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Independence, Missouri

1865

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Elliott, but I don’t allow any woman to join the wagon train who is not accompanied by an adult male member of her family.”

“But Mr. Scott, I don’t need a man’s help. I can drive my own wagon. I often drove the bakery wagon back home in Vermont,” Rebecca said.

“A woman alone creates other considerations, ma’am. Delicate ones.”

“Such as?”

“It’s a long journey, ma’am, at least four months, or as many as six if we run into trouble. In that length of time, a man…” He looked away and cleared his throat.

“Let us say, a single woman can become a distraction to a man, whether he’s single or married. The married women prefer that their husbands are not subjected to that kind of temptation.”

Rebecca was getting angrier by the minute. “Mr. Scott, I’m a widow. My husband was killed during the war and I’m still grieving his loss. I am not interested in… in attracting other men, particularly another woman’s husband. All I want to do is get to California and join my brother.”

“Then why not go by sea? A sea journey is much safer for a woman alone.”

“And takes almost a year, sir.”

For the past fifteen minutes Rebecca had been arguing with this stubborn man. She could only hope he knew more about the Oregon Trail than he did about women. She may not be as physically strong as a man, but she certainly had as much grit and stamina as any she’d met—even more than some.

“Mr. Scott, I’ve already purchased a wagon and team.”

“Then I suggest you either sell them or find yourself a husband real fast if you want to join this train. We leave at first light the day after tomorrow.” He tipped a finger to his hat. “Ma’am.”

Rebecca folded her arms across her chest and watched the wagon master disappear into the crowd filling the streets. It was clear to see there was no changing the man’s mind.

Returning to her hotel, she went into the dining room and sat down and ordered a cup of coffee to calm down.

She felt like screaming. She’d made some foolish mistakes in her life, but maybe this was the worst. Maybe she never should have left Vermont.

No, it wasn’t a mistake. She’d been miserable there. And after Charley’s death, there was nothing to keep her there. She’d wanted to get as far away from Vermont as she could, and the letter from her brother in Sacramento made the city sound like a golden land of opportunity.

So now she was faced with two certainties. One, she had spent most of her money; and two, she did not intend to give up and go back East. She’d come all this way to start a new life, and she wasn’t about to give up without a fight.

Since this was the last train out until next spring, no doubt she could find employment until then. But even if she did, she’d still be faced with the same problem if she didn’t have a husband. And Lord knows she didn’t want one.

But desperate situations called for desperate measures. From what she could see, there was only one obvious solution—she had to find a husband quickly.

Because by hook or crook, she intended to leave with the wagon train.

With steadfast determination she left the dining room and stopped at the desk to get the key to her room.

“Good morning, Miz Elliott,” the desk clerk said.

“Good morning, Jimmy.”

“You sure are up and around early, ma’am,” he said.

“Yes, I had an errand to run.”

“Heard tell you came here to join up with that wagon train. Thought they didn’t allow any unescorted ladies on the train.”

“So I was just told. I still intend to go.”

“I sure wouldn’t mind heading out to California,” he said. “Heard tell you can get rich there real quick.”

“Yes, that’s what my brother said in his letter.” Rebecca took a long look at the young man. This could be manna from heaven. “That’s why I’m going there.”

Tall and lanky, the young man couldn’t be much more than seventeen or eighteen. A boy that young would be easier to control than an older man might be. And she could talk him into making it a business arrangement. It would be robbing the cradle, but Scott never said anything about how old her husband had to be.

“How old are you, Jimmy?”

“Short a few days of eighteen,” he said.

“Do you have a family or a girlfriend, Jimmy?” If he had a girlfriend, she wasn’t about to break up the course of young love.

“No folks, or a girlfriend that I’m sweet on, ma’am.”

“And you’re sure you really want to go to California.”

“Oh, yeah. Been saving up for it. Oughta have enough by next year.”

“Jimmy, how would you like to accompany me to California?”

“What do you mean, ma’am?”

“I have a business proposition for you.”

At that moment several people approached the desk. Rebecca whispered, “Come up to my room when you’re off duty, and we’ll discuss it.”

He broke out into a wide grin. “Yes, ma’am!”

The next two hours Rebecca paced the floor of her room, wondering if the boy would lose his nerve and not show up.

When a knock sounded on the door, she took a deep breath and opened it. Jimmy stood there with a sly grin on his face.

“Come in, Jimmy.” Rebecca stepped aside so he could enter. “I’m glad you’re interested in my proposition.”

“Just what is it, Miz Elliott?”

“Well, as you know, a single woman is not permitted to travel alone. Inasmuch as you said you want to go to California, I thought you could accompany me.”

“You mean as a body guard or somethin’ like that?”

“Well, something like that. As my husband?”

“You mean we’d pretend to be married?”

“No, I don’t think Mr. Scott would be naïve enough to take our word for it. We would have to get married legally. When we get to California, we can have the marriage annulled and go our separate ways. I’ll furnish the wagon and food for the journey, and when we reach Sacramento, you can have the wagon and mules. I’d pay you more, but I’m afraid the food and supplies will take most of my remaining money.”

“And this won’t cost me anything?” he said.

“Not a cent. Whatever you’ve saved so far is yours to keep. All I want is a husband.”

“Yeah, and I know what for.”

Before she realized his intent, he shoved her back onto the bed and kissed her. She struggled to free herself and managed to hold him off.

“Jimmy, you don’t understand. I meant this as a business proposition.”

“Sure, I understand what you want. But I ain’t gonna buy no pig in a poke. I wanta try you out first.” He started to lower his pants.

“Get off me, you misguided oaf!” She managed to shove him away and scrambled off the bed. Looking around for a weapon, she grabbed her face mirror from the top of her dresser. “You come one step nearer and I’ll smack you in the face with this.” Opening the door, she said, “Now get out of here, you depraved little pervert, or I’ll call the sheriff.”

Trying to hold on to his pants, Jimmy stumbled past her. Rebecca put her shoe to his rear end and sent him sprawling right into the path of two men in the hallway. They almost fell over him, but managed to keep their footing. Jimmy got to his feet and managed to trip and fall again in his haste to get away.

Both men tipped their hats. “Is there a problem, ma’am?”

“Nothing I can’t handle,” she declared, and slammed the door.

Manna from heaven indeed! she fumed. That devil’s disciple was strictly from hell! Where did young men get such ideas? It was no wonder they called this the Wild West.

She decided to go back to where the wagons were assembled. Maybe she would see a prospect there. She would try one more time to be forthright, and if she was unsuccessful, she’d have to resort to deceit.

The area was jammed with people packing up wagons in preparation for the departure. The incessant clang of blacksmiths’ hammers rose above the cacophony of women’s chatter, the shouts of men, and the laughter of children playing tag as they darted among the throng. Her nostrils stung from the pungent odor of horses, mules, oxen, and cattle.

A buckskin-clad man, his grizzled beard stained with tobacco juice, slammed into her. He grabbed her arms to prevent her from being knocked off her feet.

“Sorry, lady,” he said.

She was assailed by the foul odor of his breath and body. Before moving on, he spat a stream of tobacco juice that was immediately trodden into the dirt by the boots of the passing swarm.

Rebecca stepped over to the protective wall of a blacksmith’s shed and her gaze swept the crowd. It was easy to discern the married men from the single ones. Most of those without a woman at their side looked as if they’d forgotten what the inside of a bathtub looked like—if they’d ever known to begin with. She could smell them from a distance.

Rebecca forced herself to walk among them. Surely within the horde, there had to be one unmarried man who made an attempt at personal hygiene. She saw Mr. Scott talking to two tall men and recognized them as the men in the hotel hallway.

She took a longer look. There was a bachelor quality about them—and more important, they were relatively clean looking. Neither wore stained buckskins, and both men were clean shaven, but for a two- or three-day growth of whiskers.

She stepped into a secluded spot where she could study them more closely. It was impossible to hear what the three men were discussing, but from their gestures she sensed it related to joining the wagon train. She was sure of it when they each signed a form, and the wagon master led them over to a corral and pointed out two horses to them. The three conversed for several minutes more, then shook hands. Mr. Scott left them, and the two men walked away.

Rebecca followed her quarry back to the hotel and waited from a distance as they registered and then climbed the stairs. As soon as they were out of sight, she went up to the desk clerk on duty, who fortunately was not Jimmy. While he turned to get her key, she glanced at the register: Clay and Garth Fraser. No Mrs. Frasers. Thank you, God, thank you. For the first time since arriving in Independence, Rebecca felt her luck had changed.

She quickly walked upstairs, peeked around the corner, and counted herself doubly blessed when the men entered the room just before hers. She hurried to her own room and put her ear to the door connecting their rooms.

From their conversation, it appeared they intended to go downstairs to eat dinner as soon as they cleaned up. Cleaned up! Music to her ears. Yes, indeed, she had definitely made a wise choice.

Rebecca rushed to the dresser and put her hair in order, then put a light dusting of powder on her face and pinched her cheeks to give them color.

With loving care she extracted a fancy bonnet from her trunk, the only real luxury item she owned. Rebecca perched the bonnet at a cocky angle on her blond hair and stepped back to view the result. She shifted the hat several times until she was satisfied with the angle, then returned to the connecting door. Timing was of the essence. When Rebecca heard them about to leave the room, she hurried to her door and stepped out in the hallway at the same time as they did.

“Ma’am,” one said politely. The two men stepped aside.

Rebecca offered a sweet smile and nodded as she passed them, very pleased with herself. They certainly were gentlemen, and better yet, she couldn’t smell them!

“I must apologize, gentlemen, for our earlier meeting—as brief as it was,” she said with a quick smile. “I didn’t thank you for your offer of help.”

“Well, ma’am, from where I was standing, it appeared you didn’t need it,” one said.

“I can’t believe that young man. I intend to report his actions to the hotel’s manager.” She quickly changed the subject. “My goodness, I think this is the busiest town I’ve ever been in,” she said with a pleasant smile as they followed her down the stairs.

“It surely is, ma’am,” said the man who’d spoken before.

She hoped they intended to eat in the hotel’s dining room, and smiled when they followed her to the entrance. A quick glance revealed there was only one empty table. It was too good to be true. She glanced heavenward and winked.

Looking harried and overworked, a waiter came over to the entrance. “Table?”

“Yes, please,” Rebecca replied.

“You all together?” he asked.

“No, we’re not,” Rebecca said. “I’m alone.”

“If you fellas want a table, you’ll have to wait,” he said.

“Oh, my! I’m so sorry to be taking the last one.” She hoped her frown looked contrite enough. “You gentlemen are welcome to sit at mine.”

“That won’t be necessary, ma’am, but thank you for the offer,” the second man said.

His companion immediately spoke up. “Why not accept the lady’s offer, Clay? We’ve still got a lot to get done before leaving.”

“What’s it gonna be, folks?” the waiter asked. “I’ve got customers to take care of.”

“Well, if the lady doesn’t mind,” the one named Clay said.

“Of course not,” Rebecca said, jumping on the offer.

“Understand, gentlemen, I insist on paying for my own meal.”

Once seated, the more talkative of the two said, “Since we’re going to be dinner partners, ma’am, my name is Garth Fraser, and this is my brother, Clay.”

“How do you do. I’m Rebecca Elliott. Where are you gentlemen from?”

“Virginia, ma’am,” Garth said. “And you?”

Virginia! Drat the luck! Those were southern accents. “I’m from the north, from Vermont,” she replied.

“What brought you to Independence, Mrs. Elliott?” Garth Fraser asked, glancing at the plain gold wedding band on her finger.

So they were observant, too. Obviously it was going to be harder to fool them than she had anticipated. It was clear that Garth was the more outgoing of the two, and Clay was making her nervous. He sat in silence and just looked at her—with a stare that bored into her.

“I’m on my way to California. My brother lives in Sacramento, and I plan to join the wagon train. And you? This is pretty far from Virginia.” She turned her head and directed the question to Clay, hoping to break his steady stare.

Garth spoke up instead. “We’re heading to California on the wagon train, too. That makes us neighbors, so to speak, for at least the next four months.” He offered a wide smile, his teeth even and white against the deep tan of his face.

Oh, they were attractive, all right—even if they were Johnny Rebs. Both were tall with dark hair, ruggedly handsome faces, and compelling brown eyes. An air of confidence about them made them even more appealing.

Garth had a friendly, gregarious personality, while his brother was more reserved. And besides those probing eyes, there was a set to his jaw that suggested a stubborn streak.

Of course, she was in no position to criticize since no one had ever accused her of being complaisant.

By the time they finished their meal, Rebecca had found out that both had been cavalry officers in the Confederate army, and that neither of them were married. What she failed to find out was the reason why the two men had joined the wagon train.

Rebecca hated Rebels. And with good cause. Her husband had been killed by one—maybe one of these very men.

So now, with time running out with every tick of the clock, not only did she have to make a choice between the two men, she had to decide which would be worse on the long journey: tolerating a stinking Rebel, or a Yankee who literally stank.

She glanced up and discovered Clay was staring at her again. There was a mysterious gleam in his eyes, one that was dangerously seductive. Common sense warned her to avoid him at all costs. But his reserve made him a better candidate for annullment than Garth, whose engaging warmth suggested that he’d want more than a business arrangement. So she decided on Clay. Stubborn jaw or not, he was less talkative and would probably not encourage a real relationship between them.

Having made the choice, she had one final decision to face: Did she really have the fortitude to go through with the outrageous scheme? Or the selfishness to affect someone else’s life—even that of a damn Rebel secessionist—to serve her own purpose?

On the one hand, she wouldn’t be in this predicament if they hadn’t started the miserable war. On the other hand, she had to live with her conscience. And the Lord knew how desperation often brought out the weakest qualities in one’s character, rather than the finest.

But she had sold everything she owned and had nothing to return to back East. The only way to get to California was on this wagon train. And the only way to be able to do that was to find a husband and…

She glanced up again and met those seductive, dark eyes.

 

Didn’t the woman ever shut up? She’d talked incesssantly throughout the whole meal. And even though she was doing a damn good job of trying to disguise it, he could tell that something was bothering her.

Clay glanced at his brother again. Garth appeared smitten with her, but he always did around an attractive woman. And she was pretty enough, with that blond hair and those incredible green eyes. His own taste had always run to dark-haired women. Like Ellie, with her blue eyes and hair as shiny and dark as black silk. But Garth liked women any way they came, and right now he was gobbling up her words like a mouse in a grain trough.

They stood up when she finished and excused herself. True to her word, she had left the seventy-five cents on the table to pay for her dinner. It was a good thing, too; they were down to their last few dollars. The hotel room was a luxury they really couldn’t afford, but Garth had convinced him it might be the last bed they’d get to sleep in for six months.

“The way you were nestling up to the widow, I figured you had the same plans for the night as that desk clerk,” Clay said when they sat down again.

“I do have plans,” Garth said, “but they don’t include the widow. I’m all set with a little redhead down at the Alhambra.”

“The Alhambra! Dammit, Garth, are you going to waste what little money we have on a whore?”

“We’ve got a long drought ahead of us, Clay. You heard what that wagon master said. If we’re signing on as riders, we’re not allowed to say much more than hello and goodbye to any woman on the train. So I’m not about to get mixed up with the Widow Elliott. Six months, Clay! That’s a long time to go without a woman. Tonight’s the last opportunity we might have, and you ought to be considering it yourself. It’ll be money well spent.”

“I’ve already let you talk me into a hotel room we don’t need. Besides, the last thing I need right now is a woman,” Clay said, disgruntled.

“You’ll be singing a different tune a couple months from now.”

“I doubt that. Thanks to Ellie, I wouldn’t trust any one of them. Like they say, ‘One bad apple spoils the barrel.’ ”

Garth chuckled. “Women aren’t apples, Brother Clay. They’re like peaches—rosy and round, and delicious to the taste.” He slapped Clay on the shoulder. “Don’t wait up for me.”

Clay had no intention of waiting up for him. He was tired and might as well get his money’s worth out of that bed they’d rented. He paid the bill and went back to the room.
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He was about to enter it when Rebecca Elliott ran out of her room, wearing a dressing gown that offered a good idea of the curves that were filling it. Her blond hair was brushed and hanging in a golden mantle to the small of her back, and the sight of her reminded him of how very long it’d been since he’d been with a woman. Maybe Garth had the right idea, after all.

She rushed up to him. “Oh, Mr. Fraser, thank goodness! There’s a huge bug in my room. Will you kill it for me? It’s just too horrible!” Her shudder drew his immediate gaze to the bounce of her breasts beneath the satin robe.

“It’s most likely just a cockroach, Mrs. Elliott. I suggest you get used to bugs, ma’am, because you’re likely to encounter a lot worse than a cockroach in the next six months.”

He walked over to the doorway of her room in time to see the insect scurry under the door separating their two rooms. “I guess it’s my problem now.”

“Well, I appreciate your willingness to help just the same. May I offer you a drink to show my gratitude?”

What is she up to? For damn sure, that bug was just an excuse. His instinct—which had gotten him through some pretty tight squeezes during the war— told him that this woman wouldn’t be afraid of a charging elephant, much less a cockroach. The way she was dressed showed plenty enough to heat his loins, and he’d bet his last buck she knew it, too.

What the hell—if her purpose was to seduce him, why not take it? After all, six months could be a hell of a long time.

He stepped into her room and closed the door. “It would be my pleasure, Mrs. Elliott.”

“My name’s Rebecca. Do drop the formality, Clay.”

He sat down in the only chair, and as she poured the drinks his hungry gaze swept the length of her. Her neck was shapely and inviting above the low-cut dressing gown. His mouth suddenly felt dry, thinking about sliding his lips down that slender column and along the silky curve of those shoulders. Her breasts were high and firm, her waist narrow, and her hips were slim. He was suddenly itching to get his hands on those breasts and on the rounded buttocks outlined beneath the clinging satin garment.

She turned and approached him with a glass in each hand, the undulating sway of her hips giving him glimpses of her long, slim legs peeking out from the side slits of the gown. He was getting harder by the second.

“We’re going to be friends, aren’t we, Clay?” she asked in a throaty invitation as she handed him the glass.

Her eyes were twin pools of seduction as she raised the glass to those luscious lips he was now dying to taste. “Here’s to new friendships.”

“To new friendships.” He took a sip. “You didn’t drink. That’s no way to finish a toast.”

She smiled and took a sip. Her lips were moist when she lowered the glass, and he leaned forward and placed a light kiss on them. They were as soft as velvet and tasted of whiskey.

His gaze focused on her swaying hips again as she moved away and sat on the edge of the bed. His mouth went dry when she crossed one leg over the other, revealing a bare limb that drew his attention like a magnet. Her leg was long, and smooth, and lily white. He couldn’t take his eyes off it.

“Since we’re going to be traveling together for a long time, I think we should get to know each other better, Clay.”

He smiled. “Oh, we’re going to get to know each other real well, Rebecca.”

She was ready and willing, so why waste time with idle chatter? He stood up and quaffed the liquor in a single gulp. It burned like hell going down, but it felt good when it hit. “No time like the present. Right, honey?”

Her mouth curved in an inviting smile. “Oh, I like ‘honey’ much more than Rebecca.” Her tongue darted out and moistened her lips. “Much more, Clay.”

God, she hadn’t put a hand on him yet, but she had him hard and hot.

“But look at that, your glass is empty,” she said.

“And you’ve barely touched yours. I don’t like to drink alone, Rebecca.”

She downed her drink, then began to choke and cough. “This isn’t very good whiskey, but it’s the best they had,” she said when she was finally able to speak.

She rose and took his glass from him, then moved to the dresser. “I bet you think I’m being very forward.” She refilled the glass and handed it to him.

“Not at all. I like an honest woman.” He thought of Ellie and took a deep draught of the whiskey. This time it went down smoother and felt even better. “There’s nothing worse than a lying female who deceives you into believing she’s in love with you. It’s all business and no pleasure, with some gals.” He finished off the drink.

“Did some woman do you wrong, Clay?” she asked.

“She sure did, honey.”

She refilled his glass again. “Tell me about it,” she said.

“While I was away at war, she up and married another man.” He took another drink. “A damn Yankee, on top of it.”

“She must have been a fool to pass up a good-looking fella like you.”

“I was the fool, to ever think I loved her,” Clay said as she refilled his glass yet again. He felt a little dizzy and sat down on the bed.

“Some women don’t know when they have it good. I’d never run off and marry another man if you asked me to marry you.”

“Ha! I’ll never make the mistake of asking any woman to marry me, ever again.”

His loins felt on fire as his gaze followed the sway of those hips again. He downed his liquor, hoping to squelch the fire, but it stoked it instead. Setting the empty glass aside, he cocked a finger, “Come here, honey.”

When Rebecca approached, Clay pulled her down on his lap and covered her mouth with a hot kiss.

Maybe it was the whiskey she’d drunk, but to Rebecca’s surprise, the kiss wasn’t altogether unpleasant. As a matter of fact, it was… mind-numbing, toe curling delightful! This man could kiss all right, and it had been a long time since she’d been kissed.

The next kiss was even more potent. His tongue slid past her lips, and the hot, darting sweeps sent shivers of excitement through her. Charley had never kissed her like this. It felt far too good to stop.

With a smothered groan, she slipped her arms around Clay’s neck when he pressed her back to the bed and cupped one of her breasts. The heat of his palm was an added weapon against her dwindling resistance.

When he brushed aside her dressing gown, shivers of arousal raced up her spine. Ignoring the thin barrier of the nightgown, he drew both the fabric and her nipple into the moist heat of his mouth. Oh, that felt so good. It had been so long since she’d felt a man’s touch.

Rebecca’s eyes popped open. What was she doing? This wasn’t part of her plan! She pushed him away and sat up.

“Slow up, Handsome, we’ve got the whole evening ahead of us,” she said, fending off the hand cupping her breast.

To her relief, the whiskey finally caught up with him; he was having trouble sliding the dressing gown off her shoulders.

“Let’s get that off you, honey.”

She smiled teasingly. “Let me do that before you rip it.” Slipping out of his grasp, she stood up. “I think you could use another drink.”

“I don’t want another drink. I want you.”

“And I want you, but I’m ready for another drink.” She refilled his glass, and then picked up her own barely touched one. “Let’s drink to us, lover; then I’m going to make you feel so good.” She tipped up her glass. “To us.”

“To us,” he slurred.

They clinked glasses and Rebecca brought hers to her mouth but didn’t drink, watching as Clay gulped his down. He had to have a cast-iron stomach. What was keeping him from passing out? Those weren’t single shots she’d been pouring him.

She put her glass on the dresser and went back to the bed. Slowly she removed her robe. He was finally so drunk he couldn’t do much more than stare at her.

“Lay back so I can get your boots off,” she said. It was a struggle, but she finally succeeded in removing his boots and stockings. As she was about to toss a stocking aside, a shiny object caught her attention. A closer look at it revealed a small, diamond-studded wedding band tacked by thread to the top of his stocking.

Had he intended the ring for this Ellie woman he’d planned to wed? Rebecca began to feel sick in the pit of her stomach. The whole situation was becoming worse by the minute. She wasn’t proud of what she was doing to begin with, and now she felt she was no better than the woman who had betrayed him.

“Now the shirt and pants,” she said lightly, feeling heavy with guilt. She had to fend him off as he groped at her breasts when she leaned over and worked the shirt over his head.

Clay rolled over, his body pinning her to the bed. Drunk or not, those hands of his had a will of their own as his mouth captured hers in a hot, moist kiss. The thin fabric of her gown was no deterrent against the warmth of the palm caressing her breast, or the other hand sliding up her thigh to nestle between her legs. She squirmed beneath him and tried to budge him off her while trying to fight off his hands, but one or the other always found its mark.

Her chest was heaving from breathlessness when he finally broke the kiss.

“Let’s get rid of this, baby.” His fingers tucked around a strap of her nightgown and began to slip it off her shoulders.

Drawing a deep breath, Rebecca succeeded in shoving him off her and onto his back just as his fingers got caught in the strap. It tore lose, ripping the gown down the front from neckline to hem.

Clutching the gown together, she bolted off the bed.

“Come on, baby, I’m waiting.”

Though his speech was heavily slurred, he didn’t show signs of passing out. She began to worry that maybe he wasn’t drunk enough to implement her plan. And who knows if his brother might show up at any minute. Rebecca pulled a dress over her torn gown.

“Where are you going, baby?” he slurred.

“Just down the hall to the bathroom. I’ll be right back.”

Rebecca hurried downstairs, and after a hushed conversation with the desk clerk, she returned to the room.

God had delivered her! Clay was fast asleep.

For the next quarter hour she paced her room nervously, sparring with her conscience. It wasn’t too late to abort her plan, which was shameful and self-serving. But in truth, as long as he was heading out on the wagon train anyway, she couldn’t see how she was doing him any harm. They could have the marriage annulled once they reached California, and neither would be worse off then they were now.

She opened the door in response to a light knock.

“Rebecca Elliott?” the caller asked.

“Yes.”

“I’m Judge Wilkins. Sam said you have a problem and that it’s important that you wed tonight, is that correct?”

“Yes, please come in, sir.”

He stepped inside and looked around at the figure in the bed. “Is this your intended?”

“Yes. You see, Clay and I planned to get married and leave with the wagon train. Unfortunately”—she blushed appealingly and lowered her eyes—“in our excitement we… ah… we got overly… ah, well, you know. My poor mama and daddy would turn over in their graves if they thought I’d…” She bit her lip. “You understand, it’s best we marry right away. Please, Judge Wilkins, will you marry us now?”

“I have to say it’s most unusual, young lady, and it appears the intended groom is sleeping.”

“He said to wake him when you arrive.”

“Very well, madam. But under the circumstances, it will cost you ten dollars.”

“Ten dollars!” Her money was dwindling quickly.

“There is the matter of my services, certificates to issue, and the marriage to be properly registered, young lady. Now, if you wish to go through with this marriage, I suggest you wake up the intended groom.”

Rebecca went over to the bed and shook Clay by the shoulder. “Clay, darling, wake up.”

“Come to bed, honey,” he mumbled.

“Clay, Judge Wilkins is here to marry us.”

“Marry us? Okay, Ellie.”

Ellie? Oh, no, he was going to ruin her plan! She helped him up and he staggered to his feet.

The judge frowned. “He appears inebriated, madam. Are you sure it’s his wish to marry you?”

“Of course,” Rebecca declared. “Clay’s a gentleman, Your Honor. He would never have compromised my reputation if he didn’t intend to marry me. Clay, darling, you want to marry me, don’t you?”

He pulled her back against him and put his arms around her. His breath ruffled the hair at her ear. “Of course I do, sweetheart. You know that.” He began to nibble at her ear, and she sucked in her breath. “Thought of nothing else for the past five years. Now, let’s get back to bed, Ellie.”

He started to tickle her sides chanting, “Ellie, Ellie, with the ticklish belly.” She giggled and tried to ward off his hands but only succeeded in putting her neck in a vulnerable position for him to trail a string of kisses down the column of it.

“Darling, behave yourself,” she said breathlessly.

“You’re embarrassing me in front of the judge.” Her legs were trembling. “You must excuse him, Judge. He’s had too much to drink, celebrating our intended nuptials.”

“Hello, Judge.” Clay extended his right arm for a handshake, as he pulled her tighter against him with his left one, so tight she could feel his arousal.

“Glad to meet you, Judge.” He blew lightly in her ear, making her shiver.

“Shall we proceed, Judge Wilkins?”

The judge eyed her dubiously. “He calls you Ellie. I thought your name was Rebecca.”

She didn’t even blink. “Yes, it is. Ellie is a nickname… from my last name, Elliott.” The lies were coming faster and easier. Dear Lord, please forgive me.

Clay’s hands crept upward to her breast, and Rebecca’s eyes widened in shock. “Can you hurry this along, Judge? He’s, uh, very eager.”

The judge shut the book he held. “I think we’d better get you two married right away. Do you…” He looked questionably at Clay.

“Clay Fraser,” Rebecca said.

“Do you, Clay Fraser—”

“Clayton Fraser,” Clay corrected. His warm breath was at her ear again, sending more shivers down her spine. “Captain Clayton Hunter Fraser, Confederate States of America.”

“Do you, Clayton Fraser, take this woman to be your lawful wedded wife?”

“Yes, I do,” Clay responded. “Can we go back to bed now, honey?”

“And do you, Rebecca Elliott, take this man to be your lawful wedded husband?”

“I do,” Rebecca replied.

“By the power invested in me by the sovereign State of Missouri, I pronounce you man and wife.”

Rebecca released Clay and he fell back down onto the bed.

“If you want this marriage to be legalized, your husband has to sign the marriage certificates.”

Rebecca managed to get Clay in a sitting position, and helping to guide his hand, she succeeded in getting Clay’s signature on the marriage certificates.

Judge Wilkins handed her two copies. “One’s for you and the other’s for the happy groom.” With a twinkle in his eyes, he nodded at the sleeping Clay. “I trust you will see that he gets his copy in the morning.”

“I certainly will, Judge Wilkins. It will be my pleasure.”

“And I want you to know, Ellie, Ellie with the ticklish belly, that you haven’t fooled me one bit. I can tell this isn’t the first time the two of you have been intimate.”

Rebecca wanted to collapse in relief. “Oh, there’s just no fooling you, is there, Judge Wilkins? Thank you for your trouble.” She handed him a gold eagle and practically shoved him out the door.

Then she leaned back against the door and took a deep breath. It was done.

She dug out her other nightgown, a plain white muslin she was used to wearing. That fancy one she’d foolishly bought to wear on her honeymoon was ripped, anyway. She walked over to the bed and gazed down at her new husband, unable to resist the temptation of looking at his body. His shoulders were broad, his chest muscular and dusted with dark hair.

Releasing his belt, she pulled the trousers off his legs. Thank God he had on drawers; the bulge of his male organ was still hard, despite his being asleep and the alcohol he’d consumed.

Now came the hardest part, the moment she dreaded the most. But she had to do it. She had too much New England mettle to back down now.

Rebecca touched the gold band on her hand. Though Charley had been dead for four years, she had never considered removing the ring he’d slipped on her finger the day they were married. Her eyes misted as she fought back tears, and slipped the ring off her finger.

She picked up the diamond-studded band and slid it onto her finger.

Then she climbed into the bed.
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Clay opened his eyes slowly, but the glare of sunlight caused him to snap them shut again. For a long moment he lay motionless. His head felt as if a horse had kicked him, and he couldn’t raise it from the pillow. He didn’t want to. He just wanted to lie there and die.

The previous night’s events began to bombard his mind like a cannon fusillade. Dinner. Garth leaving. Rebecca Elliott calling him into her room. Good Lord! How much had he drunk? He could never remember a headache like this before.

He finally gave it another try, and this time he managed to keep his eyes open. “First things first,” he murmured.

Raising his head, Clay realized there was another sleeping figure in the bed.

“Garth, wake up. We’ve got a lot to do.”

He reached over to shake his brother awake, and his hand encountered a shoulder considerably smaller and softer than his brother’s. He shot to his feet, then groaned and grasped his head. His brain felt as if it were slamming from one side of his head to the other. The room finally stopped spinning enough for him to focus on the sleeping figure.

Garth didn’t have long golden hair that fanned out on a pillow; Garth didn’t have a lovely face with delicate features, and wide, sensual lips that tempted a man to cover them with his own. No, Garth didn’t have any of that—but Rebecca Elliott did. He must have had a great time last night, but he couldn’t remember a single moment, dammit

He began to gather up his clothes. As he pulled on his socks, Clay realized the ring he’d bought for Ellie was gone. He had carried it throughout the whole war, and after he’d learned she’d married, he’d figured it would be a source of money if they ran out when they came west. For now they’d gotten jobs with the wagon train, but there was no telling what would happen after they caught up with Lissy.

Where in hell was the ring? Clay shook out his boot, then got down on his knees and crawled painfully around on the floor in search of it. But no luck.

Could the Elliott woman have taken it? If she thought she’d get a diamond ring for her services, she had another think coming. He riffled through her purse, then her suitcase, but there was no sign of the ring. Where in hell could she have hidden it?

He strode over to the bed and shook Rebecca’s arm.

“Where is it? Give it to me now.”

“Wh-What are you looking for?” Rebecca asked, startled awake by the abrupt move.

“The ring. Where did you hide the ring?”

She blinked and held up her left hand. “You mean this ring?”

Shocked, he stared at the band sparkling on her finger.

“You gave it to me.” She sat up and slid out of the bed.

“I don’t remember giving you the ring—or even getting in bed with you. But whatever we did, it wasn’t worth the cost of that ring. So take it off,” Clay demanded.

She looked good in that sheer nightgown, with her hair all tousled like a vixen. Damn good—but still, not worth-a-diamond-ring good.

Rebecca picked up a piece of paper on the dresser and handed it to him. “Maybe you should read this.” She gathered up her clothes as he began to read the document. “I’m going to take a bath. We’ll discuss this when I’m through.”

As she left the room, Clay sat down on the edge of the bed, holding his aching head in his hands. The marriage license slipped through his fingers and fell to the floor.

Married! How could he have been so drunk that he’d married her? He racked his brain, but the last thing he vaguely remembered was her starting to undress him. How did it get from that to a marriage license?

Lord, what a development! Married to a woman he didn’t even know, much less love. How did he ever get into this mess? What was he even doing in Missouri?

It had all begun last month—which felt like a century ago. The war had ended and he’d returned to Fraser Keep….


Clay propped an arm on the saddle horn and leaned forward; his weary gaze swept the valley below.Spring had rejuvenated the Virginia countryside with a fresh look of rebirth. Perhaps it was a sign that his beloved homeland would be reborn, too.

Sun gleamed off the gabled windows of the house, set upon a sprawling lawn lined with ageless oaks. Beyond the house, the James River flowed past in soothing tranquility.

Whatever the season, massive oaks, elms, dogwood, cypress, and holly offered an ever-changing kaleidoscope of color. And although a closer look might reveal that the majestic columns of the house needed a whitewash and the roof a repair, from a distance, the stately dwelling had not lost its grandeur.

Fraser Keep had been the ancestral home of his family for two centuries. Through the years two wings had been added to the original structure, rooms enlarged, and stained-glass windows had replaced wooden shutters, but its exterior walls of red bricks set in Flemish bond had not been altered since 1676.

Seven generations of Frasers had grown up within those walls, which had withstood Indian attacks, two wars with England, and now this tragic war between the States.

Located between the James and York rivers, the original three thousand acres had grown to six thousand. And within those boundaries lay some of the best bottomland in Virginia—hundreds of acres of rich cotton and tobacco fields.

Clay’s sad gaze fell on the distant fields. Only a few showed signs of recent sowing. The rest were barren. He could make out the figure of his brother Will, histwo nephews, his brothers Jedidiah and Colt, and the half dozen Negroes who had remained at Fraser Keep plowing and seeding one of the fields. Thank God Jed and Colt had returned. There was no sign of Garth, yet.

His eyes deepened with sadness. His parents and Will’s youngest child had died of cholera during the war. His brother Andrew had died at Gettysburg, and Will’s sixteen-year-old son at Sharpsburg. God grant that Garth had not perished, too, in the closing days of the war.

It had levied a costly toll on not only his family, but on the entire South. Could the South rise again, like a Phoenix from the ashes? He doubted it.

Clay straightened up in the saddle and started to descend the hill.




The joy of his arrival was increased tenfold when a weary Garth arrived home a few hours later. They all gathered around the family’s graveyard as Will lead them in a prayer of thanks for those who had been spared.

Clay glanced around at the assembled group. Like him, his younger brothers Garth, Jedidiah, and Colt were exhausted, but time would heal that condition. His sister Melissa, who had been fourteen when the war began, had now developed into a woman.

Although only thirty-four, Will appeared to have aged the most. Keeping the plantation going for the past four years while the rest of them had gone off to war had been a grueling task, and at times a hopelessone. The heartache of the loss of both their youngest and eldest child showed on the faces of Will and his wife, Emmaline.

When they returned to the house, Will called his brothers into the library. The large room had once boasted an enormous oak desk, stuffed chairs, couches, and paneled walls lined with bookshelves; now the room was barren of all furniture, the panel stripped from the walls, and only a few scattered books remained on the shelves.

“It’s not going to be easy,” Will said, “but we’ve held on this long. When the Confederacy passed the Impressment Act two years ago, they cleaned us out of all our livestock and stored grain, along with practically anything of value worth selling. And what the Confederacy didn’t take, some of those Yankees did when they were quartered here last month.

“By the way, Clay, Captain Grange, the Yankee officer in charge, said to say hello. He said you were classmates.”

“Colin Grange?” Clay asked.

Will nodded. “He was kind enough to give us a horse when the Yankees pulled out. That’s how we were able to plow the fields.”

Clay’s carefree days at West Point now seemed a century ago. There’d been so many friendships made—and so many of those classmates had ended up on opposing sides during the war.

“We’ve got three fields of cotton planted,” Will continued, “and there’s time to get a couple more done, now that you’re all back. God willing, next yearwe ought to be able to plant twice as many. I promised Dad before he died that Fraser Keep would rise again.” His eyes misted. “It sure is great to see you all back in one piece. In a couple of weeks you’ll feel as healthy as ever.”

“Will,” Clay said, “I know I’m speaking for all of us when I say we’re grateful to you for keeping our home going. We’ve all seen the destruction in the South, so we know what you’ve gone through to do it.” He slapped Will on the shoulder. “You’ve got some help now.”

“Amen, brother,” Garth said. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but right now I’m beat. I’m going to bed.”

As they started to file out, Will stopped him. “Hold up a minute, Clay. I have to talk to you.”

“Okay, but make it fast. I want to ride over and see Ellie.”

Ellie, his beloved betrothed. He’d thought of nothing else for the past hour. He and Ellie had been sweethearts for five years, and as soon as the war ended they planned on getting married. The thought of her beautiful face had helped to lighten his darkest moments during the war, and he wanted to wed her as soon as possible. He was already thirty years old and it was high time he got started on a family.

Will closed the door. “I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news.” He went to the safe and pulled out an envelope. “This is for you.” Will handed it to him and then walked over and stared into the fireplace.

Clay’s name was written in Ellie’s neat script onthe envelope. With a sense of foreboding, he opened it and read the enclosed letter. And felt as if he’d just taken a bullet in the gut.

“How could she?” he murmured, not realizing he’d said it aloud.

Will turned around, his eyes filled with compassion. “They were married two months ago.”

Clay felt numb—too numb to even be angry.

“I’m sorry, Clay. Buford had a wealthy aunt who lived in Vermont. She died and made him her heir because he hadn’t joined the Confederate army. They moved up North right after the ceremony.”

When Clay continued to remain silent, Will said, “I wish there was something I could say to comfort you, Clay. You know how Mom always said that everything happens for a reason. It’s been hard holding on to that thought for the past four years, because I don’t know what purpose all this death and devastation could serve. The issue of states’ rights and slavery could have been fought out in Congress—not on bloody battlefields.”
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