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  Chapter One


1872 St. Louis, Missouri 
Breakfast was the same as every day—bacon, eggs, and fruit, with a serving of silence directed at Annabelle Singleton from her aunt. Except for today. Aunt Viola wore a sparkling bracelet that she kept moving around her wrist and sighing over.
“Look how it catches the light.” Aunt Viola held her wrist in the ray of sunshine that graced the table. “I’m so glad the jeweler showed it to me before anyone else. I need something delightful in my life.”
Annabelle let herself believe for a minute that it might be a birthday gift for her.
“It’s lovely, Aunt Viola.” 
“Yes, it is. And you should be done with breakfast by now. Eating too much bacon will only continue to increase your size.”
Annabelle refused to let her aunt’s meanness sour her birthday. Not this year.
Aunt Viola’s pride and joy, Pippins, a gray Skye terrier, whined and gave a small yap. “Pippins desires a walk.”
“I’ll walk him if you like.” Annabelle knew her offer would be refused. Aunt didn’t allow Anabelle to walk about free for fear something dreadful would happen to her. According to her aunt, danger waited to prey on unmarried women everywhere.
Her aunt sighed and placed her napkin on the table. “I think you should take him out. It would do you some good to move around a little more than you do.” 
She didn’t care for her aunt’s insinuation that she was heavier than she should be. She nodded, wishing to disagree about her size. Instead, she chose to rejoice at the seldom offered freedom. Maybe this was her birthday gift, as it was most certainly not the bracelet. “I’ll take him.” 
“You may keep him out for an hour. He needs the fresh air.”
Annabelle rose from her seat. “Yes, Aunt Viola.” 
She wasted no time in getting the dog leashed and the two of them out the door. An entire hour to do as she wished, as long as she and Pippins were tethered together. Would Aunt Viola consider letting her do this every morning? Oh, the bliss of being out with people.
Pippins yanked against the leash, pulling Annabelle off balance. As she tried to pull back on the leather, the leash broke. The dog ran into the street. “Pippins!”
As she stepped onto the street to give chase, someone clenched her shoulder. She covered her mouth to keep from screaming.
“Stay back. I’ll get the dog.” The man looked her in the eyes and for a moment she forgot all about Pippins.
“Pippins!” The man ran after her. A carriage raced past, then another. She lost sight of them. 
Should she stay as told? If she left and the man returned, he wouldn’t know how to find her. Going back to Aunt Viola’s without her beloved Pippins would be a disaster. Then she caught sight of the man and her breath caught. He was as handsome as every prince she’d read about, and he’d rescued her.
“I got him! I’ll bring him to you.” The man called from the other side of the street. Pippins wiggled in his arms, terrified of the large wagons thundering past.
“Please don’t spook, Pippins. Stay in the man’s arms.” She must appear foolish yelling to the dog as if he understood. 
There was a break in the early morning traffic. The man rushed across the street. “Here you go.” 
As he transferred Pippins to her, his arms slid over hers, causing them to tingle. She stifled a gasp of delight. She’d been sixteen the last time she’d experienced a moment like this. That was the first time William touched her hand when he gave her a glass of punch. “Thank you.” She couldn’t help but notice the clean scent he wore, or was that the way he always smelled?
“I’ll get the leash back on this runaway pup.”
“But it’s broken.” Pippins licked Annabelle’s face. Aunt Viola would have a fit if she saw that or how close this man stood to her niece. 
“The leather is thin. I think I can tie it tight enough for you to return home. You’ll need to get another one before you walk your dog again.”
“Pippins belongs to my aunt. I’ll let her know. And thank you for rescuing us. I am certain my aunt will want to reward you. Please tell me where to send it. Or you could return with me and—“
“No need.” He tugged the leather strip tight. “There, that should hold. I need to get back to my family.”
“Thank you for helping.” Family. She finally met a man who appealed to her, and he was married. And family implied children. Aunt Viola was right. Annabelle would forever be alone. She was past the marrying age, just like her aunt.

      [image: image-placeholder]Thaddeus Kincaid quickened his step. Chasing the dog had made him late for his appointment. He glanced at his jacket. A small dust print marred the pocket. He brushed it away.
“Get your Globe-Democrat here! Mann and Libby opens new dry goods store!“ A skinny boy on the corner hawked. His stack of newspapers still stood tall for this late in the morning. 
“I’ll take one.” Thaddeus dug in his pocket for a nickel. He didn’t need another. His had been delivered before he left home, but the boy’s rewarding grin made his deed worth the cost.
“Thanks, mister.” 
He nodded and then shoved the newspaper under his arm. The morning hadn’t gone as planned. First a dog and now a paper. It wasn’t like him to run in front of traffic for a dog, but the angst in the woman’s voice sent him charging without thought. And that was before he saw her eyes. Those soft green eyes had reached his heart despite having firmly closed it years ago.
Tying that leash onto the dog’s collar while she held Pippins unbridled a torrent of memories of his late wife. He welcomed them. He let them wash over him, cementing his reasons for staying away from women with captivating eyes. 
No other woman could replace Catherine. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Afraid the leather would refuse to stay tied and she would lose the dog again, Annabelle carried Pippins all the way back to her aunt’s house. If Pippins escaped once more, she doubted there would be another handsome stranger to rescue him. She set the dog on the entryway floor. The knot was too tight to untie, so she unbuckled the collar. Pippin’s claws scratched against the wood floor as he scampered to the kitchen where cook would have filled his bowl.
When Annabelle stood, she caught the reflection of her hatless head in the mirror. She’d rushed off without one, afraid that Aunt Viola would change her mind about letting her go out alone. She pushed back her hair and searched her forehead and the bridge of her nose for freckling. She never failed to check. Her mother’s warnings to be vigilant about wearing a hat echoed in her heart. She missed her mother. If she could go back in time, she would never have argued with her. As it was, her mother had managed to leave her instructions written into Annabelle’s very being before passing away when Annabelle was ten. 
The mirror revealed nothing else except fair skin and a few more red curls that needed a quick tuck back into place. Once more for safety, she scrutinized her pale complexion. Seeing no offending marks, she headed upstairs, thankful there wouldn’t be a need to apply lemon juice to fade freckles on her nose. 
“You can’t be serious, Mr. Stockton. My brother didn’t know Annabelle wouldn’t have married by now. The girl won’t know what to do.”
 At Aunt Viola’s mention of her name, Annabelle stopped mid-step, grabbed the handrail, and squeezed. It wasn’t that Aunt Viola said her name; it was the venomous tone used. One her aunt used when she didn’t get her way. Which wasn’t often.
 Do about what? Why was Aunt Viola in the parlor talking about her to her father’s lawyer? The meeting with him had been arranged for later this morning. Had the time changed and Aunt Viola not told her? Possibly. Sending Annabelle with Pippins was no more than a subterfuge for removing her from the house. It would have worked if Pippins hadn’t escaped, causing their early return.
“Well, I don’t care. I will figure out how to take control of this—this situation. She’s much too young to trust with that enormous sum.” Viola’s voice grew stronger.
 Mr. Stockton’s next words came through the parlor door, too muted to understand. She needed to get in there before Aunt Viola found a way to do whatever she wanted. 
 She flew down the steps and strode into the room.
Mr. Stockton looked up. “Miss Singleton, I’m glad you could make it. I was quite surprised when your aunt said you had gone out. The message I received said that you wanted to meet earlier because of another appointment.” He stood and waited for her to sit on the settee next to her aunt. 
She kept her polite smile steady and her lips locked against the words that wanted to accuse her aunt of deception. “Thank you for rearranging your trip. Please sit. I’m sorry for my tardiness. Pippins needed a quick walk on this beautiful June morning. We ran into a bit of trouble when Pippins broke his leash. Mr. Stockton, I’m glad you waited.”
Viola gasped. “Is Pippins alright?”
“Quite. He was rescued by a man. He refused a reward for his heroic behavior.” She wouldn’t mention how his eyes drew her in and that she wanted to know more about him.
“That was kind of him.” Mr. Stockton settled back onto the chair. “My dear, it’s a pleasure to see you on this important day.” His Southern accent brought a touch of home to the room and to her memories. She pulled her shawl tighter against the biting chill emanating from her aunt. Even though it was Annabelle’s twenty-fourth birthday, Aunt Viola did not consider it important. 
 Since her father passed, she had looked forward to this day. Today, she would be free of her aunt’s whims and demands. She could live the way she wanted and where she wanted, caring for only herself. 
She wouldn’t be a prisoner of this house with its stuffy furniture and rules any longer. If she wanted a new hat, she could purchase it without asking. If she wanted to give a few coins to the boy on the corner to buy bread, she could and would. Her aunt could purse her lips and scowl, but she could not forbid it. Not any longer.
“As I was telling your aunt, everything is now settled with your father’s estate. There is nothing left in the trust. Everything is set up in a new company, AMS. Your father suggested we use your initials for the company’s name. The papers are in the Nashville bank safe. The money is in an account. The properties will need to be managed as you would like. You may continue to rent them or sell.” He handed her a packet of papers. “Go through these before September, as that’s when the first decision on a piece of property you now own must be made. I can, of course, advise you on where to place your money if you decide to invest as your father did.” Mr. Stockton raised a teacup to his lips and sipped.
“It isn’t right. After all, she isn’t married.” Aunt Viola’s face looked harsher than ever, if that was even possible. Her hands clutched her skirt hard enough to set in wrinkles.
“It’s what her father wished. I’m sure you can help her discover the right things to invest in and how to spend her money wisely, as you yourself have been doing since your parents died.” His cup clinked against the saucer as he set it on the small table that separated him from the women on the settee. “I believe they trusted you, Viola, to make the right choices, even as an unmarried woman. It is true you were well past an age to marry. That may have swayed your father’s decision.”
 Annabelle shuddered. Aunt Viola bristled when someone referred to her unmarried state, even if cloaked behind other words. Mr. Stockton hadn’t bothered to try.
“Times were different then, Mr. Stockton. I wasn’t able to marry the man I loved, so I remained unmarried. I did have a choice.”
 If words could bite, Mr. Stockton would be bleeding all over Aunt Viola’s chair. If her aunt had married, she might be a softer and kinder person, but it was too late for that now. She would never change. 
“Sir, I disagree with you and my brother. Annabelle is not ready to handle her father’s estate. My brother was a fool to think she could. That amount of money at her age is obscene. She’ll want to give coins to every beggar on the street.”
“Nonsense, Aunt. I’ll be able to get help when needed, as you did. Mr. Stockton, there are a few things I’d like to do before considering any investments. I’ll be making a withdrawal soon.” Aunt Viola had no reason to think Annabelle couldn’t be as successful as herself. If William hadn’t turned out to be a disappointment, they would have married and already had the money. Since arriving in St. Louis, Aunt Viola kept Annabelle away from any eligible men, saying they weren’t good enough for a Singleton woman. Considering how she now pressed for control of Annabelle’s money, she considered it might have had nothing to do with finding the right husband. 
“Whatever could you possibly need, child? All this time, I’ve provided you a home and clothing.” Viola traced the heavy jeweled bracelet circling her wrist.
 “Papa gave me an allowance, which you know since you took most of it for room and board. That wasn’t his intention when he sent me to live with you.”
“He didn’t expect you to live here this long, either. You didn’t want for anything under my care.”
 Except for love. Even a modicum of care and concern would have made her feel welcome. 
“Ladies, it’s been nice to see you both again. I do believe it is time for me to take my leave. Annabelle, if you should have need of me before I return to Nashville, send someone to deliver a message. Viola, thank you for your hospitality. Your cook does make the best cookies. Please thank her for me.” Mr. Stockton stood and retrieved his hat from the butler, who had shown up the moment Mr. Stockton mentioned leaving.
“Thank you, Mr. Stockton. I will do that.” Annabelle smiled. “I’m sure I’ll have more questions for you. It is quite a shock, the amount of money, that is. I thought perhaps we’d lost it all with the Rebellion.” She’d thought her allowance too small to move into her own apartment, and while Aunt Viola was not the most pleasant person to live with, her home was safe. If Annabelle had tried to move and not been able to support herself, she doubted Aunt Viola would have let her return.
“Enjoy your birthday, Miss Singleton, and get yourself a pretty hat to mark this day. Your father was a smart man. He could see what the outcome of the Rebellion should be, prayed it would, and invested his money outside of the South. He’d considered moving before the Rebellion began, but you were engaged, and he didn’t want to be far from you.”
 Engaged. Yes, she had been. To William Kirby. Then one day, a letter had arrived. He’d broken her heart by marrying that Northern woman and bringing her back to Nashville. Not once had he written to tell her of a change in his attentions. If not for him, she would have still been living at home. Father would not have died alone. 
 It was William’s fault that she ran away to her friend’s home in Friendship, Tennessee. Nothing about that adventure turned out well. A measles outbreak forced her to return home to face her father’s anger. Father never understood her embarrassment over the broken engagement. She wanted her own house filled with children. She had grown weary of being his hostess for his business dinners. 
Her aunt stood. “I’ll see you out, Mr. Stockton. Annabelle, wait here for me, please. I have something to show you.” Her aunt grinned at her like a bird with prey trapped tight in its beak. 
Annabelle prepared to fight. There was no way she would give her aunt control over the money. She was sure that’s exactly what her aunt had in mind.






  
  Chapter Two


Annabelle paced the room. It was taking Aunt Viola a long time to return from seeing Mr. Stockton to the door. Had she forgotten about her? 
Her aunt entered the room, scowling. “Good, you waited.”
“Of course, Aunt Viola. You did ask me to.” It wasn’t as if she had somewhere fun to run off to or a friend to share her exciting news with. If she could, it would have been her friend Heaven. They’d been friends since they were small girls. After Annabelle’s last visit, they’d grown apart. Heaven had been busy being newly married. Annabelle’s mood lifted. Maybe now she could go for a proper visit. She hadn’t even seen Heaven’s baby, but now the baby was no longer a baby. Yes, she would go there soon. It would be nice to share her good news with her friend.
“I have a letter for you. From your father.” Aunt Viola pinched the edge of the envelope as if it were a dead rat, and she was sure to catch some wicked illness from it. 
“A letter! Where did you get it?” Annabelle grabbed it. Tears sprung up at the familiar writing on the envelope. She noticed the seal on the letter had been broken. When she glanced up, Aunt Viola’s eyes were sharp as daggers. 
“Yes, I read it. Mr. Stockton thought you wouldn’t return before he left, and he gave me charge over the letter. I was surprised he didn’t mention it to you. Maybe he forgot, but I decided to read it before giving it to you.” Aunt Viola’s pinched grin punched Annabelle’s stomach.
“Why would you do that? It’s addressed to me.” Nothing good was going to come from whatever was in that letter. Aunt Viola was too pleased.
“I hoped there would be more instructions for you to let me take care of your finances. I considered destroying it after reading it. Then I thought better of it, since your father left everything to you, part of which should have been mine to begin with as it was our parents’ money. I decided you need to read the words, even if they are painful.”
“What could be so hurtful?”
“You’ll see. Sit down and read it.” Aunt Viola lowered herself into the chair Mr. Stockton had vacated. “On the settee. Once you are finished, I have something to say.”
Annabelle’s fingers trembled. She wanted to read the letter and cherish the moment alone. She hesitated. Did she dare insist?
“Sit. Down. Now.”
She swallowed. She sat on the edge of the chair and pulled the parchment from the envelope.
Dear precious daughter,
This is a difficult letter to write, and if you are reading it, it is because I did not have a chance to speak to you about it before I died. 
I purposefully kept this information from my sister, and if you are wise, you will also keep it to yourself.
That explained why Aunt Viola was angry. She didn’t like being kept out of anything. Annabelle settled back on the settee and continued reading. Seeing Father’s handwriting caused both joy and sadness. It was as if he were writing from Nashville, but she’d never get to tell him she’d received his letter.
Please understand that your mother and I loved you from the moment we met you. You have always been our daughter.
Met her? A wave of unease settled over her. Why wouldn’t she have been their daughter?
Your mother and I tried for many years, but we were unable to have children. Then one day we received a letter from your mother’s family back East. There had been an unfortunate event concerning her distant cousin, Julie. While it wasn’t good for Julie, it was a blessing for your mother and me. 
Julie gave birth to you. Then your mother and I returned home to love you as ours. Julie has since passed. It was difficult for her to let you go, but she knew it would be best for you. I do believe that she loved you despite her circumstances. We never knew who your father was, as Julie wouldn’t or couldn’t say, and I hope you will never think of him as such. I want to claim that title in your heart always.
You are a Singleton, my dear, and always will be. Your mother, God rest her soul, would be sad to know you found out this information in a letter. If Viola discovers this, she will do what she can to disown you, make you miserable, and attempt to take what is rightfully yours. It will not do her any good. I can promise you that. Mr. Stockton has made sure everything is in your name and she cannot touch it. I love my sister, but she has a mean streak. I think she has always been jealous that she never married and had children of her own. 
My prayer is that when you read this letter, Viola will have changed and taken to loving you as a daughter. 
Always remember that you were loved, and prayed for, and that you blessed your parents from the day you were put into our arms.
Father
“Aunt Viola—” 
“Now that you have read your father’s precious words, get out of my house. I’ll not have some… I will give you the same number of days your father gave me to prepare before throwing you into my life. Three days. At the end of the third, you will be gone. I do not care where you go, only that you will not be residing in my home. Do not cross my path before then.” Viola sneered. “Precious daughter. I never knew where that red hair came from. Now it makes sense. And if you don’t think I’ll do what I can to fight the will, then you are mistaken.”
Numbness crept over Annabelle. 
She wasn’t a Singleton. 
She didn’t know her real last name.

      [image: image-placeholder]Annabelle collapsed onto her bedroom chair, holding the letter against her chest. She had so many questions to ask and no one who could answer them. 
How could it be that she wasn’t a Singleton? The letter was clear that Mother and Father always considered her as theirs, but she wasn’t, not by their blood, unless she counted Mother’s distant cousin. 
She touched a loose strand of hair, the one that always rebelled against staying in place. Mother’s hair had been dark brown. For as long as she could remember, Father’s was silver. Was that why she never considered her own red hair to be out of place? She supposed she’d thought her father had the same color hair as hers when he was younger.
There would be no answers discovered about who she was or even who her birth father had been or was. She didn’t care to find out. If there had been love between him and Julie, there would have been a marriage. Julie. Her mother’s name was Julie. Was she the one with the red hair? The unknown man. Did he have red hair? Did it matter? No. She wouldn’t let it. But she wouldn’t tell anyone either. Better that it was not known she was born out of wedlock.
She was still heir to her father’s money. The letter made it clear that it was hers alone, along with the need to get away from Viola. She would no longer call her aunt because Viola had made it clear she wanted nothing to do with Annabelle. 
Where could she go? Heaven’s home would be a welcoming place to stay, but only for a quick visit. Watching Heaven and her happy family would make it hard to wear a smile. Annabelle should have been married by now and sharing stories with Heaven about their children. Before the Rebellion, they had planned their perfect future, then everything changed. 
Traveling, maybe. She could go abroad. It was something she and Mother planned to do when Annabelle reached eighteen. Going without her wouldn’t be the same. And traveling without an escort might be unwise. At one time, she wanted to open her own store. She still could, but she needed to talk to someone who would help her make wise choices. Her father’s money would have to last a lifetime unless she figured out how to make more or until she married. At her age, that was doubtful, as Viola often reminded her. She could get her own place in St. Louis, but that didn’t set well with her. She didn’t want to be in the same city as Viola. 
She reread the letter. She could not disagree with the words. Her parents did treat her like their own. She never lacked for anything. They watched over her with constant care. When Mother died, her father needed her help. She had willingly stepped in to take her mother’s place the best she could. Until the situation with William became unbearable once he returned with his wife to Nashville. Now she regretted letting it bother her so much. If Father hadn’t died so soon, she knew she wouldn’t be living here with Viola. He would have sent for her. She was sure of it. It grieved her that he died alone in that big house, all because she couldn’t live in the same town as William’s wife. 
If she had known about Julie, would she have been more grateful for her home? It was something she would never know. Home. She couldn’t go back there as it was no longer hers, but she needed a place that felt safe. A place where she could think about where she wanted to live.
Three days to pack and leave. Packing wouldn’t take long. Viola had allowed for little in the way of clothing, hats, and shoes. She had some nice things, but those were to be worn to church or when spending time with Viola’s friends. 
Viola must have been biding her time until Annabelle was of age to inherit the money. Is that why she kept her from meeting any eligible bachelor? It made sense now, her reluctance to attend functions where Annabelle might find love. Viola wanted control of the money. 
A knock on the bedroom door startled her. “Come in, John.”
“I’m sorry, miss. I was told to bring your trunks right away. The downstairs is buzzing about what the mistress said.” He hesitated outside the door.
“It’s better to know where the danger lies than to be blind to it, John. Thank you for bringing them. You, too, Barnaby.”
The two men set the trunks on the floor inside the door.
“We’ll get them to the station or docks once you know where you are going. The mistress said you aren’t to come down to dinner. Cook said to tell you she’s baking you a special birthday dinner and vanilla cake. Someone will bring it up.” John hung his head. 
Annabelle moved over to him and touched his arm. “You’ve been a good friend, and Cook, too. I’ll never forget your kindness.”
The men left, closing the door behind them. 
Before, when she ran away, there had been less time to plan and gather items to take with her. This would be easier if she had a plan and didn’t have to travel alone. When she’d taken off for Friendship, Jake Miles’s mother, Pearl, unknowingly helped her by accompanying her to Heaven’s home.
Pearl. Comfort washed over Annabelle. She would know what to do. After Annabelle’s father died, they’d kept up their correspondence. Most likely because Pearl missed Jake. Why that scoundrel never wrote to his parents to tell them where he was remained a mystery. But then when he left Nashville, he wasn’t the Jake she grew up with. He was angry and drinking. That his mother thought Annabelle would marry him in that state was inconceivable then. Maybe she should have. If she had, Pearl would have been her mother-in-law. Annabelle would not have minded that at all.
When Jake’s father died several months ago, Annabelle had wanted to attend the funeral. Viola refused to allow it, saying the South was still too uncivilized. Well, she couldn’t stop her from going now. She’d send a telegram right away.






  
  Chapter Three


Thaddeus struck the door knocker against the mahogany door. Thaddeus’s grandfather had built the stately large brick home and passed it on to Thaddeus’s father. It then came to him at the death of his parents. When Catherine got sick, she requested to move into her childhood home, since Thaddeus often traveled. He couldn’t refuse her. He left Alexander, his younger brother, in charge of the family home. He’d hoped it would help bring his brother some comfort and something to do.  
Curtis opened the door. The doorman had served the Kincaid family for at least twenty years. 
“Thank you, Curtis.” 
“A pleasure to see you, sir. Your brother’s in the usual room.” 
Thaddeus’s shoulders tightened. Nothing had changed since his last visit. “I’ll find him, Curtis. Thank you. There’s no need to show me the way.” 
A stack of mail sat on the hall table. Bills that needed to be paid, most likely. Before he left, he would sift through them and take the ones that needed attention. It would be faster than having them mailed to him. He stepped through the door to the study. Besides Alexander’s bedroom, it seemed to be the only place his brother found comfort. As dark as the room was, it could well have been late evening.
“Alexander, this is it? This is how you want to spend the rest of your life? With the drapes drawn tight on one of the brightest days of the year and accepting no visitors?”
“I let you in, didn’t I?” Alexander reclined on the couch and closed his eyes. “If you are finished with your lecture about how I should live, I’d be glad to ring for someone to let you out of the house.”
“I am not giving up on you. I gave my word to our father that I wouldn’t. You must get out of this house. Go see some of your old friends.” 
“Which friends would that be, Thaddeus? The ones without arms or legs? Or perhaps I should visit the cemetery and wonder if they are truly buried there or somewhere else.” Alexander sighed. “Don’t you dare tell me that I’m lucky. Because I’m not. If I at least had been shot or even fallen off my horse and knocked out, I would have less guilt. Maybe. I can’t face these people that I used to know in this unmarked body. If it weren’t for those dastardly Southern soldiers... You know, the whole South itself was at fault. I don’t know how you can go there and attend to business with those people. You lost friends, too. How can you forget and forgive what they did to them?”
“We had friends on both sides, Alexander.”
“Yes, and we lost many in the war, but it was the South that started it.”
There would be no arguing with his brother today. Thaddeus sat in his father’s chair. The scent of his tobacco wavered in the air. It was still as much a part of the fabric as the memories in the room. When they were children, Thaddeus and Alexander often huddled around his feet, playing and listening to him talk about how the business needed to be run. The smoke in the room would be as heavy as his father’s words. Thaddeus never expected to be the only one in charge of the Kincaid Company. And now here he was, letting his father down by not helping his brother face reality.
“It’s been eight years since you returned, Alexander. Maybe you should talk to another doctor.”
“They will tell me the same thing. It’s all in my head. The nightmares will leave if get out of the house. But it’s not just the nightmares. It’s the unexpected rushing of a carriage or a child yelling.”
“I’d like to say I understand, but I can’t. Have you even tried the doctor’s suggestions? What if you went for a short stroll down the street one time this week? Or what if I bring your niece for a visit and she’ll walk with you? She misses you.”
“You would bring her back after I threw a glass at her? I don’t deserve to see her. No. I don’t want visitors. I’m not going for a walk.”
“Your answer then is to never get better? To live this way for the rest of your life? You could have an amazing life. It’s not too late for you to help me run the company or even be in charge of it. I don’t care. I prefer that even. I’d like to spend more time with my daughter.”
“Doesn’t matter. Father gave you the company because he knew I couldn’t and wouldn’t do it. As I said, I have no desire to interact with anyone from the South.”
Come to think of it, the woman with the dog had a Southern accent, and Thaddeus hadn’t minded. He stood. “I’ll see myself out. You know, we could split up this country. You could pick the West, the East, or the North. I’d even let you choose. Anything to see you whole again, brother. I’ll tell Marianne hello for you. I’ll make up an excuse as to why you are too busy to see her. I’ll be on my way now.”
Later that night, Thaddeus sprawled out on the couch in the bedroom he used when he was in St. Louis. He preferred it to the memories of the bed and Catherine. He propped his feet on the armrest. The couch was too small to find comfort. He shoved a small pillow under his head. There wasn’t enough time for a proper sleep before morning. If he could close his eyes for a few hours before his daughter, Marianne, woke him, maybe he would be able to give her more attention without being cross. 
His trip last week to Philadelphia had taken a turn he didn’t care for, and it haunted him. An investment in a small shop selling knitting supplies that he’d considered a big risk had been just that. It was his first time investing as head of the Kincaid Company, and he’d wanted to try something besides mines. When the owner asked Thaddeus, he couldn’t say no. He wanted to give the man a chance to provide for his family. The shop could have done well. It was placed in a good spot in the city, but the owner had an off-putting way about him. That bothered Thaddeus from the beginning. Still, he thought perhaps the man would be able to pull it off by being kind to the customers or would hire someone who was. The man hadn’t taken any of Thaddeus’s advice, and the result was the shop had to close. 
How had Father done it? Was he two different people? A hard businessman but a good father? Thaddeus struggled to keep both parts of his life separate. But then his father had a wife who took away the burden of leaving Thaddeus and Alexander behind for work. His father’s circumstances were different. He didn’t have a grumpy father-in-law who judged him every time he had to leave. 
The moonlight fingered its way through an opening in the drawn curtains. It was bright enough that it kept him from drowsing off for the much-needed rest. He turned to face the wall to avoid the beam hitting his eyes. But he hung over the edge of the couch too much. Soon he’d be sleeping on the floor. He ought to get up and draw the curtain tighter, but the effort was too much. He turned back and draped his arm across his eyes, hoping that would work.
Had his father liked what he did? He certainly made money and had a knack for finding the right businesses to invest in. Would he approve of Thaddeus investing in the gold and silver mines out west? Would he have said it would be better to stay near his daughter and invest in the lead mines south of St. Louis? 
The clock downstairs struck five. Marianne would be up in two hours. The first thing she would ask him was how much longer he could stay. She used to greet him with a hug and a smile as wide as the Mississippi. Now it was a frown and the question he dreaded.
He could find a wife, but he wouldn’t settle for marriage without love, not after experiencing a love like he had with Catherine. She had loved him with her whole heart. No, he’d never find another who could fill him with such joy. There was only one Catherine, and she was gone.

      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, Thaddeus stared at the portrait of his late wife hanging over the mantle in the parlor. It had been a long time since he’d held her in his arms, but he’d yet to find anyone who could fill the ache in his heart. 
“You gave my daughter your word, Thaddeus.”
“I did, George, but I didn’t expect her to die. I thought Catherine would recover. She was so young.” Thaddeus turned away from the memory and settled in the present. His father-in-law had a way of stabbing him in the heart whenever possible. When she died, he decided to honor George’s request to stay. He hoped George’s presence would ease his daughter’s loneliness and give her a sense of home while Thaddeus was away. 
“You know that I can’t possibly run my business from here. Travel comes with the job, and with the job comes the benefits my daughter has and will continue to have.” It wasn’t that he enjoyed leaving Marianne behind, but there wasn’t a safe way to take her into the mining camps and the other places he needed to be. Staying in hotels wouldn’t provide his daughter with the stability George could give her.
Since Alexander wouldn’t share the responsibilities of the Kincaid Company, it was up to Thaddeus to provide. There wasn’t anyone else he could trust to make sure the company’s money was used wisely. It was a finely tuned business, and a few bumps would knock it out of rhythm.
“Well, then, I guess you’d better tell her you’re leaving again. You know she cries for hours after you walk out the door.”
“Stop. I feel guilt ridden as it is. Don’t twist the knife you’ve thrust in my back.”
“It’s not me doing the twisting. That’s the promise you made to my daughter.”
“I realize that, but Catherine would have understood.”
“What would Mama have understood, Papa?”
His shoulders sagged. He hated this parting scene that would be played out exactly as the others had. He turned. Marianne stood in the middle of the doorway, looking so tiny with the ceiling high over her head. “Sweetheart. She would know how much I love you.”
“You’re leaving, aren’t you? Grandfather said you would. That you never stay long.” She drew her lips into a pout, lowered her chin, and glared at him. “I could come with you. I’m old enough.”
“You are ten. School will be starting in a few months.” She was taller than the last time he’d been home. Her cheeks were slimmer too. It wouldn’t be long before she didn’t care to have him around, preferring to attend social events with her friends, dances where she would fill her card with young men’s names. And they would be filled. She resembled her mother, with dark hair and porcelain skin. Even Catherine’s charming mannerisms had been passed to Marianne. She would be hard to resist once she discovered the ways of getting attention. 
“That means there is time. I can come with you then?” Her face lit, tugging at his heart. 
“I’ll think about it. It depends on how much travel I must do over the next month and where I’ll be.”
“I hope you’ll be high in the mountains. You tell me they are beautiful, snow sometimes sitting on top of them like icing on a cake. I want to see them before I’m too old and can’t climb the hills and explore.”
“There’s plenty of time for you to do that.” He’d take her later this summer. If he could. He shouldn’t, but maybe after a month of living in hotel rooms and eating food from a diner, she’d discover travel wasn’t as fun as she imagined.
“Do you promise, Papa?”
His father-in-law leaned in, as if daring him to say the same words he had once said to Catherine.
“Yes, I promise, as long as you don’t get married before I return.”
“As soon as I get bigger, I’m going to come and live with you forever. Besides, Papa, I’m not old enough to get married.” 
The grandfather clock behind him chimed the quarter-hour. He was late. He’d have to hurry to make the train. He hugged her tight. “Not yet, but too soon you will be. Time moves fast, Marianne. Too fast.”






  
  Chapter Four


The train arrived in Nashville on time. Pearl had arranged a carriage for Annabelle and a wagon for her trunks. It didn’t take long for them to be loaded.  
The driver helped her into the back of the carriage and soon they drove over streets that were familiar and yet different. She didn’t belong here anymore. 
Annabelle pressed her hand against her bodice, feeling for her mother’s wedding ring still hanging from its chain. She’d worn it since the day she ran away to Friendship. 
Soon they’d arrive at Pearl’s, but first, they passed by Heaven’s old home. It was in disrepair. The porch needed to be painted. The roses hadn’t been cut back last fall. They were overgrown, and the blooms were small. She was glad Heaven’s mother couldn’t see it. 
The carriage rumbled past her childhood home. Her heart shattered at the memories of her youth. Youth grounded in a lie that she was the daughter of a wealthy businessman. She swallowed her grief. The past could not be changed, but she longed for one more visit to her old home, to sit with her father at his table and converse with his business associates. If she could do that, she would wear a genuine smile and change her boredom to gratefulness. 
If she’d had a brother, she would never have been allowed to attend those conversations. Her father had taught her the world of business because he loved it, not because he wanted her to continue his heritage. The knowledge he’d given her remained. Maybe there was a way she could use it.
The carriage rolled to a stop in front of the Miles’s brick home. She waited for the driver to open the carriage door, then help her to the ground. “Thank you.” 
“Annabelle!” Pearl stood in the doorway with her arms open in welcome. “Come here, child. It’s so good to see you.”
It took the restraint of her upbringing not to run like a little girl into those arms. Even so, her steps were not slow. 
Pearl encircled her in a hug. “I’m so glad you’ve come to visit. You’re in the room next to mine, so we can visit anytime you wish without traipsing up and down another level. I hope you don’t mind that it’s not the guest room.” She ushered her into the foyer.
Annabelle followed, confident that her trunks would be brought in and the driver tipped before leaving. This is how things were done in Nashville. She paused. Or had that changed, too? She turned back, thinking she would say something.
Pearl tugged her sleeve. “It’s all taken care of. Go and freshen up. We will have tea in the parlor as soon as you return. I have so much to tell you.”
“It won’t take me long.” She took to the steps.
“I hope not. Viola kept you away from me too long.”
“That she did.” Another spark of anger at her aunt arose. 
Upstairs, she unpinned her hat and set it on the bureau. Feeling warm from the trip and the excitement of seeing her friend, she removed her light jacket and hung it on the wall hook. She checked the looking glass to see if she wore a layer of train dirt on her face. She hadn’t escaped the black smoke. There was a pitcher of water and a cloth on the washstand that had been brought in for her. She made use of both to remove the soot. 
She’d worn her best traveling dress, and she supposed it would be fine to keep it on for tea, as they would be alone. Grieving widows did not accept visitors at tea, so Viola’s friends said.
But something was different about Pearl. She wasn’t wearing black. It hadn’t been that long since Jake’s father had died. She wasn’t even wearing navy or gray, but a yellow dress. That was not proper etiquette. Or had things changed that much in Nashville? It hadn’t among Viola’s friends. Some of those women had been widowed for years and still wore black.
What did Pearl have to tell her?
Her heart thumped wildly. What was wrong with Jake’s mother? Had she lost her senses? Someone would need to care for her. Pearl had no one else. If Annabelle knew where Jake was—but she didn’t. Maybe this was to be her lot in life. Her father and Viola had trained her well to care for others. At least Pearl wouldn’t be anything like Viola. 
She had escaped one spider web and didn’t wish to be snagged in another. What was wrong with wanting to enjoy life? No, if Pearl needed help, then Annabelle would give it. Maybe someday she would get another chance. She hoped her smile didn’t reflect the turmoil in her mind. 
Annabelle strode into the parlor. Pearl perched on the edge of the chair. Beaming. Her cheeks were flushed, and she appeared to be years younger than the woman Annabelle traveled with to Heaven’s home. Or maybe it was the warmth of the rose-colored walls that gave Jake’s mother an appearance of good health?
“Sit down, please. I had the cook make your favorite lemon drop cookies.” As if on cue, the maid brought in a plate and set it next to the teapot and cups on the low table in front of the chairs.
“I haven’t had those in so long.” Pearl had remembered Annabelle’s love for them. She had been here a short time, but for a moment, it was as if she’d stepped back into her old life, back at home. As long as she ignored Pearl’s dress.
“They were your mother’s favorites, too. Did you know that?”
Annabelle was taken aback. Did Pearl know about Julie? 
“Are you all right, dear? I didn’t mean to upset you about your mother. The older I get, the more I miss the friends who were lost to me. I think about them all the time. Your mother and I had a lot in common, being able to have only one child when our other friends had so many.”
“No. Everything is fine. It is a comfort to talk about her. Viola never said much about my parents, unless it was a complaint.”
“You are no longer calling her aunt?”
“No. Once she discovered there wasn’t a way to claim any of Father’s money, she insisted I leave. That’s why I’m here. I wasn’t sure where to go.” She took a cookie and savored the lemon flavor and powdered sugar.
“She was never a pleasant person. You may stay with me as long as you wish, but I have an idea that I need your help with.” 
The cookie lost its appeal. “What would that be? I’d be happy to assist you.” 
“You aren’t fooling me, Annabelle. You already look miserable and think I’m asking you to care for me in my old age. Well, I am not. What I have in mind is something I do believe you’ll be excited about.” Pearl stood. “You still like adventure, I trust?”
Annabelle nodded. 
Pearl took a stack of letters tied with string from the fireplace mantel. “You
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