
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Mail Order Bride: The Joyful Wife, The
Drunken Cowboy & His Bitter Sister

 


By

 


Doreen Milstead

 


Copyright 2016 The Sweet Romance
Network Presents…

 


 


Synopsis: A woman travels west to join
her fiancé, a cowboy with a cranky sister who appears to be
permanently bitter. The woman and her cowboy are married
immediately and they return to the ranch where she has to contend
with his drunken ways and the sister who simply won’t go away. A
cattle drive gives her time to think as well as to wonder who on
earth it is arriving back at the ranch with his men, because it
certainly doesn’t look like her husband in any way.

 


 


Anne’s heart sank. The man that came
forward to retrieve her was not really much to look at. His name
was Michael and his middle carried a paunch and skin that smelled
like alcohol. His skin was pallid and waxy, telling of too many
nights under an empty bottle. His blonde hair was slick with sweat
and oil, the color darkened with dirt.

Warning bells were clanging in her
head, but he treated her politely. His eyes were kind, if not
dismissive, and he didn’t leer or grope. He didn’t appear to be
hard or evil. He was tall and he had all his teeth. That was
something.

He stood next to her while they waited
for their turn in the group of people in line to see the preacher
and get married. Anne’s stomach was turning with nervousness and
doubt, but it wasn’t like she had anywhere to go. Her father died
way over his head in debt.

She had nothing and this was her only
option. Well, the only option that didn’t require her selling
herself.

 


 


Michael was tall and she barely reached
his chest. He may have once been fit and strong but he had given
physical tasks over in favor of the drinking tasks. He wasn’t
drinking away all the profits yet, but he spent a lot of time with
a bottle.

Anne could see his bloodshot eyes and
was thankful he at least thought to shave on his wedding day. He
would be much more pleasing to look at if he didn’t give the
general impression of waking up on the floor of a tavern. He didn’t
have that hard, assessing look in his eyes like the kind of men who
hit their wives, but who could tell what he would do while he was
drunk.

Anne felt her heart sink to her toes.
She kept telling herself not to expect anything out of this mail
order arrangement but the romance in her heart still hoped to find
someone she could have a friendship with and, maybe, eventually
love. It seemed like that was not going to be the case.

 


 


All too soon, Anne and Michael were
called forward to exchange vows in front of the preacher. Anne
almost walked away when the part came where the preacher calls for
any objections. She also knew she had no other options and kept her
feet planted.

Their kiss was a chaste and unexciting
peck on the lips that did very little to excite her and the meal
following the ceremony was successful in it’s function. She ate.
Anne tried to engage Michael in some conversation but with his curt
one word answers and no return inquiries into her own life, Anne
gave up and concentrated on eating her food.

Michael concentrated solely on his
drink. She noticed with dismay how quickly he seemed to drain his
cup and how frequently he refilled it.

As her new husband slipped into a
sloppy mess of alcohol-laden foolishness, Anne hurriedly finished
her food and ushered them out to his small carriage. Realizing she
didn’t know where to go, she entered the bar again, counting on
someone knowing him well enough to help her get them
home.

Luckily, she was right and the tavern
owner knew Michael and told her how to get to his ranch.

 


 


“Good morning!”

Michael shushed her because his head
was pounding from the night before and the last thing he needed was
her chirping in his ears. He muttered something in the way of ‘not
being so loud first thing in the morning’ and her smile faltered.
He immediately felt guilty for making her feel bad, but was too
distracted by the throbbing and pounding in his own
skull.

The scent of bacon and biscuits wafted
towards him and his stomach lurched, he’d put little in it since
lunch the day before. His memory of their dinner together last
night was clouded and Michael couldn’t quite remember how he and
Anne had gotten home. Surely he had somehow gotten them home, how
else would they have woken up here?

Right?

Opal, Michael’s surly sister, then
refused to eat, citing fears that she would be either intentionally
poisoned or unintentionally made sick by poor skill in the kitchen.
She wondered aloud what good would Anne be if they needed help
around the house if this was her kind of help. Anne finally had
enough.

“Well that works just fine
for me then, I won’t be cooking for you then. If you will disparage
the work I do in the kitchen without having even tried it, you can
cook for yourself.”

Opal looked indignant. “I will eat what
I want, when I want.”

“That’s fine, you can eat
whatever you want…” Opal sniffed triumphantly at Anne’s statement
until she concluded with, “as long as I’m not the one that cooked
it. I’m not cooking for you.”

“You don’t call the shots
here.”

“Seeing as how this is my
house now that I am married to the owner. Yeah, I kinda
do.”

Opal stormed off in a huff. Michael was
impressed with the way Anne handled herself. She was quick witted
and had a tongue with a razor edge but she only sharpened it on
people who deserved it. Opal backed her in a corner and Anne
blasted right through it.

He liked the fact that she didn’t cow
to Opal’s bullying. She had a backbone and more than he did most
days.

He was glad he didn’t have to deal with
regulating a catfight between the two. They seemed to have worked
it out on their own. Plus, it would be interesting to see how a
showdown between those two turned out. After a lengthy pause for
mulish stares, Opal was becoming a shrew and Michael did not want
to have to have her around acting like that much longer. She seemed
to take pleasure in making others miserable.

When Anne placed a plate of food under
his nose his stomach turned again so Michael took his coffee and
escaped into his room. He caught a glimpse of the look of hurt and
disappointment on her face as he retreated. He did lose the
contents of this stomach at that time, but luckily made it into a
chamber pot.

He washed his face and rinsed out his
mouth before picking up his coffee, downing it in a few hot gulps
and going back to bed. Anne softly poked her head in and asked if
she could do anything to ease him but his reply was only a growling
order to be left alone.

 


 


That pattern was the routine for the
first two weeks of Anne’s stay at Michael’s ranch. He came
lumbering down the stairs, she would say good morning and have
breakfast cooking. He would either grab a plate of food or cup of
coffee or disappear again. That morning he was bracing himself for
a cheerful “Good morning” from her that never came.

She wasn’t in the kitchen. Michael
rushed to her room and breathed a sigh of relief. Her things were
still there so she wasn’t gone. Not wanting to think too much about
how relieved he was she was still here, he searched around the
house and then began looking elsewhere.

 


 


He found her in the common eating room
with the ranch hands. They were all sitting together at the long
table, laughing, talking, and passing food to one another. Michael
was struck dumb. Anne was smiling and so animated in whatever tale
she was relating, her hands waved wildly in the air.

Philip was sitting next to her and
during a particularly exciting part of her tale, her hands flailed
and almost knocked a bowl of biscuits out of Philip's hands. They
looked at each other and laughed, picking up the two biscuits that
fell and passing the rest.

Michael stared at the scene,
dumbfounded. It was easy to see how effortless it was to draw
smiles from her. She wasn’t flirting with them, but he was jealous
anyway. Jealous of the way she was able to converse so easily with
everyone. Jealous of how delightfully amusing her stories were. He
wanted to be in there listening to her stories.

He wanted to know what crazy concoction
she came up with this morning in the meal. He also wanted to be mad
at her for seeking others out, but he never shared meals with her,
so why wouldn’t she seek company elsewhere?

What other forms of company and comfort
would she seek if he were to continue to treat her like he was? The
path that thought led him down made him very uncomfortable
indeed.

Already feeling unsettled watching his
new wife enjoying herself quite so much while completely absent of
his involvement Michael was also uncomfortable, weighty, and tight
in the throat. He felt a riot of emotions that needed to be drowned
in scotch.

He left the ranch to get away from
thoughts of beautiful brown eyes and a haunting smile.

 


 


Anne wanted to treat the men on the
ranch to a special picnic lunch so she packed a large lunch of
cooked chicken, fresh bread, cheese, corn on the cob, baked beans,
and cooked carrots. She even made a few cookies for some of the men
who had a sweet tooth and packed everything carefully then threw in
ginger water as an added treat.

Once the goods were loaded on Valkyrie,
her new horse, they set off for the valley where the men were
working the cattle.

Valkyrie had been written off by the
ranch hands to be resold because none of the men could get near her
because she kicked and bit too much. For Anne, she was tame as a
kitten. Anne insisted that the men lacked the soft persuasion
necessary to form a relationship with a woman of taste.

The men laughed at her but it was
laughter that died quickly when Valkyrie let Anne ride her around
the ring like they had been coupled for years. It was love at first
sight. Not the kind I was hoping for, but I will take a good
relationship of any kind right now, she thought.

Valkyrie was feeling frisky and took
off like an arrow when Anne let her have her head. That’s when Anne
forgot everything else. The wind tossed her hair back and whipped
across her face and she dropped the reins and let her arms stretch
out to her sides

The wind pulled at her hair and clothes
making her laugh aloud and she threw her head back in sheer
joy.

Riding with Valkyrie was precious to
her. This was her only source of pure joy. Her sweet horse was her
best friend out here. Maybe she, like her sweet horse, just needed
a loving touch. Her mind drifted to her husband and her mirth
dampened.

He wasn’t wholly unattractive. His
blond hair was a bit longer than was fashionable but she liked the
way it curled at the ends. His eyes blazed a stormy blue that was
striking when not bleary and bloodshot. He even had an okay body
when not reeking of alcohol. None of that was the problem. It was
the way she was either treated with contempt or utter disregard.
That was what she could not stand.

 


 


Anne was still thinking about Michael
as she rounded one of the hills that overlooked the valley they
used as a pasture. She saw Billy, the foreman, culling a half dozen
cattle away from the herd and leading them away from Michael’s
land. No one seemed to think much of it but it seemed incredibly
odd to her and how many of the cowboys looked belligerent. Anne
would have to remember to mention it to Michael, if he would even
listen to her.

She doubted it.

Shaking off her sense of unease, she
plastered a smile on her face and rode in to feed some hungry
cowboys. They were nervous at first but when they learned she came
bearing gifts of food and ale, the general cheer and goodwill rose
a few levels. They complimented and thanked her profusely in
between mouthfuls of the tasty fare.

She smiled, taking compliments enough
in their enjoyment of the food. While they chatted in between
bites, Anne nonchalantly asked where Billy was and they told her he
was taking his ‘foreman fee’. The uneasy manner in which they spoke
gave her the impression that it wasn’t a subject they were truly
free to discuss.

If her suspicions were correct, Michael
was being robbed blind by his foreman but she doubted very much
Michael would care anything at all about what was going on, as long
as he had money enough to keep his cups full.

 


 


A few days later Anne came out to
collect eggs from the few chickens she’d managed to collect so far.
She had help building a makeshift coop for her flock that the
chickens seemed to enjoy and began laying eggs in. Anne loved
listening to the prim chatter of the chickens that devolved into a
frantic squabble when she tossed in the feed. She let her eyes
wander over the improvements she was making around the
house.

She’d planted a little herb garden that
was doing quite well in the shaded clearing to the east of the
house. Much of the fencing and corral repair had been largely
thanks to her efforts as well and she was quite proud of her
work.

Her eyes fell on Michael’s horse and
she realized he had never been unsaddled. Michael had ridden into
town yesterday, presumably to drown in a pitcher of ale, but Anne
had never seen him come home. He must have stumbled home quite
late. The poor horse had been left there uncomfortable all night
because his rider was too knackered to properly see to
him.

Persuaded by pity, Anne approached
carefully, noticing that he had not been corralled properly and she
didn’t want to have to chase him halfway around the
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