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            AN UNEXPECTED MAIL ORDER BRIDE

          

        

      

    

    
      Theresa Baldwin’s bored with the boys paraded before her to pick from. She wants a man. Not some silly boy who plays pranks. She’s not one to wait for life to come to her. She’ll seize it by the horns. And she does just that, ending up in the wild west with nothing but her money and her companion.

      

      Nate Winchester and his two boys were abandoned by his wife. She simply up and left them. Who does that? Now, Nate’s had to figure out how to be mother and father to his sons. Lucky for him, he’s got siblings who have helped him. But that’s not enough. Children need a mama.

      

      When his sister comes up with a plan for getting him a bride, he’s not interested. Yet, his sister Melissa is persistent.

      

      Lo and behold, here comes Theresa Baldwin. A ray of sunshine in his otherwise bleak life.

      

      Theresa has no idea that her appearance has been orchestrated by Nate’s sister. She’s thrilled to have found this woodworking, ranching man’s man in the wild west. Until she learns the truth…
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      Theresa Baldwin pushed one hand through her light brown hair, narrowing her green eyes at the woman on the lawn in front of her. She lifted her brandy glass, swirled the liquid a moment, and then took a sip. She wasn’t a huge fan of brandy, but it was all her father had in stock right now. She was averse to drinking whiskey or tequila, the two liquors he had in stock.

      Theresa reached to the side table and picked up a hand fan. She spread it out with her fingers and waved it at her face.

      The woman she was watching was Aileen Riley, a red-haired beauty from the poor side of Boston. Her father had hired the young woman six years ago when Theresa was fifteen. Since then, Aileen had been Theresa’s faithful companion, immeasurable in value as far as Theresa was concerned.

      Aileen was hanging laundry and singing an Irish song she sang often. Theresa loved the sound of her friend’s voice. Aileen moved to the second clothesline, picking up the basket. She began humming instead, a pleasant smile on her face.

      “Oh, Aileen,” Theresa said, sighing. “I wish we were out in the country, relaxing by the water, watching the fish jump. It’s so tiring here.” She let her words drag out in an exaggerated way. “No more of this hustle and bustle of fast city life.”

      Aileen peeked around the shirt she was hanging up to dry. “Still feeling droll, are we? I’m sorry, Theresa. I wish there were something I could do to entertain you. Shall I dance for you?” She picked up her skirt on both sides and did a quick jig in place, making Theresa laugh.

      “You are a fine companion, Aileen. It isn’t you that I have a problem with. It’s those boys in town. Ugh. It’s they who are droll and boring. I can’t imagine my parents can possibly understand. Things were so much different when they were growing up in England. They don’t know what being an American is like for a young person.”

      “You are very blessed,” Aileen said, resuming her laundry hanging. “You must not forget that.”

      Theresa sat back in her chair and put her small feet up on the chair across from her. She set her brandy glass on the table and rested her head back so she could study the boards that made up the roof of the porch over her. She knew she was blessed. In reality, it was the boys in town she considered snobs. They were all arrogant, thinking that just because she had a lot of money and belonged to one of the most affluent families in Boston, she was supposed to go along with their lifestyle and do whatever they told her to do.

      It wasn’t the life for her. She saw through them immediately. At twenty-one, she was marrying age and didn’t want to tarry too long to have her own family. There wasn’t even a single eligible suitor for her in Boston. Her parents barely paid her any attention. Her father concentrated his efforts on Theresa’s older brother, Thomas, who was twenty-four. He was the head of one of the department stores owned by her family. Her father, Timothy, was extremely proud of his son. He didn’t pay much mind to his daughters.

      Miranda, Theresa’s mother, spent all her time grooming her other two daughters, Alice, who was seventeen, and Norma, who was nineteen. They were debutants, social butterflies, having the time of their lives with the same boys Theresa couldn’t stand.

      “I just don’t think I can take much more of this life. I may have to start some trouble. Just to stir things up a little.”

      “If you do that, you better be careful,” Aileen warned her. “I know you don’t enjoy the social scene. It’s more the world of your sisters.”

      “That is very accurate,” Theresa replied in a bored voice.

      Aileen finished hanging the laundry and came up on the porch, setting the basket down before sitting in a chair facing the table. Theresa noticed she had a mischievous look on her face.

      “I think I know what you might do to relieve your boredom.”

      Theresa gave her a curious look, lifting her eyebrows. “Is that so? Well, do tell.”

      Aileen giggled, lowering her head but keeping her eyes on Theresa. “It’s a little bit crazy to think about it, honestly,” she said. “A friend of mine tried it, and she is very happy where she is.”

      “That’s fine, Aileen,” Theresa replied, “but you still haven’t said what you’re talking about. How did she find her happiness?”

      Aileen hesitated a moment more before blurting out, “Answer an ad from a man from the west. For a bride. You wanted to get married, didn’t you? And there’s sure no boys here that interest you. I know for a fact you don’t like one of them.”

      Theresa chuckled. She had heard of mail-order brides before but had never even for a moment considered doing that herself.

      “You can choose whoever you want. It’s like expanding your choices by half of the entire country. I see ads all the time. I could fetch you the paper, and we could look through them together.”

      “If I do something like that,” Theresa said, truly intrigued by the idea, “you will have to come with me. You realize that, don’t you?”

      Aileen’s eyes lit up. “I will not leave your side. I promise you this.”

      Theresa thought about it, and after a few moments, she nodded. “All right. Go fetch the paper. Let’s see if there are any men I find interesting.” She laughed abruptly, making Aileen smile brightly. “Oh, my mother and father are going to love this.”
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      Nate Winchester squinted and peered down the road as if that would make Melissa suddenly appear. When he couldn’t make it happen, he turned away and sauntered back into the house, nearly being knocked down by a pair of boys who ran in front of him. They both turned to apologize loudly and run off again.

      His sister was supposed to be taking care of these children. He didn’t know what he was doing and was sure the kids knew that. His own sons, Noah and Eddie, were six and four respectively, and they were, in his opinion, the best behaved of the bunch. He was also “watching” his brother’s sons, Bo and Tommy. The four boys were running around the kitchen while he made them sandwiches and cut up potatoes for frying in the pan. It was one of their favorite meals, he well knew. But normally, he was able to cook while Melissa or someone else watched the boys.

      Like Helen.

      Helen was gone, though. He would just have to accept that she wasn’t coming back no matter how much he wanted her to, no matter how much her sons missed her. She was happy where she was and didn’t want to return to life as a wife and mother. His anger at her had tainted his vision since she’d left a year and a half ago. Noah was only four and a half, Eddie barely two years old.

      Now Noah was six and Eddie was four, and they played with their cousins with bright spirits and no cares. Nate wouldn’t be surprised if Eddie never even remembered what it was like to have his mother here. If he ever got married again, he wouldn’t stop either of his sons from calling his new wife “Ma.” She would deserve it for having to raise someone else’s children because their mother took a flight of fancy and forgot her responsibilities.

      The internal rage he felt every single morning upon waking was becoming a little overwhelming. It wasn’t like him to be short with his sons, to feel aggravated and irritated by them instead of happy and fulfilled like he had since the day they were born. When he looked at Noah, all he saw was the bright blue eyes of his ex-wife.

      Nate was determined, however, to get over that feeling. Noah was a bright, fun, delightful boy, strong and fearless like little boys should be. Eddie was learning quickly from Noah and had done all of his “firsts” early because he’d observed Noah so closely. There was no way Nate would let Noah grow up thinking there was something wrong with him because he resembled his mother. He was his own person, and Nate couldn’t wait to find out what kind of man he would become.

      Conflicted emotions washed over Nate as he made plates for his sons while also stirring the sliced potatoes in the pan. It was hard to hold on to one feeling and keep it. He wanted peace and harmony. But since the day Helen left, he’d felt nothing but pain and humiliation.

      “Where are you?” he murmured, staring down into the pan.

      Was he talking to Melissa?

      Or Helen?

      With a deep sigh, he scooped a portion of potatoes out on each of the four plates. His stomach was rumbling, but he hadn’t made enough for himself. He would fix himself something later.

      Or Melissa would force him to eat. He could hear her in his mind scolding him. “You have to eat, Nate. Don’t let that woman starve you to death. If you keep feeling like this and pining for her and not eating, you’ll die. That’s not what Noah and Eddie need or want. And who’s to say Rich and Annie want to take care of your boys on top of theirs? Eat.”

      Nate really didn’t feel like he was pining for Helen. He was just upset, like any man would be, after his wife left him for another man. And when Helen left, she literally left. She went overseas to live in London, England, with the French professor who was just traveling through America on some kind of lecture tour. What he’d been doing stopping in a rinky-dink town like Shady Forks was beyond Nate’s comprehension.

      It had led to the two running off and leaving Nate, Noah, and Eddie behind. That’s all that mattered.

      “Papa.” Eddie was at his side, looking up at him with his big brown eyes, tugging on Nate’s trouser belt loop. “Papa, I’m hungry.”

      Irritation slid through Nate. “You can see I’m making food, can’t you?” he asked in a rebuking tone that immediately made him feel bad.

      To his credit, Eddie didn’t seem to notice. He was more fascinated by the process his father was using to make the potatoes. All Nate was doing was stirring them with a large spatula. But to Eddie, it was the most amazing thing.

      “Can I help?” he asked, lifting up on tiptoes, trying to look over the top of the stove.

      “Be careful, son,” Nate said quickly. “This is very hot, and you will get burned.”

      “I won’t touch it, Papa,” Eddie said. He turned and ran to a small black stool nearby and dragged it over next to his father. He climbed up on it, using Nate’s arm as leverage. Now he was only a foot or so shorter than Nate. The look on his face was so proud, Nate felt a strong tug on his heartstrings.

      “Just mind you don’t,” Nate said. “I’m not gonna take you to the doctor if you do. You’ll have to suffer.”

      Eddie just chuckled, which was the only reason Nate had said what he said. The child knew his father would take care of him. As irritated as he was, Nate loved his boys, and they knew it.

      “Where is your Aunt Melissa?” Nate mumbled, not really asking Eddie the question.

      “She’s right there,” Eddie said, pointing out the window. Nate’s eyes snapped to look in that direction and felt tremendous relief when he saw his sister–or the family buggy she was riding in–heading toward the house.

      “Thank God,” Nate said, twisting around to leave the kitchen. He couldn’t leave things the way they were, he thought at the last minute. It wasn’t like he could leave Eddie in charge of the cooking. He grinned at his four-year-old, suddenly feeling much better. He hurried across the kitchen and scooped Eddie up in his arms, lifting him easily from the stool. After removing the pan from the heat and setting it aside, he carried his boy out to the front porch.

      He grinned at Eddie. “Let’s make sure your Aunt Melissa knows just how much she was missed, all right?”

      A thump behind him in the house made Nate turn.

      “Aunt Melissa is here,” he yelled out. “You behave.”

      “Sorry, Uncle Nate,” he heard from inside. It was ten-year-old Bo. He often took the blame when his brother or cousins caused trouble. A moment later, the boys were filing out through the front door.

      “Go get her, Eddie,” Nate murmured, setting the boy on the ground and patting him on the behind. “Go get her.”

      Eddie took off, unafraid of the porch steps, which he managed like a monkey, and ran across the short distance of the lawn between himself and the buggy his aunt was getting down from. She was carrying Julie in her arms, the two-year-old latest addition to the family.

      “Auntie, auntie. We’re cooking potatoes.”

      “Oh, that sounds yummy, little man,” Melissa said, smiling at the child, who tackled her legs, wrapping his small arms around them and holding on tight. She patted the back of his head and gave him a makeshift hug by pressing him against her legs with one hand on his back. “Have you been good for Papa?”

      “Always good,” Eddie cried out excitedly, spinning around and running in circles around Melissa as she approached the porch steps.

      “You took long enough,” Nate said, allowing a bit of his frustration to come out.

      Melissa lifted her eyebrows at him, her brown eyes flipping to the child in her hands. “You know Doc had to check Julie over. And she’s just fine and in good health, thank you for asking.”

      Nate colored, losing a bit of his good mood. “I’ve been… it’s been difficult with all four of them here.”

      Melissa shook her head, chuckling. “Let’s go in. I’ll make us something while they eat, and you can relax for a little bit.”

      Nate tilted his head to the side as his sister walked past him, giving her a grateful look. “What would I do without you? Why are you so good to me?”

      Melissa laughed softly. “I don’t know what you’d do without me. And I’m good to you…” She tapped his nose as she passed, “because you were a good brother growing up. You deserve it.”
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      Nate swiveled back and forth in his chair, turning to look over the back plot of land. He and his sons lived in a renovated cottage that was barely standing when their father bought the land so many years ago. Nate himself had just been a twinkle in his father’s eye when the land was purchased, and the cottage was renovated for his mother to use as a getaway rather than for a family to reside in.

      However, it had all the modern amenities, even one sink that was hooked up to the plumbing in the main house. It certainly made things a lot easier. He didn’t know why Helen had wanted to go. She had everything she needed at her fingertips.

      Nate steepled his fingers and tapped them against his lips, his elbows on the armrests of the chair. He stared out over the land, trying to concentrate on his part of the ranch business, which was additions, maintenance, and clean-up. That’s the way he phrased it in his mind.

      He proposed new structures for the ranch, fixed the buildings that needed repair, and organized clean-up procedures after a storm or other natural event that caused damage to the property. Not without the help of most of the men on the grounds.

      Rich, his older brother, was in charge of everything else. The brothers decided a long time ago they would play specific roles in the family business. He was good at spotting things that needed fixing and assessing damage costs. Plus, he got along very well with the suppliers in town.

      He’d been thinking of putting a gazebo in the backyard for the special events and parties the family liked to hold. In fact, every holiday was a reason to celebrate with a party, and that included all birthdays, anniversaries, and holidays. Including holidays only celebrated in other countries like Ireland and England.

      In the back of his mind, he was glad he could turn his thinking back to the business at hand. He was sick of dwelling on the bad things in life. He wished there was a way that things could go back to the way they used to be.

      Nate pushed himself up from the chair and strolled over to the window. Seconds later, he returned to his desk to retrieve his pipe and smoking herbs. He packed it as he left the room, going down the hallway and through the kitchen to the back door. It was just a five-minute walk to the main house. As far as he knew, Rich was in his office, maybe dictating letters to Annie or making deals for horses and cattle.

      Nate didn’t have to run his ideas by Rich, but he did anyway. His brother was an invaluable resource and provided excellent suggestions and counter-ideas.

      He reached the house, was greeted by the two dogs, Max and Shepherd, who bounded over to him, their tongues hanging out. He would have sworn he saw happiness on their faces. He laughed and patted them on their heads, trying to keep his balance with the weight of the two big dogs jumping up on him.

      “Hoo boy, all right, there ya go.” He laughed some more and pushed his way through them to go in the house through the back door.

      The house was mostly silent. All he could hear was the sound of shuffling coming from a storage room on the other side of the hall from the downstairs guest room. He glanced in the slightly open doorway as he passed. Beatrice, one of the two maids, was dusting with a large feather duster.

      He said nothing as he continued down the hall, passing the library door. His brother’s office was next up on the right. That door was also slightly open.

      “Something has to be done about him, Richie.”

      Nate stopped dead in his tracks. It was his sister, Melissa’s voice. She sounded perturbed.

      Rich laughed. “You make it sound like he needs to be taken out. You propose I challenge him to a duel?”

      Nate took another step toward the door and stopped again when Melissa replied.

      “No, of course not. You can’t duel your own brother. And you’re taking this way out of proportion from what I said. You know something has to change.”

      Melissa’s words stung Nate. His heart raced as every muscle in his body seized up.

      Not once in his life had he heard his brother and sister speak negatively of him. They were a supportive team, the three of them, which was what made it so easy to stay on the Tall Oaks property once they were all of age. Both Nate and Rich were raising their families here, and Melissa would, too, when she had one of her own.

      They got along. They loved each other.

      “You can’t change how Nate feels, Melissa,” Rich said softly, almost too low for Nate to hear. He took another step closer, glad that the floor beneath him was solid and didn’t creak. He didn’t care if he was eavesdropping. They were talking about him behind his back. He wanted to know what they had to say. The longer he listened, the more his eyes filled with tears.

      “I know I can’t,” Melissa replied. “And that breaks my heart, Richie. It really does. He has to let her go and stop feeling so worthless and depressed. I swear, I’m gonna do something about it, whether he likes it or not. His boys deserve their father back. And you and I deserve our brother back.”

      “He’s still there. You’re overreacting.”

      Outside the room, Nate’s emotions were conflicted. They weren’t really talking negatively about him. They were speaking out of concern for his welfare. Despite the revelation, Nate continued to eavesdrop, not feeling at all guilty for doing so.

      “He’s not there, and you know it. He’s swallowed up by his emotions because of that woman. Oooh, if I ever get my hands around her neck…”

      Nate grinned wide at the same time Rich burst out laughing. “You’re sweet, Melissa. But we know you aren’t gonna do anything to Helen. If you want to talk about possible strategies for pulling our brother out of this lowness he is in, that’s fine. But let’s stay within the realm of reality, okay?”

      Melissa sighed loudly. Nate heard a sound that made him picture his sister dropping herself in the large chair in front of her brother’s desk.

      “I’m going to put an ad in the paper, Richie,” she said.

      Nate’s heart once again began to race. He listened eagerly for her explanation.

      “I’m going to put an ad in the paper and advertise for a bride from the East. That’s what everyone is doing these days. To bring women westward, you know.”

      “I don’t know,” Rich replied in a smooth voice. “Is that what everyone is doing?”

      “Yes,” Melissa answered confidently. “It’s been well over a year, and he is still acting like he wants Helen to come back even though we know she’s not going to, and I’d kill her if she even tried.”

      Again, Rich chuckled.

      Nate went to the door and pushed it open all the way, looking in at his siblings. He was right about Melissa. She was sprawled out in the chair in front of Rich’s desk with her legs stretched out in front of her. She immediately pushed herself up and twisted to look around the chair at him.

      Her eyes were wide. She knew they’d been caught.

      “I don’t want you putting an ad in the paper for me, Melissa,” Nate said sternly. “I will find my own way. I don’t want your help.”

      Melissa shook her head. “You don’t know what you want, Nate. I think it would really help you to have female companionship. Even if it’s a woman to take care of your children.”

      Nate shook his head. “I have you,” he stated. “You’re all I need.”

      He could see by Melissa’s face that he wasn’t convincing. He didn’t know if she planned to follow up on her idea but on second thought, maybe advertising for a nanny for his sons would be a good idea. He wasn’t going to tell his siblings right then and there, but he was going to think about it.
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      “I don’t want to goooooo,” Theresa whined, throwing out her arms and falling backward on the bed. “Why does Papa make me do things like this?”

      “He probably wants you to hurry up and get married,” Aileen responded with a laugh. “That’s what you want, too, isn’t it?”

      “Not to them, though.”

      Theresa didn’t have to clarify who she meant by them. Aileen knew them” consisted of every boy that would be at the dance tonight.

      “You only have to do this for a little while longer, Theresa,” Aileen said, dropping on the bed next to her, pulling one leg up and wrapping her hands around it. “I did something a little sneaky, maybe, and, well, I think you’re going to like the results.”

      Theresa stared at her companion. “What are you talking about?” she asked. She searched her mind quickly for a meaning for Aileen’s statement. Her eyes opened wide when she remembered their conversation from the week before. “You didn’t.”

      “I might have,” Aileen responded, grinning.

      “Tell me what you’ve done, so we don’t have to speak so cryptically. Out with it.”

      Aileen’s grin turned into a chortle as she spoke. “You remember when we talked about answering an ad for a mail-order bride?”

      Theresa’s skin tingled with excitement. She felt a little breathless. “Yes.”

      “Well, I did. I watched to see which ones you showed interest in whenever we talked about it and looked through the paper. I chose one from a man in Wyoming with two sons to look after. He sounded… I don’t know, kind and gentle. I thought that would be a good match for you.”

      Theresa couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Two sons? An instant family.

      “Two sons? That’s a lot of responsibility. What if they don’t like me? What if they put frogs in my soup and spiders in my bed?”

      Aileen raised her eyebrows, a curiously amused look on her face. “Why wouldn’t they like you? Frogs and spiders? Don’t be silly. Whoever thought of such a thing.”

      “Isn’t that what little boys are like?” Theresa asked.

      Aileen shook her head. “No. Those are only the little boys of the upper-class brats you’ve had to encounter so far. Boys who are raised right won’t do such things.”

      “Well, what happened to their mother? Who says this man is raising them right?”

      Aileen gave her a low-lid stare. “You won’t know unless you read this.” She pulled an envelope from her apron pocket and handed it to Theresa with a grand gesture. Her smile had returned and was stretched from ear to ear. “I wrote to him on your behalf, and here is his letter back to you.”

      “You wrote to him for me?” Theresa asked. She wasn’t sure if she liked that or not. “What did you say?”

      “It was a quick and simple note explaining who you are and where you are in life. I detailed you only the way I know you so don’t worry. It was written through the eyes of love.”

      Theresa tilted her head to the side and smiled ever-so-softly. “Oh, Aileen.” She placed one hand over her heart. “I am touched. I wish I could read that letter.”

      “If you decide to go to Wyoming to be with this man, maybe he will still have it, and you can read it.”

      “I do hope he doesn’t think me deceitful for not having written the original letter.”

      “I can’t believe you haven’t opened that and read it yet. Open it. Open it.” Aileen clapped her hands together in time the syllables of her last four words.

      Theresa laughed, running one finger along the flap and ripping it in a neat line. She pulled out the letter and read the beginning.

      “Dear Miss Theresa, I was pleased to receive your letter. I appreciate that you have questions and would like to answer them as succinctly as I can. My sons are Noah and Eddie. They are six and four and two of the best children you’ll ever meet. I am pleased that you like children and look forward to them meeting you, if that is what happens. I haven’t written to any of the other women who responded to the ad because your response was the most pleasing to me.”

      Theresa stopped reading and looked up at Aileen. “All men say their children are wonderful, don’t they?”

      Aileen shrugged. “They probably do, if they’re trying to get someone to do something for the child. There’s a good reason for them not to be totally honest, isn’t there? But I have a good feeling about this one, and just keep reading.”

      Theresa read the rest of the letter aloud. It mentioned Mr. Winchester’s brother and sister, his sister-in-law, their Tall Oaks Ranch, and the five children they were raising there. He said he is looking forward to more sons and maybe a daughter or two if that’s what God had in the cards.

      Theresa was relieved to hear him mention God and also that he goes to the Shady Forks Church every Sunday. He also, according to his letter, did voluntary maintenance and renovating on the church, a gift he gives “back to God,” in his own words.

      “He does sound intriguing,” Theresa said quietly when she got to the end of the letter. It consisted of two pages, one-sided. “You know what’s strange, though? It’s like this page was written by someone and this one by someone else.”

      Aileen looked confused. “How do you mean?”

      “Because this one is so businesslike and to the point. On this page, it’s more rambling and talks a lot more about the emotions a person is dealing with.”

      “The handwriting looks the same to me,” Aileen remarked, her eyes scanning the pages.

      Theresa nodded. “Yes, that’s true. I’m sure I’m just overthinking this. He does sound nice. I think I will write back to him. Do you know where my writing pad is?”

      “It’s where it always is. In your rolltop desk.”

      “Ah.” Theresa had been lying on her back, holding the paper up in front of her face and reading it. She abruptly pushed herself off the bed and raced over to the rolltop. She slid up the lid and peered at the things she’d left so plainly in sight. A notepad, a pen, an inkwell, envelopes. Anything she needed to pen a nice letter to the man in Wyoming.

      “I’m excited by this prospect, Aileen. It’s like a door has been suddenly opened for me.” She lifted her eyes and looked up at the ceiling. “God has made a way for me. I can picture it… Wyoming. I’ll bet it’s just as beautiful there in real life as it is in pictures.”

      “I’m sure it is,” Aileen added, nodding.

      “Beautiful mountains, picturesque scenery, rolling hills. I’ll bet it’s got all those things and more.”

      “You know it does, Theresa,” Aileen replied with a laugh. “The pictures don’t lie. People I know have gone there for a visit or a stay and told me it was amazing. I just know you’re going to love it.”

      “And you?” Theresa turned in her seat to stare at Aileen. “You’ll find it amazing, too, right?”

      Aileen pulled in a deep breath through her nose and held it a few seconds before noisily letting it out. “It’s not up to me,” she said.

      Theresa gazed at her through stunned eyes. “Not up to you? Your happiness is up to you. It’s not just me who deserves to be happy. I want you with me because I will miss you if you stay, but if you think you’ll be miserable, of course, I won’t force you to go.”

      She stopped when Aileen shook her head. “No, no. That’s not what I mean. I only meant that your happiness is more important to me. I won’t be miserable coming to Wyoming with you if you go. I won’t be miserable here, either. I can make the most of any situation.”

      Theresa was instantly relieved. She pulled her friend into a hug and embraced her soundly.

      “You are a true friend, Aileen.”
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      Three days later, Theresa woke up in a mood she hated, one where she was filled with dread. She tried to remember her dream. Sometimes when she had a troubling, fitful night or even a nightmare, she would wake up feeling that way the next morning. She didn’t remember any nightmare, this time though.

      The sun was shining through her bedroom window, and she had to put one hand in front of her eyes to keep it from reflecting through the slit in the drapes. She got up, pushing her feet into the slippers by her bed, and nearly tripped over the suitcase she’d dragged out from the attic.

      She hadn’t told anyone–not even Aileen, that she’d done it, and was filling it with things she was going to take with her when she left. She’d already made up her mind to go. How she would do it, she didn’t know, but it wouldn’t take much to make her pack the rest of her things and head out. Even if she didn’t go to Wyoming. Maybe she would go to Montana or Utah. She could go anywhere she wanted. She had the money from her trust to count on. It had been released to her on her twenty-first birthday, and it was still sitting there waiting for her to use.

      She’d taken the bank manager, Clyde Parker, into her confidence and told him she was in need of the funds to start her own life. She didn’t tell him how she was going to do that, but she mentioned in an off-handed way that she was interested in starting up a company of her own, perhaps a line of scents for women.

      Theresa was fully aware she’d used her charms to get the man to do what she wanted. In the end, her plan succeeded, and he emptied her account in cash money, placing it in a safety box that he said she should guard with her life. It was a great deal of money.

      She’d gotten it home safely, and it was wrapped in a blanket in the bottom of her luggage.

      Theresa went to the window, mentally prepared herself, and threw open the drapes, letting the sun hit her full in the face. She could feel the heat tingling off her cooled skin.

      She slowly opened her eyes, letting them adjust to the bright light, and grabbed the window handle to open it.

      A fresh cool breeze blew in over her face, and she prayed silently. Why did she feel this way on such a bright and beautiful morning? What was going to happen to ruin this peace and comfort?

      She turned away from the window and proceeded to go through her morning ritual. She was spreading a bit of lotion on her face when there was a light knock on her door, and Aileen put her head in.

      “Good morning,” Aileen said, coming in and closing the door behind her.

      “Good morning. How do you feel today?”

      Aileen nodded with a smile. I’m feeling fine, thank you. You?”

      Theresa saw the look of surprise on Aileen’s face when Theresa frowned. “I’m not feeling good at all, Aileen. It’s like something is going to go wrong today. I-I can just feel it. Let me show you something.”

      Aileen looked on curiously as Theresa pulled the luggage out from the side of her bed to the middle of the floor. She unzipped it and pushed the lid so it opened the compartment. She moved the blanket, maneuvering it so the box could be seen. Then she turned her eyes to Aileen. “This is all the money I have. All the money from my trust.”

      Aileen’s slender face went white, bringing out the red in her hair and the freckles on her face even more. She hurried to the trunk and knelt by it, staring down at the box. “Everything? All of your trust?”

      “Yes, it’s everything I was left by Grandpa. I went to the bank a few days ago and withdrew it all.”

      “I’m surprised they didn’t want your brother’s permission. Or your parents’. They just let you get it out.”

      “Well, I am twenty-one, and I have the right to do what I want with it, no restrictions. Grandpa didn’t put any on me. It’s my money.”

      “That’s true,” Aileen looked impressed. “You are entitled to it without having to consult anyone. Still, I’m sure you asked the bank not to mention it to your father, at least.”

      Theresa thought back to just how much talking she’d had to do. She nodded. “It wasn’t easy. But in the end, I got it, and I got it all. So I’m glad I tried. Now, if we want to leave, we can.”

      “Do you want to leave that badly?”

      Theresa re-covered the box and zipped the luggage shut. “I guess I do,” she said, shoving it under the bed.

      “Do you think that’s why you have a bad feeling this morning? Because you’re expecting a change that hasn’t happened yet, but you’re anticipating it?”

      Theresa smiled at her companion. “You are a brilliant girl. I’m glad you are with me.”

      Aileen grinned back. “Glad to be here for you.”

      “As for the question, maybe I am. Maybe I’m concentrating so much on leaving that it’s making me angry and short-tempered. I must say I haven’t been a very tolerant person lately. It’s hard to deal with those people downstairs on a normal day. No days have been normal since I received his first letter. It’s all I can think about.”

      “Come down to breakfast. Food will do you some good. You may have to ignore them all, but, well, you need to eat and keep up your strength. This is no time to be weak.”

      Theresa decided Aileen was right. She would put up with whatever she had to, but the plan was to go and soon. She followed Aileen downstairs after her companion helped her finish getting dressed.

      Theresa’s whole family was seated around the huge table. They hadn’t waited for her. However, she hadn’t expected them to. Everyone had their own schedule. They didn’t sit on pomp and circumstance when it came to differing schedules. As long as everyone was there for at least breakfast and dinner at some point along the way, their mother didn’t complain.

      Theresa’s brother Thomas was having a lively conversation with their father, Timothy. She caught the words “bird” and “gun” and figured Thomas was talking about their recent skeet-shooting trip.

      Her sisters, Alice and Norma, were discussing an upcoming pageant they wanted to be in. There would be a parade down the middle of the street, the girls said. They wanted to be front and center. They were discussing how to get the right clothes with their mother and fussing over the jewelry they wanted to wear.

      “That rose brooch always looked better on me,” Alice said, lifting her nose up in the air in a way that made Theresa’s stomach churn. “You know it as well as I do, Norma. You only want to wear it because you know I want it.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, sister dear.” It was Norma's saccharine sweet response that made Theresa think she might be sick. Her voice was like a silk stocking brushing up against your skin, smooth and low. “The rose brooch matches the dress I will be wearing perfectly. Your dress requires a totally different set of accessories. I’m sure Mother will help you find just the right one for you.”

      Alice turned on her mother, a look of angry desperation in her fine features. She and Norma were, in fact, very attractive girls. It was what was under the surface that made them ugly.

      Aileen sat at the table next to Theresa like she’d done for the last six years and helped herself to the breakfast food spread out in front of her. Theresa had insisted three years ago that her companion be allowed to sit at the table beside her. She hadn’t told her parents the real reason she wanted Aileen there.

      At seventeen and nineteen, her sisters were deeply entrenched in their social lives, something Theresa had never been interested in personally. She’d caused her mother some heartache because of her dislike for parties and getting dressed up and trying to impress the snobbish boys of Boston. She’d gotten no sympathy from her father either. He didn’t understand any of it and felt lucky to have found Miranda early on in his life, so he wasn’t forced to go through all that for years and maybe end up a bachelor. He’d said so many times.

      So now that her sisters were in the middle of all that, her mother paid virtually no attention to her. She could have dropped off the face of the earth, and none of them would have even noticed.

      Her mother had her sisters, and her father had her brother. Who was left for her?

      Aileen. Theresa was thankful to her father for allowing her a companion. It was almost like he knew what would happen and how much Theresa would need her.

      She helped herself to the food in front of her, a tradition her father had started. They weren’t always a rich family, he said. He remembered times of hardship and starvation and not having a roof over his head that didn’t let the rain inside. He tried to instill the best virtues in his children. At least that’s what Theresa thought of Miranda.

      But as hard as he tried, Timothy couldn’t get her sisters or her mother to think the way he did. How he ended up marrying her mother was a mystery to Theresa. The two were nothing alike. Miranda, as Theresa often called the woman in her mind, was a flighty woman with no aspirations other than to impress other people with her wealth, her clothes, her jewelry, her presence. She’d instilled those values in Alice and Norma. Try as she might, she couldn’t convince Theresa.

      If Thomas wasn’t already there to act as the doted-on son, Theresa would have been a good companion for her father. They got along well, when they related to one another.

      Theresa had no hard feelings toward the man. She just knew that with Thomas in the way, she would never stand a chance with him. She was willing to leave him behind when the time came.
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      By the time she left breakfast that morning, Theresa knew what she wanted to do. She and Aileen visited the business section in town, and Theresa sent off a telegram to Wyoming.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Aileen asked as they stood outside the small building. Theresa had stopped there, hesitant to go in and do what she wanted to do. She gave Aileen a nervous look.

      “I really think I’m ready. And I don’t want any kind of fuss. I’m just going to buy a stagecoach ticket or ride out to the train station myself for a midnight ticket. I-I’m just wondering if I should send him a message that I’m on my way or if I should simply surprise him. What do you think?”

      “I think we will get there the same day as the letter you sent him. It will be quite a shock, I think. But best he gets prepared for you, even if it’s only by a day or so. You want to warn him ahead of time, don’t you?”

      Theresa giggled nervously behind her hand. “Warn him. You make it sound so bad that I want to do this.”

      Aileen shook her head vigorously, making Theresa feel better. “No, not at all. I understand. I am looking forward to getting away from your family, too. I just wonder if it wouldn’t be wise to at least tell them where you’re going or that you’re going in the first place? It seems so out of the blue and going in the middle of the night… I don’t know.” She shook her head, confusion on her face.

      “I don’t want them trying to keep me here,” Theresa said, thinking of her brother and father, who seemed to be her only connection to the family at all, even though they paid as little attention to her as her sisters and mother. She rebuked herself silently. Her father tried his best. He was just a busy man. Same thing for her brother. They were both hyper-focused on their family business. Nothing was as important.

      Not even her.

      Theresa made up her mind then and there. She pushed open the door and went to the desk where a small man perched on a tall stool, his eyes on the paper in front of him. He looked up, giving her a curious look.

      “Miss Theresa?”

      “I need to send a telegram. Can you send this for me, please?”

      Theresa shuffled her fingers through the small clutch she’d brought along. She pulled out a small, folded paper and handed it to him.

      “Of course, Miss,” the man said.

      “I can trust you to be discreet with what it says, can’t I?”

      Bart Fairwind glanced at her as he took the paper. Without opening it, he nodded. “I don’t open my mouth, Miss, especially when people want their business private. That you today?”

      Theresa nodded. “That’s me today, Bart.”

      “Then this message was never sent.”

      Bart went to the telegram machine, and the two women watched as he sent it.

      “That’ll be one dime, please,” he said, “and a pretty smile as a tip for keepin’ my mouth shut.”

      They both laughed, and Theresa purposefully gave him a smile while handing him a dime from her clutch.

      “Thank you much. You have a good day now.”

      They left the place and went back to the buggy.

      “Is there anything else you need in this part of town?” Aileen asked, sounding anxious.

      Theresa knew her companion always felt out of place in an area where people who had a lot of money spent a lot of money. Aileen’s family had been desperately poor before the fire that claimed all their lives—except Aileen’s—and everything in the house down to the four walls. Nothing was left after the structure burned. Nothing except an enormous fireplace, which was left blackened but unbroken.

      The sale of the land had gone to pay the debts the family had incurred, leaving Aileen with a sum of dollars to her name.

      “No, we can leave,” Theresa said. She was proud of her friend for accepting the job with her family. She would be lost without her. And Aileen had gotten to keep her money, which would be a nice nest egg for her to sit on. “We’ll ride out to the train station in the morning.”

      “What will become of our horses?”

      Theresa frowned. How could she have forgotten to make arrangements for her horses?”

      An idea came to her mind, and she pulled the reins of her horse to the left, directing the animal to the beauty parlor. “Follow me.”

      Fifteen minutes later, they were leaving the beauty parlor. Theresa was feeling more satisfied than ever. Everything was falling into place so easily. It was like everything was supposed to happen this way.

      “Betty will go and fetch the horses and take them back to the stables. That way, they won’t run off.”

      “All right,” Aileen said, nodding. They went down the main street as far as it would go and then out in the nearby countryside, heading for Theresa’s house. It wasn’t far outside of the business district. It was far enough the family couldn’t hear the noise. And that was a true blessing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      That night, Theresa and Aileen made their way by candlelight through the house. It was solidly built, and none of the floors creaked or made a sound in the still of the night. They had put their belongings in the back of the buggy and planned to take it instead of just their horses, so they would be able to take all the luggage they needed. They saw no way to put four trunks and several cloth bags and sacks on the backs of their horses.

      The back seat of the buggy was full, with a large blanket thrown over it. Theresa and Aileen had filled it the night before.

      Theresa’s heart slammed in her chest as she drew the team slowly out of the front lawn area and onto the path that would lead them away from there for the last time. She tried not to dwell on it. This was what she wanted.

      She closed her eyes as she set the horses to a steady pace.

      This is what she wanted.
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      Nate studied the piece of furniture he was working on, stepping back and tilting his head to the side to see it from another angle. He was trying to carve a rosebush into the wooden base of the table he was making. He would attach the tabletop later. Right now, it was the intertwined ropes of wood he was carving on, creating a new and unique piece for his customers.

      He was about to go back to it when he heard the ground shuffling behind him. Glancing over his shoulder, he noted it was his sister.

      “Howdy, Melissa,” he said, walking to a table nearby and setting the knife down on it. He turned to his sister with his arms spread out, and she walked over to lean in. She kissed his cheek while he gave her just the touches of a hug without really squeezing.

      “Good afternoon, brother dear.” She moved away from him and closer to the table leg. She made a circle around it, studying it closely. “Your newest piece is beautiful,” she said quietly. She glanced at him. “It’s not finished yet, is it.”

      She didn’t make it sound like a question. Unless it was a question she already knew the answer to.

      He shook his head. “Nah. You know what you’re looking at. I reckon I’m about three-quarters done, though.”

      “Well, I like it so far. You really are a master, my brother.”

      Nate looked at her the way she was looking at his piece. There was something a little nervous about her. She finished her walk around the table legs and came up beside him, still looking at it.

      “You didn’t come here just to admire my work, did you?” he asked, not unkindly.

      She gave him a panicked look, which made him a little worried about what she was going to tell him.

      “I didn’t, no,” she said. She was stalling. He’d seen her do that before.

      “Well, spill it, sister. What do you need?”

      “I guess I did something, and now, I need to tell you about it.”

      Nate let out an exasperated sigh and groaned. “What did you do? Don’t tell me. It’s that thing with the bride bit. Is that it?”

      Melissa covered her mouth with one hand, hiding her smile. It didn’t matter. He heard the giggle. He’d actually been thinking about that idea since he’d overheard his siblings talking about it. It didn’t really sound like a bad idea. He was actually considering it.

      But his sister had taken the reins, just like she always did.

      He yanked a rag out of his back pocket and wiped his sweaty hands with it. “At least tell me you wrote a nice ad for me.”

      Melissa nodded. “You know I did. I wrote about the brother I know and love. The one that’s down in there somewhere that needs to come back out.”

      Nate shook his head, sighing. “I think a young lady might be a little disappointed if you said all that, and then they meet me. I’m sure your assessment of me isn’t all that bright.”

      “You know I love you, Nate Allen Winchester. I don’t want to hear that, do you hear me? Any woman would be a fool to pass you up.”

      Melissa seemed to realize what she said too late and colored in a nice way. Nate felt a tug on his heart.

      “I’m sorry, Nate. I didn’t— I wasn’t thinking.”

      He waved one hand dismissively. “Don’t worry about it. Essentially you just called Helen a fool, and I think we both can agree on that. So have you gotten any good letters?”

      Melissa hesitated again, and the anxiety came sweeping back over him. He stared at her.

      “What is it?”

      Melissa’s eyes moved around the room rapidly as if she was looking for an escape route. Nate stepped in front of her, lifted his eyebrows, and stared at her eyes.

      “Melissa, please. Don’t leave me in suspense.”

      “We did find a nice letter among the several that we got.”

      “And?” Nate had a feeling that wasn’t everything.

      “We wrote back to her.”

      Nate felt his heart sinking into his stomach. If he wanted someone else to choose his partner for him, he would have gotten his parents to arrange a marriage for him. They knew all the right people. He could have gotten a nice Wyoming girl for the same amount of effort. And he was thinking about the woman being a life partner?

      It seemed just a tad rushed to him.

      “Okay, I guess you can’t undo what’s already done. So what about this woman? Does she seem nice? Where is she? What’s her name?”

      “Her name is Theresa Baldwin. She did seem very nice in her letter.” Melissa shuffled around in her bag and brought out the neatly folded paper. “She’s from Boston.”

      “Boston, Massachusetts,” Nate mumbled. “I bet that place is huge.”

      “I’m sure it is.”

      Nate gazed at her face. “There’s more?”

      “Well, yes.” Why did his sister look so stressed? Nate wished she would just tell him what she had to say.

      “And?” He dragged the word out, flipping one hand in the air in a circular motion.

      “She’s arriving today.”

      Melissa took a step back from him, still covering her mouth, giving him a sheepish look that lifted her eyebrows in the air. “I’m sorry. We didn’t know. She has her own money and says she can pay her own way. She’ll be here late this afternoon.”

      Nate felt a little numb. The woman he was supposed to marry would show up late in the afternoon.

      And he would meet her for the first time.

      “Theresa Baldwin,” he mumbled, moving his eyes out over her shoulder, a blank look on his face. “Okay. Okay. I can try. Get used to it. See what she’s like.”

      When Melissa lowered her hand, Nate saw the pleased look on her face, and it made him feel warm inside. The prospect of this woman coming into his home and getting to know his boys,  being their mother no less, made him feel a little awkward.

      He shook his head. “The trouble you get me in, sister. I don’t know about you.”

      “You know all about me, Nate. That’s why we get along so well, don’t you think?”

      “Yes, I reckon so.” He conceded just so they could go back to admiring his table leg. He returned to his blade and took it over to the wood. “I should probably get back to work. When is she due in?”

      “In an hour,” Melissa replied.

      He glanced back at her, his eyes narrow.

      “One hour? You must be joking.”

      “I’m not,” she replied.

      “I reckon you think I’m gonna go pick this woman up.”

      “Of course you are. She thinks it’s you who has been writing, and now you kind of owe her.”’

      Nate raised one eyebrow. “I owe her?”

      “Well, in a way. You kind of do.”

      Nate tried not to see that statement as the bull hockey it was and refrained from telling his sister that, as well.

      “I guess I have no choice. If I were completely opposed to this idea, I would have made that a little clearer early on. But no more messing with my life when I’m not in on it. All right?”

      Melissa grinned. “I’m so glad you took it that way,” she said.

      Nate wouldn’t tell her, but he was actually pleased with the idea of a woman coming into his life. This was rather unexpected, but he couldn’t say he was altogether unapproving. He wanted to see what the woman looked like, hear her talk, see if she was capable of carrying on a good conversation.

      “Oh, and one more thing,” Melissa said, holding up one hand.

      Nate closed his eyes only for a second.

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      “She’s bringing someone. A companion.”

      Nate frowned. “What?”

      “A companion. Apparently, the two are inseparable.”

      A companion. That was something Nate had never heard of before.

      “Well, all right, then. I better go get ready.”
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      Theresa watched out the window as the train pulled into the station at Millersville, Wyoming, which was a larger town than Shady Forks and just a half-hour or forty minutes by stagecoach to the edge of the town.

      “I hope you’re ready, Aileen,” she murmured, her eyes sweeping along the folks walking up and down the platform outside the train station. They all looked so… western. She hadn’t been expecting the change in temperature. It was much warmer than Boston in Wyoming. It was something she would have to get used to. As soon as she felt the dryness of the air around her, she decided she’d never liked the colder air in Massachusetts anyway.

      “I’m ready, Theresa,” Aileen said, calling her by her formal name as she usually did when they were out in public. Theresa had told her a million times she didn’t have to do that. Just Theresa would be fine.

      The train came to a stop, the whistle over their heads blowing loudly as they departed.

      Theresa stepped out onto the platform, looking first to the right and then to the left. She lifted the feathers of her light coat and waved the fabric at her face to feel a cool breeze. It didn’t help much.

      “Why don’t you take off your coat?” Aileen asked, leaning close and whispering just loud enough for her to hear.

      She glanced at her companion. “It will be much too casual to be walking around without it,” she responded equally as quiet. “I can’t have it draped over my arm, for goodness sake.”

      She was immensely relieved when Aileen said, “I will carry it for you. You’ll end up with heatstroke if you aren’t careful. It’s no good to be overheated, just like it’s no good to freeze.”

      “Yes, Aileen,” Theresa said in a giggly voice. She set her carry-on bag down on the ground near a pole holding up the roof over the platform outside the train station. She removed her coat and handed it to Aileen, who folded it nicely over her arm.

      “There, that’s better, isn’t it?”

      Theresa had to admit, she was relieved to have the coat off, even if it was a light one. This wasn’t the weather for that. “I may have to buy a new wardrobe.”

      Aileen laughed.

      “Are you Theresa Baldwin?”

      Theresa turned quickly to see a man standing behind her. Her first thought was that this was Nate Winchester and not some ranch hand he’d sent to pick her up. He was handsome with brown wavy hair, roughened, weathered, tanned skin, and deep brown eyes. Her heart skipped a beat.

      “I am. And you are Nate Winchester?”

      To her enormous relief, he nodded, holding out one hand. “That’s me,” he said as they shook. His eyes flipped to Aileen. “This is your companion?”

      “Indeed. This is Aileen Riley.”

      Nate shook her hand as well, which was to his credit. Theresa always paid attention to how the people she related to treated Aileen, who wasn’t “one of them.” Nate gave Aileen a kind smile, and that was all it took for Theresa. She was glad she’d come so far. And it was almost immediately after arrival.

      “Lovely to meet you, Mr. Winchester.”

      “If we’re all going to get along, you’ll have to learn to call me Nate.”

      “I’ve got it.” Theresa gave him her most pleasant smile.

      “The reason for that is because Rich is also a Mr. Winchester, and when my sister marries, there will be a third Mr. Winchester around. So let’s just stick with Nate.”

      Theresa tilted her head, a little confused. He raised his eyebrows at her.

      “Umm, won’t your sister take her husband’s name?” Theresa asked.

      For a moment, Nate looked as bewildered as she’d felt. Then a look of discovery came over his face, and he chuckled. “I reckon you’re right, aren’t you?”

      He shrugged and gestured with his head. They followed him into the station.

      He gave the luggage tickets to the porter and sent the boy off to fetch the pieces they needed.

      “Shady Forks is a good little town,” Nate said. “I do hope you like it.”

      “I’m sure we will,” Theresa replied, looking around. There were more people walking around the station than she’d expected, but it was Millersville, not Shady Forks.

      Nate held out his hand so they would proceed in front of him as soon as the porter came back with a rolling cart, their four luggage trunks stacked next to each other. The rest of their smaller luggage was put on top of the carts.

      “This is all of it?” he asked the women as they went back outside.

      “This appears to be everything,” Theresa replied, examining the bags on top. “I don’t see anything missing, do you?” She turned to Aileen with the question.

      “No. Nothing seems to be missing,” Aileen responded.

      “This way. I brought the family buggy, which has extra seats in it. That way, Aileen won’t be clumped in the back with all the luggage.”

      “Good thinking,” Theresa said, nodding.

      Aileen followed a step or two behind them. Theresa was next to Nate as they walked, wondering why he had suddenly become quiet. He had a generally peaceful look on his face, which she was glad about. But he had stopped talking, and it wasn’t until they were fifteen minutes into their drive that she forced a conversation.

      “Is Shady Forks as pretty as Millersville?” she asked.

      Nate looked over at her, taking a moment to assess what she’d said before lifting the corners of his mouth in a small smile. “I never thought about it before, but yeah. Don’t worry.”

      Theresa was glad to have brought him out of the shell he’d locked himself into. She wondered if he did that often. He’d seemingly shut himself away, dwelling on whatever thoughts he was having.

      “Tell me about your family,” she said. “Are they nice people?”

      Nate nodded, returning his eyes to the road in front of them. He flicked the reins lightly as she spoke. “Yeah. We get along really well, and it’s a good thing, all of us living in the same place.”

      “You all live on the ranch together?”

      Nate raised his eyebrows at her. “Yeah. I guess that wasn’t mentioned, huh?”

      Theresa thought that was a strange way to ask that question. Didn’t he know what he’d written in his own letter? Maybe he was easily forgetful. It had been a short while, after all, hadn’t it?

      “No, but that’s fine. I’m glad everyone gets along that well.”

      “My sister Melissa does more than her fair share of mothering. She’s the only one left of us who isn’t married. I mean, she will be the last to have a family of her own, and she’s practically an expert in being a mother already.”

      “How nice.”

      “Rich works hard for the family, and so does his wife, Annie. I make my furniture, contribute what I can to expenses and try to take care of my kids.”

      Theresa wanted to ask about the mother of his children. In her excitement, she’d forgotten the letter didn’t mention the woman. She was probably dead, and the
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