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Grace has loved caring for her brother's children, but when her brother remarries, Grace knows it's time to move on. With the invitation from a good friend to move out west and start a new life there, Grace knows it might be the only chance she would have to find a place where she'd fit in. She won't let her childhood injury keep her from fighting for what she wants, a home of her own.
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Dear Grace,

 

You’ll never believe how things turned out for me. I came here thinking I’d be marrying the man who’d placed the advertisement, but I must have had some guardian angels watching over me because I was blessed to find Colten instead.

He’s been so good to me. So patient and understanding and he isn’t bothered by the idea of me working and sewing. If you ever wanted to come to Birch Creek, you would  have some options. 

We’re in need of more women here. And you could always work with me since I know you know how to sew. There is also the option of staying at Susan’s boarding house and either cooking and cleaning for her and the guests that come, or even finding employment here elsewhere. A school teacher is needed.  

If you and your brother and nephews were looking to start something new and get away from New York, keep Birch Creek in mind. It would be wonderful to see you again. 

 

With all my love,

 

Annabelle Howard.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

 

 

 

“I’m getting married.”

Grace Burr looked up at her brother from where she sat in the rocking chair, mending one of her nephew’s stockings. Walter’s children had all been asleep for more than an hour before he returned home from his work at the textile mill.

“That’s wonderful news.” Grace placed the mending on the table beside her and stood up to embrace her brother. Her bad leg ached fiercely after her long day of cooking, cleaning, and caring for the children, but Grace forced herself to ignore the pain. “Miss Martha has agreed?”

“She has.” Walter stepped back and looked at Grace. “You like Martha, don’t you?”

“Of course I do,” Grace said. “She will make a wonderful wife and mother for your kids. They will all be so excited.” As Grace considered what this news meant, she realized that perhaps it was time for her to move on herself. She loved her nieces and nephews, but she knew if she stayed here raising them, she might miss out on her opportunity for a husband and children of her own. That was if any man would have her. Too many potential suiters couldn’t get past the fact her broken leg as a teen had never healed right and she walked with a pronounced limp.

“I hope so,” Walter said. “I truly hope I’m not making a mistake.”

“How could it be a mistake?” Grace asked. “You haven’t stopped talking about or thinking of Martha since you were introduced months ago.”

“I worry that the children won’t think of Martha as their mother and that they won’t love her as much as they love you.”

“It will take a period of adjustment, but I’m sure they will come to love her even more.” She sat back down on the rocking chair and returned to her work of mending. “It also brings up a subject I’d like to share with you.”

“What subject is that?” Walter asked.

“Do you recall my friend Annabelle?” 

“I believe so. She moved out west, right?”

Grace nodded. “Yes. She’s in a town called Birch Creek. She has started a sewing shop, and she could give me work there. There is also a need for a school teacher if I wanted to try that instead.”

“You want to move out west?” Walter asked. “Why?”

“I was thinking on it. There isn’t a lot of work here for me with this leg unless it’s in that factory close by, and you’ve heard of all the problems there. I don’t think it would be a good idea for me to stay here once you’re married. You shouldn’t have to take care of me as well. If I’m gone, it will make it easier for the children to adjust to Martha as their new mother.”

“But how could you leave us? And moving across the country would mean we’d never see you again.”

“We will write letters to keep in touch. We’ve had years together, and I owe you so much for caring for me when Mother and Father passed. But you need to focus on your new wife and family. This is something I can do for myself now. I already know two women out there. Susan and Annabelle have promised that I would be watched out for.  And they are both aware of my leg and any limitations it might cause me.”

“But where would you live?” Walter asked.

“Susan has a boarding house. She needs a cook so she can run the rest of the house. I can do the meals and still have time to sew with Annabelle. I would make enough for room and board. I want to be independent and care for myself. I’ve relied on others for too long.”

“I don’t know,” Walter said. “I worry you’re only leaving because I’m getting married.”

“You don’t need me here anymore,” Grace said. “And you and Martha will need time to adjust to life together without having your sister here.”

“Will you promise to return if things don’t work out well there?” Walter asked. “I would send you the money to get your train ticket back.”

Grace smiled. She knew he wouldn’t have the funds to do that, especially with needing to provide for his family, but she nodded. “If things don’t work out, I’ll come back.”

“I think you should send a letter to Miss Annabelle and make sure she can take you on as a seamstress and check with the boarding house on their rates before you buy your tickets. If things look legitimate, I’ll support you in this.”

“Thank you, Walter,” Grace said, though she knew she didn’t need his permission, she wanted to be sure he wouldn’t worry about her too much.  Grace returned her attention back to the mending as Walter moved into the kitchen to find the meal she’d left for him. She wondered if she would ever tell him about the option of becoming a mail order bride. That was something she had left out about Annabelle’s and Susan’s reasons for moving out west. 

Grace had seen more than a few advertisements for a wife to help farm the land in dozens of territories and towns across the west. She would never be able bodied enough to work a farm, but she could run a house, or cook and clean. She was grateful her own circumstances weren’t nearly as dire as Annabelle’s had been. The poor girl had thought it a better option to go marry a man she’d never met. No, Grace wouldn’t have to be someone’s wife within the first few days of meeting them. As if some man would look past her lameness and want her as a wife anyway.

Of course, if there were more men than women in those towns out west, her chances of finding a husband at her advanced age of twenty-seven, and her lack of dowry, bad leg, and plain face were better than here.

Yes, moving to Birch Creek, Idaho sounded better and better. She mentally penned a letter to Annabelle to ask the questions she’d need answers to before she bought her ticket out west. 

She would stay in New York with Walter and his children until the wedding and then she would go start her own life.

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

Jed Owens loaded his children into the wagon, knowing he couldn’t leave the five-year-old home alone with the three and one year-old. The drive into Birch Creek would take around an hour and he wasn’t sure how long it would take the blacksmith to fix his plow head. At least he’d be able to pick up the items needed at the mercantile while the blacksmith repaired his plow.

As they drove down the dusty road toward town, Jed’s eyes strayed to the still raised mound of dirt and the small wooden cross. He was lost without her and didn’t know how he could manage to keep his children fed and cared for as well as run the farm. If he didn’t get the wheat planted soon, he might miss the growing season and not have time to harvest the crop.

The house garden would provide enough for a while, but without a crop to sell, he wouldn’t have the funds needed to purchase what he couldn’t grow himself.

Trying to push those fears out of his mind, he continued on down the road. The sweet chattering of his children helped keep him from sinking into despair. It was for them that he would continue on. Lizzie would want him to make sure the children grew up strong and happy.

Close to an hour later, as they neared the outskirts of Birch Creek, he mentally prepared himself for the onslaught of well-meaning words, and the condolences of those who knew Lizzie. Of course, with a town this size, most everyone had known Lizzie. He just hoped he could stay strong for his children.

He waved at a few people in passing, pleased none of them felt it important to wave him down or stop him. Jed made it to the blacksmith shop and told the children to stay inside the bed of the wagon until he’d had a chance to talk with Michael Clark. Missy, his oldest, nodded solemnly. 

“I’ll keep them here, Pa.”

“Thank you, Missy. I won’t be long. And when we’re finished here, we’ll head over to the mercantile.”

The eyes that looked so much like his late wife’s looked at him with excitement. Every other time they had come to the mercantile, Lizzie would let the children pick out a licorice or a peppermint stick. At least he could still do the same for them.

Jed hefted the plow out of the wagon and moved it into the blacksmith’s shop. 

“Michael?” Jed asked as he walked in.

“Good morning, Jed.” Michael said as he stepped away from the forge where he’d been heating some iron. “What can I do for you?”

“I was hoping you’d know how to repair this. It got caught on a boulder hidden deep in my field that I’d somehow missed before.”

Michael looked it over and nodded. “I think I could manage something. How soon do you need it done?”

“I was hoping to finish plowing the field this week so I could plant. I’m already late with everything that’s happened.”

Michael nodded in sympathy, but didn’t speak and Jed appreciated his restraint. “I’m almost done with this order of horse shoes, but I’ve sent Jessie to chop more wood. If you’re able to help work the billows, I could probably get this finished today.” 

“I appreciate that.” Jed looked out the front of the shop at his children still sitting patiently in the wagon. “I doubt those three will hold still long enough.” 

“You could take them to the boarding house.” Michael pulled the iron out of the coals and turned it this way and that, then put it back in as if it wasn’t quite ready. “Susan is there and would love to compare how big our Savannah is to your Milo. They’re about the same age. And your two older girls can try out the rope swing Susan had me hang from the tree.”

“Are you sure?” Jed asked. “I’d feel as if I were taking advantage of the help.”

“Wouldn’t have offered if we weren’t willing to help. Drive your rig over there, then by the time you’re back, I should be done with this shoe.”

Jed hesitated for a moment. Michael stepped closer. “I can’t imagine your pain, Jed, but if you’re going to survive this and keep your children from suffering, you will need to accept help at times.”

Jed nodded. “I know. It’s just hard to swallow.”

Michael patted him on the shoulder. “Take ‘em to my place. Susan will love on them for sure and certain.”

Jed stepped outside of the smithy and climbed onto the wagon bench. He turned to Missy. “What do you say we take you over to Miss Susan’s house? You can see the new swing they put in the tree, and Miss Susan can look after Milo while you and Lottie play for a bit.”

“Yes!” Missy said and looked at Lottie. “I’ll push you on the swing, Lottie.” 

His daughter’s words tugged at Jed’s heart. She was too young to try to care for her siblings the way a mother should, but what else could he do? He couldn’t leave them with a neighbor every day either since he lived miles away from his closest and it would take too much of his daylight hours to get them to and from anyone’s house.

Jed needed a wife to care for his children so he could grow the crops and care for the garden that would provide food and income for them. Yet, there wasn’t another woman in the area that he could marry. The last two marriages had been to women who’d moved to Birch Creek with the intent to marry the man who’d sent for them. And that wasn’t something Jed was ready to consider. Ordering a bride through the mail or sending an advertisement for a woman just felt odd.

Once the wagon stopped completely, Jed tied the horse to the post and helped Lottie down first. He reached for Milo and held him on his hip. Missy lifted her foot over the edge of the wagon side and climbed down the wheel spokes. She took Lottie’s hand in hers and walked beside Jed until they reached the front steps.

“Hello, Jed,” Susan Clark said when she opened the door. “It is good to see you. What brings you by?”

“I’ve got a plow that’s bent too much to do me any good and I asked Michael about fixing it. He suggested the girls might play here and Milo can nap.”

“Of course,” Susan said. “Come on in. I think I might have a treat or something in the kitchen.” She waved for the girls to enter and both rushed past him at the suggestion of a treat. Susan held her arms out to reach for Milo. “Come here, sweet boy. I have to see how heavy you are compared to my Savannah.”

Jed handed him over and even though he knew it was only for a short time, the separation made him even more adamant that he would not send his children somewhere else to be raised. 

“Papa!” Missy ran back to the doorway where he stood. “Miss Grace told me I could have a cookie.”

“Miss Grace?” Jed asked.

“My new friend,” Missy said as if it was completely normal to become friends with someone immediately. “She’s in the kitchen. You should come meet her.”

“Maybe later.” Jed bent down and kissed his daughter’s forehead. “I need to go back to the smithy to make sure the plow gets fixed so we can plant our food.”

“All right, Papa,” Missy said. “Don’t worry. I’ll watch after Lottie and Milo.”

Jed looked his daughter in the eyes. “I’m not worried at all, Missy. But don’t forget to have some fun as well. Be polite and do as Miss Susan and Miss Grace tell you.”

“I will.” Missy turned around and headed back to the kitchen. From where he stood, he could see a woman in there that he’d never seen before. 

“Grace Burr is renting a room. She just arrived from New York where she’d been helping raise her brother’s children after his wife passed.” Susan’s voice was matter-of-fact and to the point, but he was almost certain there was something more to her comment. 

“I should get back to help Michael. Thank you, Mrs. Clark.”

“No problem at all, Jed.” Susan adjusted her hold on Milo and walked with Jed to the door to close it behind him. “Please plan to stay for supper.”

“That’s kind of you. Thank you.” Jed knew that if he refused, Susan would just send him home with every bit of food she would have served them at the table. At least for tonight he wouldn’t have to worry about what to feed his children. His lack of cooking skills had left them with way too many burnt meals.

And maybe if he was lucky, he could try some of the cookies Miss Grace had offered to his children. 

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

Grace smiled at the adorable girls who had descended on the room with unlimited energy. They were sweet and polite, and Grace thought them quite lovely. 

“Shall we put Milo down for a rest and we can all go outside to the swing?” Susan asked as she joined them. 

“Yes, please,” Missy said and Grace stood up and took her hand. 

“I can walk with them to the swing,” Grace said. “That will let you put young Milo to bed.”

When she took a few steps, Lottie looked up. “How come you walk funny?”

“I broke my leg when I was younger.” Grace patted her thigh. “It didn’t heal right.”

“My momma broked her leg.” Lottie looked at Grace’s skirt then up to her face. “Then she got infeck-ted and too sick to stay my momma here.”

“I’m so sorry you lost your momma,” Grace said. “I lost my momma, too. Only I was a little older than you. And I had a big brother to help take care of me.”

“I’m the biggest,” Missy said. “So I’m a big help to Papa. Only I’m not big enough to carry Milo anymore. He’s growing like a weed.”

Grace smiled at the phrase the little girl must have overheard somewhere. “I’m sure your papa is very happy to have your help.”

“I a help too.” Lottie tugged on Grace’s hand and she turned to look at the three year old. 

“You sure are,” Grace said. “So how about you help me find where that swing is.”

Lottie let go of Grace’s hand and started running. “It’s this way. Come on Miss Grace.” 

“You run on ahead,” Grace said, then looked down at Missy. “You too. I’ll follow.”

Missy took off at a run, and before long was right beside Lottie. But instead of running past her to the swing first, she took her little sister’s hand and they ran the rest of the way together. Missy then grabbed little Lottie around the chest and hefted her up onto the wooden slat hanging from two lines of rope.

Missy moved around to stand behind Lottie and began pushing the girl, which resulted in squeals of delight from both children. As she watched them, she reflected on how unfair life could be sometimes. The two sweet girls would grow up without their mother, and their dear mother would miss out on all the wonderful moments like this. She hoped their mother was able to look down from heaven and smile on the sight before her.

Their poor father must be overwhelmed at it all. She had seen the same kind of trauma in her own brother when his wife had fallen ill and passed. If only there was some way she could help them.

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

Jed followed the directions from Michael as he worked the bent piece of metal back into the shape he needed in order to continue plowing his field. When they finally finished the repair, Jed pulled out his wallet and paid Michael for the hard work. 

“I appreciate you doing this so quickly,” Jed said.

“Glad I could help and that it didn’t take too much work. Hopefully it will last you many years now.”

The two carried the plow to the back of the wagon and hefted it inside. 

“It’s much easier with another adult. Doing it on my own took a bit of time this morning.” Jed wiped his hands on his pants.

“Having a partner is important.” Michael looked at Jed and glanced at his new house then said. “Did you meet Miss Grace?”

“Not officially,” Jed said. “Saw her from the other room, but Missy seemed taken with her. Susan said she’s a boarder.”

Michael nodded. “Yes. Arrived on the train yesterday. She’s a pleasant woman.”

Jed climbed into the wagon bed to adjust the plow so there would still be room to load his supplies from the mercantile.

“She also is good with children.”

Jed met Michael’s eyes. “What are you getting at?”

“Have you considered the option of sending for a wife to help you out?”

Jed hopped down from the back of the wagon. “Not enough to actually send out a letter. I could see the merit in doing it, though.”

“Miss Grace is here already. Maybe you could have a conversation with her today. See if she’d be amiable to come to an agreement.”

“I don’t know,” Jed said. “I don’t think it would be fair to a woman to marry her just so she could take care of my children.”

“Valid point,” Michael said. “But it still couldn’t hurt to ask. Or if you’d like, you could take your time courting her.”

“I don’t have time for courting,” Jed said, his irritation at the conversation rising. “Nor the inclination. I loved Lizzie more than anything, and I wouldn’t want to hurt her memory with the thought of trying to court someone else. I don’t need a woman for a wife for myself. I need a woman to be a mother to my children. To help me keep them alive and well while I do what I can to provide for us all.”

Michael nodded in understanding. “Lizzie was a remarkable woman. And your children are blessed to still have you. You’ll always have Lizzie in your heart and mind. But having an actual partner to help you would ease your burden considerably.”

“Like I said,” Jed replied. “I don’t have time for courting. And I’m sure Miss Grace would rather not be saddled with an instant family days after arriving here in Birch Creek.”

“Maybe you could hire Miss Grace to watch your children here while you plant your crops. Then you can come get them when you’re ready.”

“That’s something to think on. I should head over to the mercantile and get the things I need. Susan invited us to stay for dinner. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all,” Michael said. “I might even have you help me carry a wardrobe to an upstairs room before you head home, if you’re willing.”

“Be happy to.” Jed climbed onto the wagon bench and undid the brakes. He got the horses moving and drove the wagon to the mercantile to get what he needed so he wouldn’t have to stop there after dinner with the Clarks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

 

 

 

Once he’d paid for his supplies, Jed left the mercantile with the box of smaller items that hadn’t already been loaded in the wagon by Mr. Howard. Jed put them in the wagon, then turned and saw Michael closing up his smithy. 

“You on your way home now?” Jed called out to him. 

Michael nodded and Jed motioned for him to climb up onto the wagon.

Once they’d reached the boarding house, Michael invited Jed to unharness the horse and allow it to move around a bit while they had dinner. Jed removed the yoke that attached the wagon to the horse, but left the harnesses on. He would need to be ready to get him hooked up quickly so they could travel the hour back to his place before it got dark.

Jed and Michael then walked up the stairs to the boarding house and when they entered the front parlor, Jed was surprised to see his two girls sitting on Miss Grace’s lap as she read a book to them. Michael went into the main part of the house, probably looking for Susan, leaving Jed to gather his girls. 

Jed’s daughters both looked up and Jed could see the adoration in his girl’s eyes as they sat with Miss Grace.  

Miss Grace smiled sweetly at him, but didn’t speak to him before returning her attention to the book and continuing the story. It sounded like one of the fables he had heard told before and his girls listened in rapt attention. When she finished the story, the girls clapped their hands together with pleasure. 

“Read another one, please,” Missy said.

“I would love to,” Miss Grace said. “But I think maybe your father has been waiting a little too long for his warm welcome from you.”

The two girls looked up at her and she chuckled. “Go give him a hug.”

The girls giggled in delight and jumped off her lap and hurried over to him. He bent down and hugged them both close to him. 

“We had a lovely time, Papa,” Missy said. “Can we make a swing at our house?”

“I don’t see why not,” Jed said. “Remind me to do it after we get the crops in.”

Missy nodded eagerly but before she could speak, Susan entered the room holding Savannah on one hip and Milo on the other hip. With his two girls hanging on his neck, he couldn’t get up quickly enough to go to her aide, but Miss Grace moved forward. She walked stiffly in the few steps it took to reach Susan and held her arms out for Milo.

“Let me help you there,” Grace said. Milo went to her without any fuss at all and Jed watched the way she interacted with him. Grace glanced at Jed, then to the child in her arms and her smile warmed her face. “What a precious boy you are. Your papa must be so proud of you.”

She looked at his girls too, pausing only a moment for a look at him. “And your girls are so well behaved and are learning so much already. It has been a wonderful day with you.”

“Do we have to go home right now, Papa?” Missy asked.

“We’ve been invited to join them for supper, but we’ll have to head home right after that. Tess will need milking.”

Susan motioned to Missy and Lottie. “I came to tell you all supper was ready. Come on in and have a seat.”

The girls ran ahead of Jed and he turned to Grace. “Should I take Milo off your hands?” 

Grace shook her head. “I would love to hold him still. Helps me ease my sorrow as I miss my nephews.”

“You have family back east?” Jed asked.

“My brother just got re-married. I thought it was time to let them have their own lives instead of caring for me. But I must say I didn’t realize how much I would miss those children.”

“You seem to have a way with children.”

Grace shrugged. “I try. But with your children, it is easy to love them. I don’t know if I’ve ever met any child as well behaved as Missy.” 

“She is an incredible little girl,” Jed agreed. “So much like her mother.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Grace said.

Jed nodded, knowing there really wasn’t a response he needed to give. 

“Susan mentioned you might need help with your children. If you want, I’d be happy to watch them. Susan said she wouldn’t mind if I watched them here as I help her with the cooking and cleaning.”

“That’s nice of you to offer, but I live about an hour’s drive from here. I couldn’t bring them into town and still get all the farm work done every day. And I don’t want to send them away for days at a time.”

“Oh,” Grace said. “I didn’t realize you weren’t in this area. I totally understand.”

“Papa!” Missy’s voice called from the hallway that led to the kitchen. “You coming to supper?”

Jed turned and looked at his daughter. “On our way.” 

Jed motioned for Grace to go ahead of him and she moved forward. Her limp was still there.

“Here, let me take Milo.” When Grace adjusted the boy in her arms, and tried to pass him over, Milo whined and snuggled closer against Grace’s shoulder.

“It’s okay, Mr. Owens. I don’t mind carrying him.”

“I hope this isn’t prying, but can I ask what happened to your leg?”

“I broke it at sixteen. Got knocked down by a horse and carriage in the streets, and the wheel went over the bone. Snapped it, and it didn’t heal right I suppose. Most times it’s just a minor irritant. But if I spend too long on it, it can pain me something fierce.”

“Sounds miserable,” Jed said.

“Better than some, worse than others. It is what it is and I try to do what I can anyway.”

Jed considered her words as they walked the rest of the way into supper in silence. As they ate the meal, he watched closely at how his children interacted with Grace. She even held Milo on her lap and fed him food from her own plate without being bothered at all. She was definitely the kind of woman who would care for children without any difficulty.

She probably wouldn’t be any help in the fields, but he wouldn’t need that. Her leg wouldn’t interfere with regular household chores or much with taking care of the house vegetable garden.

As the realization hit him that he was considering Michael’s suggestion to take Miss Grace as a wife in order to care for his children, he was surprised that he wasn’t anywhere near as defensive about it now.

Perhaps after dinner he could bring it up to her. And if she wasn’t interested, it wouldn’t make any difference to him on an emotional level. But if she did say yes, that would solve so many immediate problems as well as ease his mind on how to best care for his children. This wasn’t something he really had an idea on how to proceed. The first time he’d proposed marriage, he had imagined it would last forever and he had been hopelessly in love with the girl. Now, he faced a completely different woman and circumstance. He didn’t know Grace well enough to even hint at the words he was going to ask. Not in the way matrimony should be. 

He just couldn’t raise his children alone. Being here with other adults to shoulder the responsibility had driven home how inadequate he had been. And he hadn’t seen his children this happy since before Lizzie got hurt.

He had to do something to keep this spark in their eyes, and if Miss Grace was the one that had helped his girls feel something again, then he would do what he could.

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

Grace looked at Jed, who sat next to her, when he leaned over as if he had something to say. 

“Miss Grace,” Jed said, “I wondered if you might be willing to have a word with me about my children after the meal is over, in private?”  

“Of course,” Grace said. Maybe he had thought about the offer she’d made to watch his children. She wished there was something she could do to help ease his burden, but the distance of his farm would make things difficult in that regard.

As the meal drew to a close and Grace encouraged the girls to help Susan clean off the plates, she passed Milo over to Jed and stood to clean off some dishes as well. Jed stood and placed the boy on one hip and grabbed the board the bread had been sliced on to take it in to be washed.

After they put their things in the kitchen, Jed motioned for Grace to step onto the back porch. He still held Milo, which meant her hands were not occupied and she wished she had something to keep her from fidgeting. He seemed nervous and that in turn worried her. Had she done something he had disapproved of in regards to his children? She was used to taking charge of the young ones and her brother had always found it helpful. 

She opened her mouth to apologize at the same time he spoke. “I know this sounds crazy, and I understand if you say no. But would you consider marrying me?” 

“I’m sorry?” Grace said. “What?”

“It wouldn’t be a regular marriage. I wouldn’t expect anything from you, except for you to care for the children. And the house. I would provide for us and I have quite a good spread of land. It’s already cleared and there is a decent sized house on it. Lizzie and I worked so hard on that farm that I just can’t give it up, but I can’t do this on my own. My children need a mother. And though I’ve only known you for a short time, I can already see you are wonderful with them. They wouldn’t give you any trouble beyond what a child normally does.”

“I don’t imagine they would. You and Lizzie raised them very well.” Grace studied Jed in the light of the early evening. 

“I wouldn’t suggest marriage just for the raising of the children, but since we would be out there on our own, I wouldn’t want any talk of your reputation being damaged. Though I give you my word, I won’t ask for anything in that regard.” Jed rubbed his jaw as if slightly embarrassed about needing to bring that up. “I’d imagine it would be a bit like what you probably did as you cared for your brother’s children.”

She hadn’t considered anything like this. But his proposal really wouldn’t be all that different from what she’d done helping her brother. “How many rooms does your house have?” Grace asked.

“Two,” Jed replied. “Then the main room where the kitchen and table are. We could either have the children move into the room with me, and you could have their room. Or we could build on another room for you.”

Grace nodded as she considered that. She’d only spent a few hours with the children, but she had grown fond of them in that time. It would be easy enough to get along with them, and Jed seemed to be kind and respectable. Susan had shared a little of what she knew about Jed and his late wife Lizzie. Theirs had been a union of love and devotion. If she were to marry Jed, it would be for convenience. 

And this was something she was used to. He would be almost like a brother and they could work together to raise his children and make sure his farm could continue on.  

“Would I be free to come and visit Birch Creek on occasion?”

Jed nodded. “We come at least once a month. Sometimes more. In the winter it might be longer between trips, depending on the snowfall.”

“How do you feel about education? Can I teach your girls to read and write and do arithmetic as well as Milo?”

“I would love for them to be educated. Lizzie was beginning to teach Missy her letters.”

Grace studied Jed for a moment, and the peaceful feeling in her middle helped her nod. “I will marry you and help care for your children.”

Jed’s body relaxed just a little and she realized he’d been nervous. It was understandable, given the permanency of marriage. She would be united with him from this point on until the end of their lives.

“There are still a few hours until dark. I know this is incredibly sudden, but would you be willing to marry me now? We could go to Reverend Morrison and have him perform the ceremony. That way I wouldn’t miss another day of planting the fields and garden.”

“If the reverend is willing. That would be fine by me.”

“Thank you, Miss Grace. Words can’t adequately express how much this means to me. I know a marriage of this type wouldn’t be first choice, but I believe we can help each other.”

Grace nodded. She’d watched him as he’d talked with her, and she knew there was no interest in her physically. She was aware she didn’t have all the feminine beauty men desired. She did have a gentle disposition that would serve her well as a mother or teacher to these children. And she knew she would feel incredible love for those three young ones. She could live a life with that kind of love. And though it wouldn’t be romantic love she would receive from Jed, she knew they would be kind and respectful to each other and develop a familial type love.  

“Should we go tell your children?” Grace asked.

“Yes,” Jed said, turning around and opening the door. “Then I’ll head over to the church and see if the reverend can perform the wedding right away. We won’t be able to have anyone join us, apart from Susan and Michael here.”

“I’d like to invite Annabelle and Colten. If that’s all right. Annabelle was my good friend back in New York. She’s the reason I decided to move out here.”

“That would be fine. Do you need to pack up your belongings?” Jed asked. “I’d like to be on the road as soon as possible after the wedding.”

“It won’t take me long. I still have most of it in my trunk from my trip here.”

Jed walked into the house and called his girl’s names. “I have something to tell you.”

“Is it time to go already, Papa?” Missy asked.

“Soon. But I wanted to let you know I’ve spoken with Miss Grace about how much help I need at home to take care of you and the house and the farm. She’s agreed to come live with us, and take care of you all, just like a momma does.”

“She’s gonna be our new momma?” Missy asked.

“If you and Lottie are all right with that. From what I saw today, it seems as if you all like her well enough.”

“Oh yes, Papa,” Missy said and looked at Lottie. “Miss Grace could come be our momma and read us stories, and make us cookies and biscuits and bread.”

Lottie looked excited at the mention of cookies. 

“Do you agree then?” Jed asked kneeling down to look at both his girls. “Will you mind Miss Grace just like you always did for your own momma?”

“Yes, Papa. I promise. Lottie promises too,” Missy said. “I’ll make her.”

Jed chuckled and Grace smiled at the girl. Then Missy looked past Grace and spoke. “Miss Susan, I’m getting a new momma.”

“Oh really?” Susan asked, making Grace turn around at the tone. She didn’t seem surprised at all. Though Grace didn’t think Susan could have really had anything to do with this.

Jed straightened up and nodded at Susan, then looked at Grace. “I’ll head over to see if Reverend Morrison is home.” He took a few steps then turned around. “Susan, could you and Michael be the witnesses?”

“Of course,” Susan said, not even looking at Jed, but keeping her eyes on Grace. As Jed left the room, Susan cocked her head to the side and placed one hand on her hip. “Mind explaining just a little more about what happened?”

Grace shrugged. “He needs help. I’m available. I said yes. Excuse me please, I need to go pack my things.” 

Susan followed Grace up the staircase and walked with her to the room. “I recall you were very surprised when you found out how quickly Annabelle and I agreed to marry our husbands. And here you are, jumping in as if you’ve given up hope of finding a man you could love.”

Grace smiled. “I’ve already fallen in love with his children. And he is an honorable man. He won’t treat me poorly.”

“Can you live a life married to a man that only wanted you there for a helper?”

“At least I won’t be thought of as an old maid anymore. Or a spinster. What is the term out here?” Grace said, trying to make light of it.

“They’re the same thing. And I know that’s a worry you don’t have any longer. But Grace, be careful about your heart. Jed is hurting and mourning his wife. Don’t let him just ignore you or treat you as a farm hand. I’m not saying you have to try to make him forget Lizzie, but don’t be afraid to let him see you as a woman as well.”

Grace shook her head, feeling her cheeks heat at the thought of trying to make Jed think of her as a wife. No, things would be so much better if she just considered herself more of a nanny. 

“I hate to ask this,” Grace said. “But while I’m packing, could you go invite Annabelle to come for the wedding. I don’t want her to miss this and I’d like to have a chance to speak with her about it.”

Susan laughed as if she’d just thought of something. “I’d better get Mrs. Howard on board too. She’ll throw together a wonderful celebration and we’ll invite the whole town. We can have this wedding tomorrow mid-day and get you two home by supper tomorrow.”

Grace turned from her packing. “There isn’t time for that. Jed wants to get home tonight. He has a cow to milk as well. He mentioned her before dinner. And I don’t think this type of arrangement is right for a celebration.”

“But it’s a wedding. That’s a good thing.”

Grace nodded. “I think it’s a good thing. And it will be good for Jed and his children to have some help. And it will even be good for me to feel useful and valuable again. But like you said, this isn’t a wedding based on love. I don’t want to tell anyone besides Annabelle and her husband. We should be on our way back to his farm as soon as possible.”

Susan agreed with reluctance. “I’ll go find Annabelle, and do my best to not let her mother-in-law know. But when Mrs. Howard finds out, I think she’ll be disappointed she didn’t get to celebrate with you. So don’t be surprised if you hear about it.”

“I’ll take full responsibility for the consequences that follow,” Grace said.

Susan left the room to run her errands and Grace packed quickly. The window to her room was open and she heard Susan speaking with Jed and another man. When Grace peeked out the window, she saw a man that looked to be the reverend and Grace felt a sense of relief that he was there. Then immediately afterward, her heart started pounding. This was a huge step and something that would affect her life forever. 

She went down the stairs to meet the reverend, and as she heard the children and the reverend talking, and how they exclaimed their joy at having Grace join their family, the nerves that had begun to plague her disappeared. Her introduction and following conversation with the reverend and Jed and his children helped her even more. 

“I’m happy for the two of you, then. Or I should say the five of you.” Reverend Morrison looked at the children with his addition. “The importance of family and children is great in the sight of God. I believe your union will be blessed for your efforts.”

He shook Jed’s hand then took Grace’s hand. “You, my dear, are an answer to prayers, I’m sure.” Reverend Morrison looked between her and Jed. “I understand you’d like the ceremony to take place immediately?”

“Yes,” Jed said. “I’ve got to get back to the farm.”

Reverend Morrison nodded. “I’ll need some witnesses. Where are the Clarks? Michael was just here a moment ago with those girls.”

“I don’t know,” Jed said standing up and looking out the window. He smiled, then turned back to the reverend. “He’s just outside. They’ll be back in a moment.”

“Susan went to bring my good friend Annabelle over. I hope they’ll return soon.” The words were barely settled when the door of the boarding house opened and Susan stepped inside with Annabelle and her husband, Colten, right behind. 

Annabelle held a folded quilt over her middle and hurried over to Grace. She gave her a hug, bumping Grace’s middle with her round belly, heavy with child, and whispered, “I thought you might like a quilt of your own to start out your new life.”

“Oh goodness,” Grace said hugging her tightly. “That is too kind of you. You must have spent ages on this quilt.”

“Not that long,” Annabelle said. “Besides, you’re worth it. I’m happy for you. Jed is a good man, and his children are so sweet. I wish the best for you always. And I think you’ll come to find your decision to move out here to Birch Creek is the best thing to ever happen to you.”

Michael came into the room, herding the two young girls as he held the babies, one in each arm. The girls held flowers and they rushed over to Grace, presenting her with a bouquet for her wedding. She bent down careful of her leg and hugged them both. “Thank you for this. They are lovely.”

The girls smiled and stood to the side of her, holding onto her skirts as she held the flowers. She looked at Jed who turned to face her in front of Reverend Morrison. 

“I believe we’re ready.” Jed nodded to his bunch and then the reverend.

“Then let us begin.”

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

Jed couldn’t help marking the difference between this wedding and the first one he’d had. With Lizzie, he had been beside himself with nerves and eager anticipation of starting a life with her. Now, he only felt relief and a sense of gratitude at what Miss Grace was doing for him and his children.

She answered that she would love honor and cherish him, and all that went with the vows, sealing the agreement she’d already given him. 

When it was Jed’s turn, he listened to the words. Could he love, honor and cherish Grace? He would honor and respect her for sure. There would be a friendship type of love. But she already knew he couldn’t love her the same way he had loved Lizzie. But he would care for her and treat her well. 

“Yes,” Jed replied, knowing he would do his best. 

With their agreement done, the only thing left was for Reverend Morrison to pronounce them husband and wife. When he had done so, he looked at Jed. “You may now kiss your bride.”

Jed hadn’t really thought the reverend would include that in this ceremony. Especially given the fact that he knew it was a marriage of convenience to help him with his farm and children. But perhaps it was part of the tradition, or even a binding part of the ceremony. It wouldn’t do at all to just shake her hand.

Jed adjusted his footing and leaned down to place a simple kiss on her lips. As his lips touched hers, he wasn’t surprised that the passion and love he felt for Lizzie wasn’t there. Yet the softness and rightness of a kiss with Grace got him wondering. Was every kiss with a woman a pleasant thing? Lizzie was the only woman he’d ever kissed before, and he had never wanted to kiss anyone but her. But now Grace was his wife, and her lips were soft and warm and inviting. 

And that worried him. He would have to keep his distance from Grace if he wanted to keep all memories of Lizzie fresh and strong. He would never forgive himself if he got over Lizzie in the arms of another woman. 

The sound of clapping from his girls helped Jed to return to the moment and push the kiss with Grace out of his thoughts. 

In less than thirty minutes, they’d signed the marriage papers and had Grace’s trunk loaded in the wagon bed with the rest of his things from the mercantile and they were on their way toward home.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

 

 

 

Grace remained mostly silent as the wagon wheels bounced along the dirt road leading out of town. The girls sat in the back of the wagon bed on the boxes that had been loaded in and talked a little of what they liked to do back home on their farm. Grace asked a few questions every now and then when the girls stopped talking, but though the questions weren’t only meant for the children, Jed seemed content to let the girls answer them. 

Milo sat on her lap and with the motion of the wagon eventually fell asleep. She hoped that wouldn’t make it difficult for him to sleep in the night, but it would take a while to figure out everyone’s schedules and routines. And she was sure with the loss of their mother, things would have been off schedule anyway.

They traveled for miles over mostly empty land. Sage brush and tall grasses grew through the center of the valley, but along the sides of the valley were trees indicating more creeks and streams. 

“Do you have a creek running through your land?” Grace asked.

“Yes,” Jed replied. “It’s not as large as Birch Creek, but it’s been what we use to irrigate our fields. Lizzie and I built up some dirt walls nearby a side spring and made ourselves a pond for when the creek starts to dry up each fall. It’s helped keep us in water for longer in the season.”

“Sounds like a great idea.” Grace looked at Jed and the small upturn of the corner of his lips made her think he appreciated the comment. Then the conversation died down again and they rode in silence for another mile. 

“Will you make us breakfast?” Missy asked from the back.

Grace turned on the front bench and looked at the little girl. “Of course. Do you have chickens?”

“Yes,” Missy said. “Lottie and I go gather the eggs every morning.”

“Wonderful,” Grace said. “How many eggs do you get each day?”

“Too many to carry,” Lottie said. “I has to use my skirt to hold dem all.”

“Perfect,” Grace said. “I’m sure I can come up with all kinds of things to fix for you. And it looks like your father has purchased flour and sugar and salt. Breakfast will be easy to do.”

“The girls will be a big help to you,” Jed said. “They will bring in the wood and kindling when you need it. If you show them what to do, they’ll help out.”

“I’m counting on it,” Grace said meeting his eyes. “Tomorrow, what can I help you with?”

“You will probably be busy with the house. With Lizzie gone, things were left for too long. I’ll make something myself for breakfast and head right out to get plowing. That will let you just take care of the kids and the house. You might need to do a look through the larder to see if we need anything else. I didn’t cook much and don’t know what might be needed for a woman who knows cooking.” Jed paused and looked at her. “I suppose you know how to cook?”

“Yes,” Grace said. “Might be different than what you’re used to, but I can feed hungry kids and grown men.”

“Thank you,” Jed said. “After tomorrow’s plowing, I’ll show you the garden area and you and the girls can get started on that.”

Grace nodded, hoping she’d be able to learn how to work a farm. She’d never had to milk a cow, or gather eggs, or take care of a garden. But she was a quick learner and would do her best. With Missy and Lottie to help, she was sure she could figure things out as well. And Milo was still small enough she could probably fashion a baby carrier to keep him close and out of the way of danger.

They crested a small hill, and down below, Grace could see a house. There was a shed to the side which looked like it held animals, and there was an outhouse about twenty feet behind the shed and a garden along the back of the house. A few trees lined the front yard and Grace knew they would help shade the house and keep it cooler in the summer months to follow. Behind the house and further out past the garden was a section of trees that looked to have been planted in a straight box shape. She wondered what their purpose was.

“This is home,” Jed said.

“It looks nice. Well thought out too. You must have worked very hard on this place.”

“We did,” Jed said. “You can see where the garden is. And past that, Lizzie and I planted some fruit trees. There are apple, pear, cherry, and apricot. Behind the fruit orchard, is where the wheat crop will be. I only managed to get about a third of it plowed before the plow broke. Once I get the soil all turned and ready, I’ll plant wheat there.”

“Will the whole field be wheat?” Grace asked.

“Yes. And it will take a lot of work. Watering it at the beginning is the hardest. I have to do it by hand at first until the sprouts come up. Otherwise if I tried the flood irrigation, I’d wash away all the seeds.”

“Where do you get the water?”

Jed leaned toward her just a little as he pointed at the ridge. “That’s the water pond I mentioned. For the first year, we had to haul water from the creek, but I was able to get a primer pump installed behind the house. You’ll have to bring the water into the house from just right out there instead of directly in the house like some of those places in Birch Creek have.”

“That’s not a problem,” Grace said. “I’m just grateful it’s not all the way to the creek.” She rubbed her leg in sympathy of what it would have felt like to trek that far every day and stopped when she noticed Jed looking at her leg.

“Do you think you could unload the wagon while I go take care of Tess?” Jed asked.

“I could get started on it. I think most things would be easy enough for me to unload.”

“I’ll be back and help you as soon as I can. I’ve left Tess a little too long, and I think she’ll be a tad upset if I don’t milk her right away.”

Grace smiled. “What other animals do you have?”

“The chickens you know about. The cow and the horse here. I’ve got a sow that should have a litter of piglets soon. I have plans to get some sheep. They’ll be kept in that section of my property.” Jed pointed on the other side of the house away from the wheat field. “That’s all the farm animals. We do have a dog to help keep other critters away from the animals, and a cat that helps keep the mice down.”

“Mice?” Grace asked. “I hope your cat’s a good mouser.”

“She is.”

Missy piped up from the back. “Her name is Mable. Momma named her that.”

“I’m looking forward to meeting Mable.”

“I’ll show you all the animals. And teach you how to feed ‘em. I’m good at that,” Missy said. 

“Me too,” Lottie piped up. 

“I’d love the help.” Grace smiled at the girls, happy to see they were so eager to help. She was sure there would be tough times ahead, but with the girls so eager to please and wanting to help out in everything, it wouldn’t take long until they had a good routine down. 

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

Jed pulled the wagon up to the front of the house. He knew her trunk would be a little too heavy for her to get it out by herself so he pulled it down, then as the girls climbed out of the back of the wagon, Grace took Milo inside the house.

“Missy, will you keep Milo out of things while I help your papa unload?” Grace asked when she came back outside to the wagon.

“Yes, Miss Grace,” Missy said. Jed looked at Grace, wondering if she’d accept that name or if she’d want to be called momma. Grace just thanked the girl and joined Jed in unloading.

She climbed back into the wagon and moved the crates, boxes, and sacks of things to where he could reach them and heft them out of the wagon. She worked hard and had a pleasant demeanor about her. Even in the dimming light of the late evening, he could tell she seemed happy and content. 

Once all the wagon was unloaded, he climbed back onto the seat and spoke over his shoulder. “I’ll go unhook the wagon, then take care of the animals. We’ve already eaten, so I’d appreciate it if you’d unload the crates, and look around the place to get yourself familiar. Missy can show you all the things, too.” Jed looked at his oldest. “Missy, show her where the cold cellar is.”

“Yes, Papa.” Missy waved at him as he drove away then grabbed Grace’s hand to lead her into the house.

Just knowing his children would be cared for while he took care of the other things around the farm helped ease his burden immensely. He’d worried as he drove down the stretch of road toward his house that he would feel guilty for bringing another woman here. He’d even looked over at the small grave and marker under the tree, expecting to feel shame and heartache, but instead, he only felt the familiar sadness of missing his dear wife.

Grace was a different kind of wife anyway. She would just be there to help him work. Someone to care for the children so he could keep the farm going. They’d dedicated too much of their lives to give it up now, and with Grace here, the farm could continue on. And if the crop of wheat turned out well, they could have enough money to get some sheep to start a flock he could then sheer for the wool. 

Jed hurried through his chores, knowing he’d need to get back to the house and show Grace where things were in case Missy didn’t remember it all. Running a household shouldn’t ever fall to a child of five years. Once he’d fed the animals and milked Tess, he headed back to the house with the two buckets of milk. Hopefully Grace would know how to use the milk and cream for making butter and cheese. If not, he’d have to show her how. But then that was much easier than trying to teach a child.

When he walked into the house, he was amazed at the transformation. The wooden floor had been swept much better than little Missy could manage. The crates had been unpacked and though some of it was still on the table, most seemed to have been put away. 

Lottie and Missy were on the floor with a book that must have been Grace’s because he’d never seen it before, and Grace had Milo on her hip as she looked around the kitchen to find more places to put the supplies from the mercantile. When the door closed and they realized he was there, Grace turned and smiled at him, then looked at the things she’d yet to put away.

“I’m not sure where some of these things go. And I hope the places I put things won’t be a problem. I also wondered if I might make some changes to the kitchen shelves?”

Jed looked around the kitchen, picturing Lizzie as she worked and cooked and part of him wanted to say no. To refuse to let her change things. But he knew he had to make some allowances, especially since she was there to help.

“I hope they won’t be big changes. I don’t want to upset the children too much.”

Grace looked at the girls playing in the main part of the house. “Just a few of the supplies in closer reach. The types of ingredients I use more than others. I’ll leave the shelves and furniture as it is.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Jed said. “Is there anything you need me to help with now?”

“If you’d look through what’s still in the crates and on the table, and put those where you want them. I think I can manage the rest.”

“Did you look at the rooms?” Jed asked. “Should I move the children in with me?”

Grace looked to the two rooms off the main part of the house. “I thought maybe it would be best if Milo and I were in the same room. That way if he fusses in the night, I can take care of him without it waking you. If the two girls could sleep with you, or maybe even on the floor, then I’ll take their bed. We could also get started on making me a bed so the girls can have their own bed back.”

“Might take a while to get a real mattress, but when we first came here, we stuffed some straw into a mattress cover. That could do for a time.”

“That’s fine,” Grace said. “With how tired and fussy Milo is, I think it’s time to retire. Tomorrow I’ll finish cleaning things up and get a better idea of what I might need to do. It will be good to have Missy here to tell me where things are.”

Jed nodded and gathered the two little girls. “You’ll come sleep on my bed, while Milo and Miss Grace take your room. We’ll figure out more about where to sleep later.”

“But why isn’t she gonna sleep on your bed with you?” Missy asked. She looked between Jed and Grace with all the innocence of a child. 

“She wants to get used to being here,” Jed said after a moment.

“Oh, so she’ll sleep with you later?” Missy asked.

Jed felt heat rise up his neck and he nodded. “No more questions. Let’s just get you to sleep. You’ll have a lot of work to do to show Miss Grace what to do here. I hope you’ll be a good helper.”

“Yes, Papa. We’ll help.” Missy headed into her room and when he called to her she replied. “I’m getting my night dress. And Lottie’s too.”

“I’ll help you get ready for bed,” Grace said, walking into the children’s bedroom. He followed them in and helped the girls gather the things they would need for the night. Lottie grabbed her rag doll that Lizzie had made for her last Christmas and Missy took her blanket off the bed since it was what Lizzie had made for her very own when Missy complained about Lottie stealing all the covers. When Lottie saw her take the blanket, she pulled off the other one.

“You can’t take the blanket from Miss Grace,” Jed said.

“Don’t worry,” Grace said. “Annabelle gave me a quilt. I’ll be just fine with that.”

The girls carried their items out of the room and into Jed’s room while Grace remained and set about moving things around to where Milo would be in his small trundle bed nearby. She changed the boy and put him in his sleeping clothes, then tucked him to bed and turned around to see him still watching her.

“How well does he sleep through the night?” Grace asked.

“He’s done well sometimes, other times he cries a lot.”

“I’ll just see how things go then. Do you want to wake me in the morning? I can make breakfast.”

“I’ll wake you as I leave. You can feed the children. I’ll make myself some eggs before I go.”

“All right,” Grace said then walked past him into the main room where her trunk was. She took one handle and was about to lift it, but he joined her quickly and took it from her.

“Let me do that.”

“Thank you, Jed.” Grace said, then picked up the quilt that Annabelle had given her. She followed him into the room and waited by the door as he placed her trunk down near the wall. 

“Have a good night, Grace,” Jed said as he left the room and closed the door. He moved into his room with the two girls and got them all settled onto the side of the bed where Lizzie had always slept. It was hard to not have her there with him, but knowing the girls would likely toss and turn through the night made him less than excited to climb into the bed. But he was tired and needed to wake early to finish plowing that field so he could plant his crop. With a couple days of hard work, he might be able to catch up. And now that he didn’t have to return home in the middle of the day to check on the children, he’d get so much more accomplished. 

As he lay in his bed, staring at the ceiling above him, he realized how blessed he was to have found a helper. A man couldn’t do it all on his own. 

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

Grace checked on Milo once more and smiled to see he was asleep. The sweet boy needed his momma, and she was heart-broken he would never know her, but she vowed she would do her best to raise these children the way Lizzie would have wanted them raised. 

She lay on the bed and pulled the new quilt from Annabelle up to her chin. The nights were still cool though the days were warming enough that the approaching summer promised to be hot. She wasn’t sure how different things would be here in the Idaho territory than they had been in New York. 

Susan and Annabelle had given her only a few details about her new town, but until she actually lived through it, she would always wonder how different things would be.

Of course, a lot of it was still the same. She would be able to figure out how to cook on this cook stove just like she had with her brother’s stove. And for the most part, the keeping of a house and caring for children wouldn’t be hard to manage. She just hoped she’d learn how to help with the garden and the animals. If Jed was planning on growing that much wheat and then eventually getting sheep to care for, he would be gone for most all of each day. The things close to home would be her responsibility.

It was nice that the children were getting old enough to help out. Milo would be a long time before he could help do chores, but Missy and Lottie had already proved themselves helpful.

Grace allowed herself to plan out her days, trying to imagine where she might fit in some teaching opportunities to help Missy with her reading and arithmetic. They would be working side by side for a lot of the day while in the house. When Grace needed to do work outside in the garden, Missy would be inside keeping track of Milo so he didn’t hurt himself or cause a mess. 

Of course, all the planning she did now would mean nothing really. She’d just have to see how it all went when daylight came and she began her life as mother to these three children. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

 

 

 

Jed woke early though he hadn’t slept well with the movements of the two children in his bed. When he moved the blanket to get out of bed, he had to untangle one child from the top of the blanket and take the other one off his leg since she’d decided to use it as a pillow.

The girls only mumbled a little as he moved them enough to get up, and he hurried and dressed as quietly as he could. When he reached the kitchen to make himself an egg, he saw Grace there with her hair down her back instead of up in the twist she’d had yesterday. She was wearing her dress, thank goodness instead of a night dress, but she looked sleep mussed. She had Milo on one hip as she stirred something on the stove. He stopped in his tracks but the floorboards creaked and Grace turned to look at him.

“Good morning, Jed.” 

“Morning,” Jed said as he passed her on the way to the front door to pull on his boots. He turned back to see her still focused on the breakfast and was relieved he wasn’t being watched. It felt odd to have her in the house, but it would be her home now just as much as it was his. 

“This is almost ready. I couldn’t get Milo to get back to sleep so I thought I’d just come make breakfast. I hope you don’t mind eggs done this way.”

Jed leaned over her shoulder to peek into the frying pan. “Don’t think anyone can mess up eggs. I’m sure they’ll be fine.”

Grace glanced at him, bringing her face closer to his. Jed pulled back and stepped around to the other side. “Let me take Milo for a moment.” 

His boy went to him easier than he had yesterday and that helped ease his worry. Milo reached up and pulled on his ear, and made a few happy noises.

“How did you sleep?” Jed asked, looking past the boy who seemed to be well rested.

“Very well, thank you. Milo slept all night and woke about thirty minutes ago.” She took the fry pan off the stove and moved it to the table. “How about you?”

Jed shook his head. “Not used to all the wiggles and movements of those two. Got kicked in the face once I think.” He rubbed his chin and Grace smiled, making her brown eyes sparkle. 

“Sleeping children are often anything but peaceful.”

Jed chuckled. “Hopefully they’ll grow out of it soon. Or maybe I’ll just make sure to get them a bed made fast. I’d have to go cut down some smaller trees, but I could get a frame done up easy enough. The mattress would be the problem. I’m not sure if there is enough fabric to put something together.”

“Do you want me to look through the cloth here? I could get started on it.”

“Eventually,” Jed said. “But no rush on that. It isn’t top on the list. There’s a lot to catch up on that I couldn’t do alone.”

Grace nodded. “Should I plan on making you a lunch?” 

“I’ll just take some of those hard biscuits I had from before and some of the dried jerky. I’d hate to make you wait for me. But I’d appreciate dinner.”

“Sure thing,” Grace said. “What time do you think you’ll return?”

“Might be closer to five or six.”

“I’ll be sure to have something by then. And it’ll keep until you get here. Be safe and good luck on getting it all done.”

“Thank you,” Jed said. He ate his breakfast quickly after offering a quick prayer of thanks. He fed Milo on his lap as Grace continued to work at the counter. From what he could tell, she was mixing up some bread dough. It would be good to have some fresh bread again. So much better than the hard biscuits he knew how to make. His girls would be excited as well.

“There is some jam still in the cellar if you’d like to use some of that. And Lizzie and I had planned on doing a bee hive. How would you feel about caring for bees?”

Grace turned to face him. “I don’t know much about it. If you had a book or something I could read up on and learn, that would be helpful. Unless you know someone in person that could teach me.”

“I know a bit about it,” Jed said. “I think we might be able to check with the mercantile in Birch Creek to see if there is anything like that they can order.”

“I suppose a lot of things are learned as you go,” Grace said. “Though I do miss the library in New York. I could usually find the things I needed there. And I don’t have many books. I wonder if Birch Creek might someday be big enough for a library.”

“You never know,” Jed replied. “In the five years we’ve been in this valley, it’s more than doubled in size. And since the railroad station was set up, it’s grown a lot. With the boarding house Mrs. Clark set up, I’d imagine there will be a lot more people coming through.”

“I think I might talk to Susan about it. She might know someone who would be interested in coming out and establishing a library. Or a printing press. Wouldn’t that be amazing to have our own books and things printed here?”

Jed nodded, though he didn’t really understand how that would be all that great. What would a printing press do for Birch Creek?

As soon as he finished eating, Jed placed Milo on the floor to play with the little wooden blocks he’d carved the first winter after he’d married Lizzie and she was pregnant with Missy. Those blocks had been well used and were still a favorite among the children.

“I’ll milk Tess this morning, then if you don’t mind, I’ll show you how to do it tonight.”

Grace nodded and continued to knead the bread dough. He walked out of the house into the cool early morning air and headed to the barn. Knowing he was no longer alone in all of this brought a sense of relief to him. He hadn’t allowed himself to think of how hard things had been as a single father working the land and caring for his animals as well. Having someone to share the load with gave him a bit of hope they could survive out here on their own.

When he came back to the house again, he immediately recognized the familiar scent of yeast with the bread Grace was making and the homey feeling returned. A house needed a woman. And he was happy to have one in his house. The only downside he could see was that having Grace here, doing the things his wife had done made him realize once again how much he missed Lizzie. If he wasn’t careful, he might get too used to having her here and that could never happen. 

She was here to help. Nothing more. He couldn’t betray Lizzie like that. And he’d promised Grace that he would only ask for her help with his house and children. Jed turned around after setting the milk pails down in the corner of the kitchen for Grace to take care of and left out the front door as quickly as possible. He had a lot of work to do. 

Once out on the front porch, he realized he’d forgotten his lunch and went back inside to gather it up, but saw a cloth on the table folded up nicely. 

“What’s this?” Jed asked.

“The dried meat and biscuits you talked about. Wasn’t sure if there was a jug for water or anything, so I just gathered this for you.”

“I’ll get water from the creek,” Jed said. “Thanks for this.” He picked it up and walked out again, glancing back before he closed the door. Grace was busy moving the dough into the bread pans and didn’t look at him. Which was fortunate because he was sure his study of her would make her uncomfortable.

She was so different than Lizzie, yet still very much the same. A hard working, kind and caring human being. He just hoped he could get accustomed to her soon. He didn’t want to feel like a stranger in his own home. And if she changed things too much from how Lizzie had done things, it might make him feel even more out of sorts.

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

Grace kept herself busy all morning. The girls woke up not long after Jed had left and when they saw she had breakfast ready and had loaves of bread rising for baking soon, they were giddy with joy. The girls happily helped pitch in doing the cleaning. They showed her where the washing bucket and the washboard were and helped fill it with water from the pump. 

Grace boiled some pots of water on the stove top to help heat up the water to aide in the washing of the clothes for the children. The laundry took a large part of the morning, and soon they had the clothing hung to dry. After a few days of catch up on the other things around the house and yard, she would tackle the bedding, but for now, the second pair of clothing for each of the children had been finished. 

After lunch, she looked at the girls. “While Milo is sleeping, how about the two of you show me what your momma did out in the yard and with the animals?”

Missy took her hand and began walking quickly, but Grace slowed her down. “Give my leg a little time to catch up with you.” 

“When will your leg get better?” Missy asked.

“I don’t think it will get any better than it is,” Grace said. “I had a hard time walking for more than a year after it happened. But I saw a doctor in New York that taught me a few things to do when it hurts a lot. So it’s easier to do things now.”

“We can walk as slow as we need to,” Missy said. “And Lottie and I can run fast to get the things you need.”

“I appreciate that, Missy. You and your sister are very helpful girls. I’ll bet your momma is right proud to watch over you from heaven.”

“Do you think she sees us?” Missy said, looking up at the clouds.

“I wouldn’t doubt it,” Grace said. “And she would be so happy to know you’re taking care of your papa and your sister and brother.” Grace squeezed the girl’s hand. “I know I’m proud of you, and I just met you yesterday.”

Missy looked up with joy all over her face. “I’m glad I met you, Miss Grace. And I’m glad you came to be our momma. But I wish our real momma didn’t have to die.”

Grace nodded with understanding. “It sure is hard. But we do what we can. And I’ll help you as much as I can. It’s okay for you to miss your momma. And any time you want to tell me stories of her, I’d love to hear them.”

“Momma was the bestest singer,” Lottie said from the other side. “Do you sing?”

Grace chuckled. “Not much. I like to tell stories instead.”

Lottie’s expression fell and Grace tugged her hand gently. “But, if you teach me some of those songs, we could sing together.”

“All right,” Lottie said. She immediately started singing a song that Grace wasn’t quite sure she had all the words right, but Missy joined in and helped with the tune enough Grace figured she might be able to pick it up.

She started humming along once she was sure she had the melody right. As the girls showed her around the yard, and where to find the places the chickens liked to hide their eggs, she eventually caught onto the words enough to try the song from start to finish. Soon, there were enough eggs they couldn’t hold them all in their hands so Grace held the eggs in her apron while the girls bent down to gather them from the hard to reach places. No wonder Lottie had said there were too many.

The day passed pleasantly, and by late afternoon when it was time to start dinner, Grace was already worn out. She knew she still had much to do around the house, but since the bread was made, and the cream ready to separate into the butter churner according to Missy, she put it inside the churn and set Missy and Lottie to take turns with the handle.

Milo played with the blocks at times, and insisted on being held at other times, but Grace managed to make a soup with some of the root vegetables still in the cellar and added some of the dried meat to it to soak and help add flavor.

She took turns with the girls on the butter and sometimes had Milo hold the handle since he seemed to think it was a game. He loved the way it went up and down, and the girls thought it was more fun to help him pump it than when they’d done it on their own, so Grace figured they would manage to finish the butter before Jed arrived home. Or soon after for sure.

“Do you think you can keep this going while I go bring in the wash?”

The girls nodded eagerly, and as Grace got up to leave, Milo reached for her. She loved the fact that he had become attached to her already. She’d worried at first that the children would tire of her, but instead, things had easily fallen into place.

She handed Milo the wooden split pin that had held the wash to the line and he immediately put it in his mouth. That would keep him occupied enough she could pull the wash down. He didn’t fuss when she placed him on the grass nearby and as she folded the clothes and placed them in the basket to move them into the house, he only pulled out a few of the dresses before she moved the basket. She handed him another one of the pins and he took turns putting them in his mouth. 

As she watched him out of the corner of her eye, she looked for similarities between the boy and his father. There were obvious things like hair and eye color, his light blond hair and his blue eyes. Her whole family had reddish hair and brown or hazel eyes, so seeing Jed’s children with light hair and blue eyes made her wonder what color her children’s eyes would be.

She shook her head to get the errant thought out of her mind. She wasn’t going to have children with Jed. He wasn’t interested in that kind of relationship with her. They had agreed that she would help him raise his children, not give him any more. And she would be fine with that. She was going to be a mother to these children. And that would be enough.

The basket was finally full and she gathered the wooden pins from her apron pocket and placed them on top of the clothes, then picked up Milo and looked at the basket. It would be hard to bend down with her bad leg to get the basket while still keeping him in her arms so she took him inside first to let the girls watch him while she went back out to get the laundry. Each extra step made her leg hurt more and more and she was looking forward to sitting down at the table. 

She returned to the house and looked at the clock on the mantle, relieved Jed had one. It was only five o’clock, and Jed should be returning soon. She put the clothes away, and peeked in on the girls still taking turns churning the butter. Then needing a rest, she set the table and had the children join her for their supper. 

“Aren’t we going to wait for Papa?” Missy asked.

“Did you always wait for him?” Grace asked.

“Momma never put the food on until he was home.” Missy looked at the table and then up at Grace.

“He said he wasn’t sure when he’d arrive back. There is a lot of work for him to do. But if you think we should wait for him, we could start doing our reading.”

“I hungry now,” Lottie said and looked at Missy, then climbed onto her chair.

“I reckon it’s all right if we eat without Papa for today. Will he be late every day?” Missy asked.

“I don’t think so. We’ll have to learn how to do things together now. I suppose I have a different schedule than your momma and papa did. But it’s all right if people do things differently, I think. I’ll teach you some things, and you’ll teach me some things. It will all work out.”

The girls sat at the table and Grace dished up a bowl of soup for each of them. They looked in the bowl and at each other. Lottie took a sip from her spoonful first and put her spoon down. “It’s not the same.”

“I don’t imagine it is,” Grace replied. “But you still need to eat it to grow healthy and strong. You can have some bread and butter to go with it.”

Lottie seemed to relax at that and took another spoonful. Missy tried hers as well, but didn’t comment. She ate it quickly then asked for another bowl and when Lottie saw her sister ask for more, she took to eating hers faster. They had just finished eating and were on a second slice of bread when the front door opened. 

“Papa!” Lottie called out, climbing off her chair and running over to greet Jed. Grace watched as Jed reached down and scooped her up in one smooth motion. He carried her back to the table and looked at the meal. Lottie frowned. “We ate without you.”

“That’s just fine, Lottie. I didn’t know how fast I’d be home.”

Lottie looked at Grace as if surprised he’d agreed with her. “You can eat the soup, and then you can have some bread and butter.”

“Bread and butter sounds delicious.”

“We made the butter,” Missy piped up. “All by ourselves.”

“I’ll bet it tastes amazing, then.”

Missy nodded. “It does. You should wash up so you can eat.”

Grace smiled at the girl as Jed walked out the back door by the kitchen to wash his hands at the pump. He returned with his hair and face wet then grabbed a cloth from the counter where she’d placed it. That would be something she’d have to pay attention to. He’d need a cloth he could use and she’d keep the ones she needed for cleaning or cooking away from him.

Jed sat at the table and she reached over to dish him up some soup. “How was today?” she asked.

“Tiring.” Jed reached for the bread and butter then looked at her. “It is almost all plowed and ready to plant in the morning.”

“That’s good.”

“Tonight, I’d like your help on the garden. I’ll show you how to get the ground turned and ready. Some things are already planted since they do better in the cold temperatures. But if we want to get the corn and the beans and sugar beets in, there will need to be more soil ready. I’ll plow the area for the corn after I’m done with the wheat. But there are places I need you to work on getting ready as well.”

“I’ll do my best,” Grace said.

“Oh,” Jed paused and looked at her leg. “Will that be a problem?”

“I don’t know yet,” Grace said. “Haven’t had to use a shovel much. Might take a bit of getting used to.”

Jed nodded and turned his attention back to his food. His eyes closed as he put the first spoonful in his mouth. She hoped he didn’t mind the different type of meal than he was used to.

“This is good,” Jed said. “Thank you for dinner.”

“You’re welcome,” Grace replied. “Lottie didn’t like it much at first, but she finished her bowl, then had another scoop.”

Jed chuckled. “Lottie is always a little skeptical on things. But if she sees Missy do something, she’ll usually try it as well.”

“Good to know,” Grace said. 

“The house looks nice. Seems like you’ve been busy too.”

“We have. They showed me a few things, but I’m sure you’ll need to walk me through the care of the animals more. We just did the chickens and I peeked at the pig.”

Jed nodded again. “Sure thing. But I’m thinking I need another helping of this soup. You have a gift with soup.” He held up the bread with his free hand. “And with bread.”

Milo grabbed the crust of bread she’d broken into smaller pieces for him and put it in his mouth, then reached for his spoon to bang against the table. 

Grace redirected his hands and finished her own meal in companionable silence with Jed. 

She knew there were still a few hours left in the day, but suddenly, it didn’t seem so worrisome with Jed there. She was actually looking forward to helping him in the garden and hearing his soothing deep voice. She’d never really paid much attention to how her brother sounded when he talked. But there was just something about Jed’s voice that made her long to hear it more often.

And while she’d lived with her brother and his children for more than a year, she’d always felt at ease and comfortable there. Here with Jed was a completely different experience. His presence both warmed her and worried her. He was a handsome man and a hard worker. Something any woman would want in a husband. And he was her husband for sure, but not in the way she could allow herself to want as a woman. He’d made that clear, and she had agreed to those terms. Embraced them actually. So for her to start having any other kinds of thoughts about this man were completely inappropriate. 

Eventually, she was sure they could come to a routine where they would do their own jobs without needing to interact more than necessary. Meals would be together when he was home, and he’d have to show her how things were done, but soon she’d be able to run the household without his instruction nor input and he wouldn’t likely need her help out in the fields. Not that she could be much for help anyway with her bad leg. 

When they’d finished eating, there wasn’t much left of the soup and she was pleased to know she’d judged right. It wouldn’t be good to waste any of the meal and she didn’t have any way to keep it fresh. This would be given to the pig and she’d wash up the dishes after they worked in the garden.

“I’ll go gather the tools from the shed and meet you out at the garden.”

“I’ll be right there. I’ll have Missy keep track of Milo so he doesn’t get out in the dirt before bed. I’d rather not give him a bath tonight.”

Once the children were occupied, Grace walked stiffly to the front porch. She would need to move around a bit more to stretch out her stiff leg. It always hurt after a long day, but keeping it moving usually helped ease the pain until she sat down again and let it rest.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

 

 

 

Jed took the shovel and started turning the dirt over in the garden. It needed a lot of work, but with the larger shovel he could get most of the soil workable for gardening. The hoe and rake were against the log fence that lined the outer edge of the garden. When Grace came out of the house and walked to the garden he watched her move stiffly. Hopefully she’d be able to do the work out here as well. That would be such an ease to his burden.

Grace stepped closer to him. “Tell me what you need me to do.”

“I’m breaking up the soil so it will be easier to plant the seeds. If you’ll take one of those tools over there and work the dirt even more, that will make it smoother for planting.” Jed pushed his foot on the back of the shovel to make it dig deeper into the dirt, then turned it over and smashed the larger chunks up.

Grace nodded and retrieved the hoe and began poking at the clods he’d already lifted. They worked in silence and Jed kept glancing at her on occasion to see how she was managing. She looked tired and still moved with obvious discomfort, but didn’t quit. Sometimes when she moved, she used the handle of the tool to help her make her steps.

Jed checked their progress and walked over to her.

“I think this might be enough for tonight. Tomorrow, you can get Missy to help you break this up more. Lottie and Milo can play together. Then after dinner tomorrow night, we could come turn over the rest of this. I think on Thursday evening we can plant the potatoes if we don’t get to it tomorrow night.”

Grace wiped her brow with her forearm and nodded. “Where do you keep the tools?”

“We can just put them on the front porch for tonight. It’ll make it easier for you to access them tomorrow.”

“Sounds good,” Grace said, walking with the help of the tool’s long handle until she got to the house. She went through the door and Jed watched her movements, surprised she never complained about the obvious pain. Once she got inside, he broke up another couple yards worth of soil and then grabbed the rake and took the tools to the porch. When he got inside, he saw that Grace had cleaned up her hands and face and was sitting at the table with the girls. She had the Bible open and was reading to them from the beginning. 

Jed was surprised, but not displeased. He cleaned up on the back porch, leaving the door open so he could hear her reading, then joined them at the table to listen. Lottie climbed up onto his lap and tucked her head against his chest, helping to bring him back to home and release some of his cares of the day outside.

When Grace reached the end of the section she closed the book and lifted Milo, who was sitting on her lap, up and onto her hip then moved toward her room.

“Time for bed, girls,” Jed said, taking Lottie and carrying her while reaching for Missy’s hand. The girls were already in their night clothes which made things even easier for him, and a sense of gratitude came over him. Once the girls were in the bed, he went back to the main room and approached the door to where Milo and Grace were. It was open so he knocked softly and looked in. Grace was just finishing putting Milo’s night clothes on and looked up at him.

“Yes?” she asked.

“I wanted to thank you for all you did today. I was able to accomplish so much in the fields because of you.”

“I’m happy I could help,” Grace said. “It’s been a good day. I hope tomorrow goes even better for you.”

“Have a good night, Grace.” Jed smiled at her and moved away as her soft voice replied.

“You too, Jed.”

It was much easier to prepare for bed tonight. The animals had been taken care of, including Tess since Grace had milked her before he’d arrived home for dinner. He couldn’t imagine going back to the way things had been before. Even having her there to read to them tonight had made things feel mostly normal again. 

A new normal, but a good one none the less.

He still missed Lizzie. Ached deep in his soul for her, but his girls were happy, his son was cared for, his house was clean, and food was made. He was even able to do the hard labor of the farm because of Grace. She truly was a blessing. 

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

Grace lay down on the bed and her leg immediately complained of its poor treatment throughout the day. “Get used to this,” Grace said as she rubbed the sore area between her knee and her ankle. She rummaged through her trunk that she had still not fully unpacked to find the liniment that had always helped ease her aches. She unscrewed the lid, and dipped her fingers into the concoction and rubbed it between her fingers to warm it up. 

With her other hand, she pulled the skirt up, and undid her stockings then pulled it off to give her free access to her leg. She moved in practiced motion and slowly the pain lessened to the point she figured she could sleep through the night. She didn’t want to stand and make her leg hurt again, so she undressed while sitting on the bed. Her shift would work well enough for her night dress tonight and she tossed the dress onto the chair near the bed. 

Milo was already asleep, and she lay down on her back, hoping the massage of her bad leg would allow her enough time to fall asleep before any aching returned.

She pulled the blanket up to cover her chest, but left her leg uncovered. She was almost asleep when she realized she’d left the bedroom door open, but was too tired to bother with it now.  

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

Jed heard a noise and sat up in his bed. From the other room, he heard Milo crying. Jed looked at his girls and both were sleeping soundly. He left the bed and walked to the door of his room, then opened it up. The door to Grace and Milo’s room was open and he heard fussing from inside. Not sure if she needed help with Milo, Jed walked over to the door. Grace was on the floor to the side of the bed, struggling to get up while Milo stood against the bed crying. 

“What happened?” Jed asked.

“I’m sorry,” Grace said when she saw him. “I heard him fussing and got out of bed, but put too much weight on just my bad leg. I fell and scared him.”

Jed picked up Milo and patted his back, trying to comfort him. When the boy stopped crying, he reached down to help Grace. 

“I’m sorry,” Jed said after he looked at her. “I should have helped you up first.”

“That’s all right,” Grace said, adjusting herself on the edge of the bed. “Milo needed your comfort first. I just need to let the spasms in my leg relax.”

“Does it do that all the time?” Jed asked. The skirt of her shift was up to her knee as she rubbed her calf and shin. He tried not to let his eyes stray there, but she had lovely white skin in the very little light there was.

“Only when I over-work it.” 

“You should have taken it easier today.” Jed looked at her and she frowned. “I don’t want you to hurt yourself, or be too unwell to do anything.”

“I never know how much it will take to overdo something. Most days I can do what I’ve done here. I suppose the garden part finished me off.”

“Well, treat yourself better. You won’t do us any good being laid up.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth he wished them back. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Don’t worry. Just leave Milo to me now and you get back to bed. You need your rest.” Grace reached for Milo who went willingly and instead of putting Milo back on his small bed, she laid him on the bed to the side of her then lay down and began rubbing the boy’s back. 

Milo’s fussing stopped and Grace looked at Jed pointedly. “Unless you plan to stay here and comfort him, perhaps you should head to your room.”

Jed turned around and left the room, but knew he’d made a mistake in his conversation with her. He didn’t want her to hurt herself, but he didn’t know how to explain it right. He needed her healthy. Running a homestead was hard work that needed two able bodied people.

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

Grace closed her eyes and tried to push away the embarrassment and frustration. He’d seen her at her worst, in pain and half asleep on the floor and unable to even help the crying child. And he’d been upset at her injury and how much it would interfere with the normal daily activities.

With Milo relaxing back into sleep, she forced herself to stay calm and not let the hot tears stinging her eyes come out. Otherwise, she might not be able to stop. 

She hadn’t felt so worn down and beat up about her problem in a long time. She knew she had overdone it, but had wanted to make sure Jed didn’t regret marrying her and bringing her out to his home. There was a lot of work to do, and she just kept going long past when she should have stopped.

She would be better tomorrow. A good night sleep always helped and she would take it easy on the leg. There wouldn’t be as much walking as she’d done today, and she could use the handle of the rake, hoe, or shovel to support her weight if she needed help.

She wasn’t going to let this push her back and she would not let his unkind words defeat her. She was his wife, not his servant, and she would do all she could to make sure the house, children, and garden were well cared for. Past that, he had no right to ask her to do more if she couldn’t manage it.

The comfort of little Milo nearby helped her relax enough she eventually fell asleep. When she woke the next morning, she left Milo in the bed and climbed out quietly, pulling her dress over her shift and peeking out the door. The kitchen was empty, but Jed’s boots were not by the door any longer. He must have already left for the day. That made things a lot easier on her. She wouldn’t have to worry about talking to him or pretending to be cheerful. 

Breakfast was a simple affair of bread and jam with some sliced cheese. She’d have to ask him how to make cheese soon since they were almost out. Hopefully he knew how to do it. If not, she’d have to go ask Susan or Annabelle or someone in town when they went the next time. Though that might not be for another month.

After the girls were fed and dressed for the day, she took Missy out with her to help her get the tools out into the garden. It was obvious Jed had done more work last night before he came inside so she’d have more to do today. At least she wouldn’t have to worry about pushing down on the shovel to dig out the big piles of dirt to break up into workable pieces.

Before lunchtime, Grace made it to where he’d stopped shoveling and then tried a few shovelfuls on her own. Knowing she would hurt the leg more that way, she decided she’d wait until he could dig it more and she’d smooth it out. Inside, she did more cleaning and organizing of the items purchased from the mercantile. She wanted some things closer and easier to reach so other items were removed and put away inside a wooden hutch. 

About the time Grace starting thinking it was time to begin preparing dinner, the dog started barking and Grace turned to the front window to look out. She wasn’t sure what was there but she could see dust along the path leading to the wheat field in the distance. The dog seemed more excited than wary and Grace hoped that meant it was Jed returning. 

Grace kept her eyes on the children and hurried to finish mending some holes in the stockings she’d washed for the girls. She hadn’t seen any rips or tears in their dresses, but she knew she’d need to look into making Milo some longer shirts. He was growing out of the ones that Lizzie had made for him. She searched in the pile of fabric that she’d found when she went in to get the girls up and make the bed they slept on. Grace would double check with Jed and make sure it was all right to use the fabric. If not, they might need to pick up more at the mercantile. 

The dog barked loudly again and Missy ran to the window. 

“Papa’s back.” She went to the door and opened it up and ran outside. 

Grace got up, testing the sore leg and worked her way outside to meet him. He was home earlier than she’d expected and when she saw his face, she knew something was wrong.

“Jed, what happened?”

“Rattler. Boot stopped most of it, but it still got me.”

“You got bit by a snake, Papa?” Missy cried out in panic.

“It’s gonna be all right, Missy. I’m big enough and it only got a little venom in me. I just need to get inside and rest.”

Grace stared at him in shock. She’d never heard of a rattler snake. What kind of damage could it do? She watched as he climbed off the back of the horse and hobbled to the post that kept the shade up on the outer porch. 

“I don’t think I can manage getting in on my own. The swelling is too much.”

Grace moved over to him and placed her shoulder under his arm to prop him up. Missy hurried in front and opened the door. 

“Grab the chair, Missy,” Grace said as they entered the house.

She did as she was told and Grace helped Jed onto the chair. He dropped into it as if he could barely manage to hold himself upright anymore.

“Gotta take the boot off and check the swelling.” He reached for his boot, but couldn’t manage, so Grace helped him. As the boot came off and she pulled the pant leg up to study the injury, she felt faint. 

Jed put his hand on her shoulder and squeezed tight. “Hold on there, Grace. Don’t go passing out on me. I need you.”

Grace looked up at him, ashamed that she was so weak. “I’m sorry. Tell me what to do. I have no knowledge of any of this.”

“I don’t know,” Jed said. “I’m feeling mighty sick. And the swelling is hurting something fierce.”

“Do we put you to bed and let you rest? Is there some kind of treatment for you?” Grace studied the bite marks. They weren’t very deep but his leg was swelling and there was bruising underneath the skin as if he were bleeding inside.

Grace moved over to the cupboard and grabbed out the things that she thought might help. There was some alcohol and cloth she knew she could use to clean it up. She tried thinking of anything she’d ever heard or seen about taking care of injuries. 

Knowing he couldn’t just stay there on the chair, she convinced him to get up and move into the bedroom. Once on the bed, she removed his other boot to check the difference in his legs and feet. The swelling had made his leg almost half again as big and she worried she wouldn’t know what to do.

Grace looked at Jed and he met her eyes. 

“I don’t know what this will do, Grace. But please take care of my children if I don’t make it.” 

Grace moved over to him and touched his forehead. He was feverish and felt hot, but there was no sweat. “Don’t worry, Jed. You’ll be fine. It’s just a small bite. Your boot stopped most of it like you said. We’ll get you fixed up in no time.”

She looked at the wound again and took the cloth and the alcohol and wiped the wound. He cried out in pain, but did nothing to move his leg away from her. She cleaned it again, then looked at the bite marks.

Missy stood in the doorway with fear evident on her face.

“Sweetheart, why don’t you come sit with your father and hold his hand. I want to check what there is that might help him. Did your mother have any herbs or things to help with injuries?”

Missy nodded. “She used things in the cellar. Onions and garlic when she had her infection.”

Grace thought for a moment, considering what she’d heard about onion. She knew some of the doctors that would make house calls often did something with an onion poultice. Maybe it would work.

She carefully worked her way down to the cellar and found the pile of onions and the garlic, thankful not all of it had been used up over the winter. She returned upstairs and chopped it up in small pieces and mixed the onion and the garlic together then carried it into the bedroom. She couldn’t let Jed die. Though she had no idea if this would work, she had to try something. And if it could help draw out infection, maybe it could help with the effects of the venom inside.

Missy was kneeling down to the side of her papa’s bed and Grace could hear the fervent prayer of the little girl. She added her own prayer for health for Jed and set herself about caring for him.

“Missy, while I put this on his leg, could you go check on the other children? We need to make sure they don’t get into anything.”

Missy nodded and went to find the others. Grace mostly wanted to keep the sight of Jed’s leg from scaring the girl. It had continued to swell and the bruising underneath had spread. She felt his forehead, and was relieved the fever hadn’t gotten any worse. 

He moaned in pain and Grace did what she could to make him comfortable. She placed a scoop of the onion and garlic poultice on his injury, then wrapped it carefully with some cloth. It would work best if it could sit there and draw out the impurities.

Once that was taken care of, she got him a drink of water and tried to feed him little bites of bread and butter, but he turned away from it. 

“Don’t think I could manage right now. I just want to sleep.”

“Get as much rest as you can, Jed.” Grace said. “I will keep an eye on you. Don’t let anything worry you either. You will be fine.”

As she said the words, she prayed it would be true. Those children needed their father. And though she’d only known him for two days, she didn’t want to lose him. She knew he didn’t love her the way a husband loved a wife, but she had begun to feel something for him and wanted a chance to know him better. To be the kind of help meet he needed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

 

 

 

Jed hurt more than he’d ever hurt before and called out for Lizzie time and time again, but she never came. He felt kind hands touching him, but they weren’t hers. Voices spoke, and though he thought they sounded familiar, he couldn’t place them. The sound of crying children pulled him out of the pit of despair he found himself in and when he opened his eyes, sad blue eyes under light curls stared at him.

“Lizzie,” he whispered, his throat too dry and parched to get more than that out. The blonde hair and blue eyes that looked so much like his wife’s came into better focus and he recognized his daughter. “Missy. It’s you.”

“Papa, please don’t die!” Missy clung to him and he reached up to pat her back but found himself almost too weak to manage.

“I’m here, baby girl.” Jed spoke, managing to speak a little.

“Grace!” Missy hollered, surprising Jed. “Papa’s awake. Come quick!” 

Movement sounded in the distance and Jed tried to turn his head to look at who was coming. He knew the word, grace. But he was sure there was something more to it. As his eyes focused on the woman entering the room, he finally understood. Grace. His wife. She had cared for him instead of Lizzie.

“He’s awake, Grace. Papa is awake. He said Momma’s name.”

Jed caught the wince of pain in Grace’s eyes, but she reached out and touched his head. “His fever has broken. Let me get a look at his leg.” 

The movement of the bed caused him to grunt in pain. “I’m sorry, Jed. I will probably need to change the poultice. I think it’s helped to draw the infection out and keep you from having more damage to your leg.”

“Snake?” Jed asked, trying to piece together what had happened. “Lizzie?” He looked at Grace. “You’re not Lizzie.”

Grace shook her head. “No, sorry. I’m not her. You were bit by a snake. You’ve been sick for two days.”

“Field,” Jed said as he struggled to remember it all. “I didn’t plant it yet.”

“You need to get better first, Jed. The planting can wait. There is still time.”

 “No time to wait. Can’t do it alone,” Jed said laying his head back. “Lizzie’s gone.” He still hurt too much to think and with Grace doing something to his leg he couldn’t keep his mind on his work. The pain took all his energy to endure it. When she finally left him alone, Jed felt himself falling back into a fitful rest.

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

Grace finished changing the bandage and once she was sure he was asleep and still breathing, she turned to Missy and smiled as brightly as she could, though her heart felt as if it were torn in pieces.

“Thank you for letting me know. I think he’s on the mend. I’m sure he’ll start feeling better soon. You keep watching him. And if he wakes again, you can try to feed him some broth.”

“Thank you, Grace. Thank you for keeping my papa from dying.”

“I’m doing my best, Missy. But sometimes there isn’t anything anyone can do. If it’s their time to go, sometimes you just can’t stop it from happening.”

“It can’t be my papa’s turn to go.” Missy looked at her father, and Grace’s eyes filled with tears. She knew the girl needed him. If he didn’t make it, Missy would be the one that remembered the most about her mother and father. She was too young to lose them both. 

“Keep watch,” Grace said again. She left the room and returned to the garden to water the seeds she’d put in. She’d managed to finish overturning all the soil and softening it enough to plant. He’d mentioned he wanted the potatoes, beets, beans and corn in the garden. When Grace had talked with Missy on what it had looked like last year, she was able to get enough information from her that Grace felt mostly confident in planting the garden.

What worried her was the wheat. The sacks of wheat that had been in the cellar were gone and she was sure he’d planned to plant them. She’d gone out to the field just in case, and found one empty sack and three full ones. From what she could tell, he had only begun to scatter the seeds. If only she knew how to do it. Maybe when he woke the next time, she could ask him about it.

Grace returned to the house and picked up Milo who reached for her. Lottie held onto her skirt and she took the two of them into Jed’s bedroom. She’d brought in the rocking chair that had been in the main part of the house so she could read or tell the children stories while they all kept watch over Jed. 

Now that he had woken once, she hoped to be in there when he woke again. If he saw his children and listened to them, it might help him fight the effects of his snake bite. 

She didn’t know what kind of long term damage there would be. His leg was still very sore looking, but the swelling had gone down and the areas around the bites no longer looked like the skin was going to fall off.

It might take weeks for him to regain his strength in the leg and he couldn’t overuse it or he might risk more damage to the healing tissue. She just had to convince him to let her try to help with the planting then watering. But with the way he had been so bothered by her own injury and lack of ability to use her leg for long periods of time, she doubted he’d be willing to sit back and let her do it.

Being so far away from neighbors and help was dangerous and she wished there was someone closer to help.

Lottie climbed onto her lap and Grace moved Milo to one thigh while Lottie sat on the top of her other leg. She began to rock back and forth and told the story of David and Goliath. She hoped Jed could come out the conqueror against his own foe.  

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

Jed listened to the soft and sweet voice as it spoke while he slept. He began to wake and realized it was a story from the bible and he allowed himself to remain still, just listening. It helped to not move, but he wanted to know how his leg was doing. Memories of the snake bite brought back all the fear he’d felt as he worried he would die and leave his children without him. The only thing that had eased his worries was the knowledge that Grace would take care of them. 

She might not be cut out for the life of a farmer’s wife. Not with her bad leg, but she could move them back into Birch Creek and find work there. She’d insisted on teaching his children so it was obvious she was educated. She could be the school teacher. But now that he felt like he might actually make it through this snake bite effects, he realized he was jealous of the idea of her going anywhere else.

She had cared for him and kept him from dying. He knew if it had just been him and his three children, he would never have made it. Then his poor daughter would have had to find some way to get back to Birch Creek with the two younger ones.

No, Grace was definitely a gift from God Himself. Her name even proved it. He owed her his life, as well as the lives of his children.

Jed opened his eyes and turned his head just a little to watch Grace with his family. Her family now too. She was as much a part of this family as if she had given birth to them herself. He could see the love she had for them, and how much his children adored her. But he had promised her he would not demand anything from her as a wife. Not that he would ever force her or anything, but he knew that living with a woman as kind and gentle as Grace would be a blessing, and if he could ever earn her love and affection in return, he would do all he could to be worthy of her. 

He watched her again, paying close attention to the way her voice changed in different parts of the story. Her face lit up and she smiled and showed energy and excitement that helped him feel the emotions tied to the story as well. His children watched her with rapt attention and he was overcome with gratitude.

Grace looked at him and paused in the story. “Jed, you’re awake. How do you feel?”

Missy stood up from the chair where she’d been sitting and looked him over. “Do you need some water, Papa? Or some broth? Are you hungry?”

“Water, please, Missy.” 

Missy ran into the other room and came back in carrying a cup that looked like she’d dipped it directly in the water bucket. Missy tried to pass it to him, but he felt almost too weak to reach for it. Grace put the other two children down onto the rocking chair and told Lottie to rock back and forth to keep Milo happy then came to help Missy give him the water.

She placed a strong and capable hand behind his neck and helped him sit up enough he could drink the water. The cooling sensation helped him feel so much better and he smiled into her eyes. Grace smiled back and placed the cup down on the small table nearby.

“Do you think you could manage a little food?” Grace asked. “It’s been so long since you’ve had any nourishment.”

“I could try,” Jed said.

“Let me help you sit up a little more. Missy, will you grab that other quilt. We could fold it up behind him.” 

Missy hurried to do as she was asked and soon Jed was propped up and looking at Grace as she sat in front of him with a bowl of broth and a spoon. He wished he could feed himself, but he still felt too weak. After a few spoonfuls of the liquid, he closed his eyes in exhaustion.

“That was pretty good,” Grace said. “You rest again now, and when you wake we’ll give you more. We’ll leave so you can rest undisturbed.” 

“No,” Jed said. “Please stay here. I liked listening to the story.”

“If you’re sure,” Grace said. She returned to the rocking chair and put the two children on her lap, then began another familiar story, helping Jed relax and put his troubles away as she eased his concerns. She could probably do anything. And when he was finally better, he’d make sure he showed her how grateful he was for her in their lives.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

 

 

 

Grace felt him watching her more and more and she worried he would not be pleased with what she was doing. Missy fed him more of the broth and as the remainder of the day passed, he seemed to be regaining some strength. He was able to sit up on his own and though he couldn’t walk, or even get out of the bed, his color looked better and his outlook seemed to improve as the day wore on.

Grace gave Missy some more broth, but this time made sure there were some small pieces of vegetable in the bowl as well. 

“Could you see if he’ll eat this?” Grace asked. “I’ll go milk the cow and feed the animals. If he needs anything you can’t help with, call for me, all right?”

“Yes, Grace.”

“Thank you, sweetheart.” Grace took the milk pail out and looked into the darkening sky. The coming night didn’t scare her like it had the night before. With proof that Jed was on the mend, she allowed herself a moment to relax her hyper vigilance. He had made it through the toughest part, and now that he was awake and alert, she could talk to him about what needed to be done out in the fields. She was sure she could make some progress at least. She had no idea how long it took for the wheat to grow, but he’d seemed overly eager to get it planted before too much time had passed.

Once she’d finished milking Tess, she doubled checked the other animals, relieved the pig had not had any piglets yet. Running a farm she didn’t know much about had taken so much of her confidence and shattered it. She was supposed to just be here to take care of the children. Not everything else, yet as she did the work that had terrified her before, she realized she had survived and managed well enough.

As long as Jed didn’t have any other setbacks and continued to heal, things could return to normal. Or how they should be. Working together instead of all on her own. No wonder he’d needed a wife. And if she was the only thing available, she couldn’t fault him for choosing her. She would do her best to help out and make things as good as possible for this family she was coming to love. 

The house was quiet and peaceful and Grace walked into the kitchen to put the milk on the counter so she could take care of it after checking on Jed. She peeked her head into the bedroom where the children were sitting on the rocking chair with Missy in the middle holding Milo on her lap while Lottie sat at her side, leaning forward and backward to make the chair move. 

“Are you three ready for bed?” Grace asked.

The children looked up at her and Lottie shook her head. “No. I wanna stay with Papa tonight.”

“I think he still needs to rest. I’ll keep watch over him, I promise.”

Missy took hold of Milo around his middle, and slid off the rocking chair. “Come on, Lottie. You can’t sleep on Papa’s bed. You’ll kick him in your sleep.”

“I will not,” Lottie argued, but she climbed off the rocking chair backward, laying her belly on the seat then dangling her little legs off until she reached the floor. Though she complained, Lottie still followed Missy into the other bedroom and Grace smiled at the children. She helped them dress for bed and tucked them into the bed where they had slept before. Grace’s quilt from Annabelle was still in the room where Jed was. She would use it to cover herself while she kept watch in the rocking chair. 

She didn’t want to run the risk of being too far away in case he needed her. Hopefully, it wouldn’t bother him if she stayed in the room. She could always take the quilt and go lay on the floor in the main room. That would allow her to get to anyone who might need her.

Milo had slept well and only needed to be soothed once the night before. She hoped things would be the same tonight. 

When the children were tucked in, she kissed them all on the tops of their heads and left the room to clean up the kitchen from the meal she’d made earlier. It was nice to finally have some quiet time and looked forward to sitting down and resting. 

“Grace?” The voice was faint and at first she thought it was one of the girls, but when it came again, she knew it was Jed. Grace left the pot on the stove and went to his door. 

“Do you need something?” she asked.

“I wanted to say I’m sorry. This has been too much for you.”

“You couldn’t help what happened,” Grace said, coming closer into the room.

“I know, but you’ve had to do it all alone. I wish you didn’t have to.”

“Just rest up and get better. You’ll need your strength. I have some questions for you tomorrow about the things I’ve done here.”

“What did you do?” Jed asked.

Grace met his eyes. She wasn’t sure if he would be bothered by her taking charge or if it would matter to him. “I planted the garden with Missy’s help. She showed me where you picked the plants during last year’s harvest.”

“That was a lot of work,” Jed said. “Thank you.”

“It helped keep my mind off my worries.”

“I can understand that. It was hard for me to be still while Lizzie was so sick. I wanted to be busy all the time to keep the worries away. It didn’t help. And I felt like I had failed her by not making her better.”

“How did she die?” Grace asked, unable to help the question. “Missy told me she had an infection.”

Jed nodded. “She was thrown from the horse, and broke her leg. It broke through the skin, and she ended up getting an infection. I rode through snow drifts to the nearest neighbor and asked them to find a doctor that could come amputate the leg, but by the time he arrived, it was too late. She fell asleep and didn’t wake up. Doctor thought it might have been too much for her heart to take.”

Jed wiped his eyes and Grace felt her own heart break for him. “I’m so sorry, Jed. I can’t imagine your sorrow.” She placed her hand on his arm.

Jed took her hand and patted it where it rested on his arm. “I wasn’t sure I was going to make it through this. I was so worried for the children.”

“I was too,” Grace whispered. “I had no idea what I was doing. I’m sure there was help from above and you were strong and healthy enough to fight it. Now that you’re awake and alert again, do you want me to go find a doctor?”

“Don’t think it would help,” Jed said. “We don’t really have anyone trained enough. And anyone who’s survived a snake bite probably wouldn’t know much more than you’ve figured out.”

Grace was relieved she wouldn’t have to try to saddle the horse or hook it up to the wagon. She’d taken the saddle off the horse late in the evening after Jed had returned. She’d worried that all her fumbling had upset the poor animal and she hadn’t wanted to try riding the horse anywhere with her complete lack of knowledge.

Jed’s hand still rested on her hand and she watched him as he breathed in slowly and exhaled slowly. But it was a healthy motion instead of the shallow and struggled breathing he’d had before. She hoped she never saw a rattler in her life and prayed Jed would avoid them all in the future. Knowing how dangerous the west was made Grace worried about her chances here. But even so, she had found a purpose in life. Something she felt was worth her time and that meant she was needed. Sure she’d been helpful to her brother, but it just didn’t feel the same as the love she’d developed for Jed’s children. 

And while she knew there wasn’t really love between herself and Jed, she found she was growing very fond of him. She felt her heart flutter every now and then when he looked at her. 

But she needed to put those emotions to the side since she knew he still loved his departed wife. If she was lucky, someday he might be able to think of her as more than just a mother for these children. She might find herself regretting her words to Susan that she didn’t need the love of a man.

Seeing his eyes go all soft when he talked of Lizzie made her wish that she could have that kind of effect on him. 

Jed’s hand relaxed and she knew he was asleep, but she didn’t want to move. She wanted to stay right there with him even though there was no comfort she could give him now. 

At least she didn’t have to leave the room. He wouldn’t mind if she fell asleep on the rocking chair. Though after multiple nights in that chair, she felt like sleeping on the floor would be better. She made sure the floor was clean enough she could put her quilt down, then lay on top of the blanket, using one of the other blankets she’d found as her covering. She kept her dress on since she didn’t know what kind of help she’d need to give or how long she’d even be able to sleep.

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

Jed woke up to the sound of snoring. He rolled to the side of the bed, wondering where it was coming from. His bed was empty, but he heard the sound again. With care, he rolled to the other side, careful of his injured leg and peered into the darkness. He was almost certain it was coming from the floor.

Jed reached down and touched hair first, then a face and the snoring stopped immediately and turned into a startled snort. 

“What’s wrong?” Grace gasped. “Do you need something? Are you hurting?”

Jed pulled his hand back as she sat up. “Nothing’s wrong.” He thought for a moment then said. “Except for the fact that you’re sleeping on the floor. You don’t have to do that. It can’t be at all comfortable.”

“It’s fine,” Grace said, but he could see a faint outline of her standing up and moving over to the rocking chair she’d been on before. “Did I wake you?” Grace asked after a moment. “My brother used to tell me I snored so loud it shook the house.”

Jed laughed, loving the way she was so matter-of-fact about it.

“I could go into the other room. Most times if I lay on my side I don’t snore. I suppose I must have rolled to my back.”

The concern in her voice was more apparent and Jed hurried to ease her worries. “I don’t mind. Honestly. Lizzie would snore on occasion too. I’m usually the snorer though.”

“Really?” Grace asked. “I don’t think I’ve heard you snore yet.”

“Well, that first night you were here, the girls kept kicking me or rolling around and it wasn’t a very peaceful night. The next night you didn’t sleep well because of your leg. Then this happened.” He pointed at his leg.

“Goodness,” Grace said with a chuckle. “Your poor kids sharing our rooms will never stand a chance of sleeping well if both of us snore.”

Jed knew there was a solution to that. But he wasn’t sure if he was ready for it yet. Or if she would ever be willing to share his room. 

Grace leaned down and pulled her quilt up onto her lap as she sat on the rocking chair. She rested her back against the head rest and he could hear her yawn.

“This should help keep me from snoring,” she said. 

“I don’t want to make you uncomfortable,” Jed said. “But I don’t think you should sleep there.”

“I could go out into the main room.” Grace stood up. “There’s a good open spot near the table.”

“That’s not what I mean,” Jed said quickly to prevent her from leaving. “There is enough room for you to fit on the bed here. I promised I wouldn’t touch you, and that’s still my intent. I just think you should have a more comfortable place to sleep. You’ve been working so hard for these last few days. You need a good night’s rest.”

“I couldn’t do that,” Grace said.

“Why not?” Jed asked, genuinely curious.

“I wouldn’t want to bump you if I moved in the night. I would feel terrible if I bothered your leg.”

“Now that I know you won’t be sleeping comfortable because you’ll be on the cold hard floor, or on that chair, I won’t get any rest. As a gentleman, I should let you have the bed.” He made to get up and Grace squeaked in protest.

“Don’t you dare get out of bed. You are the one who needs the rest.”

“Grace,” Jed said. “I need sleep, sure. But you need it just as much. I’ll be here in this bed most of the day tomorrow is my guess. But you only have a few precious hours that you can sleep. Those children of mine will be up before long and you already know what’s in store for you. Please just do as I ask and climb onto the open side. There is enough room. And with my bad leg on this side, you wouldn’t touch it even if you did move in your sleep.”

“Are you sure?” Grace asked.

“Yes.” Jed reached over and patted the bed where Lizzie had always been. And though he missed her, he knew that this was now Grace’s home too. While he was in no hurry to move to more intimate relations with her, he knew eventually it would come to that. Grace was beautiful, kind, caring, and hard working. Everything a man could want in a wife. And once his heart healed enough to hold more than memories, he was sure Grace could fill it.

It took her a few moments to finally move, but she stood from the rocking chair and walked around to the other side of the bed. There wasn’t a lot of room between the bed and the wall so she placed the quilt on the end of the bed before she climbed onto the covers that were pulled over him. He smiled, knowing it was a good idea, but completely unnecessary. She lay down stiffly and he could tell her back was toward him. 

Either she didn’t want to snore again, or she wanted to keep as much distance between them as possible. It didn’t matter. At least she would get the rest she rightfully deserved.

“Sleep well, Grace,” Jed said after she lay still enough he was sure she had finished getting comfortable.

“Thank you, Jed. You too.”

As he listened to his new wife’s breathing slowly change from awake to asleep, he felt like he was one of the luckiest men alive. He was grateful to have beaten the odds. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

 

 

 

Grace woke feeling mostly rested and she listened to the sound of the rooster in the side yard. When her mind became fully aware of where she was, she was surprised to discover an arm across her own. She nearly jolted, but realized in time that it was Jed as he slept next to her. He was still resting and she carefully slid off the bed and studied him. 

His coloring was so much better than before and she breathed another sigh of relief. It was such a blessing that he had made it through. 

The sounds of children pulled her out of the room and she left him to keep sleeping. Missy had already gotten dressed and was helping Lottie put her dress on as well. Grace took care of little Milo and took them all into the kitchen.

“I’ll whip up some breakfast, and hopefully your papa will feel like eating more today.”

“Momma always made eggs.” Lottie pointed at the shelf where the basket of the remaining eggs from yesterday’s gathering were.

“She sometimes made flapjacks too,” Missy said.

“Should we do both?” Grace asked.

Lottie clapped her hands together and Grace took that as a yes. She had the meal ready before Missy and Lottie returned to the house after gathering the eggs for the day. 

“Can I take the food to Papa?” Missy asked.

“Sure,” Grace said, handing her the plate. “Tell him not to eat too much if it hurts his stomach. But hopefully he’ll be very hungry.”

Missy carried the plate with care as Grace set the food out for Milo and Lottie. The children began eating and Grace took another plate in for Missy. She was happy to see Jed sitting up against the headboard and eating the food on his own. Missy sat on the chair next to him, telling him about how she had been helping to care for Milo and Lottie.

“You have been a wonderful help,” Grace said as she entered the room. “So would you like to eat your food in here with your father, or have it at the table?”

“I can eat in here?” Missy looked at Grace with wide, and excited eyes.

“That way you can help your papa when he’s done with his food. Someone will need to return the plate to the wash basin.”

“I’ll do it,” Missy said. She scooted back against the rocking chair and Grace set the plate on her lap.

“Just be careful not to spill. I’m going to go milk Tess as soon as Lottie and Milo are done. Do you think you could keep an eye out for them too while you watch your papa?” 

Missy nodded and began eating while Grace shared a smile with Jed. She left the room before her cheeks heated too much at the sight of him with his night shirt open to where she could see the defined shape of his chest.

She had to get a hold of herself.

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

Jed hadn’t missed the way Grace had looked at him, and he smiled a little inside. Fortunately, Missy’s chattering helped him not dwell on those thoughts because he had to make sure he could respond to his daughter. Lottie came into the room and tried to climb onto the rocking chair as well. 

“It’s my turn to take care of Papa.”

“No it’s not,” Missy said. “Miss Grace told me to watch him.”

“Where’s Milo?” Jed asked. He looked at Missy. “Could you take the dishes into the wash basin like Grace asked, and bring Milo in here? I’ll hold Milo if you two will tell me a story.” 

Missy hurried to do as he asked and Jed watched out the bedroom door to see Grace moving around, taking care of things and then she disappeared out of his sight and he heard the door close. 

She wasn’t gone long when he heard the running of her feet and the door opening. He worried something terrible had happened, but instead, she poked her head in the doorway and said. “The pig had her piglets!” 

The girls both squealed in excitement and hurried out of the room before Jed had even gotten Milo situated on his lap. Milo immediately wanted down and Grace came to grab him. 

“Is there anything I need to do about the piglets?” Grace asked as she lifted Milo onto her hip. 

“Just make sure they’re all alive and stay close to the sow. You’ll need to count how many, and make sure there are enough nipples for her to feed them all.”

Grace’s happy expression fell and Jed felt bad for giving her unpleasant truths. She nodded and left the room still holding Milo. Jed felt saddened at the loss of his family. He couldn’t wait to get up and moving again. He pulled the blanket off his leg and was tempted to pull off the bandage to see how it was doing. But he wasn’t sure if Grace would be angry at him for that or not.

He decided to try getting out of the bed for a bit to see if he could keep his balance, but after only a few moments of standing, he was ready to ease back onto his bed and rest. He had just settled himself against the headboard when the sounds of excited girls rushed through the house and back into his room. Missy ran to the side of his bed and began to tell him all about the new piglets. 

He listened to her but when Grace’s form appeared in the doorway, he couldn’t help looking at her. She smiled and mouthed eleven.

That was good news. They could raise some to adulthood for meat and sell a few as well. 

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

By the middle of the day, Grace was beginning to feel the aches and pains of her leg again. She’d stayed close to the house in case Jed needed her, but with Missy keeping an eye on the littler ones, she spent time cleaning out the shed of the manure and making sure there was enough feed for Tess and the horse. She double checked the garden and watered the newly planted seeds with a bucket that Missy had shown her. Missy had been rather helpful, informing Grace that they’d used the bucket last year to get the seeds wet enough to grow.

When she returned to the house to make lunch, she found Jed asleep on the bed with Milo tucked against him and Missy and Lottie looking at the bible she’d read from the night before. 

“What do you say we do a little schooling today?”

Missy looked up with excitement. “Momma showed me how to make the letters for my name. Want me to show you?”

She got off the chair and moved over to the door. 

“Where are you going?” Grace asked.

“To the dirt to show you my name.”

“Ah,” Grace said. “We’ll have to find a way to get you a slate and chalk. That way you can practice at the table instead of in the dirt.”

The three went outside and Missy found a stick she could use. She formed the letter m with no difficulty and the i as well. Then when she tried to do her s, she formed them backward and frustration covered her face. Eventually, her name was traced in the dirt, and Lottie reached for the stick.

“You don’t know how to write, Lottie.”

“I can.” Lottie’s displeasure at her sister was obvious, but Grace held out her hand for the stick and Missy passed it over. 

“Show me what you can do, Lottie.”

Lottie started swishing the stick through the dirt, making squiggly lines with a few having straight lines through them. Missy shook her head, but Grace held her hand up. 

“It’s a good start, Lottie. Pretty soon, you’ll be writing just like your big sister.” 

Lottie smiled with joy and continued to write in the dirt. Grace looked at Missy and patted her back softly.

“She’ll learn soon enough. And you did a great job with your name. Someday, we’ll make sure you have something else to write with. And we’ll show you all your letters and help you know all the sounds, then soon you’ll be reading from the books with me.”

Missy found another fallen twig and began practicing her name over and over. Grace took a twig and wrote the alphabet on a section of ground off to the side a little and told Grace to practice underneath each letter. 

The cat must have been curious because it walked across the letters leaving them smudged and the girls frustrated but soon they decided that playing with the cat would be more fun and the sticks were dropped and they were off.

Grace reminded them to stay in the yard area and went inside to check on Jed and Milo. They were still asleep so she left them and began a batch of bread.

Though she was busier than she had been in her entire life, she found she enjoyed this. There was so much to do to maintain a home, and to keep a family fed. There was still a lot she would have to learn, but so far, she’d managed to do fairly decent. 

She just wished she could do the things Jed wanted done with the crops.

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

The smell of freshly baked bread made his mouth begin to water. Jed had always loved the way the house felt when bread was prepared. It felt like home and happiness.

The humming from the kitchen made him smile. There really was happiness again in the house with Grace here. He wished he could get out of bed and go see her. He tried to stand again, this time managing a bit longer than the time before.

“Eventually.” He spoke to himself quietly, not wanting Milo to wake up, but as soon as he sat on the bed, the movement woke the boy. He babbled the familiar nonsense of a baby and Jed pretended to talk back to him.

Moments later, Grace popped her head in and Jed smiled. 

“Need me to take him?” Grace asked.

“No, I think we’ll be fine. The bread smells good.”

“Is that a hint that you want some?” Grace asked, raising her brows.

Jed chuckled. “I would love some.”

Grace withdrew her head from the doorway and in a few minutes was back with bread and butter. Milo tried to grab it off the plate, but Grace picked him up and carried him away into the kitchen, but glanced back over her shoulder. “He’s just too much of a sweetie for me to let you keep him all to yourself.”

Jed’s heart warmed a little more. It was obvious that Grace loved his children. He didn’t understand how he had ended up being lucky enough to find her. He hadn’t even thought of finding a new wife, but when the opportunity had presented itself, it had felt right.

When Grace returned to the room with a little bowl of broken up bread for Milo and sat with the boy on the rocking chair to ease him to sleep so she could get back to what she’d been doing, he wanted to say he’d hold Milo, but she needed a chance to rest.

He studied her face and could see the tiredness beneath her eyes. Her head leaned back against the headrest and she rocked slowly as Milo leaned back against her when he’d finished the bread. 

With her eyes closed, she looked peaceful and content.

“Are you happy here?” Jed asked after a moment.

Grace’s eyes opened. “Yes.”

“We haven’t scared you away?” Jed asked.

“Scared? Yes.” Grace said, looking at his leg then back to his face. “Away?” She shook her head. “Where would I go? I’m your wife.” She paused and looked at him, sitting up a little straighter, but not too much to upset Milo on her lap. “Unless you don’t want me here. I’m sure I could go back to my brother if you want me gone.” 

“I don’t want you to go,” Jed hurried to assure her. “You’ve been such a tremendous help here. There is no way I could have survived this alone. And the children love you. If you left, they’d be devastated.”

Grace looked down and kissed the top of Milo’s head. “I would miss them, too.”

Jed debated for a moment on if he should tell her he would miss her as much as the children would if she left, but she looked everywhere except at him. It was obvious this conversation was making her uncomfortable, so he tried to think of something to ease her worries.

“I tried standing for a bit today,” Jed said.

“How did you feel?” Grace asked. “Is there a lot of pain in the leg?”

“Some. And there are places on the leg that I almost can’t feel. My head was pretty dizzy when I stood, but it wore off.”

“Do you think you’ll be out of bed tomorrow?” Grace asked.

“I’d like to try. I want to get back out to the field and check on those seeds. I only got some of it planted, but it won’t do any good to have them planted if they won’t sprout. And we haven’t had any rain either. Not sure when we’ll get some.”

Grace looked at him as she continued rocking softly and Milo’s eyes started to get heavy. 

“How do you water your crops when there is no rain? Is it like with the garden here?”

“Thank heavens, no. It would take forever to use a bucket. I divert the water from the creek. That’s why the wheat field is near the creek.”

Jed explained the way they farmed as Grace asked all kinds of questions. Her interest in the farm made him happy. She seemed to want it to succeed as much as he did. With her being from the city and not growing up near anything related to what he had done his entire life, it made it hard for him to explain a few things. She asked clarifying questions and seemed excited to know about it.

Maybe someday, the two of them could work side-by-side out there in the field. She had shown over and over again how tough she was. He’d misjudged her for sure, and as he struggled with the pain and damage to his own leg, he began to realize he’d not been very patient or understanding of her own condition.

Well no more. He would do his best to be more patient and helpful in regards to her own aches. Maybe when she became more comfortable with him, he could help her out by massaging her leg. He’d seen her rubbing it after a long day of being on her feet and knew that a massage often eased the pains.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

 

 

 

Grace wished she could go back to not worrying about how Jed felt about her. Being the caregiver of the children had been enough. Until of course she had to take care of Jed so much and had spent time watching him with his children, and seeing him so vulnerable. 

She’d nursed him back to health, and in the meantime had come to admire him for everything he had done to create this homestead out of nothing besides sage brush and grasses. She could see his handy work in everything around the entire property. They lived off the land because of his ingenuity and hard work. He had built the house, made the furniture, put up the fence, cleared out all the weeds and bushes to have land to grow crops on.

She knew he appreciated her caring for him, but she hadn’t been able to do the work he needed done. That wheat crop would mean the difference between just getting by, and having enough to plan for the future. Grace just hoped she hadn’t ruined anything with the garden seed. She’d managed to bring the wheat seed sacks back from out in the field, wanting to be sure the birds and critters didn’t get at it. 

She had worried constantly the whole time she was away. Her biggest fear was running into a snake. She didn’t know what a rattler looked like. Missy had tried to tell her how to spot them because of their tails shaking like a rattle.

Fortunately, there was no danger from anything like that, but she had struggled to carry the heavy bags of wheat and had needed to take too many breaks. At least Jed had still been unconscious during that and Missy had been fine watching the little ones. 

There was just so much she didn’t know. She’d quizzed Jed on everything she could think of to ask about the way he ran his farm, and how to plant the wheat. He might still be days away from being strong enough to do much with that leg. He’d tried coming to dinner at the table the night before and had ended up getting so nauseated that he had to go back and lay down. She wanted to plant the rest of the wheat and then maybe he could instruct her later on how to divert the water to the field. 

She was sure she could scatter the seeds like he’d said, and then use the rake or something to cover them with a little bit of dirt like he said they needed. She could probably do parts of the field during the times he rested. She didn’t want to worry him about where she was, but it had to get done. 

If only she knew how to saddle the horse. She’d taken off the saddle that first night after Jed had been bitten, but knew she’d done a shoddy job of it. Grace doubted she’d be able to convince the horse to let her try putting the saddle back on.

And hooking it up to the wagon would be even more difficult. She didn’t think she could even lift the wagon tongue to get it into the straps. How on earth did a man do something like that? 

Walking would be her only option. If she did it first thing in the morning, before her leg was too tired from all the other things of the day, she’d be able to make it out to the field and back. 

She’d make sure there was something for Jed to eat in the morning and she’d get Missy to keep an eye on the little ones. Or she could probably even convince them to all stay in the room with Jed, telling him stories, or having Jed read to them. 

With her plan all made, Grace found a way to strap two bags on her back so she could use the shovel and the rake as supports for walking. In the morning, she’d head out early, as soon as she’d milked Tess. 

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

After another meal in bed that morning, Jed was getting incredibly tired of his confinement. But he couldn’t move very far without feeling sick and having pains through his entire leg. He knew he needed to keep his strength up, so he did what he could with his arms and his good leg while still on the bed or even on a chair on occasion.

The one attempt he’d made the other night to go have dinner at the table with the family had resulted in him needing a sick bucket and a stool to sit on and rest. Then he’d gone and argued with Grace when she had tried to help him back to bed.

“Don’t overdo it, Jed,” Grace said. “I know it’s hard, but it takes time to heal. You’ll make it eventually.”

“I don’t have eventually,” Jed grumbled once he’d reached the doorway to his room. “I have now. And I need to be better now. I have to get the rest of that field planted.”

“What if I went out and did it?” Grace asked, while assisting him to the bed and helping him remain steady as he turned to sit down on it.

He looked at her and grumped. “You wouldn’t be much better at it than I would.”

Grace’s eyes flashed and he held his hand out. “I didn’t mean that. I know you are strong and capable. I am just frustrated that I’m so useless. I’ve left you to take care of everything.”

Grace put her hands on her hips. “If you don’t learn how to take help from others, your life is going to be miserable. I don’t know anyone who can do it all on their own. You’ve done great things, yes, but that snake nearly killed you. And if you wanna finish yourself off, then go ahead. I’ll just take your kids back with me to Birch Creek so they might have a chance of living once you’re gone. But before you go do something stupid like haul yourself out to that field, do me a favor and hook the horse to the wagon. I’d hate to make your children walk all that way to town.”

Grace turned around and stomped out of the house. He sent Missy out to check on her and when the girl informed him Grace was checking on the animals, he relaxed a little and settled himself back on the bed. He’d been asleep before Grace had come back into the house and hadn’t been able to talk to her again. Now, this morning, she’d gotten up early, made him breakfast and sent it in with Missy while she went out and did the milking. 

Now, hours later he had received his lunch in his bed by Missy bringing it in to him. He was sure Grace was still bothered by his comments yesterday, and he figured he needed to give her time to calm down. He had to apologize. He knew he was wrong, but it was just too hard to let her do all the work. He hated not being able to provide for his family. He could do nothing but rest and eat.  

He would make sure to beg her forgiveness tonight when he saw her. She would come to the room to sleep, he was sure of it. And in the quiet of the night, he’d tell her he was sorry and thank her again for what she was doing for his family.

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

Grace looked out over the field as she took a drink and rested her leg for a moment. She hadn’t gotten as much planted as he had, but she was impressed with what she did have done. The hardest part was just the walking back and forth as she threw the seed and then the return pass where she raked over the seeds to cover them with soil. 

She checked in the sack to find out how much wheat was still there. Hopefully she wasn’t planting it too close together, but she’d done what he said he did to plant. There was one more full sack back home, but she’d have to get to it tomorrow.

By the end of the week, maybe Jed would feel well enough he could ride the horse out to the field and show her how to do the water. Unless they were lucky enough to get rain. 

She had not experienced a rain storm out here yet, but the look of the clouds reminded her of what the rain back home in New York had been like. Grace looked at the sky and tried to judge from the position of the sun what time it might be. She’d left the house right after instructing Missy on what to do for lunch.

Grace had kept her plans to herself, not wanting Missy to tell Jed where she’d gone off to, but just let Missy know she was going to do some chores and that the girl was in charge of her papa and the little ones.

Missy had giggled at the idea of being in charge of her papa, but had gone back to playing with Lottie and Milo on the floor. 

Grace figured she had at least one more hour’s worth of work time before she’d need to head back to the house. The smoked venison in the cellar would be easy enough to throw in a pot with some potatoes and carrots for a quick stew. When Jed was better, he’d probably need to go hunting again.

After another quick massage to her leg to warm it up for more work, Grace began spreading the wheat seed once more, enjoying the fact that the weight of the sack on her shoulder was getting less and less. She covered the seed over with the soil and as she finished the last row, a shadow fell across her.

Grace looked up to see dark clouds had gathered. She hoped it meant rain, but at the same time wished she’d managed to do the last of the field as well. Tomorrow, if she could manage, she’d bring the last sack and plant the last portion of the field. Hopefully she had spread it equally enough there would be enough seed to fill the remainder of the field. She didn’t want Jed to be upset with her for doing it wrong.

If he sent her away for ruining their chances of a good crop, she’d be devastated. She couldn’t go home to her brother. Maybe she could go on to California and find someone there who needed child care or she could even try to get hired on as a cook or wash-woman at some boarding house. Grace prayed she wasn’t doing it wrong. She wanted to stay here with Jed and his children. She wanted to feel useful.

As she looked over what she’d accomplished before picking up the shovel and rake to return home, her heart swelled with pride. She never thought she’d do something of this magnitude. And knowing that her bad leg hadn’t prevented her from doing this and caring for Jed and his family back home helped her feel like maybe she would have a chance.

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

Jed was beginning to worry. He’d asked Missy where Grace was, requesting she send her in to talk to him, but Missy said that Grace was out doing chores.

He waited for a while, expecting to hear her come into the house after a bit, but there was nothing.

“Missy,” Jed called. “Has Grace come back inside yet?”

Missy came into his room and Lottie followed close behind. 

“No, Papa. She is still working.”

“Can you go see if she needs any help?” Jed asked. “Bring Milo in to me first, before you go outside.”

Lottie followed Missy out of his room, then the three children came back inside with Missy holding Milo under the arms and around the chest as he squirmed. Then when the boy saw Jed, he stopped squirming and toddled over to him. Jed lifted his son onto his lap and the boy snuggled close.

“I go too,” Lottie said.

Jed nodded and the two girls left his room, then he heard the door open and close. He waited for a while, preparing his apology for when Grace came inside, but a crack of thunder had him looking out his window. Rain was always welcome, he just wished he had his field all planted.

Long minutes passed and Grace still hadn’t come into the house, and neither had his girls. Soon, the door opened and Jed heard Lottie’s voice holler. “It’s raining, Papa!”

She came into the room with signs of raindrops on her shoulders and soon the door opened again. 

“Grace? Missy?” Jed called out.

“It’s me, Papa. I can’t find Grace out there.”

“Did you look in the shed with the cow and the horse?”

“Yes, she’s not in there. And she’s not by the pigs either. I checked by the wash line and it’s empty.”

“Did Grace tell you where she was going?” Jed asked.

“To do chores,” Missy said. “Grace said I was in charge.”

Jed tried to stand up, but Milo and Lottie were holding him tight with the fear of children in a thunderstorm He pulled Lottie away and placed Milo on the bed. 

“I need to go look for Grace.” 

“You can’t get out of bed, Papa,” Lottie said. “Grace said no.”

Jed shook his head. “She said no, huh?”

“Said you have to get better.”

“I’m starting to get better,” Jed said as he sat up straight with his feet over the edge of the bed. “I can walk, I think I just need a little help. Can you go get me Momma’s broom?”

“You can’t sweep,” Lottie said. “That makes you tired.”

Jed chuckled. “I’m not going to sweep. I’m going to use it to help me walk.” He looked at his girls and Lottie eventually nodded then left the room and he heard the sound of the broom dragging on the floor behind her as she returned to him.

As Jed steadied the broom handle with the bristles up in preparation of trying to walk, the door opened again and the girls ran out of the room.

“Grace!” Missy called.

“Papa’s gonna clean!” Lottie said.

“No I’m not,” Jed yelled out to her. “I’m just trying to walk.”

Missy yelled back to him. “You can’t walk. Grace said no.” 

Grace’s laugh lit up the room and Jed sat back down on the bed just as Grace entered the room, completely soaked through.

“Where were you?” Jed asked.

“Outside,” Grace said, looking at her clothes.

“The girls couldn’t find you,” Jed accused. 

“They found me now,” Grace said, patting Missy’s back. “Thanks for keeping him from walking.” She looked at the broom. “Or cleaning.”

Missy took the broom from his hands and left the room with Lottie right behind her. 

Grace moved over to the bed to get Milo, but her limp was even more pronounced. 

“Leave Milo,” Jed said. “You need to dry off and he’d just be in the way.”

She met his eyes and nodded, then turned to leave the room. Jed studied her and could see she had dirt on the hem of her skirt. Much more than she would have gotten just doing things around the yard. Her boots were gone, since she’d probably removed them if she’d walked very far in the mud.

“Come back when you’re dry. I need to talk to you.”

 Grace met his eyes for a moment as if not sure she wanted to, then nodded once and left the room. He waited for a few minutes, wondering if she would come back, but he soon heard the sound of her footsteps approaching the room. Her leg must really be hurting her, because she moved slowly and the expression on her face was one of pain.

“Where were you?” Jed asked again, this time softly. He pointed to the chair beside the bed, hoping she’d take the offer to sit down

Grace studied him for a bit. She walked over to the chair and sat down, giving a sigh of relief once she’d taken the weight off her leg. After a few more moments, she finally spoke. “I went to try to plant the wheat.”

“What? Jed asked. “On your own? Are you crazy?”

Grace leaned her head back against the chair’s back and sighed deeply. “Who else would have gone with me?”

“You didn’t have to do that.”

Grace looked at him. “Neither did you.”

“Of course I did,” Jed said. “That’s my job as the man of the house. I have to take care of you all. That crop will provide us enough money we can buy sheep to get ahead even more.”

“If it’s your job, then wouldn’t that make it my job now too?” Grace asked, studying him. “Isn’t that what marriage is about? Helping your spouse through sickness and health? Providing for the other? Making sure we all have a chance to survive and succeed?” 

Grace sat up straighter, almost leaning forward as she studied him. “I know this is an odd marriage, but oh well. I agreed to come help you with your children, and if they need the crops and the garden to survive, and you aren’t able to do it for a while, then that would be my job just as much as it is yours. And if you don’t want me to do it, then that’s fine. When you are well enough to run this place on your own, you can send me away.”

“Send you away?” Jed asked, stunned at her words. “I would never send you away. I need you here, Grace.”

“I know I’m needed to care for the children. And I’ll do that, but don’t you tell me I can’t help you when I want to help you. If I needed help someday, wouldn’t you assist me? Wouldn’t you step in and take over something I wasn’t able to do for a time?”

“Of course I would,” Jed said.

“Then why is me helping you with the wheat any different?” Grace asked, her voice rising. “I listened to everything you said. I planted it, then covered it over. I still have one more sack left, and less than a third of what you didn’t get planted left to go. I think it should make it all the way. If I did wrong, and the crop doesn’t grow, then you’ll have grounds there to get rid of me if you want.”

“Grace,” Jed said. “Stop it.” He leaned forward and placed his hands on hers where they rested in her lap. “I am not going to send you away. We need you.”

Grace looked up at him as if surprised he was holding her hands. He realized he hadn’t really done anything much to show her he cared and it was time he started to let her know she was important to them.

“I need you here,” he repeated. “You are a wonderful mother to my children.” He knew he should have added that he needed her to be a companion and friend to him. But he didn’t want her to get the wrong idea. He wasn’t ready for that yet. Losing Lizzie was still too fresh to consider moving on. 

“Thank you,” Grace said. “I would miss them terribly if I had to leave. I have discovered I am happy here with your family.” She prepared to move away, but Jed held her hand, hoping she’d stay.

“I’d like to help you with your leg, if you’ll let me,” he said after a moment. 

“Help?” Grace asked.

“I can rub it good for you,” Jed said. “I think I might even have a better chance at working it at the right angle. Will you let me?”

“You don’t have to do that. I can work out the aches later.” 

Jed squeezed her hand. “Weren’t you the one who just told me that sometimes spouses help each other out? I mean what kind of husband would I be if I didn’t help my wife? Besides, you took care of my leg. I think it’s only fair if I take care of yours.”

Grace shook her head in exasperation. “You are using my own words against me.”

“Of course I am,” Jed said, feeling her giving in just a little. “I know it pains you, and I really would like to help you. Please let me be useful.”

Grace studied him for a moment, then nodded. “I have a liniment. I’ll go get it.” 

“Hold on,” Jed said. “That’s what children are for. To help out.” He grinned widely and called to Missy. When the girl came in, Jed said, “Grace has something she needs you to fetch for her.”

Grace rolled her eyes at Jed, but turned and smiled at Missy. “It’s a little bottle on the counter over there.”

Missy grabbed it and brought it over. “Anything else?” 

Jed reached for the bottle and shook his head. “Just close the door and keep track of Milo and Lottie for a few minutes. I’m going to help Grace make her leg feel better. Then you can help her make dinner in a little while.” 

Missy nodded and left the room, closing the door behind her. Jed held the liniment bottle up and unscrewed the lid. “How much? And I think if you moved to the head of the bed and placed your leg on my lap, that might work best.”

Grace’s face blushed again. “I can do that myself, Jed.”

“I know, Grace. But you shouldn’t have to. I’m going to help you, and you’re going to let me.”

Grace closed her eyes then gave a defeated sigh. She moved to the top of the bed, leaning her back against the head board and gingerly placing her leg on his lap. 

He removed the stockings that were still a little damp from the rainstorm she’d walked through and marveled at her trust in him. He could tell the bone had been damaged just from the angle of her leg, and he knew that she had been through so much in her life because of this. Yet she still had the most patient and loving personality. He would do everything he could to be worthy of her.

As he began to work the liniment in her calf muscles, she breathed a sigh of pleasure at the massage to her sore leg. She kept her eyes closed, and Jed allowed himself to study her lovely face as she relaxed while he worked his thumbs over the fleshy part of her calves. He listened for any hint of discomfort, but as he worked, she fell limp and was soon asleep. 

He had worked her too hard and she had never complained. Admiration bubbled up inside his center, and when it touched his heart, he was sure that admiration was only the beginning of his feelings for her. 

How had he been so lucky? 

There would be a lot of hard times ahead for both of them, but together, he was certain they could weather any storm. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

 

 

 

Grace couldn’t believe the difference in how well Jed was doing. He’d been gaining strength daily and by the second day after the rainstorm, he was feeling well enough to insist he could go out and check on the field of wheat.

Grace put her hands on her hips and stared him down. 

“Under no circumstances are you going to ride the horse or walk out there. I’m going with you. If you want to see it or teach me better or need something changed, I have to be there. So you’ll ride in the wagon with me.”

“If you say so, Grace,” Jed had said with a smile. “You’ll just have to help hook up the wagon.”

“I can do that,” Grace had replied. Then less than a half hour later, once he had finished showing her what to do, she smiled again at her accomplishments. They put the children in the wagon bed and brought the last sack of wheat. She would show him how thickly she’d spread the seed and make sure things were all right that way. Then he would decide if it was necessary to divert the water to the field or if there would be enough moisture from the rain storm to get it started.

The clouds had come and gone over the last twenty four hours and it was possible it would rain again. She prayed it would and left it to the heavens above to answer it or not. She would do what she could do, and then trust God to do the rest. 

Once Jed was seated on the wagon bench and the children were secured in the back, Grace climbed up onto the wagon as well. She nodded to Jed but instead of him flicking the reins to get the horse to move, he passed them over to her. 

“I believe you should take us out to show us your handy work.” 

“Are you sure?” Grace asked. “I’ve never driven a wagon before.”

“You never ran a farm or planted a field either, but looks like you’ve done a mighty fine job of that.” Jed placed his hand on her knee and Grace’s body ignited in flame. “I trust you completely, Grace. Besides, you might as well learn how it’s done and show your girls how capable and strong of a mother they have.”

Grace looked into his eyes, seeing the respect he had for her. She hadn’t expected anything like that when she’d agreed to marry him only a week ago. She couldn’t believe how blessed she was to have things turn out so well.

Grace took the reins and after an encouraging nod from him, she flicked them gently and used the word she’d heard him say when he’d brought her home from Birch Creek on their wedding day.

The horse moved easily, and Grace soon felt as if she would be just fine driving the horse. She followed the path that had been worn down by Jed and the wagon out to the field. She knew Jed was watching her closely as well as studying his field. When they reached the section where she had started planting, she pointed out what she had done and he nodded. 

“Looks good to me.” 

Grace continued moving the wagon forward until she reached the section where she’d run out of seed. She handed him the reins and turned to look at him. 

“Now you promise you’ll stay put and not try walking around out here yet?” 

Jed nodded. “As much as I hate to let you do it alone, I promise.”

“Missy, can you pass out the rake to me?” Grace walked to the back of the wagon to get the sack of wheat. She hefted it out, and put some scoops of it inside the bag she’d made to hold the seed in a way that made it easier to reach in. 

The family watched her from the wagon and after she did three yards, she turned and looked at Jed. “This is how much seed I used.” 

Jed nodded. “Pretty much how I would have done it.” 

Grace took the rake she’d used as a walking aid and began covering the seeds. “Then I did this.”

Jed smiled widely at her when she looked up. “Looks great. I don’t think I’d have done it any differently. Do you want the girls to get down and help you?”

Grace shook her head. “No. I think that would just slow things down. But I wondered if maybe you wanted to look at your options of watering.”

Jed looked into the sky. “I think it might be taken care of on its own tonight. Maybe tomorrow we’ll come back and see about diverting the water. I’ll have to make some furrows every now and again to make sure the water can reach all of the wheat, but I believe we’ll have a great crop this year.”

“That’s a good thing,” Grace said, looking over her shoulder for a moment. “Because with how much you like my bread, we’re going to need more wheat flour.”

“Sounds good to me,” Jed said.

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

Jed struggled to stay in the wagon like she’d insisted. He wanted to be out there and doing the work he should have done already, but he knew she would have his hide if he tried to overdo it too much. He was actually impressed she’d let him out of the house when he’d struggled to walk on his own from the bedroom to the kitchen. 

He would make sure he healed completely so he could then be strong enough to run his farm like he should. But as he watched Grace, he knew he’d never again doubt her.

As she neared the wagon again on her way back down the field, he waved her over. 

“Do you need something?” Grace asked.

Jed nodded solemnly. “I do.”

“What can I help you with?” Grace asked.

“I needed to thank you,” Jed said. “And I needed a little help with deciding something.”

“Deciding what?” Grace asked. 

“On whether we should head into town this week or next.”

“I think that would depend on when you feel well enough to travel that far.” Grace looked at his leg then up at him.

“I want to get you something. A gift to show you how much you mean to us.”

“You don’t have to buy me anything,” Grace said.

“I know, but I want to. What would make you happy? What is something you’d really love?”

Grace looked at the girls in the back. “I want some writing slates for the girls. And a few more books.”

“That’s not for you, that’s for the children. Though I’m happy to get those things. It’s time for that anyway.”

“Good,” Grace said, spinning on her heel to return to the field. 

“Wait,” Jed said. “What do you want? What would make you happy?”

Grace turned back to him and smiled. “I already am happy. I’ve been given exactly what I need. I have a family.”

Jed took her hand and pulled gently, encouraging her to climb up into the wagon again. “Since you won’t let me climb down, I need you to hop up here for a moment.”

“What?” Grace asked. “Are you hurting again? Should we have packed some water? Should I run to the creek and get water for you?”

“I am fine,” Jed assured her. “Though I believe it would be a good idea for you to take a bit of a break.” Jed waited until Grace had climbed into the wagon and on the seat next to him before speaking again. “I’d love to hear something about your family. Tell me about your brother. Is he older or younger?” 

Grace looked flattered that he was asking questions and slowly, little by little, he was able to get her to open up and talk about her family and what her life was like back in New York. She had actual living family there, yet instead, she was here with him, taking care of a farm and the children.

Taking care of his family had all fallen onto her shoulders, and as she told him about her childhood, he could see why she was such a confident and assured woman.

As she detailed some experiences she’d had with people who didn’t like the way she walked, Jed wished he knew who they were and had some way to find them. If only they could see how incredible she really was and everything she had accomplished in spite of her injury. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

 

 

 

A week later, Jed’s leg was to the point he could walk with the aid of a walking stick Grace had given him. He helped her hitch up the wagon once more and then the girls climbed into the wagon bed and Jed handed Milo to Missy. There were a few things they needed to get at the mercantile and Jed hoped the Howards would have something extra. He wasn’t sure yet, but he wanted to get Grace a gift for her very own. If he could find a ring or a necklace or something else pretty, that would be ideal.

The ride back into town was so much different this time than the last time. Grace kept the children entertained with stories about growing up with her older brother and the things they used to do in New York. The girls could barely comprehend how different a city the size of New York was compared to the wide open land and small communities in the Idaho Territory. 

When they neared the church building, Jed wasn’t surprised to see children running around and playing. It still served as the school during the week and he wondered when there would be enough need to build a different school building. 

From what he knew about Susan Clark, he wouldn’t be surprised if she had plans for something like that as well. Jed had heard enough talk from the men he’d seen off and on that she was stirring up a lot of change. Though it was nice that most of the change was welcome. 

“Should we all stop at the mercantile first?” Jed asked.

“Yes please, Papa,” Missy said from the back.

“That will be fine by me,” Grace said. “And if you don’t mind, I’ll slip over into Annabelle’s shop and have a quick visit with her.”

“Sounds good,” Jed replied. He pulled the horse to a stop and climbed down carefully, accepting the walking stick from Grace. He didn’t always need it, but it was helpful to have it just in case. Grace climbed down as well before he had a chance to get around to her side to help her down. He knew she didn’t need the assistance, he just wanted to be able to show her he cared. Since Milo had already reached for Grace, Jed helped his girls out of the back of the wagon and then his little family walked inside the mercantile.

“Hello, Jed,” Mrs. Howard said as they entered her building. She gave him a look that he wasn’t quite sure what to do with. Then she turned her attention to Grace. “It is good to see you again, Grace. I’m glad you came back to town so soon. And you know I wasn’t too pleased to hear you two had gone off and gotten married without letting us celebrate with you.”

Jed finally understood. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Howard. I had so much to do on the farm, I didn’t dare wait.”

“So how long are you here for today?” Mrs. Howard asked.

“For a couple hours, at least.” 

Mrs. Howard shook her head. “I think you might need to rethink those plans. You owe me, young man.”

Grace looked at him and he shrugged. “We could stay till evening. But we do have to get back home to take care of the animals.”

Mrs. Howard clapped her hands together. “Great. Now, you just gather the things you need that you can see, and I’ll call Mr. Howard in here to gather the other stuff.” She looked at Grace. “You, young lady, need to go visit my sweet Annabelle. She’s going to be so happy to see you.”

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

Grace followed Mrs. Howard out of the mercantile and down the still new looking wooden walkway that connected the building next door. Inside, Annabelle was at a sewing machine working on some beautiful fabric that looked like it would be fashioned into a dress.

“Hello, Annabelle,” Grace said.

Annabelle turned around and stood slowly, her growing belly making her movements more pronounced. “What brings you back to town? Is everything all right?”

“Things are good. Jed’s mending up well enough and the crops are starting to sprout.”

“What happened to Jed?” Annabelle asked. 

As Grace explained everything that had happened over the last couple of weeks, she began to realize how hard and troubling it had been for her. Yet as she explained things to Annabelle and Mrs. Howard, Grace knew she’d been helped and supported through it all. For a moment she wondered if maybe, just maybe, Lizzie had been there to help her through. She hadn’t really noticed it at the time, but looking back at it now, she was certain there had been some kind of guardian angel helping out. And who better to assist Jed and his children than Lizzie herself. 

“And you planted the whole field yourself?” Annabelle asked.

“Not all of it,” Grace said. “Jed had gotten a good start on it before the snake got him.”

“Well, still, that’s a lot of work. I’m so proud of you, Grace. You were always so brave and I’ve always looked up to you.” 

“Thank you, Annabelle. I’m just glad you helped me find my way out here. I honestly never expected to find a husband, let alone a family. I figured I’d just end up working here and being an honorary aunt to all of your babies. But now I have three adorable children to love on, and the hope that I might have children of my own as well.”

“That’s wonderful,” Annabelle said. “You deserve to have every happiness imaginable, Grace. I know you’ll find it.”

“I already have,” Grace said.

Mrs. Howard smiled and gave a half happy, half amused sigh. “So, now that I’ve got Jed to agree to stay for most of the day, we need to get everyone together and do some celebrating. There isn’t a lot of time to make a big meal, but I’m sure we could gather up some pot luck and enjoy some dancing and visiting.”

“You really don’t need to go to the trouble, Mrs. Howard,” Grace said. “Jed and I really are fine just saying hello to you all, and slipping away without a fuss.”

“Nonsense,” Mrs. Howard said. “This isn’t a fuss. This is a celebration that the two of you found each other, and after knowing Jed survived and his kids are cared for because of you, everyone will want to welcome you to Birch Creek properly. So just let them do it.”

Annabelle leaned over just a little and gave a mock whisper. “You’d be better off just letting her do what she wants. Otherwise, she’ll be likely to drag everyone in town out to see you one-by-one.”

Mrs. Howard snorted, then belied her annoyance with a laugh. “You know, I just might.”

“All right,” Grace said. “We won’t sneak away, but it really doesn’t need to be a big deal.”

Mrs. Howard only nodded and waved her hand in the air as she walked out of the doorway.

Annabelle laughed and Grace just shrugged, then joined her in laughing. The two walked over to the little sewing desk so Annabelle could show Grace what she was working on. 

After a few minutes of oohing and ahhing over the design the dress was taking, Grace asked, “What is it like having her as a mother-in-law?”

“Oh, I love her. She makes me laugh daily, and she isn’t nearly as overbearing as I worried she’d be at first. She helps out, but doesn’t hover. And I know I can count on her for anything I might need.”

“I’m glad you have her. And Colten is a great man. Funny how things turn out the way they do.”

“It really is,” Annabelle agreed. “There are some incredible people out here living in Birch Creek. And don’t go telling anyone this just yet,” Annabelle said, leaning closer to Grace. “But Susan has put in a few advertisements in some papers back east asking for women to come out and help things grow out here. She wants to find women who have some skills to bring out business and shops. She has asked for women who can cook or bake to look into starting up some bakeries. She’s mentioned the need for someone to do a library.” 

“Really?” Grace asked. “I have been missing the library back home. I would love it if someone came out to run a library. But is there a place a library could be built? Or even a place to add a few book shelves.”

“It would start out small,” Annabelle said. “And it would take time to purchase the books. But Susan had ideas like making a fund or even doing an auction to raise the money for it.” 

“Wow,” Grace said. “Susan has quite the ideas, doesn’t she?”

“That she does,” Annabelle agreed. “But I kind of love them. Makes me feel like I can be a valuable asset to the town. I could even be a mentor and help someone figure out how to set up a shop now that Colten and I have done this.”

“I love it,” Grace said.

Annabelle smoothed out the fabric of the dress and pinned a section together in preparation to sew it. “Though she does also have some ideas that I don’t think would ever work.” 

“Really?” Grace said. “Like what?”

“She wants to get some women doctors out here.”

“What a great idea,” Grace said. “Having someone that knows medicine would be incredibly helpful.”

“Medicine, yes. But I don’t know if anyone out here would let a woman doctor help them.” 

Grace shook her head. “If that was all there was, I don’t see why they’d say no. Besides, I was able to help Jed with no medical training at all. Why not find someone who knows medicine?”

“I agree,” Annabelle said. “I just don’t know how well it would work here. But we haven’t had any luck with getting any doctors out here.  So if a woman that knows medicine came, I’d go see her when I needed it.”

“You know,” Grace said, “I think I might know someone who would be interested in coming out here. She’s a relative of mine. My mother’s cousin’s daughter. Beatrice lives in New Jersey, and last I had heard from her, she was fighting for the chance to learn medicine. Her father was a doctor and he taught her a lot, but no one would let her go to school for training.”

“It wouldn’t hurt to let her know about Birch Creek,” Annabelle said. “Maybe you and Susan should talk about it. See if she’s had any responses to her advertisements. Then the two of you could figure out the details on what to tell Beatrice.”

“Good idea,” Grace said. “Wonder if I’ll see her tonight.”

“Oh, I’m sure you will. With Mother making sure everyone knows they’re invited to come celebrate yours and Jed’s nuptials, there won’t be a single soul that won’t try to make it.”

Grace just hoped it wouldn’t be something that worried Jed. Of course, he had seemed to be all right with the idea when Mrs. Howard had mentioned it to him. In fact, he’d agreed to stay longer in the day to accommodate the woman.

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

Jed took a step out of the mercantile to load the second small crate he carried into the wagon bed and could already see people milling around. When he’d put his children in the back of the wagon only minutes ago with their candy sticks to keep them occupied while he loaded the wagon, there had been no sign of anything out of the ordinary going on.

Mrs. Howard hadn’t wasted any time. There were a half dozen men already near the church pulling out slabs of wood from a wagon bed and placing them across some barrels that had seemed to appear out of nowhere.

As he watched everyone go back and forth to the wagon and follow the instructions Mrs. Howard gave them, he pondered on the last year. He’d gone from being a new father again, to being a single parent, mourning the love of his life, to being completely overwhelmed and desperate. That moment of desperation had led to him doing something he had thought he might come to regret, but now he had Grace in his life. She had been an absolute miracle and he was certain she would continue to bless the lives of himself and his children.  

A couple of the ladies from the area carried over some cloth and covered the wooden slabs, then soon children showed up to help where needed. 

“What are they doing?” Missy asked.

Jed looked at his girls, standing up in the back of the wagon, Missy holding onto Milo to keep him from falling out.

“They are going to celebrate the fact that Miss Grace decided to marry me and take care of us all.” 

“That’s nice,” Missy said. “Are we going to celebrate too?”

“Yes, we sure are. But I need to finish bringing all the supplies out to the wagon. You keep Milo out of this stuff, all right?”

“All right, Pa.”

When he’d finished loading the next small box, and Mr. Howard had carried out the larger one, he took hold of Milo and pulled him out of the wagon to give Missy more freedom.

“Can we go play with them?” Missy asked.

“I think that would be fine. You two stay close together, and mind your manners.”

“We will, Pa.” Lottie lifted her arms to him and he helped her out of the wagon, then turned to help Missy as well. Then his oldest took Lottie’s hand and the two ran toward the church building to find the other children there.

Moments before Jed was about to go search for his wife, Grace walked out the door of the sewing shop, followed closely by Annabelle Howard.

“Good to see you, Jed,” Annabelle said. “Grace told me about your injury. I’m so happy you made it through that.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Howard,” Jed said. “I am too.”

Grace stepped up to the side of him and placed her arm around his waist, then pulled it away too soon and reached for Milo. Milo leaned toward Grace, and she placed the little boy on her hip and nuzzled her nose against his, making Milo giggle. Jed put his own arm around her to keep her there and didn’t miss the smile that graced Annabelle’s lips at the sight of him standing there like that with Grace.

Grace leaned against his shoulder for a moment. “I can’t believe Mrs. Howard is going to all this trouble.”

“Oh,” Annabelle chuckled. “This is nothing. She actually put a box together with the table cloths and some of the items she wanted for a celebration the day after you two left without telling her you’d gotten married. She was rather upset with Colten and me that we didn’t grab her on the way over. She’s been waiting rather impatiently for you to come back to town just so she could do this.”

“You can’t be serious,” Grace said.

Annabelle nodded solemnly, but she had a twinkle in her eye. “Very serious. I think Susan once called her a born wedding planner. She would throw a celebration for everyone if she could.”

“Well,” Grace said. “Maybe we should go help her get things set up then.”

“Oh no,” Annabelle said. “Not with Jed still healing and you doing all the hard work already. Why don’t we go into my house and we can put together something yummy to share. We’ve probably got around an hour until she calls for an official start time.”

Jed shrugged. He knew he couldn’t get out of this, so he might as well go help where he could. And if that meant he could taste test whatever it was they put together to share, he was fine with that.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

 

 

 

Grace turned to meet Mrs. Howard as the woman entered Annabelle’s kitchen. 

“There you two are. I saw your girls playing in the shade of the trees by the church, but no sign of you. How could we celebrate your wedding if you aren’t there?”

“Mother,” Annabelle said. “They know better than to sneak away a second time. And Grace has been helping me with the biscuits and cobbler.”

“Excellent,” Mrs. Howard said. “I’ve still got a few bottles of the preserves we put up last fall. I’ll grab one of them to go along with your biscuits. Now, the two of you and little Milo there need to head over to the church and start talking to everyone. People are waiting to say hello and see how you’re doing. And don’t be surprised that they already know about your run in with that rattler. Your two girls have been chattering about it nonstop.”

Grace could just imagine how they would tell the story as well. She hoped Missy could keep Lottie’s over dramatic tendencies in check.

“Let me carry over what you’ve already got made,” Grace said.

“That would be lovely,” Annabelle said. “I’ll be over soon.”

Jed had a hold of Milo on his lap, and he adjusted the sleepy boy against his shoulder, then stood with the help of his walking stick and followed Grace out the door.

“I hope he’s not too heavy for you with your leg,” Grace said. “How’s it feeling?”

“Not bad as long as I keep the stick with me.”

Someone in town caught sight of the two of them walking, and met them halfway, taking the basket of food from Grace and leading the two of them to some chairs that had been brought from somewhere. 

Though she had met a lot of them in the few days she’d been staying with Susan and Michael at the boarding house, it was odd to talk with them now. Everyone had been nice before, but now that she was married to Jed and staying here for certain, it seemed like they just wrapped her up in their circle and made her feel at home.

Jed sat next to her, holding the sleeping boy against him with one arm, and reached for her hand to hold it as they talked and visited with everyone who came to celebrate with them. 

Dozens of people asked over and over again about Jed’s run-in with the rattler, and each time Jed told of how he’d been cared for by Grace, and how she’d taken care of the planting, she felt as if he was exaggerating. Then he turned to look at her, and she could see in his eyes that he meant what he said.

 

 

 

***

 

 

 

By the time they were able to load up the children and the gifts so generously donated by the people of Birch Creek into the wagon, the sun was close to the horizon. It would be mostly dark by the time they got home, but Jed knew Hank, his horse, could find his way home in the dark. And there would be at least a partial moon. 

Jed watched as Grace hugged the women goodbye, then she climbed into the wagon bed.  

“Go ahead and lay down and rest for the ride back home. We’ll be there soon and you can go right to bed.”

“I’m not sleepy,” Lottie said just before Missy let out a big yawn that immediately was followed by an even larger yawn from Lottie. Missy was already laying down with Milo right next to her.

“That’s all right, Lottie,” Grace said. “You don’t have to sleep. But it will feel better laying down on that bit of fabric that we can make another warm blanket with.”

Jed chuckled as Lottie looked at the fabric, then she shrugged and lay down on it, fighting another yawn. He was certain she would be asleep before they even passed the last house on the road leading out of Birch Creek. 

Once the children were all settled, Grace moved to the front of the wagon and lifted her skirt up to climb over the seat and onto the bench. With everyone else busy cleaning up or gone home to their own places, he was sure no one else had seen her legs, but the sight of them did things to his middle.

Jed looked back into the wagon bed to make sure that everything was good and to gather his thoughts before he climbed up to sit next to Grace on the wagon seat.

He’d been surprised at how normal and natural it had seemed to be there with Grace, celebrating their marriage and holding her hand while talking with everyone in Birch Creek.  Though he missed Lizzie, he felt as if things were how they should be. 

“Would you like to drive us home?” Jed asked.

Grace looked at him then at the reins held loosely in his hands. “If you’d like me to, I will. But if you feel up to it, I’d think we’d have a better chance of making it home with you in charge.”

“Why’s that?” Jed asked.

“I don’t know the way in the dark.”

“You don’t need to know,” Jed said. “Just follow the same trail we came in on. Besides, the horse knows the way.”

Jed flicked the reins to encourage Hank to begin walking and immediately the wagon moved forward. They traveled for a few minutes, and Grace glanced into the back a few times, then turned to look up at him. 

“They’re all asleep.”

“I knew it,” Jed said. “They were running around nonstop. I think they enjoyed having other children to play with.”

“It was a good day,” Grace said. “Thank you for staying longer tonight than planned. It was nice to visit with Susan and Annabelle. Not to mention meeting some of the other ladies and getting to know them better.”

“I enjoyed it,” Jed said. “I didn’t think I would at first. I was worried it would feel awkward to celebrate a few weeks after we were married. But it was nice. The last time I saw most of those folks was just after Lizzie passed.”

“I’d imagine that would bring up a lot of sad memories.” Grace looked at him for a moment, then looked straight ahead.

“It did at first,” Jed said. “I couldn’t help thinking of how sad and horrible that had all been.”

“A lot of the ladies I talked to told me about Lizzie. She sounds like she was wonderful.”

Jed nodded. “She was.”

“I’m sorry you lost her.” Grace didn’t look at him, instead she looked at her hands, clasped together on her lap.

“It was hard,” Jed said. “And not something I would wish on anyone to experience.” He reached for her hand, needing to feel that connection he’d felt earlier as they’d sat together while talking with the town’s folk.

They rode for a few more minutes as he debated on reaching for the gift he’d found at the mercantile. He wanted to give it to her, but he didn’t want to do a sloppy job of expressing what she meant to him. Talking with his new wife about his deceased wife was a delicate topic. 

“Lizzie was a huge part of my life, Grace,” Jed said after another long moment. “But you are too. I thought when I lost Lizzie all those months ago that I would never know love again. But Grace, you are love. You are what I need in life. Someone who is strong and capable, and knows her limits, but still works harder than anyone to push past them. You’ve captured my children’s love from the first moment they saw you. Took me only a few extra days, but Grace, I love you. All of you. Everything about you.”

 “You love me?” Grace whispered.

“I do.” Jed nodded. “I’ll give you as much time to get used to the idea as you want. But I want us to be husband and wife. Not just Papa and Momma to my children. And I hope that maybe someday there will be more children.”

“Really?” Grace asked.

“If you’re willing.” 

Grace nodded and a blush rose up her cheeks. He smiled and squeezed her hand then tugged a little. 

“Will you come sit by me?”

Grace scooted closer to him until he was able to put his arm around her and pull her against his side.

“May I kiss you?” Jed asked.

“While you’re driving the wagon? And with your children right here?” Grace whispered.

“Hank doesn’t need my direction. Besides, they’re all asleep.”

“But what if they wake up?”

Jed shrugged. “What better way to let them know I love you and that we need you?”

Grace breathed out slowly. “I can’t believe it.”

“Believe what?” Jed asked. 

“That you love me.”

“Believe it, Grace. You are love in the form of a woman. I doubt anyone could avoid loving you.”

Grace nodded her acceptance of his request and as Jed leaned closer, she closed her eyes. He didn’t want to scare her or make her worry he was going to ask for too much too soon, so he placed his lips softly against hers and held them there for a moment. He pulled back a little, looked in her eyes for permission to kiss her again, and when she nodded, he kissed her once more. He placed his hand on her waist and Grace touched his shoulder. The kiss was gentle and soft and spoke of promise and hope.

She pulled back and looked at him, her eyes full of emotion.

Jed reached into his pocket and pulled out the ring he’d found. It was a simple band and he hoped it would fit, but if it didn’t, he’d thread some ribbon through it and make it a necklace for her. 

Jed took Grace’s hand and tried to slip the ring on her finger. It was a little large, but that was better than too small. Once he had it on her hand, he folded her fingers over and held her hand up to his lips and kissed her fingers right next to where the ring was.

Grace placed her other hand on her heart and Jed leaned forward, pressing his forehead gently against hers. He didn’t have to ask again. In fact, Grace wrapped her arms around him and kissed him of her own free will. 

“Thank you, Jed,” she whispered against his cheek after a moment. “Thank you for giving me a family. Thank you for taking a chance on me. Thank you for… well, for everything.”

She kissed him again and as she pulled away slowly after a moment, she whispered. “I love you.”

He didn’t know what he had done in his life to be blessed to have the love of this woman after thinking he would never know love again once he’d lost Lizzie. And while he would always love his first wife, he was pleased to find his heart was still able to hold more.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

EPILOGUE

 

 

Grace looked out at the white field, just waiting to be harvested. She hadn’t been able to come out to the fields for a while now since she had been overly busy at the house and with the children. That was when she felt strong enough to manage. Thankfully, over the last month, she’d started feeling a lot more energy and no longer felt so worn out. Most of her time had been spent working on the garden and preserving or drying their bountiful harvest as they approached the middle of autumn. 

She’d learned how to make jams and jellies from a few of the ladies in town after taking a trip in to Birch Creek by herself with the wagon. And Annabelle had shown her a few patterns for some new clothes she’d be making for the coming addition to their family.

Never in her life had she expected she’d feel this free and this needed.

“What do you think?” Jed asked as he stepped up behind her and wrapped his arms around her. He rested his chin at the side of her temple as they looked across the wheat field together.

“I think it will be a lot of work.”

“That it will,” Jed agreed. “But you only have yourself to blame.”

“I know,” Grace sighed dramatically. “I should have just left it only halfway done.”

“Well, I’ll help you harvest it.” Jed turned her to face him and kissed her softly.

“I should hope so,” Grace said. “I’d hate to think you were turning lazy all of a sudden.”

“Lazy?” Jed replied with mock indignation. “Never!”

“Good thing,” Grace said, adjusting her footing to allow herself to stand more comfortably against him. Her round belly was getting bigger and bigger and the little one inside didn’t like being squished. Too bad, because she loved being held tight by Jed.

“With our growing family, it’s going to take a lot of work to keep everyone fed.”

“We can do it though,” Grace said. “You and Lizzie worked hard to break this ground and you, me, and our herd of little ones will keep it going.”

“Sounds wonderful,” Jed replied. “Now, if you’ll go sit and rest for a bit, I’ll start cutting it down and show you how it’s done. But don’t expect me to give you a turn with this scythe. You and the little one are too precious. You’ll just have to be satisfied with the threshing and sifting of the heads.”

“I thought you said that’s the hardest part.”

“Oh yeah, I did.” Jed winked. 

“You are such a tease,” Grace said.

“But you love me anyway.”

“I sure do,” Grace said. “More than I ever thought possible.”

 

 

 

 

Dear Beatrice,

 

I hope you are well, and that you have had success in your goal of learning medicine. I know this letter is probably unexpected since we haven’t seen each other in years, but I want to assure you that I am doing well. I have managed to have a good life and have been productive even with the problems that broken bone as a teen presented to me.

I have moved out west to the Idaho territory. I found myself in a wonderful little town called Birch Creek. There are so many things here to recommend it to anyone looking for a new life and a fresh start. 

This may not be something you would be interested in, but if you ever find yourself wanting a place to use your love of medicine and your knowledge of the human body and healing methods, might I recommend you look into coming out west? There is such a need for people who are strong and capable and willing to learn. I myself have even gone so far as to marry a widower with three children and have helped him with his farm as well as kept him alive after a horrid bite from a rattler snake. 

While I nursed him back to health, I wished for more knowledge and understanding of how to help someone heal, and if the people there aren’t understanding of your desires to work in medicine, I know Birch Creek would welcome you with open arms. 

Once again, I wish you well, and even if you choose not to come out here, I hope to receive a letter from you in return. I would love to know how you fair and how things are with you and your father.

 

All my love, 

 

Grace Burr Owens

 

Dear Reader,

 

I hope you enjoyed reading The Widower’s Bride, book 2 of the Brides of Birch Creek Series. Please consider posting a review or rating on Amazon or Goodreads. Reviews help spread the word. It’s the best way to say “thank you” to any author. 

 

If you have questions or comments, please feel free to contact me at 

If you would like to join my readers club to receive updates and new book promotions,

 

Thanks for reading. 

 

Laura D. Bastian
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