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This wasn’t how things were supposed to turn out for Gloria. At twenty-eight she still felt young and full of life. She was happily married, had two beautiful children, and their home in Casper had just been fully paid off. Things were looking great for Gloria — that was until her husband went to work on the local ranch one July day and didn’t return home.

Gloria had been overcome with worry as to what could have happened and where he could be. With a baby hanging off her hip and a toddler ransacking the living room, Gloria busied herself looking after the children to try to stem the tide of the worries. It didn’t work though. He had always been home by dusk at the latest, but maybe he had needed to work late? 

The young mother glanced out of her window, peeking behind her curtains to look up and down the familiar residential road, but there was no sign of her husband’s horse. David wouldn’t be this late without a reason, she argued with herself. With a quick movement of her wrist, Gloria pushed the curtain back in place and went about putting the children to sleep in the nursery upstairs. As usual, they fought her for a while before finally succumbing to their weariness.

With a sigh, Gloria wiped at her sweat-covered forehead and took a deep breath before hurrying down the stairs to check for her husband at the window again. Still nothing. Unable to control herself, the young woman threw herself onto the cushioned sofa and began to cry in frustration. Why isn’t he here? She felt that if he had simply needed to work late then surely, he would have arrived home by now. He was over three hours late at this point and the lovingly prepared dinner she had slaved over was getting colder and colder by the minute.

Eventually, Gloria fell asleep laying on her uninviting and small couch. She was exhausted and she couldn’t cry anymore. The slumber she fell into was light and dreamless, so when there was a light tap at the wooden front door of her home, she awoke with a start and scrambled from her position to stand. Without another thought, the young woman ran to the door and swung it open so fast it banged against the wall with a loud thud. The person standing there wasn’t her husband, however, it was Tommy, David’s friend from the ranch.

“Tommy?” Gloria began in a confused voice, her hands rubbing at her eyes that were still weary from sleep. “What are you doing here? Where’s David?”

Tommy squirmed a little under her questioning. “I’m sorry to call on y’all so late, miss. Can I come inside?” he asked.

“Come on,” Gloria murmured, “it’s black as coal outside and I’m tired. Can’t you just give me a straight answer?”

The ranch hand in front of her reached a hand up to his hat and gingerly fiddled with the brim as his eyes looked down at the ground. “I’d prefer to talk about it inside,” he informed her, his voice low and a little strangulated.

At that moment, it hit Gloria. There was something very, very wrong about this whole situation. Something terrible had to have happened to David if Tommy was here and he wanted to talk privately. There had to be something really wrong. Gloria started to panic, her eyes welling with tears and voice cracking under the strain of all the thoughts buzzing around her head. “Please, David, please,” she began, her voice rasping. “What’s happened to David? What’s happened to my husband?”

After taking a deep breath, Tommy explained, “David was thrown from his horse while he was riding around the ranch. No-one was there at the time. By the time we found him... I’m sorry, Gloria. He was gone.”

A wave of grief rolled over Gloria’s entire body, her stomach tightening and growing knots as she struggled not to vomit at the devastating news. Her eyes darted from side to side and she buckled under the weight of realization that she was so terribly alone. Tears pricked at the edges of her ears before falling heavily down her cheeks uncontrollably. Her voice was thick and heavy as she wailed so loud it was deafening.

“I’m sorry,” Tommy repeated, his hand reaching out in an attempt to comfort the crying widow, before thinking it improper and changing his mind. “David was a good man, he’ll be missed.”

Those were the last words he said before stepping away from the doorstep and leaving Gloria alone again. For a long time, she sobbed in the doorway of her home, inconsolable until sleep finally got the better of her again. The widow pushed the door closed weakly and struggled over to the couch before succumbing to a bitter, nightmare-fueled sleep.

***

By September, Gloria could hardly manage. She had struggled for a month or so to find a job – any job – where she could earn some money to try and keep herself and her family going. It hadn’t been an easy feat since she had two little children to look after and no close family to help her, but thankfully Gloria’s mother-in-law had offered to look after her grandchildren for as long or as often as Gloria needed.

Thank Heaven for small kindnesses, she thought to herself. It didn’t take long once childcare was decided for Gloria to find work in a nearby dressmaker’s shop working as a seamstress. The local woman who owned the place, Mrs. Feldman, didn’t have many customers and wasn’t very well off, so Gloria was paid a pittance for her work. Every cent she earned though went straight to her children and their living costs.

Before long, though Gloria’s house and upkeep of the property proved too much for her to manage on her own. Simple things like yard maintenance and house repairs just couldn’t be completed. There were not enough hours in the day and Gloria often couldn’t afford the parts for repairs, let alone afford to pay someone to complete them. That was when she had sold the house. It had gone for a much cheaper price than it was worth because she was so very desperate and there were a few areas that needed seeing to.

Regrettably, Gloria let all of those wonderful, happy memories of her life with David go and moved into a dirt-cheap house in the poorest part of town. 

That was how Gloria had ended up in a shady part of town talking to Austin. Austin had been a friend of hers and David when they were growing up together in Casper, but after he got himself involved with a bad crowd, they had gone their separate ways. Now though, Gloria didn’t feel she had any other options.

“I just need a little bit,” Gloria told the man who sat across from her in the smoke-filled, alcohol-laced air of the bar. “If I can just make it until Christmas I’m sure I can get some more work or get a raise or something.” Gloria knew she was practically begging now, but she didn’t have much of a choice anymore. She didn’t want her babies to starve and beggars couldn’t be choosers.

The sleazy man opposite her took another long drag on his cigar, his eyes watching her intently from under the greasy, brown mop of hair that hung low on his face. He scratched at his beard for a moment as though considering what she had asked. Finally, he responded, “I don’t know Gloria, from what you’ve told me it doesn’t seem like you have any way to repay me if I do give you money. Even if it is just a little bit. How do I know you’re good for it?”

This caused Gloria to pause. After the sale of her house, she didn’t have much collateral anymore. The only valuable item she had left was the ring on her finger and it wasn’t even that valuable. After a moment’s hesitation, Gloria pulled at the golden ring, wiggling it a little since it was almost stuck from being on for so long. Once she managed to free it from her finger, Gloria pushed it across the table towards Austin. “How about this?” she asked, her eyes welling with tears as she parted with the last reminder of her life with David.

Austin picked up the ring from the sticky, beer-covered table and inspected it for a moment. “I’m not sure, Gloria,” he said with fake regret. “This doesn’t even look like real gold. What is it? Gold-plated?”

“I...” Gloria began before trailing off. She tried to remember what the jeweler had called it when she and David had bought the rings many, many years before. “I think it was gold-plated,” she admitted, “it’s still worth something though, right?”

Austin let out a loud sigh and played with the ring in one hand carelessly as he spoke, “look, Gloria, I’m a businessman and I didn’t get to be in this good position by giving away my money to any person who asked me for it, however...” He paused and looked her right in the eye. “Since you and I go way back, I’ll let you take some money just this once. Just know this, if I come to collect after Christmas and you ain’t got no cash for me...” he trailed off and let the suggestion of what he would do hang there in the air.

Gloria could only nod and agree to his terms. After all, what choice did she have?

***

By January, Gloria found herself only to be worse off than before. The small place she was living in had the rent upped twice in just the few short months she had been living there. Her youngest had been really sick over Christmas and Gloria had to take him to the doctors, which only cost more during the holiday period. Gloria was well and truly broke. She had scoured the papers for any and every job she could possibly find, but every time she was either unqualified or the pay was just as bad as at the dressmakers. It was an impossible situation and it only grew more impossible when Austin turned up at her house one cold, winter’s night.

Bang, bang, bang.

The loud knocking at the door startled Gloria and she hurried to answer it to try and prevent the children from being woken up. She had expected one of her neighbors to be there, impatient to ask for a cup of sugar or a piece of bread, but instead, there was Austin.

“Hello, Miss Gloria,” the man said in a drawling voice, his breath stinking of whiskey. “I’ve come to collect from you,” he told her while his eyes moving up and down her young body.

“I...” the young woman began but trailed off in shock of the whole situation. “I don’t have it right now, Austin, but I can get it to you I promise.”

“Promises don’t mean shit,” Austin snapped, his eyes watching her wildly. “But... there is something else you could do for me and I’ll give you all the money you could want, you’d never have to repay me.”

Gloria froze. There was only one thing he could mean. “I’m not a whore!” she exclaimed, stepping back from the drunken man.

“No, no,” Austin slurred, his eyes fluttering in his drunken stupor. “A whore sleeps with lots of men, I want you all to myself.”

“Never.”

“Fine then. Give me the money.”

There was nothing Gloria could say that would appease him. She didn’t have the money and she wasn’t going to sleep with him. All she could do was hope that he was a decent enough man to give her some extra time to repay him; she was wrong.

“Please leave my home,” Gloria implored, her eyes wide. “I’ll get you your money, I promise.”

Austin tutted and shook his head. “You don’t tell me what to do.”

“Please,” Gloria begged, watching his every movement.

“I won’t hurt you,” he told her as he stepped forward, invading her personal space. “I’ll even make you feel good.” With those words, he reached out and grabbed her hips with such force she was worried he would leave bruises. His lips met hers in an aggressively dominant kiss.

With as much strength as she could muster, Gloria pushed him away and through the doorway of her home until he fell onto the floor outside in his drunken state. “I’ll get you your money, I swear,” she told him, her voice ringing with honesty as she spoke. “But I won’t do that.”

She slammed the door in his face and began to plan her next move.

***

It was no longer safe for her to remain in Casper, so Gloria had asked her mother-in-law to look after the children for as long as she could. She told her that she would as much money as she could – everything she earned – to ensure they were well-dressed and fed good food, but right now it was simply too dangerous for them to be with their mother. Gloria left them behind in Casper as she traveled across the state looking for somewhere safe she could hide from that madman, Austin.

Eventually, Gloria found herself in a town called Upton. It was a small place and she could tell it wasn’t somewhere she was likely to be found. So, she checked herself into a little inn near the center of the town with what little money she had left, grabbed a newspaper from the front desk, and looked through the wanted ads.

That was when she saw it.

WANTED: BRIDE FOR WEALTHY RANCH OWNER


Lonely, young man from Nebraska is looking for a young woman to marry with lots of strength and character. The initial fee will be paid for any expenses of $200. Marriage fees will be covered entirely by the groom. The young woman who is chosen will not have to work unless she wants to. All money, living, food, and entertainment will be provided by the husband.


Please come to Windy Oak Farm in Upton for more information.

Gloria couldn’t believe what she was reading. Two-hundred dollars would be more than enough to send back to her children for them to lead a good life and repay Austin. She could still work and send back as much as she could every month to her mother-in-law without having to worry about paying for her own rent or food. 

For a moment, she couldn’t believe such a position was real. Perhaps there was some hidden agenda here. It could be that the man was just like Austin — only after sex. Gloria was committed to her husband and didn’t believe she could ever love again or have carnal relations with another man after his passing, but she supposed if she were married like the advert said, it wouldn’t be a sin to sleep with him — even if she didn’t enjoy it.

With that in mind, Gloria made a choice. She tore the page from the paper with the farm’s address and opened up her bag. She took out some of the beauty products she typically used and began to apply them in the tiny mirror of her room. Once she believed she looked decent enough, Gloria pulled on a slightly more colorful dress than her simple black, everyday dress and left the inn in search of the owner of Windy Oak Farm.

***

By the time Gloria approached the massive farm and the large house, she was beginning to have second thoughts. What if this was all a huge mistake? What if he wanted more than she was willing to give? What if he was simply another Austin? Gloria took a deep breath to steady herself before pushing open the wooden gate which separated the land of Windy Oak Farm from the street. She tried to focus on putting one foot in front of the other in order to calm her nerves and it worked. Once she reached the wooden porch of the sizeable home of the mysterious ranch owner, Gloria had to remind herself what she was doing here and what she intended to say. She raised her hand to knock on the front door before taking a small step backward and brushing her hands down her dress as she did so to ensure she looked her absolute best.

It wasn’t long before the door in front of her opened to reveal, presumably, the man who placed the ad. He wasn’t old or ugly like Gloria had suspected deep down; he was young, maybe a little older than herself, and he was very handsome. His eyes were a vibrant green that matched the unwilted pine trees that surrounded his ranch. He had a light stubble across his chin and cheeks that looks rugged, but well-maintained. The ranch owner’s hair was even a gorgeous light blonde color, its length was just enough to be able to run your fingers through it and God, did Gloria want to. On top of all the glory of his face, he was clearly built strong and was used to tough labor on the farm since his body looked hard and firm in all the right places. The black t-shirt he wore clung to his abs and pecs in a delicious way, while the red and white flannel shirt he wore over the top disguised how his arms looked in a way that made Gloria long for more.

After a long time, Gloria snapped out of her reverie and realized she had been staring in a very impolite manner. Her cheeks flushed with color and her eyes grew wide in embarrassment. “I’m sorry,” she began, hoping he didn’t notice her wanton gaze. “My name is Gloria, I’m here about the uh...” she trailed off, unsure exactly how to go about mentioning the bride advertisement. “I’m here about the ad in the paper?”

“Oh,” the man responded, giving little away. “I didn’t expect... Please come on in.”

He stood to one side and opened the door wide to allow her to walk into his home. The house was even more elaborate than she had expected. The décor was coordinated in pleasing colors of brown and green, reminiscent of the nature outside the home. There were trophies lining the shelves of cabinets along the living room walls and the occasional hint that this guy was a proficient hunter. There was a rug made from the skin of a bear laying in the middle of the floor and a deer mount hung above the fireplace. The entire atmosphere gave Gloria chills in a very good way. She felt like this was a man who knew what he was doing, could handle himself and could provide for her.

“Please, take a seat ma’am,” the young cowboy told her as he gestured towards the soft couch. “My name’s Cooper,” he offered with a toothy grin. “I have to say it is lovely to meet you, I honestly didn’t expect anyone to respond to that advertisement.”

“Well,” Gloria started and responded with a smile of her own. “It was a very tempting offer.”

“Is that so?” he asked as he took a seat in a wooden chair opposite her. “What about it was tempting, can I ask?”

That caused Gloria to hesitate. Should she be honest with him about her widowed status, or her children, or the man who was no doubt hunting her down for the $50 she owed him? It was all a bit of a complicated story for a man she had just met. Gloria wasn’t inclined to lie though, so she agreed to simply omit some of the gorier details.

“I need the money and I’m pretty lonely too, so I guess I understand,” she stated with an honest tone, her eyes looking up into his and she could feel how much she was desperate for this to work out. “I’m used to being a homemaker, I can run a household, take care of children, sew anything you like,” she continued, trying to sell herself as much as she could. “I’d be willing to help you with anything you need.”

After those words came out of her mouth, she regretted it. It sounded far too inviting, too amatory, too like something a prostitute in a dive bar would say. That wasn’t what this man was after and it wasn’t truly how Gloria felt. She was simply desperate for a way out of her predicament.

Cooper didn’t seem to pick up the same connotations that Gloria did though. “Loneliness is indeed not something to be indulged in,” he agreed, “it sounds like we’ve got a mighty fine arrangement then. If you’re still interested we can head down to the courthouse together tomorrow.”

The young widow hesitated for a moment and her eyes looked down to the floor. Was this truly what she wanted? She couldn’t say for sure, but right now with Austin on her tail and her separation from the children she loved so dearly, she didn’t think it could get any worse.

“Yes,” Gloria agreed with a fervent nod of her head. “That sounds wonderful.”

***

The ceremony had been very quaint and cozy since it was simply the two of them, a minister, and a handful of local people as witnesses. No-one in the town questioned their marriage since they were both new to town and most of them assumed they had moved here together. It was a perfect situation in all honesty and as they arrived home Gloria was relieved that she had managed to pull together such a good fresh start in such a short amount of time.

Once they both were inside, Cooper turned to his new bride and handed her the wad of cash inside a paper envelope. “Here you go, as promised.”

Gloria took it but felt reluctant about it. She couldn’t bring herself to smile even though she desperately had wanted and needed this money only a few days ago. Instead, she decided to just nod and push the envelope into her bag where it would sit neatly until she could send a letter out to her mother-in-law with the cash.

“Thank you,” Gloria told her new husband in a sincere voice. “This is so generous, I don’t know how I could ever repay you for the kindness you’ve shown me.”

Cooped smiled. “I never go back on a deal, okay ma’am,” he told her smoothly, “that money was yours. Don’t think anything of it. I’m just glad to finally have some company in this rattling, old house.”

They walked together towards the kitchen and Cooper began to unscrew the cork on a bottle of old, fine wine. The cork left from the bottle with a noisy pop and the man smiled wide. He placed the opened bottle onto the kitchen table and busied himself with looking inside the kitchen cabinets for two glasses. Once he had found what he was looking for he brought them over to the table and began to pour them both a drink. Cooper passed one of the glasses to Gloria who took it with a grateful smile.

“To us,” Cooper declared in that debonair fashion he seemed to wear all the time that Gloria had known him.

“To us,” Gloria agreed with a bit of a stammer, less certain than her partner in their marriage.

Nevertheless, both parties drank the wine together and Gloria could feel the heady effects of the potent beverage already loosening her up. It had been ever such a long time since Gloria had last had a taste of alcohol. She and David had been very conservative people all their lives and when the children came, well, alcohol just didn’t seem as enticing as it once did. 

Now though, Gloria remembered why everyone enjoyed this so much. The sparkling beverage had tickled her throat all the way down every time she sipped at the vivacious liquid and the exquisite taste hung in her mouth allowing her to enjoy the dry, sweet taste for a lot longer. It afforded her the luxury of speaking more freely than she had done since David had died. After all, Gloria had needed to stay strong for herself and her children, meaning that she hadn’t truly admitted how unhappy she was for fear of falling apart. Now, Gloria could. She was safe here. She had money for her children and Austin, everything had worked out, even if she did have to sleep with a man she hardly knew. The thought made her bristle again and it didn’t go unnoticed.

“You okay there, little lady?” Cooper asked her with one eyebrow raised.

“I’m fine,” Gloria told him, sipping at her third glass of wine now. “No need to worry about me.”

“Are you sure?” he pressed.

Gloria paused and started to think that maybe she should tell him her concerns. After all, they were married now. She had the $200. What was the worst that could happen?

“Are you getting me drunk so I’ll have sex with you?” she asked, her words slurred a little from her inebriation.

“What?” Cooper exclaimed, his eyes blown wide. “Of course not, Gloria. I just wanted to celebrate having a lovely young lady in my home I can talk to. Gloria,” he said in a deep, meaningful tone, “I would never try to trick you into doing anything you didn’t want to do.” He took her hand in his and stroked his thumb across her palm in a gentle motion. “I promise that. I just want you to be happy.”

Those words were enough to cause the tears to flow heavy from Gloria’s eyes; small, delicate sobs escaped the young woman as she wept for the kindness of this stranger, for the loss of her husband, and the gratefulness she felt at managing to find a solution.

“Hey now,” Cooper said in a soothing tone, “no need to cry. You’re okay.” He moved his chair closer to hers and in slow, deliberate movements he wrapped his arms
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