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CAN’T LIVE WITHOUT YOU

AN ORDINARY AMISH TOWN

ROMANCING THE BRIMSTONE

AMISH GIRL IN THE BIG APPLE

Isabelle thought of herself as a practical woman. Sensible, down to earth, however you wanted to put it. She was, in essence, the sort of person who never did anything silly and held other people to the same expectations.

Which was why, when Father sat her down and introduced her to a young man named Stephen Mills, she was at a loss for words. This had come out of nowhere, without so much as a mention in passing, and words simply failed her.

"Stephen here has been so eager to meet you," Father spoke, settling down on the sofa beside her. He patted Isabelle's shoulder, a smile on his face - as if this was the most wonderful news. "In fact, when I mentioned it to him first almost a month ago, he leapt at the chance to meet you, Isabelle. Isn't that sweet?"

Isabelle glanced across the living room to Stephen, who sat neatly with his ankles crossed and hands clasped. He was the picture of elegance, with his dark hair swept back from his face and a gentle smile on his lips. Was he attractive? Undoubtedly. Yet that didn't change the fact that Isabelle hadn't expected him here, and his presence was not a welcome surprise.

"It's wonderful to meet you, miss Marion. Your father tells me that you're looking to marry?"

I absolutely am not, she wanted to snap - it was only her years of decent upbringing that halted the outburst in its tracks. Hands clenched, she turned an accusing glare to Father. "He told you that, did he?"

"Oh yes. And it just so happens that I, too, am looking for a wife. How fortunate, that a woman as wonderful as yourself appeared just in time."

Isabelle's gaze snapped back to Stephen, harsher than she'd intended. Already irritation was beginning to flush her skin. She was too hot, stifled in this over the top living room. In the entire house, she had always hated this room most, with its gaudy wallpaper and expensive furniture designed to impress whatever guests her parents were hosting.

If Stephen noticed anything was wrong, he didn't show it. That pearly white smile never slipped, and he continued on without pause. "I understand it is such short notice, but people our age can't afford to be picky. A woman of your age and status should be well married by now, and I'm losing time myself."

Father nodded sagely, as if they were the wisest words he had ever heard. The worst part about potential suitors was the need for an escort - always Father, of course - and that they listened in to everything Isabelle said. It meant she couldn't speak her mind, unless she wanted Father's disappointment.

"I know this may not be the ideal situation," Stephen continued with a smile, "but your father here has already given his blessing..."

He was still talking, but the words no longer meant anything to Isabelle. She turned to stare incredulously, eyes wide, and for a moment it was as if her mind simply shut off. No, she couldn't possibly have heard that correctly. Why... why would Father do such a thing? The suitors, the attempts to set her up with fine, wealthy young men - it had always been a halfhearted attempt to keep her in line. But this? This was terrible.

"We should marry in May, I think. Of course we go to different churches, so the ceremony will be held at the one I attend." He was still badgering on, his words a dull nag in the bag of Isabelle's skull. Could Stephen not tell that she didn't want this? Or did he simply not care?

"Although personally, I think outdoor weddings are just as nice."

Isabelle couldn't listen any more. She refused. In a flash she was on her feet, wobbling as her head spun from the force of it. "Father," she said coolly, "you didn't tell me you had already decided my future."

"Well," he said simply, "you don't want to become an old spinster, do you?"

The words rang hollowly in her mind. She felt it like a physical blow, sending her stumbling backwards with the force of it. A spinster? Is that what he thought of her? A leech, living off of his hard work instead of finding a husband like a nice, respectable girl? The thought made her feel sick, and for a moment she was thankful that she hadn't yet eaten lunch.

"If I may," Stephen said kindly, "I think it will be wonderful for us both. You will live comfortably, dearest Isabelle, and I will provide you everything you need. As long as you do the same for me, of course."

Isabelle swallowed down the urge to scream. "You don't get to call me dearest," she snapped. No longer did she care for etiquette - she didn't care how rude she sounded, or how hysterical. With a muffled cry she turned heel and ran, storming past Stephen to wrench open the living room door. Out in the hall, she turned a sharp left and bolted for the stairs.

A hand caught her wrist before she could so much as ascend the first step. She spun, chest heaving with the effort of containing her breaths, to see the pale face of Father. "Isabelle," he said evenly, "you cannot speak like that in front of guests. Stephen is doing this for you, and you should be grateful."

"Grateful? Why?"

"Because no other man is willing to marry you."

Isabelle might have laughed, if the noise didn't catch in her throat. Yanking her arm free, she took a stumbling step back. "You only want to trap me here, in this horrible little town, so you can suck the joy from my soul."

"Isabelle-"

"You would marry me off to any man with enough wealth, and leave me to suffer in silence. Because it's easier than admitting how much I hate it here."

Father's lips parted to speak - but Isabelle never gave him the chance. She turned, storming up the steps with thunderous footfalls. She hoped Stephen had heard the entire thing.

It wasn't until Father had retreated back to the living room that Isabelle perched on the stairs, listening in. Perhaps she was wrong about Stephen. It wasn't his fault that Father was so uncaring. He only wanted a wife, someone to spend his days with. That, she understood.

"I'm afraid dear Isabelle isn't the... easiest to get along with," Father apologised. His voice was cold with barely restrained anger. "She has this fanciful idea that she'll find the man of her dreams. I'm a realist."

A low laugh, one that could have only belonged to Stephen. "I like a challenge," he replied easily, "it's more fun that way. Besides, with your blessing she can't say no."

"No," Father confirmed, "she can't. The girl doesn't know what's good for her."

Rocking back on her heels, Isabelle bolted. Did they really care so little for her happiness? Her own father, willing to sell her off to the first man that offered. Why? Money. To preserve the family name. There were a million options and they were all equally disgusting in her eyes.

There was only one way out. Even as Isabelle collapsed down at her desk, she wasn't quite aware of what she was doing. There was a stack of old newspapers abandoned to the side, precariously close to toppling. Isabelle had read the paper every since she was old enough to read, without fail. She read it front to back, without missing a single column.

Which was how she knew where to find exactly what she was looking for. There, at the back of every newspaper, was a single half-page dedicated to one particular thing - men looking for wives.

She ripped open the first newspaper she saw, fumbling with the pages. This was the most recent paper, the most likely to still have interested men. It was a stupid, foolish thing to do - and yet it was her only way out. At least if she married a man a long way from here, she could escape this miserable house and horrible town.

There, at the very back, was a single article by a man named Thomas Caine. His grainy photograph showed dark hair and a narrow face, and yet his eyes were kind. The article began the same as expected; a brief description of Thomas, followed by what he looked for in a woman.

I confess that I have attempted this before and it ended poorly, but I hope to turn that around by meeting with a kind young woman that would enjoy being doted on. I can provide everything she needs; a comfortable house, a peaceful life, and the wealth to keep her happy. 

It all sounded so... clinical. Rehearsed. Which of course it was, because the point of a mail order bride was not intimacy, but practicality. A convenience for both the man and the woman. Yet seeing it now, her earlier determination faltered. Could she do this? Could she really expect that marrying a man hundreds of miles away could possibly be better than accepting Stephen as her husband?

Yes, she realised - because anything was better than following what Father expected her to do. He wanted to control her, to ruin her spirit, all for the sake of money. Well, Isabelle wouldn't give him the satisfaction. Her hands shook as she reached for her inkwell, and shook even worse as she uncapped the lid. Ink spilled onto the desk, soaked into the wood, and she scrambled to clean it up.

It wasn't until she had the paper in front of her, that Isabelle had no clue how to start. She glanced behind her at the door, purposefully closed but without a lock. Any second now Father could burst in, demanding her to go downstairs. This was possibly her only chance to take matters into her own hands. Without allowing herself time to think, she began to write.

Dear Mr Thomas Caine,

I saw your advertisement in the daily newspaper, the one about seeking a mail order bride. I understand you haven't had luck in the past, but perhaps I can change that? I can't promise to be the perfect wife, but I will do my best to make you happy. In return, all I ask is your kindness.

My name is Isabelle Marion, and I am twenty-two years old. I know how to cook and bake - I make an excellent rhubarb pie! - and I can sew better than anybody I know. I know it isn't much to offer, but I hope you will at least consider me amongst what I'm sure is a dozen or more offers. 

If I may ask, what did you mean when you claimed you had attempted this before? I can only imagine that you mean you have been interested in mail order brides in the past, but that something went wrong. Forgive me, for it is none of my business, but I'm curious by nature.

Regardless, I do hope you reply. I will be eagerly awaiting a letter, should you choose to reply. 

Until then,
Isabelle Marion
It wasn't much, Isabelle thought as she stared down at the drying ink. Bland, certainly, and she doubted her letter would stand out amongst multiple. Still, it was a shot in the dark and a completely impulsive move, one that Isabelle still couldn't quite believe was her own idea. She could have thrown the letter into the waste basket at her feet, or torn it up, or simply left it to be forgotten. She didn't. Instead, Isabelle tucked it neatly into an envelope and wrote Thomas Cain's address - provided by the advertisement, of course -in her elegant, looping script. Then she tucked it underneath the mess of newspapers, out of sight, until the time came to post it.

She just hoped that Thomas would reply with something positive and heartfelt.

***

It was three weeks before Isabelle received a reply. A further two weeks for the reply after that. Father continued to pester her over Stephen. Stephen himself didn't give up either, visiting almost every weekend with roses and gifts and the promise of marriage.

Then the letters simply... stopped. They've been lost in the mail, she reasoned, and sent another letter to Thomas inquiring about his disappearance. When still no reply came, Isabelle grew worried. And then, almost two months after their last correspondence, one last letter.

Isabelle, it read, I had hoped to avoid this, that I could simply cease correspondence and you would follow. I see now that is not the case, and I apologise. I no longer wish for us to meet. Before, I thought that I could find myself a bride and that we could live happily - but I have tried that once before, only to be left heartbroken by a woman I loved. I will not go through that again. So I ask that you please stop writing me. Continue with your life, or find another man, but do not contact me any more.

I am sorry.

Thomas.

He had always ended his letters formally, with his full name. Somehow, the addition of only his given name hit hardest of all. She stared down at that letter, tears welling up in her eyes, before scrunching it in her fists - then, without thinking, she threw it against the window with enough force that the paper bounced back, rolling across the floor to hit the edge of the bed.

She couldn't allow this to ruin her. No, Isabelle had an idea - she was going to go there herself.

Exactly three weeks later, that was exactly what she did. It took time to find the right route, to book the ticket without Father noticing. When it eventually became too late to turn back and she had to tell him, she had done so via a note left on the hall sideboard. Fitting, she thought, since he didn't care anyway.

Now she was in Texas, the sun bearing down on her, without any real clue of what to do next. She had funds, saved up from her monthly allowance (and yes, some stolen from Father's bag) to last her long enough. But long enough to do what? She had focused so heavily on just leaving, that the rest had been put to the back of her mind.

Letting out a dull sigh, Isabelle spun slowly in place. This Texan town was so different to the cramped, busy streets back home. The squat buildings and wide, dirt roads were so unfamiliar that it was difficult to think of it as a town at all. It was possibly not much smaller than her hometown, but the sheer size of it made it feel somehow empty. As if there weren't enough people to fill the space.

She wandered up to the first lodgings she saw - a small, brown building with a rickety porch and a dull sign offering women's lodgings. Cheapest in town! The fact that it seemed proud of its cheapness was not at all reassuring, but it was better than spending all of her savings on housing. And if it was unbearable... well, she would just have to try somewhere else.

A group of children screeched in delight as they ran past. Isabelle gasped and tried to jump out of the way - but the littlest of the group knocked into her leg with a grunt. Isabelle's feet were knocked from under her and with a gasp she went down, skirts tangled about her ankles. The child picked himself up, scowled, and ran off without so much as an apology.

"Fantastic," Isabelle murmured, "what a great start."

She would have pulled herself upright with as much dignity as she could muster - which was admittedly not much at all - had a hand not offered itself for assistance. Isabelle took it gratefully, letting out a sigh of relief as she stretched out her aching joints. "Thank you," she murmured, ignoring the flush that crept across her cheeks, "I..."

Suddenly, words became irrelevant. All thoughts fled her mind - because standing right in front of her was the familiar face of Thomas Caine. The very man she had been searching for. He was even more beautiful in real life - his hair was a sandy brown, not as dark as his photograph made him seem, and it paired perfectly with his stunning, bright green eyes.

"Are you all right, miss?"

Isabelle forced words from her lips. Her voice wavered, relief flooding through every inch of her body. "I... I'm fine, thank you."

"You must be new in town," Thomas offered, "you'll get used to the Mason family eventually. Do you live nearby?"

Isabelle's throat was dry. Her stomach lurched, knowing she couldn't admit the truth, so she said simply, "no, I'm only staying for a while."

"Ah, passing through." Thomas nodded, and when he smiled it was gorgeous. "Well, I hope you enjoy your stay. I know the town doesn't look like much, but we're good people." He turned to gaze down the street, to where the children continued to play. They kicked up dust with every stomping step. "My name is Thomas, by the way. You are?"

"Isabelle," she said without thinking, only to feel panic rise. Yet Thomas didn't know her surname nor what she looked like, and so the connection was made only in her mind.

He smiled, offering his hand. "Well, Isabelle, welcome to Texas. You'll need someone to show you around. Perhaps we could meet here tomorrow morning, and I can show you what the town has to offer?"

Never, not even once, had Isabelle considered that it would be this easy. She felt a flash of guilt for lying to him like this - but it lasted only a moment before fading to the back of her mind. "Thomas, I would absolutely love that."

***

Isabelle and Thomas met the next afternoon at one-thirty exactly. Isabelle saw him from across the street, sauntering easily under the bright sun. He looked lovely, his hair shining under the golden sunlight and his smile kind. Yet as he approached, there was a falter in his step, his smile dimming.

She remembered what he had said in his letters, about being left heartbroken, and for a minute her breath caught.

Then Thomas closed the last of the distance between them, his smile bright, and he offered his hand. "Isabelle, how lovely to see you. You know it's strange - I once knew a woman with the same name. Well, I knew her briefly."

Isabelle forced herself to smile. It felt awkward on her lips, but thankfully he gave no indication of noticing. "Well, it's a common name," she replied evasively, "now, you said you would give me the tour of the town?"

"Of course. Follow me."

They wandered past shop fronts and cosy houses. Truthfully, most of the buildings weren't much to look at - squat and grey, some brown, made of plain brick with wooden porches. Even the largest house was small compared to her own home, but the porches were neatly kept and the streets clean. It wasn't much, but it was pleasant.

"We have the general store, of course. There's only one, but it really does sell everything. If by chance you find something it doesn't sell, the grocer's or tailor's will have it instead." Thomas gestured to a row of flat-roofed buildings. They each looked identical save for the signs out front. General Store, Albert's Grocer's, and Bettie & Lauren Expert Tailor's. "It gets real busy during the afternoon though, so I'd suggest going in just before closing."

They continued to walk, side by side. Although Isabelle knew it was just the easy chatter of a stranger, she couldn't help but feel at ease with Thomas. There was a charm about him that hadn't been obvious from his letters. A calm, easily pleased sort of attitude that made her smile whenever he spoke.

"Then there's the saloon, although I don't expect a respectable woman like yourself to have need for that place."

Isabelle wouldn't have minded walking past anyway, but Thomas swerved to avoid it. There were two men outside, perched on a rickety porch step, and they waved as Thomas passed. "You moved on quickly," one of them shouted. Laughter was evident in his voice, although Isabelle suspected it was more from drink than genuine pleasure. "Found another woman already, eh?"

Scowling, Thomas quickened his pace. Isabelle had to jog to keep up, but he didn't slow until they were around the corner and the men's distant calls faded into the evening.

"What was that?" Isabelle questioned, turning to stare back the way they came. The saloon was no longer in sight, but she couldn't suppress the shudder. Moved on already? Did that man mean-

"I was engaged not so long ago," Thomas said coolly, "but she fell in love with someone else. They're married now."

Isabelle felt guilt swell in her chest. She wanted to comfort him, to offer apologies and words of reassurance - but the words stuck in her throat. Well, now she fully knew what he meant in his letters. About trying to find a mail order bride before. Swallowing down the sudden surge of jealousy, Isabelle said only, "I'm sorry."

"It was months ago. Nearly a year, in fact - but people like to remind me of what I lost. After what happened, I feel I have every right to move on."

Silently, Isabelle agreed. There was a twisting in her gut, a strange urge to confess everything - but she kept it locked away inside her mind. Instead she said, "absolutely. I hope you didn't think I was trying to pry - it's none of my business and I'm only a stranger."

"That's just the thing," he murmured, "I have the strangest feeling that we've met before."

Isabelle's heart stuttered. Surely had hadn't figured it out so quickly? She wracked her brain for excuses, for something, but came up blank.

When Thomas rolled his eyes, as if at his own silliness, Isabelle felt the rush of relief. He had no idea. He let out a sigh, cast his gaze back down the street, and said, "perhaps it's only wishful thinking. I tried again, you know - imagine trying for two mail order brides and failing each time?"

"Then why give up on her?" Isabelle snapped - only to wince. "I-I mean, you give the impression that you were the one to cut ties, is all."

He quirked a brow. "How did you know?"

"I pick up on these things."

It was a terrible excuse, one that left Isabelle's stomach rolling. Yet, it worked. Thomas laughed good naturedly, some of the light returning to his eyes. "Well, then you're much better at it than I am. Rosalie never gave any indication that she didn't want me. Not until the day she left, anyway." He sucked in a breath, stepping aside to let a family wander past. There were almost a dozen of them, and as they filed past single file he said to Isabelle, "I'm sorry, you don't want to hear about my troubles."

"I do," she piped up, perhaps too enthusiastically. She frowned to herself, then added, "I mean, if you need someone to listen, I'm here. But what happened to the second woman?" She needed to know. Needed to know that it wasn't her fault, that something had made Thomas stop contacting her.

"I realised that it wouldn't be fair to drag a woman into my mess," he answered quietly, "she deserves better than me."

Oh. Isabelle's heart ached for him, and she felt the sting of tears. "I'm sorry," she
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