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Even though Chesapeake, Virginia thrived with life of trade, my fear ran thicker than the salty fog drifting in from the harbor. All I could think about was being dead. For all I could see, it was my only way out. But the pain of enduring my life fiercely reminded me I was very much alive. Ship captains and sailors, merchant men, farmers and store owners transacted business by day, peddling goods like fine silks, rum and tobacco. By night, there was commerce of a different kind. 

Dixie’s Tavern was known to locals as nothing more than a brothel but attracted all walks of life. Everyone from scrubby deckhands to reputable businessmen entered the doors. Human fulfilment was a commodity too.

All the rooms were occupied and men were lined up, waiting. It was nights like these, ale and whiskey flowing like water and the patrons growing restless, I wondered if my stepmother would break her word. Dixie had promised I’d only barkeep and do housecleaning but so many times, lust-filled men offered a lot of coin to bed me. An unwanted stepdaughter, I was the untouchable prize. What price would make Dixie cave? The wondering always haunted me. There was only one thing my stepmother loved more than herself. Money.

**
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Carrick

“SUCH A WASTE.” A STONE’S throw away from its neighboring businesses, Dixie’s brothel stood out amongst the other storefronts. Lantern-lit windows showcased feminine-figured shadows in the upper-level windows, used to lure customers like the sirens’ call to men at sea. I studied the framework. “Magnificent structure, pity it’s not for sale.”

“Pr-r-rime location indeed, sir,” Norman answered, in his thick Scottish burr. My longtime friend and assistant smiled, patting his pocket, which he filled the night before playing cards and dice. “Tis beena productive trip all the same.” 

“Maybe for you,” I said, still jaded. My cigar glowed as I pulled the smoke into my lungs, then exhaled in small puffs. The tobacco crop had been especially good this year. “If I can’t buy the building, how about conducting me home?”

“Verra good, sir.” Norman nodded and made to go fetch the horses from the livery stable around the corner. Before he could go, a man rushed out from Dixie’s Tavern, grabbing him by the arm to stop him in the street.

“Hurry! It’s happening!” The man shouted, feverishly excited. “I’ve never seen anything like it!” He nearly tripped over his own feet. The young man reminded me of a drunk scarecrow, all legs and no balance. A few more eager men scurried inside, drawn by the ruckus. I side-stepped another fellow leaving the tavern, but managed to catch his arm.

“What’s to do?” 

“Dixie’s gone off her rocker,” the stranger said. Norman stood on tip-toe to peer through the doorway as the man talked. “She’s auctioning her daughter off. Highest bidder gets her.” The man pushed away, seeming tired from spent exertions. “My standards may be questionable, but I draw the line there. Good e’en to you.”

“And the same to you, sir.” I stared again in the direction of the brothel.

Norman waved me closer. “Mr. Chandler—sir, it’s the lass from last night.”

“The one who kept me from the pick-pocket?” I stepped over. Even from this distance, the smell of smoke and brandy leaked out into the street.

“Aye. She’s as scairt as a rabbit doon a fox hole, she is.”

I could hear the bidding, a loud mob of men shouting out monetary amounts while Dixie, the owner, held her prize. The girl in question was in fact poised up on the bar, face tear stricken while anger and fear warred in her eyes.

“Three shillings!”

“No, six!”

“Gentlemen, Abigail’s not a cow,” Dixie purred. “You’ll have to do better than that.” With a crooked finger, she traced a line across the girl’s chin, causing her to flinch. The harsh environment of tavern and occupation gave Dixie herself a crude prettiness, but it was nothing in comparison to her stepdaughter. Abigail’s beauty was unmatched by all the girls. Her honey golden hair cascaded in loose ringlets. Her curves were in all the right places but her eyes, the color of sapphires, caught my attention.

“Ten pounds!” A man yelled, pawing at her skirts. The girl kicked at his hand, but Dixie tightened her grip, holding Abigail’s arms behind her back.

“C’mon, boys.” Dixie shook Abigail to make her shimmy, displaying her natural curves. “My girl’s first time won’t be cheap.” She pulled a comb out of Abigail’s hair and threw it, making her curls fall in wild abandon. A man in the crowd snatched it from the air. “That’s right, gentlemen. She’s ripe for the picking, tight as a bay oyster she is. Get your money out!”

The crowd cheered. My stomach plummeted.

“Let the men get a feel, honey.” Dixie stood behind her, speaking into her ear, loud enough to be heard by all, then she kissed Abigail’s temple demonstrating the girl’s fragile state. 

The girl jerked away. Over the crowd I heard her protest. “You promised, damn you.”

Dixie’s mouth formed a slithery smile. “Promised what, darling?”

“Let us see’er bawbies!” Someone shouted while the crowd grew wilder. At this, the girl noticeably started reciting the Lord’s prayer. Her lips trembled, but she spoke the words with precision, eyes toward the heavens.

“I can’t watch this.” I smoothed the creases from my forehead. Beside me, Norman thumbed through his pockets. “Tell me you’re not going to bid on her too.”

“I feel sorry for the lass.” He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Will do her good to have a night of sleep after this embarrassment.”

“Suppose you don’t win the bid?”

Norman looked up hastily at me. “Then you best get bidding.” Men continued to paw at the girl’s skirts. A group further down the bar was getting rowdy, knocking into their mugs of ale, arguing who would do what if they pooled their money together.

“I said, let’s see’er bawbies!” Just then a man grabbed the girl’s hemline, gave her chemise a swift tug, causing her breasts to pop out of her laces. Still holding her arms pinned back, Dixie prevented the girl from covering up. All she could do was lift her chin, close her eyes and wear defiant tears of humiliation.

I didn’t know what I’d do if I won, but I’d at least put an end to this horrible display. Resigned, I chimed in, “Six gold guineas.”

“Wait!” Dixie yelled. Her eyes scanned the crowd the same time the girl’s eyes shot open again. “Who said that?”

“I did,” I glared at Norman. “Six gold guineas,” I repeated as I returned my stare to the bar owner.

“I don’t believe you. Show me.” The room fell silent in disbelief of the bid. Dixie’s eyes were alight with greed. No one could top that; it was a tremendous amount of money.

I stepped forward, knifing my way through the crowd, eyebrows creased together. “Cover her, I’ll show you.”

“Price just went up.” Dixie snapped. For some reason she was perturbed. 

So was I. The closer I got to the bar counter, the more I saw. Tattered and trimmed in cheap lace, the girl’s dress had been torn and her ribbons pulled loose. They had been making a spectacle of her for some time now.

“Six gold guineas as promised.” I held out my hand, the gold coins laying across my palm.

“You have cotton in your ears. I said the price just went up.” She shook the girl again in her tight grip, making her bare bosoms bounce for display. The girl —Abigail— was clearly horrified.

“My hearing is fine, madam,” I boomed. The whole situation made me testy. “Fine. I’ll throw in my ring.” I swiveled the jewel off my finger, and held up a large emerald embedded in gold. “That’s all, but she stays in my lodgings, not yours.”

“I’m not property, you wench!”

Dixie turned to her stepdaughter full on. “The hell you are, you’re mine and I’ll do as I like.”

The girl hocked back and spat with all her might, spewing spit into Dixie’s face. Disgusted and startled, Dixie let go.

“Thought you didn’t teach her anything, Dixie,” somebody hollered from the crowd. Laughter erupted from everyone, except Norman and me.

Abigail took the opportunity to pull up her chemise, at least for the moment barely covering her naked breasts. It was better than nothing. She didn’t have time, however, to get down from the counter.

Dixie grabbed her by her golden hair, holding on tight. I thought her curls looked lovely the night before when she served me whiskey. Now it was disheveled and pulled down. I didn’t like it.

“Madam.” I cleared my throat. “I believe I made you an offer.”

Dixie’s eyes were fierce, staring at her stepdaughter. Suddenly, they melted into sinister delight.

“Six guineas, the ring and Abigail stays in your lodgings?” Dixie raised an arched eyebrow. Now, her voice was melodic, purring as she negotiated.

“Yes.”

Dixie wiped the last bit of spittle from her own cheek. “Get a preacher,” she yelled to a man who looked to be a bodyguard. “We’re having a wedding.” Contemptuous, Dixie knelt down, eye level with me. “Your lodgings? Very well. You’ve just bought yourself a bride.”

“Fine!” I roared. The she-devil had pushed me to my limit.

Abigail scrambled down from atop the bar, looking horrified. 

“One more thing.” Dixie snatched her by the hair again before she could get away. “You’ll dip your wick here on the premises or else pay double.”

I could feel the burn of indignation from my neck to my forehead. I didn’t like to be ordered around. “You want it consummated?” I wiped my brow, breathing in a bullish manner, exasperated. “Send the girl upstairs to dress.”

I shot Norman another dirty look; he instantly shrugged his shoulders again. “I didna see this turn of events, but maybe it’ll help yer—”

“Shut it.”

Dixie’s eyes lit with greed once again. She turned to her stepdaughter. “Find a dress, get presentable. You’ll be his wife within the hour.” 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2 - Abigail



[image: ]




“I knew you’d eventually sell me like property.” I spoke through gritted teeth as Dixie pinned the dress I was forced to borrow. The dress belonged to one of the girls of the establishment. It smelled of liquor, toilet water and sweat. At least the gentleman who bought me had the decency to demand I be covered for the ceremony. “Ouch!”

“Get over it, it’s just a pin prick. You’ll hurt worse than that when your manny’s through with ye,” Dixie sneered. Her voice was haggard from drink and smoking but her mouth twitched at the corner in amusement. She was a slight woman, wiry and bony in build with wavy mousy-brown hair that hung in strings around her face. She had two small moles on the side of her nose and was dappled with freckles to boot. She wore a feather in her hair and a long strand of pearls around her neck. My father had found beauty in her several years ago, but I failed to find the woman he once treasured.

My lips were thin and tight, as I fought back tears. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of seeing them surface again. A few lit candles flickered solemnly, quiet witnesses to my misery. 

“Why now? Seems if I was such a problem, you would’ve sold me off the day after my father died.”

Without warning, Dixie stood up and slapped me across the face. “Shut up!” My head stayed to the side for a moment, but I slowly turned, meeting Dixie’s eyes. She blew smoke in my face and grinned. “You’re not my problem anymore.” Leering an inch from my face, her eyes were mirrors of empty darkness, bottomless pits to nowhere. She held up a piece of parchment. “Sign this.”

“Daddy’s deed?” I swallowed hard, unable to believe my eyes. If my father could see what had become of me, he’d roll over in his grave. Stepmother or not, if Dixie had attempted to give me a loving home, my life wouldn’t be so bad. “Why is it all business, why couldn’t you have just loved me?”

“How can a lady enjoy fine silks if she’s a thorn in her finger? It snags the fabric.”

“You’re no lady.”

“Denied ladyship maybe, but I should’ve been a lady. My sister was...”

“Sister?” I asked, thoroughly confused.

“Never mind that, sign!” In one swift movement, Dixie took the cigar from her mouth suggesting she meant to extinguish it. My shoulders hunched tightly together and as much as I hated it, my eyes closed, bracing for the sear of flesh I knew so well. It doesn’t happen though. 

“Sign it,” Dixie said again. I no more than scratched my name, she left, hastily slamming the door. 

Staring back into the broken looking glass, I saw a scared, half-grown child of a woman left to marry a complete stranger. The prospect of being away from Dixie was reason enough to go through with it, but not knowing the man made the whole venture seem daunting.

The creaky door hinge startled me from my thoughts.

“Nellie! Oh, thank God!” Tears streamed down my face again, as I hugged her. Until this moment, I hadn’t been fully aware of just how alone in the world I would be. I was about to lose the only family I had... my best friend.

“Ssh now... your face will be a mess. What will your husband say when he sees you with red eyes?” Nellie whispered, holding me at arm’s length. She clicked her tongue, disapproving. “And apparently you’ve been slapped.” Defensively, I leaned away under the scrutiny. “Try to find the good in the situation. You won’t have to deal with her anymore.” Nellie tried to console me. “Your husband might be nice, or at least tolerable, at any rate, no one can be as cruel as your stepmother.”

But, I thought, who contracts a wife from a brothel?

Slowly, I took a deep breath in, filling my chest, then exhaled in attempt to collect my nerves. I turned to gaze once more into the looking glass and dried my eyes briskly with the back of my hand, dashing away any last traces of tears.

“I’ll be all right—I must.” In an attempt to even my coloring, I pinched my other cheek and pushed a few loose strands of hair back out of my face. Relaxing, I noticed Nellie staring at my wayward hair. I shrugged my shoulders and grinned. “I tried.”

“I know.” Nellie giggled, taking down my first attempt. With her deft fingers, she made quick work of my hair, giving me a new display acceptable for a wedding. “There.”

Another peek in the looking glass confirmed what I already thought. My hair was lovely. I should be happy with it, but despair clutched my heart, causing me to begin crying again.

“What’s the matter, doesn’t it suit?”

“It’s not that.” I waved a hand at myself in the borrowed gown. “How could she do this?”

“Ssh,” she whispered, looking protectively toward the door. Anytime, somebody would be up to fetch me. “We both know how you got here.” Nellie raised her eyebrows as if sending telepathic messages. “I know you don’t want to go where you’re heading.”

“I positively can’t be a wife,” I said mortified. I sucked in a sudden breath in horror. “What if I become pregnant?”

“Never mind that now. At least Dixie has given you a way out. If you stay here, you’ll be like the rest of us sooner or later. You don’t want to spread your legs for strange men, do you?”

“Of course not. I don’t want to be anywhere near Dixie either but I can’t become a mother.”

“You won’t become what Dixie is and what happened to your mamma won’t be what happens to you.” She took my hands and gave them a squeeze.

“I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you too, but that’s no reason to stay with the likes of your mamma.”

“Step-mother.” 

“You’re right, sorry.”

Someone rapped loudly on the door startling both of us. “Time!” Big Tim shouted. When his heavy footsteps shuffled down the hall, I took one last breath.

My feet were rooted solidly to the uneven floorboards. “I don’t think I can do this.”

“You have to.” Nellie grabbed my hands, squeezed them tight and pulled me toward the door. “It’s a new beginning. Mr. Chandler looks nice enough and you can write me to say where you end up.”

“Chandler,” I repeated, quietly testing the word.

“Come now, we don’t want Dixie coming up here mad as a hornet, and she will too if you don’t hurry.” Nellie stopped abruptly, looking at my feet. “Where are your shoes?”

“They didn’t fit. I’ll have to go barefoot.” I shrugged indifferently.

“No. You can’t.”

“I have no choice. Dixie took my work slippers to keep. The others are too big.”

“Here, have mine. They’re not great, but they’re better than those your mamma gave you.”

“Step...”

“I know, I know. Never mind. There’s no time.” 

“What will you wear?”

“I’ll wear those.” She pointed to the pair that didn’t fit. “I’ll put a scrap of material in the toes. My dress is long enough, no one’ll see.” Nellie reached under her skirt and quickly tore two strips from her petticoat. “Besides, Mr. Chandler don’t seem the type to appreciate a bride with bare feet.” 

“I wonder what he does appreciate,” I muttered dryly under my breath.

Just as Nellie slipped her second shoe on, the door flung open. “I’m coming!” I huffed, lifting my skirts to stomp past Big Tim, not giving him the chance to speak. He just stared, blinking. He never had to say much, he was intimidating just to look at. Maybe that’s why he was so good at his job. Nellie followed with Big Tim close behind her, all three of us making a single file line down the stairs. Like it or not, here came the bride.

**
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THE CEREMONY WAS COLD. Unfeeling. Mr. Carrick Chandler and I recited our vows as was expected in front of a small crowd of witnesses in the tavern side of the brothel. I was no longer Abigail Stanton. I was Mrs. Carrick Chandler. I’m nothing but property I thought as I silently followed my new husband to the stairs. 

Living by the trade ports had its advantages and disadvantages. Now that the war with England was over, trade had begun to pick up again along with the frequenting visitors. Standing nearly six feet tall, it was difficult not to take notice of him. Still, Mr. Chandler carried himself differently than others. He was dressed much nicer than the usual folk who frequented Dixie’s establishment, although gentlemen from all over did visit. He was clad in leather breeches camel in color with white linen shirt and cravat. His silk waistcoat and silk stockings were of a deep blue color that complimented his wavy brown hair. He reminded me of a fish out of water. 

Just before reaching the stairs, Carrick turned, his eyes hastily searching the crowd. “Norman?”

“Yes, sir?” A man quickly appeared. He was my height, if not an inch shorter, but quite broad through the shoulders and frame. His hair was reddish fading to gray and his eyes were light yet fierce. Between him and Carrick, it was like comparing an ox to a horse.

“Norman, find a suitable gown before our departure. She’ll need something else for traveling.” Mr. Chandler looked down at me with a gaze proving my dress was unsatisfactory.

“Verra good, sir.” With a swift nod and turn of his heel, Norman disappeared again.

We ascended the stairs. “Norman is?”

“He drives my coach, among other things. Goes with me everywhere.” 

“I see.” At least he doesn’t go to the bedchamber, I thought with relief.

**
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AFTER PLACING THE ONLY chair under the doorknob, and his hat over the knob to cover the keyhole, Mr. Chandler sat down on the corner of the bed. Two candles were already lit when we arrived, meant to welcome us to our bed, but instead they illuminated the concern of both husband and bride.

“I’m not going to bed you... today,” he whispered. He rubbed his hand over his face briskly then turned to me. I stood in the corner of the room. He didn’t meet my eyes. “I am your husband now, I’m entitled, but I’d rather you be accustomed to me. Not scared.” He seemed quite resigned in the matter.

“You’re nearly twice my age, aren’t you?” I stared between Carrick and the bed and the door, but it was no use. No way out.

“Come here.” He patted the bed space next to him. Reluctantly, and cautiously, I edged from the corner to obey him. “I have a plan, but you’ll have to play along if you want away from your mother.” I struggled to swallow the lump in my throat, but did so and nodded. “In a little bit, they’ll get nosey.” He gestured toward the hall where a crowd waited outside the door.

“I know Dixie wants proof. I heard her say so,” I whispered, wincing on the word proof.

He exhaled through his nose. “I’m not going to bed you, no the now anyway. Not in a bed house full of whores, which you’re not,” he added as an afterthought, shoving his fingers through his hair, pushing the waves to the side.

“No the now?”

“Not tonight.” 

Relaxing just a bit, I took in a slow breath. “How will we give her the proof she wants if we don’t ... er...?” I knew the customary proof Dixie wanted. Just because I wasn’t one of the girls that ran the beds didn’t mean I was naïve to the goings on. The girls talked. Plenty.

“Start by calling me Carrick, hmm?” He rolled up his shirt sleeve. I watched, wondering why he did this, especially when I saw a fresh cut on his arm that couldn’t be more than half a day old.

“All right, Carrick,” I said, getting used to his name. “Should you have a bandage or something on that?”

“I will, but first pull back the sheets.” My eyes widened, and I stiffened slightly but did as asked. Carrick roughly rubbed his arm, grimacing as he reopened his wound. When he got enough blood to smudge on the sheets he did so, then tore a strip from the sheet, handing the material to me. “Will you tie this on, please?”

I reached for the strip and began to wind it around, quickly applying pressure. “Why’d you do that?”

“Proof.” His lips turned up in a grin, then straightened and went back to business. “Now strip down to your shift and take that hideous gown off.”

“But I thought...”

“I said not here, but you’ll do to remember we have to set the stage.” He jerked a chin toward the door. Voices began to emerge out in the hall, first a few whispers then a low hum of busy inquiry and guessing.

I understood then that time was short, but what else did Carrick plan to do? I shed my gown. Carrick unfolded his shirt sleeve to cover the bandage then untucked his shirt and removed his vest. Partially undone as he was, he didn’t seem quite as uncovered as I felt now. I stood with the ugly gown pooled at my feet, hands clasped tightly in my front. I wasn’t naked but felt as though I might as well be.

“Lie down.” Carrick motioned to the bed. Again, I did as was told and with a quick glance to make sure his hat was still secure on the knob, Carrick sat down beside me, his feet still planted to the floorboards. “I’m going to move the bed,” he whispered, leaning down so close now I could feel his breath. It smelled faintly of tobacco. “We’ll make some noise and then—” he stopped mid-sentence hearing his hat drop to the ground. Someone had poked something through the key hole unblocking the view. I froze, but didn’t dare look toward the door. To anyone else watching, I’d just look like a frightened wife on her wedding night.

Quickly inspired by desperation, I grabbed Carrick’s hand and without whispering asked, “Will you blow out one candle first?” I squeezed his hand, and used my eyes to point to the candle close by. Carrick simply nodded and cupped a hand behind the candle at the bedside to blow it out.

Now, a soft golden glow from across the room was the only light in the room. If anyone looked through the hole now, they’d only see shadows. Carrick climbed into the bed next to me, careful not to touch me without warning.

I reached out a trembling hand and placed it on his upper arm. “I... quickly then, I don’t like the dark.”

Carrick, not waiting for any more intrusions to shatter the charade, heaved his weight much closer to me and began to rock the bed in a manner customary to consummation. “Now...” he whispered, but I didn’t have to act. I was crying.

Why did I cry? Did I think I had to because Dixie said it would hurt? Was I relieved that Carrick wasn’t really consummating the marriage but was fearful because I knew it was only a matter of time before he would or was I crying because I was thankful that I was nearly done with having Dixie in my life? Whatever the reason, my tears couldn’t be more real or more welcomed.

Carrick falsely stilled, winked at me in the dim light and then rolled off carefully leaving me covered, satisfied with our performance. A moment later there was a knock at the door. He rose and gave me a moment to grab the gown from the floor. I quickly stepped into it before Carrick answered the door. We were both disheveled, the bed a complete mess, lingering tears on my face and blood in the bed. The perfect scene.

“It’s done then?” She walked over and ripped back the sheet to reveal a bloody smudge. A wicked smile formed across her face then she stripped the bed and handed the wad of bedclothes to the laundry girl waiting in the doorway.

“We’ll be on our way, Madam,” Carrick said. I picked up his hat and handed it to him. He then noticed Norman in the hall and waved him in, taking a different gown from him.

Ignoring Carrick, Dixie stood face-to-face with me, eyeing me critically. I tried to step around her but she grabbed my arm.

“Ouch! Release me!” I jerked my arm, trying to free it from Dixie’s grip. “My husband is waiting.”

“He’s just a bloody man who paid good money for a—” Slap! Dixie’s eye watered, running down the hand print left on her skin. It was a long-overdue mark and my hand stung from giving it to her.

“He’s my husband you witch!”

Dixie tightened her grip, digging her nails into my arm, nearly drawing blood, but then Carrick snatched her by the hair, pulling Dixie back and plopped her neatly on the bed.

“I’ll not have you hurt my wife,” he roared. “Good day to you, Madam!”

“Wait! You’re forgetting something.” Big Tim stepped in front of us, crossing his arms. We weren’t going anywhere. “There’s a matter of payment.”

“That’s right, there is.” Carrick shot his assistant a look, signaling him to take my arm. “I promised you double or nothing after I bedded your daughter.”

“Well then?”

Carrick reached into his vest pocket and pulled out the six Guinea’s, the ring and another coin. “Tails I keep my money—”

“No, I’ll take tails,” Dixie interrupted. She never let anyone control the negotiations. “You take heads.”

Carrick’s mouth tightened into a thin line. “Fine. Heads I keep my money, tails I pay double.” He flicked the coin into the air and caught it, slapping it to the back of his hand. The moment of silence rang louder than a church bell. “Good day to you, Madam.”

All at once we rushed out. Dixie yelled several obscenities while we wasted no time leaving, my stays weren’t yet tied, but Carrick slipped his coat onto my back before leading the way down the stairs with Norman behind us. We were leaving this town and not a moment too soon. Apparently, Dixie lost the toss.
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“We’ll stop for the night, or what’s left of it,” Carrick explained, holding the front flap of his waistcoat. We sat across from each other in his coach. The rolling countryside streamed by, beautiful, though only by moonlight. The clop of the horse hooves gave off a meditative sound. They were muffled on the dirt road, but I could still hear them, steady as a lullaby.

“Where’s home?” 

“Autumn, Virginia. Heard of it?” Carrick busied himself straightening his sleeves, first tugging at the wrist with one hand, then switching to the other arm to do the same.

“No. But it sounds lovely.”

“Yes, well. It’s your home now,” he said and cleared his throat.

“How far away is it?” If we wouldn’t be there for two days, was it a whole day’s ride away or did we have more business to attend to along the way delaying our arrival I wondered.

“Nearly two day’s ride, weather permitting. Norman will conduct us home in a timely fashion if he’s able.” Carrick held his injured arm lightly in his opposite hand as we rode. Our new path was rough and bumpy, not as worn as the main road.

My eyes lingered on him awhile longer, watching him fidget. “Does your arm bother you so or is it my company that unnerves you?”

“You’re observant.” Silence hung in the way, an uncomfortable wedge between us. My eyes traced the carriage door and window.

“I wouldn’t advise it.”

“What?”

He cleared his throat again. “Jumping from the moving carriage.”

“What makes you think—"

“Why wouldn’t you? You’re spirited enough.” 

I looked away from him, focusing once again out the window. “If you must know, I’m watching to see if Dixie has us followed.” Carrick kept watching me closely, but his eyes darted to the window now and again. I folded my arms across my chest. “What kind of a man buys a wife at a brothel anyway?”

Carrick looked torn between throttling the stranger who sat before him and consoling the pretty young girl he saw now. He let out a breath, relaxing his shoulders before answering.

“A man who was talked into helping a girl escape humiliation.”

I dropped my hands to my lap and looked down. “I see. You didn’t really want me either.”

“It’s not a matter of want. I don’t regular those establishments.”

“I didn’t think so.” I met Carrick’s eye, tilting my head in truce remembering him the night before. “Dixie has an arrangement with the pickpocket too.” Carrick’s eyebrows rose high on his forehead. “She doesn’t report him, if he gives her a cut of his bounty.”

Carrick frowned, surprise turning to disgust. “I see.” 

“How’d you injure yourself?” I pointed to his arm that I had helped bind earlier.

“Oh, that.” Carrick flipped a hand of dismissal. “It’s nothing. I had a mishap in the stables where they kept our hoses.” He lifted his arm, bending it at the elbow, checking to see if it was bleeding or not through his shirt, and then back in its resting place in his lap. “Maybe I should listen one of these days or get on better terms with the horses.” Carrick grinned smugly. “Ross is always telling me to stay out of the stables but I do what I want.”

“Who’s Ross? I thought you said his name was Norman.” I nodded in the direction of our driver who kept the horses and coach moving at a decent pace.

Carrick momentarily closed his eyes and sighed. “Forgive me. We’re married less than a few hours and I haven’t told you anything of importance. The driver is Norman. Ross is my son.”

“Son?” My voice was a little more strangled than I meant it to be. “How old is your son? Do you have more children?” Suddenly my stomach lurched as the coach wheel hit a hole deep as a stew pot throwing me sideways. I had to wonder though. Did he only marry me to escape humiliation as he had said, or did he have an army of children needing looked after? I hoped not. I couldn’t be a mother.

“My son is probably about your age.” Carrick’s expression changed. “How old are you, er um, it is Abigail, correct?”

We were definitely strangers. “Yes, it’s Abigail, and seventeen, just two days past.” I could feel the color rise in my cheeks.

“Oh. Yes, Ross is a bit older.” He seemed to relax a bit. “He’s two and twenty by number, but seems older than his years. He had to grow up quickly when I went away.” His brow furrowed as he arranged some thoughts. “I joined the war along with some of the other countrymen after the fighting had started.  Ross stayed home with his mother, too young to do much else at the time. He was twelve.”

“I supposed a lot of families did the same.” I tried to sound understanding, but really, I just wanted him to keep talking. It was a distraction against the cool air coming through the window.

Seeing me shiver, Carrick leaned forward and unlaced the curtain to intercept the night air. “He learned a fair bit about running the farm in my absence. He runs it now. Guess that’s why he doesn’t like me in the barns anymore. I get in his way. He’s a good young man to be sure, but we just see things differently and so we’ve decided that I’ll handle the business end of things and he runs the land. It works.” Carrick turned to stare out his window again. His curtain was still tied back.

“Sounds like an arrangement.” Sounded more business-like than family I wanted to say, but thought better of it. Sadly, it reminded me of Dixie and me.

“Arrangements don’t have to be bad.” 

Our marriage was a dubious arrangement by all standards. My being forced to marry a complete stranger and being whisked away to parts unknown began to make my nerves wary.

He hadn’t mentioned any young children though. Would he want more? That was a silly question. He at the very least intended to bed me, he had said so. He was entitled, was his words. I wondered how long it would be before he decided he was entitled.

If I looked at our situation from his point of view, what would I see? Even though he and Dixie arranged it, he was willing on his part. But willing or not, he was taking on a young woman to be his wife. I was as much a stranger to him as he was to me and he’d taken on the responsibility of feeding and clothing me and nothing short of sharing his life with him. I almost felt sympathetic toward him.

The implications in society alone would plague him anywhere he went if word got out he took a girl from a brothel. Why put a stain on his reputation? Although I was known as the bar maid, pouring drinks for customers, I still came from a house of ill repute. That detail wouldn’t make a difference to others no matter how Carrick viewed it.

“I suppose arrangements don’t have to be bad,” I agreed, “but maybe they’re easier to get used to if you know what your obligations are.”

Carrick measured me carefully. He relaxed his shoulders a bit, but again shifted in his seat. “I’ll not lie to you, I’m at a bit of a disadvantage here. I suppose you are too come to that.” Carrick turned and yelled to Norman who brought the coach to a stop. “Let’s walk and stretch our legs a bit, shall we?”

Norman fussed with the horses while Carrick escorted me along the road, carefully keeping a close space between us. It was a polite, formal gesture of protection. I walked alongside him, holding my sides with my arms wrapped around my middle. It felt good to walk. The coach had grown a little stuffy since we shut my curtain but now I enjoyed the breeze at my back.

The further we traveled inland away from my coastal town, the sweeter the air became. I always enjoyed the salty air of Chesapeake, but there was something about the mountain air here in the country, smelling earthy and vast with green vegetation. In the coach, the air was thick, smelled of my dress, tobacco, Cherrywood and musky male from Carrick. I wanted to stay out here in the fresh air. 

“I understand if you’re upset or nervous. We don’t know each other,” Carrick said without preamble. He sighed a quick heavy breath, collecting his thoughts. “I couldn’t in good mind leave you to that woman. And, I know I’m probably a bit older than you’d maybe hoped for in a husband. Arranged marriages aren’t exactly unconventional...”

“Arranged is one thing, this... I had no warning.”

“Well, I’ll agree with you there.” Carrick glanced in Norman’s direction. “I apologize for that. Would you rather I take you back and court you properly or is it just me you object to?” It was said in a bit of a huff. Rather he meant it to come across that way or not, I wasn’t sure. Still, I noticed.

“I don’t want to ever go back to Dixie. I had a hard-enough time there the first go round.”

“As I thought.” Carrick pointed to a log that had fallen, currently laying under the branches of a tall oak tree. It was aged and hard, no moss growing on it and it was smooth to the touch. Most of the bark had been stripped off of it, no doubt from the wildlife. “Well then, how I see this is we’ll have to learn each other as we go along. Sound reasonable? I don’t mean to force you through this.” I gave him a rude, side-long glance. He quickly cleared his throat. “Besides, the vows of course, but we’ve already concluded that.”

“Thank you for helping me cut loose of my stepmother. I do appreciate that.” I began to blush. “And for not forcing me for the proof she wanted.” I looked down at my ratty dress and began to wipe away some nonexistent lint.

“I don’t like being forced to do things. I tried to be mindful of that. Besides, I hadn’t intended this trip to bring home a wife.”

“What was this trip for, business?”

“Business. And for diversion.”

“Diversion from what?”

Carrick cleared his throat, again arranging his features. “Never mind that.” He glanced toward Norman who seemed to have thought the horses had enough rest then stood up and offered me his hand. “How about we begin with the easy things and go from there.”

I took his hand, looking at him with an uncertain curiosity. There was more he wasn’t saying. “Such as?”

He tucked my hand in the pocket of his arm and began back toward the coach. “What is your favorite thing to eat?”

My cheeks deepened in color again. “Mashed apples,” I answered shyly, feeling it odd for a young lady to like child’s food.

“Very good,” he said, chin raised in triumph, apparently pleased with my answer.

“Really?” I looked up at his expression and paused before stepping into the coach.

“Yes.” He tipped his hat back with the tip of his finger. “I have several apple orchards. You’re in luck.” He smiled and helped me into the coach.

**
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“ARE YOU SURE?” I ASKED Norman for the hundredth time.

“To be sure, mum. Mr. Chandler gave strict instructions to fancy ye proper. Ye be needin’ a few suitable gowns and fineries before we make our way home.”

We had ridden through the night, fitfully dozing now and then in the carriage, deciding not to stop after all. Now, it was well beyond daybreak and we were in yet another town.

“I’m sorry about the other dress.”

After fleeing the room we occupied to consummate our marriage, there was a crowd of people, confusion in the hall followed by another interruption and in all the confusion my dress had gotten lost. 

“Tis nae matter, lass.” Norman smiled waving for me to keep up. An ox in build, Norman was light as a jackrabbit in speed.

I looked around the busy street. We were in a town called Lynchburg, somewhere I understood to be halfway home. Merchants of different sorts lined the streets. There was a printer, a medicine shop, yard goods and mercantile to name a few. I narrowly missed bumping into a food cart offering sausages and pretzel twists. The savory smell made my mouth water. However, Norman seemed to be acquainted with the area, instructing me straight away to a dress maker’s shop which stood next to the local dry goods store.

“Where did Carrick go?”

“He ha’ some business to conduct, lass.” Norman held the door open for me. A little bell jingled lightly above our heads as we entered the storefront. Immediately, I felt the absurdity of the dress I wore, becoming more self-conscious and quickly wanted rid of it.

“Ah, Catherine my dear. ‘Tis nice to see ye again.” A tall, thin woman appeared. She had silver-streaked gray and brown hair pulled up in a tight bun atop of her head and a measure strip draped about her neck. After a quick but more thorough investigation, I noticed she used her bun as a pin cushion. That may be handy during the daytime for her profession, but a might bit dreadful if taken down hastily.

“Hallo, Norman. ‘Tis good to see you too. Life treating you fair and all?” I watched her eyes bug out of her head when I stepped out from behind a gown display. “Oh!” she cleared her throat. “And who do we have here?”

“Yes, this be Mr. Chandler’s new wife to be sure.” I couldn’t help but notice his eyebrows both go up when he made my introduction.

“Nice to meet you; Catherine is it?” Shaking slightly, I tried my best to remember my manners and extend my hand. “Please, call me Abigail.”

“Abigail is a beautiful name.” She smiled, though trying to maintain eye contact, I saw them slip down to my horrible threads and back over to Norman.

“Yes, weel... Mr. Chandler says to get his wife some new finery of all the kinds and such.” His ears turned pink as he waved his hands in a manner that implied the underclothes such as a new shift and petticoats. “He said to have you fix her up proper, Catherine. Should I leave her with you and be back the hour?”

“An hour should do. Sooner if you like, Norman.” Catherine’s eyes brightened when speaking of his return.

“You’re leaving me?” I asked in a rushed whisper, grabbing his arm. I let go quickly, but he turned and smiled. For some reason, though I barely knew the man, I felt absurdly safe in his presence.

“Yer in good hands, lass. Miss Catherine will ‘ave you looking bonnie in no time at all. I ‘ave to go and see to your lodgings at the inn. We’ll be staying here the night. Catherine, do you have a bit o’ tea? The lass has had a long ride today.”

“I do indeed. Abigail, I’ll go fetch some and be back just the minute.”

Norman turned his gaze back to me after longingly watch Catherine disappear through the curtain to the back of the store. I felt like an intruder witnessing something intimate. “Now then, lass. I ken you dinna know anyone else here but me and yer husband. And ye barely know us come to that. As I said, yer in good hands with Miss Catherine, but I’ll be back for ye. Whatever she says you need, I’ll get and settle the bill upon my return. I can see you’ve no reason to be the trustin’ kind.” His broad, rough hand reached out to hold mine. “But, do try, lass. Do try.”

“All right, Norman. If you say so.”

“I do.” He turned to leave. “Oh, and the one other thing...” I raised my eyebrow in question and then he extended his hand toward a gown in the window case. “Mr. Chandler is a might fond of Amethyst. It’s a bonnie color and would look most decorative on ye.”

Norman’s light blue eyes twinkled; I could see he was trying to help. I took another deep breath and slowly letting it out, began to inspect the gowns and finery of the dress shop.

**
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TWO HOURS LATER, NORMAN escorted me to the inn and room to which we’d be staying for the night. Mine and Carrick’s that is. Carrick sat at the desk, replacing the inkwell to its spot after sealing a piece of parchment with wax. He stood then, to receive me in my new finery.

“Ahem,” he cleared his throat, looking thoughtful. “It looks as though you’re a bit more comfortable, Abigail.” He extended his hand for mine. “That color looks lovely on you.” I couldn’t help but notice the note of surprise in his voice.

Norman slipped in behind me, placing my packages on the bed. It was true—I did feel a bit better thanks to the handy work of Miss Catherine and all her yard goods. I hadn’t seen such nice materials and that’s saying a lot since I came from a small town, rich in imports from Europe. I knew they existed, but didn’t get to leave the establishment often and if I did get out, I was usually chaperoned by Big Tim.

“I do feel better, thank you.” I had chosen to wear the amethyst gown Norman pointed out. I figured he knew his likes and since Carrick had done me the courtesy to preserve my innocence so far, I could at least try to be presentable. I might even try to be likeable. 

Carrick let go of my hand, delivering me to a nearby cushioned chair. “I believe dinner will be served soon, or are you too tired from our travels?” He poured himself a small tot from a glass decanter, then raised an empty glass and an eyebrow. “Would you care for refreshment?”

“Please, thank you.” I accepted the drink, finding it to be a luscious wine of floral accents. Instantly, I felt both freshened and relaxed.

“Ah.” Carrick raised his glass then emptied it at once. “We’ll respite here the night, then weather providing, we shall be home by this time tomorrow.” Norman finished arranging my parcels and hesitated by the door. He must have known Carrick meant for him to have an errand, because without speaking Carrick crossed the room to hand him the written note he had just sealed upon our arrival. “See to it Roger McGreggor gets this then join us in the tavern for supper. He should have something in return, but if it’s not ready yet, we can collect it before we leave in the morning.”

“Verra good, sir.” Norman took the dispatch and was on his way.

**
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DINNER WAS AN INTERESTING event to say the least. Norman joined our table after his quick errand. I noticed that while Norman scooped up spoonsful of food at a time not caring what ran together, Carrick was a much more critical eater. Carrick took the time to finish first his main dish, largely roast beef in a rich sauce, then each accompanying side dish one at a time. I think he was nearly finished with his roasted neeps when he caught me staring.

“Something amiss?” 

“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to stare. I just... I must be tired. Please forgive me.” I wasn’t completely tired, but rather embarrassed because I enjoyed watching the differences of the two men and their eating habits. While poking at my own meal, I idly wondered what made Norman eat like it was his last meal while Carrick took gentle care to prepare each bite.

“Do you not find your meal to your taste?” Carrick eyed me with a crease between his eyebrows, frowning down his pinched nose.

“It’s fine, thank you.” I looked down at my half-eaten plate, realizing it may not look as though I had given it a try. “It’s just, it’s more than I’m used to in one sitting.” That was one of the few good things about Dixie. She never let anyone go hungry, but that wasn’t to say we were always full. Embarrassed, I looked back down hiding from his eyes and dutifully took another bite.

When I dared look back up, Carrick’s V-shaped crease had disappeared from between his eyes and the deep lines that cut his features began to fade away, smoothing his expression. He seemed to be calculating something in his mind. He then turned to his friend, or servant, no... well Norman in any case and begged a question.

“Would you like to finish the lady’s meal? I think Abigail would like to retire to our room for the evening.” Carrick wiped his mouth and waited for reply.

“Aye, that’ll do.” Norman’s eyes turned to me. “If yer done, missus. Waste not, want not to be sure.”

I smiled, relieved, and slid the dish to our companion. Carrick rose from his seat. “Norman, I’m going to retire as well. We’ll see you in the morning, first thing.”

“Verra good sir.”

“Abigail?” Carrick offered his arm. I stood and accepted, leaving Norman at the table.

Once upstairs, I felt both relaxed and nervous. I hadn’t wanted to marry. Now, my mind warred with the constant contradiction that was my new husband. From the moment I was told I must, I feared someone that may be a walking nightmare, someone who might be rugged and mean using temper to get their way. Dixie certainly wielded her temper like a weapon. Why wouldn’t a man who didn’t know me? So far, Carrick had been a little distant, secretive even, but considering and kind. Thoughts still ran rampant though wondering if he’d take advantage of me and yet so far, he had only offered arm or hand to balance me, not touching me otherwise. Quite gentlemanly. I wondered now if it would remain this way.

“What will Norman do when he’s through eating?” I asked nervously.

“He has a room, if he chooses to use it,” Carrick answered dryly. He unbuttoned the top button to his shirt, loosening the neck. “He likes to play cards.” The corner of his mouth curled up at the same time he tried to hide the fact he winced when removing his boot.

Amused, I imagined Norman sitting across the table from other men, gathering winnings. I’d seen other Scottish men gamble in the bar at Dixie’s. It was less past time and more occupation to them and they did it well.

“Likes to gamble, does he?” 

“You could say that.”

“And what do you like to do?” I asked conversationally, hoping the question wouldn’t seem like an invitation to any particular activities. “Do you play cards?”

“At times,” he answered. I sat down on the cushioned chair where I sat earlier, trying to avoid the bed. I wasn’t sure how that venture was going to go, but wasn’t eager to find out either. “Sometimes I read, but I don’t have any books with me tonight.” He stood then and stretched, then walked over to the desk and shuffled through some papers. After a moment, Carrick turned as if to ask me something, but was interrupted by a knock at the door.

He answered, allowing in a young maid servant bringing with her tea and an accompanying dessert tray. “Thank you. That will be all.” Carrick saw the girl out after she bobbed a curtsy then returned to me and our treats. He poured, filling the two tea cups.

“Thank you, Carrick.” I said, genuinely appreciative of the warm beverage.

“I enjoy tea in the evening. Sometimes...” he added as an afterthought. We were clearly two strangers, feeling a bit odd at explaining ourselves, but I felt a small twinge of reassurance noticing he felt it too.

**
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“GOOD MORNING, ABIGAIL.” 

I startled awake and for a moment had no idea where I was. Oh yes... I remembered.

“Good morning.” I sat up, rubbing my eyes with the back of my hand, hiding a stray yawn.  Carrick was already up. Carrick... my husband. I still had to get used to this detail. My future was daunting enough without disorienting my simplest tasks such as waking.

“Sleep well?”

“Too good. I forgot where I was. How about you?”

“Well enough.”

Carrick was kind in the fact that again, he didn’t try anything with me. I was grateful but wary, wondering if he would come to me in the night. We shared the same bed as there was no other choice unless one of us slept on the floor, but we were adults, a married couple. We were expected to share a bed. However, he was good to his word, saying that we would sleep and gather rest for our trip next day. 

I grew interested to see my new home. After a day’s ride in a coach and an evening of mild talking, I hadn’t unearthed any big secrets about my husband, but had learned he was an owner of a farm that raised not only tobacco but had orchards and other general crops such as corn, wheat and barley as well. He had two children, but only Ross survived as his second died along with his wife in childbirth. He was reluctant to speak of it, but felt I had the right to know since he had mentioned Ross and because I was now his new wife. Other pleasantries were exchanged in a formal interview-like manner, but neither of us delved very deep in our questioning of the other. Perhaps today would go easier.

“Norman is gathering the horses.” He poured a cup of tea handing it to me. “We have a long ride yet.”

In the morning light, just before we left the inn, I truly noticed Carrick’s eyes for the first time. They were hooded at dinner the evening before, focusing on the task at hand, the skilled and purposeful job of making his meal edible into bite size portions. They were guarded again later in our room as we spoke. He was much like a fly that didn’t know where to land, first shuffling through oddities on the desk, and stepping around the room for various tasks. Lighting a candle, answering the door, tending our fire, pouring drinks, these were all activities that helped avoid eye contact. He even stepped into the hall when I needed to use the chamber pot, though I was relieved about that. 

Today though, revealed and direct, his eyes were a light brown if not hazel, casting them to be of a calculated dream. Thoughtful, yet guarded and though a buried mischief held in the shadows, they were the most intriguing eyes.

We sat next to each other in the coach because the other seat held my parcels from the dress shop. Norman didn’t want to trust them to the outside in case of troubling weather. Secretly, I looked forward to wearing the others soon, but I put the Amethyst gown back on today for our travels. To our delight, weather was conducive to our trip.

Once on the road, we each spoke with a particular frankness.

“Why’d you marry me?”

“You were there, my dear. Your stepmother auctioned you like livestock. I couldn’t leave you to that horrid woman, I told you that.”

“Buying me for a night would have been one thing, you could’ve said no to the marriage. I would have. Why didn’t you?” Carrick looked out the window. “What was that Norman started to say at Dixie’s, something about it helping you with... something?”

Carrick’s eyes darted to me. I’d obviously hit on something. He slowly turned away. “I acted in haste; we’ve been over this.”

“Which you’re not used to doing.” I noticed he avoided the main question.

“You’re very astute.”

“For a barmaid?”

Carrick turned to me. “I didn’t say that.”

“I know. You didn’t have to. The surprise in your tone did.” Carrick’s mouth opened as if to say something, but he closed it again. The sound of horse’s harnesses and rigging clinking together filled the carriage.

“Dear, very few people surprise me. You are one of them, I’ll admit, but that’s not a bad thing.” Carrick studied me. I bit the side of my cheek, waiting. “What troubles you?”

I took a deep breath and let it out. “I suppose... first Dixie offers me to the highest bidder and then it comes down to a coin toss. How would you feel?”

The value of worth was something Carrick understood. He retrieved the coin from his vest pocket.

“Look here,” Carrick said, quickly flipping the coin over and over. A smile hid in the corner of his mouth. “It’s a two-headed coin. I tricked her. Me saying tails first is part of the illusion. The other party will never want me in charge of everything.” He winked. “I said I could not leave you to that woman and I meant it. I also told you I like to get my way.” He then touched my cheek and smiled smugly, dropping his precious coin back into his pocket. “Lastly, it was a split-second decision, so forgive me if I wasn’t otherwise prepared.”

As much as I hated to admit it, I was beginning to like Carrick. He tricked Dixie, which was fun in itself, but it also showed me I should be careful. Carrick liked to get his way and always made sure he did.

“I guess it helped you had all those coins with you too.”

“I just concluded business on this trip, you were in luck.”

“You shouldn’t carry so much with you.” Suddenly embarrassed, I dropped my eyes. “I mean... it’s your business, but if...”

“I meant to thank you by the way.” 

“Me? For what?”

“Keeping me from the pick pocket the night before.”

I actually giggled out loud. “I didn’t know I was protecting my investment.”

“Which was?”

“You buying me from Dixie.” My face went somber again. “She’s never been quite that bad before.”

“Speaking of her...” Carrick arched an eyebrow and half leaned his head to one side, “how is it that you... er um... how is that you’re not spoiled?”

I knew he’d ask that question, most people called us spoiled doves after all or ladies of the night. Women of ill repute was another phrase tossed around. Why wouldn’t he wonder? As my husband, he had the right to know.

“Why didn’t you bed me? Not that I’m not grateful, but why?”

“I am used to getting my way,” he agreed, “but... I won’t be forceful. I’d like to think I have some manners.” 

“I’ve seen some manners.” I agreed, quietly. Carrick shifted in his seat, adjusting his shoulders. He carried himself with an air of formality.

“So. Back to my original question. How are you not...”

“Spoiled?” His eyebrows silently raised, confirming the question. “Another business deal you could say.” Carrick appeared intrigued when I said the word business. Norman yelled something to the horses; we were entering a thick wooded area. At least there was some shade for the moment. The air coming through our small window became cool and sweet. “My father died but, he had the foresight to draw up papers beforehand, you know, just in case I suppose but it was just an inn when daddy ran it. It wasn’t a brothel until Dixie changed it.”

Carrick held out a hand, gesturing for me to take it. I gave it to him, letting him hold it loosely. “Not so bad?” he smiled politely.

“No, not so bad.” It wasn’t terrible holding his hand, foreign and strange perhaps but not bad. It was another step toward getting used to each other. “So, the papers read I was to have the business but she could run it until I either turned eighteen or married, which ever fell first. At that time, I could keep the business or first offer to sell it to Dixie if she hadn’t remarried. If she remarried first, I could do whatever I wanted.” I shrugged my shoulders. “I guess when you offered your own lodgings, you gave her the business. I signed the paper before we stood before the preacher.”

“Damn. It was good property too,” he muttered under his breath. “Technically, if you owned it and married, it would go to your husband. But being a child,” he then sandwiched my hand between both of his own comparing their sizes, “couldn’t Dixie do whatever she wanted?”

“Oh, she wanted the business, but remarrying was a deal breaker.” I watched Carrick with fascination. He turned my hand studying the lines and curves. I didn’t think my hand could be that interesting. “I told her I knew she was swiving Big Tim which made the contract null and void unless she paid me a small price.”

Carrick’s eyebrow grew into a steep arch. “Swiving isn’t married.”

I let out an impatient breath. “...entered into any unions with another...” I quoted the contract. Both surprise and appreciation lit Carrick’s face. I had it committed to memory. “Unless she paid me a small price.”

“Which was...”

“Keeping me a maid.”

“She shared his bed while married to your father?” he asked incredulously, placing my hand back in my lap.

“That I don’t know. This didn’t happen all at once you know. Over time, things began to change. I lost my father when I was nearly twelve. Over the next year, business slowed up a bit and then she began to reinvent the inn. When she employed Big Tim, I discovered them and blew the whistle on their little secret.”
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