   “Madam?” 
 
   She wiped the sobs with her fingertips, unable to answer.
 
   He reached into his pocket, pulled out a handkerchief and leaned closer to present it to her. “Don’t be ashamed. It’s alright to miss home. I do every day.” 
 
   She took it from him and dabbed her eyes. “Oh, thank you for that. I thought I was strong enough to - to cope.”
 
   “You’re fine, young lady. Remember the Lord will bear you up.” 
 
   Footsteps clomped into the room. “What are you doing?” Alex asked. 
 
   She stifled a howling cry. 
 
   Face white, the reverend stammered the words out. “We’ve been discussing our old home.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes, you have my word on that.” 
 
   Alex shuffled his feet back and forth a moment. “I’m sorry about the delay in eating, but everything is under control. Let’s not keep the butler waiting.” 
 
   Opal inched her way upward. 
 
   The minister straightened his back, helped her up then took a step backward.
 
   “Thank you. I’ll not soon forget the kindness you gave me today,” she whispered. Spinning around to face her employer’s stare, she stiffened. Oh, why does he always make me feel like fluffy meringue?
 
   ***
 
   Opal stood in front of her empty plate. The smell of the fried chicken, green beans and pickled beets lingered in the air. Amazed at the food’s tastiness, Opal had anticipated less with only one servant and wished to thank Mr. Crowley for an excellent meal. She also wanted to see if he could give her any advice on how to handle the children.
 
   The butler hurried into the room with his silver tray in hand. He looked at her, his face dropping. “Why, Miss Preston, I’m surprised to see you here.” 
 
   “I decided to stay and thank you for a delicious meal.” 
 
   He gathered the plates. The china clattered. 
 
   “May I ask where you learned to cook?” 
 
    “Sure, Miss Preston. Ma taught me all I know. No matter how little we had, she could make it taste great.”
 
   “Well, thank her for me, will you?”
 
   “Would love to if I could but she’s in Heaven now.” His eyes sad, he returned his gaze to the table and collected the silverware.
 
   “I’m sorry about that.” Knowing he needed to finish his work, she cleared her throat. “I hate to keep you from your duties but wondered if I could ask you something.”
 
   His wrinkled face looked up at her. “Of course, miss.”
 
   “I’m dumbfounded on how to make the young ‘uns mind and they’re awfully -” She stopped herself - “Not like those  back home.”
 
   “No matter where you’re from, the rod keeps youngsters in line. They’ll listen if you set out the rules and stand by them.” He put some of the dishes on the tray. “If you don’t mind, I’ll take my leave.”
 
   “Of course, but Mr. Crowley, you don’t have to ask me. Mr. Boyer is my employer, too.”
 
   “Yes, my lady, but you’re special. I feel it in my bones,” he replied in a light-hearted tone.
 
   She laughed. “Well, thank you for your good advice.”
 
   “You’re welcome.” He filled the rest of the tray, spun around and hurried toward the kitchen, the plates rattling as he left the room.
 
   Opal stood there a minute in disbelief. Special. Me? She smiled. Mr. Crowley is a good cook, but where in the world he got that is beyond me. She sighed and stepped into the hallway. 
 
   “Miss Preston,” cried a familiar voice from the formal parlor.
 
   It’s amazing he’s not calling me outside my bedroom door. She hesitated a second, wondering what this was about before she proceeded into the smoke-filled room. She faced her employer who finished a puff of his pipe. “Yes, Mr. Boyer.”
 
   He studied her a moment before he said, “Have a seat. We’re in need of your presence.”
 
   Opal settled herself on the sofa and peeked up at the minister. He smiled down at her, his dimples now giving her a sense of peace. She relaxed.
 
   “I asked Mr. Boyer if you might teach the young’uns at the Lincoln revival,” the preacher said. Smoke from his pipe swirled above him. “Children get restless and having someone like you would be an asset.” He set the pipe on an ashtray beside him.
 
   Opal shifted in her seat. His kind words made her heart leap. 
 
   “You’re the right person to make God’s word come alive.”
 
   His intense gaze made her squirm. She turned from the reverend to glance at her employer. Alex’s stare made her uneasy.  
 
   “Miss Preston, is this idea to your liking?” her employer pressed.
 
   “Oh, I thought you arranged it for me,” she said in a meek voice then glanced at the floor a moment before gazing back up at him.
 
   “No, this is your decision. You’re to teach my children, but after supper it’s your time.”
 
    “I appreciate that.” Turning to the pastor, she smiled. “Of course, I would love to help out.”
 
   “Thank you. It will be great working with you.”
 
   She glimpsed up at her employer. 
 
   Alex rapped his pipe on the table, filled it with tobacco and lit it before taking several puffs, not taking his eyes off her. 
 
   She examined his jerky movements. He seemed nervous, but he was the one who implied she should to do this. Releasing a long breath, she straightened her back to the seat. 
 
   “By the way,” chimed in Reverend Stone, “Mr. Boyer has generously offered his home for me to stay in while we’re doing the revival. This will give us time to work on messages together. Is that okay?”
 
   “Of course,” she squeaked, once again sneaking a look at her employer.
 
   Mr. Boyer grimaced, gulped then forced a smile.
 
   She fidgeted with her laced-edged sleeve to steady her nerves before meeting his gaze. I’ll never understand him. Does he want me to do this or not? 
 
   ***
 
   Standing in front of his bank the next morning, Alex faced his guest. “Good luck on the rest of your revival.  We haven’t had one in quite awhile. Write me when you plan to come this way, and I’ll get the word out in town.”
 
   Reverend Stone laughed. “Well, I hope there’s a lot who are willing to hear the Word.”
 
   “Me too.” Alex took off his derby and wiped his brow with his handkerchief. The hat on a warm spring day made him sweat. A robin sang his staccato melody above him. “It’s nice to hear the birds.” 
 
   “Yes, the Lord’s creations always are a joy,” the minister replied, his forefinger poking at his white collar. “Again, thank you for your assistance, the bed, the good meal and introducing me to a fellow Virginian.” 
 
   “Glad to accommodate you. God’s speed to you, good man.” 
 
   “Same to you.” The minister shook his host’s hand and spun around to head toward the livery stable.
 
   Alex stood and watched him a few seconds. A knot formed in the pit of his stomach. The preacher knew his Bible and believed his faith strong so Alex wondered why he reacted to him as he did.
 
   Turning his head to the door, he unlocked it then stepped inside before flipping the sign from Closed to Open. He sauntered to his office to place his derby on the hat rack. Settling himself in his desk chair, he reached for an accounting book, flicked to the last page and studied the figures. Footsteps creaked forward. He raised his head to his clerk. 
 
   “Good morning, Mr. Boyer. I pray you had a sound sleep.” 
 
   Alex yawned. “Actually, I didn’t.”
 
   “Sorry to hear that.”
 
   “It happens sometimes, but it usually occurs when something disturbs me. I don’t understand what led to it last night,” he responded, rapping his fingers on the wood. 
 
   Doug brushed the carrot-colored hair strands from his forehead and stared at his employer.
 
   “You do look tired. Not seen you like this since -”
 
   “Beatrice passed away,” Alex interjected. “It’s alright to say her name. I’ve accepted her death. I’m reminded of her every day when I see Abigail. Her spitting image of my wife. But my beloved is in Paradise and that’s what’s important.” 
 
   He cleared his throat. “I see we have got customers. I’ll take my leave.”
 
   Alex stood up and strolled to the window and opened it wide. He breathed in the humid air and returned to his bookwork and stared at the page. He could not concentrate. Was it the lack of sleep? He shook his head, not knowing what kept him from focusing on his work. A patron’s familiar voice flowed from the lobby into his office. Smiling, he strolled into the outer room. 
 
   “How’s the employer?” Mr. Johnson asked the clerk.
 
   Jotting down some numbers, Doug counted out ten dollars in cash then said, ”He’s  -”
 
   “You need not answer that. I’m here. What you want to know, Percy?” asked Mr. Boyer in a jocular manner.
 
   The elderly, silver-haired man smiled. “You coming out of your cage to chat with your old roping rival?”
 
   Alex chuckled. “No, I wouldn’t want to spin hoops around you.”
 
   Mr. Johnson grasped the money and stepped aside for the next customer. 
 
   Alex went over to him and pointed to his office. “Come on in, old-timer, and we’ll talk awhile.”
 
   As Alex settled himself in his desk seat, his friend sat in a chair in front of him. They exchanged memories of their rodeo days then his friend said, “Heard you got a looker staying at your place.”
 
   “Yes, I hired a governess to teach Teddy and Abigail.”
 
   His friend grinned, the edges of his long-handled mustache curved up to match the contour of his lips. 
 
   “Now, don’t you get any ideas. She’s here for the kids. Nothing more.”
 
   “Moonstruck is what I say.”
 
   “You old coot. There’s nothing. In fact, I don’t think she likes me much.”
 
   “That’s the way it starts.”
 
   “You couldn’t be farther from the truth.”
 
   “Un-huh.”
 
   Alex laughed, his throat constricting at the mere mention of Opal as an object of his affections. He enjoyed her company, of course, but did not think of her in that way.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   The minister mounted his steed. He could not believe he found someone from Virginia living here, but with God all things were possible. Looking forward to working with that purdy lady, he grinned. She sure looked beautiful in that dress. He steered the horses around a bend, the hot air blowing into his face as sweat beads formed on his forehead. He took off the handkerchief from around his neck and wiped his brow then stuffed the cloth into his pocket. Staring ahead of him, he scanned the terrain. Not much here to look at. He glanced to his left and chuckled as a wild turkey spread his feathers. Beautiful. He loved spring with creation blooming in all directions, and he looked forward to working with Opal. A pleasure for sure.
 
   He adjusted his body in his seat and pondered her predicament. Something made her take the governess job. Either her family lost their wealth or another problem arose. He hoped she would confide in him. Nothing here resembled their homeland. In his mind, he pictured the Virginian landscape with its rows of trees and abundance of lakes and streams dotting the land. 
 
   He could understand why this life would be difficult for her. He would return after the Lincoln revival. Perhaps he could take her back with him? She would make a great wife with her sweet personality, good looks and social graces.
 
   ***
 
   “Two weeks and counting. Two weeks and counting,” Opal whispered as she set up her makeshift chalkboard - a small, table-sized board painted black - outside on the wraparound porch’s wooden planks. She braced the board against the small table. The sun warmed her back. She crooked her head to listen to the birds singing their melodies. In the distance, a dove call, sounding like an owl hooting, added to the musical chorus. A gentle breeze swept across her. Smiling, she picked up the children’s slates and set their books beside them. She rang the dinner bell. A clamor of footsteps headed in her direction.
 
   Abigail slowed her gait and scooted herself into a large chair in front of her governess and crossed her legs.
 
   Opal bit her lip. She would address this unladylike behavior once her brother arrived.
 
   Out vaulted the barefooted Teddy, his feet dirty and hands muddy. He plopped down in his seat.
 
   She stopped herself from giving him another tongue lashing for his inappropriate appearance. Instead, she turned around to grab a wet cloth from behind her chalkboard. She stepped toward the boy. “Now, you hold out your hands.”
 
   “Aw, Miss Preston, I ain’t no girl.” 
 
   “No, but you’re a pupil and need clean hands.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I say so and besides your father works hard for you and Abigail to get a good education.” 
 
   “These dirty hands don’t stop me from doing my lessons,” he protested. 
 
   She took a deep breath. “Cleanliness is next to godliness, Theodore.”
 
   He stuck out his hands. 
 
   After wiping them, she examined each of his fingers. “Well, they look clean. Now, tomorrow you wash your hands and wear shoes before coming to class or I’ll have you write that verse about godliness one hundred times.”
 
   “But - But -”
 
   “No buts, just do as I say.” Hoping her firmness would result in his obedience, she gazed down at him.
 
   Giving her a mischievous grin, he reached down and adjusted himself in his seat. 
 
   “Are you up to something?” she asked, glaring at him.
 
   He gulped and shook his head. 
 
   After a long minute, she turned around and headed toward the chalkboard. Standing in front of Abigail, she directed her attention to the child, her round face glancing up at her. “Ladies don’t cross their legs. Put your feet squarely on the floor.”
 
   “But I always sit this way,” Abigail whined.
 
   Opal looked her in the eye. 
 
   Abigail jerked, sighed and uncrossed her legs.
 
   “It’s time to recite ‘The Lord’s Prayer.’ Let’s bow our heads.” She leaned forward and closed her eyes. Something wriggled from her pocket. She swallowed the lump in her throat. 
 
   “Our Father, which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy Name.” A thump came from the blackboard.
 
   Abigail giggled.
 
   What’s so funny, child? She continued. “Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be done in earth, As it is in heaven.” The chalkboard crashed to the floor before something dug its legs into her hair.  She forced herself to not panic with everything in her being wanting to scream. “Give us this day our daily bread.” 
 
   “Miss Preston, it’s stuck in your hair,” Teddy shouted.
 
   “And forgive us our trespasses, As we forgive them that trespass against us.” Her hands trembled. She took deep breaths to calm her racing heart. “And lead us not into temptation, But deliver us from evil.” It jiggled. She closed her eyes tighter. “For thine is the kingdom, the power, -”
 
   Footsteps rushed toward her and grasped the creature from the top of her head. “Miss Preston, I’ve got it,” exclaimed the boy.
 
   Taking a shaky breath, she finished the prayer then opened her eyes to see Theodore holding a frog in front of her. She stifled a cry and forced these words out: “We never interrupt a prayer.” 
 
   ***
 
   Alex strolled toward his home. At least his governess had not fainted again. The spring breeze brushed around him. He looked forward to a relaxed evening and a good meal. His stomach growled. He could not put his finger on why, but his appetite had increased. His pace escalated. He whistled and stopped a moment. Did I actually do that? Why, I haven’t done that in years. 
 
   The honking gander strutted in front of him. He dodged him and climbed the stairs to the porch and inhaled the smell of apple pie, his favorite. Someone or something moaned. He turned his head to his right to search the wraparound porch. His mouth opened. Miss Preston sat, creaking back and forth in a rocking chair. He strode to her. “Opal.” 
 
   She stared straight ahead, not stopping the chair’s rhythmic movement. 
 
   “Miss Preston.” 
 
   Her eyes flickered. 
 
   He gulped and leaned over her. “Miss Preston. Are you alright?” 
 
   She stirred, face white, then glanced up at him. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there.” He took a step backwards before he sat in the other rocking chair.  “Is something wrong? You - You don’t seem right,” he said as a pain pierced his gut.
 
   “No, I’m fine.” She pressed her hands on the chair’s arms.
 
   He wanted to stretch out his hand but knew this would not be proper. In front of the porch, a goose flapped its wings.
 
    “What’s that?” She jumped up and stumbled. 
 
   “Why, your hands are shaking,” he said as he held her fingers in his grip. His eyes met hers. “Tell me what’s wrong. I don’t bite.” 
 
   “I know,” she said in a soft voice. “I’m fine, really I am.”
 
   “I don’t believe you,” he replied, studying her drawn countenance. He tightened his grasp a moment before he released his hand, his gaze never leaving hers.
 
   She blinked and gave a nervous smile. “I’m alright.”
 
   He grinned at seeing her cheeks returning to their light-pink color. Her breath close to his, his heart raced. Taking a step back, he examined her. Beautiful. Definitely beautiful. And that long-brown hair flowing in the wind made her even more appealing. “Opal, how would you like to take a walk?” He pulled out his pocket watch, adding, “We have a little time before supper.”
 
   ***
 
   She nodded. Taking a deep breath, she strolled beside him. The sun’s rays glistened on his shoulders. The gentle breeze flowed around them. It refreshed her. She shook her head to eliminate the frog incident from her mind. 
 
   He smiled and turned his head to her. “I thought the fresh air would make you feel better.” 
 
   She smiled. “Thank you. I appreciate your concern.” 
 
   His gaze met hers. “Of course. I care.”
 
   Care about me as a woman or as an employee? Her brow furrowed. While they continued their stroll beside the dirt road, her feet crunched over a tree branch. 
 
   “Well, you managed that quite successfully. Some of the fiercest thunderstorms come here in the spring and result in limbs falling so you watch yourself.”
 
   “Will do.” Purple wild flowers budded around them. It gave this barren land a touch of beauty, though, not anything like the land she left. 
 
   He studied her. “So if you don’t mind, tell me about Virginia.”
 
   A tinge of homesickness overcame her. Tears formed in the corners of her eyes. She turned away from him then glimpsed up at him. The edges of his blond hair tossed in the wind. His brawny frame made her heart leap. “Virginia is hot in the summer, but the ocean is not too far away which gives us nice breezes. And, it has lots of trees, especially dogwoods. They’re my favorite.”
 
   “Tell me about them.”
 
   “They have white flowers with yellow centers. They’re in full bloom this time of year,” she said, her voice breaking. 
 
   “I see. Coming here must be hard on you. We’ve got nothing like that,” he said in a tender tone.
 
   “I’m starting to get used to that.” The breeze lifted the skirt’s hem. It danced around her ankles. 
 
   He chuckled. “It does get a little windy. Just a warning, Opal, you never know when a nice day can suddenly turn into something else. Be prepared.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind,” she responded. 
 
   He pulled out his pocket watch. “Well, it’s almost six o’clock. We’d better get back.”
 
   “Yes, and thank you. I’ve enjoyed it.” 
 
   “Me too.” His gaze met hers. 
 
   Her heart softened to him. She could see how his wife could have fallen in love with him.
 
   ***
 
   She sat in the porch’s rocking chair waiting for Alex to come home. They did not walk for long but stretching her legs did her good, and she found him a good conversationalist, which surprised her after their awkward beginning. She did not know if he did it to keep her from yearning for home or whether he enjoyed spending time with her. Whatever, though, she looked forward to these each evening. 
 
   Opal held the letters from home in her hand. She smiled. So good to hear from her sister, Winifred, and her pa. Everyone was doing well, which warmed her soul. A tear flowed down her cheek. She ached to see them. She laughed at the note from her brother, Paul. 
 
   “Hey, sis, I’m wearing knickers.” Ever since a little tyke, he begged to wear them. Now, at thirteen, he actually could. 
 
   A man. A man. Another tear trickled down her face. She dabbed it with her handkerchief. She did not see Alex approach.
 
   “Did something upset you?” He leaned over her, scouring her face.
 
   The letters fell from her grasp onto her lap. “Oh no, it’s from my family. It’s good to hear from them but it also makes me homesick.”
 
   “Do you feel like a walk?” 
 
   She shifted in her seat and slipped the letters into her pocket. “Of course.”
 
   “I just didn’t want to force you if you’re not up to it.”
 
   “The fresh air lifts my spirits,” and being with you. “It does me a lot of good.” 
 
   “I’m glad, Opal. I must confess I’ve enjoyed these myself.” He extended his hand to help her out of the chair, his body close to hers. She inhaled his tonic oil as she stood up and gulped to keep herself from trembling. He discombobulated her.
 
   “Where do you want to go, my lady?” he asked in a teasing voice.
 
   “Wherever you lead.”
 
   “Then we’ll walk down the garden path.”
 
   “Are you sure?” she asked, wondering if going there would disturb him since they would pass his wife’s flower garden.
 
   “Sure.” He strolled toward the beds. The lilac bush bloomed in the middle.
 
   “Oh, I love lilacs,” she cooed, inhaling their fragrance. She looked up at her employer then slowed her gait to scan the budding flowers. “She did a lovely job.” 
 
   “Beatrice knew what she wanted. She loved her flowers and the children. That’s why I rarely come this way.”
 
   “But you did the first day I arrived and today?”
 
   “I had to the day you came, if you remember?”
 
   “Yes, you did.” She laughed and took a step, her feet almost tripping over an overgrown weed. Her letters fell out of her pocket.
 
   He wrapped his arm around her waist to steady her. “Are you alright?”
 
   His muscular frame brought tingles through her body. “Yes, I just didn’t see that weed. I need to pay attention to where I’m walking.” He released her a second later. 
 
   “Am I that alluring?” he joked.  
 
    “Well  -” Her face warmed.
 
   He laughed then bent down to retrieve the letters before presenting them to her. 
 
   Her palm graced his brawny fingers. Hand shaking from his touch, she returned the letters to her pocket. Taking a deep breath, she faced him and said, “Oh, that reminds me. Remember the woman who got off the train before me?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Her name is Ada, and we rode the train from Virginia together. Well, I wrote her a letter. Do you mind if she visits?”
 
   “No, I don’t mind, Opal. You don’t have to ask my permission.”
 
   “But I’m your employee.”
 
   “You’re more than that.” His gaze met hers.
 
   Her brow furrowed. She did not think of herself like that, but she was glad he considered her in such a way.
 
   ***
 
   Alex glanced at his governess on their return to the house. Her slender figure made his heart jump. He inhaled the fragrance of the lilacs. The cool breeze whisked around them. He climbed the porch steps and opened the front door for her. She glided past him into the entryway, her dress brushing against his legs. A surge of warmth penetrated his being. Abigail came running.
 
   “Papa, you won’t believe what we’ve got?”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Well, these men came and they brought in a piano. A piano!  Why’d they do that?” She put her hands on her hips. 
 
   “A piano,” chimed in Opal. She blushed. “Oh, I’m sorry.”
 
   Alex turned to her. “Miss Preston, I told you I knew where I could get one. The wife of a retired pastor had one, and she’s no longer able to play. She prayed it would go to someone who would appreciate it and that’s you. ”
 
   “Oh, thank you and her. I don’t know what more to say.”
 
   “She’s happy and I’m happy and besides it’ll be nice to have a little music in this house.” 
 
   “Papa, Papa!” 
 
   “Yes, Abigail.”
 
   “Can I play it?”
 
   “May I play it?” scolded Opal. “Remember when asking permission the word is ‘may’ not  ‘can’.” 
 
   “Aw, Miss Preston. Do I have to say it when I ain’t in class?”
 
   “Sure do and we don’t use the word, ain’t.”
 
   Alex winked at Opal then turned to his daughter. “Now, you listen to Miss Preston. She’s going to teach you how to play but don’t touch it unless she says it’s alright, hear?”
 
   “Oh!”
 
   “Just heed what I say, Abigail.”
 
   She nodded, her blue eyes twinkling. 
 
   He shifted his gaze from his daughter to his governess. “How about playing after supper?”
 
   “I would love to but I need some music.”
 
   “There’s a stack of hymnals and sheet music Mrs. Dowley gave us with her blessing. I’ll show them to you after we eat.” 
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   As the afternoon sunrays glimmered on the pearly keys, Opal settled herself on the piano stool. Opening one of the hymnals, she turned the page to “When the Roll is Called up Yonder.” Stroking the keys, her fingers graced the notes. She sang as she played the tune. 
 
   “When the trumpet of the Lord shall sound and time shall be no more, And the morning breaks, eternal, bright ...” Footsteps approached. “When the roll is called up yonder, I’ll be there. ... When the roll is called up yonder, I’ll be there.” Finished with the chorus, she turned to Mr. Crowley, who stood in front of her. “Yes?”
 
   “Miss Preston, you have two visitors. One is named Ada Wilcox.”
 
   “Thank you.” She smiled, anxious to see her friend again.
 
   The butler left, Abigail and Theodore on his heels.
 
   Opal stood up and strode to the entryway.  
 
   “Who are you?” the boy chirped, nearly running into Ada. “Why are you here? Where do you live? Do you know my pa?”
 
   “Theodore, that is no way to behave when visitors are at the door. Now, what’s the rule?” admonished Opal. 
 
   He looked down at his untied shoes. “Well, um, Miss Preston, I forgot.”
 
   Opal put her hands on her hips. “I’ll remind you one last time. ‘Children should be seen and not heard.’ And right now, you’re being heard. As you can see, I have visitors.”
 
   “Aw, Miss Preston.”
 
   She stared him down. 
 
   He squirmed and released a long breath before he relented. 
 
   She stepped toward the couple, noticing her friend still wore the green shirtwaist she had on the train. 
 
   The butler turned to Opal. “What would you like to serve them?” 
 
   “Tea would be nice.” 
 
   Mr. Crowley exited. 
 
   Opal faced her friend and smiled. “Please come and sit.” She gestured to the formal parlor. “We’ll have our tea in there.” She stepped toward the room with the children and her guests following. 
 
   Ada settled in the settee with her male companion sitting beside her. The children stood nearby.
 
   Opal sat in the wooden chair an arm’s length opposite them. She gazed at her friend and the man beside her. Is this her husband? She adjusted her body in the seat.
 
   Ada glanced at the children, her eyes twinkling. “Who’s Abigail and who’s Theodore?” she asked in a lighthearted tone. 
 
   “I’m not Abigail,” Theodore huffed.
 
   Opal winked at Ada who smiled back at her. “I think he’s six.”
 
   “I’m not!” His chest puffed up with pride as he added, “I’m eight and a half. Almost nine.”
 
   “Oh, and when will you be nine?” her friend asked.
 
   “In three months,” he retorted with pride.
 
   “My, you’re almost a man. Do you watch after your sister?”
 
   “Of course, ma’am,” he said with confidence.
 
   Abigail rolled her eyes.
 
   “Why don’t you children go outside and play until I ring the bell?” Opal suggested.  “We’ll resume your lessons then.” They turned to hurry out of the house, so she added, “Don’t bring in any animals.”
 
   With a groan, he shouted out, “Okay, Miss Preston.”
 
   Ada turned her gaze to Opal. “Animals? Do I want to know what that is about?”
 
   “They’d bring in all sorts of critters if I let them. It’s been difficult teaching them manners when they’ve been unruly for so long.”
 
   Dishes rattling, Mr. Crowley came in with a tray and placed the china on the table. He poured the tea into the tiny cups then gave one to each of them. “Anything else?”
 
   “No, just leave the sugar and the tray. Thank you, Mr. Crowley.”
 
   He nodded and strode out of the room.
 
   “It’s so wonderful to see you, Ada.” She studied Ada’s countenance for any indication of how things were going for her.
 
   Ada sipped her tea. “It’s wonderful to see you, too.” Motioning to her companion, she added, “This is my husband, Pete.”
 
   “Good to meet you.” Opal leaned forward, extending her arm in his direction.
 
   Pete hesitated a moment then shook her hand. 
 
   Ada took several sips of the tea and placed the cup on the saucer. “This is a lovely home.”
 
   “Yes. Oh, I forgot.” Opal held out the jar to them. “Would you like some sugar?”
 
   Pete studied the jar for a moment and looked at his wife, his brow wrinkling.
 
   Her friend took a cube and plopped it into her teacup. “Would you like some?” she asked, her tender eyes meeting his. 
 
   With a questioning look, he took the jar and examined it before inspecting his wife’s tea. 
 
   Ada let out an uneasy chuckle and glanced at her friend. “I don’t think he knows what to do with sugar cubes. We have sugar, of course, but not in cubes.” Clearing her throat, she picked up a piece and showed it to him. “It’s sweet. You like sugar with your coffee. I think you’ll like it with tea, too.”
 
   He took a cube and put it in his cup. The white substance dissolved into the light-brown brew. He sipped it then smiled. 
 
   Ada took a drink of the hot liquid, set it down then leaned toward Opal. “Besides the critters, how are things going for you?”
 
   She shifted her gaze from Pete to her friend and forced a smile. “It’s been difficult. The children are in desperate need of guidance. They haven’t been properly schooled.” Hesitating a second, she continued, “But I’m adjusting. Each day gets a little bit better.”
 
   “So you miss Virginia?”
 
   “Yes, my heart is still there,” she responded, her voice near a whisper. 
 
   “What do you miss?”
 
   Eyes welling up with tears, Opal lowered her head a moment and studied the floor before returning her gaze to her friend. “Everything.”
 
   Ada pulled out a handkerchief from her purse and held it up to her. “Here you go.”
 
   “Oh, I’m fine,” Opal replied, stifling back tears. 
 
   Nodding, Ada put the handkerchief away. “You remember all that crying I did on the train? I could have filled the Mississippi with all my tears.”
 
   Opal giggled. “I remember but I’m glad to see you’re happy now.” They continued to talk. Her gaze went to Pete. She cleared her throat. “You’re awfully quiet, Pete. There’s no need to worry. You’re among friends here.”
 
   With a questioning look, he glanced up at her.
 
   Ada wiggled in her seat, her brown hair bobbing, before she faced Opal. Shifting her head from her host to her husband, she said, “Do you mind if I see Opal’s bedroom?” Her husband did not respond. “Opal, would you be willing to show me your bedroom? I’d love to see it.” 
 
   “Of course,” she replied, setting down her cup before standing up.
 
   Pete’s face paled. He tugged at his wife’s hand.
 
   Ada handed him her purse. “You hold this for me, alright?”
 
   He held it, his brow wrinkles disappearing.
 
   “Ten minutes at the most. I promise,” she whispered, squeezing her husband’s hand. She ambled away from him.
 
   Opal headed for the staircase with her friend following. 
 
   As they climbed the stairs, Ada pointed to the photos on the wall and asked her about them.  “Are these of your employer’s family?”
 
   “Yes,” Opal said.  “The woman in the one closest to you is his departed wife.”
 
   “Oh, how unfortunate.  May I ask how she died?”
 
   “She came ill quite suddenly and never recovered.  Mr. Boyer said she couldn’t keep anything down and complained of pain in her stomach.”
 
   Ada winced.  “It sounds like a dreadful way to go.”
 
   “Indeed, it does.”
 
   “And the man in the other picture.  Is he Mr. Boyer?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why, he’s handsome. Look at that wavy hair,” Ada gushed and glanced at her friend.
 
   Opal’s face grew warm. She turned her head away from her friend a moment. Her pulse raced. She quickened her step, stood in the upstairs hallway and turned to her friend. “Is Pete shy? I noticed he doesn’t say much.” 
 
   “No, I don’t think so. To be honest, I don’t know what’s wrong with him. That’s why I wanted to talk to you alone. I shouldn’t say there’s something wrong with him because that seems rather insulting. Really, he’s wonderful and has treated me better than I hoped.  I just mean that he’s different somehow, and I have no idea what that difference is.  His brother thinks he isn’t very smart, but he manages very well.  He’s lived alone for a couple years, takes care of animals, grows his own fruits and vegetables, and paints.  Oh, Opal, his paintings are just beautiful.  I should have brought one for you to look at.”
 
   She pushed her bedroom door open, displaying the lace curtains which danced in the gentle breeze. The refreshing air circulated around them.
 
   “I’d love to see one, but don’t worry about bringing one all the way out here.  I’d like to visit you sometime.  You can show me then.”
 
   “You’ll like my new home.  It’s lovely, but it’s not as big as this house.  This house is huge.” She followed Opal into her bedroom and gasped.  “Why, this bedroom is gorgeous!”  Walking over to the vanity, she leaned down and sniffed the fresh flowers in the vase.  “Did you pick these from the garden today?”
 
   Opal inhaled the fragrance from the bouquet of lilacs which sat on her dressing table. “Actually, the butler brings them every morning.”
 
   Her eyes grew wide. “No kidding.” 
 
   “Mr. Boyer had him do that ever since I met the minister from Virginia,” she responded while she stroked the sides of her skirt. 
 
   Ada’s eyebrows rose in interest. “Really? From what I saw in the portrait, Mr. Boyer’s a handsome man.”
 
   Opal clutched her hands together and shifted her attention to the lace curtains for a moment before turning back to Ada.  “He’s nice in several ways.  He brought in a piano for me and listens to me play from time to time.”
 
   “He does?”
 
   “Anyway,” Opal cleared her throat, “you wished to talk to me about Pete?”
 
   Ada continued to seek her advice and nodded at the ideas Opal expressed.
 
   “Keep notes,” Opal concluded. “If you notice anything unusual, write it down.  Over time, you might notice a pattern, and it can tell you a lot.”
 
   “When I figure it out—if I figure it out—will you help me decide what to do?”
 
   “Of course.”  
 
   With a thank you, Ada accepted the pencil and paper. As they headed down the stairs, she asked, “I don’t remember if you told me on the train, but what kind of business does Mr. Boyer do?”
 
   “He owns a bank.”
 
   “What do you think about him?”
 
   “To be honest, I don’t know him that well,” Opal mumbled.
 
   “Do you think you might get to know him well enough to fall in love with him?”
 
   Opal snickered. Opal fall in love with her employer? She couldn’t believe the words coming from her friend’s mouth. They reached the bottom step. Shaking her head, Opal faced her friend. “You’d do better to write those notes of yours than worry about me.” she sniggered. 
 
   They entered the parlor and Pete bolted to his feet, still clutching his wife’s pocketbook.
 
   “I’ll take it now. Thank you for holding it while I was gone.” She folded Opal’s paper, slipped it and the pencil into her drawstring purse. Shifting her gaze to Opal, she said, “Thank you for a wonderful visit.”
 
   “Thank you for coming. Don’t be a stranger.” Opal sighed, led them to the front door and opened it for them. 
 
   They descended the stairs then strolled down the front path. One thing she knew was that Ada loved him, and he loved her. She saw it in their faces. Me? Fall in love with Alex? She closed the door, thinking of how in the world Ada got that improbable idea. Opal giggled. If I didn’t know her better, I’d think she’d lost her mind.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   The air was chilly and Reverend Stone gazed up at the looming charcoal skies. “We’ve got the tent up, but we’d better hurry to secure these posts. It looks like a storm is brewing.” 
 
   The elderly businessman nodded. “I’ve got the stakes right here.”
 
   “Good. I’m glad you offered to help.”
 
   “Allentown is a close community. So when I heard you needed assistance, I was happy to answer the call.” He paused. “Brought some extra rope just in case.”
 
   “Great idea.” The two men pounded the iron stakes into the ground. As the gusts intensified, Matt’s coat flapped in the wind. “I’m not used to this kind of weather.”
 
   Mr. Wilson laughed. “I’ve been here for fifteen years and learned real quick the weather changes in minutes.” Standing beside the left-front post, he spun his rope into a lasso, tossed it over its top then stretched the rope to wrap around the stake.
 
   Matt glanced at his wrinkled-faced companion before he yanked his rope to form a loop. It landed around him in a heap. He picked up an end and again tried to lasso the post. The rope collapsed to the ground, stirring up dust. Matt stood there in disbelief. He could not believe he failed after numerous practices. The tent swayed. He gulped. 
 
   Mr. Wilson jerked his head in his direction then stared at the preacher before he rushed over to him. “Having problems?”
 
    Matt swallowed his pride. “I can’t fancy it but I’m having trouble.” The wind swirled and whistled around him. 
 
   Within minutes, the other man had it wrapped around the posts and tightened to the stakes. 
 
   “How’d you do that?”
 
   “Practice and experience, my man.” He gazed up at the sky. “It sure does look like rain. What you going to do if it pours?”
 
   His jaw clenched. “I hadn’t thought about it.”
 
   Mr. Wilson shook his head. “Well, no one will come if it’s thundering and lightning.”
 
    “A little rain never hurt anyone.”
 
   “True. But if it really comes down like it looks it will, the roads will become muddy and buggies will get stuck.”
 
   Matt glanced up at the black heavens once more. God had a way of teaching him a lot here. At home, the climate did not change from one extreme to another at the twirling of a weathervane. His jaw clenched. He could not let people get stranded. Thunder roared. He had no choice. Releasing a long breath, he turned to the businessman. “We’d better call it off for tonight.” 
 
   “You got somewhere to stay?”
 
   “Yup, a family has offered me their home. It’s close by.” 
 
   “See you tomorrow,” he yelled while he hurried toward his wagon.
 
   With a sigh, he mounted his horse. This weather showed him more than ever he needed to take that purdy lady home with him as his wife. She just can’t stay in this God forsaken land. Sorry Lord, I didn’t mean it that way, but she needs to be where life is calmer and easier. He smiled, knowing he would be seeing her next week. 
 
   ***
 
   Abigail plunked the piano keys and smiled up at her governess. “Did I hit the right notes?”
 
   Miss Preston stood behind her. “Yes, you did a grand job.”
 
   “Grand?” she squealed, clapping her small hands together. 
 
   Her teacher glanced at her. “You’re learning. Now, let’s go through those scales again.”
 
   “Must I?” 
 
   “Anything done well includes practice, practice, practice.”
 
   The governess turned the page to the scales. “Start with the C scale and go from there.” 
 
   Abigail moved her fingers over the slick ivory keys. She did not want her teacher to know it, but she enjoyed doing this ladylike activity and did not mind being still to do something fun. Finishing the scales, she turned to her. “Would you play something? You make the songs sound so pretty.” She sighed. “I can’t do that.”
 
   “You will one day. What tune would you like?” 
 
   Abigail rapped her fingers on the piano then flipped the music to the Negro spiritual, “When Israel was in Egypt’s Land.” 
 
   “Please! I love this song. Would you play and sing it for me?” Abigail asked.
 
   “Are you sure you want to hear my voice?”
 
   “Oh Miss Preston, it’s beautiful. I wish I could sing like you.” 
 
   “Abigail, once you learn the piano a little more, I’ll give you voice lessons.”
 
   “Lessons to sing?” 
 
   She chuckled. “Voice lessons, yes. That’s where you learn to sing from your diaphragm.” 
 
   “Dia what?” 
 
   “Diaphragm. It’s air coming from your stomach area.” 
 
   “Oh, teach me.”
 
   “Once you learn the piano better.” 
 
   Scooting from the piano stool, Abigail stood up, her braided pigtails bouncing. “I’ll sit over here and listen.” She plopped down in the soft-cushioned chair and said, “Miss Preston, why is it called spiritual music? Aren’t all hymns spiritual?”
 
   Miss Preston smiled. “You’re right. But this tune came from the Negroes who planted and picked the tobacco. Hard work for sure. Their songs were expressions of faith and helped them cope,” she said, her voice almost a whisper. She shook her head. “Well, let’s get to playing that hymn. Your father will be home soon, and you know how he doesn’t like to wait.”
 
   Giggling, the child pressed her small hands on the chair’s arms. “Papa wants to walk with you. That’s all.”
 
   The governess rested her fingers on the keys and strummed the notes. Her rich voice echoed around the parlor, ending the piece with the last refrain, “Tell old Pharaoh, Let my people go.”  
 
   Abigail rustled in her seat and raised her head to the approaching figure. 
 
   “Charming,” said the masculine voice. 
 
   Abigail smiled.
 
   Miss Preston turned her gaze from the music to Papa. “Why thank you, Mr. Boyer.” 
 
   “You’re welcome.”
 
   Abigail jumped down. “Papa! Miss Preston is going to teach me how to sing from the diaframe.” 
 
   Her teacher snickered. “It’s diaphragm.”
 
   Rocking, Abigail raised her head to her pa. “Don’t matter what’s it called. Miss Preston is going to teach me how to sing like an angel.”
 
   “You an angel?” Her father winked. 
 
   “Oh Papa, I ain’t always bad.” She hung her head low before the corners of her lips curved up into a smile. “You made a joke.” She laughed and spun on her heels before she darted out of the room. 
 
   ***
 
   “You ready?” Alex asked as he leaned forward and gazed into his governess’ dancing eyes. 
 
   “Sure.” She twitched in her chair on the wraparound porch and stood up, nearly bumping into him. Laughing, she stood in front of him. “Did you still want to show me your bank?”
 
   “Yes, you might as well see where I spend most of my time. It’s nothing spectacular, but it provides an income and helps those needing loans and a place to keep their money.”
 
   “I suppose it does. Pa did the finances so I’ve never been inside a bank. To be honest, I’m looking forward to it.”  
 
   He chuckled. “Don’t get your hopes up. The building is small and is saddled between Mike’s Barber Shop and the Lincoln Street Restaurant.” He led her down the porch stairs. 
 
   “How’d you get started?” she asked, gazing up at him as she strolled beside him. Her thin pink lips glistened up at him. 
 
   He straightened to stop his urge to wrap his arms around her and caress those luscious lips. Taking a long breath, he said, “I knew the former owner and became his apprentice. He took me under his wing. I’m grateful he gave me a chance.”
 
   “How’d you know him?”
 
   “Lincoln was a real small place then, and ever since I was a boy, I loved arithmetic. It came naturally. He saw me with my slate adding up figures outside his building one day and offered me an apprentice job.” He glimpsed at the business district in front of them. “I’ve been working here ever since. He and his wife had no children so when he couldn’t do the math anymore he offered me the opportunity to purchase it.”
 
   “And, who taught you the figuring?”
 
   “Ma. She also taught me to read and write.”
 
   Opal laughed. “That’s good.” They approached the brick-and-mortar building with its wooden shingle, “Boyer Bank,” above the door. 
 
   He slipped in his key, turned the lock and swung the door open for her. She strode inside and he followed, the uneven planks creaking underneath their feet. A couple of chairs sat under one of the two-wide windows accented with tan curtains which stopped a few feet from the window sills. Deposit sheets and a pen lay on a table in the room’s middle. “It’s not much, I know. But around here, it’s pretty decent,” he said, studying her reaction.
 
   “I don’t know what to say. It’s - It’s good,” she hesitated as she stared in front of her, “to see your hard work paying off.”
 
   Alex examined her demeanor, worried she would not think the surroundings would muster up to what she was accustomed to having. He stepped toward the counter and pointed to it. “Here’s where my clerk takes care of the customers.” Strolling around it, he passed the outer-room fireplace and stepped toward his office. He opened the door for her. She strode inside. He stood beside her. “Well, this is where I spend most of my time.”
 
   Opal scanned the room from the window to the potbelly stove which sat at the right side of the office to the desk full of books and papers. Her brow wrinkled. “You have to go through all those?” 
 
    “Not daily. Some are from years ago which I might need to refer to at a later date.”
 
   “I hope I’m not being presumptuous, but why don’t you put those older books on a separate table? In this way, you’d have more room to work, and people would be able to see you.”
 
   He laughed. “What a great idea. I never thought of that.”
 
   “Because women like to organize things, and men just want to get their work done.” She looked up at him and grinned.
 
   For the first time, he realized what a smart woman he brought here. Not just in her intellect, but she also was levelheaded and charming. What a combination! A surge of warmth filled him. “Have a seat, if you don’t mind. I forgot to open my mail.”
 
   “Go ahead.” She settled in a seat in front of his desk.
 
   He picked up a letter opener, slit the envelopes open, glimpsing at each one before he stopped at the last one. He examined the return address then opened it and read the letter. His jaw clenched. Raising his head to Opal, he said in a low voice, “Reverend Stone should arrive tomorrow.” 
 
   Her face blushed and she wiggled in her seat. “Oh, that’s wonderful.” 
 
   His stomach twisted in resentment. He could not understand his reaction. Stuffing the letter back in its envelope, he returned it to his desk and glanced up at her. “We’d better get going.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   Opal slipped on her evening gown then strode to the dressing table to brush her long curls to the back of her neck. From the attention her employer gave her and the excitement of seeing Reverend Stone, Opal’s emotions were high. Looking into the small mirror, she smiled at her glowing reflection. She really felt pretty.
 
   Alex and she decided to forgo their walk so as not to miss the arrival of his guest. The minister’s handsome face flashed in front of her. He sure has a wonderful way about him. When she saw him, it reminded her of home. She sighed, rushed out the door and toward the stairs. Her employer met her in the middle of the upstairs corridor.
 
   “Are you excited?” 
 
   “Oh yes. It’s good to see the minister again.”
 
   He gazed down at her as his face muscles tightened. 
 
   She rocked back and forth a moment. “Aren’t you glad?”
 
   He gulped. “Spreading the Word. I’m always behind that effort.”
 
   “But he’s such a nice man, don’t you think?” she asked in exasperation, not quite understanding his attitude. Her brow furrowed.
 
   “Uh-huh.” 
 
   Unsure about what else to say, Opal took a step toward the staircase. 
 
   He followed. As they reached the last step, Alex scooted around her to stand in front of her. Stretching out his arm, he escorted her into the entryway.
 
   She grasped his arm, heart racing. Her gaze met his. As she stood there, someone knocked. 
 
   Alex shifted his gaze from hers then led her to the door and opened it. 
 
   Reverend Stone smiled. “It’s good to see you again.”
 
   Her employer shook his hand. “Same here. Come in. You remember, Miss Preston?” 
 
   The minister stepped over the threshold and grinned at Opal. “I’m glad to see you. I’m looking forward to working together with you. I couldn’t ask for a purdier person to partner with.” 
 
   Her cheeks grew warm. She giggled and gazed up at his handsome face. “Why thank you, Reverend Stone. I look forward to it, too.” Her employer gave her a surly expression before he returned his gaze to the minister. Alex doesn’t seem himself when the preacher is around.  
 
   Shaken, she took a deep breath to calm herself. 
 
   ***
 
   While the early-morning sun warmed her shoulders, Opal sat next to Reverend Stone at the dining-room table. He sorted through some biblical materials and personal notes. “What’s your sermon going to be for the opening service?”
 
   He glanced over at her. “‘Sinners Falling in the Hands of an Angry God.’ I start with a normal voice and end with loud emphasis on the need to come to God. I have someone play the tune, ‘Rock of Ages,’ as people come forward. Why, you could play that.”
 
   She smiled. His presence gave her peace. “I don’t know how I can since I’ll be teaching Sunday School while you’re preaching.” 
 
   “After the opening prayer, I dismiss the children for Sunday School and have them return before the service ends to rejoin their parents.” 
 
   “How will I know when you’re going to release them?”
 
   “I’ll announce it.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   His gaze returned to the papers. “I thought the story of Moses would be appropriate to go along with my sermon.”
 
   She grimaced and shifted in her seat. Clearing her throat, she raised her head to him. “I - I think the story of Noah is a better fit,” she said while she clasped and unclasped her hands in her lap.
 
   He straightened his spine. His mouth twitched. The corners of his lips curved up into a nervous smile. “Why?”
 
   She closed her eyes for several seconds before opening them. “Man became wicked thus God sent a flood to punish them. But Noah stood faithful and God rewarded his steadfastness with a promise through His rainbow to never destroy the earth and its creatures again by water. ”
 
   His brow furrowed. “But how does this connect with my message?”
 
   “Because we can be consumed by our sinful natures as the people were during Noah’s time.”
 
   “Then we’ll go with that,” he responded with uncertainty in his tone. He studied her and gazed back at the papers. “Now, let’s plan the rest of the week.”
 
   She forced a smile. Although he agreed with her idea, he did it with misgivings. Men. Are they always this mystifying? 
 
    ***
 
   Matt climbed into the wagon Mr. Boyer lent him. The tent, the iron stakes and rope sat in the rear. He looked up at the white-puffy clouds as he cracked the whip. The horses responded with swift speed, kicking up the dry dirt. He swallowed the dust and coughed. He looked forward to leaving this place and returning to the creeks and green grasses of his homeland. Opal deserved that, too, even though she was a little flighty in thought. Shaking his head, he did not see the correlation between his sermons and her Sunday School stories but accepted her preposterous ideas. She still made a good mate - a purdy lady with a strong Christian faith. He smiled.
 
   Mr. Boyer lined up everything to make this revival a success, from a borrowed piano to a crew to assist him in erecting the tent. Matt had practiced his lassoing and thought he improved, but was it enough to secure the tent? He willed these thoughts away and refocused on the desolate terrain in front of him. 
 
   Matt glanced to his right and saw antlers peeking through a cluster of trees. He gulped and slowed the steeds. The buck jutted back behind the vegetation. After a moment, he flapped the reins and the horses returned to their brisk walk. Several minutes later the town came into view. He steered the animals into an empty field, located by the train station. Mr. Boyer had suggested this area since this was where loved ones gathered to see people off or greet them when they arrived.
 
   He pulled the wagon into the area. Mr. Boyer and several men rushed toward him. Jumping down, the minister tipped his hat. “Thanks for your help.” 
 
   “Glad to,” Mr. Boyer answered as the men stood behind him. They pulled the tent from the wagon to set it up. 
 
   Matt assisted them. Each man agreed to anchor a side. Looking up at his post and taking a deep breath to keep himself calm, he jerked his rope to form a loop. A tiny circle formed, not large enough to lasso the top of the post. His stomach churning, he flapped the rope again. It landed in a heap beside him. Frustrated, his face warmed. Footsteps approached. 
 
   “I see you’re having problems. Let me do it,” Mr. Boyer said, grinning at him. 
 
   He nodded and observed the banker and his ease in lassoing the post. Most things he put his mind to, he could achieve. But this, he could not muster. Oh, he would not give up; however, right now the effort had defeated him. Humbled, he turned to Mr. Boyer. “Thank you. I don’t know why I’m having so much trouble.”
 
   “Because you’re not from these parts. If you don’t learn to manage a rope around here when you’re a tyke, you’ll never make it. Don’t worry. You’ll eventually learn it.” 
 
   “You got time to show me?” 
 
   “We’ll work on it while you’re staying with us.”
 
   “Much appreciated.” 
 
   Mr. Boyer pointed to the wooden-folding chairs. “They’re on loan from the opera house. They don’t have a performance until summer.” 
 
   “Good. God has a way of putting everything together like me meeting a fellow Virginian. She’d make a great wife, don’t you think?” 
 
   “Yup, anyone would be proud to have her.” His face turned ashen as he shifted his gaze to the stacked chairs.
 
   Matt joined in setting up the chairs for tomorrow’s revival. He smiled, confident the Lord’s hand was in his meeting Miss Preston. 
 
   ***
 
   Alex returned to his office. Several customers gathered inside the outer area, chattering among themselves. He stepped behind the counter to assist his clerk. He sniffed the odor of manure and looked at the man in front of him.
 
   “Do you know the minister?” the farmer asked as he presented his deposit slip to him.
 
   Alex nodded and smiled. 
 
   “What do you think? Is he going to be one of those fire and brimstone preachers?”
 
   “I really don’t know. I haven’t heard him, but I’m sure he’ll be a good messenger of God’s Word.” 
 
   “My wife is excited about it. She’s never attended a revival and plans to bring the boys.”
 
   “My governess is doing the Sunday School. The children will learn a lot.” He grasped the deposit and studied it. ”How do you want your cash?”
 
   “Five ones would be fine.”
 
   Alex grabbed a wad of bills and counted them out. 
 
   “Heard a lot about that pretty lady from the South. She’s kind of out of place here with those fancy clothes of hers.” The farmer grasped the money and put it in his flannel-shirt pocket.
 
   Alex’s jaw clenched. “She’s adapting and – and...”
 
   “I see. Moonstruck is what I say.” 
 
   Alex stared at him and gave a short laugh, not believing he could encounter another customer with the same idea. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. She’s my governess, that’s all.”
 
   “Sure and I’m a businessman like you.” He chuckled and spun around to step to the door. 
 
   With no more customers in sight, Alex headed for his office. His head ached with this talk about him being moonstruck. Sure, he liked the woman and enjoyed their walks, but there was nothing more to it. Shaking his head, he examined his inner feelings. Or could there be?
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   Opal inched around the geese and the droppings they excreted to step toward the back of the house. For some reason, she wanted to look at the garden. She had weeded it and tended to it. I believe Beatrice would be proud. Seeing its beauty gave her a sense of contentment like returning home to the dogwoods and the charm of her homeland. The breeze whipped up the hem of her skirt. 
 
   Doing the revival together, gave the reverend and Opal time to get to know each other. She believed the reverend would ask for her hand before the revival ended in three weeks. It would be difficult not to say yes. Although with each day’s passing, she became more accustomed to this new land and her employer. Alex still baffled her at times, but she liked him. His love ran deep exhibited by his past devotion to his wife and his current care of his children.  On one hand, she would hate to leave. But on the other hand, she yearned for the familiar. 
 
   She bent over the blooming white and pink roses and inhaled their sweet fragrance. Oh, such ecstasy. Thinking of the daily bouquets Alex had the butler set on her dressing table, she smiled. What a nice touch. She remembered Ada’s comment about whether she could fall in love with Alex. Even today, the thought made her laugh. A good man for sure ... but love? 
 
   “I wondered where you were,” said a masculine voice.
 
   Straightening up, Opal faced her employer. “You’re home early.”
 
   “I am. Everyone is so excited about tonight’s revival that we closed up early.”
 
   Puzzled, her eyes met his. “That’s unusual for you.”
 
   “Yes, everything hasn’t been quite right since the reverend has been holding these camp meetings. But that’s a good thing.” He smiled.
 
   “He’s brought many to the Lord. It’s a pleasure to be of service to him.” Taking a deep breath, she steadied her nerves. His closeness brought her anxiety. 
 
   “What’s tonight’s sermon?” 
 
   “‘A Man without Christ.’ It’ll be another of his stirring messages. I - I heard him practicing it.” 
 
   “And what story are you teaching?”
 
   “The Prodigal Son.” She shivered at the cool air. 
 
   “Do you want to go inside?”
 
   “No, let’s walk awhile?”
 
   He laughed. “Of course,” then offered his arm. 
 
   She accepted, his muscular grip firm and steadfast.
 
    “‘The Prodigal Son’ is a wonderful story, Opal. It fits with his sermon.”
 
   A tinge of warmth surged through her. She raised her head and gazed into his eyes. “Why thank you. Reverend Stone questioned my choice but relented in the end.”
 
   “Why?” 
 
   “He couldn’t see the parallels.” 
 
   “Really? It’s not hard to see the connection.” 
 
   She looked up at him, a lock of his wavy hair settling around his brow. 
 
   “Why yes. The story symbolizes the sinner, how a person can be forgiven and reborn in Christ.”
 
    Smiling, she said, “Thank you. I’m glad you understood my reasoning.” 
 
   ***
 
   Opal stood inside the informal parlor. The humid air filtered through the cracked-open windows. She slipped her hand into her pocket to grab her lace handkerchief to blow her nose. The change in weather gave her a cold. Her cheeks burned, but she would not tell Alex or the preacher how ill she felt. 
 
   She set up her blackboard and put the children’s slates on their chairs in front of her. Abigail and Theodore would be down in a few minutes. Thunder rumbled. She went to the windows and pulled back the curtains. A bolt of lightning flashed. Raindrops splashed against the window. She let go of the curtains and shook her head. With the storm, there would not be a revival tonight. A shame, of course, because each service brought people to Christ. 
 
   Teddy marched into the room and sat in his seat. 
 
   She strode over to him. “Let’s see your shoes, Theodore.”
 
   “Aw, Miss Preston, they ain’t important.”
 
   “What happened to the boy who said ain’t?”
 
   “He fell in a pail of red paint, but we don’t have no red paint.” He smirked.
 
   “True, but the saying is to remind you to not say that word.” She let out an exasperated sigh. “Now, I don’t want to hear that word again, and you tie those shoes.” 
 
   Theodore shrugged and bent over to cross his laces. 
 
   “You’re late, Abigail.” 
 
   The little girl inched into the room and settled in her seat. Her round face peeked up at her teacher. “I’m sorry, Miss Preston, I forgot the time.”
 
   Opal shook her head. “Time is fleeting moments in which each minute wasted can never be redone.”
 
   “Oh, Miss Preston, that’s said mighty pretty,” she peeped, clapping her hands.
 
   Opal’s heart warmed at the child’s appreciation of her ability to make statements in a poetic manner. Her lips trembled. 
 
   Abigail’s tender eyes bored into her teacher’s. “Miss Preston, you don’t look so good.”
 
   Opal shivered. “Just a little cold. I’m fine.”
 
   Teddy gazed up at his governess with a worried expression then glanced at his sister. 
 
   Opal coughed and covered her mouth with her handkerchief. “It’s chilly in here.” Her eyes watered. Thumping a long stick on the floor to get the pupils’ attention, she led them in the “Lord’s Prayer:” ‘Our Father, which art in heaven...’” Studying her lesson notes a moment, she thought about the children. She did not think it possible, but she would even miss their unruliness if the minister proposed.  “Today, I’m going to start with the reading of ‘The Ugly Duckling.’ It’s a story which shows you what seems ugly can be beautiful. Open your books to page 278 and follow along with me. I will call upon you, Theodore, to read different sections. Abigail, as I read, you see what words you recognize.” 
 
   “Miss Preston, must I?” asked Teddy in disgust. 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Coughing, she put the cloth to her mouth. “The country was very beautiful, for it was summer. The wheat was yellow, the oats were green, and the hay was stacked in the meadows...” She blinked before dabbing the cloth over her eyes. “The great egg broke at last. ‘Tchick, tchick!’ said the little one, as it tumbled out of the shell. Oh, how ugly it was...” She swayed. 
 
   “Miss Preston!”  He darted toward her.
 
   She collapsed onto the area rug.
 
   ***
 
   Theodore gulped and ran into the kitchen to get the butler. “Miss Preston is on the floor. She fell.” 
 
   Mr. Crowley grimaced and hurried into the informal parlor. She lay on the floor, eyes open. He leaned over her. “Miss Preston, do you hear me?”
 
    She did not answer.
 
   “Don’t leave me. I love you,” Abigail cried, standing on her other side. Tears streaked down her face like the rain outside pattering upon the windows. 
 
   Theodore raced to his sister’s side and held her hand. “She’s just sick, Abigail.” 
 
   The butler rushed to the kitchen and returned with a wet cloth. 
 
   Miss Preston groaned, which caused Abigail to shriek.
 
   “Don’t worry. She’s going to be alright,” Theodore whispered as he squeezed his sister’s hand tight. 
 
   Mr. Crowley dabbed the cloth over her forehead. 
 
   Opal blinked. She stared at him and scanned the room. Her brow furrowed. “I’m on the floor?”
 
   “Yes, miss.” 
 
   “How’d I get here?”
 
   “You fell.”
 
   Theodore released his sister’s hand and maneuvered closer to his governess. 
 
   Face white, Miss Preston glanced at Theodore. “I hope I didn’t scare you.”
 
   “No - No.” 
 
   “Do you think you could stand?” asked the butler. She nodded so he stretched out his arm. 
 
   She grasped his hand and stood on her feet, wobbling a moment before regaining her footing. “I’m fine.”
 
   “I’ll get the preacher to assist you up the stairs,” he said, ushering her into a nearby chair.
 
   “I’m sorry I’ve been mean to you.” Theodore looked out the windows. “This darn rain doesn’t help,” he choked, stifling back his tears.  
 
   ***
 
   When Matt entered the room, he grasped Miss Preston’s hand, her small fingers embracing his. What a delicate creature. His heart swelled. 
 
   She stood up and rested her head on his shoulder. 
 
   He wrapped his arm around her tiny waist. A warmth pulsated throughout his body. He helped her amble up the staircase. Standing at the top of the upstairs hallway, he took a long breath and adjusted his hand to get a better grip. “How you doing?” he asked in a low voice.
 
   “Fine,” Miss Preston groaned. 
 
   He led her to the bedroom. The butler followed. The two helped her into bed. Matt stood above her as she settled on the covering.
 
   She closed her eyes. “I just need some sleep and I’ll be fine.” 
 
   Matt took his gaze from her to the windows. The raindrops beat against the window panes. Another bolt of lightning flickered. 
 
   Miss Preston shuddered.
 
    With the cool air circulating around them, he hurried toward the windows and banged them shut. He stepped toward Mr. Crowley and asked, “What do you suggest?”
 
   “Mrs. Graham, our neighbor, is good with these type of things.”
 
   “Go get her after I pray with Miss Preston.”
 
   The butler nodded.
 
   “Mrs. Graham is coming over. I hear she’s good with sicknesses. Once you get better, you can leave this place and come with me as my wife to a warmer climate,” he said in a low voice. He reached for her hand. 
 
   Her bone-chilled fingers clasped his. She glanced up at him and blinked. 
 
   “Let’s pray.” He bowed his head. “Dear Lord, we lift up Miss Preston into your care. We ask for her to return to full health soon. Amen.” 
 
   “I - I’m not going to die, am I?” she moaned.
 
   He patted her hand. “God is our healer.”
 
   Opal searched the room. Her gaze met the butler’s. 
 
   “You’re going to be fine,” Mr. Crowley replied. 
 
   She gave a halfhearted smile and shut her eyes.
 
   Matt said a silent prayer, pleading for her healing. 
 
   “I’ll get Mrs. Graham,” the butler whispered.
 
   Matt nodded as the butler rushed out of the room. This incident made Matt more determined than ever to ask for her hand in marriage.  
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   “Miss Preston, I brought you some flowers. I picked them from our garden,” Abigail peeped, tears running down her cheeks as she and her brother stood at the foot of their teacher’s bed.
 
   “Thank you, Abigail. But you shouldn’t be in here. You might get sick,” Miss Preston moaned, grasping the flowers from the child’s tiny fingers.
 
   Abigail sighed. “I wanted to cheer you up.”
 
   “You did, my child, you did. Put them in the vase over there on the dressing table,” she said, gesturing to the table beneath the windows. Miss Preston squeezed the child’s hand a moment. She closed her eyes. 
 
   Theodore cleared his throat. “You get better. I promise I’ll be good.”
 
   “I know you’ll do your best. Boys will be boys,” she wheezed.  
 
   Abigail and Theodore turned their heads to the footsteps approaching. 
 
   “Scoot! Scoot! You hear me,” Mrs. Graham said while she entered the room carrying a teacup. 
 
   “We just wanted to see her,” Abigail squeaked. “I - I gave her some flowers.” 
 
   Mrs. Graham smiled. “That’s nice. I know you didn’t mean no harm, but you want her to get well, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, madam,” muttered Abigail, her eyes downcast.
 
   “Then let me take care of her.”
 
    “She’s going to get better, ain’t, I mean isn’t she?” whispered Theodore.
 
   “Miss Preston will be as right as rain. Now, vamoose you two!”
 
   Abigail shifted her foot from one to the other then looked up at their neighbor before she obeyed, her brother behind her. 
 
   ***
 
   Bonnie stood in front of Opal. “You’ve caused a lot of stir, Miss Preston, but don’t you worry. I’ll get you well. Can you sit up so I can undress you?” Bonnie set the china down on the small table beside Opal’s bed.
 
   “I think I can.” She wiggled upward. 
 
   Bonnie unbuttoned Opal’s shirt and slipped it off of her then loosened her corset. Picking up the hot liquid, she presented it to Opal. “Tea is good for what ails you. Swallow it a little at a time.” 
 
   Her hands trembled as she grasped the cup. 
 
   “Get down what you can,” Bonnie urged.
 
   Opal took a couple of sips and gave the cup back to her.
 
   “That’s good. I’ll keep it here,” she said, pointing to the table, “so you can take more when you’re up to it.” 
 
   “I’m such a burden,” coughed Opal, her gaze meeting her friend’s. 
 
   “You’re no such thing. Get under those covers, young lady. I’m going to make something that’s going to knock this thing right out of you.”
 
   “Oh Bonnie, I hope so. I haven’t been this sick in a long time.”
 
   “It’s this weather. It changes on a dime and takes a strong person to withstand it.”
 
   “Perhaps this land’s too much for me.” 
 
   “We’ll see,” Bonnie responded while she grasped the corners of the coverings to pull over Opal’s shoulders. 
 
   “Thanks for everything,” Opal moaned after she snuggled underneath the covers and shut her eyes. 
 
   For several minutes, Bonnie stood there to make sure her friend rested comfortably. Bonnie’s concoction would fix her right up. She crept out of the room. Descending the stairs, she strode to the entryway and hurried toward the dining room. Someone called her. Turning her head to the voice, her gaze met Mr. Boyer’s. 
 
   “Is she going to be alright?” he muttered, his face grim, hands resting in his lap.
 
   “Oh, don’t you worry about her. Just a bad cold, and this weather doesn’t help.” 
 
   “You sure?” he asked with skepticism.  
 
   “Yes. A delicate person, such as Opal, is more cotton to getting sick, but she’ll be fine. 
 
   “The preacher said she’d be better off back home where the weather is warmer and more predictable.” He cupped a hand under his chin. 
 
   “Now, Mr. Boyer, I’ve never seen you give up without a fight. If you care for her, you go and do battle.”
 
   “It’s what’s best for her that matters.” His voice broke. He stared at the floor a moment before he glimpsed up at his neighbor. 
 
   “You listen to me. If you’ve got feelings for her, you fight for her,” she said, placing her hands on her hips. 
 
   “I don’t know. The minister could give her all she desires - her homeland, her family and love.” 
 
   “Don’t make the decision for her,” she urged. “You got whiskey?”
 
   “I think we have some. Bea used it to make hot toddies.”
 
   She giggled. “That’s exactly what I plan to do.” She stepped into the kitchen and faced Mr. Crowley. “I’m going to need whiskey, honey and boiling water.” 
 
   “You’ve got it.” 
 
   After she heated up the brew, she poured the hot liquid into a cup and picked it up. With the steaming liquid in hand, she hurried to the dining room, passing Reverend Stone as she went. He turned to her and frowned.
 
   “Miss Preston, shouldn’t be drinking alcohol. It’s not proper.”
 
   “Proper my foot, if you don’t mind me saying so.” She examined his youthful face with those endearing dimples. She could see how Opal could be taken with him, but he needed to grow up and see life as it was not as he wished it to be. Taking a deep breath to tamper down her temper, she managed to squeak out a response. “Do you want her to get well?”
 
   “Of course,” he choked. 
 
   “Then don’t get in my way,” she retorted and headed for the stairs. 
 
   ***
 
   Opal groaned. Her eyes flickered at the approaching footsteps.
 
   Bonnie stepped into Opal’s room and stood in front of her. “Can you sit up again?”
 
   “Oh.” She shivered. Squirming, she pushed her body upward. 
 
   Setting the cup down, Bonnie adjusted Opal’s pillow. “How’s that?” 
 
   “Fine.” 
 
   Bonnie grasped and presented her the cup. “Now, you’ll have to drink this as fast as you can. I know it’s difficult, but this is what’s going to make you better.” 
 
   “Even as bad as I feel, this smells horrible. You sure this isn’t some snake oil?” she asked as she stared at the dark brown concoction. 
 
   “No, it’s just a hot toddy.” She hesitated a moment. “You never had one?”
 
   Opal shook her head then scrunched her nose as the strong-bitter liquid flowed down her throat. Gagging, she cupped her hand over her mouth a second to prevent herself from vomiting it up. Her stomach settled down, and she looked up at her neighbor. “It tastes as bad as it smells.”  
 
   “I know but it does the job. You’ll sleep soundly now and will feel better in the morning although I wouldn’t go out chopping any trees.” 
 
   Opal smiled and gave her the cup. 
 
   Taking it from her, Bonnie held the china in her palm. “I’m going to stay until you’re resting comfortably, and I’ll be back early in the morning.”
 
    “Thank you for seeing after me. I’m glad you live close by.”
 
    “Don’t think anything of it. You get some sleep.” 
 
    Opal yawned as she settled herself in the warm bed to the patter of raindrops splashing on her window panes. Her eyes closed.
 
   “I’m leaving,” whispered Bonnie and tapped her friend’s arm a minute, stepped toward the door, opened it and shut the door behind her.
 
   Within minutes, Opal fell asleep. Restless, she moaned at the visions appearing in her dream. She stared at the dogwood trees dancing toward her. Papa and Winifred and her brothers beckoned her to come over. Pointing to his knickers, her brother, Paul, grinned up at her. The minister stood in front of them. His hair fell around his forehead. Face beaming, he gazed down at her. His arms stretched out to her. A glowing light glimmered around him. It warmed her spirit.
 
   On her right side, a desolate land came into view. Beside it, a shadowy man approached. His big shoes left huge imprints on the soggy ground. His imposing frame and haunting eyes disquieted her. She whimpered. Standing next to him, two little figures called to her - their faces shining up at her.  
 
   She tossed, jerked then opened her eyes. Scanning the room, she glanced at the windows. A gleam of light filtered through the lace curtains. She pressed her fingers on her warm face. Her chest no longer rattled when she breathed. Her eyelids fluttered. Seconds later they closed and she drifted back to sleep. 
 
   ***
 
   Unable to get a good night’s sleep, Alex awoke early. He pushed the quilt from him and stood up.  Heart heavy, he stepped to the water basin. Pulling the mirror to him, he lathered up and grabbed the razor to shave. He looked at his somber reflection and washed his face and his upper body before putting on his clothes. His mind whirled with the reality that he loved her enough to let her go. A sharp pain pierced his side. Why, Lord, do I lose those I love? 
 
   He could not, though, go to work without peeking in on her. Wrong, of course, but is she alright? He could not concentrate on his business unless he knew. Stepping down the hallway, he stopped at her door and creaked it open as she touched her hand to her cheeks. Her eyes flickered. He gulped. She must not see him or a scandal could erupt. He stood still. A minute later, she shut her eyes and snored. Relieved that her condition had improved, he released a long breath. He closed the door with a soft click, strode down the hallway and descended the stairs. 
 
   The butler met him in the entryway, wearing a black-wool suit. “You’re up mighty early, sir.”
 
   “Yes, I didn’t sleep well last night.”
 
   “Understandable with Miss Preston in such a bad state. I didn’t sleep well myself.” He yawned and stretched his arms above his head, which hiked up his waistcoat before he pulled it down. “She’s become like family to us, if you don’t mind me saying so?”
 
   He gazed into Mr. Crowley’s red eyes. “I think we all feel that way.” His voice broke. “We’re going to miss her.”
 
   His mouth flew open. “Where’s she going?”
 
   “I think the minister will ask for her hand and take her back to Virginia.” 
 
   “Oh.” The butler grimaced. “He’s a nice fellow but sure wish she’d stay.” 
 
   Alex clasped his hands behind him. “Me too.”
 
   “Do you want the usual?” Mr. Crowley asked, his mouth twitching.
 
   “I’ll take a couple of fried eggs and bacon. And if there’s a leftover biscuit, I’ll have that. Let everyone else sleep awhile. It’s been a rough few hours.”
 
   The butler nodded.
 
   Alex settled in a dining-room chair and inhaled the smell of the bacon frying. Studying the grains in the wooden-mahogany table, he wondered if he could really sit by without a fight. He wanted to fight but he had to do what was best for her.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   After bouts of sleeplessness, Matt stirred. His eyes flew open. With a hopeful smile, he jumped out of bed and kneeled to pray. Lord, grant Miss Preston good health and a peaceful day. Amen. He shook his head to wake himself up. 
 
   Going to the water basin, he poured a small amount of liquid into the bowl. He dipped his brush into the soap dish, looked into the small mirror, shaved and washed his underarms and upper torso. Grabbing a nearby towel, he dried himself. After donning his black suit, he put on his minister collar. He believed Miss Preston’s sickness proved she needed to return with him to Virginia. 
 
   Excitement filled him on the hope that Miss Preston had recovered. He rushed down the hallway and stairs. The banker met him in the entryway. “How’s she doing?”
 
   “I think she’s fine, but we’ll have to wait until Mrs. Graham arrives.” Mr. Boyer rocked back and forth.
 
   “When is she to be here?”
 
   “She didn’t say for sure. I don’t think it’ll be long.” The grandfather clock chimed seven times. “I wish I could stay, but I have to open up the bank. Watch over her,” he added and spun to grab his frock coat from the coat stand. 
 
   Matt stood there several minutes after he left. He could not put his finger on it but believed something more than Miss Preston’s condition bothered his host. Shaking his head, he stepped toward the dining room and inhaled the smell of bacon frying and biscuits baking in the oven. 
 
   ***
 
   Bonnie inched into to her friend’s room, carrying a tray with a flower bouquet and a piece of toast floating in a tiny pool of warm milk. She placed the tray on a small table beside Opal.  
 
   The sleeping girl lay there before she tossed and turned then pushed the covers off her shoulders. 
 
   Bonnie reached and adjusted the quilt up to Opal’s neck. As she stood there, she studied her face, seeing that some of the pink had returned to her cheeks. She picked up the bouquet of roses and inhaled their sweet fragrance before she strode to the dressing table to arrange them in the vase. So, Mr. Alex Boyer, you cannot decide whether to fight for her, but yet each morning you remind this young lady of your love with these flowers. She stepped to the windows and pulled the curtains apart. The soft glow of the morning sun drifted into the room. The change in weather from the thunderstorm brought welcome comfort. 
 
   The bed frames creaked as Opal stirred. “Oh.” 
 
   Shifting her gaze to the bed, Bonnie hurried to her friend’s side and bent over her.
 
   “How you feeling?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’m a little woozy.” Her eyelids flickered. “Bonnie, remind me again what happened?” 
 
   “You became sick and collapsed to the floor while you were teaching the children.” 
 
   Puzzled, she said, “You gave me something. What was it?”
 
   “A hot toddy.” 
 
   “That’s right and it tasted horrible.” She scrunched her nose and gave her friend a diminutive smile. 
 
   “Can you sit up?”
 
   “You’re not going to give me another one of those drinks, are you?” she asked, wiggling her body upward. She gazed at her neighbor. 
 
   Bonnie smiled and leaned over her friend and pressed her fingers on her forehead. “You’re not hot. No fever. That’s good news.”
 
   “But I feel rotten.” 
 
   “You’ll get better as the day goes forward. Try some of this toast and warm milk.”
 
   “Must I?”
 
   “Yup. But take little-bitty bites.” 
 
   Angling the spoon, Opal swallowed a bite. Took another. Pausing a moment before eating more of the soggy toast, she said in a weak voice, “Sorry, I’m unable to finish.”
 
   “It’s alright. You got something down and that’s what is important.” She reached for the uneaten food and returned it to the tray. “I’ll leave it here in case you can eat more later. The main thing is you’re on the mend.”
 
   “Thank you for tending to me.” Opal hesitated a second, glanced to her left, returned her gaze to her neighbor and continued, “I had the oddest dream last night. The minister and Mr. Boyer were in it.” 
 
   “Is that right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “They must’ve been on your mind. I know they both love you.” 
 
    Mouth open wide, Opal looked at her friend. 
 
   Bonnie snickered. “Yes, Miss Preston, even Mr. Boyer. Now, you get some rest and I’ll be back later. The good thing is you’re better. Thanks to the Almighty.” 
 
   ***
 
   Opal took a long breath and stared at the sun rays dancing around her arms. She giggled, recalling Bonnie’s words that Alex loved her. She doubted that. Her eyes flickered. She yawned. That drink. What did Bonnie call it again? Oh, that’s right, hot toddy. She closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep. 
 
   Someone tapped her on the shoulder. “Opal, Miss Preston.”
 
   Opal forced her eyes open. “I’m where?”
 
   “In your bedroom.” 
 
   “That’s right.” 
 
   “I brought you some hot tea. And, if you’re up to it, we’ll get you cleaned up.”
 
   Opal wiggled herself upward. Blinking, she looked down at her skirt. Her face grew warm. “I never undressed, did I? Oh my, that’s not good.”
 
   Bonnie laughed. “Especially with your elegant-Southern dresses which always make you look your best.” She presented Opal the teacup and saucer. 
 
   “Thank you.” Grasping the china, Opal sipped the steaming liquid. “It tastes good.” She took a few more gulps. The black tea flowed down her throat, refreshing her. She handed the chinaware to her friend.
 
   After Bonnie set the half-empty cup on the tray, she pressed her hand on Opal’s forehead. “No fever, again. You’re whipping it.”
 
   She smiled. “I’m much better. How are Abigail, Theodore and Reverend Stone?”
 
   “They’re fine. You’re not going to ask about Mr. Boyer?”
 
   He can take care of himself. She gulped. “He’s a good and strong man.” 
 
   “He’s more than that. He’s in love with you.” 
 
   She really believes that. Opal shook her head. She knew he cared for her but loved her - she could not fathom the idea. 
 
   ***
 
   Dazzling in a peach shirtwaist, Opal, for the first time in two days, maneuvered her way to the staircase. She grasped the rail tight and navigated down the steps. Winded, she stood there a moment. Voices filtered into the entryway. Opal inhaled the smell of oatmeal, sausage and freshly baked bread and plodded toward the dining room. Her stomach could digest the oatmeal, but the rest would have to wait. She stepped forward, her footsteps reverberating on the wooden floor. She stopped and stood behind her seat.
 
   Her employer took his eyes off his plate. His deep-blue eyes met hers. He grinned, hurried toward her then pulled out her chair. She sat down. He pushed her chair toward the table.
 
    Abigail raised her head to her governess and clapped her hands and smiled.
 
   “You shouldn’t have gotten up,” Matt squawked, glancing up at Miss Preston from his middle seat.
 
    I’m the judge of that, not you. She bit her lip a moment before realizing he was only concerned about whether or not she was up to it.
 
   “Miss Preston. Miss Preston. You feeling better, my golly?” Theodore smiled, showing a missing front tooth. 
 
   “Yes. What happened to your tooth?” She stared at his scruffy face. 
 
   “It fell in the slop bucket.”
 
   She laughed. “You didn’t try to pick it up?”
 
   “Aw, Miss Preston, I don’t want it back and I might get dirty.”
 
   “Like your face is right now.”
 
   He blushed and wiped his mouth and cheeks with his napkin. He grasped his spoon and spun it on the table. “Um. Miss Preston.” 
 
   “Yes, Theodore?”
 
   “We ain’t, I mean aren’t, going to have lessons today?” The spoon quit spinning, clinked and fell down beside his plate. He grabbed the utensil and aimed it toward his bowl of oatmeal. 
 
   She gazed at her employer. “I would like to begin next week.” 
 
   “That’ll be fine,” Alex responded, his voice breaking, as he stared nonchalantly at his oatmeal.  
 
   “That’s the last week of the revival,” chimed in the reverend. He looked over at Miss Preston, his eyes twinkling. 
 
   Opal’s gaze met his. She smiled, believing he did love her. But Alex? That was preposterous or was it?  
 
   ***
 
   Matt clinked down his pen on the desk in the informal parlor. He examined his sermon, “Man Knows Not What Afflictions Shall Befall Him.” He grinned, thinking of how he got the idea from Miss Preston’s condition - one day healthy, the next not. He would deliver this tomorrow. Miss Preston would join him for the first time since her illness. Inside his pocket, he carried his grandmother’s gold wedding band to await the appropriate moment. Footsteps approached. He raised his head to the purdy lady. “Why, Miss Preston, you look stunning in that dark-blue dress.” He scanned her shirtwaist accented with flowers and brown-felt pockets. 
 
    “Why thank you,” she purred. She sat down at the piano. “I thought I’d play a little bit to limber up my fingers if it wouldn’t bother you.” 
 
   “Not at all and I look forward to you rejoining me. People have been asking when you’re going to return. They miss you and your ability to make a hymn come alive.” 
 
   Her face blushed. “Why thank you for the compliment, Reverend Stone.” 
 
   “Please feel free to call me Matt or reverend when it’s just the two of us. I - I feel quite close to you.” He stopped a moment, thinking of how beautiful she looked with her long curls resting on her shoulders. Taking a deep breath, he continued. “We’ve got so much in common. Both from Virginia. Both thrown into the Wild West. In other words, it seems like I’ve known you forever.” He gazed into her eyes. 
 
   Sighing, she opened a hymnal before she glanced up at him. “It is amazing, isn’t it? And call me Opal.” The afternoon sun drifted over her arms. 
 
   He grinned, pushed the chair away from the parlor’s desk then strolled toward her, so he could stand beside her. “Opal is a lovely name,” he whispered, his heart pounding. 
 
   “I was named after my grandmother - a woman who liked music and loved to sing. My mother told me about her. She died six years ago.” Tears welled up in the corner of her eyes. She shifted her attention from him to the hymnal and reached to turn the page. The book clanked on the floor.
 
   Matt leaned over and retrieved it. He inhaled her lilac perfume. He gulped and weighed his next move. Grasping her right hand, he stroked her palm. 
 
   She smiled.
 
    “I’ve - I’ve got something important to ask you. Now is not the right time with having to leave for the revival, but what about taking a stroll after breakfast tomorrow?” 
 
   “I would love that, Matt,” she cooed, her eyes dancing.
 
   He loosened his hand from hers and smiled. His heart swelled, anticipating tomorrow’s walk, and the day they soon would became one. 
 
   ***
 
   She studied the tall-lean man as he left. Smiling, she recalled the words she told her father before she boarded the train: she did not want to marry a namby-pamby, plantation owner. Well, she would not be doing that, but she would wed a Southerner. Tomorrow she would be betrothed. Her mind whirled. She would see the dogwood trees and her family again. Excitement pulsated through her veins. She flipped the hymnal to “Blessed Assurance.” Her hands glided over the keys while she played the first two verses. She wished to play and sing the last one but instead she quit as she remembered Abigail’s request to teach her to sing. If she left, she couldn’t keep that promise. 
 
   “Why’d you quit playing?” a voice yelled from the distance.
 
   “I have no idea,” she said, knowing her statement conflicted with the truth. Her thought about Abigail showed her that the family had grown on her. She shook her head. “Something foreboding came into my mind.”
 
   “Foreboding, hey?” he said, now standing next to her.  
 
   “Yes.” She clasped her hands tight together to prevent him from seeing them shake. 
 
   “Opal, are you alright?” He leaned over her. 
 
   “Oh, I’m fine. My thoughts got away from me.” His body close to hers, she inhaled his tonic oil, which made her heart race. I can’t breathe. Smothered. Smothered. She jumped up, crashing into him. 
 
   Alex grasped her hands. “Your hands are cold, my dear.”  
 
    Did he say, dear? She could not think.
 
   He tightened his grip. 
 
   Her body prickled at his touch. His lips brushed against her hair. She gulped, her heartbeat pounding inside her ears.
 
   He gazed into her eyes and leaned forward as if to kiss her before he released his hands from hers. 
 
   Taking several deep breaths, she stood there breathless and glanced up at his crimson countenance. Did his face reflect their encounter? Or, could it be true that he really loved her as Bonnie claimed?  
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex examined the beautiful woman who stood before him. He did not plan this moment but from it he learned the secret which dwelt in his soul. No longer could he deny it. Indeed, his friends pegged it right. Moonstruck. He wondered if she thought his actions inappropriate or whether his face showed signs of his love. Alex could not let her know of his desire. He gasped at the thought, realizing he needed to do what was best for her, not what he wanted. Forcing himself to look away from her, he shifted his attention to the piano before he returned his gaze to hers. 
 
    Face flushed, Opal muttered, “Alex, I didn’t mean, to ...” She scoured his countenance. Shaking, she took a step backwards. She clutched her hands together in front of her and cleared her throat. “Alex, the minister has asked me to take a stroll with him after breakfast tomorrow to-to discuss a matter.” 
 
   He gulped. “It’s your decision. You’re like family. I hope you know that.” His voice broke. He forced himself to stay calm. 
 
   “I - I see.” Opal sighed, face ashen, then she turned her gaze toward the dining room to the clamor of dishes. The smell of fried chicken drifted into the parlor.  Abigail sprung into the room.
 
   “Miss Preston, you feeling well? You look kind of funny.” Her hair bounced as she peeped up at her governess.
 
    “I’m not sick, Abigail.” Opal smiled and glanced up at her employer. “Your pa and I’ve been talking, that’s all,” she said, her voice near a hush. 
 
   Alex turned to his daughter. “Miss Preston is right.”
 
   “Oh.” She shrugged, spun around and darted from the room.
 
   Opal glimpsed up at her employer a moment before she trod toward the dining room. 
 
   He watched her leave. Why did he always lose the people he cared about? To soothe his pain, he reminded himself of the Bible verse: “Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.” Well, he would not be dying for her, but he would sacrifice his love so she could have a brighter future. He took a deep breath and lumbered forward. 
 
   *** 
 
   Opal tossed and turned in her bed. Disgusted that she could not sleep, she got up and slipped on her wrapper over her petticoats and crinoline covers. She needed some warm milk to help her sleep. After she opened her bedroom door, she snuck down the upstairs hallway, descended the stairs and stepped into the kitchen. Opening the door to the icebox, she grabbed a container of milk and poured a small portion into a pan to warm up on the stove. Her eyes got misty. She had yearned for the preacher to ask her to marry him, but now - knowing she loved Alex - she did not want it. Instead, she remembered Alex’s lips nestling against her hair locks. 
 
   She pulled out a handkerchief tucked underneath her left, long-sleeved cuff. As she dabbed her eyes with the lace cloth, the memory of Alex’s muscular frame flitted through her mind. Ada’s words came back to her. “Do you think you might get to know him well enough to fall in love with him?” Well, Ada, I think I have.  
 
   The milk bubbled. She took it off the stove and poured the contents into a small teacup. She stepped to the dining room, sat down and sipped the warm liquid. The milk flowed down her throat. Setting the teacup down, she stared at it with its purple, blue and red flowers. She sighed. He did not love her or he would have expressed it after she hinted at the minister’s probable proposal. She wiped the teardrops trickling down her cheeks with her handkerchief. All she could think about since she arrived was returning to Virginia, but now she wished to stay. She strode to the cracked-open window. The moon glowed in the black sky. A romantic evening under normal circumstances with a special fellow at a woman’s side. She moaned. 
 
   “Miss Preston,” muttered a male voice. 
 
   She spun around and faced the butler. “Oh, Mr. Crowley. Did I make too much noise?”
 
   “No. I couldn’t sleep and often come here in the wee hours to make a little tea. It helps me. You?”
 
   She gave a soft laugh. “I couldn’t sleep either.”
 
   He stood opposite her. “Your eyes are red. I don’t want to pry, but it looks like you’ve been crying.” 
 
   “I guess I have been.” She sighed.
 
   His wrinkled hands stroked his chin. “Must be a big problem. God will lead you down the right path.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Crowley, that’s comforting.” He’s a nice man. She stifled her tears and said, “I can’t believe I’m saying this but I will miss you-all.”
 
   He gulped. His sad eyes pierced hers. “Same here. You’re like family.” He stared out the window and looked up at the clouds. The humid air circulated around them. “Looks like rain.”
 
   “How can you tell?”
 
   “Just know. You learn those things when you live around here. Would you like me to take your cup?”
 
   “Please.” 
 
   He grabbed her teacup and strolled toward the kitchen.
 
   Puzzled, she stepped to the window and glanced up at the sky, seeing nothing but the full moon and some gray clouds. She turned around and scanned the dining room. It would be one of the last times she would see it with its mahogany table, chairs and china hutch. With a heavy heart, she left the room and ambled her way through the entryway, up the stairs and into her bedroom. Pulling off her wrapper, she snuggled underneath the covers and soon closed her eyes. 
 
   “Miss Preston,” a voice shouted from the hallway. 
 
   She stirred. Her eyes flew open. It took a minute for her to brush away the cobwebs gathered inside her brain. “Yes?”
 
   “Breakfast is waiting. Did you oversleep?” Alex asked.
 
   “I’m afraid I did. I’ll be down as soon as I get dressed.”
 
   “It’s alright, Opal. Come down when you’re ready.” 
 
   “Give my apologies to Reverend Stone.” 
 
   “Will do.” He clomped down the hallway. 
 
   She smiled, recalling the first time she arrived and she overslept. At least, this time he was understanding. Tears welled up in the corner of her eyes. Oh Matt, I will learn to love you but ... Her heart ached. The teardrops flowed down her cheeks. Her hand trembled as she wiped the tears with her fingertips. 
 
   ***
 
   After settling himself in a middle dining-room seat, Matt searched for Opal. He took a bite of his biscuit. Where is she? He tapped his feet.
 
   “Are you looking for Miss Preston?” asked Mr. Boyer who sat at the head of the table.
 
   Matt gulped. “Why yes.” 
 
   “She overslept and will be down soon.”
 
   His brow furrowed. He could not comprehend how she could have overslept. He, though, dismissed her lateness, knowing by the end of the week he would wrap his arms around her and kiss those inviting lips. God has provided the perfect woman for me - a Virginian and an asset to my ministry. Swallowing a bite of sausage, he turned to the children. “Theodore, how do you like the revival?”
 
   The boy twirled his fork in between his fingers. Readjusting his utensil in his grasp, he dug into his egg. The yoke splashed up in his face. He rubbed the yellow off with his sleeve. 
 
   Miss Preston entered the room and stood behind her chair. “Well, Theodore, you don’t wipe your face with your sleeve.”
 
   “Aw, Miss Preston. Johnny and George do it,” he replied.
 
   “That doesn’t make it right.” She gestured to Alex to seat her. “You need to have manners, and your sleeve is not a napkin.” She nodded to Alex. He came toward her to pull out her chair. Opal sat and he pushed her chair to the table. She faced the minister. “I apologize for being late. I didn’t sleep well last night.”
 
   He grinned and glanced at her. “I understand.” 
 
   The butler filled her plate and she stared at the meal.
 
   Mr. Boyer looked over at her.
 
   Opal swallowed a piece of biscuit and grimaced. 
 
   “Is something wrong with your food?” Alex asked.
 
   “Oh no, I’m just having a rough time,” she responded in a soft voice.
 
   Matt laughed. “She’ll be better after breakfast.” 
 
   “Why’s that?” squeaked Abigail. 
 
   “Because something special is going to happen.”
 
   Face gray, Mr. Boyer jumped up, his stomach bumping into the table, which propelled his dish to the floor and shattered it into pieces.  
 
   The butler rushed in and looked at the broken china and scattered food. He turned to Mr. Boyer. “I’ll pick it up. Did you want another plate?”
 
   “No. I’ve - I’ve got to get to work.”
 
   “But Papa, it’s not seven o’clock yet,” chimed in Abigail.
 
   “I’m sorry. I can’t explain it but I need to go,” he choked. He glanced over at Opal. His mouth twitched before he hurried out of the room and into the entryway. Minutes later, the front door slammed shut. 
 
   Opal turned to her meal for several moments before glancing up at Matt. 
 
    His eyes searched hers. Her behavior this morning bothered him. Then it came to him.   She’s got butterflies. Thinking of his proposal, he decided it best to kneel before her and express his belief that God had arranged their meeting. They were meant for each other. He smiled. She returned his smile. He released a long breath and munched on the rest of his sausage.  
 
   ***
 
   Alex rushed toward the bank. There he would find solace by putting his mind on his work. At least, work would give him a reprieve from seeing Reverend Stone and Opal’s happy faces at the announcement of their engagement. Their news would be devastating to the children who had learned to love their governess. They had gone through so much already with the loss of their mother. He gulped, his thoughts broken by a woodpecker drilling into a tree above him. 
 
   As he looked up at it, he turned his head to the coal-gray clouds. He should have brought an umbrella. He inhaled the humid air. Pulling his frock coat tighter around him, he picked up his pace. Lightning flickered in the distance. Thunder roared. The bank came into view. As he dashed for it, rain splashed from his hat brim and ran down his face. Blinded by the rain, his foot got caught in a hole in the boardwalk. He stumbled before he regained his footing and rambled forward. 
 
   He wiggled his hand into his damp pocket and pulled out his key to turn the lock. He opened the door and strode inside. He headed for his office, leaving a trail of wet footsteps behind him. He shook his head, not believing how this day could have begun any worse. His clothes could dry out but what about his aching heart? He clamped his hands together to calm his nerves before he hung up his coat. 
 
   ***
 
   He pushed the accounting books aside, his eyes burning after a long day. He rubbed them, stood up and grabbed his hat and coat. Heart heavy, he marched toward his home. He gulped, picturing in his mind the minister and Opal standing together. Exhaling, he creaked the front door open and stepped into the entryway. His gaze met Opal’s. He examined her white complexion. 
 
   She gave a halfhearted smile and cleared her throat. “The rain sure put a damper on things.”
 
   “How’s that?” He shifted his foot from one to the other.
 
    “Reverend Stone left about noon. He needed to clean up around the tent and scrub the chairs for tonight.”
 
   “Are you ... ?” He could not finish the sentence and glanced away from her. 
 
   She wet her lips. “It rained.”
 
   “So?” He returned his gaze to her, took off his coat and hat then hung them up. Stepping closer to her, he inhaled her fragrant perfume. The tantalizing-lilac smell swept over him. He could not hold her or caress her lips. Instead, he had to stand there and do nothing as if he lived in a faraway land. His eyes searched hers.
 
   “We’re to talk tomorrow. You could not walk in that rainstorm.” Her eyes filled with tears. 
 
   Paralyzed at her last words and seeing her tear up, he realized what he knew all along but hoped was wrong. She loves him. He swallowed the bitter taste of heartache. He had experienced it before with the loss of his wife. But when it struck again, it made it more difficult to weather the storm. He shifted his head from her and concentrated on Theodore who pounded down the stairs then raced toward him.
 
   “Papa, we going to the revival tonight?” he asked in an excited voice.
 
   “Yes, of course. Why would you think otherwise?”
 
   “The rain and the crying.”
 
   “Crying?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Who has been doing that?”
 
   Teddy squirmed. “I’d better not say. It’s a secret.”
 
   He stared at his son. “Did you promise not to tell?”
 
   The little boy nodded.
 
   “Then you must keep your word.” He returned his gaze to Miss Preston, who scooted up the stairs. Abigail rarely cries. It could not be Opal. The proposal may not have come today, but it would come tomorrow. Confused, he strode to the dining room.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Opal awoke to the early-morning sun which glowed around her forehead. She fluffed her pillow and nestled the back of her head against the soft material. Her mind flittered from yesterday’s sobs to Matt’s proposal today. She knew he decided to take her for a buggy ride in case it rained. If they needed to seek shelter, he could get them there in a hurry. 
 
   She looked forward to the ride in some ways, needing to get away from the house, the children and Alex. She loved him. If only he loved her. She sighed, sniffed and wiped the trickling tears with her hand. She had grown to love this barren land and the simple life. No parties. No gossiping girls. No pretend smiling-young faces concealing horrible lives. Stretching out in her bed, she turned her gaze to the fresh flowers the butler placed in her vase - a beautiful heartwarming gift that she would never forget. Another tear dripped down her cheek. She could not lose control as she did yesterday. Wriggling herself upward, she sprung out of bed and stepped to her basin to freshen up. She would accept Matt’s proposal. What else could she do? Alex did not love her.
 
   At breakfast, Opal swallowed the last bit of her oatmeal. The grains slid down her throat. Pushing her chair back from the table, she examined the room with its ginger-brown wallpaper and the silver tea set sitting on the china hutch. A nice room but nothing like her family’s. She stared at the sparse dining room. Alex had left for work, the children were doing their chores and Matt went to get their carriage. Through the parted curtains, she saw him pull up the borrowed vehicle. She strolled to the entryway to meet him with a mixture of sorrow and thankfulness for an exit out of an untenable situation.
 
   Eyes twinkling, Matt opened the door. “You ready, Miss Preston?”
 
   She nodded and followed him outside. A two-seated buggy with a top stood before her. Admiring it and its large-spoked wheels, she smiled at him. “How adorable. You couldn’t have picked a better means of transport.”
 
   He grasped her hand and helped her up into the vehicle. Once seated, he reached for the rose bouquet sitting on the seat. He presented it to her.
 
   She caressed the dainty white-and-pink petals. “Thank you. They’re lovely,” she purred. Inhaling their sweet fragrance, she laid them in her lap. He’s a kind and gentle man. Perhaps true love is elusive. She could be happy with him if only her heart would consent.
 
   ***
 
   Matt winked at Opal and whipped the reins. The horse trotted forward. He hated how yesterday ended with the rain and no stroll. They would have been engaged by now, but one day did not make a difference with love by his side. To tamp down his nerves, he took a deep breath. As usual, she looked mighty purdy. He glanced at her. She sat rigid in her seat, did not turn to him but instead stared at the surroundings ahead of them. “Miss Preston.” 
 
   She jerked and faced him. “Yes?” 
 
   “I just wanted to make sure you didn’t forget me.”
 
   “Of course, not. I’m just enjoying the ride.” She giggled.
 
   “Glad of that.” He turned his attention to the road. The buggy bounced. “I thought we’d have a picnic lunch. There’s a stream not far from here. We could eat beside it.”
 
   “Sounds nice,” she replied, her voice mellow.
 
   “Mrs. Glesmann made the lunch for me. She’s been attending the revivals and makes good fixings. Eaten several myself. Have you met her?”
 
   “Fixings. It’s nice to hear that Southern word. It makes me homesick” She clutched her hands together in her lap. “Glesmann? I don’t think so.”
 
    He pulled the reins to slow the animal and stopped the buggy beside a bur oak tree which was located near a rippling brook. After he climbed down, he tied the horse to a low-hanging limb. Going behind the buggy, he stepped to Opal. A cool breeze blew around them. 
 
   She tightened the shawl around her.  
 
   “You alright?” he asked as he stretched out his arm to her. She grasped his hand, her soft fingers stroking his. A surge of joy pulsated throughout his body. He loved her and everything in his being told him they would be happy together. 
 
   “I’m fine. This wool cloth will keep me warm.” She glanced up at him. “Need any help?”
 
   “No, but thanks for the offer.” He grabbed the picnic basket and blanket from the back of the buggy and spread the quilt on the ground. Lifting the basket’s lid, he reached inside to pull out the chicken wrapped in an old-flour sack, a jar of pickled beets, biscuits and a water canteen. He laid them on the blanket and grasped the eating utensils to set in front of them. His lips curved up into a broad smile. “Have a seat, my lady,” he said, pointing to a place in front of him as he unwrapped the chicken and set a wing on her plate and a leg and breast on his. 
 
   “Oh my, this smells luscious,” she said, sniffing the meat. She shifted her gaze to the stream in front of them. “How’d you find this?” she murmured and pointed to the water.
 
   He laughed. “Mr. Boyer.” 
 
   Her face paled. 
 
   He frowned. He could not understand her reaction but dismissed it as a business matter and with him on the verge of proposing it did not matter.  He continued. “Mr. Boyer said he comes here when he’s troubled, and I thought it would make a great place for us.”
 
   “Oh, it’s quite beautiful. I love the way the water shimmers like a full moon lighting up a sky.”
 
   “You’re a teacher for sure.” He chuckled and stuck a fork in the jar to pull out the beets, gave each of them one, set a biscuit on their plates then poured water into their cups. “I’ll say grace.” He bowed his head. “Thank you for this food, and this lovely woman who accompanies me. May many blessings flow forth this day. Amen.” He opened his eyes and glimpsed over at her.
 
   Her hand trembled. She took a bite of the wing. “It’s wonderful. Thank Mrs. Glesmann for me.”
 
   “You’re welcome. I thought you would like it.” He looked her squarely in the eye. “You’re shaking. Are you sure you’re not cold?”
 
   “I’m fine,” she answered then laughed.
 
   Matt chewed his food as he glanced over at Opal as they ate. He pictured himself standing beside her at the wedding ceremony later this week. He could not wait. Nebraska taught him a lot about the West, a culture he could not fathom joining, but his travel here did lead to saving souls and finding his mate. 
 
   She looked up at him. “The beets are good, too.”
 
   “Yes. Mrs. Glesmann is a quiet person. But once you get to know her, she would do anything for you.”
 
   “Some say, I’m quiet.” She swallowed another bite of her beet.
 
   “Not in my book. You’re also sweet and friendly.”
 
   “Why, thank you.” She blushed and returned her attention to her food.
 
   She finished the beet and grabbed her biscuit. 
 
   His anxiety built. He could not eat another bite. Yearning for her to get done, he studied his lady friend and her deep-blue eyes and brown curls cupping her neck. She would make a beautiful wife. One any man would be proud to marry. Praise God! It’ll be me. 
 
   Opal stopped and wiped her mouth with her napkin.
 
   The time was now. He got on his knees, the uneven ground making it difficult, but he wanted to do it this way. 
 
   Her eyes met his.
 
    “Opal, you know why I brought you here.” He swallowed the lump in his throat. 
 
   She nodded.
 
   “I believe God put us together.” He clasped his hand over hers and stared into her eyes. His heart raced. “I would like to take you back with me as my wife so I’m asking for your hand in marriage.” He tightened his grip. His question met with silence for a moment.
 
    “Yes, I’d - I’d be honored to be your wife.” She blinked. Turning her gaze from him, she glimpsed over at the brook and sat there without speaking for a while.
 
   He cleared his throat. “We’ll get married Sunday. I have a fellow minister coming that day to join us on the revival’s last day. He’ll conduct the ceremony.” 
 
   “That’ll be fine,” she whispered.
 
   He released his grip and pulled her chin toward him before he kissed her quivering lips. His heart leaped with ecstasy before he pulled himself away from her. He longed for their wedding day and their return to Virginia.
 
   ***
 
   The geese honked and strutted in front of the porch. Opal laughed, thinking of how much she got accustomed to them. The bright sun warmed her. She sat in the rocker and creaked the chair back and forth until Alex would arrive. They had not taken walks for quite awhile, but she hoped she could entice him into a short one before they left for the revival. She needed to tell him the news. Pulling out her handkerchief, she wiped the tears as she observed a jack rabbit hopping out yonder in the tall grass. A footboard creaked. She shifted her head toward Alex. He bent over her.
 
   “Why are you out here?” he asked.
 
   Her face grew warm. “I’m - I’m waiting for you. Would you like to go for a little stroll before we leave?”
 
   “I suppose we could if that’s what you wish.”
 
   “I do.” She turned away from his gaze and examined the floor a moment before she stood in front of him, his hot breath close upon her. Her body trembled. 
 
    He grasped her hand a second to steady her before he released it. They descended the porch stairs. He lowered his head to her. His face twitched. “Have the kids been alright?” 
 
   “Oh, yes. We’re doing fine and they’ve learned so much.” Her mouth opened to tell him about her engagement, but the words would not come. Giving up, she turned and they plowed around the geese to step toward the tall grass. 
 
   “It’s a shame you’re leaving,” he said in a low voice.
 
   She gulped. “So, you know I said yes?”
 
   “Not really but I assumed that’s the reason for our walk.”
 
   “Yes, I’ll miss everyone. It’s been an adjustment from the life I left but I’ve survived.” She jerked her head away from him a moment to regain her composure not wanting her voice to betray her true feelings then glanced up at his grave face. 
 
   “It’s not a very pretty country, is it? I never thought about it since I’ve never lived anywhere else. You’ve got those trees, water all around you and a nice climate.” He paused. “There’s nothing here for you.” He scanned the barren countryside and released a long breath.
 
   Opal strode beside him, his gait easy to follow since he slowed his steps for her to keep up with him. She appreciated his thoughtfulness. He had a rough exterior at times, but underneath he had a tender heart. His love for his wife, children and his interaction with her proved that. A pain pierced her heart. She wet her lips. A gentle breeze flowed around her, tossing the strands of her hair as she walked.
 
   His jaw clenched. He turned his gaze to her a second. “When are you getting married?” he choked.
 
   “Two o’clock. A few hours after the revival ends.” 
 
   “And leaving?” His voice broke. 
 
   “We’re taking the late afternoon train. I will miss all of you and want to thank you for letting me be part of your family.”
 
    “Even Theodore?” 
 
   “Yes, even him.”
 
   “I guess I’ve not expressed my congratulations. I’m sure you’ll be very happy.” 
 
   “Hope so,” she mumbled.
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   She did not answer and stepped beside him in silence. So far, she had been able to keep up the pretense of happiness, but she did not know if she could do this for long. She sighed at seeing the brook after walking awhile. There lied her peace.
 
   “I showed him this place soon after he came here. Is this where he proposed?”
 
   She nodded. “It’s beautiful,” she said, looking at the body of water rippling and glowing in the sunlight. She stood next to him and grasped his muscular arm a second. Her blood rushed in her ears. 
 
   “You alright?” 
 
   “Uh-huh.” 
 
   He patted her fingers a moment before she released her hand from him. 
 
   “It’s peaceful here. Not like the ocean waves near us. They frightened me.”
 
    “I’m surprised at that,” he said, his voice strained.
 
   “I know. I’ve never shared that with anyone.” 
 
   “And yet you did with me.”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The door open, Abigail popped into her governess’ room. She sobbed. “Miss Preston, you going to marry the preacher and leave us?”
 
   The governess tapped her hand on the bed for the girl to sit beside her.
 
   Abigail jumped up. “Please stay. We’re sorry we’ve been bad. Theodore and I will do better. We promise.” She sighed and clutched her hands together. 
 
   “I’ll miss you and Theodore. Oh, you two have nothing to do with me marrying the minister and returning to Virginia. Sometimes you have to do what’s best, not what you want.” 
 
   “Don’t you love the preacher?” 
 
   “I didn’t say that.” 
 
   “But you said ‘not what you want.’ I don’t understand.”
 
   Miss Preston cleared her throat. “It’s - It’s not always possible.” 
 
    “You’re not making sense,” she said, pressing her hands on her forehead. 
 
   “I can’t explain it. There’s just times you have to do certain things you don’t want to do.” 
 
   Abigail rested her head on her teacher’s shoulder. “Miss Preston, we love you. We all do.” 
 
   “I’m sure you and Theodore do.” 
 
    “But teacher, you forgot Papa. He loves you, too.” 
 
   “I’m sure he does in his own way.” 
 
   “Papa does. That’s why he’s so sad.” 
 
   ***
 
   Opal put the last dress into her trunk. It reminded her of the day she arrived when Alex had to ask for help to lift the heavy box out of the wagon. She smiled at the memory and her clumsiness. Through the open windows, fresh air circulated around her. She parted the curtains and gazed down at the tall grass blowing in the gentle breeze. The sunrays glowed on her cream-colored bed covering. From the beginning, she loved this room. Bonnie had done a grand job. She would miss such a good neighbor. Opal sighed. The corners of her mouth twitched. A rap on the door brought her out of her wretchedness. “Yes?”
 
   “It’s me, Matt. Is your trunk ready?” 
 
   “Oh yes. Come in.”
 
   He stepped into her room. Alex followed. “Mr. Boyer said I might need some help. He told me about the trunk.” 
 
   She forced a smile and turned to her employer. “I remember,” she mumbled.
 
   Alex gulped, his eyes meeting hers. “It was my pleasure to assist you.” His voice broke. “We’re going to miss you. Please keep in touch.” He gazed at Reverend Stone. “If that’s alright with you?”
 
   “Of course. She’s gotten attached to everyone, and you never know when we might return. Well, let’s get this trunk loaded. Mr. Boyer lent me his wagon and will pick it up later at the train station.”
 
   “That’s quite nice of you.” Taking a deep breath, she looked up at Alex and said in a timid voice, “Thank you.” She clasped and unclasped her hands. Could she ever get over him? Daydreaming, she stared ahead of her.
 
   “Miss Preston. Miss Preston.”
 
   “Yes.” She blinked and looked at Matt. 
 
   “You were in dreamland. I’ll see you at the revival. I’m leaving as soon as we load this up.” He laughed and bent over to grab the left rope. Alex took the right one. They hoisted the trunk in the air and carried it out of the room. 
 
    Opal studied her bedroom. Her valise, given to her by Matt a couple of days ago, sat on the bed’s edge. Glancing from that to the dressing table, she gazed at the fresh bouquet. Even today, Alex made sure her vase was refreshed with new flowers. Tears formed in the corner of her eyes. 
 
   She strode toward the table and grasped the coral bells interspersed with three red roses. Inhaling the fragrant smell, she smiled. What a nice touch. She moaned, heart breaking. She grasped the flowers out of the vase and pulled out a loose piece of yarn from her bag to tie them. The flowers would give her a small remembrance of the love she left behind. They would wilt in a few days, but right now that meant nothing. Teardrops streamed down her cheeks. She sobbed, unable to stop herself, and sat on the bed beside her valise. Footsteps crept toward her. She faced Theodore and covered her face a moment before she pulled them away. He stood in front of her. 
 
   “Miss Preston, you alright?” he asked, his eyes searching hers.
 
    “I’m fine.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “It’s difficult to leave you-all,” she said, forcing the corners of her lips into a smile.
 
   He stared at his shoes. “You know we don’t want you to go. Could you stay?” 
 
   She glimpsed down at his unlaced shoes and chuckled. “Must I remind you to tie your laces, Theodore?”
 
   He lowered his head, shifted his feet from one to the other and raised his face to hers. “I kept your secret. I didn’t tell, Miss Preston.”
 
   “Thank you for keeping your promise.” A tear flowed down her cheek. She sniffed. “I’m sorry. I’ll so miss you-all.” 
 
   “Me too. Don’t go. I’ll do better. Really I will.” His eyes pleaded with her.  
 
   “Oh, Theodore.” She reached her arm out, grabbed his hand and squeezed it a moment before releasing her fingers from his. 
 
    “Please!” He sniffled, straightened his shoulders and darted out of the room.
 
   Her heart broke. Gazing at the flowers, her fingers trembled as she grabbed the bouquet then put it on her bag. She must flee or she would burst into tears. The brook. Yes, she could go there. She grabbed her shawl then rushed down the stairs and slipped out the door. Her skirt rustled in the wind. The gusts picked up. She tightened her shawl around her. Her refuge awaited her in the distance - peace and contentment awaited her. 
 
   ***
 
   Alex rushed back to the house and stared at the open front door. He closed it behind him and wondered who left it open. The children learned early to shut that door. Teddy brings in enough critters without inviting them inside. Alex stepped into the dining room to look for Mr. Crowley. Not there, Alex strode into the kitchen. The butler stood over the stove. He addressed him. “Do you know who left the door open?”
 
    “No, I didn’t know it was open. Just making some tea.” He poured the hot water into a cup. “When is Miss Preston leaving?” 
 
   “She won’t be back after we head for the revival.” 
 
   “It’s sad to see her go,” he said, his face ashen.
 
   “I know but it’s for the best. She’ll be happy with Reverend Stone and be close to her family.” He clamped his lips together a moment before he pulled out his pocket watch and glanced at it. “We’ll need to leave in about fifteen minutes.” 
 
   The butler stirred his tea, lifted it to his lips and swallowed some of the liquid. He took a deep breath and looked his master in the eye. “Are you sure she wants to?”
 
   Alex stared at him, his mouth flew open. “Why, I think so. She said yes to the minister’s proposal.” 
 
   “I’m an old man and hope I’m not speaking out of turn.”
 
   “Go ahead, Mr. Crowley.”
 
   “Did she? Or did she agree because there was no other offer?”
 
   Alex cleared his throat. “You mean me?”
 
   “Yes, if you don’t mind me saying so.”
 
    “I believe this is what she wanted.” He rocked back and forth.
 
   The butler laughed. “I’ve been around a long time, and you can never figure out what a woman wants.”
 
   Curling the corner of his lips into a smile, Alex spun around and headed for the stairs. Could the butler be right? Does she not want to go? He rushed up the staircase. He loved her, but he never told her that and did not beg her to stay. Perhaps she thought he did not want her. Door open, he raced into her room. Her valise lay on the bed. He spied the flowers. He couldn’t believe his eyes. His flowers - the ones he picked each morning for the butler to put on her table - rested on top of the bag. His heart thumped. He had to let her know he loved her. 
 
   “Miss Preston,” he shouted as he ran out of her room and into the hallway. The children ran toward him. He turned to them. “Have you seen your governess?”
 
   “She didn’t leave without saying goodbye,” wailed Abigail, wiping a teardrop from her face.
 
   “Don’t worry, I don’t think she did that,” he said, trying to soothe her anxiety. He gazed at Theodore. “What about you?” 
 
   The little boy stood there. His eyes glanced toward the floor. 
 
   “Look at me, Theodore. What do you know?”
 
   “I have no idea where she is. I’m - I’m being honest.”
 
   “Alright, but you’re hiding something.” His voice pitch rose.
 
   “I asked her to stay and -”
 
   “And what, son?” Alex interjected, gesturing to him to hurry up.
 
   “The secret. I saw and heard her sobbing. She kept saying your name.”
 
   Alex gulped. “My name?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “We’ve got to stop her! You look upstairs and I’ll go downstairs.” He searched the informal and formal parlors. His heart pounded. He must find her. “Is she upstairs?” he yelled.
 
   “No,” shouted Theodore from the hallway.
 
   Alex stood in the entryway. Where could she be? Then he remembered the open door. She must be outside. But where? He exhaled a long breath. His mind spun. The garden. He darted out the door and rushed to it. No Opal. Where was another place she would go? Then it came to him. The stream. The stream! Yes, she could be there unless she already left for the revival, but he couldn’t see her doing that with her valise still in the room. 
 
   The wind picked up. Oh, I hope she had enough sense to bring a wrap. He raced toward the brook, his heart in his throat. What an idiot he was. Why didn’t he fight for her as Mrs. Graham told him? He shook his head. He couldn’t worry about the past. Instead, he needed to focus on the present. Puffing, he stood at the bank. He scanned the area, not seeing her, he stepped to his right. “Opal. Opal.” No response. His stomach churned. She had to be here somewhere. He raced to the opposite side of the stream. 
 
   “Opal,” he yelled above the howling winds. He didn’t see her. Inching closer to the bank, he scoured the terrain. The gusts whipped around him, flapping open his frock coat. He re-buttoned it. The wind whistled.  Tree leaves and branches tossed and twirled. A limb cracked and crashed to the ground to the left of him. Where is she? his mind whirled. The biting wind stung his face. He forged further ahead into the dense foliage, He stopped and shifted his head to the left. Underneath a tree, he spied her silhouette, her skirt rippling in the wind. Is she alright? He sprinted toward his love. Her hair whisked in the fierce winds. Standing behind her, he called her name once more. 
 
   She did not budge. 
 
   He pulled her to him.
 
   She screamed.
 
   “It’s me, Opal.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Alex, my dear.” He pushed her hair strands from her face and wrapped his arms around her.
 
    “Alex?’
 
   “Yes, sweetheart.”
 
   “You’re a figment of my imagination.”
 
   “No.” 
 
   He lifted her chin to his. Her mouth inviting. He caressed her tender lips and drew her closer to him. While the windy tempest ensued around them, she snuggled in his embrace.
 
   “I love you. I have from the day you stepped off that train. You’re not married, yet. Stay here with us.” He nibbled her ears. 
 
   “You’re here.”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “You don’t want me to leave?”
 
   “Never, my love. Never.” He released her and stroked her cold hand. “For a minute, I had forgotten about the wind.”
 
   She looked up at him. “I love you, too. I’ll stay. I promise.’
 
   He kissed her again then unbuttoned his coat and removed it, then tucked it around her. “A little big but it fits you nicely.”
 
   “Uh-huh. I like it.” She smiled up at him, her eyes sparkling.
 
   “Let’s go. I’ll guide you through this storm.”
 
   “Always?”
 
   “Always, dear.” He clasped his hand over hers and side by side they stepped to the house.
 
   ***
 
   Standing at the edge of the stream, Matt looked at the two of them. His heart ached. He had wondered why Opal had not attended the revival. With this wind, he worried something could have delayed her. Did a limb fall and obstruct Mr. Boyer’s wagon? But what he saw, surprised him - she loved another. The gusts whisked around him. He pulled out his pocket watch and glanced at it. Two o’clock. He would have been married by now. But she did not love him.  
 
   Spinning around, he headed for the revival tent. He would have to tell his minister friend the news. His mind raced. How did he not see the signs? Or did he? That breakfast and her reaction to Mr. Boyer. Her delay in saying yes to his marriage proposal. When he analyzed it, the clues were there. 
 
   Heart heavy, he inched his way up the bank and headed for the tent. He and his friend would tear it down. The sharp wind whipped across his face. Taking a deep breath, he wondered what God had in store for him.  
 
   The tent appeared before him. He stepped toward his friend. “There won’t be a wedding today.” His voice broke. “She’s in love with someone else.” He shifted his head away from him. “We’ll pack up.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be. God showed me a lot through this revival, and one is to humble myself before Him. I should’ve known. Her behavior at times showed me, but I closed my eyes to it.”
 
   “Trust in Him.”
 
   “I know.” 
 
   They tore down the tent and said their goodbyes. He went to the train. The baggage handler stood in front of him. Matt pointed to the trunk. “It’s staying.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I remember that trunk from a couple of months ago. It’s Miss Preston’s.”
 
   “You know her?”
 
   “A little. But Mr. Boyer is a good friend of mine.”
 
   Matt pulled out a piece of paper from his bag and scribbled a note: Dear Mr. Boyer and Miss Preston, I’ve come to realize the truth. You are in love. I wish you the best and there are no hard feelings. Mr. Boyer, take good care of Miss Opal. She’s a wonderful lady. I’ll keep in touch. Yours truly, Reverend Matt Stone. “Give this to Mr. Boyer and wish them the best for me.” He grabbed his bag and stifled the tears forming behind his eyes then hurried to board the train. 
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   April 1877
 
    
 
   Ada held her two-month-old son and stroked his cheek.  Little Fred was the spitting image of his pa.  The baby squirmed for a moment then let out a soft sigh and returned to sleep.  She looked up from where she sat in Jimmy and Cheryl’s parlor.  Jimmy and Pete played a game of checkers.  Biting her lower lip, she resisted the urge to warn Jimmy that Pete was baiting him into a trap.  It’d taken a while to adequately explain the game to Pete, but once he got the hang of it, he had a tendency to win almost every time he played.
 
   Cheryl sat on the floor with her five-month-old daughter, Nicole, who was rolling a ball around.  “I know it’s necessary for babies to learn to crawl and walk, but I love this time when they can only sit,” Cheryl told Ada.  “It seems as soon as they crawl, they aren’t content to sit with us anymore unless they’re scared or sick.”
 
   Ada chuckled.  “My ma used to say the same thing.  The poor woman never got a break until everyone was asleep.”
 
   “I think that’s the way it is for women.  A man comes home and he can stop working, but we never truly finish, do we?”
 
   “No, we don’t.”
 
   “But then you check on them late at night after they’ve gone to sleep and realize it’s all worth it.”
 
   “I’m still waiting for Fred to sleep through the night, but I don’t mind it so much when he gets me up.  It’s an excuse to hold him.  Of course, it helps that I can take a nap during the day.  I don’t suppose I’ll be that lucky if I have another child.”
 
   Before Cheryl could respond, Jimmy groaned.  Glancing over at him, she asked, “Did Pete win again?”
 
   Jimmy shot her a pointed look.  “It’s not funny.”
 
   Laughing, she said, “Of course, it is.  Your face gets as red as a tomato when you get frustrated.”
 
   “Who wouldn’t get frustrated?  Pete keeps on cheating.”
 
   “Oh no, he doesn’t,” Ada spoke up.  “I saw that his maneuver was going to work a couple minutes ago.” Smiling at Pete, she signed to him that he was smarter than his brother, earning a good chuckle from Pete who shook his head to deny it.
 
   Jimmy glanced from one to the other, his eyebrows furrowed.  “I need to study more from that book Opal sent you so I know what you two are saying behind my back.”
 
   “Technically,” Cheryl began as she stood up and picked up her daughter, “it’s not behind your back.  They’re doing it right in front of you.”
 
   “Well, it might as well be behind my back with the way they use that code language of theirs.”
 
   “It’s sign language,” Ada said, rising to her feet.  “And when you learn more than just the signs for eating and playing checkers, you’ll know what’s going on around you.  Pete and I are going to Opal’s today, and she’s going to give me a new book with even more signs in it.”
 
   “Wonderful,” he complained though there was an underlying merriment in his tone, “now you’ll have even more codes to use around me.”
 
   With a shake of her head, Ada grinned and motioned to Pete that it was time to leave.
 
   “We’re glad you came by,” Cheryl told Ada.  “I hope you and Pete will come next week.  I have a new potato soup recipe I want to try and wouldn’t mind a little help in the kitchen.”
 
   “We’ll be happy to come here.”
 
   Cradling her baby with one arm, she took Pete’s hand and led him out of the house.  It’d been a nice day, one of many they had shared since Jimmy had apologized, and she had no doubt there would be many more nice days to come.  With a wave, Pete said good-bye, and Jimmy signed they would play another game of checkers next Saturday.  To that, Pete signed he would win, earning a good-natured sigh from his brother.
 
   As Pete and Ada headed for their buggy, she caught sight of Ron who was throwing a stick at his new dog who ran to retrieve it.  The boy stopped long enough to wave to her and Pete before he turned his attention back to the dog.
 
   Ada waited until Pete was leading the buggy away from the house before she signed, Ron loves the dog.
 
   Pete glanced at the boy.  Dogs are good for boys.  Both need to run and play outside.  We will get a dog for Fred.  He paused then added, At five?
 
   She nodded.  Five is good.  She figured by the time Fred turned five, he should be responsible enough to handle a dog.  Five years seemed like a long ways off when he was still a baby, but she knew the time would pass fast.
 
   Pete turned the buggy down the path that would take them into town and looked down at his son.  With a smile, he tapped the boy’s nose affectionately and chuckled when the boy opened his eyes to see who had disturbed him.
 
   To her surprise, a few minutes later Pete tapped his nose again.  She shook her head when she realized he was messing with Fred on purpose.  Doing her best to hide her amusement, she signed, Stop.  He needs sleep.
 
   Awake now.  Sleep tonight.
 
   While he had a point, she couldn’t bring herself to disturb his sleep.  He was just too cute when he slept, and she loved to watch him.  She shifted him to her other arm so Pete couldn’t tap his nose again, ignoring the way Pete rolled his eyes.  Well, he wasn’t the one who woke up in the middle of the night to feed and change him.  And that being the case, she could let him nap if he wanted.
 
   Pete put his arm around her and drew her close.  She snuggled up against him, her smile growing wider when he kissed her cheek.  He was such a sweet and gentle man.  She was fortunate to be married to him.
 
   When they arrived at Opal’s, she saw that Theodore and Abigail were playing in the yard.  By the time Pete helped her out of the buggy, they came over to them, standing with their hands behind their backs.
 
   “Good afternoon, Mrs. Kelly,” the boy greeted.  “Are you here to see Ma?”
 
   “Yes, I am.  She said she has a book for me.”
 
   “She does,” the girl replied, “and she has something exciting to tell you.”
 
   The boy turned to her and pressed his fingers to his lips.  “It’s a secret,” he whispered loud enough so Ada could hear him.
 
   Amused, Ada said, “It’s good I came today if she has something exciting to tell me.”
 
   “She wanted to say something in a letter but thought it’d be better to say it in person,” the girl added.
 
   Theodore sighed.  “You’ll have to forgive her, Mrs. Kelly.  She’s too young to understand when it’s best to keep quiet.”
 
   Abigail grimaced.  “I am not.  I didn’t tell her what it was.”
 
   “But you won’t be quiet.  Remember what Ma says?  We should be seen and not heard.”
 
   “If that’s true, then why are you talking?”
 
   Deciding it best not to laugh at the boy’s frustration, Ada asked, “Is your mother in the house?”
 
   As if remembering they had company, the children straightened and turned back to her.  “Yes, she is.  Would you like us to take you and Mr. Kelly in?”
 
   “I would appreciate that very much.”
 
   The children led her and Pete into the house where a cheerful melody could be heard from a piano.
 
   Theodore turned to them and whispered, “Ma’s playing for Pa again.  Will you wait while I tell them you’re here?”
 
   “I want to come with you,” Abigail insisted, keeping her voice low.
 
   He started to frown but stopped and nodded.  “Come on.”
 
   Ada glanced at Pete who turned his wide eyes in her direction.  They behave better, she signed.
 
   I thought we came to the wrong house, he signed back.
 
   She giggled at his joke.  That wasn’t fair to the children.  They had been much better behaved the last time she and Pete came out here in January.  Opal and her husband had been out to see them in February after Fred was born, but they hadn’t taken the children with them for the trip.  Now as she saw them, she was impressed with how well Opal handled everything.  But then, Opal had struck her as a very organized and capable woman when they met a year ago on the train, so she wasn’t too surprised.
 
   Opal and Alex came into the entryway, their children following close behind but careful not to get in the adults’ way.  Ada had been thrilled when she and Pete were invited to their wedding.  Even if Opal thought there was no way she’d fall in love with her employer, Ada had known better and seeing them so happy was the reward she got for being right all along.
 
   “Thank you for inviting us to supper,” Ada said.
 
   “You’re welcome.  It’s so good to see you,” Opal greeted.  “Did you get my letter?”
 
   “Yes,” Ada replied as the butler approached them.  “You said you have a new book for me?”
 
   “I do.  There are some more signs in it.  It also has drawings.  I’ll give it to you after we eat.”
 
   After Opal told the butler what refreshments to bring to the formal parlor, she motioned for Pete and Ada to sit down.  Then she turned to the children and told them they could go back outside and play.  The children obeyed, walking out of the house quietly and shutting the door behind them.
 
   “I can’t believe those are the same children who were here the first time we came to see you,” Ada said, tucking the blanket around Fred’s arm so he would be more comfortable.
 
   “Opal has done a marvelous job with them,” Alex replied, pride in his voice as he sat in the chair next to his wife.  “We’re glad she stayed.”
 
   Blushing, Opal clasped her hands in her lap and turned to Fred.  “He’s grown so much since we last saw him.”
 
   “I know.  They are so tiny when they’re born and seem to bloom overnight.  Would you like to hold him?”
 
   “May I?”
 
   “I wouldn’t have offered if you couldn’t,” Ada replied, unable to resist the urge to tease her friend.  She stood up and placed Fred in her arms.  After she sat back down, she watched Opal and Alex as they peered down at her son.  “You two look good with a baby.”
 
   Alex’s lips curled up and he gently nudged Opal.  “I think you’ve waited long enough.  Why don’t you tell your friend the news?”
 
   “Oh, alright.” Opal looked up from the infant and said, “Alex and I will have a baby in September.”
 
   “How exciting!  Our children will be old enough to play together when we visit!” Turning to Pete, Ada signed, They will have a baby in September.
 
   Baby sleep at night.  Not day, he signed in return.
 
   “What did he say?” Alex asked.
 
   “Something to do with sleep,” Opal told him.
 
   “He thinks he’s being funny,” Ada said, a smile tugging at her lips.  “He’s telling you to keep your baby up during the day so he’ll sleep at night.”
 
   “That is easier said than done,” Alex replied.  “Abigail didn’t sleep through the night until she was almost a year old.”
 
   “That long?” Opal asked.
 
   “I thought she’d spend the rest of her life waking up at night.  Thankfully, I was wrong.  She sleeps so well now that even the loudest of thunderstorms don’t wake her up.”
 
   “She’s making up for lost time,” Ada joked.
 
   The butler set the tea between them, and Pete tapped on Ada’s arm so her gaze went to him.  Name for the baby? he signed.
 
   Ada returned her attention to Opal and Alex.  “Pete wants to know if you came up with a name for the baby yet.”
 
   Opal laughed and looked at Pete.  “Tell him not yet but we’re working on it.”
 
   Ada signed the message to him, and almost didn’t say anything when Pete signed in return.
 
   “What did he say?” Alex pressed.
 
   “Well,” Ada glanced at Pete, “I’m not sure I should say.  He’s being funny again.”
 
   “Then this ought to be good.” Alex winked at Opal.
 
   “Alright.  He said you should name her ‘girl’ if she’s a girl and ‘boy’ if he’s a boy.” 
 
   The friends laughed and then continued discussing other possible names for the child as they sipped tea.
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
   


  
 

If you enjoyed this book, we would appreciate it if you’d take a few minutes to leave a review at Amazon, Barnes & Noble or Goodreads to help other readers who might enjoy it, too.
 
    
 
   Other Westerns Available from Parchment & Plume, LLC
 
    
 
   Mitch’s Win—When Mitch Grady goes to a saloon to take his wayward brother home, he finds that his brother’s horse isn’t the only thing being offered in a poker game.  Heather Curtiss’ brother has bet her as well.  Vowing an innocent woman won’t be forced to give up her virtue to a disreputable gambler, Mitch joins in the game of poker, and with luck, he wins and frees Heather.
 
    
 
   The Officer and the Bostoner—A well-to-do lady traveling by stagecoach from her home in Boston to meet her fiance in Santa Fe finds herself stranded in a military fort when her stagecoach leaves without her. Given the choice to either temporarily marry an officer until her fiance can come rescue her or take her chances with the Indians, she marries the glib Captain Wes Tucker, who, unbeknownst to her, grew up in a wealthy Charleston family and despises everything she represents. But when it's time for her fiance to reclaim her and annul their marriage, will she still want to go with him, and more importantly, will Wes let her?
 
    
 
   The Officer and the Southerner—Second Lt. Jack Walker doesn't always think ahead and when he decides to defy logic and send off for a mail-order bride, he might have left out only a few details about his life. When she arrives and realizes she's been fooled (again), this woman who's never really belonged, sees no other choice but to marry him anyway—however, she makes it perfectly clear: she'll be his lawfully wed, but she will not share his bed. Now Jack has to find a way to show his always skeptical bride that he is indeed trustworthy and that she does belong somewhere in the world: right here, with him.
 
   The Officer and the Traveler—Captain Grayson Montgomery's mouth has landed him in trouble again! And this time it's not something a cleverly worded sentence and a handsome smile can fix. Having been informed he'll either have to marry or be demoted and sentenced to hard labor for the remainder of his tour, he proposes, only to discover those years of hard labor may have been the easier choice for his heart.
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