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For Naomi who was always so patient

when I would talk about people (characters)

she didn’t know while we did the dishes. 

Thanks, Sis!








  
  Author’s Note



One of my beta-readers noted a couple of times that she didn’t know some of the words I used. Instead of getting rid of the Scottish/Irish words and accent, I decided to add a glossary. All the Scottish words I used, and their American equivalents, are listed below.
Glossary of Scottish Words
Bairn…………Baby
Da……………Dad, Papa, etc.
Dinna...………Did not/Didn’t
Ken…………..Can
Kenna………..Cannot/Can’t






  
  
The proverbs of Solomon the son of David, king of Israel;
To know wisdom and instruction;
to perceive the words of understanding;
To receive the instruction of wisdom,
justice, and judgment, and equity;
To give subtlety to the simple,
to the young man knowledge and discretion.

Proverbs 1:1-4

He that getteth wisdom loveth his own soul: 
he that keepeth understanding shall find good.

Proverbs 19:8








  
  Prologue


This was taking too long. Aishlinn’s pains had started early the afternoon before and this afternoon was almost over. Would either of them survive? Iain stopped his pacing and shook himself. Of course they would. Aishlinn wouldn’t desert him like this. He resumed his pacing. It seemed like days since the doctor had kicked him out of the house earlier that morning. He looked up at the sky, the sunlight was already starting to wane which meant Caleb and Anna would be back from school soon. 
Iain’s gaze shifted toward the fields behind the house and he sighed. There was still so much work to do there. As much as he wished his eleven year old son, Caleb, could help him in the fields, today he was glad both Anna and Caleb had been at school. 
“Da?” a small voice next to him spoke up. “Is the baby here yet?”
So they were home. He hoped the bairn would hurry so he wouldn’t be stuck with too many questions. Iain patted his daughter’s unruly red hair. “Nay, Anna. The wee bairn isna here yet.”
“When will the baby come?” she asked.
Iain raked his fingers through his hair. “I dinna ken, Anna. I just dinna ken.”
“It’s been a long time,” Caleb said.
“Yes, it has.” Iain scowled and continued his pacing. 
“Da?” Anna piped up. “How long did it take for Caleb and me to be born?”
“Less time than this one,” Iain snapped. “Why dinna ye…”
His sentence was swallowed up by the outraged cry from a small set of lungs. Iain turned to the door and entered. He paused in the front room, unsure where to go. Should he enter the bedroom or not? As he stood frozen in place, the doctor stepped out of the bedroom, his face an emotionless mask as he held the small, wriggling bundle. 
He glanced up. “It’s a boy.” The doctor’s voice was flat, his face full of grim foreboding.
Iain looked from doctor to baby, he knew the answer before the question left his mouth. “And Aishlinn? How is she?” His voice cracked.
The doctor finally met Iain’s eyes. “There was nothing we could do.”
Iain shook his head. It couldn’t be. Aishlinn couldn’t be dead. Her God would not allow her to leave her husband with three children to raise on his own. Iain brushed past the doctor, abandoning his new son to reach his wife.
As he entered the room, the midwife was pulling the sheet over Aishlinn’s face. He let out a strangled cry. “She kenna be dead,” he whispered. The midwife tried to give him a sympathetic look before leaving him alone, but he ignored it. “She kenna be.” Iain lifted the sheet off the body. Aishlinn’s lifeless face had a contented smile on it. Her eyes were closed and if he hadn’t known better, he would have assumed she was asleep. 
But as his hand brushed her cheek, the slight chill working its way through her body made him shiver with disgust. Iain closed his eyes, tears threatening to leak out the corners. He collapsed on the chair, holding her cold, stiffening hand. 
“Aishlinn. How could ye do this to me? I need ye here with me. I kenna raise three bairns on me own. Ye know that! How could ye leave me?” His head fell to the bed and racking sobs shook his body.
The light was fading when he raised his head. As his eyes adjusted to the dim light, he saw Anna standing in the doorway holding something in a blanket. 
“Da?” she asked, her voice quiet and timid. “Have you seen the new bairn? He’s a strong, handsome lad.” Her face held a mixture of grief and joy. 
Iain’s throat tightened. Anna had always loved those who were weak, helpless, and alone. Even in the midst of her grief for her mama, she still held onto a joy and hope for the boy who had killed her.
“Nay, I ha’e not and I dinna want to. He’ll need a wet nurse…”
“Da, I can feed him with milk from the cow. Please let me do it. For Mama?” Anna’s large, brown eyes pleaded with him. 
Iain closed his eyes and swallowed hard. “Wee bairns need to be fed many times both day and night. I kenna ha’e ye wearing yerself out. With Aishlinn…” his voice broke and he took a deep breath. “With Aishlinn gone, we will need ye to do most of her chores. Feedin’ a wee bairn would be too much for ye. Especially wi’ your school work.” 
Anna’s head drooped. “I can do it, Da,” she whispered, giving the baby a light kiss on his forehead. “I know I can.”
“Nay, Lass,” Iain said, resolve in his tone. “Ye’re but nine years old. Much too young to take this much on ye’reself. It will be hard enough for ye to keep the house clean and food on the table.”
“I’ll help her, Da,” Caleb said as he stepped around the door frame. A determined look glinted in the older boy’s eyes. “I’ll help Anna with whatever she needs help with so we can keep our brother here with us.”
Iain ground his teeth together and scowled at his two half-grown children. “Ye do realize he killed ye’re mama, do ye not?”
Anna’s head snapped up. “What?” A look of betrayal glimmered behind her tears.
Caleb stared at his father. “Are ye daft, Da? He didna kill Mama. There is no way he killed Mama. You will not pin the blame on him.” Caleb’s eyes flashed with an anger Iain had never seen in the lad before. His eldest son had somehow avoided inheriting either of his parent’s quick tempers.
Iain sighed in resignation and stood up. “Fine, we’ll keep the lad for now. But, if either of ye starts failing in school or slacking in any of ye’re chores, I’ll find a wet nurse for him.”
Anna smiled and put an arm around his waist. “Thank you, Da!”
Iain tensed before he patted Anna on the head.
Caleb nodded, his lips set in a thin line as if trying to figure something out. “What’s his name?”
“Aishlinn said if the babe was a boy, she wanted his name to be Jedidiah William Stuart,” Iain stated.
Anna smiled down at the bundle in her arms. “Welcome to the Stuart family, Jed.”






  
  Chapter one

Iwalked home with fear and excitement in my heart. The letter seemed to burn a hole through my pocket. Oh how I wished I could tear it open right now and read what my little brother had to say. It had been almost seven years since his fourteenth birthday—the day he left—and this was the first letter we had received from him since. 
For the first time in years, I felt like running all the way home. But even an old maid like me wasn’t supposed to run lest I be labeled a “batty old maid”. I rolled my eyes at the thought. Of course, I was already considered batty since I didn’t go to church and I barely socialized with folks.
“What is wrong with being batty anyway?” I mumbled to myself. Out loud. Good gracious! It was a good thing no one else used this road. The number of times I could have been caught talking to myself would be rather embarrassing.
Taking a quick look around, I saw I was near the fields where Da and Caleb were working. I picked up my pace. “Caleb! Da! We have a letter from Jed!” I waved the letter at them. Caleb looked up from his work with a grin a mile wide. He was like that—almost always happy-go-lucky no matter what happened. I wished I could be that way. Da glanced toward me before getting back to his work. He wasn’t one to show much emotion, especially when it came to Jed.
I strode to the house in a rather unladylike fashion—who would see it anyway, much less care? I put away my purchases and had started to look around the living room to figure out what to do next when Caleb and Da clomped into the kitchen. I smiled with satisfaction. Caleb had convinced Da to come in and get the letter reading over with. Good!
As I took the letter out of my apron pocket, I walked through the doorway into the kitchen. Caleb looked at me with anticipation written all over his face. He fiddled with his hands—clenching and unclenching, gripping and ungripping them—like he always did when nervous about something. Da kept his eyes glued to the wall, trying to pretend he didn’t care what Jed had to say. I knew better. He did care in his own way, if for no other reason than because he was curious about what Jed had been doing the last seven years.
Caleb was the first to speak. “What’s it say, Anna?”
I looked to Da for permission to read. He gave a curt nod and I tore the envelope open. It held two different letters. One was written by a man I did not know and I chose to set it aside in favor of Jed’s letter. Jed’s familiar handwriting beckoned to me from the paper. His handwriting was still the same as when he was a child, scrawling all over the page. The paper had an almost Jed-like smell to it. I swallowed hard before my emotions got the better of me. 
The letter was lengthy by his standards. Even as a boy, he had never been wordy about anything.
The paper crinkled as I unfolded it with care. I took a shaky breath before beginning to read.
Dear Da, Caleb, and Anna,
It’s been awhile. I left afore I was barely old enough to take care of myself. The day I left is ferever imprinted in my memory. Its the day my life changed completely. At first it was for the better. I was away from Da’s fists and would never again have to worry about bein’ beaten by him. Then I joined up with a gang of outlaws. 
For the first time, I felt I had become part of a family, one who saw me as more than just someone who existed because his mama died. 
I’m ramblin’. I’m really not sure how to say all I wanna say. I have only a few more hours left to write and now that I get round to it, I find it harder than I thought it would be. First thing ya need to know is that in a few hours, I will be hanged for rustlin’ and horse thievin’. By the time this letter arrives, I’ll be dead. Don’t lose yourselves in grief for me. I deserve this punishment and worse. I have done lots I shouldn’t have.
The words were choked out by the lump that rose to my throat. As I attempted to regain my composure, I saw Da glaring at me. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. The lump subsided enough for me to continue reading.
What you need to know most is that because of three forgivin’ people who were bold enough to ignore my insults and surliness, I won’t be in a livin’ death for eternity. When I die, I know that I’ll go to heaven.
Before I get into that, I need to apologize. Da, if yer still alive, I’m sorry I beat you up. At the time, I thought it the best way to stop you from doin’ that to me. I thought it’d make me feel better and it did for a few hours. I wish there were a way to go back in time and change what I did. I should’ve found another way to stop you. If I had, there’d be a lot of people still alive who deserved life more than I did.
Caleb, when I left, I didn’t think of what it would do to you. I’m sorry if because of my leavin’, you got stuck with lots more work. You always tried to be there for me. Thank you. 
Anna. Dear, sweet Anna. I thank God for Anna who was a rock in my life. She was the one I knew I could always count on. I know my leavin’ must’ve caused you plenty of worry and heartbreak. You always were, and will be, like a mother to me. I really hope yer married and have a passel of kids by now. You’d be a wonderful mother. I know you were to me. I’m sorry to have caused you any worry. And now I know you’ll be grievin’ for me, too. Do not let it overpower you like Da did with Mama. I’m in a better place.
I suppose it’s now time to get back to what I was talkin’ ‘bout before my apologies. I’m a Christian. I can’t believe how wonderful I feel now. It’s like the weight of a hunnert anvils came off my shoulders and I can finally walk free. Jesus truly does save. He is the only One who can. 
As I write, my mind keeps goin’ back to the song you often sang to me, Anna. “Be Thou My Vision”. I don’t remember the Irish and wouldn’t be able to write it out anyhow, but I remember some of the words in English. “Be Thou my vision, O Lord of my heart; Naught be all else to me, save that Thou art, Thou my best thought, by day or by night, waking or sleeping, Thy presence my light.”
My voice broke at the remembrance of these words and my vision blurred as the tears came to my eyes. I took a few shaky breaths and refused to look at Da.
That is what I want for all three of you. May God truly be your Vision, your Light, your Life. God’s Word tells you how. 
I was the worst of sinners. I murdered many, many times. I did despicable things to people to satisfy myself. I cussed like the best of ‘em. I hated you, Da. I hated that Caleb never tried to step in to stop you. I hated that all Anna could do was cry over my wounds and do her best to soothe and heal them. I was ungrateful and selfish. I deserved death.
God wanted somethin’ different. He wanted me to be a follower of Him. By the time I listened to Him it was too late for me tell others about Jesus Christ. If I could’ve done somethin’ different, it would’ve been to learn of Christ’s love sooner and share it with others. I know I won’t have much, if any, impact on people. But if I can do one thing before I die, it’ll be to tell you about Christ. I pray it helps some. 
We went to church some as kids. I remember Caleb, Anna, and me walkin’ to church many times. I remember some of the things the preacher said. None of what I am going to say should be too new for you. 
Here are the basics as Sheriff Brookings and Miss Harris told them to me. Because of Adam and Eve, we’re all sinners and always will be. Because of sin, we should all go to hell. Look at Romans 3:23 and 6:23. Then God did something incredible. He sent His Son to die for everybody’s sins. Miss Harris said that if there had been only one person on earth, Jesus would’ve died on the cross so He could save that one person from eternal life in hell. 
Because of Jesus’ sacrifice, we now have a way to get to heaven. All we have to do is accept it. It’s free, but not easy. It requires surrenderin’ our lives to His will. Acceptin His gift means we become His servants. The good news is that He is a kind, loving, and forgiving Lord. 
Da, Caleb, and Anna. Please think about this. I want to see all three of you again someday. In a few hours, that won’t be possible on this earth. I am prayin for you. If it is allowed, I will be prayin’ for you in heaven, too. 

Your lovin’ son and brother,

Jed William Stuart
As I read his last salutation, “Your loving son and brother,” I broke down completely. 
Caleb stepped forward and wrapped his arms around me in a gentle hug.
“Shh. It’s okay, Anna. He’s in a better place now.”
“But he’s gone. My baby brother is gone,” I sobbed.
Caleb held me at arm’s length. “He chose his path.”
My sobs slowed down as I took a few deep breaths. “I know. It’s just…I was practically his mother.” I put a hand to my chest. “It feels like a knife was thrust through my heart.” Two more tears trailed down my cheeks.
Caleb nodded. “I know. I always thought he’d live longer than I would because of all he went through as a kid. He was tougher’n all of us.”
I glanced over to where Da stood motionless against the kitchen table. “Da?”
His head rose slowly. “Jed’s gone. Fittin’ somehow that he’d a-been hung.” Da swallowed once and slapped his hat against his thigh. “After what he done ta me b’fore he left, he oughta been hung.” Da looked past me toward the door. “Well, Caleb, time’s a-wastin’. Let’s get back to work.” He walked out of the kitchen door.
Caleb and I stared after him. I knew my eyes must have looked as big as saucers. My jaw felt like it was about to fall to the floor. Caleb shrugged his shoulders and followed Da out the door.
As soon as Caleb left the house, I picked up the envelope from the table, realizing I had forgotten about the second letter. I unfolded it and looked at the signature. Joshua Brookings. Wasn’t the sheriff’s name Brookings? I looked at Jed’s letter again. Yes, I was right.
I started to read the short letter from Sheriff Brookings. One paragraph in, and I decided to wait until later this evening. Maybe I could get my emotionless lug of a brother to read it to me. From what I had seen, Sheriff Brookings wrote about the details of Jed’s death. With the state my emotions were in right now, I would never be able to read it on my own.
I spent the rest of my afternoon alternately cleaning and weeping, and sometimes both at the same time. I still couldn’t believe Jed had died. Every day of the past seven years, I had clung to the slight hope we would hear from him, but I had always known he was alive. At least, I had assumed he was. Now? Now, I knew without a doubt he was dead.
My emotions were all over the place. On one hand, I was ecstatic that we had finally heard from him. On the other…well, he was dead and we would never see him again. I paused at that thought. What had Jed said? That we could see him again in eternity? I walked with a reluctant, yet eager, gait back into the kitchen and took Jed’s letter off the table. I re-read the last part of his letter. Yes, I was right. He had said that we could see him again.
As I read his explanation a second time, my heart grew heavier and heavier which didn’t make sense to me. I’d considered getting saved once, but Da had forbidden it and that was that; I hadn’t thought of it again. So why now? Why after all these years of suppressing those thoughts would they have to come back again?
I didn’t think I would ever be able to do what Jed said I would need to do. Da would kick me out if I ever did something like that. Not to mention I would have to give complete control of my life over to someone whom I couldn’t see. I shook my head with conviction. No way. God obviously didn’t care much about me anyway.
Back when I was younger, I had always dreamed of getting married and having lots of kids. Yet here I was; an almost thirty year old spinster who had never had anyone remotely interested in courting her. If God had cared about me, wouldn’t He have given me a little hope of my dream coming true? If not that, couldn’t He have made Jed write me at least one other time while he’d been gone?
I took a deep breath and shook my head with unnecessary violence. I had to get my thoughts off of all this. I looked outside to see where the sun was hanging. Almost time to start supper. No sense in putting it off. I trudged through the yard to the cellar door, pulled it open, and clomped down the stairs. I filled the bucket with potatoes, carrots, and a jar of canned venison, topping the bucket off with a jar of apples.
Back inside, I cut up the vegetables and put them in a stew pot with the meat and some water and set the pot on the stove to simmer. Then I worked on the apple pie.
As I rolled out the crust, my mind wandered to the first time Jed had tried to help me make pie crust. He had been determined to help me as much as a four year old could. He took everything out that I needed and started dumping the ingredients together. Every time he had seen me make it, I had measured the ingredients with a pinch of this, a handful of that, and a spoonful of the other thing. I guess he decided he could do the same thing. The crust ended up a bit sweet, but otherwise, it was salvageable. I just made sure I didn’t add any sugar to the filling.
Tears threatened to pour out of my eyes again. “Stop it!” I scolded myself. “Just stop it!”

      [image: ]The pie had finished baking when boots stomped on the steps outside. After adding a piece of wood to the stove, I took a quick glance around the kitchen. The stew was hot, the biscuits were ready, the table was set, and the pie was on the back of the stove staying warm. The only things missing were my sanity and inane cheerfulness. I closed my eyes for a few seconds and took a shaky breath. I doubted I would ever regain that cheerfulness. It had all been a façade, anyway. Now I didn’t need to fake it.
Caleb and Da walked in as I reopened my eyes. Caleb’s grin told me two things. Number one, he hadn’t been as affected by Jed’s death as I had—either that or he hid it better than I did. And two, they had finished harvesting one of the fields. I made a weak attempt at a smile. “Supper’s ready.”
“Good! I’m starved.” Caleb walked around the table and collapsed into a chair.
I controlled the urge to roll my eyes at the typical response from Caleb and instead, dished up the stew. Once the three of us were seated, Caleb and Da dug into their stew and biscuits with abandon while I picked at my food. After they were finished, I served the pie. As I handed them each a plate, I mentioned the second letter.
“Caleb, would you read it? Please?” I pleaded. “I tried and couldn’t. From what I could tell it was from the sheriff and he told about how Jed died.” I may have been a spinster and almost thirty years old, but that did not mean I wasn’t susceptible to the normal womanly emotions. At least, I hoped they were normal. 
“Sure. Where is it?” I envied Caleb’s emotional detachment. Was I the only one affected by Jed’s death? Or were they affected in a different way? I wish I knew, but none of us really talked about…well, anything really, but especially not our emotions.
I dug the letter out of my apron pocket and handed it to Caleb.
Dear Stuart Family, 
It is with heavy heart I write to inform you of the death of your brother and son. Jed asked that I write you more details on the why and how of his death. He was an outlaw and had been for seven years. His crimes for the first five years would not have put him in jail because there was not enough proof of his involvement. 
Two years ago, he robbed a stagecoach. In the ensuing shootout, the driver and shotgun guard were killed leaving the two passengers as the only survivors. The two survivors were me and my younger sister. By God’s grace, we escaped. Jed was the only member not killed or wounded and he came after us, but we were able to elude him. After he realized he would not find us, he went on a wild rampage. In his anger, he violated a young lady. 
I gasped, unable to stop myself. Caleb glanced over at me and cleared his throat, then continued.

Throughout the next two years, he tried to find Ruth and me while he did odd jobs here and there. Sometimes he hired out as a gunman. For the last year, Jed had been rustling. His abilities as a gunman were not “needed” as often, and he needed money. In the end, that was how he got caught. 
Jed and his two partners tried to rustle cattle off the wrong ranch and we were waiting for them. It was the rustling that got him hung. 
Jed was in my jail for nearly two weeks. During that time, I did my best to convince him that God cared for him and would forgive him of all his sins. He wouldn’t listen to me. I telegraphed the young lady, knowing she had not pressed charges even though she did know his name. I prayed she was a Christian and would be willing to help convince Jed that God could indeed forgive him.
It took a couple of days, but God broke through his stubbornness using the young lady and me.
Jed accepted God’s gift freely. It was humbling to see the instant change in him. He went from a sullen, angry, bitter, resentful man to being humble, considerate, and ready to die for his crimes. 
Two days after his acceptance of the gospel, Jed was hung. He died as he requested—to the sound of singing. He asked me, my sister, and Elizabeth to sing a particular song while he was hung. The song was one my family and I taught him the night before, “A Mighty Fortress is Our God”. It was hard to keep the tune going because of our sorrow at our new friend’s death. Even now as I write, the sorrow hinders my words. I’ve never seen any man more composed and sure of himself than Jed was that morning. I am proud to have called him my friend. 
Enclosed you will find Jed’s death certificate. If you have any questions, please feel free to write. I would be happy to answer any questions you may have.

Sincerely, 

Joshua Brookings

Sheriff of Cartersville, Montana






  
  Chapter two

By the time Caleb finished reading the letter, I was crying silently. Caleb’s voice had also become subdued by the end of the letter. I couldn’t believe Jed had done all those things. 
“He really is dead,” Caleb whispered, his voice husky with emotion. “How could he have done those things? My little brother. He was always the one who stood up for what was right.”
“He got involved with the wrong crowd,” Da snapped. “Of course he did those things. Why shouldn’t he? He ran off afore he was old enough to care for himself. The outlaws turned his mind to th’ wrong things.” Da stood up and stretched his arms above his head. “I’ll go check on th’ stock and then get off to bed.”
“Da, I can check the…” Caleb started.
“Nay, Lad, I’ll check th’ stock. No reason for you to do it. I’m not that old a man yet.” Da strode out the back door without a second glance.
My crying slowed and I was just getting the tears to stop when Caleb spoke again. “What’d you think about this God talk?”
I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. It was a very good question. Ever since I had read Jed’s letter, thoughts about God had not been far from my mind. “I’m not sure yet. I think I might start reading the Bible more to see what’s so special about it.” I lifted my eyes to Caleb’s. “What do you think?”
“Mama believed all of it. She was always reading that Bible of hers and talking to us about it.” Caleb got a faraway look in his eyes. “She loved that old book.” His eyes came back to focus on me. “Da won’t like you reading it, Anna.”
I lowered my head. “I know.” I swallowed hard. “I’m also considering going to church.”
Caleb’s eyes widened. “Da would like that even less and you know it. He’ll never let you go!”
“He doesn’t need to know I’m going,” I said. “I have nearly a week to figure out how to sneak out to church. I’ll think of something.” I stood up and worked on clearing the table. “As for reading the Bible, I can do that while you two are out in the fields and in the evenings when Da goes to bed.” I leaned against the sink, facing Caleb and crossing my arms. “It’s high time someone in this family became more sociable with the people around here. When was the last time we did anything sociable?”
Caleb stared at me with a blank look on his face. “The barn raising… Three years ago?” he answered after a long pause.
“Four years ago. And as I recall, you and Da said next to nothing while I kept myself busy with doing as much as possible so I wouldn’t have to talk to anybody.”
Caleb screwed his face up in concentration. “I suppose we have been like hermits lately.”
“Ever since Jed left,” I interrupted. “Even though he was the most shy of us all, when he left, we got more and more unsociable. Now, I hardly know who anybody is in town. I couldn’t tell you what happened to my best friend from school.”
Caleb shook his head. “How did we let this happen to us? It’s no wonder neither of us is married and has ten kids. No one knows we exist.”
“At least you would still be able to marry. You have land you will inherit, not to mention you are pretty good looking, even if you are nearing middle age. Me on the other hand? I’m a plain-looking spinster who talks too much, speaks her mind too freely, and can keep a house clean and food on the table. No, you, Caleb, are our only hope to keep the Stuart line going.”
I turned around and started washing the dishes. Determination filled my voice after another moment’s thought. “Yes, that will be one of my goals when I start going to church: To find you a wife.”
Caleb sputtered. “W-what? Are you daft?”
I laughed. For the first time in years, I let out an honest-to-goodness laugh, one that doubled me over and seemed to shake the windows. Then I realized the shaking windows had been Da slamming the door shut.
I looked toward Da and saw him glaring at us. “So, I’m out there checkin’ on th’ stock while ye two are in here caterwauling about who kens what?”
Even Da’s incessant bad mood couldn’t wipe the grin off my face. “I was only teasing Caleb about finding him a wife, Da. Don’t you agree it is high time he find himself a wife?”
Da stared at me as if I had sprouted horns and my unruly red hair had suddenly turned to raven black and straight as a level board. He shook his head and stalked up the stairs to his room. I bit my cheeks to keep the smile and laugh from bursting forth yet again. Da would likely fly into a rage if I dared to laugh at him.
Instead, I chose to glare at Caleb, although the glare effect was probably lost behind the broad grin still on my face. “Nay, I am na’ daft.” I purposely chose to let my Scottish accent come through, knowing how much Caleb disliked it. “I’m as sane as ye are, Caleb.”
Caleb rolled his eyes. “Sure y’are.”
My mood left without warning. “Caleb, I either laugh or I cry. I choose to laugh. If I don’t…” My voice trailed off as I could no longer speak without crying.
Caleb nodded. “I suppose that’s true. You’re taking this harder than any of us.”
I grabbed Caleb’s arms. My voice was tight and low as I spoke. “Caleb, who raised Jed? I did. I raised him almost single-handedly. Da did nothing to turn him into a man worthy of the Stuart name. Da kept you too busy outside for you to help me raise him. I’m the one who raised Jed from a wee bairn to a man.”
I let go of Caleb, suddenly deflated of all energy. My voice dropped to a whisper, “When Jed left, I knew he wasn’t ready to face the real world. Old enough, yes. Wise enough?” I shook my head. “I kept hoping, and yes, praying, he would come back. When he didn’t…” a sob crept through my words. “You know what I did. I retreated from life. I stayed away from everybody.”
“I know,” Caleb said, his voice quiet. “We all did.”
I took a deep breath and looked outside. “We need to get to bed.”
Caleb nodded and stepped forward to help me.
We were both silent the rest of the night. Caleb put the dishes away while I dried them. Then we each made our way upstairs to our rooms.
I fell asleep immediately, my heart and all my energy completely spent.

      [image: ]After picking at my eggs and biscuits the next morning, I tried to go about my normal chores. By mid-morning, I was drained both in soul and body. I had tried not thinking about Jed and what had happened to him. When that didn’t work, I tried thinking about Jed. Neither one worked and all I did was drain myself of what little strength I had left and dissolved into tears.
I somehow managed to get lunch on the table through my crying and serve the meal while suppressing the tears. It must have tasted decent, too, since Caleb and Da shoveled it into their mouths. After Caleb and Da returned to the fields, I decided to go to town. Maybe being around strangers would help.
On my way out the door, a slight ray of light caught my eye. On a normal day, it wouldn’t have caught my attention, except that the light was surrounded in shadow. The ray should never have appeared in that spot. I took a closer look at the shelf where it had appeared. The light rested on Mama’s Bible.
“Mama,” I whispered. “Jed.” I let my fingertips brush the spine and looked up at the ceiling. “God, if you’re out there, I…” my voice faded. “God, I can’t do this. I can’t live like this anymore. Help me. Please.”
I lifted the Bible off the shelf and stared at it for a few minutes before backing up toward a chair and falling into it. I opened the Bible up to the bookmark. Mama always kept it in the place she was reading.
“What was it you were reading last, Mama?” I took a deep breath in an attempt to calm my nerves. “What were God’s last words to you before you died?”
I began to read at the bookmark. Two hours later, I was engrossed in my reading of the book of John when a faint knock sounded on the door. I put the bookmark back into the Bible, closed it, and set it on the chair.
I hurried across the room and opened the door to find a young woman looking back at me. I stared into her bright green eyes that seemed to bring out the red tint to her auburn hair. 
“Hello,” she said, sticking her hand out. “I am Wilma Gardner. I recently moved onto the neighboring farm with my husband. I heard there was a woman living here and thought we could possibly become friends. The ladies in town said not to pin my hopes up, but when have I ever listened to people like them?”
In spite of myself, I found my lips curving up into a slight smile. First, this stranger was Southern. Second, this vivacious young woman might be my answer to getting me out of my…whatever it was I was in.
“Anna Stuart,” I replied, returning her handshake and inviting her in. After seeing if she wanted something to drink, I continued, “I live here with my brother and father. They’re out in the fields.”
“Maybe we could have you three over for dinner sometime this week,” Wilma offered. “I’m sure my husband would be glad for some advice from men who have farmed here for awhile.”
I shook my head. “I doubt that would be possible. Da doesn’t like visiting with people and he certainly does not like discussing farming with anybody, not even Caleb.”
Mrs. Gardner’s face fell. “Oh. Darius will be sorry to hear that.” She looked down at her lap. “Perhaps you and Caleb could come visit us?” She glanced up at me, hope shining in her eyes.
“I wish I could give you a more satisfactory reply, but I’m afraid that will be impossible.”
“Too bad. Well, we’ll just have to be content with what we can get.” She smiled, her green eyes lighting up. “Do you go to church?”
I started. “Why do you ask?”
She nodded toward the chair where the Bible still lay. “You have a Bible over there.”
“Oh. That.” I cleared my throat. “Today was the first time I’ve read it in…a long time.” I shifted in my chair, wringing my hands. “I…I haven’t been to church…for almost fifteen years.” I looked up. “I am considering going again, though.”
I was shocked to see Mrs. Gardner’s eyes light up. What had I said to inspire that sudden joy?
“You are more than welcome to join us in our wagon on Sunday, if you don’t want to walk or ride on your own.”
I forced a smile. “Thank you.”
“Is there more than one church around here?”
I blinked my eyes a few times. “No
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