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        Lucie Croft, desperate to care for her younger brother, accepts a mail-order bride contract, hoping for a fresh start. But when she arrives to find her intended groom dead, her future hangs in the balance. Homeless and uncertain, Lucie turns to Sebastian McCord, a widowed hotel owner struggling to raise his spirited young daughter alone.

      

      

      
        
        Sebastian, hardened by loss and overwhelmed by responsibility, never imagined needing a wife again—but Lucie’s kindness and resilience awaken feelings he thought long buried. Pressured by his well-meaning mother to take Lucie as his bride, he reluctantly agrees. Yet, opening himself up again may prove to be his greatest challenge of all.

      

      

      As their lives become intertwined, both must decide whether love is worth the risk. Can they let go of their pasts and build the family they’ve always dreamed of, or will fate conspire to keep them apart?
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        Chattanooga, Tennessee, October 1890

      

      

      Lucie Croft stared out of the window, the glass covered with a hazy film of ash and smoke from the locomotive’s smokestack. Occasional sparks of red-hot cinders hit the outside, leaving a darker circle of soot in its place. She fought an overwhelming urge to jump off the train as the landscape sped by and her new life in Chattanooga drew closer.

      She sighed. Agreeing to be a mail-order bride had been a ridiculous idea. How was she supposed to find happiness with a complete stranger? But agreeing to marry an unknown man had been her only viable option. No matter where she and her brother ended up, she would make sure he was taken care of.

      The man sitting next to her on the bench seat slowly tilted toward her. For the fourth time since he’d boarded the train in Knoxville, he’d fallen asleep. His body pressed against hers and his head dropped onto her shoulder. She scowled at the top of his balding head. How could anyone sleep so much?

      To get her mind off her own troubles, she glanced around the still-crowded car. Most of the people were well dressed with a definite air of wealth as they turned up their noses at the few who weren’t.

      A little girl lay curled up on the seat closest to the door, her head resting on the thigh of the man next to her. Lucie raised her gaze from the little girl’s to the man’s very handsome face. She couldn’t help but notice the resemblance between them. His brown hair was the same shade as the little girl’s. Their skin was lightly tanned.

      They were definitely related, yet Lucie hadn’t seen a woman with them. She wondered if they, too, were traveling to Chattanooga and if the little girl’s mother was already there waiting for them to arrive.

      The man looked up from the paper he’d been studying and met her gaze. Her heart did a strange flip-flop in her chest, which seemed unnaturally tight. She fidgeted in her seat, but the pressure remained as she stared into his brown eyes.

      “Lucie! Lucie!” Alex exclaimed, pulling her attention away from the man. Her brother’s eyes were bright, and excitement filled his voice. He pointed at the houses passing by through the train’s large glass window.

      She raised her brows, loving his enthusiasm, inhaling the calming, wood-scented air. It would do neither him nor her any good if she became maudlin.

      The man lying against her mumbled something then jerked, his elbow jabbing her in her side. She scooted closer to Alex, but what she really wanted to do was shove the bald man to the floor. She rubbed her sore ribs, mentally tallying how many times he’d done that—four or five at least. At this rate, she was going to be black-and-blue before reaching Chattanooga.

      She bit back a sigh and rested her head against the back of the seat, not wanting Alex to see how worried she was. She forced her gaze on the narrow door leading to the next train car…but she wanted to look at the man again.

      At nineteen years, she felt old and worn. She could only hope and pray that their new home was an improvement over the filthy tenant room they’d lived in. Eating real food would be a nice change as well.

      She picked at her only dress, the baggy fit unbecoming. Alex’s clothes weren’t much better. Not only had he outgrown them, but there were holes in the knees and elbows, and he was missing a button. Even his shoes were too small, but she had no extra money to buy him anything new.

      Staring down at her tightly clasped, gloved hands, she let out a small sigh. She was tired of trying to provide and miserably failing.

      Alex tugged on her arm, again pointing to something outside. “Look, sissy—look at all the trees. And there’s mountains here, and the train looks like it’s headin’ straight for them. Are we gettin’ close to our new home?” He turned and gave her a big grin. “Do you think your new husband will let me have a horse?”

      She chuckled. “From what Mr. Crenshaw wrote in his letter, he lives in town, so I think you will have to wait on the horse.”

      “Figures.” His smile slipped then widened again. “Maybe I’ll find somebody my age who has one. Maybe even two!”

      “That’s a good possibility. We’ll get you enrolled in school and before you know it, you’ll have lots of friends.”

      His attention moved back to the passing countryside. “I know. Not worried ‘bout that much. Had me a ton of friends back home.”

      Lucie followed her brother’s gaze, but the green and blue blur of trees and hills held no real interest. She wondered what her new husband was like. In his letter, he’d written that he was a businessman…but hadn’t stated what his business was. Other than his impersonal description of himself—slightly overweight with a full head of blond hair and mutton-chop whiskers—she knew nothing about him other than his name. Harold Crenshaw. Even his name didn’t stir any interest.

      The train jerked and the constant clacking of the wheels slowed. “Sissy, we’re here! We’re here!”

      “Shhhh. I can see that, and now everyone else in the car knows too.” She glanced at the handsome man in the seat ahead of her, the hint of a smile on his lips. Her heart did the strange flip-flop again, and she dropped her gaze to her brother’s small face.

      He gave her a chagrined look, one side of his mouth raising. “Sorry. I’m just excited is all. We’ve never gone on a trip before. Papa always promised he’d take me on a train, but…”

      She pushed the lock of light brown hair off his forehead. “I know.”

      His shoulders drooped a bit. “He would’ve though.”

      “Of course, he would have. Papa always kept his promises, Alex. If our parents hadn’t died, many things would’ve been different.” With her finger under his chin, she raised his face. “Let’s look at this as a fun adventure, all right? I’m sure Mr. Crenshaw won’t mind if we explore the city together after we get settled in.”

      Alex grabbed her hand, clasping it between his own. “Like we used to?”

      “Like we used to. Deal?”

      He gave her a wide smile, his eyes twinkling. “Deal.”

      The train slid to a jerky stop and everyone rose, grabbing their belongings and heading toward the door. She waited until they were the last ones, then pulled her small bag out from beneath the seat. She hugged it to her chest and stepped onto the wooden platform. Glancing behind her to make sure Alex followed, she walked through the wide arched doorway and into the station’s large interior.

      Along the far wall were the ticket and baggage offices. To their left, she watched men enter another room while the women and children waited on the wooden benches in the center of the station. The man and the little girl were nowhere to be seen.

      She led Alex to an empty bench and sat, placing her bag beside her. “Mr. Crenshaw must be running a bit late, so we’ll make ourselves comfortable here until he arrives.”

      “Do you think he’ll get here soon? I’m starving.”

      She gave him a mock scowl. “I swear. What did you do with the two sandwiches you inhaled?”

      “That was close to three hours ago! It’s almost time for dinner now.”

      She shook her head. “Four o’clock is not almost dinnertime. I’m sure Mr. Crenshaw will arrive shortly, so you’re just going to have to be patient.”

      He frowned and slumped down in the seat.
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      “Sissy? I don’t think he’s coming for us,” Alex said, his voice sounding small in the large room.

      For the hundredth time, Lucie glanced at the clock hanging on the wall behind the clerk selling tickets. Eight-thirty. Her stomach rumbled. She closed her eyes a moment and then turned to face her brother. “I think you’re right.”

      Two men walked to the ticket counter; the larger of the two turned and looked in their direction. He was tall and muscled without an ounce of fat as if he did daily strenuous activity. His hair was still thick, though salt–and-pepper gray underneath his hat, but it was the long, droopy mustache that reminded her of a cowboy. At least the pictures she’d seen of them in newspaper articles her father had collected. He’d been fascinated by them, often referring to them as ‘those courageous men’.

      She’d loved the tales he’d told her—driving great herds of cattle across the nation, battles with storms, heat, and Indians. Most likely, some reporter had a vivid imagination and fancied himself a fiction writer. But still…the stories had been riveting.

      “Why is that man staring at us? Have we done something wrong?”

      Lucie glanced at her brother’s worried face. “Of course we haven’t. We have every right to sit here for as long as we want. We’re not causing trouble. Why do you ask?”

      “He’s walkin’ this way, and he’s wearin’ a badge on the left side of his vest. The man from the train—the one with the little girl—is with him.”

      She threw the stranger a quick frown but lowered her gaze back to her brother. “Maybe he’s looking for someone?”

      Staring at the locomotive sitting on the far side of the depot shed, she sighed.  From the way they were focused on the two of them, she had the feeling the two men were looking for her and her brother.

      “Ma’am?”

      The low, gravelly voice startled her, and with a smothered yelp, she twisted around in her seat. Standing beside her was the sheriff, his bright silver star now plainly visible right where Alex said it was. It was hard for her to tell his age from his weathered face, but she liked the way his eyes crinkled at the outer corners when he smiled. If that was what he was doing. She couldn’t tell since his mustache covered most of his mouth. The man from the train didn’t look very happy as he stood quietly behind the sheriff.

      “Sorry ’bout that. Didn’t mean to give you a scare. Name’s John Gurley. Would you, by chance, be Lucie Croft from Massachusetts?

      “I am,” Lucie responded in a small voice. “Have we done something wrong?”

      He shook his head, his dark gray eyes twinkling. “No, ma’am, but I do need to have a word with you.” He glanced around the station. “The man at the ticket counter said you’d been here a while. I’ve sat on those benches, and, after about an hour or so, you quit feeling your backside, if you know what I mean.”

      Her twisted stomach relaxed, and she couldn’t stop the corners of her mouth curling up. She liked the man’s frankness. “I would have to completely agree with you there, sir. We’re waiting for someone. Maybe you know him? Mr. Harold Crenshaw?”

      He stared over their heads with a frown, his shaggy eyebrows giving him a fierceness that belied his gentle manner. “Well now, ma’am, that’s what I need to discuss with you.” He motioned to the man behind him with a quick twist of his head.

      The younger man stepped forward. She pressed her fisted hand against her midsection, her stomach clenching at the rumble of his deep voice. He was even more handsome up close.

      Two long fingers tugged on the brim of his hat. “Ma’am, I’m Sebastian McCord. I own the McCord Hotel a few blocks from here. I would like to offer you and your young friend there a meal.”

      She sighed. “I suppose you’re right. We are both hungry, but I don’t have enough money to buy two meals. Mr. Crenshaw only sent enough money for the train fare.

      Alex tugged on her sleeve. “Please, sissy. I’m starving!”

      She smiled. “Yes, I know you are. You haven’t let me forget it, have you?”

      His cheeks turned pink, but he shook his head. “I just didn’t want you to forget, that’s all.”

      She stood and picked up her bag, which the sheriff took from her. It looked so small in his large grasp and followed the two men from the station.

      “Where are you taking us, sheriff?”

      “Please, call me John.”

      She hurried to keep up, almost jogging after the men’s long stride as they headed down a paved street. They passed a huge, red-bricked building sporting a fancy front façade and two balconies with a matching balustrade across the rooftop. The yellow light emanating from the large windows was bright and cheery in the growing dusk.

      “What’s that place?” Alex asked.

      “That’s the Read House. Right nice hotel, but costly. The McCord’s one block over,” Sheriff Gurley answered.

      They rounded the corner of another building and crossed the street. The McCord Hotel was impressive. The outside was covered in a dark wood, reminding her of an old drawing room turned inside out. It, too, had bright yellow light pouring through two large windows onto the wooden sidewalk. As they walked through the front door, she glanced down, noticing two strange half-windows on either side that disappeared below the walkway.

      Stepping inside, she was even more surprised. The same dark wood covered everything from the walls to the square tables filling the room, as well as the huge bar at the far end. The heady scent of cooked meat and fresh bread filled her nostrils. Her stomach promptly let out a loud growl.

      “This is…beautiful.” Lucie said, her voice disappearing in the loud laughter and low rumble of voices talking. In the far corner of the room, a man sat in front of an upright piano energetically pounding out the tinny notes to an unfamiliar song. Most of the tables were filled with people eating, and all but three of the barstools were occupied.

      “Thank you,” Mr. McCord said. “I think so too.”

      Running almost the entire width of the room, the wooden counter ended near the wide-mouthed opening of a large staircase. A thin male stood behind the counter, staring at them with a tight-lipped smile as they made their way across the room to one of the tables.

      Lucie’s gaze moved from the sheriff’s to Mr. McCord’s then back with a slight frown. “Sheriff, you said you needed to discuss something with me about my intended?” She tried to control the shivers taking control of her body.

      He gave her a short nod. “All right, ma’am. I came to tell you Mr. Crenshaw was found dead this morning. I would’ve been by the station sooner, but my deputy didn’t come across your letter until about an hour ago.”

      “What are we going to do now?” she whispered and grabbed her brother’s hand. Her lungs refused to take in air, and the room darkened. The men’s faces in front of her blurred. Letting out a small cry, Lucie fell to the floor.
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      “Sissy! Sissy!” The boy dropped to his sister’s side and patted her cheek. Raising his tear-streaked face, he begged, “Please, help my sister!”

      With a small sigh, Sebastian scooped the waif of a girl into his arms and strode toward the stairwell, not noticing the grandness of the hotel’s furnishings. He’d worked hard to pay off the mountain of debt his father had left from building the hotel. ‘Nothing but the finest,’ he’d said.

      He strode by the spindle-legged chairs and square table nestled between them on the landing. Moving past the dark wood gracing the bottom half of the hallway walls, and the expensive jewel-toned carpet covering the planked floor muffled his heavy tread. He stopped at the end of the hall and, using the toe of his boot, kicked his mother’s door.

      “Mother, open the door!”

      The door opened. His mother’s frown quickly changed to one of concern. “Sebastian! What’s going on? What happened to her?” She stepped back and let the men in, the young boy holding tightly onto the sheriff’s hand. “John, come in, come in.” Turning to her son, she motioned with a quick flick of her wrist toward his old bedroom. “Lay the poor girl on the bed.”

      He strode into the room and laid her on the blue and yellow quilt covering the small bed, his arms strangely empty as he stared down at her sleeping face for a moment. The girl was pretty. She was too thin, and her features too sharp to be beautiful. Her dress was worn and dirty from the train ride—and looked to be two sizes too big.

      His mother followed him into the room, tsking the entire time she unlaced the girl’s boots, dropping them to the floor. He stared at the worn soles, a small hole in one where the ball of her foot would be.

      Glancing up, he noticed his mother had already pulled another quilt over her and had her tucked into bed. She was motioning for him to leave, and his gaze rested on the girl’s face a moment before he followed his mother out of the room, partially closing the door behind him.

      Walking into the large sitting room, she headed toward the boy and kneeled in front of him. “Hello. My name is Martha.”

      Alex glanced up at the sheriff who nodded down at him with a smile. He met the woman’s gaze. “My name is Alex—Alexander Croft. Is my sister going to be okay?”

      Martha smiled. “I will take very good care of her. Are you hungry?”

      Alex’s eyes widened. He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good. Sheriff, please take Alex downstairs and get him some supper. I’m sure Cook still has some of his delicious stew left.”

      After the door closed behind them, she turned around and met Sebastian’s gaze with a frown. “Please explain.”

      He moved toward the door. “There’s not much to explain, really. The sheriff asked me to go with him to Union Station to try and find a woman. I did, and we found her.”

      “If you found her at the station then why is she lying unconscious in your old bedroom?”

      He took a deep breath. “She was told her intended was found dead, and passed out.” He shrugged. “What was I supposed to do?”

      Martha shook her head, momentarily closing her eyes. “You were right to bring her here, the poor dear. Now go downstairs and make sure John is taking care of Alex.”

      “John? Since when did you start calling him by his first name?”

      She pushed him toward the door. “Shush. Get downstairs and tell Cook to send up a bowl of stew for my new guest.”

      In the hall, he turned back to his mother. “And my daughter?”

      She smiled. “She’s asleep in my room. Probably exhausted after terrorizing the kitchen staff by helping them serve the food after you left with John. You really should think about finding yourself another wife. Your daughter needs a mother.”

      “My daughter is just fine. Besides, she has you. She doesn’t need a mother.”

      His mother placed her dainty hand on his arm, her bright blue eyes staring into his. “It’s been almost one year since Maggie died.”

      “She didn’t just die, mother. She ran out on Stella and me. That’s a bit more than just dying, don’t you think?”

      “Yes. What your wife did was wrong. Running away with that scalawag and leaving you and her daughter was unforgivable. But murdered by the man she ran away with? No one should die like that.”

      Sebastian forced his angry retort back down his throat and into the large reservoir of hatred he felt for his wife. He turned and walked down the hall. His mother was wrong. The last thing he wanted was a wife or a mother for his daughter. He’d vowed to never marry, and he aimed to keep that promise.
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      Lucie woke up and glanced around the unfamiliar room. Where am I? Alex’s familiar soft snoring on the bed beside her was comforting. Turning her head, she glanced at her brother’s peaceful face, his hair sticking out everywhere from tossing and turning in the night.

      She readied herself for the day as quietly as she could so Alex could sleep, creeping through the small apartment before quietly shutting the door behind her. She followed the hall to a grand staircase, then into the room she remembered from last night. Heat filled her face as her reaction to the sheriff’s news flooded her mind.

      Hoping she could afford a cup of coffee in the elegant hotel, she sat down at one of the empty tables. Her job at the textile mill back in Lawrence hadn’t paid much, but she’d pinched pennies and managed to pay most of the bills, as well as put a little food on the table. It had taken quite a bit of convincing, but she’d finally talked Alex out of quitting school to make extra money. Instead, he worked a few early mornings selling papers.

      Now what were they going to do?

      One of the waitresses walked up to her table and set down a steaming cup of coffee. “You must be Miss Croft. Mrs. McCord told me to be expectin’ you.”

      Lucie frowned. “Excuse me?”

      The girl nodded. “Mrs. McCord left explicit instructions that you and your brother weren’t to leave the hotel until the sheriff returned. She also said to make sure you both had a bit of breakfast.”

      “Oh, but…”

      She shook her head, and the mousy brown wisps of hair that had worked loose from her right bun moved on either side of her plump face. “No buts.”

      “I don’t want to be beholden⁠—”

      “Now don’t you worry yourself about it. It’s a gift. Now, how about some of Cook’s delicious pancakes?”

      Lucie placed the napkin across her lap and smiled. “They sound delicious, but I think I will just have some coffee please.” The waitress disappeared through a swinging door behind the bar. The next thing Lucie knew, she’d returned with a plate full of pancakes and a small bottle of syrup.

      “I didn’t order⁠—”

      “Orders, Miss. Mrs. McCord said to feed you breakfast, and that’s what I’m doin’.”

      Lucie looked around the room, noticing the room’s magnificent decor as she chewed the fluffy pancakes. The hotel looked as if it had been built yesterday. The staff must be very diligent, as nothing showed any signs of wear and tear. Not even the wood-planked floor was as scuffed as she would expect it to be in an older establishment.

      Halfway through her meal, an eerie feeling settled over her. Taking another bite of the delicious pancakes, she glanced around the room. Sebastian McCord stood behind the counter, talking to the clerk. He was tall, about a head taller than the clerk, and had a very nice profile. His neatly trimmed mustache and small triangle of hair underneath his bottom lip completed the picture. His tailored black jacket stretched tight across his broad shoulders, and his legs were long and lean. His light brown hair was cut close to the neck and looked tousled, as if he’d just come in from outside.

      His head turned in her direction and his brown gaze met hers. Without another word to the clerk, he walked around the counter and crossed the room, walking directly to her table. She hurriedly swallowed the bite and wiped her mouth, wondering what she’d done to warrant his darkening frown. He stopped beside the table and glared down at her.

      “Good morning, Miss Croft. You look much better this morning. Have you talked with Sheriff Gurley yet?”

      Eyes wide, she shook her head, afraid to say anything. The man was so handsome—and extremely intimidating.

      “Sebastian, do not browbeat the poor girl.” Martha McCord patted him on the chest and stared up at him until he leaned over and kissed her cheek.

      “Mother. I merely asked after her health and if she’d heard from the sheriff yet.”

      The woman sat down across from her. Lucie was surprised at how young the woman was. She was very attractive too. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a tight bun, accentuating her heart-shaped face, and her blue eyes were the color of the sky.

      “He should be here shortly. You, my dear, look much better this morning. Not quite so pale. Did you enjoy breakfast?”

      “Very much. Thank you, Mrs. McCord.”

      “Please, call me Martha.”

      “I hope it’s all right,” Lucie said as she relaxed a bit more and leaned back in her chair. “I left Alex asleep upstairs.”

      “Of course. You both looked as if you needed a couple days of rest. I learned early on to give Sebastian an extra thirty minutes before making him do his chores. He woke up so surly.”

      “Mother…”

      She smiled up at the man towering over them. “Well, it’s true. Your father was the same way. Now.” She patted her son’s arm. “Sebastian, go see if you can round up the sheriff while I have a little chat with Lucie.”

      Lucie stared up at him, wishing his scowl would go away. The man was so daunting.

      Martha raised her cheek, which he leaned over and kissed. She patted the other side of his face. “Go.” She watched her son walk away as the waitress placed a steaming cup of coffee in front of her. Blowing softly on the hot liquid, she took a timid sip.

      “Your son—he’s very serious, isn’t he? I’m so sorry I’ve inconvenienced everyone. I don’t usually faint.”

      “You are fine, my dear. Don’t worry about anything. And yes, Sebastian is very serious. Too much so, I’m afraid.” Martha glanced around the room, her eyes shining. “He’s done something his father never could, and made the place what you see today. I’m so proud of Sebastian and what he’s accomplished. My husband, bless the man, had no head for business. Before we married, he was the captain of a ship. He tried his hand at many things, but the sea always called to him.”

      “Why didn’t you go to sea with him?” Lucie asked.

      Her face twisted in a grimace. “I get seasick. The first time he took me out, I stayed in the cabin, deathly ill the entire time. He sold the Princess so we could buy a house. I’d almost convinced him to purchase another ship, but Sebastian came along. He didn’t want to leave his son, so we traveled a lot while he searched for something he could do.” She took a few more sips of coffee and set the cup down in the saucer with a soft plink.

      “I know what it’s like to be scared of tomorrow. To not know when your next meal will be, or if you’d even have a place to stay.”

      “So that’s why you helped us?”

      Martha nodded. “How old are you?”

      “Nineteen. Alex is almost thirteen.” With her finger, she swirled the condensation on her glass. “My mother passed when I was five. My father remarried and then Alex was born. They died in a fire when he was only two. I’ve been trying to take care of him ever since. We were doing okay until the mill where I worked burned down as well.

      “I did what I had to do to make sure my brother had a roof over his head and food to eat, so I signed up to become a mail-order bride.”

      “It’s quite unusual for a gentleman to agree to take on a child. How did you manage that?”

      Lucie felt her cheeks grow warm, and she quickly glanced down at her lap, the knuckles of her tightly clasped hands now white. “I, ummm… I didn’t tell him.”

      A burst of tinkles, like a wind chime, sounded as Martha laughed. “You didn’t tell your future husband that you were bringing along your twelve-year-old brother?” Her laughter slowed, finally stopping as she wiped her eyes with a napkin. “You have spunk. I like you, Lucie. You remind me of myself at your age.”

      “I didn’t know what else to do.” Lucie raised her tear-filled eyes.

      Martha leaned forward, all traces of her previous laughter gone. “You did what was necessary, both for you and your brother. No one will fault you for that, my dear. Least of all me. I dare say, I would have done the very same thing had I been in your shoes.”

      Lucie’s eyes widened. “Really?”

      Martha’s gaze moved to something behind her. “Yes, I do believe I would have.” Her pink lips turned up in a sweet smile. “Good morning, John.”

      He whipped his hat off and held it in front of him, his fingers worrying the brim. “Mornin’ ladies. Haven’t had my coffee yet, so can’t say it’s been a good start to the day.”

      Martha motioned to the waitress across the room. “Nancy, please get Sheriff Gurley a cup of coffee.” With her hand outstretched, she directed him toward the chair opposite theirs. “Please sit a moment, John. Whatever news you have can wait while we fix your day.”

      With a loud scraping of the chair legs across the floor, he sat and placed his hat on the table. A moment later, he held a steaming cup of black coffee in his hands. He took a few sips, oblivious to the scalding heat then set the cup back down, his large fingers awkwardly holding the small handle.

      “Just came from the doc’s—Doc Brown’s house.” He glanced at Lucie under his thick eyebrows, the skin between them slightly furrowed. “Doc says Mr. Crenshaw died of apoplexy ’bout two days ago.” He took another gulp of coffee. “If you don’t mind me askin’, Mr. Crenshaw looked to be in his fifties or thereabouts. Wonder why he’d send off for a bride now? You seem a might young to be weddin’ a man his age.”

      Lucie stared down at her half-eaten meal and pushed the plate away, her appetite gone. “I honestly have no idea. As I told you yesterday, Sheriff, I answered a mail-order bride advertisement. His name and letter were given to me by a woman back east, helping those of us who lost our positions when the place where we were employed burned. I didn’t know his age or why he wanted a wife.”

      She reached into the small pocket sewn into her dress and pulled out a folded piece of paper, very wrinkled and stained. She handed it to the sheriff, promptly clasping her hands in her lap.

      “Lucie?”

      She turned to see her brother standing a few feet away, his hair still messy from sleeping. He yawned and rubbed one eye with the side of his fist.

      “I’m hungry.”

      With a wave of her hand, Martha rose and immediately ushered Alex to the table next to theirs. In a matter of minutes, he had a large stack of pancakes in front of him, which he was quickly devouring. Lucie had no clue how she would ever repay this kindhearted woman, but somehow she would try.

      She leaned toward him. “Alex, don’t shovel the food into your mouth like that, you’ll choke. At least chew it first.”

      He smiled and resumed stuffing the pancakes into his mouth as fast as he could. “They’re really good, sissy! Our cook back home never made ’em this good when she worked for us.”

      “True. These are quite good—very fluffy.”

      He nodded as the waitress placed a glass of orange juice beside his plate, which he emptied. Without asking, she plopped three more pancakes onto the smudges of remaining syrup and walked away.

      Amazed, Alex stared at them and sighed. “It’s like a dream come true—I didn’t even have to ask for more.”

      Lucie turned back to face Martha. “I take it he approves of the cook’s pancakes.”

      “Seems so,” Martha said “He’s a growing boy and can have as many as he wants. From the way your clothes are hanging, neither of you have been eating too much lately. Do you have any family back where you came from who could help?”

      “No one that I know of.”

      “Well, that’s it then. You and your brother will stay here until we figure something else out.”

      Lucie slowly shook her head. “Oh, but we can’t impose on you or your son like that!”

      “Nonsense. No arguments, now. We’ll get young Alex enrolled in school this afternoon. Even if the situation’s temporary, he shouldn’t miss school.”

      “Thank you for being so kind.”

      Martha glanced over Lucie’s shoulder again and narrowed her eyes. “If you will excuse me for a moment, I need to talk to Sebastian.” Rising, she walked over to her son who was talking to a man a couple of tables away.

      “I think I have a solution to your problems, Sebastian.”

      “What problems would those be?”

      “Stella.”

      “Mother—”

      Martha held up her hand. “Just hear me out. Please. I’ve done everything I can for my granddaughter, but I’m not what she needs. You have tried to be a good father, but taking care of her is a full-time. You can’t run this hotel and take care of a little girl who is having trouble accepting that her mother is never coming home. I think I have a solution to both your and Lucie’s problems. I would like for you to consider marrying her.”

      Lucie choked on her coffee, setting the cup down in the saucer with a loud clink as she patted her chest. Martha was out of her mind! When she’d answered Mr. Crenshaw’s letter, she had been desperate. There were no jobs in Massachusetts. Maybe here, though, she would be able to find a position that paid enough for her and Alex to stay.

      “You are out of your mind…”

      “Then consider moving back here. I could at least help out with Stella more, and try to keep her out of trouble,” his mother pleaded.

      Not wanting to hear Sebastian’s refusal, Lucie met Sheriff Gurley’s worried gaze. “Mr. Gurley, do you happen to know of a job I might be able to do? It would have to be close to the hotel and school. I don’t want Alex wandering around Chattanooga alone.”

      “Well, Jack Beauregard just started up a new place. General store just down the street a bit. He might need a bit of help cleanin’ and such. Man’s all right, but sort of rough around the edges, if you know what I mean.”

      “That sounds perfect. I’ll go see him this morning.” Lucie excused herself and motioned for her brother to follow her back upstairs, all the while thinking about the sound of disgust in Mr. McCord’s voice.
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      Lucie had worked in the store for almost a week, wondering at the end of each day whether she’d still have a job or not the next morning. Every day began with Mr. Beauregard’s snarling disapproval of how she cleaned and stocked the shelves. In her eyes, the floors weren’t dirty, and the store looked much more organized than it had before she’d started.

      The odious man constantly followed her around the small building, rearranging everything she’d straightened and telling her it wasn’t good enough. The few times she’d tried to help a customer, he had berated her in front of them, so she left the selling to him, although his skills weren’t much better.

      Martha had kept her spirits up, coming into the store every day to check up on her. It was a sweet thing for her to do, and Lucie appreciated it.

      “Miss Croft!” Mr. Beauregard yelled from the back room. “Come back here this instant!”

      She cringed, wondering what he was going to gripe about this time as she slowly made her way to where he waited. She didn’t like her boss. Every chance he got, he was touching her…whether it was to pull her somewhere or to show her something she’d done wrong. He made her skin crawl.

      He stood in the middle of the room, glaring as he pointed his dirty, fat finger to several opened boxes. “I thought I told you to put all this up before you went home last night?” He pulled out a bag of sugar and another smaller bag of chicory beans and shoved them in her face. “If I hadn’t come in here, these would’ve been ruined! My customers won’t buy sugar that tastes like coffee!” he screamed, his eyes actually bulging.

      She took a step back. “I don’t think⁠—”

      “I don’t pay you to think, now do I! I want these things put up where they’re supposed to be…and if I hear any complaints from a customer, I’m docking your wages.” He tossed the bags back into the box, kicking it as he walked by.  As he headed toward the adjoining room, he shoved her into the wall. Without a backward glance, he slammed the door of his office behind him.

      She stared at the merchandise, breathing hard and trying to calm herself down. She frowned at the name stamped on the outside of the heavy crates. Two shipments had been delivered since she’d begun working, and each time the names had been different—as if they were for another store. The contents were strange as well—not the normal items one would find in a small mercantile like this one.

      “Lucie?” A familiar female voice hollered from the front of the store.

      Taking a deep breath, she straightened her skirt and hurried out into the large room, pushing the daunting job to the back of her mind. “I’m so sorry, Martha! I didn’t hear the bell. What can I get for you today?”

      The small creases between Martha’s eyebrows deepened. Pursing her lips, she stared at her a moment. “Are you okay, my dear?”

      Lucie quickly nodded, knowing Mr. Beauregard could hear every word. “Everything’s fine. I was just in the back room unpacking the last order.” The older woman’s eyes narrowed, and Lucie held her breath, praying the woman wouldn’t ask any more questions.

      “Okay, my dear. I just stopped by to let you know Alex loved his first day at school. Pity the teacher was out sick last week so he couldn’t start then. From the way he bounced in and talked my ear off, I’m assuming he had a marvelous time.”

      Sadness filled her heart, wishing she’d been there to greet him. She wouldn’t have wanted him to return to an empty room though, so she was grateful Martha had been there in her place. “I’m glad. I hated that he had to work before school when we lived in Lawrence, but the pennies he made selling papers helped buy bread.”

      Martha smiled and laid a gloved hand on her shoulder. “Things will get better soon. It’s just a matter of believing.”

      “Yes…well, sometimes believing is a bit hard for me.” She forced a smile on her face. “Now, what were you needing?”

      “Oh, nothing today. I was heading back to the hotel after visiting with a friend and thought I’d stop in and see how you were doing.”

      “I’m doing as well as I was four hours ago when I saw you at breakfast.”

      Martha laughed. “Oh well, yes, that’s true. I just want to make sure you’re settling in okay. I did have an ulterior motive in stopping by. I wanted to ask if you and Alex would like to attend Sunday’s church service with me?”

      “We would love to. Bribe Alex with pancakes and he won’t even grumble. I think he’s already gained five pounds in the week we’ve been here.” She laughed, walking Martha to the door.
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      Sebastian glanced up as his mother breezed into his office. From the determined look on her face, he knew he wasn’t going to get rid of the headache he’d been sporting all morning. Laying the paper he’d been holding on the pile in front of him, he leaned back in his leather chair.

      “Good morning⁠—”

      “Sebastian, I think Lucie is in trouble.”

      He straightened in his chair, his brows drawn together as he stared at the small woman standing in front of his desk with her hands on her hips. “And you know this because…”

      “I went to see her at the store—to see how she is getting along. But when I walked in, I overheard Mr. Beauregard yelling at her, then a hard thump. Like someone had been shoved against the wall.”

      Several minutes passed, the only sound in the room was the ticking of the clock on his desk. “You’re sure about this? I can’t just go barging in and accusing the man of something without more proof than that.”

      Martha frowned at her son, crossing her arms over her breasts. “Have you ever known me to exaggerate or panic? I’m the most level-headed woman you will ever know, Sebastian McCord, so when I tell you something’s not right, I expect you to believe me!”

      He raised his hands in surrender and stood. “Fine, fine. For you, I will go check on her.” He bent over and kissed her soft cheek. “But if this is one of your ploys to make me change my mind about marrying her or if you’re mistaken⁠—”

      She grabbed his arm, and he could see worry in her eyes. “I’m not. I would never play such a horrible trick on you. I only want you and Stella to be happy. Please, Sebastian, go check on Lucie.
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      Sebastian had just stepped onto the wooden sidewalk in front of the store when he heard Beauregard’s loud voice booming from inside, yelling at someone. Grasping the doorknob in his hand, he hesitated.

      “I ain’t payin’ you to just stand there, now am I?”

      “I’m—”

      Lucie let out a startled yelp. He heard her cry out, which was followed by a loud thud. Sebastian jerked the front door open.

      “I’m not payin’ you to talk either. You and me, we’re gonna come to an understanding.”

      “Mr. Beauregard⁠—”

      “Is there a problem here, Beauregard?”

      The store owner swung around when he heard his voice, pulling Lucie forward. She stumbled, trying to keep her balance.

      Sebastian’s anger flared when he saw Lucie’s thin arm in the man’s meaty grasp. “Drop her arm and step away.”

      The man did as he was told, his scruffy face reddening in anger and his beady eyes narrowing, almost disappearing into his fat cheeks. “I don’t tell you how to run that hotel of yours, so don’t tell me what to do in my own place, McCord. Now get whatever you came in here for and leave.” With one last glare at Lucie, he turned and waddled through the open doorway leading into the back office.

      She inhaled, letting the air out slowly between her lips. “Thank you, Mr. McCord.”

      “Please, call me Sebastian.”

      He stared at her lips, glistening pink as she wet them with her tongue. An emotion welled inside of him as he saw the fear in her eyes, something he’d thought long buried after his wife’s betrayal. He hardened his heart as he forced himself to look at the girl in front of him. She was nothing more than skin and bones—too thin for his liking. The type of woman to hold his interest was the complete opposite of Lucie Croft. He pushed the thought away, not quite sure where it had come from. The last thing he needed was another woman in his life.
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      Concern showed in Mr. McCord’s brown eyes. Lucie’s heartbeat quickened, and she turned away. She caught her reflection in a small mirror propped on a shelf and was horrified. Her thin body quivered, the lace on her sleeves shaking. Some of her dark hair had pulled away from the loose bun on the back of her head, and there was a smudge of what looked like dirt on one cheek.

      She turned back to face the man who’d helped her. “Thank you. Mr. Beauregard was unhappy with something I failed to do…”

      “That gives him no excuse to lay a hand on you, Lucie.”

      The room spun, and she took several deep breaths, which only made her feel even more lightheaded. Swaying, she placed her hand on the counter beside her. Sebastian stepped forward and gripped her elbow with a firm grip.

      “There now. Let’s sit you down.” He led her toward the ladder-back chair tucked in a corner.

      After getting her seated, he squatted in front of her and looked into her eyes, which made her want to squirm. He was so close, she noticed the tiny golden flecks in his brown irises. He also smelled heavenly—like a forest after a summer rain.

      “I’m sorry if I spoke out of turn. I wonder if you would feel up to helping me with a small issue?”

      She raised her eyebrows but continued to study his strong jaw. “Help with what, Sebastian?”

      He rose, turning toward the display shelves that lined the wall, and stared at several bundles of material. “I need to purchase a present for my mother.”

      She smiled up at him, feeling a bit better. What a sweet thing for him to do. “What did you have in mind? Is this a special gift?”

      He let out a loud sigh. “It’s for her birthday. What does one get for the lady who has everything?”

      “Well, that is a problem.” Not liking him looming over her, she rose. Plucking three spools of black thread from among the white spools, she dropped them back where they belonged, then absently tucked the corner of a pretty purple silk back between the roll and a thinner bundle of ugly brown wool lying underneath it.

      She noticed him staring at her fingers. A couple of the nails were chipped, and the skin over her knuckles was red and chapped. She dropped her hand back to her side in a loose fist, hiding both hands in the folds of her skirt.

      Without hesitating, he lifted one of her hands and turned it over where several large weeping blisters marred her palm. He took out his handkerchief and wrapped it around her hand, carefully tying it over her knuckles. “Your hands are too soft for this kind of work.”

      She pulled away, cradling her bandaged hand against her chest. “I admit I haven’t had many jobs, but I can’t continue accepting charity from your mother—or you. I intend to earn the money to pay for our room and the food we eat.”

      “Well then, you can begin by helping me pick out my mother’s gift.”

      She relaxed, her spine and shoulders slumping a bit, which relieved the muscle cramps in the back of her neck. “What are some of the things she likes?”

      He shrugged. “The usual things women like.”

      “That’s not an answer. Does she need a new dress? A new bonnet maybe?”

      He shook his head. “No. She can’t possibly wear all the dresses she has now. Or the bonnets.”

      She pursed her lips and glanced around the store. “What about a book? My father loved reading and set aside one hour every evening. It was his favorite way of relaxing.”

      “Mother enjoys Harper’s Bazaar.” His eyebrows raised. “Odd, but I can’t recall ever seeing her read a book. Me? I love books, but haven’t been able to sit down with one since taking over the hotel. One of these days I’ll get back to reading.”

      “I know exactly what you need to give your mother for her birthday.”

      “I’m glad one of us does. What’s your brilliant idea?”

      “Well,” she hesitated then squared her shoulders. “You need to take her on a train ride to The Point Hotel on the Narrow Gauge Railroad. I’ve heard it is quite lovely, and the views from The Point are breathtaking.”

      He closed his mouth and stared at her. “Well, it’s different, I’ll give you that.” He picked up a small figurine and turned it over in his hand. The small horse had been carved from hickory, the darker grain pattern covering the mane and tail. She loved how the artist had captured the wild essence of the animal as it reared on its hind legs, pride on its noble face.

      He set the statuette back down and glanced over at her, the same stately look on his face. “If you don’t mind my asking, where are your parents? You seem a bit young to be alone and taking on the responsibility of your brother.”

      “They died in a fire. There was no one else we could turn to for help—no family. I promised Alex I’d take care of him, so he wouldn’t have to go to an orphanage, and I plan on keeping that promise.” She turned away and mumbled, “No matter how hard it gets.”

      “I think your idea has merit, Lucie. My mother has been hinting she’d like to visit The Point and see what everyone’s been talking about. My father never took her—wasn’t willing to line the plush bank accounts of the men who owned the land there.”

      He placed his hands in his front pockets and rocked back on his heels. “Think I’ll pay for her to stay a night or two at the hotel as well.” He gave her a crooked grin and wriggled his dark brows. “Maybe she’ll learn a few of their secrets for our little place.”

      Lucie laughed. “Sounds like something your mother could do with her hands tied behind her back. In the short time I’ve known her, I’ve seen her do some amazing things—stop a street brawl, turn the growling sheriff into a teddy bear—and remain a total lady at the same time. It was truly an eye-opening experience.”

      “Sounds just like my mother.” He dipped his head to one side and gave a slight bow. “Thank you for your help.”

      He smiled and a small dimple appeared on his left cheek. She’d thought him handsome before, even with his usual scowl, but the man smiling at her now took her breath away.

      “Well, Lucie, I will leave you to your work and go purchase tickets for my mother’s birthday present.”
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      Lucie watched Sebastian walk across the street and enter the hotel, thinking about his dimpled smile. She didn’t hear Mr. Beauregard until it was too late. His heavy hand landed against her ear, knocking her sideways. Meaty knuckles came out of nowhere and hit her backward, a burst of light exploding behind her right eye as she fell to the floor.

      Her boss’s large frame hovered over her, blocking out the bright sunlight streaming through the glass window and door. “Get out of my store, you Jezebel! I’m not good enough, is that it? I’ve been nicer to you than most, and all you can do is pine away after that no-good McCord!”

      He kicked at her, the toe of his shoe digging into her upper thigh as she crawled across the rough wooden floor toward the front door. She couldn’t feel her leg anymore, but somehow pulled herself up by hanging onto the doorknob.

      Confused at his unexplainable behavior, she shoved her fear away. With a quick twist of her wrist, she ignored the sharp stabbing pain and hopped backward, managing to get the door open. But before she could step outside, he grabbed her by her hair and pulled her back against his fat stomach.

      Wrenching her head sideways, he tried to kiss her. With one hand, she pushed against his face, but he was too strong. Dragging her nails down his cheek, he finally jerked away and shook her.

      “I pay you to sell my wares, not give away free advice and lose me a sale, which is all you seem to be able to do! You’re worthless, and I ain’t gonna keep payin’ for your mistakes!” He gripped her so tightly around the back of her neck, she felt like her head was going to pop off as he jerked her through the front door and onto the wooden sidewalk.

      With a hard shove, she tumbled into the newly paved street, falling onto her already damaged hands and scraping up her knees. She didn’t move, breathing away the pain shooting up her limbs. She willed away the agony and tried to stand, but the pain only increased.

      Forcing her body to rise, she took a step toward The McCord and stumbled, her leg still numb from Beauregard’s vicious kick. She looked up only to meet Sebastian’s furious gaze.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Sebastian strode across the street, the last few steps almost a run as Lucie collapsed, falling into his outstretched arms. He carried her to the sidewalk in front of his hotel and lowered her to the planks.

      “Janssen!” The clerk’s eyes widened as he peered through the open doorway.

      “Stay with her,” Sebastian demanded, hesitating as his hand brushed against her cheek, which was already swelling and turning a dark mottled blue-black. He stood and pushed his way through the gathering throng of people.

      Sebastian marched across the street and burst into the store. “Beauregard! Get your fat-assed carcass out here now!” he bellowed.

      The owner hurried into the store, a shotgun in his hands. “You got no right barging in here like this, McCord! Now, get out!”

      He raised the rifle and fired, the sound popping Sebastian’s eardrums in the enclosed store. Thankfully, the shot went wide. He lunged toward the man, pulling the rifle from his hands. With one solid punch to his pig-like face, the man went down.

      Sebastian stared at him in disgust. Rifle in hand, he left the store and hurried back across the street. Shoving his way back into the crowd, he pushed several people away. “Get away from her—let her breathe!” He continued to push more and more people out of the way as they lined the sidewalk to gawk as she lay helpless in Janssen’s arms. The clerk looked about ready to pass out himself. Finally, a familiar voice bellowed behind him and everyone scampered away.

      “What in the Sam Hill happened to her, McCord?” Sheriff Gurley dropped down to one knee and grabbed Sebastian’s wrist. “Now, just a minute⁠—”

      “I’m not going to hurt her, John. I’m trying to get her inside.”

      The sheriff loosened his grip then let go of him. “I’m right behind you,” he muttered.

      Sebastian gathered Lucie’s fragile body into his arms, cradling her against his chest as if she were a piece of fine china. Her moan turned into a small whimper as he jostled her bruised body. A dark fury roared through him.

      Her large hazel eyes opened for a moment then closed, her head rolling underneath his jaw. He didn’t know what to think anymore. Lucie had a refreshing innocence about her, which pulled at something deep inside him. He didn’t know whether to protect her, kiss her, or run away.

      Shoving the disturbing realization from his mind, he headed for the stairway, annoyed with the direction of his thoughts regarding the woman in his arms. Catching Janssen’s wide-eyed gaze, he hollered, “Find my mother. She’s probably visiting with the parson’s wife. And get Doc Brown!” As gently as possible, he climbed the stairs, but each step jolted her tiny frame, eliciting more whimpers.

      “John, the room key’s in my left coat pocket.”

      The sheriff pulled out the key then unlocked the door to Martha’s small suite, barely getting the door opened before Sebastian barged past him.  He carried her into his old bedroom and laid her as gently as he could on the bed.

      He took a step back and ran nervous fingers through his hair as he and the sheriff stared down at her battered face and body. Her dark brown hair looked almost black as it fanned out over the goose-feather pillow. Even with a swollen cheek, she was still beautiful. He wanted her to open her eyes so he could see for himself that she was going to be okay.

      His gaze skimmed over her filthy dress, the blue material now gray from the dirt. The lace around her collar had been pulled away and the shoulder seam ripped. The skirt front was also torn in a couple of places, and he could see splotches of dark red blood as well.

      “Who in their right mind would do somethin’ like this? She’s such a sweet thing,” the sheriff mumbled.

      “Jack Beauregard did this to her,” Sebastian said, uncomfortable with his rioting feelings. After Maggie left him and their daughter, the last thing he needed was the complication of a woman. He’d vowed he’d never marry again…but as he stared down at Lucie, confusion filled his mind.

      “Sebastian?” His mother rushed through the bedroom door, worry bleeding from her frantic gaze. “What happened? Is it Stella?”

      “No, Mother, Stella is fine.” He moved away from the side of the bed, letting her see Lucie.

      “Oh dear.”

      A knock sounded in the other room, and he heard the low rumble of the doctor’s voice. Martha hurried into the other room to greet him. “Thank goodness. The young lady is in here.”

      Martha led the doctor into the room then, with a wave of her arm, shooed Sebastian and John out of the room. “Let Dr. Brown take care of Lucie.” Once they were seated on the light green chaise, she stood in front of them, fists propped against her slender hips. “Did Jack Beauregard do this to her?” she demanded.

      “Now wait a minute!” Sheriff Gurley growled at her, his face red. “Did you know something about this and not come to me?”

      “I’ve only suspected something for less than two hours, so don’t yell at me! Besides, you were down at the docks. It was faster for me to get Sebastian. Poor Lucie might have been killed if I’d gone after you.” Martha said, her blue eyes flashing.

      Sebastian ran his fingers through his hair in exasperation. “Can we get back to what happened? Please?” He looked from one to the other then poured himself a drink, offering one to John.

      He shook his head. “I’m on duty.”

      “You’re always on duty.”

      The sheriff shrugged. “In that case, pour me a double. I have the feeling I’m not going to like what I’m about to hear.”

      Sebastian leaned against the wall, swirling the amber liquid in his glass. “Mother had gone to visit Lucie—see how she was doing—and overheard Beauregard yelling at her⁠—”

      “It sounded like he threw her against the wall!” Martha interrupted.

      “She asked me to look in on her, which I did,” Sebastian continued. “I overheard him yelling at her again. I went inside to put a stop to it. He had her by the arm.”

      “Then how did she end up like she is now?”

      “I’m getting to that.” Sebastian took a drink and continued. “I had just returned from an errand when I saw him shove her into the street. I carried her to the hotel, left her with Janssen, and went back to the store.

      “Beauregard met me carrying a rifle. Luckily, his shot missed. My fist didn’t.” He emptied his glass and set it on the narrow table beside him.

      She turned her sharp glare on John. “Well? What are you going to do about this?”

      The sheriff raised his bushy eyebrows. “Figured I’d go start asking questions.”  He stood and with a quick tug on the brim of his hat, left the room.

      Martha dropped onto the small floral chair across from him with a loud sigh. “Have you thought about what I said earlier? Marrying Lucie or moving back in the hotel? It’s high time you found a mother for Stella. She acts more like a boy than a little girl.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. You need help, Sebastian. Raising a child by yourself is hard enough, but you have no clue as to what you’re doing!”

      He opened his mouth, but she raised her hand to stop whatever he was about to say.

      “You’ve done a remarkable job on your own. She’s a loving, affectionate little girl—who runs around in pants and never leaves the house without her gun. I had to confiscate the pistol this morning so she didn’t take it to school.”

      The doctor opened the door and motioned with a nod to Martha who stood and walked toward the room. Stopping behind his chair, she placed her chilled hand against his cheek and whispered, “Just consider it, please? It’s a logical solution for you and Lucie. Stella needs a mother, and Lucie needs a home.”

      He sat stunned watching his mother talk to the doctor. His mother was crazy if she thought he needed help with Stella! The last thing he wanted was someone else underfoot. Without saying anything, he left the room.

      Outside the hotel, he waited for John to finish talking to a couple of women then walked up beside him. The sheriff’s jaw was clenched as he glanced at him with a hard glint in his eyes. “I knew better when I sent her there.”

      Sebastian frowned. “Sent who where? What are you talking about?”

      “I recommended that blasted job to her!” He yanked his hat off his head and hit it against his thigh in frustration. “Damn it, McCord—I sent Lucie. Those two busybodies verified everything you said.

      Sebastian laid a hand on the older man’s shoulder. “He’ll pay for hurting Lucie.”
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      Lucie picked at the bedcover, partly from boredom but mostly from frustration. Sheriff Gurley had stopped by briefly to let her know Mr. Beauregard was in jail and wouldn’t be released until the judge heard the charges against him. She didn’t want to stay in bed any longer. She needed to be out searching for another job instead of lying here day after useless day.

      Her body was healing, and she was covered in dark blue and purple bruises. There was no part of her skin that wasn’t tender. She hadn’t even put her hair up because of how sore her scalp was from where Beauregard had pulled her hair.

      She glanced through one of the dusty windows, glad it was a corner room on the second floor and that her bed was close enough to the window so she could see part of the street below. She liked watching the people pass by, trying to imagine what their lives were like—did they have families, were they nice, what were their heartaches? She smiled, ignoring the pulling of her split lip as she watched her brother jog across the street as he came home from school.

      A couple of minutes later, his clomping footsteps announced his presence as he charged up the stairs then slammed the front door as he entered Martha’s home. “Lucie!”  He burst into the bedroom with a huge grin on his face and shoved his small tablet at her. “Look what I did!”

      She took the tablet and held it back from her face so she could read the neat rows of numbers. At the top of his work was a large red plus sign. She smiled. “That’s fantastic, Alex! You are doing so much better with your numbers. You must have a very good teacher.”

      He nodded, his shaggy hair bobbing around his face. He blew a lock of hair off his forehead. “She is. Pretty too.” He snickered. “My friend Bobby has a crush on her.”

      Listening to her brother laugh with excitement, talking and joking about things a boy his age should be, filled her chest with a bittersweet pain. He was finally getting to act like a twelve-year-old, which made her happy. Alex dropped the tablet into his lunch pail then curled up against her like they used to do before their parents died. How she missed those times.

      “Charles was tellin’ me about a big flood Chattanooga had when he was little. He said half the town was underwater! Did you know they brought in huge piles of dirt and buried this whole area?” He glanced around the room, a look of wide-eyed wonder on his face. “This would’ve been the third floor, not the second.”

      She raised one eyebrow. “Really?”

      “Really,” an amused voice said. Lucie met Martha’s blue gaze. The grandmotherly woman held out a plate filled with a large piece of rhubarb pie. Alex jumped off the bed and
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