
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
The Storm

By Shelley Thrasher

Smashwords Edition

Copyright 2012 Shelley Thrasher

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your
own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author


Synopsis

 Jacqueline "Jaq" Bergeron—New
Orleanian, suffragist, freethinker—drove an ambulance on the
battlefields of Europe during the Great War. She returns home and
finds herself isolated in rural East Texas, keeping house for her
war-hero husband as she awaits his promised divorce and plans her
escape. But then she meets Molly.

Molly Russell lives for her music, which sustains her
as she cares for her son and husband, and suffers her
mother-in-law. When she meets Jaq, a world she never imagined opens
to her—a world entirely out of reach.

With the storm of war still raging in Europe and
other battles to be fought at home, can two women bound by the land
and family ties find the freedom to love and build a life
together? 
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Chapter One

Early morning, late September 1917

Near the front lines of the Allies in France

 


“Are you here, Helen?”

“Come on in, kid. I’m due in the surgery unit in
fifteen minutes.”

Jacqueline Bergeron slipped into Helen Fairchild’s
tent, relieved to escape the blowing rain. Helen sat on her cot
near a tiny fire, with one hot-water bottle on her feet and another
on her hands. Though she wore two pairs of stockings and all her
wool clothes, she still shivered in the unseasonably cold weather.
She’d even wrapped a blue wool scarf over her head and around her
neck, so Jaq could see only her kissable lips, small nose, and eyes
like slate.

Jaq trembled with more than the cold as she stood on
the reinforced door covering one of the two trenches under her
feet. During her ride here to unload the wounded men she’d picked
up earlier, she’d tried to dredge up enough nerve to confess her
feelings to Helen. Otherwise, she’d explode.

She hugged herself and shifted from one foot to the
other, wanting to run back to her bloody ambulance. But she held
her ground.

“Helen. We need to talk.”

Helen looked at her as cheerfully as if she thought
Jaq might invite her out for morning tea. Did Helen have any idea
what she meant to say? Every man and woman on the base could
probably read her intentions.

“What’s up, kid?” If Helen knew what she had in
mind, her acting skills surpassed Mary Pickford’s.

“I’ve been wanting to ask you something personal,
but I don’t know how.”

“Just spit it out, kid. We don’t have any time to
waste. You know that better than anyone, don’t you?” She laughed,
and Jaq almost lost her nerve.

“Are you interested in women? You know, in a
personal way?”

“Why, sure, kid. I like women a lot.” She still
looked like she didn’t have any idea where Jaq was headed.

“I mean, do you really like them? More than you like
men?”

Helen looked a little startled now but kept smiling.
“I’m not sure what you’re getting at. I like just about
everybody.”

Jaq took a deep breath and jumped in. “Have you ever
had romantic feelings about a woman?” Suddenly, she felt like she
was in over her head and had forgotten how to swim.

Helen went rigid. “No. I can’t say I have. Why do
you ask?” She was almost frowning now, though she didn’t seem
angry.

“Sometimes I think about you the way men think about
women.”

“Oh, you just have a crush, kid.” Helen looked
directly at her and smiled indulgently. “That happens a lot when
you’re in a strange situation with none of your pals nearby. You’ll
get over it.”

“So you’re sure you don’t feel that way about
me?”

“Of course I’m sure. I like you a lot, but just as a
friend. A close friend, mind you.”

She took another deep breath. “Helen, I don’t just
like you as a friend. And I don’t have a crush. I know the
difference. I love you. Do you love me?”

Helen froze. Her lips tight, she whispered,
“No.”

She was so gentle, almost apologetic, the single
word shouldn’t have hurt so much. But it did.

Helen quickly began to thaw.

“Oh, Jaq, I’m flattered. You’re just tired and
homesick. Rest a little and those strange feelings you call love
will disappear. If they don’t, try to forget ’em. You’re imagining
things.”

She stood there mute and shook her head, wanting to
crawl into one of the trenches under her feet and never come out.
She’d be safe there. No one could hurt her again like Helen just
had. The ground was calling her into its warmth and safety when
Helen took her hand and pulled her down onto the cot beside
her.

“Don’t be too hard on yourself, kid. It’s not you.
It’s me. I’m not made like other people. I don’t have the type of
urge you describe for anyone, either male or female. Never have,
never will. I’m married to my vocation. Saving lives makes my life
worthwhile. You’re a great person, and you have a natural,
wonderful feeling. You just need to find somebody like you. Keep
looking. You’ll bump into that special person, and when you do,
you’ll know. Forget me. I’m a lost cause.”

Jaq felt a little better but didn’t believe her.
Helen was just being nice so she wouldn’t go hang herself or sniff
mustard gas. She jumped up.

“Got to go. Thanks, Helen. See you around.”

She stumbled through the rows of muddy tents to her
ambulance, and as she drove away, the rain still hadn’t let up.

 


*

 


Jaq sped back to her base and ran straight to the
mess tent. Henry sat there, holding out a precious bottle of
whiskey. They always shared their hard-found liquor and discussed
what a farce the War was. He treated her like a pal. After she slid
onto a rough bench, she emptied the cup he’d shoved toward her.
Then another. Nasty stuff. It burned but numbed.

“You ever feel like saying to hell with everything
and everybody?” she asked him.

He appraised her with gun-barrel eyes. “All the
time.”

“Just do what feels good. The rules be damned.” She
was rambling and didn’t want to confide in him, but she was
bursting. Her words slid out on her whiskey breath. “It hurts to
want someone you can’t have.”

He nodded, his eyes explosive. “Sure does.”

She’d said too much. “I better get some sleep. Got
to clean my filthy ambulance later. Thanks for the booze.”

He poured another one. “See you. Take care.”

She stumbled to her tent and dove onto her cot,
still dressed. Thank God her tent mate had left on a few days’
leave. She didn’t feel like making small talk.

Her heart felt as bloody as the arms and legs of the
soldiers she’d delivered earlier. Welcome silence soothed her to
sleep.

She woke to ragged breathing, an intruder’s eyes on
her, the faint stench none of them could wash away. Footsteps. The
breath smelled of metal.

Someone large and heavy dropped on her. A man.
Plunged his tongue into her mouth, writhed against her, frenzied.
She clawed him. His hand caught her forehead. Her flesh ripped,
blood flooded her right eye. She struggled, he panted. His cock
swelled against her leg—a short, fat bayonet. She couldn’t let him
stab her, had to outwit him. She lay still.

“You know you want it,” he murmured as he raised
himself up, cloth scraping along his legs and hers. His pants were
down, her skirt up. It was Henry. He pressed back onto her. She
jerked her knee into his crotch, reached just under her cot for the
wrench she kept there.

He fell to the ground, moaning, yet scrambled toward
her again. She swung, lashed the darkness until the wrench struck
flesh. He thudded to the floor and she dashed around him, across
the camp to the forewoman’s tent, pressing a handkerchief to her
bleeding forehead.

“Miss Truman, come quickly. I need help,” she
whispered as loud as she dared, standing just outside her quarters.
Then she rushed inside, shook Miss Truman’s shoulder.

Looking dazed, Miss Truman threw on a wrap, lit a
kerosene lamp, and hurried beside her back to her tent.

Henry sprawled unmoving. Miss Truman felt his pulse,
dropped his arm to the floor. “He’s dead. You caught him on the
temple.” She eased Jaq’s bloody handkerchief from her forehead and
studied it, then looked at his fallen hand. “And he got you with
his signet ring. An eye for an eye, I’d say. I’d better stitch up
that gash.”

It was wartime. No one would miss him.


Chapter Two

March 1918

Storyville, New Orleans

 


“Well, blow me. I didn’t even know you were married,
Jaq.” Willie Piazza fingered the diamond nesting in the hollow of
her throat.

“Yep. Last spring in London. My sister introduced
us. Lasted one night. Long enough to realize marriage wasn’t for
me.”

She glanced around the nearly deserted saloon in
Storyville. The mayor had outlawed prostitution last year and
closed New Orleans’s most notorious sporting establishments,
including Willie’s. Too bad. It was a colorful part of the
city.

She tossed back her shot of whisky and lit a
cigarette. “Can you believe Eric just showed up out of the blue?
I’d almost forgotten about him.” She jabbed long fingers through
her coarse, cropped hair.

Willie languidly stripped off one red kid glove and
fondled her hand. “You certainly haven’t been acting like you were
married since you got home.”

A familiar bolt of electricity shot up her arm as
she squeezed Willie’s bare palm. “No. I haven’t. And I’ve enjoyed
every minute with you. But I’ve got to be out of town awhile.”

“What for?” Willie brushed her fingers against Jaq’s
cheek.

The smoke from her cigarette drifted toward Willie.
“Eric promised to help me get our farce of a marriage annulled if
I’d do him a favor.”

“What’s he want?”

“His mother died a few months ago, and his two
younger brothers enlisted right after that. His dad’s been sick and
doesn’t have any help, so Eric asked me to drive him up to some
flyspeck of a place in East Texas.”

Willie drilled her with translucent green eyes.
“East Texas? Nothing but hicks and pine trees in that part of the
world. Why can’t he drive himself?”

“War injuries. He’s got a bad leg and can’t see well
right now. Hurt one of his eyes real bad in an aeroplane crash.
Besides, he said we’d just stay long enough to hire a couple to
take care of his dad and the farm. The old man must have some
money.”

Willie took a drag off her Russian cigarette in its
long gold holder, then flicked the ash into a cut-glass ashtray.
She had as many facets as it did. “You’re a soft touch. Hope you
don’t have to stay too long.”

“You and me both.”

Jaq jerked her blue-striped tie loose and almost
ripped off the collar button. It felt like a damn noose, but along
with her starched shirt and black suit, it provided a hell of a lot
of freedom. The white collar reminded her of ground razors.

She glanced at the deep V where the tops of Willie’s
white breasts met before they disappeared into her red velvet
dress. She wanted to caress the line where soft cloth met bonbon
flesh.

Willie stubbed out her cigarette and said in a voice
as smooth as Canadian Club, “I’ll miss you.”

As Willie slid her tongue over full red lips that
set off her creamy skin and stylish blond wig, Jaq shivered with
pleasure. Willie knew how to display her assets and acted like Jaq
was the only person in the world worth listening to.

She’d miss Willie’s supple hands on her body. Being
close to death near the front lines in France last year had made
her crave a woman’s touch more than ever. And now for the first
time, a woman had responded to her without guilt or regret. Willie
didn’t love her, and she didn’t love Willie. But she loved the
freedom Willie allowed her. She could cry out in release as Willie
thrust fluid fingers into her parched body. If she’d allowed
herself, she could have sobbed without being afraid Willie would
reproach her for indulging her feelings.

“I’ll be back before you know it. I just hope Eric
keeps his end of the bargain.” She drained her glass. “Three’s my
limit. It’s late. I better go. Got a long trip ahead of me.”

“If you wish.” Willie lifted her crystal glass with
strong fingers and sipped her cognac.

Shivering again, Jaq inhaled the rich, full-bodied
scent of Willie’s Red Moscow perfume. She’d rather still be in
Willie’s bed instead of leaving tomorrow with a man.

“Come back soon,” Willie murmured as Jaq buttoned
her collar, tightened her tie, and shrugged on her black trench
coat.

“Sure thing.”

Settling her worn fedora over her right eye, she
stepped out into the damp, muggy air. Gaslights cast shadows along
the streets, and the familiar odor of dead fish and black mud made
her miss Willie’s spicy, floral warmth.

She sauntered through dark streets toward her
parents’ house. The smoke from her cigarette drifted into the fog
as she pondered red velvet and white skin. Damn. Her collar still
chafed her.

Good thing it was so late. Mother would throw her
out if she saw her dressed like this, like a man. Hard to believe
Mother hadn’t discovered her nightly masquerades. She was lucky,
there, and lucky too that Eric had a sense of humor about it all.
If Father knew, he’d probably laugh along with Eric. Well,
maybe.

She took her time returning to her bland prison.
While she’d been there, her mother had done nothing but insist that
she cheer up and act normal, and her father had spent most of his
time escaping from the house by going to his office near the docks.
Now her so-called husband waited there for her to drive him to the
ends of the earth.

Surely she’d be able to relax in East Texas. That’s
what she needed.

 


*

 


March 27, 1918

New Hope, Texas

 


Molly Russell sat on a low stool and listened to the
soft, drawn-out coo-oo of the mourning
dove as she pressed her head into Nellie’s side and tried to milk
her. The sun warmed her arms, and the morning breeze cooled her.
Inhaling the sweet smell of golden hay, she stared absently at the
dew glinting on a spiderweb in one corner of Nellie’s stall.

She hadn’t been able to sleep last night and had
finally gotten up and worked on a song she was composing. Of course
she’d overslept this morning, which set Mother Russell off. “We
need to hurry, Nellie.”

Yesterday Mother Russell had scolded her for letting
the cornbread burn, and she still heard her caustic words: “Land’s
sakes, where’s your head? Thinking about that silly Easter program,
aren’t you?” She was probably stewing in the kitchen right now
while she cooked breakfast.

“I should get a medal for living in the same house
with Mother Russell for all these years,” she told Nellie. “If only
I’d asked Mr. James to introduce me to her before we said our vows.
If he had, I’d most likely be in Dallas right now. Maybe I’d have
met someone who loves music too, or found a job teaching it. But
then I’d never have come to know you and had Patrick, God bless
him.”

Nellie moved away and she grasped her tits more
firmly. She’d massaged them and now held them gently but firmly,
squeezing but not pulling. She’d even rubbed her right knee along
Nellie’s stomach and hummed her favorite melody from Swan Lake, but the cow still wouldn’t release her
milk. “What’s wrong, sweetheart? You seem restless.” She put her
ear to Nellie’s stomach.

“Are you nervous because I’m worried the music
program won’t go well Sunday? I wish I could take my time with you.
But if I do, Mother Russell might storm out here and prod us
both.”

She enjoyed Nellie’s soft brown eyes, smooth skin,
and earthy scent. She liked feeling her respond, enjoyed talking
and singing to her. They were usually so in tune. “What’s wrong,
precious?”

She’d bathed Nellie’s tits with warm water and
handled them until they softened. She’d…Heavenly days! She’d
forgotten to feed her.

“I’m so sorry, sweetheart.” She moved the gallon
bucket, then eased up from her stool. “I’ll go get your breakfast.
I can’t do anything right this morning. Of course, I never can do
anything right. I wish I could run away from the farm.”

 


*

 


“Molly. Molly Lee.” What in tarnation was she doing
out in the barn so long?

Mrs. Russell grabbed a long amber bottle from a
kitchen drawer and rolled out the biscuit dough on a floured board
with hard, fast strokes.

She was glad she could talk to her husband, Calvin,
about anything. Even if he had been dead nigh on forty years,
looking at the big picture in her room of him wearing his
Confederate uniform kept him alive in her mind most all the
time.

“I heard Molly get up late this morning, the lazy
heifer. Then she lolled around getting dressed. Sounded like she
was in a daze, stumbling over everything. I give her the easiest
chores on the place, and she can’t even get up and out in time to
do ’em right,” she muttered to him. “Where’s that gal’s head most
of the time? In the clouds, I reckon.”

After patting plump biscuits into a greased pan, she
shoved them into the hot oven and slammed the door shut with a
clang.

“Most likely dreaming up a new piece of music,
Calvin.” At least he understood what she
had to put up with. “Says she wakes up in the middle of the night
sometimes with a song running through her head, so loud she has to
jump out of bed and scribble it down. Thinks she’s another
Chikovski—some fancy Russian fella she’s always carrying on about.
Well, if she doesn’t bring me some milk pretty soon, I’ll Chikovski
her.”

She stormed halfway out to the barn and called
again. “Molly, I know you can hear me. We need some fresh milk in
this house right this minute. You best quit lollygagging and get a
move on.”

A blue jay on the peak of the outhouse raised his
crest straight up and squawked like he was mocking her. She threw a
stick at him then marched back to the house in the early morning
light.

Maybe she’d get a rise out of Molly, the little
slacker, but she doubted it. The overeducated know-it-all.


Chapter Three

Jaq tightened her grip on the steering wheel of her
black Model T. “Damn. We’ve been on the road—if that’s what you
call these washed-out ruts—three days. They’re pounding me to
jelly.”

“Sorry I can’t help more. Maybe my leg will be
better when we head back.” Eric McCade unwrapped the white butcher
paper from a wedge of yellow cheese and pulled out his
pocketknife.

“How much farther to New Hope?”

He handed her a thin slice with larded cheesecloth
still stuck to one end. “I bet you didn’t hear me say it’s almost
four hundred miles all told. Thinking about getting away from your
mother, weren’t you? She and your pop seemed concerned about you
when we left.”

“You’re imagining things. Now she won’t have anybody
to gripe at except him. She knows he’ll stay at his office even
more now, without me to distract her. Just tell me when we’ll get
there.” She bit into the sharp cheese, its pungent, earthy flavor
easing her queasy stomach. “How about some crackers? I can still
taste that chili from last night.” This drive through Louisiana
made her appreciate the luxury of traveling by ship and train.

Eric maneuvered several saltines from their waxy
package. “Here you go. If we expect to find someplace better than
that dump we stayed in yesterday, we need to make it to
Natchitoches tonight.”

“Okay. How far’s that?”

“Forty more miles, give or take.”

“I’ve given you about all I can. Another half day?
Then what?” She polished off the crackers and another piece of
cheese, dusted the crumbs onto the black rubber floorboard, then
pointed toward the half-empty Coca Cola bottle he held between his
legs. “Remind me again how I let you talk me into this.” She could
kick herself. She must have been nuts.

“So many questions.” He handed her the Coke. “We’ll
reach New Hope Saturday. And in case you’ve forgotten, my darling,
you stood before that official last year and promised to love,
honor, and obey me.”

“Right.” The lukewarm drink tickled her nose and
washed down the dry crackers and cheese. If only she could wash
away such a foolish mistake so easily. “And the next day I told you
to forget it.”

“But in the eyes of God and the law, we’re still
one.”

“And only one of us is driving.” She smoothed the
black leather seat beside her. If only it was better cushioned.
“Hey, didn’t Father give me a swell homecoming gift? I don’t care
if this Model T’s four years old. She could probably do thirty-five
or forty on a good road. But our sham of a marriage isn’t
near-enough reason for me to spend ten hours a day behind the
wheel, no matter how much I love her.”

Eric gave her more cheese and crackers. “Let’s see,
then. You’re coming with me because you feel sorry for me?”

“Huh. That’d be a cold day in hell. So what if your
plane crashed and ended your flying career—for now, at least? You
think that’d make me agree? Besides, I’m counting on us not being
there long. If you believe I feel sorry for you, you’re crazier
than I was when I married you.” She was lying. The battered man
beside her barely resembled the strutting pilot who’d bulldozed her
into marrying him just a year ago. Of course, all the gin they’d
consumed had helped.

“So you’re doing it because I’m still a tall,
handsome war hero with a fistful of medals?” Eric cut a thick slice
of cheese for himself and stuck it between two crackers.

He was so banged up, she couldn’t bear to hurt him.
She simply didn’t want to be his wife. “Something like that. And we
understand each other. You’d do the same for me, wouldn’t you?”

“I suppose so. Especially if you’d promised we could
annul our mistake.” He ate some more, then gathered his crumbs and
tossed them toward the steep ditch on the side of the road.

Hell, she might as well be honest. “Hmm. Yeah. That
went a long way toward convincing me. But I still love you—like a
brother.”

He finished the rest of the Coke and threw the
bottle out too. “If you’d let me, I’d convince you we could be more
than that.”

“Nope.” She’d learned her lesson. “We tried once.
That’s enough. I told you, I love women and you’ll never be more
than a friend.”

“Speaking of your so-called love for women, what’s
with you and Willie Piazza? I spotted you two in the saloon last
night when I stopped by for a quick drink. You looked like you
could eat each other alive.”

“Yep. We’d been doing that quite often. But it’s
nothing serious. We’re just pals.”

“Like you and me, I guess.”

“Yeah. But she’s got the right equipment and plenty
of spare time.”

“Not something you and I’ve had much of till
lately.”

She tightened her shoulders, then released them. All
this driving, talking, wandering, and running away had made her
quiver inside. She just wanted some peace and quiet for a
while.

“Yeah. Well, how about we end this bogus marriage
soon?” She stretched one arm above her head, then the other.
Disguising herself as a man so she could visit Willie late at night
had made her skin prickle. Disguising herself as a wife made her
yawn.

If God would just let her get back to New Orleans
and become a free woman sooner rather than later, she might think a
little better of him. Being tied down sure wasn’t what it was
cracked up to be.

 


*

 


Molly’s right cheekbone ached and her eyes felt
grainy as she grabbed an old wooden box. The sweet odor of the
hulls and yellow cottonseed meal she scooped into it eased her
headache, but it didn’t lessen her perpetual heartache. A stubborn
refrain, Why did I marry and move here?
rarely stopped playing in her mind and plaguing her heart.

“Here’s your favorite treat, Nellie,” she called.
“Nice and rich. It’ll keep your coat shiny.”

Nellie lowed and swished her tail. Usually docile,
even she rebelled when she didn’t get what she needed.

“Be patient, sweetheart. I can’t stand for both you
and Mother Russell to rush me. Oops.” She’d hit her ring with the
scoop. She was all thumbs today.

She glanced down at her left hand. “Oh dear, I
knocked the diamond out of my engagement ring.”

She pulled on her gloves, dropped to her knees, and
ran her hands along the littered ground. Nothing but chicken
feathers, tufts of hay, piles of cornhusks, and mounds of dried and
fresh manure. Her stomach churned, and she gulped to keep from
throwing up.

“Darn. Well, let me finish milking and run a
bucketful to Mother Russell. After I wash the breakfast dishes,
I’ll come hunt my diamond.”

She rinsed Nellie’s tits then sat on the low stool,
her head fuzzy as Nellie munched her breakfast and finally
cooperated. The leisurely music of the milk buckets was usually
soothing as their treble ping, peng gave
way to a bass shhoop, shhuup. But the
twenty minutes it took her today seemed like twenty hours.

She grabbed several flour sacks she’d boiled and
poured each pail of milk through one of them into small buckets for
sweet milk to drink and into crocks for churning. Then she set the
crocks in a washtub, poured water into it, and let each one’s cloth
covering hang in the water to help cool the milk. The cream would
gradually rise. After breakfast she would add some leftover souring
cream and a little milk, then churn the mixture into butter and
buttermilk. As careful as she was, though, sometimes the milk
spoiled.

She hurried to the well, even more jittery, and
jerked her gloves on again. Otherwise the rough rope would callus
her hands. Her shoulder muscles protesting, she strained to pull an
already cold tin full of milk from the deep well for breakfast and
carefully lowered the small buckets of fresh milk to chill.

She scuttled to the kitchen but didn’t dare spill a
drop. “This should be enough for breakfast, Mother Russell.” She’d
mention her diamond later.

Mr. James walked in from feeding the mules, Patrick
dancing beside him. “Hi, Ma. I’m all clean and ready to go to
school.”

“Good boy.” She rubbed his arm and her day
brightened. She couldn’t survive without him and her music. “You
missed a spot.”

His sunny expression dimmed. “Gee. Sorry. I
tried.”

She squeezed his small shoulder. “That’s all right.
Just run along and wash your neck again before breakfast.” She
gazed fondly at him then asked Mr. James, “Could you draw some more
well water? I need to heat enough to fill the kettle, wash the
dishes, and sterilize the pails.”

When he returned to fill the reservoir on the
wood-burning stove, she was in the pantry looking for some
preserves. She overheard him and his mother.

“I declare, James. Don’t see why she has to scald
those milk buckets every blessed time she uses them. Once a week’s
enough. Powerful waste of manpower, and well water too.”

“You’re right, Ma. Like you’re always saying, she’s
gone overboard about germs. I bet she got that notion at that
gol-dern university.”

She’d heard it all before, but she stopped for the
first time that morning, afraid the heavy white sacks of flour,
corn meal, and sugar on the shelf next to her might fall and crush
her. They’d trap her in this small closet and smother her.

Suddenly she wanted to smash the Mason jars lined up
on another shelf. The purple blackberry jam, the light-pink plum
jelly, and the crimson strawberry preserves, safe and sweet in
their glass jars, would dye the pantry floor. Then she’d grab the
tidy white bags that hung over her head and scatter seeds all
around her—cotton, squash, okra, cucumbers, peas, and beans.

Did Mr. James and Mother Russell even care if she
overheard them? Did they think she was deaf and totally
insensitive? How much longer can I endure her
hateful remarks and his refusal to defend me?

Mother Russell grumbled about how salty the ham was
as she sliced it. When she dropped each piece into her black
skillet, it hissed. “Downright finicky, that’s what she is.”

Molly felt like crying. They obviously believed she
was worthless. She had to get away.

 


*

 


The bile started rising in Mrs. Russell’s throat as
soon as Molly confessed she’d lost that dad-blasted diamond. What
business did a farm wife have wearing a one-carat ring, especially
while she milked the cow?

She ate a biscuit and gravy, two pieces of ham, and
two fried eggs but still felt a mite nauseous. Cooking the ham
hadn’t taken any of the salt out of it. Better kill another hog
pretty soon, before it got too hot.

That diamond kept worrying her. Nothing but trouble,
just like Molly.

James had been bound and determined to own that
ring. Cost him a good bit of money too. But they’d had a bumper
cotton crop that year, and he’d felt flush.

The first gal he offered it to lived just down the
road. He musta had her in mind when he bought it. He’d been partial
to the sweet little thing for quite a spell. Might have made him a
pretty fair wife, and she was always batting her eyelashes at him
after church. Why, at the New Hope picnic she sat beside him at
dinner and let him buy her lemonade and ice cream. She couldn’t
figure what he saw in the girl though. She always acted like a
scared rabbit.

But when he popped the question, she hemmed and
hawed, said she was honored and all sorts of nonsense but wanted to
move to town and try city life.

He moped around then started sparking a flashy,
hard-looking woman in the next county over. Her folks were kinda
trashy, and she looked like she’d had plenty of hard knocks. But
James took a shine to her and courted her awhile.

She coulda told him right off the bat that’d never
pan out. The woman was most likely meaner than a snake when you got
to know her. Good thing she turned him down flat after he brought
her over for Sunday dinner.

Now Molly sat there cutting her eggs into little
bites and eating ’em like nothing had happened. Acted like she’d
forgotten she’d been careless enough to lose a diamond in that
filthy barn. But it wouldn’t do a lick of good to ask her how she
coulda done it. She’d have some smart-aleck excuse.

Her mind seemed stuck on James and that diamond,
like the day he charged in real excited, saying Molly had consented
to be his wife.

She glared at Molly—leaving all that good ham
sitting on her plate—and felt like wringing her neck. What a
wastrel.

Back then she’d told herself that Molly was just
funning him and, sure enough, after a couple of days there came a
letter. She’d had second thoughts and was sending his ring
back.

She buttered a biscuit and filled it with fig
preserves.

James’s heart near ’bout broke. Looked like one of
the mules had kicked him in the face. Then he musta decided he just
wasn’t gonna take no for an answer, because he started paying her
all kinds of attention. Courted her for quite a spell, then brought
her home on a Saturday afternoon and said they’d tied the knot.
Coulda knocked her over with a cotton boll.

Hmm. These preserves sure had turned out good.

Molly’d been all dressed up in a frilly white
outfit, with matching kid-leather shoes cut to show her ankles. And
wearing real silk stockings! Great Scott. She didn’t look fit for
anything but sitting around all day drinking tea and playing the
piano. And that’s exactly what she’d do if she had her way.

She sopped her third biscuit in the egg yolk left on
her plate. She didn’t feel quite so queasy now.

At least she’d taught Molly to milk old Nellie, and
they seemed to get along fine. But look what came of that. Now she
had to go help her hunt that diamond. Molly would never find it by
herself.

Law. She was just about at the end of her rope.


Chapter Four

“Damn horseshoe nails. They ought to outlaw horses
from main roads.” Jaq studied her right front tire. “Flatter than
this river bottom. Glad I brought some of my brother’s old clothes
to wear.”

She gazed up and down the hard-packed highway near
the banks of the Cane River. “Doesn’t look like anyone will rescue
us, so I better fix this. How about getting my tool kit out of the
back.”

She was sweating after she jacked up the car and
wrestled the tire off, but it felt good to get some exercise for a
change.

“Say, I’ve never known a woman who could do that,”
Eric said.

She straightened up and wiped her forehead with her
shirtsleeve. At least he had the grace to praise her. “My brothers
taught me. Came in handy driving an ambulance.” She ripped the tube
out of the tire and inserted a new one. “I’ll patch this old tube
when we reach New Hope. No sense wasting daylight now.”

Fifteen minutes later they leaned against the front
fender and gazed at the huge fields. “Those are pecan trees on this
side of the road,” Eric said, “and cotton fields on that side, in
case you didn’t know.”

She shrugged and pulled a small packet of cigarettes
from her front pocket, then tapped one out. She needed a break.
“Want a cigarette?”

“One of yours? Nah.” He jerked out his own pack and
held it up. “Real men smoke Lucky Strikes. Couldn’t have made it
through the War without them.”

Spoken like a typical man, she thought. “Who changed
that tire?”

He grinned. “A real woman, I suppose, even if you do
wear men’s clothes. They’ve been okay so far. Fooled the drummers
and whiskey salesmen at the hotels. I bet those guys would have
pestered a looker like you, even with me beside you.”

He gave her an appreciative glance. “But you need to
start wearing a dress tomorrow. I’ve already told my aunt and uncle
in Logansport that we’re married. Besides, it’s just fifty miles on
to New Hope the next day. You’ll have to be Jacqueline instead of
Jaq when we get there.”

She nodded. The cigarette was loosening her tight
muscles, pepping her up. Cigarettes had been her best friend last
summer when she returned from a late-night run. After picking up
wounded soldiers near the front lines and delivering them to the
care stations out of enemy range, she’d needed a boost.

“A drink would taste good about now,” she said. She
was ready to reach the hotel and have a decent meal.

“We’ve got half a bottle of Kentucky bourbon left,
and plenty more where that came from. We’re set if we have to stay
in New Hope longer than we planned.”

“Heaven forbid.” He produced the bottle like a
magician, and she took a swig from it. “Ah, that’s better. Well, we
better get this show on the road. I want to hit Natchitoches before
dark.”

As they pushed on over the rough highway, she said,
“Willie told me a few things about this area. She’s quite literary,
you know. Supposedly Harriet Beecher Stowe modeled Simon Legree on
someone from around here. And Kate Chopin lived nearby for a
while.”

Eric looked down at his fingernails. “Even I know
Simon Legree. But who’s Kate Chopin?”

“The author of a scandalous novel called
The Awakening.”

He seemed skeptical. “I never read novels. What made
it scandalous?”

“She showed that women experience passion.”

“That’s nothing new.” Eric ran a hand through his
blond hair, then lit another Lucky Strike. “I’ve caused a lot of
women to feel passion.”

“Uh-huh. Chopin gives the inside story of an unhappy
marriage. Her book’s about the wife of a New Orleans businessman
and her torrid affair with a younger man. I hate the ending.”

“She goes back to her husband?”

“She commits suicide. I wanted her to meet the woman
of her dreams and live happily ever after.”

Eric snickered. “You’re a romantic. Never going to
happen. What else did Willie tell you?”

“Just that a freed slave inherited her former
master’s entire plantation near here. He’d fathered a lot of her
children, and one of their sons ended up with the place.”

“A colored woman and her half-breed offspring owning
a big plantation? That’s where I draw the line.” Eric took a big
drink from the bottle. “Coloreds need to know their place and stay
there.”

Her spine stiffened. “What about Willie?”

“What about her?”

“She’s an octoroon and used to own one of the
biggest houses in Storyville.”

“She’s just a whore. She doesn’t count.”

“A lot of the high-society women in New Orleans used
to send scouts to see what she was wearing so they could get in on
the latest fashions. She counted to them.”

“Fashions? Huh. They’re silly.” Eric picked a piece
of tobacco off his tongue and flicked it out the window.

“Is driving four hundred miles and changing a flat
tire silly?”

“No.” He stared straight ahead.

“Is driving an ambulance in France silly?”

“No.”

“Is agitating for women’s right to vote silly? You
know I picketed in Washington this past fall before I went
home.”

One side of Eric’s mouth twitched. “I don’t doubt
that. And most men really think that’s
silly.”

“Are you like most men?”

He faced her, his expression serious. “In some ways
I am. Being away from home all these years has made me a little
more open-minded, but I’m still a country boy at heart.”

“Well, I hope your heart isn’t too country. If it
is, you may have to stay in New Hope by yourself.”

“What about that annulment?”

“You wouldn’t—”

He held up his hands. “I’ll give it to you. Let’s go
get Pop settled. Then we’ll drive back to New Orleans before it
rains so hard we can’t make it.”

“I’ll hold you to that.” She hoped she didn’t regret
this little adventure.

 


*

Molly pulled on her heavy work gloves. If she jammed
one of her hands into an old board with a nail in it under all this
mess on the barn’s dirt floor, she might not be able to play for
church Sunday. She couldn’t bear to miss accompanying the special
trio she’d been coaching since Christmas.

The manure-coated hay almost gagged her, especially
after Mother Russell had glared at her throughout breakfast. If
Patrick hadn’t chirped like a cricket during the entire meal, it
would have seemed like a funeral.

She had tried to ignore Mother Russell’s hateful
glances and forced herself to eat a few bites of egg and biscuit.
She’d tried a little ham, but it almost gagged her. She could still
hear that poor pig squeal and see the blood on Mother Russell’s and
Mr. James’s clothes when they slaughtered it last fall.

Her stomach felt even more upset now, and she didn’t
know where to start looking for the diamond. It could be anywhere,
especially since Mr. James hadn’t cleaned up his mess after he
shucked dried corn for the horses yesterday.

After what seemed like hours, Mother Russell spoke
up. “Did you notice any chickens in here while you were milking?”
She was down on her hands and knees brushing hay and cornhusks
every which way.

The dust tickled Molly’s nose and she sneezed. She
wished she could be inside practicing the piano. “No. I was too
busy trying to pacify Nellie.”

“Judging by these droppings, they were in here not
long ago. If I’m right, one of ’em decided to have a big diamond
for breakfast while we were inside eating her eggs.” Mother Russell
looked disgusted. “I can’t find a thing with all this mess on the
floor. I bet my right arm a chicken ate it.”

She should feel more upset than she did. What was
wrong with her? After all, Mr. James paid a lot for that ring and
acted so proud of it when he slipped it on her finger, both times.
At first she’d been excited because she wouldn’t be an old maid.
She’d been old—almost twenty-three—and a lot of her college friends
had been married for years and had housefuls of children.

Before she’d met him, she’d been majoring in music
at a Methodist university near Austin. Being a preacher’s daughter,
she could go almost for free. But after three years at the
university she couldn’t ignore the facts any longer. Her parents
were struggling financially. She had to get a job and support
herself, not selfishly rely on them to buy her clothes and let her
become even more cultured.

“Mother Russell, I don’t think we’ll find my
diamond. We’ve searched high and low. It’s just not here.”

She hoped she’d convinced Mother Russell that losing
the ring had upset her. But the longer she looked and didn’t find
it, the better she felt.

How strange. When she’d told Mr. James she’d changed
her mind about marrying him, she’d felt a little like this.
Lighter. Relieved. But he wouldn’t listen when she’d tried to
explain her reasons.

Mother Russell gave her such a disgusted glance she
scooted over to another dark corner, hoping to catch a telltale
glimmer.

“Molly, you’re not even looking. Pshaw, gal, don’t
you even care about losing the most valuable thing you’ve ever
owned?” She spat on the dirt floor. “I’ll be right back. Got to go
feed the chickens. Look sharp while I’m gone. We’re wasting time.
There’s a heap of ironing waiting, with your name on it, and then
you’ve got to get to churning. We’re near ’bout out of butter.”

Something cracked inside Molly, like an eggshell
breaking, and new thoughts began to ooze from it. Half-heartedly
searching the ground, she brushed a cow patty, then examined the
brown streak of manure on her glove. A diamond wasn’t her most
valuable possession. There, that was part of how she’d felt when
she’d rejected Mr. James’s proposal.

She sat down on her milking stool and let a new idea
form. Her own self-respect was worth a lot more than the
diamond.

She stood and stripped off her spoiled glove. She’d
lost her regard for herself the day she’d given in and told him
she’d take his ring back. She hugged her realization close. He’d
kept pressuring her and she’d simply gotten tired of saying no.
What a coward she’d been.

She straightened her wrinkled skirt and walked
toward the house. But he’d made their future sound so promising—a
little house of their own and her very own piano. On their wedding
day he’d said, “As soon as we can, Miss Molly, we’ll move into a
place in town.”

Granted, she had her piano and enjoyed her music
activities in the community, but they were still living here on
this huge farm with Mother Russell, and she was afraid they were
here to stay. She didn’t know how much longer she could stand
it.

A brand-new feeling bubbled up inside her. It
smelled nothing like manure and felt nothing like the filthy ground
in a barn. Multicolored, it gleamed like a rainbow after a storm.
She stopped in the backyard and gazed at the bright blue sky and
the greening trees.

She needed to quit regretting the past and make the
best of a bad situation. Crawling around in the barn looking for a
diamond she didn’t even want certainly wasn’t making her feel any
better about herself and the mistake she’d made.

Almost lighthearted, she hurried into the kitchen
and stirred the coals from the fire they’d used to cook breakfast
and added some wood. Then she set two flatirons on the stove to
heat. She’d finish her chores in record time so she could spend the
afternoon playing her piano.

She should have lost that diamond a long time ago.
Mr. James hadn’t even bought the ring for her in the first
place.


Chapter Five

Molly sat as straight as a pin while she played the
opening hymn for the Easter Sunday service. She half listened to
the congregation but paid close attention to the handful of
talented youngsters she’d coached all year.

All of a sudden she detected a new sound—a trained,
rich alto. Where had it come from?

She caught herself. She’d missed a note. She shook
herself and concentrated on the worn black-and-white keys.

While waiting to play the next hymn, she glanced
over her right shoulder. Some people who never entered the church
during the rest of the year always showed up on Easter. Once-a-year
Christians, her papa called them. She scanned the worshippers
dressed in their Sunday best and spotted a stranger three rows
back, sitting next to Eric McCade.

She tried not to gape. There she sat, a canary among
crows, and her black eyes danced as she stared at her.

She must be Eric’s new wife. What were they doing in
New Hope? A woman that stylish belonged in New York or London, not
here. They were probably just visiting and wouldn’t stay long.

When the preacher finally finished his opening
prayer, the woman quickly blessed herself, the way Catholics did.
She’d heard they worshipped statues and had a priest talk to God
for them, though maybe that wasn’t so strange. She used music
instead of words to pray.

Then it was time for the anthem, and she held her
breath while her three young singers grouped together in front of
the piano. Even while she sat there and directed them, she was
aware of the stranger. She accompanied the group softly, trying not
to drown them out but to highlight their voices, gratified when
they finished without a bobble. Relieved that the performance was
over and had been a success, at least in her eyes, she sighed. Now
she could start planning the Christmas program.

Unfortunately, only the young people’s parents paid
much attention to their offering. Mother Russell looked as if she
was far away and hadn’t heard a note, and most of the others looked
bored. Even Mr. James seemed half asleep, though Patrick gazed at
her with admiration.

The preacher kept glancing at the newcomer,
obviously distracted. And some of the women in the congregation
looked upset. She wished they’d pay that much attention to her
music. Didn’t anyone appreciate how difficult her job was? What
would they do if she pushed the preacher aside and shouted that
music was just as important as the sermon or the prayers?

Oddly, the woman in yellow had seemed to really
listen to her protégés’ anthem. Her obvious appreciation made the
long hours of rehearsal for this special Sunday more worthwhile,
somehow.

Her excitement over the musical event subsided and
she relaxed a fraction. After the interminable sermon she would
have to play her least favorite Easter hymn, “The Old Rugged
Cross,” so slow
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