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David Clarke drove the clumsy buckboard down the winding, rutted trail in the bright, December sunlight. The mare halted below a little meadow, framed by quaking aspen. Leaving his six-year-old daughter in the wagon, David climbed down.

“Papa,” the girl called out. He turned and from her outstretched hand, he took a bunch of dried wildflowers. He strode to a snow-covered mound, across which lay the shadow of a heavy, wooden marker. Removing his broad-brimmed hat, he knelt in the snow and studied the carved inscription:
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For a long time he knelt in silence, pondering the inscrutability of life and death. Finally, the mare’s impatient whinny prompted him to speak.

“Well, Molly,” he began, “the time’s come for me to find a new wife, a ma for Jessie. Y’know how we’ve missed you these many months, missed you day and night. We’ll always have you in our hearts.” A tear formed in the corner of his eye. “How I wish you could’ve lived to see your new timber house complete—but I’d settle for the old pole hut with you in it.” Mention of the new house drew his eyes from the grave, up the trail to a clump of quaking aspen through which the whiteness of peeled logs shone. Wiping his eyes with a red bandanna, he gazed for a long moment, first at the ranch house and then at the lodgepole pine cabin, visible to the right of the new structure. A flood of memories engulfed him.

Forcing his eyes back to the grave, he continued: “Major Billings and the Rev’rend Green of Cheyenne Springs dropped in a while back. The major spoke of his widow daughter and the rev’rend kinda hinted she’d make me a good wife. We’ll never replace you, Molly, but me and Jessie need a woman around the ranch again.”

After another long silence, the horse again protested the delay. After placing the rude bouquet on the snowy mound, David returned to the wagon, took one last look at the sacred spot and headed for Cheyenne Springs.

Two days later, they came in sight of the town. The Springs, as the locals called it, lay in a broad valley at the confluence of the Laramie River and Sandy Creek. To the east and north, the Laramie Mountains shone in the morning sun.

David looked down on the sleeping town and back at Jessie, snug in a quilt of her mother’s making. He decided to wait until the townspeople were stirring. He steered the wagon off the trail and stopped alongside the creek, where it gurgled down a draw to meet the Laramie. He took his best clothes from a battered valise and considered changing into them. But the sight of his ill-fitting, black suit, old-fashioned laced boots, and narrow brimmed hat brought back memories of when he’d last worn them. He put them back into the valise.

Later, David and Jessie entered the town and parked the wagon behind Brooks’ Mercantile. The merchant greeted David heartily. “Those potatoes, turnips and such you brought in last September sold well, David. You’ve got a sizable credit. You raise good stuff—especially that little flower with the auburn hair!”

The three of them entered the store. The sights and pleasant odors of the store’s interior were a sensual delight to David and Jessie, so long denied the convenience of store-bought goods. While Jessie made a beeline for the candy counter, David withdrew a shopping list from his vest pocket and handed it to the shopkeeper. He then picked out a flannel shirt, denim pants, socks and boots and changed into them in a curtained dressing room at the back of the store.

“You need this to complete the outfit,” Mr. Brooks said, handing David a broad-brimmed hat.

David looked at his old, battered, sweat-stained hat, nodded and said, “I reckon you’re right, Mr. Brooks.”   He put on the new hat and gazed at his reflection in a mirror. He adjusted it several ways as he thought how he’d look entering the Christmas barn dance that evening.  A thrill of anticipation surged through him.

Out of the corner of his eye, he glimpsed a small boy, dressed in knee breeches and a jaunty Dutch cap, staring up at him. David thought how foolish he must look, gawking at himself in the mirror like a schoolgirl with her first party dress. “Like to try it on, partner?” David asked, offering the boy the hat. The boy ran to his mother, who was conversing with Mrs. Brooks. David added the hat to his purchases and moved over to the arms display, where he picked out a box of shells for his carbine and one for the old army pistol he kept wrapped in oilcloth in a box under the wagon seat. He then joined his daughter at the candy counter. Jessie was staring, wide-eyed, at the row upon row of glistening jars filled with multi-colored delights.

“What’ll you have, sweetheart,” David asked. Jessie pointed to a jar filled with yellow sticks with white swirls. “One barley sugar, Mrs. Brooks.” The small boy joined them. “No, make that two.” David hunkered down beside the children and handed them the candy. The boy said a quick thanks and ran back to his mother, who smiled at David. His heart raced as he smiled back at her. How long has it been since I’ve enjoyed the smile of a pretty woman?

Shortly thereafter the woman and boy passed David as they left the store. David tipped his hat and was rewarded with another warm smile.

“A mighty pretty woman, Widder Devlin,” Mr. Brooks said from behind the counter.

“Mighty pretty,” David agreed, going to the window to take a second look now that he knew who she was. He was pleasantly surprised that this comely woman, wearing a black and white checked taffeta dress, paisley shawl around her slim shoulders, and a pretty bonnet that didn’t completely hide her blonde hair, was Lucy Devlin.

“I understan' her pa paid you a visit a few months back,” Mr. Brooks said.

Davis Smiled. I guess there isn’t much that goes on without Mr. Brooks knowing about it. “Yep, him and Mr. Green. The major looked over my spread and promised to buy some stock in the spring. They mentioned Lucy.”

“Well, it’s a cryin’ shame is all I can say,” the storekeeper said, shaking his head sadly.

Before David could find out what was “a crying shame,” Mr. Brooks’s attention was needed elsewhere.

“All filled and loaded in the wagon,” the shopkeeper’s wife said later, handing the shopping list back to David. “All, that is, except this.” She pointed to an item on the list.

“You don’t have any?” David asked, disappointment in his voice.

“Oh, we do have them,” replied Mrs. Brooks, smiling at Jessie and winking at David. “But I suggest you check with Mrs. Green first.”

“I’ll do that,” David said, still confused.

As he drove the wagon to the Greens’, David was filled with curiosity about Mr. Brooks’ words “it’s a crying shame” in reference to Lucy Devlin. Obviously, there was something important the major and the reverend had not told him about the lovely Lucy.

The manse stood just south of Cheyenne Springs. Although not far from town, it was isolated by a stand of cottonwoods, the graveyard, and a brick-and-frame chapel. It was an unimposing, frame structure with clapboard siding. The neat white picket fence and the house’s general appearance gave mute testimony of the Greens’ New England origins.

The minister and his wife welcomed David and Jessie. Mrs. Green instantly becoming a substitute for Jessie’s grandmother back in Illinois.

“Mr. Clarke . . . David, we’re so glad you accepted our invitation,” Mr. Green said as they sat down to an early lunch. 

“Well, I hope we’re not disconveniencing you,” David said, wondering if that was a real word, “but tonight’s dance sounded so invitin’, I couldn’t refuse. Also, it’ll do Jessie a world of good to attend the children’s Christmas party. She’s been starved for company out there on the ranch. Besides, your broad hint that Lucy Devlin and me might . . . well, you know.”

“And he accuses me of being a matchmaker!” Mrs. Green said, smiling at her husband.

David laughed. “Speaking of Lucy Devlin. Mr. Brooks hinted at some sort of problem.”

The pastor, as if caught in a lie, glanced uneasily at his wife. “Well, David, perhaps when I mentioned Lucy at your place, I should also have mentioned her brother-in-law, Eddy Devlin. For some reason he will not allow anyone to become romantically involved with her. Several men have shown interest, but he and his henchmen have scared them off.” David’s questioning look prompted the minister to go on. “Well, you see—”

“Now that you’ve finished eating,” Mrs. Green interjected, “why don’t you men go into the parlor. Jessie and I will clean up. We’ll join you shortly.”

Once they were seated in the front room, Mr. Green began the story of Lucy Billings and the Devlin family.

“As you might know, David, Major Billings established the Bar-B just after the war between the states. He built it into one of the best spreads in the territory. Lucy is his only offspring. As a child she was bright and happy with flaxen hair and a smile that would melt granite. She was doted on by her parents, popular at school, and when the Devlin family came to the valley the two older boys, Bob and Eddy—there’s a younger boy, Jimmie—vied for her attention.

“Eddy's the troublesome brother-in-law?” David asked.

Mr. Green nodded. “Or Lucky as he now prefers. Mitch Devlin, the boys’ father, was a bit of a mystery. He came here from ‘who knows where’ and bought a small, rundown ranch on an irregular piece of ground down by the river. He ran a ragged string of ponies and fancied himself a horse trader. His affinity for alcohol, though, caused him to spend more time drinking than trading. Whatever happened to Mrs. Devlin, no one knows. When the boys enrolled at school, Mitch made it clear that their past was nobody’s business. He’d bought the ranch with gold coins, and there was great speculation about where he got them.

“Eddy and Bob were teenagers when they first came to the valley. Jimmie was about seven. Jimmie favors Bob’s looks, but Eddy doesn’t look like either of them. It could be he’s a half-brother. His dark hair, dusky skin, and moody, superstitious ways are in direct contrast to Bob and Jimmie’s sandy hair, light complexions, and open, trusting natures. Eddy was physically stronger than Bob; Bob was more cerebral.

“Despite their differences, Bob and Eddy were inseparable. Unlike their father, who worked only when absolutely necessary, the boys were industrious. They earned a good reputation among the local ranchers, who hired them after school and during haying and round-up. When Mitch’s gold coins were all drunk up, the boys quit school and had no trouble finding work. What they earned kept the family afloat.

“When Bob and Eddy were about twenty, Mitch met the end many had predicted for him. It seems that he agreed to dispose of some horses for an unsavory character from his past. The deal went sour. When Bob and Eddy arrived home from working away, they found their father dead in the corral—shot three times—and his ponies gone. After the funeral, the boys were forced to sell the ranch to pay off Mitch’s debts. And now I’m finally getting to Lucy . . . well, almost. Major Billings at this point hired Bob and Eddy and gave young Jimmie a home.

“As I mentioned earlier, Bob and Eddy greatly admired Lucy at school. Now that they lived on the same ranch with her, their fascination grew. The once inseparable brothers were soon at each other’s throats competing for Lucy’s favor—well, I’ll be—”

David turned his eyes to the door to see why Mr. Green had stopped his narration. Jessie stood in a floor-length, yellow, muslin gown with a white sash at the waist and a matching bow in her auburn hair.

“It’s
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