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A Word from the Author

The stories authors write often mirror issues besetting them in their own lives. That certainly was the case when I wrote Daughter of Joy, the first book in this series. At the time, my characters’ search for joy in the midst of tragedy was a primary issue for me.

Though it was perhaps not readily apparent to me in the course of writing this book, I now realize the same principle held true this time. From the beginning, I knew Hannah Cutler’s journey would be one of discovery and acceptance of God’s grace. It had to be. After the horrors of her past, she desperately needed to learn not only that the Lord loved her, but that nothing she had ever done could keep her from that precious gift.

The more I delved into Hannah’s story, the more I came to realize how important a role grace has played in my life. Grace, after all, is about a second chance. Such was the second chance God offered me after my youngest son died.

Pain and sorrow opened me to Him like no amount of happiness ever could, quieting my soul and sharpening my hearing until I finally began to discern that small, still Voice. The Lord presented me with yet another opportunity to make my life really count—another chance to come to know and love Him person-to-person, heart-to-heart.

Grace … God’s second chance. His hands outstretched in love, the Lord offers the most wondrous miracle any of us could ever hope to experience. We have only to take that one small step to find ourselves in His arms. Yet how hard that one step can be!

Woman of Grace is the story of a journey back to that grace-filled haven of God’s loving arms. Like many of our journeys—mine included—it’s not one easily begun or completed. But oh, the wonder, exquisite self-discovery, and depths of joy found in such a quest! A quest filled with riches untold—not just for us, but for all those who come to know the Lord thanks to one, small, courageous step.
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HANNAH

“Given to Much Grace”

By grace are ye saved through faith.

Ephesians 2:8
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The plains east of Colorado Springs, Colorado, April 1897

Wherefore dost thou forget us for ever, and forsake us so long time?

Lamentations 5:20

[image: image] There were days, increasingly now, when the deep, dark, shameful secrets no longer seemed so hard to bear. Days that filled Hannah Cutler with such wild hopes for the future, she thought she might finally put the horrors of the past behind her. Days when she was so overwhelmed by the kindness and generosity of others she nearly wept with gratitude.

But then there were other days. Days like today, as Devlin MacKay greeted her with yet another sour look, when Hannah knew those shameful secrets were best kept hidden away. Best kept clasped tightly where no one could threaten the tenuous hold she had on this new, far better life.



Only fools gave others the weapons to destroy them, and Hannah had learned long ago, in many painful, degrading ways, how to survive.

“Well, come in, will you?” the dark-haired, powerfully built man growled, making an impatient motion for her to enter. “The house is cold enough without you standing there with the door open.”

Hannah hurried inside, a bundle of clean towels and sheets tucked beneath her arm. When Devlin offered no assistance, she turned and shut the door against the blowing snow and howling winds. A dusting of powdery flakes followed in her wake, coating the threshold and floor. With a surreptitious glance at the man who scowled even more fiercely, Hannah tried to brush the snow back toward the doorway with the side of her black, high-buttoned shoe.

“I’m sorry,” she said, choking back her irritation at his lack of manners.

Though Hannah wanted to say more, to refute his harsh words and implied insults, she didn’t dare. Admittedly, she was tired of Devlin’s hostility. It had never been his right to pass judgment on Conor and Abby’s decision to invite her to stay at Culdee Creek Ranch. Or to belittle her relationship with Evan either. Indeed, it should hardly be any of his business. But he hadn’t seen it that way. The proud ranch foreman wasn’t the kind of man to easily—or ever—let go of a grudge.

To challenge Devlin would be, as it had been with others before him, to risk dire punishment. Though he might not stoop so low as to actually beat her for any implied impertinence, he could do far worse. He could jeopardize her continued stay at Culdee Creek. He could ruin everything.

So with gritted teeth and clamped lips, Hannah did what had always served her well. She hid her true emotions. Keeping her glance cast downward, she strode across the small kitchen. It didn’t matter, at any rate, what Devlin thought of her. She would never have come if it had been just for him. He could have lain here in this house and rotted for all she cared.

No, it wasn’t for Devlin that Hannah had dared enter. It was for his wife, Ella, who lay writhing in her childbed, and for Abby. It was for the two women who had first welcomed her to Culdee Creek almost a year ago when, nine months pregnant, she had escaped the bordello where she had been forced to work as a prostitute. It was for these two women, women who had tirelessly championed her when almost no one else would.

As Hannah moved past Devlin, who sat at the kitchen table with a mug of coffee clenched in his hands, a soft, low moan rose from the bedroom at the end of the small house’s short hall. Her footsteps quickened.

“One thing more.” Devlin’s voice, hard as steel, sliced through the tension-laden air.

She slid to a halt, shoulders rigid, and waited for the blow she knew was about to come. “Yes, what is it?”

“You can stay because Abby needs your help right now. But just as soon as Doc gets here, I want you out of my house. Women like you aren’t fit to be near decent folk or innocent children.”

Rage boiled inside Hannah. How dare he? How dare he?

She turned, her gaze meeting his. A look of mutual fear and distrust arced between them. “I’m done with that life, and you know it, Devlin MacKay,” she spat out finally.

“Are you?” He gave a harsh bark of derision. “Don’t fool yourself. When the going gets rough, women like you always go back to your old ways. After all, it’s the only thing you ever learned to do well. Mark my words. You’ll go back.”

No, I won’t, she thought with fierce, fervent determination, even as old doubts plucked at her anew. I’d rather die than go back to that life. I’d rather die than prove people like you right. People like you, who have sinned in ways far greater than I ever could.

She almost uttered those very words, almost turned and pointed an accusing finger. But she didn’t. Devlin MacKay was too blinded by his own guilt and complicity to ever see the truth. It sat far better with him to lay all the blame on her. In some twisted way, she supposed he also imagined it absolved him. Absolved him and washed his soul as white as snow.

Or as white as dead men’s bones, scattered and forgotten in some desolate, whited sepulchre.

[image: image]

The afternoon burned on. Through the ever-worsening storm, Hannah periodically came and went. Ella’s screams grew weaker, her moans lower and farther apart.

The light began to dim, and still Devlin sat hunched over his now cold mug of coffee, staring blindly into its black, murky depths. Bit by agonizing bit, he felt the life, the hope drain from him. Drain away as surely as it seemed to drain away for his beloved wife. His dear, sweet Ella who now struggled to birth their third child—a child she should’ve never dared to conceive, much less carry.

The truth of that statement cut through him as cruelly as the bitter winds howling outside his window. Ella should never have risked this pregnancy. Yet what choice had he given her after Mary’s birth, when Doc Childress had warned them of Ella’s fragile condition?

Devlin hadn’t been able to accept the consequences of that pronouncement. Rather than honor his wife, he had turned to drinking and visiting Grand View’s bordello to ease his pain. Though his guilt had made him stop long before Ella finally confronted him, he secretly wondered if she could really believe he’d remain faithful, if continually denied the marriage bed. And now, because of his failure to properly love her, Doc’s grave predictions were coming true.

It seemed like hours since he had sent two of the ranch hands riding out to Grand View to fetch Doc Childress. Devlin knew the men wouldn’t fail him. But he was also well aware of the vagaries of spring weather on the high plains. He knew how viciously the winds could blow, how quickly the snow could fall, blanketing the land and swirling so thickly you could barely find your way. Even strong men got lost in blizzards like today’s. Even strong men died.

Doc would arrive as soon as his men could safely get him here. Meanwhile there was nothing to be done but wait. Wait, and endure Ella’s gut-wrenching cries, knowing there was nothing, absolutely nothing, he could do for her now.

Once more the kitchen’s back door opened. Devlin looked up. Lamplight spilled into the room, illuminating Hannah’s pale, drawn face with red-gold radiance.

No one, he thought bitterly, should be allowed to look like she did. No one deserved, after the life she had lived, to appear so much like an angel with that pale blond hair, those big, blue-green eyes, and that soft, guileless face.

Those looks had seduced him to choose her nearly two years ago when he had called on Sadie Fleming’s bordello. They had also helped cement her cozy little sanctuary here at Culdee Creek. Against his cousin’s better judgment, Abby had somehow convinced Conor to let Hannah deliver her child at the ranch. Yet what had been intended as just a brief reprieve for the young prostitute had now stretched to almost a year.

Yes, that guise of injured innocence had fooled the lot of them, Devlin recalled, seething with resentment. But then none of them knew Hannah Cutler like he did. Few realized the power she held over him.

She could ruin everything.

He eyed her for an instant longer, then turned away. His aversion for Hannah Cutler notwithstanding, nothing was served berating the girl each time she entered his house. She was, after all, trying to help Abby with Ella.

At the admission, guilt plucked at him. Here she was, coming and going all day through the raging storm to fetch whatever Abby required, and all he could do was sit glaring and snapping like some wounded, cornered animal.

The comparison struck too close to home. Devlin’s mouth twitched sadly. A wounded, cornered animal … yes, that was exactly what he had become.

All he seemed to do anymore was lick his wounds in suffering silence, hoping against hope for some miracle to heal him. Sit here in helpless impotence and pray to a God he had long ago turned his back on. A God who had long ago ceased to listen.

Behind him, Hannah closed the door, then headed across the kitchen. The wind momentarily died. In the sudden silence her hard-soled shoes clicked with a staccato rhythm on the wooden floor. Her long skirt, swirling about her legs, made soft, whooshing sounds. As she drew near, the scent of apples and cinnamon filled the air.

“I brought you and Abby some fresh-baked, dried apple pie.” She placed a large, covered basket on the table.

Devlin glanced up. An infinite number of replies—none of them kind—rose to his lips. He bit them back. Such repeated, intentional cruelty wasn’t like him. But then he hadn’t been much like himself since Hannah came to Culdee Creek.

“I also brought cold roast beef, potato fritters, and boiled peas. You’re probably not very hungry right now,” she hastened to add when he sent her a hard, slanting glance, “but it’s important both you and Abby keep up your strength. I’ve already seen to it that your children ate.”

Devlin’s six-year-old son and two-and-a-half-year-old daughter had spent the day at the main house, safely out of the way of the goings-on here. Devlin had visited them for several short periods today, but he felt compelled to stay primarily near Ella. He couldn’t do much more than that for their mother, but at least the children would be spared the agony of knowing her pain. At least they would never have to experience the long, torturous hours wondering, worrying, fearing she would die.

“Just leave the food, will you?” he growled. Yet again, the memory of Ella’s labor swamped him, laden with its humiliating reminders of his inability to ease her torment—and of his selfish desires that had brought her to this life-threatening moment. “I’ll fetch Abby and see if she’s hungry.”

He scraped back his chair and stood. “She needs a long overdue break, and I need to be with my wife.”

Hannah’s turquoise gaze locked with his. “Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, you do.”

Something flickered in her eyes, something that smacked, to his way of thinking, of kindness, compassion, and even understanding. Fury swelled in him. It was all Devlin could do to choke back a savage curse.

He didn’t want anything from the likes of her. He had been fool enough to buy her favors all those months ago when Ella, for fear of another pregnancy, had turned him from her bed. It just wasn’t fair that his good, God-fearing wife suffered now, while a woman like Hannah had so easily delivered her own, illegitimate child. But then, when had God ever been fair, or good?

Such fruitless considerations, though, only served to stir painful, chaotic emotions Devlin couldn’t deal with tonight of all nights. Before he said something that would heap further insult onto those he had already flung at Hannah Cutler this day, he turned on his heel and strode away.

[image: image]

“Mama, Mama! Mama, Mama!”

The insistent drone of Jackson’s voice, punctuated by squeaks and squeals from his swaying crib, woke Hannah late the next morning. She turned over, forced one eye open, and smiled. “Hungry, are you, sweetie?” she asked softly.

Jackson grinned, revealing six little white teeth, and jumped all the harder. “Mama, Mama, Mama!”

With a weary groan, Hannah slid out of bed and fell to her knees for her morning prayers. Just as Abby had taught her, she folded her hands, bowed her head, and uttered the words with fervent deliberation. Sometimes, as she prayed, she almost imagined she felt a connection with God. Then there were other times, too many to count, when Hannah felt nothing.

It seemed, she reluctantly admitted, just as difficult to love God as it was to love most of His children. He had let her down so often. Indeed, as the all-powerful being He was purported to be, wasn’t He responsible for allowing all the evil wrought in the world?

Still, Abby encouraged her not to give up on God. She urged her to be patient, to trust in the Lord and His promise that all things good would come in time. So Hannah doggedly kept on trying. She trusted few people, but she trusted Abby and everything she said with her whole heart. She would try her best to please Abby in every way—even if that required trying to make peace with God.

Jackson’s cries grew more strident. The crib threatened to collapse beneath the relentless impact of his chubby little legs. With a sigh, Hannah finished her prayers and climbed blearily to her feet. She walked to Jackson’s crib and lifted him from it, then pulled the rocking chair close. He was soon nursing greedily at her breast, his moist, pink lips pursed, one small hand clutching a lock of her hair.

Gazing down at her son, Hannah’s heart filled with peace. These were indeed the moments she lived for, the moments when she thought her heart would break with happiness. She wondered if, even now, Ella was feeling the same thing as she cradled her newborn daughter in her arms.

The doctor had finally made it through the blizzard at six last evening. By midnight the exhausted Ella had delivered. The next hour, however, was spent in a frantic battle to staunch her heavy bleeding. There were moments when Hannah feared they’d lose her. But, at last, as if by some miracle, the bleeding had all but ceased.

Hannah had then headed back to the little bunkhouse that sat between Devlin and Ella’s house, and the main house shared by Abby, Conor, and their family. She wasn’t sure when or even if Abby had ever gone home. If she had, Hannah was certain that she, too, must be exhausted.

Once Jackson was nursed, bathed, and dressed, and her own morning ablutions were completed, Hannah decided to head to the main house and see what help was needed there. It was the very least she could do. Until Hannah had first met Abigail MacKay that December day in Gates’ Mercantile, she had despaired of being treated with tolerance, much less love and compassion, ever again. Now, in whatever way she could, she wanted to return the kindness Abby had always shown her.

A half hour later, her long hair neatly braided down her back and a dark blue woolen dress covering her slender frame, Hannah paused just long enough to slide her stockinged feet into tall, leather boots, throw on her short wool coat, and tuck a shawl over her head. Then, after bundling Jackson and his bag of wooden blocks in a warm blanket, she forced open the bunkhouse door.

To her surprise and immense gratitude, she found that someone had already shoveled a path through the snowdrifts to the main house. It would have been impossible, otherwise, she soon discovered, to traverse the hip-high snow with Jackson in her arms. As it was, the shoveled snow piled on either side of the path rose to her shoulders, forming almost a tunnel within which to walk.

It was a tunnel, Hannah realized as she closed the bunkhouse door and began her trek, that had its definite advantages, serving as a very effective windbreak for the blustering winds. Of course, its powdery top layer did still swirl and scatter, coating Hannah’s face and making it hard to breathe. After such a storm, though, she was thankful for every and anything that made life easier.

As she neared the main house and climbed the back porch just off the kitchen, the acrid stench of burning grease reached her. It was quickly followed by the sound of an angry male voice and footsteps hurrying across the hardwood floor. Hannah grinned. If she didn’t miss her guess, Evan had just fallen victim to Old Bess, Abby’s much maligned if sometimes recalcitrant cookstove.

After pausing to shake off as much snow as she could from her boots and skirt, Hannah entered the kitchen. Sure enough, Evan had scorched one of the cast-iron skillets. At her entrance, he glanced up from his task of pumping water into the pan from the sink’s kitchen pitcher pump.

“Well, you’re a sight for sore eyes,” the young man exclaimed, his face lighting with a mix of relief and delight. “Not to mention”—he made a wry grimace as he indicated the still steaming skillet—“a lifesaver.”

Hannah chuckled. One couldn’t stay glum for long when Evan was around. Conor MacKay’s son, nineteen-year-old Evan had his father’s height, impressive build, and the same smoky blue eyes and blue-black hair. He certainly possessed the MacKay good looks.

Evan’s grin was just as engaging as his father’s and Devlin’s, too. Though he lacked the benefit of Devlin’s long, dark mustache to add drama and maturity to his youthful features, Evan was at least spared his cousin’s roguish look of a desperado. His features were more refined, and his nose—unlike Devlin’s, which had apparently once been broken—was straight and strong. Surely Evan was, Hannah decided, one of the most handsome men she had ever met.

“What exactly were you attempting to do?” Hannah squatted and deposited Jackson, blanket, toys, and all, in a corner near the two tall cupboards. “In case you hadn’t noticed, cooking has never been one of your particular talents,” she added as she ambled over to stand beside Evan at the sink.

The young man shrugged. “I was hungry. Abby’s still asleep, and Pa headed out early with the hands to feed the cattle stranded in the far pastures. A man’s got to keep up his strength, you know.”

Hannah reached out and lightly squeezed his muscled biceps. “You don’t strike me as a man who’s wasting away, Evan MacKay.”

“No,” he agreed solemnly, “and I don’t intend to start anytime soon either. Who do you think spent the last two hours shoveling that path from here to your bunk-house?”

She grinned. “I’ll bet that was just so I could cook you some breakfast.”

Evan gave a snort of disdain. “If I’d been hoping for some breakfast, I’d have starved a long time ago. It’s nearly noon. I’d say you need to cook me some lunch.”

“Do I now?”

Hannah sashayed over to the apron hanging by the cookstove and quickly tied it on. She so enjoyed the harmless teasing they shared, even as she knew Evan wanted far more than just a brotherly relationship from her. He had been in love with her for months now.

Always the gentleman, Evan courted her as gallantly, and patiently, as would any man a fine lady. He bought her presents. He wrote her poetry. He went for long walks with her.

She should be grateful for a man like Evan. She did have feelings for him, even if they were more sisterly than passionate. When it finally came down to it, though, Hannah just wasn’t sure she wanted to marry him—or any man for that matter—right now.

But she was also no fool. Evan MacKay offered her far more than just affection. As Culdee Creek’s heir, he offered her security and maybe even a return to respectability someday as the wife of a prosperous rancher. Both were potent inducements for a woman with nowhere else to go, especially now that she had a child who depended on her.

From his corner Jackson played in contented silence, seemingly fascinated with the bag of wooden blocks Hannah had brought along for him. She smiled in satisfaction. The kitchen was snug and warm. Evan’s company was pleasant. She had her precious son and a safe place to raise him.

Life was good … just the way it was.

“So it’s to be lunch, is it?” She walked back to the sink and pulled out the now cooled skillet.

“Lunch would suit me just fine.”

“And how would the last of the roast beef, some fried potatoes, and canned green beans do?”

“It’d send me straight to hog heaven.”

Hannah laughed. “Why don’t you go, instead, and see when Conor and the hands are due back? Might as well cook up a whole mess of vittles while I’m at it. They’re all bound to be pretty hungry.”

Evan’s face fell. “But I was planning on having a cozy little meal with just the two of us. We hardly have any time alone together these days.”

“We’ve plenty of time, Evan MacKay, and you know it.” She made a shooing motion with the big butcher knife she had just picked up. “Now, skedaddle. I’ve got work to do, unless you want to be eating this meal at supper time.”

The look of horror on Evan’s face almost made Hannah laugh again. He was quick, though, to grab his jacket and Stetson and head through the kitchen and parlor to the front door. Few things motivated a man better than the needs of an empty stomach.

Hannah’s smile faded. Few things, anyway, that asked so little for such simple effort, and still left a woman with her pride and sense of decency. But the memory of those other needs, she was quick to remind herself, was best left hidden away … with all the rest of the pain and shame.
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“I don’t like it.” Abby sighed and shook her head later that evening. “The baby’s not nursing well, and she cries all the time. I don’t like it at all.”

Hannah glanced up from the sinkload of soapy dishes she was washing. “Well, little Miss Bonnie MacKay isn’t even a day old,” she offered. “Considering what Ella went through in birthing the little one, perhaps her milk just hasn’t had time to come in.”

“Perhaps.” Abby finished drying the dinner plate and laid it aside. She took up another from the rinse basin. “Still, I’m thinking we should send for Doc Childress first thing in the morning. Ella needs her rest. The baby’s constant crying isn’t helping her state of mind much either.”

“I could take—” Hannah bit off further words.

“Take what?” The brown-haired woman cocked her head, and paused momentarily.

“Never mind.” Hannah flushed crimson. She found sudden fascination in the soapsuds. “It would never work. Devlin wouldn’t stand for it.”

“What? You taking little Bonnie for the night and wet-nursing her so Ella could get some sleep?”

Hannah’s head jerked up. She should have known Abby had been thinking the same thing. Abby was always thinking of others and how best to help them.

“Yes,” was her simple reply. “You know how Devlin feels about me. He’d most likely believe my even touching his daughter, much less sharing my milk with her, would somehow corrupt her.”

“But you’d do it anyway, if Ella was willing? Just until she had her strength back, of course, and her milk came in?”

“Of course, I’d do it for Ella. She’s never been anything but kind to me.”

With a few quick swipes, Abby had the plate dried and stacked with the others. “Good.” She tossed the dishcloth aside and headed for the door.

Hannah stared after her. “What are you doing?”

“I’m going to have a talk with Ella.” Abby shrugged into her warm coat and pulled on a pair of boots. “Just don’t be surprised if I come back with another baby for you.”
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For sin shall not have dominion over you: for ye are not under the law, but under grace.

Romans 6:14

[image: image] There, there, little one,” Hannah cooed as she lifted Bonnie to her shoulder the next morning. Ever so gently, she began to pat the baby’s back. “It’s going to be just fine.”

The infant snuggled close, made a few soft, mewling sounds, then settled. Hannah smiled. There was just something special about a newborn. She hadn’t realized how much she enjoyed them at this age. With a wry grin, she watched Jackson scoot across the bedroom floor, reach her chair, and pull himself up using her nightgown. Her son’s increasing activity level had all but erased those easier, more relaxing times from Hannah’s memory.

Still, she was so very happy she had been blessed with Jackson. Only one thing marred that happiness—the fact that her son would never know his father. And all the mother’s love in the world, Hannah feared, might not make up for that.

“Mama, Mama, Mama.” Jackson’s dark blue eyes lit with interest at the white bundle in Hannah’s arms. He reached toward Bonnie.

She quickly banished her bittersweet thoughts and turned her full attention back to her son. “It’s a baby, sweetie. A ba-by.”

The toddler peered up at her, puzzled. “Ba Ba?”

“Yes,” Hannah nodded her encouragement. “A ba-by.”

Bonnie burped her agreement.

“Hannah?” Abby’s voice came from the front door. “Is it all right if I come in?”

Hannah leaned as far over in the rocker as she dared, and peeked through her open bedroom door into the bunkhouse’s little parlor room. “Yes, come on in,” she called. “I’m just finishing up with Bonnie.”

She took Jackson by the hand and lowered him carefully to the floor. Then she rose and carried Bonnie to the bed. Laying her down on a section of rubber sheeting, Hannah began to remove the baby’s rubber diaper drawers. Abby walked in and came to stand beside her.

“So, how’s our little one doing?” her friend asked. “She looks well enough.”

“Oh, she’s doing just fine,” Hannah replied with a laugh. “She woke me every three hours last night, nursed her fill, then immediately fell back asleep until her next feeding. And every time I feed her, it seems I have to change her.” She unpinned both sides of Bonnie’s diaper, removed it, and laid it aside. After sliding a dry cotton diaper under the baby, she dusted her lightly with cornstarch, then pinned the diaper snugly shut.

“So lack of milk was the problem,” Abby observed thoughtfully. She sat beside the baby and brushed a finger tenderly down her cheek.

“Maybe so.” Hannah rebuttoned the diaper drawers, pulled down Bonnie’s nightgown, and hefted the baby back to her shoulder. “How’s Ella feeling? Has her milk finally come in?”

Abby frowned. “No, or at least not that either of us can tell. She’s feverish this morning. I sent a hand out first thing to fetch Doc. He should be on his way by now.”

“So you want me to keep Bonnie for a while longer.”

“If it wouldn’t be too much of an imposition, it would take a load of worry off Ella’s mind.”

Hannah was tempted to ask what Devlin thought of her wet-nursing his daughter, then thought better of it. No sense stirring the pot if it wasn’t yet boiling.

She forced a cheerful smile. “No imposition at all. You make sure Ella knows that. And tell her her daughter’s doing fine, too.”

Abby smiled, patted Hannah’s hand, then rose. “I will. And you can be sure that both Bonnie’s mother and father will know.”

[image: image]

“And now, atop it all,” Devlin complained to Conor the next day as the two men loaded hay into the buckboard, “I’ve got to allow that young tart free run of my house. Blast, but I’d thought I was finished with her after Bonnie was born!”

Devlin was beside himself. The news from Doc Childress hadn’t been good. Doc pronounced Ella ill with childbed fever and recommended that at least temporarily she not nurse her baby. With a wet nurse so readily available, there was no reason to further risk her health. She needed to direct all her strength toward overcoming the infection—an infection that could kill her just as easily as childbirth could have done.

“Hannah hasn’t done anything but help you, Devlin.” Conor grabbed the bale of hay his cousin had just lifted up to him, and shoved it across the wagon bed to pack it in tightly against the others. “Don’t you reckon it’s past time you eased up on the girl?”

“Eased up!” Devlin bit off an oath. “Conor, none of you knows Hannah like I—” He caught himself. Even Conor, his best friend and closest living relative, didn’t need to know everything.

“Oh, come on now.” The ranch owner paused in his work, walked to the side of the buckboard where Devlin stood, and squatted in the bed. “Let’s just spit it out once and for all, then be done with it,” he continued, his voice gone low. “None of us knows Hannah like you do because she’s one of the women you called on at Sadie Fleming’s, isn’t she?”

The blood rushed from Devlin’s face. He should have known he couldn’t keep the full truth from his cousin for long. After a furtive glance around him, he shook his head. “I didn’t say that,” he whispered hoarsely. “All I meant—”

Conor cut him off. “Ella’s going to find out about Hannah sooner or later. Best you tell her sooner, than she find out from someone else later.”

Devlin bit his lip and looked away. “She already knows I paid several calls at Sadie’s. She’s forgiven me, and we’ve put it all behind us.” As he met Conor’s piercing gaze, a heavy ache throbbed in the middle of his chest. “And that’s where I want it to stay. How can it, though, if Ella finds out about Hannah and has her nose rubbed in it each time that girl walks by? Blast it, Conor! Haven’t I hurt Ella enough without telling her about Hannah?

“When will this nightmare be over?” Devlin groaned.

“I don’t know.” With a sigh, Conor leaned back. “Maybe when it’s all out in the open and there are no more secrets or surprises. Have you talked with Hannah about this?”

Devlin gave an incredulous laugh. “Talk to Hannah? Why that would be like falling back in with the devil himself! I’d never give a woman like her a chance to use that to her advantage. And she would. That’s all those kind of women know how to do.”

“I think you’re wrong about her, Devlin. From what Abby tells me, the girl doesn’t sound likely to jeopardize what she’s got here. You aren’t giving either her or Ella a fair shake in this.”

“Well, I sure in tarnation can’t tell Ella right now.” Devlin spun around, turning back to the next bale of hay. There was work to be done. No purpose was served wallowing in his misery. “News like that, on top of everything else she’s had to endure, might be the death of her.”

“Then let Hannah be. It wouldn’t hurt to share a little of the forgiveness you’ve received with her. No sense hoarding it all for yourself.”

“Can’t say as how I’m in the mood right now to think very kindly of Hannah, much less feel forgiving.” The big foreman sighed and shook his head. “Maybe it isn’t very honorable, but I can’t help it.”

His cousin nodded. “Well, a man’s got to come to forgiveness in his own time. I sure had to. But just remember. Right now Ella needs Hannah to care for the baby, not to mention do the cooking, cleaning, and help little Mary and Devlin Jr. Abby can’t spend every waking moment with Ella and the children anymore. The two hands you sent to fetch Doc Childress that day of the storm have come down with a fever and chills, and Evan told me just this morning he’s not feeling all that well either. I’m thinking it’s the influenza. Talk has it a mess of folks in Grand View are sick with it.”

Devlin slipped his gloved hands beneath the twine encircling another bale, then heaved it to his shoulder. “Yeah, I heard about the influenza that’s been going around Grand View.” He swung about and tossed the hay into the buckboard. “Talk has it Mary Sue Edgerton nearly died from it, and two of Sadie Fleming’s girls finally did.”

“It’s bad this year. Since Abby’s already been exposed in caring for Wendell and Frank, it’s probably best she stays away from Ella. And that leaves only Hannah to help you. As much as you might hate to admit it, right now she’s the only solution to your problems.”

“Easy for you to say,” Devlin muttered, not feeling at all mollified. “But then your mistakes aren’t thrown in your face every time she walks into your house.”

“Sounds like you shot yourself in the foot one time too many, cousin.” Conor managed a wry grin. “Just hope you’re man enough to take it.”

Devlin’s lips quirked. Leave it to Conor to always point out the obvious, if sometimes painful, truth. “Yeah, I hope so, too. Guess, for Ella and my kids’s sakes, we’ll find out.”
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Hannah finished buttoning the lace collar of the fresh nightgown she had just put on Ella. After pulling up the sheet and blankets to cover the other woman, she retrieved the basin of now dirty wash water, washcloth, and towels.

“Is there anything else I can do for you, Ella?” She glanced down at the woman’s pale face. “If not, a nice nap before dinner is in order.”

Ella smiled wanly. “Yes, I am rather tired. Do you think, though, that I might hold Bonnie for a few minutes? My fever’s been gone for two days. I thought I might try to nurse her.”

It had been over a week now since the baby’s birth, and almost as many days since Ella had last tried to nurse. It seemed likely, by now, her milk had all but dried up. Still, Hannah couldn’t blame her for wanting to try. She had given life to the child; she wanted to be the one to nourish and mother her.

“I’ll fetch Bonnie. I nursed her two hours ago.” Hannah shot her a quick smile as she began to walk away. “She’s a greedy little feeder, that one is, though. She just might be hungry again.”

“You’ve been such a blessing to us, Hannah. What would we have done without you?”

Hannah halted, embarrassed and not knowing quite how to respond. “Abby said it’s our Christian duty,” she offered finally, “to help each other in any way we can. I’m trying hard to learn to do that.”

“And you’re learning it well. I’m just thankful I’m here to reap all the benefits.”

Hannah laughed and headed again for the door. “Well, I’m just as thankful to be here, too.”

“Another blessing, I’d say.”

“I suppose so,” she amicably agreed, before walking from the room.

As she reached the kitchen, she found Devlin seated at the kitchen table, working on some ledgers. In spite of their unspoken if temporary truce, Hannah couldn’t help but stiffen defensively. Though he said nothing, she could feel his barely restrained hostility. Only a thin veneer of civility coated the still evident loathing he felt for her.

She marched to the sink nonetheless, emptied the basin, rinsed it, and set it aside to dry. Then, after washing her hands, she strode to the wooden cradle set near the cookstove and picked up a sleepy Bonnie.

“Where are you going with my daughter?”

Hannah stiffened. Whatever was wrong now? she wondered. “Ella wants to hold her for a few minutes, before she takes a nap.”

He glared at her briefly, then tugged at his mustache and resumed his scribbling in the ledger. “Good. It’s about time Bonnie got to know her mother.”

Rather than waste more of it with me? Hannah silently finished Devlin’s sentence for him. She bit the inside of her lip, then chewed on it in frustration. Would nothing she did matter to him? Was there any restitution she could ever make that would wipe the slate clean? But then, why should she even care?

“I agree,” Hannah forced herself to reply. She cuddled Bonnie closer and inhaled deeply of the baby’s sweet scent, then straightened. “Well, if you don’t mind, I’ve got an eager mother waiting to see her child.”

Never once looking back up, Devlin made a dismissing motion with his hand. “I just wanted to make it clear who her real mother is.”

“Oh, you did, Mr. MacKay,” Hannah said through gritted teeth as she walked from the kitchen. “You most certainly did.”
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The next week passed in a crazy, frantic haze of activity. Three more hands came down with the influenza, as did Conor’s ten-year-old daughter, Beth. Save for the most minimal of maintenance duties, such as feeding and watering the livestock, work at Culdee Creek virtually ground to a halt. Those not stricken were called into caring for those who were.

Though Ella improved a bit each day, her condition was still too precarious to risk her catching the dreaded influenza. Devlin—one of the few still healthy workers—tried to do his part by limiting contact with his wife, even going so far as to bed down at night in the kitchen. As much as she could Hannah also tried, for Ella’s sake, to avoid Culdee Creek’s other residents—Evan included. Though she wrote him a short, daily note to cheer him up as he recovered from his own bout of influenza, his return missives made it clear he missed her sorely.

For Hannah, time not required preparing meals, washing clothes, and caring for the children was spent talking with and reading to Ella in her and Devlin’s bedroom. She helped the other woman when she needed it and played games with Jackson and Ella’s two older children when she didn’t. From time to time, the confined quarters became too close, and Hannah would bundle up Devlin Jr. and Mary to play outside in the snow.

She also continued to nurse Bonnie, for Ella’s milk had indeed dried up. Each time the infant was finally sated, however, Hannah quickly changed her, then laid her in her mother’s arms. It was a time Hannah came to cherish. The two women talked of many things. As the days passed, the cordial relationship that had been slowly developing over the past year grew into a deeper trust and friendship.

“You know,” Ella said one particularly overcast, windy day as she rested in her bed with Bonnie sleeping contentedly at her side, “I used to think she’d have my red hair, but now I’m not so sure. It’s already”—she fingered the fuzzy thatch on her daughter’s head—“much darker than mine.”

Hannah glanced up from the embroidery work she was applying to a hand-stitched, lace-edged table runner. She leaned forward in the rocker she had pulled up close to Ella’s bed and studied Bonnie’s hair. “Yes, it is darker, but I still see glints of red. Perhaps she’ll have auburn hair.”

Ella smiled. “That’d be nice. A pleasing combination, at long last, of Devlin’s and my hair colors after my carrot-topped son and brown-haired little Mary.”

“They’ll make a pretty trio, won’t they,” Hannah observed, “all lined up and ready for school?”

“Yes, they will.”

The conversation eased then into a comfortable silence. Hannah resumed her careful stitching. The rose and ivy motif was filling in nicely. She was quite pleased with the various shades of vermilion she had chosen for the flowers. Combined with the vibrant blooms, the rich emerald and forest green threads of the ivy leaves made a striking contrast against the ivory linen cloth.

“You’ve really a talent with the needle,” Ella commented from beside her. “I’ve never seen such even, delicate stitches, or such a flair for design and color.”

Hannah could feel the heat rise in her cheeks. She still found it hard to accept, much less believe, a compliment. “I learned from a true artist,” she replied finally. “My dear friend, Hu Yung, taught me how to sew. It passed the long hours after we were both finally free from our night’s work, filling the day with a semblance of refinement and beauty.

“Or at least so it seemed to us.” Hannah smiled in sad remembrance. “We were deluding ourselves, of course, but at least it helped us endure the nightmares to come each night. We always had each other and our beautiful sewing to look forward to on the morrow.”

“What happened to Hu Yung? Did she, too, finally escape?”

Hannah looked down. At the memories that had been so carefully stored in the deep recesses of her heart, tears swelled. “In a sense, yes, she did. Hu Yung fell in love with a young miner who promised to come back and marry her once he struck it rich. Some months later, though, she got word he’d died in an avalanche. After that all the hope seemed to drain from her. She soon took an overdose of morphine, killing herself.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that.” Ella touched Hannah’s arm. “She deserved better.”

“Yes. Yes, she did.” Hannah brushed away the tears that had flooded her eyes. Hu Yung had deserved better. Better from life, and better from a friend. A true friend would’ve known the right thing to say and do to comfort her, to prevent her from taking her life. But she hadn’t, Hannah thought, the old, guilty sense of failure rising to engulf her anew.

“She was sold into the brothels, too, you know. Not as early as I was,” Hannah hastened to add, forcing her morose thoughts back to the present, “but forced into it nonetheless. A Chinese man from San Francisco returned to his village in China, wooed and wed her, then brought her back to San Francisco, promising her a better life. One day, though, he informed her he would be going on a long trip, and asked if she’d sign an agreement to stay with a friend of his. Only as she was being dragged into a brothel did Hu Yung realize she’d signed her own bill of sale.”

“How terrible.”

“Yes,” was Hannah’s stark reply.

She scanned the room. Her gaze snagged on Jackson, who sat near the window engrossed in play with Mary and Devlin Jr. Each time the three children built a tower of blocks, one immediately knocked it over to the accompaniment of much squealing and shouting from the others.

Outside huge, fat flakes drifted past the frost-edged, glass panes. With each blustering gust, the wind sent the snow twirling in a wild, white, blinding dance. From time to time the house timbers rattled, and the wind shrieked high along the roof.

It was a good day to stay inside, Hannah thought, safely snug and cozy warm from the heat radiating from the big kitchen cookstove. At times like this the old life, rife with bitter recollections, seemed far away. This room, alive with love, hope, and children’s laughter, was all that mattered.

“Unlike poor Hu Yung,” Ella observed, meeting Hannah’s gaze with a wise one of her own, “you have so much to live for.” She shifted in bed, raising herself up. “I know Jackson makes you happy. I can see it in your eyes every time you look at him. But I’m not always so sure how happy you are being here, at Culdee Creek.”

Bemused, Hannah turned to face her. “I don’t understand why you’d say that. If it weren’t for Abby and the life she’s given me here … well, I don’t want to think about what would’ve happened to me and Jackson.”

“I know you’re grateful to Abby, Hannah.” Ella’s gaze locked with hers. “It’s just that there always seems a tension in you, a tension …” She sighed. “A tension I particularly note whenever you and Devlin are together.”

The blood drained from Hannah’s face. For a fleeting instant the room whirled before her. She felt sick, dizzy.

She had dreaded this would happen someday. Dreaded the inevitable confrontation over her past involvement with Ella’s husband, even as she did her best to deny its existence. This was why she had yet to confront Devlin to iron things out between them. She supposed she had secretly, if foolishly, hoped the whole, horrible mess would just go away.

“I reckon he doesn’t care for women like me,” she forced herself to reply, knowing Ella expected some sort of answer. “Some folk don’t think a fallen woman can ever reform.”

“Perhaps,” her friend admitted. “But I think there’s more to it than that.” Ella paused. “There is, isn’t there, Hannah?”

Suddenly, she couldn’t bear to meet Ella’s piercing gaze. A wild impulse to rise and run from the room filled her. But Hannah knew it was already too late. She looked away. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“I think you do. You were one of the women Devlin called on, weren’t you, when he went to Sadie Fleming’s?”

Ever so slowly, Hannah turned back. So, she thought with a curious mixture of anguish and relief, the secret was out at last. Ella did know about Devlin’s unfaithfulness.

“Don’t you think that’s a question better asked of your husband?” Her words came out a husky whisper.

“It is a question I must ask of him,” the red-haired woman agreed, her gaze calm, her smile serene. “But it’s also one to ask you. How else can there ever be an end to all the secrets and pain?”

How else, indeed? Hannah asked herself sadly.

Ella sighed. “Devlin’s been so guilt-ridden ever since

… since he began calling at Sadie’s that summer, that he can barely stand to be near you, much less look me in the eye.” She shook her head. “I can’t begin to tell you how angry it made me.”

“You had every right to be angry.”

The red-haired woman gave a wry laugh. “Oh, and I was. I assure you. I’m no saint. From the first day you came here, I suspected something between you and Devlin, and it near to ate me up with suspicion and jealousy. In the beginning, though, I tried to convince myself Devlin hated you because you reminded him of his unfaithfulness—an unfaithfulness I suspected long before he finally confessed it to me. But, in time, I realized his guilt and anger at you went far deeper than that.”

“I’m sorry so sorry, Ella,” Hannah whispered. “I never meant to hurt you. I swear it.”

“I know.” Tears brightened Ella’s eyes. “Still, for the longest time, I had to force myself to be kind to you. Oh, how I fought to hide the bitterness and pain!”

A single tear trickled down her cheek. “The Lord finally pierced the darkness that held me, though,” she continued at last, earnest intent now gleaming in her eyes. “I love you both. I don’t want either of you to go on suffering because of what you did. The Lord long ago showed me the only way to truly love Him was to love others as He does, and forgive them as He did.”

Tears filled Hannah’s eyes. “After what I did to you, however unintentionally, I don’t deserve your forgiveness, Ella, much less your love.”

“Just as none of us can ever deserve God’s forgiveness or love.” Ella took Hannah’s hand. “But that’s the mystery of grace. No matter how good we are, we’re still never worthy of it.”

“Perhaps he offers it to people like you and Abby.” Tears clogged Hannah’s throat and, for a moment, she couldn’t speak. “But never to people like me.”

“And who told you that?”

“People. Many people. Even if their lips didn’t utter the words, their eyes sure did.”

“But never God. Never Jesus Christ, who ate, drank, and associated with harlots, unclean Gentiles, and even hated tax collectors. He saw the soul of each and every person, knew their heart.” Ella squeezed her hand. “As He knows your heart.”

Hannah managed a watery smile. “I don’t deserve a friend like you.”

“That’s grace then, too, I suppose.”

As Ella released her hand and fell back against her pillow, the kitchen door opened and closed. The sound of heavy footsteps echoed on the hardwood floor. Hannah glanced at the small, brass and wood clock sitting on Ella’s bureau. Noon. It must be Devlin, home for dinner.

She rose from the rocking chair and smoothed the wrinkles from her dress. “I’d better get the table set. Devlin’s sure to be hungry.”

“Take the children out with you and send Devlin in to me.” Ella’s mouth tightened with grim resolve. “It’s past time we set God’s grace into motion, and begin healing your wounded souls.”
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