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Praise for A Warm
Southern Christmas:

“—will just reach out and grab your heart!!!”
–Brenda Smith, 5 stars, Amazon

 


“Five Stars—a must read!” – Sandra Mayhew, 5
stars, Amazon

 


“A WARM SOUTHERN CHRISTMAS (Susan Tanner) was
my favorite!” J Jares, online review

 



Chapter One

 


 


Merrill, Mississippi, 1895

 


“This town is never going to let you keep
those kids. You know that as well as I do, Luke.”

Luke Tattersall studied the sheriff with
narrowed eyes, seeing not his old friend, but someone sent to do an
unpleasant job.

“I won’t let you take them,” Luke said
finally, his voice as flat and uncompromising as the plank board
table between them.

Sheriff John Marsh lifted one hand in a
conciliatory gesture. “I don’t aim to even try; you should know
that, son.” He sounded slightly hurt at the suggestion. Though
there was a span of twenty years between their ages, the two had
been close for years. Luke’s father had been John’s closest
friend.

It had been John who helped to bury Luke’s
brother and sister-in-law just three weeks earlier. John who helped
to tell ten-year-old Kane and six-year-old Gracie that their
parents were never coming home. But not even John had had nerve
enough to tell them why. That, and everything after that, had been
left to Luke.

John shook his head. “The fact that I don’t
agree won’t stop them, though. They’ll go higher than me to do what
they think is right by those children.”

“You think they’re going to talk to God about
it?” Luke asked irreverently .

That irreverence was part of what marked the
Tattersalls as being just slightly different—apart, as it were,
from the other folk of Merrill. Being set apart was what John was
trying to warn Luke about.

John ignored the quip. “There’s all kinds of
government laws seeing to the well-being of kids these days.”

“Who’s trying to take my kids?” Luke scowled
ferociously. “Who’s wanting them, John?”

The sheriff shifted uncomfortably. “Well now,
Luke, I don’t rightly know that anyone is exactly wanting them for
themselves, so to speak. They just don’t think a home with an
unmarried man is the best that can be done for them.”

“I’m their uncle,” Luke argued. “The only
family they’ve got left in these parts.” And Luke would move heaven
and earth to keep them with him. He’d promised them that.

“And Jake was their father,” John said
pointedly. “Would you really have thought him fit to have their
raising if it was only Grace Ann who was gone?”

Luke flushed. “I don’t drink, John.”

The words hung angrily between them.

No, that was one flaw not a soul in Merrill
would lay at Luke’s feet. Whatever his failings, Luke Tattersall
did not partake of hard liquor, not after watching the slow
destruction of his brother over the past five or six years.

Slowly John got to his feet, looking around
at the small kitchen, seeing the bare wood floor and unpainted
shelves full of crockery and foodstuffs. But he saw the spartan
cleanliness of the room, as well. Grace Ann had kept it just this
clean. The sorrow of her death and the shameful way it had happened
hit him again.

“I’m not here to fight you, son. I’m here to
help. I’ll do everything I can to keep this from happening, but …”
His voice trailed away, and he gazed blankly through the
uncurtained window, not seeing anything of the pretty Mississippi
countryside beyond.

Luke got to his feet as well. “I appreciate
the warning, I reckon.”

John refocused on the younger man and stifled
a grin. Luke sounded about as appreciative as if the sheriff had
hauled a nest of rats into the house.

“Like I said, I’ll do what I can, but it’d
sure Lord help if you had a wife.”

“A wife!” Luke looked stunned despite the
fact that the idea of taking a wife had crossed his mind once or
twice in the past few weeks. “And just who in Merrill do you think
would be willing to take on the raising of two half-grown
kids?”

“You did,” John reminded him.

“They’re mine. My brother’s son and daughter.
My flesh and blood.”

John sighed, thinking maybe Luke was right.
Though John could think of half-a-dozen girls who’d give every curl
in their hair for a chance at having Luke as a husband, he couldn’t
picture any of them willing to take on the mothering of two
half-grown children. Or any of their mamas willing to let them. The
Tattersalls weren’t exactly considered respectable.

The fact that Luke was little more than a
dozen years older than his nephew was another problem. If Luke had
been thirty or so, the difference in age between him and the
handful of spinsters and widows in town wouldn’t seem so great, and
likely he could choose at will from among them.

John shook himself from his reverie to find
Luke watching him with a peculiar expression.

“You tell those folks who are so all-fired
worried about those two kids that I’m getting married.” No one was
taking his kids, no matter what he had to do to prevent it.

“You are?” John stared at him blankly. “I
didn’t even know you were courting.” From all John had seen, Luke
had been too busy supporting Jake and his family the past few years
to allow himself the luxury of sparking a gal.

“I’m not.” Luke’s tone held a grim
determination. “Yet.”

“Now, Luke, Nadine is a pretty little thing,
but I’m thinking she’s not much for wife material. Nor the Willis
girl, either, for that matter.” John knew both girls had shown
every interest that their mamas would allow, speaking to Luke every
time he so much as walked through town. Grace Ann had confided in
John, wishing for a way that Luke could have a normal life without
her and her children starving to death. Every dime Jake Tattersall
had managed to get his hands on in the past five years had gone for
whiskey.

“I’ll have a wife come Christmas.”

Maybe in six weeks’ time, Luke’s deep blue
eyes and ready smile could convince some young lady to ignore the
gossip, defy her parents, and give up her romantic dreams of a neat
house with a white picket fence in exchange for skinned knees and
freckled faces and a plain but well-built home just outside of
town.

“Well,” John said, looking dubious, “I wish
you luck.”

Luke saw John to the door, then poured
himself another mug of strong coffee and carried it to the front
porch. The afternoon sun slanted across the fields. He needed to be
thinking about dinner. Kane and Gracie would be home from school
soon, and they never walked through the door that they weren’t
hungry.

Despite what he needed to be doing, Luke
propped one shoulder against a porch post and stared in the
direction of town. Not that he could see much of it from here, just
a fragment of whitewashed building peeping here and there through
the thin stand of trees. By the time October and the leaves were
gone, he’d be able to see a lot more. Not that being able to see
Merrill would make the Tattersalls any more a part of the town than
they were now. He reckoned nothing could accomplish that. Jake had
managed to alienate half the folks thereabouts.

The thought of his brother filled him with a
lingering sadness. At least he’d gotten over the anger. For a
while, he’d been so furious that he’d wanted Jake alive just so he
could have the pleasure of killing him. Now he was left with only
the sorrow of Jake’s wasted life and Grace Ann’s needless
death.

Pushing away thoughts of things he couldn’t
change, Luke tried to formulate a plan to find a wife. His mind
ranged over the eligible girls in town, and he knew they were just
that—girls. Ready, maybe, for the first honeymoon year of marriage,
but far too immature for the raising of Kane and Gracie. Besides,
he could remember most of them flirting as much with Jake as with
Luke, regardless of the fact that Jake had a wife and two children.
Young girls liked flirting with danger.

Nor did Luke think he could bring himself to
court one of the several women who were both eligible and mature.
The two spinsters were stiff and starched and rarely smiled; the
widows—well they were more grandmotherly than anything else to
Luke’s way of thinking.

Luke couldn’t think of one female in all of
Merrill that he’d want to bring here to be wife to him and mother
to Kane and Gracie. He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. Maybe his
sister Jeane would have a suggestion. He’d wire her tomorrow in the
state of Washington. He’d ride over to the telegraph office in the
next county to do it, just as he had when he’d had to tell her
about Jake and Grace Ann. The worst of the gossip about his family
had only recently begun to die away; he wasn’t of a mind to stir it
up any more than necessary.

He had a feeling it was going to be almost as
hard to find the words this time as it had been when he’d wired her
three weeks ago. Tears had burned his eyes when he’d read her
grief-stricken response. There had just been no easy way to tell
her that their brother had killed his own wife in a drunken rage
and then—when his whiskey-soaked brain realized what he’d
done—killed himself.

She’d wanted Luke to bring the children to
her, but Luke wouldn’t do it—selfishly, because he didn’t want to
lose his entire family, and unselfishly, because he didn’t think
the children could bear being uprooted just now. Merrill was all
they’d ever known.

Maybe Jeane would know of someone there in
Washington suitable for a wife and willing to travel to Merrill for
the opportunity. But, Luke wondered, what kind of a woman would
want to marry a man she’d never even met?

 


* * *

 


“What kind of a man wants to marry a woman
he’s never even met?” Wide grey eyes stared suspiciously into Jeane
Tattersall Rand’s neat features.

“The kind who’s willing to wire enough money
to get you out of Seattle,” Jeane retorted. “Last night you said
you’d sell your soul for the chance.”

Stephanie flinched at the reminder and
resumed pacing the length of her friend’s neat little kitchen. Last
night she had been ready to sell her soul—now all Jeane suggested
she do was sell her body. Still, Jeane’s words caused familiar
feelings of desperation to wash through her soul. She had to get
away. If she didn’t, she feared she might really find herself
married to a man three times her age, a man with calculating eyes
and cold hands.

Not that her predicament wasn’t at least
partially her fault. She’d admit that much. At twenty years of age,
she’d run off the few young men willing to overlook the scandal of
an aborted elopement three years earlier. Maybe if she’d had a
doting papa, her lack of prospects for a husband wouldn’t have
mattered so much. But her papa was definitely not doting, and he
wanted her off his hands. He’d promised her to Karl Hendricks
without so much as a blink of his eyes.

“What’s your brother like?” Stephanie tossed
the question over her shoulder as she paused to stare out of the
window at the muddy street. She hated the fact that she’d even
asked, and her mind continued to search for another way, any other
way to escape. If there was one, surely she would have thought of
it in the month since her father had told her to prepare for a
wedding she didn’t want to a man she would never willingly marry.
But how could she possibly consider the intimacy of marriage with a
man she’d never met?

“Handsome as the devil with blue eyes and
shoulders as broad as a lumberman’s,” Jeane returned quick as a
wink, picturing Stephanie’s lively brown curls next to Luke’s dark
hair, or more likely his chin. That was about where the top of
Stephanie’s head would reach on her brother. “Always laughing or
smiling … at least until Jake got so bad. There wasn’t much to
smile about by the time Henry and I left with the logging company.
I missed Jake and Grace Ann and the kids a lot.” Her voice slowed
with real longing. “But I’ve missed Luke most of all these three
years.”

“If he’s so wonderful, why does he need his
sister to find him a wife?”

For a moment Jeane bit her lip, but she knew
there were things that Stephanie would need to hear if Jeane wanted
her to seriously consider traveling the length of the continent to
marry Luke and raise Kane and Gracie.

“Sit down, Stephie.”

The quiet in Jeane’s voice pulled the other
girl’s attention from the empty street and brought her to sit in a
chair across the table. Slowly, Jeane poured them each another cup
of tea, using the time to gather her thoughts.

“Merrill is a very small town … a good town
with good people, but still a small town with small town ways of
thinking and small town gossip.” Her lips twisted. “And we
Tattersalls seem to provide a lot for them to gossip about.”

Stephanie wrapped her cold fingers around the
cup, feeling less need to drink the liquid within than to absorb
the comforting warmth it gave. She listened, her expression
cautious.

“All of Merrill respected our daddy, but only
a few people actually liked him. He was a hard man, hard and fair.
I’ve heard it said by more than one that Daddy would walk ten miles
to pay a man a nickel if he owed him, but he’d expect that same man
to walk that same ten miles if he owed Daddy.”

Jeane sighed and sipped at her tea, barely
even tasting it. “Jake never quite lived up to Daddy’s
expectations. He got Grace Ann pregnant when they were both just
sixteen.” A sad smile touched her lips. “Aaron was the prettiest
little boy I’ve ever seen.” The smile faded. “He died of
rattlesnake bite just after he turned two. He was with Jake when it
happened . Grace Ann was expecting Kane then. She never blamed
Jake, but Daddy did—and that was when Jake started drinking. Not
too much by some folk’s standards, I reckon, but Daddy was a
teetotaler. One
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