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Dedication

This book is dedicated to the real Carrie Jo. You’re out there, somewhere. I just know it.
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Mobile, AL, 1881

Most girls in my social circle would have torn their hair out rather than wear the horrible yellow wedding dress my mother had selected for me. But I was not most girls. I was Memphis Overstreet Delarosa, wife of Jonatan Delarosa and future mistress of Seven Sisters. Donning the horrible stiff yellow dress with the cheap cream-colored lace at the collar and wrists did not diminish the victory I had achieved. What cared I whether I wore white, crimson or any color in between? Even the morning after, as the light of the rising sun poured through the windows of the overseer’s cottage, I had felt nothing but happiness and quite a bit of satisfaction. I, plain-Jane Memphis Overstreet, now Delarosa, had done the impossible!

Lying beside my sleeping husband all these months later, I did not care a whit about any perceived embarrassment I brought to my family. My mother’s refusal to dress me out in a white dress did not hurt my feelings in the slightest; she was only hurting herself. Not a soul besides our parents came to the wedding, for no invitations had been sent. Even my new sister-in-law was not present, which did upset Jonatan a bit. Only my parents, Jonatan’s parents and the minister were in attendance. I suppose making me wear yellow soothed my mother’s nerves. It made her feel important, as if by doing so she would hurt me, but she did not understand me at all and never had. All the money she had spent on my fine dresses, ridiculous painted fans, silly hair feathers and parasols—I never wanted any of them. But Jonatan...I wanted him with all my being. I would have walked down the aisle wearing a bees’ nest if necessary to marry him! The fact that he came with the most coveted home in all of Mobile was only icing on the cake.

From the first time I visited Seven Sisters, it felt like home. I belonged here. I should be the one who ensured that the rose garden bloomed perfectly. I should be the home’s overseer in every respect. I wanted to protect the fine wood on the staircase and keep the railings shining brightly. I, Memphis Delarosa, would keep the hallways swept and the chandeliers lit. I longed to arrange the precious treasures of her past in the alcoves and bookcases. I wanted that almost as much as I wanted Jonatan.

Jonatan was the man of my dreams, the only man I would ever love. And on his love, I could always rely. I was not such a great beauty as he; I did not delude myself into believing such a thing. Nevertheless, he would be true to me. My plain looks had caused my mother great disappointment over the years, but I was intelligent and loyal to a fault. Surely those things counted; they would matter to my husband. He would need me to protect him from the world. No, I wasn’t the most beautiful girl in the county—that award would certainly go to another—but I was the most determined.

I knew from the very moment he crashed into the ladies’ parlor at Seven Sisters chasing butterflies with Lafonda that Jonatan was different, like me. Not quite what he seemed. Oh, no doubt he was sweet and the most beautiful person I had ever clapped eyes on, but he had a simple mind—not that he wasn’t intelligent, in his own way. How amusing that my mother never noticed Jonatan’s differences. She too had been surprised by his beauty. But that I should be so moved by his handsome face and exquisite features was no more surprising to others than to me.

On the carriage ride home that first day, I told my mother that I would marry Jonatan Delarosa. She’d laughed at me, not in an openly cruel way, but she didn’t pretend to believe me. She patted my hand and said, “When the time is right, Memphis, your father and I will make a good match for you. A suitable match.”

I understood her veiled message: Jonatan Delarosa is far too beautiful for you, Memphis. If your sister, Ashley, had survived, she would have been suitable.

It was horribly sad how we were not to mention Ashley’s name in Mother’s presence when I knew that my dead sister was all she ever thought about. She frequently rummaged through Ashley’s handkerchief drawer, sniffing the folded hankies and crying over them. All my sister’s gowns, even the new ones that she never had a chance to wear, were packed away in steamer trunks but remained in her rooms as if Ashley would one day reappear and go on a stylish vacation. On occasion, Mother would open the leather trunks and touch the garments like they were holy relics, but I refused to participate in such morbid sentimentality. Whenever these bouts of grief struck Mother, I left her alone with my sister’s things. She would emerge from Ashley’s rooms eventually, cast a disappointed glance in my direction and then go to bed for at least a day. Then she would join my father and me at the breakfast or dinner table pretending that nothing had happened.

Anne Overstreet would be the last person to believe I deserved such a beautiful husband. But I’d achieved my goal, even though I made a deal with the devil to do it. But then that devil, Max Davenport, died, murdered in Jonatan’s bedroom, no less. I did not have to guess who would commit such a crime. Jonatan never would. He cried once when he found a dead mouse in the cottage garden; he certainly was not capable of murdering another human being. And he loved Max, I think. There was only one person at Seven Sisters ruthless enough to commit murder—the current lady of the house, Jacinta Delarosa.

A fiercer woman I had never met, at least when it came to her children. With her dark hair, snapping black eyes and rigid frame, Mrs. Delarosa had an iron will, and rumor had it that her husband would deny her nothing. Like his son, Nobel Delarosa was amiable and friendly. I met him the day I married his Jonatan. Nobel was a fierce master at his shipbuilding business, but despite his wealth and beautiful children, there were whispers about him.

Foreign upstart. I heard he murdered his brother.

The stories I heard whispered in the tea rooms of Mobile were quite unlike the fanciful tales that Mrs. Delarosa liked to share with us in her parlor. If I were to believe her, she sprang from an illustrious Castilian lineage that traced back to Catherine of Aragon. Unfortunately for her, the snobby upper class of Mobile thought of the Delarosas as peasants in fine clothing. As my father liked to say, “It is the new disease, these new men and their questionable fortunes. Placing that kind of money in the hands of peasants; it is terrible, just terrible. The war has brought us nothing but the end of polite civilization.”

But why would Jacinta Delarosa kill Max Davenport? I could not imagine an answer except that Max was a horrible person, the kind of man who allowed his cleverness to be his undoing. Max could have done anything, been anyone, even a success, but chose instead to live an immoral and corrupt life. How he came into the employ of the Delarosa family left me scratching my head. No, I must not think of him tonight. He had not forced me to lie with him; I did what I did to have what I have. What’s done is done. It was only once, and at least he was gone now. I yawned and became drowsy as I cuddled up to Jonatan. A smile curled up on his lips even though his eyes did not open. He said in his quiet sweet voice, “Memphis, you are my wife.”

“Yes, I am your wife. And you are my husband, Jonatan.” I leaned over him and kissed his cheek. His dark eyes opened, and I admired his long lashes, longer than even mine. He stroked my arm tentatively, carefully, as if I were some porcelain doll he was afraid he might break.

“When will we go home, Memphis? I want to see my sister. I want to show you my room.” His dark brows furrowed in worry. We had had this conversation many times already.

“Will you share your room with me?” I asked as I smiled down at him patiently.

“I do not think...I mean, girls are not supposed to be in my room.” He frowned in the purple shadows of our room. “I told Max this, but he does not listen to me. I think he will get us in trouble one day. I do not like girls to be in my room.”

Hearing this did not surprise me at all. It would be so like Max to desire Jonatan’s corruption. I could not push him too far too quickly, but I had to introduce the idea of sharing a room with him now. It would be important when we returned to Seven Sisters that Jonatan and I stay together. It would be easy for his mother to separate us if we did not. And I would not allow that.

“I have an idea, husband. Why don’t you keep your room, and I can take the room next to you? Then you could come and visit me, and I could come and visit you. We would follow the rules, but you must understand, Jonatan. Husbands and wives often stay in the same room.”

He looked uncertain. “That is Lafonda’s room.” Then he brightened and said, “You could share a room with my sister!”

“Maybe. We will see.” I kissed him, and he quickly forgot about our discussion. We would talk more about it later. Right now, I wanted to possess my husband, to enjoy his beauty. I kept my nightgown on, afraid that Jonatan might be frightened by the sight of my growing belly. He understood that a baby was coming, our baby—I refused to contemplate any other circumstance—yes, the baby would arrive soon, but I did not explain to him the method of the child’s arrival, nor did I intend to. One had to be careful with these kinds of things.

We had barely finished our lovemaking before rough hands began banging on the cottage door. “Jonatan Delarosa! Open this door at once!” My husband sat up in bed and looked frightened as he slowly got dressed. I dressed quickly too and beat him to the door. My hair was unbound and my nightgown hung off my shoulder, but my protective instincts had kicked in. This was no friend visiting us, for no one knew where we were. No one.

Except for Jacinta Delarosa.

“Yes? What is it? Who are you?” That was a useless question because I recognized the man right away. This was one of the sheriff’s deputies, although his name escaped me at the moment.

“I am Theodore Barnum, Deputy Barnum, ma’am. I am here to place Jonatan Delarosa under arrest.”

“Under arrest? For what?” I waved Jonatan back behind the door, but I knew it would be of no use. The deputy had his foot in the door, and it would be impossible to close it. He was not going to leave us in peace.

“For the murder of Max Davenport.” He shoved the door open, nearly hitting Jonatan with it. “Come with me, sir. No hiding from your crime.”

Jonatan struggled a bit, but he was in no way handy enough to escape the grasp of Deputy Barnum. Barnum forced him outside, and I chased after them. “This is a mistake! You need to talk to Jacinta, Jacinta Delarosa. Jonatan had nothing to do with Max’s murder. He wasn’t even there! Please, you are making a mistake. Jonatan!”

Barnum shoved my husband into the carriage and whipped out a pair of handcuffs that he quickly attached to him. I banged on the carriage door, but Barnum pushed me aside roughly. I protectively clutched my belly as I fell and then got back up and came at the carriage again.

Jonatan began to cry loudly and call my name. “Memphis! Memphis! I do not want to go! Memphis!”

“Jonatan! Do not fear. I will come for you! I will be there, Jonatan!” He kept crying and screaming even as the carriage rolled away into the darkness. I had a choice: I could fall to the ground in a heap and cry my eyes out, or I could dress and go to Seven Sisters and demand that Jacinta confess her crime.

Of course, I would do the latter. Jacinta would not be allowed to offer up Jonatan as a sacrifice for her sin. It was time for her to pay the piper, no matter what I had to do to convince her.
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I woke up in a crowded bed. Ashland snored next to me, and I loved the sound of it. AJ was on the other side of me; at some time during the night, my husband’s mini-me brought all his stuffed animals in here and arranged them around the perimeter of the bed. They appeared as if they watched us as we slept. I smiled at the sight. Now, this was a pleasant morning. The smell of breakfast cooking wafted up from the downstairs kitchen. Henri must be up too. Our housemates, the Devecheaux family, were more like extended family than friends. I loved having them here at Seven Sisters. Baby Chloe must be getting her morning bath because she was loudly fussing at Detra Ann in the bathroom down the hall.

I turned over and put my head on Ashland’s shoulder. He didn’t wake up, so I kissed his cheek. Still nothing. He’d taken to sleeping quite soundly since his surgery. At least his hair had grown back now. I watched him breathing, just to be sure he was okay. It was a fear of mine that I would look over and he wouldn’t be. And after all he’d been through, it was not an unreasonable fear. But he was better, and he was getting better every day. Yes, he occasionally had to use a walking stick and sometimes got a bad case of the stutters, but he was going to make it. The tumor was gone. I kept telling myself that. It had to be true. The doctor said it was.

Gosh, Ashland. You’re so strong, I’d told him last night. Come to think of it, today was three months to the day from his surgery. Geesh, was it October already? It didn’t feel like it yet. The room was hot and sticky. Come on, fall!

“Momma,” my son said as his tanned arm wove around my neck, “I had a bad dweam.” I loved my son’s lisp.

“Was it the scary bear dream again? Did he chase you down and tickle you?” I tickled his sides gently and looked down into his sweet face, still surprised to see that his eyes were no longer blue but a soft brown. The doctor said it sometimes happened, that a child’s eye color could change, but it was rare to see it in a three-year-old. My son is three! Where has the time gone?

He pushed my tickling fingers away and didn’t appear to want to talk about his dream, so I changed the subject. “I guess you brought all these guys in here to protect us from the bad dreams?”

He sat up in the bed and looked around, his eyes even wider now. “Mommy...I not do that.”

“AJ,” I said with an exasperated sigh, “I didn’t bring them in here, and Daddy didn’t either. It must have been you.”

“No, Mommy.” I hoped he wasn’t going to tell me another lie. He’d been doing that quite a bit lately, although the doctor had told us this kind of behavior was normal and age-appropriate. His imagination is growing, Mrs. Stuart. No need to worry.

Ashland stirred now. “Good morning, family. Whoa. When did Mr. Ruff get here?” He picked up a teddy bear and playfully tossed it at AJ. No stutters this morning, thank the Good Lord. I climbed out of bed and began picking up AJ’s stuffies so Ashland wouldn’t trip over them. Most of these toys were from Rachel’s collection. She’d been kind enough to give them to my son after a visit to her house during our work at the Idlewood plantation, and he’d fallen in love with each and every one of them. Rachel told AJ they were magical creatures, and he sure believed her. Only this morning, he didn’t want to touch them.

“I not do it, Mommy!” He began to cry, and I immediately dropped the toys.

“Hey, what’s going on?” Ashland sat up slowly and reached for our son. I sat on the other side of the bed and patted AJ’s wild hair.

“He had a bad dream but won’t tell me about it. And he says he didn’t bring his toys in here...but as you can see, we have his complete collection.”

Ashland held him close and kissed his forehead. “It’s okay, buddy. We all have bad dreams. But look, the sun is up and it isn’t nighttime anymore. No more dreams. Right, Mommy?”

“Right,” I agreed and kissed our son’s cheek, feeling guilty now that I hadn’t taken his fears more seriously. Best to drop the toy thing for now.

“You go get dressed, AJ, and we’ll get some breakfast. After that, you can help me in the garden today, son. How about that?”

“Okay, Daddy.” With the joy of a child, he beamed and scampered out of our room to get ready for today’s adventure.

“Blue jeans and a t-shirt, AJ,” I called after him. I had to remind him that he couldn’t wear costumes every day of the week. He insisted on dressing himself now, and those costumes were often a part of his selection.

“What about you, Carrie Jo? Did you dream too? Anything I should know about?”

“Nope. I slept like the dead.” It was supposed to be a joke, but I sent chills down my own spine saying it. “I mean, I slept like a log.” I didn’t ask him how he was doing. He hated that question. “I smell pancakes or French toast or something delicious downstairs.”

“Yeah, what are we going to do when Henri moves back to the shop? I’m going to miss those guys. Think we could talk them into staying?”

“No, I don’t think so. It will be good for them to have their own place again. You want that, right? But for now, let’s enjoy having them here.” I kissed him and then got dressed. I wasn’t going anywhere today. Our renovation business had been put on hold, but on good days, when Ashland didn’t need me, I helped Henri and Detra Ann work in their store. They wanted to open before Christmas, and I was nothing but happy for them. Ash needed the recovery time, but maybe one day soon we could think about restarting Cotton City Restoration. Today, I was going to stay home and do some cleaning. It took a lot of work to keep Seven Sisters looking good, and we’d worked so hard, given so much, that I couldn’t neglect her care.

I pretended I had things to do in our bedroom while I waited for Ashland to finish dressing. I made the bed, tidied the closet and returned AJ’s toys to his room.

As I arranged the toys on his toy chest, I had to ask myself, what if Baby Boy was telling the truth? What if he didn’t bring his stuffies into our room last night? What if someone else did? It was odd that they were all positioned to face us, that a three-year-old would think of such a thing, but we were an odd family. I’d have to ask him about it again when he wasn’t so alarmed. I walked back to the bedroom, my arms crossed, my mind deep in thought, and lingered there until Ashland emerged from our bathroom ready to make the trek downstairs. That was the hardest part of his day. Sometimes, his feet forgot how to work, like they didn’t want to obey him, but so far this morning he seemed pretty mobile.
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