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Pike’s Run, Texas, 1883

In the dead of night, Maggie Nelson flees New Orleans with her five-year old daughter, Iris. Maggie can’t live with her abusive husband any longer and seeks safety in the home and arms of her aunt, Aletta Williamson in Bordersville, near Pike’s Run, Texas. When she arrives, surprising her dear aunt, Maggie tells her Haywood died. She is too ashamed to tell the truth about her marriage.

Pete Jerkin, the town blacksmith and livery operator, is a leader in Bordersville. He is taken by Maggie and Iris, especially since the child doesn’t fear him. With his large stature, he usually puts off females and children. As Iris tugs on his heartstrings, his gaze strays to the lovely Maggie. But he’s promised himself he wouldn’t ever court a woman. Not again.

However, love is sneaky, and Pete can’t help himself. Neither can Maggie. As the weeks pass, she grows more scared each day that Pete will learn the truth about her husband, that Haywood will come knocking. And ruin everything.
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The Dedication
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For Mandy...whose strength is quiet but fierce.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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NEW ORLEANS, 1878

A child’s wail pulled Maggie from a sleep she’d only managed to find a few moments ago. Her eyelids ached as she blinked and groped for her threadbare cotton robe lying across the foot of the bed. While she shrugged into it, the front door slammed and heavy boots scuffed on the dirt floor.

“Maggie!” her husband bellowed. “Shut that girl up.”

With a jaw tight from anger and resentment, Maggie lifted the curtain that divided the one room cabin in half. Haywood fell into a chair at the wobbly table that she worked hard to keep as clean and shiny as possible.

“You wanted that brat,” he said with a glower, his eyes red from drink. “You better get her quiet.”

As bitterness burned in her gut, Maggie hurried to Iris’ cradle. As always, everything went soft and became happy when she looked upon her baby. Her smooth, dark skin. Her tight black curls. Her button nose and tiny, pink lips. Maggie’s heart squeezed with love. With despair. With anger.

How had it ended up like this? How had she been so blind?

Her mother had been right. Why hadn’t she listened?

Maggie rocked the child as she pulled at the buttons of her gown with her free hand, preparing to feed the infant. It took only a moment for Iris to latch, and the room quieted.

The uncorking of a bottle grated up Maggie’s spine. She kept her back to the display, enraged that he continued to drink, but demanding he stop was out of the question. Any utterance from her that asked him to be better than he was would fall on deaf ears. It would do no good.

He had no wish to be a father. No want to be a husband. All he needed was the bottle and a cook-and-clean woman.

A grunt and sigh from him made Maggie’s gut twist. Why didn’t he just go away? Why had he returned from the riverboat? It couldn’t be more than midnight.

Coins jangled.

She turned at the sound and found him grinning with relish.

“I’m guessin’ you won?” she asked, her throat scratching on the question.

“Made out all right.” He leaned back in his chair and folded his hands over his stomach. His clothes were rich. Checkered vest. Dark, neatly pressed trousers, black tie and a white starched collar. His suit coat fit well over his lean shoulders. He was always dressed in style, outfitted as nice as a banker would be.

But he was no banker. He was a gambler on a riverboat that trolled the Mississippi. He hawked the games for the owner and played against the customers he conned and ensnared. Whatever he won, he got to keep. And that was how he earned his money.

Only he didn’t share his winnings with his family. He gave Maggie only enough to survive. She depended on this vile person, and her stomach boiled with disgust and despair.

He removed a nickel and tossed it on the table. It rolled then shimmied flat, ringing through the now quiet house. “That’s for you and the brat.”

It wasn’t sufficient. Maggie thought of the empty larder, the two dresses she owned and the few nappies she had for Iris. What he gave her was never enough. It was as if he liked to watch her struggle. He wanted to keep her in a begging and beholden state so he could feel like a benevolent king.

How had she ever loved him?

Iris finished her suckling and cooed against Maggie’s breast. The sweet sound and the precious snuggling of her child brought tears to her eyes. She blinked them away because if he saw them, he’d laugh at her pain. He’d goad her with the memories of the three babies she’d lost before she’d been able to bear Iris.

Three years. Three pregnancies. All lost.

Crumbling shack. Lonely, frightening nights. Empty stomach.

She had nothing, while he seemed to give himself everything. He didn’t love her or their daughter. He had wooed Maggie away from her family, and she’d thought he’d been as smitten with her as she’d been with him. But no. He’d wanted someone to warm his bed and cook his meals. For free.

She was his whore and his maid. No more.

Her mother had warned her. Maggie could still hear her parting words, “He’s no good, darling child. He’s a snake dressed in golden threads.”

Maggie had refused to believe it and had allowed her head to be turned by the possibility of a life different from the one offered by the United States Army. When the War Between the States had ended, her pa had enlisted and taken his family to West Texas to live at Fort Davis when Maggie was nine. While their days there had been comfortable and worthwhile, she hadn’t wanted to marry an army man.

Maggie couldn’t count the number of times she and her mother had searched the horizon beyond the windowpane of their cabin on Suds Row, anxious for Maggie’s father’s return. And, on a blustery day in ’74, the worst happened. John Williamson died in a skirmish with some Comanche. Pain and grief had torn through Maggie, and its iron fist had been so strong, she’d made the horrible decision to marry a charming, fast-talking, fantasy-promising banker when he’d passed through Fort Davis.

Army life, while it provided a decent living for colored folks, still carried veins of uncertainty. And Maggie hadn’t wanted to endure that as a wife and mother. Haywood Nelson had painted such a pretty picture, and despite her mother’s caution and her brothers’ hard expressions, she’d wed the supposed banker in the chapel at Fort Davis.

She should’ve listened to her mother, should’ve trusted the assessments of her older brothers. But she hadn’t. And now she was ashamed and afraid and heartbroken. There was nothing to do but carry on and hope Haywood’s neglect didn’t cause an early death for her, or worse, for Iris.

“You ain’t gonna say thank you?” Haywood jeered, his eyes narrowed. “I had to play ten hands before I earned that five-cent piece.”

She gritted her teeth, wishing she didn’t have to ever show him gratitude. But if she rebelled, he would give her even less the next time he returned from the riverboat. “Thank you, Haywood.”

“Put the brat down,” he ordered her, standing. He stretched. “Then come lay with me. I got an itch that you need to scratch.”

Please, God. Pressing her lips together and holding back tears, she laid Iris in her cradle. Take me and Iris from this Hell.

She gazed at her sweet girl, wishing she had the strength to make promises to her child. But she had no idea what to do, how to save Iris or herself. With hands clenched into fists, she lifted the curtain and went numb inside. All in order to complete the duty her husband demanded.

* * * *
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SEPTEMBER, 1883

Pike’s Run, Texas

“Come on, Iris,” Maggie cajoled. “Keep up.”

Her daughter increased her pace, doing her best to carry the bag in her tiny hands. She had a death grip on the handle, wanting to help and be a big girl.

Maggie’s heart twisted. “Not too much longer and we’ll be at Aunt Aletta’s.” I hope.

Pine and Live Oak trees surrounded the grassy lane lined with wagon wheel ruts. They’d been walking for an hour, their destination a few miles northeast of the train depot in Pike’s Run. She shouldn’t have turned down the ride the gentleman had offered when she’d asked for directions, but he was a stranger. And fear had shot through Maggie, so she’d shaken her head and asked for directions instead.

Most of their trek had been out in the open, where she could see farmland, pasture and meadow. But now forest surrounded them, and she couldn’t tell if the town of Bordersville lay ahead.

Iris’ breathy pants made Maggie come to a stop. “Here,” she set down one of the two bags she lugged. “Let me put that under my arm again.”

“No, Mama. I can do it.” Iris’ chin jutted.

With a sigh, Maggie stooped to pick up the luggage. “All right, soldier. Let’s move on.”

Iris giggled as they continued down the road. She loved the title, and Maggie had used it often on the trip.

Soldier.

At one time, the word had meant everything to her and her family. She never should have left them. Why hadn’t she listened to her mother? She’d missed so much over the years. Why hadn’t she seen through the flashy smile and expensive suit?

She shook her head and squared her shoulders. There was no point in looking backward, she told herself as she trudged along. She would not think of the life she could have had ever again. That was the past. A new future rose ahead, and the promise of happiness came with it. And, if she hadn’t married Haywood, she wouldn’t have Iris. And that she wouldn’t trade for anything.

A twig snapped, and terror shot up Maggie’s spine. She stopped in her tracks. Iris bumped into her.

“Mama,” she said, annoyed.

“I’m sorry, honey. Be very quiet.” Maggie scanned their surroundings, but the heavily forested area revealed nothing. A shuffle of brush sounded, and her heart flew into her throat. “Come on,” she whispered to her daughter.

But they took only one more step before rustling came from the woods again. Maggie’s stomach clenched as the forest divulged its secrets. A man stood at the edge of the road, his dark eyes narrowed, his clothes ratty, dirty, and hanging on his lean frame.

“Mama,” Iris whispered, her voice trembling on the word. She moved closer, hiding behind Maggie’s skirts.

“You got money?” he asked of Maggie, his body poised to launch. His hungry, desperate eyes trained on the bags in her hands.

Maggie swallowed. What should she say? What should she do? If she said no, would he take her at her word? Would he let them pass without incident?

“You got fine clothes,” he commented, raking his gaze over her. “I bet you got money.” His patchy beard accentuated his dark cheeks that sank into his face, making him look like a skeleton.

Even though fear choked her, Maggie sensed his despair. “A little.”

“Give me some,” he snarled, and Iris squeaked. He glanced at her then back at Maggie. “Give me some and I won’t hurt your girl.”

If she handed over a few dollars, would that be enough? Would he keep his word? But did she have a choice? While his thin frame might promise weak muscles, he could have a weapon hiding on his person. She couldn’t risk fighting him.

She nodded slightly, and he licked his lips eagerly. “Get on with it then.”

She set down the luggage, her knees trembling, nausea swirling in her stomach. Iris clung to her, her little body quaking. Maggie gritted her teeth, angry that her child continued to experience the harsher side of life. She was five. She deserved happiness and carefree days, family and sticky fingers after enjoying a dessert from a full meal. And Maggie was trying to give her that, but first she had to get her daughter away from this vagrant.

She swallowed and slipped her shoe off. She’d placed all her money under the sole inside her boot. Carefully she lifted the leather, the bills she’d inserted peeked out. Without showing him how much she had, she withdrew five dollars. A hefty sum and hard to part with, but she held it out to him.

He surged forward and snatched it out of her hand.

Iris cried out at his sudden action.

The man counted his boon greedily, but before Maggie could put back on her shoe, he curled wiry fingers around her wrist.

“Let go,” Maggie yelled, anger now partnering with the fear.

“Give me the rest. I know you got more.” He seized her boot.

“Stop,” Maggie demanded as she grappled with the criminal. As they struggled for control, he elbowed her in the face.

Iris screamed while Maggie saw stars.

“You’re gonna give me that money,” he growled.

Maggie sensed his fist raising, and she cringed, raising her arm to ward off the blow. But a force wrenched at the man, and he flew backward.

Maggie stumbled, falling to her knees as her breath came fast. On all fours, her heart pounded. “Iris,” she panted.

Her daughter curled her little body around Maggie’s arm. “Mama,” she sobbed.

Was she hurt? Where was the villain? Maggie lifted her head and encountered the force that had, hopefully, saved her and her child.

A giant of a man stood over the scoundrel, his arms crossed over his chest. “Been looking for you, Willie. You can’t keep wastin’ the chances we give you.”

Her attacker now had a name, and he glared up at her rescuer. He said nothing and stayed on the ground.

The giant leaned down and took the bills from Willie then turned to face Maggie. Her stomach lurched. She’d never seen a man as tall and as wide as he.

“Name’s Pete Jerkin, ma’am. Let me help you up.” He bent and offered his hand.

Trepidation slid through Maggie, but she didn’t turn him down. His fingers grasped her palm, and the gentleness of his touch surprised her. Using his strength, she boosted herself to standing, Iris still clutching her free arm. Maggie looked into his dark, brown eyes. “Thank you,” she rasped.

He nodded once then gave a soft smile to Iris. He held out the money to Maggie.

She realized her hand still rested in his, and she hastily disengaged herself then plucked the bills from his open palm.

“Wait here while I take care of Willie.”

The order was given with a kind tone, but Maggie didn’t think she could move anyway. Each second of the attack now played in her mind, fear still holding on tight. She slipped her fingers through her daughter’s and squeezed.

“He’s real big, Mama.”

Yes. And he’d helped them. But that didn’t mean he was good. And here she was, unable to move. May God protect them.

* * * *
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PETE RETRIEVED A ROPE from the saddlebags tied to his horse then returned to Willie’s side. He squatted before the thin man. He was harmless, really, but he couldn’t keep hurting people. “Esther and everyone else have tried to help you, but if you aren’t gonna take what we give, then the law has to decide your fate.”

Willie glowered at him.

“You must agree or you would have run off.” Pete gripped his elbow and forced him to rise. “Maybe you won’t mind being in jail. At least then you’ll get three meals a day, huh?”

Willie said nothing to confirm Pete’s suspicions, and Pete didn’t press him to answer. As he tied the vagrant’s hands behind his back, he looked at the females holding on to each other for dear life. Mother and daughter, probably. Their wide eyes spoke of their fear and relief, but something more shone in the mother’s. He couldn’t put his finger on it but hoped she didn’t feel terror at his size.

He should be used to people, especially women, shying away from him, but he wasn’t. Standing at six inches over six feet and weighing about two-fifty, he gave many pause. With a grimace at past uncomfortable moments, he led Willie to the side of the lane. “Sit,” he told the salt-and-pepper haired man.

Willie followed orders with a scowl and a mutter.

Pete turned to the females still huddled against each other. Were they too shocked to speak, to move even? Concerned, he didn’t approach them. “Are y’all all right?”

The mother swallowed and tried to straighten her posture without letting go of her daughter. “I think so. Thank you, sir.”

“None of that,” he told her. “Pete will do.”

She nodded.

He flicked a glance at the little mite, surprised when he thought awe flashed in her gaze. He wasn’t used to that sort of light from a child he didn’t know, so he’d probably guessed wrong. Still, it made him feel good. “Where are y’all headed?”

“Bordersville.” The woman cleared her throat. “Our aunt, Aletta Williamson, lives there.”

“No foolin’?” He hooked his thumbs through his belt loops, pleased they were related to one of his favorite people. “I know her well. In fact, I live over yonder, too.”

The woman finally seemed to relax as she let go of the death grip she had on her child. “Really? How much farther is it? We’ve been walking for over an hour.”

“You came from the depot?”

She nodded.

He frowned. “No one offered you a ride?” He knew at least Elmer would have. He helped operate the depot, but he might have been too busy.

“Well, I...that is...” Discomfort showed on her face.

Understanding dawned. “Say no more. I hear you. Hard to trust strangers, huh?”

She bit her lip and didn’t reply.

He had to get these newcomers, especially the little one, to his community without another incident. It was only a half mile more down the road, and he doubted anyone else lurked in these woods, but he wanted them to feel safe. Of course, he was still unknown to the females, but maybe they would accept his help now. He removed his thumbs from his belt loops, took a few steps toward them then squatted, smiling at the girl. He looked up at the mother. “How about y’all get on my horse, and I lead him to Bordersville? What do you say to that?”

The mother glanced at Willie. “What about him?”

“I’ll keep him with me, but don’t worry. He’s not gonna harm y’all. After I get y’all to Miss Aletta, I’ll take him to the sheriff.” Pete had a good relationship with the sheriff and deputy of Pike’s Run. In fact, when neither of them could man the office, they asked Pete to fill in. He’d acted as sheriff many times and had handled many problems for Pike’s Run. It helped that people needed and respected him just as much as the sheriff.

Pete owned the livery in town and was also the blacksmith. Everyone had cause to patronize his shop, which made it easy for him to know each person in Pike’s Run. The pair in front of him had never visited before, and he hadn’t heard that Aletta expected guests. As he rose to full height, he wondered if they’d fled from something, or if they’d encountered some form of hardship that had sent them to Aletta as their only option.

As questions raced through his mind, which he couldn’t help due to his experience as stand-in sheriff, he forced what he hoped was a comforting smile. “What do you say? At least you won’t have to walk anymore.”

After a weighted second, the mother nodded. “Thank you, Mr. Jerkin.”

He’d given her permission to call him by his first name, but apparently she didn’t want to accept his request. Deciding to let it pass, he replied, “You’re welcome, Miss...”

“Nelson. Magnolia Nelson. And it’s Mrs.” She grimaced. “Or was...” She shook her head and let out a slow breath. “I’m a widow.”

Ah. And now her probably unexpected visit made sense. “I’m sorry.” He tipped his hat to her.

She accepted his condolences with a slight nod. As she slid her hands over her daughter’s shoulders, pulling the child against the front of her skirt, she said, “And this is my daughter, Iris.”

Pete couldn’t hold back the grin he felt at the sight of the chocolate-eyed child. Two braids lay along the front of her bright white pinafore, and she looked up at him with an open and curious expression. He didn’t sense fear from her, which pleased him, hence he couldn’t not smile at her. “Hello there, Iris.”

“Hello, Mr. Jerkin,” she answered, her voice as sweet as sugar.

“Why don’t we get you up onto my horse, all right?”

The little angel gave him a trusting look.

“You aren’t scared?”

“No, sir. You’re bigger than that horse.”

He cocked his head. “Are you afraid of me?” He hadn’t thought she was.

“No, sir.”

He breathed more easily then gave his attention to Widow Nelson. “I’ll just take care of Willie first.”

She didn’t say anything as he left to carry out the necessary tasks.

Magnolia. Pretty name. Pretty woman. He wondered how long it had been since her husband passed. And he wondered how long she planned to stay. While he tethered another length of rope around the binds shackling Willie’s wrists, Pete refrained from looking at the woman who stood quietly a few yards from him. And he tried not to get his hopes up. Hope was for fools. And he wouldn’t be one a second time.
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Chapter Two
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The rows of cabins that greeted Maggie made her heart twist in relief. The community in which her aunt lived looked as wonderful as it had in Maggie’s dreams. Mr. Jerkin led the animal by the first lane dotted by Live Oaks and quaint homes made of logs. They went past the second line of houses spaced ten yards behind the main stretch of dwellings to the third succession of quarters.

“Miss Aletta lives on this road,” Mr. Jerkin explained over his shoulder as he tugged the horse to the left. Willie walked slightly beside the big man, occasionally muttering under his breath.

More Live Oaks swayed in the breeze, their leaves whisking over the shingled roofs. Some cabins had window boxes of pansies and petunias. Laundry lines of white cotton sheets and articles of clothing hung out to dry in several back yards.

“It’s so pretty, Mama,” Iris breathed.

The loveliness spread before her soothed Maggie’s wounds as nothing else could. The beauty was almost too much to take in. After knowing the true peacefulness of home and losing it for almost a decade, the sight was a balm to her injured soul. She blinked back tears.

Mr. Jerkin stopped in front of a dwelling that had a rocker on the porch, clay pots of ferns dangling from the eaves and yellow gingham curtains hanging in the front windows flanking the door. The sound of squawking chickens carried on the soft breeze along with the aroma of baking bread.

“Here we are,” Mr. Jerkin announced after tying the animal’s reins around the porch railing. He did the same with Willie’s ties. Mr. Jerkin then came around to help Iris dismount, who went to him without an ounce of misgiving.

Maggie was glad to see Iris managed to find trust for the stranger. In her heart, Maggie knew not all men were like Haywood, her father and brothers proved that, but she had to be on her guard. When Mr. Jerkin reached for her, she ignored his help and slid down herself, but gave him what she hoped passed as a kind smile.

He stepped back and nodded.

“’Lo, Pete,” a male voice called from the house beside Aunt Aletta’s. The short, stocky man shut the door then came out into the yard. “Back already?”

Mr. Jerkin gestured toward Maggie and Iris. “Just delivering Aletta’s kin to her.”

“Oh?” The man raised his brow and looked them over with a curious expression.

“Miss Nelson, Iris, this is Wade Hap. He’s a friend to your aunt’s.” Mr. Jerkin used a handkerchief to wipe the sweat from his temples.

“Pleased to meet you,” Maggie said, taking note of the neighbor’s suspenders and cotton work shirt. He carried a flat-crowned hat in his hand. He probably hoed a row for a farmer with a fair amount of land.

The gentleman nodded, spared a disapproving glance at Willie, then turned and stepped closer to Mr. Jerkin. While the two of them had a conversation about repairs to some of the cabins, Maggie busied herself with untying their bags from the back of the horse. She didn’t want to eavesdrop on their discussion even though she couldn’t really hear what they said.

Before she pulled down the first satchel, Mr. Jerkin appeared at her side. “Let me do that,” he commanded.

She wanted to protest, but the words stuck in her throat. No matter how kind he was, he dwarfed her, and his significant presence sent fear clawing through her. She shuffled away as calmly as she could, not wanting to appear skittish.

“I can get that one,” Iris piped up, raising her arms.

“Of course, you can, little-bit,” Mr. Jerkin agreed in a jovial tone. He gave her the bag to carry then lifted a hand in goodbye to Mr. Hap. With the remaining luggage in his strong grip, he nodded at the door. “You wanna knock?”

Would he stay through her reunion with her aunt? Maggie preferred not to have an audience, but she didn’t know how to tell him to leave. He’d been helpful and considerate, so she kept her concerns to herself as she led the way.

“Is Auntie Aletta nice?” Iris asked.

“She’s as sweet as pie,” Mr. Jerkin answered, standing just behind Maggie. He wasn’t on the porch. There wasn’t room for him, but she could feel him just as if he pressed up against her. She hoped she was never so close to him again.

Her heart hammered in her ears as the door filled her vision, the next step in the mad decision she’d made. What was she doing? How could she impose upon her father’s sister?

But she couldn’t go to her mother. Not anymore. Her mother was dead. Grief sliced through every extremity, and her breath stopped. She gritted her teeth hard and closed her eyes, doing everything she could to hold on to her composure.

Iris tugged on her hand. “You gonna knock, Mama?”

The gentle query pulled Maggie back. With a swallow then a lift of her chin, she rapped on the portal.

It had been so long since she’d seen a member of her family, she might break down. And a stranger stood near, watching. A very male stranger. She curled her hands into fists as too many emotions ran rampant within her.

The creak of the hinges accompanied the hard beat of her pulse as her entreaty was answered. Aletta Williamson gripped the latch, her thin but tall frame as graceful as Maggie remembered. Half-moon glasses sat on the end of her nose, and a crocheted shawl draping her shoulders trailed against the lilac muslin dress she wore.

Maggie gazed into brown eyes so like her father’s and gulped. “Aunt Aletta?”

The woman’s jaw went slack. “Maggie?”

Maggie nodded jerkily, a lump of emotion forming at the base of her throat.

“As I live and breathe,” she exclaimed, surging forward to gather Maggie close. “Child, I can’t believe it’s you.”

Tears burned Maggie’s eyes, and she held her breath to keep them from falling. That familiar smell of peppermint lingered on her aunt. The feel of her loving embrace had Maggie hanging on with all the strength she possessed. It had been so long. Too long. She wanted to bury her face in the crook of the woman’s neck and sob.

“Look at you,” Aletta rasped as she pulled away. She linked their fingers together, and her shawl fell to the ground. “You’re the image of your mama,” she said with trembling lips.

And now a single tear did slip over Maggie’s cheek.

“Oh, child,” Aletta murmured and tugged her close once more.

After another second-long tight hug, they broke apart, sniffling. “And who’s this?” Aletta asked, blinking to clear her eyes.

“I’m Iris.” Iris’ cheeriness and excitement sparked tension-breaking chuckles from the adults.

“Well, isn’t that a pretty name?” Aletta grinned down at her before lifting her gaze to Mr. Jerkin. “Pete, you have brought me much joy, and how is it you come to be with my nieces?”

“I’m afraid they didn’t have too nice a welcome, Miss Aletta.” The man’s voice rumbled deep and low, cutting through Maggie.

“Oh, no,” Aunt Aletta gasped. Her distraught gaze went to Willie bound to her porch railing. She grimaced then shook her head in exasperation. She switched her focus back to Maggie. “Come in, please, and rest.”

While Maggie and Iris shuffled past, Aletta offered, “Pete, you want something to drink?” She stooped to retrieve her shawl.

Maggie watched him set the luggage down just inside the front room, and when he rose, he couldn’t straighten to full height. He hunched over as he shook his head. “No, thank you. Gotta get back to work. And I’ve got to cart Willie to the sheriff.”

Aletta put her hands on her hips. “I suppose it’s time for a stiffer punishment.” She let out a sigh. “Well, thank you ever so much for coming to the aid of my family. I’ll roast some pecans for you next week.”

His eyes brightened. “Thank you, Miss Aletta. You’ve always been my favorite.”

The older woman flushed and waved a hand at him. “You get out of here.”

Before he did as he was told, he nodded at Maggie and smiled at Iris. “I hope to see you ladies again.”

Iris grinned and gave a giggle then dove for Maggie’s skirts to hide her face. Maggie touched her daughter’s braids while the door shut on the giant. Once he was gone, Maggie breathed more easily.

“Sit, sit,” her aunt ordered. “Let me rustle up some cake and tea.”

“Oh, please,” Maggie objected, not wanting to trouble her, “don’t make a mess on our account.”

“Have you eaten lunch?” Aletta asked from the kitchen situated to the right of the front room.

“Yes, ma’am. On the train.”

“Then it’s time for tea. It’s only a little after four. Plenty of time before supper.”

While her aunt gathered the mentioned refreshments, Maggie studied the home. The chinking between the logs was in good condition. The hearth had no stone out of place, and a thick wooden mantle, with a few trinkets displayed on top, hung over the clean firebox. Two benches made of pine faced each other across a braided rug of reds and browns. One ladder back chair and a rocker completed the sitting area.

A set of stairs peeked out from the right side of the hearth. The bedroom was probably upstairs, Maggie surmised. Could her aunt shelter them, Maggie wondered for the hundredth time? She hadn’t had the luxury of planning before they’d left New Orleans. Worry gripped her, and she bit her lip. To distract herself, she gazed down at Iris.

The open and trusting expression on her daughter’s face made Maggie’s heart clench. Leaving had been the right thing to do. She’d had to seek a different life and had to have the courage to ask for help, as well. “Here, honey,” Maggie implored, “why don’t you sit?”

Iris skipped to the rocker and climbed up by herself, arranging her brand new pinafore around her legs. The shine of her leather boots made Maggie’s shoulders tighten with guilt.

But she’d had to take the money. She had a duty to Iris. Haywood had a duty toward her, as well, and he owed his daughter all the good things this world had to offer. Maggie tried to shove the shame away, to convince herself the theft had been right and just. But she struggled.

A tray rattled, and Maggie turned to see Aletta coming toward them with three slices of pound cake and three tin cups filled with tea. Maggie forced an ease she didn’t feel, hoping she wouldn’t need to speak the truth about their escape from New Orleans. But...she doubted her wish would come true. Her prayers that he wouldn’t notice the missing bills would not be granted. And he might hunt for her.

But she had as much right to the money as he did. Didn’t she? She was his wife, despite how badly he’d treated her.

“I’m sorry I didn’t write,” Maggie began as Aletta set the refreshments on the table centered on top of the rug. “We had some sadness and had to leave without notice.” It was her first foray into the lies she planned to tell. But they were for the best. At least, that was what she kept telling herself.

“Your company needs no introduction or permission. And look at what you got with you,” her aunt crooned, bending over to pat Iris’ knee. “You brought me the prettiest girl in the state, didn’t you?”

Iris giggled then took the tin cup of tea Aletta handed her.

The older woman smiled and shook her head. “I can’t believe I’m settin’ eyes on the two of you.”

Of course, she’d never met Iris before, but Maggie had no doubt her aunt had known about her. Before her death, Pearl Williamson, Maggie’s mother, had corresponded regularly with Aletta. If Maggie had had money for stamps for her aunt, she would have written to her throughout the years, as well.

“I realize we’ve surprised you,” Maggie continued. “If you don’t have room for us, I’ll understand. Perhaps there’s another place we can stay?” The muscles in her shoulders drew taut. She needed her aunt to provide them board but wouldn’t press. The money she had, while it was more than she’d ever had in her life, wouldn’t last forever. She’d already used a fair amount on the train tickets and new clothes for herself and Iris.

“You just arrived and you’re already talkin’ about goin’?” Aletta huffed. “Thought you loved me.”

Maggie reached out and cupped her aunt’s upper arm. “Of course, I do. It’s just that we’re uninvited, and I don’t want to cause you trouble.”

“No trouble at all. Why, you take up as much space as a flea, and this one,” Aletta winked at Iris, who rocked back and forth while she sipped, “well, she might be as big as a gnat.”

Iris giggled again while some of the tension lessened in Maggie’s shoulders. “Thank you, Auntie.”

“My pleasure.” She gestured toward the tray. “Take a cup and tell me why you’re here.”

Maggie refrained from indulging in the fare but sat down on the bench across from her aunt. Maggie couldn’t tolerate a thing in her stomach. Not until she had her tale told. Her false tale. A breakfast of dry toast had been the only food she’d had.

But there was no guarantee that her nerves would settle once she’d begun her lies. Her reasons for them could already be stalking her. But there’d been no time to think, to analyze what to do. Her chance had fallen into her lap, and she’d acted. Rashly. Still, she’d had no choice. She’d had to do it. For Iris. Maggie gathered her composure in order not to look worried. “My husband died.”

“Oh, child,” Aletta breathed, pausing with her drink half-way to her mouth.

Maggie shook her head. “There’s no reason to feel sad for us. He wasn’t much of a husband, Auntie. He couldn’t provide for us, spent too many nights gambling and drinking. The day after his death, our landlord threw us out. We had nowhere to go. Thankfully, our pastor had a little money, and he was able to purchase tickets for us that got us here.” She shifted in her seat. “I couldn’t go to my brothers. They live in the barracks.” She leaned forward. “I thought of you, auntie, because Mama told me how nice Bordersville sounded, and I wanted as gentle and regular a life for Iris as possible. Might we stay with you?” 

The older woman’s thin brows rose high, creating a fair amount of wrinkles. “Sweet child, you can stay as long as you like. I imagine I’ll be glad for the company.”

Her story done, their board secure, Maggie felt more strain leave her body. Maybe it would work. Maybe she and Iris could hide here and live the rest of their days in happiness. Maybe Haywood wouldn’t care about the money.

The ridiculousness of her last thought turned her heart cold. He would care about the money. He’d come after her. She prayed to God he couldn’t find her.

* * * *
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PETE JERKIN WHISTLED “Sweet Mary Ann” as he wrapped Buttons’ reins around the hitching post outside the sheriff’s office. A soft breeze whisked over him, cooling him from the heat of the late afternoon sun.

He continued his song while he moved toward the would-be thief glaring at him from the saddle. Without a concern, he undid the knots securing Willie’s hands to the pommel then grabbed him by the collar and pulled him down. The fellow didn’t weigh much, so Pete could help him keep
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