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Dear Friends,


I feel that you, my readers, have indeed become friends over the years since 1979, when Clark and Marty first came to life on the pages of Love Comes Softly. Actually, these two characters had lived in my heart and imagination some time before that and had already become dear to me.


The journey for me since then, with both my readers and characters, has been long and exciting—a journey in which I have felt God’s leading, for it certainly has been beyond my planning or even dreams.


When Love Comes Softly was published, I had no intention of writing a sequel. As far as I knew, the story was complete with Clark and Marty allowing the Lord to kindle a genuine care and love for each other in their hearts. But readers had other ideas, and many letters asked, “What happens next?” With the encouragement of Carol Johnson, editor at Bethany House, I laid aside plans for my next novel and wrote instead the continuation of the Davis family saga. I was apprehensive, I must confess, as I sat down to write, not at all sure it would work. But readers must have felt satisfied, and they asked for more. Eventually there were eight novels in the LOVE COMES SOFTLY series, and Clark and Marty have become old friends to many readers over the years.


I went on to other characters and stories, but requests kept coming. One reader even acknowledged praying for the Davis family! Others had suggestions for how I should continue the saga, and a few implored me to at least tell them what else happened if I wasn’t going to actually write more books in the series! At last I acquiesced, and four more novels were added in A PRAIRIE LEGACY series. But we had to stop there. Enough years were covered over the twelve novels to bring Clark and Marty to the final years of their life together. Like many of you, neither did I wish to mourn their deaths.


These two characters, though fictional, represent many in my own life—and no doubt in yours, also—who have taught lessons, both practical and spiritual. Each struggle Clark and Marty worked through, I struggled through with them. Each triumph they experienced was my own. Each truth about the faithfulness of the God they served was a wonderful reminder to me. I have shared their days of sunshine and their times of dark shadow. I have felt myself grow—quietly but continuously—in my inner self. God has used the development of these characters to help me stretch beyond where I have been.


So even though we have said good-bye to the Davis family, it is with deep tenderness and a personal thankfulness for what these fictional people have added to my life. My prayer is that their lives and impact might travel on beyond my own—for my days, like all, will be numbered. Through the printed pages of this book and others, God willing, their lives will continue in the hearts and minds of readers like you.


Sincerely,
Janette
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ONE


The Grim Reaper 


The morning sun shone brightly on the canvas of the covered wagon, promising an unseasonably warm day for mid-October. Marty fought for wakefulness, coming slowly out of a troubled and fitful sleep. Why did she feel so heavy and ill at ease—she who usually woke with enthusiasm and readiness for each new day’s adventure? Then it all came flooding back, and she fell in a heap on the quilt from which she had just emerged. Sobs shook her body, and she pressed the covering to her face to muffle the sound.


Clem is gone. The truth of it was nearly unthinkable. Less than two short years ago, strong, adventurous, boyish Clem had quickly and easily made her love him. Self-assured and confident, he had captured her heart and her hand. Fourteen months later, she was a married woman out west, beginning a new and challenging adventure with the man she loved—until yesterday.


Oh, Clem, she wept. Her whole world had fallen around her when the men came to tell her that Clem was dead. Killed outright. His horse had fallen. They’d had to destroy the horse. Did she want to come with them?


No, she’d stay.


Would she like the missus to come over?


No, she’d manage.


She wondered how she had even gotten the words past her lips.


They’d care for the body, one of them had told her. His missus was right good at that. The neighbors would arrange for the burying. Lucky the parson was paying his visit through the area. Was to have moved on today, but they were certain that he’d stay over. Sure she didn’t want to come with them?


No, she’d be all right.


Hated to leave her alone.


She needed to be alone.


They’d see her on the morrow. Not to worry. They’d care for everything.


Thank ya—


And they had gone, taking her Clem with them, wrapped in one of her few blankets and fastened on the back of a horse. The kindly neighbor should have been riding it, but he was now leading the animal slowly, careful of its burden.


And now it was the morrow and the sun was shining. Why was the sun shining? Didn’t nature know that today should be as lifeless as she felt, with a cold wind blowing like the chill that gripped her heart?


The fact that she was way out west in the fall of the year with no way back home, no one around that she knew—and she was expecting Clem’s baby besides—should have filled her with panic. But for the moment the only thing her mind could settle on and her heart grasp was the overwhelming pain of her great loss.


“Oh, Clem! Clem!” she cried aloud. “What am I gonna do without you?” She buried her face again in the quilt.


Clem had come out west with such wild excitement.


“We’ll find everything we want there in thet new country. The land’s there fer the takin’,” he had exulted.


“What ’bout the wild animals—an’ the Injuns?” she had stammered.


He had laughed at her silliness, picked her up in his strong arms, and whirled her around in the air.


“What ’bout a house? It’ll be ’most winter when we git there,” she worried.


“The neighbors will help us build one. I’ve heered all ’bout it. They’ll help one another do whatever needs to be done out there.”


And it was true. Those hardy frontiersmen scattered across the wilderness would leave their highly valued crops standing in the fields, if need be, while they gave of their time to put a roof over a needy if somewhat cocky and reckless newcomer, because they would know far better than he the fierceness of the winter winds.


“We’ll make out jest fine. Don’t ya worry yourself none, Marty,” Clem had assured her. With some reluctance, Marty had begun preparations for the long trek by wagon train to follow her beloved husband’s dream.


After many weeks of travel, they had come upon a farmhouse in an area of rolling hills and pastureland, and Clem had made inquiries. Over a friendly cup of coffee, the farmer had informed them that he owned the land down to the creek, but the land beyond that, reaching up into the hills, had not yet been claimed. With an effort, Clem had restrained himself from whooping on the spot. Marty could tell that the very thought of being so near his dream filled Clem with wild anticipation. Thanking their soon-to-be neighbor, they hurried on, traveling a bit too fast for the much-mended wagon. They were within sight of their destination when another wheel gave way, and this time it was beyond repair.


They had camped for the night, still on the neighbor’s land, and Clem had piled rocks and timbers under the broken wagon in an effort to make it somewhat level. In the morning they had discovered more bad luck. One of the horses had deserted them during the night, and his broken rope still dangled from the tree. Clem had ridden out on the remaining horse to look for it. And then the accident, and now he wouldn’t be coming back. There would be no land claimed in his name, nor a house built that would stand proud and strong to shelter his wife and baby.


Marty sobbed again, but then she heard a noise outside the wagon and peeped timidly through the canvas. Neighbors were there—four men with grim faces, silently and soberly digging beneath the largest spruce tree. As she realized what their digging meant, a fresh torment tore at her soul. Clem’s grave. It was really true. This horrible nightmare was actually happening. Clem was gone. She was without him. He would be buried on borrowed land.


“Oh, Clem. What’ll I do?”


She wept until she had no more tears. The digging continued. She could hear the scraping of the shovels, and each thrust seemed to stab deeper into her heart.


More sounds reached her, and she realized that other neighbors were arriving. She must take herself in hand. Clem would not want her hiding away inside the wagon.


She climbed from the quilt and tried to tidy her unruly hair. Quickly dressing in her dark blue cotton frock, which seemed to be the most suitable for the occasion, she snatched a towel and her comb and slipped out of the wagon and down to the spring to wash away her tears and straighten her tangled hair. This done, she squared her shoulders, lifted her chin, and went back to meet the somber little group gathered under the spruce.





There was a kindness, a caring, in all of them. She could feel it. It was not pity, but an understanding. This was the West. Things were hard out here. Most likely every person there had faced a similar time, but one didn’t go under. There was no time or energy for pity here—not for self, not for one another. It took your whole being to accept the reality that death was part of life, that the sorrow was inevitable, but that you picked up and carried on.


The visiting pastor spoke the words of interment, committing Clem’s body to the dust of the earth, his soul into the hands of God. He also spoke to the sorrowing, who in this case was one lone, small person, the widow of the deceased; for one could hardly count the baby that she was carrying as one of the mourners, even if it was Clem’s.


Pastor Magnuson spoke words that were fitting for the occasion—words of comfort and words of encouragement. The neighbors listened in silent sympathy to the familiar Scriptures they had heard on similar occasions. When the brief ceremony was over, Marty, her head bowed, turned from the grave toward the wagon, and the four men with the shovels went back to the task of covering the stout wooden box they had brought with them. As Marty walked away, a woman stepped forward and placed her hand on the slim shoulder.


“I’m Wanda Marshall,” she said, her voice low. “I’m sorry we don’t have any more than the one room, but you’d be welcome to share it for a few days until you sort things out.”


“Much obliged.” Marty spoke in almost a whisper. “But I wouldn’t wanta impose upon ya. ’Sides, I think I’ll jest stay on here fer a while. I need me time to think.”


“I understand,” the woman answered with a small pat, and she moved away.


Marty continued toward the wagon and was stopped again, this time by an older woman’s gentle hand.


“This ain’t an easy time fer ya, I know. I buried my first husband many years ago, and I know how you’re feelin’.” She paused a minute and then went on. “I don’t s’pose you’ve had ya time to plan.” At the slight shake of Marty’s head, she continued, “I can’t offer ya a place to stay; we’re full up at our place. But I can offer ya somethin’ to eat, and iffen you’d like to move yer wagon to our yard, we’d be happy to help ya pack yer things, and my Ben, Ben Graham, will be more’n glad to help ya git to town whenever yer ready to go.”


“Thank ya,” Marty murmured, “but I think I’ll stay on here fer a while.”


How could she explain that she had no money to stay, not even for one night, and no hope of getting any? What kind of work could a young, untrained woman in her condition hope to get? What kind of a future was there for her, anyway?


Her feet somehow moved her on to the wagon and she lifted a heavy hand to the canvas flap. She just wanted to crawl away, out of sight, and let the world cave in upon her.


It was hot in there at midday, and the rush of torrid air sent her already dizzy head to spinning. She crawled back out and down on the grass on the shady side of the wagon, propping herself up against the broken wheel. Her senses seemed to be playing tricks on her. Round and round in her head swept the whirlwind of grief, making her wonder what truly was real and what imagined. She was mentally groping to make some sense of it all when a male voice suddenly made her jump with its closeness.


“Ma’am.”


She lifted her head and looked up. A man stood before her, cap in hand, fingering it determinedly as he cleared his throat. She vaguely recognized him as one of the shovel bearers. His height and build evidenced strength, and there was an oldness about his eyes that belied his youthful features. Her eyes looked into his face, but her lips refused to respond.


He seemed to draw courage from somewhere deep inside himself and spoke again.


“Ma’am, I know thet this be untimely—ya jest havin’ buried yer husband an’ all. But I’m afraid the matter can’t wait none fer a proper-like time an’ place.”


He cleared his throat again and glanced up from the hat in his hands.


“My name be Clark Davis,” he hurried on, “an’ it ’pears to me thet you an’ me be in need of one another.”


A sharp intake of breath from Marty made him pause, then raise a hand.


“Now, hold a minute,” he told her, almost a command. “It jest be a matter of common sense. Ya lost yer man an’ are here alone.” He cast a glance at the broken wagon wheel, then crouched down to speak directly to her.


“I reckon ya got no money to go to yer folks, iffen ya have folks to go back to. An’ even if thet could be, ain’t no wagon train fer the East will go through here ’til next spring. Me, now, I got me a need, too.”


He stopped there and his eyes dropped. It was a minute before he raised them and looked into her face. “I have a little ’un, not much more’n a mite—an’ she be needin’ a mama. Now, as I see it, if we marries, you an’ me”—he looked away a moment, then faced her again—“we could solve both of those problems. I would’ve waited, but the preacher is only here fer today an’ won’t be back through agin ’til next April or May, so’s it has to be today.”


He must have recognized in her face the sheer horror Marty was feeling.


“I know. I know,” he stammered. “It don’t seem likely, but what else be there?”


What else indeed? raged through Marty’s brain. I’d die first, that’s all. I’d rather die than marry you—or any man. Get out. Go away.


But he didn’t read any more of her rampaging thoughts and went on. “I’ve been strugglin’ along, tryin’ to be pa an’ ma both fer Missie, an’ not doin’ much of a job of it, either, with tryin’ to work the land an’ all. I’ve got me a good piece of land an’ a cabin thet’s right comfortable like, even if it be small, an’ I could offer ya all the things thet a woman be a needin’ in exchange fer ya takin’ on my Missie. I be sure thet ya could learn to love her. She be a right pert little thing.” He paused. “But she do be needin’ a woman’s hand, my Missie. That’s all I be askin’ ya, ma’am. Jest to be Missie’s mama. Nothin’ more. You an’ Missie can share the bedroom. I’ll take me the lean-to. An’...”He hesitated a bit. “I’ll promise ya this, too. When the next wagon train goes through headin’ east to where ya can catch yerself a stagecoach, iffen ya ain’t happy here, I’ll see to yer fare back home—on one condition—thet ya take my Missie along with ya.” He paused to swallow, then said, “It jest don’t be fair to the little mite not to have a mama.”


He rose suddenly. “I’ll leave ya to be a thinkin’ on it, ma’am. We don’t have much time.”


He turned and strode away. The sag of his shoulders told her how much the words had cost him. Still, she thought angrily, what kind of a man could propose marriage—even this kind of a marriage—to a woman who had just turned from her husband’s grave? She felt despair well up within her. I’d rather die, she told herself. I’d rather die. But what of Clem’s baby? She didn’t want death for their little one, neither for her sake nor for Clem’s. Frustration and anger and grief whirled through her. What a situation to be in. No one, nothing, out in this Godforsaken country. Family and friends were out of reach, and she was completely alone. She knew he was right. She needed him, and she hated him for it.


“I hate this country! I hate it! I hate him, the cold, miserable man! I hate him! I hate him!” But even as she stormed against him, she knew she had no way around it.


She wiped her tears and got up from the shady grass. She wouldn’t wait for him to come back in his lordly fashion for her decision, she thought stubbornly, and she went into the wagon and began to pack the few things she called hers.
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TWO


A Mama for Missie 


They rode in silence in his wagon. The preacher was at the Grahams’, where he had gone for dinner. Missie was there, too, having been left with the Graham family for the older girls to look after while her pa was at the funeral. They’d have the preacher speak the words, pick up Missie, and then go on to the homestead. Marty sat stiff and mute beside him as the wagon jostled on. She struggled to lift a hand and push breeze-tossed hair back from her hot face. He looked at her with concern in his eyes.


“Won’t be too long now. It’s powerful hot in the sun. Ya be needin’ a bonnet to shade yer head.”


She sat silent, looking straight ahead. What did he care about the hot sun on her head? What did she care? Nothing worse could possibly happen to her. She turned her face away so he couldn’t see the tears forming against her will. She wanted no sympathy from this stubborn man beside her.


The horses trudged on. Her body ached from the bouncing of the wagon over the track of ruts that had to make do as the road.


She was relieved to see the homestead of the Grahams appear at the base of a cluster of small hills. They drove into the yard, and he leaped lightly down and turned to help her. She was too numb to refuse, fearing that if she tried it on her own, she’d fall flat into the dust. He lifted her down easily and steadied her on her feet before he let her go. He flipped a rein around the hitching post and motioned her to precede him into the house.


She noticed nothing of her surroundings. In her befuddled state, her mind refused to record anything. She remembered only that the door was opened by a surprised Mrs. Graham, who looked from the one to the other. Marty was vaguely aware that others were there, apparently waiting for the call to the midday meal. In the corner she saw the preacher in conversation with a man, who, she supposed, was Ben. Children seemed to be all around. She didn’t even try to ascertain how many. The man—Clark Davis, he’d said his name was—moved toward the two men in the corner while he talked to Mrs. Graham.


Including the preacher and Ben in his explanation, he was saying, “We’ve decided—”


We! she stormed within herself. Ya mean you.


“... to marry up while the preacher be still here to do the honors. It will mean a home fer Mrs. Claridge here an’ a mama fer my Missie.”


She heard Mrs. Graham’s “It’s the only sensible thing to be a doin’” and the preacher’s “Yes, yes, of course.”


There was a general stir about her as a spot was cleared, and in what seemed almost an immorally brief span of time she was hearing the familiar words. She must have uttered her own responses at the proper times, for the preacher’s words came through the haze, “... now pronounce you man and wife.”


There was a stirring about her again. Mrs. Graham was setting extra places at the table and encouraging them to “set up an’ eat with us afore ya go on.” And then they were at the table. The children must have been fed by the older girls before the grown-ups arrived home from the funeral. The preacher blessed the food, and general talk continued on around her. She probably ate something, though she later could not remember what it was or anything else about the meal. She felt like a puppet, moving, even speaking automatically—being controlled by something quite outside of herself.


They were moving again. Getting up from the table, making preparations to be on their way. The preacher tucked away a lunch that had been prepared for him and said his farewells. One of the older Graham boys led the man’s horse up from the barn. Before the preacher left the house, he turned to Marty and in a simple, straightforward manner took her hands in his and wished God to be very near her in the coming months. Marty could only stare dumbly into his face. Ben and Clark followed him to his waiting horse, and Mrs. Graham said her good-bye from the open door. Then he was gone. Mrs. Graham turned back into the room, and the men went toward the hitching rail and Clark’s team.


“Sally Anne, ya go an’ git young Missie up from her nap an’ ready to go. Laura, you an’ Nellie clear up the table an’ do up these dishes.”


Mrs. Graham bustled about, but Marty was aware only of the movement about her as she sat limp and uncaring.


Sally returned, carrying a slightly rumpled little figure, who, in spite of her sleepiness, managed a happy smile. Marty noticed only the smile and the deep blue eyes that looked at her, being a stranger to the little one. This must be Missie, she thought woodenly. This was verified when Clark stepped through the door and the girl welcomed him with a glad cry and outstretched arms. He swept her up against his chest and for a moment placed a cheek against hers. Then, thanking his host and hostess, he turned to let Marty know that they’d be on their way.


Mrs. Graham walked out with her. There were no congratulations or well-wishing on the new marriage. No one had made an attempt to make an occasion of it, and Marty breathed a sigh of relief for that. One misplaced word, no matter how sincerely spoken, would have broken her reserve and caused the tears to flow, she was sure. But none had been spoken. Indeed, the marriage was not even mentioned. These pioneer people were sensitive to the feelings of others.


They said good-bye only as one neighbor to another, though Mrs. Graham’s eyes held a special softness as she looked up at Marty on the wagon seat and said simply, “I’ll ’llow ya a few days to be settlin’ in an’ then I’ll be over. It’ll be right nice to have another woman so close to hand to visit now an’ then.”


Marty thanked her and the team moved forward. They were again at the mercy of the dusty road and the hot sun.





“There it be—right over there.” Marty almost jumped at Clark Davis’s words, but she lifted her eyes to follow his pointing finger.


Sheltered by trees on the north and a small rise on the west was the homestead that belonged to this man beside her.


A small but tidy cabin stood apart, with a well out front and a garden spot to one side. A few small bushes grew along the path to the door, and even from the distance Marty could see colors of fall blooms among their stems.


Off to one side was a sturdy log barn for the horses and cattle, and a pig lot stood farther back among a grove of trees. There was a chicken house between the barn and the house and various other small buildings scattered here and there. She supposed she must learn all about each of them, but right now she was too spent to care.


“It’s nice,” she murmured, surprising herself, for she hadn’t intended to say any such thing. Somehow, in her mind, it looked so much like the dreams that she and Clem had shared, and the knowledge hurt her and made her catch her breath in a quiet little sob. She said nothing more and was relieved when Missie, seeing that they were home, took all of her pa’s attention in her excitement.


When they pulled up at the front of the cabin, a dog came running out to meet them and was greeted affectionately by both Clark and Missie.


Clark helped Marty down and spoke gently. “Ya best git ya in out of the sun and lay yerself down a spell. Ya’ll find the bedroom off ’n the sittin’ room. I’ll take charge of Missie an’ anythin’ else thet be needin’ carin’ fer. It’s too late to field work today anyway.”


He opened the door and held it while she passed into this strange little house that was to be her home, and then he was gone, taking Missie with him.


She didn’t take time to look around her. Feeling that she must lie down or else collapse, she made her way through the kitchen and found the door off the sitting room that led to the bedroom. The bed looked inviting, and she stopped only long enough to slip her feet from her shoes before falling upon it. It was cooler in the house, and her weary body began to demand first consideration over her confused mind. Sobs overtook her, but gradually her churning emotions subsided enough to allow her to sink into deep but troubled sleep.
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THREE


Marriage of Convenience 


Marty awoke and stared toward the window, surprised to see it was already dusk. Vaguely aware of someone stirring about in the kitchen, the smell of coffee and bacon made her acknowledge she was hungry. She heard Missie’s chatter, and the realization of why she was here swept over her again. Without caring about anything, she arose, slipped on her shoes, and pushed her hair back from her face. She supposed she looked a mess, but what did it matter? She was surprised in the dim light to see her trunk sitting against the wall by a chest of drawers. Everything she owned was in there, but that thought failed to stir her.


She opened the trunk, took out her brush, and stroked it over her hair. Then she rummaged for a ribbon and tied her hair back from her face. She had made some improvement, she hoped. She smoothed her wrinkled dress and moved toward the bedroom door and the smell of the coffee. Clark looked at her inquiringly as she entered the room, then motioned her to a chair at the table.


“I’m not much of a cook,” he said, “but it be fillin’.”


Marty sat down and Clark came from the stove with a plate of pancakes and another with a side of bacon. He set it down and went back for the steaming coffee. She felt a sense of embarrassment as she realized he was taking up what she should have been doing. Well, it would be the last time. From now on she’d carry her load. Clark sat down, and just as Marty was about to help herself to a pancake, she was stopped by his voice.


“Father, thank ya fer this food ya provide by yer goodness. Be with this, yer child, as Comforter in this hour, an’ bless this house an’ make it a home to each one as dwells here. Amen.”


Marty sat wide-eyed looking at this man before her, who spoke, eyes closed, to a God she did not see or know—and him not even a preacher. Of course she had heard of people like that, various ones who had a God outside of church, who had a religion apart from marryin’ an’ buryin’, but she had never rubbed elbows, so to speak, with one before. Nor did she wish to now, if she stopped to think about it. So he had a God. What good did it do him? He’d still needed someone to help with his Missie, hadn’t he? His God didn’t seem to do much about that. Oh well, what did she care? If she remembered right, people who had a God didn’t seem to hold with drinkin’ an’ beatin’ their women. With a little luck she maybe wouldn’t have to put up with anything like that. A new wave of despair suddenly overwhelmed her. She knew nothing about this man. Maybe she should be glad that at least he was religious. It might save her a heap of trouble.


“Ain’t ya hungry?”


His words made her jump, and she realized she had been sitting there letting her thoughts wander.


“Oh yeah, yeah,” she stammered and helped herself to the pancake he was holding out to her.


Little Missie ate with a hearty appetite, surprising in one so tiny, and chattered to her father at the same time. Marty thought she picked out a word or two here and there, but she really couldn’t put her mind to understanding what the child was saying.


After the meal she heard herself volunteering to wash up the dishes, and Clark said fine, he’d see to putting Missie to bed, then. He showed Marty where things were and then, picking up Missie, he began washing and readying her for bed.


Marty set to work on the dishes. As she opened doors and drawers of another woman’s cupboards, a further sense of uneasiness settled on her. She must force herself to get over this feeling, she knew, for she had to manage in this as if it belonged to her. She couldn’t restrain the slight shudder that ran through her, though.


As she returned from emptying her dishwater on the rosebush outside the door, Clark was pulling a chair up to the kitchen table.


“She be asleep already,” he said quietly.


Marty placed the dishpan on its peg and hung the towel on the rack to dry. What now? she wondered in panic, but he took care of that for her.


“The drawers in the chest all be empty. I moved my things to the lean-to. Ya can unpack an’ make yerself more comfortable like. Feel free to be a usin’ anythin’ in the house, an’ if there be anythin’ thet ya be needin’, make a list. I go to town most Saturdays fer supplies, an’ I can be a pickin’ it up then. When ya feel more yerself like, ya might want to come along an’ do yer own choosin’.” He paused a moment, then looked into her face.


“I think thet ya better git ya some sleep,” he said, his voice low. “It’s been a tryin’ day. I know thet it’s gonna take ya some time before it stops hurtin’ so bad—fer ya to feel at home here. We’ll try not to rush ya.”


Then his gaze demanded that she listen and understand. “I married ya only to have Missie a mama. I’d be much obliged if ya ’llow her to so call ya.”


It was an instruction to her; she could feel it as such. But her eyes held his steadily, and though she said nothing, her pride challenged him. All right, she knew her place. He offered her an abode and victuals; she in turn was to care for his child. She’d not ask for charity. She’d earn her way. Missie’s mama she would be. She turned without a word and made her way to the bedroom. She closed the door behind her and stood for a few moments leaning against it. When she felt more composed, she crossed quietly to look down on the sleeping child. The lamp gave a soft glow, making the wee figure in the crib appear even smaller.


“All right, Missie,” Marty whispered, “let’s us make ourselves a deal. Ya be a good kid, an’ I’ll do my best to be a carin’ fer ya.”


The child looked so tiny and helpless there, and Marty realized that here was someone barely more than an infant whom life had already hurt. What deserving thing had this little one done to have the mother she loved taken from her? Marty’s own baby stirred slightly within her, and she placed a hand on the spot that was slowly swelling for the world to know that she was to be a mother. What if it were my little one, left without my care? The thought made near terror take hold of her. Again she looked at the sleeping child, the brown curls framing her pixie face, and something stirred within Marty’s heart. It wasn’t love that she felt, but it was a small step in that direction.






Marty was up the next morning as soon as she heard the soft click of the outside door. Clark must have come into the kitchen before going to the barn. Quietly she dressed so as not to disturb Missie and left the room, determined to uphold her part of the “convenience” marriage which was now her lot. So she had a roof over her head. She’d earn it. She would be beholden to no man, particularly this distant, aloof individual whose name she now shared. She refused, even in her thoughts, to recognize him as her husband. And speaking of names, she cautioned herself, it wasn’t going to be easy to remember that she was no longer Martha Claridge but Martha Davis. Listlessly she wondered if there was a legal difficulty if she stubbornly clung to her “real” name. Surely she could be Martha Lucinda Claridge Davis without breaking any laws. Then with a shock she realized her baby would have the Davis name, too.


“Oh no!” She stopped and put her hands to her face. “Oh no, please. I want my baby to have Clem’s name,” she whispered her horror.


But even as she fought it and the hot tears squeezed out between her fingers, she knew she’d be the loser here, as well. She was in fact married to this man, no matter how unwelcome the idea; and the baby who would be born after the marriage would be his in name, even though Clem was the true father. She felt a new reason to loathe him.


“Well, anyway, I can name my baby Claridge iffen I want to,” she declared hotly. “He can’t take thet from me.”


She brushed her tears on her sleeve, set her chin stubbornly, and moved into the kitchen.


The fire was already going in the big black cook stove. That must have been what he came in for, and Marty was glad she wouldn’t have to struggle with that on top of her almost insurmountable task of just carrying on. She opened the cupboard doors and searched through tightly sealed cans until she found the coffee. She knew where the coffeepot was, she thought thankfully. Hadn’t she washed it and put it away herself? There was fresh water in the bucket on a low table near the door, and she had the coffee on in very short order.


“Well, thet’s the first step,” she murmured to herself. “Now what?”


She rummaged around some more and came up with sufficient ingredients to make a batch of pancakes. At least that she could do. She and Clem had almost lived on pancakes, the reason being that there had been little else available for her to prepare. She wasn’t going to find it an easy task to get proper meals, she realized. Her cooking experience had been very limited. Well, she’d learn. She was capable of learning, wasn’t she? First she’d have to discover where things were kept in this dad-blame kitchen. Marty rarely used words that could be classed as profane, though she had heard plenty in her young lifetime. She sure felt like turning loose a torrent of them now, though. Instead she chose one of her father’s less offensive expressions—about the only one she’d ever been allowed to use.


“Dad-blame!” she exploded again. “What’s a body to do?”


Clark would expect more than just pancakes and coffee, she was sure, but what and from where was she to get it?


There seemed to be no end of tins and containers in the cupboards, but they were all filled with other basic ingredients, not anything that could work for breakfast.


Chickens! She’d seen chickens, and where there were chickens there should be eggs. She started out in search of some, through the kitchen door, through the shed that was the entry attached to the kitchen. Then her eye caught sight of a strange contraption at the side of the shed. It looked like some kind of pulley arrangement, and following the rope down to the floor, she noticed a square cut in the floorboards, and one end had a handle attached. Cautiously she approached, wondering if she might be trespassing where she did not belong. Slowly she lifted the trapdoor by the handle. At first she could see nothing; then, as her eyes became more accustomed to the darkness, she picked out what appeared to be the top of a large wooden box. That must be what the pulley and rope were for. She reached for it and began to pull on the ropes, noticing that the box appeared to be moving upward. It took more strength than she had guessed it would, yet she found she could handle it quite nicely.


Slowly the box came into view. She could feel the coolness that accompanied it. At last the box was fully exposed, and she slipped the loop of rope over a hook that seemed to be for that purpose. The front of the box was fitted with a door, mostly comprised of mesh, and inside she could see several items of food. She opened the door and gasped at the abundance of good things. There were eggs in a basket; crocks of fresh cream, milk, and butter; side bacon and ham. On the next shelf were some fresh vegetables and little jars containing preserves and, of all things, she decided after a quick sniff, fresh honey. Likely wild. What a find! She’d have no problem with breakfast now. She took out the side bacon and a few eggs. Then she chose some of the jam and was about to lower the box again when she remembered Missie. The child should have milk to drink as long as it was plentiful, and maybe Clark liked cream for his coffee. She didn’t know. In fact, she didn’t know much at all about the man.


Carefully she lowered the box again and replaced the trapdoor. Gathering up her finds, she returned to the kitchen feeling much better about the prospect of putting breakfast on the table.


The coffee was already boiling, and its fragrance reminded her how hungry she was. She took the dishes from the cupboard and set the table. She’d want the food hot when Clark came in from chores, and she didn’t know how long they took him in the mornings.
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