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I lift up my eyes to the hills,

From where does my help come?

My help comes from the Lord,

Who made heaven and earth.

—Psalm 121:1-2​
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Larson Stables

Near Prescott, Arizona Territory

September 21, 1886

Caty

“Caty, wake up.”

I groaned and rolled over.

“Come on.”

Two pairs of hands shook me.

“Let’s go,” Penny said as she tugged me until I sat up.

“Come. On.” Dory whined.

“Fine. I’m up.”

“Here.” Penny thrust my coat toward me. “Put this on.”

After I wiped the sleepy sand from my eyes, I donned my coat and boots as my sisters dragged me out of the house toward the lake. It had been years since the three of us went to the dock to gaze at the stars. My twentieth birthday was a good time to resurrect the stargazing tradition.

“Watch your step,” Dory warned as she held up the lantern.

I carefully stepped onto the dock and walked to the other end before I sat down. Penny sat next to me, and Dory sat on her other side. Then the three of us laid on our backs and snuggled close to keep warm while we looked up at the stars. Slowly, I let out a long breath as I drank in the beauty of a million stars twinkling overhead. So peaceful.

“Turn down the lantern,” Penny said.

Dory giggled as she extinguished it. “It’s been too long.”

“I know,” Penny said. “I miss this. One day, we won’t be able to do this anymore.”

A twinge of sadness washed over me. At seventeen, Penny had already turned the heads of several boys at church. Her light blue eyes and wild brown curly hair enhanced her natural beauty. She might marry before me, if it wasn’t for her singular focus on one particular boy.

“Caty, what is your dream? Has it changed?” Dory asked. At fourteen, marriage still seemed like a distant dream for my youngest sister. Though her figure started filling out her dresses. In another year or two, she’d be considered a fine catch.

With the dawn of my twentieth birthday, I doubted God would grant me the desires of my heart. I had only one.

“To marry a craftsman,” I whispered the words. I knew it was an odd request, but it was my heart’s truest desire.

“Still?” Penny asked.

“What do you mean by craftsman?” Dory asked.

“A man with some talent. Woodworking or something like that. He makes beautiful things out of ordinary things.”

“Kinda like Papa does when he whittles figurines?” Dory asked.

“Only on a larger scale.”

Soon enough, I’d have to abandon my dream if it didn’t come true. Perhaps my dream was unattainable. Or perhaps I wasn’t pretty enough to gain any man’s attention. Twenty inched closer to spinsterhood. Some might already consider me that.

“What about you, Penny?” I asked.

She laughed. “To marry Nathan Cahill, silly. It’s my one and only goal in life.”

As I figured, her answer remained unchanged. For years, she said the same thing. Always our cousin Nathan. Not that he was related by blood. His mother’s first husband had been Mama’s oldest brother. After he passed, she married another man, Nathan’s father. So even though we grew up calling him cousin, only his older brother and sister actually were.

“Has he noticed you yet?” Dory asked.

Penny let out a long breath. “We’re best friends. But no. He has not noticed me romantically. We still have time.”

A smile stretched across my lips. So true.

“And you, Dory?” Penny asked.

“I think I want to marry a man just like Papa. Handsome. Gifted with horses.”

Her dream made the most sense. Our papa, Adam Larson, earned the respect of every man he met. His reputation for breeding and training horses stretched far across the territory. He loved our mama deeply, even after more than twenty years of marriage. That was the kind of love I longed for. Deep. Abiding.

“You couldn’t pick a better kind of man to dream about,” I said.

“I want a godly man,” she added.

“Don’t we all?” Penny asked.

“I certainly do,” I replied.

Our words faded as we each gazed at the stars overhead. I prayed, thanking God for His masterpiece of the beautiful night sky. Please, Lord, let me fall in love soon. If the man you have for me isn’t a craftsman, I’ll let that dream go. I yearn for a godly man who will love me.

Penny’s breathing slowed, and a snore escaped her lips. I nudged her, annoyed she fell asleep before we brought our outing to a close.

“Dory, will you pray?” I asked.

“Lord, we ask, if it is Your Will, bring a craftsman for Caty. Let Nathan Cahill fall madly in love with Penny. When I am older, bring a man like Papa for me.”

“Amen,” Penny and I whispered.

We sat up before we hurried back to our warm beds.

This year. Maybe it would be my year.​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


Prescott, Arizona Territory

December 22, 1886

Josiah

After another late night, I rolled off the cot in my workshop. It was the first December I owned a store, and I underestimated the amount of last-minute business that came in before the holiday.

The stove barely emitted any heat. I tossed more wood in its belly. Then I prepared the coffeepot. Mama would be upset I’d not come home again. She’d be by soon to check on me and bring breakfast. I hoped.

I ran a hand through my hair. Since I had no mirror, I did not know how scruffy I looked. My itchy beard irritated me, but I left my shaving kit at home. I washed up and donned a fresh change of clothes. Knowing Mama, she’d bring me something clean again today. She was so good to me.

After I tied my laces, I poured a cup of coffee. Then I entered the main part of the store. The clock read five after nine. Good. I wasn’t too late. I turned the sign to “open.” Then I chugged my coffee and returned to my workshop.

The large cedar-lined wardrobe Mr. Murphy ordered stood near the doorway. I assembled it last night, but still needed to sand it, add some carved decorative touches, stain it, and lacquer it. Unfortunately, it would be late in the day before I could get to it. There were so many other orders waiting to be filled.

I smiled as I pictured a few of Santa’s elves coming to help me. I sure could use some help. Probably should ask my stepfather. He would if I asked. Yet something held me back. I wanted to prove I could manage my shop without my parents.

As I contemplated carving decorative touches on another customer’s jewelry box, I thought about my morning prayers. I longed for a woman who would appreciate my work. I hoped she would admire it. Woodworking combined both skill and art, at least it did for me. Any woman interested in me would have to understand that. Especially during lean times.

Some men wanted a wife to cook and clean. I wanted a kindhearted, godly woman who would see the beauty in the things I created. A woman to come alongside me. I had no clearer picture of what that truly meant or how God might choose to bring her into my life.

As I sat on the bench, I picked up the pieces of the rocking horse I cut last night. They needed sanded. When the bell over the door rang, I set the pieces aside and entered the main room.

“Mama.” I greeted her with a kiss on the cheek.

“Josiah, I declare you look exhausted.” Worry clouded her dark brown eyes as her lower lip protruded in a pout.

Even after living in Prescott for more than a decade, Mama’s southern accent remained fully intact. Mine faded to a bit of a drawl in some words, much to her disappointment.

“I brought you some sweet tea. Here’s a plate of breakfast. I’ve wrapped up a few sandwiches for later,” she said as she bustled to my workshop in the back. She set the sandwiches and tea on a counter.

“Thank you.”

When she turned toward me, she placed a hand on my face. Heat warmed my cheeks. I was a twenty-four-year-old man. Thankfully, no one walked in front of the shop to see the motherly gesture. Her hand returned to her side.

“Please try to come home for supper.”

“I don’t know.”

“Josiah.”

Her tone held a warning, one I’d ignore in favor of completing the orders due tomorrow and the next day. She handed me the plate full of eggs, bacon, sausage, and grits. Then she walked past me and studied the wardrobe for Mrs. Murphy.

“This looks lovely,” she said. “Will you carve some roses for the cornice?”

“Yes, with some vining stems and leaves.”

“Mrs. Murphy will love it, I am sure. I hope Mr. Murphy is paying you well.”

I gave her a half smile. “More than well. He doubled my fee for expediting it.”

“I am proud of you, son.”

I kissed her cheek before I escorted her to the door. Then I scarfed down breakfast. After setting the plate aside, I went back to work.

Some time later, the bell rang again. I greeted a customer and showed him the jewelry box he had commissioned. After a few minutes of praise, he finally left. I appreciated his sentiments, but the amount of work left undone overwhelmed me.

When I returned to the workshop, the bell rang again before I sat down. I let out a loud sigh. Maybe I ought to close the store so I could finish the orders I’d already accepted.

I stepped into the shop. A woman faced the coat rack. She shimmied her arms and her coat slid down to her waiting hands, revealing her slender figure. My throat went dry. I thought it might be Caty Larson. She occupied my thoughts more often lately, though I had yet to summon the courage to even speak to her at church.

As she turned around, my breath caught. It was indeed Caty. She wore a lovely purple silk dress which highlighted every bit of her femininity. Her golden locks rested in a coil at the base of her soft neck. The lace edging the collar drew my eyes up to the lace on the matching hat. Her green eyes lit when she saw me. She looked even more beautiful than I remembered. It was the closest I’d ever stood to her. Then she smiled at me, and my heart pommeled my chest. I cleared my throat as she approached me.

“Mr. Elliot.” She said my name as if it were a gift. “I need your help.”

My stomach tightened. I didn’t have time to accept any more orders for Christmas. Yet, I could not bear to disappoint her or cause her sweet smile to disappear.

“Miss Larson,” I greeted her.

“Please, call me Catherine. Or better yet, Caty. All my friends do.”

“Caty, I’m sorry—”

“There is plenty of time to finish the piece I want you to make. It’s for my mother’s birthday the third week of January.”

I straightened as the weight lightened from my shoulders. “How can I help?”

“May I call you Josiah?”

I beamed. “I’d like that.”

She stepped closer and unfolded a piece of paper. “Josiah, this is a special birthday for Mama. I thought,” she said as she smoothed the paper flat, “that she would like a special box for some keepsakes from her mother and treasures from myself and my sisters over the years.”

Though it was difficult, I tore my eyes away from her lovely green ones to study the paper.

“How large were you thinking?” I asked.

“Larger than a jewelry box, but smaller than a chest. Have you anything like it?”

I led her over to a display case with many sizes of jewelry boxes. “Do any of these look like the size you wanted?”

She perused the boxes. As she reached for one, she quickly drew back her hand as if she should not touch it. I picked it up and handed it to her.

“You may look at them closer.”

Pink tinged her cheeks when she took the box from me. I caught a whiff of her fragrance, which smelled like spring flowers. Then I thought if I could smell her, she might smell me, which might not be so pleasant. So I took a step back.

Caty ran her slender fingers over the carvings on the top of the box. “This is beautiful.” Her index finger traced the scrolled pattern I had carved. “How long does something like this take?”

My heart warmed at the admiration in her tone. “A few hours to carve it. Then I sand it smooth. Stain it.”

When she glanced up, her eyes connected with mine. My pulse quickened as she handed the box back to me. Her fingers brushed against mine, accidentally, I thought. Trails of warmth spread from her touch. I must find the courage to ask her to have a meal with me. Or something. Anything to get to know her better.​
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Caty

When Josiah’s hand touched mine, tingles traveled up my arm. With a day’s growth of beard on his chin and his mussed hair, he looked roguishly handsome. His deep blue eyes shimmered with interest. My breath caught, and I quickly released the jewelry box from my hand.

As my pulse raced, I said, “That one is smaller than I had in mind.” Then I described the keepsakes Mama had. A broach from her mother. Some drawings from Penny. Handcrafted holiday ornaments from Dory. Papa’s love notes.

“I see. I think...” He held up one finger before he hurried to the back room. Then he returned with some wood scraps of different sizes. He held two of them together. “Something about this size?”

Excitement washed over me. “Yes, that’s perfect.”

His warm and inviting smile made my heart flutter. 

“May I keep your drawing?”

“Of course.”

He set the scrap wood aside. After he pulled a pencil from his pocket, he jotted some notes on the paper.

“Would you like a design on the box?”

“Mama loves horses. Larson Stables, you know.”

He laughed. “I should hope so. I can carve a galloping horse on the top. Or scrollwork, vines, flowers, pretty much anything.”

I placed a hand at my throat. “You can carve a galloping horse?”

Josiah nodded. “I have something similar over here.”

He motioned me to follow him to another section of the store. My breath shallowed when I saw the intricate work. My fingers glided over the smooth surface.

“Does this cost more?”

“What’s your budget?”

I told him. Then he smiled, and warmth settled in my belly.

“For that price, I could do something similar.”

Once we completed the arrangements, I found myself reluctant to leave his store, as I so enjoyed seeing his creations. The clock on his wall chimed one o’clock, drawing his attention away.

“I...” He glanced at the workshop, then at me. His lips parted several times. At length, he finally asked, “Have you eaten? My mother brought several sandwiches by and I would be happy to share one with you.”

Heat warmed my cheeks. “I would like that.”

“Just let me dust off a chair. I wouldn’t want to ruin your stunning dress.”

How incredibly sweet. A few minutes later, he escorted me to the back room. Two plates sat at the end of his workshop table. A blanket draped over one chair, which he held out for me. Then he sat in the chair across from me.

I smiled as he poured some tea.

“It’s sweet tea,” he said as he set it in front of me.

I took a sip and smiled. “It’s good.”

When he held out his palm toward me, I slipped my dainty hand into his. His callused fingers curled around mine. Then he bowed his head. I did the same as he prayed for the simple meal. Once the prayer ended, he released my hand.

We talked as we ate the simple meal together. His smile lit his eyes and warmed my soul. I wondered why the two of us had not spoken before. We never ran out of things to talk about.

Then the clock struck half-past two. His smile faded as he stood.

“I hate to—”

“I ought to head back home now,” I said. “I’m so sorry to have kept you from your work.”

He led me to the front room. He took my hand in his as he gazed into my eyes. “I’m not sorry. I really enjoyed the time with you, Caty.”

The way he said my name felt like the first warm breeze on a spring day. I truly did not want to leave. But I knew I kept him from a mountain of work. Then an idea formed.

“What can I do to help?” I asked.

Josiah’s eyes traveled from my head to my feet. “I would not want you to ruin your dress.”

“Do you have an apron?”

He looked up at the corner of the room. Then his face lit up. “I do.”

When he returned from the workshop, he held out a manly canvas apron. I giggled. “That will work. Show me what to do.”

Then he showed me how to sand. He retrieved the parts of a rocking horse before he placed a sandpaper block on the flat surface. Once I grasped it, Josiah stood next to me and covered my hand with his. I liked the feel of it and the tingles that ran up my arm. He led me in the motion of sanding the wood while his other hand rested lightly on my waist. His nearness thrilled me. For several seconds, his hand remained over mine.

When the motion stopped, I noticed everything about him. The strength of his hands. The warmth of him standing so close. I glanced up at him and smiled. His face was only inches from mine.

He cleared his throat and released his hold as he stepped back. He hurried to the other side of the table.

“You’re a natural,” he said. “When the wood feels soft to the touch, then it’s ready.”

I nodded and watched as he turned his attention to a large plank of wood. He measured and marked off lengths of it. Then he cut it. I could watch him all day.

Shaking my head, I focused on sanding the rocking horse pieces. I moved on to the next one after the first felt smooth. We worked in companionable silence for hours. 

Before I realized it, the sun lowered in the sky. I was in danger of not making it back home for supper if I didn’t leave immediately.

“Thank you for your help,” Josiah said, as he held my coat for me. “Are you sure you don’t want me to accompany you home?”

“No, I’ve already taken up far too much of your time to-day. I’ll be fine.”

“I really enjoyed spending time with you, Caty.”

I squeezed his hand before I darted out of the shop. Then I climbed on my horse and headed home with a heart full of joy.

The next morning, I baked a batch of gingersnap cookies. The moment they cooled, I placed them in a tin. Then I packed two dresses in a valise. I took the valise and cookies with me to the barn.

Papa asked where I was going as I put my things on my horse. I realized I should have probably asked permission since I still lived in his home. Though he gave me plenty of freedom.

“I’m going to stay with Aunt Caroline and come back on Christmas morning with her family.”

Papa raised an eyebrow.

“Will that be alright? We have the caroling tomorrow after Christmas Eve service. And I promised to help her bake today.”

He leaned forward and placed a kiss on my cheek. Then he winked at me. “I suppose you’ve left me to tell your mother?”

I grinned before I mounted my horse. “Love you, Papa!” Then I kicked my horse toward town as his chuckling faded behind me. 

When I arrived in town, I noticed that Josiah’s shop was open, so I pulled up in front of it before I dismounted and tied my horse outside. I entered the room as the bell clinked over-head.

“Just a minute!” Josiah called from his workshop.
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