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After a horrific storm rips through her hometown, Millie Stewart finds that her neighbors are in dire need of help. She sets out to do everything she can, but when her brother leaves her high and dry, she has to operate Stewart Mercantile on her own. The town is depending on her.

John Fletcher—smart, reserved, and mysterious—comes to town, sets up shop, and brings with him the knowledge needed to clear the log jam on the river, giving everyone a chance at survival.

John is a tad scary in Millie’s opinion. Never mind that he’s handsome. Never mind that he’s generous. He makes her feel things. He makes her heart skip a beat, and suddenly, with barely a warning, she’s in love. Only he doesn’t seem to return the sentiment.

Her brother returns, but only to rob her blind. A little too mad and a whole lot tougher, Millie sets out to find him and give him what-for. Little does she know, someone is chasing her.

John won’t let Millie go to battle alone, especially since she’s the reason his heart is beating again. Can he get to Millie in time? Or will her ne’er-do-well brother’s villainy take everything John holds dear?
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Chapter One
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Buckshot, Texas

October, 1885

Millie Stewart slowed her dappled horse, Miss Angelina, to a halt, then pulled the brake on the wagon. She pushed the reins through the hitch, then hopped down to the ground. She hummed “Oh, Lord I Am Not Worthy” as she went to the back of the wagon.

Three more baskets remained. Each was filled with smoked meats wrapped in butcher paper, jars of preserves, bread, and canned goods. The Women’s Guild had been hard at work for the last two weeks, but they’d managed to put together many charitable baskets for those in need.

Millie gave her navy skirt a shake, then made sure her cream, lace blouse was still tucked in. The black belt at her waist was old and needed to be replaced, but she doubted she had the money for it. For some reason, Stewart Mercantile, the family business, wasn’t doing too well. She’d tried to talk to her brother about it, but he kept telling her that it wasn’t her concern.

Stopping her singing and letting out a sigh, she smoothed her auburn locks that she’d pinned into a bun. Thankfully, her hairstyle had stayed put through the deliveries she’d already completed.

She reached over and picked up one of the baskets by the handle, then turned toward the small farmhouse belonging to Alexander and Jessica Myers. Resuming her light humming, she went toward the stoop, the dwelling still showing signs of damage from the hurricane that had stormed through the tiny town of Buckshot, Texas, in September.

The great winds had uprooted pine trees, blown off roofs, destroyed barns and other buildings, and devastated many crops of cotton, corn, wheat, and hay. The townsfolk had spent the last month working hard to bring everything back to rights. Two families had lost everything and had left Buckshot. It had been so hard to say goodbye to them.

Millie hurried through the yard, hearing the happy sounds of children as she drew closer to the house. She quit her humming just as she jumped up onto the stoop and gave a bright, cheery knock.

Several pairs of bare feet came running, then the door was wrenched open. Freckle-faced Peter stood there, and the ten-year-old grinned when he saw Millie. Two of his brothers and one of his sisters were behind him, all wearing excited expressions to see who had come to call.

“Millie!” Juniper cried, jumping up and down and clapping. Her blonde curls bounced with her movements.

“Hello, my darling friends,” Mille greeted them.

“Mamma!” Edward called, sprinting toward the kitchen. “Millie’s here!”

Peter opened the door wider, while Juniper reached for Millie’s free hand to pull her inside.

Jessica appeared, wearing an apron over a lavender calico dress. Her blonde hair was up in a bun, but some tendrils had escaped. Her mouth was drawn down in tired lines.

Millie immediately went to her friend, set the basket down on the wooden, dining table that sat in the front room, then wrapped her in a good hug. She could feel how exhausted she was. Six children and one on the way, though Jessica wasn’t showing yet. Their hay field had been destroyed, as had their barn, and they’d lost some of their livestock.

Life was taking its toil right now for many people. Millie would do whatever she could to be a help and a joy to her neighbors.

They broke apart.

“Kenneth and the others are helping Alexander rebuild the barn today,” Jessica said, wiping away the few tears that had escaped. “I don’t know how to thank them.”

Millie shook her head. “No thanks. No one wants that. We’re a family here, and those of us who can, are going to help.”

Jessica nodded slowly, then had to quickly scold over Millie’s shoulder, “Edward, stop climbing the fireplace.”

The five-year-old giggled in delight, then dropped down from the river rocks that had been stacked to form a chimney.

Jessica let out a frustrated breath. “They try me, but I don’t know what I would do without them. They’re still so happy, and that’s giving me strength.”

Millie cupped Jessica’s upper arm in a comforting gesture. “We’re all here for you. We’ll get through this.”

“Thank you, Millie. You can’t know how much that means to us.”

Giving a quick pat to her shoulder, Millie turned toward the basket she’d brought. “Here. It’s a just a few things the Guild was able to put together. We’re hopeful that boats will be coming down the Neches this week.”

Nodding, Jessica said with relief and gratitude, “I still can’t believe Mr. Fletcher was able to solve our problem. It was as if God sent us an angel.”

Millie agreed. Mr. John Fletcher had arrived in Buckshot a mere ten days after the storm had hit. The trees that had fallen and lodged themselves in the Neches had made transport of goods impossible. Boats began bypassing Buckshot and going down Caine’s Bayou to get to bigger cities south of them. Which had made recovery from the hurricane even harder.

No one had known how to dislodge the trees stuck in the river without possibly harming themselves.

Mr. Fletcher, unknown to anyone, had arrived with the intentions of starting his business in Buckshot. He was an accountant, an attorney, a bookseller, and a carpenter. Some people had taken to calling him “Jack” as he was a jack-of-all-trades.

In less than a week, and without anyone even knowing he was working on one, Mr. Fletcher had brought the town council a plan to disrupt the log jam. It had involved a series of chutes, and something called a crane. After three days of careful work, they had freed up Buckshot’s section of the river, then Lester Crocker had ridden to Waxahachie to send a telegram to the shipping companies that the Neches was open.

The townsfolk of Buckshot had tried to thank Mr. Fletcher, but he’d very quietly and firmly turned down their gratitude and had not joined in on the impromptu gathering at the church. He’d opened his business and had remained as mysterious as he’d been when he’d first arrived.

“Angel doesn’t quite describe him in looks,” Millie said with a hesitant tone. “He’s more like a black grizzly bear.”

Jessica laughed. “Yes, his appearance does match his mystique.” She waggled her eyebrows in feminine delight.

Millie grinned and shook her head at her friend. “You’re married.” She moved to the door.

“You’re not,” Jessica called after her.

Millie spun around. “He scares the dickens out of me. Don’t you even get any ideas.”

Giving her an innocent look, Jessica just shrugged.

With a nervous pounding in her heart, Millie rolled her eyes then hurried out. Some of the ladies found Mr. Fletcher handsome, and Jessica wasn’t the first one to tease Millie about her availability and his bachelor state.

But Millie had no wish to befriend or get close to Mr. Fletcher. He was quiet, unreadable, not forthcoming, and his hair and beard were as dark as the night. His burly shoulders spoke of hard labor, not book learning. However, he spoke with much intelligence and had to have had some kind of schooling in order to carry the proper credentials for being a lawyer and accountant.

Millie hopped into the buckboard, slapped the reins over Miss Angelina, then continued down the road to make the rest of her deliveries.

When she was done, she made her way back to town. It was getting close to supper time, and she needed to get food on the table for her brother, Howard.

He was twenty-five, three years older than her, and had been running the store since their father’s death seven years ago. Their mother had passed when they were nine and six. They were a small family, but living in Buckshot gave them a community of neighbors that felt like family.

To Millie’s mind, one could keep thinking of the sorrows that had occurred, or one could place trust in the Lord and go forward with joy. As much as she could, she practiced the latter. Her brother did not.

He was almost always upset and angry. Nothing ever went right for him, he believed. Millie was often trying to bolster him. She wasn’t bothered by her brother’s surly nature. She was here to be a help and a light to everyone, and she was going to do her best at that.

The Stewart home was a Victorian Folk cottage sitting on a tree-lined lane a block and a half away from the heart of town. Millie guided the horse around back where the stable stood.

Efficiently, she unhitched Miss Angelina, then made sure the animal had water and oats. She pushed the wagon into its spot next to the stable, then hurried past the garden, which she’d had to replant thanks to the storm, and up the steps of the back porch.

She entered the kitchen, letting the screen door slam gently behind her. She’d made ham and bean soup yesterday, and there was some left over. A platter of fruit and crusty bread would complete their meal.

As she went through the motions of her task, she hummed lightly, this time choosing, “All Glory Laud And Honor”. She had the soup going on the stove before she saw the envelope on her worktable.

Her name was on the front written in her brother’s hand. With a furrowed brow, she opened the note, thinking he might’ve been needed somewhere and wouldn’t be home until late.

Millie,

I can’t do it anymore. Can’t be here. Can’t keep the life going that Papa and Mamma wanted. The shop’s yours. Do with it whatever you want.

Good luck to you,

Howard

She fell into the chair, her eyes wide, her heart pounding in fear and disbelief.

He’d left?

He’d...left?

She shot out of the chair, raced over the short expanse of kitchen and hall to get to the narrow stairs that bent sharply to the right to the second floor. Her steps were a rapid tattoo on the wood. When she reached the landing, she dashed to Howard’s room which was across from hers.

The door was open, but she shoved it against the wall anyway, heedless of the bang the action caused.

She came to a jarring halt at the sight of his empty armoire, and the drawers hanging open from his highboy.

His rifle was gone.

His favorite hat.

The tin box where he kept the money.

Some bills were on the surface of his washstand.

She blinked, seeing nothing, feeling nothing.

Then reality hit, and panic welled in her throat.

Before she could break down, she fled from the evidence of his abandonment. She pounded down the stairs, took the soup off the stove and doused the fire.

She slammed out of the house and dashed around to the front, her mind centering on one person.

She picked up her skirt and ran. She was out of breath when she sped up the steps to the home of Tuttle and Odette Ferguson. She banged on the door.

Tuttle opened the door, his white hair mussed, his suspenders holding up his black pants. “Millie?” he questioned, alarmed.

“I have to see Odette. Please. I’m sorry.”

Tuttle stepped to the side. “Come on. She’s just puttin’supper on the table.”

Knowing the house well, Millie hastened through the parlor with its furniture covered in red velvet that Odette had ordered from Montgomery Ward, then into the kitchen where some steaming dishes waited on the table.

Odette paused in setting the bread down. “Millie? What is it?”

As panic rolled through her, threatening to take over her usual steady self, Millie handed over her brother’s note, now crumpled, then collapsed in the older woman’s arms.

* * * *
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FOUR DAYS LATER, STANDING on the muddy road, Millie stared at John Fletcher’s window that was inset into the front door of his office.

The etching read – 

John Fletcher

Attorney

Accountant

Book Buyer and Seller

Carpenter

There was no catchy phrase coaxing people to enter. Just those simple statements about what he offered.

And she needed to use his accounting services.

She’d dressed nicely, putting on a purple, muslin dress. The modest, square neckline, three-quarter length sleeves, delicate flounces, and smooth bodice showed that she was a serious-minded person who was willing to work hard.

She hoped.

Swallowing, she pressed the ledger to her chest that detailed the transactions for the last three years of Stewart Mercantile. She nibbled on her bottom lip, trying to find the courage to enter and speak to him.

Mr. Fletcher.

The grizzly bear.

Of course...he’d never roared. He was always quiet, always polite, always reserved. The men in town respected him greatly. Fred Wilson, owner of the livery, had been the one to tell Millie to take her account books to him. He’d sung Mr. Fletcher’s praises and had promised Millie he’d be helpful.

So, here she stood. A little worried. A little anxious. A lot uncertain. But trusting the Lord. All would be well. All...would be well.

She let out a steadying breath, then took one step forward.

The door opened and she jumped back, giving a small yelp.

Mr. John Fletcher filled the doorway. Black suspenders held up his black trousers. His white shirt molded over his powerful shoulders, and his sleeves were rolled up to the elbow. A light breeze ruffled his raven hair, and his black beard framed an oval face and a strong jaw. His brown eyes were unreadable as he gazed at her.

Her tongue was frozen.

Silence reigned between them.

There wasn’t even anyone on the road.

He slipped his hands into his pockets, then inclined his head slightly. “Afternoon.”

It took all her strength to loosen her tongue. “H-Hello.”

“Did you need something?” he asked, his voice deep and masculine.

Had his timbre made the windowpane shake? Or was she trembling? He was quite formidable.

But she needed to answer his question. The town needed Stewart Mercantile to stay open, especially now. And she needed to protect her livelihood. “Y-Yes.” She cleared her throat. “Yes, please. My name is Millie Stewart, and my family—”

At the mention of her family, a sharp pain sliced her heart, cutting off her ability to speak. The last of her family had deserted her. Odette had made her state three times that she was now in charge of the business. She was in charge. She was in charge.

“You run Stewart Mercantile,” Mr. Fletcher stated without an ounce of knowledge, curiosity, or disdain in his tone.

“Y-Yes. Now I do. It originally was operated by my parents, then they died. Then it was my brother’s and he...left.”

Mr. Fletcher’s dark brows rose in surprise.

Had he not heard?

“He left?”

She nodded once.

After a beat, where the information sank in, Mr. Fletcher moved to the side. “Come in.”

She gulped and somehow made her legs work.

When she entered, she found a very tidy space. An uncluttered desk sat in the center, and two ladderback chairs were situated at an angle in front of it. There was another desk, or some sort of surface, that had the table on a slant, placed in the back right corner. The right and left walls were lined with shelves that were filled with books. Tucked in the back left corner was a set of stairs going up to a second floor where she assumed he lived.

She stopped.

He shut the door then walked past her. “You can have a seat.”

He still spoke with a steady tone that held no detectable emotion. Did nothing ever ruffle him? Was he not bothered that she, a woman, was in charge of one of the most important businesses in town?

He went to the chair behind his desk. “Is that the ledger?”

She snapped out of her reverie and with as much poise as she could muster, took a seat. “Yes. Three years’ worth of records. I have the others that go back farther if you need to see them.”

He gazed at her for a moment, silent.

She stayed as still as she possibly could.

Finally, he asked, “And what is it you want me to do? Balance your accounts for you?”

Perhaps. But she’d already done two days’ worth of figuring and something wasn’t adding up. Her heart twisted at why she was really here. “No, I can do that, and I’ve been trying to make sense of things, but the receipts I have aren’t matching with what’s in the ledger.”

His facial expression stayed relaxed and unresponsive. “You’d like me to help you figure out what’s wrong?”

She swallowed. “Yes.”

“Do you have the receipts you’ve been trying to reconcile?”

In answer, she set the book in her lap and opened the leather cover. “They’re in an envelope right here.” She picked it up and handed the envelope to him. Then she passed over the account book.

As he took them from her, she cleared her throat, then said, “I’m trying to bring some order to the shop. Howard wasn’t an organized person, and I’m not sure he understood how to manage the inventory. Over the years, I tried to help him, but he always brushed me off, telling me I didn’t understand what I was talking about.”

Mr. Fletcher opened the ledger and began studying the entries, saying nothing about the interactions between herself and her brother.

Odette had always found Howard arrogant, but Millie had decided that Howard just hadn’t cared. Of course, she wasn’t going to mention these opinions, as she didn’t know Mr. Fletcher and wasn’t comfortable sharing more with him, and she wasn’t going to disparage her brother any more than she already had. “Will you need anything else?” she asked. “What sort of assistance can I give you?”

He shook his head, still with his attention on the book. “Not anything right now. Let me take a look at things. If I have questions, I’ll come see you.”

His tone indicated their conversation was over, but she didn’t immediately rise. Was that all that needed to be said?

He looked up at her. “Was there anything else?”

“Oh. N-No.” She hopped to her feet, unnerved by his direct stare. “Thank you so much.”

He nodded.

And she beat a path out.
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Chapter Two
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It was mid-morning the following day and Millie had been working for five straight hours. She’d managed to bring order to the staples—the flour, sugars, beans, salt, and other items. Millie hadn’t been able to fathom how Howard had managed to keep the loyalty of the women of Buckshot when the store had been in such a state of disarray.

Even though Millie now had that section as clean and organized as could be, the shop was in desperate need of cabinetry. Somehow, she needed to build, or have someone build, a series of cabinets and shelves along the back wall, and it needed to stretch behind the service counter, as well.

The service counter needed to be re-sanded and re-stained, and she needed to order a new weight and balance. The many hooks that suspended items from the ceiling needed to be replaced, and for some reason, the back door was hanging on one hinge. Millie had examined the problem, and it hadn’t looked like it had been broken because of the storm.

She was now working in the center aisles, trying to get them cleaned off before putting the products back out. She was having some customers, most of them coming in to trade, which was fine. Everyone was offering their encouragement and support as most knew that Howard had run off. They were grateful that Millie was keeping the store open.

Her stomach grumbled, so she checked her watch that was pinned to
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