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Chapter One 

 

 
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.  
In no way, did she share the blondõs outstanding beauty. 
 Jessica Larson lifted the pearl necklace from Margaretõs 
jewelry box.  òThis will look nice with the white ribbon in your 
hat.ó 
 òItõll do.ó 
 She turned so that Jessica could slip it around her neck 
and fasten it.  Afterwards, she spread Margaretõs brown hair 
around her shoulders.  òYou look perfect!ó 
 Perfect?  Not quite.  But she did look pretty.  At least, she 
thought so.  Hopefully Paul Connealy would think so.  She 
wondered if it was wise to ask Jessica to join her and her parents 
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when he was due to come into the train station.  What if he saw 
Jessica and was disappointed when he realized heõd be marrying 
Margaret instead?  But Jessica was her dearest friend, and there 
was no way she could face this day without her. 
 Margaretõs mother knocked on her bedroom door. 
 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, òMaybe posting an ad for a husband wasnõt a good idea.ó 
 Her mother opened the door while Jessica offered a 
reassuring smile.  òYouõll be fine.  Weõll be there.ó 
 òWill Tom be coming?ó Margaret asked.  Maybe if Tom 
was with Jessica, Paul wouldnõt pay her much attention.  Then he 
wouldnõt be busy comparing Margaret to her friend. 
 òI already told you he canõt.  Heõs planting corn.  Itõs busy 
this time of year.ó 
 Of course.  Just her luck.  Jessica should have married 
after planting season.  But she couldnõt fault her friend for 
wanting to marry sooner rather than later.  Margaret had been 
anxious to meet Paul.  He seemed like a nice man from the two 
letters heõd sent.  Now that the day was here though, she had the 
urge to hide back in her bed and forget this whole thing. 
 Her mother came in and picked up the two letters from 
the dresser.  òYou may need these.ó 
 Margaret directed her gaze to her.  òOh, I told him Iõd be 
wearing blue, and that Iõd be with my family and friend.ó 
 òAlright.ó The older woman set them back on the dresser.  
òItõs up to you.  Your father, sister and I will be out front.ó 
 Margaret nodded and picked up the brush to make her 
hair look just a little bit better. 
 Jessica laughed.  òI know what youõre going through.ó 
 She glanced at her friend.  òYou knew Tom before you 
married him.ó 
 òFine.  So I donõt know exactly what youõre going through, 
but youõre not marrying Paul today.  Youõre going to meet him.ó 
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 òYes, that is true.ó 
 òEverything will work out.ó 
 òItõs easy for someone whoõs not in the situation to say 
that.ó 
 òWell, we already know heõs got great taste.  He had the 
sense to answer your ad.ó 
 She chuckled.  It was no wonder why she wanted Jessica 
there.  Her friend knew the right words to make her feel better.  
òAnd he does sound like a nice man, donõt you think?ó 
 òI sure do.ó 
 òHeõs a farmer too.  Is it hard to be a farmerõs wife?ó 
 òI donõt think so.  They work hard, but then again, what 
woman doesnõt?ó 
 Margaret nodded.  Being married was good for her friend.  
Jessica seemed to blossom under the love Tom gave her.  Did 
love do that to every woman?  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 in 
Omaha would have simply taken note of her.  Then sheõd at least 
know that sheõd be marrying someone who loved her already.  She 
pushed aside a flicker of irritation and turned to the door. 
 òI suppose we should go,ó Margaret said. 
 Jessica smiled and gave her a quick hug.  òItõll be fine.  Try 
not to worry too much.ó 
 With a slight eye roll, she joined her friend and departed 
from her room. 
 

***  
 

Joseph Connealy grunted as his three-year-old son jumped on his 
lap to slap one of his brothers across the head. 
 The wounded brother, of course, let out a high pitch wail. 
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 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 spent most of the night running up and down the aisle. 
 A very tired Joseph barked out, òEnough!ó and the three 
boys immediately stopped their bickering.  Joseph had no idea the 
train ride would be this long.  Sure, it didnõt seem like itõd be much 
when he packed their things and lugged them all to the station in 
Dayton.  But now that theyõd been traveling for what seemed like 
years, he was ready to get off the train, hand them to Margaret 
Williams, and hightail it right back to Ohio. 
 Of course, he wouldnõt do that to the poor woman.  They 
were his children, after all.  But they sure did need a mother in the 
worst possible way.  And he needed them to have a mother as well.  
He could only pray sheõd be willing to marry him instead of his 
brother. 
 òAre we there yet?ó Doug, the seven year old, asked. 
 òAlmost,ó Joseph mumbled, closing his eyes.  His head 
hurt. 
 òBut you said that an hour ago,ó Doug whined. 
 òCompared to when we started, we were almost there.ó 
 òAnd now?ó 
 òWeõre even closer.ó 
 òHow much closer?ó 
 òFive minutes,ó he guessed.  At least, based on the 
itinerary, they should be ready to pull into the Omaha train 
station.  Dear God, let the itinerary be right.  My sanity depends on it. 
 òHow long is five minutes?ó Bob, the six year old, asked. 
 òI donõt know,ó Joseph said. 
 òHow come you donõt know?ó Doug asked. 
 òI do know.  I just donõt know how to explain it so youõll 
understand,ó Joseph clarified. 
 òIs five minutes long?ó Doug asked. 
 òNo.ó 
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 Then Charles leaned his head back and knocked his father 
in the jaw. 
 Joseph grumbled and rubbed the sore spot.  òAlright.  
Five minutes is long.ó 
 òLonger than an hour?ó Bob pressed. 
 The train finallyñmercifullyñbegan to slow, and Joseph 
breathed a loud sigh of relief.  God did answer prayers! 
 òWeõre here!ó Doug cried out and jumped up on the seat. 
 òSit down!ó Joseph yanked on the boyõs collar until the lad 
obeyed.  òThe train hasnõt stopped yet.  And remember what I 
said.  Stay with me.  You canõt go running off with all these 
people.  I might lose you.ó 
 Doug groaned but stayed seated. 
 Bob shook a sleeping Ben.  òWeõre here!ó he yelled in his 
brotherõs ear. 
 òHeõs not deaf,ó Joseph said, pressing his hand over his 
own ear to get it to stop ringing.  How a little kid could manage 
that high of a pitch, heõd never understand. 
 òI canõt wait to meet our new ma,ó Bob told Doug.  òYou 
think she can make cookies?ó 
 òCourse she can.  All mothers make cookies,ó Doug said.  
òAnd pies.ó 
 òOoh!  Pies.  Pa, is she gonna bring a pie?ó 
 Joseph shook his head.  òSheõs not even expecting us.  
Sheõs expecting your uncle Paul.  Now, I want you all to be on 
your best behavior.  If you act up, she might not want to go 
through with this.ó Good Lord, the last thing he needed was to 
scare the woman off. 
 òDonõt she know weõre coming?ó Doug asked, his eyes 
wide. 
 òNo.ó 
 òWhy not?ó 
 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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like her too.  Joseph shrugged.  òI donõt know.  I thought it was 
best this way.ó Which wasnõt entirely true, but he saw no sense in 
explaining that to a child.  The situation was complicated enough 
without trying to go into detail about it.  òLook, your uncle canõt 
be here.ó 
 òCause heõs dead,ó Bob said. 
 òRight.  So I figured if this nice woman is looking for a 
family to care for, who better than you boys?ó He really hoped 
sheõd understand and be willing to go through with this because if 
she didnõt...  He glanced at his four boys who were busy shoving 
at each other and laughing.  One, predictably, got hurt in the play 
and started bellowing.  If she didnõt marry him, he might go 
insane.  There was no way he could keep raising these kids by 
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. 
 òStay with me, boys,ó Joseph ordered. 
 Dougõs shoulders slumped as he returned to the seat. 
 òTake your toys.ó He pointed to the floor and seats which 
had ôKids were hereõ written all over it.  òAnd watch out for other 
people,ó he added. 
 The other passengers struggled to squeeze around the 
seven and six year olds who scrambled to get in the aisle to grab 
the toy trains that had rolled under the seat.  Well, he couldnõt 
blame the boys for trying.  He set Charles next to Ben who looked 
as if he could easily go back to sleep.  Except, Charles wouldnõt let 
him.  He sat on Benõs face and giggled. 
 Margaret Williams is going to take one look at these kids and order 
me back on the train.  I just know it. 
 He grabbed 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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 òWatch Charles so he doesnõt run off,ó he told Doug and 
Bob.  With the travel bag in one hand, he scooped a still sleepy 
Ben into his arm and motioned down the aisle.  òGo.ó 
 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 
 

 
 
Margaretõs heart beat refused to slow down as people were 

quickly coming off the train.  Paul would be among them...unless 
he decided not to come at the last minute.  And if he did that...  
She didnõt want to think about it.  Finding a husband had been 
hard enough without something like that happening.  No.  She 
would be positive.  Paul would be coming off that train.  Sheõd 
marry him, and theyõd start a life together.  Theyõd have children 
and grow old with their grandchildren coming to visit.  The plan 
was simple.  There wasnõt anything that was going to mess it up. 
 She took a deep breath as the station filled up with a sea of 
unfamiliar faces.  òI didnõt realize it got this busy,ó she whispered 
to Jessica. 
 Jessica shrugged.  òMe neither.  My pa once said that it 
was the hub of railroad activity, but I thought he was 
exaggerating.ó 
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 òIõm bored.  When is he going to get over here?ó 
Margaretõs thirteen-year-old sister asked. 
 Margaret glanced at her parents.  òWhy did we have to 
bring her?ó 
 Her mother sighed.  òThis young man youõre going to 
marry should meet everyone in the family.ó 
 òBut all sheõs done since we left the house is complain,ó 
Margaret said. 
 òYour sister has a point,ó her father told Charlotte.  òThis 
is a big day for Margaret.  Be good.ó 
 Charlotte rolled her eyes but stopped whining. 
 Jessica nudged Margaret in the side.  òMaybe thatõs him.  
He looks like heõs searching for someone.ó 
 Margaret turned her attention to a good looking man 
holding a child.  òNo.  Paul doesnõt have any children.ó Her gaze 
swept the room.  A part of her got dizzy from the swarm of 
people buzzing around them. 
 To her surprise, a boy ran over to her.  òAre you Margaret 
Williams?ó 
 Her eyebrows furrowed.  òUh...yes.  Do I know your 
parents?ó She didnõt recall ever seeing him before.  Not that she 
made it a habit of being around children. 
 The boy waved to someone in the crowd.  òPa!  Sheõs over 
here!ó 
 Her eyes grew wide.  Pa?  Sheõs over here?  Whatever did that 
mean?  Paul made it clear that he had no children.  So who was 
this child and why did he pick her out?  She glanced at Jessica who 
looked equally uncertain about this. 
 The man holding a child saw the boy and motioned to two 
children before heading in their direction.  As soon as he reached 
them, he said, òDoug, I told you to stay with me.ó 
 òSorry, Pa,ó he replied, appearing to be appropriately 
contrite.  òI saw the blue dress and hat.  Itõs her.ó 
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 A knot twisted in Margaretõs stomach.  This couldnõt be 
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.  
òPardon me, but are you Margaret Williams?ó 
 òWell...ó She took in the four boys who stared at her with 
a mixture of hope and curiosity.  The knot grew tighter.  Just what 
did this man and these kids want with her? 
 òYes, she is,ó Jessica finally said. 
 The statement startled Margaret so she gave a slight jerk.  
Clearing her throat, she added, òYes.ó She took a deep breath.  
Something wasnõt right.  Did Paul lie to her?  òIõm her.ó 
 òMy name is Joseph Connealy.  Iõm Paulõs older brother.  
You see, Paul was going to come but-ó 
 Oh great.  Here it came.  Margaret braced herself for 
whatever excuse heõd give her. 
 òPaulõs horse got spooked and he fell off.ó He glanced at 
the children.  òIõd rather not go into detail, but we had to bury 
him two weeks ago.ó 
 It took a moment for his words to sink in, and when they 
finally did, her countenance fell.  So Paul couldnõt come, even if 
he wanted to.  She supposed she should feel better.  It wasnõt like 
Paul rejected her or anything.  He died.  There was no way he 
could come now. 
 Joseph cleared his throat. 
 Breaking out of her thoughts, she directed her attention to 
him. 
 òAnyway, my wife passed away a year ago, and I knew 
Paul was coming out to meet you so I thought maybe youõd be 
willing to marry me instead.ó 
 The first thing she did was lower her gaze to the children.  
There were four of themñif she counted rightñand they were all 
staring at her with wide smiles on their faces.  She couldnõt be 
sure, but it seemed as if they had rehearsed this moment. 



A Husband for Margaret 

11 
 

 òWhat adorable boys,ó Jessica said, breaking the awkward 
silence.  òWhat are their names?ó she asked Joseph. 
 òThis is Doug,ó Joseph began.  òHeõs seven.  That is Bob, 
and heõs six.  Then Charles is three, and Ben is two.ó 
 òThose are fine names,ó Jessica replied.  òItõs a shame they 
had to lose their mother.ó 
 Margaret caught Jessicaõs sad expression and knew her 
friend was pleading with her to marry this man.  Margaret broke 
eye contact with her friend and glanced at her family who looked 
equally sorrowful over his story.  She wasnõt sure what she should 
do.  True, Joseph losing his wife who left him with four boys was 
heartbreaking in its own way, but there were four boys he was 
asking her to be a mother to.  Being a mother right away wasnõt 
something she anticipated when she posted the ad.  And even if 
these boys seemed well behaved and friendly, she didnõt know the 
first thing about being a mother.  Not really.  Though her sister 
was considerably younger than her, she didnõt raise her sister. 
 òOh, do it,ó Jessica whispered in her ear.  òThose poor 
boys need a woman to care for them.ó 
 Margaret gave her friend a ôhushõ look before she studied 
the boys who remained quiet and still.  She wasnõt sure what to 
make of them.  They just kept smiling at her, and as innocent as 
they seemed, she sensed that she was being set up for something.  
Surely, kids didnõt behave this well on a regular basis.  She wiped 
the sweat off her forehead.  Was she really up for this? 
 òMaybe you should think about it,ó her father told her.  
òAfter all, you didnõt plan to marry Paul today.ó He looked at 
Joseph.  òWe were going to arrange for the wedding first.  We 
figured weõd wait a week.ó 
 A flicker of disappointment crossed Josephõs features but 
he nodded.  òThatõs fine.  What do you think, Margaret?ó 
 She swallowed the lump in her throat.  A week.  In that 
time, she could possibly adjust to this situation.  Maybe.  She 
examined the four boys.  Or maybe not.  Then she looked at Joseph 
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who was a handsome man who obviously cared for his children 
and would probably make a good husband.  So maybe.  Then one 
of the kids named Bob or Dougñshe couldnõt remember 
whichñsneezed into his hand before he wiped it on his brotherõs 
shirt.  She cringed.  Or maybe not. 
 òWell,ó her father interrupted, òwe donõt have to make a 
decision right now.  We should give Margaret time to think about 
it.ó 
 òYes,ó Margaret quickly said.  Her eyes grew wide when 
she realized they might misunderstand her to mean that sheõd 
marry Joseph and take on the responsibility of fourñfour!ñboys.  
òYes, Iõll think about it.ó 
 It wasnõt the answer he wanted, Margaret 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 boys.  
Had this been Jessica, Jessica would have married Joseph right 
awayñif for no other reason than to be a mother to the children.  
Well, there was no doubt about it.  Jessica was, and always would 
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 boys.  òYou all must 
be tired after the long trip.  Letõs go find your luggage and get you 
settled into a motel.  I canõt have you sleeping under the same roof 
as my daughter unless youõre married to her.ó 
 Jessica shook her head.  òYou canõt confine children to a 
motel.  I know!  They can stay with Tomõs parents.  They have 
enough room for all of you, and since they live on a farm, thereõs 
plenty of room to play.ó 
 òA farm?ó one of the older boys asked.  òUncle Paul had a 
farm.  Are there horses out there?ó 
 òThere sure are,ó Jessica replied. 
 òI donõt know,ó Joseph said.  òThereõs a lot of us.ó 
 Jessica laughed and waved her hand.  òThe Larsons are 
used to a lot of people.  Why, there are five kids in that family, 



A Husband for Margaret 

13 
 

except most of them are grown up and have their own places.  
And they are planting beans and corn.  If you want to do 
something in return for food and lodging, Iõm sure they could use 
the extra help.ó 
 Joseph relaxed.  òIf we can earn our keep, then itõd work.  
Doug and Bob used to help their uncle in the fields.ó 
 She clapped her hands and laughed.  òThen itõs settled.ó 
 One of the boys jumped up and down.  òWe get to stay on 
the farm!  Can we ride horses too?ó 
 Jessica nodded.  òAfter all the work is done, Bob.ó 
 It was official.  Jessica was better than her, Margaret 
thought.  She even knew which kid was which.  No wonder all the 
men wanted to be with Jessica instead of her.  Jessica was more 
likeable, more attractive, more...  Well, just more everything! 
 But she couldnõt compare herself to Jessica.  No matter 
how tempting it was, especially at times like this. 
 òWe got to meet Tomõs parents at the wedding,ó 
Margaretõs mother told Joseph.  òThey adore children.  They have 
a couple of grandchildren.  I believe their oldest son has twin 
boys.ó 
 òRichard has two boys and one girl.  The twins are three 
and the girl is only five months old,ó Jessica clarified.  òTomõs 
sister, Sally, just found out sheõs expecting her first child.ó 
 òNo older kids?ó one of Josephõs boys asked Jessica. 
 She shook her head.  òIõm afraid not.  But youõre seven 
and Bob is six, so you already have someone close to your age to 
play with.ó 
 As much as Margaret liked her friend, she was starting to 
wish she hadnõt brought her along.  The boys were already falling 
in love with her.  She sighed in despair.  It was a sign.  Paulõs 
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 conclusion: Margaret wasnõt meant to get married.  Most 
women married and went on to lead very happy lives.  But not 
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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 was 
nothing she 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 right 
one for him and his children. 
 Margaret rolled her eyes.  Why fight fate?  She was just 
meant to be single forever, and she was sure that before long, 
Joseph would realize it too. 
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Chapter Three 
 

 
 

Margaret picked up the letters Paul had written her and read 

them in the privacy of her bedroom.  Why did he have to fall off 
his horse?  Why did he even have to ride a horse?  Because thatõs 
what farmers do.  Riding horses is part of their job.  With a heavy sigh, 
she settled back on her bed and stared at the ceiling. 
 It didnõt seem fair.  In fact, the more bad things happened 
to her, the more convinced she was that she was cursed.  Paul 
seemed like a nice man.  Heõd made her laugh with some of his 
comments, so he obviously had a great sense of humor.  Her big 
worry had been that heõd see her with Jessica and find her lacking.  
Not once did it occur to her that heõd suffer a fatal accident.  She 
knew she should feel sorry for him.  He was dead after all.  But 
the selfish part of her couldnõt help but wonder why he couldnõt 
have been more careful on the dumb animal. 
 Why me?  Of all the men out there, why did the one who 
actually wanted to come out and marry her have to die?  Well, she 
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supposed that wasnõt entirely true.  His brother had come out 
asking to marry her.  Because he has four boys who need a mother.  It had 
nothing to do with her. 
 She picked up Paulõs second letter and read the part where 
he told her that she sounded like someone he could enjoy being 
married to.  He liked how sensible she was.  He hadnõt seen her 
but already liked her because she was straight forward.  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 
wasnõt one to give into tears.  Tears were far too impractical 
because they didnõt solve anything. 
 Giving another heavy sigh, she rolled over and stared out 
her window.  She didnõt feel like meeting Joseph tomorrow but 
knew she would.  He came all the way out here.  It wouldnõt be 
right to not open the door when he came.  But did she really have 
to marry him just because he arrived?  She had no idea he was 
coming.  He didnõt even write to let her know for goodnessõ sakes!  
She didnõt owe him anything.  Just because Jessica wouldõve 
married him, it didnõt mean she had to. 
 Surely in good time, heõd find a woman like Jessica and get 
her to take on the responsibility of four boys.  Margaret was 
certain that most women would readily agree to it.  He wouldnõt 
have to wait long before he found one.  Maybe sheõd offer to help 
him find one.  Yes, that would work.  Then she wouldnõt have to 
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. 
 She took a deep breath and slowly exhaled.  Such was life.  
Not everyone was meant to be happy. 
 òMargaret?ó 
 She turned her head so she could see her mother standing 
in the doorway.  òWhat?ó 
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 òToday didnõt go as you thought it would.ó 
 That was stating the obvious.  Margaret bit back the 
sarcastic comment.  She shouldnõt let her foul mood affect her 
behavior. 
 Her mother came into the room and sat on the edge of the 
bed.  òSometimes life doesnõt turn out the way we think it will, but 
it could mean that better things are at the door.ó 
 Rolling her eyes, Margaret stared back at the ceiling.  Like 
she needed a pep talk right now!  What she needed was to go back 
in time and warn Paul not to ride his stupid horse. 
 òI know this is hard for you,ó her mother continued.  She 
reached out and lightly rubbed Margaretõs arm.  òI certainly didnõt 
expect a widower with four children to come off that train either.  
It caught us all by surprise.ó 
 There her mother went againñreferring to the surprise.  
Margaret figured by now, her mother had done that a good ten 
times.  Mostly on the way home and now in her bedroom.  Well, 
she might as well add to it.  òYes, it was a surprise.ó One huge, 
gigantic, colossal surprise!  She dared a look in her motherõs 
direction.  òDo you think Iõm mean for not wanting to marry 
him?ó 
 òI think you should get to know him before making that 
decision.ó 
 òWhatõs there to know?  He wants a mother for his kids.  
Did you see how many there are?ó 
 She chuckled.  òOf course, I did.  Iõm not blind.ó 
 òIõm not heartless, Ma.  I feel sorry for him.  I canõt 
imagine trying to take care of four children all by myself.  He does 
need a mother for them.ó 
 She smiled.  òHeõs been married before so he knows 
thereõs more to a marriage than taking care of children.ó 
 òOh, I know.  Thereõs having a woman whoõll cook and 
clean and do his laundry too.ó 
 òPaul wouldõve asked you to do the same thing.ó 
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 Margaret groaned and threw the pillow over her face.  òI 
donõt want logic right now.  I just want to wallow in misery.ó 
 òI know.ó She lifted the pillow from her daughterõs face.  
òAnd Iõll let you enjoy every second of it for the rest of today.  
Butñó she gave her a pointed lookñòI expect you to wake up 
tomorrow with the notion that you will at least get to know 
Joseph when you see him.  Marriage isnõt all about chores and 
children.  Itõs about the sharing of your life with someone else.ó 
 òI knew you wanted grandchildren, but I didnõt realize you 
wanted a whole lot of them at one time.ó 
 Laughing, she gently placed the pillow back over 
Margaretõs face.  òItõs more than children or grandchildren.  Itõs 
about seeing my daughter happy.  I think Joseph is a nice man.ó 
 òHeõs old.ó 
 òThirty isnõt old.ó 
 òHeõs ten years older than me.ó She gasped and sat up.  
The pillow fell to her lap.  òHis oldest child is seven.  I was 
thirteen when that kid was born.ó 
 òThat means youõre still older and able to provide a stern 
look of authority over the youngster.ó 
 Grumbling, Margaret laid back in the bed and returned the 
pillow to her face.  She was beginning to wish she hadnõt posted 
an ad at all.  This was a mess.  Her mother wouldnõt be happy if 
she decided not to marry Joseph.  But so what?  It was Margaretõs 
life, not her motherõs. 
 òGive it a good nightõs sleep,ó her mother advised. 
 Margaret felt the bed shift, notifying her that her mother 
stood up. 
 òThings always look better after a good nightõs sleep.ó 
 When her mother left the room, Margaret pulled the 
pillow off of her face and let out a sigh of despair. 
 

***  
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The next afternoon, Margaret glanced at the clock above the 
fireplace and cringed.  Joseph was due any minute.  She turned her 
gaze to the window and peered out of it.  There was no sign of 
him yet.  She exhaled, relieved. 
 Her mother entered the parlor.  òItõll be a nice day to go 
for a walk.ó 
 Margaret turned from the window and asked, òWill you 
come along?ó 
 Her mother chuckled.  òOf course not.  You need to get 
to know him, and that isnõt going to happen unless you two can 
talk alone.ó 
 Margaret fought the urge to groan and sat down in a chair.  
She put her face in her hands.  She had no idea what she could say 
to him that might be of any interest.  After all, she had no 
experience with children.  What in the world could she possibly 
have to offer him?  Well, except for being a mother to his brood 
of offspring.  She shuddered.  Four boys.  Not even a girl among 
them!  She knew absolutely nothing about boysñor men for that 
matter. 
 òHeõs here,ó her mother called out. 
 She didnõt look up right away.  Instead, she listened as her 
mother opened the front door and greeted him.  This, she was 
sure, was going to be a disaster.  The only saving grace was that he 
didnõt plan to bring his children with him.  She looked up then, 
making sure no kids came running into the house.  It was just him.  
Good.  At least that would make things less awkward. 
 She cleared her throat and stood up.  òMa thought itõd be 
a good idea if we went for a walk.ó She glanced at her mother and 
shot her a pleading look to join them. 
 òI need to get down to the mercantile,ó her mother said.  
òTake your time.ó 
 Margaret inwardly groaned.  Too bad her sister was in 
school because if she wasnõt, Margaret would ask her to come 
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along.  Itõd be much better if one other person was there to help 
break the tension. 
 òIt is a nice day for a walk,ó Joseph said, offering a 
tentative smile. 
 Perhaps this wasnõt any easier for him than it was for her.  
As strange as it was, that actually made her feel better.  òAlright.ó 
She followed him out to the porch. 
 òHave a good time!ó her mother said. 
 Margaret knew her mother meant well but was too 
nervous to respond.  Instead, she shut the door and crossed her 
arms because she couldnõt figure out what else to do with them. 
 òWhere do you usually go for a walk around here?ó he 
asked. 
 òUmm...ó She debated whether to go to the park or 
through town.  òI think the park will be good since the weather is 
nice.ó 
 He nodded and followed her down the porch steps. 
 She glanced back once and saw her mother watching them 
from the parlor window.  òI need to go to the mercantileó my left foot, 
Margaret thought.  Her mother had done her weekly shopping 
two days ago.  Reluctant, she turned her attention to Joseph.  She 
couldnõt bring herself to look at him as they strolled down the 
sidewalk that led to the park.  Clearing her throat, she got ready to 
speak.  She had to tell him the truth, and the sooner she did it, the 
better. 
 With a heavy sigh, she said, òIõm not the kind of person 
who believes in wasting her time.  I agreed to meet with you today 
because my parents insisted on it.  But to tell you the truth, I donõt 
think I have what it takes to raise four boys.  I mean, if I was their 
mother, it would be different.  Iõd be able to get used to them one 
at a time.  This whole thing with all of them at once...  Well...ó She 
shrugged.  òItõs too much.ó 
 There.  She said it.  Stopping, she waited to see if he would 
want to continue the walkñand listen to her go into more detail 
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on her decisionñor if heõd want to stop wasting his time with her 
and find a woman who would be happy to take on him and his 
children. 
 òItõs been nine years since I courted a woman, so Iõm a bit 
rusty at this.  But I got a chance to read your letters, and I thought 
you sounded like a woman I could get along well with.ó He shifted 
from one foot to the other.  òItõs true I could use a mother for my 
children, and I do want her to be good to them.  I also want a 
woman whoõll make a good companion.ó 
 She lifted her head and took a good look at him.  So it did 
matter to him who he married.  Then he wasnõt just hoping to 
settle for her.  That made her feel better about everything.  òWell, I 
suppose we could talk.ó 
 His body relaxed.  òI like your straightforwardness,ó he 
admitted with a smile. 
 As they resumed their stroll down the sidewalk, she 
replied, òI donõt see the point in not saying what I mean.  Too 
many people can take advantage of someone whoõs afraid to say 
no.ó 
 He chuckled.  òThatõs especially true of children.  And 
donõt think saying ônoõ once is enough.ó 
 òI donõt know the first thing about children.  My sister 
might be eight years younger than me, but I didnõt do much with 
her.ó 
 òI wouldnõt expect you to do everything yourself.  I didnõt 
realize how much work it is to take care of them until my wife 
passed away.ó 
 As they crossed the street, she asked, òHow did she die?ó 
 òShe got sick and never recovered.ó 
 There was a hint of sorrow in his voice, so she ventured, 
òYou must have loved her.ó 
 òI did.  We grew up together.  I think we always knew 
weõd get married.ó He looked at her.  òI donõt mean to ramble on 
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about her.  I am interested in learning about you and having you 
learn about me.ó 
 Maybe her mother was right.  Maybe he did know there 
was more to a marriage than taking care of the children.  òWhat 
do you want to know about me?ó 
 He put his hands in his pockets and studied the ground 
for a moment.  òI read the letters you sent Paul.  When he told me 
he was coming out here, he showed them to me,ó he quickly 
explained, as if he expected her to be upset. 
 òI assumed you read them if you knew I was looking for a 
husband.ó As soon as she said those words, she wished she could 
take them back.  She sounded desperate.  What woman worth 
marrying had to post an ad for a husband?  None of her friends 
had to stoop to such measures.  They had men to choose from.  
How she wished the same had been the case for her.  Refusing to 
look at him in case he picked up on the frustration and shame in 
her eyes, she added, òI just figured you had to find out about me 
that way.  You donõt seem like the kind of man who searches 
through the paper looking for a wife.ó 
 òIt never occurred to me.ó 
 Of course not.  He was gorgeous. 
 òYou see, I assumed that all the ads were men looking for 
women,ó he continued.  òSo Paul happened to find your ad and 
told me about it.  I thought he had a good idea, so I went and 
looked through the other ads but didnõt find any others.ó 
 Her cheeks grew even warmer, something she didnõt think 
possible since she was embarrassed enough as it was.  No other 
woman in the country had the problem she did.  Terrific.  
Wonderful.  Perfect.  She crossed her arms and tried not to groan. 
 òWhen your first letter came, he brought it out for me to 
read, and I thought heõd do well to marry you,ó he said. 
 She examined him to determine whether he was just telling 
her this so sheõd agree to take on the task of raising his army of 
children, but he seemed sincere. 
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 He shrugged and glanced at her.  òIn fact, there was a part 
of me that envied him.  He saw your ad first.  It wouldnõt have 
been right to intervene, so I stayed out of it.ó 
 òReally?ó she asked in a hopeful tone.  She wanted to slap 
herself for saying that.  Could she sound even more eager for a 
man to be interested in her if she tried? 
 He grinned.  òIs that so hard to believe?ó 
 She decided not to answer that in case she made an even 
bigger fool of herself. 
 òI didnõt want Paul to die.  Itõs a shame a man has to go 
before he has a chance to live and see what life has to offer.  I 
thought youõd make him happy.ó 
 Her unease was starting to ebb.  She realized that they had 
already traveled half the length of the park.  Spotting a bench, she 
asked, òWould you like to sit for awhile?  Itõs such a nice day that 
itõd be a shame to hurry back inside.ó 
 He nodded and waited for her to sit before he sat beside 
her.  òIõm sorry I didnõt write.  I wanted to ask if youõd allow me 
to come in Paulõs place, but I knew that Iõd get here before the 
letter did.ó 
 òI understand.ó Paulõs death was unexpected.  Who could 
have seen it happening, especially when he was twenty-two?  He 
should have had many more years left.  òIõm sorry that happened 
to him.  He seemed like a nice man from what I read in the 
letters.ó 
 òHe was.ó 
 òIt must have been a rough couple of years for you.  First 
your wife...then your brother...ó Here young people were dying, 
and she spent her time complaining because she didnõt have a 
group of men wanting to court her.  In reality, her problems were 
insignificant.  At least she was alive to have those problems.  And 
here was a man whoõd seen more than his share of sorrows.  
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 wouldnõt regret this, she said, òIõll marry you, Joseph.ó 
 He blinked as if he couldnõt believe it. 
 A smile tugged at her lips.  òIs that so hard to believe?ó 
 òActually, yes.  I know I shocked you by coming out with 
four boys.ó 
 òAnd you said you will help me with them?  You wonõt 
leave me to do all the work?ó 
 òNo.  I know how difficult it is to raise them alone.ó 
 òIõll hold you to your word.ó 
 Now he was the one who smiled.  òI have no doubt of 
that.ó 
 Her body relaxed.  Perhaps this would work out after all.  
Yes, he wasnõt Paul, but he seemed like someone she could enjoy 
spending her life with.  And he had said some of the nicest things 
a man ever said to her.  òShould we plan on a week from now?ó 
 òThat should give me enough time to find a place.  Iõm a 
journalist, so weõll be in town.ó 
 òIõd prefer living in town.  In fact, you see that house over 
there?ó She pointed to the white house with blue trim not too far 
from where they sat.  òWhen I was a child, I had this dream of 
living there.ó She giggled.  òI donõt know why.  There are better 
houses in town, but it just seems like a cozy place.ó  Clearing her 
throat, she continued, òI recall Paul writing that you worked at a 
newspaper office.  Was it hard to leave?ó 
 òMore so for the boys than for me.  I suspect itõll take 
them time to adjust.ó 
 She nodded.  Even if she agreed to marry him and be their 
mother, it was still a frightening prospect.  She wondered just 
what, exactly, she was getting herself into.  
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Chapter Four 
 

 
 

Joseph put on his tie and adjusted it.  He examined his reflection 

in the small mirror above the dresser.  After all these years, he had 
to go through something of a courting process.  He forgot how 
intimidating the whole thing could be.  Hannah might have been 
his childhood friend, but the minute he realized that friendship 
had grown into something more, he experienced 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 him 
with full force.  He decided that he wasnõt an enthusiast of this 
stage of the relationship.  Yes, it was exciting, but it was also 
downright agonizing. 
 He combed his hairñagainñand wondered if there was 
anything else he could do to look his best.  He glanced at his 
travel bag sitting 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 the Larsonõs hospitality, he 
wanted to get back to living in his own home. 
 Today, Margaret was coming out.  Heõd thought of taking 
the children into town to see her, but he didnõt have the desire to 
travel alone with them ever again.  Maybe if the time to get to 
town didnõt take more than a good hour, but after being on the 
train for days on end with them, heõd had enough.  Nope.  Next 
time those boys went to town, itõd be when he married Margaret. 
 Thankfully, she agreed to be his wife.  He didnõt know 
what he said that convinced her to do it, but he was glad she 
changed her mind.  Margaret seemed ideal for him.  Practical, 
honest, dependable...  In some ways, she was like Hannah, but in 
other ways, not so much.  He didnõt expect her to fill Hannahõs 
shoes.  No one would replace her.  But he had no doubt sheõd 
carve out her own special place in his heart. 
 He couldnõt see himself having a future with Debra.  
Debra might have made a good mother.  Certainly, she was 
willing, but he meant what he told Margaret.  He didnõt want to 
marry anyone.  He wanted to marry someone he could enjoy the 
kind of friendship and 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 steadied 
his nerves and turned his attention to the screaming children 
downstairs.  Those children, of course, were his.  The Larson 
children were all grown up.  They might have had grandchildren 
who were as full of energy as his own kids, but those kids went 
home with their parents.  Sometimes, Joseph missed the quiet. 
 He went down the stairs and saw that Mrs. Larson was 
playing with his 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.  òI was just getting ready to call the men in.  Itõs going to be 
a busy day again.ó She ruffled Charlesõ and Benõs hair.  òI just love 
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being a grandmother.  I canõt wait for Jessica and Tom to have 
their first child.ó 
 Jenny rolled her eyes.  òMa, you already have 
grandchildren.ó 
 òI know but whatõs the harm in having more?ó She winked 
at the boys.  òA woman can never have too many grandchildren.ó 
 Jenny let out a low groan before she turned back to the 
skillet. 
 òYou have some fine boys,ó Mrs. Larson told Joseph. 
 òThank you, maõam.ó He saw that Doug and Bob were 
setting the dishes out.  òGood job, boys.ó 
 òPull up a seat,ó she said as she set Ben and Charles in 
their chairs. 
 Ben squealed with glee and banged the tray on his 
highchair. 
 Charles climbed onto Josephõs lap and grabbed a fork 
from Doug before he could set it on the table.  òOrk!ó he proudly 
stated while he waved it around. 
 Joseph dodged it and took it from him.  òThe fork goes 
on the table until we eat, Charles.ó He set it next to the plate. 
 òThis brings back so many memories.ó Mrs. Larson 
dabbed her eyes with the edge of her apron.  òJenny, donõt you 
remember the time when Joel was a baby and you taught him the 
word ôforkõ?ó 
 òThatõs when I was thinking of being a teacher,ó Jenny 
said, her exasperation evident in her voice.  òMa, this is ridiculous.  
Everything these kids do remind you of when the rest of us were 
little.ó 
 Bob sneezed and wiped his nose on the back of Dougõs 
shirt. 
 òGross!ó Doug pushed him back. 
 Jenny motioned to them.  òI saw Joel and Tom doing the 
very same thing last month.  You donõt have to worry.  Your sons 
will always be little kids.ó 
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 Mrs. Larson sighed.  òItõs been awfully quiet in this house 
since Tom left.ó 
 òHe still comes by.ó Jenny clapped her hands.  òOh, 
Jessicaõs bringing Margaret out.  Jessica will want to see the new 
pattern for the shirt I want to make her!ó 
 Josephõs ears perked up.  Did that mean heõd get some 
time alone with Margaret?  He hadnõt had that opportunity since 
he walked with her at the park.  The other times heõd seen her, her 
parents had been there.  He hoped the others would find 
something else to do while Margaret was there.  Of course, the 
boys would be with them, but it would be the six of them after 
they got married.  And as long as the boys played nicely, then it 
might happen. 
 Glancing at Doug and Bob, he said, òYou remember what 
I told you about being on your best behavior when Miss Williams 
is here?ó 
 Doug nodded.  òCourse we will, Pa.  We want a ma.ó 
 òGood.  That means thereõs no fighting, and you have to 
help keep Charles and Ben out of trouble.ó 
 òWe can do that.ó 
 òWe want a ma so she can make pie!ó Bob said. 
 òYour new ma isnõt only there to make you pies,ó Joseph 
replied. 
 òOh, we know that.ó A sad look crossed Dougõs face.  
òWe remember our real ma.  Will Miss Williams be like her?ó 
 òNot exactly like her,ó Joseph told him.  òSome things will 
be the same.  Others will be different.  No two people are alike.ó 
 òBut she does make pie, right?ó Bob asked. 
 òYes, she does.ó 
 Dougõs mood brightened.  òCan she make cookies?ó 
 òWell, yes, she did mention making those too,ó Joseph 
said. 
 òAnd I bet she wonõt burn ôem like Pa does,ó Bob told 
Doug. 
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 òThat wasnõt my fault,ó Joseph inserted.  òIf I hadnõt been 
changing a diaper and trying to break up you two fighting, those 
cookies wouldõve been just fine.  Now sit down and get ready to 
eat.ó 
 They obeyed him. 
 òWeõll be real good, Pa,ó Doug assured him.  òDonõt you 
worry none.ó 
 Joseph could only hope they would follow through on that 
promise.  The last thing he wanted to do was scare Margaret off. 
 

***  
 

Margaret got out of Jessicaõs buggy and scanned the Larson 
property.  The men were hard at work in the fields with their 
horses and plows.  She looked at her friend who set the brake.  
òDo you like being out on a farm?ó 
 òItõs alright,ó Jessica replied.  òItõs more work than being 
in town was, but itõs good work.  It certainly beats having to be 
with Peter and his dreadful mother.ó She smiled and looked out in 
the distance.  òI do enjoy being with Tom.ó 
 She rolled her eyes but grinned.  òI know.  Heõs all you 
talk about.ó 
 òOh, I talk about other things.ó 
 òReally?ó 
 òSure.  Didnõt I just mention working on a farm and Peter 
and his mother?ó 
 òBecause I asked a question.ó 
 òWell, not everyone hides their enthusiasm as well as you 
do.ó 
 Margaret waited for Jessica to get out of the buggy before 
she said, òI show my feelings.ó 
 òYes, but no one would know youõre excited about today.ó 
Jessica nudged her in the side.  òItõs alright for you to look 
excited.ó 
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 She shrugged. 
 òI hope you let Joseph know you enjoy being with him.  
Men need to know we like having them around.ó 
 Margaret sighed.  òI donõt know.ó 
 Jessica gave her a good look.  òYou donõt know what?  Are 
you having doubts about him?ó 
 òNo, itõs not that.ó Unable to look her friend in the eye, 
she studied her fingernails.  òHe almost seems too good to be 
true, thatõs all.  I canõt help but feel that something bad is going to 
happen.ó 
 òWell, there are four boys.ó 
 òItõs not even that.ó She took a deep breath and set her 
hands at her sides so sheõd stop picking at her nails.  She hated 
that nervous habit.  òItõs just...  Itõs going too smoothly, donõt you 
think?ó 
 òSeriously, Margaret.ó Jessica chuckled.  òYou are the only 
person I know who canõt accept the fact that something good is 
happening to her.  You need to lighten up.  Not everything is 
gloom and doom.  Why, you have me for a friend, and weõve 
known each other since kindergarten.ó 
 òYes, but everything good happens to you.  Youõre like a 
good luck charm.  You smile and the sun shines.ó 
 Jessica laughed even harder. 
 Breaking into a sly smile, she pointed to the sky.  òOh 
look.  That cloud is leaving.  Jessica laughed, so itõs time to make 
more room for the sun.ó 
 òSo thatõs why Iõm your matron of honor at your wedding.  
You want to make sure it doesnõt rain.ó 
 They paused while Joel approached them.  òI came to take 
care of the horses,ó he said. 
 òThank you,ó Jessica replied. 
 They watched in silence as he unhitched the steeds. 
 He glanced over at them with an uneasy expression on his 
face.  òYou werenõt talking about me, were you?ó 
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 Jessica blinked.  òOf course not, Joel.  We were just 
discussing some personal things.ó 
 Still looking uncertain, he nodded and took the animals to 
the pasture. 
 Margaret raised an eyebrow.  òYou know heõs going to 
spend the rest of the day wondering if we were talking about 
him.ó 
 Jessicaõs eyes widened.  òI assured him we werenõt.ó 
 òHe didnõt believe you.ó 
 She sighed and shrugged.  òI canõt help what he does or 
doesnõt think.ó She waved her hand in his direction.  òHeõll be 
fine.ó Taking her friend by the elbow, she led her to the porch.  
òArenõt you glad weõre here?  Youõll get to see Joseph.ó 
 She cleared her throat.  And the next time she saw him, 
sheõd be walking down the aisle to be his wife.  It was happening 
much too fast.  But what could she expect?  When she posted the 
ad, she knew itõd be a week after the man got there that sheõd be 
marrying him.  It wasnõt like any of the other bachelors in the area 
were asking to court her for a good year before they wanted to be 
her husband.  Nope.  She was left to unorthodox methods to 
secure her future. 
 But did that really matter?  The point was she was finally 
getting married.  Jessica was right, of course.  She needed to learn 
to stop second guessing everything.  Things were going to be fine.  
Nothing bad was going to happen.  She was going to meet Joseph 
and the boys today and get ready for her wedding tomorrow.  
Then the next day, sheõd get married and have a family.  A house 
full of boys and a man to take care of. 
 She wiped her hands on her skirt.  Five men.  Sure, it was 
a lotña lot more than she expectedñbut she could do it.  She 
could.  At least, she was sure she could. 
 òCome on.ó Jessica prompted her forward.  òIõm going to 
be in the house.  That means only good things will happen in 
there.ó 
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 Margaret chuckled and put her foot on the first step.  Here 
goes nothing. 
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Chapter Five 
 

 
 

The front door burst open and two boys came barreling toward 

Margaret.  òMa!  Ma!ó 
 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 open with his free hand.  òDoug, Bob, 
remember what I said.ó 
 Doug and Bob immediately stopped bouncing around her 
and clasped their hands behind their backs. 
 òWeõre glad youõre here,ó one of them said. 
 òThank you,ó she replied and tried to remember who was 
the oldest.  òBob?ó 
 òNo, Iõm Bob,ó the other said. 
 She gave them a timid smile.  òIõm sorry.  Iõm afraid Iõm 
not very good with recalling names.ó 
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 òThatõs alright.ó Bob took her hand and led her up the 
steps.  òSometimes we forget things too.  Donõt we, Doug?ó 
 òSure do,ó Doug said as he took her other hand.  òI forget 
to put my toys away all the time.ó 
 òShh...ó Bob told his brother.  òYou know what Pa said.ó 
 òOh, right.ó Dougõs cheeks grew pink.  He peered up at 
her.  òWe wonõt forget to be good today.ó 
 Bob groaned. 
 They made it to the front door. 
 òHere she is, Pa,ó Bob unnecessarily stated. 
 òI see that.ó Joseph moved aside so they could enter the 
house.  He smiled at Margaret.  òIõm glad you came.ó 
 Margaretõs face flushed.  He really was a good looking 
man.  She wondered why none of the women back at his 
hometown were lining up to marry him as soon as he became 
available. 
 òWeõre glad too,ó Doug said. 
 òYou already said that,ó Bob replied. 
 òSo?ó 
 òItõs fine.ó Margaret squeezed their hands.  òI donõt mind 
hearing it again.ó 
 Doug grinned at her.  òWe miss having a ma.ó 
 òDo you make cookies?ó Bob asked. 
 She nodded.  òFrom time to time.ó 
 The boys giggled. 
 Joseph sighed but smiled at her.  òThey donõt care much 
for what I can make.ó He motioned to the couch.  òWould you 
like to sit?  I can get you something to drink if you want.ó 
 òOh, Iõll do that,ó Jessica intervened as she brushed past 
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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 òBesides,ó Jessica added as she took off her bonnet, òthis 
will be a good excuse to see Jenny.  Iõll be back.ó She patted 
Margaret on the shoulder.  òEnjoy yourself,ó she whispered. 
 Margaret turned to Joseph and smiled.  Every time she 
was near him those crazy butterflies wrecked havoc on her 
stomach.  She didnõt know how she was supposed to get used to 
being around him. 
 òWill you have a seat?ó he asked. 
 òHave a seat!ó Bob pulled on her hand and led her to the 
couch. 
 Before she knew it, the two boys pushed her onto the 
couch.  The fourth boy, whoõd been quietly playing with some 
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. 
 òDid you have a good ride out here?ó Joseph asked as he 
sat beside her. 
 òYes, I did.  The weather is perfect this time of year,ó she 
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, this didnõt seem like normal childhood 
behavior.  òDonõt you two want to play?ó Isnõt that what children 
did?  Play? 
 òWeõre fine,ó Bob replied, rocking back and forth on the 
heels of his feet. 
 òTheyõre excited to meet you.ó Joseph shifted on the 
couch so that he could put the boy he was holding on his other 
leg.  òBen is shy.ó 
 She knew the feeling, so she had one thing in common 
with the boy.  She didnõt remember Benõs age, but since he was 
the smallest, he was the youngest.  Ben is the youngest.  Then thereõs 
Doug, the oldest, and Bob, the next in line.  She glanced at the boy still 
staring at her.  Sheõd have to pay attention to what the others 
called him because she didnõt remember his name either. 
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 òI got hired at the paper in town,ó Joseph said.  òI start 
work on Monday.  Itõs not a full-time position, so I picked up a 
second job at the mercantile making deliveries.  Iõll make enough 
to support us, but Iõm afraid things will be tight, at least until I can 
find a better second job.ó 
 òBut we can still have cookies and pie, right Pa?ó Bob 
asked, looking startled. 
 òYes.ó 
 Doug and Bob visibly relaxed. 
 She couldnõt deny that this aspect of the children amused 
her. 
 òHowever,ó Joseph continued, directing her attention 
back to him, òI did purchase that home you said you liked.ó 
 Her ears perked up at this announcement.  òThe one on 
the edge of the park with the blue trim?ó 
 Smiling, he nodded.  òI thought you might like to hear 
that.ó 
 òOh, thatõs wonderful!ó She turned to Doug and Bob.  òIt 
has a nice backyard for you to play in.ó 
 They nodded but just stood quietly by her side with their 
hands behind their backs. 
 She was beginning to feel like an animal at an auction.  She 
figured that the boys would be curious about her, but she didnõt 
expect all four of them to be fascinated enough to watch her every 
move. 
 òWeõll be good,ó Bob said. 
 òYes,ó Doug agreed.  òWe hardly cause any problems at 
all.ó 
 òAnd the ones we do cause, we can correct.ó 
 òI donõt expect you to be perfect,ó she told them. 
 Joseph sighed.  òI asked them to be on their best behavior 
while youõre here.  Why donõt you two go play with Charles?ó 
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 Charles.  So that was the boy sitting in the corner.  She 
mentally repeated each boyõs name in her head so she wouldnõt 
forget again. 
 òYes, Pa,ó they both said and rushed over to sit by their 
younger brother. 
 òIt takes them awhile to get used to new people,ó Joseph 
explained. 
 òIt takes me awhile to do that too.ó She spread her skirt 
out, still feeling nervous but not quite as much now that all but 
one boyñBenñhad stopped watching her.  òI suppose youõll 
miss working at the paper where you used to live.  You said you 
worked there full-time?ó 
 òYes, I did.  But it was a bigger area, so there were more 
opportunities.ó 
 òI know the owner of the mercantile.  Heõs nice.  I donõt 
expect you to have any problems with him.ó 
 òHe seemed reasonable when I talked to him.  I suppose 
in a place this small, itõs only logical that everyone knows everyone 
else.ó 
 òYes.  Sometimes itõs a good thing.ó 
 He raised an eyebrow.  òAnd at others?ó 
 A smile tugged at her lips.  òThereõs always one or two 
people you donõt want to come across.ó 
 òThatõs true no matter where you are.ó 
 òReally?  You mean thereõs someone from Dayton youõd 
rather not deal with?ó 
 Before he could answer, Jessica and Jenny came into the 
parlor carrying a tray full of cups.  òAnyone thirsty for lemonade?ó 
Jessica asked. 
 òMe, me, me!ó 
 All but Ben ran over to them to grab a cup and gulp their 
drinks down. 
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 Bob glanced over and nudged his brothers.  After 
whispering something to them, they each thanked Jessica and 
Jenny and quietly sat back down in the corner to keep playing. 
 Margaret thought the whole thing was odd.  Did they 
always behave like this or were they trying to warm her up for 
taking on the role as their mother, who would obviously be baking 
pies and cookies, before they showed her what they were really 
like? 
 Jessica approached them.  òWould you like some 
lemonade?ó 
 Joseph nodded and took a cup.  òThank you.ó He shifted 
so that Ben was sitting up straight.  òHere you go.ó 
 Margaret didnõt know how Ben managed it, but he drank 
half the cup without taking his eyes off of her.  She gave him an 
uneasy smile.  Just what did he find so fascinating about her?  
Wasnõt she just like any other woman?  Or maybe it was because 
he didnõt remember his real mother, so he wasnõt used to having a 
woman around.  But if that was true, then why didnõt he bother 
staring at Jenny or Jessica? 
 òLooks like Ben was thirstier than he let on,ó Jessica 
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. 
 òMargaret?ó Jessica asked, lifting the remaining full cup 
off the tray. 
 òNo thanks,ó Margaret didnõt trust her trembling hands.  
All she needed was to slip and get lemonade all over her clothes or 
all over someone else.  òIõm fine.ó 
 Joseph finished the rest of his cup and gave it to Jessica.  
òI must admit itõs peaceful out here.  In some ways, it reminds me 
of my brotherõs place, except his house wasnõt nearly as nice.ó 
 Jenny sighed.  òDonõt think my brothers donõt try to make 
it a bachelorõs home.ó 
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 Jessica grinned.  òThatõs why men need women.ó Turning 
to Joseph and Margaret, she said, òWeõll be back soon to see if 
you six need anything else.ó 
 After Jessica and Jenny left, Margaret glanced at Ben who 
was still watching her.  She couldnõt remember the last time she 
held a child.  Her sister, after all, was already thirteen.  But Ben 
looked like a good boy to start with.  òMay I hold him?ó 
 òSure.ó Joseph lifted the boy from his lap and handed him 
to her. 
 She wondered if Ben would protest but he didnõt.  To her 
surprise, he snuggled into her arms and rested his head against her 
shoulder.  The simple action startled her.  She didnõt think itõd feel 
so 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 happened to her. 
 She glanced at the three boys playing quietly in the corner 
of the room.  Doug and Bob seemed to be making up a game with 
the blocks, and Charles sat by them but was content to stick to his 
own group of toys.  The poor boys probably missed their mother.  
She didnõt know if Charles was old enough to remember her when 
she passed away, but the oldest two would have been. 
 òIt must be hard to raise them by yourself,ó she told 
Joseph. 
 òThatõs not the only reason I want to get married,ó he 
softly said. 
 She turned her attention to him. 
 òYour friend is right, you know.  About men needing 
women.  True, we are messy creatures when left to our own 
devises, but even with children, it can get lonely.  Thereõs an 
emptiness that only a woman can fill.ó 
 She didnõt know why his words should make her body 
tingle as if heõd touched her.  Despite the heat rising in her cheeks, 
she confessed, òA woman needs a man too, Joseph.  And...óñher 
gaze went back to the four boysñòI used to dream about being a 
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wife and mother when I was a little girl.  I think just about every 
girl imagines that one time or another.  Do boys ever imagine 
being a husband and father when they grow up?ó 
 He chuckled.  òIõd like to say yes, but the truth is when I 
was a boy, I was too busy playing cowboys and Indians to think of 
the future.ó 
 òI thought you always knew you were going to marry your 
first wife?ó 
 òWell, to a point.  But I never thought about it.  I just 
took it for granted.ó 
 òOh.  I had all the details planned out for my wedding and 
the names and genders of my children picked out.ó 
 òMy first wife did too, though she did later tell me that she 
wasnõt sure if I was the one or not.ó 
 òIs that the way it is then for men and women?  Men go 
along life and one day decide on who theyõll marry while women 
figure out the wedding and children and just hope the man comes 
along with it?ó 
 òI donõt know if thatõs how it is for everyone, but itõs been 
my experience.ó He inched closer to her so he could put his arm 
around her shoulders.  òI like you, Margaret.  Iõve liked you ever 
since I read those letters.  I hope you never think that I settled for 
you because I couldnõt find someone else.  Even if a man needs a 
woman, he needs the right one.ó 
 Tears filled her eyes, but she quickly blinked them away.  
òI like you too, Joseph.ó 
 He leaned forward and kissed her. 
 A round of ôeweõs came from two very disgusted boys who 
stopped playing to watch them. 
 He looked at his sons and said, òSomeday, this will be one 
of your favorite things to do.ó 
 Bob rolled his eyes.  òI donõt think so, Pa.ó 
 Doug shook his head in silent agreement to Bobõs 
declaration. 
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 Joseph shrugged.  òWhat did I tell you?ó he told her.  
òBoys just donõt think that far into the future.ó 
 She giggled, even as her lips still tingled from his kiss and 
her heart thumped madly in her chest.  Well, as a girl, sheõd played 
out her first kiss many times in her mind, and she had to admit, 
the kiss heõd just given her was even better than anything she 
could dream up.  She settled against him and realized that Ben had 
fallen asleep. 
 A man and four boys.  A full house, yes.  But she bet itõd 
be a happy one. 
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Chapter Six 
 

 
 

Margaret arranged the flowers in the bouquet Jessica would 

hold.  òIõm almost done.  I want your thoughts on this.ó 
 Her sister yawned.  òI think the last two times you did that 
were fine.ó 
 òAre you even looking?ó Margaret glanced at the clock 
and sighed.  The hour was late, but she couldnõt relax.  She was 
getting married tomorrow at eleven.  How was she supposed to 
sleep?  She had a ton of things to do.  òPlease tell me what you 
think, Charlotte.  Your bouquet will look the same.ó 
 òI donõt care how my bouquet looks.ó 
 òI just want everything to be perfect.ó Sheõd spent years 
preparing for this moment.  She couldnõt stop until she was done.  
òIõll tell you what.  If you really look at this bouquet and tell me 
what you think, Iõll let you go to bed.ó 
 Her sister wearily turned her gaze to the flowers.  òTheyõre 
fine.ó 
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 òA good fine or a bad fine?ó 
 òThereõs not a difference.ó 
 òYes there is.ó 
 Charlotte stood up from the chair in the parlor.  òI canõt 
keep my eyes open.ó 
 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.  
òAlright.  But please wear the blue bow tomorrow.ó 
 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 Charlotte 
tried to help her, she wasnõt any better at making things look their 
best than Margaret was.  But Charlotte was such a tomboy 
anyway.  Margaret was lucky her sister would wear the bow.  That 
agreement alone had taken Margaret a good two hours of pleading 
and doing all her chores.  She shook her head and rubbed her 
eyes.  It had been a long and tiring day.  Who knew planning a 
wedding could be so hectic? 
 She set the bouquet on the table and studied all the 
flowers in the three bouquets that were neatly set out in a row.  
The light from the candle gave her the impression of softness.  
Perhaps she should have opted for an evening wedding ceremony.  
She did like the effect candlelight had on things.  But she didnõt 
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 nice sunny day.  She asked for an 
outside wedding.  If it rained, theyõd have to go inside the church.  
She admonished herself for assuming that just because it was her 
wedding day that it would rain.  Everything will be fine.  Nothingõs going 
to go wrong.  Her mother was right.  She had to stop finding reasons 
to worry. 
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 She thought over the other tasks she had to do but 
couldnõt think of anything she could do that night.  Everything 
else, like her hair and putting on her dress, would have to wait 
until morning. 
 With nothing else to do but wait, she went to bed.  She 
closed her eyes but didnõt sleep.  Instead, she played through the 
wedding ceremony over and over.  This would be the day sheõd 
remember for the rest of her life.  And it was going to be perfect. 
 

***  
 

By the time ten oõclock came the next morning, Margaret was a 
bundle of nerves. 
 Jessica laughed and forced her to sit in the small room in 
the back of the church.  òI canõt do your hair if you keep bouncing 
around.ó 
 She fidgeted and leaned forward so she could look out the 
small window.  òItõs a lovely day, donõt you think?ó 
 Jessica pulled her back so she sat up straight.  òYes.  Itõs 
not even windy.  You picked the perfect spring day to have a 
wedding, and I bet it didnõt even have anything to do with me.ó 
 She chuckled and glanced over her shoulder while Jessica 
pulled her hair back with some pins lying on the round table 
beside them.  òBut having you here doesnõt hurt.ó 
 Though Jessica rolled her eyes, she didnõt hide her 
amusement.  òYes.  I made sure the clouds went away.  It took a 
lot of work to do so I better get the slice of cake with the biggest 
rose on it.  You know how much I love roses.ó 
 òSure, as long as theyõre pink and red.ó 
 Margaret giggled but resisted the urge to get up and check 
the length of her dress.  As much as she checked the job sheõd 
done on altering her motherõs wedding gown, she still wondered if 
she did a good job.  She took a deep breath.  Relax.  Itõs fine.  
Everythingõs fine. 
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 Jessica stuck another pin into her hair.  òI saw Peter 
Jamesõ mother the other day, and she was wearing red and pink 
roses in her hat.ó 
 òYouõre kidding?ó 
 òNope.ó She took two daisies from the table and wove 
them into Margaretõs hair.  òI couldnõt believe it either, but she 
said the colors looked much better on her than on wedding 
decorations.ó 
 She rolled her eyes.  òOf course.  Everything looks better 
on Connie James.  It really is a good thing you married Tom 
instead.  I met Tomõs mother, and sheõs actually pretty nice.ó 
 òYes, she is.  She lets Tom make his own decisions.ó 
 A smile tugged at Margaretõs lips as she glanced at her 
friend.  òDonõt you mean that she lets you make decisions for 
Tom?ó 
 Jessica gasped.  òI have no idea what you mean!ó 
 òOh come on.  I saw that pretty buggy you had him buy.  
No man would pick that.ó 
 She playfully nudged Margaret in the shoulder before she 
turned her face forward so she could put another pin into her hair.  
òThat buggy is the one that got us here today, so you better watch 
your tongue.ó 
 òWell, I donõt think four little boys will be caught dead in 
something that feminine.  You better hope you have some girls.ó 
 òDonõt think we arenõt working on that.ó Jessica finished 
with her hair and handed her a handheld mirror.  òThere.  What 
do you think?ó 
 Margaret hardly recognized the person staring back at her.  
òThe daisies are perfect.  I donõt know how you do it, but you 
always make everything look better than they are.ó 
 Jessica clucked her tongue.  òEnough of that.  You are a 
pretty woman, and itõs about time you admitted it.ó 
 Margaret shrugged and put the mirror down.  She peered 
out the window 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 knees.  She wondered if she would ever 
get over that initial feeling of awe whenever she saw him. 
 Charlotte approached the oldest two boysñDoug and 
Bobñand gave them each a basket full of flower petals.  They 
gagged but didnõt toss the offensive ôgirlyõ baskets to the ground.  
Margaret chuckled.  She didnõt think the boys would be delighted 
to scatter the petals on the ground, but Jessica had insisted it 
would be pretty to decorate the grass for the occasion. 
 òI really do hope you have girls,ó she told Jessica who was 
putting daisies into her own hair.  òI donõt think youõd know what 
to do with a boy.ó 
 If Jessica heard her, she chose to ignore the comment, so 
Margaret stood up and inspected her off-white gown.  She always 
thought her motherõs dress was beautiful and was glad she chose 
to wear it. 
 Someone knocked on the door. 
 Since Jessica was busy, Margaret picked up her bouquet 
and opened the door.  òHi, Pa.ó 
 He smiled at her.  òJosephõs going to be very happy when 
he sees you.  Youõve turned into a lovely young woman.ó 
 òSee?ó Jessica added, giving her a pointed look as she 
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 hoped she didnõt end up falling flat on 
her face out there.  So far, everything was turning out much better 
than she planned.  Right now, the only thing that could screw it 
up was her. 
 They waited until Jessica was done before they went to the 
entrance of the church.  She put her arm through her fatherõs and 
waited.  Charlotte, Doug and Bob ran over to them, and Jessica 
handed the extra bouquet to Charlotte.  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.  Margaret thought about telling them that they could 
put them down, but then the groomsmen headed their way. 
 This was it.  In a brief period of time, she would be Mrs. 
Joseph Connealy.  Margaret Connealy.  She thought that sounded 
rather pleasant. 
 Glancing at the lawn, she saw that the group of fifty 
people found their seats as the preacher and Joseph stood in their 
positions.  Ben and Charles sat with her mother, and for the 
moment, they remained good. 
 Tom Larson whistled at Jessica.  òYouõre even better than 
the day we got married.ó 
 She giggled as she took his arm.  òYouõre so sweet.ó Then 
she kissed his cheek. 
 Joel Larson took Charlotte by the arm and rolled his eyes.  
òThey act like that all the time.  A person could lose their lunch 
watching this.ó 
 Charlotte seemed amused.  òThen be glad we donõt eat 
until after the wedding.ó 
 Tom and Jessica led them toward 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 if they couldnõt get rid of them fast enough. 
 One of her fatherõs friends began playing a sweet melody 
on his fiddle once they made it to the place where she would 
begin her wedding march.  Margaret glanced at her father who 
patted her hand.  She gave him a shaky smile.  She still couldnõt 
believe this was really happeningñand to her of all people. 
 Tom and Jessica didnõt make it three paces to the preacher 
when a woman ran up to Margaret.  òThank goodness I got here 
in time!ó 
 Margaret frowned.  òDo I know you?ó she whispered, 
aware that Joel and Charlotte had begun their stroll. 
 Doug and Bob glanced over their shoulders and gasped.  
òMiss Potter?ó 
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 Ignoring the boys, the woman told Margaret, òYou canõt 
marry Joseph.  Heõs supposed to marry me.ó 
 Margaret spent a good five seconds staring at the woman 
and wondering who she was and why sheõd make such a wild 
accusation.  The person up front stopped playing the fiddle and 
murmurs came from the guests.  And still, she couldnõt adequately 
decide how to proceed.  Miss Potter, whoever she was, didnõt help 
further the discussion either, for she stared right back at Margaret 
and crossed her arms as if the matter was settled.  Finally, 
Margaret turned to Doug and Bob for help. 
 òThatõs the lady who wants to marry Pa,ó Bob said.  òBut 
Pa didnõt want her.ó 
 Miss Potter gasped.  òYou canõt say that.  Your pa thought 
I was taken with another gent.  Thatõs why he left.ó 
 òThatõs not what Pa said.ó 
 òWhat do you know?  Youõre just a child.ó 
 Margaret frowned.  òChildren know enough to know what 
their father wants.ó 
 Miss Potter smiled at her and used a tone that one would 
liken to a woman using with a child.  òChildren may think they 
know things, but a grown man does not disclose his most intimate 
feelings for a lady.ó 
 Doug scowled at the woman.  òIf Pa wanted to marry you, 
he wouldnõt have come here to marry Miss Williams.ó 
 òThatõs telling her, Doug,ó Bob agreed.  òPa doesnõt like 
you.ó 
 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 going to be their mother, sheõd insist that they 
treat Miss Potter the respect due to an adult.  But she couldnõt 
admonish the children.  Not really.  At least, not if she wanted to 
be sincere.  This woman, after all, had barged in on her wedding 
and was threatening to destroy her perfect day.  This 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 interfere with it! 
 Miss Potter narrowed her eyes at the boys.  òYou are in 
desperate need of a mother.ó She turned her gaze to Margaret.  
òOne who knows enough to put a stop to your ugly words.  
Really, if these were my children, then I would not tolerate such 
insolence.ó 
 Margaret shrugged.  òBoys will speak their minds.ó 
 òNot when Iõm around, they wonõt.ó 
 Joel hastened over to them.  òIs there going to be a fight?ó 
 Miss Potter cringed.  òWomen do not fight.  They merely 
quarrel.ó 
 òWhatõs the difference?ó he asked. 
 òNone,ó Margaret replied.  She turned to her father.  
òLetõs get this wedding underway.ó She didnõt care who Miss 
Potter was.  Joseph came to marry her, and by golly, she was going 
to marry him regardless of what Miss Potter or anyone thought! 
 Miss Potter pulled her arm and spoke through gritted 
teeth.  òHe is to marry me.ó 
 By now Margaretõs temper was starting to come to a boil.  
òGet your hand off of me or Iõll...ó 
 òWhat?  Youõll what?ó Joel asked, practically jumping up 
and down with excitement. 
 òLeave our ma alone!ó Bob yelled out.  òPa doesnõt want 
you and neither do we!ó 
 Miss Potter glared at Bob.  òYouõre just a child.  You donõt 
know what you want.ó 
 òWhen I was a child, I knew what I wanted,ó Margaret 
snapped.  òAnd I assure you, they know what they want too.ó 
 Joseph broke through the crowd that had gathered around 
them and jerked back.  òDebra?ó he asked in a tone that seemed 
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. 
 Debraõs demeanor changed in an instant.  òJoseph, how 
nice it is to see you.  I came just in time.ó 
 He stood there for a moment as if he couldnõt believe 
what was happening and finally said, òYes, you did.ó He stood 
beside Margaret and put his arm around her shoulders.  òYou 
came in time to see me get married.  Will you be having a seat on 
my side?ó 
 Debra pressed a hand to her heart before she let out a 
chuckle.  òOh, you must think Iõm still entertaining the affections 
of Bernard Winslow.  I assure you that I am not.ó 
 Out of the corner of her eye, Margaret saw Bob roll his 
eyes at Doug who snickered.  She wondered about the exchange 
but gave it little thought as Joseph replied to Debraõs 
announcement. 
 òIõm sorry it didnõt work between you, but I donõt see 
what that has to do with this wedding.ó He gave Margaretõs 
shoulders a slight squeeze and glanced at her, òShall we get this 
started?ó 
 òYes,ó Margaret agreed.  She saw no reason to draw this 
whole thing out.  After all, this was her day by golly, and she was 
going to enjoy it, even if it killed her!  òGet on back up to the 
preacher and Iõll be there.ó 
 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 she knew to 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 and 
said, òGo on ahead and my pa and Iõll follow you.ó 
 They went to stand in front of her. 
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 òWait.ó Margaret grabbed the baskets and handed them to 
Debra.  òYou may do the honors if you donõt want to take a seat.ó 
 Doug and Bob looked very happy to get rid of those 
baskets and marched down the aisle as the fiddler began playing 
the tune. 
 òThis isnõt over,ó Debra hissed. 
 òIt is for you,ó Margaret said. 
 And that was all 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 day.  The woman had a lot of nerve, but in no 
way was Margaret going to run off in defeat just because Debra 
Potter was no longer entertaining the affections of Bernard Winslow.  
Nope.  For now on, sheõd ignore the unwanted guest.  She had 
much more important things to attend to.  Like walking down the 
aisle.  She followed her fatherõs lead, aware that Debra watched 
her, probably glaring and seething.  But sheõd give Debra no more 
thought. 
 Instead, she turned her gaze to Joseph.  Her heart sped up 
at the sight of him.  So what if Debra was there, looming in the 
background?  If nothing else, this was proof that Joseph meant it 
when he told her that it did matter to him who he married.  And 
that made her feel pretty good.  Other men might have felt that 
marrying her meant settling for second best but Joseph didnõt.  As 
long as he didnõt, then who cared what anyone else thought? 
 By the time she made it to Joseph, she could hardly hear 
what the preacher was saying.  This was it.  She, Margaret 
Williams, was actually getting married.  The day sheõd dreamed 
about since she was a little girl was finally coming to pass.  True, 
the day had not included someone trying to stop it, but it was 
happening nonethelessñand thatõs what mattered. 
 She glanced at Joseph and saw him smile at her.  The 
happy look on his face put her at ease, but only slightly.  It was 
impossible to fully relax when people sat and watched everything 
that was going on. 
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 When the preacher began to speak, she made an effort to 
pay attention but couldnõtñnot really.  However, when he asked 
if anyone had any objections, she looked over her shoulder to see 
if Debra would intervene.  Even Joseph took a moment to glance 
back.  But she wasnõt there.  A quick scan of the area assured 
Margaret that the woman was, indeed, gone.  She wondered about 
it.  Surely, Debra wasnõt going to leave them alone.  In Margaretõs 
experience, people like Miss Potter didnõt give up that easily. 
 The preacher spoke again, continuing the ceremony, so 
she dutifully turned her attention back to him.  It puzzled her.  
Maybe it shouldnõt.  Maybe it was in her nature to second guess 
everything and believe the worst, but she couldnõt get rid of the 
nagging feeling that she hadnõt seen the last of Debra Potter. 
 What could Debra do at this point anyway?  Joseph was 
getting married.  Margaret snuck a peek at Jessica who smiled at 
her.  So her friend didnõt think there might be a backlash from the 
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 went from being Margaret Williams to being Mrs. 
Joseph Connealy.  Doug and Bob ran over to her and gave her a 
hug. 
 òWeõre sure glad you made that woman go away,ó Bob 
said. 
 òAlright,ó Joseph said.  òWe have to walk back down the 
aisle.  Then you can talk to her all you want.ó 
 She followed Josephõs lead and stepped forward, 
accidently bumping into Doug who jumped in front of her. 
 òYou have to watch where youõre going,ó Joseph told him 
with a chuckle in his voice. 
 òOh, Pa.  Doug is clumsy,ó Bob replied.  He looked at her.  
òYou get used to it.ó 
 òIõm not clumsy,ó Doug said, narrowing his eyes at his 
brother. 
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 òFight later.ó Joseph pointed down the aisle.  òRight now, 
walk.ó 
 They stopped their bickering and obeyed. 
 As they passed her parents, Margaret saw that Ben 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.  She motioned for Charles to 
join Joseph while she picked up Ben. 
 She smiled and told Joseph, òIf weõre going to be a family, 
we might as well walk down the aisle together.ó 
 He returned her smile and nodded before they continued 
past the guests. 
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Chapter Seven 
 

 
 

Margaret thought the day went well despite Miss Potterõs arrival.  

She wanted to ask Joseph about the woman, but the guests 
surrounded them during the potluck lunch.  She kept expecting 
the woman to pop up again, which she never did.  Even so, she 
couldnõt fully enjoy the day.  It was a strange thing really, for as 
soon as the vows were said and everyone started to go home after 
wishing them well, it occurred to her that this was the beginning 
of her life with Joseph.  And that meant this wedding day led to a 
wedding night. 
 Why the thought hadnõt occurred to her sooner, she didnõt 
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 perfect as could 
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 relax.  Relaxing, after all, helped to ease a womanõs body so it 
wasnõt as uncomfortable for her first time.  Now, if she could just 
will herself to relax, then things would be fine.  But that proved to 
be a futile endeavor.  In fact, the more she tried to relax, the more 
tense she became. 
 At least the process of taking her things to her new home 
distracted her enough so she didnõt insist on staying with her 
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 charmingñmore so than she remembered.  
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.  Her father and Joseph carried the bulk of her 
clothing and grooming supplies, and all she carried was a travel 
bag, which didnõt weigh much at all.  She didnõt realize she had so 
little possessions to her name.  Was that all her life was summed 
up in?  Two armfuls and a travel bagõs worth of contents?  Just 
what had she been doing with her life up to that point?  Wearing 
clothes and brushing her hair? 
 One moment she was a girl dreaming of house and home 
and suddenly she was a woman with those dreams fulfilled.  And 
even though she wanted to properly enjoy this moment, doubt 
nagged at her.  Was she ready for this? 
 Before she knew it, they stopped at the front door.  Bob 
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 mind 
whenever he felt like it.  Doug was more reserved but took his 
duties seriously.  As 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. 
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 Joseph asked her to wait at the doorway, ran inside the 
house to place the things he carried down, and headed back over 
to her.  òI want to carry you over the threshold.ó 
 Her father chuckled as he walked past them.  òIõll leave 
you to yourselves.ó He gave her a hug.  òIõm proud of you, 
Margaret.  Youõll make a fine wife and mother.ó 
 òThank you, Pa,ó she said, partly startled since she wasnõt 
used to hearing such sentiments from her father.  But the words 
meant the world to her, and she was glad he said them. 
 Once he bounded down the porch steps, Joseph turned to 
her and smiled.  òAre you ready to enter your new home, Mrs. 
Connealy?ó 
 òCome on in, Ma!ó Bob called out from where he sat on 
the couch in the parlor.  òWe checked for vermin.ó 
 òYep,ó Doug agreed from beside Bob.  òThereõs nothing 
to make you scream.ó 
 She chuckled.  òThatõs always a good thing.ó 
 òYou ready?ó Joseph asked. 
 She nodded and let him pick her up.  Her cheeks grew 
warm.  He was solid and strong, and she rather enjoyed being in 
his arms like this. 
 òDonõt drop our new ma!ó Bob warned as Joseph crossed 
the threshold. 
 Charles watched them as he sat beside a sleepy Ben who 
was lying on the floor in front of the couch. 
 òIt looks like someoneõs had a busy day,ó Margaret 
commented, pointing to the two boys who looked exhausted. 
 òWe should get you all down to bed,ó Joseph agreed 
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 to 
be alone with him?  That wasnõt what she meant, but he was 
already across the room and lifting Ben.  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 Jessica looked a week after she married Tom.  
Her other friends seemed just as happy.  That meant that this was 
a good thing.  They didnõt have to say it.  It was in the way they 
talked and 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 and Bob helped her with her 
items.  They surprised her because she didnõt expect them to be 
concerned with making sure all her things were put away where 
they belonged. 
 But when Bob mentioned that they wanted to make sure 
she was in a good mood so sheõd make them lots of cookies and 
pies, she realized this was really a set-up.  Amused, she made a 
mental note to start in on those treats once she was able to go to 
the mercantile to buy the items sheõd need.  She couldnõt blame 
the boys.  Didnõt all children enjoy dessert?  She paused as she 
placed her extra pair of shoes under the bed.  Actually, adults 
enjoyed the sweets just as much.  Children, it seemed, were just 
more obvious about it. 
 Joseph entered the room and waved to Doug and Bob.  
òTime for bed.ó 
 The knot 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 doing with their 
wives since people existed.  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 clothes.  She decided sheõd do that while Joseph was 
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 didnõt want him to come back and catch her without her 
clothes on.  Of course, that was ridiculous.  He was about to be 



Ruth Ann Nordin 

58 
 

intimate with her, and they werenõt going to have clothes on 
anyway.  Still, she couldnõt bring herself to stand naked in front of 
him, so as soon as she threw her clothes onto the small chair by 
the window, she slipped under the bed covers and waited. 
 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 efforts to assure 
herself that sheõd be fine went right out the window. 
 Joseph offered a soft smile and closed the door behind 
him. 
 She inhaled and slowly exhaled.  For some reason, this 
room didnõt seem so small when the boys were in here. 
 òAll things considered, I think the day went well.  Iõm 
sorry Debra came.  That wasnõt something I enjoyed.ó 
 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, it seemed any 
mention of Debra just wouldnõt do for the rest of the night. 
 He started to unbutton his shirt.  òYouõre a good woman, 
Margaret.  Iõm glad you agreed to marry me.ó 
 He took his shirt off and she wondered if he was going to 
fully undress in front of her, 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 the blanket and sheet and slid in next to her.  She 
jerked when he reached for her, and he chuckled.  òI promise itõs 
not scary.ó 
 òIõm not scared,ó she squeaked.  Her cheeks flushed.  
How could her voice betray her like that? 
 òI remember the first time Hannah and I were together.  
Thereõs a lot of uncertainty involved.ó 
 òFor her?ó 
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 He settled next to her and pulled her into his arms.  òAnd 
for me.ó 
 òYou?ó 
 òI didnõt know what I was doing,ó he softly admitted, his 
breath on her cheek.  òI worried she might find me lacking.ó 
 òItõs hard to believe you could be lacking in anything.ó 
 He let out a slight laugh.  òShe said the same thing, but she 
ended up showing me how to do some things better.ó 
 Even if her heart was pounding with anxiety, her eyebrows 
furrowed.  His comment peaked her interest.  òSome things?ó 
 His lips brushed her cheek.  òI know youõre not Hannah.  
You donõt need to think Iõll compare you to her.ó 
 òI didnõt think that to begin with,ó she replied, aware that 
the movement of his hand which ran up and down her arm in 
slow, methodical strokes was relaxing her. 
 òGood.  I know we rushed into this marriage.ó 
 òWhich is what happens when a woman asks for a man to 
come out west to marry her.ó 
 òThatõs what attracted me to you in the letters you wrote 
to my brother, you know.  Youõre so matter of fact about things.ó 
 Though she could only make out the shadow of his face, 
she detected the smile in his voice.  She grinned.  òSome people 
donõt like that about me.ó 
 òYouõre kidding?ó he whispered before he kissed the 
corner of her mouth. 
 She cleared her throat.  òNo.ó There went her shaky voice 
again, but this time she couldnõt decide if it was from nerves or 
the thrill of being kissed again. 
 When his mouth descended on hers, she forgot all about 
their conversation.  Suddenly, her attention was 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 hers, and she didnõt have to know the exact difference 
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between a man and a woman to know what was pressing into her 
hip.  Her hands tightened on the sheet. 
 He lifted his head.  òItõll help if you relax,ó he softly said. 
 òI canõt will the nerves away.ó 
 òMaybe not, but I bet I can help.ó He pried her hands off 
the sheet and kissed her palms before he held her hands.  òYou 
are now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh.  I wonõt do 
anything to hurt you.  It might be uncomfortable this time, but Iõll 
do what I can to ease that part.ó 
 òUncomfortable?ó 
 He sighed.  òIõm just making it worse.ó He waited for a 
moment and asked, òWould you rather wait?  Maybe this dayõs 
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.ó 
 His concern touched her and she loosened her grip on his 
hands.  òYou would wait, wouldnõt you?ó 
 òI donõt want this to be a bad experience for you, 
Margaret.  This is one of the better parts of a marital relationship, 
and I want you to look forward to it.ó 
 She let go of one of his hands 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 lip and dared to say, òI do like kissing you.  
Can we do more of that?ó 
 òOf course.ó 
 He leaned forward and brought his lips to hers.  Her toes 
tingled from the simple action.  His actions were gentle.  In no 
way did she feel rushed or compelled to continue, and that fact 
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 
time when she felt his arousal press against her, she didnõt shy 
away.  He continued to kiss her, still gentle even as she became 
aware of his growing passion.  And, surprisingly, she realized her 
body was beginning to anticipate what was to come. 
 For once in her life, she decided she wouldnõt analyze 
things.  She would let her feelings lead the way.  She wiggled 
closer to him and brought her hand to his jaw, noting the 
roughness of it.  That surprised her since he made it a point to 
shave, but she supposed that if a man had to keep shaving, it was 
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 wasnõt so bad, she decided.  She hadnõt imagined what itõd be 
like for a man to touch her like this.  Part of her thought sheõd be 
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 them.  She couldnõt bring 
herself to study all of him.  Not yet.  She was doing good to touch 
his bare skin.  These things didnõt have to be rushed.  They had 
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 neck.  She waited in expectation for him to kiss her 
breasts and moaned when he did.  She sensed his excitement and 
squeezed his shoulders to let him know she felt it too.  These 
sensations may not have been new to him but they were to her, 
and she found it hard to 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 his 
hand. 
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 His mouth returned to hers as he slid a finger into her.  
She gasped in surprise but pulled him closer for the kiss.  The last 
of her anxiety departed.  She moved her hips to encourage him to 
tease her with his finger.  He continued to caress her, and she 
moaned and wiggled against him, savoring the moment.  Even as 
she wished it would go on forever, she needed to find completion 
in what he was doing.  When she came near her peak, she let out a 
soft cry and gave into the waves of pleasure that engulfed her. 
 Before she had time to reason what was happening, he 
shifted so he could enter 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 short time, the discomfort gave way to 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 and 
shifted against him so 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 suspended in timeñas 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.  So 
this was what she feared.  She smiled at the silliness of it all.  At 
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 one of the 
better parts of their marriage.  
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Chapter Eight 
 

 
 

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 mother.  The elderly couple who owned this place was nice 
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 
another 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 children.  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 busy 
getting the house ready for her, but their furnishings were still few 
at the moment.  The only two items in the parlor were a couch 


