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Olga Fortuna loves pretty clothes, sewing, and anything to do with fashion. When her father brings her and her sisters to Needful, Texas to find husbands, she soon discovers that she enjoys making clothing for others more than the idea of wedded bliss.  For years, Olga has managed to have the best fashions on a very tight budget, but now her mind is turning to the needs of a man she barely knows. Working for him is fun and Olga finds the attention of a handsome cowboy fun. Besides, Mr. Harker will be moving on soon leaving her to live a life of her choosing.  Will she be able to keep up the new shop she and the preacher’s petite wife have started in the tiny Texas town, or will she give up everything for a man with a rowdy past and too much time on his hands? 
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“Come unto me, all who are weary and heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” 

Matthew 11:28 KJV
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Harker Stevenson sat his saddle gazing out over the prairie and the cows grazing below. He’d been in Needful for nearly a year already and had plenty of work when he wanted it. 

Along the base of the hill, cowboys rode lazily around the slow-moving herd as they worked the cattle toward fresh spring grass. 

Crossing his arms over his saddle horn, Harker watched the sun glint off a stream that ran through the northern part of Texas and his mind drifted back to the dance the night before. 

He had never been a man to notice women much. They were all the same, drab, dreary, looking for a husband and home. He was a free spirit who had never signed on full time with any cow outfit. For most of his life, Harker had been a drifter, working when he wanted and then moving on again. 

Sitting up straight, he pushed his hat back on his head, thinking of the long years in the saddle that had brought him to the town of Needful. It was a good town. New but growing and folks seemed to want it to be a place where a man could make something of himself. 

Harker had never been anything and would never be something in anyone’s eyes. A sad smile tugged at his lips, and he chuckled, thinking of the lively Valentine’s Day dance not so long ago. He had accompanied the Fortuna girl, Olga, who was making some new shirts for him. 

Day work on the ranches had been paying off and it was high time he bought some new duds. Harker hadn’t told the young woman what fabric to use, but he hoped she would choose some of those fancy patterns she was fond of. The dress she had worn the night before surely popped with those funny little symbols on them. The woman had called them a Flore de Les. A shirt made like that would be mighty fine. 

“Harker, you comin’ down to work or you just goin’ to lolli-gag all day?” Old Jacks called to him, and he waved, pushing his horse into a walk down the hill. 

A lot had happened at the last social, a cake auction to help out the town. At that shindig Cane had got himself well wrapped up by Miss Fanny Fortuna. A rugged stranger had been attacked by Fanny’s cat, and Harker had even managed to spike the punch. 

The Valentine’s Dance was much calmer by comparison but equally fun and his card-playing buddy, Jude Cane had got himself hitched shortly after. Things were changing in Needful, and Harker knew it was almost time to leave. 

“Keep your hat on old man,” Harker called as he fell in line alongside the herd. “This lot isn’t in no hurry.” 

“Well I am,” the old man’s face went red and he tugged at his collar. “I’m meetin’ Mercy Perkins for supper.”

“Ain’t you two kinda old to get hitched?” Harker teased. “I mean, what’s the point?”

“The point is so we can be together in our sunset years.”

“You gonna sit on the front porch of your cabin and rock all day?” Harker’s sharp bark of laughter made Jacks scowl. The foreman of Anderson Hamilton’s fine ranch was a wise man. He’d ridden herd on the cattle and his younger friend, Anderson as well. An Englishman with a hankering to raise cows had needed an experienced man like Jacks, but now, the foreman was retiring and looking for a quiet life with his boss’s mother-in-law. 

“Mind your own business,” Jacks shot back. He’d been taking a good bit of ribbing about Miss Mercy. It wasn’t that long ago now that he’d ridden off with Cane, another cowboy turned horse breeder thinking he’d lost the woman he loved to another man. “Besides aren’t you spendin’ a good deal of time with Olga Fortuna? Seems to me you had a nice time at the dance recently?” 

Harker huffed, avoiding the man’s eyes. “That woman’s making me some new shirts is all.” He cast his eyes back at the herd. “I figured we could talk business while we were enjoying a social.” 

“Right,” Jacks hid a grin by taking his hat from his head and wiping the brim, even now in late May the sun was hot. “That girl does love to sew. Why she must have more dresses than anyone else in town.” 

“I wouldn’t count on it,” Harker replied. “Both Ruth and Amanda have a fair-sized wardrobe, them both coming from well off families back East.” 

“Well those women have settled in nicely to married life now. Darwin got a good woman in Ruth, an’ she don’t mind he runs the livery stable.” Jacks shook his head. “I wouldn’t have thought Amanda would ever learn to live in that cabin out by the springs with Teddy. The girl didn’t know how to boil water.” 

“Nor did Ruth when she married Darwin. His house is even smaller than Teddy’s an’ now he’s lookin’ to work with Cane on that horse outfit.”

“I’m just sayin’ women can surprise you. You watch yourself, or you’ll be in for more than you bargained for. Things are changin’. Needful seems to be gettin’ gentrified.” Jacks added a wink when Harker groaned.

“That what happened to you old man?” Harker’s grin brightened. 

“Not exactly,” Jacks face went red. “There was somethin’ about Mercy from the minute I met her. We’re kindred spirits so to speak.” 

“I thought she couldn’t even talk when she got here,” Harker groused. “On account of a cow kickin’ her in the head.” 

“That’s true,” Jacks eased his horse closer to Harker. “Mercy got kicked in the head by an old cow years ago an’ her two daughters needed to provide for her after their father died.” Jacks shifted his shoulders as he put a nicer spin on the events that led the Perkins girls to Needful. “But Mercy could communicate if you listened. She still loves to hum those old hymns, an’ see if I can figure what she’s thinkin’ about.” 

Harker shook his head. “I’m glad you’re happy, Jacks. You’ve worked hard your whole life an’ deserve some joy. Just don’t go paintin’ me with that weddin’ brush. I’m happy the way I am.” 

“If you say so,” Jacks laughed, kicking his horse into a run to turn a calf back into the herd. 

Harker watched the old man dart after the cow and shook his head. His own father had been like that, hard working, dedicated to the land and full of hope. Nothing ever seemed to work out the way he planned though, and by the time Harker was thirteen, the farm was gone, his mother had returned to her people, and his father had died of a broken heart. 

No. Women were nothing but trouble for the most part. If you didn’t have any expectations in life you were never destined to be disappointed. That’s how Harker saw the world. There was fun to be had in a good salon, a cold beer, a game of cards and maybe some dancin’ now and then. That was plenty for a man like him.
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“Olga, hurry up, we’ll be late for church,” Heidi Fortuna scolded as she waited at the door. “Mr. and Mrs. Hampton have already gone, and Papa has checked his watch three times already.” 

“I’m coming,” the fairest Fortuna daughter replied. “I had to make sure my ribbon matched my dress. It’s the newest fashion for girls my age.” The slightly plump young woman patted the bow in her hair.

Heidi shook her head reaching for her sister’s arm. “It’s a good thing bustles are smaller these days or I’d never get you out of this room.” The dark-haired young woman looked at her sister’s fancy dress. Today’s selection was a brilliant rust-brown that shimmered in the light. The whole thing was covered in some odd pattern that resembled geometrical squirrels and Heidi’s eyes all but hurt looking at it.

“I do rather like the lighter bustle,” Olga agreed tripping along without resistance. “I don’t have to use as much fabric, and I can make an over- coat or shawl to match. Like this one.” Olga shimmied her shoulders making her ample bosom shake, as she adjusted the shiny rust-colored shawl, trimmed in brown fringe, over her shoulders. 

“I don’t know who you’re trying to impress with all of your fancy clothes,” Heidi sighed. “This is a cow town, not Paris, France.” 

“I’m not trying to impress anyone,” Olga shot back, lifting her chin as her dark eyes flashed. “I like pretty things, that’s enough. You could do more for your appearance too, you know.” Olga’s eyes raked over Heidi’s simple dark skirt and white blouse. Her sister was quite pretty; tall, slim, and elegant if only she would take advantage of it. “You have a lovely figure,” Olga added, casting a glance at her own plumper form as she passed a mirror in the hall. “Besides, Mr. Boden might be at church today, and he seems taken with you.” 

“Nonsense,” Heidi said, shaking her head as she turned down the stairs. “The man is grateful that I helped him when Fanny’s horrid cat attacked, that’s all.” 

“If you say so.” Olga’s grin brightened. Heidi was painfully shy and seemed more than content to spend her days working for Olive and Orville Hampton in the Hampton House. 

When their father had brought them all to Texas to meet Mrs. Hampton in hopes of finding them husbands, Olga had been resigned to the idea of marrying a cowboy, farmer, or ranch hand. Now, with the dress shop open and orders coming in for new shirts, dresses, and other items, she wasn’t sure she would bother with marriage. Being an independent woman appealed to her now that she had a taste of what it could be like. 

“There’s Papa,” Heidi called, hurrying down the last steps and smiling as a thin man with white hair tucked a watch into his pocket. 

“You girls are going to be late,” the older man said. “Olga, stop fussing with that ribbon in your hair and hurry along. We don’t want the preacher to start without us.” 

“You mean you don’t want to miss his piano playing,” Olga laughed. The preacher was well known for his musical talents and tended to be rather enthusiastic with the old hymns. No dirge-like tunes filled the spaces of the little church in Needful, Texas.

“Well, it does get the blood flowing and lifts the spirits.” Mr. Fortuna grinned. 

“Are we staying for the ceremony after the service?” Heidi asked her dark eyes full of concern. 

“Of course,” Phineas replied. “I want to wish Jacks and Mercy the best.” 

“But don’t you feel badly about him winning Mercy instead of you?” Heidi took her father’s arm, her soft heart hurting for him. 

“I’m fine,” the old man grinned patting her hand. “I liked Mercy Perkins and I think I could have grown to love her, but her heart already belonged to Jacks.” He winked, taking Olga’s arm in his other hand. “Good thing he figured out how he felt before it was too late.” 

“Papa,” Olga scolded. “You wouldn’t have married Mrs. Perkins if you didn’t love her would you?” 

“No, no.” The old man shook his head. “It was nice to have a body to talk to though. I’m an old man and having someone who knows the same things I do makes for pleasant conversation.” 

“You have Olive and Orville,” Heidi suggested as they traversed the boardwalk leading to the church. 

“I do.” Phineas nodded. “And if I’m ever to love again the Lord will see to it. I’m more concerned about you girls being settled. Adele and Fanny have both made matches, I don’t want you two girls to be lonely when I’m gone.” 

“Pa!” Olga spluttered. “You aren’t that old. You’ll be around for years.” 

“Lord willing, darlin’.” Phineas grinned. “Of course we thought we’d have your mama a spell longer as well.” The man’s dark eyes grew sad but a smile touched his lips. “She was a good woman.” 

“We all miss her,” Heidi said a tear springing to her eye. 

“That’s why I want you girls to find a love of your own. There’s nothing like having someone who loves and cherishes you through thick and thin. I wasn’t always the best husband in the world. I was careless and let the things of life creep in, but your mother - God rest her soul, she never wavered and kept me close.” 

“I don’t think I could love anyone who wasn’t stayed and true.” Heidi looked across her father at Olga as they reached the church steps. “Someone simple with a sweet spirit and contented heart.”

“I don’t know that I’ll ever marry,” Olga said, smoothing her dress. “I like making clothes for people and working with Beth Tippert. Independence feels nice.” 

Phineas Fortuna paused at the top step of the church stoop, his hand on the door knob. “I know Adele wanted you girls to have options, and I’m proud of her for pushing you that way, despite the fact it goes against my wishes. Your oldest sister has a good brain in her head, but even she is seeing that love trumps all else. A good partnership in life, someone to stick with you through the ups and downs makes a difference. Don’t forget that.” 

Heidi and Olga looked into their father’s serious face and nodded. At least now, there was no hurry for either of them to wed, and even if something were to happen to their father, both girls could care for and provide for themselves. 

“Yes, Pa.” The girls replied as the first strains of music echoed through the door.  

Phineas leaned over giving each of his two girls a kiss on the cheek. He had succeeded in seeing two of his children settled, and only God knew what would come next. Perhaps Olive Hampton could convince them that one of the men who had signed up for a mail-order bride would suit them.

***
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OLGA FOLLOWED HER FATHER into the church, pausing and scanning the crowd at the edge of the threshold. Music filled the sanctuary and her toes felt like tapping to the lively hymn Pastor Brandon Tippert played.  

Smoothing the
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