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DECEMBER 2016, JACKSON, TETON COUNTY.

“You shouldn’t be here.”

Elizabeth had an inner voice that conversed with her as if its word economy was in recession; choosing as few words as possible, but saying them with a vehemence so strong and commanding as if there was extreme danger in disobeying. So when each word rang in her head, it came in a scary rhythm with her heartbeats.

And only one person spoke to her in such imperious way; her father Collins.

The first in a long time, Elizabeth and her inner voice seemed to be agreeing on an issue. Truly, she shouldn’t be here, and had the atmosphere been predictable enough, she would have attended this dinner party in a dress that allowed her to blend in without notice. But here she was, dressed in a flowery gown that amplified her flamboyant beauty, few meters away from the same man her father was going to marry her off to.

She had been engaged to John Bren two months ago. But the engagement had not been solely based on mutual desires; it was only because Collins had thought of it as one other way to strengthen the bond between him and his old friend. Now, she was thinking of how to end it all.

The evening Collins convinced her to marry John ran across her mind.

“Beth, you should see the point,” Collins had persuaded few weeks before her engagement to John. And it was not his habit to persuade his own daughter. Right from Elizabeth’s childhood, he had made the choices for her, including shortening her name to Beth. In any case, the little girl would rather be called Lezzy. But she had to give up, like she always did, and forgive him after all.

Looking at her father standing by the window, and waiting for her response, Elizabeth wished she could jump into her father’s head and wipe clean the idea that he could control her whole life. But she damned the thought. At the least, it was impossible. And what does one live for if not to please their family? And to think she was the man’s only daughter and last child. She needed to make him happy. None of her two elder brothers, now in New York, would care to listen to the man’s opinion. That was her duty, and no matter how killing it was for her, she must keep up at it.

“Here is a chance for the happy life that you truly deserve.” Collins inhaled a mouthful of smoke from his cigar, and walked briskly to another side of the window, overseeing a landscape of beautiful houses, most of which his company owned.

In Jackson, Teton, you are either rich or poor. And Collins had been fortunate to be among the extremely rich, having invested in real estate, food services and waste management. It had been a business life in partnership with John. They had shared the same dream while in the university, and they had decided to be business partners.

And since John had lost his wife during thanksgiving in 2007, he had refused to remarry. Life was good, anyways. He had refused to be persuaded by Collins for a long period. He didn’t need a wife, he had submitted. But then, a few weeks ago, he ran into Elizabeth on one too many occasions a day during an annual general meeting. And seeing the beauty that Beth was, he concluded he needed another trophy. 

Collins was more than happy his friend was considering having a wife, his own daughter, after such a long period of being a widower. Beth had had a life too busy to allow any space for romantic companies. For Collins, no circumstances could be any better.

And it was good for business; being an in-law to his friend and second biggest stakeholder of their conglomerate.

A rapidly balding widower of nine years, with a pot belly that was common among male aristocrats of his age and caliber, John was nothing short of a misfit for Elizabeth. She had an intimidating beauty, although she had never used this to her advantage, had she any chance. During her days in the college, she was nominated as the most beautiful girl by her friends, and had turned down the nomination. “Endless legs,” Samantha, her closest friend had called her, “you should see yourself the way we see you. If only I were half as beautiful” But Elizabeth had refused to be forced into a competition she was not meant to be in. And while almost all her classmates were dating and getting laid every weekend, she was obeying her father’s instructions: go to school, graduate and join the company.

But that night, in the room up in her father’s penthouse in Jackson, she had acquiesced, promising to consider John as her father had subtly commanded. It ended with a fatherly hug, and Collins attempting a dry joke about how he could now call her Lizzy although it made him think of the lizards. It hadn’t come off as a funny joke. 

The dinner had been for the top members of JoCol Inc, meaning that Elizabeth would be chatting with a number of men who smoked and drank and tried to forget the stress of having to sign documents and ensure that nothing went wrong throughout the business year. In the end, Collins would be speaking about the success of the company and the new ‘good news’ about his daughter being engage to John and how that spelt even more success for business and family and friendship.

Elizabeth knew there were people in the company who probably saw the truth hidden behind her smiles. At the least, she wouldn’t want to end as a trophy wife, although his father couldn’t see how she was going to be one. He was only doing her good, doing his friend and the company good and ensuring that the circle of wealth only went round the intended people.

She moved around the hall, from one corner to another, and finally settled on a chair, her face contorted in a somewhat ‘can-this-get-any-more-boring’ look. Soon her father was on the speaker, speaking slowly and punctuating every sentence with a puff from his cigar. Most men around smoked, another thing Elizabeth disliked in her father and John. And most women in the hall were rather too lost in cups of wine and side talks.

But Collins hadn’t talked of Elizabeth’s engagement to John, which was relieving for Beth. Everyone already knew they were engaged. But it had been the habit that John would mention of it at the slightest opportunity he had. It was exasperating the he did it: “oh, there she is,” he would say, pointing in Beth’s direction whenever she made an entry into where he was, “there she is, the one to die for.”She always managed a smile, it was good for John, and she had once objected, one evening when they were alone, that he should reduce how often he spoke about their engagement.

“The year has been the best for me in a long time.” John’s voice was booming over the speaker, and it snatched Elizabeth form her thoughts. She quickly took a sip from her glass before carefully placing it in a saucer. “The business has been up all the year,” John continued. “And I found myself someone to share my life with.” The hall was up in high spirits, most of the people following the direction of John’s left hand as he invited Beth. Downing the remaining wine in her glass, Beth joined John, all smiles. And she whispered into his ears words about overdoing the whole thing. John smiled, hiding his disappointments, and continued his talk about how Beth was the best thing to have happened to him.

“Yes, the best thing to have happened to you.” Elizabeth said into the microphone, without trying to conceal her sarcasm. Everybody is taken by surprise at her tone. John couldn’t believe he heard her right. But before he could say anything, Beth said into the microphone; “we need to talk, now” and held the older man by the hand, as he took him out of the hall.

She had had enough!

***

DECEMBER 2016, LERAMIE COUNTY

Stephen looked on into the ranch with gloom. Dressed in a faded blue jeans, a black T-shirt, cowboy boots and hat, he leaned on the fence of Rellie Ranch, less than 30 minutes drive from Downtown Leramie. He had been a ranch help here for most of his life. And he had enjoyed the yearly routine of calving, herding, weaning, monitoring and a whole lot of other chores required of a ranch help. It had been a life of adventure, doing what he wanted and having no regrets. It had been a great life.

Until some months ago, in the summer of 2016, when the greatest loss hit the ranch.

He had been moving about 90 cows from a pasture to another when he lost control of the truck and rolled over and went down the hill killing more than half of the cows, while several other cattle scurried away during the confused situation. Stephen had been seriously injured in accident, breaking a leg that was now healing.

There seemed to be nothing exciting in life for him anymore. Apart from incurring a huge debt, the ranch owners, a family in Leramie had decided to pay-off the ranch hands and sell of the ranch and hold on to whatever was left. Stephen had found it difficult to convince the ranch owners against selling off the ranch. If anything, he would like to be the buyer. But where would he get the money? He leaned against the broken ranch fence and got lost in thought. A tear fell from his eye. And then another. And then another, until his face was hosting beads of tears. And he didn’t bother to wipe them off. 

He took his hat in hand, and decided to take a long, painful walk. The remaining cattle were doing quite well. And while he so very much wanted to remain on the ranch, he was finding it hard to work as he would. The days he spent in the hospital after the accident had drained his drive, his energy. And now, he walked with a spring in his steps. He walked to one of the pens and decided to clean them. But before that, he placed a wood stove in the calving barn to warm the little calves resting in the barn.

As he was doing this, a small van pulled off in front the ranch gate, and a familiar face stepped out of it. It was Jayden, his brother. Jayden had been in the University of Wyoming for his postgraduate studies in Animal Science. While Stephen had taken up a life in ranching, Jayden had decided to remain in academia. And the last time Jayden came around was when Stephen was involved in the accident. His coming around this December was to fulfill his promise. The plan was to stop over at the ranch, check up on Stephen and see whether they could go home and together. 

Jayden hugged his elder brother and contemplated his countenance. He had not been cheerful. Stephen was usually a quiet man. But if he was bothered, he went quite low on emotions, or high on them, depending on which perspective it was one considered it from. But this particular December, he had been understandably downcast, withdrawn and uninterested in life. Here was his life, and he was close to losing the things that made him happy.

“Your leg hasn’t completely healed, I see.” Jayden said, without expecting a reply. He had hugged Stephen and smelt home on him. But he could not smell the homeliness that was always his spirit whenever his brother was on the ranch. A little bird flew above their head and distracted them.

“How is your research coming?”

“Very well. But slow. You still limp. How about you take some more break?” Jayden said and then moved a little further from his brother. “By the way, I got you a cowboy hat. It’s in the van. You’ll see it on our way home.”

“I didn’t tell you I’d be going home with you, did I?”

“What’s the point Stephen? Dad must be lonely right now. The best gift you would give him is your presence. It is only a few days.”

“A few days you say? You know how no day goes by without talks of how I need to get married...”

“Well, you actually do.” Jayden cut in. “You are not going to marry one of your cows, will you?”

“That’s a poor joke, Jayden.”

“But you smiled. You smiled.”

“I didn’t.” Stephen tried to hide his smile, but he failed. It was the normal thing whenever his brother was around. About an hour ago, he was shedding tears. But now that Jayden came around, he knew he was bound from forgetting his sorrows, no matter how momentarily.

“And talking about getting married, I think I might need to help you.”

“I can help myself, Jay.”

“I know, brother. I know. But it is taking too long for you to do that. You are 28 for your cattle’s sake.”

Stephen heaved a heavy sigh. There was no point arguing with Jayden. Their father had moved to Cheyenne about four years ago after selling off his ranch down here. And having refused to remarry since their mom died five years earlier, the fifty-five-year-old man had been living alone in Cheyenne. Stephen agreed to go with his brother to Cheyenne to see their dad and spend some time at home.

But then, the journey had to be the next day. He wouldn’t want the ranch owners to see him as someone who had begun to give upon the business. And that exactly is what leaving after a sudden announcement would portray him as; defeated, uninterested. So Jayden agreed to spend a night on the ranch and continue the journey home the next day.

***

DECEMBER 2016, JACKSON, TETON COUNTY.

It had been two days since the awkward incident at the JoCol Inc. dinner party. Collins had hurriedly summoned his daughter to his study at home and was taken by surprise at how Elizabeth damned the consequences of challenging his choices for her.

“Beth, you are threading a dangerous path.” The elderly man had said in a tone that bore in it weight heavier than the syllables. He wondered how his daughter came about the courage to be so daring. “It is either John or no deal.”

“I’m not going to be married off, dad. No way.”

Collins dropped his cigar and looked straight into his daughter’s eyes. He searched for any hints of fear, any trace of the usual complaisance in Elizabeth. He found none. It was in his study at home, and the lamp glowed in Elizabeth’s eyes. His daughter was beautiful. And hardly had he ever complimented her in this light. And this was definitely a wrong time to admit how beautiful she was. 

He tried to be softer.

“Beth dear. I know what is right for you. You are making a terrible mistake.”

“You always know what is right for me.” She avoided his gaze and Collins took that for some fear.

“Look into my eyes, daughter. Look into my eyes.”

And that was when Elizabeth became more resolute, her heartbeat obvious in her heavy breathing. It was a tough decision, but she looked into her father’s eyes and broke his final defense.

“I am not going to be married off. John is no fit for me.”

“I see. I see.” Collins stood from his chair, and heaved a heavy sigh. He might have been harsh for too long on his Beth, he realized. He hoped it wasn’t too late.

“If you are thinking of calling the engagement, you must be ready to embarrass me.”

Elizabeth did not try to hide her indignation. It had always been about Collins. Everything had to be to his favor. And she wouldn’t have any of that emotional blackmail about trying to embarrass him right now. Her choices had to matter, no matter whose horse was gored. The heat in the study was obvious, and this was not even because Collins was smoking minutes ago. The old man had wiped his face clean twice now with his handkerchief. There was no breaking the wall his daughter had built around herself. He knew Beth had no other man in her life. He decided to highjack the situation to his advantage.

“If you want to call off the engagement, you must find yourself a more worthy man you are going to marry.”

“But father, when did it become necessary that I find myself someone to marry? When? I am not ready to be married. And when I am ready, it definitely wouldn’t John.”

“I’m giving you a week to reconsider your options. Find yourself a more worthy man, or remain with John.”

He stormed out of the study without listening to what Elizabeth would say next.

***
DECEMBER 2016, CHEYENNE, LERAMIE COUNTY.
Jayden was the first to get down from the car. He had been excited about coming home with his elder brother. Stephen followed after Jayden, holding a leather bag that contained a few gifts for their father. 

The house looked great from outside. It was a small cottage. William had hired a painter to retouch the frontals of the house. The flowers were now trimmed to the different shapes. The flowers reminded Stephen of what their ranch house looked like before William sold it off and moved to Cheyenne. The flowers were usually bright in their season, and were planned from the outset; different shapes that stood for each member of the family. There was a circle for William, a triangle for Helen their mother, a square for Stephen and a U-shape for Jayden. William had kept the tradition, even after the death of Helen and his relocation to Cheyenne. 

William was in the kitchen when Stephen and Jayden arrived. He had heard the van engine rev on their arrival, and was already at the door to let them in before they made it down there. They hugged him at the same time, the same way they would do when they were 10 and 8. And although they held him as if he would collapse from impact, old William was happy to see his sons. He wouldn’t mind if they held on to him for much longer. It had been a long time since he saw Stephen. It often hurt him that his son would stay away from him even when he could just show up at home and return to Rellie Ranch the same day.

But Stephen had a regular reason, or an excuse, as to why he stayed away from home. “There is always something to do on the ranch,” he would say. And even December was as busy a time it was hardly enough to fix everything that needed to be fixed; cleaning the pens, working on the gates and fences, leveling the dirt as part of the preparation for the late winter calving season. So Stephen was always off from home. But Jayden, who was always hitting the room anytime there was a reason had come home every now and to see William, who was now aging very rapidly.

“There is enough coffee in the coffeepot. Help yourselves.” William said as he walked carefully to a couch. He took every step with caution, as if he could break a bone if he walked too fast or drop the coffee cup in his shaky hand.

“How is your leg healing?” William asked Stephen who was now returning from the kitchen, holding too cups of coffee, one for his brother and the other for himself. He helped himself to a couch.

“It is healing. I still limp. But not as much pain as there used to be.”

“Good then. How is the ranch?”

“I am still persuading the owners to not sell it off, or at least, sell it to me. But how do I get the money to buy it with?”

William sighed. “All in good time.”

“By the way, we got you a gift.” Jayden had gone out and returned with the gift bag from the van. Stephen handed him a cup of coffee. Jayden gave the gift bag to William, watching the old man’s expression. William quietly opened the gift bag and brought the white pajamas in it. His face lit up with excitement. He was more than happy.

“Alice is coming over tomorrow. She promised to bring cookies. And she makes them real good.” William said, not looking his sons in the eye. Stephen had not been home for some time, but Jayden knew who Alice was. “A new friend,” William had told Jayden the last time he was home after the accident that involved Stephen. “Alice is my good friend,” William had said, introducing the old widow to his younger son, “and she makes those kinda cookies Helen used to make for you.” Jayden had winked at his father. He understood what a good woman who could make good cookies meant to William as a good friend. If anything, he was happy. But he had not told Stephen about Alice.

“Who is Alice?” Stephen asked, placing his coffee cup on a table, his eyes fixed on the old man. But it was Stephen who took up the job of telling his brother about Alice. “She is a good woman,” he said, “and she makes great cookies.”

“Dad has got a girlfriend?” Stephen had asked, surprised. Jayden smiled, and winked a rather mischievous smile.

“Well, I am not like you,” William taunted, “you should introduce your girlfriend to me. I need grandchildren.”

“Hey!” Stephen wanted to protest, but the older man was already up in a brief laughter. “You should get a girl.”

“Dad we are not talking about this now, are we?” Stephen said and stood from the couch, and made for the kitchen, limping. “Is there something I can eat in that kitchen?”

“Well, there is nothing yet,” William replied, and then for emphasis, added: “until Alice comes to make us something.”

“Oh now, everything is about Alice?” Stephen questioned, but even Jayden joined William in laughing at the point.

***

DECEMBER 2016, JACKSON, TETON COUNTY.

Samantha looked like she had a magic wand that could conjure up a man of Elizabeth’s dreams. She had listened to her friend talk about the conditions that must be met if the engagement had to be called off. Now Samantha was thinking of how to solve Beth’s dilemma. And while she had yet to come up with a solution, she hugged Beth and assured her there was no real problem. They had been close friends in college, and now, having her back was the least she could do.

They were out at a restaurant, and chatting over a cup of coffee each. Samantha had stopped by to see Beth after asking over the phone whether Beth was in town. It turned out Beth needed an understanding company, and Samantha doubled as a solution maker.

“I’m not surprised you are in this kind of situation though,” Samantha teased, “you have always lived as though men were nothing to you, even in college.”

“C’mon Sam, that was hardly my fault.”

“Well, now you need a man. Endless legs. And it doesn’t even matter if it is for the same reason as to get it over with your engagement to John. You need an exciting life.” She took sip from her coffee and went through her phone. It was while doing this that an idea struck her. And she almost screamed at the discovery.

“I am going to hook you up.” Samantha said with the voice of one whose mind was made up.

“What! I am not doing any blind dates. I’m not that desperate.”

“It is not really a blind date. It is an only dating site. You know, something like a mail-order bride kinda thing.” 

“I won’t be a mail-order bride, Sam. Think of something else, and better.”

“Never say never,” Samantha said, extending the last vowel of the sentence for an extra second. She moved over to Beth’s chair and opened a dating website she had heard about: ‘SoulMate.’ She explained that the site had been rated safe and authentic and good for finding love from places far apart. It could be long or short distance.

“Now let’s create a profile for you.”

***

DECEMBER 2016, CHEYENNE, LERAMIE COUNTY.

Alice had come over later that evening. And although she hadn’t known Stephen and Jayden were around, she had come with homemade cookies enough to go round the four of them. William sat across on opposite sides of the table while Stephen and Jayden faced each other. It looked like their usual family setting, when Helen was alive. There was a special way William looked at Alice between bites into his cookies. It was a familiar stare; something only Helen used to be at the receiving end of. And Stephen thought he had an approval ready for Alice in their family, if she was willing to marry William, that is. 

“It is nice to finally meet you, Stephen. William had wanted you to come home much earlier, after your accident.”

“It is hardly my fault. There is always something to do on the ranch down there. But well, aren’t we all here now?”

William murmured something about Stephen having the same lame excuse for not being home, but he hadn’t pushed the topic any further. There is a more important matter he’d rather discuss, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to broach it when Alice was still around. Stephen needed to get married. But while he thought over this at the table, Stephen dropped a bomb on them.

“When are you too getting married?”

“What?” William was taken by surprise. He would never think Stephen would mention any such thing. In any case, it was Stephen who needed a wife. And had Alice not been around, it would have been a topic under debate already. But Stephen question caught his left hand holding up a piece of cookie to his mouth. It hung halfway, not going up, not coming down. And Alice might have been dreaming. She swallowed whatever was left in her mouth and peered quizzically into their eyes; Stephen first, then William, where the look was sustained for longer.

“Yes. I asked the question.” Stephen gulped down some water and placed the cup on the table. “You too should get married if you want.”

“Yeah. I have no objections too.” Jayden offered.

“Jay!” William demanded some calm. But Alice kept looking at William. She said nothing with her mouth, but everything with her looks. It was William’s to decide. They had been friends for some months now, starting the day Alice’s daughter Sharon came home from the university and her Chihuahua strayed into William’s compound. They had spent a few nights together. And those nights were long, beautiful nights filled with fiery romance. Yet, they were nights too short to be all they needed. They might as well get married to each other. Alice looked on.

“I see the way look at Alice, dad.” Stephen offered, and Alice was sure she saw a defeated look on William’s face; that look child would wear when caught in an act. “You only looked at mom that way. I won’t ask if you love Alice. I know that already. You have my approval.”

“And mine too.” Jayden added. 

On Alice’s face, there was a hungry plea for William’s reaction. His face had worn only one clue: defeat. Besides this, there were no hints what he would say. It was a struggle for words. Minutes ago he had been the one thinking of talking Stephen into getting married. But now the table had been turned. He loved Alice, and in fact would like to get married to her. For him, getting married would be a want, but for Stephen, he concluded, it had to be a need, an urgent need. So he decided to turn the table.

“If you bring a girl you are going to marry...” William started. But Stephen cut in.

“What? That is not a fair bargain, dad.”

Alice smiled. The old woman knew nothing was stopping her and William.

“I think it’s fair enough, Stephen.” Jayden offered, his elbow to the table while his face took a rest on the clenched fist of his left hand. 

“It is fair Stephen, and it is final. Get yourself a girl, and I will get married to Alice.”

Stephen’s hands were up in the air. He did not know exactly how to get out of the situation. If he backed out, he knew, it meant that William would not get married to Alice. And that would hurt the old woman. Plus he didn’t want to be in the way an obvious love affair. So he considered the options. It was a difficult decision to make. And he had little time to think.

“Christmas is just a week away Stephen,” William said slowly, “if you get yourself a girl before then, Alice and I will get married before January.” William concluded, and threw his last piece of cookie into his mouth, munching away his victory on his son.

Stephen rose to his feet, and went behind his chair, bending over it. “It is unrealistic, getting a getting into a love affair, a sincere love affair, in less than a week. It is plane unrealistic.” He smiled. “But I’ll give it a try. Because of you two.”

William smiled, and gave Alice that special look. She reciprocated. 

“That’s my son. A week is enough to find a good girl, if you...” 

The doorbell interrupted William. 

“I will get it.” Jayden said. And while he went to open the door, William stood from his chair and moved over to Alice’s side, holding her hand and kissing her forehead. Jayden had opened the door for Sharon. She had just returned from Leramie and had not met Alice at home. So she thought to check in at William’s for Alice. Sharon came in just the moment William kissed Alice on the forehead for the second time. She had met Jayden about three times in the university, so they both shared the ‘we-have-met-before’ look. And while Sharon thought she caught William and Alice sharing something deeper than a forehead kiss, Stephen walked in from the kitchen. He had gone in to wash his hands when Sharon was at the door.

“Sharon,” Alice started in surprise, “you said you’d be arriving tomorrow.”

“There was nothing to do in school, so I decided to come around today.” She smiled. “I see how fine you are.” She winked at Alice and changed hands for her little Chihuahua. 

William shook hands with Sharon. “You are welcome home.”

Sharon thought about William’s statement for some time. It was good to be welcome. But there was a ‘home’ ending his statement. She hadn’t dwelled on it for too long. The old man might not have meant anything beneath the surface. And yes, she was home, anywhere Alice was. Alice stood from the chair and hugged her youngest daughter. They held onto each other for longer than usual. She was welcome. And yes, to home.

Stephen looked at Sharon. Her hair was tied into a pony tail, exposing a shiny forehead that glowed in harmony to the rays from the chandelier above them. He extended his hand and shook Sharon’s.

“Stephen.”

“Sharon.”

“Apples don’t fall far from the tree.”

“What’s that about?” Sharon urged on.

“Look at Alice. Is there anyone in your family who is not so intimidating with their beauty?”

“Oh c’mon, Steve.” She broke into a smile that faded into the corners of her eyes. 

Stephen looked on. And yes, she called him Steve. A week might be enough, after all.

***

DECEMBER 2016, JACKSON, TETON COUNTY.

SoulMate happened to be a wide website with thousands of users. And it had a mobile software for ease. Last evening at the restaurant, Samantha had created an online profile for Elizabeth. The profile had specified her wants in a man. Physically well-built, employed, tall and must be American. Sam had also taken a picture of Beth’s and loaded it on the profile. And Sam’s options for contact were strictly emails. No phone calls yet, and she had checked the option that would hide Beth’s contact until she wished to change that. Beth only needed to be patient, the men will come mailing her. And she needed be careful because of scammers, especially those people who had multiple profiles and were only on the platform to scam people. Although the website had stated that it ensured that duplicate profiles were being monitored and taken down, it warned users to be careful.

Elizabeth held on to her phone. She had not been to work since the incident that happened during the dinner party. And the days were already going by. She needed to get a man, a more worthy man than John. If she couldn’t, she would have to remain with John. And Collins meant it when he had given the condition, or so she thought. So she went through some of the profiles on SoulMate. But she hadn’t found one man she could pick, and that was if she eventually decided to make the first move. She was at home, and there were a couple of hours before Samantha would come over as promised. 

Beth was about to drop her phone when a call came in. It was an unknown number. She answered on the second
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