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Synopsis: Helping To Heal The Widower
& His Crippled Son -- A woman is shocked when the pastor at
their church suggests that by spring, he could see all of the
single women in his congregation married. She begins a
correspondence with a man and also knows that a neighbor is
corresponding with a woman himself. A very surprising meeting
occurs as she and her daughter travel to Kansas City for a first
meeting.

 


 


Becca ran into the church and quickly
found a seat near the door. She was planning to head back home as
soon as the single’s group meeting was over. She’d even considered
missing this month’s meeting but the pastor had cornered her last
Sunday and explicitly made it clear he and his wife were hoping to
see her here today. She’d been widowed for over three years, but
still didn’t feel like she was ready to move on with her life. She
slumped down in her chair as the other members of the group began
to file into the room.

Her best friend Marcie, hurried over to
grab the seat next to her. They’d sat next to each other all
through their years in school and in church and anywhere else
sitting was required. Marcie had been her maid of honor at her
wedding and was the godmother of her only daughter, Liza. She’d sat
at Becca’s side during the funeral service and stood with her at
the graveside during Becca’s husband’s burial. She’d even held
Becca’s hand during the trial. Becca couldn’t imagine a world
without her best friend in the seat next to her. She reached out to
squeeze Marcie’s hand as the latecomers straggled in and grabbed
the few remaining seats.

Becca noted the absence of the single
men that were also a part of this group. There were only three of
them and they missed the meetings more often than not. The pastor
knew their reluctance to attend the meetings went beyond the fact
that there were more single women than men in the group. Men didn’t
really feel like it was manly to discuss their problems or concerns
about being single. He wasn’t having much of an effect on their
thoughts in that area. The church felt like it was part of their
mission to build families. It took families to build communities.
The pastor and his wife took their role in this very
seriously.

 


 


As the pastor called the meeting to
order, Marcie leaned over and asked where Liza was hiding. Becca
whispered that her daughter had stayed at home as they had a mare
ready to drop her new colt and she wanted to be there when it
happened.

Her explanation caused her to miss the
pastor’s opening comments. His final words caused her to sit up
straight in her chair.

“It’s our goal to see that all of you
are married by this time next year.”

Becca looked at Marcie with fear and
trepidation in her eyes.

“What did he just say,” she gasped as
quietly as she could.

The pastor looked right at Becca and
said it again.

“As I said, we want to see all of you
married by this time next year. We feel this new program run by the
church in Kansas City will help all of you find suitable husbands.
It’s a matchmaking program designed to put God in charge of your
lives and we believe with your commitment to letting Him be in
control, you can find the husband God intends for you.”

 


 


With those words, the pastor and his
wife began to distribute some forms to everyone. Becca slumped back
down in her chair and groaned inwardly. She knew that Liza needed a
father and she didn’t really want to be alone, but she’d loved
Kevin and had planned to grow old with him. She couldn’t imagine
another man taking his place in her life, not even after three
years of being alone.

The pastor’s wife came over with the
forms in her hand and sat down on the other side of Becca. She knew
how opposed Becca was to the idea of remarriage, but her and Liza
held a special place in the woman’s heart.

The untimely death of Kevin had
devastated the young family and the community. He’d simply been in
the wrong place at the wrong time and the outlaws robbing the bank
had shot him in a moment of surprise. It was a tragedy that
wouldn’t end as Becca and Liza struggled to hold their lives
together on the ranch Kevin had started.

She and Marcie looked at Becca with
compassion and a resolve to help her move beyond this place of
grief where her life was stalled. It was time to find the right man
and they all believed this program was a good step forward for all
of them.

Becca wilted under their combined
presence and agreed to take the first step.

 


 


Together, the three of them began to
fill out the matchmaking forms. There were a lot of questions and
soon Marcie and Becca were laughing as they tried to put down
reasonable answers. They didn’t see much of a point in listing
their favorite foods or color, but it was fun to consider these
things might matter to someone else. Focusing on the trivial things
kept them from having to think about just where this could lead to
in the future.

Soon, they were finished and the pastor
gathered everyone’s forms to send them to the church headquarters.
He explained that the process would remain anonymous until both
parties were ready to take the next step. There was a committee
appointed by the church to review their applications and match them
with a potential mate. They would be given a code number and
allowed to exchange letters to get to know one another. The church
would work with them to facilitate meetings when the time for that
came.

Becca drifted off in her own thoughts
as the pastor finished the meeting with a short time of prayer
asking for divine intervention and assistance. Hearing a chorus of
‘amens’, she jumped up from her chair and headed for the
door.

Marcie kept pace with her all the way
to her wagon.

“If you need any help, you just send
word. You know I’ll be there quick as I can,” Marcie
said.

Becca laughed.

“I know. You are my best friend and I
don’t know what I’d do if you ran off and got married,” Becca said
as she poked her friend with her elbow.

Marcie looked stricken at her friend’s
words as if she’d never considered that either of them might be
forced to leave Emporia to marry someone.

When Becca had married Kevin, she and
Marcie had continued their friendship. Surely, when they found
husbands, they’d still live near each other, right?

Becca stopped and stared at
her.

“Are you telling me you didn’t think
that we might just end up on opposite sides of the country,” Becca
asked.

“I guess I never thought that far
ahead,” Marcie stammered. “I’ve always seen us as living right here
in this community together.”

Becca gave out with a short, sharp
laugh and started to get in the wagon.

“Maybe, we need to rethink this whole
idea,” she muttered.

She was interrupted by the sudden
appearance of J.W.

He was her neighbor and ran a nearby
ranch twice the size of hers. You couldn’t tell it by looking at
him though. He was as dusty and worn as any cowboy working on his
place. He was well-versed in the workings of Becca’s ranch as his
foreman was the brother of hers and the two of them commiserated
more often than not over the challenges of ranching.

“Becca, I hear that mare of yours is
about to drop that foal. Do you want me to come by and take a look
at her for you,” J.W. barked.

“Well, hello to you too, Mr. J.W.,”
Marcie sniffed. “I see your manners are as fine as
ever.”

J.W. barely acknowledged Marcie’s
presence as he stared at Becca waiting for her reply.

She glanced over at him with a worried
look as she considered her mare. Dancing Rose was her favorite
horse and she was notorious at having problems with foaling. They’d
lost the last one and nearly lost Rose along with it. She couldn’t
afford to have the vet on stand by and was hoping her foreman could
handle it. She knew it wouldn’t hurt to have J.W. at least take a
look. He was an expert in horse breeding.

“I’d sure appreciate it if you would,
J.W. You know I can’t pay you anything, but I’d be happy to bake
you a couple of apple pies for your trouble,” Becca
said.

“Heck, for your apple pie, I’d be
willing to sleep in the barn with that horse of yours,” he
grinned.

Marcie looked from J.W. to Becca and
back again. What was going on with these two, she thought to
herself. As she stared at Becca, she noticed her friend didn’t
appear at all impressed with J.W.’s words. If anything, she was
oblivious to the interest he’d just showed in her. Looking back at
J.W., Marcie noted that he’d received the same
impression.

He mumbled something about stopping by
later and tipped his hat mockingly to Marcie as he turned to walk
away.

 


 


At that point, the pastor stepped out
of the church and saw him. J.W. was a member of the single’s group,
and another person that the pastor really wanted to see married.
The single life was draining the joy right out of the man and he
needed someone to come home to at the end of a hard day. The pastor
hurried over to tell J.W. about his latest idea for matchmaking. He
was really hoping the young man would be willing to give it a try
also.

Becca looked up at the sky and saw that
it was getting late. She really needed to get back home before
dark. Bidding Marcie good-bye, she slapped the reins on her horse
and headed off down the road. Her thoughts raced home ahead of her
and she threw up a quick prayer for Dancing Rose. She didn’t want
to think about losing anything else she cared about right
now.

Marcie stood outside watching her best
friend going away from her. She knew the burden her friend carried
was almost more than one woman could bear. She also knew the Lord
never gave someone more than they could carry.

With a quick prayer for her friend,
Marcie headed home to see to her parents’ supper. She knew there
wouldn’t be any until she got there to make it. Her mother was too
worn out to do much more than some sewing and knitting anymore. She
knew any marriage plans she would make would have to include room
for her parents. There wasn’t anyone else to see to them. She
wouldn’t leave them to live alone. They didn’t have much time left
in this world, but she would see them through to the end of their
days, so help her God.

 


 


Becca headed straight for the barn when
she got home. Her stomach was growling and breakfast seemed like an
awful long time ago, but Dancing Rose came first. She hurried down
the row of stalls to the last one where she heard the sound of
Liza’s voice. The little girl was speaking to the horse in her
singsong way that Becca loved.

She turned the corner of the stall to
see the horse lying on her side. Liza was sitting next to her head
in the straw. She had a bucket of water and a rag and was wiping
the horse’s face with it.

Dan, her foreman was sitting on a
bucket at the other end of the horse just watching. He could see
that the horse was laboring but she wasn’t make any progress. His
brow was furrowed with worry. This had gone on far too long and
both the mare and the foal were in distress. He wasn’t a vet and
didn’t really know how to help things along. He looked up as Becca
came around the corner and gave her a helpless shrug.

 


 


The three of them were still sitting
there an hour later when J.W. arrived. Dan looked relieved when he
saw the younger man. J.W. wasn’t a vet, but he knew more about
horses than most men Dan knew. He was the closest thing to ‘the
cavalry’ that Dan could have hoped for to arrive.

J.W. quickly assessed Dancing Rose’s
condition and the position of the foal. He quietly suggested to
Becca that now would be a good time to take Liza into the house for
something to eat but both of them just shook their heads no. This
was their ranch and their horse and both of them were committed to
seeing this through to whatever end the Lord saw fit to bring to
it.

He just shrugged and started rolling up
his sleeves. He asked Becca for some lard or cooking grease and she
hurried into the house for it.

 


 


When she came back with a bucket of
grease, he looked at her with a sly grin.

“I hope this isn’t going to affect that
promise about my pies,” he said.

Becca was flustered and worried about
the horse and began to stammer something about there being plenty
more grease in the house, but J.W. had already turned away from her
and begun to smear the grease on his arms and hands.

Becca was torn between turning away and
trying to shield Liza from seeing what would happen next. She put
her arm around her daughter, not sure if she was trying to comfort
the girl or find it for herself. Her stomach knotted in her throat
as the two men prepared to help Dancing Rose deliver her
foal.

It didn’t take more than a few minutes
for J.W. to right the foal in the birth canal and for the little
one to slip out onto the straw. The man showed Liza how to gently
scrub the baby with the straw to stimulate it to breath and soon
they all watched in awe as the mother began to lick her
baby.

Becca sat back in the straw and let out
a deep sigh of relief. The crisis was past and both of her horses
were fine. She gave a prayer of thanksgiving as a single tear
slipped down her cheek. She knew that Kevin would have been
shouting praises to the roof of the barn in this moment. She also
knew that if he’d been here there wouldn’t have been a crisis in
the first place. He always knew how to make things right from the
beginning.

 


 


Sunday morning, Becca struggled to make
Liza’s braids even. The girl’s hair was curly like her father’s and
Becca could never seem to get all of her hair going in the same
direction. Liza hated the fuss and would have been happier with
shorter hair.

The two of them were complete opposites
when it came to such things. Liza was a tomboy and loved riding her
horse and taking care of the animals. Becca loved baking and sewing
and pretty dresses.

She could only wonder what it would
have been like to have Kevin’s son. She’d lost the baby when she
was overcome with grief at her husband’s death. It was like a
double blow to have their two lives ripped away from her. Now it
was only her and Liza to fill their house and neither of them were
big enough to fill in all the gaps.

She hustled Liza out to the wagon
trying not to be late for church. She had forgotten the basket with
J.W.’s apple pie and had to hurry back to the house for it. She
knew he would be at church and didn’t want to have to make an extra
trip over to his ranch to deliver them. He’d been a good neighbor,
but something about his mannerisms made her feel very uncomfortable
around him. He was just too easy to like and she didn’t want to
like any man.

Carefully setting the basket behind the
seat, she climbed up next to her daughter. Liza was only nine, but
was as skilled as her mother at handling either a horse or a wagon.
Becca handed her the reins without comment and busied herself with
straightening her dress and her bonnet. She knew Liza would get
them to the church on time and without drama. She could count on
that.

 


 


Marcie was pulling up as Becca and Liza
arrived. The two women greeted each other happily and helped
Marcie’s parents down from the wagon. The five of them entered the
church together. Slipping into a pew near the back, Marcie
whispered questions into Becca’s ear as the pastor called the
meeting to order.

Becca almost missed the pastor’s
request for the single’s group to wait after the others had gone as
he had some brief business to discuss with them. They would all
rejoin the congregation outside for the church picnic within a few
minutes. She wondered what news he had that would require them to
be late for the picnic. This wasn’t the way things were usually
handled on a Sunday. Lost in her thoughts, she missed a goodly part
of the sermon and only caught the last prayer before the others
began to file out.

 


 


Marcie put Liza in charge of her
parents and sent them outside to the picnic. She and Becca slipped
up into the front pew to find out what the pastor wanted. He was
holding a stack of envelopes in his hand with their names scribbled
on them. He explained that the committee in Kansas City had
completed the matches and prepared the contact arrangements. It was
time for them to start the process of getting to know their
potential husbands.

He passed each of them the envelope
with their name on it and Becca hurriedly stuffed hers into her
pocket. Marcie was going to open hers right then, but when she saw
what Becca did, she followed suit and put it into her
bag.

“Aren’t you even the least bit curious
about this,” Marcie hissed.

Becca shrugged.

She stood up to head outside. As she
reached the door, she saw the pastor putting an envelope in J.W.’s
hand. He caught her looking at them and hurriedly stuffed it into
his pocket.

Marcie had caught up to her at the door
and slipped an arm through hers. The two of them stepped out into
the bright sunlight. Suddenly, the day seemed to hold the promise
of something new, something exciting. The two of them laughed as
they went in search of the rest of the family. There was no room in
their thoughts to worry about the letters for now.

 


 


After the picnic, Becca and Liza headed
towards their wagon to go home. Seeing J.W. getting ready to mount
up and ride off, Becca called out to him. He turned quickly at the
sound of her voice.

“J.W. I have something for you,” Becca
called.

She hurried over to her wagon to grab
the basket with the apple pie.

“I know I promised you two, but I
thought it might be better to space them out so you don’t have to
eat them all at the same time,” she babbled.

“That’s mighty thoughtful of you, ma’am
and I appreciate the consideration. It gives me something to look
forward to, now doesn’t it,” he grinned.

“It was my pleasure and the least I
could do since you saved my favorite horse and her foal,” Becca
said sincerely.

Liza jumped into the conversation with
a long description of how well the foal was doing and J.W. listened
to her words carefully. When she was done, he handed her the basket
and mounted his horse. Leaning over, he retrieved his apple pie
from her and tipped his hat to the two ladies.

He rode off without any further words
and Becca stood there feeling confused. She just didn’t understand
that man at all. He sure wasn’t much of a talker and his manners
were those of a cowboy living out among cattle. He wasn’t her kind
of man at all.

She could only wonder what kind of man
was in the envelope in her pocket. She also had to figure out how
she was going to present this new idea to Liza. The two of them
rarely talked about Kevin anymore, but Becca knew that Liza missed
having her father around. She had taken to hanging around Dan more
and more as she grew older. He was much older than Kevin and
treated her like his granddaughter, but Becca knew that Liza needed
that connection. Sadly, Becca knew what she really needed was a
father of her own.

 


 


Becca didn’t remember the letter in her
pocket until she was getting undressed for bed that evening. The
crinkle of paper in her skirt pocket reminded her of the mystery
man hiding inside. She pulled out the letter and smoothed it out on
her dresser. She felt a little bit like she was holding Pandora’s
box in her hand as she stood there looking at the
envelope.

She put on her nightgown and combed out
her hair trying to ignore the matter a few moments longer. She
briefly considered flinging the thing into the fireplace and
leaving the whole business unanswered but knew the pastor and his
wife would pursue the matter, forcing her to come up with some
excuse or even worse to lie, and she didn’t want that on her
conscience.

She picked up the envelope and sat down
on her bed. Moving the lamp a bit closer on the bedside table, she
slipped her fingernail under the corner of the flap and tore it
open. There were several sheets of paper inside and she scanned
through them quickly.

The first two sheets were from the
church committee detailing the instructions for communications. The
first steps were designed to give the two parties a chance to
correspond anonymously at first. If they found they had no interest
in getting to know each other, there would be no harm in not going
any further with the matter. They would only have the code numbers
that were assigned to them.

The second step would move them to
first names only and their letters would still pass through church
headquarters. They were encouraged to minimize any identifying
details until they felt comfortable enough to do so.

The second two sheets included a
summary sheet of details and interests that she shared in common
with the mystery man. She was instructed to write a letter to him
in order to learn more about his interests and ambitions in life.
It all seemed a bit contrived and controlled to her and she was
once again ready to toss the whole lot into the fireplace when a
single sentence caught her eye.

“Life without a family or someone to
love is like no kind of life at all,” he wrote.

These words tugged at Becca’s heart in
a way that nothing else could. She knew exactly what he meant in a
way she could never explain herself. She and Liza had a life, but
it wasn’t the life that she’d ever asked for or imagined for
herself or for her daughter.

In that moment, she realized that
Marcie, the pastor and his wife, they were all right. It was time
for her to move on. She opened the drawer on her bedside table and
pulled out a piece of paper. It was just a small beginning, but it
was enough, she thought.

 


 


Becca invited Liza to go into town with
her the next day to have lunch with Marcie. She wanted to post her
first letter and find out what her best friend’s thoughts were on
her own match.

Liza had her own plans for the day as
school would be starting soon and she wouldn’t be able to spend all
her time with the horses. She begged off on lunch and promised to
start supper before her mom returned from town.

Becca reluctantly agreed, as she
understood where her daughter’s heart lay. She also dreaded the
start of school. She knew that Liza would have to stay in town at
Marcie’s for days at a time when the snow was too deep to travel
back and forth safely. She would be alone out at the ranch except
for Dan and his wife. Their cabin was down near the river so it was
almost as if she would be completely alone. It was hard to fill
those days sometimes.

 


 


She hitched up the wagon and loaded up
some vegetables from the garden. She had an abundance of squash and
tomatoes and her cucumbers had overrun their end. It was a
challenge to get everything picked before it was falling off the
vines.

She had a good relationship with the
owner of the general store and he was happy to take everything she
could provide in trade for the things she needed. There were plenty
of people in town with no time or room for gardens, but a love for
fresh produce. It worked out well for everyone.

She set aside a large basket for Marcie
and her parents. Marcie worked as a seamstress and, between her
work and the care of her parents, gardening didn’t fit into her
schedule either. Becca was happy to fill in that gap and Marcie
kept her dresses from falling apart. She always pressed Becca to
let her do more, but Becca told her she had no need for frivolous
things. Life on a ranch didn’t lend itself to ribbons and bows or
fancy frocks.

Becca pointed the wagon towards town
and began to sing a simple song. Singing was the one thing that
could always lift her spirits and she sang whenever she found
herself alone. Marcie had tried to talk her into singing in the
church choir but Becca would have none of it. Just the thought of
all those faces being pointed in her direction made her skin crawl.
There was no way she could stand at the front of the church and
open her mouth. Singing for her was something personal between her
and God.

She loved to sing all kinds of songs
and it didn’t matter to her if it was in the right key or not.
Sometimes she didn’t even know the right words, so she just made up
her own. When she didn’t know the right tune, she’d make that up
too. She was happily singing a funny song about a train coming
round the mountain when she nearly ran smack dab right into
J.W.

He was so startled, he nearly fell off
his horse or so she thought. When she looked at him more closely,
she could see he was laughing so hard that this was the real reason
he’d nearly fallen off his horse. Worst of all, she realized he was
laughing at her!

Seeing the look on her face, he
struggled to contain his laughter, but that caused him to get the
hiccups and he started laughing again. She just sat on the wagon
seat getting redder and redder. She was in a quandary as to whether
she was embarrassed or angry and yet, as he kept laughing and
hiccupping, she got caught up and started to laugh too.

The two of them sat there laughing
until both of them realized what they were doing was silly. They
both simultaneously stopped laughing and stared at each other in
confusion.

“Uh, uh,” J.W. began, “I was heading
into town to mail a letter…”

“Oh, well, so was I,” Becca stammered.
“Why don’t I mail yours too?”

J.W. thought about this for a second
and reached into his saddlebag.

“I’m thinking you know what this is
about,” he said. “The pastor has helped me to find a mail order
bride with his new plan to get all the singles in church married
off.”

“Oh, right,” Becca said. “I’m in the
same boat. I hope it works out for you.”

“You too,” J.W. said as he handed over
his letter to her.

As he turned his horse to head back to
his ranch, he called out over his shoulder, “Oh, by the way, that’s
a mighty funny song you were singing!”

With that he kicked his horse into a
run and she swore she could hear him laughing as he disappeared in
a cloud of dust.

She fumed the rest of the way into town
over her neighbor and his bad timing. She could only wonder what
kind of woman would be able to put up with him.

 


 


Marcie came running outside as Becca
pulled up in the wagon. She had her own letter in hand, and the two
of them drove down to the general store to post their letters and
trade in Becca’s vegetables. Marcie looked surprised when Becca
pulled out two letters to post but no explanation was
forthcoming.

 


 


When they’d finished their business,
they headed down to the café to grab some lunch and compare notes.
There weren’t many details to discuss at this point so they talked
of other things instead. There was never a shortage of town gossip
and Marcie knew everyone and everything that was going on. The two
of them kept up a lively conversation until Becca realized how late
it was and decided she’d better head back home. She dropped Marcie
and her basket of produce off with a promise to see her soon and
pointed the wagon out of town.

Forgetting her morning encounter with
her irascible neighbor, Becca rehearsed all of her old favorites
along the way. She was quite pleased with her singing voice and her
horse didn’t seem to mind. She could only wonder what J.W. had
found so funny that he’d almost fallen off his horse. She pushed
the ornery fellow right out of her mind.

 


 


Good to her word, Liza had made a good
start on supper
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