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AHusbandcor Maryé

Rick Johnson turned to her
take Dave Larson to be your lawfully wedded husband from this
day forward, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, for
better or worse, forsaking all others, as longwadoth shall
l'ive?d

o0 | oOdhe said.

The judge asked for the ring.

Dave glanced at her sheepi
somet hing. o

Rick shook his head. OYoud
her . oDave has a tendency to

oltose | forgot to mentioc

She shyly smiled. ol tods
excellent memory. o

oThis is why I chose her, o
married even though we donot

OHer e, D a v e edohimxagieae wf sthing thdt
wast i ed in a circle | arge enoug
handed me this today. ltds a
wanted to give me. You can w

do until you bupreho ne . 6
0l tds perfect, 6 she assurec
Dave slid the pink string on her finger and warmly pressed
his lips to hers for a simple kiss. No man kissed her before. Her
stomach fluttered and her lips tingled from the action. She
reminded herseifiat this was not a love relationship.

**%
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Eye of the Beholder

Chapter One

89, &0,
£ ¢
Maine
April 1874
Wife Wanted

Nebraska farmer looking for a hardworking and
dependable woman to marry. Ability to have
children a must.

Mary Peters reread the ad in the nepspa Ads asking for a

wife were fairly commohut this particular ad caught her eye for

a variety of reasons. One, the man who wrote it seemed
straightforward, a quality sh
people who uttered flowery language whictd doeildeceptive.

Two, the man was realistic about his expectations. A farmer
would benefit most from a woman who could handle the harsher
elements foliving on a farm. Thredhe part boldly stating he
expected her to bear him children told her thatvdssnot a man

who minced words. He knew exactly what he wanted and sought
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it. Such a man might not be overly concerned with how a woman
looked.

She glanced at her reflection in the store window. She
often passed the dress shop on her way to theraestainere
she helped Mrs. Jones cook meal$iéo hungry patronsHer
plain face with an unusually base that made heyes and thin
|l ips | ook smaller than they a
from men Her pale smooth skin would have beean best
feature had it not been for the freckles that dotted her cheeks and
nose. Her frizzy mousy brown long hair that she unsuccessfully
tried to tame with her brush was cifetly forced under a bonnet.

PlainMaryPetersShe heard the term used ofesrough
by her family and friends. Certain that they meant no harm in the
adjective used to describe hi
Besides, she was plain. Considering that they could call her ugly
plain was actually a kind word.

Biting her lowetip, she turned her attention back to the
ad. Unlike other men requesting women who were pretty, this
one simply required hard work, dependability and willingness to
bear him children. She wasn
Pretty, s h éim,cbat uhe dthedst she geasityecould.
Though she never spent a single day on a farm, she was willing tc
learn what she needed to do to help him. Her mother had borne
her father twelve children, s
anyproblems with géng in the family way

| 61 himeslaeitemddi f he wi s H@ostoHlino m
Fear of the unknown did not hold her back. She welcomed the
adventure of leaving her old world behind for a new one. A fresh
start might even be a welcomk ree f after [0 vi
shadows all of her life. Her sisters were beautiful. They found
husbands well before they turned eighteen. $hkedethe
wedding of her closesster who was only two years her senior:
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Gracehad just turned sixtee and she was thrilled to
marry her childhood sweetheart. Before the wedhbliargy
decoratedGrac®d s  brown lair with pink rose petals. Her
sister wore a long flowing white gown trimmed with lace, which
was a labor of love thislaryspent the pastvo months creating.
Mary wanted her favorite sister to look her best dutieg
ceremonyfor it was a dagracehad eagerly planned with her
from the moment Calvin proposed.

While their other sisters decorated the church, they had
the moment to themses in the small church room to the side of
the sanctuary.

0OYou ar e Margsmiet asf shd glagced at her
older sister.

ol f eel beauti ful KB o she C (
refl ecti on i n t he mirror. 0T
Mary Wren Cal vin | ooks at me, it

his eyes, and | know when he sees me, he sees the ntibsk beau
woman he ever laid eyes an

That s because ycCrasewasBOp| peE
She didnot h a v reckets dromdthee aydungwiert h
when they thought she was out of hearing ravige.practically
worshiped the grour@racewalked on.

0Someday, youol | k no®@raceh at
told her. Shereachedoutandthacyd s hand jass't
ready ¢ put another petal in hdrair. 6 Love i s th
wonder ful feeling in the worlc

Marysmiled, gently pulled her hand away and returned to
her work. She knew better than to hope to be beautiful in the
eyes of a man. She caugittsof the contrast between her and
her sister and the difference was like looking at night and day. If
she married at all, it would be a miracle.

The memory ebbed from her consciousnesMary
contemplated her situatiorlGraceand Calvin moved to Me
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Jersey where he got a good paying job, and the departure of he
closest sibling left a hole in her heart. As much as she loved her
other sisters and brotheSfacdé s presence had
reason she lingered on in Maine as long as she did. r8lef hea
men out west seeking wives and had been tempted to go to one
but she couldndét bear to be a
fate dictated the separation anyway, leaving her free to pursue he
own dreams for the first time in her life.

Slippingthe ad into her pocket, she hastened to the
restaurant so sleeuld start her work on time.

*k*

As soon as Mamgrrived home from work, she hung her
hat on the hatack in the entryway and noted that her parents
occupied the parlor. Her father sat is flavorite blue chair,
reading another book, while her mother worked on her knitting.
She often knitted clothes for her thotye grandchildren. The
house remained silent, as was often the case since her siblings le
to marry and have families of thevn.

Taking a deep breath, she stepped into the room, her
shoes seeming to echo on the hardwood floors, though the
pounding in her heart distracted her from the sound.

They looked at her as she shifted from one foot to the
other in front of them.

oMgr i s something on your
book and waited for her to speak.

| t 8 s n o WAfterchanding éiwm d@he .ad, she braced
herself so she could speak be
made an important decision. | am going to ememe of those
ads asking for a wife. | found one that is of particular interest
from a farmer in Nebraska, and from the sound of it, | believe he
and | wil/ make a good match. ¢
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Her father read the ad, handed it to her mother, and stared
at Mary asifse suddenly grew a secol
marry a stranger?6

She sat on the edge of the wooden chair, close to the open
window. Since she broke into a sweat under their intense stares
she was grateful for the breeze drifting into the small room.

Her mother loudly sighed and patted her graying brown
hair that was neatly tied bac

dare you sure this is a wise i
Her fathernodded hi s approval at
His frown deepened the wrinkles aroundtaig eyebrows.
Maryl i cked her | ips nervousl
relieved, 6 she softly admitte
urgency she wasnodt f a she hevex r \
di spl eased t hem. 0 As iarry me,s ,

and | know you worry about what will happen to me once you
die. o

oMary, this man could be
mother said.
o | plan to write him a | et
sponds, then 10611 k ng vwouldf  h «
ke to see the prairie. |  he
Her father made a shooing
have beautiful days in Maine. Every fall is witness to that fact
when the leaves change into spectacular colors. | defy Nebrask:
toholdacandl e to this state. o

re
I

ol d&m nineteen. No man has
| perceive that one wil/l if
|l want to get married and have

o0But what about | ove?060 her

O0Love i sfulWwomen Mother.ul understand why
men ignore me. Bhman posting this ads needgifa. This is
my best chance. I dondt exp

someone who can provide for me
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osStill, an arr ang eumevertmett o
may not be the best avenue to
she gave the ad back to her daughter.

Taking a deep breath, she stood up, clutching the ad in her

hand. 0l dm sorry but I am ol
without your approva. 6 The knot in her s
oLet your mot her and | di s
you. 0
Her fathero6s dismissal ang

she strode out of the room. Her hands trembled as she climbed
the narrow wooden staircasenh&s small bedroom that had once
belonged to her and Grace. The room happened to be above the
parlor and since the window was open, she could hear her parent:
as they talked. She sat on her springy thin mattress and stared ¢
the bare white wall so sheulcb detect their voices over the
chatter from people as they walked past the house.

o0 What i f t he man who wr ot e
mot her asked her father. OHe
A |l ong pause followed befo

could be a young man who wants a wife to tmetpwith his
farm. o6

oBut how can we know?o

oOWe candt , but we do know
practical and smart girl. Though she has a heart of gold, men
rarely look beyond appearances. You knowhhaw d we 0 v e
to find her someondut no one will talk to heorig enough to
get to know hed.

OSureby|w phuey of that 08s her
men mature, they learn the value of a good woman. Looks do
fade. 0

0OAnd how ol d dobewheethey reaizen

t his? Woul d you have her marrtr
ONebraska is far from here
again. We 6 | | be lucky i f she
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oMen out west who are in 1
answer to our prayerfe need to think of
Once this man gets to know her

OFirst we | ose Grace and n
the way her motherdds voice chec

oOoNow Abby d o yaongirl tosmeddlher w:
ause we were toc
S

|l ife alone bec
Her motherd sobs increase
shedll always be a baby to me.
0The youngest child is wusu

footsteps echoed on the floartee approached his wife. He most
likely knelt in front of her and rested his hand on her knee, as
Mary had often seen him do when he wished to comfort her.
0She wants to have babies of
have their franmiulrine?so. l sndt it

Seconds spanned to minutes that seemed to drag for what
seemed like an hour before her mother finally relented.

*kk

Mary experienced a mixture of feelings as she wrote her
response to the ad. Anticipation, hope andsityriaSurprisingly,
doubt was not a part of her swirling emotions. Deep down, she
felt that this was the best course of action for her to pursue.

She didndét know the best arfr
never met, so she decided to stick with the basics

Dear Neil Craftsman,

My name is Mary Peters, and | am a nineteen year old wor
has never married. Though | grew up in town, | am willing to adaj
living. | am competent in cooking and sewing, so | can make you
and clotheshalve helped the midwife deliver babies, so | can assist
the birth of your animals. | am not afraid of hard work, and you will
most dependable. | also come from a family of six brothers and fi
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| am confident your requésidfen will be fulfilled as well. May | asl
your age? If you wish to respond, please write to PO Box 54.

Sincerely,
Mary Peters

The next day, she left the house to send the letter. Her
heart raced with a sudden wave of fear that he tedul@rnot
to come. The wallo the post office seemed to be quicker than
usualand she stood in front of the small building, wondering if it
might be better to not answer the ad. Rejection from men who
saw her happened offtnut wha't i f hmgidi dn
her personality? But how much could he learn from her in a short
letter?

And what if he asked her to marry hirgr family would
mi ss her. She woul dndot share
glanced at the envelope in her shaking hands. dxapifell on
the white paper. Wiping the wet spot off the envelope, she
glanced at the cloudy sky. She should have brought an umbrella
Apparently, she wasnod6t thinki
the threatening storm.

Her mother had offered o with her, but she wanted to
do this by herself in case she chickened out at the last minute. Sh
could easily tell her parents she sent the letter and never got &
response. No one would be the wiser and she could continue to
live her life asshehadut o t hat point. W
dream that he said yes if she sent it rather than find a letter telling
her not to come?

Behind her, a child called out to her mother. She
recograed Bertha Lindsey with her twearold daughter.
Bertha stoppkin front of the bakery a couple of buildings down
from the post office. Looking up and seeing Mary, she waved.
The daughter waved as well.
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Mary smiled, noddeahd watchedhem as they entered
the store. Taking a deep breath, she turned her atteatioto
the letter | f I dondt send this,
husbah a child and anath#gon the wayMar y knew s h
need to fool herself into thinking Neil Craftsman would take one
look at her and fall in love with hee tlvay the men had fallen in
love with her sisters and Bertha. But he might be happy to have
her assistance on the faand perhaps, given time, he might be
content with her.

|l wondt know unless | try.

The decision made, she westde the post offide send
her letter.

*kk

A month passed and Mary fluctuated between running to
the post office and dragging her feet. What if he accepted? What
if he declined? Her stomach was a tangled mess, though she
managed to hide this fact from her family aadds. Then, on a
Tuesday, his response came.

She didnot dare open the |
hurried home, raced up the stairs and shut her bedroom door
behind her so she could have some privacy. Standing in the
middle of the room, she tookdaep breath to settle her nerves.
This was it. Her future hinged on the contents in a single
envelope No, thatds not true. | f
only other men werendt so congc

She carefully opened #rvelope and unfolded the paper.
Some money and a train ticket fell to the floor. Startled, she bent
to pick the items up. As she did so, it occurred to her that his
answer was yes. Her heart thumped loudly in her ears while she
eagerlyreadtheleies cont ent s.
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Mary,

| am thirty and grow wheat. | also manage a sizeable nu
cattle. You sound like anwdmawill suit me. Encloieel cket for
your trip to Nebraska and some money for anything you may neet
living here.

Nel Craftsman

Thrilled, sheurned toward her bedroom dodrhe dollar
bill stuck to her shoe reminded her that she needed to put the
ticket and money in a safe place. She shoved them under hel
mattress before she flew down the steps.

oMary, vema tionst og oytotu? 6 her
the kitchen. The woman looked startled as Mary entered the
room, her face flushed. o0 Why
over anything before. From tI
good news?0

ol t i g'h&d uMddr yt he | etter in
yes. I &1 | be | eaving in a wee

Her mother accepted the piece of paper and read it.

Mary gathered the ingredients to help her mother with the
pot roast she planned to make
train ticket and some money for anything | may need to buy
before | |l eave. 6 She set the
on the counter before she rea
hink of anything to buy. I
ot even sure what farm wives
I wonder what i fe wildl be |
esearch so | know what to exfy

Realizing that she was rambling, which she rarely did, she
stopped so her mother couldeak if she wished. Her smile
faltered when she saw that her mother kept her eyes on the letter
her mouth in a firm line.

10
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Feeling awkward, she put on her apron. She adjusted her
bun and wiped her hands on the apron when she noticed they
were clammy. fAaid to speak, for she suddenly realized that she
didndt want to know what her
the vegetables.

The early afternoon sunlight poured through the window,
giving her adequate lighting for her task, but the heat coming from
the oven caused sweat to cover her brow. The |ladire¢ze
bl owing into the kitchen didnt
in her face from the knowl edge

0So, you wi || |l eave next T
sounde distant.

Unsure of what to say, Mapent the next five minutes
adding slices of vegetables to the roast her mother settled into the
deep baking dish.

Mary | icked her | ips befor
wish to advise me on? Idowishtogemod wi f e for

The older woman sighed as she seasoned the meat.

oMary, are you sure you want t
oYes. Fatherds right. I
children. o
Af ter wh at seemed | i ke an

that you shold feel that way. Nevertheless, since this
arrangement is done without you having met him first, we should
buy you a return ticket. o6 She
with a lid and placed the dish into the oven. Taking a deep breath,
sheaskedy May | see the ticket? I
on the day you wil!/| arrive in
spend the night there. 6

Timidly fingering the string on her apron, she forced her
eyes on the woman st aronndgt etxhpi
this will work?06 The question

11
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OWe must be practical abou
words were firm, her posture resolute and imposing in the small
room.

Her joy deflated, she stiffly nodded andtwerget the
ticket

*%k %

On the dayshe left, her family gathered to see her off.
She hesitated knowing how to say godge. Shifting from one
foot to the other, she waited for the conductor to call for
passengers to board the train.

oWel | , t hi sr isaiidt ,ién hers dla
caref ul when youdre on the tr
know unless itds the conduct ol
instinct. o

oYour father is right, é her

seems like abad manjyoc ome r i ght back. 0

Not wishing to argue, she nodded her agreement.
However, she made up her mind, and she decided that should
Neil look at her and find her unsuitable for him, she would remain
in Omaha and find employment. Women could work as teachers
or governesses, and she did have experience cooking in &
restaurant. Options were available should marriage fail to be in
her future

oAl I aboard! 6 The conduct ol
small one room station.

oltds time for m e mile, quiclkdyo . 6
blinking back her tears. Her
oYou will write, wond6t you?-
oYes. I promise. 6 She cl

suddenly aware that she was nervous.
Clearing his throat, her fatherchelit his hand to her.

12



Eye of the Beholder

Surprised, since he didnot
she shook it.

Her mother also shook her [}

ol wi || . And thank vyou bo
shook so she refrained from saying amyttlse.

oAl I aboard! We depart i n
called.

oHave a good trip, o6 her brc

The others voiced their well wishes before she got on the
train.

Showing the conductor her ticket, she wiped her tears on
her crisp handkera&i She found her seat, noting the one next to
hers was emptyA new life. | can do the®king out the window,
she gave one last smile to her parents who had followed her to the
platform. The train pulled out of the statiand despite the
sorrow of leaving her family, her heart leapt with a sense of
adventure.

13
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Chapter Two

P

e
% &
Omaha, Nebraska

June 1874

Dave Larson pulled the brake on his wagon and tied the two

g e | dreim ¢goshi® seat. He hopped down to the ground, his
brown boots hitting the dirt road that served as one of the main
streets in Omaha. Taking off his brown hat, he used his sleeve to
wipe the sweat fromshforehead. He ruffled hdark blond hair

and set the hat back on his head. The sun beat down on him,
causing his gray eyes to squint. His light blue shirt and brown
pants felt sticky as sweat clung to his body.

He debated entering the mercantile but decided to check
the post office first. After verifying nothing important came, he
made his way pastveeal people, exchanging the usual
pleasantriesn the way to the mercantie He di dndt ¢
time dealing with anything but purchasing the food that would
give him something doable to eat for the next month. Though he
di dndt | i v ée pretemred o keeprhis viotsmo gt least

14
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once a mont h. He had a farm
his work.

He stepped into the mercantile and nodded at Ralph
Lindon who owned the place.

0Good t o s e e heyfiipwearold thimmaon . 6

with- a head full of shaggy whi't
bringsyouitot own t oday?56

o | have a minor emergency.

0Again?bé6

He grinned ruefully. ol |
organi zed?0

0Should | gatheou®déur usual

oNo. Il 81l just run througl
see into the basket. o

He chuckl ed oOYoudre a hor

ed.

Dave shrugged and began his haphazard quest for food.

Nei | Craftsman entered the
formybr i de! 0o

Dave dumbly stared at his neighbor who nodded a quick
greeting in his direction as he strode over to the counter next to
the cash register where Ralph stood.

0ls she the woman who answe

OYese caoSmes fr dmpledai ne, 6 Ne

Dave still couldndt believe
Dave didnot realize he wanted
town knew he was busy trying to sow his wild oats. Dave shook
his head. Perhaps the man realized that runningl axomhore
house wasnod6t the most product
that he had to send away for a wife since noesplcting
woman would marry him if she knew his past.

0So, youdre going to sett]l
Ralph inquired ashaccepted the money for the ring, looking as
shocked as Dave felt.

«Q

15
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0There comes a me in a m
responsibility for s future,

ol hope you plan to honor
makete m. 6 He handed Neil the cheé

00Oh, I intend to. After
time to get serious about having kids. Someone has to take ovel
my farm when | die. o

Dave watched as the grinning groom exited the store.
Glancing at Ralph,her sed an eyebr ow. 0L

oStranger things have happ
when people bring in their nev
but hear what goes on in t

00f course, you dondot a

Ral pehybess wi dened. ol
wrong thinking. I f i1 tds tr
gossip.o

0Sure. 6 He didnoét hide his
more of a |l oss cause than you
turned back to the items on the shelves. To his dismay, he
realized that he had selected the same items he usually bough
He wasndt the only one who not

o0lt looks I|like you got the
brought the basket to the counter.

Two other customers entered the store, preventing Dave
from defending himself. After all, a single man could only manage
SO0 many recipes. Since Ralph quickly rung up his order so he
could assist the old women with the sewing supplies, Dave was
sparedie ol der mands ribbing.

Exiting the place, he carrigte two boxes full of food
and settled them into the back of his wagon. With any luck, it
would get him through a month, though it was due to be #and.
wife who knew how to cook would be a blesemg¢hought as he
recall ed his motherodés tasty p
fruit salad.

16
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His stomach growled at the memory. He lost ten pounds
in the seven months he spent by himself on the farm. He
occasionally made ioteatagobd nieal h
but not as often as he wished.

Though Neil was the last person Dave looked to for
advice on anything to do to improve his life, he had to admit that
a wife was probably the smartest thing a man could do for
himself. He did need anothset of hands at the farm so
someone could share the burden with him. Not that he
considered farming to be a burden, but it would be easier to get
the chores done if he had a wife. He knew his next trip to Omaha
would involve posting an ad in the papeck east asking for a
wife. Plenty of men did it. He supposed he should too, especially
since he didndt know any avali
to get married.

As he got ready to jump onto his wagon, he looked toward
the station of the Union P&ciRailroad. The train was sitting on
the trackswaiting for people to either hop off or get on. He
wondered briefly which of the few women disembarking could be
Neil 6s intended from Mai ne.

He hesitated, his body turned to the wagon, wondering if
he $would satisfy his curiosity and see what type of woman
answered an ad in a newspaper. Would it give him an idea of
what to expect when one responded to his ad? Drumming his
fingers on the side of the wagon, he happened to spot Neil who
left the saloon,udckly tucking in his shirt.

He felt a rush of sorrow for the person Neil went to meet.
For all his talk about a wife
willing to give up the pleasures of the flesh. Disgusted, Dave
decided that she needed to be waaledit who she would be
marrying. He coul dnot stand
mistreat a woman the way Clyde had mistreated his sister.

17



Ruth Ann Nordin

Dave crossed the boardwalk and entered the airy room of
the train station. People milled about, stretchinglégsirand
asking directions to the nearest restaurant.

He bypassed the old women and a plump brunette with
child in tow as well as a pretty woman in the striking yellow dress.
None were Neilds type. For z
blond searching tter owd woul d be Neil 6s
gentleman snatched her away.

He inchedhis way through the crowdHe was tall enough
to look over the heads of most of the men and women, but still
short enough not to catlo much attention to himself.

He sarched the crowd, finally spotting Neil and a woman
in a hunter green dress over by the newspaper stand in the corne
of the room. Daveds eyes res
knew she didndt match up t o Ne
an amp bosom and nice hips.

The man running the newspaper stand looked
uncomfortable, standing as far away from the couple as the stanc
would allow him. Trying to be as unobtrusive as possible, Dave
wove through the crowd, determined to rescue her.

When he ealized that Neil was unhappy, he halted by the
stack of newspapers to his right. The man at the stand seemec
relieved to have someone nearby. Glancing at the man, he sav
the man shake his head.

0Thereds a fight brewing, 0
out of 1t i f | were you.©o

Interested, Dave turned his attention back to the unlikely
couple.

OMi ss Peters, 6 Neil began,
oyou are not what | expected. ¢

The woman paused for a moment as if considering her
words with great ar e . oYour ad asked
dependable woman who can provide you with children. | assure
you that |l dm not afraid of wol

18



Eye of the Beholder

for children, my mother has borne my father twelve of them,
myself included. | aable to do what you ask. | have in no way
mi sl ed you. o

o0 When I wrote that ad, I (
dondt doubt that you can worKk
children. But éo

Dave knew Neil well enough to realized the man was
flabbergasted. slhands waved about him and his mouth moved
but no sound came out. The woman looked no more pleased
than Neil, although she remained composed. There was a certair
dignity in the straightness of her back and the tilt of her §bad.
has inner strenggh $eder through the toughest of circubhstances.
thought impressed Dave.

O0But ?6 She iodnish eisdsenferoce. Wiheni |
hedi dnodt speBkt ywhe Isad da di f f e
in mind?5¢é

Nei | blinked and |Isdmodak gheits
enough to get you with chil d! ¢

Dave winced at the cruelty of the remark. Even if Miss
Peters was the ugliest woman alive, no one deserved that. He
expected the woman to burst into tears, but she did not.

She stood before Neiland ineavy cal m voi ce
| surmise that this arrangemer

oOYoudre right it wonodt, &6 Ne

Dave knew it irked the man to no end that she declared it
before he did.

oVery wel . I wondt troubl
haveyourmney back. 6 She handed h
neatly folded in her purse
y ou. The trip here is enough.
Neil grabbed the money with a huff and stomped away,
cussing under his breattoabt wo me n. ONext t

pretty wife, 6 he grumbled as
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notice him. He plopped his hat onto his head and stormed out of
the building.

Dave found this particular woman to be intriguing. She
maintained a quiet dity in the midst of adversitguch a woman
should not be overlobleedtepped around the stand and got his
first good | ook at her. She
men sought, but she wasndt ugl

She sat on the benclanals folded in her lap, head slightly
bowed. She looked as if she waited for someone to pick her up,
instead of enduring a torrid rejection. The only indicttain
Neil had disturbed her wtme fingernails digging into the palms
of her handsHe deteted freckles on the bridge of her big nose
and her rosy cheeks, which he found charmisdne neared, she
glanced up at him, her agua colored eyes wet with unshed tears
She blinked a few timetearing them.

He liked her eyes. They were a lovédy.co

Her fingers relaxed, her palms marked by tiny red

crescent s. OAm | i n your way?”
He smiled and shook his he:

the fact that youdre sitting ¢

arendt in anyoneds way. o

She looked suriged and he wondered if she had ever
received a kind word from the world of men. He suspected she
was eighteen or maybe a little older, and upon further inspection,
he noted a sweet look about her.

0Oh. Then you
moed away from the bench. ol
should get a newspaper anyway.

ol can buy one for you and

oWhy would you do that?o6

OWhy not? Youdre a strang
would only be fitting if someone veeted you to town. | notice
that Neil Craftsman did a | ous

wi s h to S i
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She sighed and smoothed her hands on her dark green
dress which matched her bonnet 0 Oh . You OVe
cheeks grew red as she stared at the beige travel bag by her feet.

0 | verbeard Neil giving up a decent woman. You know,

I coul dnot hel p but be 1 mpre:
yoursel f .o

She shrugged. ol figured,
favor . 6

OHe did you a bigger favor
youdr demtteh off without him.é
woul dndt happen, he no | onger
loose morals.

Shifting from one foot to the other, she returned his gaze
and said, 0l should get a pape

oMay | buy ikad. f or you?d6 he

She hesitated for a moment before digging a coin out of
her purse. 0This should cover

Sheds Hpbaadeprhishbasdipr ot est . 0T

necessary. After what you went through, it would be my pleasure
to show you that one @&n in Omaha knows how to welcome a
l ady. | 8l'l be back faster t he

Her eyebrows furrowed but he left before she could say
anything. He nodded a greeting to several people who strolled
through the station until he reached tha s@ling papers at the
stand.

oFelt sorry for her too?6
coin.

Dave raised an eyebrow. 0
l ines of respect and admirat:.
hold her own against the likes of NeilCmfma n . 6

Once he purchased a copy, he returned to her and handed
it to her, surprised that she was still standing.

oThank you, sir.o6 She accefj
you the space on the bench. ¢

21



Ruth Ann Nordin

OPl ease stay. I wi sasiertoo s
do that i f I d&dm sitting next t
across the room. 0o

A smal l smile turned the ¢
argue with that | ogic. 6

So she has a sense of iulmart 8 s nShecsat ddwo K |

and he sat Isede her, careful to keep a respectful distance
between them in case people talked.

oOoWhat is it you wish to di s

OMy name is Dave Larson. o

0Oh. |l &dm afraid | mi ssed
ti me. |l must be having one of

In more ways than lomereckoned as he recalled her
conversation with Neil. When he realized she was waiting for him
to continue, he cleared his ¢t
thing, Mi ss. .. ?6

Her eyes grew wide Mynamdid m
Mary Peters. 6

0 Mi ss Peters, the truth o
overheard you and Nei l tal ki n:
kind of woman who would make a man a good wife. Now, |
k n ow rangedtisat we tjust met this veay d  ylikely §or e
think Ibdtmwoaodbaeryt he kind of wo
for. Youdre Kkind, strong, an
hardwor ki ng and e ybemerotthex &dmieable |
qualitea s wel | . 6

She stared at him, as if noidehg her ears. Finally, she
shook her head. OSurely, the
more to your | iking.o

0OYoudd be wrong to assume
who are of childbearing age are already taken, too young, or &
relative. | need a wifét can be tough to keep up a farm without
hel p. I n fact, |l was trying t
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She gl anced at the paper r e

Mr . Larson. |l really am not v
He realized he neededittd another way to convince her

to marry him. ol dm forced t

Would you help me figure out what to say? | want to make sure |

have the right woman. Ther ed:

candt handl éefwahrami. 80 need on t
OAl right. |l can do that. o6

He searched his pockets.
didndt bring anything to write
She picked up the paper and sorted through it. Finding a

blank space on the paper, she tore it and handed ihti m. 0
have a pencil you can use. 060 SI
Giving it to him, she waited for him to begin.

He grinned at her. OYouodr e
the shirt off her back for a f

She blushed.

ol mheg ypyar don, madam. I d

sounded. | was quoting an expression my father uses. It means
that you help others out with
to ease her embarrassment, he motioned to the paper in his hand

oOWhat dworydssu figure wil!/ best
shy away from |ife on a farm?¢
0l 6ve never |ived on a farr
00Obviously, I need someone
dondt have much time to clean
dondt eat much besides jerky. ¢
She frowned. 0OA man needs
OExactly. -two bug lyburrb everythiwgeln t y
attempt to make. |l tds rather
who can cook and clean?d
She noddemb.r k oluft syadwr all d
energy, and youdll need a var.i
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o | do need some help with
Someti mes, I dondt get a-day u n d
and again past sundown. Can you imagine hownfiantzble
the poor ani mal I's during the
do it for me. I dondt mind s
sheds willing to | earn. o

oWhat type of farm do you c

o | grow corn and beanlsn, B

two geldings and a mare. The mare is due to foal in a week or
two. | would like help in the delivery in case something goes
wrong. Most of the time, mares deliver without assistance but you
never know until the birth is done. Do you think a wonauld

be willing to do that?é

She shrugged. ol dondt se:
hi story have helped deliver h
think an animal would be much

He appreciated her agreeability to learn new skills, even
when it was clear that she had
you come from?06

OFrom a small town in Mai

grocery store, and my brothers helped him with it. My sisters
married as soon as they turned sixteen or seventeen. dl at@rke
restaurant. o

OHow ol d are you?6

ONi neteen. 0

As he took another moment to examine her, he noted that
her eyes had the most amazing color. At times they looked greer
but at the moment, he swore they were blue. She certainly had ¢
lovely smile anstraight, white teeth. Her hair was braided under
her bonnet but several strands broke free, which he found
charming. Her frame was certainly pleasing to behold. She hac
curves everywhere a woman oug
understand why someoeel se hadnadt marri ec
loss was his gain, if he could get her to go with him to the judge.
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0 Y dudally help me out if you save me the time in
placing this ad and marry ée.

oYou may want someone who
at . o

0Theds nothing wrong with t

She seemed stunned by his &
thin.o

0Considering the intensity

days, a thin woman could easily get blown away. At least |
woul dndt have tt keepryaunsafeyfaneahe vy
property. o

She laughed.

He chuckled.She has anicelaagh.6d | i ke t o
my farm and make sure everyth
willing to be my wife, 1 &6d | ik

0ls therkelnm ynwr?d& o

oNo. |l dm all by mysel f .0

She glanced at the travel
serious, arendt you?bo

00f <course. However, if 'y
post the ad and hope youol |l a
outhere.l 6 d prkipthaarnd of usst marry Vyo

She nodded. OAl right. | ©

the farm. ¢

She definitely impressed him. He stood up and took her
l uggage. 0The courthouse s
Johnson. rothedieldasw ,mysd hedl | see

He led her to the wagon and placed her bag in it. He
looked over at her and found her missing. A quick scan of the
area notified him that she picked up a bonnet that had blown off a
i ttl e gi r Itherstharkedaher.and tied the bommet
back onto her daught ewhéatsvasiNeila d .
thinking when he let her go?

25



Ruth Ann Nordin

He stepped to the side of the wagam.l f youor ¢
willing to marry me, we can d
couthouse down the street.

She looked startled by his words.

ol dll take the fact that yc
wal k you to the building?d6 He
After a moment, she nodded
candt getnemarried al
ONeither can | . ltdés a g
smile wilened as she put her arm aroiscand walked with him
on the boardwal k. OHow | ong c
She moved aside to avoid running into a boy who fled
from one ofhisfre n d s . ONearly a week.

oWhat do you think of Omahe

oltds big, and there are a

0Overwhel ming?a6

OA little. The town | ¢ ame

oWel |, it ol |l be just us at
crowd. Of coursd, have a handf ul of r
great with, so you wondt be cc

olt hardly seems |ike bein
t hing. You strike me as an h
away from him as shedsa.

0l reckon that wedll get al

They reached the front entrance to the courthouse so he
opened the door for her. She thanked him and went into the
building. The thought flashed through his mind that her hips
would serve nicely to phts hands on during lovemaking. He
hadnoét considered that part of
he found that he coul dndt wai't

26



Eye of the Beholder

Chapter Three

5&1»@ é’g e,

& vg%ﬂ
% éﬁ

;;

Mary di dndt know wh dhtthiststaangérh i n

The old and faded blue shirt
his stong masculine appeal. His dark blond wavy hair reached
down to his coll ar, evidence
His new beard was rough and short, so he apparenttimedk
shaveat least once a week. His gaisyg and friendly demeanor
drew her to him, so obviously, she wanted to marry him.

But why would he want to marry her? Surely, the qualities

he mentioned that he | iked ab
atent i on. After all, di dnot m
same characteristicé’e s i mply dondt bel on
he i s handsome. Wh 'y hasnot h e

The courthouse was filled with activity. People scurried
around, dimng whatever it was they came there to do. Some
appeared happier than others, and a fat man who huffed by them
|l ooked annoyed. Apparentl vy, I
passed a young couple, the tired woman holding a newborn. The
man said a politgr eet i ng which they re
spun as much as it had in the train station from all the unfamiliar
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faces. She knew more people lived in Omaha than in her small
Maine town, but being swarmed by them unnerved her.

She sighed with relief @hDave held her arm to keep her
safe by his side. He led her to the front desk where a-agddle
skinny man with glasses read a book. The name plate on the
narrow wooden counter told her that his name was Harry Jones.

0Good afternoon,hebpr.youHo\
folded the page in his book before closing it and looked
expectantly at Dave.

0Good afternoon, Mr. Jones.
married, 6 Dave replied. ol s
brotherin-l a w. 6

The man @rm nsnuerde. t héel judge
He dug out several pieces of paper from a drawer under the
counter and handed them to Da
heds doing. Go ahead and fill

Dave turned to her andewinl
hitched soon enough. ¢

She anxiously wet her lower lip with the tip of her tongue.

0 Mr . Larson, are you hiding a

about ? Did you kill someone?§¢
He stopped writing on the paper in front of him and

| ooked at jhwesgt axKime yiofu I com
oPerhaps that didndt come

you are an eligible bachelor.
ol di d. Youdre standing i

of ten minutes. Of course, ithed gotten you to agree to my
proposal the first time | asked, then it would have been done in
t wo. O

She softly | aughed. oOoYou ¢
0OYou have a great | augh. I
be I ots of fun. o

He had a way of unnang her. No man had ever seemed
sincere about even talking to her unless he wanted to find out
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about other women. She hatpected that he would tell her he
was joking and leave but he returned his attention to the papers.
She felt selfonscious, stding next to him and not knowing
what to say.

She examined her surroundings with closer scrutiny than
neessary. She counted the starthe American flag, studied the
picture of the president, and counted the number of people
passing by the front doantil she got bored of that. She turned
her attention back to the counter, noting the title of the book
Harry had been reading. It seemed odd that such details shoulc
be of such interest to her when her entire life was about to
change.

| came here fachange. | expected to get married today
shoul dnoét be surprised to be |
not Mr. Larson.

Harry Jones returned with &
said hedd be delighted to marr

Dave siiled. 0 He probably wanhos t
| & m ma He handed dper the paperwork and pencil.

She gingerly held them in her hands. Glancing at him, she
asked, OAre you saying that 1
town?o

ONone thatdseidoimeg m&oa tr
There are plenty of men who know a good thing when they see it.
|l dm just glad | got you before

He had no idea how wrong he was, but she realized, with
surprise, he honestréectiorbhad beenv e «
soothed by Daveds kindness.
best wife she could possibly be for the wonderful man standing
next to her. She turned to the papers and filled them out.

Dave gently took her hsa n d
chamber where they would marry. She tried to swallow the
nervous lump in her throat, but her mouth was too dry to obey
her command. His hand felt warm and strong in her smaller,
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shaking one. When they were in the room, he turned to her and
smiled.

ohope this is as good as a

She struggled to respond but a wave of dizziness came
over her. Giving up on a normal voice, she simple nodded, aware
t hat he was stil]l hol ding her
No man as kindnd sincere as Dave Larson ever crossed her path
before.

Judge Johnson, a tall, slender man with neatly trimmed
brown hair and a mustache, brought in two vgitees . oDav
sl y deve drinnedya® he reachdd to shake his biiather
| awds hand.

Dave let go of her hand so he could oblige the older man.
oHel | o, Ri c k. This is Mary P
l ong. 6

She marveled that he could be so casual about getting
married. Her stomach flipped and flopped like crazy.

0Good oamfnt,ermadam, 6 Rick war
are Danny and Richard Smith.
event in case you decide to run off and leave poor Dave high and
dry out there on the farm.é

She realized he was joking since the other men chuckled.
She wondered if they laughed because they knew there was nc
way she would leave Dave, though he might leave her. After all,
he was too good looking for her.

0 NoRickp D a v e oMarg and Imare going to spend
the rest of our ¢giwvesbeéoget reh

How Dave could know that,
barely knew each other.

OHow did you two meet ?06 Dar

ol posted an ad for a brid
three replies | got, 6 Dave r es

Her jaw droppedtdis lie.
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OWhy didndét you tell us VYol
wondered.

He shrugged. ol f she did
embarrassing. This way, i tos

around. 6

His brothefin-law nodded and turned his attemtio the
VOWS.

She should thank Dagece he had just saved her from
humiliation. Though no one knew Neil had been the one who
sent for her, she was fortunate Dave happened to pass by, needin
a wife to help him at t lkredaf ar
marriage any other way, and she understood their marriage woulc
be a partnership. In exchange for his protection and home, she
would keep the house clean, care for him, and give him children.
Love, at least on his end, would not factor into thatieq, and
she was content with that.

The judgeds words interrup
Dave Larson, take Mary Peters to be your lawfully wedded wife
from this day forward, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in
health, for better or worse, forsekiall others, as long as you

both shall live?6
Dav e, who held her hand, w
bet | do, 6 which earned a coufrg

She realized that optimism and cheerfulness were his key
personality strengths. W&t or not he would enjoy her
company, she didnot know, but
near him was akin to stepping out into the warm sun after a long,
cold winterds night.

Rick Johnson turned to her
take Dave Larson tcebyour lawfully wedded husband from this
day forward, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, for
better or worse, forsaking all others, as long as you both shall
l'ive?6

0 | ¢&dhe said.
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The judge asked for the ring.
Dave glanced at her sheehil vy . ol knew |
somet hing. o

Rick shook his head. O0Youd¢
her . oDave has a tendency to

oltds true. I forgot to me

She shyly smil ed. have tard s
excellent memory.o

0This is why | chose her, o
married even though we donot

oHer e, Dave. 0 B peca of strmgthad e d
wast i ed in a circl | arge enoug
handed me this t

e
oday. l'tds a
wanted to give me You can w
do untilyoubupreab ne . 6

0l tds perfect, 6 she assurec

Dave slid the pink string on her finger and \yapnessed
his lips to hers for a simple kiss. No man kissed her before. Her
stomach fluttered and her lips tingled from the action. She
reminded herself that this was not a love relationship.

oOYou are now man and wife,
0Cornagt ul ati ons! 6 He patted Dayv
t hat your family wil!/l be wupse
gat hered together so they coul

oONonsense. Mary came in ol
take herouttdte f ar m wi t hout being |
oSally wild!@l insist on meet.
0Sallybés my big sister and
Looking back at Rick, he thanked him and took the marriage
certificate. OWedl | see you e
0lt was nice meeting you, r

She returned his smile and
could walk next to him on their way back to the wagon. Once he
helped her onto her seat, he untiedrévas. She clutched her

32



Eye of the Beholder

purse. Suddenly, sherdid t know what she w
him. Deep in her heart, she knew she was safe with him, but he
was still a stranger and she had never been good at making
conversatiomwith men
OAre you ready to go home,
The way he said her new naaweif he always called her
that, shocked her. She cleared her throat and shifted as he urge

the horses forward. She took
|l ied to the judge about how we
o0l thought that wversion wa:

better storytelling when the women in my family get together to
tal k. o
0Thank you f orboubMrtCraftsenénl i ng

promise that | wil/ be a good

ol have no doubt about t he
there. o

She had no idea halie impressed him but she figured it
di dndt matter. She straight
delivering a baby horse?b6

oWel I, my mare is due to f

Susanrta | bought her at an auction a year ago. She is three
years old ana@lready proving to be an excellent riding horse,
though the ogind owner di dndt t hink
when he sold her. 't was ¢t he
triple the price | paid for her. It just goes to show you that you
c an 0t a bpak ygite cover. Fortunately, my stallion took a
|l iking to her right off the b
another horse. o6 By the gleam i
Susannah.

oHave you delivered a foal

OA coupl e Yuawmodme of m

She nodded and, unable to think of anything else to say
for the moment, she turned her attention to the remaining
buildings as they left town. She noted that several people stoppec

33



Ruth Ann Nordin

to watch her and Dave as they passedMbyst likely, they are
wondering what he is doing wihengushed the thought aside
Whatever his reason, he married her knowing full well what she
looked like, so he already knew what he was getting himself into.

As the last house out of town slipped from view, she
notedher surroundings. The afternoon would soon give way to
evening, but the sun was brilliant in the sky, casting a warm yellow
glow over the gentle rolling hills that splashed an assortment of
greens that intrigued her. A peace settled in her heart as she
contemplated her future, and that peace was all she needed t
know that coming here wii® best thing she ever did for herself.

Daveds words interrupted h:¢
with my family on a wagon traimen | was twelve. My father
receivedl60 acres free and clear for establishing a haine an
working the land. It wasn years ago when | left New Y, dmit
| do recall that life was easier back dast.6 s not al wa
hered

OAre you trying to scare n
smie.

oONo. I meant what | said
favor by coming with me. I d
very | ittle money to my name
not what yamdr e twsedoto | i ke 1
tow n . Mine is made of sod. o

ol 61 1 be frank with you, M
and | dondt ghten or dissu

fri

running for the next train ri

thing coming. 6 Daeadsulready lodged itdelein wi

her heart, so if sleeping in a dirt house for the rest of her life

meant she could stay with him,
When they arrived on his property, she discovered that his

house wasnot tdotsocbanl y buil di nc
oBefore | came her e, I reac
but |l 6ve never seen one, 6 she

34



Eye of the Beholder

to a stop in front of the rectangular barn that was larger than the
house.

He hopped down from the wagon, went to e and
helped her down.

She approached the barn and touchedShe recalled
what she learned about sod buildinfise prairie grass and dirt
had been mixed together to form neatly stacked bricks that were
two feet high, one foot wide and six inchgh.hiA fine plaster
made of lime, sand and water covered the outer walls.

0Oltds sturdy, 6 she comment e

0The plaster is called stu
the rain and snow. Otherwise, it would turn into one muddy
mess. | do have to deal witleaking roof if it rains enough, but
I try to keep the roof i n goo
much. Some farmers carve out dwellings in the sides of the hill,
but the section of land | bought iafl . 6 He st ood
watching her.

ol stuhatptids building is practical out here on the
prairie. |l tds not lybrikkstopulds h
houses with.©o

She turned to examine her surroundings. To the north
and easstood tall grass though several trees dotted thedpadsc

He foll owed her gaze. 0 The
that direction. I made a pat
forth. The river is about a |
down so you candt s e ateriamndbdtheo m
there. 6 As an afterthought, h
fuel for the fire when | cook.

She nodded. She expected life out here to be drastically
di fferent from Mai ne, soyot hi s
have a place where you store t

oln the bucket i n the corne
need, but | dondt cook often.

jerky. 1 collect drinking water and put a barrel of it in here for the
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anmal s and one next to the hou
water to the house every day for you to use, and if you need more

say the word and |61 bring it
ol 611 do what | can to hel
tothe cornthatgrewtotleout h and west . 0
be flourishing. You manage t}
0l do the best | can. My f
and barn. ¢
She smiled. oltds amazing

take good care of your things.
Hesemed pleased by her anall
wor k. o

0This is a great place you
fix something for you to eat i

Hi s eyes grew wide. OSusal
have somefmd i n the wagon. I 61 | t
check on her. o

oCan | come along?é6

o0 Of course. 6 He grinned an
the barn.

She returned his smile. (
midwife deliver a couple of bablesi t  évér wached a horse
give birth.é Mary felt a mixt
by the prospect of witnessing a new life entering the world in the
next two weeks.

The first thing she noticed when she entered the barn was
the potent smell of manur&he subconsciously held her breath,
so she wouldndt cringe. Real i
the stench, she hoped that she would get used to it.

He opened the stall door and entered so he could check
the horse. o Hi t the morse on Beilback.n n &

Susannah neighed a greeting but kept her eyes trained or
Mary.
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ol't seems that sheds aware
mind shifting from the stink to the pregnant mare.
OAni mals are pretty smart.

quick Do n &idughwlo amagterafay s, t hey ol |
well enough. 6
OHow many animals do you he
He | ed Susannah out of t he
one cow, a stallion and a mar e

She subconsciously backed up as Susannatacieol
her. She detected a hint of amusement in his eyes from her timid
reaction to the | arge beast.
probably take me longer to adjust to them than it will for them to
adjust to me. o

OSusannahos Sahegewotulled nar eh. e
Do you want to touch her ?6

No, she didnodot, but she knt
to the animals, the easier the transition from city to farm living
would be, so she took a deep breath and braced herself for
anything the hoeswith the bulging belly might do. She reached
out and tapped the mareds neck

Susannah snorted, as if humored by her shaky fingers.

oWedl | get you more comfor
assured her. 0 We tsthltoar | o wsed .
golmgj t o take Susannah to the fi

She followed him to the field am@tched as he opened
the fence. Susannah, apparently used to the process, obedientl
went i n loakbdck asihelciogetl it. Msay the stallion
glance irher direction, and despite the fact that this was an animal
instead of a person, she turned away, feelingpsstious. Her
eyes drifted along the open field and she caught sight of a cow
chewing the grass in another gated area.

Dave returned to hero | o | | get the gel
after I show you the house.
keeps dry. My parents warned me that plaster would keep the
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place from getting dirty, but
worry about it until thedit st arted turning i
the walls now. 06 He chuckl ed.
the hard way, | suppose. 6

She followed him to the wagon and reached for her travel
bag.

ol can get that for you, 0 F

ol tds noatn hmeaanvayg.e . 6l ¢

ol know but 186d I|Iike to do

Startled because no man, besides her ,fdthdrever
carried anything for her, she

He took the travel bag and
Areyouready o see your new home?6

oYes. 0

As he wal ked beside her, h
a trunk? This bag doesnodt S
clothes. o

0Oh, I wasnot sure what to

necessities and a dress. | figured staduld wait and see what it
was like on a farm so | would know what type of dresses | need

out here.d She shrugged. o |
good excuse to do that. o
0Then 1061l I take you back t

you can get supes for that. If | had thought about it, | would
have taken you there after we
She paused, her feet three steps from the front wooden

door of the sod house. oHave
He stopped and s hoceloneltwhos h
didndt think to ask i f you ne:
anything, Il &m the one whods i
opened the door. oWel |l , this
How di d | l uck out i n marr

| 8 ve Realing thathé waited for her to enter, she quickly
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went over the threshold, aware that he followed her into the
dwelling.

She wasndt sure what to ex.
thing she noticed was the smell of dry earth. Sunlight poured
throudh two small windows, lighting the interior of the structure.
One window faced the barn and the other faced the grassy fields
that led to the river. The home consisted of a large room and a
small room. The large room served as a kitchen and a bedroom.
The small room, to the side of the bedroom, seemed to be a

storage r oom. The compl ete s
dining room and parlor, but tF
He set her bag on thedbe
0The mattress is aaded.of

brot her made the wardrobe. [
have plenty of room on this s
bed. ol donot have an extr a

can have mine. 0
ol f you have staowvelg | canl pdobably o t
sew a pillow for you. o
OActual l vy, I do have a cou
meaning to use as rags or bur

trash. o
She began to nod but stilled the motion to give him a
good | ook .i ngdo Aroe sycoaur et rnye agali
Perhaps he changed his mind about being married to her
since he got a chance to look at her inside his home and near the

mar it al bed. Neil 8ds wordédr et
slapped her in the face.
ONo, Osofttheepl i ed. OThleept r u

youbhishbeeamde
p for a woman.
ded through her
e wanted hestap brought a

expectingyu t o s
exactly a se
Relief flo

y
u

| oo
Just hearing him say that h
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newfound sense of devotion to the wonderful man who stood
next to her.

oMy ol d s
ottom of th
hem yet. o

She knelt down and examined th# sotton material.
Two of the three shirts needed to be mended and could easily be
worn again. The one that was beyond repair would do well for
the beginning of a pillow. The flour sack she spied next to the
shirts would hel ptatampkcare bDhe

ol &l I bring the boxes in wt

She went to perform the 1t a
her undergarments. It was silly to want to hide such things from
him since they were married, but she had just met hie
returned as soon as she placed her bag in the bottom of the
wardrobe.

ol have to warn you that t
for two people. 6 He set them c
She swlled to the kitchen and looked the window that
gaveheraviewoft he barn and cornfielc

she noted.

0l dm glad you think so.
window in the kitchen so my future wife could look outside while
she cooked. |l dm gl ad | foll ov

She turned to thisoxes and opened them up so she could
examine the contents. It seemed to contain little else but jerky,
though she noted a couple otitems. At least she spied a tiag
flour and baking soda on the kitchen shelf next to the window.
Above it was anoéhn shelf which held two weled pots, a pan, a
coffee pot, dishes, and utensils.

0The cookst ovemoiliosedtoit.er her ¢

Next to it was another table to lay things on.

ol do have some han
picked up two floursak t owel s . oT

hirts are over i n
e

b wardr obe. ol h
t

d t owe |
he bar

40



Eye of the Beholder

bathing are in the center of the wardrobe. Also, a wash copper,
washtub and mangle for | aundr:
have much else in there. Il st

She diwwhy talk ¢ chiddren should cause her to
benervoubut she coul dndt manage t
was natural that they would have children. There was more to
being married than sharing in the tasks of maintaining the farm.

0 Do y o usewte stbragé rodtnbe asked.

ol ol | check it out | ater .
started. o

ol candt wait to eat whate
better than what | wuswually put

ol 611 do my best . 6 She st
vegetables, and fruits from ¢t}
a fruit and vegetable garden?¢

o0No | started one but dic
up. o6

ol used to have one back i

going here. o

To her surprise, heested his hand on the small of her
back. His touch was gentle but firm. Warmth flooded through
her. The gesture spoke of familiarity and intimacy that came
naturally to a husband and wife. She swallowed the nervous lumg
i n her thr oat butbe&dedy awaveuof hisrsdftt
lips as he kissed her cheek. His scent reminded her of the
outdoors.

0l dm gl ad youdre here, d he
respond, he said, o0l should t:
me when supperisreadyd |l | be i n the barn

Struggling to clear her head, she watched as he ran out the
door and to the barn. Her trembling hands indicated her
apprehension over losing her virginity. She knew it was a
threshold that marri ed wwhaten
to expect. Part of her was curious while another part of her
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wished to flee. She took a deep breath and focused on making the
meal.
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Chapter Four

P

S
/. ol
G &y
N

After dinner, Dave showed Mary the dviedested garden next

to the hos e . ol know it needs a |
want to plant vegetables here?-

oYes. I enjoy gardening.o
weed. olt wonot take | ong be

how to can vegetables too so we can eat therhia  wi nt er
examined the property with a close eye, noting the lack of trees in

the i mmediate area surroundi ni
fruit trees?o
ol have an apple tree over

some apples for you. o
0 No . an do that when | need them. | notice you
bought some from the mercantil
He raised an eyebrow in her direction and wryly grinned.

ol bought them because they
prepare. l &dm still amazesd yo
had in the house and make a gr

Blushing at his compliment, she shrugged and focused on
straightening her dress. He had a way of unnerving her. No man
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had ever tal ked to her i n suc
simpledi sh. o

OAnd it tasted better t han
towards her and kissed her on
before she starts complaining,

OWi Il yohowtteadcd tmeat 26 She
tohim t hat she could be wuseful
marrying her.

oYou had a |l ong day. You
and rest. o

0l dm not tired. I spent t
down. It actually feels nice to get out and dome t hi ng, é
been curious about what far mer

He reached for her hand a

tell you no, but if you find that you need to lay down and rest,
hope you do. |l dondt want to
Pleased by his concern, shgly smiled at him. Her heart
fluttered when he turned to the barn, still holding her hand, and
walked close to her. The wind rustled the growing corn stalks,
masking the sound of their feet as they crunched the grass. The
clear evening sky showed aeguarter moon and stars ready to
emerge for the night. The remaining sunlight cast an orangish tint
on the buildings andnd, reminding her of her waliame after
a dayods work at the restaurar
washed over her, butonegnce i n Daveds dir
reminiscence with the joy of finding a man who seemed to
genuinely like being with her.
They arrived at the barn, and she noted that he had
returned the cow and horses to the bararbefupper, for they
all stood tattentionas soon as they strollddough the open
door. The unfamiliar odor of manure still assaulted her,senses
but she hardly noticed it since Davaes so close to her that their
shoulders touched. Letting go of her hand, he went to grab a pail
andstool.
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oOWould you Iike to try mi
approached the cow.
Clearing her throat, she n

overcome her fear of the task, she marched to the stall and sat or
the stool he offered her.

The cow di dmdher pseseacam though itmi
continued to eye her, as if it were studying her. She offered the
cow a hesitant smile, suddenly wondering how much animals
could decipher in what went on around them.

Kneeling beside her on the straw, he shoved the pail under

the cowds wudder. Aware that
forced her attention to her husband.

ol dl'l go first so you can
back and leanedwardst he c o w. 0These ar

to the long nipples hangingrh the udder.

She watched, haHpulsed and hdihscinated as he
squeezed the milk out of the cow. The sound of the liquid
squirted into the metal pail. His hands were quick and sure,
demonstrating that he had done this many times before.

Hestoppehnd asked, OAre you re

She wiped her clammy hands on her apron and lightly
wrapped them around the teats. The cow mooed, making her
wonder if the animal found her efforts amusing.

0OYou can use more pressure
her ear.

Ste jerked back out of habitsisck e wasndt us
so close tanother person.

ol promise | wondét bite, 6 |

Rel axing, the corners of he
been this cl| o®&ramanpforthatmatter. bef or

o 6l lyomeldp

With their arms touching and his haedslosinghers,
she could hardly concentrate on the matter at hand. He felt
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wonderful. Heheart fluttered in her chest. He applied pressure
on her hands arttie teats expelled more milk.
She | aughed.t hedo Todadest t hin
He chuckl ed. ol dondt =eve
recall my sister Jenny hated this chore so much that she exchange
chores with the rest of wus to
As he continued to work with her, sheeagdk, OHow m

siblings do you have?o6
ol have three brothers and
them soon enough. Theyodl | be

them | married you today. Try not to worry about meeting them.
Theydre great people. o

olvaael even siblings, six &

o0That must be a busy house.

0l dm t h esomppamrengse® tiving by themselves
again. I think they | ike the

oOProbably. 6

When she realized that he was staring at her, she blinked.
oWat 276 Did she say something w

oOYoudre milking her on your

Surprised, she looked down at her hands which had just
squirted more milk from the teats.

ol t |l ooks | i ke youdre more
t hought . dherBack, heuskitimgling from the action.

Understanding that he found her pleasing, her spirits
soared.

*k*

Nightfall chased away the shades of pinks and purples that
streaked the sky. As tired a
realized thamMary must be exhausted. She journeyed on a train,
made him the first tasty meal he had in two months loifiong
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light cleaning and milked a ¢amd put her things neatly away.
She amazed him.

He bathed in the river tto
and grime off of his body. He wished to be clean when he
approached her. Had he known that he was going to marry her
when he woke up that morning, he would have bathed and
dressed in his better clothes. He shrugged as he rubbed the lathe
all over highest and arms. The point was he struck gold when he
married her. He proceeded to wash his hair and finished rinsing
the rest of his body.

He didnodt understand what
her. He realized thatompared to the women Neil usually
associated with, she was unimpressive, but she possessed qualiti
that were endearing. She had curves where a woman ought tc
have curves. He suspected her flesh was soft and warm. He
wondered what she looked like under her clothes. The knowledge
that e would soon find out excited his ginaion. His pulse
raced with anticipation as he stepped onto the sandy river bank.

The night air felt cool against his wet skin as he dabbed it
with the towel. The lantern sitting on the smooth large rock gave
him enough light so he could shave. With the soap worked up to
a decent lather, he rubbed it over his jaw. Holding a small mirror
in one hand, he knelt by the river and washed the sharp blade
before he carefully shaved the blond whiskers from his face. He
went slowly so he could avoid cutting his tan skin, but he nicked
himself in a couple of places. He waited until the small cuts
stopped bleeding, washed them with the water and dried his face.

As eager as he was to consummate his marriage, he
wanted to lok his best, so he took his time in getting dressed in
his black trousers and green shirt which he only wore for special
occasions. To his recolthamct i
three times, not including Sundays at church. The fact that they
were bose on him served as another reminder that getting married
was the smartest thing he ever did. He picked up the mirror again
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and combed his wavy locks which were drying off nicely in the
cool breeze. When he coul dnot
ready to meet his bride, hdlexed his things and headedter
house.

*%k %

Mary anxiously sat on the bed, wearing nothing but a

white nightshirt. The candle resting on the kitchen table cast a
soft glow over the house which remained cool despitgaim

air outside. Though she struggled to concentrate on sewing the
new pillow together so Dave would have something to rest his
head on, every sound caused her to jerk straight up. He told her
that he would be back after taking a bath in the riveshéunad

no idea how long that would be. If she knew what to expect, her
nerves wouldnoét be on edge.
about the wedding night? The answer flashed itself in her mind
|l i ke a bolt of | i ght heartgnarry. He
That ds why her mother bought
refused to give her any insights into being a good wife.

If there was something Masya s n 0 t it was
knew that her parents feared that Neil would take one lbek at
and tell her to go home. And

been correct, even if her father remained hopeful. She blinked
back the tears in her eyes as she pulled the black thread throug
the flour sack that covered some cotton she found in dhe of
storage boxes. Maybe she worried over nothing. Perhaps Dave
would return and go to sleep without a single thought to
lovemaking.But how can he expect me to havdad i f he
relationsith me?

The door opened and she blushed as Knlew what she
had been thinkingMy goodnesise thought as her eyes greedily
drank in the sightofhimdHe 6 s t he best Hooki
had been handsome before, but when he dressed up and shavec
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he looked spectacular. She guilttiyrmed her attention to her
sewing

oYoudre making a pillow al
the door.

Speech failed her so she settled for nodding. Her heart
raced as he sauntered across the room to set his dirty clothes an
towel in a basket by the dinbe. He stood three feet from her
with his back turned to her while he put his shaving kit and
lantern on the small table. She detetitedsmell of soap
emanating from his body.

She dared a glance at his broad back, narrow hips, and
long legs. Ptang her finger with the needle, she returned her
attention back to herwordk. f | was t hinking
my thimble out of my sewing kit. But how can a woman think stra
sheds about to consummate her

ol t hougghtt byeout ono t i rsaidl t o
turning around to face her.

She coul dndt bring herself
the needle as she pull edaftert t |
we milked the cow, but after | washed up in the river, | got my
second wind. o

She unsuccessfully willed her racing heart to slow down.
Her feet shifted on the worn brown rug next to the bed. The
silence hanging in the room w
know what to say, nor did she have any idea as to was he
thinking. When he sat next to her, she poked her finger again.
Her hand reflexively pulled away from the source of the pain. She
rubbed her thumb and finger together to ease the discomfort.

o | can do without a pill ow
baely a whisper which only intensified his meaning.

Slightly shaking, she obediently laid the pillow in her lap.
She took a deep breath.

oMary, 6 he began, pl acing
one, 0since this marriage hap
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time before we...O0 He paused

Finally, he finished, oBefore
She dug her nails into the material in her free hand. Did

he dread the thought of making love to her like every other man

di d? Sshire how ® ansvet his question and the sting of
rejection prevented her from being able to vocalize any words.

He cleared his throat. ol
could just sleep in each other

Looking cautiously at him, she mandaged a s k , 0 WI
you want?6¢6

He offered a shy grin. ol
ready on a momentds notice.

your go ahead. ¢

An overwhelming feeling of relief coursed through her.
At least he could make lovehter without getting drunk. That
right there was a major improvement over the man she thought
she was going to spend tonight with.

ol 6ve never done this befol
a bit nervous. o

He softly chuckled. theBmhat

OYoudre nervous too?b6

oWel |, |l &m more eager than

Her face grew hot when he took the items out of her
hands and set them on the table next to his shaving kit. She
quickly wiped her sweaty palms on her nightshirt. This was it.
Soonhke woul dnot be a wvirgin.
tongue again. It seemed that her lips and mouth dried up
whenever he was near.

o Wi Il | it e a ¢4 blowyouat the candkd v & &
asked.

oYes. 6

While he went to perform the taske slippednder the
blanket onthe bed, her body stiff. As soon as the small house
was dark, she tensed. She closed her eyes and willed her tremblir
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to cease. Soon it would be over and then she would know what to
expect next time. She heard him shufflingatound c oul dn
what he was doing Taking a deep breath, she willed herself to
calm down. Only, her body refused to obey her silent command.
He took longer to get into bed than she thought he would,
and when he put his arms around her, she knevhaddelayed
him. His bare flesh felt warm. Shd had t expected
naked.

ol want to please you, 6 he
her ear. His hand found the nape of her neck and massaged it.

To her surprise, the atkvempl e
you do wi l |l be fine.d Since st
then he had to be the one to do it...whaiéwas.

oWell, then 1061l just play
dondt | i ke anything and 18l 1 s

Gulping, she nodded.

His full lips pressed lightly against hers, as if dekihgr
permission t@ontinue. She tentatively returned the kiss, finding
the kiss exciting and terrifying at the same time, for it was just a
prelude to the impending event that somehow seemed more
monumental than anything she had ever done in her entire life.
He kissed her again, this time using more pressure while he pullec
her closer to him. Even through the nightshirt, her breasts tingled
against his chest. The intimate embrace relaxed heorandfm
her tension subsided.

His mouth parted and, surprised, she also parted her
mouth. The invasion of his tongue as it found its way into her
waiting mouth pleased her. She could taste him and marveled tha
a kiss could be so potent. A low groarelpaudible to her ears,
came from deep in his throat as he pressed his arousal firmly
against her hip. Still holding her against him, his hand slid from
her neck to her shoulder and lower, traveling over her nightshirt
until it covered her right breast.
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She gasped with desire as he cupped her breast in his
palm. No one had touched her so intimately until that moment
and an unexpected thrill raced through her.

His mouth departed from hers. She was ready to squeak
in protest when she felt his lipsvéea trail of hot and wet kisses
from her cheek to her ear and down her neck. Her body softened
as his hand glided over the curve of her hip until it settled at her
thigh where her nightshirt ended. He found her bare leg and slid
his hand under the shiriHis hand was calloused from years of
working on the farm, but he stroked her with care.

He nudged her until she rolledmher back and he knelt
over her. Instinctively, her legs parted for him as he brought his
hand between en thighs so he couldeleher tender flesh.
Excitement coursed through her body as she eagerly waited for
what he would do next. The sensations he drew out of her were
new and delightful. His fingers played with the soft opening
before he tentatively inserted a finger into e moaned and
lifted her hips to deepen his entrance.

00Oh Mary, 6 he whispered ac
i magined you could feel so wor

Aware of an aching sensation spreading through her, she
shifted against him. She knew she needed swtetlease her
sudden pleasurable discomfort
knew was that when he withdrew his finger, she was slippery anc
easily accepted two fingers that sought to explore her.

She moved against him in response. Her body, steadily
increasing in the intensity of her newfound pleasure, was
demanding something happen, t|
something could possibly be. All she did know was that she
wanted to prolong the moment.

When he withdrew his fingers, her eyes riattepen to
see what stopped him. The feel of his thick arousal against her
opening alerted her to what he was going to do next and
instinctively, she tensed back up, so when he penetrated her
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virgind barrier, she wasnodot hsead)
arms and her legs tightened around him.

It stingshe realized.

0OAre you alright?o6 He sto
response.

His muscles were stiff from the effort he employed to halt
his movements, notifying her
on her behalf. Her heart warmed at the realization that he cared
for her welbeing. Though she was tempted to ask him to get out
of her, he was her husband and he had every right to come upon
her person this way. TtHirgsi. ¢ o L

Taking a deep breath to set
fine.6 Forcing herself to st
whatever he wanted.

His tongue swept across her lips until they parted for him.
Despite her anxiety, a wave of swestmashed over her as his
tongue found hers. She realized that, even while his arousal urge
him to rush things, he slowed down to ease her into the
consummation of their marriage. Wanting to give him pleasure
for his thoughtfulness, she urged him tdioaa.

As he moved inside her, the stinging senssitmedrom
her. Relief flooded through her, sending an instant message for
heranxious body to relaxA pleasant sensation gradually spread
through her as he increased the momentum of his thrudimg.
hands drifted down to her hips and held her firmly against him.

Wrapping her legs around his waist, she sighed, glad that
her initial reaction had been replaced by this satisfying experience
Her hands traced the muscles in his arms, intrigudtethatild
be gentle and strong at the same time. Closing her eyes, shi
concentrated on the new sensatimyoduced inside of her.

She could enjoy this. Lo
something to dread after all. Overjoyed, she eagerly returned his
kisses when he brought his mouth from her neck to her lips. His
body shuddered above her when he found his release. He pullec
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her tightly to him as if doing so intensified his gratification. His
breathing was heavy and his body covered in sweat apbectolla
on top of her.

She snuggled against him, atverethe male part of him
had softenedbut enjoying the feel of him still inside her, where
she felt an intimate connection with him.

After a few moments passed, he lifted himself on his
elbowssohecol d softly kiss her. oI

Opening her eyes, she sai
uncomfortable but t hat di dnodt
grateful for the darkness which hid her blushing at her confession.

He eased off of herand rolledt hi s si de. 0
| find great joy in you.©d

His voice, barely audible, sent a shiver of delight through
her as he held her in his arms. [@éasddm. Feeling sheltered
and warm, she smiled. Her husband was a gentle man, she
realized. I& closed her eyes and listened to the soothing rhythm
of his deep breathing
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Chapter Five

S
4 o
? S
@2 a3
“7“&’ %
5

Slnlight struck Daveds eyes al

avoid it but the soft body next to him stirred in protest.
Squinting, heopenédi s eyes and smil ed a
She was curled up next to hikothing he expeneed prepared

him for the ecstggshe found in bed with her. Ignoring the sun, he
studied her face, noting how peaceful she looked. He wondered
what dreams obd entice a faint smile on her rosy lips. He

blinked in surprise. Wasnot
shook his head. Obviously, his poor attention to detail misled
him on that observation. Her

It seemedbetter proportioned to her face. Her thick eyelashes
fluttered, and he suspected she might wake up but he was wrong.
Reaching up to her head, his fingers played with her frizzy
hair which reached the middle of her back. The tight curls sprang
back as smm as he released them. He chuckled. Given how
quickly she seemed to adjust to the sod house and milking a cow
he wasndt surprised that her
to remain unmoved by something new. She had a strong
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constitution and hadmired her for that. Living on the prairie
without the comforts of her home back east, she would need it.

He reluctantly turned his attention to the window. He
coul dnot recall the [ ast ti me
check on the mare and niilie cow before it got too late in the
morning. As he sat up, she murmured and wiggled closer to him.
After waking her up to make love to agairduring the night, he
was shocked that his body responded with an urgency for more.
Reminding himself thae had tht night to satisfy his desjree
stood up, quickly dressed and combed his hair.

He quietly left the house to feed the animals. One look at
the expectant cow notified him that she needed milking, so he
picked up his pail and obliged the ahivlteo seemed relieved
t hat he didnot make her wait
took the barrel he used for clean water, emptied it to get rid of the
bugs that landed in it and placed it on a cart so he could wheel it
to the river.

The morning seemdatighter than usual as he examined
the green hills in the distance. The view greeted him every
morning on his way to the river that snaked through his land.
Dave chose this particular section because of the view of the hills.
There was something calmiabout it, as if no matter how
complicated life got, everything worked out well in the end.

Though the day had just begun, the lack of wind and
shining sun revealed that the day would be a hot one. He
wondered if a storm was brewing. Sticky hot dayedde be
accompanied by nighti me t hunder st or ms.
see a cloud in sight. That ,
stay clear through the rest of the day or evening. The Nebraska
weather could change with little warning.

He filledthe barrel with the cool water and wheeled it to
the house where he dutifully filled a couple of buckets in the
kitchen as he did every morning. He smiled when he saw Mary
open her eyes.
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0Good morning, 6 he warmly ¢

She gasped and sat up. Thelesaanovement caused her
nightshirt to fall off her shoulder, revealing a glimpse of her
cleavage. Mesmerized by the sight, he paused as he dipped a cle
cup into one of the buckets.

o0l didndot realize | slept ¢
bed andurned her back to him so she could tuck the simelet
blanket neatly into place. The shately concealed her cute
bottom as she leaned over the mattress.

He debated flinging her back onto the bed and having his
way with her but res ¢hatankedes chis t h
attention. He muttered under his breath and forced his eyes off
of her curvy figure so his erection would go aNay.g ht c an ¢
soon enouble. gulped the cup of water and set it on the counter.

oWhat time i srtohi6 She wal k

His eyes fell to her bare feet. She seemed unconcerned
about walking on the dirt floor. He decided it was time to put
something on the floor to protect her feet. The small rug by the
bed wasndt enough.

oDave?6 She st oo dyesiarclear blugn t
sky color with hints of green spread throughout them. Her
expression was one of concern.

He took in the intoxicating aroma of their scents mixed
together that lingered on her skin. There was something primitive
and satisfying in knowgrhe chimed her as his own. Hmached
for her arms and gently pulled her to him. He lowered his head
and kissed her. He noted her hesitation. He pulled away from
her, trying to judge her reaction.

As if she understood his quizzical expression,aghe s
OYou surprised me. 6

He relaxed and smiled. 0 Ge
to kiss you often. ¢

This time when he bent to kiss her, she closed her eyes
and waited for him. He held her tightly to him and brought his
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lips to hers. She sighedldrought her hands to his shoulders.
When their kiss ended, he continued to hug her.

oYou must be hungry, 6 she
breakfast. o

He released her. ol was t
today so you can pick up better foods to cédob. m gue s si
jerky isndt your first choice.

0You guessed right. Wi | |
back?a6

oNo. I got the necessary

beans donot require me ,tamd wa
Susannah woleast anotiieoveeék. Besides, yot might
want to pick up some material to make dresses or even some
pants. 6
oPant s?60
0Some farm work may be easi
t €

about a dress. And | coul d
familiarwih t hat al ready. ¢

oONo. | 6ve never ridden one

ol dondt have a side saddl
i ke a man. The pants will
anything you want to buy for this place, feel free. It could use a
wo matnddwsch now that one | ives h

She turned her attention t
didndt mean to sleep so | ate.

OYou needed to rest after
here. 6 He ki ssheedadt. he otYoopu 6o fe

yoursel f. | t 6 He gldnced guththie window. b e
The sunlight poured across th:
Lewis and Clark hitched up to

She shot him a questioning look.

0OThose argeltdhemgswoOd he i nf
nephew named them after he learned about the explorers who
traveled out west. o
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She seemed amused. OAt | e ¢
in school . o
Grinning, he turned to the

candtowhaste what el se you can

He noticed her blush as she grabbed a skillet from the
shelf. His heart warmed at the sight of her cooking in their
kitchen. Before, the house had been a place to sleep. Now it felt
like an actual home. Happy, he egethe door to go to the
barn.

*k %

Two hours later, they arrived at the mercantile in town.
Maryds white bonnet pbubherbleet e d
dress was made of thick material that made her break into a swea
She figured a thinner fabwould be better for this weather. The
two dresses she brought with her were better suited for winter.

He helped her down from the wagon. She blushed as he
led her to the entrance of the store with his hand placed on her
elbow. It would take some tinbefore she got used to his
closeness and affection. A quick view of the store revealed that
she could buy all the items she needed from this place

0Good morning, taged snannsmifed t h
from behind the counter.

0Good mdaenly ungg!'hér to walk beside him,
they closed the gap to the owner, their shoes clicking on the wood
floor . oYesterday, Il got hitc
and she answered it, so | went to meet her when she hopped off
the train. Mary, thisisRalph ndon . 06

ONi cee eto y ou, dnkistegebrows raikee ins a
interest.

OHel l o, 0 she replied.
ol t hought Craftsman was t
yesterday, 6 Ral ph stated, | ear
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She shifted awkwardly as he glancddabder.

ol forgot to mention that
come in on the train as well, ¢

Ral ph gave him a startled |
mention something |ike that?¢6

He sheepishly shrugged. C
runnng out of food and all . o

0ltds amazing you managed
The man shook his head before
can help him remember things. This boy needs all the help he car

get . 0
Rel axing, she sam.&d. ol 8l
00Oh, I should buy you a we
di splay case featuring jewelr

best ?0

Pleased that he wished to do that, she scanned the
selection of necklaces, braceletsrimmgd. Focusing on tlgeld
band with various sizes of diamonds on them, shéeddo the
onewithasimplgol d band. $ practicality ofl d n
buying one with @iamond, though women in Maine seemed
especially impressed with them. If she had learned nothing else
from he short time on the farm, she understood that a diamond
that stuck out of the ring could snag onto other things and
prevent her from getting her work done. Besides, she wanted to
be with Dave, whether she had a ring or not.

o0lt | ooksyoursdlk e ywadwmngea , 6 Ra
as he took the ring from the display case and handed it to him.
oOYoudd be surprised at the spe

oOYou would be surprisede at
smiled at her as he slipped the andher finger olt | oc
right. 6 Turning to Ralph, he g

She examined the lovely piece of jewelry, aware oflits soli
cool presence on her finger.
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The small bell rey & the door openedThree womera
petite redhead and two blené@ntered the storéheir heads
bowed together as if sharing a secret. As the door closed, the
group erupted into a fit of giggles.

0Good day, | adies, 6 Ral ph c
The curvaceous redhead | oo
Mr . Li ndon. k Wadbblund akier sat .1060 ¢

friends, she whispered something that caused them to engage ir
another bout of laughter. They made their way to the window by
the store and bent over the figurines.

oWhat did 1 t elolDavg, bisviéewR a l |
so the womewwoul dndét over hear hi m.
they do make me money, so | wc

Dave groaned. ol swear, \
sisters put together. o

oWel I, while youdre here,
expect to pafor so many bushels of your corn come harvest
ti me. Care to check it out?éd

0ltds good to be prepared f
Dave joked. Turning to her h
in this. Al right ?6 Hewaponth& e d

floor by the counter and handed it to her.

She accepted it and began her search of the items on the
shelves, realizing the three women watched her. Her cheeks grey
hot but she struggled to ignore them as she grabbed flour,
cornmeal, and saltShe managed to find a section in the store
with a protruding wall thahe could hide behind. She wished
they would go back to talking about whatever they found
humorousvhen they entered the place.

As she spied other food items of interest, sheek&hat
shopping for her husband was &
present him with a homemade apple pie that people back in Maine
often complimented her on. With all the apples he bought and
the apple trees on their property, she could make ridmgno
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She wanted to do what she could to please him since he had
shown her great kindness.

When the bell rang again, she peered around the corner of
the walll . She coul dndt see t
three chatty women strolling pastwhedow, so she knew they
left the store. Why they found her interesting enough to examine,
she didndt know. A couple of
the sight of her. Returning to the shelf in front of her, she
decided that sheShekiddndtatvhert b
because they didndt recogni ze
enjoying her newfound relationship with her husband.

She paused as she considered sending a letter to her
parents and Grace so they knew that she made it sdiely to
destination and did, in fact, marry after all. She decided to ask
Dave if he would take her to the post office before leaving town.

Making her way to the back of the store, her eyes rested
on two tables that held an assortment of colored fabricshtha
could sew into clothes. She touched them to determine their
guality and texture. Grace once told her that wearing blues and
greens brought out the colors in her eyes. Furrowing her
eyebrows, she tried to decide if she should stick with her usual
solid colors or choose a pattern. She wondered what Dave liked.
Do men even notice the designs on a dress?| Rrdbdbly moe a r
want.She mentally summed up the cost for two dresses, a pair of
pants and a shirt.

OYouodore stildl here?6

The manwho spoke caused her spine to stiffen. She
di dnot have to | ook at Nei | t
woul dndt show her hurt over b
his. o Of cour se, | dm still h
i fe. o6

He stad before her, five inches taller than her. His
trimmed brown hair, neatly combed under his black hat,
complimented his dark brown eyes, and he dressed in a new blug
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shirt and black pants. Though he appeared attractive, she

remained unaffected by hisko® . Il n fact, she
appealing when she first met him. He seemed too imposing,
t hough she wouldndt | et hHem de¢
bothers me and it has nothing to do with the way he talks to me.
He shook his head and shrugged oI admi t
surprised. | expected you to
OYou expected wrong. O
OWhatever wil/ you do to st
Naturally, he coul dndt | mac
to marry her. She understood the insult for wihatas but
refused to |l et it upset her.
fully capable of taking care c
0So it woul d seem. 06 He mot
food. Sighing, as if the weight of the world rested on his
shoulders, he contiaud . ol am responsi bl
ltds only fair that | offer vy

find a job. 6

Biting back a sarcastic re
fine. There is no need for yc

Relief washed over his face

Disgusted, she picked up the basket and turned to leave.

To her shock, he held wup I
Peters,d he quickly began, oir
| would ask one small favor. 6

The last thing she felt like doing waanting this rude
man a favor. However, she detected a weakness in him that
prompted her mercy. Taking a deep breath, she nodded and
waited for him to speak.

OPeople may not l ook wel |l
marry you. Will you simply tell them @t came here seeking
empl oyment ?0

Had he not criticized her at the train station and in this
stor e, a bitter knot woul dnot
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0Thereds no need to 1|ie, N
corner of the aisle. He wrapped an arm arounavdist and
pulled her close to his side.

She gladiyeblned against him for support.

0She came for mélpldcedsaaadkin c o
the paper asking for a wife and she was the best reply | got from
the three women who responded. Ifyouaskime,t ked ou't

Clearly taken off guard, Ne
to the other. 0So, youdre mar

oJudge Johnson married us
station yesterday. 6

A |Tight of understanding |
congratulatons are in order. ¢

Ralph appeared and smiled widely at his three unsettled
cust omer s. ol t hought I hea

Craftsman, did you know Larson placed an ad for a wife too?
What a coincidence that she came on the same day your womat
was due to come in! Speaking of which, are you a responsible
married man now?o0

Nei | of fered Ralph a regre
never showed up. o6

The owner shook his head.
Maybe the next one will work ¢

oYels.should head over to th

OArendt you going to buy ar

ORi ght . Yes. I 61 | come b
didndédt glance in her or Davebd
hat to Ralph and rushed out the front door.

She exhaled. Her encounter with him unnerved her.
Dave magically appeared out of nowhere and rescued her once
again. She had heard tales of knights in shining armor coming to
the aid of a damsel in distress, and this man standing solidly nex
to her fufilled all of her dreams of such a nobleman. She felt like
a wilted flower next to him.
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Dave turned to Ralph and m
wi | | be buying some of these.
oDiadu ypick out the ones you wa

Breaking out of her thoughts, she selected the cloths that
appealed to her. When she was done, she asked if she could ser
her parents and sister a | ett
He agreed, and once they pasgu the items, he took her to the
post office.

*%k %

On their way out of the post office, a woman in her late
twenties, holding a young boy¢

ol shoul d have expected t
encounter with Neil left himinasouood and t hi s
Turning to his new wife, he warnédMy f ami | yd6s go
around you now that they know

0Shame on you, Davi d, for
expecting arbi de, 6 t he bl pulledbackintola | ¢
braid saidas &e rushed over to them. A feygarold blond
haired boy struggled to keep up with her. The womdeds
war mly at Madrsy .ol delrédmiBawird S
Judge Johnson. o

0Guess how she found @dt a
Mary.

0ltds a pleasure to meet r
Mary and widely smiled at her.

0ltds nice to meet you too,
0This is Greg. 6 Sally nudge
0Good day, madam, 6 the boy

She smiled andidaello in return.
Dave stepped aside so an elderly couple coulthgamss
Mary backed up to the wall of the post office building, and the
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rest of the group followed suit so they could be out of the other
pedestriansd way.

oWel |, y ou ¢ d mé aver withwadeatlken o c
when Rick told me what happen:
a good thing my husband keeps
on or el se David would have foc
0l dm sure waki ng mampng woeld t t

h my memory, 6 he insert
was so he didnot take offense

oPerhaps, 6 she consented.
you by my house yesterday before you left town. | only live two
blocks from e courthouse. We could havenk coffee or had
a snack. o

0She just got through a | o
rest, 6 he replied.

oDid you gframwmau®p SDal lay as k.
him.

oONo. I grew up in a small
worked at a restaurant. o

oWonderful! 6 She cl apped h
to get together for the cooking contest. Maureen Brown and her
friends win every year, and Je

ol &l I be happy to do what |

He groanedbud enaigh so his sister would hear hipe
knew hedd have to share his w
would be delayed as long as possible. That, unfortunately, wa:s
looking to be an impossible task.

Sally waved her hand at him and looked at a bewildered

Mar y. OAnyway, | am so excit:

she didnét come for a walk wi

you. We 6 | | al | be | i ke sister

chest. 0 i1y of amg.ds Wa
I

and nea

How s
rly jumped up and down
you. I f David

married you, tF
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Mary Dbl ushed. ol am | ooki
you and Jenny. 0O

oDid he tell you teebrosuty ehti?so

OA little bit.o

oWell, there are six of wus
girl s. From ol dest to younge

Jenny and Joel. Richard, Tom, and | are married. You should set
some pictures soyou can placeaw®e s wi t h our nz¢

He slid his arm around Ma
pulled her closer to him, as if doing so would prevent his sister
from hauling her off to her het
settle into her life here first. She justgotlre yest er day

00Of course.o6 The blond nod
you two are newlyweds. Surely

He breathed a sigh of relief.

0So, when will you bring h

and Pads far m?6
He glanced at Mawho peered questingly at him His
breath caught in his throat at the alluring sight she presented.
oDavi d?6

Sallyds voice brought his i
hand. 6 Oh , uh. .. A month ought to
Mary?o6

0Thaitnd ,s6 fshe agreed.

OA whole month?d6 Sally gro
everyone mad with curiosity at

oYoudl I get to see her at
her.

She reluctantly nodded. 0
Who knewyoucoukbe sel fi sh?06

oWel I , I married her. 6

0The baking contest i's in

spare her for one day so she ¢
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He glancedatMansal | yds ri ght . |t
all to myself the entire &@sided the sooner she gets acquainted to t
' i fe, theoDapyadwrwasrhte 6tld Ibesl.p

o0l do enjoy cooking, but if
should be there. 6

ol dm sure | can survive one

oWonderfuléd. Sadbl §l lchket vy
the farm. o he pulled Mary aw

S
warm hug. 0ol candét wait to te
0

Tuesday. I 61 | be by to pick 'y
Mary nodded and they said gbgé to his ister who
took Gregds hand and | ed himt

Dave | ooked at his wife an

close with my sisters. o
0She seems nice. o
oDo you need to get anythir
oNo. |l dm ready to go home.
He noddedand waited for two men to pass thbefore
leading her to the wagon.

68



Eye of the Beholder

Chapter Six

P

S
A ol
W, 43
)

On Sunday, Dave noticed that Mary wore her best dress which

happened to be the same one she arrived to Omaha in. He alsc
wore his best clothes. Understagdhat she was nervous on
their way to town, he pulled her close to him to reassure her that
he would be with her.
As they arrived in town, he gave her a brief description of
his family so she woul dndot be
0 My o Irathers Richabd, is thirty. He works in
construction and lives in town. He is married to Amanda, and
they have three children, eigbarold twin boys and a fiwear
ol d girl. Then thereds Sally
seven and is mamli¢o Rick Johnson, the judge. They have Greg,
the fouryearold. Tom is twentfive and is married to Jessica.
They have two girls, ages four and two, drabg on the way.
They work the farm right nextt our s . Of cour s
He winked ah e r . OMy vyounger sister
twoyearol d Jer emy. Then thereds
ol hope | can remember al/l
against him and adjusted her bonnet.
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00Oh, a f t tegethemvveith eyeryiona couple of
ti mes, it ol |l come together.
will be less intimidating. At least, this will ease you into it. Then,
when we go to build my parent ¢

and faces. 0 He gublp headk bmeawtithinh e
minutes of the final hymn so | can get back to work, but would

you |l i ke to stick around | onge
oONo. | 6d rather go home s
| doubt that 1611 be what they

OProbably not.ett¥Yaocudl IHeb ek
cheek. Before she could respond, he parked the wagon in the
large church yard. Most of the people stood outside the brick
buil ding, tal king and | aughi
bombardment of my family whool

Shetook a deep breath and nodded.

He did admire her ability to confront newadibns with
surprising ease sinksehe di dndt show her a
After grabbing their Bible, he helped her down from the wagon
and smiled at haenrto. sbw youAosf tomyx c i t

relatives, I confess that | I

affectionate with you in publ.
Her eyes grew wide. oYou v
His eyebrows furrowed. That was an odd iguest

oOSur e. Youdbre my wife and 186

want to show you off?6

She blushed, staratithe ground and shrugged.

Giving her a quick kiss on
with you, Mary. o

She slipped her hand throubé crod of his arm.

Sally ran over to them, nearly dragging her husband and
son with her. 0l dm gl ad you ¢

OWe are going to go home wl
my month with her to mysel f,
olMw are you doing, squirt?d6 he
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o0You wondét stay for the pot

oSally, 6 Rick gently insert
odondt you remember what it w
them time so they canjewy being al one for
Daveds hand and grinned at th
again.dé6 He nodded to Mary.

Sally glanced over her S h
across the lawn, swerving around two groups of people who
mingled befre the service.

Ri ck chuckl ed. oOoYouol I ha
excited about you, Mary. o
OA |ittle?d6 Dave rolled hi s

Sally and Jenny made their way over to them. Jenny held
the hand of her twygearold son.

Dave sourly noted thag\sral people stepped away from
Jenny as if being in her presence would pollute them. He
suddenly wondered i f he shoul
lack of a husband.

0Good mor nJlennyg greetigabviguslydglad to

meet hersisten-l aw.|l | o,HeDave. o6
He smiled 0Good morning, Jenny
OYou have a new aunt, 6 Jent
Mary. o
ol see Richard and Amanda ¢

hand and urged her away from Dave.

oWhat ar e vy o ukeddamnoyed thai hehadv e
to fight his sisteto hold onto hiswvife. He knew Salbould be
pushy but this was ridiculous!

ORi chard and Amanda ar e e

argued, not | etting go of Mar
hand. introdueeaher to theno before the service is over
and you haul her home. 0
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Mary, who looked overwhelmed, assured Dave that it was
alright with her, so he let her go. Jenny and Jeremy followed
them.

He sighed.

Rick laughedo | & I | retr iyowvhbeforgthur
service begins. o

OFrom the way Sallyds acti

her offofher . 6 He examined his sur
Jessica here?b6

oONo. I havendt seen t hem.

They waved the midebged coup over.

OWhereds Joel 2?6 Dave asked
picked Greg up and hugged him.

OHe stayed on the farm to |

our house, 6 his father repl i e
unt il i t 06 s g oskiechurch mday so heochndtaken i
care of it.o

His mothers hi ver ed. OA rodent
house. The Lord wild/ under st
set a giggling Greg down and
married on Wesdnyeosudra yw.i f eWhdéer e 0

oSally went al | t he way t
Ma r Ppaveéasked.

o0No. I paid her a visit t
saw her .o

o0Sally took her i nto the
Amanda. 6

owel I, I t hi nk 11tédlsl oinnltyr ordi
wel come her to the family. o6 S
hol ding Gregds hand.

Hi s father grinned. ol h a
excited t o hear y ou marri ed
grandchildren. o

oWel |, Maomgnds a f i ne
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ol 611 have to give the wom
make my introductions. | donc
oOWhere are T ®awewonddredl essi ca?”
00Oh, t h e i got sidkasa they thadrtcs stay home
t o d aiyfatier rglied.

The church bell rang, announcing that the service would
soon begin so they entered the church. Once Dave spotted Mary
surrounded by Sally, Jenny, Amanda and more women and
children, he shoved his way through the group, took her hand and
led her tohis usual spot which was, thankfully, away from his
siblings.

oWhat do you think of my f:&
the wooden pew.

0They are very nice, 60 Mary
their attention.

ol have to admi &shopimatd belthé m
one to introduce you but Sall

oOYou have nothing to be |e

That 6s wh aHe krew dis faniily wokild be
interested in getting to know
minute that they would hoty af her attention.

They stood up to sing a coupfengmns before Minister
Greenestood up to give his sermon. Dave was secretly relieved
that after the service, he could take Mary back out to his home
and be alone with her.

y

*k*

Three days later aeftsupper, Susannah was ready to foal.
Dave had set the other animals in the pasture so he could
concentrate on the mare. He inspected her in the stall with a
strange feeling of apprehension. Her water broke as she laid
down on the clean straw, but theh slowed once a hoof poked
through. Twenty agonizing minutes passed without further
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progress. He shook his head and examined the irritated mare tha
grunted and snorted while she struggled to push her foal from her
belly. He took off his shirt so keuld wash his arms up to his
elbows with the soap and clean water in a bucket waiting for him
by the stall.

Mary ran into the barn, her expression controlled in the

mi dst of the stressful situat
you. 0
OHol d mnubott hel ask for the

She nodded and stayed back while he rushed to the mare
and knelt before her. His attempt to walk Susannah around so the
foal would slide back into the womb and reposition itself failed, so
he needed to intervene. Thankfullyvlet through this with his
fatherds mares, so he knew whe

OEasy, Susannah, 6 he soft]
0l 6m going to help you.6d

The horse snorted her reply.

His hand foll owed the foal
making hisarrs | i ppery as he kept his
belly and braced his knees on the ground so he stayed in place. A
least the hoof out of the womb was a front hoof. He sought out
the other front hoof which was bent to its chest. He grabbed it,
the musd@s in hisarm and back straining asphaled the hoof
towards the mareds hind hoove:
to the birth canal.

Susannah neighed and jerked her head to look at him.

oYour babe wildl be out soor

Turning to May, who silently watched them, he asked for
one of the towels which she handed to him. The two slippery
hooves were safely out of the birth canal, so he took the towel and
grabbed t hem. He pull ed them
straining against thesight of the animal that struggled to get out
of the womb. When the shoulders and head appeared, he decidet
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to see if the foal would progress without further help. He backed
up and stood next to Mary so he could give the two animals space

Tohisree f , the foal s upper bc
stopped when its hips were at the threshold of entering the world.
o0Do you need to pull it out
He gl anced at her. ol don
restingforamoment. Biri ng can be a | engt

She nodded and waited expectantly beside him, her hands
clenching the second clean towel as she stared at the mare an
foal.

Before | ong, the foal ds hi.
ani mal rest ed ay &atsfisd he iretusied oo t
the bucket of water and dipped the soap into it.

0OTheyodl | |l ay |'i ke that for
he rubbed the soap in his hands.

ol must admit that it was |
smiled at the twodnses.

OWould you I|Iike to name t he

OReal l y?6 Her eyes turned i

He nodded.

0l 6d have to think of a go
on Susannah?éd

oJenny named her. |l &m no ¢
After working up a good lathéhe spread it on his arms and
chest.

ol &l I have to think of one
stall, she smil ed. 0ltds not
birth. Every birth I d6ve been

OYou have to swomkngsesubi ath

She shook her head, seemin
know, | have seen the midwife stick her hand up there to help
rotate the baby so it comes o0l
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He cringed, not wishing to imagine an entire hand in that
area ofs abowynandHe quickly rir

sorry | jested. 6

She laughed and rubbed a towel over his arms and chest to
dry him off. oOWhat | meant we
with her foal. l'tds the same
the pain and | ength of t he |

babies. 6

Smiling, he enjoyed the way she fussed over him, making
sure she wiped all of the water off of him before she put his shirt
on. oYouddl I have your turn, 6

She pausedghfingers on his buttons.

By the pretty shade of pink that rose in her cheeks, he
realized he caught her off guard. His hand cupped the side of her
face, his thumb caressing her
mot her , Mary. o

Her eyes met his and heeited the unshed tears there.

oDid I say something wrong?~
bl inked and shook her
| 3d be a mother. I n
hard to explain. o6 When
e.m halppy her e, Dave. o
Glad to hear that, he wrapped his arms around her and
pressed his lips firmly against hers. He could feel her heart
beating with his. He now fully understood the meaning of two
lives becoming one when a couple married.

The mare righed, and they turndiaeir attention back to
the animals. Susannah stood up. The foal stumbled but followed

suit. The umbilical cord br ok
0They got it from here, 6 he
buttoned his shirt foriim.
ol d&m glad | was here to wat

His arms felt empty when she went to pick up the bucket
and dumped the dirty water in the grass outside the barn.
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He retrieved the used towels from the ground and gave
them to her. She plopped both into the buakdtpicked up the

bar of soap
ol would |ike to wash these
OAl right, éd he said. ol 61 |
She paused in the entryway

of fresh water and some cut up apples and oranges on the kitcher
table. | thought you might want a snack after all the work you
did. o
An unexpected emotion that
at his heart. oThank you, Mar
She nodded before turning back to the river.

*k %

Two days kar, Mary lifted thiacy curtm that framed the
kitchen window so she could watch her husband take the mare
and foal out to the gated field where they could be free from the
confines of the barn. Daveds
larger than life. His clothes were loose, thbigybelt held his
pants up so they didnodot fall
how his naked body felt as it pressed against hers. That he mad
love to her as willingly as he did meant everything to her since it
meant that he found her acceptable doch. She found
becoming one flesh to be very pleasing, especially since during th:
act, she actually felt beautiful. She forgot how she really looked
when it was just the two of them in the dark.

He called out to his stallion but the horse shook @3 he
and neighed in protest. She chuckled as he made a pleading
motion to the animal which took a moment to consider its
options before it trotted over to him. She caught sight of his
profile as he turned to lead the animal to the saddle resting on the
graund. His handsome features intrigued heinmakr eager to
stare at him.
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He had shaved each day, s a
beard to scratch her face. Her hbadraced with excitement
when he kissed her afterthards
having to rub your fSahcee da gdanidon
whether he shaved or not. She would gladly kiss him anytime he
wi shed. She owed him because
Truth be told, she doubted any other man would haga b
willing to marry her. She determined to be the kind of wife who
would bless him. She hoped the apple pie she was making woulc
be a start.

Glancing back from the crust she was rolling out on the
table, she spied him saddling the horse. He hagrail@gn his
face. He 6 s h a p plig owo oy sprieael ow@ward until it
affected her. She coul dndt r
been as content as she was at this moment.

As soon as he rode the stallion out of her view, she
focused on matkg the pie. Once she set it in the oven to bake,
she deded to mend his shirts The process did
already finished sewing a pair of brown britches for herself. She
hesitated to wear the pants, but Dave wished to teach her to ride
Susanah. 0Sheds a gentl e mare
about, 6 he had assured her.

The thought of riding a horse terrified her. What if she fell off?

She directed her attention back to the beige shirt in her
hands andhoticed another bug walking along the floor by her
foot. She stomped on it, immediately killing it. Living with bugs
in the house seemed to be a given, but she barely noticed theil
invasions. She was a woman in love, and love made everythin
wonderful.

She finished with the mengd, placed his shirta the
wardrobe and returned to the pie which was done. The smell of
apples and cinnamon filled ¢t
surprise him with it. By the time she setdbk, she happened
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to glane outthe window and saw him. He returned and let Jack
go into the field.

Pouring the coffee into their cups, she looked up and
smiled when he entered the h
johnnycakes, a sal ad, bean so
cups ext to their bowls and plates.

Striding to her, he returned her smile, took her in his arms
and kissed her. o0Comi ng home
day. 6 She | augh e dbefars letimg hersfgeu n
settleon the ground.

0 Yo u rhangehybur mind about that when you taste
the pie. Then coming home to dessert will be your favorite thing.
In Maine, the customers at the restaurant used to order more than
one slice. o

He gave her anot her kiss.
released herdm his embrace and went to his seat.

They missed the meals she made. As for her, she knew
her family missed her, but they would most likely be relieved when
they learned that she had married after all. They did worry about
her. She did miss them tdmit living in Nebraskavas turning
into more of an adventure than she hoped it would be when she
got on the train. She turned her attention to her husband and sat
across from him.

0l see that your pants are
jonnycake.
oYes. I suppose | canodot ta

Susannah?6 She picked up a s
instead of putting it into her bowl of soup.

0l didnoét think anything s«
| wanted you to ride her righfter we married, would you have
bolted for town?d6 His eyes tw
face, so she knew he was joking with her.

Decidingto ignore his question, she askedo Wo u | d
|l i ke to try a slice of pie?bd
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ONot wuntil | @ main doairsee | leva yourn g
pies too much. | f I start i
another unti/l |l dm too full to
pies | d6ve ever tasted. Of col
feast fit fora king. erc k on youodl | gi ve my
of winning the baking contest

She blushed at his compl i me

seem nice. o6

He took another bite of his food and swallowed it before
he thoughtfully duldHaveesdme liemale
fr

i ends. |l 8ve been selfish ir
ol enjoy being with you, Det
ol hope so. 't woul d 6be a
Placing her spoon in the bowl, she stirred the beans.
He took a drink from hisocf f ee cup. 0Af 1

going to repair a part of the
She paused, her spoon, full of bean soup, halfway to her
mout h. 0l thought you already
0Oh, this is another needcti
constant repairs. The family is planning on getting together in
three weeks to build a wooden
lumber is due to arrive at that time. It would be a good chance for
you to get to know e gpendynoshod b ¢
the day with the women since
barn. Do you feel up to going
She nodded. oYes. 6 She to
hoped her nervousness didnot
later she would attend a fangi#ighering.
0You have nothing to worry
everyone just fine. Why , t he
at church. And who Il &nnoongestRat W
youdre .ex pMmatlidmg®t that be fun
She almost spit blner mouth full of soup. She quickly
swall owed it so she could say,
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cheeks grew hot, though why they should when it was just the two

of t hem, she didnot know. P e
love to him was stitlew.

0 We have t hree weeks t o 1

' I

menstruate in that ti me, we 0 |
or a girl .o
She stared at him in disbel
you talk, 1t would seem | i ke &
He shrugged andont i nued t o eat. 0
the river to bathe this evenir
oONo. |l did that earlier tc
He | ooked disappointed but
Her eyes grew widsSur el vy, he doesnodt
Deci ding he c o wsucldatbing, specsned Hed y

attention back to her meal.

After they ate and he congratulated her on another
delicious meal, he left to repair the barn wall. She cleaned the
dishes and set them out to dry. The humidity made the heat feel
thick, so she asoned he might be thirsty. She grabbed a cup and
filled it with water. Upon her arrival in the barn, he sat on a stool
and whistled a happy tune while he mixed the sand and water in &
wellused bucket.

She frowned. 0Doesndt pl as

He immediately stopped stirring the mixture and smacked
his forehead with his hand.
jumped up to get the lime from the shelf in the corner of the barn.

She chuckled. She inspected the hole he had filled in with
dirtt Te hol e wasnot big but it
damage i1 f it wasndt t Bavemghtbea r e
forgetfudut he does well in maintaining.his things

He returned with the lime and dumped it into the bucket.
oOThanksg nfgorsosngy hi ng. I dondt
you. O
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oYoudd probably do the sam
met . 0

ol remember that | did a |c
forget stuff, like adding lime to the plaster. You save me from
havingtoredogn t asks. 0

She shrugged. OAnyway, I
so | brought you some water. | can see that you have your hands
full so | ol set the cup over
l ater . o

He thanked her again.
Smiling, she returnedttee house.

*k*

The next morning, Dave saddtea of his horsem the
barn. Ther eds nothing quite 1ike
He thought that Maryods advent
riding a horse once she got over hesfealoting the sound of
footsteps, he peered over Su:
making her way over to him. The sight of her in trousers
intrigued him. He let her borrow one of his shirts, which he
surprisingly noted she mended without saying anythinign
about it, and the green shirt with dark brown pants and her new
boots accentuated her curves. He smiled as he approached hel
Since she didndt have a hat, s
her eyes appear bluer than her usual hue. The ayed plith
the braid dangling to the middle of her back.

ol &1l | have to make my own
unsuccessfully tried to expanc
Giving up, she sighed, her arms dropping in defeat at her sides.

He hid his amsement. He rather enjoyed the way her
breasts strained against his shirt. He had yet to seartieany
attempts to see her without clothes on had been met in vain. For
some reason, she didndot take ¢t
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OMaybe you shopul dwounidot ttoh
suggested.

oThat mi g ht work. o6 She di
undergarment was low enough so he got a generous view of hel
cl eavage. oYes. That is bett

I c oul d nDbragging Yis adtentiomfoom der chest,
he led her car to Susannah who was patiently waiting for them.
oNow, Susannah is a draft hor.
are too. o

She blankly stared at him.

He bl inked. 00h, right.
A draft horse is gentle. Susannalslike o go sl ow,
have to worry about her running off with you. She knows to stay
near me and Jack, and once sh
stay with you as well. | admit, it was difficult to pull her away
from her foglbut here we are dreverything is ready for you. |
can help you get on if youdod |

She nodded and went to the mare. She closed her eyes for
a moment, as if bracing herself for a dreaded task that loomed
before her. When she opened them, he smiled reassuringly at hel
He realized she was shaking the moment he touched her hand
Knowing that touch could soothe a horse, he figured it might
soothe her as well. He applied enough pressure on her shoulder:
to be firm without hurting her. He kneaded the knots in her
muscés until he felt her relax.

ol think 1 d&dm ready, 6 she se&
He held her by the waist and guided her up on the animal.
After she settled into the sac
on the first try. Youdre a ne

Susannah shifted impatiently under her. Mary gasped and
grabbed theeirs. Deciding it was a bad idea to laugh, he turned
his back to her, chuckled under his breath and tipped his hat lower
so she wouldndt detect the mi
again. He hopped up on Jack, the saddle conforming to him.
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oYou make it | ook easy, 60 s
her tone.
ol t i's easy, once you get

Give Susannah a gentle nydgé ke t hi s. 6 He t
sides with the heels of his boots.

Jack started off at a leisurely pace. Dave glanced next to
him and tried to appear nonchalant as he watched her on the
moving mare. She gripped tbs, her knuckles whiter than the
puffy clouds overhead. Her expressaminded him of someone
who struggled to be brave while inwardly panicking.

0OSusannah will pick up on
to embarrass her. 0That is
peopl edbs emotions. N otwyck yeth e 0 ¢
of f. 6

oBuck me off?6 Though he
possible, her face paled even

He reasoned that telling h
of fd might serve to increase |
that went along the river. 0T
It &1 | be a good starting pl ace

She looked as if she was going to insist he tell her the
meaning, hesitated, and gave a slight nod of her head.

Relieved she di dleddhe waytorthe u e
river, making sure he took it
wasnot surprising. She most
maintain her balance. His eyes drank in the rolling green hills in
the distance while his ears tuned into ththisgpobabble of the
river and tweeting of the birds. This path was one of his favorites
on the property. It not only gave him a good view of the land
surrounding his farm but he could monitor any activity that went
on around him. Once in awhile, a sbay, cow, pig, or horse
would venture onto his proper
rightful owner.
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Most of the ti me, It was o
|l oose since he didnét do a ve
occasion, Dave caughtate i n Nei |l ds fence
of the ani mal s. Rat her than \
rush on any of his chores, h €
rarely ventured onto his land. Fortunately, the branding on the
cattle told himh e i r correct owner , an i

pigs, he knew right away that those particular animals belonged tc
Neil. Fortunately, his property contained one hundred and fifty
acres, so he rarely had any dealings with Neil.
OAIl of thiMaryhsked.d i s your s?*
Surprised that she spoke, he waited for her to catch up to

him before riding next to her
|l and. Tom owns the | and in t
t hem. OAnd Neil ds f ar montioB t h
t hem. OHi s boundary is farthe
i s Can you see it from here?~-

She squinted. ol think so.

0Over on thi i's the

s sid

the other side of t hem. 0 Cc
neighor s get together o help v
good way for women to come toc
have a good time, though cooking for us men might be
exhausting. We can be worse than locusts when it comes to eatin
the goodiegy ou women make. 0

e
h
t

OAre you trying to scare me

Sheds prettwWywhlénnédhe IHemiolt ¢
shook the thought aside. o0Ju
slice of your pie fdrddmeée awleern
t hat special treat. 6

ol 611 be sure to do that. o

He studied her as she sat on Susannah. Her shoulders
dropped from their rigid position. Her thighs no longer clenched
the sides of the animal. Tiers rested loosely in her hands.
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The worried wrinkles on her forehead disappeanedthe firm
line of her lips turned up in slight amusement.

oWell, just |l ook at you, 0 F
She frowned. OWhat ?6
oOYoudre riding a horse anc
Youdre alreabgagtradgeful on t he
She | ooked relieved and sm
Riding a horse may not be so
He chuckledShed6s a natur al rider
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Chapter Seven

P

S
A ol
W, 43
)

A week later, Sally arrived right after Mary cleheduteakfast
dishes. Dave put the plate he finished drying on the shelf, took

one | ook out the window, and
time in stealing you from me,
0Sheds not stealing me. 6 St

head, secretly|l eased that he didndt w
day. Done with the dishes, she pushed the chairs back to their
proper position around the table.

He shrugged. ol reckon it
it.o

To her surprise, he crossed the short distdetween
them. He held her to him and gave her a passionate kiss, his
tongue brushing hers. The action settirilling spark through
her.

o | hope you win, 6 he whisp
hers.

Lightheaded, she nearly stumbled againstshin@ pulled
away from her.

ol better greet her before
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She took a moment to regain her composure before
removing her@on and folding it Then she set it on the table.
Following him outside, she breathed in treetacenof clover.

The Julyair felt refreshingly cool that morning, a strong contrast
to the oppressive heat they endured for the past week and a half
The thunderstorm from the previous night helped to cool things
off. She wondered if she would ever gal tseéhe nighttime
storms. The thunder crashed so loudly, she bolted upright in bed,
her pulse racing, as if a gun just went off. Her action stirred Dave
out of his slumber, and he held her to calm her. Of course,
holding soon led to lovemaking.

Shakig her head to clear it, she turned her attention to
Sally who pulled on theirs of her horse so her buggy came to a

stop. o0 Why, Davi d, I believe
greeted. oMarried | ife is tre
He grinned and winkedMta r y . ol candét

Mary blushed. She tied her green bonnet over her hair
which she had pulled back into a bun. The breeze rustled the
| ower half of her green dress.
for lunch. ¢

He placed a hand on the sméker back and kissed her
cheek. ol 61 1 mi ss you. o6

ol &l I miss you too. 6 She s
affection, especially when they were in front of other people.

Sally shook hervildead.dol | 0 Ham
atsix Withtheway oudér e acting, youdd
for a year. 6

He helped Marget intothe buggy. Her cheeks flushed a
wild shade of red when he patted her behind. She glanced at him
shocked but oddly pleased. T

Hechuckled and waved to th
Maur een Brown thereds a better

Sally clicked heeirs so her horse trotted away from the
house. 0l dve never seen my b

r
t
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ad in the paper asking for a wifesdaerk out. Though why he
didndt bother telling us aboutf
have been thrilled to come meet you at the station and see that
you had a church wedding. Every bride deserves a memorable
wedding. 0

ol did have dlingmeave rwasbivery W
romantic. O

0ltds obvious he wants you

expected for a man in | ove. /
glad you two found each ot her.
OHe i s a wonder f udkanthsaw hilm Mz:

enter thebarn. e horses neighing at the sight of him brought a
low chuckle to her throatMost likely, they weggad to see him
because he fedem.

Sall ydés hor se -wanrgrassy road andn
the house and barhpped from view. Maryeld ontothe seat,
bracing herself for the bumpy ride. Turning back to Sally, she
coul dndét help but note the re
Sally shared her brot herhigls wa
cheekbones.

Maryc |l ear ed her t hatveeanml all getdo De
toget her when your parents get

ol should hope so. Churct
about you or to have you | ear
have been sick so they had to stay home for the past t# wee
And you havendt even met Joel
way to church | ast Sunday, t h
know. I suspect thereds a br
to church. 6

Sally smiled and continuéd,) u st wavest tima.n t i

Youol! | get to meet your nei gl
neighbors are?d6 Without waitir
shook her head. oOoProbably nc
family. |l dm sure he di doriviet gi
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around you. Wel | thereds To
Jimmy and Doris Parson, Zachary and Mildred Phillips, Roger
Sl oane and Nei l Craftsman. T
Of course, theyoll bri ngtwd hei
years ago. He has a coupl e of
has no children, though rumor

Mary quickly glanced away from her, not wishing Sally to
take a good | ook at her amd d
think of Nei | . Though she wo
rejection was still fresh.

Sally grinned at her . oYo
idea of meeting everyonean c e . | shaking Wit wleré@ d |
me . I donodt k n o wcouhagewo lgagewourg a t
home to come here. 6

Relived to be off the subject of Neil, Mary turned back to
her new friend. It seemed to Mary that Sally loved to talk, and as
they continued their ride to Omaha, she discovered that she was
right. Sally spertté entire time telling her stories about how her
family left New York because their father got tired of living in the
confines of a crowded city with little pay from his job.

0So when he Il earned of 't he
Congress, he decided it wiasetto head out. Richard was old
enough to stay back there since he was twenty at the time.
However his wifeds parents hac
as one of her own, so she insisted that she and my brother come
with us. We went with a wagwain and have been here ever
since. o

As more buildings and houses popped up around them,
Mary knew they were in the city. A handful of people lingered
about and talked to each other, their laughter carrying on the wind
to greet her ears. Most of theple strode to their destination,
some entering or leaving the shops that lined the street. The other
horses pulling buggies or wagons kicked up dust in the air. The
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