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            AWAY DOWN SOUTH IN DIXIE

          

        

      

    

    
      Accidentally caught up in the Civil War, Addison LaFleur wanted nothing more than to get home. To her family. But the universe conspired against her.

      

      Northerner Joshua Hamilton pretended to be a southerner. Everything he did, he did for family.

      

      While trying to help lovely southern belle, Addison, Joshua inadvertently puts them in danger with both armies – North and South.

      

      An enchanting and spellbinding historical romance set against the backdrop of the American Civil War. 
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        September 1862

      

      

      Joshua Hamilton slid a hundred-pound bag of flour off his shoulder and dropped it into the back of his buckboard wagon. A little dusting of flour escaped the cotton sack and was whisked away by the soft breeze.

      The warmth of the sun reminded him of a late spring day in Boston. Perfect weather. Not hot. Not cold. A day to spend outside taking a stroll around town.

      But those days were mere memories. Memories of another lifetime. Joshua dusted his hands on his brown cotton pants leaving a swath of white flour on both sides.

      “Good morning,” he said to an elderly gentleman who took a puff of his cigar as he walked past, carrying his cane beneath his armpit. The man left a trail of tobacco smoke behind him. Southerners were nothing if not innovative in finding ways of continuing their way of life while enduring the effects of a blockade.

      “How do you do?” The man tipped his hat as he kept walking.

      Joshua was working hard to blend in with the southerners. They were friendly to a fault – as long as they thought a man was trustworthy. In Boston he could walk past a dozen strangers and not a one of them would call out a greeting or even look a man in the eye.

      Down here in the south, that would be considered the height of rudeness.

      The small town had one main road. There was a boarding house and a cafe on one side. The cafe had the best apple pie Joshua had ever tasted. And on the other side of the street was a general store and a bank. There was a small white church, of course, that doubled as a schoolhouse during the week.

      He heard the echo of a blacksmith’s hammer from down the street, but for the most part, Donaldsonville was a quiet town. There were very few men around who were younger than forty. They’d all gone off to fight and any boy sixteen or older who could get out from under his mother’s thumb went with them.

      As a consequence, the town was practically deserted. After Butler captured New Orleans, a half day’s ride from here, and issued Order number 28, women were reluctant to go into town unescorted. Order number 28 allowed Union soldiers to treat women more like prostitutes than ladies.

      He didn’t see any union soldiers on the streets here at the moment, but he had no doubt there were union soldiers about.

      Joshua had just left the general store, where he’d stocked up on enough supplies to get him through the winter. It was his first Louisiana winter, so he really didn’t know what to expect.

      He couldn’t really ask anyone, though, because he was a northerner in disguise as a southerner.

      With everything loaded, he climbed up onto the seat of his buckboard wagon. He was about to head out when a stagecoach rumbled into town, sending up a flurry of dust.

      Joshua decided to wait a few minutes. The stagecoach sometimes brought mail and news from the rest of the world. Perhaps there would be some news worth waiting for.

      The driver stopped the stagecoach in the middle of the street, jumped down, and opened the door. Two men, one wearing a dark gray suit and the other wearing a black suit stepped out and appeared to be waiting for their trunks to be tossed from the top of the stagecoach.

      Then a lady appeared at the door. She looked around for a moment, then asked something, but he was too far away to hear. After she nodded once, both men rushed forward holding out their hands to help her climb down.

      She didn’t choose one over the other. Instead, she put one of her hands in each of theirs, allowing them both to help her down.

      She landed on the ground in a cloud of blue skirts over a full hoop. Joshua knew enough about fashion to know that her dress was not designed for travel.

      On the contrary, ladies usually traveled in less extravagant dresses that took up much less space and were easier to maneuver.

      Her blue dress had a high collar and she wore a dark blue velvet ribbon around her neck. She wore white gloves that extended over her elbows.

      She looked like she’d been on her way to a ball and somehow ended up here on the Main Street of Donaldsonville, Louisiana.

      Her feet safely on the ground now, she shooed the men away and stood there, surveying the town. He couldn’t tell if she was familiar with Donaldsonville or not.

      She kept her expression blank.

      That is until she saw him. Her eyes narrowed and she gathered up her skirts, rushing toward him. “Sir,” she said breathlessly. “I must get to Chene Ruelle. Will you take me there?”

      Joshua glanced around. He was the only man in a wagon that he could see. But surely there was someone else who could take this lady to her destination.

      “I don’t know, Miss…”

      She glanced over her shoulder. Then she put her hands on the edge of the seat and leaned toward him. “Please. I must get to my family. Can you help me?”

      Joshua looked into spellbinding green eyes and saw more than just a lady in a ballgown. He saw a terrified girl. A lovely girl with long dark hair, hastily pulled up onto the top of her head, strands falling around her face. Her skin was flawless porcelain. Her features were delicate. Her lips full and pink.

      It occurred to him that this young lady should not be traveling alone. It was far too dangerous. Especially in these uncertain times.

      The two men who had arrived in the stagecoach stood watching, their eyes on her. That did it. He couldn’t abandon her here on the city streets. Not when she was such a lovely target.

      “Very well,” he said. “Hop up.”

      She smiled and her whole face lit up, making her impossibly even more beautiful.

      Then she looked at the wagon. And back up at him, her eyes pleading.

      What was it now?

      Of course. She needed help getting into his wagon. It would be impossible for her to maneuver her skirts and climb up.

      He knew this. A southern gentleman – any gentleman at all - always helped a lady get into and out of a carriage. Perhaps he’d been away from the fairer sex too long.

      He came around and stood next to her. The top of her head came just to his shoulders, making him a full head taller than she was. She was slight as a willow.

      She took one more glance over her shoulder before he helped her into the wagon. As her hair swept near his face, he caught a whiff of magnolia.

      Once seated, she occupied herself with arranging her skirts on the seat, barely giving him room to sit beside her. She pulled her skirts aside just before he sat on them.

      “Thank you,” he said as he settled in next to her.

      Sensing her urgency, he urged his horse forward and together, they rode out of town.

      Once they had left the town and the horse was trotting down the dirt road, she seemed to relax a bit.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “You seem to be in some sort of trouble.”

      He looked at her out of the corner of his eyes. She peered at him, her forehead creased. “I’m merely trying to get home.”

      “I understand.” He snapped the reins, urging the horses faster, but not enough to send them into a dangerous canter. The sooner he deposited this girl on her family’s doorstep, the better off he was going to be. Just a feeling.

      “I’m Addison,” she said.

      “Joshua Hamilton.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you Mr. Hamilton.”

      “Likewise.” Though he wasn’t sure he meant it. Addison looked like trouble to him.

      And trouble was the last thing Joshua needed.

      “You’re not from here,” she said, reaching into her pocket and pulling out a small derringer.

      “Whoa,” Joshua said, leaning slightly away from her. “What are you doing?”

      She lifted a delicate eyebrow. “Nothing.”

      Joshua had been right about one thing. Addison was trouble.

      He just hadn’t seen this particular kind of trouble coming.
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      Addison LaFleur wrapped her fingers around the small pistol that had gotten her this far.

      The man, Joshua, wouldn’t have been her first choice in transportation, but he’d been the first available. And her escape was paramount. She hadn’t had the time to search about for better options.

      He was filthy – covered in flour and God knows what else. He smelled like horses. Horses and outdoors. Yet the horse pulling his wagon wasn’t in such great shape. She could see its backbone and its legs were thin and wobbly. It looked like it would fall over at any moment. In fact, she was surprised it was able to pull the wagon at all.

      But, Joshua had looked safe. He was obviously a farmer. He had a wagon full of supplies. He might even have something of value that she could use.

      But she would worry about that later. Right now she had to focus on getting as close to Chene Ruelle as she possibly could.

      Her life depended on it.

      He wasn’t from here. She hadn’t suspected that until he’d spoken. He had the clipped speech of someone from the Northeast. His voice lacked the southern softness that even a northern education couldn’t completely eradicate.

      “What do you plan to do with that gun?” he asked.

      She flipped the little derringer from one palm to the other. It felt heavy in her hands. She liked that. It made her feel safe.

      It was about the only thing that made her feel safe.

      “I don’t currently have any plans for it.” She slipped it back into her pocket, but she locked her fingers around it.

      “What’s in Chene Ruelle?” he asked.

      “Home,” she said, looking at him sideways. Did he not listen?

      “Right.”

      He watched her out of the corner of his eyes as he watched the road, holding the horse’s reins lightly in his hands. The horse wasn’t exactly going to run away.

      They turned left and continued down a road that was no more than two ruts with tall grass growing in the middle.

      This was definitely not the road to Chene Ruelle.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “Home,” he said.

      “But you said you’d take me to Chene Ruelle.” She gripped the little gun.

      “And I will. But not today. Today I have provisions to put away.”

      “But… then… why….”

      He turned and looked her directly in the eyes. He was a handsome man, despite being a farmer who wasn’t from the south. His eyes were a deep clear blue and his lips curved upwards at the corners as though he were secretly amused by her.

      “You seemed to be running from someone.” He shrugged. “I was merely helping you get away.”

      She huffed out a breath. Unfortunately he was right. She was running from someone. But she could take care of herself.

      Sort of.

      The road curved and they entered the shade of a tunnel of trees. The air smelled like honeysuckle, though she couldn’t see any of the blooms.

      “So…” he said. “Who are you running from?”

      She shook her head. He was presumptuous, this one. She laughed. Did men really think that ladies were daft enough to spill everything with a simple question?

      “All right, then,” he said. “we have another hour before we get to my house. Tell me something about your family.”

      “Tell me something about yours first,” she said, adjusting her skirt and propping her laced-up boot clad feet on the front of the wagon.

      “I don’t have any family.”

      She looked askance at him. “Everyone has family.”

      “Surely you don’t believe that.”

      She looked away, but didn’t answer. Of course she knew that. She’d just never met anyone who had no family at all. “What about cousins?”

      He shook his head. “None.”

      “Second cousins?”

      He shook his head.

      A couple of squirrels darted across the road in front of them and scampered up a tree.

      “All right then,” she said. “What about friends?”

      “I don’t have any friends.”

      “I can believe that,” she muttered.

      Somehow she had chosen the most stubborn socially isolated man in the town of Donaldsonville to take her home.

      She only hoped she wouldn’t have to use the derringer a second time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Five Months Earlier

        April 1862

        Addison

      

      

      Addison’s hand ached from holding the mask over her eyes. The rooms of the Chartrand home were so crowded, that it was a wonder anyone worried about wearing their masks.

      Fortunately, the air was still cool enough that the evening breeze kept the air from being stifling and stale. It was bad enough that the scent of roasted pig drifted in from the back courtyard. The air was filled with music from an orchestra set up in the courtyard. Somehow the sound of the orchestra and the scent of the roasted pig should clash, but instead they created a unique synergistic atmosphere found only in New Orleans.

      The courtyards were the most fascinating things about New Orleans. One could walk through the front door of a house – any house – off the street only to find that the brick courtyard behind it was even larger than the house. Sometimes one could even walk through the courtyard into the back door of someone else’s house. The French had an interesting architectural style to say the least.

      It was so very different from Addison’s home – Chene Ruelle. In the country. Her house sat alone on the edge of a cotton field, pine trees on the other three sides. The nearest neighbor was a mile away.

      Tonight wine flowed freely and Addison held a glass of the sweet liquid in her free hand. She’d only had one sip, though. She needed to keep her wits about her. Besides, she’d never had wine before.

      This was a social event for most, but for Addison, it was an assignment.

      Assignment or not, her dress was made from the finest of silks. It was a deep blue ball gown with layers upon layers over a wide hoop skirt. The width of her skirt made moving about in the crowded room a challenge, especially since all the other ladies there also had on wide hoop skirts.

      Her matching mask was adorned with feathers and lace. Everyone else had their masks tied around their heads with ribbon. It had been a cruel joke that the store clerk hadn’t bothered to tell her this, knowing that this was Addison’s first masquerade ball.

      No matter. She shrugged.

      This masquerade ball would be her last.

      A group of people started singing the Confederate National Anthem.

      In Dixie land, I'll take my stand to live and die in Dixie.

      Away, away, away down south in Dixie.

      She made her way to the stairway. She needed some space. Enough with this war already.

      She went upstairs, down the long hallway, and ducked into the deserted library. Leaving her wine on a little table by the door, she wandered through the room illuminated only by moonlight. She sat in a big oversized chair next to the window that overlooked the courtyard below. She heaved a sigh of relief as she lowered her mask. No one knew her anyway. The mask was pointless.

      But pointless or not, without it, she would stand out and next time, she would be remembered.

      Please don’t let there be a next time.

      Addison loved her cousin dearly and would do anything for him. That was what had gotten her into this to begin with.

      It didn’t matter. She would be returning empty-handed.

      And if she had any good fortune at all, he wouldn’t give her any more of his assignments.

      The laughter of men drifted down the hallway toward her.

      She slid down in the chair, hoping that in the pale light, she wouldn’t be noticed. She sat perfectly still, barely daring to breath.

      With her cheek against the back of the soft fabric chair, she could see the men as they came into the library. There were three of them, none of them wearing their masks. Two she didn’t recognize. One she did

      The man she recognized was the man she’d been searching for all evening.

      The Marquis Delafosse.

      She knew him by reputation. And her cousin had pointed him out to her while they walked down the street only a handful of days ago. He made a striking figure – tall with a confident walk.

      She listened to their talk of hunting and card playing and swordsmanship until she grew bored. Her eyes drifted closed. And soon she drifted off to sleep.

      She woke with a start.

      The room was quiet now, the only noise coming from the music and conversation of the guests in the courtyard below. The men had left. They had left and she hadn’t gotten any of the information she’d been seeking.

      “It’s a beautiful night,” the Marquis Delafosse said.

      She froze. He stood with his back to her, staring out the window.

      She didn’t answer.

      He turned and, leaning against the windowsill looked at her. Lifted his glass. “So you found me, Lady Addison.”

      She straightened in the chair. And her fingers curved around the little derringer tucked in her pocket that her cousin had insisted she bring with her.

      “Next time, you might not want to leave your wine glass out in the open.” He pulled at his red vest, smoothing the silk.

      “How do you know who I am?”

      “Your reputation precedes you.”

      “I don’t have a reputation,” she said.

      “After tonight you will.” He shoved away from the windowsill and stepped toward her. “Tell me. What is it you want to know?”

      “You seem to know so much. You tell me.” She was alert now, shaking off the last sands of sleep.

      “You want to know the movements of the northern army.”

      “Why would I want to know that?” She sat up in the chair, but there was nowhere for her to go. “I’m not an officer or even a soldier. That information would be useless to me.”

      “You want to be a good spy.” He walked around behind her chair.

      She tensed with him out of her line of vision, behind her.

      “I’m not a spy.”

      “Of course not.” He appeared around the left side of her chair. “And neither was your cousin.”

      Was. “What do you mean?”

      “Your cousin was careless. He underestimated the French, you see.”

      She had last seen her cousin two days ago. He’d instructed her on seeking out the Marquis Delafosse for information on the northern army. Just like the Marquis said.

      But Delafosse couldn’t know this. He couldn’t even know who she was.

      The whole thing was much too confusing.

      “I don’t know what you mean, but I haven’t spoken with my cousin in some time.”

      “Two days ago.”

      Her blood pounded in her ears. This man knew far too much. She didn’t respond. She didn’t know how. Contrary to his accusations, she wasn’t a spy. She was merely carrying out a request for her cousin.

      “And you won’t be speaking to him anytime soon.”

      Her blood ran cold. Was he talking about her or her cousin now? Which one of them was in danger? “I’ll seek him out. Tomorrow.”

      “Don’t you think he should be here tonight?”

      Did she? She thought back to their conversation two days ago. Her cousin’s voice had been clear as she’d walked away from him. I’ll see you at the masquerade ball.

      “Maybe,” she spoke in a whisper.

      “There’s no need to lie. He told me everything.” He circled her chair again. It was a most disturbing feeling, having him circle her this way. Like a hawk circles its prey.

      “Then I’ll just leave,” she said, gathering up her skirts. Her cousin had told her to stay out of harm’s way. It’s not worth it. If you’re in any kind of danger, just walk away.

      Well, it was time to walk away.

      The Marquis stood in front of her now, blocking her exit. “I can’t let you do that.”

      “Of course you can,” she said, putting all the bravado she could muster into her voice and standing up.

      The Marquis pushed her back down, his hands pushing against her shoulders. “No.”

      Addison’s right hand was still wrapped around the little gun her cousin had given her.

      “You are much like your cousin. He fought valiantly, too. Too bad his bravado wasn’t enough to save his life.”

      Addison’s ears rang, the blood rushing to her head. “What do you mean?”

      “In the end, he begged for his life. But begging wasn’t enough. No. His body made quite the splash when it dropped into the Mississippi River.”

      Addison didn’t think. She went with the blind rage that overcame her. She pulled the gun from her pocket and watched with satisfaction as his eyes widened when he saw it.

      The noise from below muffled the single shot.

      Addison put the gun back in her pocket, stepped over his body and went downstairs, the mask held securely in place over her eyes.
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        April 1862

        Joshua

      

      

      Joshua stood with one hand on the stone fireplace mantle and holding a glass of bourbon with his other hand. He stared into the flames of the fire, his head down.

      Though it was May, it was still cold and he was drawn to the warmth of the fire. The wood crackled and a spark popped out landing harmlessly on the gray stone hearth, immediately sizzling out.

      He sipped the bourbon, letting its sweetness slowly burn its way down his throat into his belly.

      Four men sat in large overstuffed chairs behind him, all smoking rich cigars with a deep scent of vanilla and fresh grass. The smoke from the cigars created a haziness in the room, much like fog from a spring rain.

      He could hear them talking, but he was no longer listening. Instead he focused on the sweet piano music drifting from the parlor. The men’s wives were there listening to his sister play the piano. So much more pleasant than listening to the men’s inane conversation.

      He’d choose to spend time with his sister any day rather than waste his free time with these men. Ten years younger than he, Charlotte was the light of his life.

      They asked too much.

      Joshua, first of all, had no use for the war. And second, he certainly didn’t want to play a part in it.

      They were insane.

      He had a factory to run. A factory started by his grandfather and handed down to him bypassing his father who had no interest in learning the family trade. By all rights, it should have gone to Joshua’s mother, but she hadn’t protested when it went to Joshua instead.

      His maternal grandfather had taught him everything there was to know about the textile factory. They made cloth from southern cotton. Tons of it.

      The south shipped their cotton north, the factories made it into cloth, then they shipped it back to the south, making a profit in the process.

      It was a very inefficient system. Joshua’s proposal to take their factory south had been met with ridicule by his father and friends. Nonetheless his grandfather had thought the idea to be a grand one.

      But now his grandfather lay cold in the ground and Joshua was quickly losing his leverage. To be such a good businessman in life, his grandfather had not secured his business in death.

      Joshua’s father was laying claim to the textile factory with the backing of his attorneys. Since technically Joshua’s mother would have inherited the factory, legally it should have gone to Joshua’s father.

      And now they wanted Joshua to leave his heritage behind and get involved in this useless war.

      The north would win, of course. The south didn’t have the resources to go their own way. Their only hope was to work with the French. Even if they worked with the French and won the war, they would soon see the folly of their thinking. The French would be no better than England and the south would soon have to fight them for independence just as all Americans had fought for their independence against England.

      “Joshua,” his father called out to him. Damn him. Father had never shown any interest in the factory when his grandfather lived. Only now, when he saw the opportunity to exploit the south did he care anything at all about it.

      With Joshua out of the way, he could run it his way. It wouldn’t last a year. Joshua’s grandfather had taught him that. He’d told him that his father had no head for business.

      Joshua believed his grandfather.

      And everyone knew his father was a conniving bastard.

      Discretely conniving, of course.

      Joshua lifted his head and turned to face the men. The heat of the fire was to his back now. The smoke-filled room made him feel sick. He swallowed more bourbon to try and wash down some of the cigar smoke that burned his throat.

      “I should have moved out years ago,” he muttered to himself.

      “What’s that?” Father asked. “Speak up, Son.”

      “I won’t do it.”

      His father’s friends watched the interaction closely. “Of course you will,” Father said. “You won’t like the alternative.”

      His father was a blusterer. He liked to look good in front of his friends and would do whatever it took to do so. Usually it involved criticizing his mother in some way, but today that razor focus was on Joshua.

      Joshua focused on the memory of his grandfather. Never let your father push you around, he said. You’re a good man. Despite what your father may say. Joshua hadn’t known what his grandfather was referring to until his grandfather was no longer around.

      It was too late now. Joshua was on his own now. “What are you going to do?” Joshua asked. “Take away the factory? You’ve already started that process.”

      One of the men cleared his throat. The man was Iberville Clauson. Father’s attorney. Joshua turned his gaze on him. Tipped his bourbon glass toward him. “This will come back to haunt you, you know.”

      “Fortunately,” Iberville said. “I don’t care. I’m old. Besides, there’s no attorney you could hire who would take me on.”

      He was wrong, of course. But Joshua refused to sully his grandfather’s name by dragging this through the public’s eye. His father would toy with the factory for a time, but he’d soon grow tired of it and toss it back in Joshua’s lap. Especially after it quit making the profit that allowed the family to live the lifestyle the way it did. He’d be begging Joshua to take it back within six months to a year.

      But then there was the matter of the war. The men had decided that Joshua would move south to spy on the confederacy.

      Not join the army, but work as a private spy.

      Did such a thing even exist?

      Joshua didn’t know and didn’t care to find out.

      His father’s friend Herman had a huge grin on his face. Herman was much better off not grinning. It did nothing for his appearance. He was sixty if he was a day and had tufts of gray hair across his scalp. He kept these tufts combed over the top of his head and slicked down with God knows what.

      Besides that, Herman was a short little man who wore plaid suits. Where he got such awful clothing was a mystery.

      Joshua suspected that Herman’s clothes were at least thirty years old. They were threadbare and smelled like wet dog hair. Herman’s fingernails were long. Long and dirty.

      But Herman had buckets of money he’d gotten from foreclosing on people’s loans. A most unethical practice, but one that he got away with every day. Times were hard and Herman knew how to play on their fears, assuring them that they needed to mortgage their land for security. Which actually meant his own security after he was finished with them.

      At one time, Joshua thought Father kept Herman close merely for business reasons, but he was no longer so sure why his father did anything.

      “Find someone else to do it,” Joshua said.

      “No one else is available,” the third man said. The third man’s name was Donald. Donald was a womanizer, but he was a shrewd business man. Out of the four men, Donald frightened Joshua the most.

      If the men needed something done, they looked to Donald for ideas. Ideas that Iberville, the attorney, made happen, after the four of them finished toying with it.

      “No,” Joshua insisted, setting his glass on the mantle. He no longer had a taste for the bourbon. It was time he went upstairs and went to bed. Tomorrow he had work to do at the factory. Until his father physically removed him, he’d continue to run it – the right way.

      “Like I said,” Father had a smug expression his face. “You’ll do it.”

      Joshua shook his head, and started walking toward the door. He’d had enough of this nonsense. He’d stop by the parlor, say goodnight to his fourteen-year-old sister and put this out of his mind.

      “If you don’t do it,” Father said just as Joshua reached the door. “I’ll have your sister married to Herman the day she turns fifteen.”
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      Joshua stopped the wagon in front of a two-story wooden barn with peeling white paint. The walls consisted of boards that had one to two-inch gaps between them. whoever built that barn had no idea what they were doing. Addison had seen chicken coops built better.

      “We’re stopping here?” Addison asked, swallowing her panic. She’d stayed in worse places these last four months. But still, with the sun going down, the knowledge that Joshua wouldn’t be driving her to Chene Ruelle today made the barn look all the more frightening.

      The barn’s door, hanging by one hinge, stood propped across the opening. She didn’t want to imagine the wild animals that no doubt sought refuge in that ragged building.

      “Old Nellie has done all she can do today. I have to tuck her in for the night.” He hopped off the wagon. “I won’t be long. Do you want down? We’ll be walking the rest of the way to the house.”

      “Of course,” she said. This man had been a very bad choice. She would have been better off hiding out in town until she could find a horse of her own. If Old Nellie was representative of the available horses, though, she might never get home.

      Then again, looking on the bright side, no one would even in a million years think to look for her here.

      He came around to her side and held out his arms as though she were a child. Though she waved him off at first, she sighed as she held out her hands. When he picked her up by the waist, she grasped his shoulders. He swung her around and set her feet on the ground.

      She caught her breath at the unexpected contact. He stood in front of her, studying her face. Her eyes darted away and she felt a flush on her cheeks.

      “I thought we were putting up Nellie,” she said.

      He lifted an eyebrow. “You know your way around a horse?”

      “I might,” she said, turning away.

      She’d grown up with horses. Her father raised some of the best horses in Louisiana. And not only Louisiana, he’d also sold horses to men in both north Louisiana and Texas. His reputation was above reproach.

      And since he had no son, he’d taught Addison everything he knew about horses. She’d trotted along behind him in the stables from the time she could walk. According to her mother, even before she could walk, her father carried her out to the stables and let her crawl around while he tended to the horses.

      Her father made enough money on his horses, that he had no need for farming. He only grew what he needed to feed family and the horses. He’d put family first, then horses second. Other than that, he had no other interests that Addison knew of.

      He loved his horses and his girls.

      Addison’s mother had given him two girls and a son. Addison’s older sister was married to a tobacco farmer and they lived in Mississippi now.

      Addison missed her every single day.

      And often she wondered if she could go another day without seeing her sister.

      But then the war came and everything changed.

      Everything.

      But right now all Addison cared about was getting home. She hadn’t seen her family in six months.

      Not since the day her brother came home.

      “Well,” Joshua said, “let’s get Nellie tucked into the barn.”

      Addison watched as he removed the tack from Nellie and carried it into the barn. Addison chose not to follow him.

      Instead, she went around to Nellie and rubbed the horse’s nose against her cheek. “He should really feed you something,” she told the horse.

      The horse whinnied in response. She rubbed her neck.

      Joshua came out of the barn and took Old Nellie’s reins.

      “Where did you get her?” Addison asked.

      “I bought her in town,” he said, leading the horse toward the barn.

      Right. He still wasn’t telling her where he was from. A man with a broken-down horse in a broken-down barn who wasn’t from here.

      A few minutes later, he came out of the barn.

      “Do you think she’s safe in there?”

      “Not really,” he said, going to the wagon, picking up a bag of flour, and tossing it over his shoulder. “But I don’t have anywhere else to keep her out of the weather.”

      “She might be safer in the pasture. At least she wouldn’t have to worry about a roof falling onto her head.” Addison picked up her skirts and prepared to walk through the woods to Joshua’s house.

      He looked at her sideways, then broke into laughter. “Good point.”

      Addison looked up at him, at the way his eyes lit up when he smiled. Those lips that curved up at the corners had shifted into a bright smile.

      With her eyes focused on the ground, she followed Joshua. As they walked around the barn, they stepped onto a pathway that had been smoothed and leveled. It was wide enough that the hem of her skirts barely brushed the edges of the walkway.

      When he stopped suddenly, her skirts bumped into the backs of his knees before she realized he was no longer moving.

      “We’re here,” he said, stepping aside for her to stand next to him. “Home sweet home.”

      She wasn’t sure what she’d expected, maybe something more like the chicken coop of a barn, but she certainly hadn’t expected the little house that sat in front of them.

      It was a one-story farmhouse, and though it wasn’t very big, it had a porch that curved around all three sides and maybe even the back.

      Unlike the barn, the house had been recently whitewashed. The little picket fence that extended a few feet to both the right and left was also
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