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      Ranchester, Montana 1874

      

      The sun rose, as did Amelia Fields.  Dawn should have been a restful peaceful time, but it was not. The hours before her aunt and uncle woke were not Amelia’s favorite.

      There was the fact however, that during this time was when she got much accomplished in order to keep busy and not have time to think, ponder or allow her mind to linger on displeasing things.

      Everything had to be just so.

      Amelia assessed the items on the shelf for a moment and then adjusted a small vase to ensure the spacing remained the same as the other items.

      Out of the corner of her eye, a book sandwiched between two others stood out.  It was too tall.  She rearranged them so that they were in order by height.

      “There,” Amelia whispered out loud.

      Her hand trembled when spotting the portrait on the same shelf.  This was not the time to think about how much had been lost.

      Everything happened for a reason and that people she loved had been taken from her didn’t matter.  What was important was to fill every moment.  To keep busy, ensure her days were full and every item she owned be just right and kept safe.

      Her lips curved at catching sight of a cat outside the window.  In the garden beside the house the cat was curled into a ball enjoying the quiet time of day.  It could be that one day she too could sit in silence without memories and sadness assaulting.

      How wonderful it would be if the memories would not be so haunting. It could come to be that upon stopping and being quiet, sorrow and guilt would not assail.  However for now, what mattered was each second.  To keep moving to ensure things were just right.

      Just right.

      

      “Good morning,” Amelia said upon the housekeeper, Harriett’s arrival.

      The woman carried a huge basket brimming with fresh vegetables and a package of who knew what.  In her usual way, she walked in prepared to start the day.  The woman was efficient and constantly moving, which often made Amelia wonder how she could maintain such a pace.

      Harriett’s lips curved in to a wide smile.  “It is a great day.”  She motioned to the doorway.  “Have you been out there? My goodness, its a beautiful morning.  I told Milton this morning, not to linger in bed.  He’d miss the entire morning.”

      Harriett’s husband was the town shoe cobbler.  Everyone knew not to go to the shoe shop until late in the morning as Milton was not one to get up early.

      “Did he get up?” Amelia asked while chuckling.

      “Oh yes he did.  I pulled the blankets off the bed and brought them with me to wash.”

      The woman hustled to the stove.  “I am a bit late.  Your aunt and uncle will be down for breakfast any moment.”  She lifted a pot cover and sniffed.  “I see  you’ve already begun cooking.”

      “Yes, I found myself without anything to do, so I am boiling beans for later today.  I thought we could add them to the leftover ham.” Amelia loved to cook and often helped Harriett.  “I’ve also sliced bacon for breakfast and sliced the bread, so all you have to do is pop it in the oven.”

      Harriett’s mouth fell open.  “What time did you get up?  At this rate, I’ll be showing up to eat breakfast and not cook it.”

      Not wanting to worry the hard-working woman, Amelia went to the table and sat.  “May I have tea please?”

      “No you may not.  Not until I get the bacon started and table set.”  Harriett picked up a heavy skillet waving it at Amelia.  “You need to sleep more.”

      An hour later, her uncle left to go to work at the bank and Amelia remained at the dining table with her aunt Camille.  Although she itched to help Harriett, it was best to allow the fussy woman to do her job.

      Her aunt studied her for a moment.  “It seems strange not to have bible study today.  We should plan for it this afternoon here at home.  After the fiasco of Robert’s wedding, Pastor Miller hasn’t been as trustful of people using the church when he’s out of town.

      “If I remember correctly, he said they are building a new small hall for meetings and such,” Amelia offered.

      Outside the window the wind picked up and the tall flowering pink Camellia bush swayed side to side.  A few people walked by probably headed to the mercantile.  Amelia liked living in the center of town where she could watch the comings and goings.

      It would be another warm day as summer came to an end.  “The orange cat has made it’s home in the garden.  He or she is quiet content to sleep in the sun all day.”  Amelia told her aunt as she reached to refill their tea.  “We should name it.”

      The fact she’d been feeding it and had set up a sheltered area for it to sleep was best kept to herself at the moment.

      “I had a cat when I was a child.  It was such a smart animal,” her aunt said surprising her.  “Her name was Sunflower.”

      When her aunt sighed, seeming to be more in the past, Amelia once again peered out.  “I will go see about getting started on the weeding.  The best time to do so is while the day is young.  I may even coax the cat to allow me to pet it.”

      “Before you do that, please go to the mercantile and fetch the thread and yarn I ordered. It should be there.” Camille let out a dramatic sigh.  “I do not plan to go outside today.  I have so much to do with winter coming up and all.”

      It was useless to point out winter was months away and her aunt had more than enough shawls, hats and mittens made.  They’d have a charity event in a few weeks and warm clothing would be given to the poor in the area.

      “I will ask Harriett to accompany me.”

      “Sorry dear.  You’ll have to go alone.  Once I finish here, I have to hurry over to Olive’s house.” Harriett rushed in picked up the plates and headed back out.

      Camille’s mouth formed a tight line.  “Who all is going to be there Harriett?”

      “I’m not exactly sure.  Probably just me, Udora and Mrs. Withers.” Harriett continued while walking away.

      “I see.” By her aunt’s snappy response made combined with indignant huff  something was amiss.

      Instead of being pulled into whatever falling out her aunt had that week, Amelia pushed back from the table.  “Best I get started with the weeding.  After that I’ll go to the mercantile.  I may go by and visit Sarah while I’m out,” she said referring to her cousin Robert’s wife.  Robert was her aunt and uncle’s only son.

      

      By the time Amelia left the house there were more people about.  She’d spent longer than expected in the garden since the cat was there to greet her.  After weeding, she took her time changing from her soiled dress into another serviceable one.  For the most part, she preferred to dress in subdued tones.  No use in getting more attention than necessary.

      Likewise, her hair was always parted down the center and pulled into a bun at the nape of her neck.  For one like her, who’d destiny had been predetermined by fate, it was best not to give into illusions or expectancy.  There would be no husband, no children and definitely no other place to live then with her uncle, who’d graciously extended the offer for her to move west.

      Her life would be one of companion and assistance.  Once her uncle and his wife Camille grew to old to care for themselves, she’d be there to help them.

      “Excuse me Miss Camille,” Randy, a young boy, appeared his freckled face scrunched up as he looked up at her.  “Ma said to tell you to stop by.”  He ran off before she could answer.

      The boy’s mother Charlene worked at the apothecary.  It was just as well since she did plan to stop by and see about peppermint for whenever her monthly courses came.  She’d always suffered from pain during that time and it took strong tea and a hot brick to help her get through it.

      “Good morning Amelia,” Pearl Sullivan, the mercantile owner’s wife called out when she walked into the large store.  “I was wondering if you or your aunt would be by.  I’ve had her yard for a few days.”

      The interior of the establishment always fascinated Amelia.  Every shelf was replete with all kinds of items organized by type and grouped together in a way that made most sense.  The front portion had fresh produce, grains and beans.  In the center of the store were household items such as fabrics, notions, pots and items used for everyday life.  Toward the back the Sullivans kept bags of flour and rice.  There were also shelves of personal items such as razors, powders, soaps and brushes.

      Sullivan’s mercantile had a distinct smell, the mixture of spices and perfumed soaps.  The air was pleasing and although the interior was not bright, there was plenty of light from the front windows.

      While making small talk with Pearl, Amelia browsed her favorite shelf.  The shelf was to the right of the counter.

      A dainty box decorated with realistic looking flowers caught her attention.  “Frivolous,” she whispered.  Some pampered woman who received the tiny box as a gift would be thrilled of course.  However in Amelia’s opinion, it was wasteful to spend money on things that had no purpose.

      “Anything else for you Amelia?” Pearl asked, her eyes moving past her to a man who entered. “Gerard, good morning.”

      “Mornin’ Mrs. Sullivan,” the man replied and went directly toward the back of the store.

      Gerard Cullen was tall, wide shouldered and muscular.  He walked with assuredness that took people’s attention.  With long hair to his shoulders and a thick mustache and beard, it was hard to see what he looked like.

      He weaved through the items displayed, moving with assuredness through the tight spaces.

      Amelia went to the opposite side of the store when the fabrics caught her attention.  “You have some wonderful new colors since I was here last.”

      “Ah yes. Just came in the day before yesterday.  I am particularly fond of the blue.”  Mrs. Sullivan bustled to the table where she’d displayed the new reams of fabric.  “What do you think?”  She unfolded some of the fabric and spread it across the others.

      The pale blue was indeed beautiful.  Amelia couldn’t help but look toward Gerard Cullen.  He had blue eyes, which the fabric would bring out.  “It is a very nice color.  I will take some.”

      With her purchases finalized, Amelia decided to pay a young boy, who stood outside to deliver them to her house.  Once the boy rushed off with the parcels, she was free to continue on to the apothecary.

      She turned just as Gerard walked out of the store and they collided.  Amelia grabbed his shirt to keep from toppling over and knocked his parcels from his hands to land around them with thuds.

      For a moment neither said a word, their gazes colliding in shock.  His hands were locked onto her upper arms and her fingers remained grasping his shirt.

      “I apologize,” he said not releasing her.  “I didn’t see you.”

      Finally common sense kicked in and Amelia released his shirt.  She attempted to smooth the wrinkles only to gasp again at the familiarity of touching his chest.

      “Oh goodness.” Amelia pushed away.  “It’s quite all right.  I wasn’t paying attention myself.”

      Best to help him pick up his parcels Amelia decided as she’d knocked them out of his arms.  Unfortunately he decided to do the same, and they bent at the same time and knocked heads.

      “Ouch,” Amelia exclaimed stumbling backward as he reached for her and once again held her by the upper arms.

      “I--I’m fine.  Thank you.”

      Hat askew, a frown on his face, he looked about ready to say something not quite nice.  He held both hands up signaling for her not to move. “I’ll get my things...thank you.”

      After straightening his hat, he bent to gather his parcels.  Gerard Cullen was hard to describe.  He was taller than most men, and since he was the town’s blacksmith and used to hard work his body seemed to be well toned.  His face was mostly hidden, both by long hair and a bushy beard that covered the bottom half.  He wore his hat low on his brow making it even harder to distinguish his features.

      From what she knew about him, he rarely spoke to anyone much less visited.

      Other than the men who came to seek his services, he kept to himself in the house across the street from where Amelia’s cousin Robert and Sarah lived.

      “Have a good day Mr. Cullen,” Amelia said as she rounded Gerard and she headed toward the apothecary.  It was best to get away from him before she caused him to run in front of a wagon or something.  When he walked behind for a few yards, she finally turned.  “Are you going to the apothecary as well?”

      “Yes,” he replied and went to where his horse was tethered next to them.  He began to stuff his packages into the saddlebags.

      Unsure of what to do Amelia hurried away.  Hopefully, she could grab her peppermint and be out before he got there.

      

      The first noticeable thing when walking into the apothecary was the strong aroma of different herbs.  Chamomile mixed in the air with lavender and other herbs and medicinal powders and plants.  Jars of different colors lined shelves each filled with different items.  The sunlight through the two large front windows reflected off the jars bringing a magical appeal and there was the twinkling of small bells that the owner hung in front of the door adding to the atmosphere.

      “Good morning Amelia,” Charlene Parker, the pretty shopkeeper called out.  Her bright smile always welcoming.

      “Randy stopped me and delivered your message,” Amelia told her.   “He is growing up so fast.”

      Charlene beamed with pride.  “For now he’s still an obedient little boy.  I know in a few years, I’ll have to beat him over the head to do as told.”  She pointed to a large jar.  “Just got fresh peppermint.”

      When the bell over the door jingled, Amelia let out a breath.  Her stomach flipped which she didn’t quite understand.  Why would her body react to a man she barely knew?

      “Your wagon wheel is fixed, Mrs. Parker.  I brought it around the back,” Gerard Cullen informed Charlene without greeting.

      Seeming unfazed Charlene smiled as she pulled open a drawer.  “Thank you, I appreciate it.  How much do I owe you?”

      Charlene’s husband had fallen off a horse and broken his back.  The man did what he could and helped with packaging herbs and such, but it was a well-known fact that the financial loss from his injury had taken a toll on the Parker’s income.

      There was a silence that stretched and finally Amelia turned at the sound of the bells sounding.  Gerard was gone.

      “He’s such a good man,” Charlene said with a sniffle.  “Always refuses to charge us for things.”

      Through the window Gerard walked past, shoulders straight, eyes forward.
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      “He is the most peculiar person,” Sarah agreed when Amelia told him of what had occurred with Gerard and then at the apothecary.  “I can’t imagine him ever smiling, much less laughing.”

      “Not that you could see a smile through all that hair,” Amelia responded shaking her head.  “To think he was once married.”

      They drank some of the peppermint tea Amelia had purchased.  It was quite delicious and she’d bought plenty so that when the time came, hopefully Harriett would be kind enough to keep a pot of it on the stove.

      Her friend Sarah had come from the east after answering a mail order bride ad placed by her cousin.  Now the couple lived on the edge of town in a beautiful house.  Amelia loved visiting and had spent countless hours helping Sarah make curtains and other items to decorate the home.  Since she’d never have a home of her own, this was the next best thing.

      “...have much in common.”

      Whatever Sarah was saying, Amelia only caught the end.  “I’m sorry what did you just say?”  She wasn’t about to admit she’d allowed her mind to wonder while Sarah spoke.  Instead she adopted a teasing tone.

      “Well it’s true.  Both of you have suffered tragic loss.  I’m sure if you spoke to him and befriended the man, you would find that perhaps you and he share commonalities in ways of thinking.  I mean you both certainly have decided to keep from planning a future with anyone.”

      Her mouth fell open and Amelia could only stare at her friend.  “I sincerely doubt we have anything at all in common.  For goodness sakes Sarah.  Not everyone is meant to have what you do.”

      Sarah’s brows joined as she looked over the rim of the cup at her.  “Of course they are.  I believe everyone is meant for someone else. You, my dear friend, should fall in love again.”

      Her lips curved.  “You’re lucky in that you’ve fallen in love with my cousin and will be happy forever.  I lost my chance at married when Anthony died.  For whatever reason God took him.  Now, I have to live with the loss and accept it.”

      “I’m sorry about it, Amelia, I really am.  I don’t mean any disrespect to your departed fiancé, but I am willing to wager, he would not have wanted you to remain alone for the rest of your life.”

      How to explain to someone the lack of desire to even try?  “I am not alone.  I have you and Robert.  I have Uncle Bernard and Aunt Camille.  Oh and of course Harriett and Udora,” she said referring to the housekeeper and a woman who owned a small eatery.

      “Fine we won’t continue to speak of it.  For now.”

      In the months since Sarah’s arrival, they had grown to be very close. Sarah would not let the subject drop.

      Amelia gave Sarah a pointed look.  “How about you promise not to say anything to anyone about this notion of yours?”

      “Notion? It’s not just that, it’s a good observation.  Now tell me, why was the bible study really cancelled?”

      Amelia chuckled at noticing Sarah didn’t make the promise.  She decided to let it go for the moment.  “They are still meeting at Olive Withers’ house.  Aunt Camille acts as if it was cancelled due to the pastor not allowing it to be held there when in actuality, they are meeting at the Withers until repairs are done.  She and Olive had a falling out of sorts.”

      “Oh no.  That’s too bad.  I know how much my mother-in-law looks forward to it.”

      “It happened before.  They will eventually make amends and return to bible study.”

      Sarah laughed.  “So for the time being everyone else gets to speak.”

      In truth not going to bible study was hard for Amelia as well since she declined to attend without her aunt.  The group wasn’t exactly something she looked forward to, however it was a distraction from having time alone.  And she missed the banter and conversations, as the bible study was mostly a way for the women to come together and discuss the goings about town.

      They prayed at the beginning and at the end.  The in-between was filled with discussion about upcoming events, social activities and the townspeople.  Granted, they often planned things beneficial to others.

      Everyone in the group was at least twenty-five years older than Amelia and settled into whatever their life was.  Admittedly, she didn’t have much in common with them other than living in Ranchester.

      “Let me show you the fabric I got. I want to make a new dress for church.”  Sarah and Amelia went to the front room.  Through the window Gerard came into view.  He rode to the front of his house and dismounted.

      With her back to the window, Sarah couldn’t see, which was good.  Amelia decided to stand in front of her so that there was no reason to turn to look outside.  Last thing she needed was Sarah deciding to play matchmaker.

      “It’s a beautiful fabric...”

      Gerard tethered his horse and then ran his hand over it’s back.  It seemed as if he spoke to the horse.

      “I do believe you should see about getting white ribbon to use on the sleeves.” Sarah continued.

      The man was now with his back to her and stretching.  His wide back seemed to expand.

      Amelia looked to Sarah.  “What about gathered cuffs?”

      Finally, he pulled the packages out of the saddlebags and walked toward the front door.  But instead of walking in, he turned and sat on the top step and began to remove his boots.

      “Amelia?” Sarah turned to look out the window.  “Oh.  What is he doing?”  She went to the window.  “Why is he taking his boots off outside?”

      One boot off Gerard tugged the second one and then lifted his feet and wiggled his toes.

      “Maybe they’re too tight.” Amelia tugged her friend’s arm.  “Do you want to start cutting the dress out?”

      Sarah waved her away.  “No, not now.” She continued looking out the window.  “Do you think he can see us?”

      “Of course he can, which is why we need to move away from the window and get back to what we were doing.”

      “I should invite him for supper.  You already promised to stay and eat.  It would be a wonderful opportunity to see if you do in fact have things in common.”

      Oh no, now she’d have to come up with an excuse to leave.  Amelia had absolutely no desire to be matched up.  Her aunt had given up after years of trying, now she had to contend with Sarah.

      “I won’t stay if you invite him.  It would be embarrassingly obvious as to what you’re trying to do.”

      “Hmm,” Sarah gave one last look out the window.  “Very well.  However, I had been planning to invite him.  It’s what neighbors do.”

    




This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/heading-swash-shirley-screen.png






OEBPS/images/amelia-high-res.jpg
AUTUM

#\ME

o= -
Z

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

e





