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« CHAPTER 1 »

Katherine Richards looked around the tiny apartment, which was crammed with people, belongings and noise. The baby’s shriek could be heard above all the other clamor, but it wasn’t the racket that made her shudder. It was the overwhelming stench.

Today was especially hot in New York and the leftover fish from dinner last night combined with the sauerkraut that had been marinating for days was enough to make her queasy in this heat, but on top of all that, the sweat of so many bodies propelled her out the door in hopes of catching a few breaths of fresh air.

“Take the garbage with you, would you, Katie love?” her mother called from the smaller bedroom, where she was dealing with the dirty diaper of the youngest Richards child.

“Yes, Mama,” she replied, sweeping the greasy newspaper off the table, along with all other debris, and dumping it in the large garbage bucket before hauling it all down to the bottom of the stairs and out the front door of their building.

Despite her petite frame, she capably hefted the contents into the larger container outside. Pushing her bright auburn curls off her forehead with her arm, Katie noticed an advertisement in the paper. Curious, she fished it out and perused the paragraph.

“Wanted: Good wife for farmer in beautiful Colorado at large ranch. Please enquire at the following address...”

Katie glanced at the address and thought about Colorado. She’d heard that the air was invigorating there and that the spaces were so wide a person could see for miles and miles. The sky was a brilliant blue and the grass was supposedly a rich green. What would it be like to live out there with vivid colors like that? She would finally be able to breathe! Could she...? Did she dare to answer the advertisement? What would her parents say?

Sighing, she threw the paper in with the rest of the trash. Her parents would never approve. They had been trying to arrange a marriage with some of their friends’ sons, but as of yet, there hadn’t been a suitable match. That didn’t stop them from trying, however.

She grinned to herself. It was doubtful that they would consider this cowboy suitable. Although... who knows? Maybe God allowed her to see the advertisement, she reconsidered. Maybe it was His will that she apply. It did seem to be too much of a coincidence that she’d found the ad at the very same moment she’d been feeling suffocated.

With renewed enthusiasm, she snatched the paper from the receptacle and marched back up the four story building’s stairs. “Mama!” she called. “Mama, I want to ask you something.”

“Come to the bedroom. I’m almost done with Simon Jr.,” came the reply.

Katie rushed into the bedroom, the advertisement stretched out in front of her. “I just read the most amazing thing, Mama,” she gushed. “There’s a farmer in Colorado who’s looking for a wife. Colorado, Mama! Just think of it! Clear blue skies, snow-capped mountains, stretches of open plains as far as the eye can see!” Her deep blue eyes sparkled with excitement.

“Hm,” Jane Richards replied noncommittally. “Why has that gotten you so excited?”

“Don’t you see, Mama? I could apply! Now, before you say another word, think for a minute. You and Papa are stretched so thin here and the money that I bring in from the odd cleaning job barely covers what I eat. You’ve been wanting me to get married, and I’ve been thinking about how I would like to get away, and then suddenly I find this!” Katie beamed at her mother, confident that she could win her over.

“You are the craziest girl,” her mother laughed, evidently believing that Katie was joking. “What makes you think your father and I would let you travel clear across the country to marry some man you’ve never met?”

“It’s not that crazy,” Katie mumbled. “Anna Rochester did it two months ago.”

“Anna knew the man that she was marrying,” her mother countered. “The families have known each other for ages and ages.”

“We could get to know this man,” Katie argued. “It gives an address and asks for a letter. It even says that correspondence beforehand is preferred.”

“I have no idea what’s gotten into you, Katie, my girl,” her mother scolded mildly. “But I don’t want to hear another word about this. Now, please take Simon outside for a bit so that he can get some fresh air.”

“If I could find any of that, I wouldn’t be looking to marry some man on the other side of the country,” she muttered.

“Really, Katie?” her mother questioned, passing the baby to her oldest daughter. “You would marry a man just to get fresh air? What about love? Common interests? Faith?”

“Not just for the air, Mama,” Katie reasoned. “But for the opportunity. I would love to live on a farm with animals and mountains and big open spaces. I think I would learn to love this man if it’s God’s plan, and really, I would do anything to get away from all this.” She swept her arm around, indicating the mess and clutter that overflowed in their home.

Her mother looked hurt. “You hate it here so much? You could leave us behind without a second thought?”

Katie was instantly filled with regret. “It’s not you or anyone here that I’m trying to get away from,” she explained. “I just wonder if God might be calling me to another place.”

“Well, let’s talk to your father when he gets home and we’ll all pray about it.” Her mother strode out of the room, effectively putting an end to the conversation...for a while.

•••

Simon Richards regarded his eldest daughter with concern as she outlined the conversation she and her mother had been having earlier in the day. “You’re saying that you would leave us to go marry some stranger way out west?” Astonishment shone from his eyes. “How could you leave the only life you’ve ever known? You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into, girl. You don’t know the land, the people, or even the man!” Having lived within the same five-mile radius his entire life, change was difficult for him to grasp.

“But think of the adventure, Papa,” she coaxed winningly. “And I wouldn’t go until we’d exchanged letters. We could get to know him...all of us.”

He appeared to be considering the idea for several minutes. Katie held her breath in anticipation. She knew from experience that it didn’t pay to rush him into a decision.

“Well,” he said at long last. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt for you to write a letter and see what it’s all about.”

Katie jumped up and rushed over to squeeze her father’s neck. “Thank you, Papa! I’m going to write a letter this minute!” she squealed.

She raced to the other room to search for some writing paper. There was precious little of it in their home, but she had squirreled some away. She would write very small so as to fit a wide variety of questions and to describe herself as well.

“I can’t believe you’re encouraging her, Simon,” Jane remarked in wonder, shaking her head. “I thought for sure that you would have put an end to her wild notions. I suppose I should have known better. She always did have you wrapped around her little finger.”

“Her writing a letter and waiting for a response will give her time to think it over,” he reasoned patiently. “She might find that this fellow isn’t to her liking after she hears from him. We have time to convince her. And besides,” he continued, “we barely knew each other when we married.”

“But our families did,” she argued.

“Well, let’s pray about this and wait to see what God would have us do,” he replied. “He knows what’s best for our Katie better than we do.”

“It would be hard,” she murmured sadly, “having her so far from us.”

“True,” he consoled, rubbing her back with his strong hand. “But if it’s meant to be, it will be. Now let’s pray.”

•••

A few months later, Katie hummed to herself as she reread the letter from Matthew Carson while sitting on the front stoop of their building. After Papa had given his consent, she’d sent her letter the very next day. Having filled it with details about herself, her hopes and dreams and enthusiasm about traveling west, she’d hoped to persuade Matthew of her sincerity. She also wanted him to know that she was a hard worker and would pitch in with anything that needed doing.

Smoothing out the letter, she found her favorite part. The details of the ranch and land made her skin tingle. He had described the surroundings in such a way that she could easily envision the landscape. His description of himself had been modest, deprecating even, but he had sent a sketch of himself done by someone with a fine artistic eye. She could practically see the tall, dark cowboy standing in front of her.

She had also included a picture of herself, done by Emily, a talented friend. Because her friend cared for her, the picture turned out very well, perhaps a little too well.

“Don’t make me look too good,” Katie had complained. “I don’t want him to be disappointed when he sees me.”

“No chance of that happening, my friend,” Emily had assured. “The local guys are all in a state of mourning at your news of leaving. I’m not too happy with you myself!”

“I’ll write as often as I can,” Katie had promised. “I’ll tell you all about it and maybe I can find a man for you too! We could be neighbors!”

Emily had smiled slightly. It hurt to lose her closest friend, but Katie’s enthusiasm overwhelmed her own sorrow and she couldn’t help but be happy for her.

“That’s a thought,” she had admitted. “Let’s see how you do first.”

Katie grinned at the thought of having her best friend with her. Well, if it was God’s will
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