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            Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      This book is dedicated to Christian Carufel, one of my Creative Writing students, who won the right to create a character. Christian Turner is the character he created and though some of this backstory doesn’t appear in the book, here is his history:

      He is a veteran of the Mexican-American War and the Civil War. Most of his life was spent in and around El Paso, having been a part of one of the first waves of settlers to the area. He was born in the Missouri Territory to a pair of corn farmers, went south to fight, and then moved back to try his hand at homesteading. During Bleeding Kansas, he moved to El Paso to hunt lizards. Eventually, he made a living manufacturing gunpowder for the local militias. During the Civil War, he was conscripted as part of the Texas Home Guard. He is stationed in Atlanta where his unit is almost wiped out by General Sherman and his army. He eventually moved back home where, affected by the war, he began to go crazy, seeing lights in the sky and moving mountains. He now spends his days wandering between his powder shack and the local drinking hole, and it is only a matter of time before he goes the way of all legends and explodes along with his powder trying to manufacture while heavily intoxicated.

      

      I tried to stay true to the character and it was fun to add him in after most of the story was already plotted. He plays a big role though for a minor character.

      

      Thank you so much for picking up this book. I hope you enjoy the story and the characters as they are dear to my heart. If you do, please leave a review at your retailer. It really does make a difference because it lets people make an informed decision about books.
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            Carl

          

        

      

    

    
      Sage Creek, Texas 1884

      Though the sun shone brightly in the clear Texas sky, it did nothing to calm the nerves constricting Carl Baxter’s stomach as he approached the homestead of Jesse Jennings. It wasn’t that he didn’t know the man, but they weren’t exactly close friends. Still, Jesse had information he needed. At least he hoped he did. Adjusting his hat, he took a deep breath to calm his nerves before lifting his hand and knocking at the door.

      The door opened, but it was not Jesse on the other side. Instead his wife, Kate, stared at him, cradling a baby in her arms. “Can I help you?” she asked. Her tone was friendly but guarded which he understood. Though a local to the town, he hadn’t spent much time around her and as she was friends with Emma Cook, he was sure she had heard stories about him. Stories that were probably less than flattering due to his behavior. He still cringed when he thought of how pushy he’d been.

      He cleared his throat and removed his hat, twisting it in his hands and stifling the urge to run his fingers through his matted hair. Kate wouldn’t care about his hair, but he also realized it was probably an unsightly mess after working all day, and he needed Kate to want to help him. “Yes, ma’am. I was hoping to speak to your husband. Is Jesse around?”

      Kate tilted her head as she sized him up. The way her eyes raked over him made him feel as if she could see into the depths of his soul. Could she see his unease? She was a formidable woman for sure, and he understood more now how she had managed to escape the dangerous situation she found herself in when she first arrived in town. “He’s out at the barn. Is something the matter?”

      “Oh no, ma’am.” His words spilled forth in a hurried tone to quell her fears. “I was just hoping to speak to him about a personal matter.”

      She stared at him for another moment as if weighing his words and his honesty. Then she nodded. “Very well.” She pointed to a large red barn several yards away from the house. “You may find him there.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.” He wished he knew Kate better so he could get a woman’s perspective on his questions too, but that would not be proper to ask now. Perhaps he could have had Emma ask her… if he hadn’t messed that situation up royally, and while she was conversing with him again, he wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to mend their relationship completely.

      Replacing his hat, he walked across the yard and stepped into the stifling heat of the barn. Though he could not see him at first, Carl followed the shuffling sound and found Jesse mucking a stall. Though in peak physical condition, sweat darkened the armpits of his shirt and rolled in rivulets down the side of his face. Carl cleared his throat so as not to startle the man. “Jesse? Can I have a word?”

      Jesse paused and wiped a hand across his forehead. “What can I do for you, Carl?”

      Carl cleared his throat again. This time in an attempt to push the words out that seemed lodged there like a dry biscuit. “I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions.”

      Jesse leaned against his rake and lifted a brow. It was clear he was curious what had brought Carl to his neck of the woods. “What about?”

      Heat climbed up Carl’s face. He couldn’t believe he was about to ask this man he barely knew such intimate questions, but no one else had the insight he did. “About getting a mail-order bride. I know we don’t know each other well, but as far as I know, you’re the only one who has done it here, and I was hoping to get enough details to see if it’s something I should consider.”

      Jesse’s posture instantly relaxed and his hesitant expression slid into a friendly smile. “Well, I am certainly no expert. I didn’t place the ad as I’m sure you know, but I did marry a woman I didn’t know which I imagine is more what you’re asking about. I’m happy to tell you what I can, but let’s step outside where there’s a little more air and a place to sit down.” He leaned the rake against the side of the stall and led the way out of the barn.

      Carl followed Jesse outside to where a small bench stood in the shade. The two men sat and then Jesse turned to him. “What is it you want to know?”

      That was a very good question. Carl had thought about the questions he wanted to ask for the last few days, ever since he had accepted the fact that Emma was not going to give him a second chance. He looked down at his weathered and calloused hands, wondering if he even had enough to offer a woman. “I have many, but let’s start with, is it worth it?”

      Jesse nodded and ran a hand across his chin. “Well, I wasn’t looking for a wife when Kate fell into my lap, but marrying her has been worth it. She’s a wonderful woman.”

      “Was it difficult at first? Marrying a stranger?”

      Jesse chuckled. “Marriage is always difficult, but having married the first time for love and the second time for convenience at first, I can say this marriage brought different challenges. It took time to get to know each other. With my first wife, we had courted before marriage, so we had plenty of opportunities to learn about each other. With Kate, I only knew her a short time before we married so we had to do the learning while we lived under the same roof. That part is different. It takes time.”

      Carl nodded. He had expected as much. It was one reason he had placed so much hope on marrying Emma. He’d known her forever. They’d grown up together. He knew they got along, and while he could tell she did not return the amorous feelings he had, he was sure they could have been happy. But he had no idea if he would get along with another woman and that was probably his biggest fear. “How long would you say it took?”

      “A few weeks until we were comfortable. A few months before we realized love had sprouted. We were lucky in that area because I believe God blessed us.” Jesse turned a discerning eye on Carl and lifted his eyebrow in question. “Have you prayed about this? Made sure it’s His plan for you?”

      Carl’s eyes slid to the ground. He hadn’t really prayed about this. Hadn’t prayed about anything lately to be truthful. He’d been too angry at God for bringing William into Emma’s life, but he knew Jesse was right and that he should pray about this. “Not as much as I should, but I will before I make a decision. I promise you.”

      “That’s good. I understand the disappointment you must be feeling about Emma, but marriage is a lifelong commitment. Best not to jump into it lightly.”

      Carl sighed and placed his hands on his thighs. “I understand. Thank you for taking the time to answer my questions.”

      “You’re welcome, but are you sure that is all you have?”

      It wasn’t, but the other questions swirling around in Carl’s head were ones Jesse couldn’t answer. How long would it take to find a woman? What would it cost? And what if he paid for the woman to come but she didn’t? Or she did, but they couldn’t get along? He wanted a family and he longed for companionship, but what if bringing a woman he didn’t know into his life only brought misery and pain? With a sigh, he realized he better get right with God and begin praying because He was really the only one who could answer those questions.

      “No, but you’re right. Most of my other questions require God’s answers.” He thanked Jesse and shook his hand and then made his way back to his homestead. It was time to do something he’d been putting off for a while.

      The sun had fully set by the time he finished removing the saddle and brushing his horse down, but Carl didn’t mind. Evenings were generally his favorite time of the day as that was when his chores were done and he could sit and rest with his Bible in the evening. Of course, it had been a while since he’d been in the Bible. Lately, his evenings had been consumed with feeling sorry for himself and angry that William had come into Emma’s life. Then he would retire to bed only to toss and turn for hours. Now, he realized that was probably due to his lack of peace over both his actions and his distance from his maker. Both things he would be remedying tonight.

      After lighting his lantern and heating up some beans and cornbread - he was definitely looking forward to having someone to share supper with - he sat down at his table and opened his Bible. Unsure exactly what he was looking for, he simply opened the Bible, unsurprised to find himself reading about Ruth. She had the kind of devotion that he’d been lacking lately.

      Before he could even finish his reading, he closed his eyes and prayed for forgiveness and for the answer to his question. Should he place an ad for a mail-order bride or did God have something different in mind for him?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Elizabeth

          

        

      

    

    
      Chicago 1884

      Elizabeth Parker shivered as the chilly outside air bit through her light fabric. The weather had seemed brighter this morning when she’d left the house to check on her father, but now angry clouds darkened the sky and the temperature had dropped considerably. Enough that she wished she had a coat even though she wouldn’t be outside long. Just long enough to run to the general store to look at the new shipment of fabric.

      She couldn’t buy any of course. There was no money for that, but she could look and she could dream. One day, she hoped to open a dress shop, even though she knew it was a lofty dream. Not only did most women sew their own clothing, but very few owned businesses. Still, times were changing, and it wasn’t impossible. She’d heard rumors that a woman had opened a similar shop in Boston. None of that mattered though if her father didn’t get better.

      A rain drop pelted her face, and Elizabeth quickened her steps, but she wasn’t fast enough. Moments later, the skies opened and rain poured down. By the time she reached the general store, she was soaked to the bone. Margaret, the store owner’s wife, glanced up as she entered, and concern etched itself in every line of her face.

      “Elizabeth, are you okay?”

      “Fine.” Elizabeth brushed her shoulders in an effort to remove the water, but it was useless. The two had merged into one cold and heavy conglomeration. “Just didn’t expect it to rain today.”

      “It’s raining?” Margaret stepped closer to the window and shook her head. “Normally, my ankle tells me when rain is coming, but I didn’t feel anything today.”

      Elizabeth wasn’t sure of Margaret’s exact age, but her dark hair held only a few strands of gray and her face only the slightest trace of fine lines that seemed much more prominent with age, so Elizabeth doubted she was that much older. Still, she claimed that her ankle, which she’d broken when she was young, could predict the weather. Evidently, it ached more when rain was coming, and for the most part, Margaret was correct.

      “It seemed to come out of nowhere today,” Elizabeth agreed as she made her way over to the fabrics. “I hope that doesn’t mean we’re in for a short summer.”

      Margaret sighed and joined her at the fabric display. “Me too. I just ordered some new lighter fabrics. I’d hate for them not to be bought.”

      “Oh, I wish I could get them when they come in. I could use a new summer dress.” Elizabeth allowed herself to dream as she ran her fingers over a pretty checkered fabric. This one would be lovely for picnics and church outings and could be elevated with a lace collar and a touch of lace on the sleeves.

      “Well, if you promise not to tell Brian,” Margaret looked around conspiratorially for her husband who owned the store, “I might be able to trade some fabric in exchange for a dress. I can sew, but I rarely have time, and yours always look so much better than mine.”

      Elizabeth smiled at her friend. “Your dresses are lovely, Margaret, but if you’re serious, I will take you up on that offer. With Pa being sick, it might be the only way I can afford it.”

      Margaret’s smile faltered. “I’m so sorry to hear about your father. I sure hope he recovers.”

      “Thank you. Me too, but I’m trying not to focus on it right now which is why I’m here looking at your beautiful fabric. Tell me about this one,” Elizabeth said, hoping to change the subject and lighten the mood.

      Margaret’s smile returned as she talked about the lovely silk fabric that Elizabeth held. Silk was too expensive to make an entire dress out of, but Elizabeth loved to use it as an accessory piece when she could. The women talked a little longer, sharing ideas for dresses and recipes until a harried voice grabbed Elizabeth’s attention.

      “Miss Parker?”

      The two women turned toward the door, and when Elizabeth saw who it was, her heart sank. She’d left instructions for the nurse to come and retrieve her if her father’s condition worsened, so her appearance meant nothing good.

      “It’s your father, Miss Parker. I think you’ll want to come back.”

      Elizabeth nodded and let her hand fall from the fabric. It was silly to dream anyway. With her mother gone and her father’s health waning, there would be no way she’d ever be able to buy new fabric, much less start a dressmaking business. Not unless she married a wealthy man, and with her independent streak that seemed highly unlikely.

      “I’m sorry, Margaret, I have to go.”

      Margaret shook her head. “Of course. I hope everything is alright.”

      It wasn’t, but Elizabeth merely flashed a small smile and then followed the nurse back out into the rain. It was coming down harder now, and the clouds had taken on a dark, menacing appearance, one that sent chills through Elizabeth’s spine.

      The nurse entered the clinic first, but Elizabeth was right on her heels and rushed to her father’s side. She gripped his hand and startled at how much worse he looked. It had barely been an hour if that, but all the color was gone from his complexion. His hand was cold, and though she had long wished she could heal him, holding his hand now felt cold and clammy as if life had already left it. He’d been fighting the illness for weeks, and she had known that the end was near, but he was all she had left, and she had no idea what she would do when he was gone.

      “Pa, please don’t die on me. I don’t know what I’m going to do without you.” She picked up a nearby towel with her free hand and wiped the beads of sweat from his forehead.

      His eyes flicked open, but only briefly. “I took care of that,” he said, his voice raspy, his chest heaving as he struggled to breathe.

      A cold sensation gripped her heart. “Took care of it? How? What do you mean?”

      “Jacob Canfield will watch after you.”

      “Jacob Canfield? The owner of the saloon?” She did not know the man well, but her father had befriended him in the last several years. After her mother’s death, the saloon had become a safe haven for her father, a place for him to drink away his sorrow and wallow in his pity. She had never approved, but while she’d voiced her opposition and prayed continually about it, it had not been enough to dissuade him from the frequent visits. However, she had not known her father was close enough with the sleazy other man to ask him to look out for her when he passed. “You cannot leave me with Jacob Canfield.”

      “He’s a good man,” her father wheezed, each word halting and labored.

      Elizabeth had her doubts about that, but she decided to try a different line of reasoning. “But he owns a saloon. What if he asks me to work there? You would not want that for me, would you, Pa?”

      With the little strength he had, her father shook his head. “He won’t. We have worked out an agreement. He is only to watch after you.”

      Elizabeth had no doubt Jacob had promised her father that, but she also had little doubt that he would follow that promise. Granted, she was making assumptions, but every fiber in her body told her that he could not be trusted. However, her father was dying and she would not fill his final moments with arguments. She would find a way to take care of herself and trust that God would provide for her.

      “Okay, Pa. I will trust you, but please fight. If you fight a little more, you can beat this. I know you can.” The deathly pallor emanating from him told her the exact opposite, but the words made her feel better, and she hoped they would bring relief to her father as well.

      “I am too tired to keep fighting, but I will be with Jesus soon. I hate that I am leaving you here, but I do not want you to worry about me. I will be fine.”

      Tears blurred her vision as she squeezed his hand a little tighter. “I know you will, Pa, and you will get to see Ma and Abigail again.” Her mother had died years before during childbirth with her little sister Abigail who never got to take her first breath in this world before she was whisked away to Heaven.

      “Yes, I can almost see them now.” Her father’s voice was weaker, almost distant, as if he really was almost at Heaven’s door and no longer in the room with her. “It is beautiful.” For a moment, a smile lit up his face, and Elizabeth felt a glimmer of hope that maybe God was healing him and would send him back, but then the smile froze. There was a final rugged breath and then her father was still.

      “No, Pa.” Even though she knew that it was useless, she shook him, hoping to bring him back, to flood life into his veins once again, but it was not to be. He remained still, the smile etched onto his face and his eyes focused on something far away.

      “He’s gone, my dear, I’m sorry.” The nurse, who had been watching from the corner of the room to give them privacy, stepped forward and closed her father’s eyes with her hand. “There is nothing more we can do.”

      Elizabeth sniffed and dabbed at her eyes. Every bone in her body longed to crumple into the corner and remain there until she too passed away, but she knew that she could not do that. She would have to be stronger now. She would have to find a way to take care of herself, and she would need God now more than ever. Her faith had been shaken over the last few years, but her mother’s voice reminding her that God loved her and was always in control, even when it seemed darkest, kept her devotion from wavering.

      “Do you have someone to take you home?” the doctor asked, stepping into the room. He was an older gentleman, with graying hair and weathered features, but he had been nothing but gentle with her, and his kindness reverberated in his voice.

      Home. Did she even know where that was now? Did she go back to the house she had shared with her father? It was all she knew, but she was also aware that she did not have money to keep making the payments. How long would the bank allow her to remain before they came and took it all away? She would have to find a job, some way to earn enough money to remain in the house or find a smaller place that she could afford.

      “I will be fine,” she said, pulling back her shoulders, “my house isn’t far.” Although she had no intention of going straight there. A stop in every available store that might afford employment would happen first.

      The doctor nodded and placed a hand on her shoulder. It was a fatherly gesture and did not give her discomfort. “I will make sure the body is taken care of and have the minister reach out to you about funeral arrangements.”

      Elizabeth nodded. She had not even thought about a funeral, but she supposed it would be necessary. “Thank you.”

      She stepped out of the doctor’s office and into the bright sunlight, blinking against the blinding light. It had been pouring only moments ago when she’d returned to the clinic and now it was sunny? It was like a bad joke, and she felt a glimmer of anger spark in her chest. How could it be so cheery outside when she felt like she was dying inside? How could God send sunshine when her entire world had just fallen apart?

      “Is he gone then?”

      Elizabeth turned to the voice, jumping back at the sight of Jacob Canfield leaning against the column. Bile burned the back of her throat at the mere sight of him, and her anger grew but this time it was at the man in front of her and not God. “What are you doing here?”

      His lips pulled into a shape that she suspected was meant to be a smile but looked more like a lion about to devour prey. “I’m here to pay my respects, of course.”

      His respects? That was rich. She doubted he had respect for anything. “I’m afraid you’re too late then.”

      He chuckled, a low mirthless sound that sent shivers running down Elizabeth’s spine. “No, I’m right on time. Paying my respects was only part of the reason I came. The other reason is to collect my property.”

      “Property? What property?”

      “You.” He was a large man. His shirt and jacket strained the buttons and his face was thick and fleshy, but it was his eyes
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