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Prologue

ROSE HILL PLANTATION,
 SOUTHEASTERN LOUISIANA

 

Edwina Ladoux stood at the window in her late father’s office and watched a small two-wheeled carriage swing through the front gate.

Or rather, what was left of the front gate. The filigreed ironwork had been torn off years ago—rumor was it now graced the back garden of a bordello up by Bossier City—and the lovely stone pillars had toppled soon after. Quarry stone was hard to come by in bayou country, so back when there had still been hope of rebuilding, she and Pru had laboriously carried the stones around to the orchard to fill in the gaps in the garden wall. But now that wall had fallen, too.

The carriage rolled briskly down the oyster shell drive beneath the long-armed oaks and their streamers of moss. Only three of the original trees remained. The fourth had burned the night the Yankees came but had stood until high winds toppled it two years later. Now it sprawled across the lawn like a blackened skeleton, slowly sinking into the overgrowth.

The carriage stopped and the driver stepped down, a tall, thin man Edwina knew well. Bernard Alexander, and his father before him, and his grandfather before that, had been bankers for the Whitneys for almost seventy-five years. He probably dreaded this  meeting as much as Edwina did. And he hadn’t come alone, she noted, recognizing the other occupant as he came around the back of the carriage. He’d brought Reverend Morton.

Reinforcements? In case the distraught Widow Ladoux needed a tut-tut and a pat on the shoulder to help soften the loss of the home that had been in her family for three-quarters of a century? Bless his heart.

The front door opened and closed. Murmured greetings. Without furniture or carpets to muffle sound, voices carried through the empty house. A moment later, footfalls thudded in the hall. Clasping her hands at her waist to hide the shaking, Edwina turned as the door opened.

But only her sister, Prudence, stepped inside. “Mr. Alexander is here. Reverend Morton has come with him.”

“I saw. Is he expecting a ruckus, do you think?”

“Oh, dear.”

Edwina gave a brittle laugh to cover the fear gripping her throat. “Don’t worry, I’ll behave.”

Pru hated scenes. Edwina—the impulsive, high-spirited sister—thrived on them. As with any well-bred, well-trained southern lady of quality, drama was her weapon, just as pride was her strength. Like the whalebone corsets and hoops under her dress, they shaped her and supported her, hiding beneath the bows and ruffles and hospitable smile the core of determination that gave her the strength to endure what she must.

Today would be a test of that. Today she had a task to perform—her last as the sole survivor of the Whitney family and inheritor of Rose Hill. With the flourish of a pen, her own personal drama would be over. She could finally drop the mask of brave but impoverished southern widow struggling to cling to her home while the last shreds of a way of life crumbled around her. She was so very weary of the pretense.

It was liberating, in a way. This final act had been so long in coming she was almost glad to have it done. She was ready for a new role.

More or less.

Pru walked toward her, her footfalls echoing hollowly off the stripped walls and empty shelves and bare wood floor. “Do you want me to stay?”

Edwina saw the worry in her sister’s dark eyes and forced a smile. “What I want is for you to keep Reverend Morton occupied. If I have to suffer through one more pitying glance or murmured platitude, I declare I will throw myself out the window.”

Pru arched a dark brow. “And fall the entire twelve inches onto the veranda? You brave thing.” Reaching out, she gave Edwina’s clasped hands a gentle squeeze. “He’s only trying to help.”

“Like he helps all the lonely widows?” Seeing Pru was about to scold, Edwina waved her away. “Fine. I’ll be nice. But really. Doesn’t the man realize we’re Catholic?”

“He came to stand witness, not preach. And he brought the mail.” Pru reached into her apron pocket and pulled out an envelope. She studied the address. “That’s a dismal name. Heartbreak Creek.”

Finally. Snatching the letter from her sister’s grip, Edwina stuffed it into her skirt pocket. “I saw an advertisement for an employment opportunity and inquired about it, that’s all.”

“In Colorado Territory? Over a thousand miles away?”

To forestall further questions, Edwina nodded toward the door. “I think we’ve left the gentlemen waiting long enough. Show them in. I want this over with as soon as possible.”

Pru hesitated. “You’re sure you don’t need me to stay?”

“I’ll be fine. This is simply a formality.” Edwina forced a smile. “We knew Rose Hill was lost months ago. I’m just glad it’s going to our banker, rather than that Yankee scalawag tax man.”

Pru nodded and turned away. She took a step, then paused to swing her gaze around the room that was empty of all but their father’s desk and three mismatched chairs—one behind the desk, and two in front. “I shall miss the books.”

Edwina heard the quaver in her sister’s voice and strove for a lighter tone. “I don’t know why. You read every one of them.”

But Pru didn’t seem to hear. “They were like friends. I felt safe among them.”

Safe. Something twisted in Edwina’s chest. Guilt, no doubt. She wanted to blurt out that those days of hiding—under beds, behind drapes, inside the pages of books—were over. She had a plan. A desperate, foolish, outrageous plan that was already in motion and, if successful, would allow them a new start far away from this place of destruction and despair.

It wasn’t just the war-torn South Edwina hoped to escape but their own desperate childhoods. Years ago Pru had been Edwina’s protector—and would bear the scars from that selfless act for the rest of her life. Now it was Edwina’s turn to step out from behind her sister’s skirts and do what she must to save them both.

Again, that feeling of liberation swept through her. She might be leaping from the fat into the fire, but at least for that brief moment she hung suspended between the two, she would be totally free. Clasping her hands once more at her waist, she stiffened her back and lifted her chin. “I’m ready, Pru. Send them in.”

A scant fifteen minutes later, the papers were signed and witnessed. Rose Hill Plantation was now the property of Bayou Bank & Trust of Sycamore Parish, to be auctioned off at a later date for back taxes.

Before the ink had dried, Edwina was slipping out the office door and down the veranda steps into the south lawn.

Hardly a lawn anymore. Mostly ragweed and dandelions. More weeds choked the azalea and camellia beds. The crepe myrtles had been left untended for so long they hardly bloomed anymore, and the arbor where she and Pru had hidden from Mother was now a tangled mass of ropey wisteria vines. With no one left to fight back the undergrowth, Rose Hill, like most of the grand houses throughout southern Louisiana, was slowly falling into neglect, disappearing beneath a mountain of untamed vegetation.

Blood was an excellent fertilizer, Edwina had heard.

Chased by so many memories and emotions she couldn’t separate one from the other, she quickened her pace. By the time she  reached the resting place on the rise above the bayou, she was almost running.

The gate creaked as she pushed it open. Slowing to catch her breath, she followed the weed-choked path past the raised vaults of all those who had lived and died at Rose Hill. Here, in this quiet place, nothing changed. The same birds nested among the wide, glossy leaves of the magnolias. The same squirrels scurried by with their acorns. The stately oak still stood guard over the dead, its outstretched arms trailing long streamers of moss like gray tattered scarves.

When she came to the newest graves, where the lime-washed concrete was still starkly white, unscarred by war and time, she sank down on a stone bench and dropped her head into her hands.

It was over. Gone. Her home, this resting place, an entire way of life . . . lost with the signing of her name.

“Daddy, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

After a while, disgusted with herself for giving way to useless tears, she blotted her cheeks and straightened. She had cried and wrung her hands for years, and it had gotten her nothing. Now she would do what she must to protect herself and Pru, even if that meant going all the way to Colorado Territory.

Gathering what courage she had left, she pulled the letter from her pocket and broke the seal.

A bank draft and several railroad vouchers slipped from a folded piece of paper and into her lap. Edwina carefully studied them. One voucher was for passage on the Texas and New Orleans Railroad dated five days hence. Another was for a later date on the Missouri Pacific, and the third was for the Colorado and Nevada.

It’s happening, she thought, her heart starting to pound. It’s really happening. With trembling fingers, she unfolded the sheet of paper.

I accept your terms. Enclosed find train vouchers and travel funds. I will meet you in Heartbreak Creek on the eleventh of April, 1870. Bring proxy papers. Brodie.

Edwina stifled a sudden urge to break into hysterical laughter.  Or maybe wails of despair. It didn’t matter which. It was done. Her fate was sealed. Within less than a month, she would serve herself up like a timorous virgin to a man she had never met, in a place she had never been, for a purpose that made her cringe.

Except, of course, she was neither timorous nor a virgin, and this time, she knew exactly what was in store for her.

A shadow passed overhead, and Edwina looked up to see a brown pelican wing by, the pouch beneath its beak full. She doubted they had pelicans in Colorado. Or magnolias, or shrimp gumbo, or long sultry days when even the alligators didn’t venture far from the slow, murky waters.

But they had mountains. And snow. And since she had never seen either, she at least had that to look forward to.

 

 

“You’re what?”

Pru’s voice had risen to a near shriek. Her eyes were as round as a carp’s, and her brows had moved halfway up to her tight dark curls as she’d stared at the papers in her hands.

It might have been comical had Edwina been in a laughing mood. Hoping to avoid arguments, she had planned to put off this confrontation until tomorrow, the day before their departure. But her sister had found the proxy papers, so Edwina was forced to tell her all.

“A mail-order bride.” Edwina flopped down on the narrow bed in the room they shared in Mrs. Hebert’s boardinghouse. “It’s the perfect solution. And please don’t try to talk me out of it, because as you can see by those papers, the deed is already done.”

“You’re married?”

“This morning. In Judge Aucoin’s chambers. His assistant stood as witness. It was all rather humdrum.” And somewhat sordid, but she didn’t mention that. She’d been through one grand wedding. She certainly didn’t need another.

“Married?”

“To Declan Brodie. He seems a nice enough man.” Seeing that  her sister was about to start yelling, Edwina dumped the contents of her reticule on the bed and riffled through the papers and vouchers until she found the tattered newspaper clipping. “Here,” she said, handing it to Pru. “Read for yourself.”

Edwina already knew the words by heart:

Honest, hard-working widower, age thirty-three, seeks sturdy English-speaking woman to help with mountain ranch and four children. Drinkers, whores, and gamblers need not apply.

Such a romantic.

And one with rather low standards, she thought. Yet she qualified—except for the “sturdy” part. Since she had lost so much worry weight over the last months, her once “willowy” figure now had all the appeal of a flagpole.

“You actually responded to this?” Pru’s voice was starting to rise again. “An advertisement in a common newspaper?”

“It’s not common,” Edwina defended. “It’s the Matrimonial News. And it’s famous. Everybody has heard of it.”

“I haven’t.”

Edwina waved that aside. “And he wrote a very nice letter back.” Digging again through the papers on the bed, she came up with a crumpled envelope, which she handed to her sister. “A rather nice assessment, I think.”

“As well it should be,” Pru snapped when she saw the signature. “Since the man wrote it himself.”

“Not that one. The one from the traveling circuit judge.”

Another terse appraisal that Edwina knew by heart:

Mr. Brodie is a man of strong determination who is well respected and tall.

Tall?

“And he also sent this.” She held up a tiny tintype of an unsmiling, clean-shaven, dark-haired man in a dark coat and banded collarless shirt.

Pru studied the tintype, then handed it back along with the letters of recommendation. “I just wish you’d talked to me first,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest.

Edwina recognized the pose and braced for a scolding.

“Why would you do such a thing, Edwina? I know it was hard losing Rose Hill, but—”

“It isn’t just Rose Hill, Pru. It’s . . .” Edwina spread her hands in a helpless gesture. “It’s everything. That man spitting on you, the vile things that Yankee upstart said to me, those horrid men in Crappo Town who are terrorizing everyone. This isn’t home anymore. Everything has changed. And if there’s nothing left for us here, why should we stay?”

“We? You’re dragging me into this?”

“You’re my sister. Did you think I would leave you behind?”

“Well . . . I . . .”

“They have mountains, Pru. Huge mountains! And all kinds of things we’ve never seen. And look!” Edwina bent to pull from beneath the bed the book that had arrived only yesterday. Beaming, she held it out. “Knowing what a glutton for information you are, and how curious you would be about our new home, I had this sent all the way from a New Orleans bookstore.” And it had cost her dearly, but seeing the smile on her sister’s face convinced Edwina it was worth every penny.

“Our new home?”

“Our new home. Mr. Brodie has a place for you in his household, too.” Or he would, as soon as Edwina talked him into it.

Pru laughed and rolled her eyes. “He’d better. Since his new bride doesn’t know a thing about cooking or tending children.”




One

COLORADO, APRIL 1870

 

Twenty-seven days after signing over her childhood home to the Bayou Bank & Trust of Sycamore Parish, Edwina Ladoux stared bleakly out the soot-streaked window at her shoulder.

Just a few more miles. An hour, at most. And they would finally arrive in Heartbreak Creek and begin the exciting new life awaiting them.

The thought filled her with absolute terror.

Not that she wanted to put off this meeting forever. Or could. The signed proxy papers were in her carpetbag, all nice and tidy and legal. She had spent the man’s money and had used the train tickets he had sent. She was obligated. Married. A wife again.

Thank heavens she had had the foresight to insist upon a two-month waiting period before actual consummation took place—God, how she dreaded going through that again—so for now, anyway, her husband couldn’t force his attentions on her. Her husband.

It was madness. Ridiculous. The very idea that Edwina Whitney Ladoux, once the reigning belle of Sycamore Parish, should be reduced to marrying a complete stranger—a man who apparently  was so hard-pressed he had to advertise for a wife in a newspaper—was ludicrous. Absurd.

Yet here she was, so terrified at the thought of having a husband again, her stomach felt like it was stuffed with hot nails.

Especially when the train began to slow. She clutched at Pru’s arm. “Are we there? So soon?”

“Soon? It’s been almost three weeks, Edwina. I, for one, am ready for this journey to end.”

“Maybe something has happened.” Edwina peered out the window toward the front of the slowing train, but saw nothing untoward. “We just stopped to put water in the tender, so it can’t be that. Perhaps there’s been a rockslide. Or a tree has fallen across the tracks.”

She hoped so. She hoped it was something so catastrophic she could delay the meeting looming ahead of her for weeks. Months. Forever.

“Second thoughts, Edwina?”

Of course she had second thoughts. Hundreds of them. Thousands. What had seemed like a viable solution back when penury was panting in her face now seemed like the most foolish thing she had ever done. Not that she would ever admit such a thing to her sister after tearing her from the only home she had ever known and dragging her halfway across the country. It was too late, anyway. Edwina had given her word and had signed her name. There was no stopping it now.

Unless she died. Or the train fell into the ravine. But that seemed a bit drastic. “Maybe it’s another herd of buffalo.”

“Oh, I doubt that.” Beside her, Pru fussed with the front of her traveling cloak, then checked the tilt of her black horsehair bonnet. “They rarely range this high into the mountains.”

Ever neat, Pru was. Sometimes such excessive attention to detail drove the imp in Edwina to do or say something to mess up that perfect order. But not today.

Today—assuming a host of guardian angels didn’t swoop down to rescue them—they would arrive at the small depot five miles  south of Heartbreak Creek, where her husband would be waiting. With his four children. Arms outstretched to welcome his bride.

The thought almost made her vomit.

“I suppose it could be a herd of bighorn sheep,” Pru mused. “Or elk. The book said both are common in mountainous terrain.”

Oh, who cares? Biting back her mounting apprehension, Edwina stared stoically out the window. She wished she could be more like her sister, eagerly devouring each new tidbit of information, delighting in every long-winded description of the fauna and flora of the Rocky Mountains, as if this journey was some grand adventure rather than an act of pure desperation.

But then, Pru wasn’t the one who would soon have a strange man coming at her with consummation in mind.

Edwina shuddered. In sudden panic, she reached over and gave her sister’s hand a hard squeeze. “Thank you for coming with me, Pru. I couldn’t have come without you.”

“And I couldn’t have stayed without you.”

With a sigh, Edwina tipped her head against the cool glass and studied the small canyon below with its fast-moving stream and toppled boulders and deep, dark forests pushing right up to the edge of the churning water. Back home, the bayous and rivers were sluggish and warm and brown, shaded by sycamores, stately cypress, and moss-draped oaks. By now, the redbuds and dogwoods would be blooming and the magnolia buds would be fattening for their annual summer display of fragrant, showy blossoms.

A sudden, intense swell of homesickness almost choked her.

Gone. All of it. Forever.

The clackety-clack of the slowing train wheels gave way to the screech of brakes. Finally the train shuddered to a full stop. Passengers twisted in their seats, trying to see past the vapor from the smokestack that coiled around the windows like lost clouds.

The door at the front of the passenger coach swung open, and the conductor stepped inside. Stopping in the aisle between the two long rows of bench seats, he hooked his thumbs into his vest pockets and studied the expectant faces turned his way, his lips pursed  beneath a bushy gray mustache that looped around his red-veined cheeks to join equally bushy muttonchop sideburns. He didn’t look happy.

“There’s a problem, folks,” he announced. “Three miles up, a washout took out the Damnation Creek trestle.”

The passengers moved restively. “What does that mean?” one asked.

“Means we’ll be stuck for a while.”

Edwina perked up. A while? How long was “a while”?

Raising his hands to quiet the angry muttering, the conductor explained. “They’re sending wagons to carry you around the washout to Heartbreak Creek. The railroad will put you up there until the trestle is repaired.”

“How long?” a man called out.

“A week. Maybe two.”

Immediately, more voices rose. The conductor had to shout to continue, but Edwina scarcely heard a word. With something akin to giddiness, she turned to Pru. “We’re saved, praise the Lord.”

“A reprieve only.” When Edwina started to say something more, Pru shushed her and leaned forward to attend the conductor’s words.

But Edwina was feeling too euphoric to heed more than a word or phrase here and there—“hotel . . . meals . . . don’t drink the water.” To her, it all meant the same thing. A delay. A blessed reprieve. She wouldn’t be meeting her new husband in Heartbreak Creek today as expected.

Thank you, Lord.

The conductor concluded his announcements and left, promising the wagons would arrive within an hour or so.

Pru fidgeted and sighed. “At least they’ll be covering the cost of our accommodations in Heartbreak Creek until the tracks are repaired.” She shot Edwina a look. “Stop grinning. And what makes you think your new husband won’t travel the extra distance around the washout and be there waiting?”

“Oh, Sister, pray he doesn’t.”

Pru’s elbow poked her ribs. “Hush,” she warned in a low voice. “You must stop referring to me as your sister.”

Edwina almost snorted. Prudence was more than her sister. She was her lifelong best friend, her confidant, the one who gave her courage when everything seemed so bleak. “You are my sister,” she argued, rubbing her bruised side.

“Half sister. And to call attention to that fact is unseemly and casts your father in a poor light.”

“Our father.”

Pru pressed her full lips in a tight line, a clear indication she was losing patience. “Must you be so obstinate? If you’re trying to make a new start, Edwina, why carry old baggage along?”

“Old baggage?” Edwina gave her a look of haughty disbelief. “Even though you’re twenty-seven and an entire year older than me, Sister, I have never considered you ‘baggage.’ ”

Waving that aside, Pru went on in the same low voice. “There is no need to bandy it about that your father—”

“Our father. Who adored your mother. As well he should.” Edwina was growing weary of this endless argument. Back home, Pru’s parentage had been common knowledge. Everyone at Rose Hill had loved Ester, who had taken on the role of Edwina’s mammy as soon as it had become apparent that Pricilla Whitney was incapable of caring for her own child. Had he been able, Charles Whitney would have gladly married Pru’s mother; as it was, he had been utterly devoted to her until the night the Yankees had swept through Sycamore Parish, leaving death and destruction in their wake.

In truth, Edwina had loved Pru’s mother more than her own.

Her gaze dropped to the fine, pale web of scars marring the brown skin that showed between the cuff and glove on Pru’s right wrist. Other scars, hidden by the long sleeve of her gray bombazine, stretched up her right arm and halfway across her chest and back. Burn scars, given to her by Edwina’s mother when Pru had tried to protect her little sister.

Edwina had scars, too, although other than a few pale stripes across her back, they were of a more subtle kind, the kind that festered  in the soul and left behind invisible wounds of doubt and guilt and distrust.

She owed Pru her sanity, if not her life. And she loved her for it.

“Be that as it may,” Pru went on, regaining Edwina’s attention. “Races don’t mix. It’s against the laws of man and God, and you know it.”

“Here we go again.” Edwina faked a yawn behind her gloved hand. “If reason fails, bring out the Scriptures.”

“Edwina!”

“Well, really, Pru. If it’s true that white and black shouldn’t mix, you would be a drooling, crossed-eyed hunchback with an extra ear. Instead you’re beautiful.”

Pru snorted. “Except for the hair and nose.”

“Not as bad as the wart on my elbow,” Edwina chimed in. “And my less-than-ample bosom and—”

A soft, feminine chuckle interrupted Edwina’s self-deprecation. Looking past Pru, she saw the blond lady across the aisle was smiling at them. Edwina had seen the smartly dressed young woman several times over the last days, nearly always seated with another young, attractive lady toward the rear of the coach. But today, after the train had stopped in Santa Lucia to fill the tender with water, both women had moved to the vacant bench across the aisle from Pru.

“Are you truly arguing about which of you is less attractive?” the woman asked, her green eyes dancing with amusement. Beautiful eyes, with a slight upward tilt at the outside corners that might have hinted at wide-eyed innocence if not for the hard knowledge behind the knowing smile. A Yankee, by her accent. Poor thing. No wonder she seemed jaded.

Before Edwina could respond to the comment, the other woman, seated next to the window, looked over with a wide smile. Where the blond had shown a worldly-wise weariness beneath her cool green eyes, this auburn-haired lady seemed without artifice. An ingenuous, dimpled smile complemented intense chocolate brown eyes that sparkled with such life and intelligence Edwina couldn’t  help but smile back. “You are both too beautiful by half,” the woman said in a clipped English accent. “Your bone structure is superb, both of you. And I assure you, I would know.”

Edwina wasn’t sure what to make of that. Usually, any compliments she received—mostly from men—involved her magnolia skin, which always sounded a bit sickly to her—or her glorious hair, which she thought was abysmally average, ranging from mouse brown to light brown, depending on how many lemons were available—and her soulful blue eyes, which were admittedly her best feature and the exact shade of the early spring forget-me-nots that had bloomed along the garden wall back home.

How sad that they, and the wall, and all the handsome young men with their pretty compliments were gone forever.

“Excuse me for intruding.” The blond woman held out a hand encased in a finely sewn white kid glove. “I’m Lucinda Hathaway.”

“Edwina Ladoux . . . Brodie.” Leaning past Pru to take the proffered hand, she noted the gold ear bobs, the fine fabric of the blond’s traveling cloak, the shiny button-top boots planted protectively against an expensive leather valise stowed under her seat. Even though Edwina had supported herself and Pru as a seamstress—barely—and was skilled at refitting made-over dresses to look stylish, she couldn’t help but feel dowdy in comparison to this pretty woman. “And this is, Prudence, my—”

“Traveling companion,” Pru cut in, ignoring Edwina’s sharp look. “So pleased to meet you.”

“Madeline Wallace, but I prefer Maddie,” the auburn-haired woman chimed in with a wave in Edwina’s and Pru’s direction. She wore no gloves, and a thick signet ring was visible on her left hand.

“You’re married?” Edwina was taken aback by the notion that a married woman would be traveling alone if she didn’t have to. Then realizing how rude that sounded, she quickly added, “I saw your ring.”

Maddie held up her hand, palm out. She studied the thick gold band for a moment, then shrugged. “I suppose I am married, although I haven’t heard from Angus in over three years. Perhaps  he’s dead.” A brief flash of distress at that startling announcement, then she let her hand fall back into her lap and smiled. “He’s Scottish,” she clarified, which clarified nothing. “A soldier. I couldn’t bear to stay another day with his family—they have low regard for the English, you know, and little hesitation in showing it—so I left.”

“Good girl,” Lucinda murmured.

“Left?” Edwina parroted, shocked by the notion of a woman simply heading off on her own to a foreign country just because she didn’t like living with her husband’s family.

“I’m an expeditionary photographer. A tintypist, really, specializing in cartes de visite.” Maddie smiled as if that explained everything, which it didn’t. “The Illustrated London News is paying me to capture the American West from a woman’s perspective. Isn’t that grand?”

It was unbelievable. A female photographer? Edwina couldn’t imagine such a thing. It had taken all her courage to travel a thousand miles, yet this tiny woman had taken on a man’s occupation and crossed an ocean to an unknown country. How daring. And terrifying. And admirable.

“And you?” Lucinda inquired, jarring Edwina back to the conversation. “Do you live in this area?”

Edwina blinked at her, wondering how to answer. “Yes. I mean, I plan to. That is to say, I will. Soon.”

“She’s traveling to meet her husband,” Pru piped up in an attempt to translate Edwina’s garbled response.

“How nice.” Lucinda’s voice carried a noticeable lack of enthusiasm.

“Not really.”

“Oh, dear,” Pru murmured.

The two women across the aisle stared at her with brows raised and expectant expressions, so Edwina felt compelled to explain. “I’ve never met him, you see. We married in a proxy ceremony.”

A moment of awkward, if not stunned, silence. A pitying look came into Lucinda’s eyes, but Maddie clapped her hands in delight.  “A mail-order bride! How perfect! How utterly western! You shall be my first subject! Won’t that be delightful?”

Delightful in a ghoulish, horrifying way, Edwina thought, not sure she wanted her misery captured on tintype for all time.

 

 

That afternoon, when the wagon transporting the passengers rolled to a muddy stop outside the hotel, Edwina decided that if Heartbreak Creek was an example of divine intervention on her behalf, then God was either extremely angry with her or had a macabre sense of humor.

But she still offered up a grateful prayer of thanks that no tall, dark-haired, unsmiling man rushed forward to greet her.

“Oh, my,” Maddie breathed, eyes sparkling with enthusiasm as she peered over the side rails. “I could take photographs here for a month.”

“If we live that long,” Lucinda muttered. Clutching her leather valise in one hand and raising her skirts with the other—much to the glee of three reprobates grinning from the doorway of the Red Eye Saloon next door to the hotel—she gingerly stepped out of the wagon, onto the mounting block, then up onto the boardwalk. With a look of distaste, she dropped her skirts and looked around. “Two weeks. Here. Surely they’re jesting.”

Edwina climbed up onto the boardwalk beside her, followed by Maddie, then Prudence. Moving aside to make room for the other passengers clambering out of the wagon, the four women studied the town.

It was a dismal place.

Situated at the bottom of a steep-sided canyon, the town was a rat’s nest of unpainted plank-sided buildings, sagging tents, dilapidated sheds and lean-tos, all sandwiched between a flooded creek and a single muddy dunghill of a street. And the crowning glory, perched on the rocky hillside north of the wretched town, was a sprawling, many-scaffolded edifice that looked more like a monstrous spider poised to strike than a working mine. The entire town  had a haphazard, unfinished feel to it, like a collection of random afterthoughts thrown together by a confused mind.

And yet, Edwina realized, looking around a second time, if one looked beyond the eyesore of the mine, and the squalor and taint of decay that seemed to hang in the air like stale wood smoke, there was astounding beauty to be seen. Tall conifers rising a hundred feet. Stark cliffs sheened by cascading waterfalls winding down the rock face like frothy ribbons. High, white-capped peaks cutting a jagged edge against a cloudless blue sky. It was savage and mysterious . . . but it was also blessedly free of the ravages of war, and for that reason more than any other, Edwina liked it.

“I wonder what they mine?” Maddie asked, squinting up at the sprawling hillside monstrosity.

“Nothing lucrative,” Lucinda murmured, eyeing the ill-kempt, wide-eyed gawkers now spilling out of the saloon to get a better look at the ladies. “This place is one step from being a ghost town.”

“A ghost town!” Maddie fairly glowed with excitement. “Two weeks won’t be long enough to do justice to this marvelous place. And look at those faces! Each one tells a story. I can’t wait to get to work.”

“Then you’d best start unpacking,” Lucinda advised, eyeing the boxes of photography equipment crowding the boardwalk.

Prudence nudged Edwina’s arm and nodded to where the conductor was crossing names off a list as the other passengers filed into the hotel. “Let’s get settled.”

The Heartbreak Creek Hotel might have been—for a month or two, anyway—a thriving place. But years of neglect had reduced it to a bedraggled, rickety old dowager, barely clinging to the threadbare remnants of her brief glory. Sun-faded drapes, scuffed wainscoting against peeling wallpaper, once-lovely oil sconces now caked with soot and dust. Even the air that met them when they stepped through the open double doors smelled musty, laced with the lingering scents of stale cooking odors, tobacco smoke, and moldy carpets.

As they waited their turn before the conductor, Edwina scanned the lobby. Directly across from the entry doors was a high paneled  counter that showed remarkable, if grimy, workmanship, manned by a harried elderly clerk passing out brass keys as the passengers signed in. Beside the counter rose a steep staircase that led to a banistered mezzanine off which doors into the upstairs rooms opened. To the right of the entry, an archway opened into a dining area, now deserted in the midafternoon lull, while to the left stood a closed door, which led, judging by the tinkling piano music and loud voices, directly into the reprobates’ saloon.

“She with you?” a voice asked.

Turning, Edwina found the conductor frowning at her, his small, faded blue eyes flicking to Pru, who stood slightly behind her. Edwina read disapproval in his expression and felt her ire rise. “She is.”

The conductor’s lips thinned beneath his bushy gray mustache. “You’ll have to share a room. That all right by you?”

“Of course it’s all right.” Edwina started to add, and why wouldn’t it be, you pinhead? when a sharp tug on the back of her coat choked off the angry retort. Pru hated scenes.

The conductor licked the tip of his stubby pencil and squinted at his list. “Names?”

“Edwina Ladoux . . . Brodie. And this lovely lady with me”—ignoring her sister’s warning glare, Edwina swept a hand in her direction—“is my—” Another jerk almost pulled her backward. Before she could recover, Pru stepped forward to say, “Maid. Prudence Lincoln, sir.”

While Edwina coughed, Pru accepted their room assignment, nodded her thanks, and shoved Edwina on into the lobby, where the front desk clerk was directing passengers to their rooms.

“You almost choked me,” Edwina accused, rubbing her throat.

“Hush. People are looking.”

“At my vicious maid, no doubt.”

“Welcome, ladies. I’m Yancey.” Showing stained teeth—what few were left, anyway—in a broad smile, the hotel clerk, a grizzled old man with eyebrows as fat as white caterpillars, beckoned them forward. “Room number?”

Before Pru could answer, Lucinda stepped past them and up to  the counter. “Room twenty.” Setting her valise on the floor, she gave Pru and Edwina an apologetic smile. “I told the conductor we would share. I hope you don’t mind. It’ll be safer,” she added in a whisper. Then without waiting for a response, she turned back to the slack-faced clerk, plucked the pen from its holder, dipped it in the inkwell, and smiled sweetly. “Where shall I sign?”

“Twenty?” The old man was clearly aghast. “But that—that’s the Presidential Suite!”

“So I’ve been told.”

“But you’re not the president.”

“Alas, no.” Turning the full force of those dazzling green eyes on the befuddled Yancey, Lucinda leaned closer to whisper, “But Uncle insisted I take it if I ever came to Heartbreak Creek. Will that be a problem?”

“Goddamn.”

Apparently, that meant it wasn’t. After ordering a freckled boy to take fresh linens and water to “the big suite,” he reverently placed the key in Lucinda’s gloved hand and bowed them toward the stairs. “Last room at the end of the hall, ladies. The boy is setting it up now.”

As they headed toward the staircase, Edwina gave Lucinda a wondering look. “Are you really Grant’s niece?”

“Grant? Who said I was Grant’s niece?”

“But, I thought . . . you mean, you’re not?”

Lucinda laughed. “That old drunk?”

Not much of an answer, but apparently all Lucinda was willing to give. As they trooped up the stairs, Edwina mused that there were a lot of unanswered questions about Lucinda, not the least of which was what was in that valise that she guarded so protectively. Edwina sensed that like her, Lucinda had been through hard times and devastating loss. But Lucinda had chosen to fight back, while Edwina had chosen to run.

But, really, what choice had she? Raised in the lap of luxury without a care beyond what to wear to the next ball, Edwina barely knew how to survive. Oh, certainly she had skills—dancing, flirting,  performing parlor tricks like finding water with willow sticks or playing the piano blindfolded—but that hardly put food on the table. Other than her meager sewing income—which Pru augmented with sales from their vegetable garden and the occasional household position that came her way—the only thing that had kept them going through the last hard years was hope. But after five years of the excesses of the Reconstruction, that was gone, too. Now all that remained of her past was a weed-choked cotton plantation sold for back taxes, her father’s watch, and a graveyard full of new markers.

The South she loved was no more. She had realized that the day Pru had been spat upon by a white man just because of her dark skin, while she, a white woman, had been vilified for sharing blood with a woman of color.

No, she wasn’t running away. She just had no reason to stay.

As they neared their room at the end of the landing, the door swung open and the freckled boy darted out. “All set up, ma’ams. You need anything, just yell over the banister to Yancey.” Then he was off at a run down the hall.

“Set up” meant tattered linens were stacked on the unmade beds in each of the two bedrooms opening off the sitting area, and a pitcher of cold water sat on the bureau. Edwina peered down into its murky depths. “Is this the water we’re not supposed to drink?”

“I’ll stick with brandy,” Lucinda muttered, carrying her valise into the bedroom on the left.

Maddie stopped beside the pitcher, took a look, and shuddered. “It looks used. How vexing.”

“I wonder what’s wrong with it?” This whole water thing confused Edwina. “With a creek running right through the middle of town and all those waterfalls streaming down the slopes, how could the water be so bad?”

“Probably the mine,” Pru said as she hung her coat on a hook beside the door. “They often use harsh chemicals to leach gold or silver from the raw ore. If it seeps back into the ground, it can taint the entire water table.”

Edwina turned to stare at her. “How do you know these things?”

“I read.”

“About mining practices?” Edwina shouldn’t have been surprised. Her sister took in information like a starving person gobbled up food. But mining practices? “Why would you read about mining practices?”

“Why wouldn’t I?” As she spoke, Pru set herself to rights, straightening her sleeves, brushing her skirts, running a hand over her tightly pinned hair. “I’m only guessing, of course. But since the mine is upriver from the town, and I did see some sluices and a thick canvas pipe running down from one of those waterfalls to what I assume is a concentrator, I can only deduce the water is being used to leach out unwanted chemicals.” She paused in thought, one long, graceful finger gently tapping her full lower lip. “Or maybe it’s for a water cannon. I’ll have to check.”

“Oh, please do!” Shaking her head, Edwina walked into the bedroom she was to share with Pru.

An hour later, their valises were unpacked, their beds made, and they were as refreshed as four women could be, sharing one pitcher of cold water between them.

“We’re famished,” Lucinda announced, walking into the sitting room with her valise in her hand and Maddie on her heels. “Shall we brave the cooking in this wretched place and go down to the dining room?”

“Dare we?” Edwina asked.

Pru straightened her collar and checked her buttons. “I’m willing.”

“Excellent.” Swinging open the door, Lucinda motioned the other ladies into the hallway, stepped out after them, and locked the door. “And while we eat,” she said, following them down the stairs, “Edwina can tell us all about her new husband, and Maddie can tell us about her errant husband, and Pru can tell us what she hopes to do with all that astounding book learning.”

And perhaps while we’re at it, Edwina added silently, you’ll tell us what you have in that valise you guard like stolen treasure.




Two

Oh, drat!

Filled with foreboding, Edwina picked up the note bearing her name that someone had shoved beneath the door while they had been choking down a barely edible dinner in the dining room below. She had a fair idea who had left it there. While the other three ladies filed past her into the sitting area, she forced herself to open it.

The familiar script. This time, only six words:

Eight o’clock outside the hotel. Brodie.

“What is it?” Pru asked, moving on toward their bedroom.

“Not bad news, I hope.” With a deep sigh, Maddie plopped into one of the worn wingbacks by the flyspecked window. “I deplore bad news.”

“Do you, Pollyanna?” Shooting her a look of amusement, Lucinda sank gracefully into the other chair. “How odd.”

Maddie’s cheerful optimism was the antithesis of Lucinda’s cynical outlook, and the two women had enlivened their dismal meal with gentle banter. Lucinda had accused Maddie of having her head so far above the clouds she couldn’t see the rain falling on her feet. Maddie had retaliated by asking if Lucinda was a misplaced Scot.

But now, seeing the stricken expression on Edwina’s face, Lucinda’s smile faded. “What’s wrong?”

Edwina gripped the note in a tight fist as if she had the man himself by the scruff of his neck. “He’s here! And he expects me to meet him outside the hotel tomorrow morning. Tomorrow!” Apparently the washout hadn’t damaged the road enough to make it impassable.

Maddie turned to Lucinda. “I’m assuming she means her husband.”

Edwina had told them about Declan Brodie and his four children, and her growing reservations about marrying a stranger. Maddie had tried to reassure her by explaining that arranged marriages were not uncommon in Britain. “Although mine wasn’t, of course. Ours was a love match.”

“And see how well that turned out,” Lucinda had remarked, adding, “Married or not, men are as steadfast as a loose woman’s virtue.”

“What should I do?” Edwina now asked her new friends.

“Run,” Lucinda advised.

“Meet him,” Maddie countered. “He deserves at least that.”

“Pack.” Moving to the wardrobe in their bedroom, Pru pulled out her carpetbag and set it on the bed. She began packing garments inside.

Edwina studied the note again, thoughts jumbling in her mind. “Perhaps he just wants to talk. Pay his respects. Perhaps he doesn’t intend to actually leave tomorrow.” She looked hopefully at the two women seated by the window. “That sounds reasonable, doesn’t it?”

Lucinda shrugged.

“What does he say exactly?” Maddie asked.

She told them. “Twelve hours. That’s all I have left.” Too restless to sit, she began pacing the small sitting area.

“It could be a grand adventure.” To sweet Maddie, every cloud was woven with golden threads and sprinkled with diamonds. “This marriage might very well be all you’ve ever dreamed.”

“Surely you don’t believe that, Maddie,” Lucinda challenged. The worldly New Yorker had made it clear what she thought about  marriage and men. Though she seldom spoke about herself—and when she did, offered little information—it was obvious she held both the wedded state and the male gender in low regard. “Have you ever seen a truly happy couple?”

“Angus and I might have been, had he ever stayed around long enough for us to get to know one another.”

“Or you might have been utterly miserable. Two letters in five years. The man should be shot.”

“Maybe he was. Maybe that’s why he hasn’t written.” Maddie sent Lucinda a worried look. “Surely I would have been notified if he had been, don’t you think? I wouldn’t want him to be dead.”

Too distracted to attend their conversation, Edwina wandered into the bedroom and plopped down on the bed beside Pru’s valise. She needed her sister’s steady calmness now. She needed to hear that everything would be all right, even if it was a lie.

“Why is he in such a hurry?” she complained. “He could have waited a few more days.”

Pru looked at her.

From the other room, Maddie called, “Perhaps he can’t wait any longer to meet his lovely bride,” which elicited a chuckle from Lucinda.

Realizing any words spoken in the bedroom could be easily heard by the two women watching through the open door into the sitting area, Edwina shot them a scolding look. “We can hear and see you.”

“We can see and hear you, too,” Lucinda responded gaily. “Although it would help if you spoke up a touch.”

Edwina flopped back across the ratty counterpane. “Such haste is unseemly. I’m not a cow to be herded around. I’m a gently bred lady.”

“You’re a nitwit,” her sister muttered. “That’s why we’re here.”

“Nonetheless, I deserve better. I had better.”

“You’ve been married before?” Maddie called.

Lucinda’s muttered response was just loud enough to carry into the bedroom. “And she’s doing it a second time?”

“Yes, I was, and he was such a sweet boy.” Edwina stared up at the ceiling and tried to picture Shelly’s face as he had appeared nine years ago on their wedding day. Both scarcely seventeen and oh, so foolish. “He looked so handsome in his sword and sash.”

“One does get pulled in by the uniform,” Maddie mused. “Angus is with the Tenth Hussars. Assuming he’s still alive.”

Barely listening, Edwina let her thoughts drift back to those early days, when hope and southern pride had flowed through the South like summer wine until they’d all become drunk on Confederate patriotism.

It had been a summer wedding. They’d held it in the garden under the wisteria arbor. Bees had droned in the flower beds, and the air had been heady with the scent of sweet alyssum and dianthus and stocks.

Then had come the wedding night, and the realization that she had made a terrible mistake in marrying a childhood friend who was more like a brother than a sweetheart. After that one fumbling, awkward night—the memory of which still gave Edwina the shivers—poor Shelly had marched off in his smart gray uniform, only to return four months later, minus a leg.

“What happened to him?” Maddie asked.

“Gangrene.” Edwina didn’t want to think of those last horrid weeks—day after day watching him waste away—the suffering, the stench, the awful emptiness in his eyes. “It near broke my heart.”

Pru snapped the wrinkles out of a skirt with such vigor it sounded like the crack of a whip in the small room. “You only married that poor boy because he was your friend,” she reminded Edwina. “He had no one else to wave him off to war, and you felt sorry for him.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t have married him, Pru. But I loved him.” Tears welled up—for herself, for Shelly, for all the lost dreams. “Why did everything have to change? I wish that wretched war had never happened.”

Pru paused in her packing to look at her.

“Except for the slavery thing,” Edwina amended with a halfhearted wave of one hand. “Naturally I wanted that to stop.”

“We English ended that nasty practice years ago, thank heavens.”

“After,” Lucinda pointed out to the Englishwoman, “you introduced that nasty practice here.”

“No matter how it ended,” Pru cut in, “on behalf of freed slaves everywhere, I just thank the Lord it’s over.”

“On behalf of Yankees everywhere,” Lucinda quipped, “you’re welcome.”

“Ha!” Sitting up, Edwina glared at her sister, still piqued by her callous, if true, remarks about Shelly. “You were never a slave, Pru, and don’t pretend you were.”

“My mother was.”

“And our father was a slave to her.” Edwina saw her sister’s face tighten and knew she’d misspoken. Despite their friendship with Lucinda and Maddie, Pru still insisted they not discuss their shared father. Anger seeping away, Edwina put her hand on her sister’s arm. “Please, Pru, let’s not get into that again. The war’s been over for five years. There’s even a man of color in the Congress. Can’t we finally put slavery to rest?”

“Half color. And Mr. Revels was never a slave.” Pausing in her folding, Pru looked at the far wall, her expression troubled. “I try. But then I see all those bewildered Negroes wandering through the towns we pass, and I get angry all over again. They can’t read or write, Edwina. They have no training to start new lives. Someone should help them—do something.”

Edwina studied her sister, feeling that pang of sympathy warring with her impatience. Freed slaves weren’t the only ones left bereft and bewildered. The South had been utterly destroyed. Thousands upon thousands had died. What more could be done to right that terrible wrong? Kill thousands more? “Here’s an idea, then,” she suggested. “Let’s go back to Rose Hill, dig up my grandfather’s bones, and stomp the stuffings out of them. Will that make you feel better?”

Pru bit back a smile and resumed packing. “It might.”

“Sounds a bit drastic,” Maddie called. “Even the Scots don’t dig up their dead.”

Flopping back again, Edwina watched lacy cobwebs on the stained ceiling swing to and fro in a gentle draft, and felt such a sense of despair it seemed to clog her throat. “I just want to put it all behind me,” she said in a wobbly voice. “All that pain and death and destruction. I don’t want to think about all those new graves. Is that so wrong? To want to start over?”

“No, love. It isn’t.” Sinking onto the edge of the bed beside her, Pru reached out and patted Edwina’s hand. “I’m just not sure marrying a man you never met is the way to go about it.”

“I agree,” Lucinda called. “Men will always break your heart.”

“Sad, but true,” Maddie put in. “And if you do marry a stranger, sometimes getting to know him better will only lead to impossible hopes and expectations they are unable or unwilling to fulfill.”

“Well, what choice did I have?” Edwina complained, sitting up again. “A Klansman or a carpetbagger. It seems all the men were either married, so defeated they couldn’t go on, or so angry they wouldn’t let the killing end. I can’t live like that any longer. I won’t.”

Pru resumed packing. “Eldridge Blankenship was unmarried, and was neither Klansman nor carpetbagger. He would have made a fine husband.”

“Or a beaver,” Edwina argued, earning a laugh from Lucinda. “Did you see those teeth? Besides, he wanted children.”

Another subject they hadn’t broached with their new friends, so Pru didn’t respond.

But Maddie’s curiosity was aroused. Tipping her head to study Edwina through the open door, she asked, “You don’t want children?”

Edwina shrugged.

“How do you plan to stop them from coming?”

“There are ways,” Lucinda said before Edwina had to admit she was hoping to talk her groom into abstinence. “A man named Charles Goodyear has invented a rubber sheath that fits over—”

“Lucinda Hathaway!” Prudence gave her a look that would have done her name proud. “I cannot believe you would discuss such a thing!”

“We’re none of us virgins,” Lucinda pointed out. “Including you, I’d guess, since you’re experienced enough to know what I’m talking about.”

Surprised, Edwina turned to her sister, expecting an immediate denial. But Pru didn’t meet her gaze, although her caramel-colored skin did seem to darken a bit.

“Fits over what?” Maddie persisted.

Lucinda rolled her eyes. “For someone with an arts background you have a somewhat limited imagination, don’t you, dear?”

“I’m a photographer, not a—my word! You’re talking about French letters, aren’t you? They’re made of rubber? I thought they were made of linen or silk or animal intestines.”

“Intestines? Good Lord. You Scots truly are backward.”

“I’m English, Lucinda, as well you know.”

“Be that as it may, rubber sheaths have been around for at least a decade. Apparently neither you nor your Scottish husband has ever used one.”

“There was no need.”

“No need? You mean you didn’t—”

“Of course we did,” Maddie cut. “Many times. Often in the same day. But contraception wasn’t an issue. I wanted children. Very much.”

Edwina gaped at her two friends, amazed that they could so blithely discuss such taboo subjects as consummation and conception. They seemed so confident and assured. So experienced. “I wish I could be more like you two,” she said wistfully. “Say whatever you want. Travel where and when the mood strikes. Follow your dreams wherever they take you, instead of just being someone’s wife.”

“Oh, being a wife isn’t so bad,” Maddie allowed. “I rather liked it. Until he dumped me on his family and left. Ghastly man, that earl.”

“Earl?” Lucinda sounded shocked. “You were married to an earl?”

“His father is the earl. Angus is only third in line, which was why he was in the military, of course.”

“Edwina, you wouldn’t last two minutes on your own,” Pru said, responding to her earlier remark. “You can’t even cook.”

“Who cooks?” Maddie said airily. “I’m sure your new husband will be delighted with you, Edwina, whether you can cook or not. Angus didn’t seem to mind that I couldn’t cook. But then we rarely left the bedroom. When he bothered to come see me, that is.”

 

 

The next morning at ten minutes after eight o’clock, Edwina stepped out of the Heartbreak Creek Hotel into such bright, glaring sunlight it made her head pound even worse than it had throughout the night. Raising a hand to shade her eyes, she looked around, wrinkling her nose at the smell of the horse droppings in the street and the stale reek of whiskey and tobacco smoke drifting out of the open door of the Red Eye Saloon next door.

Other than the distant thudding of machinery up at the mine, the town seemed deader than it had when they’d arrived the previous day—no gawkers peering through the greasy windows of the saloon, no wagons lumbering down the muddy street, and no unsmiling man resembling that tiny tintype waiting outside the hotel.

“So where is he?” she groused, squinting down the boardwalk. “It’s after eight. He should be here by now.” After spending a nearsleepless night dreading this meeting, she now found herself churning with impatience for it to be over. Rather like the terrified anticipation felons facing a firing squad must feel. “It’s rude to keep a lady waiting. A wife waiting.”

What if he never comes? What if the money runs out and we’re stranded in this nasty little town forever?

A sharp breeze, crisp with spring’s promise even though snow still capped the peaks above the mine, cut through Edwina’s thin coat and made her shiver. Beside her, Pru patted and smoothed and checked her buttons with annoying predictability.

“Stop fidgeting, Pru,” she snapped. “It’s giving me a headache.”

“Poor dear.”

The lack of sympathy in Pru’s tone fueled Edwina’s pique. “And  another thing.” She met her sister’s bland look with a warning glare. “If you refer to yourself as my maid again I will cause such a ruckus it’ll make your hair curl.”

“My hair is already curled.”

“I mean it, Prudence.”

“In a bad mood, are we?”

Realizing she was sounding like a petulant child, Edwina let go a deep sigh and along with it, most of her anger. “I wish Maddie and Lucinda were here. Maybe I can hire on as Maddie’s photography assistant. Or as Lucinda’s personal seamstress. I should have thought to ask.”

“No matter. You’re married.” Pru straightened her bonnet after a sudden gust almost snatched it from her head. “And we decided to let them sleep, remember? Besides, we said our good-byes last night.”

“I know. But still . . .” Edwina would have liked having them there for support. Maddie’s eternal good cheer might have kept her spirits up, even as Lucinda’s innate pragmatism would have reminded her that she’d made her choice and had best get on with it. “This waiting is fraying my nerves.”

What if he misrepresented himself? What if he’s an ogre? A toothless, squint-eyed, wife-beating ogre?

Blinking back the sting of tears, she stared down at her tightly clasped hands. Thank God she had insisted on the two-month waiting period so they could get to know each other before doing . . . that. Perhaps she should extend it to three. Yes, three would do nicely. That way, if he didn’t work out, she would have time to come up with another plan before he insisted on exercising his husbandly duties. Her skin prickled at the thought.

“I don’t think you’ll have to wait much longer.”

Edwina looked up to see her sister staring fixedly past her shoulder. “Is it him?”

“He,” Pru corrected absently. “And yes, I think so.”

When Edwina started to turn, Pru grabbed her arm. “Don’t look. You’ll appear too anxious.”

She was anxious. She was tired, anxious, and terrified. “Well?” she prodded impatiently. “What does he look like? Is he presentable? Clean, at least? I never trust those tintypes.”

“He’s . . . ah . . . presentable. And bigger.”

Edwina resisted the urge to burst into nervous giggles. “I should hope so. That tintype is smaller than my watch.”

This was insane. The whole idea was insane. What was she thinking to marry a complete stranger, some backwoods mountainman rancher type?

What if he’s wearing animal skins?

“What is he doing?” she asked, trying to keep the quaver from her voice. “Has he seen us? Is he coming this way? Is my bonnet straight?”

“Stop fussing,” Pru hissed. “He’s talking to someone. No, wait. Now he’s walking toward us. Compose yourself.”

Edwina told herself not to look, but found her head turning anyway. A quick glance, then she faced forward again, a sense of relief coursing through her. A well-dressed man, wearing a smart bowler hat and finely tailored suit. She’d only had a glimpse, but he had seemed presentable. Older than she’d expected, perhaps. And rounder, and a bit hairier with that flaring mustache, but presentable, nonetheless. A benign man. Easily managed. She let out a deep exhale. Thank you, Lord. “He’ll do,” she whispered to Pru with a happy grin. “He won’t be any trouble at all.”

Her sister reared back to gape at her. “You’re jesting.”

“No, truly, Pru.” She patted her sister’s gloved hand in reassurance. “I have a good feeling about this. As soon as I convince him to shave off that silly mustache he’ll be quite the thing.”

“Mustache?” Pru started to laugh. “Oh, dear.”

Edwina’s smile faded. “Oh, dear, what?” She tensed as footfalls approached from behind.

A deep voice said, “Morning, ma’am,” and the man in the tailored suit and bowler hat stepped around them and on down the boardwalk.

Edwina’s shoulders slumped. “Drat. Where the dickens is he?”

Then she saw Pru’s head tilt up, then higher still, and suddenly she felt an ominous presence behind her. It was all she could do to turn slowly, and then all she could do not to shriek out loud.

He was huge, bristly-jawed, scowling, and not presentable at all. He didn’t even do them the courtesy of removing his dusty Stetson when addressing her, and—merciful heavens—was that a gun in his belt?

“Edwina Ladoux Brodie?” he asked in a deep voice every bit as welcoming as his stern features.

“Gwaugh,” Edwina garbled, caught between “Good God” and “What?”

The man’s dark gaze flicked between the sisters, paused briefly on Pru’s scarred wrist, then settled on Edwina. “Is one of you Ed—”

“Yes!” Edwina managed, having finally found her voice. “I’m her—she—Edwina Ladoux, that is. Brodie.” She lifted a shaky hand toward Pru. “And this is my—”

“Traveling companion,” Pru cut in, with a nod of her head. “Prudence Lincoln.”

The man frowned at Pru for a moment, then swung his attention back to Edwina. It was oppressive, the way he looked at her. Intrusive and rude.

Realizing she had twisted the strings of her reticule so tightly around her wrist that her fingers had gone numb, Edwina didn’t offer her hand but simply stood there, her heart drumming so hard she thought she might faint.

Surely this great hulking lump wasn’t her husband. He looked nothing like the tintype. Well, perhaps a bit. But only because both men had dark hair and eyes, and neither seemed capable of smiling.

The man in the tintype was certainly more properly dressed in a banded drover shirt and a dark coat.

This man wore a battered sheepskin jacket over an unbleached work shirt and worn denims, and instead of being clean-shaven wore a three-day growth of dark beard on his scowling, square-jawed face. Plus, he looked older. Well, not so much older, as less young, or perhaps just tired. And those eyes—

Edwina abruptly lost her train of thought when she realized he had been scrutinizing her just as thoroughly as she had been scrutinizing him. Except he didn’t even try to hide the blatant assessment, his studied gaze moving boldly down to her smart, although wellworn kid slippers, then up over her also worn, but still quite fashionable gabardine traveling cloak, and finally rising to the drawn silk spoon bonnet she had dressed up with jaunty rosettes and peacock plumes to disguise the fact that it was five years out of date. It seemed to hold his attention for an extended time, and to Edwina’s experienced eye he didn’t look particularly pleased with what he saw.

“I wasn’t expecting two,” he muttered, tearing his gaze from her hat to scowl at Pru.

Edwina stiffened, although despite her height and even if she had risen on tiptoe, she still wouldn’t have reached past his chin. “I shall go nowhere without my—”

“Traveling companion,” Pru cut in.

Edwina glared at her.

Pru smiled sweetly back.

Two women walked by, shooting speculative glances from beneath the brims of their cottage bonnets at the man glaring down at them. Farm women, Edwina guessed, eyeing their faded calico dresses and scuffed boots. Sturdy, practical farm women. She wondered if they spoke English. An insane urge to run after them and ask almost sent her into hysterical laughter. It was bizarre. Comical, really. Then she glanced up at the man towering over her and amusement faded. Obviously he didn’t share her appreciation of the absurd, judging by the tense line of his mouth and the disapproving glint in his dark brown eyes.

He mumbled something, scratched at his bristly jaw, then sighed. “Come along then.” And without waiting for a response, he turned and started down the boardwalk.

Edwina gaped at his broad back. “I beg your pardon!”

“Oh, dear,” Pru muttered.

He stopped and swung back.

“Come along where?” Edwina demanded.

“To the wagon.” He waved a big hand in the direction he’d been headed. “By the mercantile. It’s already loaded.” Turning, he commenced walking. Or clumping. The man’s stride was twice Edwina’s, and with his full weight coming down on the narrow sloped heels of his boots, each footfall sounded like a hammer blow on the wooden boardwalk.

“What’s the rush?” she called, bringing him to a stop once again. She had hoped they might chat for a moment. Perhaps step into the hotel dining room for a cup of tea. Something to mark their first meeting.

This time, he at least had the good grace to retrace his steps, but when he stopped before her, Edwina wished he hadn’t. Without even trying to mask his impatience, he snapped, “The washout and a busted wheel have already cost me an extra day. I need to get back. Now.”

For what? A pig sticking?

“What about our things?” Pru asked. “We have only two bags.”

“Where?”

“In the hotel. I’ll have the bellboy bring them down.” And before Edwina could stop her, Pru darted into the lobby.

Battling panic, Edwina stood rooted where her sister had abandoned her. Unable to meet that piercing gaze, she studied the boardwalk, listened to him breathe, blinked at his astoundingly large boots.

Tension built until the weight of it filled Edwina’s mind and drove a burst of words out of her mouth. “I have friends,” she said in a rush. “In the hotel. I must say good-bye.” Then before he could respond, she whirled and fled into the hotel after her sister.

Pru was nowhere in sight. But instead of pounding up the stairs in search of her, Edwina veered toward the clerk at the front desk, desperate for some reassurance about the man waiting outside. What if her husband was a known desperado or murderous villain intent on carving out their hearts as soon as they reached the edge of town? What if the reason he had to advertise for a new wife was because he had murdered his last one?

Reaching the desk, she glanced back, then stiffened when she saw that her husband had moved inside the doorway where he now stood, arms crossed over his chest, watching her.

Heart thudding against her ribs, Edwina motioned the clerk closer. “Do you know that man, Mr. Yancey?” she whispered, tipping her head in the lump’s direction. “The one by the front door. No, don’t gawk!”

The clerk peered past Edwina’s shoulder. “You mean Big Bob?”

“Big Bob?” Who the dickens is Big Bob?

“Everybody in these parts knows Big Bob.”

Not Declan Brodie? Had her husband sent this lummox in his stead? Hope soared. “You’re sure,” she pressed. “The big man by the door.”

Oh, please, oh, please.

“Yep. Big Bob. Highline Ranch. That’s him.”

Not my husband. Not Declan Brodie. Edwina almost sagged in her relief. But euphoria abruptly died as suspicion took its place. “Is he a dependable man? Honorable?” Will we be safe traveling with him? was what she wanted to ask but was afraid to alert her hulking escort to her fears.

Mr. Yancey scratched at his bald scalp. “Well, yeah. I suppose. He was the sheriff, after all. Before the trouble, that is.”

Trouble? She looked back at Big Bob—what an absurd name—and found him still watching her, those dark eyes gleaming like two chips of wet flint in his sun-browned face.

“Wait a minute,” the clerk blurted out, reclaiming her attention. “You’re that Mrs. Brodie!” Tilting his head to peer around Edwina, he waved to Big Bob.

Big Bob didn’t wave back.

“You’re the new missus.” The clerk grinned happily, showing gaps in his rust-stained teeth. Edwina had noticed such dental discolorations on several other locals and deduced the water in Heartbreak Creek must be as ghastly as the conductor had said. She resisted the impulse to rub a gloved finger across her own front teeth.

She was about to question the clerk further when Pru came  down the stairs, trailed by the freckled bellboy tottering under the weight of their two carpetbags. On his heels came Maddie and Lucinda, who stopped beside the front counter to stare at the man waiting by the front door.

“Is that your husband?” Maddie whispered in a voice low enough for Edwina and Pru to hear, but hopefully not Big Bob.

“God help her if it is,” Lucinda murmured.

Panting, the boy let the bags drop beside Edwina, then stood back with an expectant look, rather like that of a spaniel after laying a fresh kill at his master’s feet. Edwina turned her own expectant look toward Big Bob. She was down to so few coins she was reluctant to part with a one if she didn’t have to.

After a long hesitation, and with a scowl of irritation that didn’t bode well for the long ride to the ranch, Big Bob came forward. Ignoring the four women staring at him, he reached into his trouser pocket, pulled out a coin, and held it out.

Grinning, the boy snatched it up. Before he could dart away, the dark-haired man rested his hand on the youngster’s thin shoulder.

“Why aren’t you in school, son?”

“It’s closed, sir.”

“Closed?”

“It’s always closed on Saturday, sir.”

Big Bob shot a surprised glance at Mr. Yancey. “It’s Saturday?”

The clerk showed rusty teeth and nodded. “All day.”

“Hell. I’m two days late.” And with an accusing look at Edwina, as if the delay and his own inability to keep track of it were somehow her fault, he snatched up the carpetbags and headed toward the door. “Come on. We’re burning daylight.”

Edwina stared after him, thoughts of escape racing through her mind. Then Pru’s hand pressed against her shoulder blades, shoving her through the door and onto the boardwalk.

“You poor thing,” Lucinda muttered, stepping out behind them.

“Oh, I don’t think so,” Maddie argued. “I think your husband is rather handsome. And big, like Angus.”

“He’s not my husband,” Edwina said over her shoulder.

Pru stopped pushing. “He’s not?”

Edwina repressed a giggle. “That’s Big Bob.” She drew out the name, adding a flourish, like a barker at a county fair announcing the prize hog. “Apparently he was sent to fetch us.” Seeing Pru’s frown, she quickly added, “But don’t fret. The clerk said he was once a sheriff, so we’ll be fine. I think.”

Taking advantage of her sister’s befuddlement, Edwina turned to give hugs to Maddie and Lucinda. “I shall miss you,” she said, fighting tears.

Lucinda blushed and looked away, obviously uncomfortable with emotional displays.

“Not for long,” Maddie announced. “Since we’re staying. We decided last night.”

“Staying?” Edwina reared back. “Here? In Heartbreak Creek?”

“Only for a while,” Lucinda warned, even though she was smiling, too.

Edwina glanced at Pru, saw a reflection of her own happy confusion in her sister’s expression. “But why?” she asked, turning back to her friends.

“Why not?” Maddie grinned and looked around, her eyes alight with excitement. “This is the perfect place to start my photographic expedition. The real West. And this way, if we stay together, rather than traveling on alone, we’ll both be safer.”

“And also,” Lucinda added, with a nod toward the tall figure heading down the boardwalk, “if this foolish proxy marriage of yours doesn’t work out, we’ll be close by to spirit you away.”
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