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“Shelby!”

Shelby jumped, realizing that she had been staring into space for the last few minutes. Turning quickly, she saw Moira coming toward her, followed by a young man who was wearing a slightly bashful smile.

“Moira, are you headed off?” asked Shelby.

Clearly, the groom meant for Moira had arrived to collect her. Shelby tried not to panic as she realized she was now the only mail-order bride who had not been met at the train. She would have to wait by herself at the abandoned station.

“No – well, yes, this is Darryl Ellis – Darryl, this is Shelby, she was also brought out by your matchmaker.” Moira clasped her hands nervously as she completed the quick introductions. “But Shelby – my dear, I just found out the strangest thing.”

“What?” Shelby looked over at Darryl, who seemed to be focused entirely on Moira.

“The matchmaker, the one who wrote to all of us? The one who refused to sign their name?”

“What about her – or him, I suppose.” 

Shelby found herself growing even more nervous. She and Moira had met as they boarded the train together, along with two other women headed for High Ridge. Over the course of the journey, they had each discussed their decision to sign up as mail-order brides. Then, they had each realized they had been contacted by the same person –  a matchmaker in High Ridge. None of them had been written to by their intended husbands.

This had worried them, until they had arrived and found two eager grooms already waiting. Darryl had arrived half an hour later.

“It seems that none of the men actually sent off for brides,” said Moira.

“What?” Shelby stared. “What do you mean?”

Darryl finally tore his gaze from Moira, looking with regret at Shelby's panicked expression. 

“It's been happening for a few months now,” he said. “The matchmaker sends someone a message saying she – or he, as you said, no-one knows – has ordered a bride. You're given the time she'll arrive, and you just have to go and meet her.”

“But –” Shelby felt a little faint. “What if you don't want to marry her?”

“I know, it seems odd,” acknowledged Darryl. “But it's always worked out so far. Somehow the matchmaker knows.” 

He smiled at Moira, who fluttered her own smile back. Shelby coughed to get their attention.

“Sorry,” said Darryl, turning back to her. “Who were you supposed to meet?”

“Elijah Brown?” said Shelby.

Her heart thudded painfully as she saw Darryl's expression.

“Oh. That's... unexpected.”

“Is he already married?” asked Shelby.

That would be just her luck. Or maybe he was dead. Or ancient. Or too poor to support a wife. What on earth had she been thinking? She would have to go back to her family, and wouldn't her mother gloat... though at least her father would not come looking for as he had threatened to do.

“No, no, he's not, I just...” Darryl tried to smile encouragingly. “Well, I wouldn't have thought... but who knows. As I said, it's always worked out.” 

Shelby could tell that both he and Moira were eager to leave. Of course they were. It was not as though she was their responsibility; she had only met Moira a week ago. 

As Darryl looked in the direction of his buckboard, however, he suddenly stilled. Headed toward them was a young woman.

“Oh, there you go,” he said. “That's Beth Fay. She and her husband Horace are close friends with Elijah. He's probably sent her to meet you.”

By the time the woman reached Shelby, the new couple had made their farewells and disappeared. Shelby could not resent them for this, especially as the woman's expression seemed to indicate that this was not a conversation she would want witnessed.

“Miss Crane?” asked the woman. “I'm Beth Fay.”

“Yes, Mr Ellis said you were friends with Mr Brown.” Shelby shook hands, trying to appear as calm as possible. “I only just found out that my presence here is less expected than I would have hoped.”

Mrs Fay scrunched her face into a regretful expression. “Yes, I – I'm afraid –”

“Mr Brown is not planning to marry, is he?” asked Shelby.

“It seems not.” Mrs Fay looked down. “I'm so sorry – this hasn't happened before.”

But if it was ever going to happen, Shelby thought, it would happen to her. 

***

Elijah had had some vague notion that perhaps, if this woman was some tremendous beauty, he might change his mind when he saw her. That very thought, however, had made him nervous enough that he had sent Beth in his stead.

He had known from the moment he received the matchmaker's letter that this would be his choice. Elijah was not ready to marry, and had no plans to do so for at least another couple of years. He could not let his resolve be weakened by a pretty face.

Thankfully, when he met the woman, she seemed fairly ordinary. Not ugly, but plain enough that Elijah could imagine that she was not beset by offers back east, and had thought coming to the west as a mail-order bride was the best option.

He had felt horribly guilty, thinking of her disappointment, and had barely managed to make it through their painfully awkward conversation. Fortunately, she had appeared to understand.

“She seemed to take it all right, don't you think?” Elijah asked Horace, who was sitting writing something at his desk.

“Hmm?” Horace barely glanced up,

“The girl. Shelby. I think she took everything pretty well.”

“I guess.” Horace placed a sheet of blotting paper over his work and turned to face Elijah. 

“It was good of you and Beth to let her stay here.”

“Well, there was little else we could do.” Horace stood, stretched, and walked to the window. After staring out for a few moments, he turned back. “Now – I know I already asked you this, but – ”

“Horace, please. I already told you, I'm not marrying her just because some mysterious matchmaker brought her out for me, that's ridiculous.”

“Of course it's ridiculous. And I know how much you hate doing things just because you're expected to.” 

Horace raised an eyebrow at his old friend, who made a dismissive gesture.

“Are you telling me that if someone had sent Beth to you without a word of warning, you just would have married her, no questions asked?” demanded Elijah.

He had long been envious of Beth and Horace. Not that he wished he could have married Beth – but their relationship was what he had always wanted for himself. The Fays had met while training to be teachers, and fallen in love over the course of a few weeks. When Horace had been asked to take over his father's business, they had married in a month and moved out here. Five years later, they were still deliriously happy and completely inseparable.

“I might have had a few questions,” grinned Horace. “But regardless of how we met, it would have been a mistake not to marry her just because I felt strange about it.”

“You know that now,” said Elijah. “You wouldn't have known it the moment you met her.”

“That's what you think.”

“Oh, spare me,” groaned Elijah, rolling his eyes at his friend's grin. “Anyway, if that's your argument, I should already have decided if I wanted to marry her. And I don't.”

“You've barely spoken to her,” Horace pointed out.

“Then what do you suggest?”

***

“A week?” Shelby looked at her not-so-intended groom in confusion. “You want us to decide in a week?”

“It's better than trying to make a decision on the spot,” said Elijah, grateful that the Fays had left them alone on the porch to have this discussion.

Horace's arguments had been fairly convincing, he had to admit. As well as pointing out that he did not know enough about Shelby to turn her down, Horace had reminded Elijah that he had intended to marry at some point anyway. Why not settle down a little earlier than planned?

“I hadn't intended for any decision to be made on the spot,” said Shelby, her tone slightly rigid. “I thought it had already been made.”

“I know,” said Elijah.

“I have no intention of forcing you to do anything.”

Elijah cringed inwardly, realizing his irritation at their first meeting had been a little too transparent.

“Well, you're not,” he said. “The matchmaker's to blame for this.”

Shelby nodded sharply, looking over at the clouds amassing above the setting sun. 

“And no-one has any idea who he or she is?” she asked, sounding almost as angry with this mysterious personage as Elijah was.

“Not a clue. All these letters and surprise arrivals only started at the beginning of the year,” said Elijah. “Whoever they are, I'd like to give them a piece of my mind.”

“Why consider this match at all, then?” asked Shelby, still looking away. “Surely you don't want to encourage them.”

“Because nobody comes out here for no reason,” said Elijah. “That means you have a reason to be here – or a reason to leave someplace else. I feel like it might be the second one.”

Shelby glanced at him, surprise and embarrassment showing on her face.

“You'd marry me just because you feel bad for me?”

Elijah shrugged. It was not a particularly romantic moment, but he saw no point in lying.

“Maybe. We'll find out in a week.”

***

“Do you have any idea who the matchmaker is?”

Beth stopped brushing the dust from her skirt and looked up at Shelby, a sad smile on her face.

“My dear, there are hundreds of theories floating around. There's no way to judge for sure.”

“I know, I just... wondered.”

Shelby took Beth's coat and followed her into the Ambroses' front room. It was her third day at the Fays', and she had hardly expected an invitation to their neighbor's wedding. However, Beth had kindly told everyone that Shelby was a friend she had invited to come and stay, saving both Shelby and Elijah the embarrassment of explaining. This meant, however, that Shelby had now sat through a stranger's wedding service and was about to impose on their party.

Shelby had been trying to make the best of her situation, enjoying the company of the Fays while she waited out the week. Beth was a lovely woman, who seemed to enjoy having another lady in the house.

Shelby had also spent some time with Elijah, who had done his best to take a few hours away from his ranch every day. It was difficult to have a conversation when there was so much pressure, however, and they had talked more about the weather than anything else. 

Elijah was being very good in giving her a chance, Shelby knew. The one subject he did seem willing to discuss at any length was his ranch, and from the way he talked about it she could tell the business was his main priority. Any time he gave her was time away from where he wanted to be.

In addition to his, Elijah had tried to explain that the ranch was still a little rough – better than it had been, after he had rebuilt his home into a sturdy cabin with several rooms instead of the hovel he had used originally – but not a place he had imagined bringing a wife into. 

Shelby wished she could prove that she was equal to such circumstances, but she knew there would be much she would have to learn. She had tried to make it clear that she was willing to seek out any education that would help her, but did not want to seem too desperate. Even if she was. 

Shelby's attention was brought back to earth when she felt Beth touching her arm. She looked over to see a beneficently smiling older woman.

“I'm Haley's mother,” said the woman, taking Shelby's hand.

Shelby took a moment to remember that Haley was the bride, and offered congratulations. Mrs Ambrose beamed.

“So nice that Beth has a friend staying. I hope you won't mind if I borrow her for a moment, however – my niece is here, and she's thinking of training as a teacher. I thought Beth could offer some advice.”

Shelby looked with fright at Beth, trying to send a message with her eyes that she did not want to be left alone. Mrs Ambrose, however, looked behind her and eagerly waved someone over.

Shelby tried to keep her expression intact as she saw it was Elijah, whom she had been told was not coming.

“I'm sure you two have met already, with Miss Crane staying at the Fays'. Won't you take care of her, Mr Brown?”

Mrs Ambrose whisked Beth away, leaving Shelby and Elijah to stare at each other in discomfort.

“I didn't know you would be here,” said Shelby.

She felt somewhat annoyed at how good Elijah looked in what her mother had always called “Sunday bests”. This process was difficult enough without her becoming too aware of how easily Elijah would be able to find a bride on his own if he wanted. 

“Last-minute invitation,” he said. “Has Beth introduced you to everyone?”

“It feels like it,” said Shelby, sighing. “Far too many names to remember. Especially given that I might not need to remember them if I leave.”

Elijah's expression grew a little wary at the inadvertent hint, and Shelby winced inwardly.

“Sorry,” she said quickly. “I didn't mean to –”

“I know,” said Elijah. 

Polite, again. Shelby felt her spirits start to fail. He kept being nice about it, pretending he didn't notice how much she wanted him to want her. 

“So, you'd... you'd go home again?” he asked, seemingly in the hopes of having a normal conversation. They were still standing in the corner of the room, trapped by the crowd until one of them made a break for freedom.

“Maybe,” said Shelby, doing her best to sound casual. “I was... going to speak to Beth, to see if there's anyone in the area who was intending to send for a mail order bride.”

She had made no such resolution, but even as she said it, it seemed like a good idea. There must be someone nearby who actually wanted to be married. And provided that the matchmaker had not decided to send them their own unannounced bride, they might be interested in Shelby. Perhaps.

The idea seemed especially inspired when Shelby saw Elijah's face finally relax. She had presented an alternative option, and her future was no longer entirely in his hands. He was relieved.

They spoke for a few minutes, and Shelby could already sense the difference in their conversation now that Elijah felt the possibility of freedom. She felt a pang in her chest as she started to suspect that, in the end, he really would be happier without her.

He was trying to do the right thing. Maybe she should do the same, and release him from any duty he might feel toward her.

Before she could continue this line of thought, the two of them were interrupted. A young boy of about five came running up to Elijah and pulled on the tail of his coat. 

Shelby felt quite taken aback when she saw how Elijah's face lit up when he greeted his young friend. 

“Alex!” he exclaimed, as though greeting a colleague.

The young boy looked thrilled at the attention, and Shelby smothered a grin. Elijah cast her a quick look of amusement as he placed his hand on Alex's head affectionately.

“Alex, this is Miss Crane, she's a friend of Mrs Fay. Alex is Haley's nephew.”

“Pleased to meet you,” said Shelby, following Elijah's lead and shaking hands with Alex in as formal a manner as she could manage. 

“Can I show you something I made?” Alex asked Elijah. “It's a present for when mama has her new baby.”

Elijah assured him that he would love to view the gift, and Alex ran off to fetch it.

“Friend of yours?” asked Shelby, still smiling a little.

Elijah shrugged. “Children always seem easier to talk to.”

“I'll say.” agreed Shelby. “I always spent more time with my little cousins than anyone else whenever the family got together.”

“Oh?”

Shelby had not meant to mention her family. She had hoped to avoid any discussion of them at all, honestly. However, she supposed it was safe to speak of her youngest cousins. She started telling Elijah about eight-year-old Mary, who kept trying to invent new games but always changed the rules halfway through; and Henry, who liked to pretend he could talk to trees.

She did not mention the rift that had occurred last year, when her uncle had forced her father out of the family business in favor of his son-in-law. How after her cousin had died, leaving the son-in-law a widower, he had started showing interest in Shelby.

Shelby had never liked Eric. This did not seem to matter, however, when her parents realized that she could marry them back into the family business. 

She had no intention of mentioning this to Elijah, or of the way her mother had tried to convince her to marry Eric: reminding her that she was not much of a beauty, and unlikely to attract anyone else. Shelby also did not feel like recounting the scene that had taken place when she had left.

Her mother had warned her she would fail –  “what rancher would want you as a wife?” – and told her that if she did come back, she would only be welcome if she was prepared to do her duty. She had left without saying a final farewell to her father, suspecting that he might try to make her stay using force.

She did not mention any of this. Because, finally, Elijah was smiling at her as she spoke, listening with real interest instead of pained politeness. And she, for some reason, was smiling back.

***

Elijah had never been one for hasty decisions – something that had made his predicament all the more frustrating at the beginning of  the week. He did not like the idea of leaving everything until the seventh day and deciding all at once. In light of this, he hoped to start talking seriously with Shelby about what they were going to do, even though it was only five days into their agreement.

As he approached the Fay's home, he caught sight of Mrs Ambrose leaving. He hailed her and asked after the newlyweds.

“Safely off on their honeymoon,” she smiled. “I was so happy you could make it. It seemed you and Miss Crane have made friends.”

Elijah flushed slightly at the unexpected observation. “Ah – I suppose –”

“Nice that you could keep her company. Anyway, I must be off, lots to be getting on with.”

Elijah wondered if he was imagining the older woman's knowing look as he made his way inside. He found Shelby and Beth in the front room, poring over some papers that had been spread across the table.

“What's this?” he asked, after declining the offer of tea.

“You know Horace recently invested in those two ranches?” said Beth indicating the documents. “These are the business reports they sent him. I was showing Shelby.”

“You're interested in investments?” said Elijah, surprised. 

He remembered Shelby mentioning how she had always hated math, and tried to come up with creative excuses whenever her cousins wanted help with their school work.

Shelby looked a little embarrassed. She often looked that way around him, Elijah realized, to his slight chagrin.

“Just trying to educate myself,” she said.

Elijah remembered her intention to stay in the area and find another groom if things didn't work out.  No doubt she was trying to make sure she could be of value to whomever chose her. 

He felt surprised anew at this thoughtful idea, and smiled at Shelby. She looked a little flustered, and went back to the papers.

“Well, I'm going to make tea, even if you two don't want any,” said Beth, standing. When Shelby stood as well, Beth held up her hand. “Maybe Elijah could answer that question you had about the cattle drives, Shelby.”

She bustled out. Shelby hesitated for a moment before sitting back down slowly. She was presumably realizing, at the same time as Elijah, that they had not been in a room alone together before. 

“This is a very good idea,” said Elijah, to break the silence. “Educating yourself.”

“Thank you,” said Shelby. 

Elijah looked at the paper in front of her, thinking. Was this a snap decision? Or the result of his deliberation over the past few days? 

“So about these cattle drives –” started Shelby.

“Just a moment,” said Elijah. He glanced at the door. Perhaps it was best to do this when Beth was not here.

“What is it?” asked Shelby. 

Elijah looked at her for a moment. She was no more beautiful than when he had first seen her; her face, however, had grown familiar over these past few days. He almost felt as though he had known her for longer than that. And perhaps they might be considered friends by now. 

“I just – all of this,” he said indicating the papers. “The effort you're making, it's impressive. I can tell that you're dedicated, and a hard worker. And you seem to be good with children.”

They had had fun, the day of the wedding, when Alex had come back. His little sister had joined them as well, and Shelby had contrived a number of games to entertain them – herself and Elijah as much as the children, perhaps.

Shelby's expression, oddly, had not budged, even though Elijah thought it was fairly obvious where this was headed.

“I know we said we'd wait a week, but I think – well, I think it's a good idea. It could work, the two of us.”

Still, Shelby did not react. Elijah began to feel worried. Had she been expecting a more romantic proposal? Surely she was too sensible for that. She knew how he felt.

“Mr Brown,” she said, her voice a little distant. When she met Elijah's searching gaze, she smiled quickly. “I can't tell you how much I appreciate your offer, particularly when you were caught off guard in such a way.”

“Well,” said Elijah. “That wasn't your fault.”

Her smile softened and fell away. 

“I know. And I know you only considered this because you didn't want to leave me to fend for myself. Only I can't help but think that charity isn't a very good reason to get married.”

Elijah frowned.

“It's not charity. I told you I'd consider it, and I have.”

“But you only considered it in the first place because you were thrown into the situation. There are plenty of women who like children, and are willing to learn the ins and outs of ranching.”

“And there are plenty of men who would be glad to have such as woman as a wife,” pointed out Elijah. “Including me. So... is there something about me you don't like?”

He tried to smile, making light of it. He should feel relieved, he thought. She was right, he had only been thinking of marriage in the first place because he felt obliged. Why was he arguing with her?

“I like you a great deal,” said Shelby. “And I think we've become friends, haven't we?”

Elijah nodded.

“So, as your friend, I think you should wait for what you've always wanted. Something like the relationship Beth and Horace have.”

“I never told you I wanted that.”

“It's obvious that's what you want,” said Shelby. “And I think you deserve to have it. When you're ready, and when you meet the right person.”

***

It had been a week since Shelby had last seen Elijah, and almost a month since his proposal. She had been staying with the Fays', at their insistence, and trying to plan what she would do next. 

Beth kept promising that she would look for possible matches for Shelby, but so far nothing had come of it. After the successes that the mysteriously-matched couples about town seemed to have had, Shelby supposed that everyone was waiting for the matchmaker to find them their ideal partner through her magical means, whatever they were.

In the meantime, she felt somewhat adrift. It grated to stay as a guest with the Fays and have nothing to do but help Beth with the housework. Shelby had continued with her education, more from a real interest that had unexpectedly developed than anything else. She found herself borrowing Horace's paper to read the reports every week.

He and Beth had really gone out of their way to make Shelby feel at home, she thought, as she followed Beth across the street to the haberdashers. 

Beth had been as concerned as a sister over the failed proposal. 

“Why on earth would you turn him down?” she had asked.

“Because he wants to be in love, even if he doesn't know it. And he's not in love with me.”

Beth had nodded slowly as she took this in, reaching out and squeezing Shelby's hand. 

“And you care enough to let him out of it.” She had paused for a moment. “Are you in love with him?”

“Of course not. I hardly













































































































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





