
  
    

    
  

  [image: image]


  © 1985 by Janette Oke


  Published by Bethany House Publishers

  11400 Hampshire Avenue South

  Bloomington, Minnesota 55438

  www.bethanyhouse.com


  Bethany House Publishers is a division of

  Baker Publishing Group, Grand Rapids, Michigan


  E-book edition created 2011


  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.


  ISBN 978-1-5855-8724-7


  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is on file at the Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.


  Dedicated with love

  to my patient and peace-loving

  fourth sister,

  Margie L. Wiens,

  and to her equally easygoing

  husband, Wilf.

  I love you both.


  Contents


  1. Days of Preparation


  2. Good News and Bad News


  3. Stepped-Up Plans


  4. Preparing


  5. The Wedding Day


  6. Marriage


  7. Banff


  8. Mountain Lake


  9. Back to Calgary


  10. The Journey Begins


  11. Onward


  12. By Wagon


  13. The Last Day on the Trail


  14. Home


  15. Making a Home


  16. Neighbors


  17. Adjustments


  18. Teas and Such


  19. Friends


  20. Change of Direction


  21. The Storyteller


  22. Studies


  23. Winter


  24. Settling In


  25. The Storm


  26. Aftermath


  27. Village Life


  28. March


  29. Nimmie


  30. Making Do


  31. The Watchful Eye


  32. Traps


  33. Spring


  About the Author


  Books by the Author


  Synopsis—When Calls the Heart


  Chapter One


  Days of Preparation


  “Is it done yet?”


  It must have been at least the tenth time that my young niece, Kathleen, had asked the question in the last few days.


  “No,” I answered patiently, “not yet.”


  She stood silently beside me, her favorite doll dangling lopsidedly from her arms.


  “How come it takes so many times to make a wedding dress?” she asked again.


  Much time, the schoolteacher in me silently corrected her. Aloud I said without lifting my eyes from the needle moving smoothly in and out of the creamy white satin, “Because a wedding dress must be perfect.”


  “Per-fect?” queried Kathleen.


  “Um-hum. That means ‘just right’—for the man I’m going to marry.”


  “Dee’s not gonna wear it.” Her voice boded no argument.


  I lifted my head and chuckled softly at Kathleen’s perplexed look. It sounded as if Wynn’s nickname was still firmly in place.


  “No, he won’t wear it. But he is going to see me wear it, and I want it to be just right.”


  Kathleen stood there stubbornly, now a look of frustration on her pixie face.


  “He won’t care,” she said with feeling. “Daddy said that Mama would’a looked beau’ful in an old ’tata sack.”


  I laughed and drew Kathleen to me. “Maybe you’re right,” I said, pushing back a soft curl from her forehead. Her eyes told me that something else was troubling her. I decided the dress could wait for a few minutes. Checking to see that I had left the sewing machine foot in proper position and the precious folds of satin material carefully placed on the tissue paper spread beneath them, I rose from the chair. My back ached and my shoulders felt cramped. I needed a break. Perhaps I should have done as Mother had suggested and arranged for Madam Tanier to sew my dress after all. I had wanted to sew my wedding gown myself, but I had had no idea what a big job it was going to be. I took Kathleen’s tiny, somewhat sticky, hand in mine and led her to the door.


  “Why don’t we take a little walk around the garden?” I asked her.


  The shine in her eyes was her answer. She wedged her flopping doll under one arm and skipped along beside me.


  We walked through the garden together. The early flowers were already in bloom. As I looked at them, I found my mind rushing ahead to the wedding planned for the first part of September, and I wondered what flowers would be available. That was another decision that had to be made. Oh, my! Was there no end to them? It seemed that ever since Wynn had asked me to become his wife, I had been making one decision after the other—some big and some not-so-big. As my thoughts turned to Wynn, I smiled to myself. How fortunate I was to be engaged to marry such a man. He was everything a girl could ever desire—his height, his bearing, his smile, his quiet self-assurance, his caring. And he loved me! I would have gone on and on daydreaming but Kathleen interrupted me.


  “Mama’s gonna make my dress.”


  I nodded.


  “Have you seen the color?”


  I nodded again, remembering the hours Mary and I had spent poring over materials and styles, debating and deciding. Both Kathleen and Sarah were to be in my wedding party.


  “It’s gonna be perfect, too,” insisted Kathleen.


  “Yes,” I agreed. “With your mama doing the sewing, it’s going to be perfect, too.”


  “Mama is already done Sarah’s dress.”


  There was silence while I studied the soft shades of a garden rose. These colors would be just right, I was thinking, but will they still be blooming in September? I must ask Mary. But again Kathleen interrupted my thoughts.


  “How come I’m last?”


  “Pardon?” My busy mind had not followed Kathleen’s line of wondering.


  “How come I’m last? Sarah’s dress is already made, but Mama has just started mine.”


  I looked at her anxious face. It was an honest question but, for such a small girl, a troubling one.


  “Well,” I stammered, reaching for some satisfactory explanation. “Well . . . your dress will be ready in no time. Your mama is a very good seamstress and a very efficient one. It doesn’t take her long at all to sew a dress—even a fancy dress like she will be making for you. Your dress will be ready long, long before September gets here. In fact, your dress will be ready long before mine will, I’m sure. So yours won’t be last . . . mine will.”


  Kathleen’s eyes had not left my face as I spoke. She seemed to relax with my final words. Her breath escaped in a soft little sigh.


  “You’re slow, all right,” she agreed solemnly. “I’m glad Mama’s fast.”


  Then her thoughts turned in another direction.


  “Why is Mama making the dresses so quick?”


  “So soon? Because your mama has so many things that she wants to do, and the dresses are one thing that she can do now.”


  “What things?”


  “Well, she is planning the reception dinner. And she wants lots of time to get ready for Grandma and Grandpa. And she has some redecorating she wants to do. And she plans to give the house a thorough cleaning . . .”


  I continued thinking of poor Mary and all of the work that my coming wedding was causing her. How I loved her! It wasn’t one bit necessary for her to fuss so, but she insisted. After all, it would be the first time her in-laws would be in her home and she, too, wanted everything to be perfect.


  “Is Grandma fuzzy?” asked Kathleen seriously.


  “Fussy?” I smiled but did not let Kathleen know her word had come out wrong. “Well, yes and no. Grandma likes nice things, and when she is in charge she tries very hard to see that everything is just right. But she does not judge other people by the same rules she uses on herself.”


  “What’s that mean?”


  “It means that Grandma loves people as they are. She doesn’t ask for everyone to be perfect or to live in perfect houses.”


  “It’s gonna be fun to see Grandma,” Kathleen enthused.


  My eyes misted and I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Yes, it will,” I said softly. “It will be just wonderful.”


  But it still seemed such a long way off. The folks would not be arriving in Calgary until just before our September tenth wedding, and this was only the middle of July.


  “Would you like to swing for a minute?” I asked the now quiet Kathleen, to get my thoughts back to safer ground.


  She grinned at me, and I took that for her answer. Kathleen loved the swing.


  “The tree swing or the porch swing?” I asked her.


  “The porch swing,” she quickly decided. “Then you can sit by me.”


  We settled on the porch swing and set it in motion with the rhythm of our bodies. Kathleen cuddled up closely against me and rearranged the dangling doll into a more baby-like position. I realized then that she had been missing personal attention. With my thoughts all concentrated on the upcoming wedding, and even Mary wildly involved in the preparations, we had both subconsciously pushed the youngsters aside. I determined that in the days ahead I would be more sensitive and considerate. I pulled Kathleen closer to me and held her—such a precious little thing. We swung in silence for many minutes. My mind went to the other children. Were they feeling the strain of the busy household as well?


  “Where is Sarah?” I asked Kathleen.


  “She went to Molly’s house. Molly’s mama is letting them make doll dresses out of the scraps from Sarah’s new dress.”


  Good for Molly’s mama, I thought, but no wonder Kathleen has been wandering around feeling left out.


  “And where’s William?”


  “Daddy took him down to the store. He’s gonna help pile things. He even gets money for it.” Kathleen squirmed to look at me, her envy showing on her face. “William thinks he’s big,” she said with some disgust. “He’s gonna save the money and buy a gun that shoots little roun’ things.”


  Kathleen curled up her short fingers to demonstrate the little round things. Then she ventured some more information. “An’ Baby ’Lisbeth is sleepin’. She sleeps most all the time. An’ Mama is sewing. Not for me—for Baby ’Lisbeth. An’ Stacy said that the cookie jar is already full, so we can’t bake any more cookies.”


  My arm tightened about her. Poor little dear, I thought, but I didn’t say it. Instead I said, “How would you like to take the streetcar uptown and stop at the ice cream parlor?”


  The shine was back. “Could we?” she cried. “Could we, Aunt Beth?”


  “I’ll ask your mama.”


  Kathleen clapped her hands in her excitement and then threw her arms around my neck. I felt the combs holding my hair in place being pushed all askew.


  “Let’s go check,” I said. Kathleen jumped down and quickly ran ahead of me to find Mary.


  By the time I had entered Mary’s sewing room, Kathleen was already there and had excitedly posed the question. Could she go with Aunt Beth uptown for ice cream? Mary looked at me with a question in her eyes.


  “Have you finished your dress?” she asked pointedly.


  “No. I have quite a ways to go yet,” I answered honestly, “but a rest will do me good.” I didn’t add that I thought Kathleen needed some special attention, too.


  Mary nodded. “A little break would do me good, too,” she said, pushing back from the machine. “Come, Kathleen, I will clean you up.” Mary rubbed her tired neck and led Kathleen from the room.


  I went back to my own room to change my dress and repair my hair. My eyes wandered to the pile of lustrous satin. Part of me ached to be there at the machine. I was so anxious to see the final product of all my labors. But I pushed the dress from my mind. Kathleen was more important. Besides, I had been so busy with details of the wedding that I had felt myself becoming tense and edgy. I had not even been able to relax and enjoy Wynn’s company, and he would be coming to call in the evening. An afternoon in the pleasant company of Kathleen might be just the thing to put me in a more relaxed frame of mind. I picked up my small brocaded purse and left the room, shutting my door on all the satin and lace. I took a deep breath and smiled as I went to meet my excited niece.


  Chapter Two


  Good News and Bad News


  Wynn arrived a little earlier than I had expected. I was still in my room making last-minute preparations, so it was Sarah who let him in. All afternoon she had been looking for people who would admire her doll all dressed up in the finery of her new hand-stitched dress, a shimmery pale blue. Wynn gave it a proper inspection and complimented the young seamstress on her fine work. Sarah beamed and deserted Wynn to wait on the steps for the return home of her father. She was most anxious to show him the new dress as well.


  Kathleen took over entertaining Wynn, regaling him with all our afternoon adventures. I’m sure Wynn must have been surprised that I had found time in my rushed schedule to spend a rather leisurely afternoon with my niece. All he had heard from me recently was about the plans and work and preparation and diligence I was giving to every detail of the coming wedding. Kathleen had succeeded in bringing me up short. People are more important than fussing over preparations. Why, I haven’t even been good company for Wynn, I realized, looking back in humiliation over some of our last evenings spent together. Well, I would change that. After all, a marriage was of far more importance than a wedding.


  I hummed to myself as I walked slowly to the parlor. I had intended to be in the parlor waiting for Wynn when he arrived, instead of entering rushed and harried after he had already come . . . like I had done on so many previous evenings.


  Wynn was listening attentively to the chattering Kathleen, and I couldn’t help but smile at the homey picture they made.


  “An’ after that, we went an’ looked in the store windows—just for fun,” explained Kathleen. “An’ then we took a ride on the streetcar just as far as it would go—just to see where it went—an’ then we took it back all the way home again!” Kathleen waved her small hand to show Wynn just how far all the way home really was.


  Wynn smiled at the little girl. Clearly he was enjoying their conversation.


  “Was it fun?” he asked, not because he needed the answer but because he sensed Kathleen needed to be able to express it.


  “It was lots of fun!” exclaimed Kathleen. “We ate two kinds of ice cream. Even Aunt Beth ate two kinds. An’ we brought home lemon drops for Sarah and William.—Baby ’Lisbeth might choke on lemon drops,” she explained seriously, so Wynn would understand why Baby ’Lisbeth had been left out. “Then we walked all the way up the hill, right from the bottom, ’stead of ridin’ the streetcar—’cause Aunt Beth said she needed the ex’cise.” She giggled. “To work off the ice cream,” she added. “And we sang songs when we walked.”


  It had been a fun day. I realized it even more as I listened to Kathleen share it with Wynn.


  “Next time will you take me, too?” Wynn asked seriously and Kathleen nodded, suddenly feeling sorry that Wynn had missed out on so much.


  “Maybe we can go again tamora,” she said thoughtfully. “I’ll go ask Aunt Beth.”


  Kathleen bounded from the couch to run to my room and then noticed me standing by the door. Wynn’s eyes looked up, too. Surprise, then pleasure, showed on his face as he stood to his feet and held out a hand to me. Neither of us spoke, but I could read questions coming my way.


  “We had a wonderful day,” I confirmed Kathleen’s story.


  “You look like you’ve had a wonderful day,” Wynn said, taking my hand and drawing me closer to him. “Your cheeks are glowing and your eyes are shining—even more beautifully than usual.”


  I pulled back a little as Wynn tried to draw me close, thinking of the curious eyes of young Kathleen. Wynn must have read my thoughts.


  “Kathleen,” he said, turning to the wee girl, “why don’t you go out on the step and wait with Sarah for your daddy and William to come home. They’ll want to hear all about your big day, too.”


  Kathleen ran from the room, and Wynn smiled at me and pulled me close. I did not resist him. The strength of his arms about me and his gentle kiss reminded me again of how much I had missed really spending time with him during the previous distracting days. I would be so glad when the long weeks ahead had finally passed by and I would be Mrs. Wynn Delaney. Right now it seemed forever. I forgot about all I had to do in the next few weeks and thought instead of this man I loved.


  When he stopped kissing me, he whispered against my hair, “I love you, Elizabeth. Have I told you that?”


  I looked up at his face. His eyes were teasing, but his voice was serious.


  “Not often enough, or recently enough,” I teased back.


  “I must remedy that,” he said. “How about a walk in the moonlight tonight?”


  I laughed, thinking of how late the Alberta night would be before the moon was shining.


  “Well,” I said, “I’d kind of like to hear it before that. You know it doesn’t even start to get dark until after ten o’clock. That’s an awful long time to wait.”


  Wynn laughed too. “Let’s not wait for the moon then,” he agreed. “I’d still like to go for a walk.”


  “We’ll walk,” I promised, “and just talk. We have so much to talk about, Wynn.”


  “More wedding decisions?” He sounded almost apprehensive.


  “Not tonight. That can wait. Tonight we will talk—just about us. There is still much I want to know about the man I’m going to marry, you know.”


  Wynn kissed me again.


  The sound of the front door told us that Jonathan had arrived home. He entered the house to encounter his two young daughters talking excitedly. Jonathan tried to listen to them both, attempting to share in the excitement and the enthusiasm they felt. And William had tales of his own he was bursting to tell. He had worked just like a man at his father’s business and was making great plans for all the money he was sure to make over the summer.


  Mary joined the happy commotion in the hall and was greeted by her husband with a warm hug and a kiss. Jonathan did not agree with the tradition of parents hiding their affection from their children’s seeing eyes.


  “Who needs to know more than they, that I love you?” he often told Mary; and the children grew up in a household where loving was an accepted and expected part of life.


  At the sound of the family moving our way, I drew back reluctantly from Wynn. Perhaps now wasn’t quite the time for me to openly show my feeling for Wynn in front of Jonathan’s children, though I knew it was not in the least hidden. How could I hide it, feeling as I did?


  The pleasant supper hour seemed to pass very quickly. All around the table was shared laughter and chatter. The children were allowed and even encouraged to be a part of it. Baby Elizabeth, who now insisted on feeding herself, was the reason for much of the merriment. Her intentions were good, but not all of the food got to its intended location. She ended up adorned with almost as much as she devoured. The children laughed, and Elizabeth put on even more of a show.


  Wynn enthusiastically entered into the gaiety of the evening. Now and then he reached beneath the damask white tablecloth to give my hand a gentle squeeze. From all outward appearances, he was his usual amenable self; but, for some reason, the meal had not progressed very far until I sensed that something about him was different. There seemed to be an underlying tension about him. I looked around the table to see if any of the others had noticed it. Jonathan and Wynn were talking about some of the new businesses that had recently been established in our very young city. They were pleased for the growth and what it meant to the residents of the town. Jonathan seemed to sense no difference in Wynn. My eyes passed on to Mary. Though busy with the struggling Elizabeth who was refusing her proffered help, Mary seemed to be her usual relaxed self. I decided that maybe I had imagined the undercurrent and concentrated on what was being said.


  But, no. I was sure it was there. The way Wynn looked at me, the way he pressed my hand at every given opportunity, the way he leaned slightly my way so his arm brushed against my shoulder—all sent unspoken little messages to me. I found myself anxious for the meal to end so I might be alone with this man I was to marry.


  I had no appetite for dessert. I begged off with the excuse that I had already eaten two cones of town ice cream with Kathleen. I sat there, impatiently twisting my coffee cup back and forth in my hands as I waited for the rest of the family to finish the meal. I had determined to be completely relaxed tonight—completely relaxed and a pleasant companion for Wynn. I had determined to push aside all of the plans and decisions concerning the coming wedding so I might concentrate only on him—and here I was, tensing up inside again. And for no reason I could explain.


  “Why don’t we take that walk?” I asked Wynn when the meal was finally over. I was rewarded with a broad smile.


  “Why, there is nothing I would rather do, Miss Thatcher,” he teased. But I saw a certain seriousness in his eyes, and a funny little chill of fear went tingling through my body.


  We left the house and strolled up the familiar street. We had not gone far when I turned impulsively to him and asked, “Would you mind very much if, instead of walking, we went for a drive? I’d love to drive up to where we could see the mountains.”


  He smiled. “That’s a wonderful idea,” he agreed. “Perhaps we can stay and watch the sunset.”


  The sun would not be setting for several hours. I smiled back at Wynn. It sounded good to me—all of that time to sit and talk.


  We walked back to the house and were about to enter Wynn’s car, when he suggested, “Perhaps you should have a shawl or coat, Elizabeth. It may be cool before we get back. Can I get you one?”


  “I left a light coat in the back hall. It will do.”


  Wynn helped me into the car and went for the coat. I imagined that while inside he also told Jon and Mary of our change of plans. When we were on our way, Wynn chatted easily. We left the city and drove up the familiar hill to the place we could look out at the mountains to the west. Still I could sense something, though I did not question him.


  When we reached the summit, we left the car and walked to a fallen log. It was a perfect spot from which to look out at the mountain grandeur before us. I sighed as I settled myself. In just about seven weeks’ time, I would be visiting those mountains—visiting them as Mrs. Wynn Delaney. I wished instead that our wedding would be next week—no, I wished that it were tomorrow!


  Wynn sat down beside me and his arm pulled me close. He kissed me and then we fell into silence, both of us gazing out toward the mountains. His arm tightened. He must have been thinking of the coming honeymoon, too, for he broke into my thoughts with a question.


  “You aren’t going to change your mind, are you, Elizabeth?”


  “Me?” I said, astonished.


  “Well, I wondered with all the work and preparations if you might decide that it wasn’t worth it after all.”


  I sighed again, but this time for a different reason. “I’ve been a bore, haven’t I? All the talk and all the fretting and all the frustrations showing. I’m afraid I haven’t been much fun to be with recently, but I—”


  Wynn stopped me with a gentle kiss. “I haven’t been very supportive, have I?” he confessed. “The truth is, I would like to be, but I just don’t know how. I had no idea that along with a wedding came so much planning and . . . and . . . frustration,” he ended weakly. “I’m sometimes afraid it will all be too much for you and for Mary. You both look tired and pale.”


  “Oh, Wynn,” I almost wailed. “It’s awfully silly. Today I saw just how silly. I’m going to talk to Mary tomorrow. We can do things much more simply. There is no need to wear oneself out before beginning life together. Why, if I put half as much effort into making a marriage work as I have put into trying to prepare for a wedding—”


  I left the sentence dangling. Wynn’s arm tightened about me again.


  “Is that what is bothering you?” I finally asked.


  I felt the tension in Wynn’s arm.


  “Did I say something was bothering me?” he asked.


  “No. You didn’t say it,” I said slowly, “but I could sense it somehow. I’m not sure just how, but—”


  Wynn stood up, drawing me with him. He looked deeply into my eyes.


  “I love you, Elizabeth,” he said quietly. “I love you so very much. How foolish I was to ever think I could live without you.”


  He pressed my head against his chest, and I could hear the low, steady beating of his heart.


  “There is something, isn’t there?” I asked, without looking up, afraid of what I might find in Wynn’s eyes.


  Wynn took a deep breath and lifted my chin so he might look into my eyes.


  “My posting came today.”


  His posting! My mind raced. It must be a terrible place to make Wynn look so serious. Well, it didn’t matter. I could take it. I could take anything as long as we were together.


  “It doesn’t matter,” I said evenly, willing him to believe me. “It doesn’t matter, Wynn. Really. I don’t mind where we go. I’ve told you that, and I really mean it. I can do it—really I can.”


  He pulled me against him again and pressed his lips against my hair.


  “Oh, Elizabeth,” he said, and his words were a soft moan. “It’s not where, it’s when,” he continued.


  “When?” I pulled back and searched his face. “When? What do you mean?”


  “I’m to be at my new post by the first of August.”


  My head refused to put everything into focus. I tried hard to get it all to make sense, but for some reason nothing seemed to fit.


  “But you can’t,” I stammered. “Our wedding isn’t until September the tenth.”


  “But I must. When one is sent, one goes.”


  “But did you tell them?”


  “Certainly.”


  “Can’t they change it? I mean—”


  “No, Elizabeth, they expect me to do the changing.”


  “But where are you posted? Is it up north as you had hoped?”


  “Yes, it’s up north.”


  “But that’s such a long way to travel to come back for the wedding. It really doesn’t make sense to . . . It would be such a long trip back and forth and would waste so much of your time—”


  “Elizabeth,” said Wynn gently. “The Police Force does not allow men to come out of the North until their tour of duty is finished.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that once I go to my posting, I will be there—probably for three or four years without returning. It depends on—”


  But I cut in, my eyes wide and questioning. “What are you saying?”


  “I’m saying that there can’t be a September wedding.”


  I felt the strength leave my body. I was glad Wynn was holding me—I’m afraid I could not have stood on my own. For a moment I was dazed, and then my foggy brain began to work again. No September wedding. The Police Force would not let Wynn travel back from the north country once he had set up residence there. Wynn was to be at his posting in only two short weeks. That didn’t leave much time.


  I willed the strength back into my legs and lifted my head to look at Wynn again. I had never seen his face so full of anguish.


  “How long does it take to get there?”


  He looked confused at my question, but he answered, “They said to allow six days for travel.”


  “Six days,” I mused. “That leaves us only nine.”


  Wynn looked puzzled. “Nine?”


  “My folks can be here in three or four days,” I hurried on. “By then I should have my dress ready. That will make it about right for a Saturday wedding. That leaves us four days in the mountains and one day to pack to get ready to go. Can we do it, Wynn?”


  Wynn was dumbstruck.


  “Can we do it?” I repeated. “Can we pack in a day?”


  “Oh, Elizabeth,” Wynn said, crushing me against him. “Would you—would you—?”


  I moved back and looked deeply into Wynn’s eyes. The tears were burning my own.


  “I couldn’t let you go without me, Wynn. I couldn’t,” I stammered. “The wedding might not be just as we planned, but it’s the marriage that counts. And we will have our family and friends there. It will still be beautiful.”


  There were tears in Wynn’s eyes as he kissed me. I finally pulled away and looked out at the mountains. So it wouldn’t be seven weeks before I would be visiting there as Mrs. Wynn Delaney. It would be less than a week. It seemed unreal, almost heady. Wynn must have thought so, too. “Bless the Police Force,” he murmured in almost a whisper.


  “Bless the Police Force?” I repeated, wondering at his sudden change of emotion.


  He grinned at me.


  “September always seemed such a long, long ways off.”


  I gave him a playful push, though the color rose in my cheeks. I could feel the glow. “Well, September might have been an awful long ways off,” I agreed, “but this Saturday is awfully close. We have so much to do, Wynn, that it’s absolutely frightening.”


  I suddenly realized the full impact of the statement I had just made.


  “We’d better get back to Mary. My, she will be just frantic.”


  “Hold it,” said Wynn, not letting me go. “Didn’t you promise me this whole evening?”


  “But that was before I knew that—”


  Wynn stopped me. “Okay,” he said, “I won’t hold you to your original promise. I will admit that things have changed somewhat in the last five minutes. However, I am going to insist on at least half an hour of your undivided attention. Then we will go to the house and Mary.”


  I smiled at him and settled back into his arms.


  “I think I’d like that,” I answered shyly.


  Chapter Three


  Stepped-Up Plans


  The house was full of commotion in the next few days. Mary seemed to be running in every direction at once. Surprisingly, it was I, Elizabeth, who took things rather calmly—I who had always dreamed of the perfect wedding. I who had pictured myself many times coming down the aisle of a large stained-glass cathedral on the arms of my father, the altar banded with delicate bouquets of orange blossoms or gardenias, my exquisite arrangement of orchids trailing from my satin-covered arm. I had envisioned masses of attendants with shimmering gowns designed by the best seamstress in England or Paris. I had listened wistfully to strains from the magnificent pipes of the organ, as the wedding march was played.


  And now I was to be married in a very simple, tiny, rough-constructed church. There would be no stained-glass windows to let in the summer light. There would be no magnificent sounds from the throat of a pipe organ. There would be few attendants, and their gowns would be unnoteworthy by the fashion world’s standards. And yet it would be sheer heaven, for I would be standing at the altar with the man I loved. That was all that mattered, I suddenly realized. And so it was I who slowed Mary down and calmed her with words of assurance that everything would be just lovely. Everything would be just right.


  The telegram was sent home, and Mother and Father and Julie and Matthew would be arriving on Friday’s train. My one regret was that I wouldn’t have more time to see them before the Saturday wedding. Well, it was far more important that I be ready to go north with Wynn.


  I hurriedly finished my wedding dress, and it was ready on time—in fact, I had a whole day to spare; so I turned my attention to other things. I went quickly through my wardrobe, selecting the few things that would be suitable for life in the North. I packed all the clothing I had used in the classroom and then took the streetcar uptown to make some more purchases. Wynn had assumed all the responsibility for purchasing and arranging the household items we would need. I felt a bit of misgiving but realized that Wynn—having lived in the North—would have a much better understanding of what would be needed than I would. Still, I found it difficult not to be involved. My womanly instincts told me that Wynn might be a little short on home comforts and concentrate instead on survival. I tried to push the anxious thoughts from me whenever they invaded my mind and told myself that I could trust Wynn completely.


  Thursday fled all too quickly. I lengthened the day by staying up half the night. I continued to sort and pack and try to think ahead of what a woman would need to survive the rigors of the north country for three or four years without a return to civilization. My mind seemed to go blank. How would I know? I had never been farther than a few short miles from the city shops.


  Wynn had been every bit as busy as I—sorting, crating, and labeling the items and supplies we would need for our household. It would not be fancy, he kept reminding me; and I kept assuring him that I did not care. I gave him the few items I had purchased last year for my housekeeping chores in the teacherage, hoping they would help curtail our expenses. He seemed pleased with them and told me that with all I had, plus the few essential items which would already be in stock in our northern cabin, there were few things further he would need to add.


  I thought much about our home in the wilderness. I did want to make it a home, not just a bare and functional place that Wynn came to at the end of a long, hard day. But how did one go about converting log walls and wooden floors into a cozy homelike place? Curtains and cushions and rugs seemed to be the answer. I had no time for such things now. I had all I could do just to get packed and ready. I decided to purchase some materials for these things to take with me. So, early Friday morning, I boarded the streetcar for uptown. I did not buy thin, flimsy muslins. Instead, I spent my time poring over heavier, more masculine materials. They seemed far more suited to a northern cabin than the lighter, frillier furnishings would be. In the heavier materials I chose bolder, brighter prints than I normally would have purchased and then added a few finer fabrics just in case I should be sewing for a new member of the family before we got back from the North. My cheeks flushed slightly at that thought, and I hoped no one I knew was observing my shopping for pastel flannels. I had almost neglected to even think of such a possibility in my lastest rush, but three or four years was a long time.


  With all my purchases weighing me down, I took the streetcar back to Jon’s and tried to rearrange my trunks to crowd in the additional items. I had to leave behind a few dresses, but I decided I would do very well without them. The sewing material was much more important. After pushing and straining and shoving things as tightly into place as I could, I did manage to get the lid of the trunk down and latched.


  I sat back on the floor, perspiration dampening my forehead. I must look a mess, I mused. I could feel my coppery curls beginning to slip from their combs. My face felt flushed and warm, my dress was crumpled, and my hands . . . I looked at my hands. They were trembling—trembling as though I had had an awful fright or just plain overexerted myself. Well, it mattered not. I had done it. I was packed and ready. Ready to go with Wynn to his north country. All that remained to be done were the final preparations for our wedding; then we would be off for a very brief honeymoon. And then, after a hurried day of final preparations, we would be on our way to the little cabin we would call home.


  I pushed the hair off my forehead with my shaky hand and, with the help of my nearby bed, pulled myself to a standing position. It was twenty minutes until the noon meal would be served. I still had time for a quick bath and a hair repair job. I mustn’t stand around brooding. I must hurry. Friday morning was gone and there was still much to be done for my wedding. And my family would be arriving on the four o’clock train.

  



  “Beth!”


  Julie’s cry made many heads turn in time to see the pretty, well-dressed Easterner drop whatever was in her arms and rush headlong for me.


  I wanted to cry her name and run just as headlong to her, but I checked myself. I did run to meet her though, and the two of us fell into each other’s arms. I had not known until that very minute just how intensely I had missed her. We both wept as we held one another. It was several minutes before we could speak.


  “Let me look at you,” Julie said, pushing herself back from me.


  I just wanted to cling to her. I knew how short our time together would be.


  She had changed. She was still just as attractive. She was still just as bubbly. But there was a certain maturity about her. How I loved her! I had missed her more than I could describe.


  She threw her arms wildly about me again, dislodging my hat. “Oh, I’ve missed you so!” she cried. “How could you, Beth? How could you come out here and decide to marry some man who will take you off from me forever?” But there was teasing in Julie’s voice.


  “You just wait until you see the man,” I teased back.


  “Ah,” said Julie, pushing back again and reaching up one hand to help my wayward hat. It didn’t seem any more secure after Julie was done with it. “Ah,” she said again. “Beth, the practical one, has met her match.”


  We laughed together, and then I was claimed by other arms. Mother arrived not in a whirlwind as had Julie but in her usual, quiet, dignified way.


  “Elizabeth,” she said very softly. “How are you, dear?”


  My tears came again, rushing down my cheeks and threatening to soak everyone near me. Mother was weeping, too, but softly—like gently falling rain, not in wild torrents.


  We held each other close for a long time. “You look beautiful, dear,” she whispered in my ear. “Methinks that love becomes you.”


  “Oh, Mother!” I exclaimed, “just wait until you meet him. I can hardly wait—”


  “Nor can I, dear.” Wynn, on duty till 5:30, could not be with us to meet the train.


  Jon claimed Mother then. It was touching to see mother and son greet one another after the many years they had been separated. After Jon had held her and allowed her to again regain her composure, he proudly introduced his Mary. The two of them seemed to fall in love immediately. The children crowded around. I could hear them as they took their turns being hugged by their grandma and Aunt Julie. But I was busy getting some hugs of my own. Father held me. I had often been held in my father’s arms, but this time it was different. I think we both sensed it. For this time, I was no longer his little girl. I was now about to leave his care and be turned over to the arms of another man. He brushed a kiss against my hair just above my ear and whispered to me. “I’m happy for you, Elizabeth. Happy—and sad—all at one time. Can you understand that?”


  I nodded my head against his shoulder. Yes, I understood, for that was the way I felt. I hated to leave my family. It would be so wonderful if I could have just packed them all up too—like I had done my simple dresses and the yards of material—and taken them along with me into the northland. But, no. I honestly wouldn’t have wanted that. I didn’t even need that. Not really. Wynn was all I really needed now. Things had changed. And, though I still loved my family, I was not dependent on them anymore. I was cutting the ties. I was binding myself to another. The solemn words would be spoken on the morrow, but my heart knew it had already made its commitment. Already, in thinking and feeling, I was Wynn’s—his alone for all time and eternity. He would be my family, my protector, my spiritual head, my lover, my friend.


  “I love you, Daddy,” I said softly. “Thank you for everything. Thank you for raising me to be ready for a home of my own. I didn’t realize it until—until—now. But you did. You prepared me for this—for Wynn—and I thank you.”


  Suddenly I felt calm. Very calm and sure of myself. I had been too busy to even think of just what a difference the morrow would make in my life. I had been too in love to even consider that there might be problems to face and adjustments to be made, but I saw it now. The arms of the man who held me made me think clearly of all that was ahead, and I suddenly realized that I was indeed ready for it. This was not just a whim, not just a schoolgirl romance. This was a love. A love deep and lasting, and I would be a wife and a helpmeet for the man I loved. My father had showed me how. Unconsciously, in all of those years of my growing up, he had been showing me the way to a good marriage relationship—with his kindness, consideration, and strong loyalty to those he loved. I held him more tightly. I loved him very much.


  When Father released me, I was facing a tall young man with gangly arms and a lopsided grin. At first I just stared at him, unable to believe my eyes. But it was, it really was, my dear Matthew. He wasn’t quite sure of himself, nor of just how he should handle all this emotional greeting of his family members; so he stood back a pace somewhat as an onlooker. I blinked away tears and looked at him again. How he had grown in the short year I had been away. I wasn’t quite sure how to greet him either.


  “Matthew,” I said, barely above a whisper. “Matthew, my—you’ve—you’ve grown up—so tall.”


  He took one step toward me as I moved to him, and then I was hugging him just as I had done so often when he was a little boy. His arms tightened around me, holding me tightly.


  “Oh, Matt, I can’t believe it! You’re taller than Father.” I tried not to weep, but it was impossible to stop all the tears from falling.


  Matthew swallowed hard. He was almost a man, and weeping was not to be considered. Instead, he rather awkwardly patted my back, much as one would greet an old school chum. Jonathan was there then. It was the first time my younger brother had met my older brother, and they sized each other up man to man. They must have liked what they saw; for, moving almost as one, they changed from the handshake to a warm embrace. I could see Matthew’s eyes, for he was facing me. They shone with admiration. I knew then that this trip west was going to have a lifelong effect on young Matt.


  We finally collected ourselves and all of our belongings, piling into the two cars waiting for us. Jonathan had engaged the services of a friend to help transport us all back to the house. Wynn was invited to join the family for supper. I could hardly wait to show him off to my family and to introduce my family to him. I was so proud of them all. I loved them all so very much!


  It was a noisy group that arrived at Jonathan’s. We had so much catching up to do. And then there were the children. Each one of them was in a terrible hurry to make up for lost time and get to know their grandma and grandfather and this new aunt and uncle as quickly as possible. As usual, we all seemed to talk at once.


  Jon and Mary showed each of the family members to their respective rooms, Mary apologizing that the intended cleaning and redecorating had not been done because of the earlier wedding date. Mother declared that everything was just lovely as it was; and I think Mary felt that Mother meant every word of it.


  Julie, as exuberant as ever, exclaimed over everything. She and Baby Elizabeth, who was now taking a few shaky steps on her own, seemed to be kindred spirits. The other children all loved Julie immediately, too, but I noticed that Kathleen still clung to me.


  Matthew soon found an admirer in the young William. He looked up to Matthew with the same devotion showing in his eyes that Matthew had for Jonathan.


  Julie was going to share my room with me, so with both of us loaded down with her suitcases and hat boxes, we climbed the stairs.


  “Oh, that old train,” lamented Julie. “It was so stuffy and so warm! And there was this fat little man with foul cigars who sat right in front of me. And there was this party of four who sat down the aisle and kept talking and laughing in such a crude manner that—”


  Julie would have gone on, but I stopped her with a laugh. She looked at me, bewildered, but I reached over and gave her another hug.


  “You’ve changed,” I told her. “A few years ago, you would have been seeing each one of those men as a possible suitor.”


  Julie’s eyes twinkled. “Oh, I did that too,” she admitted. “The only difference is that I’m a bit more selective now. There were some very fine-looking specimens on that train. I just haven’t gotten to that yet.”


  “Oh, Julie. You little goose,” I teased.


  “I still can’t believe it. My big, cautious sister marrying a frontiersman!”


  “He’s not a frontiersman. He’s a Royal North West Mounted Policeman,” I corrected her.


  She shrugged and threw her hat on my bed. A few years back, I would have reminded her that was not where it was to go. Instead, I picked it up myself and laid it carefully on the closet shelf.


  “You wait until you see him,” I reminded Julie. “You’ll be jealous of me.”


  Julie laughed. “Well, I sort of figured that where there is one good catch, there should be more of the same. Right, Beth? How about introducing me to a few of Wynn’s friends on the Police Force? There are other unmarried ones, I expect.”


  “Certainly. A number of them. But don’t expect to find another one like Wynn.”


  “He’s that special, is he?” Julie’s eyes shone. “Perhaps, Elizabeth Marie Thatcher, you’re a wee bit prejudiced.”


  “We’ll see,” I told her, willing away the minutes until Wynn would arrive and Julie could see for herself.


  “I must go help Mary,” I finally told Julie, reluctant to leave her even for a minute. “You make yourself at home. The bath is just down the hall and the laundry room is down the steps to the right if you need to press anything.”


  It is so good to have them all here, my heart sang as I went down the stairs. I just wish I had more time to visit with them. But tomorrow was our wedding day, and after that Wynn and I would be leaving. And yet I did not wish, for one moment, that I could push my wedding into the future—not even for the chance to visit with my family. I started to hum as I entered the kitchen. The tune sounded something like “Here Comes the Bride.”
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