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        New Southern Hotel

        Jackson, TN

        March 3, 1899

      

      

      Laura Millington released a sigh and wished to be anywhere but at a banquet with her father. Why did he insist on her presence at these things? She would much rather flee the social arena altogether and run off to find her next story.

      She frowned. My, wouldn’t Father find that amusing. But one day…one day he would see her stories for what they truly were. Setting her jaw at that thought, she determined that it would be so.

      Maybe then he would take her seriously and regret forcing her into the mold she had come to know, but despise, so well.

      Laura smiled at a gentleman passing on her left. He gave a slight bow. She dipped briefly then moved on. She did not wish to give the man any room to perceive interest from her.

      Was it rude? Did she care?

      Father would balk at her shunning attention from a man who appeared to be of certain means. But his objections didn’t matter. Laura had much greater aspirations. Though the fire for writing filled her bones, Father had made it clear her future would not be invested thusly.

      “There you are, darling,” Father’s unmistakable booming voice called from off to her right. Could she not escape the man, even in this crowd?

      She shifted her focus and found him, as usual, amid men who were no doubt important. To him.

      Still, she put on her best grin and strolled toward him. “I do apologize for my tardiness, Father. I was⁠—”

      “Never mind that.” His words were sharp—more so than she imagined he would risk at a gathering of this nature. “I have people I would like you to meet.”

      Pressing her lips together, she longed to speak further but swallowed her words and put on her dutiful daughter mask. Yes, that would best please Father.

      He made quick introductions around the circle.

      She worked to commit the names to memory as she greeted each one. Father had certain expectations about her engaging with men of note.

      “This is my daughter, Laura Millington, the gem in my crown.”

      Her face warmed slightly. She appreciated his rare compliment, but his behavior wore thin. Nothing about his recent treatment gave any indication she was precious to him. But how could she blame him? What with all the trouble and heartache she caused. But she buried her uneasiness so she might smile and thank him.

      “My father is too kind.” She didn’t intend for her words to come out tightly, but they were past her lips before she could stop them. Easing the tension in her shoulders, she tried again. “He is gracious indeed.”

      The women in the small group batted their eyes, and the men returned their focus to her father, all but dismissing her. Just as her experience had taught her to expect of these pointless interactions.

      She had naught to do but stand about, her father’s work of art to be admired but not taken seriously.

      The few women about excused themselves and moved off in a smaller cluster. Could she follow? As much as she would wish to do so, it would be of little use. There was no more real acceptance for her in their company either. Naught remained but to resign herself into her role—one she played rather unevenly.

      After some moments, a hush came over the crowd. Had the guest of honor arrived? Laura turned to the main entryway. This gathering was for the sake of a man who had neither position nor accolades to his name. But Casey Jones had become quite the renowned engineer for the Illinois Railroad Company. The songs that the workers sang about Casey had reached her ears, but she had put most of the details out of mind. For they were surely embellishments.

      Soon enough, a figure no less than six feet tall entered with a timid woman on his arm.

      A great cheer roared about the room.

      The man jerked back. Did he not know? His reaction belied that he had not expected such an affair.

      A chorus of “He’s a Jolly Good Fellow” filled the space.

      Laura joined in, although her knowledge of the man was limited at best.

      Casey Jones, man of the hour, had assuredly become the most well-regarded engineer in all of the company. Today was about him.

      Her father grabbed for her hand and set it on his arm.

      Laura fought the urge to pull back. He was only playing his part. She must play hers.

      Did he wish to keep her close? Or to appease his own sense of vanity? As much as she wanted to believe the former, her heart tugged toward the reality of the latter. The truth remained. She was merely a pawn he would play at some point when he might gain the most advantage.

      Those about Casey Jones and his wife pushed and shuffled them to the front of the room and the head table.

      Her father stiffened. As one of the railroad owners, he anticipated being the center of attention. Not today. And he bristled at the attention lavished upon Casey, a man so far beneath him.

      A few kind words were spoken by a stockier man—a greeting and invitation for everyone to take their seats. The crowd responded, bustling to find their tables.

      Father leaned close and spoke in his firm, directive tone. “I was not able to secure you a seat at my table.”

      Why would he have made such an effort? He made no secret of how tiresome he found her. “But your table shouldn’t be far.”

      She nodded and held back a sigh. Her father was rather important and would be placed where he could have the most advantageous conversations. Not something she relished being a party to.

      Laura pulled back her hand as he did the same. Was he so ready to be rid of her? But what use was there in pondering that further? She moved about the tables, searching for her place. Although, as she glanced about for place cards, she noted that only a few seats were assigned. Trading her hunt from one form to another, she sought a familiar face, or at least somewhere she might have pleasant conversation.

      A table to the left boasted a good mix of young women and their husbands. She maneuvered through the pressing crowd and grasped the back of the only available chair.

      Her hand collided with another, larger one.

      She jerked away.

      A gentleman, tall and solidly built, stood nearby. And he drew back his own hand. “Pardon me⁠—”

      “I apologize, I didn’t realize⁠—”

      They spoke at the same time.

      He grinned. A smile that traveled into his brown eyes, both pleasant and warm.

      Heat rose up her face as he stared.

      “Please,” he said, a kindness to his words, “Take the seat. I’ll find somewhere else.”

      She scanned the room. Most of the available spots had been claimed.

      “Sir, are you and your wife looking to sit together?” a voice from the right interjected. “We can move and make space.”

      Then the ladies and gentlemen around the table shifted.

      Laura spotted a vacant chair across the table. “Oh, please, don’t go to any trouble. We aren’t together.”

      “I thank you,” the brown-eyed man said to those at the table. “But it is wholly unnecessary. The lady and I are not acquainted, much less attached.” His gaze warmed her once more. “Though should I hold such a prize, I would not keep it secret.”

      A general mumbling surrounded her, with only few words discernible.

      “Perhaps, then, sir,” a dark-haired woman directly to the stranger’s right said, “you can make good use of this opportunity.”

      The temperature of Laura’s cheeks rose again. Could she hope they weren’t as deeply red as the extent of the heat she felt?

      “I thank you,” the gentleman said, tossing a genial look in Laura’s direction before turning back to the woman of raven hair. “Though I might hope, I would not dare presume the lady is unaccompanied.” He glanced about her as if to ascertain the truth of his statement.

      Laura offered a small smile. “I am here with my father, although he is engaged elsewhere for the meal.” She met his gaze again. His very presence exuded a strength and calm. And perhaps a hint of joviality. If only she could shy away. But that wasn’t possible, so she said, “I would welcome the conversation.”

      He nodded and pulled out the chair, gesturing for her to sit.

      She settled onto the red velvet cushioned surface and watched as he took a seat as well.

      His shoulder brushed hers, and her uneven smile widened.

      Such nonsense. How was she so out of place? She had been in the presence of other, perhaps even more handsome, men without faltering. But there was something about him that drew her in and set her at ease.

      He turned, now facing her. No doubt the embarrassment was easily discerned upon her features. She had always done poorly at hiding her feelings.

      “John Patterson.” He leaned closer.

      Her breath caught. “Pardon?”

      “My name…John Patterson.” His smile quirked. Did he find this amusing? “Though only my mother calls me John. To everyone else, I am Jack.”

      “Laura Millington.” She offered her gloved hand—an action she quickly regretted. As his fingers enclosed hers, a tingling sensation spread up her arm.

      She pulled back faster than was necessary. Could he see how he affected her? She prayed not. “It is…good…to meet you.” No matter how she attempted to rein in her reaction to the myriad of sensations, it was for naught.

      The couple to Mr. Patterson’s right spoke, and he turned his attention on them.

      She looked about, hoping to find someone else at the table with whom to make conversation. But as she leaned away from Mr. Patterson, her elbow bumped into the outstretched arm of the man beside her. An arm that had reached for his glass of wine. A glass of wine that now splattered over his stark white shirt.
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        * * *

      

      Jack could not determine if the conversation he had broached with the couple to his right would amount to anything. Not that it needed to. Sometimes social gatherings were just that—social. But he struggled with a reason to be attentive to something that was a means to no end. Not in his world. Everything added up…or should. Such was the life of a man who spent much time with calculations.

      Everything had a purpose. For one, this benign conversation distracted him from the woman in the fine green gown to his left. She had made him linger at this table instead of seeking another available vacant seat. More so, it pressed him to allow those around the table to upset their arrangement and make a space for him beside her. Which he now regretted, because her presence had become magnetic. So, he focused on the couple to his right.

      That was until the fair creature to his left rose abruptly. He barely had a moment to register her movement before the man to her left seethed.

      What had happened to bring about such a reaction toward a lady?

      The red-faced man struggled to his feet, arms waving. And he bore evidence on his shirt of a glass of red wine gone awry.

      “Look what you’ve done.” The man’s nostrils flared.

      “My apologies, sir,” Miss Millington said, her face awash with embarrassment. She gripped her cloth napkin and appeared as if she might attempt to blot the stain. Then she hesitated. As well she should.

      The man took a step back and his companion, perhaps his wife, came into the fray. Her features paled at the man’s vehemence. She took the proffered napkin and, pressing between the man and Miss Millington, spoke soothingly to the irate man while dabbing in vain at his shirt.

      “You’ve ruined it.” His voice rose all the more, and he pushed away his wife’s hands.

      “Sir, I promise I will make this right.” Miss Millington’s concession sounded genuine.

      The man glared at her and maneuvered closer until he stood far too near. “How?”

      Miss Millington gripped the chair as if fearful she would fall over.

      Jack could stand it no longer. He stood and moved to Miss Millington’s side. “I say here, this is nothing that allows you to speak to a lady so harshly.”

      The man’s eyes widened as he set his gaze on Jack. “Are you speaking for her?”

      Jack pressed his hands downward between them as if such an indication would calm the man. “This was clearly an accident. Of the most unfortunate kind, I agree. But an accident all the same. Shaming the lady will not solve anything.”

      Miss Millington took a sharp and loud intake of breath, although Jack stood directly beside her. Did his presence not dissipate her fear?

      “Come, Frederick,” the timid woman beside the man said and set tentative hands on his arm. “Let’s make the best of⁠—”

      He shook her off.

      The woman shrank back, all but raising an arm to shield herself. What would this man’s anger come to?

      Jack would like nothing more than to set him straight. Or at least rescue the man’s wife in some way. That would be a futile effort. However, Jack stepped forward and between the angry man and Miss Millington. While he may not be able to correct the man’s behavior toward his wife, Jack would not allow this man to press the worst of his ire onto the helpless Miss Millington.

      “I beg you, sir,” Miss Millington’s voice had more strength than expected. “I can replace whatever has been spoiled.”

      The urge to turn and determine if her features shown her feelings as completely as her voice did overwhelmed him. But he kept his gaze leveled on the man before him. For certain, he would assure that this man did not become violent while in his company. Toward anyone…least of all Miss Millington. The muscles in Jack’s arms tensed in preparation to defend either or both of the women.

      “See here.” Jack’s voice was tight. “As the lady said, the spill was not intentional. Perhaps it is best if we all part company.”

      “Am I to take my seat and go about the evening as if I haven’t a spoiled shirt?”

      “Frederick,” the wife said, her voice small and hesitant, “We don’t have to stay. It would be nothing for us to slip out.”

      “Listen to your wife. Her words are the most sense spoken in these last several moments,” Jack said. Rather than dispel the heat of the situation, the words deepened the color upon the man’s face. So Jack pressed on. “Either way, I will thank you to calm yourself. Miss Millington does not deserve your irate words.”

      The man paused. “Millington?” He craned his neck as if to look around Jack.

      Jack leaned to the left to block his glare, lest he seek to intimidate the lady. “Yes…Millington. A good strong name, is it not?”

      The man—Frederick—swallowed hard. Then he looked to his wife. “Perhaps it is best.”

      “Yes.” The woman set a hand to his shoulder. “I do tire.”

      Frederick’s eyebrows lifted and he considered the woman at his side. And, at length, nodded. “Very well.”

      For whatever reason—of which Jack told himself mattered not—the man allowed his wife to lead him away.

      Jack turned to face the lady he had protected.

      Her features were wane. The way her lips parted slightly before sealing, called to him. She was so vulnerable, so in need of his strength.

      He put a hand to her elbow.

      She jerked away from his touch. “I thank you for your assistance, Mr. Patterson. But I assure you, it was not needed.”

      Was not needed? Jack looked at the retreating forms. Not needed? The man had been prepared to give Miss Millington a piece of his mind before Jack stepped in.

      Miss Millington’s gaze caught his as she squared her shoulders. “Is this what you think? That a lone woman is not capable of holding her own?”

      He balked. She would accuse him of such? Him? The man who came to her aid? Jack narrowed his gaze. How could she dismiss his efforts? It wasn’t as if she had been managing the situation well. “Only when said woman falls victim.”

      As soon as the words were out, he wanted them back. Flames of gold flashed in her eyes even as her features stiffened.

      “Victim am I? Well, I never…” She glanced back in the direction of the table. Perhaps only then aware of the audience they had enraptured.

      Had they, indeed, become the spectacle he suspected? But he refused to back down from her glare.

      “Come now,” he softened his tone, “I only intended to lend aid.”

      A fire sparked in the amber depths of her eyes, bringing a light to the chestnut that made them fairly shine. “Aid that I neither requested nor required.”

      There would be no winning here. Still, a part of him wanted to push harder in his own defense. Perhaps because she was striking when angry, perhaps because the interaction gave rise to an excitement that coursed through his core.

      Either way, one of them had to diffuse this situation.

      “I apologize, Miss Millington. I was…unaware.” He wanted to speak further but doused that desire with a dose of reality. This was neither the time nor the place to continue their discussion. And while he may find enjoyment in the rise of her emotions, that, too, bordered on inappropriate.

      She settled back into herself and her eyes dimmed to a calmer, softer brown. It was a shame the fire in her waned, but probably best. He found it a bit too alluring.

      Jerking her chin upward as if that would gain her inches to her height, she met his gaze for a long moment before looking away.

      “May I, miss?” He reached for her chair. If they could be seated, all else would resume its due course.

      She jerked the chair away from his grasp and settled in it without his assistance.

      “It is indeed a pity,” he said, letting the word stretch as far as he dared, “that something so fine should be spoiled.”

      Her gaze flew to his. And hardened. Did she discern his reference to more than the man’s shirt?

      He bit back a smile and took his own chair. And turned to the couple on his right again. “Now, where were we?”

      The dark-haired woman offered a wide-eyed glance and gripped her husband’s hand.

      This was going to be a long night.
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            New Acquaintance

          

        

      

    

    
      Why had that man insisted on sitting beside her? Laura tightened her lips and forced her attention opposite. Only, no one sat there anymore. The wait staff cleaned any remnants of the spilled wine. The only remaining evidence of her gaff was a splotch on the tablecloth.

      Seeing as she refused to speak to Mr. John Patterson, there was no one to talk with. No matter. She would be fine. It wasn’t the first time she had been left to her own devices to entertain herself.

      At that moment, a man stood and continued his accolades for Mr. Casey Jones. Perhaps one of his friends…at least the man spoke with such familiarity. Before finishing, he introduced the next man to speak. Laura recognized Mr. Bose Lashley as he stood. Laura noted his kind, soft way of speaking, but there was real metal in his words. All listening applauded his words of praise.

      On and on, several stood and spoke of Mr. Jones and his adventures on the railroad.

      Laura’s fingers itched for paper and pencil with which to memorialize her observations and the words spoken. What would be the use? No one would publish such an article. Not from her. At least, not yet.

      She squared her shoulders. One day. She was determined that it would be so.

      As her attention shifted back to the speaker, she noticed one of her father’s friends, Major E.S. Hosford. As he finished his longer speech, the Master of Ceremonies stood again, mist about his eyes. What a testament to the impact of Mr. Jones. At last, he called the guest of honor to his feet.

      Laura’s focus pinned on the exceedingly tall man as he rose. So far back from the head table, her view was somewhat obscured by all who sat between. Even from her vantage point, she could best describe his hesitation in speaking as emotional. He appeared somewhat hardened by a life on the railroad, still she glimpsed vulnerability in his affect.

      He reached for the smaller woman beside him. While Laura wagered that any woman would seem petite next to him, the woman—his wife, she decided—appeared dwarfed by his size.

      Mr. Jones tugged at her to stand up beside him. And then he spoke, his words both timid and wavering…and brief. He expressed, or at least attempted to, how this moment and the honor of the celebration touched his heart.

      The responding thunderous applause filled the hall.

      Laura glanced to either side, gauging the response of those around her. It was just natural—the writer in her wanting to gather as much information as possible.

      It took a moment for her to realize Mr. Patterson had disappeared. More, it bothered her that it mattered. While she couldn’t help the slight pang in her chest due to his absence, she could control how she responded. So she firmed her posture and turned her attention to the front of the room as Mr. Jones embraced his wife and shook hands with those around him.

      All in all, he seemed rather moved—the mark of a good, humble man.

      Laura was glad for it…for him. For all she had heard of him in the snatches of conversation about her this evening, she believed him deserving.

      She scanned the room, seeking out someone familiar with whom to pass the time. Was she so desperate to be out in society, away from home, that she would jump at such an affair and consign herself to a lonely evening?

      Sighing, she released some of the tension in her shoulders. Perhaps she should rejoin Father. Catching sight of him across the space, she maneuvered around and through those between them. As she neared, her father looked in her direction.

      “Ah, dearest, there is someone I want you to meet.” Her father waved her over.

      Was this better than being alone, surrounded by strangers? At this late moment, she decided naught. But the time to hide had gone.

      She offered her father a simple smile and nod as she picked up her step. If only she didn’t have to watch her footing in this dreadful elegant gown. If not for that, she might get a better view of whomever Father had deemed important enough to concern her with.

      Perhaps she should be thankful he considered her important enough.

      She closed the distance and halted. The man from earlier—John Patterson—stood beside her father, waving a dismissive hand as he glanced her way. Was he trying to convince her father he did not wish to be better acquainted with her?

      The viper.

      As much as she wanted avoid him, she would not give him that satisfaction. Gripping her skirt, she marched to them with more gusto than she’d believed possible.

      “Yes, Father?” She put on her sweetest smile.

      Mr. Patterson watched her…maybe a little too closely. It made her uneasy.

      “This is Mr. John Patterson, one of the designers working for the Pullman Company. You know, darling, the passenger car company. He is a fine railway engineer.” He slapped Mr. Patterson on the back.

      What that had to do with her, she did not know. Why should it matter to her that a man working on the passenger cars had come? But the investigator in her did pause, and she kept a smile plastered on. “Yes, Father, we have met.”

      Father’s eyebrows gathered. “You have?”

      Mr. Patterson found his voice before she could. “At the meal. It was my privilege to sit with your daughter.”

      She nodded, not wishing to extend their acquaintance for even one more moment or bother her father with the tale of the wine mishap.

      Again, Mr. Patterson found his voice first. “If you will excuse me, Mr. Millington, Miss Millington, there are others whom I need to speak with⁠—”

      “Nonsense,” Father said, his voice carrying farther than Laura would like. “This fine evening calls for dancing.” He held out a hand in the direction of the open space where several couples already swirled about. He set his gaze on Mr. Patterson. “Would you leave a fine lady to her own devices when she should be dancing?”

      “Father, really, I⁠—”

      “I will have you enjoy yourself.” Father beamed, his brightness more put on than he could disguise. At least not from her. He had ulterior motives. That much was clear. Though what that might be, she did not know.

      Either way, she had little desire to extend this interaction with Mr. Patterson, who was clearly put off by the very suggestion he take her hand. For her part, she wanted even less to be her father’s pawn.

      “It would give me great pleasure, Miss Millington,” Mr. Patterson said, surprising her as he bowed slightly, “if you would do me the honor.” He held out a hand, but the glint in his eye issued a challenge.

      She would be remiss if she let on that it bothered her. That would be intolerable. So she slid a hand into his and widened her smile. “I thank you, sir. That would be delightful.”
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        * * *

      

      To say Jack was taken aback by Miss Millington’s response would be putting it mildly. Who was this woman, rising to his unspoken challenge? It caused something to shift in the pit of his stomach. Regardless, he would not reveal the inner workings of his mind. He led her toward the other couples, keeping a firm grip on her hand. In fact, he had to remind himself not to hold her too tightly.

      He spun her to face him and pressed his other hand gently to her back. Then she was in his arms. Moving to the rhythm of the music, he led her, swaying this way and that, stepping in time to the beat.

      She kept in sync with him gracefully, her gaze averted to the side, her arms stiff as if to guard her space. Her lashes lifted and her gaze swept his.

      He looked away. Why that should bother him, he didn’t know. It wasn’t as if he had done anything wrong—quite the opposite. Hadn’t he been the perfect gentleman? How else was he to behave? It was difficult to think clearly with the scent of lilac filling his senses. Did she have some oil or perfume that made her smell so heavenly? It intoxicated him. And the warmth of her body, so close to his, reminded him that there was more to life than holding grudges.

      Perhaps he had acted too quickly before and rushed to her defense unnecessarily. In as much, perhaps he had offended. But, again, it was difficult to order his thoughts with her so near—something that shouldn’t affect him so. He was a man of science, of math. Things always fell in line. The sum made sense. The outcome ever a predictable thing.

      Then why did his heart thunder in his chest? He could not refrain from looking at her any longer.

      She had, however, averted her eyes again. It allowed him to admire her profile. Her smooth skin appeared creamy as porcelain. Would it be as soft as the whole of her seemed to be? Something in him wanted to reach up and graze her cheek. Would he discover it was warm as her closeness made him? Did he affect her the same way?

      Amber eyes jerked to his.

      Could he act as if he hadn’t been staring? He held back from such pretense. Would he even be able to feign disinterest successfully? His heart tugged at him. “Miss Millington, I wanted to say⁠—”

      She shook her head. “It is not necessary to fill these silences. Certainly not in this case.”

      Her glare pinned him. Though it wasn’t as if he wanted to escape it. How were her eyes so full of light, as if they burned from within?

      “Please, Miss Millington…” His words sounded more strained than he’d have liked. “Let me apologize.”

      One of her perfect brows lifted. Was that permission for him to continue?

      He sucked in a breath, wishing his preoccupation with her wasn’t so obvious. “I am sorry for any offense I may have caused.”

      Her tight-lipped glare became a frown. “Any offense you may have caused?”

      He forced himself to breathe in and out before responding. “Clearly, I have offended. Though I admit, I am not certain how. My efforts were meant to aid.” He paused to lick his lips. Why was his mouth so dry? “I apologize all the same.”

      The hardness of her gaze softened, if only just. She drew in a breath herself. Was this a struggle for her as well?

      “Perhaps…” she said before biting at her lip. “Perhaps I was a bit rash…”

      The way she hitched her breath, causing her chest to jerk upward, gave way to a flush of heat within him. Dare he continue to tempt himself? For the sake of his own preservation, he might need to give himself a reprieve from her gaze. Attempting to disguise his distraction, he pulled her slightly closer.

      She resisted at first, but then eased into his movement. Would she relent? Give up her spite?

      A flash of red caught his eye. A young woman, dressed brilliantly in a ruby-colored gown, laughed loud enough to fill the whole of the large room. She was on the arm of Mr. Casey Jones, clearly delighted as he twirled her about.

      That wasn’t his wife. Who could it be? A sister? Jack did remember mention of a rather gregarious sister of noted beauty.

      Laura stiffened.

      He jerked his regard from the other woman and back to Laura. A bit too late.

      She had clearly followed his gaze a moment ago. And now her face was a mask of repulsion. Halting her movements, she almost caused him to stumble.

      “Pardon me, Mr. Patterson. I didn’t realize I was keeping you.” She pulled against him.

      He tried to maintain his gentle hold on her but realized that might be misinterpreted.

      Indeed, her eyes gleamed as if on fire as he did so.

      “Unhand me,” she retorted as she jerked free.

      “Miss Millington, I⁠—”

      She stepped back. “I believe, Mr. Patterson, that our dance has ended. I bid you good evening.”

      He stepped toward her, wanting desperately to make amends for his stupidity.

      She whirled around to face him again. “And I will thank you to leave me be. I could not be less interested in anything you have to say.”

      As she turned away once more, it seemed her gaze caught on the lovely woman on Casey Jones’s arm. But she kept moving off as if it did nothing to faze her.

      And left him there, the perfect fool.
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        Brady Family Boarding House

        Jackson, TN

        March 3, 1899

      

      

      With the weight of her father’s condescension upon her, Laura forced her shoulders not to slump as she settled into her room at the nearby boarding house. A younger man with a shock of rusty red hair brought her things to her room for the evening as a gray-haired woman, who had introduced herself as Mrs. Brady, freshened the bed and closed the drapes. The gentle blue of the quilt, threaded through with yellows, introduced some calm to Laura’s worn spirit.

      Though Laura wanted to speak, to exchange pleasantries, she was weary from words exchanged with her father. He had been none too thrilled with the way she had treated Mr. Patterson and had much to say on the matter. Still, she wouldn’t feel bad about that. She shouldn’t. After all, he had been the one who misstepped.

      She didn’t need his aid. As if that had not offended enough, he couldn’t peel his eyes off the beautiful blonde while he danced with Laura. What was in his head?

      “I hope everything is to your liking.” Mrs. Brady closed the coverings on the final window in the room.

      Laura swallowed her trepidation, lingering from her exchange with Father. “I have no doubt it will be.” She looked about the room. The soft colors and warm toned wood proved cozy enough. While Father preferred the elegance of a hotel stay, Laura wished for more private, comfortable accommodations. Yet another thing they disagreed on.

      The younger red-haired man looked to Mrs. Brady.

      She nodded and said, “Our other incoming guest may need your assistance.”

      Laura offered a smile of gratitude as he quit the room.

      “Do you need anything before you retire, Miss Millington?” Mrs. Brady paused in the middle of the room. “The dinner hour has passed, but I could find something in the kitchen if you’d like.”

      Laura waved a hand. “I thank you, but that won’t be necessary. I have come from a celebration that boasted a rather enormous food spread. I don’t think I could force down another bite.”

      Although it was true the hotel’s banquet had been filled with all manner of delectable treats, Laura had not partaken of much. Still, she didn’t mention that her resistance was due to her emotional upheaval after the conversation with her father. Instead of betraying such things to this stranger, Laura moved to the vanity.

      Mrs. Brady paused. “Would that be the reception at the Southern Hotel?”

      “Yes, it would be.” Laura turned back to the woman and peered closer. It wasn’t possible that she had been there, returned, and changed into her more plain dress, was it?

      “Casey Jones is married to my Janie.” The woman beamed with pride.

      “Indeed?” Laura smiled.

      “Yes, do you know him?”

      “Unfortunately, I cannot say that I do.” Laura sighed and shifted toward the mirror, pulling pins from her hair. “My father was invited and opted to extend the welcome to me.” She glanced at the woman’s reflection to gauge her reaction.

      “Oh, I see.” The woman’s warm grin fell slightly.

      Laura quickly added, “But I would say it is to my own failing that I am not of Mr. Jones’s acquaintance. He seems a rather fine train engineer…and a good man.”

      The woman’s lips curled at the edges again. “That he is.”

      An awkward silence fell over the room. Should she be the one to break it? But her weariness overcame that desire.

      “I will leave you to your ablutions, then, miss.” The older woman dipped her head and made swift her exit.

      Laura let out a breath. Maybe she should take an extra couple of days here. That may vex Father, but she needed some space. Her stomach twisted at the thought of another tense exchange with him, but she pushed it to the side and made short work of her evening routine. Before long, she settled into the bed, light extinguished, and closed her eyes.

      Only, sleep did not come.

      She tossed her body to the side and squeezed her eyes shut.

      But images from the evening—of the heated interaction over the wine, her ire toward Mr. Patterson, and her difficult words with Father—all stymied her attempts to ease her mind into slumber.

      What was she, then, to do? It rarely worked for her to force things from her mind. She pushed out a breath and set her gaze on the ceiling.

      Heavenly Father, You tell us to cast our cares on You, that You give rest to the one whose mind is set on You. Give me peace. Help me let go of these things weighing on me.

      And again her mind filled. She made the effort to turn her thoughts to focus on memorized Scriptures. She rehearsed every one of them and let her thoughts settle into the truth of them.

      Her body relaxed, and the spaces between thought and the pull to unconsciousness lengthened.

      And then her stomach growled.

      The traitor.

      Had she not partaken sufficiently at the party? But she knew…between the heavy things of the evening and her ire at Mr. Patterson, she hadn’t eaten much.

      Perhaps she should have taken Mrs. Brady up on her offer of sustenance earlier. Maybe she could now?

      She rose and pulled on a robe. Then opened the door to the hallway.

      Foreboding silence met her in the dark thickness of the house.

      She retreated back into her room and, closing the door, shifted her arms to pull off the dressing gown.

      A painful churning in her stomach stopped her. She doubted sleep would come if she could not feed it. How did she find herself in these situations?

      But she was not helpless. She didn’t need assistance to find bread in the kitchen.

      Pulling the robe back upon her shoulders and closing it with the cloth belt, she again
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