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      Julia Hamel always dreamed of a Christmas wedding and hers would be a dream come true if she wasn’t marrying a man she’d never met. Traveling across the country as a mail-order bride took a leap of faith, and she’s determined to make the best of her new life despite that fact her husband seems to be hiding something. But nothing she does seems to please him and Matthew’s distant despite her best intentions. When she meets a mischievous old man and takes his advice on how to make her husband happy, his ideas backfire in the worst possible ways and as Christmas draws closer, Julia begins to think leaving home may have been the worst mistake of her life.

      

      Matthew Bailey never wanted a wife—until he saw Julia. He married her without much thought and hoped her presence would be enough to finally distract him from the fact it was the one time of year he wished he could forget. Painful memories keep him distracted and when the girl who mistook his kindness for a wedding proposal stirs up trouble, Matthew has to decide what he really wants. If its Julia, then he has to bare his soul and confront his past but dredging up those old memories is still painful. Can the love of a woman he knows nothing about be enough to make him want to live again? And will Julia stay once she’s seen the worst in him?
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      Hiding behind a happy smile when your heart is grieving never gets easier. Julia stared out the window, watching the falling snow while memories of all those loved ones no longer with them brought tears to her eyes.

      The laughter of the children gathered in the room was the only thing that kept the sadness from consuming her. It was Christmas Eve after all, and there was no room for frowns today.

      Charity, one of her oldest and dearest friends, was telling her account of how they all came to be in Angel Creek and slowly, the memories of that first Christmas chased away her blues.

      She heard her name and looked over her shoulder. Charity was staring at her. So was every child present. Her grandchildren and those of her friends were sitting in a semi-circle in the middle of the room, all with expectant looks on their faces.

      Rebecca, her oldest great-granddaughter sat up on her knees. “Come tell us about when you first met grandpa.”

      “Yes!” Hannah yelled, a happy smile on her chubby face. “Tell us about you and grandpa Bailey.”

      They’d heard the story dozens of times but never seemed to grow tired of hearing it, which suited her fine. She never grew tired of telling it. Remembering the past gave her a chance to reminisce about those who had already left them.

      She crossed the room and took a seat, then laid a finger to her chin as if thinking. “Well … let me see. I believe it was right after the war.” She grinned at Charity. “Someone had the absurd idea of us becoming mail-order brides so Charity, Ruby, Sarah, and Anna dragged me kicking and screaming all the way out here.”

      Anna laughed. “Liar.”

      Julia settled back in her seat and closed her eyes, the memories filling her mind’s eye. “Angel Creek Montana was nothing like Charleston…”
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      November, 1865

      

      The town was tucked into the shadow of several mountains and the crooked streets were filled with mud. The squat buildings lining the road through town were nothing more than square boxes of unadorned wood planks, several of them leaning a bit to one side—unless the weeks of travel while staring out the window to take in the scenery had permanently damaged her neck to the point everything looked tilted.

      Julia Hamel stepped out of the stagecoach and pulled the hood of her cloak tighter around her neck as a gust of blistering wind whistled through the valley. She blinked against the falling snow and took in the small town that was to be her home and was unimpressed.

      She certainly wasn’t in Charleston anymore.

      A deep inhaled breath to clear the musty smell of multiple bodies crammed into a too-small stagecoach filled her lungs with the scent of woodsmoke, and surprisingly, clean, fresh air. It wasn’t the salt-tinged sea breezes she was used to but it was pleasant all the same.

      She saw very few people on the wooden walkways in front of the buildings but those she did see were staring at them as if they were some sort of spectacle. She supposed they were. Their brightly colored dresses stood out amongst the garments of the people on the sidewalks. Most of the ladies she saw were in simple gingham dresses, unadorned boots, and close-fitting bonnets that covered so much of their head she could barely see their faces.

      The town was eerily quiet. The sound of gulls flying over the harbor was missing, as were the sounds of horses and carriages traveling over cobblestone streets. All she heard here was the occasional voice, the sound of wind as it whistled through the valley and every so often, the ting of a blacksmith’s hammer. It seemed like a ghost town compared to Charleston. That gnawing feeling in her gut telling her she’d made a mistake in following her friends in this crazy adventure ached anew. Perhaps she should have never left South Carolina. Her father told her she was being foolish and she hated to admit, he may have been right.

      “This way ladies. Someone will see to your bags and make sure they get to where they need to be.”

      Julia turned as she saw the others start walking away and only half-heard what the man escorting them from the stagecoach station said. She followed quietly, tiptoeing through the snow to prevent her kid boots from getting wet and was glad when their small party stepped onto the wooden sidewalk that ran in front of the buildings lining the street.

      Her stomach grew more queasy with each step and by the time she stopped in front of a small church, she was praying her meager lunch stayed down.

      She was the last to ascend the steps leading into the building and found it was quite warm inside and pleasantly quaint. Several men stood by a fireplace built into one of the sidewalls and those nervous butterflies returned the moment they all turned to look at them. Somewhere in that group of men was her new husband, a stranger she was to give herself to freely. She suddenly felt ill.

      The next several minutes consisted of introductions and Julia had the sensation of being outside herself. As if she was watching from some great distance. It was fatigue. She knew it was when she couldn’t even remember walking to the front of the church and joining hands with a complete stranger about to marry him.

      She heard her friends talking quietly to their soon to be husbands and sneaked a peek up at her groom. The instant she did, her heart started to race.

      Don’t be fooled by his good looks, Julia. He could be deranged and end up killing you. Or you could die out here in the middle of nowhere by freezing to death. Or be eaten by some wild animal. You could be taken by Indians or trampled by wild horses!

      Julia closed her eyes and inhaled deeply in an attempt to calm her nerves. The scent of burning wood from the fireplace filled her head, along with the faint smell of gun oil and fresh cut cedar, the last two clinging to the man in front of her.

      The small sounds the others were making and the soft ping of sleet as it hit the church did nothing to distract her from the “what-ifs” whispering through her head on repeat. She opened her eyes and stared at her hands held in the firm grip of a man she knew nothing about other than his name.

      The preacher, Reverend Tilly, was fumbling his way through their marriage ceremony and she listened with half an ear. She knew her duties as a wife. She was to love, cherish and obey her husband and she’d try her best to do just that—eventually. Once she knew who this stranger in front of her was.

      “Miss Julia?”

      She blinked and focused her attention on the reverend. “Yes?”

      “Do you take this man as your husband?”

      “Oh!” She took a peek over her shoulder to find her friends looking at her. Her face heated as she said, “Yes, I do.” Julia peeked up at her soon to be husband, Matthew Bailey, he’d introduced himself as, and felt the butterflies in her stomach take flight as she briefly met his gaze. He certainly wasn’t what she’d been expecting.

      A mail-order bride could end up with any sort of man and the man her mind conjured had been old, possibly poor as dirt, and skinny to boot. Her friends had reassured her that wouldn’t be the case and she was glad to see they had been right. Seeing this man step forward and say her name had nearly caused her knees to buckle. Matthew Bailey didn’t fit the picture she’d painted in her mind of her future husband at all. He wasn’t old, nor was he skinny, and to her great surprise, was quite possibly the best-looking man she’d ever seen.

      Which made those nervous butterflies all the worse. He was too good to be true. Her luck was never this good. Something was bound to go wrong.

      She peeked a glance up at him again. He was staring at her, his blue eyes taking in every inch of her face. Of all the men who showed up to marry them, Matthew was the most handsome—at least she thought so. Not that the others were unpleasant to look at. Matthew Bailey just seemed—more. More rugged. Stronger built. Manly.

      Maybe it was the breadth of his shoulders or the close-cut beard or the work-worn calluses she could feel on the palm of his hands. Or maybe she was so used to men in fancy dress suits with tailored vests that seeing a man in simple trousers and a long-sleeved shirt made him appear to be more—brawny.

      And yet—she was going to marry the brute. What if he was mean? He outweighed her by at least a hundred pounds. He could—

      “I do.”

      His voice drew her from her thoughts. She inhaled a deep breath, let it out and took another. Breathe, Julia. Everything will be all right.

      “You may kiss your bride.”

      Julia raised her eyes, meeting Matthew’s gaze and when he just stood there staring at her, she wondered if he was having the same doubts she was.

      Long seconds ticked by before he leaned toward her, that kiss the preacher said he could give her moments away, and Julia didn’t realize she was holding her breath until he kissed her on the cheek.

      Her heart started pounding as she took a breath. He gave her hands a small squeeze and said, “I don’t wish to rush you but there’s a storm blowing in and we have a long ride back to the house. You need to say goodbye to your friends so we can be on our way.”

      The parting was bittersweet. Her girlfriends all seemed to be happy. If they were as nervous as she was, they hid it well. There were more than a few tears shed but she was cheered up by the knowledge that Anna would at least be close by. She lived outside of town, as Matthew said he did. The others would all be within walking distance of each other. She envied them for that. They wouldn’t feel as isolated as she already did. They’d have each other for support and she’d have—she turned her head to where her new husband stood by the door. He was watching her.

      She gave Anna a tight hug, then embraced Sarah, Charity, and Ruby each in turn and told them she’d see them as soon as she was able.

      Then she faced her husband and crossed the room to where he stood.

      “Ready?”

      “Yes.” She tried to smile but failed miserably as he helped her into her cloak. When she’d secured it, he opened the door, a blast of cold air hitting her so fast she shivered. Once again, she was reminded she wasn’t in South Carolina anymore and knew by the time winter was over, she’d be homesick for the milder temperatures she was used to.

      The light dusting of snow that had been on the ground when they arrived had deepened. Matthew took her hand and helped her down the slick steps and to the waiting wagon. The carpet bag she’d used to store her things in while traveling was sitting in the back and several blankets were stacked on the seat.

      In all her twenty-two years of life, she’d never ridden in an open wagon. She’d seen her share of the inside of carriages and surreys but this plain wooden wagon was so—ordinary.

      Life as she’d known it was about to change drastically.

      Matthew helped her onto the seat and Julia sat nervously as he walked around to the other side and climbed up to sit beside her. He lifted one of the blankets and opened it, offering it to her before taking the reins in hand—and then they were moving.

      Julia covered her legs with the blanket then looked back at the church. The others were coming outside and her heart clenched painfully in her chest seeing them. They’d been together for so long now. Leaving them felt so—final.
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        * * *

      

      “You’ll see them again, I promise. I’ll not keep you from them.”

      Her bright green eyes locked with his for a brief moment. With effort, Matt tore his gaze from her and stared at the snow-covered road.

      The screaming matches he’d had with his sister over the past week replayed inside his head as the gentle clomp of the horse’s hooves churned up dirty snow and ice. Those fights seemed a bit childish now.

      He’d balked at the idea of a mail-order bride the moment Prudence told him about it and once he found out she’d sent away for one without his knowledge, he’d yelled, cussed, and threatened to choke the life out of her. But the moment he got his first look at those women, he’d had to rethink his plans of torturing Prudence for the rest of her life.

      The women who stepped inside that church looked nothing like what he expected them to. If the expression on the other men’s faces were any indication, those ladies weren’t what they had envisioned them to be either.

      Any woman desperate enough to pick a husband from a paper did so because she had no other prospects and likely never would, but the five ladies that traveled all the way from South Carolina to marry left them all speechless. They weren’t bedraggled or homely. They were—well, too fancy for Angel Creek and he’d studied them all, bewildered, wondering which one was to be his new wife—and forgot all about telling her there had been a mistake, that he couldn’t marry her after all. No, he’d said his new bride’s name and when the tall one with dark hair took a step forward and locked eyes with him, he’d forgotten how to breathe. He might still be mad at Prudence for deceiving him but he couldn’t be mad at how the entire ordeal ended. What man would when his new wife was simply—breathtaking.

      Matthew glanced over at her. She looked half frozen. He picked up another blanket, opened it and draped it around her shoulders, something in his chest pulling tight when she gave him a small smile and said, “Thank you.”

      She pulled the blanket in tight around her slim frame. Julia was tall for a woman, not that he minded. He’d kissed his share of girls when he was younger and being over six-foot-tall meant every single time he did, he’d had to bend nearly double. When he’d placed a soft kiss to Julia’s cheek in the church, he’d only had to lower his head. It was a nice change, so was her voice. She was soft-spoken, the cadence making her seem as delicate as she appeared. She was lovely and as much as he hated to admit it, for once, Prudence had been right. He was indeed pleased with his new bride.
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        * * *

      

      The extra blanket Matthew placed around her shoulders warmed her in only a few minutes. Other than her thanking him, neither had said a word and the silence was deafening. It gave Julia time to reflect on her journey from Charleston, though, and she was still questioning her decision to come out west. Even more so now as the wind felt like it was cutting her to the bone and the snow that was falling didn’t look to be letting up. If anything, it was falling harder, the path they were taking slowly disappearing under several inches of fresh powder.

      This certainly wasn’t what she’d been expecting. When Charity arrived at their weekly sewing circle with a copy of the Groom’s Gazette in hand, she’d thought her friend had been teasing them about wanting to be a mail-order bride—until she saw the determination in her eyes. She’d been quite serious and it didn’t take long for the others to sit up straight and listen to her idea intently. By the time Charity told them of her plan, they’d all been excited, rambling on about what an adventure it would be, and when everyone turned to her, for one brief moment, she’d thought they’d all lost their minds.

      Then reality sank in.

      They weren’t getting any younger and the prospects in Charleston were next to nothing now that much of the city was in ruins and most of the eligible young men hadn’t come home after the war ended. There was nothing left for her there, for any of them, really. Unless she wanted to grow old and become a spinster, she’d had no choice.

      They’d all been happy when she agreed to join them—under the condition they all went to the same place. She got her wish, but as the wagon traveled over the bumpy road further away from town, she realized she should have been more specific. They were all in the same town but she wasn’t going to live anywhere near them. What would become of their weekly sewing circle now?

      She pulled the blanket Matthew placed over her shoulders tighter around her and peeked at him out of the corner of her eye. Would he take her into town every week? For some reason, she doubted it, so didn’t ask. She supposed there was time for such conversations later.

      The trip across the prairie seemed to take forever. They passed very few houses and every minute that ticked by took her further away from the others. The road up ahead forked in two different directions. Matthew steered the wagon toward the right. The worn tracks from numerous wagons traveling the same path weren’t as heavy here.

      Trees lined the road on both sides and she had to admit, with ice and snow coating the limbs, it was breathtaking to behold. She could hear the rush of water too and looked for the source of it, barely seeing it through the trees and the snow that continued to fall.

      “That’s Angel Creek. It runs directly behind the house.”

      Julia didn’t reply, her focus still on those brief glances of water she could see. Long minutes later, they came to a wide wooden bridge that crossed the creek, the horse and wagon clanking across it, and as much noise as they made, it wasn’t enough to drown out the sound of the water as it rushed over the rocks.

      Large sections along the creek banks, and nearly every rock she saw, had frozen over, small waterfalls being carved into the ice, and it was the most beautiful thing she’d seen on the entire trip from the east coast. Had it not been so cold, she would have been content to sit there half the day watching it.

      Once they reached the other side of the bridge, the ranch came into view. She wasn’t really sure what she expected but—this wasn’t it.

      They’d read the listings in the Groom’s Gazette of men in Angel Creek looking for a wife and once she found out her new husband was a rancher, she’d tried to imagine what his home would look like. She’d had the impression of land filled with animals and wide-open barren fields, the grass trampled down to nothing as hordes of animal hooves marred the ground. The wide-open fields were here, but the animals weren’t. For as far as she could see, it was nothing but rolling hills all the way to the mountains in the distance.

      The house was two stories with a porch that ran along the entire front of it. Not quite the wide veranda around her father’s home, but close. She could picture herself there on hot summer days while she and her friends gossiped over tea, assuming they would all come out this far if she invited them.

      A large barn and several outbuildings were off to the left. A few men were walking around and more than a few stopped to look their way as Matthew set the foot brake on the wagon and jumped to the ground.

      He came around to her side before lifting a hand to help her down. When her feet hit the snow-strewn grass, the fatigue she’d been trying to ignore since stepping off the stagecoach caused her knees to buckle. She gasped and stared wide-eyed at Matthew when he caught her before she hit the ground.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” she said, heat filling her face. “I guess the trip has taken more out of me than I thought it had.”

      “Understandable.” He helped her upright again, holding on to her until she was steady. “Can you walk?”

      Could she? She was still shaky but she wasn’t so weak she couldn’t walk.

      She apparently waited too long to answer. Matthew scooped her off the ground and into his arms before she could get a single word out and she stifled a startled yelp as he started for the house.

      It took every ounce of willpower she had to relax and not protest him carrying her, especially when he asked her to open the front door, then proceeded to carry her inside and up a flight of stairs to a bedroom at the end of the hall.

      The room wasn’t as large as the one she’d had back home but it wasn’t small by any means. Matthew set her on the bed and stepped away and Julia’s heart was once again pounding. The scent of peppermint hung in the air and she instantly longed to see her father. His room had always smelled of sweet treats too and she wondered if her new husband had a stash of candy hidden somewhere. Her father hid his in the top drawer of his dresser and she’d snuck in many times as a child to take a piece.

      She glanced around the space, taking in the furnishings. This was definitely a man’s room. There was nothing feminine about it at all. It was all brown wood and dark colored curtains, the bedspread she sat on was a dark color as well. She’d remedy that soon enough, though. It was nothing new curtains and the marriage quilt she spent months making wouldn’t improve upon. It just needed a woman’s touch.

      She spotted the trunks she’d shipped ahead of her departure from Charleston stacked against the wall. “I see my things arrived.”

      Matthew nodded his head and moved to the door. “They were delivered last week. I’ll bring your traveling bag in once I’ve seen to the horse. Rest for a while. Take a nap or just relax.” He started to close the door but stopped. “Unless you’re hungry. I can rustle up something for you to eat if you’d like.”

      “No, thank you. I think I’d rather rest for a while.”

      He nodded his head once, then left the room, pulling the door closed behind him. As she listened to his footsteps growing more distant, her pounding pulse slowed to normal.

      The bed underneath her caused the butterflies she’d finally won control over to take flight again. She was twenty-two years old and had never been kissed. Had never even been in a room alone with a man, and now she was sitting on a bed she was to share with one. To be intimate and lie with, naked.

      Her heart was fluttering like a caged bird in seconds at the thought. Sarah had told her what to expect on her wedding night and she had let more than a few thoughts pop into her head. Now, she was a new bride and ready or not, come nightfall, Matthew Bailey would come to her bed, and despite Sarah’s reassurance that everything would be fine, she was absolutely terrified.
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      Matthew could hear the squeaky wheels of a wagon coming down the road as he stepped out onto the porch. He knew it was Prudence without even looking.

      Since the day he found out Pru had sent off for a mail-order bride in his name, he’d been plotting ways to make her life as miserable as his was. Killing her would brand him a murderer and he’d been willing to live with the consequences but knew that wasn’t possible now. Not once people saw his new wife. They’d think he was an idiot for even complaining about what his sister had done and probably hire the ornery busybody to find them wives, too.

      Her wagon rounded the bend and came into view a few moments later and she threw her hand up and waved when she saw him. He walked down the steps and into the yard toward his wagon and hoped she had no intentions of staying or introducing herself to his new wife, but something told him that’s the very reason she risked coming out in the storm. If she didn’t live so close by he would have been angry she even tried. The storm moving in was probably the only reason she hadn’t been at the church.

      Prudence meddled in his affairs too much. She gossiped as if it were her job and liked to make decisions without his knowledge and as infuriated as he’d been when he found out what she’d done, he’d begrudgingly have to admit—for once—her sending off for a mail-order bride without his knowledge hadn’t turned out so bad. Not that he’d ever tell her he thought so. As far as his sister was concerned, he was still mad as hell.

      She was grinning when she pulled her wagon up beside his own and set the foot brake. “I ran into Pete on the way over here. Talk in town is those southern belles were a sight to behold! The fanciest things to hit Angel Creek since Elijah Oliver built his eatery and laid those lace tablecloths down.”

      “I’m still mad at you, Pru.”

      She laughed. “Liar.” Jumping to the ground, she rounded the wagon and looked toward the house. “She in there?”

      “Where else would she be?”

      “Back in town looking for a husband. I do recall you saying—and I quote, ‘I’m not marrying a woman I’ve never set eyes on.’”

      He pulled the blankets from the wagon seat, folded them and tucked them under his arm before reaching in to grab Julia’s bag. “Well I couldn’t leave her stranded in town after she traveled halfway across the country to get here, now could I. Besides, if anyone else in town would have wanted a wife, they would have sent for one, not hung around the church in hopes an extra would just happen to be there.”

      She was smirking at him. She didn’t believe the sorry excuse he’d been trying to convince himself of any more than he did. He scowled at her. “She’s resting, so go home. You can talk to her later.”

      Prudence pulled her cloak up around her neck when a blast of cold air swept over the valley. “Is she pretty?”

      He ignored her question as he turned to the house and set the blankets and the carpetbag down, then headed back to the horse and wagon.

      “She is, isn’t she?” She laughed. “And all that fuss you made about me sending off for you a wife—”

      “—Has caused me more trouble than I needed.”

      “Hogwash.” She waved a hand in the air as if his words meant nothing. “I saved you from the biggest mistake of your life, is what I’ve done.”

      Matthew took the horse’s reins, walking the animal to the barn. Prudence dogged his every step, talking nonstop and he ignored her, glancing back at the house as he pulled the barn doors open and all he could think about was Julia, who was more than likely asleep in his bed.

      “Are you even listening to me?”

      He motioned for one of the ranch hands to come take care of the horse then turned to his sister. “Not really, why? Did you say anything different from the same old conversation we’ve been having since you started this whole mess?”

      She scowled, her lips flattening into a harsh line. “You’re an ornery old goat, anyone ever tell you that?”

      “You, at least once a week.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes. “When can I meet her?”

      “A week from Tuesday.”

      She scoffed. “I’m serious—Matthew.”

      “So am I—Prudence.”

      She clenched her jaw once, her lips pursing. “Fine. I know how it is when a man takes a wife so I’ll give you some privacy but,” she pointed a finger at him, “don’t think to keep me away forever. She may be your wife but she’s my new sister and I’ve waited a long time to have another woman in this family and you won’t deny me that or so help me, Matt, I’ll skin you alive!”

      She turned on her heel and stomped off toward her wagon, climbing up and giving him a rude gesture with her hand before flicking the horse’s reins and heading back down the road. He watched her until she was out of sight then turned back toward the house. He should take Julia’s bag up to her. See if she needed anything.

      Something in his chest clenched tight. Prudence had made a real mess of things. He hadn’t told a soul he had a wife coming, secretly hoping she’d never show up, but Julia’s arrival made his life a bit more complicated. Pru may have thought she was doing him a favor by sending away for Julia but she made things worse. Now, not only did he have a new wife to learn to live with, he had to figure out how to tell the girl he promised to marry that he already had a wife.
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        * * *

      

      A noise jarred Julia from sleep. She opened her eyes, and for a brief moment, didn’t know where she was.

      The day’s events came back to her in a rush and she sat up, taking in what she assumed was her new bedroom, if her trunks in the corner and her carpet bag that now sat on top of them were any indications.

      You’re a married woman, Julia. The words whispered through her head as she turned to sit on the edge of the bed.

      She still felt weary. The long trip across the country had been tiresome and she would have loved nothing more than to crawl into bed and sleep for a solid week. She stood and crossed the room to her trunks instead and spent the next twenty minutes sorting through her things, spreading the marriage quilt she’d spent so much time making across the bed, and tried to find a suitable dress to put on. The traveling suit she was wearing was hot and confining and her corset was digging into her ribs. If she could just loosen it a few inches she knew she’d feel better.

      A quick glance around the room showed there was no dressing screen and she had no desire to strip down to her corset without one, regardless of the fact she was now married.

      A ladder-back chair sat next to the dresser. She pulled it to the door and braced the back of it under the door handle. It wasn’t much but it made her feel better.

      The water pitcher in the corner was full, the water so cold it took her breath as she bathed her sweaty skin. When she was clean and in a fresh dress, she smoothed a hand over the wrinkled material and looked out the window. It was still snowing, the ground nearly covered completely now.

      She could see clean to the mountains in the distance from this side of the house. Several men were walking out by the barn and a small building a few hundred yards away seemed to be the hub of activity with men coming and going. She wasn’t sure what the building was and wondered if that was where the ranch hands lived. She’d have to ask her new husband.

      Turning away, she crossed the room and removed the chair from under the door handle and went to explore the house.

      Matthew Bailey’s home wasn’t as grandly appointed as her father’s had been but it seemed sturdy and well lived in. It lacked a woman’s touch but that could be easily remedied over time. There was a total of two bedrooms upstairs, a formal sitting room downstairs, a small room that appeared to be some sort of office tucked underneath the stairs, a dining room, and a small room holding nothing more than a cot and a large trunk off from the kitchen.

      Julia inspected the house, noting things that needed attending as she went. When she reached the kitchen, nervous butterflies took flight as she looked at the stove. A pot sat on top of it, and if the scent filling the room was any indication, something was cooking. Was she not expected to do that?

      She glanced at the clock. It was later than she’d expected it to be. Maybe her new husband got tired of waiting for her to get up and started supper without her. With her cooking skills, it was probably a good idea he had.

      Bess, the family cook back home, had taught her all she could in the short time she’d had before Julia stepped on that train to travel west. She knew she’d eventually be required to cook and even though she was eager to try, she couldn’t help but be grateful the duty had not been placed on her today.

      The door close to the cabinet swung open. Julia stared at Matthew as he came inside. He stilled the moment he saw her, then shut the door, removed his hat and coat and hung them both on a peg nailed into the wall.

      “Did you sleep well?”

      Julia nodded. “Yes, thank you.”

      He crossed to the cabinet and washed his hands, then grabbed a hand towel sitting on the counter. When he turned to face her, they both stood there in the silence, the only sound that of the ticking from a clock in the other room and the steam releasing from whatever was cooking on the stove.

      Matthew was the first to move. He crossed to the stove and lifted the lid from the pot and gave the contents a stir. “I wasn’t sure what you liked. I can’t guarantee this is the best you’ve ever eaten but I’ve not keeled over yet from eating my own cooking.”

      Julia smiled, the tension in her shoulders easing at his flippant remark. “I’m sure it will be fine. I’m hungry enough to eat an old shoe.”

      “Well, luckily for you, I was fresh out of those.” He picked the pot up and set it on the table. “Have a seat. I’ll grab some bowls.”

      Julia glanced back at the dining room once before sitting at the small table in front of a large window. It gave her a perfect view of the snow and ice encrusted creek just beyond the yard and she imagined it would be beautiful with spring flowers dotting the bank. As much as she enjoyed seeing the snow, she was eager to spend long, lazy summer days with her feet in that creek while mountain breezes blew through the valley.

      She watched Matthew grab bowls and cups and eating utensils, noting where everything was. A small part of her felt bad he’d had to cook. She was sure that was a task he’d taken a wife for and if so, she’d failed miserably on her first day as a new bride.

      He returned and filled her bowl, then sat across from her. She looked down and smiled. Chicken and dumplings. One of the first things Bess taught her how to make. Thank goodness he liked them.

      Her glass was filled with cool water before Matthew finally looked over at her.

      “It smells good.”

      He picked up his spoon. “Not as good as my gramps used to make but it’s passable.”

      They spoke little while they ate and if Julia had to guess, she’d say he was feeling as nervous and clueless as to what to talk about as she was. Regardless of the fact they were man and wife, they knew nothing about each other besides their names.

      Halfway through the meal she dabbed at her mouth and glanced his way. “Do you live here alone?”

      He nodded. “Yes. Well, other than a few ranch hands that live out in the bunkhouse.” He refilled his water glass, then her own. “I’ve a sister who lives close by. Her name is Prudence and she’s as nosey as the day is long.” He grinned. “She came ‘round not long after we got home in hopes of meeting you. I suspect she’ll be back sooner rather than later.”

      “I look forward to it.”

      “You may think differently once you meet her.” He chuckled. “She means well but comes off very abrasive. Our mother died when we were young so Pru took over the household duties and ordered us about as if she wasn’t still a child. My gramps found it amusing so he told my pa to just let her do as she pleased. I think gramps just wanted her to take over the cooking for him, which she eventually did.”

      “And where do gramps and your father live now?”

      He stilled and stared down at his bowl. “They’re gone. Gramps died ten years ago and my father was killed, along with Pru’s husband, four winters ago.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.”

      He nodded but said nothing else and neither did she. The circumstances around his father and Prudence’s husband’s death must be painful. Something in the expression on his face said it wasn’t something he liked to think about.

      They finished eating and cleared away the dishes, then Matthew showed her around the house, even though she’d peeked into all the rooms herself when she came downstairs. They ended up in a small parlor off from the front door. There were a few seats scattered about the room. Matthew added a few more logs to the burning embers in the fireplace before saying he’d bring more wood in. When he left her alone inside the house, she studied the room. It was much like the bedroom—all dark wood and dark furnishings. Luckily, she’d brought enough things with her to brighten the place up and as soon as the sun rose tomorrow morning, she’d do just that.
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        * * *

      

      The chores inside the barn were nearly finished when Matt stepped in out of the cold. Silas and Orin looked his way as he shut the barn door, both of them wearing identical grins.

      “Go ahead and say what you want, then be done with it.”

      Silas laughed. “I thought you went to town to tell whoever it was that showed up to marry you that there had been a mistake.”

      “I did.”

      “And?”

      “And—“ Matt removed his hat, scratched his head and put the hat back on. “And it didn’t work that way.”

      “Is she as pretty as she looked from a distance?”

      Pretty was too mild a word to describe her. “She’s very pretty.”

      “You got lucky,” Orin said. “My cousin over in Bixby got a mail-order bride and she was missing most of her teeth and had one eye that wandered a bit.” He closed the gate on the horse stall he’d been in and swung the rope over the rail so it’d stay shut. “She’s a good cook though, so according to my cousin, that makes up for her poor looks.”

      Silas grinned. “Were the others as pretty as your wife is?”

      Matt nodded. “Yes. They were all handsome women. All friends, from what Pru said when she told me about sending away for a bride. I think we all got lucky.”

      “More so come nightfall.”

      Silas and Orin both laughed, teased him until he felt heat scorch his face, and finally had mercy on him and wished him a good night before leaving.

      In the silence of the barn, their teasing hit him hard. He might be married to Julia but until they consummated the marriage, it was just words on a piece of paper. Was she expecting him to come to her bed tonight? Or did she expect him to give her privacy until they knew each other better? It wasn’t as if he could ask. He’d not embarrass her or himself by being so bold but—what was he supposed to do?

      He sighed and scrubbed a hand over his face. The desire to scream at Pru again for this mess burned hot in his gut, especially when he thought of the position she’d left him in. Things with Julia were awkward enough but what was he supposed to tell Cora?

      They’d been friends for years and often talked about never marrying but something had always rung untrue about her words. He knew she’d been lying about not wanting a husband when she told him she’d accept a wedding proposal from him. Her words were said in a teasing manner and he’d done the only thing he could to not embarrass her—he said he would. He’d foolishly told her that if she hadn’t married by her twenty-fifth birthday, that he’d marry her and every time he saw her, she reminded him her birthday was coming very soon. He’d had less than six months to make good on that promise—a promise Pru had nearly come unhinged about every time she saw Cora. He knew without a doubt Pru ordered a bride just so he’d not have to marry her and that plan had put him in an awkward position.

      If he’d told Julia he couldn’t marry her because of Cora, she would have been stranded here with nothing but the clothes stored in her trunks. Had Julia not been a beauty, he would have still felt duty-bound to marry her only because Pru had promised he would.

      Not marrying Cora did nothing other than hurt her feelings. She still had a home to live in. She still had her family to take care of her and despite what he’d told Pru, there were men in town that would take a wife if one were available. Cora had just never given anyone the chance to court her—no one but him, that is.

      He sat down on one of the hay bales, took off his hat, and ran his fingers through his hair. Seemed as if life was always kicking him in the teeth and today was no exception. One catastrophe after another had plagued him for years, and with Christmas just a few weeks away, the nightmares were returning.

      The memories of that day came back in a flash and he closed his eyes to force them away. He scrubbed a hand over his face when the screams echoed in his head again and he paced across the barn, trying to push the memories back where they belonged but the sound of Prudence screaming wasn’t something so easily forgotten. He still heard it in his dreams, saw the horror on her face as her new husband disappeared and he knew, just like him, she hated this time of year as much as he did.

      Maybe that’s why she sent for Julia. So she’d have someone to distract her from the fact her life had been destroyed and she’d yet to put it back together completely. Well, that and she disliked Cora more than anyone else on earth and would never accept her as part of their family. She might have wanted a new sister but, as always, Prudence made sure it was someone she chose.

      He just wished she would have told him about it before Julia had been sent money to travel west. Or before Cora had teased him about making wedding plans because he had no doubt she was planning a wedding and he had no idea how to tell her he already had a wife.

      A wife he was now supposed to go inside and bed.

      He groaned and braced his hands on the top of the horse stall. Maybe he should sleep out here. Surely freezing to death would be less painful than fumbling through his wedding night. He’d not bedded a woman in more years than he wanted to think about. Julia was undoubtedly untouched—or he assumed she was—so crawling into her bed would be embarrassing for the both of them so … did he just do it and get it over with or wait until he was sure she was ready?
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        * * *

      

      Julia brushed through her hair one last time and stared into the small mirror she’d sat on the dresser top. Her reflection in the glass showed her face paler than it should have been and she knew it was nothing more than nerves making her appear so pallid.

      She pushed her hair behind one ear. Should she braid it or leave it down? “Leave it down,” she whispered. “It might distract him from the fact you’re practically naked.”

      A glance down at her gown caused her heart to skip a beat. Would it make her appear too wanton to wear such a garment? The material was so thin she knew it would take very little for him to realize she had nothing on underneath it. The flowers she’d embroidered around the neck were small and not enough to hold anyone’s attention for long, especially not a man who was ready to bed his wife.

      Groaning she laid a hand to her stomach when it seemed to do a small flip. She was working herself into a good tizzy standing there. She turned to the bed. Should she wait for him there, underneath the blankets? Or just—stand here so he could see all of her once he came into the room?

      No. Having to look him in the eye, knowing he could see her through the gown, would be too embarrassing.

      She hurried to the bed and pulled the blankets back, crawled in and laid down. She fixed the gown, pulling it down her legs then thought better of it. Should she pull it to her waist? She cringed, closed her eyes and sighed. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      Julia strained to hear anything other than the wind rattling the windowpanes. Not a sound could be heard, which meant either her new husband was a very light walker or he hadn’t come inside yet. It was full dark, well past time to turn in for the night. Maybe he was waiting for her to get settled, then he’d come in.

      Leaning over, she extinguished the lamp and laid back down, listing to the wind whistle past the house. Regardless of whether she was ready or not, come morning, she’d be Matthew Bailey’s wife in every sense of the word.
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      She woke up alone. The blankets beside her were untouched, still tucked in as they had been the night before and something in Julia’s chest clenched tight.

      Matthew hadn’t come to her and she was still as virginal as she had been when she’d crawled into bed the night before. She wasn’t sure how to feel about that. Should she be happy she’d been spared the embarrassment she was sure to have come with the act or disappointed her new husband hadn’t wanted her?

      A better question would be, if he didn’t want her, then why did he marry her? And why did he send away for a bride to begin with?

      The answers never came so she eventually rose and dressed, braided her hair and pinned it up, then looked out the window. The sun was barely cresting the mountains but it was light enough outside to see it was still snowing. Nothing stirred, but the windows in the small building she’d seen the day before, and assumed was the bunkhouse Matthew had told her about, were lit.

      She ventured downstairs, peeking into the empty rooms as she went. She wasn’t sure where Matthew had slept. She didn’t see him and a part of her was glad for it. She wasn’t even sure what she’d say to him once she did. Facing him would be awkward now, more so than if he’d come to bed the night before.

      The kitchen stove was cold when she entered the room. She spent long minutes filling it with wood, then lighting it, waiting for it to start burning hot before inspecting the larder. There was a basket of eggs on one of the shelves, along with milk, the cream still sitting on top. There was salted ham and so many bags of flour she’d be able to bake enough biscuits to feed the entire town of Angel Creek.

      Jars of canned vegetables and fruit preserves filled the space. Seeing them, she realized her job as wife would be much harder than she thought. She didn’t know the first thing about preserving food for the winter. The most gardening she’d done was planting a flower or two. She had no idea how to grow food in quantities enough to feed someone all winter long.

      She blew out a breath and made a mental note to ask about it later and pulled everything she needed to fix the morning meal from the shelves. There was an old flour sack on a nail hammered into the wall by the larder door. Grabbing it, she wrapped it around her waist then started on her first meal as a new wife. By the time everything was cooking, she was covered in flour, sweating like a mule, and secretly hoping Matthew didn’t come out from wherever it was he’d slept to catch her in such disarray.

      She peeked out the window toward the barn. There was still no movement on the other side of the frosted panes. The snow wasn’t falling as hard now but a thick blanket of it covered every surface she saw.

      Julia grabbed plates and cups and was turning to the table when she saw someone exit the barn. She panicked the moment she saw them coming toward the house. She dropped the plates and cups and tried to dust the flour from her clothes, then pushed the stray curls dangling by her face out of her eyes and wiped the sweat from her brow.

      Peeking back out the window, she saw the man turn and head in the opposite direction and she sighed in relief. She had no idea if it was Matthew or not but she wasn’t ready for him to come inside. She’d planned this first meal in her head so many times now and she wanted everything to be perfect. Her looking so unkempt from cooking one simple meal wasn’t how she wanted her new husband  to see her.

      Picking the plates and cups back up, she set the small table by the window and was laying utensils out beside each plate when she got the first whiff of burnt bread. She gasped and ran to the stove.

      Opening the door, she choked on the black smoke boiling out and grabbed a towel to pull the pan of biscuits out—then cringed. “No, not today!”

      They were ruined.

      Her shoulders sagged as she stared at them, tears burning the back of her eyes. You’re going to make a horrible wife, Julia. You should have never agreed to this and just stayed in Charleston.

      She sat down heavily in one of the kitchen chairs, staring at the biscuits for long moments before dusting off her apron, misery making her chest hurt. “Your new husband wasn’t interested in bedding you and once he finds out you can barely cook, he’ll be hauling you back to the stagecoach station.” She groaned and covered her face with both hands. “You should have never come.”

      “They look just right to me.”

      Julia screamed and jumped out of the chair at the voice, turning to see an old man standing by the cabinet. He was nearly as tall as she was with hair of pure white and a beard and mustache to match. He grinned and said, “Didn’t mean to startle you,” before inhaling deeply, then laying a finger to his nose. “My smeller isn’t what it used to be. Tell me, is there onion in those fried potatoes?”

      Julia stared at him for long moments as her racing heart slowly returned to a normal pace and finally nodded her head. “Yes.”

      “Thought so.” The old man grinned and walked to the stove, leaning over it to look into the other pots. “Them’s some good looking vittles ya got cooking. Matt’s not eaten so fine a meal since he told Pru to stop coming by to mother him. ”

      Julia wasn’t so sure about that. She glanced around the room. The old man was alone as far as she could tell. How he’d come inside without her hearing him was a mystery, though. She finally lowered her hand and took a calming breath.

      He eyed her, squinting a bit. “You going to be all right?”

      “Yes.” Julia smiled to try to ease her discomfort. “I didn’t hear you come in so you gave me quite a fright.”

      “I suppose I would have. Apologies.”

      Julia waved away the last of the smoke and stared at the biscuits. The old man did as well. “Just cut away the worst of the black bits and they’ll be fine. Matt likes them well done.”

      “These are a bit more than well done.”

      “Nothing wrong with a crispy biscuit. Matt prefers them that way.”

      Julia wasn’t sure she believed that, especially when she saw the look in the old man’s eyes. There was a bit of mirth dancing in his blue irises and she wasn’t sure if he was laughing at her or her disbelief that her new husband would prefer a burnt biscuit. Whatever the reason, and despite the fright he’d given her, Julia felt oddly at ease with this stranger.

      She scraped the bottoms and cut the burnt places off the biscuits as he said and placed them on a plate, brushing off the black crumbs best she could, then stared at them, unhappily. They looked awful. “Are you sure he likes them like this?”

      “Positive.”

      She exhaled a breath and nodded her head. “I’ll take your word for it, then. Thank you.” She turned back to the stove, gave the milk gravy a stir and slid it back from the heat, then glanced over to where the old man was standing. He was gone.

      “What in the world…” Julia looked around the kitchen, then at the door. “Hello?” She walked into the main room and heard a door open and close behind her. Walking back into the kitchen, she found her new husband washing up by the sink.

      “Morning.”

      “Good morning.” Julia brushed a hand over the front of her dress.

      Matthew dried his hands and looked to the stove. “Smells good.”

      Julia willed her racing pulse to slow and walked back to the stove. “I wasn’t sure what you liked.”

      “I’ll eat most anything.”

      Julia glanced at the biscuits. I’m counting on it.

      She grabbed the folded bits of cloth she’d found to handle the hot pots and reached for the pan-fried potatoes as she heard the legs of one of the chairs scrape across the floor. She set the pot on the table and Matthew said nothing as she laid the rest of the food out, never moving until she’d taken her seat.

      “All my favorites,” he said before grabbing a spoon and started dishing food onto his plate.

      The tension in her shoulders eased as he started eating, more so when he grabbed two of the nearly burnt biscuits, tore them into small pieces and covered them with the milk gravy she’d made. He didn’t hesitate in picking them up so, apparently, the old man had been right. Her new husband didn’t mind burnt biscuits.

      Maybe Bess had been too critical when she said she was a terrible cook. It didn’t seem as if Matthew shared her opinion and come end of the day, as long as her new husband liked her cooking, that’s all that mattered.
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        * * *

      

      She was a horrible cook. Matthew swallowed the food in his mouth and washed it down with the most bitter coffee he’d ever tasted and tried not to grimace.

      He could see Julia out of the corner of his eye. She was watching him, so he picked up another of the nearly burnt biscuits and drowned it in lumpy gravy and took another bite. It was edible, at least, but just barely.

      She finally lowered her head and started eating. There was flour in her hair and a dark smudge of something on her cheek—burnt bread remnants if he had to guess—and despite all that, she was still the prettiest thing he’d seen in ages. He’d get used to her horrible cooking given time. He just hoped he survived until he did.

      They ate in silence for several minutes, the only sounds to be heard were that of the wind and the scrape of forks on the plates. He choked down another gulp of coffee and looked over at her. “Did you sleep well?”

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      He sure hadn’t. The spare room off the kitchen had the most uncomfortable bed in the whole house but he hadn’t wanted to wake her by climbing the stairs and sleeping in the spare room. Truth be known, he knew if he’d climbed those steps, he’d be tempted to open her door and invite himself inside and he didn’t need to be told how bad an idea that would be. He and Julia may be married but they knew nothing about each other and he was sure, him inviting himself to her bed, wouldn’t be the best way to start a marriage.

      The silence continued and he’d nearly cleared his plate when the back door opened. He turned to see Prudence grinning at him and he rolled his eyes. “How did you get over here?

      “Old man Nichols let me borrow his sleigh. I don’t care what people say about him, the man is a saint in my book.”

      “Pete just—let you take it, by yourself?”

      She scowled and shut the door. “I’m not incapable of guiding a few horses through the snow.”

      “No, but I’ve never known him to let anyone else use that sleigh.”

      She shrugged a shoulder and removed her coat and hat, hanging them on one of the pegs nailed into the wall. “Well, he let me. And if he were thirty years younger, I’d be tempted to marry him.”

      Prudence grabbed a plate and cup from the shelf and set them on the table before pulling out a chair and sitting down. She filled her plate with the remaining scrambled eggs and fried potatoes, then grabbed one of the biscuits. She gave it a hard look before cutting the bottom off and laying it in her plate. She picked up the pot of gravy, spooning it onto her plate as she said, “That old stove can be tricky. The left side heats up hotter than the right for some reason so shove your pan all the way over or you’ll end up with burnt bread every time.”

      Julia’s cheeks turned a pretty shade of pink. She glanced at him quickly before saying, “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Prudence set the pot down and hooked a thumb his way. “Since that one’s suddenly lost his ability to speak, I’m his sister, Prudence.”

      “I’ve not lost the ability,” Matt said, “Just the desire.”

      She snorted a laugh. “That’s a first.” Prudence took a bite, her eyes widening a bit before chasing it with the coffee—then choked. “Damnation, that’s bad.” She coughed, then stood and carried the coffee pot to the back door and toss the contents it out. “They not teach you southern belles how to fix coffee in the South?”

      Julia’s cheeks reddened again as she flicked a quick glance his way. “We drank tea more than coffee.”

      “And let me guess,” Pru said, “You never had to fix it yourself.”

      When Julia lowered her head to stare at her plate, Matthew threw a glare in Pru’s direction. “If the only reason you’re here is to insult my wife, then go home.”

      The ornery woman had the nerve to grin at him. “I wasn’t trying to insult your wife, little brother, just stating a fact. My apologies, Julia. I’m bossy and blunt so don’t take offense to anything I say.”

      Prudence filled the pot with water and grabbed the coffee grounds, measuring out what she needed and telling Julia which spoon to use, then set it back on the stove to heat. When she took her seat again, she picked up her fork and said, “So, how are you liking Montana so far?”

      Julia folded her hands into her lap. “It’s colder than I expected but the snow is pretty to look at. I’ve only ever seen it once before but that was only when it was falling. It never laid on the ground.”

      “Well, get used to it. There’s snow in Montana more often than not. You’ll eventually get to where you hate it as much as I do.”

      Matthew listened to them talk, and as loathe as he was to admit it, he was grateful Pru showed up when she did. The awkward silence before she waltzed into the room was making him uncomfortable and he knew without being told Julia felt the same way. The look on her face and her barely eating told him as much.

      He blew out a breath and cleaned his plate, thoughts of his new wife a constant echo in his mind as he listened to her and Pru talk. Better her than him. He wasn’t good at talking to women. Never had been. Not even to Cora. He never knew what to say to them. He knew nothing about the things that interested a woman and pretending he did only made the situation more uncomfortable. He knew about ranching and cattle and not much else. Hell, he didn’t even know how to court a woman properly. He was sure there was more to it than showing up with a hand full of pretty flowers. Talking would be expected at some point and that would bring him right back to where he was now. Struggling for something to say to a woman who seemed just as tongue-tied as he did.

      “You listening to me, Matt?”

      Prudence thumped a knuckle on the table and he snapped out of his musing. He met her gaze and as always, a bit of mischief danced in her eyes. "Not really."

      She huffed out a breath. "I said Julia needs proper boots and warmer clothes. We could take her into town since I have Pete’s sleigh.”

      Take Julia into town? Matt ran his gaze over her. The dress she wore was a bit fancy for working around the house and he didn’t think she had on sturdy work boots with a frock like that on. Her boots were probably those silk things he’d seen Cora wearing, the ones with buttons all the way up the side. They weren’t made for tromping around in the snow, that’s for sure. She’d need something suitable for the ever-changing Montana weather.

      He nodded and stood when the coffee pot lid started to rattle, crossing to the stove to refill his cup. “All right, but you’ll have to go without me. I have missing cattle and we have to see where they’ve wandered off to.” He turned back to the table. “Just put everything on my tab and tell the Weston’s I’ll be in on Friday to settle the bill.”

      Pru grinned and he knew she was about to hit him where it hurt—his bank account.
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        * * *

      

      Matthew had insisted they take the blankets he’d offered her the day before in the wagon and she was glad he’d made them do so, otherwise her face would be frozen with a permanent smile. The biting chill in the air caused her skin to ache and made her eyes water but the sleigh ride across the Montana prairie was the most exhilarating thing she’d done in—well, forever, really.

      The horse kicked up snow with every step he took and managed to keep up a fast enough pace for the ride to be thrilling. After the morning she’d had, a delightful romp across the prairie was exactly what she needed.

      She didn’t have to be told the breakfast she’d made had been barely edible. Matthew had cleaned his plate but she was sure he’d done so as to not be rude. The gravy had almost congealed and the biscuits … she cringed. The old man had lied about Matthew liking his biscuits near burnt and she planned on giving him a piece of her mind next time she saw him. Not that she really had reason to be mad at him. She shouldn’t have been so gullible. Who in their right mind wanted to eat burnt biscuits?

      “You’re awfully quiet.”

      Julia glanced at Prudence and smiled. “I’ve been accused by many of being too quiet, especially around people I don’t know. My friends were the social butterflies. I was more of a wallflower.”

      Prudence laughed loud and boisterous. “You don’t look like a wallflower. I always pictured someone fitting that description as dowdy and unattractive and you are neither of those things.”

      Julia smoothed out the material of her cloak. There was a compliment in there but wasn’t sure if it was sincere or not so she didn’t acknowledge it. She’d been called many things but attractive wasn’t one of them. She was too tall, or too quiet and to most—too plain. Had she been anything else, she would have married years ago. She changed the subject, pulling the hood of her cloak in closer to her face. “So, tell me about Matthew. What sort of things does he like?”

      Prudence gave her a sly look and grinned. “He likes you. I knew the moment he ran me off yesterday.”

      “He ran you off?”

      “Yep. I came by to meet you right after you got out to the ranch and he wasn’t having it. Said you were resting and wasn’t to be disturbed.”

      “Oh, well, that is true. I did rest once we arrived at the ranch. That doesn’t mean he likes me, much.”

      Pru laughed. “Yes, it does. If he didn’t like you, he wouldn’t have cared if I disturbed your rest. He would have let me barge up those stairs and wake you without a thought to your wellbeing. But he didn’t. He wouldn’t even let me near the house which means, he likes you. Plus, I’ve seen the way he looks at you. Or I should say, the way he doesn’t look at you. He’s trying too hard not to stare which tells me, he likes what he sees.”

      She wasn’t lying. Julia had noticed him glancing away as quick as she looked at him but thought it meant he wasn’t interested. Him not coming to bed the night before had been another sign. He seemed to be putting distance between them—well, until she remembered how he’d picked her up and carried her into the house the day before. Or how he’d done the same not an hour before when he lifted her from the porch and carried her to the sleigh. He’d claimed he didn’t want her boots to get ruined in the snow but was it more than that? Did her husband like her more than she thought he did?

      The hazy outline of buildings in town came into view and Prudence urged the horse faster. “I’ll introduce you to any townsfolk we run into and show you where your friends are living. We can visit with them if you like, as long as it doesn’t start snowing again.

      “That would be nice, thank you.”

      “There’s good folk living in Angel Creek. Well, everyone but Cora. That one you’d be better off not knowing.”

      The words were said pleasantly enough but something in Prudence’s eyes said otherwise, as did the expression on her face. So, who was Cora? And why would meeting her be so bad?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The mercantile was rustic compared to the merchant shops in Charleston but with Prudence’s help, Julia was able to find a good, sturdy pair of boots made for trekking in the snow and a few, simple dresses. Warm gloves and a hat were paired with a wool cloak that came with a fur hand muff and according to Jeremiah Weston, the owner of the mercantile, she was ready to take on the wilds in the Montana Territory as well as anyone else did.

      She’d questioned the new purchases when they were being wrapped. She knew nothing of Matthew’s finances. His home wasn’t as grand as her father’s had been but it was by no means a poor man’s shack but spending so much on her so soon seemed—wrong. She would have been happy with the new boots but Prudence had insisted, especially when she picked up the cloak. It was the only one like it in the store. It was fur lined and heavy, and the price tag on it had made her mouth fly open in shock. She’d refused but Prudence had only laughed off her concern.

      When her newly purchased items were wrapped, Prudence took her to the Apothecary in town and a small shop that sold baked breads and sweets and they stayed long enough to eat their fill of pastries before washing it down with coffee. Julia wasn’t sure she’d ever grow to like the taste of it but the shop owner, Ona Jenkins, had sweetened it with a bit of cream and sugar and she was able to get it down much better.

      Back on the street, Prudence had pointed out all the other businesses in town, most of which they didn’t stop at. In the center of town, she showed her where her friends lived. The desire to run to their door was strong but she didn’t want to intrude so soon after arriving. Besides, light snow flurries were beginning to fall again and she didn’t want to get stuck in town.

      They headed back to where they left the sleigh and she was introduced to everyone they saw on the way. When they were at the end of the street, Prudence grabbed her arm. “I see the sheriff. Wait here a minute. I need to ask him something.”

      Julia waited a whole three minutes before turning toward the sleigh and hurrying down the sidewalk. The wind felt as if it were cutting through her bones and she’d never been so cold in her life. Her new cloak was wrapped in paper and why she hadn’t put it on was beyond her. It was stupid, really. She should have donned all her newly purchased things for no other reason than they were warmer than anything she owned.

      Her feet were near frozen by the time she made it to the end of the row of buildings lining the road. The sleigh was still where they’d left it and Julia tossed her packages inside and had grabbed the side to climb in when a light in the corner of her eye caught her attention.

      The last building on the street had a pretty, ornate sign hanging above the door that read, Thompson’s. The light she’d seen was an open door on a stove in the center of the store, a young boy standing in front of it tossing in more wood.

      Julia looked down the street for Prudence but didn’t see her. She blew into her hands, stared at the cold sleigh, then turned back to the shop. Surely Prudence would look for her here if she came back and didn’t see her.

      A bell above the door made a small tinkling of sound when she walked inside. The interior of the building was so warm, Julia felt it immediately and made a beeline for the potbelly stove sitting in the middle of the room, thrusting her hands out to warm them. It would certainly take time to get used to the cold.

      A glance around the shop told her she was inside a Millinery and dress shop. She smiled. This reminded her of Charleston. The shop was filled with color, dresses by the dozens displayed along the walls, ribbons, and lace in every color imaginable hung from pegs and small displays and the hats were as fine as the ones she’d seen back home. For such a small town, she was surprised to see such finery.

      There was a bit of shuffling toward the back of the building. Julia turned her head as a woman slipped through a doorway covered by a curtain. She stopped when she saw her and said, “Hello. I didn’t hear you come in.”

      “That’s quite all right. I must admit I initially came in only for the warmth.” She glanced around the store. “But now that I see these beautiful dresses, I’ll be sure to come back.”

      The woman smiled. “You’re new to Angel Creek. I don’t think I’ve ever heard that accent before.”

      “Yes, I only arrived yesterday. I’m originally from Charleston.”

      “Well, it’s very nice to meet you.” The woman crossed the room to where she stood. “I’m Cora Thompson.”

      Cora? Was this the “Cora” Prudence had mentioned? “It’s nice to meet you as well, Cora. I’m Julia Bailey.”

      “Bailey?” Something in her eyes brightened as she said the name. “Any relation to Matthew Bailey?”

      “Yes. He’s my husband.”

      Cora was a pretty woman whose stature was on the short side. Her hair was blonde, her eyes blue, and she seemed the sort of person Julia would indeed invite to tea. But as Cora stood there looking at her, something in her eyes changed, her smile quickly vanished and her lips pressed together forming a harsh line across her face.

      The door opened before she could ask if anything was wrong and they both turned. Prudence’s eyes were a bit wide as she stood there staring at her. “Julia,” she said, “I’ve been looking for you.” She flicked a glance at Cora and nodded her head in greeting. “Cora.”

      Julia had dealt with socialites in Charleston long enough to pick up on subtle clues and it didn’t take but a few seconds to realize there was something volatile between these two. Cora’s smile had completely vanished, she was stiff-backed, her chin raised, and the look in her eyes told her she didn’t want Prudence in her store.

      Prudence didn’t look much different except for the tiny smirk on her face. “I see you’ve met my new sister-in-law, Cora. I’m sure you two will be fast friends.”

      Cora scowled. “Somehow I doubt that.”
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      Something was wrong. He could see it in both their faces as they climbed out of the sleigh. Julia didn’t spare him a glance as she trudged through the snow toward the house and Prudence blew out a breath when she looked up and saw him.

      “What happened?”

      Pru shook her head. “Now, what makes you think something happened?”

      “The look on your face, not to mention Julia’s.”

      Prudence reached in for the packages Julia couldn’t carry. “I saw the sheriff in town and ran to tell him about your missing cattle and to ask if anyone else had mentioned any missing livestock and when I got back, Julia was waiting for me inside Thompson’s.

      His heart seized for a brief moment. “I’m almost afraid to ask.”

      Pru handed him the rest of the packages. “Nothing happened. Not really, but you don’t have to worry about telling Cora you can’t marry her, now. Julia did that for you.” She laughed. “You should have seen Cora’s face. I wish I had been inside when Julia said she was your wife. I would have paid money to see it.”

      Matt bit back a curse. “Did Cora say anything?”

      “No, but she didn’t have to. The look on her face was enough for Julia to ask me a dozen questions on the way home, though—all of which I refused to answer—so you have that inquisition to look forward to baby brother.”

      Prudence climbed back into the sleigh and took hold of the reins. “I’d love to stay but I need to get this thing back to Pete.”

      “Liar.”

      She chuckled and said, “Good luck,” before flicking the reins and pulling away from the house.

      Julia wasn’t in the kitchen when he walked in and it only took a few seconds to hear her upstairs. He debated laying the packages down and running back to the barn but he’d never been a coward, so he headed for the stairs.

      Her bedroom door was open when he reached it and he peeked inside before clearing his throat. “May I come inside?”

      Julia nodded. “It’s your house.”

      “Our house now,” he corrected as he stepped into the room. He set the packages on the end of the bed and looked at the things she’d already unwrapped. Thick socks and new boots lay amongst the brown paper they’d been wrapped in along with a thick pair of gloves and one of Mrs. Tilly’s knitted scarves. He touched the large package he’d carried in. “I hope this is a warmer cloak.”

      “It is.” She reached for it, pulling the paper away before lifting the cloak for him to see. “I thought it was a bit too extravagant but Prudence insisted. We can return it if it’s too much.”

      The cloak was one he’d seen before. It was longer than most and was lined with thick, white fur. Cora had made mention of it on several occasions, wondering why the Weston’s insisted on purchasing clothing when her parents’ shop was just down the street. The Thompson’s hated the competition, especially when that competition had things much nicer than anything they made or sold in their store. Knowing Pru, she made Julia get that cloak just to snub Cora.

      “It was a smart choice,” he said. “You’re not used to the cold. That extra warmth will do a lot to keep you warm.”

      They stood in silence for long moments as Julia folded the brown paper her things had been wrapped in and rolled the twine that held them closed. When she’d finished, he cleared his throat. “Would you like me to show you around the ranch? Or you can rest if you’d prefer.”

      She picked up a pair of the socks. “I think I’d like to look around. I’m not even sure where the well is.”

      “All right. I’ll wait for you downstairs.” He hurried back to the kitchen and stood by the counter to stare out the window. His thoughts went to Cora and he wondered what she thought about Julia’s announcement. Even though she now knew, he’d have to pay her a visit and explain and he dreaded the thought of it.

      Julia was quick about changing her boots and was wrapping the cloak around her shoulders as she entered the kitchen. When she pulled the hood up and had it tied, she said, “I’m ready when you are.”

      He ushered her outside and helped her down the steps, then stopped and pointed to the right. “Just beyond that tree is the well, but don’t worry about fetching any water while there’s snow on the ground. Silas refills the stove reservoir in the bunkhouse every morning and fills a bucket for the house as well so, more than likely, it’ll be sitting on the counter when you get downstairs.”

      He motioned her forward a bit and pointed out past a row of trees. “That big area in front of the fence is where the garden sits in the summer and there’s a grove of apple trees on the other side of the house close to the creek.”

      “Is all this land yours?”

      Matthew nodded. “Yes. There are a couple hundred acres out past the fence line.”

      Julia stared in the direction of the creek. The hood on the fur-lined cloak framed her face and a few wisps of her dark hair had come undone, the small curls brushing her cheeks drawing his attention. A simple look was all it took to remind him again of how lovely she was. The conversation with Cora would be unpleasant but coming home to Julia would make it less painful.

      “You’re a cattle rancher, right?”

      Her voice drew him from his thoughts. “Yes. I have a couple hundred head at last count.”

      “And where are your cattle?”

      He rubbed a hand over his beard and pointed toward the south pasture. “They’re out that way. There’s a hill just behind the barn so you can’t ever see them unless they come closer to the house.”

      “I’ve never been around cattle before. Are they dangerous?”

      He chuckled. “Not unless they’re running and you’re in the way.”

      She smiled and he noticed a small dimple in her cheek. How had he not seen that before? It drew his attention to her lips and the moment he looked at them, he wondered what they’d taste like. He’d stood at the bottom of the stairs the night before, staring into the darkness instead of climbing the steps like he’d wanted to and regretted his decision now. He’d thought her lovely the moment he saw her but now, with snow falling around her fur-lined face, she was mesmerizing.

      She caught him staring and he looked away, taking her arm and leading her to the barn, showing her where the chicken coop was on the way.

      Silas and Orin both looked up when he pushed the barn doors shut behind them, both men tipping their hats toward Julia.

      “Ma’am.” Silas turned and started their way. “I’m Silas. You ever need anything, you just give me a yell.”

      “And what he can’t do for you, I can.” Orin crossed the barn, his usual grin in place. “Names Orin.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you both, gentlemen.”

      Orin grinned bigger. “That’s some accent you got there.”

      “Oh? I didn’t realize I had one.”

      Both men laughed before saying their goodbyes and headed back into the stall they’d been in. Julia turned in a small circle, taking in the rest of the barn, and stopped when she got to the stall with the colt. “That’s the newest addition around here,” Matt said. “He was born a few months ago.”

      Julia crossed to the stall and peered inside, the smile on her face big enough he could see that dimple again. “He’s beautiful.” She reached out, then jerked her hand back. “Is it all right to touch him?”

      “Yes, he’s not skittish.” He clicked his tongue and reached out until the colt crossed the distance between them.

      Julia’s smile was infectious. He watched her pet the colt, her eyes bright and with every passing minute, his ire at Pru for sending away for Julia lessened. He was still upset she went behind his back but looking at Julia, he couldn’t be completely sorry she had, even though his new wife was too fragile for the wilds of Montana. He knew nothing about her background but if he had to guess, he’d say she’d not had much reason to ever get dirty. She was too-refined. Her hands were free of calluses, her complexion as clear and smooth as porcelain. She’d not ever had to work in the sun and if he had to guess, he’d say she’d been waited on, her every desire met by someone else’s hand.

      “Does he have a name?”

      Her voice drew him from his musings and he focused on her face. “No. I never got around to giving him one.”

      She frowned. “He has to have a name.” She rubbed the colt behind the ears, laughing when he moved closer and snuffled at her face.

      Matt leaned against the railing and propped his arm along the top board. “If you’d like, you can give him one.”
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