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“Don't get your hopes up.”

This had been all the advice that Delilah had received from her aunt Lavender before she left to take the train that would bring her out west. It was more than Delilah had been expecting – that is, she had wondered whether Lavender would say anything at all to her, let alone offer advice. Uncle Henry had remained conspicuously absent at the moment of of Delilah's departure, after all.

But Lavender, despite the years she had spent making it clear just how much she despised her niece, had suddenly come over all sentimental. Sentimental for her, anyway.

“Don't get your hopes up,” she had said. “It's not all handsome cowboys and frontier romance like in the magazine stories. You'll be lucky to get a reliable man that'll take care of you.”

Then she had sniffed and given Delilah two badly-hemmed handkerchiefs as a going away present.

Don't get your hopes up, Delilah had told herself over the long train journey. She knew not to expect too much. She was not looking for any great, sweeping romance, just a chance at something new. And this was what Jacob Sanders was going to give her.

He had seemed very nice in his letter, the one sent to her by Pastor Allen. Pastor Allen was the one who had written to Delilah's own church pastor, an old friend of his, asking if he knew any nice girls looking for a good home and a fresh start out west. Delilah's pastor had known immediately who to ask.

Jacob had written her, via the two pastors, explaining the type of life he led. A lawman, he had said, who had spent the last ten years moving from one place to the next without stopping. But now he was finally ready to settle down in the little town of Shawdale. He wanted someone to build a life with, and had asked his friend Pastor Allen to help find someone.

And now here Delilah was, in the home of Pastor Allen Moss and his wife, Jenny, who had come to fetch her from the train station that morning. Delilah was ensconced in a small room at the east side of the house – they had offered her one of the larger rooms, but she preferred this to any other. It was at the very top of the house, on the third floor, with a view of the mountains and the lake in the distance.

There was also, Delilah noted, a view of the road, which led from the little main street of the town out to the Moss's place. This was the road Jacob would probably take, when he came to meet her this evening.

Delilah had spent the morning asleep, recovering from her long journey, waking in the late. She had washed and dressed, and should have headed downstairs already. But instead she had been sitting by the bedroom window for almost an hour, watching everyone who passed.

She looked at each man she saw and tried to imagine how she would feel, if this were Jacob.

Some looked a little frightening. Some were old, or a little too young, but many seemed as though they could be a twenty-eight year old deputy.

Don't get your hopes up, Delilah told herself sternly, as an unreasonably good-looking man walked up the road toward the Moss's place.

It's not him.

She looked at him again. No, far too handsome. 

It's probably that one over on the other side of the road, with the pale skin and the long nose. Or the one with the broad face and the slumped shoulders coming up on the left.

He looks normal enough. He's probably very kind, and you'll like him a lot, Delilah told herself. He'll be pleased to have a nice wife. He'll be good to you.

It was a fairly cheering thought. Delilah couldn't help trying to sneak another glance at the other man, the one with the high cheekbones and beautiful eyes who had caught her attention before, but he had disappeared. 

It wasn't going to be him, anyway. There's no way you're that lucky.

Luck was never on Delilah's side. 

She looked down at the small brooch pinned to her dress, the one shaped like a little curled fern. The one Matthew had given her.

No, she had never been lucky.

A footstep on the stairs outside Delilah's door caught her attention, and she drew away from the window. 

“I think I saw him on the road,” she could hear Pastor Allen saying. “Do you think we should wake Delilah?”

“Not if we don't need to, she looked exhausted earlier,” replied Jenny. “Let's see if it's him, and then I'll come up and fetch her.”

As soon she heard them moving down the stairs, Delilah quickly moved to the looking-glass, to see if her curls had sprung out of place again. They seemed tame enough; she swiftly left her room, dashing down the stairs, her nerves speeding her steps.

As she darted along the hall toward the parlour, Delilah failed to notice a side door that led outside. She did notice when it opened, although was unable to stop herself from running into the person who walked through.

The man managed to keep his footing, grasping at Delilah's elbows to stop her from falling backward from the impact.

“Whoops, careful,” he said, at the same time as Delilah gasped, “I'm so sorry, I didn't see you – ”

“It's all right.” 

The man was smiling, and Delilah suddenly felt as though she had forgotten how her own face worked.  It was the man she had seen, the one who had been so distracting. 

There was no way this was Jacob. Surely.

“The front path was pretty muddy after the rains, so I thought I'd come in through the back,” explained the man.

He glanced down, suddenly realizing that his hands were still on Delilah's arms. He whipped them back, and his expression suddenly altered.

“Oh. Are you – ” his smile had dropped, and he looked nervous. “Are you Delilah? I'm Jacob.”

“Nice to meet you,” Delilah said, feeling very proud of herself for managing to get the words out. “My apologies for the collision.” 

“No, no, it's fine, really.”

Somehow, the apprehension on Jacob's face, while not making him any less distracting to look at, somehow helped Delilah remember herself. He was anxious, just like her.

“Well, thank you for catching me,” she said.

He smiled again, bashfully, and she felt a little lightheaded. They made their way to the parlour, where the Mosses were very amused to hear about their unexpected meeting. 

Delilah remained relatively quiet while they all had tea. Somewhat gratifyingly, Jacob was also quiet, and seemed to be stealing as many glances at her as she was at him.

Pastor Allen did most of the talking. It was part of the arrangement he had made with Jacob, and with Delilah's pastor when he had asked for a recommendation. His plan was that the would-be couple should spend some time getting to know each other before the wedding took place.

“I worry that many of these mail-order marriages are made too quickly, and for the wrong reasons,” Pastor Allen said, sipping his tea with an expression of thoughtfulness. “And when I've only known my parishioners for a few weeks each, what with everyone moving in and out of these places so quickly, I never get a chance to help them with their partnerships.”

Jacob and Delilah nodded along. Delilah wanted to point out that Pastor Allen's ideas were all very well, but if the marriage didn't happen then she would be stuck out her – or worse, she would have to go home. 

But she didn't say anything. She knew Jacob must have wanted this, or he never would have asked his pastor friend to intervene in the matchmaking process. He would be willing to go through Pastor Allen's process.

“But I know you two will both take this seriously,” said Pastor Allen. “You both understand how important family is, after your losses.”

Delilah glanced at him in confusion.

“Jacob also lost his brother,” Jenny said, in quiet explanation.

“Oh.” 

Delilah looked at Jacob curiously. She had mentioned the loss of Matthew in her reply to his letter, but only because it was recent – and was, in truth, the reason she wanted to move so far away from home.

“A while ago,” Jacob said, his face held carefully still. 

“I'm so sorry.”

He smiled at Delilah again, and she was glad she was already sitting down.

Jacob still seemed a little on edge, Delilah thought, although that was probably to be expected when meeting your intended bride for the first time.

When Jenny rose and said she might take a table outside so they could eat supper on the back porch, and Pastor Allen got up to help her, Jacob and Delilah both jumped up as well. Jacob was so full of nervous energy that he started after the Mosses while Delilah was still getting up – this time, he was the one to bump into her, and she steadied him with a hand on his shoulder.

“Sorry,” he said, stepping back. “Thanks.”

“Fair's fair,” Delilah said. “If you catch me, I'll catch you.”
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“Really?” Delilah frowned at the piece of paper. “We're supposed to answer all of these?”

“I know,” said Jacob. “It's a little much.”

“A little much?” Delilah shook the paper in disbelief. “There's got to be a hundred questions here! What's your greatest fear? What's your biggest dream? Are these really supposed to help us?”

Jacob laughed at her incensed expression. She dropped her arm from his in order to skirt around a puddle on the road, joining him on the other side and slipping her hand back into place without a second thought.

How is this so easy? Jacob wondered, not for the first time. 

He had only met Delilah four days ago. He had often heard people say of new friends, “it was as if I had known him all my life.” He had never experienced this before, and had always thought others were exaggerating. But every time he saw Delilah, he felt – 

What was it, exactly? He couldn't be sure. Something comfortable. Something familiar and far away, as though from his childhood.

Andrew would have liked her.

The thought his Jacob suddenly, and as painfully as all thoughts about his brother did. 

“I don't want to say anything against Pastor Allen,” said Delilah, still scrutinizing the paper they had been given, “and I'm sure he put a lot of thought into all of this. But has he actually done it before? I feel as though he might be using us as an experiment.”

“I think you're right,” said Jacob. He cleared his throat. “Listen, can I ask – about your brother?”

Delilah didn't break her stride, but Jacob felt a slight tug on his arm, as though she had almost stopped walking. 

“What about him?” she asked, looking ahead.

“You mentioned that he was the reason you were coming out here,” Jacob said gently. “And in a way, losing my brother is why I'm here too.”

He could not tell her everything, of course. There were some parts to that story he would not tell anyone, not even Pastor Allen.

But this feeling of closeness and comfort was too wonderful to give up. Jacob knew he could only keep it if he shared with Delilah about Andrew, and if she shared with him about her own family. 

“All right,” she said slowly. “But I don't know how long I'll be able to talk about it.”

Jacob halted in his tracks. Delilah stopped and turned to look up at him.

It was humid, after the rain. Delilah's curls were coming loose around her face, softening her narrow cheeks and making her look younger. Jacob resisted the urge to tug on a ringlet hanging just below her ear.

“I understand,” he said. “Why don't you tell me everything you can until –” he paused and looked ahead. “Until we reach the train station?”

He nodded at the two-storey clapboard building at the end of the street, where they were supposed to be collecting something for Jenny. 

Delilah nodded, her fingers reaching up to brush against the little fern brooch she always wore. She took a firmer grasp on Jacob's arm as they continued walking.

“We were sent to live with my uncle,” she said. “Matthew was two years older, and he was away at school most of the time, but we were so close – we wrote every week, and he always came home for vacations.”

“You weren't at school?” asked Jacob, when she paused.

“My father left money in his will for Matthew's schooling, not mine,” said Delilah shortly. “And my aunt said she wasn't going to waste money trying to educate a girl with no brains. It's all right,” she said, halting Jacob's protestation. “I wasn't any good in school. It would have been a waste.”

Jacob shook his head, but let her continue.

“There's not much to say about Matthew's death,” said Delilah. “He had an accident while he was riding. They sent him home. But I didn't – I wasn't there.”

“You weren't?”

“They sent me away. Matthew was hurt badly and they needed to treat him, and they said it would upset me to be around. But I think my aunt and uncle thought I would get in the way.” Delilah bit her lip. “I stayed with some other relatives, miles away on a farm, and they wouldn't let me leave to go see him.”

“How long did – ” Jacob paused. How long did it take your brother to die was not a pleasant question.

“Ten days,” said Delilah. “They sent for me on the last night to say goodbye, but I was an hour away and by the time I got there he was gone.”

“I'm sorry,” said Jacob. A pointless phrase, but a necessary one.

“He – Matthew was my only friend.” Delilah spoke quickly and quietly. “I wasn't allowed to go to school any more at my uncle's, and I never got the chance to meet anyone my own age. My aunt kept me home all the time.”

“She didn't let you go out?”

“Only if I behaved myself,” said Delilah, her voice tight in her throat. “Which meant silence and doing exactly what she said. And anticipating her demands. And not standing around doing nothing, or looking out of the window...”

“And if you didn't behave?” asked Jacob quietly.

“Usually a cane,” said Delilah, her voice dull with remembered pain. “Or a belt. Or she'd lock me in my room. Or... something else.” She paused. “It was better when Matthew was there. But after...”

“He wasn't there to protect you.”

“Yes. But it was more than that.”

They had reached the station. Delilah stopped outside the door, clearly wanting to finish her story now she had started it.

“Even when we lived at home with my father, we only really had each other. After my mother died my father didn't want to be around us. We brought each other up. And now it's – just me.”

Jacob found himself unable to say anything. The sadness that he felt seemed connected with that strange feeling, the feeling he had known Delilah for so much longer than a few days. He felt ready to weep with her, as though she were his oldest friend. 

She looked ready to start weeping herself, Jacob thought, as she looked up and blinked hard to ward off tears. He noticed a few passengers coming their way through the station door and gently moved Delilah aside, pulling her out of the way of a couple of porters who were winching up a large crate to the storage rooms on the second floor of the building.

He wanted to thank Delilah for sharing with him. And he knew he would need to reciprocate by explaining what had happened to Andrew, although he should wait until he was not intruding on her own grief.

Delilah dabbed at the tiny tear that had managed to gather at the corner of one eye. She was looking away, which made Jacob think she might need a moment alone. He had taken a few steps over toward the station entrance when he heard a sudden shout from one of the porters next to the winch.

“The rope's giving – watch it! ” he yelled, pointing to the loading door above them. “Up there!”

Jacob saw Delilah look up in response to the shout. He moved without thinking, bolting forward and pushing her away. He pushed harder than he meant to, and she staggered back, catching herself against the wall of the building as Jacob heard the crate smash to the ground behind him.

He turned, feeling sick, but both the porters had managed to get out of the way as well. They were staring upward with shocked expressions.

“Sorry,” Jacob started, turning back to Delilah, but she had already righted herself.

“Good grief, don't apologize,” she said, eyes wide as she took in the wreckage. “I think that would have hit me.”

Jacob pressed the palm of his right hand to his heart, and tried to breathe more normally. 

“Are you all right?” asked Delilah, looking at his expression with concern.

“Yes,” said Jacob, but he was lying.

This time, he recognized what he was feeling. This was familiar, and far closer to home. It was the ever-present fear of losing someone important.
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Delilah had never felt what Pastor Allen called “the hand of Providence”, and what many others would have called luck, before. 

She wasn't sure if the accident outside the station had been lucky or unlucky. Standing underneath the crate that fell was unlucky, and Jacob getting to her in time was lucky. Or providential.

Delilah had felt shocked at how strong Jacob was – he had almost lifted her off her feet when he pushed her out of the way. She had remembered, of course, that he was a deputy, and being strong would be important. Still, it was something else to experience it up close.

Jacob had been kept busy with his job, in the week since the incident, which felt unfortunate. There had been a brawl and two robberies in town, and all the deputies were busier than normal. But it had led Jacob to finally tell Delilah the missing part of his own history. About his brother.

She had not been expecting such an upsetting story. Jacob had been careful in how he told it, warning her in advance that it would be unpleasant, but Delilah had almost started crying a few times in the course of the tale.

She had thought Jacob's brother Andrew might have died in an accident, like her own, or maybe after an illness. She would never have imagined that he was murdered. And for Jacob to have witnessed it was the most awful thing she could imagine.

“He was younger than you?” she had asked, as they sat quietly in the parlor, Jacob looking into the fire as though seeing the events of his story there.

“He was twelve, I was fourteen,” he said. “I tried to stop them. Or to stop him, anyway – he was convinced he could fight them off all on his own.”

But his brother had failed, and Jacob had failed to protect him against the four men robbing their father's store. 

It was this, he said, that had caused him to take up law enforcement after he left home. And it was the memory of that night that forced him to take up posts in the worst towns he could find, determined to change things and make a difference.

“It's also why I kept moving around,” he explained. “Every time things got better, I knew they didn't need me anymore, so I'd find someplace that did.”

“What broke the pattern?” Delilah asked, trying to imagine how horrible an existence this must have been. “Why settle here?”

Jacob had hesitated for a moment. Then he said,

“I finally realized that I wasn't going to be able to bring Andrew back. And I knew he'd hate what I was doing with my life. He'd want me to be happy.”

“And you think you can be, now?” Delilah had asked. “Here?”

Jacob had smiled at her.

Now, sitting by her window in her favorite spot and looking out at the view, Delilah wondered how many times Jacob would have to smile at her before it stopped feeling like someone had just tripped her up.

She leaned forward, looking at the clouds billowing up over the mountains and wondering if they would have more rain soon. After a moment, she realized that someone was looking up at her from the street – a tall, pale man with a direct stare. She drew back swiftly, feeling nervous.

A soft knock brought her attention to the door. She turned, forgetting the figure in the road.

“Come in.”

Jenny appeared, a warm expression on her face. Delilah rose to greet her. She had grown rather fond of the Mosses, although she did wish Pastor Allen would stop trying to quiz her on the books about marriage he had asked her to read. She sometimes felt like she was back at school.

It seemed Jenny wanted to talk to her about Jacob.

“I know you two haven't set a date or anything,” she said, “but from what Allen tells me, things are looking promising.”

“We were – we were thinking sometime before the end of next month,” said Delilah, blushing. “If we can find a house.”

“I'm so glad,” said Jenny, clapping her hands softly. “And that means I can tell you my news – I was speaking to a friend of mine this morning, Betsey Price, and she said she wants to sell up and move in with her daughter. I thought you two might be interested in her place. It's the one two streets over, with the grapevine over the porch?”

“Oh, that's lovely,” said Delilah, remembering the property. 

“She wants to sell as soon as possible, furniture and eveything,” said Jenny. “Allen suggested that Jacob should give up his rooms before the end of the month and stay here for a week or so while you get the house ready.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course. There's so much space here, far more than we need, you know. And Allen can marry you here, or at the church, and you can move into the house.”

“All right,” said Delilah, slowly. “I mean – yes, thank you, that's a wonderful plan.”

Jenny fairly skipped from the room, and Delilah had to sit down quickly.

She hoped Jacob wouldn't mind her accepting on his behalf. But, in spite of the warning her aunt had given her – and in spite of the many times her aunt, and uncle, and even her father had told her that she would be lucky to make a good match – it really seemed like Jacob wanted this as much as she did. 

Is this Providence? Delilah wondered, looking back out at the beautiful view, where the warm twilight had stained the sky a pale green.

How else could it be possible that she had found someone like this, and that he truly seemed to want her in return?

Jacob might not be in love with her, but they had only known each other a short time. And he obviously thought she had something to offer. Maybe sometime – maybe soon –  he would feel as strongly about her as she felt about him.

Don't listen to them, Matthew had told Delilah once, when he found her crying after her aunt and uncle had expressed their mutual opinion that she was bound for spinsterhood.

They don't know what they're talking about, he said said. Any man would be lucky to have you.
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Jacob glanced at the clock anxiously. He had been more careful about the time he made it home, these past few days – ever since home now meant the Mosses' place. And Delilah.

It almost felt like cheating, being able to spend the mornings and evenings with her, even if it was under chaperone. The other two deputies had made a number of jokes about how good of a mood Jacob seemed to be in, these days, and that he would go downright soft once he was actually married.

Jacob had brushed off the laughter, knowing that they would be happy to see him settled. Besides, his mood was not universally good. Right now, for example, he felt more tense than he had been in a long time.

One of the porters from the station had come in, and had given Jacob a strange look as he asked to speak to the sheriff. Another deputy had gone into the sheriff's office to ask something, and when he came out, he had also given Jacob an odd look, although he had refused to say why, telling Jacob to ask the sheriff when he was free.  

Now, Jacob was being forced to deal with one of his least favorite problems. 

The porter's daughter, a girl of eighteen, had come in to pass a message on to her father. But then she had stayed, standing as close to Jacob as she could, while the other two deputies rolled their eyes in the background.

Jacob had used to enjoy this, back when
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