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The Ozark Mountains

Calico Falls, Arkansas, June 1871

Maddie?” Grace Sinclair poked her head through the door of the downstairs guestroom then stepped inside.

Her sister whirled around, cheeks flushed, eyes sparkling. She ran trembling hands down her pale blue wedding gown. The satin fell in beautiful folds, edged with a cream-colored lace that suited her sister so well. It might be all the rage for the bride to wear white these days, but no one ever accused Maddie Sinclair of being like everyone else. Her younger sister was her own person, through and through. “Is it time?”

Grace nodded.

“Is he out there?”

“I haven’t looked, but I don’t think Prissy would have sent me to get you if he was missing.”

Maddie nodded and swallowed hard.

“You’re shaking,” Grace said, taking her sister’s hands into her own. “And cold.” It was a beautiful June morning yet Maddie’s fingers were like ice.

“I’m nervous.” Maddie warbled out a smile.

“Not about his love for you?”

She shook her head. There had been a time when Maddie had worried about Harlan Calhoun’s love. Or rather, the honesty of that love. But Grace sup-posed that’s what happened when a young woman plied the man she loved with cookies doctored up with a love potion. Suspected love potion, she corrected. It turned out that the herbs Maddie had traded her second-best dress to Old Lady Farley for were no more than ground nutmeg and vanilla bean, with a little cinnamon thrown in for good measure.

And that Harlan’s love for her was real.

“Then what’s wrong?”

Tears welled in Maddie’s dark green eyes. “Nothing. Everything. I’m sad and happy and nervous and. . .” She shook her head.

“Sad because Mom isn’t here with us?”

Maddie nodded.

Grace could only imagine how her sister felt. And it was a feeling that she herself would never get to experience. She wasn’t being pessimistic, just realistic. That was her, Pragmatic Grace Sinclair, destined to be an old maid. Though she preferred to think about it as giving her life to the Lord. Her destiny had been revealed long ago. She would stay in Calico Falls, never marry, and continue to help her father with his church.

She pushed those thoughts away and lifted her sister’s chin. “Don’t cry. It’ll make your eyes all red. That’s not how you want to spend your wedding day, is it?”

Maddie shook her head, her dark brown curls swaying with the motion. Even with tears in her eyes and her lips red from where she had bit them, Maddie was the prettiest bride Grace had ever seen.

“Then come on now.” She passed Maddie a handkerchief. “Dry your eyes. Harlan’s waiting. It’s time to get married.”

At the mention of her beloved’s name, the sunshine broke free of the clouds, and Maddie’s face lit up with a perfect smile. “Harlan,” she repeated, her words a whisper of awe.

She wasn’t jealous, Grace told herself. Envy was a sin. She was glad that Maddie had found the happiness that every woman deserves.

Then why can’t you have it? That tiny voice inside her asked.

Because I’m fated to something different. A higher calling. At least, she liked to think of it that way.

Maddie took a deep breath and smoothed her skirts once again. “I’m ready.” She smiled and held out her arm for Grace to take, and together the two of them made their way out to the back porch.

Birds chirped from above, the light wind rustled the leaves in the trees, and sunshine sparkled on everything it touched. God had spared no beauty on this day.

Across the yard a trellis had been set up, intertwined with colorful wild-flowers and green ivy, the perfect backdrop for the joining of two lives.

And in front of that white-painted trellis stood their father. Pa blinked back tears. Grace understood. She had already shed a few of her own. But he managed to keep them at bay as he waited to marry his youngest daughter to the newest member of the community, Harlan Calhoun, attorney at law.

Harlan shifted from one foot to the other as Maddie and Grace approached. He looked nervous, happy, and a little bit sick. And next to him stood—

Grace stumbled. Beside her, Maddie gasped and clutched her arm a bit tighter as if her grasp alone could keep Grace upright. She recovered quickly, managing to steady her steps, thankful she hadn’t fallen flat on her face in front of half the town of Calico Falls. Later she would blame it on the uneven ground and the new shoes she had sent for, just for this occasion, but the truth of the matter was standing right in front of them. Suit-cut jacket and vest, pristine white shirt, wide black tie, and kilt.

The man was wearing a kilt. Somehow on him it was attractive, earthy and real, though she had never seen a man dressed like that before. Their laid-back Arkansas town had everyone dropping the formalities that were often found in the big cities, like such formal dress at a morning wedding. Not that they were lax, but just a little less. . .ceremonial. If there were any Scottish residents in Calico Falls, she couldn’t think of even one. And they surely didn’t go around dressing like that.

To make matters even worse for her heart, he was the most handsome man she had ever seen. Dark, rusty hair the same color as her father’s favorite horse, broad cheeks, thin nose, and eyes that even from this distance she could tell were as blue as the sky above them.

But she already knew his story. His name was Ian Mc-something and he lived back East. He was Harlan’s best friend and had only come to Calico Falls for the wedding. He was staying less than a week and then heading back.

Why, oh why, Lord? Why was the only man since grade school who had set her heart to fluttering the one man she could never have?
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Ian watched the bride approach. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. He was facing the direction from which she was coming. Yet it wasn’t the love of his best friend who captured his attention but the woman at her side.

He had only just arrived in Calico Falls the night before and hadn’t had a chance to meet all of Maddie’s family. But he suspected that the blond-haired dream walking next to Maddie Sinclair was none other than her sister, Grace.

Grace. What a fitting name for such a lovely creature. Ach, she was the prettiest thing he had ever seen, or as his grandfather, Athol, would say, “A bonnie lass indeed.”

During the actual ceremony, he found himself staring at her instead of paying attention to the service. He missed his prompt to give Harlan the ring and despite his friend’s personal excitement on the day, Ian suspected that Harlan knew. He hadn’t gotten to be the best attorney in these parts without being sharp enough to see what was straight in front of him.

“I now pronounce you man and wife.”

Harlan tugged his bride a little closer and cupped her cheeks in his hands before placing a chaste kiss on her forehead. His hands shook with happiness and what Ian was sure was a bit of groom jitters, but he would have traded places with him for almost anything on God’s beautiful earth. Well, if Grace Sinclair could trade places with her sister.

Ian tried not to visibly shake his head. What was wrong with him? He was contemplating marriage and he hadn’t even talked to the woman. Never mind that he was leaving in a couple of days. His original plan had been to stay the whole week, but summer rains had delayed his journey from the start, and just before he left, he was approached by the First Church of Albany, the largest and most prestigious church in Albany, New York. It was a progressive church, looking for young leaders to take them into the turn of the century. Well, so that wasn’t for another thirty more years, and by then he would be anything but young, but the offer was too good to turn down. They wanted him back by Sunday’s service to get started in his position as the assistant pastor there. That meant leaving Monday, Tuesday at the latest, to give him plenty of time for the journey and then to prepare for his sermon.

“Ian.”

He startled as Harlan hissed his name. “Oh.” It was time to leave. He looked around to find Grace staring at him, a small smile playing at her soft, pink lips. “Oh,” he said again, realizing that he probably looked about as idiotic as any one man could.

Grace held out her arm and he took it, helping her back through the carpet of grass and around the side of the parsonage. The preacher’s words floated over their heads, stating a noon meal would be served followed by the cutting of the wedding cake.

Ian didn’t need to look behind him to know that the crowd who had just witnessed his best friend’s wedding was headed their way. The murmur of the men’s voices and the rustle of crinoline followed them and grew louder with each step.

“We’re sitting at the family table inside,” Maddie said, blushing with the words. It wasn’t an embarrassed color, more of a delighted flush at the knowledge that she had joined her life with another.

Ian was happy for them, so very happy. He climbed the stairs with Grace at his side. She felt elegant on his arm, complete, as if a piece of himself long missing had finally found its way home again.

The inside of the house invited with warmth and style. The furniture wasn’t what he’d expected, but then he clamped down on that thought. That made it seem as if he thought everyone in Arkansas was uncouth; that wasn’t the case at all. He was just surprised at the fine things and treasures scattered throughout, and the beautifully crafted furniture that bespoke of an unexpected sophistication.
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