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Chapter 1

 


As Nero passed through the tiny town
of Macon, North Carolina, Bella’s heart skipped a beat. If Sam was
right, the prison should be over the next roll in the road. She
squinted to see through the fog enveloping them as the wagon bumped
and lurched its way through the stretch of land the locals called
Purgatory. In this stretch of ground, rolling green hills bathed in
sunshine gave way to slanted climbs and hidden shadows.

Seated beside Bella on the unpadded
bench, Tessie crossed herself and mumbled a prayer. Bella’s nerves
were brittle. The reminder that a holy intervention was appropriate
made her flash Tessie a look. Raised not to cross her mammy, she
kept her tongue in check, no matter how much ire she
felt.

She gave Nero a snap of the reigns and
urged him to move faster. The horse slapped its lips in response.
Nero didn’t seem to be worried about the half mile ride through the
ominous gulley. A ride that had her shivering and sweating at the
same time.

“This is foolishness,
Bell,” Tessie finally said, her lips tight. “Driving half a night,
with a little boy. And for what?”

“For everything,” Bella’s
words were tight, but not so clipped to be called rude.

“Hah. We’ll probably be
robbed by bandits or killed by ghosts.”

Bella would never admit being plagued
by the same thoughts. Instead, she forced assurances from a dry
throat, “That’s nonsense. We’re almost there, and we haven’t passed
a soul. Dead or alive.” Bella looked back over her shoulder at
Manteo. He was still wrapped in blankets and sleeping
peacefully.

Nero labored as he pulled them up the
last few feet of rutted road. Bella worried the poor old horse
would tucker out and drop dead in the mud, but he made it. She
breathed a sigh of relief. The fog thinned as they crested the
hill, and just as she was told, the pine palisades of the makeshift
prison appeared.

Constructed at the end of the Civil
War, it was a hasty replacement for the original brick structure,
which was little more than a pile of rubble now on the corner of
Main and McKinsy. A new jail was a must, because it’s a simple fact
of life: where there is carnage, the vultures flock. This new jail
was an ugly, crooked structure that didn’t fit into the rolling
green of the landscape, but it was a sight for her sore
eyes.

She pulled Nero under a grove of trees
next to the prison. The structure was bigger than she imagined. The
ten-foot-high wall of roughhewn logs spread out in a circle
hundreds of feet in diameter. Large gates like double barn doors
seemed to be the only way inside. Bella hopped down from the
wagon.

Tessie looked the place over and shook
her head. “This is all wrong. Shouldn’t there be guards? Ain’t a
soul outside.” Tessie tapped Bella on the shoulder. “I’m telling
you, child, this place is full of evil spirits. And it’s the
thirteenth.”

“Oh pooh. You and your
superstitions.” Bella rubbed the goose bumps on her
arms.

Manny stirred. His little head popped
up from the side of the wagon. “We here already?”

“Sure are,” Bella
whispered, still staring at the wall before her.

“You change your mind,
Miss Bell?”

His words shook her from her worries.
She turned and ruffled his hair. “Not at all. You stay here and
keep Miss Tessie calm, okay?”

He nodded his dark head and
smiled.

“Keep me calm,” Tessie
muttered. “You want to keep me calm? Let’s turn around and go on
home. Buying a prisoner from jail? Who ever heard of such a thing?”
Her dark head shook with her words.

“Sam said people do it all
the time.”

“Well, it can’t be legal.
Fellas willing to bend the law this way can’t be trusted for much
of anything else. You have no idea what you are walking into.”
Tessie crossed her arms over her chest and spoke to her charge as
if she was still a wayward girl. “I declare, child. You have done
some dim-witted things, but this is, by far, the craziest thing
yet!”

Bella laughed, “Now who’s crazy? I
honestly can’t believe you said that with a straight face. I have
certainly done more foolish things than this!”

Tessie patted her heart. “Jesus, have
mercy. The child doesn’t listen to reason.”

Bella snorted. “I’m extremely
reasonable. As a matter of fact, this is probably the most sensible
thing I’ve ever done.”

“I suppose that’s what’s
worrying me most… you calling this craziness sensible. Crazy people
don’t know they’re crazy. They think they’re making perfect
sense.”

“Oh pooh. You’ll see.”
Bella brushed off the comment, though she partly agreed. It was
crazy. What kind of men sold other men’s freedom? She could be
getting in over her head, but she had a duty to her family and
quite honestly, she was fresh out of options. She kissed Tessie’s
cheek, then Manny’s, and assured them, “Sam told me to talk to Tom
Clark. Sam wouldn’t send me somewhere unsafe.”

“Sam shoulda come here for
you.”

“You know he has his own
business to look after.”

“Business,” Tessie said.
“Getting lost in a bottle of booze is his business.”

Bella sighed. “Forget Sam. This is my
life. I have to take care of it.” Bella pulled the hem of her dress
up to her ankles and walked, head bowed, carefully choosing each
footstep as she made her way across soggy earth.

Engrossed in her foot falls, she
nearly jumped out of her shoes when someone overhead barked,
“Halt!”

Bella looked up to find a guard
stationed in the tower, a gun aiming at her head. Her knees shook
and her belly flip-flopped.

“State your
business.”

“I, uh, I was told I
should speak with Sergeant Clark. My, uh, fiancé is incarcerated
here. I was told I could post bail?”

“Wait right
there.”

Bella’s heart pounded and the early
morning air was suddenly too thin to breathe. It seemed like
forever passed before the door swung open, and a man motioned her
forward. Inside the gate, not a blade of grass survived, just
puddles and sticky mud all around. Wide boards, laid down as
walkways, bowed, and bent with every step, squishing sloppy earth
up around the edges. Her nose wrinkled at the stale smell. A large
building made of more of the rough cut pine covered the largest
part of the interior. High wire fencing surrounded that building.
Inside the fence, men stomped through the mud and gazed through the
wire mesh.

A union soldier met her at the gate.
“Come with me, ma’am. I’ll take you to Sergeant Clark.” Armed
soldiers eyed her as she passed. She rolled her shoulders forward,
wishing she still owned a corset or anything to keep her supple
body in check. Even after a hungry winter, she still had her
loathsome bosom. A prisoner inside the fence yelled something at
her, but she couldn’t make out his words. A guard gave him a swift
punch in the head with the butt of his rifle. The man dropped in
the mud and the rest of the inmates scattered like scared birds.
Bella gasped, but said nothing. Hadn’t Tessie warned her that
prison was no place for a well-bred lady?

And Isabella Francine Troy Stanley was
well bred, though whether or not she was a lady was still being
determined in public debate.

“Sergeant Clark? A lady
here to see you. Told the guard she wants to spring her
fiancé.”

Tom Clark stepped from behind his desk
and waved Bella inside. Another man lounged in the
corner.

“Can I help you,
ma’am?”

“Yes, sir, you can. I have
a friend, Mr. Sam Cleary? He says he knows you and…”

“Sam?” Tom Clark wrinkled
his brow in thought.

“Undertaker,” said the man
in the corner. Bella looked at the man as he stood and stepped into
the light. He looked familiar, but she wasn’t quite sure how she
knew him. He sounded like a Yankee and she didn’t know too many
Yankees.

“Oh, yeah, Sam buries our
dead.” Tom nodded his head. “Of course, how could I
forget?”

Bella smiled. It took a lot of effort,
but she managed it. “Sir, Sam, uh, Mr. Cleary, said that you could
help me.”

“Well, I suppose that
depends. What exactly do you need?”

Bella brushed back a wayward hair with
trembling hands. Her honey blond tresses were a riot of curls and
they proved unruly no matter how she styled them. “I was told I
could pay a man’s bail and get him out of here.”

Tom’s eyebrow shot up. “How you
looking to pay?”

The man from the corner
snickered.

Bella bent over and grabbed the hem of
her skirt. She tugged, ripped a seam, and then pulled out three
gold coins. She stood back up and held out her hand to Sergeant
Clark. He took it from her and rolled the coins around in his
palm.

“Who’s the lucky
man?”

“Jack Byron,” Bella
answered.

“Byron…” Clark said as if
the name rang no bells.

“Byron,” the other man
offered, “the English? Quiet guy, exceptin’ when he’s stirred…you
know him, Tom, dark-haired guy? He’s the one who tends the
horses.”

“Of course, Jack. Hate to
lose Jack. Sure I couldn’t interest you in a couple of others? For
this much gold, I could let you have two.”

Bella’s palms started to sweat. “No. I
came for Jack.”

“She said she was
collecting her fiancé.” The other man reminded Clark with a
chuckle. “A girl only needs one of those.”

“Seems Jack had a
different fiancé when he came in here. Didn’t he, Joe?”

Joe’s eyes squinted. “That I don’t
recall. He has the hefty sister who visits. Her and her
husband.”

“No, I’m pretty sure there
was a red-haired girl.”

“Hell, Tom, your memory is
about as good as my grandmother’s, and she’s pushing
ninety.”

“I suppose.” Tom scratched
his head. “Let me have a look.” He went to a file cabinet and
flipped through the files.

Joe stepped closer, looking Bella over
more closely. “I swear, you look familiar. What’d you say your name
was again?”

“Isabella Stanley, though
Jack would know me as Bella Troy.”

“Well, I’ll be damned.”
Joe spit a line of tobacco on the floor. “You’re the one who
married Charlie. I used to play cards at your house.”

Bella blushed. “Yes, I was. I thought
you looked familiar. I apologize for my memory lapse, but Charles
didn’t like me to come around while he was
entertaining.”

“A damned jealous beast if
I remember correctly. So, how the hell is Charlie? And how the hell
you married to Charlie and engaged to Byron?”

Bella’s hands went cold. She gripped
them together as she tried to explain. “I suppose to say Jack is my
fiancé is a bit of a lie, but he is the oldest and dearest friend I
have. He used to work for my father at Bella’s Point.”

“You don’t say.” Joe
perched himself on the edge of the desk. “Son of a bitch, but it’s
a small world. Why didn’t Charlie come with you?”

“I, uh, I divorced
him.”

Joe’s mouth dropped open, and Tom
turned from his search at the cabinet to stare wide eyed like she
suddenly grew a second head on her shoulders.

Joe shook his head. “No way in hell he
let you get away with that. He felt pretty damned full of himself
that he married a Troy.”

“Well, evidently the charm
for the arrangement only lasted as long as Daddy’s money held out.”
Bella dropped her gaze and stared at her clasped hands. “Truth be
told, Charles grew quite bored of marriage rather quickly. Setting
it aside was his idea. He didn’t want to be bothered with a wife
who was suddenly poor and homeless.” Bella wiped at a tear that
rolled from her eye.

“My apologies, ma’am.
Didn’t mean to stir up bad memories for you.”

“So, given, my
situation…no money, no family...” She stifled a little sob. “You
see, Jack is my only option.”

“Are you sure about that,
miss?” Tom asked as he pulled a file from the drawer. He read over
it. “Jack can have a pretty mean temper when provoked.”

“That may come in handy
should Charlie come back. You do realize just because you divorced
him doesn’t mean he won’t be back?”

Bella nodded. “Another reason to get
Jack.”

“Wouldn’t you be better
off with a respectable man? Surely there are plenty of…”

Bella shook her head. “Sadly, there
isn’t plenty of anything anymore. All the good, decent men are
either married or dead. And besides, what respectable man would
have proper intentions for a divorcee? Oh no, I’ll take my chances
with the devil I already know. Jack owes my family, and I’m using
the last of my gold to have him set free. Surely he has enough
honor in him to not allow a couple of women and a child starve to
death this winter? And if he doesn’t? Well, I suppose that’d be my
problem to contend with.” Bella dropped her face into her hands and
cried. Tom looked at Joe, and they shared a look of fear that one
of them might have to comfort an emotional woman.

Tom patted her shoulder gingerly, his
head bobbing. “It’ll be all right.” He cleared his throat and
turned to Joe and said, “Why don’t you take her on outside? I’ll
bring Jack out.”

“Now he really will be
free, right?” Bella asked as she made a quick, but very proper
recovery.

“Yes, ma’am, records will
show he was paroled.”

“Why thank you.” Real
tears sprung to her eyes, and she couldn’t contain the bounce in
her step. She did it! She freed Jack.

Tom scribbled a note in the file and
said, “Now scoot, girl, get on out of here.”

Bella didn’t argue. She followed Joe
out of the room, past the inmates, and out the gate. She took a
grateful gulp of fresh air. Tessie’s dark eyes were glued to the
door. When Bella emerged, Tessie called, “Thank you, Jesus,” to the
heavens as her skinny fingers eased back the hammer on the pistol
she held on her lap.

Manny’s dark head popped up from the
back of the wagon. “You all right, Miss Bella?”

Bella strode to the wagon and gave the
boy a lingering kiss on the top of his head. “Everything’s fine.
Did you keep Miss Tessie calm?”

“I tried, but she was
still nervous. She had the gun cocked the whole time.”

“Well, seems she didn’t
charge the door and shoot anyone,” Bella grinned. “So you must have
done a good job.”

Manny smiled, his eight-year-old face
glowed with success.

“I never should’ve allowed
this. Behavin’ like a stupid, willful child.” Tessie’s face was
stern, but even her irritation couldn’t hide the perfect structure
of her face. Her rich dark skin was unlined, though she guessed her
age somewhere around fifty.

Bella grinned. “It worked. They said
they’ll bring Jack out.”

“And that’s supposed to
solve our problems? Now we’re out of gold and gonna have a criminal
under roof.” She looked to the sky. “Lord have mercy. We should’ve
moved. Gone somewhere and got work. Someplace where men don’t know
you or me and they treat us with some decency.”

“And what about Noah? What
do we do about him?” Bella asked.

Tessie turned away hiding the sudden
tears.

Bella touched the woman’s arm. “He’ll
be back. I know him. If we leave, who can we trust to tell him
where to find us?”

Tessie sniffed and dried her eyes with
a piece of towel she carried as a hanky. “But this? Buying a man
out of jail? We don’t even know why he was locked up. Could’ve been
for murder…or rape. Child, you have no idea.”

“I know Jack. He didn’t
commit murder or rape.”

“Oh, phooey. You know him
as well as a girl in petticoats can know anything. Having a crush
on him doesn’t mean you knew a thing.”

“I did not have a crush!”
Bella blushed and her mouth dropped open.

“Course you did. Everybody
at the Point knew it. You followed that boy everywhere.”

“I liked horses. He took
care of the horses.”

“Mmm, hmm. Funny how that
interest was lost when Jack moved on.”

“I…” Bella’s cheeks turned
cherry red. “I had my studies to consider.”

“You minded your studies!
That’s a hoot. Child, you were forced to study every word…you paid
attention to your studies.” Tessie snorted.

“Why I…” Bella’s argument
was interrupted when the door opened again. The three of them
turned in silence. Tom led a scruffy man out by the irons that
bound his hands and feet.

Tessie gasped and turned her head,
covering her mouth with her towel. Bella stepped forward and
grabbed Tom’s arm. “Oh, Mr. Clark, please set him loose. This
breaks my heart.”

Tom shook his head. “Guess I shoulda
considered a lady’s sensibilities. Hold out your hands, Byron.” He
spoke to Jack as he freed him, “Now listen, I’m warning you, you
better not give these ladies any trouble. None! Or you’re right
back here, understand?”

Jack Byron nodded as he let the chains
drop into the mud and rubbed his freed flesh.

Tom turned his attention to Manny. He
reached into his pocket and pulled out a marble and offered it to
the boy. Manny’s eyes flashed to Tessie for approval, she smiled
and nodded. The boy snatched the marble from Tom’s hand. His face
glowed and he breathed, “Thanks, Mister. It’s mighty
fine.”

Tom rubbed the child’s silky black
hair. “So, where the hell’d you two pick yourself up an
Injun?”

Tessie’s eyes sparked, but Bella
smiled sweetly. “We helpless females needed a strong brave to see
us through the winter.”

“So, you’re the man of the
house, eh, boy?”

Manny nodded, eyes still focused on
his new marble.

“Thank you, Mr. Clark.
You’ve been more than helpful.” She squeezed his hand. “And thank
you for the gift for Manny. You’re such a kind man.”

Tom mumbled and helped Jack into the
back of the wagon. Jack was thin and barely recognizable through
the shaggy hair and beard. He slid in next to Manny, who
immediately scooted tight to the front of the wagon and clutched
Tessie’s hand. Bella looked Jack over and frowned before climbing
into the wagon and taking the reins. She gave the skinny
thoroughbred the command and he sauntered off. She turned and waved
again at Tom until he disappeared from sight.

They traveled less than a mile when
Jack finally spoke, “What the hell are you up to,
Isabella?”

Bella kept the horse on track and
moving forward as she answered, “I needed a husband, so I bought me
one.”


Chapter 2

 


Bella yanked on the reins and halted
the horse outside a brick farmhouse. Jack expected she was making a
stop on the way to The Point, but she jumped to the ground and
announced, “Home sweet home.”

Jack looked the place over. It was
humble. Two stories, simple rectangular design. Jack opened his
mouth to ask about the whitewashed brick antebellum mansion with
its east and west wings and sprawling roll of tobacco fields.
That’s where Bella belonged. Not here. The place was smaller than
the stables of her childhood home.

Bella must have read the look on his
face. “It’s not quite as impressive as The Point, but it seems to
be solid.”

Jack hopped down. The roof looked
sound, the white trim on the place was chipped and peeling, but it
looked structurally fit. Judged independently, it stood out among
its post war counter parts; judged against his memory of Bella’s
Point, it looked sad and neglected.

Bella pulled off her riding gloves.
“Manny, rub down Nero and put him in the stable. Then you better
have a bite to eat and get on to bed. It’s getting late. Tessie?
Would you please make Jack something to eat? Jack, you come with
me. I’ll show you where you can clean up.”

Tessie nodded but failed to move a
step. Bella raised an impatient eyebrow and shook her head. “Go on.
Sun’s dropping.”

Tessie’s frown deepened, but her feet
moved hesitantly toward the house.

“We don’t have a bath
house, but Tessie and I created our own version of one.” Bella was
proud of their ingenuity. Her father had built a room for bathing
with a large stone fireplace and an oversized tub. It was one part
of The Point that she did miss, but as with everything else, she
learned to make do.

Jack ignored the obvious pride on her
face and her chatter about her makeshift bath. He grabbed her by
the arm and pulled her to a stop. “Have you lost your mind,
Isabella?”

Bella looked confused. He seemed angry
with her; probably because she spoke of bathing in mixed company.
She flushed red. Her mother had taught her better manners. She
supposed those manners were as tarnished as her reputation. But
that etiquette belonged to a different time, a time when she knew
nothing of hunger, loss, or pain.

“I apologize for my
crudeness, Jack, but there are no man servants to show you to your,
um, bath.”

Jack’s mouth hung open and he shook
his head. It took him a full minute to speak, “It’s not that.” The
tension in him made his shoulders stiff and his cheeks red. “Blast
it, Bell. It’s this whole crazy notion of bringing a man here.
You’re a beautiful woman and damn it! Men get ideas.”

Bella smiled. She couldn’t help but be
flattered. She spent many a day in her youth wondering if Jack
Byron even noticed she was a female. “Why, thank you,
Jack.”

“Jesus, Bella! That wasn’t
a compliment. I was stating a fact.”

Bella grinned. It still counted as a
compliment by her estimation.

“You ARE crazy. You’ve
gone plum insane.”

“Oh pooh.” Bella pulled
her arm free and resumed walking. “My sanity is the one thing I haven’t
lost. And you can move on, Tess. I see you round that corner. I
swear, you all are the crazy ones. Jack’s mad that I sprung him
from jail and Tess acts like she never met you before.”

Jack tugged at his bushy beard. “I’m
not mad at you. I just worry about your motives.”

“I offered to marry
you.”

“That’s my point! What
makes you think you can simply buy a man from jail with the
intention of marrying him? You don’t know what kind of trouble you
could get…”

“Oh, for cripe’s sake. I
didn’t buy a man from jail. I bought Jack Owen Byron. A man I believe is
trustworthy and true of heart.”

“People
change.”

“Have you changed?” Bella
asked.

Jack rolled his eyes and shook his
head.

“Have you become
untrustworthy? Or are you the same person who opened my eyes to the
injustice in my world? The guy who risked his neck to save me from
a berserk horse?”

“Anyone would’ve done
that.”

“The barn was filled with
hands, but when that snake spooked Caesar, you were the one who
jumped in to save me.”

Jack sighed and looked to the trees in
the horizon as if they might offer the words he needed to speak
sense to a child, or a simple debutante. “But marriage? Seriously?
You don’t just marry anyone. What’s Master Troy think of this?
He’ll have my hide if he hears I even consider…”

“Father’s
dead.”

“I’m…”

“Don’t apologize.
Thankfully, father died before he saw everything he loved come to
ruin. Well, almost everything.” Bella crossed her arms over her
chest. “This is my decision, my choice. I’ve had enough of people
making choices for me. I’m offering to marry you. I don’t have
money, land, or anything of value. I realize that’s a sad bargain,
but it’s all I have. And as much as I hate to admit it, I’m finding
this world to be a harsh place without a man. So, if I have to have
one, I prefer one who knows how to work the land and is willing to
bend his back.”

“So, you’re buying
yourself a worker? Some strange twist on indentured servitude? On
slavery?”

“No, not at all. I’d
rather call it an arrangement. A mutually beneficial
arrangement.”

“How am I
benefited?”

Bella’s face fell. She never
considered this would offend him. But how could it not? She still
acted like a princess. What made her think he would ever want her?
Her shoulders sagged and her eyes watered. “I…oh…I’m sorry. I guess
I offer no benefit. Forgive me, Jack. I only thought of myself.
Well, I thought about Tessie and Manny. But I never thought about
you. I guess I assumed you’d be so happy to be out of jail.” She
swallowed the tears and sighed. “I suppose that was mighty arrogant
of me.”

He reached out for her hand, but she
spun away.

“Bella, I didn’t mean…” He
tried to explain.

“Let’s not speak of it.”
Bella walked on toward the barn, ignoring his calls, filling the
awkward moment with chatter about the outdoor tub hidden by hanging
blankets on clotheslines. She and Tessie had filled the tub that
morning to warm it in the North Carolina sun. She dipped her
fingers in the water. “It’s near perfect. You can clean up. I, uh,
well, Tessie and I fixed you up some new clothes to wear. We kind
of figured you’d need them.” She pointed to trousers and a shirt
hanging with the blankets. “When you’re done, come in and have a
bite to eat.”

“Bella, what you did was
foolish but…”

“I really am sorry. You
have to forgive my arrogance. And the fact that I never once
considered how you would feel about this. I suppose I’m
still…”

“Be quiet a minute and
listen to me.” He reached for her, but she circled the tub to avoid
the contact.

“Jack, please, don’t. I
don’t want to make you feel bad. Let’s get you cleaned up, have a
bite to eat and then we’ll…well, we’ll figure something
out.”

“Bella…”

“I don’t want to speak of
this anymore. Do you understand? I realize what a stuck up, foolish
little ninny you must think I am. So, please just stop talking.”
She readjusted the blankets on the line. “Besides you smell and you
need a bath.”

Jack looked her over, jaw clenched,
hands on hips. He unbuttoned the sleeves on his rough wool shirt
and mumbled, “Don’t know why I’m surprised. You always were
stubborn and spoiled. Shoulda known you’d grow up to be a crazy
willful woman.”

“Excuse me?”

“I asked if you had a
razor.”

“Hmmph.” Bella’s lips
pursed and her foot tapped. Then she nodded. “I’ll be right
back.”

By the time Bella returned he was
scrubbed clean and had a blanket from the line tucked around his
waist. She handed him a mirror and the razor and watched as he cut
away the fur which hid the once familiar man. Finishing, he
splashed his face with water then dried it on the towel. He handed
the razor to Bella and sat on a stump. “Shave it off. Bound to have
lice in it, so be careful.”

“Tessie’s lye soap and
kerosene rinse didn’t kill it?”

“Do you want to take the
chance?”

Bella shook her head and sawed away at
the wiry mess of hair. Jack was much skinnier than she had ever
seen him. She could count his ribs, front and back. His hands, once
so big and strong looked long and bony.

“Tom said you were there
two years?”

“Going on.”

Bella’s heart broke for him. “If only
I had known, but I only heard last week. I would have gotten you
out immediately…I swear I would’ve come. Even a lashing from
Charles wouldn’t have stopped me from getting you out of
there.”

“Who’s
Charles?”

“My husband.”

Jack jerked his head around. Bella
gasped. “Be careful. I nearly took a chunk out of your
scalp.”

“If you’ve got a husband,
what the hell am I here for?”

“Well because, I also got
myself a divorce.”

Bella anticipated his shock, lifting
the razor above his head as he turned to gape at her again. She
placed her hands on his shoulders and ordered, “Stop
moving.”

“You did what?”

“I think you heard me the
first time.”

“How? Why? A divorce. You
got to be kidding me.”

“We weren’t a good match.
It’s better this way. But, it’s also why I can’t just let you live
here. The rumors would be devastating.”

“So, what’s your husband
going to think of you marrying another man?”

“Trust me. He’ll never
know.”

“How can you be so sure of
that?”

“I just am.”

“What the hell’s going on?
Why aren’t you living at the Point? What about your
mother?

Your brothers?”

“Gone. All
gone.”

His thin body slumped. “I’m sorry
Bell. What happened? The war?”

“The boys died of fever a
few years after you left the Point. Father died of a heart attack
right as the war began. The day after the firing on Ft. Sumter to
be exact. Mother died a few years after Father.”

“And the Point? It’s gone,
too, I assume?”

Bella sighed. “It’s still where it
was. It’s just owned by someone else.”

“I don’t know what to
say.”

“I don’t want you to say
anything. I’d rather not think about what was.”

“But you…”

“Shush. I didn’t exactly
find you in a
gilded cage. I, at least, have Tessie and a roof over my
head.”

Jack nodded, then looked over the
house. “So, your husband let you stay on in his house?”

“Oh no. This place doesn’t
belong to Charles,” Bella gasped. “It’s in my name
alone.”

“Seems like a nice place.
House looks solid, foundation looks square. Fields look lush,
should be good for planting. You got several outbuildings and a
couple of barns.” Jack looked over the land with a farmer’s eye.
“The land lays good. Looks like it gets plenty of water; got a nice
stream there with some nice woods beyond. It seems to have
everything a man would need to make a living, if he’s willing to
work.”

“I was thinking the same
thing and you called me a crazy willful woman, or was it a willful
crazy woman? Hmm…guess you’re not going to repeat yourself while I
have a razor.” Bella held the razor in limbo as she gazed over the
place. She knew the place could offer a comfortable living, but she
didn’t know where to begin. She sighed and resumed cutting away
clumps of hair, “I’d do it myself, but don’t know anything about
farms, except harvest time is a busy time.”

“So did you buy this
place? You picked a good one.”

“No. It actually belongs
to Noah. You remember Noah?”

“Tessie’s boy?”

“Mmm, hmm. He went north
right before the war and ended up joining the union army. Well, he
was posted as a guard at an army prison in the new Virginia. Well,
you know Noah, he’s as curious about people as he is about books,
so he got to know all the men he guarded. And it seems one of them
was from right here in the county. Jimmy Trent. Do you remember
him?” Isabella paused. She leaned over his shoulder to see his face
as he answered.

Jack coughed and squirmed in his
chair, nodding his head. “Didn’t he have crush on you,
Bell?”

“Who Jimmy? No.” Isabella
laughed at the thought.

“He was always hanging
around the Point.”

“Because he loved horses
and Daddy always raised the best.”

Bella resumed her work. Jack crossed
his arms over his chest and closed his eyes while she
worked.

“Well, seems Noah got him
special treatment in the prison and nursed him through gangrene
that set in from a bullet wound to his leg. Then when the war was
over, Jimmy was released. His leg was darn near crippled and he
couldn’t walk all those miles home, so, Noah practically carried
him back to his family. Why James, Jimmy’s dad? He was so grateful,
and he always was a fair man, so when he and his family decided to
move west…too many bad memories here…he traded Noah this place for
the union money Noah earned in the army. But the deed is in my
name, of course, being as Noah’s black. But it belongs to
Noah.”

“Where’s Noah?”

“He left almost a year
ago. He’s looking for Manny’s mom, Wendy. He loves her so much. I
told him he should have married her as soon as he came back from
the war, but he could barely admit he had feelings for her, much
less ask for her hand.” Bella laughed. Noah Solomon’s moon eyed
love for the beautiful half breed Cherokee was obvious to everyone
but Noah. Bella’s smile disappeared as she thought of the current
situation. “Now she’s gone and none of us know where she
went.”

“She left her
kid?”

“She left everything. She
brought me Manny in the middle of the night. Seems some men got
drunk and she lived alone.” Bella cleared her throat and cleaned
the razor on a towel with a little too much vigor. “It was an awful
night. One best forgotten.” She took a deep breath, then smiled.
“Anyhow, I know Noah will find her. He was right on her trail. I
pray he can talk some sense into her.”

“Did someone hurt her?”
Jack whispered.

“I’d rather not talk about
it.”

Jack’s voice was near gruff. “What
about you, Bell? You had that problem?”

“I won’t lie to you. Men
are bold, especially when your reputation is as sullied as mine.
But we hold our own, Tessie and me. Everyone in this town knows we
can shoot straight at a hundred yards. I only had to put lead in
one man’s leg to let all of them know I prefer to be left
alone.”

Bella brushed the loose hairs from his
shoulders and then announced, “There, you’re all done.” She stepped
in front of him to examine her work. His hair was black as night
and even completely sheared, he retained a shadowy crown. He looked
younger without the hair. And though his face was gaunt, she could
still see the handsome man she once tried to trick into kissing her
when she was thirteen.

“Making this place a
producing farm will take a lot of work,” he cautioned.

“I’m not afraid of work.
And if you don’t want to marry me…I suppose that’s all right. I
guess you can still stay. Anyway, what more can they say about me?
Unless you’re worried about your reputation.” She looked at the
ground. “Even being friends with me will ruin you in this
town.”

“Bella…” He reached out
and touched her cheek stroking it with the back of his fingers. She
tried to read his face. His mouth was set in a grimace, his eyes
troubled. Please, please she begged silently hoping her face didn’t
betray her desperation. This morning she thought she wouldn’t be
above getting her way by any means, but now that he was here, in
the flesh, she couldn’t accept anything but him wanting her of his
own decision.

“How did it all come to
this?”

“Happenstance,” she said
with a sigh. She wasn’t sure if he meant the entire world’s fate or
just her own, but she knew she didn’t want to waste time thinking
about how she got here. She only wanted to know the way out.
Besides, she was boggled by human meanness, and as a habit, she
didn’t bother with things that bewildered her. “But,” she said,
taking a deep breath, “it’ll all be all right. Why, if you’ll give
me one year, then I know…”

“You make it sound so
simple. Life is never simple.” He pulled her close and kissed the
top of her head. “Have you grown up at all from the giddy girl I
used to know?”

Bella tried to pull away, but he held
her close. “You don’t have a clue what I’ve been through, Jack
Byron.”

“That’s my point.” He let
go allowing her a few steps so he could look her in the eye. “I
won’t leave you in need, so of course I’ll stay. But as for
marriage…”

Her muscles tightened. He was going to
tell her no, but she wouldn’t cry. He would stay at least. He just
said so, and for Jack, that was good as a solemn oath.

“I don’t know if you’ve
completely thought it through. There are parts of being married you
may not be considering.”

Bella felt her heart lift a little. He
wasn’t ruling it out. He was talking about…her mouth went dry… sex.
Of course. What man didn’t? Bella understood the obligations of a
woman. She bit her lip. “Jack, I’ve been married before, remember?
You’ll see, I can be a good wife. I’ll try to keep my mouth shut
and not be sassy and opinionated. And as for what I think you’re
talking about…I can endure it. I understand a man does have certain
needs.”

Jack studied her, a muscle twitched in
his cheek, his eyes narrowed.

“What’s wrong,
Jack?”

“Nothing. I think
sometimes questions are better left unasked and definitely better
left unanswered.”

“Did I say something
wrong?”

Jack threw an arm over her shoulder
and tucked her tight as they walked to the house. “No, Bella. I
guess I realized a whole lot has transpired since that day you
threw yourself on me in the barn.”

“I tripped.”

“Did you, now?”

Bella blushed and admitted, “I wanted
you to kiss me.”

“I figured as
much.”

Bella stopped and looked up at him.
“So why didn’t you kiss me?”

Jack frowned. “You really don’t get
it, do you, Bell?”

“Was it because I was so
young?”

“No. It’s because you
never thought far enough ahead. Never weighed the consequences of
your actions. You never did, and evidently you still
don’t.”

“That’s not true. I think
more than you’d ever believe. You
may still see me as a little twit who worries
more for her dresses and bonnets than anything else in the world,
but I do have plans for us. I’ve thought about nothing else the
last two days. My only problem is getting you to see it my
way.”


Chapter 3

 


Jack rolled up his blankets and set
them in the corner of the pantry. He heard Tessie humming as she
stoked the fire in the kitchen. Then he heard the lock slide on his
door. He grinned as he stretched. At least Tessie was wise enough
not to trust him, locking his door before she went on to bed.
Bella, on the other hand, suggested he sleep upstairs. No way was
Tessie allowing that. She stomped her foot and laid down the law.
As always, Bella crumbled to her mammy’s authority.

He shook his head and sighed. The girl
didn’t have the sense God gave a goose. He supposed he had Tessie
to thank for her survival, evidently Noah, too. Though the Noah he
remembered was a sickly, thin fellow. He was surprised he survived
the war at all. Would have figured him as one who’d die of
dysentery before he ever saw a fight. But then people could
surprise you.

He lumbered into the
kitchen.

“Mornin’, Mr.
Jack.”

“Mornin’, Tessie. Did you
sleep all right with one eye open?”

Tessie might have blushed. He couldn’t
tell with her dark skin. She poured a cup of tea and said, “I slept
well enough knowing I had you locked in your room. I won’t lie
about it. I don’t trust men, not even men who I used to like as a
boy. Never know what kind o’ man a boy’ll grow into. One of us has
to use some sense round here. The missy sure won’t.”

Jack took the cup of yaupon tea Tessie
offered him. “I agree. She’s a damn fool for even going to that
hellhole they call a prison. How’d she survive this long without
ending up like Wendy?”

Tessie frowned. “She told you ‘bout
Wendy?”

“No. She said she had a
run-in with some men then ran away. I filled in the blanks
myself.”

“Injun women are ‘bout as
respected as a darkie, though Wendy is Lumbee and could pass for
white. But she married a Cherokee and has beautiful, long black
hair. My how it shimmers. That hair and having a Cherokee child
marked her in this town.” Tessie’s face looked pinched. “Noah took
after her over a year ago. Surely, he found her by now. He couldn’t
have been more than half a day behind her.”

“She didn’t tell anyone
where she was going? Just left? Abandoned her kid and
all?”

“I don’t think she planned
to ever return. Or to go very far away.”

“You really think she
would have…?”

Tessie nodded.

He closed his eyes. “You guys were
here all alone? Doesn’t Bella have an uncle or a cousin? Someone to
take care of you?”

“The ones who aren’t dead
don’t want anything to do with her. They’re ashamed of
her.”

“Just because she divorced
her husband?”

“Mmm, that’s as good a
reason
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