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Faith twirled her market basket in her nervousness. The air around her seemed way too thick for the sunny day and there was no avoiding the odd glances that followed her everywhere she went. 

It had been almost a year and yet if felt as if it were yesterday. Some days Faith felt as if she would forget what was left of her reputation and the rules and face her accusers. She wanted to tell them that all the rumors weren’t true and she wasn’t what they thought. She wanted to shout at them and stomp her feet. It wasn’t as if they would listen to her, of that she was sure. Even her best friend had turned against her.  

Faith gathered a couple more items into her basket. She looked at the vegetables in the round baskets near the front of the little store. The boards creaked pleasantly as people shuffled in the aisles. The sun made dancing squares on the wooden floor where it shone in the front window. She picked up some tomatoes checking to see if they had any blemishes. 

“Can you believe she still comes around here?” a young woman a few feet over whispered , giggling. By her pointed look Faith was sure the words were intended for her rather than for the young woman’s companion. 

“I know. But, even people like her have to eat.” The companion added to the conversation, with a glance of pity. “She can’t help having to come to the store.”

Faith looked into her basket. She wasn’t done shopping, but on days like today, she only wanted to get back home. If she didn’t buy everything she needed, she would have to face it all again on another day. 

Deciding to bear it for the moment, she pushed forward to continue with her purchases. What seemed like an eternity later, she made her way up to the front counter. Another lady from the town was already there with a basket of eggs to sell. Faith had to look away to keep the red from creeping into her cheeks.  She had come to sell eggs multiple times, but since Jeremy had divorced her, the store had insisted that they no longer needed any, and yet they seemed to be in high demand when any other person made their way into the store with a full basket. 

“Back again so soon?” The man who owned the store joined her at the side counter. Carter was one of the only people in town who treated her decently anymore. He looked at her with a kind of pity in his eyes. While Faith didn’t necessarily like pity, it was better than being treated as if she had the plague. 

“I’m afraid so, Mr. Carter.” She gave him a brave smile. No one ever knew how close to breaking she was when she came into town. 

Mrs. Carter gave the whispering girls a sideways glance. Faith wasn’t sure what she thought of Mr. Carter being nice to her, but she appreciated having one person treat her decent. Still, she wasn’t sure if he had some ulterior motive. She had lost her trust in people since her divorce. 

“Thank you. Good day Mr. Carter,” Faith said as she received her change and made her way as quickly as she dared from the store. She felt the eyes of the other shoppers boring into her back as she made her way down the wooden stairs and across the dirt street.

Soon she walking down the path towards her home. It was a quiet, secluded path, with no wandering eyes, no uncomfortable stares. The birds sang on as she passed and didn’t give her a second look. It was the perfect place for her to be alone with her thoughts. Faith sighed. Something had to change. She wasn’t sure she could live the life of solitude as an outcaste much longer. 
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Faith leaped from her rocking chair. Her husband was home at last. 

“What happened to you? I’ve been waiting up for at least 3 hours.” She tried to keep her voice calm. She knew that Jeremy hated it when she nagged him, but she had truly been so worried. 

“I was out. You know you don’t have to wait up.” Jeremy was gruff. He seemed angry, but full of regret at the same time. 

“What’s the matter? Did something happen?” She twisted her hands in frustration. 

“You, with all of your questions! Can you never just be content that I’m home?” His voice hard with anger. He tossed his boots off in frustration. 

Sadness settled over Faith. She’d heard the rumors, she’d seen the evidence, but she didn’t want to believe it. Could it really be true he was seeing another woman at these late hours of the night?

“I- I need to know, Jeremy. Where were you tonight and all the other nights?” Her voice wavered a bit and she felt a horrible heaviness settle into her stomach. 

“I am tired of your questions and your constant prying! Can’t you let a man live in peace?” He threw his hands up into the air and gestured wildly. 

Faith tried to still her thumping heart. “I’ve heard talk in town, that you’ve been spending some time with other men in some rather disrespectable establishments.” It had sounded so much better in her head. She had imagined demanding the truth and Jeremy telling her he’d been working late, or helping out a friend and then he would take her into his arms and reassure her he still loved her. But even as she waited, she knew this would never happen. 

“You know what Faith? The gossips are telling the truth. I don’t care if you know anymore! We have been married for 4 years now and I still don’t even have a son! All you are is a nagging wife.” For a second, Faith thought she saw a flash of remorse in his eyes. 

“You knew what kind of man I was when we married. I don’t like to have you waiting up for me in the middle of the night as if you were my mother,” he sighed in exasperation. “I can’t stand your constant nagging. Can’t you just be happy I’m still married to you and that you have a secure place to live and food on the table? And I can stay out all night if I want to!” He slammed his cup on the table in emphasis.

Anger boiled inside Faith. Her previous worry gone. How could she have never realized this was how he felt? 

“This house belongs to me,” she said softly, willing herself not to cry. “My parents left it to me, and as far as food on the table, I work as well.”  She looked away from his angry eyes for a moment before continuing. “I can’t have my husband gallivanting around in places like that while everyone looks at me like I’m the trusting fool. You may not have wanted this life, but you chose it when you asked me to marry you.” 

Jeremy glared down at her angrily, “Well if you are so sure you can’t have a gallivanting husband such as myself, then you won’t! We will go to the courthouse in the morning and take care of this. Then I won’t trouble you any more with my late nights out!” 

And with that Jeremy stalked out the door into the night and slammed the door behind him. 

Faith felt a sense of unreality as though she had only observed the past few minutes. She tried to catch her breath, but it eluded her. Her husband was leaving her. How could this have happened? He had said he would always love her and now he was leaving. She sat down and laid her head on the table. The hot tears dripped onto the wooden tabletop. It seemed like there was no future in her life.
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Faith unwrapped each bundle of candles carefully. Her mind was wandering again. Faith knew she shouldn’t, but many of her lonely days pushed her to remember Jeremy. Maybe she had made a mistake. Had their marriage ended because of her distrust and because she had pushed Jeremy into a life he didn’t want? Or was it something else?

The details all swam together now and she had a hard time remembering what had been said in the beginning. What had Jeremy said when he’d asked her to marry him? She didn’t even remember anymore. 

Suddenly she stopped with her hand midair. In the newspaper that had held the candles she saw an ad. 

Looking for a wife...

Faith read it slowly and then quicker the next time. As she read the newspaper ad over and over a plan formulated in her mind. Maybe there was a way out of her current situation after all, even though it would be only for practical purposes rather than for love. She would have to be careful what she told him. If he knew her secret he might not want to marry her at all. Maybe no one would. Maybe she could leave this place behind and never tell anyone about her past. It just represented hurt and loneliness and disappointment. Maybe she could have a fresh start.

––––––––
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Rex slapped the reins on the horses with a little more force. He wondered if he hadn’t made a mistake by accepting the first offer he got for a bride. Maybe the girl was a little too desperate. He wondered how he would take it when she found out he wasn’t looking for love. He needed a friend, a companion who would share in his struggles besides his sister. 

And he needed someone to take care of the house. The thought of doing household chores like washing dishes or clothes made him scrunch up his face in disgust. It was woman’s work. His sister, Kitty had been kind enough to take it on for now, but she would someday want to move on and then he would be all alone.

When his sister ever left him, well, he didn’t want to be stranded alone on his little homestead forever because he had refused to find a wife. And so he had made a bold move. He had heard that ordering a bride by mail was sometimes very successful.

There certainly wasn’t much selection around town. There were only two young women he would’ve considered in the first and they were both courting very promising young men. How could a rancher compete with the general store’s son or with the Mayor’s son? Both rich and with plenty of charm, they had always had first pick of the young ladies in town. 

The horses plodded steadily ahead, they had no ideas of their master’s thoughts and were only focused on the plowing ahead of them. He clucked to them to encourage them to keep moving. Rex smiled. How he would love the simple life of a horse; their food appearing in front of them, always knowing exactly what to do, what a beautiful and relaxing life!

The sun was low on the horizon. It was a beautiful landscape of early fall, the trees putting on their show of reds and yellows. There was a chill in the air as the evening approached. He felt satisfied as he looked across the freshly plowed field. It was almost ready for winter. 

A little white handkerchief waved to him from the doorway of his house. Rex smiled a little. That was Kitty’s signal that dinner was ready. He clucked to the horses louder and turned them towards the barn. They needed no extra coaxing. They demonstrated a huge increase of energy as they saw the big red barn coming into sight. 

After tending to the horses Rex made his way into the house. 

“I hope you remembered to clean your boots before stomping in here!” Kitty called. 

Rex smiled. She didn’t mean anything by it. It was just her gruff way of saying she was happy to see him. His sister was about seven years older than he was. She had moved in to “take care of him” after her husband had passed away in a bar shooting 6 months after their parents had died. It was a tragedy that had brought her here, but Rex saw her presence as a blessing. She had lived on the ranch with him for almost 6 years but he knew it wouldn’t last forever. The young men were always trying to catcher her eye when they went into town.

Kitty set a huge plate piled with fried chicken, potatoes and onions in front of him. Rex smiled, as he bowed his head and said grace. Everything seemed to be working out for now, and tomorrow, he would meet his bride to be. 

After dinner Rex lit a lantern and headed up to bed. The room was cold. He pulled an extra quilt out of the large oak cupboard in the bedroom and added it to the two on the bed. He sank into the bed gratefully and pulled the covers up around his shoulders to banish the chill air. He looked at the rough ceiling and soon his eyes closed. It had been a long day of work and he was so tired.

“Rex, are you sure you won’t change your mind?” Rex’s father looked down at him with twinkling blue eyes and Rex reassured him that he could manage while they were away. Good boy, son! I Knew I could count on you!” his father added with a chuckle.

“Father, you know I want to go, but I think it’s best if I stay. You know what happens when they find an abandoned homestead. We wouldn’t want that to happen, would we?” Rex patted his father’s arm. 

His father tousled his hair and climbed up onto the front seat of the wagon. He gathered the reigns and the horses stomped impatiently, wanting to be off.

“We’ll bring something back for you,” his little sister Carrie reassured him, bobbing up and down in the back of the wagon. 

“Course we will,” his brother Jack added. He sat beside her on his knees in the back of the wagon. Their golden hair and brown eyes made them look like twins. Everyone always said that they must be and would not believe his mother when she told them they were indeed a year and a half apart. 

Rex’s mother laughed, “We’d best get going.” She tied her sun bonnet at little tighter and gave Rex a warm smile. “You be safe Rex, a week will go by in no time.” 

Rex stood and waved as the wagon pulled out of sight. He was sure the time would pass quickly, but being on the ranch all alone was rather unnerving. He wished his older sister, Kitty still lived at home but she had been married only a month before and had moved several hours away to be with her husband and start her own life. He had turned 15 shortly after Kitty had left and he felt like a man, young and strong and ready to be in charge of the farm. He stretched his arms above his head and then headed for the barn. He had lots of work to do.

He soon settled into a routine. He found that there was a certain excitement of showing his father how well he could manage the homestead. They had only been there three years but it was going quite nicely.

His family had gone to a larger town, three hours further than the tiny town nearby. They were planning on staying the week there. They would be bringing back supplies for the winter to come, fabrics and things that couldn’t be bought in town.

Rex would have liked to go. But he was the oldest still at home and his father decided it really wasn’t worth the risk of possibly losing their homestead to a drifter. It didn’t happen often, but some drifters had been spotted around town in the last couple of weeks. Plus the cattle and horses needed to be tended to.

The week went by quickly, just as his mother had promised, but they didn’t come back. Rex waited with growing worry and impatience as one day passed, followed by another, and yet another. Two weeks passed and he contemplated leaving and asking around in town, but his father was counting on him to stay on the ranch and take care of things, so he waited.

Finally he spotted a cloud of dust on the horizon. While he was happy to finally see someone other than himself, worry washed over him. It wouldn’t make sense for his family to come home on horseback. He stood and watched the cloud of dust as the lone rider approached.

The rider wasn’t his family. It was a deputy. 

“Are you Rex Lexon?” the deputy said. By his grave voice and uncomfortable look, Rex knew something was terribly wrong. 

“What happened?” He hardly recognized the raspy voice that asked the question. 

“Your family was found an hour from here a week ago. It appears that the horses were spooked and the wagon went down an embankment. I’m sorry to have to be the bearer of bad news but all of them died in the crash. It took a while to figure out where they were from but one of the ranchers recognized your pa.” The sheriff looked very grave as he explained what had happened. “You got any other family around here?” he added.

Rex fought for control, for breath for anything that would bring him back to the normalcy he’d known only moments before. But nothing helped.

“No, sir,” he managed to respond. “Well my sister is a few hours form here but-, “he trailed off.

“So sorry son,” the sheriff said. If there’s anything I can do you can find me in town for the next couple of days.”  As the deputy tipped his head in respect and rode off into the distance, Rex sank into the grass in despair. He was left alone, alone, with no family.  The weight of the ranch now rested squarely on his shoulders. It suddenly seemed much heavier than before.
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Faith struggled to contain her nervousness and excitement. 

I’m sure it will work out. She tried to reassure herself. She had always been skeptical about mail order brides. How did they know they would fall in love with the man on the other side? And what if they didn’t? Did they stay in a loveless marriage? But she was tired of living in this endless prison of loneliness.

Could Faith handle living in a loveless marriage again? She knew she couldn’t go through another divorce. Nervously, she fiddled with her suitcase. She wondered if she would recognize Rex. Doubt almost caused her to decide to go back.

Soon the stage coach came to a halt and the three weeks she had spent on the journey melted away. She hadn’t expected to feel such a mix of emotions. She stepped from the coach and the stagecoach driver set her bag down in front of her. 

There weren’t many people at the station, and the few that were there didn’t seem particularly interested in her.  Then she spotted a tall man accompanied by a woman standing on the other side of the platform. They looked as if they were waiting for someone but didn’t leave their spot.  

The man had broad shoulders, blond hair and greenish eyes. He had a scar that looked as if it’d been there a while that went from the bottom of his eye to the top of his cheek bone. He had a kind but sad look about him. 

The woman looked as if she might be the man’s relative. She shared the same blonde hair but had hazel eyes that seemed to spew fire. She had high cheek bones and a chilly smile. 

When all of the other passengers had found their waiting relatives and began to drift away the pair seemed to decide that they were waiting for Faith. They came slowly across the platform.

“Howdy, I’m Rex,” the man said, extending his hand. 

Faith took it for a moment in greeting and then turned towards the woman. 

“This is my sister, Kitty.” Rex motioned to his sister. “She lives with me on the homestead so I’m sure the two of you will get along splendidly. “ 

Faith wasn’t so sure. Kitty was giving her the same stare everyone at home gave her but Rex either didn’t notice or was choosing to ignore it. 

“Pleased to meet you.” Kitty said, but her eyes seemed to be measuring Faith and Faith began to feel uncomfortable. 

“Let’s get going, it’s quite a ride, and we want to get there before dark.” Rex went over to the stagecoach and loaded her bag up into the wagon. 

He held his hand out patiently to help Faith up unto the wagon. 

“Thank you.” Faith said softly. A little wave of homesickness washed over her. She hoped that she had made the right decision. 

Rex paced back and forth at the station. 

“Maybe something happened to the stagecoach. Do you think they got robbed?” He couldn’t help but be worried, even though he knew stagecoaches didn’t exactly have an arrival time.  

“Maybe they did.” Rex turned to glare at his sister for her uncaring tone. 

“Okay, okay. I’m sure they’re fine, they’re just running a little late.” Kitty gave him a sincere smile and went back to waiting with her hands clasped neatly behind her back. 

Rex couldn’t really blame her. He knew that she had always been protective of him, but since their parents died, well they were all each other had. 

“I think I see it coming!” Rex rubbed his hands together in expectation. 

“I hope you’re careful, Rex, you don’t really know anything about this girl.” Kitty looked at him seriously and touched his shoulder gently. Rex hoped he would be careful as well. He couldn’t afford yet another tragedy in his life. 

When Faith stepped off the stagecoach Rex caught himself staring. She wore a pretty cream colored dress buttoned all the way up to her neck. A delicate pale blue sun hat sat atop her red blonde curls. She looked at the surrounding people uncertainly, her brown eyes wide, searching. She must be the girl he was waiting for. He was not disappointed. He had worried that maybe she would be unattractive. He was pleasantly surprised.

Kitty poked Rex in the ribs, “Come on, don’t just stand there gawking.” 

Rex made his way over to Faith and introduced himself and his sister. He sensed Kitty was inspecting the girl like she was dangerous. He sighed. She would accept this in time.

After introductions they were finally on their way. He hoped he wasn’t making a mistake.  There was a heavy silence as they all rode in the wagon towards home. 
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Adjusting to living with Rex and Kitty had been hard for Faith. It seemed that everything she did was criticized by Kitty and then Rex would come to her defense. She didn’t like causing strife in the family but it was Rex she had come for, not Kitty. 

“Don’t worry about her, she’s just over protective.” Rex reassured her with a mischievous smile, and Faith tried to listen to him. But when she took the brown eggs to the general store Kitty was upset that she hadn’t taken the white eggs. And the next week when Faith took the white eggs, Kitty brought it upon herself to point out she had been saving those as a gift to a friend. 

When Faith cleaned the kitchen, she would find it most messy not even an hour later at the hands of Kitty who had decided to reorganize it.  When Faith decided to cook dinner, Kitty giggled when Rex made an odd face tasting his first bite. 

Faith had to admit she wasn’t the best cook, but there was no need for Kitty to be rude. And it went on and on for the next three weeks. Faith was sure she would be looking for the next stagecoach home if she couldn’t find a project that would take her out of the house. 

“The garden is ready for planting, I’ll be doing that tomorrow.” Rex’s deep voice interrupted her thoughts one night at dinner. 

“I’d love to help!” Faith blurted out before she had a chance to think twice. 

“Are you sure?” Rex said, not unkindly. 

“Oh, I’m quite sure. Being outside in the garden would be wonderful. 

Kitty
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