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      Westhampton, New Jersey, Early spring of 1857…

      

      Beth Harris tried to keep her hands from fidgeting nervously in front of her as she approached her mother’s sewing parlor. She knew what the invitation was about. At last, she raised a fist and knocked.

      “Come in, Elizabeth. Don’t stand outside the door dawdling.”

      Cautiously, Beth stepped inside and approached. “You called for me, Mother?”

      “Of course I called for you.” Her mother sighed and set her stitching hoop down. “So, you’ve turned down yet another proposal for marriage. What’s the reason this time?”

      Beth frowned. Somehow it didn’t seem appropriate to say, “He’s boring and ordinary, and I doubt I could live out my life in such an existence.” No. Not when her mother was scowling at her this way. Instead, she kept silent.

      “You’re approaching twenty-one, Elizabeth. I fear one more refusal and you’ll be thought of as the spinster no one wants.”

      Beth’s shoulders sagged. “But my brothers are all still single. All seven of them, and they’re older than I—”

      “It’s different with men, Elizabeth. You should know that by now.”

      There was a long pause, and her mother leaned back in her chair. “You give me no choice, and since your father is away, the decision falls to me. I’m sending you out west to visit your Uncle Zed and Aunt Lillie in Oregon Territory. Perhaps there you’ll find a man you consider worthy of you.”

      The unfairness of the words stung. She had never considered herself better than the suitors who had come calling. But she kept silent as her mother continued to stare at her.

      “If you’re too much for your Aunt Lillie, I understand there is a ladies’ dormitory there that you might stay in. I’ll send funds with you to get you there and keep you for a while. Be prepared to leave the day after tomorrow.”

      Beth nodded. “All right, Mother.”

      Her mother picked up her sewing again, waving her hand in a move of dismissal.

      “You may go.”

      Outside the door, the enormity of what her mother had said hit her, and a broad smile settled across Beth’s face. She was going west! But she waited until she had turned left at the next hallway before she threw her arms in the air and jumped for joy. Freedom! Uncle Zed and Aunt Lillie had written several times with an invitation for her to come, and she longed to go. But Mother had continued to hold out hopes for the next marriage proposal.

      On her way to her bedroom, she found herself planning what to pack. She wondered what her father would say when he came back from his trip, and suspected he would not be happy about coming home and finding she’d been sent away.

      She’d miss him, and her brothers.

      But as she returned to her bedroom, she found it a beehive of activity. Her trunks were there, and already nearly packed.

      Her mother had wasted no time.
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      Two weeks later…

      Sunday Evening, April 4, 1857

      

      Zedekiah Harris joined his brothers at the end of the street with a nod. As if an army of one, they all turned to face home.

      “What is it Father wants? Have you any idea?” Henry, the youngest of them asked.

      “No. But if he called all of us together, it must be important.”

      The rest of them nodded, but no one spoke a word until they moved up the walk.  Zed glanced up toward the front window, where the butler stood, stoic, watching them. By the time Zed reached the door, it was opened without so much as causing a hesitation in his steps.

      “Evening, Bows.”

      “Evening, sirs. Your father awaits you in his study.”

      Turning to the right, Zed led the way down the hall. There was light in his father’s study spilling out into the hallway. But instead of being warm and inviting as usual, it seemed cold.

      He stepped inside.

      “Father. How was your trip to New York?”

      Benjamin Harris waited until all of his sons stood in front of him at attention. “Zed. And the answer is,” his father said, “I wish I’d stayed there.”

      Zed frowned. His father’s usual jovial expression had been replaced with a haggard look.

      “I suppose you’re all wondering why I asked you here. I’ll make it short. While I was away in New York, your mother, in her infinite wisdom,” he uttered the words with sarcasm Zed couldn’t help but notice, “sent your sister Elizabeth on a stage journey all the way across the country to stay with my eldest brother and his wife in Salem. At this moment, she is God knows where, on a stage between the east and the west coast. According to your mother, she was sent away not long after I left. Even the telegraph hasn’t reached some areas there, so aside from taking a stage and going after her,” he added with a distinct frown, “there is no way to make sure she arrives safely. Even a post can take months, provided it gets there. So,” he paused, “What does this mean to you? It means an arduous journey. It also means you may have to bring her back against her will. Elizabeth is an adventuress; I have always known that. Who among you is willing to go?”

      Zed raised a hand. “I will, Father.”

      Next to him, Obadiah nodded. “West? Of course I’ll go.”

      Jacob was next. “You may depend upon me, Father.”

      “Absolutely,” said Ezekiel, the next in line.

      “Just say the word, sir,” added Littleton.

      Isaac looked at the rest of his brothers. “Yes sir.”

      “Not without me.” Henry was the last of the seven to speak.

      Zed eyed his father, expecting him to pick out the eldest three, but he didn’t.

      “I knew you wouldn’t fail me. All right. Here’s what I want you to do.” He glanced down the line from eldest to youngest. “First. Find her. Make sure she has arrived safely. Keep up with the newspapers. Listen to the local gossip between here and there for news of stage robberies. See that she’s arrived. Then, observe her. Make sure she’s happy there. Next, verify she’s staying with my brother and his wife. Your mother argues the existence of a dormitory for young ladies there. However, I prefer your sister not live anywhere but with family. Understood?”

      Zed glanced down the line before answering. “Understood, sir.”

      There was a silence. “And if,” his father said again, “you arrive to find that she is happy, healthy, and safe, you’re not to interfere. If you do not find her so, I’ll expect you to bring her back. Continue to observe her for a while. I’ll send enough funds with you to pay for the trip, including meals and hotels. But if,” his gaze moved to Henry, “you desire to visit the gaming halls, you’ll need to bring your own money for that.” Now his gaze was on Ezekiel and Isaac, “And if you desire to partake of other pleasures, you’re to use your own funds. Zed will be in charge of the money, so you’re sure to have enough to get back home.”

      Obadiah broke the following silence. “And why,” he asked, “did Mother send her away?”

      Zed waited for his father’s response, wondering for a moment if he wasn’t going to give it. But a sigh escaped, and his father put a hand to his head. “It seems your sister refused yet another suitor. Your mother didn’t tell me who it was this time. But it doesn’t matter. To send Elizabeth away without consulting me…” He shook his head. “As I said, if you find her well and happy, leave her, and come home. I will reward you. As her father, I want to be assured she’s safe.”

      “Yes, Father. You may count on us.” Zed said quietly.

      “We won’t let you down, sir.” Obadiah acknowledged.

      The rest of them gave an affirmative nod as they filed out silently. Bows opened the door with a nod, and they moved down the street in the direction from which they had come. Henry was the last to follow, but as they made a move to disperse, Obadiah turned to him.

      “I don’t see any point in you going,” he said to Henry. “You may get into a poker game and get us all shot. Or lose everything we have.”

      Henry, the youngest, but by no means the shortest, looked down on Obadiah.

      “I rarely lose, brother. And I’ll take my own money for gaming. You’re jealous because you haven’t my skill at cards.”

      “Not so.”

      Zed stepped in and leaned forward. “Henry is a Harris. He’s as capable of making his own decisions as the rest of us.”

      Henry’s shoulders straightened. “Zed’s right, brother. And if you’re going, I’m going. But you heard what Father said. We’re not to interfere unless we perceive she’s unhappy or unsafe.”

      “We’ll do what we think believe is right, Henry.” Obadiah’s voice was harsh. “If you can’t handle it, stay home.”

      Zed turned to face Obadiah. “Leave him be. As I said, he’s a Harris. However, I will say this. Henry, if you lose all your money at cards, I won’t bail you out. Zeke and Isaac, neither of you can hold your liquor worth a damn. As Father said, if you’re going to drink, bring your own money for it.”

      “We hold ours a sight better than you do, brother.”

      Zed ignored the comment. It was true, but now wasn’t the time to argue. He glanced around them for prying eyes, and not seeing any turned back.

      “And one more thing. If I go all the way across the country on a venture to find her, I will be bringing her home. In her own best interest.”

      “But why would Mother send her—” Henry spoke up.

      “This is not about Mother.” Zed’s voice was firm. “We’re all aware of what she’s like. It’s about what Father’s asked of us. I’m telling you now, if I make the journey, I’ll bring her home. Agreed?”

      There was a silence. Finally, they each nodded and voiced their agreement.

      All except Henry. As they all waited, he looked each of them in the eye.

      “I don’t agree. It seems to me we should follow Father’s wishes.”

      Zed’s mouth lifted in a half-smile. He’d always encouraged Henry to speak his mind. “All right,” he said. “You’re welcome to come. And you’re welcome to disagree. As long as you don’t interfere.”

      Henry stared back at him.

      “I may not interfere, but I’ll express my opinion whenever and however I wish.”
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      Outside Salem, June 26, 1957…

      Beth leaned back against the leather seat of the coach. She and Allie had become fast friends, and she’d enjoyed listening to Allie’s tales of her brothers. Ten-year-old Danny seemed as if he would be fun. But Joe, the eldest, sounded like someone Beth had a strong desire to meet. Would she have the chance? She hoped so. Would he appear as if he belonged out here, or look like an Easterner misplaced?

      The journey had seen some excitement, although not as much as she’d anticipated. When she left home, she’d half expected to see a stage robbery. But there weren’t any.

      The only excitement had come a good way into the journey. They had made it to Santa Fe and were leisurely having breakfast one morning at the hotel when a man approached them, handing them a newspaper. Beth had looked over Allie’s shoulder, reading.

      Attempted kidnapping near Santa Fe Stage.

      Authorities confirm an attempted kidnapping of a twenty-year-old woman in front of the Santa Fe Stage Depot yesterday afternoon. Witnesses report a man came up from behind her after she emerged from the ticket office and prepared to step out into the street. He tried to take her and she began screaming. Several citizens began pursuit, and shots were fired…

      The girl had resembled Allie, and the man handing them the news had remarked on it. Beth had been quite happy to get on the road again and away, but she’d gotten a good look at the drawing of the culprit. The most noticeable thing about him was the curl in the center of his forehead. Since then, however, she’d kept a close eye out for other news. But there didn’t seem to be any. The rest of the journey had been uneventful except for the heart attack of their driver outside Corvallis. But Allie had brought the stage in safely, if a little fast.

      Her mind, however, kept revisiting the idea of meeting Allie’s brother. Briefly, she wondered if he had a curl in the middle of his forehead, and a sudden giggle escaped. She glanced over at Allie, glad she hadn’t awakened.

      They were about to arrive, however, without seeing a single stage robbery.

      It was almost over now. The journey had been one she might never make again in her lifetime. But what a journey it had been!

      The next time she opened her eyes, it was to see the sign that said Salem Stage Depot.

      After months of traveling, they were finally here.
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      There at last…

      “Ho there, Bethy!” The voice of her Uncle Zed caused her to turn.

      “Uncle Zed!” Beth flew across the street and into his arms, and he lifted her off her feet, swinging her around in a circle.

      “Your Aunt Lillie is waiting impatiently for you,” he said, motioning to the two-story house across the street.

      It was true. Aunt Lillie was waving from the house across the street. Beth gave Allie a hug and a promise of meeting again soon, and hurried over.

      It had been a long time since Beth had seen them. Uncle Zed had not seemed to change much, aside from growing a little broader through the shoulders. Aunt Lillie’s appearance, however, shocked her. She’d grown frail and lost weight. Beth picked up her skirts and ran.

      Lillie had the front door open when she reached the house.

      “Oh, Bethy, you can’t imagine how good it is to see you! Come inside. We’ve been looking forward to your coming, and I’ve just made dessert. When did you last eat? How have you been? How’s the family? How old is your brother Zed now?”

      Beth let out a giggle at the peppering of her aunt’s questions. But she also noticed the faster Lillie spoke and the more excited she became, her coloring grew almost gray. What was wrong?

      “I’ve been sitting all day, Aunt Lillie. You sit down and let me serve it, all right?”

      “Absolutely not, honey. I’m here to take care of you. What a journey you’ve had! Would you like some milk with it? We’ll have supper soon. Did Zed tell you there’s a dance tomorrow night? Zed says you must go. Every man in town will be there. Did you say you’d like some milk?”

      “Yes, ma’am, but can I—”

      “No, honey. I’ll get it. My, you’ve grown since I saw you last.”

      Beth watched, helpless, as her aunt puttered around the kitchen, her color growing increasingly pale.

      “Please, Aunt Lillie. Sit down, and—and let me tell you about the journey.”

      Lillie finally sat, after pouring the milk, and allowed Beth to talk. The longer she sat, the better her color became, and Beth became encouraged. But something was obviously wrong.

      It was a good thing she’d arrived when she did. Aunt Lillie needed help.

      

      Beth cornered her uncle that evening after Lillie was in bed.

      “Uncle Zed,” she said softly, keeping her voice low. “Aunt Lillie—”

      “Yes. I figured you’d notice as soon as you arrived, even though you were a little girl when you last saw her. The doctor says it’s her heart. It’s grown weak.”

      “Is there nothing they can do for it?”

      He shook his head sadly. “I offered to take her wherever she needed to go. The doctor here sent her to see a specialist at Sacramento. He said there was nothing they could do for it except to keep her comfortable, and let her do what she enjoys.”

      “But this afternoon she became so pale… and she refused to allow me to do anything.”

      Zed ran his fingers through his thinning hair. “Yes, but I’ve found that if I insist she rest, she gets frustrated because she can’t do what she wants, and her breathing seems to suffer more. Lillie is a force to be reckoned with, Bethy. You’ll see that the longer you’re here.”

      Beth gave a heavy sigh. “And yet my being here causes her extra work. Especially if she won’t let me help. Do you think she would listen if I tried to talk to her about this?”

      “You can try, but I doubt it will do much good.” He rose. “Did Lillie show you where your room is?”

      “Yes. She prepared everything for me. I’m so sorry, Uncle Zed. I expected she would let me help. I had no idea my coming would be such a burden on her.”

      He stopped at the doorway. “Don’t be. She’s been looking forward to your coming, and she’s so happy you’re here. So am I. Night, Bethy. Rest from your journey.”

      Beth watched him go, thinking how much he seemed to have aged since she’d last seen him. The vivid, dancing blue eyes she remembered were now more gray than blue. He was still robust and strong, but obviously extremely worried.

      It didn’t matter that she’d had no choice in coming. Her presence was a problem here, there was no doubt of it. She considered briefly about buying another stage ticket and going back east after a few days, but she’d looked at her funds this morning. She had a small amount left, but not enough to get back home. She sat in the drawing room for a while, alone, before wearily putting one foot in front of the other and going upstairs to her room. One thing was certain, however.

      She couldn’t stay here.
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      Saturday, June 27, 1857…

      

      Beth spent the day trying to talk with Aunt Lillie about letting her take over the housework. Uncle Zed, however, had been right. Lillie might be small, but she was mighty. She’d insisted Beth go to the dance, but Beth agreed only on one condition; that she could fill her own bathtub with hot water. Lillie disagreed, and Zed finally took it out of their hands and within a few minutes he had the tub filled himself, and ordered Lillie to rest. Beth wondered if everything she insisted on doing was going to be such a fight.

      She had one frock left that was still clean, in a pastel blue. She put it on, and was staring at her reflection in the mirror when Aunt Lillie appeared behind her.

      “Come with me, Bethy. I have something for you.”

      “Are you sure you feel like—”

      “Oh, stop, Bethy. I’m all right. Zed just likes to hover, that’s all. I keep telling him to go on to the dance with you. I remember how much you hate going into a crowded room by yourself.”

      Beth followed her aunt into the spare room, listening to her huffing and puffing. She’d already learned Aunt Lillie was as determined as ever to remain the hostess. She bit her lip as she listened to her aunt’s difficult breathing.

      “Really, I’m not as shy as I used to be,” she said softly.

      Lillie stood up straight and stared at her. “Liar,” she said, shaking her head. “Now. Here it is.” Turning back to the wardrobe, she reached inside. When she straightened, she held a large blue satin hat in one hand, a pair of white gloves in the other. “Here. Try the gloves on first.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Beth smiled and took them, sliding them onto her hands. Did she really need white gloves for a town dance? Lille seemed so determined, she couldn’t afford to say no.

      “Now, come to the mirror and try the hat.”

      Beth obeyed. The hat was outrageous, and she tightened her lips to keep from laughing. She had to admit, however, the color matched her gown perfectly. The feathers on it were even still white, despite the fact that they were slightly wilted.

      Aunt Lillie clasped her hands to her chest. “Oh, Bethy. You’re just beautiful. Your uncle Zed will be so proud of you. I keep telling him to go, but he won’t. As much as he loves to dance…” she shook her head before clapping her hands. “See if you can get him to dance at least once before he comes back, hm? He loves it so.”

      Beth eyed her aunt. “Perhaps I should stay with you, Aunt Lillie, and let Uncle Zed go—”

      “Oh! He’d never agree to that, Bethy. Besides, you need the gentlemen in town to lay eyes on you.” Lillie was beaming. “Go, now. Zed will be in the drawing room waiting.”

      Beth studied her, “Are you sure I—”

      “Go. When you get home, you can tell me all about it.”

      There was no use arguing. Beth leaned down to give her aunt a kiss on the cheek and hastened down the stairs.

      “You’ll be the prettiest gal there, Bethy.” Uncle Zed’s voice brought her back to the present. “Here,” he said, an enormous smile crossing his face. “I picked you some flowers.”

      Beth reached for them. “Thank you, Uncle Zed.” It was hard to keep from grinning. He’d gripped the stems in his big hands until the flowers were struggling to keep their petals. She took them and stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. “I’m ready. But honestly, I could stay here and let you go…”

      He was already shaking his head. “Dances are for introducing young ladies to gents. How will you ever expect to meet a husband if you stay in the house? Besides, Lillie wouldn’t have it. I expect she already told you so.”

      “She did, yes.”

      He led her down the street on the wooden walk. They passed the dormitory for ladies, and she glanced at the sign on the door that said, “Inquire about lodging inside. Mrs. Adelia Baldwin, Caretaker.”

      “Almost there, Bethy. We have to cross. Mind where you step.”

      She looked down. He was right. The afternoon showers had left muddy spots in the street, and she was forced to pick her way across to get to the dance hall. A banner was draped across the front of the building that said, Dance Tonight. She found herself wishing she’d worn boots instead of slippers under her gown.

      They were there.

      Beth took a deep breath, suddenly realizing she was hanging on to his arm. As they crossed the threshold, she glanced around the large room.

      To her left was a long table holding glass cups and napkins; it looked as if they might be preparing to have refreshments there. Was she early? A few musicians stood at the far end holding instruments; a few violins and a guitar or two.

      On the other side, however, several ladies were standing, some seated on benches next to the walls, watching her with interest.

      She suddenly wished she hadn’t come. Lillie was right, Beth hated coming into a room full of strangers. Two of the girls there seemed to be pointing at her hat and giggling. One stared at her coldly. A tall woman, apparently in her late twenties or early thirties sent a smile her way. Grateful Uncle Zed was with her, she still desperately wished she could go back home.

      As if knowing her thoughts, he spoke. “Oh, no you don’t. I can tell what you’re thinking. Lillie would never forgive me if I let you miss the dance. Besides, I need to check on her. I’ll be back to get you later.” Uncle Zed leaned down to kiss her cheek, and before she had a chance to protest, he disappeared through the door.

      She watched him go with a gulp before turning and looking once more around the room, unsure what she was supposed to do. Should she go and sit down next to the other ladies? They certainly didn’t seem to invite her presence. The older woman who had smiled at her was busy now in conversation.

      She clasped her gloved hands in front of her, holding the flowers. Would Allie be here? She desperately hoped so. If not, she’d have to find a way to sneak back home and make an excuse for not staying.

      Another sound of laughter came from the wall on her right, she glanced over to see a girl chuckling at the dilapidated flowers in her hand. Beth looked down. They were rather sad. If they hadn’t been badly crushed in her uncle’s grasp, they certainly were in her own. She edged slightly closer to the door, wondering if it was possible to get away.

      It was then that the lovely sound of a familiar voice reached her. Before she could stop herself, she turned and rushed forward.

      “Allie!”

      Allie turned, her face full of delight.
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      Joe Castle had already introduced his little sister to half the people there; he knew her head was probably spinning. When she wandered into the crowd, he let her go. Allie had never met a stranger. He looked toward her, then past her, and his breath caught.

      Near the doorway was a young woman. She was slowly edging toward the opening, looking as if she might be planning an escape. Where was her escort? He glanced around her. The hall was full of men, many of them staring at her with greedy eyes. Indeed, she looked as if she was ready for flight now.

      He moved closer. She carried a small bouquet of white flowers, but they were grasped tightly and looked as if the life was being choked out of them. She had on a blue dress that was the exact blue of her eyes, and a matching blue hat covered with white feathers. He found himself tilting his head downward to see her hair. It looked dark; the exact color he couldn’t tell.

      When he heard a girl’s giggle from his left, his blue-eyed young woman turned to see who it was. Joe’s mouth grew flat. It was Jenny Spade. She was pointing at the young woman’s hat and laughing.

      Tightness built in his chest as he saw the reaction of the girl in the doorway. Her blue eyes grew wider, then slightly sad, and she took yet another step toward the entrance.

      Feeling the urge to do something, he strode toward her to stop her exit.   Suddenly, she spotted his sister, and moved slightly away from the door.

      He relaxed, watching.

      “Allie!”

      He stared. What a delightful voice she had. He stayed just far enough away to keep an eye on her as Allie threw her arms around her neck. Relieved, he watched her move another step or two away from the entrance.

      So, she wouldn’t be leaving after all. Good.

      Allie was looking around the room, suddenly. “I’m sorry, Bethy. I’d hoped to introduce you.”

      Was that disappointment that clouded the lovely young woman’s eyes? She was shaking her head now, and an auburn curl fell over one shoulder.

      “No, it’s all right. I was just hoping to meet him, that’s all, since you spoke so highly of him on the trip.”

      He realized who she was now. She was Allie’s friend Elizabeth. He took a step towards them. Both girls were turned away now, but from the corner of his eye, he saw Jenny rise from her seat and move in his direction.

      From behind them, he spoke. “Looking for someone?”

      They both jumped and turned. Those blue eyes he’d been admiring since the moment he’d first seen her were mesmerizing. He was unable to help himself. He was grinning at her expression.

      Allie’s eyes were sparkling as she glanced from him to Elizabeth. She was saying something, but for the life of him he barely heard anything except the words Beth Harris. The young woman gazed upward, her mouth slightly open, but her voice seemed to be absent.

      “Miss Harris,” he spoke, keeping his voice deep. “You shared a stage all the way from Philadelphia with my sister? My utmost apologies, Miss.”

      Allie smacked his arm. But it was Beth’s expression which surprised him. Those gorgeous eyes flashed with blue flame as she suddenly found her voice.

      “Apologies… not accepted, Mr. Castle. I admire Allie,” she paused to moisten those luscious lips, “more than anyone I know. She saved our lives on the way here.”

      He watched as she continued speaking, fighting the urge to take her into his arms and silence those lips with his.

      “Yes, I heard about that.” He realized he was showing amusement, when she blinked, and shook her head, causing the curls to bounce.

      “Then—then…” She paused. “Then, behave yourself.”

      Joe was no longer amused. His smile disappeared, and a brow rose, warning taking the place of mirth.

      She seemed to realize it too, and her hand flew to her mouth. Allie reached for her arm to lead her away a few steps.

      Beth glanced back at him, her eyes large and penitent, before turning back toward Allie. Their voices were lost, but Beth’s shoulders seemed to sag.

      Allie was shaking her head, and Beth was looking sorrowfully down at the floor. On his right, he saw Jenny slowly approaching. But she stopped suddenly as Miss Harris turned toward him from his left. He pivoted slowly on his heel, giving her an expression of warning.

      She barely met his eyes before lowering her gaze. “Mr. Castle, I,” She spoke in a whisper. Nervously tracing her lips with her tongue, she tried again. “I apologize. I should never have…” Another pause.

      “Quite right, young lady. And I never expect it to happen again.”

      She looked down and turned as if to move away from him.

      Joe encircled her wrist, bringing her closer. When she looked up, her expression was wary. He lifted his mouth on one side and took the flowers from her hands. She’d been clasping them so tightly the palms of her white gloves bore telltale greenish stains. She gasped when she saw them.

      Joe removed the blue hat from her and set it on the shelf above her head. Her hair was an auburn color that complemented the fairness of her skin perfectly. The flowers, he looked at. With a brief glance at Jenny, who was still scowling at Beth, he held out the flowers.

      “Miss Spade, would you mind holding these while I take this young lady for a dance?”

      Jenny’s mouth fell open. She stared as he pressed the flowers into her hands and drew Beth out onto the dance floor, his arm about her waist.

      “That was mean,” she whispered, with an apologetic glance backward at Jenny.

      “No more so than the way she was treating you this evening when I first saw you. I noticed you trying to sneak your way back out of the dance hall. Where’s your Uncle Zed? He usually loves these things.”

      “He went back to stay with Aunt Lillie. I tried to get him to come and let me stay with her.” She shook her head. “They both refused.”

      “I see. So, they both wanted you to come to meet gentlemen.” He was grinning now.

      “Yes. Something like that.” Her face began to grow crimson, and he stopped. Lifting one of her small hands in his, then the other, he removed her white gloves and tucked them into his pocket. By the time he finished, her face was completely scarlet.

      “Don’t worry, young lady. I won’t completely disrobe you.”

      Her demeanor was incredulous now.

      “You,” he said softly, “are adorable when you’re bewildered. I think perhaps I should keep you that way.”

      Before she had a chance to speak, he smiled, tightening his arms around her. Placing a finger to her lips, he raised a brow. “Shh. Quiet, Miss Harris,” he said.
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