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Adele Fortuna is not happy with her father’s plans to foist her and her sisters off on Needful husbands, but what choice does she have. Since her mother's death, she has managed to keep the household together, but with steadily decreasing funds, something has to be done. If Adele can find a well to do husband in the dusty town of Needful, Texas, perhaps her sisters will not have to suffer the indignities of being sold to the highest bidder. 

Despite her father’s desperate ploy, Adele knows that he only wants his children to have a safe home where they will be provided for once he is gone. 

Can a young woman’s determination to marry well bring more hope and happiness to Needful, or will all dreams be dashed in the harsh light of the real world? 
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Chapter 1
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“How are you, Olive?” Periwinkle Cassidy walked into the family living quarters of the Hampton House restaurant and boardinghouse, a smile dancing on her pretty face. 

“Feeling useless,” Olive said, a frown on her aged face. “I hardly have anything to do these days. Between my daughters-in-law and the Fortuna girls, I’m all but useless here at the Hampton House.” 

Peri’s blue eyes twinkled as she took a seat with her older friend. Mrs. Hampton wasn’t used to being idle, and with all the extra help around the place, she was feeling restless. “Well, we have plenty to do today.” Peri placed her gloves on the table as Olive poured her a cup of steaming tea. The chill in the air this late in November was biting, but a happy relief from the summer’s swelter. 

“You sound like you have a plan,” Olive said, her dark eyes flicking between the cup in her hand and Peri. “It would be nice to make some headway in this situation. It’s been over a month since those girls arrived, and the way men are snapping up brides here in Needful, I’d have thought they would all be married by now.” 

“It is a mystery,” Peri took the cup from Olive’s hands, her enthusiasm practically vibrating through her. “It’s time we turn our minds to figuring out why the Fortuna’s have so few callers. We have a whole list of men who are interested in getting married. Something must be holding them back.”

“I don’t think it’s Phineas,” Olive said. “Mr. Fortuna seems ready for his girls to all be wed. I think he’s afraid they won’t be settled before he’s gone. He’s healthy enough, as far as I can see. His job at the livery working with Darwin keeps him busy and requires a good deal of physical labor.” 

Peri nodded, taking a sip from the teacup. “I agree. So why have the girls received so little attention?” 

Olive shrugged, feeling useless again. “It’s not like our plans have ever worked out as we predicted,” she said. “Not one of the brides ended up with the man I matched them to.” She scowled. “I’m a failure as a matchmaker.” 

Peri reached across the table, squeezing her friend’s hand. “No, you are not.” She declared. “All of the brides are very happy after all, isn’t that more important?” 

Olive smiled and nodded. “You’re right,” she said, running a lace-trimmed napkin through her fingers. “All of the Needful brides are happy in their marriages.” She scowled again, her brows beetling over dark eyes. “But what do we do about the Fortuna girls? When they arrived on the stage in October, I thought it would make our lives easier. So many of Needful’s men are impatient to have a wife and here we have four just waiting.”Peri shook her head. “I don’t know, but we’ll figure it out.” Her lips twitched slightly. “They are rather an odd lot.” 

Olive chuckled despite feeling grim. “I can’t argue that. Adele is about as cuddly as a porcupine, Heidi’s all but scared of her own shadow, Olga is so fixated on her clothing she hasn’t even noticed a man, let alone talked to him, and Fanny...” Olive cut off with a grimace. 

“I know. She’s got her nose so buried in a book, what man would even try to approach her?” 

“Not to mention that horrid cat. I think it would drive any prospective suitor away.” 

Peri grinned. “Well, the men of Needful are just going to have to step up and make themselves heard,” the younger woman chuckled. “They said they wanted wives, and we have them. If the fellas in this town are too timid to do something about it, we’ll have to come up with another idea.” 

Olive shook her head of white hair, making the loose bun on the top of her head jiggle and sighed. “The girls tell me that it isn’t like these miners, farmers, and ranch hands aren’t eyeing up the new women in town. They just don’t seem to have any desire to approach them.” 

Peri smoothed her skirt. “The Fortuna girls are a little...” she tapped her lip with a forefinger, “awkward, shall we say, but that doesn’t seem to have put any of the other grooms off in the past.” Again the young woman giggled, brushing her light brown hair from her cheek. “It took Bear a bit to warm to me after all, so maybe that’s what we need. We need to find a way to get the men altogether in a way that they can socialize.” 

“We could have a special supper,” Olive suggested. 

“No, the girls have already been working here, so the men have seen them in the Hampton House. We need something fun.” Peri tapped her foot, thinking as her mother shuffled into the room. 

“Good morning, Mercy.” Olive stood grabbing an extra cup, but the older woman with the gentle sag at the side of her face waved her away.

Mercy Perkins smiled her twisted grin and flashed a glance at her daughter. She was humming a jaunty tune, and Peri’s eyes grew wide as she turned to her mother. 

“Mama! That’s it,” she cried. “We’ll have a dance.”

Mercy shuffled her feet a little shaking her head. Although the past months and warmer climes had helped her recover to some extent from a devastating stroke, she was still not fast on her feet. 

“Can’t dance,” she hissed. 

“Well, the Fortuna girls can,” Peri smacked the table, “and so can the men of Needful. If they can’t, we’ll have Mr. Franco teach them.” The younger woman wheeled back to the table. “Olive, that’s it. We’ll have a dance and put the women and prospective grooms together. Besides, it’s the perfect time for a celebration.” 

Olive nodded, her dark eyes meeting Mercy’s, who seemed to agree. “That sounds like a good plan.” 

“Will work,” Mercy’s voice was slightly slurred. “Peri, I goin’ home wif’ Jax.” 

“Oh, alright, Mama,” the girl rose, walking to her mother and placing a kiss on her cheek. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay for tea? Olive and I might be a while, though.” 

“No. Home.” Mercy smiled. “Jax will see me der.” 

“Alright,” Peri grinned. “Don’t catch a chill. I’ll either catch a ride with someone or hire a horse if Bear doesn’t get here by the time I’m ready.” 

“Your husband will come. Good man.” Mercy smiled again, her eyes bright. Both of her daughters had married well after arriving in Needful. Prim, the oldest, was expecting her first child while Peri flitted about like a goldfinch. 

“It was nice seeing you, Mercy,” Olive said, her mind spinning as she watched the older woman shuffle back toward the dining room. “Your mother is doing well,” she commented, filling the teapot with fresh water. 

“Yes, life in Texas seems to suit her,” Peri agreed, returning to her seat. “Now, about this dance.” 
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ADELE FORTUNA SNAPPED her apron straight and glared out at the room around her. Several of the mealy-mouthed men of the town blinked at her, offering half-hearted smiles. 

Carefully meeting each glance with a scowl, the oldest of the Fortuna women studied the room, watching as her father hurried into the room, smiling at an older woman who shuffled toward the door. 

“Allow me to assist you, Mrs. Perkins,” the man said. He was without his hat again, and his unruly white hair was standing on end. As kind and good-hearted as he was, Adele’s father tended to be scattered and unorganized. 

His hair-brained idea to bring all of his daughters to Needful, Texas, as mail-order brides was evidence enough of that. Adele pulled a ragged breath into her thin form and assessed the crowd once more. Farmers, ranch hands, and miners filled the boardinghouse's dining area, and not one of them caught her eye. They were all entirely too meek mannered or just plain dirty, and not one of them showed any of the signs of prosperity she sought. 

Behind her, Adele could hear her sister Olga washing dishes. She had done all she could to keep her younger sisters out of the public eye, and if all went to plan, perhaps they wouldn’t have to marry some pathetic sodbuster to hold body and soul together. 

It wasn’t that her father had wanted to be rid of his four daughters, but since her mother’s passing, Phineas Fortuna had not been able to hold the house together. He was a good father, loving and attentive, but he wasn't much use when it came to the practical side of things. He was too bookish by far, but he did seem happy in their new home. 

“Thank you,” the older woman, Mercy Perkins, said with that odd slur in her voice. 

“Can I get some coffee over here?” A man in a white shirt and black vest lifted his empty cup, not even looking around the room. “I don’t have all day to be waiting for service.” 

Adele lifted her chin along with a coffee pot and ambled toward the man. She didn’t remember seeing him before, but unlike his multiple counterparts, he was clean, his dark hair, what was left of it, slicked back, and his shirt clean and well starched. 

“Can I take your order?” Adele asked her voice cold. 

The man looked up, his dark eyes raking over her in a glance. She knew she was too tall, too thin, and too sharp-featured to be considered beautiful, but her quick mind troubled over the man before her as she met his gaze. 

“Whatever you have,” he said, waving a hand as he pulled a watch from the pocket of his vest. “I need to be back to my business soon.”

Adele watched a moment longer as the man pulled a ledger from his lap and opened it onto the table. Rows of neat numbers dotted the page, making Adele raise a brow. What business could this man have in Needful, Texas that produced numbers like that? Her eyes flashed over the page, then back at the man’s face. He wasn’t handsome, his handlebar mustache was neat, his features ordinary, and his build was already running to stout, but he was obviously good at whatever he did. 

Moving back toward the kitchen as Arbela stepped out. “I’ll take Mr. Alder his meal,” she offered a look of distaste on her face. 

“No,” Adele smiled, meeting the beautiful if haughty woman’s blue gaze. “I’ll take care of him. He doesn’t seem to have much in the line of patience.” 

Arbela raised a pitch-black brow and shook her matching braid over a shoulder. “If you wish. He’s been rather surly ever since Teddy Lewis punched him in the face.” 

Adele felt her eyes widen. “Why did he do that?” 

“Apparently, Mr. Alder insulted Teddy’s new bride.” 

Adele flicked her eyes to the man. He was demanding but a capable businessman. “I’ll keep that in mind.” 

Arbela moved toward a group of cowboys who were peering around curiously, giving Adele no more thought. The woman was odd, and with her sour disposition, she would probably be the last of the Fortuna daughters to wed. It was none of her business, though, so she simply moved away, looking forward to when Jubal and the other men got off work at the sawmill. Jubal, her dear husband and best friend, always made her smile. 
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ADELE PLACED THE BOWL of stew on the table, her eyes flicking over the man’s work as he held a stub of a pencil in his hand. 

“You’ve misplaced that decimal,” she said, meeting his stunned gaze boldly. 

“Who asked you to look over my shoulder?” 

“I didn’t mean to offend, but you’ll find that if you don’t fix the problem, your entire budget will be off.” 

The man placed his pencil down and turned his full attention to Adele. “I suppose you’re good with numbers.”

“Very,” she replied honestly. 

“I’m afraid my bookkeeper has decided to move on,” he said, his hazel eyes flashing. “I’m not very good with these things.” 

“You should hire someone new.” Adele offered a half-grin. She knew she was probably antagonizing the man, but what did it matter. At least he was looking at her. “I don’t believe I’ve seen you here before,” she said. 

“That’s because up until yesterday, I had a cook at my business and didn’t need to come to the Hampton House for my dinner.” 

“Did your cook leave as well?” 

“Yes, apparently she decided that marrying my bookkeeper and leaving town was better than her current job.” 

“I didn’t know there was anywhere else that served food in Needful.” Adele was surprised by this news. It seemed like the thing that would be talked about here at the Hampton House. 

“That’s because I own a saloon, not an eatery.” 

Mr. Alder watched, waiting to see the distaste on the woman’s pinched face, but only a soft glimmer in her eye betrayed her thoughts. 

Adele cocked a hip as she looked down at the ledger once more. “You need to find someone who can cook and do the books for you,” she said. “Otherwise,” she tapped the mistake he had made. “You’re going to be in a lot of trouble.” 

“Who am I going to find around this sorry little cow town?” the man asked. “I’ve sent out an ad, but by the time anyone sees it, I could already be in trouble.” 

“I could do it.” Adele’s words fell between them like shards of ice. “I’m more than able to do both. My mother taught me to manage our finances at home and to cook. Unfortunately, my father doesn’t see me as capable, so,” she shrugged. 

“You’re one of them girls who came to be a mail-order bride,” Mr. Alder said, looking her over more closely. “You aren’t as pretty as the last one.” 

Adele lifted her chin. “Pretty doesn’t always mean able,” she said. “I’m more than able to do the job you have open.” She pinned him to his seat with a glare, her dark eyes hard. “Unfortunately, I would not be willing to work in a saloon as an unmarried woman.” 

Mr. Alder crossed his arms, his mind racing to keep up with this woman’s quick words. “What if we came to an agreement?” he asked. “I don’t particularly have any need of a wife, but I don’t think you want to spend the rest of your days working here, or worse yet married to one of these sodbusters. We could help each other out, so to speak.” 

Adele’s stomach turned over, but she never flinched away from the man. “What do you have in mind?” 

“You come work with me, and then maybe we can come to an understanding.” 

“No,” Adele stiffened her spine. “You marry me, legally,” her hard eyes never flickered, indicating that this was a bargain, not a bride, “and I’ll take care of your books and the cooking.” 

“Why?” Mr. Alder leaned forward suspiciously. He knew that others looked down on him and his establishment in this town. 

Adele leaned a hand on the table, bending her willowy frame to meet his eyes. “Because I don’t want my sisters sold off to the highest bidder, and this would benefit both of us.” 

A smile flashed across the man’s face as he snapped the book closed. “How do I know I can trust you?” 

“Because I give my word.” Adele’s ears pricked at the sound of her sister’s voices down the hall. “I want my sisters to have the time to decide for themselves what and who they want. If you give me that, I’ll work for you and make sure you make a profit.” 

Mr. Alder handed her the book he had just closed and nodded. “Take this and get it in order. If you do that, we might just have a deal.” 

Adele slipped the book into her oversized apron pocket with a nod. “I’ll see you tomorrow at supper,” she said, turning and walking away. She could feel the curious gazes of the other men in the establishment on her back as she trudged to the kitchen with a sigh. 

“Adele, who was that man?” Olga asked as Adele slipped into the kitchen. “What did he want?”

“Olga, you just mind your own business,” Adele snapped. “And remember what I told you.” 

Olga dropped her gray-green gaze at her sister’s words. “I don’t know why you think you should marry before the rest of us,” she grumbled. “There are plenty of men to go around.”

Adele took her sister’s chin in her hand and glared at her. “You are not giving yourself to the first man who comes calling,” she whispered in a threatening hiss. “You trust me to see that things come out for the best.” 

Olga nodded awkwardly, her face in her sister’s hard grasp. She knew Adele loved her and her siblings, but since coming to Needful, the once-friendly Adele had become almost surly. 

“I’ll do what you say,” Olga finally spoke, extracting herself from her sister's hand. “You’ve never led us astray before.” 

Adele felt her heart sag at her younger sister’s words, but it was too late. She had started something and would see it through. In life, some sacrifices had to be made for the ones you loved. 
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Chapter 2
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Beauregard Alder walked down the street, his mind buzzing. It had been a bold move on Miss Fortuna’s part, but perhaps a mutual understanding would benefit both of them. He had heard chatter of the four women who had arrived in Needful a little more than a month ago but had given them little thought.

Perhaps having a wife might give new respectability in this two-bit town as well. Beau hadn’t thought much about his future when he’d left the rattle trap mining town where his mother had served whisky and stew so many years ago. It was a grubby life, and Beau had determined he would never go into the depths of the earth to make a living. 

Selling liquor was a way to make money, as his mother had proven time and time again up until her death some ten years ago.  When Beau had turned up in the burgeoning town that became Needful, Texas, it hadn’t been hard to start his own business with what he had saved. 

Starting in a tent then progressing to a cabin, Beauregard Alder had finally had the coin to build a decent saloon with a few rooms to let on the top floor and a comfortable living area behind the bar.  

He had considered  writing back East to procure a few working women, so to speak, but his mother’s harsh words had drowned that idea out. The one thing she wouldn’t tolerate was doxies, anywhere

















[image: ]





































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
DAN N I ROAN






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





