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CLEAR CREEK, KANSAS

Sunday afternoon, November 27, 1892

“I can’t believe the contrast. It’s night and day. There’s just crude furniture in the first room, and you walk through the door, and you see very high-quality furniture and...”

The women laughed when Lucy Smith, Nadine Paulson’s soon-to-be sister-in-law, stopped and looked behind her to view the sooty blacksmith shop and backroom, which Nadine and her friends had already walked through. And then Lucy looked forward again into the living quarters of the shop where Amelia and Barton Miller lived.

“We now have a side entrance into our home, but I couldn’t resist bringing you through the original door of our home,” Amelia said as she beamed at her guest.

“My brother-in-law, Kiowa Jones, first lived in the small one-room quarters after he bought the shop. As you’ve probably heard by now, he’s a famous jewelry maker, but he hid that secret for years. He built this back section as his home and a secure place to make his jewelry.

“My family didn’t even know that Kiowa and my older sister, Mary, had secretly married, and they met here at night until earlier this year. Mary’s fall down the dressmaker’s apartment steps exposed their secrets, and forever changed their lives,” Amelia finished explaining.

“Where do the Jones’ live now? I remember Wesley pointing out the family,” Lucy asked.

Lucy would remember the couple because Mary was still using a wheeled chair when outside her home. Her back was injured on the fall down the steps, and she was still having problems with her mobility.

“About a block away. The house with the ramp on the porch. Mack Reagan and Squires Miller modified the house to give Mary a way to get in and out of the house. And Mary ordered new furniture for their new home and left all this for us,” Amelia beamed.

The quarters were small, with only one bedroom, but it had a full bathroom, much to the surprise of everyone.

“This room,” Amelia continued the tour for Lucy, “was Kiowa’s jewelry workroom, but now...it’s going to be the nursery!”

“Oh! Congratulations! I’m so happy for you!” was all said at once by Nadine and her friends as they surrounded Amelia to congratulate her.

Nadine smiled as wide as her friends on the news. She might have been jealous of all her newlywed friends, but she would be married in less than a month herself.

Wesley Preston had asked her to marry him three days ago, in the broom closet of her family’s hotel, of all places. Her little sisters, Cecilia, age twelve, and Phoebe, age ten, plotted to get her and Wesley together and pushed them into the broom closet whenever they could so the couple would kiss. It was only fitting that Wesley proposed to Nadine in the place they’d first kissed.

Well, the second time they’d kissed. When six men, Wesley Preston, Tobin Billings, Peter Gehring, and the Miller brothers, Barton, Gordon, and Squires, had come to town to answer an advertisement placed by Mrs. Kaitlyn Reagan, on behalf of the Peashooter Society, the six young women the older women had picked out as their brides decided to test their compatibility to the men.

The Peashooter Society’s plan presented to the men, if they moved to town, was that they would receive a job, and place to live, and a wife.

Of course, the six of them, herself and her older sister, Avalee, Amelia Shepard, and the Brenner sisters, Maggie, Molly, and Maisie knew nothing about this so-called plan until the Peashooters paired them up at a Sunday dinner.

That afternoon, the women knocked on the apartment of the barbershop, where the six men were staying, to sort out this uncalled-for predicament. Like a game of sorts, to let them know they would have some say in this mess, the women told the men to sit down, and they blindfolded them with their handkerchiefs. The women kissed the men first by who the Peashooters had matched them with. And then, the women switched and kissed the man they liked best.

Nadine was embarrassed to kiss anyone, but she went along with the game since everyone else was doing it. She first kissed Gordon, whom she’d been matched with, and then she kissed Wesley, which was the only man left to kiss since the other women had picked their choice already. And oh, was there a difference, and she was attracted to Wesley ever since then.

But it had taken time for their love to build to the point that they were now engaged.

In the meantime, all her friends had been married since September.

Amelia and Barton had married within the first month and were now expecting their first child. They surprised the community by marrying in a double ceremony with Tate Shepard, Amelia’s brother, and Luella Paulson, another one of Nadine’s seven sisters. Amelia still worked with her family in their Shepard and Sons Saddlery Shop.

“Please sit down at the dining room table, ladies. I’ll get the pot of hot tea. Everything else is on the table,” Amelia said as she left the group.

“I’m so glad I could stay with you this month, Nadine, and not only to spend time with my brother,” Lucy said to Nadine as she touched her hand. “I’m so thrilled to help plan your secret Christmas wedding too.”

Wesley and his sister, Lucy, had lost their parents almost twenty years ago in a robbery in their New York City home. The children were taken to an orphanage and sent west on an orphan train to new homes. Unfortunately, they were sent out at different times, and seven-year-old Wesley had lost track of his three-year-old sister.

By divine luck, the Children’s Aid Society agent who had placed Wesley and his five friends in Shawnee County, Kansas, had later placed Lucy with a family in Kansas City. And the agent, Ann Beasley, who now lived in Clear Creek, had recorded all her orphan charges in an old journal. Lucy’s hand-written entry had been stained and unreadable over time, but Wesley wrote letters to other parents in the Kansas City area who had adopted children on the same day as Lucy.

It was Nadine who went to Kansas City and found Lucy. Wesley’s sister had been adopted into a wonderful family, and they all traveled back to Clear Creek to meet Wesley on Thanksgiving. The Smith’s planned to travel back to spend Christmas with Wesley at Mrs. Smith’s insistence because she considered Wesley her son now too.

“Here’s the teapot. Help yourselves to tea and pass the plate of gingersnaps too,” Amelia said as she walked back to the table. “We need to get our planning started before the afternoon gets away from us.”

They had all attended Sunday morning church service, had dinner with their families, and then met while Maggie’s and Molly’s recently adopted children took their afternoon naps.

“Nadine, please tell us what you and Wesley have planned so far. You told us about your engagement last evening while we were all together at Maisie’s and Squires’ home, but it was hard to discuss the arrangements with the husbands with us,” Amelia stated since she was the hostess for this first get-together of many to plan Nadine’s secret wedding.

Nadine touched the new picture locket on her chest. Wesley had given it to her as an engagement present. Inside the locket, tiny portraits of her and Wesley were forever facing each other.

“Wesley asked Pastor Reagan if it was possible for him to marry us on the fourth Sunday in December after the morning service,” Nadine said and waited for someone to speak up.

“That’s Christmas,” Maisie pointed out. “Why that day?”

“We want to surprise people, especially the Peashooter Society. The church and the hotel will be decorated, and people won’t think we’d slip in a wedding amongst everything else we have going on at the hotel,” Nadine suggested.

“Won’t Pastor Reagan tell his wife? And Kaitlyn is bound to tell someone else,” Maggie asked.

“Pastor assured Wesley he’d keep quiet. I think the man liked the chance to surprise his wife for a change,” Nadine told Maggie.

“Ah, that’s why you asked to meet at my home then,” Amelia asked.

“I’d like your help planning the wedding, but it would be best not to do it in a public place, and I want my new sister-in-law-to-be to get to know everyone too,” Nadine said as she touched Lucy’s forearm. The blonde woman blushed, pleased to be part of her brother’s planning, Nadine assumed.

“And I’m enjoying my time in Clear Creek. It’s so different than Kansas City. You know everyone, for example,” Lucy said.

“Which isn’t always a good thing if you’re trying to keep things secret,” Avalee laughed.

“Could we plan to get together Sunday afternoons and a weekday evening now and then if we need to?” Nadine asked as she looked around the table. “We can plan family time on Sunday afternoons to include the husbands and children if the weather permits and meet at someone’s house at other times.”

“I volunteer my home this Wednesday night,” Avalee said as she waved her hand.

“But that won’t work with Elise going home the next day. Didn’t Mama say we’d have a family farewell supper Wednesday?” Nadine asked. Elise Lindsmeir, Avalee’s niece, who was close to Avalee’s age because of the age difference between Elise and her older half-brother, had been visiting from Pennsylvania for the past few weeks.

“Oh, that’s right. And that means I don’t have to cook supper one night this week,” Avalee rubbed her hands together in glee.

“Not liking to cook for your husband, Sis?” Nadine couldn’t pass up the chance to rib her sister.

“Actually, he cooks most of our meals,” Avalee leaned in and whispered, bringing laughter around the table.

“I’m glad Wesley and I will be living in the hotel because then I’ll never have to cook or bake,” Nadine added, especially since she couldn’t bake a decent apple pie no matter all the instructions the hotel cook had given her. She wanted to contribute a dessert when they were all single and getting together for potlucks, but her pies never turned out perfect. More like half-burned and too tart, although Tobin Billings always sprinkled more sugar on his piece of pie and ate it anyway.

“All right,” Maggie Brenner Gehring, the oldest and always the organizer of their group, spoke to keep them on the reason they were meeting this evening. “What do we need to do between now and Christmas for your wedding, Nadine? Let’s make a list.”

Maggie married Peter Gehring, the barber, and they adopted three young children the day they married. Maggie had always been organized, being the oldest of eight children adopted by her parents when she was six years old.

“The dress!” Maisie Brenner Miller exclaimed. Nadine’s wedding dress was on Maisie’s mind because Maisie was the dressmaker in town. The youngest Brenner sister had married the youngest Miller son, Squires, who worked as a carpenter for Mack Reagan.

“Did you try on any of the gowns from the Five-Trunk room when Avalee decided to marry Gordon?”

The named Five-Trunk room started out at the Bar E Ranch as a bedroom when Cora Hamner’s mother, Elizabeth Elison, shipped slightly used dresses collected from her Boston friends to be handed out to pioneer women who needed them. It had become a tradition for brides to pick out their wedding dress from that selection. The trunks were eventually moved into the town’s dress shop, and Maisie had set up a special room just for viewing and trying on these gorgeous gowns.

“No, I didn’t, Maisie. Plus, how will we pull off a surprise wedding right after the service if I’m wearing a white dress?” Nadine asked.

“I could make an overlay for your dress like I did for Amelia’s gown, and you take it off right before the wedding,” Maisie suggested. “Or, wear a different color since it’s Christmas.”

“I guess that’s a possibility,” Nadine said, but she wasn’t sure about that.

“I have some gorgeous deep red velvet which would look lovely on you,” Maisie said, but Nadine had her heart set on a white wedding dress, which was now in fashion.

“Can I have Mama come over and go through the dress trunks with us? She might have an idea of what to do?” Nadine asked, then held her breath, not wanted to step on Maisie’s toes, so to speak.

“No, that’s a good idea,” Maisie easily agreed.

“That was also easy.” Maggie wrote “dress—Maisie” on her piece of paper.

“Refreshments for the reception? I assume we will hold one at the hotel after the ceremony?” Avalee asked. “Mama and Papa will insist on it.”

“True, but I hate to create extra work for our parents or our kitchen help on that day,” Nadine pondered if Christmas Day was the right date for the wedding now. Would people stay for the reception or head home for their Christmas dinner plans?

“How about we get together and make large batches of holiday cookies and candies a few evenings right before Christmas, and serve them instead of cake?” Nadine was terrible at baking, but her friends were experts. “If I ask Millie Wilerson to make my wedding cake, the surprise will be out.”

“If we meet in our dining room kitchen, we can make the dough and bake big batches at a time. And you know all our sisters will help too,” Avalee told the group, and they all nodded their approval.

“We’ll serve coffee and hot chocolate along with the cookies and make it an easy reception for everyone,” Maggie said as she wrote down reception.

“What will you do about flowers for your bouquet, Nadine?” Molly asked. “We’ve always used garden flowers from Millie Wilerson’s flower gardens for our wedding flowers, but we three Brenner sisters used the last of her mums when we had our wedding reception last month. This early frost and snow have taken care of all flowers in the area.”

“You could carry one of the kissing balls we make for decorating the hotel doorways each year,” Avalee suggested. Each year the Paulson girls made decorations to make the hotel festive for the Christmas school party and guests.

“May I make a suggestion?” Lucy timidly said while raising her hand.

“Of course, Lucy! We’re open to any ideas you have,” Nadine told the young woman.

“We have flower hothouses in Kansas City, and we can get fresh flowers almost year-round,” Lucy told them. “They always grow red and white roses and carnations for this time of year. Would you like my parents to bring fresh flowers with them when they travel here for the holidays?”

Nadine looked at Lucy and then the women around the table. They all carried garden flowers, not expensive hothouse flowers. “Oh, how special that would be, Nadine,” Avalee’s eyes widened with excitement. “To carry roses for your wedding bouquet?”

“Yes, it would, but the cost and trouble of getting them here? I don’t know...”

“Consider it done. I’m sure my mother will be pleased to bring you flowers, so expect an armload of fragrant blooms,” Lucy clapped her hands, and Nadine couldn’t say no.

“All right. Mrs. Smith will take care of your flowers,” Maggie said as she made notes of their decision.

“So,” Maggie said as she checked her list, “Nadine, you need to decide on your dress, and Maisie will help with that. Decorations will be done, mostly by the Paulson family, and all of us will be together right before Christmas to make the refreshments.”

“And I’ll write to my mother about the flowers right away to be sure she talks to the hothouse now to reserve the flowers to travel with them,” Lucy added.

“Well, that was simple to plan your holiday wedding,“ Amelia said as she stood to pour more hot tea in everyone’s cups. “Anything else we need to do?”

“The wedding will be a surprise to the Peashooter ladies, but I think we should make them some sort of holiday gift as a token of our appreciation for what they did for us. After all, that’s why we’re happily married,” Maisie suggested.
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