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In memory of Lucy,

the best writing cat there ever was.





Prologue

Buck’s Creek, Montana, 1887

Junebug McBride had sworn on her life that she wouldn’t advertise for any more unwanted mail-order brides for her brothers. Over the past two years she’d ordered up two separate brides—one for her brother Kit and one for her brother Morgan—and she’d caught all kinds of hell for it. Mostly because no one had known she’d done it until the wives had turned up in Buck’s Creek, expecting a hitching. If there was one thing Junebug had learned about her brothers, it was that they didn’t appreciate having women sprung on them. But while they’d bullied her into promising no more unwanted brides, no one had said a darn thing about wanted ones.

Junebug’s brother Beau was actively interested in matrimony, which changed everything. Thank goodness—because she needed more help around here with all the wretched women’s work. As if men couldn’t launder and cook, Junebug thought darkly.

Even though she’d ordered wives for her eldest brothers Kit and Morgan, Maddy was banned from doing any of Junebug’s chores, and Pip was off honeymooning with Morgan. It was high time Junebug got a proper wife. One who’d do some of the damn work around here.

It had been a flat-out delight to find Beau raiding her stockpiled editions of the Matrimonial News. Well, maybe not at first. At first, she’d been incensed that he’d dared to touch her things. And it was extra vexatious because her things had been hidden, damn it. What kind of man went rifling through a girl’s secret hiding place?

“What in hell are you doing?” she’d exploded, catching him red-handed up in the loft of the trading post. He was lucky she hadn’t crammed him full of buckshot.

He snapped the newspaper open, completely at ease with his blatant thievery. “What does anyone do with the Matrimonial News? I want to find a woman.”

Junebug felt like he’d whipped the ground out from under her. “You what?”

Beau had settled into reading on a pile of old hides. “I’m a red-blooded man, ain’t I? And there ain’t no women up here, so I thought I’d see if I could order one up. And then I got to thinking about all the ads in here. There’s plenty of women already looking for husbands. I don’t need to do anything but pick one.”

That was Beau in a nutshell, wasn’t it? Too lazy to even write his own damn ad.

Beau was her third oldest brother, after Morgan and Kit, and full of airs now Morgan was away and Kit had moved into the big house with his wife. Beau had always been irritating but he was extra irritating now that he thought he was the man of the cabin. He’d taken to bossing her and their brother Jonah around something awful. And he did it so breezily, like they should be glad of it. Junebug blamed the women of Bitterroot, who treated him like some kind of minor deity just because he had a pretty face. This is what came of people melting at his feet all the time. He thought Junebug should take his orders with melty gratitude—when in fact she just wanted to kick him most of the time.

Junebug was the only unmarried girl in Buck’s Creek and she wasn’t melting over anyone, least of all her idiot brother. But the meagre clutch of women in Bitterroot, four hours ride down the mountain, spoiled Beau something rotten. It was a shame none of them were marriageable. Junebug would put up with their spoiling of Beau if they did it while washing a pot or two. But they were all too old, too young, or too disreputable for wifedom. Junebug wasn’t entirely sure what made a woman disreputable, but she knew it had something to do with working in the cathouse. It was a crying shame disrepute and marriage were mutually exclusive, because those cathouse girls sure were fond of Beau and would probably marry him in a heartbeat. And then Junebug could put ’em to work making the morning bread…

Her brothers ate bread faster than she could bake it so she baked more bread than a girl should reasonably be expected to. Beau was well into his twenties now and if he’d lived anywhere else he’d be safely hitched with a nice amenable wife kneading all that dough. But no, they had to live up a mountain in a town of seven people, all of them McBrides and none of them the baking sort. McBrides who left Junebug with a lot of pots to wash, a lot of laundry to scrub, and a lot of damn cooking to do. And she hated cooking.

“I thought for a while about catching a train to Butte to go find a wife,” Beau sighed as he pored over the ads. “I figured I’d be more saleable in person. A nice face goes a long way in winning a wife.”

He wasn’t wrong. He did have a nice face. And girls liked it. All of her brothers were decent looking, but Beau stood out like a peacock in a flock of hawks. Not that hawks flocked, but if they did, Beau would peacock their flock right up. He was the elegant sort. Not thick and hulking like Morgan and Kit, but willowy and graceful. He relied on slyness rather than brawn; the only time he won a wrestling match against either of them was when he got crafty. He was tall like the rest of them, but leaner and more refined of face. His jaw was almost heart-shaped, and he had a dent in his chin and a perky cupid’s bow to his fat mouth. It was only the fact that he had the same heavy brows as Morgan that saved him from being too pretty, Junebug thought in disgust. They afforded him some of the irascible family spirit. He had dark eyes like Kit, only they were more glistery, like he was always on the verge of some high emotion. He had the same wild dark hair as the rest of the family, although he snipped at it constantly with Ma’s old silver scissors, so it curled around his neck, licking at his jaw. He was also prone to shaving more than was usual for a backwoodsman and had even been known to be bare faced in the depths of winter, which was just plain insanity. There were more than a few weeks in January when even Junebug wished she could grow a beard to keep out the chill. Beau liked his duds too. He pored over catalogs and ordered up the most ridiculous things, like that rolled brim derby hat with the tall crown that he wore rain or shine. He’d probably step off a train into a town like Butte and be hitched before lunchtime.

Personally, when the time came for Junebug to hunt for a man for herself, she’d prefer less looks and more gumption. She didn’t really get the point of peacocks.

“But then,” Beau drawled, pulling her out of her thoughts, “I got to thinking about how you already had these papers full of women looking for a husband and I figured it’d be plum easier to just pick one of them.”

See? Lazy.

“You don’t want to answer those ads,” she told him scornfully. “They ain’t no good. You’d have to hunt for ages to find a decent one. You’re much better off writing your own specifications so you can get exactly what you want.” Junebug scooted down the raw timber ladder and headed for the trading post’s counter for a pencil and paper. She stole a glance out the window, towards the big house; from across the meadow she could hear the ringing strike of Kit’s hammer in the smithy, so she assumed she wasn’t likely to get caught. It was worth the risk. Junebug couldn’t trust Beau to do this right without her. Besides, she’d never said she wouldn’t help order a wife; she wasn’t actually doing the ordering herself. Junebug snatched paper and pencil from the counter and raced back up before Beau could make a bad decision.

“Here, write down what you want, and I’ll show you how to get it in the paper.”

Junebug peered over his shoulder as he put pencil to paper.

Good looking guy seeks gal for fun, Beau wrote.

“That ain’t an ad for a wife,” Junebug said, disgusted. “That’s for a whole different kind of relationship.”

“I’m open to it.”

“You can’t go inviting just anyone into the family,” Junebug protested. Jeez. If he wanted a whore, there were plenty down in Bitterroot.

“Sure, I can. Who I marry ain’t no one’s business but my own.”

“I could find you a better woman than you could find yourself,” Junebug insisted. “You’ll pick someone for short-term fun. That’s no way to go about it. When I do it, I make sure they know what they’re getting into, with a view to long-term happiness.”

Beau didn’t buy it, she could tell. But that was only because her first two wives hadn’t quite worked out as she’d planned. You couldn’t expect a girl to get it right without some practice. And Kit and Morgan were happily married now, weren’t they? So, she had a perfect record, even if the process had been messy.

“There ain’t no way you could find a better woman than I can,” Beau disagreed. “You don’t have a clue what a man wants in a woman.”

Well, that was flat-out untrue. She’d married off two brothers already, and they were sickeningly happy. And Thunderhead Bill and Sour Eagle, her trapper friends, had explained all the ways a man could get himself kicked-in-the-head lovestruck by a woman. Junebug had attended closely to their tales of bare feminine shoulders and sideways smiles and the like, and it had paid off, because both Kit and Morgan were about as in love as men could be without being totally witless. Junebug’s sisters-in-law should thank her too, because neither of them had been the naturally wily sort. It had taken some elbow grease on Junebug’s part to provide their happy endings. But did anyone thank her? No. They just carped on about how she needed to keep her nose out of other people’s business. But what they didn’t understand was that it was her business. The wives were as much for her as for her stupid brothers, weren’t they?

“Here, what about this?” Beau held out the paper with his draft advertisement.

Junebug thought his ad was stomach-turning in the extreme. Charming gentleman seeks beguiling woman to warm the long Montana winters.

“That makes it sound like you want a whore,” Junebug protested.

Beau didn’t look displeased at the notion.

Junebug had a suggestion. “What about: Good looking layabout seeks frontier bride.”

“No decent woman is answering that ad.” Beau was offensively dismissive.

“Wanna bet?” Junebug said mutinously.

Beau’s eyes narrowed. “A bet?” He glittered with that piratical look he got when he leapt headlong into trouble. Beau got into more trouble than anyone Junebug knew. Save herself. “You want to make this a bet?” he asked. “What kind?”

Oh, this was getting good. Junebug was beginning to see how this could work to her advantage, on multiple fronts. “It’s simple. We both advertise, and we see who hooks the best wife.” Junebug knew she’d win. It wasn’t even in question.

“And what are the stakes?” Beau’s dark eyes were gleaming.

“If I win,” Junebug said, “you take me to a circus.”

“A circus?” Beau looked at her like she’d grown a second head.

“I’ve always wanted to see a circus. We might have to go to Iowa or somewhere, though. From what I can tell there ain’t no circuses in these parts.”

“You get the daftest ideas.” He shook his head. “Fine. What about if I win?”

“I’ll buy you a mirror?”

“Get off it.” He swatted her with the paper. “How about you take over mucking out the stables from me? For a year.”

“A year!”

“Well, you want me to take you to Iowa—that ain’t cheap,” he sniped.

Junebug thought on it. “Deal.” She held out her hand for him to shake. “May the best McBride win.”

“I plan to.” He gathered up as many Matrimonial Newses as he could and tucked them under his arm before he headed down the ladder of the loft. “I’d best read up on these ads, so I can write the perfect one.” He disappeared. And then his head popped back up. “And, Junebug, not a word of this to the others.”

Junebug snorted. What did he think she was, stupid?

She grinned as she considered the kind of wife she’d need. Soon, there’d be another wife to help around the house, and she’d have beaten the pants off Beau and be on her way to the circus.

Life was looking good.




WANTED

Charming gentleman seeks beguiling woman to warm the long Montana winters. Said gentleman is attentive, of landed family, and more than ready for the love of a good woman. Although not judgmental and open to all feminine charms, the gentleman would prefer copious and symmetrical attractions.

WANTED

Good-looking layabout seeks frontier bride. Be warned: he’s well aware of his own charms and would just as soon kiss a mirror as a wife. The ideal woman would fill his empty head with some book learning and take him down a peg or two. But he does come with a nice patch of Montana land and a good singing voice.





One

“Junebug!” Kit’s disembodied voice rolled through the mountain pass like thunder, echoing off the slopes. “Git back here!”

It was a gusty, blustery, downright temperamental October in Buck’s Creek. Morgan was still off honeymooning with his bride Pip, his postcards tacked up in the trading post until they just about filled the wall next to the counter. Jonah had absconded for the month, prospecting with his friend Purdy Joe deep in the mountains. Even the old trappers had abandoned Junebug for the down-mountain town of Bitterroot, where they now sat around people’s porches all day, gossiping about the going-ons of the miners and passers-through. Junebug, meanwhile, was still stranded up the hill in Buck’s Creek, with a bunch of burned pots and a list of chores as long as her arm. And her arm was plenty long after her summer growth spurt.

“Junebug, you lazy cat, git your ass back down here this minute!”

Well, let Kit thunder. Junebug wasn’t going back to scrub those darn pots. She’d cooked the breakfast, she didn’t see why she had to clean up after it too, no matter what Kit said. Let him wash the dishes.

She tightened her grip on the old flour sack she was carrying and slid deeper into the fall woods. It had been a sodden week; the ground was mulchy underfoot and everything had a mushroomy smell that made Junebug think of the root cellar. Which she was also expected to reorganize, she thought grumpily. Hell. Not for the first time, she wished her eldest brother Morgan was back with his bride. Morgan was the one who cared about stocking the cellar, not Junebug. So let him do it. Or Beau. She wasn’t their maid. Or their goddamn wife.

She was a lone wolf, she thought fiercely as she climbed higher, determined to get as far from her bossy brothers as she could. She wasn’t made for domesticity; she was made for greater things. Like getting to that circus Beau had promised her if she won their bet.

It was her keenest desire in life to see a circus, one with gals in spangles standing on the backs of fancy high-stepping horses, aerialists flipping about like bull trout pulled fresh from the stream, and tigers and elephants from places where it was hot and jungly. Hell, she could imagine the circus so vivid she could just about smell the sawdust.

But to get to that circus she had to pick Beau that wife she’d promised him at the end of summer. A better wife than he could pick for himself. The contrary peacock.

It was a bet Junebug planned to win. Although… Beau had been collecting an awful lot of mail down at the Bitterroot post office lately. And he refused to share any of his correspondence with her. Junebug scowled at the soggy ground underfoot, kicking at the mulchy fallen leaves. How was she supposed to beat him if she didn’t know what she was up against?

Did he have a genuine contender yet? It was a wonder that he had any correspondence at all, given how terrible his advertisement was. The gentleman would prefer copious and symmetrical attractions. Junebug snorted. He made it sound like he was looking for a whore. But it was entirely possible he had found a few symmetrical attractions, given how he kept sneaking off and returning with his fingers all stained black and blue with ink. That rat was writing letters. And Junebug wanted to know who to.

At least Beau wasn’t a first-rate letter writer, not the way Junebug was. His correspondence was bound to be lacking. He didn’t have a knack for conversation either—Junebug thought sourly of the long winter nights in the cabin, when he abjectly refused to entertain her. Spit, he could write all the substandard letters he wanted, it would do no good—Junebug would out-write him and out-wife him. Not least of all because she didn’t fancy mucking out the stables while Beau lazed about fishing. Probably with Junebug’s good hickory fishing rod. She still hadn’t forgiven him for snapping her last one and she couldn’t stomach him using this one.

The fact that it hadn’t happened yet didn’t stop Junebug from getting riled about it. She imagined all the ways she’d give Beau a piece of her mind when she discovered him with her hickory rod. Envisioning the fury of the confrontation got Junebug’s blood up. It was good for the constitution; at least so she told her trapper friend Sour Eagle whenever he scolded her for raging about things that had yet to happen.

She’d show Beau. That no-good, jumped-up fishing rod stealer. Junebug had her own stash of letters, hidden in a flour sack. They’d been arriving in flurries over the past weeks; she was bound to find a woman who could out-dazzle one of those damn fool symmetrical attractions her brother was writing to. She struggled with the bulging sack of mail as she navigated her way through a tight stand of aspens. It was flat-out astonishing to Junebug how many women were keen for a good-looking layabout; her ad in the Matrimonial News caused a flurry among the conjugally inclined, despite the fact Junebug had stressed that Beau’s good looks were balanced by vanity of outrageous proportions. These women didn’t seem to care. In fact, she’d had more responses than she’d got for Kit and Morgan combined. Maybe because pretty men didn’t usually resort to advertising for a mate? Like the way an eight-pointed buck barely had to compete for a doe. They just tossed their antlers about and the lady deer came running.

Most of the men in the Matrimonial News were too busy listing everything they wanted in a woman to bother talking about themselves. And if they did talk about themselves, it was in terms of their jobs: Rancher looking for a pretty little lady; Ostler seeking brown-haired sweetheart; Widower with kids wanting firm-handed woman, not older than twenty-five. Men seemed to put a lot of stock in what they did all day.

But the women didn’t seem to care particularly what Beau did. They were plenty interested in his attractions, though. Junebug supposed that if you had to live with a man and let him kiss you all over the place, you might want to pick one who didn’t turn your stomach. It was a stroke of luck, in that case, that looks were Beau’s strongest selling point. She reckoned most girls would want a kiss or two from Beau. Her brother was too pretty by half. The women down in Bitterroot (what few there were) got downright stupid around him. Even old Mrs. Langer at the post office got fluttery, and she wasn’t the fluttery type. She was more the slap-your-hand-if-you-touched-anything-on-her-desk type. And Mrs. Champion at the hotel gave Beau extra cookies when he visited, which burned Junebug up no end, as she was the one who loved cookies. She was also the one who put in all the work listening to Mrs. Champion’s stories. It was sickening the way Beau could just swan in and get cookies without suffering through so much as an aside. Ellen, the hotel’s housemaid, giggled and blushed and generally embarrassed herself trying to get Beau’s attention while he ate those cookies too, and all the whores at the cathouse over the road (the ones that Junebug wasn’t supposed to know about) managed to find their way out onto the porch wearing not much at all when Beau was in town for the day. They fanned at their half-exposed chests and batted their eyelashes, and made a bunch of remarks Junebug didn’t understand and couldn’t find in any book when she tried to look them up.

Sick of wrestling the overstuffed flour sack uphill, Junebug rested a spell. She shook out the muscles in her arm. She was headed for her secret clearing at the top of the rise, where she could find some privacy to sort through her prospective brides. Up here the quaking aspens were splashes of gold amid the dripping conifers and there was a constant rustle of critters gathering stocks for the winter. October was settling in with its fogs and drizzle and darkening days, and Junebug was running out of time. She didn’t fancy waiting until next February’s thaw to get a wife and win the bet.

As she leaned against the aspen, fuming about the injustice of it all, Junebug caught an odd scrap of sound on the wind. She frowned. It wasn’t the crackling of fall leaves, or the scurrying of squirrels. It was humming.

Junebug wasn’t alone up here, damn it. And after she’d slogged her flour sack of letters all this way for some privacy. She scowled. Well, whoever it was could just get the hell out of her woods. Junebug had things to do. Tucking her sack of letters out of sight under the droop of a serviceberry bush, she slipped through the woods towards the sound of humming. Maybe it was a trapper? Only it wasn’t trapping season yet, since the animals hadn’t grown in their thick winter coats.

Junebug cocked her head and listened harder. It wasn’t just humming. It was tuneful humming. Not only tuneful, goddamn delightful.

Which meant only one thing.

Beau.

That wily rat! He was supposed to be pickling cucumbers for the root cellar. Kit and Maddy had refused to let Junebug do it anymore after the lids had popped off the jars one by one, at velocity, shattering one of their new kitchen windows. Maddy was mighty displeased about not having any glass in the window to keep out the fall chill.

Still, at least it meant no more pickling for Junebug.

Beau was supposed to be spending the day sweetening Junebug’s batch of sour cucumbers and stuffing them into jars, so what was he doing here, skiving off his chores? That lazy rodent.

And what was he so cheerful about that he was bursting into song all over the place?

Junebug crept closer, glad the sodden ground muffled her steps.

Beau was right out in the open in the little grassy clearing, singing to himself like he didn’t have a care in the world. Or any cucumbers to pickle. He really did have a lovely voice—her advertisement hadn’t lied about that. Far be it from Junebug not to give praise when praise was due: the man could sing. His singing might even be the thing Junebug liked best about him.

But what in the hell was he doing?

Beau was standing oddly in the middle of the clearing, with his arms held out rigid like a scarecrow. Like he was holding onto an invisible something. Or someone, she realized in startlement, as she saw him take an awkward step back and to the side.

Was he… dancing?

There was a book open on the damp grass in front of him and he was peering at it and muttering between verses. Now and then he’d squat down and examine the book closely with a furrowed brow. Junebug rose on tiptoe as she peered around the conifer. She wished she’d thought to bring the spyglass up with her from the trading post. She glanced around, wondering if she could get a better vantage point.

Stealthy like a bobcat stalking a deer, Junebug crept between the soppy trees, trying to get closer. Beau seemed powerfully absorbed in his book and didn’t notice her. Eventually she came to the trunk of a fallen sapling and managed to furtively gain higher ground. From here she could see that his book had diagrams and everything—little feet and dotted lines spackling the page in arcane loops.

Beau stood again and his arms wrapped around an imaginary dance partner.

Goddamn, he was dancing. And he didn’t look half bad. This wasn’t the usual McBride kind of dancing, which they did in the summer meadow to Jonah’s fiddle; this was actual proper civilized dancing, like they did at fancy cotillions and such. At least so she’d read. Junebug had never actually been to any cotillions. Nor even to a barn dance. But that was the kind of dancing Beau looked like he was educating himself for, the cotillion kind, where ladies in fancy dresses had dance cards looped to their wrists and wielded little bitty pencils at gentlemen to make them dance. And they drank champagne and ate fancy sandwiches, like those cucumber sandwiches without the crusts Junebug had got Pip to make once. Junebug didn’t think those sandwiches would do a thing to satisfy an appetite got up by dancing. But that was cotillions for you, she supposed. A lot of dainty nibbling.

Beau had started singing proper as he swung his invisible partner around the clearing. It was that sappy ‘Eileen Alannah’ song that Maddy was always asking him to sing. He was crooning it to the empty air with his whole heart.

Which meant only one thing… the blockhead had found himself a wife. Because who the hell else was he going to dance with around here? Thunderhead Bill? Purdy Joe? He certainly wasn’t dancing with Junebug.

“I know you’re there, you little sneak.”

Junebug jerked in surprise at the sound of his voice, and almost fell off the log.

Beau gave his imaginary partner a spin. “If you’re so keen to see what I’m doing, why don’t you just come look?”

“Sneak!” Junebug was outraged. “If anyone’s sneaking in this circumstance, it’s you.” She was annoyed at being caught, but even more annoyed at Beau singing and dancing and generally being all Beau-ish all over the place. How dare he find a wife before she did. Junebug jumped off the log and stalked over to his dumb dancing book. She looked down at the pattering of black steps on the page. “What the hell are you learning to dance for?”

“My wedding,” he said smugly. And then he gave the most irritating twirl.

Junebug scowled. “Now hold your damn horses. You ain’t allowed to go getting married without considering all the options. We had a deal!”

“I’ll stick to the deal. But consider this bet won, Bug.”

Junebug had an urge to stick out her foot and trip him as he danced by with some offensively ostentatious footwork. “This bet has barely got going,” she said hotly. Hell, she hadn’t even begun sorting her mail. “You ain’t even seen my wife yet. I’ve got some mighty fine candidates.” She hoped.

“I’ll take a look,” he said, giving her a grin that made her want to scream. “But I’ve got to tell you, I think I’ve found the perfect woman.” He spun to a halt and offered his phantom dance partner a flirty bow. And then the blockhead reached into his pocket and pulled out an envelope. Carefully, almost reverently, he opened it and withdrew a card. He held it out for Junebug to see, grinning like he was already kicked in the head, and he hadn’t even met anyone in person yet. At least as far as she knew.

Junebug reached for the card, but he snatched it back. “Uh-uh, no touching, Bug.”

Oh, this was bad. He was looking down at that card with an expression that could only be described as amative.

Junebug made an irritable show of tucking her hands behind her back and then bent so close to the card her nose was just about touching it.

“It’s a photograph!” Junebug pulled her head back so she could see it properly. “Like that cabinet card Morgan and Pip sent from Nebraska.” That one had been a sepia photograph of the two of them, flanked by Pip’s whole wealth of unsmiling relatives. Morgan had looked like a startled hare; Pip had been grinning ear to ear. Junebug hadn’t seen many photographs in her life, and it was kind of a thrill to see Beau’s, even if it was a threat to her circus ambitions.

The girl in Beau’s picture had a queenly look. She stood posed beside a velvety looking chair, holding onto its curved back and giving the camera a sideways glance. She was glowing like moonshine, but that could be the vagaries of photography—if she glowed like that in real life Junebug didn’t stand a chance of winning the bet. The girl had silvery pale hair, all swept up in an elegant hairstyle. Her nose was straight, and her figure was willowy and graceful. Her clothes weren’t too fancy, though. Junebug could tell because the first wife she’d (misguidedly) picked for Kit had been plenty fancy. Willabelle’s clothes had looked like a box of ribbons had exploded everywhere, and the fabrics were all shiny and exotic. This woman, on the other hand, was in modest calico cotton, all buttoned up to the chin, with a hint of lace at the collar. But she was a hell of a lot prettier than Willabelle, who had been… well, obvious. This woman was—

“A natural beauty,” Beau declared, sounding satisfied as all hell.

“You like ’em natural, huh?” Junebug couldn’t keep the sourness out of her voice.

“When they look like this I do.” He was grinning fit to bust.

It was true that the moonglow girl was better looking than was normal. Again, it was probably the vagaries of photography, but she sure looked like something that belonged in a book. Like one of those illustrations of goddesses wrapped in sheets. She was the kind of girl poets got wordy about. Roses in June and all that junk. Junebug guessed it made sense that Beau’s instinct was to find someone as pretty as he was, but she thought his instinct was impaired. He had looks enough for two people. What he needed was someone sensible, someone who could steer him straight. She had to be appealing, sure, but appealing didn’t have to mean glowing all over the place at innocent people.

How was Junebug supposed to find a woman to compete with this?

“Did she write you at all, or did she just send the photograph? Have you picked based just on looks?” Junebug demanded. “Because that would be powerfully stupid.”

Beau was magnanimous in his assumed victory. “Oh, she wrote. I’ve got a stack of letters.”

“She know how to spell?” Junebug asked, frowning at the way he slid the photograph back in its envelope like he was wrapping up a treasure.

His eyes were actually twinkling at her he was so happy. Goddamn it.

“She spells better than me,” he said.

“That wouldn’t be hard.”

“She’s a delightful correspondent.”

“I’m sure. Can I read her letters?”

“No.” He had the gall to laugh, still twinkling. Since when did Beau twinkle? He wasn’t the twinkling type. He was the flat-out irritating type.

“They’re private,” he told her firmly, and there was a tenderness in him that made her blood run cold.

Junebug’s mind raced. “How long have you been writing to each other?”

“A few weeks.”

“A few weeks!”

“She was the first one to answer my advertisement.”

Junebug swore. She couldn’t help it. This was irksome in the extreme. She hadn’t even finished reading her mail yet and here he was, through the choosing already. “You ain’t supposed to pick the first one who answers, you sap. You’re supposed to survey the field.”

“I didn’t need to. I liked this one. And now that she’s sent me this”—he patted his pocket, where the photograph was resting against his heart—“I know I picked the right one.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself. She might have a voice like screeching cats.”

“You wish.”

Junebug did wish, very much.

“She’s smart,” he said smugly, “and funny, and—”

“You know all this from a few letters?”

“More than a dozen letters.”

“How often have you been writing? And stop that.”

“Stop what?”

“Twinkling.” His fat lips twitched in response. “I hate seeing you this happy.”

“I thought the whole point of finding me a wife was to make me happy?”

“Maybe so—but I ain’t found her yet!”

Beau laughed. “You ain’t, huh? I thought you had some fine candidates?”

“I do. I just haven’t narrowed the field.” Junebug harrumphed. “And now I might have to get photographs out of them before I narrow it down.” What were the chances of finding a second moonshine woman? Maybe she could find out what kind of camera made a woman glow like that…

“Or you can just concede defeat now?” Beau put his hands on his narrow hips and gave her an understanding look.

“I’d rather die.”

He laughed again. “Well, while you’re contemplating the afterlife, how about you put yourself to use. I need a partner.”

“I ain’t helping you.”

“C’mon,” he coaxed. “Who knows, maybe I’ll end up dancing with the woman you pick. Then you’ll wish I danced nice, won’t you?” He grabbed her hands and tugged her forward. Junebug just about hissed at him. “Now, now, is that any way to treat a Beau at your first dance?” He laughed at his own pun.

“What’s her name?” Junebug asked as Beau started humming a merry tune and skipping her around the clearing. She let him, because it was actually quite fun. Not that she was telling him that.

“Her name is Miss Diana Newchurch.” He said it like he was speaking poetry. “And she’s from Fall River, Massachusetts.”

“That sounds like a long way away.” Junebug’s brain whirred, wondering if she could nab a closer bride and beat this Diana Newchurch to the finish line.

Beau burst into song and kicked up the pace a notch.

Junebug brightened as a thought occurred to her. “How do you know that’s actually a photograph of her? I mean, she could have sent a photograph of anyone, couldn’t she? How are you to know?” Junebug gave him a sly smile.

Beau missed a step.

“She could look like me for all you know.” Junebug pressed the point.

He gave her a pained look.

“I’d recommend not promising anything in your letter,” Junebug advised. “I mean, remember Willabelle—she weren’t what she seemed in her letters.”

“Willabelle is a damn fine-looking woman.”

Now it was Junebug’s turn to look pained. “Looks ain’t everything. Remember her personality?”

“Well, Miss Diana Newchurch’s personality is just as pretty as her picture.”

Junebug doubted that. Surely it was impossible for a woman who looked like moonshine to have a moonshiny personality too. “Can she cook? Launder? Do the things a wife needs to do?”

“Junebug, there’s only one thing my wife needs to do…”

“Oh, ick. No.”

He spun her around gleefully and she tried not to enjoy it.

“I just need a woman who likes me, Bug. I want her to make me happy. And I want to make her happy.”

“Well, a dirty house and an empty stomach ain’t likely to make you happy.”

“Given I already have those things, I’m sure I’ll cope.”

“Hey!” Junebug stomped on his foot as they spun. “I cooked you a whole panful of eggs this morning!”

“Well, there you go. I don’t need her to do it—I’ve got you.”

Junebug swore at him.

“Admit it, Bug. I’ve got this bet won. You’ll not find a single woman as good as the one I’ve got.”

It was that bold claim that smacked the genius into her. You’ll not find a single woman…

Maybe not. But what about more than one…

Beau had been raised on this mountain and had known only a dozen or so women in his life, and half of those he was related to. He was starved for lady company. Junebug considered that maybe he was looking for courtship more than an actual marriage. Look how happy he was about this dancing business. Maybe what he really wanted was dancing and flirting and a whole lot of goddamn attention.

So why not give it to him?

Junebug felt herself get her own twinkle. What if she ordered up more than one? Two or three girls might give Miss Moonglow a run for her money—they’d certainly improve the odds in Junebug’s favor. Hell, why stop at three? She could order up four. Or five. Or, spit, even a dozen. Although she probably didn’t have enough money to cover a dozen train tickets or accommodation for all those women. How many could she afford? Five girls? Maybe six? So long as Beau didn’t take too long to pick one, she could probably afford a couple of weeks’ worth of room and board for six girls. She had her poker winnings saved up, and she really wanted to win this damn bet.

She could haul six pretty girls up this hill and make her brother lose his damn mind. And there was no reason one of her six couldn’t end up the new Mrs. McBride. Especially if Junebug chose them well. She could easily pick six versions of happiness for him.

Looking at Beau spinning around the clearing, giddy at the thought of dancing with his moonglowy girl, Junebug knew that she was right. Imagine him having a whole passel of girls to dance around! He’d be happier than a pig in mud. And while he danced them about, she’d work her ass off to make sure he got kicked in the head over one of her wives, and not over his. Because she wasn’t losing. Junebug McBride didn’t lose at anything.





Two

Fall River, Massachusetts

Eleanor Neale tore off her apron the moment the factory bell rang, signaling the end of another long day at the looms of Chattaway Mills. The start bell had sounded at seven that morning, and it was now seven in the evening, full dark outside. Ellie had been itching to leave all day; she was expecting a letter and needed to get back to the boardinghouse to see if it had arrived. Snatching up her coat and hat, she jammed her way through the crush.

Today she was going to get an offer of marriage, and she was going to accept it. That is, if the letter had arrived. The thought of it filled Ellie with a turbulent feeling, like a rushing river. She couldn’t quite believe she was going to be a mail-order bride. Her! Plain old Ellie Neale! Like some kind of heroine in a book.

The aisles were full of loud, tired girls, complaining and joking as they flooded out of the mill and into the sharp Fall River night. Ellie elbowed through them impatiently, pulling on her calico bonnet as she searched for her friend Diana. Diana wasn’t hard to spot; she was taller than most of the other girls, and prettier than all of them. She was just like a heroine in a book. She could be the lost child of a duke or a marquis, the result of a deliciously tragic affair, abandoned to the gutter after her unwed mother was swept aside by the misfortunes of circumstance. It gave Ellie a thrill just to think about it.

Ellie herself could never be mistaken for an aristocratic love child. Unfortunately, she looked every inch the mill girl that she was. She was pale from hours indoors at the looms, and thin from the frugal serves at the boardinghouse table. Sometimes she liked to imagine that she had the romantic pallor of a heroine recovering from a wasting disease, but most of the time she had to accept that she was just ordinarily pale. Just like she had ordinary brown hair and ordinary brown eyes and a face that was pleasant, but nothing to set a man’s heart on fire. She was average height, average build and average everything. She was like wallpaper. Attractive enough, and useful, but not something people particularly paid attention to.

Not like Diana. Diana was the kind of girl who turned people’s heads. And she had charm by the bucketful; everyone loved her. Even Mrs. Tasker at their boardinghouse liked her, and as a rule Mrs. Tasker didn’t like anyone.

Despite Ellie’s daydreams about Diana’s ancestry, in actuality Diana was just another mill girl like herself, sent off to work because her parents couldn’t afford to keep her. And there were no dukes or marquises around here, that was for sure—just a steady stream of cheeky mill boys who flocked to Diana like a moth to a flame, ignoring old Wallpaper Ellie. But Diana had grander plans than marrying a Fall River man and settling into a tenement house; Diana was escaping this town and its myriad mills, headed for the mountains of Montana as a mail-order bride, so desperate to get away from the mills that she was prepared to marry a stranger.

And now so was Ellie…

She certainly had no intention of being left behind. Ellie wasn’t about to let Diana marry herself off to a wild man without her there. Diana was the one person in the world who mattered to Ellie, and she planned to be there for her, no matter what.

After all of Ellie’s years at the mill, Diana was the only real family she could count on. She thought of her mother, crammed into a tenement with a pack of kids, not to mention with Ellie’s violent stepfather, who drank away most of the money he earned at Sagamore Mill and was prone to roughing her mother up when he was out of coin. Sometimes he’d roughed Ellie up too. Ellie’s real father had died in the fire of ’74, after which things had been hard and hungry, and then Mama had married Hank, who had been a nightmare from the first, and they’d had kid after kid after kid. So many kids there wasn’t enough space, or enough food. And Hank drank more, and Mama cried more, and there was always another mouth to feed. Eventually Ellie had been sent off to work at Chattaway Mills. She’d been twelve. That was nearly ten years ago.

Working at the mill meant living in one of the orderly brick row boardinghouses owned by the company. It had changed Ellie’s life immeasurably, for the better. The boardinghouses were directly around the corner from the mills—so the girls could hear the bells and get to work fast—and room and board was deducted from their pay in advance. Mrs. Tasker was as inflexible as iron, but also sober, predictable and fair; she ran the house like clockwork to the timing of the bells. None of Mrs. Tasker’s girls were ever late to work. If a girl overslept, Mrs. Tasker was prone to chasing them out of bed with her broom. Ellie never needed to be chased out of bed, not even when she’d been up most of the night reading.

The girls boarded four to a room, sharing beds, and their employment depended on their temperance, attendance at church on Sundays, and their chastity. It was a cloistered existence, and the others generally hated it. But for Ellie it was a revelation. No one was ever drunk and angry, there were no days without food, and there was fresh linen on the bed that smelled of Mrs. Tasker’s vinegary laundry soap—not the bodily odors of small children. At the boardinghouse Ellie only shared a bed with one other person, not a whole tangle of hungry little kids, and it felt like sheer luxury. Mrs. Tasker served a pleasant if slightly stingy table, with a dollop of hot oats in the morning and a two-course supper with soup and soda bread to start followed by a main meal that mostly featured meat. It was far better than Ellie had ever had at home. Best of all, there was quiet time after supper, where the girls gathered in the parlor with their books and mending and whispered gossip to one another. That was Ellie’s absolute favorite time of day. There were no screaming children, no staggering stepfather, no threadbare weepy mother, no neighbors hollering through the thin walls. She was safe, and she felt like she could breathe.

Diana had come to Fall River in Ellie’s second year at Chattaway Mills. She was a year younger than Ellie and had been so homesick for the first week that she couldn’t sleep at all. They’d been assigned to the same bed because both their surnames started with N and Ellie’s previous bedmate was moved on to the next room, where the rest of the Os were. Ellie had been glad to replace dour Marian Osborn with the sweetly pretty Diana, and she’d taken to whispering stories to the homesick girl, mostly scraps of things that she remembered from her books. It gave Ellie a warm feeling, like holding cold hands to a homely fire, to comfort Diana. After the company docked room and board, Ellie sent half her income to her mother to help feed all those kids, but the other half she used to indulge her reading habit, subscribing to Beadle & Adams and Street & Smith for the latest dime novels. Ellie’s whispered retellings of those dime novels got Diana through the worst of her homesickness, and after that they were fast friends. More than friends. Sisters, really.

And Ellie absolutely couldn’t miss her best friend’s wedding. Nor could she abandon Diana to an unknown fate.

No. Ellie had to get herself to Montana too.

And given she had no money and no prospects of getting herself west, she’d resorted to answering an advertisement in the Matrimonial News, just like Diana had. If it was good enough for Diana, it was good enough for her. Her only requirement had been that the man had to live in Montana, specifically in the Elkhorn mountains, where Diana was headed.

Now, as her shift ended on this chilly fall night, Ellie was eager to get home to see if she’d finally received a proposal. She caught up with Diana in the after-work surge toward the train station and grabbed Diana’s arm, dragging her along. “Come on,” she urged.

“Calm down,” Diana said, refusing to hurry. “My feet are sore. The mail may not even have come today. You know how patchy it can be from Montana.”

Ellie did. Which is why she’d rushed home every day this week, sure that this was the day, only to find the letter hadn’t come. But today was surely the day. She needed that proposal.

The whole mess of Diana’s impending flight west was Ellie’s fault in the first place. She was entirely culpable if Diana was led to ruin by this hare-brained adventure. It had never occurred to her that bringing home the Matrimonial News would lead to such a catastrophe. Ellie had only brought the paper home for voyeuristic entertainment, not to actually answer any of the ads. It was fodder for daydreams, that was all.

Ellie liked reading the advertisements and imagining the people on the other end of them. It was like reading a novel, but better, because the people were real. There were advertisements for industrious shopkeepers in towns with names like Hatchett Springs and Mule Hill; from lonely miners in California and Colorado; from a bereaved minister in Belle Plaine, Kansas; and from farmers from every territory on the Great Plains. The brief advertisements inspired flights of fancy in Ellie. She imagined the grieving minister meeting his blushing bride at the Belle Plaine station, his hat clenched in his nervously sweating hands. What kind of bride had he chosen? One who reminded him of his saintly lost wife? Or someone brightly, shockingly different? Whoever she was, she’d make his heart skip a beat for certain. For the miners, Ellie imagined a row of pretty brides like colored buttons, and for the farmers she dreamed up apple-cheeked girls in sprigged calico, their smiles fresher than April clouds.

But she certainly hadn’t imagined Diana stepping off a train to marry a total stranger!

Diana had initially scoffed at the ads. She’d been impatient with Ellie sighing romantically over the brave brides.

“They’re not brave.” Diana had rolled her eyes at Ellie’s relentless romanticism. “They’re desperate.”

They’d been sitting in the airless parlor of their boardinghouse after supper, passing the brief hour before the bedtime bell rang over at the mill, shrilling through the sleepy streets of Fall River.

“This one’s not,” Ellie had replied, reading aloud a delicious advertisement placed by a woman of substantial means. “Imagine being of means at all, let alone substantial ones. I bet she could have her pick of any man—and yet here she is advertising for one. Wouldn’t you love to know why?”

“Maybe she’s sour as a lemon.” Diana was unmoved. She’d been in one of her dour moods, moods which had rolled in more frequently this year. “What do you think Montana is like?” Diana had asked her abruptly. She’d been staring at a landscape painting on the wall. It was a picture of a brooding mountain scene, complete with an eagle circling a dreary sky. Mrs. Tasker liked a stern landscape. She said it was due to her Northern English blood. Ellie personally would have preferred something sunnier
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