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Albert Burton was a horrible, horrible man - the only problem was that nobody else saw it. He sneered down at Catherine, arms folded across his broad chest, brow quirked as if daring her to challenge him. 

Yet Catherine wasn't a stupid woman. She knew her parents wouldn't care, knew standing up for herself would only fuel his cruel intentions. He wanted her to be utterly reliant on him, wanted her to be his and his alone.

"Sweet Catherine really is doing her best, you see, but she simply crumbles when she's left alone. I don't know how she would survive without me to look after her." Albert pat the top of her head like she was a child - or worse, some kind of pet. "It's all well and good that she lives with you, but I hate to think what will happen when we marry and she's left alone in the house all afternoon."

"I can take care of myself just fine," Catherine mumbled, anger rising in her chest. 

Albert's sympathetic smile made her stomach turn. "Oh well of course you think you can, because you've never had anyone to tell you otherwise."

Across the kitchen table, her mother and father shared a look. A look that said how could we have missed this all these years? They were taking Albert at face value, believing him over their own daughter. When they met almost six months ago, Albert had won over her parents in an instant - he'd started courting her immediately after, at the insistence of Mother. 

And now here he was, belittling her. Making her out to be some clueless, clumsy waif that couldn't be trusted to look after herself. The thought made her blood boil and she scowled into her tea. It was lukewarm by now at best, but she'd lost the desire to drink it anyway.

"Well," Mother said with a beaming smile, "we know our Catherine will be in good hands when you two are married, won't we?"

"We couldn't have asked for a better man," Father added, "it's wonderful that she has someone so thoughtful to look out for her."

Thoughtful. Catherine could have laughed, if she didn't feel so sick. She was going to marry this disgusting man by the end of the year if Mother had her way, and what could anyone do about it? At first it seemed Albert was just one in a long line of failed suitors, but then he'd sank his claws into her family and refused to let go...

"I'm surprised she hasn't hurt herself already," Albert murmured. His heavy hand landed on her shoulder, but it wasn't the gentle touch of a man in love. His fingers sank into her sleeve - and the skin beneath. "When we were out the other day she almost tripped over the cobblestones, and I had to swoop in to save her! The butcher across the road had a good laugh about it, didn't he love?"

Her scowl deepened. He was still droning on and on about how delicate and how she needed protecting from herself. Well, Catherine had had enough. Hauling herself upright she gave him her best glare, green eyes darkening. "I am not some useless little girl you need to save, and I'm certainly not some pet project for you to twist and manipulate until I'm who you want me to be." Turning to her parents, she snapped, "and if you believe him over me, then that really shows how much you care."

Mother's lips parted, but no sound revealed itself. Instead all three of them sat there, staring up at her like she'd just grown a second head. 

Before anyone had the chance to reply, Catherine stormed upstairs. Her boots thudded on the carpet, carrying with them the sound of her frustrations. Reaching her bedroom she yanked the door open, then slammed it behind her with a grunt. 

Downstairs, she heard only the undistinguished murmurs of her parents.

She was not going to marry that awful man, and nobody could make her. Already he made her miserable, made her family pity her - what would life be like if she were stuck with him forever?

A gentle knock on her door made her flinch, eyes narrowed. "Who is it?"

"Your mother, dear."

Oh. Of course. Her pulse still rattled in her veins as she threw the door open, glaring at her mother in the light of the hallway. "Whatever it is you're here to say, I'm not interested."

Yet she didn't listen. Mother never listened. Instead she pushed past Catherine to survey the bedroom, before settling herself down at the desk by the window. "Albert only wants what's best for you, you know," she mused. Picking up one of Catherine's fountain pens, she began to twirl it around her fingers.

"Careful," she snapped, "that was expensive!"

Mother raised a brow before dropping the pen back onto the heavy wooden desk. It rolled, bumping into one of her notebooks before clattering to the floor. "Catherine Hartford, you will not speak to me with such disrespect. Albert cares for you, unlike most of those other suitors, but then again you never made it easy for them. Regardless, he's as good a man as you'll find in this city and he's been so kind to look after you."

"Except that I don't need looking after."

"You've always been clumsy and naive," Mother snapped, "it's a wonder someone like Albert is interested in you at all."

Catherine hated how her lower lip wobbled, how tears threatened to spring to her eyes. Tossing mahogany waves over her shoulder, she snatched the fountain pen from the floor and brandished it at her mother. "Get out of my room," she huffed, "and tell Albert I've come down with something. I don't want to see him."

"That isn't for you to decide-"

"I can make any decisions I damn well please."

Brushing down her dress, Mother stood with the grace of a princess. She looked down her nose like one, too. "Fine. But you and Albert will marry, and you can't avoid that forever."

Catherine watched her go, bile rising in her throat. The door clicked closed behind Mother, and she was left staring at the pale wood. Moments later she collapsed onto the chair Mother had just vacated, head in her hands, and let out a dull sigh.

It was unclear how long she sat there, staring down at her desk. It was likely only a few minutes, but might as well have been hours. Then her eyes drifted to the newspaper she'd started reading that morning - and, well, there was nothing better to do. Not least because she couldn't bear to go downstairs just yet. Flicking it open to a random page, she began to read.

It wasn't until she was near the end that anything interesting popped up. Right at the back was a tiny advert, just two paragraphs long, about a man looking for a bride. A mail order bride. Without thinking, Catherine began to read.

Nicholas Bradley, a man in his early thirties, from Texas. According to the article he was looking to revive his life by finding love - although there was no one in his sleepy little town that fit the bill. So, he was looking further afield. He seemed nice enough, with his own ranch and a quiet yet fruitful life. Yet there was no mention of family or friends, which struck her as odd.

Perhaps he just isn't sociable, Catherine reasoned. She knew that feeling all too well, especially recently. Albert had sucked out any desire in her to be seen in public thanks to his love for humiliation. Lips pursed, Catherine read over the article again. Right at the bottom was an address, and a request for inquiries to be sent by the end of the month.

Up until then, she could have believed this Nicholas was genuine - but that made it sound like some kind of business deal. Yet... goodness, she was really considering it, wasn't she?

What harm would it do to contact him, anyway? The more Catherine thought about it the better it seemed - a chance to get away from Albert, to visit a place she'd never been and carve out her own place in the world. Yes, she quite liked that. Without even realising what she was doing, Catherine was already forming a reply.

Mr Bradley,

I saw your advert in the newspaper, the one looking for a mail order bride. My name is Catherine Hartford, and I must confess I'm interested in this unusual proposal. I'm writing only out of curiosity, but I would like to know more about you. Here is what you need to know about me; I am twenty-two years old, never married, and I live in a small, awfully boring town where everybody knows everybody else's business. I can cook, but I prefer to bake - I've always had a sweet tooth. I don't like to throw lavish parties or stay out late, so I believe I would suit your quiet life just right.

Enough about me. What is Texas like? I live in California, and I've never left the town I was born. I'd love to know about life there, about your ranch and how it works. Tell me about yourself too - what do you enjoy? What's your favourite meal? Do you prefer coffee or tea? I prefer tea myself, with sugar and lots of milk. 

There is much else I would like to know - but I'd hate to overwhelm you on our first communication, so I shall leave it at that. Please write me back, if you're interested.

Catherine Hartford.

She studied the letter for a while, lips curled, before folding it in half. If she debated for too long she might lose the nerve, and then what? Catherine only ever did anything when the impulse arrived and that rarely lasted long. Reaching for an envelope, she stuffed it inside and scribbled on the address from the newspaper.

Then, sitting back in her chair, the fight left her. Perhaps this would solve her problems, offer her the new life she wanted. Nicholas had to reply first - and what if he didn't.

Downstairs, Mother's voice echoed up. "Catherine, I sent Albert away but you can't lurk up there forever. Come down and finish your chores!"

Ah. Fantastic. There was never a moment alone in this house, and now Mother would be checking on her even more to make sure she didn't do something silly. With a sigh she tucked the letter away in a drawer, with a silent promise to post it the second she was in town.

At the very least, the idea of a reply gave her something to look forward to. For now, that was enough.

Trudging downstairs, Catherine met her mother in the kitchen. "Dishes need washed," she snapped, "and you haven't hung the washing up to dry."

"I hardly had time, with Albert here."

"Then you should have done it before."

Yes, except Albert arrived at ten o'clock in the morning and she had spent the entire time before that preparing for his arrival - upon her parents insistence. Yet arguing never helped, so Catherine simply took the empty teacups from the table and dumped them unceremoniously into the kitchen sink.

Mother huffed, raised a brow, and left without a word.

She just had to survive until Tuesday, when the mail was collected. She could sneak into town Monday afternoon with the letter, under the guise of needing groceries. Monday was only three days away. Surely she could survive until then?

Staring at her dull, lifeless reflection in the window, she wasn't entirely sure.

——————————

As the weeks passed, Catherine wrote to Nicholas every chance she got, all the while keeping it hidden from her family - and most of all, from Albert. Yet she couldn't hide it forever, not when she was planning on leaving. Leaving today.

It was just her luck that Albert decided to arrive right as she was readying to leave. Her parents were out, she had the house to herself, and it seemed like the perfect time to go. Besides, there was a train in two hours that would take her half way to Texas and by then she would be too far away for it to matter.

"Catherine?" Albert called from the downstairs hallway, "are you in?"

Oh no. Had Mother forgotten to lock the door? Or had he found the spare keys hidden in the plant pot by the porch? Blood running cold, Catherine hurried to stuff the last of her clothes into the suitcase on the bed, wincing as the heavy fabric of one of her dresses caught on the edge of the metal lock.

"Catherine, I know you're in. You never go out on Wednesdays."

Wednesday was the day Mother and Father went into town together in the morning, Catherine's rare chance at peace and quiet. Albert was right, she never did go out on those days. Which meant she could ignore him all she liked, but he'd come upstairs eventually. Stomach curdling, she forced her heartbeat to calm and wrestled another dress into the suitcase.

She added her favourite pens and parchment for good measure, tucking it safely in scrap cloth so the ink couldn't bleed. That done she snapped the suitcase closed, spinning to grab her coat from the end of the bed, and-

Albert was standing in the open doorway between bedroom and hall.

"Albert, I-"

"Going somewhere, love?"

Stumbling back, Catherine caught her ankle on the bedpost and let out a shriek as she topped onto the mattress.

Albert stifled a laugh, but it was cold. Humourless. "Sweet girl, always so clumsy. You're a danger to yourself." He stepped closer, arms folded, and his lips quirked as he watched her struggle to sit up. "Where do you think you're going, all packed up like this? Not hoping of leaving me, surely."

Shoving down her skirts, Catherine glared up at him. Once she would have flushed at him seeing her like this, at proving him right, but the time for caring about dignity was gone. "I'm leaving, yes," she snarled, "and you cannot stop me." Standing, she ducked under the bed to grab her boots, shoving them on as she stared him down.

Albert, at least, had the sense to look surprised. His dark, beady eyes watched her silently, lips pursed into a thin line. "Where will you go, love?" His slimy voice sent a shiver down her spine even as she turned away. "You have no family, no money to travel-"

"If you must know, a man sent me money so I could take the train to find him." Not the whole truth, but enough. "And I'm going now." Shouldering past him, Catherine lugged the suitcase down the stairs. 

"And do you think this man will want you?" Albert asked cooly. He was just following her around the house, not even trying to stop her. Like he didn't truly believe she wanted to see this through.

"The decision is already made, and I-" A letter. There was a letter on the floor, having been dropped when Mother fetched the mail. It was addressed to her. Albert parted his lips to speak but she hushed him - and he was so stunned he let her. Grabbing the letter, Catherine tore it open.

Dearest Catherine,

I'm afraid I have no choice but to call off our agreement. I hope this letter finds you in time, because I will not be at the train station to meet you. This must be disappointing for you, and I'm sorry for that, but it is in our best interests that you not come to Texas to live with me.

I cannot offer you an explanation. My reasons are my own, and I don't wish to hurt you further. All I ask is that you give me your understanding and, if possible, your forgiveness.

I'm sorry.

Love,
Nicholas.
Tears pricked her eyes as she read the letter. Over and over her eyes roved across the page, as if that might change the outcome. Nicholas had changed his mind. He didn't want her. Just like Albert said. Tossing the latter aside she stifled the urge to scream, all of her anger and frustration tipping boiling point.

"A shame, really. You really thought this man cared?"

Lips curling she spun, hand outstretched to cuff his jaw. The contact made a satisfying slap as it connected with his skin and Albert stumbled back with a gasp. "He cared more than you or my parents ever have," she snapped, voice low and dangerous. So unlike her, but even the quietest people snapped. "And if you think I'm giving up now, you're sorely mistaken."

"Oh really?" Albert replied - but with the red blooming across his jaw, any venom was lost. 

"Really." Finally donning her coat, Catherine hefted up her suitcase and turned to the door. She saw his wide eyed expression in the reflection of the glass, saw her own determined gaze. "Don't follow me, Albert. And don't tell my parents - it won't do anyone any good. Least of all you."

He floundered as she stepped into the cool morning air, proving to her once again he wasn't the man he claimed to be. He wasn't even going to try and stop her, and he just watched her go. Anxiety swelled in her chest but she strode across the street with her head high, eyes dry. 

It wasn't until she was safely around the corner that Catherine broke. Tears sprang to her eyes and this time she didn't force them back, instead letting them drip heavily down her cheeks. Her heart thundered so loudly the neighbours could have heard and for a moment she forgot to breathe.

Nicholas didn't want her, but now she didn't have a choice. She had no choice but to go to Texas.

——————————

Now finally stood outside Nicholas' door - which had taken some time to find, truly - Catherine was at a loss. All she had to do was reach forward and knock, but her hands wouldn't do as they were told. Not only that but she could hear movement inside, the gentle clatter of someone in the kitchen. If Nicholas happened to take a peek out of the window...

The ranch itself wasn't what she was expecting, either. It was on the edge of town, surrounded by lush green fields filled with beautiful horses and cows - but it was smaller than expected. The house itself wasn't much to look at, just a little two storey thing with a tiny front porch and a few potted plants by the door. He'd made it out to be some sort of haven, the best place on earth. 

Yet hovering by the door wasn't doing her any good. It wasn't as if Catherine could just go home. So, wrinkling her nose against the smell of the ranch, she forced herself to knock.

A bustle of movement from inside made her heart lurch, the air catching in her throat. She felt the panic rising, knew what was coming because Mother used to suffer from these bouts of panic, as impossible as that sounded-

Then there was a man standing in the door. Shaggy brown hair fell into dark blue eyes, his features twisted into a frown. Although he was tall he hardly towered, although his wide shoulders and broad chest gave the impression of size and power. That was him, no doubt about it; Nicholas Bradley.

"Good evening," she managed, swallowing thickly. She looked up at him with big, clear green eyes, but he didn't return her smile. Shuffling her feet, Catherine continued, "I know you weren't expecting me, not after the letter I got the day I was supposed to leave." She couldn't help the bitterness in her voice, or the way her scowl creased between her brows. "But I had to come."

"No choice?" Nicholas replied cooly - but his brows twitched, a nervous look crossing his handsome face. And oh he was handsome, with those dark curls and the splash of freckles across his nose. Too bad it was ruined by what he said next, "I sent that letter because I didn't want you to come. What you did with that information is on you."

Catherine's heart stuttered, her lips parted even though no words came out. She thought of her domineering mother, of the man she was forced to court, of all the things that had gone wrong since she met Albert Burton. Did he expect her to just go back to that life, to act as if nothing had changed?

"I can provide you the money home," he was saying, shifting awkwardly from foot to foot as if he wanted to disappear. He wasn't the only one. "After that, I'm afraid I can't help-"

"Why did you change your mind?" Catherine snapped. She never raised her voice, never lost her patience, but it was becoming something of a habit lately. Forcing herself to calm, she took a breath. Quieter, she said, "you were so eager, right up until the last second. What changed?"

"Nothing changed. I simply realised my priorities."

Well, then. Honestly she wasn't sure what to do with that information - it sounded so cold, calculated, as if she were nothing but an investment. It disgusted her to even consider, but perhaps Albert had been right when he said this would never work. Of course, he'd only said it to try and make her stay, but now it seemed there were truth to his cruel words.

Nicholas must have seen her stricken expression, because his own softened. "Look," he started, biting down on his lower lip, "my reasons are my own, Catherine. I'm sorry things didn't work out. Perhaps... perhaps you could stay with me until you figure something out - just temporarily, mind you."

It hardly made up for everything, but Catherine knew it was about as good as she could get. Tears threatened the corner of her eyes and she blinked them away, unwilling to let Nicholas see. Even so, she was barely keeping it together. Voice wobbling, she said, "fine, if that's all you're willing to say."

He let her inside, and at the very least it was warm. A fire crackled somewhere in the next room, spreading its warmth throughout the entire house. There was the lingering scent of fresh bread too, warm and buttery, and she realised that's what he must have been doing before she turned up at the door.

Unsure of what to do, Catherine set her suitcase down by the door. There was a coat rack and shoes in the corner of the hall, but she was still suffering from the chill of her long journey.

"There's a spare bedroom upstairs," Nicholas informed her, "I... had it all made up for you weeks before you were to arrive. The bed is still made."

Staring up at him, she simply nodded. He sounded so... sad. As if a small part of him really did want her here. Or perhaps it was just wishful thinking. Sliding off her shoes, Catherine lifted her suitcase once more and began to heft it upstairs. 

Nicholas didn't offer to help - instead he disappeared back into the kitchen without a word, expression sullen. Catherine watched him from the top of the stairs, peering down as he left the hallway. He was a strange man, that was for sure, but Catherine was already so out of her depth she didn't know what to do about it.

Frowning gently, she turned to what must have been her bedroom, and shut the door behind her.

It was small, cramped really, with a simple bed in the middle of the room and a small window straight ahead. Other than a wardrobe and a small armchair, there was nothing.

It wasn't until she lay down that realisation occurred. She was here, in Texas, and it was the biggest mistake of her life.

This time, she didn't stop the tears from falling.

——————————

Cooking breakfast in this creaky old house was... uncomfortable, to say the least. The floor was freezing on her feet, with only thin stockings between her and bare wood. The cooker didn't want to light, and she'd wasted who knew how many matches trying. Then there was the pantry, full to bursting but all with foods she didn't even like.

In the end she settled for eggs and bacon on toast, deciding at the very least Nicholas would like it. She was doing it for him after all. An attempt to get on his good side. Whether it would work or not remained to be seen. With a mug of strong coffee in her hands, she got to work. Ordinarily she didn't even drink coffee, but after a night of fitful sleep she needed the caffeine. 

It wasn't long before footsteps alerted her to his presence. She heard the kitchen door creak open, felt the breeze he brought in with him, but he didn't say anything. Didn't sit down either, he just hovered by the door in the corner of her vision.

"I'm making breakfast. How do you take your coffee?"

She heard him sigh, and then he was settling down at the little table by the pantry. "Plenty of milk, no sugar."

Just how she liked it, too. Catherine didn't think about why it made her heart stutter, or why she smiled at the thought. Sliding the bacon and eggs onto a plate, she fetched the milk. 

"You're up early," Nicholas mused after a moment, "even earlier than me, and I have the ranch to care for."

She wasn't about to tell him the truth - that she hadn't slept a wink, that she's tossed and turned all night with no idea what to do come morning. She'd nearly made herself sick with worry. Instead she said simply, "I never sleep well in a new house, so I thought I would make myself useful."

Nodding, Nicholas left it at that. She served up breakfast with a smile - a forced one, but since Albert she had become an expert at seeming genuine. They ate in silence, heads bowed and avoiding each other's gaze, until the meal was finished.

It wasn't until she was washing the crockery that Catherine dared speak. Staring out of the window, still avoiding his gaze, she asked, "why did you change your mind about me? I-I know I already asked, but I need to know. For my own peace of mind."

Silence. She kept her gaze on the fields beyond the house, forcing herself to be patient. It didn't always com naturally, but Catherine knew not to push something like this. It never worked out for anyone. So, gaze fixed on the lush green grass, she gave him time.

Yet when no answer came, she was forced to admit he simply wasn't going to tell her. A frown etched itself into her features as she turned, still arms deep in warm water and soap. "You offer me no explanation, yet you expect me to go along with it?" she said softly, "how is that fair?"

"The world isn't fair, Catherine. You of all people should understand that."

His harsh words, the way his features twisted into a dark scowl, it was too much for her. She'd come here to escape a horrible man, but it seemed she only landed on the doorstep of another in the process. Snatching a towel she scrubbed at her hands - and then threw it to the ground with a barely contained sob. "I left my entire life for you, Nicholas. The least I deserve is an explanation."

"No one asked to you come," he snapped back. He stood, and despite his average stature he loomed over her, broad body blocking out the door. "I told you not to and you did anyway. It's your own fault you're here."

"And what if I hadn't gotten the letter in time? Would you still be like this then?"

"I'd have sent you back to the station with the fare home, but you refused to go."

"You offered to let me stay!"

"And I'm certainly regretting it now." 

His voice, stone cold, left her shuddering. Stepping back, Catherine felt her hips bump against the now cool stove. Bile threatened to rise in her throat, the heavy breakfast sitting uncomfortably in her stomach. "Fine, then. I'll be gone by tomorrow morning."

Nicholas' lips parted but she was already storming off, skirts swishing behind her. Catherine refused to look back, refused to give him the satisfaction, and within moments she was outside. Breathing in the cool morning air, she allowed herself to relax. It didn't help the squirming in her gut or the way her hands shook, but it was something. Shoving her hands deep into her skirt pockets, she collapsed onto the porch with a sigh.

Maybe if she wrote to Mother, asked to come home, everything could go back to how it was. Even Albert seemed like a small price to pay to be back home, even if his name still made her want to throw up. At least back home she had Father, and friends, and a house she loved. Here, she had nothing except a measly suitcase of belongings and a handful of money that wouldn't even last a week.

Head in her hands, Catherine let her fair hair fall about her shoulders, shielding her face from view. How could she have let this happen to herself? Albert had been right - she never did anything right, always messed things up for herself and others. This was
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