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If I ascend up into heaven, thou art there: if I make my bed in hell, behold, thou art there. (Psalms 139:8)
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CHAPTER 1
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North Florida, July, 1883

If her aunt’s expression grew any tighter, Serefina feared her face might pop. 

Lips puckered, eyes squinched, she aimed one pointed finger beneath her sixteen-year-old nose and shook it, as if that would make her point come across any better. “When I was your age, debutante balls were all the rage. Hedonistic doings.” 

She snorted, flaring her nostrils, and Serefina half-expected her to bray. 

“Girls parading around in dresses that could feed a dozen poor families. Shameful,” her aunt continued. “They’ll be none of that here. Nothing wrong with plain, everyday cotton. I’ll have none of those evil, devilish colors ...” 

With that remark, her aunt paused, her eyes shifting to the top of Serefina’s head. “We must do all we can to tame Satan in you.”

Satan was on her head in the form of red hair. That was what her aunt meant. But she couldn’t see as it was true since she hadn’t asked to be born that way.

“Your mama, bless her dearly departed soul, trusted your salvation into my care, and if it’s the last thing I do, I’ll see you consecrated in the church. Therefore, before evil steals you away to the dominion of darkness, we’re gonna do something about it.”

Do something? A creepy-crawly feeling slithered snake-like through Serefina’s stomach and what little lunch she’d consumed backed into her throat. What exactly did her aunt have planned?

This question was answered by the presence of a great pair of scissors wielded over her head. Click-click, her aunt opened and closed them, then, before Serefina could dodge, took hold of her long, red braid and snipped it off.

Serefina screamed, a blood-curdling, horrified, shriek of terror that sent her aunt into some sort of glorified fit.

“See? See?” she babbled, holding her formerly glorious locks aloft. “Cut the devil’s tail and the demons react. We’ll have no demons in this house, no, sir. We’ll tame the spirit that operates in this child.”

Turning left, she tossed her shorn braid into the fire, where it snapped and popped, sending out sparks, then dug her nails through Serefina’s blouse and dragged her, whimpering out of her chair. Forcing the girl onto her knees beside a great washtub, she clamped both hands on Serefina’s head and plunged it backward into a tub of pure lye.

She couldn’t speak then, couldn’t open her eyes, or the caustic liquid would kill her dead. So instead, she seethed inside, burning with hate for an old woman, who in a few minutes had destroyed the beauty her mother used to rave about.

My fiery Serefina, she’d say, one hand stroking her head. Someday a man’s gonna see that hair and not be able to look away.

But he wouldn’t. She was wrong. No one would look at her now without laughing. 

Her aunt hauled her out of the water, the horrible substance staining her clothes, and stood in a victorious stance. “There. That’s better,” she said, patting Serefina’s moist head. “We’ll get you a bonnet to cover the rest, and no one will know.”
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Central Florida, August 1885

The rocking motion of the coach combined with the summer heat to send Serefina into a fitful sleep. She started awake at the plunk of the wheels into a particularly large pothole. Throwing one hand to her bonnet, she checked that it was snug and buried her hands in her lap.

The man seated directly opposite made her exceedingly uncomfortable. He’d tried more than once to speak with her, but she would have none of that because just as soon as she did, the devil would take over. Bad enough her hair had gotten so long. Her aunt used to keep it cut short. But with her passing, she’d had no one to shear it and not enough nerve to ask someone else, so it grew, a sure sign to anyone of the state of her soul.

She shifted in her seat again and found herself face to face with the seedy fellow on the opposite end. If ever a man had nefarious purposes, he did. A month’s growth of unkempt beard and as long without washing made that clear. Then there was the look in his eye, as if he saw her clear down to her shift. She looked away.

If only her aunt hadn’t died. If only the bank hadn’t taken claim to the house. That had come as a shock. She’d stood in the doorway, staring out at the man come to evict her, unable to believe it. A week is all she’d had to pack a few things and find somewhere else to live. There was only one person left, someone she’d never met, and no time to contact him and even see if he’d give her space. Therefore, a coach ticket in her hand, her bonnet on tight, she’d boarded, dreading the trip.

Pretending to sleep again, she avoided the others in the coach for a spell, when it slowed, sitting up to see they’d entered town. The wide, dusty street, stretched east to west between a line of established businesses – a grocer, a barber, a café. At a building just past those, it came to a stop, and the doors to the coach swung open.

“All out,” said the driver.

Serefina waited until the seedy man left. Then her head stooped to exit, she made her way onto the steps. The other man, the one who’d tried so hard to have conversation, took hold of her arm.

“Let me help.”

She snatched her limb back. “I don’t need your help.”

His animosity showed in his angry grunt. She ignored it, hopping to the ground, and lifted her bag in one hand. Lugging it onto the boardwalk, silent, she traveled her gaze down the busy street.

Where to ask about her uncle? Surely, someone here knew him. A tiny building labeled “U.S. Post” seemed a good place to start.

She crossed the busy street, dodging a buggy, and dropped her bag outside the post office door. Inside, she faced an older man behind the counter, his bald head gleaming oily in the afternoon light.

“Sir?” she said, crisp.

He paused in his sorting, envelopes spaced between his fingers.

“I’m look for Virgil Moses.”

The postman gazed back over the top of a pair of wire-rimmed glasses. “Virgil Moses?”

Annoyed, she exhaled loudly. “I didn’t stutter.”

He angled her way, setting his stack of letters on the worn counter. “No, ma’am, you didn’t.”

“You know him?” she asked again.

He nodded, sharp. “Good man, recently married to a beautiful lady.”

That was neither here nor there, though it was an interesting fact.

“May I ask why you need him?”

Why? Because she was homeless, that’s why. She didn’t state this, but held herself erect. “I’m his niece. My mother was his sister.”

The postman’s face took on a strange shape, part confusion, part interest. “Didn’t know Virgil had any sister, though lately it seems he’s had more than one.”

Her brow wrinkled. Serefina couldn’t decipher that remark. He’d had only two, her mother and her aunt. He was their youngest brother. A rogue, her aunt always called him, as well as several other unmanly adjectives that made her wonder.

“Well, I need to see him. It’s very important. If there’s a way to send word ...”

At this, the postman laughed. Head tossed back, Adam’s apple bobbing, he went on and on, until she felt he wouldn’t stop.

He did, at last, but still snickered beneath his breath. “Ain’t no way to send word,” he said. “Virgil lives four hours outside of town if’n you’re traveling fast. I’m afraid you’ll either have to find someone headed that way, which would be rare, or wait until he comes in. He was by last Saturday, so should be a week yet.”

A week? She couldn’t live here a week. She had no money, no place to sleep, no food for even one night. The empty state of her stomach rose up prominent with a loud growl. She sought to bury it with her hands. In vain. 

The postman stared intent at her face. “If you’re hungry, there’s the café. I’d check the livery for anyone headed toward Virgil’s place. Closest family is the Todds. Young Matthew’s the one most often in town. Can’t miss him. He’ll be the one you can’t quit starin’ at.”

He was funning with her, but she didn’t find it amusing at all. She didn’t want a man, hadn’t come here for a man, would never ... never ... soil herself in that way. As her aunt had preached at her for two long years, with her hair, it only meant sin and damnation, and she’d have none of that.

Serefina dipped her chin and returned to the door. “My thanks for your help.”

Outside on the boardwalk, the irony of the situation wreathed through her. Here she was, determined to avoid men and yet looking for one to get her where she needed to go.

After all the warnings her aunt had given, what was the likelihood of that? Slim, which could only mean, once again, the devil was after her soul.

[image: image]

Matthew Todd entered the café, weary from what had turned out to be a long, uneasy trip. Between the guy sitting by the stagecoach door, who’d looked like he’d take your shoes off you if you shut your eyes long enough, to the girl who wouldn’t talk, he’d had nothing but hours and hours of silence to occupy his mind. The girl had clearly taken offense somehow. He couldn’t imagine what he’d done, except breathe, perhaps.

“Matt!” a voice called out.

Matthew shook his thoughts aside and smiled broad at his friend.

“Evander, never thought your ugly mug would appeal to me, but strangely, it does.”

Evander, a blue-eyed blond-haired dandy, grinned and motioned to a seat. “Sit and tell me what St. Augustine is like. Us little people don’t get to travel.”

He was joking. Evander would just as soon travel as work. His family having a bit of money helped. That fact also dressed him well.

Matthew blew out a breath. “It’s no disappointment. Don’t get me wrong. The city was great. But hours and hours of having your backside flattened on a coach seat is not ideal. I’ll be glad when the train makes it this far south.”

Evander shook his head. “That will take someone with a lot of money.” He pounded one hand on the table. “You need food.”

Matthew nodded. “A good beef steak and some of those fried potatoes, the old man makes.” Sal’s old man, as she fondly called him. They owned the place.

Signaling a young waitress, Evander placed the order then leaned back in his seat. “Why’d you go north anyhow? Not that it’s any of my business, but ...”

“But you’re nosy,” Matthew finished.

He didn’t mind answering. His mission hadn’t been any huge family secret. He’d simply been the one sent because he was unattached. A few months ago, he’d thought he’d solved that problem, only to have it blow up in his face.

Resentment swirled upward. He shouldn’t still be angry, but Genevieve had been the most attractive female he’d ever laid eyes on ... a bit quiet and timid, and he understood why now. It was a terrible thing that had happened to her. To think any man had ever treated a woman so poorly was unforgiveable in his eyes. But for Virgil Moses to lie to him outright was all kinds of wrong.

Evander whistled twice and waved one hand in Matthew’s face. “Where’d you go?”

Matthew blinked. “Sorry, daydreaming about sleep, I guess.” Running one hand through his hair, he sent it outward in black spikes. “The family elected me to make the trip and clear up an old issue of my dad’s.”

“Shipping stuff, right?”

Matthew nodded. “I wish sometimes ...”

Wish he wasn’t gone. But he was, and though he’d lived a good life since his father passed and was looking forward to many more happy years, not having the one person who he was most like was hard.

“I’m sorry,” Evander said, quietly. “I know it hurts.”

There wasn’t anything else to say about it, really. As the youngest of six, he’d had the least amount of years with his father. His sister, Nessie, and four older brothers, told him many stories, but that wasn’t the same. A boy, age nine, had wanted the real thing, not understanding where his dad had gone or why. Nessie had done the best she could. She’d been his mom as long as he could remember, their mother having died when he was born. But neither she nor his brothers could bring their dad back.

“Hey, look at that.”

Matthew followed Evander’s gaze toward the entrance and frowned at the sight of the girl from the coach.

“Wonder what she’s like under all that.”

A cloak and a huge bonnet effectively hid her face. She’d used that to her advantage for the entire trip, hiding from view.

“I don’t care.”

Evander’s eyebrows lifted.

“She was on the coach,” Matthew explained. “Wouldn’t speak a word. When I tried to help her alight, she practically bit my head off.”

Evander chuckled. “Sounds like exactly what you need. You’ve been mothered too much.”

“I need mothering,” Matthew returned. “I need someone who’ll massage my shoulders right now, and I think that girl would do it with an axe.”

Evander’s chuckles expanded.

Matthew refused to look in that direction. Let her go where she will. Minutes later, his food arrived, and any thoughts of the girl evaporated. However, a ruckus at the entrance interrupted him mid-bite, and he was forced, once again, to look her way.

“Get yourself gone,” Sal said, waving her hands outward. “I’m running a business here and don’t have time for handouts.”

Evander poked at Matthew with two fingers. “She’s hungry. You can’t let her leave without something to eat.”

“Me?” Matthew’s head whipped around. “Why am I being elected?”

“You have a rapport already.”

Matthew rolled his eyes. Some rapport. He returned to his plate, but his next bite didn’t sit so well. If she was hungry, that’d explain why she was grumpy, at least partly.

“I see the guilt eating at you,” Evander said with a grin.

Matthew shot him an unhappy look. “You and your guilt. Very well.” He pushed to his feet and, with reluctant steps, weaved toward the front, arriving just as the girl slipped outside. He followed her, taking a leap to capture her with one hand.

She whirled.

It was the first good look he’d had at her face, and he was surprised to find her so very young. Freckles sprinkled across her cheeks disappeared beneath the edges of the bonnet.

“You hungry?” he asked.

She wavered then, licking her lips, and her stomach made a tremendous gurgle. Her face flushed. “It seems so.”

“Then come inside. I’ll buy you something to eat.”

He expected her to leap at the chance, but she didn’t.

“Perhaps this is a test,” she said, instead. “It’s better sometimes to be lean than to fill oneself with excess.”

Excess? What was her problem? A religious type, perhaps. That’d be the other reason she was so uptight.

He tossed his head. “You can order porridge if you like. That doesn’t seem excessive.”

“Perhaps a biscuit.”

Matthew shrugged. “Fine, a biscuit. Come in, and I’ll make sure Sal brings you one.”

“That woman is destined for the fires of hell.”

Matthew wanted to laugh, but didn’t, because the girl was serious. To his thinking, she had a serious misunderstanding of the Scripture. Sal might be grumpy, but that didn’t mean she was destined anywhere. He wouldn’t argue the point.

“Hell or no, she cooks good food. Now, you coming in with me or not?”

The girl hesitated a moment longer then nodded. He held the door and motioned her through, leading her across the room to the table where Evander sat. He pulled out her chair, something that, again, made her pause. But finally, she sat.

Taking his own seat, he waved at Sal.

“I thought I told her to get,” she snapped.

Matthew smiled at the old woman. “You did, and I invited her to eat with me. Bring two of your biggest biscuits and give me the bill.”

Her mouth compressed, Sal said nothing else and headed for the kitchen.

Matthew picked up the bite he’d been about to consume moments ago. The girl glared at him. Right, excess. He stuffed it in his mouth anyway.

“Am I headed to hell for that?” he asked.

Her eyes narrowed. “Everyone can be redeemed.”

Evander was amused, laughter pushing at his lips. That didn’t help the girl’s attitude any.

“What do I have to do to get that?” Matthew asked. “Does buying your meal count toward my salvation?”

“You make fun of the Good Book.”

He dropped his fork. “I believe in the Good Book, but the version I heard involved love, not sacrifice.”

She silenced then, unspeaking. 

Sal returned, slinging a plate with two biscuits onto the table. She barely turned her head to see if it landed, but stomped off.

Matthew couldn’t stop his laugh from emerging. “Maybe you’re right,” he said. “Old Sal is headed to hell.”

The girl, her mouth full, said nothing. Just as well. 

They completed their meal in silence, and Matthew removed his pocket watch to check the time. “Is there somewhere I can escort you?” he asked. “I’m afraid I have a long way to travel to get home, and I either start out now or I’ll be there after midnight.”

The girl’s eyes moved to his face. Dusting her lips with two fingers, she lowered them to her lap. “You wouldn’t be going toward Virgil Moses’ place?”

Virgil? That was the last place on earth he wanted to go. But his curiosity demanded to know why she’d asked. “What business do you have with him?”

She looked downward, and he could hear her breathing quicken. Whatever the reason was, it upset her.

“Miss?”

Her head lifted, and she moistened her lips. “I have nowhere else to go. He’s my uncle. My mother and my aunt, his sisters, are both dead.”

Matthew leapt in place. Virgil actually did have sisters? Then why hadn’t anyone ever heard of them? “I’m sorry to hear that,” he replied. “I live not too far from there, though far enough. However, I have only my one horse to travel on.”

“I can ride,” she replied. “I know I’m an inconvenience, but ...” She swallowed, the first sign of any fear fitting on her face.

“But?” he prompted.

“But I have no money for a room. I’m quite penniless.”

Penniless? Well, he had purchased her food. 

Matthew made a shallow sigh. He had no choice but to agree. To leave her here without money for lodging would be un-Christian, despite their differing beliefs and the stomach-churning sensation that any thought of seeing Virgil Moses gave him.
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