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“I can’t believe you’re actually going to do it. You and your friends can’t treat people like that.” Amelia watched her sister as she put on a delicate diamond earring while she sat in front of a vanity mirror in her bathroom.

Amelia stood against the door and tried to keep the frustration out of her voice.

“Why aren’t you even going to try?”

Meredith shrugged. “It was a bet, it was fun, and I won, and now it’s done.”

“I can’t believe you’re actually going to just leave him hanging.”

Meredith’s eyes pierced her sister’s.

“Amelia, you’re being an idiot. What woman would ever become a mail-order bride to some man-ape in the middle of nowhere? It was ridiculous for him even to consider it. I actually think I did him a favor.”

Amelia ground her teeth together. “It’s not ridiculous. I think it happens more than you think. I think these men do this because they don’t have a way to meet women.”

“That’s not my problem.” Meredith stood and smoothed the little ice-blue dress over her slim hips, then turned to look at her profile in the full-length mirror. “How do I look?”

Amelia swallowed back her resentment at her sister’s attitude but rolled her eyes. Like she didn’t know she was gorgeous. Her sister had mirrors everywhere so she could admire herself.

“You look beautiful, as always.”

Amelia avoided looking in the mirrors, especially when she was next to her sister. It made her feel even more dumpy and unattractive.

Meredith tapped Amelia’s chin with a long, perfectly manicured fingernail as she walked past her out of the bathroom.

“Don’t be jealous, little sister. You have your own redeeming quality,” Meredith sniped and then snickered.

Amelia rolled her eyes again before turning and following her sister into her bedroom. She had caught the insult but let it slide. She didn’t expect anything else from her sister.

Amelia sometimes wondered how two people could be so different when they came from the same parents. While Meredith was tall, thin, blonde, and gorgeous, Amelia was several inches shorter with curves she had always hated. She had never been successful in losing weight, even after all the diets her mom had put her on over the years.

Her hair, her one beautiful feature, she thought, was a rich brown with a hint of silver. It hung down to the middle of her back and was slightly curly.

She wanted to think she had been adopted, except the blue color and shape of her eyes were exactly like her sister’s and mother’s.

“Meredith, you have to at least get a message to him. He’s expecting you next week, right?”

Meredith rolled her eyes. “I’m not doing a damn thing. If you feel so strongly about it, you get in touch with him.”

Amelia’s eyes widened in disbelief. “What am I supposed to tell him?”

“I don’t care, Amelia. Make something up,” Meredith snapped.

“But...”

“I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” Meredith spat out impatiently. “I have to leave for the benefit. Mom and Dad are probably already waiting for me downstairs.”

Amelia gritted her teeth as frustration and anger swept through her. She lowered her head, so her sister didn’t see it. Not that Meredith cared, but it would give her another reason to torment her.

Meredith stopped at the doorway. “What are you doing tonight?”

Amelia shrugged. “Probably watch a movie or read a book.” She didn’t have a lot of options. She wasn’t invited to these kinds of things with her family, and she only had a few friends, but they were always busy working or with their own families.

She’d gotten used to never being invited to go with them. She knew she was too much of an embarrassment to her mother, father, and sister. They never came out and said it, but she could tell. In the past, every time she had asked to go, they would give her the spiel about her not enjoying these things and not knowing a lot of people.

Amelia knew what the real reason was. Her family members were all close to six feet, beautiful, and blonde perfection.

Amelia had known her whole life that she was the oddball in the family. The black sheep. The ugly duckling. She also had an irritating and embarrassing compulsion to talk out loud when she was thinking or nervous. 

They didn’t want to be seen with her in public. Even when they were home, they all tended to ignore her. Most of the time, it didn’t bother her, but it seemed the older she got, the worse it made her feel. Seeing her friends married with children pierced the shell she’d built to protect her heart. That’s all she had ever dreamed about. Children and a husband to give all the bottled-up love and affection she had stored her whole life.

Amelia knew she had to move on and had begun planning her next step weeks ago. The problem she faced was that she didn’t have much experience. She’d never lived away from the house. And frankly, she was terrified. She’d always been taken care of. She never had to worry about any of her basic needs.

Her parents made her go to the closest community college and live at home. She figured it was because they hadn’t wanted to spend money on her education, rather than wanting to protect her. Now she had a degree in business, but nothing else.

She needed to decide what she wanted to do and where she wanted to live. All she knew was she wanted to be as far away from this place as possible. She was lucky enough to have a substantial amount of money from her maternal grandmother—the only person she had ever felt loved by. She was planning on using some to set herself up and make a life for herself. She didn’t know what she would do yet, but she was determined to make it.

“Well, have a good time.”

Amelia lifted her hand as she watched her sister walk away in four-inch heels and wondered for the hundredth time how the hell she ended up in this family. How many times had she fallen asleep crying, feeling like an outsider? She would find a place where she fit in and around people who wanted to be with her, not hide her away.

She couldn’t put it off any longer. Amelia walked to her bedroom and closed the door behind her. She started pulling out the luggage she’d used twice in her lifetime and began organizing and gathering the things she wanted to take with her when she finally left the place she never belonged.
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Amelia faced her parents, who sat close together on the sofa. She tried to look calm even when her nerves were shot, and she had a strong desire to pee her pants. Conflict of any kind was something she’d never been good at. She gripped her hands together because she didn’t want them to see her tremble. They would have used it against her—especially her sister.

“This isn’t a decision I’ve made lightly. It’s time I found my own place in this world, and we all know it’s not here.”

Amelia watched as her parents looked at each other, but otherwise, they stayed silent.

“Where? You’ve never been on your own, Amelia,” Meredith scoffed.

Amelia turned to her sister, who sat separately from their parents, elegantly draped over a chair.

“Did you think I’d spend the rest of my life hidden away in this house?”

Meredith rolled her eyes.

“Oh, for God’s sake. Cut the drama.”

Amelia gritted her teeth. “I’m not being dramatic. It’s the truth,” she burst out.

Her mother’s lips pursed in disapproval, and she waved her hand up in the air.

“Dear, your father and I are actively looking for a suitable man for you. One who will be good to you and bring something to the family. It just takes time.”

Amelia looked at her mother. Not a hair out of place and with the same serene look she always seemed to sport. Amelia swallowed past the resentment that wanted to choke her.

The thought of marrying someone they chose made her physically sick. She’d been down that road before.

“I had a suitable man.”

“Let’s not bring up bad memories.”

Amelia looked at her father in disbelief. “Is that what you call it, Dad? My sister decided to have sex with the man I was engaged to, a man I loved deeply.”

Meredith snorted, leaned back in the chair, and held her hands out to look at her nails.

“I did you a favor, sis. He would have bonked another woman eventually. I just helped you see his true colors.”

“Really, dear. Let’s not get vulgar.”

Meredith chuckled. “Sorry, Mother.”

Amelia was done fighting. “I’m leaving as soon as I’m ready.”

“Dear...”

“Mom, let her go. She’ll fall on her face and come back.”

Amelia blinked back the tears that burned her eyes, but stayed silent. She wasn’t going to argue with them. She was an adult and could do or go wherever she wanted.

“Just think, you’ll never have to see me or deal with me again. In fact, you can forget I ever existed.”

Before they said anything, she stood and looked at her parents. “If there’s nothing else, I have more packing to do.” She turned and left the room without looking back.
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“So where are you going?”

Amelia looked over her shoulder at her sister before she turned back to finish zipping the last suitcase closed.

“I’m going to Mr. Stone’s first and somehow explain why you won’t be able to marry him.”

Meredith chuckled and crossed her arms over her chest. “Yeah? What are you going to say?”

Amelia ignored the icy sarcasm. “I have a few days. I’ll come up with something.”

“And then what?”

Amelia picked up her purse and the suitcase before turning to her sister and scowling.

“I’m curious. Do you even care?” she asked.

Meredith shrugged. “I want to know how you think you’re going to start a life on your own. You’re twenty-three and have always lived at home. You don’t know how to take care of yourself. For God’s sake, do you even know how to cook, pump gas, or even shop for groceries?”

Amelia stopped next to her sister. She straightened her shoulders, tilted her head up, and looked her in the eye.

“Not yet, but people learn things every day. I’m smart, I know I’ll be able to learn everything I need. Anything is better than living here.”

Meredith shook her head and smirked. “Good luck. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you soon.”

“Don’t bet on it. I’d rather be dead than live here with you guys again.”

Amelia made it down to the bottom of the stairs and stood. She could hear her parents talking in the dining room.

“I’m leaving,” Amelia hollered out.

There was a moment of silence.

“Okay, dear,” her mother said, and then nothing.

Amelia stood dumbfounded. She took a breath at the crushing feeling that pierced her heart. Weren’t they even going to say goodbye? Her parents started talking about the party the night before, like Amelia didn’t exist. At that moment, she knew she was making the right decision.

Amelia swallowed her tears, squared her shoulders, and walked out of the only home she’d ever had, knowing without a doubt she would never be back.

Amelia stopped the car at the end of the brick driveway and looked back toward the house in her rearview mirror.

“Goodbye,” she whispered before she looked forward to a life that made her happy. Amelia drove slowly through the part of the city she’d known her whole life. Except for a few friends, she had nothing to come back to.
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Three days later, Amelia drove into the town where, according to Meredith’s emails, Mr. Stone lived.

She had thought long and hard about what she would say to him, but finally decided she would tell him the truth. As much as she hadn’t wanted to hurt the man’s feelings or the embarrassment it would cause her, he deserved that much. She was dreading this more than she thought she would, but knew she had to get this done before she could appease her conscience enough to be able to move on with her life.

Amelia found a parking spot in front of the town diner and looked around. The beauty and welcoming feeling of the town settled something in her. The way people waved even when they didn’t know her. The children were laughing and playing in their yards or riding their bikes in the street. The town looked small, but the old white WELCOME sign on the outskirts of town boasted that 4,523 people lived in this area, so it was more significant than she had first guessed.

The colors, sounds, and smells had also caught her attention and held her spellbound. The lush green pastures, the flowers that grew in abundance, and the mountains in the backdrop spoke to her in a way she couldn’t explain. This is the type of place she wanted to make her home, and after she had dealt with Mr. Stone, she would move on until she found somewhere like it.

Her stomach growled, reminding her she hadn’t had a bite to eat that day. She hadn’t eaten very much in the last few days. Her nerves had taken away most of her appetite.

Even though she’d been nervous as hell about being on her own and the task she had to accomplish, the farther she drove away from the only home she’d ever known, the higher her spirit seemed to go until she felt a freedom she’d never experienced in her life.

She figured if she could get through the ordeal of the day, her spirits would rise further, and she’d be downright joyful.

Amelia hadn’t known how truly miserable she was until she was away from the place and people who put her into an abyss of insecurity and misery.

If they thought she would be back, they were mistaken. Amelia never wanted to deal with them again. She should have felt guilty for walking away from her family, but she had never truly felt a part of it. Frankly, they’d never really wanted her to be a part of it. It had always been the three of them together. She’d been invited to go a handful of times, but only when she was younger. Since she had become a teenager, she hadn’t been invited anywhere with them. When she asked to go, they always came back with some excuse, like she wouldn’t enjoy it or some other nonsense, which she never believed. She knew they were ashamed of her. It didn’t take an Einstein to figure that out.

It didn’t matter whether she was a nice person or kind to others. She didn’t look or act like them. And to them, it was the only reason they needed to shut her out.

Only since she’d been away from them for the few short days had she started to find a semblance of happiness. She believed that happiness would continue to grow as time and distance passed.

Silence spread across the restaurant as the door closed behind her. Every patron’s undivided attention was fixed on her. She stood frozen, with her hands gripped in front of her.

The place had an old-fashioned charm. Although worn-looking, it was spotless. There were brown vinyl booths on both sides, a few scattered tables in the middle, and a long bar with plain wooden stools at the back. She could even see the cook through the large window that separated the kitchen from the dining room.

“What can I get you, Hun?”

Amelia jumped and turned toward the elderly waitress. “I ... I thought I’d get a bite to eat.”

“We have the best meatloaf in the county if you want to try that?”

“That sounds wonderful,” Amelia answered, smiling. She glanced around the restaurant to see that the people were still staring.

“Go ahead and grab a seat anywhere. And ignore these nosybodies. They don’t mean to embarrass you. We don’t get a lot of strangers around here.”

Amelia released an anxious breath and nodded.

“I understand. I’ll go sit in that booth in the back.”

“Go right ahead. I’ll bring you a glass of water and a menu.”

“I don’t need the menu. I would really like to try the meatloaf special. I’ve never had it before.”

The waitress huffed in surprise.

“You’ve never eaten meatloaf? Where have you been, Mars?”

Amelia laughed. “Sometimes it felt like that.”

“Go and sit down, Hun. I’ll be right over.”

Amelia made her way toward the booth. She relaxed further when the other patrons started talking amongst themselves again.

“Here you go.” The waitress set a plate filled with meatloaf, mashed potatoes, green beans, and a glass of water in front of her.

“What else can I get you to drink?”

Amelia’s eyes widened at the enormous amount of food in front of her. “Nothing. The water’s fine. This looks wonderful, but there is an awful lot.”

“Ranchers eat a lot. Enjoy. Holler if you need anything.”

Amelia nodded and then dug in. It was the simplest meal she’d ever had, but one of the best. Everything seemed to melt on her tongue with a burst of flavor.

She groaned and pushed the plate away from her.

The waitress stopped to fill her glass. “Finished already?”

Amelia chuckled. “That was absolutely delicious, but if I eat one more bite, you’ll have to roll me out of here.”

“By the way, I’m Sandra. What’s your name?” she said and chuckled.

“Amelia.”

“Nice to meet you, Amelia. What are you doing in these parts?”

“I’m mostly just passing through. I have to make one stop, though.” Amelia felt the nerves return and swallowed. “Would you happen to know how I could find a Mr. Jaylen Stone?”

“Why would you be looking for him?” Sandra asked curiously.

Amelia cringed a bit at the cautious tone of her voice. “I just need to give him a message.”

“Jaylen is kind of a loner and doesn’t care to have many people around.”

“How well do you know him?” Amelia asked.

“Not well. He moved here about six or seven years ago and bought some land from a family member of his further up the mountain. We could go months without seeing him. He comes down for supplies, but usually, he goes right back up his mountain. Sometimes he’ll stop in here, but he’s not one you can easily have a conversation with.”

“Do you know why he’s like that?”

“Now, I don’t like to gossip, but I’ve just been told he was a soldier and went through some hard times overseas.”

Tears burned against Amelia’s eyes. “Oh, that poor man.” How in the world is she going to tell this man he doesn’t have a wife coming as
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