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Synopsis

Royal Duval is the pride of her grandfather, Duke,
from whom she learned all about faith, ambition, and women. After
her father passed, Royal inherited his part of the family business:
running bootleg whiskey. The back roads of Georgia had been perfect
for the dissemination of the much sought after illegal elixir until
the local Baptist minister, Abraham Porter, decided to make
prohibition his mission, and Royal the target of his evangelical
wrath.

Lovey Porter, Abraham’s daughter, is the living
embodiment of chaste beauty, until she meets the charmingly
handsome Royal Duval. Their growing attraction for each other
challenges every belief that Lovey holds dear and calls into
question every truth she felt sure was absolute. Even if she must
defy her father, in the end, Lovey has to find her own path to
faith and love. She alone must decide whether that path leads to
Royal.
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Chapter One

Lovey pushed through the screen door onto the
somewhat uneven boards of the long front porch. The air, warm and
damp, carried the scent of honeysuckle. A chorus of jubilant
cicadas cut across the shadows from the dense greenery that
surrounded her father’s house. She stepped off the porch, and sharp
tips of grass sorely in need of a trim tickled her ankles and the
tops of her feet just below the buckled strap of her shoes as she
crossed the lush lawn.

The radio had entertained her for a while, its
glowing dial flickering like a lit candle in the darkening room,
but even Glenn Miller’s orchestra couldn’t hold Lovey’s attention.
Her legs began to ache for movement, like some itch she couldn’t
quite scratch. She’d checked the kitchen clock before leaving the
house. Ten thirty. Late by some standards, but Lovey decided to
take a walk anyway.

Any autos that traveled the dirt road in front of her
father’s place were long gone by this hour. All was quiet except
for the tree frogs and cicadas. The complete darkness might have
scared some women, but not Lovey. She felt consoled by the
darkness, feeling some kinship for the black expanse overhead, as
it seemed to echo the darkness she’d been laboring under for the
past few months. Darkness felt familiar.

Her father, Reverend Abraham Edwards, was attending
some clandestine Baptist deacon’s meeting the next county over, and
she wasn’t sure when he’d return. She’d been alone in the house
since early afternoon, moving restlessly from room to room before
finally settling in the reading room, near the large oak-encased
radio.

Having only just found herself in a situation where
she was forced to once again live in her father’s strictly run
household, Lovey chafed to have her freedom back. Not only that,
she missed the life she’d found and lost. She missed George
terribly. Was it just a year ago that she’d lost him? The autumn
that followed the summer of 1938 was a blur of burial arrangements,
grieving, adjustments, and transition. And now 1939 had arrived and
was half spent before she’d hardly noticed.

Not only did she mourn for George, she longed for
Chicago and the friends she’d made while they were there. They’d
huddle for hours debating politics, arguing about communism,
socialism, and even democracy. Once they tired of politics, the
conversations would turn to poetry and literature. Those moments of
elevated discourse were now a faint memory as her life had come
crashing down around her and she’d been forced to return to the
rural South where the most riveting bit of news seemed to be a
shared recipe for peach cobbler or a particularly intricate quilt
pattern. With war rampant in Europe, the men in the community
seemed to vibrate with the expectation of it. The herald of its
coming moved through the air like static electricity, but Southern
women, if they had such concerns, seemed to keep silent on the
subject.

Her father had arranged an appointment as a teacher
in a rural, one-room schoolhouse. She would assume her post in
early September. Until then, the summer stretched in front of Lovey
like an endless loop that promised only heat, humidity, and her
father’s long-winded Sunday sermons, followed by covered dish
suppers on the church lawn.

Lovey reached the shoulder of the rural throughway
and turned left. The gravel crunching underfoot on the dusty road
reverberated in her ears like a percussion section for the chorus
of night creatures. Every now and then she kicked a stone off the
roadway into the tall grass just to see the grasshoppers take
flight.

She’d escaped after college, through marriage, to the
city, but fate had struck down her dreams and delivered her back
home. Only this wasn’t a home she’d ever known before. Her father
had been called to pastor this rural congregation only six months
prior to her return home. She’d forgotten what it was like to live
under the glass bubble as a minister’s daughter. Lovey was
practiced at saying the right thing, doing the right thing, and
knowing when to be seen and not heard, but that didn’t mean she
liked it. Out of respect for her father she’d agreed to play the
role of dutiful daughter to the best of her abilities. What choice
did she have as long as she was under his roof?

Lovey stopped for a moment to look up at the specks
of light piercing the blackness like pinholes from some brighter
place just beyond. A shooting star caught her eye as it burned away
in the atmosphere. Did she dare make a wish? Wishing would require
more faith than she felt she could muster at the moment, but maybe
she could conjure a glimmer of hope. Possibilities seemed limited,
but she could at least hope.

She hugged herself tightly and continued her
stroll.

❖

The wind from the open window whipped through Royal’s
hair. Driving fast with the windows down was one of her favorite
summer pastimes. The radio piped “Moonlight Serenade” through the
dark interior of the Ford sedan as she pulled the stick down into
third. Adrenaline surged through her body as the flathead V-8 hit
its stride along the straightaway of the freshly graded county
road. The occasional pop of a rock thrown by the tires banged
against the steel undercarriage disrespectfully intruding on Glenn
Miller’s smooth melody.

At this late hour, Royal Duval was usually trippin’ a
load of moonshine, but not tonight. She’d promised her cousin Ned
she’d run the car on a different course. Just to test a new
shortcut and the car, before making the run with a full load. Ned
wanted a ride-along, but Royal preferred to test drive alone. So
far, she liked the modifications he’d made on her stock ’39 Ford.
She’d use the word screamer if she didn’t think it’d go
straight to his head. The engine had been bored, fitted with three
carburetors, and extra helper springs in the suspension for runs
when she’d be carrying heavy liquid cargo to Hall County or farther
south to Atlanta.

It was a little past eleven o’clock, and Royal hadn’t
seen another car on the road since she left Highway Nine heading
back through Dawsonville toward the hills. The night was clear but
very dark. The circles of light provided her only visibility
preceding the Ford’s breakneck speed down the winding dirt road.
Royal downshifted and braked as she rounded a bend, throwing rocks
as the two-door sedan crossed the center point in the road. Just as
the headlights crested the blind curve, an apparition appeared at
the shoulder.

Damn! She jerked the wheel in an attempt to
miss the ghostly figure flash lit by the headlights.

As the heavy Ford slid through the turn, there was
just enough of a rut at the road’s edge to snag the front wheel,
hindering Royal’s ability to right the car’s trajectory. Time
seemed suspended as the auto skidded, bounced over the shoulder,
lost its center of gravity, and rolled down the slight grade on the
outside of the curve.

The throaty combustion of eight pounding cylinders
roared as the sedan’s tires left the ground in an airborne spiral.
Inside the car, Royal gripped the wheel with one hand and braced
her other hand against the high, curved roof, for a moment
suspended, weightless.


Chapter Two

Lovey saw the glow of headlights just seconds before
the sedan bore down on her. She heard a roar followed by a blinding
light. She stood frozen for an instant, rooted like a light-struck
deer, unable to move as the speeding sedan swerved to miss her. She
lunged off the road toward the steep embankment on the inside of
the curve just as the car veered away from her and tumbled down the
slight grade away from the road.

Lovey was lying against the damp earth. Her heart
beat wildly. It took another moment for her to gather her shocked
senses before she ran to the crest of the hill to look for the car.
From her vantage point, she could hear the engine sputter and
stall. And she could see the large dark sedan, in its upended
position, wheels spinning freely in a cloud of dust, the headlights
pointed skyward, illuminating nothing but tree branches.

Deftly and as fast as she could move over the now
rutted uneven turf, Lovey ran down to check the driver.

When she came along the side of the car she could
make out the shadowed silhouette of a struggling figure, hanging
upside down from the driver’s seat.

“Are you all right? Are you hurt?” Lovey asked. She
was slightly breathless from her quick descent and the fright of
almost being run over. Death by auto was certainly not the wish
she’d made, nor the possibility she’d been hoping for.

“I’m okay, but my foot is caught.”

It was dark in the car’s interior so Lovey couldn’t
make out details, but despite masculine clothing, the voice that
spoke sounded young, maybe even feminine. Lovey puzzled over this
as she jerked at the door handle a few times before getting it to
release. Once the door was open, she leaned inside.

“Let me help you.” It was so dark that Lovey was
having a hard time figuring out exactly how the driver was
stuck.

“My boot lace is wrapped around the brake, I think.
I’ve got a folding knife in my pocket. If you could get it then you
could cut me loose.” The driver was struggling to keep still,
balanced between the seat and the roof of the car. “If I let go I
might break my ankle from the weight, or worse, my neck.”

“I’m not reaching into some strange boy’s
trousers.”

“There’s no boy here unless you brought one with
you.” The stranger smiled, despite the circumstances, seemingly
amused by the mistaken identity.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I just assumed based on the way
you’re dressed—”

“How about we debate the finer points of fashion once
you cut me loose?”

Lovey was reluctant to undertake such an intimate
task as rummaging in the front pocket of some stranger’s trousers,
but she didn’t see any way around it. She thrust her fingers into
the driver’s pocket and felt around for the knife.

“Careful. I’m gettin’ a little excited.”

“What?” Lovey recoiled, exasperated. “Look, do you
want me to leave you hanging there or do you want my help?”

“I’m sorry, truly. It’s just all the blood is running
to my head. It’s making me punchy. Please cut me loose.”

Lovey reluctantly resumed her search. She found the
knife, then practically had to climb inside the car in order to
reach the foot pedals to cut the tangled bootlace.

The instant the tension on the cord was released, the
full weight of the driver collapsed against Lovey, and the two of
them tumbled out of the car in a heap. Lovey found herself suddenly
in contact with the trouser-clad young woman, the hem of her dress
askew and the woman’s head in her lap. She peered up at Lovey, a
dazed look in her eyes. Lovey felt the woman shiver against her,
despite the warm summer night. Obviously, in spite of her bravado,
the wreck had shaken her up. They didn’t touch, other than where
her head rested in Lovey’s lap, but the direct gaze that passed
between them sent a pulsing sensation through Lovey’s chest that
caused her to catch her breath.

The driver scooted back toward the side of the
upturned vehicle.

“Thank you.” The woman pushed a thick tuft of blond
hair back from her forehead. Her hands were trembling even though
she appeared to be trying to conceal that fact by rubbing them up
and down her thighs.

“You’re welcome. And I think you’re bleeding.” Lovey
watched as the woman touched her brow where blood was seeping from
a cut. The car’s headlights were still pointed up into the trees,
which offered a small amount of reflected light on the ground
below.

Lovey rose quickly, dusting off her dress, as the
stranger stood, swayed, and leaned back against the open car door.
“Maybe you hit the steering wheel,” Lovey said.

“Must have.”

“Are you hurt anywhere else?”

“I don’t think so.” She gave Lovey a slightly pained
look. “But I think I’m a little shaky on my feet.”

“Do you feel well enough to walk? I live very close.
Why don’t we walk back to my house and see about that cut over your
eye? Then we can call someone about your car.” Lovey offered the
invitation without really thinking through the possible
consequences of inviting a complete stranger back to her house. It
dawned on her that her father would likely not be home for another
hour, maybe two. But it was too late to recant the invitation
now.

“Thank you again. I’m Royal Duval, by the way.” Royal
extended a hand and then realized her palm was covered with blood,
which she wiped on her khaki trousers. “Sorry. I think I got blood
on your dress.”

Lovey looked down for the first time at the stain on
her dress where Royal’s head had landed. Those smudges along with
smears of red clay where she’d hugged the dirt embankment comingled
in such a way that a bystander might have surmised she’d been in
the crash along with Royal instead of watching it from the
roadway.

She sighed and wiped ineffectively at the dirt
smudges. “I’m Lovey Porter, and my father’s place is just back up
the road a few minutes. Come on.” Royal nodded, briefly turning to
switch off the headlights and retrieve the car key before shutting
the door and allowing Lovey to steer her up the hill by the
elbow.

Lovey marveled at the turn her evening had taken as
they trudged slowly back to the roadway. Royal stumbled, which
called Lovey back to the present moment. She put an arm around her
waist. “Should we stop for a minute?”

“No, I’m fine. Just a little shaken up. It’ll pass.”
Royal took in a deep breath and let it out. “I’ll be okay.”

Lovey removed her arm but kept it near Royal’s back
in case she faltered again.


Chapter Three

After a few initially wobbly steps, Lovey was pleased
that the walk back to the house was uneventful. Royal was probably
more frightened than she was willing to admit to a total stranger.
Lovey would have been surprised if she hadn’t been, given the
tumble she’d just taken. The light on the porch was still lit as
Lovey pulled the screen door open and motioned for Royal to
enter.

“Wait here for a minute while I turn on a light
inside.” Lovey moved past Royal and flipped a switch in the
kitchen. The light from the adjoining room cast a soft glow over
the foyer where Royal was still standing. Lovey ushered her into
the kitchen.

Royal was leaning against the sink, looking around as
Lovey moved closer. Standing in front of her, Lovey found herself
captivated by the bluest eyes she’d ever seen. Royal’s sun-kissed
skin and blond, short-cropped hair, in spots, almost bleached
white, no doubt from hours in the sun, set off her eyes perfectly.
Royal seemed to realize Lovey was studying her and self-consciously
attempted to tuck in her unruly shirttail. The white collared shirt
had marks and a few spots of blood on it now. It was loosely tucked
back into tan men’s trousers, held up by suspenders. Royal’s build
was slim, but not slight. Lovey thought the men’s clothes suited
her slender frame well.

Somehow, knowing the stranger she’d rescued from the
car was a woman, Lovey felt braver about the decision to bring her
back to the house. Royal was like no one she’d ever met before.
Lovey had to admit she was intrigued.

Emboldened, Lovey stepped closer still and reached to
brush the hair away from Royal’s forehead to get a better look at
the cut. Lovey noticed Royal flinch. She paused before actually
making contact. “Is it okay if I take a look?”

They were almost the same height. Royal might have
been an inch or two taller, and standing close the way they were at
the moment, their eyes locked and Lovey’s heart fluttered
unexpectedly. There it is again. What is that about?

Royal nodded in reply, and Lovey gently brushed the
errant bit of hair away from the wound.

❖

Royal’s skin tingled from the brush of Lovey’s
fingers. They were standing so close that when Royal released a
soft sigh, Lovey’s bobbed, wavy hair stirred around her soft
features. She’d been studying Royal with dark eyes, and the only
word Royal could call forth to describe the sensation was
exposed. After examining the still bleeding cut just above
her eyebrow, Lovey scrunched her nose and took a step back. Lovey
pushed her thick hair back from her face. Her hair was shorter than
the way most of the local girls wore theirs, cropped just at her
jawline, thick and full of waves. Lovey had the biggest, softest
brown eyes Royal had ever seen. The sort of bottomless pools a
person could get lost in. Her lips seemed to be perpetually turned
up just at the corners as if she’d just heard a good joke and
couldn’t wait to share it.

Her figure was slim with slight girlish curves. The
dress she wore hung loosely, the waistline dropping below her hips
just the way they wore them in magazines. Obviously, Lovey had
landed here from some other place than the hills and hollows of
Dawson County. For surely had she existed here previously, Royal
most certainly would have noticed.

“Wait here. I’ll get something to clean that up and
I’ll be right back. Why don’t you sit down?” Lovey motioned toward
a kitchen chair as she left the room.

With Lovey no longer in her personal space, Royal
slumped against the sink for a minute and exhaled. Moving slowly,
she took a seat. Heels clicking on the hardwood floor signaled
Lovey’s return to the kitchen. She was carrying a small box of
gauze, tape, an iodine bottle, and a cloth.

Royal watched as Lovey placed the items on the table
and turned toward the sink to dampen the cloth before pulling up a
chair. Her movements were fluid. Royal couldn’t help but notice the
pale skin of her slender arms exposed beneath the short sleeves of
the blue cotton dress, and her long, tapered fingers. Lovey cupped
Royal’s chin in one hand as she gently dabbed at the cut with the
damp cloth in her other hand. She was so close that Royal could
smell lavender on her skin. There she was again, in Royal’s space,
making Royal’s ears and cheeks heat up and her heart rate increase.
She was used to being the confident one in almost any situation,
but clearly, Lovey was just as confident. This made Royal more than
a little nervous.

Seeming satisfied that the cut was clean, Lovey
reached for the iodine bottle.

“This will probably sting just a bit.” Royal nodded,
and Lovey began to dab the red-brown liquid over the cut. It did
sting, and Lovey tenderly blew on it after each dab. Even her
breath smelled sweet, and Royal worried she was in danger of
passing out, not from the injury but from the proximity of this
particular caregiver.

Lovey rocked back in her chair. She’d just put a
small piece of gauze over the wound and taped it in place. “How do
you feel?”

“Fine.” Royal’s throat was dry and her voice cracked.
“Good.”

“Water?” offered Lovey.

“Yes, please.”

“Or I may even have lemonade.”

“Even better.” Royal cleared her throat as Lovey
pulled glasses from the cabinet and filled them from a pitcher near
the sink. After quenching her thirst and attempting to calm her
nerves, Royal shifted in her chair and looked around the house a
little. She could see a glimpse of the living room from where she
sat and noted that it was comfortably full of upholstered
furniture, small tables, and books, lots of books.

“Do you like to read?” Royal sipped as she turned
back to Lovey.

“Most of those belong to my father. He’s a minister
and he uses lots of references for his sermons.” It dawned on Royal
where she was. Maybe she’d taken a harder lick to the head than
she’d realized, or maybe she’d just been too distracted by Lovey’s
attentions to think clearly.

“Your father is Reverend Edwards?”

“You know him?” Lovey regarded Royal as she sipped
lemonade.

“I know of him.” But the last names didn’t match.
That’s why Royal hadn’t put the facts together. “Didn’t you say
your last name was Porter?”

“Porter is my married name.”

“Oh.” Hope sank in Royal’s chest like a rock dropped
into a shallow pond. Even though she’d known it was foolish to
consider it, she’d hoped to get a chance to know Lovey better. That
wouldn’t happen exactly as she’d envisioned if Lovey had a husband
in tow.

“My husband died a year ago. I just moved here.”

Royal was immediately sorry for thinking ill of a man
she didn’t even know and now she’d just heard was deceased. “My
condolences for your loss.”

An awkward silence hung between them in the warmly
lit kitchen. The choruses of tree frogs drifted in through the open
kitchen window, and a sheer, lace trimmed curtain drifted in the
breeze. After another moment, Royal stood up abruptly, the chair
skidding back noisily on the wood floor.

“I should go.” She’d stood up too quickly though and
regretted it as her head began to spin. Lovey was on her feet
swiftly, placing a hand on each of Royal’s arms to steady her.

❖

Lovey eased Royal back down into the chair. She
wasn’t quite ready for this encounter to be over, and even if she
had been, Royal didn’t seem stable enough to strike out without
some assistance.

“Why don’t we call someone to come get you? My father
has a telephone.”

“That’d be a great idea, but there’d be no phone to
ring on the other end.”

“Oh.” Lovey considered other options for a moment.
“I’d offer to drive you, but Father has the car and I don’t know
when he’ll be back.”

“I can walk. It’s only a couple of miles to town.”
Royal attempted to stand again, but quickly sat back down. “Sorry.
My head is swimming a little.”

“Won’t someone notice if you’re not home and come
looking for you?” Lovey knew that if she’d failed to return home
when expected her father would have the entire congregation
scouring the tri-county region until they found her.

“No, they’ll just assume I stayed in town. I have a
rented room there, and if I’m out late, um, working, then sometimes
I stay there.”

Lovey wondered briefly what work would keep Royal out
this late, but she filed that question away for later.

“You were just in a bad accident. I don’t think
you’re in any shape to walk.” Lovey didn’t really want to let Royal
out of her sight. Not while she seemed this shaken up from the
wreck. She placed her hand over Royal’s resting on the table and
caressed it unconsciously. Only when she saw Royal looking down to
where her hand covered Royal’s did she pull hers away. But in that
instant of contact she’d made her decision. “I think you should
stay here tonight and I’ll drive you home tomorrow.”

“What?” Royal regarded Lovey with surprise. “I don’t
think—”

“I won’t let you leave in this condition by yourself,
and there’s no other way to get you home at the moment. We have a
spare room and it’s yours for the night.” Lovey watched a series of
emotions play out across Royal’s striking features and wished at
that moment she had the ability to read minds. “It’s already quite
late. I really do think this is the most prudent solution.”

“Are you sure the reverend, I mean, your father,
won’t mind?”

“Well, he’s not here to ask, is he? And there’s
nothing of higher value than Christian charity for those in need,
is there?” Although, even while trying to convince herself charity
was at the root of the invitation, Lovey knew that wasn’t the
entire truth. She felt something for Royal that she couldn’t yet
name. The air seemed to vibrate between them, and she hadn’t felt
this alive in months. She’d been sequestering herself in the house
for weeks after making the trip from Chicago. Tonight was the first
night in forever that gave her any feeling that there might be a
life out there in the world she’d want to experience. Lovey had no
idea how or why meeting Royal had flipped some switch on inside her
mournful existence, but she wanted to find out.

Lovey extended her hand to Royal. “I think you should
lie down. It’s a short walk to the spare room.” Once they arrived,
Royal sat on the side of the bed and Lovey offered to help remove
her shoes. She worried that if Royal attempted to bend over to
loosen what remained of the laces in her boots she might topple
headfirst to the floor.

After Royal’s shoes were off and stowed near the
door, Lovey sat beside Royal on the bed. They were turned so that
they partially faced each other, and Lovey began to unbutton
Royal’s soiled shirt as if it were the most normal thing in the
world to do. Royal didn’t seem to mind the attention, and after
all, they were both women, so what did it matter if she saw Royal
in a state of undress down to her undershirt and trousers? After
unbuttoning the shirt, she slid her hands under the suspenders and
slipped them from Royal’s thin, broad shoulders. The gesture felt
intimate in a way she hadn’t intended. Lovey’s heart began to pound
in her chest, and she looked up to see Royal regard her
curiously.

“Why were you walking alone on the road this late at
night?” Royal’s voice was soft and the question seemed to hold no
judgment, only genuine curiosity.

Lovey was quiet for a moment as she fingered the
placket of Royal’s open shirt. “Do you ever feel like spaces are
closing in on you?”

Royal was silent, so Lovey continued. It had been so
long since someone had asked her anything truly personal. She was
sick and tired of condolences and folks tiptoeing around her
sadness. Death scared people. And there was nothing anyone could
say that helped ease the hurt anyway.

“I needed to be out in the night.” Lovey allowed her
gaze to focus on a loose button at the front of Royal’s shirt.
“Somehow, the darkness comforts me, maybe because I can’t see the
edge of it. And the infinite curve of the stars, while it does make
me feel small, it also makes me feel like I’m part of something so
much larger. Something so large that it’s untouched by my earthly
concerns.”

Lovey watched Royal slip her arms free of her smudged
shirt, her tanned shoulders extended past the tank cut T-shirt that
remained.

“I’m sorry. You’ve just been in an accident and I’m
rambling.” Lovey took the shirt from Royal and stood to hang it
over a nearby chair. They had not lit the lamp in the bedroom, but
indirect light spilled through the open door from the kitchen just
down the hall.

“You’re not rambling. I asked.”

“You should rest.” Lovey lifted a folded quilt from
the foot of the bed as Royal lay back on the pillow. Lovey pulled
the handmade covering up over her still trouser clad legs to her
waist. “Do you need anything else?”

“No, you’ve been extremely kind given I nearly ran
you over.”

“But you didn’t. You sacrificed yourself instead.”
Lovey tucked the covers around Royal. “And for that I’m very
grateful.”

She lingered in the open door before pulling it
softly closed behind her. “Good night, Royal.”

“Good night, Lovey.”


Chapter Four

Royal thought there’d be no way she’d fall asleep
knowing Lovey was just down the hall, but she did. The pink hue of
the approaching sunrise was just peeking through the window of the
spare room when Royal roused. For a moment, she couldn’t remember
where she was. She was lying under a quilt pattern she didn’t
recognize, still partially dressed. She sat up and then her
pounding head sent her a quick reminder. The wreck. She’d left her
car upside down at the base of a large tree, and she’d spent the
night in Reverend Abraham Edwards’s house. The only person in the
tri-county area who professed to abhor moonshine more than the
local revenuers was Reverend Edwards, and she was about to meet him
at the breakfast table if she didn’t pull herself together and make
a quick escape.

Royal paused for a moment as she was pulling on her
boots, having to stabilize herself against the footboard. She took
a long, slow breath, retrieved her shirt from a nearby chair, and
pulled it on. Looking back at the bed, she decided to fold the
quilt before climbing out the window. Lovey would no doubt wonder
why she’d snuck off so early, but Royal felt confident she’d be
glad at the same time. The last guest Lovey needed at the kitchen
table was a known moonshine runner. She tried to be as silent as
possible in the dim early morning light as she slid the window open
and dropped between some rather stiff shrubberies.

She cursed in hushed whispers as she pulled stiff
twigs from under her shirttail and extricated herself from the
bushes. A light came on in a window several feet away from where
she stood, which inspired Royal to make quick steps away from the
house toward the road.

The two-mile walk into town did little to quiet her
mind. Over and over, she ran the details through her head trying to
figure out if Lovey had been flirting with her or just being nice,
or maybe a little of both. If luck was on her side she’d find Frank
before deliveries and catch a ride to her house, then later Ned
could help her retrieve the car.

Frank was toting a large sack of feed out to a
buckboard just as she walked up. Luck was on her side after
all.

“Good Lord, Royal. Looks like you had a rough night.”
Frank leaned on the feed sack he’d just deposited in the back of
the horse-drawn wagon.

Her shirt was soiled, there was a bandage over her
eye, and one boot clomped as she walked due to its shortened lace.
“Actually, it coulda been worse.”

“Well, this is a story I’ve gotta hear.”

“Can you give me a lift home?” Royal was beat and
didn’t feel like walking another mile to her mother’s place.

“Sure, take a seat. I
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