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      July 19, 1871 – Golden City, Colorado Territory

      

      David Thomas sat at the table in his friend’s kitchen. Andrew and Victoria Mayfield sat with him. They were part of the reason he’d moved to Golden City to begin with. Victoria had been his daughter’s governess until his wife, Mildred, believing the child Victoria carried was David’s, tried to kill Victoria and her unborn baby. Mildred was hung for attempted murder and kidnapping.

      David did not mourn Mildred. She was insane and manipulated him into marriage when she was already pregnant with another man’s child, however, he was thankful for that. His little daughter, Margie, was the light of his eyes and the reason he was sitting at the Mayfields’ in the first place.

      “I’m planning on writing Emily to get a bride. She’s a good matchmaker. I find it’s too difficult for Mrs. Evers to continue to take care of Margie. She can’t get the rest of her duties done because she’s looking after my daughter. And I’m unable to care for Margie between my duties at the ranch and the bank. I intend on hiring a manager for the bank, but until then I have to spend much more time there than I would like.”

      Victoria grinned. With her golden brown hair and blue eyes, she was a beautiful woman. “I’m so happy for you, David. Emily is a good matchmaker. She sent me to the perfect husband.” She held the baby in her lap with one arm and took Andrew’s hand with her free hand and squeezed it. “I know she’ll take special care in finding you the perfect bride. You know if we lived closer, I would help you take care of Margie, but that’s just not practical. You’d have to bring her here and then go back to your ranch and then to the bank and then come get her at night. You’d be in the buggy for hours every day just to bring Margie here and pick her up.”

      David let out a deep breath. “I don’t want to have to do that. As you said, it’s not practical. I hope you’re right and Emily can find me a satisfactory wife.”

      Andrew’s emerald green eyes twinkled as he kissed the top of Victoria’s hand. His dark brown, almost black hair reflected the light as he moved to kiss her hand. “If she can do half as well with your bride as she did with mine, you’ll be a very happy man.”

      David shrugged and ran a hand through his own brown hair. “I just want someone to care for Margie. I’m not expecting anyone I could fall in love with. I refuse to even contemplate that emotion again. It hurts too much when she turns out to be someone entirely different than the person you fell in love with.”

      Victoria reached over and squeezed his hand. “Don’t close yourself off to the possibility. Mildred was an evil, sly, nasty woman who knew just what to say and do. Emily won’t send you someone like that.”

      David sighed. “We’ll see.”
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      New York, July 21, 1871

      

      Emily Johnson sat behind her desk in the Brides for the West office. The matchmaker service was her business and a very successful one. She held a wire from her friend, David Thomas.

      Emily

      Need wife. I leave it in your capable hands. Please send a woman as soon as you find her. ~ David

      She’d been shocked six months ago when David said he was moving to Golden City in the West. But the more she thought about it, the more the move made sense. David had to go out for Mildred’s trial for attempted murder and kidnapping and had fallen in love with the area. And she knew just living in the same house where Mildred had lived was painful for him.  The person he’d cared most for, Victoria, had moved to Golden City and married. She was deliriously happy now with a new baby just two months old.

      Emily wanted someone special for David. She tapped her finger on her chin. He deserved some happiness, and she had just the person in mind.

      Cordelia Jameson. She was a pretty redhead, with a little spirit, but kind as could be most of the time. As far as she knew, Cordelia said she was good with children and Margie would love her. Since her brother’s death, Cordelia had no living relatives and being able to give her love to Margie…and David…would be good for her.

      The only thing that might be called a fault was her limp, but it was noticeable only when she was tired.

      Yes, Cordelia would be perfect for David and Margie.

      Emily went to the door, turned over the closed sign and walked to the brownstone next door which was her boarding house for the young women she placed.

      She ran up the stoop steps and into the building. “Cordelia. Cordelia.”

      The young woman walked out of the kitchen and down the hardwood floor of the hall.

      Emily was proud of her boarding house. It was a beautiful place for these young women to stay. The walls in the parlor and hallway were painted a robin’s egg blue. The sofa was dark blue brocade and the two Queen Anne chairs across from it were in a solid blue that matched the darkest of the brocade. A fireplace was against the wall to the right of the door. The room was cozy, comfortable and the ladies spent a lot of time there. Blue damask curtains covered the window on the wall directly across from the door and behind the chairs.

      Cordelia dried her hands on the towel she carried. “What can I do for you, Emily? I just finished the breakfast dishes.”

      “I have a match for you. A dear friend of mine has moved to Golden City with his four-year-old daughter. He needs a wife, and I believe you and he will suit very well. Pack your bags, because you’ll leave tomorrow. I’ll go get your ticket now, so all you have to do is show up for the train.”

      Cordelia grinned. “Thank you. What is his name? Where is Golden City?”

      Emily pulled Cordelia into the parlor and sat on the sofa. “First, Golden City is in the Colorado Territory. Second, his name is David Thomas. His daughter is Margie. He’s wealthy, owns a bank and a cattle ranch. You’ll live on the ranch and will have duties. I’ve been told that the wife of a rancher is expected to milk the cows, feed the chickens and gather the eggs. Most importantly you’ll be caring for Margie. He does have a housekeeper for most of the other duties around the house, but you will still be expected to help with both the housework and the cooking. I happen to know you’re a good cook.”

      “But I don’t know how to do those things you mentioned. Until Jonathan died, the only thing I did was cook and clean for him. Prior to that, I did the same thing for my parents until they died in a carriage accident and I went to live with Jonathan. I’m sure I can learn to do the chores you mention, but,” she took a deep breath. “Does he know about my limp?” She almost whispered the words.

      Emily knew her limp was a sore point with her. She tilted her head a touch and smiled. “He doesn’t know anything about you yet, but I hadn’t planned on telling him about your leg. The only time you limp is when you’re exhausted. If you want me to tell him, I will, but I think it is unnecessary.”

      “Do you really believe so? Won’t he feel cheated if he discovers it at a later date, such as after we’re married?”

      “David is not that kind of man. He’s one of the kindest, most gentle men I’ve ever known. You will probably be expected to marry right away. He’ll want to get back to his ranch, so if you have any questions about him you should ask them right away.”

      She finally nodded. “If you think we’ll be a good match then I’m willing to go. I trust you and I know you’ve had great success with your matches. ”

      Emily reached over and laid a hand on Cordelia’s arm. “That’s a very nice thing to say. I do like to think my matches are successful ones. I’d better go get your ticket and you need to pack. I’ll arrange for a Hansom Cab to get you tomorrow morning in time for the train.”

      Cordelia smiled. She would be getting married. Not since Peter had she thought she’d marry. Why on earth was she thinking of him now? He was gone, dead. Killed at the Battle of Appomattox. He died and all of her dreams with him. She’d never planned on marrying, but then she didn’t plan on Jonathan getting sick and dying either.
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      About ten minutes after Emily left, a knock sounded on the front door of the boarding house.

      Cordelia had just finished putting the dishes away and was on her way upstairs to pack and so answered the door.

      On the other side of the opening stood Richard Lynch, her deceased brother’s old business partner. He might have been handsome, and many women probably thought so, but when he looked at her, all Cordelia felt was dirty. He was slimy, with blond hair, mustache and beard. His hair was parted down the middle and slicked down, as was the style of the day. He reminded her of a weasel. She moved to close the door.

      “Cordelia. Just the person I wanted to see.” He smiled.

      His smile gave her shivers and she found it disturbing. Predatory.

      “Richard. What are you doing here?”

      “Aren’t you going to invite me in?”

      Knowing there were others in the house but still against her better judgment, she opened the door wide and extended her arm in an arc. “Please enter.”

      She closed the door after him and then led him to the parlor. “Be seated.”

      “No need.” His hands gripped the lapels of his coat. “I just came to get the five thousand dollars Jonathan gave you. It was our money and he had no right to give it to you.”

      Her body stiffened. “You’re lying. That was Jonathan’s money from selling you the business. You fully owned the business after that. I’m not giving you anything.”

      He backhanded her.

      She fell against the back of the sofa. She gasped and lifted her hand to her mouth as she tasted the coppery tang of blood.

      She turned back toward him and pointed toward the door. “Get out, Richard.”

      He hit her again, this time with his fist, knocking her to the floor. “You give me that money.”

      “Beating me to death won’t get you the money either.”

      “Cordelia? Are you all right?” asked Adeline Brady, another of the ladies waiting for a husband in the West. She entered the parlor and went to Cordelia’s side, putting herself between Cordelia and Richard.

      Richard dropped his hand. “Remember what I said. Give me that money.”

      “Never. Now get out before I have you arrested.” That money is all I have from Jonathan. He gave it to me on his deathbed and I won’t give it to Richard…ever.

      He stomped out and slammed the door.

      Cordelia looked up at Adeline. “Remember him. His name is Richard Lynch and if I end up dead, he did it.”

      The pretty blonde woman with pale blue eyes nodded and extended her hand to Cordelia.

      Cordelia took it and stood.

      “We need to get you cleaned up. Come to the kitchen with me.”

      Adeline led the way.

      Cordelia followed her to the kitchen, cupping the cheek he hit. She noticed her hip and elbow hurt from hitting the floor, but she could deal with that. Her face was another problem entirely.

      Once there, Adeline wet a washcloth with the cold water and handed it to Cordelia.

      She pressed it gently to her face and then wiped the blood away. “This is just wonderful. I’ll probably have a black-and-blue face to greet my husband-to-be.” She put the cold cloth against her mouth and left it.

      Taking the cloth away from her face, she gazed at Adeline. “Well? What do I look like?”

      Adeline gave her a small smile. “Well, it does look better not covered in blood, but you still look like you’ve been hit. Maybe by the time you get to your new husband it will be gone.”

      “I can only hope.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Golden City, in the Colorado Territory. I just hope it’s far enough away from Richard. I have to go pack now. I leave tomorrow.” Please let it be far enough he can’t find me.

      Adeline hugged her. “That’s where Victoria Coleman went and Emily says she’s deliriously happy with a new baby. I’m so happy for you. I hope you find the same happiness she has.”

      “You’re turn is coming. I can feel it.” Now if I could just get my stomach to settle and not feel like I’m about to throw-up, all would be well.
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      July 29, 1871- Golden City, Colorado Territory

      

      Cordelia arrived in Golden City, exhausted and dirty. After seven days on the train and two hours in a dusty stagecoach, the washcloth she’d brought with her was a dark gray now even though she rinsed it after every use. She just couldn’t keep herself clean from the dirt and ash on the train. By the time she’d realized she should sit in the very front row of the car where she could control the window, it was too late and she was already filthy.

      The porter had unloaded her trunk and bags.

      She’d kept on her coat, so her traveling suit would be clean, but now, in the summer heat, rivulets of sweat ran down her chest and between her ample breasts. Cordelia wanted nothing more than to take off her clothes and wash everywhere. A bath would be wonderful, but just a cloth and a basin of cool water would suffice.

      “Miss Jameson?”

      The deep voice rumbled through her. She turned and was greeted by a tall, handsome man with brown hair that was starting to gray and was trimmed just above his collar. He had nice, brown eyes, the color of warm brandy.

      “Yes, I’m Cordelia Jameson. You must be David Thomas.”

      He extended a hand. “At your service.”

      She took his hand and shook it, embarrassed to be so filthy at their first meeting. “Do you know of some place I can clean up? I’m afraid the trip is quite a dirty one.”

      David smiled. “I can see that. Let’s get you settled in the surrey and perhaps you can refresh yourself at the reverend’s house.”

      “I would be forever—reverend’s house? Emily said you’d want to marry right away, but I still thought we’d have a bit of time to get to know each other a little.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “I assumed you wanted to be married before living with me and Margie, but if you’d rather—”

      She sighed and her body sagged a bit. “No, you’re correct, I would rather be married.” So much for getting to know him. I had hoped we’d have some time alone before we married, but apparently not.

      When Cordelia saw the surrey, with three seats, she was taken aback. In the front seat was a little blonde girl, she assumed to be Margie. In the second seat were a couple with a baby and another little blonde girl who could have been the sister of the one in front.

      As she walked she felt herself limping but was too tired to try and hide it.

      David hefted her trunk, carpetbag and valise into the third seat.

      “Cordelia Jameson, I’d like you to meet, Andrew and Victoria Mayfield, their daughter Suse and the baby is Dougie.” David pointed to each person in turn. “And this little angel is my daughter, Margie.”

      Victoria extended a hand to Cordelia. “I’m so pleased to meet you.” She looked Cordelia up and down. “We’ll get you cleaned up at the reverend’s home. I know that trip is tiresome. Trying to keep out of the dirt and ash is nigh unto impossible.”

      Cordelia sighed. “I’m just sorry you have to meet me looking like this.”

      “Don’t worry, my dear.” David helped Cordelia into the front seat next to Margie. “Margie and I made this same trip earlier in the year and are quite aware of the difficulties. I couldn’t keep Margie clean much less myself.”

      I wonder what he’ll say when he sees the bruise on my face. Will he still want to marry me?
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      Cordelia’s nerves made her stomach churn but she ignored it and took a deep breath.

      Arriving at a well-kept home next to the church, David pulled the surrey to a stop and set the brake. He came around to help Cordelia to the ground. Then he caught his daughter as she jumped into his arms.

      Andrew helped his family out of the large buggy.

      David put an arm around Cordelia’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, my dear. All will be well. Reverend Bishop will be waiting for us and this will be over in a snap.”

      Cordelia looked up at him and then at his arm where it lay on her shoulders, a bit uncomfortable with such familiarity so soon. “I’m just a little nervous.”

      He smiled and removed his arm. “Aren’t we all?”

      “Daddy.” Margie pulled on her father’s pant leg. “Are you getting married now?”

      He grinned down at her and then picked her up. “Yes, sweetheart. Daddy is getting married now, to Cordelia.”

      Margie stared at Cordelia. “You’re dirty.”

      “That’s right. I am…from the train trip. Just like the one you took to get here.”

      They proceeded up the path to the small front porch of the white house. She did her best not to limp. Masking it was difficult because she was so tired, but she thought she did an admirable job. She only took a couple of steps where her limp showed and no one said anything.

      She took several deep breaths, trying to get some air in her lungs.

      “Are you all right, my dear?” asked David.

      Cordelia nodded. “I can’t seem to breathe very well.”

      David took her hand and squeezed it. “That would be the altitude. It takes some getting used to. Until then, we should take things slower so you don’t get out of breath.”

      She nodded, unable to speak for the moment while she concentrated on trying to breathe.

      The shutters of the house were painted bright blue and on either side of the path was a small flower garden. It was alive with flowers Cordelia didn’t recognize, but they were beautiful.

      David set Margie on the porch and knocked.

      A short, plump woman with gray hair opened the door. She saw David and smiled. “David, come in. Come in everyone.”

      “Thank you, Edna. This is Cordelia Jameson, my bride. Cordelia, this is Edna Bishop.”

      Edna took her hand. “Pleased to meet you, my dear.”

      “Is the reverend ready for us?” asked David.

      Everyone entered and found places to stand in the parlor.

      “I’m here, my boy.” The tall, balding man walked in and extended a hand.

      David shook the offered hand. “We’re ready to get married, Reverend. This is my bride, Cordelia Jameson.”

      The man smiled. “Yes, pleased to meet you, young woman. I’m ready for you, as well.”

      Edna took Cordelia’s hand. “No one is getting married until this poor child has had a chance to refresh herself after traveling here. Come with me, dear.”

      Cordelia could have kissed the woman. The chance to get her face and hands clean did more for her demeanor than anything so far. She felt her back relax and she followed the little woman with pleasure.

      “I’ll join you if you don’t mind,” said Victoria. “I need to nurse Dougie.”

      “Certainly, Victoria, come along,” said Edna.

      In the small bedroom, Edna had a basin and pitcher of water waiting. When Cordelia tested the water, she found it still warm.

      Cordelia took the woman’s hand. “Thank you for this.”

      Next to the basin were a washcloth, towel, and a bar of soap.

      Edna squeezed her hand. “Certainly. After Victoria’s arrival, I like to keep the water warm, when I learn a bride is coming.”

      “Well, it is very much appreciated.” Cordelia wet the cloth and rubbed it over the soap. She washed her face, neck and hands, then rinsed them with splashes from the basin before rinsing the washcloth in the water.

      The cloth and the water were both a dirty, gray color.

      With no mirror in the room she turned to the ladies. “Well? How do I look?”

      Victoria gasped.

      Edna quickly sucked in her breath. “Oh, you poor thing. Who did that to you?”

      “It’s a long story. Suffice it to say, he won’t be doing it again.”

      Victoria gazed at Cordelia with a frown. “That bruise looks like it was
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