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Book ONE





Chapter 1

The sounds of the train were hypnotic. Annabella Chase Winters sighed, but only inside herself. Years of self-reliance and loneliness had taught her to always present a placid, bland face to the world. No shoulder shrugging in regret or despair. No deep sighs of frustration came out of her mouth in loud breaths. No harsh stares. No sarcastic tilt of her head. No foot stomping. She swallowed another quiet, inner sigh. She had schooled herself to do nothing, act in no way that indicated emotion to anyone who might be looking at her. And that was such a farfetched notion itself because who would be looking at someone who was invisible? None the less she had schooled herself to move slowly, calmly, staying erect, a posture that defined her inner strength, and never showed her inner despair, or inner lack of life, lack of hope, lack of everything except an overwhelming demand, by her body, but not her soul, to breathe in and breathe out.

She was on her way to another change in her life, a change that was not her first choice, but her last option. Ten years ago, three weeks after her nineteenth birthday, her parents died. For a year she and her brother shared the house and shared a life. She finished her training at the teachers’ ordinary and became certified as an instructor. At the same time her brother made plans to marry. One day he approached her to talk about the future. “Annabella,” he began in a voice that he was using now that he was head teller at the bank, “I think that you should move on. I want to bring my wife into this house, and you might find it an uncomfortable situation.” He had gripped his lapels, much the way she was certain he did at the bank, as he continued, “You have your certificate and I’ll give you the cash for your share of this house and property. I’ll be mighty fair because I know my responsibilities to you. I’ve done some research and I know you can find a teaching position anywhere in this country.”

“Anywhere in the country?” she had gasped. Those were the days when she showed emotion. “You want me to leave Cincinnati? And where am I to go?”

“Now, I didn’t say that you should leave Cincinnati,” he had backpedaled, “I just mean you have the world at your feet. Why, you can travel. See the country. Find some fellow.” Because they both knew that no Cincinnati fellow was in the picture. She was well into her twentieth year of age with no prospects so far. “I have a banking friend in St. Louis who thinks he can be of help. He’s waiting for your letter of inquiry. He’ll help you find something.”

The wedding was planned for September and Annabella knew that her brother wanted her gone before then. He didn’t seem to care whether she attended his wedding or not. Annabella talked with her friends and corresponded with the man in St. Louis. Her friends, there were only two, encouraged her to go for the adventure. They told her she could be independent and support herself with a teaching opportunity. She would probably find a rich fellow in St. Louis. Of course, both of her friends would be married before the summer was over. Which meant that by September she would be the only unmarried person in her small circle of friends and relatives.

xxx

It was a boring and dusty train ride from southeast Colorado to the northern Wyoming territory. But Will Rutherford, a young, prosperous rancher, always enjoyed watching people on trains during his travels. He was returning to the family ranch after purchasing some livestock and meeting with some bankers on the family’s behalf. He had sent the livestock ahead with the drovers and was enjoying a leisurely return by train, happy to forego several nights under a trail blanket ­eating cold beans.

He slumped in the corner of the last seat of the passenger car with his hat low over his shrewd, gray eyes. Years of travel had taught him to adopt this pose, the best way to discourage traveling salesmen and preachers from getting friendly. He had heard enough yarns to last his lifetime. Right now he was watching that woman several seats ahead. She was wearing a prim travel outfit in a dark green plaid. She wasn’t beautiful, although she had a rich looking head of dark brown hair peeking out from under her travel bonnet. She was interesting, however, because she didn’t move. She sat like a statue, never glancing to watch other passengers, never moving to stretch her legs during the several stops, never speaking to any of the other women who were also traveling on the train.

Will had walked through the train car at the previous stop and walked back just to see her face. She might as well have been wax like those displays he had heard about in the big cities. She never looked at him as he passed but continued to stare out the window. He found her intriguing as something to study on the trip home.

Home! He and his brother Dell owned the ranch, the Rocking R. Dell was the brains and, as their mother used to say, Will was the charm. Dell stayed on the ranch and kept it prosperous. Will worked the road, buying and selling and making future contacts. Both men were happy with their assigned roles. Sometimes Will worried about Dell. It wasn’t natural for a man to keep so much to himself. Not like Will who had enjoyed several ladies during this trip. Of course, he kept that side of him quiet back home. He was sort of courting. He had been giving a lot of thought to the preacher’s daughter. She was a tiny little thing with a beautiful singing voice and a sparkle in her blue eyes. She just wasn’t quite ready yet to be a rancher’s wife. He thought the little lady needed a year or two to mature because life on the ranch would be harsh and lonely. He had been talking to her about that life, but she didn’t seem to hear what he was saying.

In fact, during this trip he had almost decided to pull back his interest for the time being. Since Dell wasn’t looking at any women, the two brothers could just carry on as they had for a bit longer. They would probably just grow old together, grizzly bachelors like Henry Winters and his two ranch hands.

That thought made Will’s stomach sink. He didn’t want to be a grizzled bachelor, he wanted a wife and family. He took a deep breath and settled in his seat as the train rattled along, the lady statue still not moving.

xxx

Annabella was lost in her usual daydreams as the train moved closer to her new life. She smirked inwardly. No life was a better description of her situation than ‘new life.’ She would continue to breathe, to eat and to sleep - that’s what she did now - but she never considered any of it a life.

She thought back to her first move - to St. Louis. She had made inquiries of her brother’s friend, the banker. He promised to help her find a position. He had made no other promises and Annabella, foolishly, read more than existed into the letters. With the promise of a job, and maybe romance, she had accepted the cash from her brother, which he thoughtfully transferred to St. Louis so she wouldn’t lose the money or be robbed on her trip.

In St. Louis she learned some lessons, not hard, mean lessons, but hurtful, discouraging lessons on how invisible she was. The banker had proved to be just as his letters stated, a man who helped her find a teaching position. He had a wife and family and a busy social life that didn’t include women who worked for a living at such menial tasks as teaching his children.

Sitting alone in her room provided by the school and working with several other young women at a modest, but respectable institution, became her life. Many of her colleagues lived within a short distance of family. They had personal lives to see to after hours. She had nothing but her books and her room.

In her first year she became acquainted with other boarders and fashioned a minor social life at dinner and joined a church for some social activity on weekends. No St. Louis fellow appeared in her life and the teachers at her school seemed to work for a year or two and then marry and move on to another kind of life and move permanently out of her life.

These were the years Annabella began to master her emotions and control of the face that only her students ever seemed to see. Why, she had wondered, should she smile at dinner when no one looked at her? Why should she worry over another’s tragedy when no one thought she could be of help? Why shrug as an answer to a question when no one ever asked? By the third year in St. Louis, she had learned that she was expected to teach her students and not intrude in the lives of anyone outside of her classroom.

As she completed her third year, she had been at the school longer than anyone save the headmaster. He had seemed to be challenged by her talent and intelligence. One day he said, “Miss Chase, I have received a request from a school in Wichita looking for a teacher of experience to become a member of a faculty and take some leadership responsibilities.”

Annabella’s heart sort of fluttered. A strange feeling because in three years nothing had happened in her life to encourage any thrill. “Yes, sir. Thank you for bringing this to my attention. Do you think I could do the job as it has been described to you?”

“You certainly can,” he huffed and puffed as he usually did when he wanted to be perceived as all-knowing. “I have suggested that you are what they need. They are looking forward to your inquiry.”

Annabella was startled out of her daydream as the train seemed to swerve. She looked around her. Had she fallen asleep? Had the conductor called? She listened, looked around and was surprised to find a small girl sitting on the seat beside her. Annabella smiled a rare soft smile at the youngster. The little girl gave a shy smile in return.

xxx

Will was suddenly alert. He had noticed that several children were in another car disembarking in clusters at each station. They must be orphans, he thought - kids being sent to ranchers and other folks along the way who were willing to take in a healthy youngster in exchange for work. He didn’t know what he thought about that arrangement. He supposed some folks were good to the kids and some folks were not.

He and Dell were orphans. Over the last five years they had lost both parents. Of course, they were grown men at the time and already running the ranch. But still there was no mama to cook and no pappy to offer advice. He did miss them, but they had been good folks and taught their sons well. Their passing left something Will thought of as a warm sadness. He had had them once and could always remember, but he sometimes missed them mightily.

He continued to watch the train car activity. The orphans were getting restless. He saw a youngster mosey into the car and quietly pass what looked like a piece of bread to the shelf above the seats. A small hand reached out from above, then the blanket and carpet bag resettled as though nothing was amiss. Later a little girl with curly strawberry hair quietly walked through the train and then back toward his seat. She studied the passengers then chose to sit beside the statue lady.

Will pushed his hat back so he could see better. The lady looked at the little girl. The girl gave her a shy nod. Then the youngster smiled at another little girl and moved to chat with her. The statue lady returned to her frozen position.

xxx

As the little girl moved on, Annabella continued her reverie. She recalled leaving St. Louis. She had taken the suggestion of the headmaster and applied for the job in Wichita. Three more years of lonely living had followed. She was appreciated as a qualified educator, but she was getting old and spinsterly. School board members liked hiring fresh young things. And the single men in the community favored the younger recruits for wifely potential. When Annabella arrived in Wichita she was written off as old, but competent, and ignored.

As she was completing her third year at the Wichita school, ­Annabella overheard a discussion between two school board members. She was cleaning her classroom and a window was open. The term would be ending, and she was preparing for another lonely summer where she would find extra work at odd jobs doing correspondence for elderly ladies, taking in sewing for other boarders and work two days a week for a local doctor keeping his records and other paperwork organized. In fact, these small jobs kept her busy all through the school year and filled her evenings and weekends. She always put the extra money into her account. Having no social life helped her savings grow.

Under the window of her classroom the men were speaking. One had said, “We have to pay her more money. She’s been here three years.”

The other had said, “Or we just don’t renew her contract and hire one of those pretty young teachers that has applied.”

“You know, she’s not bad to look at,” offered the first man. “A little skinny. If she only smiled.” There had been silence. Then, “Where would she go? She does have students and parents here who value her skill.”

“Leave it to me.”

Within the week Annabella had been approached by a member of the school board. “Miss Chase,” he began, “I have received an inquiry from a friend in Pueblo, Colorado. They are developing a fine school system and are looking for teachers with experience to help them staff their upper school.

Annabella had been expecting something and this was it. She knew that she had been encouraged to leave St. Louis but was not certain why. She was being encouraged to leave Wichita, and she knew why. There was no role for an experienced, talented, female as an administrator or supervisor in public schools. Six lonely years had schooled her in the realities. “Thank you for thinking I’m qualified for this opportunity.” She nodded to the gentleman, never showing her thoughts, hurts and disappointments.

“Fine, fine. They’ll be interested in your inquiry.”

She had wondered if she should even inform her brother of this latest displacement. In six years, he had never replied to any correspondence. She sighed, as she had taught herself, with no visible outer sign, when she thought about Pueblo and another change.

She informed all of her students and all of her clients that she would be leaving. No one had seemed concerned. She offered names of other teachers who would step in to write letters and work for the doctor. Within a week she had been certain no one in Wichita would notice any inconvenience - or even remember her.

After two years in Pueblo Annabella had been ready to take the initiative and move on. She was surprised at this decision, but her living circumstances were beyond lonely. Some days she had been surprised she was still breathing. She taught acceptable students, but never saw that she made an impression, that they would recognize her on the street. She searched for a friendly church and never found a welcoming congregation.

One day as she paged through a newspaper, she had noticed an ad for a wife. In a small, nearby town a man, widowed with a son, was advertising for a woman to take on the responsibilities of wife, mother and unpaid helper in the family business.

She had replied to the ad. To her surprise, she received a telegram from the gentleman saying he would be in Pueblo on business and would like to meet. They met. He affirmed his offer; she accepted. She finished out the remaining weeks of her contract. The man, Mr. Winters, had returned to Pueblo, stood with her before a judge and escorted her to Fort Collins where he managed a mercantile. They would live above the store. The boy was eleven.

As the train rattled and swayed, Annabella thought about her ­marriage, such as it was. She and Mr. Winters came to an agreement regarding marriage rights. They held the discussion as they traveled back to Fort Collins on the train after they had exchanged vows.

“Ma’am,” he had said after clearing his throat several times. “I’d appreciate if you would consider consenting to wifely duties.” The train had shimmied over the track bed.

Annabella remembered that she had thought about his request for what must have been several miles. Finally, she said, “Mr. Winters, I agree that I owe you some respect for honoring me with your protection. I believe your request is reasonable. But you must understand that I have no experience.”

From the corner of her eye, she had seen him flex his hands. “Ma’am, I understand. I will be respectful of your sensibilities.”

And that had been how she became a wife. Every Saturday night, after a bath, Mr. Winters had reached for her in their bed and slowly initiated her to wifely duties. He was a kind and gentle man. He was respectful and appreciative. He liked the way she treated his son. He liked her cooking. He praised her cleanliness and organization. And finally, after two or three months he had asked, “Ma’am, do you think you could kiss me a time or two and embrace me?”

“Certainly, Mr. Winters. Please instruct me in the ways you want me to respond.”

He did and she learned to caress, to rub his shoulders, to kiss his mouth and to sometimes even kiss his ear. There were even times when she thought she felt a thrill. But the feeling passed so quickly. For his kindness and protection, though, she had tried to give him warmth and comfort - every Saturday night.

Then one day she was a widow after less than a year of marriage. Mr. Winters and his son were killed in an accident when their wagon overturned as they returned from making a delivery to an outlying ranch. The owner of the mercantile had said he could not allow a lone woman to operate the store. He had permitted her to stay in the living quarters until she made other arrangements and to assist the new manager, as he phrased it, “in return for housing.”

During this transition time her life took an interesting turn and Annabella saw it as a sign - whether good or bad, she wasn’t sure. At Mr. Winters’ death, she wrote a letter to his father who ranched in Wyoming Territory. The Winters family had planned to visit the ranch when the school year concluded. The deaths ended that plan. But the elder Mr. Winters wrote to Annabella:

Dear Daughter,

You are my only kin. Come to Wyoming. Make your life with me. I know you cared for my son and grandson in an honorable manner. My son wrote of your many good qualities. You are welcome here.

Your father,

Henry Winters

It had taken her two weeks to reply to Mr. Winters, accept his invitation, clean the living quarters, and then plan her way to his ranch. Fortunately, the train made a stop at the small town closest to the ranch. Mr. Winters had told her he would come to town a day or two after the train was scheduled to arrive. She was to stay at the home of the Presbyterian minister and his wife. Women were not welcome, unaccompanied, in hotels.

The conductor announced the next stop bringing her out of her reverie. He glanced at Annabella. “This is your station, ma’am, Deep Wells.”

xxx

When the conductor announced that they were arriving, Will watched as the statue-like lady pulled her gloves over her hands, gathered her book and bag while the little girl who seemed to be watching her moved to a seat just behind her. The train stopped. Will always waited to be the last off, not interested in the crowding, and he watched as the lady moved forward, the little girl trailing close behind - never touching or talking but moving as though she was a shadow.

The rancher thought that action was very interesting, but even more interesting was the young fellow who passed through the car as it emptied. He dragged down the bag from the upper shelf and helped a small boy out of the bag. He pushed the little guy toward the exit emptying onto the platform as the older boy followed, his eyes watching for any unwelcome activity coming from behind. It was an interesting parade - the statue lady, the strawberry haired girl, the little fellow and the older boy.

Those children made Will curious. Something was up. He wondered if they were working together, or if they were orphans separated from the others. The little girl and the little boy didn’t look like candidates for some farmer to claim as potential workers. In fact, the little boy didn’t look like he even could speak much. What were they up to?


Chapter 2

Annabella nodded a ‘thank you’ to the conductor as he took her travel bag and helped her from the train. As she stepped from the train he said, “I’ll have your trunks unloaded to the platform. You can send for them when you’re settled.” She nodded. She glanced at the other passengers pushing onto the congested platform as she held tightly to her small parcels moving away from the frenzy. She glanced at the activity - arriving and departing travelers, trunks lifted onto carriages, people hugging hello and farewell - the usual platform activities. Wanting to avoid the confusion of those disembarking and boarding the train, Annabella moved along the platform, finding a quiet shaded spot beside the depot. Sometimes she felt invisible in a crowd. Who looked at a spinster? Who noticed if she smiled or frowned? But she was here now -beginning a new life? Could that be possible – to begin to live - after so many years of just breathing? She watched the comings and goings, wondering if the preacher would find an invisible woman.

There seemed to be a lot of children tumbling out from one of the other train cars. They shouted and pushed and shoved as restless children would. She silently watched as a man tried to organize them, shouting, cursing, slapping. The man turned to the local folks and announced, “I got these orphans. They’s willing to work. They need homes. Some of you have made claims. Any others interested see me. We got thirty minutes before we leave for the next stop.” Several people held yellow flyers and looked as though they had come to the train to select one of the youngsters.

Annabella watched as folks looked over the children. She wondered if this was how the slave markets had operated decades ago. But there didn’t seem to be money involved here at the depot, nor an auction. In this case, someone with a need for a young healthy boy could promise to feed and shelter one in exchange for work. No one would challenge the promise, and no one would make certain the exchange was fair.

Almost like her new situation, thought Annabella. She had no idea what circumstances she would find with Mr. Winters. What would be asked of her in return for food and shelter? Her mind drifted again as she tried to imagine the future and she was startled back to the present when the orphans’ man came to her. “You claiming these youngsters?”

“What?” She felt a pull on her skirt and looked down at the little girl from the train. “Where did you come from?”

Behind her a young boy’s voice whispered, “She’s ours.”

Annabella glanced around. She seemed to be surrounded by children. Before she could speak, a tall, handsome man walked up beside her, grinned and said, “We need a few hands to help with the farm. We’ll take good care of them.”

The orphan man surveyed the little group, moved his lips silently as he counted. “You need six?” He was amazed. No one ever took more than two.

Annabella opened her mouth in shock, but the tall man spoke again. “We got a big ranch.” His grin was innocent and open as he threw his arms around two of the boys.

“Now look here,” began the orphan man, “I got to make certain things are decent . . .”

“Things will be decent,” said a man on horseback. No one had noticed his arrival. He had a rugged look and resembled the stranger at ­Annabella’s side. “We hired this lady to help us take care of the smaller youngsters.” He nodded to the orphan man who seemed to sputter and gave a very businesslike nod to Annabella.

“I just have to be certain.” The orphan man scratched his chin.

“You can,” replied the man on horseback. “You ask folks around here. We’re the Rutherford brothers. We got a mighty fine cattle spread.”

“I heard of you,” said the orphan man, in awe. “You’re known in these parts.” He quickly scanned the children. The little girl still held on to Annabella’s skirt with one hand but seemed to be holding onto a smaller boy with the other. The man smashed his hat more securely on his head, muttered, “Six young’uns,” and walked away shouting to all the unclaimed children, “Get back on that train.”

The whistle blew, the conductor shouted and soon the train was leaving the station. Within minutes, the bustle of the platform area had ­subsided. Annabella stood with the children as though watching a staged drama. What had happened? “Ma’am,” said the man on horseback, tipping his hat. “That was mighty reckless, claiming all these youngsters. What will you do with them?”

She gaped at the man. After almost ten years of numbing boredom and loneliness, suddenly she was catapulted into living - talking with confusing strangers and possessing six children. Before she could respond, one of the older boys said, “He’s not ours.” And pointed to the small boy holding the little girl’s hand.

“He’s mine.” The dark-eyed boy of about ten stepped out from behind Annabella. “They took his shoes. We had to get away.” The little boy who appeared to be not much older than three or maybe four stood barefooted in the dirt.

Annabella studied the children. Four of them were clearly related, each fair-skinned and freckled, topped with heads of red hair from strawberry to flame. The other two boys were dark haired and dark-eyed. All of them were thin and dirty.

The man on horseback looked back at a red-haired boy who seemed the oldest, maybe sixteen or so. “What’s your story?”

“Us four are together. I’m Will, this is Toby,” a boy of about fourteen, “Molly,” he pointed to a girl of about twelve, “and Missy.” He nodded toward the little girl who was maybe eight. “Me and Toby didn’t like the way some of those older boys looked at Molly.”

“My name’s Will, too,” said the brother of the small boy, “and he’s Byron.”

“Mighty big name for such a little fellow,” said the tall man standing next to Annabella. And I’m Will, too.” He wiggled his eyebrows at the children and the girls giggled. “And that’s my brother Dell.” He nodded to the man on horseback.

They all looked at the woman standing with them. She looked at each youngster and finally spoke to the man on horseback, “I’m Annabella Winters. I’ve come to visit my father-in-law.”

“I heard his son died,” said Dell.

“Yes, I’m his widow. Mr. Winters invited me to stay since I’m his only relative now that my husband is dead.” Annabella spoke as she always spoke, clearly and with little emotion. “I am to be met by a minister and am to lodge with his family until Mr. Winters gets to town.”

“Excuse me,” interrupted a chubby, bald man, “Did I hear you say you’re Mrs. Winters?” He looked at the gang of children. “My, my, we can’t house all of you. I had no idea.”

Annabella opened her mouth to speak, but Will Rutherford said, “That’s fine, Reverend, we’ll get them out to the Winters’ place.” He kept his eyes on the children because he didn’t want to see the shock, and probably a little anger, in Dell’s eyes.

The reverend, happy to be relieved of the burden said, “Mighty fine idea. Thank you fellows for being so accommodating.” He nodded to Annabella and Dell, then said, “Now, Will, you don’t be a stranger, ­Margaret Ann looks forward to your visits.”

The grin slid from Will’s face, but he nodded and turned his attention to his brother, because between Margaret Ann and Dell, he would choose Dell. The reverend bustled off to pray or something and Will said to his brother, “You musta brought a wagon to get some supplies. We can take these folks to old man Winters. I don’t have much gear.”

Dell climbed down from his horse and handed the lines to one of the boys. He walked over to Annabella. “Ma’am, we’ll see that you all get to the Winters’ place. But I think you should bring some extra food and maybe some clothes for these youngsters. This little fellow needs shoes.” He looked more closely at the other children then back at Annabella. “Do you have funds?”

Annabella had been caught up by life before, pulled along without the ability to take a stand, unable to speak for her own preferences, or to stop the slow momentum of life dragging her along. She silently stared at Dell. He didn’t pressure her to reply because he seemed to understand that she was processing the situation and organizing her response. He seemed to be giving her a chance to walk away or to dive in - it was her decision to make. Her sense told her that these two men, these brothers, would step in and care for the children if she walked away. That gave her pause. Were there really folks in the world who would step in, who could see the hunger, loneliness, fear, in others? Which sort of person would she be now that life gave her the opportunity to step?

She cleared her throat and asked, “Mr. Rutherford, can you tell me what would happen to these children if I leave them here?”

He thought for a moment. “As you heard, my harebrained brother seems to have committed us to their protection. However, our ranch doesn’t have any women and I would worry about the girls and the little fellow.” He tilted his head to Missy and Byron. “We could take the older boys, but they would have to work and might not see their kin for weeks.”

Annabella processed his response. “What are the conditions at Mr. Winters’ ranch?”

“He has a squaw who cooks for him and two ranch hands. He also has a much smaller spread. The youngsters would all stay together, probably help with the chores. He might enjoy the company.”

“Is he a good man?” Collecting information, processing responses, nothing more was reflected in her demeanor.

“He’s a fair man. He takes care of his ranch workers and he doesn’t drink or play cards.” Dell didn’t want to say anything about loose women or sex because everyone on the plateau knew that old man Winters had been bedding his squaw for many years.

“I have funds,” she said as she thought about all the years she had saved because she had no reason, no life, to use those funds. “I can furnish supplies and clothing for the children. I am a trained teacher,” the boys moaned, “and I am well organized. What would be appropriate to bring with us to the ranch?” Her decision was made. She was a trained teacher. What would be different than her work with her students?
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