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Synopsis: A biracial woman from the
south decides to go to a rancher in Colorado, but she hasn’t told
him she’s half black. At the train station she is devastated when
he thinks an obnoxious southern belle is the bride he has gone
there to meet. He lets his intended stay at his ranch until she
decides what to do, and things become very interesting from that
point forward.

 


 


Opal cast a sidelong look at the girls
just across the aisle and smoothed the skirt of her travel dress.
Even if she closed her eyes, she could never pretend that the
sturdy serge bore any resemblance to the soft shimmer of the other
girls’ dresses. Nor would her skin ever attain that pale, pampered
look that was in every magazine she had ever looked at.

No, no one would ever mistake Opal
Lincoln for a pampered miss who had never done anything more
tedious than needlepoint, or strenuous than dancing at the latest
ball. Not with her callused hands and tanned skin.

But just once, just for this one day,
Opal let herself wish that she could look like stylish girls across
from her, because today was special.

Today she was getting
married.

At the last train stop, she had gone
into the waiting room, freshened up her hair, and washed her face.
She couldn’t do anything about the plain dress or weathered skin,
but she could style her hair like the other girls. For that, she
could thank her father . . . if she knew who he was.

 


 


Her mother never talked about her years
as a slave. It was as if her life had begun on January 1, 1863. It
was only through others that Opal learned what her mother had lived
through as an ‘upstairs maid’. It was a common placement for
light-skinned slave women, especially if she was pretty as well.
Opal’s mother had been a true beauty by anyone’s
standards.

She had inherited none of her mother’s
looks beyond the light skin. Short and plump, she had never gotten
the attention from men that her mother had. Not that her mother had
ever encouraged the attention. Most of the time she fled from
it.

“Maize,” she had said, “mos’
men see women as an object of pleasure, pretty to look at and fun
to hold. You make sure when you fin’ a man to love, you make sure
he c’n comman’ your respect, not your fear. Ain't love to be afraid
or to be forced to do things agains’ your will. That’s bein’ a
slave, and you ain't nobody’s slave. You be strong in yourself and
someday a strong man’ll come along and together, you’ll make
somethin’ stronger yet. Don’t you forget, Opal.”

 


 


And, she hadn’t forgotten. But now,
Mama was dead. She had worked hard for twenty years to make sure
that Maize had decent clothes and schooling. But it was no good.
Her mama’s people didn’t want her because she looked white and
could read and write. The white people didn’t want her because even
though she looked like them, they knew it was only
skin-deep.

There was no place, no job, and no
respect for a half-breed.

The pittance that Mama had saved up
over the years was long gone. Maize had managed to get odd jobs
here and there, but her very existence made too many people
uncomfortable. She was a living symbol of a vanished way of life.
One group wished to go back; the other group wished to
forget.

She was the reminder that neither could
forgive.

Still, Opal had remembered, until
hunger gnawed at her belly with a near constant ache. Being strong
did not feed the belly, having respect did not pay the rent. So she
had answered an advertisement.

Wanted, Southern woman between the ages
of 18 and 22 to wed successful Colorado rancher. Must be in good
health and good humor. Must be educated and versed in all womanly
arts.

She had answered the ad and received a
reply. Now she was on her way to Colorado and in a mere hour or
two, she would meet the man who would be her husband. She hoped
Mama wouldn’t be too disappointed.

“La Junta, next stop, La
Junta.” The conductor made his way through the train car. He tipped
his hat to the young women across the aisle making them titter
behind open fans. Opal sniffed pointedly. Their dresses might be
the latest fashion and the prettiest fabric, but the lack of
manners reminded her that pretty dresses were no replacement for
courtesy.

One of the women looked over at the
unspoken rebuke as she stood to gather her things. The woman’s
forget-me-not eyes examined Opal from the top of her homemade hat
to the toes of her scuffed shoes. Opal squared her shoulders and
refused to shrink from the other woman’s gaze.

“Well look here, Jane
Ellen.” The woman’s soft southern drawl did nothing to disguise the
scorn in her tone. “It seems we have a little mixed breed sharing
the car with us. Land sakes, if I had known that, I would have
demanded we be moved to a different car.”

“Are you sure, Annabelle?
She looks white to me.” The other woman peered over Annabelle’s
shoulder, her eyes wide.

“Why of course I’m sure,
dear heart. Just look at her, that brown skin, that frizzed
hair...” Annabelle leaned closer, “But when you really want to know
for sure, all you have to do is sniff. I declare, Papa never could
figure out how to get rid of that slave stench. Poor things smell
worse than pigs.”

Jane Ellen sniffed tentatively. “I
don’t smell anything.”

“Bless your heart, honey, of
course you don’t.” Annabelle patted her friend’s shoulder. “It’s
diluted in this one, but my papa taught me to sniff them out
anyway. He didn’t want me to mistake a mixed breed for a real
person.”

The train slowed to a stop in front of
a small station. One man leaned casually against the doorframe but
stood as the conductor opened the doors to release the passengers.
Maize waited until the car emptied of everyone but herself, Jane
Ellen, and Annabelle. The women stepped into the aisle and walked
toward the door but they stopped when she spoke.

“Yes, my mama was a slave
for most of her life, before she was freed.” Opal held Annabelle’s
startled gaze with her own. “She was treated like an animal and
stripped of every shred of dignity. But I would rather be the
daughter of a kind and generous freed slave than the mean spirited
daughter of the creature who owned her.”

Annabelle’s mouth worked like a fish
gasping for water. Then she turned away and sailed from the
train.

Opal sat and tried to regain her poise.
She knew nothing would be solved by trading words with those who
refused to see any way but their own, but it never stopped her from
trying. Right now, she wanted to be at her best before meeting the
man she was to marry.

With a swift prayer heavenward, Opal
stood and left the train.

 


 


Annabelle had gotten over her
speechlessness quickly enough. She stood in the sun and seemed to
struggle to open her parasol, even though the shade of the building
was just steps away.

“Why ever won’t this silly
thing open? This sun will ruin my complexion.” Annabelle’s
performance might have been more believable if she hadn’t been
sending glances toward the young man. He was tall and lean but the
arms showing below the rolled up cuffs of his shirt showed forearms
corded with muscle. The wide brimmed hat on his head shielded his
eyes from view, but the exposed jawline looked square and
clean-shaven.

“Here, you can share mine,”
Jane Ellen offered.

Annabelle stepped away with a sharp
look at her friend. “Don’t be ridiculous, Honey. There simply isn’t
room for the two of us.”

Opal watched the drama play out with a
curled lip. She would rather die a spinster than resort to such
tactics to get a man. Like a moth to a flame, the one young man in
sight was drawn in.

“May I help you?” The man’s
accent had a twang that carried a hint of home. He strode over to
the women on long, denim-clad legs. Annabelle heaved a sigh and
handed the offending object to him. Opening the parasol with an
unsurprising lack of effort, he handed it back to Annabelle’s
profuse thanks.

“Oh thank you kind sir. I
don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t come to my rescue.
The sun is so much stronger out here than back home in Charleston.”
Annabelle waved her fan vigorously. “I feel so . . .”

Opal sneered at the other woman’s
well-practiced swoon. No doubt, it had served her well in the past.
It served her well now as the young man swept her up and carried
her to an empty bench beside the station. Jane Ellen followed
along, fluttering like a nervous bird. Opal just shook her head and
walked toward the station with her worn out carpetbag. She would
ask the stationmaster if he knew the whereabouts of her
husband-to-be, Mr. Cole Anderson.

The stationmaster stood at the baggage
car having an animated discussion with the attendant, so Opal set
her bag down inside the station to wait. From where she stood, she
could just see Annabelle and her besotted admirer. Watching them
was proving to be a better show than one she had seen given by a
troupe of traveling actors when she was a girl. Annabelle could
make a name for herself with that kind of acting.

“Thank you again, sir. You
are so kind.” Annabelle fluttered her long lashes and laid a gloved
hand on the man’s arm. “You are so strong, lifting me just as if I
were nothing but a child.”

“It was nothing, ma’am. I’m
glad I was there to help. You could have hurt yourself, falling
like that.” The man sat beside her on the bench, blocking Opal’s
view of the other woman. He took Annabelle’s hand in his own,
holding it as though it were something precious. The man must be
naïve to let himself be taken in by that woman. “Can I get you
something else, a drink perhaps? Do you have friends here, or
perhaps . . .?”

The man paused in mid-sentence making
Opal look closer at him.

“Are you perhaps Opal
Lincoln?” He stared down at the puzzled Annabelle with a look of
wonder.

Opal snapped to attention. No. No, it
could not be.

“Of course not.” Annabelle
snapped before remembering her role as the helpless female. “Why
no, my name is Annabelle Shafer. I’ve come out to visit my aunt and
uncle. Do you know them, Douglas and Ida Shafer? Perhaps you could
out for a visit.”

“Are you sure you’re not
Miss Lincoln?” The discouragement on his face would have been
laughable if Opal’s heart hadn’t dropped to her toes. She stepped
through the doorway of the station and stared up at the man who was
supposed to be the one she would marry.

“I am Miss Lincoln. I assume
you are Mr. Anderson.” Opal hoped he would respond with a negative,
but his look said different.

This had to be a nightmare.

Apparently, he thought so, too. He
undertook the same top to bottom glance that Annabelle had on the
train, but without the active disgust. His look just held doubt and
bitter disappointment.

Well, on that point, they were in
agreement.

“You . . .” He didn’t finish
the sentence.

“Could someone please tell
me what is going on.” Annabelle had given up her pretense at
weakness and flounced to her feet with hands on hips. “And how dare
you speak to your betters?”

This last sentence was directed toward
Opal as Annabelle drew her skirts farther away. Both people ignored
her.

“You are Opal Lincoln, but I
asked for a southern woman.” Cole Anderson took a step back and
shook his head. “You are not what I was expecting.”

“You thought all southern
women are like her?” Opal nodded toward the glowering Annabelle. “I
can assure you I’m not, but I am from the south, born and raised. I
have an excellent education and am skilled in many areas. I believe
that fulfills all your requirements.”

“Can someone please talk to
me? Opal, if that is your name, why don’t you make yourself useful
and go collect my bags. That is all your kind is good for anyway.”
Annabelle tucked her hand into the crook of Cole’s arm. He didn’t
move away.

“I will tell you what is
going on,” Opal said. She kept her head high, but inside, her heart
was aching. Not because of the loss of Cole Anderson, she was no
happier with him than he was with her. No, her heart was aching
because she had not listened to her mother’s advice and had paid
the price.

“I answered Mr. Anderson’s
advertisement for a mail-order-bride. I fit all his requirements
and an agreement was made. Now I am here, a thousand miles from
home and it looks like I made the trip for nothing.” Opal gripped
the handle of her bag until the knuckles went white. “It seems that
I will have to make other arrangements.”

She turned and walked away with as much
dignity as she could muster. The stationmaster and baggage
attendant were watching with wide eyes as she stalked
by.

“Wait.” Cole caught up to
her before she reached the end of the platform and grabbed her arm,
whirling her around. “You can’t just walk away like
that.”

“Why not? It is clear to me
that a marriage between us would not work. Therefore, you have no
further say in what I do.” Opal refused to look at him, instead
staring over his shoulder at the dusty town. It was small and
unprepossessing as it baked away under the unrelenting sun. How
would she ever find a job in such a place?

“Marriage or not, I brought
you out here and I hold myself accountable.” Cole frowned down at
her. The unexpected intensity in his voice had her looking up at
him. From this close, she could see under the shade of his hat that
his eyes were brown and piercing. “You have nowhere to go and I
assume no money to go anywhere else, so that makes me
liable.”

“Thank you, but I am well
able to
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