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  To Cheryl
My sister-in-my-heart
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  August 1, 1891 — Overland Crossing, Northeastern Colorado


Thirteen-year-old Meredith Forbes was a busybody by nature and too grown up for her own good. It wasn’t by chance she’d chosen the center of the grassy city park for the tea party with her four companions. In this spot, she could keep an eye on all of the picnic activities as well as hear snippets of conversations that floated her way on the incessant prairie breeze. Her attention at the moment was on her grandpa who was ambling across the park. Although he glanced at the girls and smiled, Meredith could tell he was preoccupied, otherwise he would have come over to talk to them. 
“What is it, Merrie?” Valerie followed her older sister’s gaze.
“Grandpa’s got that look on his face.”
“What do you mean? What look?”
“The look he gets when he’s thinking about sad things. Being alone things.”
“He isn’t alone. He’s got us and Mama and Papa and lots of friends.”
“It’s not that kind of alone.”
“What other kind is there?”
“The missing Grandma Margaret kind of alone.” It was the simplest explanation Meredith could think of that her nine-year-sister would understand.
“Oh,” Valerie said. “That kind of alone is sad.”
“I think he’ll talk to Uncle Simon and Uncle Ben about it. We need to hear what they say.” Meredith proceeded to explain her plan to find out what was on Grandpa Dale’s mind. She assigned her best friend, Lydia Driscoll who was nearly a year older, and Lydia’s younger sister Clara Jean, as look-outs. 
Always eager for adventure, the four girls accompanied Meredith as they walked along the row of makeshift sawhorse-and-plank food tables in a nonchalant saunter, stopping now and then to inspect the food and make comments for the benefit of the adults within earshot.
Meredith half-heartedly scolded her six-year-old sister Beryl for swiping her finger into cake icing. Beryl responded with another swipe of icing that she popped into her mouth. Meredith smiled and shook her head. It was impossible to be cross with Beryl.
Casting a quick glance to see if anyone was paying attention to them, and with Lydia and Clara Jean acting as sentries, Meredith and her two sisters ducked under a section of table two table-lengths from the three men. There was ample space for the sisters to crawl along and then sit cross-legged, although a little hunched, behind their grandpa. The overhanging edges of the red and white checkered oilcloth table coverings concealed them.
Meredith pressed her finger to her lips and fixed her sisters with a stern don’t make a peep frown. Directing her ears and attention to the men, she listened...






  
  A Stroll Down Memory Lane


Beer glass in hand, Dale crossed the park, absently noting the five girls having a tea party in the shade of a cottonwood tree. Three of the girls, his only grandchildren, were friends with the two oldest grandchildren of his long-time friend and brother-in-law, Simon Driscoll. He chuckled. An ornerier group of girls he’d never known, especially his oldest granddaughter, Meredith. For all her monkeyshines, Meredith was as good-hearted and as hard working as any child in town. For that matter, all three of the Forbes girls and the Driscoll Five, as they were called, were kids to be proud of. 
The planners of the annual August Overland Crossing and Colorado Days Celebration had done themselves proud this year. As always, the morning parade kicked-off the activities. Throughout the day, judging the food, sewing, and artistic entries kept several people occupied, and foot races and horse races entertained everyone. Women gathered in groups to visit and catch up on friendships. Older girls and boys sat together under watchful eyes of older folks. Youngsters and dogs ran unfettered. It was good to be here with friends and family.
His favorite part of the day was yet to come. At dark, the dance pavilion would light-up. For the rest of the night, it would be music, dancing, and laughter. He planned to take a few turns around the dance floor himself. It was bittersweet, though. Get-togethers like this always brought home to him how much he missed Margaret. He smiled remembering all the community dances during their marriage. She’d been happiest amid the hustle and bustle of people, and she’d always lent an untiring hand when hard times visited folks.
Dale reached Ben Perlman, his other brother-in-law, and Simon and resumed his seat with his back to the table. Two games of horseshoes were going on not far from them. He stretched his legs out and crossed his ankles as he leaned back. Deep into melancholy memories, he took a drink of beer, gazing out at nothing in particular. Just remembering.
He and Margaret had been blessed with many fine years together. Enough time had passed that he could think of her without feeling too sorry for himself except on holidays, special occasions, and nights. While he wouldn’t say he dreaded it, the stretch between Thanksgiving through New Year’s, which included their anniversary, was a lonely time. Around the first of November, he was careful not to let his melancholy show to family and friends. Enduring their pity was worse than missing Margaret.
He enjoyed family togetherness and the anticipation that with the coming year hopes and dreams might come true, and the tribulations of the past year could be wiped clean from the slate of life. It was during the winter months when he most wished for a woman’s companionship. The days were short and the nights long. It was a time for sitting beside the fireplace after supper, reading, talking, playing Chinese checker, chess, or a game of cards, usually Gin Rummy.
He’d liked being married. He missed having a woman in his life, living in their own house, embracing what each new day brought, and then ending each day lying together while their love renewed under the restful serenity of night. No one could count on seeing the next sunrise, but with his good health, sound mind, and strong back, he had every reason to expect many good years lay ahead of him.
Simon nudged Dale’s feet with his boot. “Thinking about Margaret, aren’t you?”
“What? Oh, well, sometimes I get to thinking things I’ve no business thinking.”
Dale gulped a mouthful of tepid beer that scorched his throat all the way down like a lump of burning coal and sent him into a fit of coughing and gasping. Ben grabbed Dale’s beer, and Simon whacked his palm down between Dale’s shoulder blades in a misguided effort to help him catch his breath.
Dale croaked, “Went down the wrong pipe.”
He wiped his face with his shirtsleeve, retrieved his beer, and this time took a slow, careful drink. From the corner of his eye, he saw Beryl swipe her finger into cake icing then pop her finger into her mouth. Meredith scolded her. Valerie giggled.
Ben’s voice brought Dale back into their conversation. “I’ve seen that look on your face many times since Margaret died, just as I used to see it on Simon’s from missing Mamie.”
His brother-in-law knew him well.
Ben went on. “Margaret and Mamie were tireless organizers of the town’s first celebration.” He glanced at Simon.
Simon nodded. “Two women taken too early from life. Always amused them when people found out they were twins. They didn’t look alike at all. They sure did like helping out with just about everything that went on in town, though.”
Dale cleared his throat to hide the emotion wedged sideways in his throat like gravel stuck in a chicken’s craw. “Well, I won’t lie. I miss Margaret something fierce on days like today.”
Simon said, “Dale, I’ve been trying to find the right time and the right way to say this, so I’ll just say it flat out. It’s high time you got married again.”
“I concur.” Ben added. “There is no logic in remaining single if that’s not how you want to live the rest of your life which, I suspect, you don’t.”
Dale hedged. Why didn’t he say what was on his mind? These two men were his best friends, his oldest friends. They stood beside each other through rough times, and they celebrated the good times together.
“I wouldn’t admit this to anyone other than the two of you. I have considered remarrying, but the only women around here I’m partial to are already spoken for or too young for decency’s sake to court.”
“I had the same problem, but you know how Ben helped me solve it.”
“Are you saying I should do what you did? Get a mail-order wife?” Just the thought of it turned his insides to jelly. “I don’t think that’s something I can do.”
“I didn’t think I could either, but it turned out good for me. Better’n good,” Simon said. “Tessa’s a darn fine woman. I don’t know what I did to deserve the two women I’ve had the pleasure to marry. Every day I’m reminded how thankful I am for Tessa.”
“Tessa’s make herself part of this community like she’d been here all her life, that’s for sure, and she’s a doctor, but…” Dale didn’t want to offend Simon.
Simon eyed him. “But what? I said my mind. It’s only fair you say yours.”






  
  A Mail-Order Bride Discussion


“All right. As close as you and Mamie were, wasn’t it awkward… Oh, hell…” He couldn’t finish. This was ground too personal for him to travel even with Simon’s permission. 
“I know what you’re trying to say. I had to come to terms with not feeling like I would be unfaithful to Mamie if I married again. Ben helped me realize that remarrying didn’t mean I had to quit loving Mamie or stop thinking about her. She has a different place in my heart than Tessa does. Once I met Tessa, I found out my heart’s big enough to love them both.” Simon punctuated his sentence with a decisive nod then sat back.
“You had a strong reason to remarry. You had to have a wife so you could get custody of your grandkids after their parents died.”
Ben said, “Dale, when a person feels empty inside, perhaps companionship is reason enough to remarry.”
Dale stared into his beer, thinking and nodding. Ben had a gift for putting into words what others wanted to say, but didn’t know how. It was an attribute that made him an outstanding newspaper owner and editor as well as an easy person to talk to.
Dale admitted to himself he was lonely. Not so lonely that it interfered with his day-to-day living, but enough that his son, Josh, and his daughter-in-law, Ginny, had noticed and had invited him to move into the big house with them.
It
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