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  CHAPTER 1


  



  March 15, 1873


  



  Jesse Donovan read the letter from his fiancée Rebecca Jane Flynn twice and still didn’t believe it. Finally he read it out loud.


  



  March 6, 1873


  



  Dear Jesse,


  I know we were planning on being married when I came out to Hope’s Crossing in a few weeks. But, I can’t. I simply cannot give up living in New York City for some tiny town in the middle of nowhere in the Montana Territory. Do stores exist there or do you have to grow your own food? Can you actually see me scratching around in the dirt trying to plant seeds?


  I’ve decided to stay in New York and marry Simon Coleridge. He may not have as much money as you now do, but he can keep me in the style I want to be kept. I hope you’ll find some nice woman who won’t mind living in a little town and getting her hands dirty.


  Perhaps you can get a mail-order bride. Several agencies here in New York provide that service. The best known one is Matchmaker & Co. I’ve included a clipping from the newspaper with their advertisement.


  Good luck, and have a happy life.


  Rebecca Jane


  



  Jesse crumpled the paper in his hand and threw it across the room. Then he slumped down into his chair and covered his face with his hands. Anger pushed through. He stood up and kicked the chair. Love isn’t real. Didn’t Rebecca Jane just prove that? He loved her and she dumped him like so much trash. That would never happen again.


  He looked down at the clipping that had fallen onto the table when he opened the letter. He still needed a wife and a hostess. A mail-order bride? Him? He wouldn’t have to worry about love and Sam Longworth, the sheriff, had done all right. Jo was a beautiful woman who could cook, clean and hunt with Sam, both people and animals. Jo was a bounty hunter before she married Sam but she didn’t tell him until she had to when one of her bounties escaped and came after her.


  Seems, if he remembered correctly, Sam had used this same mail-order bride company but not the one out of New York. Guess he better go talk to Sam…or Jo. She might be the one to ask about the brides that these places have.


  With a shake of his head, Jesse picked up and read the advertisement.


  Are you lonely? Looking for a wife to help you and care for you. Someone to have your children and keep your home. Apply at Matchmaker & Co. 221 Baker Avenue, New York City, New York or 467 10th Street, Golden, Colorado. Send your inquiries to the attention of Mrs. Maggie Black.


  The office in Golden was closer, so Jesse would write to that one…after he talked to Jo.


  He walked down to Sam and Jo’s house, next to the jail. Jesse heard a commotion on the other side of the door and wondered if he should knock but he did anyway.


  Moments later the door opened and Jo Longworth stood there with a crying baby in her arms.


  “Oh, Jesse. Just the person I need.”


  She thrust the crying baby at him then hurried into the kitchen.


  Jesse jostled the infant to quiet his crying. “Shh, now you’re fine.”


  The baby stared wide-eyed at him.


  Jesse followed Jo to the kitchen. “Hello, Paul.” Jesse crooned to the baby. “What’s the matter? Is your mama being mean to you? Hmm?”


  “No,” came the reply from the kitchen. “I’m not being mean to him. He needs changing, and I have to get the clothes off the line before he can have a clean diaper. Hold him for a bit, will you?”


  “Sure. Holding him reminds me of caring for my baby sisters and brothers.”


  Jesse sat at the table and held little Paul with his hands cupped around the baby’s head and the child’s feet at Jesse’s elbows, His body cradled and protected from the hard wood by Jesse’s arms.


  Jo came back inside with a basket full of clean dry clothes. Her pretty blond hair in a bun at her nape, but wisps of hair escaped framing her face in long curls. She was tall and had pretty blue eyes. If he found someone as pretty as Jo, he’d be a lucky man.


  “I’ll take him now. As soon as I change him you can have him back. He does seem to love you so.”


  She pulled two diapers off the top, and laid a towel on the table. Then she came over to Jesse and Paul, picking up the baby and changing his diaper on the towel.


  “I have a way with babies and small children.” But not with women.


  “Indeed you do. But you didn’t come all this way to take care of Paul for me. What can I do for you? Would you like a cup of coffee?” She jutted her chin toward the stove.


  Jo gave Paul back to Jesse and then tackled the folding of the clothes in the basket.


  “Yes, coffee would be good.”


  With the baby in his arms he angled his head and looked at Jo.


  “Why did you become a mail-order bride? You’re a beautiful woman. You could have your choice of men.”


  “I take it you think I’m not good enough,” said Sam as he entered from the living room.


  “No, it’s not that.” He didn’t want to tell them but he decided he should. “You might as well know. Rebecca Jane has decided to marry someone else and stay in New York City. She didn’t want to come to the wilds of Montana and Hope’s Crossing.”


  Jo came over and hugged him around the shoulders, while he sat holding her son. “You deserve better than some rich hoity-toity woman, but I’m so sorry anyway.”


  Jesse shrugged. “Don’t be. I’ll just get a replacement.”


  Sam, tall, with brown hair and mustache, raised his eyebrows. “A replacement…bride?”


  “That’s right. I’m sending for a mail-order bride. Like Jo.”


  “Like…Jo?” repeated Sam, glancing toward his wife.


  “Yes.” Jesse noticed a disbelieving tone to Sam’s voice. “Is there something wrong?”


  “You do realize how lucky I was to get Jo?” asked Sam.


  “He can be just as lucky,” said Jo as she went back to folding her laundry. “Are you using the same company? Matchmaker & Co? Mrs. Black is very good and she’ll make sure you are who and what you say you are before she sends one of her ladies.”


  Sam grinned. “She’s not as cautious with the girls.”


  “Not true.” Jo shook her head. “She knew I was a bounty hunter, knew everything there was to know about me and accepted me anyway. She said I was exactly what you needed.”


  “Sounds to me,” Jesse put the baby up on his shoulder and stood, “like this Mrs. Black knows more than what we tell her.”


  “She sends a man to screen you before she accepts you as a client,” said Jo.


  “I guess I better write her then.” He handed little Paul back to his mother. “If I expect to get married any time soon.” Regardless of what I think of her process, it’s a necessary evil and she does get good results. He looked over at Sam and Jo. Sam was holding Paul now while Jo finished with the laundry. If only I could get as lucky, I’ll be a happy man. Won’t I? And what about Harry Smith? Is it fair to bring a wife here when Harry’s threatening to get even with me for firing him?


  



  March 16, 1873


  



  Dear Mrs. Black,


  My name is Jesse Donovan. I’m six feet tall with brown hair, brown eyes and all my teeth. I’ve included a recent photograph. I am a miner who struck the big one and am now quite wealthy. I am in need of a wife who can serve as my hostess and give me children. My former fiancée decided to remain in New York and marry someone else, rather than venture to Hope’s Crossing. I’m looking for someone who will not be put off by living in a small town. I’ve built a new house, the nicest in town, and need someone to help me care for my home and fill it with children.


  I’ve been referred to you by Jo Shafter, now Longworth. She said that you have the extraordinary ability to pick the right woman for each man, or perhaps I should say the perfect man for each of your ladies.


  Yours Sincerely,


  Jesse Donovan


  



  April 1, 1873


  



  Home for lunch, Jesse had just finished when a knock sounded on the front door of his home. He went to answer it.


  “Mr. Donovan?”


  “Yes, I’m Jesse Donovan.”


  The man at the door was dressed in a nice three piece suit and traveling coat. He was shorter than Jesse which made him average height and had graying brown hair covered with a bowler hat.


  “I’m Ernest Lang. I work for Mrs. Maggie Black at Matchmaker & Co. I’d like to talk to you.” He handed Jesse a business card.


  Jesse stepped back. “Please come in. Would you like a cup of coffee? You can hang your coat on the coat tree there.” He pointed to a small alcove behind the door.


  Mr. Lang entered and hung his coat. He kept the briefcase he carried with him. “Yes, please. Coffee will be helpful. We might want to do this in the kitchen.”


  Jesse led the way to his kitchen and wondered what the man would think of his home. The kitchen was the most modern in town. All the countertops were butcher block and the icebox the largest and nicest available with separate doors for the ice box and the food. The stove had six burners with ceramic doors on the oven, the warming shelf and the door to the fire. Jesse got a cup out of one of the oak cabinets and gave the man a cup of hot coffee from the pot on the stove.


  He noticed that Mr. Lang was looking all around the kitchen.


  “Now,” Mr. Lang took a large notebook from the case that he carried. “Mr. Donovan. Please tell me a bit about your background.”


  “Well, I’m the oldest of eight children. My parents were farmers in Missouri and we were always dirt poor. My father died four years ago. I left so I wouldn’t be another mouth to feed and went to New York. There I did well in the stock market doubling and redoubling my money until I had quite the stake, but I wanted more than just enough money for me to live comfortably. I wanted enough money that my mother and siblings could also not want for anything. With this money from the gold mine, my brothers and sisters can go to college and make better marriages. My mother will never have to work again or marry a man she doesn’t love just to have a roof over her head.”


  Mr. Lang made extensive notes in his book. “You said you struck a vein. Was it just you or do you have partners?”


  “Just me.” Jesse thought about the hard work he’d put in to get the mine to where it is now. A partner would have made it easier, but then he’d have to share the wealth, too.


  “What do you see happening in your future?”


  “Did you read my letter to Mrs. Black?”


  “Yes, I did. I should explain that I want to know what else you want to happen in your future.”


  “I am working toward Montana statehood and when that happens, I might decide to run for office. I need a woman who can help me to achieve my goals, political or otherwise. But mostly, I want a helpmate and a woman I can count on. A woman who always keeps her word.”


  “And these are the reasons you’re looking for a mail-order bride? Do you have a reason you think women don’t keep their word?”


  “Yes.” He took a sip of coffee to wet his dry mouth. “I’ll be honest with you. I’m looking for a bride because the woman I asked to marry me before I came out here decided she didn’t want to live in a small growing town, that New York was where she wanted to stay. Her father was not happy with my decision to seek my fortune in the gold fields. But when I asked to marry Rebecca Jane, he agreed but not until after I’d made my fortune. Rebecca Jane agreed, but then when I sent for her, she changed her mind.”


  “I see. You said you were referred by Mrs. Longworth. Would you mind if I talked to her about you?”


  “No. Go ahead. She knows all of this and can confirm what I’ve said. Do you need directions?”


  “No, I passed the sheriff’s office on my way here. I thought I’d start there.”


  “Their home is right next door. You might catch Sam at the office if you want to talk to him as well.”


  Mr. Lang nodded. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Donovan. I’ll give my report to Mrs. Black on my return.”


  Jesse extended his hand. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate it. While you’re here would you like to see the rest of the house?”


  “Certainly.”


  Jesse showed him the cook’s bedroom off the kitchen. Then he took him down the hall past the dining room with the solid mahogany table, chairs, buffet and hutch. They passed the parlor with the comfortable looking sofa and overstuffed chairs, all done in a solid blue damask. The curtains were a paisley pattern on a light blue background and there was a blue hued oriental rug in the middle of the room.


  They went upstairs to the second floor. Here there were three bedrooms and a bath. The bath had its own small pot-bellied stove to heat the water and there was a pump on the side of the tub.


  The bedrooms were furnished, one for a girl with white furniture, one for a boy with dark wood furniture and then the master bedroom. Jesse had the oak bed special made and it was bigger than most regular beds because Jesse was bigger than most men and he was tired of hanging off the end of the bed.


  The rooms on the third floor were not furnished.


  After he’d seen the entire house, Jesse showed Mr. Lang out. He was fairly sure he’d made a good impression.


  *****


  



  May 29, 1873


  



  Clarissa ‘Clare’ Griggs read the letter from Jesse Donovan to Mrs. Maggie Black again and again. Mrs. Black gave her the missive so Clare could write one back. She hadn’t known what to say, but tried her best.


  



  April 10, 1873


  



  Dear Mr. Donovan,


  My name is Clarissa Griggs, but most people call me Clare. I am twenty-four years of age, five foot six inches tall with red hair and green eyes. I can cook and keep a home for you. I, too, hope to have many children. I currently live in Golden, Colorado with my parents and four younger siblings. We have a small farm there and everyone helps out. I graduated from high school. The first on both sides of my family to do so.


  I am looking forward to meeting you.


  Yours truly,


  Clare Griggs


  



  She’d been traveling by train and stagecoach for almost eight full days on her way to Hope’s Crossing and had worn the same burgundy wool traveling suit under her long black wool coat for the entire trip. Clare hadn’t had the time to make a new coat, nor the money to buy one, so hers, though still serviceable, was not in the latest fashion by any means. She wondered if Mr. Jesse Donovan would notice. Clare certainly hoped not.


  She’d gathered her wavy hair into a bun on the back of her head and put a black silk scarf over her head and tied it under her chin. The scrap of silk was the nicest thing she owned. She’d saved for over a year to acquire it. Up until this trip, she’d only worn it to church on Sundays. Clare preferred the scarf to a hat because the material helped control her curls. She’d used the rest of her savings, and twenty dollars her parents had given her as a wedding gift to buy material—enough for three dresses, four skirts and five blouses. She could go more than a full week without having to wear the same thing twice. She’d never had so many new clothes in her life. Clare felt like a princess in a fairytale.


  The train from Denver to Cheyenne, the first leg of her journey, had been the easiest. She’d been so glad to leave Pa and his attitude. She was never good enough because she wasn’t a boy. That was all behind her now and she’d try not to think about it again.


  She’d been able to read her book on being a good hostess. Jesse wanted a wife who could be a hostess. She grew up on a farm. What did she know about being a hostess? But her book by Florence Hartley, The Ladies Book of Etiquette and Manual of Politeness would teach her what she needed to know. She hoped that, being a rich man and wanting a wife who could be his hostess, that he had a cook and housekeeper. Just a little dream of hers.


  The rest of the trip on the stage from Cheyenne to Hope’s Crossing was at best uncomfortable, at worst a nightmare. She’d been jostled against the person next to her when there was only four in the coach. When there were six inside, none of them could move and all were thrilled when they came to a way station and could get out and stretch. The worst part had been that she hadn’t been able to read her book at all.


  She hoped Mr. Donovan had received her last letter stating she would indeed be coming with the intent to marry. Her arrival would be awkward, to say the least, if he hadn’t gotten the note yet. If that was the case, she would stay at the hotel until he was ready to marry her, but he would have to pay for the room. Clare’s stomach was tied in knots. She hadn’t been able to eat anything at all on this last day of her journey.


  All these thoughts about Mr. Donovan not being there or aware of her impending arrival, did nothing to help her stomach. But she couldn’t help herself, asking the what if questions.


  She certainly couldn’t afford to stay at the hotel on her own and if he decided not to marry her at all he would have to buy her ticket back to Golden. The matchmaker, Mrs. Black, had said that sometimes happens but not to worry that she was very sure of this match. Clare didn’t understand how she could be so sure, but she seemed so positive, Clare couldn’t help but believe her.


  When she had been able to sit next to the stagecoach window, she’d seen the same prairie landscape until they got closer to Hope’s Crossing. Then they’d gone through the mountains and higher up had even seen snow.


  Now the stage was coming into a town and she was again able to peer out the window as she was the only passenger. The building coming up on the right was tall, maybe the tallest in town. The coach stopped right in front of what turned out to be a hotel.


  The shotgun rider opened the door to the stage. “We’re here, miss. This is Hope’s Crossing.”


  “Thank you.”


  Clare exited the stage, picked up her two valises and walked across the boardwalk to the door of the hotel. Three stories all painted yellow with white trim. This was where Mr. Donovan would find her. She looked up and down the street. Both sides of the dirt street were framed by the boardwalk. Here in front of the hotel, the walkway grew to be ten feet wide.


  “Miss Griggs?”


  The deep baritone voice came from behind her.


  She turned and looked up at the devastatingly handsome man with dark brown hair, a well-trimmed mustache, and the most intense brown eyes she’d ever seen. He wore a black wool coat, a black Stetson low on his head, and looked somewhat frightening.


  “I’m Clarissa…Clare…Griggs.”


  He extended his hand. “Jesse Donovan.”


  She placed her hand in his, and it was immediately swallowed in callused warmth.


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


  He smiled, showing straight, white teeth.


  “If we’re to be married, I think you should call me Jesse, and I’ll call you Clare.”


  She smiled unused to speaking with men, much less shaking hands with one. “Yes, of course.”


  “Are those your bags? Do you have a trunk coming?”


  “No, just the bags.”


  If he thought it strange that she only had the two bags, he didn’t say so. He simply picked them both up with one hand and held out his other arm for her to take.


  She’d read about men escorting women this way and she put her hand through the crook of his elbow and they walked down the boardwalk together.


  “Is your house very far?”


  “It’s on the outskirts of town. I have my carriage parked next to the hotel on the street just ahead.”


  They turned the corner and there was a sleek black buggy with matching gray horses hitched in front.


  “They’re beautiful. I’ve never seen such a perfect match in a team before.” He must really be wealthy, as he told Mrs. Black.


  “These two were twins, Very rare. You’re familiar with horses?”


  “My family has a farm like I mentioned in my letter. I’ve been around animals all my life.”


  He placed the bags in the back of the surrey and then helped her onto the seat, after which he walked around and got in the other side next to her.


  Hoping she could freshen up a bit before they married, she asked “Are we going to your house now?”


  He laughed. “I thought we should get married before I take you home.”


  She ducked her head, knew she was blushing and chastised herself for her naiveté, then she smiled. “Yes, I suppose that would be best.”


  “The judge’s office is just a couple of blocks this way. Nate is waiting for us. That is the sheriff’s office and jail.”


  He pointed at an unpainted single story building. Bars were on the windows even on the tiny window in the door.


  “The sheriff lives next door, in the white house with the small red barn behind it. Sam Longworth is his name. His wife, Jo, was a mail-order bride from Matchmaker & Co., too.”


  She looked around as he described the buildings.


  “So your judge is used to having to marry people in a hurry.”


  He glanced at her.


  “Are you in a hurry to be married, Clare?”


  The sensuous tone of his voice caused her to look up at him. He was smiling and a twinkle lit his eyes.


  “As a matter of fact, I am. I didn’t want to have to stay at the hotel if we are marrying. I want to sleep in my own home.”


  He lifted an eyebrow.


  “In my bed.”


  



  CHAPTER 2


  



  Jesse pulled up in front of a one-story brick building. This was the only building she’d seen since arriving in Hope’s Crossing, which was made of brick. She guessed that was because it would be too expensive or perhaps it was because of the records kept there and not wanting to lose them in a fire.


  “This is the courthouse. The judge’s offices are inside.”


  They walked up the three steps to the white double doors and entered onto a long hallway with offices on both sides. About half way down the corridor, Jesse stopped in front of a door and took a breath. The sign said Nathaniel J. Harden, Justice of the Peace.


  Jessie stepped into the outer office of the judge’s chambers. There was a tall counter with a swinging gate. At a desk behind the counter sat a scrawny young man with blond hair and glasses.


  “Can you please tell the judge that Jesse Donovan is here to see him?” Jesse asked the young man.


  “Yes, sir.” He left and walked through a door that was ajar and returned quickly.


  “I’m coming,” said a gravelly voice from the inner office.


  A few moments later a rotund man with gray beard and hair, pulling on his black robes, emerged from the back office.


  “Well, Jesse. Is this lovely lady the one you’re marrying?”


  He eased Clare forward.


  “She sure is, Nate. Are you ready to do the honors?”


  “Clarence,” said the judge to the young man at the desk. “Take down the information for the marriage license.”


  “Yes, sir,” answered Clarence from his desk, paper and pen in hand.


  “What are your full names?” asked Judge Hardin.


  “Jesse Eugene Donovan.”


  “Clarissa Mae Griggs.” She spelled her names for him so they would be sure and be correct on the marriage license.


  “Got that, Clarence?”


  “Yes, sir, your honor. I’ll get the license filled out right away.”


  “First,” said the judge. “Go get Sarah. She can be the second witness.”


  “Be right back,” the young man said as he hurried out the door.


  “She’s just in the next office over, they’ll return shortly,” said Nate. “Come into my chambers and we’ll have the ceremony in there.”


  No sooner had they gotten into the judges office when the door opened and Clarence returned with a young blonde woman wearing spectacles. Clare looked over at Jesse to see if he noticed her. He didn’t seem to pay any attention.


  “Good afternoon, Nate,” said Sarah.


  “It’s Your Honor,” hissed Clarence.


  “It’s Nate,” insisted Sarah. “He’s my father’s best friend and I’ve known him all my life.”


  “Shh. Both of you,” said the judge with a shake of his head. “Let’s get this wedding over and then you can go back to arguing after that.”


  Both of them looked mutinous but they hushed.


  The quibbling between Clarence and Sarah provided Clare the time she needed to settle her nerves. She was ready for this. She squared her shoulders and took a breath.


  “Jesse, you and Clare stand in front of me, right here.” He pointed to a spot about three feet away from him. “Clarence and Sarah, you stand next to them. You know where to stand. You’ve both done this enough.”


  Clarence stood on Jesse’s right and Sarah on Clare’s left.
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