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      Haskell, Wyoming – 1875

      Haskell, Wyoming was like any other frontier town in that it was made up of a few rows of new buildings surrounded by vast stretches of farm and ranch land, and overlooked by majestic mountains. Like a few other, lucky frontier towns, the railroad connected it to larger cities and the bustling industry of the West Coast.

      But what made Haskell different from every other town in the foothills of the Rockies was that it was inhabited by the strangest collection of thinkers, dreamers, and doers west of the Mississippi. Maybe it was the fact that Howard Haskell—who co-owned Paradise Ranch with his sister, Virginia Piedmont—had woken up one day and decided to build a town out of nothing, just the way he wanted it. Maybe it was the intrepid families—many of whom had traveled west on the Oregon Trail along with Howard’s daughter, Lucy, a decade before—who first settled in the town and still formed its core. Or maybe it was simply the fresh, Wyoming air, and the sunshine that danced across the grasslands and shone off the snow-capped mountains. It gave inhabitants and visitors to the town alike a sense that anything was possible in Haskell.

      Anything was possible, which was exactly why Mr. Charlie Garrett, owner of the Cattleman Hotel, the Silver Dollar Saloon, and the town’s school, invited Virginia Piedmont and her close friend, Mrs. Josephine Evans, to brunch on a balmy spring morning.

      “Ladies, I have an idea I wanted to run past you,” Charlie said, striding into the hotel’s dining room. Charlie wore an expertly tailored suit, the fob of his gold pocket watch showing against his vest. His dark hair was carefully groomed. The only thing that interrupted the image of a wealthy and powerful man of charm and poise was the equally well-dressed two-year-old girl he carried in one arm and her twin brother in the other.

      “Good morning, Miss Ellen.” Josephine rose from her seat at a table by the window to reach for Charlie’s daughter. “And you too, Master Allen.” She leaned forward to kiss the boy’s forehead.

      Virginia hopped up to claim Allen. The two cuddled like old friends—indeed, Virginia and Josephine were considered to be grandmas to everyone in Haskell—before sitting at the table. Virginia promptly handed Allen a buttered biscuit, then said, “This idea of yours had better be more than the two of us babysitting for you, Charlie.”

      Charlie joined the women at the table with a laugh and a smile. “Oh, it’s much more than that.”

      “Well?” Josephine prompted, settling Ellen on her lap and handing her a strawberry. “I’m all ears. We’ve been speculating about what you want all morning.”

      Virginia nodded and hummed in agreement. “Spill it.”

      Charlie chuckled, mostly because Allen lunged toward the table, reaching for Virginia’s teacup right as she spoke. “I’d be careful about what you say with that wiggle worm in your lap. He takes after his mother and will do anything you ask him to do twice as well as you expected it to be done.”

      “Me?” Allen asked, all toddler innocence.

      “Yes, you, my boy.” Charlie reached across to poke his tummy, sending Allen into giggles. “And your mother, which is why I’m here.”

      He took a breath, settled back in his chair, and rolled his shoulders. “The other night, Olivia and I were going over some business regarding my dear, old friend and mentor, Josiah Hurst’s estate. You know that among many of the other charitable institutions he left behind when he passed on, one of them is a home for women who have been battered or abused or otherwise escaped from dangerous situations.”

      “Hurst Home.” Josephine nodded. “You are truly a saint for setting up such a wonderful, safe place for those women.”

      “Well, it was Olivia’s idea as much as mine,” Charlie insisted.

      “Either way, it warms my heart to know that there’s a safe place for those poor women to go in troubled times,” Virginia added.

      “Exactly,” Charlie continued. “That’s what set Olivia to thinking the other night. Some of the stories of the women currently living at Hurst Home would break your heart. They’ve endured so much, and even though the home is a safe place for them, Olivia had the idea that it would be even safer for some of them to start new lives far, far away from the troubles of their pasts.”

      “New lives?” Josephine exchanged a glance with Ellen…who was more interested in the cup of fruit at Josephine’s place than the conversation. “How so?”

      Charlie leaned forward. “Olivia was reading a newspaper that her mother sent her from back home in Ohio. Among its pages, she noticed an advertisement by a miner over in Colorado, looking for a wife.”

      “Ah, mail-order brides.” Virginia nodded. “I hear that quite a few men who have settled out here are sending back East for wives these days.”

      “Which brings me to my point.” Charlie smiled. “Olivia and I feel as though it would benefit a great deal of people if we could find a way to bring some of the women from Hurst Home out here, to Haskell, to be brides for the young men working at Paradise Ranch, or in town, or on any of the other ranches in the area.”

      Josephine and Virginia hummed and exchanged looks of surprise and interest.

      “Well, it would certainly stop so many of them from patronizing Bonnie’s all the time,” Josephine said.

      “Very true.” Virginia nodded slowly. “I’m not saying Bonnie Horner wasn’t smart to open a whorehouse in Haskell.”

      “She certainly did cut down on the amount of mischief all those virile, young ranch hands got into,” Josephine added with a wry drawl.

      “Mmm.” Virginia arched an eyebrow. “Several of those boys are far more grown up now than they were when Bonnie opened her doors. It’s about time they settled down and started families.”

      “The only way for Haskell to grow is by welcoming families and inviting them to put down roots,” Josephine agreed.

      The two women turned to Charlie once more.

      “I see we’re in agreement.” Charlie winked. “And I think Bonnie would agree with us too, at heart.”

      “She’s got other irons in the fire, that Bonnie,” Virginia said, exchanging a knowing look with Josephine.

      “So are we agreed?” Charlie asked. “Should we send a telegraph to Mrs. Breashears at Hurst Home asking how she feels about the plan?”

      “Absolutely,” Josephine said.

      “The sooner the better,” Virginia agreed.

      “Excellent.” Charlie smiled and tapped the table to seal the deal. “Now all we have to do is figure out which lucky man should be our trial groom.” He twisted to wave across the hotel dining room, catching the eye of the stately, white-haired man standing ramrod straight near the doorway to the lobby.

      The white-haired man nodded and glided across the room to the table. “Can I help you, Mr. Garrett?”

      “Yes, Gunn. Breakfast for my two sweet angels.” He winked across the table to Ellen, and reached to his side to ruffle Allen’s hair. “And anything else that Mrs. Piedmont and Mrs. Evans want.”

      “Right away, sir.” Mr. Gunn bowed and moved off.

      “What about Theophilus Gunn?” Josephine whispered as the gentleman walked away. “He’s getting up in years and could use a wife.”

      Charlie shook his head and chuckled.

      Virginia laughed outright. “Mr. Gunn is far too long in the tooth for any of the young ladies of Hurst Home. Besides, to hear Charlie tell it, he’s married to his job.”

      “Best hotel manager Wyoming has ever seen,” Charlie agreed. “And Virginia is right. We need to think younger. What young man in Haskell do we know who needs a bride?”

      “And who is mature and kind enough to treat a woman who has been through the wringer with the care she deserves?” Josephine added.

      The three of them sat back in silence, mulling over the question. Charlie rubbed his chin, studying his babies. They were too young by ages to even think about marriage, as were his two older children, but he still put himself in the position of the father of a daughter in need of a mate. Which young men in town would he most trust with a tender heart?

      One of Mr. Gunn’s waitresses returned with a breakfast tray, laying all manner of delicacies out for them as Gunn stood to the side, watching and waiting. Children and grown-ups alike dove in. It was easier to think on a full stomach.

      “You know who I have wanted to find a good woman and settle down for years?” Virginia began as the last of the cream tarts and bacon was devoured.

      “Who?” Charlie dabbed his mouth, then put down his napkin, ready for business.

      Virginia hesitated before saying, “My nephew, Franklin.”

      A wave of uncertain excitement swept over the table. Franklin Haskell. Yes. He was Howard Haskell’s son, not to mention Howard’s right-hand man on the ranch. Franklin more or less ran things, now that Howard’s interests had turned to building a unique town and helping it to thrive. But all Charlie really knew about Franklin was that he was quiet, serious, and a cripple.

      “You know, Franklin could use a wife,” Josephine agreed.

      “Mmm.” Virginia nodded, smoothing a hand across Allen’s head as he rested against her chest and closed his eyes for a nap. “But will he see things that way?”

      “He’s close to thirty now,” Josephine reasoned. “I know he’ll argue he’s been doing well on his own since Gideon Faraday constructed those braces for him, but there’s something so sad about him, so haunted.”

      “There is,” Virginia agreed. “And I know what it is. You weren’t here when he had that accident that crushed and sliced up his legs. I was. He won’t let it go.”

      “But that was ten…eleven years ago,” Charlie said. “Surely he can move on by now.”

      Virginia let out a breath. “Franklin is tricky. He hasn’t been the same since that accident. There’s more going on in his head than he lets on, and I don’t think all of it is good.”

      “And you think a wife would help?” Charlie asked.

      “A very special wife, yes.” Virginia nodded, then tilted her head to the side in thought. “She would have to be an exceptional woman, though—patient, kind, strong. We would need to ask Mrs. Breashears to send us the very best she has.”

      “I think that could be arranged.” Charlie nodded.

      “That settles it, then.” Josephine let Ellen wiggle down from her lap and cross around the table to her father. “Franklin will get the first and best wife.”

      Charlie scooped Ellen into his arms. “If he agrees.”

      “There’s only one way to find out,” Virginia said. “We’ll have to ask him.”

      [image: ]

      Three hours later, the twins safe at home with Muriel Chance watching them, Charlie, Virginia, and Josephine rode through the gates of Paradise Ranch. The ranch was only a short drive from town. Howard was a man of vision and had planned the town and the ranch so that they could grow together over the years. Right now, the town was two miles away from the ranch’s property line, with a neighborhood of houses under construction midway between the two. Howard’s house was set a mile into the ranch, Virginia’s another mile further on. A bunkhouse and several outbuildings were clustered close to each of the big houses to provide for the two teams of ranch hands that worked—sometimes together, sometimes in friendly competition—to maintain the herd.

      Franklin’s house was midway between Howard’s and Virginia’s, separated on either side by grassland and a stream. Howard had argued for weeks about his son building a house so far from anyone else, but Franklin was stubborn. Charlie had to admit as he pulled his wagon to a stop in the yard that Franklin had an eye for placement. Separated though is house was, it was surrounded by beauty, calm, and quiet.

      “Franklin,” Virginia marched ahead as Charlie helped Josephine down from the wagon. “Are you home?”

      The front door of Franklin’s house and the windows were open to let in the spring breeze. Franklin was already on his way out to the porch as Charlie and the women approached. He moved slowly, walking onto the porch with stilted steps. The braces Gideon had constructed fit firmly over his calves with iron bands, had hinges by his knees, and clamped around his thighs to give him support. Even with that, he gripped the doorframe, and then the porch railing, as he came out to greet his visitors.

      “Aunt Ginny.” He nodded to Virginia without smiling. “Mrs. Evans, Mr. Garrett. What can I do for you?”

      Serious to the bone. Charlie’s heart went out to the young man. The weight Franklin carried on his shoulders was all but visible.

      “Franklin, we’ve come with a proposition for you,” Charlie began. More than ever, he wanted this to work out for the young man. Everyone deserved a little joy in their life, no matter what their past. His own dear Olivia had taught him that ten years ago, and continued to teach him every day.

      “Oh?” As Charlie, Virginia, and Josephine reached the porch, Franklin gestured to the bench and chairs. “What proposition?”

      Normally Charlie would have remained standing, but clearly Franklin was uncomfortable. All four of them took seats and got down to business.

      “I’ve told you about Hurst Home, haven’t I?” Charlie began.

      “It’s that wonderful home for women who have been battered or are in danger,” Josephine rushed on.

      Franklin frowned, nodding. “In Nashville, right?”

      “That’s it,” Charlie said.

      “We want to start bringing some of those unfortunate young women out to Haskell, to marry men here,” Virginia burst. Her eyes glowed with excitement.

      Franklin paused, his frown shifting to consideration. “Sounds like a grand idea to me.”

      “Good, we hoped you’d think so.” Josephine smiled and sat straighter.

      “Because we’d like to start by finding a bride for you,” Virginia finished her friend’s thought.

      Charlie cringed inwardly. That wasn’t how he would have proceeded. Franklin looked as stunned as Charlie imagined he would be if he were in that position.

      “You want to send away for a woman to be my wife,” he said, shifting his baffled look from Josephine to Virginia and back.

      The two women exchanged knowing grins, then said in unison, “Yes.”

      Silence. Charlie debated stepping in and calling the whole experiment off.

      At last, Franklin drew in a long breath and shook his head. “I don’t know. What woman in her right mind would want to be saddled with a…” He closed his mouth and swallowed, back going stiff. “With me?”

      More awkward silence, then Virginia said, “You’re looking at this all wrong, Franklin, I can tell.”

      Franklin set his jaw and fixed his aunt with a challenging look. “How am I looking at it?”

      “I know you, my boy. I’ve known you my whole life,” Virginia went on. “You’re thinking that it would be a curse to trap a nice girl with a man who can’t walk or run or gad about, like other men.”

      Franklin blinked. “Well, it would.”

      Virginia shook her head and brushed his protest aside with a wave. “First of all, that’s bull—that’s nonsense.” Charlie grinned at Virginia’s typical, unladylike speech. “Second of all, it’s selfish.”

      “Selfish?” Franklin tensed further, the muscles of his broad shoulders rippling as if Virginia had hit a nerve.

      “Selfish,” Virginia repeated. “Look at things from the poor girls in that home’s point of view. Their lives have been hard, horrible, even. They’ve been in far more danger than you or I ever have, endured more than, yes, even you.”

      Franklin let out a breath and scratched his thigh under the edge of the brace he wore. “Maybe.”

      “More than maybe, my boy.” Virginia scooted to the edge of her seat and changed tactics, softening her voice. “Think about how wonderful it would be, how much it would change some poor woman’s life, to come out to a peaceful, quiet, safe place like this. Think what a blessing it would be for her to marry a good, kind man who would never raise a hand or his voice to her when that may be all she’s ever known.”

      Her words were so powerful that Charlie caught himself rubbing the sore spot of his heart under his vest.

      “This may be the chance that makes all the difference to a woman,” Virginia went on. “You could be exactly what some poor girl needs to feel whole again.”

      Franklin met her gaze, emotion making his eyes bright. In that moment, Charlie knew that Virginia had convinced him.

      “I hadn’t thought of it like that,” he said, solemn and serious. He took a deep breath and sat straighter.

      For several long moments he was silent, his far-away expression revealing thoughts that were busy sorting themselves out. They waited for those thoughts to come around, for Franklin to make his decision.

      At last, with a soft sigh, Franklin nodded, the picture of resolve. “All right. I’ll do it. You can send for a girl to come here and marry me. But I don’t know how happy I’ll be able to make her.”

      “Oh, I think you’ll make her very happy.” Virginia stood. She gestured for Charlie and Josephine to stand as well, though Charlie was inclined to stay and talk things out with Franklin a little more. “I think you’ll make a lot of people happy with this decision,” she went on, “yourself among them.”

      “If you say so.” Franklin leaned back in his chair, looking as though he needed to sit there and ponder what he’d done a little longer.

      “I’ll drop by with the address for Hurst Home later so you can write to the girl,” Charlie said.

      He, Virginia, and Josephine headed back to the wagon.

      “He’s the sort who needs to be alone with his thoughts,” Virginia explained as soon as they were driving out of earshot. “I know my nephew. This is a good decision for him, and the less we beat him over the head with it, the quicker he’ll come to realize that.”

      “Now all we have to do is figure out which young woman at Hurst Home would be right for him,” Charlie said.

      “Yes.” Josephine took up the challenge right away. “She will have to be someone with enormous stores of patience.”

      “Right,” Virginia agreed. “Someone with a head on her shoulders too.”

      “She’ll have to be all right with a man who faces physical challenges,” Charlie added uncertainly.

      “Obviously.” Virginia nodded. “And she’ll have to be able to spend stretches of time by herself.”

      “True,” Josephine said. “Franklin isn’t a ranch hand and doesn’t go on the drives with the others, but he still has quite a bit of work managing the ranch.”

      Charlie let out a laugh, tension easing from his shoulders. “Why, now that I think of it, Franklin Haskell is quite a catch for any girl. He’s wealthy, sober, and respected. Why haven’t any of the local girls set their cap for him yet?”

      Josephine and Virginia exchanged another of those looks that only women could manage. “It’s not that none of them have set their cap for him,” Josephine began.

      “It’s that he hasn’t been interested in any of them,” Virginia finished.

      Charlie frowned and sent the two a sideways look as he drove. “We’re not bringing some sweet young girl into a situation where she’ll have a rival, are we?”

      Neither women answered right away.

      “Not really,” Josephine said at last. “Franklin hasn’t shown a lick of interest.”

      “But there is a girl in town who is interested in him?” Charlie asked.

      Virginia and Josephine remained silent.
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      As the train whistle blew, its shrill sound competing with the squeal of brakes that signaled their final approach to the station in Haskell, Wyoming, Corva Collier clutched her paint box to her chest. This was it. Her heart raced at a thousand beats per minute as she took one final look out the window.

      For days, she’d seen nothing but vast, empty space out the train window—first endless stretches of grassland and then wide plains with towering mountains all around. The expansive vistas filled with greens and browns, greys and purples that she’d only ever imagined when she mixed her paints, had captivated her. Every bend in the tracks had shown her a new picture, begged her to open her paints, lay out a canvas and translate the beauty into a captured moment. Of course, it was impossible to paint on a moving train packed with passengers, but it was not impossible to dream.

      At last, after darkness and terror that she thought would never end, it was possible to dream.

      Another sharp whistle shook her out of her thoughts. The open landscape—dotted here and there with herds of cattle or smaller groups of horses—gave way to a sudden and cheery town. The train lurched to a stop in front of a wooden platform. The wood was still a verdant light brown, suggesting the platform was new.

      Corva smiled, telling her shoulders to unbunch. The West was new, Wyoming was new, and Haskell was newer still. Mrs. Breashears had explained this quaint town that had popped up on the whim of rancher Howard Haskell and his family, explained the dire need they had for women to marry the ranch hands and businessmen who had rushed to claim their corner of the booming enterprise. The prospect of settling somewhere far away from Nashville, far away from the nightmare of Atlanta as well, was all the incentive Corva needed. The sweet letter she’d received from Mr. Franklin Haskell, personally inviting her to come to Paradise Ranch to be his bride, was merely icing on the cake of her escape from a life that had felt like death itself.

      As soon as the man who sat across the aisle from her stood and walked to the front of the car, Corva dipped into the pocket of her coat and took out a small, round mirror. She checked her hair, turned this way and that to study her face. The bruises that had constantly marred her complexion for most of her life had been gone for a year, but in her heart she expected to see them pop up again at any moment. That didn’t mean she liked what she saw, though. She was nothing but a short, ugly, useless—

      No. Those were Uncle Stanley’s words, not hers. She closed her eyes, took a breath, and reminded herself that her uncle was in the past, and his temper was nothing but a few faded scars to her now. As those scars healed, her work—the work of believing in herself—had begun. Believing in herself was so much harder than she’d thought it would be.

      “Miss, are you getting off here?” the conductor asked from the front of the car.

      Corva cleared her throat. “Yes.” Her voice was no more than a wisp. She stood, slipping the mirror back into her pocket and tightening her grip around the handle of her paint box. She moved to the aisle and twisted and reached for her carpetbag in the rack above the seat.

      “I can help you with that.” The conductor strode forward to fetch her bag. It was new and possibly the prettiest thing she owned, aside from the potential in her paints. Mrs. Breashears had purchased it especially for this journey.

      “Thank you.” All Corva could offer the kind conductor was a smile, but that seemed to be payment enough. He smiled in return—the way Corva imagined her long-departed father would have smiled at her—and preceded her up the aisle to the door, bag in hand.

      As she stepped down onto the platform in Haskell, Corva held her breath. Behind the scent of coal smoke and metal that was the train, she caught a whiff of freshly sawed wood, animal, and beyond that, something cleaner, purer. Men and women in every kind of dress from tailored suits to worn aprons, bustled against the backdrop of a town burgeoning with new life and
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