	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

TENNESSEE MAIL ORDER BRIDE


[image: image]


VANESSA SARLSON

TABLE OF CONTENTS

TENNESSEE MAIL ORDER BRIDE

AMISH COMPLICATIONS

ABIGAIL’S DILEMMA

THE PAINTED LAKE

BE GOOD, MY STARLIGHT

KAYLA

AMBER & ABEL

LOVINA’S HEART

TENNESSEE MAIL ORDER BRIDE

Chapter 1 

The civil war took everything from her. 

Tennessee had been gutted by the war with major skirmishes wreaking havoc all over the land. Daisy could still remember how the Mississippi had run red with blood after the bombardment of Fort Sumter. Sometimes, she would wake in the middle of the night, covered in sweat because her nightmares had reminded her of the horrors she had seen. Severed limbs. Split skulls. Guts spilling to the ground. She had tried to stay away from trouble but everywhere she went, destruction followed. First, it was a fire that burned down her childhood home, a plantation that had belonged to her family for well over a century. Then, her lodging home was plagued with a typhoid epidemic, forcing her to flee elsewhere. 

Finally, she decided to escape to the north. There was nothing left for her in Tennessee. Pawning off the last of her possessions, she bought a train ticket a few months after the war had ended. This train ticket got her as far as Boston where she was forced to disembark into a city she knew nothing about. Walking along the cobblestone streets, it felt like everyone kept staring at her, accusing her of something. Perhaps they could tell that she had been part of a pro-Confederate state. Was it the way she dressed or perhaps the way she styled her hair? Realistically, it probably had something to do with the fact that she hadn’t bathed in a few days. 

So, she kept her head down low and tried to avoid eye contact. Somehow, she found herself at a factory building. Craning her head to the sky, she gawked at the large smoke towers producing large clouds of black. 

“You there!” A man pointed in her direction. 

She looked over her shoulder to make sure he wasn’t addressing someone else. 

“Yes, you.” He narrowed his eyes, keeping his gaze centered on the bulk of her arms. They were not outlandish but still surprisingly muscular for a woman, especially a white woman. “Do you have a job?” 

Daisy hugged herself to keep her arms from view. His intense stare was making her extremely self-conscious. “No, but I am looking for one.”

“How did you get them arms?” 

She gulped, intimidated by his crude manners. “I worked in agriculture for many years. My father had a tobacco farm. I would help him tend to the crops every year. He paid me as a man.” 

“And why are you not at your father’s farm now?” 

“It got burned down with the war, sir. And my father failed to return from service as did my two brothers.” 

The man passed his hand over his beard. “I see, I will not ask where you come from because I did not wish to know. All I ask is that you consider working at my factory. I am the foreman here and I could use a lass such as yourself. The war may be over but the rebuilding efforts have only just begun. The country needs metal and that’s what we produce here.” He took a step back so he could open up a set of solidly built doors. “What do you say? Are you ready to work?” As he spoke, he motioned to the sea of women. Each face was covered in a thin layer of grime but beyond that Daisy could see pure determination. These women were only trying to better themselves just as she hoped to do. 

***

And so, Daisy took the job that day. Slowly, she accumulated enough wealth to live on her own. She had become quite accustomed to city living but there was something missing: a partner. 

She yearned for a family. 

Most nights, loneliness hung heavy on her breast and she wanted to do away with it once and for all. Daisy knew the only way to accomplish such a thing was to fall in love. But due to the war, men were hard to come by. Those that had survived the war returned to their sweethearts. Those without sweethearts were often injured and abandoned. Try as she might, Daisy could not find someone worth her salt. 

Until one day. 

She brought it upon herself to buy the local newspaper. It wasn’t her habit to do so but she noticed that more and more women were going out of their way to buy them, especially the women she worked with. 

“What’s the big hubbub with the paper?” She asked as she waited in line to get a copy of her own. 

“Oh, don’t you know?” Answered the woman standing in front of her. She turned around and placed a hand on Daisy’s shoulder as she clicked her tongue with disappointment. “You poor, poor girl, you really are behind on the times, aren’t you?” Again, she clicked her tongue. 

Daisy wondered if this woman would ever answer her question or just continue to click her tongue. 

“The classifieds.” As she whispered that word, she leaned in nice and close. “It’s where all the good men are hiding. You know, the blokes out west with successful ranches and whatnot. Honestly, I don’t give a damn about what my future husband does so long as he makes enough to buy me fancy new dresses!” She erupted into a fit of giggles. “Now wouldn’t that be grand?” 

“So, people are finding their husbands through the paper?” 

“You bet your arse they are if you’ll excuse my language. It’s been a huge success. I’m determined to find my husband this week if I can. So, don’t you dare think about snatching him up because I will gut you like a trout.” 

Daisy shivered at the thought, her mind clouding over with horrible flashbacks. 

“Hey, you alright, darlin’?” The woman asked once she saw how pale Daisy had become. “I didn’t mean it, I swear.” 

Daisy did not say a word. She simply shuffled forward, handed over her silver coin, and went home with a newspaper tucked underneath her arm. 

That very night, she wrote in a response to one of the ads and prayed for a miracle. She wasn’t sure whether God would heed her call or not. She was growing accustomed to her pleas falling on deaf ears. 

Chapter 2

Captain Thomas heaved a sack of grain onto his shoulder and carried it across his land to the barn house. By the time he reached his destination, he was covered in sweat. He wiped it away and looked up at the blue sky that hung overhead. It was a beautiful day but what was the point of a beautiful day if he had no one to share it with? 

For five long, grueling years, he served the Union army. He had done so under obligation to his country and to his fellow humans, the blacks who needed freedom as much as anyone else. But after the war’s end, he could not continue to live in the city of Philadelphia. People continued to argue about politics. So much so that Thomas feared that another war would erupt. Wanting the peace and quiet he deserved, he took all his wealth and invested it into a ranch out west – all the way in Utah where men were allowed to lay a stake to any piece of land they wanted. 

And that’s exactly what he did. 

He built up his ranch from the ground up, nailing together every single piece of timber with his own two hands. Then, he planted every single seed. Bought every single animal. In a short amount of time, he had accumulated a handsome fortune. All that was missing was someone to spend it on. 

“Daydreaming again, Thomas dear?” Came a high-pitched voice that pierced right through his thoughts. His mother seemed to appear out of thin air holding a pitcher of a strangely colored liquid. “I brought you something to quench your thirst.” 

“What is it?” Thomas asked as he eyed the pitcher with clear suspicion. 

“One of the nice Indian men told me it would help with your vitality. They call it Sun Blood or something of the sort. He was saying all this through a drum chant, of course. Its incredibly difficult to understand those folk but they do have a tremendous taste in feathers. Just look at the one they gave me.” She motioned to the side of her head but there was nothing there. 

Thomas sighed. After his father’s death in the war, his mother had quite simply lost her mind. She had nearly jumped into the grave during his burial. She just couldn’t bear to see him go. Now she functioned more like a deranged ghost than a proper human being. Thomas was forced to play along with her hallucinations or suffer through her horrible outbursts of anger. 

“I see.” He offered a pressed smile. “It is very pretty, mother.” 

“Isn’t it?” She squealed with delight. “I thought you might like it!” She threw up her hands and half the Sun Blood came raining down on her head. Instead of finding herself dismayed by the mess, she smiled from ear to ear and did a little twirl of celebration. She would have fallen to the ground had her son not caught her by the elbow. 

“Mother, it is much too hot for you to be out of doors. Perhaps you should go back and rest –” 

“Oh, no! I can’t!” She said, her expression suddenly a serious one. “Because today is a very special day!” Somehow, her smile deepened as she pressed a finger against the rancher’s chest. “You have to be down at the train station in an hour.” 

“The train station?” He asked as his brows knitted together with confusion. “Whatever for?” 

“You’ll see.” She answered in a mysterious whisper. “You’ll see.” 

***

Since his mother had insisted so vigorously, Thomas was forced to head down to the train station. He knew he would find nothing there but he decided it was better for him to just humor her for the time being. It certainly beat listening to her nag his ear off all afternoon long. There was only so much of that woman that he could stand. 

So, he rode down the station and hitched his horse to a nearby post. His horse wasn’t very fond of being left alone but after accepting a sugar cube from his owner, he didn’t seem to mind it. Satisfied that his steed wouldn’t try to run off without him, Thomas climbed up to the platform and took a seat on one of the benches. 

He took the opportunity to survey the people that milled about. There weren’t many of them but there were definitely a few characters worth studying. His interest, in particular, was drawn to a young woman who held a luggage bag in hand. She kept looking around like she was horribly lost. Occasionally, she would look down at a little slip of paper and her face would screw up with worry. It looked like a photograph. Could she be looking for someone? 

Suddenly, she squinted past the sun that had started its descent toward the horizon. Her eyes widened and she quickly made her way over to the captain. “I am sorry to have kept you waiting, sir. It was difficult to see against the sun.” 

“Huh?” Thomas rose to his feet as soon as he realized he was being addressed by the lady. She was much shorter than he was but then again, most people were. He looked down and found himself staring into a set of beautiful blue eyes. They shone like crystal, full of the wonder and passion that comes with youth. 

His breath hitched inside his throat as his eyes fell down to her chest, taking in the creaminess of her chest. It rose and fell in a steady rhythm much like the pulse that ran through his veins. 

This was the most gorgeous woman he had ever laid eyes on. 

But who was she?

Chapter 3

Thomas was so caught up in her beauty that he forgot to answer her. He drifted forward, heart pounding louder than it ever had before. 

“I’m sorry but who are you?” He said at last. “And why are you here?” 

Daisy took a step back, eyes widening with fear. “This must a joke. Surely you know who I am! You agreed to marry me!” 

“Marry you?” This time it was Thomas’ turn to take a step back. He shook his head. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” He ran his fingers through his hair trying to get his bearings. 

“I...” Daisy stuttered against her words. When her words failed her, she reached into her pocket and retrieved a folded-up piece of paper. “But you sent me these letters...?” Daisy found it hard to breathe as an overwhelming sense of dread washed over her. Had she made a horrible mistake by coming here? Her thirst for something better had clouded her judgment and now she was in jeopardy of losing everything once again. 

Thomas looked over the letters and immediately recognized his mother’s scrawling handwriting. “I cannot believe this...” He muttered to himself. “She has taken things too far this time.” He folded back the letter and handed over the girl. “I’m sorry but this is all one big misunderstanding.” 

Daisy’s stomach twisted into a horrible knot. “What do you mean?” She asked in a soft voice. 

“My mother, she’s a sickly woman. Sometimes, she gets these fantasies in her head and she thinks they are a reality.” He sighed. “I run my own ranch so its hard to keep track of her all the time. So, she must have sneaked into town and posted that ad in my name. From there, she responded to your letters pretending to be me. I had no hand in this.” 

Daisy didn’t know what to do. She had left her whole world behind to make this journey but now this man was telling her that it was all for nothing. 

With no other choice, Daisy picked up her bag once more and headed for the ticket counter. Before she could make it very far, Thomas caught her by the elbow and reeled her into his chest. Their eyes locked and for a moment, it felt as if the whole world had come to a halting standstill. Daisy blushed a deep shade of crimson when she realized just how close they were. She could feel the heat from his body radiating onto hers. To her surprise, she didn’t mind it. In fact, it actually felt quite pleasant like she belonged next to this man. 

She half wished that he would wrap his arms around her in a protective embrace. After so many years of fending for herself, she wanted nothing more than to put her fate into a loving partner. 

But thinking such things was a waste of time because this man was bound to cast her off. He had no intention of marrying her. 

“Where do you think you're going?” He said at last. His face was so close to hers that she could feel his breath brushing against her lips. “I didn’t say you could leave.” His grip tightened, pulling her a little closer. He was drawn to those pretty pink lips of hers. He wanted nothing more than to lean down and taste them but by doing so he risked scaring the woman he most wanted to keep. 

Sure, the union had been initiated by his mother but that didn’t mean he couldn’t finish it. 

After all, if there was such a thing as love at first sight, he was staring it right in the face. 

“But...” Daisy did not understand. “I thought you said...” 

“I cannot send you back home. You’re the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. My mother may be deranged but she certainly has good taste in women.” He said with a wink. “Now, I won’t make you stay, that’s for sure, but you are more than welcome to stay at my ranch for a few days. All I ask is that you give me a chance. You’re already here so why not make the most of the opportunity?” 

Daisy bit her bottom lip in contemplation. What was she supposed to do? On one hand, Captain Thomas was very, very handsome indeed. She particularly liked his dark hair and the way it matched his eyes. Then there was his smile, as fetching as a pail of water. She could imagine herself living alongside her man but the thing that bothered her most was his mother. If she was as deranged as he said she was, how would Daisy cope with living with such a woman? Surely it would try her patience. 

Still, without a ticket home, she would be required to stay in town until the next return train and she had no idea when that would be – a couple of days maybe – or even a few weeks. In any case, it would be much better for her if she lodged with the captain than to take her chances at an inn where drunken men were known to linger. 

“What do you say...?” Thomas trailed off when he realized he did not even know her name. “My apologies but we never properly introduced ourselves.” 

“Oh.” Daisy shied away from his intense stare. “I’m Daisy.” 

“Daisy.” He smiled. “What a pretty name. Perfect for a pretty girl like you.” 

Daisy’s heart seemed to skip a beat as he flashed her a smile. Her legs certainly melted into jelly, threatening to collapse at any moment. “And your name...?” She asked to keep herself from gawking at his handsomeness. 

“Thomas. But you’re more than welcome to call me Tom.” 

“Tom,” Daisy said with a nod as if she needed to commit the information to memory. 

“Well, let’s get you home and see if I can’t get you to be my wife!” 

Chapter 4 

The ranch was a beautiful sight, especially at night. With the full moon casting its silver light over the land, the place looked like something straight out of a fairytale. 

“Wow...” Daisy murmured aloud. 

Thomas chuckled. “I reckon you like it, then? I built this entire place on my own. There isn’t one piece of timber that I didn’t nail into place.”

“It reminds me of home...” 

“Oh?” Thomas looked over his shoulder to look at her but she had her head lowered and out of view. The air around them thickened so he brought his horse to a stop and turned in his saddle. Gently, he placed a finger underneath her chin and lifted it upwards until she was forced to look him in the eye. “Daisy...” He frowned. “Why are you crying?” 

“The war...” She started. “...it took everything from me.”

Thomas could hear the sorrow in her words. It was enough to fill his chest with pain. He had seen enough despair in his lifetime. The last thing he needed was an unhappy wife. So, in an effort to make her feel better, he wrapped his arms around her body and pulled her close. He ran his hand along her back, trying to soothe her sobs. 

Daisy melted into his embrace and buried her face against his breast. She did not want to cry in front of this man but there was no way for her to stop the torrent of tears. For too long she had kept her emotions bottled up inside with no means of releasing them. Now she had finally found someone she could trust. She never expected it to be a complete stranger. 

“Thank you...” She whispered after a long while. 

“You have nothing to thank me for.” He answered as he ran his fingers through her hair. “I believe you are a strong woman but even the strongest of us break down.” He bent down slightly so he could kiss the top of her head. “Come on, we should be heading inside. I’m sure you’re exhausted from your travels.” 

Daisy nodded. Before following him inside, she wiped away her tears and rolled back her shoulders. 

Thomas reached forward about to open the front door to his home when it swung back revealing a tall woman wearing a hodgepodge outfit. Daisy didn’t know what to look at – the outrageous patterns that clashed together or the botched makeup on the woman’s face. 

“You must be Daisy!” The woman squealed before taking up both her hands and yanking her forward. “Now aren’t you just a doll!” 

“Mother.” Thomas chided but the woman did not heed his tone. 

“You know I picked you for your name. Daisy. Such a pretty flower, don’t you think? Oh! You’re going to make my son a very happy man.” Her smile widened before disappearing in a flash. “But if you don’t and I find out he’s unhappy... well, I will deal with you myself.” 

“Mother.” This time, Thomas saved his future bride by hiding her behind his impressive girth. “I will not have you threaten her. She is a guest in this household and you will treat her as such.” 

The woman pouted like a child being reprimanded. Without a word, she stormed off into the night. 

Thomas waited for the door to slam behind her. “I’m sorry about that. As I’ve told you she’s sick. For the most part, she means well but she can go through these nasty mood swings.” 

“Was she always like this?” Daisy asked aloud without realizing it. 

“No. She was a great mother when I was younger. She did everything she could to make sure that I was well provided for. Since I was an only child, she pampered me with love and affection.” 

“So, what happened?” 

Thomas had never told this story to anyone. Daisy was the first person he felt confident about confiding in. There was just something about that look in her eyes that sparked a sense of trust inside his heart. 

“I don’t mean to sound nosy.” Daisy clarified. “I just... if I’m to live alongside her... I think I should know...” Her cheeks blushed. She felt embarrassed for delving into such personal issues. 

“My father died in the war. I suppose her heart and mind couldn’t take the loss. She hasn’t been the same since.” He looked into the fire, his expression cast with an unspoken sadness. “I hope to one day to have a marriage as strong as theirs. Growing up, I never had a doubt that they loved each other.” As he spoke, he turned and took her cheek in his hand. “I know this is probably asking too much of you too soon but is there any possibility that you could ever grow to love me?” 

Daisy was about to say something but he held up his other hand to stop her. 

“I promise I will always treat you with the love and affection that you deserve. I will respect and cherish you...” 

Daisy could tell that he was prepared to go on for a while so she stretched onto her tippy toes and presented him with a kiss. 

Thomas was surprised by her boldness. So much so that his body went rigid and for a solid minute, he didn’t know what to do in response. Finally, his brain kicked into gear and he wrapped his arms around her slender body and pulled her close. Only then did he return the kiss, fueling it with every ounce of passion he had to offer her. 

The day had taken an unexpected turn but he didn’t mind. Most of his life had surmounted to moments of luck and this was no different. He was prepared to risk it all for this woman because deep down he knew she was the one he had been waiting for all this time. 

When they eventually pulled away, Daisy had to catch her breath. It was the first time she had kissed a man and it had exceeded her expectations. 

Chapter 5 

The following morning, Daisy woke up thinking she had experienced the most wonderful of dreams. That thought only lasted a moment before she realized she was laying in a foreign bed. Her eyes widened with disbelief as she quickened to the window and saw the ranch from last night. 

So, it had all been a reality... 

Her heart throbbed at the possibilities. While there was sure to be some bumps along the way, she had no doubt about Thomas’ authenticity. He was everything she ever wanted in a man. 

With this thought in mind, she headed over to her suitcase with the intention of getting dressed. Before doing so, she spotted a letter that had been slipped underneath the door. 

She opened it and written on a thick piece of parchment were the words, “Good morning. Please open the door. The gift is for you.” 

Daisy tilted her head and squinted at the messy handwriting. Had she just read that correctly? She couldn’t be sure but nonetheless, she opened the door and saw a neatly wrapped gift waiting in the hall. She grabbed it and then peeled away the wrapping. She gasped as soon as she saw what was inside.

“My God...” She whispered as she held the dress to her chest. “It’s beautiful...”

“I thought you might like it.” Thomas was suddenly standing in the doorway. He had his shotgun slung over one shoulder. “I went into town at day break and practically dragged the tailor out of bed so he could sell me that dress. I just hope that it fits you well.” 

“I’m sure it will. If not, I know my way around a needle and thread. I’ll make it work one way or another.” 

“Good.” He smiled. “But I want to see you wear it before I go.” 

“Go?” Daisy repeated the word with a frown. “Where are you going?” 

“There are a few land grubbers who are trying to encroach on my property. I have to teach them a lesson.” He answered. “And then I’ve offered to help some of the other folk defend their land as well.” 

“How long will you be gone?” 

“That I am not sure of.”

“And I am to stay here with your mother?” 

“Yes.” He shifted positions. “If you play along with her antics, she really that much of a bother, I promise. Just try to keep her happy while I’m gone and I promise it won’t be too horrible.” 

Daisy wasn’t too convinced. His voice spoke confidence but his eyes said otherwise. 

“In any case, let’s see the dress.” 

***

Daisy emerged from her room feeling like a princess. The dress hugged her body to perfection. She loved the colors and how they complemented one another. 

She was about to open the door when she heard footsteps crashing against the floorboards. “Mother!” Thomas’ voice boomed through the entire house. 

Startled, Daisy quickened to follow. It didn’t take long before she was greeted by the smell of something burning. 

“Mother! How many times have I told you to stay away from the stove?” Thomas growled as he doused the fire. 

“Aren’t you hungry?” She countered. “I was only trying to make you some breakfast for you and your lovely bride.” She offered a toothy smile in Daisy’s direction. “Please, have some bacon.” 

“Mother. She does not want those charred pieces of meat. I wouldn’t even feed that to the dog.” 

“Oh! You vile, vile son of mine!” The mentally unstable matriarch burst into a fit of tears. 

Thomas sighed in a sign of exasperation. His mother was always testing his patience. “Please...” He begged her but she continued to bawl her eyes out like she had just lost a member of her family. “Do not make a scene.” 

Daisy stepped forward and placed a hand on the captain’s shoulder. “Go.” She said. “And protect your land. I will stay here and take care of your mother in the meantime.” She squeezed his shoulder as she smiled. “And I will do what I can to maintain the land.” 

“Thank you.” Thomas reached into his pocket and pulled out a small leather pouch filled with coins and paper bills. “Use this if you need any help. There are a few trustworthy lads in town that are willing to work for cheap. If it becomes too much for you, do not hesitate to contact them.” 

Daisy nodded. “I will.” 

He took his bride-to-be by the elbow and towed her into the living room where they could enjoy a bit of privacy. He took her cheek and ran his thumb across her silky features. “I trust that you will still be here when I return.” 

“Yes.” 

He could tell that she was telling the truth. Those beautiful blue eyes could tell no lie. 

***

And so, Daisy waited for him to return. The days rolled into one another until she completely lost track of time. How much longer until the next full moon? She did not know but she prayed that it would come sooner rather than later because living with an unstable matriarch turned out to be much more trying than she ever expected. 

“Daisy dear, won’t you be a doll and open up the front door for the nice Indian man?” She might coo one afternoon. 

“There’s no one there.” Daisy would answer. 

“Of course there’s someone there!” The woman would cluck. 

And when Daisy continued to deny her hallucinations, the fighting would break out and she would have to deal with the horrific aftermath of her soon-to-be mother-in-law throwing a fit more appropriate for a toddler than a grown woman. 

All this nonsense was enough to push Daisy to the breaking point. She didn’t know how much more of it she could take before she too lost her mind. 

She could only pray that Thomas would return to her and bring back some much-needed balance into her life. 

Epilogue 

Six months later. 

Thomas had yet to return. 

Daisy was starting to accept the fact that maybe she had become a widow without ever getting married and the thought terrified her. She had put so much faith in Thomas that she didn’t stop to consider what might happen if something were to go wrong. 

The only upside to the whole thing was that she was finally getting along with his mother. She had found that harmony she was lacking in the beginning. 

“Breakfast, dear?”

“Thank you, Colleen.” Daisy took the plate and pretended to eat the food. Whenever the woman looked away, she would subtly slip a few pieces into the pocket of her apron. 

Colleen was just happy that someone was finally enjoying her food again. 

“You know, dear, I have a good feeling about today. I think today’s the day.” She said with a smile as she stared out the window in search of her son. 

“I’m sure.” Daisy agreed but she had been making that same lie for the last ten weeks. She simply took it as an opportunity to get rid of some of her food. 

“I think I will knit him a sweater for when he returns!” The woman shouted as she suddenly got out of her chair and rushed into the living room. Diligently, she picked up her knitting needles and a ball of yawn and got to work but Daisy knew that she never got past the first few rows before getting into a fit and unraveling it all. 

Daisy was accustomed to her strange behaviors and had learned how to act accordingly. “I bet he’ll love it.” She said with an encouraging tone. 

Colleen offered one of her wheelbarrow smiles before getting back to work. 

Daisy made sure she was fully occupied before whipping up some much-needed breakfast. She scarfed it down before heading out to the fields. 

Today, she intended to sheer some of the sheep for wool. The material fetched a high price at the market.

Since she had never bothered to hire farmhands, she did everything on her own and honestly, she didn’t mind it. She found that it was rather satisfying to be her own boss and make money from the sweat of her brow. From her calculations, she had made the ranch 30% more profitable since the
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