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Helena nervously looked out the stage coach window. She could finally see the tiny town peaking over the horizon. After more than three weeks sleeping in a tent and enduring the bumpy stage coach she was exhausted. The elderly lady who sat across from her had nodded off yet again and the young man who Helena assumed was her grandson stared coldly at nothing. He hadn’t said more than two words to her the whole trip.  Helena was used to cold stares. It was one of the main reasons she’d left. A small smile played on her lips as she considered the irony of getting put in a stagecoach with the exact thing she was trying to escape. 

Helena held a small pack of over-read letters which she caressed lovingly. The closer the town approached the bigger the nervous knot grew in her stomach. She knew the risks of picking up everything and going to a town where she knew no one, but what choice did she have? It wasn’t like she could stay in her home town in Texas.

“All you were good for was having children and making someone a half decent wife, and now no one will even want you for that!” 

Her father’s words rang loudly in her mind. She sat up a little taller and ignored the quick glance the old lady’s grandson gave her. This was her chance at a new life. The Sherriff would love her. She would take care of his son and they would make a perfect happy family. 

The stage coach came to a sudden stop and Helena gripped the letters a little tighter and tried to make sense of her tumbling feelings. Waves of excitement and nervousness washed over her as she stepped from the coach. 

A brave smile lit up her face as she spotted a tall handsome man leaning against the post office entrance. He tipped his hat to her before walking confidently past her to help the old woman from the coach and give the cold grandson a man-hug. 

Disappointment settled over Helena as she surveyed the station. No one else stood waiting. The coach driver unloaded her lone bag and set it beside her with a polite, “Here you are miss.” And with a tip of his hat he was back up on his coach riding further into the town. 

The sheriff is probably pretty busy. He probably got caught up in his work. She consoled herself, taking a seat on the lonesome bench in the now empty coach station. Jeremy would come for her, he had said so in the letters, and right now, his promises were all she had left. 

––––––––

Jeremy

“You sure are home late son.”  Pete’s gruff voice greeted him after a long day of settling disputes and breaking up bar fights. Pete eased up from his chair and walked towards Jeremy, running his hands nervously through his hair and scrunching his dirty red handkerchief in his rough hands. 

“What’s up Pete? You know I’ve had a long day. Is everything with Thomas okay?” Jeremy’s heart lurched a little. Something must be wrong.  “No, no. Everything with Thomas is fine, he should be back any minute.” Pete paused, sweeping the simple bare room with his kind eyes.  “I just got a messenger from town. Apparently there’s a young miss waiting for you at the post office.” 

Pete said the last words so fast Jeremy wasn’t sure he’d understood him at first.  “What do you mean by a young miss, Pete?” “Well, that’d be your bride-to-be Jeremy.” Pete gave an exasperated sigh. “How can you not remember to pick up your bride-to-be after she’s up and traveled so far to get here?”  “Come on Pete, don’t be playing me for a fool. If I’d decided to get hitched you’d be the first to know.” Jeremy ran a hand through his tousled brown hair. 

“Daddy!” Tomas’s cheerful greeting put an end to Pete’s nervous glances and Jeremy’s uncomfortable silence.  “Pete, take care of this mess. I have a son to take care of, and you know how I feel about getting remarried.” After a more pointed glare in Pete’s direction Jeremy went to give Thomas a hug. 

There was no way the girl at the train station was his bride to be. There had to be some kind of a mix-up. Thank goodness he had Pete to take care of it for him. Pete shook his head and headed out the door. “I’ll go and fetch her.” Jeremy barely gave Pete a second glance as he left on his horse at a gallop towards town. 

Helena

Helena felt relief when she finally spotted a horse and a rider approaching. After watching the entire town slowly turn in for the night she had begun to fear she would be left sleeping outside the post office. Definitely, it was not the best way to start out her new life. 

The man on the horse was not what Helena was expecting and her heart fell even further. He was at least in his fifties and towered over her. He had a gruff greying beard and seemed to take up the whole station platform. Kind brown eyes stared at her from beneath a weathered cowboy hat. 

“Jeremy?” she asked timidly, hesitating a little before outstretching her hand in greeting. 

The man took her small hand into his gruff one and laughed a pleasant chuckle. “No, sweetheart. The name’s Pete.” I’m Jeremy’s hired hand. I take care of the farm while he’s out taking care of the town. I’ve been takin’ care of that man since he was a sapling!” 

She relaxed a little before stiffening once again. Why was someone named Pete here for her? Where was Jeremy? “Jeremy told me he’d come for me in his letters.” She said weakly, looking at the rough platform. “Are ya sure Jeremy done wrote you those letters?” He asked, nodding a little towards her other hand. Helena glanced down, she’d forgotten she still held the letters that had started this whole mess.  “Y-yes.” She paused a second glancing up at the darkening sky. “Why isn’t he here?” 

Pete looked awkwardly down at his hat which he now was turning nervously in his hands. 

“I’m sorry to tell you, dear, but Jeremy didn’t write anybody for a bride.” 

His words sent a cold chill through her body. 

“I don’t understand.” She knew she must sound dumb. What was there to not understand? Jeremy didn’t want her? This whole thing had been one mean joke. She felt tears welling up behind her eyes. 
I will not cry, I will not cry, she reminded herself. 
“Don’t worry miss, we’ll figure this all out. For now, come on. We’ll go to Jeremy’s till tomorrow.”

Her heart lurched, the last thing she wanted was to go somewhere where she wasn’t wanted. That’s where she had come from, but she wasn’t exactly in the position to refuse. Having spent the last of her money to get here, she had no resources and nowhere to go. 

She gave a slight nod and let the giant of a man take her bag before reluctantly mounting up behind him. Soon they were riding off into the dusk and she was on her way to a new life. 

––––––––

“My Dearest Helena.

The best apple pies you say? That may be the best reason of all to marry you. My son loves apple pie, as do I but it is hard to find a good one here in my little town in Montana. I hope this letter finds you well and I do hope you are as excited as I about your upcoming arrival. I do believe we are a well matched couple and we will get along wonderfully. 

I shall be waiting at the post office for your coach. 

Kind regards to my sweet wife to be, 

Jeremy

Helena read the last letter she’d received from Jeremy two more times. If Jeremy hadn’t written these kind, funny letters, who had? Was there someone else who was a sheriff and looking for a mail order bride here in this tiny town? If so how would she find him?

Last night had been an added disappointment as Jeremy and his son had both already turned in for the night when she arrived. Pete had shown her to her room and assured her it would all get worked out this morning. 

“The gal didn’t travel all this way to trap you Jeremy. Someone wrote her using your name.” Helena recognized Pete addressing Jeremy. “That somebody should’ve been waiting for her at the post office.” Jeremy’s voice sounded tired, despairing.  “You can’t send her back Jeremy. If you don’t marry her she’ll be the laughing-stock of the town.”  Pete had a good point. Becoming the laughing-stock of Texas and Montana was definitely not her goal. 

“Tell me what to do Pete. You know what happened to-“Jeremy stopped as he noticed Helena who had quietly left the anonymity of her room. She didn’t feel right eavesdropping on her very first day. 

She took Jeremy in slowly. He was everything she’d expected. Tousled dark brown hair contrasted his hazelnut eyes. A little scruff graced his chin. She guessed he hadn’t shaved in a couple of days, but it only added to his handsome features. 

“Good morning.” She said, trying to sound sure of herself.  “You must be Helena.” Jeremy said gruffly. Helena noticed a tired droop to his shoulders and the way he looked at her, almost with regret.  “I am.” She stated plainly. “Would you like to read the letters?” “What letters?” He said, a dark look flashing across his eyes.  “The ones you wrote- I mean, someone wrote.” She stammered, now more uncertain than ever. 

“That would be fine. Why don’t you join us for breakfast and then we’ll go for a walk.” He commanded. He turned and walked towards the room she had passed through the night before, not even pausing to make sure she was coming. This was going to be one long day.

Breakfast was a filling meal, far better than Helena was used to, and it finished all too quickly. Soon she and Jeremy were headed out into the crisp morning for their walk. Helena had expected things to be so different and she had a hard time not feeling sad that it hadn’t worked out the way she’d expected. Her parents would tell her it was all her fault and her town would use this as yet another thing to mock her for. 

“Why did you decide to become a mail order bride?” He asked gently taking her elbow and guiding her towards an open green field. “Circumstances in my town... well, I needed a new start.” She looked off to the horizon where the sun peeked over snowy mountain tops. The grass felt springy under her feet and the dew moistened the tips of her shoes.

“What happened?” He sounded genuinely curious. It had been a long time since Helena had found someone who wanted to hear her side of the story. Everyone, including her parents, had just believed the rumors, never stopping to ask if they were true.  “The mayor’s son asked me to court him and I turned him down. He spread compromising rumors all around town to make up for it.” 

Jeremy clenched his jaw and Helena saw anger burn in his pretty hazel eyes for a moment.  “I’m sorry.” He said.  “I want to be honest with you, Helena.” He smoothed a hand over his scruffy face before shoving it deep into his pants pocket. “I lost Thomas’s mother a short time after he was born.” 

He stopped walking and turned towards her.  “I can’t marry you Helena. I didn’t even know you existed before last night.” Helena’s chest tightened and she focused on breathing. She tried to quiet all the questions that filled her mind. 

“I’ll pay for you to catch the stagecoach back home.” 

Helena struggled not to cry. Everything that could go wrong, had gone wrong. 

“I could maybe find a job here in town.” She offered weakly.  “The people wouldn’t look at you right. He countered, shaking his head. “And I can’t just turn you away like that. You belong with us for now. We can say you are just visiting. The next coach wagon comes in about three weeks. You are welcome to stay at my house until then.” 

He shifted awkwardly before heading back to the house with Helena trailing behind. 

There was no way she could go back home. Even if her parents let her move back home it wasn’t a situation she was willing to go back to. She would have to find some way to stay at a town on the way back. She followed Jeremy back to the house in silence. Maybe she could find out who really sent the letters before she was sent away. She wasn’t sure it would make any difference.

“Can we read one more chapter?” Thomas begged Helena as she put the book away. It had been two weeks since she had arrived and they had all settled in to a sort of routine. Helena couldn’t say she had been disappointed when the next stage coach had been delayed for another month. She loved living with Jeremy, Thomas, and Pete. It wasn’t under these circumstances she had imagined living here but still it was nice. 

“Now Thomas, off to bed. Helena must be tired of reading. She’s read you near three chapters already.” Jeremy said, chuckling, as he adjusted his newspaper a little. Helena smiled and tousled Thomas’s blond hair. After a quick hug he walked reluctantly off towards the room he shared with his father, looking back with longing eyes.

Helena noticed Jeremy watching her. Suddenly the fire in the fireplace felt way to hot. 

“Would you like some cocoa?” She asked, adjusting her skirt and placing the worn copy of Oliver Twist on the little table beside her chair. 

“That would be great.” Jeremy gave her a warm smile that made her stomach twist in funny ways. Helena often found herself wishing and wondering what would have been if the handsome sheriff had really been the one who wrote the mysterious letters. 

Jeremy was as baffled as she was. When he read them he had to admit that the things written there were things only he or someone very close to him would know, but who? It certainly hadn’t been Pete and that was the only person it seemed Jeremy talked to besides Thomas. 

When Helena returned from the kitchen with the cocoa Jeremy was stilly paging through the newspaper and took the cocoa in his hands without lifting his eyes. Helena took her cup and settled back in her chair by the fire. She pulled out her copy of Pride and Prejudice. She did doubt she would have the same luck as Lizzie but she could always hope. 

Jeremy

Jeremy could hardly focus on his newspaper. Helena’s kindness and caring spirit was growing on him. He pushed the thought away from his mind. He couldn’t think of her like that. She was going on the next stage coach in six weeks. All of the sudden six weeks seemed like a long time. 

“You deserve to be happy Jeremy. No matter what happens, you deserve to be happy.” 

Marie’s words brought back a flood of unhappy and all but forgotten memories. 

“Here’s the place.” Marie had said, sweeping her hand in the direction of the flat green field that he had purchased for a barn. 

“The place for what sweetheart?” he had asked, truly puzzled. 

“For our house, silly.” She laughed, falling into his embrace as he kissed her on her forehead. 

“I was going to build a barn there.” He had laughed heartily at her puzzled look. “For the cows you know.” 

“Cows? What about our kids?” 

Now it was his turn to be puzzled. 

“What kids?” 

“You know, the dozen we’re going to have.” 

Jeremy smiled. The good memories came so easy. Loving Marie was the one thing about his life that had been easy. She had been there through everything. His memories drifted to them moving to this settlement, getting their land, building their house, and him becoming sheriff. 

And then the fire...

Jeremy closed the newspaper abruptly. Standing he glanced towards Helena. Her book had fallen abandoned to her lap and her soft red hair fell in soft curls around her sleeping face. She looked so peaceful. 

“She died peacefully, didn’t feel a thing.”

The words came back to haunt his mind and shook him from his trance. He couldn’t bring himself to move Helena. Pulling a simple blanket from the closet he draped it gently over her and had to smile at the way she cuddled into its warmth. Some days he wished he had written those letters. It would make this all so much simpler. 

The question that bothered him and stole his sleep was, who wrote the letters? The only person who knew the personal details about him that were written in the letters was far away from here and had no ties to his current life. Those letters were written from this town and he intended to find out who wrote them. 

Jeremy relaxed into the steady gallop of his horse. His morning runs were something he rarely had time for anymore. Taking the job as sheriff in town had taken up a little more time than he intended. The wind in his face and the smooth rocking ride beneath him helped him think. He knew he needed to get into town soon, but he fully intended to enjoy these few solitary moments.  Lately with Helena in the house he never got a moment to himself between her and Thomas. It wasn’t necessarily a bad thing since he found himself enjoying her company more and more but a man needed some solitary time. 

After stopping at the river to give the horse a drink he headed reluctantly towards town. The days in the tiny Montana settlement were slow. His job mostly consisted of disputes over land rights and petty bar fights, with the occasional trouble maker stirring up trouble. The ride to the sheriff’s office went quicker than he’d hoped and he soon found himself hitching his horse to the post and walking up the dusty steps. 

“Mornin’ Sherriff.” Jenkins, his deputy greeted him with a smile. 

“Mornin’ Jenkins, got anything for me?” he asked hopefully. 

“’Afraid not sir. No one knows anything ‘bout the whole thing.” 

Jeremy had asked Jenkins to look into the letters. After two weeks with no leads and no clues Jeremy was at his wits end. Someone wanted him married again but the question was, why? Why would someone care if he was married and especially after what happened the last time? Everyone knew what happened to Marie, so why would someone play such a cruel joke, and especially on Helena?

He was surprised at the anger he felt for her. How could someone be so cruel as to have her travel three weeks on a dangerous stage coach to meet someone who had no idea she was coming? He gave a rough sigh and took his seat. Another day of peace keeping and being the sheriff wasn’t near as exciting as everyone thought it was. 

Helena

“You sure you’ll be fine with the groceries?” Pete asked Helena kindly. They’d come into town to do some shopping and Helena had volunteered to get the food items from the general store. Helena nodded and watched as Pete retreated into the blacksmith’s shop. Soon she was exploring the isles of the general store and picking out the different things they would need for the week. 

“Mornin’ ma’am.” A gruff voice startled her from behind. 

“Good morning.” She stammered a little uncertainly. The voice belonged to a tall sandy haired man with bright blue eyes that seemed to look right through her. 

“Haven’t seen you round these parts much.” He said, tipping his hat. 

“I just came up from Texas a few weeks ago.” She explained. 

“Can I help you with your parcels?” He said, extending his hand towards the packages she held. 

“No thanks, I think I can manage.” She mumbled. She didn’t like talking to strangers, even though this one seemed kind enough. 

“Are you coming to the social tomorrow?” He asked, his blue eyes sparkling with mischief, “Or is that something you Texan folks don’t do?” 

“We have socials.” 

“Really?” His almost genuine surprise made her laugh. I don’t know if I’ll be coming, she said. 

“You should, you’re bound to have a little fun, and I could show you around.” 

The man smiled a crooked smile that was somehow a very friendly smile. 

“I’ll think about it.” she conceded as she paid for her few parcels. 

“I’ll be attendin’ should you finish thinkin’ ‘bout it. I’m Arnold by the way, pleasure to meet you ma’am.” He tipped his hat once more and then left the store with a confident swagger that made Helena stare. During the rest of the day in town she couldn’t stop thinking about the social or about Arnold. It had been nice to find another friendly face besides Pete. Maybe the next five weeks wouldn’t be so bad after all. 

Helena brushed her hair one more time before pinning it carefully into place. Jeremy and agreed to drop her and Thomas off at the social even though he himself couldn’t make it. Helena was more than happy to be taking Thomas. When she stepped outside, prepared with a packed picnic lunch and a sun
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