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      Tom McAllister has been betrothed to Martha Smith for all of his adult life. Their fathers arranged this and though during their younger ages Tom and Martha might have felt a spark, that’s long past. Now Tom’s stuck. He’s promised to Martha and yet his heart seems to beat faster when Amelia West strolls by.

      

      Amelia West is an honorable woman. She’s always done what’s right. She’d never fall for a man who belongs to another. Tell that to her heart. She’s found herself attracted to Tom McAllister though he’s betrothed to another. What’s a woman to do? Well, her sister-in-law Hannah has a solution. Respond to a mail order bride ad. Little does Amelia know, Hannah’s been doing some plotting of her own.
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      The three West sisters, Emma, Rose and Amelia sat in the Frontage Road restaurant with their brother’s wife, Anna. They were trying to cheer up their sister-in-law, who was pregnant by seven months and feeling quite uncomfortable.

      Amelia was distracted, though. Her sisters were chatting excitedly about an upcoming party they were having at their estate. Amelia’s eyes were focused through the window to the street outside, where Thomas “Tom” McAllister was unloading a wagon full of lumber into a shop, where they would be cut to sizes asked for by customers.

      Amelia remembered Tom from the schoolhouse when they were young. He was always helpful and kind. He never teased her like some of the other boys. She and her sisters weren’t teased often anyway, as their brother, Daniel, who was the oldest in the family, saw to that.

      It always amazed Amelia that Tom wasn’t married. She’d been feeling the urge to start her family soon, as her twenty-sixth birthday was coming up and she was on her way to spinsterhood. But Tom was the only man she’d ever been attracted to. And he was in love with another woman from the next town over, Martha Smith.

      “Isn’t that right, Amelia?” she heard. She refocused her attention on her sisters, giving each of them a blank look.

      Emma giggled, putting one hand over her mouth. “I don’t think she was paying attention,” she said. “Where were you at, Amelia?”

      “Nowhere,” Amelia replied, trying not to feel irritated. She didn’t like to talk to her younger sisters about Tom. The man was courting Ms. Smith and had been for almost five years. No one knew when they would get married. Amelia didn’t know why it hadn’t already happened. But it stopped her from expressing her feelings to anyone. She didn’t want to look like the kind of woman that pined after a taken man. “I was just watching the people outside.”

      “Oh?” Emma twisted her head to look out the window to her right. “What’s so fascinating out there?”

      “Stop teasing Amelia, Em,” Anna said, sitting back in the chair and resting one hand on her swollen stomach. “It’s okay for her to get lost in thought, isn’t it?”

      Anna’s voice came out irritated but Emma just gave her a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry, Anna. You’re right, of course.” She turned back to Amelia, smiling. “I’m sorry.”

      Amelia shook her head. “It’s okay. What was it you were talking about?”

      The other women looked at each other. When no one spoke, they all laughed softly.

      “What were we talking about?” Emma asked. “Surely it was the party. That’s all we’ve been talking about for weeks. I’m so excited about it. I’m really surprised Daniel agreed to it. But so glad he did.”

      Amelia raised her eyebrows. “Why did you think he wouldn’t?”

      Emma shrugged. “I don’t know. He hasn’t been very social lately, I don’t think.” She turned her hazel eyes to Anna. “Is there anything wrong with him that you know of? Is he getting enough sleep? Eating right? I’ll be honest, I haven’t noticed anything different, other than he’s been pouring himself into the business of running the estate and the business. He hasn’t done anything fun for months.”

      “He’s anxious,” Anna confirmed. “Tosses and turns at night. I think it’s because he’s nervous about becoming a father. But it isn’t like he has to worry about providing for us. The business is doing well—better than ever, really. That’s a result of him working more than usual. I think that will stop once the baby is born.”

      Amelia nodded. “I think so, too. I’ll just bet he plans to take some time off of working so he can spend it with you and the baby.”

      “That sounds like Daniel to me,” Rose said, crossing her arms and leaning forward on the table. “Three sisters and he still has no experience with babies or children. He must be real nervous.”

      “I’m sure it causes him a lot of worry,” Anna said. “He has married friends with children, though. He’ll talk to those men if he wants to.”

      Amelia turned her eyes outside once again. She would give anything to have the courage to go out and talk to him. Tom was nearly done with the wagon but there was another directly behind him. When he was done with the wagon he was unloading, the second driver would take the first wagon back to the lumber mill up on Sugar Hill Mountain.

      Her stomach churned at the thought of just getting up and going out there. Just walking across the road. Just saying hi. What was so bad about that?

      But she wouldn’t. She’d give away her feelings in the first fifteen minutes of talking to him. At the festivals and parties and dances, he never asked her. He was always with Martha.

      A feeling of hopelessness washed over Amelia and she moved her eyes away from him. It was a useless endeavor, a pipe dream that would never happen. He was courting another and she would have to accept that.

      She didn’t think she’d be able to, though, until he was a married man. Martha was a fine-looking woman, from Rickett’s Hollow, which was twenty-five miles from the border of Boone’s Gulch. She was twenty-six, like Amelia and Tom. She had attended one school grade in the schoolhouse of Boone’s Gulch, after a fire consumed the one in her town. She reportedly came from a good family and both sets of parents were on board with the marriage plans.

      So why weren’t they married? What was holding them back?

      These were questions Amelia had been wondering for years.

      How long would it be until she made a decision about her own life and stop holding onto impossible dreams?

      “Let’s go to the parlor,” Emma said excitedly. “That will cheer you up, Anna. We’ll make you look so pretty. Well, Jenny will anyway.”

      To Amelia’s surprise, and probably the surprise of her sisters, too, Anna seemed to brighten up a little.

      Amelia nodded and gave them a smile. “Okay. That sounds lovely.”
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      Amelia managed to keep her eyes away from Tom as the ladies left the restaurant and went down the wooden walkway to the next block.

      “Hello.”

      Amelia reacted when Emma called out the greeting and waved her hand frantically. Her sister was waving in the direction of the lumber shop. Her heart slammed in her chest and she turned her head to see Emma was, in fact, waving at Tom, who was standing in the wagon, looking at them.

      A tingle ran over Amelia’s skin. She smiled at him. He smiled back. He pulled off one of his work gloves and took a handkerchief from his back pocket. He wiped his sweaty forehead, pushing back his dark brown hair.

      Amelia couldn’t help thinking how handsome he was. She refrained from sighing.

      “Working hard?” Emma called out.

      Tom’s grin widened as he pushed the handkerchief back in his pocket and pulled on the glove. “Never,” he called back. “If I can help it.”

      They all laughed, Amelia included. Her sisters continued on and she forced herself to go with them. She would have stayed in that spot and watched Tom work for the next few hours if he wanted her to. She’d take him cold drinks and make sure he had a good lunch.

      Wife things.

      A streak of anxiety made her heart feel squeezed. She swallowed hard and followed her sisters into the beauty parlor.

      “Howdy,” the assistant to the owner of the beauty parlor, Jenny, greeted them with a boisterous loud tone as soon as they entered. There were three other women in the lobby area and one in the chair, where the owner, Gretchen, was working on her, massaging some kind of lotion into the woman’s skin.

      “This is the best we have, Myrtle,” Gretchen was saying. “You know I wouldn’t do you wrong.”

      “You better not,” Myrtle said, her eyes closed and her head leaned back slightly in the chair. Her tone didn’t match the words she was saying. “You know what I do to people who put the wrong lotion on my face, don’t you?”

      Gretchen stepped away from the older woman, holding both hands in the air with her elbows at her sides. She was giving Myrtle a curious, amused look. “No, I don’t think so.”

      “I tell them to not use the same lotion the next time, of course,” Myrtle said, cracking a grin that made her face look ten years younger. She opened her eyes to see the reaction of her audience.

      The sisters and the other women in the parlor all laughed appreciatively. When Myrtle rested her head back against the chair and closed her eyes, she had a tremendously satisfied look on her face.

      Jenny left the desk, taking a ledger with her to where the sisters were standing.

      “Which one of you is looking to have something done today?” she asked, moving her eyes between them. “Or do you want me to make time for you all?”

      “Today is Anna’s day, Jenny,” Emma said, excitement in her voice. “She’s feeling uncomfortable with herself—”

      “Fat,” Anna interrupted. “I look tired and fat all the time. I don’t know how Daniel can stand it.”

      Jenny gasped and put one hand on Anna’s arm. “Don’t you dare talk like that. You are a beautiful woman. I’m going to make you realize that today. Come on, come sit down and let’s get started giving you a new hairdo to show off.”

      Anna went willingly to the chair and Amelia stayed behind, sitting in the lobby with the others while both Emma and Rose went to the chair to talk about what Jenny should do to Anna.

      Amelia was a bit amused that Anna took it as well as she did. She must have been decidedly depressed to desire that kind of attention. She wasn’t normally a woman who fussed over her looks.

      After watching her sisters babble on for a few minutes, Amelia couldn’t help moving her eyes through the window and down the street to where Tom was just starting on the second wagon. He was likely to be there for another two hours getting the wood out and taking it inside. He wasn’t working quickly and appeared to be taking his time. He could if he wanted to. He was a trusted lumberjack with a solid reputation as an honest man. It was just another thing Amelia admired about him.

      He was further away from her now that they were in the beauty parlor. She couldn’t see the expression on his face when he talked to passersby or Alex, the man who worked in the store. But she could see when those people smiled wide and sometimes laughed at whatever Tom was saying.

      She wished she was closer. Like right next to him. Smiling and laughing like everyone else he encountered.

      “Look at you, daydreaming…”

      Amelia turned her eyes to the woman who had spoken, an elderly member of the town, Helen McMurphy. The woman was eighty years old at least, and still had strawberry blond hair. Amelia would never have believed it if she didn’t know it as a fact.

      “I was, wasn’t I?” Amelia replied, chuckling.

      “You fancy that young man out there?”

      Amelia was washed over with humiliation. She felt her cheeks burn hot and she slumped her shoulders in shame. Helen’s face immediately changed and she leaned forward, holding out one hand.

      “Oh, it looks like I’ve upset you. No need, my dear. He is a good-looking young man.” She smiled wide, making Amelia feel better.

      She straightened her spine and grinned back. “Yes, he is.”

      “It would take a blind woman not to see that,” Helen said, with a quiet laugh. “He is popular for more than that, though. He’s a charming gentleman, as well.”

      Amelia nodded. “I know. I went to school with him. Sometimes I wonder why he hasn’t already gotten married, though. Isn’t he engaged to Martha Smith from over in Rickett’s Hollow?”

      Helen raised her eyebrows. “That’s what everyone believes.”

      Amelia felt a tingle on her skin. She furrowed her brows, giving the old woman a contemplative look. “You don’t?”

      It looked like Helen didn’t want to answer or explain herself. Amelia was about to tell her to nevermind when Helen said something that made Amelia want to hear more.

      “I find that hearts can be fickle when they are mismatched.”

      Amelia couldn’t deny the flicker of hope she felt in her heart. “You think they are mismatched?”

      Helen sighed, leaning back, turning her eyes to look through the window and down the street. “It’s not my place to say, child. It is my opinion they are not a compatible couple. There’s something… odd about their behavior when you see them together. Rather stiff, if you ask me.”

      “I never really noticed that,” Amelia admitted. “I guess I don’t want to know. He’s been courting her for some years, and I expect a wedding announcement should be soon forthcoming.”

      “I suppose we will see about that,” Helen said with a smile. “Until then, there’s nothing wrong with admiring the man, is there? If I was sixty years younger…” She let the sentence trail off and Amelia joined her in soft laughter. “You’ll be able to see for yourself shortly, you know,” Helen continued.

      Amelia raised her eyebrows, her joviality subsiding. “Whatever do you mean?”

      “She’s coming to town today. Martha is, I mean,” Helen explained. “Why, she should be here any minute.”

      Amelia denied the sick feeling that came to her stomach. Her eyes went back out to Tom, who gave no indication he was waiting for Martha. He was concentrated on his work. Not once did his eyes look up and around him to see if his betrothed had arrived.

      Amelia didn’t know what to think.

      “If you are thinking it’s about time you be married,” Helen continued, drawing her attention back to the old woman, “you should consider finding a man the same way Anna did. She is very much in love with your brother, isn’t she? And he is with her, as well? I’m right?”

      Amelia nodded. “You’re right. But there’s never a guarantee with that. I… I don’t know if I can… fall in love with a stranger.” She knew it would be even more impossible when her heart was consumed with love for Tom McAllister. It would take quite a man to beat him for her heart.

      Still, maybe Helen was right.

      Maybe that would be her only option. Waiting for Tom was useless.
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      While Amelia was thinking about the mail order bride tactic Anna had used to find Daniel and he to find her, the door opened, and in walked the very woman they had been talking about. Amelia wondered if Martha’s ears were burning moments before.

      Martha looked around smiling, pulling off her gloves as she did so. “Hello, ladies,” she said with a voice as smooth as satin. “How are we all feeling today?”

      “Hello, Martha, how good to see you. You look wonderful.”

      The other ladies in the lobby all rose from their seats and went to give Martha cheek kisses.

      Martha turned her eyes to Amelia just as Emma and Rose were coming over from the chair Anna was now leaning back in.

      “Mellie,” Martha said. Amelia was sure she detected a note of resentment in the woman’s voice. But what would she have to be resentful about? Martha had the handsomest man in town, the most charming, the friendliest by far.

      Martha was also the only one in the entirety of Boone’s Gulch and those who knew Amelia in Rickett’s Hollow that called her “Mellie.” She detested the sound of it and had told Martha so on several occasion.

      It didn’t stop the woman from saying it, though, which told Amelia she was doing it on purpose and not by accident, as she liked to claim.

      “Martha,” she responded in a tone much the same as Martha’s.

      “Hello, Martha darling,” Emma said, reaching the visitor and giving her double cheek kisses.

      “You are looking so beautiful. There’s no need for you to even be in this place, is there?”

      “I look absolutely hideous,” Martha exclaimed, rolling her eyes and patting the back of her head, which was covered with a light blue bonnet. “I simply must have something done with this hair. I don’t think men take kindly to a mop head, do you?”

      Amelia caught the reference to “men.” Why was Martha worried about what other men thought of her looks? Was she trying to attract another man? Perhaps she already had another man.

      Again, Amelia had to shake her head. She was being distracted by her thoughts and thinking nonsense just to ease her desire for a man that was taken.

      Thinking Amelia was agreeing with her, Martha dramatically pulled off her bonnet and shook out her long straight, blond hair. “I just have to have something done with this.”

      Amelia shoved away the feeling of jealousy. Martha was about as shallow as they came and Amelia wasn’t going to let it bother her for long. What could she do about it? Nothing.

      She stepped back so Martha could pass her.

      “My dear Gretchen,” she said loudly, crossing to the back where the salon chairs were. “I just know you can do something with this.”

      Amelia tried not to sneer, thinking there wasn’t a smidgen of the frizz needed in Martha’s stick-straight hair that could qualify it as a mop head. She was just vying for attention and getting it from her brainwashed friends and sisters.

      The only one who looked wisely at what was going on was Helen. For a moment, she wondered what Helen was thinking about what was happening. She glanced over and saw a bemused look on the older woman’s face. Helen’s her bright blue eyes, so full of age and wisdom flicked to meet Amelia’s.

      Amelia would have sworn Helen was thinking, “See what I mean?”

      Martha buzzed about like a honeybee until Jenny got her in one of the other two chairs and settled her down for a wash and style. Amelia listened to the woman’s chatter, wishing they hadn’t chosen that day to go to the beauty parlor.

      She was surprised to hear Helen speak up. “So, tell us, Martha, how is that man of yours?”

      The moment of hesitation before Martha laughed caught Amelia’s attention. It was almost as if she was trying to remember who her man was. “Tom? Oh he’s fine and dandy.”

      “He’s outside, you know,” Helen continued. “Why don’t you go see him?”

      Martha moved her eyes to the front window but Amelia knew there was no way she could see Tom from her chair in the back of the shop.

      “Oh, yes, I planned to go see him,” she said, smoothly. “But first I must come and see my friends and let them make me beautiful for him. I’ve been under the weather lately, I think. A little blue. I know this will make me feel much better.”

      “That’s precisely why we brought Anna here,” Emma said in a volume a little higher than Amelia thought was necessary. She couldn’t fathom why Emma would seek approval from a woman who didn’t even live in Boone’s Gulch. It sounded to Amelia like her sister was trying to impress Martha.

      “She has a very good reason for feeling uncomfortable in her skin right now.” Martha flashed a grin at Anna who had to lift her head to look at the woman but smiled back, nonetheless. “Don’t you even worry about it, Anna dear,” Martha continued. “You’ll be back to feeling like your old self in… what about eight weeks?”

      Soft laughter floated around the room.

      “Yes, that’s right,” Anna replied in an amiable voice. “According to the doctor, anyway.”

      “Well, I am very excited for you.” Amelia had to admit to herself that Martha sounded genuine. Her next words, though, sent Amelia back to her suspicious thoughts. “I can’t imagine what it must be like to have children. I don’t know if I could be responsible for another human being, running around after them, making sure they are clothed and fed.”

      Amelia had to stop herself from jumping in with a bunch of questions. Was that what Tom wanted too? No children? Surely he wanted to have offspring to carry on the McAllister name at least. He was an only child. Who else would do it but him?

      She would have asked those questions if she hadn’t glanced at Helen and seen a look of warning. The old woman crooked her finger at Amelia, who casually stood up and went to sit right next to the older woman.

      “You mustn’t start any trouble, my dear,” the old woman whispered, patting Amelia’s hand. “I’m afraid that would only cause distress for you.”

      “I’m ashamed of how I feel,” Amelia kept her voice as low as Helen’s. “He is practically married already. They’ve been courting for years.”

      Helen nodded. “I understand what you’re saying. You must guard yourself, Amelia, guard your heart. Nothing good can come of this. Talk to Anna, find a way to take back your heart. Chances aren’t good that he will ever be free to associate with you the way you want him to. Maybe a man from another town will show him what he’s missing by coming here and sweeping you off your feet.”

      Amelia put one hand over her mouth to cover the smile. “Isn’t it usually the woman who goes to the man?”

      A bewildered, innocent look came to Helen’s face, making Amelia snort with laughter. “I don’t know anything about it. I don’t like to gossip.”

      “Good try, Helen. But this topic of discussion isn
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