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Chapter One
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Garden District, New Orleans, Louisiana 

Early November, 1876

“Père, I will not marry that awful man!” Antoinette Fournier stood facing her father, hands fisted at her sides. 

Gaspard Fournier’s bushy eyebrows drew together in a frown that turned them into a furry caterpillar. “Don’t show your stubbornness to me. I’m your father, and you will do as I say.” He pounded his hand on his desk. “I intend to quiet some of the gossip your scandalous behavior created. The wedding will take place in two weeks in our front parlor.” 

Disappointment shattered what little remained of her fragile trust in her father. He had failed her too many times, but never so severely. 

“My behavior was not scandalous—it was Declan Venables who caused the scandal.” Barely holding back tears, she asked, “How can you expect me to marry the man who tried to rape me?”

Anger turned his face so red she feared for his health. “Watch your language, young lady! You know I don’t approve of gutter talk.” 

“How can speaking the truth to my own father be impolite?” 

He lowered his voice to a placating tone. “Mr. Venables came to see me this afternoon. He explained what actually happened.”

Her left eyebrow arched. She’d bet Declan had some far-fetched explanation only a man as eager to concede as her father would pretend to believe. 

“And, pray tell what paltry excuse did he offered for his aggressive assault?”

Her father tapped his wrist. “He showed me his cufflink and explained how it had accidentally snagged on your ball gown when he tried to give you a rose. He insisted that in your innocence you misunderstood and, thinking he made an advance, you turned away before he could free his cufflink.”

She put her hands on her hips. “Père! You saw my ballgown. He ripped it open with both hands after telling me if I wouldn’t willingly accept his proposal, he’d create a scandal that forced me to marry him.” She extended her hand. “Père, I expected you to threaten to horsewhip him, not take his side.”

Père gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “Oh, Antoinette, don’t be so annoyingly over-dramatic. I’ve had more than enough of your seeking to be the center of attention. Now, I told you Mr. Venables explained his actions to my satisfaction. You must let me watch out for your best interest. Mr. Venables is from an old family with deep pockets. He’ll take good care of you.”

She stepped closer to her father’s desk and leaned her hands on the massive mahogany surface. “No, he won’t, because I will never marry that man. Never!”

Her father rose to his feet and stabbed his forefinger at her. “You most certainly will. He’s a sensible young man with a fine future in store. He and I have agreed, the contract is signed, and your dowry is settled. He plans to take you to San Francisco for your honeymoon.”

She took a step back. “Dowry? How much dowry? 

“I promised him fifteen thousand.”

“So, you’re adding insult after insult and paying him to take me. I feel like an animal on the auction block.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous,” he snapped. “You know that a woman’s dowry is supposed to be put aside for her security. Not that you’ll ever need it with the Venables’ fortune at your fingertips. Declan assured me he’d see you wanted for nothing.”

“Except a decent husband, which he will never be. Oh, he’ll give his wife jewels and fine clothes, but he’ll spend his time gambling and carousing with fancy women. He probably has a mistress.” 

Her father recoiled as if in shock. “Young lady, what do you know of such things?”

Refusing to tell Père that if he read books he’d know what. She extended her arm toward her father in supplication. “Please, Père, you know I’ve never lied to you. Surely you can’t believe him instead of me.”

Père’s voice rose with his temper, “I certainly do believe him.”

“Père, you’re thinking with your pocketbook. Marriage is too important for a bad match. Surely you don’t really want me to spend the rest of my life with a lying cheat.”

“Stop your histrionics before I send for Dr. Newton to sedate you.” Her father puffed up his chest and pointed at the door. “Go to your room. You’ll stay there until you calm down and agree to the wedding.”

Antoinette pivoted and fled, hurrying upstairs before she broke into sobs. How could Père believe Declan over her? Knowing her father didn’t value her and her integrity hurt her deeply. Never had she lied to him. The tears she’d battled escaped to trail down her cheeks. She rushed into her bedroom and closed the door behind her before she noticed her sisters waiting for her.

Sobs overpowered her so she couldn’t speak. Her sisters soothed her, patting her back and hugging her. She could always depend on Capucine and Ottillie. After regaining control, she looked from one sister to the other. 

“I’m so glad to see you. I don’t know what to do. Père and Declan set the wedding in two weeks.” 

She gulped down a sob. “I won’t marry that man. I can’t. Père is treating me like a ... a piece of property, ... like a sofa or a table.” 

Ottilie hugged her. “We were so worried that we eavesdropped until he mentioned dowry, then we hurried up here. You must do something to avoid a marriage to that man.”

Antoinette took a deep breath, sorting her options, as if she had many. “Maman won’t intercede for me, either. She never goes against Père.” She dabbed the moisture from her cheeks with her damp handkerchief. “I’m not sure how I’ll avoid it, but I will not marry Declan Venables.”

Capucine paced the room. “I should hope you won’t marry that lying cheat. Imagine what your life would be like married to him. We’ll help you with whatever you plan.”

Antoinette shivered. “I suppose I’d better mail the letter to that matchmaker. I hope she can help me before the wedding date. Perhaps I should just pack a bag and flee to ...” she shrugged, “I don’t even know where I could hide. Père knows who our friends are. Besides, I don’t want to put anyone in a difficult position.”

Capucine stopped pacing. “I’ll take your letter to the matchmaker tomorrow and ask how quickly she can find you a truly suitable husband. After all, you don’t want to marry unless you can trust your groom.”

Ottilie clapped her hands. “That’s a good idea, sister. I’ll go, too. Surely if we explain the situation to the matchmaker, we can urge her to fast action.”

Antoinette sniffled and smiled at her sisters as she dabbed away tears. “Thank you both. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 

She realized if she became a mail order bride, she might travel far away. Dropping onto a chair, she broke into tears again. “We’ve never been apart. How will I survive without you two?”

Antoinette hardly slept at all that night. The next morning, as soon as suitable, her sisters left home, supposedly to shop and visit a friend. Meanwhile, waiting in her room, time passed slowly. 

She tried reading, but closed the book when she realized she couldn’t concentrate on the story—not even with her freakish memory that recalled anything she read or heard. After trying to nap, she gave up quickly. When she’d straightened her bedspread, she stood at her window watching birds and squirrels in the garden. Usually she found the scene relaxing, but she could only think of her sisters and what they might learn.

Near noon, her mother came to her room. Phoebe Fournier was not alone. With a large box in her arms, she nodded to Sally, the maid accompanying her. “Set it on the dressing table.”

Sally carried a tray containing a glass of milk and a plate holding a sandwich and a large slice of lemon cake. She set the tray where the mistress had indicated and backed out of the room, daring to send Antoinette a sympathetic glance.

With care, Maman laid the box on the bed. Maman was a beautiful woman, but she was not a deep thinker. In fact, she appeared only to think of fashions and social events—and whatever Père told her to believe.

“Antoinette, dear, I had cook make you a light lunch. Père insists you stay in here until you agree with his plans.”

“Thank you, Maman. I admit I’m quite hungry since I missed breakfast, but not enough to marry Declan Venables.” She bit into the thick ham sandwich before her mother could change her mind and snatch it away from her.

Maman preened in front of the mirror before turning to Antoinette. “The box contains my wedding dress. I thought you might like to try it on and see if you wish to wear it for your wedding.”

“I’d love to when the time comes that I marry, but I can’t do as Père wishes.” 

Maman continued preening, adjusting a lock of hair or smoothing her dress. “You know your father is only thinking of your welfare. Men know so much more about these things than we women do.”

Antoinette paused eating and stared at her mother. Long ago she’d realized Maman was not an intelligent woman, but she’d never doubted her mother’s honesty. “Do you really believe that? After seeing how my dress was ripped from top to my waist, can you tell me in all truth that you believe the ridiculous cufflink story?”

Her mother didn’t meet her gaze. “Your father said Mr. Venables’ explanation was quite satisfactory. I depend on your father to navigate our lives for us and so should you. There can be only one captain, you know.”

Antoinette muttered, “Hmph. Now you understand why there are mutinies at sea.”

Maman gasped. “Antoinette Esme Fournier, don’t be flippant. Your father is a successful businessman who provides a wonderful life for us. He’s aware of business and the ways of the world.”

“Oh, Maman, I appreciate that Père provides very well for us. But, Père is aware Declan Venables’s father is one of his best clients. I’m sorry for you if you’re willing to sell out when your own daughter’s welfare is at stake. I sincerely hope you won’t do the same for my sisters.”

Her mother’s head came up and her narrowed eyes sparked. “I resent your implications, young lady. I haven’t ‘sold out’ where you’re concerned. Your father is best-suited by far to make these decisions for our family.”

Chin held up, Antoinette shook her head. “No, not if he thinks I should wed Declan Venables. Declan is a lying womanizer. His father ordered him to marry a respectable woman or be cut out of the will. My misfortune is that he chose me. Don’t think for a minute he would be faithful or a good husband.”

Her mother swished to the door. “Your father has talked to Mr. Venables at length and he believes Mr. Venables is eager to settle down. You are being miss-ish and stubborn. Gaspard is right to insist you remain here in your room until you come to your senses.” She departed, closing the door firmly behind her. 

After finishing her sandwich, cake, and milk, Antoinette opened the box her mother had left. The dress was ivory silk taffeta. She would love to wear it for her wedding—even if it happened in a log church in the back of nowhere. But, she didn’t have room in her suitcase for anything she’d wear only once.

She pulled the suitcase from under her bed and set it on the duvet. She’d dared take only one piece of luggage from the box room in case someone noticed. Heart breaking, she packed the case and closed the lid. She didn’t know when or where she’d go, but she would have to leave soon. Her father would never back down—and neither would she. 

The scandal at the ball and her parents’ lack of support had stabbed her as deeply as any dagger could. She supposed she still loved them, but would never think of them in the same way after this. A month earlier, she would not have believed this situation possible. But four nights ago, tragedy struck in the form of Declan Venables, the rat. 

With a deep sigh, she hugged her arms and resumed pacing. It seemed her sisters had been gone for days. When would they return? 

***
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Three weeks earlier, Harrigan Springs, Texas

Exhaustion drained Sidney Garton. If the weekly poker game wasn’t held in his storeroom, he would have begged off tonight. Some weeks as many as six guests gathered for cards and camaraderie, but tonight only his three best friends joined him. He discarded the nine of diamonds, then realized he’d ruined his four-of-a-kind hand. 

He groaned and smacked his forehead with the palm of his hand. “Aw, my mind must have taken off without telling me.”

Keith Martin, the banker, laid down his cards, a full house. “Saw you were run off your feet today. Why don’t you get someone to help in the store?”

“Frankly, I can’t afford it.” He exhaled deeply and tossed his cards on the table. “Even with your recent purchases, for which I thank you,” He grinned and nodded in a mock bow, “I owe your bank a tidy sum. Not sure how long it’ll take to recover from the remodeling I’ve done in the store and the living quarters, refurbishing the warehouse, and adding stock. Guess I got carried away.”

Levi Iverson, blacksmith and entrepreneur, leaned forward. “I still say you need to send for a mail order bride. She could help you in the store plus cook and clean for you and be a good companion. I’m sure glad I have Maeve.”

Sid scrubbed a hand across his face. “Aw, Bethany was a part of my life so long—you know we met as toddlers and grew up together. I can’t picture any other woman taking her place.”

Levi sent him a sympathetic glance, but pressed on, “Sid, it’s been two years since she passed. We all thought a lot of her, but she wouldn’t want you to be alone for the rest of your life.”

Keith leaned back in his chair and stretched his arms. “Levi’s right. Time to move on, find a wife, and start your family. There’s no one here for you, so contact a matchmaker.

Sid exhaled and confessed, “Have to admit I want children and a good mother for them. Aw, I wouldn’t know what to say to a matchmaker or even which one to use.”

Levi pressed his point, “There’s one in New Orleans that I’ve heard is discriminating. If Maeve hadn’t appeared, I was going to use this Mrs. Devereaux when I decided to marry. She’s sure to match your interests and requirements.” He grinned and pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and shoved ot at Sid. “I just happen to have her name and specifics.” 

Sid pocketed the note and glared at his friend. “What a coincidence you just happened to have the address with you.”

Sheriff Jesse Cameron, who’d come to Texas from Scotland, rested his elbows on the table. “They are right, Sid. I donnae ken how I ever got along without Rosalin. A good wife would be verra helpful.” His blue eyes twinkled mischievously. “She would keep your bed warm as well. Winter is coming, you ken.” His Scots brogue was thick, a sign of fatigue or anger. 

Sid knew it had to be fatigue. They enjoyed their weekly card game, but tonight all four appeared tired. He considered Levi’s suggestion, one that the blacksmith had made the previous week. The advice had set Sid thinking. He accepted the idea as sound—if he got a helpful wife. 

“Your wives are each perfect for you. How could I be certain I’d get the right woman and not a shrew?”

Keith’s wide smile lighted his face. “No chance of getting anyone as perfect as Elliana is for me. Still, you can come close if you’ll get busy and apply. Write down exactly what qualities you want so the matchmaker knows who to recommend and the prospective bride knows what’s expected before she accepts. Then, there’ll be no confusion or misunderstanding. If you’re quick, she could be here for Christmas.”

After jotting down their suggestions and adding several of his own, he composed a letter while the other three men chatted. He wrote so quickly he’d have to redo the letter even if they didn’t suggest changes. 

“All right, how does this sound?”

Dear Prospective Bride,

My name is Sidney Garton and I own Garton’s Mercantile in Harrigan Springs, in the Hill Country of Central Texas. We have a mild climate. Our small town is the county seat, and has a good variety of businesses. The area is peaceful due to our excellent sheriff.

Friends call me Sid. I’m 29 and have been a widower for two years. My hair is brown with some gray already showing, my eyes are grayish blue, and I stand three inches over six feet. My home is above the store, and has three bedrooms, a parlor, a dining room, and a kitchen with a breakfast area. A wide balcony at the back of the rooms overlooks the warehouse and grounds, which are not particularly attractive. The view also includes the Medina River and woods behind that. I find it restful and pleasant to sit there some evenings in good weather. An outside staircase provides access from the boardwalk to the living area. Indoor steps lead from the kitchen to the store’s back storeroom.

My disposition is even and pleasant, and I am slow to anger. I never have over two drink of beer or one of whiskey. I am protective of women and children, and would never mistreat my wife. In my business dealings, I am honest, and believe I am well respected. 

Harrigan Springs has one church that serves all denominations. I attend regularly, and I participate in church activities. I enjoy reading a variety of books. My friends and I play cards one night a week, but we play for pennies with no high stakes allowed. I don’t hunt or fish, but I enjoy walks along the riverside and in the copse of woods. Several evenings a week I ride my horse, Blackjack, for an hour or so. Harrigan Springs is a friendly town and has many opportunities for socializing.

What I hope for in a wife is that she cooks our meals and manages the household, but also assists me in the store when needed—which would be quite a bit of the time. I hope my wife will be intelligent with a pleasant disposition and a good sense of humor. My hope is we would have several children. As you can see, I desire a wife who will not only be my helpmate, but will be my partner throughout our lives. 

Yours truly

Sidney Pearson Garton

Harrigan Springs, Texas

Keith shook his head. “I don’t think you should have included the part about our card games. She won’t believe you’re not a gambler.”

Sid pointed the pencil at his banker friend. “I want her to know I have a night out occasionally.”

Levi stretched out a hand, palm toward Sid. “I think you should leave it in so she knows you have friends and do something besides the store and church.”

Jesse rubbed his chin. “You ought to take out that line about me as sheriff.”

Sid shook his head. “Can’t do it, Jesse. You know it’s true. Besides, she may have heard exaggerated stories about Texas and the Wild West. Need to reassure her.”

Jesse leaned forward and rested his elbows on the card table again. “Aye, she probably has, mayhap even read some of the dime novels and fears she will be scalped or robbed or shot.” He leaned back and the mischevious twinkle returned to his eyes. “All right, you rascal, I will give you a letter of recommendation. Perhaps the preacher will as well, though he might hesitate to stretch the truth.” 

Sid gave the sheriff a mocking glance. “Thanks a lot for your words of confidence.” He raised his eyebrows at Keith. “I imagine a letter from the banker stating my good character would make a good impression.”

Eyes as filled with mischief as the sheriff, Keith spread his hands palm out as if in resignation. “All right, Sid, I’ll lie and say you’re a good man.”

Sid grimaced. “Good friends are a blessing. Or so I’ve heard.” 

His friends laughed.
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Chapter Two
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Antoinette paced the floor until she was certain she’d walked miles. When she heard her sisters chattering downstairs, she rushed to press her ear against her door. Fighting her impatience, she heard them going through their usual routine when they returned from visiting friends, regaling Maman with the latest gossip. Finally, their soft treads on the stairs announced they approached. She moved near the bed.

Capucine opened the door and slipped inside. Her face glowed and her dark eyes sparkled with excitement. “How are you? We stopped by the bakery and got you these.” She handed over a small bag.

Antoinette opened the sack and inhaled the luscious aroma. She found two tea cakes and two croissants. “Thank you. Père plans to starve me, but Maman did bring me a sandwich, a slice of cake, and a glass of milk.” Antoinette shrugged a shoulder. “She only did it to try and talk me into agreeing with Père.”

She set aside the bakery bag and grabbed her sister’s hands. “I’m dying of curiosity. What did you learn?” 

Capucine squeezed her fingers. “The matchmaker, Mrs. Devereaux, has the perfect man, but he lives in Central Texas. That isn’t far, is it?” 

Antoinette pictured a map in her mind. Never having traveled outside of the area, she had trouble visualizing distances. Her schooling at Miss Robichaux’s Academy for Exceptional Young Ladies had emphasized etiquette, grace, posture, entertaining, languages, and the arts—training to become a wife for a successful businessman. History, geography, science, and mathematics received only cursory attention.

She tilted her head in thought. “I don’t suppose it is ... Texas and Louisiana adjoin one another.”

Ottilie slipped into the bedroom dragging a small trunk and carrying a valise. “I had to wait until our brother went downstairs. Are you willing to leave right away?” Her voice betrayed her excitement as she set down the luggage. 

Antoinette gestured to her suitcase. “Of course I can, and the sooner the better.” She seized the trunk and opened it. “I’m so glad you came to my rescue. There are things I wanted to pack but had no more room.” She started by moving several things from the suitcase to the trunk to make room for the wedding dress in her suitcase. As she added things, she said, “Now, tell me everything that the matchmaker said and what you said.”

Capucine took a deep breath. “She’s really very nice and quite sympathetic. Apparently, either she knows Declan or has heard of him. She didn’t explain why, but clearly she does not like him.”

Ottilie set the valise on the bed and opened it. “If you can be ready, there’s a train leaving late tonight.” Her face crumpled in sadness. “Oh, Antoinette, I hate the thought of your going away, but Père will never back down.”

“No, he made it clear he won’t change his mind.” Antoinette packed the trunk and moved a few things from the suitcase to the valise. Now she could carry the smaller case and check the other two. 

Her aching heart eased with the knowledge she would be free of Père’s unreasonable demands. At the same time, she wondered what kind of man the matchmaker had chosen. What if she traveled to meet him only to learn she didn’t like him?

Capucine glanced at the door. “How can you get the luggage and yourself out of this room and the house?”

“I worried about that. Père is a sound sleeper, so I might be able to slip out during the night. Or, I thought you might bring me a rope. I could lower the luggage out the window and then climb down the rope.”

Ottillie laid a hand on Antoinette’s arm. “You’d break your neck.” She gasped and her face displayed she’d had an idea. “Père and Maman are going to the Moreau’s for dinner this evening. Oh, I’m glad they’re going out. Sally is going to visit her sister, so she won’t be here. Cook goes to bed early but I don’t think she would hear us from her room anyway. If Maman and Père leave early enough, we can get you to the matchmaker’s to pick up your ticket and sign her contract.”

Antoinette froze. “Contract? What kind of contract? What does it say?”

Capucine gave a dismissive flick of her wrist. “Nothing complicated. You have to agree to use the ticket and cash to go to the groom. If you decide against marrying him, you have to repay the money.” 

Ottillie’s usual sweet expression changed to outrage. “She told us that some women pretend to be interested in a man and then keep the money and change the ticket for cash, never intending to go to the groom. Isn’t that mean?”

Shocked by her sister’s explanation, Antoinette snapped the valise closed. “How terrible that someone would take advantage of a lonely man. It’s a crime, I’m sure, but it’s also just plain mean.”

Capucine continued the explanation, “Mrs. Devereau is very respectable and makes certain the women she sends to grooms are genuinely interested in becoming a mail order bride. The grooms have to have references from leaders in their community.”

Antoinette rolled her eyes. “I’m more interested in not becoming Declan’s bride. But, now I understand why the matchmaker requires a contract. I’ll gladly sign in order to escape.” 

Her sisters helped her set the filled luggage pieces on the floor so they were hidden by the bed. Who knew if Père or Maman would come in before they left for the evening? Then, her sisters went to their rooms to wait until Maman and Père had gone to dinner.

Gaspard Junior? What would she do to get around her younger brother? He was the light of Père’s eyes. She loved him, too, but couldn’t see Gaspard Junior going along with her plans. 

Time dragged until Antoinette thought she’d explode if her parents didn’t depart soon. Time after time she debated changing something in her luggage, but then decided what she’d packed was best. Capucine came to tell her that their parents were leaving. Very quietly, she tiptoed down to her father’s study. Her sisters followed. 

The marriage contract with Declan was on Père’s desk, and she quickly grabbed the hateful document. The papers shook in her trembling hands. She could hardly control the emotions warring within her. Shock. Anger. Sorrow.

“Listen to this. Père pledged fifteen thousand dollars to Declan as my dowry. That makes me angry at the same time it hurts deeply. Not only is he insisting I marry that awful Declan, he’s paying him to take me.”

Ottillie patted her shoulder. “But, sister, you know it’s not like that. You’re aware it would be insulting if you were not given a dowry.”

Antoinette turned to her father’s safe, located behind a painting. She swung the painting aside.

Capucine clutched a hand to her throat. “Surely you can’t open Père’s safe?”

“Yes. I saw Père open it once and remember the numbers.”

Ottillie sighed. “I wish I had your memory. You never forget anything you read or see written.”

Antoinette harrumphed. “So people could call you a freak? Remember when my third grade teacher and classmates found out?”

Antoinette carefully turned the dial to the numbers required, then opened the safe. Inside, she found cash, documents, a revolver, and a box of ammunition. She took out the cash, surprised she’d found so much. Carefully, she counted fifteen thousand, then returned the rest to the safe. 

She showed the stack of money to her sisters. “You’re witnesses that I’ve taken only the amount Père offered as my dowry, but no more.”

Capucine touched Antoinette’s arm. “You might need the gun.”

“You’re right, sister. I’ll be traveling unchaperoned. To be secure, I’ll take the revolver in case there are shady men who prey on single women.” Antoinette slipped the ammunition into her pocket, then slid the revolver into a pocket on the other side of her skirt.

The door opened and their sixteen-year-old brother, Gaspard Junior, leaned against the doorjamb. “What’s happening in here?” He straightened and his eyes widened as he stared at the money on the desk. “Hey, did you rob Père’s safe?”

Antoinette pushed the contract toward her brother. “Gaspard, you can see that Père plans my dowry to be fifteen thousand dollars. I’ve taken only that much, but I have no intention of marrying Declan Venables.”

He pushed the paper back toward her. “I should hope not. He’s a blackguard, a womanizer, and a gambler. I heard his father has threatened to cut him out of the will.”

Antoinette sent her brother a puzzled stare. “Aren’t you aware Père is trying to force me to marry Declan?”

“Good grief, no. I knew Père had some scheme in the works, but he didn’t tell me what. I’d have spoken against Declan if I had known. Sure wouldn’t want you wed to the likes of him. Surprised Père does.”

“You forget, Declan’s father is one of Père’s best clients.”

He shook his head. “No reason to pair you with a rotten egg like Declan, especially after what he tried with you at the last ball.”

She laid a hand on his arm. “Thank you, Gaspard.” She had worried that he would try to stop her from leaving until their parents returned home. 

He stuffed his hands into his pants pockets. “So, what are you going to do to get out of the marriage?”

She faced him with determination. “I’m going to become a mail order bride. In fact, I’m leaving tonight before Maman and Père return from dinner and cards at the Moreau’s.”

His eyes widened. “Whoa, sister, that’s a bold move.” He grimaced, then took a step closer. “If you’re committed to that choice, though, I’ll help you any way I can.”

“You will? That would be wonderful of you. Would you bring my trunk and suitcase from my room to the entry foyer?”

“Consider it done.” He pivoted and headed upstairs.

Antoinette carried her dowry. With the revolver and bullets in her skirt pockets she considered herself ready. “I’ll run up and get the valise. Oh, I’ll need my hat, cape, and gloves.”

Ottillie stepped in front of her. “I’ll take care of that. You wait by the door. Go over in your mind what you’ll need and be certain you’ve included the items.”

“Put the cash somewhere secure.” Capucine linked arms with Antoinette. “Oh, sister, this will be our first Christmas apart. Our first everything separated. We’ll miss you so much. I hope Père will come to his senses and let us visit.”

Antoinette released a sad sigh. “I can’t see that happening. He’ll be furious I deserted, especially when he learns I’ve taken my dowry.”

Gaspard Junior bumped down the stairs. “I’ll get you a taxi now.”

“Wait, let me tell you goodbye. Once you’ve summoned the cab, go to your friend Peter’s for the evening. That way, Père can’t be angry with you.”

He glanced from Capucine to Ottillie. “What are you going to do?”

Capucine shrugged. “We’ll take our chances. We can’t go out alone in the evening.”

“I could escort you to the theater. The new musicale variety show has good reviews.”

Capucine gazed at Ottillie. “That sounds like fun. What do you think?”

Ottillie shook her head. “That would be too much of a coincidence for belief. Better brother goes to his friend’s and we stay here.”
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