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By Mary Davis

Dedicated to Hollie, my good friend for fifty years.

“Thanks be unto God for his unspeakable gift.”

2 Corinthians 9:15
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Chapter 1 ~ Holly & Ivy
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MARYLAND, NOVEMBER 1890

“You did what!” Holly Harrison scurried down the servants’ hall after her sister. “You’re going where?” 

“I already told you. Washington Territory.” Ivy slowed, and her voice chirped out like a little bird’s, happy yet small. “I’m getting married.” Not quite convincing. 

Yes, yes, Holly knew that. She’d asked the wrong question. “Why?” 

Ivy stopped and spun around. “Why? Why does anyone get married?” 

Holly could think of many reasons. But instead of answering, she planted her hands on her hips, waiting for her sister to give her reason. 

The sigh Ivy released spoke volumes about her exasperation. “So they don’t have to grow old alone. So they always have someone. So they can be happy.” 

Marriage held no guarantees. 

“You’re not alone. You have me, and I have you. We are all each other has.” 

“It’s not the same. I want more. Your logic renders us both old maids. I’m nineteen already. I have two, maybe three, years before I’m completely overlooked and am written off as unmarriageable.” 

What did that make Holly, four years her senior? She had felt her own hope waning and accepted that service might be her lot in life. “But you have a good job here.” 

“Good?” Ivy held out her red, cracked hands. “Washing other people’s clothes all day every day is not good. I want a home and a family of my own. Don’t you?” 

Of course Holly did. But for now that wasn’t possible. “Why not find a husband here? Why go clear across the country?” She didn’t want her only relative to be so far away. “Why marry a man you don’t know?” 

Her sister threw her hands up. “If you haven’t noticed, young men are scarce around here. Most of them have gone west. The ones left are either married, too young, or too old.” 

“But you know nothing about this man.” 

Ivy pulled three letters from her apron pocket and waved them in the air. “We’ve been corresponding. He’s told me everything about himself.” 

Holly doubted that. “How do you know it’s all true? How do you know he didn’t leave important details out? Did you tell him everything about yourself?” 

Her sister worked her mouth back and forth before answering. “What purpose could he have in lying?” 

“Oh, I don’t know, maybe to get a naive young lady to travel all that way. By the time she realizes what she’s gotten herself into, it would be too late.” 

Ivy jammed her fists onto her hips. “I am not naive. I have put a lot of thought into this. And I am going.” 

Yet she had kept her plans and correspondence a secret for quite some time. 

Why did the callow young never acknowledge their lack of experience? 

“I leave the day after tomorrow. I will miss you, Sister.” Ivy spun with a flourish and stormed back to the servants’ bedroom they shared in the large mansion.

Holly couldn’t believe her sister. How could she convince Ivy to reconsider? When her sister set her mind on something she wanted, she wasn’t easily dissuaded. Holly would need to come up with something else to distract Ivy. And fast. 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~

[image: ]


Two days later, at wits’ end, Holly sat opposite Ivy on the westbound Union Pacific train. Having been unable to persuade her sister out of her foolish impetuousness, Holly had needed to resort to drastic measures. She’d taken a leave of absence from her job as a cook in the same well-to-do household as her sister—with the promise she and Ivy would return soon, before Christmas—and booked passage west. The week-long trip would give her ample time to coax Ivy into rethinking her folly and to make her see reason. Hopefully, success would come in not more than a day or two, then she could return with her job and sister intact. 

As the Maryland countryside rolled by, Holly worked her crochet hook in and out of her half-completed doily. Complete a stitch then glance at the countryside, another stitch, a glance. She had never seen anything beyond Bethesda, other than traveling into the District of Columbia and Alexandria, Virginia, once each. 

Holly was grateful for the cast-off clothes of their employer that she and Ivy had remade for themselves. One would hardly know them from the originals. She and her sister appeared quite respectable. Neither did they look as though they were putting on airs. Except they were servants, and one of them was running away. 

“Good afternoon, ladies.” A man in a smart blue suit stood in the aisle at the end of their seats. With one hand on the back of Holly’s bench, he tipped his derby hat with the other. “I couldn’t help but notice you lovely ladies are traveling without an escort.” He had the gall to slip onto the seat next to her. 

Holly clutched her crochet work and scooted as close to the window as possible. 

Ivy glanced up from her novel, eyes wide, and stared hard at Holly. 

Good. Maybe this intrusion would make her sister reconsider her rash decision and realize she could end up with an ill-mannered man such as this one. 

Holly tilted her chin up. “Sir, you have sat down uninvited.” 

He gave her a sly smile. “You don’t mind, do you, darling? My name is Jonas Miller.” 

The audacity of this man. She would not give him her name as he obviously wished. “I am not your darling! Please withdraw yourself.” 

He leaned toward her. “And if I don’t?” 

There wasn’t much Holly could do. Gathering up her crocheting and handbag, she stood. She would sit next to Ivy. But when she tried to move to the facing bench, the interloper put his foot up on it, trapping her and Ivy next to the windows. 

Ivy pulled at her skirt fabric caught beneath the man’s shoe. 

“Sir, remove your foot and yourself.” Not that Holly expected this insolent man to comply. Still standing, she gripped the handle of her crochet hook, determined to jab this man if necessary. 

But suddenly, he stumbled to his feet and backward. 

A tall, rugged man dressed in denims with a black canvas duster, black leather vest, and black hat held the other by his coat collar. “I think your seat is up there.” He shoved the intruder, who staggered forward and tumbled into a seat in the first row. 

The cowboy took off his hat, revealing dark wavy hair, and pointed with it to the seat Holly had vacated. “Do you mind?” 

She did. Why would she want to replace one pest with another? And this one prone to violence. But he had just run off the annoyer. Would he be just as tiresome? Did he think that by rescuing her and Ivy, they now owed him something? His deep blue eyes held no emotion—no lingering vexation he’d had for the interloper, no lechery, no impatience for her to answer quickly—but still said so much. Say yes. Trust me. I’ll wait you out. Nodding her consent, she slipped onto the seat next to Ivy. She would keep an eye on this man. And keep her crochet hook handy. 

The cowboy stretched his long legs across the facing seat with his feet and ankles hanging off the end of the red velvet bench into the aisle. He leaned his head back against the window and covered his face with his hat. 

Holly stared at him. That was it? No explanation of his actions? No forced conver­sation? No words of warning? 

Apparently, he didn’t plan to be obnoxious after all. But what were his intentions? 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Nick Andrews’s Stetson hung low enough over his eyes so people couldn’t see them but high enough to track those around him. He kept one eye on the women and one on the other passengers. Especially the men. 

With him there, the other men on the train wouldn’t bother these foolish women traveling alone. Were they going to Columbus, Ohio, or all the way to Chicago? Genteel ladies dressed as they were wouldn’t likely be going any farther west than that. 

Women! Why did they think they could take a trip without an escort and not be hassled by ne’er-do-wells? He would see to it they weren’t preyed upon again until they reached their destination. Then he could enjoy the remainder of his trip in peace. 

The women whispered in tones just loud enough he could listen to what they were saying but low enough he could ignore them. And that was what he chose to do. Ignore them.

“This trip is all your fault,” the lady in the deep green traveling suit said. 

Don’t listen, Nick. 

“You didn’t have to come,” the other in dark blue replied. 

So the older sister was the levelheaded one. At least, he assumed they were sisters by their resemblance. And the older one had obviously tried to talk the younger out of this trip. But then the younger would have been completely alone. Not good. Even worse than the pair of them traveling without a male escort. 

But he wasn’t going to listen. 

“If we go back now, we can return to our jobs.” 

Yes, go back where the pair of you belong. 

The younger’s voice squeaked as she spoke. “I don’t want mine back.” 

Don’t listen. 

“I can’t believe you think this is a good idea,” the sensible one said. 

“You’re just jealous because you’re older,” the other replied. 

“You don’t even know this man.” 

“His letters were quite comprehensive. I know him as well as anyone.” 

“Don’t be naive.” 

And just like that, Nick had gotten sucked into their conversation. He wasn’t quite sure what they were talking about. Amazing how little others thought you could hear with your face covered. 

“Let me see the letters.” The sensible one’s black leather boots shifted as though she had turned to face her sister. 

The brown boots remained firm. “Those are my private correspondence from my fiancé.” 

“If this man is so wonderful, then you have nothing to hide or worry about.” 

The younger sister harrumphed. 

Then a rustling of paper. 

Silence. 

Paper rustling again. 

More silence. 

He wished she’d read them aloud. 

Paper rustling a third time. 

Then the infernal silence. 

Paper again! 

The black boots crossed at the ankles and tilted to one side. “These tell you nothing about this man. Anyone could have written them.” 

“He’s a cattle rancher.” 

So am I. 

“Does that make him a decent person?” 

No. I know ranchers and farmers and other scoundrels I wouldn’t give a mule to. Not even one I didn’t like. 

“He can obviously provide well.” 

Nick furrowed his eyebrows under his hat. Were these women talking about what he thought they were talking about? The younger sister had a fiancé, but all she knew of him were some letters? These silly females were mail-order brides. They had no clue what they were getting themselves into. 

He squirmed inside. Stay out of it. 

“I’ve heard that one hard winter can do a cattleman in. The more important ques­tion is, will he treat you well?” 

She was right. If a rancher didn’t plan ahead for bad weather, it could be all over. So why was black-boots a mail-order bride if she was so against her sister being one? Obviously, her intended wasn’t a rancher. And likely not a farmer either for the same reason. Precarious at best. But that left a lot of possibilities. 

“Why do you always assume the worst in people?” 

“I don’t. But you could be heading straight into trouble. I’m concerned for your well-being.” 

“Well, you needn’t be. I can take care of myself. If you can’t support me in this, I don’t want to discuss it any further with you. Why don’t you head back on the next train and not give me another thought?” 

Heading back was fine advice for both of them. 
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Chapter 2
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HOLLY AND IVY HAD TRANSFERRED to a second train bound for Chicago and now boarded their third and final train for the longest leg of their journey into the wilderness. Holly had been unsuccessful in swaying her sister to return home.

Her insides tightened as the wheels churned into motion and pulled the train out of the station. She’d been grateful that the cowboy had changed trains in Columbus and had sat silently with them again. No one had bothered them. He’d bidden them farewell with a tip of his hat.

Now she and her sister were on their own. She wished she’d had the funds to afford a private compartment. Hopefully, no other passengers would disturb them.

The door at the end of the carriage opened, and the cowboy swaggered in.

What was he doing here? He wasn’t following them, was he? Even with that thought, relief swept through her.

He scanned the interior and stopped short when his blue gaze locked with hers. He seemed upset and looked toward the windows. He took off his hat and ran a hand through his dark hair. He settled his hat firmly back on his head and continued up the aisle. He stopped next to the benches Holly and her sister occupied.

If he asked, would she allow him to sit with them? There were other seats available.

He indicated the vacancy across the aisle and addressed the elderly couple there. “May I?”

The man nodded, and the woman spoke. “Of course, young man.”

He sat, not even glancing in Holly and Ivy’s direction as though he’d never seen them before.

A scruffily dressed man stopped in the aisle and removed his hat. “Good afternoon. May I have the honor of keeping company with you two ladies?”

Before Holly could answer, the cowboy did. “Take one of the seats back there.” He jabbed a finger in that direction.

The man eyed the cowboy and complied without another word.

Holly let her breath escape. She hadn’t looked forward to a confrontation with the man and now addressed the cowboy. “You didn’t have to do that, but thank you.”

Without so much as a you’re welcome, he leaned back and tilted his hat over his face.

How rude! But better he ignore her than become a pest himself. And it was nice of him to look out for her and Ivy. She studied him with his long, denim-clad legs stretched out into the aisle. Something inside her yearned to have a conversation with her guardian. But what could she say? They hadn’t been properly introduced. 

They hadn’t been introduced at all. 

“Sir?” she ventured. When he didn’t stir, she repeated herself. “Sir?” 

“Mister?” The old man tipped his head to peer under the cowboy’s brim. “I think he’s asleep.” 

Already? 

“Do you know him?” 

She shook her head. “I just wanted to thank him properly. We’ve been on the same trains since Maryland. I don’t think he realizes that his mere presence has kept undesir­able types away from us.” 

The old man nodded. “I’m Hank Carter, and this is my wife, Thelma.” 

The diminutive woman gave Holly a nod in greeting. “What are you making?” 

“Doilies. I like to keep my hands busy. I’m Holly Harrison, and this is my sister, Ivy.” 

The cowboy gave a soft grunt. 

The old man grimaced. “I think we’re disturbing his sleep.” 

She supposed they were. But if a man could fall asleep so quickly, would whispering wake him? “Where are you headed?” 

“Minneapolis,” the man said. 

His wife shifted to look around him at Holly. “We’re going to visit our daughter. She has three children. Where are you girls headed?” 

She didn’t want to admit to Ivy’s folly, but what could she say? 

Unfortunately, Ivy decided to speak up. “Washington Territory. I’m getting married.” 

All at once, the cowboy’s outstretched legs raked the floor toward him, and he removed his hat, leaning forward. “Don’t be foolish. Traveling across the country to marry a man you have three letters from is—is—daft! Go home where you belong.” 

Three letters? Those were only mentioned two trains ago while she’d thought he was sleeping. Evidently not. “What right have you to speak to my sister that way?” 

The cowboy swung his gaze to Holly. “None. None whatsoever. But your feeble attempts have fallen on deaf ears. She needs a good spanking.” 

Holly gasped. “Sir!” 

“And I do know that my presence is keeping ne’er-do-wells away. That’s why I’ve stayed close. I thought the pair of you would have enough sense to stay in Chicago. But apparently not.” 

He had been awake the whole time? “It’s considered ill-mannered to eavesdrop on other people’s conversations.” 

“Kind of hard not to hear the conversations around you in such small quarters. And it’s not Washington Territory. We have been a state for a year now.” He stretched back out and replaced his hat. 

How uncivil. But Holly couldn’t stop staring at him. Why had he taken it upon himself to be their protector? But more than that, he agreed with her on Ivy’s foolish­ness. Even with his rude outburst, she held a fondness for this man who had elected to see to their well-being. He’d identified himself with Washington Terr—State. So he would be near almost the entire trip, if not all. Comforting. He could be her ally in her quest to change her sister’s mind. “Sir?” 

He didn’t move or make a sound. 

“Sir? I know you can hear me.” 

His voice came from under the brim of his hat. “Then just speak your mind.” 

“It’s hard to hold a conversation with your face covered.” 

“I don’t plan to be part of any conversation.” 

“Well, I find it difficult to speak to someone when I can’t see their face.” 

“That suits me. Although, you seem to be doing just fine.” 

She looked to the older couple for help. 

They shrugged. 

What should she do? Why wouldn’t he remove his hat? What was his reluctance? Could she knock it off and feign innocence? But knock it off with what? And if she did manage to displace it, he would just replace it. Oh, bother. Maybe she would just have to speak to his talking hat. 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Blessed peace. Nick sank deeper into the plush seat. Now maybe he could rest. 

Washington! Why did they have to be going all the way to Washington? At least he would be able to watch over them. He smiled at that. Holly certainly had spunk. She might do all right in the rugged—but beautiful—Pacific Northwest. 

Maybe his feigned anger and outburst would send the pair of them scurrying home to their family. How ludicrous to marry men they hadn’t even met. He would never marry a woman he hadn’t met. But then, he never planned to marry at all. Women couldn’t be trusted. Not one of them. These two were proof that the whole lot of them had bad judgment. 

Suddenly, his hat was gone. 

He jerked his eyes open and grappled the air for his Stetson to no avail. 

It sat on Holly’s lap, her hands folded primly atop it. “That’s better.” 

She took his hat? He stared at it nestled atop her green skirt. She took his Stetson. The bold minx. “May I have my hat back?” 

“Not if you’re going to put it on your face again.” 

She wore an impish smile that should irritate him more than he already was but didn’t. 

The old man chuckled. 

What should he do now? Grab it from her? Like a schoolboy locked in the out­house, he waited to be rescued. “Please give me back my Stetson.” 

“Answer my questions first.” 

Plucky little nymph. But he would best her. He folded his arms, leaned his head back, and closed his eyes. He could ignore her just as well without his hat. She would soon grow tired of holding it and return it without a fuss. 

“What is your name, sir?” 

Ignore her. 

His thigh was tapped by something. “Your name?” 

He cracked one eye open a slit. 

His Stetson hung from her gloved hand, close to the aisle. 

He had a mind to reach out and snatch it away from her. 

The old man spoke. “If I were you, mister, I’d tell her. She doesn’t seem to have a mind to give up. You won’t get no peace until you do.” 

Nick forced his eyes open. “Nick Andrews. Happy?” 

“Mr. Andrews, I’m very pleased to meet you.” 

He could not reciprocate the sentiment. But, surprisingly, he was pleased to meet her and to finally know her name. 

“My name—” 

“I know who you are, Miss Harrison. And you are traveling to Washington State with your sister, Ivy. You’ve asked your question, and I’ve answered. Now will you return my Stetson and leave me be?” 

“I said ‘questions.’ What did you mean when you called my sister foolish?” 

Ivy jerked her attention from her novel. “Holly!” 

Holly swung her gaze to her sister. “Don’t you want to know as well?” 

“Not from a rude, overbearing brute.” 

Holly shrugged and turned back to him with determination in her eyes. “Why did you call my sister foolish? You know nothing about her.” 

She wasn’t going to give up. He should have held his tongue. He stared into her hazel eyes. Eyes that held intelligence. Eyes that captivated him. He sat up straight. “Return my hat, and I’ll tell you.” 

“Holly, stop.” Ivy reached for his hat, presumably to give it back. “I don’t care about a ruffian’s opinion.” 

Ruffian! Humph. Little she knew. 

Holly moved his hat from her sister’s reach but within his. With a pout, Ivy turned her face to the window, apparently wanting nothing to do with her sister’s question. 

He sat forward and latched on to the brim but didn’t yank it from the older sister’s grasp. Instead, he waited for her to release it. 

Without looking, she tugged on the hat, but he held fast. She shifted her gaze from her sister to his Stetson and glared at his hand. Her glare slid up to his face. 

When her expression changed to defeat, his mouth twitched up on one corner. “We both know I can simply take it.” 

“Then why don’t you?” 

It would be rude. She might be discouraged from interacting. He didn’t want to lose their tenuous connection. Connection? They had no connection. He released his Stetson. Women were trouble. Nothing but trouble. 

Her eyes widened, changing her defeated expression to surprise. 

He’d surprised himself as well. 

“Why—why—why did you let go?” 

The old man chuckled. “He’s being a gentleman.” 

That was the last thing Nick wanted Holly to believe. It was better these two ladies caught a glimpse of the rougher side of life before they reached the untamed West. He shrugged. “It’s not like you’re going anywhere.” He pointed to the window with the countryside speeding by. “I can retrieve my Stetson at any time.” 

“I could open the window and toss it out.” 

She wouldn’t dare. 

“Then I would spend the remainder of the trip in the stock car with the horses where the company would be more agreeable. That would leave you ladies to fend for yourselves.” 

She straightened her shoulders. “Sir, I know a bluff when I hear one.” 

“As do I.” He settled back into his seat and folded his arms. “I’ll answer one more question.” 

“Tell my sister why being a mail-order bride is foolish and . . . and . . . daft.” 

“That is not a question but a request.” 

“Very well. What did you mean when you called my sister foolish?” 

“It’s none of my concern what the pair of you do.” 

“It seems to me you have made it your concern by following us around and deterring unwelcomed attention.” 

He should have stayed out of it. Trouble. 

The old man spoke up. “He’s right, you know. Those letters mean nothing. For all you know, an old man like me wrote them. Or a bank robber in a gang.” 

Nick nodded to the elderly gentleman. “Thank you. Why are women always so foolhardy?” 

Holly stamped her booted foot. “I am not foolhardy.” 

He swung his gaze back to her. “What do you call traveling across the country without a chaperone to marry a man you don’t know? How many letters do you have from your intended?” 

“My what? I’m not a mail-order bride. How preposterous.” 

That pleased him. “Then why are you on this train heading west?” 

“To convince my sister to reconsider and return with me. That is why I’m soliciting your help.” 

She didn’t plan to stay in Washington? 

He leaned forward, resting his forearms on his thighs. “Maybe foolish was too strong of a word. Ill-advised.” 

Holly pointed to her sister, who continued to feign interest out the window. “Tell her.” 

He shifted his gaze to the younger sister. “Miss Harrison. If you had taken along a chaperone who could determine the character of this man—” 

Ivy turned on him. “My sister came along as an uninvited chaperone.” 

“I meant a male chaperone. Like a father or brother or uncle. Someone who would be able to determine the integrity of the man you intend to marry.” 

Holly bristled but didn’t interfere. 

Ivy straightened her shoulders. “We have no male relations.” 

“Ivy! Shush.” 

With no one to advise her, no wonder she had made an unwise decision. Nick knew women were scarce out West, but a man who sent away for a bride like he would order a plow or suit was suspect. “This man expected you—his bride—to travel all the way across the country by yourself. He didn’t even have the decency to go and escort you. Is that the kind of man you want to marry and spend the rest of your life with?” 

“He is a busy man. He has all that . . .” Ivy flipped her gloved hand in the air. “. . . that ranching stuff to do. He can’t be expected to just leave all that.” 

Nick had. “He’s not much of a businessman if he can’t leave his ranch in his fore­man’s capable hands for a couple of weeks for something as important as his future wife.” 

Ivy’s determination seemed to falter. “I’ve made up my mind. I can’t exactly change it now that I’ve used his train ticket.” The girl almost looked scared. She’d gotten in over her head and didn’t know how to free herself. 

“Where in Washington is this man?” 

“Yaykeyma.” 

There was no such town. Then he realized. “Yakima.” That was just a spur line south from his stop. “I’ll go to Yakima with you and meet this man.” 

“He’s meeting me in Ellensburg.” 

Nick’s stop. “Even better. If he seems to be upstanding and respectable, I’ll let you know. But regardless, if you decide you don’t want to marry him for any reason, I’ll take care of it.” 

Ivy’s face brightened. “Thank you. But I don’t think that will be necessary. I’m sure he’ll be a fine gentleman.” She opened her novel. 

“You would do that for us?” 

Nick turned back to Holly, who had an appreciative expression. He thought he’d do a great many things to receive a look like that. He had to stop allowing such thoughts into his head. Trouble. “It’s not a problem. My stop’s Ellensburg.” He folded his arms, reclined back into the seat, and closed his eyes. 

“Don’t you want your hat back?” 

He shrugged. He liked that she held it. And he liked that she wasn’t a mail-order bride as well. He shook off that thought. It shouldn’t matter to him if she was a mail-order bride or not. It didn’t matter. She was a woman, after all. And women were nothing but trouble. 
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Chapter 3
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HOLLY STARED OUT THE window as the barren landscape sped past mile after mile. The dry air sucked the moisture right out of her skin. She could literally feel her face shriveling. This Washington was so different from the lush one back East. Not that nothing grew here, but what seemed to have grown in the spring and summer stood sparse and stunted like malnourished children. Was the whole state like this?

“Next stop Ellensburg,” the conductor called as he strolled through the carriage.

Fortunately, the vegetation had thickened some in the distance, and she saw evi­dence of more plant life going up the mountain range. But still, nothing like her Maryland.

The town up ahead was larger than Holly had expected. There was more than a sin­gle clapboard main street. Along with the wooden structures, there were larger buildings of brick or stone. Beyond the town, mountains jutted into the air.

Ivy clamped a gloved hand around Holly’s. “I’m so glad you’re with me.” Her tone hinted at uncertainty.

Dare Holly hope her sister had changed her mind? “If you’ve reconsidered, we don’t have to get off the train.”

Ivy gave a weak smile. “It’s not that. I suddenly find myself giddy with excitement. I’m going to be a married woman soon, with a house of my own. You’ll stay for the wedding, won’t you? It may not be for a week or two. I’m so glad you’re here to share my special day.”

Holly couldn’t afford to stay. But neither could she abandon her sister.

Mr. Andrews huffed out a breath and leaned forward, resting his forearms on his thighs. “Miss Harrison, a man who sends for a mail-order bride expects to marry her right off—the same day they meet.”

“But we hardly know each other.”

What happened to the letters from him telling her everything she needed to know? But voicing her frustration wouldn’t help her sister.

Ivy twisted her hands together. “Don’t you think he would be willing to wait if I explain it to him? I mean, it’s only a couple of weeks.”

Mr. Andrews scrubbed his hand over his mouth. “And where do you expect to stay during these two weeks?”

Her sister’s gaze darted from the cowboy to Holly.

Holly shrugged, glad Mr. Andrews had taken up the argument. 

Ivy turned back to Mr. Andrews and finally offered, “A hotel?” 

Mr. Andrews took a slow breath. “And who will pay for this hotel room for two weeks?” 

“My husband-to-be, of course. He can’t expect me to pay.” 

“He won’t be expecting to pay either. He’s expecting a bride to step off the train. He’s expecting to head home tonight with his new wife. He likely won’t have the money to frivolously spend on a hotel room. And if he does, there are a dozen other things on his ranch the money would be better spent on.” 

The train chugged to a stop with a screech of the brakes. 

With large round eyes, Ivy straightened herself. “I’ll just have to make him see the benefits of waiting.” 

Mr. Andrews shook his head as he stood. He removed Holly’s and Ivy’s carpetbags from the overhead rack, tucking one under his arm and gripping the handle of the other. Then he took down his saddlebags and flung them over his shoulder. “Let’s go see who this lucky gentleman is.” 

Once outside, Holly stood on the Ellensburg train platform with Ivy. The cold fall air felt fresh on her face. She shivered. 

Mr. Andrews helped collect Ivy’s luggage. Ivy had a lot more than Holly. She had packed everything she owned, planning to stay. Not having planned to travel even this far, Holly had packed only the bare essentials. 

Mr. Andrews set Ivy’s two large traveling cases next to their carpetbags and his saddlebags. “Stay here.” 

Holly’s insides twisted in panic. “Where are you going?” She’d come to rely on him. 

“I have to see to my own cargo in the stock car. I’ll be right back.” He walked off. 

Ivy looked to and fro. “I wonder where Mr. Bosco could be.” 

Holly prayed the man wouldn’t show up at all, and make everything easier. 

When the crowd thinned, Ivy pointed to a gentleman talking to the conductor. “I think that’s him. He just asked the conductor about a female passenger. He’s quite tall. And handsome.” 

Holly studied the handsome man. He was dressed decently, not unkempt. His appearance suggested respectability. Maybe all her worry was for naught. Maybe Mr. Bosco would make her sister very happy. Maybe this was all in God’s plan. 

But he wasn’t as handsome as Mr. Andrews. She found too many of her thoughts were of the cowboy lately, but that was just because he’d been so kind and helpful to them. 

Ivy nudged her. “Go tell him I’m here.” 

“Me?” Holly stared at Mr. Bosco. “I’ll tell him to leave without you.” 

Throwing her shoulders back, Ivy lifted her chin. “I shall tell him myself.” She strode up to him and the conductor. “Mr. Bosco?” 

Holly scurried to catch up. 

The tall gentleman turned with an annoyed expression. Then his face twisted into a grin. “Miss Harrison, I presume.” 

“You presume correctly.” 

His appreciative gaze traveled down the length of Ivy then shifted to Holly. “Who might you be?” 

“Her sister.” 

With narrowing eyes, he turned his attention back to Ivy. “You didn’t mention I’d be taking on the responsibility of your sister.” 

Ivy tilted her head. “You’re not. She simply escorted me out.” 

He smiled and tipped his hat at Holly. “Well, then. Welcome.” 

“All aboard!” the conductor called. 

Mr. Bosco turned back to Ivy and tucked her hand around his arm. “It’s not far to the preacher’s.” 

Having taken only one step, Ivy stopped. “We’re getting married right now?” 

“Of course. We can return here in time to catch the train south to Yakima.” 

Ivy stiffened. “I thought we’d get to know each other first.” 

“There’s no time for that. The preacher’s waiting.” 

The metal wheels slipped on the rails as the train chugged into motion. The grinding echoed Holly’s heartache for her sister. 

“I think I’d like to wait a few days.” Ivy formally withdrew her hand from his arm. 

He latched on to her wrist, and his expression hardened. “I paid your passage, and you agreed to marry me. We are getting married now, and you will be my wife.” 

Dropping her mask of dignity, Ivy gasped and pulled back. “Let me go.” 

Holly stepped closer and clutched her sister’s arm. “Unhand my sister.” 

He pointed a finger in her face. “Stay out of this. You weren’t invited.” 

A large, muscular hand clamped on to Mr. Bosco’s forearm. “Release her.” 

Holly drew in a relieved breath. Thank goodness Mr. Andrews had returned. 

“She’s my bride, Andrews.” 

They knew each other? 

“Not yet, she isn’t. And it doesn’t sound like she wants to be. Release her before I make you.” 

Mr. Bosco let go of Ivy’s arm and jerked free of Mr. Andrews’s grip in one move. “You can’t take my wife from me. I paid for her.” 

Holly couldn’t believe this man. Thankfully, Mr. Andrews was standing up for Ivy. 

“You didn’t pay for her. You bought a train ticket.” Mr. Andrews called over his shoulder, “Holly. Ivy. Go wait inside.” 

Holly didn’t have to be told twice and guided her sister swiftly inside the station building. 

Ivy drew in a ragged breath. “What was I thinking? I changed my mind. I’m so sorry. I can’t marry that man. What do I do?” 

Finally, Ivy had come to her senses. Too bad it took a week-long trip across the country. Holly wrapped her arm around her sister. “No. You don’t have to. Mr. Andrews will take care of it just as he promised.” At least she hoped so. She had no idea what the laws in the Wild West were. Maybe Ivy’s agreement in her letters to marry this man and her acceptance of his train ticket were binding. 

Lord, please get Ivy out of this. And please don’t let Mr. Andrews get hurt in the process. 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Nick studied Bosco. What would the man do? Cause trouble? Or realize he was bested and back down? 

Why hadn’t he asked the name of the man Ivy Harrison intended to marry? He could have saved the young woman the whole trip. If he had known her intended was Bosco, he could have talked her out of this back on the first train. Saved them all a lot of heartache. But . . . 

But what? But then Holly wouldn’t be here now. 

He mentally shook himself. No. It would have been better if Holly weren’t here and he hadn’t gotten to know her. She would be better off. He would be better off. Or would he? 

“May I have a word with you?” Nick stood between Bosco and the door the women had entered through. 

Bosco narrowed his eyes. “This is none of your business. Don’t think you can take my bride from me.” 

Nick had made it his business back in Maryland. “The girl is obviously scared and has changed her mind. You’ll only be bringing trouble on yourself.” Women and trouble went hand in hand. 

“What about the money I paid for her train fare?” 

The man could have afforded a private compartment. 

“I’ll reimburse you.” Nick removed money from his pocket and held some out to Bosco. 

Bosco stared at it. “You want the girl for yourself.” 

“That’s not it at all.” Nick didn’t need to explain his actions. “You won’t be able to force her into marrying you, so why don’t you cut your losses.” 

Bosco snatched the money and stormed off. 

Nick hoped the ladies had seen the last of that scoundrel. He watched the man for a moment longer, glad Bosco had left without a fuss, before he went inside. 

The ladies sat on a wooden bench, huddled together. Holly stood. “What happened?” 

What happened? The animosity between him and Bosco had dug deeper. “He won’t be bothering either of you anymore.” 

Ivy stood. “I don’t have to marry him?” 

Nick shook his head. But now what? 

“Thank you.” Holly’s shoulders visibly relaxed. Her whole demeanor relaxed. “Thank you so much. We need to book passage on the next train heading east.” 

The station manager replied from where he stoked the potbelly stove. “Next east­bound train will be coming through in three days.” 

Holly drew in a quick breath. “Three days?” 

“We’ve had a couple of engines break down. Messed up the entire schedule.” 

Ivy gripped her sister’s arm. “What will we do?” 

“I don’t know. I can purchase our tickets back home but not a hotel room for three nights.” 

Nick could put them up in the hotel, but he wasn’t sure Bosco wouldn’t return and cause trouble. “You’ll both stay at the ranch.” 

Holly swiveled her gaze slowly toward him. “What? We can’t do that.” 

“I wouldn’t feel comfortable leaving the pair of you in town with Bosco here.” 

“You think he might come back for Ivy?” 

“I don’t know. Do you want to risk it? I’d stay in town to make sure he didn’t, but I’ve already been gone too long. I need to get back to work.” 

Holly knit her eyebrows together. “Wouldn’t the ranch owner mind?” 

Nick stared at her a moment. Evidently, she didn’t realize it was his ranch and he would make the decision. Just as well. The last thing he needed was some sense of over­whelming gratitude making her set her sights on him. “It’s only three nights. He won’t mind.” He would give them the house, and he’d sleep in the bunkhouse with the hands. “I’ll rent a buggy.” He escorted them outside but didn’t want to leave the women unat­tended in case Bosco returned even for the short time it would take. 

A young boy in a brown coat sat on the end of the platform with his legs dangling over the edge and fiddled with a stick. 

Nick walked over to the lad, who looked to be about eight. “What’s your name?” 

The boy glanced up and brushed aside the sandy-brown hair on his forehead. “Sonny.” 

“Are you trustworthy, Sonny?” 

“I don’t know. What is trust . . . a . . . thy?” 

“If I gave you a job to do, would you do it without dawdling?” 

The lad tipped his head and squinted up at him with one eye. “My auntie says if there was a straight path to perdition I’d wander off it. But I wouldn’t. I can stay on a trail if I have a mind to.” 

Obviously, the boy hadn’t caught his aunt’s exasperation. “Could you stay on a task for a nickel?” 

Sonny dropped his stick and jumped to his feet. “All day, mister.” 

“You know Mr. Tremble at the livery?” 

“Sure do. He’s sweet on my auntie.” 

Nick smiled at that and took out four bits. “You give this money to Mr. Tremble. Tell him Mr. Andrews needs to rent his buggy. Then lead the horse and rig back here.” 

“I can drive it easy.” 

Nick hadn’t wanted to assume. “Can you remember all that?” 

“You want me to rent a buggy and bring it back here.” 

“What do you do with the money?” 

“Give it to Mr. Tremble.” 

“And what is my name?” 

Sonny straightened. “An . . . An . . . Anderson?” 

“Andrews.” 

“Andrews.” The lad cocked his head. “Where’s my nickel?” 

“You’ll get it when you return with the buggy.” But what if the boy took off with his four bits? “Do you know what will happen if you run off with my money and don’t get the buggy?” 

The boy heaved a sigh. “You’ll tell my auntie, and she won’t let me have dessert for a week.” 

Not exactly what Nick was thinking. But at Sonny’s age, no dessert was probably a bigger threat than telling the sheriff. “Right. Be quick. And no wandering.” 

“I won’t.” The lad jumped the four feet from the platform to the ground then turned. “Mister?” 

“Yes?” 

“What’s perdition?” 

“That’s one path you want to wander off of and never go back to.” 

“Really?” 

“Perdition is where bad people go.” 

The lad’s eyes widened. “Oh. I’m not going there. It’s good that I wander off.” And with that, he ran around the station building. 

After the buggy rolled up and Nick paid the boy, Sonny ran off toward the mercan­tile. Probably to buy a nickel’s worth of candy that he’d eat all at once then be too sick for supper. 

Nick loaded Holly’s and Ivy’s luggage onto the back of the buggy and drove to the livery to tell Tremble he’d send the buggy back with one of his men. 

“Oh.” Holly straightened. “Before we leave town, I need to send a telegram.” She turned to Ivy. “To let the Wadsworths know when to expect us back.” 

Something shifted inside Nick at the mention of Holly leaving. He pushed the feeling aside and drove the buggy back toward the train station, where a smaller building sat beside it—the post office and telegram station. He dropped the ladies off and strode over to the stock corral on the other side of the building. 

His men had taken the horses he’d brought from back East and left his mount as he’d instructed them. Had he known he’d be driving the ladies to his ranch in a buggy, he wouldn’t have needed Ranger. He led the horse to the buggy and tied the reins to the back. 

When Holly stepped out of the telegram building, his heart galloped in his chest. Easy, boy. “Did you get it sent?” 

Holly nodded as she took his hand to climb up into the buggy. 

Her satisfied expression irritated him. 

Remember, women are trouble even if she’s nice . . . and sensible . . . and pretty . . . and smelled like a spring meadow. Trouble. 

She would leave in three days. 

Then everything would be as it should be. 
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Chapter 4
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IN FRONT OF HIS HOUSE, Nick hauled back on the reins, bringing the buggy to a stop.

His foreman approached from the corral that held the new mounts.

“Wait in the buggy.” Nick jumped down and met his foreman. He kept his voice low so the ladies couldn’t hear. “I need a favor.”

Gil eyed the contents of the buggy. “I was going to compliment you on the fine horseflesh you brought back. But I see you have something more. You pick those up back East as well?”

“No—yes—no.” Holly and Ivy were too difficult to explain in the few seconds he had.

“One of those lovely ladies special to you?” Gil winked.

“No!” Nick glanced back at Holly and her sister to see if they had heard. They didn’t appear to have. Gil knew him better than to think he would fall for a woman. He didn’t need that kind of trouble. “They’re stranded and need a place to stay for a few nights until they can catch the next train heading east. Let them think you’re the ranch owner.”

One of Gil’s eyebrows kicked up.

“Just do it.” Nick didn’t need his foreman judging him, even if he was his best friend. And Gil had once been part owner.

“No good can come of this.” Gil rounded the buggy to the ladies. “Welcome to the Rocking A Ranch.” He helped them down. “I’m Gil Coons.” He bent at the waist, sweeping his hat in front of him. “At your service.”

“I’m Holly Harrison, and this is my sister, Ivy. Mr. Andrews said it would be all right if we stayed here until we could catch the next train east. But we don’t want to impose.”

“No imposition. Mr. Andrews did not step over the line in offering you a place. Rocking A is plenty big enough. Let me show you where you can bunk down.” Gil glanced over his shoulder. “Nick, would you bring up the ladies’ luggage?” He winked and guided Holly and Ivy inside.

Apparently, Nick’s oldest friend was going to enjoy his short stint as ranch owner. Nick didn’t mind carrying the bags. He gathered them up, tucking the smaller carpet­bags under his arms and grasping the handles of the two larger cases.

He would trust Gil with his own sister—if he had one. But still, he hurried inside for propriety’s sake. The ladies didn’t know Gil the way they knew Nick. Not that they really knew him, but they knew he’d looked out for them. And they trusted him enough to come out to the ranch on his recommendation. So they knew him well enough.

He caught up to the trio at the doorway to a spare room with two narrow beds on opposite walls. “Which bags go in here?” 

Leaning against the hall wall opposite the doorway, Gil inclined his head. “The ladies would like to share the same room. I told them they would have the house to themselves. The owner will sleep in the bunkhouse with the men.” 

Nick smiled to himself. His foreman thought a lot like him. He set the bags on one of the beds. “We’ll leave you to get settled.” 

Gil pushed away from the wall. “I promised to show the ladies around the ranch.” 

Nick wanted to fill Gil in on all that had transpired. “What about the buggy? It’s rented from Tremble.” 

The foreman’s mouth curved up. “You should return that right away.” 

Nick gritted his teeth. Gil was enjoying this a little too much. “I’ll send Jesse.” 

His foreman nodded. “Ladies, why don’t we start the tour outside since you still have on your coats?” 

Holly nodded and glanced to Nick. “You’re coming, aren’t you?” 

She wanted him along? That warmed his heart. “Certainly.” 

At the corral, Gil introduced the ladies to the ranch hands with more formality than was needed. “Jesse, Frank, Montana, these fine ladies are Miss Holly Harrison and her sister, Miss Ivy Harrison. They’ll be staying for a few days. Remember how ladies are to be treated. I don’t want any of you pestering them. Or you’ll have me to answer to.” He jammed a thumb toward Nick. “And him.” 

Nice of Gil to include me. 

All three hands wore sloppy smiles and managed to greet the ladies with a tip of their hats and either a good day or a nod. 

Nick addressed Jesse. “Return the buggy to Tremble. Take my horse.” 

Jesse trotted off. 

After Gil had shown them the barn and pointed out the Black Angus cattle spread out on the grazing land, the tour concluded back inside the house. 

Holly scanned the kitchen. “We want to be of service while we’re here, Mr. Coons. Do you think your cook would mind if we helped in the kitchen?” 

“Sadly, we don’t have a cook. We do the best we can preparing meals for ourselves.” 

“No cook?” 

“No, ma’am.” 

Holly took an apron off a peg in the kitchen. “I feel badly that we have been foisted upon you and that you have given up your home for our benefit. We’ll cook all the meals for you and your men while we’re here.” 

Nick spoke up. “You don’t—” 

Gil held up his hand and stepped forward. “That would be much appreciated. We could use a good meal. The men would be mighty grateful.” 

Nick narrowed his gaze at his foreman. “Let me tell you about those horses I brought back.” 

“Good idea. I’m interested in your whole trip and everything you brought back.” He tipped his hat to Holly and Ivy. “We’ll leave you to it.” 

Outside, on the way back to the corral, Nick elbowed Gil. “Why are you taking advantage of them and making them work?” 

“I’m not taking advantage or making them do anything. They offered. It’ll allow them to feel as though they’re earning their room and board.” 

Nick grunted. He hadn’t brought Holly here to work. He’d brought her here to protect her sister from Bosco. Nothing more. 

“Do you really want to subject those fine ladies to our cooking?” 

That was a dreadful thought. 

“It’s only three days. If it bothers you so much, tell them you own this ranch so you can forbid them to cook.” Gil clamped a hand on Nick’s shoulder. “But admit that you would like to taste a woman’s cooking again.” 

Nick’s mouth watered. He pushed thoughts of delectable food aside. No women on his ranch since Gil’s wife ran off suited Nick just fine . . . until now. 

After Nick relayed the events of the trip, Gil leaned his forearms on the corral fence. “So why has their presence promoted me to owner?” 

“I don’t want either of them to set their cap for me because of my position.” 

Gil nodded. “I understand.” His tone teasing, “You want one of them to set their cap for you because of your charm.” 

“No.” 

“What does it matter if either or both of them fancy you? They are leaving in three days. Aren’t they? Hardly enough time for even the most romantically minded female to fall in love. And certainly not with your prickly exterior.” 

Gil’s jab should irritate him, but he found it comforting. No chance that either would fancy him. He pictured the appreciative gaze Holly had gifted him with on more than one occasion during the journey west. He wouldn’t mind if she fancied him just a little bit. 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Three days later, Holly woke in the early morning hours. Wind howled in the eaves of the house. She crawled out of bed and padded in stocking feet to the window. Pitch black. The full moon from the night before didn’t illuminate anything. The clouds must be thick. Mr. Andrews and Mr. Coons had said yesterday that it felt like snow. She squinted into the darkness but couldn’t see any in the air. Good thing, because she and Ivy were to leave today. 

She lit the bedside lamp, keeping it low, and tilted her pendant watch to the light. Four in the morning. Not much point in going back to bed. It was seven back in Mary­land. She would have been up for nearly two hours already. And in a week, she would need to adjust back to the East Coast time, so she might as well start now. 

Instead, with a shiver, she dashed back under the warm covers. Mayhap a little more rest wouldn’t hurt. She could adjust her sleeping habits on the train. Her stomach tight­ened at the thought of leaving and of taking another week-long trip, this time with no one to protect her and Ivy from unwanted attention. 

She pictured Mr. Andrews reclined on the bench opposite them with his hat over his face. How silly of her to think he’d been sleeping. Every time a man stopped near them, without hesitation, he’d immediately encouraged him to move on. When a lady and her two children had sat across the aisle from them, he kept them from being disturbed as well. 

Even though he’d tried to appear gruff, she could tell he had a kind and chivalrous heart. But she doubted he would admit to it. He helped others without expecting any­thing in return. 

Muted light grayed the curtains when Holly opened her eyes again. She threw back the covers and flew out of bed. How could she have overslept? Though Ivy was already up and gone from the room, her two large traveling cases lay open on the floor with her clothes still strewn about. 

Holly struggled to cinch her corset and then dressed quickly. She stuffed her belongings into her carpetbag and carried it downstairs. After setting it at the foot of the stairs, she headed to the kitchen. 

Ivy sat at the table with Mr. Andrews and Mr. Coons, each with a cup of coffee in front of them. 

As Holly entered, the men stood. She gazed at Mr. Andrews a moment, already missing him. “When do we leave for the train station?” 

“We don’t.” He pulled out a straight-backed chair for her. 

Ivy stood and crossed to the stove. “Coffee?” 

Holly shook her head and addressed Mr. Andrews’s comment. “Why not?” 

He went through the kitchen doorway to the front room and drew back the curtain. 

Holly followed and stared out the window. Snow blew sideways. “We can still leave, can’t we?” 

He shook his head. “It’s a bit early for this kind of snow, but there’ll be no going to town today.” 

“But we have to catch the train.” How could he be so casual about this? Holly had sent a telegram to their employer that they would both be on that train. They were expected. They had jobs to return to. She couldn’t lose her job. What would she do? She’d already been gone too long. 

He dropped the curtain. “I don’t know what this storm is going to do. If it gets any worse, we could be stranded between here and town. You’ll have to take the next train.” 

That was not good. But what else could she do? “When will that be?” 

“A week, maybe. Not sure. When it’s safe to travel, I’ll send someone into town to find out.” 

She was trapped. Oddly, a calm washed over her. She was staying. At least for the time being. 

Then she replayed his words. He would send someone to town? Why not Mr. Coons? Mr. Coons probably relied heavily on him. One of his many duties. 

As days slipped by, she quickly fell into the rhythm of the ranch. Breakfast, dinner, and supper. Evenings spent in the front room with Mr. Andrews and Mr. Coons dis­cussing the ranch while she and Ivy worked on the mending the hands had hired them to do. The extra money would come in handy. 

At the end of the evenings, Mr. Andrews would stock the fire in the hearth while Mr. Coons banked the coals in the kitchen stove. By the time she and Ivy came down in the mornings, a fire blazed in the hearth, warming the room, and the stove had been heated and was ready to start cooking on, and a pail of fresh milk sat on the table. 

She saw the other ranch hands, Jesse, Frank, and Montana, only at mealtimes. All of them behaved cordially, obviously heeding Mr. Coons’s instructions to behave them­selves. And to Holly’s delight, they were never short on compliments about the food. 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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A week later, with a reluctant spirit, Holly rode on the wagon seat between Mr. Andrews and her sister. She had counseled herself to look forward to heading back to Maryland. However, now that the day was at hand, it had come too soon. 

Cooking for a handful of cowboys had been a refreshing change. No preconceived ideas of how the food should be arranged on the plates for the best visual appeal. Just gratitude to have food in front of them. She could prepare anything she liked, and they were thrilled. So easy to please. Which made her want to prepare the finest and most tasty foods she could. She and Ivy had baked a cake, two pies, and several dozen cookies for the men as a parting thank-you. 

No evidence remained of the storm that had blown in with such fury the week before. Not a lot of snow had actually fallen but had mostly blown around in the air, making it impossible to see. If the tempest had come twelve hours on either side of that day, she would be back in Maryland by now. Back to working in the sweltering kitchen for people who were hard to please. It was as though the Lord had given her a small respite from the job that was wearing her down. Now that she’d had a break, she under­stood better why Ivy had been so desperate to escape. 

Today the sun shone, making the late-November day almost balmy. She shivered. Almost, but not quite. She still needed her coat, gloves, scarf, and hat. 

She drank in the beauty of the landscape, which had a calming effect on her and fed her weary soul. She wished she could stay. What had seemed like a semi-barren country­side held promises of an abundance of foliage. Too bad she wouldn’t be around to see it burst forth with life. Leaving hurt more than she imagined it could. 

Dread coiled in her chest as the train station came into view and the wagon pulled alongside the platform. 

Mr. Andrews helped them down. 

“I want to check for a return telegram.” Holly entered the smaller telegraph and post office building. “Did a telegram arrive for Holly Harrison?” 

“Yes, ma’am.” The telegraph operator dug through a pile of papers on his desk. He slid one from the others and handed it to her. “Vance has something for you at the sta­tion as well.” 

She tilted her head. “Who?” 

“The train station manager.” 

She couldn’t imagine what it could be. No one knew she was here. She left one building and entered the other. 

“The gentleman next door said you had something for me, Holly Harrison.” If she’d known the station manager’s surname, she would have addressed him by it. How different life was here. So casual. Though it made her a little uncomfortable, it also made her feel free and . . . a little bit wild. 

“Yes. Came two days ago on the train.” He unlocked a door to a storage room. 

Holly tugged off her gloves one finger at a time as she peered around the doorframe to see what he would bring back, but he disappeared behind a mountain of crates and barrels. 

Ivy sidled up next to her. “Did you receive a telegram from Mr. and Mrs. Wadsworth?” 

“Yes.” Holly had almost forgotten in her curiosity to find out what had been sent to her. She unfolded the telegram. No need to return. Hired new help. Sending rest of belongings on next train. 
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