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DEAR READER, 

I’m excited to share Blue Moon Promise with you. It is a very personal book to me, and I hope you love Lucy because you’re seeing a bit of me in her. All those control issues she has? Yep, that’s me. I’m a fixer and I mother my loved ones within an inch of their lives. [image: a1]

I came face-to-face with my serious defect this year. My dear Dave was diagnosed with an aggressive prostate cancer. I found myself vacillating between putting it in God’s hands and then jerking it back and wanting to fix it myself. So poor Lucy had to suffer through her own issues with lack of control until she came to the same place I did—where she realized how futile all that effort was. God is in control.

I recently came across Proverbs 16:9 again and saw it with new eyes. “A man’s heart deviseth his way: but the Lord directeth his steps.” I realized that no matter how much I might think I know the path I should take, only God knows the best journey for me. All I have to do is let go and trust him.

I think many of us are like Lucy. We say we trust God and are content to rest with what he has for us, but when the hard times come, we try to rely on our own strength way too often. God wants to carry our burdens for us. He wants us to trust him with our future. I’ve resolved to try to do a better job with that. How about you?

As always, I love to hear from you! E-mail me anytime at colleen@colleencoble.com. Let me know how you liked Blue Moon Promise. I pray you can take away a little insight into learning to trust God more.

Your friend, 
 Colleen 

P.S. Dave is doing well following his surgery. And although the cancer had moved into the seminal vesicles, his first PSA was 0. So we’re rejoicing!



For my husband, Dave.

Your faith and courage under fire have been an 
 inspiration to all of us.

Love you!
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ONE 
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Lucy Marsh pulled her threadbare coat around her neck and hurried down the snow-clogged street. Glancing behind her, she saw only the snow drifting onto run-down houses. The rapid thump of her pulse began to calm, and she managed to breathe through her tight lungs.

Maybe it was her imagination. For the past week she’d caught a glimpse of the same man every evening after work, and until today, she told herself he must live in the same general area. But she’d left early today and he had still been there. This time he seemed to watch her. A black coat covered him and he wore a hat pulled low over his face, so only the twitch of his smooth-shaven chin appeared. When she stopped and stared at him, he darted around the corner of the building.

She took the opportunity and dashed across the street, skirting the horse and carriage blocking her path to the house. The roof leaked and wind blew through the boards and under the windowsills, but it had been home for ten years. Glancing behind her again, she saw no sign of the man so she hurried up the steps.

Pressing her hand to her stomach, she paused and wished she didn’t have to go inside. What was she going to do now? Mrs. Hanson had been apologetic about letting her go. It was hard times and not her work that necessitated firing her. But the hard facts didn’t feed them. While 1877 had been a bad year so far, Indiana had been particularly hard hit.

But she would find a way. She always managed.

The steps to the porch took careful navigation. They tilted to the front, and it was easy to lose her balance. She paused outside the door. The children would worry, so she tried on a smile. When it stayed in place, she turned the doorknob. Before she could open the door, Amos Cramer’s gruff voice stopped her.

“One moment, Miss Marsh,” he panted, hurrying up the steps toward her. He was a large, red-faced man with sparse gray hair and a handlebar mustache. He parked himself in front of her door and wheezed, struggling to catch his breath.

She had tried to be kind to their landlord until Mr. Cramer mistook her kindness for romantic interest. Now she just tried to stay out of his way when he came to collect the rent. Her back against the door, Lucy pressed away as far as she could to escape the strong odor of stale perspiration that drifted toward her.

He crowded closer. “I’m afraid I have some bad news for you.” His muddy gaze slid avidly over her face and hair.

Lucy pressed tighter against the wall, though it gained her no space between the odious man and herself. What now? She didn’t think she could endure more bad news.

“I’ve decided to sell out and go back to New York. I’ve had an offer I can’t refuse for this place. The new owner plans to tear it down and build a store here.” He hesitated and rubbed his lips with a dirty handkerchief. “I’m afraid I must ask you to leave within the next seven days.”

Lucy gasped. “A week? How can I find something else in a week?”

Amos shrugged. “I’m sorry, my dear. You might try that boardinghouse over on Canal Street. They might have an opening.” He pursed his lips and raked her figure with his gaze before turning and waddling away.

Lucy’s throat grew thick. She couldn’t cry, not now. Tears would frighten the children. Fingering her locket, she straightened her shoulders and pushed open the door.

Her three-year-old sister launched herself against Lucy’s legs. “Lucy, you was late.” Eileen stuck out her lower lip. “We has company.”

Lucy looked toward the single chair in the tiny parlor. A man with gray hair and penetrating charcoal eyes sat regarding her calmly before he stood. There was something forbidding in his face, and she inhaled. Please, God, have mercy. Her gaze sought and found her brother, Jed. Twelve years old, he’d been a handful all year. His hangdog expression did nothing to calm her fears.

“Jed?”

His gaze remained on his worn shoes. “Uh, Lucy, this is—”

“I’ll introduce myself,” the gentleman interrupted. He stepped toward her and stared into her eyes. “Henry Stanton of Larson, Texas.” He shifted his gray Stetson in his hands. “Your father was my boyhood friend. I came as soon as I heard of his death.”

Henry Stanton. Lucy struggled to remember if her father had ever mentioned him. She knew her parents had grown up in Texas. Her Uncle Drew was still there. “I’m delighted to meet you, Mr. Stanton. How did you hear of our father’s death?”

“His wife wrote me asking for help, so I decided to make a stop here on my way back from Chicago. Is she here?”

Lucy shook her head. “Catherine left right after Father died.” 

The man frowned. “Left? I don’t understand.”

She didn’t like to speak ill of anyone, but he had to know why Catherine wasn’t here. “Her, uh, friend showed up and she left with him.”

“She abandoned her children?” His voice rose.

Lucy looked to where Eileen was playing with her doll. The child didn’t seem to be paying attention. “I cared for them anyway,” she whispered. “Catherine wasn’t good with children.”

“I see.” He pointed his hat at Jed. “Your brother is in a heap of trouble, miss. He lifted my wallet when I talked with him on the porch.”

Stealing? She stared at her brother and the guilt washed over his face. “Jed, how could you?” It was too much. She sank onto the edge of the bed and buried her burning eyes in her hands. Her shoulders heaved as she tried to get her emotions under control. The events of the past few weeks had drained her. When she raised her head, she found Henry with a speculative look on his face.

“Please don’t distress yourself, Miss Lucy. Young Jed’s behavior will be corrected on the ranch.”

“On the ranch?”

“Tell me, Miss Marsh, are you a Christian woman?”

Standing again, she straightened her shoulders and exhaled. “Why, yes, sir, I am.”

“I thought as much. God has led me here for a purpose.” He smiled. “I have a proposition for you.”

Her pulse quickened. Perhaps there would be a way out of these dreadful circumstances yet. “What would that be, Mr. Stanton?”

“Have you read in the Bible how Abraham sent a servant out to find a wife for Isaac?”

“Of course.” Lucy’s heart sank before beginning a rapid beat against her chest. Surely he wasn’t offering for her hand. He was old. Older than her father.

“That was my main purpose for this trip, though my son has no idea of my mission. Now that I’ve met you, I believe you will do nicely. Nate needs a wife like you.”

His son. Lucy’s limbs went weak. The room spun, and she sat back on the edge of the bed.

“I can see I’ve shocked you.”

Lucy eyed the man. “Is—is your son a Christian?”

Mr. Stanton smiled. “That just confirms the Lord’s leading me here. As soon as I clapped eyes on you, something reared up inside me and I knew you were the right one for my Nate. Yes, my boy is a Christian.” He put a hand on her shoulder. “I have my son’s signature to act as his agent in all business matters for this trip, so if you agree, I will arrange a proxy marriage. Right after the ceremony we’ll leave for Texas. A train leaves at one o’clock tomorrow afternoon.”

“Why would we not return to your ranch and see if your son and I would suit?”

“You don’t know my boy. He is apt to send you packing rather than listen to reason.” He shook his head. “No, this is the only way.”

It felt wrong to surprise this unknown Nate. Lucy held up her hand. “I’d rather know we suit before I pledge my life to a man. And give him a chance to get to know me as well.”

He thrust out his chin. “This is my offer, Miss Lucy. It’s the only one I’m making.” He nodded at her siblings. “Think of your brother and sister. They will have warm beds and plenty of food to eat. Fresh Texas air and plenty of room to grow up.”

Her main consideration was the children. While the thought of marrying someone she didn’t know was most unappealing, Lucy had to consider the offer. They were about to be evicted, and she’d lost her job. How could she possibly support the children? “I’d like time to pray about it.”

“I would expect nothing less from a good Christian woman. I’ll return tomorrow at nine for your answer. If you’re accepting my offer, have all your things packed. There will be no time to spare.” His walking stick thumped on the floor as he walked to the entry.

When the door closed behind him, Lucy clenched her hands in her lap and turned to her brother. Too angry to speak, she just looked at him.

Jed swallowed hard and took a step back. “It was a dare, Lucy. I didn’t mean to do anything wrong. I was just funnin’. I gave it back to him.”

“A dare? You risked jail for a dare?” She buried her head in her hands. “Lord, help me,” she whispered.

She lifted her head, opened the locket, and stared at the face of the unsmiling young woman. What would her mother have her do? Lucy squared her shoulders. This wasn’t beyond her capabilities.

“On your knees, children.” She sank to the floor. “We must pray.”

LUCY PREPARED THE last of the beef in a thin stew for her brother and sister. She picked at a piece of dry bread and watched them eat. She’d always risen to the challenge, but tonight all she wanted to do was climb onto her cot and pull the covers over her head. The task appeared overwhelming and she was tired, so tired. 

There was a rap on the front door, and she rose from the table to answer it. A glimpse through the window to the porch made her stomach plunge. Albert, Catherine’s friend, was standing at the door. She wanted to throw the bolt and ignore the summons, but she forced herself to open the door.

His gaze skewered her. “Miss Lucy. You look lovely today.”

His smile made her feel unclean. “What do you want?” She peered past his shoulder to the vehicle in the wash of gaslight, but no one was in the buggy that waited in the street.

He tipped his hat up with a finger. “Your mother sent me by for Eileen. If you’ll just get her things together, we’ll be off.”

She blocked his entrance with her body. “I have no way of knowing if what you’re saying is true.” She couldn’t turn her little sister over to this man. “I find it odd that you don’t ask for Jed as well.”

“I’m sure Catherine will want him eventually too, but right now, she wants Eileen.”

Lucy tensed, her fingers on the door. “Then why is she not here herself to claim her daughter?”

His smile twisted to a snarl and he stepped toward the doorway, but Lucy slammed the door before he could block it. She threw the lock. “Go away!”

His shoulder hit the door, and it shuddered. “Open up,” he growled.

The wood vibrated against her, and she held her breath. Please let it hold. Eileen had left the table and was hiding her face in Lucy’s skirt. Lucy touched the top of her sister’s soft hair. Staring at the lock, she prayed again for it to hold. After a moment, the battering against the door stopped. She wanted to peek out the window, but she was afraid the sight of her face would inflame the man even more.

Eileen whimpered. “It’s okay,” Lucy said in a soft voice. “I won’t let him near you.”

“He scares me.” Eileen trembled against Lucy’s skirt.

Lucy didn’t dare admit the man terrified her as well. She had to be strong for Eileen and Jed. She glanced across the room and saw Jed with a rolling pin in his hand. “Check the back door,” she mouthed.

He hurried to the kitchen. When he returned a few moments later, he gave her a nod. Lucy dared a glimpse through the curtain. Albert paced along the porch. He glanced at the door, then to his buggy before heading down the steps.

“You haven’t seen the last of me,” Albert shouted over his shoulder.

He lurched into his buggy. The whip came down on the horse’s back, and the animal reared, then took off down the street. Albert glared back at the house as the buggy pulled away.

Lucy sagged against the window frame. He’d be back. She had only delayed the fellow. Next time Catherine might come too, and then what could be done? If Lucy refused to let Eileen go, Catherine would likely call the police.

Lucy’s arms were leaden as she gathered the sobbing child in her arms and walked back to the table with her. “It’s okay, he’s gone, darling.” All they had was one another.

While Eileen finished her stew, Lucy thought about her options. She made a list of possible places to apply for work, but the likelihood of finding a position was slim. Many were unemployed in Wabash. Even if the town had a poorhouse, that wasn’t an option now that a new law forbade children from residing there. Without a job, she would have to turn the children over to their mother or they would all end up on the street. So what was she to do?

Hiding her fear from the children, she took the dirty dishes to the dry sink. Putting water to boil, she stared out the window at the yard. A tire swing hung from the lone tree. This place was the only home Jed and Eileen had ever known, but they were bound to have to leave no matter what happened. If she accepted Mr. Stanton’s offer, at least the children would have food to eat and a place to sleep.

The thought of marriage to a man she didn’t know was fearful, but she would do anything to keep them all together. It seemed she had no choice.
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Nate should have felt a sense of contentment and peace, but something was off tonight, and he couldn’t quite figure out what it was.

Standing in the corral, he went through the list of chores. The shapes of the cattle shifted on the darkening hillsides as they milled about. He’d checked the windmills and they were all pumping water, so the stock was hydrated. The chicken coop was locked up for the night. The horses were stabled and curried. Yet he struggled to relax the tense muscles of his shoulders.

He walked back to the barn and shoved the door along its tracks. The good scent of hay and horse rushed to his face as he stepped inside. He heard a sound behind him and turned, then saw Percy. 

“Boss, supper is getting cold,” the cook said. “I called you twice.” 

“I’m coming.”

“What’s eatin’ you? You look like a new calf spooked by a goat.” 

There. “Did you hear that?”

Percy tipped his head to the side. “Hear what?”

The noise came again. A sliding, shuffling sound. “Someone’s in the back stall,” Nate whispered.

He pulled his gun and approached the stall. A figure burst from the shadows. The man leaped past Nate and darted out the open barn door. Nate ran after him. He caught a glimpse of the man’s shirt as he vaulted around the corner of the barn. As he raced after him, Nate heard a jingle of horse tack. He rounded the barn in time to see the fellow mount his horse and ride off.

“Bring me a horse!” Nate ran toward the barn.

Percy was standing in the doorway, but at Nate’s command, he ducked back inside. When Nate reached the barn, Percy was leading Whisper from his stall. Nate quickly saddled his horse and mounted, but by the time he got to where he’d last seen the intruder, there was no sign of the man.

His gut told him the man would head toward the road. Setting off in that direction, he chafed at the slow pace he had to take with the uneven ground. He didn’t want to risk Whisper breaking a leg. 

An hour later darkness had descended. He sat back in the saddle and looked down the hillside toward the road where the dim light of a lantern glowed by the darker shape of a buggy. The lantern swung in a man’s hand as he stepped out to greet the rider who reined in at the sight of him. The light allowed Nate to recognize the man. Drew Larson.

He watched Larson talk to the intruder, and though Nate couldn’t make out any words, there was no mistaking Larson’s angry tone. Larson climbed into the buggy and took off. The other man followed on horseback. Had Larson hired the guy to poke around in the barn? It seemed likely. Deep in thought, Nate rode back to the Stars Above.

When he arrived at the ranch, he lit a lantern, then went to the stall where the fellow had been hiding. Holding the light aloft, he studied the space. One corner held a small pile of wood. Nate knelt and picked up one of the logs. The odor of kerosene was strong, and it wasn’t from the lantern. The wood had been soaked in the stuff. Nate’s gut clenched.

Did Larson hate them so much?

NATE RODE TO town and reported what he’d seen to the sheriff, who wrote it down with a bored expression and promised to look into it. Nate didn’t believe a word of it. The man was lazy through and through. And a good friend of Larson’s to boot.

Still disgruntled, Nate stalked down to the café, skirting the puddles in the stockyard. He paused to scrape the noisome muck from his boots before stepping into Emma’s Café at the end of the street. Nate went to the only empty table on the opposite side of the dining room.

He’d no more than stretched his legs under the red-and-white tablecloth when Emma Croft appeared through the door to the kitchen. She was one of those ageless women who could have been forty. Her smooth olive skin held no wrinkles, but Nate knew for a fact that she’d come to the Red River area back when his dad was a young man. She had to be at least sixty. She didn’t take any guff from the men, and most of the trail riders knew better than to say a smart-mouthed word to her.

She plucked the pencil from her hair bun as she came toward him. “Thought I’d see you today, young Stanton. Where’s your daddy? I thought he and Paddy would be in today.”

“Due back from Chicago later this week.” Nate had always suspected Paddy O’Brien held a special place in Emma’s affections, but he’d never had the nerve to ask. “Arranging a sale of our spring herd.” 

The light in her eyes dimmed. “That so? Well, tell him when he gets back that I’ll have a chocolate cake ready for him and Paddy.” 

“They surely love those cakes of yours. I’ll tell him.” He hid a grin. “And Paddy, too, when I see him.”

She put the pencil to her pad of paper. “What will you have?” 

He ordered a roast beef dinner and a piece of that famous cake. “Emma, have you seen any strangers around town?” He described the man he’d found in his barn.

Emma frowned. “A fellow like that had lunch with Larson yesterday. Didn’t catch his name.”

Nate pressed his lips together. More evidence, not that it would do any good to report it to the sheriff.

Emma sauntered back to the kitchen. The front door opened and Margaret O’Brien stepped inside. He lifted his hand and motioned to her.

A smile lifted her full lips when she saw him. “Nate, I didn’t expect to see you here!” Dressed in a plain, heavy skirt and her battered cowboy hat, she hurried toward him.

He stood and pulled a chair out for her. “Where’s your pa?” He thought about mentioning that Emma would be sorry he wasn’t here, but he wasn’t sure how she felt about her pa seeing a woman, so he said nothing.

“Home.”

“You came to town alone?”

She settled into the chair and took off her cowboy hat, revealing gleaming red hair. “I’m not some hysterical female who jumps at every shadow, Nate.”

He knew that well. His pa and hers had pressed them both to consider joining the two spreads. Maybe it was time to think about that. Margaret was a handsome woman, though he would have found it hard being married to her. She was a little intimidating. Not the kind of woman who would be wooed with flowery words and sweet talk. Discussions with her usually went to stock and horses.

He corralled his thoughts. “What brings you to town so late?” 

She held his gaze. “I saw you come in. Pa’s been on me to commence with pursuing marriage between our families.”

He choked on the swallow of coffee he’d just taken.

Her green eyes softened but her chin stayed up in a defiant gesture. “Pretty forward of me, isn’t it? But we’ve been friends long enough for there to be no pretense between us. So I’m here to ask your intentions, Nate.”

His lungs constricted. “I—I haven’t given it much thought, Margaret.”

She leaned back and folded her arms across her chest. “I reckon we’re going to have to make a decision soon. Otherwise, my pa is going to be thrashing the bushes to find another landed suitor. Not that he’d have much luck. Most men seem to want tiny, helpless wives who can hang on their every word. That’s not me.”

At least Margaret was up front about what she wanted. He couldn’t say the same about most women he’d come in contact with. “If we’re going to think about marriage, don’t you think we should have some feelings for each other?”

She shrugged. “I like you fine, Nate. I’m sure you’re no worse in the morning than Pa.”

He grinned. “I reckon we’re going to have to think about it some.” 

LUCY TOSSED AND turned on the narrow cot in the tiny parlor. A thin blade of moonlight slashed the floor and spread to the foot of the cot. If she could just climb that moonbeam and disappear . . . This burden was more than she could bear. God must have thought she could handle it or he wouldn’t have allowed it. She was a strong woman and this would just make her stronger.

Maybe hot milk would help her sleep. She rose and went to the icebox. Her hands closed around the glass jug and she held it up to the faint light. Nearly empty. She bit her lip and put it away. The children would need it more than her.

Turning back toward the cot, she heard a faint click. Almost like the door latch. Surely Jed wouldn’t be sneaking out. The wood floor was rough and cool against her bare feet as she tiptoed back toward the entry. She didn’t call out for fear of awakening Eileen. As she neared the door, a figure loomed out of the shadows, and she smelled a man’s hair tonic. The fellow was much too big to be Jed. It wasn’t Albert either. The figure was too burly.

Her memory flashed back to the man who’d been following her, and she recognized the shape of the hat. In her haste to back away, she stumbled over the hem of her nightgown and fell, banging her back against the leg of the cot. She bit back a cry at the pain that gripped her and struggled to scoot away from the intruder.

A man’s voice growled out of the blackness. “Where is it?”

She scrambled to her feet and felt for her footstool. It had to be here somewhere. Her fingers closed around it and she whirled to brandish it over her head. “Get out of here!” She swung the stool and it collided with the thug’s head.

He swore at her, and his calloused hand seized her arm. He tore her weapon from her hand.

“Help!” She darted away from the man and raced for the door that showed a crack of light from the way it hung slightly ajar. A middle-aged couple lived next door, and the husband was a burly ironworker. “Mr. Thomas!” She had no idea what time it was or if her choked cry was loud enough to summon help, but she was too small to deter the brute.

She threw open the door and screamed again before the man shoved her. She stumbled to her knees, then regained her feet and lurched to the porch, screaming for Mr. Thomas again.

A faint shout came from the house next door. “Coming.”

She whirled to face her attacker. He wore tan pants with suspenders over a dingy plaid shirt. He was tall and thick with a shock of pale hair that fell over angry eyes peering from under his floppy hat. His gaze flickered to the street. His scowl darkened, then he plunged into the wash of light from the streetlight before the shadows beyond swallowed him up.

Lucy gasped as Mr. Thomas, still belting his pants under his nightshirt, rushed up the steps to the porch. His wife was behind him. “A man broke into our house.” Lucy pointed down the street. “He ran that way.”

“I’ll summon the police.” Mr. Thomas rushed down the steps. 

“Are you all right, my dear?” his wife asked, leading Lucy into the house. “Did he . . . ?”

Lucy shook her head. “He didn’t harm me, Mrs. Thomas, thanks to you and your husband.” She lit a gaslight, and its comforting glow filled the room. “I must check on the children. If they heard me scream, they’ll be frightened.”

Still clucking, the older woman followed her. “I’ll prepare some tea. You’ve had a shock to your nerves.”

Lucy nodded and rushed to the tiny bedroom at the back of the house where her siblings slept. Eileen lay curled up on her pallet, but Jed’s cot only contained rumpled covers. “Jed?” she whispered. She touched the cot in case her eyes deceived her, but her hand grasped only cool sheets.

Maybe her brother was in the privy. Retracing her steps, she crossed the parlor to the kitchen where she lit a lamp and carried it to the back door. She stepped onto the back stoop. “Jed, are you out here?”

Jed’s form appeared in front of the outhouse. “What’s wrong?” He rushed up the steps.

She hugged him. “There was a man in our apartment.” She released him long enough to draw him inside.

“Maybe he was looking for money,” he said. “He broke into the wrong apartment if he was.”

“He’s been following me.”

Jed went still in her arms, then pulled out of her embrace. “I’m scared to stay here. Scared for Eileen too. What’s going to happen to us now that Pa is gone?”

Lucy’s gaze jerked to her sister, who was rubbing her eyes in the bedroom doorway, before veering back to Jed. “I could marry Mr. Stanton’s son and get us out of here.”

His eyes were moist. “I think you have to, Lucy. Where will we go if you don’t?”

A knock came at the door, and a man’s voice called out, “Police, Miss Marsh.”

JED LISTENED TO the policeman question his sister. His heart rebounded against his ribs. He’d nearly told her. Dad would have been disappointed after he’d specifically said not to tell anyone, not even Lucy.

Eileen tugged on his arm. “I have to go potty, Jed.”

“Use the chamber pot.”

Eileen wrinkled her nose. “It smells.”

Sighing, Jed took her hand and led her to the back door. The outhouse loomed in the backyard. He took her to the building that listed to the left.

She snatched her hand from his. “I can go by myself.”

“I’ll wait outside.” He leaned against the door she closed and tried to make sense of what had happened.

His head ached every time he tried to remember the night of the accident. Flashes of the horse screaming, the rain pounding on his head, and the sound of the carriage screeching along the cobblestone swarmed in his head. Every time he tried to remember, those thoughts filled him with panic. He swallowed hard. There was something on the edge of his remembrance, but it always played hide-and-seek with him.

He straightened when Eileen came out the door, tugging down her nightgown. “Ready?”

She nodded and took his hand. As they walked back to the house, he thought he heard something rustling in the bushes. “Who’s there?” When there was no answer, he rushed Eileen to the back door and pushed her inside.

It might be one of his friends who dared him to lift Mr. Stanton’s wallet. He sidled to the shrubs. “Joe?” he whispered.

But a hand much larger than Joe’s grabbed his arm. “Where are the dollars?” a harsh voice growled.

“I don’t have any dollars.” In trying to tug his arm away, Jed fell against the fellow, and the tight grip loosened enough that he was able to tug free and run for the house. He stumbled inside, then jumped up and threw the dead bolt.

The acrid taste of fear clung to his tongue. If only Dad were still alive. He’d know what to do with the danger that drew closer every minute. Jed wanted to go to his cot and cover his head, but he wasn’t a little kid anymore. Lucy and Eileen needed him to figure out what to do.

He turned back toward the window. Something moved at the edge of the outhouse, but he couldn’t see in the gloom. And it didn’t matter. Nothing on earth would make him go out there again.
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The policeman took out his notebook. “Did you recognize the man?” he asked.

Details came back that Lucy hadn’t consciously noted. “No. He was maybe five-eleven and burly. No beard. Big nose. Blond hair.”

“Sounds like the same fellow,” the policeman muttered, jotting it down in his book.

“What fellow?”

Consternation crossed the man’s face. “Uh, we’ve been watching your place, miss, ever since your father died.”

“I don’t understand.”

“We’re not sure his death was accidental. We suspect whoever robbed the pawn shop that night had something to do with it. We think your father saw something or had something they wanted.” 

Lucy couldn’t think about it. Not yet. “What could he possibly have had that was worth killing him for?”

The man shrugged. “Maybe stolen goods that had been pawned and would have led us to the thief. We’re not sure yet. We’d hoped no one would bother you and your brother and sister, but now that they’ve found you, you’ll need to be careful.” The policeman glanced around. “I hate to worry you, but this is a bad part of town. You need to be somewhere safer. Is there anyone you can stay with?”

She shook her head. “We have no one. My mother’s brother lives in Texas, but I have no way to get there.”

“I’d suggest you find a way.” He put his notebook away. “We’ll have a man watching, but that’s no guarantee, as you saw tonight.” 

“This place is being sold anyway. We are all being evicted this week.”

His eyes were sympathetic. “I see. Well, good luck to you, Miss Marsh. I wish I could be of more help.”

Lucy shut the door behind him and leaned her forehead against the cool wood. What was she going to do? She had a way to get to Texas, but it meant selling herself. Was it worth it? Her gaze went to Eileen sleeping in Lucy’s cot. She’d been frightened by the commotion and had insisted on crawling into Lucy’s bed. She and Jed were everything to Lucy. If she could get to Texas, maybe she could find her uncle. Maybe he would take pity on Jed and Eileen and see to their future.

And Catherine could show up anytime. Lucy knelt beside the bed and pleaded with God for a way out of the mess she was in. She sensed no permission from the Lord to turn down this offer. If she said no to this man, what would become of her and her siblings? God had promised that he would provide. What if this was his provision? God was in the business of bringing blessings out of unexpected circumstances, but Lucy didn’t want this twist to her life. The very thought of marrying a man she didn’t know seemed ridiculous, but didn’t God ask the seemingly impossible at times? And if it assured the future for Jed and Eileen . . .

She finally sat up and put her head in her hands. “Okay, Lord. Whatever you tell me.” She lit a candle and took her Bible in hand. If she remembered correctly, the story of Abraham was in Genesis 12.

Now the Lord had said unto Abram, Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and from thy father’s house, unto a land that I will shew thee: and I will make of thee a great nation, and I will bless thee, and make thy name great; and thou shalt be a blessing.

The words imprinted on her heart as though God had spoken them to her. A blessing. She could be a blessing. Warmth that had nothing to do with the pitiful bit of coal in the fireplace enveloped her. God was behind this. It had to be so. Marriage was an honorable thing. And this had come at a time when she saw no way to support the children and herself. Marriage was something God had ordained, and Mr. Stanton said his son was a Christian. She closed her Bible.

Holding the lantern aloft, she went down the rickety basement stairs. They creaked under her bare feet. The leather-strapped trunk was shoved under the stairwell. She set the lantern on the floor and tugged the trunk out. Jed would have to help her carry it up. Picking up the lantern again, she glanced around the space to see if there was anything down here she needed to bring with her. A rough wooden shelf held empty canning jars and the canner. She picked one up, then realized a rancher would own such equipment.

She turned back to the trunk and opened it. All it contained was a blue dress. According to her father, her mother had been married in this dress. Lucy ran her fingers across the silky material. It was much fancier and more lavish than anything Lucy owned. She wished her mother were here to instruct her on what to do. How was she to be a wife when she had no role model? She’d been an infant when her mother died. She clasped the locket again. What would her mother have advised?

She lifted the dress into the light and examined it. It had a high collar and voluminous skirt. The sleeves were ruffled. It was heavy too. Draping it over her arm, she took up the lantern and mounted the steps. She would wear the dress when she met Nate. It would give her courage to face whatever the future brought.

NATE LEANED BACK in the saddle and surveyed the ramshackle house that stood on a barren hillside swept by the north Texas wind. He heard a horse whinny from inside the barn, so he knew someone was here. Larson only had one horse, an old paint he’d ridden into town two years before. Nate dismounted and tied the reins to the hitching post before stepping onto the rickety porch. The wind drowned out the sound of his boots on the old boards.

Before his fist could fall on the door, it opened and Larson’s form filled the doorway. Nate dropped his hand to his side. “I need to talk to you.”

“I got nothing to say.” The man started to shut the door.

Nate put his boot against the doorjamb and glanced at Larson’s belt. No gun. “Well, I do.” Past Larson’s shoulders he could see the one-room cabin. It appeared to be empty. “Where’s your henchman?” 

Larson’s eyes narrowed. “What henchman?”

“The man you hired to burn down my barn.”

Larson smirked. “You have a mishap, son?”

“I’m not your son. I tracked the guy, you know. I saw you meet him.”

Larson brushed past Nate to stand on the porch. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Nate turned to face him. “I saw you, Larson.” He jabbed his forefinger against the man’s red-checked shirt. “I’m here to warn you to let it go. My pa didn’t do anything wrong.”

Red rose up Larson’s neck and lodged in his face. “He took advantage of my father. He’s got no right to my land.”

Nate was tired of the old argument. “Where’d you get the money to hire that guy?”

Larson took a step back. “You can’t prove I hired him.”

“The sheriff will be keeping his eye on him. You might as well send him packing.”

“It’s your word against mine.”

Nate managed to keep his rising temper in check. “I saw you with that guy, Larson.”

Larson shrugged and turned to his still-open door. “It’s not against the law to talk to a fellow. Sounds to me like you got an enemy, Stanton.”

“I’m going to see that those men are run out of town. The money you paid them is going to be lost.”

Larson faced Nate. “You think you own this town, but you don’t. Larson blood built this county. My ma was killed by a Comanche arrow.”

Something inside responded to the pain in the man’s words. “I’m sorry about your ma, Larson. But this argument is going nowhere.”

Larson flashed him a glare, then turned and stomped through the door. It slammed behind him, and Nate made no move to go after him. Maybe the sheriff would listen. He mounted his horse and rode to town.

DELICIOUS AROMAS FILLED the air as Lucy sat in the dining car. The train vibrated along the track, but the experience of seeing the train station fade in the distance exhilarated her. The white linen tablecloth was finer than anything she’d ever seen. She took a spoonful of consommé and the flavor brightened her spirits. The children had already eaten and were tucked into their cots in the luxurious accommodations Mr. Stanton had purchased for all of them.

She smiled at the woman across from her, Mr. Stanton’s cousin, whom he had brought along as a chaperone. Mrs. Walker was in her fifties yet still trim. Her blond hair held a few strands of gray but was lustrous and thick.

Lucy took another spoonful. “It’s quite delicious, Mrs. Walker. Thank you for choosing for me.”

“You’re quite welcome, my dear. Are you feeling better?”

The woman had discovered Lucy weeping in her berth and had been quick to comfort her. Lucy managed a smile. “Much better, thank you. At least until I meet Nate.” She stared down at the simple gold band on her left hand. Standing in front of a justice of the peace with her husband’s father hadn’t been the way she’d dreamed of marrying. “What if he’s cruel or physically repulsive?”

Mrs. Walker smiled. “Oh, my dear, you have no need to worry. Nate is quite handsome. All the young ladies in town would give anything for him to pay attention to them.”

“Why was he unable to find a woman on his own, then?”

“Nate only has one goal in mind—to make the Stars Above Ranch known in all of Texas. He works much too hard and is too exhausted to spark any young lady. He seldom attends church socials or town dances.” The woman’s eyes were gray but not as shrewd and determined as her brother’s.

“Stars Above Ranch? I like that.”

“Nate’s mother, God rest her soul, named it when Henry brought her to the original cabin. They arrived at night and she said she’d never seen so many stars.”

It sounded so romantic. The name alone eased Lucy’s fears. “Did your cousin tell you h-how we met?”

Mrs. Walker inclined her head. “He did.”

Lucy put down her spoon. “I’m encumbered with the responsibility of raising my brother and sister. That’s quite a challenge for a new husband when Mr. Stanton could have found a carefree young woman.”

“Henry prides himself on being a good judge of people. He believed he’d found his Rebekah for Nate.”

Lucy liked the sound of that. “I desire to belong somewhere.” 

“What happened to your parents, dear girl?”

“My mother died when I was an infant. Father was killed in an accident three months ago.”

“What did your father do?”

“He owned a pawn shop.”

The woman’s eyes were kind. “And there was nothing of value left for you to use to raise your siblings?”

Lucy hesitated, then shook her head. “Father’s shop was broken into just before he died, and his most valuable merchandise was stolen. We were fine, though, because I had a good position as a seamstress. Then my employer was forced to let me go yesterday.” 

“So Henry said. He has sung your praises since he met you.” Mrs. Walker reached across the pristine tablecloth to pat Lucy’s hand. “And I quite concur. You’ll make our Nate a superb wife.” Her gray eyes studied Lucy’s face. “I haven’t known you long, but I can see you are the sort of person who quickly takes charge of things. While I heartily endorse such courage, you can fall into the trap of thinking you are in control. Do not forget that God does with us as he wills.”

“Of course I know that,” Lucy said quickly.

The woman smiled. “You’re a God-fearing young woman. But in Texas you will need more than courage—you’ll need wisdom. Listen to God, Lucy.”

“Yes, ma’am. I always do.” But her conscience stirred. Did she really? Or did she tend to rush into things and then ask God to bless her decisions?

She ate her dinner and said good night, then made her way through the car to her sleeping quarters. She first peeked in on her brother and sister. Jed’s red hair fell across his forehead, and his freckles stood out on his pale skin. A wave of love for him choked her. He’d had a rough year. He and Papa had been so close. The trauma of seeing their father die in a runaway buggy had scarred him. He’d been in the buggy as well but had been thrown clear before the horses plunged with their father into a swollen river. In one crushing blow, they’d been orphaned. Papa’s body hadn’t been recovered for three days. Jed hadn’t been the same since.

She dropped the curtain back into place and entered her own compartment. A lingering scent of hair tonic hung in the air. Lucy had smelled it before. It was the same scent she’d noticed on the intruder last night. She froze and stared at the berth. Hadn’t the covers been straight and taut when she was last in here? Now the blanket had been pulled back.

She pulled her valise from under the berth. She was sure it had been rifled through. Who would search her belongings? She sniffed the cologne again and wished she could talk to the kind policeman again. It was surely a common hair tonic and she was jumping to conclusions.

She exited the compartment and peered in on Jed and Eileen. They still slept. She couldn’t tell if anything had been disturbed and she didn’t smell the cologne. She rubbed her head and tried to puzzle it out. She went back to her compartment and gathered her pillow and a blanket, then settled on the floor by Jed and Eileen. If anyone came, she intended to stop him from harming her siblings.
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Nate pushed his broad-rimmed Stetson away from his forehead and leaned back in his saddle. He’d lost ten head of cattle from the frigid cold in the past twenty-four hours. He couldn’t remember ever enduring cold like this, not even in February. And snow. The most they usually got was an inch or two that quickly melted away, not six inches like that covering the ground now.

He squinted toward town. Pa should have been home two days ago. A dart of worry kept Nate on edge. He hoped this sudden and unusual snowstorm hadn’t trapped Pa somewhere. Turning Whisper’s head, he plodded toward the house. Smoke curled from the chimney, and his mouth watered at the aroma of steak that blew in with the smoke. It had been a long time since breakfast. He would be glad when Pa got home. Their cook, Percy, didn’t talk much. Nate rode into the barn and curried his horse before heading to the house.

Not for the first time, he wondered what it would be like to come home to a wife and family. Someone strong and knowledgeable who would discuss cattle and ranching with him. Maybe someone like Margaret O’Brien. She was almost as tall as Nate was himself and could rope a calf nearly as well too. She was attractive enough, but she was more like a sister than a lover.

He bounded up the steps and had his hand on the door when he heard the rattle and clank of a wagon coming across the snow-covered meadow. He turned and shaded his eyes with one hand while he studied the approaching convoy. Three wagons. It had to be Pa with provisions. His spirits lifted.

As the wagons neared, he recognized his father’s gray head. Nate lifted a hand in greeting and went to meet him. Then he saw the young woman clinging desperately to the wagon seat beside his father. Her youth and beauty seemed to bring sudden color to a blank landscape. She peeked at him from under her bonnet, then stared down at her hands.

He stared harder. What had Pa done? Nate remembered his father’s ramblings about the place needing a woman’s touch. “One of us needs to get married.” That was one of the things Pa had gone on and on about. He wouldn’t have. Would he? But this woman was young enough to be his daughter.

Nate eyed her. Could he have hired a housekeeper? Studying the tiny woman, Nate couldn’t see it. Pa wouldn’t have hired someone so puny. Nate gritted his teeth. The little wench probably took one look at Pa and saw him for a rich sucker. And if that fancy blue dress was any indication, she’d expect him to lavish pretty dresses and fripperies on her. Well, if she thought she was getting any money out of this ranch, she was sadly mistaken.

Nate waited for his father to step down from the wagon and explain. Maybe he hadn’t married her yet. Maybe there would be a chance to talk him out of such a fool notion. His thoughts were interrupted when his father enveloped him in a bear hug. Nate tried to return the embrace, but his agitation kept his shoulders stiff.

His pa released him. “Boy, you did good while I was gone. We passed the south pasture and saw the herd there. They look fat and sassy.” He jabbed a thumb back toward the wagon. “Help Lucy down while I get her luggage.”

He didn’t wait for an answer, but then, he never did. Nate suppressed a sigh and offered his hand to the young woman. Lucy, his father called her. She was a cute little thing. Tiny, barely five feet if he had to hazard a guess, with huge blue eyes. A wisp of fine blond hair had escaped her bonnet and lay across the delicate pink of her cheek.

She took his arm and nearly fell when she tried to step down. He caught her in his arms, and the contact sent a shock of awareness through him. He hastily set her on her feet and backed away. “Miss Lucy.” He tipped his hat.

She stared at him with those enormous blue eyes. He’d never seen eyes so big and blue. A man could get lost in those eyes. No wonder she’d snared his pa.

He heard an excited shout and turned to look at the last wagon. A boy of about twelve, his cheeks red from the cold, came bounding through the snow. His amazingly red hair stood up on end, and he carried a little girl who looked like a tiny version of Lucy.

“Did you see how big everything looks out here, Lucy?” He turned his gaze on Nate. “How far’s the nearest neighbors, Mr. Stanton?”

Nate softened a bit at the lad’s exuberance. “Nearest would be the O’Briens, about ten miles away.”

Lucy gave a timid smile. “Uh, Mr. Stanton, this is my brother, Jed, and my sister, Eileen.”

Nate shook the boy’s hand brusquely and nodded to the little girl, then turned to lead the way to the house. That boy might be her brother, but he’d bet the little girl was her own daughter. Percy and Rusty, the foreman, had come to help with the provisions and the luggage, and he followed them into the house. Lucy had a bit of difficulty walking through the heavy snowdrifts. What had Pa been thinking? If he wanted a wife, why hadn’t he picked one who had some gumption? This pale lily wouldn’t last long out here.

He took her elbow and helped her along near the house where the drift went clear up on the porch. She shot him a grateful look from those amazing eyes again, but he was much too cautious to be caught in her little web of deceit.

In the parlor, Lucy sighed and sank into the rocker near the fire. She held out her arms for Eileen and took off the little girl’s coat, then spread it out in front of the fireplace. Lucy set Eileen on her feet, then stood to take off her own cloak, bonnet, and mittens. When she pulled her small, white hands from the mittens, his heart sank when he saw the plain gold band on her left hand.

She’ d gotten Pa to marry her.

Nate’s eyes met hers, and he saw the fear in them again. He stared her down with a contemptuous curl to his lips. She paled and looked away.

His father came into the room, rubbing his hands. “I’m famished. We haven’t eaten anything since breakfast. Let’s eat while it’s hot.”

“Aren’t you going to introduce me properly?” Nate asked. “Is Miss Lucy your new housekeeper?”

“There’s time for all that after lunch.” His father avoided Nate’s gaze. “After we eat, we’ll have some coffee here in the parlor by the fire, and I’ll explain everything.”

Lunch was a stilted affair. Nate saw the glances Jed kept tossing his way. Lucy grew more strained and silent. Her knuckles were white from gripping her fork, and she kept her eyes trained on her plate throughout the entire meal. His father tried to draw her into the discussion several times, but she wouldn’t look at him and answered in the briefest of words.

Finally, his father pushed back his chair and gave a satisfied sigh. “I missed that good grub of yours, Percy. Now how about some of your famous coffee? They just don’t know how to make the stuff in the city. Bring it to the parlor when it’s ready.” He stood and led the way down the hall.

Lucy pleated her dress nervously. “Could I put Eileen to bed? She’s exhausted.”

“Of course, dear girl.” His father turned to Nate. “Show her to the little guest room, son. The coffee should be ready by the time you get back.”

Nate had been watching for an opportunity to talk to her alone all evening. The candle in his hand cast a flickering light ahead of them as he led her up the stairs and down the hall. He pushed open the door to the smallest guest room. Lucy slipped past him into the room. A blue quilt his mother had made covered the bed, and a small cot was pushed up against the wall.

“I’ll be outside the door. Let me know when you’re ready to go back to the parlor.” He closed the door and leaned against the wall. The soothing murmur of her voice to the little girl sounded motherly. He heard her singing in a low, sweet voice for several minutes, then the door opened and Lucy stepped into the hall.

She eased the door shut. “She’s asleep.”

He took a step closer and lowered his voice. “I want to know what’s going on.”

Lucy lifted her chin toward him. “I don’t think you do, Mr. Stanton. You’re not going to be happy about it.”

The certainty in her voice alarmed him. “I’ve seen your kind blow through here before. You’re just out for all the money you can bleed out of Pa, but you’ll have to go through me first,” he said, gritting his teeth. “So why don’t you just pack your things and get out before you get hurt?”

Lucy smiled wearily. “It’s a bit late for that.”

“You can’t mean you actually care for Pa. He’s an old man.”

“It’s not what you think.”

“Oh, I think it is.” He spun around and stormed out of the room. He hadn’t handled that well. She’d stayed too calm, as if she knew something he didn’t. Had Pa already given her money?

Moments later Lucy joined them in the parlor. Nate stood, staring morosely out the window at the driving snow. He turned when she entered the room and glared at her. He thought he saw tears shimmering on the tips of her lashes, but he had to be imagining it. She was much too calculating to cry.

His father rubbed his hands together. “Ah, Nate, I’ve got some explaining to do.”

Nate gave him an ironic smile. “I reckon so, Pa.”

Pa stared at him with a steady gaze and a hint of compassion in his eyes. “This is Lucy, your wife.”

NATE’S FACE WAVERED through the tears that rimmed Lucy’s eyes. He hadn’t spoken since his father told him that he had a wife. She had felt a thrill of joy at the first sight of her handsome husband, so strong, so manly, his feet planted apart like the king of his realm here in Texas. But with his rejection of her, all those hopeful wonderings had vanished like yesterday’s sunshine. 

“You mean your wife,” Nate corrected.

But his lips went white, and shocked comprehension settled over his face. She wished she could take her trunk and run off. Find her family and not face this man’s wrath. She twisted her hands together.

Mr. Stanton shook his head. “No, son, I mean your wife. It’s time you settled down and saw to raising a family. I won’t be around to help you forever. You need a passel of strong sons to build our cattle empire.”

Nate sank onto the sofa, and the lines deepened in his tanned face. “Pa, what have you done?” he whispered.

Mr. Stanton hunched his shoulders and raised his voice. “If I waited for you to find a wife, I’d be too old to enjoy my grandchildren. Lucy here, she’s a good Christian girl. She’ll make you a fine wife.”

Lucy saw the shudder that passed through Nate’s frame. A lump grew in her throat. Did he find her so unattractive? She had no claim to great beauty, but he had barely glanced her way to even know what she looked like.

Nate waved a hand in her direction. “Look at her, Pa! What were you thinking? The work here is hard. The vision we’ve talked about will take a woman who can carry her own weight.”

Lucy’s tears dried up with the bolt of rage that shot through her. She drew herself up to her full height of just under five feet and glared at her new husband. “I’m stronger than I look, Mr. Stanton. I’ve worked long hours at the dressmaker’s shop, and I’m not afraid of hard work. I can tackle any chores you care to throw my way.”

She was wasting her breath. He was determined not to give her a chance. She could see it in the hard line of his jaw and the fierce glare in his eyes. But something inside her screamed to be allowed to prove her worth. To take control of this situation. She would prove to him her value. He would see just how capable she was.

“I can learn to do anything. And I’m a good homemaker and organizer. You’ll see.”

The muscles in his jaw hardened. “You aren’t staying long enough to find out, Miss Marsh. I aim to put you on the first stage back north.”

“We are married,” she reminded him. “I don’t believe in divorce.” He would not send her away. She had a brother and sister to care for. Her appearance might disgust him, but marriage was more than physical appearance.

He took a deep breath. “Neither do I. But this is no real marriage. I never agreed to any such arrangement.” He turned and frowned at his father. “You should have known better, Pa.”

Henry was pale but resolute. “For once in your life, listen to me, Nate. This ranch needs a woman’s touch. You need a woman to soften you before you turn to granite.”

“If you want a woman around the house so bad, you marry her,” Nate shot back.

“That advice is a little late,” Lucy said. “I’m married to you.” 

Mr. Stanton opened his mouth to speak, then gasped and clutched his left shoulder. His face turned red and darkened to nearly purple before the color drained from his face, and a gargle escaped his open mouth.

“Pa?” Nate’s voice rose, and he jumped to his feet and rushed toward his father. Henry Stanton reeled away, crashing to the floor like a great tree felled by a logger’s ax.

Lucy bit back a shriek and ran toward her new father-in-law. Nate rolled Henry over onto his back and peered into his face. The older man was still breathing, but his pallor was pronounced and he was unconscious.

“Let me.” Lucy pushed her way closer to Henry. “I know something of nursing. Is there a doctor in the area?”

Nate nodded. “Doc Cooper in Larson.”

“Send Percy to fetch him, and you help me get him into bed.” She checked Henry’s breathing and was relieved to see a bit of color coming back to his face. She snatched a quilted throw from the chair and tucked it around him.

Bellowing for Percy, Nate ran to do what she said. Lucy pressed her fingertips against her father-in-law’s chest and frowned at Henry’s irregular heartbeat. He’d had some kind of a heart spasm. 

“Please, God, please keep him alive,” she whispered.

If this man died, she would be at the mercy of her new husband.

Nate returned and lifted his father’s shoulders. “Grab his feet.” 

Lucy complied and Jed jumped in to assist as well. They carried him up the stairs. Lucy’s muscles protested, but she held on to his inert body and managed to do her part.

“His room is the first on the left,” Nate said.

Lucy pushed open the door with her foot, and they laid Henry on the bed. Her muscles still burned even though they’d been relieved of the burden. Nate jerked his father’s boots off.

Lucy pulled the quilts up around him. “We need to keep him warm.”

Nate nodded, then ran his hand through his sandy blond hair. His gray eyes held a deep fear that tore at Lucy’s heart. She laid a hand on his arm. “We should pray for him.”

He nodded again and moved so her hand fell away. She couldn’t help the stab of disappointment at his rejection of her comfort. Bowing her head, she prayed aloud for this man she’d already come to admire and care about.

When she lifted her head, she became aware that Jed and Eileen hovered at the doorway. She straightened her shoulders and moved away from Nate. She had to be strong for the children’s sakes. “I’ll fix us all some tea.”

Nate grimaced. “I can’t abide that sissy drink, and I’m not about to start drinking it now.”

Hot words bubbled to her lips, but she choked them back. No wonder Henry had to find a wife for his son. No woman in her right mind would choose to put up with him.

Henry stirred and his eyes fluttered open. “Quit your wrangling,” he said in a weak voice. “I can’t endure petty quarreling.” He struggled to sit up. “Besides, the sight of Nate sipping tea like a woman would finish me off for sure. Fetch me some coffee. That’s all I need.”

“I’ll just be a moment.” Away from her new husband’s stern presence, she felt reprieved. She hurried down the stairs to the kitchen, with Jed and Eileen on her heels.
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