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Chapter One


[image: ]


Harrigan Springs, Texas, Fall 1875

Quinn McRae looked at the saloon as he rode past. Couldn’t hurt to stop and wet his whistle, see if there was a game going.

As if he’d read Quinn’s mind, Johnny Walsh said, “You didn’t have to travel over a thousand miles to visit a saloon. Let’s check up ahead at Garton’s Mercantile for directions to your brother’s ranch.”

Quinn glanced at his friend with a smile. “Did I ever tell you you’re a nag?”

“Many times, but I have to be. Otherwise, you’d have been strung up by now or shot by some woman’s kin or husband.”

“Now, Johnny, you know I never consort with married women or virgins. Have to admit a pretty widow is always a good companion.”

Johnny nodded and sent him a sidelong glance. “Like the Widow Wiley in San Francisco?”

He held a hand out at his side. “Hey, how was I to know that woman lied when she said she was a widow? Can’t say who was more surprised when her husband showed up, mad as the devil.” 

They dismounted in front of the store and looped the reins of their horses around the hitching rail. When they entered, a smiling man greeted them from behind the counter.

Quinn sauntered up to him. “We’re after directions to Gentry McRae’s spread.”

The storekeeper came around to the front of the counter and stuck out his hand. “Welcome to Harrigan Springs. I’m Sidney Garton.”

“Quinn McRae.”

Sidney chuckled. “I thought so when you came in. All you McRae men look alike.”

He blinked, not sure he’d heard correctly. “All? How many of us do you know?”

“Gentry’s been here nigh on a decade, but now Craig is here. Both families are fine folks. They’ve sure been looking forward to your arrival. Gentry said anything you need, just put it on his bill.”

“Well, I’ll be a lump on a log. That’s grand news.” He gestured to his friend. “This is Johnny Walsh, traveling with me.”

“Glad to meet you, Mr. Walsh.” The storekeeper stuck out his hand.

As they shook in greeting, Johnny said, “Just Johnny, please. How far is it to Gentry’s ranch?”

“Folks call me Sidney or Sid. The Bar-Double-M Ranch is a little over five miles.” He gestured toward the road. “Ride along the river until you see a big cairn of rocks beside a road. That marks the start of Gentry’s land and where you turn. Follow the lane to his house. Craig’s place is another mile-and-a-half along the river road past that turn.” 

Johnny asked, “Is there a bathhouse in town?”

“Around the corner a block, near the river.”

Quinn walked toward the clothing. “I believe I’ll take my brother up on his offer and get a new shirt and pants. Johnny, pick out what you need. We’ll settle up with Gentry when we get to his place.”

“Naw, I’ll settle up with Sidney now.” He strode to the clothing selection and chose shirt, pants, socks, and underwear. “I’m outfitting from the skin out before we find that hot bath.”

After they’d visited the bathhouse and put on their new clothes, they rode along the river.

“Don’t get your horse all lathered up, son. I’d like to look halfway decent when we meet your folks.”

Quinn let his friend set the pace. He wanted to look more prosperous than he was. Johnny was his banker, and Quinn always gave him most of what he won at cards. Johnny had paid for a set of clothes for each of them. In a small notebook, Johnny kept records on their cash and expenses. Quinn had no reason not to trust the man who acted like his second father.

“Surprised to hear Craig’s here, too. And, he has a family.”

Johnny adjusted his hat at a slightly different angle. “Probably saw the same notice you did.”

Quinn looked at his friend. “You saw it. I never would have.” He had better things to do than read the newspaper want ads.

“There’s the cairn.” Johnny turned his horse toward the large stones.

Quinn followed and they rode up the lane.

Johnny glanced around. “Good looking land. Peaceful here, too, isn’t it? The cows are fat. Maybe they’ll let me hire on.”

“Johnny, you’re family. If they have a place for me, they’ll have one for you.”

The closer they got to his brother’s ranch house, the more nervous Quinn grew. He knew neither of his brothers would want him around if they knew what he’d done. He’d replayed it in his head countless times, had frequent nightmares about it. 

Pushing the horror to the back of his mind, he rode toward his future.

They reached the ranch about six. When they crested a hill and he saw the number of buildings spread out in the valley below, he couldn’t hide his shock at the size.

“Man, would you look at that?” 

Johnny let out a whistle. “That is some setup your brother has. Big house, bigger barn. Your lucky day, son.”

“Whatever luck it is, it’s ours to share. Don’t think you can just disappear now.”

Johnny chuckled. “Wouldn’t think of it. My curiosity wouldn’t let me.” 
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Two months later

Quinn’s head pounded, and he’d have liked a few more hours of sleep. He wouldn’t admit it to his brother or to Johnny. They were always on his back, griping about his drinking until all hours. They didn’t understand why he drank. How else could he keep the nightmares at bay? Even dead drunk, they sometimes found him. In his sleep, he’d experience that terrible day again, but knowing what was coming and powerless to stop it. He wished he could forget that day, forget what happened, but it was seared into his soul.

After breakfast, the men filed to the barn. Quinn blinked at the light when he stepped out of the house. He reset his hat so the brim shaded his eyes.

His brother, Gentry, stopped inside the barn. “We’re taking hay to the stock today. Slim and I rode around yesterday and chose the places to unload feed. Slim, would you and Johnny load your wagon first and take that northwest corner? Rusty, you and Quinn take a wagon to the south side. Budge and I will cover the east.”

They harnessed the teams and Slim Parsons, the foreman whose lanky build fit his name, pulled the first wagon to the hayloft. All of them helped load hay because that wagon needed to carry the most. Given a chance, Quinn figured he could stretch out on the hay and sleep like a baby. Instead, he forked hay onto the wagon. Gentry and Johnny watched him like he was a prisoner on the chain gang and they were guards.

After he and Rusty Wilson were on their way with Rusty driving, Quinn held on to the side of the seat to brace against a fall on the uneven ground. “I’ve never seen the south range. How many cows do you run there?” 

“This time of year, about a hundred.” Rusty paused then glanced at Quinn. “You going in partners with Gentry on this ranch?”

“No idea. All I know is he and Craig asked me to stick around. Gentry’s place, where I’m supposed to live for now.”

“He sure was excited when he got your telegram you were on your way. Bet you’re glad he ran those ads.” 

“Yeah.” He let the other man ramble on, talking constantly. 

“Nice to be with family. Gentry’s the best boss I ever heard of. Treats the hands like family, and so did Joe before he passed. You know I mean blood kin. I have no one in America.”

Quinn knew how alone that felt, even with Johnny along. “Big family back in Scotland?”

Rusty shrugged a shoulder. “Not any longer. Scattered to Australia, Nova Scotia, and who knows where else? Sure glad all us hands get along well.” He sent Quinn a meaningful look.

Quinn thought it best to ignore the hint. “I’m glad Gentry found Craig and me. I didn’t think I’d ever see my brothers again. Every town we came to, I asked if anyone knew either one of them.”

“You stay mainly in big towns?”

“Guess we did. ‘Course we had to pass through small places to get to the big ones.”

“I used to want to see San Francisco. Did you get there” He drew out the city’s name as San Fran-cis-co.

“Spent some time there. You figure you’ll get there?”

“Naw, found this job and settled in. Gentry’s a good boss, a good man. Work’s steady, good food, good bed, good treatment. Might marry someday, but Harrigan County is where I belong. It’s my home.”

“Guess it’s my home now, too.” 

They reached the area where a group of cows waited as if they knew food was on the way. Rusty set the brake and climbed over the bench to stand on the wagon bed. He picked up a fork and pitched hay onto the ground. Quinn imitated the other man, though he admitted Rusty worked a lot faster. 

Quinn sorted through the information he’d just learned. Why hadn’t anyone told him any of this? He had to admit he hadn’t spent much time chatting with his brothers. Once the reunion and tales of where they’d been since the war were done, he’d started going to town in the evening. Mornings were murder, with Gentry prodding and threatening him to get out of bed and get to breakfast. His brother never let up on him. He thought Quinn should stay at the ranch every night. 

Quinn couldn’t watch his brother and his family and not be reminded of their childhood and all he’d lost through his own stubborn stupidity. And, what he’d caused. Now he had to live with that nightmare burning in his soul. 

They repeated tossing hay at two more stops before the wagon was as empty as they could get it without a broom. Quinn’s relief was almost tangible. He looked forward to whatever Annie and Heidi had in store for their dinner. At least the food here was great. Then he could escape to town until he drank enough to be able to sleep, hoping to keep the nightmare locked away that night.

Rusty stowed his pitchfork. “You wanna drive back?”

He hoped he hid his surprise. “Sure, why not?” 

Quinn’s mouth was dry as a desert, and he figured the horses knew the way home. He released the brake and started the wagon toward the barn. Taking a long drink that emptied his canteen, he held the reins loosely. He was almost dozing when something startled one of the horses, and the team took off.

Rusty nudged his shoulder. “Wake up, Quinn. Pay attention.” 

“I am awake. Trying to stop the horses.” 

He was used to riding horseback, not handling a team pulling a wagon. Fighting for control, he heard a loud crack before the wagon shot up, then tilted. Either the drag stopped the horses, or he did. At least the team stopped. 

Quinn took a deep breath before he realized Rusty no longer sat beside him. Looking behind him, he saw Rusty get to his feet. Oh, no, he was in for it now.

Quinn set the brake—not knowing if the action was necessary. He hopped to the ground. His heart skipped a beat when he saw the damage to the wagon. 

He asked Rusty, “You all right?”

Rusty picked up the hat that had fallen on the ground. “No thanks to you. What got into you? If you got to bed at a decent hour, we’d all be better off.” His expression left no doubt the usually easy-going man was furious.

Quinn said, “Something startled the horses. I had no way to prevent that.” 

“You could have controlled them if you’d been paying attention. Now we have a broken axle and wheel. How do you plan to fix that?”

“I can’t. We can ride the horses to the barn, let Gentry know what’s happened.” His brother would be furious. He dreaded facing him, but he’d have to.

He joined Rusty in unhitching the horses. “Don’t worry, I’ll tell him I was the one driving the wagon.”

Usually talkative, Rusty had nothing to say, but the glare he sent Quinn spoke volumes. 
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The Saturday evening after the wagon incident, Gentry sat beside his wife, Heidi, on the couch. His older brother, Craig, and Craig’s wife, Violet, were seated beside one another nearby. 

Annie Fraser, the cook and housekeeper, came to the door. “You look like you’re having a family confab, so I’ll head off to bed.”

Gentry held up a hand and motioned her forward. “You know you’re family, and this concerns you, too. Might as well stay and contribute to the conversation.” 

Heidi laid her hand on Gentry’s arm. “Ja, we must talk about Quinn and Johnny. If not for Johnny, I think Quinn would get into much trouble.”

Annie sat beside Heidi. “Johnny told me he’d been like Quinn’s father since the war.”

Craig let loose a disgusted puff of breath. “Bad enough Gentry lied about his age and joined up at fourteen. Quinn was a spoiled little boy when he ran off to follow Papa into the war. Mama wrote how much she worried about him.”

“How old was he?” Violet asked.

Gentry glanced at Craig before he answered. “He stayed home with Mama for a couple of years before he ran off to enlist. 

Wasn’t but twelve. We got our height early. At twelve, he could pass for at least sixteen.”

Heidi’s expression revealed her sadness. “Does not matter how old he looked, he was still a little boy inside. He could not have been mature enough for the things he saw. I think he is a good man with bad habits and a lot of pain he tries to hide. When I have checked on the children at night when Quinn is here and asleep, I have sometimes heard him crying out with nightmares.”

Gentry took her hand and linked their fingers. “You’re apt to see the good in everyone, sweetheart, but we have to do something to change Quinn’s behavior. I’ve talked to him until I’ve run out of things to say. He’s causing problems on the ranch. If I don’t roust him out of bed, there’s no telling when he’d get up. As it is, he’s so hung over, he’s about worthless. Bad for morale, and not fair to the other ranch hands.”

Craig shook his head. “His conduct has to improve. Anyone have an idea what we can do, other than tie him up every evening after supper?”

Violet spread her hands. “Since you asked, I’ve thought of this since Heidi told me about the problem.” She paused dramatically and looked at each of the others. “I think Quinn needs a wife. Then he’d have a reason to stay on the ranch every evening. Cuddling with a wife might even banish the nightmares Heidi mentioned.”

Craig leaned over and kissed his wife’s cheek. “Sure settled me down, but how do you suggest we get him to go along with the idea?”

She smiled at him. “I say we order him a mail order bride as a surprise. You know the old expression—act first and ask forgiveness later.”

After discussing other ideas, they decided they would go ahead with Violet’s suggestion.

Heidi stood. “I will get paper and pencil so we can list what the matchmaker request should say.” She hurried to the office and soon returned with supplies. 

She gave them to Violet. “You write the letter. My English still is not so good.”

Violet grinned and took a position as if she were a reporter. “Now, please tell me where this matchmaker is and what we need to say to her.”

Gentry rubbed his jaw. “Jesse used someone to find Rosalin. I’ll get the address from him. In the meantime, we should be able to figure out what to say. Make it what a woman would like to know about him. Omit the bad stuff.”

Violet sat with pencil poised. “Such as?”

Heidi answered, “Give his description, age, that he works on his brother’s ranch, that he lives with us until his home is built, he attends church—you don’t have to say we have to drag him there. Maybe Isaac will give us a letter of reference because Quinn is charming at church and does not let anyone see he is angry with us. Jesse might give a letter, since he has never had to arrest Quinn and he knows our families.”

Gentry shook his head. “Faint praise—Jesse’s never had to arrest him. Wonder if he’s been arrested elsewhere?”

Annie said, “I’ll ask Johnny, but I don’t think he has. Johnny said his job is to keep Quinn out of trouble.”

“Johnny’s a good man. I imagine Quinn has been a full-time job.” Gentry rubbed his jaw. “Are we agreed that sending for a mail order wife is the best solution?”

Heidi leaned against her husband. “Maybe ‘best’ is not the word to use, but ‘only’ is the right one.”

Craig frowned. “What happens if he refuses to marry her?”

Gentry grinned. “Guess I’ll take my shotgun to the church and make sure he weds the woman.”

“Nein, husband, we will convince him with reason. A woman does not wish to be wed to someone who must be threatened in order to marry her.”

“All right, ladies, you’re in charge of the letter to the matchmaker. I’ll get the address from the sheriff and ask him about a reference letter. Craig, would you go by the parsonage and get the letter from Isaac, if he’s willing?”

Heidi looked at her husband. “You must get the fare from the bank. Be sure to include enough for her meals on the way here.” She leaned toward her sister-in-law. “Violet, you tell her that she should bring a basket in which she has bottles of water and of cider, and sandwiches for the trip. Unless there’s a layover so she can find a real restaurant, the food along the way is disgusting.”
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Anger firing his blood, Quinn pivoted to face his family. “What do you mean, you ordered me a bride? If I wanted to get married—which I don’t—I could get my own wife. Look, I’m glad I found you, Gentry and Craig, but you’ve got some nerve thinking you can dictate my entire life. I won’t do it.” He crossed his arms and glared at his brothers.

Heidi came to stand in front of him. “What if we made it worth your while?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Her gentle smile for her didn’t erase his scowl.

“There is a ranch near us that I believe we can buy, the Carlson place. Your brothers would help you build a home or build on to this one, whichever you choose. I would like for you to build on to ours, but you and your bride could decide.”

He blinked and stared at his sister-in-law, thinking he couldn’t have heard her correctly. “Heidi? You ... You’re trying to bribe me?”

She smiled and held his hand in both of hers. “Nein, brother, we want you near, but we want you successful and steady.”

He tried to pull his hand from hers, but she held on firmly. “You mean dull and boring.”

“Neither of your brothers is dull or boring. Do you not enjoy them? Why could you not join in building a family of your own?”

“You don’t like me as I am, is that right?” He tried harder to pull away, but she wouldn’t release his hand. 

Looked like the only way he’d get loose was to shove her, and he’d never do that. Figured he was stuck listening. “You want to change me. You want me to be made over to your specifications.”

She gave him a sad smile. “On the contrary, we love you, Quinn. We are so happy you are here with us after all the years apart from your brothers. We don’t want you to destroy your health and intelligence with so much drinking.”

“I thought Bavarians drank a lot.”

“We drink beer, but not as you have. Only the worthless men who never work and who grow old before their time do as you have been. Quinn, you are our family and we want you to be successful and healthy.” 

Gentry met Johnny’s gaze. “We include you, Johnny, as part of our family, with gratitude for keeping Quinn safe and being a loyal friend and mentor. We’re glad you’re here.”

Johnny shifted from one foot to the other. “Pleasure to be here. Great ranch you have. Appreciate the welcome you’ve given me, and the job.”

Quinn let out a disgusted sound. “That’s just dandy, Johnny. Whose side are you on?”

Calm but firm, Johnny said, “I’ve always been on your side, son. You know that.”

Craig laid a hand on Quinn’s shoulder. “Don’t think of it as bribery, little brother. Think of it as loving you enough to want you set up with your own family. Your children could grow up playing with their cousins. Combined, the McRae family would own the most ranch land in the area.”

“Oh, yeah? Why do I have to be married for this big land deal to take place? What right do you have to decide who I do or don’t marry and when? You’ve both gone too far this time.”

Violet came to his other side. “Don’t get mad at your brothers. Sending for a mail order bride was my idea.”

Gentry shook his head. “She was just trying to help. Quinn, I was desperate. You know how often we’ve argued about your behavior. You’re breaking down the morale of the ranch hands. I’m losing their respect because I let you get away with shoddy work habits. Something has to be done.”

Heidi still held his hand. “Ja, we figured if you were married to a good woman, you would have a reason to stay home in the evening.”

He successfully jerked his hand from his sister-in-law’s. “Sorry I’ve been the cause of so much trouble in your lives.” He stormed out of the house and up the hill. Pain sliced his insides. If only someone understood. If only someone or something could wipe away
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