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To those who begged for Scout to have a story all his own—enjoy! 

And to the Lord, who always leads us home.


 










Chapter One


Seattle, Washington Territory,
June 1876


 


Somewhere out there was the man waiting
for his bride.


Ada Williamson swallowed the lump in her throat as she stood
on the deck of the steamer Frances Downing from San Francisco. The sailor
on the helm blew the ship’s horn twice, the blasts echoing across the blue-gray
waters of the bay until it bounced off the forested hillside beyond. Clapboard
houses grew more elaborate as they climbed the hill, stretching across the arc
of the town with a line of tall firs behind them, and businesses crowded the
waterfront.


“Adds another few establishments each week,” one of the
businessmen behind her murmured to the balding Mr. Clancy, who had made a point
of making her acquaintance on the trip. “I hear they have more than three
thousand inhabitants now.”


“And nearly forty saloons,” Mr. Clancy joked.


Ada shifted farther away from them along the rail as the
steamer cruised into port. The rumble beneath her feet slowed, stopped, as the
massive engines ramped down. The anchor rattled as the crew released it to
splash into the water. Across the bay came the unmistakable sound of a cheer.


Odd. She’d thought steamer service from San Francisco was a
regular occurrence. Was the ship carrying important cargo?


She shifted again, clutching her carpetbag in front of her auburn
traveling dress as sailors moved past to man the small boats. Her other
belongings were already packed in her trunk, which waited to be offloaded.


“Take any dress you like,” her sister had said with a toss
of her golden curls. “I’m sure Bertrand would be glad to buy me more.”


If not Bertrand, then Frank or Peter or George or any one of
the two dozen men who had attempted to capture her sister’s heart in the last
year. It didn’t matter that proper ladies would not allow such extravagant
gifts. Melinda Williamson deserved better, at least in her own mind.


Ada grimaced at the unkind thought. Melinda couldn’t help
that she was beautiful and charming, that she could sing to the second A above
middle C without trying, that she glided across the ballroom floor like a
swallow on the breeze. When she entered a room, everyone knew it. When she
left, the very air seemed to follow. Ada had never met anyone—male or
female—who didn’t immediately want to make her sister’s acquaintance. And it
was entirely Melinda’s doing that many eventually wandered away, disheartened.


“Jealous,” her sister would claim of a lady friend’s
defection.


“He bores me,” she had insisted of the man she’d thrown off
for another. Melinda went through acquaintances nearly as quickly as gowns.


And nothing Ada had done could convince her sister she must
mend her ways now that they had been left nearly destitute.


She patted her black feathered hat into place on her hair,
wishing as she often did that the light brown had half the luster of her
sister’s curls. At the moment, it felt as dull and heavy as the clouds
overhead. Rain would entirely fit with the news she was bringing. Surely Mr.
Rankin would mourn.


She swallowed again as the small boats began their way down
the side of the steamer for the salt water below. In a moment, the little craft
would be ferrying passengers from deep water to the piers that jutted out into
the bay like fingers eager to grasp hold. One of the piers looked particularly crowded—people
all jostling to stare out at the ship. 


Ada glanced around at the whiskered gentlemen, the mothers
holding firmly to their children’s hands. The steamer only carried a dozen
passengers, and many were newcomers to Seattle like her. She hadn’t met anyone
on the seven-day journey from San Francisco who had claimed a large family
waiting. She had sent a telegram to ask Mr. Rankin to meet the ship and a
solitary Miss Williamson, for she would be leaving the sister he thought would
be accompanying her in San Francisco. He couldn’t know that the sister left
behind was the one he intended to marry.


What, or who, were those people on the dock expecting?


The second mate stopped beside her. “Would you care to take
the first boat, Miss Williamson?”


Her? She glanced at the businessmen. One was frowning as if
he couldn’t understand why she’d be given such an honor. Mr. Clancy was
regarding her as if she must hold hidden depths. She should demur, allow those
with more important business to disembark first.


But the sooner she got this over with, the better, and the
less likely she’d beg a return passage to San Francisco instead.


“Thank you, Mr. Tilden,” she said. “That would be lovely.”


A short time later, she was seated with chubby Mr. Clancy,
his colleague, and three other men as two sailors bent the oars to send them
bobbing across the waves. Her hat was securely pinned, but already the tangy
sea breeze tugged at strands of her hair, whipping them about her face as the
boat approached the pier. She should try to tame them, but it didn’t really
matter what she looked like. She’d come to break Thomas Rankin’s heart. He’d
soon despise the very sight of her.


Which was such a shame! The letters he’d written in response
to the ad Ada had convinced Melinda to place as a mail-order bride had been so
heartfelt, so poignant. He deserved the charming beauty he thought he was
marrying. 


Melinda didn’t seem to care. She’d been certain a letter
would suffice to inform him she had changed her mind. He’d paid her passage
from New York, but she preferred to stay in San Francisco rather than the rural
hamlet she considered Seattle. Because of Ada’s respect for him, she had used a
good portion of her remaining money to come tell him the truth. And after that,
she prayed she could start a life of her own.


Another cheer went up as the boat bumped the pilings. Hands
reached down to help secure the ropes. A band started playing, brass melding
with strings.


“Someone important must be on the boat,” Mr. Clancy told his
colleague.


Burley dockworkers bent to offer Ada their calloused hands.
They both grinned as if it were a great honor. Mystified, she allowed them to
lift her to the planks.


The cheer that went up this time was deafening, drowning out
the music from the band. Dozens of faces, male faces, beamed at her. From
senior fellows with grizzled locks and gap-toothed grins to lads with barely
the scruff of a tawny beard, they clapped their hands, stomped their feet, and
whistled, until the pier trembled.


Ada glanced back into the boat, where Mr. Clancy and the
others waited their turn to climb onto the pier. They frowned back at her. And
no one reached down to help them ashore.


Her gaze was drawn to a movement in the crowd. A lean man
with deep brown hair brushing the collar of his fine wool coat stepped forward.
She didn’t need to see his smile to know his name. She’d read about the bump on
the bridge of his nose, how he’d gained the faint scar that marked his left
cheek. She knew his hopes for marrying and had shared his dreams for a future. 


He must have planned the band, the crimson carpet that
stretched up the pier to the golden-yellow carriage on the shore, and the
banner overhead, hand-painted with blue and yellow iris and the words “Welcome,
Melinda Williamson.” He’d done all this for the woman he’d hoped to wed. 


The lump in her throat felt as large as the snow-capped
mountain in the distance.


He stepped forward, a bouquet of red and gold blanket flowers
in one long-fingered hand. “Miss Williamson?”


Those two words held so much hope and so much doubt. Around
him, men doffed their hats and waited for her answer. How could she tell him,
shame him, in front of them all?


Ada pasted on her best smile. “Yes. You must be Mr. Rankin.
It’s a pleasure to meet you at last.”


 


***


 


Thomas “Scout” Rankin blew out a breath, then hastily bowed
to cover it. She was here. She’d come. He hadn’t really believed she would.


“You mustn’t judge Miss Williamson by Mrs. Jamison,” Beth
McCormick had insisted when she’d come by this morning to check on him. She’d
carefully straightened the trailing ends of the blue silk bowtie at his collar,
her own pink skirts impeccable as always. “She sounds quite reasonable from her
letters.”


He should have trusted Beth. They’d known each other since
they were children, and she had a knack for matchmaking, having helped each of
her five brothers find love. She’d been one of the first to cast doubts on the
beautiful widow he’d been drawn to last year. But Evangeline Jamison had proved
herself false. That didn’t mean Miss Williamson would do the same.


He still remembered the ad Beth had drawn to his attention.


Interested in matrimony to a kind, considerate gentleman
who is a good provider: Boston beauty of fine family and education. Hoping to
make a family and share a faith. Willing to travel for the right man.


He wasn’t so much interested in beauty as character. The
Good Book said that beauty was fleeting, but a woman of good character was to
be praised. It was the character of Melinda Williamson, as expressed in her
letters, that had made him believe love stood a chance. Still, the photo she’d
sent hadn’t hurt.


And the woman standing in front of him now resembled that
photo very little. Instead of bright, thick curls, her hair was sleeker and a
warm brown. Instead of a rounded-cheek face, hers was nearly as narrow as his.
And she seemed to have lost weight, for there was no sign of her lush figure.


But that smile—tremulous, full of awe—he could bask in that
admiration for quite some time.


The other men around him weren’t so willing to wait. Despite
his best intentions to keep this meeting private, word had gotten out. Beth’s
insistence on adding the carpet up the rough planks, as if he was ushering Miss
Williamson to a coronation rather than a possible wedding, and the presence of
the Seattle Brass and String Band had guaranteed notice. Now half the male population
of the town was crowding the wharf and lining the shore. Sawmill workers in
flannel and denim, merchants in calico and wool, and even a local banker in a
tall beaver hat stood around him, watching his every move.


“What are you waiting for, Scout?” someone shouted. “Give
her the flowers!”


“Forget the flowers,” someone else yelled. “Give her a
kiss!”


The word flew through the crowd, until they all sounded like
a flock of geese hissing at a stranger. His cheeks felt hot.


Her cheeks turned pink, and she thrust out the hand that
wasn’t holding her carpetbag. “Thank you for the flowers.”


Thomas handed her the bouquet, picked from the hillside near
his house. Then he took the bag from her and offered her his arm. “May I escort
you to the carriage?”


“Why are you asking her?” someone demanded. “You paid for
her to come. Tell her who’s boss.”


“You may be a Rankin, but you can still act like a man.”


“Act is the right word!”


He ignored the gibes. So did Miss Williamson as she placed
her hand on his arm. 


“Will they know where to send my trunk?” she asked.


“I’ve left word at the booking office,” he assured her.


Several men moved to block their way, hands on their hips
and grins cocky. What, did they think they deserved to kiss the bride too?


Thomas hardened his face as he met their gazes. Their grins
faded, and they stepped aside with respectful nods. He led the woman he hoped
to marry up the pier for his waiting carriage.


Bobby sat in the driver’s seat, holding the horses ready,
eyes wide, as they approached. Why was his seventeen-year-old ward nervous? He
wasn’t the one contemplating marrying a stranger.


Only she wasn’t a stranger. Through her letters, Thomas had
felt her sorrow on the loss of her parents in a carriage accident, her
eagerness to travel around the Horn to meet him. He enjoyed the same books she
did—adventure stories of valiant men and visionary women. They both shared a
passion for maple sugar candy, nearly impossible to get out here on the
frontier. They both believed in a merciful God, who stood by to help in times
of trouble.


That woman—that warm, kind, intelligent woman—was who he
hoped to make his bride.


“Melinda Williamson,” he said, “allow me to introduce my
ward, Robert Donovan.”


He’d told her about Bobby in his letters too, though not
everything. Bobby deserved to be judged on his own merits, not those of his
conniving older sister, who had been convicted of instigating the murder of
three men.


Bobby removed one hand from the reins to yank his tweed cap
off his black hair, leaving strands sticking out at odd angles. “Ma’am.”


“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Donovan,” she said.


The tops of Bobby’s ears turned red.


“Bobby offered to drive so I could devote my attentions to
you rather than the horses,” Thomas told her.


Her color seeped away. Were his attentions unwanted at the
moment, or was she daunted by the hill rising behind them? The streets of the
town were steep, and those streets were more mud than hard-packed dirt some
days. At least they’d had good weather this June, the gray skies today
notwithstanding. That boded well for the upcoming Centennial Celebration.


“Very kind of you,” she murmured, and he wasn’t sure if she
was thanking Bobby or him.


He motioned with his hand, and she nodded permission for him
to help her up into the carriage. The movement set the black silk fringe on the
skirts of her dusky red gown to swinging. Mindful of the men still watching
from the wharf, Thomas went around to the other side of the carriage to climb
in beside her. The Seattle Band played them down the street and around the
corner to the Occidental Hotel as his other impromptu guests began making their
way back to their homes and businesses and Mr. Mercer, the longshoreman, began
rolling up the carpet before taking down the banner Beth had painted.


“I booked you a suite,” Thomas explained as she looked
right, left, straight ahead at Bobby’s slender back, anywhere but at him. “I
thought that would be easiest for you. And I asked my friend, Mrs. McCormick,
to act as chaperone.”


“I remember Mrs. McCormick,” she said, look brightening. “She
answered the ad for you. She was ever so nice.”


“She is,” Thomas agreed, admiring the way the black lace
lining the edges of her hat called attention to her fluttering lashes. 


Bobby pulled up the team of dappled grays in front of the
white-washed two-story building. “Here you are, Scout.”


Thomas shook his head. No matter how he’d tried, he couldn’t
seem to outgrow his childhood nickname. Some—like Beth, her brothers, and
Bobby—used it fondly. Others held it over him.


He hopped down and came around to offer a hand to Miss
Williamson. She had little hands, dainty, like the rest of her. He hadn’t
expected that. He’d been a little afraid she might tower over his five-foot-seven
frame. But her head came just about to his shoulder, and his arm would have fit
around her waist easily. He made sure not to confirm that as they entered the lobby.


The Occidental was one of Seattle’s finest hotels. Wingback
chairs with crimson, tufted upholstery dotted the lobby, and the clerk’s stand
was of polished mahogany. Thomas led her up to the clerk.


“We have Miss Williamson’s suite all ready,” the fellow
assured them as he handed her the brass key. “I’ll have a porter show you right
up.”


She glanced at Thomas, smile slipping just the slightest.
“Will you be coming too, Mr. Rankin?”


The clerk was watching avidly, and Thomas felt as if
everyone in the lobby had stopped and held a breath to hear his response.


“No,” he said. “A lady deserves her privacy. But I’d love to
have dinner with you later, after you’ve settled in. Say six?”


“That would be lovely,” she said.


He handed her bag to the porter and watched until they
disappeared up the stairs, then turned to go.


“I thought she was supposed to be a great beauty,” one of
the other guests said to another. At least his friend had the good sense to
look abashed, gaze flitting away from Thomas. He ignored them and headed for
the door.


She might not be a great beauty, but if she was the woman
who had written those letters, she was the perfect mail-order bride.


Now he just had to convince her he needed a little time
before becoming her groom.










Chapter Two


Ada gazed around at the suite of rooms
Thomas Rankin had arranged for her. The sitting room overlooking Elliott Bay
had elegant, flocked wallpaper and was furnished with a camelback settee and
two satin-striped chairs, all of cerulean blue, nestled close to a stone
fireplace. The room next to it held a brass bed large enough to sleep a family
of four, a desk and chair of polished walnut, and wardrobe space where her few
gowns would likely look lonely. The blue and white carpet patterned with lilies
sank under her feet as she crossed it.


She had never stayed in such fine surroundings. Guilt shoved
on her shoulders. She shook it off. 


It was only for one night. At dinner, she would tell him the
truth. At least, most of it.


She ventured to sit on the horsehair settee, the cushion as
firm as her convictions. Truly, it would be a relief to stop finding excuses
for her sister’s selfish behavior.


“She’s high spirited,” their father would say, gray head up
as if proud of the fact. 


“She draws every eye in the room,” her mother would put in
with a doting smile.


Melinda certainly did, but it hadn’t been until their older
parents had died, leaving a pile of debts behind, that Ada realized her sister
not only drew attention, she craved it. In the end, she had been unwilling to
surrender it, even if it meant going back on her word and stealing a man’s
money. 


The memories pushed her to her feet and set her to pacing. Melinda’s
betrayal had been nearly as bad as their father’s. He’d inherited a small
fortune when he’d been younger, enough that her parents needn’t work. But he’d
never learned to manage money properly. After indulging every whim of
Melinda’s, they’d gone into debt, then kept spending to keep up appearances. In
the end, they’d left their daughters with little choice but to seek employment
or marriage. And only Melinda had held any hopes for marriage.


Ada shook her head. If she kept ruminating about the past
until six, she’d go mad. But there was no sense in unpacking her carpetbag, or
the trunk that would shortly follow. Tomorrow, she must find work and a
boardinghouse. 


Her limited skills had prevented her from competing in the
workforce in Boston, but this was the frontier. There must be jobs here. She
might not be polished enough with a needle for fine work, but she could hem and
mend. She tended to overcook or undercook her meals no matter how hard she
tried, but she could clean vegetables and wash dishes. She had no experience
with children—unless dealing with her sister’s tantrums counted—but she could
clean houses and launder clothes. Surely someone would hire an honest,
hardworking woman.


Honest—ha! 


Would the people of Seattle hold it against her when they
learned that she’d misled one of its finest citizens, if only for a few hours?
Perhaps she really was mad to think she could leave Melinda behind and start a
new life.


She stopped in the middle of the plush carpet. No. She
refused to think like that. Against all odds, she’d gotten herself here. Now
she must take the next step and apply for a position. An ad had brought her
here. An ad could see to her future. 


She marched herself downstairs and requested a newspaper
from the obsequious clerk, who introduced himself as Thaddeus Carter. She
nodded her thanks and clutched the paper close, all the while trying to ignore
the number of gazes pointed in her direction. Thomas Rankin was clearly a man
important enough in Seattle that everyone wanted to take a gander at his
supposed bride.


Once safely back in the suite, she opened The Puget Sound
Dispatch, published the previous Saturday by Brown and Son. The front page of
the weekly carried news from around the country as well as the territory,
including a story about a sixteen-year-old girl who had killed a wildcat.


“That is the kind of a girl for new countries,” the editor
opined.


Ada sucked in a breath. If that was the sort of woman men
expected in Seattle, she would never find a position.


She thumbed through the eight pages nonetheless but found
few positions advertised and none that might fit her dubious qualifications.
Well, there would be another paper on Saturday. In the meantime, she noted
names of boardinghouses and other businesses to approach.


By half past five, she was ready to be done with her
confession. She changed into a dinner dress her sister had never liked. It was
a little behind the current fashion with wider skirts and a less-fitted bodice,
but that made it easier to hide the fact that it had been made for a woman with
a more expansive figure. Ada had spent most of the trip up from San Francisco
hemming and tucking the gowns. When it came to new dresses and things, Melinda
had always come first. Ada was used to hand-me-downs.


Still, she thought she looked rather well in the gown the
color of a summer sky as she descended to the lobby, the pleated ruffle at the
hem brushing the stairs. Several gentlemen lounging on the tufted chairs
glanced her way. Why were they smiling? Her hand went to her hair, which she’d
combed to spill down behind her past her ruffled collar, but everything seemed
to be in place. She twisted to make sure the waterfall skirts were laying
properly and the hem hadn’t come undone. No, good there too. Perhaps she should
simply keep moving.


She recognized the door to the dining room by the neatly
lettered sign beside it and the tantalizing aromas wafting from it. A fellow
standing near it was bold enough to speak to her as she approached. 


“A pretty lady like you should not have to dine alone,” he
said, pulling off his hat from his straw-colored hair. 


Pretty lady? Was he some sort of charlatan to think she’d
dive into his butter sauce? Ada raised her chin, prepared to skewer him with a
sharp retort.


“Miss Williamson won’t be alone.” The tenor voice was
surprisingly firm as Thomas came up to them. “She’ll be dining with me.” He
offered her his arm.


With a regretful smile, the other man moved ahead of them
into the dining room.


“I’m sorry I wasn’t here when you came down,” Thomas said. 


“I was a little early,” Ada admitted, accepting his arm. He
led her through the two wide doors into the dining room.


Tables draped in white dotted the expanse of polished wood
floor, with palms, no doubt imported at great expense, sheltered in scarlet pots
against the paneled walls. A waiter hurried forward to show them to a table in
the corner. Candlelight gleamed on heavy silverware. The aromas were stronger
now—melted butter and garlic and fresh-baked bread.


Thomas held her chair for her, then went around to take his
own seat opposite.


“Was the suite to your liking?” he asked.


“Oh, yes,” Ada managed, mindful of the hovering waiter.
“It’s lovely.”


“The Occidental is the best hotel in Seattle,” the waiter bragged,
broad face wide in a grin. “Though rarely has it been graced by so lovely a
lady.”


Ada had to stop herself from snorting. Someone was hoping
for a fat tip. 


Thomas leaned back in his chair. “What do you have for us
tonight, Roy?”


Roy stood taller, slicked back brown hair shining in the
light from the center brass chandelier. “Mussels in a cream sauce, dilled
salmon, and prime rib in its own juice.” He waited expectantly.


So did Thomas.


He wanted her to choose? Usually Melinda decided what they
would eat, and Ada went along, knowing anything else was sacrilege. But to make
her own choice? A little bubble of happiness rose up inside her, like a balloon
soaring into the sky.


“Mussels,” Ada said. “I haven’t had them in ages.”


“Make that two, Roy,” Thomas said, and the waiter hurried
off, white apron flapping about his long legs.


“A shame it’s not the season for strawberries,” Thomas said.


Strawberries? Oh, right. They were Melinda’s favorite. Ada
had written to tell him that. She scooted closer to the table. “Or
huckleberries. Do they really grow everywhere here?”


“Hillsides, forests,” he agreed.


Do it, Ada. Just tell him.


“My friend Levi and I used to gorge ourselves on them,” he
continued, gaze soft. “We even grabbed one of his mother’s pies off the cooling
rack. We weren’t gentlemen in those days.”


But he was now. His dark hair was neatly combed, his chin
freshly shaved if the scent of bay rum cologne was any indication. He wore a
yellow-checkered cravat at his throat and a green watered-silk waistcoat inside
his tailored jacket. With that kind look and considerate attitude, he was
everything a gentleman should be. She ought to tell her sister a thing or two
about abandoning him.


And she ought to tell him the truth.


“Actually, Mr. Rankin,” she started.


“Thomas, please,” he said. “And I hope you will allow me to
call you by your first name.”


She nodded. Why not? In a few minutes, it wouldn’t matter.
He probably wouldn’t want to set eyes on her again once she confessed.


“Thomas, then,” she said, surprised by how nice it felt to
say the name that had been on her mind for months. “We must talk.”


He reached across the table and took her hand where it had
been balled on the cloth. The touch warmed muscles that had gone tight. “Yes,
we must. I know we’ve shared a lot through our letters, and you agreed to marry
me, but I feel as if we need to become better acquainted before making any
lasting decisions.”


Ada blinked, feeling as if those gray clouds outside had
opened up and doused her. “You don’t want to wed?”


His smile widened. “I am intrigued by the lady who has been
writing to me, but I want her to be very, very sure before she commits her life
to mine. With your permission, I’d like to court you, say for a month. If,
after that time, we both agree we do indeed suit, we’ll marry. If we find we
don’t suit, we’ll go our own way, friends. What do you say?”


What could she say? He could not know the person who’d
written most of those letters had been her, not her far-too-busy sister. He
said he liked that woman. He was offering her a month, a glorious month of
courting, where she could show him who she was, how much she admired him. Could
she, perhaps, win his affections away from her sister?


She nearly snorted again. No man ever looked at her after
seeing her sister.


But Melinda wasn’t here. This wasn’t Boston or even San
Francisco. Ada had a chance, perhaps the only one she’d ever be given.


“Look at me, Thomas,” she said. “Do you really want to court
me?”


He met her gaze without hesitation. “Yes, I do.”


Ada took a deep breath. “Then I agree to your proposal.”


 


***


 


He nearly jumped up and ran around the room, shaking hands
with the other diners who had come in. Melinda Williamson was going to let him
court her—with his crooked nose and scarred face and rough life and all. He
wouldn’t have been surprised if his heart hadn’t leapt right out of his chest.


Oh, he knew she’d agreed before. She wouldn’t have accepted
his money and made the long trip otherwise. But Seattle extolled in a letter
and Seattle experienced in person were two different things. And so was he. He
had to be sure of her.


“Thank you,” he said. “I hope that makes things a little
easier.”


She smiled. “You’ll never know how much. So, where do we
start?”


“Dinner tonight,” he suggested, suddenly eager to eat every
entre the hotel kitchen had to offer. “Tomorrow, Beth, Mrs. McCormick, will
join us for a tour of Seattle. A lot’s changed since I wrote you. It changes
every day.”


“But the Pastry Emporium is still here?” she asked.


Thomas shook his head. “I can’t believe you remembered.”


“Well, you mentioned it several times,” she allowed. She had
a dimple to the right of her mouth. It showed every time she smiled. It was
like a sign saying kiss me right here.


He forced his gaze up to her eyes. Funny, he’d thought she’d
said they were blue. These looked closer to gray, like the mists that rolled
down from the mountains or up from the Sound. 


What were they talking about?


“The Pastry Emporium,” he answered himself aloud. “Yes, it’s
still here. I’ll be sure we stop tomorrow for a treat.”


The fingers on her free hand plucked at the napkin, and he
realized he still held her other hand, which had relaxed under his fingers. It
felt warm, supple. He ought to let go.


He didn’t.


As if she knew it, she dropped her gaze, and he waited for
her to pull away.


She didn’t.


“You shouldn’t spend so much money on me, Thomas,” she
murmured instead. 


“I have money to spare,” he assured her. “And don’t worry
about food either. I left an account open at the hotel for you. If you’re
hungry, eat.”


Roy returned with their dinners, then, steamed mussels
nestled in a cream sauce over rice, with flaky rolls and asparagus tips. It was
almost worth removing his hand from hers.


Almost.


“Tell Pete the garden is paying off,” Thomas said to the
waiter before he could hurry off.


“I will,” Roy promised with a grin. “Thanks for the loan,
Mr. Rankin.”


“Loan?” his lovely companion asked as the waiter left them.


Thomas shrugged. “People come to me for help sometimes. I do
what I can. Shall I say the blessing?”


She nodded and bowed her head.


“Dear Lord,” Thomas murmured, the same feeling of humility
stealing over him every time he considered what he’d been given, “thank You for
this food and the path You’ve laid before us. May it bless us even as we bless You.
Amen.”


“Amen,” she responded, but she didn’t raise her gaze from
the silver fork in her hand.


“I’ve been thinking about the money you put out for the
travel,” she said. “Perhaps you could consider it a loan. I could pay you back
in time.”


“You’re an investment in my future,” he told her. “If
anything, I owe you.”


“Nonsense.” She dug into her dinner at last. “I haven’t done
anything.”


If only she knew.


He swallowed the urge to tell her. It was too soon. He’d
revealed a little about his past in their correspondence, including the fact
that she was the second woman with whom he’d corresponded, and she’d still
agreed to come. Of the two ladies whose ads he’d answered, he far preferred
Melinda.


Over the next month, he’d explain everything, all the
matters he rarely shared with others, all the history that made some in Seattle
look down on him. It was only her right to know the truth about the man she
thought she might marry.


And he’d vowed that, no matter the cost, he would have no
more lies or liars in his life.










Chapter Three


Ada was in the lobby of the hotel,
waiting, when Thomas and Mrs. McCormick arrived the next day. She’d spent the
evening unpacking her things with the giddy hope that she wouldn’t have to pack
them up again until she went to her own home as a bride.


A bride!


The very thought left her breathless. She’d taken a moment
to read through some of their correspondence again, untying the red satin
ribbon she’d wrapped around the precious sheets. 


Trees so high they tickle the clouds…


Cookies that warm your stomach and your heart…


People who are valued for who they are, not what they can
do for you…


The man who’d written those words wanted to court her! Her!
She could hardly wait.


Unfortunately, she had to endure more stares and refuse
several attempts at an introduction as she waited in the lobby that morning.
Really—were all the men in Seattle except Thomas so cruel? She’d been ignored
most of her life. Why should she think they’d all find her fascinating now?


Mrs. McCormick, however, was every bit as enthusiastic as
her initial letter introducing Ada to Thomas. She too was a beauty—blond curls
cascading down her back, blue eyes several shades darker than Melinda’s,
winsome smile. And her clothes! Pink and white stripes and lace and ruffles. Ada
felt as if she was looking at a plate from Godey’s Lady’s Book.


“I am so happy to meet you,” she said, pulling Ada in for a
hug. The feather on her hat bobbed as she disengaged. “You must call me Beth.
And I will call you Melinda.”


She would gag if she had to go by her sister’s name for a
month.


“Perhaps you could call me Ada,” she said. “That’s what my
family called me.”


A slight frown marred Beth’s face. “I thought the sister you
left in San Francisco was named Ada.”


Oh, dear. She had mentioned herself occasionally in the
letters. Not too often. She’d been afraid he wouldn’t want to take on the
responsibility for two women. She’d hoped, whoever Melly married, he’d be
amenable to supporting Ada too.


“It is a family name,” she extemporized, “shared by many Williamson
women for generations. Shall we go? I wouldn’t want to keep the horses
standing.”


Thomas offered her his arm, and she took it. It was strong
and firm inside the fine navy coat, despite his slender appearance. A lady
could learn to feel comfortable leaning on it.


His ward, Bobby, was once more at the reins, dressed in a
blue gingham shirt and gray wool trousers. He nodded at her shyly, and Ada
offered him a smile of encouragement. Thomas helped Beth up beside the youth,
then joined Ada in the second set of seats.


“This is a lovely carriage,” Ada said, running a hand over
the brown leather seats. “And you drive it very well, Mr. Donovan.”


“Thank you, ma’am,” he shot back over his shoulder before
urging the horses away from the white front of the hotel.


“Scout sent all the way to San Francisco for this equipage,”
Beth said, twisting in her seat to meet Ada’s gaze. “It’s the finest in
Seattle.”


“Well, David Denny might argue with that,” Thomas demurred.


“I’d argue right back,” Bobby put in, directing the horses
up the hill. “And only James Wallin has better horses than Skip and Jack.”


She didn’t know much about horses, but the dappled grays did
look rather impressive with their black manes flying and their coats flashing
in the sunlight. They pulled the loaded carriage up the hill with prancing
steps, as if as proud as Beth of the carriage they drew, and Bobby turned them
onto another street.


“What do you think of Seattle?” Beth asked eagerly.


She should say something warm and witty, but the clapboard
buildings seemed to cling to the hillside by sheer determination. 


“It’s muddier than I expected,” she said, eyeing the black,
lumpy street.


“You should see it when it rains,” Beth teased.


“It’s not so bad,” Thomas said. He pointed toward the
two-story building on the corner. “There’s the new store TP Freeman opened.”


“Goods on commission,” Beth said dreamily. “Think of the
bargains.”


“Think of wearing Mrs. Horton’s hand-me-downs,” Thomas
countered.


Beth sniffed. “I sincerely doubt the banker’s wife sells her
clothes on commission. But point taken. I far prefer to make my own anyway.”


The bench felt stiffer, and Ada smoothed the skirts of her
white sprigged muslin dress. This one was hers, fitted to her figure, with two
overskirts edged in ruffles of the same material, material, she feared now,
that would turn brown and sodden the moment it contacted a Seattle street.
Would Beth McCormick raise her delicately arched brow if she knew most of Ada’s
clothing was handed down from Melinda? 


Thomas pointed out other businesses as they drove along. Ada
spotted a number of dry good stores, windows crowded with everything from bolts
of fabric to new plows. There were bootmakers, brewers, and banks along with
candy makers, carpenters, and coal merchants. An entire district was devoted to
Chinese merchants, with wash houses, a drug store, a chop house, and a cigar
manufacturer. She was used to the tall brick stores of Boston, crowded along
fashionable thoroughfares. Seattle seemed to have found a way to bring as much
variety into a far smaller space.


“You have the wealth of the world,” she said, and Thomas
smiled.


“This is Second Avenue,” he said a short time later, leaning
closer and raising his head as Bobby turned onto another street. “And there’s
the Pastry Emporium.”


She’d longed to visit the bakery he’d written about so
fondly. She turned to tell him, and the words disappeared. With his face close
to hers, she could only marvel at the length of his lashes, the golden flecks
in the depths of his eyes. The scar stood out white against his tan, and she
had to stop herself from reaching up to trace its route across his cheek.


Bobby reined in, causing Thomas to lean back, and Ada drew
in a breath before forcing herself to look out at the building. The two-story
structure boasted windows overlooking the street and a cheery sign proclaiming
its wares. 


Thomas jumped down, the mud squelching beneath his boots,
then came around to help first Beth and then Ada alight onto the boardwalk.
Bobby busied himself putting feed sacks on the horses and tying the team to the
hitching rail, before following Thomas and the others into the bakery.


Inside, wrought-iron tables and chairs dotted the space,
leading up to a glass-fronted counter where an untold wealth of cookies,
pastries, pies, cakes, and bread awaited. Ginger and lemon seemed to float in
the air. 


A woman with fiery red hair was putting some money in the
cash drawer at the counter. She glanced up as the bell over the door tinkled,
then grinned at them all.


“A very good day to you, Beth and Scout,” she said, voice
hinting of Ireland. Her brown-eyed gaze drifted over Ada. “So this is your
lady, is it, now? Tis honored I am that you’d bring her here.”


Red was creeping into Thomas’s sculptured cheeks. “Maddie
Haggerty, meet Melinda, that is Ada Williamson.”


The proprietress came around the counter, green gingham
skirts swaying and hand outstretched, and Ada shook it. The scent of cinnamon
hung over her, and something sparkled in the depths of those eyes.


“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Ada said. “Thomas has told me
so much about this place I feel as if I’ve been here before.”


“And will return again,” Maddie urged her. “Sit down, now,
and I’ll be bringing you a treat. Gingersnaps, sugar cookies, or lemon drops?”


“You know what I want,” Beth said, sinking onto a chair.
“And wrap up two for Hart.”


“Sugar cookies,” Bobby volunteered with an anticipatory
grin.


“Perhaps a gingersnap?” Ada asked.


Thomas nodded. “Good choice. I’ll take some too.”


“Coming right up,” Maddie promised before disappearing
through a curtained doorway.


He held out the chair for Ada, and she sat, guilt once more
tugging at her. 


“You don’t have to eat what I choose,” she murmured as he
took a seat as well. 


“Why not?” he asked. “It’s the same choice I’d make.”


Was it? From the first time she’d read one of his letters,
she’d felt an affinity for him. She’d thought at once that he might be the man
to make Melinda settle down. Would he be willing to settle for her instead?


 


***


 


What a treat to see Seattle through someone else’s eyes.
Thomas had grown up among the towering firs and the gray skies that could give
way to brilliant blue. He knew by the amount of brine on the breeze whether the
tide was in or out. He told time by the wail of the whistle at Yesler’s
sawmill.


But this was all new to Ada. Her wide-eyed interest, her
delight in seeing things he’d described, were evident. It was nothing to her
awe as Bobby drove them up to the house.


“I’ll stay with the horses,” his ward whispered as Thomas
passed him. “You show her the house.” He smiled with proprietary pride.


Thomas knew how he felt. He’d purchased the two-story house
from a man who had decided to return to San Francisco after running through his
gold mining riches. Thomas had taken the lesson to heart. Some of his earnings
were safely in Dexter Horton’s new bank, the only brick building in Seattle.
The bulk was invested where he was all but guaranteed a profit. What remained
was his to enjoy.


Which meant he could indulge in one of the nicest homes in
Seattle, with scallops along the eaves and multipaned glass in the windows that
overlooked Elliott Bay. He hurried to open the lacquered front door for Ada.
Beth had helped him decorate, so he knew the furnishings in the parlor,
including a curved-back sofa in emerald brocade, the mahogany side tables and
credenza, and the porcelain-based oil lamps, were the height of fashion.


But Ada stood just inside the entry hall—gaze darting from
the wood-railed staircase on the right to the parlor on the left—and gaped.


“We can change things,” he assured her, concern nibbling
around the edges of his confidence. “Anything you like, if you end up living
here.” Could he sound any more inept? 


Her gaze met his, still round and amazed. “I wouldn’t dream
of changing your things.” 


He grimaced. “Well, they’re new, so they’re not really my
things.” Now sweat trickled down his back.


“Yet,” Beth added, joining them. “Is there something you’d
like better, Ada?”


Was that a hint of defensiveness in his friend’s voice? Beth
prided herself on knowing the latest fashion, in clothing and furnishings. Did
she think Ada would usurp her place?


“It’s all lovely,” Ada said, and Beth’s shoulders came down
a little. “I suppose the only things missing are a few personal touches—a
crocheted blanket or quilt, a family portrait.”


Beth beamed. “Excellent suggestions. We have plenty of Ma’s
quilts at Wallin Landing, Scout. We’ll send back a couple with you when you
come out to visit on Sunday.”


Warmth wrapped around him, as welcome as one of her mother’s
quilts. He didn’t remember his own mother, but Mrs. Wallin had fed him,
physically, emotionally, intellectually, and spiritually. He still missed her,
and he knew Beth and her brothers did too.


“Thank you,” he told Beth. “If you’ll come this way, Ada, I
can show you the dining room and kitchen.”


He led them across the emerald and blue patterned carpet of
the parlor into the next room. Ada ran a hand along the harp-backed chairs that
surrounded the walnut dining table with a smile. Did that mean she could
imagine herself sitting there beside him? He could. 


He nodded to the door in the papered wall. “That’s the
kitchen.”


Ada peered through the door. The black cast-iron cook stove
with its multiple ovens, burners, and warming rack nearly eclipsed the
white-washed walls, porcelain sink, and oak worktable in the center. 


“The pump’s inside,” he pointed out as Ada gazed around. 


“And that’s a new stove,” Beth added. “Thomas tells me
you’re an excellent cook.”


She blinked, and now her gaze looked more panicked than
awed. “I…I wouldn’t call myself more than proficient.”


Beth’s usual bright smile was tight. “My mistake.”


Thomas stepped back to allow them to return to the parlor.
“Upstairs are three bedrooms. Bobby has one for now.”


“You wouldn’t mind mothering an orphaned young man, would
you?” Beth asked Ada.


Thomas bristled. That was his place to ask, not Beth’s. He
and Ada had discussed the matter a little in his letters, but he couldn’t know
how she’d take to Bobby, or Bobby to her.


“Of course not,” Ada said, but some of her color had fled
again.


He threaded his arm through hers. “It’s a lot to take in and
different from Boston, I imagine.”


“Very different,” she said, gaze now on the door as if she
couldn’t wait to leave.


He’d hoped that Ada might relax a little once they were in
the carriage, but, despite all his efforts to turn the subject, Beth kept
peppering her all the way back to the hotel, asking about Ada’s parents, her
schooling, her church affiliations. Ada answered readily enough, but her
shoulders seemed to squeeze in on themselves in her pretty frock. 


“Oh, Scout!” Beth cried as Bobby reined in the horses at the
front of the hotel. “Remember how Ada told you she was an accomplished singer?
You should invite her to perform for the Centennial Celebration.” Before he
could respond, she turned to Ada. “Scout’s on the committee making all the
arrangements. It’s terribly important to Seattle. Even the Territorial Governor
has been invited.”


She overstated, but not by much. Seattle was planning a
major celebration for America’s one hundred years—orations, a parade,
fireworks, and a dance. Local entrepreneur Clay Howard had recruited him to the
committee, but Thomas was under no misconceptions as to why the other members
had agreed. They knew the amount of money he could donate. He didn’t mind that
his wealth opened the door. It gave him a chance for people to see him for
himself, not as Benjamin Rankin’s son.


“If you’d like to sing, Ada,” he told her, “I’ll make sure
there’s a place on the program.”


She was whiter than the sheets hanging outside Mrs. Werner’s
laundry. “I wouldn’t dream of taking the place of one of Seattle’s singers.”


“Oh, no one sings as well as you do, I’m sure,” Beth said.


Ada hunched in on herself even further.


Anger licked up him. How many times had he reacted the same
way—at a raised fist from his father, at the taunts of the boys in town?


“Ada doesn’t have to sing to impress me,” he told Beth. “I
already like her.”


Beth’s brows shot up at his vehemence, but Ada’s lips
trembled. “Thank you, Thomas. And I like you too.”


The adoration on her face was enough to set a fellow to
preening.


He resisted the urge and came around to help her down.
“Dinner tonight?”


“That would be lovely,” she said. With a nod to Beth and
Bobby, she hurried inside.


Thomas offered Beth his hand to help her alight as well.
“Take the carriage back, if you would, Bobby. I’m going to walk Mrs. McCormick
home.”


“Sure thing, Scout.” Bobby clucked to the horses and left
them.


Beth eyed Thomas. “Walk me home, eh? What don’t you want
Bobby to hear?”


Thomas started up the hill toward where Beth and her husband
had a house and some property. “Whatever’s got you so angry at Ada.”


Beth sighed, falling into step beside him. “I’m not angry,
Scout, and I’m sorry I got your back up. But I am concerned. I haven’t read all
the letters you exchanged with Melinda Williamson, but you’ve told me enough.
Are you wondering at all about this Ada?”


Thomas shoved his hands into his pockets. “Nope.”


Beth stopped on the hillside. “Nope? Nope! Scout, she said
she’d won prizes for her pies, but she showed no interest in that amazing stove
of yours.”


He shrugged. “Maybe a stove that’s amazing in Seattle is
nothing to sneeze at in Boston.”


“That stove would be amazing anywhere,” Beth insisted. “And
she claimed to have performed for the mayor and she was tired of having men vie
for her hand. This woman can’t or won’t sing before others and acts as if she’s
never been courted in her life. And she looks nothing like the picture she
sent.”


“I know.” Thomas set out walking again.


Beth scurried to keep up. “Then why are you allowing her to
carry on this ruse? Confront her! Demand that she tell you the truth.”


“Nope.”


“Arg!” Beth grabbed his arm and pulled him to a stop. “Scout
Rankin, explain yourself!”


He met her outraged gaze. “All I have are letters, Beth.
Letters that spoke to me, touched my heart. If Ada wrote them, I trust her to
tell me why she pretended to be someone else.”


“And if she didn’t?” Beth challenged.


“Then she knows who did. And that’s the woman I want to
court.”


Beth sighed. “I just don’t want to see you hurt again.”


He pulled away. “Don’t worry, Beth. I won’t let another
woman pull the wool over my eyes, not even someone as sweet as Melinda Ada
Williamson.”










Chapter Four


Oh, but today had been so good and so
challenging! Thomas had shared his city with her, pride in his voice and love
in his smile. The way he looked to her, clearly hoping for approbation, told
her he wanted her to make Seattle her home as well. 


And then there had been his attentions, everything planned
as if with her in mind. The meeting of gazes, the brush of hands, had thrilled
her. She was being courted by a gentle, good man.


A man who had no idea who she was.


Beth suspected. Her questions had grown ever more pointed as
the day went on. Perhaps Ada should have lied, yet how could she claim
Melinda’s talents? Her sister might have won a prize at the city-wide contest
for her cherry pie, but Ada’s pies always looked like craters with blackened
edges. Melinda’s voice with its multi-octave range might hold men in thrall.
Ada struggled to carry a tune. If she’d been asked to prove herself, she would
have failed. She couldn’t embarrass Thomas.


Yet how could she accept his proposal in her sister’s name?


Her chest felt tight in her gray silk evening dress as she
descended the stairs to the lobby for dinner that evening. Three gentlemen were
lounging on the upholstered chairs. None were Thomas, but all looked up as she
reached the plank floor. They stood and bowed.


Ada glanced behind her to see who else had come down. The
stairway was empty. Facing front with a frown, she found one of the men
approaching her, hat in hand and look eager.


“If your escort hasn’t arrived, I’d be proud to wait with
you, miss,” he said, gaze ranging from her toes to her top.


Perhaps it was being on her own for the first time, perhaps
the conflict within her, but Ada was ready to speak her mind for once. She squared
her shoulders and met his gaze. “I do not appreciate being made a joke of, sir.
Take yourself off.”


He reared back, then spun on his heels and stalked away to
one of the other men.


“Why is it the pretty ones always think they’re above
everyone else?” he complained loud enough for his voice to carry.


“Spoiled by all the attention,” his friend commiserated.


Spoiled by all the attention? That was Melinda, not
her. She’d never had the least attention before she’d come to Seattle.


The two men put their backs to her, but she could not doubt
she remained the topic of conversation. She’d apparently hurt his feelings.
How? He wasn’t the one who had been insulted.


Unless it hadn’t been a joke.


She pressed a hand to her heart, but it kept up its rapid
beat even as heat flushed up her. He thought she was pretty. She glanced around
again. This time, the other men avoided her gaze, more than one stubbled cheek
turning pink. 


She’d embarrassed them.


Ada picked up her skirts and hurried across the lobby to the
man who had approached her.


“Pardon me, gentlemen,” she said when they paused in their
conversation to eye her warily. “I fear the stress of travel and the strange
surroundings have served to sharpen my tongue. What I should have said is that
I very much appreciate your kind offer to wait with me, but I am expecting my
betrothed shortly, Mr. Rankin.”


The man she’d offended stood taller. “Mr. Rankin’s a lucky
man.”


Ada’s cheeks felt warmer still. “Thank you. Good evening,
gentlemen.” She went to wait closer to the door of the dining room.


And still they watched her. Her! As if she were a bird of
rare and gorgeous plumage or an orchid blooming in the wild.


No one had ever looked at her that way before. Certainly
never after they’d seen Melinda. Few noticed the moon when the sun was up. Was
it possible the moon had a beauty of its own?


Her parents hadn’t seemed to think so. Ada had been the
second child, and both she and her sister had been unexpected, as her mother
had been nearing fifty when Ada had been born. After the angelic Melinda, who
apparently had never fussed as a baby, never kept her parents up at night, and
rarely been ill, Ada had been a letdown. 


“Thrush, croup, and an acute inflammation of the bowel, and
all before three years of age,” her mother would lament to doctors, ministers,
and other mothers she met. “I live in fear that she will infect dear Melinda.”


It had only worsened as Ada grew older.


“You must work harder at your studies, Ada. Do you want to
reflect badly on your sister?”


“Surely you can cook better than that, Ada! How will you
help Melinda in the kitchen?”


“Do stop sniffling, Ada. I cannot hear your sister sing.”


And the very worst, “I’m sure you don’t try to be a burden
on the family, Ada, but perhaps you could attempt to be a little more pleasant
about the matter.”


Tears threatened, and she blinked them back. Her parents
hadn’t meant to hurt her, any more than the man who had attempted to befriend
her. Though the moments her mother and father had encouraged her were small in
number, they had happened, and she was grateful for the home she’d been given.
Still, at times, she wondered what it would have felt like to be her sister. 


She glanced up to find that Thomas had entered, dressed in a
gray wool coat and trousers with a long-tailed black bowtie at his throat. He
came straight to her side. 


The words flew out before she could stop them. “Do you think
I’m pretty?”


 


***


 


With her eyes wide and speaking, slender figure shown to
advantage in the fitted gown, there was only one way for him to answer. “Yes.
Very pretty.”


And that smile made her beautiful. It set the gray of her
eyes to sparking and her skin to glowing, as if lit from inside. He wasn’t sure
how long he stood admiring her before a polite cough reminded him that there
were others in the room.


Turning, he found Roy standing at his elbow.


“Table for two?” the waiter asked hopefully.


“Yes, please,” Thomas told him. He offered Ada his arm, and
together they followed the waiter to the same table where they’d dined the
previous evening.


“We are pleased to serve salmon almondine, a very fine beef
stew, and clam chowder with fresh biscuits,” Roy offered, glancing from one to
the other.


Ada dimpled up at him. “Now, how could Seattle’s clam
chowder ever compare to Boston’s?”


Roy winked at her. “You’ll only know if you try a bowl, miss.”


Was he flirting? Something poked Thomas between his shoulder
blades, and he shifted on the chair before realizing the source wasn’t outside
him, but inside.


He was jealous.


Ada looked to him. “I think the salmon. What do you think,
Thomas?”


I think I’d follow you to the ends of the earth if we
weren’t there already.


“Salmon, definitely,” he said.


Roy bowed and left them.


Ada rearranged the silverware before her. “Thank you for the
tour today. I found it fascinating. I had no idea Seattle had so many shops, so
much industry.”


He pulled the linen napkin off the table and whipped it to
release the fold. “Then you could see yourself living here?”


She bit her lip a moment, and his heart sank as quickly as
the napkin across his lap.


“I wonder,” she murmured. “I believe it important,
particularly on the frontier, to contribute to one’s community. Back home in
Boston, I visited the sick and bedridden, took care of the house and M… my
sister. What would I do here?”


Thomas shrugged. “Whatever you like. Unless my investments
fail utterly, I’ll never have to work again, at least, not at anything I don’t
enjoy, so neither would my wife. I know Beth and Mrs. Howard belong to a group
of ladies who sponsor good works. They helped found our library and supported
the new hospital. No doubt there are other groups you could join with similar
aims.”


She nodded. “Perhaps I should talk to Beth about that.”


Her light was fading, and he thought he knew why. He reached
out, covered her busy fingers. “I hope you weren’t offended by Beth’s questions
today. She’s trying to become better acquainted, and she likes to talk.”


Her smile fluttered into view again, setting up an answering
flutter inside him. “I’m used to people who like to talk.”


“But you don’t talk much yourself,” he guessed.


“I suppose I haven’t found too many receptive ears,” she said.
“It’s easier to allow people to talk about themselves than take the risk that
you might say the wrong thing and offend someone.”


He squeezed her hand. “Seattle’s not like Boston, Ada. It
doesn’t matter to most folks where you came from, what you did, or how you
phrase things. Everything needs doing here. If you’re willing to pitch in,
you’ll find plenty of things that need doing, and people grateful for your
efforts.”


She glanced up, and once more he couldn’t look away.


“Evening.”


Ada pulled her hand out from under his. Clay Howard stood
beside the table. The strapping entrepreneur was something of a legend in the
town, having come here after journeying through nearly every state and
territory in the Union. Like Thomas, he’d earned his fortune in the goldfields,
but in California, and, like Thomas, he invested in those who had dreams and
weren’t afraid to work to achieve them. Little of that would be evident by the
buckskin coat he wore over brown work trousers and a chambray shirt.


“Sorry to interrupt,” he said, cool green eyes watchful.


“A visit from a friend is never an interruption,” Thomas
managed. “Ada Williamson, allow me to introduce Clay Howard. He’s a businessman
here in Seattle.”


He inclined his head, red-gold hair and beard catching the
light. “Miss Williamson. I’ve heard a great deal about you from Mrs. McCormick.
Welcome to Seattle.”


“Thank you, Mr. Howard,” she said.


He turned to Thomas. “Kellogg called a meeting for tomorrow
morning at ten. He’s concerned he hasn’t heard back from the governor.”


“The lieutenant governor promised to attend if Governor
Ferry couldn’t,” Thomas reminded him. 


“He’s also worried about those fireworks he ordered. They
still haven’t arrived from China.”


“They’re coming in on the Pride of Baltimore next
week, I hear,” Thomas offered. 


“Just come to the meeting, Scout,” Clay urged. “You’re
usually the most level-headed in the room.” As if he took Thomas’s attendance
for granted, he nodded to Ada. “Enjoy your dinner, ma’am.” He strode off.


“This must be the committee Beth mentioned,” Ada ventured.
“About the centennial.”


Thomas nodded, more than glad to focus on her. “Clay
arranged for me to join the committee, but I’ve found the whole process a bit
frustrating. There are three things that are never in short supply in
Seattle—rain, fir trees, and opinions.”


She laughed, the softest, warmest sound he’d ever heard,
like the glow of a fire on a cold day. On the wings of it, Roy brought them
their dinner.


She waited as Thomas said the blessing. Thankfulness made
the words easy. How many times had he and his best friend Levi Wallin, Beth’s
brother, dreamed of making their fortunes and being able to afford such fine
surroundings? Levi had been the youngest in his family, and a bit spoiled,
truth be told. He’d been sure he was meant for finer things than
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