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February 13, 1888

Dear Mr. Irvine,

I have enjoyed our conversations from the beginning and feel that you would be a good match as a husband and helper. After writing to you these past months, I believe we have enough in common to make this work, especially since you are not afraid of the hard labor involved. Please let me know your thoughts... Also, in answer to your mother’s inquiry, let her know that my favorite flavor of pie is lemon and tell her hello for me.

Sincerely,

Miss Susan Rhinehart

––––––––
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February 17, 1888

Dear Miss Rhinehart,

In response to your last letter, I would agree that we suit. As I mentioned before, I prefer to work outdoors and would welcome the opportunity to become your husband and partner. I look forward to your next correspondence and await your decision for us to meet in person. I can be ready for travel at any time.

Sincerely,

Jesse Irvine

Jesse placed the fountain pen back into a jar on the desk and stood. As he folded the letter, he stared at the address already written on the envelope. His future would forever change once he sent this letter. Several months ago while at the general store, he’d skimmed through new ledgers for the bookkeeping business and a scent, similar to Jasmine, gained his attention. It reminded him of the Jasmine bushes that bordered the front porch of his parent’s house. Often the fragrant flowers would invite the family to gather on the porch and play card games. That same scent belonged to an ad. One that presented a unique opportunity and had put him in an adventurous mood ever since. 

He answered the ad for a mail order husband. Subsequently, he and Miss Rhinehart have been writing letters to each other. So far, he’s learned bits and pieces about farm life and a young woman, who tends the farm alone after the death of her parents. With her influence, he studied about farm animals and ranch attire in his spare time, and discovered that his waistcoat and floppy bow tie wouldn’t be appropriate garments on a farm. He planned to trade them in for a vest, a work shirt, and pull on cowboy boots. He placed the folded paper in the envelope. In addition, he would add a Stetson to his wardrobe. He considered the cowboy hat to be of uppermost importance for farming apparel.

His brother’s thunderous voice carried to his bedroom from downstairs. Jarod’s loud and obnoxious tone served as a reminder; it was necessary to make this change in his life. He glanced at a verse of scripture scribbled on the stationery that lay on his desk. The strong desire to give up his present way of life he owed to an unforeseen searching of his soul. Jarod’s laughter once again rose to the heights of his bedroom and made him cringe. Envelope sealed, he placed it in his pocket and headed for the post office.

February 20, 1888

Dear Mr. Irvine,

I am indeed pleased by your response. I, too, am looking forward to meeting you in person. I would like you to come to the farm by March 2. I have enclosed a map for you and propose for us to be married on the following Sunday. If you agree this will be my last letter before we meet.

Anxiously awaiting your arrival,

Miss Susan Rhinehart

––––––––
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February 24, 1888

Dear Miss Rhinehart,

I will be there on March 2. I’ figure to leave around 9:00 in the morning, so I should arrive before noon. My mother says hello. She can’t wait to meet you. I have invited my family to the wedding, I thought you wouldn’t mind. I certainly won’t starve on my trip since my mother plans to pack about a week’s worth of food for me. I’ll have plenty left over to share and I’m sure there will be a lemon pie included. Don’t worry, my mother is a great cook.

I’ll see you in one week!

Sincerely,

Jesse

Cascade, Colorado

March 2, 1888

On horseback, Jesse Irvine rode along the Ute Pass trail and approached the narrow walls of a canyon that led to the town of Cascade. Water rumbled as it poured over multiple rock ledges on one side of the peak. It descended into a large pool and fed the stream that trailed along the base of the mountain. A heavy mist hovered within the narrow pathway and created a fine cloud over trees and shrubbery. Ahead, the landscape opened up into a valley of grassland and flourishing vegetation.

In the near distance, several buildings cluttered the perimeters of the main road, and at the northwest border of the settlement, you couldn't miss the majestic Pikes Peak Mountain.

Adrenaline rushed through his body at the sight. His new home. It would be a challenge, a different way of living, but one he looked forward to with enthusiasm. He hummed his favorite tune and decided that after the two-hour ride from his home town of Colorado Springs, he would stop at the local eatery and grab a mug of sarsaparilla. If his calculations were correct, he had about thirty minutes left to go before he would reach the farm. He breathed deep and grinned. The area looked promising, and on the outskirts of this town awaited a future of an uncertain farm life, and a woman with whom he would share this journey.

The first structure on the right turned out to be the post office and next to that an eating establishment. Jesse reined in his horse and noticed a black Labrador retriever, who stretched its head over the edge of a wagon. He slipped out of the saddle, tied his horse to the post, and stepped over to the dog, who wagged its tail. He chuckled while he gave the dog a scratch along its neck. “Aren't you a happy camper,” he said as his fingers worked their way to the dog’s ears.

A bell rang as the door to the post office opened. A woman stepped out of the building and stopped as she watched him pet the dog. “Katie, are you keeping this gentleman?”

This must be the dog’s owner. “She's worth the time,” he said as the dog leaned into his hand. 

The woman smiled. “Yes, I would have to agree.” She proceeded to step forward, and while she regarded him, fell flat on her face. “Oh!” she exclaimed.

Jesse gaped at the empty space where the woman had stood and then raced around the front of the wagon to where she had plummeted to the ground. “Holy smokes!” he said. Immediately he offered his help. “Here, take my hand.”

With one hand braced against the wagon and her other hand locked tight within his, she successfully came upright again.

“Are you all right?” 

She gave him a brief smile, “Slightly humiliated, but otherwise I’m okay.” The woman looked down at her feet and cursed the edge of the wooden walkway that she'd tripped over.

“You've got a scrape on your chin. Are you sure you're all right?”

Her fingers went to the scrape and pulled away with a small amount of blood on them. “It's fine. I'll be fine,” she said as she pulled the collar of her coat together. 

There was a nip in the air... he examined her face again. Could this woman be Susan Rhinehart? Her brownish blond hair matched close to the description in the letters. He would describe this woman’s hair as sun kissed. 

“Is something wrong?”

He shook his head. “No.” Her eyes... they were an unusual color, just as described in the letters. “It's only that your dress has dirt on it. You may want to brush it off,” he suggested, and had to fight to keep his hands from brushing it for her. She happened to be a fine looker of a woman. 

“I’ll be okay. I'm on my way home. No one will see me like this,” she assured him, paused, and then added, “Except for you.”

“I won't tell a soul,” he promised as he continued to study her features. 

“Thank you.”

The dog shook while they went silent.

The woman smiled. “Yes, Katie, it's time to go.” As the woman stepped up to the seat of the wagon, Jesse helped her.

“Thank you, sir. Have a pleasant day,” she said as her gaze regarded him. 

The dog shook again.

Jesse stared at the dog that had an animated expression on its face. Susan Rhinehart had a dog. A Labrador retriever in fact. And her name was... Katie.

“Is there something else, sir?” She asked with amusement.

Jesse dragged his gaze away from the dog to the woman whose eyes sparkled with delight. He cleared his throat. “Yes. Are you Miss Susan Rhinehart?” His pulse raced as he waited for an answer.

The smile on her face froze. “I am. Why?” 

Jesse sighed with relief and gave her a generous smile to ease the tension. “I’m Jesse Irvine.” He expected her to be happy about finally meeting in person, but instead she appeared perplexed.

“Should I know you?”

Could there be two Susan Rhinehart’s? He couldn’t imagine there would be in this close of vicinity. Or, had she exposed a deviant sense of humor? “I would think so since we’ve been corresponding for several months now.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Corresponding? I have no idea what you are talking about, Mr. Irvine.”

He chuckled and went along with the gag as he took off his Stetson. “Is this a joke? Are you putting me on?”

She glared at him and then cocked her head to the side. “Mr. Irvine, truly, I haven't any idea what you are talking about.”

By now, he took her seriously, because either she’d had damn good acting lessons or she told the truth. He looked directly into those hazel eyes of hers. “I’m your mail order husband, Miss Rhinehart.”

Her mouth parted as her eyes widened. “My... what?”

Her genuine expression of shock was not a good sign. He pushed his hat back on his head and placed his hands on his hips. “I’m the one who responded to your advertisement for a mail order husband. We’ve been corresponding through letters for several months and have agreed that we suit. Have you changed your mind?”

Her eyes flared as her lips pursed. “I honestly have no idea what you are talking about. I have never posted an advertisement, especially not for a mail order husband!”

Panic set in as Jesse strode to his horse and reached for the band of letters he kept with him. “I have the letters here in my bag.” He drew a letter out of an envelope and handed it to her.

She snatched the letter and studied it. Her gaze lifted to his. “I'm sorry to tell you this, Mr. Irvine, but I didn't write this letter. The signature certainly isn't mine.”

He stared at her and tried to understand what had gone wrong. Did she disapprove of him physically? Had she changed her mind and now pretended to be in shock, claiming she hadn’t written the letters? 

Every day for the last few months, he'd looked forward to her correspondence. In the beginning, the letters were a ploy to antagonize his brother. After the first two weeks, though, he didn't share any more letters but kept them private. A heavy weight settled in his stomach, but he carried on, he wasn’t about to give up. “Miss Rhinehart, it has to be you, your description of yourself is an exact fit.”

Her lips tightened even more. “Mr. Irvine, I admit you have my name right, but please believe me when I say that I did not write this letter.” She handed him the piece of paper.

He took the letter and shoved it into the envelope. “This doesn't make sense. I have been writing to Susan Rhinehart. I have every letter with me. I am not making this up.”

She breathed out. “Forgive me, but I find your story unbelievable. How you got my name, I─”

“From your advertisement,” Jesse said.

At first, she didn’t respond, only stared at him. “I've got to leave. I have family waiting. Good luck.” She snapped the reins and steered the wagon north through town.

“You're not married,” Jesse called out to her as she drove away. The dog stood at the back of the wagon, wagging its tail. “Lucky dog,” he said under his breath.

He needed a drink and sarsaparilla wasn’t strong enough. For a person who usually stayed clear of any intoxicant, this time he would make an exception. He put the envelope in his bag and strolled down the walkway, passing by the eatery on his way to the saloon. He'd made the right decision. Once he witnessed the frustration in her eyes, he knew to back off. He would give her time and then try again. This time he would convince her. He had to, because now that he'd seen her in person, he knew that he'd made the right choice to come here.
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Outskirts of Cascade, CO

The next day Susan had just finished boiling water for her tea when Annabelle, her goat, made a unique bleat sound like she always did when someone arrived at the farm. She peeked out the curtain of the kitchen window and to her surprise, the man from yesterday stood on her porch. While he took time to make himself presentable, she observed him. He used one hand to smooth the strands of his dark golden hair back into place. His other hand held a dark brown Stetson. She couldn’t see them yesterday because the sun had blinded her, but his eyes looked to be a light shade of color. His knuckles connected with the wooden door and she jumped. Was this man safe? He’d been adamant about being her mail order husband. She would never advertise for a husband. How then did he know her name? She stepped to the door, glanced at her weapon of protection, and determined to settle this misunderstanding. 

The wooden door creaked open and her eyes fixed on his. Green. His eyes were a sedative green like the sage plants scattered throughout her property. “You're back,” Susan said. Behind the door, her fingers clutched tighter around the barrel of a twelve-gauge shotgun.

“And you lied about having a family.”

“I do have a family, look around you.”

Jesse quickly scanned the yard, “The livestock?”

“Don't forget about Katie, the dog.”

With perfect timing, Katie ran toward them from the outskirts of the yard and plowed into Jesse’s leg. He chuckled and knelt down. His fingers scratched behind her ears.

Susan shook her head. “What a great guard dog, Katie. You’re a traitor.”

“Labrador's aren't naturally aggressive.”

“No, but they can obviously be traitors.”

Jesse continued to pet Katie as he lifted his eyes to hers. “If Katie finds me okay, why won't you?”

“I don't know you.”

“Katie doesn't know me either. She goes by instinct.”

“Yeah, well I go by action, Mr. Irvine.”

“I believe I have taken sufficient action, Miss Rhinehart.”

“How do you figure that?”

Jesse straightened from his lowered position. “I know that you're here alone, besides the livestock and Katie. I also know that you need help around the farm.”

“Anyone could see that for themselves.”

A hint of a grin appeared on his mouth. “I know your parent’s names are Timothy and Sally Rhinehart, and that they passed away recently.”

Her heart skipped a beat. “How could you know that?” What was this man’s intention? To drive her mad?

“Your brother is Jaime Rhinehart.”

“How...” she stumbled.

“You’re twenty-seven years old.”

She’d read him wrong. He’s not playing around, he’s not making this up. He truly believes they’ve been corresponding. “Mr. Irvine, how on earth did you get this information about me?”

“From your letters, of course.”

Susan saw that he had the leather satchel with him. “Let me see one of those letters.”

Jesse went to get his bag. He carried the satchel up the wooden steps and opened it so she could take her pick. 

Susan grabbed the first one her fingers touched and used her teeth to pull the letter from the envelope, as her opposite hand still grasped the shotgun behind the door. Her mouth fell open and the letter drifted to the planks of the porch. Her hand shook as she gripped the envelope. “Oh no,” she moaned as the handwritten address held her captive.  

“What is it?” Jesse eagerly asked.

Why would he do this? She met the gaze of her fake mail order husband. 

His smile widened. “You recognize something, don't you?”

Mr. Irvine had unknowingly been involved in a certain someone's humorous scheme. She placed the shotgun more securely against the wall and then invited him into her house. “Please, come in so we can talk further.” She pushed at the door so it would open wider. 

He bent down to retrieve the letter that had fallen to the ground. He stepped by her and set his leather bag on the floor as he sat in a chair at the kitchen table. 

Susan placed the envelope on the table and picked up the teapot. “Would you like some?”

Jesse nodded. 

She filled a cup and set it on the table in front of him, then slid the sugar bowl and a small pitcher of cream next to his cup. She sat in a chair across from him.

He didn’t add sugar, but he added cream, a lot of it before he picked up a spoon and stirred. He nodded toward the gun. “Do you know how to use it?”

Susan flashed her gaze at the gun. “Of course. What good would it be if I didn't know how to use it?”

Jesse shrugged. “I've come across a few women who have a gun but choose not to learn how to fire it.”

“What purpose would that serve?”

“It could scare off someone who didn't know the difference.”

“Are you offended that I do know how to use it?”

He chuckled. “No, I'm rather impressed.”

She tilted her head. “Are you from the city, Mr. Irvine?” She had to ask because even though he wore western clothes, they looked new. There wasn’t a wrinkle or an ounce of dust on his entire outfit.

“Yes. You should know that by the letters we─” Jesse started to say.

“You forgot. We haven't written letters to each other,” Susan reminded him.

Jesse went silent. Tension visibly tightened in the muscles of his jaw. He chose not to argue. He inspected the kitchen area before his gaze came back to hers. “Well, what revelation did you have?”

She straightened and skimmed the rim of her teacup with a finger. “One that has us playing the part for a practical joker.” She gulped down a good amount of tea. “I’m going to murder him.”

“Who?”

Her eyes narrowed. “My brother,” she voiced in a low grumbled tone.

“Your brother?” 

“Yes, my brother. He is relentless about my welfare, especially now that he is newly married.”

“Do you have proof that he did this?”

“I do now. The handwriting on the envelope is his. I know that because of a fancy loop on the letter's S and R. The signature of our last name is definitely his.”

Jesse peered at the envelope she’d left on the table. “Your brother?” His gaze found hers. “Why?”

Susan sighed heavily before she explained. “Because a few months ago he once again lectured me on hiring help for the farm.”

“And?”

“He kept hounding me about hiring a farm hand that could not only help with the chores, but could also be around the farm in case I had any trouble. He wouldn't let up and so I blurted out that I might as well advertise for a mail order husband. For some reason he took me seriously.” She paused to replay the exact words she had used, convinced that her brother would back off. “It was a joke,” she pleaded to Jesse, who listened patiently. “I'm going to kill him.”

“Killing him isn't necessary, but straightening this out is.”

“I'm so sorry that you got involved in this.”

“It wouldn't be so bad except that I've made plans around the idea of getting married. I quit the bookkeeping profession to come here and be a farmer.”

“I can understand your situation, Mr. Irvine, and I wish that I could straighten this out right away, but Jaime and his wife are currently traveling. They left only two days ago and don't plan to be back for a month.” Susan paused when she remembered a comment her brother had made before his departure. “Jaime did make a strange comment before he left the other day. He said, I predict you will be smiling more often in the near future.”

Jesse chuckled quietly. “He obviously thought you would be taken with your 'mail order husband', even if he's the one who set it up.”

Susan’s gaze settled on Jesse as she admired his handsome features. Those eyes. She’d never seen eyes so intense with blatant curiosity. And his jawline, angled, strong, and partially hidden by a close shaven beard.

“Are you?” he asked.

Her eyes found his. “Am I what?”

“Taken with your mail order husband?”

There was that grin again and it made Susan blush unexpectedly. “Well, Mr. Irvine, I,” she paused while his eyes discreetly traveled over her figure, and then cleared her throat. “Um,”

His eyes widened when they met hers. “Holy smokes. I just remembered that I invited my family to the wedding.”

“You didn't,” Susan said with clear distress in her voice.

“I did. And why wouldn't I? As far as I knew you were in agreement.”

“Well, yes, of course. The letters.” Susan rose out of the chair and stepped over to the kitchen window. She pulled aside the blue-checkered curtain. What have you done Jaime?

“Miss Rhinehart, if you don't have any prior engagements, would you do me the honor of marrying me on Sunday?”

Her stomach lurched and her heartbeat raced. The man didn’t mess around. She turned. “Marry you? You’re a stranger to me.”

“I wouldn't be if you read my letters.”

“Which I can't do because I don't have those letters.” She pressed her fingertips into her temples. “My brother must have them.” 

“Good point,” he agreed.

She folded her arms over her stomach. “After finding out about my brother's deception, you would still like to marry me? 

“Could your brother be that far off about your character?”

“I suppose not. We are close, or I should say we were close.” She pressed her lips together and glanced at the floor. 

He shrugged, “I’ve already resigned myself to getting married. Would you at least think about it?”

“I only have one week to think about marrying a stranger. How is that fair?”

“Remember, to my knowledge we have been writing to each other for several months.”

She sighed heavily. “I don't know.” She turned back toward the window. A raven flew by. She admired the ease at which he moved, the freedom he had to fly away amidst any danger he might encounter. What she wished she could do now. Fly away. She spun around. “I understand your side of it, can you understand mine? I’ve only learned in the last twenty-four hours that this arrangement had been made.”

“Yes, I can. That’s why I’m asking for a chance for us to get to know each other.”

“Why?”

“Because I think there is more to you than what is in those letters.”

“Mr. Irvine, how would we do this? I have one week to get to know you before I’ll marry you on Sunday? That’s hardly enough time.”

“That pretty much sums it up,” he said.

Her fingernails bit into the palms of her hands as a tightness formed in her chest. “I'm going to murder my brother for doing this to me. Not only did he plan this behind my back, he's lied to you.”

“Oh, come now, I'm not that bad of a catch. I mean, at least your brother seems to like me.”

Susan’s glare intensified as she kept her eyes steady with his. “My brother has made decisions for me without my knowledge. That's what I'm upset about.” Although her body filled with frustration, the urge to laugh came out of nowhere. “I was joking about a mail order husband. I guess the joke’s on me,” she sneered. How could her brother think she would benefit by being set-up? It only made her angry.
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