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  Dedication




  This book is dedicated to the memory of my son, Charles Edward Winn.




  Other books by Sarah Winn




  A Countess of Convenience




  In Victorian England, an arrogant earl must marry a tradesman’s daughter to prevent a scandal. He plans to make theirs a true marriage of convenience, but she wins his heart while teaching him that rank has its responsibilities as well as it privileges.




  A great country for men and dogs




  but hell on women and horses.




  —An old Texas saying




  Chapter 1




  Summer, 1866




  “Don’t fidget, Annabel,” Mother said.




  “I’m not,” I replied and forced myself to stop shifting from one foot to the other. I shouldn’t be nervous. I was nearly seventeen; the hems of my dresses had been let down months ago. It was time I took my place beside my mother, and stood on the front veranda to greet guests.




  But as soon as I’d heard the steamboat’s whistle announce its approach to our dock, my excitement had become almost unbearable.




  Before the war, the house had filled every summer with family and friends escaping the fever season in the city. During the war, relatives who’d been run out of New Orleans by the Yankees had lived with us full time. Since the war, folks didn’t visit so much. With the house slaves gone, and food in short supply, it had grown difficult to be gracious.




  But now our pantries were stocked with the produce of a bountiful summer garden, so we could joyfully welcome my favorite relatives from the city. It had been months since I’d seen Uncle Leon, Aunt Jane or Cousin Linda. That Aunt Jane’s cousin, a Texan, was accompanying them added to my excitement. In fact, Mother and Father seemed more excited about meeting him than seeing their blood kin.




  Uncle Leon’s letter, asking if they could visit, had identified the cousin as a rancher, on his way home after driving cattle all the way to Kansas. My father had speculated that the man must have made a lot of money out of such a drive. I wondered if Father had hopes of borrowing some of it, since I knew he’d been turned down by several banks for the loans he needed to bring in this year’s sugar crop.




  If so, I hoped he succeeded, for these days my once jovial father seemed perpetually weighted down with worries. Anyway, the presence of this stranger from far-away places gave me hope that the grown-ups would talk about something other than our troubles.




  “Why have I never heard of Aunt Jane’s cousin before?” I asked my mother, hoping to take my mind off my nervousness.




  “Captain Kinlaw’s mother is Jane’s second cousin, and she married and moved to Texas when Jane was just a little girl.”




  “So this cousin is a stranger to Aunt Jane too?”




  “Well, Jane’s corresponded off and on with his mother.”




  “I wonder if he dresses like a cowboy?”




  Mother huffed indignantly. “I’m sure, with his family background, Travis Kinlaw is as civilized as any businessman in New Orleans. I declare, Annabel, you get the strangest notions. I hope you’ll act like a lady tonight and not ask silly questions when you meet him.”




  Remembering how important this cousin might be to my family, I sobered. “Don’t worry, Mama, I won’t disgrace us.”




  Her expression softened. “I know you won’t, dear, but try and make the captain feel at home.”




  “What about Kenneth? Do you think he’ll come home tonight?”




  Mother sighed at the mention of her only living son. “I don’t know. Your father told him we were having guests, but you know how forgetful Kenneth can be when he’s off visiting his friends.”




  I let the subject drop, knowing my parents used “visiting friends” to say Kenneth was doing God only knew what with any disreputable companions he could find.




  The clip-clop of horses’ hooves sounded, and through the twilight shadows, I saw the over-loaded carriage returning from our dock. A year ago, I would have rushed down the stairs squealing excited greetings, but now I stood stiffly beside my mother, not quite sure how to behave in my new role of young lady.




  Uncle Leon jumped from the carriage first, booming out his hellos. Then a confusion of people and luggage gathered on the brick pavement below the stairs. My sister, Millie, suddenly burst from the group and, leading our cousin by the hand, rushed up the stairs calling out, “Here’s Linda I’m almost as tall as she is.”




  Mother embraced her young niece and exclaimed over her growth. Linda was thirteen, a year older than Millie. An inflamed pimple on her chin announced her advancing maturity. I greeted her with an awkward hug.




  I welcomed my aunt with more enthusiasm, for Aunt Jane had been my tutor and friend during the war. We hugged and kissed each others’ cheeks, and then she stepped back and eyed me up and down. “Let me get a good look at you, girl.” She turned toward my mother. “Goodness, Sybil, she’s taller than either of us and look at her tiny waist. Annabel, you’ve grown into a beautiful young lady. The way you always wanted to run around in your bare feet, I used to wonder if that would ever happen. Er—you do have shoes on tonight, don’t you?”




  I giggled delightedly at her teasing and pulled the front of my skirt up just enough to prove my statement. “Yes, they’re some Daddy Jasper stitched from canvas, but I am wearing shoes.”




  Uncle Leon embraced me next and exclaimed over how I’d changed. Then he suddenly turned and said, “But you ladies haven’t met Jane’s cousin yet. Travis, come up here and let me introduce you to my sister-in-law, Sybil Rawlins, and her daughter, Annabel. Ladies, this is Captain Travis Kinlaw.”




  A tall, lean man stepped forward. He shook my mother’s hand and thanked her for inviting him to her home. I could barely make out his features in the shadowy light, but he had a droopy mustache and wore a brown suit that looked as if it had indeed come from a New Orleans tailor. At least the hat he tipped to my mother had a broad brim and a high crown, making him look more western. He turned toward me and extended his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Rawlins.”




  “I’m happy to meet you, Captain.” His large hand engulfed mine, warm and rough, the hand of a man accustomed to hard work. The contact between us lasted only a few seconds, but it caused a strange tingle to run up my arm.




  Then Mother took charge, directing the dispersal of people and luggage to various parts of the house. She assigned me the task of taking Linda and her small wicker valise around to Millie’s room, while mother and father led the others off to the west wing of the house.




  Of course, Millie accompanied us, and she and Linda jabbered away, leaving me to unpack the valise and hang the dresses in the closet.




  “What’s your mama’s cousin like? Does he talk about wild Indians?” Millie asked.




  “Oh, he talks like the rest of the grown-ups. I don’t listen much,” Linda replied with a bored tilt of her head.




  “Does he have big guns?”




  “I haven’t seen any.”




  “I have some new kitties. Do you wanta see them?”




  Linda’s interest sparked. “Yes, where are they?”




  “Wait a minute, you two,” I called as they started toward the door. “You better ask Mama before you go off anywhere. We’ll be having supper soon.”




  They didn’t miss a step as Millie called over her shoulder, “We’ll be out back, Annabel. You tell Mama.” Obviously, my little sister wasn’t impressed by my new adulthood.




  I followed them out of the room and onto the gallery circling the second floor. But I headed for the front of the house, hoping the grown-up talk wouldn’t be as dull as Linda suggested. As I neared the open doorway of Mother’s bedroom, I heard my mother and Aunt Jane’s voices, so I stopped and looked in on them.




  “Where are the girls?” Mother asked.




  “They went out back to see Millie’s kittens.”




  “Didn’t you tell them that we’ll be eating soon?”




  “I tried.”




  “Should I go look for them?” Aunt Jane asked.




  Mother shook her head. “No, I know where they’ll be; and I have to check on things in the kitchen anyway. Why don’t you and Annabel join the men in the parlor?”




  Mother headed for the back stairs. Aunt Jane and I strolled toward the front of the house. “I declare, Annabel, I don’t know how your mother manages to keep this house running with no help,” Jane said.




  “We have Mammy Mary and Daddy Jasper.”




  “They’re so old there’s not much work in them, and if Mammy is as grouchy as she used to be, having her around must be a trial.”




  “I help Mama all I can.”




  “I’m sure you do, dear, but this house would be too much for two full-grown women.”




  Realizing I’d been shifted back to girlhood, I walked on in silence. As we approached the open doors to the parlor, I heard the men’s voices raised in anger. Words like “scoundrels” and “illegal convention” clearly announced the topic.




  Aunt Jane rushed through the open doorway, “Now, Leon, don’t get riled up just before dinner. You know it gives you dyspepsia.”




  Startled by his wife’s sudden appearance, Uncle Leon seemed momentarily speechless.




  The men all stood to acknowledge our entrance, and Father came to his brother’s rescue by changing the subject. “Just what this gathering needs, lovely ladies.”




  Regaining his composure, Uncle Leon extended a hand toward me. “Come sit by your old uncle, Annabel, and tell me what you’ve been doing this past year.”




  “I haven’t done anything special. You know that,” I said as I sat beside him on the settee.




  “You must have done something to turn yourself into such a beautiful young lady.”




  “Oh, Uncle Leon, you always tease me so.” My cheeks grew warm and I busied my hands with the folds of my skirt. Captain Kinlaw would surely think I’d been some kind of ugly duckling the way everyone kept going on about how much I’d changed.




  Then I remembered I was wearing one of my mother’s hand-me-down dresses and quickly stopped toying with my skirt, not wanting to draw attention to the darker band of color at the bottom. The dress had once been a bright rose until lye-soap and sunshine had brought it down to a muted pink, except for the band around the bottom where the hem had recently been let down. Mother had said it looked like a deliberate decoration; I knew it looked like just what it was—old clothes.




  “Well, what have you been reading?” Uncle Leon continued, “Jane told me you loved to read when she was your tutor.”




  “There isn’t much time for reading these days,” I replied, “but I’m learning to be a pretty good farmer.”




  “Good heavens, Annabel, what a thing to say.” I must have embarrassed my father by letting it slip that the women in his family had to work in the garden for he quickly changed the subject again. “So, Captain, tell us about these cattle drives to Kansas.”




  “Really, Sir, there’s no need to call me Captain. My military career is over.”




  “We have so little chance to honor our Confederate heroes these days, Captain. Please allow us this small pleasure.” Father turned toward me. “Captain Kinlaw was with Terry’s Rangers, Annabel. You’ve heard of them, haven’t you?”




  “Of course, you were at Shiloh. My eldest brother Robert fell there.”




  “A lot of good men fell there,” he said, his voice sounding hard and flat.




  I instantly regretted bringing up such a depressing subject. “Please tell us about driving cattle. I’ve never known anyone who did that.”




  “Cattlemen have always driven their beeves to market, but now the railroad’s come to Kansas and the prices are a lot better there, so we’re driving them a lot further.”




  As he spoke, I found myself staring directly into his pale blue eyes. They were so crystal clear that they seemed to be reflecting brief flashes of lamplight, as a finely crafted goblet might. Feeling strangely ill at ease by the intensity of his returning stare, I dropped my gaze and sat silently.




  Father intervened. “I thought Sedalia was the nearest railhead.”




  The Captain started talking about the new trail that now ran from Texas to Kansas and the cattle markets being established at the end of it. He fixed his attention on the other men as he spoke, so I dared to look at him more closely. He had a straight nose and a strong jaw and chin, and thick, brown hair neatly trimmed at his collar line. The most noticeable thing about him, however, was his seriousness. When he smiled in response to something someone said, he seemed to do it only out of politeness. I wondered if he ever truly found anything humorous.




  The sound of shoes clattering on the spiral staircase that opened into the far end of the parlor interrupted the conversation. Millie and Linda soon appeared, slowing to ladylike walks as they approached their elders.




  “What are you girls up to?” Uncle Leon asked.




  “Mama said for us to tell y’all to come to supper ’cause she’s too tired to climb those stairs again,” Millie replied.




  Once again, Father seemed embarrassed by a daughter’s candor, for he hurriedly stood and began gesturing toward the stairway. “Well, come along everyone. I’m sure you’re all hungry after your trip up river. Ah, Captain, if you’ll be so good as to escort Annabel, I’ll see if I can herd these two little ladies along.”




  “It will be my pleasure, sir,” Captain Kinlaw said, and I suddenly found myself staring up at his extended hand. I overcame a second of panic and managed to smile slightly as I placed my hand over his and stood. After pausing to smooth my skirt, I laid my hand on his proffered arm and we followed the others toward the stairwell.




  Father had Millie and Linda on either side of him and propelled them forward, but they still looked back at me with broad grins and occasional giggles. Mortified, I hoped the Captain didn’t notice the silly twits.




  The spiral staircase with its curved balustrade and flared steps was, of necessity, somewhat narrow and I realized I couldn’t descend beside the Captain without allowing my skirt to brush against his leg.




  Fortunately, Aunt Jane slowed the procession to a near crawl as she carefully spaced her footsteps. “I declare, Arthur, I’ll never get used to this fancy staircase of yours. I’m still amazed no one’s broken a leg on it.”




  “Oh, come now, Jane,” Father called to her, “you’re just jealous you don’t have a magnificent set of stairs like this in your house.”




  “These stairs are Papa’s pride and joy,” I explained to Captain Kinlaw in a low voice. “The house didn’t have an inside staircase when he bought it so he had these installed. The balustrade came from France, that’s why the wood’s different. It’s mahogany. The rest of the woodwork in the house is cypress. That grows around here.” I was grateful for this bit of family history that helped me negotiate the stairs in something other than an embarrassed silence.




  Mother waited at the double doors leading to the dining room, a smiling, gracious hostess who showed no hint of fatigue. I’d need to remember that trick when I became hostess in my own home.




  She ushered us into the room ablaze with candlelight and directed us to our places around a table laden with steaming dishes of food. Unfortunately, I ended up sitting between my uncle and Captain Kinlaw and across from my pesky sister and cousin. Those two continued to smirk and snicker at me. I tried to ignore them by concentrating on sitting up straight and paying careful attention to the dishes being passed.




  After everyone had been served, Mother asked, “What interesting stories did I miss? Did you tell the others about your trip, Captain Kinlaw?”




  “Yes, ma’am, we talked about it some.”




  “Jane told me you took your cattle to Kansas, but how did you get around the Indian Nations?” Mother asked.




  “We didn’t go around, ma’am, we went straight through on a trail that was blazed by a fella’ named Jesse Chisholm.”




  “I didn’t think white men could travel through that country safely,” Mother said with surprise in her voice.




  “Texans are doing it, safe or not.”




  “But aren’t the Indians dangerous?” I asked, forgetting my nervousness for the moment.




  “Mostly they’re just thieves. After a bunch started a stampede so they could pick up stragglers, I learned to give ’em a cow or two now and then rather than having trouble with ’em.”




  “What do wild Indians look like?” Millie asked, wide-eyed.




  “Mostly they’re dirty—stinkin’ dirty.”




  “Oh,” Millie said and wrinkled her nose before plopping another morsel of catfish into her mouth.




  “Goodness,” Mother said, “that sounds like quite an adventure.”




  “Riding twelve to fourteen hours a day, sleeping on the ground, and eating hardtack and beef jerky is just hard work, Ma’am. Not much adventure to it.”




  I watched the Captain as he spoke. His face was heavily tanned, and small creases radiated from the corners of his amazingly blue eyes. He looked the way you would expect a man who had spent years squinting into the sun to look. His face would have been pleasing except for a certain hard quality to the set of his mouth and jaw that made him look rather menacing.




  “Did you have any trouble getting laborers?” Father asked.




  “No, there’re a lot of men out of work in Texas these days.”




  “What about the freedmen? Are they willing to work?”




  “We never used slaves much on ranches. I hear the cotton plantations in the eastern part of the State are having some trouble.”




  “Why didn’t you use slaves?” Uncle Leon asked.




  “To herd cattle on the frontier, you’ve got to be able to ride hard and shoot straight. Those aren’t skills people wanted slaves to have.”




  I giggled at that remark, but Father glared at me, so I murmured an apology.




  Captain Kinlaw gave me one of his tight little smiles. “That’s all right, Miss Rawlins. I meant it as a joke, though I’ve never been noted for my humor.”




  “What is St. Louis like now?” Aunt Jane asked.




  “From what I saw, the town’s bursting at the seams and not at all hurt by the war. If anything, they profited from it.”




  “A lot of Yankees did that!” Uncle Leon said sourly.




  “And how did you like the trip down river?” Jane asked, still trying to steer the conversation to sunnier climes.




  “It was fast. Took me four months to get to St. Louis and just twelve days to get from there to New Orleans. I wish we had a Mississippi River running through Texas.”




  “How were your accommodations?” Mother asked. “I hear they’re starting to refurbish the steamboats in the grand style they were in before the war.”




  “I’m afraid I can’t tell you much about that. I booked deck passage.”




  “Oh, Travis,” Aunt Jane exclaimed, “you didn’t! And after selling all those cattle.”




  He gave another of his tight little smiles, a smirk really. “I’d been sleeping on the ground for so long it seemed like a foolish waste of money to travel in a fancy cabin.”




  Mother remembered her duties as a hostess. “I declare, just look at the captain’s plate. We’ve kept him so busy talking that he’s hardly touched his food. Leon, pass the poor man a hot biscuit and let’s give him a chance to eat!”




  “Thank you, ma’am,” the captain said as he obligingly took another biscuit. “This is mighty good. I missed food like this on the trail.”




  Her rescue of the captain’s appetite unfortunately turned the conversation over to Father and Uncle Leon, and those two vigorously complained about the political unrest that gripped our State.




  Mother and Aunt Jane tried to calm their husbands with warnings about the effect of anger on their digestions.




  Millie and Linda grew restless and began a kicking contest under the table.




  My mind wandered off to the alien lands of the Nations as I tried to imagine boldly riding through barren country while savage Indians watched on all sides.




  After dessert, the gentlemen excused themselves to Papa’s study for cigars and, probably, brandy. We women busied ourselves clearing the table. Mammy Mary had disappeared to her quarters. The girls and I gathered and stacked the dishes, while Mother and Aunt Jane covered and stored the left-over food.




  After the dining room was cleared, and the candles extinguished, we all climbed the stairs to the parlor. Mother and Aunt Jane quickly became engrossed in catching up on family gossip. Millie and Linda began to pick at the piano.




  I sat near my mother and aunt but soon became restless and bored. Normally I would have delighted in listening to talk of our New Orleans relations, but tonight I wondered what the men were talking about down in Papa’s study.




  I saw Millie take the copy of the Stephen Foster’s Songbook, my favorite, from the bookcase near the piano. Becoming alarmed at the careless way the two girls were handling the book, I went over to protect it. Linda tried to play “My Old Kentucky Home,” but her fingers fumbled so that the tune was barely recognizable. Millie suggested she play “Massa’s in de Cold Ground,” saying that was an easy one because it was slow.




  “But it’s so dreary,” I said. “Why don’t you play ‘Oh Susanna’?”




  Linda looked up at me. “You play! Please?”




  “All right, but only if you two sing.”




  * * * *




  Sitting in the downstairs study, with the French doors opened to let the breeze in and the cigar smoke out, Travis leaned his head back and expelled a long stream of smoke, as relaxed as he’d been since entering this fancy farmhouse. He’d heard the Louisiana planters were having financial difficulties now that they had to pay federal taxes and laborers’ wages, but to him they still seemed to be living mighty high on the hog.




  He took a deep drag off the cigar his host had furnished him and savored the tang of the smoke before blowing it out. If he could just take off his damn, hot jacket he’d be a contented man. But the others weren’t taking theirs off. He guessed that meant they’d soon be rejoining the ladies.




  The ladies. Most particularly Miss Annabel. Did these people really think he’d be interested in marrying her? Of course, no one had actually offered her to him, but Travis knew his mother had written Cousin Jane and enlisted her help in finding him a wife.




  He’d been welcomed by these unknown relatives like a favored son, but instead of introducing him to some steady, mature women, they immediately proposed a visit to Leon Rawlins’s older brother’s plantation.




  Why did they think I’d want to visit a sugar plantation?




  He raised cattle and was anxious to get back to ’em.




  No, there’d been enough sly remarks made about their sweet niece to show why they’d brought him here. Well, Travis didn’t give a damn about the girl’s sweetness. He needed a woman who was tough enough to meet the challenges of frontier life.




  Miz Lucy had insisted he find himself a Louisiana lady to marry, because she’d come from this background. Of course, she’d become tough as rawhide during her thirty years on the frontier, but Travis couldn’t wait for his wife to grow into the job. He needed someone to take over the responsibilities for his house, his ailing mother, and his five-year-old daughter right now.




  Annabel Rawlins looked physically frail and acted as skittish as a month-old colt.




  “Care for more brandy, Captain?” Walter Rawlins held the decanter up, but Travis shook his head. He couldn’t drink up the man’s fruity-smelling whiskey if he wasn’t going to marry his daughter.




  The sound of a piano and voices raised in singing floated though the open doorway. Leon Rawlins smiled broadly. “Sounds like the ladies are going to provide us with some music tonight.”




  Walter Rawlins returned his brother’s smile. “We haven’t had a sing-a-long in ages.” He stood and gestured toward Travis. “Care to join us, Captain?”




  Travis would have preferred to stay where he was, but he forced himself to smile, regretfully snubbed out his cigar, and followed after the Rawlins brothers. The two men bore a strong resemblance, both being paunchy and balding, and they seemed genuinely fond of each other.




  It must be nice to have that kind of relationship with a brother.




  How long had it been since Travis had seen his brother? It didn’t matter. If he never saw the traitor again it would be too damn soon.




  When they were half-way up the fancy curling stairway, Leon Rawlins began to sing along with the music coming from the parlor. “I came from Alabama wid’ my banjo on my knee.”




  As Travis entered the room, he saw the two younger girls standing beside the piano, while Annabel played. The Rawlins brothers rushed over to join them, both of them now singing loudly. Travis wanted to be a good guest, but he drew the line at singing. Seeing the two Mrs. Rawlins seated on a sofa across the room from the musicians, he moved to a chair near them.




  The group at the piano boisterously finished “Oh Susanna,” and Leon Rawlins urged Annabel to play “Camptown Races” next. Evidently he’d once seen that song performed in a minstrel show and wanted to do his imitation of a white man imitating a black one. He rolled his eyes, poked his lips out, and fanned his hands about, as he loudly sang, “De Camptown ladies sing dis song, Doo-dah! Doo-dah!”




  Travis couldn’t believe a respectable businessman would make such a display of himself, but the children were highly amused by his antics, laughing so hard they couldn’t sing. Even the older ladies smiled, and they all applauded enthusiastically when the song ended.




  Mrs. Sybil Rawlins interrupted the laughter. “Girls, it’s past your bedtime.”




  Travis half-way expected her to put Miss Annabel to bed with the two younger girls, but she was left sitting at the piano as her mother ushered a protesting Millie and Linda out of the room.




  When they were gone, Walter Rawlins lightly touched his daughter’s shoulder. “Honey, play my favorite.”




  “Oh, Papa,” Miss Annabel groaned, “that one’s too hard.”




  “You can do it.” He looked at her with pleading eyes. “Do it for me, please.”




  Watching her face, Travis saw the moment her desire to please her father overcame her hesitancy. She thumbed through the songbook, found the page she was looking for, and propped the book back on the music rack. She started to play and sing, but stopped suddenly when she realized her father and uncle were not singing with her. When she looked up at her father, he again patted her shoulder. “You do this one by yourself, dear.”




  Travis could see her reluctance in the downward set of her lips, but she took a deep breath and started again. She didn’t have a big voice, but she hit the high notes cleanly and pronounced the words clearly. Her father and uncle had stepped to one side so Travis had a clear view of her face. Her large, blue-green eyes, slightly upturned nose, and full pink lips went perfectly with her sweet voice. She leaned forward to better see the sheet music and a strand of her hair came loose and curled below her jaw line. In the lamp light it looked like a thin stream of honey.




  He wasn’t familiar with the song, so he listened closely to the words.




  …Soft is her slumber,




  Thoughts bright and free




  Dance through her dreams




  Like gushing melody




  Light is her young heart




  Light it may be:




  Come where my love lies dreaming




  Dreaming the happy hours away.




  No wonder her father had wanted her to sing that particular song. It perfectly described her, a young girl on the verge of womanhood, dreaming of the love to come.




  The last notes of the song floated through the room, and there was a silent pause as if each person were lost in their own thoughts. Then her father lightly kissed her cheek. “That was lovely, dear.”




  “Yes indeed, yes indeed!” her uncle added.




  Jane Rawlins bounced up from the settee and went over to shower the girl with praise, so Travis felt obliged to do the same. When he said, “That was very nice, Miss Rawlins,” her already flushed cheeks turned even redder.




  She mumbled her thanks and rose from the stool. “You play, Aunt Jane. You were always better than I.”




  “No, no, you’re doing beautifully and I haven’t touched a piano in ages,” she demurred, but when the Rawlins brothers added their encouragement, she finally consented.




  They started singing “Lou’siana Belle.” Travis continued to stand near the piano even though he had no intention of joining in. Miss Annabel, who was standing beside him, must have noticed his silence for she stepped back a bit and motioned for him to move closer to the song book.




  He shook his head and softly said, “I’m not much of a singer.”




  So she turned away and went on singing herself.




  He noticed that she was taller than the average woman, the top of her head being up to his chin. Maybe her height made her look frailer than she really was. By leaning forward just a little he caught a whiff of her hair.




  By God, she smells like honey too.




  Mrs. Rawlins came back from putting the younger girls to bed and joined the singers. After two more songs, Leon Rawlins suggested calling it a day and everyone agreed with him.




  Travis welcomed a chance to be alone in his own room. These people with their singing and laughing and familiar affections, made him uneasy. This wasn’t the kind of life he was used to.




  * * * *




  Papa had accompanied our guests around to the west wing to be sure their way was properly lit, so Mother and I extinguished the parlor lamps, and walked in the other direction, depending on the moon to light our way.




  Mother paused as she turned into the master bedroom. “If you hear any noise coming from Millie’s room, tell those girls to stop talking and go to sleep.”




  “Yes ma’am.”




  “And, Annabel, you did well tonight. Someday you’ll be a fine hostess in your own home.”




  “Why, thank you, Mama.” My steps were a little lighter as I went on my way. Compliments from Mother were rare, and I hadn’t been confident about this evening’s debut into the adult world.




  As I changed into my nightgown, I wondered what Captain Kinlaw, the one stranger in our midst, had thought of me. When papa had asked me to sing by myself, I’d been terribly embarrassed. But the Captain had come over and complimented me, so I must have done all right, unless he was just being polite.




  Several times I’d noticed him watching me with his icy blue eyes, but his solemn expression gave no clue to his thoughts. Of course, a man his age probably saw me as a child.




  I stretched out on my bed and I remembered my mother’s words, “in your own home,” and wondered what kind of home that would be. I had always dreamed of being the mistress of a great house like Riveroaks, or perhaps one that was even grander, but since the war things were different—so uncertain. Would I ever be the hostess of my own home?




  Chapter 2




  I awoke at the sound of the first bell and rushed to get into my old muslin housedress. Guests created extra work, but a gracious hostess always concealed that fact. My mother and I would have to get an early start if we were to appear gracious today.




  My parents were already in the kitchen when I arrived. “We’re almost out of stove wood, Annabel,” Mother said. “Will you get some?”




  “I’ll do it, Sybil,” Father replied. “Can’t have our girl doing heavy work.”




  “Oh, pooh,” Mother said. “I just need a few sticks to keep the fire going and you can’t go out and work without breakfast.”




  Not waiting for further argument, I ran to the woodpile near the kitchen door, gathered as many of the split logs as I could carry, and hurried back to the kitchen. By the time I returned, Mother was pouring Father a cup of hot coffee to go with his cold biscuits and molasses.




  “Can’t you wait until I fix some eggs, Walter?” Mother asked.




  “This will do. If I’m not out there when the second bell rings, the men won’t start working.”




  Mammy came puffing into the kitchen. She glared around the room, obviously displeased that someone had dared to tamper with her stove.




  “Has Jasper gone down to the stables, Mammy?” Father asked.




  “Yes, surh,” she answered in a grumpy tone




  “We need to heat some water for last night’s dishes. Will you fetch a bucket full, Annabel?” Mother asked.




  “Laddie’s gone ta do dat now,” Mammy said.




  “Well, why don’t you collect the eggs, honey?”




  “Dat’s Laddie’s job. He’ll do it.” Mammy’s son was a grown man but simple-minded, so she always pointed out his usefulness.




  “There’s plenty for him to do today, Mammy, but we have to have the eggs before our guests come down,” Mother countered.




  I took the egg basket and went out the door as Mammy said, “Huh, dem city folks prob’ly sleep de mornin’ away.”




  The chicken coop was just a double row of straw-filled nests attached to the back wall of the old kitchen house and enclosed by a wire fence. I didn’t like the dirty, smelly chicken yard, and the hens could be downright threatening, but the chore had to be done, so I pulled the rickety gate open just enough to slip inside.




  Several hens, who were sitting on eggs, ruffled their feathers, and twitched their sharp peaks as they watched me approach. I knew they’d peck my hand if I tried to reach under them, so I frightened them off their nests by clapping my hands and loudly calling, “Shoo, shoo.” All the chickens flew off their nests, except Bertha, a particularly aggressive old hen. She stayed were she was and clucked ominously.




  I gathered the eggs from the other nests first. Finally, I had no choice but to approach Bertha whose throaty clucks sounded more like growls. Setting the half-filled egg basket out of harm’s way, I made a sudden rush toward the nest, slinging my arms about and loudly imitating the sounds of an irate chicken.




  Bertha panicked in the face of this onslaught and, with loud squawks of her own, flapped her wings and flew down to the ground. As the hen ran passed, I kicked at her and called, “I’ll be glad to see you in the stew pot, you old—”




  From the corner of my eye, I caught sight of a tall figure. Captain Kinlaw stood near the fence and watched me with the first honest to goodness smile I’d seen on his face.




  “That looks like a real mean varmint,” he said with a chuckle.




  I hurriedly brushed flying hair back from my face. “I wasn’t really trying to kick the hen. I just get mad at her sometimes. You’re up mighty early. I hope the bell didn’t wake you.”




  “Drovers get in the habit of waking at first light. What was that bell for, anyway?”




  “It wakes the field hands.”




  As though on cue, the bell began to clang again. I pointed toward the old iron bell atop a stout post near the double row of cabins where the freedmen lived. “And that bell calls them to work.”




  The men and women who made up the plantation’s scant labor force began to straggle from the cabins. They were all dressed in drab, ragged, work clothes, but nearly all of them wore brightly colored scarves tied either around heads or necks as evidence of their new status as wage earning consumers. They gathered around Sam, the gang-boss.




  I carried the egg basket over to the fence as the Captain opened the rickety gate for me. “I better get these eggs back to the house,” I said. “I don’t suppose Aunt Jane and Uncle Leon are up yet, but Mama and Mammy Mary are both in the kitchen, so I’m sure we can get you some breakfast.”




  “I don’t want to be any trouble.”




  “Oh, it won’t be any trouble,” I said as I led him back toward the house.




  Father came out of the kitchen door and walked hurriedly toward us. He showed a flash of surprise when he saw the Captain but quickly regained himself and smiled affably. “Ah, Captain Kinlaw, I see you’re an early riser. I’m sorry I can’t be a better host this morning but I’ve got to get the woodcutting started. After Leon gets up, why don’t you two ride out to the work site? I’ll be able to get away for a while by then, and I can show you around the place.”




  “I don’t want to interrupt your work,” the Captain said.




  “Oh, you won’t, you won’t. After the men get started, I just have to put in an appearance once in awhile to keep them at it. My overseer’s away right now, that’s why it’s necessary for me to go, but I’d welcome a chance to show you a working sugar plantation.”




  “Well, thank you, sir. I’d welcome a chance to see it.”




  “Fine, fine. Annabel, see that the Captain gets some breakfast.”




  Father hurried on toward the stables and the Captain and I continued on our way. Now that he had been officially placed in my charge, I didn’t know exactly what to do with him. It didn’t seem proper to take a male guest into the kitchen, but even worse to send him off to wait in an empty dining room. Before I could think the matter through, we’d reached the house.




  The Captain opened the door for me and I stepped in quickly. “I found Captain Kinlaw out in the yard and have brought him along for some breakfast,” I called out to warn Mother.




  She looked dismayed for just a second. “What? Oh, well, come in, Captain. Mammy’s frying up some side meat and, now that Annabel’s brought the eggs, we can have something for you in a jiffy. Annabel, you show the Captain into the dining room and set a place for him.”




  “No need to go to all that trouble, Mrs. Rawlins. I can eat at this table, if it won’t bother you ladies.”




  “Oh, it won’t bother us,” Mother said without conviction, “if you’re sure you won’t mind eating in a kitchen.”




  “It’ll make me feel right at home. Now that my mother’s in poor health, we take a lot of our meals in the kitchen at the Flying K.”




  Mother gestured him into a chair and said, “How is your mother? I haven’t had a chance to ask.” Before he could answer, she turned and said, “Annabel, will you run upstairs and get Millie and Linda up and dressed?” As I passed near her, she added in a near whisper, “And do something to your hair.”




  I could hear them chatting about the state of his mother’s health as I left the room and ran up the back stairs, wondering when I’d get breakfast.




  Linda and Millie were awake and romping around the room in their nightgowns, trying to smack each other with pillows. I put a stop to their play, supervised their dressing, and sent them downstairs. After picking up their scattered clothing and making the bed, I returned to my own room.




  Sitting at the dressing table, I saw that last night’s curls were now limp waves. Not knowing what else to do, I pulled my hair behind my ears and fastened it with two small tortoiseshell combs.




  Why is Mother suddenly so concerned about how my hair looks?




  I returned to the kitchen, and to my surprise, found all our guests seated around the table, enjoying a hearty breakfast. I hastily found a place at the table and filled my plate with the food that was left. Uncle Leon was regaling his listeners with stories of the old Metairie Racetrack, a place he had visited often as a young man.




  Then the men began to talk about riding over the plantation. “Where are they cutting wood this morning, Sybil?” Uncle Leon asked.




  “I’m not sure,” my mother answered vaguely. “Somewhere near the main drainage ditch, but the ox carts will be going back and forth. You can follow their tracks.”




  “Why do you need so much wood?” Captain Kinlaw asked.




  Mother started a plate of biscuits around the table. “Once the sugar-making starts, they have to keep the boilers going night and day. Walter is really worried about our supply because we’re so short-handed right now.




  “He heard there’s a group of former slaves from the Coast who took refuge in Alabama during the war, but are looking to come back now, so he sent our overseer up to hire some of them. I just hope he’s successful,” she said with a worried expression.




  “Devereux’s a good man, Sybil, and he can speak their language. I’m sure he’ll do the job,” Uncle Leon reassured her.




  “I don’t know. They say some of those carpetbagger planters are offering ridiculously high wages.”




  “They’re offering, but I bet they don’t pay,” Leon replied.




  I silently wondered how my father was going to pay the wages he was promising. I’d heard enough of his complaints to know that the last of his reserve dollars had gone with Mr. Deveruex, so, unless he found additional funds soon, we’d lose all the hands and this year’s crop.




  Mother asked Mammy if Jasper was still at the stable to saddle horses for the two men.




  “I don’ know. He was goin’ to help wid de ox carts,” she replied.




  The Captain volunteered to saddle the horses.




  “I’ll join you as soon as I fetch my hat,” Uncle Leon said.




  “Annabel, you show the Captain where things are in the stable,” Mother said.




  With my mouth full of biscuit, I could only nod.




  “I don’t want to rush your breakfast,” the Captain said.




  I gulped down the last of my milk. “Oh, I’m through.” I stood and started for the back door.




  Apparently my main function as hostess was to usher the Captain around. I didn’t mind, except that I found it difficult to talk to him, so I silently led him out into the back yard.




  * * * *




  Poor little Annabel, first he’d caught her fighting chickens and next he’d interrupted her breakfast. She must think him an all-round pest. But she didn’t let her feelings show, and she obeyed her mother without a word of protest. He admired that in a young woman.




  He wished his daughter behaved like that.




  He saw Annabel take a deep breath and knew she was struggling to start a conversation. “So, Captain, how did you like New Orleans?”




  “I’m not much for cities,” he said. “Do you like them?”




  “Like? Well, I liked visiting New Orleans before the war, but I was always glad to get back to Riveroaks. Of course, I haven’t had a chance to visit lately.”




  The brick path they walked on led to an old stone building. Travis wanted to help her keep a conversation going, so he pointed at it and asked, “What’s this building?”




  “It used to be the kitchen,” Annabel replied, “but now Mammy Mary and Daddy Jasper live upstairs and the rest is mostly for storage. Before the war we had enough servants to run the food to the house quickly. Now it’s just too inconvenient so Papa turned the main pantry into our present kitchen.”




  “That room used to be a pantry?” he asked, genuinely surprised because of the size of the room. The path turned just beyond of the old kitchen house and headed toward the stables.




  “Yes, when Papa bought this house, the dining room was the only real room on the ground floor, the rest were all pantries and closets. The house was built in the French style and Creoles don’t live on ground level in the Delta country. They say it destroys the health.




  “After Papa married Mama he remodeled: put in his study, the downstairs parlor, and, of course, the spiral staircase.”




  “It is a beautiful house,” he said, “but it seems strange that all the original staircases were built on the outside.”




  “Creoles built their houses only one room wide. Then you have windows on at least two sides of every room. That gives a better chance of getting a breeze, even on the hottest day.”




  “That makes sense.”




  They reached the stables and she led him into the gloomy, cavernous building, past the two carriages that stood in a space meant for six, and over to the tack room. “I’ll bring the bridles if you can carry the saddles.”




  He grinned when he saw the small English saddles. “I can carry them all right, but I don’t know if I can ride on one of these little things.”




  “Oh!” She looked alarmed. “I’m afraid they’re the only kind we have. Papa says gentlemen only use...” Her words trailed off as she realized she was about to insult him.




  Travis tried to make her feel better by saying, “Gentlemen don’t have to stay in the saddle for ten or twelve hours a day. But don’t worry, if I fall off, it won’t be the first time.”




  They walked past the many empty stalls, toward the only two horses left in the stable. One was a black chestnut, with only a hint of red mixed into his dark coat, the other, a sorrel, had a definite copper-red shine, but both horses were obviously past their prime, and they showed little interest in the new arrivals. Travis knew he wouldn’t have any trouble handling one of these horses no matter what kind of saddle he rode on.




  The sound of pounding hooves caused him to jerk his head toward the square of sunlight that formed the open stable doorway. The silhouette of a horse and rider galloped straight toward them.




  He heard a gasp of fear from Annabel, dropped one of the saddles, threw his free arm around her and pushed her roughly against a wall, covering her body with his. Over his shoulder, he saw the horse, a black bay, rear and thrash his front hooves just a few feet from them, as the rider sawed on the reins.
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