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Jake glanced up to peer out the window,
looking across the field to the horse barn. Laura was sitting in
the middle of the waving grasses, her arms wrapped around her
knees. Jake watched her for a while, unsure as to what she’d do.
Just moments before, she had stormed out of the little house, both
of them raging at each other.

Laura didn’t look like she was going
anywhere, though. Jake dragged a chair from the kitchen table to
the window and sat down before crossing his legs and propping his
bible up on them.

Normally, he’d open the book and consult with
the good word to look for guidance in these kinds of situations.
However, he’d had about all he could stand. There wasn’t much in
the bible for him that would change what he was about to do.

Dear Ross & Marks, he wrote, careful not
to smear the ink with his passing fist. I am writing to inquire
about the options I have in returning a bride to your mail order
service.

When Jake had first written a letter to Ross
& Marks, the matchmaking service he’d heard praised so highly
by some of his fellow ranchers. He’d known several to have great
success with Ross & Marks, bringing their new blushing brides
to town to show them off.

“She’s everything I ever hoped for,” Franklin
Castor had told him at the general store as they both admired
Franklin’s new wife, sitting demurely in the wagon, waiting for her
husband.

“But you didn’t know her before?” Jake
asked.

“No, of course not,” Franklin said. “I wrote
Ross & Marks, then they wrote me back, telling me she was on
her way. We were complete strangers.”

“You were complete strangers, but it
worked?”

“You’re looking at another Ross & Marks
success story,” Franklin said, holding his hands out. “We got
married right away, and now we’re getting acquainted. Look at it
this way: We’re actually interested in each other. We tell each
other new stories every day about people we’ve never met. I look
forward to waking up beside her so we can talk some more. She loves
the ranch, Jake. And I know she’s going to love me, too.”

Even with Franklin’s enthusiastic testimony
in favor of the mail order bride service, Jake was still hesitant
to even consider the idea. How could he commit to someone he’d
never met before, let alone marry someone he wasn’t even sure would
love him?

However, that night, after he’d made the long
ride back out to his big, lonely ranch, Jake had thought that maybe
a woman to share it wouldn’t be so bad. As it was, his only company
was his horses and the cattle that sustained the entire operation.
He loved his ranch, but it could be a hard place. He’d carved it
out of the land himself, leaving his life back east to come west.
West. It was more than a place; it was a promise of more.

 


 


At first, the hard work had been a
distraction for just how alone he’d been. Jake would rise before
dawn and fall into bed already half asleep well after sunset.
Nevertheless, once he’d gotten the fence up, gotten the calves
birthed, established the routines that would ensure the success of
his venture, he’d gotten bored. Loneliness came hand in hand.

In addition, every time he rode into town to
get supplies, he’d see Franklin and his bride growing closer, or
Tom and his bride, or John and his bride. It never ended. All the
bachelor ranchers, as the town called them, were pairing off and
marrying.

All except Jake.

If only there had been some eligible women in
the town. There weren’t — well, there wouldn’t be for years and
years. The town was just as much of a fledgling as Jake’s ranch,
springing up around the outpost that had become a general store,
populated by families who’d toiled on the trail together and ended
up in the promised land of California.

Most of them had settled down and begun
having children, but Jake didn’t want to wait the five or ten years
that it would take those young girls to come of age. He was lonely
now, first. More years alone sounded like a dire sentence. In
addition, it felt just wrong looking at the little girls scamper
down the street or play with their rag dolls and imagine how old he
would be once they were of marrying age.

No, Jake knew he had to take matters into his
own hands if he wanted to marry any time soon.

In addition, taking matters into his own hand
meant putting himself into the capable hands of Ross &
Marks.

 


 


Jake looked out the window. Laura had shifted
herself so that her cheek rested on her drawn-up knees, looking
away from the house so he couldn’t see her face. It was just as
well. She was probably out there cursing him, crying, or something
equally as terrible. He heaved a sigh and continued writing his
letter.

My mail order bride arrived without any
problem, at first, but there was a rather large discrepancy: Once
we arrived in town, she refused to marry me.

Jake had dared to hope once he’d posted his
initial letter to Ross & Marks. Franklin had happily supplied
him with the mail order bride service’s address and told him what
to do.

“Tell them what you are, tell them what you
want, and they will come through,” Franklin said, looking fondly on
his wife. At that point, she was already with child. It made
something in Jake hitch and yearn.

He wanted to fill his ranch with children —
strapping boys to drive the cattle with him, sweet little girls
that he’d spoil while their mother taught them to keep house and
cook. As soon as he posted that letter, and the payment that
accompanied it to help fund the service, he could practically hear
those children cavorting in his quiet house. He’d tell them not to
run inside, but he wouldn’t mean it, loving the sound of pattering
feet against the polished wood floor.

And instead of his cold bed, he’d have a wife
to share it with. He wanted it so badly that it ached inside of
him.

Franklin had warned him that it might take as
long as two weeks to get a response from Ross & Marks — they
had to receive his letter, process it, and find the right the right
match for him, after all. However, Jake had started finding excuses
to start going into town after a week of restless waiting. He’d
sidle up to the post office, where the postmaster would laugh at
him, telling him there wasn’t any word from the service.

Then, when it had nearly been two weeks and
Jake was beside himself with impatience, it had been the postmaster
who’d ridden the letter out to the ranch, the man whooping as he
galloped in on his horse, waving the letter like a triumphant
banner.

Jake had opened the mailing right in front of
the excited postmaster, reading the words aloud for both their
benefits.

“We have found a match for you,” Jake read,
his voice trembling with emotion. “Her name is Laura Mason, and she
is taking a train out west. She will arrive in your town by
stagecoach October 7. We’re looking forward to your new family’s
future just as much as you are. Blessings, Ross & Marks.”

Jake had thrown himself into preparations.
He’d painted the entire house and barn, stopping short of painting
the miles of fencing that went around his land. He’d gotten used to
living with a little dirt — it came with the territory of ranching
— and now scrubbed the inside of the house from floor to
ceiling.

He’d even cleaned out the larder and loaded
it up with fresh supplies. Jake’s mouth watered. He was only a
passable cook. What would Laura Mason fix for him when she arrived?
He practically sustained himself on these daydreams — hot, fluffy
biscuits and crisp, salty bacon in the morning before he left to
complete his chores — instead of the porridge that was easiest for
him to fix with his limited kitchen skills. He didn’t even dare to
dream of dinner.

He could lose whole hours thinking about all
the different ways to cook potatoes, the gravies that she would
pour over them, the tender meat she would slice for him, the way
she’d roast a whole chicken. He overloaded the larder on these
dreams.

 


 


Jake had plenty to do to keep him busy ahead
of October 7. When the date finally rolled around, he roused
himself hours before the sun would rise, hitching the horses to the
wagon and driving them to town. He wanted to make sure that he
could easily transport his new bride and her luggage back home.

Once in town, it was still early, the eastern
edge of the horizon beginning to brighten into cerulean blue while
the rest of the sky remained purple. Jake stopped by the church,
knowing that the old reverend would be up. The poor man was plagued
with insomnia and rarely slept through the night.

“Ah, Jake,” the reverend said, tending to a
small plot of a garden behind the church as Jake walked up. The
season was over, though there was some warmth still left in the
air. The reverend was simply plucking off dead leaves as a
formality. “How pleasant it is to have company at this hour. Well,
mortal company. The Lord is always with me.”

“My bride arrives today,” Jake said. “Laura
Mason. Soon to be Laura Taylor.”

“How wonderful!” the reverend exclaimed. “How
do you know this girl?”

Jake felt a stab of foreboding for the first
time in a long time. He remembered his initial misgivings when
Franklin had first told him about Ross & Marks — how could he
possibly hope for a happy union with a woman he didn’t even
know?

Jake steeled himself and soldiered on. He
wanted this more than he had ever wanted anything — more than even
wanting his ranch to succeed. What was success if he didn’t have
anyone to share it with?

“I don’t know her, yet,” Jake said. “I sent
away for her to a mail order bride service. Several of the ranchers
around have been using it.”

“Indeed?” the reverend asked, surprised.
“None of the ranchers I’ve been marrying have ever told me about
this service.”

Oh. Jake hoped he hadn’t just told on
Franklin and the others.

“You know as well as I do that there just
aren’t any eligible women in this town,” Jake said defensively. “It
was this, or continue to pass my time alone, no hope of having a
family.”

“Of course,” the reverend said. “You must
seek out the Lord’s help in these matters. Perhaps God will work
through this service to unite two worthy hearts.”

“I was hoping that you might be able to help
the union a little,” Jake said. “She’s due in today. Would you
marry us?”

“Today?” the reverend asked. “Why, yes, I
suppose I can. You’ll need at least one witness, of course.”

“I’m sure I’ll be able to find one,” Jake
said. “I’m sure I could rouse a lot more than one — anyone in town
who’s not doing anything is welcome.”

“Well, I’ll spread the word, then,” the
reverend said. “God bless you, Jake.”

“Likewise, reverend.”

By then, the sun had risen and the rest of
the town was coming to life. The postmaster saw Jake pass by in the
wagon and had pumped his fist in exultation, Jake returning the
gesture. The shop keep was just opening up the general store when
Jake hitched his horses and stopped the wagon.

There was no sign of the stagecoach, and no
telling just when it’d get into town, so Jake ambled around in the
store.

“You’re here mighty early,” the shop keep
observed.

“Big day,” Jake said, grinning. “My wife’s
coming to town.”

“Your wife?” the shopkeep exclaimed. “I
didn’t know you were a married man.”

“Well, I’m not, yet,” Jake admitted. “But I
aim to be by the end of this day. I suppose it’d be more accurate
to call her my fiancée. She’s due to arrive sometime today by
stagecoach.”

“Is that right?” the shop keep asked, leaning
against the counter. “Did you get her out of that same outfit that
Franklin and the rest of the boys got their new wives?”

“That’s right,” Jake said. “Ross & Marks.
The mail order bride service.”

“Do you think you could give me the
information?” the shopkeep asked, lowering his voice.

“The information?”

“You know, for the mail order bride
service.”

Jake frowned. “But I thought —”

“Nathan! I can hear you, you know!” The shop
keep’s wife barreled into the general store from the apartment that
rested on top of it, where the shop keep and his family lived. The
shopkeep looked reasonably cowed, and Jake backed away from her red
face and clenched fists.

“I can hear every sordid word you say down
here, you know!” she raged on, shaking her fist in his face. “You
want a new bride, then? Is she going to wash your disgusting
laundry? Clean up after you eat her out of house and home?”

The shop keep cowered behind the countertop
and Jake edged toward the door, intent on making an escape. The
shop keep’s wife rounded on him and took a deep breath, Jake sure
she was about to lambast him as thoroughly as she’d just torn down
her husband. Instead, she smiled.

“Well, hello there, Jake,” she said, smiling.
“I hear your bride’s arriving in town today. That’s exciting
news.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jake said, nodding and taking
off his hat. “Yes, ma’am, it’s very good news. I’ve been looking
forward to this day for a long time.”

“Have you ever been married before, Jake?”
she asked sweetly.

“Uh, no, ma’am,” Jake said, hoping he wasn’t
blundering into a trap. “This’ll be my first marriage.”

“Well, congratulations to you,” she said. “As
long as you treat her better than my bumbling, lecherous, miserly
fool of a husband treats me, you’ll have a long and happy
marriage.” She turned back to the shop keep and continued to
verbally berate him.

Jake had wanted to get some trinket or token
of affection for









































































































































































































































































































































THE END
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