	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

HYACINTH : THE MAIL ORDER BRIDE


[image: image]


SARAH AMBERSON

TABLE OF CONTENTS

HYACINTH

KEEPER OF MY HEART

BEAUTIFUL UNUSUAL

BITTERSWEET

RESCUING REBECCA

TAINTED SPRING

I WOULD LIKE MY HEART BACK NOW

Hyacinth’s eyes filled with tears.  I will not cry, I will not cry. She harshly scolded herself. 

Kenneth looked uncomfortably around the small diner. Lunch rush was over but a few lingering customers cast worried glances in their direction.  “I’m sorry doll, but you understand. A man gets lonely and does dumb things.” Kenneth cleared his throat, waiting for her to tell him she understood, but she didn’t. Hyacinth felt numb, she should have seen it coming. A wealthy man giving her gifts and doting on her, a simple waitress. Of course it was too good to be true.  

Caroline sent a mean sneer in their direction. Caroline had been jealous from the start which was why Hyacinth had no ears for her constant warnings, but now she wished she had only listened to one of them. It may have saved her from her current situation. “How could you do this to her?” Hyacinth found it ironic that she thought of Kenneth’s betrothed at this moment. After all, wasn’t she in the same situation? “Elain... I love Elain. I do Hyacinth. I just had a moment of weakness.” He paused and stared at her almost longingly.  “You are my weakness.” 

“Get out!” Hyacinth was surprised that the commanding voice had come from her. “You can’t mention this to Elain, do you hear me girl?” The chair scraped loudly on the wood floor as he abruptly rose to his feet. All heads turned and wide eyes absorbed the scene with rapt attention. Hyacinth wanted to laugh and cry all at once. Not twelve hours before he had called her the love of his life. He had taken her small hand into his warm large hand and asked her to be with him forever. 

How could I be so naïve?

She couldn’t bring herself to say anything else. Turning from Kenneth before her tears spilled over, she retreated to the kitchen to have her privacy. This day had gone from bad to worse in a few seconds and she was pretty sure it wouldn’t be getting any better. 

“I knew Kenneth was too good for you! And look what you were doing... he’s engaged.” Caroline’s haughty voice pulled Hyacinth from her sad thoughts. An entire day of serving people and cleaning up after their meals had begun to help her forget, but every couple of hours Caroline would bring it up with yet another claim of knowing what had been going on.  Truth be told, Caroline couldn’t stand that someone like Kenneth had shown interest in an orphan like Hyacinth instead of herself.  “You didn’t know, because if you would have known you wouldn’t have been so jealous all these weeks.” Hyacinth mumbled. 

“What did you say?” Screeched Caroline.  “Nothing.” Hyacinth tried to brush her away but it was too late.  “You did! I heard you-““Girls!” The man who kept the restaurant interrupted their exchange. “Let’s get this place cleaned up. It’s almost closing time.” He gave Hyacinth a sympathetic glance.  He knew. It wouldn’t be long before everyone knew. Hyacinth sighed, she needed to do something and soon. Between Caroline and gossip she would be the laughing stock of the town in no time. 

Finally able to leave the restaurant, Hyacinth sighed and pulled her sweater closer around her. It was a chilly night and the wind made her shiver. She walked home deep in thought... She would have to think her options over.

Hyacinth sat down at her desk with a shaky hand but a steady heart. Hyacinth set a worn letter on the simple desk. When the store manager had delivered the letter not even two weeks ago she hadn’t even considered the possibility. Her future had looked so bright with Kenneth. It had been true love and who passes up true love when that’s been what they’ve looked for their whole life?

Hyacinth sighed, she should’ve known. At the orphanage she had been told daily how no one wanted her and no one would take her home to their family. She traced a small scar across the back of her hand, one of many.  Lashings were no rarity at the orphanage. Every time she’d intervened with the headmistress she had become a receiver of the dreaded lashings among other forms of punishment. But it was worth it. She could withstand those things much better than the younger children she had often stood up for. 

She forced herself back to the present, back to the letter lying on her desk and began to write one of her own. 

Hello Mr. Lake 

She started

After careful consideration, I have decided to accept your offer...

John paced nervously at the train station. A mail order bride wouldn’t have been his first choice but his choices seemed to have become nonexistent of late. He looked over at the three children who had fallen into his care recently at the hands of tragedy. His two nieces clung to their older brother, uncertain of what their new mother would be like.  John had to admire Freddy’s courage. At fourteen years old he certainly thought he knew everything and expected everyone else to agree with him. He stood tall, not a hint of doubt showing with his lanky arms thrown protectively over his two little sisters. 

John had become fond of the children and hoped he hadn’t made a mistake by accepting the first young girl recommended to him. Then again, Dickenson wouldn’t recommend just anyone. He gave the three kids a reassuring smile. If he wasn’t so busy on the ranch all the time he would care for them himself, but he really had very little time and there was so much to be done. He hoped the girl knew what she was in for, raising three children out on a ranch with hardly any other people around other than the scarce town folk. 

In all his pacing and nervous thinking he was surprised at how fast the time passed. Soon Laila was squealing with delight at the approaching train, Martha clung tighter to her brother and Freddy just held his mask in place. John sighed; this might be harder than he thought.

When she stepped from the train, John recognized her immediately. Dickenson had been right about her. She was a pretty little wildflower in a field of normal. Her light red hair had a rebellious way about it and poked up in places it shouldn’t but he wouldn’t change it for the world. The way her fair skin complimented her sparkling blue eyes made him stare a little longer than he should have and the sweet smile she gave him made him stand a little taller. 

John extended his hand, “John Lake, ma’m.” he put his hat back on his head and took her bag before leading her towards the waiting children. 

“Children, this is Hyacinth,” he introduced awkwardly. 

Freddy took off his hat and gave her an odd hand shake. “Nice to meet you ma’am. I’m Freddy.” 

Laila was next and jumped right into a torrent of questions. “Are you staying for ever and ever? Did you come all the way on the train? What did the train smell like? Did you bring us something to eat?” It seemed she wouldn’t’ have any trouble getting along. 

“What’s your name? Hyacinth knelt down to say hello to Martha. Martha stared back with big brown eyes for less than a minute before bursting into tears and demanding to be carried by her older brother. 
John saw a look of uncertainty cloud Hyacinth’s eyes. He hoped she had what it took to win thechildrens’ hearts, because if she didn’t he was making a big mistake.
Hyacinth placed the last of her clothing into the large wooden dresser in the bedroom she’d been given. She would be sleeping here until she was officially married to John in four weeks. The greetings hadn’t gone exactly as planned but that didn’t mean everything was ruined. Hopefully in time she would grow a good relationship with the children. It might take some time to win their trust. 

She had learned that Freddy was fourteen and despite her best efforts he had proven as difficult as any teenager she’d ever met all through dinner. She recognized the sadness behind his eyes. She knew that sadness. Hyacinth hoped she could reach these children.

Sighing she pulled back the blankets and the small single bed. It was difficult being yet again with people who were uncertain about having her. Snuggling deep into the blankets she let herself slip into a fitful sleep. 

“He didn’t mean to!” Hyacinth was standing in front of four hear old Max, protectively shielding him from Headmistress Miriam. 

“This is your fault, you know, Hyacinth. If you didn’t coddle him so, he’d have stopped wetting the bed weeks ago.” The headmistress was scolding quite loudly now and Hyacinth glanced at the other sleeping children, hoping they wouldn’t wake.  “If I could sleep with him he wouldn’t be so scared. He’s only four.” She begged the stern woman, searching for some sympathy.  “You know how to run this place better than me? No, he can’t sleep with you! You aren’t his mother.  No one is! Do you hear me Max? No one wants her and no one wants you! They never will!” 

The headmistress  stormed from the room and slammed the door. Several of the children stirred in their sleep and Max began to cry small shaky sobs. Hyacinth knelt beside him and stroked his blonde hair. “Don’t listen Max. I want you and I’m sure there is an amazing family out there just waiting to take you home.”  But the cries didn’t stop and soon turned to wails growing louder and louder. 

Hyacinth woke with a start. Her dream was one she had often, a replay of one of the many bittersweet memories from the orphanage she had spent most of her life in. It wasn’t the dream that surprised her but the fact that the crying continued into the night. Standing silently she slipped a blanket over her shoulders and followed the sounds of sobbing down the hall to the girls’ bedroom. 

Laila had been more then eager to show her the small bedroom before bed time and Hyacinth found it again easily. Slipping quietly inside, she spotted Martha sitting up in bed hugging a ratty teddy bear to her tiny chest, tears streaming freely down her face. Hyacinth’s heart went out to the sad toddler who cried all alone in the middle of the night. Still treading softly she sat down beside Martha and drew her into a hug. Surprisingly, she threw her little arms around Hyacinths neck and cried even harder. “It’s okay sweetheart.” Hyacinth soothed. 

“I want m-mama.” Martha stuttered through her tears. Hyacinth didn’t know what to say since she knew so little about Martha’s mother. She just sat and rocked her gently and tried to quiet her crying. 

“I want p-p-papa” Martha hiccupped a little calmer. Finally a request she could deliver on. She rose from the bed and gave a glance towards Laila who still slept soundly before carrying the still sniffling girl out of the room and towards John’s room. She hated to wake him up but this must be something he had been dealing with lately. Knocking lightly she waited patiently, the cold creeping in around her. After knocking a little more insistently, she heard rustling and steps approaching the door. John opened the door, his black hair tousled and his bright green eyes clouded in sleep. He looked like he had dressed hastily, his shirt tail only tucked in on one side.

When she saw him Martha threw herself towards him. “I want papa” she cried again, only now into Johns shoulder. “Come now, let’s go into the kitchen.” John soothed and led the way towards the little eating area they had visited earlier.  He placed the girl gently down on a kitchen chair and went about preparing the hot cocoa. Martha seemed to slowly recover and almost looked cheerful when John set a steaming cup of chocolate in front of her. 

Hyacinth was confused. John glanced nervously at her. Wasn’t he the children’s father?

“Take a seat Hyacinth.” He encouraged, pulling out the chair beside him. “My sister and her husband had a tragic accident not too long ago.” He said so softly Hyacinth wasn’t sure she heard him correctly. 

“Freddy, Laila, and Martha...” He paused a second and looked towards the toddler loudly sipping her hot cocoa. “They were my sister’s children.” 

Hyacinth had to pause a moment to take in this new information. His sister’s children? “I – I thought you said you had three children.” She queried a little too loudly in the quiet kitchen.  “I do have three children now.” John said a mischievous little glint in his blue eyes. Hyacinth felt a sudden compassion for John. Not just anyone would take in three children as their own. “They still need a mom.” John said softly looking over at Martha who looked sleepy enough to go back to bed. 

“I will do my best.” And Hyacinth meant it with all her heart. She would be a mother to the orphan children, and hopefully a good wife to John. 

The next couple of weeks Hyacinth worked hard to be there for the children and for John. Freddy cracked a few jokes at dinner and Martha even asked to be held every once in a while. Laila hadn’t been an issue from the start and had grown more attached to Hyacinth every day. 

It was hard for Hyacinth to remember that this family still wasn’t set in stone. There were still two weeks before the wedding and she only hoped that she wouldn’t lose the love that was still so fragile. 

She enjoyed spending time with Maggie, the cook who lived with them. Maggie would tell her all kinds of stories from when they had first settled on the ranch and all the adventures they’d had getting the cattle and the garden going. 

Hyacinth loved the morning rides that John sometimes invited her on, where they would mount the two beautiful horses in the barn and go across the meadow just enjoying each other’s company. 

The longer she stayed the greater her longing grew to stay. Despite how kind John was and the time she spent with the children she couldn’t keep the little distrust from creeping into her heart. Every time she thought of their wedding she thought of Kenneth and how he had betrayed her. 

“I can’t wait to get to the river. I’ve heard it’s beautiful.” The way Laila said beautiful caused Hyacinth and John to laugh together. They both held one of Laila’s hands and Martha rode happily atop John’s shoulders. Hyacinth carried a packed picnic basket in her free hand. She couldn’t remember a single time she’d ever been on a picnic and when she’d mentioned it to John he hand insisted on arranging one. 

The walk to the river was a little far but Hyacinth enjoyed the company. They talked together as if they’d known each other their whole lives.  “So you worked as a waitress?” John asked puling Hyacinth from her thoughts. “How was that like?”  “Well, it was okay but they were long hours and the other waitress wasn’t particularly nice.” Hyacinth quieted herself. She hadn’t meant to say that much about her previous job but John made it easy to talk about her past... well most of it. 

“Really? I would think everyone would want to be your friend.” John winked at her playfully. Hyacinth laughed. “Well, Caroline certainly didn’t want to be my friend.” Before John asked any more questions she changed the subject, she didn’t want him asking too many questions about her time as a waitress. 

“Where do your parents live?” She said looking up at him. “They used to live close by. They passed away two years ago.” John looked off into the distance, a sad look on his face. “I’m sorry.” Hyacinth didn’t know what to say. “It’s okay.” He said. They didn’t say anything else till they got to the river. But it wasn’t a bad silence, it was actually comforting. 

The river was everything Hyacinth had hoped for and she wished they would be able to visit it every day. Eating the picnic on a blanket while the children tossed a ball around and flew a kite was a new type of relaxation that Hyacinth had never even dreamed of. 

When she and John joined in the children’s game she felt she couldn’t be happier. She couldn’t find a happier moment in all the universe even if she wanted to.  The tired walk back was little price to pay for the wonderful afternoon they’d had. After tucking the little girls into bed Hyacinth made her way to the living room where John and Maggie sat drinking a cup of cocoa. Maggie was quick to offer Hyacinth a cup. They sat in front of the fire talking about the day and the latest news in the newspaper. 

Hyacinth reveled in the moment they shared together and wished this perfect day could be hers for every day for the rest of her life. 

John stared out the window as his thoughts stole back to the month before.

Uncle John! Freddy had extended his hand for a manly handshake which John accepted with a laugh. Meredith and Devin joined in and they all headed to the ranch house. 

“Children why don’t you go play outside for a bit, we need to speak with Uncle John for a moment.” Devin set Martha down and shooed the three towards the door.  After their chattering voices cold be heard in the back yard John turned to his sister and her husband. 

“You folks look mighty serious.” He said, setting his hat on the table. “A telegram came about Aunt Tilly. She passed away.” Martha sighed. “We’ll be going to the funeral and came to see if you’d watch the children for us for a couple days.” Devin added sadly.  “Of course, I’ll watch them as long as you need. Don’t you worry about a thing.” John reassured. 

“Is there anything else you need?” He felt sadness for Aunt Tilly, she had lived close by when they were children before moving to be with her husband. “No John, watching the children is plenty enough.” Reassured Meredith. Devin touched her gently on the shoulder. “We will come back as soon as we can.” 

It had been a week later that John had heard about the accident that had taken the lives of his sister and her husband. He had felt bound by his promise to watch the children for indeed, as long as they needed. 

Sighing he turned his gaze to Hyacinth and the children outside the window. They were romping and playing with a ball and even Martha was finding ways to participate in their crazy game. He was surprised at how his cheeks grew warm and his heart jumped as he watched her. He could see in the way she played with the children that she was falling in love with them. He only hoped she was doing the same with him. 

After washing up from lunch he hooked the horses to the wagon and headed into town. His good friend was due to come in by train this afternoon.  He made it to the train station in good time and rode up to the train station just as the train was leaving again. Very few people had gotten off, which wasn’t a surprise since very few people came out this way. 

He spotted his friend quickly and hurried over to say hello.  “How’d your trip go?” He asked boisterously as he shook his hand. “Good, good. I want you to meet my wife, Elaine.” “So good to meet you.” He said as he greeted the blushing wife.  “Congratulations. I’m about to be married myself. My fiancée is at the house with the children right now, I’m sure she’ll be happy to meet you.”  I ordered her by mail but she is much more than I expected... She has exceeded all my expectations!

He took their bags and led the way to the wagon. He couldn’t be happier one of his best friends would be here for his wedding. 

Hyacinth pulled a freshly baked apple pie from the oven. John had told her they would be having guests tonight and she and Maggie had been preparing for the entire afternoon. The noise at the door brought her quickly. She wanted to please John and be a good hostess. What she wasn’t expecting was who was standing there beside John. She felt like the floor had fallen from beneath her feet.

It was Kenneth and Elaine.

Dinner was an uncomfortable affair. Hyacinth was polite but she could feel everyone staring at her. Had Kenneth told Elaine what had happened? Had they told John? She didn’t know but what she did know was that she needed to leave. 

Her trust in John felt more and more misplaced as she watched him laugh and interact with Kenneth. How could they be friends? If they were friends were they not the same? How could she tell John what had happened? Struggling to swallow her food she hurried to excuse herself from dinner, all the while the constant warnings she had told herself previously playing through her mind. 

“Did someone come to adopt me?” Hyacinth stared up at the headmistress hopefully. The headmistress turned to set a stack of papers on the desk. “Let me tell you something, Hyacinth. No one will ever adopt you.” Hyacinth tried to hold back tears and keep her composure. “Some little girls aren’t for families and others are. Now please go to your room. I have work to do.” 

Hyacinth had both bags packed and ready to go. She would be leaving first thing in the morning. The walk into town was a good thirty minutes but she would manage. She wasn’t about to stay in this house and wait to be hurt again. She tried not to cry as she settled into a fitful sleep. 

John settled down to do the night time milking. He couldn’t get over how strange dinner had been. Elaine and Kenneth had seemed oddly talkative and Hyacinth hadn’t said more than two words during the entire meal. It seemed completely out of character for her to be so quiet.

A noise at the door caused John to turn and see Kenneth standing there at the entrance of the barn. 

“Hey John, I wanted to talk to you about something.”  Something in the way Kenneth nervously shuffled his feet and looked at everything else in the barn but John. “I used to know Hyacinth.” Of all the things Kenneth could’ve said it was probably one of the last things John was expecting. “I met her at the diner where she worked before she came here. We kind of had a thing.” 

Anger burned through John. “What do you mean a thing?” He said standing up from his milking stool. 

“Whoa, I’m sure nothing like you’re thinking. It was only some gifts and a misunderstanding.”  John had always known that Kenneth had courted many ladies but he hadn’t expected sweet Hyacinth to be one of them.  “When she heard about Elaine, she kind of lost it and next thing I know she had left town and I was already getting married.” 

“I’m confused, you were trying to court Hyacinth while you were waiting on Elaine?” John said. “Well, kind of.  Hyacinth tried to get my attention and it was hard to resist.” “Don’t even say her name!” John angrily slammed his fist against the barn post. “You could’ve told me, as my friend, before staying for dinner and making Hyacinth uncomfortable.” 

John could tell his friend was sorry but didn’t know what to do. “Just go back to the house. I’ll talk to Hyacinth in the morning and try to sort all this out.” After Kenneth left, John tried to sort through the details in his mind. He had no idea how to smooth over this mess.

John slipped out of the bed but his good morning mood was soon ruined as he remembered what he needed to do today. He knew by her silence at dinner that Hyacinth wasn’t exactly going to be excited about talking about Kenneth. 

John found breakfast already prepared by Maggie. 

“Is Hyacinth up this morning?” 

“I can’t say I’ve seen her. “ Maggie paused
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