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The Lord’s Perfect Gift – The Woman With
Polio & The California Farmer


Synopsis: The Lord’s Perfect Gift – The Woman
With Polio & The California Farmer - A woman with polio takes
the long journey by train to her mail order husband, a farmer in
California. She hasn’t told him about her polio, or the fact that
she may not be able to have children, but from the beginning he
shows her nothing but love and kindness. When she opens up and is
truly able to tell him her secret, she is afraid that means she
will be sent away.

 


 


1890 California

 


Nervous expectation welled up in Annie
Hurly’s chest. The weight of her secret caused an overwhelming
feeling of nausea and she rested a hand on her abdomen to quell the
sensation. The conductor had said they would be arriving in
Roseville within the hour; less than an hour to prepare herself. It
was moments like this that she should have turned her thoughts to
prayer, but that had been her response less and less of late.

Instead, she turned her gaze to the
countryside that passed by in a vibrant green blur. It reminded
Annie she was no longer anywhere near the hustle and bustle of New
York. The thought both comforted and terrified her. She had nothing
to go back to and everything to lose. Had she made the right
decision?

Before long the train was slowing to a stop.
It was the decisive moment.

The seam cleared and Annie slowly made her
way onto the platform, one of the younger attendants at her
side.

“Who are you meeting again, miss?” the young
boy asked.

“A Mr. Williams.” His name caught in her
parched mouth.

“I know Roy,” the boy smiled. “He grows the
best carrots in all the West coast I’d say.”

She smiled, grimacing at the pain shooting up
her leg.

“If you want to take a seat, I can go search
for him if you’d like?”

She smiled. “That would be very kind. Thank
you.”

The boy ran off and Annie rubbed a hand over
her leg, forcing herself to keep her breathing steady. Her eyes
roamed the passengers exiting the train to those awaiting their
arrival. One man stepped off the train and was immediately wrapped
in a woman’s arms. The smile on his face betrayed his appreciation
at the welcome.

Annie sighed. Would Roy love her that much
some day?

A group of young men parted and she saw the
boy coming back, a tall man trailing behind him. The man’s broad
shoulders and thick arms bespoke of a life spent on hard work. She
caught her breath when his gaze reached her. His eyes held kindness
and his bright smile contrasted against the deep tan of his
skin.

He was so handsome.

“Miss Hurly?” He pulled off a sweat-stained
hat and made a small bow toward her.

She blushed immediately at his curtsey and
struggled to stand.

He was at her side instantly. “Are you all
right?”

“I—” the boy stood near by and she hesitated.
It was embarrassing enough to admit her lie to Roy let alone in
front of a stranger.

As if sensing her unease, Roy turned to the
boy, his hand still gently gripping her arm. “Thanks Ernest. I’ll
be taking Miss Hurly straight to the church.”

The boy grinned, “Congratulations Roy! See
you around.” Ernest left, whistling as he went.

Annie felt the heat of Roy’s hand on her arm
and swallowed. She needed to tell him the truth, but she was so
embarrassed.

“Why don’t we sit for a moment,” Roy’s brows
creased, concern evident on his features.

“Thank you.” She sat abruptly in a very
unladylike manner, avoiding Roy’s gaze. “I have something I need to
tell you.”

“What is it?” His green eyes, almost as
vibrant as the fields she’d seen from the train, held concern and a
depth of compassion she hadn’t expected. In fact, it unnerved her
he was so calm.

“I…” she stared, unsure of how to explain.
“I’m not, well, that is to say, I have…” The words wouldn’t come.
They logged in her throat and she felt the pressure of tears in her
eyes.

“Annie,” his gaze shifted before turning back
to her, “May I call you Annie?”

“Yes, of course.” At her words his smile
returned in full force.

“Annie, you can tell me anything. I mean
that. I know we haven’t known each other long, but I’ve felt a
connection to you from your letters. I thank the Lord for that. I
believe what the Good Book says about loving your wife, which I aim
to make you within the hour, and I want to do everything in my
power to show you that love.”

His bold statement took her by surprise.
Could he really mean what he was saying? She too had felt an almost
unnatural connection to him through their letters, but she had felt
certain things would change when he knew she had lied to him. Would
that prove to be true? Or were his words indication that he really
did want to love her as the Bible said?

Feeling boldness swelling at his statement
Annie took a deep, fortifying breath.

“When I was a child I fell ill.” She
swallowed, noticing the instant concern in his eyes. “I suffered
from Polio and am…I—I’m crippled; to an extent.”

She watched as his eyes widened and flickered
to her legs. “But, but you were standing.”

“I can walk short distances with a cane but
it’s very taxing.” The tears she’d held at bay snaked down her
cheeks and she brushed them away. “I’m sorry for not telling you,
Roy. It was wrong of me to keep this from you but I…I was afraid
you would reject me if you knew and I had no other option.”

His silence caused anxiety to well up inside
of her and she risked a glance at him. The look on his face shocked
her though.

“I’m sorry you felt like you couldn’t be
honest with me.” He gently reached up and brushed a strand of hair
behind her ear. “I care about the woman who wrote letters to me—
everything about that woman. Who am I to pick and choose who the
Lord brings to me?”

His faith stunned her. She’d grown up
attending services and believing in the Lord, but often times she
struggled to believe that He was good or that He cared about her.
How could he care as much as everyone said he did and allow her to
suffer as she had?

And yet, here was a man who was accepting all
of who she was. Could it be true?

“Really?”

“Yes.” His eyes searched hers.

“I—I can’t believe that you would feel this
way. I had only hoped…” She’d only hoped he would learn to forgive
her in time. Never in her wildest dreams had she imagined this
response.

“I only have one thing to say.” His gaze
locked with hers.

“What is that?”

“Will you be my wife?”

Hope threatened to burst through the cracks
in the walls of Annie’s heart at his words. She still held doubts,
but knew she only had one response. “I will.”

 


 


Roy eased his arm around his wife. His wife!
The ceremony had been short and to the point, but no less sweet to
his ears.

The grin that spread across his face
permeated his entire being. He didn’t think it was possible to be
happier. God had granted his longest held prayer request – a woman
to love.

Even now, as Annie stared wide-eyed around
town as they headed out toward his homestead, he felt a deep love
for her begin to grow. A confirmed bachelor, Roy had given up hope
of finding a wife. He’d poured his heart and soul into the land,
finding his purpose in tilling the soil. The Lord had blessed his
endeavors and rewarded him with a thriving orchard and produce
stand that supplied many who lived in town, but it was lonely
work.

That would all change now. Now that he had
Annie.

“Are we going far?” Her sweet voice floated
over the breeze to him and his heart swelled again.

“Not too far. I built the house closer to the
main road but the property stretches out far behind. Lots of good
land that provides abundantly. God is good.”

When she didn’t reply he sent a sideways
glance her way. What was on her mind? His mother had always told
him a woman was complex, like the layers of an onion. The skin on
the outside may be tough to withstand the dirt, but once you peeled
that away you found something pearly white and beautiful.

What was hiding beneath Annie’s exterior?

“How was your trip? I’m sure you’re
exhausted. I hope it wasn’t to difficult for you.”

“It was long.” She clenched her fingers in
her lap. “But it wasn’t too hard. Thank you for making all of the
arrangements.”

“It was a pleasure. What did you do to pass
the time?”

“I brought a book with me to read during the
journey. It—it was a gift from my mother before she died.”

Roy remembered the fact that her mother had
passed away several months ago and his heart broke to hear the
sadness in her voice.

“What book was that?”

“It’s titled Pride and Prejudice. A
fascinating tale.”

“I’m glad you were able to enjoy it.”

Roy was tempted to ask her to tell him about
it, but he wondered if his questions were becoming overwhelming to
her. They had time to get to know one another. No need asking
everything on his mind right this moment.

The sound of the hoof beats created a steady
rhythm to the silence. Soon the short driveway to the house
approached and he turned the horse, watching to see Annie’s
reaction.

“You built this?”

The pleasure of her appreciative words spread
the heat of pride through his chest. “I did, with a little help. I
stayed in that,” he indicated a small shack to the side, “while we
worked.”

He watched as she took in the surroundings.
The tall trees to the north side of the property, the small kitchen
garden that supplied the house with fresh vegetables, and the fruit
trees out back that were just visible beyond the house.

“I like it here.”

He grinned admitting, “Me too.”

Pulling up to the house, the wagon jostled
them together and she righted her self quickly, but not before he
heard her sharp intake of breath. She was in pain. He needed to get
her inside so she could rest.

“Let me help you down.” Roy jumped to the
ground and skirted around the wagon to help lift Annie from the
high seat. She weighed less than a sack of potatoes and he mentally
noted that he’d need to make sure she was eating enough.

“Thank you.” She stood on unsteady legs and
he quickly handed her the bent cane. She immediately leaned heavily
on it.

“Here, let me help.” Without thought, he
leaned over and swooped her into his arms, her surprised
exclamation causing him to laugh.

He strode through the door, careful not to
hit her legs on the frame, and gently deposited her in the parlor
on top of a cushioned chase lounge.

Expecting a gracious reply he beamed down at
her but sobered quickly. Her face was bright red and tears filled
her eyes.

“Annie,” he knelt in front of her, gently
drawing her hands into his, “What’s wrong? Did I hurt you?”

She withdrew her hand from his and wiped at
the tears. “How humiliating.”

Her words were so soft he’d almost missed
them. Humiliating? “What do you mean?”

There was sorrow in her eyes and she turned
her face away from him. He didn’t move, unsure of what to do
next.

Lord, show me what to say—what to do.

Finally, she turned back to him, color still
filling her normally pale cheeks making her beauty even more
evident. “I can’t help but think I’ve ruined your life.”

Her words were like a splash of cold water.
“Whatever do you mean?”

“Look at me,” the tears flowed freely. “I
can’t even walk into your house. How will I ever be a good wife for
you? I will always let you down.”

Her words and emotion felt like a punch to
the gut—swift and stifling. Here he’d thought she regretted saying
yes to him but instead she thought he was disappointed in her.

Feeling more confident by the second, Roy
assumed the seat next to her and gently took both of her hands in
his.

“Annie, look at me,” he waited until her
sky-blue eyes reached his, glistening with tears. “Believe me when
I say this, you are a gift from God to me. I know this won’t be
easy and I plan to give you as much time as you need to…well, to
adjust to this new life, but I don’t ever want you thinking that
you’ve let me down.”

He prayed that the Lord would convince her of
the truth of his words.

“If I’m a gift, then God gives broken,
damaged ones.”

He grimaced inwardly at her words. They spoke
of what she thought was true, and that saddened Roy.

“No. He gives perfect gifts to those He
loves. You are my perfect gift.”

The vulnerability that he saw in her face
broke him. Slowly, as he would approach a startled horse, he
reached up to gently cup her face. Then, emboldened by the fact
that she hadn’t backed away, he leaned in and kissed her gently on
the lips.

He only lingered a moment before pulling
back, careful not to frighten her. He wouldn’t demand anything of
her and knew she would need time to adjust to life in California as
well as life with him.

The blush returned, but so did a small smile.
He felt the victory but determined he would show her, no matter
what, that she was the Lord’s perfect gift for him.

 


 


Annie felt the sharp spike of pain jolt
through her leg as she sat up the next morning. Letting out a
groan, she eased both of her legs to the ground and braced herself
for the additional wave of pain that would come when she stood.

She dressed slowly, stiffly, then made her
way to the door. She would have to say thank you to Roy—again—for
giving up his room to her on the first floor. She had felt ashamed,
but he’d insisted.

A wave of uncontrollable emotion swept over
her as she remembered his kindness from the night before. He was
the most incredible man she had ever met.

When would he realize that she was, in fact,
a burden, not a blessing?

“Good morning.” Roy came to the door
immediately and escorted her to the table where he’d made biscuits
and bacon along with a strange looking orange fruit.

“What is that?”

“Cantaloupe,” he replied.

“What—” she managed.

“Cantaloupe. It’s a fruit. Plus,” his grin
was infectious, “I can’t elope ‘cause I'm already married.”

She felt the corners of her lips turn up, a
small laugh escaping. “Does it taste good?”

“It’s very sweet,” he said. “I think you’ll
like it.”

She bit her lip, spearing a chunk with her
fork. She’d never seen any fruit like this, but she found herself
willing to trust Roy. If he said she’d like it, she probably
would.

The sweet, mellow taste of the fruit washed
over her taste buds. She momentarily closed her eyes at the
taste.

“Do you like it?”

“Very much,” she smiled back. “I’ve never had
anything like this.”

“Well, you’ll have plenty of it here.
Whatever you like.” He smiled and turned to the stove.
“Coffee?”

She nodded and they enjoyed their breakfast
together. It was comforting to have such a routine thing to do, but
Annie couldn’t help but feel regret for not being the one to have
made the meal. How would she make herself useful to this wonderful
man with her infirmity?

“What is it, Ann?”

She smiled at the shortening of her name and
Roy’s perceptive nature. How much could she share with him, though?
She didn’t want him to make up easy things for her to do, but she
did want to be useful.

“I was just thinking that I don’t know how I
will be of help to you, and that saddens me.”

“Not here one full day and you already want
me to put you to work?” He laughed, the sound deep and rumbling in
his chest. “I’d assumed, after your train ride here, you’d want a
few days rest at least.”

She was sore, but she hated feeling inactive.
“I just want to be useful.”

His silence drew her gaze. He sat there,
staring at her, his eyes roving over the planes of her face. She
wondered what he saw there? Her tousled hair? Pale features?
Too-short nose?

“I didn't want a wife to have an additional
worker. I wanted a wife to care for and cherish. I wanted to find a
woman who would be a “good thing” in my life, as the good Lord puts
it.” He reached out and covered her hand with his own, calloused
one. “But I also want you to be happy.”

Again she felt ashamed. She didn’t deserve a
man like Roy Williams.

“What about this.” He eased back, rubbing a
hand across his jaw. “Why don’t you come with me to the fruit and
vegetable stand today? I can always use an extra pair of hands if
you’re up to it.”

The roadside stand? Apprehension welled up in
her wondering if she would be able to complete the tasks he needed.
Looking into his eyes though, she felt a little of his confidence
in her seep in.

“Yes. I’m up to it. Though I don’t know much
about fruits and vegetables or of selling them.”

“You’ll do fine, Mrs. Williams.” He laughed,
standing to his feet. “I’ll come back for you with the wagon in an
hour.”

She nodded and he was gone, but his words
echoed in her mind and her heart. Mrs. Williams.

It was all she had ever wanted. To be a wife.
Yet the reality had never been possible, at least in her mind. Her
deformity had always defined her and created limitations for her.
It was as if she’d never had a chance to truly be Annie. It had
always been Annie, the girl with the limp. Or Annie, the girl who’d
been sick.

To have Roy so thoroughly convinced that she
was a gift from God for him created a shift in her understanding.
Was God like that?

Did he really care that much for His
children?

 


 


The thought of brining Annie with him to the
fruit and vegetable stand thrilled Roy. He was glad she had agreed
so easily and wondered if he’d been too excited. Had he convinced
her to do something she didn’t want to do?

The memory of her ready acceptance told him
otherwise though. He hated to see her doubt herself. He’d gotten
along fine without a woman to cook and clean for him before so she
had nothing to worry about on that front. How he was going to
convince her of that though, he wasn’t sure.

Jumping from the wagon, he hurried up the
steps and through the front door to get his bride.

She sat delicately on the chase lounge in the
parlor, a book in her hands. Somewhere in the back of his mind he
noted her love for reading. He’d have to get her more books.

“Are you ready?”

“Yes.”

She smiled as he came through the doorway and
he almost stopped midstride. Her beauty caught him off guard every
time.

“What is it?” she frowned up at him.

“Your beauty. It strikes me every time I see
you.” Heat raced up his neck and he grinned. He knew he sounded
like a lovesick fool. His brothers had always teased him about the
fact that he said whatever came to mind. He couldn’t help it if the
truth needed to be told.

“You’re just saying that.” She blushed and
looked down at the small book in her hands.

“I don’t say what isn’t true.” He wanted to
lean over and kiss her to prove his point, but she almost looked
distressed. Take it easy, boy. You’ll scare her.

The voice in his head almost always sounded
like his fathers, and this time was no exception. His father had
been a wise man and his words of truth were appropriate in this
moment.

“Can I help you to the wagon?”

“Yes. Thank you.” She stood, leaning on the
cane always at her side.

Gently, he swept her up into his arms and
carried her to the door. The sweet scent of rose water met his
nostrils and breathed a little more deeply. She intrigued him.
There were walls surrounding her that he couldn’t quite understand
as of yet, but his daily prayer was that he could someday break
through them.

Until then, he’d need to show her kindness
more than anything else.

They rode to the stand in a wagon loaded to
the brim with fruits and vegetables and he explained how things
worked.

“I’ve been in business a little less than
three years. The first year things were slow. People mostly came
into town to buy dry goods. They had their own gardens to tend to.”
He reminisced on those days. Back then he’d wondered if he’d ever
make a living selling things people already had. “But then,
something happened.”

“What was it?” she asked.

He had paused only for a second while lost in
thought, but he was happy to see that she was intently
listening.

“Well, people started to move into town. They
needed to be closer to things and they started to fancy city life.
That meant no more land for gardens and a thriving business for
me.”

Her smile was like sunshine coming out from
behind the clouds. “I never would have thought of it that way.”

“Me neither.”

“So why did you start an orchard in the first
place?” She frowned in concentration.

“I know this will be hard to believe, but I
felt the Lord told me to.”

Her eyes widened. “Really?”

“My brothers and I tried our hand at gold
mining when we were younger. I wasn’t particularly lucky.” He
laughed. “Then I helped out on a friend’s farm that had a few fruit
trees. He taught me all I needed to know.”

“That is incredible.” She shook her head in
surprise.

“I see God taking care of me at every
turn.”

Something shifted behind Annie’s eyes. Roy
wanted to dig deeper, to find out what caused her hesitation, but
they had just arrived at the stand and his customers were already
lining up.

“Are you ready?”

She bit her lip before answering, “I think
so.”

He lifted her from the wagon but waited a
moment, steadying her but also enjoying her closeness. Leaning in
slightly, he whispered, “You’ll do well, I’m sure.”

The faint blush across her cheeks was his
reward and he helped her to a chair behind the counter.

“Need a hand there, Roy?”

Roy turned to see the beaming face of one of
his farm hands. “David. Isn’t today your day off?”

The man grinned saying, “Go nothing better to
do. Thought I’d see if you needed some extra help. Then again, I
see you’ve already got that.”

Roy followed the man’s gaze to where Annie
sat and smiled. “That’s my wife.”

“What?” David slapped him on the back and
gave a hearty laugh. “You don’t say.”

“I do. We were married yesterday.”

“Congratulations then, boss. You deserve a
good woman by your side.”

Roy and David unloaded the boxes but Roy
couldn’t help but think about his friend’s comment. He wanted Annie
by his side. He realized that it would look differently than he’d
expected—God loved to throw him forks in the road—but He felt up to
the challenge. Up to figuring out life with Annie by his side.

 


 


The sheer number of customers the roadside
stand attracted overwhelmed Annie. Thankfully, she hardly had to
stand so her unstable gate wasn’t noticeable, but sitting for as
long as she had in the hard chair meant she would certainly have
troubles standing again.

Behind the counter where she’d collected the
money, making change and taking down names for special orders, she
found her gaze often traveling to Roy—her husband.

He spoke to everyone with kindness and she
could tell he actually cared. He wasn’t just interested in their
business. He knew everyone by name, or so it seemed, and there
wasn’t a question he wouldn’t stop to answer.

A young mother with a child on her hip
approached him and he greeted her like he had the rest, motioning
for her to fill one of the reusable wood boxes. When her box was
full he made his way to where Annie sat.

“Can you mark down the Margaret here will be
supplying us with eggs next week in exchange for these vegetables.”
His smile warmed her in the cool of the early fall afternoon.

“Yes, of course.”

Her eyes trailed after him as he lifted the
heavy box, his arm muscles straining with the effort, and arranged
it in the back of the woman’s dilapidated wagon. From the earlier
purchases in the day, she knew that the exchange of eggs for the
produce he’d given her was not equal.

At every turn Roy continued to prove he was a
man who cared.

Finally, when the last customer had been sent
off with the remaining vegetables and fruit, Roy hoisted her back
into the wagon and they made their way back home.

Home.

Would it be a home? A real one?

 


 


Doubts assailed her. She couldn’t clean the
home as she’d like to or make meals every day if her leg was acting
up. She didn’t even know if she could have children.

The thought sent ice through her veins. It
wasn’t something she’d considered until now. Roy seemed like a man
who would want children. He deserved someone who could be
everything he needed and wanted. That wasn’t her.

The weight of realization sunk in heavy on
her heart. What could she do?

Roy pulled up at the house and hopped out to
help her down from the wagon. He set her gently on the ground but
her leg, stiff from sitting, gave way. One moment she was falling,
the next she was safely in his arms.

“Steady here,” he said, his face close to
hers. “Are you all right?”

She felt the heat of his hand against her
back and her cheeks warmed at his nearness. He was so handsome and
gentle. Her eyes searched his face, taking in the sloping planes
and slight stubble along his chin.

“I’ll be fine. I’m just stiff.” She wanted to
push back but he held her securely against him.

“Are you sure? Can I do anything to help
you?”

She wanted to tell him to let her go, but
that wouldn’t be true. She liked being in his arms. Enjoyed the
strength he imbued to her. Everything about him was strong all the
way down to his character.

He would make a wonderful father.

She pushed back without thinking of her
actions. He immediately released her, surprise registering on his
features.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

In that moment she hated how she’d made him
feel, as if he had done something wrong. But that wasn’t it. It was
her fault. And God’s fault. If He hadn’t allowed her to get sick,
she could have been the woman Roy had prayed for.

She could have been the perfect wife.

 


 


Roy paced back and forth at the roadside
stand. Something was wrong with Annie. She had asked not to come to
the stand today, though he knew she had enjoyed it the day before.
He had seen that look behind her eyes again and it scared him. He
didn’t know how to draw her out though.

It was like the old saying, ‘You can lead a
horse to water but you can’t make ‘em drink’. He would prove that
he was there for her, to listen or to talk, but he couldn’t force
her to open up to him.

“Hiya Roy,” David stepped up to him, his
telltale grin plastered in place. “Where’s that pretty wife of
yours?”

“She was feeling poorly and stayed home
today.”

“That’s too bad.”

Roy agreed, but wouldn’t explain the
circumstances.

“I’ve got an idea.” David rubbed a hand over
his jaw before he continued. “We’re slow today and seeing as you
and your missus just got married, what do you say I finish up here
and let you go on home to her?”

Roy’s chest swelled with pride in the man.
David had been a hard worker ever since he’d started at the orchard
a year ago. He’d proved his worth repeatedly.

“You know,” Roy said. “I think that’s a great
idea. Mind if I take your horse back?”

“No sir,” he said. “Go right ahead. I’ll
bring the wagon round when I’m done for the day.”

“Thanks,” Roy slapped David on the back. “I
owe you one.”

“Sure thing, boss. I’ll keep that in mind.”
The older man winked and made off toward the stand’s counter.

With renewed energy, Roy hoped on the
borrowed horse and took off in the direction of home. This time was
a gift from the Lord and he aimed to use it well. All the way there
he prayed that Annie would open up to him, to share what burdened
her. He knew in and of himself that he wouldn’t have the right
words to say, but he hoped that he could find some common ground to
draw her out.

The front porch came into view and he urged
the horse on faster. He hoped that she was feeling better, but if
he needed to let her sleep, he would.

Tossing the reins over the hitching post out
front, Roy barged in the front door with a smile on his face. The
parlor was empty and immediately he was disappointed. Was she
resting in her room?

He took steps to the bedroom door and knocked
gently saying, “Annie, are you in there?”

There was no response so he opened the door a
few inches only to see the bed left made and untouched. Frowning,
he turned around. Where was she?

In the kitchen he saw an empty coffee cup on
the table but no other evidence of where she could be. He called
out to her but the house was empty. The thought to check up stairs
came and went. There was no way she could have made it up the
entire flight of stairs.

A tinge of panic edged his consciousness.
Where was she?

Standing in the middle of the kitchen he sent
up a prayer for direction only to open his eyes to the back door
that led out from the kitchen. Without hesitation, he strode toward
it and yanked it open.

There, at the bottom of the three small
steps, Annie lay unconscious.

 


 


“Darling, Ann, wake up.”

The low rumble of a voice close to her face
drew her toward consciousness. The sound brought comfort and
something else…a sense of peace.

Her eyelids fluttered open and her vision
finally focused on Roy’s concerned face. She was vaguely aware that
he held her in his arms, one hand caressing the side of her face.
The rest of her consciousness screamed pain as it radiated up her
leg in a pulsing force.

A tear slid down her check a Roy immediately
wiped it away. “It’s all right, Ann. I’m here now. What can I do?
Tell me what to do.”

She closed her eyes again, trying to remember
how she’d gotten here. The rocks and heavy sent of earth told her
she was on the ground, but she was having trouble remembering…

Then it came back to her. She had decided she
needed to be useful in some way and had considered walking to the
small kitchen garden to pick vegetables to have supper ready for
Roy when he returned home. Instead, her leg has seized up at the
top step and she’d fallen to the ground, knocking herself out in
the process.

Even now with the memory her head began to
throb in unison with her leg. “My head...”

Instantly, Roy adjusted his hold on her and
gently examined her head.

“Looks like you got a pretty good bump back
there. What were you doing?” His eyes returned to her face filled
with concern.

“I wanted to pick some vegetables from the
garden to make you dinner tonight.” Another tear escaped and was
quickly wiped away by Roy’s work worn but gentle hand.

“I could have done that for you.” His hand
still rested against her face, his thumb absentmindedly going back
and forth across her cheek in a gentle caress.

“I know, I just—” her voice caught. “I just
wanted to do something for you.”

He examined her eyes again, his own soft and
kind. “Let’s get you inside and we can talk when you are more
comfortable.”

She nodded and he gently lifted her up. The
change in position caused a groan to escape from her lips.

“I'm sorry.”

“It’s not you,” she said. “It’s just my
leg.”

He took her into the parlor and laid her out
on the chase lounge, ensuring that she was comfortable before he
went and brought her back a drink of water and a few
strawberries.

“Thank you.”

He pulled a chair close to her and watched
her like a mother bear over her cubs—anxious and protective.

If not for the pain in her leg she might have
laughed. “I will be fine. The pain will pass.”

“I know,” he said, frowning. “I just wish
there was something else I could do.”

“But there’s not.” She dropped her gaze, her
fingers trailing the smooth surface of the cup in her hands.

“Ann,” his gentle tone drew her eyes. “You
need to tell me what’s going on.”

“What do you mean?” Her heart beat more
quickly.

“I know that you are worrying or fretting
about something. I can
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