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Randall had always valued his independence.
Ever since he’d made the break from being with his family back
east, moving clear across the country, he’d never felt so free. All
he’d taken with him was what he could fit in his saddlebag — a few
pounds of coffee, a couple of changes of clothes, and his money —
and a rifle.

Randall’s family had, predictably, worried
about him.

“What are you going to eat?” his mother
demanded, horrified.

“I’ll shoot my game,” he said, resting his
hand on his rifle. “Fresh meat every night. You don’t even get that
all the time here.”

“It’s uncivilized,” his mother said,
shuddering.

What was uncivilized was depending on other
people to survive. Randall hated the idea of going to the market
every day, paying for food he should be able to obtain himself. If
the grocer ever went out of business, he didn’t know what that town
would do. Probably sit around and fret until they starved to
death.

Randall wanted to live off the land. God had
given mankind this great green world and all of the animals in it
not to buy their food at some grocer’s, but to live — really live.
If God had intended for everyone to go to the grocer’s for their
sustenance, he would’ve made the sprout from the ground like trees
and plants, bins of old fruits and vegetables unfurling like
ripening foliage.

That wasn’t for him. Randall wanted to live
in a place where he didn’t have to see a grocer on every corner. He
wanted to grow his own food, rely on himself. He knew that there
were some things he was going to have to buy, such as coffee,
sugar, flour, and the like; but for the rest, he wanted to be able
to provide for himself.

Randall even encouraged his family to develop
their own garden so they’d have fresh produce instead of the wilted
heads of lettuce and old, wrinkled apples they usually
purchased.

“I don’t know what you’ve got against the
grocer’s,” his mother would tell him. “We live in a city, not on a
farm, to provide the best possible life for you. The best possible
life, Randall, and you spit on it.”

He wasn’t ungrateful. He knew that his
parents had worked hard to provide for him, and Randall had reaped
the benefits. He’d never been hungry; he’d gotten a good education,
developed lasting friendships, and grew to love God in a caring and
thoughtful church.

He’d had a lot of time to think, though, and
he knew that life in a city wasn’t for him. He dreamed of wide
expanses of land, of a horse to call his own and ride anywhere, a
land to tame and be himself in.

Randall’s father was a banker, and eager to
pass down the business to his only son. However, Randall eschewed
suits, ties, desks, and being indoors in general. He tried the
bank, just to appease his father, and then broke the news to his
family.

“I’m going out west, to California,” he said.
“I want to try my hand at life out there, and I’m going to have a
ranch.”

There had been arguments, knockdown, drag-out
fights, and tears, but Randall eventually got his parents’
begrudging blessings and hung up his suit and tie forever. He
gleefully said goodbye to the grocer, eating his last meal of old
apples and wilted lettuce. Everything from now on would be fresh
and grown or caught with his own two hands.

 


 


He felt better than he had in ages when he
left city limits astride his horse, just the two of them. There was
nothing freer than staring at a horizon and knowing that he was
going beyond it.

He’d had friends who he knew had made the
journey west, but they’d dragged enormously heavy wagons loaded
down with supplies and goods and possessions and families. Randall
couldn’t imagine hauling all the trappings of his previous life to
his new one. He’d wanted a clean break and a fresh start, and
that’s what he was going to get.

He slept under the bright stars that night in
the middle of a field, his horse hobbled nearby, and thanked God
for the chance to make something of himself he could be proud of.
He’d eaten well, having shot a rabbit and roasting it over the
fire, and even if he was only a portion of the way to California,
he was already on his way to the life he wanted to lead.

The journey wasn’t easy at times, but nothing
worth having ever was. It rained in buckets sometimes, soaking him
to the bone until he was forced to make camp, try to get a fire
going, and huddle up by the horse for warmth.

And there were days he didn’t see animals,
knew that he’d have to hunt for wild vegetables and roots, days
when he almost wished for a grocer’s nearby, or a wilted head of
lettuce.

 


 


When Randall finally made it to California,
had hobbled his horse on the parcel of land that was going to be
his, he knew that everything had been worth it. This was God’s
earth, this right here, and Randall felt like the Lord was smiling
down at him for having had the courage and drive to seek it
out.

A house was the next thing in order. Randall
hadn’t minded sleeping under the stars — he had a bedroll, after
all — but he knew that winter was coming and waking up soaked to
the bone and shivering from a nighttime rain was something a house
would help him avoid. He kept it modest, figuring he could add on
as needed.

That was a strange thought. Randall was an
independent man, and he was only just beginning his time on the
ranch. He didn’t have any sort of need to have any more space than
a single bedroom, a kitchen, and perhaps a room just to sit and
reflect.

With each step he took to further his ranch,
that strange idea stayed with Randall — the idea that he would need
to expand the space. Was he really thinking ahead to the time when
he would have a family?

Randall built a barn for his horse and his
supplies, started planting, purchased cattle, purchased another
horse, then chickens. Each expansion to his ranch was paid for by
another aspect. When he decided he wanted another horse to ease
some of the workload over the animal that had carried him across
the country, he’d sold a couple head of cattle.

Cattle were an excellent investment. They
reproduced and ate from the land, much like Randall was doing with
his crops. When he felt like he might have too many of them, he
sold a few in a nearby town, or harvested one for fresh steaks and
meat.

He was never going to go hungry, not with the
wealth of buffalo and deer and antelope that roamed the surrounding
lands. A river that cut through his property not only provided a
source of fresh water for Randall and his animals; it also afforded
him a ready supply of fish.

God was good, his works were good, and
Randall never squandered and opportunity to offer up prayers of
thanks and wonder and gratitude to the Lord.

He was living exactly as he wanted to live,
driving the cattle around, fishing down by the river, hunting for
his dinner, tending to his crops, and eating the freshest food in
existence.

 


 


Yet. there was that strange longing that he
hadn’t been able to stop thinking about. He had all that he needed
— more than he needed, actually — but there was this odd nugget of
doubt, of want, of yearning that he couldn’t shake.

He wanted to add on to his house. He wanted
to need more space for a family.

He wanted to marry.

If his parents could see the quandary he was
facing now, they’d probably laugh him all the way to another state.
However, getting married in California — finding a bride, that is —
was a bigger ordeal even than scratching a living out of the
ground. Many, many adventuresome men had made the journey west,
found their livings, and enjoyed relative success.

However, there were very few women who’d made
the journey, and most of them were already married to those same
men who’d come across.

Randall would never regret the journey that
had taken him westward. He’d done it exactly as he’d wanted to, not
dragging belongings behind him.

Nevertheless, he sometimes wished he’d at
least brought a woman he could spend the rest of his life with.

He thought about marriage when he woke up in
the morning and gathered eggs, scrambling them for breakfast.

He thought about marriage when he saddled up
his horse and rode it out to pasture to check on the cattle.

He thought about marriage when he was pulling
weeds from between the rows of his corn and carrots and
potatoes.

 


 


Finally, after months of hemming and hawing
and mulling the subject over, Randall wrote in to an advertisement
service that appeared in newspapers all over the country. He’d been
honest. He didn’t want a flighty, blushing, fragile woman to become
his wife.

He needed someone who would thrive on the
ranch just as much as he was. He needed someone who would embrace
this kind of life, to leave behind the cushy east coast, the
comfortable cities, the grocer’s at every corner. He needed someone
who would love this ranch as much as he did.

The advertisement service forwarded all the
responses to him, which amounted to a huge bundle of mail that the
postmaster raised his eyebrows at.

“Took out an advertisement,” Randall
explained, shrugging.

“Best of luck,” the postmaster answered,
shaking his head at the enormous stack of letters and cards.

Randall had hardly been able to wait until he
got back to the ranch to start reading them. Who knew that there
were so many women willing to change for him? Maybe he had
underestimated the spirit of adventure within people these
days.

However, most of the responses were simple
and disappointed.

“Send money,” they read. “I will come.”

One of them even lambasted him for his ad —
probably some idle woman with nothing better to do with her
time.

“How shameful that you ask a woman to give up
everything just to join you,” it read. “Who do you think you are?
What kind of woman would want to change as suddenly as that?”

He was a desperate, increasingly lonely man
who only wanted a chance at starting a family. That was who Randall
was, and he figured that was the majority of the advertisements
that were taken out with the service; men who just wanted to be
given a chance. He’d given up on serendipity long ago. A woman who
was willing to marry him wasn’t just going to show up on his ranch
one day. He had to go out and let her know he was looking for
her.

Then, there was a letter that gave him pause,
a letter that was like God taking him by the shoulder and pointing
him toward his future.

“This is in response to the advertisement of
the man who wants a wife who is ready for adventure and change,” it
read. “My name is Marlene, and I fit your advertisement better than
you know. I like that you’re forward thinking and welcome an
independent woman. In my hometown, I think I’m a little too
independent for my own good.

“People my age here don’t understand me, and
I want nothing more than to prove that I can take care of myself —
and others — anywhere I go. I would welcome nothing more than the
opportunity to go to California and meet you, but I know that you
want a wife. I want a husband, as well, and I don’t know that
either of us can honestly agree to anything at this point.

“Would you agree to exchange a few letters
just so we can get to know each other a little more before
committing to anything? I look forward to your response, and have
included my address at the bottom of this letter.”

That was sensible and downright clever. It
was certainly a lot more thought out than the cards he’d received
that mindlessly agreed to his ad. This woman, this Marlene was
intelligent and canny. Randall liked her just from the tone of her
letter, and he jotted off a response immediately, without reading
any of the other responses.

“Dear Marlene,” he wrote. “Your response to
my advertisement was like a breath of fresh air. Call me Randall.
I’ve lived in California for just a couple of years now. My ranch
is up and thriving, and I thought that was all I needed to be
happy. God, however, has other plans for me, and has been
whispering to my heart to look for something else, something
more.

“I believe that the Lord is telling me to get
married. However, there aren’t any eligible women out here. Up
until this point, California has been solely a man’s pursuit, which
is a little sad and lonely. I wish there had been some way to meet
you before I’d gone on my journey.

“We could’ve taken the trip together.
However, I am contented that God has enabled us to meet this way.
You’ve given me hope for my future — something to build on.”

The next time Randall went to town, he posted
the letter and told the postmaster to throw away anything else that
the advertisement service sent him.

“But you’ve got another big bundle right
here,” the man said, holding up an even bigger stack of mailings
than the first.

“Read them yourself,” Randall joked. “Maybe
you’ll find someone you like.”

“You’ve found the one, then?” the postmaster
said, examining the envelope Randall had given him. “She lives
awfully far away.”

“So did I, at one point of my life,” Randall
said. “And I don’t know if she’s the one yet. We’ve decided to
exchange letters to see how it goes.”

“Very smart,” the postmaster observed.

“It was her idea.”

 


Randall got so antsy waiting for a response
that he returned to town in less than a week and a half, unable to
concentrate on the crops or the herd or the chores or anything that
had used to
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