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      EVE

      

      “I beg your pardon?” I asked, my voice a thready whisper. I could barely hear the odious man because my heartbeat was thrumming in my ears. “Did you say I was relieved of my duties?”

      I sat in a straight-backed chair in front of a long table where the Clancy town council sat in judgement. The town hall was otherwise empty. There were six of them, all men with stern expressions and sour demeanors.

      “That’s correct, Miss Jamison.” When Mr. Polk nodded his head, his jowls quivered.

      I’d worked years, years, to get this job. I’d wanted to be the town’s schoolteacher for so long, too long for it to slip away like this.

      These six men held my fate, a fate I thought had been settled a month ago when I was given the plum role. The Clancy schoolteacher job was mine. I’d been hired based on my newly acquired teacher’s certificate, the fact that I was a local who knew the children and the families and that I’d gone to the school myself.

      “It has been brought to our attention—” The man pursed his lips as if he’d swallowed a lemon. “—your behavior has been… uncharacteristic of a schoolteacher.”

      I felt my forehead crinkle. I knew Tara would say it would give me wrinkles, but I couldn’t help it. Not now. I couldn’t remain placid if I was losing my job.

      “My behavior?”

      The gentlemen seemed to squirm as a group. One mopped his brow with a handkerchief. I wanted to shift in my seat, fiddle my fingers, even wipe the sweat that was dotting on my upper lip. But no. I couldn’t show the least bit of emotion. Nothing, for I needed this job. It was my life.

      Mr. Polk glanced left and right at the fellow members, cleared his throat. “We aren’t one to speak of such things, especially in front of a lady, but when it’s the lady in question…” He paused, perhaps to try to get me to admit to something. When I didn’t, he continued. “You were caught with your yard man in a very compromising position.”

      My mouth fell open and my face went slack. Perhaps Tara would now think I looked like a fish. “I… compromising… with Mr. Nevil?” My voice got softer, but rose in pitch, as I pushed my glasses up my nose.

      Several of the men nodded their heads.

      Mr. Nevil was ten years older than I and had worked for my father since he was a teenager. I’d known him most of my life and while we were friendly, we were nothing more. I’d never once been alone with him to be caught doing anything compromising. I’d never been alone with any man. Who would be interested in me? I was a bluestocking. I had brown hair that curled wildly and was always untamed. I was short, plump, had freckles. I wore glasses. The list was long for the reasons why a man would not look twice at me, all of them brought to light again and again by my stepsisters. Since no man would want me, the schoolteacher role was perfect. One requirement was to be unmarried.

      “We are disappointed, Miss Jamison, for a woman of your ilk to stumble so.”

      I licked my lips. My breakfast settled greasily in my stomach. “Mr. Polk, I have not done anything inappropriate with Mr. Nevil or any other man.”

      “You were witnessed,” he countered quickly.

      It was in that moment, I knew.

      I closed my eyes briefly, letting the gravity of the situation settle. This was all lies, of course, but it mattered not. It was machinations of Tara and Marina. My stepsisters hated me. While hated was a harsh word, it was apt for those two. They hated me enough to use Mr. Nevil’s good name to hurt me. And this was the ultimate cruelty.

      They’d known I’d wanted to be a schoolteacher ever since my father married their mother and they moved into the house when they were fourteen. I was a year older, but no match for the duo. Never had been. They’d tortured me mercilessly ever since. Not a day went by when they didn’t taunt me or belittle me, hurt me physically or ruin my clothes. Their mother, Victoria Jamison, didn’t dissuade them. In fact, she disliked me as much as her daughters did. She’d wanted my father’s money, not me, when they married. When my father died a year after their nuptials, she was not pleased to be stuck with me—she couldn’t just toss me out onto the street and make herself look bad—and reminded me of that. The extent of their actions was so vast that I had become immune to their behavior. Until now.

      With the schoolteacher role, I was to move out of the house and into the small cottage that was offered with the position this week, away from them and on my own. I was to be free of them entirely, except perhaps at church or crossing paths on the main street. But none of it was to be.

      Why? Why were they being so cruel?

      If they’d stabbed me in the chest with a knife, it would have hurt less. The men were watching me with shame in their eyes. I could not redeem myself. If they knew, then surely their wives did as well. Everyone would know within the hour, if not already. I could only imagine what Tara and Marina were doing while I sat here shamed by the town council.

      I had to know, to be sure of the source of my downfall. I swallowed, tried to get the words past the knot of tears trapped in my throat. “Witnessed by whom?”

      “Your sister Tara saw you with the man when she came from taking baskets of food to the needy.”

      Tara, take food to the needy? I wanted to stand up and stomp my foot, to tell them the truth, but it would only paint me in a harsher light. It would only cast me as spiteful.

      “And what of Mr. Nevil?” I wondered. How had he fared in this scandal? He was a nice man and I could only imagine how mad he would be to be used in such a way.

      “A man can’t be helped if a woman tosses herself at him and lures him with her wicked ways.” That was Mr. Craft, who was the eldest of the group. He’d been married two decades before the War Between the States.

      “Tosses?” I replied, then bit my lip hard to remind myself to remain silent. I wanted to toss Tara right on her head, but that would do me no good. How could these men not even be mad at Mr. Nevil—even if he was innocent—and give me such harsh consequences?

      “You have yet to take over the schoolteacher’s house, which is good. Your sister will be able to move in without delay.”

      Mr. Polk’s words had me blinking. Had I heard him correctly? “My sister?” I whispered. I was sure my heart skipped a beat.

      The men offered gentle smiles. “Yes, Miss Tara Jamison been kind enough to volunteer to fill the position until another teacher can be found.”

      “She can’t count unless she uses her fingers,” I replied hastily. “How is she going to be able to teach the children?”

      “Your spiteful behavior is unbecoming,” Mr. Seamus said, his brows high on his bald head. He sat at the far right and had his hands folded in his lap. His daughter, Miranda, was a friend of mine. He, more than any of the men, should know that Tara was not very studious.

      “Mr. Seamus, you’ve known me for years. You all have.” I looked each man in the eye. “Does this seem like something I would do? Have I ever been known to be spiteful?”

      “That is why it is so shocking,” Mr. Polk added.

      “I may not represent myself?” I asked. They believed my sisters’ lies readily enough. Why wouldn’t they listen to the truth?

      All of the men shook their heads, and Mr. Polk seemed to speak for the group. “Perhaps, Miss Jamison, some time with God will point you in the right direction. I am just thankful that your character has come to light now, before you were in front of the children of the community. You should hope that the ladies will be charitable toward you.”

      I wasn’t just cast aside for the job, but I was now a pariah in Clancy. Everyone would know the council rescinded the schoolteacher job on the grounds of moral turpitude and because of this, everyone would consider the lies my stepsisters spread as truth. They would believe them because so many people thrived on titillating gossip. Everyone always did.

      “You may go.”

      That was it. After so much dreaming, years of study and then within ten minutes, it was all crushed and ruined beneath my stepsister’s booted foot. I had to give it one last effort, for none of it was true. It was so unfair! “But—”

      “Miss Jamison, good day.” Mr. Polk’s voice now had a sharp bite and I knew there was no chance for further discussion. I was painted the harlot.

      Slowly, I stood, but the men did not rise as would be courteous and respectful befitting a lady. Swallowing down a lump that formed in my throat, I went to the door and walked out into the bright sunshine. Wiping a tear that slipped down my cheek, I turned toward home. The sun was bright and reflected off my glasses, making me squint.

      “It is almost too unbelievable. Someone like you being caught with the brawny Mr. Nevil.”

      I looked over my shoulder toward the screeching voice. My stomach dropped. “Marina.”

      Of course, they would be waiting for me. Surely they wanted to see my reaction to the news. It was part of the joy for them, to witness the outcome of their efforts. How had I not seen them, lying in wait and ready to gloat, to preen over my misfortune? Not wanting to chat, I turned back and continued toward home, ignoring them.

      I heard their footsteps behind me, following. “You’re too homely for him, even if he is just a gardener. For any man, really.”

      I could feel their gazes on my back, most likely looking down their noses at me, seeing my plain brown dress, my hair that was coming loose from its pins.

      “But beggars can’t be choosers, can they?”

      Marina’s words sliced deep as they always did. The scars from their countless wounds made me tough though. But I was weakened by what they’d done, for this was the cruelest yet. I had to know why.

      Turning about, I faced both of my stepsisters, hands on my hips. They stopped abruptly and their curved eyebrows winged up in surprise. Marina was dark while her twin, Tara, was fair. They looked nothing alike, but their personalities matched perfectly. Ruthless, cunning and cruel. Where I was short and squat, they were tall and lithe, with long necks, perfect slight curves, perfectly coiffed hair.

      “You don’t even like children,” I said, thinking of all the times Tara avoided assisting with Sunday school.

      She smiled, although it was full of malice instead of warmth. “Children? I didn’t do all this for the children.”

      “Then why?” I was close to tears and I tried so hard to remain stoic.

      Marina patted her hair and shrugged. “We were bored and because we could. Now, Tara will have the lovely schoolteacher house and you will not.”

      They ruined my life because they were bored. I couldn’t take any more restraint and the tears fell then. Both ladies tsked me and each took an arm, spun me about and led me down the street away from the house. “What kind of lady are you, crying in the street?”

      Even with watery eyes, I saw Tara reach into her reticule and pull out a piece of paper.

      “Here.”

      She foisted it at me, but I couldn’t read with my tears. I needed to wipe my glasses.

      “Oh, yes, you can’t see, can you?” After her gentle reminder at another deficiency of mine, she began to read. “Proxy marriage of Miss Eve Jamison to Mr. Melvin Thomkins of Slate Springs, Colorado.”

      I frowned. “Proxy marriage?”

      “You can’t expect to remain here in Clancy, can you? Your reputation is in tatters. You have no virtue. You’ve ruined all that with your fling with Mr. Nevil.”

      I dug my heels in and looked at Marina. “I didn’t have a fling with Mr. Nevil,” I replied.

      “Of course not. He would never be interested in a mouse like you,” Marina countered with a wave of her hand.

      I wanted to have a fling with someone, even read about them in the dime store novels I purchased from the mercantile. If I was going to lose my job and my virtue, it would have been nice to have actually done what was being spread across town. Enjoyed myself. But no, I would be ruined and remain untouched.

      “We’re doing you a favor,” Tara added.

      “Favor?”

      “Finding you a husband,” Marina said.

      They led me to the train station, but I didn’t realize it was our destination until we stopped on the platform. The train heading west had pulled in an hour before; the sound of it could never be missed. Steam hissed from the engine and passengers milled about.

      “You couldn’t find one on your own.”

      “I wasn’t looking for a husband,” I countered. I wasn’t. I was content with the reality of never having one and being a schoolteacher, which did not allow for a beau, let alone a husband.

      “Well, now you have one. You should be thanking me for finding you one. Mr. Melvin Thomkins. You are his mail order bride. Here’s your marriage license. Your ticket.” Tara foisted papers into my hands.

      “Ticket?” I asked, my tears long gone. My mind was still dwelling on what had happened with the town council, and Marina and Tara were moving too quickly. Talking too fast for my thoughts. Looking down, I saw that I held a one-way ticket to Denver along with the marriage license. “For what?”

      “Sending you away. It’s for your own good.”

      Sending me away?

      I took one step back, but Marina grabbed my upper arm in a talon-like grip.

      “You’re getting rid of me.” I looked between my two very pretty, very mean stepsisters. “I don’t want to go anywhere. I don’t want to marry a stranger.”

      “You can’t show your face around here. Have you heard what people are saying about you?” Tara asked.

      I looked at the people milling about the platform. Were they staring at me? Passing judgement? Did they know?

      The train whistle blew, making me jump.

      “You had this all planned. Even the train’s departure is so timely. To arrange for a husband probably took months. I didn’t think you had the smarts for it,” I countered. The barb may have hit its mark, but it didn’t matter. They’d done far worse.

      Tara’s smile slipped.

      Marina waved to a porter who carried over a bag, one I recognized as my own. Yes, this had been well planned. Lying about an indiscretion was only part of it. They’d most likely pretended to be me to the mail order bride agency, even found someone to deliver my bag—already filled.

      “Why now? You’ve hated me for almost ten years.”

      They both shrugged, but Marina spoke. “Why not?”

      I shook my head, almost stomped my foot. “I’m not going. You can’t make me.”

      “That’s true, we can’t,” Tara said, then shrugged. “Stay if you wish. I’m sure the Ladies Auxiliary will be looking forward to your presence at the meeting tomorrow.”

      I was impressed with Tara’s use of dramatic irony, although she probably didn’t really know what it was.

      “And church on Sunday, weren’t you leading the children’s program? I’m sure that’s no longer a possibility,” Marina added. “Here.” She put some coins in my hand and I gripped them tightly. “Mommy offers this as a going-away present. For the stage from Denver to meet your new husband. She didn’t want you to struggle.”

      Mommy, or Victoria as I called her, was probably thrilled to part with the meager coins so she could part with me. And not just across town to the schoolteacher’s house, but to a small town called Slate Springs on the far side of Denver.

      “You mean she didn’t want there to be a chance I could come back,” I countered.

      Marina sniffed, but didn’t respond to my statement, for she knew it to be true. “Go. Stay. You decide.”

      With one last disdainful look from each of them, they turned and walked away, their heads held high. One man tipped his hat to them as they passed and held their gazes longer than appropriate. Once they were out of sight, I remained where I was, ticket and marriage license in hand, bag at my feet. The train whistle blew again, but I was too stunned to be startled this time.

      Mrs. Michaels from down the street walked past, stopped and gave me a look of such… disappointment I had to look away.

      “Shameful,” she murmured, before she walked off. She’d known me my entire life and she believed the worst. Was this how it was going to be if I stayed in Clancy? With one lie, Tara had ruined me. With Marina’s careful plans, they were sending me away. They were right. I had no choice. I had to leave. There was nothing for me here. With Father gone, I couldn’t even guarantee Victoria wouldn’t toss me out for the lies her daughters spread.

      “All aboard!”

      The conductor’s shout made me look at the train, see the passengers through the windows. The platform was all but deserted. I had no job. No family that I wanted. Nothing. Just a train ticket and a husband who was a complete stranger. Lifting my bag, I climbed onto the train and to a new life.
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      “I’m sorry, Mr. Thomkins—” the teller told the man in front of us, “—but I can’t let you withdraw any money from your brother Melvin’s account.”

      My brother, Knox, and I stood behind the man in the bank, awaiting our turn to withdraw money for our supply trip down to Jasper. I sighed as quietly as I could. The quick trip inside was not going as expected. With the horse and wagon hitched at the rail, we’d hoped to be on our way by now.

      The snow had melted enough on the pass for Slate Springs to be accessible once again, just a few weeks ago. Most likely in Wichita—where we’d lived until last year—it would be hot by now, but this far in the mountains was still chilly at night. I didn’t mind it at all. I was big and was always warm.

      “Why not?” he asked, slamming his hand down on the wood counter.

      “I’m sorry to hear of your brother’s passing, and especially in such a fashion, but the account doesn’t belong to you.” The teller, Rob Simms, who we knew from many a night of cards over the long winter, was remarkably calm considering the amount of patience Thomkins required. He was an asshole unlike any I had met before, and I’d met many.

      Being in a small town, and a small town cut off from the world for half the year, only made the man even worse since there was no escape from him. I had to imagine the number of people who wanted to shoot him. The sheriff would no doubt award the man—or my sister, Piper—a medal instead of a stint behind bars for the task.

      “He’s dead. Of course, it belongs to me and Curtis.”

      I glanced at Knox, who rolled his eyes.

      There were three Thomkins brothers. Melvin Thomkins had died in a rock slide just the week before. A severe thunderstorm had blown through and the waterlogged ground had given way. Rocks and mud had wiped out the man’s house as he slept. I had to hope he hadn’t awoken and had died instantly. Remnants of the home were visible, but not much. There were no remnants of Melvin. Curtis, the youngest of the three, was the town’s schoolteacher. And the one before us complaining was the town’s pest. He didn’t work, for he had some money on his own, and that had him interested in the town council’s activities, and everyone else’s. No one called him anything but his last name and I had to admit, I didn’t even know what his first name was.
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