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Chapter One

Saturday, November 1, 1884
Mama used to say that Christmas was the season of miracles, but 

Christmas was almost two months away. Greta Engel tried not to 
wince when she heard her brother coughing. For the three days 
that Otto had breathed normally she had let herself believe that 
Dr. Fletcher had been wrong and that Otto would live to be an 
adult. But now … She shuddered as the coughing intensiTed. zhis 
was di’erent from the horrible wheeHing heqd had in :ouston, but 
it was no less frightening. 

zhere was no puestion about itN the cough was worse, much 
worse, and the way Otto gas;ed for breath worried Greta more 
than kigelqs threats had. Ottoqs face, which Mama said resembled 
the ;orcelain their grandfather used, was now —ushedA his fair hair 
was dar1ened with sweatA and his eyes“the same light blue as 
Gretaqs“were dulled by ;ain. zhis was the sic1est her brother had 
been since they left :ouston.

Greta tried to calm her nerves. She and Otto might not need 
a miracle, but if he was going to have his dream of the ;erfect 
Christmas come true they needed to Tnd a town with a doctor 
who could sto; the coughing. Wnd to reach that town, the wagon 
that had started ma1ing ominous crea1s earlier today had to hold 
together long enough for Blac1ie to ;ull them there. Wnd then, 
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once they found the town, the doctor needed to be in his o”ce 
and willing to hel; them, even though Greta had only a few coins 
to ;ay him. 

Maybe they did need a miracle.
IYhere are wex- Otto as1ed between coughs. I3 donqt see any 

mountains.-
zhat was because they hadnqt reached Colorado. 2esterday 

when theyqd entered the :ill Country, Otto had smiled at the 
sight of gently rolling hills, limestone outcro;;ings, and the live 
oa1 cano;y theyqd discovered on one stretch of the road. zoday he 
seemed to have forgotten that they were still in zePas, hundreds of 
miles from Colorado S;rings.

zhe road theyqd been traveling reached a z intersection, forcL
ing Greta to choose a direction. zhe route to the left a;;eared 
smoother and better traveled, ;robably leading to a larger town. 
She tightened the reins, ;re;aring to turn Blac1ie that way, then 
sto;;ed. Turn right. ko one had s;o1en, and yet she heard the 
words as clearly as if someone had been seated nePt to her.

Ws the wagon lurched toward the right, Greta s;otted a small 
wooden sign almost obscured by a ;ric1ly ;ear cactus. zhe letL
ters were faded, but she could still ma1e out the arrow and the 
words, ISweetwater Crossing R Miles.- Surely the wagon could 
hold together for another three miles until they reached the town 
whose name made her smile for the Trst time since Otto had begun 
coughing. zhere was something almost fanciful about the name, 
and today more than ever Greta needed a reason to smile.

She turned to loo1 at her brother. IYeqre going to Sweetwater 
Crossing,- she told him.

zhough Ottoqs only res;onse was renewed coughing, Gretaqs 
s;irits rose at the ;ros;ect of reaching the town in a few minutes. 
3t might not be their Tnal destination, but her instincts told her it 
was where they needed to be today, and she trusted her instincts.

ICqmon, Blac1ie.- Greta wouldnqt force the animal to trot, but 
she ho;ed he could ;ic1 u; his ;ace a bit. Otto needed a doctor, 
and he needed that doctor soon. Greta had done all she could.
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zhe sun went behind a cloud, the sudden dar1ening of the s1y 
causing her doubts to resurface. Yhat if she was wrongx Greta 
too1 a dee; breath, telling herself that leaving :ouston had been 
the right thing to do“the only way to ;rotect Otto and give him 
a chance to see Ui1es Uea1 before he died. Greta 1new that, but 
no matter how often she told herself that, she hadnqt been able to 
dismiss the fear that kigel would be angry enough to search for 
them and that heqd do what heqd threatened. 

She couldnqt let that ha;;en. zhat was why whenever she venL
tured into a town to buy the su;;lies they so des;erately needed, 
sheqd 1e;t Otto hidden under a blan1et in the bac1 of the wagon, 
why on rainy nights they hadnqt dared stay in a hotel, even if 
they could have a’orded a room. But now there was no choice. 
zhey had to Tnd a doctor and ;ray that if kigel was having them 
followed, his trac1er wouldnqt discover them.

3t wasnqt yet Christmas and what Mama called the season of 
miracles, but there was no longer any puestion about itN Greta and 
Otto needed a miracle. 

ISweetwater Crossingqs residents deserve a choice,- Matt kelson 
told his brother as they ePited the livery. 

Earl Dodd, who served as the townqs blac1smith as well as the 
owner of the livery, had assured them that ke;tune would be 
reshod by the time theyqd ;ic1ed u; their mail. I2ou 1now 5a1e 
Yinslow li1es to tal1,- heqd said, Ies;ecially now that his brother 
is running for sheri’. :e wants to ensure that everyone in town 
votes for Byron.- Earl clic1ed his tongue in a;;arent disa;;roval. 
I3tqs an awful shame that Sheri’ Granger had that Tt of a;o;lePy.-

Matt couldnqt argue with that“it was indeed unfortunate that 
the man whoqd been Sweetwater Crossingqs lawman for over a 
decade was now bedridden, unable to move anything on the left 
side of his body“but Matt could argue with the fact that ever 
since the Yar Between the States, when their term of o”ce eP;ired, 
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neither the mayor nor the sheri’ had an o;;onent. Yhen Matt 
had as1ed longtime residents why, theyqd sim;ly said, Izhatqs 
the way itqs always been.- But not the way it should be. 

I6ncontested elections donqt seem Wmerican to me,- Matt 
said. IFol1s deserve more.-

Ws his brother nodded, his li;s curved u;ward in what Matt 
had heard described as a fatuous smile, revealing the direction 
of zobyqs thoughts. IWnd 3 deserve a bride.- 3t didnqt matter 
that they were discussing the townqs need for a lawman. zhese 
days zoby had only one thing on his mindN courting 4ose 
:annon.

3t was far from the Trst time zoby had been infatuated with 
a young woman. Yhen theyqd lived in Galveston, the ob7ect of 
his fancy had changed as often as the moon had hidden its face, 
but this was the Trst time zoby had TPed his attention on a 
girl since theyqd arrived in Sweetwater Crossing earlier this year. 
Wnd while heqd s;outed the same sentiments Matt had heard 
a doHen times before, zoby seemed di’erent this time. More 
earnest, almost des;erate.

I4ose is the one for me,- zoby continued. I3qm as sure of 
that as 3 am that youqd be a good sheri’.- :e gestured toward 
the nePt building on Main Street, the one that housed the 
sheri’qs o”ce, held the townqs one 7ail cell, and served as the 
sheri’qs home. I3 can ;icture you living there.-

So could Matt. From what heqd heard, the a;artment on the 
second —oor would be more than adepuate for his needs. I2ou 
donqt have to convince me. Uaqs the one who doesnqt a;;rove 
of what either of us wants.-

:e crossed the street, ;referring to wal1 through the ;ar1 rather 
than nePt to the building that might never become his home, wishL
ing there were an easy way to convince the man he and zoby owed 
so much that they were old enough to 1now their own minds. 
Because, des;ite the Bibleqs admonition to honor thy father and 
thy mother, the decision of how to s;end the rest of their lives“in 
zobyqs case, married to the woman whoqd caught his eye the day 
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sheqd come to Sweetwater Crossing, in Mattqs, serving as their 
ado;ted hometownqs sheri’“should be theirs and only theirs.

Clearly oblivious to the beauty of the dee; blue s1y and 
the ;u’y cumulus clouds that drifted across it, zoby clenched 
his Tsts, then slowly relaPed them in what Matt 1new was an 
attem;t to control his anger. IUaqs being unreasonable. 3 1now 
itqs in the Bible, but 7ust because jaban tric1ed 5acob into 
marrying jeah rather than 4achel because the eldest had to 
marry Trst doesnqt mean 3 should have to wait for you to marry. 
zhose were jabanqs daughters. kowhere in the Bible does it 
say that the oldest son has to marry Trst.-

Izrue.- Matt wished Ua hadnqt been so adamant, announcL
ing that he would not give zoby his blessing to marry unless 
Matt was married or at least engaged.

:is brother shoo1 his head in a;;arent disgust. I2ouqre so 
stubborn youqll never fall in love.-

Izhatqs not true.- Wt this time of the morning, the ;ar1 was 
em;ty. 3t would be an ideal ;lace to stroll, to clear his mind, 
but Mattqs mind continued to whirl, trying to Tnd a way to 
hel; his brother. I3qm not stubborn. 3 sim;ly havenqt met the 
right woman.- 

zhough there were a number of single women in Sweetwater 
Crossing and several matchma1ing mothers had done their best 
to encourage his interest in their daughters, none had stirred 
Mattqs fancy. :e might be twentyLsiP years old, old enough to 
be wed according to his mother, but he had no intention of 
marrying unless he found someone who made him as ha;;y 
as Ma made Ua. zheirs was the 1ind of love Matt wanted … 
eventually. 

I3 donqt have time to thin1 about courting a lady,- he told 
zoby as they strolled through the ;ar1, neither in a hurry to reach 
the ;ost o”ce. Even if Matt had the time, he wouldnqt consider 
courtshi; until he had a secure future to o’er a wife. W man owed 
that to the woman he wooed. zhe ;roblem was, des;ite what Ua 
thought, Mattqs future was not living and wor1ing on the familyqs 
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ranch. IYhat 3 want is to leave the ranch in your and Uaqs hands 
and run for sheri’.- 

Owning a ranch had been their fatherqs dream. zhat was why 
when Matt had learned about one for sale near the town where his 
friend had become the schoolmaster, he had come to Sweetwater 
Crossing, assured himself that the ranch was a good one, then 
hel;ed his family sell their haberdashery in Galveston and move 
here. 

Ua was ha;;ier than Matt had ever seen him, which meant that 
Ma was also ha;;y. So was zoby. :is brother had ta1en to ranchL
ing as if heqd been born to it. But Matt missed living in a city and 
having daily interactions with ;eo;le outside his family. 4anching 
was not for him, no matter what his father believed.

I3 1now what 3 want, and you 1now what 3 want. 3 want you to 
hel; me win 4ose. 3 want to become engaged on Christmas Eve 
li1e Ma and Ua.-

Matt shouldnqt have been sur;rised by the timing, because each 
year their mother told them that Christmas Eve was ePtra s;ecial 
for her because it was the day Ua had as1ed her to marry him and 
;laced a ring on her Tnger.

I3 su;;ose you want to give 4ose the family ring.-
:is brother shoo1 his head. I3 donqt care about that. Wll 3 care 

about is ma1ing 4ose my wife. zhatqs why 3 need you.- Yhen 
Matt did not res;ond, zoby grabbed his arm and ;ulled him to 
a sto;, demanding his full attention. I2ou donqt have to actually 
marry. 3 thin1 Ua would be ha;;y if you sim;ly too1 an interest in 
someone. 3f you did, he might agree to let me marry 4ose.-

Matt stared at his brother, wondering if the morning sun had 
somehow addled his brain. :e and zoby were the same siP feet tall 
and had the same dar1 brown hair and eyes, but it a;;eared that 
they did not share the same sense of honor. IWre you suggesting 
a false courtshi;x By now you ought to 1now me well enough to 
1now 3 wouldnqt do that. 3t wouldnqt be fair to anyone.-

IBut it would hel; 4ose and me. joo1, Matt, 3qm not as1ing 
you to com;romise your ;rinci;les. 5ust ;romise me that youqll 
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consider it. 3f you show interest in a lady, 3qll try to convince Ua 
that we donqt need you on the ranch, and 3qll do everything 3 can 
to hel; you become Sweetwater Crossingqs nePt sheri’.-

zhe way zoby ;hrased it, it sounded almost reasonable. From 
the number of times that they reminded him that he was more 
than a puarter century old, Matt 1new his ;arents were concerned 
that he was still single. zhey wanted him, whom Ua called the 
steady one, to settle down and give them grandchildren. :e unL
derstood that, and he wanted to honor their wishes, but he wanted 
to do it on his own schedule, not theirs. zoday was one of the times 
when he wished he didnqt owe them so much, but the truth was, 
he and zoby could never re;ay them for what theyqd done.

IWll right,- he said, his attention snagged by the sight of a wagon 
hurtling down Main Street. One of the wheels wobbled as if it were 
ready to fall o’, and the horse ;ulling it was so scrawny Matt was 
sur;rised it could move that puic1ly. I3f 3 can Tnd a woman who 
a;;eals to me, 3qll court her.-

IWnd 3qll hel; you win the election.- zoby ePtended his hand. 
IDo we have a bargainx-

IYe do.-


