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THANKSGIVING DAY DAWNED clear and bright. A handful of optimistic 
birds chirped a greeting to the sun before they began their endless search 
for seeds and berries amongst the winter landscape. The Johnsons’ guests 
arrived in intervals, with Daisy and Sally being the first to knock on 
the kitchen door.

“We couldn’t stay away a moment longer,” Sally insisted. “Besides, 
we’re here to help!”

Rose squealed with delight at the sight of her friends Billy and 
Bobby. Andrew and James argued over who got to hold the baby first, 
while Sally hung their coats in the kitchen.

Daisy immediately set to work peeling potatoes. She kept her eyes 
focused on the task before her. Emma noticed Jed was silent as he walked 
by then strode out to the barn.

But moments later Jed appeared again, leaning against the kitchen 
door frame and watching the young woman wield her knife blade skin-
ning potatoes. And this time he said, “Hi, Daisy.” 

“Hey, Jed.” Daisy didn’t look up as she greeted him, her eyes intent 
on the potato in her hand.

Emma noticed disappointment flick across her son’s face. Tossing her 
towel on the counter, she excused herself and walked to the root cellar. 
She took her time selecting a few jars of beans and an onion from the 
cellar shelves. She took time to turn the jars of soaking purple coneflower, 
noting that it was time to press the liquid through cheesecloth and 
extract the pungent herb mixture.

Emma stomped back up the steps and peeked in the kitchen 
window. No sign of Daisy or Jed. Maybe they worked out their problem. 
Considering Daisy’s past and Jed’s obvious feelings for the young woman, 
the problem might not be so easy to work out. But then again, they were 
young and in love. Emma sighed as she pushed open the kitchen door 
with her foot, her hands full of green beans and onions.
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“Let me get that for you, Mom.” So Jed was there. He held the 
door open for her.

“Thanks.” She set the jars down with a clunk on the counter, then 
washed an onion and set it on a wooden block to be chopped. “I didn’t 
know you were still in here.”

“Yeah, but Daisy went to help Sally with the baby.”
“Has she ever told you why she left Kansas, Jed?”
He nodded. “But it doesn’t change how I feel about her. I mean, 

she’s amazing. She’s beautiful, she’s a great cook, she knows about 
farming, and she’s smart; and she’s really great with Billy and Bobby. 
And she’s beautiful. I did mention that, right?”

Feeling tenderness for her son, Emma looked into his earnest face. 
“You’re right. She’s all those things. And more. But she’s been hurt. 
Deeply. And she’s smart to know that she might not be ready to love 
someone. She may need time.”

“I did give her time! I mean, I am.”
Emma looked up. “Good. I’m proud of you.”
She began chopping the onion as she talked. “Do you remember 

how you tamed that wild horse of Simon’s last spring? Most folks around 
here just tie a blanket around a horse’s eyes and run it through water till 
it gives up out of exhaustion. That works, but it breaks the horse’s spirit. 
You took your time with that horse and it turned into one of the finest 
mounts I’ve ever seen. He’s feisty and full of the dickens, but he’s quick to 
do as his rider tells him. He and Simon are a great team now. It’s a little 
the same with Daisy. You’ve got to earn her trust. Let her work through 
things. If you’re thinking about marriage, that’s a lifetime commitment. 
Better to take it slow and do it right.” Emma put the diced onion in a 
bowl, while Jed watched.

“Thanks, Mom.” He had a sly grin on his face now. “I just never 
thought of women as horses. That clears up a lot of mysteries.”

Emma snapped the dishtowel at him. He dodged and laughed as he 
ran from the room.

 A short time later, just as the stuffed goose was shoved into the oven 
next to the young wild turkey, Dee arrived with Ted, Ben, and Abigail.

Ben and Ted bounded into the kitchen carrying a guitar and a 
mandolin. With a melodramatic bow, Ted presented the mandolin to 
Daisy, begging her to join them in a song.
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“But what will you play?” she protested as Ted pressed the instrument 
into her hands.

“This!” he laughed, pulling another mandolin from behind his back. 
“Please? We’ve never celebrated Thanksgiving before, and I personally 
think the best way to get into a thankful mood is to sing!”

Daisy took the mandolin and admitted, “I’ve never celebrated 
Thanksgiving, either. I guess I’ve heard of it, but this is my first Thanks-
giving dinner.” She raised the instrument and looked at Emma question-
ingly.

Emma said, “Go ahead, Daisy. We’ll all enjoy the music. You’ve 
already helped me so much in the kitchen and I really appreciate it.”

Settling themselves before the Franklin stove in the sitting room, the 
musicians tuned their instruments. After a few minutes of twinging and 
twanging, they were ready. Ben started them off with “Aura Lee” and 
the other two joined in. The family members were drawn to the room, 
mesmerized by the music.

Jed stood in the doorway, his arms crossed against his chest as he 
watched Daisy draw each graceful note out of the long-necked, wooden 
instrument on her lap. Sally joined in with her clear, rich voice, and soon 
they were all singing while Billy and Bobby danced around the laughing 
baby Rose. Granddad pulled a harmonica from his pocket and joined in, 
his foot stomping to the rhythm.

No one heard Pastor Hughes knock. He opened the front door and 
immediately found himself surrounded by a joyful cacophony of music, 
singing, and laughter. With a wry smile, he joined in, his baritone voice 
harmonizing with Sally’s rich soprano in song after song.

Tommy’s dark eyes smoldered as he watched Sally and Pastor Hughes 
across the room, their heads close together, harmonizing. Emma snuck 
out of the room a few times to baste the roasting birds and snap the linen 
cloth over the long, dining-room table. Dee followed and helped place 
the plates, silverware, and glasses on the enormous table. They smiled at 
each other over the waves of music as the table was prepared and the food 
brought into the dining room.

After the last song, Emma raised her hands for silence. “We all have 
so much to be thankful for today. But most of all, I am thankful to have 
all of my wonderful family here with me. Now, let’s eat!”

Emma had everyone seated at the dining room table, and Jake was 
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about to ask a blessing when there was a loud banging on the kitchen 
door.

“Miz Johnson! Miz Johnson, please! My ma needs your help!”
Jake and Emma exchanged a startled look and Emma raced to the 

kitchen door. Before her stood a shivering, breathless boy in dirty, torn 
overalls, his face bruised and streaked with tears.

“Rusty? Rusty Pearce? Come in, honey, come in.” Emma opened the 
door wide and pulled the shaking child into the warm, fragrant kitchen. 
“What’s the matter, Rusty? What’s wrong with your ma?”

“She’s been sick for a couple days, but now somethin’s terrible wrong. 
She’s got a fever. She’s real sick. I went for the doc, even though my pa 
said not to. But the doc weren’t there. And all I could think of was to 
come ask for your help, Miz Johnson!”

Emma brought the shaking child into the dining room. She looked 
at the meal she had anticipated so long and worked so hard to prepare, 
and at her family gathered around the table. Then she said, “It’s Mrs. 
Pearce. She’s sick. And the doctor isn’t in.”

“That’s right. He went to visit his daughter in Glenwood Springs. I 
saw him at the train station yesterday,” Pastor Hughes confirmed. “He 
won’t be back until Monday. I don’t know who he has standing in, to 
take care of his patients.”

“There’s no time to waste trying to find a doctor!” Rusty wailed. “My 
ma’s in a bad way, Miz Johnson!”

Anguished, Emma looked at her husband.
“Emma, just go. We’ll take care of things here,” Jake said. “It wasn’t 

that long ago Rusty lost his little sister. And now this.”
Daisy pushed away from the table. “I want to go with you.”
Emma frowned. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. I don’t know what’s 

wrong with her. It may be contagious.”
“I want to go.”
Emma looked at the determined young face and sighed, “All right, 

then. We’d better get changed into traveling clothes. Jed, please get the 
horses saddled for us.”

“How far away is your place from here, son?” Granddad asked Rusty. 
“Is it far?”

“I don’t know, sir,” he replied, looking with curiosity at the bearded 
old man. “I ran to town to get the doc. My pa don’t hold with doctors 
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much, but Ma’s in a bad way, and when the doctor weren’t there, I ran 
here. But I don’t know how far it is.” He slumped into a chair as he said 
this, eyeing the food-laden table.

“It’s probably about seven miles from here,” said Jake. “We’re four 
miles outside of Riverbend and the Pearce place is three miles on the 
other side.” As he talked, Jake scooped potatoes and roast turkey onto 
a plate and handed it to the boy. Rusty glanced at the faces around the 
table and then shoveled the food into his mouth, pausing only to take 
gulps of water between bites.

“Emma, take my horse,” offered Granddad. “Banjo’s the fastest 
horse for miles around. He’ll get you there in a hurry. I’ll go ahead and 
saddle him while you change your clothes and gather your things.”

She nodded then raced to her room and emerged a few minutes later 
in her buckskin riding clothes and boots. She grabbed her medical bag 
and tossed in several bottles of medicines and a few handfuls of herbs 
from the cupboard in the kitchen. Calling to Daisy, she reminded her 
that the blue riding outfit she had worn before was in the chest upstairs 
in the hallway. Emma tucked her pistol in her bag and grabbed the rifle 
from its perch. Kissing her husband good-bye, she leaped onto the sorrel 
stallion and galloped away.

w w w

Moments after Emma left, Daisy dashed down the stairs in the riding 
clothes. She said a hasty good-bye to the gathered family and friends and 
rushed outside to find Jed, Granddad, and Rusty waiting for her.

Jed was holding Queenie’s halter as Daisy mounted the snorting 
mare. Then he hefted Rusty up behind her and patted the horse’s rump.

Daisy cried, “Hold on tight, Rusty. We’ll see if Queenie can catch 
up to Banjo.”

She didn’t even look back, but it somehow gave her comfort and 
strength to know that Jed was standing there watching and that he 
would be there waiting for her when she returned.
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Thirty-Four
 
 
AS BANJO GALLOPED down the quiet road, Emma thought of the last 
time she visited the Pearce farm. She had only wanted to help in some 
small way when little Helen died. And Silas Pearce had kicked her out 
of his home, called her names, and thrown dirt at her. Her skin prickled 
in anger at the memory. But then she remembered the pain and sorrow 
in Ruby Pearce’s eyes that day, and her anger faded.

Arriving at the farm, Emma was greeted by a deathly silence, except 
somewhere a loose board was banging in the wind. It was a low, sinister 
wind that moaned against the treetops. She tossed Banjo’s reins around 
a barren tree limb and approached the house. A few scrawny chickens 
scattered. The entire place had a brown, brittle feel to it, as if it had 
withered from neglect.

Her heart pounded. She called out, “Hello! Mr. Pearce? Mrs. Pearce? 
It’s Emma Johnson! Anybody home?” She mounted the rickety steps, 
cringing as they creaked under her weight. She knocked on the door, its 
hinges groaning as she pushed against the knob. “Hello? Mr. Pearce?”

Emma opened the door and entered the dark room. Her nose was 
assaulted by the scent of human feces. She glanced nervously about the 
space as her eyes adjusted to the shadows. She was able to make out 
the scantily-furnished combination kitchen and living area, the rough-
hewn table cluttered with dirty dishes, and the iron stove, silent and 
dark. On the right, a window was covered with a gingham curtain, 
where a geranium had wilted in a clay pot on the sill. Her eyes followed 
the single shaft of light to a rocking chair in the corner, the chair where 
last time the bereaved mother had sat holding her child’s doll.

A basket of yarn and knitting needles lay beside the chair in 
disorder, as though thrown aside hastily. Curled in the chair was a 
gray cat that yawned and stretched a paw toward Emma. Emma’s eyes 
strained to make out the rest of the room.

Emma jumped and her heart began racing when a wrenching, 
barking cough broke the silence. As her eyes adjusted to the gloom, she 
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became aware of a door to another room. She went across and pushed 
the door open. A putrid smell overwhelmed her. Fighting the urge to 
retch, Emma peered into the room.

Ruby Pearce lay on a thin mattress, her hands clutched to her 
stomach. She wore a flannel nightgown that had faded to a dull gray. 
It was bunched around her sinewy, ashen legs. Hollow, dark circles 
rimmed the woman’s eyes, and now those eyes bored into Emma from 
a cadaverous face. A chamber pot was overflowing in the corner, and 
there were ominous dark smudges against the wall, oozing onto the 
floor. Filthy blankets lay on the bare wood floor along with two flat 
pillows. A chipped pitcher lay under the pillows as though it had fallen 
just out of reach. The window was covered with a heavy curtain, block-
ing the light from the sun. But a single ray pierced the space between 
curtain edge and window, spotlighting the wan woman.

“Who’re you?” she rasped through cracked, parched lips.
“Mrs. Pearce, it’s Emma Johnson. Your son, Rusty, sent me.”
“Rusty?” She looked frantically around the room.
“He’s on his way, but he’s not here yet. He’s with a friend of mine. 

Don’t worry, I won’t let him see you like this, all right?”
Emma moved toward the woman, speaking in a quiet, even tone as 

she felt her forehead and covered her with one of the quilts from the 
floor. “How long have you been like this?”

“I don’t know. A few days. About a week ago I started feeling 
off—” A spasm of coughing shook her body, convulsing her with its 
power as she fought for breath. Emma held her hand and wiped the 
sweat from her forehead. After the coughing eased, Emma asked how 
long it had been since she ate or drank anything.

“Haven’t been able to keep anything in my stomach for days.”
Emma found a pillow that had been cast to the floor and placed 

it behind the woman’s head. She tucked the dirty quilt around her 
trembling body and with the woman’s feverish hand in her own, asked, 
“Where’s your husband, Mrs. Pearce?”

“I don’t know,” she whispered. “He was here for a while. Please, 
call me Ruby.”

Emma smoothed Ruby’s hair.
“I remember you,” Ruby rasped. “Your twins go to school with 

my Rusty.”
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“That’s right. Andrew and James. Those are my younger twins. I’ve 
got a pair of older twin boys, too.”

“You came to help when Helen died.”
“Yes.” Emma paused, unsure what to say. “Rusty was concerned 

about you. He asked me to look in on you today.”
“Rusty. Yes.” Ruby closed her eyes and smiled. “He’s a good boy.” 

She sighed then she grabbed Emma’s hand. “Take care of him, will you? 
I’m too tired to go on. Too tired.” Her voice faded away as she released 
her weak grip on Emma’s hand.

“Ruby, you have to fight! Rusty needs you! You can’t leave us now. 
Think of your son!”

Ruby’s eyelids fluttered and her tongue flicked against her parched 
lips. “The boy deserves better than what he’s got,” she whispered. “He’s 
a good boy.”

Her eyes opened and she studied Emma’s face. “How do you do 
it? Seven boys. Don’t you get tired?” She paused as she considered this. 
“Your husband ... the tall cowboy ... must be a good man.”

“You relax now and I’ll be right back.”
Emma gingerly pulled the chamber pot away from the wall. “First 

things first,” she muttered as she lifted the pot and held it as far away 
from her body as possible, holding her breath. She staggered out the 
door with the reeking container, trying to keep the contents from 
sloshing onto the floor. Even though she walked slowly and carefully, 
she left a disgusting brown trail on the dirt floor.

She found the outhouse and dumped the repulsive contents, then 
she washed her hands and rinsed the pot several times at the pump. 
Re-entering the house, she surveyed the piled-up dirty dishes and the 
scattered bits of food. At the kitchen sink she found a tiny lump of lye 
soap and scrubbed her hands. Shuddering at the thought of the dark 
room and her waiting patient, she squared her shoulders.

In the bedroom, Ruby lay quietly watching Emma’s every move. 
Emma placed the empty chamber pot in the corner and then dug 
through her leather bag. Finding a little pouch, she stood up. “I’m 
going to mix up some fennel seed, anise seed, and thyme tea for you. 
That’ll help with the fever and the nasty cough. And some turmeric 
powder should help your stomach a bit. If you can keep that in, we’ll 
work on getting the place cleaned up a little, all right?”
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Just then, Emma heard voices outside and sighed with relief as she 
heard Daisy’s firm insistence that Rusty take care of the horses while she 
checked on his mother. The kitchen door squeaked open.

Emma called, “In here, Daisy!”
Daisy peeked into the room just as another coughing fit assaulted 

Ruby. The girl came in hesitantly, closing the door softly behind her.
“I’m pretty sure we’ve got a case of influenza on our hands,” Emma 

said.
Daisy nodded.
“With that cough, I think she’s got bronchitis, too. Maybe pneu-

monia; it’s hard to say for sure. Any sign of her husband?”
“Rusty said he was probably doing chores. You know, feeding the 

livestock and mucking stalls.” Daisy frowned, looking with concern 
at the pale form shivering under the blanket. Her gaze took in the 
bare walls and the dark stains by the chamber pot. She glanced at the 
bedding strewn on the dirty floor.

“Maybe I should find some hot water and some soap. Anything 
else you need at the moment?”

Emma was about to answer, when she heard Rusty’s voice outside 
the window. As he led the horses to the barn, he was assuring them in 
a gentle voice that they had done a good job and that now he would 
take good care of them. Emma pushed the window open and stuck her 
head into the cool, fresh air.

“Hey, Rusty,” Emma greeted the startled boy.
“Is she gonna be all right?” he asked with wide eyes, peering round 

Emma’s shoulder for a look into the bedroom.
“I think so. It looks like influenza to me. She’s got a really high 

fever and a pretty bad cough. But we can help her with that. It’s good 
that you came for me. Do you know where your father is?”

“Uh … in the barn. Sleeping.” Rusty twisted his overall strap and 
stared at his dusty feet. “Yeah, sleeping in the barn.”

Emma frowned at the boy. “Rusty, I’ve got seven boys of my own 
and I have an ear for lies. Where’s your father … really?”

Rusty sighed, blinking away tears as he whispered, “Passed out 
drunk by the barn. It’s kinda like sleeping, isn’t it? And he almost made 
it into the barn this time.”

Emma softened. “Yeah, that’s kinda like sleeping. I’m sorry. When 
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you’re done with the horses, will you come in and help Daisy?” She 
smiled encouragingly and motioned for the boy to finish with the 
horses.

Emma shut the window and hung her head, feeling exhaustion 
and frustration seeping into her soul. “Oh, God,” Emma whispered, 
“they’ve had enough death and destruction here. Please bring life and 
healing to this family.”

Daisy appeared at Emma’s side and put an arm around her shoul-
ders, guiding her to the bed. “You stay here. I’m going to bring a chair 
in from the other room, light the stove, and heat some water.”

A little while later Daisy brought a clean cup and a pot of hot water 
and watched as Emma mixed the fennel seed, anise seed, and thyme 
tea. Then Daisy held a cup of the tea to Ruby’s lips and encouraged 
her to sip the mixture. After that, she left Emma to tend the shivering 
patient. Daisy looked around outside and found some wood and started 
a fire in the kitchen stove. The rooms began to warm up.

While Ruby slept between bouts of coughing, Daisy washed 
dishes and restored order to the little kitchen, and Emma scoured the 
filthy bedroom floor and walls and opened the window a little to let 
some fresh air into the room. Tossing the dirty water out the window, 
she glanced around the farm. Other than a few skittish chickens, she 
saw no signs of life. Emma joined Daisy in the kitchen, scrubbing 
her hands again with the harsh lye soap and greedily gulping swallows 
of cool water. Rusty lay in the corner, resting his head on the bag of 
yarn. Daisy had covered the sleepy child with her coat.

Emma mixed turmeric powder with a few drops of honey and some 
drops from one of her little brown bottles. She held the mixture for 
Ruby to sip, then bathed the feverish woman’s head with cool water.

The room turned an even drearier gray as the sun sank behind the 
mountains.

Some time later, as Emma dozed in the bedside chair, she stirred 
and opened her eyes and realized she had fallen asleep. She gathered the 
dirty blankets into a pile, intending to carry them outside to be washed. 
As she was scooping up the blankets, though, Daisy appeared with a 
plate of food: fried eggs and stale bread.

“This is for you,” she whispered. “Should I fix some for her?” Daisy 
indicated the sleeping woman on the bed.
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“Not yet. She needs more tea; if that stays in her, we’ll give her a 
little buttermilk. But it’ll be a few days before she eats solid food.”

Daisy dipped her head in understanding. “Well, I’m going to get 
Rusty to eat, and then we’ll wash the bedding. And I’ll help Rusty with 
the chores—must be animals around here that need to be fed or milked 
or something. Poor Mrs. Pearce, so sick; and I don’t think her husband 
is the helpful type.”

“He’s let the place go downhill ever since Helen died. He took her 
death pretty hard.”

“Who was Helen?” Daisy asked in a whisper.
“Rusty’s little sister. A sweet little girl. She had the cutest smile, 

with dimples and freckles. She died a little while back. Measles.”
“No wonder he’s so worried about his mama.” As Daisy spoke she 

opened the bedroom door. There stood Rusty in the middle of the 
kitchen area, his eyes wide and rimmed in red. “Is she dead?”

“No, Rusty. Your mother’s sleeping.” Daisy cast a worried glance at 
Emma, asking with her eyes whether she should let him come in.

Emma nodded.
“You can come in and see her, if you like,” Daisy told Rusty. He 

tore past Daisy and raced to his mother’s side. Kneeling, he laid his 
head on her chest and sobbed.

Ruby opened her eyes and smiled at her son. “Don’t cry, Rusty.” Her 
voice was soft as the flutter of a birds’ wing. She closed her eyes again.

Rusty laid his head on his mother’s chest and held her hand. But 
soon Ruby began thrashing, her flushed face burning against the flat 
pillow. She began muttering incoherently as sweat poured from her 
body.

“We’d better get this fever down,” Emma said. “Rusty, do you 
think your mom has any onions in the root cellar?”

The child nodded.
“I want you to run down there and get as many onions as you can 

hold. Bring them to me as quick as you can, all right?”
Rusty raced to find the onions and when he returned, Emma 

showed Daisy and Rusty how to prepare a mustard poultice.
“I’ve never actually done this before, but I’ve seen it work,” Emma 

admitted as they pressed the poultice against Ruby’s feet.
They worked diligently—a silent, desperate, hopeful team. After 
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about thirty minutes, Ruby’s forehead broke into a sweat. Emma 
showed Rusty how to gently dab cool water on his mother’s face, until 
finally she removed the poultice.

“We did it!—with some help from above,” exclaimed Emma.
Ruby was soon sleeping peacefully.
The women helped Rusty settle into the chair beside his mother’s 

bed and Daisy handed him the plate of cold eggs and bread.
Emma said, “You can stay in here a while and keep an eye on your 

mother. Now I want to get her some clean clothes and bedding. Where 
can I find more blankets, Rusty?”

“In my room. I have some blankets on my bed.”
Emma gave him a pat on the shoulder, then she went out and softly 

closed the door behind her. With a deep sigh, she glanced around then 
joined Daisy at the table. They ate their rubbery eggs in silence, Emma 
making a mental list of things still needing to be done. Then Daisy 
fetched the soiled blankets and Rusty’s uneaten plate of food from the 
bedroom. Emma cleared the dishes from the table and piled them in 
the sink. She pumped water into a pot and set it on the stove to heat. 
As she did so, she noticed the cat lying in the corner, purring loudly. 
Emma was surprised to see three striped kittens nursing happily. The 
sight gave Emma a reason to smile.

Wondering where Ruby kept laundry soap, Emma was digging 
through the only cupboard in the little room when the door squeaked 
open and a dark form blocked the receding light. It was Silas Pearce 
hovering there.

“Mr. Pearce. Hello,” Emma smiled warily at the tall, thin man.
“Who the heck are you?” he demanded, shoving the rough-hewn 

table out of his path. “And what are you doin’ in my house?”
“I’m Emma Johnson. Rusty asked me to come. Your wife … she’s 

very ill. I was looking for—” 
“We don’t need no help.” The man staggered toward her with malice 

in his eyes. “Get outta my house! I remember you, you Injun lover.”
His voice was a low growl. His whiskey-soaked breath assaulted 

Emma as he panted across the table, glaring at her. She stood her ground 
but turned her head from his wild eyes as the bedroom door opened.

Daisy came out of the bedroom with her arms full of soiled bed-
ding. She eyed Silas across the room and said in a loud voice, “That’s 
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no way to treat the woman that gave up a holiday meal with her family 
to care for your sick wife.”

“Huh?” He narrowed his eyes and transferred his glare to Daisy. 
“Now, who are you? A man can’t even take care of his stock without 
getting set upon by a pack of interferin’ women! Get outta my house, 
the whole blasted lot of ya!”

“You don’t seem to understand, mister. Settle down. Emma is 
a friend—a neighbor, just helping you out. Your wife needs clean 
blankets. Do you have any?”

As she spoke, she moved slowly toward Silas until she was standing 
between him and Emma. Without taking her eyes off him, she dropped 
the blankets on the floor. “Where would I find a clean nightgown for 
your wife?”

“She ain’t got but one.” He looked slightly bewildered.
“She’s had a rough time of it. You’re lucky she’s alive. We need 

to get her cleaned up, put some fresh blankets on the bed, and find 
something else for her to wear.” Daisy looked him up and down and 
sniffed, wrinkling her nose, then went back into the bedroom.

Silas stumbled forward and followed Daisy. Emma came, too.
Ruby lay still and white in the bed. Her head lolled to the side. 

There were red blotches on her wan face, and dark circles under her 
closed eyes. Rusty sat still as a statue beside her. Silas stood in the 
doorway and his mouth moved silently.

“Oh, God, forgive me. I didn’t mean to leave her alone like that. I 
was scared and I didn’t know what to do,” he whined.

“Well, thank God you have a smart and resourceful son who did 
know what to do. Rusty is a true hero. He ran seven miles to find 
help.” Emma put her hands on Rusty’s shoulders. “You should be very 
proud of your boy.”

Silas took a step toward his wife. Over her still form, he croaked, 
“Is she dead?”

“No. But she’s very sick. You’ve got to be strong for your family 
now and take care of her. It’s going to be several days before she’s 
out of danger. And if you don’t take good care of your wife,” Emma 
added, her voice stern, “she could die.” She paused to let her words 
sink into his fuzzy brain. “You have to pull yourself together. Your 
family needs you.”
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Daisy had left the bedroom moments earlier. Now she ran back in 
with an armful of blankets. “Look what I found! There’s a little chest out 
there with blankets—and a clean nightgown, among other things.”

The women shooed Rusty and his father into the other room then 
bathed the sleeping mother and dressed her in the clean gown. Silas was 
called upon—him trembling and sweating—to lift his wife’s unconscious 
form, while Emma placed clean linens on the bed. Sending Silas and 
Rusty away again, Emma and Daisy tucked clean blankets around Ruby 
and straightened her pillows. Gathering the dirty linens off the floor, they 
left the room and closed the door.

Outside they found a washtub and a large lump of lye soap. They 
scrubbed and rinsed until the blankets and sheets were once again 
white. Hanging the laundry on the line in the dark, it dawned on 
Emma how tired and achy she was. “I wonder what time it is.”

“I have no idea,” said Daisy. “I figured you could probably tell time 
by the stars or some such thing.”

“By the sun, yes. But, stars? I’m out of practice on that.”
“Ha! I finally found something you can’t do!” Daisy said with an 

amused snort.
Surprised at Daisy’s comment, Emma insisted, “Oh, there are lots of 

things I can’t do! And what about you? You’re a sewing whiz, a mandolin-
playing maestro, and an amazing cook—and you’re becoming a pretty 
good midwife and nurse. Is there anything you can’t do?!”

Daisy ran agitated hands through her hair and squeezed her eyes 
shut. After a long silence, she moaned, “Yes, there is. And I know I have 
to. But I just can’t stop thinking about my father. And I can’t ... forgive 
him. I feel like it’s destroying me ... and my chance at happiness.”

There under the clothesline, Emma pushed a wet blanket aside and 
moved closer to Daisy and reached her arms around the girl. “Oh, honey. 
I know he hurt you. And I’m not trying to tell you it’s easy; but if you 
want to be free from the pain your father has caused, you have to face it 
head on. Look right into the middle of the ugliness and recognize it as 
evil. But don’t hold on to it. Give it to God and let him throw it as far 
from you as the east is from the west.

“You have to make a decision to forgive. It’s a choice you make. 
And then God meets you there. Only God can take away the pain of 
what was done. But he does command us to forgive and to bless those 
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who curse us. If you will take that first step, God will do the rest.
“Forgiveness is really more for us than it is for those we have to 

forgive. Unforgiveness is a heavy load to carry.” In the darkness Emma’s 
eyes glistened with unshed tears. “I’m still working on trying to forgive 
J.B. Carlson. I’m not going to lie. It would be easy to hate him.” A tear 
broke loose and trickled down her face.

“God gave me a little push with Ernie Two Feathers. I feel the forgive-
ness there, at least. I felt my heart change toward him and I want to see 
God’s blessing in his life. And Tommy—I feel the forgiveness for Tommy.” 
Emma’s voice was almost a whisper as she said her brother’s name.

Emma looked at the little house. “And poor Silas. He needs to 
forgive God for taking his daughter. It’s destroying him and tearing his 
family apart. I pray he will find the way ...  before it’s too late.” With a 
deep breath, she straightened again and with her head erect, she strode 
purposefully to the house and through the front door.

Daisy followed.
They found Silas heating water to make Ruby some of Emma’s tea. 

Emma sighed as she surveyed the scene again, hoping for the best for this 
little family. She put her arm around Rusty and smiled at the tired boy. 
“You’ve had a long day, Rusty. How about we get you to bed?”

The boy smiled shyly and nodded in agreement. “I want to pay you 
for your help, Miz Johnson.”

“Oh, no! I don’t want any payment. I’m just helping a neighbor.”
“Pa says we always pay our own way. I don’t got any money, but I want 

to give you something. Without your help, Ma woulda died for sure.”
From across the room Silas watched the women, and his bloodshot 

eyes seemed to dare Emma to argue. He poured the tea into a cup and 
muttered, “The boy’s right. We’re beholdin’ to you, and we owe you 
for your time.”

Emma remembered the mother cat and her three kittens. “Well, I 
don’t have a cat. I’ve been wishing did, seeing as how our barn is overrun 
with mice. Do you suppose I could have a kitten when they’re weaned?”

Rusty’s eyes lit up. “Our Bootsie is a great mouser. Her kittens will 
be, too, I just know it!” He turned to his father. “How ’bout it, Pa? One 
of Bootsie’s kittens would be a fair price, huh?”

Silas stared at Emma, then he replied, “I reckon that’ll do.”
“Good, then it’s settled.” Emma smiled at Rusty. “Let me know 
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when they’re ready to leave their mother, and I’ll come pick one out.”
“Oh, they’re ready now,” Silas answered. “You can take it with you.”
Emma knelt by the purring pile of fur and stroked the warm backs. 

She rubbed the mother cat’s chin and whispered, “I’m sorry to separate 
you from one of your little ones, but I promise to take good care of it.”

Emma picked up the kittens one by one and finally selected a gray 
one with white paws like its mother. It also had a little white bib of fur 
under its throat and a white spot on its nose.

“I think I like this one. What do you think, Rusty?”
“Oh, she’s a dandy. She’ll do you proud.”
Emma and Daisy insisted Rusty change into clean pajamas. Emma 

helped him wash his neck, face, and arms. Daisy had made sure Rusty’s 
bed was clean and ready for him. As they nestled the exhausted boy into 
his bed, there was a knock at the front door.

“Now, who in the world would that be at this hour?” Emma 
wondered as she pulled the blanket around the boy’s shoulders. “You get 
some sleep now, Rusty. I’ll be by to check on you tomorrow. And as soon 
as the doctor gets back to town, we’ll send him over, too. You are a very 
brave boy.” Emma kissed his blushing cheek.

“Well, the doctor is back in town! And not a moment too soon from 
the looks of things!” Dr. Webb stood smiling in the doorway of Rusty’s 
room, holding his medical bag. “A few more days and Mrs. Johnson 
would have cured all my patients and I wouldn’t have a thing to do!”

“Doctor! I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you! I have absolutely 
no desire to take over your practice, believe me.”

Entering the room, Dr. Webb chuckled. He came to the bedside and 
patted Rusty’s red hair. “I hear that you’re a bit of a hero, son. Running 
seven miles to find help for your mother! That’s something to make your 
folks proud. Yes, indeed.”

He turned to Daisy, who had followed him in. “And I hear that 
you’re every bit as hardheaded as Emma herself. ‘Determined’ is the word 
she uses.” He winked. “Seriously, though, I’m grateful for your help.”

They moved to the main room of the house while Emma informed 
the doctor on the day’s happenings: the scene when she first arrived and 
the herbs she had given Ruby Pearce. He nodded in agreement at her 
diagnosis and thanked her and Daisy again for all they had done.

Dr. Webb scowled at Silas and suggested he get the women their 
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horses so they could return to their waiting family.
With hurried good-byes, Emma and Daisy gathered their things.
“But how will I carry the kitten?” said Emma. She couldn’t hold 

a frightened kitten and Banjo’s reins at the same time. She rummaged 
through her things. Then she went back into Rusty’s room. “Could I 
borrow a pillow case, Rusty?”

The boy pulled the case off his pillow and gave it to Emma. 
“Thank you. This will do nicely.” Emma carefully emptied the 

contents of her medical bag into the pillow case then twisted the end 
closed. “I’ll return it soon, I promise.” She handed the pillowcase to 
Daisy then tucked the mewing kitten into her medical bag.

Daisy mounted Queenie and nested the pillowcase of supplies in 
her lap. Rusty got out of bed and waved from the doorway as Emma 
climbed into Banjo’s saddle and gently placed the medical bag on the 
sorrel stallion’s back and secured it against the saddle. She held the handle 
of the bag with one hand and the reins in the other hand.

The horse twitched his ears at the muffled sounds of the kitten’s 
protest, and whinnied inquisitively.

“We’ve got a baby aboard, Banjo. Let’s take it easy going home.”
With only the stars lighting their way, Emma and Daisy headed 

toward home. As they clomped along the quiet road, each woman 
pondered the events of the day and night. The Pearce family was now 
in the care of Dr. Webb, and Emma was grateful that her responsibility 
had ended. Ruby was sleeping, with an array of Emma’s herbs by her 
side, and Silas would have to accept the doctor’s help. She sighed as she 
thought of Rusty Pearce and the sorrow that had altered his family.

“This was my first Thanksgiving, you know,” Daisy commented as 
they swayed in rhythm to the horses’ movements.

“Well, it was a little different than the usual.”
“I feel sorry for that poor woman.”
“Ruby? I do, too. From the looks of their farm, Silas has been 

drowning his sorrows in the bottle.”
“And did you notice the bruises on little Rusty’s face?”
“Yes, I noticed.” Emma sighed. “I hated to leave him there. Thank 

God for Dr. Webb.”
They traveled in silence as the sky took on a gray light, signaling 

the end of the dark night. Waking birds chirped in the trees overhead, 
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cheering the travelers as they passed. Fissures of pale pink split the sky 
as the new day began.

“Do you think they’ll be all right? I mean, that man is so—”
“Yes, he is. Makes my blood run cold to think of all he’s put his 

family through. They’re all grieving, but he’s pushed them away. They 
could’ve drawn strength from each other.” The sun was rising over the 
distant mountains. “It’s just so sad.”

“He reminded me of my father. His mannerisms, his facial expres-
sions, something about how he looked.” Daisy shivered, pulling her 
coat tighter around her slender shoulders.

“Hmm.” Emma acknowledged Daisy’s observation while urging 
Banjo forward. Queenie snorted and kept pace beside the stallion. 
The horses flicked their ears and stepped more lively as they trotted 
down the familiar road. “So that brought up some old feelings, did it? 
Meeting Silas Pearce?”

“It did. But I was surprised that I wasn’t afraid of him. I was angry, 
but not afraid. I even felt sorry for him.”

Emma nodded and looked at the young woman riding by her side. 
“What does that tell you?”

“I guess it means that my father doesn’t have the hold over me that 
he used to.” She chewed her lip. “My father definitely doesn’t have the 
hold over me that he used to!” She beamed at Emma. “And when I 
stood up to Mr. Pearce, it never even entered my mind that I wasn’t 
strong enough to deal with him.”

Daisy laughed as joy flooded her heart. “Jed was right. I am a 
different person now! I feel like the past is being wiped away. It’s like 
the residue on a chalkboard after being erased. It’s there, but it’s fuzzy, 
faint, and you can’t really make out what used to be there. And there’s 
plenty of space to write something new.”

“‘Plenty of space to write something new.’ I like that.”
The sun shone brighter over the trotting horses, their riders sway-

ing wearily with the rhythm of clopping hooves. The roof of the 
Johnson house peeked through the trees and the horses nickered in 
anticipation of warm stalls and oats.

Pulling themselves out of the saddles and leading their horses, 
Emma and Daisy trudged to the barn. The kitten woke with a dis-
gruntled mew as the medical bag was lifted from the saddle. Emma 
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reached in for the little bundle of fur.
Lady had followed them into the barn, tail wagging in happy 

greeting, but she stopped in her tracks when she heard the kitten’s mew. 
With her ears perked forward and nose alert, Lady stepped cautiously 
toward the sound. She looked questioningly at her mistress.

“It’s a kitten, Lady. She’s going to catch mice. I had to bring her 
home. I didn’t have a choice, really.” Emma knelt with the little ball 
of fluff beside the black and white dog. Lady sniffed the kitten from 
head to tail then nudged her with her nose. The kitten mewed pitifully. 
Emma set the kitten on the ground and Lady lay down beside her. The 
kitten nestled into the dog’s warm fur. Lady lay with her paws forward, 
head and ears erect as the kitten purred loudly, settling in for a nap.

“Lady, you’re one in a million.” Emma rubbed the dog’s fluffy back 
and scratched her ears. “And Banjo, you’re a great horse. Thanks for the 
ride. And Queenie, you’re a beauty. But somebody else is going to have 
to unsaddle you two. I’m beat.” She gave the horses one more pat.

As the women crossed the drive toward the house, Jake ambled out 
of the kitchen door.

“Well, hello! I didn’t know you were back!” He hugged his wife as 
she collapsed against his chest. “How did things turn out?”

“We got Ruby’s fever down and her stomach settled. Silas finally 
sobered up enough to realize what was going on, and Dr. Webb showed 
up to take over Ruby’s care. And we are now the proud owners of a 
champion mouser. Or at least, I hope she’ll turn into one. Right now, 
she’s about the same size as a mouse.” Then Emma realized how quiet 
it was. “Where is everyone?”

“Your father took the boys shooting. And I mean all the boys. Billy 
and Bobby weren’t about to be left behind.”

Emma started to smile, then yawned. “Dad’ll probably regret it 
before long. I hope they’re far enough away for us to get a little sleep.”

“They’re out past the creek ...  where you met up with Hector. 
Seemed like a good place to set up targets.”

Emma yawned again and motioned to the barn. “Horses need to 
be tended. Too tired.”

She and Daisy headed for their soft, quiet pillows.
Without even brushing her teeth or removing her riding clothes, 

Emma collapsed on her bed and fell into blissful oblivion.



266

 

Thirty-Five
 
 
BY THE TIME EMMA AND DAISY awoke, the boys had returned from 
their target practice with Granddad, and the house had again filled with 
Sally and little Rose, Dee, Ted and Ben, Abigail, Pastor Hughes, and 
the entire noisy Johnson clan.

“We wanted you here, so we all agreed to try again for this 
Thanksgiving meal,” Dee explained. “We figured we’d wait until you 
woke up. And here you are!”

Emma was elated. She hadn’t completely missed their Thanksgiv-
ing celebration, after all. She and Daisy had just joined the party, 
when Deputy Walker ambled up the porch steps. He grinned as they 
welcomed him in.

Sally had assembled a tasty meal out of the ample leftovers from 
Thanksgiving dinner. Then she brought out fresh pumpkin pie and 
apple pie and served them with whipped cream spilling over the sides 
of each piece. With Ben and Ted helping, the hungry group were fed 
and the kitchen cleaned up.

With a thankful heart Emma settled into her favorite chair as the 
group gathered in the parlor for an evening of fun. The mandolin and 
guitars were brought out, and Granddad blew a few wheezy notes on 
his harmonica. Soon the swirling strains of music carried them into a 
joyous, festive reverie.

Sally created new verses to the songs, tossing her head and laugh-
ing. Her eyes sparkled and she seemed more alive with each song. 
She clapped with the children and even taught them how to dance 
an Irish jig. The deputy tried a jig, too, his cheeks flushing as Sally 
demonstrated the steps for him. Then, as Sally was singing and harmo-
nizing with Pastor Hughes, Emma noticed, out of the corner of her eye, 
Tommy’s expression as he watched the auburn-haired beauty. Could her 
brother be jealous? Oh, my. Interesting days ahead.

Hesitantly at first, then with increasing confidence, Daisy added to 
the music with the mandolin.
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When Daisy paused for a break, Jed was suddenly by her side, saying, 
“Why don’t we get some fresh air? It’s a little stuffy in here.”

Daisy set the mandolin against the wall and smoothed her skirt. 
“It is a little warm.”

She took Jed’s arm and smiled at the guitar players, Ben and Ted. 
“You’re on your own for a few minutes.”

Out on the porch, Jed and Daisy stood looking at the star-filled 
sky. Daisy pulled her shawl tightly around her shoulders as she breathed 
in the crisp, clear air. “It seems like we could just reach up and touch 
the stars.”

“Yeah, that reminds me of when Jerry and I were little, maybe five 
or six. We used to try to jump high enough to catch a star. One night 
we snuck out of our room and climbed the barn roof. Dad caught us 
just as we were aiming to leap off into the sky and grab a star.” He 
laughed at the memory. “We were crazy little kids.”

Daisy laughed with him. “Good thing your dad caught you in 
time! I can’t imagine what would have happened!”

“Oh, we thought we had that covered. There was a pile of hay next 
to the barn. I don’t know if we would have landed in it or not, but 
that was the plan: jump down with a star in our hands, land in the 
hay, and hide the star under our beds so our room wouldn’t be dark at 
night anymore.”

Daisy nodded. “I always hated the dark when I was a little girl.” 
Her face clouded. “I hated nighttime even more as I grew older.”

After an uneasy, silent few minutes, Jed spoke. “Daisy, I can’t pretend 
that I understand what you’ve been through. I can’t imagine having a 
father who wasn’t always looking out for me.” He stared into her eyes and 
seemed to be searching for the words to say what he wanted to say. “I 
only know that every time I look at you, my heart skips a beat. And if 
you had to go through the horrible things that you did, then I’m thankful 
those are the circumstances that brought you to me.” He lifted his face 
to the stars again. “However long it takes, I’m going to keep jumping 
until I finally reach you.”

Daisy smiled despite the tears in her eyes. “I found out today I’m 
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stronger than I knew. Silas Pearce reminded me of my father in a lot 
of ways. But instead of being afraid of him, I was, well … strong.” She 
gazed into Jed’s eyes. “I still want to take things slow. But I think I’m 
ready to find out what it’s like to trust a man. I mean, to trust you. I 
want to know everything about you.”

Jed wrapped his arms around Daisy and leaned his head on hers. 
“I’m sure my brothers will be happy to tell you every embarrassing 
story they can dredge up.”

“Good. I can’t wait to hear them all. You’re so blessed to be sur-
rounded by all these people who know every silly thing about you, yet 
love you in spite of it all.” She let his embrace warm her. “But they can’t 
tell me the really important things. Like how you feel, or your hopes 
and dreams. I want to know those things, too.”

Jed smiled.
“Oh, there you are. I wondered what happened to our mandolin 

player!” Jerry announced as he joined them on the porch. “So, I see you 
two have worked out your differences. ... I’m glad.”

Poking Daisy’s arm, Jerry grinned. “He’s been about as much fun as 
a bear with a sore paw. He’s got it bad for you, Sis.” Jerry glanced up 
at the stars. “I hope you’ll decide to stick around. We’re not half bad ... 
once you get past the noise.”

Daisy laughed and felt as if her voice was carried on the wind and 
floated across the fields. “I kind of like the noise. It makes me feel alive. 
Like I’m a part of something big and exciting.”

“Well, I don’t know about exciting, but we are big. And you’re 
definitely a part of us if you’re game.” Jerry winked; then as he turned 
back to the house, he added, “Just don’t let him talk you into any crazy 
schemes like catching stars off the barn roof.”

“Did he hear us talking?” Daisy covered her mouth with her hand 
in embarrassment.

“Naw, he’s just my twin. Sometimes we can almost hear what the 
other one is thinking. You’ll get used to it … I hope.”

Jed opened the door for Daisy and followed her into the kitchen 
where Sally sat with the baby in her lap. “Here, let me take her for a 
while.” Daisy lifted Rose into her arms.

Sally sighed with relief. “Thanks. She’s getting so heavy!” Sally 
picked up Daisy’s shawl and threw it around her own shoulders. “I 



                Season of  Forgiveness                                          269

think I’ll step outside for a minute, too. It’s a beautiful night.”
“Yes, it is,” Jed agreed with a satisfied smile. “Beautiful.”
 

w w w
 
Sally stood for several moments staring at the clear, bright sky. She found 
the Big Dipper and the North Star. As she was wondering whether her 
husband was looking at these same stars tonight, she turned with a start 
to see Tommy leaning against the pillar behind her. He was watching her 
face, his gaze penetrating, as if he could see right through her. Sally pulled 
the shawl tightly around her shoulders.

“You startled me.”
“I didn’t mean to. You seemed pretty caught up in your thoughts.” 

He moved toward her and placed his hands on the railing. “I thought 
you were having fun tonight. But you don’t look so happy now.”

“Aye, I was having fun. This place, these people, they make me 
forget my sadness. When I’m here, I forget a lot of things.” A deep, 
heart-tearing sigh escaped her lips. “But when I’m alone, I remember.”

“You don’t have to be alone.” Tommy’s voice was low and hoarse.
Sally closed her eyes. Thoughts of Tommy swirled through her 

mind—his rugged features, his silky, dark hair, broad shoulders, and 
hard, defined muscles that rippled through his shirt. She stepped away 
from him—just a little step—because she felt the burning of his near-
ness.

“I’m a married woman, Tommy. A married woman with a child.”
“Your husband abandoned you. You should divorce him.”
“I don’t believe in divorce.”
“So you’re going to live the rest of your life alone? Because you 

made a mistake and married a fool who would rather run around with 
whores than stay by the side of the most beautiful woman God ever 
created?” His voice was getting louder. He took a breath and said more 
quietly, “He doesn’t deserve you. And if he keeps up with what he’s 
been doing, he’s not going to live very long, anyway.”

Sally’s stunned expression was a mixture of anger, embarrassment, 
and curiosity. But curiosity overtook her other muddled emotions. 
“What are you talking about? Have you seen him?”

Tommy wiped his hand across his face and rubbed the back of 
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his neck. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to tell you like this. I’m a fool 
myself.”

“When did you see him? What was he doing?” Sally stomped her 
foot. “I have a right to know!”

“Yes, you do. But you shouldn’t have to worry about these kinds 
of things.” Tommy looked pleadingly into her eyes. “I wanted to 
protect you. That’s why I didn’t tell you sooner. And I didn’t plan 
to bring it out like this.”

He gulped in a breath then pushed the words out quickly, 
perhaps before he lost his nerve. “Your husband has been working 
for J.B. Carlson. He’s been rustling cattle and burning down houses, 
just like the Two Feathers brothers. I found out when we were in 
Denver. Last I heard, your husband was thick with a bunch of cattle 
thieves up on Glade Park.”

Sally’s face drained of color, her wide eyes staring at Tommy in 
horror. “No. They hang rustlers, don’t they?”

Tommy looked away and shrugged his shoulders. “If he gets 
caught, I suppose it’s possible. I don’t know.” He studied the clear night 
sky. “Sally, I struck gold. I’m going to be a rich man. It’s a sure thing.” 
He still looked into the distance of the night, but continued. “I could 
take good care of you and Rose. I’d buy you the finest clothes and 
a beautiful house. I’d buy you anything you want.” When he finally 
turned to face her, his eyes were filled with hope and longing. “You 
could learn to love me.”

Sally’s eyes clouded with tears. “I’m a married woman, Tommy. 
I’m not free to make that kind of choice.”

He nodded and hung his head. Without another word, he 
walked into the house. As the door opened, laughter spilled out. 
Tommy closed the door behind him, leaving Sally alone once again 
with the starry sky.

 
w w w

Inside the house, Lady stood guard over the kitten lapping milk from 
a dish in a corner of the dining room. Emma and Jake stood in the 
dark room, arms wrapped loosely around each other.

Jake pressed his cheek against Emma’s hair and, with closed eyes, 
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