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‘What’s this?’

Cal leaned against the bar at Ben’s saloon, eyeing his brothers’ expressions. He was the oldest of three Mitchell brothers, and each brother had an important role in Fool’s Gold, Arizona. The youngest, Ben, owned the town saloon—The Dusty Prospector. Jed, more commonly known as Rider, worked the cattle ranch with their father and two uncles. And Cal, who seemed to be the more serious of the brothers, ran the town’s general store.

‘Read the notice,’ Cal said, pointing to the specific advertisement in the newspaper.

‘Order a bride,’ Ben read aloud. ‘Send away for yours today. See John Wickford for more details.’

‘My question is still the same,’ Rider said. ‘Why are you showing us this?’

Cal’s lips curved to the side. ‘You should know just as well as I do that Fool’s Gold has a distinct lack of suitable women. We’re destined to die alone unless we do something about it.’

‘So, you’re suggesting that we each send away for a woman?’ Rider said.

‘That’s exactly what I’m saying,’ Cal said. ‘I’ve already sent for mine.’

‘Well, you’re a fool,’ Rider said. ‘No woman would want to come to this godforsaken place. And even if they did—mail order brides? We’d be the talk of the town.’

‘It might be new to us, but I’ve heard it’s quite popular in surrounding territories,’ Cal said. ‘Think about it Rider. You could finally have a wife to keep the house at the ranch, someone to keep you ... company.’ He nudged him with his elbow. ‘Besides, wouldn’t you like to have a son to pass the ranch on to?’

‘Maybe I’ll pass it on to yours.’

‘He’ll have the store.’

‘You’re not going to stop at one, are you?’ Rider downed the rest of his drink and gathered up the supplies he’d come to town for. ‘I need to be going if I’m to make it back home by sunset. But you two kids have fun gossiping about women.’

He watched as Rider left the saloon with his things and turned to his youngest brother. ‘Ben?’

‘You know it’s too soon for me, Cal.’

Cal nodded his head slowly, turning his glass between his hands. Ben had been closer to having a wife than Cal or Rider had ever been. He was lucky enough to fall in love with a local girl, Anna, and they planned to wed. But only a couple of weeks before their wedding, she came down with scarlet fever and never recovered. She was buried on what was supposed to be their wedding day.

‘It’s been over a year, Ben,’ Cal said cautiously. ‘I understand if you don’t want to move on yet, but it doesn’t mean that you will never be happy with someone else.’

Ben leaned across the bar, pushing the newspaper towards him. ‘I could never love anyone how I loved Anna.’

‘And I might never love the woman who comes to be my bride. But it doesn’t mean I won’t appreciate having someone to talk to.’

‘I run a saloon,’ Ben said, spreading his arms out as if to emphasise his point. ‘There are plenty of people to talk to.’

‘Drunkards pouring out their problems as you refill their glasses don’t count.’

‘It’s not for me, Cal,’ Ben said, shrugging. ‘But I’m happy for you, really. I hope she’s everything you ever dreamed of.’

Cal laughed and headed back to his store. Would she be everything he ever dreamed of? But what would that be, exactly? His dreams had only consisted of her touch. He never envisioned what she might look like—her hair, her eyes, her body—or sound like. Just her touch.

The tenderness in her soft, delicate hands. The way it made him feel as she traced every line of his body, awakening something within him. And the sweetness of her supple body as he caressed every curve of hers.

As long as she had the touch that could soothe any ache, so light and delicate that her fingertips could be mistaken for a feather, he would be happy. Because it was that touch that snuck its way into his dreams and made him wish more than ever that he could wake up with a woman beside him.

The touch he’d never felt before.
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‘JOHN, WAS I EXPECTING you today?’

‘Not at all,’ John replied, coming up to the counter, his hat in his hands. ‘Sarah will be by later today to pick up supplies. I have some news to tell you. I thought I’d save you the trip and come tell you myself.’

Cal’s heart skipped a beat. It had been almost a month since he’d sent for his bride—a month that seemed to drag on longer than anything he could think of. It had felt like so long that he’d almost given up on waiting to hear a response. He’d given it a week, then ventured over to the town’s newspaper to ask John if there’d been a response. He left it another week and asked again. Then, he started asking every other day. How long was it supposed to take? He was the first in the town to send for a mail order bride, so he had no one to compare with. Had he finally got a response? Was he finally going to find out when he would meet his bride-to-be? He opened his mouth to ask, but John held his hand up between them.

‘I know what you’re going to ask,’ John said. ‘And yes, we finally have a response.’ He handed an envelope over to Cal. ‘Though, it appears that you don’t have much time.’

Cal’s eyes widened. ‘How long?’

He’d been waiting until he had a response to make sure his home was ready for a woman. After sending for her, he’d gone home and started organising his living areas in case she wasn’t far off. But with the whole waiting thing and the nervousness he’d been feeling, along with the bulk deliveries that he’d temporarily forgotten about, there was still a lot of work to do. Hopefully, he’d have enough time to—

‘She arrives tomorrow morning.’

Tomorrow? He had one night to prepare? His mind drifted to the piles of crates and supplies upstairs. He could move them all downstairs into the store, but it was already cluttered. Usually, storing things in his living area was never a problem. But that was when he was by himself—without a wife. Maybe she wouldn’t mind. On the other hand, she might be expecting so much more from him than he can offer. Like Rider said, what decent woman would want to come to Fool’s Gold?

‘W—what’s she like?’ Cal said, feeling the tightening in his chest as he tried to convince himself that he wasn’t a fool for sending away for a bride.

John shrugged, placing his hat on his head. He indicated towards the envelope that Cal was clutching in his hands. ‘It said more about her arrival details than it did about her. Though, it did say she’s a Swedish immigrant. Good luck tomorrow, Cal.’

Cal watched as John left the shop and glanced
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