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      Minnie Bannister heard the last hiss of brakes as the train slowly chug, chug, chugged its way out of the station, leaving her behind.

      She felt as if she hadn’t caught her breath since the conductor had passed through her passenger car calling for the stop—still faint and a little nauseated.

      What if coming to Cooper’s Hollow was a mistake?

      She pushed aside the thought. She’d made this choice. Prayed over it. Besides, she’d severed all ties. Traveled several hundred miles to this tiny Wyoming town. It was even smaller than the last stop, Bear Creek.

      This wasn’t a mistake.

      But it was cold.

      She craned her neck, trying to see through the falling snow that seemed to be growing thicker by the moment.

      It was December twenty-third. Almost Christmas. There had been a few people on the platform when she’d disembarked. That number had dwindled. Where was Mr. Black?

      She didn't know what he looked like, other than the few details he'd written in his last letter.

      Tall. Dark hair. Brown eyes.

      A cold finger of wind slipped down the back of her worn woolen coat, and she shivered.

      Mr. Black had agreed to meet her train. If he wasn't here, she would need to find a place to wait. Maybe the stationmaster would be able to help her.

      She'd only taken two steps when a gust of wind seemed to split the falling snow like a curtain pulled back. A tall figure in a dark coat and hat appeared, and her stomach took a tumble.

      Was that—?

      He strode toward her, his steps sure.

      It must be Mr. Black.

      The sun had barely made itself known today, blocked by slate-gray clouds. It had to be sunset, because the sky seemed even more dim. A single lantern hung from the station roof, but it didn't offer much illumination in the blowing snow.

      Mr. Black came to a stop before her. He'd spoken true in his letter. He was terribly tall. So much so that she had to stretch her neck to look up into his face.

      She hadn't expected someone who advertised for a mail-order wife to be so handsome. He had a craggy look about him that fit what little of the distant mountains she'd seen today. His eyes were sharp and intelligent. And his gaze was inspecting her as if he felt the same catch in his breath that she did—as if he couldn't quite believe his eyes.

      “You’re here.” She breathed the words more than spoke them.

      "You're late." Somehow, his dry delivery made her smile. Perhaps because she sensed his annoyance was for show.

      "My train was delayed out of Cheyenne."

      Something shifted in his eyes at her simple statement. Or maybe she imagined it, the growing dusk and falling snow playing tricks on her eyesight.

      He glanced behind her at the empty platform. "Where are your trunks?"

      Her cheeks heated. She'd written that she did not have many physical possessions, but it was still painful to lift the carpetbag and force a smile. "I'm afraid this is all I have.”

      She'd written all about growing up in the orphanage, being turned out when she was fourteen, and working as a housemaid for the past six years. But she hadn't outright said that she'd barely earned enough to scrape by. Nothing of the nights she'd gone to bed with her belly rumbling in complaint because she hadn't had any supper.

      She was determined to start this marriage off on the right foot, and dwelling on her poor prospects and meager belongings wasn't that foot.

      "I can't believe how open it is." She gestured with her free hand, intending to encompass the wide sky she'd glimpsed earlier. It was a little silly to do so now, with the snow obscuring everything. "What I could see from the train was so beautiful."

      His eyes narrowed slightly. "What about the isolation? I thought you were set against such a small town."

      She felt a blip of unease. She'd never written any such thing. Had he misconstrued one of her missives?

      She didn't want him to have any reservations. She'd lived in horrible tenement apartments. Once, in a tiny, suffocating closet in an attic eave. Anything would be an improvement over that. She was determined to make this work, to be happy with whatever came her way.

      "I know you said your cabin was small, but I'm sure I won't mind. There must be chores that will keep me out of doors. And in the spring, perhaps I could plant a garden..."

      His expression shifted from something bordering on pleasant to confusion, leaving his brow knitted.

      Oh, dear.

      "I'm not afraid of hard work," she went on. She knew she was rambling. Nerves always brought out the babbling brook of words, a reserve that never seemed to go away. She couldn't seem to stop. "And I can get to know the neighbors. Maybe join a quilting circle, if there is such a thing. Or maybe start one..." She trailed off because his expression had turned stormy.

      "Are you joshing?"

      She didn't know how to respond to his query, and the slight bite to his words had her shaking her head. Had she already irritated him? A shiver wracked her.

      He noticed. And his frown grew. "I think there's been some kind of mistake."

      Her stomach plummeted, landing somewhere near her toes.

      He motioned toward the street behind him, flanked by clapboard buildings. "Come along, Miss Plum. Let's find someplace warm and—"

      She'd started after him out of habit, but he turned back when she stopped walking.

      "Who is Miss Plum?" Confusion swirled around her like the snowflakes that caught on her eyelashes.

      He looked grim as he turned to face her again. "I am Doctor Jed Dawson. I was supposed to meet the new nurse in my employ. Miss Plum."

      He wasn't Mr. Black after all. Embarrassment and a strange sense of disappointment flared through her.

      "And I gather that you are not her."

      She shook her head, ridiculous tears pooling in her eyes. She blinked them back furiously. It was an innocent mistake.

      But one that meant Mr. Black wasn't here, after all. She glanced around the empty train platform. No one else remained.

      The chill wind blasted her cheeks. "Mr. Black was supposed to meet me, but he must have been detained. Can you tell me how far it is to his homestead?"

      "Mr. Black? Adam Black?"

      Why did he sound so incredulous? She nodded.

      "I expect," he cleared his throat, "that Adam is snowed in. He lives several hours outside of town.”

      Snowed in?

      He must've read the surprise in her expression. "We've had an unprecedented amount of snow this year. Far more than the almanac predicted."

      He motioned with his gloved hand to the nearest building, where a waist-high drift seemed like a tiny mountain. "We’ve had two weeks of snowstorms, and it hasn't moved off yet. What's your name?"

      "Wilhelmina Bannister.” She didn't know why she introduced herself that way. She used Minnie with everyone. "I'm here to marry Mr. Black."

      The doctor seemed to choke on a cough. She couldn't read his expression, but the thundercloud of his brow didn't frighten her anymore. "Is there a stage or... a driver I might hire?"

      She didn't have the funds for either. Mr. Black had sent her the train ticket. She couldn't have afforded one on her own.

      He shook his head slowly, his eyes hooded and dark. "I doubt anyone is willing to risk their life to deliver you to—" another hitch in his voice "—Adam."

      "Then what am I supposed to do?"

      Mr. Black had written a little about the town. He'd never mentioned a hotel.

      Doctor Dawson blew out a frustrated breath. "I don't have time for this."

      She probably wasn't supposed to have caught the words, not with his head turned and the way he'd spoken under his breath. It was her good fortune to have excellent hearing, honed from years of listening for an employer's call, anticipating their every need. Or back at the orphanage, when a footstep in the hallway late in the evening sometimes preceded punishment.

      She lifted her chin. "Thank you for your help." Not that he'd done much. "I'm certain I can find my way from here."

      She wasn't certain of any such thing, but if there was one thing she hated, it was the feeling of being a burden. The only thing worse was being invisible. Perhaps she should be thankful the doctor had seen her on the train platform at all.

      She started down the stairs, wondering where she might find assistance. Her stomach reminded her that she hadn't eaten since a meager breakfast of weak coffee and a stale biscuit. If she could only warm up, she could think this through.

      The doctor caught up to her on the boardwalk in only a few long-legged strides. "I'll take you to the preacher's house. Maybe he and his wife will know what to do with you."

      How magnanimous of him.

      She wanted to snap at him, prick his feelings the way he'd pricked hers with his impatience. But she swallowed back the impulse. The local doctor was likely an important figure in town. She didn't want to be an embarrassment to Mr. Black before they even got to the altar.

      "Thank you," she managed before following him in silence.
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        * * *

      

      Jed was keenly aware of the pocket watch ticking away in the inside breast pocket of the vest he wore beneath his coat.

      He needed to check on Mrs. Farraday, who was forty-one-and-a-half weeks pregnant with her third child and due to deliver any day. Any moment really.

      The five-year-old son of the blacksmith was recovering from whooping cough. Jed should stop in and check on him again.

      And he'd promised Jamie he would be home for supper. His twelve-year-old son had been sullen and tight-lipped when Jed had to leave to meet the new nurse at the train station. Jed had reminded his son that Miss Plum would provide some much-needed help for the thriving clinic.

      Jamie had only scowled and turned his back while Jed had shrugged on his coat.

      His son probably had a right to his anger. Jed had been working longer and longer days. He couldn't remember the last time they'd eaten supper together. Roderick and Helen, an older, childless couple who ran the mercantile, took pity on the widower doctor and his son and fed Jamie when Jed was seeing patients.

      And tonight—thanks to a no-show Miss Plum and stumbling upon Wilhelmina Bannister—he was going to miss supper again.

      Jamie wouldn't be heartbroken. Or maybe he would. He just wouldn't tell Jed.

      Jed was bone-tired of the sulky attitude. Where had his curious, jovial little boy gone?

      Jed ground his teeth. There was nothing for it. He didn't want to give Jamie another reason to resent him. Not at Christmas.

      "I need to make a stop," he said. He didn't wait for an answer because he'd nearly passed the storefront for the clinic. It was closed and dark, no lamps lit inside.

      Miss Bannister gave the window a dubious look.

      "My son thought I would be returning from the train station right away."

      When her expression softened, he felt a tug in his gut that he ignored. "Of course. He must be worried."

      Worry was likely the last thing on Jamie's mind.

      Jed pushed through the door, trying to keep his thoughts off the young woman he gestured to follow him inside. "You'd better come in out of the snow."

      She hesitated just beyond the door. The stove wasn't lit in here, but being out of the wind and snow made it so much warmer.

      He could see a line of light beneath the door that separated the clinic from his and Jamie's rooms at the back of the building. “This way."

      "I don't want to drip all over your floor."

      That was thoughtful, but unnecessary. He waved her forward, his steps clacking against the wood floor in his hurry. At this rate, he would be up into the wee hours making notations in his patient records.

      "Jamie?" he called out as he moved through the hall and into their small kitchen and dining area.

      His son poked his head out of his bedroom door. His hair was tousled, and he looked like the boy Jed remembered. A surge of love for his son filled his chest.

      Until Jamie spoke. "Thought you weren't coming back. Where's your Miss Plum?"

      Jed frowned. Nurse Plum wasn't his in any sense of the word—just a woman he'd hired to work for him." She didn't arrive on the train."

      But Jamie's gaze jumped to the hallway behind Jed, where a slight movement from Miss Bannister must've given her away.

      "This is Wilhelmina Bannister. Miss Bannister, my son, Jamie.”

      The young woman gave a slight wave, still clutching her carpetbag. Jamie raised one imperious eyebrow.

      Jed sighed. “Miss Banister arrived on the train. We need to take her to the Owens's house. Get your coat on."

      Jamie scowled. "Why?"

      Jed sent a prayer for patience winging heavenward, but before he could formulate any words that wouldn't sound like a growl and provide further friction for his relationship with his son, she spoke.

      "I've come to marry Mr. Black, but he didn't
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