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         CHAPTER ONE

         
         
         
         
         LATE JANUARY 1881

         
         
         
         
         Maybe it was cabin fever as well as the announcement from Beth that she was expecting. It might even have been the anxiety of waiting for Gwen’s baby to finally arrive. Whatever the reason, Lacy Gallatin awoke an hour earlier than usual with only one thought on her mind: I have to get out of here for a time.

         
         
         
         
         She got up and dressed quickly, layering warm flannel trousers over thick wool stockings. Next she put on her heaviest split wool skirt and warmest blouse and sweater. Lacy then tied her hair back in a single braid and completed her outfit with her heavy winter boots.

         
         
         
         
         Taking up her saddlebag, Lacy packed several articles of clothing. She penned a quick note to her sisters, doing her best to explain that the gloomy weather had taken its toll on her. 

         
         
         
         
         She read the last lines aloud, as much to strengthen her conviction as to assure herself she’d said the right thing. “ ‘I will be all right. Please don’t send anyone after me. I’m not certain where I’m headed, but I assure you I can take care of myself.’ ”

         
         
         
         
         And she could. Lacy had a little money and a lot of know-how. She was a good horsewoman and a crack shot with the rifle. There had been no reports of highwaymen since the weather had turned so bad the past month. There would always be the threat of wolves, but Lacy could contend with them if she had to. That left only battling the elements.

         
         
         
         
         Hurrying downstairs, Lacy grabbed a few items of food and stuffed them into her bags along with her clothes. If a blizzard came up before she figured out where to go, she’d be able to wait it out. She pulled on her heavy coat and scarf and secured her flannel hat. Her last act was to grab matches, a small tin pot, and a canteen from the back porch.

         
         
         
         
         Blackness engulfed Lacy as she slipped from the house. Within another half hour or so her family would wake up to start their day. The long hours of darkness didn’t stop or even slow life when it came to caring for livestock and seeing that the community had access to the store. Lacy was glad there wasn’t a stage due in or out. The weather had reduced the number of trips being made to Gallatin Crossing, and given Gwen’s condition, that had been a very good thing. There would be no big breakfast to prepare and serve. No abundance of laundry to wash.

         
         
         
         
         Lacy sighed. She felt she fell short even when it came to doing her part at Gallatin House, the roadhouse she and her sisters operated. She had done minor repairs and some of the heavier work after their father was killed, but now that Gwen and Beth had married and Hank and Nick were in residence, she was relegated to household chores. That left Lacy with very little purpose. She simply didn’t belong anymore.

         
         
         
         
         The cold air bit at her face and hands but did little to deter Lacy from her task. She pulled on her gloves—heavy woolen ones that she used for outdoor work—and set out across the yard. Her boots made a crunching sound in the snow and left a very obvious trail from the house to the store.

         
         
         
         
         Hank had helped Nick to build a rather large corral behind the store where he could keep the stage horses ready and waiting. To Lacy’s benefit, the store hid the corral and her activities. She could only pray that everyone would remain asleep or otherwise busy with their own chores while she got away.

         
         
         
         
         The horses had taken shelter together in the loafing shed and seemed somewhat curious as Lacy interrupted their morning. “It’s all right, boys,” she told the gathered geldings. Her own mount nudged her for a treat, but Lacy shook her head. “Not this time, fella.” She saddled him quickly and tied on her saddlebag. She climbed into the saddle and wrapped the canteen strap and tin pot’s handle around the horn.

         
         
         
         
         “Come on, boy,” she urged as they moved across to the gate. Lacy easily managed the gate on horseback. She’d done this a number of times before, and the gelding seemed to understand now what was expected of him. With a quick glance at Gallatin House, Lacy could see that lamps were lit in the upstairs windows. Her family was awakening to face a new day. It was time to leave.

         
         
         
         
         A whine caught her attention. She glanced down to see that Major had followed her. “Not this time, boy. Go home.” The dog looked at her sadly. “Go on, now. Go!” she commanded with as much harshness as she could manage. Major dropped his head and turned back toward the house. Lacy felt terrible for putting him from her, but she had no idea of where she might go. She had odd images of just riding around in circles for days.

         
         
         
         
         “I should have thought this through better.” The horse nickered as if in agreement. “Oh, what do you know?” She nudged the horse’s flanks and put him in motion.

         
         
         
         
         Lacy was glad it had stopped snowing. The roadway was much traveled, leaving the previous snow beaten down by stage and freight wagons, as well as local ranchers and riders coming and going. With no more than a new inch or so, the horse would have a fairly easy time of it.

         
         
         
         
         In the coming light of morning, Lacy could just make out her way. She hadn’t really considered her path but knew almost instinctively that she was headed for Patience and Jerry Shepard’s ranch, four miles out of town. Patience had been like a mother to her, and Lacy desperately needed that right now. Perhaps she would just ask Patience to sit for a time and talk; then Lacy could head out to . . . to where?

         
         
         
         
         The winds were surprisingly calm and as the light dawned over the southern reaches of the mountains, Lacy could see that the clouds had cleared. Maybe they would have a bright sunny day after all.

         
         
         
         
         An orange-yellow sun rose in full, streaking the skies in red and pink hues. It wasn’t a good sign; even the Bible warned about such things as an omen for bad weather. Lacy tried to put it from her mind. At least the temperature seemed to warm a bit as the sun climbed higher. She knew that by now her family would be preparing to face the day. They wouldn’t worry about where she was for a time, but when breakfast was on the table, someone would go to fetch her and find a note instead.

         
         
         
         
         “They’ll probably be mad,” she told the horse. “Dave will be madder than the others. As the law in this area he’ll take it upon himself to hunt me down.” The thought of Dave Shepard, Patience and Jerry’s son, brought unexpected warmth to her cheeks. As deputy, Lacy knew he had plenty to keep him occupied today. He’d spoken the night before of going to Bozeman if the weather was good.

         
         
         
         
         “Hopefully, he’ll just do as he planned and leave me alone. He might even think I’ve gone to Bozeman.”

         
         
         
         
         The horse bobbed his head as if agreeing. Lacy patted his neck. “I’m sorry for bringing you out in the cold without so much as a few oats to start your day. I’ll make it up to you, though. The Shepards will see you well cared for.”

         
         
         
         
         “Well, at least we know now why she wasn’t downstairs to help,” Beth said, waving the note at her sister. “She’s decided to take herself on a little journey.”

         
         
         
         
         “What do you mean?” Gwen asked.

         
         
         
         
         “She says the winter has gotten to her, and we’re not to worry about her or her whereabouts.” Beth handed Gwen the letter. “Honestly, sometimes that girl doesn’t make any sense to me.”

         
         
         
         
         Gwen shook her head. “I wonder when she left. It must have been sometime in the night.”

         
         
         
         
         “What must have been sometime in the night?” Hank asked his wife as he entered the kitchen. He went to take up a coffee mug and stepped to the stove. He looked up at Gwen. “Well?”

         
         
         
         
         “Lacy decided to go off by herself.”

         
         
         
         
         Hank poured coffee into his cup. “Off by herself where?” 

         
         
         
         
         “We don’t know,” Beth admitted. “She just said winter was getting to her. She also said she’d be all right and that we weren’t to send anyone after her.”

         
         
         
         
         “Has she done this before?”

         
         
         
         
         Gwen nodded. “Yes, but it’s been a while. You know how unpredictable she can be.”

         
         
         
         
         “You must be talking about Lacy,” Dave said as he came in behind Hank. “Ah, I see you had the same idea I did.” He grabbed a mug and poured himself some coffee. “Nick is stoking up the fire in the front room, Beth. He said he’d get Justin down to breakfast in just a minute.”

         
         
         
         
         “Lacy’s gone,” Beth announced matter-of-factly.

         
         
         
         
         Dave looked at her as if she’d gone mad. “What do you mean, ‘gone’?”

         
         
         
         
         “Gone. She took off. She left a note saying she wanted some time away.”

         
         
         
         
         Gwen nodded in confirmation. “She says she can take care of herself, but . . .” Her words trailed off as she clenched her eyes shut and clutched her stomach. Then she opened her eyes and smiled softly at her husband. “Hank . . . I think it’s my time.”

         
         
         
         
         “Are you sure?” Beth asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I’ve been having some back pain since last night, but now it’s starting to intensify and spread to the front. I think the baby is coming.”

         
         
         
         
         “What should we do?” Hank asked, turning rather pale.

         
         
         
         
         “I suppose send for the doctor. If Gwen’s been having pain all night,” Beth surmised, “the baby could be nearly here. I’ll help her to bed.”

         
         
         
         
         “But what about breakfast?” Gwen asked as if they’d all suddenly gone mad.

         
         
         
         
         Dave laughed. “We can manage it for ourselves. You let Hank and Beth get you settled in. I’ll go for the doc.”

         
         
         
         
         Dave was just happy to be out of the house. Women giving birth made him nervous. He could still remember when his younger sisters had been born. He’d been quite young, and his mother’s screams of pain were terrifying.

         
         
         
         
         Thankfully, there was a new doctor in Hamilton. It wouldn’t take long at all to reach him and get help. Dave urged the horse to pick up speed, glad that the latest snow had been only a light dusting. He noticed fresh hoofprints leading out of town and wondered if they belonged to Lacy’s mount. It wasn’t that she was the only one who could have passed this way. He considered the direction and depth of each print. The rider was lightweight, so it might be her. Beth seemed to think Lacy might have gone out the night before, but if that were the case, the new snow would have covered any tracks.

         
         
         
         
         He was still thinking about this when he finally made the turn toward Hamilton. The tracks continued on the main road to the north. He wondered if they’d still be there when he came back. The skies to the west were darkening with clouds, and the whole line seemed to be moving their way. It’d be just his luck to lose the prints in another snowstorm.

         
         
         
         
         Dave made his way into Hamilton, trying to put the worrisome thoughts from his mind. The little town was already up and running, with local merchants sweeping off the dry white offering from the night before. Several people waved as he passed down the street.

         
         
         
         
         Dave knew the new doctor’s office and home was not far.  He quickly covered the distance and was rewarded to see the doctor’s wife whisking snow from the steps of their house.

         
         
         
         
         “Morning, Mrs. DuPont. Is the doctor in?” Dave asked without bothering to dismount.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, goodness, he is, but he’s terribly sick. He’s run a fever all night and is coughing something horrible.”

         
         
         
         
         “Guess he’s not up to making any house calls then.” Dave scratched his chin. “Mrs. Bishop is set to deliver her baby. She’s been having pains all night.”

         
         
         
         
         The woman nodded. “I’m sorry. Your best bet would be to get a midwife. I’d go myself if I didn’t have to take care of my husband.”

         
         
         
         
         “I understand.” Dave thought for a moment. “I hope Doc gets to feeling better.”

         
         
         
         
         “Physicians never make good patients,” she mused. “They’re always trying to second-guess their illness and oftentimes make less of it than they should.” Her face brightened. “Say, your mother would be quite capable of delivering a baby. She’s helped with that before.”

         
         
         
         
         “I hadn’t thought of that, but you’re right.” Dave tipped his hat. “I’ll go there straightaway.”

         
         
         
         
         “Give her my regards, and we’ll be praying that all goes well.”

         
         
         
         
         He turned the horse and headed out of Hamilton. He picked up the tracks again and followed them, surprised as they turned toward the Shepard ranch. His hopes rose as he felt more confident that the prints had been made by Lacy’s horse.

         
         
         
         
         It was nearly nine when Dave reached the ranch. His father was forking hay onto a wagon when Dave led his mount into the barn.

         
         
         
         
         “Well, we seem to be blessed with visitors today. I sure didn’t expect to see you this morning. What brings you out here?” Jerry leaned on the pitchfork and waited for his son’s reply.

         
         
         
         
         “Gwen Bishop is having her baby. Dr. DuPont is too sick to attend her, so I thought maybe Ma would come.” Dave glanced at the stall and spotted Lacy’s horse. “I take it Lacy is here.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yup, rode in just after dawn.” He came and took hold of Dave’s mount. “I’ll put your horse away and then I’ll hitch the carriage. Tell your ma I’ll be waiting for her,” his father said. “Could you maybe stay behind and get this hay out to the west field?”

         
         
         
         
         “Sure,” Dave said. “Let me go explain things to Ma, and I’ll get right to it.”

         
         
         
         
         Dave bounded across the yard and leaped up on the porch, easily clearing the three steps as he had when he was a boy.

         
         
         
         
         He entered the house, calling, “Ma!” Making his way through the rooms, Dave headed for the kitchen, where he knew he’d find her at this time of the day.

         
         
         
         
         What he hadn’t expected was to find Lacy Gallatin standing in the kitchen. He’d figured, knowing his mother, Lacy would be tucked into bed somewhere, being pampered and cared for. Lacy looked at him with such wide eyes that Dave knew she was equally surprised to find him there.

         
         
         
         
         “I told them not to send anyone after me,” she muttered and went back to kneading bread dough.

         
         
         
         
         “I didn’t come for you, although I will say it was pretty inconsiderate of you to just ride out like that and worry everyone.” 

         
         
         
         
         She looked up and met his gaze. “I left a letter.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah, I know. But it certainly didn’t say you were coming to my folks’ place.”

         
         
         
         
         “I didn’t know that I was.”

         
         
         
         
         His mother came in from the porch. “It’s starting to snow again.” She spotted her son and broke into a big smile. “What a nice surprise.”

         
         
         
         
         “Gwen is having her baby and Dr. DuPont is sick. Pa’s hitching the carriage. Can you come and help?”

         
         
         
         
         “Absolutely. Let me get my things,” his mother said. She stopped in midstep, however, and turned back to Lacy. “Can you handle the baking? We can’t let all these loaves of bread go to waste. Oh, but you probably want to be there, too.” Patience looked upset by the dilemma, but Lacy quickly put the matter to rest.

         
         
         
         
         “I’ll finish them, don’t you worry. Tell my sister I’m praying for her safe delivery. There’s nothing much I could do to help there, so it’s best I make myself useful here.”

         
         
         
         
         Dave didn’t miss the look of worry on her face. She bit her lower lip and ducked her head as if to hide it from him, but he’d seen it nevertheless.

         
         
         
         
         “I’ll stay here and see Lacy safely back to Gallatin House after the baking is finished. I know she’ll be anxious to be with her family at a time like this.”

         
         
         
         
         Lacy said nothing, her expression unreadable.

         
         
         
         
         Lacy couldn’t believe this turn of events. She’d come to get away from all her troubles, yet the biggest one of all followed her like a hound to the fox.

         
         
         
         
         She put the last of the bread pans in the oven and checked the fire. Everything looked perfect. Stretching to ease the pull of her back muscles, Lacy felt a bit of relief knowing that Dave was occupied elsewhere. His father had given him the task of feeding stock in the west field. This area didn’t usually have so much snow, so Jerry hadn’t taken the animals to a different pasture. Instead, he’d brought them all closer to home to keep them contained within easy distance of the house. But this winter had been devastating. The temperatures had dropped so rapidly that large geese had actually frozen fast in the pond and died. Jerry had mentioned losing several pregnant cows, as well as a number of steers. It wasn’t a good season to be a rancher.

         
         
         
         
         A glance out Patience’s kitchen window startled Lacy. It was snowing quite heavily. In fact, it was very nearly a whiteout. She hadn’t even noticed the wind blowing but could hear evidence of it now. The sound was mournful, almost like a cry. It was typical of the unpredictable mountain weather.

         
         
         
         
         Dave came stomping in from the back porch. “It’s blown up a bad one.” He shook the snow from his coat onto the porch floor. “We’re gonna have to wait this one out.”

         
         
         
         
         “What do you mean?” Lacy asked. She began placing already baked loaves of bread onto the table.

         
         
         
         
         “I mean we’re not going to be able to head out to Gallatin House until this clears up.”

         
         
         
         
         She looked at him and could see how red his face was from the cold wind. She took pity on him. “Want some coffee?”

         
         
         
         
         He grinned. “That would be good. Maybe a slice of fresh bread, too?”

         
         
         
         
         She nodded. “I’m sure your mother wouldn’t mind.”

         
         
         
         
         Lacy hurried to pour him a cup of coffee. She put it in front of him as he took a seat at the far end of the table. “The bread’s still warm. It might not cut well.”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t mind. If you get me a knife, I’ll do it myself.”

         
         
         
         
         She went to the cupboard and got a plate, then fetched a knife from the counter. “There’s fresh butter, too.”

         
         
         
         
         Lacy brought the butter to the table, then hurried back to check the oven. She felt odd. It wasn’t that she was doing anything she hadn’t done at Gallatin House in serving Dave food, but somehow here it seemed much more intimate.

         
         
         
         
         “Where are the ranch hands?” she asked. “Will they need lunch?”

         
         
         
         
         “They’re off in the far west field waiting for calves to be born. Knowing Ma, she sent them with everything they’d need.

         
         
         
         
         They’ll probably set a tent up by the creek. No doubt with the temperature dropping, they’ll need to hack the ice open from time to time in order to allow the cattle to drink.”

         
         
         
         
         “They’ll stay out in this?” Lacy asked, glancing at the window. The wind was now clearly audible.

         
         
         
         
         “They’ll rotate in and out. We’ve got too many heifers birthing this year to leave them alone for long. The hands will be fine.” Dave took a big bite of the bread and smiled. “Mmm.”

         
         
         
         
         Lacy didn’t know why, but his delight in the impromptu meal rather unnerved her. She went to the wash pan and began cleaning up the empty bread pans. “I’m sure I can get back on my own. There’s no need for me to stay here after I get the baking done.”

         
         
         
         
         “Are you afraid of staying here with me?” he asked softly.

         
         
         
         
         Lacy turned and met his gaze. She made the mistake of looking at his lips for a moment, then turned away. “That would be silly,” she said in a voice that didn’t sound at all convincing.

         
         
         
         
         “It would be,” Dave agreed, “but that doesn’t mean you aren’t afraid.”

         
         
         
         
         “I simply want to get home and do what I can to help. Gwen’s having her baby, after all. I’m going to be an aunt. I only stayed here to relieve your mother’s mind.” Her hands were shaking so badly she had to plunge them into the water and hope Dave wouldn’t see.

         
         
         
         
         “Look, the storm is bad,” Dave said. “We’ll just have to make the best of it. If the weather clears soon enough, I’ll get you home. If not, we’ll stay here.”

         
         
         
         
         Lacy turned around so quickly that she flung water across the room. “You mean spend the night?”

         
         
         
         
         “Well, you were already going to do that, weren’t you?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, but . . . not with you here.”

         
         
         
         
         He laughed and tossed back the last of his coffee. “I stay at Gallatin House all the time, and it doesn’t seem to bother you.”

         
         
         
         
         It bothered her a great deal, but Lacy wasn’t about to admit it. “Yes, but there are other people there. Not only that, but you live in the annex. That’s a whole different building. But your folks won’t be here, and neither will anyone else.”

         
         
         
         
         Dave leaned back with a lazy grin spreading across his face. “I know. Kind of intriguing, don’t you think?”

         
         
         
         
         Lacy felt her cheeks grow hot. “Don’t you care that it will ruin my reputation?”

         
         
         
         
         He laughed and folded his hands behind his head as he let the chair tip back against the wall. “Lacy Gallatin, you’ve never cared what people thought about you or your reputation.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, well, I’ve never done this before.” She eyed the doorway, wanting only to run for the haven of the room Patience had given her.

         
         
         
         
         “Done what?” he asked. It was clear he was enjoying her discomfort.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, bother. I’m not going to stand here and argue with you.” She turned her attention to the stove and felt the warm blast of air against her face as she opened the door. The bread wasn’t done, so she couldn’t even occupy herself with pulling the loaves out.

         
         
         
         
         She straightened once the stove door was back in place. This wasn’t the deliverance from problems and emotions that she had hoped for. In fact, this was very much like a fascinating nightmare—one that she clearly wanted to escape but at the same time couldn’t help but be intrigued by.

         
         
         
         
         Turning, she found Dave watching her closely. He wasn’t smiling anymore, and that was almost more worrisome. Lacy could take his teasing, but she wasn’t sure what to do with his serious side.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER TWO

         
         
         
         
         Gwen gasped for air. “But . . . what . . . what if . . . something goes wrong? We need . . . a doctor.”

         
         
         
         
         “Nothing’s going wrong,” Patience reassured her. “The baby is nearly here, so there’s no time to send for anyone else. Besides, I’ve done this many times before. You’re doing just fine.”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t . . . feel . . . fine.” Gwen panted and looked out the window into the darkness, trying not to focus on the pain. Sweat trickled down her neck. “You know my . . . our . . . mother died giving birth.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, but you aren’t your mother.” Patience wiped Gwen’s forehead with a cool damp cloth, then handed it to Beth. “Please get this wet and continue wiping her forehead.”

         
         
         
         
         Beth nodded and hurried to the bowl and pitcher on the nightstand. “I hope my little one doesn’t give me this much trouble.”

         
         
         
         
         Patience smiled. “Every baby is different in some way, but there’s always pain and suffering. You barely remember it afterward, though. The joy of the child just takes away the memory of the misery.”

         
         
         
         
         Gwen, however, felt as if she were being torn in two. There was no possible way that she would ever forget exactly how bad this felt. She didn’t care if she ever had another child. Then Gwen was seized by the strangest urgency to expel the baby from her body. Almost against her will, she bore down. “I think it’s coming.”

         
         
         
         
         Patience checked. “Yes, you’re very close. Keep pushing. Beth, forget the cloth. Come help your sister. Lift her shoulders so she can push down harder.”

         
         
         
         
         Gwen couldn’t get away from the pain. It radiated throughout her entire body and emerged as a scream and desperate plea. “Make it stop!”

         
         
         
         
         Hank heard Gwen scream from downstairs and looked up as he clenched his teeth and gripped the arm of the chair. Things must be bad, he surmised. “Is it always like this?” he asked Jerry. Major came to his side to offer comfort, but Hank ignored the dog.
         

         
         
         
         
         Jerry looked up from where he was playing checkers with Justin, Nick’s nine-year-old son, by the fire. “Always. The first one’s the worst, though. You don’t know what to expect, and it all seems so overwhelming.”

         
         
         
         
         Hank paced back and forth while Nick whittled. Nick seemed almost as upset as Hank and had nearly carved the piece of wood out of existence. Hank shook his head as their eyes met. “Next time, it’ll be you.”

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t remind me.”

         
         
         
         
         Jerry laughed. “You two need to settle down. There’s nothing to be gained by worrying.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m not just worrying,” Hank countered. “I’m praying, too.”

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t you think the one kind of cancels out the other?” 

         
         
         
         
         Hank shook his head. “Why should it? God knows I trust Him, but this situation is more than I’m used to.”

         
         
         
         
         “So trust Him all the more. I remember when Dave was born. I was all by myself with Patience.”

         
         
         
         
         Hank thought he must have misunderstood. “You were alone? But I thought Dave was born back East, in the city.”

         
         
         
         
         Jerry grinned as Justin jumped over his last two pieces. “Looks like you win.” The boy beamed. Jerry got to his feet and yawned and stretched.

         
         
         
         
         “Dave was born during a yellow fever epidemic. There wasn’t an available doctor or nurse anywhere in the city. The hospitals were full of the dying. Even the midwives were either sick or off helping someone else. I sent for my mother, but she lived a good distance away, and I’d waited too long.”

         
         
         
         
         Nick looked at the man as if he were crazy. “And you actually delivered Dave?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah, I sure did. I was so naïve and wet behind the ears. Goodness, but we were just children having children. Leastwise, that’s how it felt.”

         
         
         
         
         “What did you do?”

         
         
         
         
         “I did what I could. I didn’t know a whole lot about birthing, but I learned fast. Dave was born easy as could be, but I wasn’t at all sure what to do about that umbilical cord and afterbirth. Patience had passed out cold, and I stood there looking at the baby and the cord and knew I probably needed to free him up. After all, I’d never seen an infant with all of that other attached.”

         
         
         
         
         Hank laughed. “I can’t even imagine. I would have been the one passing out cold if I’d been left to deliver our child.”

         
         
         
         
         Jerry shrugged. “You do what you have to. Patience came to, and I yelled at her.” He laughed. “I told her not to ever faint again, and you know, I don’t think she has. Even birthing the girls. Anyway, she was the one who told me what to do. She told me how to tie off the cord and cut it.” He gave a slight shudder. “Never want to do that again.”

         
         
         
         
         Nick shook his head. “I hope that doesn’t happen to me.”

         
         
         
         
         “I suppose a fella just has to be ready for anything.” Jerry warmed his hands at the fire, then turned and gave his backside equal time.

         
         
         
         
         Hank thought of how horrible it all might have been had Patience not been able to come. He didn’t know what they would have done, especially since it had started snowing again.

         
         
         
         
         “My mother showed up just after I’d finished cleaning things up, including Dave. She looked him over, declared him fit, and then congratulated Patience on delivering a beautiful baby. I was indignant. I cleared my throat and said, ‘I’ll have you know I did the delivering. She just pushed and screamed.’ ”

         
         
         
         
         Hank couldn’t help but laugh. “And what did your mother have to say to that?”

         
         
         
         
         “She told me I had the easier of the two jobs and needed to never forget that. I tell you, I felt mighty deflated after that.”

         
         
         
         
         Nick chuckled and put away his knife. He held up the piece of wood, now hardly more than a stick. “Guess I’ve worried this enough.” He bent down and scooped up the shavings and tossed them, along with the remaining piece, into the fire. He was dusting off his hands when another scream split the air. 

         
         
         
         
         Hank reached for the banister but held fast. Patience had told him not to come upstairs until he heard the baby cry. He looked at Jerry and shook his head. “Why doesn’t the baby come?”

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t worry. Babies have their own schedule.”

         
         
         
         
         Hank blew out a hard breath and plopped onto the chair. “This is killing me.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sure it isn’t doing Gwen all that much good, either,” Jerry said.

         
         
         
         
         Hank grew a bit light-headed. “Gwen’s ma died giving birth.”

         
         
         
         
         “Justin’s ma, too,” Nick added. “I keep trying to forget about that.” Justin came to his side and put his arm around Nick’s shoulders.

         
         
         
         
         “You two are worse than a couple of old women at a Sunday social. Stop expecting problems. Some women do die, but more of them come through just fine.”

         
         
         
         
         “But something could go wrong.” Hank leaned forward, his head in his hands. “I know she wanted . . . counted on a doctor being here. I let her down. If we were in Boston, I’d have the best of doctors at her side—no offense to Patience and her skills. I’m just not any good at life on the frontier.”

         
         
         
         
         “Bah, this has nothing to do with that. Like I said, Hank, I lived in the heart of the city and couldn’t get a doctor to attend Patience when her time came. Things still worked out. And you’ve got my gal up there, and she’s had a lot of experience with birthing. Both having and delivering.”

         
         
         
         
         Just then, they heard a cry. Hank wasted no time. He bounded up the stairs, hardly touching them as he went.  Without bothering to knock, he crashed open the door to his bedroom and looked to the bed, where his wife had collapsed back against the pillows. Beth was wiping her forehead.

         
         
         
         
         “Is she . . . are they . . .”

         
         
         
         
         Patience looked up and smiled. “Mama is just fine. So is your baby daughter.” She held up the squalling infant.

         
         
         
         
         Gwen opened her eyes. “Hank.”

         
         
         
         
         Nothing sounded more beautiful to him than his name on her lips. He came to her side and sat down. Taking her hand, he kissed it gently. “I’m here.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sorry I didn’t give you a son,” she said with a weak smile.

         
         
         
         
         “Good grief, woman, I don’t care about that. She’s a beautiful baby. I’m happy to have a daughter. I’m even happier to see you. How do you feel?”

         
         
         
         
         She chuckled. “I’ve been better, but I’ve certainly been worse.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’ve never been more beautiful,” he said, brushing back errant strands of hair from her face.

         
         
         
         
         “I think I’ll go let everyone know about the baby,” Beth announced.

         
         
         
         
         “Good idea. Let them know they’re both doing fine. Then maybe bring Gwen a piece of toasted bread and some of that nettle leaf tea I had you brew. That will help her milk to come in strong.”

         
         
         
         
         Hank watched Beth go, then turned his attention to where Patience was cleaning his daughter. The tiny infant looked hardly bigger than a toy doll. “Is she extra small?” he asked without thinking that such a question might worry Gwen.

         
         
         
         
         Patience laughed. “Hardly. She’s a fine size, and her lungs are good and strong. I’ll have her dressed and wrapped in just a minute, then you can hold her for yourself.”

         
         
         
         
         Hank looked at Patience and then to Gwen. “I don’t think I should. I’d probably just drop her.”

         
         
         
         
         Gwen patted his hand lovingly. “You’ll get used to holding her, and then you won’t think twice about it.” She drew a long breath and closed her eyes. “Goodness, but I don’t think I could move if I had to.”

         
         
         
         
         Hank leaned over and kissed her lightly on the lips. “Thank you for my beautiful daughter.”

         
         
         
         
         She smiled without even opening her eyes. “Might I say the same.” It was more statement than question.

         
         
         
         
         “What are you going to call this little girl?” Patience asked, crossing the room with the baby. She placed the infant in Hank’s arms without waiting for his approval.

         
         
         
         
         Hank stared down in wonder at the tiny bundle. The baby looked back at him with an expression that suggested she was trying to figure out who he might be. He smiled and suddenly didn’t feel all that awkward at all. The infant’s eyes opened wide. It was as if she wanted him to take special note—they were the same piercing blue as his.

         
         
         
         
         “Julianne,” he said, reaching up to touch his daughter’s hair. She had an abundance of light brown hair with just a hint of curl.

         
         
         
         
         He looked up to find Gwen watching him. “You seem pleased.”

         
         
         
         
         “I am pleased,” he assured. Hank placed the baby in Gwen’s arms. “She’s absolutely perfect—just like her mother.”

         
         
         
         
         Gwen gave a chuckle. “I’m glad you think so, but we both know I’m far from that.” She ran her finger along Julianne’s face. “She’s so soft.”

         
         
         
         
         Hank wasn’t a man given to tears, but he couldn’t fight against the dampness that clouded his vision. He had a daughter. Flesh of his flesh and bone of his bone.

         
         
         
         
         “Is the baby ugly?” Justin asked, sounding almost hopeful.

         
         
         
         
         Beth laughed and poured Gwen some tea into a cup. “Of course she’s not ugly. She’s beautiful. I’ll bet you were beautiful when you were born.”

         
         
         
         
         Justin shrugged. “I’ve seen a whole lot of new babies, and they’re ugly. They smell bad, too.”

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, Justin, you are just being silly.” Beth picked up the tray and headed toward the front room with Justin right behind her.

         
         
         
         
         “There you are. I’ll take it on up. You deserve to rest,” Patience said as she descended the stairs.

         
         
         
         
         “What’s our Mr. Bishop think of his new daughter?” Jerry asked his wife.

         
         
         
         
         She smiled. “I think he heartily approves. They’re calling her Julianne.”

         
         
         
         
         Beth made her way to where Nick stood. “I think it’s well past time for Justin to go to bed. I know I’ll be headed there in a few minutes myself. We were supposed to have a noon stage tomorrow, and while I can’t see them getting through this blizzard, I need to be up and ready. After all, I won’t have Lacy’s help.”

         
         
         
         
         She frowned and turned to Jerry. “You don’t suppose they got stuck out in this on their way back to Gallatin House, do you?”

         
         
         
         
         “Nah. Dave knows better than to risk it. Patience told me they couldn’t possibly have headed out before noon, and the snows started in well before then. Dave would have seen the problem right away and made sure they stayed at the ranch.” 

         
         
         
         
         “Poor Lacy,” Beth said. “I thought she looked upset when I told everyone that I was expecting a baby, but she said she was fine.”

         
         
         
         
         “Why should she be upset?” Nick asked. “Babies are good news, not bad.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, but I think she’s feeling . . . well . . . maybe out of sorts. You know, we’re married, and Gwen and Hank are married, and we both have children now. Lacy probably wonders what’s going to happen to her in the middle of all this.”

         
         
         
         
         “Hopefully she’ll find someone and settle down,” Nick said with a shrug. “Nothing all that hard about it.”

         
         
         
         
         Beth rolled her eyes. “Of course not. Maybe she could just order a husband from back East.”

         
         
         
         
         Nick looked at her oddly. “Why would she have to do that? Dave’s already crazy about her.”

         
         
         
         
         Jerry yawned and nodded. “It’s true. That boy has been gone over her for a long while now.”

         
         
         
         
         “But Lacy doesn’t see it. She doesn’t know that he cares; she just thinks he likes to find fault with her.” Beth motioned Justin to come to her. “Look, you can read for ten minutes in bed. All right?”

         
         
         
         
         “Do I have to go to bed now?”

         
         
         
         
         Beth leaned down and gave her stepson a kiss on the forehead. “Yes. I’m going to call a school holiday tomorrow, but you’ll have to help me in the morning. And if the stage does manage to make it through, I’ll need your help then, as well.”

         
         
         
         
         “But no school?”

         
         
         
         
         “No.”

         
         
         
         
         Justin headed for the stairs and let out a joyous cry. “No school!”

         
         
         
         
         The adults laughed as the nine-year-old bounded up to his room. Beth smiled at Nick. “I’m going to get the guest room upstairs ready for Jerry and Patience, and then I’m heading to bed.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ll go warm it up for you,” Nick said with a wink.

         
         
         
         
         Beth’s mouth dropped open, and she felt her cheeks grow hot. He hadn’t really said anything inappropriate, but the suggestion that they would share a bed seemed uncalled for. She started to say something, then decided against it. Jerry knew full well they shared a bed—they were married after all. I’m just being silly, she told herself.
         

         
         
         
         
         “You two are embarrassing me something fierce,” Jerry said, feigning disgust. “You’d think you were still courting.”

         
         
         
         
         “Never got to court,” Nick replied. “Beth was in too much of a hurry. Did I ever tell you that she proposed to me?” He ducked just as a book sailed by his head.

         
         
         
         
         Beth hoped her expression made it clear that if he wanted her help to ward off the night chill, he’d better be quiet and go about his business. Nick grinned and headed for the stairs.

         
         
         
         
         “I think I’ll just go on up.”

         
         
         
         
         Jerry laughed. “Sounds wise.”

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER THREE

         
         
         
         
         “It’s getting late,” Dave said.

         
         
         
         
         The clock chimed nine and startled Lacy. She looked at the rather domestic scene before her. Dave sat reading the Bible by the fire while she busied herself mending some shirts she’d seen Patience working on earlier. She’d picked up the work out of desperation to keep her hands busy. Now, however, it only served to remind her of what life might be like married to Dave Shepard.

         
         
         
         
         “Did you hear me?” he asked.

         
         
         
         
         Lacy nodded. “I heard you and the clock.”

         
         
         
         
         All evening, Lacy had wanted to make an excuse to leave Dave. She’d wanted the safety of her bedroom, for fear of saying or doing the wrong thing. Just being around him made her so nervous that she couldn’t think straight. When had this happened? When had he made her anything but frustrated and angry?

         
         
         
         
         She cast a quick glance at him. “I don’t think the storm is letting up.”

         
         
         
         
         He put his Bible aside and went to the window. “No. I think if anything, it’s worse. We’ll probably hear it blowing all night. I’ll stoke up the fire, but the rooms will probably be chilly. If you need extra quilts, Ma keeps a stack of them in the cedar chest in her room.”

         
         
         
         
         Tucking the sewing back into the basket beside her chair, Lacy got to her feet. “Good night, then.”

         
         
         
         
         She didn’t even look at Dave for fear of what he might do. The day had been so very taxing, and Lacy found her mind overwhelmed with thoughts. Confusion held her cornered like an animal trapped by hunters.

         
         
         
         
         Making her way to the upstairs room, Lacy closed the door behind her and set the latch. She leaned against the door and wrapped her arms around her body. What was happening to her? She felt weak and strange. Maybe I’m sick, she thought. She reached up to feel her own forehead.
         

         
         
         
         
         She’d first noticed the sensations at supper, a touch of restlessness that she had accounted to the weather. Worse still, there was a tightness in her stomach and her heart seemed to race, leaving her rather breathless. She had cooked a meal for her and Dave to share, and when they’d sat down together, Lacy had found it all so uncomfortably intimate. The table was set for two and the lamp cast a golden glow around the room. Dave’s features didn’t look nearly so gruff and stern—in fact, he was more than a little bit handsome.

         
         
         
         
         The wind howled and rattled the windows across the room. Lacy startled and felt herself almost cowering.

         
         
         
         
         I’m not at all myself. It takes more than this to upset me.

         
         
         
         
         Lacy straightened and relaxed her arms. This was completely silly. She was a strong woman—capable of enduring a winter storm. She drew a deep breath. So what if it trapped her at the Shepard ranch? So what if she and Dave were forced to endure each other’s company for several days?

         
         
         
         
         “I’m quite able to suffer his presence, no matter how long it takes. I simply need to be sensible about it.”

         
         
         
         
         Lacy knew that even if the storm abated in the night, they would be hard-pressed to leave tomorrow. After all, even if she and Dave could manage to get to Gallatin House on horseback, Jerry and Patience would find it nearly impossible to get a wagon through the typical drifts that blocked the roads after such blizzards. Someone would need to stay at the ranch and care for the horses and milk cows if they couldn’t make it back.

         
         
         
         
         Lacy crossed the room to the small dressing table and sat down. She looked at her reflection in the mirror and wondered why the woman who stared back looked so terrified.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s just a storm,” she said and began taking down her hair.

         
         
         
         
         But she knew it was more than the storm. Her thoughts were betraying her. She had feelings for Dave she couldn’t explain—feelings she was terrified to explore. When had he become something more than an irritation in her life? When had he changed from the roadblock to finding her father’s killer to a man who made her heart race and knees grow weak?

         
         
         
         
         Her sisters had often suggested that he cared for her, and Gwen had commented more than once that they made a nice couple. But Lacy had always put aside such thoughts.

         
         
         
         
         She touched her lips and thought of the times Dave had kissed her. She’d enjoyed it more than she cared to admit. Picking up the hairbrush, Lacy studied her face as she began to stroke through the cinnamon-colored mass.

         
         
         
         
         “Exactly what do I feel for him?” she begged the woman reflected there.

         
         
         
         
         Rafe Reynolds threw a broken beer mug into the crate of trash. The storm was keeping his business to a nonexistent state. He hadn’t had a single customer all night, so they’d used the time to spruce things up. Now, however, there wasn’t much left to be done.

         
         
         
         
         Cubby crossed the saloon, and Rafe couldn’t help but notice his son had grown up practically overnight. He was at least six feet tall, his hair the color of his mother’s. Rafe grimaced. Maryland. He hadn’t thought about her in years. She had been a feisty girl, six years his junior and named for her prostitute mother’s home state. Pretty and blond, she had used her looks to make her way in life, and Rafe had fallen hard for her.

         
         
         
         
         At nineteen, she had waltzed into town as if she owned the place. Men were immediately drawn to her—Rafe included. She had a way about her that held everyone captive. Rafe had wanted her from the start. But not for the brothel or other men. He wanted Maryland for himself. And he thought she’d felt the same.

         
         
         
         
         He had suggested they marry almost before she’d settled in. Maryland had laughed and instead told Rafe that she had no intention of chaining herself down to one man or place. This surprised Rafe greatly. Most single women were actively pursuing a husband. Maryland had suggested, instead, that they simply have a good time together and see where it took them. Rafe was captivated.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m going to bed, Pa,” Cubby announced.

         
         
         
         
         “We got enough wood?” Rafe asked in a gruff manner.

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah. I brought in enough to last a couple of days. We’ll be warm enough. The girls have plenty, too.”

         
         
         
         
         Rafe nodded and said nothing more. He watched his son leave the room and let out a long, heavy breath. Why had things gone so wrong? Rafe had loved Maryland. He was happy when she announced that she was pregnant with his child. Even then, however, she hadn’t wanted to marry him. Rafe had argued the point with her, desperately wanting to give her his undying love and his child a name. She thought him old-fashioned and silly.

         
         
         
         
         “The boy can have your name,” she had told Rafe, “but I like my own well enough to keep it for myself.”

         
         
         
         
         Rafe poured himself a whiskey and tossed it back. She hadn’t known how her statement had hurt him. Maryland hadn’t cared about anyone but herself, as was evident in her desertion of Rafe and Cubby when the latter had only been eight weeks old. She’d left nothing behind but the baby and had even taken all of the money Rafe had put aside to purchase a house for his little family.

         
         
         
         
         The prostitutes in the brothel helped him care for the boy, but they could do nothing to ease Rafe’s misery. Finally one of the women suggested he go after Maryland while they took care of Cubby. Rafe had jumped at the opportunity. For some stupid reason, he had been convinced that he would win her back. Instead, he showed up two days later in a town some fifty miles away, only to learn that she’d gotten herself killed in a saloon fight. Rafe had paid for her burial, but the matter had forever hardened his heart against women. Maryland had used him, and he couldn’t forgive her.

         
         
         
         
         The roar of the winter winds outside only served to chill Rafe to the bone. He poured another glass of whiskey. This time he nursed it slowly, feeling the burning liquid slide down his throat.

         
         
         
         
         Cubby was all he had in this world for family. Yet the boy caused him pain and grief every time Rafe looked at him. Many had been the time he’d wanted to abandon Cubby, but something always held him back. Maybe it was the need to hold on to that little piece of Maryland. Maybe it was the desire to leave something of himself behind and have a say in how the boy became a man.

         
         
         
         
         “Well, that ain’t exactly worked out the way I’d hoped, neither.” Rafe drank the remaining liquor and got to his feet. There was no sense in remembering the past or even contemplating the future.

         
         
         
         
         Lacy awoke with a start. Her dreams had turned to nightmares, marked by the storm outside, as well as the one within. She’d dreamed that Gwen had died giving birth to her baby because Lacy couldn’t find the doctor. Then Beth had gone into labor and died, as well. Throwing back the covers, Lacy shivered at the chill of the room. She hurried into a robe Patience had lent her and paced the drafty room. The room seemed to suffocate her, and Lacy longed only for the warmth of the fire and the light of day. She could do nothing about the latter but knew that the fire could still offer her comfort. Of course, leaving her room might force her to encounter Dave.

         
         
         
         
         She contemplated that for several minutes and felt a moment of disgust as she realized she would love to have his comfort. Pulling back the latch, Lacy paused. She wanted him to be awake. She wanted him to hear her and come to her.

         
         
         
         
         Without concern about the noise she made, Lacy hurried downstairs and into the front room. She paused at the sight of a man silhouetted against the fire. Dave. She watched him for a moment as he stirred up the flames and put another log on the fire. It was as if she’d known he would be there. He replaced the poker then turned to find her watching him. He didn’t seem any more surprised at her appearance than she had been at his. In fact, when he crossed the distance between them and took her in his arms, it felt like the most natural thing in the world.

         
         
         
         
         “You’re trembling. Are you cold?”

         
         
         
         
         She nodded, and he led her to the fire. Without completely letting go of her, Dave positioned Lacy close enough to regain her warmth. She looked up at him. Her fingers ached to touch his face, but Lacy refrained from showing any emotion.

         
         
         
         
         “You’re still shaking,” he murmured.

         
         
         
         
         Lacy knew it wasn’t from the cold this time. Time seemed to stand still. Dave’s gaze pierced Lacy’s guarded heart. It was like he could read her thoughts and knew exactly what her feelings were.

         
         
         
         
         He reached out and put his hand against her cheek. “Lacy, why do you have to make it so tough on yourself? On us?”

         
         
         
         
         She shook her head, barely able to think rationally. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

         
         
         
         
         “I think you do.” He pulled her into his arms and covered her mouth with his lips.

         
         
         
         
         Lacy felt the wind go out from her. She fought against her desire to wrap her arms around Dave’s neck, and lost. His kiss deepened, and Lacy felt him bend her backward ever so slightly. She was lost. Lost to her emotions and his will. She wanted the moment to go on forever.

         
         
         
         
         Dave’s mouth left her lips and trailed along her cheek and  neck. Lacy couldn’t suppress a moan. Something in the back of her mind told her things were out of control—warned her to stop.

         
         
         
         
         And then with unexpected swiftness, Dave pushed her away and turned. “I’m sorry. I should never have done that.” He crossed the room in long determined strides and was gone. Lacy crumpled to the ground and put her hands to her head.

         
         
         
         
         “What have I done?”

         
         
         
         
         Her wanton response caused her cheeks to blaze in embarrassment. Dave would surely hate her now. She’d acted no differently than one of Rafe’s girls. She buried her face against her bent knees.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, forgive me, Lord,” she whispered. “Forgive me . . . Dave.”

         
         
         
         
         Dave Shepard paced his room, uncertain what to do. He certainly couldn’t just go to sleep, as he should have done hours ago. He could still feel Lacy warm and soft in his arms. He could still feel her lips against his.

         
         
         
         
         Shaking his head, he walked to the window. He could only pray the storm would let up, and that God would help him to keep his longings in check. Lacy would surely think even worse of him now.

         
         
         
         
         He had done them both a disservice. He had come much too close to compromising everything he believed in.

         
         
         
         
         “But I love her so much,” he whispered. “I want her to be with me forever. I only wanted to convince her that my feelings for her are real.”

         
         
         
         
         He looked back at the closed and locked door of his bedroom. She was just on the other side. Maybe locked in her own room now. Maybe still standing by the fire. Either way, she was out there, and he wanted her more than he wanted his next breath.

         
         
         
         
         “Help me, Lord. I never meant to dishonor you or her. Forgive me.”

         
         
         
         
         It was very nearly a sunless morning that Beth awoke to. She found Nick already dressing for the day and hurried to match his efforts.

         
         
         
         
         “Is it still snowing?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yup. I figure I need to tend the horses, though. They were set well enough for yesterday, but I need to get over there and make sure they have water and feed.”

         
         
         
         
         “Can I help?”

         
         
         
         
         “No. I want you and Justin to stay inside. I’ll tie a line to the house so I can find my way from the barn if the snow blinds my way.” He looked at her and smiled. “I like your hair down like that.”

         
         
         
         
         Beth touched her hand to her long tresses. “It must look frightful right now.”

         
         
         
         
         He came to her and reached out to still her hand. “No, it’s beautiful.”

         
         
         
         
         She wrapped her arms around his neck. “You are such a flirt, Mr. Lassiter.” She kissed him lightly on the lips, then turned to get her hairbrush. “I shall have to prepare something special for your breakfast.”

         
         
         
         
         He chuckled and moved toward the door. “I’ll get Justin up.”

         
         
         
         
         Beth finished dressing her hair, then made her way downstairs. She was surprised to find Patience already busy in the kitchen. “You’re a guest in our house,” Beth declared. “I won’t have you working.”

         
         
         
         
         Patience laughed. “I feel like you gals are family. Besides, I would lose my mind without something to keep me busy. I checked on Gwen and the baby already, and they’re both doing fine—although I’m not entirely convinced that Hank will survive. I thought seeing the baby born safe and sound would reassure him, but he seems more nervous than ever.”

         
         
         
         
          “Nick told me he was fit to be tied last night. Poor brother-in-law of mine. I have half a mind to make him some special oatmeal.”

         
         
         
         
         “How kind,” Patience said, turning back to check the coffee.

         
         
         
         
         Beth grinned. It wasn’t a kindness she was thinking about but rather a prank. She’d made some nearly unpalatable oatmeal for Hank on another occasion, and even to this day, he always looked at anything Beth prepared with an eye to caution.

         
         
         
         
         “Do you suppose Dave and Lacy made it through the night without trouble?” Beth asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Where those two are concerned, there’s always trouble. I’ll be fortunate if the house is still standing when we return.”

         
         
         
         
         Beth gave an unladylike snort. “And if Dave’s still alive, it will only be because he managed to outwit my sister.”

         
         
         
         
         Patience began making hotcakes. “I don’t know why those two can’t see how perfect they are for each other.”

         
         
         
         
         “I was just thinking that last night,” Beth admitted. “Maybe we need to help them along. You know—help them see the attributes of the other. Put them in situations where they will see that they can do more than argue and bicker with each other.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s a thought, though it will probably take a good knock on the head to get any sense into those two when it comes to matters of the heart. Neither one seems inclined to give the other even an inch of space.”

         
         
         
         
         Beth shook her head in agreement.

         
         
         
         
         “We’ll pray for them,” Patience declared. “In time, maybe the good Lord will help them see that they really care for each other.”

         
         
         
         
         “That’ll probably be the only way,” Beth said. “An act of God.”
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