
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


BENEATH HER PAINTED SMILE

A TEXAS MAIL-ORDER BRIDE ROMANCE

MEADOW LARK
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Chapter One – The Final Waltz
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Clara Deane leaned on the windowsill of her upstairs room above the Ladybird Saloon, watching the sun bleed its last over the dusty rooftops of Larkspur, Texas. Her reflection in the pane looked older than her twenty-eight years—rouged cheeks worn from too many smiles given freely, eyes dulled by the smoke and whiskey haze of a life spent in a velvet corset and high-heeled boots.

She hadn’t always hated the dance. At first, it was thrilling—the lights, the attention, the sound of coins clinking into her hands. But that was years ago. Now the music grated, the men smelled like old tobacco and cheap spirits, and her legs ached by midnight.

But last week, something shifted.

One of the regulars—a rancher from up north—had cornered her behind the curtain after hours. He had always tipped well and called her “darlin’,” but that night, he wasn’t just drunk—he was mean. His hands weren’t rough from ranch work; they were cruel with entitlement. Clara had clawed away, elbowed him in the gut, and slammed the door shut behind her.

She hadn’t danced since.

Tonight, she reached into her dresser and pulled out a folded piece of paper—an advertisement she’d torn from the back of a shipping ledger.

MATRIMONIAL COMPANION WANTED: Honest woman sought for homestead in Texas Hill Country. Widower. Two children. Clean bed and fair chance. Write to E.M., Box 9.

Clara held it to her chest like scripture. She hadn’t written yet. But she would. Tonight.
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Chapter Two – The Letter
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By the time the morning sun hit the tin roofs of Larkspur, Clara Deane had finished the letter.

Dear Mr. E.M.,

My name is Clara Deane. I am a woman of experience but not without hope. I’ve worked in a public establishment but am ready to start over. I can cook, clean, and sew. I am kind to children, and though I’ve never been married, I know the weight of responsibility. If you are still looking for a companion, I would be willing to come by train at your invitation.
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