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      Hannibal, Missouri, July 22, 1862

      The Riley home

      

      Angelica Ellen Riley was thirty-years-old and starting over for the second time. This time alone. At least the first time she’d had Michael to share the adventure with. She was a doctor’s wife and he had just started his own practice. That was in 1855.

      She sat in the living room, looked around at the bare walls and sighed. She’d been twenty-three and so naïve. Michael always liked to tease her about her background growing up on a farm. But she was stubborn and strong minded. Those two characteristics had served her well when Michael was killed at the Battle of Rich Mountain, West Virginia on July 11, 1861, just four months after joining the Union army. She would never forget that date…the day her world came to an end.

      A cannon ball made a direct hit on the operating tent killing him, the patient he was working on and the doctor that was assisting.

      The colonel, who came to the door to tell her, assured her Michael didn’t suffer.

      She remembered he’d joined the army because they were in dire need of doctors. Michael wanted to do his part and serve his country. She was so proud of him but missed him more than she thought it possible to miss someone.

      Now, that he was gone, she was leaving all that behind. All the savings she and Michael accumulated had kept her alive for the past year while she mourned. But the money was almost gone…time to move on. If she was careful, she had enough money to let her live independently for another year, but she wanted a family, and she didn’t want to work for pennies, when the money was gone, just to survive.

      Her choices were limited, but she wanted a husband and children above all else, so she had visited Brides for the West. a mail-order bride agency. She signed up on the spot. Finding a husband would give her the stability and security she sought as well.

      A week later a girl arrived from the agency. “Mrs. Ward wants you right away. Come with me back to the agency.”

      When she arrived, Mrs. Ward, an older woman in her mid-to-fifties, with steel gray hair, practically leapt from her chair, waving a letter in her hand.

      “Angelica, this just came in. All I know of the man is what is in his letter. He seems educated, his letter is written beautifully. He sent money for the agency fees and for the bride’s travel expenses. He’s the marshal in Virginia City, Nevada Territory. Would you be interested in someone like him?”

      She read his letter. He sounded like her, ready to raise a family. He’d never been married. Angelica looked over the top of the letter. “I accept. When can I leave?”

      “As soon as you like.” Mrs. Ward smiled. “I can’t believe this came in and fit you so perfectly. You’re both in your thirties, want children and want to be married right away.” She bustled back around the desk and sat in her leather chair. “You’ll need to arrange shipping of your trunks, if you have any. Don’t take more than you can carry—two carpetbags at the very most, and even at that be prepared to lose one. Though the stagecoach carries passengers, it is mainly for carrying mail. The trip won’t be comfortable by any stretch of the imagination.”

      She handed Angelica an envelope. “Here is the two-hundred dollars for the stage from St. Joseph to Virginia City and for the train from here to St. Joseph. The marshal seemed to be very certain we’d find someone because he sent the money with the letter.”

      “I think that is very trusting of him. You must have a great reputation for him to send the money before he has a match.”

      “We do have a fine reputation. Our clients trust us with their futures and often, when they are so far away, they also trust us with their money, so they can get a wife as quickly as possible.”

      “Should I write him a letter, accepting his proposition?”

      “Yes, I believe you should. I’ll mail it right away and it should reach Virginia City before you do. How long before you’ll be leaving?”

      “I am almost ready. No more than two or three days. I have to be out of the house in four days, so I’ll leave for Virginia City before that.”

      “Then you’d better write that letter quickly so I can get it on the mail train immediately.”

      Angelica sat and wrote a letter to her future husband.

      Marshal Winslow, I am Angelica Riley. I wish to have a family as I understand you do as well and I accept your proposition.

      I will be arriving by stagecoach on approximately August 20, 1862 assuming all goes well with the journey.

      I am a widow, my late husband, Michael, died in the war.

      I look forward to meeting you and beginning our life together.

      Angelica Riley

      Her desire was a husband and children. She’d never love anyone other than Michael, but he would understand her need to move on and find someone to give her the family she wanted. Once she left the agency she arranged for her trunks to be forwarded to the marshal. The furniture had been sold with the house, which she thought unusual, but was grateful for it, too. It meant she’d had a bed to sleep in until she left for Virginia City.

      On July 24, 1862, Angelica left Hannibal and traveled by train to St. Joseph where she picked up the stagecoach to Virginia City. The stagecoach trip was supposed to take twenty-five days. Thank goodness she’d shipped her trunks ahead of her and kept only two carpet bags with her. But even at that, she might be limited to what she had with her for some time, if the freight didn’t make it through.

      She’d sewn most of her money, almost two hundred and fifty dollars, into the lining of the blue bag. That piece of luggage also had her wedding dress and petticoats. The green bag held two changes of clothing, shoes, a spare corset and bloomers.

      She’d always return to the coach early so she got a window seat. Then she spent her time gazing out at the changing countryside, amazed by the different types of country she went through. The date was August nineteenth and most of the land was still green. Lush fields full of corn just waiting to be harvested. Acres and acres of sunflowers grew as far as the eye could see.

      The prairie was covered in tall grass.

      Buffalo herds thundered across the land, halting the stagecoach’s progress for hours.

      She took this time to read while the coach wasn’t moving. She’d found a book about the expansion of the west and what rough and tumble place it was. The book said no woman was safe there because there were so many men.

      Virginia City’s populace of mostly men spent their time, when they weren’t working, drinking and supporting the saloons and also all the other business’ that come with a town. The mercantiles, bakeries, butchers. The population was around four thousand and growing by leaps and bounds because of the discovery of silver. The largest of the silver finds was called the Comstock Lode and employed hundreds of men.

      Virginia City sounded like a bustling town. Not as big as Hannibal, but not really small either.

      They had to cross the Rocky Mountains and Angelica was amazed at their heights. Snow covered the tallest peaks even in August. The road they traveled went high into the mountains before coming down the other side. She was very glad to be down and had closed her eyes for most of the way because it was so high and steep.

      She spent most of the time after they passed the mountains, just thankful to be out of them. When the shotgun rider announced the next stop she could almost breathe again.

      In Carson City, the stage stopped in front of the hotel. She noticed in every town they stopped in they pulled up in front of a hotel, if there was one. The further she got away from Missouri, the more stares she got from men.

      She’d kept her clothes handy incase she could bathe or change clothes. Neither of which she could so far on the stagecoach trip to Nevada Territory, since there was no privacy at any of the way stations. She’d kept forty dollars out for food and hoped to find somewhere to bathe during the journey, but that had proved to be for naught.

      The seat in the stage was barely more than a plank of wood upholstered with heavy broadcloth.

      She got out to stretch her legs and relieve her sore backside and almost caused a mob to form. Men gathered around her. In Carson City, every person she saw was a man and many of them would stand tall and strut in front of her.

      A short, old man with long gray hair, under a floppy hat, approached her. “Hi, there missy.”

      Angelica looked down at him nodded her head once. “Sir.”

      “How’d ya like to marry me?” He sidled up next to her and whispered. “I’m rich.” Then he waggled his eyebrows.

      She stepped away from him. “Um, no thank you.”

      He walked away.

      Another man took his place with the same question.

      She gave him the same answer. Then she noticed a line of men forming. She walked to the stairs to the hotel behind her and stepped up several so she could see and be seen by the crowd of men.

      “Gentlemen, please, get on about your business. I’m not marrying any of you.”

      The line busted up with many grumbles.

      While standing there, a man with blond hair and a handlebar mustache decided to approach her. He wasn’t like the other men. He was clean and well dressed.

      “Excuse me, miss, are you staying here in Carson City?” He rolled his mustache between his fingers. “Forgive me for not introducing myself. I’m Clay Stockton.”

      She nodded. “Angelica Riley, and no, Mr. Stockton, I’m not staying in Carson City. I’m meeting my fiancé in Virginia City.”

      He frowned. “Oh, how sad for me. Perhaps I know him. I’m from there.”

      Angelica perked up. “Then you probably do. I’m marrying Marshal Winslow, who should be expecting me. I’m a mail-order bride you see and I should have arrived two days ago.” She ran her hand over her skirt as she did at every stop where she could get out and walk. Most times the stage just changed the team of horses which took less than ten minutes and passengers were only out long enough to relieve themselves.

      “Winslow? Jared Winslow?”

      She saw his hands fist at his sides and lifted her brows. “Yes, do you know him?”

      His mouth formed a thin line and his eyes narrowed, his brows nearly came together above them. “Yes, I know him. You’d be better off marrying me.” He smiled and rolled his mustache again. “As a matter of fact, why don’t you marry me? I’m rich and handsome, or so I’m told and you’ve already met me.”

      Her stomach turned, she was thoroughly repulsed by this man and his sallow complexion and bloodshot eyes. He obviously liked to drink and she had no time for drinkers. She shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’m promised to Marshal Winslow and I always keep my promises.”

      “I’m taking the stage to Virginia City as well. Perhaps I can convince you to see things my way. You see I never lose. You will be mine.”

      She lifted her chin. “You’ll lose this time for I have no intention of not marrying Marshall Winslow or ever marrying you.”

      Mr. Stockton tied his horse to the back of the stage, climbed inside and sat across from her.

      They reached Virginia City later that day. The stage trip had been twenty-seven days long due to buffalo herds, bad weather, a broken wheel and missing horses. The missing horses were the worst of it. In order to make the next station with tired horses, the stage had to go slow. If they didn’t the animals might have died and the passengers might have followed.

      The last sixteen miles from Carson City to Virginia City seemed longer than the full twenty-seven days of the stagecoach journey even though according to her pin watch, the trip had taken more than three hours. Clay Stockton spoke nonstop and did everything to try to convince her to marry him. He told her how rich he was, how he would be able to keep her in luxury. Quite scandalously he said he could keep her satisfied in the bedroom. After that, she stopped listening and looked out the window while he went on and on about what he could do for her.

      When they reached Virginia City, the stage again stopped in front of the hotel. The stagecoach driver, Zeke Murdoch, came around to help her down from the coach..

      “Thank you, Mr. Murdoch.” She placed her hand in his and navigated the tiny steps out of the stagecoach.

      “You’re very welcome, Mrs. Riley. Anytime you want to ride this stage, me and Ben will be happy to have you.”

      She tilted her head and smiled. “Ah, that’s so sweet. I’ll keep your offer in mind.”

      “Have a great life, Mrs. Riley.”

      “You as well, Mr. Murdoch.”

      Ben handed her the two carpetbags, one had been under her feet and the other on her lap during most of the journey. “There you are, Mrs. Riley. Like Zeke says, we’d be happy to have you again on our stage. A lovelier person I ain’t never met.”

      “Why thank you, Mr. Bullock. I appreciate the compliment.”

      Clay Stockton came forward. “Here, I’ll take those bags for you.” He picked up the bags.

      “Fine. You can carry them up the steps and set them on the boardwalk in front of the Virginia City Hotel.”

      Now that he’d picked up the bags, he didn’t really have any choice and carried the bags up the stairs, dropped the bags and kept walking into the hotel.

      Angelica picked up her bags and carried them out of the way. The three story building was painted a soft yellow with dark brown shutters on the windows of the main floor. The front double doors were open and the lobby looked very inviting with an Oriental rug in front of the desk. She knew from having been inside other hotels, that behind the desk was a board with a cubby for each room. The cubby’s held the room key and if the room was occupied they would hold any message for the occupant of the room.

      Angelica was so tempted to get a room and a bath.

      “Mrs. Riley?”

      A man’s deep voice startled her from her reverie. She turned to face a man with dark brown hair on the longish side, with a perfectly groomed mustache—not a handlebar style, thank God—and the bluest eyes she’d ever seen. He was tall, at least six feet, towering a good head over her. Oh, please let him be Marshal Winslow.

      “Yes, I’m Angelica Riley. Who might you be?”

      “I’m Jared Winslow.” He held out his hand.

      She released the breath she held, smiled and shook his hand. “Very nice to meet you, Mr. Winslow.”

      “I’m happy to make your acquaintance, too. I’ve been checking for the stage every day for the past week. We just never know what kind of time they’ll make. The buffalo herds have stopped them for more than a day on several occasions.”

      “Out of my way, Winslow.” Clay Stockton pushed his way between Angelica and Jared, knocking her off balance.

      Jared grabbed Stockton by the coat lapels. “Apologize to the lady, Stockton.”

      He looked Angelica up and down. “I don’t see any lady, just another whore—”

      Angelica gasped. I’ve never been called anything before much less a whore. Michael would roll over in his grave at such a name being used to describe me.

      Jared’s fist shot out so fast, Angelica almost didn’t see it. She widened her eyes and her eyebrows went skyward. “Oh, my.”

      “You will apologize to my fiancée. Now.”

      Stockton wiped the blood away from his mouth. He looked first at Angelica and then at Jared. “Forgive me. You two deserve each other.” He straightened his jacket and walked down the street.

      Jared removed his hat. Dark brown hair lay flat against his head where his hat had been. “I’m sorry that happened.”

      “It’s all right. Being in the coach with him was worse than being stopped for hours by a broken wheel in the middle of the desert.”

      He laughed.

      Jared Winslow had a great smile with dimples on both sides of his mouth and straight, white teeth, under his mustache. Angelica liked it very much.

      She stared.

      Jared stopped laughing, but his mouth turned up a bit on one side showing his remaining mirth. “Forgive me. I haven’t met anyone who said exactly what I think of Stockton.”

      Angelica looked down at her hands, before looking back up into those deep blue eyes. . “I guess I’m a little punchy from the trip and being stuck and badgered by Clay Stockton for more than three hours.”

      He chuckled. “You’re fine. I’d be more than punchy enduring that trip and then ending it with Stockton.”

      She changed the subject. “Have my trunks arrived yet?”

      “Yes, they came a week ago. That was another reason I checked every stage that arrived. I knew you had to be coming soon if your trunks were here.”

      She nodded. “That makes sense.” Angelica clasped her hands in front of her. “What happens now? I’d really like to clean up before we do anything else.”

      He ran a hand behind his neck. “I’d take you to my house and let you have a bath, but coming alone to my home’s probably not proper, much less taking a bath there.”

      Eyes wide, she stared up at him. “Who cares about proper? We’re about to be married and if anyone found out about it, we’d just be forced to marry anyway. And since we are about to do that, I’d like a bath first.” Her skin and scalp itched, her hair was greasy, her clothes dirty and wrinkled. What must he think of her?

      Nodding, he picked up her bags with one hand and held out his other arm.

      She put her hand in the crook of his elbow.

      “Thank you. I appreciate a bath more than you can imagine.”

      “Oh, I think I can imagine it. I’ve taken that trip myself. It is pretty awful.”

      He turned them to his right and away from the rest of the town.

      “You live outside of town? I’m surprised the town fathers would allow that.”

      “Oh, they don’t like it, but I refused the tiny, crappy house next to the jail they offered me.”

      Her eyes widened again at the word crappy. She guessed she’d have to get used to the more colorful language used in the west.

      “I built my home with the money I had saved for a house in Chicago. Since houses are much more expensive there, I was able to build a nice house here. And the city fathers don’t have to keep it up. They just pay me each month for living expenses they would have paid me for the other house.”

      He turned right at the end to the boardwalk and they kept walking toward a two-story, brick and stone house with dark green shutters.

      A white picket fence surrounded the front yard and as they got closer she saw a flower garden on each side of the path to the house.

      Jared stopped just outside the fence. “Well, what do you think of your new home?”

      “So far, I like it very much. Is the inside as nice?”

      He jerked back his head. “You think I would bring my bride to a wreck of a house?”

      She lifted her brows. “I don’t know you well enough to know if you would or not.”

      He chuckled. “Touché.”

      “Well, are you taking me inside? Or do we simply stand here and admire it?”

      He smiled and opened
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