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Chapter One
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Minnesota, August 1883

Benjamin carefully pulled weeds out of the ground surrounding his wife’s grave.  “I miss you every day.  The girls miss you, and are starting to make noise about wanting a new mom.”  He traced her name on the tombstone.  “Anna, the world was a good place when you were by my side, but now I feel like I’m surrounded by darkness.  How could I ever find someone to be a new mom for our precious girls?”

He looked up at the sky, still angry with God for taking away his beautiful wife.  “I think I’m going to send for a mail order bride.  There’s an agency out East that will send a woman out to me.  I have to pay them, but I don’t care.  I don’t really want a wife, but I do need a new mama for the girls.  Abbie starts school in just a year, and she’s already telling me that she needs more grown up dresses.  I don’t know how to dress a little girl.  Mor helps, but she doesn’t live with us, and I couldn’t pull her away from Far.  I need a woman who will live with us to be a mother to the children.  I guess I don’t really need a bride.  I need a mail order mama to take care of our girls.”  

He knew he was rambling and anyone walking past the small cemetery would think he was crazy.  “I feel like I’m betraying you by even considering finding a new wife, but the girls need someone.”  He couldn’t lie to Anna, even after she was dead.  “I need someone to keep me warm at night, but I won’t fall in love with her, Anna.  I promise you.”

He laid the flowers he and the girls had picked on her grave, and walked the short distance back to the home he shared with his daughters above the mercantile he owned.  

He’d gone out after work, but before he’d started supper.  Abbie did a good job of watching Georgie while he worked, but she was only six, and he couldn’t make himself leave them any longer, even though he could see their home from the cemetery.  He had to worry twice as much now that Anna couldn’t share the worries with him.

He went to the table and called the girls to him.  Once they were there, he told them about his decision.  “I’ve decided to send away for a mail order bride, so you girls can have a mama again.”

Georgie hugged her father, and Abbie just nodded solemnly.  Both girls resembled their parents a great deal.  Benjamin and Anna were both children of Norwegian immigrants, and had the typical Norwegian build and coloring.  Both had the same blond hair and blue eyes of their parents and their parents before them.  Everyone had stopped and stared as he and Anna had walked along the street together.  Now the girls both reminded him a great deal of his Anna.  Every time he looked at them, she was on his mind.

“May we help you write the letter, Papa?”  The girls didn’t use the Norwegian words for mother and father, Mor and Far, like he and Anna had.  They knew only a few words in the old language, and that suited Benjamin fine.  He’d had to learn to speak English when he’d started school, and it had been hard for him.  He wanted his girls to speak the language of their new country.  They would know the Norwegian words they needed to keep his mother happy, but no more.  Now his parents used English more than Norwegian at home anyway.

Benjamin nodded.  “After supper, we’ll write the best letter a bride has ever seen.”  He stood up to go into the kitchen, wondering what he’d do for supper.  His mother had brought over some fresh bread just that morning.  Maybe he could make some sandwiches.  The girls hated them, but he knew very little about cooking and even less about cleaning.  If Mor didn’t clean his house every week and do his family’s laundry, he didn’t know how he’d manage.

He quickly sliced the bread and fried some bacon, one of the few things he knew how to cook.  He carried the bread and bacon to the table on plates along with some of his Mor’s fresh butter.  The girls came in to see what he’d set out to eat.  “Bacon sandwiches again?” Georgie asked.

Abbie shook her head at her sister.  “Remember, he’s getting us a mama to cook for us,” she whispered.

Georgie sat down at the table and buttered her bread, adding the bacon. “Thanks for cooking, Papa.”  The words were said begrudgingly, but they were polite, and Benjamin couldn’t ask for more.  He was getting tired of bacon sandwiches himself.

Abbie took her seat and made her sandwich, and then they all bowed their heads to pray.  Once Benjamin was finished, Abbie started telling him all she wanted him to put in the letter.  “Tell her she needs to love little girls and know how to sew a dress.”

Georgie looked up at that.  “Tell her she needs to like to bake and cook things other than bacon sandwiches.”

“And reading stories out loud.  She needs to read us stories.”  Abbie loved stories and couldn’t wait to learn to read them for herself.

“She needs to like picnics and walking in the woods.”

Benjamin laughed softly.  “Why don’t you girls save your ideas, and we’ll write the letter just as soon as I finish up the supper dishes.”  He was happy the girls were so excited to have a new mama.  It would help them to adjust to having a woman around.
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Massachusetts September 1883

Emily sat in the parlor of the small house she shared with her mother, reading through the newspaper.  She needed a new job.  She was a cook for a well-to-do family in town, but they’d begun having her cook, clean and watch the children for no extra pay.  She loved children, and she didn’t mind cleaning up the messes she made, but she was still earning her very small salary.  If she was going to do extra work, her pay needed to be higher commensurate with that work.

She spotted an advertisement for mail order brides and wrinkled her nose.  She wanted to marry, but wasn’t sure she could agree to something like that.  She was glad she didn’t have to.  With as shy as she was, she may never find a man to marry, though.  One day, she may find herself wanting to marry badly enough she’d answer an ad like that.  She was glad that day wasn’t today.  Her eyes moved on quickly to the next ad.

She heard the front door open and close and looked up as her mother joined her in their parlor.  It was after nine at night.  Her mother had never stayed out that late, but she had gradually stayed out later and later during the time she’d been seeing her new beau, William.

“How was your evening?” she asked, noting the sparkle in her mother’s eyes.  

Jane held out her hand to show something to Emily.  A ring.  “It’s beautiful, Mother.”  William was her mother’s first beau since her father was killed in Hendersonville, North Carolina during the war.  “From William?”  Of course it was from William.  Who else would be buying her mother rings?

Jane nodded her face pink with happiness.  “He asked me to marry him.”

Emily jumped to her feet and hugged her mother.  “I’m so happy for you!”  Emily and her mother had been everything to one another since her father had died.  She was thrilled her mother had finally found a man to make her happy.  

“I was a little worried you’d think he was trying to take your father’s place.”  Jane’s face was serious as she searched her daughter’s.

Emily shrugged.  “I don’t have any memories of my father at all, so I don’t mind.  I’m just glad you’re happy.”

Jane sat down next to Emily on the small pink sofa.  “There is one thing, though.”  Jane looked worried about whatever it was.  They’d always been completely honest with one another, so Emily was surprised.  

“What is it?”  Emily took Jane’s hand in hers to give her courage to tell her about whatever was troubling her.

Jane took a deep breath, staring down at her hands.  “William wants us to be alone.  He thinks it could hurt our marriage to have you living in the house with us.”

Emily’s eyes widened.  At twenty, she’d never even had a beau.  It hadn’t occurred to her she would need to find a place to live anytime soon.  Her heart jumped into her throat and she wanted to protest, but she looked at her mother’s face and knew her happiness came first.  She’d been twenty with a two year old child when her husband died, and she’d found a job and supported them both for years.  “I understand.  When will the wedding take place?”

“In two months.  I hope it will give you enough time.”  Jane was obviously worried about sending her daughter away, but she wanted to marry William, and it was time she did something for herself for a change.

“I’ll figure something out.”  Emily’s mind frantically reviewed what she’d just seen in the paper.  Not only would she need a better paying job, but a place to live as well.  She took the paper, and stood up.  “I’m going to bed.  Tomorrow’s a work day.”

As she climbed the stairs, Emily knew she wouldn’t be blowing out the light anytime soon.  She’d spend the night searching for something, anything, she could do to support herself.

She went into her room and quickly changed into her nightgown and braided her long brunette hair before lying down on the bed with the newspaper.  She quickly read through the rest of the want ads, but there were very few jobs for a woman in Beckham.  It was a mid-sized town, but most of the women stayed home with their families.  

Her eyes landed once again on the advertisement for a mail order bride.  She read it over carefully.  “Mail Order Bride agency needs women who are looking for the adventure of their lives.  Men out West need women to marry.  Reply in person at 300 Rock Creek Road.  See Mrs. Harriett Long.”

Emily bit her lip.  Could she really do such a thing?  It would solve a lot of her problems.  She wouldn’t need to get a job, and she’d have a place to live.  Of course, she’d also be married to a man she’d never met.  Did she really have another option, though?
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Emily spent the day cooking with Mary and Sally, the children of the Walters, the family she worked for.  The girls wanted to learn how to bake cakes, so she was once again teaching them.  She couldn’t help but wonder if their mother told them to ask her how to cook various things so she could get some time away and not have to hire a nurse for them.  

She enjoyed having the children with her, but it did make her day harder.  She fixed three meals per day for the family of four, and when the girls were with her, she tended to have to clean up more messes and do extra baking.  The girls were three and five, and made more messes than she had ever dreamed possible.  She would put the youngest in a chair at the table and have to help her do everything.  The older girl was a little better but not by much.

At one point, halfway through the day, she looked up to see Mary, the three year old, throwing eggs on the floor.  “Where did she get eggs from?” Emily asked her pointed gaze fixed on Sally.

Sally smiled and shrugged her shoulders trying to look innocent.  Because Emily had no true authority over the girls, she couldn’t punish them for their misdeeds, so she let it go and patiently cleaned up the mess.  

Before the day was out, she’d mopped the kitchen floor six times.  She was exhausted.  She was also determined to stop by the address on Rock Creek Road on her way home.  Being a mail order bride couldn’t possibly compare to the hassle of working with the two Walters daughters.  How could having her own home be worse than working with the two destructive girls?

At the end of the day, she stood in the spotless kitchen, and thanked Mrs. Walters for her wages.  She was always paid on Saturdays, but her money went straight to her mother for the household expenses.  How could she save up enough money to move out on her own when she had to give all her money to her mother simply to make ends meet?

On her way home, she stopped at the address on Rock Creek Road.  She knew where the road was, of course, but had never been on it.  The house named in the address was large and intimidating.  Emily had grown up in a small home, but her mother talked about the grand house she’d lived in with her parents before the war.  They’d both died during the war, but Emily had frequently daydreamed about living in their beautiful home with them.

For a moment, looking up at the house, she lost her nerve and started to walk away.  She’d taken ten steps before she caught herself and turned back around, marching straight up to the door and knocking.  

The door was answered by a tall dark man in a butler’s uniform.  “Yes?”

“I’m here to see Mrs. Harriett Long, please.”  She made sure her voice was strong as she asked, but it would have been so much easier to mumble.  Emily hated having to speak with strangers more than just about anything in the world.  She’d stayed at a bad job for two years rather than interview for something else, because she was so nervous about meeting strangers.

The man nodded and stepped aside to allow her into the home.  She stared around her in awe, never having been in a home so beautiful.  “Right this way, Miss?”

Emily tore her gaze from a painting on the wall to follow the butler.  “Hughes.  Emily Hughes.”  She needed to stop gawking instead of looking like she’d never seen an affluent house before, so she forced her eyes on the butler’s back as she followed him through the house.

He led her down a long hallway and stopped at a doorway on the left.  “Ma’am?  There’s a Miss Emily Hughes to see you.”

Emily’s first impression of Harriett was surprise a woman so young, and so obviously wealthy, would have an agency for mail order brides.  Harriett couldn’t be more than twenty-eight and had her blond hair pulled back in a neat bun.  Her petite form was encased in a blue silk dress that Emily was sure would have cost six weeks’ worth of her wages.  

Harriett stood and moved across the room to where Emily stood in the hall.  Emily noted her movements were graceful despite a pronounced limp.  She held her hand out.  “It’s nice to meet you, Emily.  I’m Harriett Long.”

“I came about your advertisement in the paper,” Emily blurted out quickly as she shook Harriett’s hand.

Harriett’s smile brightened her entire face and made her eyes twinkle with laughter.  “I presumed as much.”  She turned to the butler.  “Would you bring some tea and cookies, Higgins?”

“Right away, Ma’am.”  He left them alone, quietly closing the door behind him.

“Come and sit with me.  We’ll talk, and I’ll see if I can find a man who would suit you.”  Harriett waited until Emily was seated before continuing.  “What made you decide to come to me?”

Emily let out a heavy sigh.  “It was never my plan to be a mail order bride.”  She looked into Harriett’s green eyes as she spoke, finding them warm and full of laughter.  “I’ve lived with my mother my entire life.  My father was killed in the war.”  At Harriett’s nod, she continued, determined to get the full story out.  “My mother and I are extremely close, and as she never remarried, I’ve been working and contributing to the household income for the last three years since I finished my schooling.”  

“How old are you now?”  Harriett pulled out a piece of paper to jot down notes on what Emily told her.

“I’m twenty.”  She waited until Harriett wrote something down and returned her attention to her before adding, “My mother has been seeing a man for the last several months.  He’s her first beau since my father died.”  Emily rubbed the back of her neck, the strain of the last day obvious in her stature.  “Last night she came home and told me he’d asked her to marry him.  I’m thrilled for her, of course.  She deserves to be loved.”

“Of course.”  Harriett watched her carefully as if she were waiting to hear why she was stating the obvious.

“But her fiancé doesn’t wish to have me living in the home with them once they’re married.  He feels there wouldn’t be enough privacy if I were there, which I understand completely, but it does leave me out in the cold.”  Emily tried her best not to sound hurt by the situation, but she realized she was in a way.  She didn’t want her mother to choose her over William, but she did want her to think she was important enough to consider.

Harriett nodded.  “Yes, that’s more than a bit of a bind they’re leaving you in.  You said you’ve worked for the past three years?  What do you do?”  Harriett seemed to be genuinely interested in Emily’s answers for more than just business reasons which made her much easier to talk to than most people.

Emily let out a half laugh.  “I work as a cook, but often I’m expected to clean and take care of the children of the household as well.”

Harriett raised an eyebrow.  “And you’re paid extra for those tasks?”

“Of course not.  I’m paid as a cook, nothing more.”

“I see.  Do you enjoy working with the children?”

Emily nodded.  “I do enjoy them, but they make my job a great deal harder.”  She explained the messes they’d made during the long day and how many times she’d had to mop the floor.  “If all I had to do was mind the children, I wouldn’t mind so much, but my employer enjoys giving dinner parties.  She gave one tonight, in fact.  So while I was cooking for her party, I was minding the children who were destroying the kitchen.”

Harriett smiled.  “I suppose that would explain the flour in your hair.”

Emily groaned running a hand across the top of her head, messing up her severe bun.  “I should have checked my appearance before I came.  I’m so sorry Mrs. Long.”  Emily was embarrassed to be seen by anyone with flour in her hair.  She usually checked her appearance before leaving work, but she’d been in a hurry to go to Rock Creek Road and start working toward becoming a mail order bride.

“It’s not a problem.  If you were a wife there would be times when your husband would come home and there would be flour in your hair.  You’re interviewing to be a wife.”  She turned to the desk she was sitting in front of and quickly looked through the letters in front of her.  “I put an advertisement in a few papers out West thinking I would get enough responses to place the five women I had available for marriage.  I received twelve letters in response.  I found one other young lady to send, but you, my dear, are a godsend.”  She obviously found what she was looking for and held up a letter.  “I think this is the letter for you.”  She handed it to Emily and invited her to open it, making a few more notes as she waited for Emily to read it.

Unfolding the single page of paper, Emily read the letter.  “Dear Potential Bride, I’m a single father of two daughters aged four and six.  Their names are Georgie and Abbie.  My wife died of scarlet fever a couple of months ago, and I admit, I’m frantic trying to keep my household together.  My daughters are insisting I put several things in this letter, so here is what they require in their mail order mama.  She must be able to cook more things than bacon, and must never serve a bacon sandwich for supper.  She must love children, especially daughters, and enjoy reading to them at night.  She must know how to sew pretty dresses and fix hair ‘just so’.  She must be able to smile even when her new daughters make a mess.  She must like to bake and enjoy picnicking and walks in the woods.  On my part, I’m looking for a wife who will be willing to take on the duties of motherhood and be a good wife.  I would not dream of finding a new wife so quickly if my daughters were not so badly in need of a new mother.  I would like to have a wife who would occasionally be willing to help out in the mercantile store I own here in Live Oak, Minnesota.  If you think you can be all of that to three very lonely people who need a good woman in their lives, please respond.  I am twenty-eight years old, and would like a woman who is at least twenty, but not more than twenty-five.  My daughters and I await your response.  My best, Benjamin Johnson.”

Emily looked up when she was finished to find Harriett watching her.  “What do you think?”

Emily nodded slowly.  “They sound like the kind of family I could be content with.  I think.”  She bit her lip considering her situation.  “So what now?  I just write them a letter?  Do I write it through you?  Do I have to pay you to help me?”

“No, you don’t pay me.  There’s a small fee for the gentleman requesting a wife, but nothing for the bride.  You write a letter here, or you go home and write a letter and bring it to me to mail.  All correspondence will go through me.  What’s our time frame?”  At Emily’s blank stare, she asked, “When is your mother getting married.”

“Oh!  I was lost in my thoughts thinking about the Johnson family.  My mother’s getting married in two months, so I need to be ready to leave before then.”  She knew it wasn’t much time and she bit her lip wondering how Mrs. Long would react to the rushed time frame.

“We can make that happen.  Why don’t we write your letter together, and I’ll mail it off for you.  So many times, women forget to include pertinent details, and they kick themselves later.  I have a list of things I try to make sure every letter includes, so it would be easier to do it here.  The more complete your first letter is, the faster we can get you married.”

Emily was relieved.  She wasn’t sure she could think of everything she needed to say without help, so she was thrilled to be able to do it with Harriett.  Harriett handed her a piece of paper and a pen, so she quickly wrote, “Dear Benjamin, Abbie and Georgie, I enjoyed reading your letter.  I have never served a meal of bacon sandwiches in my life, and I work as a cook for a living.  Rest assured you will have a variety of food if you choose me to be your new mama.”  She looked up and read what she’d written aloud.

Harriett smiled and nodded.  “That’s good.  Answer their direct questions and requirements first, and then you can go on and add the other pertinent details.  You finish that part, and let me know when you need help with the things you need to include.”

Emily dipped her pen in the inkwell, then put the pen to paper and wrote, “I love reading to children, especially girls, at any time of day, and I’m sure that will translate well to daughters, although I’ve never had one and can’t be absolutely certain about that.  I’m an adequate seamstress and know exactly how a little girl’s hair should look, so there are no problems there.  I expect children to make a mess, because if they couldn’t make messes, they couldn’t learn.  I love to bake, and enjoy both picnicking and walks in the woods, although I’ve not had a lot of time for either in my busy life.  I’m very sorry to hear about the loss of your wife.  I lost my father at a very young age and know from personal experience how hard it is to grow up with only one parent.  I’m more than willing to help out in a mercantile and would enjoy it immensely.  I am twenty years old, and my name is Emily Hughes.  I live with my mother in Beckham, Massachusetts.  I’ve never been to Minnesota, or anywhere outside of Massachusetts, but would like to go there.”  When she was finished writing, Emily read the letter she’d written to Harriett.  “What else should I add?”

“You want to tell them what you look like, and what interests you.  Ask if they have any pets or anything else you want to know about them.”

Emily nodded and wrote quickly, “I am a short woman with auburn hair and blue eyes.  I enjoy reading when I have time and taking walks to enjoy nature.  What do you like to do as a family?  What are the girls interested in?  Are there any other questions you have for me?”  Again, she read what she’d written aloud.  

Harriett smiled.  “I think that’s perfect.  Sign it and I’ll send it off with the mail tomorrow.  We’ll expect a response in a month or so.”  She squeezed Emily’s hand.  “If we don’t have you married off before your mother needs you out of the house, you can stay here for a few days, but I do believe we’ll have you on a train for Minnesota within the next two months.”

Emily stood.  “Thank you for the cookies and tea and for your time.  I appreciate you helping me.”

Harriett stood as well.  As Emily watched her slowly gain her feet, she wondered again about the limp.  It would be impolite to ask, though, so she brushed it off and headed for the door.  Harriett saw her out.  “Come see me in three and a half weeks and we’ll talk about where to go from there.”

Emily left the house and headed for home, her heart filled with trepidation.  She needed to focus on the idea of being a mother to two little girls who needed her and helping her mother by leaving.  She needed to do her best not to think about the fact she’d be marrying a man she’d never met.  She couldn’t think about that.  The family did seem like a good one, and she only hoped she could find the courage to go through with the plans she’d set into motion.  
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Benjamin smiled as he gave Mrs. Anderson her change.  “Thanks for coming in Mrs. Anderson.”

“Where else would I go?  You’re the only mercantile in town!”  Mrs. Anderson was a straight-shooting woman in her mid-seventies.  Benjamin was always glad to see her, because it meant her arthritis wasn’t acting up too much for her to walk to the store.  Sometimes, she would send a messenger over with her list and Benjamin would deliver it when he got off work for the day.

“You could always drive to St. Paul.”

She shook her head.  “My bones are too old for that, Benjamin.  I’ll walk right over here to your mercantile any day of the week.”  

“You look just as spry as ever, Mrs. Anderson.  If I didn’t know how much you loved Mr. Anderson, I’d ask if I could come calling.”  He gave her a slow wink to punctuate his words.  He’d learned early on that flirting with his elderly customers helped them to come back, and he genuinely liked Mrs. Anderson.  She never gossiped and was always pleasant to be around.

She chuckled.  “You’re a naughty boy, Benjamin.”  She leaned heavily on her cane as she walked toward the door, her shopping basket tucked over her arm.

The bell on the door tinkled, and they both turned to see who was coming into the store.  “Mor, are you coming to keep my daughters and me from starving to death?”

Mrs. Anderson smiled and
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