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      May 1871 Paradise, Winchester, Virginia

      

      “Enchanted,” Richard Armsworth said as he bowed low.

      Olivia Gentry watched him, interested to see if he would kiss her hand. He seemed content with rubbing his thumb softly on the back of it while touching the pulse of her wrist with his fingers. It was intimate, and unsettling as well.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you,” she said.

      “Miss Olivia is the secretary for the Young Women’s Society here in Winchester,” Mayor Fitzhugh said and turned to her. “Mr. Armsworth works for Governor Walker.”

      Olivia smiled at the mayor’s introduction and glanced up at Armsworth. With not a sidelong glance to Fitzhugh, he was staring at her in an intense fashion, making it seem as though he was unaware of anyone else in the ballroom at Paradise, her family home, that evening. She turned to the mayor, drawing her hand from Armsworth’s as she did, and purposefully looked at the older man.

      “Are you enjoying yourself, Mayor Fitzhugh?”

      “Oh yes! There are always fine foods and spirits served at Paradise, and the ballroom looks like you’ve brought the garden inside!”

      “Why, thank you! Mother and I and Aunt Brigid thoroughly enjoyed decorating for tonight’s party, and the gardens cooperated even though it is quite early in the year.”

      Fitzhugh turned as he heard his name mentioned. “Ah. There’s Reverend Pendleton. I must speak to him.”

      Olivia looked at her new acquaintance. “What brings you to Winchester, Mr. Armsworth?”

      Armsworth considered her, his clear blue eyes focused on her face. He tilted his head and smiled, his mouth full of even white teeth. “I would say ‘you,’ except we’ve not met before this evening, and even with this very brief acquaintance, I don’t imagine you appreciate a man dissembling.”

      “I do not,” she said and looked away from him to survey the room. My oh my. Her heart was beating rapidly. Richard Armsworth was a handsome man and perhaps dangerous. He was still looking at her when she turned back to him, and it seemed he’d stepped closer to her, crowding her, although the distance he stood from her was surely the same as it was before.

      “I’ve heard of you, though, and aptly described, too.”

      “Heard of me? I doubt that, sir.”

      “I’m a guest of my aunt’s, combining business with some pleasure,” he said.

      “Your aunt? She lives here in Winchester?”

      “She does. Moved here from London not too long ago.”

      “Mrs. Barrett? The lady who built a large home a few miles from the western edge of town?”

      “Yes. Dear Aunt Agatha. She was Lady Monticue in London but preferred not to use her title once she arrived. She likes to think of herself as a ‘commoner’ now that she’s come to America. Thinks she’ll fit in better with her new neighbors,” Armsworth said with a wry smile. “Of course, my aunt Agatha would never be mistaken for anything but exactly what she is.”

      Olivia chuckled and then looked chagrined. “Oh, dear. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have laughed. I’ve met your aunt. I would never mistake her for anything but exactly what she is, either.”

      He laughed aloud, revealing fine lines around his eyes. He was handsome when serious and devastatingly attractive when laughing. His hair was gold blond, thick, and trimmed to perfection. He was broad-shouldered and long-limbed and had an easy masculinity.

      “She wrote me about you, you know.”

      “About me?”

      He nodded and smiled charmingly. “She was very adamant that I meet you. She described you as very beautiful and lively, and bright and well-spoken, although she is concerned that you’re growing a bit long in the tooth.”

      “Long in the tooth?” Olivia said, laughing. “I am old compared to my friends who are already married with one or two children. My mother has told me that when the right man comes along, I’ll know right away. I don’t believe I’ve met the right one yet, though!”

      He took her hand in his and stepped closer to her. She could smell his cologne and feel his body heat. The laughter in his eyes had been replaced with something akin to pleading.

      “It is my wish to change your mind on that subject.”

      “Oh,” she said and swallowed. “How clever you are. I didn’t mean to beg for a compliment.”

      “I’m sure you didn’t.”

      Olivia couldn’t seem to drag her eyes away from him, and she felt the heat of a blush rise from her chest to her face.

      “Am I interrupting something?”

      Olivia turned, her cheeks warm, to her brother Matt. She stepped back quickly. “Of course not. Have you met Mr. Armsworth?”

      “I haven’t,” Matt said with a smile, extending his hand. “What brings you to Winchester and within six inches of my sister, Mr. Armsworth?”

      “Matthew!” she said.

      “My apologies, Miss Gentry, if I have offended you or your family,” Armsworth said smoothly, with a nod to Matt.

      She watched as Matt pulled Jim Somerset forward to join the conversation. She’d known Jim since she was a small girl. He and Matt were the same age and had been friends all their lives, having met as young boys when Jim’s father, the local farrier, serviced the Paradise horses. She’d long been over her girlish dreams of him from the time when his patience with a friend’s younger sister had made him her champion.

      “Armsworth? Jim Somerset is an old friend of the family,” Matt said and looked at Jim. “Mr. Armsworth is going to tell me all about his work for the governor while you dance with Olivia.”

      Matt turned toward Armsworth, giving Olivia his back and leaving her facing Jim. He was staring at her with his typical unreadable look.

      “I suppose I can hardly blame you for your part in Matt’s scheme. More than likely he dragged you over here, away from the punch bowl and the food, on some shaky pretense so that he could⁠—”

      “Armsworth was standing too close. Your brother had an obligation to see to your welfare.”

      “I’m well old enough to see to my own welfare.”

      “Stories about Mr. Dunderage have been repeated to him. He’s your brother. What do you expect him to do?”

      Olivia’s hands shook, and she was unsure if she was going to scream out in anger or cry. “Will my mistakes made as a young girl haunt me forever? Do you believe me so shallow that I was unable to learn any lessons? Am I such a child in your eyes? Get out of my way,” she said bitterly and began to step past him.

      He didn’t move. “You should dance with me. You’re very upset, and I’m sorry to be the cause of it.”

      “Why would I want to dance with you?”

      “Because you don’t want to speak to anyone else at this party when you’re this angry.”

      She looked away over the crowd in the ballroom. Guests everywhere were laughing, enjoying meats, cheeses, dainty sweets, glasses of wine or punch, reacquainting themselves with neighbors after a cold winter with few social events. He was right, even though it was hard to admit. She didn’t want to speak to anyone right now. She looked up at him, and he winged his arm, leading her onto the dance floor.

      The musicians began a waltz, and she placed her hand on Jim’s shoulder as his hand went around her waist. Her skin tingled where he touched her through her pale green satin gown. She looked up at him, at his humorless face, his dark hair, longer than she thought necessary, the thick beard that covered his cheeks and neck, and his plain white shirt, stiff with starch and stretched tight across his chest and arms. He was as comfortable as her oldest riding boots and not quite as interesting.

      But that wasn’t fair. She knew he was well-read and intelligent. Knew that he was a town leader and had been responsible for his mother and younger sisters and brother since his father’s death years ago. And even though his face was humorless, he was an attractive man, and a favorite of many of the unmarried women in town and a few of the married ones, too. She’d stopped thinking about him as being handsome or attractive years ago, though, when she’d been fifteen years old and he’d told her he wasn’t interested in her and never would be. It had shattered her virginal heart into a thousand pieces.

      Olivia watched the other dancers as they went by and was content to let her anger fade away as he twirled her around the dance floor. She turned her eyes back to his face, and every surety she had of her own indifference to Jim Somerset fled as if she’d pulled on those comfortable boots and run away, past the stables and into the woods.

      His eyes were not focused on her face but rather on the low neckline of her gown. Her mother had been concerned about that neckline, but Aunt Brigid had told her she was being a goose and that a young woman as beautiful and shapely as their Olivia should always don a gown so flattering.

      Jim slowly raised his eyes to hers. His face was flushed, and even with the music and conversations flowing around them, she could hear his short breaths. But it was his eyes that made her swallow and her hand tremble on the rigid muscles of his arm. He’d been staring at her bosom now rising and falling, at her cleavage, she was certain. He twirled her faster around the edge of the room, spinning her without missing a step or bumping into the slow movers, and staring at her all the while, his eyes hooded and dark and intense. She was unable to break his gaze, trying desperately to keep up with his rapid double-time steps and the staccato rhythm he set. His hand at her waist tightened, and she felt a shot of aching restlessness from her breasts to below her waist. The waltz was familiar, but this dance was not.

      The music ended and he stopped suddenly, sending her against him from breast to knee and caught in his grip on her arms. He set her away from him firmly, and none too gently.

      She dropped her arms to her sides, feeling awkward and uncomfortable. Her mother and Annie, her sister-in-law, were staring at her from just a few feet away, Annie’s mouth agape, her mother’s look calm and steady. Jim went away hurriedly, leaving her alone as the dance floor began to fill again. She was not certain she trusted her legs to carry her.

      “My oh my,” Annie said and took her hand to lead her off the dance floor and to her mother’s side. “What good dancers you are.”

      

      Jim Somerset lit a short cigar and wandered down the stone drive of the Paradise ranch. He could hear the music through the open windows of the ballroom, still lit up brightly when he took a sidelong glance over his shoulder. It would be a shame to ask his mother and sister to leave this early, but he wasn’t sure he could go back in the ballroom and face her. Olivia Gentry, that was. He wondered if there was any amount of distance he could put between them to get rid of the awful tension he felt.

      She haunted him. Wafted through his dreams like a specter. Shortened his breath when he saw her at a distance and gut punched him when she was close enough to touch, as she was tonight. He took a long drag and dropped the cigar, tamping it out with his boot. He’d cured himself of her, hadn’t he? Long ago he’d decided he best find himself a nice woman to settle down with and have some children. They’d learn to be a comfort to each other as they grew older. But every time he met a woman for dinner or danced with one at a social, thinking he’d best begin courting, he found himself unenthused. Blasé enough to not be tempted to steal a kiss. What would a lifetime be like with a woman he didn’t want in that way? One that didn’t stir his blood. He could learn to appreciate her sewing or her cooking or her child-rearing skills, he imagined. Would it be enough?

      Somerset wandered back toward the house, past the front doors and open windows of the ballroom, hearing snippets of conversation as he went, to the stone terrace at the back. He settled on a wooden bench and listened to the night sounds from the close forest of trees. It was cool and the hum of the party faded to the background. He consciously listened to the hoot of an owl, the chirp of crickets, and the yowls of barn cats set to fight each other.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Marabelle Winston said as she stepped out of the house.

      Jim stood as she approached. “No need for an apology. We can both enjoy the night air.”

      He watched her shoulders rise and fall and then she walked to him and sat down on the bench. He sat down beside her. Her hands were folded neatly in her lap and she was staring straight ahead. He’d known her for quite a few years and saw her often working in the mercantile for her father. He was never a man for small talk but Marabelle was clearly nervous or upset and he thought he best try and put her at ease. Surprisingly, she began to speak before he could remark on the temperate weather.

      “Your mother told me that you’d gone outside. I came out to look for you.”

      He turned to her. “Oh? What is it, Marabelle?”

      But Marabelle didn’t say another word. Instead, she latched her lips to his, leaning in and laying a hand on his chest. He did not move, nor did he have any inclination to move. In fact, he sat very still for what seemed like minutes, although it was likely only seconds. Her eyes were closed. His were not. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw someone pass behind the window in the Paradise kitchens that looked directly on to the terrace. He hoped he and Marabelle were in shadow, as he wouldn’t want her to be the subject of gossip and didn’t want to raise any expectations among his family, or hers.

      But then he thought perhaps Marabelle would be someone who would be a good wife and mother. In fact, he knew both to be true. She was kind and loyal and hardworking. She was quiet, although apparently not as shy as he’d thought before. The problem remained, however, that he was mentally evaluating her, with no desire to move this kiss beyond touching lips. He waited until she sat back, and he could see that she was breathing hard. Even in the shadows, he could see her blush.

      “I am not beautiful, but I enjoy your company and hold you and your family in high regard. There. I’ve said it.”

      “Thank you.”

      Her head turned sharply to him. “Thank you? What do you mean by that?”

      “You said you hold me in high regard. I was thanking you for it.”

      Marabelle’s shoulders dropped, and he heard her sigh. “It is a lovely evening, but I’m chilled now. I’ll be going in. I’m sorry to have bothered you.”

      “It was no bother.”

      She stood and turned to look at him. “I’ll never be her. No one else will.”

      He watched her retreating figure and heard the door close as she went back into the house. He really was not good at whatever he should be good at where it concerned women. Clearly, Marabelle was hoping for a declaration of some kind. I liked kissing you. I loved kissing you. I want to kiss you more. I hold you in high regard as well. You’re beautiful.

      But it would have all been a lie had he said any of it. Marabelle was a pretty young lady but not beautiful, not to him anyway. Surely there would be a man who thought she was the most beautiful woman in the world. That was not him. But what had she meant when she said, “I’ll never be her. No one will”?
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      Olivia lolled about in bed the morning after the party. The rain that had thankfully held off the day before was coming down gently now. The window was open an inch or two and she could hear the patter of the drops as they hit the overhang below her window and Jenny, the Paradise housekeeper, shooing Red, the family dog, out the kitchen door. It had been light out for an hour, or maybe more, but it seemed as though all the Paradise residents had slept in a bit after the party. Then her door opened with a bang.

      “Livie,” Matt said from the doorway. “Can you help Annie with Teddy while she gets dressed. I’m going to hitch the team.”

      “Maybe knock the next time you barge into my bedroom, Matthew,” she said as she stood and pulled on her robe. “Have some respect for my privacy and person.”

      “You’re my sister,” he said and walked over to her dressing table. He picked up a pot of rouge and smelled it. “What is this stuff? Why do you wear it?”

      “Get out of here, Matt. I’ve got to get dressed if I’m going to help Annie.”

      “What’s the matter with you this morning?”

      “There’s a man in my bedroom picking up my things and sticking his big nose in them.”

      He smiled crookedly, and she was reminded why women fell at his feet. Her brother was ruggedly handsome and annoyingly male. Annie seemed to be the only person, other than their mother, who had any semblance of control over him.

      “I don’t have a big nose.”

      “Go!” she said. “Hitch the team.”

      She dressed hurriedly, pulled back her hair with a ribbon, and knocked on Matt’s bedroom door where he and Annie stayed when they visited Paradise overnight.

      “Come in!”

      “I’m here to hold my favorite nephew while his mother takes a moment for herself,” she said and picked Teddy up from where he was trying to crawl to the edge of the bed. “Give me kisses, little man,” she said and nuzzled the child’s face. He responded by giggling and pelting her with baby fists.

      “I’ve got to use my tooth powder and pull up my hair. Won’t be more than a few minutes,” Annie said and stepped behind the screen in her room.

      “Don’t hurry,” Olivia said. “Teddy and I are just fine. Do you still need me to come help you with the garden?”

      “That would make the planting go quicker, if you have time.”

      “The party is over, so I’ve got plenty of time.”

      Annie’s head popped out from behind the screen as she brushed her hair. “The party was wonderful! I felt like I was in a fairy story. All the food and flowers, even with summer not yet here.”

      Olivia sat down on the bed watching Teddy examining his toes. “It was wonderful.”

      “You don’t sound like you thought it was wonderful at all!”

      Olivia shrugged. “I was furious with Matt for what he said in front of Mr. Armsworth. But otherwise, I suppose . . .”

      “He told me what he said,” Annie said as she came out from behind the screen and pulled on a blouse over her chemise. “Sometimes he hasn’t the reasoning the Lord gave him, and I told him that. Who is this Dunderage person that he and Jim were talking about?”

      “Timothy Dunderage. I was almost sixteen and he was eighteen and not from a very nice family I found out much later. I was leaving for schooling shortly after he told me he loved me and wanted to marry me,” Olivia said with a little shrug. “I wasn’t seriously considering it but was flattered with his attention. At the church festival that summer we walked hand-in-hand to the stables, supposedly to see his new horse. There was no one inside as everyone who worked there and even Mr. Wilkins was at the festival. I suspected nothing, of course, even though I wondered why he kept looking over his shoulder to the barn doors. He kissed me passionately and had his hand on my chest when my father and his walked in on us.”

      Annie’s hand came to her mouth. “He wanted to be caught, do you think?”

      She nodded. “He did. He and his father thought that the Gentrys would make very nice wealthy relatives. They were sharecropping on a run-down farm outside of town and were hoping to purchase it.”

      “Do you still see him at church and such?”

      “They moved on shortly after that,” she looked up and said. “I was mortified. My father saw me in a heated kiss with a man’s hand on my breast. I didn’t leave my room for weeks.”

      “And then Matt says what he did.”

      “I was embarrassed in front of Mr. Armsworth.”

      “Of course, you were! He is a handsome man, if you hadn’t noticed.”

      “I noticed.”

      Annie chuckled and then sat down on the bed and waited until Olivia looked up. “What is between you and Jim Somerset?”

      Olivia shook her head and looked back at Teddy. “Nothing. Nothing at all.”

      “Oh. It seemed as though there might have been some history between the two of you after he danced with you, staring at you like you were an apple dumpling, just waiting to eat you up, and then leaving the party.”

      “He didn’t leave. His mother and his sister Nettie were still here, and I’m sure he took them home. And anyway, I saw him on the terrace with Marabelle Winston. He was still here, just outside getting some air, I suppose.”

      “After that dance with you, he would have needed to cool off.”

      “I don’t know about that.”

      “Tell me about Mr. Armsworth,” Annie said as she pulled Teddy’s night shirt over his head and wiped him clean with a warm cloth.

      Olivia repeated what she’d learned about him. “And we’re to be at a meeting of the Ladies Hospital Aid and Recovery next Tuesday at the home of his aunt, Mrs. Barrett. So, I will see him again, I imagine, unless he is doing work for the governor, that is.”

      “Work for the governor. My oh my, how far I have come,” Annie said with a smile. “The only fellows I knew a few years ago were the ones who took my pigs to slaughter!”

      Olivia laughed, too, and thought about what she would wear to Mrs. Barrett’s.
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      “Yes, Mother,” Jim Somerset said, “Marabelle found me.”

      He was sitting at his desk in the room he used as an office behind Somerset Farriers. There was a bed there, too, that he’d been sleeping in more often than not, rather than in his room at his mother’s house next door. At twenty-six, he was too old not to have some lodgings of his own and felt ridiculous when his mother treated him like he was still a child instead of a man grown. But he said nothing to her to indicate he was looking for a house or a cabin of his own, even though he’d made a few inquiries. She had never fully recovered from the death of her husband, he felt, and was now oddly fragile where she’d always been steady.

      “Well, that’s nice,” Louise Somerset said and glanced at him. “Did she have anything of interest to say?”

      “No.”

      “She’s a lovely young woman, I think, and I also think she’s going to make someone a good wife.”

      “I’m sure she will.”

      After some long minutes, Louise rose and went to the door. “Breakfast is ready.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Morning, Mrs. Somerset,” David Freeman said as he held the door and tipped his hat.

      “Good morning, David. Please tell my son that it is high time he took a wife.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      The two men stared at each other for a few moments as Mrs. Somerset left the office. Freeman was Jim’s sole employee, gladly retained after Jim’s father died and the family business came to him. Jim had learned how to work the forge, trim hooves, and settle an anxious horse from Freeman, perhaps even more than he’d learned from his father, who’d often been out talking to new customers.

      “Don’t say it, David.”

      “Say what?”

      “Whatever it is you’re thinking about that’s making you smile at my expense.”

      “She’s right, you know.”

      Jim closed his ledger account book on his desk. “And you’re an expert on this subject?”

      Freeman chuckled. “Well, I am married and that makes me more of an expert than you, that’s for certain. Your mother was married, too.”

      “She was,” Jim said and sat back in his chair, thinking about his mother and father. They weren’t chatty or overtly affectionate with each other, and he didn’t think he could ever remember his father kissing her publicly more than once, and that had been a peck on the cheek; but he’d never doubted that they loved each other. Was that a child’s wish or some innate knowledge that family members were privy to? His mother still grieved to this day, with his father being dead nigh on eight years now. Maybe what his mother wanted for him wasn’t always on the face of things.

      David cleared his throat. “The schedule?”

      “What?” Jim asked and dropped the front two legs of his chair down to the floor.

      “Today’s schedule. I asked you for the schedule.”

      “Oh. Light day,” he said and picked up his calendar book. “We should be done by noon. Let’s plan on fixing the back corner of the forge shed later today.”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll get started.”

      “Here’s your breakfast,” his sister Emmaline said as she opened the door. “Good morning, David. Have you eaten?”

      “Yes, I have, Miss Emmaline. Thank you. I’ll just be getting started on the shoes for the McIntyres,” David said and went out the door.

      Emmaline plopped the plate down on Jim’s desk and sat down on his bed. “Eat, so I can take your dirty dish inside.”

      Jim picked up the fork she had handed him and ate the eggs and ham and buttered bread on his plate. Emmaline lay back on his bed and closed her eyes.

      “Why didn’t you go to the party at Paradise last night, Emmaline?”

      “Didn’t want to.”

      “Why?”

      “You didn’t want to go. You went because you thought Matt Gentry might be mad if you didn’t.”

      “I went because our mother wanted to go and Nettie needed an escort with John out of town.”

      “But you didn’t want to go.”

      “I’ve cleaned my plate,” he said and pushed back from his desk. “Thank you for bringing it.”

      “So, did Marabelle work up enough courage to kiss you?”

      “What? Where did you hear that?” he said as he stood. “Tell me, Emmaline. Tell me right now.”

      His sister opened her eyes and looked at him. “No need to shout. You don’t scare me, Jim. I overheard Nettie and Marabelle talking. You know she’s loved you forever.”

      “What are you talking about? Loved who?”

      “Marabelle. She’s loved you forever. When we were young and Marabelle would come over and she and Nettie would embroider together; they used to let me sit with them. We always had to sit in the kitchen on the hard chairs because Marabelle didn’t want to miss seeing you and you would never come in the sitting room where the soft chairs were.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      Emmaline sat up and shrugged. “I know. Nettie told her she thought she should just get you alone and kiss you. Marabelle has been in a panic ever since that day from what Nettie has told me.”

      “Why would Nettie do that? Why would she say that?”

      “She thinks you need a nudge, and she’s happy with John so she thinks everyone should be married.”

      Jim looked closely at Emmaline. She could never compete with Nettie for beauty, but she was very pretty in her own way, and full of wit and fun. She dressed rather drably, not that he knew that much about ladies’ clothes, but he had four sisters and always thought that Emmaline hid behind her brown dresses and gray wool skirts. “Has Nettie been after you, too?”

      “Nettie can fuss as much as she wants. It has little effect on me, and I’m guessing Marabelle’s kiss had little effect on you.”

      Emmaline was staring at him waiting to hear his reply.

      “I will not besmirch a lady’s reputation,” he said.

      “As I thought.” She stood, picked up his plate, and marched out the door.
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      “It’s just the two of us for the Ladies Hospital Aid and Recovery meeting, Olivia. Aunt Brigid is sniffling and wants to stay indoors and pamper herself. Ben will keep her company with the checkerboard. And I’ve yet to convince Annie to join,” Eleanor Gentry said to her daughter in the dining room at Paradise Tuesday morning.

      “Will you want the buggy hitched?” Olivia’s oldest brother Adam asked as he helped his mother be seated.

      “Maybe we could ride, Mother,” Olivia said. “What do you think?”

      “I haven’t been out for a gallop for weeks with the preparations for the ball. Yes. Let’s ride. Adam, will you have Silky saddled for me?”

      He looked at Olivia. “And who will you be riding?”

      Olivia blew out a breath and put her elbow on the table. “With Paint sold, I don’t know. Who do you suggest?”

      “How about Golden? She’s a bit taller than Paint but she’s got an easy gait and lots of spirit. I think you’ll like her.”

      “She sounds fine, Adam. A work saddle please.”

      Her mother looked at her. “You intend to wear a split skirt to Mrs. Barrett’s?”

      “I do.”

      “Do I sense an argument? I’ll be happy to eat in the kitchen with Mabel,” Adam said with a smile.

      “There’s no need for that, Adam. I understand that times and mores change. Olivia is an accomplished horsewoman and also a lady. Anyone who implies otherwise is mistaken.”

      “Is this the same Olivia who used to climb trees and throw walnuts at her brothers?” he asked and laughed.

      “I am no longer a child, brother,” she said. “And perhaps you should share that with Matthew.”

      “What has Matt done now?”

      “He embarrassed me in front of Mr. Armsworth and then gossiped about me to Jim Somerset. I did not appreciate it at all.” she refilled her cup. “More coffee, Mother?”

      “No, thank you,” Eleanor said. “What did Matthew say that was so upsetting?”

      Olivia told the story from the night of the ball. “I knew my face was bright red when he said it. Mr. Armsworth was crowding me a bit, and I was just stepping away.”

      Adam shook his head. “Matt and Jim have been thick since they were eight years old. I wouldn’t call it gossip. There is likely little that they don’t share, and certainly Matt was watching out for you just as I would do or Father would have done.”

      “You don’t understand, Adam,” Olivia said sharply. “I’m not a child, and I found it particularly rude that Mr. Somerset brought up a person from my past, my long-ago past, at a party hosted at our home. I would prefer to never see him again.” She stood and put her napkin on the table. “I will be ready at ten o’clock, Mother.”

      Adam and Eleanor watched her leave the dining room in a hurry and heard a door close loudly a short time later.

      “She never wants to see Jim Somerset again? Isn’t that a bit extreme?” Adam asked.

      Eleanor Gentry raised her eyebrows and sipped her remaining coffee.

      

      Eleanor and Olivia trotted off down the graveled path that lead to the road into Winchester. Olivia patted Golden’s neck. She was a lovely horse, exactly as Adam had said, and the morning was beautiful, too. The air was pleasantly cool, and the new leaves were moving gently in a soft breeze.

      “What a perfect morning,” Eleanor said as the road brought them to a spectacular view of the valley, with Winchester in the distance. “Your father loved spring.”

      “I miss Daddy still. I keep thinking that it will go away, that ache I feel every time I think of him, but it does not.”

      “Beauregard was such a large presence,” Eleanor said and looked over her shoulder at Olivia. “I miss him, too. Very much.”

      “He had a way of sorting things out for me in a simple fashion, and he treated me like an adult. He never treated me like a child.”

      “We walk a fine line between allowing our children to make decisions and understand consequences, and keeping them safe. When Matthew left home to join the war . . .” Eleanor looked away.

      “I had never thought of Matthew’s leaving from your point of view, Mother. I was too angry and frightened.”

      “Your father and I discussed it at length and had some disagreements over it,” Eleanor said as she steadied her mount when a rabbit shot out from the undergrowth.

      “Disagreements?”

      Eleanor nodded. “I wanted your father to go after Matthew and try and reason with him, but he refused. It was for the best, of course. Matthew found Annie and became a man in the whole of it.”

      “But what if he had died?”

      Eleanor closed her eyes. “Is the length of a person’s life the measure of it? Or are we destined to do our best in the circumstances the Lord puts in front of us? Although I begged God every night to take me and bring Matthew home safely.”

      “Perhaps Father was praying the same.”

      Eleanor glanced over at her. “Perhaps he was and perhaps the Lord answered him.”

      “We’re being gloomy, Mother. I’m wearing my new split skirt and my dress boots. I should be rapturously happy.”

      “You should be, I agree,” Eleanor said with a soft smile. “Let’s give these horses their heads for a bit.”

      Olivia kneed her mount. She leaned close to the neck of the mare and enjoyed the rhythm of the horse’s gait and the breeze at her face. She glanced at her mother, who was smiling broadly as she pulled her horse down to a trot. Olivia slowed Golden as well and noticed the mare favoring her right front hoof. She got down and pulled the horse’s leg up.

      “I don’t have a pick with me and she’s got a stone under her shoe,” she said as she came around the horse to remount. “It’s not large, but I think I should get her back to Paradise.”

      “We’re closer to Winchester than we are to home. We’ll go directly to Somerset’s and he’ll take care of it,” Eleanor said.

      “I’ll walk her home.”

      “And miss the meeting at Mrs. Barrett’s? She’s barely favoring it, and we’re close to town.”

      Olivia glared up at her mother. But it wasn’t her mother’s fault that she was angry, and she didn’t deserve her short remarks. She mounted and set the mare to a slow walk. “I would prefer not to stop at Somerset’s. Perhaps Jasper at the stables will have a pick.”

      “I’m sure they will have a pick, Olivia,” Eleanor said and stared at her steadily. “Is this because you are still angry with Jim?”

      “I will be angry with him forever!” She felt tears at the back of her eyes. She turned her head quickly to the landscape.

      “Olivia? You seem very upset over a small indiscretion. Jim and his family have been friends of the Gentrys from the time your father and I settled here. I hate to see any continued animosity.”

      She took a deep breath. “You’re right, Mother. You’re absolutely right.”

      

      Jim was crawling around on the floor in the back corner of the forge shed, checking that he had filled all the gaps between the new stones with mud. He tapped a stone a hair or two farther into place with the wooden handle of the trowel and wiped the sweat off his face with his sleeve. He’d need a dunk in a tub or in the creek soon.

      “I’ll help you in a minute, Mr. Somerset,” David said from the open end of the forge. “The McIntyre horses took me longer than I thought.”

      “I’m fine, David. Just take care of the customers.” He was in no mood to talk to anyone if truth be known. He was furious with his sister Nettie, and at the situation with Marabelle. He might as well admit he hadn’t slept well for thinking of Olivia Gentry in that shiny green gown she’d worn for the ball, or the feel of her in his hands, or the color of her lips. What a fool he was!

      “Miss Olivia? What can I do for you?”

      Jim sat back on his haunches when he heard David and the other voice that followed.

      “It’s my mare, David. She’s got a stone in her hoof.”

      “Let me take a look.”

      Jim shot to his feet, and there she was getting down from her work saddle in a buckskin-colored split skirt that showed off her curves. His pulse raced. The wise thing was to just keep his filthy, sweaty body out of view, double-check the new stones one more time, and keep his mind firmly on his business. And she was not his business.

      “Do you need any help, David?” he asked instead. He picked up a rag and wiped his hands as he walked around the forge and into the late morning sun. “Mrs. Gentry? Can I help you while David looks at the mare?”

      “Yes. Thank you, Jim,” she said. “Is there a block?”

      “Right over here.” He held out his hand as she unhooked her leg from the pommel.

      “Thank you. We were on our way to the Ladies Hospital Aid and Recovery meeting at Mrs. Barrett’s when Olivia realized her mare was favoring her leg.”

      “Mrs. Barrett’s?” Jim asked.

      “Mr. Armsworth’s aunt, if you remember. I believe you met him at Paradise last week,” Olivia said.

      “I know who he is,” Jim said.

      Eleanor glanced at both. “I imagine we’ll see your mother and sister at the meeting, too.”

      “Marabelle Winston will be there as well,” Olivia said and brushed her gloved hands over her skirts.

      Jim stared at her, and she met his eyes. This was the second time within a week it struck him that he was not good at these parlor games, or any games really. He didn’t care for the undertones and the subterfuge she employed. He was ready for straight talk whether it discomforted her or not. But her eyes, while defiant, held another emotion. Pain. Something had hurt her. Or maybe someone had. Had they been alone, he wouldn’t have trusted himself near her. As it was, Mrs. Gentry cleared her throat.

      David had apparently pulled the stone from Olivia’s mare’s hoof and was giving a leg up to Mrs. Gentry. He and Olivia continued to look at each other until she turned abruptly and pulled herself into her saddle. She turned the mare without a word and trotted toward the end of town.

      “Thank you, David,” Mrs. Gentry said. “Please add this to the Paradise account.”

      Jim looked up at her. “There’s no charge.” He went back inside the forge and knelt for another look at his uneven stones.

      

      “Ah, the Paradise ladies are here!” Mrs. Barrett said as she stood from her chair near a massive pink marble fireplace. “We were becoming concerned, weren’t we, ladies?”

      “We’re so sorry to keep you waiting,” Eleanor said as she smiled, moved forward, and took Mrs. Barrett’s outstretched hands in hers. “We decided to ride today instead of bringing the buggy, and Olivia’s horse picked up a stone.” She turned to Mrs. Somerset. “Fortunately, we were able to make it to our local farrier’s without issue but it did delay us a few moments. Your Jim and David took care of everything.”

      There were fifteen or so women in the room, Olivia noticed, all in some of their best daytime finery. Her tan wool split skirt was among the latest fashions she’d seen when she and her mother and Aunt Brigid had taken a trip to Philadelphia early in the spring. They’d brought pictures back for Bessie, the woman who’d bought Aunt Brigid’s seamstress shop, and bolts and bolts of fabric and lace and buttons. But she knew that no one in the town of Winchester was quite ready for her ensemble. Bessie had made her a short collarless jacket to match in black and tan plaid with just the thinnest thread of red. Her split skirt hung above her ankles and showed off her low-heeled buff dress boots.

      Sarah Englebright stood and clasped Olivia’s hands, her eyes shining. “Olivia! What a beautiful outfit. This is a split skirt for riding, is it not? I am mortally jealous as I am wearing this ridiculous bustle that does not allow me to even sit correctly!”

      Olivia laughed. “I have never been fond of sidesaddles. Or bustles!”

      She looked around the room, determined to forget the tension she’d felt ever since seeing Jim Somerset. How could a man as filthy and sweat-covered as he was make her insides quake and focus every one of her scattered thoughts on her breasts and the private area between her legs? The muscles in his arms had rippled in the glare of the sun and were dusted with dark hairs. There was nothing slender about him, and Olivia was used to big men. Her father and Adam were tall and well-muscled, and Matthew was larger yet and powerful-looking. She was not short herself, yet the top of her head barely reached Jim Somerset’s shoulder. His chest was nearly as deep as his shoulders were wide and there was not an ounce of wasted flesh or fat on his person. His dark hair and thick beard only added to her impression of him. He was a giant and capable of making her thoughts flit away in the wind.

      “Did you bring this style back from Philadelphia?” Sarah asked.

      “Are you sure our little town of Winchester is ready for such . . . forward styles?” Mrs. Barrett asked.

      Eleanor replied, a gracious smile on her face, “Our business, our family business, is horses. Olivia has a stake in that business and is a progressive-thinking young woman. She’ll be poised with her brothers to continue the horse breeding business or another business venture if she chooses. However, she is a lady first and foremost. I think she looks very pretty.”

      All eyes turned to Mrs. Barrett, who raised her brows and narrowed her mouth. There was a long moment of silence. “I will have to agree then, Mrs. Gentry. Horses are her family business. Why shouldn’t she be a leader in the fashions associated with elegant women who are also exceptional riders?”

      “Exactly,” Eleanor said.

      Olivia watched her mother greet the rest of the older women, while she turned to Nettie Winders and Emmaline Somerset, Jim’s sisters, and Marabelle Winston.

      “Well,” Olivia said, “I have passed muster with Mrs. Barrett it seems.”

      “I was waiting there for a moment to see if she would have you bodily removed,” Nettie said and giggled.

      “What horse rot,” Emmaline said. “Who cares one bit what you’re wearing.”

      Marabelle looked longingly at Olivia. “I would never have the courage,” she said in a near whisper, “but it is so beautiful.”

      Olivia smiled at Marabelle. “Your dress is lovely! The color is perfect for you, and I do like the flower-printed silk for the collar and cuffs.”

      “Mother insisted. I was going to ask Bessie to use plain fabric, but Mother thought I could use a bit of ‘livening up.’”

      The door to the sitting room opened and a formally dressed butler announced that luncheon was served. They all removed to the massive dining room and were seated. After their meal, they began their meeting in the library, where chairs had been set up in a large circle. Mrs. Barrett and Eleanor Gentry had a small table in front of them, covered with notes and papers.

      The door opened and Richard Armsworth came inside. Olivia was certain she could hear the collective patter of female hearts as he did so. She watched him as he kissed his aunt’s hand, made a bow to her mother, and begged their forgiveness for his interruption. He spoke with nearly every woman there, recalling some small detail of their meeting or a past conversation, as if he’d memorized every circumstance. He was charming without being obsequious, good-humored without being silly, and confident without any trace of conceit. Add in his physique and blond good looks, Olivia thought to herself, and one would declare him to be the perfect man. Why then, did he not have much appeal to her other than to look at, much like a beautiful painting or vase?

      His eyes and smile found her at that moment. He made his way around the circle of chairs and spoke to her directly.

      “Miss Olivia. You are looking particularly fetching today. I see this style worn by the most fashionable ladies at our state capital.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Armsworth,” she said, feeling the eyes of every woman in the room on her.

      “I’m organizing a picnic here at my aunt’s home, in two weeks,” he said, continuing to stare at Olivia. “Please all consider yourselves and your families invited. We’ll have a casual meal out of doors and some games for the children and some dancing under the stars, too.”

      “How lovely!”

      “I will be looking forward to it!”

      “It will be the talk of Winchester for those two weeks!”

      Armsworth broke the connection between the two of them and looked around the room with a broad smile. “I hope you will all come and be prepared to be entertained.”

      Olivia smiled, too. How could she not? Everyone was talking about what they would wear and marveling at Mr. Armsworth and Mrs. Barrett’s generosity. Laughing with Dorinda Blevins when she declared she might get a chance yet to dance with Mr. Delgado, the new schoolmaster.

      “Perhaps Miss Gentry would honor me with the first dance of the evening,” Armsworth said into the now silent room as he returned his eyes to hers.

      Olivia could hear sighing behind her as she stared up at him. He had maneuvered her neatly. She would look petty if she denied him in front of these women, yet her affirmation would take root as the beginnings of a courtship. Good manners required a response regardless.

      “Why, thank you, yes. I would be delighted.”

      Armsworth left the room after kissing his aunt’s cheek again and exacting promises that everyone would come to the picnic. As if anyone would miss it! The door closed and Mrs. Barrett finally had to call for quiet to resume the meeting. Olivia barely heard a word as the women discussed their plans to purchase a piece of land for a hospital from the money they’d been raising over the years.

      While everyone gathered their wraps and carriages were being brought to the front of the house, Nettie, Emmaline, and Marabelle pulled Olivia to a corner.

      “He is so handsome!” Nettie declared. “If I wasn’t mad about my John, I’d say he’s the handsomest man I’ve ever seen.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. He’s handsome, but so is John and Matthew and Adam and Jim and Mr. Delgado,” Emmaline said to her sister.
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