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Chapter 1 
 

 
By Mary Lu Tyndall 

 
1800, South Carolina 

 
 
“ISN'T THAT GREGORY, YOUR FIANCE?” 

Celia Sheldon followed the direction of her friend’s 
outstretched arm to see Mr. Gregory Owens, III, only 
son of the largest and most successful merchant in all of 
Charleston, strutting down East Bay street in all his 
ostentatious glory. 

“He is no longer my fiancé, Mabel,” Celia said even as 
Gregory’s blue eyes latched upon hers from across the 
street. They turned to ice. 

“Stop it, Celia. You do taunt me so.” Smiling, Mabel 
gathered the packages from their afternoon shopping 
venture closer to her chest, but her eyes remained riveted 
upon Gregory and his friend sauntering down the street. 
Celia couldn’t blame her. How could any woman pull her 
gaze from such a fine figure of a man? He filled out 
every inch of his brown silk-embroidered tail coat, white 
breeches, stockings and black boots. Even the red plume 
atop his cocked hat seem to swoon at his magnificence. 

“I’m not teasing you. I called off our engagement last 
night.” 

Mabel stopped her. “I don’t understand. Why would 
you do such a thing? He’s absolutely perfect.” 
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Celia raised a brow. “That’s the problem, Mabel. He’s 

too perfect.” Shifting her gaze from the look of shock on 
her friend’s face, Celia took one last look at Gregory. 

“How can someone be too perfect?” Mabel asked. 
Gregory’s strong jaw quirked slightly as he leaned to 

say something to his friend walking beside him. The man 
grimaced, looked her way, and the two of them shared a 
laugh. Celia’s insides stormed. They scoffed her! But he 
had not scoffed her last night. No, at first he had begged 
her most ardently to reconsider. That was before a 
mixture of outrage and indignation twisted his handsome 
features and he stormed out the door of her plantation 
home. 

Tearing her gaze from him, Celia swerved about and 
pretended to admire the hats displayed in the front 
window of the millinery. She hadn’t meant to hurt him. 
But now his pompous display only caused her fury to 
rise. His reflection strutted across the glass of the shop, 
finally disappearing to the right, leaving Celia staring at 
her own likeness. Pale blond hair hung in ringlets to her 
shoulders beneath her lace-trimmed bonnet. Her gown 
of gold linen made her skin glow—her mother had 
said—but all Celia saw was an outward beauty she did 
not feel within. What was it her cousin had called her 
that morning? A cruel coquette, a tease. 

Mabel eased beside her. “Gregory is wealthy, 
intelligent, courteous, romantic, chivalrous and he adores 
you.” 

“Precisely. That I fail to find a fault in him makes me 
suspicious.” Clutching her friend’s arm, Celia proceeded 
down the street, past a warehouse and a row of wharfs, 
before turning down Market Street. Bells rang and the 
briny scent of the bay drifted over her, twirling her hair 
and cooling the perspiration on her neck. She glanced at 
the sun floating atop the horizon in the west. 

“Then what was wrong with Jonathan, your last 
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fiancé?” Mabel asked. 
“He snorted when he laughed.” 
“And Milton before him?” 
“A milksop at the whim of an overbearing mother.” 
“And Thomas?” 
“He smelled bad.” 
“Allen?” 
“Oh bother, I’d forgotten about him.” Celia wove 

through the throngs of people strolling down Market 
Street. “Have I been engaged that many times?” She 
sighed. “Well I suppose I was too young when I agreed 
to marry Allen.” Celia bit her lip. She hadn’t meant to 
break all those men’s hearts. She hadn’t meant to go 
back on her word. Truthfully, she had no idea what was 
wrong with her. 

“But you are all of two and twenty now, Celia. You 
cannot hold out forever.” 

Celia knew her friend was right. Celia’s father had 
made that plain last night when he’d heard what she had 
done. 

“You ungrateful, spoiled girl!” he had yelled, his face 
mottled red. “Gregory’s father and I had an agreement, 
and now you have dishonored our family.” 

“I do not want to be part of any agreement, Father,” 
Celia had retorted. “I’m not ready to marry yet.” 

Or ever, if she had her way. She’d watched her father 
rule over her mother for years, ordering her about like 
one of the slaves and then ignoring her the rest of the 
time. Yet, Celia’s sweet-hearted mother endured it all 
with humility and grace. 

Two qualities Celia did not possess. 
She would rather work on the docks than serve at the 

whim of a swaggering, petulant bully. 
“I bet your father was beyond furious,” Mabel said as 

if reading Celia’s mind. 
“Indeed. Since I am an only child, he demands a 

grandson to take over the plantation. That’s all I am to 
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him, a means to extend the family business.” 
Mabel sighed as they turned the corner at Church 

Street. The rattle of carriage wheels and clomp of horse’s 
hooves joined the cacophony of voices filling the air. A 
late afternoon breeze coming from the bay pushed aside 
the muggy air, offering a reprieve from the hot summer 
day. 

“I’m sure he loves you, Celia, but you know how men 
with great possessions and power can behave at times.” 

“I do. And that’s why I want no part of any man with 
wealth or position,” Celia said as a gentleman passed, 
tipping his hat their way. “I’ve been courted by nearly all 
of the eligible bachelors in Charleston and none of them 
are suitable.” 

“Good thing you did not meet Miles before I did, or 
you would have snatched him up and I’d be the one fast 
becoming a spinster.” 

“Miles is a good man,” Celia agreed. Although he was 
too short and persnickety for Celia, though she’d never 
tell Mabel that. 

“No one is perfect. Marriage is never quite what we 
hope.” 

“You are right, of course.” Celia huffed. “What does 
it matter who I choose as husband? All men are alike. I 
have found none who stir my heart—none who I trust to 
not rule over me after the vows are made.” 

“Perhaps you should pray and ask God to send you 
the man perfect for you.” 

“I have prayed. That’s when Gregory came courting.” 
Mabel’s lips twisted as they stopped to cross onto 

Pinckney Street. “Then perhaps you should reconsider 
your decision.” 

Grabbing Mabel’s arm, Celia darted between a 
carriage and a horse and rider. “I know what I will do,” 
she said. “I shall make a vow. The next man who says to 
me”—she searched for a phrase that was not too 
common but not too uncommon—“by your leave, that 
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is the man I shall marry.” 
“Don’t be a goose, Celia. That is silly.” 
“No.” Celia lifted her chin. “It’s the only way I will 

ever marry. As you are my witness, I pledge before 
God.” 

Horror crossed Mabel’s brown eyes. “You shouldn’t 
say such things, Celia.” 

Celia shrugged. “What difference does it make? I 
must marry soon or who knows what father will do.” 

They halted before Mabel’s quaint two story home, 
before which stood Celia’s footman and carriage. 

“I won’t hear of such nonsense.” Mabel shook her 
head then faced Celia. “Do say you’ll come in for iced 
tea?” 

Celia glanced up at the sun now spreading farewell 
ribbons of maroon and saffron over the western sky. “I 
should get home. Mother will be worried.” 

“Very well.” Mabel kissed Celia on the cheek, 
clutched her packages in one hand, her skirts in the 
other, and headed toward her front door. 

Turning, Celia allowed Wilson to assist her into the 
carriage. As the blur of buildings outside the window 
gave way to open fields, Celia pondered her promise to 
God. Foolish as it seemed, it nestled into her heart, 
soothing away her anxious thoughts for her future. Let 
God decide who she would marry. She was done with 
choosing. 

Settling back into the leather seat, she allowed the 
evening breeze tainted with wildflowers and earth to waft 
over her as they entered a small stretch of forest before 
they would emerge onto the beginning of the immense 
Sheldon cotton plantation. 

Someone shouted. The horse neighed and the carriage 
jerked to a sudden stop, nearly sending Celia toppling to 
the floor. With a huff, she leaned her head out the 
window to see what the problem was, but the moss-
laden trees and dense shrubbery cast the area in 
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darkness. 
The carriage jostled. A man’s angry voice split the 

evening sky. Wilson shouted something. Then he 
moaned. A thud sounded. His body fell onto the dirt 
beside the front wheel. 

Celia’s heart thumped against her ribs. Her blood ran 
cold. She had no idea who had struck her footman and 
for what reason. Sliding across the seat, she opened the 
opposite door. Perhaps she could dash into the forest 
and hide behind a bush before the ambusher knew she 
was here. She turned the knob ever so slowly then 
opened the door and lowered herself to the wooden 
step. 

A man cornered the carriage and halted before her. 
He cocked his head and gazed at her curiously as if 
surprised to find her there. Hair as dark as coal hung to 
the tip of his white shirt that flapped in the breeze above 
a tightly banded chest. His dark eyes narrowed upon her 
even as a smile played upon his lips. “I wouldn’t move if 
I were you.” 

A plethora of horrible scenarios played across Celia’s 
mind. Her legs wobbled. “Who are you, sir, and what do 
you want?” 

“Turner Cane at your service, miss.” His eyes flashed 
their approval as they scanned her. 

“You hurt my footman.” 
“A necessary evil.” He grinned. “He will live.” 
Celia swallowed. “I carry no money on me.” 
“Indeed?” He scratched his stubbled jaw. “What do 

you carry?” 
“Nothing that would interest you.” She teetered on 

the step and nearly slipped. The last thing she wished 
was to tumble to the ground, petticoats in the air, before 
this ruffian. “Please allow me to step to the ground, sir.” 

He withdrew his hat and waved it before him in a 
mock bow. “By your leave.” 
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Chapter 2 
 

 
By Roseanna M. White 

 
 

SHE WAS EXQUISITE, TURNER WOULD grant her that. 
Every bit as appealing to the eye as his cousin had 
claimed. Even now, as her face washed pale and she 
swayed into the carriage doorway, she was stunning. 

Turner swung from his mount and edged forward, 
ready to catch her if she swooned. Curious though—she 
hadn’t seemed in danger of fainting when she realized 
the danger she was in. Not until he invited her to get 
herself down. 

Well, he wasn’t about to fall prey to this woman’s 
venom, whether it took the form of vapors or charm. He 
treated her to his most roguish smile and waved a hand 
at the ground. “What are you waiting for, miss, a liveried 
servant? Get yourself down before you fall.” 

Her cheeks flushed pink again, and anger sparked in 
her eyes. Her chilling, startlingly blue eyes. She gathered 
her skirt in one hand but didn’t get down. “You, sir, are 
no gentleman.” 

He very nearly chuckled. “You, miss, are amazingly 
perceptive. You may stay in there, if you like. I can toss 
your man to the ground and take the carriage just as 
easily as I can toss you over my shoulder and ride off 
with you. I’ll leave the choice up to you, shall I? Just to 
be . . . gentlemanly.” 
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With a sound that crossed huff with growl, Miss 
Sheldon all but stomped down the rickety stair. This was 
the scenario he had banked on when he agreed to the 
scheme, but he must admit—he was surprised it had 
been her choice, when he put one to her. Given the 
portrait his cousin had painted of her, he would have 
expected her to settle back onto her seat and order her 
slave into the ditches to assure her own comfort. 

Care for her servant? Or pride? He would have ample 
time to figure that out. 

Her feet landed in the soft red clay of the road, but 
she didn’t let go of her skirt. Still, the grip she kept on 
the pale fabric did nothing to hide the tremor in her 
hands. Good. Let her quake, let her tremble. Served the 
little minx right. 

Her chin edged up. It was a nice chin, perfectly 
shaped, neither too sharp nor too soft. If only the chit 
would learn when to keep from raising it in challenge. “I 
demand you make your intentions known. I have already 
assured you I have no money on me—” 

“Perhaps not.” He interrupted solely to see the 
irritated tick of her jaw. “But you are worth plenty.” 

Her face went paler still. “You mean to ransom me?” 
He doffed his hat and sketched a mock bow. “You have 
discovered my secret. Now if you’ll come with me?” 

The breeze blew a stray curl into her face, but she 
made no move to fix it, so intent was she upon staring at 
him with those large, doe eyes. “I most certainly will not. 
And even if I did, I would not be so certain my father 
will pay for my return, if I were you.” 

He waved a hand. “Then I shall have no less than I 
do now, and will surely be all the richer for the time 
spent in your illustrious company. Come.” 

Her gaze darted down the rutted road, toward her 
home. 

Turner chuckled. “Go ahead and try it. Though that 
pristine dress of yours may get a bit muddied when I 
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have to tackle you to the ground.” 
She let out a squeak of protest. “You wouldn’t dare!” 
“And you deduce that by what evidence? I have 

already told you I am kidnapping you to hold you for 
ransom. You think I would shy away from that?” He 
loosed an exaggerated sigh and shook his head. 
“Enough. We must get a move on. Behave yourself, my 
dear, and perhaps I’ll spare your life once your father 
parts with his silver.” 

Shock glazed her eyes, just as he intended. While she 
was stunned, he grabbed her and hoisted her onto the 
back of his horse, then swung up in front of her. “Hold 
on. Unless you relish falling off.” 

Her arms closed loosely around his waist, though he 
fancied he could feel the hesitation within them. No 
matter to him. He gripped the reins and dug his heels 
into Socrates’ flank. The horse leapt into the small 
stretch of woods. They would stay within its length as 
long as possible. Soon enough darkness would provide 
the cover he needed, but until then, the sparse forest 
would have to do. 

“I cannot believe this is happening,” Miss Sheldon 
muttered into his shoulder blade. 

He’d thought much the same thing when his cousin 
laid out the plan—and the reason for its necessity. “You 
brought it on yourself, miss.” 

“Pardon me? I don’t recall sending you an invitation 
to kidnap me, Mr. Cane!” 

They whipped around a tree, and a low limb nearly 
snatched Turner’s hat. He ducked just in time to avoid 
the thievery. “No, what I should have received an 
invitation for was your marriage to my cousin. Had you 
wed him as promised, none of this would be necessary.” 

A beat of silence preceded her quickly indrawn 
breath. “Gregory is your cousin?” 

“Gregory? Who the devil is Gregory?” He craned 
around for a moment, but could see nothing but her 
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wind-blown curls so faced forward again. “Exactly how 
many men have you crushed beneath your satin heel, 
Miss Sheldon?” 

“That is none of your concern.” 
“An unfortunate untruth. It has become my—” 
A bang interrupted him half a moment before bark 

exploded from a nearby tree. He bit back an oath and 
spurred Socrates faster. 

“Was that a—a gunshot?” 
“It certainly resembled one, if it wasn’t.” He directed 

the horse onto a footpath to his right, largely so that he 
could look in the direction from which the bullet had 
come. He caught sight of a flash of blue, a streak of red. 

Her hands shook as they grasped his overcoat. “My 
father’s people must have seen you.” 

“And decided to shoot at you? No, my dear, it is not 
your salvation chasing us. More like—” 

Another shot sounded, and pain kissed his arm. He 
grunted and urged Socrates to a gallop as they broke 
from the tree line. 

If he lived through this, he would throttle his idiot 
cousin for getting him involved. 
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Chapter 3 
 

 
by Debbie Lynne Costello 

 
 
A SECOND SHOT PIERCED THE air. Mr. Cane’s stomach 
muscles tightened beneath Celia’s hands. She pressed her 
head against his back and breathed in his woody-spice 
scent. Her heart raced and joined the rhythm of the 
horse’s feet thudding on the ground. 

Lord have mercy on her. Was kidnapping and 
attempted murder God’s punishment for her making 
such a foolish vow to Him? She should have listened to 
her parent’s advice when Mother repeatedly told her to 
watch each word that left her mouth and Father urged 
her to honor her vow with each engagement. But she’d 
always put her whims above that of her parents’ counsel. 

If she had listened she wouldn’t be on the back of a 
horse dodging bullets with her kidnapper. She shifted in 
the saddle. If she could walk when she got off this horse 
she could consider herself lucky. She pushed back and 
caught a glimpse of crimson. She gasped. Even in the 
fading light she recognized the thick liquid dripping from 
his arm and splotching her dress as blood. 

“You’ve been shot!” Celia leaned out, attempting to 
get a glimpse of his face. 

“It’s only a grazing so don’t get your hopes up, my 
dear.” He threw the words over his shoulder. “You 
might want to keep your head tucked in. Head wounds 
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are usually fatal.” 
Celia jerked around and peered through the dusk for 

the enemy. A glimpse of red against the trees told her 
they still followed. “Can’t you go any faster? Whoever 
wants to kill you hasn’t given up and I don’t want to be 
an innocent victim to whatever you’ve gotten yourself 
into.” How quickly circumstances changed. Her 
kidnapper went from capturer to rescuer. She snorted. 
But then again if he hadn’t kidnapped her she wouldn’t 
be in this predicament! 

“What makes you so sure he’s after me?” He 
slammed his heels into the horse’s sides, spurring him 
on. 

“Because I have done nothing that would make a man 
take aim at me.” The horse’s hooves dug into the soft 
ground throwing up clods of dirt as they moved across 
the open field picking up speed. 

“I’d not be so sure of that, my dear. After all, you 
have brought on your own kidnapping.” 

“Well, I never!” Celia put as much space between the 
two of them as possible. The nerve of the man, first he 
kidnaps her and then he accuses her of drawing the fire. 
Why she’d always been hospitable to people—even the 
men with which she’d broken the engagements. 

He chuckled.  
She couldn’t believe her ears or rather she felt it more 

in her hands than heard it, but the man actually chuckled 
in the midst of all this danger. 

“Would you like to tell me what man you spurned and 
made so angry that he’d rather see you dead than married 
to another?” Mr. Cane yelled back to her. 

The idea was ludicrous. So why did it leave a seed of 
doubt in her mind? After all, someone had planned her 
kidnapping and she would have never believed that 
either. It couldn’t be Allen. They were much too young 
when she broke it off with him. He’d not hold a grudge. 
Besides, he had joined the Navy and gotten his sea legs 
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and wasn’t around now. Thomas had married Elsie and 
they had two lovely daughters and another child on the 
way—no apparent regret over losing her there. 

She mentally scratched both of them off her list. Mr. 
Cane had never even heard the name of Gregory, so it 
looked like he wasn’t her culprit either. That left 
Jonathon and Milton. Milton’s weak personality didn’t 
portend to him being the mastermind behind a great 
kidnapping scheme. The most she’d ever heard him 
conspire was when his mother had discovered he’d spent 
an evening gambling and he’d tried to whine his way out 
of it. She checked him off. Jonathon must be Mr. Cane’s 
cousin. 

“Jonathon!” She was quite pleased with her deducing 
skill. 

They neared another wooded area and she found 
herself willing the horse into the hedge of safety. He 
slowed the pace and guided the horse into the woods. 

“Ah-ha. So you have made a man angry enough to 
shoot at you. Perhaps, I should just let you off here.” 

“You can’t do that. You wouldn’t get your ransom. 
And I was inferring that Jonathon is your cousin, not 
that he is the man shooting at us.” She lifted her chin. 
“You already said your father wouldn’t pay a ransom.” 
He handled the horse with ease through the trees not 
hesitating on the route to take. “You sir, are a 
manipulator of words. I said I would not be so certain 
my father will pay for my return. He was rather angry 
with me last night.” Mr. Cane might be her kidnapper, 
but she definitely didn’t want him to drop her off in the 
middle of the woods with some mad man chasing them 
down. A shiver went up her spine. He seemed the lesser 
of two evils. 

His hand covered hers where she held on for dear 
life. He patted it as if he’d felt her tremble. “Fathers get 
mad, but they still love their children.” His voice 
softened. “He’ll be grieved even more now that you are 
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gone. I’m sure he’ll receive you with open arms just like 
the father and the prodigal son.” 

Mr. Cane maneuvered the horse through the dense 
underbrush and heavily wooded area, weaving around 
fallen trees and limbs. She no longer had a clue in the 
direction they headed. If she did manage to escape, she’d 
not know in where to run. 

“Just return me to my father. I’ll tell him you saved 
me from the man who is chasing us. You were even 
wounded as proof. I’m sure he will reward you 
handsomely for it. That is if you believe what you just 
told me.” 

“Such an innocent flower.” He twisted in his seat and 
brushed the back of his finger over her cheek. “If only 
that were possible. For I begin to believe my cousin has 
lied to me. But my hands are tied. I must deliver you to 
him as much as that grieves me.” 

Her stomach flipped as skin met skin. Her body 
betrayed her with her captor. She gritted her teeth. One 
didn’t give up a perfect man for someone who went 
around kidnapping women at the whim of his cousin. 
“What does Jonathon want with me?” 

“Jonathon? Who in tarnation is Jonathon?” 
“I thought he was your cousin.” 
“No cousin with that name that I know of.” He 

flicked the reins, guiding the horse between two large 
trees and under a low branch. “Duck your head.” He 
bent low, flattening his body against the horse’s neck.  

In shock that she still didn’t know who had her 
abducted, she didn’t comprehend his last words until it 
was too late. The force of the branch striking her 
forehead thrust her backwards. Had she not had a fierce 
grip on Mr. Cane, she would have tumbled off the horse. 
She sucked in her breath as a sharp pain threatened to 
steal her consciousness. Closing her eyes, a tear slipped 
out, sending a warm trail down her cheek. 

“We’re here.” He pulled the horse to a stop and 



A Vow Fulfilled 

- 21 - 

jumped down. A single bird could be heard off in the 
woods. Celia concentrated on its songs, trying to 
overcome the pain. The joyful chirping faded and she 
forced open her eyes, expecting to see Mr. Cane waiting 
on her to dismount. 

Instead he gawked.  
She followed the direction of his gaze to her ankles 

peeking out from beneath her hiked up dress as she sat 
on the saddle. She tugged at the fabric in an attempt to 
lower the hem over her slippered feet. “Would you be so 
kind as to help me down?” 

He slowly drew his eyes up to lock with hers. He 
lifted his arms. “By your leave.” 

She couldn’t move. In the excitement of being 
abducted and shot at she had forgotten her promise. 
Now as if to cement her vow the man used the same 
phrase a second time. He arched a brow and she glanced 
at the dangling reins. Perhaps she could slide forward 
and kick the horse into motion, leaving behind this man 
and her vow. 

As if he’d once again read her mind, he reached up 
and pulled her out of the saddle. Her feet hit the ground, 
but he didn’t release her. He towered over her like a 
great oak tree. She tipped her head back and glared. Her 
knees quivered. 

He frowned. Then gingerly brushed his lips over her 
forehead. “You didn’t duck.” He wiped the tear with his 
thumb. 

Her breath caught in her throat. 
A branch snapped. 
Turner Cane lowered his hand and spun around. He 

stepped aside revealing the truth of why she was there. “I 
assume you know William, my cousin.” 

The man sneered. “I believe she knows me better as 
Gregory.” 
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Chapter 4 
 

 
By Gina Welborn 

 
 

TURNER GLANCED BETWEEN HIS COUSIN and Celia—
no, not Celia. William’s fiancée. 

The “confused” lady he was kidnapping at the 
bequest of his cousin could be nothing more than Miss 
Sheldon to him. And as long as he didn’t think of her by 
her Christian name, she’d stay nothing more in his mind 
than the living version of the portrait his cousin had 
painted. A glorified portrait, he had eventually concluded 
after weeks of studying it, for no woman with as little 
guileless and much loveliness as had been captured on 
that canvas could love or even wish to marry a man as 
scheming, greedy, and narcissistic as his cousin. 

Whether to his chagrin or delight he wasn’t sure, 
Celia-in-the-flesh was much more than the accurately 
painted beauty. Having laughed at her clever retorts, 
admired her bravery, and held her in his arms as he 
kissed her lily-scented skin— 

Turner shook his head to dispel the traitorous 
thought so he could think clearly while his cousin and 
Miss Sheldon exchanged glares—his adoring, hers 
venomous. The plan had been simple: Kidnap Celia—
Miss Sheldon—so William could come to her rescue, 
which would make her realize she truly loved him. 
Shooting Turner never had been discussed. Yet he had a 
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bullet mark across his forearm and a bloody sleeve to 
testify someone had shot at him. Pretense? Or truly to 
kill? 

Only one man benefitted from his death. 
Turner swallowed to ease the tightening in his throat, 

yet he did naught to ease his tightened fists. He didn’t 
need to spend a moment on his knees praying for godly 
confirmation to know he’d, once again, been duped by a 
Gregory William Owens. First his grandfather. Now his 
cousin. What he’d give to smash the prized red plumed 
hat William wore so ostentatiously. Miss Sheldon cleared 
her throat. To steady her nerves or gain confidence 
Turner wasn’t sure. 

“What are you about, Gregory?” she asked with grace 
and confidence of a queen amid the splendor of the 
moss-laden trees and dense shrubbery. 

“Search your heart, my love. There you will find the 
answer.” William stepped forward, his immaculately 
polished boot smashing the wildflowers decorating the 
clearing. He stopped in front of Celia and reached for 
her right hand. Before he could touch her, she stepped 
back and bumped into Turner’s chest. 

He didn’t grab her shoulders to stead her, despite the 
yearning to hold her again. Instead he took a step back. 
She smoothed the front of her gold linen skirt, although 
it was unruffled as she appeared to be. 

“I have searched my heart. Socrates once said, ‘As for 
me, all I know is that I know nothing.’ I tend to agree 
with him.” 

Socrates stopped munching on grass long enough to 
look up, shake his chestnut mane, and snort. 

William’s chuckle echoed in the silent woods. “Be 
careful what you say, my love.” He adjusted his hat until 
sat cocked to the side. “My cousin vowed last night that 
the woman he married would have to be able to quote 
Socrates, make him laugh, and motivate him to be a 
better man. He’s halfway in love with you already. And 
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yet what he feels will never match the rapturous 
emotions I bear for you.” 

She looked over her shoulder; her surprised gaze 
focused on Turner. “Did you say that?” 

The back of his neck warmed. “Miss Sheldon, when a 
man has had too much to drink . . . .” He left the rest 
unsaid. Apparently William was not completely without 
conscience because he didn’t clarify how little wine was 
consumed by either of them during last night’s 
deliberations. 

“Are you halfway in love with me already?” she 
prodded. 

Turner ripped off his left coat sleeve and tore the 
hole in his shirt to get a better look at the bullet mark 
and bloodied skin . . . and to keep from seeing Celia. 
Truth be told, he couldn’t look at her. He didn’t want to 
witness the revulsion in her blue-as-the-summer-sky eyes 
at the thought of being loved by him. Nor could he lie to 
her. As the familiar ache grew in his chest, he knew he 
was more than halfway in love with her, as much as he 
knew he was a fool for every fervent prayer he’d uttered 
asking God to bless him with a godly wife. Since his 
youth, the image in his mind had been of a vague 
woman. Maybe with mousy brown hair and a demure 
temperament. Or a feisty redhead. In this moment, all he 
saw was Celia—the golden-haired, porcelain-skinned 
woman he’d kidnapped in exchange for something worth 
far less than her. 

The loss of blood from the bullet grazing was surely 
making him delirious. Or he still suffered from last 
week’s bout of influenza. Likely both. 

“Mr. Cane, why will you not answer me?” 
Turner looked past her to his gloating-faced cousin. 
“Let’s finish this.” William whistled. 
Within moments, Reverend Lewis Bachman, the new 

pastor of First Church Charleston, and the young 
woman Turner had seen walking with Celia past the East 
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Bay Street shops exited the forest. Three freed men, all 
recognizable as sailors on one of the Owens trade ships, 
followed carrying lighted torches. 

While Turner caught his former university classmate’s 
disappointed gaze—an exact match to the one Lewis 
wore over dinner two nights ago—Celia ran to her 
friend. The two women hugged and cried and hugged 
some more as if they were headed for the guillotine. 

Celia smoothed the red strands loosened from her 
friend’s bound hair. “Mabel Jean Holloway, what are you 
doing out here?” 

Miss Holloway sniffed then wiped the tears streaming 
down her cheeks. “After you left, Gregory stopped in to 
say you were in great danger,” she blurted at breathtaking 
speed. “You needed my help because . . . because—well, 
he said you were confused about your feelings but he still 
loved you. You must believe him. We were riding on 
horseback, but then the shooting started and I heard you 
scream, or maybe that was me, and I—oh, Celia, I was so 
afraid. Are you all right?” She sneered at Turner, then 
whispered, “Did he hurt you?” 

“Despite Mr. Cane’s roguish appearance, he is a 
gentleman.” 

Miss Holloway didn’t look convinced. “But the 
scrapes and bruising on your forehead—” 

Celia’s laughter carried a sane edge that her friend 
didn’t have. “As with most of my wounds, they’re my 
own fault for not listening to the warnings of one wiser 
than I.” Her sigh was as lovely as her perfectly formed 
chin. “I’ll find a way to keep us both safe. Trust me.” 
After another hug of her friend, Celia turned to Lewis. 
“While it is always a pleasure to see you, Reverend 
Bachman, why are you here? What is this?” 

Turner gave Lewis a look that conveyed he was 
wondering the same thing. 

With a grim line to his mouth, something Turner 
knew Lewis did whenever he was thinking hard, he 
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withdrew a well-worn Bible from inside the leather 
shoulder bag he wore draped across his chest of his 
haphazardly buttoned saffron shirt. He then brushed his 
dark brown hair back from his forehead. 

“This, Miss Sheldon, is a wedding,” Lewis said 
matter-of-factly. 

Her eyes widened then blinked. “A wedding?” She 
glared at Turner as if to ask, Did you know about this? He 
shook his head. Was he more stunned William had 
planned a wedding? Or that Lewis was agreeing to 
officiate? Lewis’s impeccable honor made him 
unsusceptible to bribes, so William had to have 
threatened him to force his involvement. But with what? 

As something between a huff and a growl escaped her 
throat, Celia whirled around to face William. “Have you 
lost your wits?” 

“My love for you keeps me sane.” William knelt 
before her, likely soiling the knee of his white breeches 
on the green grass, and held up the Owens family 
diamond-and-ruby engagement ring—the very one 
Turner’s grandfather had demanded Mother return after 
Father’s death last winter. “Miss Sheldon, I will do 
anything to convince you of the depths of my feelings. 
Marry me. Make me the happiest man in the world.” 

Miss Holloway touched Celia’s arm. “Say yes, Celia, 
do say yes. This is God’s way of giving you a second 
chance to marry the man perfect for you.” 

Before Celia could answer, William stood and 
snapped his fingers. 

Lewis released a weary breath. He opened his Bible. 
“And the Lord God said, ‘It is not good that man should 
be alone; I will make him a helper comparable to him.’ 
And the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall on Adam, 
and he slept; and He took one of his ribs, and closed up 
the flesh in its place. Then the rib which the Lord God 
had taken from man He made into a woman, and He 
brought her to the man.” Lewis paused and looked at 
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Turner, staring for the longest moment, before shaking 
his head and continuing to read. “Therefore a man shall 
leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, 
and they shall become one flesh. Miss Sheldon, do you 
take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband?” 

William looked at Celia expectantly, as if he had no 
doubt she’d agree. 

Miss Holloway nodded vigorously. “Yes, she will!” 
“She can speak for herself,” Turner grumbled, 

walking to Celia. 
“Shhh, Mr. Cane, I can speak for myself.” 
“That’s what I said.” 
“What you said?! You, sir, are a manipulator of words. 

Now be quiet.” 
He stopped by her side. With all the self-control he’d 

developed in the last score and five years since his birth, 
Turner held back his smile. “By your leave, my lady.” 

Her eyes narrowed. Some odd noise spurted from her 
mouth, and then she backhanded his chest. “Why do you 
keep saying that to me? No one says ‘by your leave’ 
anymore. It’s . . . it’s . . . it’s—” 

“Archaic?” William supplied. 
Miss Holloway fanned her blotchy face in horror. 

“He said—” 
“Medieval?” Lewis offered. 
Miss Holloway abruptly stopped fanning and tapped 

her friend’s arm with the fan. “Celia, you vowed—” 
“Mabel,” Celia warned, “now is not the time to—” 
“I was thinking gentlemanly,” Turner said, giving into 

his grin that earned him a glare from both women. 
Mabel groaned. “Oh, no—no no no, no!” 
“Untimely, that’s what it is.” Whatever else Celia said 

died in her muttering. 
Though Turner hadn’t thought it was possible, in the 

twilight, brightened by a trio of torches, Miss Holloway’s 
ivory complexion paled. Surprisingly she didn’t faint. 
“Reverend Bachman, I told Celia she shouldn’t pledge 
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such things before God.” 
Lewis’s brows furrowed. “Calm down, Miss 

Holloway. What did Miss Sheldon vow?” 
“Nothing.” Celia gave her friend an obvious be quiet 

look. Then she looked to William. “I would rather marry 
him”—she pointed at Turner—“a man of no means than 
marry a swaggering, petulant bully.” 

“You would marry Turner Cane today?” Lewis asked, 
the corner of his mouth pulling upward. “This moment? 
Before these witnesses?” 

“No.” Miss Holloway tapped Celia’s arm with more 
force this time. “You would not.” 

“Yes, Mabel, I would. He is by far the lesser of two 
evils.” 

Turner scratched his bristly jaw. “Miss Sheldon, you 
are about as confused as William said you were. Besides, 
I never asked you to marry me.” 

“Actually,” Lewis calmly interjected, “a proposal is 
not necessary as long as the bride and groom agree to 
take each other as husband and wife.” 

The anger in William’s blue eyes drew as tight as the 
embroidery in his brown tail coat. He withdrew a dueling 
pistol from inside is coat pocket. “She is mine! She will 
marry me.” 

“Or what?” Turner stepped between his cousin and 
Celia. “You will shoot her?” 

Celia peeked around Turner’s right side, giving him a 
prime view of the top of her bonnet. “Gregory, I would 
rather die than marry you.” 

“With the proper motivation, you will decide 
otherwise.” William aimed the pistol at Miss Holloway, 
who immediately broke into tears. 

“I cannot die,” she wailed. “I am marrying Miles next 
month.” 

After a quick look heavenward, Lewis drew her 
behind his back. “That pistol can only hold one bullet. 
Choose wisely, Mr. Owens.” 
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Celia stepped forward and opened her mouth, but 
Turner covered her lips with his hand, silencing her. 
“Cousin, if my marrying Miss Sheldon would protect her 
from you, I would do it.” 

Lewis smacked his Bible closed. “You would marry 
her today? This moment? Before these witnesses?” 

As Celia mumbled against Turner’s hand, he vowed, 
“I would.” 

“No,” William and Miss Holloway said in unison. 
Lewis withdrew a sheet of parchment, a quill, and a 

corked bottle of ink from his draped shoulder bag. 
“Seems to me, Miss Sheldon and Turner have pledged 
their lives to one another. All we need now to make this 
official are signatures on this marriage declaration. Mr. 
Owens, I presume you and Miss Holloway will stand in 
as witnesses.” He offered the quill. “Who would like to 
sign first?” 
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Chapter 5 

 

 
By Carrie Fancett Pagels 

 
 
LEROY GASKINS, A MAN CELIA recognized as the sot 
fired by William’s father, emerged from the woods. “I 
don’t think I’d sign that, ya’ll.” 

Turner dropped his hand from Celia’s mouth. 
After Gaskins wiped his greasy face with a red 

handkerchief, he tucked the rag into his torn pants-
pocket. “Seems I got here just in time.” 

Turner’s hand wrapped protectively around Celia’s 
arm as Gaskins gestured with his gun for William and 
Mabel to back up closer to Reverend Bachman. “Unlike 
your gun, Mr. Owens, mine are loaded. Might as well 
toss yours aside. That was a darned fool idea ya’ll 
concocted. Makes me wonder what young people get 
taught these days at university.” 

What did he mean? Celia shivered against Turner and 
he squeezed her arm, reassuring her. 

Gaskins’ cheroot glowed as he inhaled on the cigar. 
“And careless, waggin’ your tongues in an establishment 
like Poogins. Any waterman on the Ashley or the Cooper 
rivers could repeat your little plan. Anyone ends up dead 
here today, they’ll be lookin’ for at least one of your 
sorry selves—Owens or Cane. Shoulda been called Cane 
and Abel. Amazin’ to me that your pappy hated your 
grandpappy Owens so much that he wouldn’t even claim 
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his name, Mr. Cane.” 
Celia looked up into Turner’s face, a muscle in his jaw 

jerking as though in agreement with the filthy man’s 
words. 

Gaskins scratched his scraggly brown beard. Swamp 
oaks and cypress trees rustled overhead, Spanish moss 
casting eerie shadows from the torches now planted in 
the soft swamp earth. Behind them, the freed men 
shifted weight, seeming to consider their options. 

“Once yer daddy got that ring back, me and my 
Maggie set our plan a’goin’. Invited our niece, Mabel, to 
Charleston.” 

Insects buzzed around them, and tree frogs began 
their song. 

Mabel Holloway backed away, even closer to the 
minister, bumping into him. The two fell down into the 
pluff mud, spattering their clothes, and stirring up the 
sulfurous odor of decomposing saltmarsh. 

“Oh! Look what you did. I detest this nasty swamp 
dirt’s smell.” Her friend’s voice, absent the Southern 
accent, revealed her Yankee roots. “I never agreed to 
anything, you horrid man. And I am not your niece!” 

Mr. Gaskins tilted his head sideways. “Oh, it’s true all 
right. ‘Best-looking and most gentlemanly man’ ya’d ever 
met, were your exact words when I introduced you to 
William at the store.” 

“I said no such thing you addled-brained—!” Mabel 
kicked her feet from beneath her skirt and blew a tendril 
of dark red hair out of her eyes. 

William assisted Mabel to her feet and brushed some 
of the mud from her gown. He acted entirely too 
familiar. Celia would never have allowed her former beau 
such liberty. 

Disappointment coursed through her, sticking in her 
chest. Her friend had deceived her. “You’re not from 
Richmond, then, are you? Nor a graduate of Miss 
Witherspoons’ Academy?” 
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Mabel laughed but a tic commenced by her right eye. 
“New York, I’m afraid, but we moved south when 
Father died. Mother was a maid at Witherspoons’ and I 
heard a lot. When Aunt Maggie brought us here . . .” 

Dizziness threatened to spill Celia into the dank 
swamp mud, too. So her friend really was this foul man’s 
relation. Mercy! 

Turner released Celia’s arm and gently pressed his 
fingers against her wrist, his touch as natural as 
breathing. 

Mabel’s eyes bored into William’s, their down-tipped 
corners pleading forgiveness. “I thought I’d use enough 
information from those spoiled girls as entree into the 
right circles when we came to Charleston. But I never 
asked him to kill anyone. I cannot believe my aunt 
married this ruffian.” 

Nor could Celia.  
One corner of Gaskin’s mouth tugged upward. 

“Seems Miss Mabel didn’t understand another person 
would inherit part of Mr. Gregory Owens, Jr.’s property. 
’Parently neither did Mr. William here, till that ring got 
returned. His grandpappy set up some stipulations.” 

“Is that a Southern tradition?” Mabel held out a fair, 
ungloved hand toward Celia. “Your cousin told me your 
own grandfather set up his inheritance so he will inherit 
all the Sheldon property.” She gestured around and 
Celia’s breath caught at the movement amongst the 
swamp oaks’ branches. 

Gaskins continued his harping. “Amazin’ how much 
Owens loved his son. William this and William that. Gets 
tiresome hearin’ all that prattle ‘bout a spoiled soft-
handed man what ain’t done a lick of work in his life.” 
Wobbling, he raised his gun overhead. 

Slithering movement above – must be a snake. Celia 
shuddered into Turner, his hand circling her wrist—
staying her. 

William moved a half-step forward. “Seems to me 
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you’ve been imbibin’ a tad too much liquor tonight Mr. 
Gaskins. Which is why Father released you from your 
job at our establishment.” 

“T’weren’t from my infernal alcohol habit, no sir. 
T’was from my uncooperative niece.” Gaskins gestured 
with his pistol toward Mabel. 

Celia gasped—as angry as she was with Mabel, she 
didn’t wish her harm. Turner released his grip. 

Mabel wiped back tears then shook her finger at 
Celia. “Some of this is your fault. If not for your soft 
Christian heart, befriending me when no one else would, 
and bringing me around into Charleston society, I’d 
never have been accepted. All those names and relations 
I worked so diligently to recall availed little till you took 
me under your wing, Celia. Except with William. He 
loved my stories – was so kind to me.” 

Celia couldn’t believe William’s broad, affectionate 
smile for the woman who had deceived them all. “Mabel, 
darlin’, I don’t mean any disrespect, but I knew all along 
you weren’t kin to half the people you claimed.” 

Her friend tried to step away from him but his hands 
secured her. “Why not?” 

Blue eyes twinkled as he gazed at Celia’s now-former 
friend. “Because they’re my kinfolk, you silly girl.” 

“I am not a girl.” 
Celia gave Mabel a hard appraisal. How old was she 

truly? Behind Turner, something rustled in the 
undergrowth. 

Lord, please, don’t let it be a gator. Those creatures 
terrified her. She spied some of the greens the slaves’ 
root doctor liked to gather. Why, she’d never be out in 
this swamp unless she was with Mama Teensy, looking 
for special vegetation for healing. Her hands shook and 
she clasped them together. 

“You have to believe me.”  
Gaskins rubbed his head, eyes closed tight, face 

pained. If only someone could knock him aside. He 
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opened his watery eyes and glared at Celia. 
Please Lord, send us help! 
“I thought it’d be so easy. Mabel’s a true beauty. It 

had to have been your piety and your fortune, Miss 
Sheldon, ‘less he prefers those pale washwater looks of 
your’n.” 

Turner bent and whispered in her ear. “The drunken 
man isn’t able to see well, my beauty.” 

“Where’s that ring of your grandpappy’s?” Gaskins 
lurched forward, toward William. “One wedding means 
one cousin inherits. I want to be sure it’s the right 
couple.” 

Celia covered her mouth, sure she was going to start 
screaming any moment now. She swatted at a mosquito. 
No, she must be calm. 

Mabel Holloway’s features hardened. “You could 
have had any young man in Charleston, Celia Sheldon. 
But you had to flirt with the one man I fell in love with, 
didn’t you? How many times had I shared my feelings 
with you about William?” 

Turner squeezed Celia’s hand, his dark hair falling 
across his forehead as he leaned toward her. “All will be 
well,” he whispered. “Have faith.” 

Mabel’s eyes flashed at Celia. “I hoped you would go 
after my latest beau. William and I talked about 
everything. He believed if I accepted Miles’ engagement 
offer, you were so contrary you’d pursue the one man I 
had.” 

Under no condition would Celia have chased after 
Miss Holloway’s beau. Heat rose up her neck. 

Crossing her arms over her ample chest, Mabel fixed 
her gaze on William. “Why did you tell me that, then, 
Mr. Owens, if you intended to marry Miss Sheldon?” 

Turner Cane Owens placed a protective arm around 
Celia. She leaned into his side. The scent of leather, 
starch, and lemon verbena and the warmth of his hand at 
her waist, soothed her. 
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Tears poured down Mabel’s cheeks. “If you had just 
let things be, Celia. If you’d only ignored him every time 
we stopped by the shops. If you’d married Jonathon.” 

How did she manage to look so pretty even with mud 
all over her dress, her auburn hair tumbled down, and 
red splotching her ivory face? 

William brought Mabel into his arms and Turner 
looked down at Celia, his eyebrows raised. The serpent 
moved lower, closer to its target. 

The scent of brackish water strengthened, the tides 
must be coming in. Soon this area would be ankle deep 
in water. Celia finally possessed her bearings. The 
quarters for the outside servants weren’t far from here 
and they should be coming back from the fields soon. 
Dear Lord, how could we get there, to protection? She 
should have been home by now. Surely Daddy would 
have sent someone looking. Wouldn’t he? 

“Well, at least now you’ll cease mangling our Carolina 
accent, Miss Holloway. Made me wince sometimes.” 
William laughed then cried out as Mabel brought her 
foot down hard on his. 

Slithering movement resumed in the trees ahead of 
Celia. Brown variegated pattern against the tan limb 
suggested a cottonmouth. From behind, whispers soft as 
a breeze rustled through the cyprus. From the corner of 
her eye, Celia noted something moving from behind the 
massive swamp oak. 

Turner glanced over her shoulder, eyes widening, 
before he nodded almost imperceptibly. 

Warm wood slid over and forward on her shoulder 
and rested heavily there. Had Turner not held her, she’d 
have jerked away. Moving only her eyes to look, first the 
muzzle then rifle barrel appeared. She took a deep breath 
inhaling the scent of fatback, lye soap, and coconut oil 
that only one man she knew rubbed into his dark skin. 
She exhaled in relief – her prayers had been answered. 

Oblivious to the water moccasin dangling above him, 
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Gaskins pulled the cork out of his liquor bottle and took 
a swig. The freedmen’s eyes grew wide as they stared in 
Celia’s direction. 

“Its ‘Lijah, Missy—don’t you be movin’. You realize 
you be on your cousins’ land here?” The man’s deep 
voice was one she’d known all her life. 

Celia exhaled in relief. 
“This be her swamp, Miss Celia. I got permission to 

hunt back here. Can shoot nuisance varmints if’n I see 
‘em. Sure do see one now—maybe two. Leroy Gaskin be 
a nuisance and a varmint so I reckon that make him just 
what I say. But his kin…” The gun lifted from her 
shoulder. “Cover your ears, Miss Celia, and close your 
eyes.” 
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Chapter 7 
 

 
By Patty Smith Hall 

 
 
TURNER YANKED CELIA INTO HIS as an explosion of 
sound tore through the forest. She nestled closer, her 
slender hands clasped around the lapels of his waist coat 
in a death grip, her face buried in the safety of his neck, 
her warm breath sending shivers of awareness skating 
down his spine. Her bonnet had fallen back, the ribbons 
knotted loosely at her neck, a riot of honeyed curls 
falling in waves around her shoulders. He tightened his 
arms around her, resting his cheek against her hair, filling 
his lungs with the scent of her. 

Movement beside Turner made him glance up. The 
blast from Elijah’s shotgun had left the woods shrouded 
in a fog of gunpowder, the biting odor stinging his eyes 
and nose, making him cough. Through the haze, Turner 
could just make out the shadow of Celia’s servant 
walking toward Gaskins, then leaning over to pick 
something off the ground. 

“Mercy, I han’t seen nothin’ this big slithering around 
these parts since I was knee-high to a peanut,” Elijah 
said, studying the length of snake hanging from his 
clutched fist. “Got the makin’s of a good stew.”Gaskin 
cringed. “You could have killed a body.” 

Elijah lifted the barrel of his gun toward the man. 
“Still might iffen you don’t throw your gun down.” 
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A soft thud fell against the damp leaves. Elijah and 
the pastor both reached the man at the same time, 
wrestling him to the ground. Over to the side, his cousin 
William was taking full advantage of Miss Mabel’s fright, 
his arms around her, whispering inaudible words against 
her ear. Whatever intentions William may have had for 
Celia had quickly vanished, replaced by his fear of losing 
the woman in his arms. 

Turner frowned. How would Celia take being thrown 
over for an upstart? 

“Turner?” 
Leaning back, he looked down at Celia’s up-turned 

face, ribbons of golden curls falling over her shoulders 
and down her back, brushing against his forearm in a 
soft caress. Resolve and a kind of sadness had replaced 
the sassiness that had sparkled in her eyes just moments 
earlier. For the briefest of moments, he longed to 
comfort her, to lower his head to hers and kiss her until 
there was no pain; just the two of them. But he wouldn’t, 
not until he made her understand his part in his cousin’s 
deceitful plan. 

“Yes, dearest?” 
If she noticed the endearment, she didn’t 

acknowledge it, pulling away from him until he had no 
choice but to release her. 

“Gregory only wanted to marry me for your 
grandfather’s inheritance and for the combined wealth of 
our families. But what of you? What did you stand to 
gain from kidnapping me?” 

Taking her arm, he led her away from the others, but 
close enough to guard her reputation. The evening 
breeze blew softly through the water oaks, the lacy 
tendrils of Spanish moss dancing on the wind, the warm 
musky scent of the rising tide more pungent than just 
moments before. He turned to face her, once again 
caught off guard by his reaction to her beauty. True, 
Celia Sheldon was lovely but there was something more, 
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a resolve that hid her vulnerability. He fought the urge to 
take her in his arms again. 

“Turner?”  
He drew in a deep breath. “A ring.” 
Celia stared at him as if he had gone mad. 
“You kidnapped me for a ring?” 
“It’s my mother’s betrothal ring.” He studied her. “It 

was stolen not long after my father’s death last winter.” 
A silence stretched out between them. For a long 

moment, Turner thought all hope of gaining her 
understanding was lost when her slender hand settled 
gently on his forearm. 

“I’m so sorry, Turner.” 
“Thank you,” he answered, closing his hand over 

hers, unwillingly to relinquish this small expression of 
her concern. “My mother grieves his passing greatly, 
even more so since discovering that her ring had been 
taken. Fortunate for me, I received a note a few days ago 
from one of my father’s friends who knew the ring and 
saw it.” 

“Where?” 
He smiled down at her. “At a ball that your father 

gave last week to celebrate your impending marriage.” 
“Oh,” Celia whispered, looking down at her hand as 

if picturing the ruby setting against her finger before 
dropping her hand to her side. “And what of your 
grandfather’s estate? Surely, you have an interest in 
claiming your rightful inheritance.” 

Turner shook his head. “My father estate and my own 
business endeavors will provide very nicely for my 
children and my children’s children long after I’ve 
received my reward. My only interest in anything 
concerning my cousin was in procuring my mother’s 
ring.” 

“I only wished I still wore it,” she said but adding. 
“So that I could have returned it to its rightful owner.” 

“Now, may I ask you a question?” 
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Celia hesitated for a moment then nodded.  
“If you never intended to marry William, why did you 

accept his offer in the first place?” 
She lowered her gaze, her dark lashes fanning out 

against the creamy skin of her cheek. “I’m not exactly 
sure. Only that my father thought it was a good match.” 

Tenderly cupping her chin in the palm of his hand, he 
tilted her head back until their gazes met. “Did you love 
him?” 

She gave a very unladylike snort. “From my 
perspective, property and wealth carry a great deal more 
importance in the making of a marriage than so called 
love.” 

Not exactly the answer one would expect from a lady 
of marriageable age, but it did provide an answer to the 
trail of broken hearts Celia had left in her wake. “You 
don’t believe that a mutual affection and respect are 
necessary for a happy union?” 

“I might be more apt to believe in such things if I had 
witnessed such a match.” Celia took a step back, her 
hand trembling as she smoothed the front of her gown. 
“But there have been none in my acquaintance.” 

Something in her manner, a sadness around her eyes 
that spoke of girlish dreams, visions of love and romance 
broken pushed him to take a step toward her. “I’m sorry, 
Celia. Sometimes, I forget how blessed I am to have had 
parents who had so much affection and admiration for 
each other.” 

She lowered her gaze. “It must have been lovely, 
growing up like that.” 

“Yes, it was.” Lifting his hand from his side, Turner 
traced the delicate line of her chin, warmth shooting up 
his arm and across his chest before settling around the 
region of his heart. He lifted her face until her eyes met 
his. “And it is a vow I have made to myself, to marry 
only for love and respect as God intended.” 

“I very much like that vow,” she whispered, leaning 
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toward him, her eyes a sliver of vivid blue peeking from 
under a fringe of dark lashes. She moved closer, lifting 
her lips in an unspoken invitation. 

He couldn’t deny himself this one kiss any more than 
he could forget to take in his next breath of air. Turner 
lowered his head, gently brushing his mouth against hers 
before settling his lips against hers. She lifted her arms 
and wrapped them around his neck, burying her fingers 
into his hair, bringing him closer. He tightened his hold 
of her, a feminine bundle of silk and lace in his embrace. 
Never in all of his days would he forget this moment, 
when he fell in love with Celia Sheldon. 

“Celia!” 
They both jumped, the word exploding on the air like 

a bullet out of old Elijah’s shotgun. But the man coming 
toward them was a great deal older, regal. A gentleman 
by all accounts right down to the double barrel pistol 
aimed at Turner’s chest. He shoved Celia behind him, 
ready to take a bullet rather than have even one hair on 
her lovely head put in harm’s way. 

“Papa, what are you doing here?” 
Papa? 
Mr. Sheldon stared at Turner, his cheeks a shade of 

fiery red, his lips pressed into an unforgiving line. “You 
were back due home almost three hours ago, young lady. 
Do you have any idea how frantic your mother is?” 

“I’m sorry, but. . .” He felt her take a deep breath. 
“My driver fell ill, and we had to stop.” 

“Yes, I found your driver.” Sheldon glared at him, his 
finger trembling at the trigger. “With a nice sized goose 
egg on the back of his head. He told me you had been 
kidnapped by this man.” 

Celia stepped around him, standing by his side. “It 
was all a misunderstanding.” 

“A misunderstanding?” her father repeated, eyeing 
them both. “Well, there will be no misunderstanding 
this, young lady. If word gets out about your so-called 
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abduction, no one in polite society will ever welcome you 
in their home again.” 

“Mr. Sheldon,” Turner started. “If you will allow me 
to explain.” 

But Celia’s father wasn’t finished, staring down at his 
daughter. “You have dodged the matrimony bullet for 
the last time. According to the reverend, you and this 
man have made vows before God and man, and are but 
the stroke of a quill away from marriage. First thing 
tomorrow morning, I will see that the papers are signed.” 

“But Papa,” Celia rushed forward and grabbed her 
father’s arm. “Turner and I hardly know each other.” 

“You should have thought of that before that display. 
You will either marry this man. . .” He waved the pistol 
toward Turner, his face growing redder by the moment. 
“Or it will be pistols at dawn!” 
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Chapter 8 
 

 
By Laurie Alice Eakes 

 
 

“PISTOLS?” THE WORLD SPUN AROUND Celia, as though 
she stood on the deck of a shrimp boat in a hurricane. 
“No, Papa, you cannot duel with Mr. Cane over 
something this . . . frivolous as a little kiss.” 

“I can, and I shall, if you don’t agree to wed him. 
What kind of father would I be if I didn’t defend your 
honor?” 

“One who loves me enough to let me choose my own 
way. And that way isn’t to up and marry a man I scarcely 
know.” Even as she declared the words, Celia cringed at 
how childish they sounded. But they, like her vow in 
front of Mabel and God, hung in the humid air like that 
snake from the tree—poisonous, potentially deadly. 

“I should have loved you enough to not give you your 
own way. But it’s not too late to make you suffer the 
consequences of your careless behavior.” Papa’s chin 
jutted, a familiar sight—Because its feminine version 
faced her in the mirror every day. 

She cupped her hand over the offending feature, 
pressing her forefinger to her lower lip to stop it from 
trembling. “But marriage is for a lifetime.” 

“So might the pain be for all those men you hurt.” 
Turner’s voice, though quiet, rumbled through the 
clearing like distant thunder. “I love your spirit and your 
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intelligence, and your pretty face, but you playing fast 
and loose with hearts is going to stop with me.” 

“How dare . . . you.” She could scarcely breathe. 
“You won’t meet Papa if I refuse to wed you.” She 
turned to Papa. “Mr. Cane won’t meet you.” 

“I will to preserve my honor, Miss Sheldon. My 
family depends on it.” 

“Even if your honor gets you killed?” Celia shot him 
a glare over her shoulder and wished she were a dozen 
years younger so she could stamp her foot, though a 
leather slipper meeting marshy ground wouldn’t be 
particularly satisfying, not like a slam loud enough to 
make them all jump. “You men are so . . . frustrating 
with your honor.” 

“Maybe if you had more honor,” Papa said, “you 
wouldn’t have gotten yourself in this fix. Now you’re 
forcing me to maybe kill this fine young man.” 

“I’ll be your second,” William called. “Maybe you’ll 
get your brains blown out, and my troubles will be over.” 

“I think,” Turner interjected, “your troubles are just 
beginning, Cousin. When our grandsire hears of this, 
you’ll be finished in Charleston and the family.” 

“My Papa’s troubles won’t be,” Celia cried. 
“You made the vow.” Mabel’s upper lip curled, then 

her mouth opened wide with a laugh. 
“Laugh all you like.” Celia did some sneering of her 

own. “But you’re finished in Charleston, too. In fact, you 
might be in trouble with the law.” 

“I won’t be.” Despite her protest, Mabel’s face paled, 
and she began to back into the trees, dragging William 
behind her. As she spun on her heel, clearly intending to 
bolt, she tossed over her shoulder, “You may be rid of 
William and me, but you’re not rid of God. I warned you 
not to do it, not to make a vow before God like that. 
You’ll pay, I’m sure.” 

Celia crossed her arms over her middle and glared 
after Mabel, nearly obscured by trees, and William, still 
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lingering in the shadow of the branches. . “I never meant 
it, that vow, I mean.” 

“Just like you never meant you’d marry any of us you 
got yourself betrothed to?” William’s tone held a taunt. 

“Or that you cared about me enough to kiss me?” 
Though gentler than William’s voice, Turner’s words 
stung like a jellyfish. 

“I . . . Well, I . . .” Celia’s throat closed. She spun on 
her heel, picked up her skirt, and ran. 

Tripping over vines and careening off of tree trunks, 
she didn’t stop until she slammed face-first into a low-
hanging limb festooned with Spanish moss. She batted 
the vegetation aside, then leaned her crossed arms on the 
rough bark of a tree, heedless of insects. 

“What have I done?” she wailed into her crossed 
arms. 

If she married Turner, she would surrender her pride 
and will to others’ wishes, not to mention marrying a 
man she scarcely knew. But if she didn’t marry him, her 
Papa might kill him, or he might kill Papa. Either way, 
she would be responsible for a maiming at best, or death 
at the worst. 

So what if she’d made a vow to Mabel and to God. 
She hadn’t kept any of her vows to marry the men who 
had asked her for her hand. Those were just words. They 
meant nothing. Nothing. Nothing. 

Or perhaps that was the trouble. She spoke words to 
people and, worse, to God without meaning them. Her 
stomach twisted like hemp on the rope walk. If she 
didn’t mean the vows she spoke, then she must not have 
meant her decision to repent of her sins and follow 
Jesus. 

That was all too obvious for comfort. She hadn’t 
repented of anything. She had asked forgiveness, then 
trotted right back to her old tricks and games. 

Something hairy began to crawl on her arm, and she 
jerked away from the tree in time to meet Turner Cane 
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face-to-face. 
She jumped. “What are you doing here?” 
“Your papa sent me after you to make sure you’re all 

right.” He didn’t smile at her, but his eyes held 
tenderness. “He’s occupied holding that gun of his on 
Mabel and William until the sheriff gets here and decides 
if they’ve broken the law.’” 

“He should let them go. They can’t harm anyone here 
now. I’m the one Papa should be upset with.” 

“He’s upset enough with you, never fear.” Turner let 
out a bark of mirthless laughter. “Or maybe you should 
fear his wrath.” 

“Yes.” Celia stared at the muddy hem of her gown. 
“I’ve connived and cajoled and done everything but treat 
him with respect my father deserves. Yet he’s willing to 
fight a duel and risk his life to preserve my honor. For 
that alone, I should agree to wed you just to save your 
lives.” She raised her head and made herself meet 
Turner’s gaze. “But I’m not ready to marry anyone.” 

His mouth compressed, and a streak of heat lightning 
flashed through his eyes. “If you’re not ready to marry 
anybody, you shouldn’t be going around getting yourself 
betrothed, let alone kissing—“ 

“No, no, that’s not what I mean. You see”—she laid 
one soiled gloved hand on Turner’s sleeve—“I can’t give 
my heart to any man until I have my heart right with 
Jesus. I made a vow to follow Him when I was a child, 
but kept on living my life as I pleased. Now it’s gotten us 
all into a deadly fix because I went my own way instead 
of His.” She worried her lower lip, trying to form the 
next words. “You are the only man to come after me, 
and back there in the clearing, you were honest with me. 
No one’s ever done that for me. And I think”—she 
pressed her hands to her hot cheeks—“I think one day I 
would like to marry you, even if you don’t inherit.” 

“Thank you for that, and I expect I will inherit now 
that William’s been exposed as a blaggard.” 
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“It doesn’t matter how much money the man has 
when I care about him. But first I need to get my heart 
right with the Lord.” 

“And that’s how I’d prefer my wife to be—with her 
heart right with the Lord.” Turner smiled. 

Celia’s insides quivered like strawberry jelly, and she 
had to look away before she could continue. “If . . . if 
you’ll wait for me . . .” She tugged and twisted a glove 
button so hard it popped off. “And I promise it won’t be 
very long now that I know what I need right first, I-I 
promise I’ll marry you.” 

“Are you making another vow?” His tone was lighter, 
but still somber. “Don’t say it if you don’t mean it.” 

She raised her chin, though it quivered rather than set 
firm, and smiled. “I am making a vow I truly mean this 
time.” 

“Then you make me a happy man.” He kissed her 
then, gently, tenderly, and Celia knew she would indeed 
fulfill her vow to marry him. 
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Chapter 1 
 

February 28, 1908 
The Carey Hotel 

Southwest corner of St. Francis and Douglas 
Wichita, Kansas 

  
HE’S THE DANDIEST MAN,” came Pearl’s love-struck 
voice the moment the service elevator doors closed. 

Félicie Richmond rolled her eyes and pushed the 
button to the third floor. If she said nothing, the 
swooning session would end by the time they started 
cleaning…she hoped. 

“So beautiful,” Pearl murmured as the elevator jolted 
into motion. “He truly is.” 

Félicie turned and looked from Pearl to Alta (and her 
upside-down smile) then back to Pearl who wore the 
same dreamy mien whenever she talked about her 
current obsession—the dashing fire captain of Engine 
House No. 2. Or at least Félicie presumed the hotel’s 
newest chambermaid was referring to Carpenter Yeary, 
the very man Félicie had never exchanged a word with 
despite the fact that they’d attended the same church for 
the last year.  

When Captain Yeary finally decided to marry, a 
chambermaid would not be his choice. Even one as 
blond and buxom as Pearl Bailey.  

No, he would marry someone more— 
Félicie frowned. She had no idea what type of woman 

he would marry. Neither had she any idea if he was 
currently courting anyone. Nor did she care. She had 
never given the captain a moment of thought until now, 
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but still, common sense said he was not desperate. Non-
desperate men evaded marriage until they found a 
woman they could not live without. 

Of course, she could be wrong about Carpenter 
Yeary. Either way, it mattered not. What he did with his 
life was his business. In fact, Pearl needed a good dose 
of— 

No, say nothing, Félicie reminded herself.  
This was not her business. 
Pearl brushed the feather duster along the bodice of 

her white apron. “Did you see how he smiled at me 
when we passed by?” 

“Just now?” Félicie blurted before she could stop 
herself. 

Pearl paused. She looked to Alta, who shrugged. 
Félicie again glanced back and forth between the pair. 

What was that supposed to mean? Shrugs, due to their 
ambiguous meanings, were an abysmal form of 
communication. She hated shrugs. 

“Yes, downstairs,” Pearl finally said to Félicie. “He 
was talking to Mr. Eaton beside the front desk. Didn’t 
you see him?” 

“No.” 
Pearl gave her an irritated look. “He practically shone 

with the glory of an archangel. How could you not see 
him?” 

Because she never scanned the lobby for men with 
archangelic glory shining about them like Pearl tended to 
do. Not that a man needed any halos or shining light for 
Pearl to notice him. Being male was enough to draw 
Pearl’s attention. 

“Are you sure it was you he smiled at?” Félicie asked. 
“Of course.” Her lips pursed tight. “He was looking 

right at me.” 
“How do you know he—” 
But Pearl was not finished. “Our eyes met and . . . 

and I heard music. Actual music.” She sighed. “He’s so 
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beautiful.” 
Félicie looked to Alta, who shrugged again. What 

Pearl had heard was Mr. Van Sickel playing the piano in 
the lobby bar, but Félicie refrained from correcting the 
presumption. Captain Yeary—if it had truly been him 
downstairs—more likely had been responding to 
someone else, and Pearl only assumed his smile was 
directed at her. 

The elevator, which felt like it was moving slower 
than its usual snail’s pace, stopped with a jolt. Doors 
opened to reveal an empty first floor. Félicie growled 
under her breath then pushed the third-floor button to 
hurry the doors closed. Why the service elevator had to 
stop on every floor was beyond her. It made no practical 
sense. Fortunately, starting Monday she would never 
have to use the service elevator again. 

Soon Félicie Richmond, housekeeper’s assistant, 
would die and rise again like a phoenix as a better 
version of herself. No longer would she be viewed as the 
help. 

Félicie Richmond, calligrapher, Hotel Carey. 
She could take her meals in the main dining room, 

instead of the helps’ hall, and eat at her leisure instead of 
eating quickly so she could get back to work. 

Tomorrow she would move from the small apartment 
in the helps’ hall to a nicer and larger one on the third 
floor. Tomorrow she could officially begin handing out 
her new business cards. On Sunday she would wear one 
of her new I-am-a-business-woman dresses, custom 
tailored for her by the exclusive Madame Laurent. Her 
costume would show she was a lady, a status acquired 
through education, determination, sacrifice, and 
perseverance. 

“Pearl isn’t making this up,” Alta said, breaking the 
silence. 

Félicie responded with a smile she hoped looked 
agreeable yet not one that said, “Please do tell me more.” 
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Starting Monday she would never again have to listen to 
quixotic prattling about an implausible smittenness. She 
believed in having hopes and dreams. She was also 
practical enough to choose conceivable hopes and 
dreams. 

A heroic fireman in love with a chambermaid? 
Something in her expression must have conveyed her 

skepticism because Alta continued with, “Carp literally 
stopped talking mid-sentence, Félicie—really, he did. I 
saw his mouth gape open for a second. Pearl waved and 
he smiled at her. He’s smitten.” 

Félicie stared at the chambermaid she had been 
training all month to replace her as the assistant to the 
housekeeper. Alta looked completely serious. “Carp? 
When did he become Carp to you?” 

“I attended high school with him.” 
“Fifteen years ago. Have you talked to him since?” 
“Everyone calls him that,” Alta replied patronizingly. 

What wasn’t spoken was her Félicie, if you did something 
besides work and hide inside your room when you weren’t working, 
you would know this. The implication was clear. 

“Everyone,” Pearl echoed. She punctuated her words 
with a “hmmph” and the plop of the feather duster back 
on the cart. 

Félicie gave her head a little shake. That he told 
everyone to call him Carp didn’t mean she would. Carp 
was a fish, not a man’s name. 

The elevator stopped. 
Doors squeaked opened to reveal an empty second 

floor. 
Félicie groaned. Button pushed, she rested against the 

elevator’s wood-paneled wall. “I seem to recall yesterday 
you both referred to him as Captain Yeary. What 
changed in a day?” 

Alta and Pearl exchanged glances. 
“We didn’t talk about him yesterday,” Pearl said, 

while Alta appeared to be thinking. 
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“Yes, you did. You were discussing Saturday’s Leap 
Year Day festival.” When their expressions remained 
blank, Félicie clarified, “How you could not decide what 
to wear to the ball at the Occidental. You wanted to 
purchase a new dress—yellow calico with cream lace 
trim. Alta suggested you wear the Christmas party dress, 
the red one with the lovely black gauze overskirt and 
black piping, but you confessed you had borrowed it 
from your aunt and you hated the corset you had to wear 
under it. You insisted corsets were manifestations of the 
devil.” 

Pearl’s mouth gaped for a moment. “You remember 
all that?” 

“During the discussion,” Félicie continued, 
undaunted by Pearl’s response, “you both called him 
Captain Yeary, not Carp.” 

Pearl continued to stare, horrified. “Do you 
remember everything you hear?” 

“Of course, she does,” Alta answered when Félicie 
said nothing. “It’s why Mrs. Jenkins overlooked the 
must-be-thirty rule and hired Félicie to be a 
chambermaid when she was only twenty-one. No one 
can solve a Spot the Difference puzzle faster than she 
can.” 

Félicie’s cheeks warmed. “The point is,” she said to 
direct the conversation away from her and onto the topic 
at hand, “you both know quite well a smile does not 
equate smittenness.” 

“Said the one who’s never been smitten,” Pearl said, 
rather smugly. 

“I have too been smit—” 
The elevator squeaked to a stop. Doors opened. 

Félicie pushed the button to keep the doors from closing 
then motioned to Alta and Pearl to exit. 

Alta stood firm. “She’s right. You are twenty-eight 
years old and have never been smitten.” She gave Félicie 
a maternal, you-cannot-lie-to-me look as she pushed the 
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brass-and-linen housekeeping cart out of the elevator 
and onto the paisley-patterned carpet. “Love doesn’t fit 
into your schedule.” 

Félicie coughed a breath to cover the awkwardness of 
the moment and the fact that she had no response. 
There was no benefit to arguing. She knew too many 
girls who did little more than pin their hopes and dreams 
on a man rescuing them from their life of drudgery. Love 
would save them. Love would solve their woes. Or so 
they believed, hoped, and dreamed. Someday they would 
learn life was no more a fairytale waiting to come true 
than Prince Charming was a real person. 

Besides...her lack of experience with being smitten—
she had been once—was irrelevant. They had a shift to 
finish. Even though Alta and Pearl were in the over-
thirty-thus-more-sensible-than-girls-in-their-twenties age 
range the hotel deemed best for chambermaids, by the 
amount of time they spent prattling about men, 
especially the bachelors employed by the Wichita Fire 
Department, how did they ever manage to finish their 
work before their shifts ended? 

Simple answer—because Félicie ensured they did. As 
she ensured all the chambermaids, scrub girls, linen girls, 
and laundresses did their duties. 

She nodded toward the foyer. 
This time Pearl and Alta obeyed. Félicie followed the 

two older chambermaids out of the elevator. They 
walked in silence, passing unoccupied rooms. 

“You should propose to Carp this Saturday.” Alta 
stopped the cart where the U-shaped hallway divided the 
hotel rooms from the apartment suites. “Pearl, don’t 
look at me like that. You can’t let a Leap Year Day go to 
waste. It’ll be four years before you get another chance.” 

Pearl grimaced. “I suppose. But what if he thinks I’m 
only doing it for a new dress?” 

“He won’t—” 
“Of course, he will,” Félicie cut in. She glanced down 
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the vanilla-scented hallway. The scrub girls must have 
finished cleaning the apartment wing early. “And when 
he does, you should not take it as a personal slight,” she 
said to Pearl. “Leap Year Day is a boon for dressmakers. 
Like every other bachelor in Wichita, Captain Yeary 
would be a fool to think an out-of-the-blue proposal 
from a girl he barely knows is anything but an attempt to 
procure a dress. It is a rather silly tradition, if you ask 
me.” 

“I didn’t ask,” muttered Pearl. 
“Félicie!” Alta exclaimed, glaring in Félicie’s direction. 
“What? You know I am right.” 
“Why do you assume he would not think the girl 

actually wants to marry him?” 
Félicie rolled that over in her mind. The logical 

reason— 
Alta gave her no time to answer. “There is a reason 

that sculptress asked him to pose with nary fur or fig 
leaf. Every unmarried lady in Wichita, save you, dreams 
of being married to a man as beautiful and brave and 
gentlemanly as Carpenter Yeary.” 

Félicie took a hard look at Alta, who she considered 
highly sensible, despite her proclivity toward gossip. Yet 
never in the ten years since Félicie had started working at 
the hotel laundry with Alta had she ever, ever, ever heard 
a bit of gossip as tawdry as this. Pose in the nude? 
Firstly, she refused to believe it. Secondly, she refused to 
question Alta about where, when, and from whom she 
heard what could not possibly be true. Captain Yeary 
attended church. Every Sunday! 

Good heavens, he played the French horn in the 
orchestra. 

“I suppose,” Félicie said, “if he was smitten with the 
female proposing marriage, then it is possible he would 
not think...” She allowed the rest of her sentence to die. 
If Captain Yeary favored Pearl—and she supposed 
stranger things have happened—then whatever 
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developed between them was none of her concern. “We 
need to get to work.” And stop prattling. Félicie grabbed 
the clipboard off the side of the housekeeping cart. Save 
for Mr. Hays, in the corner suite, the third floor was 
empty of residents and guests. She glanced at her 
wristwatch—twelve-twenty-four—then offered Alta the 
clipboard. “I have finished training you what to do. For 
the rest of the day Pearl and I are your help. Where will 
you have us begin?” 

Alta grimaced. “I don’t know if I can do this.” 
“Mrs. Jenkins and Mr. Eaton would not have hired 

you”—Félicie released the clipboard as Alta accepted 
it—“if they did not believe you are qualified and skilled 
to do the job. I believe you are.” 

Pearl stood by Alta, nodding. 
“I don’t know why I’m nervous,” Alta chuckled. “It’s 

not as if you’re leaving Wichita. You’re not even leaving 
the hotel.” She paused, her brow wrinkling. “If I have a 
question, I can find you and ask, right?” 

Félicie nodded. “Absolutely. Hotel housekeeping is a 
science. It is an artistic achievement in which everything 
is in its right place and is of the proper grade, shade, 
quality, and cleanliness, harmonizing in every way. If you 
cannot remember the details, check the clipboard or the 
housekeeping books. Mrs. Jenkins keeps diligent notes. 
You are now one step away from being the housekeeper 
of the prestigious Hotel Carey. Alta Vandenberg, you can 
do this.” 

Alta looked down at the clipboard. “You two clean 
Mr. Hays’s suite. I want the floors washed and polished 
this week.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” Pearl said. 
Félicie smiled and nodded.  
Leaving Alta to study the clipboard, she followed 

Pearl down the hall. The cart’s left wheel squeaked. 
Before she finished her shift, she would take the cart to 
maintenance—no, this was Alta’s responsibility now. 
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From her pitfalls and mistakes she would learn lessons 
that would enable her to avoid making the same mistake 
in the future. As Félicie had learned. 

She was a mere five hours away from a new life. 
A wonderful perfectly-planned life. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

The Heiress’s Courtship 
 

Chapter 1 
 

Hillsdale, Michigan, February 1856 
 
THE REVEREND SCOTT DIDN’T EVEN know he had 
ruined her life. He would, after Liberty Judd confronted 
him. In the meantime, she patiently listened to the 
engine’s brakes screech to a halt at the Hillsdale station.  

Her parents would be horrified to learn she’d sat on a 
burlap sack in a pitch-black railcar instead of on a seat in 
a private coach. The mail train’s passenger cars had been 
full. To return to Hillsdale tonight, her only option had 
been a seat in the baggage car—given only because she’d 
begged repeatedly and offered a more than generous 
price. She’d even been in too much of a hurry to take the 
time to change out of the olive-green ballgown she’d 
sewn specifically for her stepmother’s fortieth birthday 
extravaganza. The same ball she should be enjoying 
instead of fleeing Chicago on the Southern Michigan 
Railroad’s last eastbound train. 

Not only did she likely smell of the smoke seeping 
through the car’s wood-planked walls, but her gown and 
winter cloak were filthy, her pocketbook empty, and her 
life miserable. At least she’d wisely exchanged her 
dancing slippers for woolen socks and sturdy winter 
boots before her pre-ball escape. 

The baggage car’s center doors slid open with a harsh 
squeak, paining her already noise-weary ears, sending in 
an onslaught of wintery wind and snow flurries to bite at 
her face. 

“Miss Judd,” said the gravelly voiced engineer, “you 
ready?” 

 “Yes, sir,” Liberty said over the engine’s clamor. 
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She stood and drew her fur-lined cloak’s hood over 
her head, then stepped to the open doors. Steam from 
the churning engine billowed about. Under the glow of 
the gas lamps, she noticed the redness of the engineer’s 
nose and cheeks, and she imagined she looked the same. 
Her face certainly felt cold. 

“I am much obliged for the assistance.” Like 
Cinderella returning home from the ball at midnight, she 
placed her leather-gloved hands in those of the engineer 
and the baggage-master. As they helped her down from 
the baggage car to the depot’s snow-covered wooden 
platform, she added, “I’m sorry I put you even further 
behind schedule.” 

“The blizzard is the sole blame.” The engineer’s 
frown deepened. He touched the brim of his hat, 
muttered, “Evening,” and walked toward the engine. 

A heavy gust of snow blew across the platform. Her 
crinoline belled. Liberty shivered and drew her fur-lined 
cloak tighter across her chest. After hurrying into the 
stove-warmed telegraph office, she rested against the 
closed door. If she weren’t still so angry at her parents 
and at the Reverend Scott, she’d fall to the ground and 
give in to the tears she’d fought during the slower-than-
normal train ride. Only she wouldn’t cry, because doing 
so would validate her parents’ view that, fitting for her 
twenty-two years, she was “selfish and immature.” 

She felt her upper lip curl. 
She’d spent too many years as their doormat. Time to 

pick herself up and walk—no, flee—away. 
“Uh, Miss Judd, why are you here at this hour?” 
Liberty drew back her hood, sending snowflakes 

fluttering to the ground. Almost midnight! 
“Charlie, I must send an immediate telegram,” she 

said to the rotund telegrapher standing behind the 
counter. “Could I impose upon you to loan me the 
money until later?” She held up her beaded pocketbook. 
“I would leave this as collateral.” 
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“Keep it, Miss Judd. Paying for your telegram is the 
least I can do considering you altered my suit again 
without charge.” 

“I insist upon a loan. The alteration was a gift.” 
“But I—” Clearly convinced by her I insist look, his 

words broke off, and he picked up his pencil in 
preparation to write her message. Then he eyed her 
strangely. “Why are you wearing a tiara?” 

She touched the diamond-and-emerald circlet her 
stepmother had inserted in her strawberry-blond hair, 
before Father informed her that she would not be 
returning to Hillsdale to finish the semester. Instead, the 
youngest member of his advisory board, Mr. Xavier 
Peabody, Esq., would propose to her at the ball, and she 
would accept. 

Liberty lowered her hand and sighed. 
“It’s a wretched and tedious story.” No one at the 

school or in the village, save for a select few, knew of her 
parents’ wealth. She’d prefer to keep it that way. “The 
telegram needs to say: Back in Hillsdale. Will return in 
June per original agreement.” 

Unless I’ve figured out a way to live on my own without your 
interference. 

After giving her parents’ names and address, she 
glanced at the frost-covered window. If she were staying 
in the ladies’ dormitory instead of Bentzes’ 
Boardinghouse, she would have three times the distance 
to walk. Although, thinking of school— 

She focused on Charlie and maintained as much 
calmness as she could despite the sinking feeling in her 
stomach. “Could you not tell Lady Principal Whipple of 
my midnight arrival?” 

“Ahh, those dastardly deportment rules.” 
Seeing his grin, she smiled, too. “I have succeeded 

thus far in not breaking any. I would rather not begin 
tonight.” Or do anything to risk being expelled. 

The locomotive’s whistle blew—a deep, guttural 
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sound. A forlorn call in the night. 
Liberty stepped to the window to watch the train ease 

out of the station. The vibrations under her feet 
increased along with the compounded chugging sound. 
She grabbed the window frame to hold steady. 

One . . . two . . . three . . . 
She continued to count as each boxcar slowly passed. 

From what she could tell, everyone in the lone passenger 
car was asleep. Not that she blamed them. The normal 
four-hour ride from Chicago to Hillsdale had taken 
almost twice as long tonight with nothing to watch sail 
by except snow. 

Charlie then focused on a paper in his left hand while 
his right was poised over the iron telegraph. He started 
tapping. Likely he would first contact the Adrian depot, 
the next stop before Toledo, before sending her 
message. 

Not wanting to disturb him, Liberty exited the 
telegraph office and released an immediate groan at the 
crisp wind. She hurried past the Freed family carriage 
parked next to the depot, with their driver, Jonas, likely 
keeping warm inside. Was Dalton Freed finally returning 
home? Less concerned with gossip than with getting to a 
comforting fire, she dashed down the street. Her boots 
crunched on the snow, sinking several inches into what 
had accumulated throughout the evening, soaking the 
bottom flounce of her gown. 

One more block and around the corner and she’d be 
at the boardinghouse. 

No matter how dreadful she felt at the moment, life 
would have been worse had she never left Chicago four 
months ago. She didn’t care about impressing everyone 
with the latest innovations from New York and London, 
or attending parties for the sole purpose of being seen, 
or pretending to enjoy the opera. Always smile. Sit up 
straight. Eat the snails even if you don’t like them. 

Artifice and pretense. 
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Thank the Lord she had never married Gerrett 
Divine. Life as his perfect society wife would have been 
suffocating. Not that he’d ever asked her to marry him. 
Not that he’d even cared that she’d loved him. She had, 
though. Faithfully. Desperately. Miserably. Wastedly. 

With a sad chuckle, she turned the corner on the last 
block to the boardinghouse. Love should never make a 
person feel less. That’s why she wasn’t going back to 
Chicago and agreeing to her parents’ demand. She’d find 
a way to support herself, to stay in college. After all, this 
was 1856, not 1756. The world was evolving, despite her 
parents’ wishes, and like her roommate Katie, she was 
joining that change. 

Maybe she would open a sewing shop like Katie kept 
suggesting. 

BOOM. 
At the sound of the explosion, Liberty jolted to a 

stop. Time seemed to stand still. A sliver of smoke 
snaked from the boardinghouse’s chimney. Despite the 
placidness of the immediate view, Liberty looked beyond 
the boardinghouse. In the distance, in the direction of 
the sound, a section of the charcoal night sky grew pink 
and brighter. 

Almost aflame. 
That would be about where the railroad track 

curves— 
She gasped, then darted across the street and into the 

boardinghouse. 
She slammed the door. “Ursula! Josef! Oh, Katie, 

there you are! Why are you still up?” 
Dr. Katie Clark stood from her seat at one of the four 

dining hall tables. The anatomy students she was tutoring 
stood, too. Doors throughout the boardinghouse opened 
and slammed closed; stomping across the floor overhead 
increased. 

“Why are you back?” Katie asked with a what-have-
you-done-this-time gleam in her eyes. “You aren’t 
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supposed to return from Chicago until Sunday.” 
“Doesn’t matter. Train wreck!” 
 

LIBERTY AND KATIE ARRIVED AT the crash not long after 
the explosion. Ash mixed with the falling snow and 
spreading smoke. Eastbound and westbound passengers 
were exiting the upright cars, some carrying children. 
Liberty forced down her tears and wished her train had 
only tipped over, instead of slamming into another 
engine. 

She stayed in the six-passenger sleigh while Katie and 
her study group climbed out. Until she had train wreck 
victims to transport back to Hillsdale, she had nothing to 
do but watch and pray. 

Myriad sleighs and wagons pulled up next to them. 
Katie, holding a lantern high, commanded the 

attention of those around her. “Spread out along the 
tracks. We don’t want to miss any victims who might 
have been thrown free of the wreckage.” 

With a collective nod, the students fanned out. 
Katie then looked over her shoulder at the village of 

Hillsdale in the distance. Her eyes closed. 
Assuming she was praying, Liberty followed suit. Help 

us save these people, Jesus. Help me not panic. Help Katie know 
exactly what to do, although I really don’t know why I’m praying 
that because Katie always knows what to— 

At Katie’s “hello,” Liberty opened her eyes. Her 
roommate trudged through the snow toward the bungled 
cars of the westbound train. The cries from passengers 
grew with each passing moment. Men worked frantically 
to put out the fire in the eastbound mail car. 

Her attention drew to a college student standing on 
the top of a passenger car lying on its side. George 
Quackenbush held a lantern while motioning to 
someone below. Soon he stepped back, and a man 
wearing a fur-trimmed greatcoat climbed through a side 
window. Once through, the man reached down, lifted 
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out a crying child, and gave it to George, then with his 
free hand, he helped the mother climb out. The man 
looked out over the wreckage, talking to the 
Quackenbush twin and never once focusing on where 
Liberty sat. 

Still, the light from the lantern was enough to 
highlight his face for her to recognize him. To recognize 
Gerrett Divine. 

Her hands shook, pulse raced. 
Not him. Not here. Not now. 
With a groan Liberty dropped to the floorboard of 

the sleigh, hoping the wooden front would block her 
from his line of sight. Her lungs pressed tight. Her skin 
felt as aflame as the mail car.  

What was Gerrett doing here?  
Had he come for her?  
That made no sense. Not after the last words he’d 

said to her five years ago before leaving for his Grand 
Tour. He was returning home to Chicago with a bride to 
introduce to his parents and grandparents. A French 
heiress. Yes, her brother had told her that at Christmas. 

Liberty peeked over the front of the sleigh for 
another look. 

He wasn’t even close enough for her to appreciate the 
color of his eyes, yet she remembered the exact shade: 
azure blue. A hue perfectly matching the fraternity 
blazers Gerrett and her brother had worn when home on 
holiday. Some odd quickening inside chased away the 
chill from the snowy night, making her think of 
sunshine, sewing machines and crisp butter cookies—her 
favorite things. 

As Gerrett had been . . . for far too many years of her 
life. 

She sighed, as she had every time he’d visited the 
house to see her brother or had walked blindly past her 
at the opera or helped her father’s Masonic lodge plant 
flowers in Lake Park. His extended European tour had 



Gina Welborn 

 

done nothing but improve his powerful presence. His 
cheekbones were as well sculpted as she remembered, 
hair light brown, albeit tousled by the wreck. If anything, 
his bristled jaw only made him more dashing. 

Gerrett Henry Divine, IV. Heir to the vast Divine 
hotel, railroad and shipping fortune. 

The man was once the premier bachelor in Chicago 
society. She had spent six months practically fasting 
morning, noon and night for his return.  

Not that he’d cared.  
Took another six months of aimless daily walks 

around Lake Park before she gained enough clarity to 
realize she’d been a self-absorbed seventeen-year-old 
who laid all her hopes for happiness and significance at 
his well-shod, indifferent feet. That epiphany had led her 
into serving others through mission projects, which led 
her into attending church, which introduced her to Jesus. 

Unrequited love wasn’t all bad. 
The cruel irony of it all! She had finally decided to 

break free from her parents, to live life on her own, and 
the antithesis of all she’d become returns. For the rest of 
the night, as she aided the wounded and ministered to 
those in need, she would have to do everything she could 
to avoid the last man she ever wanted to see again. 

All because he’d said she meant nothing to him. 
All because he’d broken her heart. 
All because— 
She blinked at the horrid tears in her eyes. Because 

seeing him made her pine for what could have been if he 
had loved her. And that, truly, was the most pathetic 
reason of all. 

“Liberty Adele Judd,” she whispered, “it’s time to put 
aside all childhood dreams and grow up. 
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