
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




The Coast of Dreams

(Three Mail Order Bride Romances)

 


By

 


Susan Hart

 


Copyright 2022 Susan Hart

 


 


This Is My Home

 


 


Synopsis: A well-skilled and rugged woman
shows up on a California rancher's spread, answering an ad he'd
posted about wanting a mail order woman who could cook and clean.
Rebeca thought she would be perfect, but by also using her other
skills of riding, roping and any other thing that a ranch would
need. So, she shows up on his property one day without notifying
him, and having traveled there by herself, and riding her own
horse. She is not looking to get married. The pair clash, until one
thing happens that turns their paths in a singular direction.

 


Rebecca dismounted and gave Roscoe one of the
carrots she'd just traded for. The jet-black steed plucked the
vegetable from her fingers deftly with his lips before crunching it
heartily.

"There's a good boy," Rebecca crooned,
pulling on the animal's forelock. "You deserve that."

The campsite was small but homey. A simple
tent sheltered a bedroll. Rebecca set to stoking the smoldering
fire and hanging the kettle above the flames to boil. She retrieved
the newspaper she'd bought from the saddlebag and unfolded it,
glancing at the stories as she waited for her first cup of coffee
of the day.

She had to have the stuff to get her going.
Rebecca hadn't planned on a trip to the depot, but the empty coffee
bag had propelled her back into civilization.

Normally, she avoided it.

There was no one Rebecca liked better than
Roscoe. He was a good horse — well behaved when it mattered and
spunky at every other moment. She had to laugh as he tried to reach
into the saddlebag that had another two carrots in it.

"Let's save those for later, shall we?" she
suggested, raising a dark eyebrow.

Roscoe gave up on it and grazed instead as
Rebecca continued to peruse the pages, the ink blackening her rough
fingers. She skimmed over the stories about fires and thievery,
reading another piece about pelt prices a little more closely.
Rebecca kept track of the goings on in Idaho in her own way, or not
at all.

The wildness of this place suited her and she
bemoaned the fact that she needed people at all. Even worse were
the people who continued to arrive near and around her campsite,
pulling down trees and pushing up houses.

It made her itchy and restless.

At times, Rebecca prayed about what direction
to take. Praying and the Bible were things that had held over from
earlier in her life. The words in her well-worn Bible never
changed, but they still seemed to shift and adapt to lead her
through whatever difficulties that sprang up in her life.

They certainly sprang up often.

She knew she was no one's ideal woman. She
preferred buckskins over dresses, a single braid down her back
instead of a complicated coiffeur. Though she pretended not to, she
heard what people whispered when her back was turned. She was a
"wild woman," "untamed," even "uncivilized."

Rebecca would like to think that she could
figure out how to comport herself in polite company should she ever
be so unlucky to have to deal with some.

This was how Rebecca loved to live. The sky
out here was as big as God himself, the mountains and trees an
affirmation of his love. A roof made her feel like she was
smothering. A town was even worse.

The sweet tendrils of adventure and
possibility dragged her from one campsite to the next. If she were
in the wilderness, she could survive. There was nothing more
comforting than that.

She’d learned lessons from every stage of her
early life, through every mishap and tragedy. Rebecca had gleaned
considerable knowledge from every person who had ever taken her in
and stowed it safely away in her mind before she was turned loose
again.

Trapping she’d learned from her uncle,
accompanying him in the mountains in the frigid winters, baiting
ponds and clearings for beavers and raccoons, whatever “varmints,”
as he liked to label them, would happen to stumble into their
snares.

Shooting she’d learned from a distant cousin
— so distant she’d left when he suggested marriage. Rebecca had
been thirteen at the time and had no inclination to marry at all,
least of all a family member she’d been handed off to.

Riding she’d learned from an aunt on her
father’s side. The aunt — the wife of a prominent rancher — had
insisted on sidesaddle lessons, but Rebecca just hadn’t understood
a purpose. She had better balance sitting astride — wasn’t it the
point not to fall off?

From watching the other men who worked on her
aunt’s property, Rebecca had deduced the proper techniques for
everything from trot to canter. Roscoe had been a gift from this
aunt before Rebecca was sent away, a long line of casual rejections
that she told herself had never so much as stung.

Determination? Rebecca came by that
naturally, she was told. Most of her far-flung family preferred to
call it stubbornness, as in, “You’re as stubborn as your mother,
God bless her soul.”

The idea of her mother’s soul was always
something of a mystery to Rebecca as she grew up. During her
childhood, she imagined her mother as an ephemeral golden orb that
emanated warmth and light. As Rebecca aged, she scolded the
memories of her younger self even as the memories turned into
visions of a woman with her own auburn hair but with an ethereal
pair of wings.

Rebecca’s parents died in a fever that saw
fit to spare her as a baby.

She supposed she could be bitter about it,
but she got her belief in God from her grandmother. Rebecca’s short
tenure with that woman had been the shortest but the sweetest.
Grandmother taught Rebecca to read using the “good word,” as she
called it.

“God does everything for a reason, child,”
Grandmother always soothed when Rebecca would ask about her
parents’ fate. “Sometimes all we can do is hang on for dear
life.”

Rebecca developed a love for the stories the
Bible contained, asking Grandmother to read and reread certain ones
until Grandmother made Rebecca start reading them aloud
instead.

It was Grandmother’s Bible that Rebecca
always checked first when moving from place to place. Grandmother
had succumbed to old age just three months after taking Rebecca
in.

The water bubbled and Rebecca poured it into
her mug before it could hiss into the fire. In moments, she had
fragrant coffee. The morning had already lost its chill, but that
didn’t matter. The brew still made Rebecca feel like she was ready
for the day.

Keeping one eye on the ramblings of Roscoe a
few yards away — she’d been awoken by the howling of wolves the
night before — Rebecca sipped on the steaming liquid and turned to
the announcements section of the newspaper.

Sometimes, she got leads on where to sell her
furs here.

Everyone needed something in this section.
Others offered to fulfill those needs. Rebecca’s brow furrowed as
she read several inquiries for brides. What kind of women answered
these?

“Wealthy merchant, sixty, looking for demure
wife. Must be good with numbers,” one ad read.

Marry a man old enough to be her grandfather
and have to do figures all day? That sounded like a vile life.

“Prospector, forty, looking to hit the mother
lode in marriage. Wife must be able to care for five children,”
another read.

Rebecca shook her head. She felt for those
children, not having a mother, but she wouldn’t envy a prospector’s
wife. What if they never struck gold — in California’s rivers or in
their marriage?

She almost folded the paper up to stuff in
her saddlebag for kindling, but Rebecca’s eyes found one last
plea.

“Twenty-five-year-old rancher seeks kind
wife,” it read. “Must be able to make home without many modern
conveniences. Love for horses a plus.”

Rebecca had loved her time at her aunt’s
ranch, even if it hadn’t lasted. It had been her longest stint at
any of her relatives’ homes. She’d learn to break horses, to herd
cattle, and to do most anything else that needed doing. She
certainly knew how to make campsites her home without any “modern
conveniences.”

It was as if this ad was written with Rebecca
alone in mind.

Rebecca often prayed to God for direction.
Was this God answering her pleas? She retrieved her fragile Bible
and opened it. It was in this manner that she derived most of her
communications with God. He guided her in all things. He would help
her find the advice that she needed.

Her eyes fell upon the page the book opened
to the gospel of Matthew.

“Enter by the narrow gate,” Rebecca read.
“For the gate is wide and the way is easy that leads to
destruction, and those who enter by it are many. For the gate is
narrow and the way is hard that leads to life, and those who find
it are few.”

Was this marriage ad the “narrow gate?” Had
it been placed for her and her alone? The Lord knew Rebecca loved
ranches and was able to thrive at them. Had he inspired this ad,
helped her use up her coffee unexpectedly, pushed her to town, and
nudged her to buy the newspaper?

“Sometimes all we can do is hang on for dear
life,” Grandmother had said.

There was only one problem.

Rebecca didn’t want to get married.

 


 


“Twenty-five-year-old rancher seeks kind
wife. Must be able to make home without many modern conveniences.
Love for horses a plus.”

Nathan swallowed painfully, his mouth feeling
like it was stuffed with cotton. There it was. There was his
desperate plea, printed for the entire nation to see.

Part of him felt relief. Now he would get
responses. Letters. Little bits of paper and good wishes that would
comfort him at his remote California ranch. Maybe even a wife —
someone to share his existence with.

The other part felt shame. It was a fact that
there were many more men than women in the West. Why did Nathan
have to let the whole world know that he was lonely enough to pay
for an advertisement in the newspaper for a wife?

He’d prayed on it, consulted the Bible, and
conferred with the pastor at his church.

“When the poor and needy seek water, and
there is none, and their tongue is parched with thirst, I the Lord
will answer them; I the God of Israel will not forsake them,”
Isaiah had read.

“God helps those who help themselves,” the
pastor had intoned.

So, Nathan saw fit to ride out to the
newspaper office and pay the money for the ad. He didn’t know if he
felt better or worse to not be the only man there with the same
business.

Nathan worked the ranch with the help of five
other men. They were loyal to him and good friends, but Nathan
found he needed more companionship. Having a woman around would be
good for the ranch. They could all use some home-cooked meals,
someone to do the laundry regularly, to keep their various houses
swept and cleaned.

Children would be good, too.

Nathan set the newspaper aside and walked
down to the barn. Jim was shoeing Nathan’s horse. The mare had
slipped the curve of metal yesterday while herding.

“Morning,” Jim called, driving in the last
nail.

“How’d she take it?”

“She’s sweet-natured, you know that,” Jim
said, giving the mare a pat on the rump. “She never gives me any
trouble.”

“That’s because you keep her in shoes,”
Nathan said wryly. He gave the horse a handful of sweet hay as he
saddled her up.

“The ad ran today,” Nathan remarked as
casually as he could before leading the mare out of the barn.

Jim’s answering whoop made him blush and
grin.

It looked like Pete and Joshua had already
driven the herd up to pasture. Nathan leapt onto the mare and urged
her into a gallop. The wind felt good in his hair.

Nathan had come westward with Pete and
Joshua. They’d pooled their money together to buy a wagon, animals,
and supplies before making the perilous journey from Illinois.

Others in their wagon train had been racing
to California to try to find their share in the gold rush. More
often than not, additional families were looking to make their
fortunes off of those prospectors and dreamers.

All Nathan had wanted was to carve his
livelihood out of the land. There wasn’t enough to do it back East.
Pete and Joshua — Nathan’s friends since childhood — had been more
than happy to come along for the adventure.

There had been many dangers on the trail. One
entire wagon had fallen ill and succumbed to dysentery. Nathan
hadn’t been able to bring himself to salvage the supplies from
their empty wagon as others in the train had done. Another wagon
had been swept downstream and lost during an ill-advised attempt to
ford a swollen river.

Nathan found himself wondering how his future
bride would find her way to him. Would she face the dangers of a
wagon trip across the country? Part of him hoped not. It wouldn’t
do for his wife-to-be to be subjected to all those horrors. What if
bandits or Indians attacked the wagon train?

No. Better to go by train. The locomotive ran
into town. He would bring a horse to her and ride with her to their
home.

A small portion of him would be heartened
that his possible mate would brave the trail for him. It would show
her courage and willingness to do whatever it took to join him at
his ranch. He wanted a feminine and beautiful wife, but she had to
be capable of succeeding out here.

They were a good ten miles from town.

Pete tipped his hat sarcastically as Nathan
approached. “Nice of you to join us,” his friend called.

“He was probably reading his bride ad
repeatedly, wondering if he got it right,” Joshua teased, urging
his horse over to join them.

Nathan grimaced and shook his head at their
ribbing. This was what it had been like growing up with them, too.
He wouldn’t have stood for it if they hadn’t been such able and
good men. He trusted them with his life.

“Something tells me you got to the newspaper
before I did,” Nathan said.

“I hope you net a good wife,” Pete said,
smiling as his eyes roved tirelessly over the herd. It was a tough
job to look after them. They had to constantly guard against
coyotes and wolves, make sure none of the cattle fell under duress,
and ensure all of them — calves included — kept up.

Nathan took his turn up here with the rest of
them.

“I trust the responses will start flowing
in,” Joshua said. “We’ll have to protect you from all the eager
ladies.”

“Very funny,” Nathan commented drily, taking
his leave. It was his day to bring up water from the river, as well
as tend to the garden plot that helped sustain the ranch hands.
Nathan was seriously considering getting some pigs to raise.

Regular bacon and ham would taste mighty
fine, especially when cooked by a woman.

His wife.

Life on the ranch was hard. There was no
hiding or denying that. Nathan wouldn’t have it any other way. His
father had been a banker. Nathan wanted nothing to do with sitting
at a desk his whole life. He wanted to make his own living out of
the land. There was nothing that sounded so satisfying.

 


 


It was a full three days before he got any
response from the ad. Bill brought in the mail from his trip to
town, grinning like a loon.

“I sense my last day of cooking duty is at
hand,” Craig said with a grin, serving up breakfast to the men
seated around the table.

There were three letters addressed to Nathan
in a womanly script.

“Dear Sir,” the first one read. “I am a widow
and understand what is required of me as a wife. What I require
from you is proximity to a town or neighbors so that I may have
womanly company.”

“Look at that, already making demands,” Pete
observed. “Think she’ll try to run the ranch, too?”

Nathan opened the second letter.

“My loving husband,” it read, eliciting hoots
from the rest of the table. “I am but eighteen years old and
yearning for you. Will you have space for my luggage? I will bring
my fanciest dresses for all the balls I am sure you will host in my
honor.”

“Balls?” Joshua repeated. “I guess we could
clear out the barn.”

The third letter was from Nathan’s
mother.

“If you insist on lowering yourself to take
out a newspaper ad to find a wife, at least allow your mother to
send you one from Illinois,” it read, rancor practically dripping
from the cursive.

“Prior consultation with me would have been
much appreciated on this matter, as I can hardly bear to show my
face in town.”

“Maybe you should let your mother send you a
bride,” Jim mused. “I’m sure it’d be a fine lady.”

“That would be the problem,” Nathan said
glumly, setting the letters aside. “My mother knows many fine
ladies. Do you think one could survive out here? When we don’t even
have a stove?”

“Never bothered me much,” Craig said from
over the fire.

Bill clapped Nathan on the shoulder. “The
best thing to do is keep waiting, then,” he said. “We’ll continue
to get the mail from town and you can let these women down
easy.”

Over the next few days, they fielded a bevy
of bizarre letters with little to no promise. Nathan was swiftly
beginning to lose hope.

“Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation,
be constant in prayer,” the pastor read in church that Sunday,
quoting from Romans.

Two weeks after the ad first published in the
newspaper, a girl wearing buckskins showed up at the ranch.

Rebecca knew it wouldn’t be proper just to
show up unannounced, but she didn’t want a letter to get lost in
the mail or worse — lost amid a plethora of responses.

She’d seen the ranch upon arrival, but forced
herself to go on to town to make sure it was the right one.

The town and its people had been bearable.
She got significantly less strange looks than in other places she
had frequented.

“That ranch up yonder is Nathan Quinn’s
place,” the postmaster confirmed when she had asked. “What’s your
business up there, young lady, if you don’t mind my asking.”

Rebecca did mind, but it wouldn’t do to
offend a man who’d just done her a favor.

“I’m answering an advertisement he published
in the newspaper,” Rebecca said, holding her chin up.

“Are you, now?” the postmaster said,
grinning. “Good luck to you, then.”

Rebecca was eager to get out of town. She
pulled Roscoe away from the water trough and mounted, ignoring the
stares she garnered as she set astride. Before leaving town, she
traded a pelt she had on hand for a couple of items.

Feeling uncharacteristically insecure, she
directed her horse toward the river. It wound near the ranch,
anyway, so it wasn’t too out of the way.

Looking around furtively, Rebecca stripped
down and bathed. She took a chunk of soap she’d traded for along
the road here and worked her auburn hair to a lather. Perhaps it
had been too long since she’d done this.

She picked out the snarls and tangles the
wind and road had put there and let it dry in the warm sun. She
examined a strand and then, pleased with the sheen, braided it and
tied it with a leather strap.

Rebecca wrapped herself in a blanket as she
gave her buckskins similar treatment. She wouldn’t make a good
impression at the ranch if she were weary from travel — and dirty,
too.

There was something different about the
California sun. It was hot without seeming so, drying both Rebecca
and her buckskins in what felt like record time. For good measure,
she even gave Roscoe a bath and brushing.

After they were both gleaming and prepared,
Rebecca decided it would be best to consult with the Lord before
proceeding. She opened her Bible, letting God guide her to the
passage she most needed. The book fell open to Joshua.

“Be strong and courageous,” Rebecca read
aloud. “Do not fear or be in dread of them, for it is the Lord your
God who goes with you. He will not leave you or forsake you.”

Rebecca returned to the ranch with her
customary confidence and was met with utter confusion.

“I’m here to answer the advertisement in the
newspaper,” Rebecca said firmly, not dismounting from Roscoe until
she knew she was safe and welcome. A group of men stared at her
from the largest house on the property, with undisguised awe.

“Most women write letters to do so,” one of
them remarked drily.

Rebecca set her jaw. “Which one of you is
Nathan Quinn?” she demanded. Why did she have to parlay with this
entire group? She certainly wasn’t there to marry all of them.

“I’m Nathan Quinn.”

A tall, quiet looking man stepped to the
front. His face was shaved clean from whiskers and he appeared to
be well cared for. His blue eyes regarded her with an almost
detached interest, as if he would process what he was seeing at
some later time. If Rebecca had to admit it, she’d say he was
handsome.

“I’m Rebecca Kelly,” she said, sticking her
hand out. As if dragged forward by a string, Nathan approached her
and shook her hand. His grip was as strong as hers, his palms as
rough.

“I think you’ll find me to be an asset to
your ranch,” Rebecca said, reciting the words as she’d practiced
them during the journey.

“Where are you from?” Nathan asked
wonderingly, not seeming to hear what she’d said.

“I’m from lots of places,” Rebecca answered,
“but most recently, Idaho.”

“Where’s your wagon train?” Nathan inquired,
looking around as if the rolling hills would reveal it. “Where are
your folks? Who brought you here?”

“Roscoe brought me here,” she said, slapping
the steed on his neck. “I’m a capable horsewoman and good to have
around. I work hard and have expertise in a variety of areas.”

“What about in being a wife?” someone called
from behind Nathan. There were titters from the gallery of ranch
hands.

Rebecca hoped her face wasn’t betraying her
dismay. She’d been certain that ad had been written for her — well,
except the marriage part. She knew she could do well here.

“Is there somewhere where just you and I
could talk?” Rebecca asked.

Nathan automatically reached up to help her
from Roscoe, but Rebecca leapt down lightly on the other side,
ignoring the whistles from the rest of the hands.

“This way, please,” Nathan said, setting them
on a path to the barn.

The ranch looked well cared for. There were a
number of smaller houses for the rest of the hands. Rebecca assumed
the largest house was for Nathan and his future family. Did he
think she was going to be a part of that? Rebecca just wanted a
place to call home.

“As I was saying,” Rebecca said, “I have much
experience with horses and other animals. I spent several years on
my aunt’s ranch and can break horses, herd, brand, and do
everything else any of your ranch hands can do.”

“Can you cook?” Nathan asked bluntly.

Rebecca forced a smile. “Do I look like I’m
starving?” she said, cheerfully slapping her belly.

“You look a little skinny,” Nathan
allowed.

“That’s from life on the road, in the
wilderness,” Rebecca said. “I’m not used to finer things, I’ll
admit. You’ll find no finer hand than me.”

“The advertisement wasn’t for a ranch hand,”
Nathan said, “it was for a wife. Which are you intending to
be?”

Rebecca swallowed. “I’m looking for a
home.”

“You mean you answered a marriage
advertisement without even intending to get married?” Nathan
demanded, holding the bridge of his nose between two fingers.

“I meant no offense,” Rebecca said, feeling
like she’d made the biggest mistake of her life. “Perhaps you would
like to take a trial period. Let me stay on for a spell and you’ll
see what a help I can be.”

“If you need a place to stay, I can recommend
a boarding house in town,” Nathan said.

Rebecca was sure her misery was plain to see
on her face. She never thought she would make the writer of the
advertisement angry. All she wanted was a chance to prove
herself.

“I don’t use hotels,” she said. “A flat
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