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Synopsis: Rejected By The Duke, But Taken In
By The Kind Rancher - An English woman heads for America, and when
she arrives on the train she finds out some terrible news about her
mail ordered husband. Fortunately, she is taken in by a kind
rancher with a troubled past who is at the train station to pick up
some supplies.

 


 


1890, England

 


“There is a note for you, Mum.”

Rosalind looked up into the disapproving eyes
of her sister’s butler, accepting the small slip of paper on the
silver tray. “Thank you, Peers.”

His nose rose higher, as if her thanks
smelled of rotten cabbage, and made his exit.

“What is it, Rosalind? Who is it from? Good
news, I hope.” The sweet voice of her sister, Victoria, rang out in
the stillness of the sitting room where the two women sat with
their needlework.

“Let me see.” Biting the corner of her lip in
concentration, she squinted to read the eloquent script. It was
from the Duke, and she gasped at his words.

“What is it?” Victoria dropped her needlework
and spanned the distance of the room within seconds to perch at her
sister’s feet.

Tears pooled in Rosalind’s eyes as she poured
over the words again, hardly believing what she read. “It—” her
voice broke and she tried again, “It says that he will not marry
me.”

Rosalind met Victoria’s gaze, her eyes
rounded in surprise. “No. That cannot be. There was a contract. He
said—”

“I doesn’t matter what he said.” Rosalind
angrily brushed away her tears, hating the fact that he’d hurt her
once again. “His lawyers are taking care of the contract as we
speak. He refuses to marry me.”

“On what grounds?” Her sister pleaded, taking
Rosalind’s hand between her two delicate ones.

“Due to my ‘Ill suiting looks’.” There, she’d
said it. Rosalind felt the truth of the words to the very core of
her heart. She wasn’t beautiful enough for him. She wasn’t what he
wanted.

“Hogwash.” Victoria, heat spreading a
delicate glow across her cheeks, shot to her feet. “That man
wouldn’t know a beautiful woman if she slapped him in the face!
It’s likely that you’re hair is brown and he fancies blonde!”

Rosalind crumpled the note in her hand,
wishing she could quell the feeling of rejection so easily. “It
does not matter.”

“Of course it does. There was a
contract.”

“No,” Rosalind’s voice was stronger now,
reality sinking in, “His Grace, Lord Edward Rothenberg is the Duke
of Kent, dear sister. He will have whatever he desires and he will
dismiss anything—anyone—he does not. I am unwanted here and must
make other plans.”

Victoria paced, worrying a handkerchief
between her fingers. “I’ll talk to Bancroft. Maybe there is
something he can do.”

The gravity of the situation hit full force
at the mention of her brother-in-law, Barron Bancroft Stanfield.
Rosalind knew he wanted her dismissed from his house as quickly as
possible. “It’s of no use, sister. Bancroft wishes me gone as well,
and I will not place you in a position to go against your husband.
I must seek assistance elsewhere.”

“But where?” Victoria stopped pacing, facing
Rosalind.

“With our aunt.”

Victoria gasped. “No! You cannot go to The
Americas. It is far too dangerous on your own.”

Rosalind stood, smoothing the thick brocade
of her skirt before addressing her sister in an even tone. “There
is no other option, Victoria. You and I both know it.”

Realization showed Victoria’s eyes, softening
her gaze. “But what will you do? She can barely live as it is?”

Rosalind released a breath and forced a
reassuring smile. “God will provide, He always does.”

 


1891 San Francisco, California


Matthew Jonson slapped the dust from his
trousers and climbed the rickety steps leading up to the platform
of the train station. The shouts from workers surrounding the dock
could be heard echoing through the crisp morning air.

He checked the time on the large clock
hanging on the station wall and nodded. There were only a few
minutes before the train was scheduled to arrive and with it, his
long awaited cargo.

“Morning, Matthew.”

Matthew turned to see the owner of the
general store, a bright smile hiding beneath a neatly trimmed,
white mustache. “Good morning to you, Mr. Newton. Waiting on a
shipment?”

The older gentleman smiled, a twinkle in his
eye. “Yes, sir. Got some fine fabrics coming in on the train this
morning. The ladies haven’t given me a day’s peace since I said I’d
order it.”

Matthew nodded, a pang of regret seeping past
the wall he erected around memories of her. “I bet they
haven’t. Miranda is quite the seamstress, so I’ve heard.”

“That she is. I—”

The shrill whistle of the fast-approaching
train cut off the storeowner midsentence. The large locomotive
rolled haltingly to a stop, the breaks screeching in protest and
Matthew felt a rush of excitement. He’d awaited this shipment for
months now.

Stepping closer to the door in anticipation,
he paused midstride. There, emerging from the dissipating steam
stood a woman wrapped in a dark red dress, appearing as if she’d
been formed from the steam itself. Matthew blinked several times
thinking she was some sort of vision.

She stepped toward him, an anxious expression
on her face. “Excuse me, sir.”

He blinked again, his tongue sticking to the
roof of his dry mouth. Her accent was undeniable. Where was she
from? This mysterious woman who’d appeared out of nowhere.

“I’m sorry. Sir?”

Matthew jolted from his stupor, realizing she
was in fact flesh and bone and asking him a question.

“Um, ma’am.” He tipped his hat, painfully
aware of his disheveled appearance. “What can I do for you?”

“I’m so sorry to bother you,” she took a step
closer, hands fumbling with the small reticule in front of her.
“But do you happen to know a gentleman by the name of Hezekiah
Lange?”

Matthew swept his hat back to the top of his
head, trying to stifle the scowl that came with the mention of
Hezekiah’s name. “Afraid I do. Or did.”

Her brows furrowed, darkening her petite
features. “I’m sorry, but I don’t quite know what you mean?”

“I mean that I did know him, but now I don’t.
He died two months ago.”

Matthew saw the woman’s eyes widen, shock
evident on her face. She started to lean sideways and he gently
cupped her elbow, lending support from the shock of his statement.
What did a woman like her—elegant and beautiful—want with a
man like Hezekiah Lang?

“Miss?” He leaned forward slightly. “Are you
all right?”

“No.” She shook her head gently, hand flying
to her mouth. “He was the man I was going marry.”

 


 


It took everything in Rosalind not to faint
at the news that her soon-to-be husband was dead. What was she
going to do? Where would she stay? Hezekiah had paid for her ticket
and she’d had no money of her own when she’d left from New York
months ago.

“Miss?”

The man standing in front of her had kind,
blue eyes the color of the ocean on a calm day. He stood several
inches taller than her, his skin tanned by the sun and shoulders
broadened by manual labor. His clothes were dusty, but he didn’t
appear grungy as so many of the miners she’d seen from the train
windows of the towns they’d passed.

“I—I’m sorry. This has come as quite a
shock.”

Concern registered in the man’s eyes and
something else. Curiosity? Surprise?

“Would you like to sit down for a moment? You
look like you might keel over.” He indicated a bench and she
allowed him to lead her there, unsure she could walk on her
own.

“Thank you.” She clutched her reticule to her
chest like a lifeline. It was the last piece of her former identity
and she wouldn't let it go as easily as she had everything else in
her life.

“If you don’t mind me asking,” He cleared his
throat, “How is it you came to know Hezekiah?” The skepticism in
his voice was evident, but his tone wasn’t accusatory.

“I answered an advertisement.” She blushed at
how flimsy the truth sounded. “I am a mail-order bride. Hezekiah’s
bride.”

His eyes widened. “Really?”

Fire welled inside of her. How dare he judge
her for making the best decision she could amidst a difficult
situation?

“Yes, in truth.” She stood, sucking in a deep
breath to ward off the dizziness of hunger. “Now, if you would
direct me to the closest parish, I would be on my way.”

“Wait, please,” he followed her, a hand
gently touching her elbow again, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be so
shocked, it’s just…” he looked away then back at her, “Hezekiah was
a hard man. Far be it from me to speak ill of the dead, but maybe
the good Lord was looking out for you.”

The news shocked her. Rosalind knew there
were risks involved with the agreement she’d signed, but she’d been
assured that everything was above board. The agency had claimed
they looked out for the welfare of their clients and would only
place them in good situations. Had they lied?

“I appreciate you sharing that with me.” She
didn’t want to believe it, but nothing about the man before her
made her think he was lying.

“I’m Matthew Johnson, by the way.” He wiped
his hand on his pants before offering it to her.

“Rosalind Elizabeth Warrington. Pleased to
make your acquaintance.”

“Likewise, ma’am.”

Her hand rested lightly in his, and she
marveled at its roughness. This was a man accustomed to hard labor,
and yet there was gentleness about him. Their eyes locked, her hand
still in his.

“The church?” He broke the spell, his voice
cracking.

“If you could direct me, it would be greatly
appreciated.” She dipped her head, avoiding the strange calm
reflected in his eyes.

“Why don't I take you there? I’ll only be a
minute picking up my supplies. If you could wait?”

“I can. Thank you, Matthew.”

He nodded once and turned away, stopping a
few feet from her. “I’ll only be a few minutes.”

She nodded in understanding and watched him
rush toward the end of the platform where supplies had been taken
from one of the cars. He jumped in, pulling goods off the train in
a line of other men, taking heavy crates as if they weighed
nothing. He was strong and kind. A strange combination Rosalind
hadn’t seen in a man aside from her father when she was a young
girl.

Homesickness rushed over her like a flood.
Everything had gone wrong. All of the grand hopes and dreams she’d
had were now crushed. She had no idea what she would do beyond this
moment, but she knew one thing for certain. The Lord had brought
Matthew Johnson into her path at exactly the right time.

 


 


The wagon hit a bump and Matthew felt
Rosalind’s shoulder gently bump his. The sweet scent of rose water
wafted toward him. He probably smelled like the wrong side of a
barn to this fancy woman sitting next to him. What had he been
thinking, offering to take her into town?

Her beauty had blinded him. Tongue-tied like
a young boy about to ask for a dance from a girl he fancied. He
likely would have agreed to drive her to the moon and back if she’d
asked. Women had a way about them. They were so delicate and sweet,
at once innocent and resilient.

The church appeared before them and he lifted
a hand to show her. “That’s our local church. Not much to look at,
but we’re a faithful congregation.”

He saw a faint hint of a smile on her lips
and felt himself breathe a little easier. He had no idea what a
woman would do in this town, but Pastor William would know. He had
wisdom from the Lord and an understanding of the world, a dangerous
combination.

Matthew helped Rosalind down, his fingers all
but encircling her tiny waist, then led her through the front
doors, striding confidently to the back of the building where
William and Mary Gossett lived.

“Pastor William?” Matthew stopped at the
door, knocking once.

Mary opened the door and smiled. “Why
Matthew, to what do we owe this pleasure? And who is this?”

He turned, allowing Rosalind to come forward.
“This is Rosalind Warrington. She’s in a bit of a bind.”

Rosalind held out her gloved hand, “Hello.
I’m pleased to meet you.”

“Oh my,” Mary’s eyes widened, “You’ve come a
long way, haven’t you?”

Matthew caught the faint blush on Rosalind’s
cheeks and tried to spare her more embarrassment. “Can we come in,
Mary? We need to speak with Pastor William.”

“Of course,” Mary stepped back, ushering them
into the small living area. “I’m sorry. Where are my manners? Would
you like some tea, Rosalind?”

“Yes, that would be lovely.”

Matthew noticed her wavering tone, catching
her as she wiped away a tear. “Are you all right?”

“It’s just been such a long time since I’ve
had a cup of tea.” She blushed again, briefly meeting his gaze.

Somewhere deep inside of him, his heart
constricted. Rosalind reminded him of her. They were
different in every way, but the tenderness he saw on her features
was so similar. The familiar ache crept up and he forced it down
just as the door flew open.

“A storm is brewing my dear!”

Matthew turned to see Pastor William beaming.
“Hello, pastor.”

“Why, Matthew Johnson. What an honor to see
you in my home. And who is this? You’ve brought a guest?” The
pastor eyed Matthew suspiciously before pushing past to make an
introduction.

“William Gossett, nice to meet ya.”

“Rosalind Warrington. Pleased to meet you,
Reverend.” Rosalind gave the hint of a smile.

“Come now, no one calls me Reverend. Pastor
or William will do just fine.” He turned and eyed Matthew, his gaze
resting back on Rosalind’s face. “And to what do I owe this
pleasure?”

Her brown eyes fluttered to his then back to
the pastor’s, filled with fear and uncertainty. Matthew fought down
the urge to explain for her, anything to ease some of the pain she
was feeling, but it wasn’t his place.

“I—” Rosalind started then stopped,
swallowing before attempting attain, “I came out West as a
mail-order bride to Hezekiah Lange. I’ve just discovered that he
has passed away and I’m left quite destitute.” The last of her
words came out small and quite.

“I’ll be.” Pastor William shook his head,
white hair flying in every direction. “You’ve found yourself in
quite a pickle, haven’t you young lady.”

She frowned, and Matthew interjected, “He
just means you’re stuck in a bad spot.”

“Oh, well, yes. Very bad.”

“Can you get a train ticket back to where you
came from?” Mary placed a gentle hand on Rosalind’s arm, hope
written on her features.

“Sadly, no. I don’t have money for one. And
my aunt was gracious to host me for a time, but she can’t afford to
have me stay with her. I’m not sure where to turn.”

Her words hung in the air and everyone held a
collective breath. Matthew’s protective nature kicked in.
Everything in him wanted to find a way to care for this woman, but
he had no way of doing that. There were no options.

Unless you married her.

The thought stopped him in his tracks. He’d
be crazy to enter into marriage again. The West was too hard on a
woman. He’d found that out the hard way.

“I’m sorry, I’ve got to be going.”

Rosalind turned to him in shock, “What?”

“I’m sorry. I need to get back. I have
supplies to unload.” His excuse sounded lame in his own ears.

Pastor William’s eyes narrowed and he took a
step forward, placing a hand on Matthew’s shoulder. “Ladies, why
don’t you sit a spell while I go have a chat with Matthew here.
We’ll work something out.”

Matthew felt the world crashing down around
him. Pastor William was thinking the same thing. It didn’t make
sense for a woman to be alone in the West. Men were looking for
companionship no matter what, and a woman as beautiful as Rosalind
would be in danger faster than a mustang stung by a bee.

“What’s on your mind, Son?”

The two men entered the sanctuary wrapped in
quiet with pale light streaming through the open windows. Matthew
wasn’t having this conversation.

“Nothing. I just need to get back to my
property.”

Pastor William nodded, wrapping his arms
together in front of him. “Right.”

The silence stretched between them and
Matthew’s pulse kicked up a notch. “Really, there’s a lot to be
done. We’re coming into spring and there is a lot to prepare.”

“Yes.” The pastor stood there, still eyeing
Matthew.

“Okay, let it out, Pastor William.”

“Matthew,” the pastor stood, pacing at the
front like he was about to give a sermon, “There comes a time in a
man’s life where he’ll need to do things he’s not comfortable with.
Sometimes that means making a change.”

Matthew braced himself for the pastor’s final
point.

“I think now is one of those points.”

“What are you saying, sir?”

“I’m saying that I think you should marry
that lovely young woman in there and keep her safe from harms way
livin’ in Placerville by herself—or worse, working in the
saloon.”

An unpleasant image came to him of the dark
and soulless saloon on the edge of town. He wouldn’t wish that fate
on his worst enemies, let alone the beautiful woman in the other
room.

“I just don’t know.” It seemed ridiculous to
even consider.

“Son, from my vantage point it’s the only way
that this works out well. Times are rough. The West isn’t friendly
to lone women and you need a wife.”

Matthew wanted to shout out that he’d had a
wife. He’d been down that road and all he had to show for it was
heartache.

“I know it’s not easy, Matthew.” The pastor’s
voice was calm, smooth like the wood of the well-used pews.

“It’s not fair for you to ask this of me.” He
hated the strain that was evident in his voice.

“It’s not fair for you to leave that woman
when there’s something within your power to do.”

The pastor’s words couldn’t have hit harder
at the crack forming in Matthew’s resolve. Pastor William was
right. Matthew knew it, the pastor knew it, but that didn’t make it
any easier.

“I know you’re right.”

“I know, Son.” Pastor William stepped close,
resting his hand on Matthew’s shoulder. “God works in mysterious
ways.”

Matthew felt the sickening feeling of fear
creep up inside of him. Marrying Rosalind meant more than just
offering her salvation from her situation; it meant he accepted
responsibility for her. The weight pressed down on him, crushing
and heavy.

But the biggest question remained, would
Rosalind say yes?

 


 


Rosalind watched as Matthew came back into
the room. It looked as if a storm was brewing on his face and her
stomach clenched reactively. What was wrong? She stood immediately,
her eyes searching his for an explanation.

The declaration that he was leaving had been
so abrupt, but now that he was back she wondered what had
transpired between the pastor and Matthew.

“Rosalind,” Matthew’s voice caught on her
name and he tried again, “Rosalind, could I have a word with you in
the sanctuary?”

His request surprised her, but she had no
reason to distrust him. “Yes, of course.”

The rough-hewn boards of the sanctuary floor
creaked loudly as she followed him to a pew at the front of the
room. He indicated that she should sit and sat down himself.

Rosalind’s mind shot in every direction. What
was going on?

“I’ve had a bit of an idea about your
situation.”

Relief flooded through Rosalind. He had an
idea. Thank you Lord, for Matthew Johnson!

“What’s that?” She tried to keep the
excitement from her voice. Did he know someone she could stay with,
possibly?

“I know that you came to Placerville to be a
mail-order bride, and I’m sorry that you discovered your
husband-to-be wasn’t able to fulfill his promise to you. I…” he
paused, collecting his thoughts, “I am willing to marry you and in
turn, take over Hezekiah’s contract as your husband.”

Rosalind sucked in a sharp breath. What was
he saying? While he’d been talking with the pastor she had all but
convinced herself that it wasn’t the Lord’s will for her to be
married. That he had to have some other plan for her here in
Placerville. Then this request? It was ludicrous. She didn’t even
know—She stopped herself, ashamed at her duplicity. She hadn’t
known Hezekiah either and, from the sound of it, he would not have
been a good husband.

She looked down at her hands, clutching a
handkerchief she’d pulled from her sleeve.

“Rosalind?” Matthew’s voice was gentler and
his previous tone was gone.

“It’s quite a bit to take in. I’m rather
overwhelmed.”

“I understand.” He sounded sincere. “To be
honest it’s not what I would choose either.”

His words echoed in her mind, joining the
Duke’s statement about her “ill suiting looks”. It crushed her
heart to know she was so undesirable. The pain seeped deeper into
her, and she felt a tear slide down her cheek again.

“Then don’t.” She rose to her feet
abruptly.

“What?”

“Don’t.” She turned to him, knowing the heat
of her indignation would show on her cheeks. “I do not want
your pity or your pious, self-sacrifice. I will find another
way.”

Stepping forward, he caught her wrist in his,
gentle yet firm. “Wait. No, that’s not what I meant.”

She refused to turn, wiping frantically at
the tears that wouldn’t stop falling.

“Rosalind, please,” he pleaded, “That came
out wrong. I just meant I wasn’t ready to be married aga—”

He stopped, almost choking on the word
again.

“Again?”

Matthew’s eyes steeled in resolve. “It’s not
important. What is important is that it isn’t safe for you
to be in this city by yourself. If you can’t go back to your aunt
that means you’ve got nowhere to go, and I’m your best option. I
won’t expect anything from you aside from a little help around the
house. It’s not much, but it’s all I’ve got to offer.”

Suddenly, she was faced with a decision. Stay
in Placerville and marry this man before her, or go her own way
without a farthing to her name. Knowing the dangers to a single
woman in the West, she knew there wasn’t really an option.

“All right.”

“Okay?” He dipped his head to look into her
eyes.

“Yes, I will marry you.”

He nodded once. “I’ll go fetch the
Pastor.”

The silence of the sanctuary contrasted with
the warring in her mind. This was wrong. Unfair! She deserved to
have a place of her own where people cared for her and loved her,
didn’t she? A home. But no matter where she’d gone, she’d
been rejected.

The tears came again, but she made no effort
to wipe them away.

As she sat in the sanctuary waiting, a gentle
sound broke into her senses. The scent of wet dirt drifted through
the open windows and mixed with the smell of pine from the
floorboards. Rain.

She closed her eyes, lifting her chin
heavenward. She would always remember this day and the rain. This
was to be her wedding day.

 


 


The wagon bounced over potholes quickly
filling with rainwater. Matthew drove back toward his homestead,
emotion roiling in his gut at the fact that the woman sitting next
to him was not longer someone he’d helped at the train station, but
his wife.

His wife.

He’d never thought he’d hear those words
together again. In sickness and health. In riches and in poverty.
Man and wife. They’d said it all and here there were, driving
through the pouring rain, to start a life together.

He almost
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