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Bonnie hesitated outside of the train station. The air was hot and dry, leaving her sweating in her thick blouse and coat. Nobody had told her that Texas was so dry. It wasn't anything like the humid heat of back home. It was hardly any better than the train journey that had taken up the better part of three days, where her cabin was stuffy and the window wouldn't open. 

But oh, she was here! Suddenly the cramped train and the stench of the train station didn't matter any more, because she was here in Texas and could scarcely believe it. People pushed past, desperate to leave the station and get wherever it was they were going; but Bonnie hardly noticed. She simply stepped aside, cast her gaze about the darkened street, taking note of the dust roads and the rickety old buildings.

Then her gaze landed on a man. The very man she had been desperate to see for weeks, ever since their very first correspondence. He was tall and slim just like in his photograph, with a mop of curly dark hair and tanned, freckled skin. When he smiled, it lit up his entire face and he was beautiful. "Bonnie Mason?" he asked, almost hesitantly, as if he wasn't sure this was real.

Truthfully, she wasn't sure, either. Yet when he closed the distance and his sky blue eyes met her green ones, Bonnie felt like she was home. "I'm Bonnie," she replied softly, "so you must be Gregory White. You're even more handsome in real life." As soon as the words flew from her lips, Bonnie felt a flush overtaking her slender face. She ducked her head with a nervous smile, murmuring an quiet apology.

Gregory only smiled. He took her hand in his and squeezed, looking down at her with what she could only describe as fondness. "You've had a long journey," he said idly, glancing down to Bonnie's trunk. It was all she had left of her possessions from home. "But perhaps you would like a quick tour of town? It's a small place, so it won't take long."

Already, Bonnie was fighting back a yawn. Yet she had only just got here, and she wasn't ready to sleep yet. "A quick one, then, so we can spend more time together." 

Gregory beamed, and the corners of his eyes wrinkled in the most handsome way. "Of course. Let me." With one arm he scooped up her luggage, lifting it with an effortless sweep surprising for his slim build. His other arm, Gregory offered to Bonnie. When she took it, he seemed pleased. "I'm afraid there isn't much in town," he offered regretfully, "you come from the city, you must be used to much more space."

Bonnie looked at the wide, open streets. At the buildings, spaced so far apart with enormous porches and plenty of room to walk. "Actually, the cities are so crowded and the buildings so big, that the streets are a nightmare during the day. They may be big, but every inch of space is filled."

"Then perhaps you will like the more peaceful approach here?"

Bonnie smiled, leaning into his side as they walked. "I think I will. After being brought up in such a busy place, I think quiet is exactly what I need." At first, Bonnie had been reluctant to come here at all. She had pre-conceived ideas of what a mail order bride was. Ideas that now, she realised, made her sound ignorant. Yet it had been her mother who urged her to do this, and once she and Gregory had started talking, all of her worries had faded away.

Now here she was, hanging off of his arm like any other young couple, with the plan to be married in less than six weeks time. It was strange, how quickly things changed.

They walked past a darkened store front, the old painted sign advertising Allie's Butchery. Next to that was a bakery, with the days sweets still in the window display. The cakes and pies looked delicious, even at a day old, and Bonnie found herself wishing it were still open so she could buy herself a treat.

"Tomorrow," Gregory promised, as if he knew exactly what she was thinking. "Tomorrow is market day, and there will be all kinds of fresh baking to try."

The thought brought a smile to her face; and not just for the promise of pastry. No, it was because of the ease in which he spoke, the easy lilt of his voice, as if they had been together for ages. It just seemed so impossibly natural for them to be side by side like this, and it brought a giddy feeling rising in her chest.

"You know," Gregory said idly as they meandered past the general store, "Right up until the very moment I saw you, I worried this wouldn't work out. It seems that whenever something good happens, the world has a way of cutting it short. But now you're here, and so am I, and I couldn't be happier."

Bonnie grinned; and perhaps she would have kissed him, if not for how inappropriate that sounded. "I feel the same. I worried that coming all this way was a mistake. Too impulsive or too soon." Pressing closer into his side, she let out a sigh. "Now I see that it was the best choice I've ever made." It sounded silly, to say such a thing so soon. Yet she knew it was true. Knew that this place was meant to be her new home.

Beside her, Gregory chuckled. He squeezed her hand with his own, humming a quiet affirmative. "I'm glad you feel that way," he replied kindly, "and, if it isn't too forward of me to say, I hope we can continue to be happy together for a long time."

It wasn't forward at all. It was exactly what Bonnie wanted to hear.

***

Bonnie quickly learned that the quiet little Texas town wasn't nearly so quiet on market days. She and Gregory left his ranch early in the morning, yet by the time they reached the town proper, the streets were already flooded with people. Men and women crowded every available space, children ran wild underfoot, and the town square was packed full with every kind of market stall imaginable.

"I should have warned you how hectic things can get," Gregory apologised - but he was beaming. Bonnie had noticed that when he smiled, he had two dimples in each side of his cheeks. One where his cheekbones sat, and one close to his lips. It was lovely.

Bonnie smiled up at him, and for a moment the rest of the world seemed to fade away. He was so handsome, with his curly dark hair and the splash of freckles across his cheeks. Gregory was Bonnie's opposite, for she had bright silvery-blonde hair and fair skin, although thankfully not so fair that she looked ill or unhealthy. With cheeks perpetually stained pink, she had a healthy glow despite her paleness.

"If we hope to buy anything, we should hurry," Gregory spoke, unwittingly breaking the spell. He linked his arm through hers, and together they dove into the busy market.

If she thought it was crowded before, it was even worse now. A group of children sprinted past, laughing and hollering; they forced Bonnie to dart back with a huff of surprise, almost tripping over the uneven cobblestones. 

"I knew we should have arrived earlier," Gregory said with a roll of his eyes, "never mind. We learn from our mistakes." He must have spotted something he liked, because a moment later he gestured toward a wooden stall to their left. "They sell the best bread in town," he said, "I'm going to get some for tonight's supper."

A woman and her teenage son strode past, the boy roughly elbowing Bonnie out of the way. Grunting in surprise, her arm slipped out of Gregory's grasp and she stumbled. Yet when she turned to glare, the two were already gone. "You go ahead," she told Gregory, "I'll wait here."

His brows creased apologetically. "If you're sure? I promise, it isn't usually so bad."

She only nodded, darting aside before somebody else could shove past. "I'm positive."

With one last, unsure look, Gregory conceded. "I'll be back in a minute," he offered, before turning to disappear into the crowd. 

Bonnie shifted from foot to foot, wincing as the laughter of children shrieked in her ear. Truthfully, she was starting to wonder if she should have come out at all, and perhaps would have been better staying at the ranch. Lips pursed, she turned to find a quieter spot to duck into; only to slam into the broad back of a tall, bearded man.

"Watch it," the man snapped, only for his expression to soften as he noticed Bonnie. "Oh, are you all right? You must be new in town, I haven't seen you before."

Brushing down her skirt, Bonnie only shrugged. This busy market wasn't the place for a conversation, she thought, but didn't want to appear rude. "I came here yesterday," she said simply, "I'm engaged to Gregory White; he owns the ranch on the West road."

The man's expression furrowed. His face darkened in a way that left Bonnie's stomach squirming. "Yes, I know Gregory White. I'm surprised that boy has the courage to get engaged, knowing what he's done."

Bonnie squinted, wondering if the din of the town square had somehow messed with her ears. "What do you mean?" she questioned, and yet a hollow feeling in her stomach suggested that she didn't want to know. "Is something wrong with Gregory?"

The man glared. Shrugged his massive shoulders. "Nobody saw it first hand, but there are rumours that he killed a man. Long before he was a good little farm boy, Gregory White was on the wrong side of the law."

Bonnie swallowed thickly. Her head spun and her ears were ringing, leaving her with a sickness rising in her gut. "Excuse me," she muttered, "I have to go." Spinning on her heel, she all but ran. Or at least, as fast as the pressing crowd allowed. 

Before she could leave, though, she heard the man utter, "be careful around that one, miss."

Breathing heavily, lungs burning for air, Bonnie let the crowd envelop her. She made it perhaps ten paces before a hand came down on her shoulder and she jumped back. Wide eyes looking up, she saw Gregory himself.

"You look shaken," he said, a frown spreading across his handsome features. "Is everything all right?"

Be careful, that man had said; but Gregory didn't look like a dangerous man. Or sound like one, or act like one. He was handsome and kind and lovely, with the sweetest smile and gentlest eyes. Biting down on her lip, she managed, "I bumped into someone just now. They said some... less than savoury things about your past."

The change in Gregory was instant and terrifying. His eyes narrowed, his face closed off, and all of a sudden it was looking at an entirely different man. "You can't believe everything you hear," he snapped, "gossip and rumours are nothing but exactly that." He snatched his hand back from her shoulder as if he'd been burned, folding his arms protectively across his chest.

Bonnie's own chest flipped, nausea settling somewhere deep inside of her. She winced and turned away, no longer eager to explore the market. "Can we go home?" she asked, unable to quite meet his eyes, "It has been a stressful few days and I could use a rest."

Gregory hesitated, and when she risked glancing up, his features twisted in concern. "Of course," he said after a moment, "and I'm sorry for snapping. It's just that this is a small town and people do so love to gossip."

Managing an uneasy smile, Bonnie tucked into his side and let him walk her home.

***

This was a terrible idea. Bonnie knew that no good every came from snooping around, but what was she doing? The facts were this; Bonnie simply couldn't get market day out of her mind, no matter how hard she tried, and she had to know the truth. Was Gregory what he seemed, or was he hiding something from her?

They were going to be married for goodness' sake, and she couldn't marry a man she believed was lying.

That was how Bonnie ended up in town, under the guise of needing to post a letter to her family. She had written to Mother and her sisters, so it wasn't entirely untrue. The real meaning behind being out today was, admittedly, much less innocent.

The post office was quiet. It was a tiny space only big enough for two or three customers anyway, not at all like the cavernous post offices back home. There were two men working behind a long desk, mail piled around them.

"Excuse me," Bonnie murmured, stepping up to the desk, "I have some mail I would like to post."

One of the men turned. He was short and squat, although much younger than he appeared at first. Perhaps twenty-five at most, he wasn't much older than Bonnie herself. He smiled as Bonnie handed over the letters, but it faded when he saw the envelope. "Your return address says the West Road ranch? I thought only Gregory White lived there."

Perhaps getting information would prove easier than she thought. Forcing a smile, she said, "I'm his new fiancé. I'm writing back home."

"Oh. Well. Congratulations are in order, then." Yet his round cheeks had turned ruddy, and he couldn't bring himself to meet her gaze.

It was rude, she knew, to use this poor man for information. Cruel, even. Yet Bonnie forced cheer into her voice as she rested her hands against the desk and said, "I'll admit, our engagement happened all so fast. Tell me, is there anything interesting I should know about my dear Gregory?"

Where before his cheeks had been red with embarrassment, now all colour drained from the man. He glanced to his colleague, who only shrugged in a non-committal way as if to say you tell her. 

"It's only that we've hardly known each other any time at all, and I fear he's much more interesting than I am. I've heard all sorts of things about Gregory, and I know I can't compare. So please, tell me what you know so I won't be surprised?"

"Just tell her, David," the second man snapped, "she'll find out herself either way."

Bonnie's stomach jolted. She found herself wincing before David had even spoken, and for a moment she wondered if this had been a bad idea.

Despite himself, David forced a smile. He was attractive in a boyish sort of way, despite his heavy build, so different to the slender elegance of Gregory. "Well," he said quietly, "all I know is what I've been told, of course, but people say that he used to run with outlaws. They plagued the nearest towns a few years back, but then the Sheriff arrested half of them and they've been quiet since. Right, Alan?"

Alan finally looked up from his stack of mail, a frown creasing his brows. "That's what I heard, too. Everyone around here know that Gregory White used to spend time with the wrong crowd, but everyone has a different story of why and how."

"Some people say he killed a man in cold blood. Some say it was several men. It was a robbery gone wrong, I think, and that's why Mr White left the outlaws."

"Of course," Alan cut in, "that was before he moved here, and so most of us don't know much about his past."

He was still talking, but the rest of his words simply faded out. Outlaws? Robberies? Murder? No, there had to be a mistake. Suddenly she couldn't breathe, couldn't move, and the world started closing in. The tiny post office was too cramped, too hot, and it felt as if the walls were crushing the air from her lungs.

Without thinking, Bonnie turned on her heels and darted out. The fresh air hit her and left her reeling. The sun was blinding, but she didn't even care as she stumbled forward. At least there was nobody around to see her, because she collapsed against the post office wall and dropped her head into her hands.

Distantly, she heard the voice of David - or was it Alan? - calling to her from the open window to her left. Without looking, Bonnie forced herself to straighten out, wiping sweat-damp hair from her face, and turned.

It was David, flushing furiously. "I'm sorry," he said quietly, "I didn't mean to scare you off. Like we said, it's just rumours, and I'm sure you know your fiancé better than a town full of strangers."

His kind words did nothing to reassure her. It was too late for that; and he must have known it, because David ducked his head in apology. "Sorry, miss. If it helps, I don't believe in all that stuff anyway."

"It doesn't help," Bonnie muttered. The energy was drained from her, and she had no more desire to talk. In fact, she had no more desire to be here at all. At the post office, in this town, or in Texas at all. "I have to get home," she said, biting down on her lip.

He didn't try to stop her, only nodding and hurriedly ducking back inside. Bonnie didn't watch him go, instead turning to trudge back down the empty street. The journey back to the ranch was less than twenty minutes, but it felt like an age. In that time, Bonnie had all the opportunity to think. To overthink. 

By the time she dragged herself
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