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“Gist’s work is comical, sassy, and sweet.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Gist’s historical romances have increasingly gained popularity, combining witty dialog, well-balanced plots, and fully developed characters who seem almost real.”


—Library Journal


“Gist takes intriguing historical facts and creates a world of fascinating characters, lighthearted moments, and timeless crises that we can still relate to today.”


—Romantic Times


“With her knowledge of history, attention to detail, and lively humor, talented Gist . . . has written a story about a man at the end of his rope and a very stubborn woman sure to delight readers.”
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“ ‘Do you know where it is?’ Cullen asked. ‘The fair is huge, over six hundred acres according to the guidebooks. “Over that way” could mean yards or it could mean miles.’ ”


To view a map of the fair, go to www.DeeanneGist.com/WCEmap.pdf









Thank you for downloading this Howard eBook.





Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Howard and Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP








or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com







[image: Image]




To my PIT Crew


(Personal Intercessory Team)


Julie Ashton


Victor and Kendra Belfi


Lisa Gettys


John and Pat Kane


who committed to daily stand in the gap for me as I labored to fill five hundred blank pages with the first draft of It Happened at the Fair. Your support, encouragement, and unfailing diligence made the most difficult part of the process an absolute delight. I love you, admire you, treasure you, and thank you.





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


[image: Image]


This year I celebrated thirty years of marriage with the love of my life, Greg Gist. As a young man, it was his fantasy to have a woman who would one day stay at home, raise his children, cook his meals, and be his helpmate. Well, I’ve definitely stayed at home, helped raise the kids, and even managed to cook a few meals. It’s the helpmate part that I seem to struggle with the most.


You see, I have ideas. Lots of ideas. And over the years, I’ve tried to turn those ideas into realities. I’ve done chain letters, Amway, 900 numbers (remember those?), started an antiques business, produced and manufactured parenting products, dabbled in journalism, and ended up settling into this profession of novel writing—all from the comforts of home.


I’d always seen Greg as being, well, tolerant of my many escapades. Until now. As I reflect on our thirty years together, I realize he has been way more than tolerant—he’s been downright supportive. He has done more than his share of carting kids to and fro, of hiring a housekeeper to free up my time, of blessing me with a lovely and comfortable home—as well as my current office, with floor-to-ceiling windows in front of me and floor-to-ceiling bookshelves behind me—of paying for all the aforementioned ideas (all of which have cost him not a little bit of money), of sharing his frequent-flyer miles, of bringing me flowers “just because,” of putting up with my eighty-hour work weeks when I’m on deadline, of giving up football games to sit through very, very long award ceremonies, and of taking charge of the household while I gallivant around the country to conferences and events.


So to you, my beloved, wonderful, handsome man, I say thank you. Thank you for being an incredible father, an amazing provider, a wonderfully romantic partner, and a staunch supporter of all my wild ideas. I love you so, so much. Happy anniversary, my sweet.


[image: Image]




    A Quick Note from Deeanne


    Just so you know . . . Cullen is hard of hearing, so when you experience a scene from his perspective, you will see what he sees and *hear* what he hears. So, the occasional jumbled word is a word that he was unable to hear correctly and had to decipher through context clues. (I didn't want you to think the book hadn't been proofread. Those misspelled words were on purpose!)


    


CHAPTER


1
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Cullen’s eyes swelled to mere slits, his roughened cheeks itched, and a sharp line separated the raw skin on his neck from the skin protected by his shirt. It had happened every planting season for his entire twenty-seven years and it would happen for the next.


He yanked off his gloves, shirt, and undershirt, worked the pump, then stuck his whole head beneath the water. The icy stream stung and soothed all at the same time. He dared not dither, though. Those cotton seeds rode on the breeze and any exposed skin would begin to itch within a day’s time.


Rearing up, he combed his fingers through his hair. Water drizzled down his back, mingling with the sweat collecting between his shoulder blades. The hinges on the back-door screen squeaked. His stepmother clomped out, her plump body listing with the weight of the pail she toted.


“You ready to throw that out, Alice?”


She nodded, dirty water sloshing over the sides of the bucket. “I’ve got it. You get on inside. You know better than to be out here without a shirt on.”


“A few more minutes won’t hurt.” Taking it from her, he retraced his steps, tossed the pail’s contents, and pumped fresh water into it.


She stood at the door, her back holding the screen open. Her auburn bun sagged, as streaked with muted white as a song sparrow’s wing. “Come on,” she said. “Ya look a fright.”


Pulling off a boot, he glanced inside. His father already sat at the head of their hand-hewn table, shaking out his napkin. Three plates balanced across its slightly slanted surface. The table had been Cullen’s first attempt at making a real piece of furniture. He’d presented it to his mother on his eleventh Christmas, prouder than any rooster in the henhouse.


By the time he realized her other table was not only level but also nicer, she’d already passed away. She never let on, though—just stroked it as if it were made of mahogany and asked Dad if he didn’t think it was the grandest table he’d ever seen. Dad would give Cullen a wink and agree that it surely was. To this day, Cullen didn’t know what had happened to their good table.


“Ya gonna stand out there all day or cm in so we can eat?” Dad tucked a napkin into the collarless neckline beneath his bushy black beard.


“Coming.” Dropping his boots outside, he stepped in, plucked an undershirt from the wall peg, and pulled it over his head. At least his arms and chest still held a healthy glow. Two strips of startling white skin dissected his coppery torso, delineating the spots where his suspenders rode. Going shirtless during the plowing was not a problem, it was the planting, weeding, and harvesting that bothered him most. “Smells good, Alice.”


The door banged shut behind her. “Made ya some bean kttl soup.”


He suppressed a cringe. Bean kettle soup. Again. It was the third time in as many weeks.


Shrugging into a shirt, he secured the buttons, snapped his suspenders into place, scraped back his chair, and froze. A letter from the National Commission of the World’s Columbian Exposition sat beside his plate. “What’s that?”


Dad scratched the back of his head, fluffing his wiry curls, the same black color as Cullen’s.


“Yer the reader in the family,” he said.


Cullen jerked his gaze to Dad’s. “Why’s it addressed to me?”


Alice plopped a cast-iron pot on the table. Dad handed her his bowl.


“It’s been opened.” Cullen lowered himself into his chair, being careful to keep his hands clear of the table and envelope.


“I had Luther read it to me,” Dad said.


If the store clerk had read it, then the whole county would know of its contents by now. Everybody but Cullen, that is.


“What did it say?” he asked.


Alice served up bowls for the three of them.


“Accordin’ to Lthr, it said you’ve been accepted as an exhibitor at the World’s Fair.”


He wheezed in a breath, his swollen airways in as bad a shape as his face. “An exhibitor? Of what?”


“An automatic fire sprinkler system.”


A prickling sensation began behind his eyes. “How did they find out about my sprinkler system?”


“I told ’em.” Dad took a spoonful of soup, chewed the ham, and swallowed.


“Told them? How?”


“I sent in an application fer ya.”


The headache that had danced along the edges of Cullen’s skull began to make inroads. “You can’t read or write well enough to do that.”


Dad shrugged. “Got me some hlp from the preacher.”


Cullen started to rub his forehead, then stopped when he encountered tender skin. “And why would you do a fool thing like that?”


“Watch yer mouth.”


“I want to know why, Dad.”


He leaned his chair back on two legs. “I found the World’s Fair ad for exhibitors underneath yer mattress last spring when I took it outside fer Alice to beat clean.”


Moisture began to collect on Cullen’s neck and hairline. “So what? The entire world’s been reading about the fair since it was awarded to Chicago in ’90.”


“The entire world ain’t hiding it under their mattress.”


“I wasn’t hiding it. I just, I don’t know, didn’t have anyplace else to put it.” Even to his own ears, his excuse sounded feeble. “Besides, I forgot all about it.”


“I looked at it again when I got hm today. Its edges are frayed and it’s been opened and closed so many times the paper is splittin’ along the creases.”


Cullen placed his arms on both sides of his bowl. “Look, Dad. I’m a farmer, just like you. Just like Granddad. And just like Great-Granddaddy before him. A little boy who mourned the loss of his mother rigged up that stupid thing.”


“A little boy who became a man overnight.”


“It’s nothing but a toy.”


“Ya spent years perfectin’ it.”


Cullen fisted his hands. “And it didn’t help one iota when I spent heaven knows how much of your harvest money installing it in the cowshed. The thing still burnt straight to the ground and very nearly caught the barn on fire.”


“Ya fixed that when ya added them fusible joints.”


Cullen slammed his fist, rattling the dishware and causing Alice to start. “I’m not going to the World’s Fair, Dad. I appreciate the gesture. I know your intentions are good. But I’m not going. Especially not now. It’s the planting season, for crying out loud.”


Dad’s chair thumped to the ground. “Don’t ya thnk I know what time o’ year it is? I may not read so well, but I can sure tell the difference in the seasons.”


Closing his eyes, Cullen tried to calm himself. But his pulse was ticking, his breath was coming in spurts, and the prickles behind his eyes had turned into hammers. “You’re missing the point. I meant no insult.”


“Then at least give me enough credit to see when a fella ain’t cut out for farmin’. Look at ya. Ya can’t see in the spring. Ya can’t breathe in the summer. And ya can’t hrdly stay standing during the harvest. Never have, never will. You know it. I know it. And yer mama certainly knew it. Why do ya thnk she spent so much time givin’ you all that book learnin’? So you could hide ads under yer mattress while ya killed yourself in the cotton fields?”


Cullen surged to his feet. Dad made it to his just as fast.


Alice rapped her spoon on the table. “Sit down. Both of ya. I spent all day on this soup and if ya don’t eat every last bit, I’m gonna make nothin’ but mush for a month of Sundays.”


A bird preparing for nightfall landed on the windowsill, pecked at the curtains, then took off with a chirp. One of the dogs out front barked, the others responding in kind.


The tension eased from Dad’s shoulders. “Beggin’ yer pardon, Alice. We’ll be glad to sit down. Cullen, tuck yer napkin in.”


He sat, stuffed his napkin in his collar, then shoveled mouthful after mouthful of the soup into his mouth. The sooner he finished, the sooner he could escape to his room. He was reading The Farmer’s Encyclopedia and had just gotten to the section on tongueless plows.


He could feel Dad’s gaze but refused to acknowledge it. Swallowing was an effort, though. He cursed himself for even saving that ad. He didn’t know why he had. He certainly didn’t expect anyone to ever find out about it.


Heat began to rise up his neck. Had Dad told Luther about the ad? Did the whole county know about it?


Dad cleared his throat. “Luther said the folks runnin’ the fair turned away all but a third o’ the applicants. That to be chosen is not only a grt honor for ya but for all o’ Mecklenburg County.”


He kept his head down. “I’m not going.”


“I’m asking ya, son. Fer me.”


Dropping his spoon in the bowl, Cullen whipped up the envelope, yanked out the letter, and shook it open. He skimmed it, quickly finding what he was looking for, then held it up for his dad. “Did Luther mention exhibitors are responsible for the costs of transporting, handling, arranging, and removing their exhibits?”


“He did. He also said them fair folks weren’t chargin’ ya fer the space.”


“Even still, do you have any idea how much it will cost just to transport the equipment?”


Dad scratched his chin beneath his beard. “Seein’ as the railroad will let ya carry a hundred pounds fer free, I reckon it shouldn’t cost ya nothin’.”


“Nothing but the packing crates, the fare to and from, my room for six months, my meals for six months, a suit that fits, city boots, extraneous expenses, and who knows what else.”


Dad raised his brows. “Since ya seem to know so much about it, maybe ya oughta be tellin’ me how much it costs.”


“I have no idea.”


“Well, I do. Somewheres around three hundred dollars.”


Alice took a quick breath.


“Then why are we even discussing this?”


“Because I already paid it.”


Alice whipped her head toward Dad.


“Paid it?” Cullen’s body flashed hot, then cold. “Are you out of your mind? No. That’s, that’s . . . crazy.”


“Well, it’s all arranged. Marty down at the train station took care of it fer me.”


“Where did you even get that kind of money?” It wasn’t his business, and under normal circumstances, he’d never have had the gall to ask. But these weren’t normal circumstances.


“I had a little tucked away from when the cash was rollin’ in back in ’90 and ’91.”


“A little?” Cullen’s lungs quit working. Try as he might, only a quiver of air would go through his pipes. “That’s a whole year’s harvest,” he rasped. “It’s way too much. And you know it. Especially with cotton prices as shaky as they are right now.”


“Pshaw. We’re fine.”


Alice pushed back from the table, her expression tight, her movements jerky.


Cullen grabbed the napkin from his neck. “Well, I’m not going. You’ll have to tell them you changed your mind.”


Dad took a deep breath. “Life’s an unsure thing, son. You know that firsthand. Sometimes, ya just got to rch out and grab it, right by the tail.”


“What about the crop?”


“Dewey’s boys said they’d hire on.”


Cullen’s jaw slackened. “You’ve already asked them?”


“Ayup.”


“What about Wanda? We’re supposed to get married.”


Dad studied him. “Ya set a date?”


“Well, no, but we’re going to. And it’ll be sooner rather than later.”


Dad folded his napkin in half, then in half again. “Forever’s a long time. A few months on the front end or the back end won’t make much difference.”


“We’re not talking about a few months. We’re talking half a year. We’re talking the planting, the weeding, and half the harvesting. We’re talking clear to November.”


Dad hooked his thumbs in his suspenders. “I know how long the fair runs.”


His nostrils flared. “What if I went all the way up there and nobody wanted it?”


“Then ya can come on home and be a frmr. You’ll be no worse off than ya are now.”


“You’ll be three hundred dollars poorer! The economy is in a mess and farming is as unreliable as a woman’s watch. I had no idea you even had a cushion like that. The last thing you want to do is spend it on something so frivolous.” He paused. “I can’t take it, Dad. It’s too much. I’d never forgive myself if it was all for nothing.”


“I’m gifting it to ya.”


Alice slammed a coffeepot onto the stove.


“I’m gifting it right back,” Cullen said.


Dad dragged a hand down his face. It had been a long time since the two of them butted heads.


“I know you mean well, Dad, but children are always saying stupid things. Things like, ‘I want to be a sheriff when I grow up’ or ‘I want be the president’ or,” he lowered his voice, “ ‘I want to be an inventor.’ It means nothing. It’s silly talk.”


“Not if that’s what they’re destined to be.”


Feeling all the bluster leave him, he allowed his shoulders to slump and played his final card. “I’m going deaf, Dad. Even if I manage to find investors, once they learn I can’t hear like a normal person and that I belong in an asylum, they’ll withdraw their offers.”


Alice twisted around, her face stricken, her hands crinkling her apron.


Dad’s eyes narrowed and his jaw tensed. “Yer not goin’ deaf and ya don’t belong in a madhouse. So maybe you have a lttl trouble hearing every single word a fella utters. Ya get by just fine.”


“When things are nice and quiet I do, but it’s getting worse. Especially if there are other—”


Dad held up his palm, effectively stopping him. “Madhouses are fer crazy people. There’s nothing wrong with yer think box. You’re more book smart than over half the county.”


“Nobody cares about book smarts once they find out there’s something wrong with you. Just look at Ophelia Ashford. She went blind after staring at the sun and her parents shipped her off to Blackwell’s lickety-split.”


“Miss Ashford’s parents are the ones who should be locked up, not her. But quit changing the subject. I’ve already wired them folks up in Chicago and accepted their invite. I’ve found ya a boardin’ house and paid fer yer room—nonrefundable, nontransferable. I’m not asking ya anymore. I’m telling ya. It’s why yer mother learned ya. You may be able to let all her hard work—her life’s work—go fer nothing, but I’m not.” Lifting up one hip, he pulled a ticket and a bulging envelope from his pocket, then slid them across the table. “Yer gettin’ on the Richmond & Danville in one week’s time. Yer goin’ to Chicago. Yer stayin’ at a boardin’ house called Harvell. And yer gonna give this thing a chance. The best chance it’s ever had. I’ll see ya in November.”


The anger simmering inside began to bubble again. He could not believe this. Swiping up the ticket, the money, and the letter, he stood. “Fine. I’ll go. And I’ll fail, like I always do. Then I’ll come back and we can put this thing to bed once and for all.”





CHAPTER


2
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How much longer before ya finish?” Wanda asked, batting at a bug flying about her head.


“I’m almost done.” Cullen threaded a bolt on an animal-powered treadmill he’d rigged up. “I just want to make sure this is still working for your mother before I leave.”


One of Wanda’s sisters burst out the back door, tagged her brother on the run, and bounded down the porch steps. “Yer it!”


“Am not!”


“Are too!”


The twins sat cross-legged in the yard, reciting nursery rhymes and keeping time with their hands as they slapped their thighs, clapped once, then each tapped the other’s palm. Inside, the baby’s cries sliced through it all, the open windows offering no buffer.


Wanda tightened her lips. “I stll cain’t believe yer not gettin’ back ’til November.”


“Me, neither.”


“I don’t know what all the fuss is over. Who cares about some dumb world’s fair?” Pulling loose the strings of her sunbonnet, she yanked it off her head, mussing her blond hair. “And who cares about some old explorer who discovered America four hndrd years ago?”


Pausing, he glanced at her. Even in the fading light, he could see the irritation snapping in her eyes.


“Lift that lantern for me, would you?” he asked.


Tossing down her bonnet, she grabbed the lantern.


He tightened the bolt he’d threaded. “The celebration of Columbus’s discovery is just an excuse for us to show the world how far we’ve progressed in the past four hundred years and for them to show us how far they’ve progressed. Ever since the Paris fair in ’89, we’ve been itching to do something bigger and grander than the Eiffel Tower.”


“Sounds ta me like it ain’t nothin’ more than a big ol’ peein’ contest.”


Grinning, he set down his wrench and straightened. “I guess that’s not too far from the truth.” He curled his tongue against his teeth and whistled for the dog. “Cowboy! Come here, fella. Get on up here and let’s see if she’s working again.”


The black-and-white border collie bounded across the yard and onto the treadmill, activating the flywheel, which moved the walking beam up and down, which then pumped the churn dasher attached to it.


The back door opened again. “Charlie!” Mrs. Sappington called, stepping onto the porch. “Oh, Cullen. Ya fixed it.”


Pushing the brake lever, he stopped the treadmill and let Cowboy jump off. “It was no problem, ma’am. Your new churn’s just a little shallower than the last. All I had to do was drill a hole closer to the fulcrum.”


She smiled, her round cheeks rosy from the warmth of the kitchen. “The prblm wasn’t drillin’ the hole. The problem was knowing the exact spot ta drll it in. I sure do ’preciate it.”


A boy with scuffed knees and short pants clomped up the steps. “Ya call me, Ma?”


“It’s yer turn in the bath wtr. Come on, now.”


Cullen put the tools back in the box, then stuffed it under the porch. He’d put off seeing Wanda as long as he could. Not only to give his face time to settle into some semblance of its former self, but also because he’d had a thousand details to see to before leaving. His train pulled out in the morning, though, and it was time to pay the piper.


“Finally.” Wanda stomped off toward the smokehouse, the lantern in her hand swinging like a church bell, her hips doing the same. He followed, taking a moment to appreciate her cinched-in calico frock, which hinted at curves beneath. It would be her company, however, that he’d miss the most.


“I don’t like it anymore than you do,” he said. “But Dad left me no choice.”


“Ya could’ve told him no,” she snapped.


“I did.”


She whirled around. “Ya could’ve meant it.”


He took the lantern from her. “I did mean it. But he’d already laid out a great deal of cash, none of which I could get back. I tried.”


“But it don’t make a lick o’ sense. Yer a farmer. What’s yer dad thinkin’? That he can dress ya up in purty duds, send ya up to Chicagy, and turn ya into John Edison?”


“Thomas Edison. And no, yes, maybe. But you’re right. The whole thing’s ludicrous.”


Her lips began to quiver. “I don’t want ya to go, Cullen.”


He grabbed her hand and squeezed. “That makes two of us. I’m sorry, Wanda. I really am.”


“Will ya . . .” She took a shaky breath. “Will ya marry me afore ya go?”


Releasing her, he leaned back. “I can’t. There’s no—”


“I knew it!” Spinning, she stumbled down the path, her shoulders starting to shake.


Die and be doomed. What a convoluted mess.


She pushed into the smokehouse and slammed the door. It was the only place quiet enough for him to hear above the ruckus her siblings made.


The crickets silenced momentarily, then started right up again. He forced himself to move forward. But marry her? Tonight? The thought had never even occurred to him. And if it had, he’d have dismissed it out of hand.


Taking a fortifying breath, he stepped inside and closed the door with a soft click. The overwhelming aroma of smoked ham, pork shoulders, and bacon stifled all his other senses, bringing with it a rush of well-being. He and Wanda had spent many an evening in here talking about everything from the stunts they’d pulled as youngsters to the kind of house they’d one day live in.


But in all that time, he’d never once mentioned the World’s Fair advertisement he kept. And why should he have? It was nothing. Just a promotion piece from a grandiose event that was in every newspaper from here to kingdom come. It had nothing to do with him. Nothing to do with her. And nothing to do with the life they’d mapped out for themselves.


Until now.


Meat hanging from the rafters like overgrown bats cast gruesome shadows on the bricked walls. In the shed’s center, Wanda stood with her back to him, head down, shoulders limp. As least she wasn’t crying. Not out loud, anyway.


Easing up behind her, he set the lamp down and turned her around. “Come on, now. I’m the only one around here who’s supposed to have swollen eyes and puffy cheeks.”


With a humph, she swiped a cuff beneath her nose. “Ya don’t have puffy cheeks.”


“Only swollen eyes.”


“Not them, neither. Ya got the prettiest eyes I ever seen.”


He hooked a tendril of hair behind her ear. “Only when I look at you.”


Tears began to pool. “I know ya can’t marry me tonight. It’s just . . . when are ya gonna marry me? Lavelle and Billy John done fell in love, married, and had a little one in less time then it’s taken us to set a date. My friends, they’re . . . they’re startin’ to poke fun at us. At me.”


Protectiveness welled up inside him. “Who’s poking fun at you?”


“Everybody.”


“Who, everybody?”


She waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. “It don’t matter. What matters is that it’s time fer a date. We got to have a date afore you leave.”


He looked around the smokehouse, seeing everything, noticing nothing. The two of them had been best friends since the day his mother died. Wanda had stood outside the mill same as everybody else. But instead of watching it burn to the ground, she’d watched him watch it burn as he screamed for his mother and had to be held back by Wanda’s father.


He’d been twelve. She’d been seven. But he’d never have made it through the following years without her. He loved her. Always had. Always would. When her braids had been released and twisted up in a bun, everybody assumed the two of them would wed. And they’d assumed it too.


He didn’t recall actually asking her. It just seemed the natural way of things, though he’d never been in any great rush.


“Yer awfully quiet.” Her voice bounced around the conical roof.


He shrugged. “I’m not sure what you want me to say. What am I supposed to do? Just pick a random date?”


“Random’s all right with me if it’s all right with you.”


“Well, it’s not all right with me. A lot of thought should be put into it. We don’t even have a place to live yet.”


“We can stay here while ya build a place. Pa said so.”


She’d talked to her father about it? Before she’d talked to him? “We’re not living here. I’d never be able to hear over all the noise. It would drive me crazy.”


“What if we have a passel o’ little ones? They gonna be too noisy fer ya too?”


He frowned. “Are you trying to start a fight?”


“No, Cullen. I’m trying to get a date. There’s four Saturdees in November. Pick one.”


His jaw began to tick. “I’ve had just about enough of people painting me into corners. I can handle only one corner at a time. Right now, I have to do this World’s Fair trip. When I get back, we’ll pick a date.”


She tightened her lips. “Well, I’m sorry. I didn’t know pickin’ a date would make ya feel like you’d been painted into a corner.”


Sighing, he dragged a hand through his hair. “That didn’t come out like I meant it.”


“What exactly did ya mean, then?” She propped a hand on her waist. “Do ya even want to marry me?”


“Of course, I do.”


“Then what are ya waitin’ fer?”


“I told you. We’ll set a date when I get back.”


She worried her lower lip. “What if ya meet some fancy city gal up there?”


He rolled his eyes. “I’m not meeting anybody.”


“Ya don’t know that.”


“I do know that.”


“Well, I think havin’ a date will make it a little harder fer yer eyes to roam.”


“My eyes won’t roam.”


“Prove it.”


He blinked. “What?”


“Prove it.”


“How?”


“Let’s have our weddin’ night. Right here. Right now.” Reaching up, she began yanking pins from her loose blond bun.


He tensed. “Stop that. For the love of Caesar, we’re in a smokehouse.”


“I don’t care.” Pins clattered to the floor and sailed across its bumpy surface.


He grabbed her wrist. “I care. I’m not taking you on this filthy brick floor in a smelly smokehouse where any one of your family can bust in.”


Breaking free of his grip, she continued what she was doing, her arms hiked up, her chest heaving.


He spun around. “I’m leaving.”


“No!” Scrambling up behind him, she launched herself onto his back.


He took an involuntary step forward.


She wrapped her arms and legs clear around him, hooking her ankles across his stomach, her wrists across his neck. “Please, Cullen.” She moved against him in an effort to secure her hold.


He sucked in his breath. “No, Wanda.”


She refused to let go.


He pried her feet loose, only to have them hook again when he reached for her arms. Back and forth they went until he lost his balance and they both tumbled onto the unforgiving brick floor.


He immediately rolled to the side. “Take the deuce, are you all right?”


Instead of answering, she pressed herself against him, kissing him as passionately as she knew how. But it was a maiden’s kiss. She had no idea there was any other kind. And that was his undoing.


A rush of love and protectiveness surged through him. Wrapping her close, he took control and for the first time taught her how a man kisses a woman.


She blossomed against him, pressing forward when he pulled back, her hands traveling everywhere. “Please, Cullen.”


He captured her wrists and brought them to his lips, then released her and stood.


She propped herself up on an elbow, her chest lifting with each breath. “Everybody does it, ya know. No one can believe we’ve been together this long and not done it.”


“The same ‘everybody’ who’s been making fun of you?”


No answer.


“Maybe it’s time for a new set of friends.”


She tossed her head, the last of her pins tumbling free. “Are ya worried ya might get me with child?”


“Among other things.”


“If that were to happen, I could just go up to Chicagy and we could be married up there.”


“That’s not going to happen because I’m walking you back to the house. Right now.”


Still, he didn’t go help her up. The more distance he kept between them, the better.


“Then when can we have us a weddin’ night?”


“When everything’s official.”


“And when will everythin’ be official?”


“The last Saturday in November.” There. He’d set a date.


Pushing herself to her feet, she plowed her hands into her hair and lifted it before allowing it to spill down her back and over her shoulders.


Sweet heaven above, it went clear beyond her hips.


Swallowing, he forced his eyes to meet hers. He wouldn’t be walking her anywhere. Not when she looked like that. “I’ll see you in November, Wanda.”


Her face collapsed. “Can I come up to see ya, at least? We could tour the fair together.”


“You’d have to have a chaperone.”


“Not if it were our weddin’ trip.”


Much as he wanted to comfort her, he stayed where he was. “Even married, it’d be too costly. The room Dad rented is on an all-male floor and is big enough for only one person. No refunds. No transfers.”


Biting her lip, she crossed her arms beneath her breasts, hugging herself.


“I’m sorry,” he said. “The time will pass before you know it.”


He strode to the door and reached for the latch, her words stopping him.


“That sprinkler system won’t bring yer ma back.”


He bent his head. “I’m not doing it for her. I’m doing it for Dad.”


He stepped out the door, then closed it behind him as gently as he could.




GRANDSTAND AND PLATFORM IN FRONT OF THE ADMINISTRATION BUILDING


[image: Image]


“As soon as President Cleveland touched the key, every engine and piece of machinery in the entire fair would be set in motion.”
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Cullen flipped up the collar of his overcoat. Its gray wool blended in with moisture-laden clouds and offered a mite of protection against the raw winds. But in truth, he hardly felt the cold. He was still angry with his father. Still feeling guilty about the money. And still wishing he and Wanda hadn’t parted with an argument.


The only good news was Chicago didn’t have a cotton seed in sight and for the first time since the planting started, he enjoyed deep, cleansing breaths. Between that, healthy skin, and the energy of the people, he couldn’t help but be caught up in the excitement of the World’s Fair’s unveiling. Chicago might have many-storied buildings, roaring streets, and whirring cable cars, but all memory of it faded when Cullen beheld this temporary fairyland, this “White City” that his country had raised up seemingly overnight.


Crowds poured into the park like a stream of lava, overflowing all boundaries. People of every nationality and every age swarmed over the pier, across the viaduct, and onto the lakefront, all pressing toward the platform he stood before.


He’d been reading articles about the fair for three years now, but its magnificence was still a shock. The crowds coming to commemorate Columbus’s discovery would indeed find a New World. Only this one would be of iron, electricity, and American ingenuity.
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AERIAL VIEW OF 1893 WORLD'S COLUMBIAN EXPOSITION




His fire sprinkler display, assembled and ready for onlookers, was like an ant among a city of giants—insignificant and easily overlooked. He had no prayer of competing against the monumental exhibits in Machinery Hall. But even that mighty building, with all its wonders waiting to be explored, would stand empty a while longer. The people here—more than half a million, if the projections proved accurate—had come to catch a glimpse of their president, Grover Cleveland, as he pressed his finger on the magical button that would bring their fabricated world to life.


As an exhibitor, Cullen had entered the park early and claimed his spot long before the public gained admittance. His landlady had told him she and her boarders were going to gather in front of the platform Cleveland would be speaking from. So he’d posted himself at the very hub of the plaza, or “Court of Honor” as it was called, surrounded by architectural wonders on every side.


Before him stood the Administration Building, its mighty gilded dome towering above its neighbors. It served as the sun around which all other buildings orbited. Its immense proportions and attention to structural detail left no doubt that this fair would glorify not only science and industry but also beauty and art. Even in the gray light, its dome seemed to glisten.


Today, however, its entrance was blocked by a temporary grandstand and stage, along with a line of uniformed Columbian Guards, so named for the Columbian Exposition. The intimidating force had been handpicked for their height, physique, character, and ability to serve and protect. At the moment, they formed a human barrier between the crowd and the presidential platform just ten feet away.
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COLUMBIAN GUARD


Cullen sized up the guard facing him. He was the same height as Cullen, though the black pompon on his cap gave him a few more inches. Five horizontal stripes of black braid dissected his blue coat like cross ties on a railroad track, shiny brass buttons spiking their centers. The guard’s attention swept over the crowd and touched the structures that formed the first ring of the galaxy encircling the Administration Building.


In the week Cullen had spent preparing his exhibit, the layout of the Court of Honor had become so deeply ingrained in his mind that even if he closed his eyes, he could see all the guard perused. To Cullen’s left stretched Machinery Hall—his home away from home for the next six months. To his right was the Electricity Building with Edison’s seventy-foot Tower of Light inside. Behind him, an abyss of mud extended to an avenue a city block wide, with the epic Manufactures Building—reputed to be four times larger than the Roman Colosseum—on one side and the Agricultural Building on the other. Between the two lay a miniature lake known as the Basin. Blue, white, and yellow gondolas glided across its surface, giving it a Venetian flair, their cheery colors striking a bright note in the foggy mist.
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COURT OF HONOR AND GRAND BASIN AS VIEWED FROM PERISTYLE


Beyond the Basin, a peristyle—where each state of the Union had its own column and sculptured figure—formed an open barrier between the park and Lake Michigan. Gray gulls wheeled and rode cork-like on the water, quarreling with the ducks that paddled there. Breakers charged the wall, flinging up their white spray as if they too wanted to see the festivities.


He scanned the faces of the men and women pressing around him. No sign of Mrs. Harvell. Instead, he saw old men with snuffboxes, young men with their best girls, women with babies in their arms, men wearing rubber raincoats, and young girls in gay attire.


Voices rose in distress as thousands of feet continued to trample through the muck. A man tried to wrench his stuck galoshes out of the mud, only to have his foot come free, leaving the rubber boot behind, its sides quivering. The hems of ladies’ skirts gave them endless anxiety, either having to be lifted or face getting damp and soiled.


It was a good thing Wanda hadn’t come. She’d have been frightened by all the sights, the sounds, and the very thought of being at the center of tomorrow. Still, he missed her, and it was only May 1st. November had never seemed so far away.


Someone from behind accidentally shoved him into the Columbian Guard.


“Steady, there,” the guard barked.


Straightening, Cullen mumbled an apology and glanced over his shoulder. Being a full head taller than most, he was able to see over the profusion of black derby hats and lacy women’s confections filling every available inch between him and the Basin. He had no prayer of finding Mrs. Harvell among them. The bobbing heads formed a human mosaic and spread clear back to some curved bridges, then across those bridges and on to the Manufactures Building on one side and the Agricultural Building on the other.
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OPENING DAY CROWD


Balconies, porticos, and roofs blossomed with spectators. The peristyle held moving figures thick to the right and left of each column.


In spite of the wind, men climbed up ropes and improvised ladders to the dizzying pinnacles of Machinery Hall. They slid into perilous places on the dome of the Agricultural Building and stood in every nook of the Administration Building, hugging its statues, turrets, and parapets.


Cullen shook his head. Two years ago Jackson Park had been nothing more than morass and sand barrens. Today it held an entire city of stupendous buildings made of hastily constructed shells sprayed with a white, Alhambra-like veneer made from plaster of paris. For the sake of the men now clinging to its towers, he hoped the plaster of paris held.


A fluttering on the northeast corner of the Administration Building caught his eye. Looking up, he watched as the president’s blue flag, with white eagle and stars, shook itself free. President Cleveland had arrived at the park.


Cullen’s cheer joined the ones around him, and a single ray of sunlight pierced the clouds, bringing another round of cheers. Within ten minutes an opening directly in front of the Administration Building heralded the president, members of his cabinet, the presidents of the fair, a descendant of Columbus, and a few government officials. But Cullen’s attention was completely captured by President Cleveland.


He was almost as tall as Cullen and a lot rounder around the middle. A silk hat somewhat the worse for wear covered his balding head, while his famous mustache covered his mouth.


A mighty bellow rose alongside Cullen’s whistle. As the president moved within earshot, the man beside Cullen shouted, “How are you, Grover!”


The great man smiled, walked boldly up the platform stairs to a plush leather chair reserved for him, and sat with confidence. The notables bunched up behind him, surveying the sea of humanity before them.


An orchestra burst into the “Columbian March.” Its notes caught between the facades of the two palaces and sent a rebounding echo down to the peristyle. In the excitement, the crowd pressed forward.


Locking his knees, Cullen leaned back, struggling to keep from being pushed into the guards.


He might as well have argued with a cyclone. Standing as he was at the vortex where all currents joined, it was only a matter of seconds before he and those next to him were shoved forward, sweeping away the once-formidable blue line of Columbian Guards as though they were fragile reeds.


The mob poured into the previously empty space. The eager hundreds behind jostled forward, and an overwhelming force carried the blockade up to the very edge of the platform. A guard grabbed Cullen’s shirtfront and slung him back, but nothing could check the human stampede.


A woman several yards away held up her little one, shrieking to the people in the grandstand to save her baby. Another woman trapped against the rails fainted.


“Help!” a feminine voice cried out.


He spun around. All he could see was the beribboned green hat upon her head being jostled from side to side as men pushed past her with cruel elbows.


Her tiny gloved hand shot up, fanning a dainty handkerchief of surrender. “Guards. Someone. Please. I—I can’t breathe!”


The music thundered, whipping itself into a crescendo.


Cullen used his height, his breadth, and his outrage to battle his way toward her. An elbow slammed into his back, knocking the breath from him yet propelling him closer to her.


Ignoring the stinging blow, he strained ahead, a salmon swimming upstream.


Her arm and hat wrenched sideways, her cry of pain searing his ears.


“For the sake of Peter,” he shouted. “Someone help her!”


But his words were lost in the jumble.


Her arm wilted, the handkerchief slowly disappearing from sight.


“No! Don’t faint!” He willed her to hear him. “They’ll trample you!”


He made a herculean rush forward, and then he was there. She’d stayed on her feet, but her face was white and drawn with terror.


He opened his arms as wide as he could. “Quickly. Come here.”


She pitched herself against him, then lifted her chin, resting it against his chest. “My ankle. I’ve twisted it.”


Nodding, he clamped her safely against him, then looked around, easily able to see over the quaking mass. A woman to his right invaded the benches reserved for reporters. Crawling onto a bench and then a table, she grasped the rails of the grandstand and hiked a leg to mount it.


One of the correspondents pulled her back down by her skirt, causing her to fall and break his table. Cullen felt his outrage bubble again, but he already had his hands full.


Some excited men in the crowd tried to calm those around them by battering them with umbrellas. Other men laughed at being thrown about and managed to get in a few gasping cheers, having no idea it wasn’t a speech they hailed but the chaplain’s prayer.


It was the women, however, who suffered the brunt of it. They screamed, they struggled, they disappeared from view. He’d never realized the destruction a crowd could cause. He kept glancing at the platform, expecting the chaplain to put a stop to the mayhem below. Instead, he simply stepped back and welcomed the next speaker.


The woman in his arms began to buckle, drawing his attention. Not only had her face lost color, but her lips had become pale. With each passing minute, the pressure around them grew worse. He had to move her before she passed out completely.


Crouching over, he touched his lips to her ear. “I need you to hold on to my neck. I’m going to carry you to the press section where there’s more room.”


The scent of rosewater wafting from her neck contrasted sharply with the smell of panic coating the air.


She shook her head. “You can’t.”


He frowned. Did she doubt his strength? Though her coat covered the specifics, he could feel a very slender form beneath it. “You’re tiny as a mite.”


Bunching her hands around fistfuls of his jacket, she slowly pulled herself up, straightening her one good leg. Up, up, up she rose until the tip of her head reached the bottom of his chin.


He lifted his brows. She might be thin, but she was quite tall for a woman. Still, he leaned down and easily swept her into his arms, then began to press forward. With each step toward their goal, she gave a tiny yelp of pain and drew up her knees, then squeezed her eyes shut and clamped her teeth about her lips.


This wasn’t going to work. Her ankle was too exposed. Even standing still, it was abused by the push and pull around them.


“I’m going to set you down for a minute,” he said, lowering her legs.


She nodded.


He supposed he could sling her over his shoulder, but that would be not only indecorous, it would still leave her ankle unprotected.


Scanning the area, he caught the eyes of two massive fellows with hair so blond they looked as if they had no brows or lashes.


Cullen jerked his head in a come-here motion. “This lady is hurt,” he shouted. “I need your help.”


The larger of the two blond giants frowned. “Snakker du norsk?”


Cullen blinked, unsure if his hearing was acting up or if the man had spoken in a Scandinavian tongue. “Help. This lady needs help.”


The Vikings forged their way to him.


Releasing one of his arms from around the woman, Cullen pointed to her, then pantomimed hoisting her up into the air.


The men grinned, clearly game for the challenge.


The woman’s eyes widened, the first bit of color flooding back into her cheeks. “Wait—”


Cullen shook his head. “Just keep yourself as stiff as you can and put your arms across your chest.”


“No, you can’t just—”


Grasping her shoulders, he lifted her up. One Viking took her waist, the other her feet. She gave a quick cry and buckled her knees.


“Careful,” Cullen shouted, pointing toward her ankles with his head. “She’s hurt.”


Nodding, the bigger blond swooped up her dragging hems and clamped his large hands around her calves. The woman squealed in shocked surprise.


The three of them raised her high above their heads and began to make their way toward the press benches. Cullen gave a savage yell, forging a path where before there had been none.


He glanced again at the stage, noting a pretty young woman with graceful gestures reciting a poem about Columbus seeking guidance in the sea and sky. If the distressed cries of the wounded distracted her, she gave no sign of it.


President Cleveland sat with quiet dignity, hands threaded across his belly, but his eyes were alight as they tracked the progress of Cullen and his Viking comrades. Cullen gave a helpless shrug and winked.


A hint of smile lines touched the president’s cheeks, and he gave an almost infinitesimal nod of his head.


Finally, they made it to the press section. The men carefully lowered their cargo into Cullen’s arms. She frantically clasped her hands about his neck for support while he thanked the two men.


The Vikings moved back through the press of bodies, heading toward another woman in peril.


Director-General Davis had replaced the young poet, but the few who could hear his words weren’t listening. All attention was on the cavalrymen who, Cullen was relieved to note, rode through the crowd, making way for the ambulances that followed. A detachment of Fifteenth Infantry cleared a space where the wounded could be taken.


The relentless pressure that had first caused the trouble eased, and the panic slowly subsided.


“You can put me down now, sir. There’s room enough here for me to stand.”


Cullen glanced down, having almost forgotten he held her. “What about your ankle?”


“I can stand on one foot.”


“It’s no hardship to hold you.”


“You’re very kind, but it’s really not necessary.”


An outburst erupted from the throng, a wave of enthusiasm sweeping over them. Grover Cleveland had risen and approached a flag-draped table. The only thing on its surface was a velvet case made in three decks. Secured to its top deck was a golden telegraph key. As soon as he touched the key, every engine and piece of machinery in the entire fair would be set in motion.


The woman tugged at Cullen’s neck. Without taking his eyes from the president, he released her legs, bending carefully until her feet touched the ground.


“You okay?” He had to place his mouth against her ear to be heard above the roar.


Nodding, she released his neck and lifted one foot like a dainty flamingo.


He pulled her back against him. “Lean on me. If you get too tired, just say so and I’ll pick you up again.”


Removing his silk hat, Cleveland smoothed a hand over his head and waited for the applause to subside. Finally, he raised an arm. The unconscious murmurs of the multitude hushed. Every man, woman, and child stood still to hear the words of the president of the United States.


“I am here to join my fellow citizens in the congratulations which befit this occasion.” Standing erect and calm, he gazed out on the scene, his voice loud and strong, his words succinct.


Whistles and whoops reverberated throughout the Court of Honor. Hundreds of squawking seagulls flew over, then dipped themselves in the lagoon.


“Let us hold fast to the meaning that underlies the ceremony, and let us not lose the impressiveness of this moment.”


With the completion of every sentence, the crowd punctuated it with thunderous applause. Cullen’s heart swelled with patriotism and pride.


“As by a touch the machinery that gives life to this vast exposition is now set in motion, so at the same instant let our hopes and aspirations awaken forces which in all time to come shall influence the welfare, the dignity, and the freedom of mankind.”


Securing the woman with one arm, Cullen whistled and whipped off his hat, swinging it in the air, just like acres and acres of like-minded citizens. A hundred thousand handkerchiefs appeared, fluttering in the breeze like a sudden fall of snowflakes.


With an exaggerated flourish, Cleveland pushed down the golden telegraph key and set off a chain reaction.


Old Glory, whose silken folds had been bound, whipped open to catch the razor-sharp breeze. A massive cheesecloth veil fell from a ninety-foot gilded figure of the Republic posing in the waters of the Basin. A halo of electric lamps illuminated her crown. Her uplifted arms held a staff of Liberty and an eagle with wings spreading over the court.
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STATUE OF THE REPUBLIC


On the roofs and towers of the surrounding palaces, seven hundred flags and streamers unfurled in an explosion of color. Whistles of steam launches in the interlocking lakelets and canals drowned out the boom of a cannon aboard a man-of-war in the lake beyond the peristyle.


A flock of snow-white doves was set free to circle over the waters, and the national salute of twenty-one guns paid tribute to the occasion. The lilt of chimes from Germany’s building rode along the coattails of the breeze. Electric fountains shot streams of multicolored water high into the air, rising and falling, spinning and whirring, all in a lyrical dance of pink, yellow, sea green, and violet dewdrops.


Playing bass to this hallelujah chorus was the roar and hum of innumerable engines beginning to ripple throughout the grounds.


The crowd quieted, momentarily awed into stillness, before letting out a cheer that lasted minutes. Then, like a lightning bolt fracturing the sky, they broke apart and dashed in a thousand directions, hurrying to take in the wonders set before them.


The 1893 World’s Colombian Exposition had officially begun.
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Packed as they were at the hub of the crowd, it was going to be a while before Della and the man supporting her could move from their spot. And with each passing moment, her embarrassment grew. Propriety had had no voice when she was hemmed in on all sides and fear overtook her. Though she’d blamed her distress on her ankle, it was the other that had led to her panic.


But now that she was beside the press benches, she had much more room to breathe. Since she was on one foot, her rescuer circled round to face her, still holding her elbow.


“How are you feeling?” he asked.


“Much better. Thank you.”


Rarely did she have to look up to meet a man’s gaze. But this gentleman was a good head taller than most, and frightfully broad about the shoulders.


“I don’t believe we’ve properly met.” His brown eyes took a quick survey of her. “I’m Cullen McNamara, of Charlotte, North Carolina. How do you do?”


She slid her eyes closed, then girded herself with bravado. He was simply a guest at the fair. It’s not as if she would ever see him again. All she had to do was pretend she hadn’t hurled herself into his arms and held on for dear life. Then, in a few moments’ time, she’d be free of him.


“How do you do. I’m Adelaide Wentworth of Philadelphia.”


Whipping off his hat, he released her arm and made a bow. No bald spot hiding under that hat. A head full of thick black hair.


“Pleased to meet you,” he said.


“And I, you. Thank you very much for coming to my rescue. I’m certain my ribs would have cracked in two if I’d stayed there another minute.”


“It was my pleasure.”


Warmth rushed up Della’s neck and into her face.


Biting his cheek, he held back a smile. “Perhaps a poor choice of words under the circumstances. I meant nothing by them.”


“No offense taken.” She scanned the crowd, trying to gauge how much longer she’d be stuck.
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