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Maggie looked at all of the bags and trunks
that she’d packed and sat down on the edge of her bed, overwhelmed
by the sheer volume of them. There were far too many of them, and
far too few at the same time.

She was packing her whole life away, after
all.

“Do you think you have everything?”

Maggie looked up to see her father standing
in the open doorway. His half smile told her he was joking.

“Father, I’m going away for God knows how
long,” she said.

“However long it takes,” he put in. “However
long you want.”

“Exactly,” she said. “Who knows what I’ll
need and what I won’t. I’m trying to be as thorough as
possible.”

“New York’s a thriving metropolis, Maggie,”
he said. “It’s not as if you won’t be able to find things you need
there.”

“I know,” she sighed. “I guess I’m just
nervous.”

Her father laughed and shook his head. “You,
nervous? Never. I never believed I’d see the day when my daughter
was actually nervous about something.”

Maggie smiled up at her father. She was
actually nervous about a lot of things, such as impressing the men
he worked with, acting like a proper businessman even though she
was a woman, and about getting the kinds of marks in school that
would ensure her success in her father’s world. He put a lot of
pressure on her, but Maggie found it rewarding to please him and
herself.

Maggie’s mother had died bringing her into
the world, and her father had been so heartbroken that he’d never
remarried. He always had a wistful, faraway look on his face
whenever he talked about her, and Maggie felt guilty at times for
being the source of his grief. She brought it up once, though, and
had never seen him so angry.

“I could never resent you for your mother’s
death!” her father had roared, scaring her half to death.

“I only meant —” she tried to say, but he cut her off with a
violent slashing gesture.

“Know this,” he said. “You look exactly like
her and it breaks my heart, but it is never, never your fault. God
had a reason for what happened, though neither of us knows it yet.
We may never know the reason your mother was taken from us.

“But I never blame you. I wish I were better
for you, Maggie. I wish I could be better. However, I’m just a
businessman teaching you everything I know. Your mother was a saint
— is a saint — and you’ll meet her again in heaven.”

Maggie had never brought up her mother again,
though her father still talked about her fondly, the same way a
person talked about a friend who lived far away.

Being raised by her father was an interesting
experience — much different, Maggie found out, than the other
childhood experiences of her school friends. While her girlfriends
were getting lessons in serving tea properly from their mothers,
Maggie was learning how to balance a ledger for her father’s
business.

While other girls got laced up in tight
corsets and paraded before suitors, Maggie took notes during her
father’s business meetings and offered her assessments on different
situations when asked.

“Is this some kind of social experience?” her
father’s partner asked him one time. “We all understood when you
brought her in as a little girl. In addition, she was a good girl,
too, never getting underfoot. But the fact that you actually trust
her with facets of the business —”

“She’s my own flesh and blood,” her father
had replied calmly. “Of course I trust her with my own business.
You’d do right to do the same. When I’m gone, I intend her to
succeed me.”

That statement had shocked Maggie just as
much as it had her father’s partner.

“Do you really think I can lead your
business?” Maggie had asked later, as they ate supper together.

“Think? I know you can,” he responded,
mopping up some juice from his steak with a piece of roll. “You’re
a talented young lady, Maggie.”

“Most other talented young ladies are
learning to play the harp to impress their future husbands,” Maggie
said drily.

“Is that what you want for your future?” he
asked. “To decorate the arm of someone?”

“No,” she said. “That’s not what I want. I
want to be useful. I want to do things. I want to lead a meaningful
life.”

Therefore, that was why her father had
decided to send her away from London to New York City, to broaden
her mind and her education.

“You’ll do fine, Maggie,” he said, staring at
all her trunks. “Don’t be nervous.”

“I’ll try not to be,” she said, smiling at
him. She knew that he would do the same for his son, had her mother
survived and bore him one, and Maggie knew she had several big
roles to fill for her father. She didn’t want to disappoint him. If
he couldn’t have a son, if all he had was Maggie, she would be
whatever she possibly could be for her father. She cared for him
deeply and wanted him to be proud of her.

“We’ll leave in the morning,” he reminded
her, closing and locking one of the trunks she’d already filled up
with dresses.

“I haven’t forgotten,” she said. “I’ll
probably be up before you are.”

“Do try and get some rest,” he said. “I’m not
sure how comfortable you’ll be on the ship.”

“All right, Father.” Maggie gave him a kiss
on the cheek and smiled. “Good night.”

“Good night,” he said, beaming at her. “I’m
so proud of you.”

“Thank you, Father,” she said, looking shyly
at the floor. “I’ll do you proud. I swear.”

“You already do.”

As her father walked out, pulling her door
closed behind him, Maggie looked helplessly at all of her trunks
and suitcases. Twice the amount wouldn’t help her where she was
going. All she had were her wits and what her father had taught
her. She didn’t want to let him down, and she wanted to go to New
York City.

It was his dream for her, and he knew the
knowledge she gained abroad would open doors for her here in
London.

It was just so hard to be uprooted from
everything she knew and shipped away, essentially.

“God, please help me,” Maggie prayed,
standing over all of her packed up belongings. “Please help me do
what my father wants. He would be so pleased if I was successful in
New York. Please give me the strength and courage I need to do this
for him. Amen. Oh, and please tell my mother I said hello.
Amen.”

 


 


Maggie was sure she wouldn’t at all that
night, but she was surprised by the lightening sky when she blinked
her eyes open.

It was morning. Time to go.

Maggie had so many trunks that her father had
to hire several extra carriages to handle all of it, and she was
acutely embarrassed.

“If you want to send any of it back once you
get to the city, feel free,” her father told her.

“No, I might need something,” Maggie said,
wincing as she watched a couple of porters unload one of the trunks
rather roughly. She hoped it wasn’t the one that contained her
perfumes, or the one that held her typewriter.

“Goodbye, Maggie,” her father said, holding
his arms out to her. “Good luck. I love you.”

“I love you, too, Father,” she said, hugging
him tightly. “I’ll do you proud.”

“Try to have fun,” he said. “Think of it as
an adventure.”

Life was already such an adventure being
raised by him that Maggie didn’t know how much more adventure she
could take, but she didn’t say so. Her father did the best he knew
how, and she had to do her part now.

The voyage west wasn’t too troublesome.
Maggie had a private room and two of her trunks, so she was quite
comfortable. They passed through a storm one night that had her
sick for the whole next day, but a walk about on the deck above in
the fresh air set her right again. She prayed every day, studied
some books that her father had sent along with her on economics and
business management, and stayed occupied.

 


 


She was on deck when they spotted the
shoreline, and was able to ogle the glorious city of New York as
they approached.

London was an old, refined city, much like an
elegant lady. New York City was rough, brash, ostentatious, and
utterly intoxicating. Maggie forgot about her nervousness and
embraced the hustle and bustle, hiring three carriages to cart her
many possessions to the hotel where she was staying until she could
find a more permanent option. She had a week to acclimate before
classes at the university started, and Maggie couldn’t wait to
explore.

She ate foods she’d never even considered,
talked to all manners of people from all around the world, and
marveled at the spectacle of buildings reaching for the sky. She’d
never thought that a place could have such audacity, such hope for
the future, and she understood why her father had sent her here. If
she could survive this city, she could do whatever she wanted —
including lead his business.

 


 


When classes did finally start, Maggie’s
exhilaration was only slightly dampened by the fact that she was
the only female student in all of her business courses. However,
she was used to getting strange stares from her father’s partners
and other men and women who came in to do business with the
company. She could handle being a sideshow, especially if she got
to dazzle the gawkers.

She had many opportunities to do that early
on, answering the professors’ questions quite capably as her male
counterparts stared on, mouths agape, but during her second
semester at university, something happened.

Maggie woke up one morning and just couldn’t
quite get out of bed. It was the most ludicrous thing she’d ever
experienced. She had the willpower and felt quite all right, but
her legs didn’t want to work. After a good deal of struggling that
made her miss breakfast in the interest of getting to class on
time, Maggie had dragged herself to campus.

“You’re not looking so well,” her partner for
a project had hissed at her when she staggered into the
classroom.

That was odd. Maggie had glanced at herself
in the mirror not long before, and she thought she looked
remarkably well for how terrible she was beginning to feel. A hot,
sweaty forehead told her she was feverish, but she tried to ignore
it.

That night, after having miraculous made it
through the school day somehow, she prayed.

“God, please heal me,” she intoned. “Please
don’t keep me from my studies, especially when everything’s been
going so well.”

 


 


The next day was an even more intense
struggle to get out of bed that left her utterly exhausted and made
her late for her first class.

“Why, Miss Maggie, I hope your toilette isn’t
the reason you’re late for my lecture,” the professor had
sneered.

Maggie had wheeled around, opened her mouth
to deliver a scathing retort, and promptly fainted on the spot.

She’d awoken in the hospital.

“Excuse me,” she told a nurse, but her voice
sounded so weak that the woman had just shaken her head and held a
finger to her lips. Maggie had gone to sleep.

The next time she woke, a doctor towered over
her.

“Please, doctor,” she said, still unsure why
she felt so tired. She’d just gotten a good night’s sleep. “I need
to return to school. I can’t afford to miss more than a day of
work.”

The man had given her a queer look. “Miss,
you’ve been in the hospital for two, nearly three weeks,” he said.
“You’ve had quite a health scare.”

Maggie’s specialty was business, not
medicine, and it was hard to wrap her mind around the Latin the
doctor used to talk to her about the sickness she’d fallen under,
but one thing was clear.

“You must leave the city for a time,” the
doctor said.

“I can’t afford to lose the time away from
the university,” she said. “Really, all I feel is a little tired. I
can do this.”

“You can’t afford to continue on as you have
been,” the doctor said. “You must go somewhere where you can rest
completely. Have you anywhere in mind?”

“No,” Maggie said, shaking her head. “I came
to New York City to get an education — not sit idly.”

“I recommend California,” the doctor said.
“Lots of open space, lots of fresh air, and far removed from the
hustle and bustle and clutter and stress of the city. The only way
I’ll release you from the hospital — the worst of your sickness is
over — is if I put you on the train myself. If you really want to
get your education, you must know how important it is to maintain
your health. The university will be here when you return. For now,
though, you must take care of yourself.”

Maggie knew the doctor had the wisdom and
knowledge to make this type of recommendation, but it still burned
her to miss school. On the day they let her out of the hospital,
she got cleaned up and met with the dean of the university to
explain what was going on. He agreed to let her defer her degree,
and Maggie went home to pack.

She wrote a letter to her father, hoping that
he wouldn’t be too terribly angry with her for falling ill.

 


Dear Father,

I have been quite ill for some time, but I’m
not writing this letter to worry you. The doctor says that the
worst of it has passed, but he recommends I get some fresh, dry air
into my lungs. New York City has been wonderful to me, but it is
time I took my leave for a temporary sabbatical.

I’ve spoken already with the dean of the
university, who agrees that I should take a break from my studies
to better recover from my illness. Overall, I’ll be a semester
behind, which isn’t too shabby. I’d be two semesters if I didn’t
try to do all my work while I was sick.

The doctor recommended California, so I’m to
leave tomorrow. I’ve checked a map, and it’s clear on the other
side of America, the very western coast. I’ll treat it as a
learning experience and will keep my eyes, ear, and mind open. I’m
counting myself lucky. It’s not every person who gets to take a
holiday in the middle of another holiday, which is what being in
New York City has felt like.

Besides getting sick, I have really loved it
and must thank you for pushing me to have this experience.

I’ll write you when I know what address you
can reach me at in California.

Much love,

Maggie

 


Maggie only wished she had felt better, or at
least well enough to fully enjoy the sights she was seeing on the
way to California. The train brought her through plains and
prairies, mountains and deserts, and all she could do was lie in
her berth and only occasionally find the strength from time to time
to hoist herself up to try to see the landscapes rushing by.

“Lots of rest, lots of fresh air,” the doctor
had told her. Maggie tried to open the window just a crack to at
least try to breathe in the passing experiences, but even such a
simple task was physically beyond her. She couldn’t believe just
how ill she was.

“Let me help, Miss,” the conductor said,
stopping by.

“That’s quite all right,” Maggie said,
mortified. She was capable of opening a window by herself, and she
didn’t need anybody’s help. “I was just fiddling with it. I didn’t
want it open.”

“Are you sure?” The conductor looked like a
kindly old man, but Maggie nodded firmly.

Negotiating the swaying train cars was
another challenge. Whenever Maggie needed to go to the restroom, it
was all she could do to muster her strength for the task. It
usually made her so tired that she had to remain there for much
longer than she required — only trying to regain her stamina for
the trip back to her berth. She felt lucky that she didn’t have an
appetite. There was no way she could make it down to the dining
car.

Later on, the conductor stopped by to check
on her again. He must’ve realized that she was ill, and Maggie
braced herself to be dumped off at the nearest station.

“Miss, it is a fine night outside,” the
conductor said. “Lots of cool air and a lovely breeze. It would be
my pleasure to open your window.”

The air was getting musty.

“I would appreciate that,” she said. “I must
admit that I am not feeling well.” It was better than admitting
that she was headed for California to convalesce, and hopefully it
wouldn’t get her kicked off the train.

“I understand completely,” the conductor
said, easing open the window. The wind smelled of dew and grass and
instantly lifted Maggie’s spirits. She wished she had just let the
man open the window for her days ago.

“Thank you,” she said. “That’s lovely.”

“May I have the pleasure of bringing you
something from the dining car?” the conductor asked. “Our chef
specializes in meals for those who aren’t feeling well. Some broth,
perhaps, with bread?”

Maggie was about to refuse, but her stomach
growled loudly. The fresh air reminded her that she was hungry.

“You’re too kind,” she said, smiling and
nodding. “Thank you.”

The conductor returned with a steaming bowl
of chicken soup, a still warm half a loaf of bread, and a glass of
water.

“Please let me know if you need or want
anything else,” the conductor said. “I want all of my passengers to
travel in comfort.”

“I will,” Maggie promised. She hated to rely
on anyone else but herself. It was a lesson that her father had
instilled in her. However, she was too debilitated now to not
accept others’ help.

 


 


The next afternoon, the train pulled into its
last stop: the station in California where Maggie was getting off.
She only wished that she would feel a little better. This was an
exciting adventure, after all, another chance to soak in the
culture of America. She’d have to find a post office to send a
letter off to her parents.

She allowed the porters to carry her suitcase
off the train and retrieve her trunk while she got herself off the
train. It was a more difficult task than she would’ve imagined. The
exit to the car was past the restroom, and nearly beyond the limits
of her physical strength at this point. Her illness had ravaged
her.

Maggie felt dazzled by the late afternoon sun
and the warmth of California. She immediately broke into a light
sweat and hoped she wasn’t still feverish.

The porter brought her suitcase and trunk to
her, and Maggie longed to sink down to sit on the large chest. She
knew that she’d have more trouble regaining her feet, though, so
she remained standing.

“Pardon me,” she said before the porter could
rush off. “Could you engage a carriage service to take me to the
nearest hotel?”

The porter gave her a queer look. “Carriage
service?” he repeated. “Hotel? Not out here, Miss.”

Another traveler beckoned to him and he left,
stealing one last confused look at her before hurrying off to do
someone else’s bidding.

Maggie frowned. No carriage service? No
hotels? Where did people who came visiting stay and how did they
get there? She knew that California was no New York — and certainly
not a London — but she would’ve expected that a town with a train
station would at least have a small hotel to stay in.

Maggie gathered what remained of her strength
around her and took a few small steps forward, intent to see for
herself if there was no small inn at least for her, when she felt
herself falling. It was the strangest thing. Her legs just gave out
beneath her, unable to hold her weight for a moment longer, and she
simply drifted toward the ground. It was just one of those things,
she supposed, and steeled herself before hitting the ground, but
she never made it that far.

Strong arms encircled her and hoisted her
back up to her feet.

“Are you all right?”

Maggie had to shield her eyes from the sun’s
glare to see the face of the man who’d kept her from falling. He
had piercing blue eyes and a face so tan that she wondered if he
ever spent any time inside at all.

“I’m fine, thank you,” she said. “You can let
me go. I just tripped on something, is all.”

“There’s nothing here to trip on,” the man
said, looking around. His arms were still around her, like an
embrace, and it made Maggie uncomfortable. “You’re quite pale.”

“I’ve been ill,” she said. “I’ve traveled
from New York to convalesce here in California.”

“Sounds like you’ve traveled a lot farther
than that,” the man observed. “I’m Tom.”

“Maggie,” she said, sticking out her hand in the hopes that he’d be
forced to unhand her to shake it. “Pleased to meet you.”

He took her hand, his giant paw completely
engulfing hers. That was a hand that had known hard work, a hand
that meant business.

“Well, thank you for saving me from
discomfort and embarrassment,” she said. “I’ll be going.”

“Wait a second,” Tom said. “Where are you
going to be staying? I’ll carry you there.”

“No need,” she said. “I have to perfectly
good legs of my own.”

“At least let me help you get your belongings
to the proper house or wagon,” Tom insisted. “Please. I’d feel
terrible otherwise.”

“Well,” Maggie began, “in the interest of
your feelings, I’ll allow that.”

“Excellent,” Tom said, stooping for her
trunk. “Now, who are you staying with?”

“I’ll be staying at whatever hotel or inn you
have in town that has a clean room,” Maggie said briskly.

Tom paused, then slowly straightened. “We
don’t have a hotel or an inn,” he said. “This is a very small
town.”

“Then where do travelers stay?” she
asked.

“People don’t exactly travel to this
particular city for a vacation,” Tom said.

“I’m not on a vacation,” Maggie said sharply.
“I’ve been sick. I’m only here under doctor’s orders.”

“I understand,” he said. “It’s just that all
we have really is a boarding house, and —”

“This boarding house sounds just fine,”
Maggie interrupted. “Take me there, please.”

“I can’t,” Tom said helplessly, blushing to
the roots of his sandy hair.

“Well, why not?” she asked indignantly. “I
need a place to stay.”

“You’ll have to excuse my frankness, but I’m
not taking a lady as fine as you are to that boarding house,” Tom
said. “It’s a boarding house, sure, but the only people who stay in
it are the drunkards who can’t make it home from the saloon or the
drunkards who decide to take one of the working girls there and
—”

“All right!” Maggie said quickly. “I
understand. You don’t have to explain. I’m sorry for pressing the
issue.” She wrung her hands, not sure what to do now. She had
counted on this town having somewhere she could stay, but perhaps
she could find a bigger city — if such a thing existed — elsewhere
in the state.

“If you’d be agreeable to it, you could stay
out at my ranch,” Tom said, glancing up at her. “There’s lots of
fresh air out there, and it’s very peaceful. Lots of time and space
to rest and recuperate.”

“That would be an utter imposition,” Maggie
said, shaking her head. “I’m sorry. I cannot accept. I’ll just buy
another ticket to another city and see about lodging there.”

“That was the last train for the day,” Tom
said, pointing at the locomotive as it rolled out of the station.
Maggie hadn’t even heard it leaving.

“Then I can spend one night at the boarding
house,” she said bravely. “I’ll treat it as an adventure.”

“Maggie, it’s so much of an adventure that
even I wouldn’t spend a night there,” Tom said. “Please, let me do
this for you. I’d never forgive myself if I just left you here in
town without a place to stay except for the boarding house. I’m a
perfect gentleman.”

“I’m not doubting your character,” she said.
“I just don’t want to inconvenience me.”

“There wouldn’t be any inconvenience,” he
said. “In fact, you’d be doing me a favor. I really wasn’t looking
forward to going home. The ranch can be a big, lonely place
sometimes.”

Tom looked so genuine that Maggie only
thought about it for half a minute before caving.

“Just for tonight,” she said as he grinned
widely. “I’ll get another train ticket tomorrow, if you’ll give me
a ride back.”

“You’ll fall in love with the ranch,” he
said, “you just wait.”

He hoisted Maggie’s trunk and took it to a
wagon nearby, then came back for her suitcase. She followed him,
taking slow, small steps.

“Here, allow me,” he said, bending down to
sweep her up into his arms. Those strong arms made her feel so
strange. Maggie had been taught to rely on herself and to always
present a strong front, but Tom’s arms made her melt inside, made
her feel safe, made her want to give herself over to him and let
him take care of her. It was, frankly, disturbing.

“Wait,” she said weakly as he hoisted her up
into his wagon. “Don’t you have someone you’re meeting here at the
station?”

“No,” he said, looking at the ground. “No, I
don’t.”

“Then what were you doing waiting around for
the train in the first place?” Maggie asked, narrowing her eyes
suspiciously. She was feeling increasingly strange about accepting
the man’s offer. Maybe she should insist on staying at the boarding
house, no matter what she might see during her stay.

“It’s a long story,” Tom said. “One that I’m
afraid I would bore you with.”

“Try me,” she suggested with a tight
smile.

He sighed and looked everywhere but her eyes.
“You’re going to make fun of me,” he said. “Laugh at me.”

“I swear that I won’t,” she said. “We may
have just met, but I can assure you that I’m not a cruel person.
Please. What were you doing at the station if you weren’t meeting
anyone? Do you make it your business to catch swooning women and
swoop them away to your ranch?”

“No,” he said, taking off his hat. “I was
here to meet the woman who was supposed to be my wife. She never
showed up.”

“Never showed up?” Maggie repeated. “Was
there some sort of mix-up? Some sort of miscommunication?”

“Both of those, maybe,” Tom said. “Have you
ever heard of a mail order bride?”

“I haven’t,” Maggie admitted, feeling vaguely
displeased. She wished he would ask her about capitalism or the
free market. She could talk for hours about those. Maggie felt a
vague but strange pull to want to impress this man. She couldn’t
quite explain it.

“Well, it’s a company that matches men in
need of brides with women in need of grooms,” he said. “A lot of
the ranchers around these parts have been doing it because there
are so few women coming out here. Life’s still hard, but good.”

“So, men and women agree to basically have a
company act as a matchmaker?” Maggie asked.

“In a nutshell, yes,” Tom said. “I’ve been
out here for about five years, and I’m enjoying a small bit of
success with my ranch.”

“Congratulations.”

“Thanks.” He smiled briefly at her, but the
flash of white teeth in his tan face still had a dazzling effect.
“I figured that it was probably time to start a family, so I asked
around and got the address of a company some of the other guys had
been using — with success.”

“And you were supposed to meet the woman who
was going to be your wife here,” Maggie said, covering her hand
with her mouth. “I’m sorry.”

Tom shrugged. “There’s nothing really to be
sorry about,” he said. “There’s really no one to blame and really
no one at fault. I wrote the letter to the company explaining who I
was and what I wanted —”

“Wait a second,” Maggie said. “Oh, sorry for
interrupting.”

“That’s quite all right,” he said, holding
his hands out. “Go ahead.”

“You can basically tell them what kind of
woman you want?” she asked. “Do they have like a rack full of women
they choose from for their orders?”

“I’m making it sound that way, aren’t I?” Tom
asked, shaking his head sheepishly. “I’m sorry. I’m doing a poor
job of explaining it.”

“Oh, no, I’m the one who’s sorry,” Maggie
said quickly. “I’m not meaning to interrogate you. I’m just
interested in business and commerce and the like. It had never
really struck me that marriage could be considered a business.
Please, continue.”

“Well, the thing about writing to the company
is so you can tell the woman what she can expect,” he said. “I told
them that life on the ranch isn’t easy, that it’s hard work. They
wrote back, telling me they had the woman for me, and to expect her
on the train.”

“On this train?” Maggie asked. “The one I
came in on?”

It was already well on its return journey,
back east across the country.

“No,” he said. “She was supposed to arrive
yesterday. This is the last train for today, and I guess I should
stop hoping. I got another letter the day before from the mail
order bride company explaining that the business had unexpectedly
folded and not to expect my wife. I just sort of hoped beyond hope.
I was ready for a family.”

Maggie ached for this kind stranger. He had
put his hopes and dreams on paper and relied on a business to
fulfill them, and it had fallen short. She wished there was
something she could do to make him feel better.

“Well, if you hadn’t been here, I would’ve
fallen flat on my face,” she said. “So there’s that. Maybe — in
spite of your disappointment — maybe you were meant to be here, if
only to help me. Is that selfish of me to think?”

Tom smiled at her. “I don’t think so,” he
said. “Maybe I was meant to be here to help you. You believe in
God?”

“Definitely,” she said. “And I believe he has
a plan for all of us.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Tom said. “Now. Can I
take you to the ranch, now? You have some color back in your
cheeks, but I still think it’s important to get you some rest.”

Maggie had enjoyed talking to Tom so much
that she had completely forgotten about how woozy she felt. It was
strange — she felt like she could go on and on talking to him.

 


 


The ride from town to Tom’s ranch was about
three hours, but it flew by. Maggie explained why her father had
sent her to America in the first place and what she was doing.

“My folks took me to New York when I was a
boy,” Tom said excitedly, and when he grinned at her, Maggie could
imagine the impressionable little creature he’d been. “I remember
feeling so small but so enthralled.”

“That’s exactly how I felt,” Maggie agreed.
“Now, don’t get me wrong. I love London, and it is a big city. But
New York is a different animal entirely.”

Tom shook his head. “You’ve been across an
entire ocean,” he said. “I can’t imagine it. I thought coming out
here from Virginia was a big deal.”

“It is a very big deal,” Maggie protested. “I
only wish I hadn’t been so ill for the train ride. It is a
beautiful, enormous country.”

“Well, as an American, I thank you,” Tom
said. “Now. Tell me what you think about this big, beautiful
ranch.”

 


 


Maggie was stunned to realize that they’d
arrived at Tom’s home already. There was a large house near to an
even larger barn. They were surrounded by land for as far as the
eye could see, tall grasses waving in the wind.

“What you can’t see is the river,” Tom said,
pointing beyond a hill in front of them, “and my herd of cattle.
It’s small for now, but thriving. I’m looking forward to building
my business in the future.”

“It’s wonderful,” Maggie said. “I really love
it.”

“Think that you can convalesce here better
than you could at the boarding house?” Tom asked her, raising an
eyebrow.

Maggie laughed. “All right, you’ve convinced
me,” she said. “Would I inconvenience you terribly to ask to write
a letter to my father? I told him I’d let him know when I had an
address where he could reach me.”

“Not at all,” Tom said. “Let me help you get
into the house. Tomorrow, I’ll run into town to pick up a few
supplies and I’ll get your letter in the post.”

He insisted on carrying Maggie even as she
insisted she could walk — though she was exhausted by all the day’s
emotions and physical toll. Tom set her up in his spare bedroom — a
clean, bright space — and it was all Maggie could do to jot down a
quick letter to her father before she feel fast asleep.

 


Dear Father,

I’ve enclosed the address where you can reach
me. I’m staying on a ranch here in California, and it is very
beautiful and restful. I’m hoping that I’ll feel better soon and
well enough to return to my studies in New York.

Love,

Maggie

 


 


Maggie awoke the following day with a tray of
food on the bedside table and a note from Tom.

 


Maggie,

Didn’t want to wake you. I’ve gone to town to
mail your letter and left you some breakfast. Try to eat some. Rest
lots. See you later.

Tom

 


The food had gone cold, making Maggie wonder
just how long she’d been asleep, but she managed the toast and tea.
It made her feel so good that she got out of bed and splashed water
on her face from a basin that Tom must’ve brought in while she’d
been slumbering.

She was surprised to realize that she didn’t
worry about what he’d seen or did while he was in there. She knew
she was a guest in his home — and somewhat under his mercy — but he
was a genuine man with a good heart. It hurt her more than she
cared to admit that he had been waiting for a wife to come to him
on a train and had been disappointed.

Wandering outside her room, Maggie was
impressed with how clean Tom kept his house. The stove gleamed as
if it was new, and even his own bed was made. She’d been under the
impression that bachelors were a sloppy sort — at least the ones
she’d been attending school with.

Maggie walked back to her bedroom and made
the bed, but she didn’t like the effort it required of her. She was
still weak — too weak — and she hated it.

She decided to sit on the porch and enjoy the
air while waiting for Tom, but the rocking chair she plopped into
was too comfortable. After just a dozen passages back and forth,
she was fast asleep, her body still recovering from her long
journey and the sickness that had necessitated it.

Maggie awoke in Tom’s arms.

“I didn’t mean to wake you up,” he said. “I
just wanted to get you inside because the sun’s down and the
evening’s chilly. I just got back from town.”

“I must’ve dozed off,” she said. “I feel like
that’s all I’ve been doing lately.”

“It’s good for you,” he said, setting her
down at the table in the kitchen. “Means your body is healing. Now,
are you hungry?”

“I think I could eat a little something,” she
said. “What can I help you with?”

“You can help me by staying put in that chair
and letting me cook for you,” he said.

What followed was a glorious chicken dinner.
Tom had fried up the majority of it, but he’d made Maggie a broth
just in case her appetite wasn’t good. She slurped right through
the bowl and ate two pieces of the delicious chicken pieces before
she gave up, exhausted as if she’d been awake for a day
straight.

“It’s all part of the healing process, I
figure,” Tom said, helping her to her room. “You just sleep all you
can, Maggie.”

“You’re too kind,” she said. “I want to help
out in some way. Let me do the dishes or something.” Even as she
said that, her eyelids drooped.

“Help yourself first,” Tom said. “Good
night.”

 


 


The next day, Tom took her on a very slow
walking tour of the yard between the house and the barn. He
threaded his fingers through hers, which made Maggie blush.

“I want to keep you from falling if you feel
faint,” he explained, and she simply got used to it. Maggie was
starting to get used to the idea that Tom was going to get his way
about her health.

The walk had tuckered her out, though, and
she fell asleep again on the porch.

She felt like she was asleep more than awake
those first few days.

Then, though, Tom suggested a longer journey
down to the river. The hang-up was that he’d carry her.

“I can ride a horse,” Maggie said.

“I’m sure you can,” Tom answered patiently.
“But your doctor told you to rest, and that’s what you’re going to
do. God forbid that you should get sick again because you were
overexerting yourself. Now, let me do this. I want you to enjoy the
ranch.”

Maggie nodded shortly and Tom gathered her in
his arms, walking easily through the grass and over the uneven
ground.

“Careful,” Maggie warned, snaking her arms
around his neck.

“I won’t drop you,” he said, and Maggie
blushed at their closeness.

“I know you won’t,” she said. “I’m telling
you to be careful so you won’t hurt yourself.”

“I’m not going to hurt myself carrying you,”
he scoffed. “I’ve hauled sacks of flour heavier than you.”

They crested the hill that Tom had pointed
out when they’d first arrived at the ranch and Maggie gasped. A
glittering river curved here, carving its way out of the earth.
Trees dotted the shores, and she could see the herd grazing not too
far away.

“It’s beautiful,” she said.

“Thank you,” Tom said happily. “I’m just glad
I have someone to show it off to.”

They headed to a quilt spread out right on
the banks of the river with a basket. Maggie was surprised — Tom
must’ve come down here earlier to set all of this up for her.

“You’re really too kind,” she said. “You
don’t have to keep doing all these nice things for me. I can rest
just as well without you taking care of me.”

“Maybe I like taking care of you,” he said.
“Have you ever thought about that?”

His chest was so strong, and she could swear
that she could feel his heart beating next to her. She’d never been
so close to another human being in her life.

“I just know that you have a lot of things to
keep you busy,” she said. “I don’t want to be a distraction.”

“You are a very happy distraction,” Tom said,
setting her down gently on the blanket. “Call me if you need
anything. I’ll be tending the cattle downstream.”

“All right,” Maggie said, smiling up at him.
Even when she tried to pick a fight with Tom, he always defused
her. He was always doing thoughtful things for her.

Comfortable on the quilt, Maggie peeked into
the basket and grinned. He’d packed a picnic lunch for
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