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CHAPTER 1




Seattle, Washington Territory, August 1, 1864




Jason Talbot used his six-foot-six-inch height to look over the heads of the men gathered in the main room of Dolly’s Saloon. They were either employed by Pope Mill Company or Talbot Logging, the company Jason and his four brothers founded and had been running for the last ten years.

These were good men, for the most part, some God-fearing, some not. Some drinkers, some not. Most of the lumberjacks had been with Talbot Logging for all of its ten years in business. But now his men wanted wives. They wanted families, and if he couldn’t provide the women for them to marry, the men would go elsewhere to work. His wasn’t the only logging company in Washington Territory.

In all his thirty-six years he’d never needed for a plan to come together more than this one. He had to succeed where Asa Mercer had failed. Asa, after promising to return with hundreds of women to Seattle, had come back in mid-May with only ten women. Jason planned on one hundred and his sister would be the catalyst to help him. Suzanne would be able to spread the word as well as place advertisements for the women to come to Seattle. And the icing on the cake was that he, Adam and Drew were going back to bring the women to Seattle, themselves. Jason and his brothers were blessed with pleasing faces, and they had been logging for many years, so their bodies showed their strength. When the women saw them, hopefully, their tall, dark-haired good looks would sell the opportunity to the ladies and entice them to join the venture.

He pounded the gavel on the teak bar in front of him. Dolly Hatfield, the owner, had the beautiful bar shipped in special when she came to town and built the saloon six years ago.

“Quiet. Quiet.” Jason yelled over the raised voices of the men in the room.

The two-story building housed the tavern on the main floor and living quarters for Dolly on the upper level.

Dolly wasn’t a beautiful woman in the conventional sense. She was blonde and plump with a mole on her left cheek. She had a heart of gold and wouldn’t be taken advantage of, but she willingly served as a shoulder for the men to cry on.

Today, Dolly sat on the walkway, upstairs in front of her living quarters, observing the proceedings though not taking part.

“We need women, Jason. We want wives,” said Lester Holden, one of Jason’s lumberjacks. “All of us.”

Jason, as the owner of the lumber company, looked around at the men who filled the room to overflowing. Every chair was taken, and dozens of men stood along the walls, all of them nodding.

“How do you propose that we get women to come here?” asked Alfred Pope, the lumber mill owner.

Pope, who was a good six inches shorter than Jason, was always dressed in a suit like a dandy. Coat, white shirt, silver paisley vest, string tie, and pants. His hair was always parted in the middle and slicked down. Jason had never seen him look any different. He never wore the plaid flannel shirts and wool pants like most of the rest of the men in Seattle, and he certainly never wore buckskins as Jason did either.

“I’ve been thinking about that,” said Jason. “I propose that we import them from Massachusetts. The war has taken most of the men from there, according to my sister, Suzanne, who lives in New Bedford. I’ll write today and ask if she can get together women who are looking for husbands and are willing to make the journey. Next week, Clancy will be heading back to New York on his regular run on the Bonnie Blue. I want him to pick up the women in addition to our regular supplies.”

“Asa Mercer tried that already. What makes you think you can do better?” shouted Mark Delany from the back of the room.

“How many women are you proposing come back here?” asked Craig Rowan, a mill worker. Craig was a hefty, barrel-chested man with blond hair and a beard that hid a double chin.

“One hundred,” replied Jason. “And I’ll do it even though Asa didn’t because I’m me and I have my sister already back there. She’ll send out the notices and have the women sign up before Adam, Drew and I even get there.” I’ve got two-hundred-and-fifty men who need wives, but I can’t bring more than one hundred. The Bonnie Blue won’t carry more than that.

“I can’t do it,” said Clancy Abrams, captain of the Bonnie Blue, pulling his pipe from his mouth, his New England accent coloring his words. His captain’s hat, which had seen better days, sat on top of his mostly gray hair. Heavy sideburns joined with his gray beard and covered most of his face. “The Bonnie won’t hold all them women and supplies, too.”

“Well,” said Jason, running a hand behind his neck. “We’ll have you bring the women and whatever supplies you need for the journey with them. After you arrive here and drop off the ladies, you’ll return to San Francisco for our regular supplies, even though it’s more expensive for us. While we’re gone, which will be approximately six months, another ship will be contracted with to bring supplies on a regular basis.”

“That I can do,” said Clancy.

“How will we know which woman we get?” asked Russell Corbett, a tall, dark-haired lumberjack.

“We won’t.” Jason knew this arrangement would be a problem. After bouncing the idea off a few of the men, he knew they wanted to just pick a woman and be done with it. “We all have to court the women, and they will decide who they want to marry.”

“That is as it should be,” said Reverend Peabody, looking over the top of his spectacles. “None of these women will be forced to marry anyone.”

“We’re payin’ one hundred dollars for ’em to git here. They should hafta marry us,” said Cy Bailey, a lumberjack known as much for his handlebar mustache as for his prowess with an ax.

“That is not how this will work. We’re not buying the women.” Jason sighed and ran his hand behind his neck. He knew this would be difficult, but he couldn’t believe the idiocy of some of his workers. “We are asking them if they would come with the purpose of marriage in mind, but that is all. If any particular woman doesn’t find any of us desirable, so be it. Your money is to cover the expenses of going to Massachusetts and bringing the women back, feeding them on the journey and building them four dormitories to live in when they get here.”

He slammed the gavel on the bar.

“That is the way of it, or this venture goes no farther,” shouted Jason over the grumbles.

The voices died down.

“Good. Now I’ll write my sister and get it on the ship out today. Then Adam, Drew and I will go to Massachusetts to escort, and perhaps help to convince the women to make the journey. By writing Suzanne ahead of our arrival, she can get the ball rolling before we come.”

“All right. Okay,” said the men. Some shook hands with each other, some good-naturedly cuffed the shoulder of the man next to them, and a few even threw their hats into the air.

“Bar’s open,” shouted Dolly from the top of the stairs and then she descended to the main floor as graceful as any debutante.

“Thank you for letting us hold our meeting here, Dolly.”

“You know I’d do anything for you, Jason,” she said with a sultry smile.

“Yes, well, um, thanks again.” Jason walked away toward home wondering what exactly he would say to his sister. He hurried down the steps leading from the saloon to the dirt street. They needed to build boardwalks but hadn’t taken the time. They paid for this lack every time the rain came, which in Seattle was often, and turned the street into mud.

He was encouraged by the success of the meeting, but he didn’t look forward to the journey. He hadn’t been back to New Bedford since Cassie died. Then he’d taken his baby boy and ran, as fast as a ship could take him, from the memories. He’d have to face those painful memories now, and he was not looking forward to that occurrence.

Home was a quarter of the way to the top of Bridal Veil Mountain, where he could see people coming by land, but it was Dolly who had a view of the entire harbor from the balcony of her rooms above the saloon. On her balcony, she had a large triangle to let everyone know when the ships were in.

Every ship that docked carried supplies, sometimes mail, and sometimes passengers. Then after they left off their cargo, most filled their holds with lumber—Talbot lumber. Boards for houses, posts for fences and shingles for roofs. Whatever type of wood was needed the company he owned with his brothers, produced, including split rail for the train tracks that were working their way toward his town every day. Years would pass before the trains got there, but Jason was optimistic that rail service would make it one day.

When he reached his three-story home, he went into the kitchen and pulled pen, ink, and paper from the drawer designated for business. He kept the books for the lumber company there. With five brothers living in the house, no room for a separate den was available. Not that he needed one. The drawer would do for now.

His kitchen was a man’s kitchen. Six-burner stove, icebox, sink with water pump, cupboards above the long counters. Below the counters were drawers for cutlery, knives, tools like screwdrivers, hammers, and pliers. His drawer for the Talbot Lumber Company paperwork. Under the drawers were more cupboards. The kitchen didn’t include a pantry, so the cabinets contained food stuffs as well as pots, pans, and dishware.

After sitting at the table for a long time forming the right words in his mind, he finally began to write.




August 1, 1864

Dearest Suzanne,

How are you baby sister? All of your brothers are well and send their love. We are also hoping you will help us. I can think of no delicate way to put this…we need women. Wives for our lumberjacks and the other men here in town.

I’d like to convince one hundred women to come and am hoping that you will place the ad in the papers around the area from New Bedford to Boston and on to New York.

Here is the information:

Wanted single, able-bodied women for marriage to working men in Seattle, Washington Territory. The women will have hundreds of men to choose from and if after one year, anyone who decides not to marry or stay will receive return passage to Massachusetts or San Francisco.

Women are the only answer, Suzanne. Wives. My men are threatening to leave, and I need the men to stay. I would not mind seeing your brothers settle down either. As for myself, I think that boat has sailed. I had my love with Cassie, and she gave me Billy before she left this world.

You wouldn’t recognize him now, dear sister. He’s nine and works hard to keep me in line. He’s growing like a weed and is four feet seven inches tall already. If you could get him some books, I would appreciate it. He’s read everything we have at least twice. He’s discovered a love of astronomy and math. Can you imagine me teaching either one of those subjects? I show him as much as I can, but I’m hoping one of the women who agree to come west will be a teacher. We could use one even though we only have four children in town including Billy. With the influx of women, soon to be families, we’ll need a teacher sooner rather than later.

Please change the advertisement however you need to so that the wording conveys the basic information. I’ll be bringing Adam and Drew with me, as well, and hope that you will accommodate all of us.

How is that ornery brother-in-law of mine? Keeping you on your toes, I bet. Your youngest child, Peter I think you named him, should be about three and walking and talking by the time we arrive in three months.

See you soon.

Love,

Jason




He read over the letter and then, satisfied that his message was conveyed, he dusted the letter before folding and placing it in an envelope addressed to Mrs. Suzanne Pruitt, 2410 Harbor Way, New Bedford, Massachusetts.

Jason checked the clock on the mantle and saw he only had ten minutes before the Gloriana, a lumber trawler, left the dock. She was full of his lumber bound for San Francisco, but she also carried the mail from Seattle and put it on a mail boat bound for New York and Boston. He’d have to run to arrive there in time. Thank goodness it was all downhill.

The Bonnie Blue, Captain Clancy’s ship would be leaving in two weeks with more mail, supply orders and Jason, Adam and Drew Talbot as passengers. The boat was a sleek schooner, more than one hundred feet long and thirty feet wide. She held a lot of lumber in her cargo holds but this trip she would hold one hundred women and their trunks, hopefully.

Jason was betting everything on this venture because if he failed he’d lose his lumberjacks. No lumberjacks, no wood for the mill, no business. Room for failure did not exist.

*****

November 4, 1864




Rachel Sawyer sat at her friend Lucy’s kitchen table and re-read the advertisement she’d given her. Lucy lived with her parents and wanted to leave that situation as soon as possible, which Rachel understood. Lucy was tired of being under her father’s thumb. Lucy’s father was not a nice man.

Lucy put her hands around the cup of tea in front of her and listened as Rachel read from the little slip of paper.

Brides wanted. Women willing to travel to Seattle, Washington Territory, are guaranteed husbands of their choosing. Seattle is a logging town with more than three hundred men who want wives. We are looking for one hundred adventurous women to make the journey of a lifetime. Contact Jason Talbot in care of Mrs. Suzanne Pruitt, 2410 Harbor Way, New Bedford, Massachusetts.

“Brides. Wives, Lucy. What do you think?”

She snapped her fingers. “I say sign us up. We sure as heck aren’t able to find husbands here. They’ve all gone to fight the war. Unless, of course, you want to marry old Mr. Keiper. He’s always looking for a new wife.”

The image of the fat, balding shopkeeper came to mind. Rachel shuddered.

“What’s he do with the ones he had? They can’t all have met with an accidental end. I believe he kills them so he can get a new one. I should have looked into that. That is a real mystery, but with him, I’m afraid what I might find.”

Lucy’s shoulders shook and then her head. “I’m signing up for Seattle. You should, too, rather than trying to be a detective concerning Mr. Keiper’s missing wives.”

Of course, you’d sign up you want to get out of your parent’s house, and you love to travel. The idea of faraway places has always drawn you. In a way, I guess I do too. Even though I don’t mind living at the boarding house, I want a family of my own. Rachel let out a sigh. “Me, too. I don’t want to wait until I’m desperate enough to agree to marry Mr. Keiper.”

If only Ezra hadn’t gotten himself killed in the war, I wouldn’t need to worry about a family. I’d already had one. A family and children. If he’d married me like we planned and then gone to war, I might still have a child of my own. If I continue on the path I’m on I’ll never have children.

“Oh, honey. That won’t happen.”

Rachel looked at her friend. Lucy was Irish, but with raven hair, emerald green eyes and pale skin, she didn’t look it. She also didn’t have the temper so often associated with red-haired Irish people. Sometimes people called her Black Irish, but she didn’t have the dark eyes usually related to someone of Spanish and Irish descent.

“I’m twenty-eight, Lucy. An old maid if there ever was one. I had my chance with Ezra. We were sweethearts for over ten years, ever since we were children. Ezra wanted to wait until he finished medical school and started a practice. Then there was the war and well, he never came home.”

Lucy took Rachel’s hand in hers. “I know all that and if anyone deserves a family it’s you. And you’re not an old maid. You’re only two years older than me and I refuse to think of myself as that hideous term. No men are around here to marry. It’s not like you turned them down. And Ezra doesn’t count. The fool chose the war over you.”

Rachel saw the anger that Lucy had every time Rachel mentioned Ezra. Lucy was angrier at Ezra than Rachel was.

“Besides look at you. You’re beautiful. Golden blonde hair and big, violet-blue eyes the color of the sky at dusk. If men were around you wouldn’t be single.”

“I don’t know about that. Ezra always said I was rather plain, but he loved me anyway. You on the other hand are beautiful. Let’s face it. Neither of us will find men here regardless of our attributes. Eligible men simply don’t exist. This ship to Seattle is our last chance for families of our own. I’m signing up, too.” She took a deep breath. Excitement roared through her. Finally, a chance for a husband and family. I’m not passing up this opportunity. I might even find my true love.

Lucy stood and walked toward the desk in the corner of the kitchen. “It’s settled. We’ll write the woman and tell her we want to go.”

Rachel pounded her hand on the table. “To Hell with writing her. She lives here in New Bedford. I’m going over there first thing tomorrow morning.”

Lucy sat then cocked an eyebrow. “Why wait until tomorrow?”

“Because it’s too late today. I don’t want to be returning home after dark.” Rachel didn’t like to travel after dark even in a quiet town like New Bedford. It brought back bad memories of another night in a dark hallway in a big house where she’d been a maid and then a bedroom. The man thrusting himself against her, then ripping her dress and shoving her on the bed…NO! She would not think about that night. You’ll have to tell your future husband, said a little voice. No. I don’t. He didn’t rape me but if his wife hadn’t come in when she did… I lost my job and was never so glad to be unemployed. I went to the factory after that. The position didn’t pay as much and I had to move back to the boarding house, but at least I was safe. Her hands gripped the table so tight her knuckles were white. She relaxed and let go of the table letting her hands fall into her lap.

“I’ll go with you tomorrow. We can share a Hansom cab there and back.”

“It’s a deal. See you in the morning at nine o’clock.”

*****

Lucy was at the boarding house right on time. She’d come in a Hansom cab.

Rachel didn’t even invite her in but took off toward the taxi waiting out front.

“Let’s go.”

Rachel grabbed Lucy’s arm and they hurried to the cab. Rachel would contact her parents after all the arrangements were made so there was no backing down.

Ten minutes later they stood in front of Suzanne Pruitt’s home.

Rachel swallowed hard. “Are you ready?”

Lucy nodded. “Terrified, but ready.”

They walked to the front door, and Rachel knocked firmly.

A middle-aged woman with gray hair and a white cap opened the door.

“May I help you, young ladies?”

“Yes, we’re here about…um…”

“You’re here about the ad are you not?”

“Yes, ma’am, we are.” Rachel twisted the strings of her reticule in her hands.

“Follow me, ladies.”

She led them to what Rachel saw was the parlor. A half dozen women were already gathered.

“Are you all here about the ad?” Rachel asked the woman closest to her, a vibrant redhead. At the same time, she wondered why more women hadn’t shown up. Maybe the early hour had put them off and they would be coming later. She made a point of memorizing everything she could about the women in the room. After all, a good detective is always observant of their environment.

“Yes. What about you?” asked the woman with the dark auburn hair.

“Yes. We saw the ad yesterday. I’m Rachel Sawyer and this is my friend Lucy Davison.”

“We did, too. I’m Nicole Wescott.” She turned to the other ladies in the room. “That is Karen Martell with the black hair, Bethany Van Ness, in the blue dress, Charlene Belcher, in the pink dress, Bertha Corrigan, with the blonde hair, and Nancy Picozzi in the green dress.”

“Pleased to meet all you ladies,” said Rachel and Lucy together. They turned to each other and laughed.

“I’m a little nervous,” admitted Rachel. This was the strangest room she’d ever seen. Every bit of wall space was taken up with bookshelves…full bookshelves. She loved the idea but where would she get that many books. A reading area with a sofa and two chairs was in front of the fireplace. She liked everything about the room and would love to have one like it in her new home.

“We all are,” said Nicole. “But we all hope the roster isn’t full and they will take us all.”

“Good morning, ladies,” said a pretty blonde, and very pregnant, woman. “I’m Suzanne Pruitt, and you ladies are here to sign up for the trip to Seattle with my brothers. They are not here yet, won’t be for another week or so, but we are getting the ball rolling by signing up ladies now.”

“Will they be able to take us all?” asked Lucy.

“Oh, yes. My brothers are hoping to get one hundred women, and you all are the first to sign up.”

Suzanne walked over to the small table next to Rachel, which she would swear was put in the room just for the purpose of signing up the women. The piece of furniture didn’t match anything else in the room.

“Now, ladies,” Suzanne clapped her hands to get their attention. “Please line up. Everyone is requested to sign the roster. Include your names and addresses, please. My brothers are anticipated to arrive between the twelfth and the fourteenth of this month. I’ve requested the hall at the Presbyterian church around the corner for them to meet and greet everyone. Please plan on being there on the fifteenth so my brothers can meet you and you can ask any questions that you may have.”

All eight of the women lined up and in an orderly fashion signed their names to the list. Rachel was the first, Lucy the second because of their proximity to the table. After Lucy finished signing, Rachel took her by the arm and grinned.

“We did it. We signed up to be mail-order brides. Can you believe it, Luce? We’ll be married probably within the year. Aren’t you excited?”

“Yes, I want to yell out my excitement, but that wouldn’t be ladylike.”

Rachel laughed. “No, I guess it wouldn’t.”

“Very good. Now the next meeting will be at the Presbyterian church on the corner of Midway and Cape Cod Avenues on November 15th. In the meantime, ladies, get your affairs in order so you’ll be ready to leave with little notice,” said Suzanne.

“This is happening,” whispered Lucy to Rachel.

Rachel nodded. “Yes. It really is. We’ll finally have our own families.

“Oh, and ladies,” said Suzanne. “No more than one trunk each and make sure your name is clearly marked on the trunk. Space on the ship will be at a premium. The trunks will be in the hold and difficult to reach. I recommend that you do not take your hoops but bring dresses without them. Shorten the hems of your skirts as needed. None of the women already in Seattle wear hoops, as they would hamper their ability to do their chores and get around. This is a place unlike any you’ve ever known. Seattle is very small. Trust me when I say you’ll be in an entirely different world.”





CHAPTER 2




November 14, 1864

Home of Suzanne and Arthur Pruitt




Jason knocked on the front door of Suzanne Pruitt’s home. He, Adam and Drew waited on the porch to be admitted each of them wearing a sheepskin coat for protection against the freezing weather. Hopefully, Suzanne had placed the ads in the papers and started a roster of the ladies who wanted to sign up to be mail-order brides.

The door opened, and their pretty blonde, blue-eyed sister stood there, heavily pregnant and radiant.

“Jason!”

She threw herself into Jason’s arms.

He caught her as he’d done since she was a baby. Suzanne was the youngest of the Talbot children, just twenty-six and expecting her fourth child. She’d married young, at least as far as Jason was concerned, at seventeen but she had been determined to marry Arthur Pruitt and told Jason so.

What his beautiful sister saw in the mild-mannered, brown-haired, bespectacled, Arthur Pruitt, he couldn’t fathom, but he realized there was nothing he could say to change her mind and so he’d agreed. They married just before Jason and his brothers all left for Seattle and Bridal Veil Mountain, the mountain of timber they’d bought sight unseen. That was almost ten years ago now, just after Jason’s wife Cassie died while birthing Billy. The pain the memory brought had lessened over the years, but his stomach still clenched when he thought of it. His chest didn’t ache anymore though, and for that he was grateful. Just ten days after her death, he’d taken his baby son with him and raised him on that mountain.

“Come in, quickly. Get out of the cold.”

She stood back and let them pass.

Standing in the foyer was Suzanne’s husband and their three children, Gillian, age nine, Scott, age six and Peter. Arthur’s hair was graying, but his eyes twinkled as he observed his wife. Jason could only imagine that happiness is what gave his eyes the twinkle.

Gillian was the image of her mother right down to the blonde hair and blue eyes. Whereas Scott and Peter resembled their father, with brown hair but Scott also had his mother’s blue eyes, while Peter’s were brown.

Billy would have loved to meet his cousins. Jason wished he’d brought the boy along.

“Gillian.” Her mother pointed at the brothers. “You and Scott take their coats and put them on the sofa in Daddy’s den.”

“Yes, Mama.” She went to Jason. “May I take your coat please, Uncle Jason?”

Jason shrugged out of his coat. “Here you go, sweet girl.”

Adam and Drew each took off their coats and gave them to the children. Peter only three, tried to pick up Drew’s jacket, but he was too little, and the coat dragged along the floor.

Drew chuckled.

Suzanne didn’t. She took the coat from Peter. “Baby, you’re not big enough to take this yet. Let Gillian get this for you.”

Peter hung his head. “Yes, Mama.”

Suzanne bent over and kissed her baby’s head. “Next year, you’ll be big enough, okay?”

He nodded and ran after the other two children.

Jason walked forward, arm outstretched.

“Arthur. Good to see you.”
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