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    A Bride for Mason 
 
    Chapter One  
 
    Prairieville  
 
    Wyoming Territory 
 
    Elizabeth Bishop, the former Elizabeth Hutchison, sat in the parlor of the Hutchison ranch house with her sister at heart, Grace. Both young women were chatting and laughing while working on mending projects when a knock sounded at the front door. 
 
    Cora, their housekeeper and family friend, hurried to open the door. She said a few words to the young lad at the door, handed him a coin, and returned to the parlor holding a slip of yellow paper. 
 
    “A telegram?” Grace asked. “I hope it isn’t bad news.” 
 
    Cora shrugged. “Not sure, it’s for Mister Hutch.” She turned and knocked on the door of Grandpa Hutch’s study.  
 
    “Come in,” Grandpa’s gravelly voice instructed.  
 
    Cora opened the door and walked to his desk, handing him the yellow slip of paper. “This came for you.” 
 
    He nodded, “Thanks.” 
 
    Cora smiled at him as she left him to read his telegram. A few moments later, he walked into the parlor. 
 
    “I just received a telegram from my brother.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s heart skipped a beat. She had recently obtained an annulment from her former husband, Wade, after he left to live with Grandpa Hutch’s brother in Montana. From the look on grandpa’s face, the news wasn’t good. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Elizabeth asked her voice shaky with worry. 
 
    Grandpa Hutch nodded. “It seems Lucinda left the small Montana town near my brother’s ranch with a gambler. Wade had been seeing her every chance he could.” 
 
    “She followed him?” Elizabeth stammered. “Clay was right. An annulment was my best option. Wade never cared and only married me to win a bet. Well, he certainly taught me a lesson. I’ll be much more careful with my life and heart in the future.”  
 
    “There’s more,” Grandpa Hutch explained. “My brother said Wade was furious when Lucinda left town. He said she was his and he’s left my brother’s ranch.” 
 
    Grace’s eyes opened wide, “He’s going after her? With his temper, he could hurt her and the man she left with.” 
 
    Grandpa slowly shook his head. “My brother did his best to keep him from leaving, but he said he was going home to claim what was rightfully his. He’s on his way back here for you, Elizabeth.” 
 
    Elizabeth stood suddenly dropping her mending to the floor. “He can’t. Well, he can this is his home, but I’m not his. He was sent a copy of the annulment. What am I going to do? I don’t want to pay the price of his anger that’s aimed at Lucinda.” 
 
    Grace stood and wrapped her arms around Elizabeth. “Don’t be frightened. We’ll protect you.” 
 
    “I’m not frightened. I grew up in an orphanage. I know how to deal with being mistreated and to fight for my place in this world. I just hoped this was going to finally be my home. The Hutchison family would finally be my family. I’m angry, and I intend to fight for my happiness.” 
 
    Clay, who had been listening to the conversation from the kitchen rose from the table, told Cora he had to go into town, and he’d be back soon. He left quickly before she had a chance to reply.  
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    Clay reined his horse up outside the telegraph office and hurried inside. He picked up a pencil and began to write: 
 
    Mason Callen 
 
     Quincy Hotel Chicago STOP 
 
    Lucinda ran off with gambler STOP  
 
    Wade furious STOP 
 
    On way home to claim what he says is his STOP  
 
    Elizabeth in danger STOP 
 
    Can I send her to Chicago STOP  
 
    Will you protect her STOP 
 
    Clay Hutchison 
 
     Prairieville Wyoming Territory STOP 
 
    Clay handed the slip of paper to the telegraph operator and said, “Send this immediately and please mark it urgent. Send someone out with the reply as soon as it arrives.” He dropped several coins on the counter.  
 
    The man read the words on the paper and raised his eyebrows. “Will do, Clay. I’ll make sure this is handled immediately.”  
 
    Clay could hear the operator clicking out the message before he left the office. Clay knew Mason cared for Elizabeth and would do all he could to protect her. Without any family to send Elizabeth to, Mason could keep her safe while the family dealt with Wade’s return.  
 
    Clay returned to the ranch and found his family deep in discussion at the kitchen table while enjoying or trying to enjoy Cora’s coffee and pie given the uncertain circumstances. He wanted to share his idea, but he needed to wait for Mason’s reply. He knew what the answer would be, but he still needed to have a few more details. 
 
    Grandpa Hutch spoke up, “Glad you’re back, son. You hear what’s going on?” 
 
    “Yeah, Grandpa, I heard just before I left,” Clay answered as he hung his hat on the hook by the back door.  
 
    Elizabeth stirred her coffee for a moment and looked up. “I need to leave town. I know you said I should stay here, and I’d be safe. I’m sure I would be, but this is Wade’s home. I’m the intruder. He won’t care if our marriage was annulled. The telegram said he’s coming home to collect what’s his. I’m not his, and I will never be, but he may not accept it. It’s kind of you to ask me to stay, and I love each of you dearly. I can’t put myself or any of you in danger.” 
 
    Clay cleared his throat, “Even if Wade takes the train, it will be several days before he arrives. Grandpa knows a lot of people. Allow us a bit of time to find a safe place for you and to see you arrive there without Wade’s knowledge.” 
 
    Grandpa nodded, “Clay’s right. Let me write out a few telegrams and find you the safest place. I refuse to allow you to go off without someone there to have your back. I don’t care what the annulment paper says, you’re my granddaughter and always will be.” He pounded his fist on the table for emphasis and smiled at Elizabeth.  
 
    Elizabeth smiled back. Oh, how she loved the old man. It would break her heart to leave this family, but once Wade accepted the situation, they could write to each other. 
 
    The conversation continued, and Grandpa Hutch interjected thoughts as he wrote out what he wanted in the telegrams he intended to send when a knock interrupted them. 
 
    Elizabeth jumped.  
 
    Clay stood. “Relax, Elizabeth. Wade couldn’t get here this fast, and he certainly wouldn’t knock. I’ll see to the door.” 
 
    The same teenage boy stood on the porch with a yellow sheet of paper in his hand. “Good afternoon, Mister Clay. This telegram is for you.” The boy smiled broadly as Clay generously tipped him for the quick delivery from town.  
 
    After handing the boy a coin, Clay closed the door, read the telegram, and smiled. He walked back into the kitchen and announced he had a solution. All eyes turned to him. 
 
    “I sent a telegram to Mason in Chicago. I thought it would be the last place Wade would look for Elizabeth. I just received his reply,” Clay explained.  
 
    Clay Hutchison  
 
    Hutchison Ranch  
 
    Prairieville Wyoming Territory STOP 
 
    Elizabeth needs my protection STOP 
 
    Contact Judge Clancy about proxy marriage STOP 
 
    Send her to Chicago with my name as protection STOP 
 
    Will set up legalities on my end STOP 
 
    Mason Callen  
 
    Quincy Hotel Chicago STOP 
 
    Elizabeth sat with her mouth open as both Cora and Grace smiled. All three women knew Mason had feelings for Elizabeth but were surprised he’d offer her the protection of his name. 
 
    “I can’t,” Elizabeth stated. “It wouldn’t be fair to Mason. I’ll go wherever Grandpa suggests.” 
 
    Grandpa Hutch slapped his knee. “You’re going to Chicago. Clay and Mason have the best idea. Having the protection of Mason’s name is your best option. I’ll pay your way and get you anything you need to travel. You’ll also have money to take care of yourself once you arrive but knowing Mason, he’ll take good care of you.” 
 
    Elizabeth could only sit and shake her head. This was all moving so fast.  
 
    Grandpa Hutch continued, “Clay, you go speak to the judge. We’ll invite him to supper as soon as Mason has the legal information on his end taken care of. No one in town will know Mason and Elizabeth are married and that way Wade will never try to look for her in Chicago. Then you can take the stage with Elizabeth until she is safely on the train. Everyone agreed?” 
 
    Elizabeth sighed, “I agree, but it seems a shame to do this to Mason and two annulments in my life are two too many, but it does seem to be the best course of action.” 
 
    Clay reassured Elizabeth, “This was Mason’s idea. I only asked him for help. He plans on returning home for good this summer. With any luck by then, Wade will settle down, and you can return here back to your family.” 
 
    Elizabeth nodded and smiled. 
 
    Cora looked at Grace and winked. Both women knew this marriage would not end up in an annulment.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two  
 
    Montana Territory  
 
    Wade Hutchison sat at a table in the back of a saloon in a small town in south-east Montana. He lifted the glass to his mouth and threw back the fourth shot of the rotgut whiskey the bartender claimed was their best. Wade didn’t know the name of the saloon or the name of the town, but he didn’t care. All that concerned him was he missed the stagecoach that had carried Lucinda and the rotten gambler who took her away from him.  
 
    Wade brushed off the attentions of the saloon girl that sauntered his way. “I’m busy thinking. Leave me alone,” he growled at the young woman who immediately did as he requested.  
 
    Wade poured another shot and mumbled, “I’m sure the ticket agent knows exactly where Lucinda is headed. South. All he said was the stagecoach was headed south. South can be anywhere.” 
 
    Wade glanced up when a shadow crossed his table and stared into the eyes of a young man dressed in dirty clothes and a slouch hat. 
 
    “What do you want?” Wade slurred. 
 
    “I heard you was askin’ about the pretty lady on the coach.” 
 
    “Yeah, so?” 
 
    “I heard her say where she wanted to go.” 
 
    Wade’s eyes opened wide, and he tried to shake the alcohol’s effect from his brain. “Where?” 
 
    The young man smiled. “What’s it worth to ya?” 
 
    Wade held up the bottle. “Want a drink?” 
 
    The young man shook his head. 
 
    Wade dug into his pocket and placed some money on the table, the young man snatched it up and said, “She told the dandy she was with that since their problem was stayin’ in Montana that she wanted to go home.” 
 
    “Home.” Wade smiled. “Thanks. I know where she’s headed.” 
 
    The young man nodded and left. 
 
    “Home,” Wade said and slammed another shot of whiskey back. “I’ll go home, too. Won’t Lucinda be surprised? I’ll show her and the gambler what a problem I can be.” 
 
    Wade stood and stumbled out of the saloon and mounted his horse. He rode north out of town to head back to his uncle’s ranch. He needed money, supplies, and his belongings before heading back to Wyoming.   
 
    The two-hour ride to the ranch didn’t do a lot to sober Wade, and his uncle met him on the porch of his home. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Wade’s Uncle Burl demanded to know. 
 
    “None of your business. I’m leaving here in the morning. I know where Lucinda is going, and I’m following her and that no good gambler she ran off with,” Wade declared. 
 
    “Wade Hutchison,” Burl shouted. “You know full well you are supposed to remain here until your grandfather sends for you.” 
 
    Wade snorted. “I can go wherever I want whenever I want. Ain’t you or nobody else gonna stop me. The only reason I’m stuck here is the old man thinks I should be punished before I inherit any of his money or part of the ranch. For all I know, he could already be dead, Clay is running everything, and they cut me out.” 
 
    Burl took a step closer and lowered his voice, “My brother isn’t dead. If he were, I’d know it. He wants you here to change your ways and return the man he hopes you can be.” 
 
    Wade shook his head. “Nah, I’ll never be good enough for them. I won’t get a piece of the ranch, but maybe I’ll get Lucinda back. She’s mine and had no right to run off with that gambler. She followed me here when I left Wyoming, and I was good enough for her until that fancy man showed up.” 
 
    “Wade listen, running after that soiled dove if only going to cause you trouble,” Burl said as he stepped off the porch and walked toward Wade who was still sitting atop his horse. 
 
    Wade sat there shaking his head and glaring at his uncle. 
 
    “Listen, son, there’s nothing back there for you in Wyoming until you can show your grandfather that you’ve changed your ways. You’re fortunate that Grace didn’t press charges against you for abducting her.” 
 
    Wade began laughing. “Grace is a lady. She didn’t have the guts to tell the sheriff I hid her in that line shack. She said she forgave me. I think she was more worried that the people in town thought she ran off with me on purpose instead of me stashing her away for a few days,” 
 
    Burl threw his hands up in expiration. “Wade, you had a good life back in Wyoming. You have a family that cares for you. You were to inherit half of the Hutchison ranch. You had a beautiful wife. You threw it all way for greed and a soiled dove.” 
 
    Wade leaned forward in his saddle and grinned at Burl. “That’s right. I got me a wife back home, too. She’ll do until I find Lucinda.” 
 
    “Has the alcohol muddled your brain? You know you’re not married any longer. The judge sent you a copy of your annulment.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s real. You can’t get an annulment if both people aren’t there. I didn’t sign nothin’. Elizabeth’s still my wife.” 
 
    Burl tried to grab the horse’s reins, but Wade pulled back.  
 
    “I’m done talking to you, Wade. Go on if you want, but I’m going to send your grandfather a telegram in the morning and let him know what you’re up to and maybe he and Clay can put a stop to your foolishness.” 
 
    Wade leaped off his horse, tied the reins to the hitching post, and stormed toward the front door yelling over his shoulder. “Do what you want. I’m getting my stuff and leaving. Maybe if they know I’m comin’, Cora will bake a cake.” 
 
    Wade strode through the house past his aunt without saying a word and rushed up the stairs to his room. He threw his belongings into a large canvas bag and pulled the small tin from under his bed that held his money. He shoved the tin into the bag and hurried back downstairs. 
 
    “I need supplies for my trip,” Wade told his aunt. 
 
    His aunt glared at him and responded, “Not from my kitchen after the way you talked to your uncle and are treating your grandfather.” 
 
    Wade swore under his breath, gave his aunt a hateful look, and stormed from the house. He ignored his uncle’s warnings as he climbed onto his horse and headed for town.  
 
    The sun had just kissed the horizon when Wade rode into town. He was hungry and debated whether to eat supper at the café or stop at the saloon for a beer and a bowl of whatever stew they had on hand. His good sense won out, and he decided on the café. 
 
    Walking through the doorway, he caught the eye of the lovely red-haired waitress and smiled. 
 
    Abby smiled back and said, “Good evening, Wade. I heard you left town.” 
 
    Wade shrugged. “I came back.” 
 
    “I’m happy you did. What can I get you? Our special is meatloaf, mashed potatoes, gravy, green beans, and biscuits. We have fresh honey for the biscuits if you’d like.” 
 
    Wade nodded, “Sounds good.” 
 
    Abby turned, and then looked back over her shoulder her blue eyes meeting Wade’s. “Coffee?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Wade answered and began to think that maybe he would stay in Montana. He mused; Abby seems to like me. She’s a beautiful girl. Maybe I should stay here and forget about Lucinda and Elizabeth.  
 
    After eating his supper and speaking to Abby for a while, Wade was almost convinced that he’d stay in Montana, work for his uncle, maybe get his own ranch, and court Abby.  
 
    Wade headed for the hotel to get a good night’s sleep before heading back to the ranch to speak with his uncle when he decided a beer would taste good. 
 
    Entering the saloon, he immediately thought of Lucinda. She should be here serving drinks and not off in a stagecoach somewhere with the gambler. He gave up the idea of one beer before bed and ordered whiskey. 
 
    After three shots, Wade forgot about Abby, buying his own spread, staying in Montana, and letting Lucinda live her own life. 
 
    Lucinda told him she loved him. You don’t lie about loving someone.  
 
    The more Wade drank, the more he was convinced that the gambler had stolen Lucinda from him and that she didn’t leave voluntarily.  
 
    As he stumbled his way back to the hotel to sleep, Wade made his decision. As lovely as Abby was, she could never take Lucinda’s place. He’d head back to Wyoming. He’d find Lucinda and have Elizabeth as his wife. He could buy a small ranch and have a wife there to take care of things and buy a saloon for Lucinda. She did like working in the saloon back home. Yes, Wade decided, going home, finding Lucinda, having Elizabeth, and defying his grandfather would make him happy. 
 
    His last thought before dropping nearly unconscious on his bed was seeking revenge against the gambler. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Wyoming 
 
    Sunday morning dawned gray and gloomy, which matched Elizabeth’s mood. The clouds threatened rain, and Elizabeth’s eyes threatened to drop the tears she was fighting to keep at bay. Her heart belonged here in the Hutchison house with the family that she came to love as her own. Although annulling her marriage to Wade was the wisest course of action, having her surname revert to Bishop broke her heart. How she longed to be part of a family. 
 
    She sighed and opened the closet when she heard a knock at her bedroom door. Pulling her pale green robe tightly around her, she quickly answered the knock. 
 
    “Good morning, Elizabeth,” Grace said as she entered the room and sat on the edge of the bed. 
 
    Elizabeth shrugged and returned the greeting. 
 
    “Is there something wrong?” Grace asked. 
 
    Elizabeth dropped onto the bed next to Grace and said, “I’m still not sure I should marry Mason or not. This proxy marriage idea is a bit farfetched. Why can’t I just disappear somewhere in Texas with one of grandpa’s friends or relatives?” 
 
    “Farfetched or not, it worked for me,” Grace said, smiling at the woman she considered a sister and friend. 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t mean your marriage to Clay. That was the right thing to do. I feel as if I’m going to be a millstone around Mason’s neck until we’re sure Wade won’t hurt me and I can have this marriage annulled, too.” 
 
    Grace bit her lip to keep from saying what was on her mind regarding Mason’s feelings for Elizabeth and instead took her hand. “Wade knows where all of the Hutchison family lives in Texas, and it wouldn’t be hard for him to find any of grandpa’s friends. Telling him grandpa sent you to Texas will keep Wade away from you until we can work something else out. Maybe if he finds Lucinda, they’ll both leave Wyoming for good.” 
 
    “We can only hope. If Wade weren’t here in town, I would come back. I will miss you, Clay, Cora, and Grandpa terribly. I’ve made friends in town. They’ll wonder why I left without an explanation,” Elizabeth said and blew a strand of blonde hair from in front of her eyes.  
 
    Rain began to pelt the window, and Elizabeth lost the battle with her tears. They ran freely down her cheeks, and she turned to Grace and said, “My heart is breaking. I thought I finally had a home and a name.” 
 
    Grace wrinkled her brow and said, “You have a name, Elizabeth Anne Bishop. It’s a lovely name.” 
 
    Elizabeth shrugged, “But is it truly mine? I was left on the doorstep of the orphanage when I was a few months old. No note, nothing. The nuns named me after two saints and thought Bishop would work well. It didn’t bother me until I was older, and some of the girls laughed at me because I was born without a name. I knew what they meant, and it hurt.” 
 
    Elizabeth walked away from the bed and glanced out the window. “When Wade married me, I finally had a name that was truly mine. It’s why I tried so hard to ignore the way he treated me and tried to be a good wife. I should have left two days after we married, but I so wanted to be part of everything the Hutchison name brought me. Love, family, and a home.” 
 
    Grace wrapped her arms around Elizabeth and whispered. “Don’t cry. We all love you no matter what your name is and, in a few hours,, you’ll be Elizabeth Callen. The Callens and Hutchison are as close as family, and you’ll be part of that.” 
 
    Elizabeth tried to smile. “No, I’ll be a Callen in name only for a month or however long it takes for Wade to forget about me and then I’ll be a Bishop again. I think I’ll join the convent. They’ll give me a new name. I certainly am never getting married again.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’ll have to change your name again. We all know Mason is smitten with you,” Grace insisted. 
 
    Elizabeth snorted, and her hand flew to cover her mouth. “Sorry, I know Mason is a flirt. I saw how he watched me in the stagecoach when we traveled here from Cheyenne. You remember how he was. The three of us shared that coach.” 
 
    Grace stood and straightened her skirt. “Yes, we did, and I remember how heartbroken he was when he learned you were on your way to marry Wade.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s head shook back and forth before she sat on the chair in front of her dressing table. “Attraction doesn’t mean love.” 
 
    “Perhaps not, but love can grow.” 
 
    Elizabeth rolled her eyes. 
 
    “All right, we won’t discuss it anymore,” Grace suggested. “We need to have breakfast and leave for church. “What are you going to wear?” 
 
    Elizabeth waved her hand at the closet, “I think my yellow dress.” 
 
    “What about the blue one with the lace collar? It’s lovely.” 
 
    “Yes, it is, but it’s meant for a party and not church,” Elizabeth answered.  
 
    “Then wear it to dinner and for the wedding,” Grace suggested. 
 
    Elizabeth stared at the ceiling and twisted her lip. “This isn’t a real wedding. Judge Clancy will say a few words and Clay will answer in Mason’s place, and it’ll be over.” 
 
    “Yes, just the way Mason stood next to me and spoke for Clay when I had my proxy wedding. Look how well it turned out for us,” Grace said beaming. 
 
    “I know, but you and Clay were both expecting to be married and planned it. I never thought I’d do this and who knows what Mason thought when he offered me his name as protection.” 
 
    Grace giggled and said, “Maybe he thought he’d finally win your heart and I’m sure he’d love to see you in your wedding dress. You can wear it to supper in Chicago, and tell him you wore it when you said your vows. Wear the blue one.” She hurried out the door before Elizabeth could respond. 
 
    Staring at her reflection in the mirror above the dressing table, Elizabeth wondered how she’d gotten herself into this predicament. Her story could be added to the list of frightening mail-order-bride stories, but Wade’s ad sounded sincere. She frowned at herself and doubted if she could ever trust another man.  
 
    Blowing out a deep breath, she rose, donned her yellow dress, and joined the family in the kitchen for breakfast.  
 
    Cora pulled a cake out of the oven as Grace placed bowls of scrambled eggs, sausage gravy, and biscuits on the table. She was busy pouring cups of coffee when Clay walked in the back door after finishing his morning chores. 
 
    “Good morning, husband,” Grace greeted Clay. 
 
    “Good morning, wife,” Clay responded and winked at Grace. 
 
    Elizabeth smiled at the happy couple and asked Cora if she needed any help finishing breakfast. 
 
    “No, dear, just sit down and eat something. Grace cooked breakfast while I baked your wedding cake.” 
 
    “Wedding cake?” Elizabeth stammered. 
 
    “Of course,” Cora continued. “Every bride deserves a wedding cake.” 
 
    Elizabeth signed, knowing she would never win any argument with the members of this family when it came to treating others with kindness and just said, “Thank you.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s mind was lost in worries about Wade and her proxy marriage to Mason all morning, and she barely heard any of the sermon at church or the chatter on the way back to the ranch after they left the church. 
 
    She was aware that Judge Clancy followed them home in his buggy and her apprehension grew, but she gave in to the wishes of Clay and grandpa, knowing they wanted only the best for her.  
 
    After a delicious meal that Elizabeth forced herself to eat, Judge Clancy spoke to Clay and Elizabeth.  
 
    “My counterpart in Chicago sent me a telegram saying all the paperwork has been completed. Mason signed the wedding certificate the same as you did Clay when we arranged your marriage to Grace. All we need to do now is have you stand in for Mason, exchange vows with Elizabeth, and the two will be man and wife.” 
 
    Elizabeth sat speechless as she listened to the judge speak about marriage in such a casual manner, but Grace jumped from her chair and said, “Give us a few minutes, Judge Clancy. Proxy marriage or not, every woman wants to look her best, and I’m going to help Elizabeth change.” 
 
    Grace pulled Elizabeth by the hand and hurried to Elizabeth’s room, where she insisted that Elizabeth wear the blue dress.  
 
    “I’m sure Mason will take you to supper to celebrate your marriage when you arrive in Chicago and be sure to wear this dress. Let him know it’s your wedding dress. It’ll make him happy, I’m sure,” Grace suggested. 
 
    Elizabeth nodded and allowed Grace to help her into the blue satin dress. A few minutes later, she stood in the parlor of the Hutchinson home and repeated the vows that would bind her to Mason. Still not understanding the glee the rest of the family felt, she followed them into the dining room where she enjoyed wedding cake and a glass of wine.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Chicago 
 
    The train ride from Cheyenne to Chicago was long but not boring or uncomfortable. Grandpa Hutch had paid for Elizabeth to enjoy the comfort of a sleeping berth, gave her more than enough money to enjoy meals offered in the dining car, and a thick sealed envelope he said was just in case Mason didn’t treat her right, but he added, “If he doesn’t, I’ll shoot him.” 
 
    Grace had gifted her with two books: The Mysterious Key by Louisa May Alcott and Henry David Thoreau’s Walden. She spent most of her waking moments reading and watching the scenery fly by out the train’s window. She was grateful that Mason insisted on a wedding ring which Cora somehow produced during the wedding because it kept several overly friendly men from taking the seat across from her.  
 
    When the train pulled into the Chicago station, Elizabeth exhaled a sigh of relief to finally arrive and shook off the apprehension that gripped her when she thought of seeing Mason again. He was Clay’s best friend and flirted with her when they shared a stagecoach when she and Grace arrived in town, but she couldn’t understand why he offered to protect her. Surely, she would have been safe in Texas.  
 
    Elizabeth gripped her carpetbag and allowed the conductor to help her alight from the train. She saw Mason striding toward her and smiled despite herself at the handsome man that had been so kind to her on the trip from Cheyenne to the Hutchison Ranch.  
 
    Mason waved, “Hello, Elizabeth. Welcome to Chicago.” 
 
    Elizabeth gave a small wave back and waited for Mason to draw closer before answering. “Hello, Mason, it was kind of you to assist me in disappearing from Wyoming before Wade returns. I have no idea what he expects, but Grandpa Hutch is worried for my safety.” 
 
    Mason took her carpetbag and said, “You’ll be safe here. I have rented rooms for us near the hotel where I’m sure you will be comfortable.” 
 
    “Rooms? I thought I’d be staying at the hotel.” Elizabeth said as she stopped to look Mason directly in his eyes. “What will it look like if I share living quarters with you?” 
 
    Mason laughed, “Don’t worry. We’re married remember. It would cause more of a stir if we lived in separate rooms at the hotel. Your virtue is safe with me, I promise.” 
 
    Elizabeth blushed. “I’m not worried about that. I know you are a gentleman. I didn’t think all of this through very well. I know I have your name, and you offered it as protection from Wade, but I didn’t stop to think we would have to look married to the rest of the people in our lives.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can pull it off,” Mason answered and offered her his arm. “The rooms are more private and out of the public eye unless we go out and I think you’ll find them comfortable. They came furnished, but I replaced all the bedding with new. I had it cleaned, and you can add whatever curtains, drapes, or whatnots that are to your liking.” 
 
    Elizabeth smiled. “Thank you. You went to a lot of trouble.” 
 
    “I promised Clay I would take care of you and I don’t go back on my word.” 
 
    “That’s good because Grandpa Hutch told me if you didn’t treat me well, he’d shoot you.” 
 
    Mason laughed again. “I believe that. He loves you like his own.” 
 
    “Yes, he does, and I will miss the entire family,” Elizabeth admitted. 
 
    “Not for long. My contract at the hotel is up in a month, and I plan on going home. I’m not a businessman at heart, and I miss ranching. We’ll move back to my parent’s ranch, and then we’ll find land of our own.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s mouth dropped open, but she quickly closed it and kept walking next to Mason. He said they would go back to Wyoming and find a ranch. Was it a slip of the tongue, or did he intend to take her back with him? In a month she should be able to have the marriage annulled. She had considered her life after the annulment, but she never thought of life with Mason beyond the next few weeks.  
 
    Mason smiled at her, and Elizabeth decided the best way to live through the next month or more was taking each day as it came. Eventually, Mason would own his ranch and could find a wife to help him, and she would disappear somewhere and start her life over.    
 
    Elizabeth stopped and asked Mason, “What about my trunks?” 
 
    “Trunks? I thought you only had this carpetbag. It’s all you had when you arrived in Wyoming.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s smile brightened her face all the way to her eyes. “Grandpa Hutch is very generous and spoiled me terribly. Each time we went into town, he insisted I purchase something. Many of the items were sweet, but frivolous and Cora said it made him happy to treat me as a granddaughter.” 
 
    Mason nodded, “Hutch is a wonderful man. When Clay and Wade’s folks passed, he raised the two of them without hesitation. He’s been good to them and to me. I spent as much time there as at home, and when I wasn’t there, Clay was at my house.” 
 
    “I bet you two were mischievous.” 
 
    Mason winked, “I’ll never tell, but Hutch did threaten us with a switch more than once, but as far as I know he never raised a hand to either Clay or Wade. Maybe that was a mistake with Wade.” 
 
    “I don’t think it would have made a difference. In the orphanage we were punished, sometimes harshly, and many children became angry, but more became good adults,” Elizabeth said. “Look at Clay. They were raised the same and yet they are quite different. There must be something that makes Wade how he is, but I don’t understand what.” 
 
    Mason confided, “He always had a mean streak, but don’t worry. I’ll protect you.” 
 
    The hired carriage pulled up at a large building, and Mason explained, “This is your new home. I hope you like it. Our lodgings are on the second floor. The neighborhood is quiet.” 
 
    “I’m sure I will. It was kind of you to go through all this trouble,” Elizabeth answered as Mason helped her from the carriage. 
 
    Elizabeth was surprised with the apartment. She assumed it would smell musty, but the scent of lemon oil teased her senses as Mason held open the door. Before she could say anything, Mason scooped her up in his arms and carried her over the threshold. 
 
    Elizabeth gasped, and Mason winked. “We have to keep up appearances.” But he held her a moment longer than necessary before setting her down on her feet.  
 
    The apartment was larger than she expected, and Elizabeth took note of a narrow bed in the parlor alcove.  
 
    “Why is there a bed in the parlor? Isn’t there a bedroom?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mason answered, “but the bedroom is for you. I’ll sleep on the spare bed in here. If anyone comes to visit, we can close the curtains to the alcove, and we won’t have to explain the extra bed.” 
 
    Elizabeth nodded. “That was well thought out. Thank you for giving me the bedroom. I was afraid to ask about the sleeping arrangements.” 
 
    “I promised to protect you, and that includes protecting you from me,” Mason explained while carrying her carpetbag to the bedroom. 
 
    Elizabeth bit her lip wondering how to respond to Mason. Finally, she asked, “Do I need protecting from you?” 
 
    “No, but you are a beautiful woman and my wife.” 
 
    Elizabeth blushed.  
 
    Mason changed the subject and showed Elizabeth the bathing room. “We have hot water available at all times. If you’d like to clean up from the train ride, please feel free. Then we can send a telegram to Clay to let the family know you’ve arrived and we’ll have supper. There are several wonderful restaurants in town.” 
 
    “That sounds delightful. I’m surprised you want to leave here and go back to your folk’s ranch.” 
 
    Mason shrugged. “My parents hoped I would take up a job doing something that wasn’t as hard as ranching and one that would ensure my future, but after a year working in the hotel, I know that my heart isn’t in it. I can use the business classes I took in college to help grow the ranch.” 
 
    “You won’t miss the city?” Elizabeth asked her forehead wrinkling in confusion. “I think you’d be spoiled by now.”  
 
    “No, there are a lot of things I love here. The theater, library, restaurants, and shops, but to be honest, I miss barn dances, potlucks at church, and open ranges.” 
 
    Elizabeth smiled. “That I can understand. I never thought I would love life on the ranch as much as I did. I’ll miss it.” 
 
    “Not for long,” Mason assured. “Once we know you’re safe from Wade and my contract with the hotel is finished, we’ll go back home.” 
 
    Home. Elizabeth loved that word, but sadly, Wyoming was home for Mason, not her. Maybe it could be, but she knew better. She needed to find a home of her own regardless that Mason seemed to include her in all his plans. If only he’d stop winking at her and making her heart race. She said a prayer and asked God to lead her to a home where she could be safe and happy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Five  
 
    Wyoming 
 
    Wade sat his sorrel gelding at the edge of town pondering whether to go to the ranch or into town first. He didn’t want to confront his grandfather, so he turned his horse and trotted into town, hoping to find Lucinda. 
 
    He reined up in front of the hotel, thinking that Lucinda and the gambler would want a room at the hotel rather than the saloon. He climbed down, stepped up onto the boardwalk, and pushed the hotel’s door open.  
 
    He smiled when he saw his former drinking buddy, Ben, behind the counter.  
 
    “Hey Wade,” Ben said. “I didn’t know you were back in town.” 
 
    “Just got back,” Wade answered. “I thought I’d see if Lucinda checked into the hotel recently.” 
 
    Ben shrugged his shoulders. “I haven’t seen Lucinda since she left town looking for you. I heard she went to Montana. They hired a new girl named Bella over at the saloon to take her place.” 
 
    Wade nodded. “I was hoping she and the gambler she took off with would be here. Guess I better go down to the saloon and ask a few questions.”  
 
    Ben said, “If she does come in, do you want me to tell her you’re looking for?” 
 
    “Absolutely not. I want it to be a surprise,” Wade grinned. 
 
    “Sure thing, Wade. See ya around.” 
 
    Wade nodded, left the hotel, climbed on his horse, and rode down to the saloon mumbling to himself that Lucinda better come back to town if she knew what was good for her.    
 
    When Wade pushed through the saloon’s batwing doors, he stood for a moment allowing his eyes to grow accustomed to the dark interior after riding in the mid-afternoon sun. He blinked twice and spotted Sam, the bartender, and owner behind the bar. 
 
    “Sam,” Wade called. 
 
    “Wade,” Sam answered. “Does the old man know your back in town? I heard you weren’t coming back.” 
 
    “I was at my uncle’s ranch, not prison,” Wade laughed. “I come and go as I please. Did the old man tell people I wasn’t coming home?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what the boys working his ranch are telling us. Say your grandfather told them you moved north permanently and if you returned you had no say about the running of the ranch.” 
 
    Wade’s hands balled into fists, and he could feel his face flush with anger. He growled, “Gimme a beer.” 
 
    Sam nodded and drew a mug of beer for Wade and sat it on the bar. 
 
    Wade drank half the mug and looked at Sam. “Have you heard anything from Lucinda?” 
 
    Shaking his head no, Sam answered, “Not me but maybe one of the girls. They’re in the kitchen eating. Let me go ask. Need another beer?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Wade said and slammed the remaining beer in his mug before placing it back on the bar. Sam refilled it and then disappeared into the back of the bar. 
 
    Wade heard footsteps and saw Sam return with Maisy following him.  
 
    “Hey, Wade,” Maisy said. “Nice to see you back. Sam said you’re looking for Lucinda.” 
 
    “Yeah, you were her best friend. I figured you’d know where she went when she left Montana.” 
 
    Maisy bit her lip and lied, “I didn’t know she left Montana already. In her last letter, she said she was going to head for Denver and maybe California with a gambler named Brody she met at that saloon she was working in after she left here to find you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know about Brody. Denver, huh?” Wade glared at Maisy and asked, “Are you sure she said Denver and didn’t say she was coming back here?” 
 
    Maisy swallowed and nodded, “Yeah, she mentioned Denver and said maybe she’d take a stage here for a short visit before taking the train out of Cheyenne, but I don’t know when.” 
 
    Wade gulped the rest of his beer and slammed the mug onto the bar. “Cheyenne? That makes sense. They must have taken the stage into Cheyenne. That gambler must be feeling the need to gamble, and Cheyenne would be a good place. I’ll find them.” 
 
    Wade strode out of the saloon, thinking about a plan to get what he needed to continue to Cheyenne and find Lucinda. Money, supplies, and a fresh horse. His sorrel was a good horse, but he’d ridden him hard and needed a fresh mount. He could get all three at Hutchison Ranch. After all, regardless of what his grandfather told the townsfolk, he never planned to stay in Montana for good and half of Hutchison Ranch should be his someday soon.  
 
    Wade stopped at the lane that led to Hutchison Ranch. He’d ridden up the lane hundreds maybe thousands of times coming back from town. This was the first time he hesitated and worried that he might be unwelcome at his own home. He frowned and gripped the reins tighter. This was his home.  
 
    “I was born here. My parents and grandmother are buried behind the house on the hill. It isn’t right that this land isn’t half mine. I’ll fight grandfather every step of the way, but first, I’m going after Lucinda then I’ll return for my ranch.” Wade grinned. “Before I search for Lucinda, I’m going to spend some time with Elizabeth. She’s my wife, and we never had a private moment. That changes today.” 
 
    Worried he might draw unwanted attention, he walked his horse up the lane, dismounted in front of the house, tied his horse to the hitching rail, and stepped silently onto the porch. He raised his hand to knock at the door and shook his head.  
 
    “This is my house, too,” he said as he flung the door open hard enough it bounced off the wall and announced, “I’m home.” 
 
    Wade strode across the parlor and dining room his heavy muddy boots clunking on the clean floors. He stopped at the kitchen entrance and laughed at the concerned looks on Cora and Grace’s faces. 
 
    “I know you were expecting me. I’m sure you received a telegram the day I left Montana. Why so shocked?” 
 
    Wade turned at the sound of his grandfather’s voice. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Wade?” Grandpa Hutchison asked. 
 
    “I’m here for what’s mine, old man. You have no right to keep me from my inheritance. I need some of it now before I head to Cheyenne to look for Lucinda. You can get me some money from your office while Cora packs me enough supplies to last me. Take your time. I plan on visiting with Elizabeth privately for a while before I leave,” Wade told the three surprised family members. 
 
    Grandpa nodded and turned to walk back to his office. Wade smiled, knowing he would soon have money. He turned to Cora and said, “Pack me some supplies.” 
 
    While Cora pulled a cloth sack out of a cabinet and began filling it with can goods, Wade asked Grace, “Where’s Elizabeth? We have some time to make up for.” 
 
    Before Grace could answer, Grandpa returned to the dining room, holding a shotgun. 
 
    “Elizabeth is gone. Your marriage was annulled. Now, I want you out of my house.” 
 
    Wade stared at his grandfather with surprise. “Hey, old man, I came here to see my family and wife. Is this any way to greet me. Put the shotgun away, and where is my wife?” 
 
    Grandpa shook his head. “Get out, Wade. I sent Elizabeth to family in Texas. They will hide and protect her from you. There’s nothing here for you any longer.” 
 
    Wade pretended to double over with laughter, and when he straightened up, he held his gun in his right hand aimed directly at Grace. 
 
    “I said put the shotgun away if you don’t want Clay to have to look for another wife,” Wade growled. “And while you’re at it, bring me some cash. Quick.” 
 
    Grandpa leaned the shotgun against the wall and slowly walked back to his office. He returned with a small stack of bills. “Take this, leave Grace alone, and leave. I don’t want you to ever come back.” 
 
    Wade snatched the bills from his grandfather’s hand and shoved them into his pocket. He glanced at Cora. “Hand me that bag of food slow and easy. Don’t try anything stupid or Grace is dead.” 
 
    Cora nodded and handed Wade the full cloth sack. Wade walked slowly back toward the front door keeping his gun aimed at his grandfather. Just before he stepped through the doorway, he warned them, “Don’t send Clay or any of the hands after me. I don’t want to kill my brother or anyone else, but I will if it means my life.” 
 
    Wade spun around, holstered his gun, unhitched his sorrel, leaped on its back, and galloped out of the yard.  
 
    As he headed for the main road out of town, Wade mumbled, “So the old man sent Elizabeth to Texas. When I find Lucinda, I’ll take her to Texas with me to find Elizabeth. Both belong to me. Then, I’ll come back here and take my half of the ranch or enough money to buy my own. No one will keep me from what’s mine.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Six  
 
    Chicago 
 
    Elizabeth’s first two weeks in Chicago flew by quickly. Mason took her to fine restaurants, the theater, a museum, strolls in city parks, and a picnic along the banks of Lake Michigan. He complimented her cooking and housekeeping skills, was attentive, discussed his day with her, and never failed to kiss her cheek before leaving and when arriving home. 
 
    Elizabeth’s heart was torn between her longing for a family, and her need to not become a burden on Mason. He kept talking about when they returned to Wyoming how they would build their own ranch. She couldn’t allow him to ruin his life and chance of happiness by remaining married to her. It was kind to give his name to protect her, but he needed to find the perfect woman for him. She felt less than perfect in every way.  
 
    Elizabeth was startled out of her musings by the sound of the front door opening. Mason walked in grinning and hurried to her side, kissed her cheek, and said, “I’m home, wife.” 
 
    Elizabeth couldn’t help but giggle, “I see that you are. Is there a reason for that grin on your face?” 
 
    “Yes, there is. I received a telegram from my father today,” Mason began as he walked to the desk to set down his briefcase. He glanced at the newspaper on the desk with an ad circled. He picked it up and frowned. 
 
    “What is this?” Mason asked. 
 
    “A newspaper.” 
 
    “I can see that, but why is the domestic employment agency ad circled?” Mason asked while waving the paper in the air. 
 
    Elizabeth knew it was time for her to tell Mason her decision. “I went there today to ask about a job. There are many families in town that are looking for a maid, cook, or nanny. I filled out an application form and told the woman in charge that I would need employment in a month, possibly less.” 
 
    Mason’s face turned red, and he spun on his heels to look out the front window overlooking the street to calm his racing heart.  
 
    Elizabeth heard Mason draw in a deep breath before he turned around. “Elizabeth, no wife of mine is going to work.” 
 
    “I won’t be your wife much longer, Mason. I must make plans. I like it here, and you’re going back to Wyoming. I can find employment here. It’s what we planned on when Clay explained about the proxy marriage,” Elizabeth said. 
 
    Mason nodded, “Please sit down, Elizabeth, and let me tell you about my day.” 
 
    “All right,” Elizabeth answered and filled a cup with coffee and set it on the table in front of him. 
 
    Mason sat and sipped the coffee then looked at his beautiful wife. “The telegram I received today from my father was to inform me that the ranch across the road from his was being sold, cattle, furniture, equipment, everything except the family’s personal belongings. I immediately went to the bank and wired the money needed to secure the ranch. My father is setting up a temporary mortgage until I return and can access assets left to me by my grandmother. The ranch will be ours free and clear, Elizabeth. It has always been my dream. I thought Wyoming was your dream, too.” 
 
    Elizabeth bit her lip her intertwined fingers turning white under the table. How could she tell this man who was starting to steal her heart that she needed to walk away from him? 
 
    “Mason,” Elizabeth began. “I loved living in Wyoming. You know that Grandpa Hutch, Cora, Clay, and Grace are the family I never had. Part of my heart will always be there. They put themselves in danger by sending me away. I’m not sure what Wade will do when or if he goes to their ranch to look for me. That’s love, and I’ve never known it before. I wish it could be mine forever, but I can’t go back.” 
 
    “Why?” Mason insisted. “You love them, you loved your home there, you could love living on our ranch. You’ve met my family, and they adore you. You have friends in town.” 
 
    “Yes,” Elizabeth answered, wiping a tear from her eye. “But I can’t live on your ranch. Our marriage will be annulled soon.” 
 
    She stared into Mason’s eyes, not daring to tell him the real reason was that she couldn’t bear to watch him woo and wed another young woman after their annulment. It was better to stay far away from Wyoming. 
 
    “This doesn’t make any sense,” Mason said. “You were happy there. You had everything you could want. You had people who loved you dearly. We could make a good life together.” 
 
    “No,” Elizabeth answered. “You need to find a wife that you can love and build a future with, Mason not one that you were saddled with because of a sense of loyalty to a friend. We both deserve more than that.” 
 
    Mason stood abruptly and paced back and forth in the parlor for a full three minutes. Elizabeth was near tears worried that she’d made him terribly angry. 
 
    Mason stopped pacing and turned to look at Elizabeth. “I have a proposition for you.” 
 
    “What?” Elizabeth’s face crinkled with worry. 
 
    “I realize that our marriage was arranged to keep you safe from Wade. We never took the time to court and do all the things young couples do before they decide to marry. I care deeply for you, and before you decide to leave me to become a maid for some rich household here in town, please do me the honor of allowing me to court you.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s mouth dropped open, and she quickly snapped it shut. “You want to court me?” 
 
    “Yes, I have from the moment you lost your hat pin on the stage ride from Cheyenne and that large hat you wore kept slipping off to the side. My heart ached when I learned you were marrying Wade. Your beauty took my breath away. Please allow me to court you properly, Missus Callen.” 
 
    Elizabeth nodded, “We can try, Mister Callen if that’s what you wish.” 
 
    “Put on your best dress, I’m taking you to supper and a walk along the lake.” 
 
    “But I have steaks ready to cook,” Elizabeth said. 
 
    Mason threw his arms in the air. “Save them for tomorrow, or throw them away, maybe give them to the stray dog that lives in the back alley, anything, just get dressed. We’re going courting, my dear wife.”  
 
    Elizabeth smiled when Mason hailed a coach to take them to her newest favorite restaurant. Mason bowed as he held the coach door open for her. She tried not to giggle and felt like a schoolgirl on her first evening out. Mason didn’t need to court her; she would remain his wife and return to Wyoming if he genuinely wanted her to be with him.  
 
    The maître d’ recognized them from their previous visit and showed them to a quiet corner table.  
 
    Mason and Elizabeth chatted quietly until their waitress arrived with plates of roast beef, small roasted potatoes, carrots, sliced fresh tomatoes, and soft rolls.   
 
    They had just ordered the restaurant’s famous three-layer chocolate cake when a beautiful raven-haired woman dressed in a green silk gown floated over to their table. 
 
    “Mason, darling,” the woman cooed. “Where have you been hiding. Daddy and I miss you terribly.” 
 
    Mason visibly swallowed and replied, “Good evening, Victoria. I have been busy. I’d like you to meet my wife, Elizabeth.” 
 
    “Wife?” Victoria stuttered. “Surely you jest. You know Daddy and I are planning for you and me to be married this fall. Surely, this is your sister or perhaps a cousin?” 
 
    Mason shook his head. “No, this is my wife. We were married recently. It was a small wedding, and we didn’t invite guests.” 
 
    Victoria scoffed. “Well, I never. You have insulted me, Mister Callen. I am sure you will be hearing from Daddy. Goodnight.”  
 
    Victoria turned on her heels and strode across the dining room and out of the building. 
 
    “Who is Victoria?” Elizabeth asked. 
 
    “First, she is not my potential fiancée, nor has she ever heard that suggestion from me. Second, she works as a secretary for her father, who is a lawyer, and the hotel has engaged his law firm in the past. Lastly, her father likes me, and for some reason, he decided I might make a fine son-in-law. Victoria seems to feel the same way, but I don’t. We have had supper twice, and I danced with her at a party of a mutual friend.” 
 
    “I believe the young woman feels differently. You must have led her on. Please take me home,” Elizabeth insisted.  
 
    Mason reached for her hand. “Elizabeth don’t believe what she said. We’re going to take a stroll by the lake, remember?” 
 
    “No, I want to go home.” 
 
    Elizabeth pulled her hand away and fought back the tears she refused to let Mason see. How could she be so foolish as to believe he cared for her since they met on the stagecoach ride in Wyoming when he was seeing Victoria just before leaving town? Mason was a flirt, and she wouldn’t fall for it. How long would it take for him to find someone else? No, she needed to find a job immediately and file for an annulment whether Wade was still looking for her or not. Chicago was a large city. Wade would never find her, and Mason could go back to Wyoming and find happiness.  
 
    Their carriage ride home was silent as was Elizabeth as she made her way upstairs to their apartment, into her room, where she laid down on her bed and cried. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven  
 
    Wyoming  
 
    Clay walked in the backdoor and called out to the family.  
 
    “Hey, I’m back.” 
 
    Grace walked into the kitchen, holding a dusting cloth. “We heard you ride up. Cora and I are cleaning. Your grandpa is in his office.”  
 
    “There’s a letter here from the Quincy Hotel addressed to the Hutchison family. I bet it’s a letter from Elizabeth. Just before I left town, the boy who delivers telegrams rushed up waving one for grandpa. He said it was marked urgent, and I rode home as quickly as I could. I should give it to him,” Clay said, handing Grace the letter from the Quincy Hotel. 
 
    Hutch looked up when Clay walked into the office. “Heard you say somethin’ to Grace about a telegram.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Clay answered, handing his grandpa the yellow sheet of paper. 
 
    Hutch opened the paper, read it, scowled, and then shook his head. “It’s from a lawyer in Cheyenne. Seems your brother shot Lucinda’s husband. The man’s alive but Wade’s been charged with attempted murder. He needs money to pay the lawyer.”  
 
    Hutch thrust the telegram at Clay and continued, “You have enough time to get to the bank and wire the lawyer the money. Ask him to wire back and tell us when the trial is. I want you to go to Cheyenne and be there. Regardless of what Wade’s done, he’s still family. He’s still your brother. I’m not sure I’m well enough to make the trip and hear his sentence. If that man dies, they’ll hang Wade.” 
 
    Clay said, “We’ll pray for the man and Wade. As it is, he’ll end up in the territorial prison.  I don’t want to see him hang either, but we need to be prepared. I’ve been afraid of something like this after he took Grace. Maybe we should have filed charges then.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Hutch conceded, “but he could have been hung for that, too. He deserves whatever punishment comes his way, but I don’t know where I went wrong.” 
 
    “You didn’t go wrong, Grandpa. Wade’s been angry for a long time. He told me once when we were boys that he was angry with Ma and Pa for dying and leaving us alone. We had you, but for some reason, Wade felt cheated out of what he thought his life would become. I think losing the bet with me for the ranch, the annulment even though he didn’t care about Elizabeth, and then Lucinda leaving him was too much. Maybe when I go for the trial, I’ll get to see him.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Hutch said. “Let him know…just…tell him I love him, and I’m praying for him. It’s hard to stop caring about a child you helped raise.” 
 
    Clay nodded and left his grandpa to sit and deal with the guilt he felt for the way Wade had turned out. 
 
    Clay shared the information with Grace and Cora and then headed back to town to take care of the business his grandpa requested.  
 
    Once finished at the bank, Clay headed for the telegraph office and sent a telegram back to the lawyer. As he turned to leave, he thought of one more telegram he should send. 
 
    Mason Callen 
 
    Quincy Hotel, Chicago 
 
    Lucinda married gambler STOP 
 
    Wade shot him STOP 
 
    Gambler lived STOP 
 
    Wade on trial for attempted murder STOP 
 
    Attending trial in Cheyenne soon STOP 
 
    Will advise when safe to bring Elizabeth home STOP 
 
    Clay Hutchison 
 
    Prairieville Wyoming Territory 
 
    Clay returned to the ranch to check on his family and await the message from the lawyer in Cheyenne.  
 
    Grace met him at the door, smiling. “Come in and sit down. Have a cup of coffee and a piece of pie. Grandpa is resting, and I have news about Elizabeth and Mason.” 
 
    Clay nodded although his mind was on matters surrounding Wade’s trial and the impact it had on his grandpa’s health. 
 
    “How is grandpa?” Clay asked.  
 
    Grace set a cup of hot coffee on the table in front of Clay. “He’s just a bit tired. Cora made him a cup of her calming tea, and he fell asleep. He’s praying for that gambler to recover completely hoping they won’t hang Wade. He feels responsible for everything.” 
 
    Clay ran his hand over his face, “I know. He said as much before I left for town. All I can do is try and assure him he’s not responsible for Wade’s actions.” 
 
    “Cora did her best. She sat with him until he fell asleep and told him the same things. She reminded grandpa that she’s been here helping to raise both of you since your parents passed away, and she knows grandpa did his best,” Grace explained. 
 
    “I hope he listens to her,” Clay said as he lifted a forkful of pie to his lips. He mumbled through the bite, “Tell me about the letter.” 
 
    Grace smiled and said, “Mason is treating Elizabeth like a princess. He bought her a few new gowns that she could wear to the theater, dances, and out to fancy restaurants. He’s been kind and attentive. She says she feels guilty when he does all this for her and it’s only a temporary situation.” 
 
    Clay swallowed another bite of pie and said, “I don’t think Mason wants it to be temporary. He’s my best friend, and I’ve known him since before we could walk. I’ve seen him fall in and out of love a few times when we were teens, but never have I seen him look at anyone the way he looks at Elizabeth.” 
 
    Grace tapped her nails on the table and said, “I think that’s part of the problem. Elizabeth knows that he offered her marriage to protect her, but he’s acting more like a loving husband than a pretend one. She also heard from the ladies here in town before she left that he was a flirt as a teen and doesn’t know if she’s seeing the flirt or the real man.” 
 
    Clay scraped the last bit of pie off his plate, slid it in his mouth, and waved his fork in the air. “You write her back and tell her she’s seeing Mason as he truly is. He won’t put on airs around her nor will he trifle with her affections. If he acts like he cares, then he does. You tell her that.” 
 
    “Tell who what?” Grandpa Hutch’s’ voice sounded as he walked into the kitchen. 
 
    Grace explained about the letter. 
 
    “He’d better be honest with her. I told Elizabeth if he didn’t treat her right that I’d shoot him, and Mason knows I would keep my word. You don’t find many men better than Mason Callen. You’re fortunate to be married to another one like him, Grace. Those two boys grew up better than anyone could expect. We need more men like Clay and Mason in this old world. Now, if I just knew what I did wrong with Wade,” Grandpa Hutch said before he dropped onto a chair and drew in a deep breath.  
 
    “Grandpa, you don’t sound as if you rested well,” Clay offered. “Maybe you should lie down again.” 
 
    “No,” Grandpa insisted. “I’m all right. Maybe I need to go to Cheyenne.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Clay shouted.  
 
    Grandpa raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to shout. You’re still getting well. The strain would be too much. When we learn of the court date, I’ll go and represent the family. I can do this, Grandpa. Don’t you worry about it.” 
 
    “All right. Clay. I’ll leave this all in your hands,” Grandpa Hutch conceded.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    Several hours later Mason opened the telegram delivered by the hotel’s runner and first shook his head then smiled. He had grown up with Wade as a neighbor and knew he was troubled but never expected him to try and kill a man. However, some good came from Wade’s crime. Elizabeth no longer needed to worry about Wade, and they could return to Wyoming when his contract at the hotel expired in two weeks. He immediately wrote a telegram out to his father, letting his family know he and his wife would return to Wyoming soon.  
 
    He looked at the clock and saw he still had nearly two hours before he could leave for home. Elizabeth didn’t prepare breakfast for him that morning, and Mason was determined to convince her that Victoria was not a threat, that they would soon be leaving for Wyoming, and leaving the troubles of Chicago behind.  
 
    Mason said a prayer that Elizabeth would see her best life was with him and once Wade was in prison she could safely return to Wyoming. She would be part of his family, and the Hutchison family would always consider her family. Elizabeth would have what she said she wanted most…a family that loves her.  
 
    Mason had trouble concentrating on the paperwork in front of him and began making notes of what he needed and wanted to do to prepare for the move and their new ranch. Life would be wonderful.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight  
 
    Chicago 
 
    Elizabeth hummed as she dusted the parlor wondering what to prepare with the two steaks she didn’t use the previous evening. Supper at the restaurant was wonderful until that woman showed up, but Mason deserved a home-cooked meal. After a night of tossing and turning, she decided to believe Mason. Her heart was filling with love for her make-believe husband and healing from the years of loneliness living at the orphanage. 
 
    A knock at the front door broke her out of her musings, and she swung the door open wide. “Did you forget your key?” 
 
    Elizabeth took a step back and said, “Oh, I thought you were Mason. Please come in, Victoria.” 
 
    Victoria bustled into the room, the scent of gardenia floating with her.  
 
    “Please sit down,” Elizabeth offered. “Would you like a cup of tea or coffee?” 
 
    Victoria waved her hands in front of her as she sat in the chair nearest the window. “No, thank you, I only stopped by for a few moments.” 
 
    Elizabeth sat on the settee across the room and asked, “Is there something I can do for you?” 
 
    “No, my dear, but there is something I can do for you. I stopped by to offer you some advice before your heart breaks by Mason’s actions.” 
 
    “What? Why would Mason break my heart? We have plans to go back to Wyoming soon. He bought a ranch across the road from his father. It’ll be our home,” Elizabeth explained. 
 
    Victoria snorted most unflatteringly and said, “That old ruse again? When I met Mason, he was courting another woman, but we drew close so quickly he needed to break it off with the other woman. He told her he had to leave and head back to the tiny town he grew up in and help his father raise rattlesnakes.” 
 
    “Rattlesnakes?” 
 
    “Yes,” Victoria laughed. “The girl was born here in the city and had never seen a snake. The thought of living with thousands of them terrified her, and she broke off her relationship with Mason immediately. It was quite amusing.” 
 
    “I don’t find it amusing. What do you want, Victoria? Certainly, you didn’t drop by to tell me about women Mason has dated in the past?” 
 
    Victoria leaned forward. “No, I didn’t. Actually, I hoped that by telling you that story you might reconsider remaining married to Mason. I want him, and I will stop at nothing to get him.” 
 
    Elizabeth stood and motioned to the door. “I want you to leave now. Mason and I are leaving here soon, and you can’t scare me off that easily. We’re going to his ranch, and that’s final.” 
 
    Victoria scoffed and remained seated. “Listen, foolish girl, I had lunch with my father today. He, the hotel’s owner, and Mason had a meeting this morning. Mason told my father about his plans to move to a farm someplace in Wyoming.” 
 
    “Ranch.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Mason purchased a ranch, not a farm.” 
 
    Victoria waved her hand dismissively. “It doesn’t matter. I understand his father arranged some sort of mortgage. My father is quite influential, and if he speaks to his banker and the banker then contacts Mason’s bank, the mortgage will be forfeited. Mason will have no reason to return home, and if he doesn’t marry me, my father will make sure he loses his job at the hotel, and no one in town will hire him.” 
 
    Elizabeth shouted, “Get out.” 
 
    Victoria ignored her and said, “You seem to be a smart girl. Pack your bags, leave Mason a note, and go away. It’s that simple.” 
 
    Elizabeth took a step toward Victoria and said quietly, “I don’t believe Mason has told you much about me. I grew up in an orphanage where we had to fight to survive at times. I’m strong and am not the least bit afraid of you or your father.” 
 
    Victoria stood and brushed the wrinkles down the front of her dress. “Perhaps, I used the wrong approach. Maybe you’d like to wake up one morning in the back of a wagon on your way to your new job in a brothel.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s hands turned into fists, and she took another step closer to Victoria. “Let me tell you about fighting for survival. It wasn’t pushing to get in line first, or a silly hair-pulling between girls on the schoolyard, it was, at times, literally fighting for our lives as we walked to and from our assigned jobs away from the orphanage. I learned how to fight the way boys do in a street brawl, and right now, I’m ready to show you how much I learned.” 
 
    “Well,” Victoria stammered. “I am leaving, but you heed my warning.” 
 
    Victoria scampered to the door and slammed it behind her as Elizabeth laughed. She’d never been in a brawl in her life, but the look on Victoria’s face was worth the tiny lie.  
 
    Elizabeth took a moment to compose herself and headed for her room. First, she dropped to her knees and asked God to forgive her for threatening Victoria and for the strength to do what she must to save Mason from the grips of Victoria and her father. Second, she needed to find a job and leave Mason before Victoria’s father ruined his life. 
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    Mason ran up the stairs to their apartment and rushed in ready to share his excitement with Elizabeth. He stopped short when he saw Elizabeth’s brown satchel and carpetbag sitting next to the sofa. Her coat and hat laid carefully over the arm. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Mason asked confusion coloring his face. 
 
    “I thought about this long and hard. Wade will never think of finding me here in Chicago. I went to the employment agency today and found a job as a live-in maid that I can start tomorrow. For tonight, I’ll stay in a hotel.” 
 
    Mason’s heart broke. She couldn’t leave him, not now. Deciding on a different tactic, he insisted, “I forbid it. You are my wife, and you can’t work unless I allow it.” 
 
    Elizabeth stood and faced him, “Mason Callen, what has come over you. We are married in name only, and you know as well as I do that you can’t forbid me to do anything.” 
 
    Mason shrugged, “I know, but I can tell the employment agency that you’re not allowed to work for them. They will agree with me.” 
 
    Elizabeth sat on the sofa and asked, “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “Because we said we would court, and we’re heading back to Wyoming soon. I received two telegrams today. One was from Clay. Wade’s been arrested in Cheyenne for shooting Lucinda’s gambler husband. The man’s alive, but Wade’s going to trial for attempted murder. He’s going to prison for a long time. The second was from my father. The mortgage and ranch purchase are complete. All I have to do is go back home and finalize the papers. You can’t leave me now,” Mason pleaded. 
 
    “It’ll never work,” Elizabeth said.  
 
    “I had my father put your name on the documents. You’re not only my wife; you own half a ranch. It’s our home. Your home. You said you always wanted a home. I’m going back to Wyoming in two weeks, and I pray you’ll come with me.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s emotions played across her face. Happiness, love, excitement, and then fear. She blurted, “But Victoria said…” Elizabeth stopped and slapped her hand over her mouth. 
 
    Mason scowled. “What does Victoria have to do with us?” 
 
    Elizabeth gripped her left hand with her right tight enough her fingers turned white, and she looked directly into Mason’s eyes. “Victoria stopped here today. She said if I don’t leave you, her father’s banker will contact your banker and rescind the mortgage and you will not be allowed to buy the ranch. I can’t ruin your life.” 
 
    Mason laughed.  
 
    Elizabeth began to cry. “Don’t make fun of me. I’m serious.” 
 
    Mason smiled at his wife. “Please listen to me. Our banker back in Prairieville is my father’s cousin. He wouldn’t cancel the mortgage if the governor asked him. The mortgage will be paid in full in two weeks. It’s only in place to hold the ranch, so it doesn’t sell to someone else.” 
 
    Elizabeth scrunched her eyebrows. “I don’t understand. Victoria said you use the idea of buying a ranch and returning to Wyoming to convince women to leave you when you want to be free of them. She said you tell them you’re going to raise rattlesnakes and they’re too afraid to move with you.” 
 
    Mason shook his head, “The only rattlesnake here is Victoria. In the year I’ve been here, I haven’t dated anyone seriously. I told you about my suppers with Victoria. That was all. I needed to spend time working on my career and not waste time courting anyone. I realized I was unhappy here and knew I needed to return to Wyoming. I wouldn’t court a woman if I knew I was leaving.” 
 
    “Then she lied?” 
 
    “Yes, she did.” 
 
    “Oh my, I’m sorry.” Elizabeth’s eyes flew open wide. “What about my job?” 
 
    “I’ll stop on my way to work tomorrow and tell them you’re not going to work for anyone,” Mason suggested. 
 
    “All right. Are you sure Wade is going to prison? I’m afraid he’ll come back to Wyoming.” 
 
    Mason nodded. “His name won’t influence the judge in Cheyenne, and according to the telegram from Clay, he walked into the bar and just shot the gambler. That’s cold-blooded and I don’t think any judge will set him free. He has to pay for his crime. We’ll know the outcome of the trial before going back home. Now, how about we make those steaks we saved from yesterday.” 
 
    Elizabeth bit her lip. “I was starting to prepare supper when Victoria arrived. I was upset after she left, and I tossed the steaks out the window to the stray dog in the alley.” 
 
    Mason laughed. “Then I guess we’ll have breakfast for supper. Bacon, eggs, fried potatoes, and flapjacks sound good to me.”  
 
    He held his hand out to Elizabeth, she held it tightly, and they began making supper. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Wyoming  
 
    Clay kissed Grace and told her he needed to finish up a few chores. As he pulled open the door, he saw the young man from the telegraph office ride into the yard.  
 
    He waved a yellow slip of paper in his hand and called, “Clay, you asked for this as soon as it arrived. I brought it straight out here.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Clay answered and handed the boy a coin.  
 
    Clay opened the telegram and read it while the boy rode off toward town.  
 
    “Three days,” Clay mumbled. “I have three days before Wade’s trial begins.” 
 
    Knowing he had chores to finish, he headed for the barn. He’d have to ask the foreman and the other hands to take up the slack while he was gone and make sure his grandpa didn’t try to help. Clay said a prayer that all would go well and that the stress of worrying about Wade wouldn’t cause his grandpa more physical problems. 
 
    ~ * ~ 
 
    Clay walked into the house shortly before supper and washed up before kissing Grace and sitting at the table. He decided to wait until they’d eaten before sharing his news. After Cora cleared the last plate and offered everyone dessert, Clay cleared his throat. 
 
    “A telegram arrived a couple of hours ago. Wade’s trial starts in three days. I’ll take the stage to Cheyenne the day after tomorrow. I’ll get there by mid-afternoon and try to talk to Wade before the trial begins the following day.” 
 
    Grandpa nodded. “That’s a good idea, but I think you should take Grace with you. You’ll need someone to talk to after seeing your brother, and she can shop for a new dress or two and some of those fripperies young women like.” 
 
    Grace smiled. “I’d be happy to accompany you, Clay. Grandpa is right. This won’t be easy on you, and I’d like to be there for you.” 
 
    Clay lowered his head for a moment and rubbed his forehead with his fingertips. He looked back up and smiled at his wife. 
 
    “I’d love for you to come with me, but I don’t want you going to the jail to see Wade or go to the trial. Neither is a proper place for a lady, and I don’t want you to see any of Wade’s outbursts. You are well aware of how he can be when angry.” 
 
    “I don’t want to see him either,” Grace admitted. “I forgave him for taking me and hiding me in the cabin to force me to leave town, but he also hurt Elizabeth. She came here with good intentions of marrying him and being a good wife. He lied and used her to try and get this ranch and still have his relationship with Lucinda. If I saw him, I might give him a piece of my mind.” 
 
    Grandpa agreed with both Clay and Grace. “Clay will represent the family, and Grace will buy a lovely dress. When you come home, Grace, you can wear it to church services on Sunday.” 
 
    “I’ll do that, Grandpa,” Grace promised. 
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    Two days later, Grace and Clay took the early morning stagecoach to Cheyenne. Clay’s foot bounced the closer they got to their destination.  
 
    “Relax,” Grace whispered.  
 
    “I can’t seem to be able to accept that I’m going to visit my brother in jail. I knew one day he might be arrested for something, but attempted murder. It’s a good thing I convinced grandpa not to come along. I’m not sure his heart could take what might happen in court,” Clay admitted and shook his head. 
 
    Grace took his hand. “You’ll get through this. I’ll pray for you while you’re visiting Wade and during the trial.” 
 
    Clay smiled at Grace and said, “I knew bringing you along was the best thing to do. I feel better knowing you’ll be close.” 
 
    They felt the stagecoach lurch as it stopped. Clay took Grace’s hand and helped her climb down and then waited for their carpet bags to be handed down. He guided her across the street to the hotel and registered them. When she was settled in their room, he kissed her and left to find the sheriff’s office.  
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    Clay walked with purpose toward the sheriff’s office grateful to stretch his muscles after the long stagecoach ride. He’d already decided not to argue with Wade or be intentionally negative, but he still wasn’t sure what to say. 
 
    After meeting the sheriff and explaining who he was, the sheriff allowed Clay back into the cell area of the jail. Behind the cell’s iron bars, Clay saw Wade lying on a cot with his arm over his eyes. 
 
    He swallowed and took a step closer, “Wade.” 
 
    Wade sat up and quickly stood. “Clay? What are you doing here?” 
 
    Clay shrugged. “I’d rather be anywhere else than standing here seeing my brother through bars, but I couldn’t let you go through this alone.” 
 
    Wade sat back down on his cot and ran his hands over his face. “Thanks, Clay. How’s grandpa?” 
 
    “He’s getting stronger, but I didn’t think he was well enough for this trip.” 
 
    “I understand. Tell him I’m sorry. You know, it’s strange, but all the time I spent alone riding from Montana, I let my anger boil over. I had one train of thought, and that was to get to Lucinda and Elizabeth. Now, I find myself praying the gambler doesn’t die, and I won’t be hung.” 
 
    “The sheriff said the gambler is going to be all right. It was a shoulder wound, but not fatal,” Clay explained. 
 
    “I messed up, Clay. I was so angry at Lucinda that I thought killing her husband would bring her back to me. I also ignored the fact my marriage to Elizabeth was annulled. I thought I could have them both. The local pastor came to see me, and we had a long talk.” 
 
    Clay shifted on his feet, “I hope it helped.” 
 
    “Yeah, it did, and it gave me something to think about. He helped me see that anger only causes pain. I have been angry since Ma and Pa died. Ma was the only person in this world that loved me, and she left me. I blamed Pa. Hate seemed easier than grief.” 
 
    “You know Pa didn’t cause the wagon accident,” Clay said. 
 
    “I know. I always knew, but it was still easier to take my anger out on Pa’s memory. It allowed me to do what I wanted without guilt. If Pa could take away my Ma, then no matter what I did would matter.” 
 
    Clay nodded and began to understand his brother a little better. “Grandpa said he’s praying for you I will, too. He said when you get out of prison to come back to the ranch.” 
 
    Wade laughed, “By the time they let me out if ever, Grandpa will probably be dead.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I’ll be there and once you’ve paid your debt, come home.” 
 
    Wade smiled for the first time. “Thanks, Clay. Oh, and tell Elizabeth she can come back from Texas. I know she considers the Hutchison family as her own, and I can’t see her living in Texas when she can be with all of you. I won’t be around to bother her.” 
 
    Clay returned the smile. “I’ll tell her. I’ll also be in court tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Wade replied. “I really do appreciate it.” 
 
    Clay turned to leave and looked over his shoulder, “Try to get some rest. You look tired.” 
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    The following afternoon, Grace busied herself folding the two new dresses she’d purchased, along with a gift for Cora and one for Elizabeth. She had just placed them into the satchel she’d brought along to hold her new purchases when the hotel room door opened. 
 
    Grace turned and greeted her husband. “Clay, I’m happy you’re back. I didn’t know when to expect you. Is the trial over?” 
 
    “Yes,” Clay responded. 
 
    “Was it bad?” Grace asked, taking his hand and pulling him toward the bed. “Sit down and rest. You look a bit pale.” 
 
    Clay sat next to his wife and said, “It could have been worse, but the gambler was well enough to testify that Wade walked straight up to him in the saloon and fired his gun. The judge said usually he would sentence a man to ten years for shooting another, but it seemed to the judge that Wade planned this and went out of his way to hunt down the gambler. He sentenced Wade to fifteen years at the territorial prison.” 
 
    Grace drew in a quick breath. “That’s a long time.” 
 
    Clay nodded, “It is, but Wade broke the law. It’s a good thing the gambler didn’t die, or I would have had to tell grandpa Wade would be hung. I know grandpa is waiting for word so I sent a telegram to him and the same one to Mason so he and Elizabeth would know. I couldn’t find the right words, so I just sent two: ‘Fifteen years.’”  
 
    Grace hugged Clay. “That’s enough. They’ll understand, and you can explain it all to grandpa after we get home tomorrow. I’ll write Elizabeth a letter. She and Mason can come home now.” 
 
    “I was able to see Wade after the hearing and told him to come back home after he serves his sentence. He’ll only be forty-five. If, God help him, he survives, he has a home. I know grandpa feels that way, too, and he still hasn’t changed the will. I think half the ranch will still be Wade’s when he’s released.” 
 
    Grace laid her head on Clay’s shoulder and said, “You can write to him and give him encouragement. I know grandpa will send him letters. It’s a long time, but God willing, he’ll learn a lesson and come back a better man.” 
 
    Clay said a silent prayer for his brother, kissed his wife, and said, “I’m hungry. Let’s have supper and get some sleep. The stage home leaves early in the morning.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten  
 
    Chicago 
 
    Mason arrived home a bit early, and Elizabeth asked, “Are you feeling well? You’re early.” 
 
    He smiled and said, “Yes, I’m feeling well, but we need to talk. Please sit down.” 
 
    Elizabeth wiped her hands on the towel she held and sat next to Mason. Her heart raced, worried that there was a problem. 
 
    “Please tell me what’s wrong,” Elizabeth said.  
 
    “Nothing is wrong, really. It’s just that we’re going home sooner than we expected. As soon as we can pack and buy train tickets.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s brow knitted and she asked, “Why? You still have two weeks left on your contract, and we don’t know what’s happening with Wade.” 
 
    “I can answer both of your questions right now. Clay sent me a telegram. Wade’s trial must be over. All his telegram said was ‘fifteen years.’ I can only assume that’s Wade’s sentence. As far as my job is concerned, Victoria did her best, but it doesn’t matter. She did have her father speak to the hotel’s owner about me.” 
 
    Elizabeth shook her head, “I’m so sorry. This is all my fault.” 
 
    “Nonsense, Victoria is vindictive. The owner and I had a talk today. Victoria’s father suggested that the hotel might suffer some setbacks if I continued to work there. Victoria’s father said he could let other business owners know that the hotel was employing a cad and scoundrel.” 
 
    Elizabeth blinked tears from her eyes and dropped her head to look at her hands. Mason lifted her chin with his hand and smiled at her.  
 
    Mason continued, “My employer said he had no intention of letting me go just to please his lawyer, but I offered him a compromise. I wasn’t sure how badly such rumors could hurt the hotel, and since my contract is up in two weeks and I’m going back to Wyoming, I suggested I leave his employ immediately. That way, I could get back home sooner, and he wouldn’t have to take a chance with his hotel’s business.”  
 
    Elizabeth returned Mason’s smile and said, “That works well for everyone, but it isn’t right that Victoria can try and ruin someone’s life. I suppose she wins and that’s all she cares about.” 
 
    “No, sweetheart, she doesn’t win. I do. I can leave Chicago, go back to Wyoming sooner, and I have you.” He drew Elizabeth into his arms and kissed her soundly.  
 
    Elizabeth’s arms snaked around his neck, and she held him close returning his kiss. She whispered, “And I have you. We do win.” 
 
    “Now, wife, I suggest you put on your best dress and allow me to take you on the town one last time. Tomorrow we will pack up and catch the train the following day,” Mason told her. 
 
    “I can do that, and I’d love to go out with you, husband. Oh my, I had a large delivery of food delivered today. I was putting it away when you came in. If we’re leaving, we don’t need it. Would you mind terribly if I took the food to the Widow Omslow? She lives in that little brown house across the alley. We’ve had tea a few times. Her son is supposed to take care of her, but he drinks and forgets at times.” 
 
    Mason hugged Elizabeth harder. “You have a beautiful soul, Elizabeth. Of course, I’ll even help you carry them over tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’m not sure about my soul, but I do know what it’s like to be hungry and if I can help her, I’d like to. Last time when I took a plate of cookies to her, the way she looked at them, I wondered if she’d eaten anything that day or the one before. I didn’t stay long so she could eat them without embarrassing her,” Elizabeth confided.  
 
    Mason kissed her again. “You definitely have a beautiful soul to match your face, and you’re mine. I love you, Elizabeth.” 
 
    Elizabeth giggled. “I love you, too. Now let me change, and we can start our evening.”  
 
    Mason winked and said, “I look forward to coming home, too.” 
 
    Elizabeth blushed and hurried to dress. 
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    Mason and Elizabeth each ordered steak, a baked potato, and fresh vegetables at one of their favorite restaurants and began discussing their move back to Wyoming.  
 
    “I can’t believe all of this is happening so fast. I expected to file for an annulment, not fall in love with you, and I never expected you to return my affections. Now, we’re going home to Wyoming. I can see Grace, Cora, Clay, and Grandpa Hutchison again. I never expected to see them again,” Elizabeth said, wiping a happy tear from her eye.  
 
    And that’s not all,” Mason added. “We own a ranch, and when we get back, I’ll buy enough stock to get it up and running.” 
 
    Elizabeth smiled, and then a cloud seemed to pass over her face, and she whispered, “Victoria is here. She’s walking toward our table. Is she having someone follow us?” 
 
    Anger filled Mason’s eyes as he responded, “I wouldn’t put it past her.” 
 
    Victoria breezed up to their table with a smug expression on her face. She glared at Elizabeth and smirked at Mason. 
 
    “I told you that you’d be sorry if you didn’t leave Chicago. Now, Mason lost his job, and you’ll be penniless and living on the streets where you belong,” Victoria said to Elizabeth. 
 
    Before Elizabeth could respond, Mason answered. “Actually, your father did me a favor. I planned to leave Chicago in two weeks, but now I am free to leave sooner and go back to Wyoming.” 
 
    “Wyoming,” Victoria spat. “What’s there except a ranch you’ll never own. You know that banker in whatever town you’re going to will sell the ranch out from under you.” 
 
    Mason laughed, “Good try, Victoria. The mortgage is only temporary until I can return and pay it in full and then purchase enough stock to build the ranch properly.” 
 
    Victoria shook her dark curls and said, “That sounds like a pretty story, but you worked at that sad excuse for a hotel because no one else would hire you and you desperately needed money. You can’t possibly buy a ranch or anything else.” 
 
    Elizabeth bit her lip to keep from laughing at the obnoxious young woman. 
 
    “You don’t know everything, Victoria. I worked at the Quincy Hotel for experience, not income. You and I were never close enough for me to share my past or to explain to you about the inheritance I received from my grandmother.” 
 
    “Inheritance? Why didn’t you ever mention an inheritance, sweetie?” Victoria crooned. 
 
    Elizabeth had heard enough, “Go away, Victoria. We’re celebrating our leaving Chicago and going home. You don’t really want to brawl right here in the middle of the restaurant, do you?” 
 
    Victoria’s eyes flew wide open, and she stamped her foot. She screeched, “You two deserve each other” before she marched off toward the exit. 
 
    Mason raised one eyebrow, “Brawl?” 
 
    Elizabeth shrugged, “I might have given her the impression that I know how to street brawl the way boys do having grown up in a difficult orphanage and all.” 
 
    Mason did his best not to laugh but couldn’t. “That’s one of the funniest things I have heard in a while. Elizabeth, you are a charm. I tried for months to convince Victoria I was not the man for her and one sentence from you sent her running. Now, I don’t condone violence, but this is still funny.” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know how to street fight exactly, but the boys did teach some of the girls how to defend ourselves. I do have a good right hook, or so I’ve been told,” Elizabeth blushed and smiled. 
 
    “Let’s order dessert and then go home and pack. If we pack all the food tonight, we can take it to the Widow Omslow first thing in the morning, then gather our things and head for the train station. I need to send a telegram to my father in the morning, too, and let him and my mother know we’re coming home,” Mason said. 
 
    “What about Grandpa Hutch? He’s going to want to know about me,” Elizabeth asked. 
 
    “I’ll ask my father in the telegram to send word to the Hutchison ranch. We’ll send another telegram from Cheyenne letting them know when the stagecoach is scheduled to arrive. When I left Wyoming, it only traveled toward home twice a week,” Mason said, 
 
    Elizabeth offered, “I think you’re right. I know it doesn’t arrive every day.” 
 
    “Spending a night or two in a hotel between the train and stage might do us good. I know you don’t care for traveling.” 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t care for traveling, it’s that I was so nervous when I met you and Grace. It was the first time I had been away from home traveling anywhere, I was heading to marry a stranger, and my stupid hat wouldn’t stay in place no matter what I tried,” Elizabeth answered. “I know I appeared to be a mess.” 
 
    “A beautiful mess,” Mason said as the waitress placed plates of peach pie in front of them. 
 
    “I’m going to miss fresh peach pie when we leave. Baking a pie with canned peaches isn’t the same,” Elizabeth commented as she took a bit of the warm pie. 
 
    “For you, my love, I’ll be sure to order fresh peaches when they are available. If you want, we could buy a bushel and take them back with us,” Mason suggested. 
 
    “I’m not sure if we can keep them cool on the long train ride. Maybe we could find some in Cheyenne and bring them home.” 
 
    “Anything you want, my dear. All you have to do is ask.” 
 
    Mason winked. 
 
    Elizabeth blushed.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven  
 
    Wyoming 
 
    The stagecoach rolled into Prairieville shortly before noon. The bright August sunshine nearly blinded Elizabeth as she looked out of the stagecoach’s window to see if she was truly home once again. 
 
    “We’re home,” Mason whispered when he took her hand and squeezed it gently. 
 
    “Yes, we are,” Elizabeth answered, her bright blue eyes sparkling with happiness.  
 
    The stagecoach lurched to a complete stop. Mason pushed the door open, stepped out, and turned around to offer his hand to Elizabeth. She took the offered hand and stepped down fighting back happy tears that she was home in Wyoming and would soon see her family again. 
 
    Elizabeth turned when she heard Grandpa Hutchison’s voice. “Welcome home, Elizabeth.” 
 
    She turned and was immediately wrapped in the elderly man’s arms. She couldn’t stop the tears now and said, “I’m so happy to be here, Grandpa.” 
 
    Elizabeth had to smile when she saw Mason hugging his mom with one arm, and his dad pumping his free hand in an excited greeting.  
 
    Glancing past Mason, she saw Grace, Clay, and Cora standing on the steps in front of the mercantile. Grandpa pulled her toward the rest of the family while Mason called for her to come and see his folks. Elizabeth was surrounded by more love and joy than she thought possible. 
 
    Mason’s mom drew Elizabeth into her arms and said, “I’m pleased you came back with Mason. I can tell he loves you dearly, and I have always wanted a daughter.” 
 
    Elizabeth returned the hug and whispered, “I never knew my mother. I can’t tell you how excited it makes me to be part of your family.” 
 
    “You have a mother now, and you can call me mother or ma the way Mason does,” Missus Callen said. 
 
    “I’d love to call you mother. I have never called anyone mother and never thought I would.”   
 
    “You will have ample chances now Elizabeth, considering you will live right across the road from us. We want you to visit often and let us spoil you. I can’t wait for our first grandchild.”  
 
    Elizabeth blushed. “Neither can I. A child would make my world complete. I have a husband, mother, grandpa, sister of my heart in Grace, and the dearest friend in Cora.” 
 
    “Don’t forget a father,” Missus Callen said. “My husband is as excited as I am to have a new daughter.” 
 
    “And a father,” Elizabeth murmured as Mister Callen walked up and drew her into a hug. 
 
    Missus Callen clasped her hands together in front of her and said, “I have cooked and baked all morning. You are all invited to our home for supper. Even though Elizabeth and Mason’s house is ready to move into, I didn’t think they wanted to cook their first night home. Please, all of you come out to the ranch.” 
 
    Mason nodded and said, “Elizabeth and I will be there as soon as we visit the bank. I want to take care of this mortgage business before anything else. It’s important to Elizabeth and me.” 
 
    Elizabeth had been chatting with Grace, Clay, and Cora when Mason walked up and took her hand. “Are you ready to go to the band with me Missus Callen?” 
 
    “Yes, I am.” She turned to Grace and said, “You are coming to supper, aren’t you? I would love to talk to you more. I’ve missed you.” 
 
    Grace smiled. “We’ll all be there, and we’ll be living just two miles apart. I’ve missed you, too.” 
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    Pete Wallington ushered Mason and Elizabeth into his private office. He shook Mason’s hand vigorously while saying, “It’s good to have you home, cousin. Your father was concerned you might make Chicago your home.” 
 
    “Not a chance, Pete. I was counting the days until my contract was fulfilled, and I could return. Allow me to introduce you to my wife, Elizabeth.” 
 
    After introductions were made and a bit of small talk passed between the cousins, Pete pulled the paperwork from his desk and handed it to Mason. “Let me have my clerk retrieve your strongbox and we can get this paperwork out of the way. I know your mother is having a big supper. She invited Emma and me as soon as she heard you were coming back.”  
 
    Mason laughed and said, “That sounds like my mother. I wonder who else she invited?” 
 
    “Not sure, but Emma said your mother wants to hold a barn dance to celebrate your wedding. I think she said in a week or so.” 
 
    Elizabeth giggled. “It’s nice to be home and welcomed so graciously.” 
 
    Pete nodded and called for his clerk. The young man returned in a few minutes with Mason’s strongbox. 
 
    Pete said, “I’ll leave you with your box. I’ll be in the outer office when you’re finished.” 
 
    “Thanks, Pete,” Mason answered and unlocked the box. 
 
    Mason looked at Elizabeth and said, “My mother is an only child, and so am I. She left her entire life savings to me, along with her home when she passed away. It paid for my college, and now it will buy us our ranch and the stock we need.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s eyes opened wide when she saw the large stack of bills and a leather bag, she assumed held coins. “Why didn’t you deposit all of this money into an account?” 
 
    “I was away at college when the house sold. My father took care of it and brought the money back in cash. The coins are from my grandfather’s collection, and this,” he said as he held up a black velvet case, “is my grandmother’s jewelry. I contacted a jeweler in Denver who will arrive next week to purchase most of the jewelry. My father had it appraised before he brought it here when my grandmother’s home sold.” 
 
    Elizabeth was speechless. She had never seen this much money or knew anyone who owned fine jewelry. 
 
    Mason opened the case and removed a gold necklace with a sapphire stone set into a gold heart. “This my darling is for you. It matches your eyes.” He slipped it around her neck and fastened it. 
 
    Elizabeth laid her left hand over the pendant and said, “Thank you. Never in all my dreams did I ever think I would own something so lovely.” 
 
    Mason removed a few other pieces and said, “My grandfather was a bit grandiose when it came to showing off my grandmother, and most of these pieces would be better in a museum than at a barn dance, but I want you to have her pearl necklace and matching earrings.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Elizabeth whispered.  
 
    “Of course, you’re my wife. If there are any of the other pieces you’d like, just take them.” 
 
    Elizabeth shook her head. “You’re right, these pieces are much too fancy for life here.” 
 
    Mason called Pete back, and they finished their financial dealings. Pete said, “You know, I’m happy you sent me a telegram warning me about the possibility that I might receive a disturbing letter about you. This came from a lawyer in Chicago early last week.” 
 
    Mason read it and laughed. “This letter is close to libelous. If not for the fact this lawyer says, ‘in my opinion’ and what he heard was rumor, I would sue him.” 
 
    Pete laughed, “I agree. If I didn’t know you, I might have canceled the mortgage. You seemed to have made an enemy in Chicago.” 
 
    “Just a jealous woman,” Mason explained. 
 
    ~  *  ~ 
 
    Supper was a joyous affair. Mason’s mother had prepared a small feast and invited the Hutchison family and two of Elizabeth’s friends from church.  
 
    Wade’s name never came up although everyone knew of his prison sentence and the fear Elizabeth faced while he was free. Talk was lighthearted, and Missus Callen shared her plans for the barn dance. 
 
    “Cora and I made plans for the barn dance wedding reception, and everyone from church said they want to come. The pastor agreed to marry the two of you here before the celebration. I know you are married legally, but I thought you’d want to have the pastor marry you again,” Missus Callen explained.  
 
    “Thank you,” Elizabeth said. “I would like that.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Missus Callen said. “Now, it’s time for dessert, and then the two of you can go home and see your new house before it gets dark. It’s clean, and we purchased new bedding and towels. Cora and I brought enough food to last several days before you need to go into town and resupply. I hope we did it right.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’ll be perfect, Mother,” Elizabeth said. “Thank you, Cora.” 
 
    Mason and Elizabeth left their family to finish planning the barn dance and drove the wagon with their trunks across the road to their new home.  
 
    Elizabeth was stunned at the huge four-bedroom ranch house.  
 
    “It’s lovely,” she said. “It’s so large, and the land is glorious. I still can’t believe I’m going to live here.” 
 
    “More than living here, my love. You own this land as much as I do, and we’ll work it and be successful. We’ll leave a legacy for our children and grandchildren.” 
 
    Mason lifted Elizabeth from the wagon, carried her up the porch stairs, through the doorway, and kicked the door closed behind him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Six months later  
 
    Elizabeth and Grace sat in the parlor of the Hutchison’s ranch house sewing a quilt for the church’s upcoming spring festival. 
 
    Grace stopped and rubbed her protruding stomach. “This little one is certainly active today. Last night when I tried to sleep, he kept me awake for two hours.” 
 
    “He?” Elizabeth asked. “You can’t possibly know that.” 
 
    “No,” Grace agreed, “but he’s so active he has to be a boy.” 
 
    Elizabeth smiled and said, “I have a secret.” 
 
    Grace leaned forward and asked, “Can you share it?” 
 
    “Yes, only Mason knows. We’re not telling his folks until Sunday supper, but I’m going to have a baby.” 
 
    Grace squealed, and Cora ran into the room. “Are you alright, Grace?” 
 
    Elizabeth and Grace both burst into laughter. “Yes, I am. Elizabeth and I were just a bit excited.” 
 
    “I think we can tell her,” Elizabeth said and then shared her news with Cora. 
 
    Cora hugged Elizabeth, and Grandpa Hutch wandered into the room in his stocking feet. “I was napping. What on earth was that noise?” 
 
    “I’m going to have a baby,” Elizabeth shared. 
 
    Grandpa Hutch scrunched his eyebrows. “I didn’t think the baby made squealing noises until after it was born.” 
 
    Everyone enjoyed a laugh, and the women began making plans for two new additions while grandpa padded back to his den to finish his nap. 
 
    “I never dreamed I could be this happy,” Elizabeth confessed. “Even as a teen, when other girls talked about what they hoped for, I thought my life would always be empty and cold. Now, I have a loving husband, a beautiful home, and a child on the way.” 
 
    Grace smiled. “We’re both blessed. Who would have ever thought marrying someone we didn’t know could bring us such happiness?” 
 
    “There’s truth in those words,” Elizabeth agreed. “I’m happy we both decided to trust a proxy marriage.” 
 
    The End 
 
    Thank you for reading A Bride for Mason. A new book in the series will be released every two weeks by various talented authors. If you have a free moment, I would love it if you could leave me a review. If helps me know what you liked or didn’t and how to improve my stories. You can find me on My Amazon Author Page, my website at mariannespitzer.com, and my Facebook author page. Join all of the authors at The Proxy Brides Readers Group on Facebook Thanks, and God bless.  
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