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To the hours of 1 to 3 a.m.
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Savage Wells, Wyoming Territory, 1876

Miriam Bricks sat in the cramped and rancid interior of a 

rickety stagecoach and contemplated for the hundredth time 

how fortunate she was to be there. In many ways, being pressed 

between two passengers—one of whom clearly hadn’t bathed in 

months, perhaps years, and neither of whom had stopped arguing 

since embarking that morning—was still an improvement over 

her previous circumstances. 

The swaying of the coach had left her ill, her body had grown 

painfully stiff, her head pounded, and she was hungry and ex-

hausted. But more than anything, she was grateful.

When a person had been confined to a cold, heartless mental 

institution, even the most uncomfortable, miserable moments 

spent in freedom were a welcome improvement.

Beyond her independence, she had a new job in a new town 

where no one had any idea about her past. She could make a fresh 

start. She could rebuild her life.

Yes. She was desperately grateful.

The stagecoach came to a rocking, jarring halt in Savage Wells, 

her new home. Miriam didn’t waste a moment but opened the 

Chapter 1
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stagecoach door and clamored out, clutching tightly to her worn, 

leather-covered sketchbook. She pulled in a breath of blessedly 

fresh air. Her eyes scanned the tall, well-kept buildings and color-

ful storefronts and the crowd of people gathered at the stage stop.

The bureau only had a scant bit of information for her, none 

of which described Dr. MacNamara, the man who’d hired her to 

work as a nurse. She’d assumed he would be the only one to meet 

the stage, but an entire crowd stood there, watching her.

She’d heard the ratio of women to men was lopsided out 

West. That appeared to be entirely true. But which of the many 

men standing about watching her was the man she was looking 

for? And who were the others there to see?

She checked the stagecoach once more. The other passengers 

were filing into the nearby restaurant. The townspeople were 

all watching her, then. She was not generally shy, but this was 

overwhelming. She folded her arms around her sketchbook and 

pressed it to her heart like a shield.

“I’m—I’m looking for Dr. MacNamara,” she said to all of 

them at once.

Chuckles and grins spread through the crowd. That was not 

reassuring. Miriam inched back toward the stagecoach.

An older lady, seventy years if she was a day, stepped forward, 

reaching out to take one of Miriam’s hands in her own. “He wanted 

to meet the stage, but a patient came by. I’m certain with all of your 

nursing experience you know how unpredictable things can be.”

She nodded. She was well aware of the chaotic nature of the 

medical profession.

The woman smiled warmly, almost maternally. “But that is 

why you’re here, isn’t it? To help our dear doctor.”

“Yes. That is why I am here.” It was the one reason she was 

willing to admit to.
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Healing Hearts

“Gideon said he’ll meet up with us as soon as he’s able.” The 

woman hooked her arm through Miriam’s. “The entire town 

has gathered. We are all so happy for our doctor. He has needed 

someone for such a long time.”

The crowd followed behind as Miriam was led up the street. 

“The town must be very fond of Dr. MacNamara.”

The woman gave her an amused sideways glance. “I am cer-

tain you can call him Gideon.”

Miriam had never called any of the doctors she’d worked for 

by their given names. She knew social niceties were often more 

lax in the West, but being that familiar would take a great deal 

of getting used to. And, yet, winning Dr. MacNamara’s trust was 

crucial to her success in Savage Wells. As was, apparently, endur-

ing the crowd of people keeping pace with her nameless guide.

“I hadn’t expected such a welcome.” She hadn’t wanted one, 

truth be told.

“We are so happy you are here. Ever since Gideon told us, 

we’ve been beside ourselves trying to think of a way to welcome 

you properly, to support the both of you.”

All of this over the arrival of a nurse? Either this was the most 

friendly town in all the world or the most ill.

They continued down the street at such a fast clip that 

Miriam hardly had time to register the buildings they passed. She 

would need to take time later to familiarize herself with the place, 

perhaps sketch the main street so she could commit it to memory. 

Growing accustomed to the horde of people would take a bit lon-

ger. She hoped they wouldn’t follow her about on a daily basis. 

Secrets were far more easily kept from a distance.

“Does Dr. MacNamara see a lot of patients?”

“Oh, yes. He is the only doctor in a hundred miles, further 

in some directions. People come from all over to see him, and he 
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travels all over to see them. He is sometimes gone for weeks at a 

time.”

That was precisely what Miriam needed. Solitude. Quiet. 

Peace. The asylum had never been peaceful. Not ever. And every 

movement, every breath, every word it seemed, had been watched 

and controlled. In Savage Wells, she would finally be free again.

The older woman led Miriam toward a schoolhouse, one sur-

rounded by wagons and buggies and horses tied to hitching posts. 

More people gathered around, adding to the crowd trickling up 

from behind her

“Oh, Mrs. Wilhite!” A woman older than Miriam but not 

nearly as old as Miriam’s companion hurried up, hands clasped in 

front of her. “Is this Miriam?”

Mrs. Wilhite—it helped having a name for her guide—nodded 

enthusiastically. “Yes. And isn’t she lovely? She seems nervous, 

though.” She turned her gaze on Miriam. “Are you nervous, dear?”

Several dozen people were watching her, most of whom had 

followed her all the way from the stagecoach. “I am, a bit.”

“Well, what woman in your situation wouldn’t be?” Mrs. 

Wilhite patted Miriam’s hand. “But we can assure you that Gideon 

is so kind and gentle and caring. He really is a wonderful person.”

She was glad to hear it. Dr. Blackburn at the asylum had been 

nothing short of a monster.

Mrs. Wilhite still had one of Miriam’s arms hooked through 

hers. The newly arrived woman claimed Miriam’s other one. 

Together they pulled her toward the schoolhouse.

“Have you met Sheriff O’Brien yet?” the new woman asked.

“I have not even met Dr. MacNamara yet.”

“He wouldn’t miss this, I promise you.” The two women 

laughed. Miriam wasn’t sure what was so amusing.

They quickly took the three stairs up to the schoolhouse and 
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Healing Hearts

stepped inside. Flowers filled the interior, and a shocking abun-

dance of ribbon framed the windows, tied in bows along the rows 

of benches, and adorned the lectern at the front of the room as 

well as a nearby table that held a cake and punch bowl, along 

with piles of plates and cutlery. Savage Wells, it seemed, spared no 

effort in welcoming a new citizen.

Mrs. Wilhite remained at Miriam’s side, though her other 

companion slipped away into the crowd. The townsfolk trickled 

in, filling in the rows of seats. She received smiles and hand 

squeezes and an unending supply of “Welcome to Savage Wells” 

and “So pleased to meet you.”

She had accepted the job in Savage Wells in part because it 

was so isolated; she was unlikely to encounter anyone who knew 

her or her past. If the town reacted this way to new arrivals, per-

haps it was even more isolated than she’d realized.

“Oh, there’s Gideon!” Mrs. Wilhite actually bounced a little.

“Which one is he?” Miriam asked.

“He’s standing up at the front, of course.” Mrs. Wilhite swat-

ted at her teasingly, quite as if Miriam ought to have been able to 

identify a man who was a stranger to her.

Three men stood near the lectern. One was older than the 

others and appeared to be a preacher. The tallest of the three 

sported a gun belt and wore a silver sheriff ’s badge pinned to his 

leather vest. Dr. MacNamara must have been the third man.

He was younger than she’d expected, likely not even thirty. 

His clothes were finely cut and fashionable. His tailcoat and red 

silk waistcoat would not have been out of place in even the fin-

est drawing rooms back East. And he was handsome, with his 

nearly black hair and gray eyes. Not that any of those things truly 

mattered in an employer; they were simply the first things she 

noticed. That likely made her shallow, she chided herself, but she 
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had nothing else to go on. She knew of him only through what 

the employment bureau had told her: his profession, a few details 

of his education to assure her he was a legitimate doctor, and his 

need for a nurse.

Mrs. Wilhite took Miriam up to the front. “Here she is, 

Gideon.” She hugged him tightly. “Oh, I’m so happy for you.” 

She looked from Gideon to Miriam, dabbed at her eyes with a 

handkerchief, then stepped away.

This town places a great deal of importance on their medical 
treatment.

“You are Miriam Bricks?” Dr. MacNamara asked.

She nodded.

“Welcome.” His smile could have melted a glacier. It sent 

warmth straight to Miriam’s cheeks. “I am sorry if the town has 

overwhelmed you with their enthusiasm. I lost control of all of 

this the moment I told them about you.”

“They are very kind.” At least she hoped they were.

“I don’t want to rush you,” he said, “but the children aren’t 

likely to wait much longer without diving for the cake.”

“Of course, Dr. MacNamara,” she said.

“Gideon. Please.”

She gave a tiny nod, though she knew adjusting to that re-

quest would take some doing.

He turned toward the sheriff and the preacher. “I think we’re 

ready.”

The sheriff thumped Gideon on the shoulder and moved 

away. The preacher stepped up to the lectern. A hush fell over the 

gathering.

What had caught their attention so immediately? No one had 

called for quiet. Was this some kind of meeting rather than a wel-

coming party? The presence of cake made that unlikely.
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The preacher pulled out a Bible and set it, opened, on the 
lectern. He looked over the room serenely. “Dearly beloved.”

Dearly beloved?
“We are gathered today in the sight of God—”
A horrifying sense of familiarity slid over her. She knew this 

beginning. Worse still, she knew where it ended.
“—to join this man and this woman—”
Goodness gracious.
“—in the bonds of holy matrimony.”
Her eyes threatened to pop out of their sockets. These were 

not words she’d anticipated at all.
“This is a wedding,” she whispered.
Gideon nodded. “Yes.”
This was a wedding. Gideon and the preacher were standing 

at the front of the room. Only one person would be placed there 
with them, as she was, and it wasn’t because she was the newly 
arrived town nurse.

“This is our wedding.” The strangled words clawed their way 
out of her.

Gideon nodded, again, but slowly. “Of course.”
“I didn’t—This wasn’t—” Goodness gracious.
She tried to breathe through the ever-thickening lump in her 

throat. She took a frantic step backward, holding to her sketch-
book with a viselike grip. Everyone was watching her, all having 
come expecting her to marry a man she’d never met, one whom 
she’d only agreed to work for.

Absolutely not. She hadn’t fled one form of undeserved im-
prisonment in order to blindly accept another.

She did the only thing a woman could reasonably be expected 
to do in her situation: run.
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