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Catherine Harvey has been given an ultimatum but is it one she can live with? Her family has determined that she must wed and have presented her with two choices, but how does she choose between her best friend and a dashing man of means?  Jaden Ackerman has been friends with Catherine his whole life. She’s a sweet, intelligent, and kindhearted girl, but there has never been any spark between them. Will friendship sacrifice everything to protect her from a devious pretender?  When Catherine runs away from the conflict, will one man find the courage to win her heart? 
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Dear Mother and Father, 

Please forgive me, but I cannot live with the pressure you are putting on me to choose a suitor.  My heart is sore from worry, and I cannot sleep a wink as doubts assail my soul. 

I know that you only want the best for me, and that you are trying to secure a future that I might be happy in, but how can I wed any man I do not love? I have seen your love and devotion over the years and can’t bear the thought of living without what I see between you each day. 

I am going to visit your old friend Martha Tate for a few weeks. It is only one day by train, and I have plenty of money for a ticket and food from what I have saved from my allowance. 

Please don’t be angry. I need some time to make a decision. 

Your Obedient Daughter,

Catherine

Catherine dashed at her eyes as she reread the letter, trying to keep the tears from marring the page or smudging the ink. 

On her nineteenth birthday, her parents had informed her that she must marry and given her two choices.  Jaden Ackerman, an old school friend or the dashing, handsome, and well-off Devin Sayers. 

Catherine had pleaded with her parents to allow her to marry a man of her choosing, but they had stood firm, making it clear that it must be one of the two they had handpicked for her. 

The whole situation had been a mess. An only child, Catherine had grown up in a peaceful home with parents who were devoted to one another. Her father’s feed store and shipping business, nestled along the train tracks beside the depot, was prosperous and though they weren’t rich, Catherine had never known want. 

Why had her parents demanded that she marry and chosen two men she didn’t love? Not that she loved another, but oh how she wanted to have a romance and marriage like her parents. 

Catherine knew that no relationship was perfect and that sometimes her parents disagreed, but they had always been united in her upbringing and any significant decisions concerning the family. 

Hefting her largest carpet bag, the young woman crept to the door of her room, opening it a crack and listening for voices, but only silence greeted her ears. 

Giving her room one last look, Catherine checked that her letter was on her vanity, held down by a pot of face cream and in a spot where her mother would find it easily. She didn’t want to worry her parents, but she needed to get away. A few days in Biders Clump with Martha might make it easier to choose. Despite wanting a love of her own, Catherine knew she would never go against her parents’ wishes. Sooner or later, she would marry one of the men they had offered, but right now, she needed room to breathe. 

Creeping down the stairs to the front door, Catherine let herself out into the cool night air. Over the past four weeks, every time she had set foot outside the house, she had been accompanied by one of her suitors, and the sudden freedom of being on her own washed over her like a cool dip in the stream on a sweltering summer day. 

Closing the door behind her, Catherine hurried toward the train depot and the last train of the night. By tomorrow afternoon, she would be far away. Far from the constant chatter and attention of two men she didn’t love. Far from her parents' pressure to wed. Far from everything familiar in her life. 

Lifting her chin, Catherine tucked a stray lock of brown hair behind her ear, grasped her bag in both hands and strode toward the train depot, her heart pounding in her ears. This was as close to defiance as the girl had ever come, and though it pained her to sneak from her home in the night, she knew that if she didn’t get some room, she would fall apart. 

A night bird called from the trees down the track as Catherine waited for the train. She had purchased a ticket a few days earlier, and now all she had to do was step onto the train that would whisk her away from her family and her home. 

As much as she had wanted to, the young woman hadn’t sent a message to Martha Tate. An old friend of Catherine’s mother, the woman, would surely have written asking questions and making her parents suspicious. 

Martha had moved to Biders Clump a few years earlier with her former employer and was now running a restaurant in the little town with her brother, Tate. 

It had been years since Catherine had seen the woman, an old schoolmate of her mother’s who had become a maid to a wealthy family in a big city somewhere. 

Catherine remembered Martha as an intelligent, caring, and competent woman, and she prayed that when she turned up on the older woman’s doorstep that matronly Martha would take her in. 

A smile played across the girl’s delicate features as she thought of the infrequent visits of Martha. Her mother had always been so pleased when the woman came to call. They gossiped, caught up on family, and indulged in the most wonderful desserts. Martha always had news of the big city, her rather spoiled employer, and the strange antics of the woman’s daughter who loved to cook, despite her wealth and privilege. 

Catherine had never met Lucinda Farrow, but she hoped she might on this trip. From Martha’s letters, she knew that Lucinda had married a farmer struggling to raise his niece and nephew. However, what had surprised her mother most was when Mrs. Farrow, the woman Martha had worked for over many years, had married a banker in the tiny Wyoming town. 

The train whistle blew and Catherine gripped her bag tight, her hands going clammy as the train chugged into the station. 

Could she do this? Questions whizzed through her head like the smoke billowing behind the big engine. What if Martha put her right back on the train with a bee in her ear? 

Closing her eyes, Catherine pulled in a deep breath and whispered a prayer. She didn’t know what came next, but she knew that she would never be able to deal with this decision if she didn't get out of town. Her heart ached at leaving her parents in this way, but she knew it was for the best and as the conductor stepped down from the passenger car, she smiled and climbed the stairs finding a seat. 

Catherine gazed out the window into the night with a sigh of relief, the familiar shadow of her father’s business a dark blot farther down the line. 

The hiss of steam, as the engine took on water, the shout of the conductor calling passengers to their seats, the clunk and shuffle of coal being added to the coal car, all swept over Catherine and she felt the first prickling of excitement at her adventure. Then as her stomach turned over with nerves, the girl reminded herself that she was only one day away and that her parents would know she was in good hands as soon as she met Martha. 

Once she was settled, the young woman would send a telegram letting her parents know she was well and begging for a bit of time on her own. Time was what she needed, time to sort through the ragged feelings in her heart. 

The whistle blew and the train lurched forward, pulling the strings of Catherine’s heart. She was on her way. A bright tear trickled down her cheek as she imagined the pain and disappointment her parents would feel when they found her letter, but she didn’t know any other way to get out of town than to sneak away like a thief in the night. 

The train chugged forward, the familiar sound of steel wheels squealing on the track shuddering through her thin form, and Catherine watched her father’s feed store slowly slip out of sight. 

“I’m sorry,” she whispered to the reflection in the window. “I don’t want to hurt anyone, but I promise I’ll know what to do soon.” 

Her mind chugged along like the train, quickly picking up speed as she thought of the two men who her parents had picked as possible life partners. 

A smile tugged at her lips as she thought of Jaden, the gawky boy she had played with throughout her school years. The boy was a farmer, like his father, and worked hard to grow the corn and potatoes that grew so well on Nebraska’s flat plains.  

Warm green eyes with gold flecks swam before her as Catherine imagined her friend. He was still tall and thin, though his shoulders had filled out over the years, and his straw-colored hair always seemed to go whatever direction it wished. Jaden had tried everything to tame his unruly golden locks, but he had finally embraced the mess as a young teen and now simply ran his fingers through it, mussing his locks with his hands periodically to see what others would say. 

Jaden was easy to be with. He was quiet, soft-spoken, and had a subtle wit that made her smile. 

Over the years, she had gotten the boy into several scrapes, but he had always taken it well and never blamed her for his decision to jump in. 

Another face seemed to push Jaden’s simple country charm from her mind, and the handsome visage of Devin Sayer sprang to life in her mind. The man was dashing, handsome, dark, and mysterious, where Jaden was bright as a summer day. 

Any woman would have felt privileged to walk out on Devin’s arm, and Catherine had endured her share of stern glares and jealous looks when the man came calling. 

Devin was smooth, like satin, where Jaden was soft like warn homespun cloth. 

Devin was a man of means, while Jaden had little but the sweat of his brow and the determination to work hard for a living. 

Devin had plied Catherine with sweets, taken her for buggy rides, and whisked her away to the best restaurants in town. 

Jaden had sat with her on the front porch talking about crops or driven her over the river in his buckboard to see the circus in a nearby town. Once Jaden had brought a picnic, they sat by the stream, where as children they swam, talking about old adventures and their struggle with grades. 

The two men swirled in her brain, a maelstrom of kindness, chaos, handsome faces, and hurried events. 

Catherine leaned her head against the high wooden seat and closed her eyes, willing the storm to end, but it continued carrying her with it into dreams as she felt pulled in two directions at once. 

Sleep finally found her as the steady sway and rhythm of the train rocked her into oblivion, her carpetbag still firmly clutched in her lap. Embracing the bliss, Catherine fell into a fitful sleep.  

Dawn was creeping through the ash speckled window when Catherine woke, jumping and gazing around her in bewilderment. 

As the image of the train car crashed in around her, Catherine couldn’t catch her breath. She had run away from home, leaving everything she knew and loved behind. Her heart pounded as she tried to calm her breathing and steady her pulse. 

It had taken weeks to work up the courage to leave home, and Catherine wouldn’t let panic wipe out all of her plans the moment she was gone. 

There were too many decisions to make, the pressure from her parents and her suitors overwhelming her like a flood. 

As her breathing calmed, Catherine turned to greet the new day. This trip was the chance she had been looking for, and she wouldn’t turn back now. 

Reaching into her bag, the girl pulled out a ripe red apple and took a bite. The conductor passed by, offering her a kind smile and her nerves settled again. The burgeoning century was a new era, and women were allowed to be out on their own. No one had harassed her last night or bothered her as she sat in her hard bench seat and tried to take in the waking world. 

After a few moments of watching the landscape outside, the young woman took note of her few fellow passengers. A couple with two small children still dozed in their seats, a cowboy stretched his long booted legs into the aisle, and a man in a gray checkered suit pulled his hat over his eyes to block out the rising sun. 

“Miss,” the conductor returned, leaning over her seat and offering a smile. His blue eyes were bright like the mid-day sky and his white mustache twitched when she jumped. “I need to see your ticket again,” the man spoke, his voice rich and warm. 

“Of course.” Catherine pulled the ticket from the small reticule hanging from her wrist and watched as the man punched the ticket with a grin. 

“There’s coffee in the dining car,” the conductor offered, “or breakfast if you like.” 

“Thank you.” Catherine smiled at the man’s kindness before he moved on. 

Rising, she made her way to the back of the car, opening the door and stepping onto the next. Two more cars later, each with few other travelers, she was in the dining car. The smell of coffee and bacon made her stomach rumble even after the apple and she was soon seated at a table gazing out at the sagebrush rushing by. 

There was no reason to arrive in Biders Clump hungry, the girl conceded and ordered a big breakfast with coffee and cream. 

The day was already looking better as a plate of bacon, eggs, and toast appeared before her, and she let go of the worry clinging to her soul. 

***
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“TRAIN’S COMIN’,” BYRON Botes looked at his old friend and grinned as he danced his checker over the board. “King me.” 

“I know the train is comin’,” George Olson groused. “I can hear the whistle for myself.” The man ran a hand through his snowy hair and glared at Byron. “I still think you cheat,” he grumbled, placing a black checker on the top of the one that had just landed on his side of the board. 

“I don’t cheat,” Byron chuckled, tugging at his long beard. “I just distract.” 

George laughed. They had been at this game for years and it wasn’t the chess, checkers, or horseshoes that sparked their interest, but the heckling during the game was the real prize. 

“You think you’ll
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