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Prologue




1873 

Sadie Grimm stood in the pastor’s parlor. A breeze scraped a pine branch against the window above a low bookcase filled with more books than even the teacher back home had in her classroom. Her fingers longed to trace the edges of the leather-bound spines. If Charlotte hadn’t married and left Nora and her without a place to live, she wouldn’t be in this predicament. 

The steady creak of wood against wood drew her attention to the rocking chair in the corner, where the pastor’s wife knitted, the clicking of her needles in time to Sadie’s thundering heart. The woman nodded at Sadie and gave her a tentative smile. 

Was she giving her approval or warning her that Sadie was making the wrong choice? But winter was approaching. Staying here would mean continuing working as a laundress, a position that had nearly broken her this summer. Her raw, cracked hands testified to that along with the looseness of her well-mended skirt. She’d come here thinking to make her family’s life better, especially her younger brother’s, by sending money home especially her younger brother’s, and she’d failed.

“That’s it then?” The words scraped past Sadie’s tight throat as her knees trembled beneath her skirts. A mail-order bride. The very phrase made her stomach clench. She never thought she’d agree to something like this after she ran away from home. Was it the only way to save Grady? Give herself to a man she didn’t know? Her heart searched for a different choice, but nothing came to mind.

The pastor’s study smelled of pipe tobacco, the scent wrapping around her like a hug from her pa. “Yes, sign here with your new last name and you’ll be a Mrs.” The pastor dipped his quill into a bottle of black ink, the scratching nib against the paper loud in the quiet room, then he handed it to her.

Mrs.? That didn’t sound right. Ma was a Mrs., not her. A clock ticked off the minutes, keeping time with the pastor’s wife’s knitting needles. Sadie’s hand trembled as she hovered the pen over the bare line, waiting for her new signature. A drop of ink dripped onto the paper.

“You can make your mark unless you know how to write your letters?” His fingers drummed against the small desktop, each tap making her flinch.

“I do. I’m not uneducated, sir.” Her hand trembled as she signed “Sadie Cooper,” each letter a betrayal of everything she’d ever dreamed of. Her shoulders tightened as the ink dried, sealing her fate. She’d done it now. Married a man she’d never met.

The rustle of skirts announced the pastor’s wife rising, her knitting abandoned in the chair. She took the pen from Sadie’s numb fingers and wrote her name next to the word witness. The gentle pat she gave Sadie’s back felt like her mother’s touch, making tears prick at her eyes. “Pastor has matched many brides, and they’ve written him saying they are happy. I’m sure you will be too. Always remember to put God first then your husband and everything will be fine.”

The mention of happiness made Sadie’s throat tighten with unshed tears. Sadie longed for her mother. What would she think when she got the letter that her daughter had married?

“Good, that’s done then.” The pastor’s voice cut through her thoughts as he pushed an envelope toward her across the polished desktop. “Here’s your tickets, money, and—” he pulled opened a drawer and retrieved something. His open palm held her future. “Your wedding ring, Mrs. Cooper. I’d advise you to wear it under your gloves on your trip to the Montana Territory, so it doesn’t attract the attention of thieves. This appears to be a fine gold ring worthy of stealing.”

Sadie nodded, words trapped behind the lump in her throat. The ring felt heavy as she slipped it onto her finger, the metal cold against her skin. 

Tickets. Ring. Gloves. And a new name.








  
  
Chapter One




The rooster’s crow sliced through Samuel’s pounding head. A long roll of thunder followed. He groaned, throwing his arm over his face. Morning already? And why in tarnation was that bird so close to his window? Rain hammered against the side of the house. The fowl might as well be standing next to his ear. He cracked one eye open. Instead of his window, gray skies stretched across the horizon, blocking out the mountain view. Why was he sleeping on the porch? 

“Bang it hard, Bea!”

His father’s voice boomed through the rain-soaked air, snapping Samuel to attention. He blinked, disoriented. Bea? Pa? What were they —? The clang of the dinner bell exploded like gunfire in his skull, each echo sharpening the ache behind his eyes. Water splashed against the wood floor, soaking his boots. Why would Bea—?

“What’s wrong with you?” Levi shouted, raising a fist at Clay.

“I didn’t do it.” Clay hollered.

Samuel rubbed his forehead, trying to ease the throbbing. Pa stood with an empty dishpan in one hand, his expression carved in stone. Levi’s hair dripped water down his face, and Clay’s shirt clung to his shoulder in wet streaks. Trouble brewed, and Samuel wanted no part of it. He didn’t know what his brothers had done to bring down Pa’s wrath, but he’d keep his head down. Too bad there was no sneaking past Pa—not when he was already caught in the storm.

“I won’t stand for this kind of behavior any longer!” Pa bellowed, his voice louder than the thunder rolling in the distance. His eyes burned like hot coals. “Knew you couldn’t be trusted to stay away from that place. And now you’ve dragged Samuel into it, too. Bea, go inside!”

“But, Pa—”

“Now, Bea!” Pa snapped. “This is between me and the boys.”

The door slammed hard enough to rattle the windows.

Samuel groaned, dragging himself into a sitting position by gripping the leg of Ma’s old rocking chair. His brothers had convinced him to go to Spivey’s last night, swearing it’d be just one drink—a toast to Ma’s cooking after Bea burned supper. It had seemed harmless enough, and he’d hoped to talk Levi into coming home early. But he’d failed, and now his head throbbed like a hammer on an anvil. The bitter taste of regret joined the ache in his skull. He wouldn’t be going back to Spivey’s, not after last night. Ma would’ve been sorely disappointed in all of them.

Pa’s voice cut through his thoughts. “You boys made a promise to your ma to marry, and I aim to see you keep it.”

“That don’t make sense, Pa. Ma’s gone.” Levi wiped his face with the back of his hand, his voice raw. “Besides, there ain’t any women—”

“—who’ll have you, son,” Pa interrupted sharply. “Not the way you’ve carried on this year. If your mother could see you now, she’d be ashamed. You’re a disgrace to her memory.”

Samuel’s shoulders let go of some of the weight that held him down. Pa had to be talking about his brothers. He’d been doing just fine around here. Keeping up with chores, working the horses the best he could. Being the youngest son, Pa wouldn’t expect him to find a wife right now. He sure hoped the women who married his brothers could wrangle them into some kind of submission. He had his doubts.

“The pastor and your ma said a lot of women want to come out west. You know that’s how Jack Green found his wife.” Pa’s voice held a steely determination that Samuel knew was the final word. That’s that then. His brothers would be married before they knew it.

“You aren’t talking about those women in the papers?” Levi snickered. “They’ll be too spoiled for life out here.”

“Mail-order brides, Pa? That’s plum crazy.” Clay took a step back. One more and he’d tumble down the porch steps.

“I’ve been talking to Pastor Jones, and we worked it out. Figured you men had enough time to work this and not one of you tried. I took matters into my own hands. That’s all I’ll say for now. Wash up and come inside. Your sister prepared breakfast for you. Scrambled eggs, bacon, biscuits, and flapjacks.” He turned to go into the house. “I don’t want to hear one word about her cooking, do you understand? You’re going to eat every bite with a smile on your face. I don’t care how much your head hurts or if you lose every bite in the bushes the minute you leave the house.”

Pa paused before he stepped inside. “And Samuel. Your bride’s already on her way. Should be here Tuesday.”

“What do you mean my bride?” Samuel shook his head and regretted the movement. Had to be something wrong with his ears. “Tuesday?”


      [image: ]Samuel followed his brothers into the kitchen. No one spoke. Were they in as much shock as he was, or were they planning a way to get out of this predicament?

“You go first today, Samuel.” Bea didn’t offer the sweet smile that usually came with his breakfast.

He took the plate from his sister. It was full of the foods he liked, but his dish held more than his brothers'. His sister always made sure the servings were the same, unless it was one of their birthdays. “Bea?”

“I’m sorry for my part in this.” She turned away, but not before he saw tears welling in her eyes. He’d hoped Pa had been joking or just threatening marriage because he was mad. He had a right to be. At least at Levi and Clay. They’d been out every Saturday night. Ma would have been heartbroken. He’d only agreed to go last night because he was feeling her loss. What could one drink in her honor hurt? Now he wondered just how many he’d had, considering how his head ached.

He took his seat next to Clay. The chair Ma used now belonged to Bea. She must have eaten already, because the table in front of the chair was empty. Bea removed her apron and, without looking his way, went outside. That was strange.

Pa cleared his throat. “We’ll pray.”

Pray? Now they were back to blessing their food. That too, had been absent since Ma’s passing.

His father said grace. As soon as the amen was uttered, his brothers flew into their breakfast as if they hadn’t eaten in days. The manners they’d been taught had disappeared not long after Ma went to heaven.

The crispy bacon set the same as always on his tongue, but he’d lost his appetite. He had to know. “Pa, how is it a bride for me is coming this week?”

“You’re not the only one getting a bride. Levi’s and Clay’s brides will be here soon.”

Levi slammed his fork on the table. “What?”

Clay stood, his chair toppling, but he caught it before it fell. “You can’t do that, Pa.”

“I can and I have. Your ma made me promise to see you all settled, and I aim to keep it. You had your chance to court someone. Not one of you has attempted to do so. I won’t have you down at Spivey’s—I’m aware, Samuel, you’ve stayed away until last night. That behavior won’t be tolerated anymore.”

Samuel wanted to say something, anything that would make Pa understand. He was right, though. When Clay trailed Levi to keep him out of trouble, Samuel tagged along. But now the pattern shifted. He’d be blazing the trail, and his brothers would follow him in meeting their wives.

“The first thing we’ll be doing is heading back to church this morning. You’ve got enough time to clean up if you eat fast enough.” Pa rubbed his chin. “Make sure you take off yesterday’s whiskers and dress as if your mother were attending with us.”

“I’m not hungry.” Levi pushed his plate away.

“You eat now, or no Sunday dinner. Bea’s made a pie for dessert. You don’t want to miss that.”

“How can we marry when we promised Ma to marry for love? That’s what she wanted. There’s no way my heart will suddenly open to a stranger picked out and ordered like catalog goods. A bride I didn’t even ask for.” Samuel forced himself to eat a forkful of eggs, trying to forget the faceless woman headed his way. He wished Bea hadn’t been so kind as to double his portion this morning. 

“Too late to do that. If you boys had taken to looking for a wife yourselves, you’d be married to women you cared for by now.” Pa pushed the chair away from the table, the legs scratching across the floor. “Like I said this morning, your brides are on their way to Knob Creek. They have married each of you by proxy in good faith. That’s the same as giving your word, and you understand what that means.”

“Yeah, we’re married, and we got no say in it.” Levi dropped his fork on his plate. Ma’s Sunday china rang loud in the still kitchen.

“I’m not that cruel. Pastor Jones and I worked this out. The women will have some time to decide if they want to stay or not.”

“How much time?” Clay crossed his arms against his chest.

“Christmas. I expect all of you to be out of this house the day after.”

“Pa, that’s only four months from now. Where are we supposed to live?” Samuel’s face warmed at the thought of a woman in his childhood bedroom.

“Thought of that. You three will sleep in the bunkhouse until you convince me you can get along with your wife and her with you. I’ve seen love grow out of being together. Look at Jack Green. You’ve all seen it too.”

“But what if we don’t take a shine to each other?” Levi’s voice went an octave higher. He’d always done that when he didn’t like the way things were going as far back as Samuel could remember.

“I suggest you stay married, and you’ll receive your inheritance early. If not, then these lovely ladies will return to their home with an annulment along with that money. And Samuel, that means no new horses for you. Levi, the store will not expand, and Clay, Jim Parson is willing to sell you his land after Christmas if you’re married.” He held his knife up for a moment and then dipped it in the jam jar. “And sons, don’t think you can work a deal with these women. It has to be you’re both satisfied or nothing.”

“How would you know we’re satisfied,” Levi scowled.

“I’ll be the judge of that with Bea’s advisement.”

Pa knew them too well. Samuel knew what he had to do, but the how-to? That evaded him. He’d never even kissed a girl and now he was married to one.








  
  
Chapter Two




“I’m Sadie Cooper, not Sadie Grimm.” She whispered to her reflection in the window of the general store while keeping watch on her small trunk sitting on the boardwalk. She’d had little sleep last night, having shared the room with two other women. They recommended that she be prepared to leave hours before the coach was scheduled to arrive. Seems they’d missed their own coach the day before and had to extend their trip for two more days. That increased her worries, keeping her from sleeping. And now the coach was late. 

“Don’t worry. It’ll come soon. I imagine the storms have slowed travel.”

Sadie turned to see a woman holding a market basket and bouncing a baby girl on her hip. Had the woman overheard her practicing her new name?

“I’m Mrs. Howe. Are you going far? I’m hoping for a break in the rain before I head home.”

“Guess it was easy to figure out I’m waiting for it.” She toed her new valise on the floor. Waiting in the general store proved to be a blessing, as she’d picked up a few things to eat on the ride. An apple and the chunk of cheese would save her money at the next stop. If she had funds left, she wanted to send them back home. Only it was no longer her home. Today she’d be meeting Samuel Cooper for the first time and moving into his house. “I’m on my way to Knob Creek. I’m Sadie Grimm—no wait I’m Mrs. Cooper. Mrs. Samuel Cooper.”

“I overheard you practicing. It’s hard to adjust to a new name when you’re newly married.”

“Yes. it seems so.” Should she say more? About how she’d answered an ad to become a wife?

“Looks like the rain has slowed and I’m going to head home. I hope you have a safe trip and a blessed marriage. Nice meeting you.” Mrs. Howe was out the door before Sadie could say more than thank you.

What had she done? Marrying a man she hadn’t met? Her breath hitched as she stroked her pretty cotton dress. She’d begun this journey fresh as pressed laundry, hoping to make a good impression on Mr. Cooper. Now, days into the trip, she feared she wouldn’t be presentable by the time she arrived in Knob Creek. 

The days of travel proved she was right to be concerned. Wrinkles filled her new dress. Why had she not waited to wear this until she met Mr. Cooper? In a laid-back manner, she lifted her arm as if she were switching positions and sniffed. Wrinkled and stinky too, she stifled a cough as she slammed her arm next to her side. Sadie tried to recall how the crisp cotton had slipped over her shoulders and the tightness of the buttonholes as she did up the bodice. She couldn’t. For practicality, she should have bought another dark skirt and shirtwaist. But she’d never had a store-bought dress with a matching hat. And Mr. Cooper had wired money for suitable attire along with the travel funds. This was the prettiest outfit she’d ever worn. 

From the deep place of her heart, a precious memory pricked like a thorny rose. She was spinning in circles, eager to be wearing the dress Ma made her. Just for her. Her older sisters hadn’t passed it down to her. It wasn’t as soft as the worn clothing she was used to, but it was new; the hem didn’t trip her when she walked, and the sleeves ended up in the right spot on her wrists. A week ago, Sadie experienced the same joy when she picked out the striped yellow dress with the two rows of flounces at the hem. She glanced down at the now crumpled fabric; the stripes were no longer straight or bright yellow. After traveling on the train with all the soot, then the stage and the dirt and mud, the dress lacked its luster and charm.

Was it wrong to want to look like she hadn’t come from a poor family? What did that preacher back home always say? It used to grate on her nerves something fierce. Pride goeth before destruction. No, she wouldn’t accept that. It wasn’t prideful for a wife to look nice the first time she met her husband, even if he only had one leg. And she couldn’t think of a reason a person shouldn’t try to better themselves. And she sure couldn’t ride into Knob Creek, expecting to fail. Her marriage might be a disaster, but she’d receive a horse of her own out of the deal.

She flicked a piece of dried mud from her dress and stared at the stripes. The dress lacked any heartfelt sentiment. For a moment, she allowed a touch of homesickness to settle in her soul. The cabin, with its walls too cramped to contain her dreams, was etched into her memories. She could almost hear the creaking of the floorboards in the overhead loft and the laughter from her brothers and sisters that had filled those confined spaces. Funny, in her memories, it didn’t feel crowded. Now, she’d welcome braiding Sally’s hair. A chore she’d considered a waste of time because Sally would have her hair loose before lunch. She missed her family.

But did they miss her? How long did it take for them to notice she was gone? Ma surely had the baby by late summer, while Sadie was trying to provide for herself, scrubbing clothes in the river for that awful laundress. Maybe it wasn’t too late to return home. She could send an apology letter to Samuel, along with what money remained. But she’d signed that marriage contract. It was too late. She was legally married.

The bell over the door clanged as Mrs. Howe poked her head inside. “I see the coach coming. Mrs. Cooper, I’ll be praying for your safe travel.”


      [image: ]Sadie had settled into her seat when two men, one clean-shaven and the other with a full beard, boarded. They greeted her politely, then ignored her and talked to each other. That was fine with her. She didn’t want to make conversation with them.

The stagecoach slammed to an immediate stop. Sadie pitched forward, grabbing the edge of the bench to keep from sliding to the floor. Her new pork-pie hat with its glorious yellow feathers came unpinned and resembled a canary in flight before landing with its feathers fluttering on the bench between the two men. 

The driver hollered, but the rain muffled his voice so that Sadie couldn’t understand his words.

“Likely broken a wheel or else we’re good and stuck.” The bearded man scooped up her hat and handed to her. “No cause for alarm.”

“Thank you.” She inspected the sham pear, finding it had survived, and then fussed with the feather, wincing as the fancy hat pin pricked her fingertip through her glove. She popped the hat onto her head and re-secured it.

“Might be road agents but I didn’t hear hoofbeats. Though the heavy rain would have covered the sound.” The other man slid his hand into his jacket, and Sadie glimpsed a pistol.

Road agents? Her heart squeezed in her chest. There were stories told about coaches being held up. She was thankful her friend Nora had sewn some of her money into the hem of her dress. A robber wouldn’t look there, would he?

The weight of the wedding ring on her finger tugged at a thought she didn’t like. How would she explain the loss to her new husband? Would he be angry that she hadn’t hidden it better? She should have secured the ring in her clothing and might have if the pastor hadn’t told her to buy gloves to conceal the ring. She didn’t even like them. The cotton irritated her skin. Her hands were dry and flaky from her months of washing clothes for miners. Her cracked fingers were at least healing.

“Happens way too often. That’s why I prefer the train. Someday we’ll be able to ride one to every town and avoid these delays and the road agents.” The bearded man pulled out a pipe and lit it. Pungent smoke swirled toward the window. “This is going to put us behind schedule if it takes too long. Might have to stay overnight instead of riding home in the dark.”

The other man shook his head. “It’s not just the stages that are hit. Train robbers block the tracks and collect what they can. A friend of mine even had her jewelry taken. No travel seems to be safe from strife.”

She shoved her left hand behind her as if that would keep the gold wedding band safe. The weight made her hand heavy. How long would it take until she didn’t notice it? Maybe she’d take it off once she made it to her new home. Ma never wore hers, instead kept it in a box so it wouldn’t be misplaced.

Sadie considered the money in her reticule. There was enough left to rent a room, but she had hoped to send what remained back home. Could she stand another night on a hard bench? How long would it take to fix a broken wheel? Did they carry an extra one up on top?

The door opened. Rain dripped from the driver’s hat brim. “Everybody out. Except you, Ma’am. Wheels are stuck tight.”

“Thank you, but it will be easier without me inside.” Did her voice squeak? She stood and swayed. All that talk of thieves had weakened her knees.

“Let me assist you.” The driver held her elbow to steady her. She didn’t like it.

“Thank you.” Ma always told her she was too prickly, and sometimes people were just being polite. Ma would say this was one of those instances. The men had been gentlemen.

She stepped out onto the soggy ground. As the shoes Samuel had paid for sucked into the mud, a niggle of fear settled between her shoulders. Would he understand she hadn’t recklessly ruined them? Ma had told her about a woman in town who was afraid of her husband, said the woman struggled to keep things spotless to keep him from being angry. What if Samuel were like that? Dear God, please let him be as nice as his letters seemed to be.

The rain continued to pelt. She wiped her forehead, though it did little good. At least she’d left her hat inside the coach. Better for her hair to be soaked than the pretty feathers. She shivered from the cold rain soaking through her dress.

If she hadn’t worked at a mining camp, her face might have been as red as a ripe apple from the language spilling out of the men’s mouths. The surrounding air was thick with colorful phrases she hadn’t heard since leaving Breckenridge behind, and she marveled at how creative they could get in their frustration. Every so often, one of them would glance her way, yank off his hat, and holler, “Sorry, Ma’am!” before diving back into the muck with renewed vigor. She couldn’t help but wonder if her new husband had such words hidden in his vocabulary—and if he used them when faced with stubborn challenges like this.

“On three, we’ll give it another shove!” The driver shouted, his voice cutting through the steady patter of rain. “One. Two. Three!”

The men threw their shoulders into the wheel, their grunts and groans mingling with the driver’s sharp commands to the horses. The animals strained against their harnesses, muscles rippling beneath their slick coats as they dug their hooves into the mire. Just then, a flash of white-hot lightning lit up the gloomy afternoon, briefly turning the scene into a dramatic silhouette. Sadie flinched at the ear-splitting crack of thunder that followed, her heart racing as the storm asserted itself.

And then, with a wet sucking sound, the mud finally relented. The wheel jerked free, sending the men stumbling as their momentum carried them forward. A chorus of triumphant roars echoed through the clearing; the men’s faces splitting into wide, mud-streaked grins. They slapped each other on the back in celebration, looking more like mischievous boys than grown men.

Sadie wrinkled her nose, torn between amusement and horror at their filthy state. 

“Well, let’s be on our way,” the driver called, brushing ineffectively at the mud on his coat before extending a hand to her. Sadie hesitated, eyeing his mud-covered fingers. But there wasn’t much choice. Sighing inwardly, she allowed him to help her back onto the coach.

“Sorry, Ma’am,” he said with an apologetic grin, glancing at the dark smudges now marring her white gloves. “Got mud on your gloves and your dress, I’m afraid.”

“It’s quite all right,” Sadie said with a small smile. “I’m just relieved the axle wasn’t broken and that we can be on our way.”

She settled into her seat, smoothing her damp dress as best she could. Her gaze drifted to the mud caked along the hem, her lips pressing into a thin line. It would take more than a stiff brush to fix the state of her shoes, and the thought made her sigh. No amount of fretting would change it now.

The ride to the Way Station passed in near silence. The steady rhythm of the wheels over ruts and the occasional groan of the carriage filled the quiet. She supposed the men were too worn out for even the comfort of a pipe or idle chatter. Sadie wasn’t inclined to complain. After the storm of activity, the stillness felt almost restful.

When they finally arrived at the Way Station, the men wasted no time disembarking. A few muttered farewells, tipping their hats before disappearing. The driver set to work hitching a fresh team of horses. Sadie watched through the window, her weariness tempered by a twinge of curiosity.

The coach door opened, and the driver peeked in. “Looks like you’re the only passenger. Knob Creek is the next stop. We ought to arrive in about an hour. Sure sorry we’re running late. Hope you don’t have far to go to get home. There’s a hotel in town, but I wouldn’t recommend it to you.”

“My husband will be waiting to take me home.” What if Samuel hadn’t waited? Her stomach knotted. Casting all of your cares upon him; for he careth for you. That’s what the pastor said to remember, “God cares and he will take care of you, Sadie, on this path you’ve chosen.”

The man nodded. “Good. I’d hate to leave you unattended.” He closed the door. The stage swayed as he climbed to the driver’s box. A whip cracked in the air, and the stage moved forward.

Sadie opened her valise and took out the apple and the small wedge of cheese. The juicy sweetness took her back home last fall after they gathered the apples. Ma was making apple butter, and Sadie had eaten so many peels she’d decided never to eat them again. But now she was grateful to have this one and the memory it brought.

A chill made her pull her shawl tighter. Her dress still hadn’t dried out from the rain. She might be wet, but at least they didn’t ask her to help, and that was decidedly the strangest feeling. Pa would have. Today, these grown men treated her like a lady, something she hadn’t experienced with the miners in Breckenridge.

Her shoulders trembled, and she pulled her arms closer to her body as if they would help shield her from the unexpected. It’s just nerves because you’ve never met Samuel. It won’t be that bad. His letters had been full of kindness.

As the wagon creaked and splashed its way through puddles, she wanted to be finished with this journey and find a warm spot to sit in silence and not move. Riding in coaches and trains didn’t live up to her expectations of fun. Sleep had been impossible with the clacking of the wheels on the tracks and the whistle blowing as they approached towns. The constant motion had kept her stomach unsettled. If the light were brighter, she’d read Samuel’s two letters again. What she thought was most important, she remembered. He promised to let her pick out her own horse. He had a house and wasn’t much older than her.

Her toes tapped against the coach floor. Something didn’t seem right about all of this. Why would he send away for a bride when he had so much to offer? It might have been wise to ask more questions, but she had rushed into marriage because she was afraid of not surviving the winter unless she returned home. Might as well shout she’d failed. Caused undue worry for her parents and for no profit. Worse yet, she hadn’t been able to send enough money to ensure her brother stayed out of the mines. Had Ma and Pa found a way to keep Grady in school?

Would Ma be happy her daughter had married? Or heartbroken not to plan a wedding? Sadie snorted. She pictured the letter arriving and her mother saying, “Sadie’s not here? When did she leave? I did find it odd that we haven’t lost any livestock for months. But God bless her soul for sending us the much-needed money.”

Tears burned. Her mother loved her; she knew it. Ma didn’t have enough time to shower her love on each of her children every day. Truth be told, that’s the reason she’d accepted Samuel’s offer. She had no plans to have children, and since he had only one leg, she didn’t expect to have a genuine marriage between them. Mercy. She fanned her face. Just thinking about the marriage bed warmed her in embarrassment. Thank heavens she didn’t have that in her future.








  
  
Chapter Three




Up in the hayloft, Samuel plunged the pitchfork into the hay pile, the tines sinking deep into the sweet-smelling layers. With a grunt, he hoisted the forkful high and pitched it over the edge to the barn floor below. He straightened, the muscles in his back protesting the movement, and wiped his brow with the sleeve of his shirt. He’d like to claim the dampness came from the work, but the sweat clung to him from nerves that had coiled tighter with each passing hour. 

The rain had ended, leaving behind a grayness to the day that would soon sink into darkness. A chill lingered in the air, and the barn seemed to hold its breath, quiet but for the occasional drip of water from the roof he needed to patch. He’d lit a lantern and hung it on a nail next to the ladder. The warm golden glow flickered against the rough wood, illuminating his workspace in the loft.

From below, Bullet pawed at the stall floor and gave another anxious whinny. “Patience, Bullet,” Samuel called down. “Your dinner’s coming soon.” The afternoon had slipped away while he waited, every minute stretching unbearably thin. His new wife was supposed to arrive this afternoon, but the coach was late. His horses needed tending too, and she’d have to understand that out here, livestock came before anything else. If she didn’t already know that, she’d learn soon enough.

With a practiced motion, Samuel thrust the pitchfork back into the hay, the whoosh of it scattering below and breaking the silence. He paused again, this time letting the stillness fill his ears, and his thoughts drifted to his mother. He sure wished Ma was here. She’d never allow Pa to do this to his sons. Ma should have had more time with them. Then, if she’d been here longer, she wouldn’t have had to extract that promise from any of her sons. And if she hadn’t...

Samuel shook the thought away, his hands tightening on the pitchfork handle. What good was wishing now?

At least getting a wife would bring him a pleasant bonus. Once he’d met the terms Pa had set, his dream would be closer than ever.

Those terms, though. How was a man supposed to prove he and his wife liked each other, let alone get along, if she wouldn’t even be living with him at first? Maybe that was a hidden blessing. If she never saw his bad side, he might pull this off.

Samuel stabbed the pitchfork into the hay pile one last time and leaned it against the wall. Time to head down. He approached the ladder cautiously, walking backwards down the steps. He gripped each rung as if it might give way. The hayloft ladder was nothing fancy, just rough-cut wood, and his worn boot sole didn’t help his nerves.

Once his feet hit the packed earth of the barn floor, he sighed with relief. He moved toward the grain sacks and bent down, checking the thick piece of leather glued to the sole of his boot. It was loose again. He’d have to be careful until he could fix it. One day, if this marriage worked, he’d build proper steps to the loft, with a sturdy rail. He didn’t care how much his brothers—or his new wife—laughed at the idea.

If this worked. That was the big if, wasn’t it?
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Sadie had rolled up the leather window covering, glad for the fresh air removing the stench of tobacco left by the men. The sun emerged from behind the clouds long enough for her to enjoy the brilliant orange and red sunset before retreating to dusk.

As the stage drove through the town, she peered out the window. The pungent odor of horses, manure, and mud stung her nose. Laughter and piano music spilled from the saloon. The bank’s sign swayed as a breeze blew. The post office window was dark, its day’s work done. A few lamps flickered on the top floor of Ma Green’s Bakery and Cafe.

“Whoa!” the driver called. The coach slowed and then settled with a gentle rocking motion.

They’d stopped in front of a two-story clapboard building. Sadie’s hands shook as she gathered her skirt in one hand while holding her reticule. She swallowed and tried to smile. Her lips refused to cooperate. She couldn’t pretend she was happy to meet her new husband. But she could be excited about owning her own horse and having a place to live. She straightened her shoulders and thought of what she’d name her horse. Unless the horse already had a name. She couldn’t help but smile. She’d just call the horse the name she wanted until it listened. 

The door opened, and the driver helped her down. She stood on the muddy street, unsure of what to do. Her small trunk banged against the porch floor of the house behind her. She cringed, hoping the cords binding it didn’t break, scattering her meager belongings in the mud.

Where was Samuel? She glanced down the street in both directions. Would he bring a buggy or a wagon? The street remained empty. Had he changed his mind since she’d signed her name to the marriage contract? Should she knock on the door of the house and ask for directions to his home, but how would she get there? What if something had happened to him? Perhaps he’d fallen and not been able to stand. With one leg, that was a possibility.

The door swung open, sending flickering light across the porch and Sadie. “Thank heavens you’re all right. We were concerned about you when the stage didn’t arrive on time. You must be Samuel’s new wife. He waited, but he had to go back to the barn to take care of the horses. He’ll be here soon.”

“Yes, Ma’am. I’m Sadie Grimm, I mean Sadie Cooper.”

“You can call me Miss Alice. I’m Pastor Jones’s sister. He lives here too, in the back. It affords him privacy. People must go through me to see him. You wouldn’t believe how often someone thinks they need a pastor’s attention when all they need to do is stop and pray about things themselves.”

“I’m sorry, but the driver tossed my trunk on your porch.”

“That’s a might small one, dear. I think you and I might be strong enough to haul that inside.”

Inside? Wasn’t she going home with Samuel?

“Miss Alice, don’t even think about it. If I’d known this lady was staying with you, I’d have put it inside right away. She said her husband was meeting her here.” The driver scooped up the trunk like it was filled with dead aspen leaves.

“Thank you, Jeb. Put it right by the staircase. Samuel will arrive soon, I imagine. He’s had plenty of time to feed the horses.”

Miss Alice’s words seemed to come from far away. Sadie’s trunk sat inside a house where she didn’t live. Everything she owned carefully tucked inside of it. She didn’t belong here. Didn’t know anyone here. Homesickness tore a hole in her gut, and a tear leaked from her eye. She swiped it away, hoping Miss Alice wouldn’t notice. What was she thinking? Getting married to someone she’d never met. To a man she’d received two letters from. And without telling her family until it was too late for them to stop her.

“Come on inside, Miss Sadie. You look like you went to war in a mud pond.”

“The stage got stuck.”

“That it did. Put us behind, Miss Alice. Couldn’t be helped with all that rain. I’d better be off now. I’ll never catch up tonight.” The driver climbed up onto  the box and urged the horses forward.

Hoofbeats splashed through puddles on the street. “Miss Alice!”

Sadie turned at the deep voice that set a fire inside her. How could a man’s voice do that? She shook it off. The rider dismounted, covered in mud and hay. He was taller than her and had two legs. This wasn’t her Samuel.

“Miss Alice? That my wife?”


      [image: ]Sadie opened her mouth, but the words tangled somewhere between her heart and tongue. She stared at the man holding the reins of his horse, disbelief prickling up her spine. He stood on two legs. Not one, but two complete, sturdy legs. Her pulse quickened. Surely, he’d mistaken her for someone else.

Too bad his voice sounded like warm honey dripping onto a fresh biscuit. The smoothness of it made her throat tighten. But no, this couldn’t be her Samuel Cooper. Not with two good legs.

“Samuel Cooper,” Miss Alice interjected sharply, pointing a firm finger at the man. “Look at you! Mud and hay all over. Your ma would be disappointed in your appearance. Yes, this is your wife,” she added with a small, exasperated huff, “but now’s not the time to meet her. Go home and clean yourself up. Tomorrow will be soon enough for proper introductions.”

“Yes, ma’am, Miss Alice.” Samuel tipped his hat in Sadie’s direction. His eyes flickered to hers, a faint smile tugging at the corner of his lips. “My apologies for being late. I had chores to do.” He tipped his hat lower. “See you in the morning.”

Sadie’s stomach churned as she watched him step away, his gait strong, steady, and unmistakably that of a man with both legs intact. A part of her wanted to call after him, to demand answers. But her voice stayed trapped, tangled with disbelief.

“Go home, Samuel!” Miss Alice snapped again, waving him off.

Miss Alice didn’t wait for a response. She grasped Sadie gently by the arm and led her inside. The warmth of the house enveloped her.

“You don’t need to bother yourself with Samuel tonight,” Miss Alice declared, ushering her further inside with a firm but kind tone. “Let the man clean himself up. He ought to have more sense than to meet his bride looking like he’s been rolling in hay.” She paused at the doorway to the kitchen, her lips pressing into a thin line. “If he can’t mind his manners, I’ll do it for him. Those Cooper men need their edges smoothed out, that’s for sure. Now, come on. I’m sure you’re hungry and worn out from your journey.”

Sadie barely registered Miss Alice’s words. Her thoughts swirled like a whirlwind, replaying the moment outside. Samuel Cooper was supposed to have one leg. Every letter she’d received had made it plain. What kind of trickery was this?

She followed Miss Alice into the kitchen, drawn by the inviting scent of vanilla and the prospect of some reprieve from her thoughts.

“Miss Alice,” she began hesitantly, “I think there’s been a mistake.”

“Nonsense.” Miss Alice brushed her concerns aside, bustling toward the cupboard. “You’re overtired and must be starving after all that travel. Sit yourself down at the table. I baked cookies this afternoon, a few of those with a glass of milk or cup of hot coffee will do you good. Unless you’d prefer something more filling?”

Sadie sank into a heavy wooden chair, the weight of the day pressing down on her. “Cookies and milk will do fine, thank you.” She smoothed her skirts, the rustle of the fabric oddly soothing. “Coffee makes me jumpy as a kitten chasing a cricket.”

“Well, milk it is then.” Miss Alice poured a glass with practiced ease and placed a plate of cookies in front of Sadie. “Eat up now. You need your strength after all you’ve been through.”

Sadie took a bite, and the cookie seemed to melt in her mouth. It was warm, buttery, and so delicious it almost made her forget the mess outside. Almost.

Something soft brushed against her skirts, startling her. She jumped, her chair scraping loudly against the floor.

“Inkspot, go away!” Miss Alice scolded, shooing the cat. “Just ignore the pest if you can.”

Sadie smiled faintly, reaching down to scratch behind the cat’s ear. “Sure is a pretty thing,” she said, studying the black splotches that looked like spilled ink on a white canvas. The cat meowed softly, looking longingly at the glass of milk. “No, sir. You can’t have my milk.”

Miss Alice chuckled, pulling the cat away and setting him firmly on the floor. “Most womenfolk don’t let animals in the house, but Inkspot has earned a place here. Now,” she said, sitting across from Sadie with her coffee, “tell me about yourself. What made you choose Samuel? Did you read many advertisements for a husband?”

Sadie tried to swallow, but the cookie had become paste in her mouth. She set the uneaten portion down on her plate, her appetite gone. “Um, just Samuel’s letters.” She sipped her milk, trying to appear calm. “The pastor read Mr. Cooper’s request for a bride and handed it to me. Mr. Cooper sounded pleasant enough, so I wrote back.”

Before she could take another sip, the cat leapt onto her lap and pawed at her arm. Sadie froze, unsure whether to shoo it or let it stay.

“Inkspot!” Miss Alice stood and whisked the cat away again. “He’s spoiled, that one. You’ll meet the culprit later—little Effie. Sweet child, but she’s turned this cat into a terror.”

Miss Alice returned to her seat, a nostalgic glint in her eyes. “You know, it’s always amazed me how brave young women like you are, traveling so far to marry a man they’ve never met. I don’t think I could ever do it. Though I suppose I was brave enough to come west with my brother years ago. That was an adventure in itself—dust, fear, and more dust.”

Sadie nodded, barely hearing the words. Her mind wandered back to Samuel and those two good legs. What else had he failed to mention in his letters?
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