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Southern, Georgia, 1878

Standing beside her bed, Gloria Tabor set down her valise and faced her Aunt Phyllis. “Again? You mean I’m supposed to remain here alone—again—while you three are on a holiday?”

Looking incredulous, her aunt asked, “We had no idea you thought you’d be going with us, dear. Why would you? We’ll be staying with my mother and you’re not related to her. There’s no reason for you to go.”

There’s no reason for me to stay here except your spitefulness. She shouldn’t have been surprised at her aunt’s news. Even while she packed, she’d suspected she wouldn’t be allowed to go with them. But the family had discussed the trip in front of her as if she were included. She shouldn’t have let herself hope that this time she would be going with them.

Her cousin, Heather, sashayed to the door. “Mama, my things are ready and Papa took them downstairs. I can hardly wait to go shopping in Atlanta.” Her face twisted into a pout. “Oh, Gloria, don’t look so glum. I’ll bring you something.” 

Tears pricked the back of her eyelids, but Gloria refused to let her aunt or cousin see her cry. “I’m not ‘glum’, Heather. I’m annoyed that once again I’m excluded, this time at the last second. In the twelve years I’ve lived here, you’ve never made me feel welcome.”

Her aunt’s eyes narrowed. “How can you be so ungrateful? We took you in so you wouldn’t have to go to an orphanage. In spite of the fact we’ve given you a wonderful home, you have the nerve to complain.”

Uncle Alfred called from downstairs, “The cab is here. Hurry or we’ll miss our train.”

Heather hurried toward the stairs. 

Aunt Phyllis turned back from the doorway. “Spend some time thinking about how lucky you are, young lady. And make certain you behave appropriately while we’re gone. Keep the doors locked at all times.”

Gloria plopped back across her bed and stared at the ceiling. She’d looked forward to visiting Atlanta. She’d hoped to find a job there. No one in Winsett wanted an unmarried woman of twenty-one as an employee, not even as a cleaning lady. Surely someone in a city could offer her an escape.

She didn’t know what to do. Her cousin frequently taunted that Gloria was meek. Heather reminded her that the meek inherited the earth, all right, which meant all they’d get was a face full of dirt. Long ago, Gloria tired of Heather’s constant criticism.

Perhaps she was meek, but she had tried to overcome her shyness. Impossible when she lived in her outgoing cousin’s shadow and her constant barbs. Uncle Alfred was a nice, but weak, man who let Aunt Phyllis rule. Still, Gloria admitted life here was better than the stories she’d heard of an orphanage. At least she had a room of her own.

No one her age remained in a children’s home, though. What happened to the girls who left? Did they work as servants? Against Aunt Phyllis’ wishes, she’d even applied as a servant. No one wanted her working for them—except leering and overly friendly Mr. Fox, whose offer she’d declined.

After moping around the previous afternoon and evening, Gloria woke the next morning with a plan. She hadn’t yet unpacked her valise. She quickly collected the few things she had from her parents and added them to her luggage. She was going to a larger city where she could find a job of some kind. Past being picky, she was willing to try anything as long as it was honest. 

The thought set a giant vise around her chest and she could hardly breathe. After giving herself a stern lecture, she prepared to leave. Setting her hat at a jaunty angle boosted her confidence. She could do this. She propped a note on the mantel to let her uncle know she’d left voluntarily. After pulling on her coat and gloves, she picked up her valise and locked the door behind her.

Now she was glad Uncle Alfred had insisted she bank the few dollars she had earned from caring for neighbor children, errands for elderly neighbors, and sewing and mending for a few church members. Aunt Phyllis had wanted her small amount to go toward household expenses. Gloria was grateful that on this one thing her uncle had been steadfast. She withdrew the money and walked to the train station. 

Thunder rumbled overhead and she hadn’t brought an umbrella. She walked faster toward the little depot. Calling the Winsett train stop a station was generous. The tiny building only had two benches crowded together. Rain pelted the roof as she entered, but at least she was inside and dry. 

Her knees wouldn’t support her any longer, so she sat on one of the benches. She had to recover before she asked about trains. Still deliberating, she tried to make up her mind about her destination. She had so little money, she couldn’t go far. Plus, she’d need money for food and lodging until she could find a job and receive her pay.

Was she fooling herself? 

A woman gasped, “Gloria?”

Gloria became aware of the two people on the other bench. “Juliet, I was so lost in thought I didn’t notice who you were.” She looked at the other woman’s face. “Oh, dear, you look awfully upset. Has there been a tragedy in your family?”

The other woman sobbed openly, “There might be one soon.” 

Juliet dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief. “I apologize for carrying on like this in public.” She blew her nose and caught her breath. “I’m to be married. This is Bruce Webster, the man I love. Bruce, Gloria Tabor and I were in school together. She has the most incredible singing voice and sounds like an angel.”

The man who sat with his arms around Juliet Forest nodded. “Miss Tabor.”

Gloria didn’t understand why being in love with a handsome young man would make her friend so sad. “How nice to meet you, Mr. Webster. Congratulations. I hope you and Juliet will be very happy.” 

Juliet sobbed into her handkerchief, and then took a deep breath. “I’m not allowed to marry Bruce. My father arranged for me to wed the son of his oldest friend. I’ve never even met the man my father is sending me to marry. He lives in Texas.” Her shoulders shook with sobs and she pressed her face against her companion’s coat.

He looked at Gloria. “I come from plain people with no social stature.”

Juliet leaned back to raise her face to his. “They’re a wonderful family.” 

He pulled her close. “Thank you, sweetheart.” His gaze returned to Gloria. “In addition, her father doesn’t believe I can support her as well as he’d like. He said if she doesn’t marry the man he’s chosen, he’ll disinherit her and she’ll be dead to him. I don’t care about her family’s money. I just want her to marry me.”

“That’s a terrible situation. Juliet, your parents dote on you. Surely if you give them time they’ll see how much you and Bruce love one another.”

“I don’t know what to do. But I’m being selfish. I see your cousin isn’t with you. Tell me how you’ve been and where you’re going.”

“I don’t know where I’m going, but I’m determined to leave my uncle and aunt’s house. Once again, they’ve gone on holiday without taking me, this time to Atlanta.”

“I hope you don’t mind me saying so, but your cousin is just plain mean. How she fools so many beaus is beyond me. I don’t know how you’ve been able to stand living with her.”

“I’ve had no choice. I’ve looked for a job, but no one in Winsett will hire me. I simply have to find somewhere else to live, but I have only a tiny savings. I even thought of applying to be a mail order bride. I couldn’t decide how to get around the fact my Aunt Phyllis controls the mail at their home. But I’m determined to find somewhere else to live. I’m too old to be treated like an unwanted child.”

Juliet dried her eyes and blew her nose. “Gloria, would you consider going to be a mail order bride in my place?”

She shook her head slowly. “Oh, I don’t think your intended groom would go along with that.”

The other woman moved next to Gloria. “He’s never met me. All you’d have to do is pretend to be me until Bruce and I elope and can go stay with his parents for a couple of weeks. By then, even Papa won’t force me to get an annulment.”

Bruce leaped to his feet and pulled Juliet into a bear hug. “You’re a genius.” He swung her in a circle, then stopped and set her down in front of Gloria. “You’ll be saving two people if you’ll agree. Three if you count the man in Texas getting a bride in love with someone else. Since the guy doesn’t know Juliet, he couldn’t possibly care if you take her place.” Bruce begged, Please, Miss Tabor, say you’ll take Juliet’s place.”

Before she could answer, Juliet grabbed her hand and continued, “I’ll give you the ticket and plenty of money for food. The man in Texas—Dwight Price is his name—is a wealthy rancher. You’d have a nice place to live away from your mean-spirited cousin.”

Gloria deliberated. Could she take Juliet’s place? She’d have somewhere safe to go and a way to get there. But what about the man who’d sent for Juliet? “Your offer is tempting, but I don’t know. It seems dishonest to me. I’d have to tell him what happened.”

Juliet held up a hand, palm toward Gloria. “All I ask is that you promise you won’t reveal the switch until I send you word we’re returning to Winsett. Then you can explain or not, whatever you wish.”

“I don’t understand why explaining the situation would matter.”

“His parents live with him, you see. If you tell right away, his father might send a wire to mine. If it were too soon, my father would pursue us. He’s even threatened to have Bruce arrested.”

Astonished, Gloria stared at her friend. “Juliet, you’re twenty-one and that makes you an adult and able to decide for yourself.”

“I know it seems silly, Gloria, but I know my father. He’s so vindictive that he’d deliberately make Bruce’s life miserable. Please humor me. In a month, Bruce and I will have lived together as man and wife long enough that even Papa will see he can’t separate us. ”

Gloria couldn’t help frowning as she pinched the skirt of her dress. Though adequate, her clothes were quite plain compared to those of her aunt and cousin. “I couldn’t qualify as a wealthy rancher’s bride.”

Juliet laid her hand on Gloria’s arm. “Mama and Papa had a full trousseau created for me. They might be a little short for you, but we’re close enough in size that you can wear them.”

Gloria was out of reasons to resist—even if she’d wanted to. The chance to escape to a safe haven came as a gift. “All right, if you’re sure.”

Juliet opened her valise. “These are the claim checks for my trunks. Here’s the envelope with the ticket and money in it. Oh, you’d better read his letters to me so you’ll know what he’s written.”

As if the items were going to bite her, Gloria timidly extended her hand to accept them. “I hate that I’m being dishonest, but this will give me an escape.”

Juliet hugged her. “And save us. Think what a gift you’re giving us.” She released Gloria but held her shoulders. “You’ll keep your promise?”

“Of course I will, although I feel awful about lying.”

“Think of it as acting in a play.” The other woman appeared as if she could walk on air. She snapped her case closed. “Take my valise, too. I don’t want anything associated with Papa’s awful scheme.”

Bruce pumped Gloria’s hand. “I’ll be forever in your debt, Miss Tabor.” He grabbed Juliet’s hand and they hurried out of the small waiting room.

Gloria sat stunned by her rapid change of fortune. She had a place to go and the means to get there. She even had a new wardrobe. Too late to change her mind now that she’d given her promise, she checked the timetable on the chalkboard to see how long she had to wait.   
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Dwight Price pulled out his handkerchief and mopped his brow. In spite of the chill in the air, he’d worked hard splitting wood for the woodpile. With winter here, they’d go through wood fast and needed plenty of fuel on hand to supplement the coal used to keep the house warm and the cook stove going. 

Still angry from an hour ago, he adjusted his hat and went back to work. 

Pacho Morales hurried up with his hand stretched out for the axe. “You should have yelled for me. I will see that is done for you.”

Dwight shook his head. “I know, I know. I felt like hitting something. Better for me to chop wood than hit that Quinn kid who forgot to close the gate.” He took pleasure when the axe split another piece of wood cleanly down the middle.  

Pacho gestured wildly with both arms. “Ayiii, after all the cattle were back on our range and you rode off, I lit into Wes Quinn so hard I bet he won’t forget again. He is young and I suspect his thoughts were on a girl in town, but the tongue lashing I gave him put fear into him. I think his ears must still be burning.”

Dwight figured if he tied the other man’s arms, Pacho wouldn’t be able to speak. He rested the axe head against the stump used for splitting wood. “What made me so angry is that he lied. I
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