
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Mail Order Bride: The English Widow
& The Rancher (A Sweet Romance)

 


By

 


Joyce Melbourne

 


Copyright 2014 Joyce
Melbourne

 


Smashwords Edition

 


 


 


It was cold outside on a wintery
evening in Manchester, where Mary stared out the window at the
frost forming in pretty patterns, on the smaller branches of the
trees. She should probably take her warm coat.

There was a get together at the
Hallams’ house this evening, one she had been looking forward to
for weeks. She had been quite lonely lately, as her husband had
barely been around.

He was tied up in his work most of the
time and when he was at home, he was stressed, so Mary stayed well
out of his way. She knew better than to be around when Rodney was
anxious, because he vented his frustrations on anybody around.
However, tonight, he had promised to take her to the party, which
had lifted her spirits immensely.

Mary chose her dress carefully and
twirled backwards and forward, in her long mirror. The cornflower,
blue satin looked just right with her dark, blue eyes and blonde
hair. It was her favorite color. Pinning up her loose curls, she
dabbed the tiniest amount of rouge on her lips and then hurried
downstairs to join her husband and await the carriage.

Checking the big grandfather clock in
the hallway as she reached the bottom of the curved stairs, she saw
that she was right on time.

“Let’s go,” Rodney snapped
at her and twitched, agitatedly. Mary swallowed her disappointment
at his mood. She was a little surprised, as usually he was happy
and excited to attend these things, using them as opportunities to
gain new business and meet new people.

She stepped forward and out of the door
without a word, not wishing to annoy him further, and they set off
towards the Hallams.

 


 


Mary took off her gloves and coat in
the hallway of the Hallams’ large, Georgian house and handed them
to the doorman. Heading into the main room, she smiled widely and
walked over to her hostess, Loretta Hallam. She did not notice
Rodney hesitate and stand by the door, nor the hush that gradually
fell over the room as people noticed her, until she reached
Loretta. She paused, confused as Loretta turned an icy glare on her
instead of her usual warm welcome.

“Mary Thornton, what are you
doing here?”

“Well I, I, you invited me
Loretta,” Mary stuttered, frowning.

“Surely, you must have been
aware that your invitation to my house was no longer valid, after
everything your husband has done?” Loretta asked, raising a haughty
eyebrow.

“What? Rodney? I don’t
understand” she turned her questioning eyes back to her husband,
ignoring the audience around her, and saw his face turn red and his
jaw clench. He had done something; something she did not know
about. It must have been something very bad. Her stomach dropped
and she felt the heat rise in her cheeks from the embarrassment of
the situation she was in.

“You don’t know, do you?”
Loretta shook her head. “Perhaps on your way home you should ask
your husband, but as from this moment you are no longer welcome in
my house, or any other that belongs to polite society in this town,
again. Please take your husband and leave.”

Loretta turned her back to Mary and
began to chatter with her companions, signaling the party to
continue, excluding the Thortons.

Mary walked backwards, slowly, shocked
at the exchange and utterly confused as to what Rodney had done to
cause it. When she neared the door, he grabbed her arm and pulled
her back into the entrance hall, where they made a swift
exit.

 


They rode in silence back to the house
as Mary tried to process what had happened. When they arrived,
Rodney made his way into his study and immediately poured himself a
large whiskey. Mary silently joined him in the room.

“What have you done?” she
whispered.

“Nothing that concerns you,”
he yelled at her, spittle and whiskey spraying out of his mouth.
His small eyes were ringed with red because he he hadn’t slept
properly in weeks. His hand shook as he poured a second whiskey.
Running his hand through his dark brown hair, he turned his back to
her and faced the fireplace.

“Doesn’t concern me?” Mary
asked in amazement. “Did you not see what happened just now, were
you not there, right behind me?” Her voice rose higher as she
talked. “Of course it affects me, for some reason I have just been
ousted from society and will apparently now be shunned by everybody
we know, so of course it concerns me!”

Mary put her hands to her cheeks as she
thought about what this meant to them. “I will ask you again, what
have you done?”

“Damn blast you, you stupid
woman.” Rodney hurled the whiskey glass into the fire and turned to
her in fury. “Get out of my way; you know nothing of business and
life.” He pushed past her and slammed out of the front door into
the night.

Mary sat down and placed her head in
her hands. She had known he would bring her down one day and it
seemed as though today was that day. She had rushed into this
marriage, to grant her father his dying wish to see her looked
after, and had often regretted it since.

Rodney could be hotheaded and volatile,
so she stayed out of his way mainly, but she knew that it would one
day trip him up business-wise. She was guessing this was something
to do with a bad business decision. It could hardly be anything
else to induce such social wrath. She sighed heavily and walked
upstairs to go to bed.

 


 


Mary opened her blurry eyes with a
frown, as an insistent banging resounded throughout the house. It
was barely light outside, still far too early to even be up, let
alone have visitors. She moaned and rolled over, burying her head
in the covers as she heard the maid run to open the door. Several
minutes later there was a knock on her own door and she gave up
trying to get back to sleep.

“Ok, come in,” she mumbled,
trying to rub the sleep from her eyes as she sat up, her golden
curls tumbling around her shoulders. To her surprise, it was her
housekeeper that walked in, not the maid.

“Mrs. West?” she asked,
confused.

“Mrs. Thornton, I’m sorry to
disturb you so early, but there are some gentlemen downstairs to
talk to you. There seems to have been an accident involving Mr.
Thornton.”

Mary suddenly felt fully awake. Mrs.
West came into the room and went straight to the wardrobe, pulling
out a simple day dress.

“Let me help you dress
ma’am, so we can get you downstairs quicker.” Mary just nodded and
let Mrs. West assist her. They worked quickly and then hurried
downstairs to the waiting men.

Mary walked quickly into the study
where they were waiting and looked around at the three men sat
there. She recognized two of them; one was their doctor, Mr.
Crawford, and the other was Mr. Hallam, Loretta’s husband. The
third man she did not recognize, but could tell from his attire
that he was most probably a local farmer or farm hand.

“Gentlemen, please forgive
my appearance at this early hour. What has happened?” she looked
from the doctor’s face to Mr. Hallams, noticing how grey and tired
they both looked.

“Mary,” Mr. Hallam walked
over and guided her by the arm to the nearest chair, “please sit
down. This will come as a shock.”

Mary’s heart quickened. “Please,
Harold, just tell me.”

He looked down and rolled his hat
around in his hand, “Mary I am afraid there was an accident in the
night. Rodney was found dead this morning at the bottom of a ditch,
his horse nearby with a broken leg.”

Mary gasped and covered her hands with
her mouth. Harold reluctantly continued. “It looks like he was
riding too fast and it must have been too dark for him to see the
drop. He would have died instantly as his neck was broken. I shot
the horse myself, to put it out of its misery.” He turned and
gestured towards his companions. “This is Mr. Keller, the farmer
who found him this morning, and of course, Dr. Crawford was called
to confirm the death. Dr. Crawford called me out as a second
witness, and I thought it may be best coming from me.”

Mary’s eyes closed, as she tried to
overcome the shock of what she had just been told. Her face drained
of color and Dr. Crawford came forward, “Mrs. Thornton, I can give
you something to help overcome the shock if you need; a
sedative.”

“No, no, it’s quite all
right,” she replied quietly. “That won’t help anything. Thank you
gentlemen for coming to inform me so quickly, I appreciate it.” She
rose, indicating that the conversation was over.

“Right, yes.” Dr. Crawford
picked up his hat and walked towards the door with the farmer. “If
you do need anything, Mrs. Thornton, please do send someone for
me.”

Harold paused. “Mary, I have something
else I need to discuss with you privately, if you can spare me the
extra few minutes.”

“Yes, of course,” she said
distractedly, and went to see the other men out. The front door
closed and she turned back towards the study, calmly. She felt
strange, like this wasn’t actually happening, like it was just a
dream that she was about to wake up from.

Harold sat waiting for her in the
study, his large face lined with worry. He had always liked Mary,
she was a lovely woman, but it was her husband he had always
despised, and now it seemed, for good reason. He sighed, feeling
heavy with the weight of the news he was about to break to
her.

He watched her close the door and cross
the room, a dazed look upon her face.

“What is it
Harold?”

“Mary, there are some things
you need to know, now, before the formalities begin, with regards
to Rodney’s business.” He took a breath before he continued.
“Firstly I would just like to say, I’m so sorry for the way you
were treated at my house last night, because whatever had happened,
that was unacceptable”

“Please, don’t worry. It was
a shock, certainly, but what bothers me more is not knowing
why.”

“Well, this is what I need
to tell you. My dear, Rodney has put his hand to some very shady
business dealings lately and it has fallen over on him. As you
know, we have all in some way worked with him before and therefore
trusted him. He convinced myself and many other gentlemen in our
circle of friends, to invest a great deal of our money into a deal
he had set up.

“He gave us all the details
of course, but it turns out he lied, tremendously. The money went
into an illegal operation abroad, the details of which I won’t bore
you with, but it was discovered and he lost everything. We lost
everything too.” He mopped his brow with his handkerchief and
sighed, shaking his head. “He only realized last night when you
came to the party, that he had been found out. The police will be
on their way here this afternoon, once they have finished dealing
with the accident. There will be solicitors too and they will seize
everything. He was in way over his head.”

Mary’s eyes widened in horror as she
realized what Harold was saying. “I’ll lose everything? They can’t
do that. Where would I go?” she collapsed back into a chair and
Harold grasped her arm, urgently.

“Mary, this is why I am
telling you now. Do you have money in the house? He would have kept
a good deal here for just this reason, if he was smart.”

She thought for a moment and then
nodded, her eyes going to the safe, hidden in the wall behind his
desk. Harold nodded, sharply.

“Good. You need to pack a
bag with your valuables, your jewelry whatnot, and get out of here
this morning, before they get here and register what there is to
take. This is important, Mary. This is the only way you will be
able to create a new life for yourself.” He looked at her shocked
face with sympathy. He wished he could help this poor woman more,
but this was the only thing he could do, forewarn and therefore
forearm her.

“I realize this is a hard
thing to hear, a lot to take in, in one go,” he said gently, “but
you have no choice. I have to go, I should not be here now. Take
heed of what I have said and prepare yourself, now. Tell no one
what is happening. And, good luck.”

He rested his hand on her shoulder for
a moment and then he was gone. Mary sat there, as still as a
statue, completely overwhelmed for ten minutes, then suddenly she
took a deep breath and jumped up. She needed to snap out of it; she
had to pack and get out.

She walked swiftly to the safe and
opened it. Luckily, she knew the combination. There was a stack of
documents inside and she paused for a moment, interested, but then
dismissed them as Harold’s words came back to her. They would be
worthless now. She pushed them aside and found a wooden box.
Opening it, she closed her eyes in relief. It was full of money.
She pulled it out and set it on the desk. Checking that there was
nothing else of value in the safe, she closed it and turned back to
the box.

A knock came on the door and she
jumped. Mrs. West walked in.

“Is everything ok, Mrs.
Thornton?” she asked, concerned.

“Yes,” Mary bit her lip.
They only had a small household, consisting of Mrs. West, their
maid, Bessie, and the cook, Mrs.. Charles, but she could not just
leave them in the lurch. They had been loyal staff and she would be
sad to leave them. “Mrs. West I need you to do something for me. I
cannot discuss why, but I need to entrust some letters into your
safekeeping and you must keep them hidden. You will understand why,
later, but for now, will you do that for me?”

“Why, yes, of course Miss,
but, is there anything I can do to help you?” Mrs. West asked,
concerned by this strange request, especially so soon after the
shocking news of the master’s demise.

“Good, good” Mary nodded to
herself. “No, thank you. I will have them ready for
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