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July, 1865


Grayson Rhodes father had always warned him that he would burn in hell, but he had never expected to arrive at the damnable place while he was still alive.


Sitting in the rear of the wagon, Grayson suffered through the sweltering heat that clung to his body. Flies and gnats joyfully buzzed around his ears as the vehicle bounced over the rough road. He would have thought the seven men crowded into the abominable mode of transportation would have kept the damn thing on an even keel. How the man to his leftChristian Montgomerycould sleep through the incessant jostling was beyond Graysons comprehension, but he had to admire Kits ability to do so.


Unlike his traveling companions, Grayson had long ago given up any pretense at being a gentleman. Hed tossed his cravat aside, removed his jacket, loosened the top buttons on his white linen shirt, and rolled his starched cuffs past his elbows. But none of his efforts diminished the suffocating heat.


With his sleeve, he wiped the sweat from his brow. He could do nothing to prevent the beads trickling down his back.


He sliced his narrowed gaze to Benjamin P. Winslow, who sat on the bench seat beside the driver. The rotund man had convinced the fathers of every man in the wagon into paying him five hundred pounds to bring their wayward sons to Texas and make men of them.


Grayson shifted his weight, wincing as a splinter jabbed his backside. If he ever had occasion to travel by coach again, he would not take its comforts for granted.


And although he was beginning to have doubts that fortune truly awaited him here, after this excursion into hell, he knew he now had a chance to gain with hard work what his father could not bequeath himrespect.


What do you make of that? a deep voice grumbled.


Grayson cut a quick glance to Harrison Bainbridge, second son of the Earl of Lambourne, before gazing in the distance. Heat rose from the earth, creating walls of shimmering white flames. Beyond them, shadows of two or three buildings hovered.


Satans throne, perhaps? Grayson suggested drolly.


Harry flashed the easy grin for which he was famous. Ill wager five pounds that its an inn, and well finally have beds in which to sleep.



I would take you up on it, but youve already managed to swindle me out of the two shillings I had jingling within my pockets.


Ill be glad to mark you down for it. I know youre good for itor you will be, once weve reached our destination.


How can you be so certain? Kit asked.


Grayson snapped his attention to the man sitting beside him. I thought you were asleep.


Kit gave him a laconic smile, his pale blue eyes effectively shielding the windows to his soul. More than one woman had referred to them as eyes of the devil after shed succumbed to his infamous charms. Ive merely been pondering our situation and trying to remember what possessed us to climb into this wagon once wed docked at Galveston.


Winslows promise of fortune had us eagerly clambering aboard, Grayson reminded him. The notion of becoming men of means in our own right and rubbing our fathers noses into it appealed to us.


An appeal that lessens as each day progresses. Perhaps we should consider jumping ship, as it were, and heading back to Galveston. Im certain we could find a gaming hall or two. He smiled in anticipation. Along with some feminine entertainment.


And abandon fortune? Grayson asked. I think not.


The driver guided the wagon onto a narrower, rougher dirt road than the one upon which theyd been traveling. On one side of the road, dark green cotton stalks reached toward the sun. Grayson had seen the crops growing in a few fields along the route. The abundance of growth in Texas surprised him.


As the wagon continued on, he was able to distinguish the shapes of women and children toiling between the neatly planted rows. They ceased their labors and began walking through the fields toward the road, toward the wagon, falling into step behind it.


Winslow, shouldnt we offer them a ride? Kit called out.


Its not much farther, Winslow assured him.


When they neared what Grayson had taken for Satans throne, he realized it was nothing more than a barn. A simple clapboard house stood nearby, blue gingham curtains fluttering through the open windows. He doubted extra beds awaited them here. He cursed himself for not taking Harry up on his wager.


The driver drew the team of horses to a halt. The wagon rocked as Winslow lifted his portly body from the bench seat and turned, tottering as though he were a childs toy until he gained his balance. His smile broad, his black eyes gleaming beneath his black top hat, he folded his fingers around the lapels of his brown wool tailcoat. Gentlemen, we have arrived!


Grayson felt as though hed just stepped into the middle of a boxing ring with his eyes closed. Apparently, he was not the only one. His traveling companions mouths went agape and their eyes bulged. Harry struggled to his knees. Exactly where have we arrived?


To the fields where youll work.



Are you telling us that all this time when you assured us that fortune awaited us, you were talking about our working in bloody fields?


Indeed I am, lad.


Bloody hell, who would have thought he meant for us to become common field laborers? Harry demanded.


Obviously, none of us, Kit said. Or we wouldnt be here.


Come on, lads, hoist yourselves out of the wagon. The ladies are waiting! Winslow exclaimed.


Against his better judgment, Grayson climbed out, his booted feet hitting the ground and creating a cloud of dust. His aching body protested the movement. He longed for a soft bed and an even softer woman. Unfortunately, he doubted either was in supply at this rut in the road.


An awkward silence descended as the women gathered before them, many as barefoot as the children peering around their threadbare skirts. Some women attempted hesitant smiles, but their wary gazes revealed their emotions more clearly. Grayson was beginning to understand how a fox felt near the end of the hunt.


A woman with hair the shade of a full moon captured his attention. She looked worn, as though whatever dreams she might have once held had been turned under the soil and never bloomed.


She stepped toward him, so close that he was forced to look down to meet her gaze. He saw her body twitch as though she suddenly realized she stood closer than shed intended, but to step back now would reveal her mistake. She angled her chin in defiance, and he somehow knew she was the kind of woman who would stand her ground rather than hop back out of harms way. Her violet eyes challenged him.


Let me see your hands, she demanded.


I beg your pardon?


She grabbed his wrist, turned his hand up, and placed her palm against his. Her roughened hand was callused, dry, and cracked, leaving him completely astonished by the jolt of warmth her touch sent spiraling through him. He jerked his gaze from her work-worn hand to her provocative eyes and saw bewilderment swirling within the violet depths.


She parted her lips slightly, almost breathlessly, and he was hit with the realization that he had not drawn a breath since shed touched him. What was it about her


She dropped his hand and stepped back as though she couldnt remember why shed grabbed it to begin with. Her caress possessed nothing to entice a man, and yet he experienced a keen sense of loss now that their contact had been severed. He closed his hand as though by doing so, he could recapture her touch.


She gave her head an almost imperceptible shake. The bewilderment retreated and the challenge returned in full force, more intriguing than before. She spun on her heel and faced Winslow. What in the hell did you think you were doing, bringing these men here?


I brought them so they might have the opportunity to learn a trade, to put in an honest days labor



His hand feels like satin. Itll be bleeding before noon


We dont have any choice, Abbie, another young woman said. Her hair was the same flaxen shade, but her blue eyes contained none of the others fury. She placed her hand on Abbies shoulder, a comforting gesture that spoke of more than friendship. Grayson had often seen Kit do the same thing with his brother. More than their similar features, the strong bond that vibrated between them told him they were sisters.


Weve got a little over a month before that cotton is ready to be harvested, the other woman continued softly. We all agreed to let Mr. Winslow bring men to work the fields.


Abbie flung her hand out in a circle. But look at them, Elizabeth. Theyve never worked in fields from dawn until dusk


Neither did I before the war. They can learn. Their hands will toughen up, Elizabeth assured her.


Maybe. If they stay long enough.


Perhaps if we gave them a Texas welcome instead of acting like a belligerent Yankee


I wasnt acting like a belligerent Yankee, Abbie retorted.


Grayson found her blush fascinating. Hed never known a womans cheeks to burn so brightly, but then the women hed known had blushed becomingly on demand in order to entice a man, never to reveal their anger or absolute embarrassment.


You werent welcoming either.



You cant honestly tell me they are what you were expecting, Abbie said.


No, but from the look on their faces, we werent exactly what they were expecting either.


Turning her attention toward the fields, Abbie folded her arms beneath her breasts. Small breasts. Not at all what Grayson favored, yet he found his gaze lingering where it shouldnt, grateful it had when she heaved a deep sigh.


Now that theyre here, I dont know that John would want foreigners working his land, Abbie said.


I dont see that weve got a choice, Elizabeth replied. We lost too many men during the war, and no telling when those that survived will make it home.


Grayson saw the muscles in Abbies jaw tighten before she gave a brusque nod. Obviously, she begrudgingly accepted that the battle was lost. He found it oddly appealing that she did not accept defeat easily.


We agreed to room and board one apiece. The sun will be setting soon so we might as well take them home and let them get settled. Which one do you want? Elizabeth asked.


Abbie shook her head. Ill just take whatevers left. Turning, she ambled toward the house. Three childrentwo boys and a girlrushed to catch up with her.


With an overly bright smile, Elizabeth faced Grayson and his companions. Gentlemen, Im Elizabeth Fairfield. Were happy youre here to work. I suppose we could put everyones name in a hat and draw to see who stays where.


Excellent idea, Winslow said. Im certain once everyone gets to know each other that all will work out splendidly.


Johnny! Elizabeth yelled, and the taller boy following Abbie stopped and glanced over his shoulder. Bring me some paper and a pencil.


The boy gave a quick nod and raced ahead to the house.


Grayson shoved his hands into his trouser pockets and sauntered to the fields. For as far as he could see, the crops blanketed the earth. Crouching, he scooped up a handful of the rich, black soil. He allowed it to sift through his fingers. It carried the weight of permanence, the promise of wealth.


In England, immense deference was given to a landowner, even if he held no title. Grayson knew he would never inherit a title. But here land burst forth with abundance, stretching for miles, disappearing beyond the horizon. He simply had to determine the easiest, most profitable way to obtain the land. Then, perhaps, he would be able to put his painful shortcomings behind him.


He paid no attention to the droning of Elizabeth Fairchilds voice as she called out each of his companions names. The fate of others held no interest for him. But the land was another matter. It fascinated him. He heard the tread of heavy footsteps and slowly unfolded his body.



Bad luck, Gray. You got the shrew, Harry announced heartily.


Ill trade with you, Kit offered.


Ive no desire to trade.


Why in the bloody hell not? Kit asked. The woman took an obvious dislike to you.


She took a dislike to all of us, but I was left with the distinct impression that this land belongs to her.


What difference does that make? Harry asked.


Probably none, but Im simply contemplating possibilities.


I dont suppose youd care to share those possibilities? Kit asked.


Grayson met his gaze directly. No.


Kit nodded, and Grayson knew he had taken no offense at his desire to hold his own counsel. In the distance, the sun began to sink beyond the horizon.


I must confess that I find the sunsets here spectacular, Kit murmured.


Grayson agreed, but he didnt possess Kits penchant for the artistic so he kept his appreciation safely locked away with all the other aspects of himself that might render him vulnerable.


Harry nudged his shoulder. Do you honestly believe our fathers had any idea what Winslow had in store for us?


Grayson watched the fiery flames of the retreating sun send streamers of brilliant oranges and reds across the darkening azure sky. I have no doubt that they knew exactly what he had in mindenticing us straight into the bowels of hell.






Grayson stood within the doorway, taking in his new residence. The house was small, more like a cottage. The children sat at an oaken table: the two boys on one side, the girl across from them. He assumed the three doors on the other side of this room led into bedrooms. Rugs that looked more like rags were spread about the rough-hewn floor. Two wing-backed chairs of worn material rested near the hearth. A rolltop desk was pressed against one wall.


Simplicity in everything. A sturdiness. A permanence. Above all else a cleanliness, and an atmosphere of warmth that had nothing to do with the hot Texas weather.


Against his will, his gaze came to rest on the woman kneeling before the lazy fire burning within the hearth. Even from this angle, she intrigued him.


Abigail Westland stared at the stew as the thick broth bubbled and burst. Why had she agreed to this insane scheme to bring Englishmen here to work the fields?


The men who had clambered from the wagon could not replace the husbands who had toiled from dawn until dusk. Their skin wasnt leathery from years of fighting nature. They werent broad in the chest, with arms that stretched the seams on their shirts. Half of them had faces that would no doubt blister by the end of a day working in the field.


More often than not, she was exhausted by nightfall. Tending to a man and his needs was one burden she had no desire to carry.


The soft knock on the wall gave her a start. She twisted around. A tall man stood in the doorway, his hair the color of wheat. Her heart sped up with the realization that he was the one whose hand she had held, the one whose hand had made her wonder what it would feel like to be caressed with something that held as much strength as softness. The strength had surprised her. The silkiness had unsettled her as much as her wayward thoughts, thoughts shed never entertained with her husband.


She rubbed her hand briskly on her apron, trying to erase the memory. Dear Lord, she should have made her selection when Elizabeth gave her the chanceanyone but him.


A corner of his mouth lifted and his eyes, the deep blue of a sky retreating before a storm, reflected acceptance. Im what was left, he said evenly, but his words carried a lilting cadence, the as spoken as though with a sigh.


Abigail felt the heat of embarrassment scald her face, and rose to her feet. She didnt want to view her home or herself through the eyes of a man who knew nothing of what it was to do without. And she knew by his well-tailored clothes that hed never been without. What in Gods name was he doing here? A lark? A dare? An adventure?


She gave a brusque nod. You can set your bag by the door for now. Youll be sleeping in the barn, but you dont have to move out there until after supper. She cursed the slight tremble in her voice. Im Abigail Westland.


He bowed slightly from the waist and his smile increased. It was a nice smile, an easy smile. She couldnt remember the last time shed smiled.



Grayson Rhodes.


She nodded curtly. Johnny, Micah, and Lydia are my children. Turning slightly, she basked in the glory of the three reasons she worked her fingers to the bone, the reasons shed agreed to this harebrained idea of bringing men here. Just take a seat at the table.


The Englishmans footsteps echoed over the planked flooring as he walked confidently to the table. He didnt slouch from years of carrying burdens too heavy for his shoulders.


She noticed her older son glowering at the man. His jaw tightened when the man reached for the chair.


Thats my pas chair, Johnny ground out.


The man froze, the only movement the slight arching of a brow. Where is your father? he asked quietly.


Shed never known a man could speak in such a hushed tone, the deep timbre of his voice calm, comforting. She saw Johnnys bottom lip quiver.


Damn Yankees killed him!


Johnny! she scolded. No swearing.


You call em damn Yankees! her son insisted, his chin quivering.


Well, I shouldnt, she told him, hating to reprimand him in front of a stranger. Shed discuss manners and swearing with him later. She nearly jumped out of her skin when Grayson Rhodes cleared his throat.


It seems to me then that circumstance makes you the man of the house. If your mother has no objection, perhaps you could sit in your fathers chair, and I might sit in yours, the Englishman suggested.


Johnny snapped his head around so fast to catch her opinion on the idea that she was surprised he hadnt grown dizzy and toppled out of his chair. Hope flared within his brown eyes. At eight, he was a strapping boy who very much resembled his father, working hard to make up for his fathers absence. Until this moment, she hadnt realized he wanted to take his fathers place at the head of the table.


Swallowing past the knot of regret, she gave him a nod of approval before turning back to the hearth. She heard the scraping of chairs across the floor, the shuffling of feet.


How come you talk funny? Lydia asked. A little over six, she was curious about everything.


Actually, its you who sound funny to me, the Englishman answered.


How come Ma called you a foreigner? Johnny asked.


Because I am a foreigner. I come from a land on the other side of the ocean.


How did you get here? Lydia asked.


I traveled on a big ship to Galveston and then I rode in the wagon.


What was it like on the ship? Johnny asked.


Children, stop pestering the man, Abbie scolded as she wrapped a thick cloth around the handle of the cast-iron pot and lifted it from the hook over the fire. She wanted to know as little about the new worker as possible.



Dipping the ladle into the thick brew, she walked to the table.


Her son sat erect, shoulders back, pride etched into his young face. Tears burned the back of her eyes. Maybe she had never before suggested he sit in his fathers chair because she loathed the idea of him becoming a man.


She was grateful that the war had ended before hed grown any older. A year ago, he and three friends had run away to join the Confederate army, hoping to become drummers. Abigail and her sister, Elizabeth, had found the boys camped beside the Brazos River. Their goal had been to reach Hempstead, a prominent Confederate supply center. Abigail shuddered to think what might have happened if theyd tried to cross the river.


She ladled the stew into the Englishmans bowl first, noticing his hands once again. They rested easily on either side of his bowl, the nails neatly clipped. They didnt carry the stain of dirt or the scars of hard work. Yet they looked more powerful than shed first thoughtcapable evenalthough she wasnt certain what they were capable of.


She strolled around the table, filling bowls, wishing she couldnt feel the Englishmans steady gaze. She resisted the urge to tuck a stray strand of hair back into the netting that held her hair at the nape of her neck. What did she care what he thought of her?


She dropped into her chair and gave the children permission to begin. They dove into their stew with relish. The Englishman skimmed his spoon across the top as though he wasnt quite sure what it was.



Are there accommodations available in town? he asked after a time.


Whats accommodations? Johnny asked from his new position as head of the household.


A place to stay, Abigail explained before meeting the Englishmans gaze. The saloon has a few rooms, but its a two-hour ride by wagon into Fortune.


His brow furrowed as deeply as any freshly plowed field. Fortune?


Its the nearest town.


Fortune awaits, he mumbled, as though testing the words on his tongue. Then he smiled broadly, tipped his head back, and laughed heartily, the sound causing her heart to twist tightly. Years had passed since shed last heard such carefree laughter.


Her children stared at the Englishman as though hed gone mad. Perhaps he had.


Mr. Rhodes? she began, wondering at the wisdom of letting a man she did not know into her house.


With seemingly great difficulty, he stifled his laughter. Old Winslow kept telling us that fortune awaited. All the while, he was talking about a bloody town.


I suppose thats why you all looked like a good wind would knock you over.


Yes, we were expecting a bit more


Our home is humble


I wasnt referring to your home. I was referring to our expectations.


Beneath the table, she fisted her hand around her apron. She didnt know why she had to take offense at every word he said. The lodgings in town arent any better than youll get here. Besides, the time youd use traveling could be better spent working the fields. Thats why we agreed to give you a place to hang your hat.


I appreciate the consideration.


She watched as he ate his stew in silence. He removed a handkerchief from a pocket inside his jacket and periodically wiped at the corners of his mouth. She felt poor and pitiful next to his refinement.


I know its not fancy, but the barn is clean. We put fresh hay up in the loft


I spent much of my youth sleeping in the stable so I have no objection to sleeping in the barn. But I am left with the distinct impression that you dont want me here


What I want and what I need are usually two different things, Mr. Rhodes. The needs of my children come first. I need the cotton picked and I need willing hands to do that.


Even if the hands are soft?


She clutched her own hands in her lap. She would be a fool to insult the man further or give him cause to leave. A child could pick a hundred pounds of cotton in a day. An Englishmaneven one who had never before worked the fieldsshould be able to match the efforts of a child.


She remembered how often her own hands had bled when she first began working the fields. Now, they were tougher than cowhide.


If you work my fields, your hands will bleed and ache and grow callused. I can promise you that. At the end of the season, youll receive your share of the profits. But only youll know if what you gain will be worth what you lose.


Abigail gazed down at her bowl. The stew had grown cold. She could tell without tasting it, and just as the warmth had left, so had her appetite. She didnt like the thought of being responsible for his care or having a man about the place, but it was necessary. Her entire life consisted of doing what was necessary. Sometimes, alone at night, she found herself longing for the unnecessary


I appreciate the meal.


The words, spoken with a musical lilt, jarred her from her reverie.


Ill show you to the barn, then, she said as she brought herself to her feet.


He did the same with a causal grace that she imagined had accompanied him into the finest dining rooms in England.


She snatched a lantern off the mantel and used the dying embers in the hearth to light it.


Johnny, get your brother and sister ready for bed, she instructed as she walked to the door where the Englishman waited, bag in hand.


This way, she said, stepping onto the porch, into the darkness.


The moon was little more than a whimsical smile in the night sky. The stars glittered like diamonds. As a child shed once longed to have one of the sparkling gems. Funny how a child could wish for such useless things.



I put pillows and blankets in the loft, she said to the silent man treading along beside her.


She stopped inside the spacious doorway and held the lantern out to him. You should be able to find your way from here.


How is it that Winslow brought us here?


My sister Elizabeth told us about him. He said he knew some fathers in England who were looking for a place where their second-born sons could make a go of it, but he needed financing, so we gathered what we had and gave it to him.


How much?


She lifted her chin defiantly. Three hundred dollars, but well make more than that if we get the crops in.


Did he mention that the sons were disreputable?


She felt her heart tighten as though someone had just thrown a noose around it. The last thing she needed was a man she couldnt trust. No. He simply said it was unlikely they would inherit so they needed a means to support themselves. Are you disreputable?


Very much so.


He smiled warmly, his eyes glinting with amusement. She cursed her fluttering stomach. She wasnt an innocent woman easily swayed by the attentions of an attractive man. She was a widow who understood that a mans needs seldom matched a womans wants.


Still she had expected him to deny the allegation. She angled her head, trying to determine why a man of questionable reputation would have bothered to give her son his rightful place at the head of her table. I want to thank you for letting my son sit in his fathers chair.


His careless shrug was almost lost in the shadows. In England, all privileges are bestowed upon the firstborn son. I assumed the same held true here. Im glad you didnt feel I was overstepping my bounds by suggesting he sit in his fathers place.


No, Im glad you did. I didnt realize it would mean so much to him. Weve just kept the chair empty for so longwaiting for John to come back.


Im sorry he didnt.


She nodded briskly, not wishing to discuss her husband. Since youre here, I assume youre a second son.


Within the lanterns pale golden glow, she saw a profound sadness touch his eyes.


No, Mrs. Westland. Im the Duke of Harringtons eldest son. He took the lantern from her and turned away as though he feared bringing the light closer to himself would reveal more than he wished her to know. He stepped into the barn and held the lantern higher, illuminating the cavernous wooden building. Youre quite right. Ill be able to find my way. Good night.


With only the moonlight to guide her, she ambled back toward the house, wondering why a man of privilege would be willing to work in her fieldsand why he was here if he was the firstborn son.





Hell grew no cooler when night arrived. Instead, the darkness brought with it a heaviness that settled over the land.



Grayson pressed his shoulder against the side of the barn and stared at the moon, the stars. The sky had never seemed so vast or his loneliness so great.


This womanthis Abbiehad deemed him worthless. No surprise there. His father had pointed out his flaws often enough, his illegitimacy being the greatest flaw of all.


His mother had been one of the finest actresses in London. Her final melodramatic performance was to die in childbirth. It was said that the duke had truly loved his mistress, but Grayson often doubted those rumors. For if they were true, would not some of that love have filtered down to their son?


He considered himself fortunate that the Duke had acknowledged his existence. Had even, to his wifes embarrassment, brought the by-blow home and raised him, giving him the finest of clothes and education. But he had never given Grayson the one thing he craved most: love.


Resenting the gifts his father bestowed upon him out of obligation instead of desire, Grayson had decided to become the worthless son his father had always expected him to be. He had gambled away a fortune, drunk enough whiskey to fill the Thames, and bedded every married woman who had a come-hither look. At least if he got a married woman pregnant, she could pass the child off as her husbandsand a child of his would never know what it was to bear the label of bastard. Although to his knowledge, the precautions hed always exercised had left no children in his wake.


And being worthless had suited him fineuntil today when a woman with violet eyes had touched her palm to his, and he had felt the difference between victory and defeat.


For no matter how worn the woman had appeared, how drab the surroundings, within her eyes, hed seen the determination to surviveat any cost.
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The awful din started before dawn greeted the daythe irritating sound of someone pissing on a tin roof.


Graysons eyes flew open. The loft was still encased in darkness, but beyond it, he saw a dim halo of light. Bits of straw poked into his side as he rolled over.


He crawled across the narrow expanse and peered over the ledge. With a lantern casting a pale glow around him, the older boy sat on a short three-legged stool, his face pressed against the cows side, his eyes closed. Grayson would have thought the boy was asleep if his hands werent working to fill the pail with milk.


Do this every morning, do you? Grayson asked.


The boy squinted through one eye and nodded. Yes, sir.


Always at this time?


No, sir. This morning Im running late.


Wonderful, Grayson muttered as he dug his hand into his pocket and pulled out his watch. He flipped back the intricately engraved gold cover that bore the Duke of Harringtons crest and turned the face of the watch toward the pale light. Eight minutes after five.


He shoved his watch into his pocket, jerked on his boots, and made his way down the ladder. The odor of the few horses and the couple of cows that shared his dwelling grew stronger.


Leaning against the stall, he watched the boy work. Is everyone else awake? he asked.


Yes, sir, the boy answered, his hands not halting. Lydias gatherin the eggs and Micahs gatherin the kindling.


And your mother?


Fixin breakfast. Reckon shell be expectin you to sit down with us.


He rather imagined that she would. He wondered what she would serve. Something designed to lay heavy on a mans stomach no doubtsomething that would give him the strength he needed to manage a farm. He supposed if he stayed that he, too, would receive morning chores. He could only hope that his would begin at a decent hourpreferably after the sun came up. Do you pick cotton? he asked.


Yes, sir. Started pickin when I was six. Figure Im big enough that I ought to be able to pick a hundred pounds a day this season.


Grayson searched the recesses of his mind for one moment in his life when his voice and eyes might have reflected the pride he saw mirrored in the boys. He couldnt find the spark of a memory. Is picking cotton hard work?


The boy scrunched up his face. It aint hard. But its hot and tiring. You ache by the end of the day and you sleep like a dead man. The lad picked up the bucket and set the stool in a corner. See ya at breakfast.


He ambled out of the barn whistling a melancholy tune that Grayson had heard someone singing on the wharves at Galveston. The words had something to do with wanting to be in the land of cotton. Although based on his first impressions of farm life, he honestly couldnt understand why anyone would want that.


With a heavy sigh, Grayson acknowledged that hed get no more sleep this morning and decided he needed to locate some warm water. He strode through the barn door and nearly stumbled over his feet at the sight that greeted him.


He wasnt certain what hed expected. He only knew that he hadnt anticipated seeing the woman standing on the front porch, a cup pressed to her lips, staring into the distance. Without taking her gaze from the far horizon, she ruffled the boys dark hair as he passed by her on his way into the house. A corner of her mouth tilted up and carried a smile into the violet depths of her eyes. She seemed much younger than she had yesterday, so much younger.


Grayson had no recollection of anyone ruffling his hair as a child: no mother, no servant. He was not the heir apparent, not the one upon whom favors were to be bestowed. He was simply a reminder of his fathers youthful folly, a blight upon his fathers good name.


The woman shifted her gaze toward him. Mr. Rhodes, I didnt expect to see you up and about so early.


He didnt want to admit that he wouldnt have been if it werent for her son milking the cow so instead he walked toward her, rubbing his bristly jaw. I was wondering where I might find some warm water.


Even in the grayness of dawn, he thought he detected a pink tinge creeping into her cheeks. My husband used the shaving stand on the back porch. Youre welcome to it. I can warm some water and take it back there for you.


Id appreciate it. He hesitated a moment before confiding, Your son tells me that he thinks hell be able to pick a hundred pounds of cotton a day. Is that likely?


She smiled softly, her eyes reflecting as much pride as the lads had earlier. If my Johnny says hell pick a hundred pounds, then hell pick a hundred pounds. He aint one to fall short of expectations.


Something which could not be said of him. Falling short of expectations was something at which he excelled.


How much does a man usually pick?


My husband could pick well over three hundred pounds a day, but he had years of experience on him.


He felt her gaze travel from the top of his head to the bottom of his boots, and he knew beyond a doubt that he didnt measure up.


Are those your only clothes? she asked.


I have others, but they look much the same. Most of what I have is in need of a good washing.


I could loan you a pair of my husbands trousers and an old flannel shirt. He was a sight bigger than you are so theyll probably swallow you, but at least you wont ruin your fancy clothes. You can leave your dirty laundry on the back porch and Ill see to washing it.


I dont want to impose


Its no imposition. Its part of the deal. You work my fields and Ill see to your needs.


There was no mistaking the blush that suddenly flamed her cheeks.


Within reason, of course, she stammered before scurrying into the house.


He supposed a woman with three children knew all about a mans needs. But Grayson had never been a man driven by needs. Wants and desires had led him astray more than once, but never needs.


By the time he returned from the barn with his personal belongings, warm water was waiting in a basin on the back porch. A small mirror dangled from a nail on the wall. Luxury took on a whole new meaning.


Hed removed the lather from half his face when he heard the horses. With razor in hand, he turned, unable to stop the smile from spreading across his face as Harry and Kit brought their horses to a halt and dismounted.



Where did you get those? Grayson asked as he stepped off the porch and ran his hand along one horses shoulder.


The woman who drew my name has several fine horses, Kit said. He raised a brow. She also allowed me the luxury of shaving indoors.


Reaching out, Harry plucked a piece of straw from Graysons hair. Whats this?


Grayson shrugged. I slept in the barn. Didnt you?


No, Harry and Kit said at the same time.


Had a room and a bed, Harry added.


The barn wasnt so bad, Grayson said as he stepped on the porch and stared into the mirror. He angled his head and scraped the razor along his cheek. Within the reflection, he saw Kit fold his arms over the porch railing.


Harry and I have decided to return to Galveston, Kit said. Did you want to come with us?


Wiping the remaining lather from his face, Grayson wondered why Yes! hadnt exploded from his mouth. We agreed to come hereto seek our fortunes.


Harry chuckled. Look, Gray, our fathers paid Winslow to bring us here. As obedient sons, we bowed to their wishes and we came. But now weve seen what awaits us: hard work and tired women. Neither appeals to me. Contrary to what our fathers believe of us, we have sharp minds and a good head on our shoulders. This country was divided by war. Now the war is over, and opportunity awaits any man with the foresight to take advantage of it. But not here. Theres nothing of value here.


Except fertile land that needed to be worked.


These women paid Winslow three hundred dollars to bring us here, Grayson said. To work their fields.


Harry is richer than Midas, Kit said. He can repay the money if thats whats bothering you.


Wholl harvest their crops?


I have no desire to watch my hands bleed, Harry said. As Kit has pointed out, I have the means to set us up in any venture we choose. So we go to Galveston, explore the possibilities, and decide where we want to go and what we want to do.


Grayson didnt understand why he wasnt packing up his belongings that moment. Im staying.


For Gods sake why? Kit asked.


A man can pick three hundred pounds of cotton a day. If the three of us leave, thats almost a thousand pounds a day that wont get picked.


But its not our worry, Harry pointed out.


Why? Grayson asked, his voice laced with anger and frustration. Because we dont need the money despite what our fathers think? Because we didnt pay Winslow? Because we dont want to be here? He plowed his fingers through his hair, dislodging more bits of straw. Ill catch up with you once the fields are harvested.


Fine, Harry said with a wave of his hand. Well send word if we leave Galveston and head elsewhere.



Do that because I will catch up with you, he promised.


He watched as Harry mounted and urged the horse into a slow lope. Kit hadnt moved from his position at the railing. Whats your true reason for staying? he asked quietly.


Graysons gaze fell on the clothes Abbie had laid out for him. He rubbed the homespun cloth between his fingers. Coarse fabric, like the people of Fortune. Yet the material contained a strength that he could not help but admire.


Have you ever set a goal? Grayson asked, then grimaced. I mean other than luring a particular woman into your bed.


Kit grinned. Does aggravating my father count?


Grayson gave his head a small shake. The eldest lad hereHe cant be much older than eightHe was up before the sun, milking a cow.


Kit shrugged. Because they dont have servants


Its more than that. He did it because it needed to be done. He plans to pick a hundred pounds of cotton a day and hell take joy in it. I looked in his eyes and saw something Ive never before seen. Pride. Not the kind of satisfaction I see in Harrys eyes when he wins a game of chance or what I see on your face when youve seduced a woman. It was a pure kind of self-respect. He shook his head in frustration. I cant explain it. I only know that I want to experience it.


And if you dont experience it?


Grayson snorted. What will I have lost? A couple of months of my life when I sometimes feel as though Ive lost twenty-eight years?


Kit rubbed the puckered flesh that lay just below the right side of his jaw and gave a slow nod. All right. Well give it a go, but once the crops are in, we leave for Galveston.


You dont have to stay. Besides, I dont think Harry would approve of your decision.


I just have to convince Harry that there is something to be gained in staying.


Grayson had always thought it was a shame that Kit had emerged into the world two minutes after his brother. The Earl of Ravenleigh had applied the tip of a red-hot poker to his second sons jaw moments after he was born in order to permanently mark him so he could never be mistaken for the heir apparent.


Youll no doubt do it. They say you could talk an angel into sinning, Grayson said.


Kit laughed heartily. We both know Harry is no angel.




Clothes made the manor so Abigail had always heard. But the Englishman looked just as regal in her husbands clothes as he had in his own. Even her husbands tattered straw hat didnt make him look any less worldly.


Strolling along the furrows, Johnny stepping on his heels more often than not, he examined the crops and asked questions as though he cared. Two other Englishmen flanked him on either side. The one with hair the burnished shade of amber seemed equally interested in the fields. The one whose hair shone as black as midnight appeared bored, every so often bestowing upon his friends an indulgent smile. Abigail had little doubt the third mans skin would darken under the sun while his friends would blister.


Seven Englishmen had arrived. While these three wandered, four were already using hoes to chop at the weeds.


What do you make of those three? Elizabeth asked.


Abigail shook her head. Im not sure, but Mr. Rhodes isnt going to get any supper if he doesnt lift a hoe before sunset. She cast a glance at her older sister. Who did you end up boarding?


That youngest fella hacking at the weeds there. Elizabeth pointed toward a slender young man whose face was bathed in sweat and scrunched from his efforts. Jerome Black. Hes actually very excited that his father sent him here. But then hes all of nineteen and everyone is excited at nineteen. How were things with Mr. Rhodes last night?


Abigail shrugged her narrow shoulders. He didnt put up a protest about sleeping in the barn. And told me he was disreputable.


Elizabeth smiled broadly. Ill bet he is. He has that look about him.


What look? Abigail asked. She had married at sixteen and hadnt dared give even the most casual attention to another man once John had made her his wife.


Like a man who takes nothing in life seriously.


Last night he was smiling and laughing like he didnt have a care in the world. Thought Winslow had played some prank on him.


Winslow told me he was going back to England. Asked me if we wanted him to bring any more men. I told him no.


Abigail cast her gaze over the land that she had kept going by sheer determination alone. Good. Im still not sure how John would have felt about strangers working his land.


You cant keep worrying over what John would want. Hes dead, Elizabeth said. Youve got to think about what you want.


Guilt assailed Abigail with the reminder of Johns death. Always the guiltnever the griefaccompanied thoughts of her husbands death.


Leaving his wife, his family, and his fields, hed gone to fight in battles half a continent away. Hed boasted that hed be away only a short time. Hed promised to return home.


Abigail had quickly learned that unkept promises left behind bitter memories.


Elizabeth placed her hand on Abigails shoulder. I know its hard. Not a day goes by that I dont look up the road, hoping to see Daniel again. But hes not coming home, and I have three girls to raise. We had to either bring other men here or move elsewhere. We voted to bring men here. I dont think our husbands would begrudge our desire to stay on the land they once farmed. Think of it as a new start, Abbie, with men who are untouched by the war.


Untouched by the war. God, she couldnt imagine what it would feel like to be untouched by a war. How had the women survived where the war had actually raged? Here there had been nothing but deprivation, hard work, and loneliness.


Why couldnt they have sent their bodies home? she asked, the question always hovering in the back of her mind. Maybe I could believe it then.


Thats just not the way it was done. They buried them where they died.


John would have hated not being buried in Texas.


Dont think about it


How can I not think about it when he was my husband? I have three of his children to raise and his farm to maintain.


Which is the reason we brought these Englishmen here. Youre not going to marry any of them, Elizabeth said quietly. Youre just gonna have them toil in your fields.


Abigail wiped her roughened hands on her threadbare apron. It was strange having a man about the place this morning.


Abbie, not all men are like John.


I know. I saw the way Daniel treated you.


Elizabeth gnawed on her lower lip and swiped the wisps of blonde hair from her eyes. I could make room at my place for your Englishman


No, if hes gonna work my land then I need to provide for him.


Elizabeth smiled. Thats a girl. And who knows? With Mr. Rhodes helping out around here, maybe youll have time to take care of yourself.



Abigail was always amazed that in spite of the hardships, Elizabeth managed to turn her sights toward the positive. With a shake of her head, she returned her sisters smile. Soon as the hard work begins, theyll be hightailing it back to wherever they came from.


I dont know, Abbie. Your Mr. Rhodes seems to have decided he wants supper this evening.


Abigail snapped her head around to gaze at the fields. She saw Grayson Rhodes listening intently as Johnny gave him instructions on the proper way to cut at the weeds. She narrowed her eyes. What in the world is he wearing on his hands?


Looks like gloves, Elizabeth said.


What kind of working gloves come in white?


Elizabeth furrowed her brow. I dont know. Maybe thats what English working gloves look like.


Theyre a strange lot, Elizabeth, but since were stuck with them, reckon wed best get the noon meal set out.


The farmers in the area had never had the means to purchase slaves so they had rotated the fields, working as a community on a different farm each year. That put the responsibility of feeding her neighbors on Abigails shoulders this season. But she didnt mind. Shed rather cook than work the fields any day.




Sitting on the back porch, Grayson gingerly peeled the glove from his hand, wincing as the cloth pulled at bits of his flesh. He didnt imagine hed be attending any formal balls while he was in the area so using the gloves to protect his hands had seemed like a good ideaeven when Kit and Harry had laughed. But now the gloves were ruinedas were his hands.


He studied his ravaged palms. At least they werent bleeding. They had blistered and a few of the blisters had ruptured, coating his palm in a sticky substance, but they would heal. And the lad was right. Tonight he would sleep like a dead man. With any luck, perhaps he would actually die before morning.


Dangling his hands over his thighs, he shifted his gaze to the sunset. Despite the blisters, chopping weeds, as the boy called it, had brought Grayson a
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