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Adeline swiped the tears away. There was nothing she could do about the hand she’d been dealt. If she had been a gambler like her pa, she would have folded by now and called it a day. Not that she’d known much of her pa’s gambling ways, he and her ma had been killed when the wagon train had been attacked when she was only five years old, but the tales the wagon master had told her had left an impression. Seeing the mound of fresh dirt on James’s grave brought to mind another wave of grief that she thought had long been buried.

She chewed on her lower lip as the memory swept her back in time to her childhood. Her mother had seen the Indian raiders on the hillside and had tucked her in the cedar chest beneath the quilts and set the barrel of flour on top of it. The last thing she heard from her parents was instruction to be quiet and that they loved her.  Then, from her muffled hiding place, she heard the war cry. Mercifully, time had dulled that memory and the memories of her first days as an orphan. If it hadn’t been for the few surviving adults who had known to look for her, she might have been left for dead herself.  She guessed that it was her lot in life to be left behind by her loved ones. When she’d married James, she’d finally found her true home again. Their marriage had been all too brief. Five years was just not enough years in which to pack a lifetime of love. Tears streamed down her face because she was alone and lonely again. The weight of raising her son on her own was a daunting task at best. Preston had been his father’s shadow, until the sickness had set in. Adeline pondered her son’s lot in life. It was as if her own childhood was being passed on to him. It was not the sort of inheritance a mother desired to pass down to her child. Adeline gripped Preston’s hand tighter. The boy didn’t squirm under the extra pressure; in fact, he squeezed her hand tighter as tears splashed off his lashes. 

Adeline’s reflections were interrupted as Andrew took her elbow in his palm. “Adeline, are you ready to go?” His voice held an extra note of tenderness as he spoke. He too was grieving the loss of his beloved friend James. 

Adeline nodded, and the trio turned toward the buggy. The circuit riding minister reached out to lift Preston into the buggy. Preston shook his hand free of his mother’s as he raised his arms to accept the big man’s help. Andrew offered his hand to assist Adeline into the buggy as well. When mother and son were settled into their seats, the two men climbed aboard. The clergyman’s buggy led the small procession back to Adeline’s humble home. The small house was a far cry from the plantation standards of yesteryear. To the preacher, it appeared to be a lean-to cabin with a couple of rooms added on as an afterthought. To Andrew, it was still a work in progress, but James had hammered his last nail.  Andrew knew that he would be the one to help Adeline with the things that James had left undone. He had promised his friend just that on his deathbed just a few days ago, but Adeline was not aware of it. Andrew had spared Adeline at the sickbed by sitting with his friend so that she could nap. Adeline was never gone from James for long, but Andrew had assured James that Adeline could not hear their private conversations about who would care for her after he was gone. Adeline would have protested the need for it; both men had been sure of that.

There were few women living in the Territory. Adeline only had a couple of close neighbor-women as friends. They were in attendance with their husbands. They brought baskets of food for the after-service meal. They had baked and fixed their finest dishes to help the new widow during her time of grief. They took turns hugging and consoling Adeline and Preston.  

After the neighbors had all gone back to their own homesteads and dark was creeping into the corners of the cabin, Adeline sent Preston to his bed. She curled up in her own and wept. The tears rolled down her face in a torrent. When finally the last sob caught in her throat, exhaustion overtook her. She slept. 

The next morning, she woke to the sound of the rooster’s crow. She pulled the covers over her head and groaned. “I can’t do this alone, Lord,” she said.

She pulled herself out of bed because life had to go on whether she liked it or not. She scrubbed her face with the cold water and dried with the rough towel. She pinned her hair up in a messy bun in the way that James had always liked for her to wear it. Soft ringlets of brown hair framed her face. She tied on her apron and set to fixing breakfast for her strapping young son. The growing boy had to eat, and he was the reason that she must go on. 

The pair settled into a new routine. Preston tried to do things that his Pa had always done. He sat at the head of the table and turned thanks for the meals. He fetched the firewood for the cook stove from the shed. The logs were almost too heavy for him, but he hefted them with all his might. It was one less thing his mother would have to do. She had taken up the slack in plowing and working in the fields. Although Andrew had dropped by on occasion, Adeline had repeatedly assured him that she didn’t need his help, and from what he could see, she was right. She was handling it all, but it hadn’t completely deterred Andrew from stopping over. He dropped by with candy for the boy and to do a few odd jobs that he noticed needed doing.  

It was on a clear fall day that Andrew dropped by to honor his promise to his friend.  Keeping an eye on Adeline and Preston was all James had asked, and Andrew hadn’t forgotten his pledge to honor that promise until Adeline found another husband. She had been so devoted to James that Andrew doubted another man could ever turn her head. Andrew had often entertained the idea of placing an ad for a mail order bride, but with Adeline and Preston , Andrew had decided to hold off on that. They were his priority for now. 

As Andrew climbed off his horse, Preston came out of the barn. “Hi, Mr. Andrew,” he said.

There was something about the boy that tugged at Andrew’s heart strings. “Hello, Preston. You’re looking mighty fine this morning.” 

“Thank you, sir,” he said. 

Andrew expected Adeline to walk out of the cabin, but she didn’t. “Where’s your ma?” 

“She’s out plowing. I was supposed to be inside the cabin, but I wanted to help. I was mucking out the stalls and putting corn in the crib.”

“Those are big chores for a fellow your size,” Andrew observed. 

“Not too big for me,” Preston said with his shoulders squared proudly. “I’m the man of the house now.” 

“Yes, you certainly are.” Andrew agreed. “I’m going to take over the plowing for your ma. That’s not work fit for a lady.” 

“Ma says she is both Ma and Pa now so she is doing things she never has done before,” Preston told him.

Andrew nodded. “She’s doing it all well, but she doesn’t have to do it today.”  

Preston nodded and fell into step beside Andrew, taking four steps to Andrew’s one, as they walked to the field. Andrew whistled loudly for Adeline. The mules paused in their tracks as she turned to look over her shoulder at the unfamiliar whistle. “Wait here for your Ma,” Andrew told Preston. Preston nodded and stopped.

Andrew covered the ground in no time to take the reins of the plow out of Adeline’s scraped and worn hands. “I’m plowing today,” he said. 

Adeline was flustered by Andrew’s take charge attitude, but if her neighbor wanted to do her plowing for her, she wasn’t going to put much effort into arguing. Laboring on the farm as a widow was not how she’d envisioned her life. “You don’t have to do that,” she said.

“I know, but I’m here and able,” he said. 

Adeline smiled her thanks. “I’ll go inside and fix you a decent meal for your trouble.”

“That’s mighty kind of you, but you don’t have to do it,” he replied.

“Least I can do,” she said.

Adeline scurried to the cabin to whip up a quick meal. She had plenty of meat and stores packed away. James had been a good provider and a good shot. He provided plenty of venison. He also raised beef cattle and hogs. The smokehouse was full, and they had been eating from it in the months since his passing.  It would likely last them until the end of the year, but soon they would have to start replenishing their supply. Adeline pulled the biscuits out of the oven and placed the food on the table. She sent Preston to fetch Andrew from the field. 

Preston ran full steam ahead to the field. Having a visitor for the noon meal had always been a rare occurrence, and he could not wait to sit and listen to the man talk. He had missed the conversations at the table. His ma and pa had always chattered over the meals, but since his pa’s funeral, his ma had been entirely too quiet for Preston’s liking. She talked to him when she had to, but there was no joy in her eyes. Preston hoped that Mr. Andrew could bring that joy light back into his ma’s eyes. 

Preston slowed to a stop at the end of the row. Mr. Andrew was half way down the last row and headed to him. Preston waved a hand. Mr. Andrew nodded. When Andrew reached the end of the row, he threw the reins on the plow and unhitched the mule team from its burden. “Ma has food on the table. She sent me to fetch you,” he said.

“Good thing! I’m starved for a good meal. I get tired of my own cooking,” Andrew replied.

“Ma is a good cook. I bet she’d cook for you anytime you wanted,” Preston told him. 

“I wouldn’t want to put her to any extra trouble,” Andrew said as the pair hurried toward the cabin’s wash basin. Andrew took out his red handkerchief and mopped the sweat beaded on his brow. 

“No extra trouble, sir, she still cooks enough to feed three,” he said. 

The pair washed off in the basin with Preston standing on a step stool to reach it. Andrew sniffed the air appreciatively. The aroma of freshly fried ham was in the air, and he sniffed again. The smell of smoke was in the air also. He turned to look for the cause.  On the horizon, he spotted a plume of smoke. He couldn’t gauge how far away it was, but it hadn’t been there two hours ago when he’d ridden to the farm. He wrote it off as nothing and went inside to eat. 

Andrew was fairly new to the prairie. Where he grew up in the foothills of the Ozarks, wildfires would have to jump creeks and dirt trails to destroy to homes, but on the prairie fires were destructive and dangerous because there was nothing to stop them. While they were inside eating, the demon fire was eating the dry grass on its way toward them. Before they had eaten the last bite on their plates, the smell of smoke became heavier in the air. 

Adeline sneezed. “I smell smoke,” she said.

Andrew wrinkled his nose. “I guess the fire is getting closer than I thought,” he said. 

“Fire?” Adeline asked, alarm in her voice.

Preston nodded. “We saw the smoke when we washed up.”

With haste, Adeline pushed back her chair. The screech of the chair’s legs on the wood floor was like nails on a chalkboard. It sent chills down their spines before it overturned and landed with a thud. She dashed out the doorway and screamed, “NO!” 

What had been a plume of smoke in the distance had become a billowing cloud of smoke. “Draw water in the pails and dash it on the roof!” 

Andrew and Preston gathered the pails that were hanging on nails outside the barn for milking. Preston ran for the well. He pushed the well bucket down into the well. Andrew was right behind him. “Let me do this, son.” 

Preston moved out of the way. Andrew drew up the well bucket and poured the water into the first pail. He knew it was too heavy for the boy if it was filled to the brim, so he didn’t quite fill it up. Preston carried the first pail of water to his mother. She pitched the water onto the roof, as high as it would go, and then, she handed the empty pail back to her son. Preston took the empty pail back to Andrew who had two pails ready for him. Preston walked as fast as he could with the pails of water. His mother dashed the water onto the walls and onto the roof. Then, she poured water around the perimeter of the homestead, attempting to form a fire-line around the cabin and barn. 

The minutes turned to an hour as they continued to work to preserve the homestead. Adeline kept watch toward the fire. The billowing smoke and ash was looming closer. Stray bits of ash drifted down on top of them. It was Adeline’s fear that one lone ember would cause a blaze. She’d heard tales of it happening before, and it was fear that kept her moving when her arms felt as if they were made of lead. She had faith that God would spare their lives, but she didn’t want to lose her home that she’d made with James. 

As the firestorm neared, she told Andrew to turn all of the animals loose. The horses would surely be able to outrun the blaze. The neighbors would help round them up later if it was necessary, but for now their safety was her first concern. The nearing fire had already alarmed the birds and wildlife. Flocks of birds circled overhead. Their cries of distress were heard above the roaring of the flames. When it became apparent that they had done all that they could do, Andrew called to Adeline, “We have to get in the creek to save ourselves.”

Adeline hoped that the water they had poured would slow the fire, but she gathered clothes and quilts into a bundle. The things that she didn’t want destroyed in the fire that water wouldn’t hurt, she took with her to the creek. Preston gathered his clothing and a few articles belonging to his pa and followed his mother out the door to the creek. 

They sat in the creek bed and waited for the monster to chew its way over their heads. As the flames neared them, the trio began to pray. “Duck under,” Adeline said. 

They sucked in air and dove under the water just in time for the flames to cross the creek. The burned out swath smoldered in its wake. They climbed out of the water unscathed but soggy. They picked a path through the smoldering ashes to check on the cabin. The cabin that James had labored over was no longer recognizable. When Adeline took in the sight of her beloved home, sobs wracked her body. She couldn’t contain the howl of horror that emanated from her being. The loss was just too great to bear. She fell to her knees and wept. The ashes and soot left behind from the wildfire coated her and rendered her an ashen hue. 

Andrew couldn’t look away. He stood as if transfixed on the sight before him. Preston stood still as a statue. His body betrayed him as tears trekked down his cheeks. He was trying to be the man of the house, but now his boyhood home was gone. He was aware that the cabin was not a safe haven for them anymore, and instant panic ripped at his insides. “Ma, where will we live?” The panic in his voice brought Adeline to her feet. 

“I don’t know, honey. I guess we’ll camp outside tonight.” 

Andrew’s jaw dropped in disbelief. “No. If my house is still standing, you’ll be staying with me.” 

Adeline hadn’t even considered that Andrew’s home might have been in the path of the wildfire too. He’d unselfishly helped them instead of worrying about his own homestead and livestock. She only hoped that the wildfire hadn’t split at the creek and had bypassed his homestead. She wasn’t hoping that for them, but for him. “Oh, Andrew! I never even thought about your homestead.” 

He shrugged it off. “Don’t worry yourself over it, Adeline. I believe the wildfire missed my place. I just wish it had missed yours too.” 

She nodded.

“Are you ready to go to my cabin and clean up?”  

She wasn’t really ready to leave her home behind, but she couldn’t justify staying until sundown. “I’m ready.”

The horses were running wild, but at Andrew’s shrill whistle, they came running. He said, “I guess we’ll all be riding since the wagon didn’t survive.”

Adeline hadn’t ridden anything but sidesaddle since she’d married James, but in her younger days, she’d ridden bareback like the boys. “Give me just a minute,” she said as she disappeared behind the burned out cabin. She pulled the least soggy pair of James’s pants out of the bundle. She pulled them on beneath her skirt. She’d be covered and could ride astride the horse. 

When she came back to the horse, she jumped up and caught the horse in the flank and hoisted herself up. Andrew couldn’t help but laugh. He’d never seen a grown woman mount a horse in such a way. 

She shook her head at his laughter. “What you never saw a woman do that?” 

“No indeed!” he replied as he hefted Preston onto the horse he was to ride, and with a swift movement, he swung up on his own stallion.

The ride to Andrew’s homestead took longer because they didn’t get above a walk. The horses had already had a workout outrunning the fire, and there was no great hurry to get to his homestead. They were all quiet on the way. Not even the breathtaking sunset on the horizon could lift the heaviness surrounding the trio. 

As they crossed onto Andrew’s property, the stench of the fire lessened. Andrew’s cabin was small by many standards, but the loft would be a quiet place for Adeline to rest. He would make a pallet on the floor for young Preston. Although it was improper for a lady to spend the night in a cabin with a man she wasn’t married to, Andrew figured that under the circumstances, Adeline’s reputation would be protected.

Adeline dismounted and rinsed off at the wash basin. After the males had followed suit, Andrew led her to the loft. “You’ll find a bed up there.” 

“Thank you for letting us stay tonight. We’ll figure something out and get out of your hair tomorrow,” she said.

“There’s no need to rush away,” he said. 

Adeline shook her head. “I don’t know what we’ll do for sure when we get there, but we’ll go home to our homestead tomorrow.” 

Andrew realized that arguing with Adeline was fruitless for the evening. He would pray about it tonight.

Once Adeline was in her spot upstairs and Preston was down for the night, Andrew picked up his Bible and began to read. He prayed over the situation. He began to see the situation from a different perspective. He’d been praying for a wife. Adeline needed the protection and shelter of a husband. The story of Boaz and Ruth seemed to be playing out before him. He could help Adeline as the kinsman redeemer. He could give her a home, food, and brotherly love. He decided to talk it over with her in the morning. 

When he woke in the morning, Adeline was standing over the stove boiling water for coffee and heating a pan for frying eggs. “Did I wake you?” she asked timidly.

“No, ma’am. It was time for me to rise and shine. You don’t have to be cooking, but I’m glad you are!” he chuckled.

Adeline laughed. “I like an honest man,” she said. 

The sound tickled Andrew’s ears.

“You won’t find one more honest than me,” he replied as he pulled up a chair. He turned it around and placed his arms on the back as he sat. “I been thinking about the Book of Ruth.”

Adeline turned to look at him with a frown. “Huh?”

“You being like Ruth. And me being like Boaz.”

“Huh.” Adeline muttered as she flipped an egg.

Andrew wasn’t sure how to continue, so he didn’t. Adeline continued cooking. After it became clear to Adeline that Andrew was not going to say more, she said, “Ruth and Boaz?” 

“You know in the Bible. The Book of Ruth.” 

Adeline had little formal schooling and church had not been high on the list of priorities with the Reardens who raised her.  They had been of good moral character, but she had never heard them quote scripture. James had been the one to really introduce her to the Bible by reading aloud at bedtime, but she didn’t recall the book Andrew mentioned. “No.”

Andrew frowned. He’d been fairly sure that Adeline was a follower of Christ since she’d insisted that the circuit-riding preacher be summoned for James’s Christian burial.  He raked a hand through his hair. Surely James had not been unequally yoked with an unbeliever. “Well, there’s a book in the Old Testament about Ruth.” 

“Oh.” 

Andrew decided to change the course of the conversation. “After the chores are through, we’ll read it together, if you’d like.” 

“That would be pleasant,” she said. 

He chose his words carefully. “You see, I was thinking that you and Preston could stay on here. I have been wanting a wife. Preston needs a pa. . ., and if we were married, nobody could talk badly about you living here.”

Adeline was shocked by his suggestion. “You mean a marriage without love?” 

Andrew said, “It would be a love born of respect between us.” 

Adeline was sure that the neighbors would suggest she live with another couple rather than with Andrew, but living with the others didn’t appeal to her at all. They all had all they could handle under their own roofs. She felt sure that living with Andrew was the only possible solution, and living with a man she wasn’t married to was not really an option at all. As she mulled it over, his suggestion that they marry for convenience was the only possible solution. “It seems to be a good solution, but only until spring. After winter is over and the cabin is repaired, we will go back to being neighbors.”

Andrew nodded. “We’ll marry when the preacher makes his rounds.” 

Adeline nodded. “And, we’ll divorce when the calves are born in spring. But, be sure to read that story to me later.” 

Andrew was sure that God had placed Adeline in his life for more than just a season, and maybe it was a part of His plan to make sure that Preston continued to learn of God at a young age. Since James had been the spiritual leader of the household, it was now falling on Andrew’s broad shoulders to do the same. “We’ll read it together as a family,” Andrew said. 

The word ‘family’ struck a chord deep inside Adeline. Family was something she’d longed for—a place to belong; a place of love as she remembered it ever so dimly. She’d had the security of family with James, and now, in her darkest moment of need since childhood, Andrew offered that security to her and to Preston, but a loveless marriage was not how she’d envisioned her married life. She remembered the affectionate touches exchanged between her parents and between herself and James. A loveless marriage with a kind man would be better than the home she had as a child. It had been a hard life for them all. She’d been looked at as another pair of hands to work on building the homestead. It was what had made her no stranger to hard work on their own homestead. She’d do no less for Andrew. If she and Preston had been home alone; she shuddered at the thought. Sleeping on the ashen ground would have been their lot. She pondered that for a moment. Andrew patterned his life after the Savior, and it was no wonder that he had been their savior in their time of need. 

She mopped and swept the planks on the hardwood floor. The mud in the pail made it appear as if he had never mopped or swept before. Andrew and Preston handled the manly chores that Adeline had been doing on her own since James’s illness and subsequent death, and Adeline continued to turn the bachelor cabin into a home. After the mopping and scrubbing, Adeline took down the lone curtain and washed it in a pail of clean water. The water quickly turned the pail a sooty gray and mud brown color. There was nothing worse than a home without a woman’s touch, she mused. It wouldn’t take long for her to set the place to right with a homey touch. A candle here and there, and a lace doily for the tabletop. She’d learned from Mrs. Rearden how a home should look. Mrs. Rearden had been reared in a high society family in Boston, and the sophisticated touches had transformed the shanties they lived in from a mere dwelling to a home. Those little homey touches had been the difference that her own mother had known about, but hadn’t lived long enough to teach Adeline herself. The cedar chest she’d hidden in had held those same treasures. A tear dripped down her cheek. She hoped that the cedar chest was intact in the burned out shell of her former home. It would be a miracle if it was. 

With a bit of time between spent between chores, she had time to digest all that had happened over the last few weeks. Time alone had been at a premium since Preston was never far from her sight. With him shadowing Andrew there was nothing to distract her from her sorrow. Tears streamed down her face. Minutes turned to an hour, and the sobs turned to sniffles. She didn’t know what the future held, but she knew one thing, she was strong enough to survive it all. 

She walked outside to see what was in the smokehouse for supper. She was pleased to see that the smokehouse here was nearly full. Combining the smokehouses from both properties would last them through the winter, and they wouldn’t have a need for Andrew to be spending time hunting for food. Meat was plentiful now. She sighed; thankful for good meals to be prepared for her family. She pulled down the venison and cut out a hunk for stew. Next, she found vegetables covered in the corner of the root cellar. She pulled out enough to make a hearty meal. She wrapped them up in her white apron. Then, she trudged back to the cabin where she washed them in the wash basin. She left them to soak while she went to fetch the big stew pot. She pulled them out and plopped them into the big pot. Pouring water into the big pot, she covered the vegetables. Then, she sprinkled herbs and spices on top of it. She hefted the big pot and wagged it inside to place on the stove to boil. She had supper handled with one pot. She smiled and dusted her hands together. A good meal always made things better.

As she settled into the rocking chair, she heard the rattle of a buggy down the lane. She crept to the window to peer outside. She looked down at the black dress and stained white apron. She wasn’t dressed fit for company.  She saw that it was the circuit-riding preacher. She clapped a hand over her mouth. Argh! Getting married in this awful rag! She ran to the ladder to climb up into the loft to see if
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