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A Husband for Margaret

Chapter One
Py

&

April 1869
Two weeks after Tom and Jessica got married

Margaret Williams adjusted her hat for what seemed to be the

hundredth time.She took another good look at her reflection in
the mirror before she glanced at her newly married friend, Jessica
Innowy , did she share the blond

Jessica Larson |ifted the
j ewelry box. O0This will | ook
hat 6

oltdll do. o

She turned so that Jessica could slip it around her neck
and fagen it. Aftervar d s, she spreadr Ma
around her shoulder. oYou | ook perfect!

Perfect? Not quite. But she did look pretty. At lg@est,
thought so. Hopefully Pa@onnealy would think so. She
wondered if it was wise to ask Jessigain her and her parents
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when he was due to come into the train station. ¥Whatsaw
Jessica and was di s aglpomiaryng d
Margaret insteadBut Jessica was her dearest friend, and there
was no way shewd face this dayithout her.
Margaretds mother knocked ¢
She glanced at the clock on her wall. Was it time to leave
already? Wiping her sweaty hands on the skirt of her dress, she

said, OMaybe posting an ad for
Her maher opened the door while Jessica offered a
reassuring smile. oYouodl Il be
oWi I | Tom be comi ngé@ibToMar g

was with Jessica, Paub ul dndt pay her muct
woul dndt Dbe Dbusyhecfdempari ng Mar
ol already tolpd aynau nhge cooa mt
this time of year. o
Of course. Just her luck. Jessica should have married
after planting season. But
wanting to marry sooner rather than latelargare had been
anxious to meet PauHe seemed like a nice man from the two
|l etters hedd sent. Now t hat
urge to hide back in her bed and forget this whole thing.
Her mother came in and picked up the two leftens
the dresser. oOYou may need tF
Margaret directed her gaze
wearingblugnd t hat | 6dabd Wwiténdyo
OAl right. 6 The ol der woman
0ltds up to yoand IYowirl If alteh eauy
Margaret nodded and picked up the brush to make her
hair look just a little bit better.
Jessica | aughed. 0l know v
She glanced at her friend.
married him.o
OFine. t Sonolw deoxnabct | v whhat
but youdre notdamar r yyiorug rRa wlo i
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0Yes, that is true.?o

OEverything will work out. ¢

0ltds easywhfodrs eitbaionnesay h e
that . o

oWel I, we al r ereattyste.k Hechad the e ©

sense to answer your ad. o
She chuckled. It was no wonder why she wanted Jessica
there. Her friend knew the righibrds to make her feel better.

OAnd he does sound | i ke a nice
o | sure do. 0
OHeds Bobarmks it hard to L
ol dondt think so. They w

woman doesndt ?0

Margaret nodded. Being married was good for her friend.
Jessica seemed to blossom under the love Tom gavPidher.
love do that to evesyoman? But did asking for a husband in the
unconventional way she had promise love? She glanced at the
letters. Paul seemed like the kind of man she could fall in love
with. But would he love her?

Things would be much easier if one of the better men i
Omaha would have simply taken
know that shedd be maaleagdy. Sl s
pushed asideflicker of irritation and turned to the door.

0l suppose we should go, 6 N

Jessica smiled andgavher a qui ck hug.
not to worry too much. ¢

With a slight eye roll, she joined her friend and departed
from her room.

**%

Joseph Connealy grunted as his 4yeaeold son jumped on his
lap to slap one of his brothers across the. hea
The wounded brother, of course, let out a high pitch walil.



Ruth Ann Nordin

Brother number three promptly smacked the three year
old, and the youngest brother barely stirred from his slumber,
proving that two year olds could sleep through anything as long as
they speihmost of the night running up and down the aisle.

A very tired Joseph barked
boys immediately stopped their bickering. Jésepho idea the

train ride would be this | ong.
when he pded their things and lugged them all to the station in
Dayton. But now that theyod

years, he was ready to get off the tdaamd them to Margaret
Williamsand hightail it right back to Ohio.

Of <cour se, thaeto thegaor vdomd@nt Thdyo
were his children, after all. But they sure did need a mother in the
worst possible way. Ahdneeded them to have a mother as well.
He could only pray shedd be w
brother.

0Ar e wee thAud theeseven year old, asked.

OAl most, 6 Joseph mumbl ed,
hurt.

0But you said that an hour

o0oCompared to when we starte

OAnd now?5d

OWedre even closer. o

OHow much cl oser ?6

OFive minutes, 6 he guessec
itinerary, they should be ready to pull into the Omaha train
station.Dear God, let the itinerary be right. My sanity depends on i

OHow |l ong is five minutes?d

0l &omodom, 6 Joseph said.

OHow come you dondét know?b4d

ol do know. Il just donot
understand, 6 Joseph clarified.

o0ls five minutes | ong?06 Dol

ONo. O
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Then Charleleaned his head back and knocked his father

in the jaw.
Joseph grumbled and rubbed
Five minutes is Il ong. 6

oLonger than an hour?06 Bob
The train finallif mercifullyi began to slow, and Joseph
breathed a loud sigh of relief. God did answer prayers!
O0Webeee! ériedoatargl jumped up on the seat.
0Sit down! 6 Joseph yanked ¢

obeyed. 0The train hasnodt st
sai d. Stay with me. You ca
peopl e. Il might | ose you. 6

Douggroaned but stayed seated.

Bob shook & | eepi ng Be nheyellediVieisd r e
brotherds ear

OHeds not deaf, 6 Joseph sa
own ear to get it to stop ringing. How a little kid could manage
t hat high ofruraergtand ch, hedd neyv

ol candt wait to meet our |
think she can make cookies?6

0 Co u rexan. Allmotheima ke cookies, 6
OAnd pies. O

00Ooh! Pi es. Pa, is she gc

Joseph shook hi s é&xpeatidg us. 0 !
Sheds expecting your uncle Pa
your best behavior. If you act up, she might not want to go
through with this. o6 Good Lord
scare the woman off.

oDondt s he k n oDougvwaskéd; leis eges mi
wide.

ONo. O

oWhy not?6

He glanced at the child who, in many ways, looked just
like his mother with his blue eyes and blond hair. He was curious
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|l i ke her too. Joseph shrugge
best thiswaarydtd &Mntiichel y true,
explaining that to a child. The situation was complicated enough
without trying to go into det
be here. o

oCause heds dead, 60 Bob saic

ORi ght . So | wdmangisulookirdy for &  t
family to care for, wéalhhopgee t t e
Sshedd wunder st agothroagn with thisecawse if | i r
she didnodot . .. He gl anced at
at each other and laughing. One,ipt&loly, got hurt in the play
and started bell owing. | f s |
insane. There was no way he could keep raising these kids b
himself. One year was one year too many.

The train came to a stop and Doug bolted out of his seat,
nearly tripping a man who was walking down the aisle.

0Stay with me, boys, 6 Joserg

Dougds shoul ders sl umped as:s

0OTake your toys. o6 He point e
hadd Ki d s wweirtet ehne r &ldl b auefor othert .
peopl e,ddo he adde

The other passengestruggled to squeeze around the
seven and six year olds who scrambled to get in the aisle to gral

the toy trains that had rolled under the s&de | | |, he ci
blame the boys for trying. He G&farles next to Ben who looked

as if he could easily go backtosléep.c e pt , Char |l es
hi m. He sat on Bends face anc

Margaret Williams is going to take one look at these kids ar
me back on the train. 1 just know it.

He grdbbed the bag which contained enough clothes and
supplies for the kids and a change of clothes for himself. Then he
pulled Charles off of Ben and set him on his feet next to Doug
and Bob whose arms were full of toys.
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oWatch Charl es shetolkd Bouglaneg s n
Bob. With the travel bag in one hand, he scooped a still sleepy
Ben into his arm and motioned

The boys turned and, probably because they were eager to
be off the train, actually walked in single file to get off.

Well, here goes nothing, Joseph thought as he followed
them down the aisle.
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Chapter Two

)
(V]

PE

&

Margaretﬁs hear't beat refuse

quickly coming off the train. Paul would be among them...unless
he decided not to come at the tagtute. And if he did that...
She didndt want to think abou
hard enough without something like that happening. No. She
would be positive.Paul would be coming off that train S h e ¢
marry him, alifedogetherefryh@ o 60 slt ératv ea
and grow old with their grandchildren coming to Vigie plan

was simpl e. There wasndt anyt
She took a deep breath as the station filled up with a sea of
unfamiliaf ac e s . |0ilz ediidtn dgto tr etah i s &
to Jessica.
Jessica shrugged. O0Me nei

was the hub of railroad activity, but | thought he was
exaggerating. o
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ol dm bored. Whent iosvehe h
Mar g ar e t-y@aoldsidter askeck e n

Margaretglanced at her parents oWhy did w
bring her 2?6

Her mot her sighed. 0OThi s
marry should meet everyone 1in
oBut al | sinselwe léftsthe thause eés complaid

Margaret said.
O Ywsistehas a point, 6 heoThfiast |

is a big day for Margaret. B e
Charlotte rolled her eyes but stopped whining.
Jessica nudged Margarat t he si de. oM

Helookd i ke heds searching for so

Margaretturned her attention to a good looking man
hol ding a child. ONo. Paul
swept the room A part of her got dizzy from the swarm of
people buzzing around them.

To her surprise, a boy ran
Wil liams?o

Her eyebrows furrowed. 0 |
parents?d She didnodt recal |l e
made it a habit of being around children.

The boy waved to someone i
herel! o

Her eyes grew wid®. a ? S h eVBhatever di@that h e
mean? Paul made it clear that he had no children. So who wa:s
this child and why did he pick her out? She glanced at Jessica wh
looked equally uncertain about this.

The man holding éhild savthe boy and mained to two
childrenbefore heading in their direction. As soon as he reached

them, he said, o0Doug, I tol d vy
oSorry, Pa, O he replied, |
contrite. 0l saw the blue dr e
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A knot twisted n Mar gar et d0s stomac
Paul. He decided not to come. She just knew it Even her
parents and sister seemed apprehensive about this.

The man focused on Margaret and offered a smile.
oPardon me, but are you Margar

oWedl She took in the four I
a mixture of hope and curiosity. The knot grew tighter. Just what
did this man and these kids want with her?

o0Yes, she is,06 Jessica fine
The statement startled Margaret so she gave a gight je
Clearing her throat, she adde
Somet hing wasndt right. Di d F
OMpame is Joseph Connealy.

You see, Paul was going to comedbut

Oh great. Here it came. Masggabraced herself for

what ever excuse hedd give her.

Pabbodose got spooked and h
the childr . O lilpbdit we had bbeéury n o
himtwowe e k s ago. o]

It took @ moment for his words to sink in, and when they
finally did, her countenance
he wanted to. She supposed she should feel better. wa s n & t
Paul rejected her or anything. He died. There was no way he
could come now.

Joseph cleared his throat.

Breaking outfoher thoughts, she directed her attention to

him.

OAnyway, my wife passed aw
Paul was coming out to meet you soHough't maybe
willing to marry me instead. o

The first thing she diiwas lower her gazettee children.
There were four of thdimif she counted rigitand they were all
staring at her with wide smil
sure but it seemed as if they had rehearsed this moment.

10
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OWhat adorable boys, 6 Jessi
sil enlceet. aroeNt heir names?0 she
0This is Doug, 6 JosesBobbeg:
and heds siixthree, afted s Q hweor. l6e s
0Those are fine names, 60 Jes
had to | ose their mother. o
Margaret caph t Jessicabds sad exy
friend was pleading with her to marrg thian. Margaret broke
eye cordct with her friend and glanced at her family who looked
equally sorrowful over his st
do. True, Josegdhbsing his wife who left him with four boys was
heartbreaking in its own way, but there vi@ue boyse was
asking her to be a mother to.
something shanticipated when she posted dlde And eveif
these boys seemed W | behaved and frien
first thing about being a mother. Not really. Though her sister
was considerably younger than

00Oh, do it,6 Jessica whisp
boys need awomantaca f or t hem. ¢

Margaret gave hérr i end a Ohushd | oo
the boys who remained queend st i | | . She w

make of them. They just kept smitdher, and as innocent as
theyseemed, she sensed that she was being sesamébhning.
Surely, kids didndt behave th
the sweat off her forehead. Was she really up for this?
oOoMaybe you should think ab

oAfter al |, you didnot pltan t
Joseph. OWe were going to ar
figured web6d wait a week. 0

A flicker of disappoint men:
he nodded. 0Thatds fine. Wh &

She swallowed the lump in her throat. A wéekhat
time, she could possibly adjust to this situatidmaybe. She
examined the four boy&r maybe ndihen she looked at Joseph

11
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who was a handsome man who obviously cared for his children
and would probably make a good husb&u mayb&hen me

of the kids named Bob or Ddug h e coul dnot
whiclisneezed into his hand befo
shirt. She cringedOr maybe not.

oWell , 6 her father interru

decisbn right now.We should give Margatene to think about
it. o
o0Yes, 6 Margaret quickly sa

she realized they might mi s un
marry Joseph and take on the responsibility ¢f four'i boys.
oYes, 10611 think about it. o6

It wasnot ettheevanied) Mavgaret realized when
she looked from the boys and back to their father, but in no way
was she prepared for this. Beside her, Jessica smiled at the boy
Had this been Jessica, Jessica would have married Joseph rig
awayi if for no other eason than to be a mother to the children.
Well, there was no doubt about it. Jessica was, and always woul
be, better than Margaret. Margaret simply did not have it in her to
embrace this right away...if ever.

Her father turned to Joseph and the bay¥ ou al |

be tired after the | ong trip.
settled into a motel. |l candt
as my daughter unless youdre r

Jessica shook her heada 0
mot el . I Kknow! They can st a
enough room for al/l of you, a

plenty of room to play. o
0O0A farm?6 one of the ol

far m. Are there horses u
omMere sure are, 6 JeSSIC
ol dond6t know, 60 Joseph ali
Jessica laughed and wakedh a n d . oThe L

used to a lot of people. Why, there are five kids in that family,

der
t t F
a I e
S C

12
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except most of them are grown up and have dkeir places.
And they are planting beans and corn. If you want to do

somethinginretunfdrood and | odgi ng, | ©
the extra help. o
Joseph relaxed. ol f we ca

Doug and Bob used to help theiruncleime f i el ds . 0
She clapped her hands and |
One of the boys jumped up &
thefarm!Can we ri de horses too?6
Jessica nodded. oAfter all|l
It was official. Jessica was bettemther, Margaret
thought. She even knew which kid was which. No wonder all the
men wanted to be with Jessica instead of her. Jessica was mor
likeable, more attractive, more... Well, just more everything!

But she coul dnodt c dNonmpeadtere h
how tempting it was, especially at times like this.

0 We got to me et Tombs p a

Margaretds mother told Joseph.

a couple of grandchildren. | believe their oldest son has twin

boys. 6

0 Ri c tms twa boys and one girl. The twins are three
and the girl is only five mor
sister, Sally, just found out

ONo ol der kids?6 one of Jos

She shook |Idenrr atieadd not .
and Bob is six, so you already have someone close to your age t
play with.Oo

As much as Margaret liked her friend, she was starting to
wi sh she hadndét brought her a
in love with her. I5fe si ghed i n despair.
death, Joseph coming out with a bunch of kids, and Jessica getting
along wonderfully with them... It was all a sign. And it pointed to
one conclsion: Mar gar et wasnot m\doat n t
women marrie@dnd went on to lead very happy lives. But not

13
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every woman got married. And apparently, Margaret was doomed
to be one of them.

As she watched the two older boys animatedly talk to
Jessica who led them all to the luggage area, she knew there ws
nothingshe had to offer children. Joseph would just have to find
another woman in the area, go back home or post his own ad for
a wife. Because nothing was convincing her that she was the righ
one for him andhis children

Margaret rolled her eyes. Why fiigieé? She wagust
meant to be singl®rever and she was sure that befiorg,
Joseph would realizeab.

14
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Chapter Three

)
(V]

PE

&

Margaret picked up the lettétaul had written her and read

them in the privacy of her bedroom. Why did he havédl aiffa
his horse? Why did he even have to ride a h&®? aus e |
what farmers dRiding horses is part of thaivijoba heavy sigh,
she settled back on her lzadl stared at theeiling.

| t di dn dlhfact, ¢he mordladgthings happened
to her the more convinced she was that she was cursed. Paul
seemed like mice man Hedd made her | au
comments, so he obviously had a great sense of humor. Her big
worry had been that heddkngee |
Not once did it occur to her
knew she shoulfiel sorry for him. He was dead after all. But
the selfish part of her coul d
have been more careful on duenb animal.

Why nfe Of all the men out there, why did the one who
actually wanted to come out and marry her have to die? Well, she

15
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supposed that wasnot entirely
asking to marry heBecause he has four boys who nedichadnother.
nothing to do with her.

She picked p Paul 0 s ansl eaddhe gart Wheete t e
he told her that she sounded like sonedmacould enjoy being
married to. He | i ked how sen
but already liked her because she was straiglardo What
other man had taken the time to find out anything about her?
None.

It was enough to make her want to cry, even though she
wasnot one to give into tear:
because they didndt solve anyt

Giving another heawsigh, she rolled over and stared out
her window. She didndt feel
knew she would. He came all the way out here | t wo ul
right to not open the door when he came. But did she really have
to marry him just because harrived? She had no idea he was

comi ng. He didndt even write
She didnot owe him anything.
married him, it didndt mean st

Surely in good ti me, andgebd f
her to take on the responsibiliof four boys. Margaret was
certain that most women woul d
have to wait |l ong before he f
him find one. Yes, t hahavewoul
feel guilty when she told him there was no way she could handle
four children. It was one thing to have one child at a time and
slowly adjust to a full house, but being thrown into it all at once
was way too much of a shock.

Shetook a deep brdatand slowly exhaled. Such was life.
Not everyone was meant to be happy.

oOMargaret ?0

She turned her head so she could see her mother standing
in the door way. oOoWhat ?6

16



A Husband for Margaret

0Today didndt go as you thec
Thatwas stating the obvious. Margaiét back the

sarcastic comment. She shoul
behavior.

Her mother came into the room and sat on the edge of the
bed. 0Sometimes | ife doesndt

it could mean that better things are adtleeo r . 0

Rolling her eyes, Margaret stared back at the ceiling. Like
she needed a pep talk right now! What she needed was to go bac
in time and warn Paul not to ride his stupid horse.

ol know this is hard for vy
reachedau and | ightly rubbed Marg
expect a widower with four children to comelwdt train either.
Itcaughu s al | by surprise.é

There her mother went agaireferring to the surprise.
Margaret figured by now, her mother hadedithat a good ten
times. Mostly on the way home and now in her bedroom. Well,

she might as well add to it.
giganti c, col ossal surprise!
direction. o0Do you tihcghto mry | O r
hi m?5¢é

ol think you should get to
deci sion. ¢

OWhat os there to know? He
Did you see how many there ar e
She chuckl ed. 0 Of cour se,

0l dm not héarfteledsss,orMay. f o
imagine trying to take care of four children all by myself. He does
need a mother for them. o

She ssdd. ed®Hbeen married be

h

thereds more to a marri age t he
00Oh, I k nso wh.aviThlge rae 6wo ma n \
clean and do his | aundry too. ¢
OPaul woul ddve asked you toc

17
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Margaret groaned and threw

dondt want |l ogic right now. I
ol know. & h@heillil fowed rom he
OAnd |1 81 I |l et you enjoy every

Bui 6 she gave hfedl ae xppod cntt eydo U
tomorrow with the notion that you will at least get to know
Joseph when you see him. Mgrga | s nodt al | ab
children. |l tds about the shar

ol knew you wanted grandchi
wanted a whole | ot of them at

Laughing, she gently placed the pillow back over
Margaregi s f ace. 0oltds more than
abou my daughter happy
0

sndét ol d. o

0 en years ol andsatuphan
o her | ap.hidis&edaens | veas d e
thir n when that kid was bor

oT t means youdre stildl o]
|l ook of authority over the yol

Grumbling, Margaret laid back in the bed and returned the
pillow to her face. She was beginningtos h s he hadn

t se
He 6 s
oOThir
He 6 s
The pillow fellt

t e
h

an ad at al . This was a mes
she decided not to marry Josej
|l ife, not her motherds.

0Give it a good nightos sl €

Margaret felt the bed ifth notifying her that her mother
stood up.

0Things always | ook better

When her mother left the room, Margaret pulled the
pillow off of her face and let out a sigh of despair.

*k%k
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The next afternoon, Margaret glanced atdbck above the
fireplace and cringed. Joseph was due any nimetéurned her
gaze to the window and peered out of it. There was no sign of
him yet. She exhaled, relieved.

Her mother entered the parlod. | t 6 | | begoa n
for a wal k. o

Margaretturned from the window and askedWi | | y
come al ong?6

Her motherc huc k1 ed. 00Of course
to know hi m, and that 1isndt g

talk alone. o

Margaret fought the urge to groan and sat down in a chair.
She put her face in her han8$e had no idea what she could say
to him that might be of any interest. After all, she had no
experience witchildren What in the world could she possibly
have to offer him? Well, excémt being a mother this brad
of offspring. She shuddered. Four boys. Not evenaanging
them! She knew absolutely nothing aboufiboysnen for that
matter.

OHeds here, 6 her mother <cal

She didndt | ook up right a\
mother opened thednt door and greeted him. This, she was
sure, was going to be a disaster. The only saving grace was that |
didndt plan to bring his chil
making sure no kids came running into the house. It was just him.
Good. At last that would make things less awkward.

She cleared her throat astdod up oMai tbBduo
agood ideaifwewentfomaa | k. 6 She gl anced
shot her a pleading lotikjoin them

ol need to get down tsaid.t he
0Take your time.Oo

Margaret inwardly groaned. Too bad her sister was in
schoolbecause if she wasnodt, Ma r

19
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alongl t 6d be much better if one
break the tension.
ol t i's a nice® dawvepbr sai d

tentative smile.

Perhaps this wasndt any ea:
As strange as it was, thawo ac:
She followed him out to the porch.

OHawegood time!.06 her mother

Margaet knew her mother meant well but was too
nervous to respond. Instead, she shut the door and crossed hel
arms because she coul dntiéem. fi gt

0 Whedroe you wusually go for
asked.

oUmn. .She detlent ga to théa eark or
through town. ol think the p:
nice. o

He nodded and followed her down the porch steps.

She glanced back once and saw her mother watching them
from the parlor window o | need tantgd etbo mtyl
Margaret thought. Her mother had done her weekly shopping
two days ago. Reluctant, she turned her attention to Joseph. Sh
c 0 u | bding dherself to look at him as they strolled down the
sidewalk that led to the park. Clearinghreat, she gakeady to
speak. She had to talin the truth, and the sooner she did it, the
better.

With a heavy sigh, she sai
who believes in wasting her time. | agreed to meet with you today
because my parents insisgted i1 t . But to teldl
think |1 have what it takes to raise four boys. | mean, if | was their
mot her , it would be different.
at a ti me. This whole thing v
sr ugged. oltds too much. ¢

There. She said it. Stopping, she waited to see if he would
want tocontinue the waftk and listerto her go into more detail

20
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onherdecisiaghor 1 f hedd want to st oy
and find a woman who would be happyake on him and his
children.

0ltds been nine years since
rusty at this. But | got a chancedad your letterand | thought
you sounded like a woman | could get along welb Withshifted

from one foot to the other oltds true | <cou
children, and | do want her to be good to them. | also want a
woman whool | make a good compe

She lifted her head and took a good look at him. So it did
matter to him who he maingrto ed.
settleor her. Thatmade herfédeke t t er about ever
suppose we could talk.©®o

Hi s body rel axed. ol I i ke
admitted with a smile.

As they resumed their stroll down the sidewalk, she
replied,o | d eenth@ fpoinsin not saying what | medimo
many people can take advantag
no. o

He <chuckl ed. 0That s espe
dondot thodokcesays ngnough. O

ol donot know the fMyrmistdar t h
might be eight years yoeng han me, but | di d
her . 6

0l woul dndt expect you to ¢

realize how much work it is to take care of them until my wife
passed awayo
As they crossed the street, sheask o How di d
0She got sick and never rec
There was a hint of sorrow in his voice, so she ventured,
OYou must have | oved her. 6
ol di d. We grew up togeth
wedd get married. 6 He rhnblebre d
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about her. | am interestedlearning about you and hawmg
|l earn about me. 6
Maybeher mother was rightMaybe he did know there
was more to a marriage than taking care of the childlrérh a t
do you want to know about me?¢
He put his haths in his pockets and studied the ground
f or a moeadaehe tetters yoo sent Paul. When he told me

he was coming out her e, he s
explained, as if he expected her to be upset.
ol assumed you r e aldokirigfoeam i f

husband. 6 As soon as she said
take them back. She sounded desperate. What woman worth
marrying had to postn adfor a husband? None of her friends
had to stoop to such measures. They had men to chmose fr
How she wished the same had been the case for her. Refusing t
look at him in case he picked up on the frustration and shame in
her eyes, she added, o0l just

t hat way . You donot seehms | i
through the paper | ooking for

ol't never occurred to me.o

Of course not. He was gorgeous.

0 Yo u ssereed thdt all she ads were tneking for
women, 6 he continued. 0So Pa
told me about it. | thought Head a good idea, so | went and
|l ooked through the other ads I

Her cheeks grew even warmer, somethinge di dn ot
possible since she was embarrassed enough as it was. No othe
woman in the countryhad the problem she did.Terrific.
Wonderful. Perfect. She crossed her arms and tried not to groan.

oOWhen your first | etter ca
read and | thotghmahegdydao, wehete

She examined him to determine whether he was just telling
he this so shedd agree to tak
children, but he seemed sincere.

k
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He shrugged and gl anced at

of me that envied him. He s a
been right to intervene,solystad out of 1 t. 0
OReall y?6 she asked in a hi

herself for saying that. Could she sound even more eager for 8
man to be interested in her if she tried?

He grinned. 0ls that so he

She decided not to answert tilfacase she made an even
bigger fool of herself.

ol dwamtdt Pa u l to die. I t &
before he has a chance to live and see what life has to offer. |
thought youdd make him happy. @

Her unease was starting to ebb. She realaethédy had
already traveled half the length of the park. Spotting a bench, she
asked, oWould you I ike toatsi't
i tdd be hwarybackiasided t o

He noddedand waited for her to sit before he sat beside

herm sofFdy | didndt write. I
to come in Paulds place, but
l etter did. o

ol understand. 6 Paul 6s deat

have seen it happeningpeasally when he was twetwyp? He
should have had many thahbappeney e a
to him. He seemed like a nice man from what | read in the
l etters. o

OHe was. 0

0lt must have been a rough
your wife...then your weberdgpiigher
and she spent her time compl ¢
group of men wanting to court hen reality, her problems were
insignificant. At least she was alive to have those problems. And
here was a man whodd sa@rews. mo
Though the task of taking on four boys still made her head spin,
she figured he could use some help with them. A man trying to
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support children while being the sole parent had to be rough.
Praying she wouldndtyreguetdaos

He blinked as if he coul dnt
A smiletugged atherlipd.l s t hat so hard
OActually, yes. Il know |

four boys. o
OAnd you
leave metodal | t
oONo. I
ol dll ho
Now he wa
that . o
Her body relaxe Perhaps this would work aiter all.
Yes, he was notdlike soméone sthewcauld Bngpy s
spending her life with. And he had said some of the nicest things
a man ever said to her. 0Shot
0That should give me enoug:
journalist, s.06 weol l be in town
ola@ prefer living in town. In fact, you see that house over
there?d She pointed to the whi
from where they s althad this drédme n |
livingt her ei @gbkd. g 0ly. THerardbeterk n o v
housesintown,butit j ust seems dexingher a ¢
throat, she continued, 0 | recall Paul writi:
newspaper oficeNas it hard to | eave?06
oMore so for the boys than
them time to adjust. 6
She nodded. Even if she agreed to rhanmand be their
mother, it was still a frightening prospect. She wondered just
what, exactly, she was getting herself into.

said you wil/ hel
he wor k?6

know how difficult
I d you to your worc
s the one who s mi
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Chapter Four
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Joseph put on his tie and adjusted it. He examined his reflection

in the small mirror above the dressdterAll these years, he had
to go through somethingf a courtingprocess. He forgot how
intimidating the whole thing could. belannah might have been
his childhood friend, but the minute he realized that friendship
had grown into something more, he egigmced the anxious
excitement of being with her. Having been married to her,
however, made those memories fade.

And now that he was meeting another woman with the
same intent, all those past sensations came crashing down on hir
with full force. Hedécded t hat he wasnodt
stage of the relationship. Yes, it was exciting, but it was also
downright agonizing.

He combed his hdiragaifi and wondered if there was
anything else he could do to look his bé#t glanced at his
travel bagiting in the corner of the room he shared with the two
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and three year olds. He was looking forward to finding a house in
town. As much as he appreciated lthep n @cspitality, he
wanted to get back to living in his own home.

Today, Margaretwascong o ut . Hedd th
the children into town to see
travel alone with them ever again. Malykige time to get to
town didndt take more than a
train fordays on end with ¢hm, h eebodgh.hNople. Next
ti me those boy swhaneharmharriedoVMargavew n ,

Thankfully, she agre¢ol be his wife He di dno
what he said that convinced her to do it, but he was glad she
changed her mind. Margaret seemed fdedim. Practical,
honest, dependable... In some waysyatdike Hannah, but in
otherway s, not so much. He di
shoes. No one would replace her. Bet had no d
carve out her own special place in his.heart

He <coul dnodt see himself h
Debra might have made a good moth€ertainly, she was
willing, hu t he meant what he told
marry anyone. He wanted to marry someone he could enjoy the
kind of friendshi@nd love he had enjoyed with Hannah.

All he had to do was get through the awkward stage of not
knowing exactly what to say. Taking a deep breath, he steadie
his nerves anturned his attention to the screaming children
downstairs. Those children, aurse, were his. The Larson
children were all grown up. They might Headgrandchildren
who were as full of energy as his own kids, but those kids went
home with their parents. Sometimes, Joseph riissgiet

He went down the stairs and saw ted. Larson was
playing withhis youngest two. His older two boys helped Jenny
Larson, the fifteen year old, with breakfast.

Mrs. Larson looked over at him and motioned to the
chair. 0Ol was just gbest tgionign gr ¢
abussday again.déd She ruffl éltl [Lha

dr
0L
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being a grandmother. I candot
their first child. o

Jenny roll ed her eyes.
grandchildren. o

ol kbnuotw what 6s t he 8hewinked n
at the boys. OA woman can ne\y

Jenny let out a low groan before she turned back to the
skillet.
oYou have some fine boys, 0

oThank vyou, madam. 6 He saw
settingtheli shes out . 0Good job, b

oPul | up a seat, 6 she said
their chairs.

Ben squealed with glee and banged the tray on his
highchair.

Charles c¢climbed onto Josep
from Doug before he could setitdm¢ t abl e. 00r k
stated while he waved it around.

Joseph dodged it and took
on the table until we eat, Che

o0Thi s brings back SO many
dabbed hereyeswithé edge of h edro na@dp r oyn
remember the time when Joel was a baby and you taught him the
word O6forkd?6

0That 6s when | was thinkin
sai d, her exasperation evident
Everythingthese kids do remind you of when the rest of us were
little. o

Bob sneezed and wiped his
shirt.

0Gross! 6 Doug pushed him be

Jenny motioned to them. 0
very same thing | aeworryndoutsbns )
will always be little kids. o
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Mr s . Lar son swfghhagridtin this boude 6 s
since Tom |l eft.o

OHe stil® demepyg Olapped he
Jessicas bri ngi ng Mavil gantte dee toeewt .
patternbr t he shirt | want to mak

Josephds ears perked up.
ti me alone with Margaret? He

he walked with her atthe patkh e ot her ti mes h
parents had been there. He hopkd bthers would find
something else to do while Margaret was th@fecourse, the
boys would be with them, but it would be the six of them after
they got married. Adnas long as the boys playpezkly, thent
might happen
Glancing at Doug and Bob,$eai d, OYou r em
| told you about being on your best behavior when Miss Williams
is here?bo6
Doug nodded. 0Course we Wwi
0Good. That means thereds
hel p keep Charles and Ben out
0 Weandot hat . 6
OWe want a ma so she can me
s n h

oYour new ma i 0t only t

replied.
00h, we kAowad hbhbo& cr osse
OWe remember our real ma . Wi |
ONot ¢éx&etolsye phod t domd thimgsvith .
bet he s ame. Ot hers will be dif
0OBut she does make pie, ricg
oYes, she does. 0
Dougbés mood brightened. 0 (
oWel |, yes, aalkke ndi d hmept ita
said.
OAnd | bet she wonot burn
Doug.
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0That wasndét my fault, déd Jos
changing a diaper and trying to break up you two fighting, those
cookies woul dov esitdoereamd getueady tof i
eat . o

They obeyed him.

oWedl I be real good, Pa, o
worry none. 0

Joseph could only hope they would follow through on that
promise. The last thing he wanted to do was scare Margaret off.

*kk

Margare g o't out of Jessicads bu
property. The men were hard at work in the fields with their
horses and plows. She looked at her friend who set the brake.

oDo you I|Iike being out on a feé
oltds alright, 60 relversthanbeng r e
in town was, bu itds good wo

t

his dreadf ul m
0l do enjoy bei
er eyes but gr

with Peter and

e.
ed h

0Oh, | talk about other thi

OReal |l y?6

oSur e. Didnot | just menti
and his mother?56

OBecause | asked a questior

oWel I, not everyone hides
do. 6

Margaret waited for Jessicayét out of the buggy before
she said, 0l show my feelings.

oYes, but no one would knoyv
Jessicmudged her in the side.

excited. 6
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She shrugged.

ol hope you | et Joselphm kno
Men need to know we | ike havir

Margaret sighed. ol dondt

Jessica gave her a good | oc
you having doubts about him?5¢

oNo, itds not that. o Unabl
she studied hernfiger nai | s. OHe al most
true, thatos all. Il candt hel
happen. o

oWell, there are four boys.

oltds not even that.déd She
hands at her si de $ersads. She dated s
t hat nervous habi bsmootd hldg, j dic
think?5¢6

0Seriously, chmekedar etyod aees
person | know who candt accep
happening to her. You needlighten up. Not everything is
gl oom and doom. Why , you ha\
known each other since kinderocg

oYes, but everything good
good |l uck char m. You smil e ar

Jessica laughed evamder.

Breakinginoa I y s mil e, S
| ook . That <c¢cl oud I
more room for

0So thatodés why o]
You want to mak& su t doesr

They paused while Joel approached tlieim. ¢ a me t o
care of the horses, 6 he said.

0Thank you, 6 Jessica replie

They watched in silence as he unhitched the steeds.

He glanced over at themith an uneasy expression on his
face. oYomgwabendt meal kver e y

ur ma t
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Jessica blinked. 0 Of coul
di scussing some personal thing

Still looking uncertain, he nodded and took the animals to
the pasture.

Mar gar et rai sed an eyebrow
spend the resdf the day wondering if we were talking about
him. 6

Jessicads eyes widened. ol

oOHe didndt believe you. 6

She sighed and shrugged.
doesnodt think.déd She waved her
fnre. 6 Taking her friend by the

OArendt you glad wedre here?

She cleared her throat. And the next time she saw him,
shedd be wal king down the ais
much too fast But what could she expect? When she posted the
ad, she knew itdd be a week a
marrying him. It wasndot | i ke
were asking to counerfor a good year before they wanted to be
her husband. Nope. She was left to unorthodox metioods
secure her future.

But did that really matterPhe point washe was finally
getting marriedJessica was right, of course. She needed to learn
to stop second guessing everything. Things wegetgdie fine.
Nothing bad was going to happen. She was going to meet Josepl
and the boys today and get ready for her wedding tomorrow.
Then the next day, addamiyd A hogse t
full of boys and a man to take care of.

She wiped liehands on her skirt. Five men. Sure, it was
a lofi a lot more than she expedétdout she could do it. She
could. At least, she was sure she could.

o0oCome on. 0 Jessica prompt e
be in the house. That means only good thing$agpen in
there. 6
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Margaret chuckled and put hestfon the first stepHere
goesothing.
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The front door burst open anddwoys came barreling toward

Margaret 0 Ma ! Ma! 6

She turned to see who in the world they were talking
about for a split second before she remembered that she was
going to be their mother in two short days.

Joseph showed up in the doorway, holding the youngest in
one arm and held the door opei
remember what | said. o

Doug aml Bob immediately stopped bouncing around her
and clasped their hands behind their backs.

OWedre glad youdre here, 6 ¢

o0Thank you, 6 she replied al
the ol dest. oBob?6

oNo, | dm Bob, 06 the other se

She gave theat i mi d smi | e ol dm
not very good with recalling r
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0That dés alright.é Bob took
steps. 0OSometi mes we forget t

oSure do, 6 Doug said ast he
to put my toys away all the ti

0Shh.. .06 Bob told his brott

00Oh, right. 6 Dougds cheeks
her . oWe wonoét forget to be ¢

Bob groaned.

They made it to the front door.

OHere ah®e Beh WwPnnecessarily

ol see that.é Joseph moved
house. He smiled at Margaret.

Margaretdos face flushed.
man. She wondered why none of the women back at his
hometavn were lining up to marry him as soon as he became
available.

OWedre glad too,déd Doug saic
OYou already said that, 6 Bc
0S07?60

oltdés fine. 6 Margaret sque:c
hearing it again. o

Doug grinned at ahemwa.. 6 0We r

o0Do you make cookies?06 Bob

She nodded OFrom time to

The boys giggled.

Joseph sighed but smiled a
for what I can make. 6 He mot.
like to sit? | can get you somethingrtadn k i f you wa

00h, I 1 I do that, 6 Jessic

Margaret to get inside the house.
Margaret glanced at her friend. In all the excitement, she
forgot Jessica was behind her.
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0Besides, 6 Jessica atdedt hi
will be a good excuse to see Jeninyd | | be back. ¢
Margaret on the shoul der. o0 ET

Margaret turned to Joseph and smiled. Every time she
was near hinthose crazy butterflies wreckkdvoc on her
stomach. I5e di dndt know how she we
being around him.

OWill you have a seat?d6 he

oHave a seat!dé Bob pulled .
couch.

Before sheknew it, the two boys pushed hetoothe
couch. The f oo guiety playmy with some 6 d
blocks in the corner of the room, stopped building his tower and
stared at her. Uncertain of what to do about being watched with
such intensity, she shifted her gaze back to the others in the room.

oDid you havthea eddo d orsiegpén
sat beside her.

oYes, I di d. The weather |
replied, aware that Bob and Doug stood by her. She looked at
them and saw that they were content to watch her and smile. She
blinked. Somehow, thdi dndt seem | i ke |
behavior6 Donét you two want to pl
did? Play?

OWedre fine,d6 Bob replied,
heels of his feet.

0O0Theydre excited to meet \
couch so thahe could put the boy he was holding on his other

|l eg. oBen is shy. o
She knew the feeling, so she had one thing in common
with the boy. She didnot rem

the smallest, he was the youngBe&n is the youngest. Thirs there
Doug, the oldest, and Bob, the ne8ha tiemced at the boy still
staring at her . Shedd have t
called him because she didnot
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o | got hired aowhhé papeph

wor k on Mond ayime position,ss | picked upa f
second job at the mercantil e
to support wus, but 1 0m afraid
find a better second job. o6

oOBut we camokt ekl ahdveie,
asked, looking startled.

oYes. 0

Doug and Bob visibly relaxed.

She coul dndt deny that thi:
her.

OHowever,éd Joseph continue
back to him, Ol dui dsapudr cyhoaus el it

Her ears perked up at this
the edge of the park with the

Smiling, h e n galdngght.like to ddar t h
that 6

00h, that®@®sSwentderded !t o Da
has a nice backyard for you toc

They nodded but just stood quietly by her side with their
hands behind their backs.

She was beginning to feel like an animalaatcion. She
figured that théboys woul d be curious ab
expect all four of them to be fascinated enough to watch her every
move.

oWedl | be good, 6 Bob said.
o0Yes, 6 Doug agreed. o0We h
all . o

0And the ones we do cause,
odondt expect you to be pe
Joseph sighed. o0l asked t
whil e yoMhdr elomé&rte.you two go p

r
f
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Charles.So that was the boy sitting in the corner. She
mentally repramedi mabér bbgad
forget again.

0 Y e s ,theyhmth éaid and rushed over to sit by their
younger brother.

olt takes them awhile to g
explained.
olt takes me awhile to do

out, still feeling nervous but not quite as much now that all but
one boyi Bemihad stopped watching h
miss working at the paper where you used to live. You said you
worked there ful i me ? 6
oYes, | di d. But eiwere maes a
opportunities. 6
ol know the owner of the m
expect you to have any probl er
OHe seemed reasonabl e when
t h

in a place is small, itds or
el se. o
oYes. Sometimes Iitds a goc
He raised an eyebrow. 0ANnCc
A smile tugged at her l i ps

people you dondt want to come
0That s true no matter wher

oOReal l y? You meédnomh®ragdse
rather not deal with?59¢

Before he could answer, Jessica and Jenny came into the
parlor carryingatrayfi | of cups. | emonrnyadce
Jessica asked.

oMe, me, me! b

All but Ben ran over to them to grab a cup and gulp thei
drinks down.
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Bob glanced over and nudged his brothers. After
whispering something to them, they each thanked Jessica anc
Jenny and quietly sat back down in the corner to keep playing.

Margaret thought the whole thing was odd. Did they
always behavée this or were they trying to warm her up for
taking on the role as their motherpwiould obviously be baking
pies and cookies, before they showed her what theyeaiye
like?

Jessica approached t hem.
| emonade?0

Josephnoddeand t ook a cup. 0Th
so that Ben was sitting up straightier e you go. 6

Margaret didndét know how B
half the cup without taking his eyes off of her. She gave him an
uneasy smile. Just what did he findasoinating about her?

Wasnodét she just | ike any othe
he didnot remember his real m ¢
woman around. But i f t hat wa
staring at Jenny or Jessica?

0 L o o kesBenl waghirstiert h a n h e | et o]

commented with a chuckle.

Margaret wondered how it was possible that Jessica could
meet these boys one time at a train station and remember their
names.

OMargaret?6 Jessica aspged,
off the tray.

ONo thanks, 6 Margaret di dn
All she needed was to slip and get lemonade all over her clothes o

all over someone el se. ol 6m f
Joseph finished the rest of his cup and gave it to Jessica.

ol mu s td sa ¢pmiatc eif tu | out here.

of my brotherds place, except
Jenny sighed. oDondt thinl

it a bachel ords home. 6
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Jessica grinned. 0That ds
toJoseph and Margaret, she sai
you six need anything el se. o

After Jessica and Jenny left, Margaret glanced at Ben who

was stild]l watching her. She
held a child. Her sister, after all, alasady thirteen. But Ben
|l ooked | i ke a good boy to star

0 Sur e . bftedithe bay frdm his lap and handed him
to her.

She wondered if Ben woul d |
surprise, he snuggled into her armgestéchis head against her
shoul der . The simple action ¢

S0 nice to hold a child. And the fact that Ben trusted her enough
to close his eyes touched her heart. It was, perhaps, one of the
loveliest things that ever happd to her.

She glanced at the three boys playing quietly in the corner
of the room. Doug and Bob seemed to be making up angilame
the blocks, and Charleat by them but was content to stick to his
own group of toys. The poor boys probably misssdrttother.
She didndt know i f Charles was:s
she passed away, but the oldest two would have been.

ol t mu st be hard to raise

Joseph.

0That s not the only reaso
softly sid.

She turned her attention to him.

oYour friend is right, y 0L
women. True, we are messy creatures when left to our own
devi ses, but even with childr

emptinas that only a woman can fif
Se didnodt know why his wor

tingle as if hedd touched her.
she confessed, OA woman finhereds
gaze went back to the four by | used to dream
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wife andmather when | was a little girl think just about every

girl imagines that one time or another. Do boys ever imagine

being a husband and father whe
He chuckl ed. ol d8d like to

was a boy, | was too busyyplg cowboys and Indians to think of

the future.o

0l thought you always knew
first wife?06

oWel I, to a point. But I
took it for grated 0

00Oh. I had all the deandai | ¢
the names and genders of my cft

oMy first wife did too, thc
wasndét sure i f | was the one ¢

0ls that the way it is the
along | ife and onemadywhilesveren d e

figure out the wedding and children and just hope the man comes
along with it?6
0l dondt knioww 1§ tbatésehype

my experience. 6 He inched cl o:

around her shou| ddMasgar &t . | ik

since | read those letters. | hope you never think that | settled for

you because | couldndot find st

woman, he needs the right one.
Tears filled her eydsut she quickly blinked theaway.

ol |ike you too, Joseph. ¢

He leaned forward and kissed her.
A round of 6eweds came fror
stopped playing to watch them.

He | ooked at his sons and
of your favorite things to do.
Bobol | ed his eyes ol donoi
Doug shook his head I n S i

declaration.
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Joseph shrugged. 0 What di
0Boys just dondét think that f
She giggled, even as her lips still tingded lis kiss and
her heart thumped madly in her
out her firstkissmany times in her mind, and she had to admit,
the kiss hedd just given her

could dream up. Skettled against himdrealized that Ben had
fallen asleep.

A man and four boys. A fu
be a happy one.

o)
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Margaret arranged the flowers in the bouquet Jessica would

hol d. 0l 6m al most done. | we
Her sister yawned. ol thin
were fine. o
OAre you even | ooking?d6 Ma
and sighed. The hour was | at

getting married tomorrow at eleven. How was she supposed to
sleep? She had a ton of thingstodo O Pl ease tel
think, Charlotte. Your bouque

0l dondt care how my bouque

0l just want =everything to
reparing for thi spumilosheevasdone. S|
ol ol I t el | regalyook av thia bouquet dnd tellyne u
what you think, I &1 | l et you ¢

Her sister wearily turned
fine. o
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OA good fine or a bad fine?
0OThereds oa®toda differen
oYes there is. o

Charl otte stood up from th
keep my eyes open.o

Margaret realized that there was no way she would get a
good, solid answer from her, so she waved for her to go to bed.
OAl right. Blwueplhb®as ¢ owm@amr otwh ¢

She grimaced but nodded.

Once again, Margaret wished that Jessica still lived in
town. Jessica had a great eye for style, and as much as Charlot
tried to help her, she wasnot
best than Margaretas. But Charlotte was such a tomboy
anyway. Margaret was lucky her sister would wear the bow. Tha
agreement alone had taken Margaret a good twsodiqueading
and doing all hechores. She shook her head and rubbed her
eyes. It had been a longldiring day. Who knew planning a
wedding could be so hectic?

She set the bouquet on the table and studied all the
flowersin the three bouquets that were neatly set out in a row.
The light from the candle gave her the impression of softness.
Perhapshe should have opted for an evening wedding ceremony.
She did Iike the effect candl
want to have the boys stay up past their bedtime, so she chose
eleven in the morning. By then, everyone should be fed and ready
to enjoy the day.

Peering out the window, she wondered if it was going to
rain. The night sky was clear. Not a cloud in sight. With any
luck, tomorrow would be a nisenny day She asked for an

out side wedding. I f i tchurchi n e ¢
She admonished herself for assuming that just because it was he
wedding day thatitwouldralB.v er yt hi ng wi | | b

to go wrortder mother was right. She had to stop finding reasons
to worry.
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She thought over the othémsks she had to do but
coul dndot think of anything sh
else, like her hair and putting on hesgirevould have to wait
until morning.

With nothing else to do but wait, she went to bed. She
cl osed her eep.elstead, she pldyeddtmdiugh the |
wedding ceremony over and over Thi s woul d be
remember for the rest of her life. And it was going to be perfect.

*k%k

By the time ten o006cl ock <came
bundle of nerves.

Jesica laughed and forced her to sit in the small room in
the back of the church. ol «ce
around. 6

She fidgeted and leaned forward so she could look out the
smal |l window. 0oltds a |l ovely

Jessicapul ed her back so she s
not even windy. You picked the perfect spring day to have a
wedding, and | bet it didndt e

She chuckled and glanced over her shoulder while Jessice
pulled her hair backittw some pins lying on the round table
beside them. 0But having you

Though Jessica roll ed her
a mu s e mees. tl made suré the clouds wamay. It took a
lot of work to do so | better get the slice ofecakh the biggest

rose on it. You know how muct
0OSure, as long as theydre g
Margaret giggled but resistieel urge to get up and check
thel engt h of her dress. As mu
done on altering hermothdé s weddi ng gown, s
she did a good job. She took a deep brete.l a x . It

Everythingds fine.
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Jessica stuck another pin
Jamesd mother the other day,
rosesinhenat . 0

oOYoudre kidding?é

ONope. 6 She took two dai si
them into Margaretds hair. 0
said the colors looked mudttetter on her than on wedding
decorations. 0

She roll ed her eethiegdooks betied f
on Connie James. It really is a good thing you married Tom

i nstead. I met Tomds mot her,
oYes, she is. She | ets Tor
A smile tugged at Maat gear e t
friend. 0 Dtloah ghe letsy yow makeedacisions for
Tom?40
Jessica gasped. 0l have nc
00Oh come on. |l saw that p

No man would pick that. o6

She playfully nudged Marganethe shoulder before esh
turned her face forward so she could put another pin into her hair.
oThat buggy is the one that got us here today, so you better watch
your tongue. 0O

oWel I , I dondt think four
something that feminine. You betterhppgu have s ome

oDondt think we arendt wor
with her hair and handed her
do you think?5¢6

Margarehardly recognized the person staring back at her.
0The dai si es anow howegaufde it, but you |

al ways make everything | ook be
Jessica clucked her tongue
pretty woman, and itds about t

Margaret shrugged and put the mirror down. She peered
out the windw and saw that Joseph and his sons were getting
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assembled. Her heart beat faster at the sight of him. Looking at
him made her weak in the kneSke wondered if she would ever
get over that initial feeling of awe whenever she saw him.

Charlotte apprahed the oldest two bdy®oug and
Bobii and gave them each a basket full of flower petals. They
gagged but didnoét toss the of
Margaret chuckl ed. She di dnod
to scatter the petals onetlground, but Jessica had insisted it
would be pretty to decorate the grass for the occasion.

ol really do hope you have
puttingd ai si es i nto her own hair.
to do with a boy. o

If Jessica hed her, she chose to ignore the comment, so
Margaret stood up and inspected hewhife gown. She always
t hought her motherdés dress wa
to wear it.

Someone knocked on the door.

Since Jessica was busy, Margarkeed p her bouquet

andopened the door. oHi , Pa. o
He smiled at her 0Joseph
he sees you. Youdve turned ir
0See?d6 Jessica added, gi vi

slipped another daisy into her hair.

It was hard to appreciate a compliment when her stomach
was all twisted in knots. Margaret simply nodded her thanks and
took a deep breath. She hope
her face out thereso far, everything was turning out much better
thanshe planned. Right now, the only thing that could screw it
up was her.

They waited until Ssica was done before theynt to the
entrance of thechurclkhe put her arm thro
waited. Charlotte Doug and Bolvan over to them, ands3&ca
handed the extra bouquetCharlotte The poor boys still looked
as if holding the baskets was akin to being asked to put a bow in
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their hair. Margarethought about telling them that they could
put them down, but then the groomsmen headed tagir w

This was it. In a brief period of time, she would be Mrs.
Joseph ConnealyMargaret Connedhe thought that sounded
rather pleasant.

Glancing at the lawn, slsaw that the group of fifty
people found their seats the preacher and Josstawodin their
positions. Ben and Charles sat with her mother, and for the
moment, they remained good.

Tom Larson whistled at Jes:
the day we got marriéd.

She giggled as she took hi:
she kissed heheek.

JoelLarson took Charlottey the arm antblled his eyes.

0They act |like that al/l t he t
watching this. o

Charl otte seemed amused.
until after the wedding. o

Tom and Jessica led rthéoward the assembly of guests
who turned to watch. Joel and Charlotte followed. Doug and
Bob dutifully took out handfuls of petals and threw them into the
air as i tfgettidoktlyem tast enbugm 6

One of her f at her &weetimelodg n d
on his fiddle once they made it to the place where she would
begin her wedding marchMargaret glanced at her father who
patted her hand. She gave hi
believe this was really happefiagd to her of all pple.

Tom and Jessica didndt make
when a woman ran up to Margar
in time!d

Mar gar et f rowned.she whidpered,| I
aware that Joel and Charlotte had begun their stroll.

Doug and Bolglanced over their shiders and gasped
OMi ss Potter?0
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l gnoring the boys, the wom
marry Joseph. Heds supposed t

Margarespent a good five seconds staring at the woman
and wondering who s Hkesucwa svidanc
accusation. The person up front stopped playing the fiddle and
mur murs came from the guests.
decide how to proceed. Mi ss |
further the discussion either, for she stagéd back at Margaret
and crossed her arms as if the matter was settled. Finally,
Margaret turned to Doug and Bob for help.

o0oThat s the | ady who wants
Pa didndét want her. 6

Mi ss Potter gasped. athaughb u
| was taken with another gent.

0That s not what Pa said. ¢

oWhat do you know? Youdr

Mar gar et fr own ersbugh tokn@hwhdt d
their fathewans. 0

Miss Potter smiled at her and used a tonnettgawould
|l i ken to a woman wusing with a
know things, bua grown man does not disclose his most intimate
feelings for a | ady. 6

0]
e
r €

Doug scowled at the woman.
he woul dndt havei scsom# Ihleiraemst.o6

0That s telling her, Doug,
you. O

Margaret figured it was wrong, but she caught herself
enjoying the way the two boys could stand up to Miss Potter.
Surely if she was goi ngatthey be
treat Mi ss Potter the respect
admonish the children. Not really. At least, not if she wanted to
be sincere. This woman, after all, had bargedhenerdding
and was threatening to destneyperfect day. Ais was the one
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day in her entire life that was supposed to be absolutely perfect.
And this rude individual was trying to intenath it!

Mi ss Potter narrowed her e
desperate need of a mot hetr . 0
00One who knows enough to put
Really, if these were my children, then | would not tolerate such
insol ence. 0

Mar garet shrugged. 0Boys v

ONot when | dm around, they

Joel hastened overtothem o001 s t her e goi

Mi ss Potter <cringed. 0 Wo m
guarrel .o

oOoWhatds the difference?0 he

oONo,ne Margar et replied. e

oLetds get this wedding wunder

Poter was. Joseph came to marry her, and by golly, she was goin

to marry him regardless of what Miss Potter or anyone thought!
Miss Potter pulled her arm and spoke through gritted

teet h. OHe is to marry me. 0
By now Margaretds t omapel.r w

0Get your hand off of me or | ¢
oWhat ? Youdl | what 260 Joel

and down with excitement.

oLeave our ma alone! 6 Bob
you and neither do we! 6

Miss Potteg | ar ed at Babchi lodoudY
know what you want. o

oWhen | was a <chil d, I K ne
Ssnapped. 0And | assure you, t

Joseph broke through the crowd that had gathered around
them and jer ked baatonethatéGderacdar a
to be the perfect blend between shock and horror.
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Well, that was all Margaret needed to know that the boys
told the truth. Whoever this Debra Potter was, Joseph had no
desire to marry her.

Debrads demeanor c seph,devd i
nice i1t Iis to see you. | c ame

He stood there for a momer
wh at was happening and final/l
besi de Margaret and put his &
came in time to see rget married. Will you be having a seat on
my side?0

Debra pressed a hand to her heart before she let out a
chuckl e. 00Oh, you must think
of Bernard Winsl ow. I assure

Out of the corner of her eyMargaret saw Bob roll his
eyes at Doug who snickered. She wondered about the exchang

but gave It littl e t hought
announcement.

o0l dm sorry it di dnodt wor k
wh at t hat has to deo gwaivteh Malkric
Sshoul ders a slight squeeze an
started?96

oYes, 6 Margaret agreed. S
whole thing out. After all, this was her day by golly, and she was
going to enjoy ,tevenif it killedh e r ! 0Get on b
preacher and 1011l be there. o

Looking relieved, Joseph quickly obeyed.

Though she knew it was a bad example in front of the
boys, she stuck her tongue out at an angry Debra. As she figured
Bob and Doug giggled at what shevkiio be a childish display.

Oh well. Maybe it would be good for them to know that even
adults had their moments. She tapped them on the shoulders anc
said, 0Go on ahead and my pa ¢

They went to stand in front of her.
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0 Wai t .rétgradbaed thabatk and handed them to
Debr a. OYou may do the haonor s

Doug and Bob looked very happy to get rid of those
baskets and marched down the aisle as the fiddler began playin
the tune.

OThi s i seb@hisselver , 6 D

ol t i Mdrganretsaido u ,

And that wasll she would say to this horrible person who
made it a point to come all the way to Omaha just so she could try
to ruin her wedding dayrhe woman had a lot of nerve, but in no
way was Margargbing to run off in defeat just because Debra
Potter was no longentertaining the affections of Bernard Wins

Nope. For now on, shedd igno
much more important things to attend to. Like walking down the
aisle. Shefolowed her fatherdés | ead,
her, probably glaring and seet
thought.

Insteadshe turned her gaze to Joseder heart sped up
at the sight of him. So what if Debra was there, looming in the
backgound? If nothing else, this was proof that Joseph meant it
when he told her that it did matter to miche married. And
that made her feetgity good. Other men might have felt that
marrying her meant settling f«
long as he didnoét, then who cal

By the time she made it to Josegbte could hardly hear
what the preacher was saying. This was it. She, Margare
Wil liams, was actually gettin
about since sheaw a little girl was finally coming to pass. True,
the day had not included someone trying to stop it, but it was
happening nonethelésa nd t hat 6 s what mat:'t

She glanced at Joseph and saw him smile at her. The
happy look on his face plr at easdut only slightly. It was
impossible to fully relax when people sat and watched everything
that was going on.

51



Ruth Ann Nordin

When the preacher began to speak, she made an effort to
pay attent iiootredlyu tHowewen whdnnhé asked
if anyone had any objexcts,she looked over her shoulder to see
if Debra would intervene. Even Joseph took a moment to glance

back. But she wasnot there.
Margaret that the woman was, indeed, gone. She wondered aboL
it Sur el gping toddeave tham aloaes i dartgaies

experience, people like Miss Paiterd n 6t gi ve up t

The preacher spoke again, continuing the ceremony, so
she dutifully turned her attention back to him. It puzzled her.
Maybe it s hdwdsdirmérthature toMecygnd guess
everything and believe the wo
nagging feeling that she hadnd¢

What could Debra do at this point anyway? Joseph was
getting married Margaret snuck aeek at Jessica who smiled at
her . So her friend didndot thi
incident that just happened?

The ceremony continued as uneventfully as it had in her
dreams. She and Joseph said their vows and kissed. In one
instant she @ant from being Margaret Williams to being Mrs.
Joseph Connealyooug and Bob ran ovén her and gave her a
hug.

OWedre sure glad you made

said.
OAl right, 6 Joseph said. 0
aisle. Thenyoucantalkt her all you want . 0
She foll owed Josephods | e ¢

accidently bumping into Doug who jumped in front of her.

0OYou have to watch where vy«
with a chuckle in his voice.

00Oh, Pa. Doug i selooked atbkey., O
oOYou get used to it.o

ol dm not clumsy, 6 Doug sai
brother.

52



A Husband for Margaret

OFight |l ater. o6 Joseph point
wal k. o

They stopped their bickering and obeyed.

As they passed her parents, MargaretlstvwBen and
Charles had gotten fidgety on their chairs, so she decided they
might as well get up. She might not be familiar with children, but
from what she did know, she suspected they had a hard time
sitting still for any length of time. Shetionedfor Charles to
join Joseph while she picked up Ben.

She smiled and tol d aJamdye p h,
we mightaswelal k down the aisle tog

He returned her smile and nodded before they continued
past the guests.

53



Ruth Ann Nordin

Chapter Seven
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Margarethoughtthe day wemte | | despite Mis:c

She wanted to ask Joseph about the woman, but the guests
surrounded them during the potluck lunche Képt expecting

the woman tgop up again, which she never did. Ewersise
coulddt f ul | gay. dtrwpsoaystrahge ¢hing really, for as
soon as the vows were said and everyone started to go home afte
wishing them well, it occurred to her that this was the beginning
of her life with Joseph. And that meant this wedding dayded
wedding night.

Why the thought hadndt occ.t
know. Perhaps it was the thought of being a mother right away.
Or maybe it was because she was too busy thinking of the
wedding day and making sure everything was as pedeatda
be. Either way, it was on her mind now, and the closer evening
came, the harder it was to push it aside.
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Her mother had explained the facts to her and advised her
to rel ax. Rel axing, after al
was nodt fatable fonherdinst time. Now, if she could just
will herself to relax, then things would be fine. But that proved to
bea futile endeavorin fact, the more she tried to relax, the more
tense she became.

At least the process of taking her thingsetonew home
di stracted her enough so she
parents. It also helped that this was the home she used to admire
as a child. Even if she was apprehensive about being a wife, the
house was absolutely charrmimgore so than shemembered.

She did so want to live in it.

The walk to the place was a mere three blocks from the
one she grew up in. Hather and Joseph carried the bulk of her
clothing and grooming supplies, atidhe carrid was a travel

bag,whicd i dndmuwéi gh al | . She di
little possessions to her name. Wasall her life was summed
up i n? Two armfuls and a tra

what had she been doing with her life up to that point? Wearing
clothes and bragg her hair?

One moment she was a girl dreaming of house and home
and suddenly she was a woman with those dreams fulfilied.
even though she wanted to properly enjoy this monmwartit d
nagged at her. Was she ready for this?

Before she knew it, thetopped at the front dooBob
opened it up and barged through with the other children in tow.
She was beginning to understand that even though Bob was the
second child, he was the one who took charge and spoke his minc
whenever he felt like it. Dowgas more reserved but took his
duties seriouslyAs for Charles and Ben... They were still too
young for her to determine how they would be.

Her father followed the children and set her things in the
parlor.

55



Ruth Ann Nordin

Joseph asked her to wait at the dogrvaayinside the
house to place the things he carried down, and headed back ove
to her. ol want to carry you

Her father chuckled as he
you to yourselves. 6 He gave |
Margaret. ¥ u 6 | | make a fine wife an

o0 Thank ghesaid &Prat,l0y startl ed
used to hearing sucansiments from her fatherBut the words
meant the world to her, and she was glad he said them.

Once he bounded down the porch stepsgph turned to

her and smil ed. OAre you r ea
Conneal y?6

oCome on in, Ma! é6 Bob <call
the couch in the parlor. 0 We

oOYep, 6 Doug agreedhémredns bre
tomakey ou scream. 0

She chuckl ed. 0That 6s al we

OYou ready?0 Joseph asked.

She nodded and let him pick her uger cheeks grew
warm. He was solid and strong, and she rather enjoyed being ir
his arms like this.

o0Dondt dr op owarnedragwsepharbséed B «
the threshold.

Charles watched them as he sat beside a sleepy Ben whc
was lying on the floor in front of the couch.

ol t | ooks i ke someoneds
commented, pointing to the two boys who looked exhausted.

OWes houl d get you all down
before he set her down.

Her heart fluttered with a strange nervous excitement.
Did he take her innocent statement to mean that she was eager tc
be alone with him? That was |
already across the roand liftingBen. She wiped her hands on
her dress. It was no big deal really. Every wife did this. She
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recalled how happy Jeaslooked a week after sharred Tom.

Her other friends seemed just as happy. That meant thaghis w
a good thing. They didnoét ha
talkedand acted.

She continued to repeat this to herself, assuring herself
that her nerves would be settled soon enough. While Joseph took
the youngest two to their beds, Doug andtgtfped her with her
items. They surprised her becausalshal n 6t expect
concerned with making sure all her things were put away where

theybelonged.
But when Bob mentioned that they wanted to make sure
she was in a goodmthats ofdookies and h e

pies, she realized this was really-apsetAmused, she made a
mental note to start in on those treats once she was able to go tc
the mercantile to buy the ite
the boys. Di d nesdert? aShé pausédiab she e
placed her extra pair of shoes under the bed. Actually, adults
enjoyed the sweets just as much. Children, it seemed, were jus
more obvious about it.

Joseph entered the room and waved to Doug and Bob.
0Ti me for bed. O

The knd in her stomach tightened. Once they were in
bed, then there was nothing stopping her husband from... She
took a deep breath to settle her nerves. There would be nothing
to stop him from doing what husbands had been doingheit
wives since peoplexisted She wondered if other women
experienced the same mixture of curiosity, excitement and
apprehension as she was at this very moment.

Well, one thing she knew for sure was that she needed to
get out of her <cl ot hesJoseph®dse ¢
putting Doug and Bob to bed. She had a hard time going through
the simple task because her hands kept slipping on her buttons,
but she Iimt noiné baskandtcatch her without her
clothes on. Of course, that was ridiculous. He hoag & be
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inti mate with her , and they
anyway. Still, she coul dndt
him, so as soon as gheew her clothes onto the small chair by

the window, she slipped under the bed covernsaitet!.

She heard the sound of his footsteps across the hardwood
floor in the hallway before he entered the room. Without
thinking, she pulled the cover up to her chin and gripped the
blanket as if her life depended on it. All of her effortsstoeas
her sel f tfiheament right eud the window.

Joseph offered a soft smile and closed the door behind

him.
She inhaled and slowly exhaled. For some reason, this
room didndt seem so small wher
oAl I t hi ngs ctieendayi wert welld , | B
sorry Debra came. That wasnot

She gathered that much, and though it was on the tip of
her tongue to ask more about the rude woman, he took off his tie,
signaling an instant change in mood. Suddenly, gkdsegm
mention of Debra just woul dnot

He started to unbutton his
Mar garet . |l ©&m gl ad you agreec

He took his shirt off and she wondered if he was going to
fully undress in front dfier, a prospect which intrigued her as
much as it terrified her. But he dimmed the light on the kerosene
lamp until the room was dark. She heard him shuffling around
and swallowed the lump in her throat. Alright. This was it.

He lifted he blanket ansheetand slid in next to heShe
rked when he reached for he
t scary. o

0l dm not scared, 6 she squ:¢
How could her voice betray her like that?

ol remember the f i redogethéri me
Thereds a | ot of uncertainty i

oOFor her?6

j

e
no
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He settled next to her and
for me. 0
oYou?b6

ol didndt know what I was
breath on her cheek. ionlg .wdor r i

0ltds hard to believe you c

He | et out a slight | augh.

ended up showing me how to do
Even if her heart was pounding with anxiety, hercaygb

furrowed. Hiscomentpeaked her i nterest.
His |lips brushed her cheek
You dondt need to think 138l c

ol didndt think t haawardtioat b e
the movement of hieand which ran up and dovher arm in
slow, methodical strokes was relaxing her.
0Good. |l know we rushed ir
oWhi ch i s wh atwomaraagkpreaman tovh e r
come out west to marry her. o
0That 6s what attracted me

tomybroher , you know. Youbre so
Though she could only make out the shadow of his face,

she detected the smile in his

dondt | i ke that about me. 0

OYoudre kidding?06 he whi sy
corner of her mouth.

She cleared her throat. 0|
agai n, but this time she coul
the thrill of being kissed again.

When his mouth descended on hers, she forgot all about
their conversatio Suddenly, her attentioras drawn specifically
to him. He shifted closer to her, closing the small gap that had
been between them just moments before. His skin was warm
against her s, and she didnot
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between a man andvaman to know what was pressing into her
hip. Her handgightened on the sheet.

Helifftedh s head. neélt &x | 6 hleé ps d

ol candét will the nerves av

OMaybbdunot bet | dder handsefl p .
the sheet anklissed her palms before held her hands O0YoL
are now bone of my bones and
anything to hurt you. 't mi gl
do what | can to ease that par

oUncomfortabl e?5d0

He sighed. ibWworsedh jHes twama leid
moment and asked, oWoul d you

been too much. We can lay here and talk. There is more we
could learn about each other, and then you might be more
comfortable with this. o

His concern touched her asite loosened her grip on his

hands. 0OYou would wait, woulc

ol dondt want this to be
Margaret. This is one of the better parts of a marital relationship,
and | want you to | ook forwarc

She let go of one of hiwnds and slowly brought her
hand up his arm, noting the strength there, and stopped her
exploration at his shoulder. It was strange to be touching a man
this way, this intimately, and yet it was wonderful at the same time.
She licked her lower lipaddar ed t o say, ol C
Can we do more of that?6

00f course. o

He leaned forwardnd brought his lips to herbler toes
tingled from the simple actiorHis actions were gentle. In no
way did she feel rushed or compelled to continughanéact
alone served to relax her further. She responded to him and
followed his lead when he wanted to deepen the kiss. While he
still held her hand, his other hand rested on the small of her back
and massaged her with soothing circular motions.
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The tension eased from her in slow increments, and this
ti me when she felt his arousa
away He continued to kiss her, still gentle even as she became
aware of his growing passion. And, surprisingly, she realized hel
body wa beginning to anticipate what was to come.

For once in her i fe, she
things. She would let her feelings lead the way. She wigglec
closer to himand brought her hand to his jaw, noting the
roughness of it. That surprised bmce he made it a point to
shave, but she supposed that if a man had to keep shavasg
because the hair wanted to grow back. It was a reminder of how
he was a man and she was a woman.

He groaned and shifted so that she ended up on her back.
While he continued to kiss her, his hand slid up her side until it
cupped her breast. The action sent a spark through her. Now,
this wasndt so bad, she deci d:
like for a man to touch her like this. Part of her thoughtstt b e
horrified, but instead, she found it rather pleasing and wished for
him to continue.

She released his other hand so she could explore his chest
tracking more differences between theBthe coul dn?d
herself to study all of him. Not yet. Sk doing gabto touch
his bare skinThese things didnot hav.
plenty of time to learn each other. She was content with what she
was learning for now.

His mouth left hers, and she let out a contented sigh as he
kissed her neckShe waited in expectation for him to kiss her
breasts and moaned when he @te sensed his excitement and
squeezed his shoulders to let him know she felt it too. These
sensations may not have been new to hinthbutwere to her,
and she found it harto focus on anything but what her body
wanted to happen. It seemed that her flesh knew what to do, and
she parted her legs for him before he caressed the area with hi
hand.
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His mouth returned to hers as he slid a finger into her.
She gasped in suga&ibut pulled him closer féretkiss. The last
of her anxietgeparted. She moved hgshto encourage him to
teaseher with his finger.He continued to caress her, and she
moaned and wiggled against him, savoring the moEeat.as
she wished it wibd go on forever, she neededinnd completion
in what he was doin§Vhen she came near her peh&let out a
soft cry and gave into the waves of pleasure that engulfed her.

Before she had time to reason what wasehapgp he
shiftedso he could eat her. The suddenness of the movement
might have startled her had she not been otherwise distracted.
She noted the slight sting and discomfort as he began moving
inside her, but he kissed her again and the flicker of tension
subsided. In shotime, thke discomfort gave wéay a pleasurable
sensation.

He traced her lips with his tongue, murmured her name,
and then buried his face in the nape of her neck as he continued
moving inside of her. She wrapped her legs around his waist anc
shiftedagainst hinso that he could go deeper into her. She knew
it was over as soon as he stilled and grew taut. The moment
seemed to be suspendedimdi as sweet as it was gratifying.
And when he relaxed, she held him to her, aware of how fast his
heart was beating.

She closed her eyes and rested her cheek against his. St
this was what she feared. She smiled at the silliness of it all. A
least now she knew, and next time she could truly look forward to
it. And she knew he was right. This was going to be ore of th
better parts of their marriage.
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The next morning, Margaret peered out the parlor window of her

new home. Just as she remembered from childhood, the view of
the park was lovely. She recalled coming to this house twice with
her moher. The elderly couple who owned this phasnice

folk, the kind who set out cookies and let a child enjoy the swing
on the front porch. She frowned. The swing was no longer there,
probably due to years of wear. She wondered if Joseph would put
andher one up. The front yard was just the right size for little
boys to run and play, and if they ventured to the park, she could
still keep an eye on them.

Summer was fast approaching. That meant lazy days and
lots of outdoor time for rambunctious ctelll The ideal time to
install that swing would be now. She glanced at the boys who
already seemed restless inside the place. Joseph had been bu
getting the howsready for her, but théurnishings were still few
at the moment. The only two itemsthe parlor were a couch
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