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Healing the Widower's Heart
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Lincoln, Nebraska

May 18, 1868

Johanna dearly loved her father, but she also loved the times when he wasn’t around. He took his lunch break every day at precisely 12:35, which gave him ten minutes to walk to the cafe down the street and arrive at exactly quarter to one. He claimed that this was the best time to go, as it was late enough to avoid the early crowd yet not so late that they’d have run out of food. His German heritage revealed itself with this schedule, carefully kept day after day.

While he was out, Johanna was the only one in the office, which meant that—as far as she was concerned—she was the boss. She received the deliveries, when men would bring in the huge rolls of newsprint and the barrels of ink; she counted the copies that the afternoon boys would take around to hawk on the street corners; she even doled out cash to the occasional tipster who wanted to alert them to some juicy news story. She looked at all of this as good training for when she would take over the newspaper; of course, her father had never said that she was going to do so, but it never hurt to be prepared.

The best part was that all of these other duties gave her an hour away from working with the advertisements. The ads were a necessary and profitable part of the paper, to be sure; one could even argue that they were helping people by providing a service. The Lincoln Daily Bee was the city’s only paper, so if it didn’t exist, people wouldn’t be able to place their advertisements anywhere at all. And if that were the case, the city would be full of goods gone unsold and services gone unrendered. How could the telegraphy school find its new students? Where would Dr. Clark extoll the virtues of his Sure Cure for Colds? Imagine the horror, Johanna thought.

She went into the press room and examined the layout her father had put together before he stepped out. In addition to everything else she did in the office, Johanna was the copy editor. This was also not a job her father had assigned to her, but she took great pride in this unofficial—secret, actually—position, saving the people of Lincoln from her father’s sometimes wobbly spelling. She had just plucked out some extra vowels from the set type when she heard the bell over the front door.

“I’ll be right there,” she called, and wiped her fingers on her handkerchief, which had once been white but which now was a uniform gray. It drove her mother batty how she constantly had ink-stained fingers, but Johanna wouldn’t have had it any other way. She had grown up in her father’s office, and ink under her nails was as normal and natural to her as dirt would have been to a farmer.

“No need to rush,” the visitor called from the front. “I can wait.” He had a deep voice, so rich and rumbling that she could almost feel it in her tummy.

Johanna stuffed her handkerchief back into her sleeve and returned to the front office. The man who entered had just removed his hat and was using his fingers to comb back his thick hair; when he looked at her, she felt the oddest sensation as if she had met him before. Or perhaps it was merely that she would have liked to know him, as he was quite a handsome young man. He was older than she was by a few years, perhaps in his late twenties, and he was fit and lean, like he was used to working hard. His hair was as dark as she’d ever seen, like midnight on the prairie, but his eyes were the clear blue of the spring sky outside. All in all, he was quite a man to look at.

“What can I do for you?” She smiled brightly at him—she couldn’t help it—but he only gave her a quick, perfunctory smile, then looked at the floor.

“Is Gregor here?”

“No, he’s out for lunch,” she said. “But I can help you with anything you need.”

The man frowned. “I was looking to speak with him about placing an ad.”

Johanna’s smile dimmed a bit. So much for my escape today, she thought. “That’s fine,” she said. “You would have ended up talking to me anyway. I handle the ads.”

His frown deepened, and he grimaced slightly, as if that caused him some pain. “I didn’t know I’d be talking to you about it,” he said. “I mean, you being a lady and all.”

Well, now my curiosity is piqued, Johanna thought. Just what kind of ad is he going to run? One thing about working that section was that it certainly taught you a lot about people. She never would have guessed that the wide world of human emotions and behavior could be so easily summed up in a few inches of newsprint, but she had seen it all, from the mundane to the mysterious, from hilarious to heartbreaking. “I assure, you, sir, there’s no need to worry,” she said. “I’ve been doing this a long time, and whatever you’re here for, I’ve probably already written an ad for it. No need to be shy. I’m Johanna, by the way. Gregor’s daughter.”

“I’m Deere,” he said. “Nelson Deere.”

Johanna extended her arm toward the small desk against the wall. “Should we sit down and get this ad written?”

His face barely changed, but after a moment he nodded. “All right, then.”

When they were both seated, Johanna withdrew a sheet of paper from the drawer, along with a pencil. “So what kind of advertisement do you need?” she asked, studying Nelson closely. It was a bit of a game she played; after years of experience, she was remarkably good at guessing what brought her customers into the office. Nelson was dressed plainly, in a long-sleeved cotton shirt and brown denim pants; his clothes were clean but certainly not the sort of thing one would wear working in a bank, for example. He was given away by a bit of dirt on his hands. A farmer, Johanna thought. Or a rancher. He’s probably wants an ad for a stud bull, and thinks I’m too delicate to discuss such a thing.

“I need a woman,” he said.

All right, so I was wrong. Johanna tried to hide the surprise she was feeling. It certainly wasn’t the first time somebody had placed an ad looking for a mate, but she’d never had one from a man who would probably attract more attention than he could handle simply by walking down the street. Maybe I’m misunderstanding him, she thought. He said he needed a woman, not necessarily a wife.

“What do you want a woman for?”

His cheeks went slightly pink. “The usual things,” he said, and then dropped his gaze to the floorboards. “Are you sure your father isn’t around?”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Deere,” she said, as she blushed along with him. “I just didn’t know if you meant you wanted a nanny, or a housekeeper or something. But you want a wife, is that right?”

He nodded.

“Very well. I’m going to take a few notes and we can get your ad in the paper by tomorrow morning,” she said. “Tell me a bit about yourself. How old are you, what do you do, and so on.”

He took a deep breath before beginning, as if this were a conversation he really would rather not have with her. “I’m twenty-seven,” he said. “I’ve got a little farm out past Ronnie Wilson’s property, if you know where that is.”

“Sure,” Johanna said. “What do you grow?”

“Corn, mostly. This year, rye too,” he said. “And a lot of weeds.”

She grinned at his joke, though he did not. “Tell me, what are you looking for?” This was where matrimonial ads got interesting. It was fascinating, really, to see what different men considered attractive qualities in a mate. Some men wanted slender girls, while others liked those who had more meat on their bones. Men typically wanted younger wives, though she also had plenty of them looking for more experienced women. Short or tall, reserved or gregarious, smart or simple; she had heard pretty much everything, and taste wasn’t even something you could guess at. There was just too much variety in the world. The only constant among all the men looking for wives was that their first thoughts were of physical beauty, followed by skill in the kitchen. “In a wife, I mean. What kind of girl should she be?”

A faraway look came into Nelson’s eyes, and he paused before he spoke. “She should be...happy,” he said.

“Happy?”

“Cheerful,” he said. “Optimistic. I have to confess, I’m not naturally that way myself, but I want to bring some balance to my home. And she should have a good head on her shoulders. I don’t want one of these women who only go along with what the man says; I want her to have her own thoughts, her own opinions.”

Johanna started making notes as he spoke. A cheerful, bright, opinionated woman, she thought. And to think I took him for a rancher here about a bull. “You have some very specific ideas about what you want,” she said. “I have to say, it’s a bit unusual. Most men come in here and they just want a pretty girl who can cook and fix holes in their clothes.”

For the first time since he’d arrived at the office, Nelson smiled. “I can imagine that would satisfy a lot of guys.”

“But you...well, you’re unique among all my clients. You seem very thoughtful. It’s nice to see that in a man.” His eyes, as clear and inviting as a stream on a summer day, captured her just then, and she found herself staring for longer than she intended.

“What else would you like to know?” he asked.

“Oh, uh...just a few more things,” Johanna said. “People like to know about height, weight and things like that.” While they talked, she wrote down the rest of the information that she needed without really paying attention. It was hard to become too concerned with the tiny details when the big picture was so captivating.

“Oh, and there’s one more thing that I forgot to ask,” she said as she neared the bottom of her sheet. “I’m assuming that you’ve never been married?”

His eyes clouded as if with pain, and he was quiet for a long moment. “I was married,” he finally said, though his voice was only a whisper compared to its usual richness. “But my wife died.”

Johanna sucked in a breath. “Oh, Mr. Deere, I’m so sorry,” she said. “This must be very difficult. Do you mind if I ask when it happened?”

“Five years ago. Since then I’ve just been putting all my energy into the farm,” he said. “But it’s come to a point when I just can’t stand being alone out there anymore.”

“You don’t have any children?”

“We were going to. She was with child when she passed on,” he said. His eyes flickered from hers, like he couldn’t stand to admit what had happened. “I wanted kids. It just didn’t work out.”

“Mr. Deere....” Her voice trailed off, as there was nothing she could say to salve that wound. Johanna stared down at the notes she had written. Black hair. Tall. Wants cheerful girl. It all seemed so silly now.

She had worked on countless ads over the years. Most were straightforward sales pitches, dull and plain. Others were personal, like the matrimonials; they were frequently interesting, occasionally intriguing, and sometimes even funny. But never before had she worked on an ad that made her want to cry.

This poor man, she thought, stealing a glance at Nelson. Here he had gone through something so terrible and all she could do was write a matrimonial ad for him. It seemed ridiculous. Worse than that, actually. It was pathetic. “I can’t tell you how sorry I am to hear about all this,” she said, unable to keep a tremor out of her voice as she spoke.

“No, I’m sorry, Johanna,” he said. “I didn’t mean to upset you. It’s tough business, that’s for sure.”

“I really hope things work out for you.”

He took a deep breath and then cleared his throat, as if to turn the conversation back to less painful territory. “Yeah, I hope so too,” he said. “It would be nice to have somebody else out there with me. Right now it’s just me and the corn.”

“And the weeds.”

He gave her a soft smile. “And those. Lots of ‘em, unfortunately,” he said. “Speaking of that, I should get back to work.” He nodded toward her paper. “Anything else you need to know?”

She briefly looked at her notes. “No, that should be enough,” she said. “Give me a minute to write up the ad and you can see how it’ll look in the paper.” She took out another sheet of paper and began writing. This was the easy part. All the matrimonial ads essentially followed the same formula; once you knew the particulars, it was easy to write an eye-catching paragraph.

“How much is this going to cost?”

“Ten cents a word, charged by the week, but we can take care of that later on,” she said. “How does this look?” she asked as she slid the paper across to him, where she had written:

A widower from Lincoln, age 27 and 6 feet tall, 170 pounds, of very attractive appearance and with his own means, would like to correspond with some young woman in the County with a view to a matrimonial engagement. She should be compatible in age, and should be optimistic, intelligent and mistress of her own opinions.

He nodded as he finished reading. “Looks fine, I guess,” he said. “Do you really think I’m very attractive?”

“What?”

“You wrote ‘very attractive’, instead of just ‘attractive’,” he said.

“I did?” She pulled the paper back and quickly crossed out the word, hoping that her cheeks weren’t glowing as brightly as she suspected. “I’ll take that out. It’ll save you a dime.”

He chuckled, and when she glanced up she saw that his eyes were full of a warm light. “Well, you have my information,” he said, as he got to his feet. “I’ll be waiting to hear from you, then.”

She also stood and stuck out her hand. “Good afternoon, Mr. Deere.”

“Goodbye, Johanna.” His touch was warm when he shook her hand, and his grasp lingered a bit longer than was strictly necessary. Or maybe that was me, she thought. It’s tough to say.

When he left the office, she grabbed his ad and went to the window, where she watched as he crossed the street and mounted a fine mustang. If possible, he cut an even more attractive figure in the saddle than he did on foot, and once he had disappeared from view she reread his advertisement. No, she thought, I need to put that ‘very’ back in there.

She was still at the window when her father stepped into the office a minute later. “How was lunch, Papa?” she asked.

“Fine, fine,” Gregor murmured as he walked to his desk and stared at the papers piled there. “Say, I saw a man leave here just now,” he said. “What did he want?”

Johanna looked down at the information she had written about Nelson. It would make for a medium-sized advertisement, and as they currently had only two others placed in the matrimonial section—both for much older men—his would stand out. He might find a taker even tomorrow, Johanna thought. And if not then, certainly by the end of the week.

A handsome man, self-sufficient, with the means to start and support a family. Tortured by the pain of a tragic loss and in need of a woman’s love to make him whole again. Yes, he’ll be snapped up almost before he knows it. Unless for some reason his ad goes missing. She carefully folded the paper and tucked it into her sleeve.

“Nothing I couldn’t handle,” she said.

~ ~ ~
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IT WAS A BEAUTIFULLY warm and bright day, with only a pair of fluffy white clouds hanging in the sky and a light breeze washing over the land. It would have been perfect weather for lounging beside the creek, enjoying a picnic, or perhaps for going for a stroll and hunting wild asparagus along the roadside. On the other hand, it was actually a bit too warm to be comfortable for a three-mile walk out to Nelson Deere’s farm, but that was what Johanna was doing, nonetheless.

She wiped the perspiration from her brow again and, not for the first time, thanked God that she had remembered the parasol. I’d have been quite well-done by the time I arrived, if not for that, she thought. As she looked out across the fields, she could finally just see the roofline of a house up over the next rise. She was passing between the Wilson farm and the Marks ranch, which meant that the place ahead was Nelson’s.

Just thinking about the fact that she was so close to his house—that, if everything went according to plan, she would see him shortly—was enough to make her stomach clench up from nervousness. He would want to know, of course, why his ad hadn’t appeared in the paper. Johanna wasn’t certain that he had even seen the Bee yet, but she had never known a client not to go looking for the ads they paid for, so she assumed that Nelson would do the same. She had stayed up half the night thinking about how to explain things, and in the end she had come up with a plan that she was sure would work.

The answer, she had planned to tell him, was that there was a problem with the assembly of the newspaper; not all of the classified ads had made it into the edition that he saw. They had instead sent out a supplement with the advertisements, but not everybody received that, apparently. If he mentioned that he had seen the following day’s paper as well, and still failed to find his ad, she would explain how the type pieces had gone missing that afternoon, preventing her father from laying out the text of several items, including his ad. In fact, if Nelson had seen the Bee for each of the four days since his visit to the office, Johanna had come up with a response to explain why his ad hadn’t run. This morning, however, she had decided to scrap all her stories and just tell him the truth.

While she walked along the wheel ruts that led from the trail up to Nelson’s house, she could feel her heart pounding in her chest. She tried to distract herself from her nerves by studying his home. It was a sod house, but nicely done, with glass windows and a wooden door. Some soddies were built with the turf sloppily piled row upon row, giving the look of a wall perennially about to fall down on itself, but Nelson’s house had been built with sod bricks cut precisely and laid with care. It was larger than many of the farm houses in Lancaster County, which struck her as odd.

So much room for one man, she thought, and then felt a sinking feeling within. Except that he must have built it when he had a wife, and maybe his baby on the way. She glanced up at the sod roof, where the spring grass was already thick and green. A few clumps of pink phlox bloomed there as well, and she couldn’t help but wonder if it had been Nelson’s wife who had planted it.

She took a quick glance out across the fields as she neared the door. It had been a warm spring and thus the corn had been planted early. She could see rows of tender plants running across the land, like threads of green woven into a rich brown blanket. She was hoping that since the planting was finished, Nelson would be at home instead of out in the fields. But there’s only one way to find out, she thought as she knocked and waited.

In only a moment, the door opened and she felt a rush of excitement as she laid eyes on Nelson again. He obviously hadn’t been expecting company, as he was unshaven, his suspenders were hanging loose from his waistband, and he held a tin cup of coffee in one hand.

He blinked a couple of times and his brow furrowed, as if he weren’t sure who he was looking at. “Miss Heinz? What are you doing here?”

“Good morning, Mr. Deere,” she said, trying to erase the nerves from her voice. “I, uh...I was just in the area and I thought I’d stop by to talk about your ad.”

If he had looked slightly confused to see her in the first place, that expression only deepened now. He stepped outside and looked around. “Did you walk all the way out here from town?”

“Yes, I did,” she said. “It’s such a lovely day for a stroll, I thought I’d take advantage of it.” At that moment, a drop of sweat leaped from her hairline and rolled down her forehead, across the bridge of her nose. She swiped it away, though not before he followed it with his eyes.

“Would you like something to drink?” he asked. “I just made some cof—”

“Water,” she said. “Water would be excellent, if you don’t mind.”

“Sure thing. Come on inside,” he said. “We’ll get out of the sun and have a chat. I’m just going to run and fill the water pail.”

While he went out to the pump, Johanna took a seat at the small kitchen table and looked around. She had expected that the interior of the house would be one large room, like most soddies, but in fact it was divided into at least four that she could see: the kitchen, what looked like a sitting room just down the hall, and what she guessed were two bedrooms.

The care that Nelson had put into the exterior of the soddy showed on the inside as well. The house had a plank floor and plaster walls, so that it was much brighter and cleaner than she’d been expecting. It looked quite cozy, in fact. All he needs is a family to turn it from a house back into a home, she thought.

After a minute, Nelson returned with a pail of water, and he used a ladle to fill a tall glass for her. The water was cold and sweet, and she had to restrain herself from downing all of it in just one gulp. After the walk out to the farm, she almost would have traded the glass for the pail itself.

“So what is it that you wanted to talk about? Is there a problem with my ad?” He poured himself another splash of coffee and took a seat across from her.

“In a way,” she said. “I mean, the problem isn’t with your ad. Quite the opposite. I think it’s very effective, and I’m sure that it would attract a number of replies.”

“Would attract,” he said. “You mean it’s not doing that yet?”

“No, it’s not.”

His eyes narrowed. “Why not?”

“Well, it hasn’t actually appeared yet.”

“What? You mean nobody’s even seen it?”

“No, people have seen it,” she said. “Of course people have seen it. You saw it, I saw it....”

He set down his cup and raised his eyebrows. “You’re saying that you didn’t publish my ad?”

Johanna sighed as she drummed her fingers on the table. “That’s what I’m saying.” She found it impossible to look him in the eye, but after a minute of silence, she found it impossible not to. “After we talked the other day, it just seemed to me that you don’t need that ad.”

He snorted. “How else do you suggest I find a woman?”

“Let me put that another way,” she said. “You don’t need that ad anymore. It worked already.”

His eyes clouded, and he cocked his head to the side. “How is that possible? You’re the only woman who’s seen it.”

Johanna took a deep breath, swallowed hard and put on her brightest, most optimistic smile. “And I think I’m the woman for you,” she said.

~ ~ ~
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NELSON RUBBED HIS JAW as he considered what Johanna had said. He never imagined that an ad for a wife would get him a reply so fast, especially without it appearing in print. “Are you serious? We hardly know each other,” he said.

“Well, that’s kind of how these ads work,” Johanna said. “You usually don’t get replies from people you already know.”

His face reddened. “No, I know, I just mean...I don’t know what I mean,” he finally allowed. “I’m just surprised, I guess. Are you really serious?”

“I am,” she said. “Think of it like this: instead of having to wait for an answer, you already got one. If you want, I can even still run it in the paper for you...but I’m hoping that won’t be necessary.”

He reached for his cup and took a long sip of coffee, just to give himself a moment to think. The surprise at her reason for calling was one thing, but aside from that he was happy to see Johanna again, even if he hadn’t been thrilled about setting up his ad with her in the first place. Just having to place an ad for a woman in the first place was embarrassing enough without having to explain it to a beautiful girl—and she was definitely beautiful.

She was the kind of young woman that really fired up his imagination. A lot of the girls he saw when he went into town were too skinny for his taste, either from too much work or too little food. Johanna, however, still had a bit of baby fat on her, which was very endearing. The walk to the farm had given her a touch of pink in the cheeks, nicely complementing her light blonde hair, and as he looked into her eyes he suddenly felt his pulse begin to race.

In the newspaper office, the light had been poor and he’d been distracted anyway by the whole process. He hadn’t been examining Johanna closely. Now, though, here in his light-filled kitchen, he saw that her eyes were hazel. Just like Virginia. It felt like all the air had seeped out of the room, and he had to fight to take a full breath.

Nelson tore his eyes away from hers. It was the only way to regain control of his thoughts. “Johanna, I really don’t know what to say,” he said. “When I placed that advertisement, I wasn’t expecting, well, you.”

“Maybe not, but when you described what you wanted in a wife, you were describing me,” she said. “I’m cheerful, I’m educated, and my father will tell you that I don’t mind offering my opinion about everything. Even when it’s not asked for.”

“I’m sure that’s all true,” he said. “But—”

“I’m only twenty-three. Young and healthy. Just the right age to get married, in fact.”

“Yes, you are, but—”

“There’s no rush, of course. We can take as long as you want. The only thing I can see stopping us is if you...well, if you don’t think I’m pretty enough,” she said. Her gaze fell from his for a moment, but quickly recovered. “Am I not pretty?”

He paused to consider her and found himself fighting for breath again. “You are very, very pretty,” he finally said. “But....”

“But what?”

It was a good question she had. I was looking for a particular kind of woman, and she literally showed up on my doorstep, he thought. Isn’t she exactly what I was looking for in a girl, and beautiful to boot? There was no argument left to make; Johanna had preempted everything perfectly. The simple truth was that she was, in fact, a better match than he expected.

“But nothing,” he said. “You’re right. Let’s try.”

Her eyes went wide. “Honest?”

“Miss Heinz, would you mind terribly much if I began to call on you?”

She practically leaped out of the chair. “I just knew this was going to work out!” Her smile had been bright before, but now it was positively sunlike. “You won’t regret this, I promise you. I’m so excited!”

“I am, too,” he said, and he matched her grin. Truth be told, it did feel good. Scary, but good.

“My parents are going to be shocked. And happy. They were thinking I’d never get married,” she said.

“Really? Is there something I should be worried about?”

She slapped his shoulder lightly. “Not for anything bad,” she said. “Because I’m too choosy. Anyway, I’m going to go tell them.”

“Not walking, you’re not,” he said. “I’ll get the runabout hitched up and take you into town.” He opened the door and was about to follow her outside, when he turned and spotted the tintype photograph that was hanging in the hall. Forgive me, Virginia, he thought, then stepped out into the sunshine.

~ ~ ~
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“ARE YOU NERVOUS?”

“Of course not,” Nelson said. “It’s not the first time I’m doing this, in case you forgot.”

“So why are you fiddling with your tie like that, then?”

Nelson turned away from the mirror, where he indeed had been adjusting his tie again, and looked at his father. “All right, maybe I’m a little excitable.”

Aaron chuckled. “You have every right to be.” He came closer and squared his son’s jacket on his shoulders, brushing off a bit of lint from the lapel. “Getting married is a big step. But at the same time, you already know that. And Johanna’s a lovely girl.”

“That she is,” Nelson murmured. “You don’t think we’re rushing into this?”

“For two people who really belong together, an hour is enough time to tell,” he said. “And then you have people like me and your mother. She’s still not sure if I’m the one for her, and we’ve been together thirty years.”

Nelson laughed. “Well, to be honest, I was sure right quick that I liked Johanna. I figured a month was enough time to figure out just how much.”

His dad nodded. “I’m sure you’re right.”

“The only thing I was worried about was...well, about Virginia.”

Aaron laid a hand on Nelson’s shoulder, and his eyes filled with a tenderness that was unusual for a parent speaking to his adult son. “What about her?”

“I can’t help thinking that maybe I shouldn’t be doing this.”

His father smiled. “Well, at least you’re giving yourself plenty of time to think it over before the wedding,” he said. “You’re getting married in what, fifteen minutes?”

“Some timing, huh?” Nelson rubbed his forehead. There was a hint of a dull ache behind his eyes, same as he’d been feeling for weeks now.

“Son, listen to me. This is a hard day for everybody who knew Virginia, but the fact is that she’s gone,” Aaron said. “Anything that happens now, anything you do or don’t do, that won’t affect the bond you had with her. It’s this perfect thing, whole and complete, and it’s going to remain unspoiled forever.” He leaned closer and quickly hugged his boy, giving him a kiss on the cheek. “Now you finish doing whatever you need to do. I’m going to go find your mother.”

“Thanks, Dad.” As soon as his father left, Nelson turned back to the mirror and undid his tie again. “Everything will be fine,” he murmured, as if trying to convince himself that it was true.

~ ~ ~
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JOHANNA WASN’T THE most sensitive girl in Nebraska, nor Lincoln, nor even her own house. Her friends, in fact, were sometimes annoying with how easily they showed themselves overcome by emotion; she had some acquaintances for whom fainting couches must have been expressly designed. Nevertheless, there were times when even Johanna let her emotions overcome her, and this was coming close to one of those times.

While she walked down the aisle, nodding and smiling at the guests, trying to recall the names of the distant relations she hadn’t seen in years—not to mention the names of all of Nelson’s relatives—and timing her steps to the music like they’d rehearsed, it was all she could do to keep from tearing the veil off her head, lobbing the bouquet at the nearest girl, and taking off running out the church doors.

Except that’s not really the way I’d run, she thought. I’d race up to the altar and get this thing started. She paused her nodding and smiling at the guests and looked up the aisle to where Nelson stood. He really was a fine-looking man, and more so when he was all cleaned up like this: he was wearing a dark suit that complemented his lean, muscular build, a brand-new white shirt and a blue bow tie that, even from halfway down the aisle, brought out his eyes. There he is, she thought. My husband.

That thought—that within the hour she would be a married woman—hit her like a gust of wind. As much as she wanted it, it was still an awfully big change coming up. It wasn’t until Nelson had cocked his head at her, smiling, that she realized that she had come to a stop there in the middle of the church.

The music continued on, but after taking a step or two again, Johanna realized that she had lost the rhythm entirely. Oh well, she thought. I’m a lot of things, but graceful isn’t high on the list. While the guests tittered, she charged ahead, ignoring the music and arriving at the altar in just a moment. Doesn’t matter how I got here, she thought. The only thing that matters is that I’m at his side.

The minister cleared his throat. “Proverbs tells us,” he began, “that he who finds a wife, finds a good thing.”

After that, Joanna could scarcely remember a single thing he said for the rest of the ceremony. It wasn’t that she was entirely overwhelmed, though there was perhaps a touch of that. Instead, as she stood there with Nelson, so close to taking him into her life and becoming part of his, she found it difficult to concentrate. She felt herself filling with a joy she had never felt before, as if she were about to accomplish something that she had been meant to do. Just looking at him gave her butterflies in the belly, and she found it impossible to remove her grin.

She didn’t come back to herself until several minutes later, when she noticed that the minister had fallen quiet, and he was looking at her with an odd expression. Expectant, almost. Like he’s waiting for me.

He raised his eyebrows. “I asked, you, Johanna, if you’ll take this man for your lawful husband,” he said. “I’m assuming that’s why you’re here.”

“Oh!” For the first time, she wished that the veil was just a little bit thicker so as better to hide her face. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I absolutely do.”

“I’m pleased to hear it,” the minister said.

“Me too,” Nelson murmured, winking at her.

Johanna made it through the rest of her vows with no further problems, and began to breathe easier when the minister turned to Nelson.

“And you, Nelson, do you take Johanna for your lawful wife?”

“I do,” he said. His gaze never wavered from Johanna. His eyes were the crystalline blue of a winter sky, but she saw only warmth in them now.

“Do you swear to honor her and forever cherish her in your heart?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Do you promise to love her and no one else, as long as you shall live?”

For the briefest moment, it
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