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About the Author

When Eliska Spencer opens a bakery in Pike’s Run with her friends, Cora Ann Carter and Sugar Fremont, no one suspects the women aren't what they seem.
Jonas Boswell is enchanted by Sugar Fremont. He fights the attraction, not wanting to risk his heart after experiencing the death of his first wife. Falling in love again has never seemed possible or safe. But then Sugar appears with her bouncing, red curls and shining, blue eyes, and he is lost.
Thomas Miller gives females a wide berth. After living with three sisters, he finds women frustrating and irritating. And Cora Ann Carter is no exception. However, her feisty nature and bold curves draw him in until he doesn't recognize himself. It's all he can do not to drag her down the aisle.
Reverend Aidan Black had his heart broken many years ago. He swore off women and made his flock his priority. Then Eliska Spencer crosses his path. She is kind. And gentle. And giving. His heart melts, and he is powerless against her. He vows to make her his own.
But the ladies’ past looms, invading their future and stealing their happiness. All the women want is to love and be loved. Can they achieve their dreams, or will the men in their lives prove too stubborn to forgive their past?
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Arkansas

May, 1879

Glass exploded over Sugar Fremont’s head. She screamed and covered her head with her arms for protection but kept running. Heat licked at her back as smoke burned her eyes and shards of windowpane pierced her skin.

Women, some still in satin and black lace, ran in front of her, tumbling over each other as they raced for the backdoor. Through gray clouds of life-sucking smoke, Sugar saw light. With a cry of exultation, she stumbled into the morning air. Someone knocked her to the ground, and rocks cut into her skin as they rent a hole in her nightgown at the knee.

Another glass pane exploded above her, and she shoved to her feet. Panicked tears overtook her. Sobbing, she staggered farther away from the burning structure. When she reached the outhouse, a safe distance away, she whipped around. Her heart flew into her throat at the sight before her eyes.

The Twisted Fairy was ablaze, consumed by flames yearning to swallow it whole. How had she managed to escape its fierce, howling force?

The wails of the females surrounding her pulled her attention from the disintegrating wood. She scanned the familiar faces, looking for the ones she held dearer than the others. When her sweet friends were not in her line of sight, desperation gripped her.

“Cora!” she cried, as she shoved through the women huddled near the outhouse. “Eliska!”

She called their names over and over as she stumbled through the mass of people that had begun to gather. Her breath came harshly, and dizziness assailed her.

“Cora!” she screamed again, looking frantically through the horrified onlookers. Her desperate tears worked against her, obscuring her vision. She swiped at them roughly as she began to run.

Before she got to the shed, a hand clutched her shoulder. She whipped around and found frantic blue eyes looking back. “Cora!” Sugar cried, as she pulled her friend into a tight embrace.

After a fierce hug, Cora put her hands on Sugar’s upper arms and forced her to look at her. “Where is Eliska?” Cora demanded.

Sugar shook her head as she choked on her fright.

Her friend didn’t need a response other than that. Cora turned and examined the building, her features drawn in tight lines. She grabbed Sugar’s hand and tugged. “Come on,” she ordered.

They hurried back to the burning establishment. Cora called for their missing friend, her voice strong and without a tremble. It was as if she expected the force of her tone would make the fire spit out Eliska.

Cora skidded to a stop when the strength of the heat allowed them to travel no farther. A curse flew from her lips.

Sugar pressed trembling fingers to her mouth as the urge to wail came over her. She prayed. She’d never done so before, but this day, this moment, she had to. It didn’t matter that God had forgotten her. She prayed.

Suddenly, a chair blasted through a downstairs window. Cora and Sugar jumped back. A female form shot out without gripping the jagged edges and tumbled to the ground.

Cora dropped Sugar’s hand and ran forward. “Eliska!” she shouted.

Relief so acute shot through Sugar that she crumpled to the dirt. On her hands and knees, she watched the wheezing, gasping form that was her sweet friend. Cora pulled Eliska’s arm around her neck to support her. They staggered away from the fire.

Sugar stood slowly, and when the pair reached her, she put her arms around both of them. “I thought you were dead,” she choked out. “I thought you were gone forever.”

Through her coughing, Eliska said, “I had to get our money.”

The statement forced Sugar’s eyes closed. “No amount of money is worth losing your life.”

Eliska broke their embrace. “And I was not made, nor were either of you, to die in this place.”

The strength of Eliska’s tone dried Sugar’s tears. Her friend was right. Silence reigned in their tight circle for a few moments as the fire roared behind them.

Men were running around, barking out orders. There was a line of people handing pails of water forward in some desperate attempt to save what never should have existed. In a man’s eyes, Sugar supposed, The Twisted Fairy was worth the effort. For herself, she would let it burn to ash. The building stood on the outskirts of town; no other business was in danger of catching fire.

The women broke apart, and they turned as one to watch the flames consume their former prison. The sight only made Sugar rejoice inwardly with righteous revenge.

“We’re leaving,” Eliska announced. “Now. Right now.”

Sugar whipped to gaze at her. “We’re in our nightgowns.”

“We’ll buy clothes,” Eliska said, her tone laced with a conviction Sugar knew all too well.

“The timing is ripe,” Cora put in. “Lou Ellen can’t leave this in order to stop us.”

Sugar searched the crowd for the Madame. “Where is she?”

“I don’t care,” Cora spat. “But I hope we cross her path as we go. I want her to watch me cast her off like yesterday’s bath water.”

Eliska turned on a heel. “Come on.”

But Sugar’s feet wouldn’t move. She continued to watch the fire eat the building in which she’d lived since the day of her birth. She swallowed. She wanted to leave. She did.

So why couldn’t she command her feet to go?

A hand gripped her elbow and tugged lightly. It seemed it was all the encouragement she needed. For, while the wood now turning to ash had been her home for twenty years, the women leaving it were more important to her than anything else.

Sugar matched their brisk pace, not turning around when a loud crack sounded from behind.

Suddenly, a hated voice cried out, “Where in the hell are you girls going?”

The three women picked up the pace.

“Are you leaving me?” the woman screeched. “After all I’ve done for you?”

The women linked fingers and started to run.

A roar rent the air, then something hit the ground behind them. It clattered. A tin can.

“You’ll regret this!” the woman vowed. “Do you hear me? I’ll find y’all and make you wish you’d never walked out on Lou Ellen Berkley!”

The buildings of town were ahead, promising freedom and new beginnings.

“Sugar Fremont!”

Tears smarted Sugar’s eyes, and now she let go of her friends and churned her legs faster than Cora or Eliska.

“You’ll rue the day you left me, your own mother!”

Wetness slid over Sugar’s cheeks, but she didn’t dare turn around. She had no doubt Lou Ellen could make her life a living Hell, but her mother would have to find her first.

* * * *
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PIKE’S RUN, TEXAS

One month later

“I’m tired of traveling, of running,” Cora said, as she paced the hotel room she shared with Sugar and Eliska. She had to convince them it was time to stop. “Lou Ellen is going to be too busy to come after us, and there’s no way she’ll come this far, or to this little town.”

Eliska said nothing while she sat on the bed, her posture limp. Sugar leaned against the frame of the window, looking out onto the street below.

“Y’all have to be tired, too,” Cora continued. “We’ve hardly rested. At what point do we decide we’ve gone far enough?” They’d journeyed almost four hundred miles, sometimes walking in order to save money. A month had passed since their escape. It was time to settle somewhere.

Silence filled the space, as no one wanted to be the one to answer. Cora stopped her incessant trek. Desperation began to work its way up her throat. Her friends looked ready to drop from the exhaustion of their flight from Arkansas and Lou Ellen.

After taking a slow breath, Cora used a gentler tone. “We have to settle somewhere, sometime. It won’t matter how far we run, the possibility that some man might recognize us could happen in any town. I know y’all are afraid, but...” She sighed. “We have to stop.”

When they continued to remain quiet, helplessness centered in Cora’s breast. What could she say that would convince them? Even if they ran as far as they possibly could, she feared the endless journey would kill them. Somehow, she had to make them see reason.

Sugar straightened and turned toward Eliska. “Cora’s right,” she murmured. “We can’t keep—” She shuddered on a breath. “We deserve a normal life, and it’s time we stop and take that chance.”

Cora’s heart halted its rapid pulse as she waited for Eliska to make a decision. Eliska, in many ways, was their leader. She had saved the most money, had dreamed up the plan of how they would support themselves when they finally found the courage to leave. But now it seemed she was afraid to make a decision.

A resigned sigh from her reticent friend made Cora’s heart jump in hopefulness. Eliska stood slowly and reached up to rub the muscles in the back of her neck. After a few moments, she looked at Cora then Sugar.

“Here is what I can commit to,” she began. “I promise to take some time and investigate this town, to see if I can set down roots and make a life.” Her gaze turned determined. “I’ll not compromise. I can’t. I want community, and I want a chance to have the life I used to have before—”

Glittering tears gathered in Eliska’s eyes as she couldn’t complete her sentence. But Cora didn’t need her to. She knew full well what the woman was about to say.

Cora cleared her throat. “Fair enough.”

Sugar sagged against the wall while she passed a hand over her forehead, pushing away the red curls grazing her delicate cheekbones. “I’m so relieved. I didn’t think I would be when you finally made a decision to stop, but the realization we won’t be leaving at dawn lifts a weight from my shoulders.”

Eliska used a handkerchief to dab at the tears escaping her large, brown eyes. “It may not be permanent. I’ve spent so many nights dreaming of this opportunity that it’s difficult to envision it coming true.”

With a spine that went rigid with determination, Cora said, “You have to imagine your dreams coming true. It’s the only way it’ll happen. You have to see it. And we’ll do whatever it takes to make your vision a reality.”

A wavering smile graced the lips of the silky-brown haired lady. “I know, and both of you will do beautifully in our pastry shop. Thank goodness Lou Ellen allowed us to bake. Without that concession, we’d never have been able to develop our skills.”

Cora lifted an eyebrow. “I don’t think yours were hurting for practice.”

Her friend’s happy expression grew. “No, but the cooking kept me sane.”

That it did. Cora’s sanity had remained intact, too. Never had she thought she’d spend her free time covered in flour, but she had. Because Eliska had become a person she trusted. And Sugar had been brought into their circle soon after their first foray into the kitchen.

It had been an odd routine for the entire establishment. Whores who baked. And the pastries they made were light, fluffy and dainty. Not at all the hard fare one might expect from women who’d been spending their nights fighting for their lives.

Their circumstances had made them doubtful of people and at times bitter. But Eliska had done everything in her power to remain ladylike as her mother had been before her. Sugar had worked hard to be happy, sunny almost.

Cora loved them for it, would fight madly for them to be able to maintain that gentility. She, herself, didn’t need a tender or happy life. She needed freedom. And if she never saw another man again, she would rejoice mightily and believe Heaven could be found on Earth.

“There’s a dance Saturday night,” Sugar announced, not covering the hopefulness in her tone. “I saw the advertisement on the window of the hotel.”

Eliska and Cora shared a look.

“I’m sure we could go. It said everyone is invited,” Sugar continued.

Everyone. The people of this town, Pike’s Run it was called, probably didn’t include whores in their “everyone”. But Sugar had never had the opportunity to attend a town social. Not a respectable one, anyway. And Sugar yearned for a normal life.

If Eliska didn’t want to settle here, and they continued to run, there was no guarantee Sugar would ever have the chance again. Cora spoke up before Eliska could veto the idea. “We’ll go. It’ll give us the opportunity to meet people, get a sense of what this town is like.”

While Sugar gasped in amazed and thankful delight, Eliska glanced at Cora. Her deep brown eyes showed hesitancy, but she said, “We’ll have to come up with a story. We’ll be three single women descending among them. There’ll be people bold enough to inquire who we are.”

Planning was Eliska’s strong suit. She always knew what needed to be taken care of and handled problems with a fairness Cora admired. If it were left up to her, Cora would take things as they came, dispatch the problems as she wanted to and not care how they affected others. Eliska and Sugar were slowly changing her into a person who wanted to show kindness instead of hardness.

“Well, we obviously can’t be sisters.” Cora gestured to her blonde hair. “We don’t look anything alike.”

“Sisters-in-law?” Sugar asked hopefully.

Eliska slowly shook her head. “No. We need to leave our names as they are. It would be better to keep as much truth as possible.”

With a nod, Cora said, “Then we’re friends.”

“Friends who met through our husbands,” Eliska added.

“Who died,” Sugar put in.

There was silence as they all thought about how their “husbands” would have known each other and died.

“They were miners in West Virginia,” Eliska finally said. “They died in a cave-in, and we left the cold state for a warmer climate and to escape the memories.” She narrowed her eyes as she continued to think. “After we sold our rings to help pay for our journey.”

A smile formed on Cora’s mouth. “Perfect.”

Sugar nodded. “Yes. I can remember that.”

They looked at each other, and Cora realized they were all smiling, and there wasn’t a flour-covered apron in sight.

Sugar’s curls bounced as she gave a little hop. “And now we’re going to a dance.”
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Jonas Boswell leaned against a post of one of the stalls in Northrup Walker’s barn on a clear Saturday evening. He watched people whirl to the music as he shared space on the sidelines with a few of his friends. Music wafted around him, its liveliness pulsing through his veins.

He wasn’t much for dancing, but he did enjoy a good party, so he remained where he was, sharing conversation and feeling easy with the moment.

Until one lady crossed his line of sight. And his mind went blank.

Her red curls shone in the lantern light. A dazzling, breath-stealing smile formed on her lips. Delicate curves filled the soft purple cotton of her dress.

His heart began to pound. Who was she? Someone’s niece? Cousin?

He swallowed as Beulah Taylor intercepted her and the two ladies with her. Beulah shook hands with the women, holding the redhead’s a little longer as she patted the top of it. Were they friends of Beulah’s?

Forcing measured breaths through his nose, Jonas fought the vibrations in his muscles. Charging over to the enchanting lady as if he were a bull would turn heads and probably frighten considerably the object of his undivided attention. Besides, tearing after a woman wasn’t something he wanted to do. After the death of his wife, attaching himself to a pretty piece of calico would be dangerous to his heart. With as much strength as he could muster, he willed control over the sudden emotions, and his pulse returned to a normal rate. However, his gaze refused to turn away.

Ebenezer Noblett walked up to the group of ladies, and Beulah offered introductions. After a few moments, and when the next song struck up, Ebenezer took the redhead onto the dance floor.

A twinge of jealousy gripped Jonas. Which was foolish since he didn’t even know the woman. He cleared his throat and tried to join back into the conversation swirling around him. The blacksmith was saying something about a horse auction in Houston.

“They got a mess of Quarter horses,” the man said. “I suspect they’re from the King Ranch.”

Jonas tried to listen to the blacksmith, but his attention kept straying to the couples skipping down the line. Whenever his gaze landed on her, his heart flipped inside his chest. He gave himself a mental shake. He didn’t want to feel anything for a woman; the death of his wife had nearly killed him. As he shoved his hands in his pockets, he turned his attention to the conversation.

“Gonna go down with the fellas from the Swingin’ A next week,” the blacksmith said to Jonas and Lawrence Wilkens. “Got to replenish my own stock.”

Light and lovely laughter broke Jonas’ concentration. He glanced again at the dancing and caught sight of the lady once more. Her sunny expression dazzled him, put the dozens of lantern lights to shame. Who was she? How long was she staying?

And did he really need the answers to those questions? Wouldn’t inquiring about her only raise people’s eyebrows? Since the death of his wife, he’d never paid attention to any single lady, even though well-meaning townsfolk had introduced him to their cousins, nieces and sisters.

He’d never been interested. His heart had died twelve years ago when he’d lost his wife of six months. Only six months. The short time still made his chest squeeze with pain.

Now, in the space of a second, his body stirred for a sparkling, enticing female. He took a calming breath and gave up on trying to follow the conversation. He shoved away from the post and headed outside for cooler air.

He found the Reverend Aidan Black and Thomas Miller standing near the edge of the waist-high wheat field.

“Evening, Jonas,” the reverend said. “Is it still hot in there?”

“Too hot,” Jonas lied. He stuffed his hands in his pockets. “What are y’all doing out here?”

Thomas shrugged. “Don’t really want to be inside. Too many women want to make me dance and have a good time.”

The general store owner’s comment caused Jonas to chuckle. “How’d you manage with three sisters? The way you act sometimes makes me wonder why you didn’t go insane or something.”

Thomas grinned. “Three reasons.” He counted them off by holding up his fingers. “One, brandy. Two, whiskey. Three, coffee.” He cocked his head. “Laced with bourbon.”

The good reverend laughed with gusto, and Jonas shook his head in mock dismay. “Should’ve guessed,” he said.

“It was hard to hide my fortifying practices,” Thomas explained, “and I only tried to hide them so they wouldn’t nag me about them.”

While Thomas spoke with irritation in his tone, there was also affection. The easily annoyed general store owner never went farther than the occasional bark.

“Do y’all know the three women who walked in earlier?” Jonas could have bitten off his tongue. Where in the hell had that come from?

Aidan removed his hat and ran his fingers through his hair. “Beulah brought them by the church yesterday morning as I was on my way out. A Mrs. Spencer, Mrs. Carter and Mrs. Fremont. Widowed. They arrived by train from Arkansas on Thursday. That’s all I know.”

Jonas switched his gaze to Thomas, who shrugged. “Can’t say as I’ve seen them in the store,” Thomas told him. “Why?”

Damn it. This was exactly why he had ordered himself to keep his mouth shut. “Just curious. They seem cozy with Beulah.”

Thomas rolled his eyes while Aidan straightened and responded with, “I didn’t get the impression they were Beulah’s friends coming to visit.”

“If they do know Beulah, I’m keepin’ clear,” Thomas vowed. He nudged Aidan. “Watch out, Rev. You might have more members in your charity meeting next week.”

Aidan’s lips twitched, then he gave a perfunctory nod. “I’m sure I’ll be happy to have them.”

A laugh came from Thomas, who slapped Aidan on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, Rev. You’re among friends.”

Aidan just shook his head while Jonas’ thoughts went back to the woman inside. Perhaps she hadn’t been as pretty as he remembered. Maybe he ought to see if he could get an introduction. Perhaps up close she wouldn’t be as enchanting.

Jonas linked his hands behind his back and inwardly berated himself for his foolishness. Exactly what was his baser nature trying to convince him to do? He had to remember Mary and the pain her death had caused him.

But...if seeing the redhead again might lower her effect on him, it would be worth it to ignore his will. As he warred with himself, Thomas talked about some contraption he had received in his last shipment. Again Jonas had trouble following the conversation. He kept picturing bouncing red curls and sparkling eyes.

Damn it all to Hell.

“I’m going back inside,” Jonas said, uncaring if he sounded rude.

Neither man said a thing as he turned on a heel. When he entered through the open doors, he scanned the twirling couples and didn’t see her anywhere. His breath stilled. Had she left?

He should leave. Looking for her was a bad idea. He pivoted back to the doors and ran smack dab into the enchantress.

* * *
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SUGAR GASPED WHEN A heavily muscled body rammed into her. She lost her footing, but a strong hand clamped on her upper arm and pulled her upright. After a vigorous shake of her head, she looked up into warm, brown eyes.

A man stood in front of her, near enough that she felt his body heat. His fingers were solid as they gripped her arm. Fear crept up her spine. He was close. Too close.

He swallowed, then backed up a step and let go of her. “I beg your pardon,” he mumbled.

His cheeks grew ruddy, and her fear left as fast as it had come upon her. He was embarrassed, perhaps shy, even. A need to set him at ease replaced her disquiet. She wanted this place to be her new home, and more than likely she would see this man again. It was probable he was married, and to someone she might be friends with one day.

She schooled her features into what she hoped was a relaxed and open expression. “There’s no need to apologize. I wasn’t watching where I was going.” She held out a hand. “Mrs. Sugar Fremont. I just arrived in town.”

He glanced at her offering then back at her face. Slowly he fit his palm in hers. A jolt of sensation sparked within her, and shock almost overtook the calm she’d managed to cultivate. It took every ounce of willpower not to stare at their joined hands.

He released her, and the loss of his touch made her fingers seem empty.

“Jonas Boswell, ma’am. Nice to meet you.”

She recognized the name. “You’re a carpenter. I saw your shingle on Main Street.”

He nodded once. “Yes, ma’am. Been here almost thirteen years now.”

With a lift of her hand, she indicated Eliska, who stood talking with a lady not too far from them. “We might need your services soon. My friends and I have plans to open a bakery.”

His brow lifted. “Well, that sounds interesting. I like sweets.”

She thought she detected a slight smile at the corner of his mouth. “You’ll certainly like Eliska’s, I promise.”

After he gave her a polite nod, a sense of awkwardness prevailed. She bit her lip, unsure of how to leave him without appearing rude. He continued to watch her, but then he seemed to realize he was staring. He cleared his throat and glanced over her shoulder before saying, “I’m pleased to meet you. I’d be glad to help you and your friends should you have construction needs.”

She murmured a reply, only slightly aware she even responded. As he tipped his hat and walked away, she couldn’t help but watch him go. He’d seemed nervous around her. Which had never happened to her before.

A little surprised, she continued to see his face in her mind’s eye as she walked over to where Eliska stood. What had she done to make him nervous? She was usually considered the approachable one. And she’d been told her personality was welcoming. Which had unfortunately won her company most evenings.

Ugly memories intruded, but she forced them away. A new beginning was upon her, and her past would not be a part of her any longer. She pasted on a smile for Eliska and her acquaintance.

“Sugar,” Eliska said as she approached. “This is Mrs. Alice Lonnigan.”

As Sugar shook hands with the woman, Eliska continued. “She’s confident Morrison Financial will give us a loan for our bakery.”

Excitement leapt in Sugar’s breast, and her lips widened in happiness. “Well, that’s wonderful. You believe the owner will appreciate our business and see the benefits?”

Mrs. Lonnigan nodded, her dark tendrils sweeping gracefully around her face. “Mr. Morrison provides financial assistance to sound investments. I highly doubt he’ll turn you away.”

Sugar looked at Eliska’s hopeful expression and couldn’t help but giggle. “I don’t know why, but it makes me even more nervous. Should we set an appointment with him?”

“You’ll want to speak to Abe Calloway first. He schedules Mr. Morrison’s time.” Mrs. Lonnigan’s face held eager lines. The woman, whoever she was, seemed to want to help them.

Eliska asked more questions, and Sugar listened intently. But she wondered where Cora was. Had she had the opportunity to meet Mrs. Lonnigan? While keeping an ear tuned to the conversation, Sugar scanned the dancing. She didn’t see Cora anywhere.

A twinge of unease centered in Sugar’s stomach. Had some man—

She gave herself a mental shake. No. They weren’t at Lou Ellen’s. They were among respectable folk, in an environment where children were running about. Cora was fine. In fact, she was probably outside, escaping all the people.

The worry in her stomach dissipated. Sugar turned back to the intent discussion between Eliska and Mrs. Lonnigan. However, as soon as she did, an image of Mr. Boswell came to mind. She doubted she would forget that he’d been nervous around her. It was...sweet.
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Chapter Three
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Cora looked up at the night sky and watched the stars twinkle. An odd feeling came upon her, and she twitched her lips as she tried to identify the emotion. Music drifted toward her as she strolled along the dirt path leading to the barn. Horses and wagons were lined up to the left of her. The animals’ heads bowed as they chewed softly on the grass.

She couldn’t remember a night when she’d felt safe. Free. Was this peace? Or was she fooling herself, hoping for something she could never have? If she could be sure no one was watching, she’d raise her arms to the Heavens and cry out in delight. Which was silly. And when had she ever been silly?

When she was a child? Maybe. But her memories of family were limited, dreamlike. She’d lost whatever kin she’d had by the age of three, and as they usually did, pangs of regret at that memory gripped her. Why did she continue to torture herself by conjuring a past of which she had no recollection? She had to stop wondering what might have been. Aches over lost years only served to keep her from enjoying her future.

She was twenty-one and still couldn’t seem to understand that her misfortunes shouldn’t be allowed to rule her life. Here she was, finally independent, finally snatching moments of quiet, and she mused again on her plight.

Frustrated with herself, she shoved away the memories and looked back at the stars. Had there ever been a night so clear? Where happiness seemed obtainable?

A curse startled her. She whipped toward the sound and found a man halfway under a wagon. His dark form shifted as if he was looking for something. Should she help him? Before Cora could decide, he scooted backwards then rose to his feet and found her watching him.

“Evening,” he commented. “Just looking for my cigarette pouch.”

Cora couldn’t discern his features in the dark, but he struck a match and light flared. Brown hair framed an angled jawline. A sharp gaze sparked in the brief illumination, but it was impossible to determine the color of his eyes.

As he set the flame against his cigarette, she turned back to the crude dirt path.

“You new in town?” he asked.

Warnings went off in her head. It was a harmless question, but she’d been the receiver of that type before, and they’d always ended in her fending off a man’s advances. Of course, that was before she’d ended up at The Twisted Fairy with Lou Ellen Berkley, where thwarting men would have gotten her thrown out into the street.

But she couldn’t not respond. Besides, this was a different environment. “I am.”

He blew out a puff of smoke. “I figured. I’m Thomas Miller. I own the general store in town.”

Her shoulders eased. She hadn’t realized she’d been tensing. “Cora Ann Carter.”

The light from the end of his cigarette allowed her to see him grin. “Pretty name.”

“Thanks. Wish I could say the same to you.”

His bark of laughter was barely heard as she wondered where the smart remark had come from. While she enjoyed baiting people, she’d never done so with men.

“What’s wrong with my name? Never had any complaints before.”

Truthfully, she had no idea. So, she could only shrug. “Just making conversation, I guess.”

“By insulting me after I paid you a compliment?”

Again she shrugged, but this time a slow smile broke over her lips. “Maybe you’re a man in need of insulting.”

He lifted his hand, holding his smoke aloft. “Because of this?”

She shook her head.

“Well, that’s interesting,” he commented. “My sisters would say otherwise.”

“Your wife doesn’t mind?”

He chuckled. “I’m not married, darlin’, and I don’t plan on gettin’ married.”

For some reason, she wasn’t irritated by the endearment he’d just used. But, of course, he hadn’t meant it as one. “I’m thinking that’s probably a good idea for you.”

Now he hooted with laughter. “Hell, you know how to sling ’em, don’t you?”

After pushing her braid over her shoulder, she shook her head at her behavior. “Not usually. You’re a perfect stranger.”

“I guess I just bring out the worst in you,” he offered.

She could only shrug again. “Well, enjoy your evening.”

“You, too, Cora Ann Carter.”

When he said her name, a thrill ran up her spine. Which was silly. In fact, the whole interchange had been silly. Perhaps the realization freedom was hers was changing her personality. Not wanting that to be true, she picked up the pace and walked briskly away from Thomas Miller and whatever that exchange had been.

* * * *
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ELISKA SEARCHED THE crowd for Cora and found her entering through the open double doors. She gripped Sugar’s elbow and propelled her forward. “There she is. I’m anxious to get started.” As they walked over, Cora locked eyes with them.

“This might be the place,” Eliska said, and was glad when her words caused Cora to perk up.

“Oh?”

“I met a lady tonight, a Mrs. Alice Lonnigan. She has a college degree and is married to the sheriff. We spoke at length about Pike’s Run and the people here.” Eliska’s heart was pounding so hard, she was afraid she might have an attack before she told Cora everything. This town could really be the home she craved.

“She introduced me to the bank’s secretary this evening, and we have a meeting with Mr. Morrison of Morrison Financial Monday afternoon.” Eliska knew if her grin was any wider, her face might break.

Cora’s brow hit her hairline. “Are you serious? Just like that?”

“Just like that. I’d like to get back to the hotel. We must write out our plans for our business. I wonder if Mrs. Taylor would allow us to use her kitchen to bake a few things for Mr. Morrison.”

“A wonderful idea,” Sugar broke in. “He should be able to sample what we’re going to offer. It’ll help him believe we’ll be good at this.”

Eliska could barely fathom their fortune. She’d dreamt of this for five years, had continually quelled moments of despair it would ever happen. Clinging to an ounce of determination while living as a whore had nearly sapped her strength. Now, her hopes were almost within her grasp, and nothing was going to stop her. “Let’s go,” Eliska said. “I want to get started.”

They left the party and headed for the buggy they’d rented from the livery. Cora had a good sense of direction, so she drove them back into town.

“Certainly y’all won’t expect me to talk?” Sugar asked. “We all know I’m not a business type of woman.”

“If you would trust yourself, you’d see you’re able to do more than you realize,” Eliska argued, though without any irritation in her tone. With Lou Ellen as a mother, it would take Sugar time to rise from the person she thought she was.

These next years, being free to make their own way, would hopefully show Sugar who she really was. Eliska was determined to make their lives better. They were sisters. No, better than that. They were sisters by choice and, together, would reach the happiness they deserved.

Before her mother died, Eliska remembered gatherings, sunshine and involvement. She wanted those days back and had already taken steps toward her goal. On Wednesday she would join the Women’s Guild, helping them with charitable acts. Her heart swelled painfully. She’d been waiting so long for this opportunity, and now that it was here, she could barely believe it.

“Don’t you think we ought to look for a building that’s already established? It would take longer to build a new one,” Cora inserted the point into the conversation.

“Mrs. Lonnigan said there’s a vacant store next to Forrester’s Tailoring,” Eliska explained. “We should pass it on the way to the hotel.”

When they reached the center of town, Cora slowed the horses and walked them down Main Street. It was difficult to read the signs in the dark, but when they passed the gazebo on the corner of the courthouse square, Eliska spotted the shingle for Forrester’s. She patted Cora’s hand. “Here. Stop here.”

Cora turned the horses toward the boardwalk then pulled sharply on the reins and set the brake. They jumped down and stepped onto the planks in front of the store.

Giving the buildings a good scan, Eliska found where Forrester’s Tailoring probably ended. The vacant building butted up against the clothing shop, and there was a door with windows on either side. “I think this is it,” Eliska said. She leaned forward and set her hands against the glass, trying to see inside. Cora and Sugar did the same.

The night was too dark. “I can’t tell what it looks like,” Eliska said. “Maybe Mr. Morrison will know. I wonder if he owns the building.”

Cora stepped away from the windows. “Let’s get back to the hotel and start writing out our plans and questions. Then we’ll see if we can speak with Mrs. Taylor tomorrow.”

Eliska nodded. “I remember seeing her at seven this morning. Hopefully, she’ll keep early hours every day, as well.”

As they climbed back into the buggy, Eliska’s mind raced with points to make at the meeting with Mr. Morrison. She was ready for this. She would make this happen.

Hastily, she closed her eyes and said a prayer for many things. Hopefully, the Lord would favor her and what she wanted to do. It was so much more than a pastry shop. It was her future and the saving grace for her friends. She wanted it as much for them as she did for herself.

Cora and Sugar were the only people who mattered in her life, and she would do everything in her power to give them happiness, ease and freedom. Her heart thudded hard in her breast as she hoped with all her might Mr. Morrison was as fair as Mrs. Lonnigan promised.

* * * *
[image: ]


AS SOON AS THE HOTEL kitchen opened for breakfast Sunday morning, Eliska, with her friends in tow, met Mrs. Taylor at the front desk. Hopefully the woman would grant them access to her supplies, ovens and stoves.

After a brief explanation of their plans and needs, and a promise to pay her for the ingredients they used, Mrs. Taylor appeared pleased. “Of course, you must have use of our wares,” she said, her round face wreathed with excitement. “To have a pastry shop in town is very fashionable. I’d say Houston society would see it as a boon, and that might bring more attention to our town.”

Another task handled. Eliska felt as if she’d added one more triumph in her quest.

Monday morning dawned, and Eliska, Cora and Sugar descended the stairs to the lobby, anxious to begin. A bustling Mrs. Taylor rounded the corner of the front desk to greet them, her ruffles swishing and shaking with each step she took. They followed the plump woman toward the back of the hotel, their strides swift and ready. As they entered the kitchen, Eliska was astounded by the supplies available. A great cast iron range sat in the center of the back wall, flanked by two smaller ones.

The cook started flapping his arms at Mrs. Taylor. “What is this, sil vous plait? Why have you brought these females into my kitchen?”

Taken aback by the man’s French accent, Eliska could only pause and stare at the large, beefy, mustachioed chef.

“Do be quiet,” Mrs. Taylor admonished him. “Your fussings and fumings will do you no good.”

The man sulked and cursed, in French no less, and stormed back to his stove.

Mrs. Taylor faced Eliska, her expression one of welcome. “Make use of what you want. If Claude gets in your way, just shove him over. He’s never serious in his irritation.”

Eliska bit her lip but nodded. This was not the time to allow twinges of fear to intrude. “Thank you, Mrs. Taylor.”

The proprietress nodded then left them to themselves. With a last look at the grumbling cook, Eliska turned to her friends. “Well, let’s get started.”

Sugar and Cora rolled up their sleeves, while Eliska started giving directions. Soon they were up to their elbows in dough and icing. Eliska’s mother had been from Czechoslovakia and had taught her much about the art of pastry making. Some of the items they baked were variations from her mother’s lessons, and others were exactly as she’d taught.

Tears gathered in Eliska’s eyes as a mixture of emotions clouded her intensity. The memories were both painful and sweet. At what point had she ever expected to be cooking her mother’s recipes without a veil of darkness surrounding her? Truthfully, Eliska had always pretended her confidence because...well, she’d had to, or she would have gone insane.

When the baked goods came out of the oven as golden brown pieces of perfection, the Frenchman let out a litany of more curses. She wished she knew how to tell the man she didn’t expect to be a threat to him. But perhaps she should hope she would be. His customers would be hers as well, and certainly a French chef knew his way around dessert.

Deciding she couldn’t worry about her competition, Eliska grabbed a basket. Quickly she slid the hot and fluffy treats inside, then she and her partners headed back upstairs to change. In no time they were sitting outside Mr. Morrison’s office. Sugar gnawed on her lower lip. Cora’s leg bounced consistently. Eliska sat ramrod straight, doing everything in her power to appear calm and collected.

When they were admitted into the room by the man himself, Eliska realized she needn’t have worried so much. The bank president had kind and wise eyes behind attractive spectacles, and he dove right into the items they’d brought.

With a mouth full of lightness, he said, “Ladies, if everything else you make is as good as what you’ve presented here, I don’t care a whit about your business plan.” He blushed. “Sorry for speaking with my mouth full.”

Eliska smiled. “No apology necessary. We consider it a compliment our food has made you forget your manners.”

He held out his hand. “However, let’s have a look.”

Without gulping, though she desperately wanted to, Eliska handed over the outline they’d worked up. Mr. Morrison looked it over, his eyes moving slowly. She doubted he missed a word.

“You want to buy the vacated cobbler shop?”

Not that they’d known it had been a shoemaker’s, but Eliska nodded anyway. “It should serve our purposes to start.”

“You’ve seen the inside?”

“No, but we’ll make it work.”

He nodded then leaned over and opened a drawer to withdraw some keys. “Let’s go take a look.”

As Eliska had anticipated, he did own it. They left the office and walked to the store being considered. After unlocking the door, Mr. Morrison opened it and allowed them to go in first.

The place was filthy, but it had a service counter ten feet from the front door and two storage rooms that could be connected to form a kitchen. It would need cabinets and paint and a slew of other things, but Eliska thought it the most beautiful building she’d ever laid eyes on. In that moment, she remembered the panic as she’d ripped up floorboards while The Twisted Fairy blazed around her. It had been madness to retrieve the money they’d painstakingly saved. Thank God she’d braved the fire rather than let their dreams go up in smoke, too.

“It’s perfect,” she breathed.

“I suppose you’ll allow us time to set everything up before expecting our first payment,” Cora said from behind her.

“Of course,” Mr. Morrison said. “We’ll have monthly updates, though, to see how you’re faring and utilizing the money we loan you.”

Eliska’s breath stilled in her chest. The man spoke as if the loan was a guarantee. Slowly, she turned to face him. “Are you agreeing to the plan we’ve brought you?”

He shook his head. “Not completely.”

In one second, her hopes plummeted to her feet.

“I believe you need a little more than what you’re asking for, but I won’t raise the interest rate you’ve requested in order to give it to you.”

Sugar gasped. “Oh, truly, Mr. Morrison? You believe in us that much?”

“Ladies, my decision was made at the first heavenly bite.” He winked.
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Chapter Four
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On an unfortunately hot and humid Tuesday afternoon, Thomas, the owner of the general store, leaned against the service counter as he scribbled in his account book. A few people milled about the aisles, filling baskets with items. He glanced at the total he’d just figured, and gratification swept through him. He continued to do well in his business. Of course, just about everyone needed to patronize his shop.

The bell tinkled over the door. When he looked up, three women entered. The blonde met his gaze directly, and the look was so forthright, he straightened. A sudden feeling of recognition came over him, and he wondered if this was the woman from the dance three days ago. The one who hadn’t cared for his name.

“Good afternoon,” the female in the lead offered with a very no-nonsense tone. “Are you Mr. Miller?”

After he switched his attention to the brown-haired woman, he said, “I am. Can I help you with something?”

“I’m Mrs. Eliska Spencer, and this is Mrs. Sugar Fremont and Mrs. Cora Ann Carter. We’re opening a bakery in the establishment that used to be the cobbler’s, and we need to order several ranges and numerous kitchen supplies.”

Shock practically nailed his tongue to the roof of his mouth. He hadn’t expected that to be the request. The last time he had filled an order as large as these ladies would need had been for Beulah Taylor and her Royal Hotel.

As he cleared his throat, trying to get his brain to function, he reached for a catalogue detailing varieties of cast iron cook stoves. He flipped through the pages. “They have different sizes,” he said, his mind spinning with what he needed to remember in order to help these ladies.

When he looked up, he locked gazes with the blonde. Mrs. Cora Ann Carter. But the reverend had said the new ladies in town were all widowed. The corner of her mouth was curled up in a challenging expression. He was struck with the realization that she knew he was floundering. He almost scowled at her.

Forcing himself to turn back to Mrs. Spencer, he pushed the magazine toward her. “You’ll have to order from St. Louis. It’ll take about a month for the shipment to come in. It’ll come by train.”

The women crowded around the pages. He stepped away and let females do what they did best—talk and shop. As he stood and waited for them to come to a decision, he tried to keep his eyes from straying to the blonde. Cora Ann Carter.

She was pretty. On the night of the dance he’d been unable to determine anything beyond her height and the sharpness of her tongue. Now he knew she was blue-eyed with curves that should be illegal. Every line of her was seductive, from the turn of her cheek to the nip of her waist to the rounding of her hips. He took a deep breath then let it out slowly.

It seemed an eternity before Mrs. Spencer began asking him questions about specifications, shipping and total cost. He kept his answers short, unused to his thinking being muddled because he found a woman desirable. If Mrs. Carter would just back up a few steps, he might be able to breathe normally.

“We’ll take three of the larger ranges.” Mrs. Spencer looked at her companions. “That ought to do us. I believe there’s enough space along the wall for us to order more should our business show the need.”

Mrs. Fremont nodded while Mrs. Carter made an acknowledgement by turning that bright blue gaze on him and asking, “Will you supervise the arrival of our order?”

His throat was almost too dry to answer her. Hell and double damn. “I will.” The words came out sharper than he’d intended, but she didn’t seem taken aback or amused by the abruptness of his tone. And why would she be? She didn’t know him at all, and he knew almost nothing of her.

“Well, shall we put pencil to paper, then?” Mrs. Spencer asked.

He pulled out an order form and started writing. As he was bent over his task, Mrs. Spencer said, “Why don’t y’all head on over to the carpenter. I’ll finish here.”

He didn’t look up as the women left the store, but when the door shut behind them
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