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To the women at Homes of Hope,

Your stories of renewed

hearts have inspired me in my own journey.

_____

The Lord is close to the brokenhearted
and saves those who are crushed in spirit.
Psalm 34:18
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Star C Ranch, Texas

July 4, 1864

“You cannot be serious, Reuben!” Julia Colter shouted, not caring that she might wake her niece and nephew from their afternoon nap. Pacing back and forth across the length of the kitchen, she stopped in front of her older brother, her temper flaring almost as hot as the stove. “He is balding and fat and twice my age!”

“You will marry who I say!” Reuben thundered. “I expect you to treat Mr. Hiram Norton with the upmost respect this evening. He has shown great interest in you and the least you can do is be civil with the man.”

“But I could never love him!”

Reuben's hand shot out, gripping her arm with surprising force as he backed her against the wall. His fingers dug in hard enough to make her wince. His brown eyes darkened with unrestrained anger as he glared down at her. She swallowed in fear, stunned by his abrupt action.

“Stop, you’re hurting me,” she said, trying to twist free.

Something dangerous flickered in his eyes.

Leaning so close the heat of his breath warmed her cheeks, he said, “You have no idea what hurt is, Julia. You are an insolent little whelp. You will paste a smile on that tart little face of yours. And you will do your best to win his affections or,” his voice menacing, “you will suffer my wrath, the likes of which you have yet to see.”

Releasing his hold, he pushed her so hard that she tumbled to the floor in a heap. As he turned to walk away, he added in a sinister tone, “It would be best if you get used to the idea of Hiram Norton and give up fanciful notions of love, dear sister. You will not have that luxury. The sooner you come to accept that, the better it will go for you.”

She sat in stunned silence as Reuben stalked to his office down the hall. Tears streaming down her face, Julia bolted to her feet, running out the front door of the ranch house to the nearby stables, still frightened by her brother’s brutal behavior.

The smell of hay and horse assaulted her delicate senses as she selected a gentle mare. Throwing her saddle on the horse’s back, she led her from the barn. Once under the open blue skies, she shoved one foot into the stirrup, swinging her other leg over the mare, riding astride. Nudging the mare into a full gallop, Julia fled to the one place she would always feel free—the back of a horse in the wide-open pastures.

Reuben may be her guardian now, but she had only to endure a few more years of this before she would be of age and in control of her life. If only she could stop him from marrying her off before then.

At seventeen, she considered herself too young to get married, though many women her age and younger married. She wasn’t ready. She didn’t pine for the responsibilities marriage entailed. She liked her freedom. But when she was ready to marry, she would marry for love and not because Reuben wished it.

Certainly, she would never marry Hiram Norton. The thirty-seven-year-old rancher was the exact opposite of what Julia wanted for a husband. His short stature and fading hairline made him look even older. He had a reputation for loving excess. When it came to food, his waistline showed the results of that love. There were other unsavory aspects to his reputation as well—including rumors that he frequented the saloon and brothel.

No, the man for Julia would be young and handsome. His character would be impeccable, his honor undeniable. Land, money, and wealth held no importance to her. She only cared that her dream man would be able to provide for her and their family.

As the wind tangled her long, sandy brown curls, she continued to press the horse for more speed—needing it to soothe her fear and anger. In the distance the herd of longhorns kicked up dust. The sight sparked the memory of Will, the kinder, more honorable of the Colter brothers, sending her mind racing in another direction. So many times he’d taken Julia out to the pasture, teaching her how to rope, ride, and work with the cattle. Some thought such behavior unacceptable for a lady. She was glad to learn these skills. Should her handsome young dream man end up being a rancher, he might appreciate her ability to work the ranch by his side.

Why hasn’t Will written? The thought of him brought fresh tears as memories of his hasty departure flooded her mind. Not only had she buried her father, but she also lost the brother she was close to—all within a few short weeks. Almost a year ago, following her father’s death, Reuben forced Will to leave the ranch when he had been deeded the house and ranch. While Will and Reuben both received half of the herd and the financial holdings, Will was left with no home or land. Unable to find anything close, he moved to the Arizona Territory, leaving Julia behind. Alone.

The only time she heard from him was in November 1863. Will wrote that he, his men, and his cattle arrived safely and set up their new home near the Granite Creek settlement in the Arizona Territory—wherever that was. No other letters came.

Despite the thirteen-year age difference between Will and Julia, they adored each other. She followed him everywhere, never far from his side even when he worked with the herd. When she needed protecting, it was Will who came to her defense.

Oh, how she could use his protection now. If he were here, he would stop Reuben from forcing her to marry that awful Hiram Norton.

But he wasn’t here. He was in a distant territory, far from Texas, far from her aid. Her father left her in Reuben’s care—not Will’s—even though Will would have been the better choice as far as Julia was concerned.

Their father never saw the evil that clouded Reuben’s heart, and he knew nothing of his manipulative ways. In her father’s eyes, Reuben was as good of a son as Will. If her father knew of Reuben’s late nights in town or of his forceful tactics for bankrupting other ranchers and taking over their lands, he turned a blind eye. She found it hard to fathom that father could have missed such thinly concealed behavior.

As the mare started to struggle for breath, sides heaving with great effort, Julia eased up the pace. She was so torn. She had thought more than once to run away to Arizona, but was afraid Reuben would find her and drag her back. Now he wanted her to flirt with Hiram Norton and get him to marry her. She had no desire to do what Reuben was asking. Mr. Norton may be wealthy, but he was twenty years older than her. There was something indecent in that alone. Nothing about him or his character appealed to her.

Realizing she was nearing the outer pasture, Julia turned the mare around to head back to the ranch house. She did not want to risk angering Reuben further by being unprepared for their dinner guests. Lord, please don’t make me have to marry that repulsive man. Will always said you could work things together for good. I am not seeing much good right now. Please give me the strength to make it through this evening meal.

As she pulled the mare to a stop in front of the stables, she slid off the horse. One of the young cowboys, Bates, took the reins from her hand.

“Miss Colter, you best hurry,” he said, nodding toward the lane leading to the ranch house.

A cloud of dust at the far end of the lane indicated their guests were already arriving. Julia tossed a quick word of thanks to the friendly cowboy before picking up her skirts and running to the house. Reuben stood waiting with fury written on his face.

Rushing down the hall she slammed her bedroom door shut. She splashed some water on her face, wiping away the dust from her ride.

“Where have you been?” Mary’s panicked voice preceded her entrance into Julia’s room. Reuben’s normally calm, quiet wife seemed rather anxious as she picked up the corset she laid out.

“Riding.”

“Whatever for?” came the squeaky, agitated response.

Julia tore off her day dress, tossing it over a chair. As Mary came to assist her with the corset, she took her last deep breath of the evening. She hated the confining contraption. Once the stays were tightened, she lifted her arms as Mary helped settle the lovely yellow silk down over her shoulders.

“You should have been in here an hour ago,” Mary lamented. “Now there is no possible way we can fashion your hair into ringlets. The other women will think you don’t care about your appearance.”

They would be correct, Julia thought. “You fret, too much,” she replied, brushing out her tangled curls. She would be content with twisting her unruly hair into a chignon, despite how much it fought against the pins.

“Go on. I’ll finish,” she instructed Mary, hoping to have a quiet moment to compose herself before entering the fray.

Mary hesitated for a moment before softly exiting the room. Taking as deep a breath as she could, Julia let it out in a heavy sigh. Undoubtedly, Hiram Norton was already here, waiting for her in the other room. Pasting a smile on her face, she squared her shoulders and left the solitude of her room.

“Hiram,” Reuben said as Julia approached, “I do not believe you have met my sister, Julia.”

It took every ounce of courage to hold her smile steady and extend her hand towards Mr. Norton’s rotund frame. Taking her hand, he placed a sloppy kiss on top. “Reuben, where have you been hiding this lovely filly?”

Filly? The distasteful comment sickened her.

“Mr. Norton, a pleasure to meet you,” Julia said with more decorum than she thought she possessed. As soon as his hold lifted, she discretely wiped the back of her hand on her dress.

“Miss Colter, you are absolutely stunning,” he replied, allowing his lustful gaze to rove over her neckline, down her curvy figure, making overtly inappropriate stops along the way.

She fought to tamp down her mounting abhorrence. As the guests were seated around the table, she eagerly helped Mary set out the food. 

Still irritated by Mr. Norton’s uncouth comment, she decided to fight back as she took her seat. “Mr. Norton, my brother tells me you have been very successful with your ranch, despite the Union’s blockade. Tell me, how do you do it?”

Reuben’s eyes narrowed slightly, letting her know he caught her barely hidden sarcasm.

“My lovely Miss Colter, such matters are too complicated for your simple mind to understand.”

Another mark against Mr. Norton—condescension towards women, she thought, keeping the sweet smile firmly in place. Lobbing a spoonful of potatoes on her plate she waited for him to continue.

“However, I shall endeavor to enlighten you,” he said with an air of superiority, snatching the potatoes from her hand. “While the Union may have blockaded our route to drive cattle to the New Orleans market, they have made no such effort to stop us from driving to points north or west. It seems that as long as we aren’t supplying the Confederate Army, they care little where we sell our cattle. We have simply changed our route north to the railway in Missouri. While I don’t care for the Union and their imposing ways, a profit is a profit. And I have made significant gains by being one of the first Texans to sell to eastern markets by way of Missouri.”

“If a large profit is to your liking, why not drive the cattle west towards the California market where prices are more than triple that of the eastern markets?”

Reuben shifted in his chair uncomfortably. His darkening eyes warned her to hold her tongue. She knew she should have heeded the warning, but she preferred being forthright. Let Mr. Norton find that out now.

Mr. Norton laughed off her question, causing her to dislike him even more. “You are a spirited little woman. I will give you that. But your comment shows your youth and your naivety.”

Taking not one, but two large pork chops from the platter she handed him, he said, “While the prices west are much higher, so is the cost to drive the cattle such a great distance. The length of time it takes to drive the cattle to California is almost three times as long as the northern route. It is also much more dangerous. There are many more Indians and cattle thieves westward. It would simply not be profitable to drive the herd west.”

His snooty tone grated on her nerves. When she opened her mouth to speak, Reuben interrupted. “Perhaps, dear sister, you should leave the business matters to men. I’m sure you would be much more interested in knowing how Mrs. Withers’ new baby is faring.”

Mrs. Withers quickly picked up the conversation, monopolizing both Julia and Mary’s time. While Julia was surprised Reuben even knew the woman had a child, she was thankful for the opportunity to ignore Mr. Norton.

As the conversation continued, she felt something brush against her knee then move away. She kept her focus on Mrs. Withers’ overlong description of her young son and on eating the meal, until she felt the unmistakable presence of a man’s hand move above her knee. She stole a glance and confirmed Mr. Norton’s hand rested most inappropriately on her thigh. Angling her legs further away from him as discreetly as possible, her stomach churned. When Mr. Norton pressed closer, she thought she might lose her dinner. The man appeared to have no limits.

Standing abruptly, she said, “If you’ll excuse me. I’m not feeling quite myself.” Without waiting for a reply, she hurried to her room.

_____

Reuben scowled after his sister. Her behavior had been completely unacceptable, despite his attempt earlier in the day to reason with her. This silly idea of marrying for love must have worked its way into her thinking from the stories their father told of their mother. No one married for love.

He certainly hadn’t. While Mary was pleasant looking enough and easy to control, he did not love his wife. He had married her to increase his social standing among the area ranchers, something his father never seemed to care about. Her father had been one of the wealthier men in the area and he was easy to win over. In fact, Reuben thought, most everyone he met was easy to manipulate—except Will and Julia.

It didn’t matter. Will was gone and out of the picture. He was no longer a nuisance, even though it was Will’s fault that he was in such a financial mess. When he left with half the herd and half the financial holdings, Reuben was unable to pay debts to some very powerful men—a situation he was desperately trying to resolve.

The last bite of his pork chop churned in his stomach as fear gained a foothold. He needed Hiram’s money from the marriage arrangement to Julia. It was his only hope of turning things around.

As his guests finished the meal, Reuben stood. “Gentlemen, shall we retire to the front porch for some refreshments and cigars?”

The men eagerly nodded, obviously wanting to be away from the women as quickly as he did. As Hiram stood, Reuben pulled him aside. Speaking loud enough for the others to hear, he said, “We’ll join you in a moment. Hiram and I have a few business matters to discuss.”

Leading Hiram back towards his office, Reuben hoped Hiram would still be amiable to the agreement they discussed several days ago at the saloon, despite Julia’s less than enthusiastic attitude this evening.

Before he offered a seat, Hiram took one, starting the conversation on his terms. “Julia is quite lovely. You’ve been holding out on me. When you asked for such a large sum, I assumed she must be dreadful to look at.”

“So, you are pleased?”

“To a point. While she’ll keep me entertained, she needs to learn to control her tongue, especially in front of guests. I’m surprised you haven’t dealt with this already.”

Reuben frowned. If only Hiram knew what he was up against. With any luck, he wouldn’t find out until after his wedding day. “Well, Father has only been gone a short time. He doted on her, so it will take some time to teach her to properly respect a man.”

“Ah, there’s the catch. I’ll have to train her myself then.” Hiram laughed. “It will be a fun challenge—breaking her. Too bad you didn’t have more time to do the job yourself. You could get a much higher price for her, as beautiful as she is.”

The price he was asking was enough. Normally prone to greediness, when it came to selling his sister’s hand in marriage, he felt it prudent not to get too greedy. He was running out of time and needed to pay his debts soon. Once that pressure slackened, he could focus his energy on rebuilding his wealth.

A brief hint of remorse came over Reuben. Had he stooped so low that he was selling his sister for money? But it was not as if he were selling her to a brothel. No, he was just selling her to a wealthy rancher. She would live in luxury. What could be bad about that?

He knew living with Hiram Norton would not be pleasant. The man had a reputation for being ruthless to his business associates, to his women, and even to his mother. He had no limits. He made Reuben look like a saint. Julia would undoubtedly be miserable married to him until she learned her place.

Chiding himself, he refocused his attention back to what Hiram was saying. He needed this man’s money, not a sudden case of conscience. 

“After we have our cigars,” Hiram was saying, “then, I will take Julia for a walk. See if I still fancy her. When I return, we will announce our engagement. It will be short. No longer than a month.”

Reuben held back a gasp. He hadn’t expected Norton to want a short engagement. “You know what the townsfolk will say with such a quick wedding. They will think my sister has been compromised.”

Pulling a large stack of bills from his coat pocket, Hiram slammed it down on the desk. “I don’t think you will care too much what is said about your sister’s reputation. Who knows, what they say may end up being true anyway.”

The darkness in Hiram’s eyes sent shivers down Reuben’s spine. Ruthless seemed a rather inadequate word to describe the man before him. He had to make sure Julia did not ruin this deal, for he did not want the added pressure of Norton’s anger. 

_____

Mary knocked on Julia’s door not more than ten minutes after she left the meal. Her voice was timid when she spoke. “The men have retired to the front porch for cigars. Reuben requested that you return to the parlor with the women.”

Sighing, Julia did as instructed. She listened to the gossip of the rancher’s wives and wished her friend Caroline Larson was in attendance, so she might actually be able to enjoy the evening. The Larsons owned a ranch to the east of the Star C and they had been longtime family friends. Before father passed away last year, the Larsons were always invited for every social gathering—sometimes they were the only guests. Since then, Reuben saw little use for Mr. Larson’s moral ways and only included them on rare occasions to pacify her or his wife.

Not paying attention to the boring conversation, Julia missed seeing the men return from the outdoors. Mr. Norton’s hand on her forearm jolted her from her thoughts. “Miss Colter, I was hoping you might take a walk with me.”

“And who will be acting as chaperone?” she replied coyly, not wanting to be alone in his presence.

Mr. Norton laughed, a sound she was beginning to detest. “Silly girl, I am much too old for a chaperone. I assure you that your reputation will be safe with me. I simply want to stroll for a few moments with a beautiful woman on my arm.”

She thought a stroll might be too much for the man. He was sweating profusely and seemed to have difficulty walking the distance to the door, as his breath came in short, heavy bursts. She looked to Mary for support. She smiled and nodded her approval, oblivious to Mr. Norton’s reprehensible behavior. As Reuben stood next to Mary, his eyes narrowed with a silent warning. Heeding the unspoken message, she stood and accepted Mr. Norton’s arm.

Outside, the air barely cooled in the waning sunlight. Julia grew warm in a matter of seconds. She wished she thought to grab her fan when a sour odor wafted from the man at her side. Averting her face, she tried to catch an untainted breath of air. Unsuccessful, she decided to part her lips to breathe through her mouth might be preferable.

Nearing the stables, Mr. Norton stopped abruptly, turning towards her. The quick motion—seemingly impossible coming from the man who seemed to struggle walking much of a distance—frightened her. Sucking in air quickly through her mouth, a slight tickle lingered in the back of her throat, almost bringing on a cough.

A sinister edge crept into his voice during his speech. Even in the dimming light she could see the contempt in his eyes. “Miss Colter, while I admire your feisty spirit,” he said as he grabbed her wrists. “It would serve you not to embarrass me again, especially by questioning my business practices in a room full of my peers. I can make your life most unbearable if you cross me.” Without warning he pulled her close and crushed his mouth down on hers as his hands took great liberty with his hands.

The shock of his action took a moment to register. Once it did, Julia brought her booted heel down hard on the top center of his foot, just as Will showed her. He dropped his hold instantly, crying out in pain. As he limped toward her, she ran for the front of the house to put some distance between them. She stumbled on a rock, giving Mr. Norton time to catch up. He grabbed her bruised upper arms with surprising strength.

“Do not ever do that again,” he said in a hostile tone. “Do you not know that Reuben has promised you to me? Make no mistake, Miss Colter, I am a powerful man. If you want to live a decent, peaceful life under my roof, you best lose some of your haughtiness. Or I will take whatever measures necessary to force it out of you.”

She blinked, trying to absorb all that he said. Was he saying that Reuben already agreed to her marrying this loathsome man? An ominous chill swept over her as he continued his intense stare. Her heart thrummed rapidly within her chest as her panic rose. She could not—would not—marry this dreadful man!

Dropping his hold on her, Mr. Norton extended his arm and placed her hand in the crook. “Smile,” he commanded as he limped to open the front door.

Though her smile came insincerely, he seemed quite pleased. He crossed the room slowly, still favoring his injured foot, before stopping in front of Reuben and Mary. “Reuben, it gives me great pleasure to announce that Julia has eagerly agreed to accept my offer of marriage. She was so delighted that she agreed to a short engagement. We will be married in a month.” His fingernails dug into her arm daring her to speak otherwise.

The smirk on Reuben’s face told her this had been their plan all along. Such a public announcement, even though it was completely false, would be difficult to break. Lord, help me. I cannot marry that man.
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Larson Ranch, Texas

August 4, 1864

Adam Larson glanced up, watching the approaching rider pull to an abrupt stop in front of the ranch house. A smile twitched at the corner of his mouth as he watched her dismount from riding astride in a dress. To the best of his knowledge, only one woman in the area dared to bend the rules of proper society in such a way. As Caroline’s squeal floated across the distance from the house to the corral, his suspicions were confirmed. The rider was indeed Julia Colter.

Leading the young gelding through a series of training exercises, he wondered again about Julia’s decision to marry Hiram Norton. He heard the news, not from Caroline as he expected, but rather from one of the neighboring ranchers who witnessed the strange announcement. It made no sense. She was far too spirited to be tied down to someone so controlling. And she was half his age. There were plenty of eligible men much closer to her age—including his older brother Georgie. Even Adam himself would be considered a good match.

The thought startled him. To think of him married to Julia. She was nice enough to look at. But he knew her far too well. She was audacious, unconventional, and mischievous. Too much of a tomboy for most men, though she might make a fine wife for a rancher—if he needed help with herd and didn’t care if or when supper was ready.

Any man that married her would be in for a lifetime of trouble.

As Julia and Caroline took a seat on the front porch, he waved. Though he struggled to think of the young girl he knew for years as a woman, he did have eyes. It was hard not to notice Julia’s shapely figure. She was most definitely a woman now. No doubt that’s what Hiram Norton saw in her.

Yet, what could she possibly see in Hiram? Adam heard the rumors about Hiram’s shady business dealings. He personally witnessed the man leaving the saloon in the clutches of a soiled dove on more than one visit to town. Surely Julia knew of his unsavory reputation. He could not envision her marrying such a man.

Snorting, the gelding drew Adam’s attention back to the training, though his mind didn’t stay there long.

The Larson and Colter families had been friends as long as Adam could remember. Many Sunday afternoons and holidays passed with the two families enjoying each other’s company. Since the Colter brothers were already grown men when he was a young lad, Adam spent most of his time cajoling Caroline and Julia into his boyish pursuits—not too difficult a task, given Julia’s adventurous personality and the fact that Will taught her many manly skills. Caroline didn’t stand a chance against the two of them.

Once, at the age of thirteen, Julia challenged him to a roping contest after school in the playground. At fifteen, his confidence soared. He planned to embarrass her for brashness. Instead, he left the schoolyard that day embarrassed at being trounced by a girl—a younger girl, nonetheless. When she finally caught up with him, he saw the innocence in her eyes and easily forgave her. She hadn’t intended to wound his male ego in the slightest. She was just being her usual competitive and flamboyant self.

Still, he sensed things began to change after that. He focused more of his time and energy towards helping his pa build up their horse breeding business. He spent less and less time hanging out with Julia and his sister. The friendship, while not ending, took a different shape—one involving much less contact as the years rolled by. Frowning, he tried to remember the last time he spoke to Julia other than in passing at church. Had her birthday in January really been the last time their family visited the Star C? That was nearly eight months ago.

“You seem a bit distracted, son,” Pa commented, placing a strong hand on his shoulder. His pa turned his head to follow Adam’s line of sight. “Julia’s visiting.”

Adam nodded. “Why do you suppose she wants to marry Hiram?” he asked, even though it wasn’t his concern, but also knowing his pa would give him a straight answer.

Pa laughed, his eyes sparkling. “I don’t think any man understands the heart of a woman.”

After Adam took the gelding around in another circle, his pa spoke again, more seriously. “Wondered a bit myself if Reuben isn’t pressuring her into such a union. Certainly seems far different from the Julia we know.” Pa’s voice faded to a mutter, only deepening Adam’s apprehension on Julia’s behalf.

_____

“Caroline, what am I going to do? The wedding is just over a week away and I still have no idea how to get out of this.” Julia voiced her fears, her throat constricting in panic. “I cannot marry that wretched man. I never agreed to his offer.” Having previously shared the details of her awful, unwanted engagement with her dear friend, she hoped they would have come up with a way out by now. They hadn’t.

“Let me think for a minute,” Caroline said, tilting her head to one side.

Julia paced under the shade of the Larson’s porch while Caroline remained seated, her boots giving sound to the agitation wound so deeply in her soul. As her friend tapped her finger rapidly against her temple, Julia knew she was thinking through the situation. Please Lord, provide me a way out of this. The familiar prayer echoed through her mind as she walked back across the length of the porch.

For weeks, she prayed, begging God for a resolution to this situation that would not involve her becoming Hiram’s wife. For weeks, her prayer went unanswered. She endured Hiram's unwanted advances with each of his visits, growing more uncomfortable with his inappropriate behavior. Her stomach turned as she recalled his last visit when his behavior became even more aggressive, until she managed to escape his attention. Being married to this man for the rest of her life—she shuddered at the thought—would be completely unbearable.

Wringing her hands, she walked the length of the porch again.

At last, Caroline shot to her feet. “I’ve got it!” Excited green eyes looked in her direction as the sun reflected off her golden blonde hair.

Julia remained tense, though she stopped pacing. “What?” she asked, hopeful.

“Well, since the engagement was very publicly announced, I think the only way out of this is a very public denouncement.”

Julia nodded.

“And it will do you no good to appeal to Reuben or that nasty Mr. Norton privately.”

It hadn’t. She tried several times, only becoming more discouraged with each attempt.

“The only way to ensure there is an end to this charade is to end it—very publicly.”

“How?” The dim light of hope flickered a little brighter.

“What you need to do is break off the engagement on Sunday morning following the service at the church in front of everyone.”

“At church?” Julia shrieked, picturing herself forever shunned after such a display.

Caroline held up her hand, stopping her from further protests. “Hear me out. Mr. Norton will, of course, be there and insist you sit next to him. Throughout the service, you should appear distracted, maybe even distraught. Then, as the two of you are leaving the church, you break down in tears and accuse him of being with another woman.”

“But that’s a lie.” Did the path to freedom have to involve dishonesty?

“Julia, do you want to escape this or not?”

At her nod Caroline continued, “Then you tell him that you cannot marry someone who would bed another woman even before his wedding vows have been uttered. Don’t give him a chance to respond and make it very clear that you will not marry him ever. Then, don’t get in the carriage. Instead, take my brother’s horse and ride off. Once you’re gone, I’ll reinforce that you will never marry such a man.”

As she considered the idea, her friend anticipated her reservations. “I know that you don’t know for certain that Mr. Norton has given himself to another woman. But everyone will believe you—especially given his reputation.” Taking her hands, Caroline gave them firm squeeze. “This will work. I know it.”

Julia bit her lip as she remembered his stern warning the night of their engagement. She feared how Mr. Norton might treat her should this plan fail. Trying to mask her despair, she asked, “Won’t Adam be mad if I steal his horse?”

Caroline rolled her eyes. “You’re not stealing it. You will be distraught and looking for transportation. It will be a matter of convenience if his horse is the one you will borrow. I’ll send him over to fetch it later in the afternoon. You can relay any messages to me through him to let me know how you are faring.”

Julia folded her arms around her waist. “If this fails...”

“We’ll pray for success,” Caroline reassured her with great optimism. “I can’t imagine that God wants you with that man any more than you want to be with him.”

After several silent seconds passed, she looked at Caroline out of the corner of her eye as hope took deeper root. “I hope I never cross you. Your mind is quite devious.” She laughed nervously.

“These are desperate circumstances. I want to see you wed the man of your dreams and not be forced into a dreadful lifelong marriage.”

Hugging her friend, Julia smiled for the first time in weeks. Just maybe this would turn out alright.

_____

Adam waited impatiently as Georgie pulled the wagon to a stop in front of the house a few hours after Julia left. Eager to see if a letter arrived for him, he led the gelding back to the stables. The minutes of brushing down the animal seemed like hours as he thought of what news might await him. If he received the news he hoped for, his dream would begin to take shape, even though it meant leaving the loving home of his family.

The last year had been difficult for the Texas cattle industry. The primary market for his father’s cattle was in New Orleans, which was being blockaded by Union troops, forcing prices down to an unsustainable level. With falling prices and the added strain of finding new markets, the Larson’s horse breeding business also suffered. Many ranchers were pulling up and moving to the west or northwest, leaving less demand for Larson’s quality horses. So, the family ranch suffered losses in both areas.

For the past several months, these losses gave Adam pause as he considered his future. At nineteen years old, it was time for him to determine what path he would take, whether it involved continuing to work at his father’s side with the horses or striking out on his own. Each option held significant risks and rewards, which he weighed cautiously. Finally, he sent a letter inquiring about an opportunity—one that would allow him to be independent yet have some safety in knowing he would not be alone.

Once he finished caring for his horse, it was all he could do to walk calmly into the house and ask Mama if Georgie brought him a letter from town. When she handed it over with a confused look, he knew she read the return address. Giving her a quick kiss on the cheek, he sprinted to his room, closing the door behind him. Plopping down on his bed, Adam tore open the much-anticipated letter from Will Colter.


June 3, 1864



Dear Mr. Adam Larson,



I was pleased to receive your letter inquiring about starting horse breeding operations at Colter Ranch. I had been considering the idea myself. Though as mail goes in the West, nothing seems recent.

While you were barely eighteen when I left Texas, your father often mentioned your natural talent with horses. I know the quality of Larson’s horseflesh well, as Jackson, the stallion I brought from Texas, remains the best animal I've ever owned.

With settlers and ranchers arriving in the Prescott area and cavalry stationed at Fort Whipple, there’s great demand for quality horses. I've begun plans for a larger barn and arranged to purchase additional studs to meet this need.

Please consider this my formal offer to employ you as breeder and trainer at Colter Ranch. Given the slow mail service, could you leave Texas by September? Following my route, you should arrive by early November. Send word of your plans, though you may well arrive before your letter does.

I look forward to your arrival.

Sincerely,



William Colter



Adam could not believe his eyes. Will Colter hired him! He was moving to the Arizona Territory!

There was much to do in the next few weeks to get ready. He would need to purchase supplies for the trip. He would also need to speak with his father. Folding the letter neatly, Adam stood and went to find his parents.

After a quick peek into the kitchen to confirm his mother was there, he went in search of his father. George Larson was in the stables having just finished rubbing down the mare he rode that morning. A pang of nostalgia hit as he watched his pa. Both father and son were roughly the same height and build, short but well-muscled. Pa ran his hands through his golden blonde hair—the same hair Adam sported. When he cleared his throat, his pa looked up. Sometimes when he looked at his father, it was almost as if he was looking at himself in the future. Will I start to show signs of gray hair at that age?

“Pa, I have some news.” Adam hesitated, suddenly very nervous. “But I want to tell you and Ma together.”

“Of course, son. Why don’t you go in and see if your Ma has some coffee on. I’m almost finished here.”

Adam did as requested. His mother’s questioning look did not help his nervousness, but he was relieved his father didn’t make him wait too long before joining them.

“Now, why don’t you tell us what this is all about?” Ma asked as she handed each of them a cup of black coffee.

Taking the seat across from his parents, Adam took a quick sip of the beverage, considering how he might explain his plan, his dream, and the move it would entail.

“Pa, Ma, you know how much I love you and Georgie, and Caroline, and the girls...” He smiled at his own reference to his three youngest sisters as his parents nodded. “And you know how you’ve always encouraged me to find my own dream.”

Ma’s green eyes misted with unshed tears. Pa nodded again, fidgeting with his untouched coffee.

“I have made the decision to move to the Arizona Territory,” he blurted out, mentally kicking himself for his lack of finesse and the whimper it caused to escape from his mother’s lips.

“A while ago, I sent Will Colter a letter asking about setting up horse breeding and training operations on his ranch. I received his answer this afternoon and he said that he wants to hire me.”

The pride in his father’s eyes was almost too much. Glancing away, Adam continued, “I know it is a long way from home, but I need to be able to make my own way. Be my own man.”

“Son, you have our blessing,” his father said softly, reaching across the table to grasp his hand in an uncharacteristic move.

A few of the tears escaped the brim of his mother’s eyes as she asked, “When will you leave?”

“The first of September. Maybe a little earlier if I can gather everything I need by then.”

“So, soon?” Her voice caught.

Adam nodded.

“Now dear, it will be just fine,” Pa said turning to his wife. “Adam is a fine young man, and he will make us proud... Already has.”

“But I will miss you so.”

“I know, Ma. I will miss you both... All of you... But I believe this is the direction I am to take.”

“Son, I know you have prayed about your future for some time, and we have as well.” His pa stood, moving to his side. “We will miss you greatly, but you’re right, I believe this is God’s calling for your life. And God willing, someday travel between our two homes will be easier and we will get to see you again.”

Moisture collected in the corner of Adam’s eyes as his pa pulled him into a giant bear hug. Blinking quickly, he regained control. It was going to be harder than he thought to leave his family.

That evening following supper, Pa broached the subject to the entire family. “Adam has something he wants to tell us.”

Clearing his throat of a sudden lump, Adam took a deep breath. “I’m moving to the Arizona Territory to work with the horses at Will Colter’s ranch.”

Nine-year-old Helen jumped up from her chair without asking permission to leave her seat. Launching herself into his arms, she cried, “I don’t want you to go!”

Bethie, just a year older than Helen, stayed in her seat, but echoed her sister’s complaint. Fiery red-headed Missy flashed blue eyes of shock his direction—for once speechless.

“When will you leave?” Caroline asked. Her normally jubilant smile vanished.

“First of September.”

“So soon?” the fourteen-year-old Missy asked. “Can’t you wait until the first of the year?”

Adam smiled. “Then I suppose at the first of the year you’ll be asking me to stay just until summer.”

Missy’s wild mass of red curls bounced as she nodded her head. Oh, how he would miss the girls—his sweet, adorable, sometimes troublesome sisters.

Georgie, four years his senior, normally rather well composed, seemed caught off guard by the announcement as well. “Didn’t figure you’d ever leave Larson Ranch,” he said, shaking his head.

Adam shrugged.

“We certainly wish you well. Will’s lucky to have you,” Georgie added.

Another glance around the table and Adam knew just how deeply his family loved him. Not an eye was clear, each shaded with at least a hint of moisture, though some cried unashamed. As his gaze moved back towards the patriarch of this brood, his pa stood.

“When you leave, son, I want you to take one of the best studs and one of the best mares with you.” Adam’s jaw dropped. His father could not be serious.

“It is the least we can do to get you started on your own. And you deserve the best, because you have always given us your best. Our horse business will sorely miss your talent, as we will miss you.” His father stopped abruptly and went to embrace his son for the second time that day. When he pulled back, Adam saw the moisture in his pa’s eyes.

It was going to be very hard to leave his family behind.
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Chapter 3
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On Sunday morning, Julia woke from a fitful sleep. The dream had been so real—too real. She saw herself standing at the front of the church, screaming hysterically at Hiram, accusing him of all manner of lies. Then she left, riding from town on a pure white horse, glowing in the sunlight. Instead of being free, like Caroline’s plan, she had been dragged to the ground with heavy chains weighing her down. Hiram chased after her and forced her to wed him that day. As her dream took her in shackles to his ranch house, to his bed chamber, she blessedly woke, spared from the dreadful scene.

As she groomed for the day, her hands shook uncontrollably, making it difficult to pin the stylish ringlets into place. Eventually she gave up, asking for Mary’s assistance. Despite her anxiety, she would go through with Caroline’s plan. She had to. Lord, please give me strength. She prayed while securing her hat to her head.

Reuben pulled the wagon around front and helped Julia into the back like every Sunday morning. Patting her lap, her niece, Elizabeth snuggled close. Eddie, her nephew, took his customary place at her side, while Reuben and Mary shared the front seat.

On the ride in, she rehearsed the scene in her mind. She reminded herself to pay close attention to which horse Adam Larson rode, so she did not take the wrong one. She thought she would recognize his horse but wanted to be sure she did.

As Reuben pulled the wagon to a stop in front of the church, Julia’s stomach lurched. At breakfast, she ate just a few bites of toast. Regardless, she thought she might dump that little bit out on the steps of the church as agitated as she was.

Before she managed to step out of the wagon, Hiram Norton arrived to assist her. His possessive hold around her waist lingered as he helped her down from the wagon. Offering his arm to her, she obediently slipped her hand in the crook. Her throat constricted even more as he led her up the steps. She tried to smile, thinking it must have looked rather strained. Caroline would probably say that was perfect for the coming theatrics. To Julia, it was the reflection of her nerves, and no acting was involved. As Hiram ushered her to his pew, away from the other Colters, she longed to be free from his presence—forever.

During the service, she did not have to pretend to be distraught, for she truly was. What if she fainted before she could go through with this? What if Hiram chased her down and declared her to be insane? What if he smoothly talked his way around the pending scene? Before she knew it, the time was upon her as the last refrain of the last hymn echoed in the small church.

Julia’s heart pounded so loudly in her chest she was certain Hiram could hear it. Standing, she allowed him to escort her from the pew. When he stopped just before reaching the doorway, she stifled a groan, her fear rising. She was hoping to wait until they were outside.

“My dear, you look unwell. Is everything alright?” Hiram asked, appearing genuine.

She knew this was her chance, even if they were not quite outside yet. She fought past the constricting of her throat. “No!” she shouted. Her voice reverberated loudly throughout the church. All the conversation stopped and everyone looked at her, so she plowed forward. Taking her hand from his, she slapped his face—something she had wanted to do for some time now.

“Everything is not alright. I cannot believe you slept with that woman! Have you no regard for me that you would do such a thing?”

Further words caught in her throat when she saw Reuben’s face go brilliant red with anger. Hiram, on the other hand, appeared genuinely shocked. She had to seal this now before she lost all courage.

“I cannot marry you. I cannot marry a man with no regard for the sanctity of marriage. It is over, Hiram. I never want to see you again!” she screamed at full volume while stepping away from his reach. Turning on her heel, she ran out the front of the church, down the steps and headlong into Adam Larson as he untied his horse from the hitching post. Thank you, Lord.

The stunned look on his face etched in her mind as she grabbed the reins from his hand and mounted the horse. Forcing the mare into a hard gallop for effect, Julia refused to glance over her shoulder. As soon as she was out of sight, she slowed the mare to a gentle lope.

She had to breathe. Her hands were shaking, her heart pounding in her ears. She felt lightheaded as spots danced before her eyes. I will not swoon. I cannot swoon. 

Sliding off the mare, she rested her forehead against the saddle, closing her eyes. The smell of horseflesh and leather helped calm her nerves. For a moment she thought she might be sick, but the feeling soon passed. Climbing back into the saddle, she pointed the mare toward home.

Once at the ranch house, she knew she should care for the mare but tied her to the front hitching post instead. That would certainly appear the more flighty and distraught action. As she walked down the hall to her room, she unpinned her hat. Throwing it to the floor, she fell face down onto the bed and sobbed. Lord, forgive me for the deception. Please, let this be done. Whether it was the emotion draining from her or the lack of sleep from the night before, Julia fell fast asleep.

_____

Reuben clenched his fist at his side, utterly mortified by Julia’s ill-fated outburst. Heat rose to his face in proportion to the volume of her voice. Stupefied, he watched numbly, helpless to steer this runaway scene from destruction.

Hiram’s face was pale. It was obvious, as he watched Julia bolt from the building, that he never expected such a scene. Neither had Reuben.

Rallying from his horror, he grabbed Mary’s elbow. “Come on,” he grunted tersely, eager to be out the doors of the church. A slight whimper escaped his wife’s lips as she grabbed a hand from each child, dragging them along at the fast pace he set. Hopefully, he could get out of the churchyard before Hiram came to his senses.

“Get in,” he commanded his shocked family, not bothering to assist them. Climbing up to the seat, he waited just long enough for Mary to pull herself up before slapping the horses into motion headed for home.

Julia had gone too far, he thought, his jaw tightening as he ground his teeth. She had cost him everything. There was no possibility of her marrying Hiram now. Worse yet, Hiram had already paid for her hand, adding to his overwhelming debts. Hiram was not a man he wanted to be indebted to.

As fear fueled his anger, he considered his options. He was a smart man. Savvy. Capable of overcoming insurmountable obstacles. Perhaps Jamison would be amiable to pay for the pleasure of marrying Julia. Or Alcart.

Mentally scrolling through the list of his associates, another thought occurred to him. He could not leave Julia’s behavior unanswered. She was far too obstinate for any of the men he had in mind. No matter who he chose, they would want a submissive, complaisant wife regardless of her beauty. He had to get her under control. Teach her a lesson. And fast.

No doubt Hiram would show up on his doorstep soon looking for the money he already paid. Unfortunately, he already used some of it to stall his creditors. They were greatly displeased by the amount of time it was taking him to pay back his debts. He could ask for no more time than the few weeks he had left. He needed money now or he would lose everything.

Letting his anger burn, he pulled the wagon to an abrupt stop in front of the house. Leaping down, he strode into the house—steps full of fury—straight for her room. It was time for her first lesson to begin.

_____

Thud. Julia woke a short time later to the sound of Reuben crashing through her door. Still groggy, she barely had time to sit up before he was beside her bed, his hands gripping her arms with an intensity that made her gasp. She had never seen such cold fury in his eyes. 

“Do you have any idea what your outburst just cost me?” His voice boomed with unrestrained rage.

“Reuben, I—”

The sharp sting across her cheek stunned her into silence. Had he really just struck her? Her brother—the one who was supposed to protect her? She tried to lift her hand to her face, but his grip on her arms held her fast. Her cheek throbbed, and she could feel it beginning to swell. 

“Hiram has pulled out of our arrangement. Months of work for nothing! And the money...” He growled. She could feel his hot breath on her face. “You could not be content to simply marry a wealthy man for the betterment of your family.”

“I did not agree to—”

Reuben stepped closer, his posture menacing. She shrank back, terrified by the cold, merciless look in his eyes, something she’d never seen before that sent chilling ripples down her spine. 

“Reuben!” Mary screamed from the hallway. He stepped back slightly at Mary’s intervention.

The sound of the front door slamming echoed down the hall. Julia struggled to take another breath. Even through the blur in her vision, she recognized Adam Larson standing in the hallway. When he cleared his throat to announce his presence, Reuben slowly lowered his hands. Leaning close to her ear, he whispered so only she could hear, “There are ways to cause you pain that are not visible to others. Make no mistake, you will pay for this.”

Turning on his heel, he pushed Adam aside as he stormed from her bedroom. Mary followed him, not even offering to help. Perhaps she was afraid of suffering the same fate.

As soon as she was free, Julia crumpled to the floor, her shaky legs no longer able to hold her weight. She struggled to steady her breathing, still shaken. Her legs felt unsteady as she tried to focus on Adam’s concerned face.

“Are you alright, Miss Colter?” a soft male voice sounded from somewhere above her.

Her head hurt. As a gentle hand lay on her shoulder, she remembered Adam was there.

“Let me help you sit up,” he said, tenderly lifting her to her feet.

She felt dizzy and her vision blurred as she tried to stand on her own, her breath still short and insufficient.

“Sit on the bed.” He continued to speak in soft tones, much as she had seen him do with his horses.

Just how much had he witnessed? What would he tell Caroline? 

As her breathing started to return to normal, her vision cleared in one eye. The other felt swollen and raw.

Adam kneeled on the floor in front of her holding her hands. Concern wrinkled his face. “Are you hurt? Do you need to see the doctor?”

She tried to speak, but her voice came out as barely a whisper. She shook her head. The motion caused her dizziness to return.

“Can you walk a little, perhaps outside for a bit of fresh air?”

When she nodded, he put his arm around her shoulders and helped her stand. After a few steps, she moved away from him, able to continue on her own. As they walked toward the front door, she heard Mary in the kitchen.

Mary popped her head out. “Just so you know, he’s gone to the saloon.” The words dripped with blame.

Ignoring her, Julia continued to the front porch and took a seat in her favorite rocking chair, hugging her arms close around her body. Adam stood across from her, leaning against the rail with his arms crossed over his chest. When he made eye contact, she averted her gaze. Several moments passed before either spoke. Then they spoke at the same time.

“He’s never...”

“I think you should...”

Adam nodded for her to continue.

“He’s never done that before,” Julia croaked. It hurt to talk. She bowed her head. Staring at her clasped hands, the tears flooded down her swollen cheek. She was scared. She never thought Reuben was capable of harming his own sister and she just provoked him to a new level. If she believed his threat, and she did, he would seek vengeance. She couldn’t imagine in what way.

“Julia... Miss Colter. I think... I know it is not my place to... I think you should come stay with our family for a few days. I don’t think it is safe to leave you here.”

She still could not look Adam in the eye.

“What he did was wrong. No man should ever treat a woman that way, no matter how angry he was. And most certainly not your brother, your guardian. Please, come with me. Ma won’t mind.”

In truth, Julia wanted nothing more than to get away from Reuben’s control. Any sense of safety and trust she once had in him fled the moment he struck her. But she was also terrified of what he would do to the Larson’s if he found her there. Or what he would do to her.

She shook her head. “I can’t go. Thank you for your help, but I’m sure your folks are worried about what is keeping you so long.”

She stood and moved toward the door.

Gently touching her arm, Adam said, “If you change your mind anytime, day or night, you hop on a horse and get on over to our place—anytime, Julia.” His voice was firm and sincere.

Then he turned and untied both the horse she borrowed and the one he rode over. Taking both sets of reins he mounted the first horse and led the other one home.

Julia went inside and grabbed a cup of water, avoiding Mary’s gaze. When she finished choking down the liquid, she sought the solace of her room. Kneeling before her bed she rested the side of her face without the swollen lump on the quilt her mother made for her. Papa, why did you leave me to Reuben’s care? He wants nothing for my good and only wants to use me. Touching her fingers to the mark on her face, she winced at how much it hurt. What good had this morning’s drama done if it ended like this? Was it better to suffer Reuben’s wrath than a lifetime of marriage to that despicable Hiram Norton?

_____

“I’m going over to the Colter’s after dinner,” Caroline stated as she passed the potatoes to Missy.

Adam stiffened at the determined set of his sister’s chin. She would go—he had no doubt—even if it might put herself in danger.

“She wasn’t at church today,” Caroline added as a frown darkened her green eyes. “That is not like her. Something is wrong.”

Guilt gnawed at Adam’s gut. He knew exactly what was wrong. She probably still had a horrible bruise on her face from last week’s encounter with Reuben’s fury. He told no one what he witnessed—not even Pa or Ma. Not Caroline. Several times during the week, as he prepared for his trip west, he considered riding to the Star C and bringing her back. Ma would take care of her and Pa would not let Reuben near the place after seeing her bruised face.

“That’d be fine,” Pa conceded, not knowing his daughter could get mixed up in Reuben’s awful behavior.

Adam couldn’t let her go by herself. But he didn’t feel he could tell her or his parents why. “I’ll go with you,” he offered, hoping no explanation would be needed.

Caroline frowned at him. He glanced away to keep her from reading him like she always did.

“Good,” she said when he refused to look back at her. “I would not mind the company. Now hurry up and eat,” she said.

Once he finished, he went out to the stables and saddled two horses.

They rode in silence to the Star C, contrary to Caroline’s earlier comment.  Adam wondered what kind of reception they might receive. Would Reuben throw him out on sight because of what he witnessed last week? Should he insist on seeing Julia anyway?

As they stopped in front of the house, Reuben came outside. “What do you want?” he asked glaring at Adam.

“I came to see my friend,” Caroline said. “When she missed church this morning, I was worried she was still overcome with grief from her broken engagement. I thought she could use a good cry.”

At first, Adam thought Reuben was going to send them both packing. But as Reuben stepped aside, he let out a silent sigh of relief. 

As soon as Caroline saw Julia, her eyes went wide and a gasp fell from her lips. Adam followed his sister’s gaze. The bruise on Julia’s face was clearly visible despite her attempts to hide it. Was that the same one from last week?

Before Adam could stop his sister, she cried out, “What happened to your face?”

Reuben answered quickly, “She fell off her horse last week in her haste to leave the church, isn’t that right, Julia?” Even though he directed the question to Julia, he stared Adam down, challenging him to say differently.

“Yes, it was really quite silly.” She agreed, avoiding eye contact with both of them.

“Come, let’s sit out here and visit for a while,” Caroline said.

As Caroline took a seat in the nearby rocking chair, Reuben turned and went inside, slamming the door behind him.

Julia flinched before sitting in the same rocking chair she sat in last week when Adam begged her to leave. Seeing the aftermath made him feel worse for not trying harder. While he remained within earshot, he sat at the opposite end of the porch to give the girls the appearance of privacy. He pulled out a small piece of wood and his knife from his pocket. Whittling away, he listened intently.

“What really happened, Julia?”

“It is as Reuben said.”

“No it’s not. I can see it in your eyes.”

“Please, let it be, Caroline. I don’t want to risk making him angry again.”

“Who? Mr. Norton?”

Julia made no movement or sound.

“Reuben?”

Still no sound.

“I knew it. Is this because of what happened at church last Sunday?”

Adam glanced over and saw tears welling in Julia’s frightened eyes.

“Please, I can’t talk about it.”

“Can’t or won’t?” Leave it to his sister to be so subtle.

“Won’t. Can’t. Does it make any difference? I don’t want to relive that day.” Julia glanced in Adam’s direction and he caught her gaze. What was that look? Was she pleading
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