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April, 1890

Isabella Morgan leaned back against the red velvet cushioned seat in her sleeping compartment and took a deep breath. The nausea that had plagued her all morning was finally easing, but her nerves weren’t. The trip from New York City had taken a week by train, and it had been exhausting. Isabella looked out the window and could see the city in the distance and knew she would be arriving at the train station in San Francisco in a short while and would meet Theodore Robbins, the man she was going to marry. Isabella looked across into the mirror and saw her reflection. Her unruly blond hair was curling about her face in the dampness of the air, and her blue eyes looked hooded and tired, her face pale. She was tired from lack of sleep, tormented at night by nightmares.

Isabella, knew little about Mr. Robbins, except that he was a man of 48 years whose wife had recently died. Now, he apparently wanted a beautiful young wife and was eager to find one. Isabella’s visit to Mrs. Kelly and Mr. Robbin’s request coincided, but Mrs. Kelly, who owned the mail order bride business, was frank about what the man was looking for and disapproving when she gave the information to Isabella, but he was a very wealthy and influential man, and Isabella was a beautiful young woman. Isabella and Mr. Robbins exchanged only a few telegrams; but, within a week, he proposed marriage. Mrs. Kelly strongly advised Isabella to wait and not make a hasty decision about marrying an older man, rich or not, but Isabella didn’t have time to wait. 

Isabella unconsciously put her hand on her stomach, thinking that she should hate the life growing inside of her, but she felt protective of it, knowing that they were both victims and would both suffer equally unless she could marry in time to convince Mr. Robbins that this was his child. “Please, God,” Isabella prayed “let him be a kind man.” As the train neared the station, Isabella tried to tame her stubborn curls and pinched her cheeks, taking deep breaths to calm herself. More than anything, she dreaded the wedding night.

When Isabella stepped down from the train holding her valise, she was assaulted by the chugging of the trains, the noise of people hurrying in all directions and people calling out, “Get your paper here!” and “Tobacco!” and the smell of smoke and burning coal. The station was huge with high ceilings. She had told Mr. Robbins in the last telegram that she would wear a blue dress, but there were other women with blue dresses, she thought, when no one approached her. Finally, she saw an elderly gentleman, slightly bent and gray-haired, staring at her and wondered with a sinking feeling if he was Mr. Robbins.

“Are you Miss Morgan,” the man approached her.

“Are you Mr. Robbins?”  Isabella asked hesitantly.

“Oh, no, I’m his attorney. I mean, I was his attorney.”

“Attorney?” Isabella asked, increasingly alarmed.

“Miss Morgan,” the man said, “I’m Philip Hatfield. Perhaps, we can sit for a moment.” He gestured toward the first class waiting room. Isabella followed Mr. Hatfield and sat, waiting anxiously for him to tell her why Mr. Robbins wasn’t at the station. He got right to the point: “I’m afraid I have bad news. Theodore died of a heart attack three days ago.” 

Isabella sat in silent shock for a moment. “What do I do? Where do I go?” Isabella asked wide-eyed with fear.

Mr. Hatfield sighed, “His son is the executor of his will and wishes to make no provisions for you, but I can take you to the YWCA boarding house. That’s a safe and inexpensive place for a young woman, and you can decide what to do once you get settled there.”

Isabella followed numbly as Mr. Hatfield arranged for porters to gather her trunk and load it into his carriage. Then, the driver headed toward the boarding house. The carriage crossed busy Market Street with cable cars clanging, and then up the hill to Sacramento Street and parked in front of a plain building with a sign in front, identifying it as the YWCA.  The driver dragged her trunk inside with some difficulty. Mr. Hatfield said, “Good luck to you, Miss Morgan,” and simply turned and left her standing at the front desk.

The middle-aged woman at the desk told Isabella the price was $1 a day or $5 a week with 2 meals a day included. Isabella had only $25 so she asked for the room for two days, hoping by some miracle Mrs. Kelly could help her during that time. The woman helped her drag the trunk down the hall to her room. The room was small and spare with a white metal frame bed with a faded gold quilt, a small dresser, and a chair. A basin and pitcher of water was on the dresser. The pale blue walls were bare except for a rectangular mirror over the dresser. The small window beside the bed had a white curtain. When Isabella was alone, she sat on the bed in despair and cried.

When she finally stopped crying, she walked to the front desk and asked for directions to the nearest telegraph office and was advised to take the cable car and told what line to look for. Isabella found the cable car stop nearby and waited for the California Cable Car Line anxiously. She could see the cable car coming with its boxy shape and lettering in red and green and could hear the clanging of the gripman’s bell. Men were hanging onto the outside of the cable car, but she could see women sitting inside. 

When the cable car stopped, Isabella climbed quickly aboard, sat on one of the wooden benches inside, and paid the conductor the five-cent fair. She held on as the cable car jerked and started on its way down the hill with the clanging of the bell. It would have been exciting if Isabella weren’t so worried. The cable car went down a steep hill and passed buildings with strange writing on them and the conductor called out “Chinatown.” Isabella got off when the cable car conductor yelled “Montgomery Street” and found her way to the telegraph office. 

She sent a telegram to Mrs. Kelly telling her what had happened and asking for help, but it was already late in the day in New York City, so she thought she probably wouldn’t get an answer until the next day. She told the clerk she would return to the office in the morning to look for a reply and made her way back to the cable car line for the trip back up the hill.

The next morning, Isabella woke up with her usual morning nausea and tired from a restless night but forced herself to have some tea and toast for breakfast in the small dining room that was filled with other young women who appeared to be dressed for work. As soon as Isabella felt a little better, she left for the telegraph office. When Isabella stepped outside, the sky was gray with fog, and she shivered in the cold air as she waited for the cable car. When she arrived at the telegraph office, she found a reply waiting for her. Mrs. Kelly told her that a Mr. Shane Parker had requested a mail order bride, and he lived south of San Francisco in Monterey. She was trying to contact him about Isabella and would send a telegram to Isabella as soon as she knew more. Isabella was afraid to hope this might be the answer to her prayers.

Isabella thought it would be nice to see more of San Francisco. With its hills, it was so different from New York City. However, she sat in her room thinking about what had brought her to San Francisco. Her mother had died when Isabella was quite young, and her father was a doctor. When he died, she went to live with Aunt Beatrice, a widow whose children were already grown, but Aunt Beatrice was a cold judgmental woman and thought it wasn’t appropriate for a young woman to become a doctor. However, Isabella was so excited when she was admitted to medical school, only one of two women. 

She had no idea how the men would resent the presence of women. The other woman quit almost immediately without a word to anyone, but Isabella was determined to become a doctor, so she stayed and put up with the insults and harassment while the faculty did nothing to help and sometimes participated. “Why didn’t I quit?” she tortured herself by asking the question over and over as though the question would make a difference.

Isabella was so relieved when Gerard, who had harassed her relentlessly, started to be nicer to her that she didn’t question the change. When he asked her to join him for a study session at a local café, she agreed gratefully. He ordered lemonade for the two of them, and she thought that was so thoughtful. But a few minutes after they got there, three of the other male students joined them and surrounded the table. Isabella was nervous and wanted to leave, but then Gerard said, “You’re not drinking your lemonade.”  So, she drank it quickly and tried to stand up. 

She remembered very little after that except for flashes of memory of taunting, bodies pressing into her, and pain. She woke up in a dirty hotel room hours later, woozy, confused, bruised, half-naked, in pain, and with blood between her legs. She had cleaned herself as best she could, put her torn clothes back on, and walked home in the dark. Her aunt met her at the door, furious, “You brought this shame on yourself.” Going to the police, Aunt Beatrice insisted would bring shame on the family as well. Isabella never went back to medical school. She wondered sometimes about the other young woman who had quit,

When Isabella missed her monthly, she had hoped and prayed she was just late, but there were other signs. When she told Aunt Beatrice, her aunt was outraged and insisted Isabella go to the man who had gotten her in “the family way” and demand that he marry her. Horrified, Isabella refused. Aunt Beatrice had looked at her in disgust and said, “You need to find another place to live.” In desperation, Isabella found Mrs. Kelly. 

Isabella had used the money her father left her to pay for her studies, so she left her aunt’s home with only her clothes and books and the money Mr. Robbins had sent for expenses. Isabella looked around at the small room she was sitting in and tried to quell the panic that was building inside of her, but she was in San Francisco with almost no money and nowhere to go and no home and no idea what to do if Mrs. Kelly couldn’t help her.

Shane Parker looked around at his family as they gathered about the table at Jake and Annie’s house, like they did often to laugh, talk, and eat. He looked at his brother Jake and his wife Annie with her dark red hair and flashing blue eyes and at his cousin Adam and his wife Maisie with her black hair and dark brown eyes and realized how much he loved these people—even though they gave him a hard time. He thought about all the changes that had taken place in a few months. First, his brother Jake, who was left a widower with twins Katie and Lucas when his wife Mary died suddenly, ordered a bride to be a mother to the 8-month-old twins. Jake didn’t expect to fall passionately in love with 20-year-old Annie, and his guilt and downright stupidity almost wrecked his chance of a happy marriage.  

Annie, who had been desperate and on the verge of homelessness, came with a promise to find a husband and home for Maisie, a 15-year-old unwed mother, and her 7-month old daughter Emma. Shane looked again at Adam and grinned remembering how Jake and Annie had, much against his will, literally coerced Adam, who was missing part of his left arm and painfully shy around women, into going to New York to bring Maisie and Emma back to California and to marry Maisie. To everyone’s shock, Adam returned to Monterey eager to marry Maisie and be a father to Emma.

Now, Shane, thought, it’s my turn: “Listen, everyone, I sent that telegram to Mrs. Kelly telling her I wanted her to find me a wife.”

“You actually went through with it?” Maisie asked?

“Yes, I did.”

“What age range did you put down,” Jake snorted, “20 to 50?”

“That’s not funny,” Shane muttered while everyone around the table laughed.

“It really is,” Adam chuckled.

“Did your widow woman finally move to San Francisco? And how old exactly is she?” Annie asked.

“Forty-three, and that’s not old! And, well. . . yes, she moved, but that’s not the reason!”

“You just happened to decide to get married after your little three-year arrangement ended?” Maisie asked with a wide grin.

“Maisie,” Shane rolled his eyes in exasperation, “it’s not even proper for a woman to talk about such things, and YES!  I’m ready to settle down with a wife.”

“I’m guessing a young and beautiful wife,” Jake said still laughing.

“Why not?  You and Adam got young and beautiful wives,” Shane said defensively and nodded at Annie and Maisie.

Annie reached over and grabbed Shane and gave him a kiss on the cheek while Maisie grabbed him from the other side and gave him a big hug. Shane grinned at Jake and Adam, “I’m irresistible to women!”

“Have you heard back from Mrs. Kelly yet?” Adam asked, laughing.

“I just sent the telegram this morning. I’m hoping to have a wife before the winter rains start, and I get stuck at home. And,” Shane admitted, “Maria left to go live with her daughter because her daughter’s having another baby.”

Everyone at the table burst out laughing. “You want a wife because your cook and housekeeper quit??” Maisie asked.

“I don’t have time to cook and clean,” Shane threw up his hands. 

“So, basically, you’re ordering one woman to replace the two who have been servicing you,” Adam said trying without success to choke back his laughter.

“That’s very practical, Shane,” Annie laughed.

“I thought so,” Shane nodded his head in happy agreement.

“Why don’t you just hire another person?” Maisie wondered.

“That would only solve part of his problems,” Jake snickered while Shane glared at him.

“It took me months to find Maria! No one wants to live five miles from town.”

“You can’t expect a woman to do all the cooking for the crew and clean that big house by herself,” Adam admonished Shane. 

“Maria did!”

“She was only taking care of the house and crew, not you too,” Adam pointed out.

“Jake,” Annie directed him, “Put up a help-wanted sign in the Mercantile for Adam.”

“I’ll do that,” Jake nodded in agreement.

“Be sure to say it includes a small separate house.”

“I will.”

“I’m going to hire someone,” Shane grumbled, “but I’m still getting a wife. You just don’t think I’m fit to be a husband.”

Annie reached out and patted Shane’s hand, “I’m sure you’ll make a good husband,” she said with only a trace of humor.

“You will,” Maisie added, and Jake and Adam laughingly had to agree.

“I’m heading back to the ranch in the morning,” Shane said, “so if I get a telegram and Mrs. Kelly’s found me a wife, one of you send a telegram back saying that I accept and send someone to me with the message.” 

Shane left early the next morning to return to the ranch, but two hours after he left, a telegram arrived saying that a bride was stranded in San Francisco and could be there the next day on the afternoon train: “She’s 20 years old, blond, educated, and very beautiful.” 

Adam and Jake read over the message and agreed that they should send a telegram accepting and asked Logan, one of the young men hanging around the store, how he’d like to make some money to ride out to tell Shane. Logan jumped at the chance and took off in a hurry.

Logan was back by early afternoon and said that Shane was getting his house and himself ready and would be back in town in time for the train.  He sent a message to Jake, “Make arrangements with Pastor Stevens.”

“Marry in haste, repent at leisure,” Adam said. “Jake, do you really think Shane is ready to settle down with a wife?’

“We’ll find out.”

In fact, Shane was in a panic. He had expected he would have time to prepare both himself and the house, which was somewhat in a state of neglect since Maria had gone two weeks earlier. He looked at the kitchen and groaned, realizing he couldn’t welcome a new wife with a sink full of dirty dishes and rolled up his sleeves and got started washing. He swept up the kitchen floor as best he could and changed the linens on the bed somewhat haphazardly. Since he barely used most of the house, things were a little dusty, but not messy. 

On Shane’s weekly trips to town, he usually collected whatever food he didn’t already have in his garden, cellar, storeroom, or orchard and delivered the laundry to Matilda, who also did laundry for Annie and Maisie. Then the next week, he brought the laundry back home unless, of course, the weather caused a delay. A woman should be happy not to have to do laundry, he reasoned, hoping that might compensate for the temporary lack of a housekeeper and the distance from town. 

Manuel, Eddie, and Cesar, the ranch hands who were living in the bunkhouse, had been complaining about Shane’s cooking since Maria left. Shane wondered briefly if he should’ve mentioned to Mrs. Kelly that his prospective wife would have to cook for the ranch hands, too, but shrugged, “How much work can it be to cook for few extra people?”

When Shane had the kitchen looking fairly decent, he looked around the rest of the house doubtfully. The floors clearly needed scrubbing, and someone needed to dust and he could see cobwebs in the corners and windows. He debated for a minute and then walked out to the corral where the men were replacing some of the fencing. “Listen, I need you three to do some work in the house this afternoon. The woman I’m going to marry is arriving from New York tomorrow.”

“Did you order her from the Sears Catalog?” Cesar asked with a grin while the other two laughed.  

“No, no, from the mail order bride woman,” then Shane realized they were teasing him. “Look, we need to get the house cleaned for her.” He waited expectantly for them to respond, but no one moved. They just laughed.

“How about if I make it an order?” Shane narrowed his eyes and glared at them, but that made them laugh harder.

“All right!  One dollar!” Shane said grudgingly.

“Apiece?” Eddie asked.

“Apiece?! You’re just being greedy!” Shane grumped while finally nodding his head in resignation and leading the men back to the house. “I want everything in the house spotless! And,” he added, “pick a bouquet of flowers for the dining room table.”

“Flowers?” Manuel grunted, “I’m not picking flowers.”

“Do you want your dollar?” Shane asked raising his eyebrows.

“I’m picking those flowers,” Manuel nodded his head.

“What are you going to do? “Cesar asked.

“Pay you knot heads,” Shane snorted.
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Isabella was so relieved she almost broke into tears in the telegraph office when she got the telegram from Mrs. Kelly telling her that a Mr. Shane Parker was interested in marrying her, and he only lived a few hours south of San Francisco in Monterey. Mrs. Kelly wired enough money to buy a first class ticket to Monterey and gave instructions that Isabella was to leave and catch the train the next morning. Parker would meet her at the train station in Monterey. Mrs. Kelly assured her in the telegram that Parker came from a very good family, but she didn’t give any other information, so Isabella didn’t know if he was rich or poor or young or old, but she knew she didn’t have any choice.

Shane was so nervous that he drove the carriage into town after breakfast and stopped at the Mercantile to visit with Jake and Adam. “You’re here early,” Adam said when he saw Shane walk through the door.

“I’m feeling a little anxious,” Shane admitted. “What if she doesn’t like me?”

“Don’t worry,” Jake reassured him, laughing. “It’ll probably take her a few days to figure out what a whopping mistake she’s made.”

“Oh thanks,” Shane grumbled. “That makes me feel so much better.” He threw himself into a chair and leaned back. “What’s it like to marry somebody you don’t know?”

“Challenging,” Jake admitted, “but then I was a fool.”  

Shane nodded his head in agreement, “Complete simpleton.”

“I was terrified until I got to know Maisie, and then I was happy,” Adam said, “but we had a week on the train to get to know each other before we got here for the marriage.”

“Oh, God, “Shane put his hands over his face. “Do you think I’ve made a huge mistake?”

Adam turned and looked at the clock: “It’s too late. She’s already on the train.”

“Look, Shane,” Jake laughed, “everybody’s anxious before the wedding.”

“I think I’m having a mental collapse,” Shane sighed.

“Annie says to bring her by our house first thing so she can have a bath and get into her wedding gown before you go to the church,” Jake said.

Clive Jacobson, the 40-year-old portly, balding manager of the Mercantile stuck his head in the door to tell Shane that somebody was inquiring about the notice they had tacked up on the bulletin board about a housekeeper. Shane brightened at the news and hopped up to follow Clive into the shopping area of the Mercantile. He saw an anxious looking woman waiting for him.

“Are you interested in the job?” Shane asked hopefully.

“Ya,” the woman said eagerly. Her name was Karolina Nehlich, a 45-year-old German widow whose children were grown. She had been working as a cook for a ranch north of Monterey, but it sold and she was losing her job. Shane talked about the job responsibilities: cooking for the crew, cleaning the main house and bunkhouse twice a week, canning during the season, and helping with the laundry when he couldn’t get to town. Karolina thought it sounded easy compared to the job she had been doing. 

Shane explained that her house had only two small bedrooms but was solid and comfortable with a good kitchen, running water, and a tub and flush toilet, rare luxuries, because they added them when they remodeled the main house. Since she was used to living in one small room, it sounded like heaven. Shane offered her $15 a month, more than most housekeepers would make because he didn’t want to have to look for a replacement when she got tired of the ranch. Karolina was so grateful she couldn’t keep the tears from her eyes. 

“You don’t mind living 5 miles from town?” Shane asked, but she assured him that she looked forward to the peace and quiet. Karolina said she could come to the ranch in two or three weeks. 

“Just tell anybody here when you’re ready, and they can load everything up for you and drive you to the ranch,” Shane told her. 

“That was easy,” Adam said when Shane told them about his success in getting a cook and housekeeper.

“I think it’ll be better for a new wife to have another woman close by so she won’t be so lonely or have so much work to do,” Shane said.

Jake nodded his head approvingly, “You’re already starting to think like a husband.” Shane just grinned in response.

Isabella’s nervousness increased as she changed trains in San Jose and again at Gilroy. The closer she got to Monterey the more anxious she was. In addition to everything else, she had been nauseated all day and threw up when she got off the train in San Jose. She sat on the train, taking deep breaths and trying to convince herself that she felt better. When the train finally came to a stop and the conductor called out “Monterey,” Isabella peered out of the window anxiously trying to guess who Mr. Parker might be before she picked up her valise and headed for the exit. 

Shane watched the passengers climb down from first class until his eyes were drawn to a remarkably beautiful young woman, and he realized with a jolt of anticipation that this must be his bride. Shane, usually confident, felt suddenly tongue tied, but walked toward the young woman. She was wearing a bright blue dress with a white lace collar and white lace cuffs. The dress clung to her bodice and her full breasts and then flared out into a wide skirt. Her unruly blonde curls were loose around her face but tied back with a blue ribbon and hanging down her back. Her lovely face was angelic with a small nose, full pink lips, and bright blue eyes with dark lashes.

“Miss Morgan?” Shane asked.

“Yes,” Isabella nodded, looking at the very tall handsome man standing in front of her with some trepidation. Shane was dressed in a gray and white striped shirt, black trousers, and black cowboy boots. He was as blond as she was and blue eyed but had an almost rakish appearance. He flashed a wide smile at her. Suddenly, Isabella felt a wave of nausea hit her and managed to say, “Excuse me” before she clamped her hand over her mouth and ran for the facilities. Shane stood frozen for a second, unsure what had just happened. He followed Isabella slowly and waited until she came out of the women’s facilities, wiping her mouth with her hankie and looking very pale.

“Are you all right, Miss Morgan?” Shane asked with concern.

Isabella took a breath and looked at Shane: “I’m so sorry. Riding on the train made me a little ill.” She thought with some relief that he seemed kind, but that didn’t appreciably ease her terror of him.

Shane looked at her kindly, “You should feel better soon, Miss Morgan. I’m Shane Parker, and it’s very nice to meet you.”

Isabella put out her hand, “Please call me Isabella.”

“And you can call me Shane,” Shane replied with a big smile. She’s perfect, he thought to himself, just perfect. Beautiful. Perfect. I’m so lucky.

Shane loaded Isabella’s trunk into the carriage with help because it was far too heavy for him to pick up. He wondered what in the world was in it. He helped Isabella aboard and thought how nice it was to have his hands around her waist but felt a sudden physical response to her nearness that caused him to squirm uncomfortably and take some deep breaths. “My sister-in-law Annie insisted that I bring you to their house so you can get ready for the wedding,” Shane told isabella, as he drove toward their house. “Then, we’ll go to the church for the wedding and have dinner before we head for the ranch, which takes a little over an hour with the carriage. Does that sound all right?”

‘Yes, that sounds fine,” Isabella felt a pang of guilt because Shane seemed so genuinely nice, and she wondered if she should confess that she was carrying a child, but she was too afraid of what would happen if he rejected her.

Annie, Jake, Maisie, Adam and Sarah, the older woman who lived in the cottage behind Annie and Jake’s house and was like a second mother to the group, all waited eagerly for Shane and Isabella to arrive. Isabella surveyed the family as they drove up and thought at first that Jake was Shane’s twin, but when she looked at him more closely, she could see small differences, although they were both tall, handsome, and blond. Shane proudly introduced Isabella to his family, and Isabella felt their welcome, and that made her feel even more guilty. 

Sarah, who Isabella thought
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