



 
 






A LOVE TO 
LAST FOREVER



A LOVE TO
 LAST FOREVER

Brides of Gallatin County

BOOK TWO

TRACIE
 PETERSON

[image: 9781441203595_0003_005]






A Love to Last Forever
Copyright © 2009
 Tracie Peterson

Cover design and photography by Andrea Gjeldum

Scripture quotations are from the King James Version of the Bible.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.

Published by Bethany House Publishers
 11400 Hampshire Avenue South
 Bloomington, Minnesota 55438

Bethany House Publishers is a division of
Baker Publishing Group, Grand Rapids, Michigan.

E-book edition created 2009

ISBN 978-1-44120-359-5

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is on file at the Library of Congress, Washington, DC.







To my grandchildren
Rainy, Fox, and Max



You have given me great
joy and love. You are a blessing
beyond compare.



   Love,

   Nanna



Books by Tracie Peterson

www.traciepeterson.com

A Slender Thread • I Can’t Do It All!**
What She Left For Me• Where My Heart Belongs

ALASKAN QUEST

Summer of the Midnight Sun
Under the Northern Lights • Whispers of Winter

BRIDESOF GALLATIN COUNTY

A Promise to Believe In• A Love to Last Forever
A Dream to Call My Own

THE BROADMOOR LEGACY*

A Daughter’s Inheritance • An Unexpected LoveA Surrendered Heart

BELLS OF LOWELL*
Daughter of the Loom •A Fragile Design • These Tangled Threads
Bells of Lowell (3 in 1)

LIGHTSOF LOWELL*

A Tapestry of Hope• A Love Woven True
The Pattern of Her Heart

DESERT ROSES

Shadows of the Canyon • Across the Years
Beneath a Harvest Sky

HEIRSOF MONTANA

Land of My Heart • The Coming Storm
To Dream Anew • The Hope Within

LADIES OF LIBERTY

A Lady of High Regard• A Lady of Hidden Intent
A Lady of Secret Devotion

WESTWARD CHRONICLES

A Shelter of Hope •Hidden in a Whisper • A Veiled Reflection

YUKON QUEST
Treasures of the North • Ashes and Ice • Rivers of Gold

*with Judith Miller     **with Allison Bottke and Dianne O’Brian






TRACIE PETERSON is the author of over seventy novels, both historical and contemporary. Her avid research resonates in her stories, as seen in her bestselling Heirs of Montana and Alaskan Quest series. Tracie and her family make their home in Montana.

    
Visit Tracie’s Web site at www.traciepeterson.com. 



Contents

CHAPTER ONE 

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE 

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE 

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN 

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CHAPTER THIRTY



CHAPTER ONE 
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NOVEMBER 1879

Lady Effingham offered Lord Wodehouse a coy smile, Beth Gallatin read in the privacy of her room. She beckoned him forward with a simple nod and batted her eyelashes at him as he approached. “You are possibly the most beautiful woman in the room,” he told her. “Only possibly?” she asked, frowning. She then gave him a seductive look that had never failed to entice the heart of any suitor.

How is that done? Beth wondered. She put the book aside and went to pick up her mirror. For a moment she studied her features. She wasn’t a bad-looking woman; in fact, many had told her she was quite lovely. Touching a hand to her cheek, Beth thought herself a bit too pale, perhaps, but otherwise her skin was smooth and youthful.

“And why not? I’m only twenty-two.” She stared hard at the reflection again, but this time she tried her best to give what she thought might be a seductive expression. It didn’t work, however—she looked as though she might be sick instead. She tried again but was equally frustrated with the result. “Now I look angry or at least unhappy.”

She put the mirror down. “What makes a woman seductive?”

She’d often observed the soiled doves at Rafe’s Saloon as they crooned and called to the passing cowboys. They would pose against the porch supports with hints of smiles upon red, pouting lips. Was that seductive?

Beth glanced at the clock and realized she’d lost track of the time. Reading had a way of doing that to her, and The Courtship of Lady Effingham was most mesmerizing. Beth could easily put herself in the place of this opulent character—this daughter of a duke. How romantic it all was. Lady Effingham lived on an ancient estate, the child of English nobility. She was the most beautiful of women, with golden yellow hair and blue eyes, and every man who saw her was dying of love for her.

A heavy sigh escaped Beth’s lips once more. “My hair is reddish brown, and my eyes are more green than blue. And as far as I can tell, there isn’t a single man in the world dying of love for me.”

Well, there was Nick Lassiter. Beth knew she’d caught Nick’s eye since she’d come to the area with her father and sisters several years ago. Nick was definitely handsome—a dark, brooding sort, rather like Lord Wodehouse. Beth couldn’t suppress a giggle as she imagined Nick dressed in fine English attire, bowing low before her.

She gave a curtsy as if the event were truly happening.  “Oh, Lord Wodehouse, how very dashing you look today.” She laughed once again.

Beth knew she was acting like a silly child, but she was a hopeless romantic. Proof could be found in the stacks of books and dime novels that were hidden at the back of her closet and out in the shed. Anytime she was in Bozeman, Beth would secretly buy one or two books and hide them away for quiet moments when she could dream.

But what about Nick?

He was handsome enough, and he made her laugh. Kind and polite, he always managed to stir something inside her. Of course, sometimes that something was anger, but he could definitely bring about a response.

“And he is attending church now,” Beth reminded herself. She’d always tried to keep her heart free of entanglements where Nick was involved because he wasn’t a God-fearing man. She had known him to take a drink at Rafe’s Saloon. And once when he had burned his leg quite badly, Beth recalled he had said a curse word. But at the time, that seemed completely understandable. Surely God made provision for such things. 

“But is he the man of my dreams? Is Nicholas Lassiter my Lord Wodehouse?” How could she know? How was a person supposed to figure out whether or not someone was their true love? Did love always sweep you off your feet and make itself known? Or could it creep in and surprise you?

Knowing that her sister Gwen was bound to come looking for her, Beth tucked the book away and headed downstairs. She paused for a moment at the sight of Gwen kissing her husband good-bye. This was their routine most every morning as Hank headed off next door to open his store.

They’re so in love, Beth thought. A twinge of jealousy wrapped itself around her heart. How was it that Gwen had found love twice in her life and Beth hadn’t found it at all? Gwen had been married to Hank’s younger brother, Harvey, but then he’d died and now Gwen was married to Hank.

Beth blamed her singleness on their father. He had dragged them from one place to another after the death of their mother many years ago. George Gallatin was too restless to stay in one place, and his daughters were victims of his wanderlust. Beth had hated him for that, yet she knew it wasn’t really her father she hated so much as the disruptive way of living he imposed upon them.

She frowned. Thoughts of their father always brought guilty feelings. Prior to his death the previous May, Beth had overheard him talking about moving again. She’d been livid but, because she was eavesdropping, had said nothing. But she had prayed. She had asked God to stop them from moving, no matter what it took. What she hadn’t counted on was that it would take the death of her father.

Beth also hadn’t counted on the sense of relief she’d felt when, at his funeral, she’d realized he could no longer force them to move. She was ashamed, but she couldn’t deny the truth of her feelings.

“Oh, there you are,” Gwen commented as she turned in the doorway. “I thought perhaps you were sick.”

“No, just lazy,” Beth said with a smile. She came down the few remaining steps and glanced out the still-open door. “Looks like another nice day.”

“Yes, it’s been so mild, I thought I might open everything up and air the place out again today.”

“I suppose it will snow soon enough, so we might as well take advantage of the nice weather,” Beth admitted. “I’ll do some more laundry. There’s additional bedding that I can hang out to air, as well.”

“That would be good. Mr. Murphy and his men are due back today, and I’m sure they’d appreciate everything crisp and clean.” Gwen fussed with an errant strand of hair before smiling at Beth. “I do believe Mr. Murphy is rather sweet on you.”

“Adrian . . . ah, Mr. Murphy is very nice.” In her thoughts about Nick, Beth had nearly forgotten Adrian. “But he seems to enjoy traveling too much.”

Gwen looked at Beth with a puzzled expression. “What’s wrong with that? His job with the railroad survey team requires that he travel.”

Beth swept past Gwen. “I like it here.”

“That doesn’t mean you can’t travel.”

Beth frowned. “I think I’m traveled out. Do you realize we’ve lived here longer than any other town or city?”

“I suppose so. I guess it’s never been that much of a concern to me.”

“Well, it is to me. I like having things in their place, and I like knowing where that place is. It gives me a sense of belonging, and that comforts me. I think the only thing that could entice me to leave would be to have a home of my own, but even then, I’d want it nearby.”

“But surely you wouldn’t pass up true love for such a reason.”

Beth thought about this for a moment. Adrian was quite attentive, and like Lord Wodehouse, he seemed charming and interesting. “I suppose I don’t know,” Beth finally admitted. “I’ve never been in love before. I would have to weigh the matter with great care. It seems to me that if a man loved me, he would be willing to adapt and make changes for me.”

“But you wouldn’t have to change for him?” Gwen asked with a smile.

Beth realized she’d probably said too much. “Oh, it isn’t important. I don’t know why I went on so about it.” She glanced around the room. “What would you like me to start on first? Is there still baking?”

“Yes.” Gwen started for the kitchen. “I have five loaves of bread rising. We need to make dinner rolls, as well.”

“I can certainly help with that,” Beth said, hoping her sister would just forget about their conversation. She hurried past Gwen and immediately went for her apron. The last thing Beth wanted was to have to explain why she felt so fiercely about staying put. She’d never told her sisters about her secret shame—her relief at their father’s passing—and she never intended to.

“I know you want to avoid my question, but I do wish you would consider it carefully,” Gwen said.

“What question?” Beth asked innocently.

Gwen rolled her eyes. “You know perfectly well what question. Do you truly believe you shouldn’t have to change?”

Beth finished securing her apron before looking up at Gwen. “I would hope that God, knowing my heart, would send me someone who’d be happy with me as I am.”

“And if He doesn’t?”

“Well, I haven’t really given it much thought.” But that was a lie, because it was all that Beth thought about. “I suppose I could just stay single all of my life.” She offered a forced smile. “I’ll be the spinster Gallatin. I’ll bake cookies for children and grow very plump eating fruitcake.”

Gwen laughed. “Oh, there is no chance of you being a spinster. You are much too pretty and too kindhearted. Besides, if not Mr. Murphy, there’s always Nick.”

“But he isn’t a Christian.”

“Well, I don’t know about that. He’s been attending church with Simon, and Hank tells me they’ve discussed the services on more than one occasion. Perhaps he is closer to God than you’re giving him credit for.”

Beth nodded. “Perhaps.” She thought again of Lord Wode-house and Nick in English attire. It was an amusing thought and immediately put her in a better frame of mind. “At least Nick seems content to live right here.”

[image: 9781441203595_0015_005]
Hours later Nick was pushed to the edge of Beth’s thoughts as she strolled along the banks of the Gallatin River with Adrian Murphy.

“I’m glad you had some time to walk with me. I wanted to talk to you about . . . well . . . my leaving.”

Beth tried not to sound surprised. “Leaving?”

He smiled and pushed back his light brown hair. “Well, my team will be heading back East to rally with the men who sent us. We’re going to discuss the various routes and surveys and probably won’t be back to the area before spring—maybe summer.”

“That’s too bad. I know we’ll miss you all.” Beth toyed with a stalk of dried grass. As she straightened, Beth grew aware of Adrian’s nearness. She smiled. “It’s been very good for our business to have you here.”

“I was hoping you’d say something more personal.”

Beth looked at him and shook her head. “More personal? What do you mean by that?”

“I thought we were starting to get to know each other pretty well. Perhaps there might be something more permanent for our future.”

“Our future?” Beth asked, knowing she probably sounded ridiculous repeatedly echoing the things he said.

He grinned and took hold of her hands. “You must know that I esteem you greatly. I enjoy our time together.”

Beth thought of Lady Effingham and her various courtships. What would she say at a time like this? Adrian hadn’t declared his love for her—he’d said he esteemed her. Beth wasn’t even entirely sure what he meant by that, but it didn’t stir her heart as she had supposed such words might.

“I hardly know you,” Beth finally murmured. Her response was nothing like the daring and confident Lady Effingham, but it would suffice.

“I feel like I know you very well,” he said, rubbing the back of her hands with his thumbs. “But I’d like to know you even better. I was hoping you might wait for me.”

“Wait for you?”

He nodded. “Until spring, when I return.”

Beth tried to lose herself in Adrian’s gaze, but something held her back. “I can’t make you promises, Mr. Murphy. It wouldn’t be right for either of us. Especially since we have no real understanding.”

He frowned and traced a pattern with his fingers as his caress moved up her arms. “Maybe this will change your mind.” He leaned forward and closed his eyes, and Beth realized he meant to kiss her.

“There’s a bear,” Nick’s voice boomed out, causing Beth to jump back. “Or I should say a bear’s been seen in these parts. Since it’s warm, he’s not gone to hibernate just yet.”

Beth’s body trembled from head to toe. Like a naughty child who’d been caught pulling the cat’s tail, she felt her face flush and looked away. Adrian appeared to feel no such embarrassment.

“What kind of bear?” Adrian asked.

“Black bear. He was bothering folks earlier in the year and now seems to be back at it again. He’s no doubt looking for extra food.”

“No doubt.”

Beth looked up and tried to steady her wobbly knees. “Thanks for letting us know.”

“Well, you can’t be too careful,” Nick said, fixing Beth with a stern gaze. “A lot of animals will take advantage of the weak.”

Beth realized he meant to imply Adrian, and for a moment she found it rather thrilling. Nick was jealous! It was just like chapter six, when Lord Wodehouse found Lady Effingham dancing in the arms of the American sea captain.

“Well, I suppose it would be best to get back to the house,” Adrian said, glancing downriver. “I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you.”

Beth pulled her thoughts back to the moment. “Yes, I’m sure Gwen is wondering where I’ve gotten off to. There’s always a lot of work to do, and I must do my share.” She looked at Nick and smiled. “Thank you so much for the warning.”

Nick watched the couple walk off together and fought the urge to follow them—to come between them. Adrian held on to Beth possessively, and she certainly didn’t fight him to release her.

Is Murphy what she wants?

The thought was annoying and discouraging all at once. I’m just a simple man. I’ll probably never have exciting stories or romantic words to give her. He knew from their conversations that Beth seemed caught up in a world of which he could never be a part. She read books that took her far away from Gallatin House.

Does she want to leave this area? Does she want riches and wealth? He shook his head as Murphy escorted her out of sight. Nick had wanted to court Beth ever since her father had brought them to the area. He’d enjoyed her enthusiasm for life and her playful nature. Even after enduring her pranks, he still found her captivating and charming.

So what should he do about it? She always put God between them. Her reply when he’d asked to court her in the past had been that she couldn’t because he wasn’t a Christian.

And lately Nick could see why. To be a true believer, as he understood it, meant to give a real commitment to change your life and live it in a way pleasing to God. It wasn’t about just saying the words; it was far more important to live the truth of what you believed. As his brother had once commented, “Anyone can say they’re saved by God from their sins, but their life ought to show that to be true. It ought to look different from the person who isn’t a man of God.”

That made sense to Nick, but he still wasn’t completely convinced that he could be an honest-to-goodness Christian. His life had been marred by bad choices. Could God forgive that? Would God even want him?
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On Sunday Gallatin House was packed with people as they gathered to hold church services. Curt Flikkema, the circuit rider, was preaching, and Beth was pleased to see that Nick and Simon Lassiter were in attendance. It was the third time she’d noticed them in the services, and Beth could only hope that the preaching was affecting them both. After all, Gwen had mentioned their talking about spiritual matters with Hank. Surely that was a good sign.

She felt funny coming face-to-face with Nick again after nearly being kissed by Adrian. Amazingly enough, he had said nothing about the encounter and treated her as though it had never happened. Beth had thought to try to explain the matter, but then she couldn’t figure out why it seemed so important that he should know.

“Guilt is the result of knowing that we had a choice to make and did not make it well,” Pastor Flikkema began. “We did not choose the path we knew to be the right one.”

Beth slid down her seat a bit and nervously smoothed out the dark green material of her wool skirt.

“Folks are often overcome by guilt. One simple and seemingly innocent choice or attitude takes them down the road to destruction and before they know it, they’ve made a mess of things.”

This was far from the topic Beth had hoped to focus on. She knew she’d made poor choices during her life. Everyone had. She’d watched her mother die and felt terrible grief and guilt from not being able to stop it. Of course, Beth had been able to reason that away. She was a child. There was nothing she could have done at the age of seven. She’d blamed their father, however, for not being there.

Beth frowned and lowered her head as the pastor continued. It had been a long time since she’d thought about blaming her father for their mother’s death. She had approached him about it when she’d been a girl of thirteen. It seemed important to take him to task after he had rather casually commented that God had taken their mother and unborn sibling to heaven because He had need of them.

“We had need of her, too,” Beth had told him. “If you’d been here, she wouldn’t have died.”

Her father had studied her for a moment. “Bethy, the Lord gives and takes away. Your mother could have lived, only if the Lord so chose.”

“But if you had been here,” Beth countered, “you could have gotten her help. You could have saved them.”

“Do you suppose the good Lord didn’t know she was by herself? Do you suppose my working the far acreage was just an oversight on His part?”

His casual manner of passing the blame to God had angered her. Beth didn’t want to blame God. God was, after all, her only solace these days. No, it was her father’s fault. He hadn’t protected them as he should have, or her mother might be alive even now.

“Sometimes,” Curt’s voice boomed out, “there is a liberty and freedom in facing the truth and accepting that no one else is to blame—no one but ourselves.”

Beth straightened and folded her hands. The words pierced her heart. No one to blame but ourselves? Didn’t she already blame herself for so much? There wasn’t liberty in that. The only thing she found there was more guilt to heap upon that which she already bore.

Staring at her interlaced fingers, Beth tried her best to appear unmoved by the pastor’s words. She had so long wrestled with her guilt that she was certain no one could help her. After all, while she hated feeling the way she did, Beth couldn’t honestly say her father’s death didn’t relieve her. With Pa dead, they were free to stay in Gallatin House and run the business without fear of needing to move on in a week or a month.

It’s not that I don’t miss him, she admitted to herself, because I do. I loved Pa as much as Lacy or Gwen. If he could have been like a normal father and settled down in one place, I would have wanted him to live forever. She re-laced her fingers. Did that make her a terrible person?

How many times had she asked herself that question?

“Jesus offers to free us from our burden of guilt. He offers it through His forgiveness. See, we’re all guilty of something—some of us bear more of a burden than others, but we’ve all sinned and fallen short of the glory of God, just like Romans 3:23 says in the Bible. Sin surrounds us with guilt, but it would be even worse for us if we made the wrong choice about what to do with that sin and guilt.”

Beth shifted uncomfortably. It was as if God were speaking directly to her through Pastor Flikkema. But I’ve tried to be free of the guilt. I’ve tried not to think about my horrible feelings. 

She glanced to where Gwen sat smiling and nodding. No doubt her sister had learned the secret of dealing with such things. She had been obsessed with the shame of having gone to a fortune-teller just before their mother died. Gwen had blamed herself for their parents’ deaths, believing herself to be cursed. Now she sat there smiling. How was it she could so easily put aside the past, but Beth couldn’t?

Maybe because her fears weren’t real, and mine are. Gwen wasn’t really cursed, but I really am glad that there won’t be any more moves to come. She sighed and caught sight of Nick watching her. She looked away quickly and tried not to think of anything. It was just too dangerous to let her mind wander.



CHAPTER TWO
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Nick straightened and let the November breeze cool his face. He’d been working for some time between the forge and anvil, pounding out an order of iron brackets for Jerry Shepard. His forearms ached from the task, and he figured it was just about time for the noon stage. With over half of the bracket order complete, Nick wiped his brow before taking off his leather apron. 

“Stage is coming,” Simon announced.

Nick nodded. “I figured it was just about time.”

“You suppose Uncle Forrest will be on this one?”

“I sure hope so. Snow could cut loose any day now. I’d hate for him to get stuck elsewhere.” Nick moved toward the corral as the stage rounded the bend and the driver slowed the horses.

“He’s the best wheelwright there is, so I doubt he’d suffer much for something to do. Hey, looks like one of the lead horses is limping.” Simon moved forward to help the stage passengers alight.

“Welcome, all,” Simon said, opening the stage door as the driver climbed down.

Nick had decided to follow Simon and see about their uncle before unhitching the horses. A petite woman allowed Simon to help her from the stage.

Shielding her eyes from the sun, she said, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, ma’am.” Simon smiled.

It took only a moment to recognize the massive man who came next. Forrest Cromwell stood six feet six in his bare feet. The giant positively dwarfed the young woman, who’d dismounted only seconds ahead of him.

“Well, you boys are sure a sight for these old eyes,” Uncle Forrest announced. He pulled Simon into a big bear hug. “Goodness, but you’re the spittin’ image of your mama.”

“Good to see you, Uncle Forrest.”

Nick grinned when the air whooshed out of his brother’s lungs as their uncle tightened his grip. Simon gave his brother a just-you-wait-your-turn kind of look and drew a deep breath as Uncle Forrest released his grip.

“And Nicholas, just look at you. Why, the last time I saw you . . . well . . . you were hardly more than a boy.” He gave Nick a hug that nearly broke his ribs.

“Good to see you again, sir,” Nick said, using the last of his wind.

Uncle Forrest let him go rather abruptly. “I’m sure you remember your cousin Evan, and this little gal is his wife, Millie.”

Nick and Simon smiled at the woman who’d preceded Forrest out of the stage before they turned to see their cousin bounding down the steps. This was a pleasant surprise. They’d known about Forrest joining them to set up business as a wheelwright, but nothing was ever said about Evan.

“We talked it over back in Kansas. Evan thought he might do well to come west with me and continue his wagon business. Millie was willing to risk it, too, so here we all are. I hope you have room for us.”

“We’ll make room,” Simon assured him. “Evan, it’s good to have you here. Millie, it’s nice to make your acquaintance.” 

“Yes, this territory needs more lovely ladies,” Nick offered. 

The young woman beamed him a smile. She had seemed rather plain in appearance until doing this; now, however, Nick found her quite pretty.

Evan squeezed her shoulder. “Millie’s an adventurous sort. I wasn’t sure how she’d do on the long trip out here, but she matched us stride for stride and mile for mile. She’s something else.”

“Well, she’ll need to be to endure out here,” Simon replied. “I’m afraid you won’t find the same level of comfort you probably had in Kansas.”

“I grew up on the prairie,” Millie told him. “There wasn’t anything around us for miles. I think I’ll like it here just fine.”

Nick laughed. He noticed the driver motioning the other passengers over to Gallatin House. “I think you probably will, at that. There’s lunch for all the stage folks just across the way. It’s two bits, but the food is exceptional. You might as well go on over there and have some lunch; we’ll get the horses changed out and join you.”

Uncle Forrest gave Nick a pat on the back. “I could go for something to eat about now. Breakfast seems like days ago.”

“What about all the cookies Millie’s been feeding you on the way up here?” Evan asked.

Millie giggled. “Pa Cromwell has a bit of a sweet tooth.”

“Well, you be sure to ask the Gallatin girls for some of their pie,” Simon threw out. “They make about the best I’ve ever had.”

“Sounds good to me. We’ll look forward to you boys joining us. We want to hear all about this area.”

Nick nodded and went to work unfastening the harness buckles. With Simon’s help, they had the team changed out and the limping horse dealt with in plenty of time to join the others at lunch. The stage driver and those moving on, however, were heading out the door, even as Simon and Nick came up the steps.

“See you boys in a couple of days. Hope old Leroy’s gonna be better by then.”

“His shoe was loose and he packed a sharp stone underneath, but I think he’ll be fine. I cleaned it out. He ought to be ready for you.”

“He and Barney are the best lead team I’ve got,” the driver replied. “I’d hate to see them put to pasture, but I don’t think either one would ever work with any other horse, male or female. They’ve been together too long.”

Nick smiled. “Not to worry. I think you’ll get a few more years out of them.”

The rest of the passengers—all men—scurried past to follow the driver. Some still held food in their hands, mostly sandwiches or pieces of pie. They weren’t given a lot of time to eat, as a schedule had to be maintained.

“We waited for you,” Millie said as Simon and Nick came into the dining room. “It wasn’t easy to keep Pa Cromwell from sneaking into the kitchen, but we managed.”

“You sure didn’t need to,” Simon said, taking a seat.

“Oh, it didn’t take all that long,” Evan added. “After all, Millie was rather insistent that we all clean up first.”

Nick smiled. “Sounds like you keep these two walking a straight line.”

The petite brunette laughed. “Somebody has to. When I met Evan, he was ornerier than any other man in town. He could drink everyone under the table, and then he just got plain mean.”

“That was before I got religion,” Evan said rather apologetically.

“And before Millie got ahold of you,” Forrest said, laughing. “Millie was the local schoolmarm, and she had a way of getting overgrown boys to sit straight and toe the line. Evan might not have been one of her students, but he learned from her, just the same.”

Evan gave Millie a wink. “She made a new man of me.” 

Just then Beth entered the room with a platter of venison steaks. “I think you’re going to be pleasantly surprised,” she told them all. “Gwen has a way with venison that leaves your mouth watering for more.”

“It’s true,” Nick declared. He took the platter from Beth and winked. “But I happen to know that Miss Beth here also does a mighty fine job with venison stew.”

Beth blushed ever so slightly. Lacy came in before Beth could reply, however. “Hope you like squash.”

“Smells wonderful,” Forrest said, reaching for the bowl. 

Gwen arrived with a plate in one hand and a bowl in the other. The plate was stacked with freshly sliced bread, and the bowl appeared to hold her baked molasses beans.

“It won’t be hard to thank God for this bounty.” Nick took a deep breath to enjoy the aroma.

“I agree,” Hank said, coming in from the kitchen.

“Good to see you, Hank. I want you to meet our uncle, For-rest Cromwell. He is our mother’s brother,” Simon announced. “Uncle Forrest, this is Hank Bishop. He’s married to Gwen.”

Forrest got to his feet and extended Hank his hand. “I’m pleased to meet you. I hear you run the local store.”

Hank nodded and smiled. “That’s right. Glad to meet you, as well. Simon and Nick tell me you plan to set up business here.”

“I do. This here is my youngest boy, Evan, and his wife, Millie. Evan is a master wagon builder. Millie will have her hands full just taking care of us.”

Hank laughed. “Evan and Millie, I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.”

Grace was offered, and everyone dug in before picking up the conversation again. Nick couldn’t help but cast a long glance at Beth. He wondered if her thoughts were about Adrian Murphy or something else. He frowned. Why did she have to have an interest in that scallywag? Anyone could see he was just toying with her affections. He was what Nick’s pa would have called an opportunist. Guys like that had a special gal in every town.

“Nick?”

He looked up, startled. “What? I’m sorry, I didn’t hear what you said.”

Gwen laughed. “You were scowling so, I thought maybe the venison wasn’t to your liking.”

He shook his head. “No, I was just caught up in thoughts on another matter. The meal is delicious, as always.”

She smiled at this and turned to Forrest. “So will you need rooms here at Gallatin House, or will you be staying with your nephews?”

“They’re staying with us,” Simon interjected. “Just until we can get their house built.”

“It’ll be a tight squeeze,” Forrest said, “but they have generously offered it and plan to help us build our own cabin. We’re much obliged.”

“Well, if Nick and Simon snore too loud, Millie,” Beth said playfully, “you can always come join us here.”

The young woman laughed. “They could never outsnore Pa and Evan.”

Everyone chuckled at this, and the conversation drifted into comments about the community and plans for the future. Nick heard Hank comment on several new families moving into the area, but all he could really think about was Beth. Then all at once, she was speaking and asking his opinion.

“Don’t you think it would be a lot of fun, Nick?”

Nick looked at her blankly. “What?”

“Your mind is definitely not here,” Simon commented. He popped a huge piece of steak into his mouth, giving Nick time to reply.

Beth took the conversation in hand, however. “I said I thought it would be fun to have a community Thanksgiving meal. We could have it here at Gallatin House and invite everyone in the area. Folks could bring what they wanted, and we could just enjoy each other’s company and the day. One of you men could go out and get us a nice elk or deer, or maybe we could get a pig and roast it over an open fire.”

Nick nodded. “Yes. I think that would be a nice thing to do.”

“Would we also invite Rafe and his bunch?” Gwen asked hesitantly.

Beth thought for a moment. “Well, despite my opinion of Rafe, I suppose it would be the Christian thing to do. It’d be nice for the girls and Cubby to join us.” She perked up. “I’ll ask him tomorrow after we get the breakfast dishes done.”

“Better wait until after the lunch dishes are done,” Hank said snidely. “Rafe’s not usually up until afternoon.”

[image: 9781441203595_0030_005]
“So you see,” Beth told Rafe while his son, Cubby, hovered near her on the porch, “we’d like all of you to come to dinner. You can bring any foods that you like, but it’s not necessary.”

Rafe scratched his stubbly chin. “I thought I wasn’t welcome anymore at Gallatin House.”

Beth stared at him hard. “We hope to forget our grievances with each other for the day and come together to celebrate our blessings.”

“That’s mighty good of you, Miss Beth,” he said with a chuckle.

“What are you going to have to eat?” Cubby asked, practically licking his lips.

Beth smiled at the young man. “Well, we’re going to have more food than you can imagine. Meats and vegetables, breads and custards. Oh, and pies—pumpkin, pecan, and apple. We’re also planning to have applesauce cake.”

“Can we go, Pa?”

Cubby sounded so hopeful. Beth couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. “Everyone is invited, Rafe. You, Wyman, all of the girls, and, of course, Cubby. We really want to put aside our differences and just be thankful for what the Lord has provided.”

Rafe looked as if he might make some snide comment, but he held his tongue. Beth thought perhaps memories of the Gallatin House cooking was too much for him to risk with flippant remarks.

“I suppose we can go, if it means that much to you, boy.” 

“Thanks, Pa!” Cubby looked at Beth and winked. “We’ll be there!”

“Good. How many should I count on?”

Rafe considered this for a moment. “I guess put us down for nine. I have three extra girls now, you know.”

Beth nodded sadly. “Yes, I was aware of that sad news.” She turned to step off the saloon’s low porch. “Oh, and, Rafe, leave your knife at home. Hank will take care of anything that needs to be carved.”

She didn’t give him a chance to reply but quickly made her way back toward Gallatin House. She glanced up just before running headlong into Nick.

“Oh, I am sorry. I wasn’t looking at all where I was going.”

“No problem.” He smiled at her, and Beth felt a strange sort of quiver in her stomach. It was just like when Lady Effingham met Lord Wodehouse for the first time at the Duke of Winchester’s masquerade ball. Lady Effingham had found herself thrown into Lord Wodehouse’s arms when the duke’s evil brother had tried to steal a kiss.

“I was hoping I’d see you,” Nick told her. “I was just coming back from the store, and Gwen told me you were over at Rafe’s.”

Beth settled her nerves and squared her shoulders. She had to remember that a lady appeared refined and calm under any circumstances.

“Yes, I was extending the Thanksgiving invitation. I’m heading home now.” It seemed ridiculous to say such a thing. Where else would she be going?

“Millie was at the store, hoping to find some things, but Hank told her she might have to go into Bozeman for them. I wondered if maybe you’d like to ride along?”

Beth considered the possibility of a long day in Nick Las-siter’s company. She knew he was very interested in her; he’d even proposed courtship several times. She’d avoided his affections because he seemed to be fond of frequenting Rafe’s Saloon. Of course, of late, he had put that aside. At least that’s what Cubby had told her.

She thought of Lady Effingham again. What would she do? How would she respond to Lord Wodehouse or any other suitor? Beth remembered a passage she’d read earlier that morning. Lady Effingham had pretended to faint in order that one of the would-be suitors might catch her. She had been convinced that this would allow her to know her true feelings for the man.

Perhaps that would work. . . .

But I can’t be fainting. I have no reason to faint. Maybe if I just trip.

She stumbled awkwardly, and sure enough, Nick reached out and took hold of her and pulled her toward him. The very action caused her to tremble. Beth suddenly remembered that Lady Effingham batted her eyelashes on many occasions to entice the men around her. She lifted her face and did her best imitation of Lady Effingham in the arms of Lord Wodehouse. Her heart seemed to race with excitement. Was this love?

“What’s the matter? Did you get something in your eyes?”

Beth stopped batting her eyelashes and straightened. Pulling away, she sighed. The romance of the moment was gone. “I’m fine now. I’m sorry. Thanks for keeping me from falling.”

Nick nodded but seemed confused by the matter.

Men! They are such a mystery.

“So do you want to go to Bozeman with us?”

Beth thought of the money she’d been putting aside to buy new books. “Yes, I believe I’d like that very much. Let me make sure Gwen doesn’t mind. I know we’re not expecting a stage in this evening, so it shouldn’t cause too much difficulty.”

Nick watched Beth walk away and smiled at the prospect of spending the entire day in her company. There had to be a way to convince her that he was good enough for her. He knew she had her Christian beliefs and all, and he wasn’t opposed to such things. He believed in God and had always figured that made him a Christian . . . until lately. Some of the things Pastor Flikkema preached on had Nick wondering what was really involved with being a Christian.

He pushed aside his concern about the matter. Right now he just wanted to think about sharing the day with Beth Gal-latin. It had felt so right to hold her, even briefly, in his arms. Why couldn’t she see that he was the one man who would love her forever?



CHAPTER THREE 
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The day before Thanksgiving, Nick was still consumed with thoughts of his day in Bozeman with Beth. It had been, to be perfectly honest, uneventful. Beth had spent almost every moment with Millie. The two women were like young girls as they giggled and shopped. Nick had finally taken himself off to check on some things Evan and Forrest had asked him to pick up.

Coupled with this, when Pastor Flikkema had led Sunday’s service, Nick found his words convicting and impacting. The pastor had talked about how nothing was too big for God to forgive—that He hated all sin but wanted to offer redemption through Jesus to anyone who accepted His Son as Savior.  That confused Nick. He couldn’t help but wonder what it all meant.

“You look like you’ve lost your last friend,” Hank said as Nick stood waiting his turn at the store counter. Nick glanced around and saw the place was now empty.

“I was just thinking about some things the pastor said on Sunday.”

Hank nodded. “He makes a good teacher, don’t you think?”

“I do. I just don’t understand.”

“About what?”

Nick cleared his throat as if the words had somehow gotten caught there. “I guess it was that stuff about no sin being too big for God to forgive.” He looked around again and then fixed his gaze on Hank. “Can I ask you something—just between us?”

Hank nodded. “Of course. Speak your mind.”

“Well, it’s just that I’m not proud of the way I lived my life when I was younger. I made a lot of mistakes. Big mistakes. I hurt people, and . . . well, I can’t really talk about the details, but I don’t know that God can forgive me for the things I’ve done.”

“Why?” Hank asked, genuinely interested.

“I suppose because it seems too simple—too easy. How can it be that by merely asking for forgiveness, the past suddenly ceases to be held against me?”

“Ah,” Hank said, nodding. “Alienum est omne, quicquid optando evenit.

”

“Is that the Latin Beth says you’re always speaking?”

Hank laughed. “Yes, I spent a lot of time learning it in college. It means, ‘What we obtain merely by asking is not really our own.’ It’s an old saying that I used to believe, but I don’t any longer.”

“Why not? Seems sensible to me. If we don’t have to fight for something, it just doesn’t seem to have as much meaning,” Nick replied. “I remember when I was a kid and I wanted a rifle of my own, my pa made me earn it. Working hard for that rifle made it all the more precious to me.”

“I know what you’re saying. After my father’s death, we had it pretty bad for a while. My mother was always working herself sick to provide for us. When she remarried, I learned my stepfather was fairly well off, and I was glad to hear it. I figured we could all relax a bit and take things easy. But that man had no intention of letting me take it easy. He made me work hard to learn as much as I could about business and hired me to help him when I wasn’t at school. He paid me a pittance, but his actions made me all the more determined to be successful. I was driven to start my own business and make it work.”

“So why don’t you believe that saying anymore?”

“Because while I know there are many things that are all the sweeter for having to work for them—fight for them—God’s love is not one of those things. He gives it freely. He wants to be reconciled with us. Jesus sacrifices everything in order to see us made right with His Father. We can’t be saved because we deserve it or earn it—we’re saved by grace. God’s grace. His forgiveness comes at a high price, but Jesus paid that price so we wouldn’t have to. Therefore, being forgiven is just as simple as repenting and asking.”

“Even for really bad things, Hank?”

“I don’t know what you’ve done, but I know God can and will forgive the truly repentant. I know it, because the Bible says it’s so, and I believe it.”

“Just seems too good to be true.”

Hank smiled and reached across the counter to touch Nick’s shoulder. “But it is. You can count on it.”

Nick left the store and made his way back to the stable. He thought about Hank’s comment for most of the day. He couldn’t see how God could look at the ugliness of his past and just let it go—just forgive him.

I don’t deserve to be forgiven. I did wrong, and then I ran away like a coward. But even as Nick went about his chores, Hank’s words continued to pierce his heart.

“Just smell that pig roasting,” Simon declared, interrupting Nick’s thoughts as he curried one of the stage horses. “I can hardly wait for tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” Nick agreed. “The girls have been out there taking turns tending that thing, and I have to say my mouth is watering.”

“I’m glad we’re having pork instead of elk or deer,” Simon said, putting away some newly mended harnesses. “Millie’s been inside, cooking up a storm, as well. That little gal is amazing.”

Nick nodded and put aside the currycomb. “Simon, do you ever think about the past? About coming here?”

“Every so often. Why?”

Shrugging, Nick tried not to sound all that interested in continuing the conversation. In truth, however, he had a million questions running through his mind. “Do you regret coming here?”

“No,” Simon answered without a pause.

This surprised Nick. “Not even a little? I mean, you had to leave everything on my account.”

“I don’t regret it; I think it was the best thing for us. I do feel bad for not being there when the folks passed on, but even then, I know they wouldn’t want me to dwell on it. Besides, I didn’t come here just on your account, so stop blaming yourself.”

“You mean you would have picked up and left Kansas even if I hadn’t needed to get out of town?”

“Probably. There wasn’t a whole lot of future for me there. We already had six blacksmiths in the area, and I sure wasn’t a farmer like Pa.” Simon paused and looked quizzically at Nick. “So what’s this really all about?”

Nick leaned against the stall and frowned. “I was thinking about last Sunday’s sermon and how Pastor Flikkema said that nothing is too big for God to forgive—well, except blaspheming the Holy Spirit. I’m still not sure I really understand all there is to know, but when I asked Hank about it, he seemed to think that God would forgive murderers and thieves as easily as liars and such.”

“That’s what I understood the pastor to say, as well. You thinkin’ your sins are too big for God to forgive, little brother?”

Nick rubbed his forehead. “You know what I did.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Can God forgive me?”

Simon shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t want to be the one to second-guess that. I think He can, given what was preached on Sunday. But you might want to talk to Pastor Flikkema yourself.”

“Just seems too good to be true. All these years, I figured I was probably condemned—that nobody, God included, could forgive me.”

“Ma and Pa did, and I sure never held anything against you. If we can put things aside, don’t you think God can?”

“I guess I know that, being God, He can do anything. But the question is—will He? Will He forgive me?”

Simon smiled. “Guess you’ll just have to ask Him.”
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Beth put small chunks of wood on the already-glowing embers. The key to successfully roasting a pig, Patience Shepard had told them, was to keep the fire consistent and not too hot. It had been a labor to tend the animal for hours on end, but Beth knew that by the time they sat down to dinner tomorrow, everyone would appreciate the effort.

Gwen was in the kitchen busy baking all sorts of goodies, while Lacy was making repairs to the chicken coop. When the winter snows finally hit and the temperatures dropped, they’d move the chickens to the back porch. But for now, they were just fine in their coop. Unfortunately, the last heavy gusts of wind had wreaked havoc with the thin wooden shingles, and Lacy had volunteered to don her trousers and tend to business.

Gazing off across the valley, Beth noted the snow-capped mountains and sighed. Sometimes she felt hemmed in by the majestic range; and other times, like now, she felt protected and secure. The mountains were like a barrier to keep out the bad things. Pa had once said they were like sentinels, watching over the valley.

“You lose something up there?”

Beth startled at the sound of Nick’s voice. “I was just admiring the mountains.” She felt embarrassed by his intent gaze. “What brings you here?”

“Millie. She sent me to see if you could send her over any pork fat.” He held up a jar as if for proof.

“Sure. I’ll get it for you right now.” Beth took the jar and went to the grease pan, where the drippings had been collecting. She took a dish towel and wrapped it around the jar before spooning in the hot juices. “I guess Millie must be a pretty good cook. You boys haven’t been over to share our table much at all.”

“She is a good cook,” Nick agreed. “And I have to say, it’s pretty nice having a woman in the house to cook on a regular basis.”

Beth shook her head and handed him the jar. “Sounds like you’re thinking with your stomach.”

Nick frowned. “Well, when I think with my heart, it doesn’t seem to get me anywhere.”

Beth headed back to the fire. “Maybe you just don’t know your heart as well as your stomach.”

She looked up to find Nick giving her a rather smoldering look. Was that anger? Passion? Maybe he was just thinking of the pork again.

“I know my heart very well,” he said, turning on his heel. “For all the good it does me.” He stormed off, leaving Beth to wonder what in the world had gotten into Nick Lassiter. She was certain she would never understand men, no matter how much she tried.
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Lacy Gallatin had similar thoughts as she worked to secure the last few shingles on the chicken coop. She had tried hard to honor her sister’s wishes that she give up on searching for their father’s killer. After all, the man had been shot during the hoopla of drunken cowboys shooting off their guns. No one intended for George Gallatin to be shot—at least, that’s what everyone said. But he was dead, just the same, and Lacy wanted someone to be punished.

“Of course, Dave Shepard and Sheriff Cummings won’t lift a finger to do anything about it,” she muttered, pounding a nail. It wasn’t her fault that she kept hearing rumors and leads. It wasn’t her fault that Sheriff Cummings and Deputy Shepard had given up worrying about such things.

“I see you’re wearing britches again.”

Speak of the devil, she thought and resisted the urge to suddenly drop her hammer on Dave Shepard’s head.

“You looked a whole sight better when you were gussied up for your sister’s wedding,” he added. “Why can’t you just be happy to dress like a woman?”

“I think wearing lace and ruffles would be a bit awkward on the roof of a chicken coop, don’t you?” Lacy retorted. She finished her job and scooted off the roof to the ladder. “Besides, you seem to spend an awful lot of time worrying about what I wear or don’t wear. Maybe if you put that energy into finding who shot my father, we’d both be a lot happier.”

“Maybe if I didn’t have to worry about you stirring up trouble, I’d have more time and energy for a lot of things.”

Lacy looked over her shoulder and down at the man. He positively vexed her with his insults and admonitions. “Dave Shepard, I am convinced that no matter what I wear, you would find reason to condemn me. If I were up here in a ball gown, you’d still be standing there growling about it for one reason or another.”

“You shouldn’t be on top of the roof anyway,” he countered, “so I suppose you’re right. You should leave something like that to Hank, or else get another man to help you out.” 

“Why? I’m perfectly capable of doing the job.” She reached the next-to-the-last rung of the ladder and stopped. It made her a bit taller than Dave’s six-foot-three-inch frame, and she rather liked having that advantage. “You simply worry too much, Mr. Shepard. You will worry yourself right into a grave if you don’t stop concerning yourself with me, my wardrobe, and my job responsibilities. Now, why are you really here?” 

He scowled. “I was making my way home and wondered if there was anything I could do to help you ladies prepare for tomorrow’s celebration, but I see you have it all under control.”

“And that really bothers you, doesn’t it?” Lacy saw him grit his teeth and knew she’d hit a nerve. Why should it irritate him so much that she was self-sufficient? If he only understood about her life—her childhood—he would know why she had to be like this. There had never been anyone to depend on. Most of the time, the girls had been alone.

“I’ll leave you to your chores and caustic remarks,” Dave said, moving away.

Lacy started to step after him, forgetting that she was two rungs above the ground. She hit the ground hard, nearly knocking the wind out of her. She looked up to find Dave staring down at her. He was fighting hard, or so it seemed, to keep an unemotional look on his face.

Rather than wait for him to offer assistance, Lacy quickly got to her feet and dusted off her backside. She wanted to cry out in pain at the sore spot on her hip, but she said nothing.

“I hope the britches cushioned your fall,” Dave said with a hint of a smile.

Lacy thought about it for a moment, then, against her will, found the whole thing rather amusing. “I suppose your choice in this situation would have actually served me better. A ball gown and multiple petticoats would have given me a much softer landing.”

He nodded. “Sometimes I can be right, you know.”

“Pa always said even a broken clock was right twice a day.” Lacy took a step and winced.

“Here, let me help you.” Dave reached out for her, but Lacy wanted no part of it. She wasn’t that desperate or that brave. She could remember how she’d felt the other times Dave had touched her. Who knew what might happen if she let him hold her now?

“I’ll be all right. I just need to walk on my own and work the muscles.”

“Have it your way.” He shrugged and walked away, not even bothering to look back.

She supposed he was mad again but pushed aside the thought to focus on making her way to the house. The pain had lessened by the time she reached the back porch, and Lacy was convinced nothing was permanently damaged.

“Coop is repaired,” she announced, entering the kitchen.

Gwen was just pulling a pie from the oven. “I wondered where you’d taken yourself off to.” She turned after putting the pie on the counter. “You weren’t out there dressed like that, were you?”

Lacy looked down at her clothes. “No, actually, I just changed. A ball gown seemed far more appropriate for straddling a roof and repairing shingles.”

Gwen looked at her oddly. “A ball gown? What are you talking about?”

“Never mind. I patched the walls and shingled the parts of the roof that needed it. The hens ought to be happy until it gets colder. Now what can I help you with in here?”

“Well, you might as well go down to the cellar and bring up the potatoes. Oh, and get me several onions, too.”

The last thing Lacy wanted to do was climb down another ladder, but she also didn’t want Gwen to worry about her injury. She did her best to cross the room without betraying her condition. Gingerly stepping down the rungs to the cellar floor, Lacy nearly let out a sob as she stooped to accommodate the short space. Frustrated, she wanted nothing more than to sit down and cry. But Lacy knew there was no point. Tears wouldn’t solve anything. They never had. Strength was the only thing people respected.
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