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Colorado, 1870

Gunshots captured Stuart McGee’s attention and he kneed his horse, Thunder, into a gallop. A cabin in a clearing revealed the two wanted men he chased. Bodies on the ground told him he was too late to be of aid.

He took aim and yelled at the men, “Give up or you’re buzzard bait.”

Instead of surrendering, the men fired at him as he’d anticipated. A bullet hit the edge of his hat and sent it flying. Another whizzed by his head. He leveled his rifle and fired until each man fell to the ground. Were they dead or feigning injury to get him close and kill him? 

He drew his revolver and kept it ready as he checked each man. Both were dead. They were vicious men who preyed on isolated cabins like this one and killed innocent people for sport. The reward for the two was offered dead or alive but he hated that he’d had to kill them.

Next he checked the man and woman laying in the yard. The woman was gone with a shot through the heart. A cattle dog lay dead in the dirt near the woman. The man had been gutshot and was near death. Stuart knelt to see if there was a chance for him. Sadly, there was no hope. How he’d clung to life this long was a mystery.

“The men who did this to you are dead. Sorry I was too late to help you.”

The man gasped, “Addie... see... ‘bout... Addie.”

Stuart had no idea if Addie was the man’s wife or the dog that had been killed. There was no reason not to give whatever comfort he could. 

“Sure, mister, I’ll take care of Addie.”

The man tried to say something else but death claimed him.

Stuart stood and scanned the grounds. A small barn set back from the cabin. He walked there to see if he could find a shovel. The building was well-organized with a wagon, a plow, two horses, a cow, and various harnesses and implements. He found the shovel and looked for a likely location for graves. 

A garden plot that had been plowed looked as if he could dig through the broken ground. Digging was still hard and he couldn’t take time to make the grave six feet deep. He’d pile rocks on top of the double grave when he’d buried the couple and laid the dog in with them. The outlaws he’d tie over their horses and take them to the nearest sheriff. 

Surely he could find something adequate to wrap around the couple—a sheet or blanket. He walked into the cabin and heard a noise. His knees almost buckled.

A baby? 

What the devil could he do with a baby? 

The fussing child stood in a baby bed and reached up to be picked up and held. She had dark brown hair and blue eyes. From the way she stood in her bed, he figured she could walk.

He lifted the toddler. “Are you Addie?”

She burrowed her face on his shoulder and fussed. What did she want from him? 

Checking the supplies on the cabin shelves didn’t help. Maybe she ate adult food. He found a cool space that contained a pail of milk. 

“Well, Addie, do you drink from a cup?” 

He picked up a mug and filled it with milk while balancing the child. “Aren’t you impressed I could do that without spilling?”

She reached for the cup. “Ma ma ma.”  

“Honey, your mama isn’t coming. We’ll have to find somewhere to take you. Maybe you have kin living close.” 

How could he find out? Perhaps a family Bible or letters that would give clues were stored in the cabin. At least then he’d know how old she was and the names of her parents.

While he helped her drink he scanned the cabin’s interior. She tried to hold the cup on her own but most of the milk went down her chin. After wiping her face and neck with a towel, he returned her to the baby bed. 

She immediately puckered up and cried. He laid her down and patted her back. “It must be nap time for a little sprout. Go to sleep.”

Her crying grew louder. 

He tried reasoning with her. “Look, Addie, I have to bury your parents before critters come messing with them. You stay here and I’ll be quick. Okay?”

He searched the cabin for an old blanket and found one the dog must have used as a bed. It would serve the purpose. He gave Addie a tin cup and plate to play with. While she was examining them and banging them together, he went outside. 

When he’d buried the young couple and their dog he carried rocks from what passed as a porch to the graves. He fashioned a small wooden cross from pieces of wood he found in the barn. The Twenty-Third Psalm prayed over the grave served as their funeral. Not the kind of service they deserved but the best he could offer.

After that was done he wrapped each of the outlaws in the groundsheet from behind that man’s saddle. Getting the second one balanced on his stomach over his horse and tied there was not an easy task. The man must weigh close to three hundred pounds. 

This was his last bounty capture. From now on—unless his friend the sheriff of Broken Wheel needed his help—he was strictly a rancher. Capture of these two killers would result in a reward large enough to pay the off mortgage on his ranch. He’d even have money left to make improvements and keep as savings against a bad year. 

But, what was he going to do about the child? He washed his face and hands at the pump and then held his head under the spigot. Somewhat refreshed, he returned to check on Addie. The cup and plate were on the floor. She had fallen asleep but teardrops still decorated her face. 

Stuart began searching the cabin for letters and a Bible. Even though he was doing so for a good reason, he felt like an intruder violating the couple’s privacy. He spotted a trunk and raised the lid. 

The top tray held a stack of letters as well as a Bible. First he checked names in the Bible. There he found information on the marriage of Eleanor Ross to Roy Anderson three years earlier and Adeline’s birth almost eighteen months ago.

Aw, he hated to read someone’s personal correspondence but he needed to find out about kinfolks who might take Adeline. What he learned disappointed him. The top letter was from a minister notifying Eleanor of her parents’ death. The rest of the correspondence was older and from Eleanor’s mother. Apparently Roy was an orphan. He couldn’t find mention of siblings for either. 

He sat rubbing his forehead. What could he do? He decided to load everything little Adeline might ever want into the wagon and go to the next town. If he passed a house along the way, he’d see if they’d take in the little tyke. He hitched the two horses to the wagon and tied Thunder and the milk cow to the tailgate then went inside the cabin.

She woke crying and stood up. 

He picked up the infant. “Now Adeline sweetie, you have to give me a break. I don’t know anything about taking care of babies.” 

What the heck was he going to do? 

He found biscuits, apparently left from their breakfast. Seeing the remains of the meal reminded him how quickly life could take a turn. Only a few hours ago the young couple had been happy and unaware the two killers would target them. He pondered their plight when he became aware of damp spreading on his clothing.

He looked down at his shirt. “Aw, Adeline, I only have one clean shirt left. How could one cup of milk produce so much liquid?”

She stroked his beard as if petting a dog. “Da da da.” 

He found diapers but was at a loss as to how to put the cloth on her. “Be still now while I try to figure out this problem.” 

The result was not what he’d term neat but she was covered. When she stood, the diaper fell onto the bed. Hundreds, thousands of people figured this out. Surely he could. He tried again with no better result. He left her in the crib while he searched the cabin. 

When he found an apron, he had an idea. “This should work, Adeline. Stand up, sweetie.” 

He tied the apron around her diaper at her waist and let the apron portion hang down to protect her behind. Feeling more confident, he hefted her, crib and all, into the wagon. She laughed at the process and acted fascinated by the wagon. 

Two hours later, he was underway. He’d loaded as much as he could from the cabin. He figured someday she’d like things like quilts made by her mother. In the meantime, he stacked stuff around her bed so he could put a quilt across the top to shade Adeline. Though the air carried a chill he feared the sun would burn a baby’s tender skin. He’d tied the cow to the back of the wagon but had no room for the hens.

“Adeline, I hope none of my friends see this procession. We look like a circus parade.”

Adeline was happily gnawing on a baby rattle and apparently loved the wagon’s motion. He’d found a rag doll she kept close.

A half hour later he came to a house. Children ran in the yard as he turned and halted the wagon in front of the building. 

A frazzled-looking woman wiped her hands on her apron as she waited on the porch. 

He tipped his hat. “Howdy, Ma’am, I’m Stuart McGee. This is Adeline Anderson. Her parents were killed by the two men whose wrapped bodies you see on the horses. As far as I can tell, the Andersons didn’t have any kin nearby.”

“Such a nice young couple. I sure hate to hear they’re gone and in such a terrible way. Oh, I’m Mamie Chapman.”

“Ma’am, I was wondering if you could take in Adeline to raise? I’m a bachelor and know nothing about caring for a baby.”

She shook her head. “Look at all these children running hither and yon like little heathens. They’re all mine, and more inside the house or out with their pa. Twelve children in total and not enough room or food for this many much less another. She’s a sweet baby and I’m sure you’ll find someone.”

The sound of Adeline’s cries made him wonder how sweet Adeline was.

Mrs. Chapman strode to the wagon. “My, my, I can show you how to diaper a child.”

When he looked at Adeline, she stood in the bed crying with her diaper and the apron around her ankles.

“I’d appreciate any instructions you can give me. She’s eighteen months. Can she eat table food or is hers supposed to be mashed fine?”

“No, she can eat most things. Nothing too spicy or you’ll be sorry.” With motion that spoke of practice, she flipped a diaper off the stack beside the bed. “You fold it in a triangle, see? Then you fasten it like this.”

When she changed the diaper the process appeared simple. How could it be so hard for him?

She tapped the remaining stack. “Are these all the diapers you have?”

“All I could find. Why?”

She shook her head. “She’ll go through five or six a day. You’ll have to do laundry tomorrow.” 

Mrs. Chapman picked up a knitted woolen item he’d found with the spare diapers. “After her diaper, you put these soakers on her to help her stay dry.

He didn’t understand how something called a soaker could keep a baby dry. The soaker looked like wool underpants to him, but Mrs. Chapman had pulled it over the diaper.

“Make sure you use a gentle soap so she doesn’t get a rash. If she does, you have to use a crème from the apothecary. I make special soap with mostly fat and not much lye. I’ll let you have a bar of it.”

“I’d appreciate it. In fact, I’d like to buy a bar and something to save for her supper.”

At the word “buy” her eyes lit up. “I’ll fetch it right now.” She retreated to the house but soon returned with a bundle. 

“This was Mrs. Anderson’s cuptowel. She brought it over with a couple of loaves of bread last week. They were nice people and I sure hate they’re gone. Reckon what will happen to their place?”

He took the items from her and handed her at least double what he figured they were worth. She looked as if she needed every cent. The money quickly went into her apron pocket.

“I figure that’s up to the sheriff or marshal. You can see I brought their cow so Adeline can have milk. There’s a flock of chickens I couldn’t bring. If your family can use them, you’d better collect them. I fed them and left water but that won’t last long.”

She clasped her hands to her heart. “Oh, bless you for telling me. We really need them. A fox got into our hen house and we lost three of the hens. Takes a lot to feed this family.”

“I imagine it does. Well, I’ll be getting on my way. Thank you for your help.” Actually, he couldn’t imagine twelve children.

Mrs. Chapman pointed the way he’d been going. “Town’s about five miles the way you’re headed. There’s a marshal there.”

He waved, released the brake, and the wagon bumped back to the road, such as it was. Sure enough, he reached the town in just under a couple of hours later. Having the cow with them slowed their progress but he couldn’t abandon the animal. The little girl needed the fresh milk. 

A man who looked to be in his fifties wore a marshal’s badge. He stood in front of his office, leaning against a porch roof support post while picking his teeth. 

He looked at the wagon and straightened. “You having a parade, mister?”

Stuart knew the procession was bizarre. “The two over their horses are wanted dead or alive. I tried for alive but they had other ideas. The big one is Bronco Wimberly and the other is Laredo Harry.”

The marshal shoved his ivory toothpick into his shirt pocket. “I’ll need to check their identity to verify who they are.” 

He peeled back the ground sheet and looked at the faces. He went through their saddle bags and found identifying papers in both.

“Whew! You have a mighty good reward coming.”

Stuart was relieved to hear the marshal acknowledge the reward. “I know. Soon as I collect for them I’m through being a bounty hunter. I intend to stay home on my ranch.”

“Looks like you’re moving somewhere.”

“Wait there, Adeline.” He explained his situation while he followed the marshal. “So, if you could take charge of Adeline, then I’ll be on my way to Broken Wheel and home.”

The marshal stopped and stared at him. “Are you out of your mind? I’m a bachelor and can’t take over that child. And, I can’t think of a woman in this area who could or who you’d want in charge of a child. Folks around here are either mean as a snake or already have too many mouths to feed.”

“Oh, I met one with too many mouths to feed, Mrs. Chapman. I’d want Adeline with nice people who’d treat her like their daughter.”

“You take your reward and keep going because you won’t find them here. This is a rough, poor community, son.” 

He looked through his wanted posters and pulled out the two that matched the dead men. “That’s a mighty big amount to carry around. You want it wired to wherever you’re going?

“Naw, I’d like to claim it now.” He didn’t trust that the amount would really be sent.

“I’ll have to get it from the bank if they have that much cash. Have a seat.” He went out the door and yelled, “You kids get away from that wagon or I’ll arrest you. Tommy, you go tell the undertaker we need him to come collect two bodies. I’ll give you a dime when you get back.”

Stuart went out to stay with the wagon until the marshal returned. He gave Adeline the last biscuit sent by Mrs. Chapman. He could get by on jerky and water but a baby needed real food. He scanned the town for a place to get satisfactory nourishment for Adeline.  

The marshal moseyed across the street from the bank. When he got even with Stuart, he signaled Stuart should follow him. Inside, the marshal counted out the money due for the reward. 

“I talked to the bank president and he paid me inside his office. Still, you can be sure someone knew why I was there and that you collected money. That’s a lot of cash to be carrying. Be careful.”

“I will, Marshal. I appreciate you not making me wait longer. I need to get home to Broken Wheel soon as I can find someone to take Adeline.”

“Hmph. Good luck with that.” The marshal sure didn’t offer encouragement.

“Is there a good eating place here?”

“There’s a café next to the bank. Wouldn’t say it’s great but it’s passable.”

“You mind if I leave the wagon here while I take the baby to eat? I’m out of food for her.”

“I’ll watch it.”

“Thank you again.” He tapped a forefinger to his hat brim, lifted Addie from the wagon, and strode toward the café.
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Baltimore, Maryland

Georgina Potter was fed up. Usually cheerful with a sunny disposition, this time she was not going to be manipulated by her mother and her sister. Her younger sister had always wanted and got whatever Georgina had. Currently, that extended to her former fiancé—who was now her brother-in-law. Spending time with the couple would be an awkward situation she wanted to avoid.

Her mother gave a dismissive wave. “Now, Georgina dear, you know how clumsy you are. Virginia is beautiful with a natural grace. It’s understandable that men prefer her. Not that you’re unattractive if you took more time with your hair and chose more feminine dresses. You simply mustn’t harbor resentment against your sister because of your shortcomings.”

Did her mother not realize how hurtful such comments were? “I knew you would take her side. You always have. Since she was three she has taken anything she wanted of mine and you pooh-poohed my objections as being selfish. This is the last straw. I’m a social pariah now.”

Her father patted her on the shoulder. “Now, pet, calm down. You’ll find someone else, someone better. If Philip wasn’t going to be true to you, you’re better off finding out now. He’s valuable to me at the office but I don’t approve of his actions. And, I don’t understand why your sister would want a man who’d cheat on you.”

Georgina clenched her teeth to stop the tirade she wanted to deliver. She turned and went to the foyer where she grabbed her coat, purse, and hat. “I’m going for a walk.”

The cold breeze did little to cool her anger. Not just anger. Pain crushed her insides. Only a small part of the hurt was at losing Philip because she agreed with her father. Why did her parents not see Virginia for what she was? What would happen when her sister tired of Philip, which she would if she followed her usual pattern? 

Georgina no longer cared. If only she could start a new life far away from her sister and her parents. There had to be a way. She strolled to the park and sat on a bench watching children play ball. She was cold but didn’t want to go home.

Someone had left a newspaper on the bench and she picked it up. Wait, this wasn’t a regular newspaper but a Groom’s Gazette. She’d heard about this publication but had never seen one. 

Curiosity had her reading. Some of the entries were funny because they were obviously written by extremely conceited men who wanted a wife as an adoring servant. Others sounded desperate and lonely. Maybe that’s what she needed, a man who was desperate enough to marry a clumsy and unattractive woman. Ah, this sounded like the right one for her.

Urgently request a mail-order bride. Lonely man of good character is thirty-two, medium height, in
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