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Chapter 1




Golden, Colorado Territory ~ July, 1870




Anne-Marie Sanderson, now traveling under the alias of Samantha Wallace, climbed down from the freight wagon with the help of the wagon’s driver. Sweat trickled between her breasts making her corset damp and just that much more uncomfortable. Her black wool traveling suit and the wool mantle she held over her arm didn’t help matters any. Standing on the boardwalk, she rested her cloak over her valise and removed her jacket. Under it she wore a white, high necked blouse, trimmed in lace at the neck and cuffs. Immediately, she felt cooler but continued to use her fan to move the still air around her face.

In her valise were clothes she’d specifically had made for this journey and for the work she expected to do. She’d picked a rancher specifically because her father would never expect her to go anywhere where she had to do physical labor.

Being a mail-order bride, she hoped the man she’d promised to marry happened to come to town soon. She realized that might not be the case, but she would find a way to notify him she’d come sooner than he’d planned.

She’d answered the advertisement for a mail-order bride after the first time Thurstan had slapped her. She wouldn’t marry a man she knew to be abusive. If this man was the same way, she would leave and do what she had to in order to make her own way in the world.

She’d taken the train from St. Louis to Kit Carson in the Colorado Territory and on to Denver by stagecoach. She’d spent the last leg of her journey sitting next to the driver in a freight wagon headed for Central City but who had kindly dropped her off in Golden City.

She fervently hoped that Thurstan Martin wouldn’t follow her from St. Louis. Her father had betrothed her to his friend. At first Samantha had been thrilled. Her future was solved and Thurstan was a very good catch. He was young, compared to her father, being only fifteen years older than she was and very handsome. She considered herself very lucky, but as the engagement wore on, Thurstan’s proclivities toward violence surfaced and she discovered what a monster he really was. Oh, he never left a mark where it could be seen, but if he was this way now when they were only engaged, what would he be like when they were married?

She’d told her father what Thurstan was doing, but Father didn’t believe her.

He believed she would say anything to get out of the marriage, as she’d done several times before. But she’d been young enough then, he hadn’t forced her.

“You’re twenty-five years old,” he’d admonished her. “And it’s long past time for you to be married and start producing grandchildren for your mother and me.”

So one day she’d asked her mother to talk to her in the library. They sat next to each other on the sofa. When she’d told her mother how Thurstan was treating her, the woman looked sad.

“That’s just the way men are. You’ll have to moderate your speech and do your best not to anger him.”

Anne-Marie narrowed her eyes. “Are you telling me that Father beats you? Is that why you say that’s the way men are?”

Her mother nodded. “That is the way of marriage. You must accept it.”

Blood pounded through her veins. Anne-Marie jumped up from the sofa and paced. “I won’t. It’s barbaric. I’ll die before I let a man use me as a punching bag.”

She knew then she had to get away. She wouldn’t take the chance of Thurstan moving up the wedding date, after all they’d already been engaged for almost two years. Also, she would only be able to take what she could wear and carry in one valise. She’d have to cut all ties with her friends, which hurt, but she couldn’t risk the letters being traced even if she used a fake name. She made sure to put the letters from her intended in her reticule and then, with the perfect opportunity was coming up, she prepared to leave at night.

Her parents were attending an evening of dinner and cards at a friend’s home. Thurstan didn’t know the people so she would not have to attend. She’d be alone, just her and the servants.

At nine o’clock everyone went to bed except Laraby, the butler. The servants were happy to have the master and mistress out for the evening as they could retire early and get some extra sleep before morning came and their long days started again.

Anne-Marie made her way down the stairs and out the door without making a sound, thanks to a floor covered with thick carpet. She walked the six blocks to the taxi stand and got a taxi to the train station.

When the train had traveled a good five miles out of town she finally sat up and got comfortable in her seat.

An elderly woman sat across from her, and a small blonde girl, about eight-years-old, sat next to the woman.

The woman watched her and then smiled. Her smile reached her eyes and lit up her entire face. “Where are you headed, my dear?”

“West,” answered Anne-Marie. No, Samantha. She was Samantha now.

The woman’s eyebrows lifted and she nodded. “I see.”

Samantha went back to staring out the window.

“Grandma,” said the little girl. “Are we going west like the pretty lady?”

“Yes, we are,” said the woman. “West to Kansas City, where your father will meet us.”

“Then what will we do?”

“Then we’ll go home with him and see your mother.”

Samantha looked at the woman. She had snow white hair, vivid green eyes and a kind smile. Her face was lined with wrinkles, deep laugh lines and crow’s feet from squinting. Her countenance was comforting. “I can pick up the stage to Denver in Kansas City, can’t I?”

The woman smiled. “Yes. You can also take the train to Kit Carson, which is considerably faster, and then the stage to Denver. One of my sons has a ranch west of there.”

Samantha extended her hand. “I’m Samantha Wallace.” I can’t be too careful. Father or Thurstan, might send people looking for Anne-Marie Sanderson tomorrow, but no one will be looking for Samantha Wallace.

“Bertha Taylor, and this sweet little thing,”—she patted the girl’s hand—“is my granddaughter, Iris. Her mother, my daughter, just had a new baby. Iris has been visiting with me for about a month. Now it’s time she went home and met her brother and I greeted my new grandson. What are you going to Denver for, dear?”

“I’ll be meeting my fiancé. I’m a mail-order bride. My fiancé has a ranch outside of a place called Golden City.”

I’m glad I practiced answering this question. Even so I’d hoped I wouldn’t actually have to answer it.

“Will he be meeting you in Denver or Golden City?”

“I don’t know. He doesn’t actually know I’m coming. I simply couldn’t wait any longer.”

The woman nodded. “Anxious to be married and start a family?”

Samantha dipped her chin. “Oh, yes, ma’am.”

Bertha reached into her reticule and handed Samantha a card. “Well, if for some reason, things don’t work out and you should need a job, you can look up my son. His name is Jonathan Taylor. Just tell him you know Bertha.”

Samantha put the card in her pocket. “Thank you, Mrs. Taylor. I appreciate it very much.” Maybe my luck is changing for the better. Finally.
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Carter Monroe had just finished his first cup of coffee and rolled up the sleeves of his chambray shirt to pour a second cup from the pot on the stove. He suddenly heard a horse galloping away. He went to the kitchen window, but the rider was too far away. None of his men were supposed to be going anywhere today, especially not this early. He was surprised they were out of bed. Breaking horses was on the agenda and all hands were to remain at the ranch.

He opened the door off the living room to get a better look at the horse and nearly fell over a basket on the porch in front of the door. A baby basket. An occupied baby basket. He grabbed the door jam with his left hand, while his gut clenched.

“What the heck?!”

Squatting next to the white wicker container, he turned down the blankets. Staring back were the biggest, bluest eyes, a button nose and rosebud mouth. The baby took one look at him and…grinned a toothless grin.

Carter couldn’t help but smile back. He looked up again to see if the rider was still in sight, but he or she was gone. He ran his hands through his hair and stared at the baby. Finally, he decided he needed to do something as the morning was a little chilly. “Well, you are a cute little thing. Let’s take you inside where it’s warmer.”

He carried the basket to the kitchen table where he examined the contents. Besides the baby, he saw several diapers made of soft flannel, a nightgown, two blankets, a rattle, a bottle, what looked like a pair of heavy wool pants and a note.

Carter,

This is Elaine. I call her Lanie. She’s four months old and your daughter. I shouldn’t have kept her from you for this long, but I can’t care for her anymore. I’m leaving for San Francisco and can’t take her with me. She’s yours to raise now. Goodbye. Tell her I love her.

Lanie’s mama.

Carter’s legs turned to jelly and he sat before he fell face first to the floor.

His baby? He hadn’t had relations with many women and a year ago he hadn’t been with anyone. Actually he hadn’t been with anyone since Martha passed. So Lanie couldn’t be his child, but someone sure wanted him to think she was and he didn’t know how he could disprove it. The note was fairly damming, but he was sure Lanie’s mama had the wrong man.

Josiah came in to prepare breakfast.

“What you got there, Boss?” The older man smiled, came over to the table and looked in the basket.

Carter watched the man’s smile fade.

“What the heck is that?”

“She’s a baby.”

Josiah rubbed his hands over his face and looked again in the basket. “I know it’s a baby but who’s baby is it?”

“She’s apparently mine now. I have to go to town and buy things for her and see if by some chance the mother is still there.”

“Yes, I guess you better. This ranch is no place to try and raise a baby without a woman.”

Carter ran his hands through his hair. “You think I don’t know that?” He picked up the basket and took Lanie to the barn with him to hitch up the buggy.
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Samantha stood on the board walk outside the Golden City Mercantile. After taking a few minutes to collect herself, she walked in, hoping she’d be able to find work there until she found her fiancé. Surely there was something she could do; even sweeping the floors would be all right with her.

She walked to the counter on the right side of the store, just beyond the door, where a middle-aged, balding man wearing a white butcher’s apron stood.

“Excuse me, sir?”

“What can I do for you, young lady?” The storekeeper smiled.

Using both hands, she held her valise in front of her. “I’m looking for a job and a place to stay until my fiancé comes to get me. I’ll do anything, sweep floors, straighten shelves, whatever you need.”

“Who is your fiancé, miss?”

“Carter Monroe.”

The shopkeeper lifted his brows and glanced at the man in the back of the store.

“You don’t say. Well this is the day for surprises. Hey!” said the storekeeper.

The man turned toward them.

The store owner waved. “You better get up here…now!”

She watched the tall, handsome man saunter up to the counter.

He held a wicker bassinette, the occupant of which was beginning to cry.

The man put the basket on the floor and looked Samantha over.

“What do you want, Orson?”

The baby cried in earnest now, apparently not liking being on the floor.

Samantha bent down and talked to the baby. “Hi there sweet thing. What’s the matter, huh? What’s making you cry, sweet baby?” Then she looked up at the man. “Do you mind if I hold her?”

“How do you know it’s a girl?” asked the man.

The man had dark hair cut right to his collar and amazing, deep blue eyes. “She just seemed like a girl to me. After all, I had a fifty-fifty chance.” She picked up the baby only to discover she was soaked. “She’s wet almost through her soaker. Do you have diapers?”

He pointed at the basket. “In there along with those wool pants that you called a soaker.”

Samantha took a blanket and laid it on the floor and then changed the baby’s wet diaper for a clean one. She’d done this many times for her friend Aggie’s baby boy, Daniel.

“There you go, sweetie. All dry now.” She picked up the baby and folded the soaker and diaper into the now wet blanket. Looking up at the man, she said, “You’ll need to put those in the basket I guess. The blanket isn’t too wet right now, but you’ll still want to wash it before the baby needs it again.”

“Thank you, miss. I’m Carter Monroe. Pleased to meet you.” He tipped his hat.

Her eyes widened. He was Carter Monroe? Oh, my goodness. He’s much more handsome than I’d hoped, but when I read his letters, he sounded so kind that I’d said, yes, I’d marry him. Now I’m very glad I did.

She’d only had nine letters from her fiancé, but he was taller and better looking than she’d imagined. What would she do if he was like Thurston? No. She refused to believe she could be that unlucky twice and if he was, she’d just leave.

“I’m Samantha Wallace…your bride.
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Carter frowned. First a baby and now a bride. What the heck is going on? “Bride? What bride?”

Her brows furrowed and she tilted her head to one side. “I’m your mail-order bride. I know I didn’t tell you I was coming now, but considering we are to marry, I didn’t think you’d mind sooner rather than later.”

Carter shook his head. I don’t need to deal with this the same day as a baby dropped in my lap. If there were any other Carters or Monroes in the area I’d know about them. But there aren’t so something strange is happening. “Lady. I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.”

Her eyes narrowed. She placed the baby safely back in the basket, then she dug around in her valise and produced a stack of letters. “What are these, then? You wrote these letters convincing me to become your bride, and I agreed, so here I am, and I expect you to keep your word.”

Carter examined one of the envelopes. The return address stated Carter Monroe, C Bar M Ranch, Golden City, Colorado Territory. The handwriting looked familiar, but it certainly wasn’t his. He took out the letter and read.




My dear Samantha,

I’m so happy you have agreed to marry me. I’ll send you the money to get here as soon as possible. You’ll love my ranch. It’s big and I have ten men working for me. Sometimes keeping them is a chore in itself since the goldmines of Central City are so close.

Write me back and let me know when you can come, so I can get you the money.

Hoping to see you soon,

Carter




Carter’s mouth formed a thin line and he tried to calm himself before anger consumed him. After reading the missive, his eyes narrowed and his brows furrowed as he glared at her.

This can’t be happening. How could this happen to me and all on the same day. What did I do to deserve this?
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She kept the smile plastered on her face. The baby was fussing again and she picked her up from the basket.

She swayed with the baby to soothe her. “What is the matter? You can’t be angry I came sooner. You don’t have to wait and gather the money now. We can get married and begin our life. Carter?”

He shook his head. “I’m sorry Miss Wallace. But I’m not the man you think I am.”

She sucked in a breath and you could have heard a pin drop. “What are you saying? Why? What do you mean? What did I do to you?”

He waved the letter in front of her. “I didn’t write these letters. I don’t have any idea who you are and I certainly don’t need a mail-order bride.”

“That insulting tone is uncalled for. You did write them. They are all signed Carter or Carter Monroe. Is there another Carter Monroe here in Golden City?”

“No.”

She pointed at the letter. “Then how do you explain this?”

One of his brows wrinkled. “I think I know, but I have to check something out when I get home.”

“And what do you expect me to do until you get whatever it is checked out?”

Carter ran a hand behind his neck. “I don’t know I—”

The baby cried in earnest and this time there was no satisfying her with a clean diaper. She was hungry. Samantha knew that cry from hearing her friend’s babies.

“Have you fed her recently?” She rocked the baby in her arms and started to sing to her. “Hush little baby don’t you cry…”

The child looked up at Samantha and shoved a fist in her mouth.

“No, I haven’t fed her. Hell, I just got her today.”

Her head jerked up. “What?”

Carter crossed his arms over his chest. “She was left on my doorstep this morning with a note saying she’s my child. I need everything for a baby, but I don’t know what those things are.”

“Oh, my goodness.” Samantha rolled her eyes and turned to the shopkeeper. “Orson? Is that right?”

“Yes, Miss Wallace. I’m Orson Benson. I own this mercantile.”

“Well, here are the things we need for the baby. Soft flannel cloth for diapers, four glass baby bottles and eight India rubber nipples for them. Do you have formula?”

“No, just Eagle Brand condensed milk, but I can order infant formula in for you. It’s new and I haven’t needed to stock it before now. I’ll have to order you more bottles and nipples. I only have two bottles and three nipples in stock. I got them from a family that lost their baby on the trip here. Same with the clothes I have, just over there.” He pointed to the other side of the room.

“We’ll take them and whatever clothes you have that will fit her.”

“You check it out and I’ll pack it up for you.”

Samantha rocked the baby. “That is much appreciated.”

Orson moved away to do Samantha’s bidding.

She looked over at Carter. “Can you pay for these items?”
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She’s quite the spitfire, but look how happy Lanie is and how good she is with her. When she looks at Lanie I can tell she already loves her. He stood with his arms crossed over his chest and his mouth turned up on one corner. “Yes, I can pay for them. Do you always take charge like that?”

She looked down, smiled at the baby, blew her a kiss and swayed with her. “Only when I have to. Have you named her yet?”

“Lanie. The note said her name is Elaine, but her mother called her Lanie.”

“Lanie Monroe. That’s nice.”

He lifted a brow and moved closer to the woman. “Miss Wallace, I have a proposition for you.”
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Chapter 2


Carter couldn’t help but notice the way Samantha took charge of Lanie and everything she needed. With her blonde hair and big blue eyes, she could be the baby’s mother. She was pretty, smart, and most importantly she knew how to care for a baby. He could get Josiah back to working with the cows and horses, not cooking for the ranch. He was a terrible cook anyway. Women were few and hard to come by in these parts, especially ones with big blue eyes, porcelain skin, and hair the color of corn silk.

I shouldn’t be noticing those things about her. Martha has only been gone a little over two years. I shouldn’t need or want another woman in my bed…but I do. I admit it, I’m a little lonely. At night after a long day, I miss having someone to talk to and laugh with.

“What is your proposition, Mr. Monroe?”

“I want you to marry me.” There he’d said it. No going back now. Orson has just witnessed what could be his humiliation. He closed his eyes for a moment and hoped that Martha would be happy with his solution.

Her eyes widened and then narrowed. “Why? What’s in it for you? You just said you weren’t the one I corresponded with.”

“You’d take care of the baby and do the female chores, cooking, cleaning and laundry. I warn you now, I can’t, won’t fall in love with you, so I advise you guard your heart.”

He watched her think about his offer and decided to help her make the right decision.

Carter jutted his chin towards the baby. “I see how you look at her, how you hold her and the fact you know everything she needs. You’re already in love with Lanie.”

Samantha looked at the baby in her arms and sighed. “You’re right. I do love her. She’s just too darn precious. I’ll do all those things.” She tilted her head and narrowed her eyes. “Why not just hire me to do those things instead of marrying me?”

He shrugged. “Because I need a wife. I want to have children eventually. Taking care of Lanie will be much better for her if you’re her mama, not just the hired help. And you can’t live at the ranch without a chaperone unless we’re married. And women are hard to come by out here.”

She thought for a bit before finally speaking. “We’ll have a marriage of convenience. I won’t consummate the marriage until I know you better.”

“You were coming out to marry a stranger anyway, what is the difference?”

“As you stated you’re not the man I corresponded with, therefore, I don’t know you at all. The man I corresponded with was a liar, so I guess I didn’t know him either, but at least I had something to
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