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​Prologue
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“Da!” Jed yelled as he stepped out the back door. “We need to talk.”

His da turned around and Jed strode forward and stood in front of him.

“What’d ye want to talk about?” Iain asked.

Jed hesitated. He’d heard that tone of voice before, usually before a beating. “You...” He swallowed. After a slight pause, he jutted his chin out. “You’ll never beat me again. I’m fourteen now and won’t let you do that anymore.”

Iain said nothing and the two stared at each other for a full minute. The pit of Jed’s stomach felt like it was full of a hive of bees and despite the slight morning chill, his palms had started to sweat. Jed briefly wondered what his da was thinking, but shoved the thought aside when he saw his da set his jaw and tense up.

“I’m leavin’ this farm. Don’t expect me to ever come back,” Jed hissed through clenched teeth as he spun on his boot heel to leave, knowing his da would try to stop him. Even when not challenged, Iain had always gotten angered easily. Shaking with rage, Iain grabbed his shoulder and swung a fist at his son’s face. Jed raised his arm to block the punch and the two began to trade blows.

Because of his inexperience, Jed expected to get beaten thoroughly again. Jed threw his right fist toward his da’s chest and Iain grabbed at his chest with his left arm. Enraged, Iain took a swing at Jed and it hit his forearm. Jed ducked, weaved, and punched at his da’s body, trying to hit his arms and chest to show the man how it felt to have bruises in those areas. The end of one blow had more give than the others and Jed wondered briefly if he’d caused a rib to break.

He took a step back to catch his breath before realizing he had yet to receive any punches to his body. While he’d been attacking his da, he had blocked some blows with his other arm. He must have stopped all of the blows. With renewed energy, he stepped forward, fists swinging, this time aiming higher. The time had come to finish the fight.

Jed blocked the feeble punch aimed at him and hit his da’s right ear. Jed saw his da blink his eyes and try to reorient himself. The bellow of a cow distracted him for a few seconds and he grunted when something hit his stomach. He took a step back and tried to block out the noisy cow.

Blood ran down the side of Iain’s face and when he reached up a hand and saw the blood, Jed saw fear and rage enter his face. Jed braced himself for his da’s charge. As Iain rushed forward, Jed saw Iain move his right leg behind Jed’s and side-stepped out of the way. Jed’s eyes followed his da’s fall to the ground. When Iain thudded to the ground, Jed took a step forward and stood over the prone form.

He stared down at his da, waiting for him to get up. Blood trickled down from Iain’s ear, making a gruesome line down his unshaven chin and neck. As his da struggled for breath, Jed realized he wasn’t going to get up. He had won! Jed smirked and took a step closer to his da.

“I told you, Da, I’m leavin’. And not you or anybody can do anything about it. Goodbye and good riddance. You never did me any good anyway. I hope you remember this day the rest of your life.” Jed spat in Iain’s face before bringing his boot heel down on his da’s head.

Jed turned on his heel and grabbed the army revolver his da always kept on the porch. He took one last look around the place he had grown up. That’s all it had been, too. It wasn’t home for him. As he strode past his da, he spared one last glance at the prone form. Iain appeared completely motionless and Jed bit his lip. He didn’t think he had killed his da, but he hadn’t been light on his blows either. He shook his head. It didn’t matter anyway. He was leaving and if he became a fugitive because he killed his da, so what?

Jed walked away from the house without saying anything else. Anna and Caleb would just have to figure things out on their own. He stalked into the woods without a second glance behind him. He was finally free!
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Anna heard the raised voices and the blows and shook her head in dismay. Couldn’t Da at least leave Jed alone on his birthday? What could Jed have possibly done in the five seconds it had taken him to catch up to Da on his way to the barn?

When the silence had stretched on for a few minutes, Anna opened the back door cautiously. She took a quick peek around the barnyard and didn’t see her da or Jed anywhere. As she stepped outside, her eyes were arrested by the unconscious form between the house and the barn.

It took two long strides to reach the prone form. Half a step before reaching him, her feet froze in their tracks. “Da?” she whispered in confusion. “Jed?” she raised her voice. “Jed, where are you?”

Anna looked around, her eyes moving frantically around the yard. Her chest grew tight and her breath came in short gasps in and out. Days before, Jed had mumbled something about running away but she hadn’t taken it seriously. Had he...? She shook her head, took a deep breath, and knelt next to her da.

“Da, wake up.” She rolled him over and gasped at the sight greeting her eyes. She stood up quickly, picked up her skirts, and ran for the fields where her older brother was hoeing. “Caleb!” she yelled.

Caleb turned around when he heard her voice. He dropped the hoe and ran toward her. As soon as they met, he asked, “What’s the matter?”

“Jed beat Da and I think he ran away. Da’s in bad shape. He needs a doctor.”

Caleb felt torn in two. Should he go after the doctor or find Jed?

“Caleb!” Anna’s voice cut into his thoughts. “Da could die if you don’t help me get him inside and go for the doctor.”

“Jed could, too, if I don’t find him,” Caleb stated.

Anna’s breath hitched. “I know, but we don’t know where Jed went or how long he’ll be gone.” Tears pooled in her eyes. “Or if he would come back if we did go after him. I’m not sure he would. And he can take care of himself. Da can’t.”

Caleb nodded as if in agreement and helped Anna carry Iain into the house. Once that was done, he headed for the barn. Inside, he was torn. Jed was his little brother. The one he had always looked after. The one who had always looked up to him as a father figure. Stop it, Caleb! Just stop it! Keep your da alive and then you can go after him!
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While she waited for the doctor to examine her da, Anna paced the kitchen before finally deciding to see if Jed left any clues to his whereabouts. She trudged up the stairs and tears sprang to her eyes when she looked inside the room.

Everything Jed owned was strewn all over the room and floor. She stepped carefully into the middle of the room and looked around. The only thing that looked like it had been carefully placed was a piece of paper lying on his unmade bed.

Her legs turned to jelly and she barely managed to stumble forward. Kneeling next to the bed, she picked up the note with a shaky hand. Anna bit her bottom lip as she read the hurriedly scrawled words.


Dear Anna,

I’m leavin.

Jed



Her left hand flew to her mouth as she stifled the sob trying to tear its way out of her. Giving up her attempt to stay strong, she laid her head on her arms and sobbed until there were no tears left inside her.

With a deep breath, she stood up, wiped the tears off her face, and tucked the note in her pocket as she left the room to go to the kitchen. As she mixed up the cornbread for lunch, she tried to figure out where Jed could have gone and what she could do to find him. Probably nothing. Would Caleb have looked for him? If he had, would he tell her?

She sighed. No, he wouldn’t. Just like he’d never told her when he had been scouting for one or other of the armies during the War. If she were a praying woman, she would have prayed Caleb would find something and tell her. But she had never been into religious things like praying, especially since her mama had died fourteen years before.

“Stop thinking so much. You’ve got too much to do to think about useless things like God. There’s nothing you can do about Jed...” She stopped. She could go looking for him, but she’d never been good at tracking like Caleb had. If Caleb couldn’t find him, nobody could. And knowing Caleb, he would be out looking for him until there was no hope of finding him.

Swallowing the lump in her throat, Anna poured the cornbread into the pan and put it in the oven to bake. She shuddered as she suppressed the sobs trying to escape her. She wouldn’t give in. Not until there was no hope left at all. And even then, she would have to remain strong until she went to bed.
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An hour after entering Iain’s bedroom, the doctor came out. “I won’t lie to the two of you,” he said. “It’ll be a miracle if your pa lives. He’s been badly beaten and has two broken ribs, a broken nose, and a sprained arm, not to mention the blow to his head, and bruises all over his body. If those ribs punctured a lung, he might not live the day. As far as I can tell, none of them did, but I want to caution you. He needs rest and the best care he can get. If he moves too much before those ribs heal, he could still puncture a lung. His bandages should be changed at least twice a day and the salve needs to be reapplied each time.” He looked at Anna, concern deep in his eyes. “I don’t want you wearing yourself out to keep your pa alive.”

Anna nodded since she couldn’t speak. She kept her thoughts to herself, but with Jed gone and little possibility of ever getting him to come back, Da was all she had left, besides Caleb, and Caleb could take care of himself. She would do everything she could to keep her da alive.

She watched as the doctor packed his things and then she walked him to the door and watched him stride to his horse and buggy. The doctor gave a slight wave as he climbed into the buggy and Anna turned away.

“Caleb?” she asked as she turned back into the house. Silence greeted her. Where did he go? Anna shrugged it off. He had probably returned to the field to finish hoeing. It didn’t really matter to her where he went, she had a job to do. With Jed gone for good now, she would work her hardest to keep her da alive and Caleb safe and satisfied here at home.
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After the doctor had his say, Caleb spun on his heel and hurried to the back door. Don’t go too fast, Jed. I’ve gotta find you. Even if you don’t come back with me, I gotta know you’ll be okay. As he reached the back door, he thought of something and turned around quickly. He caught sight of Anna standing in the front door, watching the doctor leave. Caleb took the stairs two and three at a time until he reached his bedroom. He hurried to the box under his bed, opened it up, and pulled out his Henry repeating rifle.

As he gently lifted his secret weapon out of its box, he caressed it and a hint of a smile came to his face. He may not have fought in the War Between the States, but he had gotten a few benefits from his short stints as a scout; this rifle being the best of them all. Shaking his head clear of the memory, he strapped the rifle around him, filled his pockets with shells, and grabbed the blanket off his bed. He knew Jed wouldn’t have thought of warmth or food. Caleb couldn’t do anything about food without alerting Anna to his plan and there was no need to worry her about one more thing today.

He spun around and rushed down the stairs and out the back door, praying Anna hadn’t seen him. He went to the spot where his da had lain just over two hours before. Kneeling down on one knee, he examined Jed’s footprints. Jed had headed west, more or less. Caleb nodded. The boy was smart. Going this way meant neither Anna nor he could have seen him leave.

Using his tracking skills for the first time since the War, Caleb followed Jed’s trail for about a half hour until he reached a steep embankment. At this point, the sign grew jumbled and difficult to read. Half a dozen horses had stood in this spot and almost as many men. Caleb squinted his eyes in concentration and walked down to the road. “Interesting...” he said to himself. “The stage or a wagon came here and...” He turned in a slow circle and his heart sank. He went to the other side of the road and examined the sign there. Stagecoach robbers. Had Jed come upon them and been taken captive? Or had he come here after and let his tracks get lost among these?

Caleb walked down the road a few hundred feet, determined to find Jed’s tracks. His eyes darted back and forth across the road. The weight on his chest grew the farther he went. “God!” he yelled. “If You’re up there, give me something. Some sign Jed is okay.” He gasped for breath as he fought the sob trying to escape his chest.

Summoning his strength and inner resolve, Caleb battled to breathe normally and calm down.

“I can’t do this again, I can’t lose another man.” He crouched down at the side of the road and closed his eyes. His breathing became shallow as a scene from earlier in his life flashed through his mind.


He crouched in the shadows, watching the enemy camp. His eyes took in everything, but he could see nothing that looked like a stockade. As he scanned the camp one last time, movement to his right caught his eye. One of the commanders stepped out of the shadows near him, pushing a man in front of him.

Caleb resisted the urge to jump up. There he was; the man he’d been tracking. His fellow soldier. The enemy commander led his prisoner into the middle of the camp and said something not quite loud enough for him to hear. When he was done, a shout rose from the camp. Whatever he’d said made the men glad. Then a soldier handed the commander a rope.

The commander gave the rope to a lad who couldn’t be more than fourteen, and the boy shimmied up a nearby tree and tied the rope—a hangman’s noose—to a sturdy branch.



Caleb leaped to his feet and forced the memory from his mind. He’d lost another man. The soldier he’d tracked hadn’t been a friend, barely an acquaintance, but his death had made a huge impact on Caleb.

Now he had failed to find Jed in time. Would Jed survive on his own? Would he be warm enough? Would he find a way to make money honestly? Would his limited church attendance give him enough moral standing to do what was right?

Caleb took a deep breath and trudged back toward home. At the edge of the cornfield, he set the blanket and rifle on the ground and collapsed to his knees.

Caleb lost track of time as he knelt beside the field. By the time he looked up again, the sun was high in the sky and getting warm. Not stifling yet—it was too early in the year to be stifling—but still warm enough for him to wish he had some water. Maybe Anna made some lemonade, he thought. Then he remembered his da. She would be too busy with Da to have thought of making lemonade for him. Caleb wrapped his rifle in the blanket and moved the bundle into the shade of a nearby tree.

He looked out over the field of short corn-stalks and took a deep breath. “Well, Caleb, this is it. The field you get to take care of by yourself for at least three weeks.” He groaned at the thought. At least he didn’t have to keep Da in bed like Anna did. By the end of three weeks, Anna would probably wish she was out in the cornfields.

Caleb shook off the thoughts and picked up his hoe. He had finished hoeing one row before he realized the row had already been done. He muttered an insult to himself and moved two rows north, looking up and down the row to make sure this one hadn’t already been completed. Then he got started once more. The field was half done by the time Anna rang the dinner bell four hours later.
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​Chapter One
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The day started out as usual. Rachel, Maggie, and Duncan ate their breakfast together and Maggie packed a lunch for her daughter and husband. Duncan and Rachel walked together until they reached the schoolyard where Duncan left her while he went to his job.

Everything was normal at school until just before lunch. The only thing slightly unusual was a feeling of something uncomfortable settling in the pit of Rachel’s stomach. She tried to shake it off as she recited her history and arithmetic lessons and read a portion in her reader while the younger classes took the attention of the teacher.

Just before noon, Pastor Crawford came in and asked to talk to Rachel alone. He stepped outside and waited for her. When she came out, she had a concerned look on her face and closed the door slowly.

Pastor Crawford sat on the bottom step of the schoolhouse and patted the step next to him. Rachel came and sat on the step above him.

Pastor Crawford cleared his throat and looked up at the girl. “Rachel, your father was hurt very badly this morning shortly after he got to work. Your mother asked me to bring you home right away. She isn’t sure he will live very long.”

Rachel’s eyes went wide. Her daddy was hurt and possibly dying? It couldn’t be true! Rachel searched Pastor Crawford’s face and she knew it had to be true. Without thinking about anything else, she jumped up and raced through the schoolyard and turned onto the boardwalk toward home without noticing the shout from the pastor telling her to wait for him.

Rachel ran all the way home until she got to the front door of her house. Then, and only then, did she stop. She was eight years old and had opened doors hundreds of times, but suddenly she couldn’t remember how to open one.

God help me! Rachel cried out in a silent prayer. She desperately searched her brain for some memory of this wooden barrier keeping her from her possibly dying daddy. As she tried to remember, it opened. Her mum stood on the other side, holding the door open and staring at Rachel with sightless eyes. Rachel stared back, unblinking. They stood that way for a full minute before Rachel slipped past her and went to the bedroom.

When she entered the room, she saw her daddy lying motionless on the large four-poster bed he had made as a wedding present for her mum. Rachel stood in the doorway thinking about how much she had always loved the bed, but today, it seemed to make her dad seem much too small. A sob caught in her throat and it must have been just enough to catch his attention. Duncan’s head turned her way and he crooked a finger, beckoning Rachel to come nearer.

Rachel’s feet glided forward without her telling them to. When she reached him, Duncan laid his left palm up on the bed and Rachel automatically put her right hand into his and he gave her hand a weak squeeze.

“Baby Girl,” he said in a hoarse voice. “Oh, Baby Girl, I’m so sorry. Remember, I’ve always loved you and always will.”

Rachel nodded as the tears that had been threatening started to stream down her cheeks.

“Trust in God. No matter what,” Duncan whispered. “No matter how hard it is, always trust in God.”

“Yes, Daddy, I will,” Rachel promised. Deep down, she knew she would. She knew she really would trust God. Somehow, some way.

Duncan’s eyes drifted closed and his grip on her hand relaxed.

Over the next two days, Maggie and Rachel stayed by his bedside. Duncan drifted in and out of sleep. The doctor could give them little hope. There was nothing he could do and nothing they could do except pray.

During one of the times Duncan was awake, he told them what had happened. He had been up on the roof of a house, putting planks over the roof beams, and lost his balance, falling straight to the ground. There was nothing to cushion his fall onto the wooden floor. The doctor said the fall had broken his back and he was lucky to be alive at all.

Before he died, Duncan talked to his two ladies. “God will take care of both of you.” He looked into Maggie’s face with a tender expression and stroked her disheveled hair before turning his eyes to Rachel. He put his hand in hers. “God will take care of you both.” When he finished, he quietly slipped from them and toward his Savior.
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Two years later, Maggie struggled to put food on the table for herself and Rachel. She did everything a decent woman could think of or find to do, but there just were not any steady, respectable jobs. She made do with the little she found, but just barely.

One day, as Rachel was cleaning the small apartment, she prayed and thought out loud. “God, I don’t mean to complain, but I miss my daddy. With no daddy, Mum is too busy and she’s always worried. She is gone a long time, but still doesn’t make enough money. I wish I could help somehow, but I can’t. All I can do is pray, try to keep the apartment clean, pray, and love Mum. And yes, God, I know I said pray twice. But it seems like the only thing I can do. I wish I had a new daddy.”

Rachel stopped sweeping the floor as this new thought made its way through, in, and around her brain. “With a new daddy,” Rachel whispered to herself, “Mum wouldn’t worry so much and I could see Mum more and have a daddy to help raise me.” Rachel sighed. “But who could she marry?” Rachel asked the apartment in general. “She’s gotten offers before, but all of them were bad men. God, we have to find another way to do it! There’s just got to be a way for Mum to get married again and have more children and maybe even fall in love again.” She grinned from ear to ear. “Please, God?”

Just then, the door swung open and Maggie stepped through.

“Mum!” Rachel exclaimed.

Maggie started at Rachel’s loud voice. “Hello to you, too, Rachel. Why are you so excited?”

“God and I decided you need to find a new husband.”

Maggie nodded—not at all the response Rachel thought she would get. Although her mum did seem distracted.

Maggie walked into the kitchen while Rachel wandered after her. “I actually had the same idea today,” she said as she grabbed a cabbage to cut.

“You did?” Rachel asked.

Maggie nodded again. “While I was at work, one of the older ladies asked if I would ever consider getting married again. I said I might if I met the right man. She told me about her son, who lives out west, and how he married a mail order bride.” She scraped the chopped cabbage into the pan on the table and poured some water in. “She said it might be worth a try.”

Rachel stirred the thin cabbage soup while Maggie finished cutting up the cabbage.

When all the cabbage was cooking in the pot, Maggie leaned back against the table. “I’ve been praying about it ever since. I think God wants me to do it.” She gave a short, forced laugh. “I’m not sure why or how, though. And I never would have thought I would become a mail order bride, or that God would say, ‘Do it Maggie.’ What do you think, Rachel? Am I crazy?”

Rachel put the spoon down, took a step toward her mum, and put her arms around her waist. “You could never be called crazy, Mum. I think it is a wonderful idea, and God is the one who gave the lady the idea to talk to you. If it works, wonderful! If it doesn’t, we’ll know it wasn’t really God’s will.”

Ten minutes later, while they ate their supper, they started making plans.

“This is probably going to mean more mail coming and going,” Maggie said. “You’ll have to get the mail every day.”

Rachel grinned. “Yes, Mum. Can I be the first to read the letters? Please?”

Maggie stared in her direction. “No, I don’t think so. We don’t know what kind of men will be responding. I’ll read them when I get home and either put them in the stove or on the table.”

Rachel nodded and took the dishes to the sink to wash them. While Rachel washed, dried, and put away the dishes, Maggie wrote the short advertisement. It had to be short because every word cost money.

“Widow seeking God-fearing husband. 30 with daughter, 10. Write Maggie McDougall, Wheeling, OH.”

It wasn’t much, but after praying about it, Maggie decided it was exactly what God wanted her to say.
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​Chapter Two
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Caleb tapped his fingers on the arm of the chair, staring out the dark window. There had to be something to do. Anna was in her room reading her Bible again. Or maybe she was scheming to marry him off to some simpering young female from church. He grimaced. He’d seen them enough to know none of those women were for him. All the women in town and on nearby farms were either too young, already married, or had too many children. He knew he was being picky, but he wanted a woman his own age with one or two children at the most. He wasn’t much of a family man and didn’t intend to change his mind. He wasn’t sure he wanted to get married.

With a shake of his head, Caleb picked up the newspaper Anna had brought from town and absently read the headlines. Nothing interesting there. Since he had nothing else to do, he decided to flip through the advertisements. Horses dominated the page, but way toward the bottom there was a different set of advertisements.

“Mail Order bride seeks wealthy Western man. Write Mona Sommers, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.”

“Hi, I’m Abigail Simmons. I’m 19 and there aren’t any young men here due to the War. I am looking for a God-fearing husband who will care for me just as I am. I am not plain, but I do limp from a childhood fall. I would also be bringing my little sister, 5, with me since my parents are dead. If interested, please write to me in Richmond, Virginia.”

The next, and last ad, caught his attention. He wasn’t sure if it was because of the age of the woman, the daughter she mentioned, or the fact the woman made her situation sound almost desperate.

“Widow seeking God-fearing husband. 30 with daughter, 10. Write Maggie McDougall, Wheeling, OH.”

Caleb leaned back in the chair, letting the paper fall limp in his hands. He stared into space for a long time. When the candle sputtered, he shook himself and took the advertisement section out from the rest of the paper. He put the paper back where it had been before and carried the advertisement sheet to his room. He would decide what to do in the morning.

As he climbed the stairs, he thought through all the reasons not to get married. He was old. Well, not terribly old, but old enough. He believed in God, but not like Anna did. He knew God would never accept him into heaven. The things he’d done or caused to happen in the past wouldn’t allow for it. He didn’t particularly like children and wasn’t good with them. With the way he’d been raised, he didn’t have a good example to go by.

His father was a drunk and he didn’t want to expose anybody to that, especially if he became violent again. And there was always the possibility he could turn out the same as his da. After what happened to Jed, he didn’t want to risk putting any children through that, especially not his own.

With a sigh, Caleb fell into his bed. “God, if You’re out there, I could use a little help.”

He bent his legs and pulled the blankets over himself. With a deep breath, he closed his eyes and tried not to let his mind think about anything while he drifted into a restless sleep.
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While Caleb stacked the first cutting of hay in the barn, his mind wandered back to Maggie’s advertisement. He wondered what had made her write the ad. Weren’t there men in Wheeling, Ohio? It wasn’t as if she lived in Richmond like Abigail did. Wheeling shouldn’t have been affected by the War as much as Richmond. And why did he care so much about either of these young ladies? He wasn’t fit to think of marriage, let alone get a girl’s hopes up.

“Caleb!” Iain’s voice broke through his thoughts. “Watch what yer doin’!”

Caleb looked at his pitchfork and saw the fresh hay he had just picked up was about to drop into the still dirty cow pen. He grumbled at himself and got the hay in the stack. No more thinking, he told himself. It worked for exactly two minutes.

His thoughts began to wander between Maggie’s advertisement, which made her sound like a lady in distress, and the fairy tales his mother had read to him and Anna when they were little. He shook the thoughts away and concentrated on his work. By the time supper was eaten and evening chores finished, he had been successful and hadn’t thought about the advertisement.

As he entered his bedroom and congratulated himself on not thinking about Maggie, his tired brain woke up. He tried to ignore the newspaper tucked under his bed. He got out of his work clothes, put on his nightshirt, and lay down on the bed. Despite the thickness of his cornhusk mattress and the thinness of the paper, it still seemed like there was a lump under the bed where the paper lay.

Caleb tossed and turned for a half hour before he gave up, lit a candle, and pulled out the advertisement. He read the ad again and, against his better judgment, crept downstairs to the desk to write a letter.


Dear Mrs. McDougall,

My name is Caleb Stuart. I’m a 32 year old farmer. I farm here in Tennessee and live with my da and sister. I am the oldest and have a sister, Anna, who is two years younger than me and I had a little brother, Jed, who was eleven years younger than me. We don’t make much money off the farm, but we’ve always made enough to get by in the drought years.

Since you mention in your ad that you are a God-fearing woman, I should probably tell you right out: I’m not a Christian. So far, the only one of my family who’s become a Christian that I know of, is my little brother who was an outlaw, got caught, and became a Christian just before he was hanged for his crimes. But my sister, Anna, started going to church again a couple months ago. She hasn’t been the same since we got the news about Jed’s death a few months ago.

I’m over six feet tall and all muscle. That might sound a little boastful, but it’s the truth and I don’t like lyin’. I’ve got brown hair, brown eyes, and well-tanned skin just like any good farmer. Anna claims my hair looks almost reddish sometimes.

I’m not sure what else to say about myself since I’ve never done this afore. I’m not even sure why I’m writing this letter except I can’t sleep for thinking of writing. I don’t really know if I wanna get married. Well, I do, but I don’t, if that makes any kind of sense. There’s things from my past I have a hard time getting past.

I s’pose I should ask a few questions. Why did you place the ad? What is your daughter’s name? What does she think of you becoming a mail order bride? How long have you been widowed and how did your first husband die? If that’s too personal or none of my business at this time, you don’t have to answer it.

Sincerely,

Caleb Stuart



[image: image]

Maggie trudged home after another long day looking for a decent job to do and failing again. It would be another supper of thin cabbage soup for them tonight. God, Maggie prayed, please help me provide for my daughter. She’s getting too thin. If we don’t get some decent food, she’ll grow up to be motherless and probably end up working in a brothel or dying of starvation. Please, I beg of You, give me something. Some kind of hope to help me get through this. I can’t handle it much longer.

She took a deep breath to steady her anguish before turning the doorknob to enter the apartment.

“Mum!” Rachel exclaimed as soon as the door opened a crack. “We’ve got three letters today! THREE!”

A smile flirted with Maggie’s mouth despite the exhaustion seeping through her bones. “I suppose you would like me to read them?”

Rachel rolled her eyes. “Mu-umm.”

Maggie smiled tiredly. “Okay, why don’t you make us some soup while I read the letters?”

Rachel bounced into the kitchen and started to cut up the cabbage with a vengeance. Maggie sank into the only upholstered furniture in the room—the upright chair Duncan had given her as an anniversary present.

Please God, don’t let these three men be as demanding or desperate as the last two letters.


Dear Maggie,

It warmed my heart to read your advertisement. I need the help of a woman to raise my two nieces and two nephews. They are all younger than your daughter and adding your daughter in the mix, there would be children ages 10, 8, 6, 4, and 2. A bit hectic, I know. I’ve been trying to care for the four children with very little help since my sister and her husband died a week ago.

I am a God-fearing 38 year old man who has never been married. I am the owner of a ranch in Kansas. The ranch does quite well and I am rarely needed to help with the stock. That is the only thing that has helped me and the housekeeper stay sane with my nieces and nephews around. I do have a housekeeper and would be able to support a rather large family. Come to think of it, I already do.

I have blond hair and green eyes, I’m somewhere under six foot, have an average education, and was raised on this ranch. As the oldest son in a family of two sons and one daughter, I inherited the ranch. As I mentioned before, my sister and her husband died in a horrific accident. My brother is off wandering the Wild West somewhere. I lost track of him years ago.

I don’t think there’s anything more you need to know. If there is, ask and I’ll try to give you an answer.

If you don’t mind me asking, how long have you been widowed? Would your daughter be okay with having four instant siblings?

Anxiously awaiting your response,

Cole Baxter



Maggie leaned her head back and stared at the ceiling. Yes, this man was a little desperate, but he had four good reasons to be. It would definitely be a big change. Maggie set the letter aside to read to Rachel later in the evening. The next letter had just a few lines on it and most of the words were barely legible, so she set it aside to be burned in the wood stove during supper.
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