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Portsmouth, New Hampshire

1859

“I’ve got good news.”

Amy looked across the table at her uncle. Reginald’s eyes were narrowed and a lopsided grin had curled one side of his mouth, as if he’d finally found the solution to a problem that had been eating away at him for some time. It was an expression that immediately set Amy’s nerves on edge. The last time she’d seen that look on her uncle’s face, her aunt and uncle had moved her out of her room so that the boys would no longer have to share. Ever since then, she’d been staying in the cold, drafty servants’ quarters out back, as if she were an employee rather than a relative. A tremor ran through Amy’s stomach and she could feel goose pimples forming on her arms.

“What news is that, dear?” Hilda hadn’t bothered to look up from her plate when answering her husband; she was clearly more interested in her dinner. The squeak of her knife on the china only added to the shivers that Amy felt running up and down her spine.

“I had a long conversation with David Jordan today,” Reginald said.

“That’s nice, dear.”

“Turns out he’s having a bit of trouble finding a wife for his son Adam.”

That caught Hilda’s attention, and she finally looked up from the slice of beef she’d been dissecting on her plate. “Really?” She threw a glance toward Amy, then back to her husband, though not so quickly that Amy missed the gleam that had appeared in her aunt’s eyes. “Why is that?”

Amy couldn’t hold in a snort of laughter. The Jordan family had been over for dinner a few months earlier, and over the course of those two hours Amy had identified a number of possible reasons Adam wasn’t married yet. It might have been his drinking. It could have been his crude, mean sense of humor. Or it might have been the odor that had enveloped him: it had been a curious cologne of stale tobacco and fresh sweat, and just the memory made Amy shudder. Yes, there were probably many reasons Adam wasn’t married yet.

Her uncle ignored her. “I couldn’t say why. I didn’t ask.”

“What did you tell him?” Hilda asked.

Reginald’s grin now spread over his entire face. “What do you think I told him? I said that Amy would be happy to marry the boy.”

“What?!” It was a moment before Amy realized that she had unconsciously leaped to her feet as the word had shot out of her mouth, and another moment before she noticed that she was clutching her fork like a weapon. She slowly lowered her hand and let it fall to the table with a heavy thunk.

Reginald’s smile hadn’t changed a bit; he seemed to have been expecting her outburst. His eyes were unusually bright, as if he were truly enjoying seeing her so agitated. “I said,” he repeated, speaking slowly to savor the words, “that you’d be happy to marry Adam. Congratulations. You’re engaged.”

Amy reached for the back of her chair to steady herself. It suddenly seemed warm—too warm, actually—in the room, and she could practically feel her blood rushing through her body. She tried to speak but found that her voice had abandoned her, only returning after she took a sip of water. “You can’t seriously expect me to marry him,” she said, trying to force her voice to sound stronger than she felt. “He was a boor.”

“Oh, I’m sure he was just nervous. In any case, there’ll be plenty of time to sort things out before the wedding,” Reginald said, waving his hand as if to shoo away her concerns. “It’s not for three weeks.”

“Three weeks?!” Amy and Hilda echoed each other, though not with the same tone. Amy’s voice was shrill—unbalanced, almost—while the words had floated off of Hilda’s tongue like a song.

“Reg, I almost can’t believe it,” Hilda said, reaching across the table to take her husband’s hand. “Say you’re not joking.”

“It’s no joke. Amy’s going to be a married woman almost before we know it,” he said. “Time for this birdie to fly the nest.” He turned his gaze to Amy and smiled broadly. “Exciting news, isn’t it?”

She laughed sharply. “Almost as exciting as the news that I’m not doing it.”

The light in Reginald’s eyes dimmed, turning his smile into a grimace. “You know, I would have expected a little appreciation out of you. You’re already nineteen and you’ve got no other prospects,” he said. “I actually did you a favor.”

“Really? Matching me up with Adam Jordan? What kind of favor is that?”

“His family’s well-off and he’ll be able to provide a comfortable life for you. I would say that beats the alternative,” Reginald said. His eyes narrowed and wrinkles appeared in his forehead as his expression turned thoughtful. “It’s not as if you didn’t know this day was coming.”

Amy let out a long breath and collapsed into her chair. Her uncle was right. She had been expecting a day like this for....well, forever. She passed her hand over her brow, lightly massaging to ease the anguish she felt. It was times like this that she wished more than ever that her parents were there to help her. This isn’t right, she thought. None of this is fair. But then, she also knew that while life was a lot of things, fair wasn’t one of them.

She glanced across the table to her uncle. Reginald met her gaze coolly, as if he knew that the battle was already won. Amy turned to her aunt.

“Hilda, do you really think this is what my mother would have wanted?”

Hilda’s face quickly hardened, like it had been overtaken by frost. “I couldn’t say. Not everybody gets what they want,” she said. “Do you think that I wanted to spend my life raising somebody else’s child?”

Amy felt herself flush. It didn’t matter how many times she had heard it; every time Reginald and Hilda reminded her that she had been an unexpected burden, it never failed to make her burn with shame.

Reginald cleared his throat. “You’re a grown woman now. Time for you to get out and live your own life. Time for a husband to support you,” he said as his eyes dropped to the food on Amy’s plate. “For a change.”

“I also want a husband someday, believe me. Just not Adam Jordan. He’s so...unpleasant.” But then, unpleasant could be the least of my worries, she thought. Amy had friends who were already married—some happily, some not. She had heard stories about husbands who liked to drink, just like Adam. She’d also heard stories about husbands who liked to hit. Amy shivered.

“Nobody’s perfect, Amy,” her uncle said. “Not even you. He probably has his own worries about taking a wife, just so you know.”

“Well, I’m not going to marry him. It’s as simple as that.”

Reginald shot to his feet, wiped the napkin roughly across his mouth and threw it onto the table. “We’re finished talking about this,” he said. “We’ve done everything for you for nearly twenty years, without asking anything in return. It’s time for you to go now. I want you out of this house in three weeks. Whether that’s with Adam or not, I don’t much care.” He strode out of the room and down the hall.

“Aunt Hilda,” Amy started, but Hilda’s gaze had again returned to her plate. She quickly stabbed a last shred of beef and thrust it into her mouth while she pushed her chair back.

“Remember, it’s Monday night. Scrub the kitchen floor after you do the dishes.”

“Hilda, wait,” Amy said, but her aunt had already turned and was headed down the hall after Reginald. In a moment there was the sound of the parlor doors closing and the hum of muffled voices.

Amy stared down at her food. She hadn’t eaten much, but now she no longer had any appetite at all; she instead took a deep breath to steady herself, then brought the dirty plates into the kitchen. As usual, the place was a mess. The cook was fond of pointing out that she was employed to make the meals, not to clean up afterwards. Cleaning up was what Amy was there for.

She felt numb as she went through the motions, scraping the remains into the scrap bucket and stacking the dishes to be washed, just as she’d done thousands of times before. It was almost funny how some things could change so drastically and so quickly in life, yet other things remained the same. Almost funny, but not quite.

Married in three weeks. I’m only nineteen and my life as I know it is nearly over already. The thought sent a flood of ice water through her veins, and Amy gripped the edge of the sink so as not to entirely collapse onto the floor. Her heart was about to burst through her chest when a tiny voice called to her from the deepest recesses of her mind.

There’s always Westward Hearts. Amy sucked in a quick breath. She had almost forgotten about the little marriage agency down near the market. She had passed by there nearly every day and, from time to time, had stopped to read the notices posted in the window. The agency owner had even come out to talk to her, trying to gauge her interest, and Amy had always been able to truthfully answer that she’d been just curious. So many men anxious to marry, so many men willing to bind themselves to people they’d never even met. It had all seemed very strange.

She had never thought of herself as the kind of girl who would consider leaving the life that she knew here in Portsmouth to go marry some fellow out West—until today. She glanced over at the clock. It was not yet seven; if she hurried, she might make it to Westward Hearts before they closed. She took a last look at the pots and pans stacked high near the sink, then removed her apron and tossed it onto the kitchen table. Cleaning up after Reginald and Hilda could wait.

~ ~ ~
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“MISS CHASE, I’M NOT sure that you understand how this works.” Virginia Broder’s brow had furrowed and her eyes were narrowed to little more than slits as she studied the girl sitting across from her. She was used to dealing with somewhat sheltered, innocent young women, but she’d never before had a client who seemed to be so ignorant of what she was getting herself into. “You’re telling me that you want to get out of marrying a man you never met by...marrying a different man you’ve never met?”

Amy felt her cheeks grow warm. “I know it must sound silly. But like I said, I really don’t have a choice.”

“Why don’t you simply refuse to marry the boy? It’s not like they can force you into the church and down the aisle.”

“If I do that, they’ll throw me out.”

“Surely not. You’re a blood relative.”

Amy couldn’t conceal the bitterness in the laugh that leaped out of her throat. “Not everyone thinks of family the same way,” she said, her hand going unconsciously to the small locket that hung around her throat. “If I don’t marry him, Reginald will put me out on the street. There’s no doubt about it.”

The woman’s brow furrowed as she considered what Amy had told her.

“You have to understand, I’m out of options,” Amy continued. “I have nowhere to go. I have nobody who can help me. If they kick me out, I’ll end up like one of...those girls. You know those girls down by the docks, don’t you?”

“God forbid,” Miss Broder said. She put a weak smile on her face, though the concern in her eyes gave away her true feelings. “I’d love to help you, Miss Chase. I really would.”

Amy let out a laugh that surely sounded more nervous than she’d intended. “It almost sounds like you’re about to explain why you can’t.”

“Well, the truth is that right now I don’t have much help to offer. You see, the way this works is that my sister runs an office just like this out West,” she said. “We’ve been doing this for years, following the frontier as it spreads across the land. She makes sure that the husbands are upstanding and reputable. I do the same regarding the wives. When you put them together, you can get some wonderful results.”

“That’s a clever arrangement.”

“Business has been good, I have to admit,” she said. “But one thing about the frontier is that it’s always in motion. Once things settle down and an area becomes more civilized, it’s easier
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