	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

MAIL ORDER BRIDE : REDEMPTION


[image: ]


TERRI DOWNES

TABLE OF CONTENTS

MAIL ORDER BRIDE : REDEMPTION

MAIL ORDER MONTANA

AMISH SUNSET

LOVE UNLIKELY

GABRIELA’S DRESS

MAYBE AMISH

AMISH LOVE AT THE LAKE

“Not long now,” said the short blonde woman, whose name Serenity had already forgotten. 

Serenity glanced out of the train carriage window at the reddish brown rocks and pale grass. It was the same scenery they had been rumbling past for several hours now.

“The porter said we would get to Elridge about a half hour after we passed that tall rock structure, the one that looked like a dead tree,” said the woman.

Annie, that was her name, Serenity remembered. The mail-order bride agency had arranged for them to meet along the way and share the last part of their journey to Elridge together. Annie had chattered most of the way, mentioning several times over how she had never thought she'd ever sign up as a mail order bride, but how prospects were just so scarce back home – and how those men in the agency photographs really didn't look as wild as she had thought they would, but how she couldn't help being nervous. And so on, and so on.

Serenity had only half-listened. She had never considered being a mail-order bride either; but then, she wasn't one, not really. She had also been intrigued by the photographs the agency had published in the paper, but for a different reason.

And she was also nervous. She had been making her way towards this moment for years now, and it was almost time...

“Which of the men were you interested in, by the way?” asked Annie, having just mentioned again the various reasons she had chosen her own betrothed, a rancher named Matthew.

“Owen Lynn,” said Serenity, the name feeling odd in her mouth.

“Wasn't that the sheriff?” asked Annie excitedly. “Goodness, married to the sheriff, what a life you'll have!”

Serenity nodded, then changed the subject to avoid further comments or questions. She managed to keep Annie occupied until they spotted Elridge appearing around a bend. 

“I'm just glad they have a train station so nearby,” fluttered Annie, as the train slowed to a stop. “Can you imagine having to take a coach now, after all those hours traveling? I can't wait to get to the boarding house and rest up.”

That was not what Annie was excited for, Serenity knew, as her rancher was due to arrive at Elridge the following morning. The other woman seemed almost to be shaking as they exited the train and went to fetch their luggage from the porter.

Serenity was annoyed that she had had to pack so heavily for this trip, as though she was really intending to stay, but it would have been suspicious to arrive with nothing more than a valise. As it was, she had around half the number of trunks and cases that Annie did.

As she and Annie stood on the platform, Serenity started to feel her hands tremble, and could barely hear Annie's speech through the buzzing in her ears.

The letter had said he would be there to meet her. He had to be somewhere close, somewhere on this little earthen street. The man she had been seeking for eight years.

She had pored over his picture, committing every detail to memory, although she had already known that face as well as those of her closest family. She would never have been able to forget it, after that night. The night James had died.

Serenity looked over each face in turn from her vantage point up on the little platform. There were men loading something into a cart, a large family greeting a young man who looked like a college student, several men in slightly dusty business attire...

There. Medium height, broad shoulders, light coloring. A sun-beaten complexion that had not shown in the photograph. The features she remembered so very clearly. Owen Lynn.

He was standing off to one side, several yards away, not looking in her direction at all. He appeared to be arguing with someone: a tall, good-looking young man who somehow seemed cleaner than everyone else present. The young man looked down at Owen, arms folded. He was laughing at something.

Without warning, before Serenity could begin to form any thought about what was going on, Owen hauled back and punched the man in the face. Annie gasped as several others nearby sprang forward to help, and Serenity clasped a hand to her mouth, feeling sick.

It took several minutes for everything to calm down, and Serenity felt so dizzy that she was almost unable to respond when someone arrived from the boarding house to take her and Annie's things there. 

Almost without warning, it seemed, Owen Lynn was suddenly beside her.

“You must be Serenity.”

Right there, just two feet away. Serenity had not even seen him approach, and she could barely convince herself that it was really him.

His voice was lower than she remembered; Serenity could not muster more than a brief “good afternoon” and a few nods in response to his words.

He seemed to be apologizing for the disturbance. Serenity's eyes trailed away from his features as he spoke, landing somewhere at his shoulder. It was too strange to look at his face, so close up.

Annie explained that she and Serenity were feeling tired, and suggested they should head to the boarding house and rest.

“I'll call on you this evening,” Owen offered politely.

Serenity could do little more than nod. She still could not make anything like real eye contact, and soon found herself walking away from Owen, pulled along by a concerned Annie. She tried to concentrate on keeping her steps steady.

Once she was in the boarding house, behind closed doors, Serenity began berating herself.

The entire reason she had come here was to look that man in the face. She had imagined the moment over and over, day after day for eight years, and now when the time came she stayed quiet and just walked off? 

Serenity groaned and flopped back onto the narrow bed, covering her face with her hands. To let herself be scared like that...

Of course, she had known this was a risk. This was a strong man, obviously capable of violence; she had prepared herself for such a thing.

It was something else entirely to see it in person.

But what could he do to her? She was not going to try to hurt him, or even turn him in to the authorities. By all accounts, it seemed he had made a life for himself here.

“Good for him,” Serenity muttered through clenched teeth.

All she wanted to do was look him in the eye and tell him what he had done.

You ruined my family. We were happy, and you ruined that, she would say.

I know James was in debt to every man within ten miles, and probably you as well. Maybe that was why you did it. Maybe it was an accident. But you should know what you did. You don't get to run away and hide out here without knowing how much you hurt us.

Serenity had always been good at sketching; she had drawn Owen's face, the day after it had happened. So she wouldn't forget it. The face she had seen, opening her brother's study door that evening to ask what all the noise was about.

She had first seen James, sitting behind his desk, face ashen. But then Owen had strode to the door and pushed it half-closed.

“Leave now,” he had said. “Find the rest of your family and stay out of sight, or you'll regret it.”

Serenity had run for her mother and two younger brothers, and the four of them had hidden in her mother's room. They had heard indistinct voices, shouting, the sound of feet on the floorboards.

After everything had gone quiet, Serenity made her mother stay with her brothers while she went to find out what had happened. 

James had not been in his office, or in any of the downstairs rooms. It was only after she walked into the kitchen that she saw him through the window. He was lying in the back garden. She had known, even before she saw the blood, that he was dead.

Serenity had described the man she had seen, over and over, in the ensuing investigation. She even showed the picture she had drawn, but everyone kept telling her how the mind plays tricks when you're scared and there's no real way to be sure you remembered right. 

But she knew. And when she had seen that photograph in the newspaper, it had been like a sign from God. She would take her opportunity as soon as it came, she decided. She had waited long enough.

When she came downstairs after her rest and walked out onto the front porch of the boarding house, Serenity wondered for a moment if she were being tested after her earlier failure. Because here was Owen, standing right there on the street, talking to the same young man as before – now sporting a large bruise on his cheek – and an older man. Perhaps she needed to watch Owen without being afraid this time, thought Serenity, and then she would be brave enough to confront him.

But then she heard what was being said.

“What does it matter if my son takes a few things here and there?” demanded the older man, who looked quite well-to-do and just as clean as the younger one. “It's not hurting anyone, and we've money to pay for it if anyone complains.”

“Theft is theft,” said Owen in a steady voice. “It's not a game. Besides, what if the store owners don't realize they've been robbed – does that mean you won't compensate them?”

“If they don't realize, it clearly doesn't matter enough to them,” sneered the older man. 

“It matters,” said Owen.

“So you say.” The man drew himself up and straightened his hat. “Regardless, I don't want to hear anything about you striking my son just because of some youthful high spirits, you understand?”

He turned on his heel and headed off. His son followed, clutching his swollen jaw.

Own turned and, seeing Serenity staring down at him from the porch, gave her a tight smile.

“Sorry about that,” he said, putting his hands behind his back awkwardly.

“I wondered what you were arguing about earlier,” said Serenity.

“Yes, that...” Owen looked abashed. “I shouldn't have hit him.”

“Why did you?” asked Serenity, though she already knew. She would have done the same thing.

“We have folk here that steal from desperation,” said Owen, looking at the backs of the men as they disappeared around the corner. He scowled. “They hate having to do it, and I hate having to punish them for it. Then idiots like that think they can just play at being daring and brave, and with a rich father to clean things up, there are no consequences.”

Serenity nodded. Those men were of a type with which she was all too familiar. It must be very difficult dealing with rich landowners while trying to administer justice in this area, she thought.

Then she shook herself. What was she doing? Feeling... sorry for Owen? That was madness, surely. This was not why she was here. 

So he was not all bad, all the time. Well, of course not, otherwise he would not have been elected sheriff. Serenity had had to consider that when she had written to him through the agency; she had prepared herself to meet someone who had everyone else fooled.

Owen was looking up at Serenity from his position down on the road. His expression was open and appreciative as he regarded her, and she knew he would want to talk about their intended marriage. She should move quickly.

The dining room inside was empty, she knew. She could ask him in there and use the privacy to her advantage. It would be safe, with others in the house to call if she needed to.

But there was no chance to ask. Owen took a step toward Serenity, now standing just below her on the porch steps. Once more, it was a challenge for Serenity to meet his eyes.

It was still the same face she had seen all those years ago, and that she had memorized every detail of. But up close like this it was different, somehow. Alive. Smiling.

“I needed to ask you a favor,” said Owen. “I know we haven't had a chance to talk or anything yet, but this is important.”

“What is it?” asked Serenity, half irritated and – oddly, half relieved – that she had missed her chance once more.

“It's about Annie.” Owen's expression became more serious. “Did she tell you anything about the man she was coming out here to marry?”

Serenity repeated as many details as she could remember, which did not amount to much. However, Owen nodded.

“That sounds about right.” 

“What does?”

“Well, there's a man who's been operating in various counties around the state, bringing mail-order brides out on false pretences. From the information I've received, think this is the same one.”

“Really? You think... Annie?” Serenity furrowed her brow.

“He normally picks ones who have a little fortune of their own, then brings them over and convinces them to cash their money orders and whatnot before the marriage ceremony. Then he takes the money, any jewelry and – anything else he can get away with, if you follow me.”

Owen coughed. Serenity nodded, not wanting any further details.

“You want me to help you break the news?” she said.

“Please. And I think I have a solution to help her,” added Owen. “If she wants.”

As Serenity went to fetch Annie and bring her to the unoccupied dining room, she felt shame beginning to stir at the pit of her stomach.

She had tried to shut off any and all feelings of guilt, as soon as she had decided to take this trip. She had been unable to explain to her mother and brothers why she was doing this – she had hinted that she had private reasons of her own, hoping that would be enough. Besides, they would see her again sooner than they thought.

But she had been so caught up in her own mission that she had ignored poor Annie. There may have been any number of details in Annie's story that Serenity would have realized were suspicious... if she had been listening. If it weren't for Owen, Annie would now be heading to a terrible fate.

How had Serenity sunk to a moral ground lower than the one she had reserved for a murderer?

But that word did not seem to match anything about Owen, Serenity thought. She sat by as he broke the news to Annie, so gently that the high-strung woman only cried a few tears. He reassured Annie that this was not her fault, that several women had fallen into the same trap, and that she had been very brave to travel so far in hope.

“I don't want this to dampen your adventurous spirit,” he told her. “And I had a suggestion I'd like you to think over.”

Annie wiped her eyes and nodded.

“There are several men in this town – good men, who I know personally – who were very curious about the idea of sending for a wife, but haven't gotten around to it yet. I think you might be able to find someone here, Annie.”

After a little more talking, Annie agreed to think it over, and headed upstairs. Serenity promised to follow her after a minute, waiting behind to have a quick word with Owen.

“Thank you for this,” she said, the very idea of thanking him seeming absurd even as she did it, but it was earned. “There's so much to be wary of in the world, as a woman, and it means a lot to know there are those who will watch out for us.”

“Well. It's my job,” said Owen, looking unsure of how to react when complimented.

“A job that needs to be done right,” said Serenity. “Which you have.”

Owen glanced down.

“It can be difficult to get it right,” he said. “A lot of the time.”

This was it. Her chance. Serenity could tell him, now, that she could guess how hard it would be for him of all people to enforce the law –

But she followed his gaze, as he looked down at his boots. 

They were dusty. His coat was a little dusty too, and his hat, and even his sun-lightened hair. There had been no dust earlier when he came to the station, Serenity realized, which meant that he must have brushed it off. He had been trying to make a good impression.

The guilt that had been growing within her suddenly sharpened to a point, and Serenity felt her stomach hurt. It was such a normal image, in her mind, of a man carefully brushing his clothes so as to appear nice and clean when meeting someone. Not the action of a monster.

And she was the one he had come to meet, his hopes so high. Hopes that Serenity would now dash.

“Yes, it must be difficult,” she said.

“But I have a lot to make up for,” said Owen.

Serenity's next words caught in her throat.

“What do you mean?”

“I – well, I'm not proud of the way I lived before I came out here. I tried to make some changes, and taking this job is my way of helping others to do the same.”

“Oh.”

“Well, anyway,” said Owen after a pause, looking up and trying to clear his expression. “I guess Annie will need your help, and I have to head out. Work to do.”

“I hope you don't have to deal with that shiny man and his son again,” said Serenity, almost without thinking.

Owen's brows drew together in confusion. “Shiny?”

“Their shoes were too clean,” said Serenity. “It looked odd.”

Owen laughed, the sound so warm and filled with life that Serenity could not stop herself from smiling a little in response.

You fool, she told herself as she made her way back upstairs. You cannot make friends with this man. This is not where your path has been leading you. 

She tried, desperately, to think of something, anything, that Owen had done to support her notions of what he would be like. To be sure, he seemed to have a problem with his temper, but she could not fault him for that. Perhaps he had been a little forward with her, addressing her as though they were already friends, when he should have followed more etiquette. 

But he was not the cold killer she had readied herself to meet. He even seemed to regret what he had done, if she understood him rightly.

And now – what? Should she confront him anyway? Should she disappear on the next train and leave him in peace?

No, she thought suddenly. You're just looking for an excuse not to go through with this. You're being a coward. Just like when James died, hiding in safety when you could have run to fetch help. Not this time.

When she saw him again, Serenity decided. That would be it. She would be fair to him, acknowledging that he had changed and that he had a right to move on with his life, but she still needed to tell him. The next time they spoke.

Unfortunately, the next time they spoke was in the company of Annie, whom Serenity was not intending to have as an audience for her carefully planned confrontation. 

Owen stopped by briefly, the evening after the two women had arrived. He apologized to Serenity for not calling before, explaining that he had been busy, and checked to see whether Annie was all right. He only stayed a few minutes, and Serenity found herself making small talk with him and Annie until he left.

And when Annie commented on how nice Owen was, and how lucky Serenity had been in her choice, Serenity was unable to come up with any reason to disagree. At least, none that she could share. 

Over the next few days, Serenity only saw Owen in passing. Sometimes literally – he would be walking the other way as she went down the little main street, and he would smile at her, stopping for a few moments to talk. There was never any opportunity to ask him to meet with her in private.

To begin with, Serenity found his absence confusing. According to their arrangements, they should already have been talking about marriage. However, she soon gleaned from their moments of conversation that Owen had not expected to be as busy as he now was. The man with whom he had been arguing – and whose son he had punched – was a Mr Cole, a very wealthy landowner. Cole and some other landowners had, until recently, had the run of Elridge, appointing sheriffs between themselves and only choosing men who would let them get away with whatever they wanted.

Then there was a change in the county's laws, and it was determined that the sheriff needed to be elected; Owen was the first to be voted in by the town. He was not in favor of letting the landowners do anything they pleased, and was behaving accordingly. 

However, Owen's altercation with Cole's son had allowed the landowners to rally around the idea that the sheriff should be ousted from his post. He was spending every spare minute trying to hold on to his job.

Serenity found herself growing only more uncomfortable as the days wore on. From all the stories she was hearing, it seemed most of the townspeople loved Owen. They described him in glowing terms whenever she asked about him, and many were very excited when they heard Serenity was supposed to marry him – not that she volunteered the information.

What would they do if they found out why she was really here? They probably wouldn't believe her, for a start. In fact, Serenity sometimes found herself wondering whether she should doubt her own memory.

But then she would see him in person again, and she would know. Even if it didn't make sense, even if he was somehow as wonderful as everyone claimed, Owen was the man she had seen that night.

It did not help that every time they did talk, Serenity found herself agreeing with whatever Owen said, and found he agreed with her opinions as well. She was sometimes tempted to start an argument just for the relief of hating him again.

One afternoon, four days after Serenity's arrival, Owen joined her and Annie on the back porch of the boarding house for a short break from his mire of tasks.

Serenity hoped they could keep the conversation in safe territory, but Annie was too interested in the perceived couple to let that happen. She explained how Serenity had been telling her all about Owen's struggles with the landowners.

“She's certainly willing to fight on your side,” she laughed, while Serenity blushed and looked elsewhere, wishing she had not been so forthright with Annie. “She's had some bad experiences herself, so she knows exactly what you're up against.”

“Maybe not exactly,” demurred Serenity, ignoring Owen's smile.

When Annie headed back inside, Serenity suddenly felt herself panicking. She was alone with him – was now the moment? 

“What did Annie mean?” asked Owen.

Maybe this could be her way in, Serenity thought. Yes, she could explain the results of his actions, make him understand what she had gone through, then reveal that he was the culprit.

She should have felt pleased at this solution, rather than twisted up with guilt, but she pushed ahead.

She explained that James had died, without mentioning his name or giving any specifics. True, she had told Owen that her surname was Richards, so he would not recognize the name Roberts, but she did not want to take any risks.

The events that followed James' death were hard to speak about. The family had only realized the depth of his debt after her was gone, and the business he had taken over after Serenity's father had died was lost. The house went too, and they had nothing but the remains of their mother's family money to live on. 

Serenity did not want to seem resentful of the fact she had had to work for a living, when so many had to do that from childhood, but a life of sheltered wealth until age sixteen had not prepared her for the real world. 

She was unable to explain to Owen how she had struggled to work, plagued every day with memories of seeing James in his last moments, and of finding him afterwards. How the fear that his killer would come back had kept her up every night. How she had not wanted to distress her mother, and so had not sought help or comfort.

Serenity instead mentioned that she was treated badly at many of the jobs she had held, but was unable to risk quitting while she was the only breadwinner for the house.

“I only felt able to leave when the boys were old enough to start working,” she said. 

Owen remained silent and serious while Serenity spoke. But his expression remained so soft and sympathetic that Serenity was unable to keep up her nerve. When the time came, when she should have told him that he was the author of this story, she fell quiet instead.

Only then did Owen speak; he told her he was sorry for her experiences, and that he knew it must have been hard. He reminded her how badly she could have handled things, and said it sounded as though she had fared better than most would. That he was sure her family were all proud of her.

And, because it was exactly what Serenity wanted to hear, it was the worst possible thing he could have said. Her flickering resolve to turn the conversation to Owen's guilt was entirely extinguished, and she found herself returning his smile.

By the end of the brief visit, Serenity had started to tell Owen some of her happier stories, a few of which could even be found in that dark time after James' death.

Owen made her promise to tell him more when they next spoke, and left with a final smile.

Unable to manage her tumultuous thoughts as she realized what she had done, the chance she had missed, Serenity walked back inside as Owen made his way off down the street. He did not see her as he stopped at the corner and turned back for a moment, standing tall and straight on the rough road. 

But Serenity saw him, and she felt warmth blossom
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