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Chapter 1




Hanks, Kansas

June 1884

As Loreli Winters stood listening to the farmer bending her ear, she wondered how much longer she would have to endure before she could politely excuse herself and slip away. The farmer’s name was Henry Judson and he was a handsome brute: all brown eyes and muscles, but she, unlike the other women gathered in the grove behind the small church, had not come here to find a husband. Loreli had traveled to this small Black Kansas colony as a member of a wagon train transporting mail-order brides, but she’d signed on strictly for the adventure, not to be the wife of a Kansas homesteader. Her plans were to stay in town long enough to make sure everything worked out for the friends she’d made on the trip, then strike out West—California maybe. In the meantime, she had this gathering to get through.

In preparation for this Friday afternoon event, Loreli had gotten all gussied up, put on her powders and paints, and hoped her flashy blue dress would keep the farmers away. Here, for the first time in a long time, the golden quadroon beauty she’d inherited from her mixed ancestry would not be an advantage. In the billiard dens and smoking cars where she plied her gambling trade, Loreli’s looks had won her more hands than she could count, especially when the pigeon spent more time ogling her bosom than his cards. In the past, she’d never hesitated using her face or figure to its best advantage, but not tonight; tonight there’d be no flirting. Loreli’s future lay elsewhere. She just hoped the farmers would understand.

Judson, still talking, had three little girls. Although Loreli found the daughters pleasant enough, she had no intentions of taking over the job of raising them. She sensed from their father’s conversation that all he was looking for was a replacement for his recently deceased wife.

When Judson began expressing hopes that his new bride would be able to can vegetables as well as his late wife did, Loreli interrupted him with a winning smile. “Mr. Judson, I see someone over there I need to speak with. It’s been nice meeting you and your girls.”

He opened his mouth to protest, but Loreli had already walked away.

Loreli made her way through the gathering of sixty or so men and women and saw that everywhere she looked folks were mingling and smiling. The celebratory sounds of fiddling and happy voices drifted on the late afternoon air. The brides had picked out their prospective mates before making the trip by using the photographs and portraits provided by the men to the wagon train’s organizer, Grace Atwood. The couples were meeting each other for the first time, and many were already lined up outside the small church waiting to be married.

Loreli threaded her way through the trestle tables set around the church grounds and nodded greetings in response to the familiar smiles beamed her way. The many trials and tribulations that had beset the women on the trek from Chicago seemed to have been forgotten. All the ladies had taken special pains to look their best; their hair was done, their dresses starched and pressed. The men were also decked out, in everything from fancy suspenders and fresh-pressed trousers to shiny new suits.

As Loreli shared congratulatory hugs and small-talk with the women, she asked after Belle, the young woman who shared her wagon, but Belle had already journeyed on with the man she would be marrying. That saddened Loreli because she’d dearly wanted to tell Belle good-bye. Loreli had taken the young woman under her wing during the journey from Chicago, and they’d become very close.

Loreli moved on to congratulate a few of her other friends and noted the interested eyes of some of the men standing nearby. She knew she was hard to miss in the low-cut blue satin dress that left the crowns of her shoulders bare, but because these men were here to marry women who’d become her friends, she didn’t give any of the farmers more than a friendly nod in return. Loreli didn’t want any misunderstandings.

In reality, though, she secretly wished to be one of the brides. She’d be thirty-five years of age come November, and on her own in life since the age of fourteen. She was tired. Tired of gambling dens, traveling, and having a life that discouraged roots, family, and peace of mind. Deep down inside, parts of herself yearned for the security of a farmhouse, a steady man, and a few kids, but her past life made fulfillment of that yearning impossible. What man wanted a wife whose occupation was gambling? None she’d ever met. Men wanted their women docile and of good character, and in society’s eyes, she was neither. She decided she should just go back to her boardinghouse room, lest she be overwhelmed by her mood.

Loreli paused for a few moments to say farewell to Grace Atwood, the woman who’d organized the wagon train, then she headed back to claim the rented buggy she’d driven over in.

Beneath the tree by her buggy stood two little brown-skinned girls. They looked to be seven or eight years of age. Both copper faces were framed by long black plaits that shot out from their heads at a cockeyed angle, as if the person who’d braided them hadn’t much experience with the task of doing hair. There were red ribbons tied on the ends, however, and Loreli wondered if the little ones had done the braids themselves. She also noticed that unlike all the other little girls she’d seen at the gathering this evening, these two were not gussied up in starched pinafores and Sunday slippers; they were attired like boys in denim trousers, flannel shirts, and sturdy boots.

At her approach, one of the girls asked politely, “May we speak with you?”

The diction was so adultlike, Loreli was taken aback. Her second jolt came when she realized the two girls were twins, identical, but for an old scar visible on the left side of the nose of the silent one.

“Certainly,” Loreli responded, peering down. “What about?”


“Whose mama are you going to be?”

Loreli’s perfectly arched brows knitted in puzzlement. “What do you mean?”

“Some of our friends are getting new mamas from the wagon train. Whose mama did you come to be?”

Loreli looked back at the ongoing celebration. She understood now. “I didn’t come to be anybody’s mama.”

The girls passed a happy look between them. The twin who’d been doing all the speaking declared proudly, “Then you can be ours.”

Loreli’s golden eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

“We need a mama, and since Uncle Jake didn’t want to come and pick one out, we decided we’d do it ourselves.”

Loreli looked around the glade for this Uncle Jake, or anyone else who might belong to these beautiful but strange youngsters, but she saw only the folks gathered around the church. “Is your Uncle here?”

“No, he’s in Lawrence at a convention. He’s a Black Republican.”

“I see,” Loreli said. A voting man. “So, your uncle Jake doesn’t know you’re here?”

The girl shook her head. “No, Rebecca’s watching us. Uncle’s supposed to be back today.” Then she added, “He’s probably going to be real mad when he finds out we snuck off from Rebecca, but we need a mama.”

“And he won’t pick us out one,” the other little girl said.

Loreli hid her smile. Any mama they managed to wrangle would be in trouble indeed. “How far away is home?”

“Not far.”

“Then how about I ride back with you? You shouldn’t be out in the countryside alone.”

The talker twin asked earnestly, “Can my sister ride in the buggy with you? We came over together on Phoebe, but Dede doesn’t like horses very much.”

“Of course,” she replied, looking down at the shy Dede. Dede was the twin with the small scar on her nose, and now Loreli could tell them apart. “You’ve told me your sister’s name. Now, what’s yours?”

“I’m Bebe, it’s short for Beatrice,” she confessed. “Dede’s real name is Deirdre.”

“Well, I’m Loreli Winters. Pleased to meet you both.”

Both girls offered smiles, and then Dede said, “We’re pleased to meet you too.”

Loreli looked at the big sorrel they’d ridden over on. Having been raised in Kentucky, Loreli knew good, sound horseflesh when she saw it, and the mare fit that description. Phoebe was a picture of health. Loreli could tell by the shiny coat that the animal received lots of care and love. “You rode that big ol’ mare all by yourself?”

Bebe nodded. “Yep.”

“I’m very impressed.”

“Do you like horses?” Bebe asked.

“Love them.”

Bebe smiled. “Then you’ll make a perfect mama.”

Loreli laughed. “Dede and I will get my buggy. You and Phoebe lead the way.”

Loreli drove the black-covered buggy over the flat but rutted road; Bebe and Phoebe galloped alongside. After the long wagon-train ride from Chicago to Kansas, Loreli had grown accustomed to the silence of the land. Unlike the flat barren plains farther west, this portion of the state was green with trees and small rolling hills. She saw a few homesteads way off in the distance, but for the most part the land was open and unfenced as if Mother Nature was throwing wide her arms and offering endless possibilities.

“Is it much farther?” Loreli asked her passenger.

“No, the old riverbed is where we turn off.”

Loreli nodded and kept her eyes on her team and the mounted Bebe. The girl’s confidence in the saddle reminded Loreli of herself at that age. She too had ridden with her head high, hands sure, and back straight. Her father had called her a female centaur. Loreli thought Bebe could wear that title as well.

As they crested a hill, the panoramic expanse of the plains spread out before the eye like a green and gold blanket.

“Uh-oh,” Dede said, peering out into the distance. She leaned out of the buggy and yelled to her sister. “Uncle’s coming.”

Bebe called back, “I see him.”

Dede tugged gently on Loreli’s arm. “We’d better stop, Loreli.”

Loreli complied, but Dede’s worried tone concerned her enough to ask, “He’s not going to beat you, is he?”

“No, he’ll just fuss. Why won’t he get us a mama?”

Loreli couldn’t answer. She felt better knowing the girls wouldn’t come to any physical harm as a result of their escapade, but she questioned why the uncle had left them alone in the first place. Not that Loreli knew anything about raising children. When she was their age, she and her gambler father had been living on the road going from gambling den to whorehouse, looking for the next card game, however, even Loreli knew the twins weren’t old enough to care for themselves.


Loreli pulled her small spyglass from her handbag and put it to her eye. Uncle Jake was riding fast, the stallion beneath him moving powerfully. Horse and rider were nearly identical in coloring: a rich mahogany. The horse was from good stock and so was he. Both were handsomely built. Loreli put the glass away and waited to see how this little drama would play out.

When the uncle roared up, he slid from his horse. He snatched Bebe from the saddle and hugged her as if he’d found gold. Loreli could see the relief and love in his eyes. But when he finally turned the little one loose so she could breathe, he leaned back, looked into her eyes, and said, “You two scared me to death.”

Still holding Bebe, he hastened over and grabbed up the smiling Dede. She too was squeezed tightly, then she threw her arms around his neck and hugged him back.

“I should tan both your hides,” he threatened.

Loreli knew he wouldn’t; it was obvious he loved them too much.

“We went to pick out a mama,” Bebe explained spunkily.

Her uncle replied, quietly, “I thought we already discussed this?”

Both girls looked to Loreli. The uncle turned and seemed to notice Loreli for the first time. For a few silent moments, the two adults observed each other.

He nodded distantly. “Hello. Thanks for keeping the girls safe.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I’m Jake Reed.”

“Loreli Winters.”

“Never seen you before.”


“I came in with the wagon train.”

“The train with the mail-order women?”

Loreli detected the sarcasm in his tone. “Yes.”

His eyes brushed her body in the low-cut blue dress. “Who’re you marrying?

Before Loreli could reply, Bebe declared happily, “Nobody.”

Dede added, “We want her to be our mama. Isn’t she beautiful?”

Loreli, hand on her hip, waited for his reply.

He took a moment to assess her, then finally admitted, “Yes, she is,” but then as if the discussion were over, he swung his gaze back to the girls in his arms. “Let’s get you two home.”

“But you haven’t asked her yet!” Bebe protested.

“Asked whom, what?”

“Asked Loreli if she’ll be our mama!”

He appeared at a loss. “Girls, I…”

Loreli tried to help him off the hook. “Girls, your uncle and I don’t even know each other—”

“Aggie’s new mama didn’t know Aggie’s papa when they got married.”

Loreli gentled her voice, “But I’m not here to marry up. I’m on my way to California.”

Twin sets of eyes saddened. “Oh.”

The dejected tones just about broke Loreli’s heart.

“See, she can’t be your mama,” the uncle pointed out gently.

Bebe asked him earnestly, “But when are we going to get one?”

Loreli could see tears of frustration in the child’s eyes.

“Bebe—”


“Let me down, Uncle, please.”

He obliged. With her back stiff as a pine, Bebe ran and mounted her horse. Before either adult could stop her, she took up Phoebe’s reins and kicked the mare into a full gallop.

The uncle yelled, “Bebe! Get back here! Wait for your sister.”

But she was gone like the wind.

Loreli could see the tears staining Dede’s copper cheeks too.

The uncle looked grim. “Thank you,” he told Loreli, as if she were somehow responsible.

Loreli wasn’t having it. “Don’t you dare blame this on me. You’re the one who won’t get them a mama.”

His dark eyes flashed. Her golden ones flashed back.

“Come on, Dede,” he responded shortly.

“I want to ride with Loreli.”

He ignored her plea and started back to his big stallion.

“No!” Dede screamed. “I won’t ride Fox! Nooo!”

“We’re only going a short ways, De. The house isn’t far.” He tried to put her atop the mount, but she began kicking and screaming. “NOOO!”

Loreli realized this was much more than a tantrum; the girl acted terrified.

Dede’s voice pierced the silence, “NOOOO! Don’t make me! Don’t make meeee.”

Loreli couldn’t stand it. She leapt from her rig, ran over, and very gently put her hand on his arm. “Please, I’ll take her in with me. You lead the way, okay?”

For a few silent moments, he searched her face. Loreli saw pain.


He nodded silently, defeatedly. “Thanks.”

Loreli took the trembling, sobbing child in her arms and held her tightly as she carried her back to the carriage.

Dede whispered fiercely, “I don’t like horses.”

“It’s all right, precious. It’s all right.”

Dede’s tears wet Loreli’s bare shoulder. “I don’t like horses.”

“I know, baby. You can ride with me.”

While the now mounted Uncle looked on, Loreli put Dede gently atop the buggy seat, then came around and got in. As she picked up the reins and glanced over at the still shaking child, Loreli told her, “We’ll have you home in just a moment, pumpkin. Are you going to be okay?”

Dede nodded bravely.

Loreli gave her a soft smile and slapped down the reins to get the horse moving.



Just as the uncle had promised, the sprawling farmhouse was only a short distance away. Loreli found the size of the place impressive. There were at least two barns that she could see, and the one and half story wood house stood like a sentinel in the rolling green fields surrounding it. The house had a fine sitting porch and screen-covered windows. Behind the house in a field of knee-high corn stood a set of towering windmills.

Lorlei’s attention was caught by a young woman with a worried brown face who stepped out onto the porch. Her severely pulled back hair and plain calico dress marked her as female of the plains. Her dowdy appearance gave the impression that she was older than Loreli guessed her to truly be.


“Oh thank goodness,” the woman gushed, sounding relieved. She hastened over to Reed and his mount. “You found them both.”

He slid from his horse like a man well acquainted with the move. “Yeah, I did.”

Ignoring Loreli, the woman came straight over to Dede and began to scold the child. “You should be ashamed of yourself, scaring everyone like this. I sent your sister to her room to think about what she’s done. I suggest you join her.”

Dede looked so dejected, Loreli wanted to sock the woman. Instead, Loreli took Dede’s cold hand in hers, and said gently, “Let’s go see if Bebe’s okay.”

Dede responded with a downcast nod. When she looked up, Loreli gave her a wink, and Dede returned a watery little smile.

Focusing on Loreli for the first time, the woman asked disdainfully, “And you are?”

“Loreli Winters.”

The sour face looking Loreli up and down was so disapproving, Loreli felt compelled to toss back, “The girls want me to be their mama. Isn’t that something?”

The woman’s eyes went wide.

Satisfied with the woman’s reaction, Loreli said to Dede, “Lead the way.” Loreli’s golden eyes flashed coolly at the uncle for not coming to his niece’s defense, then she followed Dede into the house.

Jake felt the sting of the woman’s glare, but supposed from where she’d been standing, he’d deserved it.

Loreli, entering the house with Dede, found the interior clean and sparsely furnished. This was a man’s place: no rag rugs on the floor, no crocheted doilies tossed around to add a softening touch. One would be hard-pressed to believe two little girls lived here. Loreli wanted to know why, but knew she wouldn’t be around long enough to have the question answered.

Holding on to Dede’s hand, Loreli let herself be led down a narrow hallway to a closed door. “Is this your room?” Loreli asked.

The solemn child nodded.

Loreli softly knocked and quietly called, “Bebe. It’s Loreli. May your sister and I come in?”

The sound of creaking floorboards and footsteps came from inside. The door was opened. A dejected Bebe stood in the portal. “Come in.”

She then looked at her sister and said apologetically, “I’m sorry for leaving you, De.”

“It’s okay.”

“Uncle didn’t make you ride Fox, did he?”

“He was going to, but Loreli let me ride with her.”

Bebe met Loreli’s eyes. “Dede doesn’t like horses.”

“I know. She told me.”

“Our mama was killed in a horse accident. Dede was with her.”

Loreli now understood. Had she been involved in such a tragedy, she wouldn’t want to be around horses either. She squeezed Dede’s hand reassuringly. “We’re all scared of something, Dede, so it’s okay. For me, it’s spiders.”

Dede asked, “Really?”

“Yep. Can’t stand them. They give me the willies.” Loreli shook her shoulders in a show of exaggerated revulsion and both girls giggled.

Outside the house, Jake Reed said to Rebecca, “You were hard on the girls, Rebecca.”


Rebecca turned his way. “Somebody has to be, Jacob. And what on earth was Dede doing riding with that fancy woman. Where’d she come from?”

“The wagon train.”

“She one of those mail-order brides?”

“She came with them, but claims she didn’t come to marry anybody.”

“Well, I’m glad of that. Can you imagine her married to someone we know? Let’s just pray she doesn’t stay around here long. Town like ours doesn’t need soiled doves.”

Jake wasn’t really listening. His mind was still on Dede’s reaction to being put on the stallion’s back. With her screams echoing in his mind, he wondered if she’d ever get over her fear. He was grateful the Winters woman had been there. He doubt he’d ever forget how tenderly she’d comforted Dede. Her tender handling was the kind of caring he wanted Rebecca to show the girls, but she seemed more bent on criticizing and correcting them than showing them kindness.

Rebecca’s voice cut into his thoughts. “Did you hear me, Jake?”

He looked down into her scolding brown eyes and confessed, “No, sorry. I was thinking about Dede.”

“Were those girls mine, I’d take a strap to them for running off that way. Anything could’ve happened to them. I sent them into the house this afternoon to read from the Bible. Next I knew they were gone.”

Jake realized that this strident, rigid young woman would make a poor mother to his sister’s twins. Having lived his life under a parent who did nothing but criticize and berate, Jake did not want the girls to suffer the same fate. “You’re right about the dangers, Rebecca, and thanks for looking after them while I was gone, but they’re both safe now,” then he added, “And I’m not strapping them. They’re still trying to adjust to my sister’s death. They’ll settle down.”

“When?”

He shrugged.

“Those girls are willful; they don’t mind, and I have to stand over them to make sure their chores are done right. Spare the rod, spoil the child, Jake Reed. A good strapping never hurt anyone.”

Her litany of the girls’ sins did not sit well with him. They were eight years old, for heaven’s sake. “I’m not strapping them, Rebecca. Leave it be.”

Her chin tightened as it was wont to do when they butted heads over an issue, particularly issues relating to the twins. Rebecca believed that a woman shouldn’t read anything but the Bible, and thought it scandalous that he allowed the girls to read the newspapers and political broadsides that came to him via the mails. She also thought he should make Dede get on a horse—tie her to the saddle if necessary to cure her of what Rebecca called “willful tantrums.” Jake, knowing why horses set off such a strong reaction in his niece, refused.

Rebecca then said, “Well, how was the meeting?”

Jake sighed with frustration. “A waste.” The meeting in Lawrence had not gone well. It had originally been convened to talk frankly about the rising distrust between the White and Black wings of the Republican party. On a national level the Republican party had been slowly but surely distancing itself from its Black constituency, and the issues that affected them. In some areas Republicans were even siding with Redemptionist Democrats to deny the right to vote to the very people who’d helped get the Republicans elected. Black members of the party wanted answers, but the meeting in Lawrence, tense from the opening gavel, had disintegrated into name-calling and threats. Jake had returned home angry and disappointed that nothing had been resolved.

“Papa thinks race shouldn’t be involved in politics at all,” Rebecca said. “He thinks we should tend our farms and churches and leave the politics to those who know better.”

They’d had this discussion many times before. Jake didn’t feel like arguing with someone who had no faith in the abilities of her own race. “I should go in and see what the girls are doing.”

He went inside.

Rebecca followed.

Loreli and the girls were giggling over things that scared them when Bebe’s attention fixed on something by the door. Loreli turned and saw the uncle and the sour-faced woman standing there. “You know,” she said, “I didn’t get your name.”

“Rebecca Appleby.”

“Pleased to meet you.”

Apparently, Rebecca didn’t share the sentiment because she turned away from Loreli and addressed the twins. “Girls, you have chores. Tell Miss Winters good-bye.”

Bebe looked resigned, then offered up quietly, “Good-bye, Loreli.”

The sadness in the twin set of brown eyes pulled at Loreli’s heartstrings again. She said to them, “It’s been nice meeting you.”

“We liked meeting you too,” Dede responded. Dede looked up into Loreli’s face and asked earnestly, “Are you sure you can’t be our mama, Loreli?”

Loreli tried not to be moved by the plea in the little one’s eyes and voice, but failed. She stroked Dede’s hair. “I’m sure, pumpkin.”

A tight-lipped Bebe told her sister. “Come on, De. Let’s go out to the barn.”

Loreli watched their exit with a lump in her throat. She then trained her eyes on Uncle Jake, and told him warningly, “Find those girls a mama.”

She gave his sour-faced companion a short dismissive glance, dearly hoping Rebecca wasn’t a candidate; faces with that much vinegar had no business being around children. “I’ll be heading back now. Nice meeting you both.”

The uncle stepped back so she could leave the room. Their eyes met, but she had nothing else to say.



Only after she’d driven out of sight of the house did Loreli let her melancholy have its head. What she wouldn’t give to have daughters as fine as those two. Even though she’d only been with them a short while, Loreli liked them both. Remembering Dede’s screams filled her heart and made her want to turn around, and go back to give Dede one last hug. The child needed it, Loreli sensed. Getting a mother might help ease her over her fears, as long as the mother wasn’t that Appleby woman. Loreli thought back on Bebe too. With the right guidance, Bebe had the potential to grow into a fearless and formidable young woman, full of spunk and determination. Loreli wondered what it might be like to wake up to their smiling faces every day, to share their secrets and watch them grow into women. To have experiences as precious as these would be worth whatever she’d have to give up in return. Not that it would be much. In the last ten years, she’d accumulated enough wealth to live however she pleased, but she had little else. She had no family, no roots, no church. Her faith in God and in herself had been all she’d ever had, even back during the lean times. Like Bebe and Dede, she too had grown up without her mama; and like them, had wanted one desperately. Had Halle Winters lived, she’d be an old woman now. And under her loving guidance, Loreli’s life might’ve been different. She might’ve learned how to cook and sew instead of how to perform card tricks and the fine art of picking pockets. Maybe she’d even have a husband and a passel of kids by now, instead of memories of every gambling den from Louisville to Atlanta. Being with Bebe and her sister, Dede, made feelings well up inside Loreli she didn’t even know she had. She blamed it all on the wagon train. The journey had changed her. Admittedly, she was still her old sassy self, but she’d noticed a new layer forming beneath the cynicism, a layer that seemed to be softening her outlook on life. Lady gamblers seldom rubbed shoulders with good women, but the good women of the train had taken her in, shown her love, respect, and she now called them friends. The brides had come to Kansas filled with the hope of new possibilities. Some of that thinking must have rubbed off, because Loreli wanted that too, but with such a checkered past, she’d never have the slow, traditional life other women took for granted. She put the twins out of her mind and concentrated on driving.



As he did every night, Jake looked in on the girls before heading off to his own bed. As he listened to their soft breathing and gazed down on their sleeping faces, he thought about his sister, Bonnie. Each small face held remnants of her—the shape of her brow, the curve of her chin. Dede had her sweet nature, Bebe her zest for life. Today’s escapade had scared him. Coming home and finding them gone was not an experience he wanted to repeat. He’d been frantic. Although he prided himself on the hold he usually kept on his emotions, not knowing their whereabouts had shattered that control. All he could think about was finding them, and finding them safe. Then to learn they’d gone after a mama—well, he could see that the years ahead weren’t going to be easy ones.

Jake was a farmer, and his brief stint at Howard College qualified him as the closest thing the area had to an animal doctor, but he wasn’t wealthy by anyone’s measure. The corn and hogs he raised brought in money at harvest time, and although his neighbors rarely paid for his medical services in coin, Jake managed to make sure the girls were clothed and fed. All that aside, today proved that they needed more than just food and clothing. Had Bonnie not lost her life in the carriage accident, she’d be the one raising them, but they were now his to look after. He’d initially wanted to blame the girls’ sudden quest for a new mother on the organizers that brought in the mail-order women; after all, they were the ones responsible for the hubbub that had been sweeping the colony for the past six weeks. If the twins’ friends hadn’t been so excited about getting new mothers, today’s incident might not have happened. But Jake knew such blame was misplaced. Nothing was that simple. They were girls, and one day would grow into women. They’d be needing guidance along the way, and he didn’t know a thing about getting them to that point. He couldn’t even take them shopping in town because he knew nothing about buying their clothes, and so rather than ask Rebecca to handle the tasks, he kept them in boots and denims. Neither of the girls seemed to mind, at least so far, but he knew that would change. Soon, their heads would be filled with the yearnings and urges of adolescent girls, and he’d be about as much help to their maturation as a Klansman at a Black Republican rally.

Jake reached down and gently stroked Bebe’s brow. Lord knows, he’d already decided to get married just for their sake, but suitable women were hard to find out here. He knew folks in the area were putting money on Rebecca Appleby saddling him. Rebecca had emigrated here ten years ago with her preacher father. She was a decent, churchgoing woman who could cook, sew, and at twenty-five years of age still young enough to bear children of her own, but the fact that the girls didn’t care for her or she for them stood as a formidable barrier to asking for her hand. If he married for the sake of the girls, Jake thought it only right that the future Mrs. Jake Reed be a woman they could love, and be loved by in return. Rebecca’s preacher daddy had instilled a lot of fire and brimstone in her, and every now and then it raised its righteous head. Like today. Yes, he’d been angry at the girls for disobeying her and leaving the house, but not angry enough to take a strap to them. He didn’t know when they’d finally be at peace with Bonnie’s death, but the girls seemed to believe that finding a new mother would solve all of their problems. He wasn’t naive enough to believe that, but there was nothing wrong with hope.







    

Chapter 2




When Jake got up Saturday morning, the girls were gone. Their empty bed filled his insides with the same stomach-roiling panic he’d had yesterday. Hoping against hope that they’d just gotten up early, he ran out to the barns and pens, calling their names. Silence. He stood in the center of the front yard and yelled across the plains, but received no reply.

He hurried into the barn to saddle Fox, and found a piece of paper nailed to the stallion’s stall. He snatched it free and read the childish handwriting.


Dear Uncle,

We will come back when we find a mama.

Beatrice and Deirdre Case



After saddling his horse, a tight-lipped Jake rode hard towards the rising sun.


His first stop was the Gibson place. Agatha Gibson was Bebe’s best friend. Their pa Arthur, was a big-boned man from Tennessee, and the colony’s blacksmith. He’d gotten himself a mail-order woman two years ago. Her name was Denise and she seemed a perfect fit for the giant Gibson and his two little girls. Art’s first wife, Jeanette, died giving birth to their youngest daughter Charlene.

Jake’s hard knocks brought Arthur to the door in his union suit. His large hands were cradling a shotgun, but upon seeing it was Jake on the porch, the big man visibly relaxed.

“Thought it might be trouble,” Gibson said, in explanation of the gun. He looked back over his shoulder and called, “It’s only Jake, Denise.”

Gibson, like some of the other colonists, had come to Kansas as part of the famed Exodus of ’79 to escape the bloody Redemption being waged by the South’s Democrats. As a result, he was constantly on alert for anyone bent upon harming him, his family, or his rights as a citizen. “What’re you doing out this time of morning, Jake? The sun just got up.”

“Are the girls here?”

Gibson looked puzzled. “Yeah, my girls are here. They’re ’sleep, though.”

Jake held on to his patience. “Not your girls, Arthur. Mine. Are they here?”

“Why no. They missing?”

Jake nodded tersely, then gave him a quick account of the twins’ quest for a new mother. “This whole bride thing has them on a wild streak.”

“Girls need a woman.”

“I’m finding that out.” Jake ran a frustrated hand over his short hair. “I’m going into town. If the twins show up here, make them stay put. I’ll stop by on my way back.”

Arthur nodded. “Sure will. If you need help searching, just come on back and let me know. Hope you find them.”

“Thanks. Me too.”

Jake mounted Fox and continued the ride to town. As the big stallion ate up the distance, Jake tried to think like an eight-year-old. If he were the girls, where would he go? He was only a few miles from Rebecca’s house, but he doubted they’d go there, so it made no sense to stop by to see. He also had no desire to hear Rebecca’s, “I told you sos.”


At the train station, the driver finally got all Loreli’s trunks, valises and hat boxes unloaded from his hack. She tipped him generously for his help, and he departed with a friendly wave.

The train tracks were located about eight miles west of town. The depot was nothing more than a shed but Loreli didn’t care as long as she could purchase a ticket. There were about ten people waiting for the train. According to the hand-lettered sign on the depot it was scheduled to arrive within the hour. Loreli, dressed in an emerald green traveling costume and matching hat, spotted a uniformed ticket agent seated behind a table. She headed over to purchase her ticket, and suddenly froze with surprise. In conversation with him were Bebe and Dede. What are they doing here? Loreli scanned the area for their uncle or the sour-faced Rebecca Appleby, but saw neither. Leaving her piled-up trunks and hat boxes, Loreli hurried over to get an answer to this early morning mystery.

She heard the agent saying to the girls in exasperated tones, “I can’t sell you a ticket. You don’t have any money.”

“But—” Bebe began. “We—”

“Mornin’ girls.”

The twins spun in unison at the sound of Loreli’s voice.

The ticket agent asked Loreli with what sounded like relief, “Are these two yours?”

Loreli nodded, her censuring eyes focused on the girls. “I’ll take it from here, sir. Thanks.”

He rose to his feet, and gushed gratefully, “No, thank you,” then he hustled away.

Both girls looked very guilty.

Loreli asked coolly. “What are you two doing here?”

Silence.

Finally Bebe said, “We’re going to find a mama.”

“Where’s your uncle?”

Dede offered meekly, “At home.”

“And what do you think he’s doing right now?”

Neither girl offered an answer, so Loreli did. “Probably searching the countryside, worried sick.”

Twin heads dropped.

“You should be ashamed. Now hustle your little selves over to that stack of trunks while I find a hack.” She then added a warning, “And ladies, if you disappear on me—pray your uncle finds you before I do.”

Loreli waited until they were standing beside her trunks before she strode off to find someone to take them all back to town. The twins needed a mama all right—one with a switch in her hand.

The hack driver who’d initially ferried Loreli to the train depot had been awaiting a return fare, so he was more than happy to take her and the girls back to town. He reloaded her trunks, valises and hat boxes, and after tying the reins of Bebe’s mare, Phoebe, to the back of the hack, finally got them underway.

Due to the space taken up by all of Loreli’s luggage, Dede had to sit on Loreli’s lap. Bebe was squeezed in beside them. Loreli could see the furtive glances the girls kept sending her way when they thought she wasn’t looking, but for the first little while Loreli didn’t say anything, mainly because she didn’t know what to say. How do you relay to two eight-year-olds the anguish they were undoubtedly causing their uncle by running away, but then again, how do you explain to an adult how much a mama means when you don’t have one? “You know girls, I grew up without my mama too.”

They looked surprised.

Dede asked, “What happened to her?”

“She died in a fire.”

There was silence for a moment, then Bebe asked, “How old were you?”

“Three.”

“We were seven.”

Loreli looked down at them. “You miss your mama a lot, don’t you?”

Both girls nodded solemnly, then Bebe added, “We have her picture, and we say hello to her every night in our prayers.”

“That’s a good thing. I don’t have a picture. In fact, I don’t even remember what she looked like. I was too young when she died, I guess.”

There was silence again, then Loreli said, “Your uncle loves you both very much, and your running away is scaring him to death.”


Both girls looked ashamed again, and Loreli told them softly. “I know you’re not trying to scare him on purpose, but promise me you’ll never do this again. Ever.”

Both girls met her eyes.

“Promise me.”

Dede was the first to break down, and said quietly, “I promise.”

Loreli looked to Bebe. “Be? Promise me.”

Bebe audibly sighed her surrender, then offered up grudgingly, “I promise too. We don’t want Uncle Jake to be scared.”

“Thank you,” Loreli said, giving them a hug. She then bestowed a rewarding kiss on each smooth brown brow. “Your uncle shouldn’t have to go to sleep every night worrying if you two will be in your beds when the sun comes up,” she added gently. “I know it’s hard being without your mother, but she’s with you in your hearts. Always will be.”

Loreli realized that her father had often comforted his own motherless child with the same words. In the end, Loreli had survived and they would too. The fact that their uncle provided a stable home was also in their favor. She’d never had that.

Once they returned to town, Loreli had the driver stop at the sheriff’s office. She wanted to see if Jake Reed had reported his nieces missing. He had. In fact, when she and the girls entered, he was inside talking to the sheriff.

Loreli could see the worry drop from Reed’s features when he saw the girls. The worry was replaced by sternness. “Where were you?”

Loreli answered. “I found them at the station.”

His eyes widened as he scanned their faces “At the train station?”


Bebe nodded. “The agent wouldn’t sell us a ticket, though.”

Dede explained: “He said we needed some money.”

Jake’s head dropped and he chuckled in spite of his earlier worry. “Where were you going, girls?”

Loreli cracked. “Without any coin? Nowhere.” She could sense the sheriff evaluating her, taking in her expensive traveling costume and feather-tipped hat. She knew from experience that he was trying to determine if she were street woman, confidence woman, or both, so she said to him, “Mornin’, Sheriff. Name’s Loreli Winters.”

He nodded. “Morning, Miss Winters. I’m Sheriff Walter Mack. Thanks for your help.” Mack was tall, White, and appeared to be in his late fifties, early sixties.

Jake Reed met her eyes, and Loreli swore he looked no more pleased to see her than he’d been yesterday. “Yes, thank you.” He then turned back to his nieces. “You girls have to promise me you’ll never do this again.”

Dede confessed, “We already promised Loreli.”

He looked surprised.

Bebe added, “She said our running away scares you to death.”

His lip tightened beneath his mustache. “She’s right.”

“Loreli’s mama got burned up in a fire when she was three,” Dede said, “but she doesn’t have a picture of her mama like we do.”

Loreli, feeling the sympathy in Dede’s words, smiled. “And that makes you girls very lucky.”

Jake took in the fancy-dressed Miss Winters and had to admit, he hadn’t expected that she of all people would understood how the girls must be feeling about losing their mother. Even though she appeared to be of questionable character, he was grateful. “I appreciate you bringing them back.”

“Glad I could help.”

“Ready to go home?” Jake asked the twins.

They nodded.

First though, both girls gave Loreli a strong hug. Bebe whispered emotionally against Loreli’s waist, “I wish you could be our mama.”

Loreli, gently holding them both, replied truthfully, “I do too.” Loreli knew Jake Reed was watching, but she ignored him. She bent down and looked Bebe and Dede in the eyes. “Now, remember what I said about your mother. Okay?”

The girls nodded.

“And no more running away—you promised. A woman always keeps her word.”

They nodded once more.

Loreli stood. The girls looked as sad as she felt.

Jake Reed wondered how she’d been able to establish such a rapport with the twins in so short a time. “All right,” he said to them, “let’s head home.”

The girls offered Loreli a departing wave, then were gone.

After their exit, Loreli turned to leave too, but the sheriff’s voice stopped her. “You wanted anywhere, Miss Winters?”

Loreli had been expecting the question. She turned back and drawled saucily, “Sheriff, I’m wanted everywhere—but not by the law. Thanks for asking, though.”

He smiled, just as she knew he would. She threw him a wink, then exited back out onto the street.



Playing the Good Samaritan had caused Loreli to miss her train, so now she would have to cool her heels until the next train on Friday. The hack driver had waited, so she had him drive her back to the boardinghouse she’d checked out of earlier in the day. On the way she surveyed the town. It was small by anyone’s standards: one general store, a milliner’s shop, a bank, a livery. A sign on the front of one building read: TAYLOR’s UNDERTAKING—Telegraph and Post Office. She assumed there was also a saloon somewhere, more than likely outside of town, because most communities had at least one nearby. In all, there were about ten buildings connected by a weathered plank walk that kept the citizens from having to slosh through the muddy street when it rained.

Loreli asked the driver. “This town have a name?”

“Yes, ma’am. We call it Hanks.”

“Hanks?”

“Yes. It’s named that for the soldier who started the town.”

“I see.” At least she now knew where she was.

The boardinghouse was situated only a short distance from town set among a small group of houses. The proprietor, a gnarled, old brown-skinned woman named Mrs. Boyd, took the paying guest back happily. “You want the same room, Miss Winters?”

“Sure.”

“How in the world did you miss the train?”

“Business,” was all Loreli would say. She doubted Reed wanted his news spread all over Hanks.

“Well, welcome back. I’ll have my son take those trunks and things around to your room.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Boyd.”


With that bit of business transacted, Loreli went back to the room. By dusk, she was bored. Wondering if she could at least horn in on a card game, she walked down to the sheriff’s office.

When he looked up from his desk and saw her, he smiled. “Well, hello there, Miss Winters. What can I do for you?”

“Where can I find a good poker game?”

He went still for a moment. “Poker?”

“Yes, you know, the card game?”

He looked her up and down, then asked, “You’re a gambler, then?”

“All my life.”

He shook his head with wonder. “Never played cards with a woman before, but I consider myself pretty good.”

“Well, that’s two for the table. You know anyone else?”

A grin creased his sun-weathered face. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Yes, sir, I am. Haven’t played in so long my hands are starting to itch.”

He laughed. “Why’d you come to me?”

“Because lawmen always know where the best games are.”

Chuckling, he nodded in agreement. “That we do. That we do. Tell you what. I’m on duty tonight, so we can play here. Give me an hour to rustle up my usual pigeons, and then come on back.”

It was Loreli’s turn to grin. “You’ve got a deal.”

In an hour Loreli returned dressed in a beautiful indigo gown and smelling good. The sheriff introduced her to his friends: general-store owner, Bert Green; rancher, Howard Burke; and the skeptical-looking banker, Sol Diggs.


Diggs declared, “I don’t play with women.”

Loreli flashed him a winning smile, “Neither do I.”

The rest of the men laughed. Diggs, caught off guard by Loreli’s golden charm and beauty, surrendered.

By the end of the third hand, the men knew Loreli was no rube. Her skill with the cards far exceeded their own. She played shrewdly, decisively, and bluffed better than anyone they’d ever sat down with before. Each man sensed she could’ve wiped the floor with them, but she kept the blood-letting to a minimum.

An hour later, as the men folded and Loreli raked in another pot, the sheriff said, “Loreli, I’m real glad you insisted on playing for pennies.”

“Me too,” Diggs admitted reluctantly, “otherwise, you’d own my bank by now.”

The rotund dark-skinned Bert Green added, “And my store.”

They were distracted by the door opening. Loreli, in the midst of raking in her pile of pennies, glanced up to see Jake Reed walk in. When her eyes met his, his registered surprise, then, as he saw the cards, disapproval. Loreli found the judgment irritating. Determined to ignore him from then on, she went back to gathering her coins.

Sheriff Mack asked, “What brings you in, Jake? Those girls aren’t gone again, are they?”

Reed shook his head, “No. Came to tell Bert his mare’s finally foaled. It’s a filly.”

Bert Green smiled broadly. “Why, that’s good news. The mare doing okay?”

“Just fine. I’ll drop my bill by the store in the morning.”


“All right.” Then Bert asked, “Do you know Miss Loreli?”

“We’ve met.” His eyes were frosty; his tone, no warmer.

Loreli wondered how such a stiff-necked man ever hoped to raise two spirited little girls. “Evenin’, Mr. Reed.”

He nodded. “Miss Winters.”

“You want to sit in a few hands?” Howard Burke asked Jake. “Maybe you can stop her from winning the whole town. She’s already won the bank, my ranch, and Bert’s store.”

“I can’t. Rebecca’s watching the girls until I get back.”

Sol Diggs, the banker, asked, “When are you going to marry that woman, doc? Everyone’s waiting, you know. Woman like that will keep you away from all that union nonsense.”

Loreli watched Reed’s eyes go cold. She wondered what kind of union nonsense the banker had been referring to. She thought Reed was a Black Republican.

Reed’s voice mirrored the chill in his eyes. “Any woman I marry will have to put up with my union nonsense, Sol, just as you will before we’re done.”

The tension in the air rose. Loreli got the impression that Reed and the banker didn’t agree on whatever this union issue revolved around.

Sheriff Mack intervened. “Gentlemen, we’re here for a friendly game, not political fisticuffs.”

Neither man said anything else, but it was clear that their disagreement would continue. In an attempt to defuse the situation, Loreli cut in. “Gentlemen, shall we play another hand, or call it a night?”


Howard Burke pushed his chair back from the table. “I have to get home. Promised my wife I wouldn’t be out real late.”

The others offered up similar pledges, so the game came to an end. Loreli placed the cards back in her handbag and stood. Still ignoring Reed, she said, “Gentlemen, it has been a pleasure. I’ll be here until Friday morning. If you get together again, I’ll be hurt if I’m not included.”

The sheriff cracked humorously, “And our pockets will be hurt if we do, but don’t worry. We’ll let you know.”

“Where are you staying, Miss Winters?” Howard Burke asked.

“With Mrs. Boyd.”

“Then I’d be honored if you’d let me escort you back.”

Loreli was just about to take him up on the offer when Jake Reed declared, “I’ll walk her back, Howard. I’m headed that way.”

Loreli found his offer surprising to say the least, but she sensed it had little to do with concerns for her safety.

Burke looked disappointed, but nodded a gentlemanly surrender. “If you insist. No lady should be walking alone at night.” Burke turned to the sheriff and added, “No offense to how you do your job, Walt.”

The sheriff replied, “None taken.”

Loreli didn’t really want Jake Reed escorting her anywhere, but could hardly say that now. It was only a short walk, though. What could happen?

Loreli grabbed her indigo silk shawl and spread it lightly around her bare shoulders. “I’m ready, Mr. Reed.”

He opened the door with a politeness she knew he didn’t feel. Loreli turned to the other men. “Thanks for a fine evening, gentlemen.”


They offered their good-byes, and a moment later, she and Jake Reed were walking together in the silent night. After they’d taken a few steps, he said, “He’s married, you know.”

“Who?”

“Howard Burke.”

“Oh. Is that why you butted in?”

Jake’s lips tightened.

“Did you think I was going to lure him into an alley and take his wallet or just throw him to the ground and make him renounce his marriage vows?” She looked over at his granite features. “Never mind. I already know the answer.”

Jake wasn’t accustomed to being put in his place by such a blunt-talking woman. She was right, however. He had thought she might take advantage of Howard Burke. Burke was a good man, but his weakness for flashy, younger women was well known. “Play cards with men often?”

“All the time,” she replied without shame. “It’s how I make my living.”

He stopped. “You’re a gambler?”

Loreli looked into that handsome face and chuckled sarcastically, “No, I’m a minister’s wife.” She began walking again. “Yes, I’m a gambler, an occupation I’m sure you don’t approve of.”

“That’s not for me to judge,” he replied emotionlessly.

Loreli laughed. “Oh, for heaven’s sake. Your face twisted up like a child drinking vinegar when you walked in and saw me sitting at that table.”

Jake knew she was right. It had bothered him; it still did. “Just had no idea I’d find you there.”


“Especially with a deck of cards in my hand.”

Jake didn’t answer.

Loreli let that go, then took note of all the businesses that had closed down now that night had fallen. “This place shuts down pretty early.”

“Saloon’s open until midnight.”

She refused to be baited. “No thanks. Guess I’ve forgotten how provincial small towns can be.”

“Where were you born?”

“Kentucky.”

“Slave or free?”

“Slave.” Loreli wasn’t ashamed of her past. Like the other three million captives held before the war, she’d had no say in her birth. She glanced his way. “You? Where were you born?”

“Right here in Kansas.”

“Slave or free?”

“Free.”

That surprised her. “Interesting. Were your parents free too?”

“Mother was. My father was born a slave in Missouri.”

“I see. Are they still living?”

“No, my mother passed away during the war. Pa died about ten years ago. What about your parents? The girls said you lost your mother in a fire?”

“Yes.”

“What about your father?”

“Died in my arms when I was fourteen.”

In the silence that followed, they walked past the milliner’s shop and Bert
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