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Anna heard hoof beats approaching and smiled. That would be her husband, Jared. He had gone into town and she had begun to wonder what was keeping him so late. He was usually home before dark. She stirred the pot of soup that simmered on the woodstove and set the bowls on the table. Leona, the woman who lived in the room upstairs and helped with laundry, cooking, and cleaning, had already retired to her room.

There was a crashing sound on the porch and then the front door flew open. Jared stumbled in his eyes wide and frightened. He fell against the wall and seemed to be struggling to stand. 

“Jared what’s wrong?” Anna rushed to Jared’s side, concern filling her face. 

“G-get the doctor.” Jared rasped. He clutched his side in a desperate manner and sank down thankfully into the chair Anna put behind him. 

“I’m going to get the doctor now! Just stay put, don’t try to move!” Anna fought tears as she raced to the yard and pulled the horse around to a tree stump so that she could get up into the saddle. Soon she was riding as fast as she could to town. The path was dark and trees loomed in on the sides. The horse seemed tired and breathed heavily. 

She found the doctors house easily. The light from the lantern shown through the window. She almost fell in her haste to dismount and pounded on the door crying and shouting for help. 

The doctor grabbed his bag and ran to the stable for his horse as soon as he saw her. Even though he was quick to follow her back to the ranch house Anna feared it might be too late. The light in her husband’s eyes had been desperate. 

As they burst through the door, Anna ran to Jared’s side. The red blood had soaked through the blue cover of his jacket and he was so pale he had almost disappeared into the white walls of the kitchen. 

“Oh, Jared, what happened?” Anna sobbed clutching his shoulder as the doctor began to work in a frantic way. 

Jared’s pale eye lids fluttered open a little. “It was the blacksmith... there was a rumor.” He gasped for breath and let out a bit of a howl as the doctor touched his wound. 

“It wasn’t true...” Jared struggled to speak. 

“What wasn’t true?” Anna leaned in a little to hear Jared better. 

“The rumor. The rumor wasn’t true. I love you.” Jared squeezed her hand and then his eyes fluttered shut for the last time. 

Silent tears made their way down Anna’s face as the doctor struggled in vain to revive her husband. He was gone, and there was nothing she could do about it.

Leona, hearing the commotion, came into the kitchen, her hair disheveled, wearing a long nightgown. A look of horror was on her face as she took in the scene before her. She gathered Anna into her arms and stroked her hair in a motherly fashion, leading her into the sitting room. 

2

“Just sign the papers Anna,” Kyle eyed Anna angrily. His big black eyebrows came together and his mean grin showed her just how serious he was. 

“I-I’m not signing the papers,” Anna tried to keep her voice steady. It wasn’t the first time Anna had been threatened by Kyle, but it was one of the times she felt the most fear. 

“Jared told me he wanted me to have this ranch. We built it together.” Anna knew that Kyle wouldn’t want to hear any explanations but she had to try. If only he would just leave her alone. 

“Jared was my brother! You think you’re more family then I am? You were only his wife for two years. You are nothing!” Kyle’s voice rose in anger.

Anna had to take a step back. “We built this... alone, with no help from you.” Anna felt herself becoming angrier then she intended. How dare he come here accusing her? After everything she’d been through with Jared she couldn’t believe this was what it had come to. 

“Get off my property.” Anna’s voice was even, despite her quickly beating heart. 

“Your property?” Kyle scoffed. “We’ll see about that.” He took a few steps back and a mean smirk came over his face. “You’d best watch your back. I’ll return soon, and next time I won’t be alone.” 

With that he was on his horse and riding off into the distance in a matter of minutes. But Anna didn’t feel calm, in fact she felt even more afraid then she had before. 
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Rex adjusted his hat and made his way up to the tidy white ranch house. It looked like it lacked a man’s touch in the way the porch was showing its wear and the fences were falling down in disrepair. 

He knocked firmly on the door and was just about to give up when it creaked open. A young woman, most likely in her early twenties stared back at him with big brown eyes full of mistrust. For a second he thought he would tell her it would be okay and whatever she was going through would resolve itself somehow, but he thought better of it. 

“Howdy ma’am,” He removed his hat and gave what he hoped was a warm smile. 

“Hello. Is there something I can help you with?” The girl looked a little uncertain and clung to the door.

“I’m just checking if there isn’t some busywork that needs doing around your ranch. From the look of things it seems you could use a hired man.” 

The girl gave a nervous glance behind her into the ranch house, “I don’t really have much money at the moment,” she looked apologetic. 

“I could do a few things in exchange for a meal and somewhere to stay.” The words were out of his mouth before he had time to check himself twice. 

There was something about the insecure little red head with the big brown eyes that Rex just couldn’t resist. Maybe it was the look in her eyes, he knew that look. That was his look. 

She still looked uncertain but after several moments of suspenseful silence she motioned towards a small building near the barn. 

“I guess there are some things that need fixing. There’s a small guesthouse over there. You’re welcome to use it in exchange for your services. You may eat with us, but it won’t be anything fancy.” 

Well as long as he had a place to stay, and a little something to eat he could most likely pick up a couple more odd jobs in town to keep him going till it was time to move again. 

“I’m Anna by the way,” she extended a delicate hand in greeting and smiled sweetly at him. 

“It’s nice to meet you, Anna.” Rex liked her name. It fit her perfectly and soon as he knew it he couldn’t picture her with any other name. 

“Dinner will be ready in two hours, if you want to join Leona and myself. If you’d like you can get started with the barn, it needs the most work.” 

Rex tipped his hat and said, “Yes ma’am!”, as he turned and headed for the barn.

Despite the lack of salary he felt oddly excited about this new job.  As he began his work his thoughts wandered.

“I’m not sure I quite follow your meaning.” Rex looked down at Lucinda patiently. Here blue eyes sparkled in the moonlight and she tucked a blonde curl behind her ear. 

“I-I just thought it would be different is all.” By the break in her voice Rex was all too aware of her meaning. 

“Like this? You knew I was a rancher.” Rex knew his voice was a little too rough but he didn’t care. He pulled back from Lucinda and placed his hat back on his head before crossing his arms over his chest. 

“Does this have to do with the doctor who just came to town?”

“No!” Lucinda stated defiantly, but the way she looked off to the side told Rex otherwise. 

He wasn’t rich enough. 

“You think he’ll make you happy just because he has money?” Rex was incredulous. How had he fallen so in love without realizing Lucinda thought this way? She cared more about money than he had realized.

“It has nothing to do with your means, Rex, I just don’t feel we’re right for each other’s all.” Lucinda’s whining voice suddenly became annoying and grated at Rex’s nerves. 

“I’ll see you around then.” Rex turned hastily so Lucinda couldn’t see the hurt on his face and ignored her whispered apology as he rode off into the night. 

Rex felt a twinge of anger come over him when he thought of Lucinda, which he didn’t often do, but today was an exception. Soon after her betrayal he had lost his ranch and hadn’t found the inspiration to start all over again. He still owed a sum on the land but with hard work he would pay it off in time.

The life of a drifter wasn’t so bad after all anyway. 

“Get out here Anna!” A harsh voice broke through Rex’s dismal thoughts. 

Rex lay the hammer down and went to the barn door.  

Anna was standing nose to nose with an angry looking man who was yelling down at her. The man had two friends at his sides, most likely there to enforce whatever they had come here for. 

Leona stood off a little ways, wringing her hands in worry. The older woman’s face said things a thousand words couldn’t. Rex knew immediately, this man had come to bother these good ladies before. 

“I’ve warned you more than once, woman. This isn’t your property and neither will it ever be.”  

“Kyle, please stop coming back. I’m not leaving, you know as well as I do this ranch belongs to me.” 

The man named Kyle took yet another step towards Anna and grabbed ahold of her arm. 

Rex didn’t need to see anymore. Taking oversized strides he reached the intruder in seconds and pushed Anna behind him and stood facing Kyle. 

“I do believe she asked you to leave.” He glared angrily at the man. Maybe he was taller than Anna but Rex made him seem small. 

“Who are you? And what are you doing with my sister in law?” Kyle straightened himself a little and stared at Rex with a face full of entitlement. 

“Sister? You call her your sister after you treat her like that?” Rex clenched his fist in anger. “I wouldn’t talk to a dog like that! You’d best get off this property quick as you can because if Ms. Anna here just gives me the word I’ll remove you myself.” There were a lot of other things Rex had a mind to tell the intruders but he kept it to himself. 

Kyle seemed to realize he was outvoted if not outnumbered and he and his friends angrily turned towards their horses and were soon riding back in the direction of town. 

“I’m sorry.” Anna’s soft voice at his elbow drew Rex’s attention from the retreating figures. 

“For what? Are you okay?” Without thinking, Rex took Anna’s slender arm into his rough hand. 

“Yeah, I’m okay.” Anna pulled her arm away and gave it a rub. “That’s my late husband’s half-brother. I didn’t even know he existed until...” Rex heard a little catch in her voice, “-till Jared passed away.” 

“I’m sorry.” Rex tilted his head in apology. He hadn’t even known she was a widow, but the shadows on her face made a little more sense now. 

“Come into the house, breakfast is nearly ready.” A warm smile replaced the haunted look and Rex figured there was nothing more beautiful. Giving a smile of his own he followed her to the house. 

Anna rode into town. She couldn’t hear her thoughts. She couldn’t hear her heart. She only heard silence and that was the loudest noise of all. She couldn’t see the path in front of her, but her husband’s horse seemed to know the way. 

The blacksmith, the blacksmith.

The words played over and over in her mind. The blacksmith was their friend. The blacksmith, they had eaten dinner with his family. How could he have done this to her Jared? How could he have done this to her?

Soon Anna was at the entrance of the sheriff’s office. A light drizzle surrounded her and soaked through her hair and her clothes, but she didn’t feel the cold. All Anna felt was anger, red hot anger. 

As she burst through the sheriff’s door the sight that met her made her anger boil over into her surroundings, claiming the attention it had sought since her husband’s death only moments before. 

The blacksmith, still with a ruffled shirt and his work apron down to his knees stood in the middle of the dimly lit room talking with the sheriff. The looked like they’d just finished dinner and were about to share a smoke.  

“How could you?” Anna didn’t even recognize the angry wavering voice that filled the room and caused everyone to turn their heads. 

“Anna, what-?” The blacksmith turned towards her, a look of shock on his normally kind face. 

A strong pair of arms went around Anna and she struggled to free herself. 

“Anna, calm down.” It was the sheriff’s voice. 

“He killed my husband! He killed my husband!”  

Anna stared sadly out the kitchen window. The sight of a man working at the barn was something she’d thought she would never see again. After Jared, and everything that had happened, she had vowed she would never allow herself to love anyone again. 

When Rex sent a wandering gaze towards the window she watched from, Anna glanced away. Soon he would be gone and she would be left to fend for herself once again.  

Despair filled her, how would she keep the ranch from Kyle’s clutches? Not even two days after Jared had passed away Kyle had shown up on her doorstep for the first time. 

Anna scrubbed the already clean wooden counter a little harder. Anger seeped into her heart. She knew that God had a plan and was watching over her, but why would he allow such a man as Kyle to come into her life? And why at this time?

Anna tossed the used rag into the washbasin, and went about her normal housework. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing that Rex had shown up when he had. She definitely could use someone to help her fend Kyle off as long as possible. 

Rex found himself reminiscing about his ranch days as he slowly caught up with the long neglected work on the ranch. He also found himself more and more attracted to the young widow Anna. 

He tried his best to make her smile and on a rare occasion he even procured a laugh. It had been more than a month and Kyle hadn’t shown his face around the ranch since the day Rex had showed him who was boss. But he knew it was only a matter of time till he would move on and Anna would be left unprotected. It was the inevitable that Rex was coming to dread. 

Rex blew out the bedside candle. It was much past his normal bedtime. Suddenly a noise caused him to bolt upright from his bed. He was dressed in a jiffy and was soon out the door with the old shotgun Anna had lent him and a burning lamp that cast eerie shadows as he walked. As he followed the direction where the noises had come from every muscle in his body became tense. He had no idea what he would find. Maybe Kyle had come back with his thugs to cause trouble in the night for Anna, something Rex wouldn’t allow on his watch. 

He raised the loaded shotgun and prepared for the worst. As he rounded the corner of the house a scream split the night air.

He stood face to face with Anna. 

“Oh, I apologize ma’am! I apologize!” Rex stuttered uncomfortably, lowering his shotgun from the trembling girl in front of him, wrapped tightly in a blanket, fear showing in her eyes. 

“Rex, oh thank goodness it’s you.” The relief in Anna’s voice was surprising. “I heard something, and came to see what it was. I think in the end it was just the cat.” Her rambling showed how uncomfortable she really was and pity filled Rex. How foolish he had been to come charging out here with a shotgun ready to shoot any shadow that moved, of course the noise could’ve been Anna. 

“You must be freezing! May I walk you to the house?” When Anna nodded, Rex took a gentle hold on her elbow and led her to the house. 

Soon Rex was back in his little room with the shotgun lying across his torso, prepared for anything that might visit him that night. Nothing would happen to the sweet widow Anna with him there to guard her. 

Anna adjusted her sunhat a bit and pulled the basket on her arm a little higher. She hadn’t been brave enough to head into town since Kyle’s last visit and she was quite looking forward to visiting Lydia at the general store.  It was a bit longer to walk rather than riding in the wagon but Anna was tired of being cooped up in the ranch house. Rex was great company for meals but being in the fresh air was most welcome. 

When she finally arrived at Main Street she immediately noticed something was wrong. The normally friendly people were whispering and looking her way with odd glances. Anna checked her skirt and revisited her sun hat. As she entered the general store two young girls passed by her with audible giggles. Her cheeks burning red, Anna hurried towards the store counter to find Franny. 

Franny ran to her as soon as she saw her. “You shouldn’t be here, you know,” she gushed, giving Anna a hug. 

“What do you mean? I noticed everyone staring at me. Do you know why?” Anna was confused. There really was no reason for anyone to be staring at her besides the fact she hadn’t been to town for several weeks. 

“Well, with your situation.” Franny gave her a knowing look. 

“What do you mean my situation?” Anna was aghast. What in the world was Franny talking about?

“Well, we all know about the drifter. I mean, we weren’t sure at first because it did come from Kyle but then some kids were out by you place last night and saw you too together... after dark.”  Fanny’s eyes grew wide as she said after dark in a way that made Anna’s stomach turn. 

“Fanny, you know Leona lives with me. She would never allow anything improper to happen. Why would anyone think this?”

“Well, besides the rumors, we know he works there for free. Why else would he work for no money if he weren’t receiving something else?” Fanny giggled again and her cheeks were a bright red. 

But Anna found no fun in her words. How could anyone think these horrible things? Much less her best friend?

Leaving her basket in her haste, she made her way out of the general store and out of town as fast as she could. Despite what further rumors it would create for the town people to see her running home with tears on her face, she couldn’t bear to remain in their presence any longer. She couldn’t stand to be in this horrible town for another second. 

Rex was surprised to see Anna hurrying back from town so soon after she’d left. He stopped his work on the broken fence and noticed the tears streaming down her face as she rushed passed him into the house. Rex tried to continue working but he just couldn’t. Soon he left his tools beside the fence and made his way quickly up to the main house. He knocked and waited impatiently rubbing his hands together nervously. Leona finally opened the door and looked at him with a stern glare. 

“Is Anna okay?” Rex tried to peer past her but couldn’t catch even a single glance of Anna. 

“She met with some pretty mean treatment in town.” Leona’s glare softened a little as she realized Rex’s concern. 

“What kind of trouble?” Rex struggled to keep the anger from his voice. He hoped Kyle hadn’t been back to bothering his kind employer yet again. The sudden urge to go find Kyle and remind him of his previous stance overcame him. 

“You see, the town doesn’t quite know about your arrangement here. So they’ve been making up their own ideas about what’s going on.” 

Rex felt a sudden sickness wash through him. Anna’s discomfort was because of him. How could the town turn against her so quickly? Didn’t they know her? Couldn’t they give her the benefit of the doubt? Apparently not. 

“Tell her, if she needs anything, I’m here ma’am.” Rex gave Leona a kind nod and made his way back to the still broken fence. But try as he might he couldn’t focus on his work.  Anna’s tear stained face was burned into his mind and he kept seeing her, running into the house completely distraught. A plan began to formulate itself in his mind. A plan he thought would never be possible. 

After many hours of hammering away at everything he could and thinking through everything that had happened over the last six weeks, Rex came to a decision and made his way once again to the house. 
It was dusk and the sun was about to show its face for the final moments of the day. 
This time Anna answered the door. Here hair was ruffled and her eyes were red. He could tell she had been crying and it made him realize his decision was the right one. 

“Anna,” he paused unsure for a second how she would receive what he was about to do, but soon regained his courage. 

“I know we haven’t known each other but six weeks and these are unfortunate circumstances, but will you marry me?” 

Her big brown eyes looked into his full of uncertainty. He was sure his eyes mirrored her feelings. How could he expect her to marry him? A drifter with absolutely nothing to offer but his hard work and his heart? 

“I- I don’t know what to say.” Anna tucked a stray hair back behind her ear where it belonged. “Why? Why would you marry a widow you hardly know?”

He had to look away because he hated to see her so sad. “Well, I have been alone for a long time and a wife would suit me. You need a man to take care of you. It would help you with your problem with Kyle, and it would restore your reputation.” Rex knew he sounded cold, but could he tell her he had developed feelings for her? Would she trust him with her heart? And if she wouldn’t, could he still go through with this?

No, it was better not knowing. 

“Let me think about it, okay?” Anna sighed. 

“I’ll be here waiting, in case you need anything. “ Rex held her gaze a little too long and soon the two pulled away at the same moment. 

“Good night Rex.” Anna gave him a sad smile. 

“Good night Anna.” 

“Do you still have it?” Rex took out the small bundle of dollars he had saved over the last several months. 

“Of course I do, I told you I would save it for you. If anyone in this town thinks you deserve a wife it’s me.” Fredrick laughed a warm chuckle as he drew out the simple silver band and placed it into an elegant black box.  

Rex didn’t even feel bad as the money left his hands in exchange for the little box which felt tiny and light in his rough hands. He opened it and admired the ring yet again. He had visited the store for the last six months. Lucinda was going to love the ring. 

As he made his way over to her house, he rehearsed his speech to her in his head over and over. It had to be perfect. Finally he reached her house but was surprised to see the town doctor leaving in his wagon. Concern immediately filled him and the little black box made it into his pocket as he quickened his step. 

When Lucinda’s mother answered the door
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