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Chapter One 

Life has never been easy for Phoebe Walston. And, it wasn’t about to get easier. 

She paced around her room, gathering dresses and other belongings. They went flying into her worn leather suitcase. 

“Oh, dear! You mustn’t treat your dresses like this! They’ll be ruined.” Milly, her childhood best friend rushed forward to salvage what she could. With a practiced hand, she folded them into neat little squares before placing them back into the suitcase. “Really, Feebs, I understand why you’re in such a rush to run away with your paw being full as a tick all the time but you can’t just go off all willy-nilly without any sort of direction. What’ll you do?” 

“I reckon I’ll figure out a way.” Phoebe continued to rummage through her wardrobe. “I hear the factories up north take in female workers. Think they’d take a biddy like me?” Phoebe paused beside her window. Through the glass she watched her mother stumbling through the streets. Her bodice had been torn down the middle, exposing her milky-white chest. Her bonnet was nowhere to be seen. A couple of men standing at the local saloon hollered at her knowing full well that she was one of the town’s painted women. 

Her mother turned and offered them a toothless smile. As she lifted her skirts, she walked over to them, her eyes dull and glazed over. 

Phoebe couldn’t bear to watch her any longer. 

“What are you going to do, hun?” Milly whispered. 

“Light a shuck and get the hell out of here.” Phoebe slumped onto her bed, head in her hands. “But, I’m awfully scared, Milly.” 

“This might horse-feathered idea but it might just be crazy enough to work.” As she spoke, she reached into her bag and retrieved the Sunday paper. 

“What’s that?” 

“The Yorker.” She explained. “My maw was having tea with a couple of her friends and I overheard them talking about this...” She trailed off as she flipped through the pages trying to find the right one. “Ah, here it is.” 

Phoebe peered over her shoulder, head cocked. “What the devil is this?” All she could see was a page full of photographs. She snatched the paper and squinted at the blurry images. “Who in tarnation are these men?” 

“They’re men looking for wives.” 

“Wives?” Phoebe repeated. “You’re pulling my leg.” 

Milly shook her head causing her tight curls to bounce against her shoulders. “I swear on my soul! They put out ads on the paper looking for a wife.” 

“Why on Earth would they do such a thing?” 

“You see, most of ‘em live in the West where there ain’t nothin’ but rattlesnakes and redskins.” Milly tightened her tone to a thick twang as she hooked her fingers into the waistline of her bodice, impersonating the stance of a cowboy. “Them gunslingers need ladies too, I reckon.” 

“You want me to get hitched to a gunslinger?” Phoebe raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Have you lost your mind?” 

“Better than this load of bull crap you have to deal with every day. I’ve heard great things about the West – land of liberation. Women can do as they please and if someone gets in your way you just put plum between his eyes. Bang! Bang!” She held out two fingers and cocked them, pretending to fire a gun. “Think about it, Feebs. Heck, if I wasn’t already engaged, I’d get on a train and follow you out there. Meet me a handsome cowboy and ride into the sunset with him.” 

Phoebe rolled her eyes. Milly had always been a dreamer. She romanticized the idea of marriage, painting it into some wonderful landscape of happiness but Phoebe was no stranger to the harsh reality. People got married because that was just something they did. A girl needed a man to survive in this world and that was just how things were. She was no different. 

So, with a sigh, she scanned her options. Halfway down the page, she stopped. The picture was significantly better than all the others, brighter in contrast and taken at a better angle, highlighting the man’s strong jawline. She couldn’t be quite sure she sensed a pair of dark steel-colored eyes. Paired with a clean-shaven look this man was definitely a cut above the rest. 

“Clayton Swift...” She whispered aloud. “I like the sound of that.” 

“Is that your boy?” Milly giggled. “He’s a handsome devil.” 

“I haven’t made up my mind yet!” 

“You have this look in your eyes, Feebs. I’d recognize it anywhere. You’ve already fallen head over heels in love with this man.” 

“Oh, put a cork in it, will you?” 

Milly giggled once more. “Are you going to answer his ad?” 

Phoebe ignored her friend as she read the description underneath his photograph. 

Clayton Swift is willing to provide a healthy God-fearing with a steady income and a nice place to live. Situated in Wyoming, Swift would prefer a woman who has experience with housekeeping and is capable of running an Inn. Compensation will be provided. Additionally, his future wife must be willing to care and tend for his little boy, Boone. If interested, please send a telegram to... 

Phoebe didn’t bother to read the rest. “He’s widowed.” 

“So?” Milly cracked the window. “It’s hotter than hell today, ain’t it?” 

“It’s always been stuffy in here.” Phoebe pointed out. 

“I don’t know how you stand it. This place is about ready to roast a couple of hens.” 

“Milly, what do you reckon I should do?” Unable to stay still, she got up and paced around her room. “I can’t just up and marry a fellow I haven’t met, can I?” 

Crash! 

Phoebe flinched. 

Her father was at it again. “Not even noon yet and he’s already taking swigs at the bottle.” She cursed under her breath. “That’s it. Anything’s better than this.” She turned toward Milly, features pinched with her determination. “When’s the next train to Wyoming. I’m getting the hell out of here!”

Crash!  

Chapter 2 

Maybe riding to Wyoming all by herself wasn’t the best thing for Phoebe to do. As she endured the bumpy ride across the country, she sat as stiff as a rod, holding onto her bag so tightly that she had lost all feeling in her fingers. 

Through her window, she admired the Western landscape decorated with nothing but corn stalks and wide-open spaces. Occasionally, she’d spot a herd of cattle but they were few and far between. 

“Think the redskins will show up?” A deep, gruff voice broke the silence that had settled inside the cab. “They hijacked a train only last week. You know, I wouldn’t mind letting a couple of ‘em hang.” Phoebe turned slightly in her seat and watched the man take out his pistol and start polishing it. She tightened her grip on her bag. It wasn’t much but at least it would buy her a few good hits in case any of these low-life men decided to try anything with her. 

She had noticed them eyeballing her like she was some sort of heifer or something. Just the thought made her sick to her stomach. She ground her teeth together, praying that she was almost there. 

“I’d like to see those varmint step foot on my property. They’d be dead faster than a fish in a barrel.”

***

Eventually, Phoebe reached her destination. She gathered her belongings, took a deep breath, and stepped onto the platform. There, the sun blazed overhead, reflecting off the sandy terrain, making it’s light even brighter. Phoebe squinted, raising her hand to her brow. 

She couldn’t see a darned thing. 

“Paw, where is she?”

“She’ll be here any second, I reckon.” 

“Is she nice, paw?” 

“Boy, quit your yammering. She’ll get here when she gets here.” 

It took a moment for Phoebe’s vision to adjust to the sunlight but once it did, she realized she was standing right in front of Clayton Swift although, he had yet to notice her. 

She stood there, struck by his devilishly good looks. His photograph in the paper really did him no justice at all. Broad shoulders. Tall as a spruce tree. Tanned like a good ol’ piece of toffee. And those eyes. The color of a brand spanking new Winchester. 

What this man really going to become her husband? Sure, he might be attractive but he could be as crooked as a snake for all she knew. This could very well be the biggest mistake of her life. Still, she had made her decision and planned to stick with it. 

“Excuse me.” She cleared her throat, suddenly feeling like a frog had lodged itself in her windpipes. Her lips were impossibly dry and when she tried to moisten them her tongue turned into a rock. 

“Yes?” Clayton turned, tipping his hat in her direction. “May I help you, Ma’am?” 

“I’m Phoebe Walton. I answered your ad in the paper.” For some reason, her cheeks reddened as she spoke. The circumstances around their relationship were certainly... strange. In a way, she felt like an easy woman for doing this. Normal girls found a nice boy in town, courted them, and then tied the knot. But Phoebe had always been a little different. 

“Ah, it’s a pleasure.” He smiled, showing off a rather nice set of teeth. 

It awakened a swarm of butterflies inside Phoebe’s stomach. Her heart started to pound, growing louder and louder with each passing minute. Beads of sweat formed at the back of her neck. 

Why was she feeling this way? It must be the heat, she told herself. 

“Is it her?” The little boy standing beside Clayton asked. 

It was then that Phoebe noticed the whiteness of his eyes. His irises were void of color with a milky film running across the entire socket. 

“This here is my son, Boone.” 

Phoebe smiled at the little boy even though it was quite obvious that he was blind. “It’s so nice to finally meet you, Boone.” She bent over, took his hand, and squeezed it gently. “I hope you don’t mind me joining the family.” 

“Not at all!” He exclaimed, turning his head in her direction. “We’ve been awfully excited to meet you, ma’am. It gets lonely just the two of us.” 

Clayton ran his fingers through his son’s thick hair. “He’s a scalawag of a boy but he’s going to turn out into a fine young man one of these days. But I can’t raise him on my own. He needs some feminine guidance if you ‘stand what I mean.” 

“I’ll certainly do my best.”  

“Here, let me take your bags.” Clayton offered as he picked up her luggage with utter ease. 

“Oh, you don’t have to. I’ve carried them up until this point.” 

“Pshaw, ‘taint no trouble ‘tall.” Again, he smiled at her and again her heart seemed to rocket out of her chest. She blushed, looking away. No man had ever made her feel this way before. Every inch of her skin felt like hot embers on a fire. “Come, our new home is this aways.” 

Our new home, Phoebe repeated in her head. Maybe, just maybe, this was the fresh start she had always prayed for. 

“I’ll show you the way!” The little boy exclaimed as he took her hand. 

“But...” She started. 

Clayton shook his head, a knowing smile on his head. “You’ll see.” 

Click. Click. Click. 

“What’s he doing?” She cocked her head, confused. 

“Honestly, I don’t quite know myself. I just know it works.” Clayton shrugged his shoulders. “Lets him get around without bumping into everything. It’s strange, let me tell you, but it’s sorta nice, ain’t it?” 

Phoebe listened to the little boy as he clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. Somehow, the sound helped him navigate. 

With a confident stride, Boone guided his soon-to-be step-mother into town. 

Chapter 3 

The following Saturday night. 

Phoebe had taken the week to settle into her new home. For the most part, she was enjoying her time in Wyoming. Clayton was incredibly kind to her. Things were still a bit stiff and awkward between the two of them but she could see herself warming up to him soon, especially since they were already husband and wife. 

“Boone, mind grabbing the bed linen for me? They’re in the washroom.” 

“Yes, Ma’am.” 

As Phoebe tidied one of the guest room she could hear Boone’s clicking. It was still strange to witness a blind boy walking around, unperturbed and confident, but she was quickly getting used to the sight. 

Bang! 

“Oh, stop bellerin’ like a hog, Eustice. We’ve heard enough of your complaining. If you don’t like my prices, get the hell out or the next time this plum is going between your eyes, got that?” 

“You cain’t shoot center, Randal. Couldn’t shoot me if you had the barrel to my forehead.” The drunken man snickers, staggering forward, holding his belly with laughter. 

“What’s going on?” Boone appeared with the sheets bundled into his arms. 

“Nothing.” Phoebe shook her head. “It’s nothing.” 

Life in the West was rough. Men shot at each other just for giving one another a dirty stare. People were constantly yelling. Booze ran like water through the veins of these cowboys. She wasn’t particularly fond of their manners, neither. Luckily, Clayton seemed to be one of the few that knew how to keep his wits about him. 

“There.” Phoebe flattened out a couple of wrinkles and fluffed up the pillows. “I reckon that good enough for the Queen.” 

Boone ran his hand along the edge of the bed. “Phoebe, are you going to stay for a long time?” 

“A very long time, don’t you worry.” She ruffled up his hair and smiled. “I promised to take good care of you and your paw and that’s exactly what I intend to do, or so help me God.” 

“Promise?” 

“Promise.” 

***

That night, everything changed. Phoebe couldn’t find Clayton anywhere.

“Boone, do you know where your paw up and went off to? I can’t find hide nor tail of that man.” Phoebe stood in the doorway, hand on her hip. “He should have been home by now.” 

Boone frowned. “Um...” 

She narrowed her eyes in his direction. Clearly, he knew something and he was trying to hide it from her. 

“Boone...” She whispered, sitting down beside me. “You can tell me.” 

“He’s at the saloon. It’s right next door. Every Saturday he sits up with his friends. Usually caterwauling by the end of the night. Comes home fixen to wreck up the place but ends up plumb tuckered out on his bed.” He took off his cowboy hat and fiddled with the tassel. The corners of his eyes were wet with tears. “I hate it... god, damn it.” 

“Boone! That’s no way for a little boy to talk.” 

“I don’t care! It’s the god-honest truth. I can’t stand my father when he’s a loco-son-of-a-bitch.” 

“Boone!” Phoebe’s voice was firm and threatening. “One more word and I’ll have to wash out your mouth with soap. I won’t tolerate this sort of sailor-talk in my household.” She got up, about to leave the room. “Now, I’m gonna get to the bottom of this.” 

“No! You can’t!” Boone exclaimed, running after her. “He’s not the same when he’s drunk. Please, Phoebe, I don’t want you getting’ hurt.” 

“I’ll be fine.” 

Crash! 

“Phoebe!” Boone clung to her leg, hiding his face in her skirt. 

Crash! 

Slowly, she tiptoed out of the room to find Clayton struggling to climb the stairs. At the moment, it looked like he had given up, splayed across the steps with a half-empty bottle of whiskey in his hand. 

Suddenly, that bottle went flying across the room. It crashed against the wall. Pieces of glass flew in every direction. 

Phoebe flinched. Boone trembled against her. 

“Why’d you have to leave me?” Clayton’s words were so muddled that Phoebe could barely understand what he was saying. “I needed you, dammit!” He hung his head in his hand. “Rebecca...” 

Boone’s mother, Phoebe thought. 

“Does he do this often?” She asked in a whisper. 

Boone simply clung to the fabric of her skirt, refusing to budge. 

“Boone, answer me.” She took him by the shoulders and held him at arm’s length. “Please, I need to know.” 

“Only on Saturdays...” 

“I see. Go on to your room. Everything’s going to be okay, I promise.”

“But... I’m scared.” His bottom lip quivered as he spoke. “Please...” 

“Go to your room.” She insisted. 

Hesitantly, he did as he was told. Once she heard the soft thud of his door, she took a deep breath, trying to steady her nerves. She could sympathize with the little boy. After all, her father had been a belligerent drunk all her life. She had spent most of her childhood hiding from him underneath her bed. 

She wasn’t about to let Boone go through the same trauma. 

“Clayton.” She called out at the top of the stairs. “What in tarnation do you think you’re doing? Do you have any idea what time it is?” 

Clayton cocked his head to the side, staring into the distance like he wasn’t quite sure where her voice was coming front. 

“Let’s get you into bed, shall we?” With her heart beating fast, she stepped down and hooked her arm underneath his, hoisting him back on his feet. He stumbled forward, nearly losing his balance but she managed to keep him steady. 

He blinked, vision blurry as he looked at his new wife. A toothy smile swept across his features. “Why hello there, you’re as pretty as a little red heifer.” 

“That’s no way to talk to your wife,” Phoebe spoke through gritted teeth. The compliment stung her like a wasps’ sting. Did this man only want her for her beauty? After all, drunken words speak sober thoughts. 

“You ain’t my wife.” He spat, jerking away from her. He reeled back, losing his footing. 

Crash! 

Phoebe’s eyes nearly bugged out of her skull. 

Her husband was laying, motionless, at the bottom of the stairs. 

Chapter 4 

When Clayton woke up, the throbbing in his temples felt like someone was taking a sledgehammer to his head – repeatedly. 

He groaned, about to get up when someone pressed down on his shoulders. “What in Sam hill...?” 

“Quiet,” Phoebe said, voice firm. “Stay still.” Gently, she poured disinfectant onto a rag and dabbed the cut on his forehead. 

“Ouch!” Clayton’s eyes shot open with the pain. “What on earth are you doing to me?” 

“Quit your bellyaching.” 

He furrowed his brows in confusion. “Phoebe?” 

“Mhm.” She pursed her lips together as she prepared the bandages, cutting them into even strips. 

“What happened?” 

“You drank yourself into a goddamn stupor last night, that’s what.” 

“Where’s Boone.” 

“Playing by the stables. I told him to give us some space. I need to have a word with you.” 

Clayton once again tried to get up. 

This time, Phoebe helped him into a sitting position, placing a couple of pillows behind his back. 

“I’m really sorry. Things got a little out of hand at the saloon. Bets were made. A good friend o’ mine walked in.” 

“That’s no excuse to scare your child half to death.” Phoebe rolled the bandages around his head, making sure they were nice and tight. “Not to mention, you nearly made me a widow.” 

A dark cloud settled overhead at the mention of the word ‘widow.’ His eyes become dull and lackluster. “Rebecca.”

Phoebe took his hands in hers. “Look, I can’t imagine how hard it must be to lose a wife. I understand that you must miss her an awful lot. But, you can’t let her death ruin that rest of your life. You remarried to give your son the family he deserves now pull your part and start acting like a responsible father.” She reached forward and cupped his cheek in her palm, drawing him closer to her. 

Naturally, their faces gravitated together. She looked into her eyes and felt her heart quicken. She hadn’t known this man for very long but she knew, without a doubt, that deep down, he was a good man – an honest man. 

“Please, you must let go of the past and move on...” She whispered as she leaned in. For the first time, their lips brushed together. 

Clayton felt a stirring in his chest that he hadn’t felt in a long, long time. Losing himself in the moment, he wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her into the bed with him. Their kiss intensified as he relaxed into her warmth. 

She ran her fingers through his thick hair, cheeks flushed with excitement. 

Their lungs started to burn but still, they continued their intimate embrace. Clayton refused to let go of her, addicted to the taste of her sweet, sweet lips. His heart thrummed like a racehorse. Any second and it would explode out of his chest. But he didn’t care. At least he would die a happy man. 

Phoebe’s head became as light as a feather. Her body weightless and free. She felt like she could spring into the air and fly. 

Finally, they broke away from the kiss and gazed into each other’s eyes. “Thank you.” Clayton ran his thumb across her cheek. “I needed someone to knock some sense into me.” He planted a kiss on the tip of her nose. “I promise to be the husband you deserve.” 

Phoebe smiled. “I know you will.” 

***

The couple walked out to the stables later that afternoon to find Boone tending to the horses. 

“He’s incredible,” Phoebe commented. 

“He is.” Clayton agreed with a nod. 

They watched for a little while longer as Boone carried the horse feed from the barrels over to each individual stall. He’d take his time talking to the horses and running his hand along their muzzle. “Gone grow up to become a cowboy, just like his old grandpap.” 

“Oh?” Phoebe asked.

Clayton grinned. “Oh, my pap is a local legend, he is. I reckon the whole country knows his name. Levi Swift. Fastest rider this side of the Mississippi. Always rode bareback, too.” 

“Does Boone know how to ride?” Phoebe tucked in a few loose strands of hair back into her bonnet. She blushed, recalling the time she had just spent with Clayton. It was the first time she had felt like a married woman. 

And, oh, it felt glorious. 

“Not quite. I’ve been hesitant about teaching him since he can’t see n’ all.” 

“It can’t hurt to try.” She said as she stepped forward. 

Boone stopped what he was doing and looked in her direction. “Phoebe?” 

“And your father.” 

Boone frowned. He kicked his heels into the dirt and clenched his hands into tight fists. He hadn’t forgiven his father for the previous night.

Phoebe lowered herself to his level and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry, I had a word with him. He won’t be drinking again, I promise.” 

His eyebrows lifted. “Really?” 

“Mhm.”

Suddenly, the little boy flew forward and hugged her tight. “Thank you!” 

She ruffled up his hair in an affectionate manner. Phoebe never imagined how rewarding it would be to act as someone’s mother. Already, she felt an extreme tenderness toward the little boy and she knew she’d do whatever it took to make him happy. “Now, what do you say we go on a ride.” 

“Ride?” Boone repeated. “Where are we going?” 

“Nowhere in particular.” She looked back at Clayton. “Your father and I believe it’s high time for you to learn how to ride a horse on your own.” 

“What, really?” Boone’s jaw hung agape. He couldn’t believe it. “But, paw, you always said –” 

“Forget what I said. You’re a Swift. And Swifts all know how to ride like the back of their hand. You’ll be no exception.” And with that, he picked up his son and placed him on the back of his most reliable stallion. 

Chapter 5 

Boone was a fast learner. By nightfall, he had already figured out how to make the horse respond to his every touch and tug. 

Tuckered out, the little boy passed out in his bed the second his father tucked him in. 

Meanwhile, Phoebe milled about in the kitchen, brewing a fresh pot of tea. As she waited for the kettle to boil, she rummaged through the cabinets and discovered Clayton’s stash of liquor bottles. One by one, she poured them out the window. 

When Phoebe turned around to grab
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