




CAROL FINCH
MCCAVETT’S Bride
[image: ]
TORONTO • NEW YORK • LONDON

AMSTERDAM • PARIS • SYDNEY • HAMBURG

STOCKHOLM • ATHENS • TOKYO • MILAN • MADRID

PRAGUE • WARSAW • BUDAPEST • AUCKLAND

Contents
Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen


Chapter One

Saint Louis, 1890
Prudence Perkins paced the parlor of her home, mentally preparing for the inevitable clash with her father. Her grandmother, self-appointed ruler of the Perkins family, had been pressuring Pru’s father to contract a marriage. Pru knew that her father had a history of bowing to Gram’s wishes. It amazed Pru that Horatio Perkins, who was widely known for his tough business skills and his ability to steadily increase the profits of Perkins Fur Company, had never learned to stand up to his own mother.
Sighing heavily, Pru reversed direction to wear a few more ruts in the Aubusson carpet that Gram had ordered from Europe the previous year. She stopped short and glanced around the expensively furnished room, as if seeing it for the first time. It dawned on Pru that the furnishings and décor—right down to the grandfather clock in the corner, the original oil paintings on the walls and the ornately carved clock on the mantel—had all been selected and delivered at Gram’s decree.
This wasn’t Pru and her father’s home. It certainly didn’t reflect Pru’s tastes. This was the proverbial castle that Gram had created to flaunt the Perkins wealth. Pru had become one of Gram’s projects years ago and now she was to be thrust into a marriage she didn’t want.
The thought caused Pru to halt abruptly, leaving her full skirts whirling about her legs. It suddenly occurred to her that her widowed grandmother had created this elaborately decorated dollhouse for her only son. Now she was railroading Pru into an unwanted marriage so she could assume the task of constructing a new dollhouse for Pru to live in. No doubt, Gram still intended to lord over Pru as she had for a dozen years.
A surging sense of panic overcame Pru. Her thoughts whirring, she took up pacing again and nervously wrung her hands. For the twenty-three years of her existence, she had been dragged to social events and taught to behave with the decorum befitting the high and mighty Perkins family—Gram’s perception, not Pru’s. She had managed to ditch every suitor who bore Gram’s stamp of approval, but time was running out. Gram was on a relentless mission to get Pru married so construction could begin on a new, life-size dollhouse.
The impulsive urge to flee provoked Pru to lurch toward the door. Unfortunately, she was too late. Her father strode through the arched entryway. His hands were clasped behind his back. His brown hair, which was showing signs of gray and receding a bit, was combed back from his forehead. His facial expression and the intensity of his blue eyes indicated that he was deep in thought. At fifty-two, Horatio, a widower, was still a fine figure of a man. He was also one of the most sought-after men in Saint Louis’ high society.
Horatio halted in the middle of the room, adjusted his wire-rimmed spectacles and flicked a piece of lint from his custom-made jacket—one of the many Gram had ordered for him. Then he gestured toward the tufted sofa that Gram had purchased last Christmas.
“Pru, take a seat, please.”
“I prefer to stand.” She tilted her chin and met his gaze head-on. “Why have you summoned me, Papa?” As if she didn’t know.
“Your grandmother thinks it’s time to make the formal wedding arrangements so we can get your life squared away.”
Pru tilted her chin up another notch, causing her curly blond hair to ripple over her rigid shoulders. “I haven’t found a man interesting enough to spend the rest of my life with,” she replied. “It would be premature to plan a wedding until I have selected a groom.”
“Your grandmother has been using her connections to find a suitable match.” Her father’s gaze narrowed as he added pointedly. “She doesn’t think you’ve put much effort into finding a husband. She says that all your noble causes occupy so much of your time that your social life has suffered.”
“Noble causes have a way of doing that,” she contended. “They are also more important than frivolous social parties.”
Horatio flicked his wrist dismissively. “All the same, Pru, you are well past marriage age, as your grandmother keeps reminding me. I need to take command of the situation.”
There it was again. The annoying fact that Gram ruled this roost and her son had difficulty standing up to his mother, even in defense of his one and only daughter.
Honestly, there was a time when she was a child that she had wondered if her mother had died just to avoid Gram’s domineering manner. Later, of course, she realized that illness was the contributing cause. But still!
“The fact that you have been single since Mama passed on thirteen years ago proves that a Perkins can survive alone,” Pru pointed out.
Horatio shifted awkwardly from one well-shod foot to the other. “Just because I haven’t remarried doesn’t mean I have been entirely without a woman’s attention.” He cleared his throat and stared at the gold-plated clock on the mantel. “For you, however, there is the obligation of providing an heir.”
Her obligation? Her family duty? “I resent the implication that it is my duty to become a broodmare in order to produce the next overseer for the family fur business. This is my life and I am entitled to my own choices of what to do with it. One of my callings is to see that women enjoy the same rights and privileges as men, you know. I fully intend to be the mistress of my own fate, Papa.”
“It’s that rebellious attitude that has made it difficult to find you a match, young lady.” Thump, thump, thump.
Pru spun around to see Gram lurking in the hall. She was dressed in her usual black ensemble and she surged into the parlor to the rhythmic click of her elaborately carved cane. It was fitting that the ivory handle was carved in the likeness of a dragonhead. Pru had been the recipient of many a whack from that cane when she had stepped out of line in years past.
“You were eavesdropping, Gram?” Of course she was. It was a perfected skill that Gram relied on to keep abreast of everything that transpired around this house. The only busybody in town who ran a close second was Victoria Reams, who had set her sights on Horatio. But even she couldn’t outmaneuver the seventy-four-year-old curmudgeon to land one of Saint Louis’ wealthiest entrepreneurs.
The thought of having Victoria as her stepmother, while Gram continued to lord over her, made Pru grimace.
“I was not eavesdropping,” Gram harrumphed. “I was simply on my way through the foyer and happened to overhear your conversation.”
Likely story, thought Pru. Gram could sniff out conversations that were none of her business better than a bloodhound.
The familiar thump of the cane serenaded Gram as she crossed the room to sink onto the sofa. “I have made the necessary arrangements with the Donald family and Edwin will be around tomorrow evening to escort you to the Winstons’ spring ball.”
Pru’s back went ramrod stiff. “Edwin is the last man I intend to marry. He is his father’s puppet and mouthpiece. Heavens, I’m not certain Edwin entertains any of his own thoughts or opinions. I’d die of boredom if I married him.”
“Don’t be melodramatic,” Gram said and sniffed. “I managed to stay married to Horatio’s father for twenty years and, believe me, no one was as dull as Henry.”
Pru darted a glance at her father to see the small flicker of irritation in his blue eyes. But as usual when it came to an outright clash with his overbearing mother, Horatio Perkins kept silent.
Prudence Elizabeth Perkins, however, did not. “That is an insensitive remark about Grandfather. I—”
Gram thumped Pru’s toe with that infamous cane then shook her finger in Pru’s face—and not for the first time, of course. Pru had been on the receiving end of that wagging forefinger even more times than she’d felt the sting of the cane.
“Do not be disrespectful, young lady,” Gram scolded. “You are testing my patience to the limits.”
Nothing new there, thought Pru. She’d been doing that for thirteen years. All these years of defying Gram’s decrees and machinations had taken their toll and tried Pru’s patience to the extreme. It had reached the point that freedom of choice and independence had become something Pru craved above all else. So Pru did what her own father didn’t have the gumption to do—she stood up to Gram.
“There will be no wedding to Edwin or anyone else until I make the choice,” Pru said in no uncertain terms.
Gram gasped and then stared her down with those slate-gray eyes that shot sparks. But Pru had learned to hold her own while debating civic issues and women’s rights with her father’s associates on the city council. They thought she was too young and too female to have an informed opinion but she let it be known that she was knowledgeable and determined.
When Gram couldn’t glare Pru into submission, she turned to Horatio for reinforcement. Pru’s greatest disappointment came when her father didn’t rise to her defense.
“Your grandmother has gone to great lengths to secure a fine match to Edwin and the Donald family,” her father chimed in. “And the merger will benefit our family business since the Donalds deal in priceless gems.”
“Ah, yes, the merger of diamonds and furs,” Pru said caustically. “What else could a woman possibly want?”
“Do not take that tone again,” Gram’s thin gray brows formed a sharp V over her eyes. “Sometimes I wonder if I made a critical error when I insisted Horatio name you after me.”
And there was the rub. Prudence Elizabeth Perkins carried Prudence Meriwether Perkins’ given name. If Gram had her way—and she usually did—Pru’s firstborn daughter would be known as Prudence Meriwether Perkins Whoever.
Pru drew herself up to full stature. “Papa, I am hereby declaring that I am not marrying Edwin Donald because not only do I not love him—”
“What has love got to do with anything, you silly ninny?” This from Gram who was glaring poison darts at Pru.
“Nor do I even like Edwin very much. He is a stuffed shirt,” Pru went on to say, ignoring Gram—which was no small feat. “Furthermore, I have decided to strike off to make a life for myself.”
“Then you’ll do it without the financial backing of the Perkins’ fortune. Tell her so, Horatio.”
Pru gritted her teeth and felt disappointment bombard her when her father kowtowed to Gram’s wishes for the millionth time. He chose obligation to his mother over love for his daughter.
“Mother is quite right, Pru. It’s time you learned that you are a product of your privileged upbringing. If you choose to strike off on your own, then you can finance the endeavor, which I must tell you would be an unwise adventure that will land you in trouble.”
“If you think withholding funds will bring me to heel, you are both mistaken,” Pru replied heatedly.
“I’m willing to bet that you will come crawling back to the luxuries your father and I have provided for you in less than a month,” Gram challenged. “You aren’t trained for manual labor and I refuse to bear the shame of watching you become a nanny for an upper-class family. We will not be embarrassed because you have become disrespectful and rebellious.”
Pru stuck out her chin—and her neck—and said, “I will take that bet. I’m sure there’s something I’m good at and I intend to explore my options. Obviously, I have no life here, only unreasonable expectations. I will begin my search for gainful employment immediately.”
“Come back here, you insolent brat! How dare you!” Gram snapped as Pru sailed past her father, who simply gaped at her then stared bewilderedly at his mother.
Pru didn’t break stride, just snatched up the daily newspaper from the credenza in the marble-tiled foyer. She glanced at her reflection in the gilded mirror. Her face was flushed with angry red blotches. Her eyes—the exact same shade of cobalt blue as her father’s—narrowed in indignation. Her chest rose and fell with every agitated breath. She looked exactly as she felt—furious, disappointed and belligerent.
“By damned, there is a position somewhere that will pay for my room and board,” she told her reflection. Her private tutors claimed she had a bright, inquisitive mind and quick wit. Now was the perfect time to test her talents.
“Prudence Elizabeth Perkins, get back in here this instant!” Gram yowled. Her cane thumped the floor, as if that would bring her contrary granddaughter to heel. “Tell her, Horatio, for God’s sake! You have no control whatsoever over that girl. She has become the bane of my existence!”
“Pru! Come back here!” Horatio demanded in response to Gram’s direct order.
But Pru, with newspaper clenched in one fist and her cumbersome gown held aside with the other, bounded up the steps two at a time to reach her room.
“Hang dignity and decorum,” she muttered. “Being a Perkins isn’t worth the trouble.”
Pru slammed and locked the door. A moment later, her father pounded on it.
“Pru, be reasonable.”
“I am.” She flounced on her four-poster bed—the one Gram had picked out for her without the slightest consideration for Pru’s taste and sense of style.
She opened the paper and hurriedly searched the ads for employment. Her gaze settled on an advertisement for a mail-order bride. While her father tried to talk to her through the door, Pru reread the ad.
 
Wanted. A woman of average means who wishes to make a new start in Oklahoma Territory. Have a modest ranch house. Need a wife to share homestead. Will send traveling money.
 
“Jack McCavett.” She read the man’s name aloud and studied his address. “Paradise, Oklahoma Territory.”
It sounded like the perfect place for a woman who was aching to unfurl her independent wings. A place in frontier society where a woman’s position might not yet be so en trenched and defined. A place where the idea of equal rights for equal pay might catch hold and become a wave for the future. Heaven knew she’d been fighting conventional expectations in structured society for years.
A sense of hope and anticipation rose inside Pru while she continued to ignore her father’s entreaty to open the door. She knew she would likely be in competition for the position as Jack McCavett’s wife. There were probably dozens of women like Pru who were looking for a new start, for an adventure and opportunity to pursue her own dreams.
Pensively, she reread the advertisement. McCavett wanted a hardworking, unassuming, average woman who obviously didn’t have high romantic expectations. He just wanted a woman willing to become a rancher’s wife and share daily duties.
Pru bounded to her feet to fetch pen and paper. She glanced at the mirror above her desk and mentally composed her application to Jack McCavett. The tone of her telegram would be plain and simple, she mused. With that in mind she described her appearance and personality as modestly as she knew how. She would worry about the actual marriage ceremony later, she decided. Right now, she had to present herself in such a way that she might become McCavett’s top selection for his prospective bride.
Since her grandmother had challenged her to make her way without the luxury of the Perkins fortune, Pru definitely needed the traveling money McCavett promised. With telegram in hand, Pru changed into the boyish clothing she kept on hand for tramping about in disguise after dark. A smile quirked her lips, wondering if her father and Gram would have a stroke if they saw her dressed as a ragamuffin. Probably. Gram would pitch a royal fit then get Horatio up in arms to back her up.
Pru breezed out the gallery door and scurried down the back steps. “Whoever you are, Jack McCavett,” she murmured, “you’re my ticket to freedom and to a life of my own. If you can get me where I want to go I’ll take it from there. You’ll be repaid for your trouble. I promise.”
 
Jack McCavett pulled his timepiece from the pocket of his jacket then stared at the empty railroad track. The train carrying Miss Prudence Elizabeth Perkins from Saint Louis was due to arrive in a quarter of an hour. Anticipation and apprehension mounted and he tugged nervously at the sleeve of his new suit. The prospect of a mail-order bride had sounded practical and sensible at the time he placed the ad. Now, Jack was having second thoughts.
What the hell was he getting himself into?
“I still don’t understand why you did this,” Stony Mason, the town marshal said from behind him.
“No, you wouldn’t understand,” Jack murmured.
“But maybe if this works out for you I’ll try your approach for selecting a wife,” Stony remarked.
Jack toyed with the stylish cravat that felt like a noose around his neck. Then he glanced at his longtime friend. “Don’t you have something else to do besides stand around, waiting to catch a glimpse of Miss Perkins?” He tried to shoo Stony on his way. “Go find someone to arrest.”
Stony grinned, making his mustache turn up at the corners of his mouth. “I left my deputy in charge so I could be here with you for this monumental occasion.” He hitched his thumb over his shoulder. “Looks like your neighbors and local acquaintances are suffering the same curiosity that’s eating me alive.”
Jack groaned aloud when he saw the Dawson brothers, Chester and Leroy, lumbering down the street. Behind them, several new acquaintances tagged along. Plus, a few folks he couldn’t call by name but had seen around town had joined the procession. He felt awkward enough without half the townsfolk showing up to take a gander at Miss Perkins.
Stony must have spread the word about the mail-order bride and Jack was suddenly on display. That’s the last thing he wanted here in Paradise.
So much for trying to lead an ordinary life and keep a low profile after seven years of riding herd over one of the rowdiest cow towns in Kansas. At the time, Stony had been his deputy. Then last year he had followed Jack south to make the Land Run to claim one-hundred-sixty acres for a homestead or town lot.
It seemed Stony was still following him around after all these years. In fact, Jack couldn’t remember a memory that didn’t have Stony and their friend Davy Freeman stuck right smack-dab in the middle of it.
His thoughts derailed when the train whistle pierced the late afternoon air. Black smoke rose above the grove of cottonwood trees where the tracks crossed the river. Anticipation spiked inside him as the sound of the approaching train became louder.
When Chester Dawson, a bulky, rawboned neighbor, tapped him on the shoulder, Jack jerked to attention.
“Me and Leroy brought you something to give your future bride.” He thrust a handful of wildflowers at Jack. “Women like that sort of thing, I’m told.”
Jack felt foolish for overlooking that courteous gesture. But then, he had lived a hardscrabble life and his party manners had never been up to snuff.
“Thanks, Chester, I owe you one,” Jack murmured as he surveyed the array of colorful flowers.
Chester and Leroy beamed and Leroy, who was the spitting image of his older brother, said, “Maybe your new bride will invite us over to dinner sometime. No one has fixed us a home cooked meal since we left Iowa to make the Run last year.”
Jack watched the train approach the white clapboard depot and drew himself up into a military-like stance. Although he tried, it was difficult to maintain a low profile when he stood six foot two inches and towered over his friends like a giraffe in a herd of horses.
He wondered if Miss Perkins would feel as if she were on display the instant she stepped onto the landing and saw the gathering crowd staring curiously at her. According to her telegram, which had prompted Jack to select her, Pru had average looks, average intelligence and an average personality but strong character and stamina. She claimed she preferred the simple life to the hustle and bustle of the big city.
Nothing like getting off to a bad start because of this well-attended reception, thought Jack. Hell, he was surprised Stony hadn’t hired the local band to strike up a tune—
“Good Lord!” Jack croaked when Stretch Newcomb, the banjo player from Wild Horse Saloon, burst into a song about coming around the mountain when she comes. Pru would think Jack had misrepresented himself when she encountered this large reception.
“That’s it, Stony. I’ll never share another piece of information with you in confidence,” he muttered. “You can’t keep your trap shut.”
“Here now! That’s no way to talk to your best friend in the whole wide world and the town marshal to boot. We all wanted to make this a memorable occasion for you and your fiancée.”
Grimly, Jack stood with the wildflowers clenched tightly in his fist, waiting for the train to screech to a halt, listening to the banjo player belt out the chorus of his song and watching his acquaintances tighten the semicircle around him to have their first look-see at Prudence Perkins.
Apprehension shot through him when the conductor stepped onto the platform. Behind him, a middle-aged man with thick spectacles appeared. Jack held his breath and waited for his plain, common-looking, unassuming bride-to-be to step forward. He sucked in his breath when a young woman, who was clearly with child, waddled onto the platform.
All eyes flew to Jack who swallowed hard and nearly squeezed the blooms off the flower bouquet in his fist. The woman fit the description Pru had sent in her follow-up letter. Eyes spaced a bit too far apart, pert nose and wide mouth. He couldn’t see the color of her hair because she had it tucked beneath a wide-brimmed straw hat.
If she had misled him about carrying another man’s child, he wasn’t going to be pleased. Not that he wouldn’t agree to accept the child, for he intended to have a family one day, but he’d expected her to be honest with him—
His thoughts broke off abruptly when the woman broke into a grin, squealed in delight then waved excitedly to someone behind him.
“Emma!” the greeter called as he shouldered his way past Jack, Stony and the Dawson brothers.
“Howard!” Emma shrieked as she toddled down the steps.
“Guess that’s not Prudence, huh?” said Stony.
“Guess not.” A sinking feeling settled in the pit of Jack’s belly when the last two male passengers disembarked and the conductor shouted, “All aboard!”
Again, his friends and acquaintances fixed their gazes on him—this time with blatant sympathy that made him feel self-conscious and awkward. He wondered which would be worse, being stood up at the altar or being stood up at the train depot by his mail-order bride. He figured one was as bad as the other—and not the least bit flattering.


Chapter Two

“I guess she got cold feet,” Stony said quietly. “Either that or she lured you in then exchanged the train ticket for money.”
“Must’ve changed her mind at the last minute,” Chester Dawson said in Jack’s other ear. “Really sorry about this, Jack, I truly am. You got all dressed up in your Sunday best for nothing.”
“Thanks for making me feel better,” Jack muttered caustically as he wedged past Chester and Leroy, only to face the raft of bystanders who were also gazing sympathetically at him. Damn it, if he ever met Prudence Perkins he’d wring her neck for thrusting him into this awkward situation. He didn’t want anyone’s pity, didn’t need it. Life’s hard knocks had taught him to be mentally and physically tough years ago.
“Marshal!”
The alarmed shout pierced the air and Jack glanced up reflexively. He’d been a law officer so long that it was second nature to answer the summons. A half-second later, he reminded himself that Stony was now the man in charge of handling a town crisis.
“What’s wrong?” Stony demanded as his overweight deputy jogged forward.
“The stagecoach was held up two miles from town,” the deputy panted. “One of the passengers was dragged from the coach and got into a shouting match over a bracelet that a bandit stole from her. The two male passengers were roughed up a bit and the driver was told to head west without the female passenger…or else.”
Jack wheeled toward his horse. “Stony, swear in a posse. If we don’t track down the woman quickly she’ll lose more than her bracelet.”
While Stony deputized the Dawson brothers, Jack crammed the wildflowers in his saddlebag then bounded onto his horse. He was the first rider in pursuit. A quarter of a mile later he reminded himself that hapless victims, holdups and bandits were no longer his problem. He had served his time protecting other folks. He had faced down dozens of drunken sons of bitches who had chips on their shoulders and obsessions for making names for themselves by challenging Jack to showdowns.
Yet, here he was, haring off to chase bandits and rescue an innocent victim. He supposed it would take time to break the long-held habit, especially when Stony constantly asked for advice and assistance in handling a crisis.
 
“How dare you drag me off like this!” Pru yelped as she kicked and bucked to escape the two men who’d abducted her.
The burly bandit, who wore a hood over his face to disguise his features and muffle his voice, gave her arm a rough jerk that nearly dislodged it from its socket. He hoisted her onto his horse, leaving her jackknifed over the saddle like a feed sack. Pru tried to launch herself backward, but a loaded pistol jammed her in the ribs and discouraged her escape attempt.
“Hold still or I’ll put a hole clean through you,” the man snarled. “It’s time you found out where a woman’s place is, you little spitfire.”
“You need to learn some respect for your betters and how to take orders, too,” the second bandit scowled at her through his concealing hood.
“Two petty thieves are not my betters. And you obviously don’t know the meaning of respect, you big oafs!” Pru clamped her mouth shut, wishing she’d had the good sense to do it before she antagonized her captors, not after.
The man riding behind her swatted her on the fanny. “Close your yap, gal.” He glanced at his partner. “Can you believe her nerve?”
The second bandit didn’t comment, just led the way into the thicket of trees that lined the road.
“Well hell!” Her captor grumbled sourly. “That was fast. A posse is already on our trail.”
Pru grunted uncomfortably when her abductor gouged his heels into his horse’s flanks and they plunged forward. The jarring gait forced the air from her lungs in spurts.
“Damn it, they’re catching up!” the second outlaw growled. “Get rid of her.”
“Get rid of her? I’ve got plans for her.”
“Won’t do you any good if we’re caught and thrown in jail!”
Pru’s breath burst from her chest in a pained grunt when the horse beneath her scrabbled up the steep embankment of the creek. She wailed in pain when the bandit suddenly shoved her backward. She hit the ground hard. Her plumed hat shifted sideways when her head collided with the tree trunk behind her. The pins holding her hat in place nearly yanked out her hair by the roots when the hat snagged on the bark.
The bandits thundered off while Pru’s head spun furiously and she struggled to catch her breath. She muttered a foul curse at the two men who had left her penniless and without the heirloom bracelet her mother had given to her for her sixth birthday.
Pru tried to focus on details about the two men so she could give a good description to the local law-enforcement officer. The bandits were riding plain brown horses with unadorned saddles. Hats and hoods covered their heads. She squinted to get a look at their scuffed boots and spurs but they were too far away for her to pick up telling details.
“Damn you scoundrels!” she grumbled as she popped the side of her head with the heel of her hand, trying to stop the ringing in her ears.
It would be difficult to live without the money they stole from her since she’d been short on funds to begin with. But that bracelet was a keepsake representing fond memories of her departed mother. Fond memories of Perkins family members were too few and far between to let them go lightly, she mused.
The thrashing in the underbrush and the thud of horses’ hooves drew her attention away from the fleeing bandits. Pru propped herself up on her skinned elbow and modestly jerked down her high-riding gown. When four riders arrived on the scene, she breathed a sigh of relief. She owed her life and her virtue to this rescue brigade.
She smiled gratefully as she peered at the tall, muscular man who sat his black gelding with the graceful ease that indicated he’d spent much of his life on the back of the horse. He looked to be in his early thirties. Windblown black hair framed his clean-shaven, suntanned face. Intense amber-colored eyes, surrounded by thick lashes, bore down on her, as if silently assessing the damage to her person.
“You okay, ma’am?” His deep voice was as rich and mellow as fine whiskey.
Pru nodded, astounded that she was still in an unladylike sprawl, still staring at her rescuer in feminine admiration. The blow to her skull must have left her dazed and immobilized, she decided.
When she managed to drag her gaze off the powerfully built man who looked out of place in his stylish three-piece black suit, her attention settled on the man with the badge pinned to his leather vest. He had sandy-blond hair, a thick mustache and alert green eyes that assessed her frazzled condition.
Her gaze shifted to the two men who were obviously brothers of Nordic descent. She’d bet the Perkins fortune there was Viking blood spurting through their veins. They were stout, rugged and rawboned. Despite their broad shoulders and thick necks, they wore pleasant smiles.
Pru couldn’t say the same for the man who led the rescue brigade. Despite his civilized veneer, he looked hard. Tough. The scar on the back of his left hand suggested someone had come after him with a knife. Pru was pretty certain, though, that he had been the victor of that battle because he had a dominating presence that was impossible to ignore.
“Poor Edwin Donald,” she mused aloud. “All his money couldn’t make him look this capable and masculine.”
“Pardon, ma’am?” said the warrior in the citified suit.
“Nothing important.” Pru pushed herself into a sitting position and forced a wobbly smile. “I am ever so glad to make your acquaintance, kind sir.”
“You’re damn lucky to be alive, lady,” the dark-haired warrior said gruffly. “Rule number one. Never contest a thief who wants your valuables and backs it up with a loaded gun.”
His brusque tone triggered her annoyance in one second flat. “Thank you so much for the pointer. I’ll try to remember that the next time some burly heathen manhandles me and steals my heirloom bracelet.”
While she was putting the lead rider in his place, the other three men dismounted and rushed forward to stand her up on her noodly legs. They brushed the grass and leaves from her clothing and she allowed the familiar contact because they had hoisted her upright so quickly that her head was spinning and stars winked before her eyes.
“Easy, ma’am,” the marshal cooed when she swayed unsteadily. “I’m gonna set you on the horse with McCavett and we’ll get you into town where you’ll be more comfortable.”
Pru froze. Her eyes shot open wide and her gaze locked on the angular face and hypnotic golden eyes of the man who had asked about her condition in one breath and then chastised her the next. She frowned in disapproval as she reappraised the muscular rider who looked about eight feet tall while he sat upon his shiny black horse.
Jack McCavett had tried to pass himself off as a simple, average man. Ha! There was nothing average about his appearance or the powerful aura that radiated from him.
“McCavett? Good gad!”
A moment too late Pru realized she’d spoken aloud and had drawn all four men’s curious attention. Then golden-brown eyes locked on her in an accusing stare. She knew the exact moment when McCavett figured out who she was.
“Prudence Perkins?” he chirped in incredulous disbelief.
The other three men gaped at her as if she had vines sprouting from her ears. She glanced down to make sure she was properly covered, for all four men stared as if they had never seen a woman before.
“This is Miss Perkins?” Stony croaked frog-eyed, as his attention leaped back and forth between Pru and Jack.
Jack swore under his breath while he reevaluated the woman whose feathered hat sat askew on her silver-blond head. The most incredible blue eyes he’d ever had the pleasure of staring into were looking back at him. The detailed description Pru had given of herself in her second correspondence led him to believe that she was a mild-mannered plain Jane who was a little on the plump side.
Plump? Hell! She was so shapely and well-endowed that looking so tantalizing and appealing should be against the law. For sure and certain, staring at her provoked several arresting thoughts.
Did she really see herself as dowdy and common? Or had she purposely misled him on that count, too? And the burning question was, why would a woman with a body made for sin and the face of an angel—a woman who had the refined look of aristocratic breeding—want to take up residence in a newly formed territory? Why would she agree to marry a man who wasn’t looking for love or romance, just mutual respect and companionship?
Jack would bet his left arm that this woman came with a complicated past that he didn’t want to get tangled up in. Like Emma Whoever-she-was who arrived on the train, Pru might even be pregnant and looking for a new start, away from the humiliating scandal of Saint Louis society.
Stony snickered then grinned wryly. “Well, all’s well that ends well, I guess. Up you go, Miss Perkins.” He and the Dawson brothers lifted her up and placed her in front of Jack on the saddle, forcing him to scoot back to accommodate her. “Not the welcoming reception we planned, but you’re here in one piece and that’s what counts.”
Say something! Stony’s glance said. But Jack just sat there, feeling Prudence’s rounded rump wedged familiarly between his thighs and her back meshed against his chest. Stony’s next pointed stare prompted Jack to reach into the saddlebag to retrieve the wildflowers. Some of which had been beheaded. Others were limp and wilted, after being crammed carelessly into the pouch.
“These are for you,” Jack said more gruffly than he intended. But damn it, he’d gotten a lot more than he bargained for when he chose Prudence as his mail-order bride.
And he was not pleased, believe you him. She had surpassed his expectations in ways that spelled trouble and complications.
“Thank you. How considerate,” she murmured from beneath the cockeyed hat. The broken feather tickled his nose every time she moved her head.
“I didn’t think of it by myself. It was Chester and Leroy Dawson’s idea.” He gestured to the two burly men then directed her attention to his longtime friend. “And by the way, the town marshal is Stony Mason,” he introduced offhandedly.
When she turned her dazzling smile on the Dawsons and Stony, they practically melted like lard in a hot skillet. Jack rolled his eyes at his friends’ sappy reaction to his would-be, completely-misrepresented-herself mail-order bride-to-be. She sure as hell wasn’t going to bring him to heel with that blinding smile, so she had better not even start trying to work her wiles on him.
He was peeved at her. Plus, he had heard every line and seen every fraudulent scheme imaginable during his stint as a gunfighter and law officer. He was immune in ways the average man couldn’t fathom and he sure as hell wasn’t going to turn mush-headed and sappy just because a strikingly attractive female blessed him with a smile.
Jack reined his black gelding in the direction he’d come, setting a casual pace. His friends scurried to their horses to follow in his wake.
“What was so damn important—”
“—Language,” she interrupted.
Jack defied her attempt to correct him and stared at the back of her blond head. “What was so damn important that you dared hand-to-hand combat with not one but two armed robbers?”
“What little money I had was stolen, along with a diamond bracelet my deceased mother gave me for a gift when I was a child. It was a sentimental memento of happier times.”
So her life wasn’t all good cheer and roses. Neither was his. He’d learned early on to accept his fate and get on with it. He wasn’t going to let a sad story get to him. Especially one spouted by a woman who was nothing like he wanted or expected. She had trouble written all over her in bold letters.
“You could be dead—or worse—right now,” he told her. “And what the hell were you doing on the stagecoach when I sent you a train ticket? The train wasn’t robbed.” There. Let her think about that for a moment.
“The train was more expensive so I redeemed the ticket and pocketed the extra money for miscellaneous expenses.” She huffed out a breath and popped the wildflowers against the pommel in annoyance. A few more floral heads dropped off. “Now the bracelet is gone and I don’t have a penny to my name.”
He leaned close to her ear to ask the question in confidence so their companions wouldn’t overhear. “And money is that important to you?”
Pru stiffened at the pointed question then shivered helplessly when Jack’s warm breath whispered against the side of her neck. It was bad enough that she felt surrounded by his powerful body. And yes, even comforted by it, reluctant though she was to admit it. But being physically attracted to him was the last thing she’d expected to deal with.
In addition, the harrowing episode with the bandits had rattled her and she felt exposed and vulnerable. She’d looked upon this journey as an escape from structured society and the beginning of a grand adventure. But the robbery had unsettled her because she wasn’t accustomed to dealing with danger on a regular basis. Not yet anyway.
Pru had the unmistakable feeling that wasn’t the case with Jack McCavett. He was rough around the edges and not easily upset or flustered. Well, except for that half second when it dawned on him who she was, she amended. That had stunned him momentarily.
“I asked you a question, Pru.”
She grimaced when his quiet words invaded her thoughts and the whisper of his breath stirred alien sensations again. She mentally scrambled, trying to recall what he’d asked. Ah, yes, the importance of money.
“It is said that money is the root of all evil,” she remarked. “I disagree with that.”
“So do I.”
“Those who obsess after money, like those bandits, are the root of evil. I’ll settle for enough cash to put food in my mouth and a roof over my head.”
“No harm in that attitude. But what’s your story, Miss Perkins? A woman who looks as good as you do shouldn’t need to become a mail-order bride.”
The comment rankled. “And what do you know of my background, Mr. McCavett? Nothing, that’s what.”
“It’s Jack,” he corrected. “So tell me what prompted you to answer my ad?”
He annoyed her with his prying questions and disconcerted her with the unexpected pleasure of sitting within the circle of his brawny arms and muscular thighs.
“I killed a man and I’m on the run,” she countered, just for shock value.
He didn’t so much as flinch. “Why’d you kill him?”
“Because he asked too many personal questions.”
Jack chuckled in amusement. “Sassy little thing, aren’t you, Miss Perkins? Did you give the bandits this much lip?”
“Yes, and it’s Pru. You should know that pushy, domineering men bring out the worst in me.”
“One last question. For now.” He wasn’t going to let her think he was finished interrogating her. She was just getting a temporary reprieve.
“Fire away,” she invited.
“Did you leave Saint Louis because you are pregnant?”
“No.” Her reply was abrupt, indicating that he’d made her uncomfortable with the intimate question. Plus, her face went up in flames. “I left because my life had been mapped out for me against my wishes. I want the same opportunity the men of the world enjoy. I want to be my own person and chase my own dreams, not dragged along on the coattails of a man who believes he has the right to think and speak for me.”
He grinned wryly as he watched her fidget with the decapitated wildflowers. “You’re going to have a problem being a dutiful wife, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” she assured him without hesitation.
“Thought so.”
Jack dropped the interrogation when they rode into town. He gaped in disbelief when he saw the banner strung above the marshal’s office. He half twisted to stare accusingly at Stony and the Dawsons who were grinning from ear to ear.
“We thought your wedding would be the perfect excuse for a celebration,” said Stony. “Besides, it coincides with the first-year anniversary of the Land Run and the founding of Paradise.”
“There will be a feast later,” Chester informed him.
“And a street dance,” Leroy added. “The restaurant owners and shopkeepers agreed to contribute to the celebration.”
“How thoughtful,” Pru mumbled without enthusiasm.
Her arrival had been a disaster, as well as her first meeting with Jack. She had planned to tell him there would be no marriage and that she would repay him the money she owed him after she found employment in town.
And now this! A celebration planned by Jack’s friends would ensure everyone in Paradise knew about the mail-order bride and upcoming wedding. Curse it, this was snowballing into an even bigger disaster!
She nudged Jack in the ribs to gain his attention. “I need to speak privately with you at the earliest possible convenience,” she murmured confidentially.
“We’ll grab your luggage from the stagecoach station and find a back alley where we can speak freely.”
Pru manufactured a smile when dozens of unfamiliar faces lifted then nodded, as if offering a silent welcome to their town. She felt like a fraud. Which of course she was. She had used Jack as a means to an end in her desperation to flee the arranged marriage Gram had planned. Jack didn’t deserve her deception, but she’d been upset with Gram and disappointed in her father’s lack of support. She’d latched onto the first opportunity to skip town.
She wondered how her father and grandmother had reacted when they found the letter she’d left on her pillow in the gilded cage that was her bedroom. I’m taking your bet and striking off on my own, it said. I can make my own life without the Perkins fortune in furs to support me.
She had assumed a false name and concealed her appearance as best she could when she boarded the first stagecoach from Saint Louis. She had covered her trail well, even if she said so herself. She planned to be established in Paradise and living on her own salary by the time her father tracked her down.
“Wait here,” Jack requested as he dismounted.
She watched him walk purposefully toward the stage depot and noticed the graceful economy of movement in his long-legged stride. She thought of Edwin Donald, heir apparent to the precious jewel dynasty and she wondered if she could look at another sophisticated gentleman without comparing him to Jack’s brawny physique. In her opinion, all other men sadly lacked Jack’s air of arresting masculinity.
Pru recalled her first impression of Jack. A tough and capable warrior. Her opinion hadn’t changed. Jack McCavett was the kind of man you could count on in an emergency and he would make an intimidating enemy. She grimaced, wondering if he would go for her throat when she told him that she didn’t plan to marry him—or anyone else—until she established her independence from her family. Furthermore, it would be…
Her thoughts trailed off when Jack reappeared with her two satchels. He lifted a thick brow then glanced speculatively at the bulging bags. She shrugged evasively. She wasn’t making excuses for bringing along a dozen changes of clothes, plus her men’s garb for prowling after dark when the mood struck.
The boyish disguise provided her with the opportunity to view life from a perspective she wasn’t granted when traipsing around in a dress. In fact, she had trailed several prospective suitors to discover their less-than-proper habits on the unseemly side of Saint Louis in years past. Talk about misrepresenting themselves! Pru had nothing on them.
Pru leaned sideways when Jack lifted his arms to draw her from his horse. When he set her to her feet, her legs nearly folded up beneath her. Apparently, the bump on her skull had done more damage than simply leaving her with a throbbing headache.
“You okay?” he asked as he slipped a supportive arm around her.
She took the pins from her hat, shook out her curly hair then drew in a steadying breath. “Okay enough,” she replied as he escorted her toward the alley separating the stage depot from Harper’s Restaurant.
“Don’t be too long,” Stony called after them. “The feast is scheduled to get under way soon.”
Pru mentally rehearsed what she wanted to say as Jack guided her around wooden crates and trash bins. Then he drew her to a halt and stared at her expectantly.
“What big secret do you plan to spring on me now? That you’re not really Prudence Perkins and that you disposed of the poor woman you’ve been impersonating while you were on the run from the other murder you mentioned?”
He was half jesting and half serious and guilt broadsided her. “The thing is…” Pru paused to draw in a bolstering breath before she met Jack’s unblinking stare. “I really am Pru Perkins. I didn’t kill anyone. I’ve wanted to a time or two, but I’ve restrained myself.” She grabbed another breath and blurted out, “I have no intention of marrying. I’m a horrible person because I used your ad and your generosity to resolve my personal problems. I’m terribly sorry.”
Jack stared down at her with those intense amber eyes that reminded her of a panther’s. He said nothing, which made her feel as if she should fill in the stilted silence with more explanation.
“I was without funds and your ticket provided me with the chance to come West and make a new start,” she hurried on. “But I’m the last person you would want to marry, believe me. I don’t like myself very much right now because of my deception so I’m not surprised that you don’t either.”
“No one likes to be used or misled, Pru,” he said harshly. “You lied about your intentions, your personality and your appearance.” He glared at her. “By the way, there’s absolutely nothing average about you. One look in the mirror tells you that you’re stunningly attractive. That is not what I requested in a bride, but you led me to believe you were exactly what I was looking for.”
She should have been flattered by his backhanded compliment, but his clipped tone inflamed her temper—which was short-fused on a good day. This had not been a good day.
“And what of you, Jack?” she fired back accusingly. “You claimed to be a simple rancher looking for a woman to share his common life on a modest-size farm. Look at you.” She indicated his towering height and broad chest. “You aren’t plain. You’re ruggedly handsome and built like a Greek god. You’re also tough as nails and not easily rattled. Whatever you were before you came to this new territory, I vow you weren’t a hapless farmer.”
He fisted his hands at his sides and stared her down. “That’s true, but sometimes life offers few choices and you become what it makes of you. I rode the orphan train from Chicago to Texas. A widowed rancher named William Carter decided that I looked like I could pull my weight in work so he snatched me up. I learned to fend off rustlers, ride like a Comanche and shoot like a soldier. On one of the countless trail drives to Kansas railheads, I broke up a street fight between Stony and a drunken ruffian in which the sheriff was shot and disabled. I was instantly offered a job as his deputy. He became my mentor, and when he retired soon after I took his place. Stony became my deputy.”
Pru listened, noting the drastic difference between his difficult existence and her pampered-but-restricted life under Gram’s thumb. No wondered he’d turned out tough.
“I didn’t keep track of how many drunken brutes I had to shoot in the line of duty or in self-defense,” he went on bluntly. “Nor did I count the number of outlaws I tracked down and hauled to jail. My life has been one battle following on the heels of another. I might as well have pinned a bull’s-eye on my back for all the would-be gunmen who wanted to use my reputation with a gun to make a name for themselves.”
“So you are exceptionally handy with a pistol?” she inserted.
“Deadly.” It didn’t sound like a boast, just a simple statement of fact. “But I resigned to make the Land Run and I staked my claim so I could lead a normal life on my own homestead where the most danger I’ll face is getting pecked by the rooster or kicked by a contrary milk cow. I wanted out of the limelight. Out of the public eye. I wanted a simple, average woman with average looks and docile personality to share my life.”
Jack looked her up and down then smirked. “Instead I get you, a walking contradiction. You look like the picture of refined beauty, but you have enough gumption to take on two bandits over a bracelet and pocket change.” His voice became an agitated growl. “Then I find out that you not only misrepresented yourself to me but now you refuse to uphold your end of our bargain. That’s breach of contract.”
He flung his arm in the general direction of the street. “And worse, we’re caught up in your lie. We are the honored guests of a town-wide celebration organized by my well-meaning friends and acquaintances. I have to become as pretentious as you are in order to prevent hurting my friends and letting them down by announcing there will be no wedding today or any other day.”
“If you’re trying to make me feel worse than I do already then you’ve succeeded.”
“Good.” Jack noted her contrite expression. “At least you have a conscience, even if you are a fraud and a liar.”
She jerked up her head and those luminous eyes flashed like blue flames. “So says the pot to the kettle,” she countered sharply. “You also misrepresented yourself. Maybe I take offense to the prospect of marrying a man who has lived a life of violence and has blood on his hands. Spiteful outlaws might be looking for the chance to get even by gunning you or me down. In addition, I don’t know if you will resort to violence when provoked to anger.”
She raised her chin and stared directly at him. “Are you planning to shoot me because I deceived you? If you are, then by all means go ahead and get it over with.”
“Don’t tempt me,” he said darkly.
She met his gaze as she flipped her long, curly mane of silver-gold hair over her shoulder. Jack had the insane urge to comb his fingers through those silky strands.
That would be a big mistake, he told himself quickly.
“I am truly sorry that I misled you, but you aren’t what I expected, either. Yet, that doesn’t excuse what I did.”
“No, it doesn’t and saying you’re sorry doesn’t make us square,” he replied. “I’m out a considerable amount of money. Plus, I have to fumble through this celebration to appease my friends and acquaintances. You wasted my time and that’s going to cost you.”
“This is not going as well as I’d hoped,” she mumbled, looking away.
“Did you expect to charm me into being be a gracious loser? Like you do the proper gentleman from your usual social circle?” he asked sardonically.
She scoffed at that. “Those so-called gentlemen are known to go behind a person’s back to start rumors to get even. At least you are straightforward. I prefer the direct approach.”
He watched her draw herself up to full stature—all five foot five inches of her. “I vow to repay you for the train ticket as soon as I find employment,” she assured him. “I will even help you find a suitable replacement bride-to-be.”
He snorted at that. “I can find my own wife, thank you very much.”
“Obviously not,” she retorted. “You placed an ad in a newspaper. And why in Saint Louis of all places?”
He shrugged nonchalantly. “Too far north and you get Yankees. Too far south and you get rebels. I was looking for middle of the road, like the woman I was expecting.”
“And why a mail-order bride?” she questioned. “Is it because of your surly disposition and the fact that your former occupation might repel potential brides? Sight unseen works best for you, no doubt.”
“It’s because I don’t have the time or inclination for lengthy courtships.” A hint of a smile quirked his lips. “And although you have the most kissable mouth I’ve ever laid eyes on, your tongue is as sharp as a dagger. I can see why you aren’t married. How old are you anyway?”
“Twenty-three, but a gentleman isn’t supposed to ask that.” Her irritation fizzled beneath his engaging grin. “But you’re right, I’m afraid. I omitted in my correspondence that I have fangs and I bite. Another misrepresentation in your book, right?”
“Precisely.”
“Jack!” Stony’s voice echoed down the alley. “Everyone wants to toast you and your bride-to-be. Get out here so we can get this shindig under way.”
Jack glanced back at Pru. “We haven’t hammered out who owes whom what yet. However, for the duration of the evening, we’re going to give folks the chance to enjoy what they went to all the trouble to arrange: a celebration. I’m going to pretend things between us are fine and dandy and that I’m pleased with this match.” He stared at her somberly. “Can you do the same or are you too uncomfortable in my presence to act like I’d make a suitable husband?”
She met his challenging gaze with a firm nod—and he wondered if accepting challenges was one of her character traits. Who knew? After all, that trait might be what launched her from her privileged life to the back alley of this frontier town.
“You can count on me to be the charming would-be bride,” she insisted. “Main Street will be my stage, Mr. McCav—”
“Jack.” He took her arm to escort her down the alley.
“Of course, my dear Jack.” She flashed her brightest smile then patted his forearm. “Tonight will be good practice, in case I take a job at a local dance hall. No one will know whether I’m actually having a good time or not.”
“Same goes for me.” He tossed her a charismatic grin and she had to remind herself that he didn’t like her very much.
Obviously, he was good at hiding his emotions. She was no novice herself. She could endure Gram’s lectures without changing expression, if necessary, and she’d tolerated her suitors’ boring company without giving away her true feelings. She could play her role during the town-wide celebration and by damned, she’d do it better than Jack McCavett!
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