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 Chapter One

Near Olympia, Washington Territory

Late March 1877

 


If she had to marry
a stranger, she’d picked a pretty place to do it.

Caroline Cadhill peered out from the bed of
the wagon that was bumping along a muddy road in the middle of
nowhere. After leaving Olympia, she’d lost all sense of direction.
The sun was masked by puffy white clouds, so she couldn’t even be
sure of the shadows. But she was fairly certain those larger white
things on the horizon weren’t clouds. They were mountains.

Real, snowy mountains.

She shivered, but more from excitement.
Ready or not, Jeremy Willets, here I come!

The postmaster in Olympia had recommended
this farmer to take her the last leg of her long journey. Now he
called to his horses and drew them to a stop beside a drive that
opened to the right of her. “Here you go, miss. This is where the
Willetses live.”

He made no move to help her down, but she
was used to such things now. Ever since Father had been convicted
of a crime she still couldn’t believe he’d committed, everyone
she’d known in Cincinnati had kept their distance, as if she’d
contracted consumption. And on the way West, most folks had been
too focused on their own affairs to pay a stranger much mind.

So, she scooted to the open end of the
buckboard, dragging her valise with her. “Thank you very much for
the ride, Mr. Abercromby. I hope to see you again.”

He grunted. Likely he wondered whether she
was going to be staying more than a few minutes.

She wondered the same.

She shinnied off the end of the wagon, then
arranged her gray coat and gingham skirts about her. She’d barely
had time to lower the bag before he clucked to the horses and
rattled off down the road. Straightening her bonnet, she picked up
the battered leather valise and started up the drive.

All around her, grasses bright with the
green of spring waved in a cool breeze. Roan cattle raised their
heads, chewing contentedly, to watch her pass. To their backs stood
the solid, dusky green of a forest, its depths shadowed and
mysterious. The air smelled clean, as if freshly washed.

You’re a long way from home, Caroline.

And wasn’t that the point? No more
pretending that she hadn’t lost everything and being pitied and
shunned anyway. No more living along a dusty street where men
shambled about begging for a penny for bread. No more fearing she
might not have enough money for bread for her and Ned.

The thought of her brother was like a storm
cloud darkening the sky. Why had he left without telling her? Where
was he now? Was he safe? Fed?

Please, Lord, keep Your hand on him and give
me strength to follow this path.

Ahead, a white clapboard two-story house
came into view, twin barns rising behind it. A wide porch crossed
the front, with chairs here and there under the windows as if to
encourage lingering with a book and a cup of tea.

The two young red-headed women in the yard
seemed far more industrious than the porch implied. Aprons covering
much of their gingham dresses, they were hanging clothes on a line
that stretched from one porch pole to a pole in the middle of the
yard.

Jane? Jenny? Joanna? Joy would surely be
smaller. Caroline’s steps quickened.

“I have a large family,” Jeremy Willets had
written to her after she’d emboldened herself to answer his ad for
a mail-order bride. “Four sisters and five brothers, although the
oldest brother lives north of us quite a distance. There may not be
a town near the ranch, but we’ve never lacked for good
society.”

That was one of the things she’d admired
about Jeremy. He knew how to turn a phrase. And over the course of
the next three months, as they’d corresponded, she’d learned all
about his siblings, from their ages and descriptions to their
personalities. She’d thought she’d also learned something of the
man in the process.

He preferred to find the laughter in trouble
instead of hanging onto the pain. She had the same philosophy. He
looked for the easiest, quickest ways of doing things, which she
had to remind herself to do.

“Some might call that laziness,” he’d
written. “I see it more as efficiency. You could spend hours
tilling, planting, and harvesting your own hay for the winter
feeding of the stock, but why not buy some from the farmer down the
road, who will thank you for helping his family?”

And that came through most of all: Jeremy
Willets cared deeply about family. He might tease and joke about
his, but it was clear he’d do just about anything for them. She
suspected that was the reason he hadn’t sent for her yet. He wasn’t
convinced she would fit.

She hadn’t truly fit in Cincinnati. As the
daughter of a bank clerk, she wasn’t wealthy enough to be
considered a member of high society but too wealthy to be accepted
in lesser society. Her father had paid for her to attend a girls’
school as a day student, but she’d been the only one who had to
hurry home from lessons to tend the house. She was used to being
the oddity.

At the moment, she had higher hopes for
finding somewhere safe to stay for a while. Surely he’d agree to
that, even if he had decided not to marry her.

The taller young lady noticed her first, and
my, was she tall! Caroline would have put her at least six inches
above her own five-and-a-half-foot height. She had managed to tame
her hair back into a bun at the nape of her neck, but that couldn’t
hide its fiery nature. She had to be Jane, the oldest of Jeremy’s
sisters.

The other young lady must have seen her
sister start, for she turned to eye Caroline as well. Her hair was
sleeker, her blue gaze surprisingly warm.

“Only Jenny has blue eyes.” She heard Jeremy
in her head, at least, what she’d come to think of as Jeremy’s
voice from his letters. “No one is sure how that happened, as the
rest of us have either brown, gray, or green eyes.”

“Can we help you?” Jenny asked.

Caroline lugged the valise closer. “I hope
so. I was told this is the Willetses’ ranch.”

A third girl came skipping around the house
just then, only to pull up short, her copper-colored curls bouncing
to a stop. “No, it’s not,” she said as if she’d heard Caroline.

Caroline’s stomach shriveled.

“Joy,” Jane said in a warning.

“It isn’t,” she told her two sisters. “Jack
said I could name it. I decided on the Jumping J.”

Caroline couldn’t help her grin. “Because
you all have names starting with J! Perfect!”

Now they all stared at her.

“Who are you?” Jane asked, putting herself
in front of the others as if to protect them.

Oh, could she have introduced herself any
more poorly? She stuck out her free hand. “Miss Caroline Cadhill.
Your brother Jeremy likely mentioned me.”

The three exchanged glances, and her hand
fell with her hopes. Surely he’d talked about his courtship with
his family. Had something happened to him since she’d received his
last letter three weeks ago? Perhaps they’d written to her in
Cincinnati, not knowing she was heading their way.

The front door of the house opened, and a
brown-haired older woman with a round face and ample frame came out
onto the porch. About to shake a rag, she paused.

“Girls! You never told me we had
company!”

His mother. It had to be. Caroline smiled at
her, praying for recognition, acceptance.

“This is Miss Cadhill, Ma,” Jane said, never
taking her gaze off Caroline. “She says she’s acquainted with
Jeremy.”

“Well, friends and acquaintances are always
welcome,” their mother replied. She tucked the rag into the pocket
of her apron and motioned to Caroline. “Come on in now. Jane, see
about refreshments. Jenny, fetch your Pa. Joy, go find your
brother.”

As if long used to being directed, the three
sisters headed off.

Still not sure of her welcome, Caroline
climbed the steps onto the porch and followed Mrs. Willets into the
house. A hallway stretched from front to back along a staircase
leading up. The room at the right appeared to be the dining room,
with a large table and more chairs than she could count quickly.
The walls were whitewashed, but the strawberry gingham curtains
were bright and cheerful.

“How do you know my Jeremy?” his mother
asked as she led her into the parlor on the left and took a seat on
the brown horsehair sofa by the rounded-stone hearth.

Caroline set down her valise. “I’m his
mail-order bride.”

Mrs. Willets blinked, then shook her head.
“That boy. Is this another of his jokes?”

Jokes? No, please, Lord, no!

“I don’t think so,” Caroline managed. She
nearly collapsed onto the nearest ladder-back chair. “He’s been
writing to me for months.”

Somewhere, a door slammed, and footsteps
thudded closer. A minute more, and a man stood framed in the
doorway. He was tall, with the breadth of shoulders and length of
legs the girls at Miss Wilmont’s Academy tended to moon over. His
hair was thick and as deep a red as the cattle he tended, and his
green eyes caught the light from the window like the emerald ring
that had been her mother’s. The look he directed at Caroline could
only be called charming. Why, he was nearly as handsome as the
view. Were her circumstances turning at last?

“You wanted me, Ma?” he asked in a voice
that sounded very much like the one in her head.

“Jeremy,” his mother said sternly, “I have
just been introduced to your mail-order bride. What have you
done?”

 


***

 


Jeremy Willets gaped at the woman who had
appeared in the parlor like a bolt out of the blue. Caroline
Cadhill was supposed to be in Cincinnati, more than two thousand
miles away. Yet he couldn’t deny this lady looked much as Caroline
had described herself in her letters.

“I’m not too tall,” she’d written in one of
their early correspondences. “My brother, Ned, is about six feet,
and the top of my head comes just under his nose. He complains
there’s not enough meat on my bones, but I find it sufficient to
keep me strong. At least, I’ve never been mistaken for a boy. My
hair is the color of coal, and it has a few curls in it naturally.
My eyes are brown.”

Brown and big and staring back as if he were
her last hope.

“Caroline?” he asked.

A smile blossomed, transforming her narrow
face and tugging at something inside him. “I knew you
couldn’t be teasing. Yes, it’s me. I came to find you.”

The scowl on his mother’s face was sharp
enough to nip the bud of delight at meeting Caroline at last. That
reaction was precisely why he hadn’t sent for her yet. He and his
family didn’t always see eye to eye, and never more so than in the
matter of love and marriage. Ma and Pa had taught them all to
believe in, nay, extoll, the virtues of true love, starting at
first sight.

He had never been able to convince them that
not everyone was cut out to find such a love, especially in a
territory where men outnumbered women eight to one.

But none of that was Caroline’s fault. She
had come a far piece and on her own funding. A young lady alone.
She had spunk, but he’d never doubted that, not after her
letters.

He stepped into the room. “Well, how nice to
finally meet you face to face.”

“Yes,” Ma put in before Caroline could
respond. “It would have been nice if we had had any idea she was
coming.”

He loved his mother. Truly. But she was a
force of nature. Best to calm the storm now. But before he could
smooth things over, Caroline jumped in.

“I’m truly sorry about that, Mrs. Willets,”
she said, voice contrite. “Things took a turn for the worse back
home, and the only thing I could think of was to head West. Two
trains, a steamer, and a couple of wagon rides later, and here I
am.”

Her smile was so pleased that even his
mother relented. “Well, you have traveled far. Why don’t you rest a
spell? I’ll just help Jane with those refreshments.” She rose and
affixed him with a glare. “Jeremy, I’ll need your assistance as
well.”

“Right behind you,” Jeremy promised as she
swept past him into the hallway. He darted to Caroline’s side.
“Proud of you for getting here all on your own. That took courage.
Sorry if the welcome didn’t live up to expectations. We can be a
cantankerous bunch.”

She angled her head as if to spy his mother
out the door. “I hope I didn’t cause any difficulty.”

“Nothing we can’t handle,” he assured
her.

“Jeremy Dalton Willets!”

He grimaced. Just what every man wanted, to
be scolded by his mother in front of the woman he intended to wed.
With an apologetic look to Caroline, he strode out the door.

His mother was waiting only far enough from
the parlor door that they might not be overheard. “A mail-order
bride!” she sputtered. “What were you thinking?”

“I was thinking that a man who’s reached
nine and twenty years of age ought to be able to manage his own
courtship,” he said, keeping his tone light and look endearing.

His mother drew in a breath. “I had hoped so
as well. Fine. Go talk to your bride then. We’ll be along shortly.”
She headed for the end of the corridor and the door to the
kitchen.

Shoulders feeling unaccountably tight in his
work shirt, Jeremy returned to the parlor. Caroline was perched on
the edge of the chair, as if expecting to have to flee at any
moment. Or maybe she thought his mother would yank the chair out
from under her.

He went to take the seat closest to hers.
“I’m glad you came.”

Her eyes widened. Brown could be a rather
drab color, but her eyes swirled with green and gold as well. In
fact, he had a hard time pulling his gaze away.

“You are?” she asked.

“Yes, despite the welcome or lack thereof
you received from my family,” he told her. “I’m only sorry you had
to come all this way with no help.”

She shrugged, the movement raising the loose
gray wool coat that covered much of her plain blue gingham dress.
His sisters begged for flounces or a bit of lace. She didn’t seem
to have any.

“It was fine,” she said. “You wouldn’t
believe all the sights you can see. At night, the whole sky lights
up with stars!”

He nearly winced at the idea that she’d had
to sit up all night, yet he couldn’t help but admire her ability to
look on the bright side. That was one of the things he’d liked
about her letters.

“I would have been happy to pay for a
first-class ticket so you could have had a berth,” he said. “And I
could have met you in Olympia or Puget City.”

She peered up at him shyly, thick black
lashes fluttering. “That would have been nice. But I didn’t want to
put you to any trouble.”

He glanced out the door. “Oh, I can get into
trouble well enough on my own, but thanks.”

She flinched. “I’m sorry. I thought they’d
know about me.”

They would have known if he’d have screwed
his courage to the sticking point and told them. But he’d had
plenty of time. He and Caroline were only corresponding. No one had
proposed or accepted yet. He could ease the idea into conversation
with his family, prepare them for a bride they didn’t know.

A marriage built more on companionship to
start than love.

She kept gazing at him, eyes moving from his
hair to his chin to his clothes. At least he’d shaved that morning.
Sometimes after a night in the saddle, he didn’t bother. A shame he
hadn’t dressed in his church clothes, but he’d hardly expected to
meet his bride. At least the flannel shirt and twill trousers were
practical and fairly clean.

But the more she looked, as if studying his
very soul, the more he felt like squirming.

Not her too, Lord. Are You the only one who
can appreciate me for who I am?

He found himself leaning back in the chair
to escape the scrutiny and forced himself to relax. “I probably
should have told them sooner,” he admitted, “but I wasn’t sure we’d
suit.”

It was only the truth. Still, she might have
taken umbrage. If she’d been willing to travel so far, she must
have been a lot more sure than he had been.

She merely nodded. “I know. We hadn’t made
that decision yet. And I’m sorry to arrive all of a sudden like
this. But I was in trouble, and I didn’t know where else to
turn.”

Jeremy stiffened. “Trouble? What kind of
trouble?”

She visibly swallowed. “The worst kind of
trouble. Men came to the lodging house, threatening to hurt me if I
didn’t tell them where my brother had gone. I don’t know where Ned
is. He ran away a month ago, after Father was put in prison. I’ve
been trying to manage on my own, but I just didn’t feel safe
anymore. Please, Jeremy, can I count on you to protect me?”

He could feel her fear, her worry. Something
warned him he ought to feel as worried for his family. Had he
brought danger to their door?

But all he wanted to do was pull her close,
comfort her.

A shame they were about to have an
audience.

He contented himself with pressing his hand
over hers as it rested on her skirts.

“You’re safe here, Caroline,” he said. “You
can stay for as long as need be.”

Even if that meant he’d have to come to
terms with his sudden mail-order bride.





 


 Chapter Two

Why hadn’t he told
her he was so handsome? The light in those deep-set green eyes was
as compelling as the forest edging the ranch. And when those firm
lips turned up in a smile, she felt all tingly inside, as if
Christmas had come early.

Then again, men probably didn’t think to
mention their looks, although they certainly considered a woman’s
looks before deciding on a courtship. They considered her dowry and
family connections too. At least, those were the reasons her father
had insisted none of the young men of their acquaintance had been
interested in being more than friends.

“You’re clever and kind,” he’d say, standing
over the sink and scrubbing the ink stains off his cuffs. “And you
have a good heart. That will count for something with the right
man.”

Somehow, she’d reached the age of three and
twenty, and the right man hadn’t come knocking at the door. So,
she’d emboldened herself to purchase one of the newspapers in which
frontier gentlemen advertised for brides. Her correspondence with
Jeremy Willets had made her hope that they would be comfortable
together.

But gazing at him now, all muscle and bright
eyes and smile that tugged at her heart, she wasn’t nearly so sure.
Would someone like Jeremy Willets really want to marry her?

He’d said he’d protect her. That was the
most important thing, and she was thankful. She shouldn’t get her
hopes up for more.

“Let me take your coat,” he said now,
rising.

Caroline rose as well. She started pulling
on the sleeves, but he came around behind her and lifted the wool
smoothly from her shoulders, as if they were an old married couple
and had been tending to each other’s needs for decades. His fingers
brushed her neck, soft as a caress, and that tingle grew.

“So your father was convicted?” he asked,
draping the coat over her chair as if he thought she’d need it
again shortly. “The last letter I had from you, he had just been
arrested.”

That had been a very difficult letter to
write, but she’d felt it only fair that he know. Her father might
be innocent of the crimes that had landed him in prison, but the
scandal of the trial had tainted the entire family.

“A lot has happened since I wrote you,” she
explained, returning to her seat. “My father is in prison while his
lawyer attempts to appeal. And Ned disappeared with no explanation.
I left Cincinnati two weeks ago, so if you wrote back, I didn’t get
it.” A thought popped into her head, and she stiffened. “You didn’t
stop writing, did you? Had you decided we wouldn’t suit?”

“No, I…” he started, but footsteps heralded
the arrival of his mother and two sisters. Joy wore a big smile.
Jane wore a frown, but at least she carried a plate of cookies.

“Ma says you’re going to marry Jeremy,” his
littlest sister said, plopping down on the chair on the other side
of Caroline and gazing at her with eyes a storm cloud gray at odds
with her sunny personality.

Caroline’s cheeks heated. “We’re still
talking about that.”

Joy’s brow puckered. “Why?”

“Because that’s what folks do when they’re
courting,” her mother said, setting down a tray with a pitcher of
lemonade and glasses on a nearby side table. “Jeremy, introduce
Miss Cadhill to your sisters.”

“Caroline,” he said obligingly, “this is my
oldest sister, Jane, and my youngest, Joy.”

Jane inclined her head as she held out the
platter for Caroline to take a cookie that smelled of ginger.

Joy hopped to her feet and spread her skirts
in a curtsey. “Very pleased to make your acquaintance, I’m
sure.”

Their mother smiled her approval as more
voices sounded from the hallway. In a matter of moments, the parlor
filled with Willetses: his father, three of his brothers, and
another sister. Jeremy introduced her to them while his mother
handed her a glass of lemonade.

Caroline nodded, clinging to the cool glass
with one hand and the soft, warm cookie with the other as she
recalled what Jeremy had written about them.

The tall, burly fellow with the flaming hair
was his older brother Jack. He acted as ranch foreman.

Jason and Joshua were the youngest boys, on
the edge of adulthood, jostling each other for position. Joshua’s
hair was a deeper red than his brother’s, but they both had brown
eyes.

Joanna’s hair was curly, like Joy’s, though
Joanna’s was almost brown, and her gray eyes were brighter, like
silver. When she grinned, it was impossible not to grin back.

Caroline enjoyed every moment in matching
names to faces and descriptions, but perhaps she looked dazed,
because his mother rose and flapped her hands. “That’s enough for
now. You can all become better acquainted over dinner. We’ll see
you then.”

The clump of boots and the clack of heels
disappeared down the corridor, and doors closed in the distance,
leaving her and Jeremy alone with his mother and father.

Caroline munched on the cookie a moment in
the silence that fell. She tasted another spice under the
ginger—nutmeg? Perhaps she’d have a chance to ask.

“How do we come to find such a lovely young
lady in our parlor?” Jeremy’s father asked with a kind look her
way. He couldn’t have been more different from her father, who was
small, slender, and stoop-backed from bending over his ledgers all
day. Mr. Willets was tall and well built, leaning back on the sofa
as if comfortable with his place in the world. It was clear where
everyone’s red hair had come from, even if his was beginning to
gray at the temples.

Mrs. Willets looked to Jeremy. “Exactly what
I’d like to know. We taught you better than this, Jeremy
Willets.”

Caroline would have wilted under the tone if
anyone had used it with her. She hastily downed a slug of
lemonade.

Jeremy merely set aside his glass and smiled
at his parents. “You and Pa taught me very well, Ma. And I will
always be grateful. But you claim to have fallen for each other at
first sight, as if God put a big red sign on your foreheads saying,
‘This is the one.’”

Caroline gaped at them. “Love at first
sight! How marvelous!”

Jeremy raised his brows even as his mother
raised her chin.

“It was marvelous,” she insisted.
“And that’s the sort of love I want for all my children.”

“A very noble goal,” Caroline assured
her.

“But not everyone gets that kind of love,”
Jeremy was quick to point out. “Look at Jesse and Alice. They wed
after being forced to spend the night together in a storm.”

Jesse was the oldest of the sons. Jeremy had
written to her about how his brother and his bride were now very
happy together.

“But love grew,” his mother protested. “They
just had to try harder than some.”

“And what makes you think love can’t grow
between me and Caroline?” Jeremy asked. He reached for her hand and
held on tight, as if he’d never let go.

Caroline stared at their entwined fingers,
then up at him. Did he truly hope for a love between them, a
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