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Gloria set her second satchel out in front of the tiny house she had rented a room in for the last six months. She avoided looking at the house, for fear that if she did, she wouldn’t be able to follow through with what she was doing. 

She was twenty-two and it wasn’t as if she was growing any younger. Marriage was going to be a good thing, hopefully. She peered down the road, searching for any sign of Robert. She had only met him once, but he was the only person she was expecting to come up that lonely road. 

At last, she spotted the cloud of dirt approaching. Her fingers traveled up to her cheek. They found the ugly scar easily. It was the reason no one wanted to marry her. Finding a husband wouldn’t have proven half as challenging if she didn’t have the terrible scar that destroyed her face and her looks.

The wagon approached and eventually pulled to a stop. Robert paused a second, then jumped down from the driver’s seat, an easy grin sliding over his face. It was a shallow smile that didn’t reach his eyes. He approached her slowly, almost stumbling on the porch steps coming up them. His lanky frame seemed to get in the way. 

“Ready to go? Can I take these for you? We’ll stop in town first.” 

Gloria nodded. She was glad that this all seemed normal for Robert, because she wasn’t sure that she could make herself go through with it otherwise. Robert pushed dark brown hair off of his face and pushed his hat firmly into place. He was handsome, like the type of man that women dreamed of finding but accepted early on that it wasn’t a possibility. If there was love shared between them, Gloria would have felt better about the whole thing. He took her two satchels into his hands and dumped them in the back of the wagon. Gloria didn’t wait for him to help her up into the wagon. Instead, she hurried around and climbed up herself. She was lucky enough that Robert had offered to marry her. She didn’t expect him to actually care about her. 

“All good?” he asked settling into the wagon seat. He picked up the reins and gave them a test shake. He looked good with the horses, like he knew exactly what to expect from them.  

“Yes.” It was the only word Gloria could manage without breaking down in tears. She clenched her hands together in her lap, glancing back at the satchels in the wagon. None of this felt real. 

“I know this is...a strange sort of agreement, but it will work to both of our advantages.” Robert’s knuckles tightened on the reins. “You’ll see, it will work out. 

Gloria ducked her chin in a nod, but felt no reassurance. She just felt a mixture of hope and dread. 

—-*—-

Robert brought the ax down on the wood with a resounding thwack. Two days had passed since he had married Gloria, and nothing had changed in his life, except for now he found himself avoiding the cabin as much as he could whenever he could. He had promised Faith. He told her he would try to move on and make a life that she would be proud of for himself, but that promise was only haunting him now. 

Robert gathered up the split wood and added it to the ever-growing pile against the barn. He was out of wood and he was out of chores now and the only place left for him to go was his cabin. 

It should have been the place that he wanted to go. The home that he had created over the past several years. He didn’t want to go there. He wanted to go anywhere else. He shoved the dread away and took the porch steps two at a time. The cabin was warm, a stark difference to the cold outside air burning his cheeks. He peeled off the big work coat he wore and hung it by the door. The parlor looked different. A simple dusting and tidying had made it look like a home again, but it was still missing the joy it once held. 

His growling stomach propelled him into the kitchen. Gloria was there, dishing up food onto two plates. Her golden hair was pinned back at the nape of her neck and she was humming a soft tune as she worked. She hadn’t even noticed that he had come in. 

Robert cleared his throat and she turned. Her eyes widened and she had the same look a deer might have when he had it been cornered. 

“Dinner’s pretty much ready, if you’d like to sit down,” she said looking down. Gloria took the two dinner plates and set them on the table. Robert didn’t fail to notice that she set them on opposite sides of the table, keeping a healthy distance between them. 

“Thank you.” Robert took a seat, and leaned back. His muscles ached from all of the extra work. A lamp sat in the middle of the table, sending dancing shadows across the surface. 

Gloria sat down and fidgeted with her fork. “Would you like to say grace?” she asked. 

“I- I suppose.” Robert swallowed down his protests. He hadn’t said grace since Faith, his first wife had died. Getting used to doing it again wasn’t pleasant. He kept his prayer to a couple of short sentences. 

“You don’t spend a lot of time around the cabin,” Gloria stated, taking her first bite of food. Her brown eyes avoided his as they ate, flitting down to her food, then across the table and back again. 

Robert shoveled a bite of the mashed potatoes and vegetables into his own mouth. He closed his eyes, the flavors exploding in his mouth. How long had it been since he had a home cooked meal as good as this? He couldn’t remember. He schooled his features, doing his best to hide how much she had caught him off guard.

“I have a lot of work on the ranch to do.” Robert stuffed his mouth full, hoping it would deter any further conversation. When he’d offered to marry Gloria, he thought that they would learn to co-exist, and let everything else move past them. He didn’t want a new wife, or a new relationship. He just wanted to feel as if he had fulfilled his promise to Faith. 

“I know that this isn’t conventional, and that I’m not...” Gloria paused. “I’m probably not the sort of wife you might have wanted, but what can I do to make this work better for you? I feel like you’re avoiding me.” Gloria’s voice wavered and a pang of sympathy tugged at Robert’s heart. 

“I’m not avoiding you. I’ve just been busy.” Robert hoped his lie was more believable to her. 

“Okay.” Gloria averted her gaze and continued eating, but the tension in the room was so thick, Robert was certain he could cut it with a knife. He was being unfair to Gloria. She clearly thought his lack of attraction to her was because of her scar. He hadn’t missed how she reached up and fingered it when she was uncertain. But it had nothing to do with her scar. He just wasn’t brave enough to tell her that yet. 

—-*—-

Gloria stood at the bottom of the porch cabin watching Robert chopping wood. She needed to talk to him. Avoiding him and pretending like the problems between them would disappear was naïve. She wanted things to slowly morph into something real, but she was starting to doubt that it was possible. She crossed her arms over her middle, and approached Robert, her heart thundering against her rib cage. 

“Hey, what are you doing out here?” Robert leaned his ax against the barn. He’d been out chopping the wood he had brought back that morning. 

“I wanted to talk to you. Do you have a moment?”

“Yeah, I suppose I do. Do you want to take a walk?” Robert ran a hand over his chin. 

“Sure.” Gloria wished she could push the awkward conversation out of the way and find a good way to communicate with Robert. She never had been one who was great at communicating. She never expected to arrive at the conclusion she had after being married for only two short weeks. 

Robert wiped his hands on the front of his pants and motioned for Gloria to follow. They fell into step and walked around the barn toward a path that ran beside the woods. It was a beautiful day, really. The sun was shinning down and birds trilled songs to each other nearby. The trees swayed under a gentle breeze, tickling Gloria’s nose. 

“I- why did you offer to marry me?” Gloria asked. She had been tiptoeing around the topic from the moment she’d stepped foot on Robert’s ranch after being married in town. 

“Because I needed a wife, and you seemed like you could use a husband.” Robert shrugged. His hands were stuffed into his pockets and his emotions were locked up tight behind an unreadable expression. 

“I know that I am not ideal in the least, but when you offered to get married, I thought there was a chance that this would work out or that we could at least be friends.” Gloria tried to keep her voice from wavering, but failed. “I know that you are avoiding me, and I feel like you don’t really want me here.” 

Robert stopped walking. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that maybe...maybe I should just go and then when you find someone who you care for, you can have a chance at happiness.” Gloria hated to say the words. Ending her short marriage to Robert felt like she was failing him and everything that she believed in. 

“Did you hear that?” Robert stopped walking suddenly, pulling Gloria into the cover of the woods. 

“Did I hear what?” 

“I think someone is out here.” Robert’s muscles tensed. He crouched down and pulled Gloria along with him. She had been so focused on the things she was saying, she hadn’t been paying attention to their surroundings. A twig snapped and the sound of a horse made her tense. Why was Robert so worried?

“Indians.” He whispered. “I think they’re Indians.” 

Fear filled Gloria. Indians were bad news in these parts. 

—-*—-

Robert watched the four Indians ride right past them and onto the ranch. Their backs were straight and they had paint on their faces. Feathers stuck out of their midnight black hair, pointing to the sky. The conversation with Gloria had been going terribly. Then he had noticed something wasn’t right. The Indians were there. Hopefully they wouldn’t stop, and they would keep on riding to the next ranch. lately, there had been more and more Indians striking ranches. They would burn them to the ground, and sometimes they would even take the ranchers or their families as prisoners. 

Robert realized he was still holding Gloria’s hand. 

“We need to go somewhere safe.” 

“What if we just wait for them to leave and then go back to the ranch?” Gloria’s words were barely above a whisper. 

“No. they are staying.” Robert’s heart sank when he saw the Indians surveying the animals he had in the barn and making themselves at home on his land. They were there to stay for a bit, and they might help themselves to a few animals. He couldn’t stop them. There were too many of them for him to fight. He couldn’t exactly walk up to them and demand they leave. Their ranch was a good distance from town. By the time that Robert and Gloria got to town and back, the Indians would have plenty of time to destroy the place. Not to mention, there was probably a fifth Indian somewhere, keeping an eye on the road. If they were spotted, things could turn from bad to worse. Robert had no way of knowing what sort of people these Indians were, but he didn’t like the odds of walking up to them and asking them to leave their ranch. 

“We need to just go deeper into the woods and wait it out. Maybe once they realize that no one is home, they will lose interest and leave the animals and the barn alone.” Robert almost smiled at the hope. The Indians were not happy at how much land the white towns were taking up. Maybe if there was no one there to see the damage they could cause, they would leave peaceably. 

“Where can we go?” Gloria asked. Her hand was still in his, and she was shaking like a leaf. Since the moment she had come to live with him, he had found it hard to see what she was feeling. Right then, he could see that she was terrified. 

“I know a place.” Robert pulled her with him, and they wove around trees quietly, heading toward a place he knew would be safe. Robert kept looking around, doing his best to make sure they weren’t being followed. Why had the Indians chosen his ranch of all places? He had heard the rumors of them striking more and more places lately in the nearby towns. He hadn’t really believed that the rumors were true. Then he had seen the Indians with his own eyes. It was something terrifying and settling all at the same time. They were so in control and regal that it was hard not to want to stay and watch.

“Where are we going?” Gloria’s whispered voice pulled him back to the present. 

“We’re almost there.” Robert couldn’t explain where they were going even if he wanted to. He spotted the place they needed to turn from afar. He ducked between two trees and Gloria followed him. After the trees were two huge boulders. They hurried past the boulders and then there was a slope. The way that the slope went down right past the rocks, you would never know what was below it. After walking past more trees and avoiding a couple of falls, they stopped at a clearing. 

“This is beautiful. How did you know it was here?” Gloria’s eyes were wide with wonder. Her lips parted slightly as she took in everything. 

“I was on a walk one day, after Faith died. I saw the rocks and kept going. I found this place and then I started visiting here whenever I needed a moment to center myself.” 

“It is so wonderful.” Gloria went to the creek and sat down on the edge. “Faith, she was your first wife.” 

“Yeah. I miss her terribly, even now.”

“She must have been something really special.” Gloria’s voice was soft, understanding and full of pain. For some reason. Robert always thought that it would be strange to talk with Gloria about Faith, but right then, sitting together on the creek’s bank, it didn’t seem strange at all. 

“We met when we were very young. It was love at first sight. I didn’t even know what love was back then, but I knew I wanted to marry her.” Robert thought back to that day. Faith’s delicate curls, her warm smile and sparkling eyes. There was no foreshadowing of a terrible event that would separate them forever. “We did get married, three years after we met, as soon as we were old enough.” 

“You never had kids?”

“No. We wanted to. It was Faith’s dream to be a mother. No matter how we tried, she never fell pregnant. I don’t know why, but we couldn’t have children. Then one year, she fell ill. She started coughing, and she grew weaker every day. I took her to doctors, I paid for doctors to come see her, but no one knew what was wrong with her. Before she died, she made me promise that I would find happiness again and that I wouldn’t live alone for the rest of my life.” 

“That’s why you married me.” Gloria’s words were a statement of a fact. She wasn’t angry and she didn’t sound hurt. “The pain never goes away. Some people will tell you that it gets better with time. That is a lie. You learn to live with it in time.” Gloria took a shaky breath and touched the scar on her cheek. Robert’s chest ached. Gloria had lost someone too. He could see it in her eyes. 

—-*—-

Sadness and grief washed over Gloria and she touched the scar on her face, letting the memories swell up, bringing the past back into focus. She kept those thoughts and memories locked up most of the time, not trusting herself to them.

“We were on a trip to Scarwar. My parents had planned to go for weeks. My little sister, she was so excited.” Gloria closed her eyes. She could still hear her sister shrieking with laughter as they played games in the back of the wagon. “There was an accident. I don’t know what happened, the wagon flipped and the next thing I knew, we were tumbling down an embankment. I tried to get to my family, but I blacked out.” 

Silence filled the clearing. Leaves blew in the wind and a lone bird sang a song. 

“I’m so sorry.” Robert’s voice was husky. 

“It’s all right. I will miss them forever.” 

Robert nodded. “What I miss the most is the good times. I remember how Faith would sneak up on me and try to startle me. How we would stay up late at night and tell each other stories. How we would talk about the past... I never meant to be unfair to you, Gloria. I thought that I could fulfill my promise to Faith by marrying you.” 

Gloria kept her face passive, while a twinge of hurt ran through her. She had suspected as much. No matter how much effort she had put into their relationship over the past couple weeks, it had not come to anything. Robert didn’t spare her a second glance, and it was becoming too much to bear.

“I understand.” 

“It’s still not right. I should give you a chance, give us a chance, but instead, I have treated you unfairly.” 

“I think you should be happy, even if that isn’t with me. I know that you are still grieving the loss of Faith. Maybe this wasn’t the best time to marry someone new.” 

“Maybe not.” Robert sounded regretful and it hurt more than him talking about his wife. Gloria realized that deep down, she had been hoping that this would all work out and that she and Robert would work things out despite their pasts. She was starting to see that it was all just hopeless thoughts. Robert couldn’t love her because he loved Faith. That was all right, but now she had to find a way to leave and move on with her life. 

Sadness filled her heart. It wasn’t until that moment when she’d realized just how much she was starting to love Robert. He was sweet and kind and he had so much pain in his soul. Even though he hadn’t treated her very well since she arrived on his ranch, she could see that he had more underneath. He was just keeping it all locked away.

If only there was a way for her to reach him, to show him that someone could care about him and he could care about someone in return. Maybe she just wasn’t the right person for him, and she had to accept that sooner than later. 

—-*—-

Robert glanced over at Gloria. They were almost back to the ranch. She had been strangely quiet for the rest of the afternoon. The sun was ducking down below the horizon and it was just past dusk. Robert thought about spending the night in the clearing, but he didn’t know how cold it would get. It was already chilly. While Texas was more than friendly when it came to whether during the summer, things could get downright freezing in the winter. 

“Do you think they’ve gone?” Gloria asked. 

For the first time, Robert noticed how she looked up at him. Her expression was sweet and trusting. 
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