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About the Author

Houston, Texas, 1888

Everett Crawford needs a wife. An acceptable one who’ll be a mother to his four younger brothers. He has no intention of falling in love, as he doesn’t have time for it. He owns the Texas Coast Railway and is too busy for romance. And...he doesn’t deserve the sentiment, anyway. No sense in trying for it.

Except...Ginny Dixon, one of his maids, keeps wreaking havoc on his will and heart.

Virginia “Ginny” Dixon loves Everett Crawford. He’s dependable, cares for his brothers immensely and takes his responsibilities seriously. Almost too seriously. But his commitment enthralls her. He’s like a prince in a castle. A lonely prince. And she longs to bring him comfort.

But Ginny knows, without a doubt, that she is quite...unacceptable.
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Houston, Texas

April, 1888

Everett Crawford stood on the sidelines of a glittering ballroom inside the home of Charlotte Allen. With his hands linked behind his back, he carefully, but discreetly, observed the couples twirling to the strains of a waltz. He had not danced yet. Tonight held a purpose, and he had to leave with a general idea of what he wanted.

He should have made a list before he came. With a mental shake of his head, he rocked back on his heels. Particular qualities needed to be laid out in order to make the right decision. He pressed his lips into a thin line, irritated. He usually planned more carefully, but, as usual, events from the afternoon had interfered with his routine.

“Crawford!” a male voice called.

Everett turned and nodded at Kevin Fitzroy, owner of a shipping company that operated along Buffalo Bayou. “Fitz. Are you enjoying yourself?”

“No. Lost at billiards a half dozen times and gave most of my money to Crane.”

Gambling. Everett had no use for it. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

Fitzroy scoffed, but did so with a slight smile. “How’s your household?”

“Wild. Without my sister to rein in our brothers, nothing is the same from day to day.” Everett turned his focus back to the swirling couples. The ladies, of course, were who held his interest. He needed a wife. One who could also be a mother to his half-brothers.

“And business?” Fitz inquired.

“Going well, despite the disorganization of my office.” Everett hated mess, but he put up with it without getting angry with his brothers. It wasn’t their fault they didn’t have a mother’s care. “Everything has transferred over from Austin, and the Texas Coast Railway is now officially based in Houston.” He smiled with satisfaction that he’d managed to relocate his company and many of the workers he’d employed in Austin.

“Glad to hear it.”

Everett waited for the shipping magnate to ask his usual question.

“Ready for an investor?”

Though he heard the grin in Fitz’s tone, Everett kept a staid expression. “When I am, I’ll let you know.”

They were approached by two older gentlemen whom Everett had only met a couple of months ago. The white-haired bankers were interested in speaking to Fitz, so Everett was free to peruse the ladies once more.

For the fourth time, Mary Raleigh circled by in the arms of her partner, and Everett remembered her as kind and gracious. She wasn’t married, and he believed she was twenty-two, only seven years younger than he. She came from a good family. The Raleighs owned two dry goods stores and a confectionary, and her manners were pleasing. He was going to ask her to dance before the evening was out and perhaps have his decision made upon the conclusion of the song.

Glad he had a direction, Everett relaxed his stance and waited for his moment.

* * * *
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VIRGINIA “GINNY” DIXON hurried up the curving staircase of the Crawford home, panting with exertion. Only ten minutes left, she reminded herself. Not that she minded, but she was tired. “If you think you can hide from me,” she announced with a smile, “you’re a little too confident.”

She strode down the hall, using the mirrors hanging from the gleaming oak paneling to reveal if her quarry hid behind any of the tall vases that flanked the numerous alcoves leading into the various chambers along the corridor. When she detected a bootstep on marble, she chuckled lightly in triumph. Stratton hadn’t yet learned that one could use all senses during a game of Hide-And-Seek.

Ginny pushed back a blonde, curl and tucked it up inside her white cap as she made her way to the entrance of the red salon where the carpet didn’t quite reach the threshold into the room. A brass pot with a lush fern couldn’t hide the nine-year-old from her, but she pretended not to see him and walked on by.

He snickered.

She paused and rolled her eyes, but the child couldn’t see that. “Hmm...” she said wryly, “I wonder what that sound was.”

He drew in a sharp breath.

With a shake of her head, she whipped around and lunged toward the spot.

He yelped and jumped up, but before he could dart past her, she grabbed him around the waist.

“I found you!” she declared.

As he laughed, he tried to wriggle away from her, but she was stronger. Being wedged between two brothers of her own, she’d learned how to wrestle. She playfully struggled with Stratton for a few more moments then eased up, “Come on now. It’s time for bed.”

“But I’m not tired,” he whined, his brown eyes begging for her to change her mind.

“Doesn’t matter. You have mass in the morning, and if you aren’t asleep by the time your brother returns, I’ll be in so much trouble.”

Stratton sobered, as he always did, at her reminder that his disobedience would affect her, as well. “All right,” he acquiesced with a hanging head. He plodded to his bedroom on the second floor.

They passed the room that Abbott and Nicholas shared, then came to the space Stratton occupied with Victor. Four boys. Half-brothers to railroad baron, Everett Crawford. They’d moved from Austin in September of last year, and Ginny had been a maid in the house since then. It was a good job, one that kept food in her belly and a decent separation between her and her own kin.

Once inside, she found Victor reading in bed.

“Come on, Vic,” she cajoled, “blow out the flame. I’ll take care of the sconces.”

Victor frowned but did as she asked then set his book on the table beside his bed. “Are Abbott and Nicholas asleep?”

As Stratton ducked behind the dressing screen to take care of his nightly ablutions, she replied, “I haven’t checked, but I’m sure they are. You have an early morning, then the rest of your family is coming for Sunday dinner.”

Stratton appeared in his nightshirt with a grin on his face. “That means Katia will be here, and we can play chase, Hide-And-Seek, Red Rover—”

“Yes, yes,” Ginny said, urging him under the covers. “She’ll be pleased to do so. Now, get some rest so I can have some peace.”

With a chuckle, Stratton hunkered down under the blankets.

Affection washed through Ginny, and she smoothed his dark hair. She kissed his forehead, then moved to Victor and did the same. “Good night, boys.”

“Night, Ginny,” they chorused.

Her heart sighed in love as she turned down the sconces, then left the room. It had only taken a few short months, but she cared deeply for the Crawford family. She hoped she never had to leave them. They’d brought light into her life, had shown her that family meant warmth, sharing and sticking together. The best thing she’d ever done was escape the shack near the bayou stuck between other crumbling-down hovels, and surrounded by greedy women, leering men and absent brothers, for this sweet haven.

She made her way down to the chambers on the first floor, readying them for the night. She closed curtains, lowered flames and straightened furniture disrupted by the consistent and daily rough-housing of the Crawford boys. Of course, the eldest, Everett, would never
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