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For KATHY, of course.

You were there when the seed blossomed.
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“THE  LORD IS MY SHEPHERD ; 

I SHALL NOT WANT.

HE MAKETH ME TO LIE DO WN IN GREEN PASTURES:

HE LEADETH ME BESIDE THE STILL WATERS.

HE RESTOR ETH MY SOUL.”

PSALM 23:1–3A, KJV
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ONE


May 1874 





NEXT STOP—MO-O-O-ORELAND, Kansas . . . Next stop, Moreland!”

Emmaline Bradford’s heart pounded in the top of her head. Moreland . . . My stop . . . She peeked over her shoulder and watched the conductor move slowly up the aisle, his gait swaying with the motion of the train. When he reached Emmaline’s seat, she held out her gloved hand and whispered, “E-excuse me, sir.” 

The conductor paused, his feet set wide, and peered down at her. The gray hair of the man’s bushy eyebrows splayed out in every direction, nearly covering the top half of his round spectacles. It gave him a fierce look.

Emmaline licked her dry lips. “Can you tell me . . . how much longer to Moreland?”

He pulled on a loop of chain hanging across his well-filled brocade vest, freeing a gold pocket watch from its hiding spot. A flick of his broad thumb opened the cover on the gold disk. He squinted at the watch’s face for a moment, causing his thick brows to slip briefly behind the circles of his eyeglasses. Then he gave a brisk nod of apparent satisfaction and his face relaxed. “Less’n fifteen minutes, miss.” He gave a single, emphatic nod. “Yes, miss,  oughtta be pullin’ into Moreland right on schedule—three-fifteen on the dot.”

Emmaline’s stomach turned over, and her palms grew moist within the confines of her cotton gloves. “Th-thank you, sir.”

The conductor tipped his hat before moving on.

Less than fifteen minutes and she would step off this train into a new life. For nearly eight weeks she had traveled, dreading this moment, and now it was upon her. The high, white muslin collar of her dress choked her, and she slipped one glove-covered finger beneath its edge and pulled, trying to give herself room to breathe. It didn’t help. She gripped her hands together and pressed them into her lap. Tears stung behind her nose, but she set her jaw against them. Crying would accomplish nothing.

Oh, why was she here on this foul-smelling train, covered in coal dust, heading to what was sure to be some cheerless hovel on an empty plain? She looked out the window again, her heart sinking in despair at the sight of the nearly treeless, rolling plains of dry brown grass. No green meadows or fields of daisies or cobblestone streets like at home.

Despite her efforts to refrain from weeping, a tear slipped free of its perch on her lower lid and trailed down her cheek. The strong breeze coursing through the open window dried it before Emmaline had a chance to sweep it away. Oh, how she missed her home.

It hadn’t been her idea to leave Yorkshire County in England— it was Father’s. Mother hadn’t wanted her to go, either. But Father had insisted it was best, and when Father insisted, everyone had to agree or be made to feel miserable.

Well, Emmaline reasoned as she blinked rapidly against more tears gathering in her eyes, she could not possibly be more miserable in England facing Father’s disapproval than she was right now, sitting in this uncomfortable berth, facing a bleak future in a bleak  land with a man she hadn’t seen since she was a child of seventeen. What had Father been thinking to send her here?

In a pocket hidden in the seam of her wide skirt she carried the letter that had started it all. Father had said, “Take it with you, Emmaline, and show it to your Geoffrey in the event he should not recognize you.” The way he’d said “your Geoffrey” had sent a knife of terror through her breast. Father must have seen the fear in her eyes, because he added in a surprisingly kind tone, “I do not believe there will be a question, Emmaline. It is merely a safeguard.” And she had nodded in unwilling acquiescence, not daring to tell Father what she truly feared. How could she think of this stranger as “her” Geoffrey? She barely remembered the man!

If perchance he should fail to recognize her, would she be allowed to return to her beloved England? Every night since Father had made his announcement that Great-Uncle Hedrick would accompany Emmaline to America to become, at long last, the bride of Geoffrey Garrett, she had prayed fervently. Prayed for release from the arrangement made when she was too young to fully appreciate the consequences. Prayed for understanding from Father. But Father had never wavered in his resolve to send her away.

“A Bradford honors his word,” he’d insisted, ignoring Emmaline’s tearful pleas. It hadn’t seemed to matter that Geoffrey had not honored his word. Hadn’t he promised on the day he set sail that he would return in a year’s time to exchange wedding vows in the little chapel their families had attended? But five years slipped by, and then instead of returning, he had merely summoned her with the directive that they would wed in Kansas. They would live in Kansas. Away from family and friends.

During each leg of the journey, she had begged God to allow her to turn around and go home again. Still the ship and the trains had moved her relentlessly toward Kansas and her waiting groom. Groom—what a frightening word that was. Better she should say  her “waiting stranger,” for that is what Geoffrey Garrett was—a complete and utter stranger!

“Prayers are no more effective than tears,” she moaned softly, clutching the letter in her pocket with trembling fingers. “Neither prayers nor tears do any good.”

She quickly brought up her fingers to swish away the moisture on her cheeks. Taking her hands from her face, she looked at her gloves and wanted to cry again. Dust had changed the once-pristine whiteness to a dingy gray. With dismay, she realized that she must be covered from head to toe in the awful dust emitted from the coal-burning engine. She consoled herself with the thought that at least on her black dress it would be less noticeable than on her gloves.

What a sight I must be. Perhaps Father was wise to send the letter with me—Geoffrey might indeed have difficulty recognizing me under this covering of soot.

The conductor weaved his way down the aisle again, calling in a deep tone, “Next stop is Moreland, folks.”

Moreland. Where Geoffrey would be waiting.

Pressing her hand to the square of paper in her hip pocket, she closed her eyes and prayed once again for deliverance.




 Geoffrey Garrett stood in the stiff Kansas breeze, his focus on the parallel lines of track disappearing over the horizon. His heart thrummed rapidly. Each passing minute brought her closer. Emmaline—the daughter of his father’s best friend, the sweet girl who had filled his dreams since he left Yorkshire County five years ago, the woman who would be his bride.

The broadcloth of his best suit felt strange after wearing well- worn work trousers and cotton shirts for so long. He fought the temptation to remove the string tie and open the top button of his cambric shirt. But how would Emmaline recognize him if he were dressed as a common ranch hand? She would need to see Geoffrey Garrett, the gentleman. Then she would know she had reached her groom.

Bride . . . Groom . . . He had been anticipating this day—been praying for its arrival—for so long it hardly seemed conceivable that it was truly here. Soon he and Emmaline would stand before Reverend Stanford and recite their vows. And then the sweetest of his dreams would become reality—he would take his Emmaline to the home he had prepared.

“So, Geoff, she’s comin’ today, huh?”

The greeting pulled Geoffrey’s gaze away from the silver trails of track. He glanced over his shoulder, then waved when he spotted Harvey Rawson’s thin, friendly face peering out from the depot’s window. With firm steps, Geoffrey crossed to the window and shook the depot manager’s hand.

“Yes, Harvey, today my Emmaline arrives.”

Harvey snorted. “You look ready for a wedding, all right—or a funeral! Those are pretty fancy duds for a rancher.”

Geoffrey looked down his length, scowling briefly. “Perhaps not appropriate for herding sheep, but I think I am perfectly attired for meeting my future bride.”

Harvey chuckled. “Nervous?”

Geoffrey considered the question. He had known Emmaline since she was a baby—had actually pushed her pram on lengthy walks through their small village with their mothers when he was a young boy. Letters from her father had kept her very much a part of his life during the years he had been in Kansas, getting his ranch started. What he felt was excitement and anticipation, not nervousness.

“No, Harvey, I am not nervous.”

Harvey laughed again, leaning his bony elbows on the counter and grinning widely. “Well, you’re an uncommon man, then, not nervous on his wedding day.”

“I have nothing about which to be nervous,” Geoffrey insisted. “Emmaline’s family and mine have been friends since well before my birth. We grew up together—her older brother Edward was my best chum.” A distant, shrill whistle drifted across the plains. He spun toward the sound. Here she came!

The Union Pacific engine chugged steadily toward the depot, its shiny black stack sending up puffs of gray smoke into the clear blue sky. The ground beneath Geoffrey’s feet vibrated as the train neared. When the huge black engine was within several hundred feet of the depot, the brakes screeched loudly enough to make the fine hairs on the back of his neck stand at attention. A pressure built in his chest as the powerful locomotive drew ever nearer. And then, finally, the train squealed to a stop in front of the depot, the engine sputtering and heaving in exhaustion before it quieted with a release of white steam.

The engineer and his fireman hopped down from the tall engine and hollered a greeting to Harvey. Geoffrey’s gaze bounced along the lines of square windows on the three boxy passenger cars. At last a blue-suited conductor appeared in the open doorway of the middle car, and Geoffrey moved on unexpectedly shaky legs in that direction.

He pressed his hand against his suddenly jumping stomach. Perhaps I am a bit nervous. The conductor hopped out and placed a wooden step on the ground in front of the exit before lifting his hand toward the train car. Geoffrey’s breath caught, his footsteps slowing, when a slim, glove-covered hand emerged, stretching daintily to meet the hand of the conductor. Geoffrey swept the hat from his head and took off at a run.

He should be the one to take her hand and help her down. But he was moments too late. As he came to a stop beside the conductor, Emmaline stepped to the ground with her head lowered. Immediately her hands became lost in the folds of her skirt as she grasped the voluminous black muslin and shook it mightily. The flapping released a cloud of gray dust that swirled around her, and he took one involuntary step backward.

She must have seen his feet, because the swishing abruptly stopped. Her face lifted slowly, and her eyes—the gentle, nut brown eyes he remembered so well—seemed to travel from his boots up the length of his suit until they finally met his welcoming smile. 

He sought words that would convey all of the longing and dreaming of the past five years while he had waited for her to grow up and come to him. But something lodged in his throat, and he had to swallow hard before he could speak. When he opened his mouth, only one hopeful word was uttered—one word that held everything his heart felt: “Emmaline . . .”





TWO 


SHE HELD HIS GAZE, her brown eyes as wide and fear-filled as a hunted doe’s. Realizing he was panting, Geoffrey pressed his palm to his stomach, trying to calm himself. He stepped forward, uncertain how to proceed. She stood so still and so silent.

“It is Emmaline, is it not?” Geoffrey disliked the apprehension he heard in his own voice, but her fearful reaction did not inspire confidence.

So slightly he thought he might have imagined it, she lifted her chin and gave a quick nod. The tip of her tongue sneaked out to lick her lips, and finally she spoke in a whisper-soft voice. “M-Mr. Garrett?”

“That is right. But, Emmaline, you mustn’t greet me as if I were a stranger.” He smiled in what he hoped was an encouraging manner. Beneath the coating of gray dust, her face looked deathly pale, making her brown eyes appear even larger than they were. Her hands shook, and he was certain he saw tears quivering on her lashes. In fact, those two clean paths down her cheeks must have been created by tears. Perhaps the ride had made her ill.

He coaxed, “Come now, you cannot have forgotten my Christian name.”

Again her tongue crept out to moisten her lips. Obediently she recited, “Geoffrey.”

He offered his brightest smile, settling his black bowler back on his head. “That’s my Emmaline!” At his words, she sucked in a sharp breath and reared back. Geoffrey’s brows lowered in puzzlement. What on earth was the matter with her? He looked toward the doorway of the passenger car. “Where is your great-uncle? Your father indicated he would be accompanying you.”

Her forehead pinched. “Uncle Hedrick became ill shortly after our arrival in America. He . . . he died, and the engineer said we mustn’t dally. A minister assured me he would be given a Christian burial. I was not even allowed to attend the graveside service.”

“Oh, Emmaline.” Geoffrey’s heart lurched in sympathy. “How difficult for you.”

“I left him with strangers in a strange town, in a strange land.”

Her voice quavered, and she blinked rapidly.

The sad story explained her reticence. He said, “I am so sorry for your loss.”

She nodded and then fell silent. Determined to turn her thoughts to more cheerful things, he stepped close and offered his elbow. “Come, Emmaline. We must retrieve your trunk from the baggage car, and then I have a little surprise for you.”

He hoped that promise might make her eyes light up in happy anticipation, but he saw no change in her expression at all. However, she did place her small hand into the crook of his arm.

They walked beside the train, and she kept her face aimed straight ahead, allowing him the opportunity to give her a thorough perusal. Her uncle’s death explained her attire. Dressed all in black—save her collar and gloves, which he assumed had once  been white—she looked as if she’d just returned from a funeral. The dress was of the finest quality, but she was truly filthy. When might she have last had an opportunity to wash her face?

The reddish brown hair that emerged from beneath the dusty, feathered hat looked as if it needed combing and rearranging. There was a musty odor emanating from her, clearly discernible even over the odors of coal smoke and animals. What had he been thinking to have planned for their wedding vows to be spoken upon her arrival? Before they could have such a ceremony she would require a bath and a change of clothing. She looked nothing like the bride he had envisioned.

Geoffrey tried to set aside his disappointment. He was being unfair. Traveling by train across country, she would not have had a chance to clean up before meeting him. No doubt she was as uncomfortable with her rumpled, unkempt appearance as he was. Discomfort must certainly add to her timidity. If she looked nothing like the bride he had anticipated, her behavior was far from what he had hoped for, as well.

Eager to put her at ease, he asked, “Did you have a pleasant trip?”

“Y-yes, thank you.” She answered primly, still refusing to look at him. The stammer unsettled him. He didn’t remember her stuttering as a child.

He tried again. “I trust the accommodations on the S.S. Wyoming were satisfactory.”

Her chin quivered slightly before she replied. “Oh yes. Ququite. Thank you.”

“Did the ship’s maid assist you as needed?”

“She was quite helpful, thank you.”

This conversation was getting him nowhere. He stopped, forcing her to stop, too. He waited until she had turned her uncertain gaze upward. “Emmaline, please tell me what I am doing that  frightens you. I do not wish for you to be afraid of me. I have—” How could he summarize all of his plans in such a way that he would not overwhelm her? He had expected a grown woman to step off of that train, but Emmaline behaved very much like a child in need of assurance. His voice dropped to nearly a whisper. “I have been looking forward to your arrival. It has been quite lonely, all these years away from my family. Your lovely face is an exceptionally welcome sight.”

Emmaline’s gaze darted to the side and her cheeks flooded with color. He noticed her free hand remained pressed tightly against the hip of her dirty dress. The fingers of that hand convulsed. Finally her lips parted and she brought her gaze back to his face. He had to lean forward to catch her airy words.

“I thank you for your kind welcome. I . . . I will be fine once I become accustomed to things here.”

She glanced across the dry, rolling prairie. A hot gust of wind caught her skirts, wrapping the full folds around her knees. She released the hold on her hip long enough to straighten the tangled layers of muslin. Then, again, she cupped her hip and finished meekly, “It is quite different from home, is it not?”

Geoffrey, encouraged by her lengthy speech, squeezed the hand resting in the crook of his elbow. “Oh yes, the landscape and climate are quite different from England’s. But I have adjusted, and I know you will, too.” He gave her hand another pat and started moving again.

They approached the baggage car, and Geoffrey squinted at the two men unloading goods. One of them climbed into the car, but the second one turned in their direction and swept his battered hat from his head. This gesture revealed the familiar tousled mass of red hair belonging to Max Tolbert.

Max grinned broadly and called out, “Ho, Geoff! So this is your Emmaline, eh?”

Geoffrey placed a hand on Emmaline’s back to propel her forward. “Emmaline, I would like you to meet an acquaintance of mine, Mr. Maxwell Tolbert.” They came to a stop before Max, who stood grinning stupidly. “Max, this is Miss Emmaline Bradford from Yorkshire County, England.”

Max held his hat against his chest. “How do, miss?” He plunked the hat back on his head and, offering a cheeky smirk, poked Geoffrey with his elbow. “But not ‘miss’ for long, eh, Geoff ?”

Emmaline stiffened, and Geoffrey wished Max had not been so brazen. These men did not understand polite conversation where ladies were concerned. “If you are referring to our wedding plans,” Geoffrey said in a formal tone, “then you are correct. I have made arrangements to exchange our vows before we retire to the ranch this evening.”

Geoffrey sensed Emmaline’s startled gaze swing to him. From within the car a voice boomed, “Max! Stop jawin’ an’ help me out here!” A crate slid across the wooden floor and nearly sailed through the open doorway.

Max lost his hat as he dove for the opening. He stopped the crate and then bellowed, “Fool crazy nincompoop! Watch what you’re doin’, Lyle!”

Lyle hollered back, “I am watchin’ what I’m doin’! You need to be watchin’ ’stead of yammerin’! We got work to do!”

Max continued to mutter but returned to work. Geoffrey led Emmaline well away from the train car and allowed the men space to finish their tasks. He spotted Emmaline’s wooden trunk marked clearly on its cover with her name, the name of the ship, and her destination of Moreland. Several other crates of varying sizes were removed, and finally a twelve-foot-long brown-paper-wrapped tube emerged. Geoffrey experienced a rush of delight when he spotted this item—his wedding gift to Emmaline.

“Max, if I bring my wagon round, would you and Lyle load my things for me?” Geoffrey asked as Lyle hopped out of the car. 

“Sure, Geoff,” Max replied good-naturedly while Lyle scratched his head. “You ain’t exactly dressed for haulin’, are you?” Max gave Lyle a jab with his elbow. “Ol’ Geoff is gettin’ married today, Lyle.”

“Yeah, yeah, I heard.” Lyle shoved Max’s elbow away. His tone turned congenial as he offered, “ ’Gratulations, Geoff. Wishin’ you many years of happy.”

“Thank you.” Geoffrey took Emmaline by the elbow and steered her back toward the station. He called over his shoulder, “I shall return with the wagon momentarily.”

Geoffrey helped Emmaline onto the springed seat, then settled himself beside her. She grasped her skirts and pulled them close to her knees. Not even a whisper of fabric touched Geoffrey. He wondered if she held her skirts close to protect his clothing from the coal dust or to keep herself away from him. With a slight scowl, he released the brake and expertly guided the wagon to the waiting boxes. He and Emmaline watched in silence while Max and Lyle loaded everything into the bed of the wagon.

When the men were finished, Lyle pointed at the long tube that stuck out the end of the wagon. Scratching his head again, he asked, “What is that thing, Geoff? It’s heavier’n the crates o’ books we delivered to the schoolhouse last week!”

Geoffrey laughed. “That’s a surprise for Emmaline.” He glanced at Emmaline, hoping to see a spark of curiosity in her eyes. She stared straight ahead, seemingly unaware of the exchange between the men. With a disappointed sigh, Geoffrey issued a half hearted invitation. “Come out to the ranch in a week or so, Lyle, and you’ll see what was in there. Bring Clara with you to meet Emmaline.”

 Lyle gave him a gap-toothed grin. “Sure thing, Geoffrey. Me ’n’ the missus’d be glad to come out for a hello. Bye now, Miss Emmaline.”

Emmaline barely nodded in return. Geoffrey slapped the reins on the horses’ rumps, and they obediently lurched forward.





THREE 


AS GEOFFREY GUIDED THE WAGON through the center of Moreland, he waved at townspeople and called out greetings. Emmaline only stared straight ahead, her hands clasped in her lap. To fill the awkward silence, Geoffrey told her about the little town. “Moreland was originally a railroad town, but it has grown into a nice community. It already has its own newspaper, called The Progress, a post office with rural delivery, and two banks in addition to a school and three flourishing churches.”

Although she didn’t reply, Emmaline’s gaze followed the rows of businesses—everything from a dry goods store to a millinery shop.

“I wish we had time to let you explore a bit before heading to Reverend Stanford’s.” Even as he spoke the words, he realized she was in no state to be entering any places of business. Her filthy appearance would make the other ladies view her with disdain, and he didn’t want that for his Emmaline. He hid his smile as she turned nearly backward in the seat and watched the town disappear behind them.

Of course, he also had to admit she was in no state to be standing before a minister and reciting wedding vows. She needed a  bath and a change of clothes. Where could they stop along the way to see to that need?

“Um, Emmaline?”

She brought her wary gaze from over her shoulder and fixed it upon Geoffrey.

“I—” He cleared his throat. “I wondered if you came prepared with . . . appropriate attire . . . for a wedding.”

Emmaline tucked her chin and her cheeks blazed with pink. “Mother arranged a bridal trousseau.” Her voice sounded hoarse. The Kansas wind tossed a loose strand of hair across her cheek, and she brusquely anchored it behind one ear. “So we are . . . we are to be married . . . today?”

Geoffrey nodded. “Yes. I realize you have only just arrived. But, Emmaline, I . . . I cannot take you to my home without . . . without the benefit of a clergyman’s blessing.” He intensely disliked his own stammering. He gave her a sideways glance, feeling certain the heat in his face had nothing to do with the warm May sun. He desperately hoped Emmaline would understand his message.

Apparently she did, for the color in her cheeks deepened and she abruptly changed the topic. “Tell . . . tell me about the ranch, please, Geoffrey.”

It was the first time she had spoken his name without encouragement. The sound of it on her tongue made Geoffrey’s heart rise up in his chest and beat rapidly.

“I have written of the ranch in my letters to your father,” he said, noting that her hand once again ventured to her hip. “How much has he shared with you?”

Emmaline shook her head and an odd expression crossed her face—a mix of defiance and helplessness that Geoffrey didn’t understand. “Very little,” she answered. “Father told me that you had a lucrative business—in wool, on which he has come to depend—and would provide well for me.”

Geoffrey wondered why Jonathan Bradford hadn’t given Emmaline more information. He had kept the man up-to-date over the years, describing every hardship and triumph in lengthy letters intended to keep Emmaline involved in his life. At Bradford’s insistence, he had sent the letters to her father so he could choose what to share and what to withhold. Bradford had always been protective of his only daughter.

Injecting a great deal of enthusiasm into his tone, Geoffrey began his explanation. “Your father was right, Emmaline. You will want for nothing, I can assure you. My ranch is situated on some of the choicest sections of Sheridan County, right on the south fork of the Solomon River. In fact, the river runs less than thirty yards from the north side of the house. The sound of the water is peaceful and it reminds me of Psalm Twenty-three—‘He leadeth me beside the still waters’—you know the reference, I’m sure.”

Sweat dribbled down his forehead, and he reached inside his jacket to retrieve a handkerchief and wipe the moisture away. He chuckled as he looked skyward and squinted into the sun. “I confess a dip in that water would be refreshing right now. It is unseasonably hot for this time of year.” He returned the handkerchief to his pocket. “Several large cottonwoods stand beside the river and offer a welcoming spot of shade when the temperature is high.”

Emmaline linked her hands and placed them in her lap. “I saw few trees on the prairie as I traveled. I am pleased to know that your property is not without shade trees.”

“Granted, the trees are few in number,” Geoffrey felt obligated to clarify. “But I believe you will appreciate the size of those standing. They are truly magnificent.”

She gave a small nod. “So your business is in wool?”

“Yes.” Geoffrey straightened his shoulders, pride filling him. “I raise Merino sheep. Hardy animals, well suited to the Kansas landscape, with a thick coat. Last year I shipped half a ton of fleece  to your father’s textile mill—nearly one-quarter of all the fleece from Kansas. In addition, I butcher nearly eighty lambs a year and sell the meat.”

“How much land do you own?”

“The Homestead Act allowed me to purchase one hundred sixty acres. Each of the men who accompanied me to Kansas from England also purchased one hundred sixty acres with my money. Then, last year, I bought the claim from a neighboring couple who had need of the money, but I’ve allowed them to remain on the property. The man is a blacksmith, and he repays me in horseshoes and tools. Altogether, I own six hundred forty acres—a sizable holding.”

“Father spoke of wars between cattle and sheep ranchers.”

“Your father is correct that battles do take place, but not in Kansas,” Geoffrey said. “That is mostly in Texas. Our neighbors who don’t raise sheep raise crops. Corn and barley mostly, so we are not in competition with one another.” Satisfaction filled him when he envisioned his property—more land than he could ever have hoped to own in England. “It has taken much effort, but it has been well worth the hard labor. Chetwynd Valley is the most successful sheep ranch in all of northwestern Kansas.”

“Chetwynd Valley?” She sounded surprised. “You named the ranch for your grandmother?”

“A fitting memorial, I believe.” He smiled, remembering the warm, loving grandmother who provided a safe haven during the years his father battled with the demon rum. Grandmother’s estate would have been Geoffrey’s had Franklin Garrett not gambled it away. “When you witness the serene setting, I believe you will agree that the ranch was aptly named.”

“May I ask a question that is s-somewhat personal in nature?”

“You are to become my wife. You may ask me anything you like, Emmaline.”

Her cheeks filled with color again, but she continued. “You were so familiar with your father’s business of ale making. Why did you not choose to establish a similar business here in America?”

Geoffrey cringed inside. Emmaline had been young when he left England. Obviously she was unaware of the falling-out between him and his father over his father’s business. He had no interest in establishing a business that led to men imbibing alcohol and becoming drunkards. Geoffrey still carried the burden of his father’s weakness.

He had no interest in dredging up that portion of his past, even with his new bride. So he chose an abbreviated version of the truth. “Emmaline, I am quite isolated here on the prairie. A business in ranching is a much better choice for this land than establishing a brewery. Besides, providing your father with wool for his factory allows me to give something back to him for the . . . help . . . he gave my family.”

“I see.” Her fine eyebrows pinched together. “How much farther is it to your ranch?”

Geoffrey hoped her question indicated an interest in reaching the ranch soon. “Chetwynd Valley is seven and a half miles west of Moreland, near the town of Stetler. Stetler is much smaller than Moreland, but the citizens are quite friendly and welcoming, so I believe you will find it to be a community in which you will feel at home.”

Emmaline took a deep breath, plucking the wind-tossed hair from her face again. “Oh, I would enjoy a place that feels like home.”

Geoffrey heard an undercurrent of sadness, and he reached out to place one hand on her clasped fists. “Emmaline, I want you to know that I understand your loneliness. I felt much the same when  I arrived here five years ago. But Chetwynd Valley has now become my home. You will soon feel the same way about it.”

He pictured the ranch’s little rock house and the nearby springhouse, the indoor pump, and the garden plot all tilled and fenced, ready for Emmaline’s attention. He knew it was far smaller than the home in which Emmaline had been raised, yet he’d built it all with Emmaline in mind.

As he’d built his home, stone by stone, he had envisioned the delight on his bride’s face when she would see how it resembled the stone cottages of their native England. When he placed his hands beneath the first cold rush of water from the pump in the kitchen, his chest had swelled with pride, knowing he would be able to tell his Emmaline that theirs was the only home in Stetler with running water. Oh, how he hoped she would approve of the little rock house beside the river. He wanted her to feel at home within its sandstone walls.

Beside him, Emmaline suddenly stiffened on the seat and pointed with a trembling finger. A large dust devil, nearly twenty feet high and six feet in diameter, danced along the roadway ahead of them. The horses nickered in protest, and Geoffrey pulled back on the reins, bringing the wagon to a halt. The horses pawed the ground nervously as Geoffrey and Emmaline watched the whirlwind cross the road in its weaving pathway. It skipped across the landscape, tossing bits of dried grass from its moorings until, caught by the tall, waving grasses, it dissipated. Emmaline released a sigh of relief as the dust devil twirled itself out and settled onto the prairie like a tired runner collapsing beside the road.

“Was . . . was that a tornado?” Emmaline’s brown eyes were wide, her face pale.

Geoffrey stifled a laugh. Apparently she had been warned of the perils on the American plains. He hastened to assure her. “No, Emmaline. That was what is known as a dust devil, or whirlwind. They spring up frequently thanks to our flat prairie and endless blowing winds. Most are much smaller. Dust devils can be a nuisance—I have seen large ones knock a sheep off its feet—but they are not generally dangerous.”

Emmaline’s shoulders slumped in obvious relief. She kept her eyes turned to where the dust devil had faded away, as if concerned it might bound to life again. Then her gaze narrowed and she pointed again. “Is that smoke?”

Geoffrey perked up at that question. Smoke on the prairie was never a good sign, especially considering the lack of rain the area had received this spring after a dry winter. He shielded his eyes with his hand, scowled, and then sagged in relief. “Yes, that is smoke, Emmaline—smoke from Tildy Senger’s cook fire.” Suddenly he knew where Emmaline could prepare for their wedding ceremony. He turned to her with a huge grin. “Would you like to meet some friends of mine?”

Emmaline offered a hesitant nod, and Geoffrey slapped the reins on the horses’ rumps again. “Gee up, there,” he called cheerfully. “Let’s go give a greeting to Ronald and Tildy!”



FOUR 


EMM ALINE HELD TIGHT to the jouncing wagon seat as Geoffrey left the roadway and turned the horses across the untamed prairie. The land rose gently, leaving a view of only a thatched roof with a thin spiral of smoke rising upward from a rock chimney. As they crested the top of the rise, the entire dwelling came into view, and Emmaline wrinkled her nose in distaste when she got a close-up look at the house belonging to Geoffrey’s friends. Why, it appeared to be constructed of blocks of mud and was little more than a shack! The barn behind it seemed more sturdy than the house. A resounding clang-riiiiiing, clang-riiiiiiing echoed from the depths of the monstrous limestone barn. The blacksmith must be hard at work.

A half dozen scrawny chickens pecked in the dirt in front of the house, but they scattered when Geoffrey drove the wagon onto the grassless yard. Geoffrey wrapped the reins around the brake handle and hopped down, calling cheerfully toward the house, “Is anyone home? Tildy?”

Before Emmaline could alight, the warped plank door of the ramshackle house opened, and a large black woman emerged into the sunshine. At first her hands rested on her beefy hips in a pose of aggravation, but when she spotted Geoffrey, her broad face broke  into a huge smile. “Why, Geoffrey Garrett, as I live an’ breathe!” She threw her arms open wide. “Git on over here, boy, an’ give ol’ Tildy a hug!”

Geoffrey obliged while Emmaline remained on the wagon seat, watching in disbelief. This was Geoffrey’s friend? An elderly Negro woman? While the woman continued to hold Geoffrey in her massive embrace, she rolled her chin sideways and bellowed, “Ronald! Ronald Senger, git yo’self out here! We gots comp’ny!”

The clang-and-ring stopped, and a tall, rail-thin man stepped out of the barn. His dark brown face glowed with perspiration, and his white smile stretched as wide as Tildy’s. He ambled across the yard, forcing the sleeves of his long johns above his elbows.

Geoffrey disengaged himself from Tildy’s hug and lifted a hand to direct her attention to the wagon where Emmaline sat perched. “Tildy, this is Miss Emmaline Bradford, arrived from Yorkshire County just this afternoon.” He took two steps toward the wagon, his hand extended to help Emmaline down, but Tildy pushed past him and reached her man-sized hands up to Emmaline.

“Oh, what a purty li’l thang,” Tildy gushed in her low-pitched voice. “You come on down from there, honey, an’ let Tildy git a good look at you.”

Emmaline, her stomach roiling with apprehension, stepped from the wagon while Geoffrey and the man named Ronald shook hands. Tildy grasped Emmaline’s wrists and held Emmaline’s arms outward. Her gaze roved up and down unabashedly, and she clucked her tongue. “Lawsy, chil’, but you’s a spindly thang. Don’t they got nothin’ bigger’n nubbins at that there England country? You don’t look hardly half growed!”

Emmaline remained silent, uncertain as to whether or not she should be insulted by the other woman’s straightforwardness. Tildy carried the odors of her cook stove—ham and cabbage and bread. The good smells reminded Emmaline that she hadn’t eaten  since early that morning, and—much to her embarrassment—her stomach growled.

Ronald stepped near, his long, gangly limbs reminding Emmaline of a giraffe she had once seen in a traveling circus. “Let me git a look-see at Geoffrey’s Emmaline.” He pronounced her name with “lion” at the end. He, too, gave Emmaline a thorough once-over that made her neck feel hot. Nodding in approval, he said, “You chose yo’se’f a right purty li’l gal, Geoffrey.”

Where Tildy sounded as if she had a throat full of gravel, Ronald’s voice flowed like honey. The pair were opposites in every sense of the word, yet it was clear to Emmaline that they had one thing in common—they both held Geoffrey in high esteem. How, she wondered, had this unlikely trio formed such a friendship?

Turning back to Geoffrey, Ronald added with a lazy smile, “Yup, ever’thang you’ve said ’bout her ’pears to be true.”

Emmaline wondered what Geoffrey had said, but before she could ask, Tildy wrapped a thick arm across her shoulders and herded her toward the sad-looking little house.

“She be purty, awright,” Tildy said, “but she’s near black as me under all that soot! An’ you’s fixin’ to get hitched yet today? Mm-hmm, gonna need a goin’-over wit’ some soap an’ watuh ’fore you can stand front o’ the preacher-man an’ ’cite them vows. You jus’ come wit’ Tildy, honey, an’ we’ll git you sparklin’ clean.”

Emmaline had little choice but to obey.

Tildy glanced over her shoulder. “Ronald, fill the washtub an’ haul it in here. Geoffrey, you fetch this li’l lady’s trunk. Cain’t have a bride what looks like she’s been rolled through Ronald’s cinders.” She gave Emmaline’s back such a hearty pat that Emmaline feared it would leave purple marks behind. Then, to Emmaline’s horror, Tildy announced, “I’s givin’ you a bath, Miss Emmalion!”




As much as Emmaline hated to admit it, the bath felt heavenly. The washtub only accommodated her if she scrunched her knees beneath her chin, but submerging herself in water after only having cursory rag washes for the past several weeks was a real treat. A rather improper question—how did Tildy bathe in this minuscule tub?—flitted through her mind, but she dared not voice it.

The water was tepid from the start, yet it felt soothing against her sticky skin. The layer of scum that floated on the surface when she had finished appalled her, and she apologized.

Tildy laughed. “Ooh, chil’, that ain’t nothin’ compared to what I clean up after that man o’ mine, so jus’ don’t be gettin’ all pink-cheeked on my account!”

Emmaline would have preferred a private bath—her modesty had never allowed a servant into the washroom—but Tildy insisted on washing Emmaline’s hair. After Emmaline got over the initial embarrassment, she found that Tildy’s strong hands were infinitely gentle, and she relaxed, enjoying the soapy massage on her scalp.

Once the bath was finished, Tildy discreetly disappeared, leaving Emmaline alone behind the hanging canvas that had allowed her to bathe in concealment. She sighed as she rubbed herself dry with a rough length of toweling. It felt so wonderful to be clean! She wrapped the toweling around herself and reached for the clean drawers and camisole lying across a stool next to the washtub. After peeking around the edge of the canvas to be certain she was completely alone, she dropped the protective towel and scrambled rapidly into her underthings.

Her thoughts raced ahead to this evening when she would need to undress and climb into her nightclothes. Would Geoffrey be in the room when she clothed herself for bed? How would she find the courage to allow him to see her clad so scantily?

Standing barefoot in only her lacy cotton underwear, she wondered what Tildy had done with her trunk of clothes. Tiptoeing forward, she pulled back the canvas and peeked out again. Her trunk waited in the corner, near the quilt-draped bed. To her dismay, she realized she would need to come out completely from behind the canvas to reach it.

Panic rose in her breast—she dare not venture forth in such a scandalous state of undress! Where had Tildy gone? In a whisper, she called, “M-Miss Tildy?”

No response.

A bit louder. “Miss Tildy?”

Still no answer.

Taught that a lady should never speak with excessive volume unless in an emergency, she contemplated her present state of undress. Her situation qualified as an emergency, albeit a small one. Drawing a great breath, she called, “Miss Tildy!”

The front door opened and Tildy entered, a huge smile lighting her dark face. She chuckled. “You ready to put on yo’ weddin’ dress?”

Emmaline nodded and then ducked back behind the canvas. Tildy joined her moments later carrying a creamy yellow dress of lawn. She held the dress at arm’s length and looked it over. “Lawsy, chil’, you gonna be as purty as a posy in this. You got so many purty thangs in that box.”

At Tildy’s words, an image filled Emmaline’s mind—of her mother carefully folding the new dresses, placing them in the trunk, and then smoothing the fabric the way she used to smooth Emmaline’s hair. Tears sprang into her eyes as a longing for dear, quiet Mother overwhelmed her.

Tildy reached out a rough hand to cup Emmaline’s cheek. Her sandpapery fingers stroked Emmaline’s clean skin. “Here, now, chil’, no time for tears. You’s too purty to be red-eyed on yo’  weddin’ day. What would yo’ mama think of you bein’ unhappy and teary-faced on such a ’portant day?”

Emmaline sniffed, bringing the tears under control. Tildy was right—Phoebe Bradford would want her daughter to be a joyful bride. Joyfulness meant nothing to Father, however; he would merely expect obedience.

Suddenly, Tildy’s eyes narrowed, and she said, “Better git that hair outta the way.” Very gently she laid the dress on a sideboard. Placing her hands on Emmaline’s shoulders, Tildy lowered her onto the stool beside the washtub. With long, steady strokes, she brushed Emmaline’s hair away from her face.

“You got a good head o’ hair, chil’,” Tildy commented in her gravelly voice. “Thick as molasses an’ the color o’ cinnamon. A crownin’ glory to take pride in . . .” Her fingers were amazingly nimble, and Emmaline’s scalp tingled pleasantly as Tildy worked the damp lengths of hair into a twist on the back of her head.

Her hair secure, Emmaline stepped into the skirt of the dress, and Tildy buttoned it up the back. Emmaline pressed her hands against the smooth skirt front while Tildy fluffed the layered flounces across the back. Each flounce sported a row of lace, and matching lace ran from the shoulders to the waistline in the front as well as around the wrists of the tight-fitting sleeves. The dress was hopelessly wrinkled from its ride across the ocean in the trunk, but it would have to do.

Tildy circled Emmaline, fingering a bit of lace at Emmaline’s shoulder. She released a rueful sigh. “Too bad we don’t have no orange blossoms to put in yo’ hair.”

“Orange blossoms?” Emmaline touched a hand to the heavy twist of damp hair.

“Yup. Symbol o’ fertility an’ chastity. Most o’ the brides in the East put orange blossoms in their hair as a way o’ giftin’ their grooms.”

The words made Emmaline’s face blaze. Tildy, apparently unaware of the discomfiture her words had caused, gave Emmaline another once-over and said with a nod, “You’s gonna be the purtiest bride ever ’cited vows in the Congregationalist Church.” 

Emmaline managed a polite “Thank you,” but the word “bride” sent her heart into wild thumping.

Tildy balled her fists and rested them on her ample hips. “Now, lemme give you a li’l advice, chil’, since your mama ain’t here to give you a talk. Bein’ married is a good thang when it’s to a good man, an’ you got a good man out there. Now, he done tol’ us how you ain’t seen him since you was a young girl, but me ’n’ Ronald— we seen him ’most ever’ week since he come here from ’cross the ocean, an’ we know he be a good man. One o’ the best men. So you got no cause for fret.

“Somethin’ else . . . You wanna make this marriage work good, you just gotta ’member that marriage takes compermize. When both people is willin’ to give a li’l, and both people puts the needs of the other one just a li’l bit higher’n the needs of themselfs, thangs have a way o’ fallin’ into place. So you ’member that, Emmalion, you hear?”

Emmaline wondered if Ronald was having the same conversation with Geoffrey right now. The thought carried a bubble of humor that erupted into a grin.

Tildy leaned forward, her face only inches from Emmaline’s. “You hear?”

Emmaline gave a start and nodded. “Yes, ma’am. I hear.”

Tildy’s broad face relaxed into a smile. “Good.” Her eyes drifted shut as she released a sigh. “This be a good land for buildin’ a life. A body’s got freedom here—an’ this land’ll grow you stronger’n you knew you could be.” Opening her eyes, she gave Emmaline’s cheek another rough caress. “Now, let’s feed you.” She yanked down the canvas and pointed to the table in the middle of the room.  Emmaline seated herself, glancing around the simple planked house while Tildy dished up a plate of ham, some kind of stewed greens, and a large chunk of yellow, mealy bread dripping with butter.

 Emmaline pointed to the yellow square. “What is this?”

Tildy’s eyes widened in shock. “Why, that be corn bread, honey. Ain’t you never had corn bread?”

Emmaline decided not to inquire about the greens. Instead, she offered a weak smile and carried a bite to her mouth. The flavor was not unpleasant, and she eagerly forked up a second bite. Tildy, apparently satisfied, moved to the stove and hummed to herself.

Emmaline let her gaze rove over the small house as she ate and wondered if the house Geoffrey had constructed was similar to this one. This house had only one room, plus a lean-to that held the iron cook stove. A rope bed lay in one corner, a pine sideboard holding kitchen utensils stood near the lean-to, and a rough-hewn table and chairs dominated the middle of the room. Two trunks squatted along the west wall, and a row of hooks above the trunks held serviceable clothing. The floor was simply hard-packed dirt.

Tildy and Ronald owned very little, it seemed, but everything was clean and very well cared for.

As soon as Emmaline finished, Tildy snatched up her plate. “Chil’, you scoot outside an’ git back in that wagon so’s you can go ’cite those vows afore the sun sets.”

Emmaline wished she could ask to stay here with Tildy and forget about reciting those vows. Tildy’s humble dwelling with its pleasant smells of supper had become a secure haven in the short amount of time she had been there.

She and Tildy stepped from the shadowed house into the May day. The sun still hung brightly in a cloudless sky, but it had inched its way toward the horizon over the course of her time with Tildy. Evening was approaching, and Emmaline had no idea how much farther they needed to travel to reach Stetler and the minister.

Whether it was apprehension about facing the minister or just a reaction to the heat of the day, Emmaline broke out in a sweat. She stretched the snug collar of the dress away from her neck, hoping the breeze might dry some of the moisture from her skin. The lightweight lawn was appropriate for the Kansas heat and humidity, but all the layers and the snugness of the bodice and sleeves left Emmaline feeling stifled. The clean, fresh feeling of the bath departed with the prickle of perspiration.

Tildy used her full-throated voice to locate the men. In moments, Geoffrey was at Emmaline’s side. His gaze swept from her toes to her face.

“You look beautiful, Emmaline,” he whispered, taking her hand.

Fire filled her face at the approval shining in his eyes. She jerked toward the wagon. Her limbs quivered as she allowed him to assist her into the seat.

Ronald ambled from behind the house. He clutched a thick cluster of lavender flowers heavy with jagged leaves on deep green stems. With a dapper bow that belied his rough appearance, he presented the bouquet to Emmaline. “They’s jus’ wild flowers, Miss Emmalion—called rose verbena—but they make a right purty li’l nosegay for you to carry.”

Her throat tightened as she looked at her wedding bouquet. “Th-thank you.” She gave Ronald a wavering smile, her vision suddenly blurred with a spurt of tears. The gesture was so unexpectedly touching, especially from this angular black man in his soot-stained long johns and suspenders.

“I’ll git yo’ trunk.” He headed into the house and returned quickly, the trunk balanced against his lean belly. His biceps bulged and he released a grunt as he swung the box into the back of the wagon. The wagon bounced with the weight.

“We need to be heading on to Stetler now,” Geoffrey said. “Thank you, Tildy and Ronald, for your hospitality. We—”

Tildy held up a thick finger. “Wait!” She picked up her skirts and waddled back into the house while Ronald looked after her, his long fingers toying with his suspenders. Tildy came out holding a bulky, folded bundle. She thrust the bundle into Geoffrey’s arms. “A weddin’ gift for you an’ Miss Emmalion. Me an’ Ronald is wishin’ you nothin’ but the very best.”

Geoffrey offered the bundle—some sort of heavy fabric—to Emmaline, and she took it gingerly. The wind flipped the top layer over, revealing a variety of patches painstakingly sewn together to create a crazy-quilt pattern. Emmaline recognized the quilt from Tildy’s own bed.

“Oh, Miss Tildy—”

Tildy thrust her pink palm in the air. “No arguin’. Come winter, you’ll be thankful for that kivver.” She chuckled, a low, rumbling sound like the purr of a great cat. “It don’t stay hot like this year round, you’s gonna learn.”

Geoffrey put a hand on the quilt and gave Tildy a smile. “We thank you, Tildy. Emmaline and I will treasure this gift.” His voice sounded tight.

“You go on, now,” Tildy said as she waved one big hand.

“ ’Cite them vows. Then you be happy, hear?”

Geoffrey laughed. “Yes, ma’am, we will do our best.”

Emmaline twisted in the seat as Geoffrey aimed the horses back toward the road. She watched Tildy lift a corner of her apron to wipe her eyes, then place her face against Ronald’s chest. Ronald wrapped his arms around her.

Emmaline glanced at her husband-to-be. Geoffrey held the reins between his fingers and leaned forward, a slight smile tipping up the corners of his lips. He looked so different from the young man who had run in and out of her house all during  her growing-up years. The Geoffrey who boarded the ship for America five years ago had been a smooth-faced boy compared to the chiseled, mutton-chop-whiskered man seated beside her. 

Tildy’s claim that Emmaline had a good man in Geoffrey had raised a desire to find out if Tildy was right. Oddly, she yearned to turn her face to Geoffrey’s chest and feel his arms coming around her as Ronald’s arms had around Tildy. How had Tildy known Ronald would not push her away? In all the years of her parents’ marriage, she had never seen Mother and Father behave in such an intimate manner. She felt certain Father would have reprimanded Mother had she made such an overture of affection in the light of day with others looking on. How would Geoffrey respond if she leaned against his arm?

Geoffrey turned his face toward her and gave her a sympathetic smile. “I would imagine you are quite tired from your travels, are you not, Emmaline? We are less than a mile from Stetler. Reverend Stanford is expecting us, so we will be able to proceed with the ceremony immediately. And then I will take you home to the ranch.”

A shudder raced through Emmaline. What would Geoffrey expect of her then?
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