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Despite their many differences, Andy had always loved his brother more than he could say. Literally more than he could say, most of the time, as both of them seemed to be continuing the family tradition of staying silent on all emotional matters, regardless of the fact that they were now the only two members of their family within a thousand miles of one another.

He did his best to remind himself of these facts as he led his horse carefully across the treacherous, flooded land that bordered his brother's property. It would have been so much easier to simply continue on his way, as New Valley was only a day's journey from here. 

But it had been over a month since he had seen Bryce, and they had argued at their last meeting. Or rather, they had reverted to their childhood roles, with Andy teasing Bryce until he snapped. 

Yes, it was good that they should see one another, Andy reminded himself yet again, as he made his way up to the ranch house on aching feet after tethering his horse.

“Bryce!” he called out as he entered, half-expecting that his hardworking brother would be out with the ranch hands. 

But Bryce appeared after only a few moments. He looked better than the last time Andy had seen him, as though he had finally taken Andy's advice and stopped working every hour of the day. He looked better fed, as well. 

He also looked... abashed, for some reason, as they greeted one another.

“Are you all right?” Andy asked, as they settled on easy chairs at either side of the fireplace in the little front room. 

“Sure,” said Bryce, not quite making eye contact.

“Cause if you're still upset about last time... you know I'd never do that, right?” Andy smiled, remembering their fight.

“Send off for a mail order bride behind my back? No, I know you wouldn't,” said Bryce.

He was still looking down. Andy frowned. 

“You sure? You're looking a little... did something happen?”

Bryce looked up at the ceiling and let out a long breath.

“Well... yes, it did.”
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Five weeks ago

Bryce had entirely forgotten about the threats his brother had made at their last meeting. Or, at least, he had forgotten the sudden fear that had sprung up when he had wondered whether Andy was serious.

“If you won't take any steps to secure your own happiness, I'll do it for you,” Andy had said, citing his own success with Sarah following a mail-order bride arrangement.

Bryce had been embarrassed at how panicked he had felt at the idea of marriage, particularly to someone like Sarah, who had somehow managed to bring the elegance of eastern high society with her to the outskirts of Montana. To hide his embarrassment, he had lashed out at Andy, and things had gone downhill from there. 

And now he was standing outside of the train station at New Valley. Looking at a woman in a wedding dress.

No, come on, it's not a wedding dress, it's just a white dress. Right? She's not here for you, she's – 

Then she looked at him, and smiled.

She looked unsure, perhaps almost afraid, as she said,

“Mr Graham?”

Bryce's heart sank.

“Yes?”

“I needed to pass on a message from your brother,” she said, waving her hand vaguely behind her toward the station.

Bryce swallowed. How could Andy have done this? This poor girl... or rich girl, by the looks of her... what on earth was he supposed to do? Send her back to where she came from?

“Where did you come from?” he asked, for want of any else to say.

“Boston,” said the girl, and Bryce sighed inwardly, because of course she was from Boston.

“I didn't know there were any mail-order brides coming from way out there,” he said. 

The girl smiled again. She looked tired, now he was closer. Still beautiful, though. 
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Andy was staring at Bryce.

“You – you – are you joking?”

Bryce blushed furiously, still looking away. 

“Well, I didn't know if you...”

Andy shouted with laughter. “So you ended up proposing to some poor girl who had just stepped off  a train?”

“I guess.”

“When did you realize the mistake?”

Bryce hesitated for a moment, as Andy tried to catch his breath. He wondered why Bryce was not also laughing.

“Bryce?”

“...About five minutes after the wedding.”

“What?”
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Five weeks ago

Kelly had never been so tired, of that she was sure. And that was about all she was sure of.

She had spent weeks on that blasted train, crawling her way as far across the country as the ticket she had traded for her wedding pearls would allow her. She had hoped, when boarding the train, that she would gradually become calmer, the more distance she placed between her and her family – and Stephen, who would have just realized that she was missing at the moment the train began to move.

But instead, her anxiety had only grown. She had tried to keep herself busy on the train, helping out a mother traveling alone with four children, sitting with a pencil and leftover pieces of newspaper she found under the seats, trying to write down her feelings. Or some sort of plan.

The only plan that had presented itself to her was through the newspaper scraps, which seemed littered with advertisements for mail-order brides.

True, it was absurd to run away from one marriage, a prosperous and planned one at that, and enter into an arrangement with a stranger who would probably be a farmer or rancher with little income. But what else could she do? She would not go home, not now.

So she had made up her mind by the time she reached New Valley, which had a mail-order bride agency, according to the newspapers she had purloined. 

She would do it. It would be an adventure.

Wouldn't  it?

She felt dizzy as she stepped down from the train, and realized that she had been too anxious to either sleep or eat for the past day. Not that turning down the food that they sold on the train had been difficult.

She had almost been knocked down by a cowboy rushing into the train station, looking for someone. He had swiftly apologized and asked her if he had seen his friend –

“My height, light coloring, probably wearing a green coat,” he had said. “I have a message from his brother.”

Kelly had shaken her head, but promised that if she saw this Mr Graham, she would tell him to pick up the message from the porter... something about the weather turning and getting his cattle in.

She had almost not noticed the man, as she stood staring into space outside the station almost an hour later, having been unable to convince herself to move. His green coat caught her eye.

She barely heard herself speak to him – but then he was there, right beside her all of a sudden, looking at her intently. Asking her something about being a mail-order bride.

The words set off her anxiety once more, and she tried to pretend that she did not feel quite so faint as she answered him. Instead of leaving, however, he seemed to be saying something else. She tried to listen.

“...It would be up to you, of course, but if you've come all this way then...”

It took her a minute to understand what he was asking.

She looked at him for a long moment. He had stopped speaking, and was waiting for her. His face looked open, and honest, although somewhat too serious.

In her head, she could hear her mother's voice.

This is a stranger. A stranger who had just proposed to you without even knowing your name. 

He probably doesn't have a penny, he'll be expecting you to cook and clean – and you'll be his wife, unable to leave. What if he has a temper? What if he's stupid? You can't do this, you can't, it's madness.
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Andy had been listening so intently that he had not heard the girl come into the room – when she entered his field of vision, he jumped. She laughed, her cheeks rosy in the light of the mid-morning sun. 

“I see Bryce is catching you up,” she said.  

Andy opened his mouth for a moment, but no words could form. The girl – Kelly, apparently – laughed again. Bryce raised an eyebrow at her.

“That's what she did when we realized the mistake,” he said, his tone dry.

“Laughed?” managed Andy.

“For about five minutes straight,” said Bryce.

Kelly shrugged, somehow making the movement look elegant and purposeful. 

“It was funny,” she said. 

“I didn't find it quite so funny,” Bryce muttered.

“That's true. I was also very tired at the time, so everything seemed rather funny.” Kelly grinned. 

“How – I mean – why? Why so suddenly, without discussing it?” said Andy, wondering when he was going to wake up. 

“Well, New Valley only has a minster every second week,” said Kelly, matter-of-factly. “And he was leaving the next day. Bryce was too embarrassed to tell me to leave, and I was too tired to understand that he thought you had brought me here.”

“You make it all sound so sensible,” said Bryce, rolling his eyes.

“But if neither of you – I mean, couldn't you just have it undone, if you realized so soon? How did you realize, anyway?” asked Andy, starting to feel the beginnings of guilt as he realized that he may had accidentally trapped two people into an unwanted marriage.

“Bryce mentioned you by name, and I asked who he meant, and we started to understand. It was mostly the two of us repeating the word what over and over until the penny dropped,” said Kelly. 

“And we couldn't have it undone,” said Bryce.
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Five weeks ago

“It's only for a night,” Bryce said again, as the ranch came into view. “The court at Allendale is a couple of day's journey, and if we left now we'd get there on Sunday when it's closed.”

“All right,” said Kelly, looking out at the passing landscape. 

Bryce remained silent for a few minutes. He focused on driving his horse, Oren, who was not used to the wagon and was being a little skittish. Eventually, however, he felt prompted to speak again. 

“I'm – I'm sorry about all of this, it's really ridiculous – ”

“I know,” said Kelly.

Bryce felt a coldness in her tone, and did not want to address it. But he had helped her into this mess, he should at the very least be brave enough to speak about it.

“You seem upset,” he said, bracing himself as he remembered what had always happened after his father said something like that to his mother.

Kelly, however, did not jump down his throat. Instead, she sighed deeply.

“I know it's ridiculous,” she said. “But I knew that already. I was prepared to be ridiculous – I knew you were a stranger. I just wanted a way out of... everything. And now I'll be back on my own.”

“I see,” said Bryce, wondering what she meant by everything. “But you know we can't stay married.”

“Of course not,” said Kelly flatly. “You wouldn't want to marry someone you don't know. Except that's exactly what you did.”

Bryce flushed. “I thought my brother had contacted you.”

“How would that be any better? Would he have made such a good choice, if he's the kind of person to spring an unexpected bride on you?”

Bryce had no response to this. 

“I'm just saying,” continued Kelly, “why would you do it if you didn't want to?”

“I'm not sure,” said Bryce. “I am sorry, though.”

“I know,” sighed Kelly. “And I know it's not your fault that I'm stuck out here with no plan.”

“No plan at all?” Bryce asked, looking down at her dress.  

Kelly followed his gaze and, despite everything, laughed quietly. “I'll explain everything tomorrow,” she promised, as they drew up to the ranch house. 

“I guess you must be pretty tired,” said Bryce.

“After a few weeks spent sleeping in a train car? Just a little,” said Kelly.

Bryce felt a twinge of guilt as he jumped down from the wagon. He could see now what he had missed at the station – the dark circles under her eyes, the way she looked as though she were being held up by a thread. 

But that was all the more reason he should do the right thing. Kelly didn't know what she was saying, suggesting that they should stick with this. She had barely known what she was doing when they signed the papers. She had just needed an escape from everything, whatever that meant.

He walked around the wagon and held out a hand to help her down. 

He pretended that he did not notice when she stumbled in her exhaustion, catching his shoulder to right herself, leaning close for a moment. Her hand was warm through the fabric of his shirt.

“Come on,” he said quietly, stepping back. “I'll get you some food, and you can take the bed.” 

“Are you sure?”

“Of course. I'll sleep in the barn.”

They would later realize that neither of them had noticed the clouds, gathering behind them as they drove, following them home. 
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“Oh, that's when the floods happened?” asked Andy. 

He smiled as he accepted the tea that Kelly had made. He was surprised to recognize the china that his mother had insisted on sending to Bryce, and which his older brother had staunchly refused to use before now.

“I slept right through the rain,” said Kelly. “And when I woke up it looked like we were on Noah's ark.”

“So you had to stay,” said Andy, finally understanding why she was still here. “With the roads out and everything.”

Bryce took a cup of tea from Kelly, smiling quickly at her. Thinking about it, Andy felt fairly sure that he had seen his brother smile more in the last hour than he had in the last year. Clearly female company was good for him; after all, he was here at home in the middle of the afternoon.

“I guess the flooding must have given you some time off work,” he suggested.

Bryce and Kelly exchanged a quick look. 

“Sure,” said Bryce.

***
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Four weeks ago

“How can you possibly try to herd cattle in a lake?” demanded Kelly, watching Bryce lace up his boots defiantly.

“The same way I have been for the past few days,” Bryce replied. “And it's hardly a lake.”

Kelly frowned at him. He had mentioned that the ranch hands were in favor of leaving the cattle to deal with the floods themselves, saying that there was plenty of dry land left for them. But Bryce had spent almost every hour of each day she had been here away from the house.

To begin with, Kelly had been convinced that he had simply been trying to avoid her. But the previous afternoon she had overheard him arguing with one of the older ranch hands, Benjamin. It had become apparent that Bryce normally worked these long hours, even when it was not necessary, and expected everyone else to do the same.

“You're going to have a mutiny on your hands any day now,” she warned, going back to her sewing. 

When she realized she would need to stay a while, Kelly had shuddered at the thought of wearing her wedding dress the entire time. She had taken two of Bryce's worn out shirts and tailored them to fit, and had used some old curtains to make a skirt. She was now trying to put together some sort of jacket. 

“Did you wear the dress on the train?” Bryce asked, having paused in the doorway.

Kelly looked up at him.

“I beg your pardon?”

He glanced away for a moment, before saying, “the wedding dress. Did you wear it on the train, the whole time?”

“Oh.” Kelly laughed. “No, I borrowed a dress from another woman in the car, but I had to give it back before I disembarked.”

“Good thing you can sew,” said Bryce.

“You're surprised?” asked Kelly.

He shrugged, but she knew he had low expectations of her abilities. She had told him a little about her upbringing when explaining about the wedding and her decision to flee. His comments about “high society” had offered some illumination about why he was not in favor of their remaining married.

Kelly guessed that this was fair, as a homemaker out here should be able to do all sorts of things. She could just about manage a basic dress pattern, and the only cooking she knew was how to make fancy things for tea parties. Nonetheless, Bryce's attitude had annoyed her enough that she was willing to make an attempt. 

“I thought I might try cooking today,” she said, as Bryce moved away. 

He turned around immediately, looking alarmed.

“We have food,” he said quickly.

“We're going to run out soon,” she pointed out. “And I'm bored.”

“You have the sewing, don't you?”

“I'm just about done. I'd normally go for a walk, but...”

“Some of the land's dry, up on the hilly areas. You could walk there.”

“I don't have any boots,” said Kelly, indicating the wedding shoes she was still wearing, incongruously, with her rough clothes. 

Bryce still looked hesitant.

“Come on, you have that recipe book in the kitchen, it must be easy to follow.”

“I've never opened it.”

“Why not?”

“My mother sent it.”

Bryce's tone that did not invite further questioning. Kelly decided to ignore the questions that sprang to mind, and continued to look beseechingly at Bryce as he hovered in the doorway.

“Oh, fine,” he said at last. “But don't burn the house down.”

“I make no promises.”
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“I'm surprised he even kept this,” said Andy, picking up the recipe book.

Bryce had gone to speak with Benjamin, leaving his brother and his – wife, technically, Andy supposed – together. Kelly had gone to the kitchen, and Andy had trailed after her, still full of questions.

“Me too,” said Kelly. “Or at least I am now, after he told me about what happened.”

Andy stared at her. “He told you? About our mother?”

“You didn't think he would,” she said, smiling sadly. “I didn't think he would either, to tell the truth.”
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Three weeks ago

Bryce tried to stop feeling guilty every time he reported the water levels to Kelly, knowing that she might take it as a reminder that he wanted her gone. Today, however, it had not been guilt that had prevented him from speaking when he came into the house and saw her standing by the fire.

She was holding her shoes out, staring at them. They were discolored and roughened, having been worn for far longer than most wedding shoes, but Bryce would still have recognized them for the expensive items they were.

Kelly had been overjoyed when he had brought her an old pair of boots from one of the ranch hand's wives. She had gone on many walks, tramping every available dry area there was around the ranch, enjoying both the flowers and her conversations with the ranch hands' families.

She had agreed to the simplified story that she was a friend of Bryce's, who had been stuck with no place to stay, and was now waiting out the floods. Bryce had not wanted to explain the full story to the ranch hands, whose opinion of him was a concern at the best of times. He was younger than many of them, and did not mind deferring to their knowledge and judgement in most cases. But when he had to act as an authority, things quickly became awkward.

Kelly had found no such awkwardness, and had asked the few ranch hands with wives if she might be able to take some cooking lessons, much to their amusement.

Bryce could only be grateful, as her cooking had improved at a rapid rate. She had also seemed happier, these days, with her walks and conversations. 

She did not look happy now.

“What are you doing?” asked Bryce.

Kelly continued to look at the shoes in her hands. 

“My mother picked these out for me,” she said. “I picked the dress, but she picked the shoes. She also picked the groom.”

Bryce remained quiet. Kelly had not mentioned this before.

“I could have said no,” she said. “But why would I? Look at them.” She held the shoes out. “Who wouldn't want lovely shoes, and a lovely house, and a lovely husband, even if you couldn't pick them out for yourself?”

Bryce sat down, still looking at Kelly.

“You,” he said. “You wouldn't.”

He wondered why he had never asked her about this. He had assumed that she had run away in a moment of rebellion, having been spoiled her entire life and used to getting her own way. Not that she acted spoiled, but she never seemed to take anything too seriously, even the mess they had gotten themselves into.

As though to prove his point, Kelly suddenly turned away from the fire, smiling once more. 

“I guess I wouldn't,” she said. “I must be very special.”

“That's one word for it,” said Bryce, knowing it would make her laugh. But her previous seriousness, as unprecedented as it was, made him curious. “What brought this on?”

Kelly glanced at him, and then away. Her expression almost looked guilty, which was confusing, until he followed her eyeline to the recipe book, which lay on the table. 

It was open, and he could see that a page had been torn from it. 

He looked at Kelly. 

“Your mother,” she said softly. “I guess it started me thinking about mine.”

Bryce felt his heart speed up. 

“You said you never opened the book,” she said. “So I guessed you hadn't read it. I wanted to burn it, but – ”

She reached into her pocket and drew out a piece of paper she had crumpled into a ball. 

“I thought I should ask first.”

Bryce stared at it for a moment. “She wrote in the book?”

“On one of the blank pages at the back.” Kelly's jaw was set. “Do you want to read it?”

“I don't know, do I?” asked Bryce quietly.

“I don't want you to, if that helps.”

She looked... angry. Bryce felt warmed, somehow, at her defensiveness. Perhaps they were becoming friends after all.

“Then it's probably nothing new,” he said. “You can burn it.”

“Nothing new?” asked Kelly, her expression darkening even further. 

Bryce looked at the paper. He did not speak of this, not even to Andy, although Andy already knew everything. But Kelly would be leaving soon, and he would not see her again. It probably didn't matter what she thought.

“I told you Andy and I moved out here at the same time,” he started.

Yes, he had told her that before. He had not told her how his mother had screamed at him the night before he left, accusing him of stealing Andy away from her. How his mother still blamed him for their father's death.  

Bryce had always been closer to his father, the two of them making one pair while his mother and Andy made another. Andy was her golden boy, the handsome and intelligent one she could tell everyone about. Bryce was the silent, surly child destined to take over the family business and nothing more.

Bryce's father had wanted more for his son. He had gone out to speak with a friend about getting Bryce into a school, the night he died. It had been an accident – he had been thrown from his horse – but Bryce's mother had harboured a grudge ever since.

Leaving for Montana had been Andy's idea, because he hated the way his mother tried to make him take her side. But Bryce was blamed
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