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Chapter 1

 


As she stepped off the stage coach her
heart was heavy with uncertainty. This was a new experience for
her. She’d never been away from her South Georgia hometown. From
the moment her father told her about his plans things had changed
for her. It was hard to leave her home and family, but it was for
the best. With three daughters and no sons, her widowed father
couldn’t afford a respectable dowry for his girls.

All she knew about Joseph was he was a
Christian and owned a ranch. What would he be like? Would she grow
to care for him or even love him one day? Would he ever love her?
What did he look like? Oh well, she’d find out soon enough. Looking
from side to side she wondered if he was already there in the
crowd.

She stood there for a few minutes
before a fear came over her. Had he changed his mind? If he did,
how would she get back home because she didn’t have enough money to
get home? Tears pricked the corners of her eyes as the fear filled
her. Turning she looked up at the stage coach driver for some help,
but he was busy unloading the luggage from the top. What could she
do?

Then a light tap on her shoulder
caused her to almost stop breathing. She turned slowly and looked
up into the most amazing eyes she’d ever seen. For a long moment
she was stunned silent. The man standing before her was well over
six-foot-tall with dark hair and kind looking blue eyes that
crinkled at the corners from many days spent in the sun.

He took his hat off and looked
uncertain for a moment. Then he grinned, “Are you Naomi?” Deep down
he hoped this was her. As she continued to stare up at him like a
lost bird, he felt for her. Here she was far from home and
comfort.

“Yes, yes I’m Naomi, please
tell me you’re Mr. Washer.”

“Call me Joseph, seeing
we’ll be married this afternoon. It wouldn’t be right you to keep
calling me Mr. Washer.” He winked at her and was awarded with a
smile that lit her beautiful face.

“Oh, Joseph...” She
stuttered as she realized what he’d just said, “Did you say we were
getting married this afternoon?”

He noticed that she paled and quickly
he reached out to hold her arms. Was she about to faint? “Are you
alright?”

She put her hand up to her chest, “I’m
quite alright, just a little surprised. I didn’t realize we were
getting married so soon.” Her heart was beating in her chest. She’d
thought they’d have some time to get used to one another before
becoming husband and wife.

Leaning down he whispered close to her
ear, out of the curious onlookers hearing range, “It wouldn’t be
fitting to take an unmarried woman to live in my house with me and
not be wedded first.” When she gasped and covered her mouth he
continued, “Don’t worry, everything is taken care of at the
Church.”

Of course he thought her worries were
about the arrangements, but she was suddenly nervous and unsure of
things. Being a Christian lady she was appreciative of him wanting
to keep her reputation in tact with the locals. Her Father always
made sure his girls were respectable in everything they
did.

The driver put her bags on the walkway
beside them as they stood looking around not sure of what to say.
Joseph thanked the man and turned to pick up the two bags she’d
brought. He was shocked at the small amount of things she’d brought
with her.

Looking at her a little uncertain, “Is
this the only bags you have?”

“Yes, were you expecting
more.” She didn’t understand his concern about only two bags. It
had looked like she had too much to bring, when so many had so
little.

He let out a little laugh, “It’s only
that my sister would’ve packed two this size and then a trunk to go
with it.”

“I packed the necessary
items that would be needed.” She straightened her spine and looked
up at him. She’d packed all she owned. It may look meager to him,
but it was all she knew.

“I’ve got my buggy over
here.” He pointed toward his open buggy and she followed him as the
people around them stared at the woman with Joseph. “Overlook the
curious stares, I guess word travels fast.”

Once he had her bags stored in the
back of the buggy he held out his hand to help her into the buggy.
She gracefully stepped up into the rig and straightened her skirts
before he sat down beside her.

He clicked his tongue as he pulled the
reins. “The Church is just at the end of town. Everyone is waiting
there for us to arrive.”

She turned quickly with large eyes,
“Who’s everyone?”

“Oh don’t worry, it’s just
the pastor and his wife, oh and my sister and her husband.” He
smiled as he maneuvered out into the main street. She was a jumpy
little thing.

As he guided the horse toward the
Church, he gave her a tour of town, “That green building is the
Taylor’s Mercantile and the one beside it is Rose’s Hotel and
restaurant. I figure after the ceremony we’ll come back there for a
bite of dinner before the drive to the ranch.” He looked down at
her, “That’s if it’s alright with you.”

She glanced toward the two buildings
as they passed by them. “It’s up to you.” Her voice was low as she
spoke. Right now all she could think about was the ball of nerves
tangled up in the pit of her stomach. She actually felt a little
sick as they neared the small white Church that was coming into
view.

The closer they got to the Church the
queasier she became. She noticed an older gentleman standing on the
front steps. He seemed to be waiting on them. Once they were parked
in front of the Church, he walked over and shook Joseph’s hand when
he stepped down from the rig.

“Good afternoon Joseph. How
are you?” He spoke quickly and with a southern accent. It sounded
good to hear something of home. Suddenly she felt homesick and
wished her family would be here to see her married, but that wasn’t
possible.

“Hello Pastor Jim, this is
Naomi Harris. Naomi this is our pastor Jim Mason.”

The pastor walked around and took her
hand in his after Joseph helped her down. “I’m pleased to meet you
Ms. Harris. Your father and I have been corresponding for a couple
of months.”

She smiled and wondered what her
father had told this man about their life back home. Had he told
him how bad they were doing financially and that this was her only
chance to find a decent man.

“My father said to thank
you for all your help.”

“Oh it was my pleasure. I
was just glad to be able to help out a fellow Georgian.” When he
saw the surprise in her eyes he continued, “I’m originally from a
small town in South Georgia. That’s how your father found me, a
mutual friend in the Church.”

“He didn’t tell me much
about your correspondence, just what he thought I needed to
know.”

“Well, let’s get you inside
out of this sun.”

As they stepped into the chapel of the
small Church she was almost trembling. Joseph noticed her nerves
and he hoped she didn’t run for the hills.

Two women came out of a side door and
walked toward them with wide grins. One of them gave Joseph a hug
before coming up to take her hands.

“I’m Patsy, Joseph’s
sister. We’re so glad to have you here with us and I can’t wait to
have a sister in law.” She pulled her into a tight hug. Naomi
almost burst into tears at the sweet gesture.

The other lady walked over, “Hello
dear. I’m Cordelia, Jim’s wife. Welcome to our little Church.” She
saw the tears in the young woman’s eyes and understood. “Let’s take
you in the back room to get refreshed before the service.” She
looked at her husband over her head and motioned for him to take
the men outside.

Once inside the little room which was
set up like a parlor in a home, Naomi relaxed a little. The women
seemed really nice and wanted to help her. She sat down on the
couch against the far wall and try to calm her
breathing.

Cordelia sat down beside her and took
one of her hands. “I know you’re nervous, I was the day I married
Jim. My knees knocked so bad that the petals fell off most of the
flowers in my bouquet.” She laughed and it was a pleasant,
reassuring sound.

Patsy handed her a cup of warm mint
tea. “This will help. I thought I was going to faint the day I
married Mitch.”

Naomi sipped the tasty tea feeling
some of the tension drain out of her. “I wasn’t expecting the
wedding to happen today.”

Cordelia smiled sweetly, “Dear me, no
wonder you’re a bundle of nerves. Here you just stepped off the
stage coach after days of travel and now into the Church to become
a stranger’s bride.”

“Joseph wanted to make sure
no tongues wagged the moment he took you home. That’s why he made
the arrangements for today.” She smiled at Cordelia as the older
woman agreed.

“Yes, some of the towns
people would think the worst without even knowing you. It’s best to
get this done.”

“I feel silly for not
thinking about it like that. That’s why I came here, so why
wouldn’t we marry first.” She sipped her tea and ate a cookie that
Cordelia handed her. “Thanks for the tea, it’s helped
some.”

“Do you have a dress in
your bags or will you get married in your traveling outfit?” Patsy
asked as she stood up to grab a fan from the table.

For a moment Naomi stared straight
ahead, she didn’t have a wedding dress. Then she looked down at her
dusty dress that she’d worn for the trip up here. “Will this one do
alright? I don’t have a wedding dress.”

Cordelia placed her hand on Naomi’s.
“It will work fine. I got married in my traveling clothes too. You
see, I was a bride like you too. The day I arrived in town I
married Jim. We were set up in a similar situation.”

There was a light knock on the door.
Patsy walked over and opened the door. Pastor Jim stepped in the
room and looked down at Naomi. “Are you ready for the service? The
sun will soon start to set and you have a long drive to the
ranch.”

“She’ll be out in a few
minutes. Just give her a minute to take care of a few things.”
Cordelia told her husband and ushered him back out of the room.
This made Naomi and Patsy giggle as she shut the door with a huff.
“That man would rush anybody.”

“There’s a water closet
just through that door.” Patsy said knowing the poor woman probably
was too embarrassed to ask.

Blushing scarlet, she stood up and was
grateful for the thought. Once inside the water closet she took a
deep breath. In just a few minutes she’d be married to Joseph.
Looking up she said a quick prayer and then took care of her
business.

Joseph watched as she walked out of
the door and over to stand with him. She held a small bouquet of
wild flowers. Silently he kicked himself for not thinking of
flowers.

Then he looked over at his sister and
saw her give him a wink. She’d thought of the flowers. He’d thank
her later.

Jim began the service with a prayer.
Then as they spoke the vows and turned for the rings, Naomi felt
funny that she didn’t have one for him. Cordelia told her when she
asked earlier that it wasn’t mandatory for the woman to give the
man a ring.

Joseph slipped a simple, shiny gold
band on her left hand, then kept her hand in his. The pastor
finished the service and told him he could kiss his bride. Naomi
held her breath when Joseph gently lifted her chin so she could
look up at him. He slowly leaned close and kissed her lips
lightly.

Her heart beat in her chest as his
lips touched hers. She’d never been kissed by a man before and it
wasn’t altogether unpleasant. When he pulled back and opened his
eyes he wasn’t surprised to see her eyes open wide. He smiled at
her as she continued to stare at him.

The others came up to congratulate
them. Then they walked out to the rig to ride over to the
restaurant. It was a short ride, but Naomi felt like it took an
hour. She was suddenly afraid to be alone with him.

They walked into the small restaurant
and were seated by the window. The owner came out to tell them
congratulations and that their meal was free as a wedding
present.

The meal consisted of steak and gravy,
mashed potatoes, beans and flaky biscuits. Naomi was surprised to
have her appetite after all the nerves. The food was delicious and
the biscuits were reminiscent of her late mothers.

Joseph watched her as she cleaned her
plate. He appreciated a woman with a good appetite. Then a thought
occurred to him, could she cook? Was this to be his last edible
meal until his next trip to town?

Rose surprised them with a joint slice
of iced cake. It was moist and made them smile. As they made their
way back out to the rig for the ride to the ranch, Rose brought out
a basket of food to last for the next day. It was thoughtful and
made Naomi tear up again.

“Well let’s head to the
ranch. I know you’re tired and ready to get some rest.” He said as
he helped her up into the carriage.


Chapter 2

The ride to the ranch was long and
dusty. By the time they arrived at the house she was exhausted. He
helped her down and she almost fell into his arms from her weak
limbs.

“I’ll get you inside and
come back for your bags.” He walked beside her as they made their
way up the walkway.

The house was a two story white board,
with green shutters. The front porch spanned the whole front of the
house and turned down the sides. When he opened the front door it
opened into a foyer and large staircase. On one side she saw a
parlor and the other side was a dining room. The hall went all the
way to the back door.

“Why don’t you get settled
in the parlor while I go out and get your bags?” He turned and went
out the door.

She sat looking around at the room. It
was decorated in blues and yellows. The mantel was a large wooden
log that had been flattened on the top. Since it was too warm for a
fire, the hearth was clean.

Joseph sat her bags down at the bottom
of the stairs. “Would you like to go upstairs and see your
room?”

Slowly she stood up and followed him
up the wide staircase. He turned to the right and then into the
first room. “This is your room.”

For a long moment she stood outside
the door feeling such relief. She wasn’t sure what she expected,
but he was a gentleman and knew she needed to get to know him
before they shared more than just a house.

He realized why she looked relieved.
“Naomi, I’d never expect you to be a wife in that aspect now. We’ll
cross that bridge after we’ve grown to know one another. I want you
to feel comfortable here and realize this is now your home
too.”

“Thank you for having
consideration of my feelings. I appreciate your
hospitality.”

“As I said, it’s not
hospitality, this is your home now.” He turned and walked into the
hall. “If you need anything just let me know. I’ll see you in the
morning.” He tipped his hat at her as he walked past
her.”

Once the door was closed and she was
alone a sigh released through her lips. She sat down on the edge of
the bed and untied her bonnet. This was the start of her new life
and she might as well get used to it.

Turning around she knelt down beside
the bed and prayed. She thanked God for a safe trip and mostly for
a Godly new husband. Then she asked for courage to face this new
life with dignity and grace. When she stood back up her heart felt
better. The heavy, sad feeling was slipping away.

Naomi slowly opened her eyes as light
slipped in through the curtains. She lay there for a few minutes as
confusion set in. Then realization hit and she remembered where she
was. The house was quiet which was different from her home in
Georgia.

Every morning her father would be up
before sunrise feeding the animals and then she’d have breakfast
ready for him when he returned to the house. Of course their home
was only 4 rooms which consisted of a sitting room, kitchen, and
two bedrooms. They had an outhouse just beyond the back
door.

She sat up and listened carefully for
any sign that Joseph was up and moving around. Grabbing her robe as
she stood up, she wrapped it around herself and tiptoed to the
door, placing her ear to the door. No sound.

With a need to find a bathroom, she
opened the door a crack and peeped out. He’d showed her a door just
beyond hers that was the water closet. Quickly she walked down to
the door and stood outside listening. Evidently Joseph wasn’t in
the house, it was too quiet.

After she’d taken care of her needs
she noticed a basin of water beside her door. He’d brought her some
water to freshen up with. Smiling slightly, she was impressed with
his thoughtfulness.

She placed the wash basin in the wash
stand that was beside the window. It felt good to wash her face and
body. After she was satisfied with her bathing she chose one of the
three dresses that she owned. Now that she was dressed
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