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  To those who have loved deeply, lost profoundly, and found the courage to love again.








  
  A Note to the Reader



Want to read a bonus POV chapter from Love’s Arrival?

Warmth on the Frozen Pond retells a pivotal moment from Justus’s point of view and can be read whether you’re new to Laurel Springs or already familiar with the story.

Download the free bonus chapter here: https://dl.bookfunnel.com/88xq1hznpu
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Ginny


1869 Sutton’s Creek, Colorado Territory

A day may begin as any other, yet end like no other. 
My eyes wander beyond Old Man Marshall, peering at everything and nothing all at once, searching for an escape from his words. The doorframe is rough under my hand as I brace to steady my wobbly knees. The lines on the old man’s face are like the crevices of these very mountains, deep and rugged. His eyes hold a sorrow that penetrates me to my core, and I swallow back the bile that rises up my clenched throat. The trees beyond him are still. The dirt beneath his dusty boots is dry. I’m trapped, suffocating, and there’s no escape. This isn’t something I am able to break free from. My opposite hand clutches my blouse. It’s too tight. The collar is choking me. Once again, my eyes shift to the despair on the man’s face. An urge to hug him stirs within me. An urge to lift his sadness. But I can’t. His grief isn’t solely for himself, I know, it’s mostly for me. 
“Ginny.” He steps forward and holds out his arm as if he’s going to catch me when I fall. 
I shake my head. This can’t be. I eek out the words, “He was fine this morning. No. There’s been a mistake. You’re wrong. Where is he? I need to see him. He’s all right, I’ll show you. Whatever happened, I’ll nurse him back to health.” 
Marsh catches my arm as I stumble past him. I need to get to my husband. 
“Ginny. Jake’s gone,” he repeats, grasping my arm. His eyes are pleading with me to understand. “I’m so sorry, Ginny.”
No. You’re wrong goddamn it! You’re wrong. Everyone knows Old Man Marshall’s a drunk. I rush for the creek bed when Big Joe crests the bank with Jake slung over his shoulder, arms and legs limp and dangling.
My feet halt and a gasp escapes my lips. “No,” I whisper. “No.” My legs turn to jelly as my stomach begs to relieve itself of the breakfast Jake and I shared this very morning. I reach for something, anything, but there’s nothing to grab onto. I crumble to the ground in disbelief of what’s happening. My chest squeezes as tight as a rag wrung out in the wash. 
Dust stirs as Joe gently lays Jake before me. “I’m sorry, Ginny,” his voice is barely above a whisper. 
Jake’s shirt is soaked in blood, but it’s his face I study. He can’t be gone. He’s only sleeping. He’ll wake up and this will all be a nightmare. Is it wrong to touch him? My trembling hand hovers. It can’t be. I need to touch him. I need to feel that he’s real, that my life with him has always been real. Yet, the moment feels too sacred. 
A shadow of whiskers covers his jaw, around his lips, and down his neck. When I shaved him on Sunday, I had no idea it would be the last time. When our naked bodies were entwined this morning, I had no idea it would be the last time. 
My hand twitches as I slowly dare to touch him, laying a palm on his shoulder, still hesitant if this is all right to do. I slide my shaky fingers through his hair. His locks are soft between my fingers, as always. “I love you, Jake,” I whisper as I rest my forehead against his. “I love you. I’ll always love you.”
~

It occurs to me that we’re alone. The men have respectfully given me space. 
“Why, God?” 
The sky is the color of turquoise, and warmth from the sun envelops me. The earth doesn’t cease to exist as it feels it should. It’s a completely normal day for most folks. For everyone but me. I shout to the heavens, “You were supposed to bring him home to me today.” Of course, I mean He was to bring him home alive. Jake was supposed to come through the door whistling, take me in his arms and give me a twirl as he does every day. 
The answer comes without a face. But Ginny, I brought him home to me. 
There’s an instant relief and peace I can’t explain if I try. Jake’s in a more favorable place. I don’t know how I know this, but I do. Which means the place they call hell doesn’t exist. If it did, as we’d been raised to believe, Jake would be there because cussing, cardplaying, and whiskey drinking will surely send you into the lake of fire. But I clearly heard God tell me Jake’s with Him. 
I peer down at my husband’s face, forever at rest. I love you, Jake. Pushing myself to my feet, I look to Big Joe, Old Man Marshall, and the other men, who solemnly lean against my cabin. I nod to let them know they can take Jake’s body. With heavy feet, I turn and make my way towards the rippling water of the creek mere yards away. 
~

I fix my eyes on the cross, perched at the top of the rocky mound in front of me. The men sing “Amazing Grace” while Lee gracefully runs the bow over the strings of his fiddle. For the first time, the weight of my circumstances tumbles over me. Jake is gone. He’s never coming back. 
My throat is thick as I push back the sobs that beg to come. The relief I felt at God’s words have dissolved like sugar in boiling water. As hard as I try to be strong for Jake, my lips involuntarily quiver, and salty tears run down my cheeks. Big Joe hands me a handkerchief. I’m grateful but can’t bring myself to look at him. I bury my face into the piece of cloth and let the pain, sadness, and loss wrack through my body. Joe’s strong arms are wrapped around me as my head burrows into his chest. All pride is gone as I hide in the comfort of his embrace. There’s a shrieking sound, a woman wailing. It’s me. The sound is coming from me, and I can neither stop nor bother to care. I know Joe is holding me up because I can no longer stand on my own. 
Jake is gone. I’ll never see his smile, hear his laugh, or feel his arms around me again. My life will be forever different. All the dreams he and I had of children or growing old together have been snuffed out like the flame of a candle at bedtime. 
Too weary to mourn any longer, I summon the strength to step out of Joe’s embrace and away from the grave. 
“Ginny?” He takes my arm.
I peer into his heartbroken eyes and force a smile. I’m all right, just need rest. I cup my hand over his to reassure him. 
Once inside my cabin I lay on my bed, pull Jake’s pillow to me, and take a deep inhale of his scent that still lingers. I wonder how long it’ll stay. The ability to smell him while knowing he is gone forever is a surreal thought. “Oh, Jake, what happens now? How do I live without you?” 
We’ll figure it out, we always do. It’s as if he whispers in my ear and his words soothe me.
I clutch the pillow more tightly, letting exhaustion wash over me and guide me into a deep, peaceful sleep.  
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Joe



Resting my elbows on my knees, the warped step of Jake and Ginny’s cabin is hard beneath me, and I shift slightly to get more comfortable. It’s a beautiful day, warm, slight breeze, birds chirping. The view from their front door is breathtaking. An open space that flows into pines and aspens that flank a distant mountain range, covered in snow. They chose the perfect spot to build their home. 
I’ll remain here for as long as needed to make sure Ginny’s all right. 
Ginny. The thought of holding her in my arms at Jake’s funeral plays in my mind. I close my eyes and sigh. Yes, I can still feel her against my chest. If only it were under different circumstances. She held on to me, but her desire was for another. Her husband. 
I rip my hat off and shove my fingers through my hair. What kind of a man am I to be wantin’ a dead man’s wife? Hopping from the step, I pace in front of the cabin. Regardless, I’ll be here for her. She’s all alone and she’ll need protection. 
From the moment she and Jake arrived at our camp, I haven’t been able to take my eyes off her. Every day I think about how lucky Jake is to have her. How lucky he was to have her. Her face glows when she smiles. Her eyes twinkle. I sigh. So many times I’ve imagined what it’d be like to slide my fingers through her hair or wrap my arms around her tiny little waist, or Lord help me, feel those voluptuous breasts in the palms of my hands. Taking her in my arms the way I see Jake do so often. The love they share is never hidden. 
To her, I’m only one of the fellas, a miner. Dirty, smelly, hairy. She doesn’t care about me. I’m the last thought on her mind. I know it’s a terrible thing, imagining that maybe there might be a chance for me and her now. Jake’s body is practically still warm and I’m thinking about how I yearn to take his wife as my own. At the same time, I miss my friend. Jake is…was a good man. 
I’ll never forget the night they first arrived at our camp, and when I first laid eyes on Ginny. 
My stomach grumbles as I slop up beans with a hunk of bread, when a voice calls out of the dark, the face of a young man appears in the light of the fire. 
“Excuse me. I hear there might be work to be had at this camp?” 
Everyone goes silent. Lee takes his fiddle from his arm to rest in his lap.
The young man steps forward, closer to our circle. “I was in Sutton’s Creek and a gentleman by the name of Mister Riley said I could find work here. Are one of you the foreman?”
“Who’s askin’?” Old Man Marshall speaks up, his voice gruff, as though he weren’t a weak old drunk. 
I chuckle to myself, shake my head, and dig back into my beans. 
“Jake. Jake Price. And this is my wife.”
I peer up to see this Jake fellow reach into the dark and pull the hand of the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen into the light. She tucks a stray blonde lock behind her ear and blushes as she steps forward. We all get to our feet quicker than a calvary scout’s charge.
Marshall tips his hat. “Ma’am.”
“Please, call me Ginny,” her voice is like silk against my ears. 
From that moment on, she’s had a special place in my heart and mind. Now here I am, a slimy son-of-a-bitch, hanging around her stoop, still wanting her to be mine. 
This isn’t really a place to bring your lovely young bride. But Jake had, knowing the high stakes. Ginny’s always known too. As it turns out, she’s one tough woman. This mountain has roughened her up a bit, but not so much to weather her beautiful smile or spirit. When Jake asked that I take care of Ginny if anything were to ever happen to him, I said of course, not thinking anything ever truly would. We’d had bad injuries in the camp, broken limbs, ribs, collar bones. We’ve had falls and even a stabbing once. Damn Tucker fell on his own knife while enjoying too much moonshine. I chuckle and shake my head at the memory. But Jake’s the first in our camp to die since I’ve been here. 
Oh, Jake. He’d do anything for anybody. Such a kind man who had no fear of nothin’. A breath of new life. And full of childhood shenanigans. His love for Ginny extended beyond this hardened world. He spoke of her every day with his face alight like the doggone sun. He was going to build her a proper house and they were going to have a gaggle of little ones running around. 
I promised you I’d care for her, Jake, and I intend to keep that promise. I know we never discussed the extent of me caring for her, but I hope you’ll be all right with me making her mine. If she’s in agreement, of course.
I’m unsure that’s something she could ever agree to. Although, she might have to. I let out a long breath and hang my head. For now, I’ll let her get some rest. Tomorrow’s a new day.
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Ginny



It’s been two weeks since we buried Jake. The men are so kind to bring me food even though I don’t care to eat. Truth is, I don’t wish to see or speak to anyone. I know they mean well, but I do wish they’d let me be. 
As I curl up on my bed, my dress feels enormous, almost like a blanket draped around me, and I can’t help but think I should probably take it in. Who cares how I look. I have no one to pretty myself up for anymore. Wiping away another tear from my sore puffy eyes, I decide to lay here until I die. I’d hate for the men to find me like this, especially Joe. He has been most protective and concerned about me. But I can’t go on. I can’t get up. Hollowness fills me. I’m. Just. So. Empty.
The rain hits the roof in a steady, gentle flow. I’m glad for the gray skies, because I can’t bear to see the sun shine one more day. If I’m lucky, I’ll die before it dares to show its cheery face again. 
I close my eyes and melt further into the grass filled mattress knowing Jake will never again lay beside me or hold me. 
A strange sound nudges me up to listen. I sit still waiting to hear it again. A whimper? I haven’t seen a child in the camp except for the few families who passed through in the spring. There it is again. Leaning forward, I hope to fully hear it better. Something is jiggling on the door. When I step from the bed my knees almost collapse. I’m weaker than I knew. Slowly I open the door to peer out when a soaked pup, a beagle, looks up as if asking to come in. 
“Well, hello,” I say, coaxing it inside. “What are you doing in this weather?”
It rubs its wet shivering body against my leg the way Mother’s cat would do. 
“Let’s get you dry.” I grab a blanket, sit on the floor, take him into my lap, and cuddle him. “My guess is that you’re hungry too.” But he closes his eyes and falls asleep in my arms. His presence feels familiar, but I don’t know this pup. Why do I have this overwhelming sense that Jake has sent him to get me out of bed? 
I know if Jake were here, he’d have told me days ago I needed to, “get up and keep living.” Living isn’t something I wish to do anymore. Surely the dog deserves to exist though, so I slowly take him from my lap, nestled in the blanket, to the floor. I light a lamp before I move to the cold stove to make him and myself something to eat. Thankfully Joe brought wood in yesterday. He said it looked like a storm was on the horizon and wanted to be sure I had dry logs. He stoked the fire and urged me to eat, then left with a huff when I didn’t respond. Since I haven’t moved from the bed I’d let the fire die, like my insides. 
As I stir the stew, I feel so strongly that Jake is standing behind me that I turn faster than you can bat an eye. “Jake!” But he’s not there. That can’t be. I felt him behind me. My eyes dart around the room. No. No Jake. I hang my head. It’s the little dog, sitting at my feet, staring up at me now with his head cocked to the side. 
Bending down, I extend my hand. He inches closer, nuzzling his head in my palm. “Jake did send you, didn’t he?” I find myself smiling for the first time since losing my husband. It’s true, he’s not dead. He just doesn’t live in his earthly body anymore. There’s that knowing again I can’t explain. A knowing in this very moment that he’s still with me, but in a different way. And there’s a knowing that this sweet animal needs me. Perhaps I need him too.
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Silas


1866 (January) Ireland

My heart thumps wildly as the men shout and cheer against the ropes of the ring. They call out my name, giving the rush I need to win this fight. I open and close my bloody fists. The scent of sweat and body odor mingle with the coppery smell of the crimson liquid that runs from my nose. Hopefully it’s not broken. 
Solving life’s challenges with my hands began as a way to survive, but once the element of financial reward was introduced, it became an addiction. Since moving to my father’s homeland, I learned quickly that I could make more in one boxing brawl than I could working ten to twelve hours a day digging trenches and laying stones for an entire month. My father raised me to be an excellent stone mason, but life has made me an even better fighter. 
These scoundrels who shout encouragements to me and throw money in the hat, they worship me. They wish they were me, and the women, they practically beg to be with me. They all wish to bed down with the American prize fighter who is good with his hands in more ways than one. 
“Go on, get him, lad!” 
A shout from the edge of the ring snaps me back to reality just as a punch connects with my jaw, sending my bloody shrapnel across the dirty makeshift mat. I lose my balance and stumble back into the ropes. 
I spit and shake sense back into my head. I’m tired—tired of fighting and running away and tired of this life I’ve made for myself here in Ireland. The land is beautiful, and the people have been welcoming, but it’s not my land, nor are they my people, despite my father’s family originating from here.
Tucking my right arm in to protect my stomach and leaving my left arm extended to keep my opponent at a distance, my feet work as if in a choreographed dance while the man swings his bare knuckles at me. I’ve done this enough to know he’s wearing himself out. Sweat runs down his cheeks from his soaked hair and his glazed eyes droop. His feet waiver as he swings wildly at my face, and I flinch back just in time to miss a punch to the side of my head. Hitting my skull will hurt him more than it hurts me. He provides me with a perfect shot of his torso. My right arm unfurls and lands a hard blow into his gut, soft for me, the end for him. 
Stephen slaps a satchel full of money into my bruised hand. “I’ll see ya next week, my friend.”
I nod, not ready to tell him I plan to go back home to America. He’s been my closest and longest friend while living here, so I must speak with him about it. I’ll tell him, but not now. Tonight isn’t the time. 
“Stephen, would you meet me at the Seaside Inn on Tuesday morning for a cuppa?”
Stephen tilts his head. “Is everythin’ grand?”
The relief of my decision lifts and I give a shaky laugh. “Yes, everything is all right.” 
“I’ll see ya Tuesday then.” He pats my arm, and I step out onto the sidewalk. 
White clouds form around my face with every exhale in this frosty January air. I pull my coat tighter around my neck and tuck my head down. 
From my periphery, I see Peggy push off the brick wall of the building while placing the cap back on her flask. “I’ve been waitin’ on ya.” 
“It’s cold out here. You should be home where it’s warm.” 
She runs her hand over my collar and shoves the flask into my chest. “I’ve been waitin’ for ye to keep me warm.”
I take a swig of the whiskey and slip it into the pocket of her coat while studying her. Her auburn hair flows from her hat and down her shoulders. It’s tempting to bring her to my cottage tonight, one last tryst. She and Stephen have been my constant since I stepped off the boat a little over three years ago. Right away, I began working for her father, Peter Burke, a tyrant of a man. 
Thankfully, I met Stephen within a week, and he introduced me to “an easy way to make money.” Bareknuckle prize fighting. As it turned out, I’m a natural at it. But then again, it’s always been my way of life.
I’ve considered from time-to-time marrying Peggy for the sole purpose of getting her out of her father’s house, but that wouldn’t be fair to her or me. We don’t love each other. 
I take one of her red curls in my hand allowing it to twist around my finger. “I’m going home, Peg.”
She wraps her arms around my waist and giggles. “Aye. I’m comin’ with ye.”
Stepping back, I take her arms and place them at her sides. “No. I’m going home to America.”
Her brows furrow. “What do ya mean goin’ home to America?” 
“I no longer wish to live this life of fighting for a living.” I point to my battered face.
“But that’s what ye are, a fighter.” She crosses her arms over her chest.
I shove my hands in my pockets. “Only for survival. I no longer wish to survive, but to live. I miss home.”
Peggy taps her foot. “So, yer a quitter then.” She says it as a statement, but her brows rise in question.
“No. I’m not a quitter.” I don’t feel like having this conversation with her now, out here in the cold night. My body is sore and exhausted. I know she doesn’t truly care about me, but rather her status of being associated with a champion. There were others before me and there will be others after me. 
Her lips form into a thin line. “Fine then. Have yerself a good time in America.” 
Her attitude makes me smirk. “Goodbye, Margaret Burke.” I step towards her and wrap my arms around her shoulders. She looks away standing stock still. I breathe in the peppermint scent of her hair. She’s tough on the outside but I know inside she’s as soft as my ma’s mashed potatoes. 
Peggy shakes her head, swiping away a tear. “I won’t miss ya.”
I smile. “I know.”
She softens and returns my hug. “Goodbye, Silas Flynn. And may the road rise up to meet ye. May the wind be always at yer back. May the sun shine warm upon yer face; the rains fall soft upon yer fields.” Taking the flask from her pocket, she slips it into mine. “And until we meet again, may God hold ye in the palm of His hand.” She sniffles and walks away.
~

Although it feels wonderful to be off the boat and back on American soil, the urgency to get to wide open spaces gnaws at me. Manhattan is much too crowded for this country boy. People of every race and nationality are bustling about. The streets are narrow and dusty with the clomping of horses and wagons. Tall brick buildings line the roadways. Vendors litter the sidewalks selling their wares—baked goods, tobacco, clothing, and household items. 
A Newsboy runs back and forth waving a paper. “The war’s over,” he shouts. “Read all about it. General Lee’s surrendered.” 
A hope stirs in me as I navigate through the throng to get to the child. 
I nod towards the boy’s paper. “How much?”
“Five cents, sir.”
I set my travel bag down, dig in my pocket, and pull out ten cents. “Keep it.”
His eyes widen. “Land sakes. Thanks, Mister.” 
Sure enough, the front page of the New York Times reads, “Union, Victory! Peace! Surrender of General Lee and His Whole Army.” A victory indeed. 
I can't predict what life will be like in this new America, but as I lay on the boat, overwhelmed by seasickness and feeling like I was dying, I made a promise to myself: when I set foot back on solid ground, I would start living my life the right way. No more fighting. No more women. But first, I must find the nearest hotel and restaurant and regain my land legs.
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Ginny


1869 Sutton’s Creek, Colorado Territory

The crackle of campfire and the scent of whiskey relaxes my weary muscles. That aching in the pit of my stomach that Jake is never coming back still lingers. After six months, I wonder if it’ll ever go away. Old Man Marshall says time will lessen it. I sure hope he’s right. I know drinking only intensifies it, but I can’t help but partake in the liquor as it’s passed around. 
The ache grows stronger at the thought of telling these men I must go back to New York. Oh, how I’ll miss them. How I’ll miss these mountains and the memories I have here with Jake. I can’t help but feel like I’m betraying our dream somehow by leaving. Our dream of living in the West. Giving up our claim will be hard to do. And Jake’s body rests here, just over yonder near the tree’s edge beneath a pile of stones I placed myself. I won’t be able to visit, which I planned to do eventually, telling him about our new little beagle, Buck. Or how the men invite me to eat with them, so I don’t have to cook. How they include me in their nightly campfire ritual of singing, playing instruments, and passing the bottle. 
They do their best to be respectful of the fact that I’m a lady, but I’m no prude and have insisted they treat me like one of the men. I’ll miss them so. 
I take another swig as the bottle reaches me, swallowing down the liquid courage. Maybe they won’t care. Perhaps I’m a burden on them. It’s a thought I hadn’t considered until now. They’ve been caring for me for months. Months. Somehow it doesn’t feel like months since Jake died. It feels like it’s been mere weeks. 
Standing with all the confidence I can muster I raise my voice, “Gentlemen, may I have your attention?” 
Silence falls around the fire. My body feels light as I stare into their serious faces which causes a nervous giggle to escape me. My skirt is balled into my hands and quickly I speak the words. “I’m going back to New York.” 
The fire crackles and pops as eyeballs peer back at me. 
“I can’t stay here,” I continue, now wringing my hands. “The notion that I could do this on my own is ridiculous.” I chuckle and wipe away a tear that’s sliding down my face, wishing someone will say something. 
As if reading my thoughts, Lee clears his throat. “We’ll miss you all right, Ginny, but if you think going back is what’s best, then we understand.” He looks around. “Don’t we boys?”
There are some grunts and shifting of feet and bodies. 
“I reckon.”
“Yes.”
“Whatever you think best.”
I hear and feel disappointment and my heart is heavy. 
“You fellas don’t need a woman hanging around,” I chuckle. “I hate being a burden to you. There’s nothing left here for me, and I can’t do this on my own.” I glance at each one of them, their faces downcast. 
Old Man Marshall shuffles over and puts an arm around me. I inhale the scent of earth, body odor, and liquor. “You’re like a daughter to some of us. A sister to others. We’ll miss you something awful, but we understand.” He holds out his hand. “Joe, hand me that bottle. We’re going to celebrate Ginny.”
“To Ginny!” they shout in unison, and my heart lightens. I sure love these men. They’ve been my rock since Jake died. Especially Joe. I can’t imagine my life without them. But I couldn’t imagine my life without Jake either and yet here I am, living without him. 
~

I’m unsteady on my feet after all the dancing and drinking we’ve done. 
“Woah,” says Lee as he grabs me by the arm to keep me from tumbling into the fire. 
“I’ll walk her home.” Big Joe steps up and gives me his arm.
I’ve never had to walk home in the dark alone because I’m theirs and they protect me. It brings me comfort. 
“They’re bears, mountain lions, and worse—heathens—out there.” Old Man Marshall once told me. The fellas watch over me like a mother hen, or dare I say, a mother bear. 
“Thank you, Joe.” I take his elbow with both hands. “Come on, Buck.” The little dog jumps to his feet from his warm spot near the flames. 
“Goodnight, Ginny,” call the men.
It’s a chilly night, as most Colorado mountain nights are. The stars twinkle above us through the trees, and I think of how small we are. 
“Do you believe there’s truly a heaven?” I say, breaking the silence between me and Joe.
Twigs and gravel crunch under our feet.
“I try not to think about it.” 
“I don’t believe it’s real.”
Joe pats my hands that still hold his arm. “I believe you’ve had a bit too much to drink.” 
There’s a smile in his words. He’s probably right.
“Thank you for walking me home,” I say as we reach my front steps.
“Let’s get your lantern lit,” he insists. “I want to make sure you can see all right before I leave. I better stoke the fire too.”
“Oh, that’s not necessary, Joe, I can take care of it.” I swat his arm feeling the effects of the whiskey and lift the latch on the cabin door. “I’ll be all right, you don’t have to worry about me anymore.”
“No, I insist.” He makes his way in and finding the matches on the table, lights the oil lamp. 
“Ginny.” His voice wavers.
“What is it, Joe?” 
He shakes the match sending a whisp of smoke curling in the air as he replaces the glass chimney over the flame of the light. “May I sit?” 
“Of course.” I take a seat near him at the crude table. The one Jake fashioned himself after we built the cabin. 
Joe taps his fingers on the wood and glances about. His dark curls hang slightly over his eyes. I’ve never thought about his looks before besides how big and strong he is. In fact, he appears almost too large to be sitting at this table. His face is youthful, but the lines around his eyes tell a story of a life lived hard. He’s never spoken of his life before coming to the camp, and I never pried. The men who wish to tell you their stories will. 
“I’ve been thinking, Ginny.” He swipes his fingers over his mustache and down his beard. Then he taps the table again. Clearly something is heavy on his mind.
I chuckle. “Well, what is it, Joe?” 
He reaches over and places a large hand over both of mine that are folded in front of me. Leaning in, I’m anticipating his words. I glance down at his hand on mine then back to his face. His eyes are blue and his lashes dark. How have I never noticed his eyes before? There’s sadness there.
“I know it hasn’t been that long since…” He looks down then back up at me before clearing his throat. “Since, Jake.” His Adam’s apple bobs. My hands sweat beneath his palm. “I know it hasn’t been that long,” he repeats. “But I’d like to take care of you, Ginny.”
The flame in the lantern flickers.
“You have been taking great care of me, Joe. I can’t imagine anyone doing a more favorable job and I thank you.” I give him a genuine smile. He’s such a sweet man. 
He frowns. “I know you don’t want to go back to New York, and I hate seeing you all alone. I’d be right good to you; I believe you know that.” 
I remove my hands and wipe them on my skirt. Buck sleeps soundly on the floor. He’s such a lazy dog. I’d be right good to you. Joe’s words echo in my mind. He wishes for more. He wishes to be my man. 
“Ginny, please say something. Tell me to get the hell out. Just say something.”
There’s a stirring in me. I don’t know where it’s come from. Perhaps the liquor, but I can’t seem to control it. My breaths grow shallow and a heat washes over my body. 
Buck snores softly from his spot near the stove. 
Joe wishes for me to be his. The realization of his words reverberates. It's been so long since I’ve been touched, and the knowing alone that he desires me has ignited something I can’t seem to control. 
Slowly I lean into him, placing my hand on the back of his head, and kiss his lips. He’s hesitant at first, unsure if this is truly what I want, but then he reaches for me and draws me over to sit upon his knee. Cupping my face, he softly reciprocates my kiss. Pressing harder, my tongue reaches further into his mouth. The fire in me burns brighter as my lips move to his neck, and I unbutton the top of his shirt.
“Oh, Ginny,” he whispers through bated breaths. 
Joe lifts me and places me on the bed mere feet away. I don’t know what I’m doing or why, but I can’t bring myself to stop. There’s a primal need within me to have this man, despite the unfamiliarity of his mouth, his touch, and his scent. I don’t know what to do with this or how to feel about it. It’s all right, I tell myself. He’ll become familiar in time. 
He shimmies from his suspenders and unbuttons the rest of his shirt. 
An owl’s faint call echoes in the distance. 
I smooth my hands over Joe’s foreign but solid chest and arms. I’ve never been with a man other than Jake. This is so new. A part of me is screaming to stop. I’m being unfaithful to my husband. Another part of me longs to be touched, to be loved. I’ve been so lonely.
His chest is warm against my lips as I trail light pecks across it, traveling up to his neck.
The golden light dances across the ceiling of the room, making his tanned face appear even darker. I’m reminded that his fragrance is foreign as I inhale his beard. My face burrows in his earthy scented hair as he lays light kisses on my bare shoulder. 
His mouth makes its way to my breasts while reaching between my legs and up my skirt. A soft moan escapes my lips as his large fingers slide over the wetness through my pantalettes. I haven’t been touched in so long, and I need this. I’ve yearned for Jake’s body against mine. But Jake’s not here, so Joe must do. I’m not ashamed. A defiance builds in me at the injustice of the situation. 
The fire crackles in the stove as Joes slides my skirt down and tosses it on the floor. 
No words are spoken between us, only heavy breaths and deep moans. He unbuttons his trousers, and I reach in drawing his girth out into my hand. He’s large. Much larger than Jake. 
Jake doesn’t leave my thoughts as Joe pulls my pantalettes down, leaving me bare, and dropping them on the floor with the rest of our garments. Fondling my nipple with the tip of his tongue, he opens my legs, wedging himself between them. 
Jake. Oh, Jake. My body betrays me as liquid soaks my depths. No, I mustn’t do this. I can’t. Tears cloud my eyes, and I gently push Joe away while moving back. “Stop. Please stop.”
“Ginny?” His brows furrow.
I grab the blankets and pull them over my naked body. “I can’t do this Joe. I’m sorry. I thought I could, but I’m not ready.”
Sadness fills his eyes as he slinks back. “I can’t say I’m not disappointed, but I understand.” He takes his drawers from the floor and puts them on, tucking his hard shaft inside. 
There’s an ache in my chest as I watch him dress and tears continue to cloud my vision. 
“However long you need, Ginny, I’ll be here.”
“You’d wait for me?” I ask, unable to comprehend his words.
He sits on the side of my bed and runs the back of his finger over my cheek. “I’ve waited this long.” 
I wish to know what he means when he says he’s waited this long. My mouth opens then closes. 
The bed creaks as he reaches for his boots, and I take his arm. “Joe?” 
His eyes are tender, and there’s a twinge in my chest as I watch him. 
“Thank you.”
He nods and slips his shoes on. “Good night, Ginny.” 
I close my eyes as he leans in, leaving a soft kiss upon my head. “Make sure you lock the door behind me,” he whispers.
I nod
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