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      Sheriff Dawson Nolan stretched his fingers out under the table to keep them from forming fists as he tried his best to keep his patience.  That task was becoming more and more difficult the longer he sat listening to Mayor Clyde Robertson drone on and on about how much the mayor's office, where they and six other town merchants were presently gathered, needed to be moved to a newer and larger building.

      When he gave the floor to Tom Wakefield, who ran the general store, Dawson had a pretty good idea what was coming, but turned to face Tom and hear what he had to say.  “Thank you, Mayor,” Tom said.  “Like you and I'm sure all of us here, I think our little town of Pine Falls is a good town.  It's a good place to live, but we can make it better.  I think it would benefit the whole town if our general store could grow.  With a bigger building and more inventory people would have more choices.   I think it would attract people to this area, and our little town would grow.”

      Dawson made an effort to stretch his hands once again, not liking the fists he kept finding he was making without meaning to.  Having already heard how the blacksmith felt a new, larger forge would help the town significantly, and the livery owner explaining how a larger building and a few more good horses would benefit Pine Falls, he was beginning to lose control of what little patience he had left.  Even Lenore Atkins, the widow and town's seamstress, had explained how one of those newfangled treadle sewing machines would allow her to make her dresses and shirts quicker, thus improving the lives of everyone in Pine Falls.

      The one person who had caught his attention was Helen Langston, who had explained how the small room above the church where she was currently teaching the children of Pine Falls, was becoming a problem.  When Pine Falls decided they needed to have a school, she agreed to teach them.  At that time the room was fine for the six students she had.  Now that the town has grown, the room will hardly hold all fifteen students, and it was difficult for all fifteen of them to share the few books they had.

      Pine Falls was lucky to have Helen as their teacher.  She was the daughter of Max and Louise Langston, who owned and operated the hotel in town.  They'd moved from back east when their motel had burned after being struck by lightning.  A new motel had opened a few months earlier in the same town and both hotels had been struggling financially, so when it burned down they decided to relocate out west.  With no competition, their hotel in Pine Falls was doing as good as could be expected for a small town.  They were good, honest people and ran a good hotel, so the sheriff was glad it was doing okay.

      Their daughter had gone to school back east and was one of the few people in town that was qualified to teach.  Even though she was only sixteen at the time she began teaching, she was very smart and very likable, which made her a fine teacher.  However, she was also very quiet and didn't complain or ask for much, so the sheriff hadn't realized there was a problem with the space the school was in or the lack of books.  He was glad Helen had made him aware of it now, even if that was the only piece of information he'd deemed interesting in the last hour.

      His attention was pulled back to the room as the mayor and Ralph Clemons, the blacksmith, got into an argument over which project would benefit the town more.  He watched as Tom joined in the argument.  When two others stood, ready to join in, he lost his battle with his patience and pounded his hand on the table before standing himself.

      Sheriff Nolan was six feet tall and with a sturdy, muscular build, his presence demanded attention.  When his hand came down on the table, the room grew quiet.  As he stood, everyone else sat down and looked up at him, waiting to hear what he had to say.

      He didn't make them wait long.  “That's enough.  Mayor Robertson, it's quite clear to me why you summoned me here.  Each of you wanted a chance to tell me how you think I should spend the money from Ernie Rucker's estate.  I'm not sure why, but for whatever reason, Ernie put that decision in my hands.  He wanted it to be used for the benefit of the town, and that's exactly what I plan to do.  I'm not at all sure how yet, but I plan on giving it a lot of thought, and will eventually do something I think Ernie would be pleased with.”

      “We're just giving you some good suggestions,” Mayor Robertson said.  “You may not be aware of some of the needs of the town.”

      “I will admit that's true,” the sheriff admitted.  “Helen, I had no idea the school was that crowded or that you only had a few books the children were all trying to share.  Now that I know that, I see we need to do something to remedy that situation.  I'll be giving it much thought over the next day or two and will come up with some kind of solution.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff,” Helen said quietly.

      He nodded toward her before turning to the rest of the group gathered around the table.  “As for the rest of you, I can see that your ideas would probably help some people in this town, but it seems quite obvious it would help each of you out the most.  I don't believe that's what Ernie had in mind.”

      Several of the people seemed upset, but he continued before they could respond.  “As this town grows and there are more people buying from the general store, Tom, I'm sure you'll be able to expand your inventory.  The same goes for each of you.  Ralph, as your business grows you'll have the funds to buy that larger forge, and the same goes for all of you.  That's how a business grows.”

      “How am I to grow my business, Sheriff?” the mayor asked, looking rather proud to point that fact out.

      “Frankly, I'm not sure why you feel you need a bigger, newer office, Mayor.  We all fit around this table easily enough, and I can't think of any reason you would need anything bigger than this.  If we need to have a town meeting we meet at the church, where there's room for everyone.  If that situation changes as the town grows, we can look at the situation again.  But as for now, I would appreciate it if everyone would let me give this situation some thought and allow me to come up with what I think would suit this town best.”

      Tom Wakefield was visibly upset.  “But why should we all sit back and let you make the decision based solely on your thoughts?  You're not the only member of this town.”

      Fred Miller quickly stood, as he saw others becoming agitated, as well.  “I'd like to answer that question, if I could.  As you probably all know, I'm the attorney that wrote Mr. Rucker's Last Will and Testament, and I talked to Ernie about it quite a bit before we wrote it.  He knew exactly what he wanted to do with his estate, and after talking to him about it at length, I not only understood what he wanted, but I have a lot of respect for the man.  I always have, but it grew after hearing his wishes.”

      “I think we all had respect for Ernie,” the sheriff said, and looked around as everyone nodded in agreement.

      “Then respect him now,” Fred went on to say.  “When he came to me wanting to write his will, he said he had no family left to leave his estate to.  He explained that the people in Pine Falls had been good and honest and fair to him, and he proudly thought of everyone here as his family.  For that reason he wanted to leave what he had to the town.  Now, he knew someone had to be in charge, and he chose the man he most respected and knew loved this town like he did.  He lived next door to Sheriff Nolan, had a lot of respect for him and knew he would see that it went for something that would benefit the town.  That's why we need to let the sheriff make the decision himself.  It's what Ernie wanted.”

      The room grew quiet, and Fred waited a moment before continuing.  “Ernie and I talked a great deal before I wrote the will.  I wanted to be sure I understood exactly what his wishes were.  In fact, he helped me write it, changing the wording in a couple places.  I made sure it stated his wishes clearly, and he read it over before signing it.  I know for certain this is exactly what he wanted to do with his estate.  I also know that when Fred died and news of his will had gotten out, people smiled and said it was kind of him.  No one was too concerned until they learned that Mr. Rucker had a much larger estate than any of us realized.”

      Many of the men dropped their heads, knowing what Fred said was true.  “Now all of a sudden everyone is concerned and has their own ideas as to how it should be spent,” Fred continued.  “Well, it's not our concern.  Dawson is a fine man, and I agree with Ernie; he was a good choice to determine how it should be spent.  As sheriff, he knows as much about the people and goings on in Pine Falls as anyone.  He's also an honest person, and I think he'll do a good job for the town, if we let him.”

      Everyone was still quiet, and the sheriff decided to take advantage of that.  “Thank you, Fred.”  With that, he turned and left, closing the door behind him.  Whatever happened next didn't really concern him.  He just hoped Fred could finally get them to realize it was his choice and his choice alone.
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        * * *

      

      The sheriff didn't know for sure, but he suspected Fred talked to the group more after he left, maybe admonished them a bit.  Over the next few days, when one of the people at the meeting saw him in town they took a moment to apologize for trying to push their ideas onto him.  He stopped at the hotel to have lunch in their restaurant, and both Mr. and Mrs. Langston greeted him.  After they apologized, as well, he was convinced Fred had said something to them.  On his way back to his office after lunch that day he stopped in at Fred's office.

      The bell chimed as the sheriff walked in. Fred walked into the front room to meet him. “Welcome, Dawson, come on in.  What brings you here?”

      Dawson shook hands with his friend as he answered.  “I wanted to stop by and thank you.  I'm not sure what you told everyone at the mayor's office after I left, but instead of getting more suggestions from people than I know what to do with, I've gotten apologies.  Whatever you told them, thank you.”

      Fred laughed as he sat down and motioned for Dawson to do the same.  “If they all apologized, maybe I was a bit harsh with them.  I meant what I said, though.  Enough of a burden has been placed on you to decide how to spend that money without each of them throwing their two cents in.  Besides, I agree with you, their ideas would all benefit them more than the town as a whole.  I think Ernie knew what he was doing when he designated you to be in control of it.”

      “Thank you for that vote of confidence,” Dawson said, “though right now I'm not sure I'm feeling as confident about that as you.”

      “There's no rush.  He didn't put a time limit on it, so take your time.  There's no guarantee, but I'd be willing to bet that some day an idea will hit you and you'll know it's the right thing.”

      “I'm hoping the same thing,” Dawson admitted.  “In fact, I've been planning on talking to you once that idea hits me over the head.”

      “You don't have to talk to me about it first,” Fred said.  “Ernie made it clear that the decision is yours alone.”

      “I understand, but I respect you, and I'd sure appreciate it if I could run any ideas I have past you first.     You're a smart man with a lot of common sense and I'd like to take advantage of that if I could.”

      “Thank you now for your vote of confidence in me,” Fred said with a smile.  “As long as you agree that whatever I may say you will think about, but ultimately do as you feel best, I'll be happy to be your sounding board.”

      “Thank you.  Having said that, what do you think of the town building a schoolhouse?”

      “I think that's the kind of thing Ernie had in mind.  It's something that would be for the benefit of the entire town.  Not all little towns around here have any kind of a school, so having a schoolhouse large enough to house all our children plus extra room to grow would be a true asset to Pine Falls.”

      “I agree.  I'm glad Helen was at that meeting.  I believe teaching our kids to read and write is very important, and I had no idea we had outgrown our school this quickly.  I don't know of any buildings we could use for a school, so I think we need to build one.  I thought maybe that empty patch of ground next to the hotel might be perfect.  There's plenty of room between the hotel and that patch of houses leading out of town.  It's big enough we could build a bigger building than we need now, but still have plenty of room for the kids to go outside to play at noon.  What do you think?”

      “I think that would work well.  Helen wouldn't have far to walk to get there, that's for sure,” Fred said with another smile.  “I'm sure she would appreciate that.  How do you plan to do it?”

      “I thought we can use money from the trust to buy the lumber from Joe Pickens and his sawmill.  Pete Burgan's a good builder and could use a little extra money right now.  He took time off to be with his wife when she was sick, so I thought maybe we could get him to make up some plans and supervise the project.  Since it's for the whole town I think we should pick a day to build it, post a notice and ask for volunteers to help.  If several men show up we should be able to get it built in a day.  We might even be able to move the desks and things into it and get a good stove in and hooked up to keep them warm.”

      “I like the whole idea, and I think Ernie would, too.  I'm sure Pete will appreciate the work, too.”

      They visited a few more minutes, and when Dawson left a short time later he felt good as he headed to talk to Joe and Pete.  Then he'd talk to Helen about what books she'd like to have and how many, and talk to Tom about ordering them.  This would be a small portion of the trust fund, but he felt good about using it this way.  He hoped he'd feel this confident about everything else he decided to spend the money on.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Over the next several days Dawson spoke with many of the town's men, particularly the fathers.  He told them about the plans to build a schoolhouse so they could accommodate more children, and got positive responses.  Most assured him they'd be there to help build it when they were ready.  That was encouraging.

      As he'd hoped, Pete made a diagram of the building.  Dawson looked it over, and approved it.  He had Pete give him a list of the lumber and materials they would need for it, and dropped it off at Joe's sawmill and Ralph's forge so they could start getting the lumber and nails they would need.  He talked to Tom at the general store to see about ordering a stove.  Tom assured him he had a good wood burning stove on hand that would work to heat the school.  When Dawson looked at it he agreed, so that was taken care of.  Joe and Ralph both assured Dawson they would have the lumber and nails ready within two weeks, so Dawson set a date and posted a notice.

      The upcoming new schoolhouse soon became the talk of the town.  Most of the men planned on being there to help get it built.  There weren't a lot of women in Pine Falls, as many of the men that moved there were either miners or farmers there to claim land, but there were a few that had moved there as a family.  Those ladies tended to band together at events like this to provide food for the men who were working, and they were busy making their plans for the schoolhouse raising, as well.

      When the big day arrived, Dawson was pleased.  Most of the town's men showed up, ready to work. Pete had the plans in hand, and quickly got different men working on different projects.  Dawson had previously hired some men to bring horses in and pull out shrubs and level the ground where the schoolhouse would be built, so they could get right to it.  He watched a few minutes as the men worked together; some bringing stones from the nearby creek for the foundation, while others dug the dirt out and arranged the rocks.  Others started measuring and cutting the wood, all under Pete's watchful eyes.  Still others were making more desks, since they found out the kids were pretty crowded in the ones they had, which made it harder for them to learn to write.

      Happy with how things were moving along, he made his way to where the women had gathered, to see if they needed assistance.  A couple of the men had made a make-shift kitchen out of stumps of wood with wide boards spread between them, and had a fire going.  The ladies had brought food and were preparing it, cooking over the fire.  They assured him they had everything they needed and would have a meal ready for everyone around noon.

      Looking around, he saw Joe had brought several more chunks of wood in two sizes to support long thick planks he'd also brought.  The taller ones would be used for tables, and the shorter ones would be benches.  He looked around and found Joe so he could thank him and offer to pay him for doing that extra.  He knew cutting a large tree into chunks like that prevented Joe from using that tree as timber, but he appreciated it.  Joe refused to take any money for it, however, saying that was his donation to the town's schoolhouse.

      Dawson started helping Joe, who was cutting the boards to the lengths Pete requested.  As normal, they talked while they worked.  “Joe, are you sure I can't pay you for the wood?”

      “No, you're not paying me,” Joe said with a smile.  “I'm hoping one day I'll have some kids of my own, and it'll be good having a school for them to go to.”

      Dawson looked at his friend, obviously a bit surprised.  “You planning on getting married?”

      “I hope to some day, sure.  Doesn't everyone?”

      “Well, I suppose it would be nice, sure, but there's not a lot of ladies around here.  Have you got a plan on how to solve that problem?”

      “I just might,” Joe said as a slow grin spread over his face.  He reached into his back pocket and handed Dawson a newspaper from Denver.  “Last month when I went to see my brother, we took a day and went into their local town.  They had an old copy of this newspaper from Denver.  There's a story in there about a man that sent for a mail order bride.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Take that home with you and read it.  It tells how they exchanged letters a while, and when it seemed to both of them they'd be compatible, he bought a ticket on the train from Boston, then the stagecoach for the rest of the trip.  They got married the day she got to his little town.  That was two years ago and they're real happy.  They even have a little baby boy now.”

      Dawson straightened up to take a good look at Joe.  “Are you thinking about sending off for a mail order bride, too?”

      Joe turned a little red, but nodded.  “They give an address there of some newspapers you can put an ad in if you're looking for one, and I already sent a notice off to two different papers.  I got a response from a lady that sounds real nice.”

      The pride and excitement on Joe's face was something Dawson couldn't miss.  He patted him on the back as he nodded his head.  “I'm glad to hear it, Joe.  Good luck.”

      “You should think about it, too, Dawson.  Take that paper home with you and read the story.”

      “Okay, I'll take it and read it, but I'm not sure I'm ready to do something like that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Don't get me wrong, I hope everything goes real well for you.  But what if it doesn't?  What if it turns out you just don't get along?”

      “That's why you exchange letters first.  You find out about each other and make sure you both feel you would be good together.”

      “Maybe,” Dawson said, still not totally convinced.  “Why is she willing to leave her family and come across country to live with a man she's never met?  She must be running from something, but what?”

      “I know what you're saying, Dawson, because I thought the same thing.  Unless she's in trouble with the law or something, why would she want to leave her family behind?  I can't answer for all of them, but the lady that sent me a letter, Miss Elizabeth Masters, needs a place to live.  Her mother died when she was born, and she was raised by her father, who never remarried or had any other kids.  He was killed a couple months ago when the horse he was riding was spooked and he was thrown.  The only family she has is an aunt, who she's staying with, even though she'd only met her once before.  Her aunt is barely getting by on her own, though, and can't really afford to feed Elizabeth, too.  She's looked for some kind of job, but hasn't found anything.”

      Dawson took a moment to absorb that information.  “I guess I could see moving out here then.  If she really doesn't know her aunt, she's not close to her, and has no other family.”

      “I can't speak for others, but she seems to have a good reason to be willing to move out here.  That was one thing I planned on asking, but she explained it in the first letter she sent.  You should think about taking an ad out in a newspaper or two.  Take that along with you and read it when you have a chance.”

      “Thanks, Joe.  I'll read it, but no promises.  Good luck with yours, though.  Let me know how it's going.”  Joe nodded as the two of them got back to work.

      By that evening almost everyone in town stood facing their new schoolhouse with a shared sense of pride.  Dawson saw Helen Langston, the teacher who would be utilizing the new schoolhouse and went to talk to her.  “Thank you so much, Sheriff Nolan,” she said as a few tears escaped her eyes.  “This is so nice.  I didn't know you were planning on making more desks, as well.  It'll be so much easier now, for both the children and me.  They were packed into the desks pretty close, so this will make it so much easier for them to practice writing and doing their sums.”

      “Good,” he said, and stepped forward, getting everyone's attention.  “I'd like to thank everyone for their hard work in getting this schoolhouse built.  That includes Joe Pickens, who got us all the lumber; Pete Burgan, who drew up the diagram for the house and oversaw the building of it; Ralph Clemons who forged all the nails we used; Lloyd Baker, who was in charge of making the desks; to all you men and boys who came out and helped, and most of all, all you women who fed us,” he concluded with a chuckle.  Everyone applauded before turning to talk with friends and neighbors as they gathered their things to go home.
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        * * *

      

      Sheriff Nolan made a final trip around Pine Falls, checking to make sure everything was okay before returning to his own home for the night.  He stopped for a moment at the empty house next to his, where his friend, Ernie Rucker, had lived.  Although he still wasn't sure what he was going to do with the rest of the money Ernie left the town, he felt good about the new schoolhouse, and was sure Ernie would have approved of some of the money being used to build it.

      He went on into his home and stoked up the fire in the stove.  It was spring and although it was getting warmer, it was still chilly in the evenings, and the fire would feel good.  He heated up the leftovers some of the ladies had sent home with him, and sat down, thinking over the day, happy with all they'd accomplished.

      He remembered the paper Joe had given him and pulled it out.  It wasn't often Pine Falls got a newspaper, so he settled in, eager to see what all was going on in the world outside of their little town.  He came across the story Joe was talking about, and when he read it he had to agree it sounded like it had worked out well for both of them.  They seemed to be very happy.

      There was information after the story about how to write an ad for a mail order bride if a man were interested.  It suggested he be honest and tell a little bit about himself and what he was looking for in a bride.  That sounded plain crazy to Joe.  Didn’t every man look for the same thing in a wife; a gentle woman to be a companion, who was waiting for him at the end of the day?

      As he read further, though, he was surprised to find that wasn't always the case.  It gave a few examples of ads that had been successful in finding a mail order bride, and he was surprised, to say the least.  One man had lost his wife to influenza and was looking for someone that could be a mother to his six children, three of which were girls that needed a lady's influence.  Another was looking for a lady to cook and clean, but he also needed her to be strong enough to help on his farm.  Another was looking for a wife that could read and write, as he'd never learned how, and needed someone to read contracts to him before he signed them.

      He put mail order brides out of his mind as he turned the page and read on, interested in all the changes that were taking place in that part of the country.  There were stories talking about how different little towns were growing now because of the arrival of the train.  It was only a couple of hours by horse from Pine Falls to the nearest train station, and the people of Pine Falls were hoping their little town would grow, as well.

      They were doing okay, but it would be good if the town grew a little.  The general store could carry more items so people would have a few more choices when they shopped, and it would benefit the hotel.  There was a large number of single men in town who ate in the two restaurants often, and for them, including himself, having another restaurant open would give them another option.  As the town grew, he knew more stores and services would open up, as well.  It was interesting reading about how other small towns were growing, and he hoped Pine Falls would soon be among them.

      He glanced at the last page, but it was local news, telling who had a new baby, or whose family was visiting from back east.  He was laying the paper aside when he noticed a small ad.  He picked the paper back up and read it, then read it again.  It was from a lady in a town just outside of Philadelphia, and it was looking for men wanting mail order brides.  That got his attention, since it was generally a man that placed the ad, looking for a mail order bride.

      This was totally different, in several ways.  Apparently the young lady placing this ad, Miss Cecelia Adams, was one of eight ladies age seventeen or over who had been living in an orphanage.  The building burned down, and the eight of them had nowhere to go.  None of them had family.  Several families in the area had taken them in, but only on a temporary basis.  She was asking for anything anyone could offer.  They were hoping to become mail order brides or were willing to work if someone had a reputable job to offer and a boarding house or someplace to stay.

      He paused a moment while he thought about the young ladies and the situation they were in.  His heart went out to them.  It would be bad enough to lose your family and grow up in an orphanage, but to then lose that would be devastating.  Then a crazy thought crossed his mind.  That's what he could spend the trust money on.  It would cost a fair amount for a train ticket and stagecoach ticket for all eight of them to come to Pine Falls, but there was more than enough in the trust to cover it.  Once they got here they could stay in Ernie's house.

      The more he thought about this idea, the more he liked it.  The whole thing made sense.  With only six or seven ladies living in Pine Falls now it was difficult to find people to fill certain positions in town.  Miss Adams said they were all willing to work if they could find reputable employment.  Tom Wakefield had been looking for someone to help him at the general store.  Lenore Atkins was the only seamstress in Pine Falls and was in high demand.  Bertha at the restaurant was always looking for someone to help her serve her food and fill coffee cups.  Many of the single men wished there was someone they could hire to wash their clothes.

      That got him thinking.  If he could put the ladies up in Ernie's old house and three or four of them were willing and able to get employment at these or other openings, once they got settled in they would be able to support themselves.

      He was sure the town would welcome the ladies.  While they had been working on the schoolhouse several men heard about Joe and his search for a mail order bride.  Several of them had asked questions about it, showing some interest.  Not only would these ladies be able to fill positions Bertha and Lenore and others needed, but they would be possible wives for men looking to get married.  The town could sponsor a dance or two, maybe a picnic to get people together so everyone, including men looking for a wife, could meet the ladies.

      He knew it would also make it easier for the women of Pine Falls the next time they had something like the raising of the schoolhouse.  Five ladies banded together to make the meal for all the men, while the other lady and a couple of older girls watched all the children.  They all worked hard for two days to make enough food for everyone, including all the bread, pies and other desserts.  Having several more sets of hands to help with things like that would be very helpful.

      He spent the rest of his evening thinking about this wild idea.  By the time he went to bed he truly believed that not only could this work, but it would be very beneficial for the town.  Isn't that what he was supposed to use the trust from Ernie for -- something that would be beneficial to the town?
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      Cecelia Adams tried unsuccessfully to stifle a yawn as she moved the heavy skillet onto the front burner on the stove.  The fire had been almost out in the stove this morning when she'd gotten up and it had taken a little longer to get it going and hot enough to cook on, but she'd finally managed.  She had the biscuits ready to go in the oven and quickly slid them in, hoping it was indeed hot enough to bake them correctly.  She quickly filled the skillet with strips of bacon, then turned her attention to the eggs.  She hoped there were enough eggs for breakfast without having to go out and gather them.  It would be much quicker if she could gather them after breakfast, after the sun had come up and she wouldn’t need a lantern to find them.

      A quick count in the egg basket had her smiling. Just enough.  She quickly decided to scramble the eggs this morning, though.  Mr. Hart liked his eggs scrambled or over easy, but if they were over easy you had to be careful when you flipped them.  If the yolk were broken he wouldn't eat it, and would make sure you knew he wasn't happy about it.  She'd had to save one back for herself with a broken yoke on a few occasions and quickly make him another one.  Since there were no extras this morning, she couldn't take a chance.

      She turned the bacon over and quickly cracked the eggs into a bowl and started whipping them.  After the delay getting the stove hot enough this morning she didn't have any time to waste.  Mr. Hart and their two older sons would be in from the barn shortly, and she was expected to have breakfast ready to put on the table.  Then she would help the two older girls get the younger children dressed and ready for the day.  Luckily, all of the children except the two youngest would leave for school then.  She would take the one little girl with her to gather the eggs, and keep an eye on her during the day while she did her chores.  Today was washday, which was a busy day.  With eight children and Mary and Clyde, washing clothes for the ten of them was an all-day chore.

      She didn't envy Mary, although she seemed happy enough.  She'd just given birth to their youngest, a little baby girl, whom she kept with her during the day.  From time to time she would ask Cecelia if she minded watching her a little while, but mostly she slept in a cradle next to the bed.  She'd had a bit of trouble with the birth of their youngest little girl, which is why they offered to let Cecelia stay with them.  They lived on a farm, and although they didn't have much money, they offered her room and board if she would help while Mary recovered from her difficult delivery.

      Cecelia was grateful for their offer.  Even though it was a lot of hard work, and Mr. Hart was not an easy man to please, after the orphanage burned down she had nowhere to go.  A wagon from Philadelphia came in and took all the younger children to an orphanage in the city.  The ones who were of age, or close to coming of age, however, were left here to fend for themselves.

      Farmers in the area quickly agreed to take the older boys, who could help them on the farm.  The girls, however, were a different story.  Anna Cultrip and Goldie Compton were both 17.  The preacher and his wife agreed to keep them until they were 18, which solved the immediate problem, but she wasn't sure what would happen after that.  Her understanding was the preacher's neighbors had a young man who had taken quite an interest in Anna, however, so maybe she would be lucky and he'd ask her to marry him.

      Cecelia was glad the preacher took the two girls into his home, but that left five more of them without a place to stay.  They were all over age, but were staying on at the orphanage.  Since there was no money to pay anyone other than Mr. Kline, who ran the orphanage, and Mrs. White, who took care of the kitchen with the help of the older girls, once people reached the magical age of eighteen, if they had someplace to go, they left.  If they hadn't been able to find a job or husband, they could stay on until they did, but only as a helper.  There was no money, but if they worked they would get free room and board.  That's what she and the others, Lizzie Graber, Ella Trumble, Rose Kincaid and Sally Graham were doing.  There was an eighth lady, but she had an aunt and uncle in Boston she'd never met.  She wrote them a letter, and they invited her to stay with them, and sent money for a train ticket.

      She knew people around these parts didn't have a lot of money, but they all considered themselves fortunate when enough families stepped up and offered room and board in exchange for help around their house or business.  All had made it clear, however, it was to be temporary.  Anna and Goldie were both very good at sewing, but Lizzie Graber and Ella Trumble were also quite good at it, and they were both staying with the dressmaker in town, who had fallen off a ladder and had a broken arm.  She was unable to sew, and had work piling up.  She had a small room behind her dressmaker's shop.  Both girls were staying there, though it was small and they were sleeping on the floor.  Neighbors brought in extra blankets for them to sleep on, and the girls said it wasn’t bad.  They enjoyed sewing during the day, so they were happy there.

      Sally Graham was staying with the Neilsons, who owned the restaurant in town.  Their waitress just had her first baby, and she wouldn’t be going back to work.  There was a girl who had agreed to take the job as soon as she was through school, but that wouldn’t be for another six weeks.  In the mean time, Sally was filling in for them.  Cecelia had talked to her and was satisfied that she was happy there, as well.

      Cecelia was grateful for the Harts, although she was putting in some long days and Mr. Hart was very irritable and hard to please.  Mrs. Hart, Mary, appreciated the help, however, and had told Cecelia Mr. Hart doesn't mean to be so hard to please, and would be much better once she’d recovered and he no longer had to worry about her health.  Cecelia truly hoped she was right, because she would certainly not be happy living with him and doing that much work every day without feeling he appreciated it.

      Her thoughts turned to the ad she'd taken out in the two newspapers.  It had taken all the money she and the other girls had, and she hoped they got at least a couple of responses.  She had no idea what they would do otherwise.  They'd all been looking for employment, but there just weren't any positions available and without any money they couldn't go to another town to look.  All their hope was riding on those two ads.  Hopefully at least one or two men looking for a mail order bride would respond.  They had all agreed if that happened, they would all answer his letter, and he could pick the one he felt he connected with.  It was the only fair way, and the best way for all of them.

      Hearing the back door open, she quickly pushed her thoughts to the back of her mind and concentrated on finishing up breakfast.
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        * * *

      

      Pine Falls 

      Fred Miller walked down the boardwalk toward his law office, but paused when he saw the sheriff standing outside the door.  His back was toward him so he couldn't see his face, but there was no mistaking his friend's build.  He was an inch or two over six feet tall, and broad shouldered.  He was not at all heavy, but built sturdy, just as his father had been.  They'd been friends for many years, but if he was waiting for him before his office opened, he had something important to talk to him about.  He hoped it wasn't bad news.

      “Dawson, good morning.  Waiting for me?”

      The tall man turned quickly, but smiled, which Fred was happy to see.  “I am, as a matter of fact.  Do you have a minute to talk, Fred?”

      Fred had to chuckle.  “Talking is one of the things I do best.  Come on in.  Is this a personal talk, or business?”

      “Personal,” Dawson said, sitting down in one of the two chairs in front of Fred's desk.  “Well, I suppose it's a little bit business, too, but it's mostly personal.  I'd like your opinion.”

      “Okay,” Fred said with another chuckle.  “Opinions are free, but legal advice might cost you.  What's on your mind?”

      “I have an idea for the money in Ernie's trust.”

      Fred, who had already leaned back in his chair, straightened up.  “Good.  I'm eager to hear what you've come up with.”

      “Here,” Dawson said, handing him the newspaper Joe had given him the day before.  “Read this ad.”  He pointed to the one about the ladies, and watched Fred's reaction as he read it.

      “That's a shame the orphanage burned down,” Fred said slowly as he looked up at Dawson, obviously confused, “but how does this relate to Ernie's money?  Are you suggesting Pine Falls should build an orphanage?”

      “No, of course not.  I don't know of any orphaned kids in this area.  I'm suggesting we send the money for train and coach fare and bring all eight of the ladies here.”

      Dawson almost laughed at how large Fred's eyes grew.  “You want to bring eight ladies to Pine Falls?  Why?  What would you do with them once they get here?”

      “They can stay in Ernie's house.  There are two or three dozen men in Pine Falls and the surrounding area that are of marrying age.  Other than Helen Langston, who teaches school and has been seeing Colt Bryson, there are no eligible ladies here, other than Lenore, and she's so busy sewing she hasn't had the opportunity to spend time with a man, even if she was ready to after losing her husband.  I think it would be nice having some ladies in town.  Besides, it says they're all willing to work.  You know Tom has been looking for someone to help him at the store, and Lenore has been wishing she had someone to help her.  Bertha runs herself ragged trying to run that restaurant herself.  She gets her daughter in there to help when she's not in school, but she's only eight.”

      Fred, who had gradually sat back in his chair again, was quiet.  Dawson knew he was thinking the idea through in his head, and gave him the time.  Eventually, he nodded.  “I can see some positive things about that idea,” he finally responded.

      “Absolutely,” Dawson said, excitement written all over his face.

      “However, I can see some possible problems, as well.”

      Dawson's face fell.  “Like what?”

      “Do you suppose it could cause some fighting among the men?  And what about keeping these ladies safe?  If men get to fighting over ladies, what if one of the ladies turns a man down and he doesn't like being turned down?  You never know what some of these miners might do.  Most of them are pretty good men, but there are a couple that seem a little wild, or untamed.  What if they see a lady and decide to help themselves?  Generally a lady has a father to look after her and keep her safe until she marries.  How are you going to keep eight ladies safe?”

      “I was hoping you and a few others would help.  They'd be living next door to me, so I can keep an eye on them, check with them every morning and evening as I do my rounds.  I'll tell them to let me know if anyone is giving any of them any trouble.  If I have you and a couple other good men helping, don't you think we can keep an eye on them?”

      “Mm, maybe,” he agreed with a bit of a nod.  “I will admit having a few more ladies in town would be nice.  The ladies all gather after church to talk, and I've thought about that several times.  As men, we talk to others, catching up with several, but the ladies don't have much choice.  I'm glad they all get along well, but there aren't many of them.  They're too busy to get together often to visit.  My mother and sisters used to go to quilting bees and some of them would get together in the summer and do some canning together.”

      “That's true.  The ladies here don't seem to get much opportunity for such things because they're all so busy at home trying to watch their kids while they have bread raising and are trying to do their canning.  It would also be nice for times like yesterday, and the school raising.  Just a few ladies are trying to feed the whole town.  A few more ladies helping out there would be a welcome sight, I'm sure.”

      “Oh, I'm sure.  Plus it would give Tom a reason to get a little bigger choice in fabrics and things ladies like,” Fred added, obviously warming up to the idea more as they spoke.  “I heard Louise Langston not too long ago make a comment that the ladies all have to wear the same color ribbons in their hair and their daughters because Tom says he doesn't sell enough to buy more than one spool of it.”

      “That would help Tom, too.  If he starts getting more things in for ladies, if some of them fill positions in town, they can start buying a few things for themselves.  He'll be able to hire one of them to help him in the store, and in return, they'll have a little money to buy some of the additional items he can start carrying for ladies.  It will help him, and the other ladies in town will be happy to see more things to choose from when they shop.”

      “If one or two of them can help Lenore with her sewing, it will help the whole town, as well.  She has a waiting list.  Tom one time ordered some ready made shirts for some of the men because she hadn't been able to get to them and they needed new shirts.”  Fred looked up at his old friend.  “Dawson, I'll admit when you first told me your idea I thought you'd gone crazy.  But as we've talked about it, I think it might be a good idea.  It will give the men a chance to court the ladies, and we may have a few weddings in the future.  Pine Falls may be growing, and by more than just eight additional ladies.  It might be a good thing we built the schoolhouse bigger than we need right now.”

      Both men laughed, but in talking a bit more, they agreed Ernie would probably like Dawson's idea real well.  The sheriff thanked Fred for listening to his idea, and went back to his office to write a letter to Miss Cecelia Adams.
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        * * *

      

      Cecelia sighed as she washed her rag out and started scrubbing down the next section of the kitchen wall.  She'd been at the Hart home for three weeks now, and things were getting worse instead of better.  Mrs. Hart was feeling better, which was a good thing, but now that she was getting back on her feet, it was obvious to Cecelia that Mr. Hart didn't want her there.  He'd made it clear to her he saw her as an intrusion in their family and an extra mouth to feed.

      Mary was a kind soul, though, and wasn't about to allow her husband to kick Cecelia out on the streets.  She kept singing her praises, saying she didn't know what she would have done without her.  She was also finding more things she insisted needed done, but just couldn't do in her weakened state, like scrubbing down the kitchen.  It was hard work, but at least she had a place to stay and food to eat.

      Mr. Hart went into town one day for supplies, and when he came home and said she'd gotten two letters, she was both excited and hopeful.  So far she'd only gotten one letter from a man in Texas saying he was looking for a mail order bride.  She'd shared it with all seven of them, but none of them felt at all moved by his letter.  They all answered, hoping they were wrong, but it sounded to all of them like he was looking more for free labor around the farm than a wife.  Once they told him they didn't have the money for fare to get to Texas and would be looking to him to provide that, none of them heard anything else from him.

      She hoped this was two letters about her ad, but when Mr. Hart handed them to her, she saw right away that the first one was from her aunt.  She was the only family she had, but she'd never met her in person.  She had sent letters regularly while she was growing up in the orphanage.  She told her repeatedly she'd love to get her and keep her with her, but she was a widow and barely making a go of it herself.  She did laundry to make enough to scrape by, though there were many nights she went to bed hungry.

      The other letter, however, made her heart jump.  It was from a Dawson Nolan from Pine Falls, Nebraska.  Mary saw her eyes light up, and suggested she take a break and go in the other room and read her letters.  Cecelia thanked her and hurried into the living room, where she'd been sleeping on their couch.  She always enjoyed hearing from her aunt, but she was so anxious to see what Dawson Nolan had to say, she opened his letter first.

      Cecelia read the letter, and was so shocked she wasn't sure her legs would hold her up.  She sat down on the couch, took a moment to take a deep breath, and read the letter again.  Mary, who had been watching her reaction from the doorway, was worried.  “Cecelia, are you okay?  Did you get some bad news?”

      Cecelia's head jerked up as she looked over at Mary.  “What?  Uh, no.  in fact, it's good news.  This man says he's the sheriff of a small town in Nebraska, and he says their town needs some ladies.  They have approximately three dozen single men that would like to find a wife.  Beyond that, they have need of some ladies to fill positions in their town.  He has a house we can all live in, and if a few of us take the open positions we will be able to earn enough money to buy food and whatever else we need while we have a chance to court the single men.”

      Mary's eyes lit up.  “Oh, Cecelia, that's wonderful!  Why don't you go right now and talk to the other ladies and see what they all say.  You should write him a letter right away so you can get this process going.”  She paused a moment, looking unsure.  “Before you go, I feel I have to ask, did he simply invite you all out, or did he mention the fare to get out there?”

      “He's willing to buy tickets on the train, then stagecoach for all of us to get there,” Cecelia answered with a big smile.  “We could all stay together, which is perfect.  I never thought that could happen.  We were all hoping maybe a couple of us could go together, maybe to brothers or something, but this is better than any of us had ever imagined.  I had to read the letter twice to be sure I wasn't misunderstanding what he was saying.”

      “I'm so happy for you.  Go now and talk to the others.  If they agree, you need to write to him tonight so we can get it posted tomorrow.”

      “Thank you, Mary, for everything.  I know you and your husband don't need my help any more and he would rather I move on, and I understand that.  It means so much to me that you've let me stay, though.  I'll go check with the others quickly and get a letter out to him right away.  I'll hurry things up as much as I can so Mr. Hart won't get any more upset.”

      “Oh, Cecelia, I'm sorry he can be so abrupt.  It's just --”

      “No, no, I understand.  He has a lot of mouths to feed with just your family.  I'll hurry and be back as soon as I can.”  She took her apron off and was out the door on a run, her letter in her hand.  She completely forgot about the letter from her aunt, which was still in her pocket.

      As she ran to the closest house to show the letter to Lizzie Graber, she thought about this offer.  He mentioned all eight of them would be welcomed.  There were only seven of them now that Sheila had gone to Boston to stay with her aunt and uncle.  She was pretty sure six of them would be going, but she wasn't sure about Anna.  The last she'd heard she and the neighbor's son, who was eighteen, were getting along well.  They may decide to get married.  That would leave only six of them going to Nebraska.  She hoped Sheriff Nolan would be okay with that and wouldn't rescind the offer if they weren't getting as many ladies.

      As she predicted, the first four ladies were elated with the news.  She made her way to the preacher's house to talk with Goldie and Anna to share her news with them, and see if there would be six or seven of them heading to Nebraska.  She showed them the letter, and was a little surprised when both of them were excited.  “But what about you and the neighbor?” she asked Anna.  “I thought you two were getting along well.”

      “We were,” Anna said with a bit of a smile.  “We actually still are, but as friends.  It became pretty clear early on that although we enjoy spending time together talking, we want different things in life.  I'd love to have a husband, someone that I can care about and that cares about me, and some children.  James wants to venture out on his own and see the country.  He plans on saving a little money and then traveling further out west and try his luck mining.  After that he thinks he'd like to see what it's like living back east, in a city.  He says when he's ready to settle down he'll know it, and he'll know where he wants to make his home.”

      “Hmm,” Cecelia said as she angled her head a bit to consider that thought.  “It's good that you found that out now.  That's kind of scary about being a mail order bride, though.  How well would you know the man you agree to marry?”

      Goldie, who Cecelia knew had been looking into mail order brides and how the concept works, patted her arm.  “Actually, normally it takes a little while.  The couple exchange several letters, learning more about each other with each letter.  When they feel they know each other well enough and they can make it work between them, he will send for her to come out.”  Her expression turned a bit sad.  “Of course, many times they're not a marriage of love, but of necessity.  If the lady is rather desperate and needs a place to stay, and he needs a lady to raise his kids and make their meals and such, it often works because it has to.  Generally they both know it's for the best for both of them, and they make the most out of it.  It usually works out okay, especially if both of them are determined to make it work.”

      “I suppose you're right,” Cecelia said, “but it would be so nice to be one of the lucky ones and find love in your marriage.”

      Anna's eyes lit up.  “That would be special, for sure.  And this sounds like we might actually have a chance at it.  I mean, if he has a house we can all stay in, we can get to know the men in and around the little town.  Getting to see them and learning about them in person would be wonderful, like actually courting,” she said with a dreamy look in her eyes.

      “It would be courting, silly,” Goldie said with a grin.  “But you're right.  Instead of having to rely on a few letters, we can actually meet these men and spend time with them.  Maybe we'll all be lucky and find that special one.  Maybe we can all marry for love!”  She clapped her hands together, obviously excited about the opportunity.  “I can't believe this is happening to us.  You're going to write him right away, aren't you?”

      “I'm going to write him a response tonight and I'll tell him all seven of us are grateful and excited.  All of the others have expressed their willingness to take whatever employment they have available there.  We all need a place to live and way of earning money for food, and the possibility of meeting a man looking for a wife is like an added bonus, the way I view this.”

      “For certain,” Goldie quickly agreed.  “I'm so excited.  Please let us know as soon as you hear from him.  I hope he hasn't made this offer to others, as well, and they've already accepted.”

      “I hadn't even thought of that,” Cecelia said.  “I'll send him a response right away, and we'll all hope we get a quick response from him.  And I'll let you know as soon as I do.”  Cecelia hugged both girls and ran back to the Hart residence.
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      It wasn't until late that night, when she was taking her dress off and putting her old nightgown on that Cecelia thought again about the letter from her aunt.  She loved hearing from her aunt, and couldn't believe she'd forgotten about it.  Reaching into her pocket, she anxiously pulled the letter out.  Sitting down at the end of the sofa near the lantern, she opened it.  As was usual for her, she read through it quickly, then went back and read it again, slower, trying unsuccessfully this time to read between the lines.  Her aunt's letter had her confused.

      She'd said she had hoped some day to somehow be able to save money enough for the fare to make her way to meet Cecelia, but that wasn't looking too likely.  She'd been holding onto the one thing her brother, Cecelia's father, had given her years ago, and had hoped to pass it on to Cecelia when she came of age.  That was three years ago, and she wanted to get this to her.  Some friends of hers that attend the same church will be traveling to the Philadelphia area, and they agreed to take it to her.  They plan on going to the post office or sheriff's office and ask where she is staying, so her aunt suggested she contact both of them and let then know she was expecting something from them.

      Cecelia sat down, totally perplexed.  What one item could her aunt possibly have that had been her father's?  She'd never known her mother, and her father had been so young when he was killed that she only had a vague memory of him.  He had gotten paid and was at the bank when three men came charging in with guns and robbed the bank.  When they left, her father and two of the bank tellers had been shot and killed.

      No one knew of any relatives, so she'd been whisked off to the orphanage, where she'd grown up.  She'd been told the sheriff or someone had gone through her father's belongings and that he didn't have anything of value other than a locket they'd found, which had been given to her.  She had put it around her neck and never taken it off.  It had been her one and only possession growing up, and she treasured it deeply.  It had a picture of what she'd been told were her parents.  As she read the letter from her aunt one more time she reached down and opened the locket to look at the picture again.  She wondered what her aunt had that had been her father's, and how she'd gotten it.

      She blew out the lantern and tried to go to sleep, but had too much on her mind to sleep for quite a while.  She couldn't help but wonder what was about to be delivered to her.  On top of that, she'd written a response to Sheriff Dawson Nolan and had it ready to post the next day.  She thanked him several times, saying they really did need to find a place to go as soon as possible, as the people that had so graciously agreed to take them in couldn't afford to keep them much longer.  She hoped he responded with good news, and quickly.  She wasn't sure how much longer Mary would be able to convince Mr. Hart to let her stay.

      Now she also wondered what she was going to get from her father, and when.  She hoped it arrived before she left for Nebraska, or she would probably never get it.  She had no idea what it could be, but if it was something small, like a necklace or something similar, she could have sent it with a letter.

      A thought occurred to her, which worried her a bit.  What if it was something large, like a piece of furniture?  As wonderful as it would be to get something like that, she would probably never be able to take something large like that with her to Nebraska.  It would be awful to get something beautiful like that, and then have to leave it behind a few days later when she left for Nebraska.  She tried to put it all out of her mind so she could get to sleep.  Mr. Hart would expect her to be up early the next morning and have breakfast ready for them when they came in.  If she didn't pull her weight, she was sure he would kick her out, no matter how much Mary objected.
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        * * *

      

      Sheriff Nolan was a bit surprised, but happy to see he had a response back so soon from Miss Cecelia Adams.  He took it back to his office so he could read it in private, and tore it open.  He wasn't sure Miss Adams meant for it to be an emotional letter, but he was glad he was alone as he read it.  It was a three-page letter, and brought many emotions to him.  The first thing that struck him was respect for Miss Cecelia.  This letter and her ad were both well written.  He wasn't real familiar with what growing up in an orphanage would have been like, but he was happy to see that at least they must have gotten a pretty good education.  She mentioned all of them had been educated, and most of them had lived there most of their lives and had received their education during that time.

      What he noticed most, however, was how she seemed to be the spokesperson for the group of them, but she seemed to be watching out for the rest of them before herself.  She told him a little bit about each of them, including where they were staying at the present.  All she'd said about herself was that she'd grown up in the orphanage from a young age and that she was staying with a family that needed help after the wife had a difficult childbirth.  That's all she said, although he suspected there was more to her story and situation than she'd said.

      He wondered what had happened to her parents, and assumed she had no other family, which was sad to think about.  He had grown up about one hundred miles southeast of Pine Falls, with his parents, two sisters and two brothers.  They were a close family as he grew up, and hearing her story made him appreciate his own growing up years.  His family was scattered some now and didn't all get together often, but he still was able to see his parents and brothers occasionally.  They all traded letters, so he was able to keep up with all of them.

      He also wondered about the family she was staying with.  She said very little about them, but he had a feeling she was doing a lot of work for nothing more than room and board.  It sounded as though that could have been the case with a couple of the other ladies, as well, which upset him.  He would have to do what he needed to do to get them here as quickly as possible.  The people of Pine Falls may not have a lot to offer, but he was sure they would be welcomed and appreciated.  What's more, if a few of them were willing to take employment they would be fine, have money for what they might need, and no one would be taking advantage of them.  He would see to that.

      He took his letter and headed to Fred's office.  He was sure his friend would be able to help him make any arrangements they needed to make.  One thing that did concern him was the fact that two of the ladies were only seventeen.  He wasn't sure if that caused a legal problem, but Fred would be able to tell him that, he was sure.

      As he sat down in one of the chairs in front of Fred's desk, he could tell Fred was becoming anxious about the thought of eight ladies coming to Pine Falls, as well.  He was pretty sure he would be one of the men getting to know the ladies, and had a feeling the ladies would be interested in getting to know Fred better.  His friend was a nice man, who was honest, hard working, and truly cared for and about other people.  He was also strong on family, so if a lady caught his attention, he knew Fred would be very amenable to getting married and starting a family.  More families like that would be good for Pine Falls.

      Personally, he hadn't really given too much thought to getting married, mostly because there was such a shortage of ladies, and he was busy as sheriff.  The last couple weeks, however, that thought had been running through his mind, and although he hadn't actually planned on courting the ladies and trying to catch one for himself, he had to admit that his mind seemed to turn to Miss Cecelia Adams frequently.  Her letters were very intriguing to him, especially the one to him personally.  He felt as though he was beginning to know her just through the ad and letter they'd exchanged, even though they were basically informational letters for the whole group.  He'd read them both several times now, and each time he did he seemed to gain another bit of insight into her, and he was anxious to meet her.

      Fred cleared his throat, and Dawson immediately looked up to see Fred smiling at him.  “I assume that letter you're holding is from the eight ladies that may be the newest Pine Falls residents.  I'm also guessing something in the letter is what has you staring off into space with a smile on your face.  You wouldn't already have picked out the lady you plan to court, would you?”

      “What?  No.  I mean, maybe.”  He cleared his throat and sat up a bit straighter.  “I mean, yes, this letter is from Miss Cecelia Adams, who appears to be the speaker for all of them.  One lady has gone to live with an aunt and uncle, but the rest are eager to accept my invitation, and I'm hoping you can help me make the arrangements.  There are also a couple questions, or maybe a possible stumbling block we'll have to work around.”

      “Stumbling block?  What kind of stumbling block?”

      “Two of them are not yet eighteen.  I asked Miss Adams about that in my second letter.  Apparently one is almost eighteen, may have even turned of age by now, I'm not sure, but the other one is another story.  Apparently she was part of a small group of wagons heading west out of Philadelphia.  They were planning to travel through Pennsylvania and Ohio, and meet up with a wagon train heading to California.  Apparently they were attacked by a band of outlaws.  The law figured they assumed people moving, traveling clear to California would have everything they owned with them, including all their money.  Most everyone was killed.  There was a lady who survived by hiding.  She was away from the group, gathering berries when they were attacked, and she climbed a tree and stayed quiet.  According to her, the men thought if they marched in there with guns everyone would give up their money and jewelry and other valuables, which is what they wanted.  However, the men fought back, and when it was over, everyone, including the bandits were dead or dying.  There were two babies that were sleeping in wagons that survived.  When people in the area heard all the shooting they went to see what was going on, and came upon the massacre.  They helped the lady, who was beside herself, and took the two babies to the orphanage.  They guessed at their age.”

      Fred's eyes grew as he heard the awful story.  “So they don't really know how old this young lady is then, if I'm understanding correctly.  Depending on how close to eighteen they feel she might be, it may not pose too much of a problem.  I have a friend I went to school with in Philadelphia while we were studying to become attorneys.  Let me send him a telegram, which I'll follow up with a more detailed letter.  Maybe he can look into the matter and see if he can help us.”

      “That's a good idea.  I'd like to get the ladies out here as soon as possible.  Reading between the lines, it sounds as though several of them are being taken advantage of, having to do quite a bit of work for nothing more than room and board.  That's not right, but the ladies are in a tough situation.  What else can they do?”

      “I see your point.  Let's go ahead and get our telegrams ready to send, and we'll look into how soon we can book passage for them on a train, and then a coach.  I'm not sure if we can get them all on a stage together, though.  Some of them may have to stay at a hotel and take the coach the next day.”

      “I've been thinking about that,” Dawson said.  “I don't think they'll all fit on one stage, and I have serious doubts about fitting all their trunks with their belongings on even two coaches.  On top of that, I'm afraid a stagecoach filled with young ladies, no men traveling with them other than the stagecoach drivers may make an inviting target for the wrong kind of men if they see them depart.”

      “That might be a problem,” Fred agreed.  “Do you have a possible solution?”

      “I thought maybe myself and a few other men could take a wagon up and meet the train.  We'll book passage on the stagecoach for all of them that will fit, but I'll accompany them with the wagon, which we can load up with any of their belongings that don't fit on the coach, as well as any ladies who may prefer to ride in the wagon.  Some may feel more comfortable on the wagon with more room, than being in a crowded coach.”

      “You may be right about that, and you have a good point about room for trunks and lots of luggage.  I'd forgotten that we'll have seven ladies bringing everything they own.  A rather large wagon may be helpful.  Joe has a pretty good-sized wagon he uses to deliver his lumber.  Maybe we could use it.”

      “I was hoping the same thing.  He's a pretty good-sized man, too, and good with a gun.  I planned on asking him if he'd be willing to go with us to escort them home.  Any ideas on who else I may want to ask?”

      Fred laughed before answering, “If you tell about any man in Pine Falls a wagon full of single ladies will be arriving at the train station and ask if he'd like to help escort them here, I'm not sure I know of anyone that would say no.”

      Dawson had to smile as he nodded his head in agreement.  “That's why I hadn't planned on asking for volunteers.  We'd have half the town there waiting to meet them and bring them home.”

      The two men laughed again, then talked and planned, and an hour later they were both pretty anxious.  They had come up with a list of four or five men they felt would be good to escort them home.  Together they had also decided on a telegram Sheriff Nolan would send to the sheriff of Brightfield, Pennsylvania, where the ladies resided, and one Fred would send to his attorney friend.  Hopefully they would be able to help them get everything arranged for all seven of the ladies to begin their journey.
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        * * *

      

      Cecelia was outside pulling weeds from the Hart's garden when she saw the local sheriff ride up to the house and dismount.  She wondered what that was all about, but continued pulling weeds as he went to the front door and knocked.  Shortly afterward Mary appeared at the back door with the sheriff.  “Cecelia, Sheriff Baylor needs to talk to you.  I'll be inside if you need me.”

      Cecelia instantly became concerned as she watched Mary retreat back into the house and she turned toward the sheriff.  “To me?  Have I done something wrong?”

      “No, no,” the sheriff assured her.  “I got a telegram from Sheriff Nolan in Pine Falls, and he asked for my help.”

      “Your help?”

      “Yes.  I understand he's made an offer to pay for train tickets for all of you to go to Pine Falls.  I'm glad to hear that, because I know when the orphanage burned down it put all of you in a terrible place.  But he's concerned about the two ladies who haven't turned eighteen yet, and that's what I'm hoping to help him with.  Hopefully we can get all seven of you headed for Pine Falls soon.”

      “That would be wonderful.  Goldie turns eighteen tomorrow, so she shouldn't be a concern.  Anna isn't sure how old she actually is.”

      “I talked to Mr. Kline, who ran the orphanage, and I understand that her exact age is unknown.  I also understand he personally feels she's actually several months older than what they initially guessed.  He feels they thought she was younger because she was so small, but now feels she was small because she wasn't fed as she should have been.  Once she started receiving milk regularly she grew, and he said if their initial guess as to age was correct she walked and talked at an incredibly young age.  He was willing to sign something stating that her true age is probably several months, even up to six months older, but he couldn't remember when her established birthday is.  That's why I'm here.  Do you know when her declared birthday is, or where she's staying so I can ask her?”

      “I can tell you both.  The day they always hung a happy birthday sign on the head of her bed was June 20, so according to that she would turn eighteen in just under two months.  We talked to Mrs. White one time about how they chose a date to declare as her birthday.  She had been the cook at the orphanage the whole time I was there, and she said when she arrived she was so small they guessed her to be about four months old.  But she said she also thought as she grew older that they had underestimated her age.  She said most babies start to walk between the ages of ten and fourteen months, but if their initial guess was right, she walked at eight months.”

      Sheriff Baylor's eyes rose.  “That would be quite young.”

      “Especially for a baby that they said had been underfed and terribly thin when she arrived.”

      “Very true.  Okay, I got a telegram from an attorney in Philadelphia that said he'll be here tomorrow to help us with this.  I think if we can get two signed statements, one from Mr. Kline and one from you, saying what Mrs. White told you, since she's now passed away, we'll be able to get her probable legal age raised.”

      “Oh, good.  I never thought of her age being a problem since she finished school several years ago and was working there with the rest of us.  I hope you can get it worked out.  Can I ask a question?”

      “I'm not sure I can answer it, but I'll try.”

      “Do you have any idea how long all this will take?”  She glanced toward the house and lowered her voice a bit.  “I appreciate everyone who's offered to let us stay with them, but I'm not sure how much longer we'll be welcome.”

      “I understand,” the sheriff said, also glancing toward the house.  “Clyde has a large family to feed, and he can be a bit gruff.  I understand your concern, and will do everything I can to get everything approved as quickly as possible.  I've already assured Sheriff Nolan I'll do anything I can to help, including buying the train tickets with the money he sends.  That will be quicker than him purchasing the tickets on his end and sending them up.  He's looked into the approximate cost and is sending the money now, along with some for you to take with you for meals along the way.”

      Cecelia's eyes lit up.  “He is?  I've been worried about that, since none of us have any money of our own.  I was rather hoping the families we've been staying with might be kind enough to send along some bread or cheese, maybe apples we could take with us.  I knew it wouldn't be much, but if we were careful I hoped it would do us until we got there.”

      “Well, you can stop worrying about that.  He said he's sending the money right away and it should cover the cost of the tickets, plus some extra to cover meals during your trip.  I'm going to meet with the attorney tomorrow, and as soon as I know anything else I'll let you know so you can let the other ladies know.  Hopefully we'll have you all on the train heading to Nebraska within a week or so.”

      “That would be wonderful.  Thank you so much, Sheriff.”

      As the sheriff left Mary came out of the house, looking a bit anxious.  “Is everything okay?”

      “I hope so.”  She explained the possible problem with Anna, but quickly added, “He thinks they can get it straightened out and we can all be heading to Nebraska within a week or so.”

      “Oh, that would be great,” Mary said, and quickly tried to explain her words.  “I mean, I'm going to miss you a great deal, but --”

      “I know Mr. Hart is anxious for me to be on my way, and I understand that.  I'm ever so grateful to your family for what you've done for me.”

      “Cecelia, I hope you go to Nebraska and find a wonderful young man to marry.  You're such a kind soul, and a very hard worker, and you deserve a life of happiness.  You've done so much more for my family and me than we did for you, yet you're the one thanking us.  You're a very special person.”

      Cecelia had tears in her eyes as she wrapped her arms around Mary Hart.  She'd been such a friend, and she vowed to stay in touch with her.  She would send a letter once she was settled in Nebraska.
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      Dawson stopped by the telegraph office one last time before doing his rounds and heading home for the day.  He knew it would take the sheriff of Brightfield some time to track down Miss Adams and talk with her, and would probably have to find the lady or ladies that were still seventeen to get their exact age, but he was anxious to hear from him.  Hopefully he would have good news and they could get train tickets for the ladies and they could begin their journey to Nebraska.  It would be a long journey, but at least with seven of them they wouldn't be as lonely as traveling that far alone, with no one to talk to along the way.

      He was surprised when he walked in the door and was greeted with a smile.  “I hoped you'd stop by one more time today,” his friend, Cyrus, said.  “I just got a telegraph from Pennsylvania, and I knew you'd want to see it right away.  If you hadn't stopped by I was going to take it to you before I left tonight.”

      “Thank you, Cyrus, I appreciate it,” Dawson said as he took the message.  He read it and smiled.

      “Good news, I take it?”

      “Real good news,” Dawson replied.

      “Do you want to send a response?”

      “Nope, not necessary yet.  He's meeting with someone tomorrow and will let me know more after that meeting.  Then I'll respond.  I'll be over tomorrow afternoon to check and see if he's sent anything yet.  Oh, by the way, I'd appreciate it if you don't let anyone know about these, or the contents of them just yet.”

      “Dawson, you know I can't tell anyone about any telegraph that wasn't for them,” Cyrus said, looking a bit annoyed.

      “I know, and I didn't mean to imply you would,” Dawson tried to assure him.  “But this is something that will affect everyone in Pine Falls, I think for the better, but there are a lot of things that could go wrong.  I don't want people getting their hopes up or getting all excited until the ladies are on their way.  Once they are, I'll call a town meeting and let everyone know what's going on.”

      “I understand, and I think that's a good idea,” Cyrus agreed.  “I obviously don't know the whole story, who these ladies are, but the idea of having some single ladies move to Pine Falls sure sounds like a good thing for the whole town.”  He grinned and added, “Especially for the lucky men who end up with a bride.”

      “I think the ladies will be happy to have more ladies to talk to and visit with, as well,” Dawson said.  “Let's just hope everything goes well.  Like I said, once they're on their way we'll have a town meeting and I'll share the good news and explain everything.”  He left the telegraph office with a smile on his face.  He'd gotten good news and knew he could trust Cyrus to keep this under his hat.

      His first stop was at Fred's office to share his news.  Fred met him at the door.  “I was just ready to leave for the day, but that smile on your face tells me you have some good news.  Come on in and sit down.”

      Once they were seated Dawson wasted no time.  “I got a telegraph from Sheriff Baylor in Brightfield.  He said one lady is already eighteen, and there's confusion on the other one, but he feels confident he and your friend the attorney, who is going to Brightfield tomorrow morning, will be able to work it out.  He said he'll let me know how it goes tomorrow.”

      “That's certainly good news, but I can't help but wonder what kind of confusion there could be.  If she's still seventeen and was living in an orphanage she would actually still be a ward of the state of Pennsylvania.  I'm not well versed in Pennsylvania's laws, so I'm not sure if they can simply sign a release, or if they would have to in essence sign her care over to you, or to the state of Nebraska, or exactly how that would work.  In some states once they're sixteen they can petition the state to become independent, but like I said, I'm not familiar with Pennsylvania's laws.”

      “Petition the state to become independent?  What exactly would that mean?”

      “That they have every right an eighteen-year-old would have.  It basically means the state is no longer responsible for them.  Basically about the only time a state would grant that independence is in a case like this, where she has a place to go.  They have to know she'll have a place to live and a job or someone to provide for her.”

      “I can assure them she'll have that here.  Will they need a letter stating that, though?  I'd hate to think we’d have to wait until I can write a letter and it gets there.  That could hold the ladies up for another couple weeks or so.”

      “You may be able to do it by telegraph.  It would be a rather long telegraph and may cost a little more, but they would probably be able to accept that.  I'm sure the town of Brightfield and the state of Pennsylvania will see this as a good opportunity for all the young ladies who have had a rather difficult life so far, so they'll work with you to accomplish this.”  He sat back and reflected a few moments.  “If you think about it, this is actually a wonderful thing.  It would be a grand idea for more ladies who grow up in orphanages, but not many towns out west would be able to come up with the money for train and coach fare to get the ladies to their towns.  Ladies are scarce out in these parts, and I'm sure the same is true in many small towns, and the single men looking for wives would welcome them with open arms.  The problem is the towns generally don't have the money to send for fare to get them here, or somewhere for them to stay once they arrive.  Pine Falls happens to have both, thanks to Ernie.”

      “You have a good point,” Dawson agreed.  “This is good for both us and the ladies, and I'm sure a number of other small towns would love to be able to do this same thing.  Ernie did Pine Falls a favor leaving his money to the town, and I think he'd be happy with me spending this money.  If you think about it, all it's really costing the town is the fare to get them out here.  Once they're here, Miss Adams assured me they're all willing to take any employment that's available here.  Someone to help Tom at the general store, and Bertha at the restaurant will be nice, and another seamstress will mean people can get the new clothes they've been waiting for Lenore to have time to make.  If a couple of them could open up a laundry for some of the single men, they'd sure appreciate that, as well.  While they're providing these services that will benefit the town, they'll also be earning money to buy their food and whatever else they need.  So other than providing the house, which is already here, after the first couple weeks, they shouldn't need much more assistance from the town.”

      “That means you'll still have money left in the trust,” Fred said with a chuckle.  “That means your job as trustee won't be done yet.”

      “Maybe not,” Dawson said with a bit of a frown, “but at least the new ladies in town may get people's minds off the trust for a while and I can have a little peace.  In time maybe another idea will come to me that would be a good use for the rest of it.”

      “I'm sure it will, and in the meantime, people may assume this used up the majority of it.  If they do, I'd let them think that.  Like you said, it will get them off your back.”

      “A grand idea,” Dawson agreed.  “In actuality, since the town already has Ernie's house, this isn't really going to take too much of the money in the trust, but no one needs to know that but you and me.”  Fred smiled and nodded in agreement.
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        * * *

      

      Cecelia was surprised when Sheriff Baylor knocked on the Harts' door again the very next day, wanting to speak with her again.  “I apologize for bothering you ladies again today, but Miss Adams, do you have the letters from Sheriff Nolan inviting all of you to travel at his expense to Nebraska?”

      “Yes, I have them,” Cecelia answered a bit warily.  Those letters had become special to her.  She'd read them over several times and had hoped to keep them.  Not only was the sheriff's offer the best thing that had ever happened to her, but she had begun to think of Sheriff Nolan in a rather unique way.  She knew the letters weren't personal, but after reading them several times she felt as though she knew him.  She knew it was crazy to feel that way, but she could tell by the words he'd written that he was a very caring person, and she found that very honorable.  It was also very attractive to her, even though she kept reminding herself he was the sheriff, and probably married or spoken for already.  Still, she hated to part with the letters just yet.  Maybe once she met him she'd have a different opinion of him and want to throw them out, but for right now she'd rather hold onto them.

      When Sheriff Baylor began speaking again, she pulled herself out of her thoughts to listen.  “I spoke with an attorney that came over from Philadelphia this morning, and he thinks we can get Anna's legal age changed.  He said we would have to talk to a judge and get him to sign a legal document saying he agreed with us that she was probably older than the orphanage guess when she arrived there, and was willing to declare her of age.  He says the letters from Sheriff Nolan inviting all of you, including her, to Nebraska, assuring you of a place to stay and employment there, will help in that endeavor.

      “As luck would have it, a judge arrived in Brightfield last evening to handle a few small matters, and will be leaving in the morning.  We've talked to him and he's agreed to meet with us.  He wants to meet Anna himself and speak with her, and the attorney thinks the letters from the sheriff, along with a character witness for Anna would be helpful.  We're hoping you will be able and willing to be that character witness and bring the letters you've received.”

      “Of course, I'll do anything I can,” Cecelia said quickly, “as long as it's okay with Mrs. Hart.  I told her I would get her mending caught up this afternoon.”

      “You go ahead, Cecelia,” Mary quickly said.  “This is important for all of you.  If you can help, you go ahead.  We can work on the mending tomorrow.”

      “Then I'll be glad to go, but I'm afraid I have a question.  What would I have to do as a character witness?”

      “The judge will simply want to talk to someone who knows Anna and can tell him what kind of lady she is.  You've known her for several years, I understand?”

      “I grew up with her, yes.  As I recall, I was about four or five when she came there as a baby.  She's a good lady; very honest and a hard worker.”

      “That's what the judge will want to hear.  How about if I come by in a couple hours, and I'll take you to talk to the judge.  We'll stop and get Anna on our way.  Be sure to bring the letters with you.  The judge may want to read them to assure himself that she will indeed have a place to stay.”

      Cecelia assured him she would be ready, and thanked him for his time and effort to help them.  He smiled and left, heading to the preacher's house to talk with Anna.  As he walked in that direction, his mind wandered.  He'd never really talked with these eight ladies, or actually with anyone that had grown up in the orphanage.  It was at the edge of town and no one in the town ever really had much interaction with them, other than John Kline, who was in charge.

      He understood that several years earlier, before he'd come to town to be the sheriff, the children attended the school in town.  They'd had a few problems, however.  Apparently some of the adults accused them of stealing things like apples from their trees, or food from their gardens, although his understanding was no one had actually ever seen it happen.  Because the parents were accusing them of these things, some of the children in town started teasing the children in the orphanage and calling them names, so they stopped attending.  One of the young ladies had recently turned eighteen, and since she had nowhere to go the orphanage agreed to provide room and board if she would teach the children.  She'd eagerly done so, and he'd been told she soon became a wonderful teacher.  With their own school, there was no need for the children to be out in the town, and the problems stopped.

      He realized he'd never had any problems with them, and therefore hadn't given them much thought, until now.  But thinking about it now, these ladies had all had a rough start to life.  An orphanage was no place to grow up, but in the few minutes he'd spent with the eight of them, helping them find families willing to take them in, he had to admit he was impressed, both with them and the orphanage that basically raised them.  All of them had been polite.  He'd had no complaints from any of the families they were staying with, other than they couldn't afford to keep them long term.  He understood that they were another mouth to feed.

      He'd talked with Miss Adams twice now, and she was not only polite, but he could sense she was an intelligent young lady.  In fact, he'd been told it was her idea to place the ad in several papers out west, hoping to find mail order husbands.  He assumed the others thought a lot of her, as well, since they'd chosen her to be their spokes person.  If the others were anything like her, Sheriff Nolan and Pine Falls would be getting some fine young ladies.  They might not have much in the way of material things, but having lived in Colorado himself, he knew most people out there didn't have a lot, either.  It seemed like a good fit; Pine Falls would be getting some good ladies looking for husbands, which he knew firsthand was something there was a definite shortage of out west.

      He understood Sheriff Nolan assured the ladies they would have a house to live in and employment so they could earn what they would need to live.  He couldn't help but wonder about that.  Where was the money coming from?  Did all the single men get together and somehow have a sufficient amount to cover it, or did Sheriff Nolan have money enough to cover everything?  He didn't know where the money was coming from, but he hoped the money truly was there and everything turned out well for both the ladies, and the people of Pine Falls.

      When he arrived at the preacher's house and asked to speak with Anna Cultrip again, he was greeted by another friendly, polite young lady.  After speaking with her, she was a bit nervous, which he understood, but assured him she would be ready in a few hours, as well, and would answer any questions the judge had.  As he headed back to his office he couldn't help but to think again that the orphanage had done a good job raising these ladies.  When it burned down, the children under legal age were taken to an orphanage in Philadelphia.  After meeting these ladies and thinking about their plight, he had a heavy heart for all the children, and hoped they were doing well.

      Three hours later he released the breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding, when the judge signed the document declaring Anna of age.  He'd been very thorough, which had Sheriff Baylor a bit worried.  He'd talked first with Miss Adams, asking questions about how long she'd known Miss Cultrip, and what she was like.  He listened carefully as Miss Adams related Mrs. White's concerns about her age, including how that would have meant she was walking and talking earlier than most infants.  The judge also read the letters from Sheriff Nolan.

      Then he talked at length with Miss Cultrip.  In the end he'd been convinced that she was more than likely older than they had originally guessed.  He conceded that even if she wasn't quite eighteen yet, she was close, and he didn't want her to miss out on what sounded like a wonderful opportunity simply because they didn't have an exact date for her age.  He signed the document, shook hands with all of them and wished both ladies the best of luck in their new adventures in Nebraska.
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        * * *

      

      Dawson was beside himself the next afternoon.  He'd checked for a telegram four times already, and it was getting late.  Sheriff Baylor had said he would let him know how his meeting with the attorney went, and Dawson had assumed they would meet in the morning, the attorney would let him know what they would have to do about the one youngest lady, and the sheriff would let him know.  If the meeting was lasting this long, it couldn't be good news.  They must be trying to come up with something they could do to remedy the situation.

      That gave Dawson pause.  If they couldn't find a solution, should he have the rest of them come out to Pine Falls now, and send more money for another ticket when the youngest lady reached her eighteenth birthday?  That would make sense, since the other ladies out there were pretty desperate for a place to live.  On the other hand, though, that would involve the last young lady traveling clear from Philadelphia to Pine Falls on her own, and he wasn't sure he felt right about that.  It would certainly be a long, lonely trip for her, but it may also be dangerous for a young lady to travel that far by herself.  Maybe he could arrange for a traveling companion.  That would be safer, but it would cost additional money.  He had the money in the trust he could do that, but how would he find someone willing to do that?

      He was sitting at his desk, wondering about that possibility, when Cyrus rushed into his office.  Sheriff, I got a telegram for you.  I ran it over because I knew you've been waiting for it.”

      “Thank you, Cyrus.  I sure appreciate it,” Dawson told him sincerely.

      “You're welcome.  It sounds like good news.  I've got to get back to the shop, but maybe I can talk to you a bit when you come in to send a reply.”  With that, Cyrus rushed back outside, and Dawson looked down at his telegraph with a big smile.

      He read it over once, then hurried out the door toward Fred's office as he read it over again to be sure he hadn't misread it.  In his haste he almost ran into two ladies walking past.  He apologized quickly, and hurried on past them, leaving them both watching him and asking if everything was all right.

      “It's fine,” he said, never slowing down.

      “What's fine?” Fred asked as he came out the door, ready to leave for the day.

      “I'll tell you inside.”  Dawson didn't wait, but physically turned his friend around and headed him back inside his office.

      Fred laughed, but retreated back inside.  “You must have gotten some good news from Brightfield.”

      “Sit down and read it, then tell me again that I'm doing the right thing.”

      Fred quickly scanned the telegraph, and nodded his head.  “This sounds better than I was hoping for.  They not only found a way to fix the problem, but they've already accomplished it.  Sheriff Baylor says he got your money in the mail today and will look into getting tickets on the train and stagecoach for seven ladies tomorrow, and will let you know when they will be leaving and arriving.  I'm glad you went ahead and sent the money.”

      “Me, too.  I sent it the day after we talked about this whole thing.  The sheriff assured me if things fell through or the ladies couldn't all make it, he would send the unused money back with Miss Adams, who is acting as the spokes lady for the group.”

      “She's the one you've been exchanging letters with?”

      “She is.”

      “And she's already just about stolen your heart, just from her letters.  She must be quite a lady,” Fred said with a bit of a smile.  “I'm eager to meet her.”

      “As am I,” Dawson admitted.  “But there are six others you should be more eager to meet,” he added with a bit of a warning on his face, which Fred certainly didn't miss.  He hadn't realized just how interested Dawson had become in Miss Adams.  He hoped things went well for his friend.  He was a good man and would make a very good husband and father some day.  He hadn't actually given much thought to he himself courting one of the ladies, but the thought certainly merited some consideration.  He wasn't opposed to the thought at all.

      “I wasn't sure how much the tickets would cost, but I estimated it and sent enough for eight ladies.  Now that there are only seven coming, there should be plenty.  I'll remind Sheriff Baylor to give the rest to Miss Adams and tell her to buy their meals along the way with it.  Coming from an orphanage, I'm sure they're not accustomed to spending a lot of money or eating large meals, but I want them to know there is sufficient money to buy decent meals for all of them.

      “Do you have any question about trusting them with the money, especially if there's more than they'll need since there are only seven of them now instead of eight?”

      “I trust Miss Adams.  From her letters I can tell she cares deeply for other people, so I don't have any concerns with her bringing back any that's left.  I know very little about the rest of them, so I guess we'll just have to hope they're morally good people, as well, or at least that they have enough respect for Miss Adams that she'll be able to keep them all in line during the trip.”  He was quiet for several moments before adding, “Now that I think about it, that's kind of a big responsibility to put on a young lady.  Miss Adams is only twenty-two, so she's taken on quite a bit already, speaking for them all.”

      “Yes, she has,” Fred agreed.  “That says something about her right there.  Do you know, are the others about the same age, or are some older?”

      “I don't know a lot about them, other than they range in age from the young seventeen-year-old to one that is almost thirty.  She said that one woman, I believe she said her name is Lizzie, was afraid Pine Falls wouldn't want to pay her way because she is as old as she is, and there may not be any men looking for someone her age.  I told her we have several single men in their thirties who would love to find a good lady to settle down with.”

      “That's true; we do.  I can think of four or five right off the top of my head,” Fred said.

      Dawson nodded in agreement.  “I sure hope I'm doing the right thing.”

      “I told you when you first told me about the idea that I liked it, and I meant it.  The more I've thought about it, the more I like it.  The only problem I see is that there are only seven of them.  We have a lot more than seven eligible bachelors in Pine Falls.”

      “And most of them would love to find a wife.”  Dawson chuckled and suggested, “If this works out well, maybe we should write a letter of our own to another orphanage or two.  I hadn't thought about it before I read that ad, but the poor ladies in an orphanage are rather desperate for a home once they come of age, and the men in Pine Falls are rather desperate to meet single ladies.  Ernie always thought a lot of his family before they passed on, and mentioned one time it's a shame there are so few single ladies in Nebraska for the men out here to meet.  He thought family ties were important.”

      “I remember hearing him say something like that, as well,” Fred agreed.  “I  think Ernie would be pleased as punch with how you're using his money.  And even though you were kidding, if this works out like I think it might, you may want to consider writing those letters to other orphanages.  As long as you have money in the trust for their tickets here, employment for them once they're here, and a house for them to live in, why not?  The men in Pine Falls I think would be very appreciative, and new families here will certainly help our little town to grow.”

      “Maybe,” Dawson agreed, “but first let's see how this first batch of ladies goes.  It may not go quite as smoothly as you're apparently thinking it will.”

      “You worry too much.  I think everything will be fine.”

      “Well, apparently we're about to find out.  I hope you're right.”  Dawson was excited, but a bit concerned at the same time.  He felt responsible for the ladies, and they had a long trip ahead of them.
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      Things were happening quickly in Brightfield.  Sheriff Baylor visited the Harts' home again the next day.  He'd gotten train tickets for the seven ladies, and the trip would take seven days.  That would be followed by a three to four hour ride by stagecoach to arrive in Pine Falls.  Cecelia was glad the stagecoach part was short, less than a day, as she'd heard riding in them could be a rough, uncomfortable trip in a cramped stagecoach, which could get very hot in warm weather.  They would leave in two days, which meant by the time they got to the stagecoach it would be July, which could be quite warm.  She didn't know anything about the weather in Nebraska, but she assumed July could be quite warm no matter where you are.

      Mr. Hart was elated to hear they were leaving in two days, which didn't surprise Cecelia a bit.  Mrs. Hart was a little more reluctant to see her leave, which made Cecelia feel good.  She promised to send a letter once she reached Pine Falls, and Mary promised they would stay in touch through letters.

      Cecelia told the other ladies the tickets were purchased and they left in two days.  She then spent the next two days worrying about whether she'd done the right thing.  She felt responsible for all seven of them, since they'd all agreed to her idea.  What if something happened to one or more of them on the way out?  Or what if they got to Pine Falls and hated it?

      After all, she didn't know anything about that area, other than women were in short supply and life was harder out west.  You had to work hard out there to survive.  She didn't mind hard work, but what if this was harder than she thought?  What if they had to cut all their own firewood, or hunt to put meat on their table?  At the orphanage she'd been used to hard work, but had never cut firewood or hunted in her life.  Would she be able to do what would be expected of her out in Nebraska?  And how about the rest of them?  Had she helped them, or had she just made a big mistake?

      The night before she was to leave she was in the living room packing her things into her valise when Mr. Hart called her, saying she had another visitor.  She assumed it was either the sheriff with some last minute instructions, or one of the other ladies with a concern.  When she got to the door, though, she was surprised to see a man she'd never met before.

      She approached him, glad that Mary had come to the door to see who it was, as well.  “Hello, I'm Cecelia Adams,” she told the stranger.  “May I help you?”

      “Nice to meet you, Miss Adams.  My name is Colt Miller, and I came to deliver something to you from Emily Adams.  I understand she's your aunt?”

      “Oh, yes, she is.  I'd forgotten, Aunt Emily said someone from the church she attends would be traveling this way and had agreed to drop something off here.”

      “Yes, I have it here,” he said as he pulled out a package wrapped in brown paper.  “Do you know about this, and how to use it?”

      “I have no idea what it is,” Cecelia admitted.  “All she told me is it was something that belonged to my father and she thought I should have it.”

      “Oh,” Mr. Miller said, obviously surprised.  “I'm not sure I feel comfortable leaving it then.”

      “Why?  What in the world could it be that would give you pause for concern?”

      Mr. Miller unwrapped the package and pulled out a gun.  Cecelia's eyes grew huge.  She knew nothing about guns, had never touched one, but just looking at this gun told her it was rather special.  There was no other way to describe it other than beautiful, and she never thought she would ever say that about a gun.

      To her way of thinking, guns were used for hunting, and they were longer, like a rifle or a shotgun.  She didn't really know the difference between those two, but knew they were both used for hunting and were longer than this one.  Other than hunting, the only thing she knew of that guns were used for was to commit terrible crimes, like robbing a bank.  She didn't think a thief would have a gun that looked this nice, though, so maybe this was more like a sheriff would use; someone whose job it was to protect people from thieves and such.

      Her mind was still wandering when Mr. Miller began speaking again, which brought her focus back to him.  “Have you ever handled a gun?”

      “Never,” she admitted.  “I've never even seen one like this.”

      Mary came closer, as did Mr. Hart, who apparently had been just around the corner, listening.  He walked past both ladies to take a look at the gun.  “This is a nice one,” was all he said.

      “It is,” Mr. Miller agreed.  “Helen told me about this gun when she gave it to me to deliver to her niece.  She said this was her brother's, your father's,” he said as he looked at Cecelia.  “It had been their father's gun, and he gave it to your father when he married your mother.  He had a rifle he used for hunting, so he didn't use this gun, but he kept it polished and in good working condition.  When Helen's husband died, your father gave it to her, saying if she insisted on living alone, she needed to be able to protect herself.  He taught her how to use it and checked on it from time to time to make sure it was in good working order and that she practiced with it regularly in case she ever needed to use it.  She said you're moving now, and she wants you to have it before you leave, so you have the one thing she and your father had from their father.”

      “I don't know what to say,” Cecelia said after several moments of silence.  “It's beautiful, but I don't know how to use it.”

      “According to Helen, your grandfather had it made for your grandmother, so she would have a gun to keep in their cabin in case she ever had any trouble.  Apparently they occasionally had a drifter go through and stop and ask for some water, or maybe a little food.  Most of them were nice, but every now and then one would come by that your grandfather didn't trust.  He worked out in the fields and tried to keep an eye on the house, but there were a few places on their farm where he couldn't see the house, and he worried about her being alone.”

      “That was so thoughtful of him,” Cecelia said, wishing she'd had a chance to know them.

      “Helen said he taught her how to use it before he left it at the cabin.  She said your father did the same thing; he made sure Helen knew how to use it before he gave it to her.”  He stopped a moment to think before continuing.  “I'm sorry, but I don't have time to teach you how to use this before I leave it with you, but maybe --”

      “She's leaving on the train in the morning,” Mr. Hart said, “so I can't teach her, either.  Maybe you should leave it here, Cecelia.”

      His words angered Cecelia.  This was the first time since she'd been there that he'd called her by her given name, and she knew it was just in an attempt to get the gun.  Her father had been killed when she was so young she barely remembered him, but she still loved him.  There was no way anyone was taking this gun, the one thing she now had that had been his.

      Before she could get her temper under control enough to answer him, Mary spoke up.  “Clyde, how could you even suggest that?  This is Cecelia's, and it's the only thing she has from her parents.”  She turned to Cecelia and took one of her hands and squeezed it.  “Of course I think you need to keep this.  But since you don't know how to use it, I would suggest you keep it hidden on the trip.  Don't let anyone see it.  I don't know much about guns, either, but this one looks like a nice one, and I'd hate for someone to see it and decide they wanted it.  They won't want what they can't see, so keep it hidden.  Once you get to Nebraska and meet a man who will become your husband, show him and ask him to teach you how to use it.  I'm sure he'll be happy to.”

      “I think that's a good idea,” Mr. Miller said.  “Your grandfather had this gun made specially for your grand mother, which is why it has the two small rubies in it.  Helen said your grandmother loved rubies.  It is a nice gun and it's worth enough money that if the wrong man saw it he might decide to steal it.  I agree, keep it hidden until you find the man you intend to marry.  He'll teach you how to use it, but until then, keep it out of sight.”

      Cecelia nodded as she tentatively took the gun in her hands.  “I will do that,” she promised.  “I don't even know how to check, but I hope there aren't any bullets in it.”

      “I checked before I agreed to carry it with me to deliver to you.  There are none in it, so it's safe for you to take with you, as long as you keep it out of sight.”

      “I will.  Thank you, Mr. Miller.  I don't know how to thank you for bringing this to me.”

      “You're quite welcome.  Helen is a good woman, and when she heard I was coming this way, she asked if I would do this big favor for her.  It meant a lot to her to get this to you.  She really wanted you to have it.”

      “I know in her letter she told me she had something that had belonged to him and it needed to go to me now that I was an adult.  It does mean a lot to me.  Thank you again, and please thank her for me, as well.  I will write her a letter to thank her as well, but I'm not sure how soon I'll be able to post it.”

      “I will tell her.  Have a good trip and I wish you well in Nebraska.  It was nice meeting all of you.”

      After Mr. Miller left, Clyde and Mary joined Cecelia at the table, where she gently put the gun down and they all took another good look at it.  Clyde told her to be careful with it because it was indeed a very nice gun, but she was glad he didn't mention anything else about her leaving it there.  Before she went to bed that evening she carefully wrapped it in a cloth Mary had given her for just that purpose, and tucked it down in her satchel.

      The next morning Cecelia got up and made breakfast for the Hart family so Mary could have one more morning to sleep in a little later.  She knew once she left she would be busy, taking care of a rather large family, along with the new baby.  She herself hoped to have a family of her own some day, but she didn't envy Mary.  Clyde was a stern man, and seemed cold.  She knew a lot of marriages were for convenience, and assumed that was the case with Clyde and Mary.  Most men seemed to want an heir, especially a son to leave their farm or business to, and ladies often needed a place to live, so they married.  She knew often times the couple fell in love after they married, and she thought Clyde treated Mary well enough, but she wasn't sure they were in love.

      She knew she was probably dreaming, but she'd always thought how wonderful it would be to marry someone she loved, or at least had strong feelings for.  If that were the case there was a good chance she would eventually end up in love with her husband.  She often dreamed of such things, but tried to constantly remind herself that was just a dream.  Now, as she gathered the last of her things and placed them in her valise, she wondered again what lay ahead.  Was there a man in Nebraska that she would some day marry?  If so, was there a chance she would not only love him, but he could grow to love her, as well?

      A knock at the door both surprised her and brought her mind back to the present.  She picked up her valise as she headed to the kitchen to see who was there.  She was surprised again when she saw Sheriff Baylor.  He'd brought his buggy to collect her, as well as a few of the other ladies who didn't live close to the train station.  He'd been so thoughtful and helpful, she would have to write him a nice letter to thank him, as well, after she was settled in her new home.

      Once they were on their way to the next house to pick up Goldie Compton and Anna Cultrip, Sheriff Baylor gave her the additional money and told her it was from Sheriff Nolan to buy their meals along the way.  She looked inside the pouch he'd put it in, and couldn't believe what she was seeing.  “But there's much more in here than we'll need for meals for seven days.”

      “Sheriff Nolan wanted to be sure you have enough to buy your meals.  He sent me a letter along with the money.  He said he knows the train stops every so often so they can take on coal and water, and the passengers are normally free to get off and walk around the town, maybe get a meal if they want.  He wasn't sure if any of you would have a little money of your own, but he didn't want you to have to go to these towns and buy bread and apples, maybe a little cheese at the general stores instead of buying proper meals.  He asked that I tell you to please make sure all of you get proper meals.”

      “I'll do that,” she promised.  “That was so thoughtful of him, and I so appreciate it.  I don't know about any of the others, but I was a little concerned about how we would eat.  I don't have any money of my own,” she said quietly, as she turned her head.

      “That's nothing to be ashamed of,” Sheriff Baylor said simply, “and he wanted to make sure it wasn't a problem for any of you.”

      “I'll have to be sure and thank him for that.  I can do that when I give him back whatever is left.”

      “If there is any left,” the sheriff said.  “Seven days is a long time, and there are seven of you.  The cost may add up quicker than you think.”

      “Maybe, but I don't see how we could possibly need this much.  I'll be sure we have some to return to him.”

      Less than two hours later she found herself with the other six ladies on a train, headed for Nebraska.  Looking around at the other ladies, she could tell they had mixed feelings, like herself.  She decided to try to get them to open up and talk about it a bit.  Hopefully if they all talked about their feelings and any fears they had, by the time they reached their destination some of the anxiousness they all seemed to have would be gone.

      Cecelia started a conversation as they were traveling, and it wasn't too difficult to get the ladies to share their thoughts.

       "One concern I have is my age," Lizzie said, willing to start the conversation.  "I'm almost thirty.  Most ladies are married and have children by my age.  What if the single men here are expecting someone younger? That's good for all of you, and I hope you all find that special man to marry and start a family with. But what about me?  What will I do once you're all married?"

      "I'm only a few years younger than you," Goldie said. "I've had similar thoughts, but to be honest, I'm also a little worried about how to act around a man.  That will be a new experience in itself."

      "That's what I've been worrying about," Anna said.  "I've never been around men enough to feel comfortable.  Even the other boys in the orphanage made me nervous if I talked to one of them. I got so nervous I was tongue-tied.  I'm afraid I'll act like a ninny and none of the men will want me."

      "Those thoughts have crossed my mind, as well," Rose admitted.  "But I've also wondered about what employment opportunities may await us. I assume they won't expect us to do something we're not morally happy with, but what if none of us know how to do the jobs that are open?  Then what will we do?"

      "I think we're smart and we'll be able to learn any job they expect us to be able to do," Cecelia said, trying to reassure of them, herself included.

      "And it's good that we'll have each other," Sally added.  "We can help each other through anything that seems difficult at first."

      "That's true," Ella said, "and we may be worrying about nothing.  I've been trying to think of all the good aspects of this.  We're starting new lives out here, and it may be the perfect opportunity for each of us.  I think we need to focus on that."

      They all agreed, and promised to share whatever money any of them were able to earn, to make sure they all had whatever they may need.

      Cecelia soon realized that getting them to talk was a good idea.  They had similar worries, but it didn't take long for them to realize they would all be there for each other.  They would be together and would be watching out for each other.  They felt much better once they came to that conclusion.

      Riding the train was fun at first.  None of them had ever been on a train, nor had they traveled west before, so it was all new and exciting.  After a few days, however, they were getting weary.  Riding on a train was not as glamorous as they'd thought it would be.  Their dresses were dusty and smelled a bit like the coal steam, but they didn't want to change clothes.  They had two dresses apiece, and they wanted to save their better dress for the day they would arrive.

      They were told they would get to the train station in Red Rock, Nebraska around ten o'clock in the morning.  The stage wouldn't be in town until two o'clock.  Sheriff Baylor said the hotel in Red Rock had rooms where they could pay for a bath, and people getting off the train would often do that before setting out on the next part of their journey.  The ladies agreed they would like to save money on a meal by simply buying some bread and cheese one day, so each of them could take a bath before catching the stagecoach for the final leg of their trip.  That way they could put on their clean dress, and wouldn't be so dusty and smell like coal dust when they met people in Pine Falls for the first time.  They knew their dresses weren't fancy, but at least they would be clean.

      The ladies got excited the evening before they were to arrive.  Their journey was coming to an end, finally.  Cecelia was nervous, but excited.  She would be glad to be able to take a bath and get cleaned up and wash the coal dust out of her hair.  She would also be happy to stand on solid ground for more than a few hours at a time.  However, she was nervous about most everything else.

      She was anxious to meet Sheriff Nolan in person, but wasn't sure what to expect from him.  She kept telling herself he wouldn't treat her any differently than any of the other ladies, but she secretly hoped that wasn't true.  She felt she knew him, and hoped they could find a little time to speak privately. She kept telling herself not to get her hopes up, but it didn't seem to be doing any good.  She just hoped she wasn't too disappointed if he quickly fell for someone else.
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        * * *

      

      Once Dawson got the information as to when the ladies would be arriving in Red Rock, he sent a telegram to the Red Rock stagecoach office, telling them he and some other men would be meeting the ladies and they could put any trunks they had on his wagon.  He then talked to Fred again about who should accompany them.

      Joe at the sawmill was the first person he talked to, and he was thrilled when Dawson told him about the ladies coming to Pine Falls.  His mail order bride had backed out after exchanging several letters. Her mother had gotten sick and she decided she was needed there to care for her.  Joe jumped at the chance to meet these ladies in Red Rock, thinking maybe being one of the first to meet them might give him a head start on getting to know them and hopefully making one of them his bride.

      Dawson also talked to Pete Burgan, the carpenter who built most of the homes and much of the furniture in Pine Falls.  He was fairly tall, and had broad shoulders, like Dawson.  Like Joe, working with lumber all the time had made Pete pretty muscular.  Fred would go along, as well, and they thought the four of them, all fairly good-sized men, should be able to load all the ladies' trunks and belongings onto the wagon, and with them escorting the coach, along with the driver and his helper, they should be able to protect them.  They doubted anyone would get any ideas about a stagecoach full of young ladies and try anything with six capable men with them.

      Once they knew who would be going to Red Rock to escort the ladies back to Pine Falls, Dawson called a town meeting.  He told everyone about the arrangements he'd made for the ladies, and waited for their reactions.  He had been sure everyone would like the idea, but now that the time was here to tell everyone, he worried they wouldn't like the idea.  He needn't have worried, however.  It took a few minutes for everyone to digest what he'd just told them, but it was soon obvious the people of Pine Falls loved the idea.  Applause went up, followed by a few questions and topped off with lots of talk among neighbors and friends.

      The ladies were excited to have more ladies to visit with, maybe get some new ideas or recipes from.  Lenore was ecstatic when Dawson said at least some of them were seamstresses and made their own clothes.  Tom was delighted to hear the ladies all had gone to school and a couple of them excelled at arithmetic and were willing to help him at the general store.

      Dawson wasn't in the least surprised to see that the men were all in favor of the ladies coming to town.  Besides the obvious, where every single man was hoping to find the love of his life, some of the local miners were hoping a couple of the ladies would start a laundry service.

      Overall, Dawson let out a big sigh of relief.  He couldn't remember ever seeing the people of Pine Falls this excited.  They returned to their homes happy and talking to their neighbors and friends.  That excitement just seemed to build over the next few days.  As he walked around town all he seemed to hear people talking about was the new residents of Pine Falls.

      The ladies had gotten together and planned a big dinner to welcome the newcomers.  They wanted to have it the evening they would arrive in town, but Dawson convinced them that might not be the best idea.  He suggested the next evening might be better, as the train or stagecoach could be late, or the ladies might be exhausted when they arrived.

      They agreed, and as the ladies planned the menu, the men got busy and prepared an area large enough to hold the entire town and surrounding neighbors.  They cut down trees, many of them pine trees, and took them to Joe's sawmill so he could make lumber for tables and benches.  They then built a pavilion of sorts for overhead, using the pine boughs from the trees they'd cut for a roof to keep them dry in case in rained.  Men in town had talked about building such a thing before, to be used every Fourth of July when they had a town picnic, but they hadn't gotten it done.  This seemed to be the perfect time to put their plan into action, and they were determined to have it done in time.

      Joe agreed to cut the trees into lumber, but warned them he was going with Dawson to pick the ladies up, so they needed to make sure they had enough lumber before he left.  Likewise, several of the men knew how to make the tables and benches, but weren't sure how to tackle the overhead structure.  Pete drew up plans for it and told them how much lumber they would need, but made sure a few other men knew how it was to go together, since he would also be going to Red Rock.
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      It seemed to Dawson the big day would never arrive, even though everyone was busy.  Eventually, when Friday did finally arrive, Dawson was ready to go, but he wasn't the only one.  Joe had his wagon hitched up and ready to go, waiting out in front of the sheriff's office by eight o'clock.  He much preferred riding his horse than driving the wagon that far, though, so he had his saddle horse tied on behind the wagon.  Dawson told him he didn't mind driving the wagon, as long as Joe would let them use it.  It was a larger wagon than most, and could easily carry any trunks or luggage the ladies had.  Even if one of them brought a cherished piece of furniture, the wagon would be big enough.

      The four men had talked on Thursday and decided they would leave Pine Falls about half past nine.  It was a four hour ride by stagecoach, but it only took a single rider on a horse a couple hours.  With the wagon it would take a little longer, but it was empty so they would still make better time than the stage, which always went slower so the passengers inside weren't bounced around quite so much.  Three hours should get them there, and they would still have an hour and a half or so to meet the ladies and load the wagon before the stage would be ready to leave.

      Pete and Fred showed up shortly after seeing Joe's wagon at the sheriff's office, and it didn't take long for them to decide to go ahead and leave.  They would get there early, but better to be early than late.  This would give them time to get a meal at the restaurant and give the horses a good rest before leaving on the return trip.  He climbed into the wagon, took the reins, and off they went.

      Surprisingly, the three men, particularly Pete and Joe, had lots of questions about the ladies as they made their way to Red Rock. "So, what do you know about any of them?" Pete asked.

      "Not a lot," Dawson said.  "They all grew up in the orphanage, and they range in age from eighteen to almost thirty."

      "I'm glad to hear at least one of them is close to thirty," Joe said.  "I'm thirty-two and was afraid they might all be too young for me."  

      "I wonder what kind of man they might be looking for," Pete said.  "I'm shy until I get to know people, and I haven't had much experience talking with ladies.  I'd hate to try to get to know one of them and find out they're looking for someone that's more sophisticated, a smooth talker."

      "I can't say for sure," Dawson said, "but the letters I've gotten from Miss Dawson seem like they're very down to earth.  Remember, they grew up in an orphanage, so they haven't gone to any finishing schools, and I doubt they've spent a lot of time around men, either."

      Both Pete and Joe nodded in approval at Dawson's words.  He had to smile as he watched all three men's level of excitement rise the closer they got to Red Rock. He hoped it worked out well for Joe, Pete, Fred and maybe three more men in Pine Falls. After the last few days, he had to add himself to that list. Miss Cecelia Adams had been on his mind a lot lately, and he hoped to get a chance to spend a little time alone with her.

      Dawson had to admit it was an enjoyable trip.  The other three men stayed close to the wagon and they were able to talk as they rode, which made the trip seem shorter.  When they got to Red Rock they found a nice shade tree near the creek that ran next to the railroad station and unhitched the horses.  After tying them close enough to allow them to drink from the creek, they fed them and let them rest, while they went to check on the train and stagecoach.

      Once they were assured the stagecoach was expected to be on time, and would be ready to leave at two o'clock, they asked about the ladies.  They were told the train had indeed arrived on time and the ladies had gone to the hotel.  That was their next stop.  Sue Ella, who ran the hotel along with her husband, told Sheriff Nolan the ladies had all paid for a bath some time ago, so they should be finished shortly.  Hearing that, he asked if they could get a table large enough for all of them in the hotel's restaurant so they could meet and welcome them.  Hopefully getting to know them a bit over a meal would help both the men and women feel a little more at ease on the trip back to Pine Falls.

      Sue Ella agreed that would be a splendid idea, and hurried to the dining room to make the arrangements.  She returned to the lobby just as the ladies were entering from the other side.  She quickly went to Miss Adams, who seemed to be in charge, and spoke to her a few minutes before leading them to Dawson and the other three men.

      Dawson and the others stood when they saw Sue Ella and a group of ladies approach.  Dawson took a quick look at the group, but his eyes met Cecelia's, and somehow he knew that was the lady that had written the letters he'd kept and read several times.  He was a little surprised, however, when she went directly to him and greeted him.  “Sheriff Nolan?”

      “Yes, Ma'am,” he said with a big, warm smile.  “And you are Miss Cecelia Adams?”

      “I am,” she answered with a matching smile.

      “It's nice to meet you and be able to put a face to the words in your letters.  I thought it might be nice if a few of us from Pine Falls met you here.  We brought a wagon to take back all your trunks or anything you've brought with you, and we'll escort the stage to make sure no one gets any ideas about stopping a stage full of young ladies.”

      “That was very thoughtful of you, Sheriff Nolan.  Thank you.”

      “We also thought we could take you ladies to lunch so we can get to know each other a bit before we start our trip.  Let's load everything onto the wagon, make sure it all fits, and if you ladies are amenable to joining us for lunch, Miss Sue Ella has a table set for all of us.”

      “That sounds wonderful,” Cecelia said, before lowering her voice to add, “but I think you've overestimated our belongings.”

      Dawson was a little confused, thinking from his experience that ladies didn't like to travel light and he assumed if they were moving here they would have brought everything they owned.  She leaned a little closer and looked down, as if she were embarrassed, and said, “We brought our belongings with us but we don't have much.  We each have a valise, but that's it.  I hope that won't be a problem.”

      It hit Dawson then that they were coming from an orphanage.  People out west generally didn't have as much as people back east, but about all the ladies in Pine Falls had at least three or four dresses, a pair of boots for working, and a pair of shoes for when they went out shopping or to church.  They also had at least one hat to keep the sun off them in the summer, and a good shawl or coat for winter.  He hadn't even considered that ladies in an orphanage wouldn't have at least that much, which seemed pretty basic to him, but they must not.  He didn't know of any single valise big enough to hold all that, especially extra shoes and a coat or heavy shawl.  He hoped the men the ladies ended up with would be able to purchase a few essentials for their ladies.

      Looking back at Miss Adams, he didn't want her to feel embarrassed or worried, especially over something that was beyond their control.  “Of course it won't be a problem,” he assured her, also using a quiet voice.  “It means less lifting on our part.”  He smiled, hoping to reassure her.  “Why don't you show us where your things are and we'll get them loaded up so we can all get to know each other a little bit while we have a nice meal.”

      “Miss Sue Ella told us we could leave them in the room where we dressed, so they're right back here.  We'll get them.”  She motioned for the other ladies and they disappeared back into the room they'd come from.  While they were gone, Dawson took the opportunity to quickly pass onto the men what she'd shared with him, so they wouldn't say anything that might be hurtful to them.   When they emerged a few minutes later they were each carrying a valise.  None of them were very large, and all were very worn.

      “Let's get these in the wagon so we can go eat,” Dawson said, reaching out to take Cecelia's valise and the one the lady standing next to her was holding.  The other men did the same, and once they had all of them, he turned back to Cecelia.  “Miss Adams, why don't you ladies go on into the dining room.  We'll run these over to the wagon and be right in to join you.”

      “Thank you.”  The ladies headed for the dining room while the men headed toward the wagon.  When they got back to the dining room the conversation the ladies were having came to an abrupt halt, which made Dawson smile.  Apparently they'd been talking about the four of them, just like they'd discussed the ladies.  He was happy to see the ladies had seated themselves around the table, leaving four empty seats scattered among them.  That was the perfect way for them all to get acquainted.  He quickly made his way to take the empty seat by Miss Adams, who smiled when he sat down next to her.

      The other men sat as well, and the waitress told them what they had to offer and took their orders.  Dawson started the conversation by introducing himself as the sheriff, and the other three men, telling the ladies what each of them did.  Miss Adams did the same, introducing herself and the other six ladies, announcing only their name and age.

      Dawson thanked her.  “Maybe we should start with me telling you ladies a little about Pine Falls.”  The ladies nodded and listened with interest as he explained how big their little town was, what the people were like, what businesses Pine Falls had to offer and what the weather was like year round.  The ladies seemed surprised and a bit concerned when he told them winters in Nebraska could get very cold.  “We have plenty of time before that cold weather arrives,” he assured them, “so we'll be able to make sure you have the winter clothes you'll need.”  He was glad to see the look of relief on all their faces.

      Conversation during their meal was surprisingly easy and comfortable.  The ladies asked several questions, mostly about the town and surrounding communities, as well as the weather, and the men all joined in the conversation as they answered each question.  The ladies seemed concerned about how cold it could get in the winter, but Dawson again assured them he, with the help of some of the ladies in town, would make sure they all had what they would need to get through the winter before the first snow.  That seemed to ease their mind.  All of them seemed to get along real well.  Dawson was happy to see the ladies seemed like they would fit in nicely in Pine Falls.

      When they finished the meal, they made their way back to meet the stagecoach, and their timing was good.  The stage pulled up shortly after they arrived.  It was pretty apparent the coach would seat six of them easily, but they would have to crowd together to get all seven of them in.

      Dawson had an idea and turned to Cecelia.  “Miss Adams, if you wouldn't mind riding in the wagon with me, we could use the time to talk.  I can tell you where you ladies will be staying and what to expect.  That might make it a little easier once we get to Pine Falls.”

      To his delight, Cecelia eagerly accepted his offer.  “That sounds like a wonderful idea.  I have several questions, and I'm sure you do, as well.  If we can work things out between the two of us, I can share the information with the other ladies this evening.”

      Dawson was happy to see the other ladies nodding their heads, obviously in agreement with Cecelia.  He'd noticed they all seemed to have a good deal of trust and respect for her, which said a lot about her to his way of thinking.  That didn't really surprise him much, as he'd been impressed with her through her letters.  He was anxious for them to be able to talk on the way home.

      The men had talked on the way to Red Rock about all of them keeping their eyes open on the return trip, in case anyone out there thought a stagecoach full of young ladies would be an easy target.   As Joe and Pete helped the ladies into the stagecoach, Fred pulled Dawson aside for a quick message.  “We'll watch the surroundings and let you know if we see anything of concern.  Go ahead and get to know Miss Adams a bit.”  He gave Dawson a knowing smile before hurrying over to the stagecoach, just as Miss Adams was heading toward them and the wagon.   He tipped his hat and smiled at her as he passed.

      Dawson lifted her into the wagon, which seemed to surprise her a bit, but she smiled and thanked him.  Soon the little caravan was on its way, with Joe and Pete leading the stage, followed by Dawson and Cecelia in the wagon, and Fred following along behind, turning to look behind them from time to time.

      Dawson and Cecelia had no trouble keeping conversation going on the trip back.  She started off by thanking him for letting her ride with him.  The way she saw it, she was the lucky one of the bunch, getting to ride in the open air and enjoy the beautiful day, even if it was a little warmer than Dawson would have preferred.  She was obviously very aware of the scenery around her, looking from side to side constantly, and commenting on certain things, asking questions about others.

      In between that, they talked about the house they would be living in.  He told her it was right next to his home, and he expected them to ask him any questions they may have, and let him know if there was anything they needed.  Likewise, if they had any kind of problem, they were to let him know right away.  She asked about any employment that was available, emphasizing again that they were all very willing to take any job available.  They fully intended to make their own way and were extremely appreciative of the town for paying their way to Pine Falls and giving them this opportunity.  Dawson was happy to hear that, but also assured her the town was happy they were coming.  He could see the appreciation in her eyes, along with what he thought looked like relief.  She was surprised when he told her the town had a big picnic planned for the next evening to welcome them.  He had a feeling she was concerned about whether the town would want them there.  If so, he thought she would be pleasantly surprised.
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      Dawson was still thinking about how much the town would welcome their newest residents when Pete came rushing towards them with his horse galloping hard.  Dawson was instantly on alert and jumped into action, quickly pulling the wagon over toward a group of large rocks and boulders to their left.  Thankfully, the stage was doing the same thing.

      He and his men had talked with the stagecoach driver and his helper before they'd started, and they had a plan in place.  They were concerned that someone would see seven young ladies traveling alone and cause trouble.  Ladies were scarce in this part of the country, and for that reason most of them were married.  Their husbands and fathers kept a close watch over them in an attempt to keep them safe from men or low character.  Seven women traveling together were bound to get the attention of such men.

      Dawson's plan, which he had previously shared with the stagecoach driver, was to get the ladies out of the stage and in among the boulders.  It would be difficult for the men to approach them from the opposite side because it would mean climbing up and over the large rocks from the other side, so at least if they were hunkered down behind those rocks they wouldn't be sitting ducks, out in the open.  All six men would then try to protect them, while keeping track of all the men attacking them, and if they could keep them out in front of them they would have a better chance.

      As he drove the wagon quickly toward the rocks, he saw Joe coming toward them, as well, with his gun out.  Like Pete, he was pointing toward the rocks and heading there himself.  A quick glance at Miss Adams told him she was confused and scared.  He didn't have time to explain fully, but did what he could.  “Could be trouble ahead.  We're pulling over to these rocks.  I need you to get all the other ladies and head up into the rocks.  Get behind one and stay there.  We'll come get you when we can.”

      With that, he brought the horses to a stop and jumped down, quickly reaching up for Cecelia.  “I'll help the ladies out of the stage.  You lead them up on the rocks and hide behind them.”  He ran to the stage, where Fred was already helping the first couple of ladies down.

      They looked scared and not knowing what to do.  He was glad to hear Cecelia take charge.  “Ladies, come on, this way.  Hurry!”  Without hesitation, they followed her.  She was talking to them briefly, but he noticed she pushed them on ahead of herself and helped each of them get started up between the rocks.  That didn't surprise him, but he was glad they trusted her enough to do as she said.

      Pete had reached the stage and was quickly helping one of the last two ladies out on the other side of the stage.  As she ran to join the rest, Pete yelled, “Fred, there's four of them.”  Fred nodded and followed the ladies between two large rocks, encouraging them to hurry.

      As per their prior plan, Fred would stay with the ladies and attempt to keep them calm and ducked down behind the large rocks.  At the same time, he would watch the back side of the rocks to be sure no one was approaching them from the other side.  The fact that Pete said there were four meant he must have gotten a good look at them.  Now he, Joe and Dawson knew how many they had to keep track of.  If any came up missing they would let Fred know so he could be expecting someone to try sneaking up from the other side, through the rocks.  He would watch regardless, in case one stayed out of Pete's sight and there were actually more than four, but hopefully Pete had seen them all.

      While Fred urged the ladies up further into the large rocks, he heard the men making their final plans below him.  He knew Dawson had chosen Pete and Joe to accompany them to Red Rock partly because they were good with a gun, and he knew stagecoach drivers were trained well in the use of weapons, as well, so hopefully they could hold their own and scare the attackers off.  They already had the advantage, as Joe had arrived as well, and all three of them and the two drivers had taken cover behind some of the large rocks.  That meant the attackers would have to approach them out in the open.  He was sure none of the five of them wanted to shoot another man, but if they were being attacked, they would have no choice but to protect themselves and the ladies.

      Fred had just gotten high enough that he felt they would be safe, and told them to hide and stay still, when he heard gunshots.  He made sure all the ladies were hunkered down behind a rock, then took a quick look to see how many men were out there and what they were doing.  There were four of them, and he was surprised to see they were all charging toward them, shooting as they advanced.  He assumed when they saw everyone was taking cover behind the rocks they would give up and move on, since coming after them would involve putting themselves out in the open.  What could they possibly be thinking?

      As if to prove his case, he watched as one man was shot from his horse.  It didn't seem to slow the others a bit, though, as they continued toward them.  He saw another fall from his horse, who presumably had also been shot.  With the other two still heading toward Dawson and the others, he hoped that was all of them, but he wasn't going to take any chances.  He yelled for the ladies to stay where they were and stay down, and carefully turned and made his way further into the mound of rocks to check for other men trying to get to them by climbing the rocks behind them.
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      Cecelia felt helpless as she was crouched behind a boulder.  She was normally a hands on type person, and sitting there with nothing to do was terrible.  Then she remembered, she had her father's gun.  She'd put it in her valise when she packed to leave, but when she put her clean dress on earlier one of the ladies told a story about someone she knew that had ridden on a stagecoach and they had lost their valise.  They thought it had probably fallen off during the trip and gone unnoticed.  She knew it probably wouldn't happen to her, but all she could think about was losing the one thing she now had from her father, and she wasn't about to let that happen.  She did have a large pocket in her dress, so she stuffed the gun in her pocket.  Her dress had a partial cape built into it, and that cape covered her pocket well, so no one could see the pocket bulging with the rather large gun.

      She pulled it out now and looked at it.  She had no idea how to use it, and didn't have any bullets for it, anyway, but it seemed better than nothing.  She looked around for Fred, but didn't see him.  She assumed he went to help Dawson and the others, and that left the ladies all alone.  She stayed crouched down while she thought further about her situation.

      While she was contemplating her predicament, she heard something.  It sounded like it was coming from the rocks to the side of her, but she didn't see anything.  While she was watching, she heard the noise again, and it sounded like someone or something, and it sounded like they were moving in their direction.  What if it was one of the attackers, and he'd made his way up the rocks?

      Making a quick decision, she spoke softly to the other ladies and instructed them to get behind the next large boulder, where they would be safer if someone did appear from the side.  While they did that, she pulled out her gun and took a deep breath.  She had to keep from shaking if she wanted to pull this ruse off.  She didn't have any bullets, but she was the only one who knew that.

      Just then a man emerged from the rocks, and she jumped into action.  “Hold it right there,” she said, pointing her gun at him.  The man stopped in his tracks, but didn't drop the gun he held in his hand.  “Drop your gun,” she said, trying to keep her hand from shaking and her voice from cracking.

      The man didn't drop his gun, but didn't move, either.  “Miss Adams, is that you?  This is Sheriff Nolan.”

      “Oh, thank God,” she said as she lowered her gun.

      Dawson quickly moved over to her and took the gun from her hands, which were trembling.  Without pausing, he checked the gun before his eyes caught hers and held them.  “There aren't any bullets in this,” he said, obviously shocked.

      “No, there aren't,” she said quietly, looking down.

      “Do you know how to use this?”  After several long seconds of silence he lifted her chin so she had to look at him.  “Do you know how to use this gun, Miss Adams?  Have you ever even shot a gun?”

      “Of course I do,” she whispered.  “Yes.”

      “Then why weren't there any bullets in it?”

      “I didn't have a chance to get them from my valise, where I've kept them.”  He put the gun in his holster, where his gun had been.  Cecelia reached for it, but he halted her hand.  “Sheriff, you have to give it back to me.  I just got it the night before we left on the train.  It had been my father's.”  She squared her shoulders and looked up at him.  “It's the only thing I have that was his.”

      “You'll get it back, Miss Adams,” he said quietly, “as soon as you can show me you know how to use it.”

      “What do you mean?  How will I do that?”

      He was suspicious, and studied her a bit.  “When we get to Pine Falls I'll take you out and let you show me how to load and unload it, and take care of a gun.  Then I'll find a target and let you show me how well you shoot.”

      “But what if I'm nervous and don't do as well as you feel I should?  I want my father's gun back.”

      “You will get it back, like I said, when I feel you're safe with it.  If I don't feel you know how to use it well enough, I'll teach you.  We'll talk more about that when we got back to Pine Falls.  But for now, are you okay?”

      “Yes.”

      “How about the rest of the ladies?  Are they okay?”

      “Yes, they are.  How about all of you?  Mr. Miller was here with us, but he's gone.  I didn't see where he went, but I hope nothing happened to him.  How about you and the others?  Is everyone okay?”

      “We're all fine, and it's over.  I came up here to get all of you and take you back down so we can get going again.  I'd really like to make it back to Pine Falls before it gets dark.”

      “Who were those men, and what happened to them?  Will they be back?”

      “It was four men looking for women.  They didn't know we were escorting the stagecoach.  They thought they could overpower or kill the driver and his helper.  Two of them are dead and we've captured the other two.  We have them tied to the wagon, and we'll be taking them back to the jail at Pine Falls.”

      “Oh, my,” Cecelia said, and Dawson noted how pale she'd become.

      “Are you okay, Miss Adams?  Why don't you sit down a moment.”

      “Thank you,” she said as she sat on a nearby rock.  She saw the other ladies and motioned them out.

      Fred reappeared just then and had apparently overheard at least part of their conversation.  He headed toward the group of ladies.  “I'll help the other ladies back down, Dawson.  Take a minute and make sure she's okay before bringing her down.  Call me if you need help.”

      “Thank you, Fred.”  Dawson turned back to Cecelia.  “Take a deep breath and let it out slowly.  It's over now.”  He knelt down in front of her, concerned.  “Are you okay?”  She nodded, but didn't say anything.  “I'm sorry this happened on your way to your new home.  Are you feeling any better yet?”

      “Yes, and I'm sorry.  I'm not usually this weak, but you said two of the men were killed.  I've never been --”

      “I understand,” he said, patting her hand, “and you're not being weak.  I'm the sheriff, and it still upsets me when anyone is killed.  In this case we didn't have a choice, but I still don't like it.”  He gave her another couple of minutes, holding her hand and rubbing his thumb over the back of it in an effort to calm her down.  “Are you ready to try climbing back down yet, or would you like to sit here a few more minutes first?”

      “No, I should be okay now.  I certainly don't want to hold us all up.”

      “Don't worry about holding us up.  If you're not ready yet, we can wait.  You were shaking as you were holding that gun, so I know you had to have been scared, and hearing what happened is enough to upset anyone.”

      “I'm sorry I pointed my gun at you, Sheriff; I really am.  I was hoping --”

      “I assume you hoped I wouldn't know the gun wasn't loaded.  We'll talk about that more when we get back to Pine Falls and we have a few minutes alone.  For now, don't worry about it; luckily, no one was hurt this time.”

      Cecelia didn't miss the look on his face, and she knew he was upset.  She wasn't about to argue with him here, but when they talked about it later, she'd just have to make him see that she couldn't just sit there and do nothing.  She had to protect the other ladies.  She  could tell he was a protective man, so she was sure once she explained that fact he'd understand.

      For now, she had to make it back down these rocks to the wagon so they could get going.  Maybe once she was in the house they would be staying in she'd feel safer.  “Okay,” she said, “I think I can make it now.”  She stood, but he held both of her arms, making sure she was steady, which she appreciated, since her legs felt weak and she wasn't really sure just how strong they were.  Hearing two men were now dead was very upsetting to her.

      Feeling a bit stronger after standing a moment, she took a step toward the opening between the boulders, but wasn't at all upset when Sheriff Nolan went with her, keeping one arm on hers for support.  With him next to her, holding onto her, she felt safer.  She'd never been this close to a man, and was caught off guard by how good his arm on hers felt.  It could be because she was feeling a little weak, but she didn't think so.  She'd had a similar feeling when he was rubbing her hand.

      She would think more about that later, when she was alone.  For right now she had to concentrate on getting back down to the wagon without slipping and making a fool of herself.  She was doing pretty good, feeling stronger as she went along, until they got close to the bottom and he worked his way around so he was in front of her and turned to face her.

      He again held both of her arms, which she didn't mind a bit, but then he caught her eyes.  “Miss Adams, I need to talk to you a moment here.  I've enjoyed our trip so far, with you riding in the wagon with me, and it has given us a chance to get to know each other a little better.  Although I would enjoy it if you continued to ride next to me, I will understand if you would rather ride in the stagecoach with the others from here on.”

      She studied his face, trying to figure out what he was saying.  Why would he suggest she do that?  Was he disappointed in her, thinking she was weak, or was there a reason that he didn't want the people in Pine Falls to see her sitting beside him?  She hadn't been out in the public all that much and wasn't aware of some of society's rules.  Would that be something untoward, that a lady shouldn't do?

      Her mind was wandering, when he spoke again, bringing her attention back to him.  “We have two men sitting in the back of the wagon, tied to the boards on the side so they won't be able to get loose.  You'll be safe.  Fred, Mr. Miller will ride behind the wagon and keep his eye on the two of them.  However, we also have the two dead men in the back of the wagon so we can take them back, as well, so they can have a proper burial.  If you think you'll be okay riding with me again, I will suggest you keep your eyes looking forward as we travel, and I'll try to keep a conversation going so your mind is not on them.  Like I said, though, if you would feel more comfortable in the stagecoach, I'll understand.  It will be a bit tight, but I'm sure they'll find room for you.”

      Cecelia hadn't even thought of having to take the dead men with them, and she gasped at his words.  Quickly thinking through her options, though, she came to a decision pretty easily.  She felt safe next to him, though at this point she wasn't exactly sure why, but she knew she would rather ride there.  However, she was still afraid he was seeing her as a ninny, scared of everything, and would prefer she ride in the stage.

      As she considered her options quickly, she decided it would be best to be honest with him.  “Actually, if I ride in the stage I'll be thinking about those dead men the whole time.  I think I'd feel better and safer sitting next to you, if you don't mind.”

      The smile that appeared on his face meant the world to her.  “I'm glad to hear that,” he said as he squeezed her arm.  “Let's go on down and I'll lift you up into the wagon.  Just keep facing forward and I'll help you get through this.”

      She nodded, and allowed him to lead her down to the wagon.  He walked between her and the wagon, blocking her view inside it, which she appreciated.  When they got to the front of the wagon he lifted her up, and she sat down on the seat, looking straight ahead.  He gave her a moment to settle before asking, “Are you okay?”

      She could tell he was sincerely concerned, and she nodded.  “Yes, I am.  Thank you.”

      “Good.  I have to speak to the other men briefly, but it won't take long.  Keep looking forward and I'll be right back, okay?”

      “I will.”

      She watched him as he went to the stagecoach to speak with the driver.  The other three men were there, as well, and they all had a conversation.  While they were talking, she heard a commotion in the back of the wagon.  She started to turn around to see what was happening, but remembered the sheriff's warning, and kept looking forward.  She heard it again, along with a man's voice.  “Earl, untie me.”

      “If I could untie you, don't you think I would have by now?  They put our arms behind us for a reason, you dimwit.”

      “Well, we've got to get loose somehow.  I ain't going to jail, especially with all them dames here.  Look at her, she's probably never even been with a man, and she's practically calling for me.  Hey, bitch, get back here and untie us.  We'll make it worth your effort.”

      Cecelia froze, not knowing what to do or say.  She stayed looking forward and chose to ignore him, which didn't please him much.

      “Hey, bitch, I know you heard me.  Get your ass back here and cut me loose.”  When she still didn't move, he continued.  “Jails ain't never been able to hold me yet.  If you don't do as I say, I promise you I will get loose and I'll come find you.  If you help me now instead, I'll go easy on you.”

      “George, be quiet and let her alone,” Dawson yelled.  “Ignore him, Miss Adams; he can't hurt you.”

      “Don't be so sure about that,” she heard the man behind her say in a softer voice.

      She tried to ignore him, but it was very alarming.  She turned again to see where the sheriff was and what he was doing.  Luckily, it appeared they were finishing their conversation.  When they were finished, he ran back to the wagon and was up next to her within seconds.  He reached over and took her hand in his and squeezed it.  “Are you okay, Miss Adams?”

      “Yes, thank you.  I'm better now.”

      “Good.  Don't let them worry you any.  When we get to Pine Falls we'll put them in jail and let them sleep it off.”

      “Sleep it off?”

      “They're both drunk.  I suspected they might be when they came towards us.  Common sense should have told them that was a foolish move, so I wondered at the time if they were drunk.  When the first two men were shot and these two kept coming, I was pretty convinced they must be drunk.  We shot at the ground near their horses and they reared up and knocked both of them off.  It knocked the guns out of their hands, and we were able to run in and knock their guns away and tie them up.  All four of them smell like whiskey.”

      “So he didn't really mean what he said?”

      “He's drunk.  Once he sobers up he probably won't even remember saying anything.  He'll be in jail then anyway, so it won't matter.”  He picked up her hand and held it, again using his thumb to massage it.  “Don't let them scare you.”  That simple gesture did a lot toward helping her calm down.  Again, she felt safer with him next to her.

      He then did as he'd promised, and got them talking about other things to get her mind off the men in the back of the wagon.  He told her a little more about Pine Falls, and asked a few questions about her, and how she came to speak for all of the ladies.  It didn't surprise him when she explained that after reading a couple ads from men looking for mail order brides, which they all answered, she had the idea of placing an ad for all of them, even though she knew it was a long shot.

      She went on to explain that they'd been together growing up, and were all worried about their futures.  Becoming mail order brides was the only thing any of them had been able to come up with as a solution for them, but that would involve all of them leaving for different parts of the country to be with men they'd never met.  It also generally took several months minimum for the two of them to exchange a few letters and see if they felt like they were a fit.  Several of the families that had taken them in weren't wanting an extra mouth to feed for that long.  There was also no guarantee they would each find a man who wanted them as a bride.

      Dawson again had the feeling the family she'd been staying with was getting a lot of work from her in exchange for nothing but a roof over her head and food to eat, but she still seemed appreciative of them.  That not only said a lot about her, but it was giving him a bit of an insight into what her life must have been like.  It was amazing that given the rough life she must have led, she was still very compassionate and caring.  Thinking about that made him that much more determined to get to know her and show her a better life.  He somehow felt a pull, a responsibility to keep this beautiful young lady safe and see to it she had a better life.

      That thought had him sitting up straighter.  He did care about her already.  He'd felt as if he knew her through the few letters they'd exchanged, even though they weren't exactly personal in nature.  But now after meeting her, he was more interested than he'd been previously.

      Miss Cecelia Adams was a beautiful young lady, both inside and out.  Her long hair was a beautiful chestnut brown, with streaks of lighter brown, maybe even a darker blond woven through it.  Those streaks caught the sun and added to her beauty.  Her eyes were a pretty hazel color, and they drew you in.  He realized he'd been able to read those beautiful eyes, and could tell when she was scared or worried, but they also shone with her happiness.  That was the way he liked seeing those lovely eyes and vowed to see them like that more often.  She was small in stature at not more than a couple inches over five feet tall, but had a commanding presence about her.  The other ladies obviously trusted her, and he could see why.  Yes, he realized now, thinking about it, he did already care a great deal for the lovely little lady sitting next to him.

      Dawson smiled as he remembered something Cecelia had said earlier.  When she said she would ride next to him again, she'd said she felt safe with him.  He was glad to hear that, and was determined to make sure she always felt that way.  He would protect her, and that thought brought him back to the earlier incident with her gun.  He would have to have a serious talk with Miss Adams in private, and the sooner they could do that, the better it would be.

      He would protect her and keep her safe, but there were certain things he could not allow her to do, and aiming an empty gun at someone was definitely something he would be putting an end to.  He would explain that to her and make sure she knew things were different here than in a city back east, but that would be later, when they were alone.  For right now, he needed to keep her talking and thinking about anything other than the two dead men in the wagon behind them.

      “We'll be in Pine Falls soon.  I'll take you all to the house you'll be living in.  The ladies in town got it cleaned up for you so it's ready for you to move in, and the men made a few more beds.  We had to put two or three in each of the bedrooms.  I'm sorry we didn't have a bigger house for the group of you, but I hope you'll be comfortable enough.  There's a pretty big kitchen, and there are chairs and a table big enough for you to eat together.”

      “I'm sure it will be just fine.  We're so thankful to still be together, we would have slept on the floor.”

      He chuckled a bit and patted her leg.  “We certainly don't want that.  The ladies got together with Tom at the general store, and they made sure the kitchen is furnished with pots and a couple of skillets, plates and silverware.  They took in food to do for a few days.  When you need something, go to the general store and tell Tom.  I've set up an account for you there, so don't go without any food you need.  If they forgot to get something, like sugar or meat, let Tom know.  He'll get it for you and put it on the account.”

      “I thought we were going to be able to take employment and provide for ourselves.  Are you saying  he will allow us to buy things on credit, put it on an account until we get paid?”

      “There are opportunities for employment in Pine Falls for several of you, at least.  Why don't you all take a few days to get settled in, and then I'll come over and explain what's available and you can decide who would be most interested in which positions.  Tom would like some help at the general store, and so would Lenore, who is a wonderful seamstress.  She's the only one in town, though, and she's so busy many men are having to buy shirts and pants already made that Tom gets shipped in from back east.  They cost more and don't always fit as well, but Lenore doesn't have time to make everything people want.”

      “We all know how to sew, but there are two or three of us that are better at it than some.  By the time we were eleven or twelve we were expected to make our own dresses.  Our problem wasn't being able to make them, but more a problem of not having the fabric.  There wasn't much money, so we mostly wore dresses the older girls had grown out of.  We had to make a few alterations to them to make them fit, but we did that ourselves, as well.”

      “So it was the older girls who got the fabric to make new dresses, then they were handed down?”

      “Occasionally, but normally our clothes came from ladies in town that got new dresses and would donate their old ones to us.”  She smiled and said, “We have a lot of practice making alterations to make dresses fit.  Occasionally someone would donate some fabric, and we would make new dresses for holidays, like Easter.  Those were special dresses, and we cherished them.”

      An idea instantly came to him, and he made a mental note to talk to Fred about it later.  In the meantime, he got back to their conversation.  “To answer your question, once some of you take employment and have money, yes, you will be able to provide for yourselves.  Until then, the town invited you here, and we're going to provide your food and anything else you need.  Therefore, when you need something, please go to the general store and get it.  I don't want you going without something because you don't have the money for it.”

      “But Pine Falls has already been so generous, I don't know how to thank you.  You bought our tickets out here, and even gave us plenty of money for meals along the way.  We're all ever so thankful for that.”

      “The rest of the money I sent, which you gave back to me a little while ago, will go to Tom to put toward your account at the store.  If you need more than that, that's fine.  Just don't go without something you need, please.”

      “We will be ready to start our employment right away and earn our way.  Pine Falls has done enough for us already.”

      “Now Miss Adams, I don't want to argue with you about this.  We had a town meeting and talked about this, and we all agree.  Take a few days to settle in and meet some of the people in town.  Like I said, the ladies have a dinner planned for tomorrow evening so you can meet some of them.  Give yourselves a chance to rest up from your long trip, then get to know some of them and get to know our town, where the general store is and some of the other businesses.  Then we'll talk about employment for you.”

      She pulled back her shoulders and started to object, but one look at his face and the firm set of his jaw changed her mind.  Instead, she let her shoulders relax and simply said, “Thank you.”

      He smiled, knowing how hard that was for her.  “Thank you for listening and not arguing,” he said quietly, and was happy to see the smile on her face again.
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      As they reached Pine Falls the stagecoach stopped close to the hotel.  Dawson took the wagon on to his office and the jail, and watched as Cecelia looked all around.  She'd been very observant since they reached the edge of town, not wanting to miss a thing.  Several people were out and about, and all of them waved and greeted them.  A few of them yelled a welcome, which he was happy to see made her smile, and she greeted them back.  He again felt she would fit in real well, and hoped the other ladies would, also.

      His deputy, Andy Talbot, saw them coming, and saw the men tied in the back and knew there had been some kind of trouble.  He was waiting for them as Dawson pulled up in front of the jail.  Andy tied the horses, then met the sheriff.  “Everyone okay?”

      “Yes.  Well, all of us.  Let me help Miss Adams down, then you can help me get those two into the jail.”  Cecelia stood off to the side at the jail while Dawson and Andy untied the men, one at a time, and took them to the jail.  Both of them fought it, but they were able to get them locked up without too much trouble.  She was okay until they took George past her.  He looked over at her and said, “Remember what I said, bitch.”

      Dawson jerked him past her, and as soon as they had the piece of slime locked securely behind bars he went to her.  Seeing her trembling, he didn't hesitate, but pulled her into his arms, wrapping them securely around her.  “Don't let him get to you, Miss Adams.  His bravado is the whiskey talking.  He can't hurt you.”  He loved the way she seemed to relax as she cuddled in next to him, and remembered she'd said she felt safe with him.  He liked having her here next to him, and he liked that he could make her feel safe.

      Andy heard George's comment to Cecelia and wasn't surprised to see Dawson trying to calm her.  He saw her trembling.  “I'll take care of the, uh, contents of the wagon, then take it over to Ernie's house so we can unload it.  Take your time, Dawson.”

      “Thanks, Andy,” Dawson said, never loosening his hold on the still trembling Miss Adams.  “We'll meet you over there.”

      He held her until she stopped trembling, then took her to Ernie's old house.  Down the street he saw Joe, Pete and Fred escorting the other ladies there from the hotel.  Several people had stopped them and were talking, no doubt introducing themselves and welcoming them.  He took Cecelia on inside so she could look at the house and make sure it would be sufficient for all seven of them.

      He was worried about it not being large enough for that many ladies, but her reaction told him he needn't worry about that.  He followed her through the house, feeling better the further they went.

      “This is a lovely home,” she said as they stepped into the main part of the house.  She gasped as she stood at the door of the kitchen.  “Oh, my, what a big kitchen.  And look at that stove, how nice and large.  We could cook for a crowd in here, especially with all these pots and skillets.”  Her compliments continued throughout, and by the time she'd gone through the entire house he felt confident the house would be sufficient for them.

      As they made their way back down the steps to the main room, the other ladies were coming in and Dawson heard similar comments from them.  Andy arrived with the wagon, minus the two dead men, and the men made quick work of placing all the valises in the main room of the house, on Ernie's old couch.  The ladies thanked them, but it was obvious to Dawson they were tired after their long trip, and anxious to decide who would sleep where and get settled in.

      Dawson used that moment to speak with them briefly.  “Ladies, the other men will be leaving now, as will I in just a few moments.  First I want to welcome you to Pine Falls.  Over the next few days I'm sure many of the people here will be telling you the same thing.”

      “Everyone seems to be very friendly,” Cecelia said.

      “Yes, they are,” Dawson agreed.  “Now, I've talked to Miss Adams a bit about what will happen next, but let me tell you briefly, as well.  I live next door to you, over here on your right as you go out the door,” he said as he motioned to his home.  “During the day I'll be in my office or deputy Andy Talbert will know where I am.  My office is straight down this same way.  Go past my house and on down further and you'll see the sheriff's office.  When I'm done for the day I'll be at my home.  If any of you needs anything, please come get me.  I've also set up an account for you at the general store, so when you need food or anything else, go there and Tom will put it on the account.  The ladies in town have made sure you have some food to start off with, but when you need more, or if there's something we forgot, go to the store to get it.”

      Several of the ladies looked surprised, but they all looked very grateful.  “Thank you.  I'm sure we have everything we'll need,” Cecelia said, and several of the others nodded in agreement.

      “One more thing,” he went on.  “Miss Adams asked about employment, and like I told her, there are certainly openings for some ladies here, but I want everyone to take a few days first to rest up, settle in and get to know the town and some of the people here.  Then I'll come back and talk to you about what opportunities are here, and you can start deciding who would be best in which positions.  For now, concentrate on getting settled in.  Does anyone have any questions, before I leave you alone so you can make some supper and get settled in?”

      The ladies shook their heads, and several of them thanked him for everything he and the town had done for them.  He smiled and reminded them he'd be right next door, and left.  As he walked home, he thought back over his day.  He had a lot to think about tonight, and most of it centered around the lovely Miss Cecelia Adams.

      As he thought about her, his mind went back to her father's gun, which was still in his holster.  He pulled it out now and took a closer look at it.  It was a nice gun, that's for sure, but it raised several concerns.  The first was whether she could in fact use it.  He didn't know much about living in an orphanage, but he found it hard to believe they taught ladies how to shoot.  She said she'd just gotten it the evening before she left, so even if she knew how to use a gun, how familiar could she be with this one?

      But there was another aspect to this that was bothering him.  She'd told him she knew how to use the gun.  If she didn't, that meant she'd lied to him.  That was extremely upsetting.  Honesty was very important to him, for several reasons.  He felt there was never a reason to lie or mislead people.  He also thought everyone occasionally made mistakes, but a person should own up to whatever they'd done.  In his book, an apology went a long way, but denying something or lying about it generally made matters worse, and certainly didn’t earn any respect.

      In this case it was especially important, because he felt responsible for these ladies and wanted to keep them safe.  It would be a difficult job, seven ladies out here alone, but it would require honesty on their part.  Growing up in a larger city in a different part of the country, he had no doubts there were things they wouldn't know about.  He would tell them about what wildlife predators were in the area, and other things to be careful of, like being alone after dark.  To keep them safe they had to be honest with him as far as what may be unfamiliar to them or things they could and couldn't do.

      If one of the ladies did know how to use a gun and was good with it, he would be more than happy to leave a gun at the house for their protection.   He would have to see for himself that they were in fact capable of handling one, though, before he felt comfortable with it.

      Bringing his mind back to Cecelia, he already cared about the pretty little lady, and hoped she wasn't prone to telling untruths.  That could cause a problem in any relationship they might eventually have.  Trust was very important to any relationship, and how could he trust someone who didn't always tell the truth?

      As he made his way back to his house he decided to save his personal thoughts for Miss Adams for after he'd gone to bed.  For now, he had other things to think about, like keeping a close eye on Earl Hanson and George Burke in his jail.  He didn't like the comments George had made to Miss Adams, and he could tell they'd upset her.  Even though they were drunk at the time, any man who would go after the stagecoach because it was full of young women was someone who should spend some time in prison, and he felt the judge would agree with him.  He wanted to get the judge here as soon as possible and get both men moved out of Pine Falls and to a prison.  He was sure Miss Adams would feel better once that happened, as well.
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        * * *

      

      Once Dawson left the house and went next door to his own home, the ladies set to work.  They each took their belongings up to the bedrooms, quickly decided who would sleep where, and set about unpacking.  That project didn't take long as the ladies didn't own much.  Most of the ladies did have one item that was rather special to them, though, and they each took a moment to treasure it before putting it up.  For several it was a letter, perhaps from a relative that lived far away.  Even though they might never have met them, it was a warm feeling knowing there was someone out there that cared enough to take the time and effort to post a letter to them.

      One of the ladies had a brush that had been her mother's, and she took a moment to clutch it against her chest before placing it in the drawer that had been designated for her things.  Similarly, another lady had a brooch that had been her grandmother's.

      Anna, the youngest of them, had lived at the orphanage since she'd been dropped off there as a young infant, and the only thing she knew about her parents was a note in her cradle that said her name was Anna Cultrip.  She'd been told Mr. Kline, who ran the orphanage, had searched for any family with that name, but found none.  Therefore, they kept that name for her, even though they weren't really sure if that was indeed her last name.  Mrs. White, the lady that worked as a cook at the orphanage and had been a bit like a mother figure to all of them, had cared for Anna since the day she was dropped off.

      Mrs. White had also grown up in an orphanage back in Boston.  When her husband died, she had no way to support herself and went to the orphanage in Brightfield to work.  It paid very little, but since she had no children, as long as she had her room and board, she was happy.  She knew what the children growing up there were going through and she loved every one of them.  She made sure she told them that often.

      Anna held a special place in her heart, since she'd been the main one providing her care from the day she'd arrived at the orphanage.  It often bothered her that Anna didn't have one special thing to call her own like most of the ladies had, so when she moved away to live with her sister who was ill, she gave Anna a handkerchief that had been given to her as a gift from her husband before he died.

      Cecelia glanced over and saw Anna holding the special handkerchief to her face, and went to give her shoulders a little hug.  "That's the handkerchief from Mrs. White, isn't it?"

      "It is," Anna said, now clutching it to her chest.  "She was such a wonderful lady to all of us."

      "She certainly was," Cecelia agreed.  "I've thought of her often lately.  I think she would be very happy for all of us right now."

      "I do, too," Anna said as she fought back a few tears. "When I hold this close, I feel like she's here with me."

      "She's here with all of us, in our hearts," Rose said.  They stopped to take a moment to think back on the lady who had meant so much to all of them.  

      "She does feel like she's with us," Cecelia said.  After a moment, she giggled and added, "In fact, I can almost hear her saying it was nice to take a moment to reflect, but that now we better finish what we're doing."

      The other ladies laughed, but agreed, and went back to their task.

      Once each of the ladies had their belongings put up, they gathered in the kitchen to examine the food the townspeople had left.  What they found amazed them.  The shelves were full of staples, like flour, some sugar, lard, dried beans, salt, yeast; about everything they could think of, plus some things they weren't used to having.  Among them was a fairly large piece of a smoked ham, some bacon, and a whole bowl of fresh eggs.  They were thrilled when they came across the bowl of eggs.  That was something they seldom ever had at the orphanage.  There were also two loaves of bread, and they even found two jars of jam.

      The ladies couldn't believe all the food choices they had, but after a brief discussion they agreed to celebrate their first night in their new home with fresh eggs, some bacon, and bread with jam.  It was a special feast for them, and seemed a very fitting way to celebrate their good fortune.  While they made their meal, they talked about how sad it was when the orphanage, their home, had burned, but that their luck had definitely turned now.

      After their wonderful meal they made quick work of washing the dishes and getting the kitchen back in order.  As it was getting darker they found several lamps with oil, and talked a few minutes, revisiting some of their experiences getting there, things they'd seen along the way, and how homey and nice their new home was.  They were all tired and ready for a good night's sleep in a real bed, not a cramped bunk on the train, so after they talked about what they planned to do the next day, they retired for the night.

      Although her soft bed felt wonderful, Cecelia had a hard time falling asleep.  She was certainly tired, but her mind wouldn't shut off.  When she placed the ad she knew it was a long shot, but she also knew it was worth trying.  From the time she got her first letter from Sheriff Nolan she'd been worried.  She didn't know anything about Nebraska, so she didn't have any idea what to expect.  For all she knew it could have been in the middle of Indian territory and extremely dangerous for seven ladies that knew nothing about how to fend for themselves.  It sounded great according to his letters, but in the back of her mind she knew it would make sense for him to embellish a bit to get them to go.

      She couldn't say for sure that everything would be okay, but now that they were here she certainly felt a huge sense of relief.  Everyone she'd met or seen so far had seemed nice.  Most of the people she'd seen in town had smiled and greeted her warmly, which was very encouraging.

      Most importantly, Sheriff Nolan not only seemed very nice, but also very trustworthy.  She contemplated that thought for several moments.  Other than the people in the orphanage, she didn't normally trust people very easily.  She and the others there had been teased, belittled, and looked down upon their whole life, so it was odd that she felt so safe around him, having just met him.  After giving it much thought, she was still confused.  Reading his letters probably helped her feel she knew him a bit, but it still didn't explain why she felt so safe around him, or that she could trust him.

      In fact, much about Sheriff Nolan was a mystery to her.  When she read the letters he'd sent, she pictured a tall man with dark hair and wide, muscular shoulders.  She saw him as a very handsome man in her mind, and when she saw him today, she seemed to know immediately who he was.  He was exactly as she'd pictured him, and just as handsome in person as in her mind.  She didn't normally notice men in that way, and couldn't understand her attraction to him, but it was definitely there.  She went to sleep that night with thoughts of him in her head.

      At the house next door, Sheriff Dawson Nolan lay awake in his bed for quite some time, as well.  He was having a similar problem getting Miss Adams out of his thoughts so he could get some sleep. She had the most beautiful hazel eyes he'd ever seen.  She was a little on the thin side, but he was sure now that the ladies were here and would be getting enough food she could put a few pounds on her frame, which in his mind would make her perfect.  She was small, but definitely not a pushover.  She had enough sass in her to keep any man, including him, on his toes.  When he did eventually fall asleep, the pretty young lady appeared in his dreams.
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        * * *

      

      Dawson woke the next morning after a dream that had him a bit confused.  It was a wonderful dream, and it starred Miss Cecelia Adams, but the two of them were married.  They were happy, and he smiled thinking about just how happy they were.  Just as quickly, though, he shook his head to get those thoughts out of his mind.  He wasn't opposed to the idea of marrying the pretty little lady and settling down.  In fact, that idea sounded real nice to him.  But it was much too early to even be thinking of things like that, and it was much too early for him to be having thoughts of things they could do if they were married.

      He shook his head again in an attempt to get those thoughts out of his mind, and got dressed and ready for his day.  Before he realized what he was doing, he found himself at the window, looking at the house next door where Miss Cecelia Adams and the other ladies were now residing.  He was surprised to see a lantern hanging in the kitchen window.  At least one of the ladies was up already.

      A few minutes later he went next door and knocked, but not loud.  As long as one lady was up he could check and see if there was a problem or anything they'd found lacking.  The door opened and he was greeted by the lady who'd unknowingly kept him awake for some time last night.  “Good morning, Sheriff Nolan.  You're up early.  Is anything wrong?”

      “Not with me, but that's why I'm here.  I saw the lantern, so I thought I'd stop in before I start my day and see if everything's okay here, or if there's anything you ladies need?”

      “I can't imagine what else we'd need.  We had a delicious meal last night, and it looks like you've thought of everything.  Thank you again.”

      “Well, if you do find something you need, be sure to let me know.  And don't forget, the town is planning on welcoming you to Pine Falls this evening at supper.  I'll be over late this afternoon to escort you all over to the picnic area, where the ladies will have a community meal for everyone.”

      “What can we make to bring along?”

      “Nothing.  You're our guests this evening.  You ladies take today to get settled in, rest from your long trip, and maybe take a stroll around town so you can get acquainted with it.”

      “If you can tell us who has employment available for some of us, we can go talk to them today so we can start tomorrow.”

      Dawson frowned at her suggestion.  “Do you have a problem with your hearing, Miss Adams, or with listening to people when they make suggestions?  I told you previously, I think it would be good for you all to rest up a bit and recover from what had to be a long trip.  You should get settled in and meet a few of your neighbors before focusing on employment.”

      “I appreciate your offer, but I'm not used to having free time.  There's always something that needs to get done.  Besides that, I'll feel better if I can support us so we don't have to rely on you or the other good people in Pine Falls.”

      “That's honorable, but for once in your life let someone help you.  Take it easy for a few days so you can get rested after your trip.  I'm sure you'll do much better in your job if you're rested up before you start.  It would also be good to familiarize yourself with your new surroundings.  I'm sure people do things differently here than what you're used to.  In a couple of days you and I will sit down and have a long talk, and part of it will be about the employment that's available.”

      “Okay, but if someone needs help, I'm here and willing to do whatever I can for them.”

      “I'll remember that.  For now, I'll be by later this afternoon to take all of you to the picnic area for supper.  If you need anything before that, come down to the sheriff's office.”

      “Okay, and thank you again, Sheriff.”

      “Miss Adams, I think we're going to be working with each other some for a while here, so I'd feel better if you'd call me Dawson.”

      She smiled as she nodded.  “I'll do that if you'll please call me Cecelia.”

      “I'd be happy to.  Now, if you need anything, Cecelia, come find me.”

      “I will.  Thank you, Dawson.”

      He tipped his hat and headed down the boardwalk toward his office, a big smile on his face.  She stayed outside on the porch, watching him as he left, with a big smile on her face, as well.
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      Dawson was busy all day and didn't have much time to check on the ladies.  He talked to Andy about his two prisoners, and how the night had gone.  He talked to them again now that they'd sobered up.  They were upset, especially Earl, that the other two men were now dead.  He admitted they'd been drunk and were in Red Rock when the train got there.  When they found out all those pretty ladies were going from Red Rock to Pine Falls by stagecoach, they figured it would be pretty easy to overtake the stage.  Earl said they hadn't talked about how they would do that, but he assumed if four of them came at them from all sides they would give up, and once they had the driver and his helper tied up they could have their way with the women.

      That thought sickened Dawson, who'd heard enough.  When he left, George was yelling at Earl for telling him all that stuff.  He didn't seem to be as upset about the death of the two men, who Dawson assumed had been friends or relatives, as he was about their being in jail.  He'd sat on his cot, sending Dawson a cold stare while Earl told him what had happened.  He could see why his threat had upset Cecelia so much.

      After speaking with the two of them, he went straight to the telegraph office and sent word to the judge, requesting his presence as soon as possible.  He wanted these men out of his jail quickly and away from Pine Falls.

      He finished his day a little earlier than normal and did his final walk through the town before going home to change.  He went next door to gather the ladies, who were all ready and excited to go.  He walked them to the picnic area, where a large crowd was already gathered, eager to meet the ladies.  People immediately approached them, introducing themselves and inviting the newcomers to sit with them while they ate.

      Dawson was happy to see the ladies accept invitations to eat with different families, which had them spread out among the people of the town.  He personally escorted Cecelia and sat with her, among various others.  One thing he couldn't help notice was how amazed each of the ladies seemed to be at the amount and variety of food at the picnic.  Even with that, though, he noticed none of them filled their plate very full.

      It was another thing that made him wonder about their lives in the past.  All of them seemed to be on the thin side, which didn't seem odd after seeing the small amount of food each of them had taken.  He had to assume there wasn't an abundance of food at the orphanage, and hoped once they met men and were married, their husbands would see to it that they had adequate amounts of food, and they could start putting a little weight on.

      The other thing he noticed was that they were all wearing the dresses they'd been wearing the day before, when he met them and escorted them back to Pine Falls.  He knew one of the ladies last evening had asked about where they could wash their clothes, and they'd talked about how good it had felt to take a bath at Red Rock and change out of the dresses they'd worn on the train.  Now he had to wonder how many dresses they each had.

      Dawson knew most of the ladies and girls in Pine Falls and the surrounding area had four to seven dresses, like his mother and two sisters always had.  A few ladies had more, but not many.  While people out here generally didn't have as many clothes as people back east, most ladies had a couple of work dresses, one or two dresses for going out visiting or doing any business in town, and usually one dress, occasionally two, they wore for going to church or special occasions.  He made a mental note to ask Cecelia about how many dresses the ladies had sometime when they were speaking privately.

      After dinner people started mingling, most people wanting to meet all the ladies.  Dawson wanted to stay with Cecelia, but he knew that wouldn't be fair to her.  He'd given this a great deal of thought during the day, and had come to a conclusion.  Although he cared about her and would like nothing better than to start courting her, she had every right to meet the other single men in town and choose whom she wanted to get to know better.  Hopefully she would decide he was the one she would allow to court her, but he owed it to both of them to let her meet others and decide for herself.

      With that in mind, he turned toward her and held out his hand to help her stand.  “There are people here eager to meet all of you, so you enjoy yourself.  When it's over, I'll walk all of you back home.”

      “Oh, okay,” she said, but he certainly didn't miss the look that crossed her face.  She looked sad, and a bit terrified, which he hadn't expected.  “I guess, if you want me to.”

      Without hesitation he gently took her elbow and guided her off to a more secluded spot, and spoke quietly to her.  “Cecelia, you look concerned.  Are you okay; is something wrong?”

      “No, not – no.  I just thought I could stay here with you and meet people.”

      His heart seemed to pump so hard he was afraid it would pump out of his chest.  He smiled and took her hand gently in his.  “Maybe I shouldn't say anything yet, but I feel I have to.  Yesterday you said you feel safe with me, and that comment was music to my ears.”

      She looked up at him, confused.  “Why?”

      “Because it seems I have feelings for you.  I know we've just met, but to be completely honest, I've been eager to meet you since reading your letters.  When I read them I thought we would get along well, but I enjoyed our time together yesterday more than I ever anticipated.  I decided today I was going to ask you if you would allow me to court you, take you out riding in my buggy, maybe have a picnic together, so we could have some time together to get to know each other and see if we are compatible.  In thinking about it, though, I also realized that it might not be fair for me to ask that yet.”

      “Why not?  I would like it if you did.”

      “Cecelia, as much as I appreciate hearing that, I feel I owe it to you, because you deserve a chance to meet others, as well.  There are a lot of single men in this town that are looking for a lady to marry.  As much as I hope you will agree to let me court you, you should have a chance to meet others, as well.  If after you do you still feel that same way, I'll be delighted.  If you don't give anyone else a chance first, though, we'll probably both wonder if someone else would have caught your eye.  I don't want you later on to wish you would have given yourself that chance.”

      “I don't think I will, and I think I know my mind.”

      He smiled a bit, thinking Cecelia was a feisty young lady, just like he pictured she would be after reading her letters.  “We'll talk again later tonight.  In the meantime, give these people a chance.  Many of the ladies are looking forward to meeting all of you, as well.  They're excited to have a few more ladies to visit with.  I'll be keeping an eye on you this evening, and if you need me, come find me or catch my eye.”  He winked at her before leading her to a small group of people and introducing her to Max and Louise Langston, and their daughter, Helen, who was the teacher in town.  He patted her hand in encouragement once they were talking comfortably, and walked over to a nearby group of people talking to one of the other ladies.

      He kept an eye on her, as he promised, and was never very far from her.  He watched as she greeted people and was friendly as she talked with them, but never spent any time talking with any of the single men one on one.  He'd noticed several of the other ladies occasionally walking off to the side a bit with one man, where they'd talk a bit before going back to join the rest, but Cecelia never did.

      He made his way around the different groups, trying to speak with everyone briefly.  Every time he joined the group she was in, she casually made her way toward him and stood next to him.  A couple times she even latched onto his arm.  Secretly he was thrilled, but for outward appearances he simply patted her hand, offering her what he hoped was a bit of encouragement, without making any kind of spectacle of them.

      As the evening came to an end the ladies started to gather together.  They pitched in and helped the other ladies who were cleaning things up.  All of them thanked the town's ladies again for all the work they'd done planning the dinner for them, and for all the wonderful food they'd cooked.  Dawson enjoyed seeing them visiting, and could tell the ladies of Pine Falls had accepted them and now considered them friends.

      When everything was cleaned up the ladies moved toward one end of the area, talking about the wonderful time they'd had and the people they'd met.  A few of them were talking about a man they'd met and enjoyed talking with.  Cecelia, however, sought out Dawson.  She appeared at his side, and the other ladies soon followed her lead.

      As he was walking them back to their new home, one of them brought up the question of their employment, and he sighed.  “Don't you ladies know how to take a couple days to get settled in and rested up?”  His chuckle let them know he was teasing, but they all seemed a bit taken back.

      “But we're here now and ready to do what we can to help the town and earn enough that we can stand on our own two feet,” Anna said.  “You and Pine Falls have done us a tremendous favor, but we don't want to take advantage of your kindness.”

      “I understand.  How about we do this?  I'd like to talk to Cecelia about a few things, but it's awful late tonight.  Cecelia, why don't you have lunch with me tomorrow and we'll discuss things, including the jobs I know of.  Then you can relay them on and you ladies can talk about it and decide who would be interested in which jobs, and I'll hook you up with the person you would be working for over the next couple days.  Would that work out for everyone?”

      The other ladies all agreed quickly, so he turned to Cecelia.  “Is that okay with you, including having lunch with me tomorrow?”

      “That sounds fine, Sheriff.”

      They'd reached their home, and the ladies all thanked Dawson for escorting them and told him good night.  They went inside, but Dawson caught Cecelia's elbow and held her back.  “I'll be by tomorrow to get you for lunch.  I'm not sure exactly when it will be because I never know when I'll be called to do something, but if I can't make it by noon or shortly after, I'll send someone to let you know.”

      “Okay, thank you.”

      “And one more thing before you go in.”

      “Yes?”

      Dawson checked the door first, making sure the other ladies had all gone inside, before going on.  “I thought we'd agreed to Cecelia and Dawson.  Has something happened to change that?”

      She looked up at him and saw the hint of a smile, and relaxed a bit.  “I'm not sure.  I care about you already, as well, and I was hoping we could spend some time together.  But when you suggested I meet other single men tonight, I was afraid that meant you wanted to meet the other ladies, as well, and maybe you didn't still want --”

      She paused and Dawson picked up her hand.  “Cecelia, I would like very much to court you.  That hasn't changed on my part, but I felt it would only be fair for you to meet some of the others before you  limit your options.”

      “I appreciate that, Dawson, but I assure you, nothing has changed on my part, either.”

      “Good.  I'll see you tomorrow for lunch.  Sleep well, Cecelia.”

      “Thank you, Dawson.”

      He enjoyed seeing her face flush a bit before she opened the door and joined the others inside.  He turned to walk to his home next door, again with a big smile on his face.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning Dawson went into his office to check on things, and once he was assured everything was under control, went to talk to Fred.  Once they were both seated with a cup of coffee in front of them, Fred started the conversation.  “I think last night's picnic went real well.”

      “I agree.  I also saw you spending quite a bit of time talking with Miss Rose Kincaid.  If memory serves me correctly, I also saw the two of you together a couple times yesterday, when we escorted them here.  Will I be seeing more of you two together in the future?”

      Fred chuckled a bit, but nodded.  “Dawson, you're my best friend, and you'd know if I tried to hide something from you anyway, so I may as well be totally honest with you.  I did enjoy talking with Miss Kincaid, and she has agreed to go riding with me Sunday after church.  It's rather ironic that you came here this morning, because I was planning on finding you so we could talk a little bit sometime today.  I was wondering, how much do you know about any of these ladies?”

      “Very little.  Why?”

      “They all seem very polite and mannerly, and I think they'll fit in well here.  She didn't come out and say anything directly, but I have the impression those ladies have done with very little.”

      “I have that same impression.  In fact, that's why I came to talk to you.  Again, I'd appreciate your thoughts on another idea I had.”

      “Well, I have to say I think your first idea, to bring the ladies here in the first place, was a good one.  Does this next idea have something to do with them?”

      “It does, and also with what you just said.  I have a feeling these ladies only have two or possibly three dresses apiece.  As you may have noticed, they all looked clean and tidy.”

      “And pretty,” Fred added with a grin.

      “And pretty,” Dawson agreed with a chuckle.  “In fact, every one of them is a very pretty woman in her own way.  Single men in Pine Falls are very fortunate.  But although their dresses all looked clean and well kept, they were more like what my mother, and I think most ladies around here, would wear either for visiting, or possibly even around the house.  There are no holes in them that I saw, but they certainly aren't fancy at all, with no lace trim, and the fabric looks well worn.”

      “I did notice that.  Most of the dresses the local ladies wore looked a bit nicer.”

      “Well, my idea is to give Tom enough at the general store for each of the ladies to buy the fabric and lace or whatever they need to make one or two dresses.”

      Fred studied his friend, but took a couple minutes before answering.  “I think it would be nice for each of them to have a nice dress to wear to church or special events, and I'm aware there's plenty left in the trust to do that.  My hesitation is their reaction.  They seem to have high morals and a lot of pride.  I know Miss Kincaid is anxious to find out what employment she may be able to find to help make it possible for them to pay their own way.”

      “I agree with what you're saying.”

      “Do you have an idea as to how to do it without hurting their feelings?”

      “I might.  I thought maybe I could approach Cecelia with the idea, and suggest this would be a good way for the town to see that at least two or three of the ladies really are good seamstresses.  I can tell her most of the ladies in town have to make all the clothes for her entire family, as Lenore simply doesn't have enough time, and desperately needs help.  If people can see the dresses the ladies make for themselves it will help everyone feel comfortable having them make clothes for them, as well.  I know a couple of the ladies in town would love to be able to hire Lenore or someone to help keep their children in clothes that fit.  They have a lot of confidence in Lenore because they've seen her work.  If those ladies saw the talent these ladies have before they start working for Lenore I believe it would make them feel more comfortable.”

      “That might be a good idea,” Fred said, obviously thinking it through in his head.  “I think most people around here would probably trust anyone who said they're capable of making what they need, but these ladies don't know that.”

      “That's true, but it also wouldn't hurt for Lenore to see their work.  I'm sure at first she can have them making shirts and pants for the miners, who aren't too particular.  But as she sees them finishing their dresses, I'm sure she'll be more confident letting them do more work for her.”

      Again, Fred took a few minutes to think about what his friend had said.  “Dawson, I have to say, now that I've thought about it, I do like your idea.”

      “Good.  I'm going to have lunch with Cecelia today, and I'll suggest it to her then.”

      “I think it's a good idea and I hope it works.  I do have one more question, though.”

      “What's that?”

      “Cecelia?  You're on a first name basis with her now?”

      “We are,” Dawson answered proudly, not even trying to act at all embarrassed or ashamed.  “Not only that, last night she agreed to allow me to court her.”

      “Good for you,” Fred said sincerely.  “From what I've seen of her, both when we brought them from Red Rock and last night, I think you two would make a good pair.”  He smiled as he added, “I also think she'll keep you on your toes.”

      Dawson tried, rather unsuccessfully, to hide a small smile.  “Now, why would you say that?”

      Fred laughed out loud.  “She's a feisty little thing, which is exactly the kind of challenge that will appeal to you.”

      “She may in fact be a bit of a spitfire, but I've enjoyed getting to know her.”

      “Well, good luck to you, both with her on a personal level, and when you suggest they each buy fabric and make a dress.”

      Dawson's next stop was to talk to Tom, and get an idea how much it would cost for the ladies to get fabric and lace and anything else they needed for seven new dresses.  He hoped to be able to talk them into two new dresses apiece, but he thought it would be best to go slow.  First he had to get them to agree to one new dress apiece.  Once he'd managed that he could try for two.

      As expected, Tom was very pleased with Dawson's request.  He did a little figuring, and when he was finished Dawson added a little extra to be sure there was enough there.  He made a trip to the bank to get the money, and delivered it to Tom.  Now that the money was there, he just had to convince the ladies to spend it.
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        * * *

      

      Dawson's hunch about how many dresses the ladies owned was strengthened when Cecelia answered the door at noon in the same dress she'd worn every time he'd seen her.  It didn't alter his opinion of her a bit, though.  He still thought she was the most beautiful lady he'd ever seen, and was proud when he walked into the diner with her on his arm.

      He led her to a table toward the back of the diner, hoping it would be quiet enough that he could talk to her about their dresses, along with employment opportunities.  It soon became clear, though, that there wouldn't be any private conversations over lunch.  Everyone who came into the diner made it a point to say hello to Cecelia and tell her they were so glad she and the others were part of Pine Falls.  When they did get a quiet moment from time to time she always had a question for him.

      He gave up and simply enjoyed their lunch, talking about anything she brought up about the town.  When they were finished eating he took her outside and with a gentle hand on her back, led her down the boardwalk a little ways to a bench under a large maple tree.  It was set back far enough to give them a chance to talk, but yet was in clear view of everyone so no one would start any gossip.

      “This is a good place to put a bench,” she said.  “It's in the shade from the heat in the summer, it's set back a bit, and it's pretty here.  You can see the people going about their business in town, but you can also see the creek over to the side.  How pretty.”

      “I agree.  I stop here to take a bit of a break and watch the town quite often in the summer.  The big tree not only serves as a good shade from the sun, but I've been caught in a shower a few times, and this keeps you pretty dry, as well.”

      She chuckled, and looked up at the tall tree with many branches.  “Yes, I'll bet it does at that.”

      “Well, there are some things I want to talk to you about, and I thought this would give us a bit of privacy to do that.  One thing we need to talk about is the employment opportunities for you ladies,”

      “Oh, good.  I've wanted to talk about that.”

      “I know,” he said with a chuckle, “and we'll do that in a minute.  There are a couple other things I'd like to talk to you about first, though.”

      “Okay,” she said a bit tentatively.  “Let's talk then.”
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      Dawson turned slightly so he was facing Cecelia.  “Now, please don't start arguing with me on this first thing until you hear me out.”

      “Okay,” she said skeptically.

      “I've put additional money on your account at the general store for you ladies, and I'd like each of you to go pick out fabric and lace and whatever else you need to make a new dress or two for each of you.”

      “No, we couldn't do that.  You're already --”

      “Well, thank you for hearing me out before arguing.”

      “Oh, sorry,” she said as she sheepishly hung her head.

      “We may have to talk about your listening abilities some day,” he said as he patted her hand, but had a smile on his face.  “Now, as I was saying, my mother always said a lady feels different, special if she's wearing a nice, new dress, and we want you ladies to feel good in your new home.  This is a new beginning for all of you and we want you to feel good about it.”  She opened her mouth to speak, but sheepishly closed it when she saw his hand go up in warning.  “While you're getting to know some of the men in the area it would be nice if you each had a nice new dress to wear, to help give you a little extra boost of confidence.”

      Again she started to speak, but he held up his hand up once again, and she waited.  “But before you start arguing with me again, let me explain the other reason I'd like this to happen.  Lenore needs help.  She's the seamstress in town, and she can't keep up with the demand.  All the single men need shirts and pants, and some of the ladies have large families and would love some help, but she can't make what everyone wants fast enough.  Tom has had to start ordering more ready-made clothes in for them, and they have to choose between what's there.  They'd rather have them made for them, so they can get the colors they want, a better fit, and they'd like bigger pockets to carry some of their things they use for their work.”

      “That makes sense, and bigger pockets wouldn't be a problem to make.”

      “Exactly.  Everyone here trusts Lenore to make things for them because they've seen her work.  You said several of you know how to sew, but no one here has seen any of your work.  If you make dresses for yourselves to wear to church, the ladies will notice and comment on it.  When they hear one of you made it, it will go a long way.  The  ladies, especially Lenore, will take notice, and word will spread that you ladies can indeed sew well.  The whole town will be comfortable with Lenore having you ladies make things for them.”

      “I see what you're saying,” she said a bit hesitantly, and he could tell he was making progress.

      “It will really help Lenore, and the men.”

      “The men?”

      “Yes.  People around here don't generally have an abundance of money, and the men will be more willing to spend money on having new clothes made if they feel confident they'll fit well and be good quality.”

      “Yes, I can see that.”

      Thinking he almost had her convinced, he went on.  “It will also help Tom, and all the other ladies, because once people see you ladies can sew, they can start buying fabric for you to make their things.  Tom's already said once that happens he can start ordering more fabric, so the ladies will have a bigger selection to choose from.  That's been something they've wanted for some time now.  So you see, it will help everyone.”

      She was quiet for several moments.  “You make it sound as though our getting new dresses would be a good thing for the whole town.”

      “It will be,” he said with a smile.  “And the sooner you can start on them, the sooner you'll get them finished, and the sooner the town will see you can sew and are willing to help Lenore.  So, will you ladies please go down and pick out fabric and lace and whatever else you need and get started as soon as possible?  This afternoon would be great.”

      She smiled as she saw the eagerness in his eyes.  “It still seems like you're doing way too much for us.  We were talking last evening about how fortunate we've been.  You've brought us here together, which is more than we ever thought we'd have, and this town has welcomed us with open arms.  We have a wonderful home to live in, and you've promised us employment so we can make a living.”

      Dawson started to speak, but this time Cecelia raised her hand.  “Please, this time hear me out.  It doesn't seem right to accept new dresses from you, as well, but I have to admit what you said makes some sense.  Plus, to be honest, a new dress sounds wonderful, and it's not just me I have to think about.  If I turn you down, I'm denying the other ladies a new dress, and I can't remember the last time one of us had that pleasure.  We used to occasionally get a box of dresses from a lady in Philadelphia.  She would send us dresses she and her two daughters no longer wore, and that was like Christmas.  The dresses they sent were beautiful, and not nearly as worn as most of our dresses.  We felt special wearing them to church on Sundays.”

      “That's how I want you all to feel again.  So will you go pick out fabric soon?”

      “All right, if you're sure.  Maybe some day we can pay back whoever is paying for all this.  In the meantime, I hope you know we do so appreciate it.”

      “That's all we need, is to know you appreciate it.  Now, the next thing I'd like to talk about is us.”

      “Okay,” she answered a bit nervously.

      “You had a chance to meet many other men in Pine Falls that are single and hoping to court one of you ladies.  I would still like the opportunity to court you, but I have to ask how you feel about that, now that you've met other men, many of whom I know would also love the opportunity to court you and get to know you.”

      She surprised him when she put her hand up and interrupted him.  “Thank you for the consideration you've shown me in encouraging me to meet others.  That tells me a lot about you as a person.  But having said that, if you were to ask me if you could come calling on me, I would say yes.  I would like very much to spend time with you and get to know you.”

      “I'm glad to hear that,” Dawson said with a big smile on his face, as he released the breath he'd been holding.  “In that case, there's a wonderful spot I know of just outside of town.  It's close to the creek, which will provide a nice backdrop.  May I take you there for a picnic tomorrow evening?”

      “I'd like that.  I can fix us a meal to take.”

      “I'll handle that.  I asked you out, so let me take care of it.  All you need to do is be ready, and I'll pick you up after I finish my work for the day.  Barring anything unforeseen coming up that I have to take care of, I should be able to pick  you up around 5:30.  Will that be satisfactory for you?”

      “That would be fine, but I really don't mind fixing something.  I'll have time tomorrow.  How will you have time, if you're working all day?”

      He looked at her with a smile, but shook his head.  “You really do have a problem listening, don't you, young lady?  Let me worry about these things, trust me to handle them.  If I ask you to accompany me on a picnic, I will take care of having the food we'll eat.  So you know, Bertha at the restaurant where I take most of my meals will fix us something quite suitable. With that knowledge, will you consent to having a picnic with me tomorrow evening?”

      “Of course.  And I'm sorry,” she added quietly.

      “That's okay, Cecelia.  I have a feeling that comes from you trying to help people as much as you can, in this case because you thought I would be too busy working.  Please understand, I'm not saying it's wrong to try to help, or to be considerate enough to offer.  That's a part of you I admire a great deal.  But if I ask you to go on a picnic, I will handle it.  I appreciate your offer, but I want to do this for you, so trust me to handle things.  Trust is important to me, and as we get to know each other better, I'm sure you'll see that, and you'll see why.  For now, thank you for agreeing to have a picnic with me and allowing me to handle the arrangements.”

      Cecelia nodded as she looked down.  “I think I understand what you're saying.  I'll look forward to tomorrow evening and I'll be ready.  Thank you.”

      “Good,” he said as he patted her hand.  “Now, let's talk about who around town is looking for help and what kind of help they need.”  They spent the next half hour talking about the available jobs.  Besides Lenore, Tom was also looking for someone to help at the store, and Bertha was looking for someone to help her in the restaurant.  Cyrus also mentioned wanting some help, as well, at the telegraph office.  He also told her about the single men, mostly miners, wishing there was a service that would do laundry for them.  Cecelia happily assured him she would go back and talk to the ladies this afternoon, and by tomorrow morning they would know who would apply for which jobs.  They would talk to the store or business owners and would be ready to begin immediately.
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        * * *

      

      Dawson was busy the next day.  As usual, his first stop was at Bertha's restaurant.  Along with getting his breakfast, he talked to Bertha about his planned picnic.  Bertha gave him the sly smile he knew she would, but nodded.  “Dawson, it's about time you get out there and find you a good lady to marry.”

      “Now wait a minute, Bertha, don't go marrying me off yet.  All I'm doing is taking her on a picnic to get to know her better.”

      “I know, but it's a start.  And she had to have done something to catch your eye.”

      “What makes you say that?  The ladies just got here.”

      “That's true, but I know you, Dawson.  You pick up on little things.  That's why you're such a good sheriff.  All I'm saying is that something about her has caught your eye or you wouldn't have asked her to go on a picnic with you.  Now, that's all I'm going to say about it because I don't want you thinking I'm giving you a hard time.  I certainly am not.  Like I said, I think it's wonderful to see you stepping out with one of these ladies, and I hope I see you with her or one of the others again.  Now, you eat your breakfast, and your picnic will be ready for you this evening.”

      “Thank you, Bertha.”  He waited until she turned to leave, and asked, “Before your husband died, didn't I hear him warn you a couple times about trying to push people together?”

      She turned around and had a smile on her face as she answered.  “Yes, sheriff, you probably did.  And as much as I loved Ben, I never did agree with him on that.  I still say if a person needs a little push in the right direction to see what they obviously aren't seeing, why not help them out?  I'll see you this evening.”  She turned and left this time, with a bit of a chuckle.

      “Thank you,” Dawson repeated with a chuckle of his own.

      After he finished breakfast, he got the tray with the two breakfasts Bertha provided for the men in his jail, and headed to the sheriff's office.  He talked with Andy to get any messages that had come in for him, and checked on his prisoners.  He was getting pretty tired of George Burke and was glad the judge would be there the following week.  Earl wasn't too bad.  He seemed to understand what they'd done and that the judge would likely be sending them away to prison for years.  George, on the other hand, was nothing but a thorn in Dawson's side.  Every morning he told Dawson in great detail what he was going to do to him some day, and to the ladies that he blamed for him being in the mess he was in.

      Dawson knew he was trying to get him upset, hoping he'd open the cell door and go after him, giving the two of them a chance to escape.  He knew better than to do anything like that, but it upset him tremendously hearing him talk about the ladies that way, and what he would do to them to get even once he was out of jail.  He had to make sure he and his deputy were careful so George never had the chance to make good on any of his threats.  The judge would be arriving on Tuesday, which certainly wasn't too soon for him.  He wanted both of them, but especially George, out of his jail.

      Shaking his head to get George out of his mind, he'd barely started his routine morning walk around town to make sure everything was okay and no one was having any problems, when he heard someone yelling.  He turned and saw Harold Chupp running toward him.  “Sheriff, there's another brawl down at The Rusty Bucket.  They're getting pretty mean this time.  You better come quick.”

      Dawson took off at a run to get to the saloon that was notorious for fights.  There were three saloons in Pine Falls, but if there was a fight at one it was more than likely at The Rusty Bucket.  He was about there when the doors flew open and a man came flying out and landed on the boardwalk not far in front of him.  The man stumbled to his feet, reached up to feel his jaw, and was about to go back into the saloon when Dawson got to him.  He grabbed him from behind by the collar of his shirt and pulled him backwards.  “Hold it right there, Dan.  What's going on?”

      “Sheriff, you need to get Levi out of there.  He's drunk and hankering for a fight.  We could tell he was drunk again, and everyone knows he's a mean drunk, so we tried to steer clear of him.  He's determined, though, and he's in there punching anyone he can get his hands on.”

      Dawson rolled his eyes and sighed as he headed for the door. Just as he was about to open the bat wing doors another man came tumbling out.  He helped the man up and pulled him back, also, when he tried going in again.  “Jeremy, you and Dan wait here.”  He walked in and caught another man that had been punched in the jaw and was on his way to the floor.

      He did a quick assessment of the room and saw two men trying to hold Levi Wolf, who was doing his best to get loose.  “Okay, Levi, that's enough,” Dawson said, and immediately ducked as Levi pulled himself loose and swung at the sheriff.  Levi missed and was off balance.  Dawson took advantage of the situation and used his foot to trip the man, and quickly jumped on his back when he landed on the ground.  He pulled out the handcuffs and immobilized Levi before the drunk man could register what had happened.

      Dawson could tell the instant he realized what had happened, as he simultaneously tried to pull his arms free, while kicking his feet and spewing a line of swear words aimed at no one in particular.  He jumped off the man in an effort to avoid being knocked off by his kicking and squirming, and moved everyone away to give him space.  As long as he couldn't hurt anyone he would simply let him wear himself out.  When he calmed down, Dawson asked a couple of the men to help get him on his feet, which they were eventually able to do, amid his kicking and fighting.

      “Levi, I don't know what set you off this time, but I've had enough.  Settle down and let me take you to the jail to sleep this off, or I'll have to tie you to a chair here for a while first.”

      “Oh, come on, Sheriff, you know I hate that.”

      “Which is why that's exactly what will happen if you don't settle down.  Now, are you ready to walk to the jail like a civilized man?”

      He sighed.  “I don't guess I have much choice.  Let's go.”

      An hour later Dawson had Levi in the second jail cell, and was glad he'd put George and Ernie in the same cell.  He didn't want to have to open that cell door any more often than he had to.  He didn't trust George at all, and wouldn't open the jail cell until he had at least three men there and George's hands cuffed.

      Levi lay down on the cot and fell asleep almost as quickly as his head hit the pillow, which was good.  George kept trying to talk to him, asking him questions about how they take prisoners to wherever they hold court.  Dawson knew George was planning on trying to escape somehow before his trial started.  Once again, he would be glad when they were out of his jail.

      When someone was in the Pine Falls jail he had to temporarily deputize a couple of men to be sure someone was at the jail all the time, day and night, to watch them.  For that reason he didn't keep men in there unless it was absolutely necessary.  The mayor complained about the additional cost, but that was the least of his worries.  Bertha provided the meals for all prisoners, so all he or a deputy had to do for meals was deliver it from the restaurant to the jail.

      His biggest concern about having prisoners in his jail, especially dangerous men like George, was that it put him on edge.  Pine Falls was his town and he felt responsible for its people.  There were too many bad things that could happen with people like George in Pine Falls.  He hoped Levi was drunk enough to sleep all day and night.  He didn't need George getting any information out of him that would give him any ideas, allow him to make any plans to try to escape.  He'd talk to Andy, warn him about letting Levi answer any questions George asked him.  He didn't want any chance of George escaping, especially with Cecelia and the other ladies living alone.

      The rest of his day passed by in a similar fashion, with Dawson taking care of one problem after another, but by a little after four o'clock it slowed down.  He talked to Sam, the man who'd been deputized and would watch the prisoners once Dawson left.   Andy would come in at midnight and stay at the jail until Dawson got there in the morning, so Dawson stopped at Andy's house and talked to him, as well, about Levi and the questions George was asking.  He shared his concern about George attempting to escape when they took him from the jail, and Andy agreed they would have to be extra careful.

      Once that was done, he went to Bertha's and picked up the picnic.  Bertha grinned when she handed him the basket.  “I think you'll find everything you'll need to have a nice meal, Dawson.  Now go have a good time, and let this little lady see the wonderful man I know you are.”

      He smiled as he thanked her, and off he went to pick up Cecelia.  He knocked on the door and one of the others answered.  “Good evening, Miss Cultrip, I believe?”

      “Yes.  Good evening, Sheriff.  You're here for Cecelia?”

      “Yes, ma'am.  Is she ready?”

      “I believe so.  Come on inside, and I'll call her.”

      Dawson stepped inside the house and took a quick look around, expecting to see Cecelia.  She wasn't anywhere in sight, but Miss Cultrip went to the stairs and called her name, announcing that her man had arrived.  He smiled, thinking it would be nice to officially be her man.

      While he stood waiting, glancing around he couldn't help but notice the changes the ladies had made to Ernie's house.  There actually weren't a lot of big changes, but the house looked totally different.  The same couch and three chairs were in the main room, but they had changed their location a bit, arranging them a little closer to each other and the fireplace, and they had added a few small things to the room.  There were a few small pillows on the couch and one of the chairs, and a few books and things were scattered about the room on a bookshelf and on tables that he couldn't remember seeing before.  Although the changes were small, the room looked much more inviting, like someone lived there.

      He thought back to how it had been.  Ernie had always kept it clean, but very simple.  He smiled as he thought of his own home, which was much the same.  He didn't have any extra things either.  Maybe it was a man thing.  His mother used to always say a house needs a woman's touch to feel like a home.  Maybe that was what she meant.  If so, he had to agree with her.  The ladies had made Ernie's house into a home.  He hoped they were comfortable.

      His wandering mind was brought back when Cecelia got his attention.  “Good evening, Sheriff.  I'm sorry I made you wait.”

      “You're fine, Miss Adams.  Are you ready to go?”

      “I am.”  He held his arm out, which she took, and they went out to his buggy.  He lifted her in easily, and went to the other side.  Once they were heading out of town, he asked, “Am I back to Sheriff now?  What happened to Dawson?”

      “I'm sorry.  I wasn't sure if I should use your given name around the others.  I didn't want them thinking I was too,  uh, too familiar with you too soon.”

      He smiled, but that information told him quite a bit about how the ladies had been brought up.  They might not have been raised by parents, but they had morals.  “I understand, and that's probably a good idea.  People aren't quite as formal out here, but the other ladies might have questioned it, and I don't want any of them getting the wrong idea about you, or do anything to put your standing with them in jeopardy.”

      “My standing with them?”

      “I just meant that it seems they all look up to you, allowing you to write a letter for all of them, and you and I did all the talking, or writing I guess would be a better way to put it.”

      She looked at him, her head cocked a bit to the side as she considered his words.  “Huh.  I guess they did, didn't they?”

      “You seem to have a tendency to take care of them.  The more I've gotten to know you, though, I don't think it's just them.  I'm thinking it's your nature to take care of everyone around you.”

      She was quiet for several moments.  “Is that a nice way of saying I'm a little bossy?”

      Dawson chuckled and took her small hand in his.  “No, it's my way of saying you seem to care about everyone.  That's something I admire about you.”

      “Oh,” she said as he watched her face turn red.  “Thank you.”

      He patted her hand.  “You're very welcome.”  They talked easily as they made their way out of town.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      Once they were out of town, he reached over to take her hand in his.  “How did your day go?  Did you ladies talk about who wants to apply for employment where?”

      “We did,” she said excitedly.  “We talked about the options, and they all decided I'm the best with numbers and arithmetic, so I get to talk to Mr. Wakefield about helping him at the general store.  I've never worked in a store, but I think it would be fun.  I hope he is willing to give me a chance.”

      “I'm sure he will be.  He's been looking for someone to help him for quite some time.”  He paused several moments, while he looked over at her, as if considering.

      “What?  Something has you doubting this arrangement.  You don't think I can do it?  I really am pretty good with sums.”

      “I have no doubt about that part of the job.  I think you would be the perfect person to help Tom.  You would be very friendly and helpful when people come in, and you're a very smart lady, so I know making change wouldn't be a problem.  My only hesitation is that some of the things in his store are pretty heavy.  Of course, if someone's buying something heavy it's usually the man that's buying it, so he could load it himself.  I'm sure Tom will do as much of the lifting as he can, like unloading the wagons when his supplies come in.  I'll speak to him, though, to be sure he's planning on doing the heavy lifting.”

      “I'm capable of lifting,” she argued.  “We got flour in fifty pound bags, and sugar came in forty pound bags.  We had to handle them.  I'll be fine.”

      He turned to look at her, alarmed.  “You lifted those bags on a regular basis?”

      “Yes, of course.  If there was something to do there, we all had to pitch in to get it done.”

      “Weren't there older boys that could do the lifting?”

      “Although there were boys and girls there, we were kept separate most of the time.  We ate our meals together, but our rooms and their rooms were on opposite ends of the building.  We helped in the kitchen, preparing meals, but the boys weren't over there at all.  They had chores to do out at the barn.  We had a couple cows and they took care of them and milked them.  They also cut wood and kept the woodshed full.  Some of them brought wood daily from the woodshed to the back door of the kitchen, so all we had to do was go out the door to get the wood we needed for the stove.  But we took care of everything in the kitchen, which included moving around the bags of food.”

      “Still, I don't like the idea of a little lady like you trying to lug around those heavy bags.  I'll talk to Tom and make sure he's not going to be expecting you to do that on a regular basis.”

      Cecelia giggled.  “Now who's looking out for other people?”

      Dawson laughed as he patted her hand.  “Guilty as charged,” he said with no attempt to appear even a bit remorseful.  “I'll readily admit that, but I'm allowed to do that.  I'm a man, and I'm also the sheriff.  It's my job to take care of the people of Pine Falls.”

      “I guess that probably does come naturally to you.”

      “I feel responsible for you ladies, as well.  This can be a dangerous place, with things to look out for that you probably weren't used to in Brightfield.  That's something I need to discuss with you, and then you can tell me if you can pass the information on to the others and they'll listen to you, or if you think it would be better if I talked to them to make sure everyone knows about what you need to watch out for here.”

      Cecelia sat up straighter and looked up at him with wide eyes.  “What kind of dangers are you talking about?”

      “We're going to have our picnic right up here around this curve.  Let's start eating, then we can talk a little more.”

      Cecelia nodded, but was quiet, and he could tell she was concerned.  He didn't want her to be worried, but didn't really want to get into this conversation until they could talk uninterrupted.   However, when she turned to look at him, he realized she was more worried than he'd realized.

      “When you say there are dangers to watch out for,” she said, talking rather slowly, “what kind?  Are you talking about dangers like animals, or Indians?  Will we be safe eating out here, or should I be helping you watch for something while we eat?”

      “I'll keep you safe,” he promised as he patted her hand again.  “That's part of what I want to talk to you about, though.”  He pulled the buggy off the path and over to a copse of trees.  He jumped down and was quickly at her side and lifted her down.  He handed her a blanket.  “Why don't you go spread that out under that big tree over there and I'll take the horse down to the creek for a drink.  When I bring him back and feed him I'll grab the basket and be right there.”

      “Why don't I spread the blanket out, then get the basket?  I can have everything out and ready for us.”

      “The basket's kind of heavy.  I'll get it when I tie the horse under this tree.”

      He unfastened the horse from the buggy and led him down to the creek as she headed to the tree with the blanket.  Once the horse was finished, he took him back to the buggy and tied him loosely to a tree so he had plenty of room to graze while he and Cecelia had their picnic.  He went to the back of the buggy to get the picnic basket, but it was gone.  He had a pretty good idea where it was, and frowned as he looked over and saw it on the blanket.  Cecelia was spreading the food out on the blanket.

      “Like I said before, you seem to have a problem listening, or doing as you're told,” he said as he approached the blanket.

      She turned to look up at him, but her smile quickly left.  She looked a bit frightened.  “You look angry.  I was honestly just trying to help.  The picnic basket wasn't so heavy, so I brought it over so I could start setting the things out for us.  Are you upset with me?”

      Dawson sighed as he sat down on the blanket.  “No, I'm not upset, but this is part of what I wanted to talk to you about.  Life out here is different than what you ladies are used to in Brightfield.  There are animals out here you have to be aware of, like bears, mountain lions, wolves and several kinds of poisonous snakes.”

      “Oh, my,” she said, suddenly looking around them quickly.  “Are they common around here?”

      “We haven't had any problem with them in town, so you don't have to be too concerned there, but if you wander outside of town, you have to know a few things to protect yourselves.  The men out here know what to watch for and what to do if you see any of those things.  They also see it as their responsibility to keep their wives and children safe, and they take that responsibility seriously.  I say that because as you ladies meet men and marry, they will see to it that you're safe, just as I've told you I'll make sure you're safe today, or any other time you're with me.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But until you have husbands, it's important that you all understand the dangers and listen to what I say, or any other man you may be out with.  If we tell you not to go in an area alone, there's a very good reason for that, and you have to listen.  We can't keep you safe if you don't listen to what we say.  For that reason, trust is important out here.  I've told you already that trust and honesty are very important to me personally, and that's why.  I have to know I can trust you, and that you'll listen to what I say.”

      “I understand now why you said that.  It makes sense, and I promise, I will listen to what you say.”

      “You'll just listen, or you'll listen and do what I say?”

      She looked at him with a confused expression.  “I'm not sure I --”

      He reached over and took her hand in his and rubbed the back of her hand gently with his thumb as he explained further.  “Cecelia, I'm sure you listened when I said the picnic basket was heavy and I'd get it out of the buggy, but you didn't do as I asked.”

      “But that was different.  It wasn't dangerous for me to get the basket out of the buggy.”

      “You may not always know my reasons for telling you to do something.  I may tell you something for a specific reason, but if you don't know the reason it may not seem important to you.  For instance, if I told you not to go too close to a river unless I'm with you, you may think I'm concerned about you falling in.  You may either assume you can swim so you're not too concerned, or think if you're careful you'll be okay.  But I may be warning you not to go there alone because there have been water moccasin snakes seen in that river.”

      Her eyes grew at his words.  “There are water moccasins in this area – are they in this creek?”

      “They're not usually found in smaller creeks like this one, and no one has ever seen any in this creek that I'm aware of, but do you understand what I'm saying?”

      “Yes, I guess I do,” she said, shaking her head a bit.  “I didn't think of anything like that.”

      “I assumed that, which is why I'm trying to stress how important it is to listen to me, or to any other man that takes you or any of the other ladies out.  I'd like to talk to the ladies as a group and explain that, unless you think it would be better if you talk to them?”

      “I think it might be good for you to talk to them.  I can stress the importance of it afterward, but I think it would be best if they heard it from you first.”

      “Fine, I'll talk to them in the next day or two, in the evening, after everyone is home from a job they may have, and before anyone steps out with a man.  For now, though, I want to be sure, since you've agreed to see me, that you understand that concept?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Good, because I care about you and I plan to take your safety seriously.  When I said husbands watch out for their wives, I meant it.  They make sure they listen to them in order to keep them safe.”

      She looked a little skeptical as she studied him.  “What are you saying?  How exactly do they do that?”

      “They do whatever is necessary to get their attention and make sure they listen.  It's important, so I want to be sure you know if I tell you something, it's for your own good, for your safety, because I care about you.”

      “I understand.”  She paused before adding, “To be honest, it feels good knowing you care enough about me to watch out for me.”

      “Good.  Now, Bertha makes delicious fried chicken.  Does there happen to be some of that in this basket?”

      “There is,” she said with a giggle.

      As they ate, she told Dawson about three of the other ladies who were also meeting a gentleman for supper.  He was a little concerned about Ella Trumble because the man she was going to have supper with was fairly new to Pine Falls.  He seemed nice enough, but Dawson wasn't sure he knew him well enough to trust him yet.  He'd make sure she arrived home safely before he went home.

      Cecelia said Rose was going to have supper with Fred Miller.  Dawson had to smile when she told him how excited Rose was.  He knew Fred was looking forward to getting to know Rose better, and hearing she was just as anxious was good to hear.  He'd have to stop in and talk to Fred in the morning.

      They finished their supper and cleaned things up.  Dawson took the basket back to the buggy and returned to the blanket.  They spent some time casually talking and watching some squirrels they saw, and a few rabbits.  A family of raccoons even went to the creek a little ways away.  By the time it was beginning to get dark they'd had a good time, and both felt they knew the other better.  They also agreed to keep seeing each other.

      Dawson approached Ernie’s house where the ladies were now living in and wasn't too surprised to see a horse and buggy tied up in front of it.  He went on past and stopped in front of his house.  A quick glance over at the house revealed Ella and Frank standing at the front door.  He was glad to see Ella had arrived home safely, but didn't want to interrupt them if he was telling her goodnight, so he stayed right where he was.  He turned to face Cecelia and gently took her hand in his.  “Thank you for this evening, Cecelia.  I had a wonderful time.”

      “As did I,” she assured him.  “I loved seeing some of the countryside, too.  Thank you.”

      “We'll go riding again so you can see more of the area.  I hope this starts feeling like home to all of you ladies soon.”

      “We're already starting to feel that way.  I think once we start our employment and have something to do during the day it will help a great deal, make us feel like we fit.”

      “Good.  As you start getting to know the people more, I think that will help, as well.  I want you to feel comfortable here, but I do want to talk to all of you about differences in living out here, and things to watch out for.  Do you think tomorrow evening would be an acceptable time for me to do that?”

      “Actually, I think that would be good.  Several of us will be talking to merchants, hoping to obtain our new jobs tomorrow, and we may have a question or two for you then, as well.  Would you like to eat with us tomorrow evening?”

      “I don't want to be any trouble or interfere.  You certainly don't have to cook a meal for me.”

      “But I think it's important that you talk to them, and we have a few questions for you, as well.  I think over the evening meal would give us a good opportunity to do both of those things.”

      “Okay, if you're sure it won't be a bother.”

      “Whoever cooks tomorrow evening will be cooking for seven.  Cooking for eight won't be a problem.  What time should we expect you?”

      “Most businesses close around five o'clock, so would six o'clock give you ladies enough time to get home and be ready?”

      “That sounds fine.  We'll be looking forward to it.”  She turned a bit red as she quietly added, “Especially me.”

      “And me,” he said, squeezing her hand and loving watching the blush spread across her face.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning Dawson made sure he stopped in at Fred's office to talk.  He was glad to hear Fred and Rose had gotten along as well as he and Cecelia.  They talked about the two ladies, and found they had some similar thoughts.  The ladies had lived a rather difficult life so far, but neither of them seemed to suffer from it.  They were both very polite, and surprisingly, both were very caring and considerate of others.  They weren't sure if that was due to the people at the orphanage, or if they were simply two very strong, very caring people.  Either way, Dawson and Fred considered themselves fortunate and were hopeful about their futures with the ladies.

      Dawson told Fred about his concern for Ella, and how happy he'd been to see Fred there, dropping her off as he pulled up.  Fred laughed as he told Dawson he'd felt the same way, and had also checked to be sure Ella was home before he left.  Neither of them had any reason not to trust Frank Hanley, the man she was with, but neither of them knew him real well, either.  They were glad she was home and had seemed to have a good time.  They both smiled when they realized they had similar intentions, to get to know Frank a bit better over the next few days.

      Dawson thanked Fred for helping him watch out for the ladies, and then turned the conversation to Tuesday, when the judge would be in town.  They generally held court at the church, since it was large enough for everyone who wanted to attend.  Dawson wasn't sure he was comfortable doing that this time, though, because he suspected George would try to make an escape while being moved from the jail to there.  Fred had similar feelings, and they talked about what options they had.  After a rather lengthy discussion they came up with a plan.  Now they just had to hope it worked.  He went directly to the telegraph office and sent a telegram to the judge.

      Dawson's day was another busy one and he didn't have much time to relax, but he did notice a couple of the ladies were in the general store looking at fabric, which pleased him.  He'd made time to stop in and check on them early in the afternoon, and Cecelia had said three of them either went in already or were planning on going that afternoon to pick out what they needed and were going to get started right away making their dresses.

      Late that afternoon he also saw Cecelia standing outside the general store, wringing her hands while he was out making rounds.  He stopped to find out what had her so upset, and found she was about to go in and talk to Tom about working for him.  He assured her Tom was easy to talk to, and escorted her into the store.  Tom greeted him with a smile.  “Good morning, Sheriff.  Can I help you find something?”

      “Morning, Tom.  Actually, I'm here to help you find something today.”

      After a quick laugh, Tom nodded  “That sounds fine.  What are you going to help me find?”

      “Tom Wakefield, this is Miss Cecelia Adams, and she's here to apply for a position.  She's very good with numbers and would like to work for you.”

      Tom's big smile quickly helped ease Cecelia's nerves.  “Nice to meet you, Miss Adams, and I'm sure glad to hear you're interested in working here.”

      “Tom, why don't you take her in the back and talk to her a few minutes, while no one's here?  I can stay  until you're done, and if anyone needs something right away I'll come back and get you.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff, I appreciate that.”  He led Cecelia through the curtain to the back room so they could talk.  When they emerged fifteen minutes later, both were smiling, which Dawson assumed meant things had gone well.  “I'll see you tomorrow morning, Miss Adams, and thank you.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Wakefield.  I'll be here early so you can show me what I need to know.”

      Dawson opened the door for her and as they left, he couldn't miss the extra spring in her step.  “I take it you're now employed?” he asked.

      “I am, and I'm so excited,” she said, practically bouncing on her heels.  “I've always thought working at a mercantile would be fun.  Not only do you get to see what all is available for purchase, but you get to help other people, show them what the store has, and maybe even help them pick out what they want.  To think I will be paid for having this much fun is amazing.  I just hope I can do it right and Tom's not disappointed.”

      Dawson had to laugh, even though he knew she was totally serious.  “It's good to see someone who enjoys their work.  My dad always said you can tell, because people who like what they do generally do a much better job.  I think Tom's going to be very happy to have you helping him.  Now, may I walk you home or did you have something else you wanted to do first?”

      “No, I want to get home so I can get busy sewing one of the dresses.”

      He tucked her arm into his and headed toward their house.  “You got fabric for one for you?  Good.”

      “Well, I haven't gotten any for myself yet, but I'm going to make Ella's for her.  I did some measuring and cut it out already, as soon as she got home with the fabric.”

      “Ella doesn't sew?  I thought all of you made your own clothes.”

      “She knows how to sew, but doesn't really care to.  She'd only been at the orphanage a few years, so she hadn't learned to sew as well as the rest of us.  Mrs. White made sure she was able to sew enough to make her own clothes, but it takes her longer and she doesn't enjoy it much.  I've had more experience and am pretty quick at it, so I told her I'd make hers.  Actually, since Anna and Goldie are the two ladies that are hoping to help Lenore, Goldie's making it for Ella, but I told her I'd help, so it can get done a little quicker and everyone can see Goldie can sew well.”

      “So you're helping Goldie make it?”

      “Yes.”

      He glanced over at her and saw her looking down, which concerned him.  “You took the measurements and cut it out?”

      “I may be a little better and quicker at that part, so I said I'd help.”

      “But you'll give Goldie credit for making the dress, even though the fit will all be because of you?”

      “Well, yes, since she's the one that will be helping Lenore.”

      “Do you think that's being totally honest?”

      She stopped and looked up at Dawson.  “Are you accusing me of lying?  I'll have you know, Sheriff, I do not tell lies.”

      “I never accused you of lying, I simply asked if you felt that's being totally honest.”

      “It's not lying,” she said rather quietly as she started walking forward again.

      Dawson made a slight detour and led her to the bench under the big maple tree again.  Once they were both seated he turned to her and gently lifted her chin so she was looking at him.  “I'll ask you again, Cecelia, is it being totally honest?  If I'm understanding this correctly, you're doing the portion of Ella's dress that Goldie doesn't do as well as you, and then telling anyone who asks about her dress that Goldie made it.  In your opinion is that being totally honest?”

      She looked into his eyes, and immediately lowered her head.  He allowed it, at least for now, but listened for her answer.  “No, I guess it isn't.  I didn't think of it that way, I guess.  Goldie can do it, it just takes her longer.  Since she could do it I didn't see it as a problem, but now that you asked about it, I guess it doesn't seem totally honest.  I'm sorry.”

      “Honey, thank you for that honest answer.  I have to tell you, that's what I was talking about yesterday when I said you have to be honest with me about what you can and can't do.”

      “But Goldie can do this.”

      “Cecelia, I think we need to talk again about honesty, and how I feel about it.  I have to know I can trust you to be totally honest with me.  That means when you give me an answer, I know it's the total truth and I can count on it.  If it's pretty much true, or mostly true, that's not good enough.”

      “But Goldie can do it, so it's not a lie.”

      “You say Goldie can do it, and I believe that probably is true.  But when this dress is done, since she didn't do all of it, do you really believe it's okay to say she did?”

      She was quiet for just a few moments before shaking her head.  “No.  I wanted to let Lenore and the other ladies know that she was capable, and I thought this would help.”

      Dawson sighed.  “Cecelia, I understand why you were doing it.  You try to help everyone, and I'm certainly not going to fault you for that.  You care about everyone, which is something I respect, and I find very endearing.  But total honesty is very important, especially living out here.  Every man out here will tell you the same thing.  It's up to us to keep our ladies safe, but to do that we have to know that what you're telling us is true.”

      “How is a little fib related to keeping us safe?”

      “Let's just say you've ridden a horse, but it's been a while, and someone else saddled it for you.  Now say a man you're seeing asks if you can ride a horse.  You want to impress him, so you tell him sure you can.  It's not a total lie because you have ridden a horse before.  But he believes you, and lifts the saddle onto the horse, assuming you can handle it from there, and saddles his horse.  There's the possibility that you don't cinch the saddle on tightly enough and it slides while you're riding, which can easily cause you to fall.  Or maybe the horse is a little skittish around barking dogs and when one suddenly appears and he abruptly stops and starts prancing, you fall off.”

      He looked at her, waiting for a response.  After several moments she nodded.  “I guess that example could be dangerous.”

      “Yes, I guess it could,” Dawson said in a firm voice.  “We want to keep our ladies safe, but we need total honesty.  Even a little fib can be dangerous, and can easily earn a lady a warm bottom around these parts.”
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      Cecelia's head snapped up at Dawson's words.  “It can what?”

      “A lie or a fib can easily earn a lady a warm bottom.”  He wasn't sure if the look on her face was from shock or confusion, and he didn't want there to be any confusion about it.  “I told you a man out here does whatever he needs to do to keep his lady safe, and a spanking is generally very effective.”

      She studied his face carefully.  “You're serious, aren't you?”

      “I'm very serious.”

      “But that's ridiculous.  The men out here hurt their ladies and say it's keeping them safe?”

      “A spanking only hurts a lady's bottom, and it's only temporary.  Falling from a horse could hurt much more than that, and not just temporarily.”

      She was quiet, and he gave her time to digest what he'd just told her.  Finally, she shook her head and slowly looked up at him.  “That plain doesn't seem right, and I'm not sure I could abide by it.”

      “Then always be totally honest with me,” he said casually.  “I can't allow a lady I care deeply about to be less than honest with me and possibly lead to her being hurt.  Besides, I see that as being misleading, and misleading people is not something I will allow.”

      “You've never misled anyone?” she challenged.

      “I'm sure I have, but not intentionally.  There's a difference, and I'm sure you would agree.  You're a good lady, which is why I'm finding your response a bit of a surprise.  You seem extremely upset about this possibility, which makes me wonder, do you routinely withhold a portion of the truth from people, or tell little fibs?  Is that what you're worried about?”

      She fidgeted a bit before answering.  “I didn't think so, but I have to admit you're right in this instance.  I never thought of it being misleading, but if I let people think Goldie made the dress, that's assuming she made all of it, and that's not the case.  So now I have to wonder how many other times I may have done that.  Thinking I was helping someone, I may have misled others, and I feel bad about it now.”

      He could tell she was upset, and reached over and gently took her hand in his, rubbing the back of her hand with his thumb.  “Now that you've thought about it I'm sure you'll change your ways.  But I think we need to talk about this more because like I said, I don't normally mislead people.  Apparently the idea of a man using spanking as one way of keeping a lady he cares about safe is new to you, but I feel I should tell you, it's not that uncommon here.  I'm sure not every man does it, but a good number of them I'm sure do.”

      “They do?”

      “It's not something we talk about regularly, but yes, I'm sure many of them do.  A father spanks a child when he does something wrong or dangerous so he learns that what he did is not acceptable.  It's very effective.”

      “Yes, for a child, I can agree.  But for his wife?  What gives him that right, and what happens if he's less than totally honest?  Is she expected to spank him?”

      He couldn't contain his chuckle, but shook his head.  “No.  A man is the head of the family.  He's the one responsible for keeping his family safe.  He needs his wife to be totally honest out here, where there are dangers all around.  But to be upfront, that's not the only thing that can earn a lady a spanking from her husband or man that cares about her.”

      She was staring at him now with her eyes wide open.  “It isn't?”

      “No.  Every man is different, but there can be other things that he considers important enough to warrant spanking his wife for.”

      She was again quiet for some time before looking up at him.  “What about you; what would you spank a lady you care about for?”

      “I'm glad you asked.  I hope you're still willing to allow me to court you, but I want to be upfront with you.  I see this as a way of showing my lady how much I care about her, and I'm sure many of the other men in this area do, as well.  Like I said, not being totally honest will get a lady's bottom warmed, as will doing something dangerous.  I know a lot of things out here may be new to you, so I will try to watch out for you and tell you things to watch out for.  If you do something that is dangerous, I believe in telling you about it so you know why it's dangerous, and then letting you know that doing it again will earn you a spanking.  I try to be fair, and I certainly won't look for reasons to spank you.”

      “Those are the only things?  You're sure?”

      He patted her hand to try to assure her.  “Cecelia, believe me, I'd rather not ever have to spank you or any other lady.  The thought of hurting you is something I don't ever want to have to even consider, but  I will if I have to.  I already care too much for you not to do whatever I have to if it means keeping you safe.  I will be watching out for you carefully.”

      He could tell his words had an impact on her, but he wasn't sure what the expression on her face meant.   He was usually pretty good at reading people, but this look had him confused.  She was obviously shocked with the possibility of being spanked, which frankly surprised him.  Spanking certainly wasn't a main topic of conversation, but it was something that happened and everyone knew about it.  Or at least he thought everyone knew about it.  He was beginning to reconsider that thought.  Maybe it didn't happen everywhere.

      He was relieved when she finally answered, but still not quite sure what her thoughts were when she said, “Thank you for telling me that.”

      “You're welcome.  Like I said, I try to be upfront with everyone.  I'll finish walking you home now, unless you have any other questions you'd like to ask?”

      “No, thank you.”  He pointed out a few things along the way as he escorted her home.  She seemed interested enough, but didn't say much, and by the time they reached her house he still didn't know where they stood.  She thanked him for walking her home, and he reminded her he'd be over around six o'clock to eat and talk to the ladies.  He headed back to his office, as confused as ever.
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        * * *

      

      Fred was in a good mood, after having spent a wonderful evening with Miss Rose Kincaid.  The two of them seemed to get along nicely, and she'd agreed to see him again.  As much as he'd wanted to ask her to have supper with him again this evening, he thought that might be pushing her a bit much.  Instead, he asked about Friday evening, which would only be making him wait one extra day.

      He was having trouble concentrating on his work, and his mind wandered back to Miss Kincaid yet again.  He wondered if Dawson was faring better today.  He smiled at the thought, picturing his friend thinking about Miss Adams, but picked up the document he'd been reading unsuccessfully, ready to try again.  When he found himself gazing outside instead of working yet again, he decided to take a break.  He headed over to the sheriff's office, thinking with a little luck Dawson would be free and they could have a little talk.

      He turned the corner to go to the sheriff's office and literally ran into Dawson, which was unusual.  Dawson was normally very alert and would never run into someone while looking down.  He wordlessly turned his friend around and headed him back to his office, saying, “We need to talk a minute.”

      Dawson nodded.  “Yeah, we do, but not in my office.  George Burke keeps spouting off about what he's going to do to those ladies that he feels got him into the mess he's in, and I don't want to chance him hearing anything at all about them.  I'll sure be able to breathe a lot easier once those two are out of my jail and in prison somewhere.”

      “You said the judge can't make it Tuesday after all, when he was supposed to be here.  What happened, and when is he coming?”

      “He got sick, and the telegram said he'd be here as soon as he can, hopefully within two weeks.”

      “Two more weeks?”

      “I know,” Dawson said.  “I told Clyde at the telegraph office to let me know as soon as I receive anything from him.  I'm anxious to hear when he'll be here, and I'm hoping it's sooner than two weeks.  I want George out of my jail.  Let's go to your office to talk.”

      “That's a good idea.”  They turned down a side street and headed back to Fred's office, talking as they walked.

      “So, the judge has been delayed, but has he said whether he's willing to hold court in your office so we won't have to move them to the church?”

      “He doesn't like the idea,” Dawson said.  “He's afraid my office won't hold everyone who wants to see the trial, and everyone has a right to see it if they want to.  He understands our concern, though, and is giving it some thought.  Hopefully when he lets me know he's on his way here he'll have an answer for me about that, too.”

      “If he says no, I hope he at least does like you suggested and brings a couple of U.S. Marshals with him to help control them.”

      “I do, too.  I don't even want to think about George getting loose.”

      They'd reached Fred's office and went inside.  They were barely sitting down before Dawson asked about what was actually on Fred's mind.  “So, how soon are you seeing Miss Kincaid again?”

      “Not until tomorrow.  I was afraid seeing her again tonight might be rushing things a little.”

      “You're quite enamored with her, I can tell,” Dawson said, rather than asked.

      “Rose is a wonderful lady, and I think we're pretty well suited,” he said, beaming.  “How about you and Miss Adams?”

      Dawson smiled at the thought of Cecelia, but just as quickly the smile changed to a frown.  “We got on really well last evening.”

      “Yet you frown.  If you got along well last evening, what's wrong?”

      “Last night we agreed to continue seeing each other, but we had a little talk today, and now I'm not sure how she feels about us.”

      “Is she going to see you again?”

      “I'm not sure.”

      “How can that be?  Did you ask her out again?”

      “Not really.  I'm eating with all of them this evening so I can talk to the group of them about some things they need to be aware of.  I'd planned on talking to her alone a few minutes tonight before I go home, and was going to ask her out for supper again tomorrow.  Right now, though, I'm not sure if she'll accept.”

      “Why not?  What did you do to upset her today?”

      “That's what has me so confused.  We've talked about differences in life as they knew it in Brightfield and out here, and she's always accepted the differences, but I mentioned one difference today and she seemed to get awfully upset about it.  Maybe I shouldn't have said anything, but I feel since they're living here now they should know about everything that may seem different to them.  In fact, that's why I'm meeting with them this evening, is to tell them about some of those differences.  Now after seeing how upset she got I'm questioning whether that's a good idea.”

      Fred tilted his head as he studied his friend.  “What did you tell her that upset her?”

      Dawson told Fred about the dress Goldie and Cecelia were making, and when he said they were telling everyone Goldie made it since she would be working for Lenore, Fred's eyebrows raised and he shook his head.  “I understand why they would plan to do that, but that type of thing would earn a good spanking from many husbands around here.”

      Dawson had to laugh before nodding in agreement.  “That's what I said, but she sure didn't like hearing it.”

      Fred's eyebrows drew together.  “That's what upset her so much?”

      “Yes.  Apparently she'd never heard of a husband using a spanking as a way of keeping his wife safe.”

      “I've been out here long enough that I don't remember too much about what life was like back east, but now that you said this, I have a brother that moved back to Boston.  When he visited a couple years back he was surprised to see men accompany their wives so often out here.  I told him it was to make sure they were safe, and he asked what I meant.  After explaining, he was a little taken back by how much men out here watched out for their wives.  He said there weren't as many things in the city for the men to worry about.  Women were pretty much free to make trips to town shopping alone.”

      “Well, if that's the case, they wouldn't have to watch out for ladies as much, but are you saying there's nothing they would take the lady they love to task for?”

      “Maybe not, I don't know.  I mean, I would say keeping a wife safe is the root of most spankings around here by husbands, but it's not the only reason.”

      “Well, no.  Ladies are so different from men.  They have big hearts, but sometimes a lady lets her big heart get away from her and does things she shouldn't do.  What Cecelia told me last night was a prime example of that.  In essence they were telling people a fib, but she didn't see it that way because she saw it as helping Goldie by doing the part she didn't like doing.”

      “Exactly.  We see it as it is, but she saw it as helping her friend.  After you talked about it did she see it differently?”

      “She did.  She apologized, and I know she truly hadn't thought of it as being less than honest before I pointed it out to her.”

      “So she didn't argue with you or say you were wrong; she just didn't like the possibility of getting spanked for it?”

      “Exactly.  So now I'm wondering if I should mention that as a difference between what they're used to and living out here?  I don't want to upset them all like it upset her.”

      Fred took a couple moments to consider Dawson's question.  “Well,” he said slowly, choosing his words carefully, “my first thought was to say yes, please do tell them, but I'm not sure if that's for their good or because it would make it easier for me.”

      “Make what easier for you?”

      “Well, if Miss Adams was shocked and upset about that, the others may well be, as well.  If you tell them all about it, I won't have to.”  He smiled at his friend, looking a bit smug.  “However,” he said, amused at Dawson's look, “it would also give them a chance to talk to each other about it, which may be good.”

      “Do you think it's important to mention, though?  I don't want to scare them off before they even have a chance to get to know some of the single men around.  Cecelia seemed awfully upset, like it's something that would happen on a regular basis.  Almost like it's something I would enjoy and see as my right as her husband.  What if they decide they don't want to get married if that's what they have to look forward to?”

      “Maybe you could bring it up, but not focus on it.  If you see them looking shocked or scared, or if someone asks questions about it, try to explain it better, that it's not a daily happening by any means, but it might happen from time to time as a man sees it necessary to keep the lady they care about safe.”

      Dawson thought back to what exactly he had said to her, but her reaction had taken him by surprise and he couldn't recall his exact words.  “Maybe I didn't word it very artfully,” he admitted.  “Maybe I scared her without meaning to.  Sometimes what's in my head doesn't exactly come out the way I mean it to.”

      “I'd say that's true with all of us from time to time,” Fred said with a bit of a chuckle.

      “Why don't you come with me this evening?  You're an attorney, you're good with words and saying what you mean.  If I say something wrong maybe you can correct me.”

      “I'm not sure that's a good idea.  They invited you, not both of us.  There may still be a way I can help, though.  I'm taking Rose out tomorrow evening.  We seemed to be able to talk openly with each other last evening, which I was very happy about.  Maybe I can ask if anything you said this evening concerned any of them, or if she had any questions after thinking it over.”

      “That's a great idea, Fred.  If that information upsets the rest of them the way it seemed to upset Cecelia today, they may well talk about it among themselves after I leave tonight.  If it causes enough concern for them Rose may be willing to open up a little bit to you about it, or ask a couple questions.  Maybe you can clear things up that way.”

      “I'll be happy to do that.  I think you should mention the importance of total honesty and their listening to any man they may be out with.  I think you should stress that it's for their safety, but mention if they don't listen and heed what the man says they could find themselves over his knee.  Then I'll follow up on it tomorrow evening with Rose.”

      “Thank you, again, for the advice, my friend.”

      “That's what friends are for.  I hope this works out, for both our sakes.”
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        * * *

      

      After talking with Fred, Dawson had spent the rest of the afternoon thinking about what to say to the ladies tonight and how to say it.  He certainly didn't want to focus on the subject of spanking, but he and Fred both felt the ladies should be aware that if they dated men in this area, it could possibly be a part of their life.  If the ladies had a chance to get used to the idea it might not be as upsetting to them.  It might also make them listen more carefully to what their men were telling them, which would be a good thing, and much safer.  He felt he had a plan worked out, and hoped it went well.

      He was met at the door by Anna, which was a little disappointing.  He'd been hoping Cecelia would be there to invite him in.  It would have been encouraging, maybe a sign she wasn't still upset, but it didn't happen.  He told himself not to read too much into it, and that Anna was probably just closer to the door when he knocked.  Still, he felt much better when Cecelia showed up just a few seconds later and welcomed him.  “We're ready to eat if you are, unless you'd like a few minutes first?”

      “No, that's fine,” he said with a smile.  “I seldom have to be asked twice if I want to eat.”  The ladies chuckled as they made their way to the table.  Cecelia showed him to a place at the head of the table, and he was glad when she sat next to him.  He wasn't too surprised when she asked if he would mind giving thanks, and all the ladies grabbed each other's hand.  That put him holding Rose's hand on one side of him and Cecelia's on the other.  After he said a quick but adequate prayer of thanks, he rubbed Cecelia's hand just a bit before reluctantly letting go, and was glad when she smiled up at him and squeezed his hand before relinquishing his.

      The ladies had fixed a splendid meal, and talk centered around things the ladies had discovered in Pine Falls, and differences in how things had been in Brightfield.  It was easy for him to see they were all very happy, which was a relief.  Anna and Goldie both liked Lenore and were excited to be helping her, which in turn was helping the kind people of Pine Falls.

      Cyrus, who ran the telegraph office, had also been putting out a weekly newspaper, but was considering closing it down if he couldn't find help.  It was just too much for one man to do, but he hadn't been able to find anyone who was good at writing up stories and willing to set type to help put the paper out.  Rose was excited as could be at the opportunity to help him.  She enjoyed writing and found the thought of actually working at a newspaper exciting.  The thought that he would teach her how to send and receive telegrams was almost too much, according to her.  Dawson was happy to see her so excited, and was glad Cyrus would have help and could keep the paper going.

      The ladies asked Dawson about starting a laundry service.  The other three ladies who hadn't gotten employment in town decided between the three of them they could keep their house clean and do the majority of the cooking while the other ladies were doing their jobs during the day, and would also start the laundry service many of the single men in town had expressed interest in.  Lizzie Graber, Ella Trumble, and Sally Graham felt between the three of them they could share the work, and switch around so none of them spent all day, every day washing clothes.  They enjoyed hanging washed clothes up to dry, didn't mind ironing them or folding them when they were dry and ironed, and enjoyed cooking and cleaning the house, so they felt if they rotated the jobs, it would work well.

      Dawson thought that was a good plan, and asked what they would need to get started.  He wasn't at all surprised to hear they'd helped with the laundry at the orphanage, so they knew what they were doing for sure, but it was a bit of a shock when he heard they'd washed everyone's clothes on a washboard.  He made a mental note to talk to Fred about the possibility of buying them some kind of newfangled washing machine to help.  He had heard about one with big wooden tub that was filled with hot water.  It had an arm that would rotate when a crank was turned, which would agitate the clothes, eliminating the need for the washboard.  He could also see about one of the wringer attachments to aid in wringing the water out.  If they were going to be doing a lot of washing those  would certainly make their work easier.

      When they'd finished eating the ladies asked if he was in a hurry to talk with them or if they could wash the dishes up first, promising it wouldn't take long.  Dawson assured them he was in no rush, and was then escorted to the front room by Cecelia and Rose, while the other ladies picked up dishes and headed for the sink.

      Cecelia and Rose explained that they assigned chores for everyone to do daily, like they had done in Brightfield.  They rotated so no one was doing something she didn't particularly care for every day.  Each day two ladies were off, as they called it, and were available for anything extra that came up that needed done, or to fill in for any lady who may not be feeling well that day or was out with a gentleman caller.  It was obvious how they seemed to work well together, while also watching out for each other.
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      The ladies made quick work of the dishes and cleaning the kitchen after the delicious meal they'd served, and were soon all gathered in the main room and ready to hear what Dawson had to say.  Cecelia had mentioned to them that he wanted to warn them of things they would need to watch out for, like wild animals that weren't a concern to them before, and that had them a little concerned.  They paid close attention to him when he started off with that.  After going over what they might encounter outside of Pine Falls and explaining what to do if they did have the misfortune of seeing each animal, he suggested that for now at least, they not go outside of town without being accompanied by a local man with a gun.

      The ladies nodded, all seeming to accept that idea, so he used it to lead into the next thing he wanted to talk about, which was the men.  He assured them that there were indeed many single men in this area who would more than likely come calling.  Although there weren't any he would distinctly warn the ladies not to go out with, there were some he didn't know as well as others.

      He suggested the ladies get to know any suitors that came calling before agreeing to go anywhere private with them, for safety's sake.  Perhaps they could suggest the first time they go to a public restaurant or something such as that, until they knew him better.

      He also let them know if they had any concerns about a man, whether it be something the man had said or done, they should feel free to go talk to him about the situation.  If it was a man he knew and trusted, he would relate that back to the lady, and likewise, if it was someone he wasn't as familiar with and was also concerned about what the lady said, he would tell her that and suggest she either not see him any more, or let Dawson talk to him.

      The ladies thanked him for that, and seemed a little shocked by his offer.  Sally thanked him and looked at the other ladies and said, “I don't know if it's just me, but it feels nice knowing there's someone out there that cares this much about us.”  The others immediately agreed, and thanked him again.  He assured them he did care, and many others in town felt the same way.  He said if any of them found themselves in a position in town where they needed help, either because they didn't trust a man they were with, or for any other reason, to ask anyone who happened to be around.  He was sure the people of Pine Falls would answer their call for help.

      Although that seemed obvious to him, Dawson was taken back by how much that simple statement seemed to mean to the ladies.  Apparently they were used to fending for themselves and didn't know what it felt like to know someone else was watching out for them.  If Cecelia was still terribly upset about the possibility of a spanking, perhaps he should point out that it would mean someone is watching out for her.  He tucked that thought away to consider again later, and segued into the next thing he wanted to talk about, which was along the same line.

      The next thing he told the ladies was that they should refrain from walking about after dark, unless there was a real need to be out for some reason, and then they should go next door and ask if he would accompany them.  He reminded them that occasionally drifters would pass through town, and there were a few miners that stayed out at their mines, but would come into Pine Falls or another town a few times a year for supplies.  They weren't to be trusted, and a lady out by herself could find herself in a lot of trouble quickly.  He could tell by the fear on their faces that he'd made that point plainly enough.

      He moved on to the last thing he wanted to talk about, which was that they should listen to any man they were out with.  He stressed that the local men knew the dangers, and if a man told them to do something or not to do something, they should listen.  It was more than likely a safety precaution, in an attempt to keep them safe.  He gave a couple of examples, and finished with, “Ignoring what the man you're with says could be a dangerous thing to do.  You could end up being hurt, if not by something else, by the man's hand when he puts you over his knee for ignoring his instructions he gave in an attempt to keep you safe.”

      His statement had pretty much the effect on the ladies he predicted.  He looked out at them and saw several large sets of eyes staring at him.  Lizzie didn't appear to be as upset as the others and seemed to recover first.  “So you're saying husbands out here spank their wives?”

      “I won't say all of them do, but I do know it's a fairly common practice, yes, ma'am,” Dawson answered truthfully.  “Men out here know it can be a dangerous place, and if we care about a lady we will watch out for her.  A spanking is a quick and effective way of letting her know we are indeed watching her and what she’s doing so we can keep her safe, and that we won't allow her to ignore our warnings.  It's one way we can show we care about her.”

      They were quiet, and turned to each other, looking around as if sizing up what others were thinking.  Lizzie seemed to sense how shaken they were, and Dawson wanted to thank her when she tried to calm them a bit.  “As all of you know, I didn't grow up entirely in the orphanage, but was twelve when I moved there after my parents were killed in a buggy accident.  My parents raised my three brothers and me right.  They taught us what was right and what was wrong, and if we didn't listen or abide by what he said, Pa took us into his office and we were spanked.  But he also did that to my mother.  He never did it when we were around, but by the time we were eleven or twelve we all knew he did it.  It was always after she'd done something he'd told her not to do, and we knew it had been dangerous.  That night, after we were all in bed, we'd hear them.”

      “That's awful,” Goldie said.

      “I'm not so sure it was,” Lizzie said, as they all stared at her.  “You see, my parents were very much in love.  Not all husbands and wives are, but you could easily tell they were.  Whenever that did happen, the next day it was as if they were even more in love.  I know that sounds odd, but they would look at each other during the day, and you didn't have to be an adult to see the love they had for each other.  I would love some day to find a man that loves me the way my father loved my mother.”

      “She loved him even after he hit her?” Ella asked.

      “It wasn't like he hit her.”  Lizzie sighed, obviously frustrated and trying to find the right words to explain herself.  “Have any of you ever been spanked?  I mean, I know you probably were by Mr. Kline when you were small, but were any of you ever spanked by a parent, before you went to the orphanage to live?”

      “I was,” Goldie admitted.  “I was only five when I lost my parents, but I do remember my father taking me over his knee a couple of times after explaining what I'd done wrong and why he was spanking me.”

      “I'm sure it hurt,” Lizzie said, “but did you feel like he hit you?”

      Goldie thought a few moments before answering.  “No, not really like he hit me.  I mean, you're right, it hurt, but I knew why he was doing it.  It wasn't like he just got upset and started hitting me.”

      “That's what I'm talking about,” Lizzie said.  “He was doing it for a reason, because he loved you.  It was like that anytime my father spanked me, too.  It hurt, but I knew what I'd done to deserve it, and he was doing it to teach me a lesson, to help me.  I guess maybe you could say I knew he loved me, and that made a big difference.”

      “It's the same way here,” Dawson said, stepping in, trying to help Lizzie explain.  “If the man didn't care about you, it would be easier for him to ignore whatever it was you did, and simply not see you again.  But if he cares about you he doesn't want you to get hurt, and this is his way of showing that.”

      Rose thought a moment, then giggled.  “So you're saying if a man we're with takes us over his knee, he cares about us?”

      Dawson smiled, thinking Fred might have his hands full, as well.  Like Cecelia, Rose was a smart lady and wasn't afraid to speak up.  “That would probably be a good indication that he cares for you, yes,” he answered.  “Like I said, it would be easier for him to ignore it and walk away.”

      “I think I follow what you're saying,” Rose said.  “So if anyone finds themselves in that situation, with a sore bottom, if you confide in me I'll remind you that he must care about you.  It seems to me that would make up for a lot.”

      Ella smiled at Rose's words.  “I see what you're saying, Rose.  Knowing someone cares for me, just for me in a special one to one way, I think I could handle some pain.  I mean, if they care for you I wouldn't think it would be hard enough to do any real damage.”

      As if on cue, Dawson suddenly saw seven sets of eyes looking his way.  “You're right, Ella.  A good man will spank hard enough to get his point across and make sure you know he's watching you, and to deter you from doing it again, but he would never do any permanent or long lasting harm.  You will be sore for a little while, possibly the rest of the day or even the next morning, depending on the man and what the spanking is for, but never any serious harm.”

      Most of the ladies seemed to accept his words and glanced at the other ladies, nodding as if in understanding and acceptance.  Cecelia, however, still seemed apprehensive, which worried him.  He didn't want them all dwelling on that, so he quickly changed the subject and asked if there were any questions any of them had about anything, or if there was anything they needed.  He answered a couple of their questions, and reminded them that Tom said there were still a couple of ladies who hadn't made it in to pick out fabric for a dress, and encouraged them to do so.  He also made sure they knew there was money on that account for any food or other things they needed.

      When he was finished, he asked if he could speak a moment with Cecelia before leaving, and was happy when she said of course, and went with him to the front porch.  “Thank you for inviting me over for supper tonight,” he said as he picked up her hand.  “I could have simply come over after the meal to talk to the ladies, but I enjoyed the meal.  I'm not sure who prepared it, but it was delicious.”

      “Thank you,” she said turning a bit red.  “And thank you for coming to talk to us.”

      “It was something I wanted to do.  All of you need to know what to watch for out here.  Now, I'd also like to ask if you'd join me for supper tomorrow evening?”

      “Thank you for asking, but I think I better stay in tomorrow.  I'll be working during the day, and then I have some things I need to do tomorrow evening.”

      Dawson was disappointed, but also concerned.  He couldn't tell if she truly did have things she needed to do or if she was shying away from him. If it was the latter, he wondered if she had decided she didn't like spending time with him, or if the possibility of a spanking was scaring her off.  Deciding it would be best not to push, he nodded.  “I understand.  Maybe in the next day or two.  Good night, Cecelia.  Sleep well.”

      “Thank you, Dawson.  You do the same.”

      He tipped his hat and stepped off the porch and headed next door.  When he heard the door close he turned to see she'd gone back in the house.  He went to his house and sat in the rocking chair on his porch for a little while, wishing he knew why he'd just been turned down.  Eventually he decided to give her a day or two to digest this information and come to terms with it.  Then if she still refused to meet with him again, he would talk to her, ask what the problem was.  Satisfied for now, he went in and straight to bed.
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        * * *

      

      The next day Dawson stopped in at the general store to see how Cecelia's day was going.  She seemed happy, and was polite to him, but didn't treat him any differently than any other customer.  After two more days like that, when she again turned him down when he asked if she'd have supper with him, he became concerned.

      The next day he stopped in around lunchtime and asked if she would have lunch with him.  “I don't think I should,” she said.  “We've been awfully busy here today.”

      Tom overheard her and stepped in.  “Nonsense, Miss Adams.  You need to eat lunch, so go on.  I can handle the store myself.  Thanks to you I'm caught up on stocking the shelves, so I'll be fine.”

      “But what about you?  You need to eat, as well.”

      “And I will, after you do.  I used to close the shop up so I could have lunch, and then I was the only one here when it was open.  Now that you're here I've been able to keep the shelves stocked better and we don't have to close over lunch now.  If it gets busy it's nice having two of us to help customers, but people here are patient.  Now you go on and have a nice lunch with Dawson.”

      “All right, if you're sure,” she said a bit hesitantly.

      Sensing there was indeed a problem they needed to talk about, Dawson spoke to Tom.  “There are a few things I need to talk to Miss Adams about, Tom.  Will it be a real hardship if I keep her an extra few minutes?”

      “Absolutely not.  There's no one here now and I brought a sandwich from home, so I may just have my lunch while you two are gone.  Take your time.  She's been coming in early and staying later to help unpack the order we got in, so take all the time you need.”

      “Thank you, Tom,” Dawson said.  “I appreciate it.”  He led her outside with a gentle hand on her back.

      “What do you need to talk to me about?” Cecelia asked as soon as they were on the boardwalk in front of the store.

      “Let's eat first, then we'll do our talking.  Is Bertha's restaurant okay?”

      “That would be wonderful.  She's such a good cook.”

      “That she is,” he agreed as he offered her his arm.  She took it and allowed him to lead her there, as they talked about the wonderful weather.

      They had a nice meal, and Dawson was happy to see conversation still flowed easily between them.  When they left, he headed them to the bench under the maple tree again, liking the privacy it gave them.  Once they were settled in he turned to her, and noticed she seemed a little stiff, like she was concerned.  “I want to ask you again, will you please have supper with me tonight, or if not, tomorrow night?”  When she hesitated he knew there was a problem.  He picked her hand up and squeezed it a bit.  “Cecelia, what's wrong?  You agreed to allow me to court you, and now you seem to have withdrawn that liberty.  Is it something I've done or said, or is it the possibility of a spanking?”

      Her eyes grew wide and she quickly looked around.

      “I checked to be sure no one was close enough to hear us before I asked that,” he assured her, “but from your reaction I'd say that's the problem.  I'm not sure what else I can say that will help, but I'll always be happy to answer any questions you have, about that or anything else.  Did you ladies talk about this at all after I left?”

      She blushed, but answered him honestly.  “Yes, we did.  Lizzie told us not to make too much of this and stressed that when it's done with love, or deep caring, it's not the same as someone who hits a person because they're upset.”

      “She's right.  I was spanked as a child, and although it hurt, I also felt the love my parents had for me.  I hope you take her advice and not let this keep us apart.  I very much want to get to know you better because I think we are compatible.  Keep in mind, a spanking only becomes an issue if you do something to earn it.  If you listen to what I tell you so I can keep you safe, we have nothing to be concerned about.  I'd be more than happy if that happened.”

      “You would, really?”

      “Of course I would.  I'd never want to hurt someone I care about, even if it's to protect them and is just a temporary hurt.  Like I told you before, I would never look for a reason to spank a lady.”

      She took a deep breath and he watched as she thought hard a few moments.  Finally, with a determined look on her face she nodded.  “Okay, I'll have supper with you.”

      “Thank you.  Is tonight okay, before you change your mind?”

      She smiled and nodded.  “That would be fine.”

      “Good.”  He paused a moment, then took one of her hands in his again.  “Cecelia, I don't want to upset you again, but there's one thing I need to tell you.  I plan on asking you something this evening, and I want to let you know now so you can think about it this afternoon, before you answer.”

      “This sounds serious,” she said tentatively.

      “It is.  Cecelia, you told me you knew how to handle the gun I took from you.”  He felt her stiffen, and quickly continued.  “Now, I asked you that before I'd told you how important total honesty is to me, so I think it's only fair that I ignore the answer you gave me previously.  I am going to ask you again this evening, though, if you know how to use it.  Before you answer this time, think about it.  Also know that if you don't know, that's fine and perfectly understandable.  I'll be happy to teach you if you'd like to learn.  So think about it this afternoon, and I'll see you this evening.  Will six o'clock be okay with you?”

      “That would be fine.”  She took a moment, then looked up at him.  “And Dawson?”

      “Yes?”

      “Thank you.”

      “You're welcome.  I better get you back to the general store.  If you have a slow time this afternoon, please look at the fabric and pick some out for your new dress.”

      “I will,” she promised.  “Now that I'm working in the public, I have to admit I could use another dress.”

      “Once everyone has one new one I plan on pushing that each of you, especially those that are working outside of the house, get what you need to make a second one.”

      “I admit we can certainly use a second new dress if we're working outside the house, but we can use our own money to buy the fabric for a second one.”

      He frowned, letting her know his thoughts, but certainly didn't want to upset her again so soon, so he simply said, “We may talk about it again, but for now, make sure you get the fabric for your first dress.”  His smile seemed to put her more at ease, and they talked easily as they went back to the store.
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        * * *

      

      Cyrus stopped in at the sheriff's office that afternoon with a telegram.  He dropped it off and left, but Dawson could tell by the look on his face that it was important, so he read it right away.  He asked the temporary deputy to watch the office and prisoners while he took care of some business, and left.  He stopped first at the telegraph office.  He said hello to Rose, then spoke to Cyrus privately.  He asked if Rose knew about the telegram he'd gotten and what it said.  Cyrus quickly assured him that he was beginning to teach her the skills to receive the telegrams, but he'd been alone when he got that one, and she knew nothing about it.  He hadn't told anyone.

      “Good,” Dawson said.  At Cyrus's concerned expression, he explained further.  “I'm not saying I have a problem with Rose.  She seems very capable and reliable, but in this instance I don't feel we know her well enough yet to share this.  Our prisoners make me nervous, and I would just as soon no one know when the trial will be until we need to announce it.”

      “I understand,” Cyrus assured him, “and I won't share the information with anyone.  Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “I would appreciate holding off on teaching Rose until after the trial, and any telegrams you get for me or I send regarding this trial be kept between us.”

      “Not a problem.  I'll see to it that anything I get regarding that gets to you right away, and I'll keep it private.”

      Dawson thanked him, and made his way to Fred's office.  “Dawson, I'm glad you stopped in.  what's going on, or not going on with you and Cecelia?  I've seen Rose just about every day, and I understand you two haven't been out together since your picnic.  Is there a problem?”

      “There was, but she's agreed to have supper with me tonight.”

      “Glad to hear it.  Can I ask, did you do something to upset her, or was it the spanking thing?”

      “That's what it was.  She's still leery, but at least she agreed to see me again.  I hope it goes well.”

      “As do I.”

      “So you've been seeing Rose pretty much daily, huh?  I take it things are going good with you two?”

      “They are.  She's a wonderful lady.”

      “I agree.  After I had a meal with them a few days ago, though, I have to say, Rose may keep you on your toes just as much as Cecelia will mine, if we can work this out.”

      Fred chuckled, but didn't seem to disagree.  “What makes you say that?”

      “She reminds me of Cecelia.  She's a smart lady. She’s no pushover and not afraid to say what she's thinking.  You're a lucky man, Fred.  I wish you well.  I think you two would make a good couple.”

      “Thank you, Dawson.  I agree, and I feel the same way about you and Cecelia.  Hopefully, she'll get over the fear she seems to be harboring and you two can get past that and see how well you would do together.  Now, sit down and tell me what brings you here with a serious look on your face.

      Dawson nodded and sighed, the serious expression returning.  Once he was sure they were alone he sat down, showed Fred the telegram, and waited for his response.  “So the trial will be next Wednesday, and today's Thursday,” Fred finally said, obviously deep in thought.  “Who all knows this?”

      “So far just you, me, and Cyrus.  I've talked to him and he's agreed to keep the information private.  He isn't even going to let Rose see it.  I hope you're not upset with me for asking him to do that.  It's not that I don't trust her, but I don't really know her well enough to know that she won't share the information with the other ladies.  That's way too many people knowing for me to be comfortable.”

      “I agree totally,” Fred assured him.  “How long can you keep it from the town's people?”

      “The judge will arrive on the train on Tuesday, hopefully in the afternoon.  People will recognize him and I'm sure word will spread that he's here.  Everyone will know he's here for the trial, but I'm hoping to keep it under our hat until then.”

      “When people see him arrive your office will be bombarded with people asking when it is.”

      “You're probably right, and we'll have to tell them honestly.  I'm sure George and Earl will find out quickly once people in town know, but hopefully they won't find out until mid to late afternoon, and if the trial starts the next morning, we can hope it doesn't give them enough time to come up with a plan for escape.”

      “I hope the same thing, but I hope you have another plan for backup,” Fred said, looking very serious.

      “I do, and that's what I want to run past you.”  Fred nodded, and Dawson began.  “I asked the judge if he wouldn't allow it to be held in the jail, would he bring at least a couple extra marshals with him.  He didn't answer that, so I think I'll send him a telegram and ask him again, but suggest he bring two with him, as usual when it's a serious case, but also have a couple more that arrive separately and don't tell people they're marshals.  They could stand back and keep their eyes open, staying close to the ladies in case something does go wrong.”

      “That's a good idea,” Fred said quickly.  “I like it.  My only question is should we somehow gather the ladies together so it will be easier to watch and protect all of them?  If they're scattered all over town, some of them in their house, Rose at the telegraph office, Cecelia at the general store, and the other two at Lenore's shop, won't it be hard for an extra marshal or two to protect them all?”

      “I wondered the same thing.  We can talk to the judge when he gets here and get his opinion, but if we at least have a couple extras here that people, including George and Earl, don't know are marshals, I think it would be better.”

      “I agree.  Send that telegram right away so the judge can decide, and hopefully make the necessary arrangements.”

      Dawson thanked him and made his way back to talk to Cyrus and get a telegram off to the judge.  Once that was accomplished, he thought he would feel better, but his mood was all over the place the rest of the day.  On one hand Cecelia agreed to see him again, which was very encouraging.  Also on the positive, the trial would take place on Wednesday, which was only a few days away.

      But while he would be extremely happy to get those two out of his jail, he couldn't help but be concerned about what would happen between now and the end of the trial.  He was now convinced that the men, George in particular, would most definitely try something to escape.  He had to think it would more than likely happen when they were moving the men, but he couldn't even be sure of that.

      A lot of things were possible, and Dawson knew it.  There could have been more men in their group than just those two and the two that were killed.  They may be planning something to help them escape.  He didn't feel that was very probable, but it was definitely possible.  And although it would make sense to try any escape while they were being moved, if others were involved they could be planning to do something while the trial was underway, thinking people wouldn't be as alert or expecting anything to happen then.

      He'd tried to think of all possibilities and come up with a tentative plan in such an event, but he knew it was going to be a dangerous time.  He would definitely feel better once the trial was over, the men had been found guilty and sentenced to prison, and the marshals had them in their control, tied to their wagon and headed to prison.
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      Dawson cleaned up and changed his clothes that evening before going next door to collect Cecelia.  She answered the door with a big smile on her face and a warm greeting, which put him at ease.  It was a nice evening and they decided they'd rather walk to Bertha's restaurant, so they set off with her arm wrapped through his.  He occasionally reached down and patted her hand as they shared a laugh.

      During their meal they talked easily, as they had earlier.  Afterward they went for a walk around town.  Before it got dark he took them to another bench close by that offered privacy.  He reached over to take her hand in his with one hand and with his other he used his thumb and forefinger to turn her face so she was looking at him.  “Okay, Cecelia, I'm going to ask you a question, and I hope you have a good answer for me.  You said you were given a gift from your father the evening before you left on the train to come here.  I'm glad you have something of his, and I have to say I've looked at the gun and it's very nice.  Let me ask you, do you know how to use it?”

      She tried to look away, but he held her chin steady.  When she realized he wasn't letting her look away, she met his eyes.  “No, I don't,” she admitted, “and I'm sorry I told you earlier that I did.  Can you please forgive me?  Now that I know your thoughts on honesty, I promise I won't lie to you again.”

      “First off, thank you for an honest answer.  And yes, I can forgive you since I can tell you're sincere about it.  I also  hadn't explained why honesty is so important to me.  Now that you know it's vital to my being able to keep you safe, I hope we won't have reason to talk about it ever again.  Now, as I said before, I would be happy to teach you how to shoot, if you're interested in learning.”

      “Thank you for the offer, and I would like to take you up on that.  Since I have my father's gun I would like to know how to use it.”

      “I don't blame you, it's a very nice gun.”

      “You said you would give it back to me once you know I can use it.  I don't blame you for taking it, especially since you are the sheriff, but can you tell me how long that might take?  I'm anxious to get it back.  It all happened so quickly, I never really even had much of a chance to look at it.”

      “I'll probably let you use it to learn on.  Let me check it out further to make sure it's safe to shoot, and try it a couple times to see if it shoots straight, and if everything checks out okay I'll let you use it to learn how to shoot.  As far as how long it will take, I can't really say.  It will depend on how quickly you learn, whether you're a natural or it's something you need to practice to catch onto.  Once I'm confident you can handle it I will indeed give it back.  I'll actually feel a little better knowing that one of you ladies has a gun and knows how to use it.  I meant to ask all the ladies if any of them know how to shoot, but I forgot.  You don't happen to know, do you?”

      “I don't know for sure, but I'll ask.  My guess is that no one can shoot, but I say that because they certainly didn’t teach the ladies at the orphanage.  They taught the boys so they could help hunt for our meat, but not the girls.  Thinking about it, the only one I would say might would be Lizzie.  She was a little older when she moved there, so her parents might have taught her, but she never mentioned anything about it that I know of.  I'll ask them, though, and tell you what I learn.”

      “Thank you.  Tomorrow is Saturday, so do you want your first lesson after you're done at the store?  I can get Bertha to pack us another picnic and we can go out of town and I can show you how to care for and load the gun, we can eat, and then we can try shooting a little while.”

      “That sounds good. Would you like me to --”

      “No, I don't want you to do anything but be ready to go after you get done at the store.  Let me take care of you once in a while.”

      His stern voice got her attention, and she hung her head a bit as she said, “I can do that.”

      “Thank you,” he said as he smiled and patted her hand.  “It's getting rather dark out, so I think I better get you back home.  Ladies are safer at home after dark, even with a man to escort them.”

      When they got back home he walked her to the front door and took her hands in his own.  “Thank you, Cecelia, for agreeing to see me again.  I had a good time this evening.”

      “I did as well.  Thank you for being patient and not giving up on me.  You would have had every right to walk away, or ask one of the other ladies out, and I couldn't have blamed you.  I'm glad you didn't, though.”

      “That thought never even crossed my mind.  I already care too much about you to walk away that easily.”

      “I'm glad to hear that, because I know that after I thought it through I would have been really upset if you had.”

      “That's the kind of honesty I like to see, or hear.  Thank you.”  After looking around to be sure no one was around, he leaned in and gave her a quick peck on her cheek.  “Now, about tomorrow.  Will it be too early if I pick you up about 5:30?  That will give us more time for your first lesson before it gets dark.”

      “That's fine.”

      “Good, I'll see you then.  Again, thank you for a lovely evening, Cecelia.  Sleep well.”

      “Thank you, and you, too, Dawson.  Good night.”

      He once again walked the short distance to his house with a big smile on his face.
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        * * *

      

      Not long after Dawson left, Fred pulled his buggy up to the same house.  He helped Rose down and walked her to the door.  “Thank you for the good company tonight, Rose.”

      “I had a good time, as well, Fred.  Thank you.”

      “You mentioned Cyrus said he won't need you to work tomorrow.  I have to drop some papers off in the next town over tomorrow.  I know you said you haven't seen much of this territory yet, so would you like to ride along with me?”

      “I would love to do that, but will it be okay?  What will people think if we're gone for a fair amount of the day, together?”

      “They'll think we've been seeing each other for a couple of weeks now, and if you're accompanying me on a business trip for the day, we must be getting along well.  More than likely they'll be happy for us.”

      “You think that's all they'll say?”

      “Yes, I do.  Rose, I know you're from just outside of Philadelphia, but things are different out here.  They're not as formal, and people are more accepting of each other.  Like I said, we've been seeing each other almost daily now for several weeks.  I made sure in the beginning when we were together we were in public, where everyone could see I had very honorable intentions with you.  But now it's obvious we're getting along well, and people are happy about that.  I have people every day wishing us well together.  We're both adults, no parents we answer to, so people around here expect us to be starting to spend a little more time together alone.  That's how you tell if you're really suited to each other, when it's just us, with no one watching our every move.”

      “That makes sense.  In that case, I would love to go with you tomorrow.”

      “Wonderful.  It's about a two and a half or three hour ride over.  Once we get there I'll stop by my client's house and drop the papers off.  We've already talked about them, so I really just have to drop them off.  It shouldn't take more than a few minutes, and then we can have a little walk around town.  We'll stop and have a nice lunch before heading back to Pine Falls.  If it's nice weather, like I think it will be, we may take a short detour on our way back so I can show you a waterfalls.  It's a magnificent sight, and I think you'd enjoy it.”

      “Oh, I'd love to see it.  Thank you for thinking of me.  I have been anxious to see more of this area.  The whole day sounds spectacular.”

      “Good.  I'll pick you up around eight o'clock, if that isn't too early?”

      “No, that will be fine.  We'll have breakfast over and the kitchen cleaned back up by then.”

      “Good.  I'll see you then.  Good night, sweet Rose.”  He leaned down and brushed his lips ever so lightly over hers, and was pleased when he saw her blush, but smile, as well.

      “Good night, Fred.”

      On his way home that evening Fred thought about Dawson, and hoped his evening with Cecelia had gone well, like his had with Rose.  Every night he spent time with her, he was a little more pleased that Dawson had come up with his good idea for Ernie's gift to the town.
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        * * *

      

      It didn't surprise Fred any when Rose was ready the next morning when he knocked on their door.  It was easy to see how eager she was, which made him feel good.  He loved the time he spent with her, and it made him feel good to see her this excited, as well.  He helped her into his buggy and they headed out of town.  Her bright eyes didn't miss a thing as they traveled, and she asked many questions about the land and area surrounding them.

      “The landscaping is so different out here than what I'm used to, but I love it,” she enthused.  “Sometime when we're not on a time schedule, could we come back out and explore this area a little more?”

      “Explore how?”

      “Like that creek we've been traveling beside for the last half hour.  Back home we hardly ever got out of the orphanage grounds, let alone outside of the city.  The few times I've seen a creek or river I thought it would be so fun to take a close look, maybe even take my shoes and hose off and see what it feels like.  Is the water cold?  Are there fish in it?”

      Fred turned to look at her, amazed.  “You've never been close enough to a moving body of water to touch it, observe it in any way?”

      “Possibly when I was too small to remember.  I don't remember much at all about my life before the orphanage.  There weren't any creeks close to us, though, so no.  I've seen them in books, and we passed by both small creeks and large rivers when we were on the train, but that was just seeing them from a distance.”

      “We'll have to remedy that then,” he said with a big smile.  “Some evening this week we'll have a picnic beside a creek and I'll introduce you to it.  As long as you can promise me you'll listen to me and take my warnings seriously, we'll make it a point to do that this week.”  He watched her reaction carefully, knowing what Dawson had said about Cecelia.

      Her reaction was a bit guarded, but not totally stunned.  “Take your warnings seriously?”

      “Yes.  Dawson said he was going to talk to you ladies about things to be aware of out here, like some of the wild animals you may spot from time to time, and to listen to those of us that are familiar with the area when we talk about dangers you may not be aware of.  Did he have a chance to do that?”

      “Uh, yes, he did.  He told us it was important for us to listen to what local people tell us.”

      “He's right, it is very important.  I obviously can't speak for all the men out here, but I know I see it as my responsibility to keep you safe when we're together, and I take that responsibility seriously.  To do that I need you to take my instructions seriously, too.  As long as you do, we'll be fine and I'm sure you'll enjoy the creek.  To answer your questions, yes, the water is pretty chilly, though as summer warms, the water does some, too.  And more importantly, yes, there certainly are fish in most of these streams.  If you'd like to try your hand at fishing, we can try that for a little while, as well.”

      “Oh, I'd love that.  I'd have no idea what to do with a fish if I caught it, but if you can do whatever you have to do to get it ready to cook, that part I can do.”

      He reached over and patted her leg.  “Then we should be fine.  I can skin it and fillet it, but I don't know much about cooking it.  I can certainly help you eat it, though.”

      She chuckled and slapped his arm playfully.  “Then we should be fine.  I'll look forward to that.”

      Both of them were quiet for the next few minutes of their journey, seemingly lost in their own thoughts.  Fred had a feeling they were both thinking about the same thing.  He was pleased with Rose's reaction to his caution to heed his warnings.  After his talk with Dawson he hoped to have a chance to hint at his thoughts on that subject before there was any possible conflict.  It would be much better if she had an idea in advance as to what may happen, but he didn't want to come right out and talk directly about the possibility of earning a spanking.

      This had been the perfect opportunity, and he felt he'd handled it well.  Mention it, but don't put too much time or attention into it.  From her rather abrupt reaction he could tell she knew what he was referring to, but luckily, she didn't seem to be as upset about it as Cecelia apparently had been.  Maybe the ladies having some time to be aware of it and come to terms with it was good.  He hoped Cecelia felt more comfortable with it, as well, because he really did feel she and Dawson made a good couple.
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        * * *

      

      Dawson's day was a little slower than some, which was good since he planned on making time to check out the gun that had been given to Cecelia.  Since he planned on teaching her how to handle and shoot a gun, it made sense for her to learn on her own, but not until he had checked it out thoroughly and made sure it was both safe and accurate.  It was easy to see it was a well made, not inexpensive gun, but although it appeared in good shape, not full of dents or dings, he really couldn't tell until he took it apart and examined it more closely.  It could have simply been sitting in a drawer somewhere for years, but not used or cleaned regularly.  Guns were much better, more reliable and lasted longer if they were shot and cleaned regularly.

      He spent some time at his office taking it apart and looking closely at the pieces.  It all looked to be in excellent shape, so he took it and plenty of ammunition to some woods outside of town to shoot it.  Again, he was impressed.  He wasn't sure who had been taking care of it the last twenty years, but he had respect for them.  The gun fired smoothly and straight as an arrow.  It would be a good gun for teaching.

      Their evening started off well.  He was eager to teach her how to shoot her new gun, and she was just as eager to learn.  Both were looking forward simply to spending time together.  He took her out to a woods outside of town and began by showing her how to hold and care for the gun.  Next he taught her how to load it, unload it and clean it.

      She tried to skim over the cleaning process, but he was insistent she do a thorough job.  “But we haven't even shot it yet,” she complained.  “Can't we get to that part?  I'll clean it then after you teach me how to shoot it.”

      “Cecelia, I want to make sure you know how to properly load and care for the gun before we spend the time learning how to shoot it.”

      “But why?  I'm anxious to get to the fun part.”

      “Because if you don't take proper care of the gun you don't have any business shooting it.  A gun can be a dangerous thing.  If it's not properly cleaned and maintained and loaded correctly it can misfire and you can be hurt.  Therefore, you have to prove to me you're serious about learning how to care for it before I will feel comfortable teaching you how to shoot it.”

      She nodded and put more effort into cleaning it, which earned her a big smile.  He asked about taking a break to eat supper, but she wanted to push ahead, while it was still light out.  He agreed and set about teaching her how to aim and pull the trigger gently and evenly.  He was pleasantly surprised at how accurate she was from the start.  After seeing where her shots were going and making a few adjustments, she started hitting her target on a fairly regular basis.  At his insistence they stopped and had their meal, and she was eager to get started again.

      She didn't want to stop, but when he pointed out the sun was setting and it was dangerous to shoot without being able to see as clearly, she reluctantly agreed, but asked if they could try again the next evening.  He agreed, and told her it was time for her to unload the gun and clean it.  She suggested a lighter cleaning would be sufficient for one day, since they would be using it again the next, and was startled at his next words.

      “Miss Adams, what did I tell you about listening to me when I tell you something for your own good?  I believe I told you using a gun that hasn't been properly maintained can be dangerous, didn't I?”

      Her head snapped up to look at him, and she was met with a stern look and serious eyes staring at her.  “Yes, you did, but I thought you meant that it needs to be maintained when you're not using it regularly, when it's likely to collect dust and stuff from setting in a drawer.”

      “Who would you say knows more about guns and the proper care and maintenance of them?”

      His demeanor was what she would describe as strict, and it was a bit overwhelming.  “You do,” she answered quietly, looking down.

      “That's exactly what I was talking about when I told you how important it will be for you to listen to me when I'm trying to protect you.”

      “I didn't completely understand.  I'm sorry.”

      Dawson was sure he'd made his point, and gently lifted her chin so she was looking at him.  “It's okay, sweet Cecelia, as long as you understand now.  When I tell you to do something, or not to do something, there's a reason for me telling you, and it's very important that you listen to me and not argue or ignore my warning.”

      “I understand now.”

      “Good.”  He leaned in and gave her cheek a sweet kiss.  “Now let's get this gun cleaned and head back to town before it's dark.  I don't like having the horses out on the road if I don't have to when I can't see the road in front of them.  It's too easy for them to step in a hole and be injured badly, even break a leg.”  She quickly picked up the gun and started cleaning it while he gathered up the remnants of their picnic and loaded it back into the buggy.  He kept an eye on her and was pleased to see she was giving the gun a serious, thorough cleaning.

      They made their way back into town, but he was concerned about how subdued she was.  He tried to get her talking again, without much luck.  She was polite and answered any questions he asked, but the bubbly lady who had ridden next to him on their way out of town seemed to have been replaced with a much more somber and low-spirited lady.

      When he walked her to her door she thanked him for the lesson, but said little else.  “I'll be over tomorrow evening and we'll do the same thing,” he said.

      She nodded.  “Thank you,” she said, and tried to slip into the door before he even had a chance to tell her good night.  He stopped her with a hand on her arm, and she turned to look at him.

      “Cecelia, is something on your mind?”

      “No, I'm fine.”

      “Something tells me that's not the case, but let me suggest one thing.  If there is ever anything on your mind, something that worries you, tell me, and we can talk about it.  It might be something about this area that's new to you, or it might just be something that's on your mind.  Whatever it is, if I can't give you an answer, if we at least talk about it, you'll feel better.  Part of looking out for you is keeping you not only safe, but happy, as well.  Will you do that, please?”

      “Okay,” she said a bit hesitantly, but smiled up at him, even if the smile didn't reach her eyes.  “Thank you.”

      “You're welcome.  I want to do what I can to make sure you're safe, healthy and happy, so please feel free to come to me about anything.”  He leaned over and gave her a soft kiss on her cheek before she slipped inside.

      He walked next door and sat in a rocking chair on his front porch for a while before going inside.  He wasn't sure how to handle the situation with Cecelia.  He was pretty sure she was upset again, afraid he would spank her for not listening to him.  He thought they were past that, but apparently not.

      He was still sitting on his porch when Fred and Rose pulled up next door.  It was dark enough out that he was pretty sure they hadn't noticed him sitting outside, so he stayed still, not wanting to call attention to himself.  After a couple minutes of talking quietly, Rose went inside and Fred turned to leave.  Dawson stood. Fred saw the movement and came over, taking a seat in the rocking chair next to him.

      “You and Rose seem to be getting along well,” Dawson said.

      “We are,” Fred agreed.  “The more time we spend together the more I'm thinking she's the lady I'm meant to be with.”

      “That sounds pretty serious,” Dawson said, taking an extra good look at his friend.  “You're not one to kid around, so if Rose makes you happy, I wish you the best of luck, my friend.”

      “Thank you.  How about you and Cecelia?  You two make a fine couple, as well.  How are things going between you two?”

      Dawson looked down and shook his head.  “Unfortunately, I'm not sure I can answer that.  I thought we were doing well, but now she's gone awfully quiet again.  I just don't know.”  They went inside for more privacy and talked for a few minutes, keeping their voices low to be sure the ladies next door couldn't hear them.
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      Rose was smiling as she went inside the house and made her way to the kitchen.  The other ladies were all gathered around the table.  Some were having a cup of tea, but most of them were talking and laughing.  Ella's face was red, and Lizzie was patting her on the back.  “Ella, there's nothing to be embarrassed about.”

      “That's easier for you to say, Lizzie.”

      “I understand how you must feel, Ella, but you said you really care about Frank, and he seems to care a lot about you, as well, didn't you?”

      “Yes, I did.  At least I thought that.”

      “I think you're right, and I think this proves it,” Lizzie said.

      “What are you talking about?” Rose asked, as she hurried to Ella's side.  “Did Frank do something to you; did he hurt you in any way?”

      “It depends on how you define hurting her,” Goldie said with a bit of a giggle.

      “No, he didn't hurt her,” Lizzie quickly assured Rose.

      “He spanked me,” Ella admitted quietly as her face reddened again.

      “Oh, my,” Rose said, sitting down.  “Why?  I mean, I heard what the sheriff said about men sometimes doing that in order to keep us safe, but whatever did you do?”

      “Frank has a wonderful sense of humor, which I think has something to do with why we seem to get on so well together,” Ella began.

      “You always were one to enjoy a good joke or was most likely to play a practical joke on someone,” Lizzie said.  “I take it you played a joke on him that he didn't see the humor in?”

      Ella sighed, slumped her shoulders a bit and told her woeful tale.  “He took me on a picnic, and we were sitting on a blanket under a tree between a woods and a beautiful little stream.  We had been doing a little teasing back and forth, both of us enjoying the levity.  I told him I had to go do my personal business, and he told me to go to the woods.  He said not to go too far in, and he turned his back so I would have privacy.  I went in and quickly did what I had to do, but instead of hurrying back out, I stayed in the woods just back far enough that I could quietly make my way over closer to where he was.  I planned on popping out just behind him and scaring him, then laughing at his surprise.”

      “But I take it the surprise was on you,” Rose said.  “What happened?”

      “I was almost to him, still hidden by the woods, when he called out to me.  I couldn't answer or he would know I was sneaking up on him, so I stayed quiet.  He called a second time, and again I didn't answer.  I was just about to jump out and scare him, when he yelled my name one more time, grabbed his rifle and went charging into the woods.”

      “Oh, no,” Rose said, alarmed.  “What was going on?  Did he see a wild animal of some kind?”

      “No, but it turns out when I didn't answer, he was afraid I'd encountered a wolf or something like that, and it scared him, apparently a great deal.  That's why he grabbed his rifle and ran into the woods calling for me, looking for any sign of me or any danger I could have been in.”

      “I take it you got his attention and let him know you were okay,” Rose said.  “What did he say then?”

      Ella was quiet for several moments, deep in thought.  “I felt terrible.”  She looked up at Rose with tears in her eyes.  “Rose, he really cares about me.  He thought I'd been attacked or cornered by an animal, and I saw true fear in his eyes, all because he was worried about me.  He didn't hesitate for a second before going head on into what he thought was a dangerous situation.”  All the ladies were quiet, taking in what she'd said.  “It made me feel things I've never felt before.  I've never had anyone care about me like that.  I hate that I scared him, but it felt really good knowing someone cared that much.  Does that make sense?”

      “Of course it does,” Lizzie answered quickly.  “I know most of you don't know what it's like having parents, but I do.  I was raised by my parents until I was eleven or twelve, and like I said, when my brother or I messed up, we were spanked, as were all the kids around there.  We knew our father spanked us because he loved us.  Somehow you could see it in his eyes while he was talking to you and hear it in his voice.  I'm sure it's the same with a man and a lady he cares about.”  She knelt down in front of her friend.  “Ella, I know you're embarrassed, and I'm sure you're a little sore even, but you're also lucky.”

      Cecelia, who had been watching the whole exchange, turned to Lizzie.  “She's lucky?  Are you serious?”

      “I'm very serious.  Ella is lucky to have found a man that cares that much about her.  That's something I haven't felt since my parents died, and I miss it.  Not the spankings,” she said quickly with a chuckle, “but that feeling of knowing someone loves you.  I can't describe how good that feels, to know someone loves you that much.  You've probably never experienced it, but if you ever do, you'll see what I mean.  It's a feeling like nothing else.”

      Cecelia looked from Lizzie to Ella, and then glanced around at the other ladies.  Ella reached over and squeezed Lizzie's hands as she met her eyes.  “Thank you, Lizzie, for explaining that to me.  I was confused by my feelings, but that helps.  Although the spanking wasn't at all pleasant, I wasn't angry with him, no matter how much I thought I should be.  In fact, when I saw in his eyes how much I worried him and knew he cared about me, I felt guilty, like I deserved it, and I actually felt better afterward.  I don't feel as confused after talking with you.  Now, if you'll all excuse me, I'm going to bed.  I have a wonderful man to think about.”  She was smiling as left the room.

      Cecelia studied Ella as she left the room, trying to make sense of what just happened.  The other ladies all appeared to be thinking about what they'd just heard, as well.  She was confused, especially after Dawson's comment this evening, but didn't know what to do.  She considered talking to one of them, but wasn't sure who she should talk to or what she should ask, so she went to bed, as well, deep in thought.

      Try as she might, sleep escaped her.  She kept going over what Dawson had said earlier, when she knew he was trying to warn her again about not listening to him.   She hadn't seen it as any big thing, but she had to admit, after hearing Ella's story it was making small things seem more important.  She could tell Ella truly felt bad about scaring Frank.

      The other thing that she couldn't get out of her head, though, was Ella's statement about how good it felt to know someone cared for her enough to do that.  Dawson had said something very similar, but it hadn't made much sense.  How could he care enough for her to hurt her?  Now, though, she was beginning to think of it in a different light.  She eventually drifted off to sleep, more confused than ever.
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        * * *

      

      Sunday morning Dawson got dressed and ready for church, then went next door.    Goldie opened the door, but several of the ladies were with her.  “Good morning, ladies.  Would anyone like an escort to church this morning?”

      They thanked him and went to fetch their shawls, reappearing at the door moments later.  “You all look lovely this morning,” he said with a big smile.  “I see some new dresses, and they're real pretty.  I'm sure some of the ladies in town will be commenting on them.  Are you all ready to go?”

      He noticed Rose wasn't with them and assumed Fred had already come to get her.  The same was true with Ella.  She was missing, and Dawson assumed Frank had escorted her there, as well.  He made his way to Cecelia and held his arm out for her.  She nodded with a quiet thank you, took his arm, and off they all went.

      Just as expected, Fred was already at the church with Rose on his arm, and Frank was there with Ella.  He envied both of them.  It seemed they'd found ladies that were a good match, and were happy.  He felt sure he and Cecelia would be a good match, if she could just get past that one little sticking point.  He also felt sure she was making much more of it than she should, but he was at a loss as to how to explain that to her.

      He watched her during church and felt sure something was on her mind.  She was friendly, stood at the right times, and he suspected most people would not think a thing was wrong.  But he could tell.  There were several times when he glanced over and she seemed preoccupied and had a distant look in her eyes.  He'd like to be able to help her, but until she was ready to talk to him, he wasn't sure there was much he could do.  He did the only thing he knew to do; pat her hand and hopefully let her know he was there and cared about her.

      After church was over people gathered outside to talk and enjoy the nice weather.  Dawson was happy to see several women commenting on the ladies' new dresses.  Lenore especially seemed pleased with them.  After a few minutes of talking in the group of people that had gathered, Dawson guided Cecelia over to the side a bit.  “Are you ready for another lesson?  I thought maybe we could get some lunch, then go out to the woods.  We'll have longer today to practice before we have to worry about darkness setting in.  You did so well yesterday, I'm eager to pick it up there again today.”

      She seemed a bit torn.  “You don't think I can shoot well enough yet to give me my father's gun back?”

      “No, ma'am, I don't.  I think you're doing real well and I don't think it will take long for you to convince me you're ready, but we've only worked on it one time.  I have to see that you remember how to care for it, which includes loading, unloading and cleaning.  Then we have to work on some targets a little more, including some moving targets.  Once I feel comfortable in your abilities I will gladly give it back to you.”

      She sighed, but nodded.  “I understand.”

      “I hope you really do.  I want you to have something that belonged to your father, Cecelia, especially something as nice as that.  But I meant what I said the first time I saw you and that gun.  Pointing a gun at someone when you have no intention to use it, or even know how to use it, is very dangerous.  That's a very good gun and I like the idea of you having it and being able to defend yourself with it, but unless you know what you're doing with it it's more dangerous for you than not having a gun.”  He took her hand in his and looked directly into her pretty eyes.  “I care way too much for you already, Cecelia, than to let you get hurt with something like that if I can do anything to prevent it.”

      He saw something in her eyes that looked a great deal like affection, but she looked away so quickly that he couldn't say for sure that's what it was.  All he could do was hope.  “So are you up for another lesson today?”

      She seemed to hesitate a bit, but then nodded.  “Yes.  I hope yesterday wasn't just a lucky day, and that I can do as well today.”

      “I think you will,” he said with a reassuring smile.  “Let's see if the other ladies are ready to go home, and we can get started.”

      She giggled a bit as she looked around.  “It seems no one else needs an escort home.”

      Dawson looked around, as well, and smiled as he saw all six of the other ladies paired up with a single man.  Several of them appeared to be making plans to spend some time together.  “It seems you're right.  In that case, Miss Adams, may I escort you to my house, where I have a pot of stew ready to be heated for lunch?”

      “You made stew?”  She looked at him with wide eyes.

      “I didn't say I made stew,” he admitted with a grin.  “I said I have a pot of stew at home, ready to be heated.”  They both chuckled, and he offered his arm.  Once she took it he headed her toward his home, while telling her that he often bought a few meals from Bertha on Saturday, whatever she had left from the last few days, so he had something to heat up on Sunday.  He explained it was good for both of them, as he wasn’t a hard man to please and had yet to taste anything Bertha cooked that he didn’t like, and it helped her so she didn’t waste any food.

      “I agree with your assessment of Bertha's cooking,” Cecelia said.  “She's a wonderful cook.  If she made the stew I'm sure it's good.”

      He was glad to see she was talking more again today, but she was still reserved.  After they had lunch, he got her gun and they headed back to the woods.  He had her show him again how to load, unload and clean the gun before he allowed her to shoot it.  When she did start shooting, he was happy to see it hadn't been beginner's luck.  He was impressed with her shooting abilities, and not too many people had earned that compliment from him.  When he was convinced she was capable of using it if she needed to, he would feel better about the ladies living by themselves.

      By Sunday evening he felt comfortable with everything except what he thought would be the hardest thing for her; the ability to use it to hurt or possibly kill an animal or person.  She had such a kind, gentle heart that he knew that would be difficult for her.  However, if she couldn't get past it, being able to shoot the gun wouldn't do her any good.  She had to be able to pull the trigger if an animal or person threatened her.

      “So have I proven to you that I can use the gun yet?” she asked as they were gathering things up and heading back to his buggy.

      “I'm very impressed with your shooting ability,” he assured her.  “There's one more thing we have to do, and then I'll be returning your gun to you.  This last thing may prove to be difficult, though, so I want to talk to you about it on our way back home.  You give it some careful thought and consideration, and if you feel ready to try it, we'll go out again sometime in the next couple days.”

      “Oh, my, this sounds serious.  What is it I have to do?”

      “You have to prove to me you can use it if you need to.  That means if someone or an animal is threatening you --”

      “I hadn't thought of that,” she said, interrupting him.  “You're saying I have to be able to shoot the gun with the intention of killing.”

      Dawson saw the terrified look in her eyes, and pulled the buggy over to the side of the road and stopped.  He turned to take her hands in his.  “Yes, that is what I'm saying.  I know that's going to be difficult for you.  It's still difficult for me, and I'm the sheriff.  You are such a gentle soul, I know that I'm asking for a lot.  But if you're out in a field picking berries and a bear or mountain lion sees you and charges, I have to know you'll be able to pull the trigger to protect yourself.”

      “I understand,” she said quietly.  “So you're suggesting I --”

      “I think the best way to try shooting at a moving target is to do a little hunting.  I don't believe in killing an animal just for shooting practice, but I do believe in hunting animals for food.  Do you disagree with that?”

      “No, I know meat is full of protein, and I'm not against hunting for meat.  I just – I really didn't ever think of actually having to use the gun.  I mainly want it because it was my father's.  That day when I aimed it at you I thought I had to do something, and even though I didn't have any bullets for it, I thought aiming it at someone would stop them.  When you told me how dangerous that was, it actually surprised me.  I assumed if someone had a gun pointed at you, you would drop your gun.”

      “You're thinking what you would do in the same situation,” Dawson said, sliding his arm around her and pulling her closer to him when he saw her trembling.  “Unfortunately, most people that are willing to use a gun against another person don't think the same way.  Most of them would shoot you before you had a chance to consider what your next move should be.  That's why you have to be willing and able to use it.”

      “So how do I learn to do this?  Please tell me we don't have to go out in a field and wait for something to attack me, and if I can't do it you'll save me?”

      “There is absolutely no way I would do that.  If we're ever in a situation like that I will protect you.  I will always do whatever I can to protect you.  But before I can give you the gun I have to know that you will use it if you have to.  Otherwise, it makes you more vulnerable.  If people see you have a gun they'll use theirs first.  Do you understand my concern?”

      “I do,” she admitted, “but I'm not sure I can take another life.”

      “Even if your own life was in jeopardy?”

      “I know I should be able to say yes, I could do it, but I'm just not sure.”

      “This obviously isn't something you've thought about, and I understand how it would be difficult for you.  Give it some thought, think about if your life may depend on it, and we'll talk about it again tomorrow.”

      She nodded.  “Thank you for giving me time.”

      “You're very welcome, my dear.  I don't want to push you to do anything you're not comfortable with, but I also have to follow my instincts for keeping you safe.  For now, let's get you home before it gets dark.”  She agreed, and he helped her into his buggy.  Their ride home was much too quiet for him.  She answered his questions and was polite, but ever since he'd made the one comment about wanting to keep her safe, she seemed to withdraw from him.

      When they reached her home, he told her good night, gave her a quick peck on her cheek, and she went inside.  He went home, feeling a bit dejected.  He was truly hoping she was quiet because she was thinking about whether she could shoot an animal, but his instinct told him that wasn't the only thing on her mind.  She was still concerned about the spanking issue, and he was at a loss as to how to get her past that.  He didn't know how to accomplish that, but he knew if they were to have any kind of relationship, they would have to find a way.
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        * * *

      

      Monday was a busy day, and found Dawson becoming quite nervous.  The judge was to arrive the next day, and he had mixed feelings.  He wanted very badly to get the trial over and done with.  He had no doubt Earl and George would be found guilty and be sent to federal prison for at least a few years.  Once that happened, the marshals that accompanied the judge would take them into custody and transport them, and that couldn't happen too soon for Dawson.  He wanted them out of his jail, and out of Pine Falls.

      He was especially anxious to get rid of George, who had somehow found out Dawson was seeing Cecelia, and goaded him every chance he got.  He blamed her and the other ladies for the mess he was in and promised Dawson they would pay, especially the pretty little thing that had been sitting next to him in the wagon.  Dawson had done everything he could to keep the ladies away from the jail, but George occasionally saw one of them through the window in their cell as they walked to the general store, and whistled and yelled terrible threats.  The ladies now did everything they could to not be anywhere within sight of his window.  Dawson knew they would be happy to see them leave Pine Falls, as well.

      The judge was expected to arrive later in the afternoon, and the two of them would be busy going over details for how and where the trial would be held.  He still didn't know how the judge planned on handling the trial.  All he'd said in his telegram was that they would discuss it when he arrived.  That left way too many loose ends, in Dawson's mind.  As sheriff, he was responsible for the safety of the town of Pine Falls, and he took that responsibility seriously.  Not only was it his job; most of the people were also his friends.

      Most of the people in town knew about the upcoming trial and planned on attending.  It had become a major talking point.  They had all gotten to know the ladies and considered them friends and part of the community now, and therefore, were anxious to see the men that tried to hurt them found guilty.
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      Dawson stopped by the general store later Monday morning to talk to Cecelia.  He wasn't sure if she'd be ready to go out shooting again yet, but it didn't really matter.  He wanted to apologize, but let her know he wouldn't be able to take her out shooting that evening because of preparations for the trial the next day.  Tom greeted him when he entered the store.  “Good morning, Dawson.  Is there anything I can get for you, or are you here more to see my employee?”

      Dawson laughed, but looked around.  “Sorry, Tom, but is she busy right now, or could I have a few minutes with her?”

      “I'll call her.  She's in the back, unpacking a new shipment we got in this morning.  She'll probably be glad to have a break.”

      He disappeared, and before long Cecelia showed up.  “Dawson, is something wrong?”

      “Not really wrong, but I need to talk to you a few minutes.”

      “We're slow today,” Tom said, gesturing to the empty store.  “Miss Adams has worked nonstop all morning.”  He chuckled and altered his statement.  “Actually, she's been working nonstop since she started here.  I appreciate the hard work, Miss Adams, but I often think you work too hard.  Why don't you two take a little time and go outside and find a bench somewhere so you can talk and enjoy the nice weather today.”

      Before she could object, which he knew she would do, Dawson took her elbow.  “Thank you, Tom.  That was very generous of you, and I appreciate it.  I'll make sure to return her once we've talked about a couple of things.”

      “Take your time.”

      Once they were outside on the boardwalk Dawson led her to a bench that wasn't far from the general store.  Again, it was set back far enough that they could talk with a bit of privacy, without anyone having reason to talk or gossip.  Once they sat down, he took her hands in his to make her stop wringing them in her lap.  “How has your day gone so far, Cecelia?” he asked, trying to get her to relax.

      “Good.”

      “Do you still like working at the general store?”

      He loved seeing the genuine happiness in her eyes.  “Oh, I do,” she said enthusiastically.  “I love being able to talk with everyone in town.  They're all so nice, and they seem to genuinely appreciate my help and suggestions.”

      “I'm glad to hear that.  Have you had a chance yet to think about what we talked about yesterday, the next step in learning how to use your father's gun?”

      She sighed, and looked away, then down at her hands, before finally meeting his eyes again. “I've given it some thought, but not enough yet.  I know you're right, and it makes sense, but I haven't convinced myself that I can kill an animal yet.  Having a gun is so much more involved than I ever realized.”

      “It is, and I'm sorry to be a stickler about this, but I feel I have to insist.  I have to know you not only know how, but that you will use it if you need to before I'll feel good leaving the gun with you.”

      “I understand.  I can't even say I'm upset with you because of it, because I know it's your way of protecting me.  I have to say, that's not a feeling I'm used to, but it does feel good.”

      “Hearing you say that makes you feel good makes me feel good,” he said with a little chuckle.  “Thank you, Cecelia.  I'm also glad to hear you're giving this some thought.  Take your time because I want you to feel comfortable with your decision.  I'm not going to be able to come over tonight to take you out shooting again, anyway.”

      “Is everything all right?”

      “Yes, it's fine.  The judge will be arriving in a little while for the trial tomorrow, and I'll be meeting with him to go over the trial and all the preparations for it.”

      He watched her stiffen when he mentioned the trial.  “I'd almost forgotten about that.  Will it take more than a day?”

      “Probably not, but I can't say for sure.  I hope it's done by tomorrow at this time and those two are in the custody of the U.S. marshals, on their way to prison.”

      “I hope so, as well.  I don't like that one man at all.  I shiver every time I see or hear him.  His threats, or promises, as he calls them, are terrible.”

      “That's one of the things I wanted to talk to you about.  I don't like George at all, and I don't trust him any further than I can throw him.  The marshals and Andy and I will be taking extra precautions with him tomorrow.  I've asked the judge to consider holding the trial in my office so we don't have to move him, but I don't think he's going to allow it.  That means we'll have to move him and Earl to the church, where they normally hold trials.  We'll be real careful with him, but just for added precaution, I'd prefer if you stay at the store tomorrow, and don't watch the trial.”

      “I would prefer that, as well.  I don't want to be anywhere near him or that trial.”

      “The judge may want to ask you a few questions, and if that's the case I'll come over here and get you.”

      “Do I have to?”

      “I can tell the judge you would prefer not to have to be there, but if he has questions he wants to ask you, unfortunately, yes, you have to answer them.  If that happens, I'll escort you over.  Feel free to keep your eyes on either the judge, or me, and don't even look at the men if you don't want to.  Simply answer any questions he asks, as honestly and completely as you can, and then I'll bring you back here.  It shouldn't take very long.”

      “Oh, I hope not.  I hope I don't have to go over there at all.”

      “I do, too, and I'll talk to the judge, but I can't promise you anything.”

      “I know those two men will be there, but will they be free?”

      “The marshals and Andy and I will be there and we'll make sure they can't get to you.  I hope you don't have to testify, but if you do, you'll be safe.  I know you won't be comfortable, but you'll be safe.”

      “Okay, that makes me feel better.  Thank you for warning me.”

      “Of course I wanted to talk to you about it in advance.  Cecelia, that's part of my watching out for you.  I do care, and I want to do what I can to protect you.  Protecting you involves more than making sure you're not physically hurt.”

      She looked over at him and her mouth opened, but then closed again.  He was sure she wanted to say something, so he tried to encourage her.  He had to get her to talk about her feelings so they could work through them.  “What were you about to say?”

      “Nothing.  It probably wasn't very polite, anyway.”

      “That doesn't matter, Cecelia.  Please, tell me what you're thinking.”

      She sighed, but looked up at him, studying him.  “I won't be offended, but I really want to know,” he insisted.  “This is something we need to talk about, so please don't shut me out now.”

      “Okay,” she said hesitantly.  She looked around to be sure no one was close enough to hear them, then spoke quietly.  “You say you want to protect me, and in ways I know you do because I feel it.  But yet, you tell me if I make a mistake you'll spank me, and I don't see how that is protecting me.”

      “It's not if you make a simple mistake.  Like I said, there are a lot of ways you can be hurt out here, ways you probably aren't familiar with, having lived in a city.  There are simple mistakes, and there are life and death mistakes.  A spanking would only come into play in those serious cases, where it's vital that you realize the seriousness of it.”

      “But I would take things you tell me seriously.”

      “Then in that case you won't have to worry.  Cecelia, I will always tell you something first, before I would spank you.  That would only come into play if I tell you something and it happens again.  That gets people's attention much better than simply talking to them.  But if you take my warnings seriously, it won't ever be a problem.”

      He watched her struggle with the information, and knew she was thinking about it.  At least that was a start.  Not wanting to stress her about it too much, he changed the subject.  “Tom said you haven't been busy today?”

      “No, we haven't been.”

      “I think it will be even slower tomorrow.  Maybe you'll have time to pick out some fabric and lace for a new dress for you.”

      “I already got some.  In fact, my dress is almost done.”

      “I'm glad to hear that, but if you've all got your dresses done or close to done now, I'd like to see all of you get fabric and what have you for a second one.  Let the rest of them know so they can pick out more fabric and get started.”

      “Dawson, you don't have to --”

      “I know I don't, Cecelia, but we've already talked about it.  We all think it will be good for you ladies to be wearing new dresses, made by yourselves, to church and other events so the town's people can see how good you are with a needle and thread.  So, instead of arguing with me again, why don't you just say thank you and give me one of your smiles I love to see?”

      She couldn't help but smile at his antics, and he quickly patted her hand.  “Good girl.  Now, as much as I hate to, I probably should get you back into the store before Tom thinks I kidnapped you.”  She laughed as they stood and started back to the store.
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon Dawson met the judge when he arrived by stagecoach.  There were two U.S. marshals with him.  They talked a few minutes, while Dawson led them to the hotel. Once they had gotten settled into their rooms they met at the hotel lobby to discuss the trial.  “Thank you for agreeing to talk here,” Dawson began.  “I don't trust those two, Earl Hanson or George Burke, but particularly George, and I don't want him to know what our plans are.”

      “I understand, and given that, this is a good place to talk,” the judge assured him.  “I still don't think we can hold the trial in the jail house, but I did take your advice and have extra marshals.  Instead of one, which usually travels with me and takes custody of a prisoner if he's pronounced guilty and sentenced to prison, as you see, I have two with me.  This is Clyde Tolbert and Sam Prentiss.”

      “Nice to meet you both,” Dawson said, “and I'm glad you're both here.  I don't trust either of these men, but I'm particularly concerned with George.  He's been blaming the ladies for this whole misunderstanding, as he calls it, and has been threatening them.  The women will be glad to see both of them leave Pine Falls.”

      “I've passed the information you've told me about the case on to them so they're aware what we're dealing with.  I brought both of them with me so the prisoners will see we have extra security.  What you don't see is there will be two more arriving this evening, riding in on horses and posing as two men on their way north on business.  Their names are Henry Clay and Patrick Shafer.  They'll say they're going to stay here a couple of days to rest their horses before heading on up north.  What I'd planned, unless you have a better suggestion, is that we have one of them watch the house the ladies live in, maybe actually inside the house, and one of them will stay outside, roaming the town, particularly the area between the church where the trial will be held and the ladies' house, just in case trouble erupts during the trial and one or both of them should somehow get past you and your deputy, along with both the marshals that will be inside, close to the prisoners during the trial.  I don't see how that could happen, but in case it does, the marshal outside will be another line of defense.”

      “That sounds like a good idea,” Dawson said.  “He can also keep an eye out for anyone riding into town and causing trouble from outside.”

      The judge was nodding, along with the two marshals.  “We thought that same thing,” Judge McAlister said.  “I doubt if anyone shows up to help these two, but since it was a gang of them that attacked the stagecoach, we have to be aware there's the possibility there are more members of the gang out there watching the town.  If there are, they'll know the trial's going on and could come try to get these two back.  The man outside will watch for any signs of trouble like that, and pay attention to anyone that rides into town.”

      “Good.  Thank you for your help in that regard.  I don't want any trouble from these two, and I sure don't want the women in danger.”

      “I understand, and we'll all do our best,” the judge assured him.  “If they are sentenced to prison I'll feel better with four of them here to escort them, anyway.”

      “As will I,” Dawson agreed, and turned to face the two marshals.  “Just keep a close eye on George.  In my years as sheriff, I've seen plenty of unsavory men, but I believe he tops them all.  He plain doesn't care about anyone but himself.  When they found out the next morning that the two men with them were killed, Earl was upset, but not George.  The only thing he said about them was they hadn't done their job right or he wouldn't be in this mess now.”

      The judge shook his head, and agreed with the sheriff as he addressed the marshals.  “Keep that in mind if you have any trouble with him along the way.  If he gets a chance, he won't hesitate a bit to hurt or kill one of you.”  He turned back to Dawson.  “I assume the men have a lawyer they've been talking with?”

      “They do.  The only attorney we have in Pine Falls certainly didn't want to represent them, but he couldn't, anyway, because he was with us the day the men attacked.”

      “He may be a witness?” the judge asked.

      “He may be.  We're going to let you decide if you want to talk to all four of us that were there when this happened, or if you just want to hear the story from a couple of us, but yes, he was there and witnessed it and is available if you want him.”

      “You say us,” the judge noticed.  “Does that mean you were also a witness?”

      “I was.  Seven ladies were moving here from Pennsylvania, where the orphanage they'd grown up in had burned.  I was afraid a stagecoach full of women might present a target for the wrong men, and I wasn't sure the stage would be able to carry all their belongings, so I enlisted the help of three men and we met them at the train with a wagon.  We loaded their belongings onto the wagon and were escorting the stagecoach back to Pine Falls.”

      “Seeing what happened, I'm glad you had the foresight to do that.  I'd hate to think of a lone driver and his helper trying to fend off the four of them,” the judge said.

      “I agree.  We had two men riding ahead as lookouts, and they spotted the men and were able to warn us.  We'd gotten the ladies and ourselves into the rocks and were ready for them when they charged.”

      The judge cocked his head as he looked at Dawson.  “And they came toward you, guns drawn?”

      “Yes, sir.”  Dawson smiled a bit as he explained, “When they came at us, with them out in the open and us behind the rocks, I wondered if they were drunk.  My suspicion was right.”

      “Some men lose all their common sense when they drink too much.  And look what it usually gets them.”  He shook his head again.  “Well, I don't normally talk to a witness before the trial, but I do talk to the sheriff so I have an idea what sort of case I'll be hearing.  Since I have spoken with you not only as the sheriff but also as a witness, make sure all this comes out at trial.  I want everyone there to hear the same story that I do so when I make my ruling people will understand why I rule as I do.  I find people generally agree with the ruling I make if they're at the trial and hear all the evidence as I do.”

      “We will,” Dawson agreed.  “We had to get a lawyer from a nearby town to represent them. He quit because George was so rude to everyone, including him, but I found another one from a town a little further away.  He's been staying here and going in to talk with them just about daily.”

      “Good.  How about witnesses?  Do we have a lot of them, and are they all here in town, ready for the trial?”

      “The witnesses I know of are myself and the three men that went with me to escort the ladies back, and they're all local men.  There's also the stagecoach driver and his helper, and they're both here, as well.  They got here this morning and are staying at the hotel, as well.  The only other witnesses are the ladies, and of course they're here.  Several of them would prefer not to have to testify, partly because they're shy, but mostly because they don't want to see the men or be in the same room with them.  They understand, though, that if you want to hear from them, they will be obligated to appear and answer questions.”

      “I understand their concerns.  If I feel I need to hear what they have to say, I'll try to keep it short.”

      “Thank you.  I don't believe any of them plan to attend the trial, but will be available if you request their presence.”

      “That's a good idea.  If George is blaming them for what he did it will probably be easier to control him if the ladies aren't at the trial,” the judge said.

      “My thoughts, too,” Dawson replied.  “Although some of them expressed an interest in seeing and hearing the men found guilty and sentenced, none of them are anxious to be around them, especially George if he's not behind bars.”

      “I understand.  Of course, they have the right to be there if they want to be, especially when I announce my finding and sentencing if they're found guilty, but if they are present when I pronounce them guilty, it may cause a bit of mayhem.”

      “That's what they're afraid of, and they don't want any part of that happening, so I think they've all decided to not attend.”

      “I think that's probably a good decision.  It would probably also be good if they all stay home tomorrow.  It would make it easier for Marshals Clay and Shafer to keep them safe.  Would that be possible?”

      “I think so.  A few of them have taken employment in town, but since most of the town will be attending the trial, I'm sure the people they're working for will be able to get along without them tomorrow.  I'll talk to them and the people they work for, but that shouldn't be a problem.”

      After ironing out a few minor details, Dawson left the judge and marshals to settle in and prepare for the trial.  His first stop was at Fred's office, where he relayed the plans they'd made.  Fred agreed with everything, which made Dawson feel even better, eased some of his concerns and anxiety about the next day.

      He got busy with several things that came up, and the day was over before he knew it.  He was ready to go to bed that evening when he realized he'd forgotten to go next door and make sure the ladies were all planning on staying home.  He'd talked to the men the ladies who have employment work for and they all agreed they should stay home the next day, but he planned on stopping by the house to make sure they had told the ladies.  He also wanted to let them know one of the marshals would be staying with them to keep them safe.

      Glancing out his window at the ladies' house, he saw no lights on and assumed they had all gone to bed already.  He certainly didn't want to wake them up now, so he would just have to stop by first thing in the morning to let them know.  Feeling confident everything was in order for the next day, he went to bed.
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        * * *

      

      After Dawson left his office, Fred thought about what all his friend had said.  The thing that stood out to him was that the judge agreed it would be better if the ladies didn't attend the whole trial.  Rose had expressed a desire to do just that, saying she wanted to be there to hear the judge pronounce them guilty.  He was taking her to eat at Bertha's this evening.  Afterward he would have to talk to her and make sure she agreed to stay clear of the trial.

      Dawson had said the judge would prefer they not be there, but in Fred's mind, it went beyond that.  George Burke was a loose canon that was apt to go crazy if he was found guilty and sentenced to a lengthy stay in prison.  He didn't want his Rose anywhere near George when that guilty verdict came down.

      He arrived at the ladies' house to pick Rose up a few minutes early, but she was ready, so off they went.  They had a wonderful meal together, and he was having serious thoughts that Rose was the lady meant to be his wife.  She was very pretty, but she was also smart, kind to everyone she met, and had a good sense of humor.  They were a good pair, and they got along well.  He was beginning to seriously consider asking her to marry him.

      After they ate, he planned on them going on a stroll around town so he could talk to her about the trial the next day, but clouds were gathering and it looked like it was going to rain, so he took her to his house.  Once they were settled on the couch he brought the subject up.  “Tomorrow's the trial and I wanted to talk to you a couple minutes about it.”

      “I know the judge may want me to testify, and I'm okay with that.  Cyrus said since everyone will be at the trail we won't be busy, so I don't have to work tomorrow.  Can you believe, he's still going to give me my full weekly pay, even though I won't be working tomorrow.”

      “That's nice of him.  I know he said he's been very pleased with your work, so that probably has something to do with his decision to pay you for a full week.  I was proud of you when I heard him say that.”  He leaned over and kissed Rose on her cheek, and smiled at the sweet way she blushed.

      “Thank you.”

      “I know we talked before about the trial, and you said you'd like to attend, but I said I didn't think it was a good idea.”

      “Yes, I remember,” she said.  “I've thought about it further, but I still want to be there.  It's open to the public, and that includes me, so I've decided I'm going.”

      “Rose, I'd like you to rethink that decision.  I talked to Dawson this morning, and he said the judge indicated he'd rather you ladies not be there, either, for the same reason Dawson and I aren't comfortable with it.  George Burke is not only a very crude, very mean man that has no respect for other people, especially women, but he's also a very unpredictable man.”

      “But the sheriff will be there.”

      “There will be two U.S. marshals at the trial, along with Dawson and his deputy, but the judge is still concerned about what George's reaction may be if he finds him guilty and sentences him to prison.  He's afraid he'll go berserk.”

      “But with four people there to guard him, what harm could he actually do?”

      “They're also concerned that there could be other members of the gang that weren't there that day they attacked the stagecoach, but will be there to break the two of them free.  They don't know if there are other members of the gang or not, and if so, how many there are.  If there are others, they're apt to show up tomorrow and do what they can to break them out.  If that were to happen, I know I'll feel much better if I knew you were safe at home.”

      Rose was quiet for several moments while she thought through what Fred had said.  “But if there were other members of the gang, don't you think you would know that by now?  I mean, wouldn't they have come in to see them in jail?”

      “Not necessarily.  They may have had predetermined plans that if any members get caught and are in jail, the rest of them will know what to do and when.  They may have been watching the town from a distance, knowing that when the judge arrives the trial will be within a day or two.  That way they hope it comes as a surprise and they have a better chance of getting their gang members back.”

      “But you don't know there are any more of them.  Those two are probably the only ones left, and nothing will happen.  The trial's open to the public, and I want to go.  I was there.  He's had all of us scared since then, especially how he yells out the jail window every time he sees one of us.  Now it's my turn to watch him be scared.”

      Fred turned Rose so she was looking at him and tried again.  “Rose, I want to keep you safe, and you will be safer if you're at your house.”

      “I don't see what would be unsafe about being there.  I mean, you yourself said there will be two marshals, plus the sheriff and his deputy.  You don't think four trained people, plus any other men that are at the trial, can control the two of them?”

      “You're missing part of what I'm trying to tell you.  The judge and Dawson are both worried about their reaction, especially George, but they think that's especially true if they see one of you ladies there, because in his sick mind George blames all of you for the trouble he's in, and he's been constantly telling Earl that.  if they see one of you they may go crazy trying to get to you.  I'm not saying Dawson and the rest of them won't be able to control them, but I am saying it would certainly make their job much harder.  Don't you care about that?  Dawson is a good friend of mine, and I do care about it.”

      “I understand that Dawson is a friend of yours, and I don't want to make his job harder, but what about me?  Don't my feelings count?  It's quite obvious Dawson means a lot to you and I certainly don't, so maybe I should leave now and not waste any more of your precious time.”

      She got up and flounced toward the door, dodging his arm when he tried to stop her.
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      Fred stood and was easily at the door before Rose got to it.  He was standing in front of it, looking down at her and the way she was glaring at him when she got to it.  “Move,” she said in a way that had him raising his eyebrows.

      “Excuse me?” he asked.

      “You seem to have misplaced your brain momentarily, but I think your hearing is still intact and you heard me just fine.  Move.”  She tried to reach around him for the doorknob, but he intercepted her as she reached for it.  With his hand securely around her upper arm he turned her around, marched her back to the couch they'd just left, and sat down, keeping her standing in front of him, trying to break free of his grip.

      “Now, let's see if we can do something about that sassy attitude you've suddenly developed.  It's the first time I've seen it, and I can't say I care much for it.”  Before she could get her head wrapped around what was happening, she found herself over Fred's thighs.  His left arm was wrapped around her waist, holding her against him securely, while his right hand patted her bottom.  “Rose, you're usually a very friendly, mannerly lady, and you've gained my respect for that.  I don't know what's gotten into you now, but this behavior is not acceptable.  I've been thinking you're the lady I'd like to share my life with as my wife, but before that can happen, you need to know that this behavior and attitude is not something I will allow – not now, and not ever.”

      Before he had the last word or two out of his mouth, his right hand left her bottom and came crashing back down.  “Oomph!”  After a moment he spanked her again, and not much later, a third time.

      “Oww!  Fred, stop that.”

      Instead of stopping as she asked, he stepped the spanking up a bit, spanking faster and just as hard.  “I will stop as soon as I think you've learned the lesson I'm trying to impart.”

      “What lesson?  That what you say is law and my opinion isn't important?”

      He stopped the spanking and she found herself sitting in his lap, her hand in one of his.  He used the other to gently lift her chin so she was looking at him.  “No, of course not, and I'm surprised you would say that.  Rose, you've become very important to me.  I care a great deal about you, and I thought you knew that and cared for me, as well.  I need to ask you right now, do you care for me at all?”

      She didn't answer, but looked down at her lap, which upset him.  Rose was a spirited lady, which he both enjoyed and respected.  To see her shy away from him was worrisome.  He was having none of it, though, and again used a finger to tilt her chin back up.

      She sighed, then puffed her chest out and looked up, meeting his eyes.  “I thought I did, yes.”

      He wasn't sure he liked what she said, but it was good to see the spitfire in her return.  “But now you're not sure.  Is that because of the spanking, or because of something I said?”  When her face turned red he thought he had his answer, but he waited for her to answer, to be sure.

      “Maybe both,” she said a little quieter than normal for her.

      “Okay, thank you for answering.  Why do you say that?”

      “Because I want to go tomorrow, but you're saying no, without even listening to me or caring how I feel about it.”

      “That's not true, Rose, and I think if you're honest with yourself you'll admit that.  I heard what you said, but I was telling you what I thought and why.  If I didn't care about your feelings I would have told you to stay home from the start, without discussing it.  I'm always willing to discuss things with you, and I will do it in a polite way.  I expect the same from you, however.  Telling me I misplaced my brain, and telling me impolitely to move is not the proper way to discuss something.”

      Again he watched as she blushed, and looked down.  “I probably shouldn't have said that, but it didn't seem to me like you understood what I wanted and were going to give in and say I could go.”

      At that moment he was glad she was looking down.  Otherwise she would have seen the grin on his face as he heard and knew what she was actually saying, though he didn't think she realized she'd given anything away.  Somewhere in her past there had been someone she'd been able to manipulate.  He hid his grin, and when he knew his serious expression was back he again lifted her chin.  The little spitfire was back, and she met his eyes again, looking like she was ready to do battle.  That was fine with him, but he didn't think the battle they were about to have was one she wanted to have.

      “You're an honest lady, so let me ask you, have I been rude to you?”

      She sighed, but shook her head.  “No.”  After a few moments she whispered, “I'm sorry.”

      “Rose, you're normally a very caring person, which makes me feel I have to ask, did you listen to what I was saying as to why I'd rather you stay at home tomorrow?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Dawson is my friend, but he's also a good man.”

      “Yes, he is.  He's been wonderful to all of us.”

      “Then why would you be willing to make his job difficult and even put his safety in jeopardy?”

      “I don't want to --”

      When she stopped, he knew he was right; she hadn't actually heard him say her being at the trial would be harder on Dawson.  She had been thinking only of what she wanted, which was a side of her he hadn't seen yet, but he needed to explore it.  “You don't want to be the reason for Dawson getting hurt, but you didn't consider that option, since you weren't actually listening to what I was saying; does that about sum it up?”

      She raised her head, ready to argue, but when he met and held her eyes, his eyebrows raised, she backed down.  “I guess it does.  I don't want Dawson getting hurt.”

      “Rose, at some point in your life there was someone that gave in to you if you persisted, wasn't there?”

      Tears quickly started leaking from her eyes, and she tried to stand.  He tightened his arms around her, guiding her head to his shoulder.  He used his handkerchief to dry her cheeks, then gave it to her and wrapped both arms around her, holding her tight against his chest.  “Go ahead, Rose, and let your feelings out.  I've got you and I'll hold you, so go ahead and let the tears out.  You'll feel better, and I'll be here for you when you're done.”

      She looked up at him, her eyes full of tears, but he saw some uncertainty.  He guided her head back against his chest, and she gave in and cried.  He held her, rubbing her back as she cried.  When she was slowing down, catching her breath, he kissed the top of her head.  “Feel better?”

      She nodded, but didn't try to talk yet.

      “Good.  Sweetheart, take your time, but when you're ready to talk, would you please tell me who it was you had wrapped around your little finger?”

      She looked up at him with a frown on her face, but seeing the smile at the corners of his mouth and his kind eyes, she smiled, too.  “My father,” she said as she leaned against his chest again, snuggling in against him.

      “Were you very old?”

      “He died when I was eight.  My mother died when I was small, and he raised me himself.”

      “And I bet he had a hard time saying no to his little girl, didn't he?”

      “Yes,” she admitted.

      “You went to the orphanage after he died?”

      “Yes, and that was hard.  Now I can admit I was used to getting my way with him, but things were very different at the orphanage.”

      “I'm sure it was.  And now you thought you could get me to give in, like your father used to?”

      She was quiet for several moments, but he could tell she wasn't ignoring him, but thinking about the question.  “Not on purpose, but now that I've thought about it, maybe, yes.  I mean, you're the first person since he died that's cared this much about me.”

      “So you know that I do in fact care about you?”

      “I do, yes,” she quickly said.  “And it's meant a lot to me.  And since I'm being honest, yes, I care a great deal about you, as well.  But I think maybe without thinking it through I thought that since he cared for me and I could talk him into anything I wanted, that all you really had to do was be persistent.  Now that I see what I was doing, I feel terrible.”

      “Oh, my sweet Rose, I believe you.  Thank you for being so honest with yourself and with me.  That means the world to me.  It's also part of what's been drawing me to you.  I meant it when I said I've been thinking you're exactly the lady I've been looking for to be my wife.  Having said that, though, I feel it's important to let you know that persistence may have worked on your father, but it won't on me.  It's not because I don't care about you as much, though, but because I'm looking out for you.”

      “So you really think it's not safe for me to go to the trial?”

      “I think you will be safer at your home, yes, but my looking out for you doesn't just include keeping you safe.  In this case, I'm also trying to save you from yourself.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Let me ask you something.  Suppose you were to go to the trial, and the men are found guilty.  Now suppose they see you there when they're sentenced to prison, and they go crazy.  Both the two marshals and Dawson and Andy jump in to restrain them, but they're flailing wildly and Dawson gets hurt.  Say George kicks him as he's trying to subdue him, and his kick breaks Dawson's arm.  How would you feel?”

      Rose looked thoughtful, and he could tell when his words sank in.  She paled, but to her credit, she looked at him to answer.  “I'd feel terrible.”

      “I thought you would.  That's what I mean when I said I was looking out for you.  You're a very caring person with a big heart.  If you felt responsible for him getting hurt, I knew you'd feel bad.”

      She was leaning against his chest, cuddled against him, but sat up straighter, looking at him.  “That really is looking out for me, isn't it?”

      He chuckled as he nodded.  “Yes, it is.”

      “No, you don't understand,” she said with some urgency.  “I mean, I get it.  It took me a while, but I understand now what you're saying.  You really are looking out for me.”

      “Yes, I am, and I'm glad you understand now.”

      “Not only do I understand, but I like it.  It's been a long time, ever since my father died, since I could say I know someone cares about me.  It's a good feeling.”

      “Oh, Rose, I'm glad to hear you say that.  I do care about you, and as long as you'll let me, I plan to look out for you.”  Her big smile looking up at him was more than he could resist, and he leaned down, brushing his lips against hers softly.  When she didn't object, he deepened the kiss just a bit before pulling back.

      “If that's included in looking out for me, I hope you do it for a long time,” she said as she blushed again.

      He chuckled, but tightened his arms around her for a moment.  “That's my girl.  It is part of it, but unfortunately, there's another part of it which we need to talk about now.”

      She looked skeptical as she asked, “What part is that?”

      “The part that found you over my knees earlier.”  He paused, watching her reaction.  She looked down, until he went on.  “The part we started, but need to finish.”

      Her head popped up, and her eyes were wide.  “You said you understand now, and I'm glad,” he continued.  “But part of my looking out for you is making sure things like that don't happen again.  After we finish your spanking, I hope you don't speak rudely to me again instead of respectfully discussing something, and I hope I don't see that attitude again.  If I do, you'll be spanked again, and I'm willing to bet it won't take too many spankings for you to realize that when I say I won't allow certain behavior, I mean it.”

      “But Fred --”

      “I believe you when you say you get it now, so if you're objecting, are you saying you don't think you were rude to me, or that you don't feel you had an attitude?”  He waited, and when she didn't answer, he moved quickly, and she once again found herself over his thighs.  “Or simply that you don't want this spanking?”  Without another word, he again used his left hand around her waist to tug her in next to him and keep her still, and when she started squirming, trying to get up, his right hand began the spanking once again.

      He didn't say anything further, letting his hand do the talking for him.  She put up quite a fuss, but he knew she wasn't really feeling this spanking much, not through all the layers of things women tended to wear beneath their dresses.  He wasn't sure what all it was, but it seemed that between her bloomers, the chemise, and several petticoats, he didn't see how she could be in nearly as much pain as she was leading him to believe.

      As he spanked, a thought occurred to him.  She seemed pretty sincere in her complaining, saying how much it hurt.  What if she wasn't wearing all those layers?  Coming from an orphanage, they probably had the bare essentials.  Dawson had said they each only had two dresses, so it would make sense that they didn't have several petticoats like he knew many women wore.

      Now concerned, he slowed the spanking down, while he thought a bit.  He couldn't just ask how many layers were between her adorable little bottom and his hand, and it certainly wouldn't be right to lift her dress and all the layers underneath it and count.  He decided since this was her first spanking, it was more than likely affecting her in more ways than just a sore bottom.  She had obviously never been spanked before, so it probably felt like it was hurting her much more than it was, so he would hope he could use that to his advantage.

      He continued the spanking, but made sure her mind was where it should be.  “Are you learning a lesson here, Rose?”

      “Yes,” she managed to get out between her exclamations of pain and tears.

      “The next time you disagree with me on something will you discuss it respectfully, instead of getting that sassy attitude and being rude?”

      “Yes, I promise.”

      “Do you know now what will happen the next time, if it happens again?”

      “Yes.”

      “What?”

      She slumped over his knee, but didn't answer.  He gave her three harder swats.  “I'm waiting for an answer, Miss Rose.  I have to be sure you know exactly what will happen if you do the same thing again, instead of discussing it respectfully.”  When he still didn't get an answer, he started the spanking again.  “Okay, I guess that means you don't know, and I'll just have to start over, and this time explain better as we go along.”

      “No, don't do that!  Please!”  He paused, but when she didn't say anything further, he started again.  “No!  You'll spank me again,” she finally said.  She said it so softly he barely heard it, but she said it, and that's all he really needed to hear.  He knew it would be hard for her to say it, but that was part of what he hoped would be a deterrent for the future, and he was satisfied.

      “That's my girl,” he said as he pulled her up and into his lap.  His arms immediately went around her and it didn't take much effort to guide her pretty little head to his shoulder this time.  “It's okay now, my sweet Rose.  It's over, and I'm here to hold you now.  Again, go ahead and cry.  Cry it all out until you feel better.  If you want to talk then we can.  If not, that's fine, too.  That's up to you.  For now, I'm going to hold you, though, until you feel better.”

      “If you're going to hold me until I feel okay again, we're going to be here a while, because I don't think I've ever been this sore,” she managed to get out between hiccups.  “I don't think you know your own strength.  You spanked way too hard.”

      He couldn't hold back a chuckle.  “Spoken like a little lady who's never been spanked before.”

      “It's not funny,” she objected.  “It really hurts.”

      “I'm sure it does,” he said as he ran his fingers gently through her hair, untangling a part of it that had come loose.  “But the fact that you're breathing better already and able to complain this much tells me you'll be fine.  In fact, I feel I should warn you, you got off easy this time since this was your first spanking, and we're not married yet.”

      She sat straight up on his lap and looked up at him, her wet, red eyes focused on his.  “What do you mean by that?”

      Again he couldn't hold back a bit of a chuckle.  “You're so cute right now,” he said, guiding her head back to his chest.  Which part of that confused you?  The part about me going easy on you because it was your first spanking, or the part about us not being married yet?”

      “Both,” she answered, still watching him intently.

      “Then let me explain them both,” he said casually.  “A spanking is meant to hurt.  The pain lasts a little while, which helps you remember a spanking.  Remembering it is what will hopefully be a reminder to you not to repeat whatever it is you did to earn the spanking.  In this case, the next time you want something and I'm not inclined to agree, hopefully you'll remember this spanking, and rather than have a little temper tantrum, like you did this evening, you'll discuss it with me respectfully like an adult.”

      “Okay, I get that part now.  I don't think it should still be hurting this much, but I understand what you're saying.  What about the other part?”

      “First let me address your concern.  I don't believe it hurts you too badly for a couple reasons.  You've only tried to rub your bottom once, and although I stopped you, if it hurt as badly as you're saying, you would have tried to rub it again.  Furthermore, I didn't spank you all that hard or long, knowing this was your first spanking.  Now, I will admit I don't know exactly how much it hurts right now because I don't know how many layers you have on underneath that dress, and that's something I need to address with you now.  Be aware that if I find the need to spank you again before we're married, I will be doing it over your bloomers.”

      Her eyes widened and she looked like she might slap him in the face.  He picked her hand up, just in case she was considering it.  “I have to know I'm not hurting you, more than a temporary ache designed to get your attention, much like you have right now.  And once we're married you will receive your spankings on your bare bottom, other than maybe a quick swat or two over your dress to calm you down a bit and get your attention.”

      “Oh, my,” she said, her face blushing again.  “I don't think I'd like that a bit.”

      He didn't even try to hide his chuckle this time.  “No, I can guarantee you won't,” he assured her, “but then again, it will certainly make you think twice before doing that act again.”  He sobered before going on.  “Now, I better explain the other part that had you confused, the part about before and after we're married.”

      “Yes,” she said softly, and she had the sweetest look on her face, he had to lean down and kiss her cheek softly.  “Rose, it's become apparent to me that I've fallen in love with you.”  He loved seeing the big smile on her face.  It was exactly the reaction he was hoping for.  “I know this is quick, but I know my heart.  I would like very much some day to take you as my wife.  Now, I know this is sudden and I don't expect you to feel the same thing for me, this soon anyway.  I want you to know my intentions, though.  Unless you tell me you don't want me to, I plan on continuing to see you, with the hope that some day you return those feelings and want to become my wife.”

      Rose kept her eyes on him, but he had a hard time reading them.  She didn't push him away, which was a good sign, but she wasn't saying anything, either, which worried him a little.  Eventually, he felt he had to ask, “Are you okay with me continuing to see you?”

      She studied him a few moments, then reached back to rub her bottom before saying anything.  He would normally pull her hand back and stop that, but he really didn't think she even realized she was doing it right now, as she looked deep in thought.  He was pretty sure she had feelings for him, as well. It was possible the spanking may have been enough to scare her off.  He hoped not, but it would appear she was thinking about it at the least.

      Finally she looked up at him and met his eyes.  “Yes, I would like that.”  She smiled, but a mischievous grin appeared, as well.  “Although I still don't think you know you own strength and need to lighten up on the spankings.  That really hurt.”

      “Well, remember that the next time you consider being rude.  The next one will be over just your bloomers if we aren't married yet, and then you'll know how hard I intended this one to be.  If you don't earn any more spankings, we may never know if you got off easy this time or not.”  He smiled as he leaned down to kiss the tip of her nose and guide her head back to his chest.  He cuddled her in his arms for several more minutes before checking to see if she was ready for him to take her back home so she could get a good night's sleep.

      When he walked her to her door, she reached over and took his hand in hers.  “Fred?”

      “Yes?”

      “I want you to know I truly am sorry for the way I treated you earlier this evening.  I was rude, and I'm sorry.”

      “I know you are, Rose, and I've already forgiven you for that.  Thank you for the apology, though.”

      “I also want you to know I won't be going to the trial tomorrow unless the judge wants to speak to me.”

      “Thank you.  I'm glad to hear that because I think you'll be safer here.  It will make it easier for Dawson and the others, as well.”

      “You're right, I wasn't really listening to what you were saying earlier, and I would have felt terrible if I would have gone and George saw me and tried to come after me and Dawson or someone else would have gotten hurt.  I see now that you were watching out for me, and thank you for that.”

      “It's something I'll always do, Rose, because I love you.”

      “Thank you for telling me that, Fred.  I knew you had feelings for me, and it's been such a good feeling for me.  It's been a long time since I felt that, but it feels wonderful.  It makes me feel special.”

      “You are special.  You're my special Rose.”

      “My feelings are kind of confused right now,” she admitted.

      “Because of the spanking?” he whispered in her ear to be sure they weren't overheard.

      “No.  Well, yes, that, too, but I mean my feelings for you.  I care a great deal for you.  You're a special man and you make me feel wonderful inside.  I think I love you, but I can't say for sure yet.”  She dropped her head and added, “Like I said, it's been a long time since I knew someone cares this much about me, and I'm not sure I know what it feels like to be in love.  I know I have strong feelings for you, and I know I love the time we spend together and I always hate to see you leave.  Does that mean I love you?”

      He smiled and pulled her into his arms for a quick hug.  “I'm not sure I can answer that, Rose, but you don't have to have an answer right away.  I'm very happy to hear you care that much for me, and that's a good start.  We'll keep seeing each other and see what happens, how our relationship grows.  If you love me, I think we'll both know, and we'll both feel good about going the next step, and getting married and starting our life together.  Until then, don't worry too much about it and just let things happen.  Is it okay if I come over tomorrow after the trial's over?”

      “Oh, please do.  I want to know everything about it.”

      “I understand.  I'll see you tomorrow evening then.”  He gave her a quick kiss, and waited until she was inside before he left.
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      The ladies were all cleaning up the kitchen and getting ready to go upstairs to bed when Rose got home from her evening with Fred.  She said she was tired and was going on up and turned to leave.  Cecelia nodded and looked up at her just as she turned toward the stairs, and didn't like what she saw.  “Rose, have you got just a minute before you go up to bed?  I'd like your opinion on something in the other room, but I promise it will only take a minute.”

      “Sure,” Rose said.  She and Cecelia had become good friends, and she didn't ask for help or opinions often.  If she wanted her opinion, Rose knew it had to be something serious.  She did so much for all of them, there was no way she'd let her friend down.

      “In here,” Cecelia said, leading Rose into the library, where she shut the door behind them.

      “What do you want my opinion on in here?” Rose asked, looking around.

      “I guess that was a bit of a fib,” Cecelia admitted.  “Your eyes look a little red and puffy, and I'm concerned.  Are you okay?”

      “I'm fine,” Rose assured her, even as she felt her face heat up.  Cecelia was looking at her, her eyebrows raised, much as Fred had looked at her earlier in the evening, and she couldn't contain a chuckle.  “You look like Fred did earlier this evening,” she explained when Cecelia looked confused.

      “Were you being less than honest with him, too?”

      Rose's eyes widened at her friend's blunt question, but she smiled.  “Actually, I was, yes.”  Now Cecelia looked real concerned, and Rose reached out to pat her hand.  “I'm fine, really.  In fact, I'm better than fine.”  She went on to explain what had happened.  She told her everything, including what Fred had said about hoping she would be his wife soon.  They talked about that, and Cecelia asked how Rose felt about becoming Fred's wife.

      “The idea is very appealing,” Rose said with a grin.  “I know Fred loves me, and I have to say that feels really nice.  It's been a long time since I felt that.”

      “Are you okay with the spanking thing?  I mean, if you're considering marrying him --”

      “Yes, I am,” Rose said with no hesitation.

      “You are?”

      “Yes, and you need to know why.  I know you've been upset about this, but I have to tell you you're thinking about it too much.  This was the first time I was ever spanked, so I felt a lot like I think you're feeling.  I was scared.  I was afraid it was going to hurt terribly, and that I'd be embarrassed.  Well, it did hurt and I was embarrassed, but neither were as bad as I thought.  It's still a little sore, but nothing serious, and honestly, by tomorrow morning I doubt that I will even feel it at all.  I was embarrassed, but not because of him.  I thought he would tease me about it, but he never did anything like that.  In fact, we talked about it and he told me there was no reason for me to feel that way.”

      “He did?”

      “Yes.  And what's most important to me is the way I felt when he held me afterwards.  My bottom hurt, but my heart felt so good that I didn't even think about my bottom.”

      “What do you mean your heart felt so good?”

      “You probably have to experience it to know exactly what I mean.  It's hard to explain, but I'll try.  The way he held me tight against his chest, the way he whispered encouraging little endearments in my ear, the way he ran his fingers through my hair or rubbed my back with his hands, all meant to comfort me, it all made me feel so special, so loved.  I believe him completely when he said he loves me.  That proved it.  I felt it.”

      “That does sounds nice,” Cecelia said.

      “Like I said, I can't describe it, but I hope it never ends.  I certainly don't want to do anything to lose it.  Give it some thought, Cecelia.  I know Dawson cares about you the way Fred cares about me.  You just have to stop pulling away from him when you think of this one little thing, and let the two of you get close.  I know you're meant for each other.  You can see it in the way you two look at each other.”

      “I'll definitely give it some thought because I can see the glow in your eyes.  I know you're speaking from your heart, and I'm so happy for you.  Thank you for talking to me.”

      They went upstairs to bed, where Rose fell asleep with a smile on her face, thinking of Fred and their future.  Cecelia tossed and turned while sleep refused to come to her.  It was easy to see how happy Rose was, and she really did have strong feelings for Dawson.  She finally decided to stop worrying so much about it and let things happen.

      Hopefully she could listen to what he said and spanking would never be an issue.  If it was, she'd decided after hearing what Rose said, the only way she would know if it was something she could live with in her life would be to experience it.  Maybe she was tying herself in knots over something that wasn't so bad.  Having finally come to that conclusion, she fell asleep, thinking of the sheriff that had stolen her heart.
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        * * *

      

      Dawson woke up early, anxious for his day.  He was worried about the trial, and wanted it over and done with.  Hopefully, by this evening George and Earl would be on their way to prison in the custody of the four marshals.  He left his house early to get to his office and make sure everything was set, nothing untoward happened last night, and everything was ready.  The two marshals were planning on being there early so they could all go over last minute plans.

      He had met with the two other marshals that rode in yesterday.  They were staying at the hotel, and he met briefly with them there to quickly go over plans.  They met publicly in the lobby, but made it look like they were just meeting.  He started the conversation by introducing himself and welcoming them to Pine Falls.  He told them if they needed anything they could find him at the sheriff's office down the street, so anyone seeing them talking would think he was just being polite to visitors to the town.  He didn't want anyone knowing there would be more marshals in town, just in case they had any problems.

      After his short meeting with them he went to talk with the ladies.  He wanted to let them know they were all to stay home today and that Marshal Clyde Tolbert would be coming to their back door, and would stay with them as added protection until the trial was over.  When he got there he was surprised when no one answered his knock on the door.

      He tried the door, which was open, and stepped inside.  He knew they often all went to the creek to get water for the washing they would do that day before the ladies that worked outside the home left for work.  He assumed all of them were planning on staying home today, since he'd talked to all of their bosses and they were fine with it.  He thought they were probably all going to help the ladies who normally do the laundry, so they were all at the creek getting lots of water.

      He saw some paper and a pencil on the table, so he wrote them a note telling them about Marshal Tolbert.  He described him so they would know it was him.  He said he wanted them all to stay home until after the trial.  Somehow George had found out Cecelia worked at the general store, and had been telling Dawson what he planned to do to her when he got his hands on her.  He didn't tell her or the other ladies that information, but did include on the note that if Cecelia had gone to work that day, one of them should go get her and bring her back.

      Satisfied that they would see the note setting on the table, he went back to his office and turned his attention to the trial.  Dawson and the men had already transformed the church so it was ready for the trial.  The judge stopped in and suggested they give him half an hour to let him get settled in at the church, and then they could bring the prisoners down and they would get started.

      Dawson's stomach did a bit of a flip-flop.  This was the part that concerned him the most.  If the men were going to try to escape, it would more than likely be while they were transporting them to the church, or back to the jail after the trial.  He and Andy, along with the two marshals, set about tying the two men's hands together.  Then they tied a rope from one of them to the other, so if one made a break for it they would both have to go, which would slow them down and make escape more difficult.

      It had taken half an hour to get them tied and ready to go, so once they all took a deep breath, they started on their trip through town to the church.  All around, men and women stopped what they were doing to watch.  Dawson wasn't thrilled to be the center of attention, but on the other hand, if one of the prisoners did try something, there were several men watching that would jump into action to help.

      All four of the officers watched closely, looking side to side for anyone that was new to the area that could cause trouble.  They all felt better once they reached the church and went to the table where their attorney waited.  They untied them for the trial, but warned them that all four of them had guns and were willing to use them if they tried anything.  Further, if they did try to escape, they would tie them to the chair for the remainder of the trial.  Earl nodded, while George sneered at them.

      The judge banged the gavel and told everyone to be seated.  After a couple of minutes everyone was seated and had quieted down, and the trial got underway.  Dawson had thought they didn't have much of a defense, but when their attorney quickly summed up what his clients claimed happened, it was a shock to him and everyone in attendance.  They claimed they weren't with the two men who were killed, and had never even met them.  People started talking to each other quietly, but with everyone whispering at once it was making enough noise the judge had to pound his gavel to get everyone's attention.

      Dawson and Fred testified, giving their version of what happened.  When asked if the judge wanted to hear from the other two men or the ladies that were also there, he said he didn't feel he needed to hear from them yet, but if he felt the need after hearing what the accused men claimed, he would request them at that time.  He then said he was ready to hear from the men who stood accused.

      The men claimed they weren't with the two men who died.  In fact, they said they were just passing through the area and saw these other two, and they were acting strange.  Thinking they were up to no good, they hid among the rocks to see what was going down.  When the two men charged the stagecoach, firing guns as they rode, George and Earl claimed they pulled their guns, as well, in an attempt to help the stagecoach.

      Their story brought shock to the audience and they started whispering and talking to each other again.  The judge had to pound the gavel and ask for order again, before they could finish the trial.  Dawson had testified that Earl was upset when they learned the other two were dead, and had repeated what he'd admitted to, including the fact that George told him to quit talking.

      Dawson was pretty sure the judge wasn't buying any of their wild story, and was even more sure of it when the judge told him when they stopped for lunch that he didn't think he would need to speak with the ladies.  The other two men who were there accompanying the stage were willing to testify, along with the stagecoach drivers, and the judge indicated he thought their testimony would be sufficient, without having to hear from the ladies.  Dawson thanked him, knowing the ladies would all be relieved to know they wouldn't have to appear.

      They tied the prisoners again and took them back to the jail for lunch, allowing the men to have a few minutes to relax and eat, as well.  Once everyone had eaten, used the privy and were ready to go back, they again tied the prisoners and made the trek back to the church, again watching all around them.  With each trip Dawson was becoming more and more anxious, but once again, they reached the church with no problem.  He was glad, but knew they'd have to be extra careful taking them back after the trial.

      They finished the trial without incident.  To no one's surprise, the judge found both Earl and George guilty.  He was about to sentence them when the back doors banged open.  Everyone turned to see what was going on, when a boy ran in, yelling, “Fire!  The school's on fire!  Come quick!”

      Chaos erupted as everyone jumped and ran for the door.  The men started yelling orders to get a water bucket brigade going, while the ladies were worried about the children.  Dawson quickly looked back to find both Earl and George had crawled under the table and were running for the door.  “Stop right there,” he yelled, and then quickly ducked when a man at the same door the men were running toward fired a shot at him.

      He and Andy and the two marshals quickly got everyone else down before the man fired a few more shots at them, and disappeared.

      Dawson quickly made his way to the door, but none of the three of them were anywhere in sight.  Andy and the marshals were right behind him, and they split up to look for them.  There was so much ruckus from the men yelling as they formed a line to pass buckets to put the fire out at the school they could hardly hear themselves.  They agreed to fire two shots in the air if they found the men and needed help.

      As much as Dawson wanted to be there to make sure the children in the school were okay, he had to find these two men, especially now that they'd been convicted and had nothing to lose.  The first place he headed for was the ladies' house to make sure they were all safe and let the marshal know the men had escaped.

      To his shock, as he neared the house Rose came running out.  “Sheriff, that awful man was here and shot Marshal Tolbert as he was drawing his gun.  He says he'll be okay, but George knows Cecelia works at the general store and I'm sure that's where he headed.”

      “Isn't she home today?”

      “No,” Rose said, sounding surprised.  “She didn't say Tom said anything about her staying home today, so she went in.”

      “What about the note I left?”

      “What note?”

      “I left a note in your kitchen this morning, but never mind.  Tell the rest of the ladies to stay inside and lock the doors.”

      He left, running toward the general store.  He headed to the back entrance, and was glad it wasn't locked.  He made his way quietly inside and found Tom tied to a chair in the storage room, yelling to let him loose.  Dawson put his finger to his mouth to keep Tom from announcing his arrival.  Instead, he told him to continue yelling, making all the noise he could to distract George.

      While Tom continued to yell at George, demanding to be released, Dawson carefully made his way to the front of the store, and found exactly what he was afraid he'd find.  George had Cecelia.  He was telling her what all terrible things he was going to do to her as soon as they got out of this flea bag little town.  He had a gun aimed at her as he shoved her toward the front door.

      Dawson knew he could shoot him, since he was watching ahead of him and not behind, but he was afraid if he did that George would fire his gun before he dropped.  He couldn't take that chance with Cecelia, so he signaled for Tom to keep up the noise, and quietly made his way closer.  At one time the floor creaked and Dawson froze with his gun aimed at George in case he heard it and turned toward the noise.  Between Tom yelling and George talking to Cecelia, however, he apparently hadn't heard the floor squeak.  He didn't turn around, so Dawson continued inching his way toward him.

      He slowly made his way up behind him and in one quick movement he knocked the hand George was holding the gun in away from Cecelia, while at the same time using his own gun to knock him in the head.  Cecelia hadn't seen what happened, but knew something had and screamed.  At the same time, George's gun went off and he collapsed onto the floor, knocked out cold.

      She looked like she was about to pass out herself, and he quickly pulled her into his arms, keeping an eye on George.  He picked up George's gun, then quickly made his way to Tom, keeping one arm around Cecelia the whole time, and an eye on George.  He had Tom watch George while he got Tom untied.  Next he gave Tom George's gun, along with instructions to keep it aimed on George and let him know if he came to.  He concentrated on Cecelia for a few minutes, murmuring encouraging words in her ear and holding her tight, rubbing her back to help her calm.

      That's how Andy and one of the marshals found them when they came running in through the front door.  They'd heard the gunshot and came running.  The marshal took over for Tom, and tied George's hands together so when he woke up he wouldn't attack them.  Dawson asked about Earl and was happy to hear they'd caught him and the man that had helped them, who they believe was the only other man in their gang.  They were both now behind bars in jail again.  He sent Andy to the school to check and see what the situation was there, and to get the doctor to look at Marshal Holbert.

      Marshal Prentiss showed up and the two marshals worked together to carry George, who was still unconscious, to the jail.  Andy had put Earl and the new prisoner in one cell.  Dawson was glad they'd done that, and told them to put George in the other cell this time, as he was afraid of how George would act once he came to.  They had already been found guilty, so the judge just needed to sentence them, which he was sure would happen yet today.  He was sure he would also add some years on for escape, and then the four marshals would take custody of the two of them.

      They would more than likely wait until George gained consciousness before they set out, but regardless, they would still be responsible for them while they were in jail.  Dawson was relieved that he and Andy no longer had to shoulder that responsibility.  They could now get back to their normal duties while the deputies watched over their prisoners, including covering the night shift.

      Once Dawson was satisfied that everything was again under control, he turned to Cecelia, who by now was recovering some, but still obviously very shaken.  He sat down, bringing her down on his lap with him, and surrounding her with his arms.  Not caring who was there watching, he kissed the top of her head and rubbed her back, while reminding her that he was there for her and she was safe now.  Once she was eventually calming down and able to talk again, he asked, “Feeling better yet?”

      “Yes.  Thank you, Dawson.  You saved my life.”

      “I was protecting you, my sweet Cecelia, and I always will.  I'm just glad I got here in time and things went well.  Why were you at work instead of at home, like I asked in my note?”

      She looked up at him and was ready to answer, when she paused, turning her head sideways and studying him a few moments.  “What note?”

      “The note I left at your house this morning.  There was no one there, and I assumed you were all out getting water for washday.  In the note I told you Marshal Tolbert would be coming to the back door and would be staying with all of you today, and asked that you all stay home.  I felt that would be the safest place for all of you, with a marshal there, as well.  I talked to the employers you're all working for yesterday and made sure it was okay with them.   I was extremely concerned about you because George knew you were working at the store, so in the note I asked that if you had already left for work that someone should go and get you.  Didn't anyone see the note?”

      “No.  Cyrus told Rose she didn't have to work today and Lenore told the two working for her the same thing.  I was the only one working today, because Tom didn't mention anything to me about it.  We did all go to the creek to get water, and we sent Sally ahead of us to get everything ready for the extra water we were bringing in today so they could all help with the wash.  When we got there she had the table cleared off and was putting all the dirty clothes on it.”

      Dawson watched her face and could tell that as she finished relating what happened, she'd thought of something.  She looked down, not meeting his eyes, and finished her explanation.  He waited, but she didn't say anything else, though Dawson could tell there was something else she wasn't sharing with him.  That was not acceptable.  “Cecelia, do you have any idea what may have happened to the note?”  He waited, and when she didn't say anything, he knew how he could get a response from her.  She was very protective of all the ladies, and wouldn't want any of them to get into trouble.

      With that in mind, he lifted her face so she was looking at him.  “Honey, if Sally was the one that cleared the table off, it seems to me she must have seen the note and moved it.  I guess I'll have to ask her if she saw the note and why she didn't send someone to get you.”

      “No, don't get upset with her, Dawson, please,” Cecelia said quickly, but very quietly.  They were in a corner of the room away from everyone else by now, but she said it so quietly he knew she was concerned about being overheard.

      He guided her head to his chest, which he knew was comforting to her.  He also knew it would be easier for her to talk to him, especially if it was something she wasn't anxious to tell him, if she wasn't looking into his eyes.  “No one's close enough to hear us, sweetheart, and I hope by now you know you can trust me.  What do you think happened?”

      Cecelia sighed, but answered.  “I think she forgot to tell us about the note.”

      “That's something that's pretty important.  Do you really think she would have read it, but just as quickly forgotten to tell all of you?”

      “No,” she said with a long sigh.  “Dawson, I'm sorry.”

      “Why are you sorry?  What did you do, and how is it related to this?”

      “I lied to you earlier.”  She sat up and met his eyes then before continuing.  “I didn't know how important you feel honesty is, and right now I see why it is.  I told what I thought was a little fib, not thinking it was important or would hurt anything.  Like I said, I see now how wrong I was.”

      Dawson took some time to think over her words, but had no idea what kind of lie she could have told him that would have caused this blunder.  “What kind of a fib did you tell me?”

      “I said all of us can read and write, and that's not exactly true.  All of us can except for Sally.  She was older when she went to the orphanage and they assumed she had gone to school, but she hadn't.  She'd lived in a very rural area where there wasn't a school close enough for her to attend.  When they found out she couldn't read they started teaching her, but it was only a few days later that the fire broke out.”

      Dawson was quiet as he thought it through.  “So she's the only one who can't read and write, and you didn't tell me that why?”

      “Don't you see?  She's embarrassed about it and doesn't want people calling her stupid.  She's really a very smart lady, and catches on to things really quickly.  She's a wonderful seamstress.  I didn't say anything about it because I was afraid you might not want her, and that would have been a shame.”

      “That wouldn't have made any difference to me and I wouldn't have said anything to anyone else.  I would, however, have put that in the back of my mind for when I keep all your ladies safe.”

      “So if you would have known that this morning --”

      “I would have made sure someone else stopped by to be sure you got my note,” he said.  “It's too late for the note I left this morning, and I'm glad everything turned out okay, but in the future, we'll have to make sure Sally knows if she sees a note, she needs to give it to one of the other ladies so it can be read in case it's important.”

      Cecelia nodded.  “She usually does.  She was worried about the trial today, and I have a feeling she forgot.  If we tell her how important the note was she'll feel terrible, like this whole thing was her fault.”  Tears welled up in her eyes again.  “It wasn't her fault, it was mine.”
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      Cecelia's statement startled Dawson for a second, but when he looked down at her he saw many signs of guilt written all over her face.  “Why was it your fault, Cecelia?”

      “Because I lied to you and told you all of us can read and write.”  She paused, but went on.  “I should have been honest with you and none of this would have happened.”

      “Now, wait a minute.  I'll agree, you should have been honest with me.  I think this is a good example of why it's so important that you are always honest with me.  I need to know in order to keep all of you safe.  I also believe you should take responsibility for what you do. But don't blame all of this fiasco on you.  Those men still would have gotten loose.  George showed up at your house before coming here looking for you, and he still would have been at your house.  You could not have prevented that, so don't take more blame than you deserve.”

      He knew she listened to him, but he wasn't sure she was accepting what he'd said.  But he also knew dwelling on it wouldn't make it any better.  He kissed the top of her head again and gave her a squeeze.  “Now, enough about this, we can't change any of it anyway.  Let's go see how the school is doing.  Maybe we can join the water bucket line and be of some help down there.”

      “Oh, my goodness, I forgot about that.  I feel so safe here I wasn't thinking of anything except how good it feels to be in your arms, but that was selfish.  Here I am blubbering on your shoulder, and we should have been down there.”

      He chuckled and gave her a little squeeze.  “You're not blubbering on my shoulder.  You had a genuine scare, and I'm glad I was able to help you.  If you're ready now, though, let's go make sure everyone's okay and see if we can help.”

      She smiled when he lifted her to her feet, then took her hand in his before they headed toward the crowd at the other end of town.

      The rest of that day went by in a whirl for most of the residents in Pine Falls, there was so much happening.

      By the time Dawson and Cecelia got to the school, the fire had been put out.  There was some damage to the new school, but not too much.  Dawson had asked questions and was able to quickly gather enough facts to put together what had happened.  The teacher and some of the kids heard a noise outside and went to the window to see what it was.  They saw a man start a fire and throw it on a pile of leaves, moss and small sticks and twigs at the base of the school.  As they stood there, stunned, the man turned and ran off.  When he turned they saw his face.  Dawson and the judge talked to three students and the teacher, each of them separately, and they all described him, including what he was wearing.  The descriptions all matched the man who was at the door of the church and shot at Dawson, and was now in the same jail cell as Earl.

      The judge asked the attorney that represented Earl and George to represent this man, whose name they found out was Leo Hanson, Earl Hanson's cousin.  The attorney agreed, and the judge declared his trial would be in two days, and he would stay in town until then.

      While Dawson was busy with all that, the ladies in town all swarmed around Cecelia, needing to see for themselves that she was okay.  They had heard partial stories of what had happened, both during the trial and at the general store, and were concerned.  She assured them she was okay, which was a relief to all of them.

      When the fire was out and there was nothing else to be done at the school, the seven ladies went back to their house.  As they were heading home, Sally remembered the note she'd found on the table, and when they got back to the house they read it.  She felt terrible for not showing it to someone sooner.  The others, including Cecelia, tried to calm her down, pointing out that it probably wouldn't have changed anything.

      Rose could tell something was bothering Cecelia, especially when they were talking about the note, and asked her friend about it.  The two of them went outside for privacy for several minutes, and Cecelia admitted she'd lied to Dawson, telling him they could all read and write.  They talked about that a couple of minutes, but agreed to put it on a back burner for now.

      The doctor looked at Marshal Tolbert and said he was lucky in that the gunshot went clear through his arm and missed his bone.  He cleaned the wound, put his arm in a sling, and said it would be sore, but if he kept it clean and changed the bandage often it should heal fine.

      He checked George in jail after he came to.  Dawson was glad he had the men put him in a separate cell because when he came to he was irate when he looked around and realized he was back in jail.  He cursed Leo and Earl, now blaming them for everything that had happened.

      He was ranting and raving so much that Doc refused to go into the jail cell with him, but told him if he calmed down and behaved, he would check his head through the bars if he came close.  It took a while, but George finally realized Doc truly didn't trust him enough to have them open the cell door, let alone him going in there with him.  He finally went close enough for Doc to check him out.  Once he did, Doc said he should stay put for a couple days, but then he'd be okay to travel.

      When the marshals heard that they decided to wait in Pine Falls until Leo's trial was over, and then they would take all three of them to prison, assuming Leo would be sent there, as well.  They sent a telegram to have a couple more marshals sent to help them take the three prisoners to prison.  Marshal Tolbert would ride with them, but wouldn't be able to do any of the physical work, and they wanted more than three marshals to be sure their three prisoners were secure.

      In the meantime, they assured Dawson that since they had been found guilty, they would take custody of George and Earl, if they could keep them in his jail.  Dawson readily agreed, since that meant he no longer had to worry about having a deputy in the jail at all times, or getting their meals for them.  That freed him up to do his daily routine in Pine Falls, as well as his deputy, Andy.  He was glad to be able to get back to his normal routine, and get that responsibility off his shoulders.

      Waiting the extra few days until Leo's trial was over meant the ladies would have to keep avoiding the jail for a few more days so they wouldn't hear George's threats, but there wasn't much anyone could do about that.  He was sure they would be willing to do that a few more days if it meant they would all three be gone then.

      Although Dawson was extremely busy the rest of that day, he made a point to check on Cecelia several times.  He told her he was taking her out for their evening meal, and she gladly agreed.  She was touched every time he showed up at their door to check on her.  Each time he left he did so after giving her a reassuring hug and a quick kiss on her cheek or the top of her head.  Once he even kissed the tip of her nose.  He smiled when she giggled and her face turned red, since he could tell that although she might have been a bit embarrassed that he did it in front of Rose, she enjoyed the attention he was giving her.

      He took her to Bertha's for supper that evening, hoping for a quiet meal.  Then he planned to take her to his house.  Since there had been a little time since her scare, he thought she might want to talk to him about it.  He wanted to give her the chance to voice any lingering fears she might have so they could talk through all the feelings she might be trying to deal with.

      Their quiet meal wasn't as quiet as he'd hoped.  It didn't surprise him a bit that the events of the day were the talk of the town, with everyone talking about one aspect of it or another.  Some were concerned about the damage to the school and how quickly they could get it fixed.  Some were more concerned that they get the trial on Friday over with so all three prisoners could be hauled away, out of Pine Falls.  But everyone wanted to be sure Cecelia was indeed okay after her frightening encounter with George.

      She bravely assured everyone she was fine, thanks to Dawson, but the more she assured people of that, the more Dawson questioned it.  He didn't say anything, simply squeezing her hand or rubbing her back or anything else he could do to try to reassure her that he was here for her.  As soon as they finished eating, though, he led her to his house because he was beginning to have serious doubts that she was indeed doing fine.

      He led her to his couch, and as soon as they were both seated he turned to face her.  “Okay, sweetheart, we're alone now.  It's just the two of us, and you know how much I care about you.  I said I will protect you and I mean it.  Protecting you doesn't just mean keeping you safe from physical harm.  It includes much more than that.  I want to make sure you're okay in all ways.”

      “I told you, Dawson, I'm fine, thanks to you.”

      “Cecelia, you've been through quite an ordeal today, and it would only be natural for anyone in your shoes to feel a lot of things right now.  Some of those feelings are pretty obvious, like fear and anxiety.  There are a lot of other things people can feel after something like that, though, and they're all normal feelings.  They're nothing to be ashamed of or embarrassed about, but if you acknowledge those feelings you can deal with them.  If you try to push them aside or hide them they can tear you up inside.”

      She looked up at him, and he could tell he had her attention.  He took her hands in his before continuing.  “Sweetheart, I know this is hard for you, but do you trust me?”

      “Yes,” she said quickly, which he appreciated.  “I do trust you.”

      “Good.  I want you to know that means a great deal to me.  Trust is something that has to be earned, and I will try my best to never do anything to make you doubt that.  But what I want to ask you to do now is tell me what you're really feeling. If something has you scared, or concerned, worried, or confused in some way, if you tell me about it we can talk about it.  Talking about things helps a lot more than people know.  Just letting someone you trust know about your feelings is a relief, and often times the person you talk to can shed some light on those feelings from a different perspective, and it can help a great deal.”

      He could tell by the look in her eyes she was considering what he'd said, and he gave her time as she looked back down, seeming suddenly interested in her hands in her lap.  Eventually she looked back up and said, “So it wouldn't be unusual if some things were confusing to me?”

      “It absolutely would not be.  My guess is that you have a lot of feelings going through you right now, and that in itself can seem very confusing.”

      “I do, and it's confusing because I thought I should just feel scared.  I mean, I was scared, but that's not the main thing bothering me right now.  When this was happening, I was so scared I could hardly think.  I didn't know what I was going to do to get away from that awful man, but I kept telling myself to not fall apart so I could think straight and would be able to see an opportunity for escape if one came up.”

      “You are one very smart, and very brave young lady,” Dawson said as he pulled her in against his chest.  “That was exactly what you needed to do, and I commend you for thinking that way.  The majority of people, men and women, would be more prone to being so scared they couldn’t think clearly.  But that's not the feeling that has you so upset this evening, is it?”

      “No,” she admitted.

      “Can you tell me what has you feeling so twisted and confused?”

      “How did you know that's how I'm feeling?”

      “Cecelia, caring about you means I notice when things don't seem right.  Watching your reaction to people at Bertha's who told you they were glad you're okay told me something has you feeling things you're not sure how to deal with.  That's why I brought you here tonight.  It's just the two of us.  No one else is here, so you don't have to worry about anyone else hearing anything we say.  I'm a good listener, and I've been known to be able to sift through thoughts and get to the reasons behind them.  Can we give it a try?”

      She took a deep breath and studied him several moments before slowly nodding.  “Okay, but you'll probably think some of this is crazy.”

      “After going through what you went through today I can't imagine any feeling that would be crazy.  Go ahead and tell me something that seems confusing to you and we'll tackle it together.”

      She smiled and there was a look in her eyes he couldn't remember seeing before.  “That sounds nice, we'll tackle it together.”

      Dawson quickly understood what that statement meant and hoped he could use it to help her.  “Cecelia, I know you've been on your own for a long time, but you're not alone any longer.  I'm here, and unless you tell me you don't want me here, I'll be here forever.  Whatever happens, we'll get through it together.  I have broad shoulders, I can handle a lot, so I want you to lean on me and let me help.”

      He saw her relax a bit, and he boldly lifted her onto his lap and guided her head to his shoulder.  “If you'll allow it, we're a team.  Now, can you tell me what has you upset?”

      “I don't remember ever being part of a team, but I like that.”  She sighed.  “The idea of being a team, and you'll be with me and we'll go through things together, is part of what's confusing to me.”

      “I understand it's different for you and may take a little while for it to feel natural for you.  Is  that what's confusing to you?”

      “That's probably part of it, yes, but not all.  I mean, no one's ever cared this much about me that I can remember, and I have to say it feels nice, but part of me is saying it's too good to be real, that it won't last.  I'm sure it will take some time for it to sink in, that somebody does actually care that much about me, but there's something more,” she said, slowing down and sounding very tentative toward the end of her statement.

      “I don't know why it would seem unusual that someone would care this much about you.  You're a wonderful young lady with a big heart.  I understand it's something different for you, though, and I'll be patient while it settles in and you can believe it deep down in your heart.  I'll be here for you while it's becoming a more natural feeling for you.  But what's the something more that's got you confused?”

      “Well, it goes back to that whole spanking thing you talked about before.”

      “That's what's on your mind now, after the day you had?”

      “I know, it sounds weird, and that's probably why it's so confusing for me.  But I was so worried about that possibility that I didn't know if I could allow myself to get any closer to you.  My heart sometimes disagreed, but my head was telling me not to allow myself to want to spend time with you and get to know you better.”

      “I gathered that,” he admitted as he rubbed her arm for encouragement.  “Has that changed?”

      “Today when that awful man had me and was pushing me outside, I was more scared than I've ever been in my life.  When that all happened, he fell and I saw you, I instantly knew I needed to feel your arms around me.  Not just because he no longer had me, but because it was you.  If one of the marshals would have done what you did I would have been relieved, but I would have looked for you.  It was your arms I needed to feel right then.”

      “You can't know how glad I am to hear you say that, sweetheart.”  He gave her a squeeze.  “I have to say I've always felt you're making too much of this spanking thing, but can you tell me how these two things relate to each other?”

      “Well, you said you care a great deal about me, and I think I realized today that I need to say the same thing about you.  When I saw you there, ready to hold me in your arms, that was all I needed.  So now I feel like I don't care so much about the spanking thing.  That's something you believe in, I can tell, and I now see that it's part of you, and if I have to accept that part in order to have you there for me when I need you, I'll do it.  I'm not saying it will be easy to accept or that I'll like it, but I'm sure now that it will be worth it.  Like you said, no one's ever died from a spanking.  They may be sore for a time, but that's temporary, and I now feel that you being there for me is worth some temporary soreness from time to time.”  She blushed, but grinned up at him as she added, “As long as those time to time occurrences are few and far between.”

      He chuckled and kissed the top of her head.  “That is entirely up to you, my dear.  Like I said, I will never look for a reason to spank you.  You're right, though, it is part of me because I believe in it.  I said it before but I don't think you believed it then, maybe now you will.  I believe it's one way a man can show his lady he loves her.  It's not easy for us to cause pain to the one we love, but if we love them enough we will, in order to keep her safe.”

      Again she thought about his words before answering.  “I think I understand it a little more now because I have to --”

      He waited, but when she didn't continue, he asked, “Because you have to what?”

      She sighed and slumped her shoulders.  “Because I have to admit you were right.”

      Understanding set in, and it all fell in place to him.  “About the importance of being totally honest?”

      “Yes.  I never thought a little fib could hurt anything, but I see now that I was wrong.  This time I was lucky because you were able to save me, but one of the other ladies, or someone else, could have been hurt badly because of my lie.”

      “Before you're too hard on yourself let me point a couple things out.  Telling me all of you can read and write, when in fact Sally can't, is a lie and there is never a good reason to lie.  But having said that, I think I understand why you said that, and it was because of your big heart.  My guess is you were protecting her so no one looked down on her, and I certainly can't find fault with someone trying to protect someone else.”

      “You do a good job of it.”

      “I try, and so did you.  I think you were misguided in your effort, but I don't fault you for trying.  I also think now you agree with me that not being totally honest didn't help her, but could be dangerous.  I think that will help you in the future, and you'll think twice before telling me a lie again, even if it is in an attempt to help someone else.  Am I right?”

      “Yes, you are.  I see now that my trying to help her was dangerous.  I'm so sorry.”

      “I know you are.  But now I think we need to put that past us and move on.  You now know why honesty is so important to me, and you're willing to allow me to do my best to protect you.  And finally, it means the world to me that you're willing to trust me and follow your heart as far as you and I are concerned.”
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        * * *

      

      Over the next couple of days Dawson enjoyed his freedom from responsibility for the prisoners.  There were three of them now instead of two, but the marshals were taking charge, which let Dawson get back to taking care of Pine Falls.  That gave him extra time, for which he was thankful.  He spent as much time with Cecelia as he could.  Overall she seemed to be doing well following the incident with George, but there were some things that concerned him.

      On Thursday evening after taking her to supper he again took her to his house so they could have a little time alone.  Once they were comfy on the couch, with his arm draped over her shoulders as she leaned against him, he attempted to right whatever was wrong.  “The other night when we talked, you said you felt better afterward.  Were you being honest when you told me that?”

      “Of course I was,” she insisted.

      “Good.  Then let's talk again.”

      She turned to look up into his eyes, a bit of shock registering in hers.  “What are you saying?”

      “I'm saying something's bothering you again and I'd like to have a chance to help you feel better.  Will you talk to me about it, please?”

      “What makes you say something's bothering me?”

      “Cecelia, I thought we covered this.  I care about you and I notice things like that.  Are you trying to tell me nothing on your mind is upsetting you?”

      When she looked up at him, she instantly knew that raised eyebrow was a challenge to her, and she was now well aware of how he felt about honesty.  She also knew he was very attuned to her and picked up on things like that real well, regardless of how much she tried to hide things from him.  “I like knowing you care about me.  It's a feeling that seems strange, but it's also one I'm getting used to quite easily, and for the most part I really like it.”

      “For the most part?”

      “Yes.  Sometimes I think you read me too well.  You aren't going to let me hide my feelings much, are you?”

      “No, ma'am, I'm not, especially if it's something that's upsetting to you, which I can tell something is right now.  So, are you going to tell me what it is, or are you going to make me play fifty questions to get it out of you?  Or maybe I should just spank it out of you,” he said with a grin and a bit of a chuckle.

      “No, you said you wouldn't do that without warning me about something first,” she said quickly, “and giving me a chance to change.”

      “You're right, I did.  In this case, though, I have already warned you about this, but not directly, so I'll do that now.”  Her eyes were wide open and didn't move from his.  “I told you that I consider protecting you to include anything that could hurt you, physically or otherwise.  I also told you if there is something that's upsetting you, I want you to tell me about it so I can either take care of it, or if I can't fix it myself, we'll talk about it and decide how we're going to tackle it together, didn't I?”

      She swallowed, her eyes still wide, but he was proud of her when she slowly nodded.  “Yes, you did.”
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      Now that Dawson knew he'd gotten Cecelia's attention and had made his point, he softened.  He pulled her onto his lap and guided her head toward his chest and shoulder again.  He wrapped his arms around her, knowing that was comforting to her and it was easier for her to talk to him that way.  “Now, let me help.  What has you upset?”

      She took her time answering, but eventually said, “I'm not real sure I like this.  Sometimes I just have to think things through, and that might take a day or two.”

      “And I gave you a couple days to do just that.  But when I can see it still has you upset, it's time for me to step in.  If it's something you're trying to think through, tell me about it.  Sometimes saying it out loud makes you think of an aspect of it you hadn't thought of, and sometimes someone else sees it through their eyes and has different thoughts.  It might make it easier for you to reach your own decision.”

      “I guess that could be true,” she admitted.

      “I'm not saying I want you to tell me what's on your mind, then I'll tell you what you should do.  That's not it at all.  What I am saying is I would like to have a chance to hear what your problem is.  If it's not something I can help with directly, I may be able to point out something you hadn't thought of.  If you ask my opinion as to what you should do, I will offer it, but only if you ask.  If there's a choice to be made, it's your choice.  I will be there with you whatever you decide.”

      “You make it sound so easy, like I'd be crazy not to talk to you about it.”

      “It is easy,” he said, rubbing her arm.  There's no catch, I just want to help you.”

      “I'm starting to believe that,” she said with a smile.  “Okay, I appreciate your concern.  I'm a little worried about the trial tomorrow.  The last trial didn't go too well for me.”

      “No, it certainly didn't,” he said, squeezing her a bit tighter.  “Let me tell you how we plan to keep you and everyone else in Pine Falls safe tomorrow.  Marshal Tolbert's arm is still in a sling, but he can watch and listen well.  He's planning on staying inside the jail with George and Earl.  They're still in separate cells and we're keeping it that way, with the marshal watching over them.  Andy and I, along with one of the other marshals will escort Leo to the church and back, while the other two marshals will be staying outside, watching for anything unusual or new people in town.  We're pretty sure there are no other members of their gang or they would have sent at least two of them for George and Earl.  Just to be sure, though, one of the marshals will be staying outside in the vicinity of the jail, watching everything, while the other one will be staying outside in the general area of the church.”

      “That sounds like we should be pretty safe.”

      “I don't think the trial will take long, either.  There's not a lot of question about it.  The judge was there and saw the man shooting into the church to keep everyone down so they could make a run for it.   He's also going to add more time onto Earl and George's sentences for attempting to escape and for trying to kidnap you, but he said they don't have to be present for it, so we're leaving them in jail.  I think we'll be done with everything by noon.”

      “I hope so.  When will they be leaving Pine Falls?”

      “The marshals know how much we all want them out of here, so there are two more marshals due to arrive in town tomorrow morning.  If they're here before the trial is over they're planning on watching the rest of the town, too, for anyone that's acting suspicious.  One of them will be staying close to your house.”

      “That's reassuring.”

      “Since Marshal Tolbert will be inside the jail and can fire a shot if he needs help, the one staying outside the jail will be moving between the jail and your house until the other marshals arrive.  Then after the trial is over they're planning on leaving yet tomorrow.  They'll tie the prisoners' hands together, tie their feet together, then tie each of them to a post in the wagon.  A rope going between the three of them, as well, will make it difficult for them to get anywhere even if they should break free from the wagon.  The rope between them will put them in a circle or triangle, not a straight line, so it will make it very awkward for them to move.”

      Cecelia laughed out loud when she heard how the prisoners would be moved.  “They're not taking any chances.”

      “No, they're not.  They've done this before, and they found even if they find a way to get free of the wagon, which isn't often, binding them together in that formation makes it difficult to run.  Suffice it to say, I'm not nearly as worried about tomorrow as I was about Wednesday.”

      “I can see why.  Thank you for explaining it to me.”

      “Now do you see why I want you to tell me when you're worried about something?  I might be able to ease your worries.”

      “I see that now.  Thank you.”

      “You're welcome.  So now that you see that, how about telling me what else has you upset?”

      Her head snapped up, but when she saw the determination in his eyes, she sighed.  “You knowing me too well could be dangerous.”

      “Or it could be a good thing, if you would just accept my help.  Now, what's bothering you?”

      “I feel bad.  I lied to you and it could have hurt all of us, even the one I was especially trying to protect.”

      “That's the other good thing about spanking,” he told her.  “It works like a charm to relieve the guilt you feel after you do something you shouldn't.”

      “How?”

      “A spanking is a result of being held responsible for your actions.  Therefore, when you do something like telling a lie or doing something dangerous, you're being held accountable for that with a spanking.  Once you've paid the price for what you did it's much easier to forgive yourself.”

      “Forgive myself?”

      “That's why you're feeling guilty.  Now that you know what the consequence of telling a lie is, if you do it again you'll be spanked.  Once that happens and you feel you've paid the price for your mistake, the guilt will be gone.  For now, though, since you hadn't been warned ahead of time there will be no spanking, so just remind yourself that no harm was done this time, and use your guilt to learn a lesson so you don't lie to me again, even if it seems like a little fib to protect someone else.  I understand why you did it, and I've forgiven you, so now you need to forgive yourself and move on.”

      She considered what he said, then smiled.  “Thank you.”

      “Feel better?”

      “Yes, I think so.  Thank you for forgiving me.  That helps.”
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        * * *

      

      The trial the next day went much better than the one a few days earlier.  It helped that George was locked in a single cell by himself.  He was upset, but he couldn't do anything but complain.  He yelled at Earl, again blaming him and his idiotic cousin for doing everything wrong and getting him into this spot.  Marshal Tolbert was glad they were in different cells, because George had Earl so upset he wasn't sure he would have trusted Earl not to start a fist fight with George, which was the opposite of what Dawson had been afraid of.

      The trial itself didn't take long.  Leo's only defense was that George had scared him into believing he had some kind of control over him.  He had verbally abused his cousin and himself for years, threatening them.  He repeatedly told them he'd kill them if they left, so they stayed with him and did what he told them to do. He said now it was plain to them they should have left, but at the time they were afraid to.

      The other two marshals arrived while the trial was ongoing, and they did as Dawson had said, staying outside, watching the ladies' house and anything happening in Pine Falls.

      The judge found Leo guilty and told him he and his cousin were adults and should have used their heads sooner, but to remember this when they got out of prison.  He found Leo guilty and sentenced all of them to quite a number of years in federal prison.  The judge felt George was the head of the gang, calling the shots, and deserved more time because of it.  He also gave him additional time for kidnapping Cecelia, or attempting to.

      When all was said and done, George got more time than Earl and Leo, which he was upset about when he heard.  He immediately started ranting about how the whole idea was the two of theirs and it wasn't at all fair that he should get more time than the two of them.  He also insisted they'd never get him to prison, saying he'd escape before they got there.  He insisted the rest of the gang would make sure of that.

      Dawson and the marshals doubted there were any other members of the gang, but would be on extra alert, watching for anyone approaching them along the way.  They also told Dawson they would let them know when they'd reached prison and all three prisoners were behind bars.  The judge warned the prison to be extra cautious with George, which meant they would shackle his arms and legs anytime he was out of his cell.

      Dawson offered to watch the three prisoners after the trial was over so the marshals could enjoy a nice meal at Bertha's before they left.  They thanked Dawson and took him up on his offer, enjoying one final good meal before they left for their four day trip to prison.

      Once they were done eating they went back to the jail to get their prisoners.  Many of the town's residents gathered to watch as the marshals got their prisoners' hands cuffed and tied and one at a time escorted them out to the wagon they had ready.  They tied each man to a large wooden support in the wagon, then tied their feet together.  Once all three of them were tied securely to the wagon they ran a rope from one to the next to insure if one somehow got loose he couldn't leave easily.

      One of the marshals took his place as the driver, with another sitting next to him holding a rifle.  Marshal Tolbert and another marshal rode behind, following so they could watch them, while the other two would act as scouts, going ahead to make sure there was no one lying in wait for them.  They also had a spare horse tied behind one of the marshals, just in case.  The crowd cheered as they drove out of Pine Falls.

      The ladies didn't want to go to the jail and possibly cause George to get hysterical and give the men problems, so they stayed at their house.  They all watched out the window and smiled, though, as the procession went past their house on their way out of town.

      They were all very pleasantly surprised when they had visitors coming and going all day long.  Many of their new friends and neighbors told them they were glad this was behind them and the prisoners were out of town.  Everyone wished them well.  It made the ladies feel more welcome than they'd ever imagined was possible.

      Dawson was there when a couple of the well wishers stopped in, and although he was glad to see the warm wishes the people of Pine Falls were giving the ladies, he wasn't really surprised.  Most of the residents were good people, and the ladies had made many friends already.  People who dealt with the ones who were working in town found them easy to talk to and helpful, and people who attended church services had gotten to know them when they talked and visited after the service.

      Another couple of well wishers were just leaving when Dawson showed up to take Cecelia to the hotel restaurant for supper.  After speaking with them a minute or two, he knocked on the door and was happy to see Cecelia wearing a big smile when she answered the door.

      It was a nice evening, so they opted to walk across town to the hotel.  Once they were seated in the restaurant and had decided what they wanted to eat, Dawson patted her hand.  “How are you doing, Cecelia?  And remember, I want the honest truth.  If anything is upsetting you, tell me.”

      “I know, and I can honestly say I'm okay.  I'm very glad today is over and those men are all out of town.  I plan to put them out of my mind, as well, and get on with my life.  I have so much to look forward to.  Six months ago I didn't ever think about the future because I didn't feel I had much of a future to look forward to.  All that's changed now, and I have you to thank for that.  I truly am lucky.”

      “Thank you, but I think that works both ways.  Six months ago I was happy with my life as sheriff of Pine Falls.  The thought of finding a young lady and considering getting married never entered my mind.  But now here you are, sitting across from me.  I feel like I'm the lucky one.  But it's not just me.  You ladies have been a blessing to this whole town.  The single men are extremely happy to have some ladies to court, but the ladies are glad you're here, as well.  As you can easily see, the ladies are way outnumbered, so it's nice that they have more ladies to visit with.”

      “Pine Falls is a wonderful little town, and we all are very happy here.  But it's very different from what we were used to.  When the orphanage burned down, we were desperate for anyplace we could go.  We were all hoping each of us could find someplace that would take us, but we never dreamed we'd be able to go someplace together, all of us.  That's made the move out here so much easier.  There are a lot of differences, new things to get used to, but we're all going through it together.  We realize how fortunate we are and how much we owe you and this town.”

      The waitress brought their food and placed it in front of them.  “I'll be right back with more coffee,” she said as she turned to leave.

      “Thank you, Jean,” Dawson said.  “It looks wonderful.”

      They dug into their meal as Jean returned to fill their coffee cups.  “Anything else I can get you?”

      With a quick glance at Cecelia first, Dawson shook his head.  “I think we've got everything we need, Jean.  Thank you.”

      “Okay then.  Let me know when you're ready for pie.”  She smiled and left them alone to enjoy their meals.

      Dawson was glad to hear Cecelia say she was doing well, and at first glimpse he thought she seemed like she was.  As the meal went on, however, he was beginning to have a few doubts.  She was quieter than she'd been, which he could understand after what she'd been through the last few days, but something just seemed a little off.  He watched her a little closer than normal and listened carefully to her every word, trying to put the pieces together.

      After their meal they took a little stroll through town, stopping to sit on one of the benches for a little while and enjoy the evening breeze.  It was starting to cool off in the evenings, and when a small gust of wind came along, he saw her shiver.  “Let's get you home.  I should have thought to suggest you bring a shawl or something for this evening.”

      “I'm an adult woman.  I would have brought a shawl if I thought I'd need one,” she said, which drew a sideways glance with an upturned eyebrow from Dawson.  “It's not late enough in the year to need one yet.”

      “I think that may be one of the things that you'll need to get used to out here as opposed to in Pennsylvania,” he said as he started them walking toward their houses.  “Out here it starts cooling off a little earlier, and I'm afraid you'll find winters out here can be colder and longer than what you're used to.”

      “I don't know about that.  We had some terribly cold days during the winter.”

      “Well, I'm afraid you'll find Nebraska can get colder and the cold spells can last longer.  We'll have to make sure all of you ladies have warm coats soon.  I'll have to talk to Tom and make sure he's got plenty of them in stock.”

      “We have several coats in stock at the store.  I just unpacked and put out a whole shipment of coats for men, women and children.  I told the ladies about them, and we talked about the coats we have.  We're saving our money now because a couple of the coats the ladies have are getting pretty threadbare, and I'm sure they'll need a new one.”

      “I'll give Tom some money to put on your account so each of you can get a good warm coat and hat and mittens.”

      “Dawson, we're capable of managing our money.  We're not children.”

      “I never said you were, and please watch your attitude and your tone.  Remember, we can discuss anything, but we need to be respectful of each other.”

      She kept walking, but slowed a bit as she looked over at him.  He was sure she was deep in thought, and he wished he knew what she was thinking.  He tried to lighten the mood again.  “I'm glad Tom got a new shipment of coats in.  It's getting to be time people will be looking for them, getting ready for winter.”

      She hesitated a few seconds, then squared her shoulders before speaking.  “Look, I know we need to get a couple new coats, so we're saving our money now so we'll be able to do that.  We don't need to rely on your handouts.  You've already given us more than I deserve.”

      Without saying a word, Dawson kept walking, but led them past their house, on to his.  “Dawson?”

      “We're going to my house for a few minutes.  There's something I want to talk to you about and I'd rather have privacy to do it.”  He opened the door to his house and ushered her inside with a firm hand on her back.

      She tried to sit in one of the chairs in his sitting room, but he used that same hand on her back to guide her to the couch, where he sat down and with a quick grab of her hand pulled her down beside him.  He watched as she seemed to stiffen as she turned to look at him.  He couldn't miss how nervous she appeared.  “Okay, we're here.  What did you want to talk about that's so important?”

      “That,” Dawson answered quickly.  “That attitude is very unlike you, and I'd like an explanation for it.”

      He could tell it caught her off guard, and she did a little stuttering, as she started to wring her hands in her lap.  “I don't, why would you, what, what do you mean?”

      “I think you know exactly what I mean, and I won't have it.”

      “You won't have what?”

      Still watching her closely, he felt sure he'd figured it out as he looked at the way she tried to square her shoulders and look at him in a challenging way.  For all her bravado, he wasn't buying any of it.  “Cecelia, let me tell you what I think, and then I'm going to tell you what I'm going to do about it.”

      She looked nervous, but like she'd steeled herself and was ready for whatever he had to say, which made him more confident he was reading her right.

      “I think you know you lied to me and you're feeling guilty about it.  You've thought about what I said yesterday about how a spanking can help clear the guilt feelings you have when you do something wrong.  We both know you've been extremely nervous and worried about the possibility of me spanking you.  The last few days you've decided you trust me and care enough about me that you believe you can live with that possibility, but it's still been worrying you.  So now you've decided this is as good a time as any to get a spanking and see if indeed you are able to live through it, and if so, if it does actually help clear the guilt you're feeling.  So in essence, I think you want a spanking.”

      Her eyes were wide, and she was speechless, but when she blushed, he was more sure of his suspicion, and continued.  “The problem is, I told you before, I had not warned you about my views on dishonesty ahead of time, and therefore, I will not spank you for that lie.”

      He watched as a myriad of feelings seemed to cross her face.  After several moments of silence, she looked over at him.  “So you're really not going to spank me for telling that lie?”

      “No, I'm not.”

      Again after a pause that was a bit longer than it should have been, she gave him a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes.  “Well, that's a relief.  I admit I've been worried about that.”

      “Well, don't be because you're not getting spanked for that.”

      Her shoulders slumped and she sank back into the couch again, tension draining from her.  He took the opportunity to quickly pull her over his knees.  “You are, however, getting a spanking for trying to goad me into spanking you.  That's being a brat, and it's not something I will allow.  You are in essence trying to get me to do what you think should be done, and that's not how it works between us.  I will protect you, and I will do it how I feel is best; not how you want me to do it.  If I feel you need a spanking, trust me, you will get one, as you're about to see.”

      Realization had sunk in now, and Cecelia started flailing, trying to get loose.  He was ready, though, with a strong arm around her middle, holding her in place.  He quickly lifted her dress and petticoat, noting she only wore one.  He understood most ladies wore two or more when they went out.  Maybe he should suggest each of them buy some new undergarments, as well as a new coat.  He'd have to worry about how to approach that subject later, though.  Right now he had work to do.

      “Dawson, no!  You can't do that!”

      “Shush, Cecelia, I already have.  Don't worry, I will respect your honor and won't be lowering your bloomers, but a spanking over top of a dress, petticoat, chemise and bloomers wouldn't be very effective.”

      “But no!  I thought you said you weren't going to spank me.”

      “You aren't listening again.  We've talked about you having trouble listening before, and maybe we should address that issue here, as well, but I told you this is not for lying to me, it's for trying to goad me into spanking you.”  He lifted her chemise, knowing she would have a fit since that left nothing covering her little bottom now except for her bloomers. She started squirming more, but he put a quick end to it with three sharp spanks to her squirming bottom.  As expected, she froze.  “Much better,” he said, patting her cute little bottom.  “Now, since I know this is your first spanking, let me quickly give you a few rules to remember.”

      “Rules for a spanking?”

      “Yes, rules,” he said as he gave her another sharp swat.  “And I see you really do have a problem with listening.  First, if I give you a spanking, it is done to correct your behavior.  You would be wise to listen to what I'm telling you so you can avoid repeating it in the future.  If you do, you will be spanked again, and if I have to repeat it too often I will assume you're ignoring what I'm trying to tell you and the spanking will become harsher.  Trust me, you don't want that.”

      “I don't want this!”

      He smacked her again, shaking his head.  “Again, we'll have to work on your listening, as well.  Now, a spanking is meant to be unpleasant.  It will hurt.  I don't expect you to enjoy it, but I expect you to accept it and be respectful.  Yelling at me and arguing during a spanking tells me you're not listening to what I'm saying, and the spanking will continue.  Therefore, it would behoove you to be respectful and listen to what I'm trying to tell you.  The spanking will end much quicker that way.  Now, let's begin.”

      “No!”

      He ignored her outburst and began to spank her, using enough strength that he was sure she felt them, but not enough to do any real damage, or even any long lasting soreness.  Since it was her first and he could tell she had herself all twisted inside worrying about it, he was sure it would seem worse to her than it actually was.  What was important to him with this first one was that they got it out of the way and behind them.  She needed to see a spanking wasn't a life-threatening event, and she needed to feel his protective arms around her afterward.  He knew that would go a long way toward allowing her to forgive herself.

      After a few swats he started talking, hoping to get her mind on his words instead of concentrating solely on the pain of the spanking.  “First let me begin by saying I am the head of this relationship, as I will be the head of our family if we get married, which I truly hope we will.  As such, I will do everything I can to keep you safe, healthy and happy.  I will discuss any decisions we need to make with you first, and take them into consideration.  I want you to be happy and will more than likely do what your choice is, unless I feel it's safe or not in our best interests in some way.”

      He continued the spanking, still not putting much force behind the swats, but enough that he could tell she felt them.  She was still squirming, trying to dodge them, but he could tell she was also listening to what he was saying, so he continued.  “In exchange, I expect you to tell me if there is something bothering you, or if you disagree with something I've said or plan to do.  We will then discuss it so I can see what your feelings and thoughts are and why.  Like I said, if I don't see any danger in it I will probably go along with your wishes.  If, however, I feel something is unsafe, I expect you to listen to what I'm saying.”

      He paused the spanking for a few moments, rubbing her behind a bit.  “Have you been listening to what I've said?”

      “Yes, but this hurts!  Let me up now.”

      He gave her three more swats, harder than the rest.  “You apparently haven't been listening well, or you would know that I'm in charge of this situation, and not you.  Just like you don't try to trick me into giving you a spanking.  In the future, if you feel you need a spanking, you come to me and talk to me about it.  If I agree after you tell me what you did that makes you feel you've earned one, you will indeed get it.  But you don't try to do something else to purposely earn one.  Doing something on purpose to earn a spanking can be a dangerous thing out here and I won't have it.  Do you understand?”

      “Yes!  Yes, I do, and I'm sorry.  But please stop.  I can't take any more.  This really hurts.”

      “Cecelia, you're not listening carefully.  I'm in charge here.  Trust me, I know what you can and can't take, and this spanking has been mild.  I will never give you more than you can handle, but like I said in the beginning, these are meant to elicit some pain.  Otherwise you wouldn't learn from them.  Now, let me talk briefly about the second thing we need to talk about.  We've already touched on it several times, but let me focus on it a bit.  You need to learn to listen to me.”

      “I am listening!”

      “Hush,” he said with two more hard slaps, which quieted her down quickly.  “You need to learn to listen to what I'm saying and accept it.  You argue with me on a lot of things.  I realize it's often because you want to help, but you need to listen and accept what I say.”

      “I don't argue!”

      He gave her five sharp swats, which he knew she felt.  She kicked and screamed, but then settled down.  He stopped the spanking after them, but kept his hand on her bottom to remind her they weren't done yet.  “Cecelia, let me give you a few examples of what I'm talking about.  When I suggested we go for a picnic, you told me you would fix the picnic for us.  I told you I would take care of it, but you argued, saying you were capable.”

      “I was.”

      After another sharp swat he said, “I know, and I thanked you for the offer, but said I'd invited you and I would handle it.  You did the same thing when I suggested you ladies take a few days to get settled in before starting to work.  I knew this was a different place than what you're used to, and I wanted you to take a few days to get to know the area, the town, some of the people.  I knew that would make it easier for you when you did start working.  By the time you started, I think you'd gotten to know some of the mannerisms of the people in town and the atmosphere here.”

      “You were right there,” she whispered.  “It is different and it helped getting used to the difference.”

      “Thank you for admitting that,” he said, patting her bottom again.  “Maybe this little talk is helping.  I hope so.  Let me point out a few other things that you may not have realized you were doing, but I did.  What did you do when I told you I wanted each of you to get the fabric for a new dress?”

      She slumped over his knees, and he knew then he was finally getting through to her.  He gave her time, but when she didn't answer, he patted her bottom again.  “Cecelia, what did you do?”

      “I argued about it.”

      “Yes, you did.  But honey, I saw that you ladies didn't have many dresses.  That wasn't your fault, and I didn't want you feeling bad about it.  I wanted you feeling good, maybe even proud in a new dress as you were meeting your new neighbors.  I also wanted everyone to see that you ladies can sew, like you said you could.  Will you admit now that it worked out well?”

      “Yes,” she whispered again.  “It was good all around.  We all felt better in them, especially when some of us started to work.”

      “But yet you argued with me again when I suggested you each get fabric for another dress.  And how about when I suggested each of you get a new coat?”

      “But it's --”

      “So much money, I know,” he said as he gave her a few more swats.  “I've heard what you've said.  I listened to you, and I know you're not used to having new things.  But Cecelia, you need to listen to me and hear what I'm saying.  The money was there for each of you to have two new dresses, which you all needed.  I think it's made you all feel better when you go to town for things or to church, and that's what I wanted.  When you feel good about yourself you make a better impression on the people around you.  They've now all fallen in love with you ladies, which is exactly what I wanted to happen.”

      “Thank you,” she said, turning to look at him.  “You really are looking out for us.  Especially for me.”

      “I'm trying to,” he said with a little chuckle, “but you're making it difficult at times.  I know you're not used to letting people help you or give you new things, but this is a different situation.  It's not just us giving to you; you're all giving a lot to this town, too.  You've brought a new sense of hope and excitement to our little town, and people are enjoying having new friends.”

      He could tell she was listening to him now, which was good.  “Now, one more question, then we're going to finish this spanking.  I'm telling you it's going to get cold here soon, colder than you're used to.  I've seen your coats hanging on the coat rack, and will you please trust me that even the couple that look a little heavier than some of the others will not keep you warm in our winter?”

      She wriggled and turned enough to look back at him.  “They won't?”

      “No, they won't, which is why I said I want you all to get a new one.  Didn't you notice how heavy the new ones Tom ordered are?”

      “Yes, but I thought maybe we could get by for a year with ours while we saved enough money for new ones next year.”

      “Well, the money is there for new ones, and I won't allow you ladies to be dangerously cold.  Will you please accept that, allow me to protect all of you, and will you each go pick out a new coat?”

      When she paused even a moment, he started the spanking again.  “Ow!  Yes!  Yes, we'll all go get new ones!  Ouch!  Dawson, it really hurts!”  She broke down and started crying, and he stopped the spanking.  He rubbed her back a couple moments to help her collect herself, then easily lifted her onto his lap, making sure her sore bottom was straddling his thighs.  He steered her head to his chest and shoulder and wrapped her in his arms.  She cried as he held her cocooned safely in his arms.  He rocked her back and forth and whispered little endearments in her ear.  He reminded her how special she was and how important she'd become to him.

      He wasn't sure how much she was listening between her sobs, so he continued  speaking softly, trying to keep his voice soothing, and began to rub her arm or back in an attempt to help her calm.  When she seemed to be slowing down, he used his fingers to gently move some stray curls out of her face.  “Are you okay, my sweet Cecelia?”

      She started to look up at him, but quickly looked back down at her lap and nodded.  “Yes.”

      “Then look at me, please,” he said in a soft, comforting voice that had her looking up again.  “Thank you.  You're such a brave lady,” he said, leaning down and kissing her on her cheek.

      “Brave?  Did I really have a choice?”

      “Maybe not for the spanking,” he said with a smile, “but you chose to listen to me, and I appreciate that.  It took a brave and honest lady to listen to what I was saying, look at it with an open and honest mind, and admit you have been arguing with me.  I'm so proud of you for that.”

      She was quiet for several long moments before glancing up at him.  “You're proud of me?  But you just spanked me.”

      He smiled, but not in a condescending way at all.  “I'm very proud of you.  Honey, I've tried to tell you, a man spanking a woman is not uncommon out here.  It's one way we show we care.  But not all ladies can or will take what the man is saying to heart.  It takes a strong, smart woman to do that.  You did, and like I said, I'm very proud of you.”

      She laid her head back against his chest and snuggled in against him.  “Huh.  Thank you.”

      He smiled and dropped a heartfelt kiss on her pretty brown hair.  “And thank you,” he answered, loving the way she seemed to fit perfectly in his arms.
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      Things seemed to change quickly in Pine Falls from the day the marshals took the three prisoners out of town.  Everyone settled back into a routine fairly easily and quickly, and the ladies found the whole atmosphere was different than they'd been used to.  They were beginning to settle in, as well, and starting to feel at home.

      Things were simpler here in many ways.  They might not have as many conveniences to make life easier out here, but nobody seemed to mind.  Everyone was friendly and looked out for everyone else.  When someone was sick, ladies took food to the family.  If a man was hurt, everyone rallied around and helped get his chores done.  Stacks of wood appeared at their back door and the ladies again brought in food.  Although it was different for the ladies, they found it very appealing.

      Cecelia loved her new life, especially the sheriff.  Since her spanking, things between the two of them seemed so much more relaxed and natural.  She hadn't realized how much she'd let her nerves rule her, but once that first spanking was over, she relaxed around him.  He really was a wonderful man, and she could tell he truly cared for her.

      She loved working at the general store, as well.  Seeing people on a daily basis as they came to the store was wonderful, and she loved helping them pick out what they wanted to purchase.  She seemed to have a knack for knowing which fabric would look best on ladies and their children, and ladies started relying on her help with that.  She was also good at knowing which style of dress would suit each of them best.

      The ladies had all thanked Dawson and gotten new coats, and Cecelia was glad for it.  Nebraska winters apparently were colder than she'd been used to, and there had been a few days already that she was glad she had a warmer coat to wrap herself in as she walked to the general store in the morning.

      Dawson gave her a few days to get over her ordeal before bringing up the subject of getting her gun back.  He was afraid after George had his gun pointed right at her that she wouldn't want to even think about a gun for a while, but once again, his feisty little lady surprised him.  “Mr. Kline at the orphanage used to tell us if something scares you and you don't try again you're letting the fear run your life.”

      “So you're saying you're ready to get back on the horse?” Dawson asked with a grin.

      “I think I have to.  At first I didn't think I could ever even look at my gun again, but then I remembered  Mr. Kline's words.  I thought about it and I've decided I'm not willing to give up the one thing I have of my father's.  That would be letting the fear I have because of George win, and I don't want to do that.  So yes, I'm ready to continue our lessons, even though it means I'll have to take the life of an animal.  I have one request, though.”

      “What is it?”

      “If I have to kill an animal, can you skin it or whatever you have to do to it so we can eat it?  If we eat the meat, then at least I won't feel like I killed an animal for no reason other than to kill it.”

      “Absolutely.  I feel the same way, my lovely Cecelia.  I don't hunt just for fun.  I know some people do, they say they enjoy it, but I'm not one of them.  I used to go hunting with my father, but we hunted for food.  Anything we killed, we cleaned and took home to eat.”

      “Good.  Then I'm ready to try.  I don't know how good I'll do, but I want to try.”

      “How about tomorrow evening?  I'll pick you up after we're both done working and we'll go out and see if we can find a rabbit or turkey.”

      “I can be ready by about 5:30.”

      “Good.  We'll wait to eat after we hunt a while so we have time before it starts getting dark.  I don't like to hunt once the sun starts going down and you can't see as clearly.”

      “That makes sense.  I'll be ready.”

      Dawson picked her up the next evening and took her out of town a ways to a meadow with a small creek running through it, and woods on three sides of it.  He knew it was a good spot for hunting.  He and his brothers and father had hunted here in the past and had gotten deer, rabbits, turkeys and groundhogs.  They had occasionally seen a bear, wolf, or mountain lion, but that was to be expected, since they preyed on the same animals.  Dawson warned her of that so they could both watch for any of them.

      The larger predators weren’t usually a problem, though, except during a drought. Usually, they stayed deeper in the woods, away from the scent of humans. Occasionally, though, they might come down to the creek, especially towards autumn when the streams formed by winter’s melting snow would be dried up.

      On their trip out to the meadow Dawson had explained how they would find some shrubs or trees where they could see the meadow and creek, and hide behind them. They would stay still, and both of them would watch.  If they were lucky and an animal came out in the open, he would point it out to her, but let her take a shot at it.

      Once they were there they did just that; positioned themselves behind a couple shrubs and sat still, watching all around.  They watched, but were about to give up for the day when a rabbit hopped out into the opening.  Dawson was going to point it out to her, but he didn't need to.  She'd seen it, as well, and was already aiming her gun.  He watched as she took a deep breath, squared her shoulders and pulled the trigger.

      He was happy for her and proud as they both watched the rabbit fall over.  He looked over at her and saw her hand trembling.  He gently took the gun from her hand and laid it down next to them before pulling her into his arms.  Killing an animal he knew would be hard for her, so he held her and reassured her while she composed herself.  “Are you okay now?” he asked.

      “Yes, I think so.  Thank you for holding me and not laughing at me.”

      “Of course I'm not laughing at you, sweetheart.  I knew this would be difficult for you because you have such a big heart.  I'm proud of you, though.”

      “Thank you,” she said, still a bit weepy.

      “I'll go get it and we can have rabbit stew tomorrow.”  She nodded and he strode out to the dead rabbit.  As he was about to it, though, they both heard a noise from the edge of the woods and turned to see a mountain lion staring at him and the rabbit.  She gasped and instinctively picked up her gun.  Dawson had his gun out already, aimed at the cat, but tried to scare it off.  He was yelling at it and waving his arms, which was usually enough to chase it off.  This one, however, was not budging.

      Dawson attempted to take a step backward to get better footing so he could aim better, but his foot slipped at the edge of a  gopher hole, and he fell.  His gun slipped out of his hand and landed a couple of feet away.  Just like that, the mountain lion charged and without giving a second thought, Cecelia aimed and shot.

      The big cat fell, just inches from where Dawson was ready to grab his gun.  He heaved a big sigh of relief, since he obviously wouldn't have had time to get his gun and aim before the cat reached him.  He looked over and saw Cecelia, the gun still in her trembling hands, and a terrified look on her face.  It didn't take long for him to reach her side, and once again he took the gun from her hands and laid it down next to them so he could hold her.  She didn't cry this time, but was shaking terribly.  Neither of them said anything this time for several minutes while he held her, both lost in their own thoughts.

      The adrenalin was pumping through each of them, and he waited until they'd both calmed a bit before he trusted his voice enough to speak.  “Thank you,” he said, meaning it sincerely.

      “I can't believe I hit him,” she said in a shaky voice.

      “I'm sure glad you did.”

      “Me, too.”  She clutched his shirt a little tighter.  “I love you, Dawson, and I was so scared.”

      “I love you, too, sweetheart, and I was scared, too.  I'm so glad you're such a good shot with your gun.”

      “I had a good teacher,” she said with a tiny bit of a smile.

      “Luckily for both of us, you were a quick learner.  That is a real nice gun, and something you can cherish from your father.  You may take it home with you tonight, since you've obviously shown me you'll use it when you need to.”  He hugged her to his chest again.  “I'm so proud of you.”

      He held her much longer this time.  Both of them needed to feel the other's arms around them.  When they were ready to head back to town, they stopped at Bertha's, but neither ate much.  After that she emptied and cleaned her gun before putting it up when she got home.  They agreed he would take her out once a month to do a little target shooting so she could maintain her accuracy.

      Their kiss that night before he left was extremely heartfelt, and neither of them wanted to let the other go.
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        * * *

      

      The sheriff stopped by the store often, and if the store was empty he didn't hesitate to give her a quick kiss before he left.  He didn't think he would ever tire of watching her blush when he did that.  They spent time together in the evenings whenever they could, and got along well.

      One week on a Tuesday he asked if he could take her to the hotel restaurant on Saturday.  She had the feeling he wanted to talk to her about something, and assumed it must be important for him to plan it this far in advance.  She agreed, and spent all week wondering what he wanted to talk about.  She'd bought fabric and made a new dress to wear for church, and decided to wear it when they went out that evening.  He knew she'd been working on one, but didn't know it was done and she wanted to surprise him.

      When she opened the door to him that evening, he stepped inside to get out of the cold, and just looked at her, from her head to her feet.  “You look lovely,” he finally said.

      She hadn't seen the look he had in his eyes before, but she was sure he meant what he said.  “Thank you,” she said as she turned red.  “Do you like my dress?  I finished it this morning before I left for the store, so I could wear it this evening.”

      “I like it real well.  It looks nice with your eyes.  You're simply beautiful.”  He helped her on with her coat, and once he helped her into his buggy he wrapped her with a warm blanket for the trip to the hotel.

      When they got there, she was a bit surprised when Jean, the lady that ran the restaurant, smiled at Dawson as they walked up.  “I have your table ready right back here,” she said, and turned to lead them to a table in a corner.  It had a special white tablecloth, as opposed to the red and white checked ones on the rest of the tables.  There was a candle in the center of the table that was already lit, casting a very pretty glow on the table.

      “Oh, how pretty,” Cecelia said.  “It looks special.”

      “It's a special table for special, very pretty lady,” Dawson said as he held her chair for her.

      “Your food will be right out,” Jean said as she left.

      “Our food?” Cecelia asked.  “She didn't take our order yet.”

      “I've already ordered for us.  I hope you like it,” Dawson said, again looking a bit nervous.

      Cecelia wasn't sure if she should feel excited about the special tablecloth and the fact that he already ordered for them, or worried.  Whatever he wanted to talk about must be serious.  He seemed nervous or worried, and she grew concerned it was some kind of bad news and he was trying to soften the blow.  If it was, she wished he would just say it so they could talk about it.  She'd come to realize that he was right, and when something was wrong in her world, it helped to talk to him about it.  He was very good at seeing things she overlooked, and their talks always made her feel better.

      All during the meal he kept the conversation going, but never got to whatever was on his mind.  She enjoyed the meal, which was something special Jean had made once and Cecelia had loved.  She learned from Jean that Dawson had told her how much she'd enjoyed it at the time, and he'd asked her a couple of days ago if she would make it again today for their meal this evening.

      She was very touched when she heard that, thinking again about how lucky she was to have Dawson in her life.  But at the same time, it caused some worry on her part.  Whatever he wanted to talk to her about, he'd planned it for several days.  What could it possibly be?

      Then she had a terrible thought.  He'd mentioned a week or two ago that he'd been approached by a larger town a couple hours away about becoming their sheriff.  He'd said the offer was a total surprise to him, as he'd never thought of moving anywhere else.  What if he'd thought about it and decided to take their offer?

      It would be a challenge to him, which could be a good thing, but it was a bigger city and he would have a bigger salary.  He'd never mentioned anything about money being tight, but maybe it was.  The more she thought about the idea, the more worried she became.  By the time they finished their meal she had herself convinced that he was going to tell her he was taking the job and was moving away.  She was heartbroken, but was determined not to make a fool of herself.  The other ladies would help her get over Dawson in time.  She'd been a fool to hope that some day she would have a husband and family, anyway.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      By the time they'd finished their meal, Dawson was becoming concerned.  His normally cheerful, talkative Cecelia had become reserved and quiet.  He'd planned this meal for her as a special backdrop to his asking her to marry him, but something was off.  He could feel it.  As much as he had hoped he could announce their engagement the next morning at church, he couldn't ask her to marry him until he found out what was wrong.  She seemed guarded.  What could it be?

      Then he had a terrible thought.  A couple weeks ago she'd gotten a letter from one of the ladies she'd grown up with at the orphanage.  She'd moved away to live with a relative, but had now met a man, gotten married, and moved back to the Philadelphia area.  She said she was happy for her and wished she could see her again.  Maybe she'd decided she wanted to move back, as well.  He thought she'd been happy, but maybe he didn't know her as well as he thought.  Whatever it was that was bothering her, he had to find out what it was before he could ask her to become his wife.  If she wanted to move back to Pennsylvania, he would be lost without her, but he couldn't stand in the way of what she really wanted.  He loved her too much to do that.

      He asked if she was ready to go, and she nodded.  He got Jean's attention and asked for the bill.  She looked at him, obviously confused, but he just nodded his head slightly.  “Jean, thank you for the wonderful dinner.  Everything was perfect.  I'll talk to you tomorrow.”

      “Yes, thank you,” Cecelia said.  “The meal was wonderful and the table looked beautiful.”

      Jean nodded, said goodnight to them and watched them leave the restaurant, wondering what had gone wrong.  They seemed so happy at the beginning of the meal.

      Dawson took her to his house again, and once they were seated on the sofa he turned to her.  “Cecelia, I think we need to talk.”

      “I know,” she said with a determined look.  Before he could decide how to approach this, she squared her shoulders and sat up straight.  “Thank you for the nice meal, but you didn't have to do that.  I'm not a blubbering idiot, I can handle anything that comes along.  You could have just been honest with me.  I'll be fine.”

      He looked at her, stunned.  Not only did he have no idea what she was talking about, he had no idea where that attitude came from.  It wasn't like her, and he didn't care for it.  “Cecelia, I don't know what's going on, but this is the only warning I'm going to give you to watch your attitude.”

      “Oh, no, you don't,” she said, staring into his eyes.  “You are not allowed to talk to me like that now.  Ever since the first time you spanked me, whenever you talk to me like that it makes me know you care about me.  I know it because I can feel it.  So do not ever talk to me like that again.  Do you hear me?”

      Now Dawson was totally confused.  He did the only thing that seemed right at the time, and quickly picked her up and laid her over his lap.  She immediately started fighting, but he held her tight against him as he tried to lift her dress.  When she reached back and tried to smack his hand away, he brought his hand down with three solid swats on her bottom.  They were pretty hard, but he knew she didn't feel the full thrust of them over her dress, petticoats and chemise, let alone her bloomers.

      It had the desired effect, as she stopped squirming momentarily.  It wasn't long, though, and she was fighting him again by the time he'd gotten everything lifted up so he could see her bloomers, which were a new pair, he was sure, with pretty pink lace around the edges.  He moved that to the back of his mind and started spanking, as she was doing her best to squirm out of his lap.

      “Cecelia, I don't know what's gotten into you this evening, but I've had enough of it.  Something's obviously got you upset, and you need to settle down and talk to me about it.  In a civil manner,” he added with a few harder swats, which brought tears to her eyes, but got her to stop squirming, as well.

      He continued the spanking, but tried to get her to listen to reason.  “Sweetie, I don't know what's going on, but I want to help.  You need to calm down and tell me what's wrong, and we'll work it out together.”

      “Together?”  she spat out.

      “Yes, together, the two of us.  That's what I wanted to talk to you about tonight, is the two of us.  But first we need to figure out what's got you so upset, and solve it.  Then we'll talk about us.”

      “What do you mean us?  How can there be an us if you're leaving?”

      Dawson still had no idea what she was talking about, but was beginning to think there was a terrible misunderstanding somewhere.  Hoping she would at least talk to him now, he pulled her up into his lap and wrapped his arms around her.  He reached over and used his thumb to try to dry her tears.  “What is it, sweetheart?  How can I help?”

      “It's okay,” she said through her tears.  “You go ahead and go.  I wish you the best.  I'll be okay.  The other ladies are here and I'll be fine.”

      He took a moment, trying to make sense of what she was saying.  “Go where?  Honey, I'm not going anywhere, but are you?”

      Tears kept streaming down her cheeks, but she pulled back to look at him.  “You're not?”

      “No.  Where did you think I was going?”

      “To take that new job.”

      “No.  I don't want to leave Pine Falls.  I'm happy here.  But the important question is are you?”

      “Am I what?”

      “Are you happy here?”

      “Of course I am.  I'm happier than I've ever been.  Why would you ask that?”

      “Because I thought you wanted to go back to Pennsylvania, after you got that letter.”

      “Why would I want to do that when I've been so happy here?”

      “If you're so happy here, why are you crying?”

      “Because I thought you were leaving to take that new job.”

      “Now, why would I do that when I have everything I could possibly want right here in Pine Falls?  Well, everything except for one thing.”

      “What's that?” she asked through the tears that refused to stop.

      “You as my wife,” he said.  He sat her gently on the couch and got down on one knee in front of her.  He reached into his pocket and pulled out a ring.  “My sweet Cecelia, you've made me happier than I ever knew a person could be.  I have everything I could want right here, except that I want us to be married.  I want you by my side every morning when I wake up and every night when I go to bed.  I want us to have a family of our own.  Will you please marry me and make all that happen?”

      Her tears stopped and she stared at him, not blinking, and not moving.  “You're not leaving?”

      “No, I'm not.  And I hope you don't, either.  Will you please marry me, Cecelia?”

      Again she stared at him, not saying a word.  She looked down at the floor, and when she looked back up she saw fear in his eyes.  “Sweetheart, please say something.  I love you and I want to marry you more than I've ever wanted anything in my life.  You're scaring me, though.  Don’t you care for me that way?”

      His words brought her out of the haze she'd been in and she almost knocked him over when she wrapped her arms around his neck.  “Yes!  Yes, I will marry you, Dawson.  I love you and I want everything you just said!”

      “Oh, thank heavens,” Dawson said, letting out the breath he hadn't known he was holding.  “If you want the same thing, what took you so long to answer?”

      “Because I thought you were leaving and I was upset.  I didn't want to stop you if it was what you really wanted to do, though, because I love you too much to do that.”

      “I'm not going anywhere, sweetie, except to church tomorrow to talk to the reverend.”

      “Why are you going to talk to him?”

      “To see how soon he can marry us.  My plans were to ask you to marry me.  I hoped you would say yes, and we could decide when we wanted to have the wedding.  I thought I'd be able to give you time to plan whatever kind of wedding you wanted so your wedding would be a special day for you, but now that you've said yes, I'm not sure I can wait much longer.”

      “Why do we have to wait?  The day I become your wife will be a special day I'll always remember.”

      He looked at her and smiled before picking her up and sitting on the couch, with her on his lap.  “My dear Cecelia, I have to hand it to you.  Fred told me he thought you would keep me on my toes and life would never be dull for us.  I always thought he was right, but you've proven it tonight.”

      “How did I do that?”

      “Well, I thought I had this whole night planned in my head.  I've been planning it for a couple of weeks now and I thought I knew exactly how it was going to go.  It was going to be perfect.  But spanking you wasn't part of those plans.  Neither was enduring the longest three minutes of my life, when I asked  you to be my wife and you stared at me, without saying a word.  I was afraid you were going to say no.”

      She laughed and gave him the most mischievous grin he'd ever seen.  “That served you right for spanking me.”

      “You earned that for that attitude you were giving me,” he countered.

      “Well, you earned that for --”

      “Careful, future Mrs. Dawson Nolan.  As soon as you said yes, you're as good as my wife, and my wife will always be spanked on her bare bottom.  We've already talked about how I feel about you arguing with me.  Are you sure you want to continue down this path?”

      The look on his face told her he wasn't real serious, but she also knew there was a bit of a warning included.  “No, I'm sure I don't,” she said quickly.  “In fact, looking back on it, I guess maybe I was possibly a bit rude, and I'm sorry.”

      He laughed as he pulled her tighter against him.  “You guess maybe you were possibly a bit rude?  Oh, my darling wife-to-be, if that was just a bit rude I can see right now I'm going to have to get used to having a sore right hand,” he said as he shook his hand for emphasis.

      “Well, if that made it sore, just remember that so the next time you don't do it so hard,” she said with a giggle that warmed his heart.  “Besides, I was doing you a favor.”

      “And just how do you figure that?” he asked, with a grin of his own.

      “There's nothing dull about you, so why would you want a dull, boring life now?”

      “Well, I certainly don't have to worry about that, do I?  As I think about our night, there's one thing you have to admit about it.”

      “What's that?”

      “You have to admit the story of the night you agreed to be my wife and earned a spanking in the process will make a funny story to tell our grandkids some day.”

      She started laughing, but stopped and turned to look at him.  “You wouldn't dare tell them that story.”  He had to laugh again when she added, “Would you?”

      “It depends.  If you're as feisty and ornery as a grandmother as you are now, I might.”  He laughed, loving the look on her face, as he pulled a ring out of his pocket.  He took her hand and slid the ring on her finger.

      She held up her hand to look at it and frowned.  He watched as she took the ring back and handed it back to him.  “You don't like it?”

      “I love it.  It's gorgeous,” she said with a frown.  “But it's way too expensive.  There are much better things we could spend that kind of money on.”

      Now it was his turn to frown.  “Cecelia, let me remind you that if I want to spend my money on a nice ring for you, that's up to me.  But more importantly, before you decide to argue with me again instead of respectfully telling me you think we should talk about this, since we both know how that will end,” he said with a raised eyebrow, “let me tell you that I didn't buy this ring.  It was the ring my grandfather gave my grandmother.  When she died he gave it to me and said to give it to the lady I choose one day to be my wife.  That's you, and I would be honored if you would wear it.”

      She looked from his eyes, to the ring, and back to his eyes.  She flung her arms around him.  “I'm sorry, Dawson.  I will be honored and proud to wear your family ring.  Thank you.”  She held her hand out to him, and when he slid the ring back on she held her hand up again so she could admire her new ring.  “It really is gorgeous,” she told him sincerely.  She blushed as she added, “And I really am sorry.  I guess I have to work on my attitude a bit.”

      “We'll work on it together,” he said as he flexed his right hand, with his eyebrow raised once again.  Her eyes grew, and he knew she picked up on the warning, but she laughed and kissed his hand.

      “As long as we're doing it together, I think I can handle anything.”

      He chuckled as he pulled her in for another hug.  At that moment there was no doubt that he and Fred were right; life with Cecelia would never be dull.  He sent up a silent thanks to Ernie for leaving the town of Pine Falls such a wonderful inheritance.  There was also no doubt in his mind that though it was never his intention, he benefited from that inheritance more than anyone else.
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