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CHAPTER ONE 




Wyoming 1878




Cassie Miller leaned heavily onto the hard wood of the plough and squinted her tired eyes. She gazed across the field to the hillside bordering the valley glancing up at the burning sun high above, and called to the horse in front of her to move on. The large, brown, sweat covered animal blew out through his nose and shook his head. Cassie sighed and stood bolt upright, her boots sinking into the soft, tilled soil. She wiped the sweat from her forehead, and tried to swallow, but her dry throat resisted the effort.

Joshua had made it all seem so easy, she thought. His strength and determination had ploughed the field many times before. She recalled sitting on the nearby hillside watching her husband as he laboured under the sun, digging and planting, drawing life from the earth with the exertions of his body.

No longer.

Now her husband himself was a part of the earth.

Cassie grasped the wide length of the plough handle, and goaded the horse into action. This time the big animal strode lazily forward, hooves disappearing deep into soil. Cassie felt the plough cut into the dirt, carving the trench she so needed.

Her breathing came hard, and the muscles on her arms quivered as she tried to keep a straight line. The horse pulled her on, and she staggered from side to side as she tried to keep up with him.

Compared to the strength of the massive creature she felt small, even puny. But she would not give in. Not so easily.

She took a deeper breath and clenched her teeth. She would not allow defeat to make her life even more of a tragedy. Not after all she had survived already. 

Joshua would want her to continue. He would want her to do the best she could. He had always tried to bring out the best in her, for which she had always been grateful. 

High above, the unforgiving Wyoming sun burned down upon her. It threatened to draw every last drop of moisture from the soil and from her body. Rains would come. She just hoped they would come soon. Joshua had assured her they would. He had always been right about most things. He had been a man of fine judgment. That had been one of his many admirable qualities.

Cassie gazed over toward the cabin. The homestead was situated in a small valley surrounded by thickly wooded hillsides. It felt isolated, but the trail into the town, nearby Sweetheart Falls, population nine hundred and fifty, wound it's way close by. She also had some neighbours close by to their farm. 

Their farm? 

Not their farm any longer. Her farm. It all belonged to her now, she thought.

Cassie heaved hard, keeping the plough line straight. She was making progress. She glanced over at the tilled soil, the straight lines she had gouged into the ground; the lines were mostly regular. She had become better at keeping a line. But it had come at the cost of aching muscles and painful nights which included the exhausted sleep of the overworked.

A warm wind caressed her damp skin, and she felt grateful for the brief respite from the heat. The only sounds in the valley were the grinding of the plough and her noisy breathing.

Cassie glanced at the tree covered hillside on her left and felt a stab of pain. They were passing near where Joshua lay.

His grave.

Her eyes lingered on the place. The grave wasn't visible from where she was laboring, but she knew every blade of grass on the climb up to it. She went there every day, pushing her way through the thick branches, and on up to the summit of the mound. Up there was beautiful, and not just because that was where he lay. There a was a view across the valleys to the mountains beyond. It was a place of beauty and peace. The right kind of place for Joshua.

Suddenly Cassie wrenched her gaze away as the horse came to a grinding halt. Cassie's shoulder crashed onto the hard wood of the plough handle. The pain of contemplating Joshua's resting place was replaced by the pain of hard, physical contact with the wooden handle.

Cassie took a step back and nursed the discomfort with a sore, calloused hand. She had become resigned to these blows. She knew that her body was becoming marked by all the work she was doing. It was one of the prices of survival.

The pain softened.

Another gust of wind blew hard against her, lifting a cloud of soil. She felt tears well up into her dust filled eyes. She would not cry; Joshua would not want her to cry. He would want her to survive; to be strong. 

She swallowed the tears back.

It had been only weeks since Joshua's death, but already it seemed like an eternity.

Cassie and Joshua had been married for one year. They had been almost newly weds; at least in Cassie's mind. She had come West as a mail order bride, leaving behind a troubled family life in Maine. Her mother had died when Cassie was only twenty one years old, and her father had taken it badly. Within a year he had succumbed to the melancholy of life as a widower. It had been too much for him. 

After her father had passed away, the terrible truth of the family's finances had been revealed. Her father had made some ill advised investments, none of which had worked out. The family had been left with crushing debts.

Cassie's sisters Martha and Rachel had quickly moved in with a poor aunt. But Cassie had not wanted this. She had never had good relations with her aunt, a woman she considered to be a harridan and a tyrant. She predicted her aunt would make the lives of herself and her sisters a living misery. 

Cassie had made the decision to become a mail order bride. She promised Martha and Rachel that one day she would help them, once she herself had become established with her new husband. Martha had hardly believed her; had begged her not to leave. But Cassie had chosen to leave. She'd been filled with deep sadness at having to make such a heart wrenching decision.

After searching ads and corresponding with Joshua, she had become convinced that he would be the best choice she could make. His letters had been sincere and heartfelt, promising Cassie that he would provide for her, and take the best possible care of her. She had felt a curious certainty about him when she read and reread the letters. She knew it was impossible to really be sure about anyone, especially when all you had to make a judgment was the content of a letter.

Cassie felt something when she read the letters. It was like a connection and it was strong enough for her to make a decision.

She chose Joshua.

The noise and movement of the horse dragged her mind back to the task in hand. She leaned back onto the plough and went back to work.

She tried not to think about the future or the options which were open to her. None of them seemed too appealing. It was enough to try to survive the physical demands of her life alone, as well as the deep and awful sadness which gripped her when she wasn't distracting herself with hard work.

Her choice was stark.

Stay in Sweetheart Falls or go back east to New York to a life of torment with her wicked aunt.

It wasn't an appealing choice, especially when she already knew that her sisters were having a difficult time. They had promised to wait for Cassie to act; they were still waiting. Cassie felt she had let them down. But her life had taken such a dramatic turn that she hadn't been able to keep her promise to them. Simply thinking about her sisters was enough to fill Cassie with anxiety.

So, she had to consider the options which were available to her.

Joseph from the mercantile in town had made his interest in Cassie plain every time she went to get supplies. He had tried to advise her about the planting. But he was so obviously interested in her as a wife. He was a good man with a fine reputation, but friendship was about as far as she wanted to go with him. His advances were becoming more insistent as the season progressed. She'd had to resort to an unnatural, exaggerated courtesy in order to try to show him that his interest was not reciprocated.

Just the act of marrying the owner of the mercantile, so soon after Joshua's passing, would surely seem to lack propriety. Wouldn't it? 

Cassie frowned at the thought of Joseph as a prospective husband. He was very much older than her, unlike Joshua who had been in his late twenties, and in the full bloom of his life. She thought about living above the mercantile, and being subjected to the disapproving looks of the ladies of Sweetheart Falls.

No.

That wasn't for her. It did not feel like the right choice. Joshua had taught her that there was more to life than mere economic survival. If she was to spend her life with someone she needed more than that.

There was love. Or the possibility of love. She asked herself if she would ever have the kind of love which had grown ever so gradually with Joshua; the love which had been snatched away from her so cruelly, so quickly?

Cassie pushed away those thoughts and continued with the ploughing until she felt the familiar tiredness in her legs and arms. It was time to rest. There was nothing to be gained by wearing herself out completely. She unhitched the horse and led him back toward the cabin.

She put the horse in the makeshift barn and made her way inside her home.

The home that Joshua had built.

It was more than just a cabin, but not quite a large house. It was of wooden construction and sturdily made. It had a living room with plain furniture. They had always talked about how they would get some finer pieces from back East when they had the money. The kitchen was practical and well appointed given the fact that they were out in the middle of the wilderness. There were two bedrooms and a large loft area. Space for children, she thought. The perfect place for a small family to live and love each other in.

How could she live here on her own?

She must be crazy. Perhaps she had been driven mad by grief. Maybe that was it. She was mad and she didn't even know it.

They'd had no children despite all the wonderful nights of trying for them. God had decided that they should wait for that blessing, which was fine by Cassie. But she felt a stab of regret each time she thought about not having any children by Joshua. They would have been beautiful and strong, just like him.

It wasn't to be.

Cassie sighed and went to wash off the grime of the day's work. She would eat something small and modest.

Then it would be time for bed.

Alone.







CHAPTER TWO




Cassie awoke next morning after a dreamless sleep. Her muscles ached as she got dressed. She made herself a simple breakfast of eggs and coffee. She stood in front of the mirror in the living room and looked at herself.

Tired. Her even features looked drawn and pale.

Sad. Blue eyes that once sparkled now looked dull and uninterested.

She forced a smile and drew her blonde hair tight back on her head. She pursed her lips and rubbed some color into her cheeks.

I must look my best for him, every day. I mustn't allow myself to weaken, she told herself.

Cassie stepped outside. The morning air was fresh, and the sky glowed with a clear light. Cassie took a deep breath. She left the cabin and made her way towards the path which cut up through the trees, leading eventually to the hilltop. This was her daily pilgrimage, the ritual that ensured she began the day with Joshua by her side.

Cassie pushed her way past the overhanging branches as she made her way up the steep incline. At last she emerged on the top of the hill onto a flat area, which overlooked the next valley, as well as affording views over the treetops.

There, a few steps away, was a simple headstone at the end of a long rectangle of recently turned earth. This was where her husband now lay, for all eternity. Cassie stepped forward and rested a hand against the cold stone. The wind blew her hair across her face, and she brushed the strands away impatiently.

Finally she spoke.

"Good morning Joshua," Cassie said. Her voice sounded small in the wide expanse around her. "And it is a beautiful morning, my love."

Cassie took a moment to collect her thoughts. It was good to be here with him, but it also made her feel the sadness and grief which the hard work helped to bury.

"Just so you know, I'm doing fine Joshua. The tilling is going well. I should be finished soon, provided the rain doesn't come." Cassie laughed slightly. "And provided that horse doesn't throw another tantrum. You know what he's like. He doesn't follow orders from me the way he did with you."

Cassie smiled when she recalled how Joshua used to complain about the temperament of the horse.

"It isn't easy, Joshua. But you always knew that anyway. How many times did you tell me that getting the earth to give up it's goodness takes every ounce of a man's strength? Well, it takes the same from a woman, I can tell you. I've learned that in the last few weeks."

Cassie lowered her head and stroked the headstone.

"But the earth isn't going to beat me Joshua. I want you to be proud of me, my love. I know everyone in town thinks I can't do it all by myself. Maybe they're right. This is no place for a woman on her own. But I am not of a mind to give up. Not yet. At least not without a fight."

Above her head a swooping bird let out a loud, discordant screech, and then it was gone.

Cassie sighed. She paused as the familiar thoughts came to her. She tried to push them away but they refused to budge. At last she couldn't contain the thought any longer.

"It's not fair Joshua." The sob rose in her throat and her voice cracked. "It shouldn't have happened. Not to someone as good and fine as you. Not to someone with so much beauty in their soul."

Cassie recalled the suddenness of Joshua's illness. He'd been caught in a storm while working on the land. He'd spent too much time in the torrential rain, working too hard and come into the cabin soaked and shivering. 

The fever had come on rapidly. Joshua had been overcome, and at first Cassie had been sure he would recover quickly. But within a day Joshua was burning up, and nothing she could do would take the temperature away. For the first time in her life Cassie had felt truly helpless. Powerless when faced with her dear husband burning up and fading away.

And then, as she held him in her arms, alternately weeping and whispering to him, his breathing became harsher and more difficult.

Then the unthinkable happened.

He slipped away, heavy in her arms, his breath falling into silence. 

Cassie had felt her world collapse around her. Nothing the doctor or her friend Julia could say would make the terrible sensations go away. No words could cease her weeping. It was the greatest pain she had ever felt in her life.

She forced her attention back to the place where she stood.

"Everyone is asking what I'm going to do, now that you're not here by my side, Joshua."

The bluntness of that statement caught her by surprise. She quickly regained her composure.

"Some people just want me to go back East. But you and I know that isn't going to work out for me. There is nothing for me there. Not anymore. Especially with my crazy aunt. I'm so used to the life here now. It's good; it's plain and honest. I don't have to suffer all the pretentiousness of life back East."

Cassie recalled the stuffiness and formality of life in New York. The rules to be obeyed; the etiquette to be observed; how unpleasant and insincere people there could be. She'd had that all her life. Cassie didn't miss any of it. The people of Sweetheart Falls were natural, plain spoken and trustworthy. She felt more at home here than she had ever felt back there.

She didn't want to leave. Not unless she absolutely had to.

"I have to stay, Joshua. You know that. You brought me here and all the happiness I have ever had was found here with you. I don't want to leave."

Cassie knelt down and rested her cheek against the headstone. She closed her eyes and felt the coolness of it against her cheek. She reached down and took up a small amount of the earth in her hand, feeling it run through her fingers.

After a few minutes Cassie stood. She felt better; more calm after speaking with him. It always made a difference to how she felt.

"I'll see you tomorrow Joshua. I love you."

She placed a hand on the cool headstone, closed her eyes and breathed in slowly, savoring the quiet moment of peace. It was so important for her to come to him. It gave her the strength to carry on.

Cassie turned and walked slowly away. She'd said the same things to Joshua for days now. But there were decisions to make. Coming here and talking was one way for her to make sense of her life.

She made her way back down to the cabin, changed into her work clothes and was soon out in the field, tilling and laboring. Work would help her forget. 

For the moment.










Around lunchtime she heard the rattle of a buckboard come down the trail and pull up in front of the cabin. Even from where she stood she knew at once who it was. She raced across the furrowed field, stumbling in her eagerness.

"Julia," Cassie called out. 

Her friend Julia stepped down from the buckboard seat, straightening her dress. Julia lived a few valleys over with her husband and two young children. She had been the first woman in Sweetheart Falls to befriend the newly arrived mail order bride named Cassie. They'd become so close that Cassie almost relied on Julia for the support she so strongly needed.

The two friends hugged each other. Cassie stepped back, not wanting to dirty Julia's elegant dress. It was quite a contrast. Cassie, sweat covered, flushed, out of breath. Julia, the composed, dark haired, pretty and elegant mother and wife. Julia had fine delicate features, a full figure, and a warm, welcoming smile that always made Cassie feel good. Julia was only a few years older than Cassie and sometimes felt like the older sister Cassie had never had.

Julia inspected Cassie with a critical eye.

"What are you doing to yourself, Cassie?" she asked concernedly.

"I'm working the land, Julia. That's what I'm doing," Cassie replied defensively.

Julia furrowed her brow. "You are going to wear yourself out. You look exhausted. And are you eating properly? You are getting to be skin and bone, young lady."

Cassie straightened her dress and stood tall, feigning self control.

"I've always been slender and delicate," she stated.

"Slender my foot. You need a few good meals in you and bit less of the pretendin' to be a farm hand."

Cassie scowled. "I'm not pretending anything Julia. You know I have to get this land to produce,"

"Otherwise what," Julia challenged.

"I don't know if I'll be able to stay here if I don't," Cassie said.

Julia took Cassie by the elbow and walked toward the porch. Stopping outside the front door, she looked Cassie straight in the eye.

"Fiddlesticks, Cassie. You know you're not going anywhere," Julia stated with a tone of finality.

They walked into the cabin and headed for the kitchen.

"Well. I'm certainly not taking up residence above the mercantile, if that's what you mean," Cassie told her friend.

Julia drew some water and put on a pot of coffee. Cassie cleaned herself up and prepared herself for even more pressure from Julia. She knew that Julia always had her best interests at heart. There was not a bad bone in Julia's body. She only wanted the best for Cassie. Of that Cassie was certain. 

The subject of marriage came up, like it had on many of Julia's previous visits.

Julia and Cassie sat down at the kitchen table each with a mug of coffee in their hand. "Joseph at the mercantile is not the only option, Cassie. And you know it," 

"What do you mean?" Cassie asked.

Julia placed her cup down. "I came here today to invite you to town. The ladies club is holding a special lunch to which you are invited. Everyone is so concerned about you. You are the only topic of discussion."

"Is that a good thing?" Cassie asked.

"Of course it is. We know your predicament. Everyone wants to do the best they can to help you."

"I don't need anyone's help. I can look after myself." 

Julia nodded. "Of course you can. I know that. I've seen how you have coped after Joshua's passing. Believe me. No-one knows how tough you are more than I do. I've seen it first hand. I feel your sorrow." There was a small tear in Julia's eye.

Cassie reached across and took her friend's gloved hand in her own.

"You have been so good to me Julia. I don't know how to thank you. You've done so much to support me. But there are some things I have to do for myself. Some decisions only I can make."

Julia fixed her gaze on Cassie. "When an entire community is worried for your welfare, you don't turn your back on that, Cassie. No-one wants to see you go back East. It's hard enough to get any woman to come out here, let alone someone with your fine qualities."

"Not everyone thinks so well of me Julia, and you know it. Some of them would just love to see me at the train depot with my bags, waiting for the train back to New York."

Julia shook her head. "There are one or two curmudgeons. There always are in any town."

"A widowed woman living alone in a backwoods cabin is going to be an object of suspicion. That's just the way some women think."

Julia fixed Cassie with a stern look. "Well, you just have to make sure you are not an unmarried woman for much longer."

Cassie sighed. "How many times have I told you? I'm not going to marry the owner of a mercantile. I need to keep what Joshua and I made here. It means too much to me."

"We're not talking about Joseph."

"Who is we?" Cassie asked.

Julia straightened and looked Cassie full in the eye.

"The ladies of Sweetheart Falls have decided that this town needs some more brides. There are too many men who need the firm and loving touch of a gentle but strong woman." Julia laughed a little. "They intend to set up a society of their own whose sole purpose is to get as many woman and men married in this town as is humanly possible." 

Cassie frowned. "Do you mean like a matrimonial agency?"

Julia nodded. "Kind of. They are going to bring in mail order brides to this town. There will be so many perfectly beautiful young women coming here that the men of Sweetheart Falls will not know what has happened to them."

Cassie took a sip of her coffee. "What has that to do with me?"

Julia rolled her eyes. "Cassie. You are to be their first client."

"What do you mean?"

"The Sweetheart Falls Matrimonial Society's first job is to find you a mail order husband," Julia said and sat back with a wide grin on her face.

Cassie felt the blood drain from her face.







CHAPTER THREE




Julia made sure that Cassie got dressed for the trip into town despite her obvious reluctance. She inspected Cassie before they set out. Satisfied with what she saw, they got into the buckboard, Julia took the reins, and they headed towards town.

Cassie was stunned by what Julia had told her. Surely the women of Sweetheart Falls couldn't possibly take such a strong interest in an outsider like Cassie. She had been here barely a year, although her brief life with Joshua had been so intense that it felt like it had been years and not months.

Joshua had been a local man and he had been held in high regard by the residents of the town. His death had affected many of the residents. But then again, death out in the West was so much more commonplace than back East. People here accepted that life was dangerous and fragile; it made them appreciate people. Perhaps that was why they valued Cassie so much. It was their sympathy for Joshua as well as for her.

Julia was a fast driver and handled the buckboard with assurance as it rolled along the trail toward town.

Cassie held on to the side of the seat as it bucked from side to side. "You can't be serious about this idea," she demanded.  "The ladies are going to find me a mail order husband?"

"They already have some candidates lined up," Julia told her.

"What! They never even asked me if I wanted that," Cassie blurted out, indignant.

"I've been assured by Hettie that these men are just perfect for you. All you need to do is choose the one you like the most. It's simple," Julia said with a shrug of her shoulders, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. "You've done it once before."

Cassie shook her head. "That was different. Joshua wasn't like any other man."

"I know that. And no-one will ever replace him in your heart. But you have to move on, even while you keep his memory sacred. I know you will always love him. But he would want you to continue Cassie. Really, he would."

Cassie paused. "I know. You're right," she said, knowing that Julia, as always, understood her better than she could imagine.

"So who exactly are the ladies in the Sweetheart Falls Matrimonial Society?" Cassie asked, trying to contain the mocking tone in her voice.

"There are three of them.  You have Hettie, of course. Although she is the town busybody, and general know it all, her heart is in the right place. I've known her since we came here and she has done so much to make this little town what it is today."

Cassie knew that for sure. When she and Joshua had set up home, Hettie had been one of the first to come out to nosy around and check that what was going on at Miller farm was respectable. Although she was in her fifties Hettie had the energy of a twenty year old. She was constantly organizing and planning socials and town events, digging her nose into people's lives. She wasn't universally liked, especially when she would harangue drunk men in the street imploring them to turn away from their wicked ways.

"Then there is Mabel. She is Hettie's sidekick. You know her husband, Charles; the banker. Mabel does everything Hettie doesn't want to do. You know. The boring stuff."

Cassie had had some dealings with the bank since Joshua's passing and she recalled meeting Mabel. Her impression of her was of someone who might be described as...well...mousy, even a bit timid. But she had heard that Mabel could organize a party down to the finest detail even if there was a hurricane blowing.

"Finally, there is Alice. She's the one with connections back East. Her family is involved in newspapers. She knows the best places to find the right kind of girl for the men here."

Back East. Even just that phrase made Cassie's stomach sink. Cassie didn't even want to meet Alice. The less awkward discussions she had about life back there, the happier she would be.

"So that's it," Julia concluded.

"And those ladies hold my fate in their hands," Cassie murmured.

 Julia looked questioningly at Cassie. "They only want the best for you. I think it's kind of nice that people care. Don't you?"

Cassie nodded. "I guess so. It just feels so sudden. So fast."

"The seasons aren't going to wait for you Cassie. The ladies don't want to see you leave. They like you." Julia saw Cassie's frown. "They have ambitions to make Sweetheart Falls a good place. A better place. And they want you to be part of it."

The buckboard rolled into town and they made their way up the dusty main street. The town was busy with locals going about their business. Sweetheart Falls was a new town that had sprung up when the railroad had pushed it's way through the territory. There was the usual overcrowded saloons, a variety of stores, a church, a blacksmith's, a livery, an eating house, a basic hotel and even a bank. Everything that was needed for a thriving and growing community.

People in Sweetheart Falls were optimistic about the future. That was one thing that Cassie loved about the residents of this town. Their unapologetic hope for a better life. Back East it was all cynicism and selfishness. Dog eat dog. Sure there were problems out West. There was more than the fair share of trouble makers in Sweetheart Falls. Despite the name, all was not sweetness and light. But Cassie still loved it.

On the way into town they passed the railroad depot. Memories of her arrival and meeting Joshua filled Cassie's mind. She remembered the thrill of meeting him, seeing him waiting for her on the platform, being amazed at how handsome he was. She had felt so nervous, worried that he might not like her, but he had put her at ease so quickly. The fact that they hardly knew one another just faded away as they made their way to the town where they would soon be married.

As Julia steered the buckboard past each of the various places in town, each one of them evoked memories. Images of her and Joshua walking up the boardwalk flooded her mind. She had strolled here on many evenings, the sounds of the town like music in her ears. Joshua had taken her by the arm, and she had felt truly like a married woman with a fine and noble husband, who was respected by the community. He had done everything possible to make sure she was accepted and seen to be a true resident of Sweetheart Falls, every bit as important as any other woman in the town.

They passed the church where they had been married. The plain wooden building prompted memories of her wedding day and how she had felt on that momentous occasion; the hesitation, but also the excitement of a new life. Her heart sank as the buckboard rolled past the church entrance where she and Joshua had stood, two young people gazing forward into a bright future.

Cassie looked away. Julia looked at her.

"You feeling okay?" Julia asked.

Cassie didn't even try to put a brave face on it. She knew that Julia understood how she was feeling. "I'm fine. You know how it is every time I come into town. It's why I don't come in, unless I have to."

Julia reached over and patted Cassie's hand. Nothing needed to be said. Julia parked the buckboard outside the hotel. "This is where the lunch is being held."

They stepped off the buckboard. There was a steady stream of people walking along the boardwalk.

Cassie heard a voice behind her. "Why, good afternoon Mrs Miller."

She turned and saw the town preacher, Reverend Baxter, raising his hat in greeting. He was tall and rangy, with a long nose and friendly eyes.

"Good afternoon Reverend Baxter,"Cassie replied.

"And how are you keeping Mrs Miller?"

"I'm well. The farm keeps me busy."

"I'm sure it does. I haven't seen you in church in recent weeks. Might I look forward to welcoming you this Sunday?"

Cassie looked at Julia. "Why, I'll certainly try my best. But you know the elements aren't always forgiving Reverend Baxter,"

"The Lord will enable, Mrs Miller. He cares for us all. Even when we don't quite feel it. He's always there," Reverend Baxter said with a nod of his head.

"She'll be there this Sunday, Reverend. She can come in to town with my family," Julia said quickly.

Reverend Baxter smiled, seemingly satisfied. "I'll look forward to it." He looked at Cassie. "You are in all of our prayers Mrs Miller."

Cassie raised a hand to her collar, touched by his sincerity.

"Thank you Reverend. I appreciate that very much."

Reverend Baxter raised his hat. "Good day to you both," he said, and strode off toward the church.

Julia and Cassie went into the hotel and made their way past reception and into the dining room. It wasn't full and in the corner Cassie saw three women already seated at a long table. They already had cups in front of them and cake stands loaded with delicacies. Cassie suddenly didn't feel very hungry.

The older of the women raised her head and saw them enter.

"There you both are. We were beginning to wonder where you had got to," she said. Her voice was firm and loud and Cassie was suddenly glad the restaurant was almost empty. She didn't much like being the center of attention.

Julia and Cassie sat down at the table and were served coffee. Cassie saw that Hettie was dressed formally in an elegant outfit, as were Mabel and Alice who sat on either side of the matriarchal, middle aged woman. Cassie suddenly felt underdressed.

Hettie Longfellow was a distinguished, if slightly stiff woman with greying hair pulled back from a face which had arched eyebrows, thin razor sharp nose, and a mouth pinched into a permanent expression of mild disapproval.

In spite of the apparent severity of her expression Cassie knew that Hettie had a heart of gold when it came to helping others. Cassie had seen numerous examples of Hettie risking the disapproval of other senior and influential townsfolk. In fact Cassie was sure that Hettie didn't care at all what others thought of her. 

It was a character trait that Cassie secretly felt she shared with Hettie. Cassie admired Hettie for being so determined in doing what was right. She longed to be more like that herself. She knew she faced a really important choice. Cassie wondered what Hettie had planned. It was surely something to do with helping her out of her plight. But Cassie couldn't imagine how Hettie planned to bring her a husband. 

On either side of Hettie sat Mabel and Alice, who Cassie already knew from numerous social functions her and Joshua had attended. Mabel and Alice couldn't be more different in appearance.

Mabel was portly and slouched, rather apologetically, in her chair. She had small, thick lensed, round glasses that hid dark eyes that seemed to scrutinize everyone around the table. Mabel was a serious, but kindly person, who had been a close confidante of Hettie's for as long as Cassie had known her. Mabel seemed very calm as she sat next to Hettie, almost as if she were determined not to move a muscle.

In contrast there was Alice who sat opposite Mabel. Alice looked every inch the Eastern educated young lady. Alice was a very attractive and composed woman of her late twenties. She had a pleasant and open demeanour with a ready smile. She had none of the stiff formality of Hettie, nor the plump seriousness of Mabel. Cassie didn't know Alice's history but she knew that at some point in the last few years she had been forced to come West by circumstances which no-one asked about. She was married to a rancher and lived outside town but retained her privacy not mixing much with the other ladies of Sweetheart Falls. She was Hettie's connection to the outside world back East.

Cassie felt positively out of place faced with the forced elegance of Hettie and the others who had obviously gone to great lengths to make sure they were well presented for this meeting.

Hettie spoke with a matter of fact tone. "We decided not to order a full lunch because the business today will be rather more brief than I originally thought."

Cassie realized that Julia had suddenly gone very quiet.

Some cakes were eaten and Hettie, Alice and Mabel engaged in some light chat, none of which Cassie felt able to join in with. 

Eventually after the coffee and cakes were finished, Hettie cleared her throat, and laid down her empty cup. She adopted the air of someone who was used to being the centre of attention.

"I would like to announce that this meeting of the Sweetheart Falls Matrimonial Society is now formally convened." Hettie shifted her gaze directly at Cassie. "Mrs Miller. I don't know how much Julia has told you about our new enterprise but I want you to know that we all feel the greatest sympathy with your situation," Hettie said.

Cassie nodded. "I appreciate that Hettie. I truly do."

"It must be the most difficult thing trying to maintain that homestead. So much of that is just a man's work. And that is just the truth. It isn't ladies work," Hettie declared, looking at Mabel and Alice. They both nodded quickly. "We women of Sweetheart Falls all know what it takes to make a family home. It takes so much work and labor and...yes...love. It is simply not the kind of thing that a woman on her own can possibly achieve," 

Cassie took a sip of coffee and placed the cup down slowly. "I have tried my best Hettie. It hasn't been easy. But I have tried."

"I know you have dearest," Hettie reassured Cassie. "But it is simply not a long term option. You know we all want the best for you. Don't we ladies?" 

Mabel and Alice both nodded vigorously. "Yes. We do Cassie," they both said comically in almost perfect unison. Cassie had to suppress a smile.

Hettie reached to the corner of the table and picked up a few documents which were tied together with a little pink ribbon. "To that end, we have a little proposal for you Cassie. We have scoured the area for some suitable candidates. You understand you are our first proper client."

Cassie bristled at being described as a client but she recalled how it felt being a mail order bride when she had come to marry Joshua. She had to agree that at times it had felt like she had been a client of a service. 

"We... that is Mabel here, with her special talents for organizing and analyzing, thanks to her domestic background as the wife of a banker, has poured over a list of potential husbands. We drew up a list of local men, and found many of them...how can we say...wanting. They didn't have the qualities we felt were quite suitable for a fine young woman like you Mrs Miller," Hettie said. "So we widened our search to some towns further down the railroad line. It made our enquiries that much easier. And we believe we have found just the man for you, Mrs Miller."

Hettie handed the little clutch of documents over the table towards Cassie.

"His name is Ethan Macleod," Hettie stated.

Cassie hesitated. She glanced at Julia, who gestured with a movement of the head that Cassie should take the offered documents.

Hettie gestured towards the items. "We took the liberty of commissioning a photographer of our acquaintance to capture a likeness of him. I'm sure you will agree Ethan is a fine looking man."  Mabel and Alice made it clear that they both agreed.

Cassie took the items from Hettie and untied the ribbon. There was a plain envelope and some folded letters. Cassie looked at Hettie questioningly.

"Am I to believe that you have taken upon yourselves to find me a ...husband?" Cassie asked.

"Potential husband, my dear. Nothing has been decided yet. That is for you to decide. All we have done is brought our individual talents together in order to try to help you find someone who would be a boon to your life."

Cassie had to smile at that description. She had never heard a man described as a boon to a woman's life. "But you shouldn't have gone to all this trouble just for me."

Hettie's brows furrowed. "Indeed we should have Cassie. It is the least we could do after what happened to poor Joshua. Please. Tell us that he meets with your approval and we can move on to the next stage."

Cassie placed the letters down on the table cloth. She felt that everyone was watching her every move. She opened the envelope and drew out the small photograph.

She gazed at it, and felt her breath draw in sharply. She was sure that the color had faded from her face to match the pale sepia of the photo. She hoped the others hadn't noticed.

The person in the photograph was a beautiful, handsome man. There was no other way to describe the image of the tall, elegantly dressed, wide shouldered man in his late twenties. Piercing eyes gazed out from the tiny image and dark hair lay loose over a wide forehead.

Truly, Ethan Macleod was a handsome, strong looking and even...yes... beautiful man.

Cassie cleared her throat. She felt her heart quicken, and tried to assure herself that the rapid beating was due to the strength of the coffee she had drank. She knew it wasn't.

"He certainly seems like a fine looking gentleman," Cassie murmured, unsure how to react. She felt she should at least measure her response. It wouldn't do to be too enthusiastic, no matter what she really thought about what she had just been presented with. 

These women seriously thought that they could just present her with a new husband over tea and cakes? They expected her to simply agree to all the scheming and planning they had put into this without having any say in the matter?

Cassie shook her head. "But I can't possibly just consider marriage to this man without having had any correspondence with him. He knows nothing about me. And I know hardly anything of him."

"That is where you are entirely wrong, my dear," Hettie responded. "Mabel and Alice have gone to great trouble to ensure that Mr. Macleod, that is Ethan to you and I, has been given a considerable amount of  background about you. Within the bounds of propriety of course," Hettie emphasized.

Cassie looked at Julia. "Did you know about any of this?" she asked sharply.

Julia looked a little guilty. "I knew that the ladies were determined to help you, but I had little inkling of the lengths they had gone to. It really is quite impressive. They've done an amazing job."

Cassie felt frustration rise within her. "Amazing isn't the word I would use. Presumptuous maybe. Inconsiderate, perhaps," Cassie said, aware that her voice had risen with a firmness bordering on irritation.

Hettie immediately went on the defensive.

"Mr Ethan Macleod has been vetted and assessed by the ladies of the Sweetheart Falls Matrimonial Society."  Her voice rose to an emphatic pitch." We consider that he is a perfect match for you, Mrs Miller."

"Vetted and assessed? Why that makes me sound almost like a piece of property being auctioned off," Cassie said brusquely.

Hettie bristled at that. "If we were being true to our purpose Mrs Miller we had to make sure that Mr Macleod was suitable in every way. That does require a certain amount of vigilance in assessing his background and character. "

Cassie struggled to control her irritation. "So he has been thoroughly checked out and found to be good prime stock?"

Julia laid a calming hand over Cassie's. "Now my dear. I understand this is a surprise, but the ladies have done a very fine job in narrowing down the candidates. They really have worked very hard."

"I can understand this is perhaps a little challenging for you. Being so sudden and all," Hettie said." We felt that if we had sought your approval beforehand, you might not have been amenable to our proposal,"

Cassie looked firmly at Hettie. "I believe I just might have been little hesitant in allowing you...good ladies...to pursue a husband on my behalf. So you are probably right. However I have had discussions with my good friend Julia here." Cassie nodded towards Julia. "We talked about what you describe as my predicament, and what I should do about it. But I never thought that my fate and possible betrothal would be taken up by others in a manner such as this."

Cassie looked down at the photo again and felt her heart skip a single beat. There was a lengthy silence in the room.

After a moment Hettie spoke quietly.

"Can we assume for the moment that you would be willing to consider Mr Macleod as a possible husband?"

Cassie looked at Julia who smiled thinly and raised her eyebrows. Mabel and Alice looked at Cassie fixed in expectation.

"It is all very sudden," Cassie answered.

Julia nodded. "I know it is, dearest Cassie."

"We only ask that you consider this, Cassie," said Alice, looking at Hettie checking that she wasn't being too forward. Mabel took Alice's cue and nodded. "It is merely for your consideration Cassie," she said encouraged by Alice.

Hettie took a deep breath. "We feel that the next thing should be for you to meet with Mr Macleod with a view to an acceptance of a proposal of marriage which could take place in Sweetheart Falls as soon as is convenient for you and Mr Macleod."

Cassie was almost shocked at how that sounded. She had never thought that she could ever find herself in a situation like this. How could it be that others could think they could match her with someone, without so much as asking her permission?

Cassie glanced down at the photo. There was kindness in those eyes and a gentle quality to the expression of the face.

She needed time to think about this. She realized she couldn't just refuse outright. "So what exactly am I supposed to agree to now?" Cassie asked, almost disbelieving that she was asking the question. This was all so sudden.

"There are some documents there for you to read. Some letters from Mr Macleod in answer to our most important queries. One letter has been written specifically to you, at our request. In that letter we have asked him to present his case as well as he can. I'm sure he has made a good case for himself. He seems like an articulate and educated man. You know yourself that mail order brides often have very little upon which to base their decision to wed." Hettie concluded.

Cassie agreed that the typical mail order bride usually only had a brief correspondence to base their choice of husband on. Similarly, a husband often had very little foundation for his choice of wife. She reflected that she probably had more to use than the typical bride to make her choice now that the ladies had done so much groundwork. Cassie recalled that with Joshua correspondence had taken place over three months, and there had been no photos. They had met each other sight unseen, albeit they had both had a pleasant surprise on meeting that they were both attractive to each other. 

She frowned and told herself that this was not the time to think of Joshua. Not when faced with such a decision as this.

"In any case," Hettie continued, "we have taken the liberty of arranging a meeting for you tomorrow with Ethan."

Cassie almost choked. "Tomorrow?"

"Indeed. He has agreed to attend tomorrow. If all is well and satisfactory for all parties then we would hope that a wedding will be considered," Hettie's tone suggested that there was an inevitability to that particular outcome.

Cassie thought the ground was going to open up and she would be drawn down into the foundations of the hotel.

"A wedding! Surely you are not being serious, Hettie. I've only just seen this photo. I have had no time to consider anything else about Mr Macleod...Ethan."

Hettie placed a firm hand on the table. "I am sure that when you have had a chance to consider the letters and the additional information we have taken such great pains to compile on your behalf, you will see that there is much to recommend our proposal. And indeed Mr Macleod's proposal."

"Proposal? What do you mean?" Cassie asked incredulous.

"Mr Macleod has already indicated that he intends to ask for your hand in marriage. He has been so taken with our presentation of you that he has already asked us to communicate to you that he is willing to become your mail order husband."

Cassie felt her arms go heavy and her body sank back in the chair. This time she was lost for words.







CHAPTER FOUR




Julia took Cassie home on the buckboard. At first Cassie said nothing to Julia. She didn't feel any resentment towards her friend, but she felt that Julia might have given her some idea about what the ladies had been up to on her behalf. Julia pleaded ignorance, and Cassie believed her. Julia had never lied to her, and Cassie knew she never would. It was more a case that Hettie was a force of nature, and once she decided to do something, nothing in the world was going to stop her.

Julia left Cassie back at the homestead. By the time Cassie had dressed down for the evening, she saw that it was too late to do any work in the field.

She settled down on the living room sofa and took out the package of envelope and documents. She began to read the letter which had been written to her. As she held it in her hand and saw that her fingers were shaking slightly. 

Ethan's writing was careful and neat. Cassie began to read the letter.




Dear Ms Miller,




I hope you don't think badly of my taking such a liberty to write to you like this, but I have been advised by the ladies who act on your behalf that it is entirely correct for me to do so. I am very pleased to have been given the chance to write to you, and tell you a little about myself.

My name is Ethan Macleod. I am twenty eight years of age. I believe the likeness of me you have been given shows you that I am a man of certain physical qualities. I am in good health, always have been. I believe in hard work and that you get in this world only what you put in. I have strong Christian values and am a man of my word in everything.

I have never been married but am looking to be wed as soon as circumstances allow. The greatest thing a man can have in this world is a family and that includes children.

I have lived an unremarkable life. I am one of two children. My parents passed away a long time ago. I have been at various times a sheriff's deputy, spent time as a farmhand and worked with cattle for different ranchers. I am looking to settle. The years are passing, and it is time for me to take a wife and be the best husband I can be.

Although I have not been given all the details of your circumstance, I do know that you have had it hard, and for that I feel genuine sympathy. It could not have been easy for you to prevail under such difficult circumstances, and I get the sense from what I have been told, that you are a really strong person.

Eventually I would hope that you and I could come to find a place in each of our hearts for affection and even love, given time.

I hope that this letter has given you some idea of what I am like and that it finds favor with you, although ultimately that is in the hands of a higher power.

I would strongly welcome a chance to meet with you. Indeed, matrimony would seem a very favourable proposition to me, if I may be so bold to declare to you, although I know I run the risk of seeming too forward. The ladies of Sweetheart Falls have presented you to me in such a way that I hardly know if I can contain my enthusiasm.

However I realize this is perhaps an unusual way for a couple to be introduced. All I can say is that I am very pleased to present myself to you, and that I look forward to our meeting with great anticipation.

I wish you my very best.




Yours




Ethan MacLeod




Cassie lowered the letter to her lap. It seemed incredible that a man could write such a letter to her without them having met. But then she recalled how she had become Joshua's bride. Mail order marriages were becoming increasingly common. 

His letter had piqued her curiosity. That was for sure. Ethan Macleod seemed genuine. The letter contained all the right expressions of concern and sympathy, as well as suggesting that he was a thoughtful and sensitive man.

Cassie didn't know what to do.

She took up his photo and examined it. Ethan's face was a strong one. His eyes were kind as well as determined looking. His jawline was firm and clean. Dark hair swept across his forehead. Ethan's face was one that indicated a life lived with energy and seriousness.

Cassie went to the kitchen and prepared a hot drink for herself. She suddenly became aware of the quietness in the cabin. What would it be like to have a man in the house once again? What would Joshua want her to do? She asked herself if it was seemly to solve her problem in such a fashion as this. And she wasn't entirely sure that it was. 

But she didn't have a choice. She would have to go into town the next day, and meet this man who apparently wanted to marry her, based merely on the judgment of the town's new matchmakers. 

Cassie realized she had to go ahead with the meeting. At the very least she would keep the ladies happy; for the moment at least. The three women had put in such a lot of effort on her behalf, it would be discourteous to turn her back on the proposed meeting. It probably would come to nothing. If she planned to stay in this town, she would have to make sure the ladies were friends and not enemies. She couldn't even think what it would be like to be on the bad side of Hettie.

Cassie knew that the recent stress had made her previously glowing looks fade. She looked at herself in the glass and saw the tiredness of all those days of labor. Her skin felt dry and her hands had definitely seen better days.

Julia had threatened to come over early in the morning. 

"Don't you dare be out in those fields when I arrive," she had admonished Cassie. "I will be at your place bright and early, and you had better be ready to shine yourself up to look your best for Mr. Ethan Macleod," Julia had told her with a wag of a finger.

Julia would not be denied. Cassie knew that already.

Again she thought of Joshua. She knew the time would come when she would have to move on. But could she ever move on from someone as wonderful as Joshua. Life in these parts seemed to be so much about taking the rough with the smooth. Cassie knew of many ladies who had had to do what she was considering. 

What would Joshua want?

He would not want her to admit defeat and go back East. That would mean throwing away all she had built with him. If she was serious about preserving his legacy, then she would just have to consider the proposal of Ethan Macleod, and see it for what it really was. 

Her only real chance.







The train slid into the station, a huge, steaming monster. The driver blew the whistle, and people stepped back from the edge of the platform.

Cassie stood with Julia who had thrust a comforting arm around Cassie's waist. The late morning sun beat down on them.

This was the moment. His arrival was imminent. 

Cassie considered how the tables were turned. When she had come West it had been Joshua who had been standing on the platform waiting for Cassie to step off after her long trip. Now she stood in Joshua's shoes and she felt the nerves he must have felt that day.

"Are you okay Cassie?" Julia asked.

Cassie nodded and said nothing. The butterflies in her stomach would not stop. Right now she felt this had all been a terrible mistake. In fact it might even be a dream. The late morning air was cool, but Cassie felt a heat and tightness at her collar.

Julia had come to the farm that morning and literally shaped Cassie into the glowing, beautiful woman now standing on the platform. Dresses had been considered; hair had been cleaned, brushed and tied; skin had been buffed and make up applied. Cassie hadn't seen herself look like this since her early days with Joshua. She had to admit she looked fine, even if she didn't feel it inside.

Julia brushed a stray hair away from Cassie's forehead. "You look beautiful Cassie. He's going to love you in an instant," Julia said.

Cassie reddened. "Julia. Don't say that. He doesn't know what to expect."

Julia cocked her head to one side. "Well. He's about to get a very pleasant surprise."

The train pulled to a stop with a gush of steam and passengers started to get off. Cassie looked through the crowd. She saw a mixture of passengers getting off the train. People milled around, couples hugged, luggage was loaded up on carriages. But she couldn't see the man she had come to meet.

Then there was a deep, soft voice at her side, and she had to contain her surprise. She turned quickly and saw Ethan Macleod standing right by her side as if appearing out of a dream.

"Do I have the honour of addressing Miss Cassie Miller?" he asked. His voice was casual and slow, his gaze penetrating but friendly. A slight smile creased his mouth.

Cassie swallowed. Her own voice had briefly deserted her.

Julia moved between Ethan and Cassie. "This is indeed Miss Cassie Miller."  

Ethan took Cassie's gloved hand and lowered his lips to the back of her hand. It was a gesture at once surprisingly forward and respectfully executed.

Cassie felt the heat of the morning sun increase as Ethan's lips touched the cloth of her glove.

The first thing she noticed about Ethan was how tall he was. He was dressed in an elegant suit. The jacket hung well on his wide, strong shoulders. He looked clean and there was a vague hint of the scent from him which seemed to be a mixture of the journey and his own natural odour. 

His eyes fixed on Cassie. They seemed to burn with an energy and curiosity. His photographic likeness had not done him justice. He was vastly more handsome than it had shown him to be.

Cassie glanced at Julia, unsure what to do for the moment.

"I am Julia. Cassie's closest friend. It is a pleasure to meet you Mr. Macleod," Julia extended a hand and Ethan shook it politely.

"Call me Ethan. Please."

Julia raised herself up and looked directly at Ethan. "Well, Ethan. As I am sure you can see, this is all very exciting for my friend Cassie. She even appears to have lost her voice for the moment. Is that the case, dearest?"

Cassie realized that Julia was trying to lighten up the moment. A moment which could so easily become intense and awkward. But this was the man who wanted to marry Cassie. That one thought alone threatened to overwhelm Cassie, now that she could see him in the flesh standing right in front of her.

He was so...handsome!

It seemed like a silly, even childish thing to say. But he was just so darned fine featured; it had knocked Cassie out of her stride. Any rehearsed speech or witty comment had simply vanished in the face of this man whose appearance was so arresting.

"It is a little warm now Julia. The sun is hotter than I thought it would be so early in the day," Cassie answered vaguely, distracted by the man who stood before her.

Julia took Cassie's arm. "Perhaps we had best get out of the sun."

"Good idea. I have only one bag," said Ethan. "I usually travel light."

They started to move. Cassie noticed that Ethan took up position by her side, gazing down at her, his attention only on her.

"How was your trip Mr. Macleod?" Cassie finally managed to say as they walked along the platform towards Julia's buckboard.

"The trip was brief but good. And please. Call me Ethan. If I may call you Cassie?"

Cassie lowered her gaze and nodded. "Indeed you may, Ethan."

Julia cut in on the moment. "We have arranged for a brief lunch at the hotel dining room Ethan. We felt it would be a good opportunity for you and Cassie to get to know each other."

Ethan smiled. "A very fine suggestion. I know that my letter to you, Cassie, contained as much as I could think of at the time. But the minute I sent it off, I realized just how much more I wanted to say. I am sure you have lots of questions to ask me."

"It is only a lunch Ethan," Julia stated. "Not an interrogation."

Ethan laughed. "I'm sorry. I'm just so excited to be here at last." He paused, as if considering his next question. "Can I ask if the ladies who arranged this will be present?" Ethan's brow furrowed slightly.

"It will be myself and Cassie. The ladies, as you call them, are happy that they have done as much as they could in arranging this meeting. From now on it is strictly a matter between the two of you,"

Ethan looked at Cassie and tightened his lips. His jovial manner had lessened, and he seemed more reflective.

Perhaps he realizes what he is getting involved now, thought Cassie. She noticed that when he moved it was with a loose, comfortable motion. His body looked strong and powerful and he carried his case with ease. Cassie noted that his entire manner so far had been respectful and courteous. She liked that. It was a good start.







CHAPTER FIVE







The journey on the buckboard to the hotel went by quicker than Cassie expected. Ethan chatted, describing his journey, and answering Julia's probing questions with an almost casual air. He seemed fascinated with the town, and seemed to examine every building they passed on the way. He paid particular attention to the church, and glanced at Cassie as they slid slowly by. Cassie looked the other way when he did that.

They reached the hotel and made their way into the dining room. They got settled at a table and ordered lunch. 

Ethan looked around the restaurant. "The people of Sweetheart Falls seem like fine folks."

"Indeed they are Ethan," Julia answered. "Everyone here is doing their best to make this the finest little town in these parts."

Ethan nodded in approval. "They seem to be doing a real good job."

Julia placed her hands on the table in front of her, assuming a businesslike tone in her voice.

"Mr. Macleod. A reservation has been made for you here at this hotel. I hope it meets with your satisfaction. I am sure you understand there might need to be a period of reflection and consideration after our little luncheon." 

Ethan laughed. "You have a mighty fine turn of phrase there Miss Julia." 

"Well this is very important for Cassie, and for the fine ladies who so much want a happy outcome."

Cassie felt a little embarrassed. Julia was doing all the talking. Cassie felt almost like she herself was on display. It was almost like she was expected to just sit there, be well behaved, and take no part in the choice of her own fate. Well, she couldn't have that. 

The food came, and they ate while conducting a casual, well mannered conversation. It was all very polite. Cassie wanted to know more about Ethan, and she didn't want to wait. Julia seemed determined to keep this whole meeting unbearably formal. 

After the main course, and before dessert arrived, Ethan excused himself and left the table for a few minutes.

"What are you doing?" Cassie asked Julia in a lowered voice.

"What do you mean? I am helping you decide if this man is the right one for you," Julia replied.

"I have hardly been able to say a word," Cassie said.

"I haven't stopped you speaking. Have I?" Julia asked.

"No. But there are some things I might want to ask Mr. Macleod..."

"Ethan," Julia corrected.

"Ethan. I would like to have a few minutes with him while you could perhaps observe from a discreet distance. Would you do that for me?" Cassie asked firmly.

Julia seemed taken aback by the strength of Cassie's request. "If that is what you wish Cassie, then by all means I can take some fresh air on the boardwalk," she agreed. "And of course watch through the window," she added with a smile.

Cassie felt relief. "Of course you may observe Julia. Not much is going to happen anyway." 

Julia frowned. "Not much? I hardly think sitting alone for the first time with the man you might marry could be described as "not much."

Cassie saw Ethan make his way back to the table. He walked so confidently. His legs were long and looked strongly muscled. Cassie raised a hand to her collar. She mustn't think like that.

After he sat back down Julia excused herself and left Ethan and Cassie alone at the table.

Cassie and Ethan didn't speak for a few minutes. Cassie noticed Ethan was looking at her, expecting her to speak, but she felt at a loss for words. Just when the awkwardness was reaching it's peak, Ethan spoke, and Cassie felt relief flood through her.

"Things must be very difficult for you. Being on your own at the farm," he asked.

"I have no choice. The seasons don't wait for anyone," Cassie said.

"I believe it must be real difficult for such an..." Ethan hesitated searching for the right word. "Such an elegant lady as yourself." 

Cassie felt herself blush at the compliment. "I can hold my own, Mr. Macleod," Cassie tried to contain the usual annoyance she felt when anyone questioned her abilities.

"Ethan," he insisted. "Please call me Ethan."

Cassie smiled. "Ethan. I don't have a choice." She rolled her eyes. "Well I do. I was considering going back East."

He looked crestfallen. Cassie suddenly thought that perhaps he had not been told about her possible move back East.

"I was not aware of that," he said quietly.

"I have sisters back East who might welcome the chance to see me again. I haven't seen them for a year or so. I do miss them."

Cassie didn't want to tell him about how his sisters were living, least of all the unpleasantness of the conditions her aunt was imposing on them. That was the real reason she was here in this restaurant with someone who was almost a total stranger. Wasn't it? Even if he was one of the most handsome men she had seen, it still didn't take away from the facts of her circumstances.

Ethan took a sip of coffee and seemed to be thoughtful for a moment. "May I ask about your dear departed husband, Mrs. Miller?"

Cassie didn't know how much she should tell him. How would he respond? Would he be sympathetic? She decided to tell him the plain truth.

"My dear husband Joshua passed quite recently. It was a very sad turn of events. He became sick after being caught in a storm. He was overtaken by a fever which did not respond to any care that could be given him. He was a very fine man." Her voice trailed off.

Ethan looked genuinely affected by what she had told him. He lowered his head and shook it from side to side, breathing deeply for a minute. Cassie thought that she might have gone too far in her account. Honesty, too much earnestness and plain speaking, had always been a fault of hers.  After all this was merely an initial meeting. It was supposed to be a chance for them to really find out about each other. 

Cassie had always regretted her inability to be completely ladylike. She'd always had a tendency towards bluntness. Maybe that was why she fitted in out here in the West. Being straight to the point was seen as a virtue. 

Perhaps that was why she was able to even consider staying here in Wyoming. It was a land which rewarded hard work and integrity, and she desperately wanted to see if she could build a life for herself and anyone else she truly felt for. Was this man someone she could build that life with?

She tried to look into his eyes as he gazed down at his coffee appearing to be thinking over what she had told him

"I am really touched by your story Ma'am...I mean Cassie. It truly is a sad story. I can tell from the way you speak of him that he was someone who meant a great deal to you."

"We were only married a short time," Cassie said.

"Nevertheless, out here when people become a couple, the life here has a habit of drawing people real close, real fast," Ethan said with disarming honesty.

Cassie nodded. He was so right. The urgency of life here had made her relationship with Joshua develop very quickly. Would the same thing happen with this fine young man who looked at her with such honest longing?

"I do believe that I know less about you than you do about me," Cassie said with a teasing tone in her voice.

"Well, as I said in my letter, I have had a fairly simple life by many people's standards. I was a farmhand and I did some law enforcement work with a sheriff in another part of Wyoming."

"Enforcing the law must have been dangerous." 

Ethan nodded slowly and his gaze drifted off. "Dangerous? I guess so," he agreed. "But it leaves a man feeling a real, honest need to settle. Family means so much to me, and I just love kids."

Cassie felt her cheeks flush when he mentioned children. It brought up thoughts that she would have preferred to stay out of mind for the moment.

"I agree," she found herself saying. "Children are the most important thing out here. They are the future of this town."

"I saw many happy looking children on the boardwalk when we came into town."

Cassie had to agree that the children of Sweetheart Falls were many and fine. They gave the town a softer and warmer character. Sweetheart Falls felt less like a frontier town with all the trouble that brings. It was more like a town of families where there was an air of quiet and dignity. 

If the ladies of the town like Hettie were to have their way, it would only become more like that as the years went by. Cassie realized she was part of that process. Her coming together with Joshua and now, possibly with Ethan was a way of making the town a better place. It gave her a warm sense of belonging, of being a part of something important.

"I have to say those ladies were very determined once they knew I had expressed an interest in you," he said.

"Oh? In what way?"

Ethan smiled. "Well. I felt like I was being pursued, hunted even."

"They are very determined ladies. Especially Hettie," Cassie agreed.

Ethan rolled his eyes. "Hettie? I have to confess she kinda scares me. But I suppose in  good way. If that is possible."

Cassie laughed a little. "I know what you mean. She likes to make sure everyone is happy. That much is certain."

"I felt like there was no way they were going to let me go once they had decided to get me," Ethan said.

"I like to tell myself that it's because they only want the best for everyone," Cassie suggested. "But sometimes I think they just like to get involved in everyone's lives as much as possible."

Ethan ran a hand through his hair and nodded. "Lord almighty!  When I met them they just scared the livin' daylights out of me. But I could see that their hearts were in the right place. They only seemed to want the best for you. And that really impressed me."

Cassie looked at him and realized he was being real genuine. It was the first time he had mentioned her own well being. Cassie realized the atmosphere between them had changed. It was becoming lighter, more friendly. She was glad of that. Some of the awkwardness had gone out of their conversation.

Ethan cleared his throat and raised his eyebrows. "May I ask you, Cassie, what you believe about marriage?"

"What do you mean?"

"I mean the place of a man and a woman in their own home?"

"In what way?" Cassie asked.

"Their duties. Their responsibilities. I was brought up to believe that a woman's place is in the home, and that it's a man's duty to be out and working to support his family. Do you share that view? I know some modern women have new fangled ideas about how a home should be arranged. That they should do man's work."

While Cassie knew herself to be strong minded, deep down she liked the idea of being a true support to her husband, taking care of the home. But she also thought that at times it was necessary for a woman to try to help her husband where possible. 

Ethan looked very earnest about the topic, and Cassie wasn't quite sure how to proceed. But, like always, she decided truth was the best policy.

"I do believe that a woman's place is by her husband's side. My late husband..." Cassie paused, realizing that it was the first time she had referred to Joshua in that way. "My late, dear husband encouraged me to help him with many of the tasks on the homestead. And I was happy to do so. But I made sure that it didn't prevent me from being a loving wife to him, and a good keeper of our home. It was something I know that Joshua appreciated."

"I am sure he did. I'm sure he was mighty understanding," Ethan agreed.

"But if you are asking if I believe that a man should do the housework, the cooking and the cleaning, then the answer is no."

Ethan smiled. "That is quite a relief to hear."

Cassie looked out the window but there was no sign of Julia.

"I have heard you've had to do a whole load of work by yourself," Ethan asked her.

"Indeed I have," Cassie replied. "But that is through necessity, and not any love of the labor.  If I hadn't done anything the land would have gone to ruin, and what chance I have of any future here would have gone completely.

Ethan looked at her with a fierce admiration in his eyes. For a moment he seemed to be at a loss for words. He simply nodded and took a sip of coffee.

"I hope to have a wife who is every inch a wife," he declared eventually.

Cassie misunderstood the inference of his statement and Ethan saw that she did. He hastily corrected himself.

"What I mean is that I am a man who appreciates traditional values. I will work the land and I would hope you would create a warm and welcoming home. If, that is, you do accept my proposal."

"Proposal?"

"Indeed Cassie. My proposal. It is why I came all this way. To ask you to be my wife. And that is what I am doing." Ethan reached across the table and placed his large, soft skinned hand over her own gloved fingers. He squeezed her fingers lightly. Cassie did not move her hand away. His first touch was a gentle one, a reassuring one.

Cassie was taken aback by his touch. She looked through the restaurant window. Julia was standing there now. Of course! Right at this moment, of all moments.

Julia had a hand to her mouth, obviously impressed by Ethan's gesture. Julia looked rooted to the spot, jostled by passersby. Cassie didn't know what she should do. Should she answer his request immediately? Or should she pretend surprise? Well it couldn't be a surprise. Everyone knew why they were all in the restaurant. It had all been made clear. It was matrimony which was on the agenda. Pure and simple. Ethan wanted her to be his wife.

Cassie looked out the window of the restaurant. She saw Julia standing there trying to make it seem that she wasn't watching what was going on inside the restaurant. People kept on bumping into Julia, who had to apologize repeatedly for getting in their way. But nothing would stop her friend from knowing how things were developing between Cassie and a possible new husband.

Cassie looked at Ethan. His skin was tanned and healthy looking. Truly his bone structure bordered on perfection. She had always found certain kinds of men attractive, but it was often for aspects of their character and not always as a result of any obvious physical attraction. She had known young men back East who had traded on their looks to attract naive young ladies, especially those from good families. It was a practice that Cassie had deplored, and she had been the object of such young men from when she had gained her majority. 

But she knew that she if she had to marry, she would prefer a man with truly good qualities of character. She had learned how to be a fast judge of character more out of necessity than anything else, and felt she was able to see into the true nature of most men very quickly. She had done so with Joshua on their first meeting, and she had proved to be right. 

Now she was asking herself if Ethan Macleod was a man she could trust, someone with whom she could build a life worth living. And she was getting a sense, deep inside herself that perhaps, just maybe, he might be a man she could indeed trust and grow to have some kind of mutual attraction with.

Suddenly Cassie knew that there was something about Ethan that reminded her of Joshua. It wasn't so much any physical resemblance. It was more a quiet sense of strength that seemed to be present in Ethan's manner. That was what reminded her of her dear husband, she realized. Joshua had alway possessed an inner strength. People had responded to it by trusting him implicitly, even on the briefest of acquaintances. 

She brought herself back to the present moment.

Truly, she did not know what to say in response to Ethan's proposal. His smile was so warm, and there was a curiosity in his eyes as he waited for her response. Cassie didn't want to hurt his feelings. She had hardly known him more than a short time, and already she was thinking of ways to ensure he did not take offence.

Ethan squeezed her hand again, this time a little more insistently. "I do not want to put any pressure on you. Least of all at such a sensitive time as this."

"It's not that I cannot give you an answer Ethan," Cassie told him.

"I think you would prefer to have some time to consider. Is that not the case?"

Cassie paused and looked at him. She nodded.  "I would appreciate that very much."

Ethan removed his hand. He didn't seem disappointed, merely resigned to waiting a little longer for an answer. Cassie felt relief. She could put off her decision a while more. The restaurant was suddenly warmer than before. Ethan looked at her anxiously, obviously noting her discomfort.

"Are you feeling well,Cassie?" he asked.

Cassie put a hand to her collar. "I feel fine Ethan. It has been a very busy morning."

Ethan reached into the inside of his well cut jacket. "I have taken the liberty of bringing a small gift for you," 

"Oh, you shouldn't have," Cassie responded.

Ethan shook his head. "It was the least I could do. I couldn't come to our first meeting empty handed. It wouldn't have been seemly,"

Cassie found herself smiling at his use of words. Sometimes he sounded so formal. Perhaps he had been though some education that he hadn't mentioned. She found it quite pleasing, nonetheless.

Ethan drew out a small dark box, and slid it across the table. Cassie felt her lower lip drop involuntarily. She looked over towards the window. Julia was no longer standing there. She obviously had decided that her presence even behind the glass was too much of an intrusion.

Cassie took the box and looked at Ethan. "Really, you shouldn't have."

Ethan looked slightly nervous."I had no idea what your preferences are, so I had to make an educated guess. I hope you like it," 

Cassie opened the box, and looked at what was inside. She felt a stab of surprise and her throat tightened. 

Inside were was a pendant which had been shaped into the forms of two small, silver doves, wings intertwined. It glittered in the dining room lights.

She was shocked.

It was almost identical to the one that Joshua had given her only a year before. How could this be?

Ethan saw the surprised look on her face.

"You don't like it?"

Cassie took a deep breath. "I do. It is very beautiful."

"But you seem so surprised."

"It is just such a lovely object." She sighed and smiled. "Thank you," she said, looking toward him. She saw that he seemed pleased with her response.

Ethan stood and came round by her side. Cassie was immediately aware of his presence next to her. He leaned down, took the chain of the pendant and lifted it up in front of her.

"If I may."

Cassie straightened. Ethan took the chain, separated the clasp and gently place it around her neck. Cassie felt a tingle as he touched skin at the back of her neck. It was a pleasing sensation, and she sensed her face flush. She was trying to maintain her composure but with Ethan so close it was proving to be difficult.

She heard the click of the clasp and she reached up and took the small silver doves between her fingers. They felt cool to the touch.

Ethan stepped back admiring. "I have to say it looks very beautiful on you."

"Thank you. I appreciate it. It is a something I will... treasure. How could you know that I have a taste for such a thing?" she asked.

Ethan stepped away and sat down opposite her. "An educated guess," he said in a quiet voice, as he straightened his jacket and looked to the window. "It appears your friend Julia is back."

Cassie saw that Julia was standing awaiting a sign that she could reenter the restaurant. Cassie waved to her as discreetly as she could. Julia came back in and sat down next to Cassie.

Cassie showed Julia the gift. "Isn't this beautiful, Julia."

Julia looked at it closely. "Why it is lovely. So...how shall we say... appropriate for such a meeting as this. You have fine taste Ethan. Not all men would have the sensitivity to bring such a lovely gift. Such knowledge of what young ladies like and admire."

Ethan looked as if he couldn't quite take Julia's comment seriously.

"Oh Julia. Don't make fun of Ethan. It was a lovely gesture," Cassie said admonishing her friend.

Ethan sat erect. "Well. I believe it would be correct for me to go and find my room. May I ask if there is a possibility that I may receive an answer to my...ah...proposal at some time today or tomorrow?" he asked.

Cassie looked earnestly at Julia. There was a pause and then Cassie spoke firmly.

"Indeed Ethan. I believe I will be able to give you an answer today."

Ethan smiled. He seemed to struggle to contain his excitement. "Why that would be most pleasant," he said.

Julia smiled at the understatement.

"I'm sure that it would be," Cassie said. "Julia will arrange a further meeting later today at which I am sure we can come to an understanding." 

Cassie was suddenly aware that she had taken control of the discussion. Had she already made her mind up?

Ethan stood and bowed his head. "Until later, then," he said.  He  turned and walked slowly out of the dining room. 

Cassie sat back in the chair and breathed a sigh of relief. She felt the tension drain out of her.







CHAPTER SIX







Cassie and Julia strode casually, arm in arm, along the busy boardwalk. It seemed that everyone in Sweetheart Falls had come out for the day. Buckboards and horseback riders moved up and down the main thoroughfare.

Cassie's mind was reeling. Ethan had made such an impression on her. She didn't know where to start.

"Well? What did you think of him?" Julia probed.

Cassie paused. She really wanted to be honest about the way that Ethan made her feel. In truth, Ethan had made a great impression on her. 

"He seems to be a rather fine gentleman," Cassie said as they passed the bank.

"Fine gentleman. Is that all?" Julia prodded her. "He is a very fine looking young man. That much is certain."

"Looks aren't the only important thing."

Julia tapped Cassie on the arm. "Of course not. We have to judge him by his character. What are your impressions of that?"

"He knows what he wants," Cassie said flatly.

"What does that mean?" Julia asked, sounding surprised.

"He believes a woman's place is in the home." 

"And you think otherwise?"

"No. But I do think that I have learned in the past few weeks that a woman can do so much more than cook and clean and look after children," Cassie stated.

Julia looked incredulous."You are already thinking of children?" 

"I don't mean that. Don't tease me so. Julia you really have a very naughty streak."

"I just like to play with you." Julia pulled Cassie closer to her. "But pray continue. Tell me more about how he makes you feel." 

Cassie's face reddened under her bonnet. "He doesn't make me feel anything in particular."

"Please Cassie. I am your friend. When I look at Mr. Ethan Macleod, one thing I know is that any young woman could not fail to be affected by the probing of his alluring eyes."

Cassie jabbed her friend in the ribs with an elbow. She laughed slightly. "Now you really are becoming too personal and too forward."

"I'm your friend. I'm allowed to be forward."

"Well...If you insist. I will admit that he is very attractive. very quiet, but seems to have a most fetching inner quality which I can not quite put my finger on. It reminds me a little of Joshua."

Julia raised her head. Julia took Cassie's elbow and guided her around a group of men standing outside the noisy town saloon.

"I know that any man you meet will have to be compared to Joshua. There is no avoiding that. But I have told you many times that he would have wanted you to do this. You should consider the future, firmly and with purpose. Not regard the past with such...feeling."

"I know you're right. It is just so darned difficult," Cassie said, frowning.

"It will always be difficult," Julia looked at Cassie and smiled warmly. "I know this is very hard for you. But I truly believe Ethan is a good man."

Cassie nodded. "I think you may be right, Julia. I'd just like to have a little time today to consider."

Julia patted Cassie's arm. "Of course. You can have all the time you need my dear."

They walked toward the post office. Julia said that she wanted to collect some letters. Inside the cool office they were greeted by Mr Colter, a short, middle aged man. He stood behind the counter, checking through a stack of envelopes. He looked up when the two ladies entered.

"Good afternoon ladies. What may I do for you today?"

Julia went up to the counter. "I think I may have something to collect."

"I'll check." Mr Colter ran his fingers through the contents of a box on the table behind him. "Indeed I do have two letters for you Ma'am. And there is also one for you Mrs Miller."

Cassie was surprised. She wasn't expecting anything. The receipt of a letter usually meant news, and not usually good news.

She took the letter from Mr. Colter and followed Julia out to the boardwalk.

"Shall we find somewhere cooler to peruse our mail?" Julia asked.

"Indeed. That sounds like a good idea." Cassie was feeling the heat of the day once more. She had definitely overdressed for the day. She felt stifled and restricted in her heavy dress. But it had been a necessity to wear such a dress. Today was all about appearances. She followed Julia to an eating place where they took a table in a shaded corner. Julia opened her letters and briefly inspected them.

"Oh dear. Just as I expected. We are getting a visit from Daniel's parents. They are such lovely people and I do adore them. But it means so much preparation. They don't come that often, but when they do there is invariably ...well...trouble of some sort or another."

 "Oh dear. I am sorry to hear that." Cassie opened her own letter.She recognised the handwriting. It was from her sister, Martha. A weight sank in her stomach. The only time Martha wrote to her was when there was bad news. That was just what Cassie did not need at this very moment.

Cassie took the small sheet of paper out of the envelope and began to read it.




Dear Cassie,




I hope this letter finds you well and that you are not taking the sadness of life without Joshua too hard. I know that you will emerge from this a stronger person. We spent so much time together as sisters and there is one thing I know. 

You will survive. 

I have always relied on you to be a rock when all around us was falling apart. Life in New York has turned out to be not as pleasant as I would have hoped. It is often cold and damp and the people are very unkind.

It is my sad duty though to recount to you the terrible difficulties that myself and Rachel are having. As you know our aunt has been most harsh in her treatment of us. Not a day passes when we are not castigated for our conduct in one form or another. It appears that nothing we can do will satisfy our dear departed mother's sister. 

If I may be so bold Cassie, I feel compelled to state that our aunt is a harridan; a most terrible person who seems intent on making our lives a misery. 

Now she is threatening to marry us both off to some utterly undesirable ne'er-do-wells in the local area. To that end, I have had to endure some truly ghastly courting. You do recall how grievous that can all be. Nothing has changed in that respect.

I was forced last week to attend a ball at which I was literally compelled to be with this ugly, vulgar man, who is totally unsuitable as a husband. Rachel is faring no better.

All of this goes on in the house with the tacit agreement of our aunt's lazy and vicious husband, who has stated that he cannot wait until we are both married off, and he cares not to whom.

I did not write this to burden you with my cares. But I felt you must know about our predicament. Rachel is taking this very badly. I know it is difficult for to do anything to ameliorate our situation. Your life must be so hard at the moment. But if there was any way that you could assist us, then it would come as a blessed relief. 

I appeal to you as a sister, whom I believe you consider to be someone worthy of your love.

I hope to hear from you soon and would value very much your opinions on what can be done to spare us a terrible fate.

I send you my love.







Your loving sister, Martha







Cassie let the paper sink to her lap. Her hand shook and the paper slid from her trembling fingers.

Julia looked at her.

"What is wrong dearest?"

"It is from my sister, Martha. She is in a terrible situation."

Cassie briefly explained the content of the letter.

"That is shocking," Julia said. "Your unfortunate sister is really in the most terrible predicament. What can be done?"

"I don't know. It is so awful I can hardly bear to think of it. I wish I could go there immediately and save them both from the clutches of my ghastly aunt and her vile husband."

"They surely cannot be forced into a bad marriage against their wills. Can they?"

"They can and probably will be. If my aunt has her way."

Julia scowled. "Your aunt sounds like a person who could not be tolerated for more than a day. Your sisters must have true inner strength to endure such a life."

"If they are to marry, then they must do what I have done. It is their only chance." Cassie breathed deeply, and straightened her shoulders. "I am their only chance."

"What do you mean?"

Cassie thought for a moment. Then she spoke. "I must stay. I cannot go back East."

Julia seemed surprised. "Why not?"

"If I go back and face my brutal aunt I cannot promise to be accountable for my actions."

Julia's face paled. "Cassie! You cannot say such a thing."

"I am sorry but I cannot bear the thought of my beloved sisters being subjected to such abuse."

"That is a strong term to use."

Cassie sighed. "Nevertheless that is what it is. Abuse."

"So you must stay. Is that what you are saying? In order to give your sister a place to flee to?" Julia asked.

"Something like that. I became a mail order bride once and I found love. I see no reason why I cannot do that again. And in the process provide my dear sisters with a way out of their terrible predicament."

"Any decision you make must be for yourself Cassie. Not for others. You will have to live with the consequences of your choice."

Cassie nodded and thought, carefully, for a moment. "Ethan appears to be a fine man," Cassie said firmly. "I believe he is someone I can trust."

"Indeed. I agree. He is a fine looking man, and his character does appear to be solid. But pray, do not marry for the sake of saving your sister."

"If it must be, then it must be. I shall remain here. My mind is set," Cassie said and tightened her lips.

Julia sat upright. "Then it is decided. You will marry Ethan?"

Cassie paused. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. "Indeed I will," she said, feeling a curious relief, now that a decision had been made. "In time our relationship may grow into something resembling what I had with Joshua. But if not, then I will have the consolation of being able to help my sisters. If anything were to happen to Martha and Rachel then I would not be able to forgive myself. I shall not go there. They shall come here, once I have established a new life here. And with the help of the Sweetheart Falls Matrimonial Society, I am sure we can find them very suitable husbands."

Julia smiled. "Well, they certainly seem to have done a satisfactory job on your behalf."

"I will reserve judgement on that Julia. If you please," Cassie declared.

They drank down their coffee.

"So we shall return to the hotel and give the good news to Mr. Ethan Macleod? Julia asked.

Cassie nodded. "We shall." 

She had made her choice. Now it was for her to ensure that she made the most of it. Not only for herself but also for her sisters. She would write to Martha, and tell her that there was hope; that Cassie would be arranging for a way out for them as soon as she was married and settled with her new husband. 

Julia and Cassie were about to leave the eating place when they met Hettie. Cassie had the sneaking suspicion they had been followed, but she would never accuse Hettie of that.

"Cassie. How nice to see you," said Hettie, not entirely convincing in her display of feigned surprise.

"Hettie. What a lovely coincidence," Cassie answered. "I was just thinking about you."

Hettie looked intrigued. "Only good things I hope."

"Well, I do have a favour to ask of you," Cassie said.

Hettie's eyes widened. "And what would that be?" 

"I have two sisters who I am most concerned about. They are still back East, but they would dearly love to come out here and settle. The truth is they cannot wait to come West and be with me. We are very close. I don't want to go into too much detail but, having seen the benefits of your new little society, I think you could help them by finding husbands for them."

Hettie appeared surprised and then, almost as quickly, taken with the idea. "Really? Now isn't that interesting."

"Indeed it is. I can't go into too much detail right now but I am sure Julia can fill you in later."

Cassie looked at Julia whose eyes had widened.

"Oh. And I have decided to marry Mr. Macleod," Cassie told Hettie, almost casually.

Hettie grinned widely. "Wonderful. I am so pleased. I just knew the two of you would be perfect together. What made your mind up, if I may ask?"

"I thought deeply about it, and Ethan seems like a fine upstanding man. I do believe we rather like each other," Cassie answered, trying to maintain a casual indifference. She didn't want Hettie thinking there was any other reason for her decision. "I agree with you that it is important that a woman in my position have a husband. So that is what I have opted to become. Ethan and will be married tomorrow."

Hettie's eyes narrowed. "So soon? Why, that is sudden."

"It doesn't give us very much time Hettie," Julia said teasingly.

Cassie could see Hettie's mind working rapidly, considering all the necessary work that had to be done.

"There are people to invite, things to prepare," Hettie murmured.

"People to invite?" Cassie exclaimed.

"Lots of townsfolk are very excited at the prospect of a wedding. They've all been asking me. Oh my! I must get on. Lovely to meet you both. Oh, and congratulations Cassie. I am so very happy for you both. Needless to say, I shall speak to you later Julia."

Hettie made her way out, her features lined with thought.

Outside on the boardwalk, Julia shook her head slowly. "Hettie is going to keep me so busy." 

"I have a telegram I would like to send to my sister," Cassie said to Julia. "I want to give her the good news. I need to give her at least some hope that she has not been abandoned in this world."

"I'm sure that the news of your marriage will indeed give her some hope Cassie."

They went to the telegraph office and Cassie wrote out a short message she hoped would gladden her sisters' hearts, and give them both hope. Before she handed the message over she looked at the plain, bold words.




Marrying tomorrow. Fine gentleman. Keep hope alive. Shall come for you.




Your loving sister Cassie







After the telegram was sent Cassie took a deep breath and she and Julia headed for the hotel.

At the entrance to the hotel Cassie took Julia by the arm and stopped her before she entered the dining room.

Cassie touched Julia gently on the arm. "I would like a few moments alone with Mr. Macleod," 

"Of course, dearest. I am so pleased that you have decided in favour of him. He is such a fascinating and ...dare I say...handsome man," Julia agreed.

"I have noticed Julia. It would be hard to miss."

Julia's face was filled with sincerity. "Of course you have. I am just so pleased for you."

"I shall be in the dining room. If you could have Ethan called, I would be most grateful."

"Of course. I'll do that and go for a little stroll while you break the good news," Julia said.

Cassie made her way to the table they had sat at earlier. The dining room was completely empty. Cassie felt slightly awkward as she took her seat.

It seemed like an age before she heard heavy footsteps that at first sounded hurried. Just before entering the restaurant, the footsteps slowed down. Ethan was obviously trying to compose himself.

Cassie swallowed nervously and placed her hands demurely upon the cloth covered table. It was amazing how difficult it could be to pretend to be calm.

Ethan entered the room and paused at the door. His body seemed to fill the width of the  doorway. He was slightly out of breath and drew a hand back across his thick dark hair, making as neat as he could.

Ethan smiled at Cassie as he strode to the table.

Cassie sat upright determined to maintain an appearance of businesslike calm. But the truth was her heart was pounding; this was unlike anything she had ever experienced before. She was about to tell an almost complete stranger with whom she had not even corresponded at any length, that she would willingly become his wife.

Ethan's eyes were wide and Cassie could have sworn he looked almost fearful. All the apparent composure which he had displayed at their initial meeting seemed to have gone, to be replaced with a visible trepidation. Did he really doubt that she would accept him as a husband? He had made such a convincing case for himself. Cassie asked herself how he could doubt that she would find him both attractive and desirable as a potential husband.

Cassie decided she would not tell him of her concerns for her sisters. Or that their predicament had played a part in her decision. That would not be fair on him. For the moment it was all about them and their future as a couple.

Cassie gestured to the seat opposite her.

"Please. Ethan have a seat."

Ethan squeezed his body into the small chair. He cleared his throat.

"Cassie. I have to say I did not expect you to return quite so soon," he said.

"Julia and I spent some time together. We had some errands to run. I had a chance to carefully consider your kind and generous offer."

Ethan peered at her. "And what, may I ask, is your decision?"

Cassie lowered her head and briefly closed her eyes. She took in a soft, quiet breath. A curious calm had settled upon her.

Cassie spoke quietly. "I have decided to agree to your proposal," Ethan reacted as if he had been struck by a bolt of lightning,. He sat straight upright and threw his head back. He let out a huge gasp, and the word "yes" slid out of his mouth. It was loud enough to fill the room.

A huge grin spread out across his face showing his even, white teeth. Then he gathered himself, and tried to look composed.

Ethan looked pensive for a moment. "I hardly know what to say. I am so honoured and pleased that you have decided in my favour Miss Cassie."

Cassie smiled at the reaction. It was such a genuine expression of relief and pleasure. All the composure he had worked so hard to maintain earlier had now simply vanished.

Ethan leaned towards her.

"I will say this too you Cassie, now that you have chosen me to be your husband. I will not cease to do everything in my power to make you happy. I will provide for you and protect you, no matter what happens. You can rest assured that I will move heaven and earth for you in my efforts to be the best possible husband I can be."

Cassie felt herself pale at the sincerity of his declaration. She had never heard anyone say such things. The truth was, she didn't know how to react. After a pause she spoke.

"Why... thank you Ethan. Those are genuine and heartfelt words. I truly appreciate those sentiments," she said, her voice cracking.

"They are more than mere sentiments Cassie. They are a statement of my intention. Once I decide for something, nothing will stop me from keeping my word. I am a man of my word if nothing else."

As he said that, a firm and determined look spread across his features. Cassie thought the look was most becoming. He had suddenly acquired an almost fierce and animal quality as he leaned across towards her. But it was an expression that was softened by the smile which creased his face. For a moment he seemed to be deep in thought.

Cassie felt something shift deep inside her. Again she found the need to maintain an iron grip on her outward appearance of formality. 

Ethan ran a hand across the tablecloth. "With regards to the wedding then. Would tomorrow suit you? It sounds almost silly to say it like that. But you know what I mean. Do you think you could be ready by that time? I believe that some plans were put in place just to accommodate your decision. If you agreed to my proposal."

Cassie wasn't surprised that Hettie had been so thorough on their behalf. Hettie had obviously been hiding the fact that she was already prepared for a wedding. Cassie smiled. "Nothing surprises me anymore about Hettie. She could organize an army at short notice".

Ethan laughed. "You're right. She really is a special kind of lady. But I have her to thank for finding you," Cassie felt the moment was right to make her exit. She looked over Ethan's shoulder and saw Julia standing at the hotel reception desk, trying to look as if she were otherwise occupied.

"There's Julia," Cassie said.

Ethan turned and looked. Cassie stood and moved around the table. Ethan stood up .

He made to move towards her as if he wanted to embrace her. But Cassie found herself standing still in front of him. Ethan seemed to understand and merely bowed his head.

"I am a very happy man, Cassie. I cannot wait until tomorrow."

Cassie lowered her head and smiled.

"Until tomorrow, Ethan."

Then she made her way past him, aware suddenly aware of his scent, and barely able to contain an urge to submit to even the briefest kiss on the cheek.

But then the moment was gone and she was by Julia's side.

She turned and saw that Ethan was watching her intently. He looked so isolated standing there with such an expression of pure happiness on his face. He looked like he wouldn't take his eyes off her until she left the building.

"I do believe you have made someone very happy," Julia said looking over at Ethan.

Cassie nodded. She was already beginning to wonder if she had made the correct choice. 

"I think you may be right," she said.







CHAPTER SEVEN







The next morning Cassie rose early, and started to prepare for her wedding.

Her wedding!

She could hardly believe it. She was about to become Mrs Cassie Macleod. It had a ring to it, she had to admit. Macleod was a Scottish name. She knew one thing about most of the Scottish folk she had met in her life. They were a hard working people with real integrity. Even if at times they could be a bit dour and serious. But that didn't seem to apply to Ethan. 

Cassie had already seen evidence of a keen sense of humor hidden behind his smouldering gaze. She had to admit that, in the short time she had spoken to him, he did seem to be a bit serious at times. But not overly so. Still, she had a lot to learn about her future husband. And he had a lot to learn about her too.

Cassie went to her small wooden chest and took out the rectangular, fabric covered case which contained some of the treasured items that Joshua had given her. She needed to do something, to satisfy a curiosity which had been nigling away at her overnight.

She opened a small, square box, and removed the tiny pendant attached to a thin silver chain.

The entwined flowers.

This had been given to her by Joshua almost immediately after their wedding. He had said it had belonged to his mother. Although it was small, the piece of jewellery was obviously crafted by an expert. It was made of moulded silver, showing two roses curving into one another. Cassie recalled all the times she had held the roses between her fingers; all the times Joshua had been with her as she had done so; looking at him while playing with the piece as it hung around her neck; watching him work while she idly rolled the treasured gift between her fingers; enjoying his strength, his purpose. She realized it had become deeply associated with every memory of him.

She touched the pendant around her neck. Would these silver doves acquire the same depth of memory with Ethan? She wasn't sure.

There was something very intimate about the doves. Cassie looked closely at them. They wound their bodies around each other, the wings becoming one flowing mass. It was almost unseemly, and very forward as a gift, now that she came to think about it. She wondered what had compelled Ethan to buy such a thing for her. He could not possibly have known that Joshua had bought her such a similar gift. Perhaps it was what came to the minds of men when they thought about what to buy for a woman.

Cassie had to admit that the doves were beautiful. She liked them very much.

Cassie's private moment examining the gifts was interrupted by the sound of a buckboard arriving.  Cassie stepped out onto the porch. It was Julia with her husband and children. They were all dressed in their finest. The buckboard rolled up and the two children sprung off the seat.

"Cassie!" both children screamed at the same time. They ran to her. Cassie bent down and the young boy and girl crowded into her embrace.

Nathan was dark haired and five years old. He was a well behaved but rowdy bundle of energy. Cassie rubbed his already tousled hair. 

"What have you been up to Nathan? I hope you have been good."

"You getting married today aunt Cassie?" He called her aunt because to him he was as good as one.

"Sure am," she said smiling. She loved that Nathan called her aunt, even if she wasn't strictly his aunt.

"Momma says your new beau is real handsome," said Louise, the blonde haired four year old.

"Well your momma might just be right there," said Cassie, stroking the delicate blonde curls of the smiling, pretty little girl. "You two. What are you like?" 

Julia stepped onto the porch. "They are just so pleased to see you. They are so excited about the wedding," 

Julia's husband strode up and nodded politely to Cassie. Daniel was a tall, fine featured, quiet man with piercing blue eyes and dark hair. Although he was of thin build, Cassie knew he was a strong man who worked hard for his family.

"How are you today Daniel?"

"I am fine Cassie. It's quite a day. I am pleased the weather has turned out fine. Sunny day for a wedding."

He was always a master of understatement.

"Daniel! Show a little excitement," Julia said, digging her elbow into his ribs. "This is a big day for Cassie and you know it."

Daniel looked apologetic for a moment. "I am sure Cassie has enough to think about today without me making things worse."

They all laughed, and made their way into the living room.

 Cassie thought about the prospect of getting ready for her wedding with Julia's children running around the house, and felt a knot of trepidation. She didn't think she could be a gracious host at the same time as preparing for her wedding. Luckily though Julia sent her husband off with the children to ensure that the two women would be left undisturbed.

Julia took care of Cassie's hair. Julia had very specific ideas about Cassie's hair and spent a long time braiding it and creating a look that was both practical and elegant. As she finished putting the last lock of hair in place, Julia stood back and admired her handiwork.

"You know, I never realized until now just what a beautiful face you have Cassie."

"Don't embarrass me Julia, especially today."

"No. I mean it. You have very strong cheekbones and clear skin. Your eyes are very striking. It's no wonder Ethan has fallen so hard for you."

"What do you mean, fallen so hard?"

"My dear. You only have to take one look at him to see that he is completely smitten with you."

"How can you say that? We've only met once."

"A woman knows my dear. Although you will be the last person to know. Anyone looking from the outside can see it plainly. When I was watching you both in the restaurant he could hardly keep his eyes off you."

Cassie cocked her head. "I thought he was rather shy and reserved."

"Reserved? I would say he was trying his best to contain himself. I believe that man cannot believe his good fortune in finding someone as beautiful as you."

"Julia. Please. You are making me feel flustered. I won't be able to look at him in church if you continue like this."

"I am just stating the facts Cassie. It is as well that you know just how you affect that young man. If I don't tell you I don't know who will."

Cassie frowned. "I can always rely on you to tell me how things really are, Julia."

"That's what friends are for my dear."

They went to Cassie's bedroom and opened the wardrobe. Inside was hanging Cassie's wedding dress. It was the dress she had worn when she married Joshua.

As Cassie looked at it she was hit by a wave of emotion. She couldn't wear that today. Could she? She pushed back the memories that came flooding in.

As she took it out of the wardrobe she felt the smooth texture of the fine fabric. The dress felt heavy. It had been her mother's wedding dress, handed down to her. She had brought it out with her when she had come to marry Joshua. She recalled how she had looked on her wedding day. How proud she had felt. Also the tinge of regret that her mother could not have been there to see her, nor her father to give her away as a bride. 

She held the dress up against her body. Cassie had lost weight recently so there would be no problem about fitting.

Julia nodded approvingly. "It looks beautiful on you."

Cassie sighed. "But can I do this Julia?"

"Can you what?"

"Wear this. Today. This was what I wore when I married Joshua."

Julia placed a hand on Cassie's shoulder. "Of course you can my dear. The dress is as lovely on you today as it was on that day. I am sure that Joshua would want you to look as beautiful as you were for him on that day. Besides what else have you got to wear? You can hardly wear your work clothes."

Trust Julia to deflect any seriousness with a little humour. It was one of the things Cassie loved about her friend.

Cassie put the wedding dress on, and had Julia finish off the tightening of the stays and hooks.

Cassie stood in front of the mirror and inspected herself. Julia stood behind her. The expression on her reflected face was one of calm appreciation.

"My oh my! Don't you just look like an angel," she said with a sigh.

Cassie ran her hands down her hips. "I don't know. It looks a little loose around here," she said, sweeping her hands across her hips.

Julia moved to the side to get a better view. "Nonsense. It looks perfect. You're just being picky."

She shifted a few stray hairs away from Cassie's forehead. "It looks lovely. Ethan will fall even more in love with you than he already is."

"Julia! It's my wedding day. Do you want to have me shaking with nerves. I'm bad enough as it is without you saying things like that."

"I'm just trying to say that everything is going to be fine, dearest," Julia said." You couldn't look more lovely." She turned and scanned the room.  "Now. Where is that bonnet?"







CHAPTER EIGHT




With considerable fuss and attention to detail, Julia finally pronounced that Cassie was as ready as she would ever be. Cassie wasn't so sure. As far as she was concerned there was no such thing as being over-prepared for a wedding.

When Cassie eventually emerged from the cabin the children screamed with excitement. Daniel looked at her, and nodded in appreciation.

"Aunt Cassie, you look beautiful," little Louise yelled.

"Indeed you do," confirmed Daniel. He stood to the side of the buckboard and gestured for Cassie to step up onto the seat. 

"If you please Cassie."

Cassie lifted her dress, and managed to manoeuvre onto the seat despite her fear of ripping the flowing material on the bare metal of the seat.

Julia, Daniel, Louise and Nathan all crowded onto the buckboard.

Daniel took the reins and drove them down the trail toward town. The morning was clear and sunny. A good morning for a wedding, Cassie thought. Barely a few days before, she wouldn't have thought such a thing possible.

But here she was; travelling into Sweetheart Falls on a sunny morning with the people she loved and trusted, on her way to be married to a man she had only met the day before. For a moment Cassie doubted her sanity. How could she be going through with this? It seemed insane to be doing such a thing. The past twenty four hours had been such a whirlwind she had barely had time to really stop and think whether this was what she really wanted.

It wasn't enough that she justified her decision to marry on the basis of making it possible for her sisters to come West and start a new and safer life.

Deep down Cassie knew that all of this had to be really for her. It was her own future she had to think of too. She faced the prospect of spending the rest of her life with a man she barely knew.

But hadn't she done that before? With Joshua. And look how much happiness she had enjoyed in a short time with him.

She could only hope that her time with Ethan would have a fraction of the joy and contentment she had been blessed with in her time with Joshua.










The journey to town seemed to pass in a dream. The closer they came to town, the greater the nerves Cassie felt. She had a big collection of butterflies that had taken refuge in her stomach, and nothing she could do would make them go away.

She tried to distract herself by talking with the children. Daniel made some reassuring remarks, and Julia was mostly silent, probably more aware than anyone of just how Cassie was feeling.

As the buckboard rolled up the street and pulled up outside the church Cassie was surprised and slightly alarmed to see a large group of people gathered at the front entrance.

Cassie saw Hettie, Alice and Mabel, all of whom were dressed to the nines. She had a panic inducing thought that even for her own wedding Cassie wasn't quite well dressed enough. Hettie's outfit in particular looked supremely elegant. She'd made a real effort. But then Cassie guessed maybe she deserved to enjoy the day as much as Cassie. Hettie had been responsible for finding Ethan, and Cassie knew it would be mean of her not to be grateful to Hettie for that.

Cassie also recognised a number of townsfolk who she had known through Joshua. They all looked pleased to see Cassie, which went a long way to calming Cassie's nerves.

With a start of anxiety, Cassie realized that she couldn't see Ethan. She had expected to see him standing tall and proud at the entrance to the church, waiting for his bride. But then she thought that he must be inside, at the altar, in his proper place. She already guessed that Ethan was a man who liked to follow traditional ways in many things. When it came to his wedding day he would be sure to do what was expected. He'd be at the altar. That was for sure.

Reverend Baxter stood at the church door with a large bible in his hand.

Daniel parked the buckboard up, leaped down and raced around, holding a hand up, making it clear that Cassie should wait for his assistance.

Cassie smiled as Daniel helped her down and extended a bent elbow. Cassie hooked her arm inside his, and Daniel lead her through the gathered residents of Sweetheart Falls.

Reverend Baxter stepped forward. "Welcome Cassie. God has provided us with a beautiful day for such a wonderful occasion as this."

"Thank you Reverend Baxter." Cassie was suddenly aware that she was very much the centre of attention of everyone standing around her.

"If I may have a quiet word with you Cassie, we could allow all the good folks here a chance to make their way inside." 

Everyone filed into the church, and Reverend Baxter led Cassie to one side. When they were alone he smiled warmly.

"Cassie. I want you to know how pleased I am that today you are to be wed. God is looking down with favor upon this event. I am sure he will bless this union, particularly given the circumstances which you have faced up to with such faith and trust in God. He has truly delivered you into safe hands."

Cassie nodded. "Thank you Reverend. I feel very fortunate that so many people have felt able to help me. I am truly grateful."

"That is good to know. Your late husband was a very fine man. I am sure he would approve of your actions. We do not know where the good Lord leads us, but we must have faith and trust that we are being led on the right path. Bless you Cassie."

"Thank you Reverend."

"If I may have the privilege of leading you inside?" Reverend Baxter said, extending an arm.

Cassie hooked her arm inside his and the Reverend guided her into the church.

Everyone had taken up positions in the pews. Up ahead Cassie saw Ethan. She felt her lower lip drop and her breath stopped for a second. 

Ethan was turned toward her, gazing in her direction, watching her as she made her way up to the altar. His eyes had widened when he saw her, and she was sure that even from here she could see that the color on his face had changed.

Ethan's smile widened and his eyes brightened. And when he smiled, Cassie felt all the worry and anxiety drop away. His smile changed everything. Cassie found that her feet wouldn't step forward. Reverend Baxter paused and looked at her puzzled.

"Come now my dear your new husband awaits," he whispered.

Everyone was watching Cassie. Last minute nerves curled inside her.

Cassie looked over at Ethan, taking in his welcoming face. She finally stepped forward.

Reverend Baxter lead her up to Ethan's side, and positioned her gently next to Ethan. He looked so happy now that Cassie was so near to him. Cassie looked back at the smiling faces of the congregation. This was the right place for her at this moment; there was nowhere else she should be right at this moment. She was with her husband to be and it felt somehow right. It didn't concern her that here she was barely a year after marrying Joshua, by the side of an almost total stranger, about to take her vows. She thought of the sweet words Ethan had said to her, and she was filled with hope for the future.

Cassie stood at the altar almost in a daze throughout the ceremony. Reverend Baxter's calm voice was so reassuring as he led them both through their vows. Before she knew it Cassie was promising to love, honour and obey. When she heard Ethan whisper those words to her Cassie felt her heart melt, and she was filled with a calm, reassuring feeling that sank all the way down to her toes.

Reverend Baxter looked straight at Ethan. "Now you may kiss the bride." 

Ethan placed his hands gently on her shoulders and leaned in close. Cassie closed her eyes, and felt Ethan's soft lips caress her own with a brief, warm touch.

The gathered townsfolk broke into spontaneous applause. Ethan's brow furrowed slightly at the sound of the clapping. He stepped to Cassie's side, and took her arm in his. Cassie felt him adopt a stiff, almost formal pose, as if they were now on display. 

A couple. Cassie looked at him and smiled. They were a couple.

They walked slowly up the aisle nodding at the happy townsfolk. Cassie recognised many friendly faces from the past year which prompted her to recall Joshua once more. What did they all think of her? Did they really think badly of her? The happiness she felt was tempered by a niggling uncertainty. But with a glance from Ethan it was swept away.

Ethan led her out into the morning sunshine.

They stood outside, thanking the well wishers as they all filed out. Julia came up to Cassie. She had tears in her eyes.

Cassie took her to one side.

"Julia don't be upset," Cassie whispered.

"I'm just so happy to see you married."

"I know you are. If it hadn't been for you, this wouldn't have happened."

Julia wiped a tear from her cheek. "I know that." Cassie hugged her.

Hettie had taken it upon herself to arrange a modest reception at the hotel.

They all made their way over, with the bride and groom leading the way. Even the townsfolk who hadn't been at the wedding paused and looked on at the happy couple and their entourage as they headed for the hotel. 

They entered the dining room to find a number of tables set out, with one at the head of the room obviously prepared for the newly weds. 

The room filled with townsfolk. Food was brought and speeches were made. Hettie looked pleased with the proceedings. There was a small band of fiddle players. Ethan led Cassie in their first dance. Cassie loved how close Ethan held her and the soft look in his eyes. 

Ethan made a heartfelt speech about how wonderful his bride was. Cassie almost hid her face in embarrassment at the wonderful things he said about his bride. 

Hettie made a speech of course, and took the opportunity to announce that even more brides would be coming to Sweetheart Falls very soon. This was greeted with a round of applause.

There was an awkward moment when Joseph from the mercantile came up to Cassie. The disappointment was clear on his face. He'd expressed such hopes that Cassie could be his wife, that to see her marry Ethan must have been difficult to bear. 

By the end of the reception much drink had been consumed by the various townsfolk. There seemed to be genuine pleasure at the union. Many people Cassie hardly knew came up to her and wished her well. By the end she felt that she was the most special person in town.

Midway through the proceedings Hettie and Julia announced they had arranged for a photographer to capture a likeness of the newly weds to commemorate their day. Cassie had had her likeness taken before, with Joshua. At first she was taken aback by the idea that how she looked today would be captured forever. But it didn't take much persuasion from Ethan who was enthusiastic.

Ethan and Cassie made their way across the street to the small room adjoining the mercantile where the photographer had set up his equipment and a makeshift studio. Cassie was fascinated by the huge bulk of wood and metal and the temporary backdrop against which Mr Smith, the photographer asked them to stand. There was much fussing and moving around and a few false starts. 

Ethan and Cassie took up their pose facing the camera. They both adopted formal poses. Cassie began to think the whole thing was quite funny and had to try hard not to giggle as she stood stock still. Ethan looked at her puzzled at first, but then he too saw the funny side of it and, before they knew it, they were both struggling to contain their giggles.

Mr Smith saw them and called out from inside his contraption.

"That's lovely. Smile for the camera. Just don't smile too much," Mr Smith disappeared under a blanket draped over the camera. From inside it came his muffled voice.

"Smile please. Hold very still and look into the lens towards me. Try not to blink."

They did as instructed, there was a blinding flash, and it seemed like an eternity before Mr Smith reappeared with a satisfied look on his face.

"Very nice. What a lovely couple you make," he said.

Mr Smith told them they'd have the photo next day, and Cassie knew she couldn't wait to see what it looked like.

By the late afternoon it was time to leave. Ethan led Cassie out to the buckboard which had been provided specially. Ethan's bag was on the back and there were flowers and garlands decorating the exterior of the buckboard.  If anyone didn't yet know about their wedding, they'd just have to take one look at the buckboard to know there had been a marriage in town that day.

He gently helped her up onto the seat and took his place next to her. The townsfolk gathered round and applauded as Ethan and Cassie drove off down the street and headed out into the countryside.

She was going back home. With a new husband.







CHAPTER NINE




The afternoon sun was warm on Cassie's face. She listened to the birds sing their beautiful song as the buckboard rolled along the trail. Ethan held the reins tight in his hand, guiding the buckboard expertly toward the farm.

At first there was silence between them, almost as if they both could not quite believe what they had just been through. Cassie didn't much feel like speaking. On sitting down on the wooden buckboard seat, she had been overcome by a tiredness brought on by the events of the day. She held on to the hard edge of the seat. Ethan drove the buckboard slowly and carefully, fixing his gaze ahead. He seemed to be sensitive to Cassie's need for silence.

Cassie looked across the rolling hillsides and took a deep breath. She closed her eyes and felt the cool air against her skin.

"Are you okay Cassie?" Ethan asked, looking at her.

"Hmm? I'm fine. Just thinking," she replied.

"What are you thinking about?"

"I can hardly believe what happened today."

Ethan nodded. "Yeah. Kind of amazing when you think about it really."

"I mean, this time last week I would never have believed that, by today, I would be someone's bride."

 "I have to admit it was already on my mind a while ago," Ethan said.

"It was? I had no clue what Hettie was up to. Funny really, when you think about it. But I have to ask you something Ethan." She looked at him earnestly. "Why did you marry me? Really? What was the real reason. It wasn't sympathy was it?"

Ethan frowned and shook his head. He was silent for a moment.

"I didn't feel sorry for you Cassie. Not at all. Anyone who knows you, even a bit, can see that you're not someone to waste pity on. You are one tough, independent lady."

"So you married me because I am a feisty, independent minded Easterner. If that is the case, why do you care what happens to me?"

Ethan paused, and his body seemed to tighten as he considered what to say next.

"I care because anyone so beautiful should not have to struggle so hard to make their way in this world," Ethan said with a slight crack in his voice.

Cassie was taken aback by the directness of his statement.

She pushed some stray hairs away from her face and looked down at her lap. 

He had called her beautiful! 

She had to admit, it felt good to be told that. It had been so long since Joshua had whispered soft words into her ear, so long since she had felt the warmth that came with being spoken to like that. She had missed that part of her life. She had tried to bury her feelings under a mountain of work and activity, but deep down she had hankered for the soft, sweet words that could make a woman feel so wanted, so needed.

"You... think I am beautiful?" she stuttered.

"I can hardly believe you would ask me that, Cassie. You are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. It's that simple."

He had said it again. Beautiful! Cassie had always been told when she was growing up that she was pretty. Joshua had told her many times. But she had never really believed it. She knew she wasn't a plain looking woman, but she had never really considered herself truly beautiful. And now, here was this handsome, sensitive man praising her beauty. It made the blood rush to her face.

"Since we are talking about us, then let me ask you this." He fixed his eyes on her, a slight frown creasing his forehead. "Why did you marry me?" he asked.

Cassie felt awkward. She couldn't tell him about her sisters. Not yet anyway. This wasn't the time, nor the place. She'd tell him later. In any case there had been more to her decision than just helping her sister. Much more. She tried to be flippant.

"You're just so tall and handsome. Just irresistible really," she declared, cocking her head to the side in mock seriousness.

Ethan laughed. "Tall and handsome. Really? Only that? It's not my charming wit or my sensitive nature then." 

"None of that, at all," Cassie joked. "Your just a fine looking man. Isn't that enough?"

Ethan smiled. "I know that's not true. There's got to be more than that. What's the real reason you married me?"

Cassie went quiet for a few moments. She became acutely aware of the sound of the buckboard's rolling wheels.

"You seem to... understand me," she said finally.

Ethan tightened his lips. 

"I don't really know how, but from the moment we met, you seemed to appreciate the difficulties I've had," Cassie continued. "It's almost as if you've seen something like this before. It's like you just know what it means to be left suddenly without someone, and to be forced to face up to life. Have you? I mean, been left without someone?

Ethan kept his head steady, watching the trail ahead of them. He didn't say anything for a while. Then he spoke.

"I don't know what to say Cassie. Today has been such a fine day. I don't want to spoil anything. Let's just say that we have both had our fair share in this life. I don't want to get into anything like that. Let's just enjoy the beautiful day. Our beautiful wedding day."

She paused, then nodded and linked her arm inside his.

"Yes. You're right. Let's enjoy our first trip alone in a buckboard. Shall we?"

Ethan smiled. "That sounds just fine," he said. Ethan's glance caught her attention. His eyes narrowed a little, a question in them. Ethan twisted his body, leaned in and Cassie knew he wanted to kiss her. She smiled slightly, and his lips touched her own. The movement of the buckboard seemed to only encourage a soft teasing movement of his lips on hers. His mouth felt warm, moist and soft. His body was close and insistent, despite his need to hang on to the reins. Cassie's heart sped up as he kissed her. She closed her eyes briefly and savoured the sensation. She could feel his breath against her, and she heard the sound of his breathing over the sound of the rolling wheels. The kiss seemed to go on a long time.

Ethan quickly sat upright as the buckboard threatened to head off the trail. He steered it firmly back into a straight line.

Ethan let out a breath. "Don't want to end up on our side with a pile of wood and metal over us, do we?" 

Cassie put a hand to her collar and loosened it slightly.

"Do we have far to go?" Ethan asked.

"No. The farm is just through that valley," she said, pointing ahead.

"Do you live near your friend Julia?" he asked.

"She's just a few valleys over. It's not far to her place."

"She's a real good friend to you."

"Yes. I don't know what I would have done without her support. She's one in a million."

"Does she come visit often?"

"Every week."

"Must have been good to have her when you were all on your own. Didn't you feel frightened out here, with no-one to be with?"

Cassie remembered the dark and lonely nights. Sure. It had been hard but it was surprising how someone could get used to being alone. You kind of got used to it in a strange way. Apart from the nights, that is. The nights were always the hardest.

"After a while it didn't seem to bother me too much," she said finally, trying to sound casual and confident.

"Well you're not going to be alone any longer. You're going to have me by your side. Day and night. I'm going to make sure that all the time on the farm is going to be filled with good things. I can't wait to get to work on that land. You say you've already done some planting?"

"I did some. As much as I could . But there is still plenty to do."

"Plenty for me to do," he insisted.

"I thought I could help you."

"You've done enough for a while Cassie. More than enough in fact. It's time you put your feet up a little. Get some rest. You leave it to me. I'll sort things out. I look forward to tasting your fine cooking. I bet you've got some fine recipes to tempt me with.

Cassie smiled. "I think I'm a pretty good cook. Even although I say so myself."

"I like my food," he stated.

"When we get home I'll cook us something nice. I didn't eat much at the reception," she said.

"Neither did I. Nerves I guess," he said.

Cassie realized she had said "home". She was going home with a new husband. It was a home she had lived in with one husband. Now she was about to start a new life in her home with a new man. It would bring a new dimension to the place. Would it feel different? She was sure it would. With Joshua there had been a warm and homely feel to their time together. She wondered how things would be in the home with Ethan. What would he bring? How would she feel living there with him?

"That will be a real treat. I look forward to that food," he said. "What they served at the reception was fine but there is nothing like home cooking."

They rode on a while in silence, taking in the beauty of the landscape. Cassie thought it was turning out to be a beautiful day.

"How is that horse of yours shaping up?" Ethan asked. "Is he still good for work?"

"I think he'll survive."

"Well I am going to town sometime this week. I am going to buy us some extra horses. We'll need them if we are to get the most out of that land. One horse isn't enough. He'll wear himself out."

"But what about money?" Cassie asked.

Ethan frowned. "I don't want to talk about money on our wedding day Cassie."

She did agree that it wasn't the most appropriate thing to discuss as they headed back to their family home after their wedding. But she felt she had to press him on it.

"How will you pay for the horses?" she asked.

"I have some money from the sale of a few things. I'm not exactly poor or broke," he answered.

"I don't have much myself," she admitted, "but I would like to pay for the horses," She couldn't let him spend any money on what they needed for the farm. Not yet anyway. They had just married, and they hadn't even had the talk about money, and here he was just declaring that he was going to buy things, without so much as asking her what she wanted.

"I have to see first if there is any stock worth buying in the first place. So maybe we'll hold off on that talk for later. Huh?"

Cassie nodded. He was right. They were almost at home and she wanted their arrival to be memorable. The buckboard rolled down a steep incline and rounded some trees. The cabin was nestled at the end of the long valley.

Cassie heard Ethan sigh. "That sure looks like a mighty fine little place."

Cassie felt happy to be back at home. She never tired of the view of the cabin from here.

Ethan paused the buckboard for a few moments to take in the view. He surveyed the field and trees with a look of satisfaction. He looked impressed.

"I can see I have my work cut out for me," he said, scrutinizing the tilled soil. "I can also see why you chose this spot."

Cassie sighed. "It's beautiful here. I love it so much."

Ethan nodded and looked at her. He had a glint in his eye. "I like to see you happy."

Cassie lowered her head, feeling a stab of embarrassment. Sometimes Ethan could be so direct. It was something she would have to get used to.

He moved the horse on and guided the buckboard to the front door of the farmhouse. It was good to be home, she thought.

Cassie suddenly wondered if Ethan would carry her over the threshold. She found herself secretly hoping he would, and asked herself if she was a twenty something woman or an excited, silly young girl for thinking such a thing. If Ethan did decide to do that, she knew that she would enjoy it. Joshua had never done that because they hadn't had the farmhouse on the day of their wedding. 

Ethan stepped down off the the seat and came round extending a hand to her. He had a sly grin on his face, which almost made Cassie laugh out loud.

"If I may ask you to step down, Mrs. Macleod."

He had called her "Mrs. Macleod". She didn't know how she should react to that at first. Then she looked at him. It was impossible not to like the expression on his face. He was so eager to do the right things for her. It was almost as if he had read her mind.

"May I have the pleasure."

Cassie gathered up her dress in a bunch, and stepped off the buckboard. He reached up and swept her into his arms. She felt her body crush against his, her weight settling in his strong arms, and she wrapped her arms around his neck. Cassie laughed at the impulsiveness of it all. 

Ethan clutched Cassie tight to him, effortlessly supporting her weight. He strode forward and stopped at the door.

Cassie gripped his neck and shoulders even tighter, not wanting to fall.

"Shall I carry my bride over the threshold?" he asked.

Cassie smiled. "Yes. Please do," she murmured.

Ethan stuck out a booted foot and pushed the door open.

He carried his bride over the threshold and into the house. When he stood inside, he twisted his head around and kissed Cassie softly, this time letting his lips linger. Cassie was starting to like these sudden urges to kiss, and his obvious inability to control himself.

Ethan put her down gently, and stood with his arm around her waist, surveying the inside of the room. They stood together, man and wife. 

The room obviously met with his approval. Cassie immediately noticed that the room wasn't as tidy as she had thought it was. She and Julia had been in such a hurry this morning they had left a lot of things lying around. 

She picked a scarf off the sofa and looked at Ethan. "You'll have to forgive the mess. We left in a bit of a hurry this morning."

"Yes. I can see that. I think you had a pretty good reason for being in a hurry."

Cassie laughed and threw the scarf into Ethan's face. "Don't flatter yourself so much."

Ethan took the scarf off his face and looked at it with a mock serious expression.

"Throwing things at me already Mrs. Macleod?"

"Let me show you round the cabin," Cassie told him.

Ethan followed her as she led him around the rooms, coming finally to the bedroom. She stood at the door, hesitating. The room was sparsely furnished. There was a chest of drawers and long mirror. The curtains were drawn. It had a double bed that Joshua had gone to great lengths to get for them. There was an ornate quilt thrown over it. Cassie could barely look at the room without thinking of times past and long gone. She felt a knot of emotion as she looked at the room with her new husband standing by her side.

 Cassie noticed that the room felt cold. 

"I guess this is where we'll be sleeping," Ethan said. Cassie was silent. Ethan sensed her awkwardness. There was a long pause.

"I'll go and get my things," he said, eventually.

Cassie was relieved when he headed out to the buckboard and came back in with his valise.

He put his bag in the room, then he turned and looked at Cassie as she stood by the door.

"Everything's going to be fine Cassie. You know that. Don't you?"

Cassie ran her hand through her hair.  "I'd like to get changed. I don't think it would be a good idea to start cooking while I am in my wedding dress."

"Maybe not the best thing to wear in the kitchen," Ethan agreed.

He left the room and she closed the door behind him. For a moment she was overcome by the sheer silence in the room. She sat down on the side of the bed and bent forward supporting her head on her hands.

It had been an incredible day.







CHAPTER TEN




Cassie went to the kitchen soon after their arrival. She assumed that Ethan must be hungry, and she really wanted to make something for him. She busied herself preparing one of her favourite dishes. It was a stew of vegetables and chicken with a secret combination of herbs that her mother had taught her when she had been a young girl. The smell of the food was so familiar it brought back memories of her childhood. It also made her recall the times she had cooked it for Joshua. 

She realized she must not spend all her time comparing Ethan to Joshua. It would not be fair to either man. Although there were some similarities between her new husband and Joshua, there were enough differences that Cassie felt that she had embarked upon an entirely different kind of relationship. But she would never forget Joshua.

As she cut the vegetables, she heard Ethan washing himself in the bedroom. He seemed to be a man who placed some importance on his appearance. That was fine with Cassie. 

Cassie place the food in the stove and went to set the table.

"Can I help?" she heard Ethan say, as she was placing the cutlery. Cassie turned and saw him leaning against the doorway. He had taken off his outer shirt and was dressed in his undershirt and pants. He had a small towel in his hand and he was drying his face. His skin glowed, freshly washed.

Cassie saw that his physique was even stronger looking than had been revealed at their meeting in the restaurant. It was pleasing to the eye, she had to admit. 

Ethan smiled. "You look busy."

"I'm making you a fine dinner. Are you hungry?"

"Sure am. It smells great. I can't wait."

"It's one of my momma's special recipes."

"I'm sure I'll love it. Is your momma as special as you? Or is that a silly question?"

"She passed a few years ago."

"I"m sorry. I didn't realize."

"It's fine. She was great lady."

"She must have been, to have such a lovely daughter as you."

"Ethan You're making me blush."

"That's my job. I'm your husband now," he said, with a wide grin.

Cassie smiled. She brushed a stray hair away from her face and went back to the kitchen cupboard to retrieve some plates.

"Momma was a very strong woman. She did the best she could to bring us up good. I think she did a great job. Although my sisters sometimes could drive me crazy. Momma liked me to keep the house under control. Let's say they didn't always take to kindly to my suggestions. But momma taught me well. I loved her dearly. I have so many great memories of her."

"Do you have a likeness of her?" Ethan asked.

"Yes I do."

Cassie went to the dining room cabinet and took out a small packet wrapped in cloth. She unwrapped it and handed Ethan a tiny, tinted photograph.

"This was taken the year before she died."

"She looks happy," Ethan said, looking intently at the picture of the dignified, elegant woman. "You have her eyes."

Cassie nodded. "Everyone says I look just like her when she was young. And that I have the same temperament."

"Is that a good thing? Or should I be worried," Ethan asked with a grin.

"All good. I can assure you. Momma knew what she wanted in life and went after it. But she was the kindest person you could ever meet."

"Then I should rest easy then."

He handed the photo back to Cassie who wrapped it up and placed it back in the drawer. She came back to the kitchen.

"I can see that she gave you a lot in life," Ethan stated firmly.

"She made me who I am," Cassie said. "I don't think I could have survived these past few months if it hadn't been for her bringing me up good."

"What about you, Ethan. Are your parents still living?" Cassie asked, feeling the need to change the subject.

"My mom and dad passed years ago. I guess it's just that life here in these parts is so darned tough."

"So you brought yourself up after that?"she asked.

"Well I got the family home after they were gone. Me and my sister lived there a while and then she married. I didn't feel much like living on my own in a place that had so many memories. So I sold up and went on  my way. There were things I wanted to do, and I couldn't do them while stuck at home getting slowly bored." Ethan's eyes drifted off as he recalled the past.

"So you spent time on your own?"

"Kind of. I guess. I wanted to get out into the world. I was young and curious. I needed to see life for my own."

Ethan's brow furrowed at some memory which Cassie could only wonder at. 

"Did you prosper?" she asked.

"I suppose I did, if you mean did I get a rich education in the realities of life. I made some money. Put some of it by. Still have it."

Cassie finished preparing the meal. Ethan helped her set the table and lay out the food.

"It looks fantastic," he said. Cassie felt a rush of satisfaction.

They sat and before they began to eat Ethan raised his glass and looked at Cassie. "If I may propose our own private toast here in our home," he said. "To us. May we enjoy a fine future as man and wife and be blessed with health, abundance and children."

Cassie was really touched by his words. They were so simple and yet they expressed exactly how she felt. For a while they ate in a kind of comfortable, easy silence. There was no need to fill the silence with words. 

Cassie raised her fork to her mouth. She looked up and saw that Ethan was watching her with a slight twinkle in his eyes.

"What is it?" Cassie asked.

"Nothing. I didn't mean to embarrass you. It's just real nice to watch you eat," he admitted with a slight grin.

Cassie didn't feel in the slightest awkward. It was nice be the centre of a man's attentions after all the time spent she'd spent alone.

"So what else did you do Ethan?" she asked.

"I was a sheriff's deputy for a while. Hard work and dangerous. Being a sheriff's deputy meant I saw some real bad people. There doesn't seem to be a shortage of them out here."

"Sweetheart Falls seems to have less than it's fair share of troublemakers," Cassie said hopefully. "Especially with someone like Hettie to keep them in tow."

Ethan laughed. "Yeah. I'd feel terrified if I was on the end of a tongue lashing by Hettie. That's for sure."

Cassie thought Ethan looked real handsome when he laughed. He had even, regular white teeth and a warm and natural smile. She really enjoyed it when he was at ease.

Cassie watched Ethan cutting his food. He was very precise and careful in the way that he handled the knife and fork. When he raised the food to his mouth, it was with a care and slowness that made her feel something funny in her insides.

Ethan looked up at her.

"What?" he asked.

Cassie busied herself with her food. "Oh. Nothing."

Ethan cocked his head and fixed her with a look. "If I can be so bold as to state the obvious, we seem to be enjoying watching each other."

Cassie's voice softened into a whisper. "I just wanted to make sure your food was good. That you like it." 

Ethan nodded. "I like it. It's real fine. You have a fine touch in the kitchen."

"I don't know about that. Sometimes Josh..." Cassie's words trailed off.

"It's okay Cassie. I don't mind," Ethan said, laying down his knife and fork. "You can talk about Joshua any time you like. I am happy to listen."

"I don't know Ethan. I think it's kinda unfair. You don't want to listen to my troubles."

Ethan shook his head. "On the contrary Cassie. That is exactly what I am here for. To take all your troubles away. I want to make life easier for you. I want to make you happy. What else would I have to do, if I couldn't make you happy?"

Cassie didn't know what to say to that. His voice was so soft and deep. It had a note of complete sincerity to it that, for a moment, took Cassie by surprise.

Cassie nodded. She didn't want to change the mood of their first night together with talk of Joshua. Ethan seemed to sense that.

"Maybe we can talk about those things another time."

Cassie nodded wordlessly. "I appreciate that."

Ethan changed the subject. "This is a mighty fine little dwelling."

"Yes. It's sturdily constructed. It has stood up to some pretty harsh storms."

"I bet it has. Still there is always room for improvement. When I worked as a farmhand I got involved in some property improvements. Mostly as part of the job. Dirty, hard work. But it is amazing what you can do to make a house even more homely, when you put your mind to it."

"We did our best with what we had at the time. I think it's pretty good," Cassie said.

"If there are to be kids then there will need to be some extra room," Ethan said almost casually. Cassie felt a little awkward at such a straightforward mention of children. But she knew it was inevitable that the subject would come up sooner or later.

Cassie felt the need to change the subject. "Did you ever come to harm when you were working for the sheriff," she asked.

Ethan's brow furrowed. "Sure. There were times when I feared for my survival. Needed the gun to keep myself alive. I learned to take care of myself and those I felt close to. That was a valuable lesson. We lost some good men too. Bonded real strong with some of those other men. When you give your word to someone you're out on the range with, it means something. Taught me to appreciate the good, and to refuse to let bad people prevail." Ethan's voice had hardened with conviction.

"What do you mean?" Cassie asked.

"When I was was a deputy I saw that bad people can be very strong. There is a strength in badness that can ruin the lives of others. I grew to hate that."

Ethan's expression darkened. Cassie wondered what memories had prompted that change. 

Ethan continued. "Reminded me of some of the dark times my mom and pop had to endure in making a life for us. Made me determined to do something about it. That's part of what made me hit the road when I reached my majority. I wanted to learn how to survive. Stand on my own two feet."

Cassie could relate to that. But for Ethan it seemed to come from a much darker place.

"How long were you a deputy for?"

"About two years. But I needed to get out eventually. It was just too dangerous. Besides I had some money left over from the sale of my parent's home. I'd kept it all by. Knew I'd need it." There was an air of satisfaction in his voice.

Once again the subject of money reared it's ugly head. For Cassie talk of money was always associated with the heated discussions she had grown up around her parents. In retrospect she realized her father's money troubles had been around for a long time. It was only after he died that they had found out just how bad things had been. She didn't want to spoil what had been a lovely day with vulgar talk of finances.

"Let's not talk of money on our first night."

"I'm sorry Cassie," Ethan said.  "Seems like we have a whole lot of past to catch up on.

"Indeed we have, Ethan," she agreed. "But we have plenty of time to catch up. I'm sure you agree." He nodded and his lips tightened into a thin smile. Cassie noticed he had dimples on either side of his mouth when he smiled like that. It was most fetching, she thought.

They finished eating and the conversation was kept to more pleasant things. Ethan was a fine conversationalist. Cassie guessed he must have been school educated because he knew so much. He was also funny and knew just how to keep things between them nice and easy. Every time the talk edged into seriousness Ethan would made a little joke and move on to another subject. It made the evening go so much faster and Cassie was grateful for that.

She was already thinking of what was to come later in the evening. In the matrimonial bed.

Cassie took the dishes and went to the kitchen. Ethan stood and offered to help but Cassie gently declined his offer. 

Cassie brought in the dessert of fresh fruit. They talked about what they loved and what they enjoyed. Ethan liked to ride horses. He enjoyed spending time outdoors. He loved the countryside, the feeling of being free and unrestrained by town life. 

Ethan watched her across the table as she shared some of her memories of enjoyable experiences. Ethan was incredibly attentive to her as she spoke about her passions. The meal finished on a note of real pleasure. Cassie felt they had gone a long way to getting to know each other but she knew it might take a lifetime to really get that deep knowledge that came with time.

Cassie thought that Ethan was a fascinating man. He had lived a hard life. The difficulties he had taken on by choice told her he was a man of strong character. He was someone she just might be able to rely on even if circumstances became really difficult.

After the meal they cleared up and settled down side by side on the sofa. The talk continued until Cassie eventually started to feel tired. As she listened to Ethan's deep, slow, confident voice she felt a warm glow settle over her. It was almost as if she were about to fall into a deep sleep. But it was his voice that had the soothing effect, not so much what he was saying, or the fact that the day had been one of the most significant in her life.

Ethan looked at her and obviously noticed her tiredness. He paused and then spoke.

"Are you tired Cassie?"

"Mmm? A little," she answered.

Ethan looked toward the fireplace. He seemed to be searching for the right words.

"Would you like to retire for the night? he asked quietly.

Cassie looked at him, puzzled at first. Then she understood what he meant. A jab of panic rose up in her.

"No. I'm fine. Really," she muttered quickly.

He sensed her discomfort and shifted slightly away from her.

Cassie straightened. "I think I'd prefer some fresh air. It's always beautiful here at night. Let's go and I'll show you," she said, standing up and tidying her dress, removing the creases.

Ethan stood up and had a curious expression on his face, but he followed Cassie out onto the porch.

Darkness had fallen. The sound of the night was all around them and the sky above was black and scattered with bright stars. Cassie heard the horse in the stable. The wind hissed through the trees like the voices of unseen observers.

"Beautiful sky," Ethan said, looking up, stretching his long, muscled neck straight back. Cassie gazed at the length of his throat, at the strength of it and the movement of it as he spoke.

They stood side by side for a moment. Cassie savoured the quietness of the moment, enjoying being with this new, strong man. She felt safe out here tonight, unlike some previous nights when, alone, she'd had to lock the door, and force herself to sleep, hoping she wouldn't hear anything that would cause her to feel fear in the night.

There was a small wooden bench on the porch and they sat down on it. The smallness of the bench forced them to push up against each other. Cassie didn't mind that and neither did Ethan, judging by how quickly he put an arm around her and pressed his side against hers. Cassie admitted to herself that she liked how it felt.

Cassie leaned towards Ethan. "I used to sit here with Joshua, when it was warm enough to do so."

She was sure she felt Ethan's arm stiffen slightly after she said those words. 

"It was a lovely ritual that we had," she continued. "Joshua said he never tired of looking at the night sky out here."

"I've seen my share of night skies," Ethan said. "Being a deputy often took us out on the trail, deep into the heart of the country. Out here, it's like a different world. We could be the only two people in the world. Just the two of us."

Cassie was stuck by the melancholy tone to his voice. It was beautiful to hear him speak like this. Joshua too had had a sensitive side, which often came out when he was out in, what he often called, God's blessed land.

Ethan looked at her, and Cassie felt her heart beat faster. What was it about this man that made her react like that? Even as she sat here on her favourite spot, which she had shared so often with Joshua, still she could feel a strange attraction to Ethan. Was it attraction? Really? So soon? Could she be this attracted to someone who she had only known for such a short time? It didn't seem possible. It also troubled her that she was being disrespectful to the memory of Joshua. She had made her mind up that she would never do anything to dishonour his memory. She wondered if that was what she was doing here on this porch, in a place that had meant so much to them both. 

Memories flooded into her mind. Recollections of words uttered, touches felt, sensations shared, and for a brief moment it felt wrong to be here with Ethan, wrong to be in the arms of another man so soon, and so intensely. It wasn't Ethan's fault. It was her fault for not being true to her promise to Joshua and his memory. She pulled away slightly from Ethan as he dipped his head intent on kissing her.

"What's wrong Cassie? Ethan asked.

Cassie stood up and started to wring her hands. The feelings that were overwhelming her were strong, powerful and intense.

"I don't know how to say it. It has been such an amazing day in so many ways."

"It's my fault," Ethan said.

"I promised myself I would try to get through today, and keep the the memory of Joshua, but it is very difficult. So very difficult."

Ethan stood and came to her side

"I know. He was such an amazing husband to you. He was a very special man."

Cassie felt puzzled by Ethan's choice of words. "How would you know that?"

Ethan shifted and cleared his throat. "The way you have spoken about him," he answered quickly. "I can tell just how much he meant to you. You speak so highly of him. Everyone does."

"He was my husband. I can't just turn my back on him with a snap of the fingers."

"I wouldn't expect you to. I can only imagine how hard today it has been for you. I think you have done amazingly well given the circumstances."

"I know it can't be easy for you either, Ethan," Cassie said. "Coming into a situation like this."

"The ladies did tell me about your circumstances. But no amount of telling can give anyone the real idea of how hard it is to move on from a bereavement."

Cassie bristled at the use of the word. That word. She had never thought of herself as a bereaved person, let alone a widow. Of course, now she was no longer a widow but a wife.

She was Ethan's wife, and would be for as long as they were together. Nothing could change that now. That thought gave her pause. Everything had moved so fast and it seemed that now was the first chance she'd had to reflect on the recent events. She didn't like the reaction she was experiencing. She had pushed thoughts of Joshua out of her mind so well that she questioned whether she had done the right thing marrying Ethan at all. This was no time for second thoughts.

Ethan put an arm around her.

"No-one could possibly understand how hard it has been for you. But I can try. You know you can trust me, Cassie."

Cassie looked at him. "Can I? Really?" she asked him, looking hard into his eyes.

Ethan looked surprised. "What do you mean?"

"Just what I say, Ethan. Can I trust you?"

Ethan looked puzzled and slightly defensive. "Of course you can."

"But I hardly know you. Today is the first day we've truly spent time together. And what a wonderful day it has been. But the truth is, I hardly really know you. You've told me some of your past, and Hettie has no doubt dug deep into the circumstances of your life. But do I truly know who you are?"

Cassie felt a tightening of nerves in her stomach. She didn't really understand this reaction. Was it fair to question Ethan like this, especially after he'd tried so hard today to win her over? Was it the right thing to start questioning everything? Had the memory of Joshua caused this intense reaction in her?

Ethan moved up against her. Cassie felt the strength of his body as he enclosed her in a warm embrace. His face was close to hers, and his eyes shone brightly as they examined Cassie's face. His breath was soft against her face. Up close his features were even more even and handsome.

There was a look of deep sincerity in his eyes. They were fixed on hers with a firm intensity.

"Cassie. You must trust me," he whispered. "We are man and wife now. Of course it would be unreasonable to expect love to exist between us so soon after meeting. But in the short time I have known you, I have been amazed by you."

Cassie tried to look away, but Ethan placed a soft hand against her cheek and drew her face to his. "Ever since I met you I have not been able to stop thinking about you," he said quietly.

Cassie felt heat rise to her cheeks. Ethan's fingers traced a line down her cheek, and along the length of her jaw, moving up to touch her lips.

Cassie didn't know what to say. Her voice had literally stopped in her throat. She struggled and finally found the words.

"But Ethan how can we be together, like this? Surely it can't last. I'm not sure I will ever get over Joshua," she said, her voice cracking

Ethan placed a finger over her lips.

"All I know is that we are together. Today is our first day together, and I for one have never had a better day than this.  I have you to thank for that."

Cassie turned away, determined he wouldn't see the moistness in her eyes.

Ethan dipped his head and his lips sealed over Cassie's. In that moment she gave herself over completely to his kiss. It was gentle, and yet had a hint of the restraint he was obviously having to exert over himself. His body felt tight. She lifted her head slightly, and welcomed his lips as they moved in unison with hers. Her body melted into his, and his embrace became even firmer. She felt the hardness of his muscled presence enclose her. She felt as if he were wrapping himself around her in an act of protection. 

All the while his lips gently and firmly gave her a pleasure that she had almost forgotten could exist. Her mind went blank with the sensations that his determined attention evoked in her. This was the place she was meant to be right now. And this was the man she was meant to be with. 

Ethan ended the kiss, and ran his hand across her forehead moving some stray hairs back into place. He seemed to be examining her features but with a real and visible appreciation.

"You are so very beautiful Cassie," he whispered softly.

The words flowed into her, his deep, soft voice a reassuring sound that mingled with that of the wind whispering through the trees.

Ethan kissed her again. Cassie felt the moistness of his lips and the pleasure was more intense this time. She felt she was beginning to lose what little composure she might have maintained throughout the day. She wasn't sure she was ready for what was inevitably about to take place. 

But his lips and his kisses were so sweet, so tender. She found her body giving itself over to him as they stood there on the porch. His breath was a quiet, rhythmic sound.

Ethan took her hand, entwining his fingers in her own, and led her back into the cabin. Cassie felt that she was walking on air as she followed him to the bedroom door. He paused at the door and looked at her, his eyes burning and fixed utterly on her. Cassie felt her breath quicken. 

Ethan leaned down and kissed her again. Cassie's body softened into his supporting arms. He seemed to tighten his grip around her, enclosing her, sheltering her. Cassie felt the blood roar in her veins. It felt good to be in the arms of this man.

Then the voice in her head whispered to her. She could not do this. Not now. It was too soon. All too soon. She wasn't ready; hadn't even thought about this moment; had driven it from her thoughts all day long. But now the moment was here. And she was not ready.

Ethan continued to kiss her, his lips ever more eager and firm. Cassie felt a wave of passion engulf her again, and the voice came back stronger this time.

Joshua. 

One word that stopped all her sensation. She felt herself come back to the present moment. It seemed as if she had been taken a very long way away, and now she was back here in the present, it all seemed so clear.

Not now. Not tonight. And she knew it would hurt Ethan. But there was nothing she could do. It could not be tonight. 

Cassie hoped he would understand. She drew her head away from Ethan's and raised a hand to her throat.

Ethan frowned. "What is it Cassie?" he asked, breathless.

Cassie looked at him and felt her face tighten in pain. "I'm sorry Ethan. I can't," she groaned, her voice barely able to say the words.

Ethan ran a hand through his hair and turned, his breathing still fast. They stood inches apart, unable to touch, but it might as well have been a vast distance. 

Finally he composed himself and stood straight. He turned to look at her and she saw a calmness in his eyes. She was taken aback by the suddenness of the transformation, but she was also quietly reassured. 

"I understand Cassie," he said with a soft voice. "It was insensitive of me."

Cassie reached out and touched his arm. "No. Don't say that. It wasn't anything you did Ethan. It is just that I don't feel quite able or ready for this. Soon I shall be. Just not right now."

Ethan nodded. "I understand." He leaned over and kissed Cassie on the forehead. When his lips touched her skin it was all that Cassie could do not to lean into him again, to press her head against his soft lips. 

He leaned back and looked at Cassie. "I'll sleep on the couch."

He slid past Cassie, his body brushing against her. A part of her wanted to reach out and take his hand and  tell him she had changed her mind. She didn't want him sleeping on the couch. Not on their wedding night. But the moment had gone. It couldn't be brought back.

Cassie went into her bedroom and closed the door behind her.







CHAPTER ELEVEN




Cassie awoke next morning. She stretched and reached out an arm, feeling the emptiness of the bed. For the briefest moment it felt just like any other morning in recent months. The empty space beside her was familiar. 

Then her mind kicked in, and she knew that Ethan's true place was by her side. And he wasn't there.

She got up and dressed quickly, feeling the tiredness that came from not sleeping deeply enough. She went to the kitchen expecting to see Ethan there, perhaps preparing breakfast, but he was nowhere to be found. 

Cassie went outside and looked across the field. The morning was cool and bright. She squinted her eyes to see better. Then she saw him, way off in the distance. He was with the horse and plough, already hard at work. He had told her he believed in early starts and he had spoken the truth. Cassie didn't know what time it was but she could tell it was very early. Her new husband was obviously a real hard worker.

She thought about going over to talk to him but she thought better of it. She had to think about last night. She needed time to reflect and try to understand what had happened between them.

Cassie went back into the cabin and prepared some breakfast for herself. She took the plate and coffee out onto the porch and sat on the seat. She watched Ethan hard at work while she ate her food and drank the bitter tasting coffee.

She thought about her first wedding night with Ethan. How could it have gone so horribly wrong? The day had been almost perfect, if you could call marrying a handsome almost complete stranger, coming home, having a lovely first meal, getting close and cosy, and then failing to behave intimately with her new husband, perfect.

Cassie tried to understand what had gone wrong. Had it been her fault? She had really tried to do what was right.

Was it that she didn't trust Ethan? Admittedly she had only known him a short time but in a strange way he was one of those rare people who inspired trust and confidence even although she hardly knew him. It was odd and she couldn't explain it. Ethan had asked her to trust him and she thought she had. But when it had come to that most important and intimate moment, she had failed. She had failed. That was what concerned her the most about last night. She felt it was all her fault.

Ethan had been gentle and sensitive. And yet Cassie had rejected him. 

Although she knew that Ethan had put a brave face on it, she could tell that it had hurt him. Her rejection of his advances had made him feel bad. She had seen that on his face.

Although she was only beginning to get to know him, Cassie already didn't want to do that to Ethan. He had said so many kind words to her, made so many generous and supportive gestures, that she really didn't want to hurt his feelings.

Why was she not ready for intimacy?

Was it that she wasn't over Joshua? Not really over his loss, despite what she thought. How long would this terrible grieving go on? She had already suffered through weeks of it. She didn't want it to go on any longer than it needed to. Wasn't there a natural process to losing someone? If there was it seemed to go on a very long time.

Cassie glanced over toward the hillside on top of which Joshua lay. He would always be there.  Cassie asked herself why she was not over his loss. Was it too soon? Had she married too quickly? But she had had no choice. The pressures of real life had borne down upon her. Not only pressures on her own life, but the predicament of her sisters.

She wondered if she would ever get over the loss of Joshua. Would she ever be able to move on? She had thought that joining in matrimony with Ethan would have been a natural spur to move her life to a new place. Perhaps it would. Maybe she needed to give it more time.

One thing was for sure. She had to make her new marriage work. It was vital that it be made to work. If she wouldn't be over Joshua for Lord knew how long, at least in the meantime she would have to try to become the best possible wife to Ethan.

He seemed to be such a fine man. He deserved better. 

Cassie finished eating and went back inside the cabin. She tidied up for a while. Looking around the home she realized it wasn't as tidy as it should be so she spent a little time cleaning and putting things in their right place. It felt good to be at home in the early morning, being around the house, with the man in her life out in the field hard at work. It all seemed so natural and right. Cassie found herself enjoying doing the housework in a way that she hadn't for quite some time.

In a short while the place was spick and span and she surveyed her work with a measure of satisfaction.

She decided that Ethan needed something to drink so she took a pitcher and filled it with water and headed out across the field.

The morning had become hotter and it must have been hard for Ethan to do all the work he had so obviously done. Cassie could see that he had managed to plough a fair bit of land already. 

Ethan looked up from the plough and saw her. A huge smile broke out across his face. He stepped away from the plough and strode toward her.

"I'd give you a hug but I don't want to get you covered in sweat."

Cassie looked at his damp shirt. "I brought you some water. Looks like you need it." 

He took the cup and filled it with water. Cassie watched him drink. His head leaned back as he finished the cup and some water ran down his neck and onto his sweat covered shirt. 

Cassie watched him swallow. Ethan drank as if his life depended on it. Cassie felt something shift inside her as she stood there. She realized she was happy to be here with him, simply watching him drink.

Ethan handed the cup back to her.

"You certainly seem to have been busy," she admitted.

"I've done some work like this before," he said, admiring his own handiwork. He had worked some deep grooves over on this corner of their plot. They were long and even. The horse shook his head. He too was sweating . 

"You're sure making him work better than I could. Sometimes that horse is just ornery and stubborn."

Ethan patted the horse affectionately. "He just needs a little gentle persuasion. Don't you boy."

"Ethan about last night... I hope I didn't hurt your feelings."

He waved her comment away with a hand. "Pay no heed Cassie. There's plenty of time for us to talk about that."

"It's just that I feel that I was, well... unfair to you."

"It's me that should be saying that Cassie. Things take time and maybe I was just a bit too insensitive."

Cassie felt the knot in her stomach again. Nothing she said would cause this man to blame her for anything. "I am the one who should apologise to you," she said. "It's just that maybe I'm not ready yet."

Ethan came to her and took her gently by the shoulders. "Here now. Don't you go upsetting yourself. You are more than ready for things. Don't say that. You are one strong lady, Cassie. Why, look at all the work you did here before I came along," he declared, gesturing to the large expanse of already ploughed and planted field. "I don't want you running yourself down. You hear?"

He said the words with such a soft, firm tone that she couldn't possibly refuse him. Ethan reached down and planted a kiss on her forehead. She felt the heat from his body as he leaned in close. The scent of him was strong and strangely alluring.

Ethan kept his lips on her skin and she felt his breath against her forehead. Cassie leaned in toward him. She didn't want to the moment to end. She thought of all the days she had spent out on this field on her own. The lonely days. And now she was here with this man who seemed to only want good things for her. Who was she to resist him?

The horse blew out through his nose and Ethan turned to him. "Want to get back to work boy?" The horse didn't look like he agreed.

"I'm going to finish up here soon and I'll be over for lunch. I suppose you already know what you are going to cook up for me Cassie?" he asked.

She smiled. "I'm sure I can find something."

"Because I am for sure going to be hungry."

"I wouldn't doubt it for a minute, seeing how hard you are working. You take care not to overdo it," Cassie said

Ethan grasped the plough. "Me? Overdo it? Never!" 







Around midday Ethan returned to the cabin. Cassie had arranged a surprise for him. All the things needed for a picnic were laid out on the table. Ethan face shone with sweat and his clothes were covered in dirt. He wiped the perspiration away from his forehead and looked questioningly at the basket on the kitchen table.

"What's this?" he asked.

Cassie tried to contain the excitement in her voice."I thought we could have a little picnic at one of my favourite places." 

"Where would that be?" Ethan asked.

"Sweetheart Falls," Cassie said. "It is absolutely beautiful, especially on a day like today."

"Is Sweetheart Falls what I think it is?" he asked.

"It's only the most beautiful place in these parts," Cassie said enthusiastically. "And yes. It's a waterfall. I just love it there. I could spend all day there, if there wasn't work to do here. It's perfect for a picnic on such a lovely day as this," she said.

"That sounds good. Let me get ready. Won't do to go looking like this." He gestured towards his dirty pants.

Ethan got cleaned up and changed. Cassie felt excited at the prospect of taking him somewhere he had never been before. The thought of sharing something she valued so much made her feel a glow of anticipation.

Sweetheart Falls was a beautiful waterfall only a short distance away from the farm. It wasn't huge or awe inspiring like some of the amazing landmarks to be found in these parts. The waterfall was a popular place for local folk to visit and relax. Joshua and her had spent many happy, sunny days by the side of the falls.

Ethan came back into the room looking smart and freshened up. He looked at the basket Cassie had packed and placed on the kitchen table.

"What have you got in here?" he asked, heaving the basket off the table and straining to lift it.

"Food good enough for a hungry husband. I hope," Cassie joked.

"Never mind. Whatever it is, I know it will be tasty."

Cassie put her bonnet on, and fixed herself up in front of the mirror.

It was a short trek of less than half an hour from the cabin to the falls. Cassie and Ethan walked side by side. They chatted about Ethan's work that morning. He was confident he would be able to make good progress. As far as he was concerned they would be ready and planted in time for the season and sooner than Cassie had thought.

Cassie felt good walking by the side of her husband and talking about the concerns of their new life together. But again there was the memory of all the times she had made the same journey with Joshua. She tried to push those thoughts to the back of her mind. 

There was a pathway of sorts that had been worn down by the many footsteps over the years. The path through the fields had memories attached to every twist and turn.

Ethan strode strongly across the hillsides and through the grass. As they drew closer to where the falls were Cassie could hear the familiar sound of the water as it flowed off the mountain and fell down to the pool beside which they would set up their picnic.

They rounded some trees, and Cassie heard the familiar sound of the roaring water.  

"Well. Would you look at that," Ethan gasped, standing stock still by Cassie's side.

Cassie leaned into him as they both gazed at the beautiful sight of the waterfall. The rocky bluff was a few hundred feet high and the white line of water fell straight down a crevasse settling into a deep and wide pool. The roar of the water always had a hypnotic effect on Cassie, and this time was no different.

Cassie knew that there was a corner by the side of the pool where the grass was flat and they would be safe from the damp spray of the water.

"Here's the best place to sit," she told him taking his hand. Cassie began to lead Ethan toward the spot.

It was only after she had his hand in hers that she realized what she had done. Ethan seemed more than pleased with the gesture. He gave their entwined hands the briefest of glances with an appreciative smile. She smiled at him as she felt him squeeze her fingers gently.

They laid a blanket down on the grass and Cassie started to unpack the food from the basket.

Ethan swung his head around. "Looks like were all alone.".

"Townsfolk do come out here," she said. "But it does take a bit of time to get here. They have to park up their buckboards and walk. So they come mostly at the weekends."

"You sure are lucky living so close to such a beautiful spot as this."

"We're lucky...yes," Cassie answered, noting his choice of words.

"Of course I meant we are lucky." Ethan corrected himself. "Can I help you with the food?" he asked, reaching toward the basket.

Cassie shooed his hand away."No. Just let me do this. You just enjoy the view."

"Would that be the view of the waterfall, or the view of you preparing lunch for me?" he asked, lowering his head and giving her a look.

Cassie laughed. "Ethan! Your incorrigible."

"I take it that's a good thing?" he teased.

She shook her head and busied herself with setting out the food, aware that Ethan was watching her every move. She had prepared a simple meal. Once she was finished, the plates were full with the chicken and the vegetable and the dark bread. It was homely food. Nothing too sophisticated, but she was sure he would like it.

Once she had finished laying the food on the blanket Cassie stood and put her hands on her hips, inspecting the layout of the picnic. She was satisfied with her handiwork.

Ethan came over to her and took her hand. Cassie felt a spark of sensation at his touch.

"My that looks good. I can't wait. But first I think we should take a stroll."

"Did you say stroll?" Cassie asked, teasing him.

Ethan nodded."Yeah. Stroll. That's what I said. Let's enjoy some time by the waterside here. It's so beautiful. I don't think I've ever seen such a romantic place as this."

He stepped away and led her by the hand. Ethan strode as if he knew where he was going and Cassie found herself enjoying letting him do so. They walked slowly by the side of the water toward the tall, vertical stream of the cascading waterfall. It felt good to be here with him. Real good.

They stood by the side of the pool just far enough away from the plunging water to avoid the spray that billowed up. The air felt damp but fresh. Invigoratingly alive. Ethan looked up to the top of the bluff and slid an arm around Cassie's waist. Cassie drew in a breath and placed her own arm around him. She looked up and savoured the sensation of being with him and the vision of the plunging sheet of water. She briefly closed her eyes and let the sound of the roaring water sink into her. She felt herself become one with the sound and the sensation of being held by the man at her side.

Cassie opened her eyes and looked up at Ethan, suddenly aware of how tall he really was.

He was looking down at her. His eyes had a light and sparkle in them. That warmth in her centre appeared again as he looked at her and she gave him the gentlest of smiles in return.

Ethan dipped his head and kissed Cassie. She turned and let him enclose her in his embrace. There was a roaring in her ears which battled with the sound of the raging water by their side. The warmth of his body contrasted with the cool of the damp air around them. His lips were soft as usual, his kiss gentle and tentative.

Cassie leaned up and his lips were one with her own, the moment frozen, intense. Cassie got the impression that they were both holding something back. The events of the night before still cast a shadow, even over a moment as idyllic as this, here in a place as heavenly as could be.

Ethan ran a hand down the back of her dress and she felt him pull her even more tightly against him. Cassie let herself be drawn in, feeling the firmness of his torso, the strength of his muscles. She reached up and touched the back of his shoulders, sensing the width of them. The power of them.

Cassie felt a surge of emotion and her body stiffened slightly.

Their lips parted and Ethan gazed deep into her eyes.

"Are you okay Cassie?" he asked her, tender concern on his face.

Cassie drew away from him and composed herself. "I'm fine, Ethan. Really I am. My. I'd forgotten how this place could affect me," she said, fixing her hair.

Ethan reached over and ran a finger down the side of her face, tracing along the line of her jaw. "This place must have some real powerful memories for you."

Cassie drew away from him slowly. "Yes it does," she breathed.

Cassie had thought coming here would be easy; that somehow the memories of her time here with Joshua could be put to the back of her mind. But the truth was, the past couldn't be forgotten so easily, especially such a treasured past as the one she'd had with Joshua. Even with with such a kind and sensitive man as Ethan by her side, Cassie was going to find it hard to contain the emotions that all the familiar places would evoke in her. She had overestimated her powers of self control. This place was filled with associations that just wouldn't be kept buried away in the back of her mind.

"Would you like to talk about it?" Ethan asked.

Cassie hesitated. She really wanted to share her thoughts with him. But she had brought him here for them to share a pleasant time, a relaxing interlude on a day during which he had worked so hard. She also wanted to see if they could patch up some of their differences after last night. Those events still ran around in her mind. She still felt the sensations which had warred within her, and she couldn't get them out of her system. That kiss wasn't making things any easier.

"I'm not sure. Maybe after we've eaten. I'll see how I feel."

They made their way back to the where the picnic had been laid out.

They chatted and ate. Ethan made her laugh over and over with funny stories and Cassie soon felt massively more at ease.

They finished eating and lay next to each other on the blanket admiring the view of the falls.

"Where did you learn to just talk like this?" she asked. "I mean you know how to put anyone at ease. A while ago I thought we'd have to go home before we'd had a chance to eat anything. Now you've just put me right at ease. I don't know how you do that."

Ethan lowered his head. "When I was out on the range we'd get stuck together for days and nights on end. You learned how to get on with other people when you are stuck with them. You have to know how to keep things real amiable and friendly. Especially among men when they are out hunting some criminal who doesn't want to get caught."

"It must have been dangerous. Weren't you frightened?"

Ethan frowned and his lips thinned and tightened. "Yeah. But you get used to it. After a while it just seems natural to face up to the fear."

Cassie paused and considered what Ethan had said. It seemed to resonate with her own situation more than she would like to admit.

"Is that what you think I have to do. Face up to the fear?" she asked.

He reached over and stroked her hair. "I don't know Cassie. Is it fear? Or is it something else?"

"If it isn't fear then what can it be?"she asked.

"Maybe you have to accept that someone else can be trusted, even while you honor the memory of another that you...loved," Ethan replied.

How could he say such a thing? He was so perceptive. With an almost casual manner he could cut right to the heart of her problems. He seemed to have such an insight into her mind. Cassie felt that she was opening up to Ethan, revealing a deep inner part of her. She wondered if she should do that. She even wondered if she could do it, whether she was capable of it completely. That was what had happened last night. She had closed herself off. She had made the decision not to reveal her inner self to Ethan. Didn't it all come down to trust? Could she trust this man? She kept on asking herself that, but she hadn't come to a definitive answer.

"Wouldn't Joshua have wanted that?" Ethan asked.

"What?" Cassie asked, bringing her attention back to the moment.

"That you honor him, but accept that life has to move on."

"You're right. He would have. But why is it so difficult for me to do that?"

"I don't know the answer to that question. Only you can find that answer Cassie. It's my job to try to help you; to make it as easy for you to find the answer."

Cassie wanted to lean over and kiss him, right then and there, when he said those words. How could she resist a man like this? The soft, bright pools of his eyes gazed at her.

"I know you'll be fine Cassie. You're such a strong person. I don't need to have known you long to know that." His voice was warm and slow.

Ethan moved closer to her and began to run his hands through her hair. She loved the feeling of his long fingers caressing her head. She took in a deep breath. 

He leaned in and kissed her. Cassie lay back on the blanket and Ethan pressed closer. She felt the promise of his body as the weight of it edged closer to her. He avoided lying over her, instead positioning himself at her side. His hand went to the side of her face as he continued to kiss her. Cassie thought she was going to sink into the earth as the warmth of his attentions began to overwhelm her.

His mouth was starting to consume her as the force of his kiss became ever more insistent. Ethan growled quietly as he kissed her, and it took everything Cassie had to withhold a moan of her own. Their lips had joined and become one. Cassie began to wonder just how far this would go and whether this was the right place. Ethan leaned in even closer and she felt the firmness of him against her side. 

Cassie heard the roaring of the waterfall, the hammering of her heart. She felt her blood course through her system, and her nerves start to come alive in a way she hadn't felt for a very long time. All the while Ethan's attention were firm but gentle. 

Cassie was disappearing further into the sensations coursing through her body, allowing herself the luxury of submitting to Ethan's expert attentions. 

Then vaguely, somewhere off in the distance, she heard what sounded like children's voices. Laughing children. At first she thought it was some strange trick of her mind, perhaps a memory brought on by the intensity of the experience. Yes, she said to herself. She was enjoying this and she wanted to enjoy so much more of it.

But then she heard the children again. This time the sound was closer. She felt Ethan draw in a sharp breath and then he sat upright, wrenching his lips away from Cassie's desperate wanting. Ethan looked off toward the trees. Cassie sat up and turned to see what he was looking at.

"Someone is here," Ethan muttered quickly. He straightened his jacket and stood up. Cassie sat up and tidied her loosened hair. Whoever it was, it wouldn't do to be seen like this. Ethan reached a hand down and helped her stand up. Cassie ran her hands up and down her dress.

By the time the two children appeared out of the trees Ethan and Cassie were standing casually side by side looking in the direction of the falls. Ethan and Cassie turned in mock surprise and looked at the children. Cassie guessed the children were both around five years old or so. They were laughing and giggling and running excitedly toward the waterfall. When they saw Ethan and Cassie they stopped in their tracks.

Behind them a casually dressed man and a woman appeared out of the trees. They too stopped when they saw Ethan and Cassie.

She didn't recognise the couple but they must have been locals from Sweetheart Falls. The parents nodded politely toward Ethan and Cassie and walked back into the trees leading their children away with them.

Ethan gave Cassie a sly grin. "I think it's time we went home, don't you think, Mrs. Macleod?" 

Cassie smiled back at him. "I think you might be right Mr. Macleod," she said, matching his humorous tone of voice.

They packed up the remains of the picnic and headed off. It had been a sudden end to a lovely picnic. Cassie was disappointed at how it had all ended. Nevertheless it had been a lovely interlude in a place that meant so much to her.







CHAPTER TWELVE




The next few days and nights passed in much the same way as the first. Ethan worked tirelessly in the field while Cassie focused all her energy on making the home as much of a place where they could be happy and get to know each other. They ate the meals she cooked and they talked. There seemed no limit to how much they had to learn about each other. 

But the nights were the same. 

Cassie slept alone. Ethan occupied the couch.

It couldn't go on much longer and she knew it. But Ethan seemed to have unlimited patience. They didn't talk about the uneasy nights during the hard working days.

Then one day Cassie decided they should go visit Julia and her family. She thought being with other people would give her and Ethan a refreshing change of scene. 

Ethan and Cassie arrived at Julia and Daniel's farm as the cool of the evening was beginning to settle. Julia and Daniel had done well with their own farmstead. It was producing well and Daniel made regular trips to sell their produce. 

Cassie caught herself thinking about another aspect of her and Ethan's shared life. Their own farm was now a joint possession. It belonged to them both and it was up to them to make something of it.

Cassie was looking forward to seeing how Ethan would act with Julia and her husband. It meant so much to her that they would like Ethan and he would fit in with this important part of her life.

They drew up the buckboard in front of Julia's  and Daniel's home. They had a similar size farmstead to their own, albeit they had had to enlarge it to make room for the two children.

The whole of Julia's family came out to greet Cassie and Ethan. They seemed pleased to see the recently wed couple. Julia was full of questions about how they were, after the wedding. 

Julia took them all indoors and showed Ethan around the home. He seemed genuinely impressed by the layout and complimented Julia and Daniel on creating such a fine home.

When they stepped outside the two children ran to Cassie and had to be gently calmed down by their father. Little Louise fixed Ethan with a piercing stare.

"Is that your new husband, Cassie?" the little girl asked excitedly. Her eyes shone with burning curiosity.  Cassie laughed and rubbed Louise's hair playfully. "It sure is. His name is Ethan. Don't you remember?"

"Sure I do." Louise's voice was eager and enthusiastic..

Nathan examined Ethan with dark eyes. "Can we play with Ethan?

Cassie squatted down in front of Nathan. "Sure you can. He'd love to play. Wouldn't you Ethan."

Ethan went a little pale at the prospect of dealing with such obviously energetic children."Sure I would." Cassie thought he didn't seem too sure.

Louise and Nathan attacked Ethan, leaping upon him. That was all there was to it. The minute he agreed to play with them, they just jumped on him. Before he could react they were all over him.

Cassie and Julia laughed at the sight of the tall man being overcome by the two small children.

Daniel laughed loudly and excused himself, saying he had to go attend to the horses. Cassie and Julia sat down on the seat by the end of the porch.

"They sure are boisterous today, Julia," Cassie said, nodding at the scene of chaos unfolding on the dusty yard in front of them.

Julia watched Ethan. "He is amazing with the children." He was running around, teasing and making both children scream with joy as he pretended to be a horse. They jumped up onto his back and he ran around quickly forcing them to hang on for dear life.

"I know," Cassie said. "He looks real comfortable around kids."

Julia nodded slowly and paused. "Do you regret not having any with Joshua?" 

Cassie sighed. "Of course. We tried." There was sadness in her voice. "We sure tried. But it just wasn't to be, for whatever reason. It would have been good to do that with him. Real good."

Julia's face tightened in sympathy. "I know dearest. It would have been good." Her voice dropped to whisper.

"But it might have been unfair on any child to lose a father so young." Cassie said.  "So maybe it worked out for the best."

"You can always have children with Ethan," Julia insisted.

Cassie's face flushed. "I know I can." Julia never did hesitate in plain speaking.

"He certainly looks like he would be fine father."

"I'm sure he would,"  Cassie said, suddenly wanting the subject to be changed. "It's just that it will take a bit of time for me to feel..."

"What?" Julia asked turning to look at Cassie.

"Well... Comfortable with him. It has all been so sudden. So fast. I have hardly had any time to really get to know him. If you know what I mean."

Julia furrowed her brow and paused. "How can I say this delicately? Are you saying that your wedding night wasn't all you might have hoped for,"

Cassie fired her a firm look. "Julia. How dare you ask me such question."

Julia shrugged her shoulders. "Well. You just answered it. Oh dear. What I am I going to do with you Cassie Macleod?"

"You are going to do nothing. I appreciate everything you've all done to help me. But there really is a limit to how much you can intrude on someone's life."

"I haven't been intruding dearest," Julia said. "I and the others saw that you needed help, and we gave it to you."

"And I appreciate it. I truly do."

"I hardly think it has turned out badly," Julia said, nodding toward Ethan, who had now been forced to the ground by the two laughing children.

"He is a very fine man," Cassie replied.

"I'd a say he was more than that. Looks to me like you got yourself a real catch there Cassie. There are not many like Ethan."

"But it's strange. There's something about him. It's as if he already knows what I like, what moves me, what means a lot to me. He never stops making guesses about me that are usually right."

Julia frowned. "You know what Hettie's like. She probably gave him so much background on you that it would be like he'd known you for months, even before you both were wed."

Cassie shook her head. "I'm sure Hettie was thorough. But it's more than that. He really understands me. I can't quite put my finger on it. Don't get me wrong I'm not complaining."

"I wouldn't if I were you. Daniel sometime just doesn't make the effort. Not as much as he used to. He is still good to me. But things change. That's all I can say. Maybe after a few years of marriage things will change between you and Ethan. They usually do. I'd say enjoy it while it lasts,"

"Maybe I'm being too demanding. I was just spoiled with Joshua. Him and I never had a chance for things to get bad between us. Not that they'll get bad between me and Ethan," Cassie said.

"God forbid!" Julia responded. "Make hay while the sun shines my dear," her friend advised her. "Your not spoiled dearest, " Julia patted Cassie's hand. "You just have very high standards for yourself and for others."

"But you know me. Unless things are absolutely perfect I can get all anxious. Just can't settle."

"You should spend more time with Hettie if you want to see anxious and unsettled. The ladies can't keep up with her."

Both women laughed as they watched Ethan pick up the two children and hold them out like they were two dolls.

"What I am I going to do with these two, Julia?" Ethan called out.

He spun them around and they screamed in delight. He didn't stop until they were all dizzy. They sank down to the ground when he finally put them back on their feet.

The kids ran off, chasing each other, staggering from side to side, obviously delighted at the intense play they had just enjoyed with Ethan.

He came up to Cassie and Julia. He was sweating with the exertion of the play but he looked pleased.

"Those are two amazing children you have there Julia. You and Daniel must be real proud of them," Ethan said.

"We are. And you just made their day Ethan. Cassie and I were just talking about kids," Julia said. 

Cassie dug her elbow into Julia's ribs. "Julia!" she hissed.

"We think that kids just make all the difference to a couple. "Family is everything to me and Daniel," Julia said.

"And to me," Ethan replied. "I've already told Cassie what I think about kids and family."

Ethan sat down next to Cassie and placed a hand on hers. "I had a real tough time growing up. My sister and I had to struggle real hard to have any kind of family happiness, what with all the work my parents had to do to make ends meet."

"I'm sorry to hear that Ethan." Julia looked towards Cassie who seemed to be growing in her discomfort.

"We didn't have it any tougher than most," Ethan continued. "But I got so that I valued family above all else. For me, that means children," Ethan gave Cassie a very direct and forthright look.

Cassie saw it and rolled her eyes obviously impatient with the direction of the conversation. She sighed and tapped her foot.

"And here I thought we had come over for a little food and good company," she said. "I didn't expect to get a good talking to about kids and stuff." Cassie stood up. "When are we going to eat?" 

Julia took her cue. "Let's get to the kitchen dearest. These men and kids are going to get hungry if we don't get down to business."

 Ethan frowned as he watched Cassie and Julia head inside. As she entered the cabin Cassie glanced back. Ethan was looking directly ahead, his mouth twisted and brow furrowed. He looked like someone who was trying to figure out just what he had said wrong. She wasn't about to pursue that line of conversation with him here at her friends house. He had to understand that she had her limits and her boundaries. She had her own standards of propriety and discussing children while visiting her friend for dinner was definitely not what she felt was appropriate.

Daniel came back and took Ethan away for a walk in the evening cool leaving the women to the cooking. 

Cassie worked with Julia on the meal. All through the preparation and cooking and laying of the table she couldn't get out of her head just how great Ethan was with Julia's kids. He seemed like someone who was so comfortable with them, and the kids just naturally warmed to him too. It had taken her by surprise that he was like that. Then again it was getting to be that nothing about Ethan Macleod took her by surprise anymore.







They'd had a wonderful time at Julia's. As they rode back along the trail the sun was just beginning to set. They would have enough light to make it back to their home. Ethan steered the buckboard. They didn't say much to each other. 

The events of the evening were spinning around in Cassie's head. She kept thinking about the children and how comfortable Ethan had been with them. It had really impressed her how he had taken to the children. She was sure he would be a great father when the time came. And that was the question that was burrowing into Cassie. When was the right time for them to be closer together?

She wondered if she had pushed him away too much. Had she been too harsh keeping him at a distance? But she could hardly believe how patient he had been under the circumstances. It was clear he found her attractive; he had told her so and she believed him. It felt good that he was so clearly entranced by her.

Cassie had been wondering in the past few days just how much longer she could keep him away from her at night. She had come to trust him more in the last few days, and she had seen so much evidence of his honesty and integrity. He was kind, hard working and handsome.

Cassie looked at Ethan as he focused his attention on the trail. She couldn't continue to be so hard on him. It wasn't right. He made her feel so many things. She felt wanted, desired, respected and valued. How much more could a woman ask for?

She curled her arm inside his and laid her head on his shoulder. Ethan was taken by surprise. "You okay?" he asked.

"I'm just fine," she answered, smiling. "Just fine."

They arrived back at the cabin just as the dark was setting in. She went inside while he was putting the horse away for the night. It didn't take her long to get ready for him.

When he came back into the cabin he stopped in surprise when he saw her leaning against the door of the bedroom.

"Are you tired?" he asked her.

Cassie looked at him and smiled. "No. I'm not tired. But I'd like to rest a while."

Ethan went to the sofa and, bent over, lifted the blanket which was folded on the end. "Guess I'll just settle down for the night then."

"I didn't say I'd like to rest on my own did I, Ethan?" Cassie whispered.

Ethan paused and then slowly lifted his head. His eyes were shining and bright and one side of his mouth had cracked into a smile, dimple and all. He looked at her, said nothing and stepped over to her. He took her in his arms and peered into her eyes, questioning.

"You sure?" he asked.

Cassie ran her hand through his thick hair, savoring the feel of it in her fingers. "I'm sure," she said quietly.

Ethan leaned in and kissed her gently, his lips warm and moist. Cassie breathed in deep, her heart speeding up uncontrollably. Ethan wrapped his arms around her and drew her in close, up against him. 

Cassie realized the moment had come. Now was the right time, here in his arms. All the doubts had faded away under the gentle force of his embrace. She leaned in closer to him feeling his presence consume her. The emotion rose inside her and she felt her throat tighten. His lips pressed harder, more insistent, and his arms enclosed her whole being.

Ethan leaned back, and she saw the desire written on his face. He moved slowly into the bedroom, leading her by the hand.

All night long, they made love. Cassie submitted completely to the tender touch of her passionate new husband, and it seemed to her that the night went on for a very long time.

Afterwards they fell asleep in each other's arms, and the previous nights of loneliness and solitude faded into distant memory.







CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Cassie awoke next morning, and found herself alone in the bed. At first she was suddenly alarmed. Ethan was nowhere to be seen. She had woken so many times in the night with him by her side. Now she stretched and thought about the night that had just passed. It had been wonderful.

Ethan had been gentle, and yet the passion that had stirred in him had been a vital and fierce one. She had felt the power of union, the sweetness of release, and she had slept in his arms with a contentment she hadn't known for a long time.

Ethan's love making had been wonderfully expert. Cassie dared not think how he had known to do some of the things he had done with her body. But as she lay in bed, her muscles warm and relaxed she knew that she was grateful for the pleasure they had shared. 

Ethan had slept in her arms all night, his body a warm and reassuring presence, his arms entwining her. Cassie smiled at the memory and sighed.

She got out of bed and dressed. After fixing her very dishevelled hair, she looked at her face in the mirror. There was a glow on her features she hadn't seen in a long time. Her cheeks were colored, her eyes wide, even for this time in the morning.

She smiled at herself and made her way to the living room.

Ethan was nowhere to be seen. Cassie opened the front door and felt the cool morning air against her skin. She took a deep, satisfied breath and gazed out. She saw Ethan out in the field with the plough and horse. The sounds of his labor drifted across the distance between them.

She shook her head in mild disbelief. He was already at work. What was it with this man?

Cassie went to the kitchen and prepared some breakfast.  She saw no evidence of any food having been eaten. He obviously hadn't eaten before he went out to work.

When she had finished preparing the food she went out and called to him.

He looked up when he heard her voice, quit the plough and came running across the field. He came up to her, breathless and flushed.

"Cassie! You okay?" he said, taking her by the shoulders. He peered intently at her.

"Of course I am, Ethan. Why on earth wouldn't I be?"

"It's just that I heard you call and I thought there was something up." Ethan had a worried expression on his face.

"Nonsense. How could there be something wrong on such a perfect morning," she said, looking into his bright eyes. The flush of labor was already on his face. "You must be starving," she said, moving a lock of damp, dark hair away from his forehead. They started to go into the cabin.

He smiled. "I sure am. I wanted to get an early start. I hope I didn't disturb you."

"Not at all. I woke up a short while ago," she said.

"Did you sleep well?" he asked.

She nodded without looking at him. "I did Ethan. How could I not, after last night."

They stopped at the front door. He drew a finger down across her jaw and kissed her and her body rose up to him, her head reaching back and up. She savored the early morning kiss of their first true day in a new life together.

When their lips parted she smiled at him. "Come on," she told him. "You have to eat."

He followed her inside. He looked at the food laid out on the table. "You've been busy."

"Best get used to it. You aren't going out to work from now on without a decent breakfast," Cassie said.

"If you say so."

They sat and shared the breakfast. Their conversation was about the day to come. He planned to work the field in the morning and go into town in the afternoon to see about horses.

"I think I will collect our wedding photo," Cassie suggested.

"Good idea. I can't wait to see my mug in that photo. I never did look good in any photo I was ever in."

"You had photos taken in the past?" Cassie asked 

"Sure. There's lots of those guys going around now. Seems like every time they come across something they find interesting, they have to take a likeness of it."

Cassie finished off her plate and took his. "Can I give you some help this morning?" she asked.

Ethan's brow furrowed slightly. "Now, what have I said to you about getting out in the field? Today I want you to take things easy. Don't be coming out and offering to help. I can take care of it myself. I want to see you sitting on that porch, taking it easy with not a care in the world. Heck, you can watch me as much as you like. I'll be doing the sweating for both of us."

Cassie admitted defeat. He had made his point, and she wasn't going to argue.

After some more coffee and talk Ethan went back to work. 

It had been fine to share a breakfast with him like this. Their first real breakfast. Cassie wondered how something so ordinary could feel so right.










After lunch they got ready and took the buckboard into town. The weather had held up nice, and the sun was shining. Cassie enjoyed the ride, leaning into Ethan, her arm hooked contentedly around his as he held the reins.

The town was busy. The stores were doing good business and the dusty main street had it's fair share of horse riders, buckboards and wagons. The boardwalks on either side had a steady stream of Sweetheart Falls townsfolk making their way up and down, going about their affairs. As they drove past the saloon they heard the drunken hollering from inside. They had started early today in there and by tonight the saloon would probably be a haven of noise and unruly behavior. Cassie was briefly pleased that Ethan wasn't the kind of man who'd frequent a place like that. 

They tied the buckboard up outside the livery. Ethan said he wanted to have a word with them to get some low down on the situation about horses.

"Why don't I meet you at the eating place," Cassie suggested to Ethan. "I have a few little things I can do while I wait for you."

"Sure Cassie. I'll see you there."

Ethan leaned down and kissed her quickly on the cheek. Then he looked around to see if anyone was watching and then he gave her a real kiss.

Cassie smiled as she walked away. Ethan still had a way to go when it came to showing affection in public. 

Cassie made her way up the boardwalk. A few people nodded and congratulated her on her marriage. Cassie felt quite the centre of attention. The people in this town truly were one of a kind. All the horrible, untrue things they said back East about how common and low people out here were ...well it was just hogwash, Cassie thought.

She went to check for mail and found that there was another letter from her sister waiting for her to collect.

Cassie felt a sinking sensation. What would the letter contain? She worried about it all the way over to the eating place. She was glad she was alone. She didn't want Ethan to know about her sister's problems. Not just yet. She planned to choose the right moment to tell him. She didn't want anything to spoil the wonderful feelings she was experiencing today, the sheer contentment.

She sat down with her coffee and read the letter.

After a few moments she had to put the letter down and take a sip of coffee.

The news from her sister was even worse than she could have imagined. There was another imminent wedding in Cassie's family only this time it wasn't going to be welcome nor would it end as happily as it seemed her own to Ethan had.

Back East a woman often didn't have much say in her own betrothal. As she had mentioned in her previous letter it transpired that the forced marriage was to go ahead and would be announced formally within the next couple of weeks. The man to whom Martha was to be married sounded truly awful, according to Martha's account. He apparently had a reputation for womanizing, had undesirable connections in business matters, and was from a family who even disapproved of his choice of Martha as a bride.

Cassie knew that Martha was a very fine looking young woman, and that she was in all respects too good to marry a man who sounded like a true reprobate. If she was pressed, Cassie would have even admitted that Martha was more pretty than herself. Even more reason for Martha not to waste herself on a man like that.

Cassie was choked with worry for her sister's well being as she read further down the letter.

It appeared that if she didn't act soon, her dear sister would be lost into a truly undesirable union from which she would never be freed without great loss or pain.

Cassie tried to compose herself after reading the letter. The owner of the eating place saw that she was upset and asked her if she was feeling unwell. Cassie reassured her that she was fine.

Just as Cassie was about to up and leave, Ethan arrived. Ethan's smile was wiped off his face when he saw Cassie. He came to her table and sat down. Concern was written all over his face.

"Cassie are you okay? You look so pale."

Cassie tried to stop her hand shaking, and she realized she was still holding the letter from Martha in her trembling fingers.

Ethan looked at the letter. "What's in that letter? Is it bad news. You look like you've seen a ghost."

Cassie tried to think what she should do. She could pretend that it was nothing and try and put the letter away. She knew that Ethan wouldn't accept that. He looked like he wouldn't take no for an answer. Cassie found that her arm wouldn't even move. 

Ethan reached over and tried to take the letter from Cassie's hand.

Cassie pulled her hand away.

"No Ethan. It's private. I don't want to talk about it right now."

Ethan sat bolt upright. "Private? What could you possibly not want to share with me Cassie?"

Cassie lowered her head not wanting to see the concern written on his face.

"I just don't want to talk about it Ethan. Isn't that enough?"

"I guess it might be. But look at you. It's plain that something in that letter has upset you. I'd like to know what it is."

There was an assertive tone to his voice which Cassie hadn't heard before.

"I can't discuss it right now Ethan. I don't want to spoil this lovely day. I promise you we'll talk about it later. Just not right now."

"How can you say that Cassie. I have a right to know just what it is that is causing my wife to look like she just got news that...well," he hesitated. "Someone died."

"Ethan! It's not like that." Cassie was shocked at his use of words.

Nevertheless Cassie thought that the news of Martha's impending marriage sounded almost like the news of another bereavement. And she'd had enough of that in recent times. Maybe she should just tell him. He would almost certainly want to help. She realized that at some point she would have to tell Hettie that things had now become more urgent. They'd have to find some husbands for Martha and Rachel.

Ethan looked at her with an expectant gaze. He was waiting.

Cassie sighed. There was nothing to do but come right out with it. "Well if you must know. My sister back East is about to be forced to marry a thoroughly disreputable man." 

Ethan frowned. "Did you say forced to marry?"

"Indeed. She and Rachel have been living with our aunt since I came out here. From what Martha has told me in her letters, things have not been going too well," Cassie replied.

"So you've known about this for quite a time," Ethan's face had a troubled look.

Cassie hesitated. "I've known that my sisters have been having a difficult time for quite a while. I suspected it before, but it was only confirmed to me in Martha's recent letters."

"So you knew about this before we were married?" Ethan asked firmly. Cassie wasn't sure she liked the expression on his face.

"I did. But I had so much to think about, what with our whirlwind betrothal. I had hardly any time to think about how I would go about helping my sisters," she admitted.

"Helping her? How were you planning to do that?"

Cassie realized she had already said too much. "Look we can talk about this when we get home."

"I would like to talk about it now." Ethan voice rose slightly. He sounded very much more firm now. Cassie looked towards the proprietor of the eating place, looking for any reaction, but there was none.

"I'll put it plainly," Cassie said firmly. "If I was to help my sister, then I had to stay here in Sweetheart Falls. If I went back East, then I would be unlikely to be able to come to her aid. I was hoping she would come out West. Hettie was going to lend a helping hand."

"Oh so, Hettie knew about this plan?" Ethan asked.

"It wasn't a plan Ethan."

"Who else knew about this?"

"Julia."

"Looks like I'm the last to know," he said softly.

He was clearly hurt by this realization. Cassie reached across to take his hand, but he pulled his own hand away. Cassie was surprised.

"So are you saying you had to stay here to give your sister a place to run to. Is that the real reason you married me Cassie?"

"Of course not Ethan. Don't be silly; don't think that; not today. It is true my sister's predicament was a factor in my decision, but my reasons for marrying you are totally separate from that."

Ethan didn't look convinced.

"Looks like I was conveniently around when you needed to stay here to give your sister a safe place to come." Ethan laughed sarcastically. "And here was me thinking I was the one to be coming to your rescue, like some knight in shining armor."

Cassie leaned towards Ethan. She didn't like how this was going at all. Surely he didn't really think that the only reason she had married him was so that her sister would have somewhere to run to. She knew it wasn't like that. 

Of course, when she had been considering his proposal, it had crossed her mind that it would be helpful to Martha and Rachel if Cassie stayed here. But it hadn't been the only consideration. 

And now she had felt she knew him more, Cassie was growing closer to him by the day. She didn't want anything to jeopardize the connection they were making together.

"Ethan please understand. I don't want to see my sister suffer. She is in terrible trouble. I'm hoping she will come out here soon. If she can get away," Cassie said.

"What do you mean? If she can get away? Is she trapped or something?" Ethan's voice was full of concern. Although he was obviously still upset, Cassie could tell that what she had said had piqued his curiosity.

"No, she is not imprisoned. It's just that both my sisters might be unable to leave unless they get some help. That's why I asked Hettie for some assistance. She hasn't told me yet what she can do. But I am optimistic she'll come up with something."

Ethan sighed loudly and stared down at the table. He seemed lost for words and deep in thought. The silence between him and Cassie felt like a barrier which had just been put up. It felt physical. She wondered what she could say to him. How could she explain? It all was so complicated, and she was horrified to think that he might question her motives for marrying him. Surely he understood how difficult it had been for her to make the decision to wed him. But right now, Ethan looked lost in his own thoughts.

Finally he spoke. "Let's go Cassie. We need to get home."

Cassie stood and looked over to the eating place proprietor. He looked like he was happy to see them getting ready to leave.

"I'd like to collect the wedding photo." Cassie realized just how inappropriate it sounded to say such a thing right at this moment.

Ethan simply nodded and strode out of the eating place.

They made their way to where the photographer had his small studio adjoining the mercantile.

Cassie tried to maintain at least some appearance of dignity as she and Ethan walked along the busy boardwalk. Inside though, her emotions were churning. She couldn't believe the effect of her admission on Ethan. Maybe when he saw the wedding photo his attitude might soften.

They entered the small studio by way of a side entrance next to the mercantile. Mr. Smith came out from a door behind which Cassie saw various unfamiliar pieces of equipment to do with making photos. It seemed very exotic and almost magical.

Mr. Smith wasted no time in bringing out the large photo for them to inspect. Cassie felt excitement clutch at her middle as Mr. Smith laid a large cardboard folder out on the table in front of them.

"I think you are going to love this," he said.

Cassie looked up at Ethan. He still looked troubled.

Cassie smiled at Mr. Smith. "I can't wait, although I'm not sure I'm going to like seeing myself in a photo."

"If I may say so," Mr. Smith said, with a glance at Ethan, "you both look mighty fine."

Mr. Smith opened up the folder to reveal the sepia toned photo inside. Cassie gasped.

She looked at Ethan. The color on his face had changed and his lower lip had dropped slightly.  He likes it, Cassie thought.

Mr. Smith smiled warmly. "Don't you all look like a handsome couple." 

Cassie had to agree.

She saw herself there in the photo, standing with visible pride next to her new husband. She was surprised by just how happy she looked in the photo. They did say that photos didn't lie. This likeness showed a happy, proud couple on their wedding day.

She was struck by how handsome Ethan was in the image. Although the colors were sepia and shades of brown, there was no escaping how elegant and dignified he looked. His gaze at the camera was direct and penetrating.

Cassie picked up the photo and examined it closely. Ethan moved to her side and held it with her. They glanced at each other. The photo was fascinating. Although their poses were stiff and self conscious there was a certain charm to the image. Cassie thought how strange it was that this image would forever capture how she looked on one of the biggest days of her life.

She heard Ethan sigh almost imperceptibly.

"What do you think," she asked him

"It's amazing," he said, after a moment of reflection. "I didn't realize it would be so...beautiful."

Mr. Smith looked pleased with his work. "Told you, didn't I?"

Cassie and Ethan enjoyed the image together for a quiet moment that seemed to last for minutes.

Mr. Smith coughed, interrupting them with an abruptness that took Cassie by surprise.

"When I was developing this photograph there was something niggling me at the back of my mind. I travel around these parts all the time. I like to take images of everything that takes my fancy; been around this place quite a while. As I was finishing off this picture I suddenly remembered. I believe you and I have met before Mr. Macleod." Mr. Smith fixed Ethan with a firm look.

Ethan removed his hand and from the photo and Cassie sensed him become instantly tense.

"Really? I can't say I recall Mr. Smith. I'm sure I would have remembered having met you before." Ethan said, a slight crack in his voice. "Did I have my likeness taken by you before?

"Not just you. It wasn't a portrait of yourself Mr Macleod. It was a group image. Of you and the men you were riding with."

Cassie saw Ethan step to the side. He tapped the side of his thigh nervously with his hand.

"When was that?" 

"About three years ago. It was just after I arrived in these parts. I was looking for anything interesting I could find. I took images of landscapes, people, towns, and then I heard about the posse that hunted down criminals. I thought that would be something really special to take pictures of. So I did," he said, reaching under the counter and pulling out a large photo.

Cassie heard Ethan take a deep breath and shift from side to side. Mr. Smith laid the photo on the counter, wiping some dust away from the surface.

"Are you sure you've got the right person?" Ethan asked. Cassie was increasingly puzzled by his reaction. He looked nervous.

"I think so. I'm sure it's you. Don't you remember me visiting with you. Some of your friends thought it was real hoot having their likeness taken."

"Can't say I do recall," Ethan said.

Mr. Smith turned the photo around. "Take a look." 

Cassie leaned closer. It was a photo of a group of men huddled together in a friendly pose. Three men sat on the ground in front of a group of five men linking arms across shoulders. They all looked dust covered and serious, gazing intently straight into the camera. They had on cowboy hats and they all held rifles. They looked like a determined bunch.

Cassie was aware that Ethan was still hanging back, seemingly not interested. But she found it fascinating. Perhaps she could see what he looked like when he was younger.

"That's you there Mr. Macleod. Isn't it?" Mr. Smith said, pointing at a figure seated on the ground. 

Ethan leaned closer. "I believe you might be right there Mr. Smith."

"See I told you." The photographer seemed delighted. "What do you think Mrs Macleod. How does your husband look?"

Cassie squinted. The faces were dirty, but there was no mistaking Ethan's shining eyes, and that penetrating stare. He looked serious and focused.

"Indeed it does look like Ethan. My Ethan. You were as handsome then as you are now," Cassie said, looking at Ethan. She was surprised to see his brows furrow and his lips tighten. He reached over to the photo and started to slide it back towards Mr. Smith.

"Very interesting Mr. Smith. Quite a curiosity I would think. Our posse was made up of a singular bunch of men."

"And you were one of the most singular." Cassie put a hand on the photo. "Let me see the others," she said leaning closer and tracing a finger around the faces in the image.

Ethan took Cassie's elbow. "We should be going. It's getting late." There was a sudden note of urgency in his voice.

Cassie was taken aback slightly by the forcefulness of his touch. He was holding her elbow very tightly.

"I'll just have a look and then we'll go," she told him. 

Cassie turned and looked at the photograph again scanning the faces of the other men. Her eyes stopped when she saw the face of one of the other men. 

It couldn't be!

Her heart froze, and she felt the ground sway under her feet.

Joshua.

It was Joshua.

And he was seated on the ground right next to Ethan.

"Joshua," Cassie said quietly, disbelieving what she was seeing. "Joshua," she whispered, the word easing out of her mouth in a gasp of air.

Cassie felt light headed. The blood rushed to her head and she felt her breath stop in her lungs. Eventually she let out an astonished sigh.

"What is this?" she breathed. She was aware that her finger was pointing directly at the image of Joshua's face in the picture.

Mr. Smith looked concerned. "Are you feeling well Mrs. Macleod?" he asked.

"How can that be?" Cassie said, her voice seeming to come from a very long way off.

"What is it Cassie," Ethan asked, but his voice sounded hesitant, almost fearful.

Cassie looked at Ethan, whose face had now turned white.

"How can Joshua be in that picture with you Ethan?"

Ethan stared deep into her eyes. His gaze did not shift for a moment and in that instant Cassie knew that Ethan had been a friend of Joshua's. She knew that they had worked together on the posse all those years before.

She knew also that he could not lie to her. Not here in this moment because the truth was staring at them. 

"How can that be Ethan?" Cassie asked. 

"Cassie please. I can explain." Ethan reached a hand toward her. Cassie pulled back and waved his hand away.

"Explain what? That you once rode in a posse with my deceased husband, and you never thought to tell me. How can that be Ethan?" Cassie said, her voice rising.

Mr. Smith reached for the photo as if to take it away, but Ethan placed a hand over it. "No Mr. Smith. Don't put it away. I have to see it for myself and explain to my wife. If I can,"

Mr Smith nodded, but he looked like he wanted to be a million miles away.

"How much for this picture?" Ethan asked.

Mr Smith looked down at the photo and sighed. "Under the circumstances, I'd like you and Mrs Macleod to have it to keep. Call it a gesture of thanks for giving me the privilege of taking your wedding photo," he said.

 Ethan nodded."That's mighty kind of you."

Cassie held onto the side of the table, fearing that if she didn't do so she would certainly fall to the floor. This was all beyond belief. The men's voices seemed to come from someplace else. She was only vaguely aware of them.

How could it be that Ethan and Joshua had known each other? They had worked on the same posse together, and now she was the wife of one man and the widow of another man in the same picture. Ethan had known Joshua all along and had not told her. When had he been planning to tell her? Ever? Had he thought to just marry her and never mention that he had obviously been friends with her deceased husband?

Mr. Smith wrapped up the wedding photo and the group photo together.

Cassie watched Ethan as he took the package with both photos from Mr. Smith. The room was revolving.

"I think your wife could benefit from some fresh air," suggested Mr. Smith.

Ethan took Cassie gently by the elbow. "I think you might be right there. I am much obliged to you sir for your kindness, and I would appreciate your discretion, if that would be possible?"

Mr. Smith smiled kindly. "You can count on that Mr Macleod."

"Thank you. And good day." Ethan guided Cassie out into the fresh air and sunshine. Cassie's footsteps felt heavy. It was as if she were stepping onto sodden, wet soil. She thought she would just sink into the dirt. 

It was going to be a long ride home.







CHAPTER FOURTEEN




The ride back to the farm was conducted in silence. Cassie just didn't want to speak to Ethan. She didn't even know where she could start. She felt she needed so much time to carefully consider what she had just found out.

Ethan kept his own counsel too. He gripped the reins hard and tight, his knuckles white, as he guided the buckboard back across the trail to the farm.

By the time they reached home it was early evening. It had been a trip she would rather forget. Cassie went immediately to the bedroom, telling Ethan that she needed to lie down since she had a headache. He nodded in quiet understanding and stepped out. He headed out over the field inspecting the planting he had been doing but Cassie guessed it wouldn't have been the real thing on his mind.

Cassie took the package of photos and Martha's letter and placed them in a drawer. She lay down on the bed and tried to understand what had happened.

It was clear that Ethan and Joshua had been on the same law enforcement team. But why hadn't Ethan told her that when they first met? Why hadn't Hettie told her? Did Hettie even know? 

There were so many questions running around in her head that Cassie felt the room spin.

Cassie remembered the times when Joshua had told her about his work as an assistant to a deputy. But she realized now that he had never really gone into much detail about it. He had never mentioned anyone like Ethan. He had only briefly talked about how much fun they'd had at times when they were out in the wild. It had sounded like a bunch of guys just out making the most of their time away from town, although she knew there had been a serious side to it as well.

What was behind Joshua's reluctance to discuss the details of that part of his past?

Cassie didn't know.

All she knew was that her new husband had married her without any kind of admission that he had been acquainted with her deceased husband. Cassie didn't know what to make of it. 

Had Ethan just been plain dishonest or had he not known who she was? Hettie had given so much information about Cassie to Ethan that it was unthinkable that he couldn't have made the connection, if he had really wanted to.

He must have known who she was. If that was the case then, what was he doing marrying her? What was the real reason behind his decision to become her husband.

Could she trust him now? It seemed to Cassie that he had married her under some kind of false pretences. Cassie groaned and shifted in her bed as she thought about how many times Ethan had reassured her that she could trust him. She recalled all the tender attentions and the warm voice that had been so calming after such a difficult period in her life.

Trust. Could she trust Ethan Macleod anymore? Not only with her life, the shared life they had embarked upon. Could she also trust him with her heart? If love was coming into their lives could she have faith in him? He had kept his word so far in everything he had promised to do. He had said he would do whatever it would take to keep her safe and happy. Things had been good. Up to now.

Cassie sighed. Today the rug had been pulled out from under her. She knew that the man who was out in the fields of their farm at that moment was someone who had not been straight with her. She wasn't sure if she would ever get over that. 

She needed answers and there was only one way that she knew how to get them. She had never been one to take anything lying down. And she wasn't going to take this. If it was the last thing she would do, she would get some answers from him.

She got up from the bed, went out front and strode across the field. The sun was setting behind the hills and the air was getting cooler.

Ethan looked up and saw Cassie heading towards him. Something about her demeanour must have struck him, because he immediately straightened up and seemed to steel himself in readiness for her words.

Cassie was walking so fast that she slipped, and her ankle went out from under her.

Ethan saw her stumble and he came rushing across to her side. Cassie was breathing heavily as she tried to stand up straight. She pushed away Ethan's outstretched hand.

"Cassie are you okay?" he asked, trying to raise her up.

"I'm fine. I just slipped," she said, pulling herself upright.

She brushed the dirt off her dress and took a deep breath. Ethan looked at her, waiting for her to start speaking. It was clear he wasn't going to be the one to say anything first.

"I need to ask you a question, Ethan."

Ethan ran a hand through his damp hair. "Go ahead. You got the right to ask me. So ask away."

"Did you know Joshua before he married me?" Cassie wasn't sure she wanted to hear the answer.

There was a long pause and Cassie wondered if he was going to answer her at all.

"I did," Ethan admitted, finally.

"Why didn't you tell me?" Cassie asked.

"It's complicated Cassie. Things aren't as simple as you think."

"How? Tell me how, Ethan," she demanded.

"Joshua and I were friends. I admit that."

"Why did you not tell me," Cassie insisted, her voice rising

Ethan took a step back. "I couldn't. It was just not possible to tell you. You know I am a man of my word."

"What's that got to do with it?"

"Everything. If I give my word to someone I keep it, no matter what. Just like I told you."

"Are you telling me you gave your word about something to Joshua?"

Ethan twisted his body and looked up at the distant hills. It looked like he was churning up inside. Cassie could see the tension in his body. His shoulders were raised, his lips tight, his breathing hard.

"I just don't know what to say Cassie. You have to trust me on this."

"Trust you? How can I trust you after this Ethan? You knew my husband and you lied to me."

"I didn't lie to you Cassie. There would have come a time when I would have told you. Just not right now. Besides, looks to me like your sisters had something to do with your decision to become my wife. Isn't that so?" he asked sharply.

Cassie lowered her head. There was no getting away from it. Neither of them were coming out well in this whole affair.

Ethan stepped forward and reached out to Cassie. "Look I know this has been hard, but I promise you there will come a time when it is right for you to know the truth."

Cassie stiffened. "The truth? What truth?"

"Please. Cassie don't be like this. I am sorry if I have offended you. Truly I am."

Cassie's heart sank at his apology. She knew she should forgive him. If he had been a friend to Joshua, there must have been something between them; a connection. Cassie didn't want to ruin that. He had been a friend to Joshua and that should count for something. She really wanted to know more.

"How can I make it up to you? How can I get you to trust me Cassie?"

Suddenly Cassie felt a wave of sadness wash over her. All the worries and stress of the past recent times rose up and engulfed her. For a moment she felt as bad as she had felt in town at the photographer's. Everything around her suddenly felt distant, as if something didn't really belong here; as if Ethan didn't belong with her. She had given her trust to this man, and he had broken it in the most profound way by not revealing his true relationship to her, the real connection they already shared.

And that was not something she was going to forgive right now.

Not yet. She had to make a stand and let Ethan know how much he'd hurt her.

"Trust? Ethan. How can you gain my trust? You see that's the problem," she stated, her voice sounding calm. Ethan frowned seeing her so calm, so sure of herself. "Right now I don't think I can trust you Ethan." Cassie shook her head slowly and Ethan reached out. Cassie waved his hand away.

"No. Right now I can't see anything you could do that would show me that you cared. You've said so many good things to me. And you know what? I really was starting to believe you. But now. After this? I don't know. At this moment there is nothing you can do. Nothing."

Ethan tried to take her by the shoulders but Cassie stepped back. "I'm really tired Ethan. I'm going to rest."

"But Cassie. We need to talk. You don't understand." Ethan had real desperation in his voice.

"But I do Ethan. That's the thing. I do understand."

Cassie turned and walked away from Ethan. In her mind she saw his face as it had looked seconds before. She saw the desperation, the pain, the hurt. Cassie knew she was hurting the man who was her new husband, but she knew she had no choice. Trust was too important a thing in a marriage to sacrifice it. If only he had been honest with her from the start; if only he'd told her about his friendship with Joshua, instead of having her discover it the way she had.

Then things would have been better.

But not this way. Not like this.

From behind her she heard his voice. "I will make it up to you Cassie. I promise."

Cassie didn't respond. She kept on walking.

Ethan didn't pursue her. He didn't chase her across the field and try to reason with her. A little voice inside her hoped he might but the closer she came to the house, the quieter that voice became until, by the time she closed the door behind her and lay down on the bed, the voice had faded into silence.







CHAPTER FIFTEEN




Joshua was in Cassie's dreams that night. He was always there in her dreams; tonight was no exception. The difference this time was that Ethan was there too. Even in her dreams the two men were friends. She couldn't shake the fact that they had known each other. Even in her dreams.

She woke to find it was the middle of the night. Ethan was not in the bed with her. She ran a hand across the part of the bed where he should have been lying asleep.

Cassie got out of bed and wrapped herself in a gown. The night air was chilly even in the bedroom. Cassie went out to the living room expecting to see Ethan there, perhaps asleep on the sofa. But he wasn't there.

She frowned. She opened the front door and peered out into the darkness. There was a full moon but the only thing she saw was the barn and the field, lit in the silvery light.

She took a drink of water and went back to bed. Cassie could not think where Ethan had gone. She found herself worrying. That surprised her considering the argument they had had. 

She realized that it mattered very much to her that she knew he was okay. It would be terrible if he did something foolish, although she thought he wasn't the type to go and do anything that would put himself in danger. She fell asleep with her mind in a whirl, voices and images crowding her awareness. Sleep was a blessing.










Cassie awoke with the light streaming in through the window. Had getting up last night been a dream? It seemed like it with the fog of waking up engulfing her mind.

Then she reached across and felt the expanse if the empty bed. She ran her hand across the sheet that had not been disturbed by Ethan's body. He had not slept there. She knew that.

She put her gown on, as she had done only hours before. This time she knew what to expect when she left the bedroom. The cabin would be empty. She went to the kitchen and made her coffee. She took it to the table. As she was about to sit down she stopped still.

There was a note on the table. A small piece of paper was laid in the centre.

Cassie swallowed. It could only be a note that Ethan had written. It couldn't be anything but bad news. She sat down and laid the coffee cup down and took the note in her hand. Cassie saw that her hand was trembling.

She unfolded the slip of paper recognising Ethan's neat handwriting. She felt a sinking sensation as she glanced at the words. She didn't want to read this. Not now. But she knew she had to. Best to know, than to leave it unread.

She forced herself to look at the words on the paper.




My dearest Cassie,




I don't know where to start so I'll get straight to it. I know that I have hurt you and that I have probably lost your trust by behaving in a way that is less than the standards I hold myself to. For the hurt I have caused you to feel, I can only say that I am truly sorry.

It falls to me to do what is right in the circumstances.

I intend to put things right between us by doing the only thing which I can think of which will convince you that my intention in our life together is only to make you happy. I may be gone for a week or two but I can assure you that when I return you will know that you can have faith in me, that I will always move heaven and earth for you, and that we will have a real chance at love. 

Please wait, and believe me to be, your truly loving husband.




Ethan




Cassie felt her mouth drop open as she read those last words. "Truly loving husband". What was she to make of that? Ethan thought he had been a loving husband to her. He really believed that. He even thought they had a future together. Cassie wasn't sure that would be possible after his deception. Sure, he hadn't outright lied to her. But neither had he been totally honest with her about a really important fact.

And now it looked like he was determined to put it all right. She had no idea what he intended to do. Whatever it was, he seemed to have more faith in it than Cassie could have.

He was gone. For now. There was no avoiding that stark reality. She was alone again. He said he would be back and he wanted her to wait. Should she wait? Would it even be possible? 

There was only one person who could give her that advice and that was Julia. Cassie got ready quickly, and headed out to the buckboard. Julia would help Cassie make sense of this and help her decide if she should wait for Ethan.

Cassie arrived at Julia's house a short time later. As she drew the buckboard to a halt Julia came out of the farmhouse, a welcoming smile on her face. Cassie saw Julia's expression change as she saw the worry on Cassie's face.

Julia strode quickly up to Cassie.

"You look pale. What's wrong Cassie? Has something happened?" she asked.

Cassie stepped down from the seat and accepted the supporting arm offered by her friend.

"Come on inside," Julia said. "I'll get you some water to drink."

Julia led Cassie indoors and helped her sit at the kitchen table. Julia handed Cassie a glass of water and Cassie drank it savoring the cool relief. Cassie shook her head and breathed deeply. She said nothing for a minute.

Julia looked towards the open door. "Everyone is out in the field. We're alone. You can talk."

Cassie didn't know where to start. 

She told Julia of the letter from her sister and Ethan's reaction to finding out about the difficulties her sisters were having. She told her about finding the photograph, and how she'd learned that Ethan and Joshua had known each other and the argument her and Ethan had had afterwards. 

Julia reached over and placed a comforting hand over Cassie's.

"Oh my dearest. That is so upsetting. You poor dear. You must be so worried," Julia said. "I'm sure you two can work it out. You're both reasonable people. You'll sort it all out. Just talk to him."

"But that's the thing Julia. I can't."

"Of course you can Cassie. Ethan will see your point of view."

"How can he, if he is gone?" Cassie blurted out.

Julia sat bolt upright. "Gone? What do you mean?"

"Exactly that. He has left."

Julia frowned. Cassie couldn't decide whether Julia looked worried or furious.

Cassie knew she could trust her friend. There had been so many times, especially recent ones, where Julia had supported Cassie with advice and emotional support. But she just had to ask one question. She paused a moment before asking it.

"Julia. I have to ask you something. It's very important that I know this." Cassie peered directly into Julia's eyes.

"Of course dearest. You know you can ask me anything."

Cassie paused again, then spoke.

"Did you know that Ethan was a friend of Joshua's?" Cassie asked, her voice shaking slightly 

Julia's lips pursed and her brow furrowed. Cassie couldn't recall seeing her friend look this serious before.

"Of course I didn't. If I'd have known that, I would have told you.  I wouldn't have kept something like that from you Cassie. You can trust me on that."

Cassie nodded and felt her nerves settle. "It's just that I was getting to think that everyone but me knew about Ethan. I felt like such a fool."

"Don't go being hard on yourself. You weren't to know. How could you? If anything, Ethan is the one to blame. He should have told you."

"I suppose you're right. He should have. Maybe he had a reason. Something I don't know about."

"Didn't you ask him?"

"I tried to get an answer out of him but I couldn't," Cassie admitted. "He just wouldn't talk about it."

Julia shook her head. "Men can be real stubborn. Sometimes you just don't know what's going on inside their heads."

"I guess he must have had his reasons. But then to just up and go like that. I don't understand any of it."

"If he says he'll be back, then he'll be back."

"What makes you say that?" Cassie asked.

"If I am anything, then I am a good judge of character. He might have kept one thing to himself for whatever reason, but I believe he is a good man. I can tell. With men it's always in their eyes, and the way they look at a woman. With Ethan I see nothing but respect for you. I haven't changed my mind since I met him, and nothing you've told me today changes that."

Cassie felt her heart warm as she listened to her friend's words. It was true. There was something in Ethan's look that told her he was a man who could be trusted. It was hard to put into words. 

Cassie knew she would just have to wait and see what Ethan had in mind. She hoped it would be good; that it would restore her trust in him; that it would bring some hope back into their developing relationship. She knew she couldn't be married to Ethan without trust or hope. 

"What are you going to do?" Julia asked.

"I'm going to do what I did before Ethan came along," Cassie said. "I'm going to carry on. There's work to be done at the farm. I'm sure as heck not going to sit at home wringing my hands waiting for the front door to open."

Julia smiled. "That's my girl." She got up and walked around the table. Cassie stood up and welcomed the warm hug Julia gave her. It felt so reassuring to be with Julia at a time like this. Friends were so important.

Julia held Cassie by the shoulders and looked at her. Cassie was surprised to see tears welling up in Julia's eyes.

"I'm so proud of you," Julia said. 

"Julia! There's no need to be upset," Cassie said. "I'll be fine. I've dealt with worse than this before."

Julia brushed a tear away. "I know you have. If there is anyone who will get through this, it is you. Of that I have no doubt."

They spent some more time together, chatting and Cassie helped Julia in the kitchen. When Julia's husband and the children came back, both women made sure there was no hint of sadness or trouble. They cooked up a fine lunch which everyone enjoyed.

After lunch Cassie and Julia went for a walk and talked some more. By the time Cassie was ready to leave she felt a whole lot better. It seemed that just talking to Julia had helped her put things in perspective. Ethan had decided to take a course of action which he felt would restore trust in their relationship. Cassie just had to wait and see what that would be. She knew Ethan was a man who was used to taking action to solve problems. His past with the law enforcement team had proven that. 

She didn't know what to expect. The only thing she did know was that she had to get on with her life. She wasn't going to lie down and quit now.

After a lunch, which made her stomach swell with the quantity of it, Cassie made her way home. As she steered the buckboard along the narrow trail, Julia's reassuring words rang in her ears. She had made the right decision in coming to talk to her friend. She felt more certain now that she should wait and see what Ethan was doing. It was going to be worth it. Despite their differences and the obstacles they had to overcome, Cassie felt that she had a connection with Ethan. He had gone to such lengths to convince her that he was the right man for her, given her circumstances. She thought of their first night together.

The barriers between them hadn't been completely torn down on that night, but they had been weakened. She felt close enough to Ethan after that night to be affected by his leaving. More affected than she wanted to admit. The thought of his absence made her feel a chill. The loss of Joshua had made her want to appreciate the value of people. People could just disappear in an instant without warning. She didn't want anything to come between her and Ethan.

The prospect of nights alone again produced an ache in her, and she realized in a curious way she had adjusted to having Ethan with her at night.

So she would miss him and that thought surprised her. It would be difficult being alone without him, but she had to have faith in him.

But what if he didn't come back? That thought made her shiver. It was unthinkable. She was sure he wasn't the kind of man to abandon a recently married bride. Although she had to admit they hardly, truly, knew each other, there was sufficient between them that she would be amazed if he didn't return.

Whatever task he had set himself to win her trust, would be completed with determination; she was convinced of that. In a curious way she was excited to see what he would do. It would be revealing to see to what lengths he would go to win her over. Just how far would he go to win her back? She'd have to wait and see.







CHAPTER SIXTEEN




The days passed quickly and, as before, Cassie busied herself with the affairs of the farm. There was plenty of work to be done. In many ways it was like the time before Ethan, when she would rise early and drag herself out to the fields and till the soil. 

But this time it was different. Every day she worked she thought about Ethan. She tried to speculate where he could be, and what he could be doing. She found herself remembering with true fondness the times they had already spent together. Ethan seemed to have made some inroads into her heart, and she was surprised at that, since she had thought her heart was still filled with Joshua.

The first few days were the hardest. Cassie kept on expecting to see Ethan come down the trail, and she knew that if he did she would welcome him. She'd had time to think about all that had happened, and her feelings had softened. No longer did she feel any anger or frustration towards Ethan for leaving without explanation. The words of his note had sunk into her mind, and she knew, deep down, that things would be fine.

So every day she spent out in the fields she would look up hoping to see him come back to her.

It was still hard to do the work that was needed, and she sometimes found herself wanting Ethan to be there by her side, supporting her and taking some of the burden from her. But Cassie was still independent deep inside herself. She knew that she was strong enough to continue and wait. 

It was the waiting that was the most difficult though. Especially at night. Cassie found that she could be strong in the day with the sun and hard labor to distract herself with, but the nights were a different thing entirely. 

As she lay in bed, alone, turning and waking through the night, she felt a deep need for him to be next to her. It amazed her how he had managed to find a way into her soul. But somehow he had done that.

The bed seemed so empty and it matched the ache inside her that she wanted so badly to be filled. The nights seemed colder than before and at times she would wake suddenly, startled by a sound. Her heart would rise in hope that it would be Ethan, but it never was.

After those first few nights Cassie settled down to a routine. The certainty that he would return helped her sleep better as each night passed.

One day she looked at the calendar and realized that a whole week had passed since he had left. It had seemed like an eternity to Cassie.

For the first time doubt started to creep into her mind. Perhaps he wouldn't come back. Maybe she had been a fool, a naive young woman taken in by a handsome, deceiving stranger. But then she recalled that it had been Hettie who had found Ethan and Cassie couldn't believe that Hettie would make a mistake in any of that. She also remembered Ethan's sweet words to her, and how he had struggled to keep something to himself when Cassie had pressed him for the truth. It was a truth she knew would be revealed to her when he returned.

Some of the days Julia came to visit just to check that Cassie was well. Cassie was grateful for the visits; they broke up the monotony of the work, and brightened her days with cheerful conversation. Julia knew just what to do to lighten Cassie's spirits.

Cassie had been counting the days. She wanted to know just how long he had been away. Knowing the exact number of days had a curious settling effect on her.

Twelve days after Ethan had left Cassie awoke feeling energetic as usual, but with a hint of sadness. She'd had an unusually intense dream and she felt the need to look at the photos of the men who had become so important to her. She also wanted to reread her sister's letters. They had both been in her dream as well, and she needed to read their words, to somehow reconnect with them.

She went to the drawer and slid it open and pulled out the slim folder that contained the photos and the letter.

She opened up the flap and tugged out the large, heavy photo that showed Ethan in his days with Joshua on the law enforcement team. Her heart skipped a beat as she looked at both men. They seemed so vital, so alive, their gaze at the camera so direct, almost challenging. Cassie felt they were looking straight at her. Both of them at the same time. It was a curious sensation. She swallowed and reached in to draw out the wedding photo.

But there was nothing there.

She forced the folder open wider and peered inside. 

The wedding photo showing Cassie and Ethan was not there, where she had last left it. She was sure she'd put it there on the day she'd returned with Ethan. She hadn't looked at it since.

So where had it gone?

She thrust her hand into the folder, searching for her sister's letter. But it too had gone. The only thing in the folder was the photo showing Ethan and Joshua.

But her wedding photo and the letter from her sister were both gone.

Cassie couldn't figure it out. There was only one person who could have taken them.

Ethan.

Why would Ethan have done that? Why would he take their wedding photo and her sister's letter? What possible use could those things be to him?

Cassie went to the kitchen and made herself a coffee. She needed to think. 

Once she sat down and took the time it all seemed clear to her and she wondered how she couldn't have seen it before.

Surely he couldn't be thinking of doing such a crazy thing. She pushed the thought to the back of her mind. It was inconceivable. The distance alone would make it impossible. But it would explain why he had been gone for so long. Also it might explain why he wouldn't want to tell her what he planned to do. There was a risk that he would fail and surely he wouldn't want to put them in jeopardy.

But no! The more she thought about it the more it seemed just plain crazy. Nevertheless Ethan had a history of being out on the plains, tracking down folks in danger. Even rescuing them.

Cassie took a deep swallow of her coffee and felt her head spin. 

Was she really thinking that her husband had just up and gone East to bring her sisters to her? Did he think that he had to do that to regain her trust, to prove how much she meant to him?

Was Cassie really thinking that Ethan had taken the train out to New York and for the past few days had been rescuing her sisters from their horrible life with their aunt and uncle. 

How would he have done such a thing? Of course he would have needed some proof of who he was. Martha knew that Cassie was to remarry. 

When Ethan turned up at the address on Martha's letter and showed Martha the wedding photo and her own letter to Cassie, would she and Rachel have placed their faith in a handsome stranger who claimed to be their sister's new husband?

The more she thought about it the more it seemed possible. Crazy, but possible.

Cassie was dumbfounded. For a moment she felt the breath in her chest become short and hard to get. She got up and stepped outside and took a deeper breath, filling her lungs with cool early morning air. She ran her hands through her unkempt hair. 

It was impossible. He couldn't seriously believe that he could do such a thing. Could he?

Cassie walked across to the field and gazed up at the blue sky. The world spun around her and she had to fight hard to steady herself. She walked for a while, trying to settle her nerves and eventually, after a while, she felt a calmness settle on her.

What did Ethan have when he arrived by train in New York, perhaps a few days before?

He had the address of where Cassie's two sisters were living. He had a photo showing their beloved sister and himself being married. And he had a letter that Martha herself had written to Cassie.

It was all incontrovertible proof that Ethan was who he claimed to be. 

Cassie could just imagine Ethan finding some way to ingratiate himself with Martha, perhaps catching her attention on a walk or visit to the local store. Ethan had already said he had plenty of experience when it came to finding out things about the daily movements of those he sought out.

Cassie imagined Martha's amazement at seeing the wedding photo. Perhaps there would be tears. Certainly she would be shocked. Cassie thought about Ethan showing her the letter and explaining why he was there and the urgency of keeping it all a secret from her aunt and uncle.

It wasn't every day a knight in shining armor arrived to declare he was going to take you and your younger sister to safety and to be reunited with their beloved sister.

But Martha was clever. Cassie knew that. If Ethan told her he had come from Cassie and he was there to escort her to a new life where her sister lived out West, then Cassie was sure that Martha would be sceptical at first, but the evidence would convince her in the end.

Then it was only a matter of the practicalities of making their way West by train, to be with Cassie.

Once again the earth spun beneath Cassie's feet as she thought about it all. It was like something out of a dream and for a moment she even doubted that she was awake. She pinched herself to make sure.

What did this say about Ethan? What did this tell her about the man who was her husband?

He would move heaven and earth to give her what she wanted. That's what it told her. He had known what it meant to her that her sisters would be safe, and he had literally gone to the ends of the continent to bring them to her.

There was no other explanation. When she thought about it all she was truly amazed and she felt an intense emotion well up in her chest. 

Standing there in the middle of the field where she had toiled so many days, breaking her body to wrench a life from the earth, Cassie knelt down and felt the tears course from her eyes. 

It could not be that someone would do such a thing. That a man could come into her life and decide that she was someone so important that nothing in the world was too much. That no task was impossible and that no effort would be spared in ensuring her trust and happiness.

Cassie wept with joy and sadness, feeling all the emotions that had warred within her all these weeks. Her body shook uncontrollably and her fingers sank into the soft earth.

When the wave of emotion had passed Cassie felt a softness inside her, even a relief that she had let it all out of her. She hadn't felt like this in a long time. It was a special kind of peace, formed by the realization that Ethan was a man like very few other men. If she was right, and he had gone East to bring her sisters to safety, then he was truly someone she could have faith in.

But she had to be sure. She had some questions. She needed some answers and there was only one person who could give those answers to her.







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




Hettie lived in a lovely two story, wooden house with porch on the edge of town. Although it was too early in the development of the town for this to be considered a good part of town, nevertheless it was conveniently placed so that Hettie didn't have to travel too far to be at the centre of all the town's affairs. 

Cassie pulled the buckboard up in front of Hettie's house and jumped down. There was another buckboard parked to the side. She went to the door and knocked firmly. After a few moments the door opened and Hettie stood there, immaculately dressed for so early in the day. Her eyebrows raised in surprise at the sight of Cassie.

"Cassie! What a surprise," Hettie said.

"I'm sure it is Hettie," Cassie responded curtly. "May I come in?"

Hettie looked momentarily hesitant. "Of course my dear. In you come. You know you are always welcome in my home." Hettie opened the door to admit Cassie.

Hettie gestured with her hand. "Why don't you join us in the living room Cassie."

"Us? Who else is here?" Cassie asked, stepping into the living room.

The room was beautifully decorated and furnished but Cassie wouldn't have expected anything less. Seated on the sofa with a small table in front of her, on which were laid china cups and cakes, was Julia.

"Cassie!" exclaimed Julia. "What are you doing here?"

Cassie composed herself after the surprise at finding her friend here. "I thought to ask Hettie one or two quite important questions," she said, looking towards Hettie who had taken a seat adjacent to the sofa. Hettie placed her hands in her lap and seemed to straighten in readiness for Cassie's questioning. Apparently none of this was a surprise at all to Hettie. Nothing unusual there then, thought Cassie.

Cassie took a seat next to Julia who looked slightly pale and glanced nervously towards Hettie. 

"I came here with some questions and with some news."

"News? I do like news. I do hope it is something good. We've had more than enough bad news recently," Hettie said, with a resigned lowering of her head.

Cassie pursed her lips. She wasn't sure if Hettie was being serious. She could be so annoying sometimes.  "You are aware that Ethan, my new husband, has been gone these past few days."

"Indeed we know all about that," replied Hettie. Cassie thought there was a hint of something else in the way that Hettie said the words.

"I have realized this morning just why Ethan has been gone these past few days. It seems that he has gone East to bring my sisters to me."

Julia looked sharply at Hettie but said nothing. Cassie had expected more of a reaction. There was a pause, and Hettie just looked at Cassie with a slight raise of the eyebrows.

"Well? Did you know about this?" Cassie asked quietly.

Again there was another pause, then Hettie spoke.

"My dear Cassie, of course we knew about this. At least I did. Julia only found out just before you arrived," she said, gesturing towards an even more pale faced Julia. "Ethan came to see me before he left and told me of his plan. But he promised me to silence, since he feared that if you knew what he intended to do, you may telegraph your sisters and alert them to his impending arrival," Hettie said with an almost casual tone of voice. It was as if this kind of thing happened every day of the week in Hettie's world.

"But how could you not tell me such an important thing as this?" Cassie demanded, trying to contain her displeasure.

"My dear Cassie when I saw how desperate Ethan was at the prospect of losing your trust, I had no choice but to assent to his request," Hettie said.

"Why would he tell you and not me?"

"It goes back to when we first found Ethan for you. He only agreed to our proposal that he meet you with a view to possible marriage, if we kept secret the true nature of his past friendship with your dear departed husband, Joshua. He feared that he would not be able to keep the promise that he made," Hettie said.

"Promise? What promise?" Cassie asked.

Hettie looked at Julia, and for the first time seemed to be distinctly uncomfortable.

"When Ethan replied to our advertisement seeking a husband for a bereaved young lady he appeared to us the perfect candidate," Hettie said, continuing. "It was only after we had accepted him, and arranged for you to meet him, that he revealed that it was his intention to keep a very important agreement he had made with someone. That someone turned out to be your late husband Joshua."

Cassie frowned. She wasn't sure she liked the direction this was taking. But she forced herself to carry on listening.

"Ethan told me that when he and Joshua were riding together that Joshua had told him he was going to marry a mail order bride. In his words, "the most wonderful woman a man could hope for". I believe those are the words that Ethan quoted to me," Hettie said quietly, beginning to warm to her task.

Cassie felt something stir within her. Those were the exact words that Joshua had spoken to her so many times during their private moments together.

"Ethan and Joshua had shared some dangerous times together. And they had made some real enemies. Joshua was worried some of those enemies might come and find the men who had brought them to justice. So he asked Ethan to promise something. Joshua asked Ethan to give him his word that if anything happened to Joshua that Ethan would make sure to take care of his mail order bride," Hettie said, placing an emphasis on the last few words.

Cassie was rooted to the sofa. Finally she found her voice.

"Are you telling me that Joshua asked Ethan to marry me if anything happened to him?"

"Not to marry. Necessarily. I think perhaps Joshua's thought was more along the lines of making sure that you were provided for in some way. But it seems that, after he met you, with the original purpose of simply knowing who you were, Ethan's desire to keep his word turned into an altogether different kind of desire," Hettie said with a slight smile.

Cassie felt her face color slightly.

"And what did you think of all this Hettie? Did you just go along with this deception," Cassie asked.

"I wouldn't describe it as a deception Cassie. Ethan is clearly a man who believes in keeping his word. I find that most persuasive, especially with so many lawless men around these parts. I thought it was rather noble that he wanted to do what was right, both for his friend, and to do the best for you. And you know how much we were all concerned for you, my dear," Hettie said.

"We really were worried for you Cassie. You must believe that, " said Julia.

"Ethan really does care very much for you Cassie. And not just because of his friendship with Joshua," Hettie said with sincerity. "I can tell you that, on the morning when he got on the train to New York, he was visibly upset. Terribly upset. He didn't tell me what had taken place between the two of you, but I could guess that it was serious. It seemed to have affected him so much. There was a firm determination in his eyes. It really was quite startling."

Cassie didn't know what to make of it. Had Ethan come to meet her that first time just so that he could keep a promise to his friend, only to fall for Cassie when he saw her? The whole time they had been together he had constantly told her it was his promise to keep her safe, and she had often wondered where that promise had come from. 

Now she knew. It had been made to Joshua. In that sense it was a sacred promise. She felt it would be plain wrong to deny that promise, since it had come from Joshua.

"He has been gone for days now," Cassie said. "I don't know when he will come back. You say he has gone to bring my sisters, but how do I know that he has been successful or that they are safe."

"Well that is where you can put your mind at ease," Hettie said with a smile.

Julia looked at Cassie with a conspiratorial grin. The whole tone of the conversation had changed.

"Ethan and your sisters are scheduled to arrive by train this very lunchtime. We were about to come out to your farm this morning with the good news, and to take you to the station to greet them."

"What! They are arriving today? How do you know?" Cassie almost screamed with excitement.

"I received a telegram from Ethan giving me the good news."

"My sisters? How are they? Are they safe? Are both of them coming?"

"I can show you the telegram I received yesterday," Hettie said. She reached over to the table by her side and took a small piece of paper in her hand and brought it to Cassie.

She looked down at the words. Her hand quivered.




Arriving tomorrow lunchtime. Both sisters safe. Get Cassie.




Ethan




Cassie looked at the words in almost disbelief. Could it be true? He was coming home with her two sisters. It had all been true after all. All the while she had been speculating and wondering, trying to make sense of it all, a little voice deep inside had been whispering that it couldn't be true. But here it was in those little words on a scrap of paper. It was true. He was coming home, and he was bringing Martha and Rachel. They were all safe and they would soon be in her arms. 

Cassie was overcome with emotion, the tears welling up, her heart thudding, her throat tightening. She tried to compose herself but it was all too much. Julia comforted her while Hettie looked on with genuine concern on her face.

"Now don't go crying too much Cassie," Hettie said. "It won't do for your husband to see you in such a state. He'll be looking to you to be strong. Your sisters have most likely had a hard journey, and they'll be wanting their big sister to put on a good show." Hettie was firm but gentle.

"I can't go to meet them dressed like this," Cassie said, smoothing her dress.

"Of course you can. You don't have time to go home and get changed," Julia said. 

"But I look terrible."

Julia sighed impatiently. "Look at you. You never look terrible Cassie Macleod. Don't you go saying that about yourself. I'm sure Hettie and I can spruce you up so that your husband and your sisters won't think you look anything but beautiful." 

"Besides. When someone is joyful to see someone, it doesn't matter what they look like," said Hettie. "All that matters is that you'll be together with your husband and sisters."

Cassie swallowed and then took a breath at hearing those words. Together. All of them together under one roof. But how could that be? How could they all live together? Hettie seemed to guess her thoughts.

"If those two sisters of yours are anything like you Cassie, I'm sure me and my ladies will have no trouble finding husbands for them. If they are going to settle here, then I'd best get started as soon as I can in finding them a suitable match," Hettie said.

"Is that all you think of these days Hettie?" Cassie asked. "Marrying young women off to handsome men."

"I can't guarantee they'll all be as handsome as the one we found for you, but I'll certainly try my best," Hettie answered with a smile.

"What time are they due to arrive?" Cassie asked.

"One o'clock."

"That doesn't give us more than two hours!" Cassie said with a gasp.

"Don't you worry dear. That's more than enough time for us to take good care of you," said Hettie, standing up and extending a hand to Cassie. "Come Julia. We have something very important to do for a very fine young lady."







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




"But I'm still not ready. I can't go looking like this," Cassie protested an hour later, as she stood in front of the mirror.

"Of course you can. You look lovely. Ethan and your sisters will just be so pleased to see you," said Julia, grasping Cassie from behind by the shoulders.

Hettie stood to one side and inspected the handiwork, hand on chin. "You look very natural."

"What you really mean is, I look scruffy," objected Cassie.

Hettie waved Cassie's objection away with a casual hand. "We must go. The train will be arriving," she said, striding across the room and picking up her handbag.

Cassie shrugged at herself in the mirror. It looked like she would have to admit defeat. She had no time to go home. This was the best she would look under the circumstances. It would have to do.

The three women went out to Cassie's buckboard. Julia insisted on driving and Cassie was quietly relieved. She needed some time to think, to regain some composure after being told so many surprising things.

She wondered what the journey had been like for her sisters, accompanying a relative stranger. In a moment of sharp humor, Cassie realized that Ethan was now actually a stranger who was in fact a relative. That thought almost made her laugh out loud. As she stifled a giggle, Julia looked at her with a quizzical expression.

"Are you well, dearest?"

Cassie put a hand to her mouth, trying hard to hold back a nervous laugh.

"See. I told you," Hettie said with a satisfied expression. "A short while ago you couldn't even think about going to the station without panicking. Now you are laughing about the whole thing."

Cassie smiled at Hettie. "Oh I'm laughing Hettie. Maybe not at what you think though."

Cassie realized now that she was desperate to see her sisters again, and to be reunited with her husband.

The railroad station was on the other side of town. Cassie thought about how the tables were turned. When she had arrived as Joshua's mail order bride, it had been Joshua who had ridden up on this buckboard. She was sure that he would have been as full of nerves as she was right now. He would have been as filled with doubt and anticipation as she was. But, unlike him, she was already married to the person coming off the train. And this time she was to be reunited with her precious sisters. It was all very similar, but also, in so many ways, very different.

It was a warm, sunny day and the town was busy. When they parked up at the railroad station they saw there was quite a crowd waiting for the train. The platform was full of people. It was still a big event for the railroad to stop at town.

Cassie, Julia and Hettie took up a position at the middle of the platform, taking shade under the overhanging roof.

They didn't have long to wait. The sound of the train's engine created a stir in the people standing on the platform.

Julia smiled at Cassie. "They're here," she said, touching Cassie's elbow.

Cassie had a rush of nervous excitement when she heard that sound. The feelings intensified even more when there came the sound of the train's whistle.

She swallowed and looked at Hettie, who reached over and tidied a few stray hairs away from Cassie's forehead.

"Now my dear. Only a few moments more and they'll be here. It really is very exciting isn't it?"

Cassie nodded, unable to say anything.

She looked down the track and saw the huge bulk of the locomotive engine emerge from the trees. 

The crowd pushed back from the edge of the tracks. The sound was cacophonous now. Steam and whistles combined with the roar of heavy metal on tracks.

Then the train slid to a halt with a final gush of steam. They had arrived. Cassie felt the butterflies flutter in her stomach.

Passengers started stepping off the carriages, and people on the platform crowded forward. Cassie didn't move, preferring to hang back so that she could see over the heads of the crowd. She didn't recognize anyone. With a stab of anxiety she thought that maybe her sisters and Ethan had missed the train and weren't coming. But deep in her heart she knew that wasn't the case. She knew they were on the train. She could feel it.

Cassie strained her neck to see up and down the length of the carriages. 

Then she saw them.

Her sisters. It was them!

They were standing on the carriage steps leaning out, excitedly searching up and down the platform.

Cassie felt her face flush in excitement.

It was really them. They were actually here. It was unbelievable.

Martha and Rachel stepped down from the carriage a few short paces away from Cassie. They both continued looking up and down the platform, a mixture of curiosity and apprehension on their faces. 

Suddenly Cassie was running and pushing her way towards them. She yelled their names.

"Martha. Rachel!" she called, her voice cracking with emotion. Faces turned to see who was doing the shouting.

At first her sisters didn't seem to hear her calling. She called again, waving her hand above the heads of the people blocking her way. People stood aside as they realized what she was doing. 

Finally Martha saw Cassie, and her face lit up with the biggest smile Cassie had ever seen.

"Cassie!" Martha screamed, pushing forward and pulling Rachel by the hand.

Rachel's smile beamed as she let herself be dragged towards the sister they had not seen for so long.

All three crashed against each other, hugging and screaming in childlike joy. Cassie felt a huge wave of relief sweep over her. 

It was her sisters! They were here in her arms. They were reunited once again after what had seemed an eternity. They were safe.

Cassie felt the tears burst from her eyes and through the haze she saw her sisters weeping with the emotion of this moment.

"Martha. Rachel. It's really you. I can't believe it," Cassie screamed. People around them stared at the spectacle of three sisters barely able to contain their excitement.

Rachel looked so young, so much younger than either Cassie or Martha. Her pretty blonde curls and blue eyes hadn't changed a bit. There was a tiredness in her features that showed the effects of the journey. Nevertheless it was Rachel who made the loudest noise.

"Cassie. I'm so glad to see you. I never thought I'd see you again," Rachel screeched loudly.

Cassie hugged her youngest sister and noted how thin Rachel was.

"Cassie. You wouldn't believe what happened," Martha said, turning to look around.

"I know what happened Martha. You don't have to tell me. Where is Ethan?" Cassie asked.

"You mean your wonderful husband?" Martha said.

"Yes Cassie. He is so wonderful," Rachel said quickly. "Do you know he came all the way to New York and brought us here to you. Our Aunt and Uncle just couldn't refuse him. Not in the way he made it clear to them..." Rachel said, her words spilling out fast. Martha interrupted her trying to slow down her animated sister.

"Now Rachel. That can all wait for later," Martha said, laying a hand on her sister's shoulder.

Cassie raised her head again, looking for Ethan. She couldn't see him anywhere.

Martha turned. "He was right behind us a moment ago," she said. Cassie felt relief at the knowledge that she would see her husband again. She was filled with such gratitude for what he had done. It really was unbelievable. He had gone all the way to New York with no certainty of the outcome, and he had brought her sisters to Cassie. Ethan had made a huge sacrifice, and had put the trust in their marriage on the line.

It had paid off and Cassie was so happy that he had shown such courage and integrity. So many of the doubts she had struggled with since he had left had just evaporated. She no longer felt that she couldn't really trust him, even if he hadn't told her all the truth of his friendship with Joshua. He'd had his reasons and they had proved to be right.

Right now all that mattered was that Cassie's whole family was reunited.

People began to drift off and others were boarding the train. Cassie still couldn't see Ethan. She thought, with a sharp stab of panic that maybe he might stay on the train, now that he had delivered on his promise.

Then Julia came over to Cassie and tapped her on the shoulder.

"Cassie. Have you seen who's here?" Julia said pointing to the far end of the platform.

And there he was.

He stood with cases at his feet and with his hands on his hips.

For a moment Ethan looked uncertain, as if he was awaiting Cassie's judgment. He looked like he needed to see her approval before he'd make the first move.

Cassie smiled at him and stepped forward. The minute Ethan saw her do that, he moved quickly towards Cassie, his arms outstretched, a huge, warm smile on his face. His eyes shone brightly as Cassie ran to him.

In a moment they were together. Cassie sank into his warm embrace, surrounded by his strength, happy to be in her husband's arms once more. It was as if the days and nights apart had never happened. Ethan gripped her tightly and Cassie felt her body go soft as his arms wrapped around her.

Ethan bent his head to her ear. "Cassie. I'm so happy to see you," he said quietly.

Cassie shifted her head and gazed into his eyes. "Thank you Ethan. For saving my sisters," she said.

His brows furrowed and he looked at her intently. "You're welcome Mrs. Macleod," he said.

Ethan dipped his head and his lips brushed lightly against her own. It was a brief kiss given the public nature of their embrace, but it said so much. Their lips parted after the sweetest and most welcome kiss Cassie could have imagined.

"Why didn't you tell me what you were going to do?" Cassie asked.

"I didn't know if you would let me," he said.

"Let you? Are you saying I could have stopped you?" Cassie asked.

Ethan smiled. "I don't think you could have Cassie. I told you. Once I make up my mind to do something, no-one can stop me," Ethan replied.

"But it was so far to go. How could you know they would trust you?" Cassie said.

Ethan ran a hand through his hair. "I have my ways, I guess you could say. I must just have one of those faces that people trust, I suppose. It helped to have the photo and the letter," he said with a mischievous grin.

Cassie punched him lightly on his hard, broad chest.

"Ethan Macleod. Don't you ever go running off like that again. You hear?" Cassie warned him. "You near scared the living daylights out of me," she said.

At that Ethan's features darkened. "I'm sorry if the way I did it caused you to feel worry, but I just had to go. The idea came to me, and I knew that Hettie would explain," Ethan said.

"She did," Cassie said. "Eventually. She only told me today," she said to him with a frown.

Ethan hugged her again, closer this time. He ran the back of his fingers down the side of her face and along the line of her jaw.  "I'm sorry if I caused you to feel bad even for a moment. It'll never happen again. I promise. Looks like your sisters are getting impatient with us," Ethan said, looking behind her.

Cassie turned and she was aware that Ethan still had his arm wrapped around her waist. Martha and Rachel came to them with Julia and Hettie close behind. Hettie looked so pleased. In fact Cassie had never seen that expression on Hettie's face before.

Cassie saw that Martha and Rachel were looking at her and Ethan. We must look like such a happy couple, she thought. She realized that her sisters had never seen Cassie like this. They had never met Joshua. It must have seemed so exciting to them that here they were with their sister and husband, in a strange land where new beginnings were commonplace. 

Martha and Rachel had a new life to look forward to. Cassie knew that. She also knew that Hettie would already be planning how to find suitable husbands for Martha and Rachel. Cassie had almost forgotten how lovely both her sisters looked. Neither of them would have any trouble finding eager suitors.

"We best be heading home," Ethan said, squeezing Cassie's waist. Cassie smiled at the feeling of his strong arm around her.

"Nonsense," Hettie said placing a hand on Rachel's elbow. "Now that we've met I just have to get to know these lovely young ladies."

"But Hettie. They must be tired after their journey," Cassie said.

"Of course we're not tired," Martha said. "How could we be. The excitement of us all being together is too much for us to feel even slightly tired. Isn't that right Rachel?"

Rachel nodded eagerly.

Hettie pointed at the bags. "See? Now why don't we get this luggage onto the buckboard and we can head over to my house. You're all invited,"  Hettie said. "I'm sure every one of you must be starving."

Hettie started to lead the two young women away towards the buckboard with Julia in tow.

Ethan looked down at Cassie. "She really is an unstoppable force of nature. Isn't she?"

Cassie let out a deep breath. "Sometimes you just have to trust that people have your best interests at heart, even if you don't always agree with the way they do things," she said.

Ethan nodded. "I couldn't have put it better myself Cassie. That's a lesson we all have to learn sometime," he said.

He lifted the small cases, stuck out an elbow and raised an eyebrow. Cassie hooked her arm through his and they followed the others to the buckboard.







EPILOGUE




TWO MONTHS LATER




Cassie discovered she was pregnant a few weeks after her sisters arrived. At first it was a shock but then it became the most wonderful secret. It was all she could do to keep it to herself. 

She went to the doctor and had her condition confirmed. After that she picked just the right moment to tell Ethan. 

One morning they were alone, out in the field. Ethan was clearing some roots out of the soil. At one point he paused and looked at Cassie who was standing watching him with the biggest grin on her face. She could hardly contain herself.

Ethan looked at her and frowned. "What are you smiling at?" he asked with good humor.

"I have some news," Cassie said, cocking her head to the side.

"Oh? What kind of news?" Ethan said, dropping the chunk of rotting wood.

"Well. It's the kind of news a wife keeps to herself until she is absolutely sure," Cassie said.

Ethan's eyes widened.

"Do you mean...?" he said, stepping closer to her.

"Yes I do mean. Mr. Macleod, you are about to become a father," Cassie said simply.

Ethan looked like he would explode. He filled his chest with air and let out a huge sound that seemed to fill the valley.

He took her in his arms, lifted her up and swung her gently around. Suddenly realizing what he was doing he quickly put Cassie back down.

"Are you sure?" he asked, concern written on his face.

"I saw the doctor in town and he confirmed it," she said.

Ethan whirled around and ran his hand through his hair. "I got some work to do," he said. "I need to get things organized around here. What about your sisters. The cabin isn't big enough. Maybe I can build some extra rooms," Ethan said, his mind obviously running fast.

"Never mind about my sisters. Hettie told me she has found some good candidates for them. They both might be married sooner than you think," Cassie said. Martha and Rachel were still living with them. Hettie was taking her own good time finding them suitable partners, but Cassie had faith that she would do a good job. She had complete confidence in Hettie.

"Don't get me wrong. I love them both. But we're going to be pushed for space once our little one arrives," Ethan said.

"I have absolute confidence in Hettie. I'm sure the suitors she has found for them to consider will be more than acceptable," Cassie said reassuringly.

Ethan came to Cassie and kissed her in the way that she had become accustomed to these days. She held the embrace for a long time, enjoying the familiar, comforting strength of his protective presence. As always she wanted it to go on forever.

Later that day, Cassie left Ethan cleaning himself up after a hard mornings work. Martha and Rachel were in the kitchen preparing lunch as usual. Cassie walked carefully across the field and started up the tree covered hillside. Ethan had cleared the path and cut back some of the overhanging branches, so the climb was safer for her.  She strode up the hill with a light step. The air was cool under the branches. Cassie thought of the many times she had climbed up this hill, alone and sad and exhausted. Now it was so different. She felt renewed by the comforting knowledge of the new life inside her. 

She emerged onto the flat plateau where Joshua lay. 

Cassie had asked Ethan if he wanted to come with her, but he had told her, kindly and with a reassuring look, that it was for her to do that alone.

She looked across at the place where Joshua lay.

Cassie felt emotion rise to her throat. She swallowed and stepped forward taking a place by the stone. The wind seemed to pick up and her hair swept across her face. She spoke quietly as she always had before.

"Joshua. You never wanted me to be sad. I know that somewhere you are happy that I am with Ethan. Now all the confusion about him has been cleared up. I know he has done all of this for me and for you too. I don't know of how anyone could be a better friend than that. I am happy with Ethan. In a different way than the joy I had with you. But I am happy nonetheless. Ethan will be a good father to the baby. We plan to stay here at the farm for a long time and we will always come to see you. We will not forget you. And I look forward to the day the new one can walk up that hill on his own and come and pay respects. I will always love you Joshua, as I love Ethan. I will teach our newborn to love the memory of you too. I have no doubt he or she will do that ."

Cassie smiled warmly and rested a hand on the headstone.

 This had been the right thing to do. Now it was time to move on. Julia had been right. You could build a future for yourself and others while, at the same time, respecting and honouring the past. All the inner conflict she had felt when she had married Ethan, and started their life together seemed to have melted away in that moment. She finally felt reconciled to the past and all the pain she had once felt so keenly. 

It was her job now to create a future for her family.

She walked down the path and made her way over toward the cabin. She saw Ethan standing there at the doorway. He was a figure of patience and understanding. His wide shoulders seemed to fill the doorway and she found herself eager to be next to him.

"How are you Cassie?" he asked, when she finally stood by his side.

She nodded slowly. "Fine. It was fine. Thank you Ethan," she said.

"For what?"

"For being the kind and generous man that I always knew you were," Cassie answered.

Ethan lowered his head. She had embarrassed him.

"It is my job to be the best husband I can possibly be to you," he said finally. He reached over and took his wife in a gentle embrace. They both turned and looked out over the farm land in front of them. Ethan laid a gentle hand over her belly.

So much had changed. So much new life had been created. Cassie had a new life with Ethan. They had the blessing of the new beginning with their precious child who would be born in this very home. Her sisters had been rescued and been given a fresh start, free of fear and abuse. Cassie wondered how she could have gotten so lucky to have been granted so much. Her life was truly blessed and filled with good fortune. 

"I love you, Cassie," Ethan said, his voice soft and warm.

"I love you Ethan," she said, looking up into his moist eyes.

They were going to have a fine and wonderful future.

Together.







THE END
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Continue to read the bestselling series.




The Brides of Sweetheart Falls is a bestselling series of novels about three sisters who marry and find happiness in the beautiful Wyoming town of Sweetheart Falls.




The Brides of Sweetheart Falls books in reading order




Book 1  Mail Order Vows (Cassie's story)

Book 2  Mail Order Beau  (Martha's story)

Book 3  Mail Order Blessing (Rachel's story)







Book 2 Mail Order Beau (Martha's story)




Brides of Sweetheart Falls series: Book Two. A sweet, full length, complete mail order bride romance novel with a happy ever after. 

Wyoming 1878 

Martha's story. 




After waiting months for the Sweetheart Falls Matrimonial Society to find a husband for herself and her sister, Cassie Macleod's sister, Martha is beginning to wonder if she and Rachel will ever get married. Meanwhile, there's a baby on the way at the Macleod farmstead, and Martha and Rachel need to move out so that their sister and her wonderful husband, Ethan can start their new life as a family, without relatives getting in the way. 

However, when town matchmaker Hettie finally provides a selection of suitable husbands, only one of them holds any promise. 

Who is the mysterious ranch owner who wants to wed one of the unmarried sisters? Why is he going to such lengths to keep his identity secret? And just what will Martha have to do to secure a future for herself and Rachel?







Book 3  Mail Order Blessing (Rachel's story)




Mail Order Blessing. A sweet, full length, complete mail order bride romance novel with a happy ever after. 

Wyoming 1878 

Rachel's story. 




Sweetheart Falls' town matchmaker Hettie Longfellow has finally found a husband for young, eager to marry, Rachel. Or so Rachel thinks. But there's one obstacle. Aaron Caldigate doesn't want to settle down in town. Then there's the problem of Aaron's past and how it stands in the way of Rachel's chances of married bliss. 




Aaron Caldigate is a man who keeps his word. He's returning to Sweetheart Falls because he promised he'd come back after completing his training as a lawyer. But he's not planning on staying, especially since his mother has taken it upon herself to find him a bride! 




However he hasn't counted on a very determined and beautiful young bride-to-be who is going to do everything she can to persuade him that Sweetheart Falls is the only place to settle down, and that she is the only woman for him.
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