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Synopsis: A woman decides to go to Texas,
along with her sister, to become the wife of a man with two
children, who was injured in the Civil War. Her life is idyllic,
but not for long.

 


 


Mark wasn’t sure when it was when he first
lost his wife. She’d been with him through the war, heavily
pregnant with their son, answering his letters from the front. And
she’d been with him when he was sent home, crippled and useless to
the cause. He’d gone to war able-bodied and sound of mind and
returned a broken man — both physically and spiritually.

He’d been so broken that he hadn’t noticed
how hard Diane was trying to save him, how she was trying so hard
to breathe life into him that she’d let all the life seep out of
her.

He’d slipped into a sadness he couldn’t
explain. He felt like he was at the bottom of a well, trapped
without access to the things he could usually do. He couldn’t speak
to Diane or their little daughter, Hannah. He couldn’t even stir
himself to action, to embrace his wife, to do anything but sprawl
out over the bed, growing filthy and fevered.

Diane walked in one day holding what he
thought was a bundle of rags.

“Your son, Mark,” she said. “I thought we
could call him Henry, after your father.”

His bleary eyes could now see that it was an
infant, not a bundle of rags. The baby took one fearful, tentative
look at Mark and started howling.

“Hold him, Mark,” Diane urged, offering him
the squalling baby. “Hold your son.”

The bottom of the well he’d languished in for
so long became a volatile volcano. Mark exploded from it,
furious.

“How could I hold my son?” he demanded. “I
only have one hand, Diane! One hand! You need two to hold a
baby!”

She’d yanked the baby away from Mark quickly,
putting the sobbing infant to her breast, staring at Mark as if he
were a stranger. He realized now that he was a stranger. He’d loved
Diane so much, loved the idea of a life with her, and craved the
thought of filling their house with children.

But the war had ruined him. It had robbed him
of his sanity for a long, long time, and it had robbed him of his
left hand.

After the episode when he’d refused to take
his son, the family moved. Diane thought it was best for Mark to
get a fresh start somewhere far away from the battlefield where
he’d been maimed. They sold everything, bought supplies, and went
to Texas.

Mark still remembered how he’d felt something
open up inside of him when he first saw the ranch. It was as if the
well he was trapped in had gotten a little less deep, had promised
him that maybe he could make it to the surface after all.

The ranchland was beautiful. It stretched as
far as the eye could see, and Diane spoke quietly beside him,
talking about the crops they could plant and the animals they could
raise. By then, Henry was a solemn toddler kept under the watchful
eye of little Hannah, who was equally as dour. His two young
children were so serious — rarely playing. It was strange to hear
their laughter, and when the younger Henry chortled, Hannah shushed
him, as if the sound were forbidden in their family.

Working on the ranch — or trying to, with his
still-healing stump — was both frustrating and therapeutic to Mark.
With the last of their money, they bought some horses and cattle.
Slowly, Mark started to adapt to his disability, adjusting the way
he rode and the way he handled tools.

But just as the light at the end of his
tunnel started to grow brighter and brighter, Mark began to realize
that Diane’s light was growing dimmer and dimmer.

He’d been so selfish, so self-involved and
self-pitying to not notice it before then. But as he began to
flourish at that Texas ranch, miles away from the nearest town or
newspaper covering the war that had almost killed him, Diane began
to wither.

It started with a cough — a gruesome, wet
hack that robbed her of her breath. She would cover her mouth with
a handkerchief as she coughed, and more often than not, it would
come away spattered with blood.

The children seemed to sense Mark’s growing
dread, shrinking away if they happened to stumble upon him, trying
to remain by their mother’s side for as long as possible.

They seemed to understand that Diane wouldn’t
be around forever to protect them from Mark’s ravings and
raging.

In a fit of desperation one day, Mark had
written a letter sending for his younger brother, Chet. He’d
alienated Chet during his convalescence back east, and it had only
been Diane who’d even told Chet they were going west. Now, though,
with Diane bedridden and the children wan and anxious, Mark
realized he needed Chet’s light, his younger brother’s humor and
candor to make it through this.

Chet had arrived on the first train he could
catch, but it wasn’t soon enough to bid Diane farewell.

She’d died in her sleep, slipping away from
Mark and the children quietly, as if she hadn’t wanted to cause a
fuss about the whole thing. It had hurt, and it had nearly
destroyed the children. Mark hadn’t been there for them. It was
inexcusable.

Now, though, he had a chance to be there for
them. He needed to turn things around, to show them that their
father had love for them instead of a rock beating inside of his
chest.

“I don’t like when you get that look on your
face, brother.”

Mark let out a breath he hadn’t known he’d
been holding and looked over. Chet had sidled up to him, slipping
his boot through the fence just like Mark was standing.

“No need to worry,” Mark said, trying to
smile. His face had trouble remembering how to anymore.

“I always worry,” Chet said. “You’re my
brother.”

“You’re my younger brother,” Mark said. “I’m
supposed to be the one worrying about you.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Chet said. “You remind me at
every opportunity that you’re older.”

“Listen,” Mark said. “I’m thinking about the
future.”

“Uh-oh.”

“I’m serious. It’s time to do something
productive for once.”

“Catching horses and breaking them and
selling them and running a ranch and raising children aren’t
productive?” Chet asked, raising his eyebrows.

“It’s the raising children part I’m thinking
about,” Mark said. “Those children need a mother.”

“That’s not really something we can catch and
break, is it?”

“A woman’s not a horse, brother,” Mark said.
“I hate to have to be the one to tell you.”

He and Chet had been close since they were
little boys and discovered that it was easier to be friends than
rivals. They were drawn even closer by losing their parents at an
early age. Mark could trust Chet with anything.

“Well, it’s slim pickings in town,” Chet
said. “Believe me. I’ve been looking for a wife for ages.”

“I’m going to write Aunt Lottie,” Mark said.
“Ask her to send someone from back east.”

Chet sucked in a breath. “You mean, just
anybody? You’d marry a woman you’ve never even met?”

“I’d do anything to give these children a
normal life.”

“They’re never going to have a normal life,”
Chet said. “You realize that, right?”

“Better, then,” Mark said. “A better life
than this one.”

Despite Chet’s skepticism, Mark had sat down
that very evening and written the letter.

 


Dear Aunt Lottie,

I’m sorry that so much time has passed
between now and my last letter. Life is good but hard here, and I
rarely have the chance for such luxuries as letter writing.

That is why the reason for this particular
letter isn’t idle chatter. It has come to my attention that my
children need a mother. Of course, I wouldn’t be honest if I didn’t
mention that I am ready for a wife, as well. I have been with no
woman since my dear wife died, as you well know, but I can’t say
that my heart is healed.

I miss Diane every day. But continuing to
grieve would be selfish. I need to move forward. My children need
their father. And, God willing, I would like to try to give them a
mother as well.

There are no eligible women in town. I hope
that gives some kind of idea as to just how remote the ranch is.
Would you happen to know anyone through your circles who might make
a good wife and mother? I trust you.

It is with desperation that I write this
letter to you — desperation and a determination to give myself over
to the Lord. I have been trying so hard for so long on my own, and
I understand now that I need to let go and let God take care of
these things. Please work through him, Lottie, and help me move on
with my life and be the best father I can be for my children.

Chet sends his love, as do my two.

Your nephew,

Mark

 


 


 


Beth threaded her fingers together and
squeezed her eyes shut. She always felt like there was a better
chance of God hearing her prayers if her eyes were closed as
tightly as possible. Beth knew, of course, that at the age of 22,
she should maybe grow up a little bit. God heard all prayers
whether you whispered them or shouted them. But the last bit of her
daily devotional was always reserved for the thing she wanted the
most, the thing she’d always wanted.

“Please, God,” she said, her lips moving a
little bit despite her silent plea. “Please give me an exciting
life, a life like I read about in my novels. Please let us live
somewhere with dust and sun and horses — and many horses. I’d do
anything, Lord. Please take me from the mediocrity of my life right
now. Amen.”

“Praying for cowboys again?”

Beth opened her eyes in time to see her
younger sister, Lydia, poke her head into the room they shared.
Lydia was smirking, and not for the first time, Beth regretted ever
sharing her deepest desire with her sister when they were both
younger.

Beth stood and dusted off the knees of her
dress.

“You have your dreams, and I have mine,” Beth
said haughtily. “I don’t see why you find so much entertainment in
what I want for my life.”

“Cowboys, though, Beth,” Lydia said, raising
her eyebrows. “I stopped wishing for a unicorn of my own a long
time ago.”

Lydia was the younger of the two at eighteen,
but sometimes she tried to act like she was the older sister.

“Cowboys are a lot more real than unicorns,
Lydia,” Beth reminded her sister. “You don’t have to grow out of
all your dreams, you know.”

Beth brushed by Lydia — she could really be
such a pest sometimes — and went to see if Mother needed anything
in the kitchen.

She was surprised to see Lottie Sherman, a
woman who attended their church each Sunday. They were friendly at
church, but not so friendly that Lottie ever called on them. Mother
was right in the middle of pouring the elderly woman with graying
hair a cup of steaming tea when Beth entered the sitting room.

“Oh, hello, Mrs. Sherman,” Beth said,
curtseying. That was one thing Beth had over Lydia, she thought
with satisfaction. Beth’s good manners asserted themselves
automatically. Lydia usually had to be prodded into remembering
hers.

“Why, good afternoon, dear,” the woman said,
dumping a spoonful of sugar into her tea. “Please, call me Aunt
Lottie, wouldn’t you?”

“If you say so,” Beth said, glancing at
Mother a little uncertainly. What was going on here? Manners
dictated that she couldn’t ask outright. Beth would just have to
ask Mother about it later.

“Please, sit down, child,” Lottie said,
extending her hand to a chair. “This involves you as much as it
does your good mother.”

Mother cleared her throat. “I was planning on
talking about it at dinner,” she said, her voice unsure. Beth tried
not to stare. Mother was polished in all things social and
mannerly. What was making her hesitate like this? Beth dropped into
the chair Lottie had indicated, her heart pounding with
anticipation.

“Nonsense,” Lottie said dismissively. “Just
as I told you, your daughter is an adult. I was years younger when
I married my dear, late husband.”

“I was younger, too,” Mother agreed, pouring
Beth a cup of tea, “but Beth is … different.”

“I’m sorry,” Beth said, interrupting as
politely as she could even as her heart threatened to pound out of
her chest. “Are we talking about marriage?”

“I suppose I ought to start from the
beginning,” Lottie said. “I’ve received a letter from my nephew,
Mark, who lives in Texas.”

Beth took the battered piece of paper that
Lottie offered her, but she couldn’t focus enough to read it.

“I’m sorry,” she said, the trembling of her
hand making the letter rattle. “Is this the same nephew Mark we
prayed for not too long ago in church?”

“How sweet of you to remember,” Lottie said,
smiling. “Yes, it is the one and the same. He is a war veteran
living in Texas now.”

Beth wondered distractedly why Mother was
wringing her hands until Lottie spoke again.

“When we prayed for him in church,” the woman
said, “we prayed for his recovery. He had been gravely wounded in
the war, and lost his hand. He has two young children, but he
recently lost his wife, Diane, to consumption.”

“Oh,” Beth said, covering her mouth. “How
terrible. Two children forced to grow up without their mother.” She
thought about how different her and Lydia’s lives would’ve been had
they lacked Mother’s guiding hand throughout all those years.
Father was kind and doting, but Mother was the real strength in the
family. She always knew what to do, and Beth always relied on
her.

When Beth focused again, both Lottie and
Mother were looking at her intently.

“I’m sorry,” she said immediately. “Did I
miss something?”

“Did you read the letter, dear?” Lottie
prompted gently.

Beth tried again, even though her mind was
racing. She only got halfway through
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