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March 1856 



“It’ll be all right.” Sarah Dobbs wrapped her arms around the child, wishing with all her heart that she could believe the words she’d uttered so often. The truth was, it didn’t matter what she believed. All that mattered was keeping Thea safe. And so Sarah knelt on the hard-packed dirt of San Antonio’s main street to wipe the tears from her sister’s cheeks. The child was hot, tired, and excited by the unusual sights, a combination that turned normally sweet-tempered Thea querulous.

“Let me see, sweetie.” Sarah reached for her sister’s hands, giving each of the tiny palms a kiss. Thank goodness, this time Thea had not hurt herself. When she’d run and tumbled, trying to chase a burro, all she’d done was torn her hem again. The dress could be repaired far more easily than the skinned hands and knees that had been almost daily occurrences since they’d left the train.

“It’ll be all right,” Sarah repeated, rising as gracefully as she could. It will be all right, she told herself, when Austin arrives. The journey that had been more difficult than she had dreamt possible was almost over. Once she and Thea reached Ladreville and the Bar C, the past would truly end. The old Sarah Dobbs would be gone forever.

“Walk?” Thea gave Sarah a look only a curmudgeon could refuse. Sarah was not a curmudgeon. She was a woman whose right leg was protesting the exercise and whose common sense was shouting that she and Thea should not remain in the hot Texas sun. She was also a woman who knew how desperately Thea needed to expend some of her seemingly endless supply of energy.

“A short walk.” Sarah smiled as a grin crossed the child’s face. It took so little to please Thea. How could anyone have . . . ? Deliberately, Sarah bit the inside of her cheek. That’s all past, she reminded herself. She wouldn’t think about the past. Instead, she walked slowly and deliberately, trying to minimize her limp as she looked for the man who held the key to her future.

Where was he? Where was Austin Canfield? Sarah kept a tight grip on Thea’s hand as they made their way down the street. Her tumble forgotten, Thea giggled at the sight of oxen with almost unbelievably long horns pulling two-wheeled carts.

There was no denying the differences between this city and Philadelphia. They were as real as the warmth that felt more like midsummer than the last days of winter, as real as the smells of dust and dung and dried leaves. But the greatest difference was sensed rather than seen or heard. There was a contagious vitality about this frontier town. Sarah saw it in the way men swaggered rather than strolled; she heard it in the shouted greetings. Whether they spoke Spanish or English, enthusiasm was evident in every word. Texas was young and brash and exciting. It was everything she sought, or it would be if Austin were here.

But he wasn’t. There was no doubt about that, just as there had been no doubt the previous dozen times she had looked for him. Though the center of San Antonio bustled with life, there was no one who fit his description. I’m four inches over six feet, he had written, with sandy hair and blue eyes, and when I see you, I’ll be wearing a grin as big as the state of Texas. Sarah had smiled when she had read his words. Texans, she had heard, were prone to exaggeration. She wasn’t smiling now. The last of their traveling companions had departed half an hour ago, leaving Sarah and Thea alone, more than a thousand miles and a lifetime away from home. She shook her head slowly, negating her last thought. Philadelphia wasn’t home. Not anymore.

“Papa!” Thea tugged Sarah’s hand and started to run across the road. Though they hadn’t been there a moment ago, two cowboys had emerged from the saloon on the opposite side of the street and were lounging in the doorway.

“No, sweetie.” Sarah wrapped her arms around her sister, restraining her. Neither of those men was the new father who had promised to meet them, the man who was now an hour late.

As if they had heard Thea’s cry, the cowboys approached Sarah. “Might we be of assistance, ma’am?”

Sarah shook her head. When it had been apparent that Austin Canfield wasn’t waiting for the stagecoach, the other woman who had traveled with them had advised waiting inside the town hall, which Texans referred to by its Spanish name, cabildo, but Sarah, knowing that Thea would hate being cooped up in yet another small space, had remained outside. She had believed her mourning garb and the presence of a small child at her side would discourage unwanted attention. That had been the case on the train and the stagecoaches. But San Antonio was different. Texans were as friendly as Philadelphians were reserved.

“No, thank you, gentlemen. My fiancé will be here momentarily.” She hoped it wasn’t a lie.

Though the men exchanged amused glances, they retreated. With a sigh of relief, Sarah looked at the clock tower. She would wait for five minutes longer. If Austin hadn’t arrived by then, she and Thea would go inside.

Where was he? Sarah looked around for what seemed like the hundredth time, hoping that a tall, sandy-haired rancher would appear. He didn’t. She took another deep breath as she considered the reasons he might not have come. Perhaps his horse had gone lame. Perhaps a wheel had fallen off the wagon. Those were possibilities, and they were far more palatable than the alternative. Surely Austin hadn’t changed his mind. Surely he hadn’t been lying when he’d written those wonderful letters. Surely he wasn’t going to abandon her and Thea the way everyone in Philadelphia had. Or was he?

“No, sweetie. No skipping.” Though Thea wanted to run, running was one of the things Sarah could not do. Was that the reason Austin was not here? She paused as doubts assailed her. Had Austin reconsidered and realized he had no desire to wed a woman whose right leg was twisted and scarred and an inch shorter than her left?

Sarah reached into her reticule and touched the packet of letters, trying to reassure herself. “You speak of your imperfections as though the rest of us bore no blemishes.” There was no need to open the envelopes and withdraw the pages, for she had memorized the words Austin had written, just as she had engraved upon her mind the appearance of the brash handwriting that was somehow at odds with the eloquent phrases. “My dearest Sarah, if there is one thing I have learned, it is that no one is perfect. But you, my sweet wife-to-be, are closer to perfection than you know.”

She wasn’t perfect. Far from it. Still, her heart had soared with happiness when she’d read that sentence. It was Austin who was perfect, for he had somehow known exactly the right words to woo her. Sarah hadn’t expected to be courted. This was, after all, a business arrangement. But there was no denying the fact that she had reveled in Austin Canfield’s letters. They had been the one ray of light in those horrible months after Mama and Papa’s deaths.

Reverend Lang claimed they were proof that God loved her and was watching over her. Sarah knew otherwise. God had deserted her and so, it appeared, had her bridegroom.
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What else could go wrong? Clay Canfield bit back an oath as he stared at the mare. It wasn’t her fault. When he had come into the stable to harness the horses, Clay had discovered Nora ailing. If the fact that instead of greeting him eagerly as she did each day wasn’t enough, the sorrel mare lay curled in a ball. Those big brown eyes lacked their normal sparkle, and her nose didn’t even twitch when he pulled a carrot from his pocket. Clay clenched his fist, snapping the carrot from the force of his grip. He didn’t need this. Indeed, he did not. The last thing he needed was an ailing horse, particularly today. But he had one.

“Miguel,” he called when he heard the stable hand’s heavy tread, “Nora’s sick. You’d better look at the others before you feed them.” Clay knelt next to the mare and checked her gums, nodding when he saw they were still pink. “C’mon, girl.” He reached for Nora’s halter. “It’s just a touch of colic.” Clay wasn’t certain of that. It was, he had discovered over the past year, easier to treat people than animals. Humans told you what hurt, while horses could only look at you with mournful eyes. Nora might have colic; she might have something else. The one thing Clay knew for certain was that another innocent being could not die. Ladreville, Texas, had been the site of far too many Canfield deaths.

Clay glanced at his black armband and shuddered as waves of pain and anger swept through him. The man responsible for that would pay. Unfortunately, not today.

“C’mon, Nora.” Clay spoke softly as he slid the halter over her head. “We’re gonna get you on your feet and walk a bit.” That had helped the last time the mare had had colic. With a little luck, it would work again. Clay’s lips twisted in a wry smile. He was the last person on earth who should expect luck to favor him.

“I’m taking Nora out.” Miguel knew what to do in the stable. Clay walked, slowly at first, leading the mare around the paddock, trying not to look at the horizon, where the sun was even now tinting the sky. He should have been on the road by now. Instead . . .

As Nora whinnied, Clay stopped and laid a reassuring hand on her muzzle. “It’s all right, girl. We’ll get you feeling better soon.”

With her flaxen mane and tail and the white blaze, Nora was a beautiful horse. Despite her advanced age, Clay had received offers to buy her, offers that he’d refused without a second’s consideration. He’d never sell Ma’s horse. Nora deserved to live out her days on the Bar C. That was why Clay was taking endless circles around the paddock, trying not to think of how much time had passed since he’d discovered Nora lying in her stall, trying desperately not to think of the last time Nora had left the Bar C and how she’d returned, a lifeless body draped over her back.

Clay forced himself to take a deep breath. They’d keep walking. And they did. It was only when Nora’s digestive tract was once again functioning normally that Clay returned her to the stable.

“Good news, boss,” Miguel called out as Clay led Nora to her stall. “The others are all fine.”

“That is good news.” The first of the day. The first in a long time. Clay rubbed Nora’s nose again before giving her a ration of bran.

“I thought you were going to San Antonio today.” Miguel’s voice came from the other end of the stable, where he’d started to muck out stalls.

Clay shrugged his shoulders. “I was. I am.” He looked down at his sweat-stained shirt and wrinkled his nose. He couldn’t go looking or smelling like this. As he headed for the pump, Clay glanced up. The sun was now above the horizon, staining the sky a bright red that promised unseasonable warmth. It would be a good day for travel, if a man wanted to travel. Clay did not, at least not when that traveling involved a return trip to Ladreville and the Bar C. Unfortunately, what he wanted didn’t change anything.

He dipped his head under the pump, then walked toward the house. As he pulled out his watch, Clay frowned again. He’d be late. There was no way around that. Caring for Nora had taken more than two hours. Though he had planned to arrive in San Antonio before the stagecoach, now he would be late. Very late, and that meant Miss Sarah Dobbs and her little sister would have to wait.

Clay climbed into the wagon that Miguel had harnessed. It wasn’t fair. The woman had traveled all the way from Philadelphia, expecting to be met by her bridegroom. Instead, she would be forced to wait, and when that waiting ended, the only things she would have were Clay and a message he would have given almost anything not to be delivering. It wasn’t fair, but life, Clay had discovered on far too many occasions, wasn’t fair.

He tightened his grip on the reins. If he’d been able to ride Shadow, he could have made up lost time, but riding wasn’t an option, not when he needed to transport Miss Sarah Dobbs and all her earthly possessions to Ladreville. So here he was, driving the wagon, while the sun’s inexorable rise reminded him of just how late he was and how many miles he had yet to cover before he met his brother’s bride.

And the child. Mustn’t forget the child that Austin had claimed was part of God’s plan. Some plan. Clay clenched his fists, trying to fight back the pain. Why? he demanded. Why did you let it happen? Austin believed in you. He said you were a loving God. There was no answer. It appeared God was not listening. No surprise there. God hadn’t listened to Clay Canfield in a long time. And, it appeared, he had not been listening to Austin, either. That was why Clay was on his way to San Antonio to meet the Canfield bride. And the child.

What would she do when she learned the truth? Clay tugged on his hat brim, trying to block the sun. As the red ball lit the horizon, the horses continued to lower their heads. Clay wished he could follow suit, but—unlike them—he needed to watch more than the road. This country held hazards far more serious than potholes, including marauding Comanche. And at the end of the road was the greatest hazard, at least to Clay’s equilibrium: Miss Sarah Dobbs.

How would she react? How would any woman handle the announcement he was forced to make? Clay lowered his chin in another vain attempt to keep the sun from blinding him. If Patience had been faced with the news, what would she have done? Would she have swooned or simply wept buckets of tears? Clay had seen her do both when she had been upset. He squinted, and this time it was not in response to the sun’s rays. Odd. He could not conjure the image of his wife’s face. That had never happened before. Clay shook his head, trying to clear it. What mattered today was Miss Sarah Dobbs, the woman whose stagecoach was even now lumbering into San Antonio.

How was he going to tell her? An hour later as he drove the wagon into the heart of the city, Clay was still searching for the words to make the announcement easier to bear.

He stared at the woman who stood in front of the cabildo, a small child at her side, looking at the town hall’s clock tower with what appeared to be barely controlled impatience. 

Though he could see only her back, there was something about the tilt of her head that spoke of anger. Clay couldn’t blame her for that. In a similar situation, he doubted he would have bothered to mask his impatience. The stagecoach had arrived over an hour earlier. Austin should have been here, ready to help her alight from the coach, showing her that he was as eager to marry her as his letters had claimed. Instead, Miss Sarah Dobbs and her sister had been left alone in the middle of San Antonio, as out of place as a piece of mesquite in a Boston parlor.

The woman turned slightly, revealing her profile. There was no doubt about it. This was Sarah. Clay would have known her, even without the miniature she had sent to Austin. “Medium height, medium brown hair, medium brown eyes,” she had written in one of her letters. This woman was all that, and more. Though her fancy clothing was the first clue, the slightly imperious tilt of her head and the proud angle of her shoulders announced to the world that this was a lady, an Eastern lady. She turned again, and this time she looked directly at Clay, her eyes flickering from the top of his hat down his dusty clothes before she dismissed him. The action surprised Clay almost as much as the fact that she had remained outdoors rather than seeking the sanctuary of the cabildo. Sarah Dobbs was no shy miss. Instead, she appeared to possess more self-assurance than he had expected, certainly more than Patience had. Clay clenched his jaw at the knowledge that he would be the one to destroy that confidence.

Trying to control his anger, he jumped out of the wagon and approached his brother’s fiancée. “Miss Dobbs,” he said softly as he doffed his hat, not wanting to startle her. Two cowboys on the opposite side of the street appeared to be keeping watch. Clay suspected that if Miss Dobbs let out a cry of alarm, their protective instincts might result in a brawl. He most definitely did not need that. “Miss Dobbs,” he repeated, a bit louder this time.

Austin’s mail-order bride had moved and was once more staring at the town hall, her hand placed protectively on the little girl’s shoulder. At the sound of his voice, she turned to face Clay. For a second, her eyes were brilliant with hope. But as quickly as it had been ignited, the hope faded. “I beg your pardon, sir. May I ask who you are?”

“Papa!” The child grinned and raised her arms toward him.

Clay’s hand tightened on his hat brim. “No,” he said, forcing his voice to remain even, though he wanted to shout his denial. “I’m not your papa.” Thanks to Austin’s God, I’m not anyone’s papa.

He raised his gaze to Sarah. “I’m Clayton Canfield, ma’am. Clay for short,” he said as calmly as he could. In case she had forgotten the part of the letters where Austin had described his family, Clay added, “Austin’s brother.” As she nodded, Sarah looked past him, clearly expecting his brother to appear. The poor woman. She didn’t deserve this. While his heart balked at pronouncing the words, Clay couldn’t let her continue to believe that Austin was in San Antonio. “I’ve come to take you to the ranch.”

Sarah Dobbs’s composure seemed to slip. “But . . . I thought . . .” The woman who had seemed so self-assured now appeared vulnerable. Silently Clay railed at the events that had put uncertainty in her eyes. Sarah swallowed before she asked, “Where’s Austin?”

The taller of the two cowboys straightened and took a step into the street, glaring at Clay. Seconds later, apparently reassured that Sarah was not being coerced, he returned to the shelter of the doorway.

“I’m sorry, ma’am.” Clay took Sarah’s arm and led her toward the wagon. “There’s no easy way to tell you this.” He lifted the child onto the seat, then assisted Sarah, waiting until she was settled before he spoke. Only then did Clay take a deep breath and force himself to utter the words that haunted him. “My brother is dead.”
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Austin was dead. Sarah stared at the man who now would never be her brother-in-law. Austin was dead. It couldn’t be true. But it was. The man with the black armband had no reason to lie. Austin was dead.

“Take another sip,” Clay Canfield urged. Obediently, Sarah raised the tin cup to her lips and swallowed the lukewarm water. He must have thought she was going to faint. That was why he had insisted she sit before he told her the news. That was why he produced the canteen and cup. That was why he counseled her to take deep breaths. But she wasn’t going to swoon. She wasn’t even going to cry. Fainting and tears solved nothing.

Sarah closed her eyes for a second, grappling with the fact that the man who had written those beautiful letters asking her to marry him was gone before she had had the chance to meet him, to hear his voice and to see whether his smile really was as big as the state of Texas.

“What happened?”

“Drink, Sarah?”

Thea’s words interrupted whatever Clay might have said. Instinctively, Sarah clutched her sister. Precious, precious Thea. She was all Sarah had left. Losing her was unthinkable. But so was the loss of their parents. Mama had been so happy when Thea had been born, so excited about the grand tour of Europe she and Papa planned for all of them, so eager to hold her first grandchild. And then . . .

Thea yipped.

“I’m sorry, sweetie.”

“Drink.” Thea grabbed for the cup.

Loosening her grip on her sister, Sarah held the cup while Thea sipped.

“What will Thea and I do?” The words tumbled out. An instant later, Sarah wished she could retract them. How selfish! This man’s brother had died, and all she could think about was her own situation. Hers and Thea’s. She was being as unkind as the parishioners who had shunned her, lest the scandal of her parents’ deaths taint them.

“I’m sorry,” Sarah said. “I can’t even imagine how I’d feel if something happened to Thea.”

“God willing, you’ll never know.” Clay Canfield recapped the canteen and stowed it behind the seat, then flicked the reins, setting the wagon in motion.

“Where are you taking us?”

He shrugged, as if that should be evident. “To the Bar C. You must be fatigued from your travels. I imagine you’ll need a week or two of rest before you take the stagecoach East.” 

Sarah shuddered at the enormity of her dilemma. Return to Philadelphia? Impossible. “We can’t go back,” she said, wincing at the desperation she heard in her voice. There was nothing for them in the City of Brotherly Love other than ridicule, ostracism, and humiliation.

As Thea started to doze, Sarah took a deep breath, trying to find words to explain the situation without revealing too much. Had it been less than an hour since she’d assured Thea everything would be all right? How wrong she’d been.

Her mind whirling with unhappy thoughts, Sarah looked at the town that had seemed so appealing as the stagecoach had lumbered its way toward the center. Instead of the stone edifices that marked her hometown, San Antonio had adobe buildings, a vivid reminder of the city’s Spanish heritage. Those were startling enough, but even more surprising was the juxtaposition of those graceful buildings with shops of rough-hewn wood and mismatched brick, shops whose almost casual architecture bore witness to the exuberance of the Americans who had built them, just as the curved lines of the adobe buildings spoke of the more formal society that had first established the city.

When she’d entered San Antonio, Sarah had been filled with anticipation. The man she had promised to marry would be waiting for her, and soon she and Thea would begin their new life. Thea would grow up never knowing shame. Now the anticipation was gone, destroyed by the brutal reality of death. In place of anticipation came the knowledge that once again Sarah and Thea were alone, their future as uncertain as it had been the day the attorney had told Sarah nothing remained. Their father’s disastrous investments had resulted in the loss of not just Sarah’s dowry but everything he owned, including the house she called home. That was the reason Papa had taken her mother’s life and then his own, leaving Sarah and Thea alone and destitute, shunned by the people who had once pretended to be friends.

“We can’t return,” she repeated.

Clay nodded slowly, as if he understood the reason for Sarah’s refusal. “I will, of course, pay for your tickets.”

He didn’t understand. Lack of money was only one of Sarah’s problems. “Mr. Canfield, I have no reason to return to Philadelphia. Ladreville is my home and Thea’s. Or it will be, once we arrive there.”

Though she wouldn’t have the protection of Austin’s name and the respectability that came with being a married woman, somehow Sarah would find a way to build a new life for her sister. Nothing—nothing on earth—was more important than keeping the promise she’d made the day their parents died. 

They were outside San Antonio now, with the two ruts that served as a road stretching straight in front of them. Clay turned toward Sarah, his face reflecting his surprise. “It pains me to state the obvious, ma’am, but you no longer have a husband waiting for you. While it’s true there are single men in Ladreville, I can’t guarantee . . .”

“I don’t need a husband. I am certain I can find a way to earn my room and board.” Sheer bravado propelled her declaration. The truth was, Sarah had no salable skills. Playing the pianoforte and being able to capture a flower’s beauty in watercolors were important assets in Philadelphia society; however, she suspected there was little calling for those particular skills in Ladreville, Texas.

“The offer of passage home still stands.”

His words were meant to be kind. Sarah knew that. They shouldn’t have stung like a rose’s thorns, and yet they did. It was obvious Clay Canfield did not believe she could play a useful role in his hometown. The thought that he might be right rankled, for Sarah had no other choices, not if Thea was to have the life she deserved.

They rode in silence. In a desperate attempt not to think about the future, Sarah darted glances at the man on the opposite end of the seat. Though his eyes were the same deep blue Austin had claimed, Clay Canfield’s hair was blond, not Austin’s sandy brown. Clay was a few inches shorter than Austin, perhaps an even six feet tall. Were his facial features the same? Sarah would never know. She glanced at the hand that had held the canteen. Odd. When he’d removed his glove, it hadn’t looked the way she thought a rancher’s hand would. There were none of the calluses she imagined ranching would create. Those heavy leather gloves must protect hands well. 

Sarah choked back a nervous laugh. How could she be thinking about gloves when her fiancé had died? She didn’t even know the cause of his death.

“What happened?”

“Do you mean, how did Austin die?”

Sarah nodded. She had heard that horrible diseases swept the Texas countryside, making the yellow fever that plagued Philadelphia seem mild in comparison. Wild animals and poisonous reptiles roamed the land, seeking human prey. And then there were the Comanche, whose moonlit raids struck fear in the settlers’ hearts. Texas, she had heard, was no place for a gentlewoman. It seemed it also was not a place for Austin Canfield, since something had killed him.

Clay’s lips thinned, and Sarah saw his hands tighten on the reins. “Someone shot my brother. A single shot, pointblank in the heart.”
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Night had fallen, bringing with it both a welcome respite from the sun’s glare and a new set of dangers. Though the moon was not full, there was always the possibility of a Comanche attack, and a coyote’s unmistakable call provided a reminder of the presence of nocturnal animals.

For what seemed like the thousandth time, Clay glanced at the woman on the other end of the seat. She appeared drowsy, with her head slumped to one side, but her arms remained tightly wrapped around the child. He hoped they were both asleep, for they needed rest. So, for that matter, did he. Clay frowned as he scanned the horizon, looking for predators. Today had been a difficult day. He frowned again. Today was only the culmination of a difficult two weeks. Why stop there? The truth was, nothing had been normal for the past year. Clay’s life had been irrevocably changed the day Pa had his stroke.

The horses plodded down the road, oblivious to the knot tightening Clay’s stomach. A year ago he had been a happily married man, renowned in Boston society for his skills as a physician. A year ago he had been convinced that he could employ those skills to restore his father’s health. A year ago, Austin had had no intention of marrying. And now? Clay clenched the reins. In the space of a year, he had lost his wife, their unborn child, his brother, and all hope of curing Pa. Now, instead of cradling his child, Clay was transporting Sarah Dobbs and her sister to the home Austin had built for them, a home his brother would not share.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this.

As an owl hooted, Clay tried to bite back his anger. There was naught to be gained by dwelling on all that he had lost. He couldn’t bring Patience and the baby back. He couldn’t restore Pa’s faculties. But he could—and he would—ensure that Austin’s murderer received his just deserts as soon as he had Austin’s mail-order bride and his ready-made daughter settled on the Bar C.

Clay reached for the canteen and took a swig, remembering how he’d offered water to Sarah when her face had grown alarmingly pale. He’d been certain she’d keel over, but she hadn’t. She hadn’t swooned or screamed, and as far as Clay could tell, she had shed not a single tear. It wasn’t that she hadn’t been affected by the news of her fiancé’s death. Sarah hadn’t even tried to hide her sorrow. It was simply that the way she dealt with it revealed an inner strength Clay hadn’t anticipated. The letters she had written Austin had only hinted at resilience, just as the miniature she’d sent had failed to do justice to her face.

Sarah Dobbs was not beautiful, at least not beautiful in the way that Patience had been, but she had a quiet dignity and a surprising amount of . . . Clay searched for the word. Spunk. That was it. Miss Sarah Dobbs was spunky.

Was that the reason Austin had insisted she was the bride for him? Clay forced his gaze back to the road. A man could not be too vigilant, particularly at night. Had Austin let down his guard for an instant? Was that the reason the killer had gotten so close? Clay would probably never know, just as he would never know why Austin had chosen Sarah.

Clay had disagreed with his brother’s decision, vehemently, in fact. Why, he had asked, should Austin saddle himself with a woman who not only limped but was also burdened with the raising of a small child? The only advantage Clay could find, besides her being obviously well educated, was the fact that her parents had died during an influenza epidemic. Clay didn’t wish that fate on anyone, but being an orphan meant that Sarah Dobbs would be less likely to flee when life in Ladreville became difficult, as it surely would.

Austin could have done better. He had shared the letters from all the prospective brides with Clay, and it had been clear to Clay that there were other women far better qualified to become his brother’s wife. But Austin had been adamant. God, he had insisted, intended Miss Sarah Dobbs to become the Canfield bride. Either Austin had been wrong or God had changed his plan, because that hadn’t happened. The new house was ready. The bride was here. But there was no bridegroom, and there never would be.

Clay’s gaze returned to Sarah. He wasn’t surprised to see that she was sleeping. Darkness and quiet often had that effect. Night had fallen hours earlier, but even before then, they hadn’t spoken much beyond agreeing to dispense with the formalities and call each other by their given names. Then they’d retreated into private thoughts. At first Clay had known Sarah wasn’t asleep. The irregular breathing and the occasional shudder led him to suspect she was trying to understand everything that had happened. As if anyone could! Understanding meant finding a reason, and there was no reason Clay could imagine that anyone would want to kill his brother.

Now Sarah slept, her position decidedly maternal as she kept Thea cradled next to her. She was as fierce as a bear sow protecting her cub, and that, too, was something Clay had not expected. Spunky Sarah Dobbs was full of surprises, not the least of which was her apparent determination to remain in Texas. She wouldn’t, of course. No matter what she said, Clay knew that once Sarah experienced the reality of Ladreville, she would want to return to Philadelphia. As for the notion of paying him for her room and board, anyone could see that she had no way of earning a living. In Philadelphia she might have become a companion or a governess, but those positions didn’t exist in Ladreville. No doubt about it. She’d be headed East within a month.

As the horses splashed their way into the river, Sarah wakened. Clay’s heart clenched as she dropped a kiss on her sister’s head. It appeared Austin had been correct claiming Sarah Dobbs would be a good mother for the next generation of Canfields.

“We’re almost there.” Clay kept his voice low as he gestured toward the water. “This is the Medina River. If we’d continued for another mile on this side, we’d have reached Ladreville. The Bar C is on the opposite bank.” Clay wasn’t certain why he was explaining all this to Sarah. She wouldn’t be here long enough to care.

“I appreciate your coming to meet us,” she said. “I know this has been a difficult time for you. Having to see me probably didn’t help.”

As understatements went, that one would win a prize. She had no way of knowing that the sight of a woman holding a child was painful for him, and when Thea had called him “Papa,” he’d been almost blinded with rage. Where had Austin’s loving God been the day Patience and the baby had died?

Clay swallowed deeply, fighting to regain control of his emotions. “I could hardly have left you and Thea in San Antonio.”

“You could have sent someone else.”

That was something Clay had not considered. “Austin would have wanted it this way.”

“Thank you.” Though the moon was only a crescent, it provided enough light for Clay to see the way Sarah smiled. She hadn’t done it often, but when she smiled, Miss Sarah Dobbs was downright pretty. “I’ll try to ensure that Thea and I are not a burden to you,” she said, her smile fading.

They wouldn’t be, not because of her efforts, but because Clay would not allow it. “The ranch keeps me so busy that I doubt you’ll see me very often.” From the day he and Patience had returned and Clay had been forced to assume some of his father’s responsibilities, he had resented the amount of time the Bar C demanded. Pa and Austin might find the work satisfying. Clay did not. But tonight for the first time he acknowledged one advantage to the endless chores: they would keep him away from Sarah and Thea and memories of what might have been.

They’d reached the road and were approaching the lane that led to the Bar C. Recognizing the familiar landmarks, the horses increased their pace. They were anxious to be home. So was Clay, for once he had Sarah and Thea settled in their temporary abode, he would be able to relax, knowing they were safe.

He wasn’t the only one who’d been vigilant, Clay realized when he saw Pa’s light still burning. Since the night of Austin’s death, his father had refused to sleep until he knew Clay was home. It was as if Pa somehow thought that staying awake would ensure the safety of his remaining son.

After the most cursory of introductions when Miguel emerged from the barn to care for the horses, Clay helped Sarah out of the wagon, then reached for the sleeping child. The sooner he got them settled, the sooner he could reassure Pa. Carefully he lifted Thea into his arms and turned toward the house.

As Sarah extended her own arms, Clay shook his head. “I can carry her. You must be tired.”

“I told you we wouldn’t be a burden.” There was an asperity to Sarah’s tone that surprised him, for he’d noted her unfailing politeness.

Clay continued walking. “I hardly think carrying a child up six steps and into the house constitutes a significant burden.” 

The lantern on the porch revealed Sarah’s surprise. “In that case, thank you.”

Why was she so unwilling to accept even the slightest help? The combination of fatigue and her limp could have caused her to stumble, injuring her sister. That was why Clay was carrying Thea. It certainly wasn’t because he longed to hold someone else’s child in his arms. But spunky Sarah had turned as prickly as a cactus. Why? Nothing in her letters to Austin had hinted at this side of her personality.

Clay had reached the porch and was about to open the door when Thea stirred. “Papa?” she asked, her eyes widening as she stared at Clay.

“No, sweetie, that’s not Papa.” At the sound of her sister’s voice, Thea squirmed and stretched her arms toward Sarah. “You might as well put her down. She’ll only be cranky if you don’t.”

When it was evident that Thea would no longer tolerate being carried, Clay complied. “I’ll take you to the cabin.” Though he could have walked around the perimeter of the main house to reach the cabin that would have been Austin and Sarah’s home, the shortest distance was through the house.

Sarah gave him a rueful smile. “I’m afraid Thea won’t sleep for a while now.” She held the child’s hand in an obvious attempt to restrain her enthusiasm. “If he’s still awake, I’d like to meet your father.”

Clay tried not to frown. He had hoped to postpone the inevitable, at least until morning. Now even that slight reprieve was impossible. A difficult day had just grown worse.

“My father’s room is this way.” Clay ushered Sarah into his home. Though constructed of rough timber like the neighbors’, the house his parents had built was smaller than either neighbor’s, containing only one large central room that served as a gathering space as well as a place to eat. That room was flanked by a modest cooking area and two bedrooms, one on each side.

Hoping he was successful in concealing his worries, Clay led Sarah to the bedchamber on the right. This was where Pa had spent most of his life for the past year, the walls imprisoning him as surely as a Mexican jail once had. And now this woman—this stranger—would see him and pass judgment on him.

As they stood in the doorway of his father’s room, Clay tried to view it from Sarah’s perspective. Though the massive bed and bureau dominated the chamber, Clay was certain Sarah’s attention was drawn to the man in the chair. A year ago he had been a tall, sturdy man with gun-metal gray hair and blue eyes that sparkled with enthusiasm when he spoke of his beloved ranch. Today, only the hair was unchanged. The blue eyes were dull with pain, and the rancher who once strode confidently across a room or a paddock now sat slumped in the chair, the right side of his face twisted in a horrible caricature of a once vibrant smile.

Though he wished with every fiber of his being that he could spare his father the indignity of the next few minutes, Clay could delay no longer. He gestured toward the woman who stood on his right, her hand clasping Thea’s. “Pa, this is Miss Sarah Dobbs, the woman who was going to marry Austin.” Not wanting to see pity or revulsion on her face, Clay refused to turn toward Sarah as he continued the introduction. “Sarah, may I introduce you to my father, Robert Canfield?”

There was a moment of silence before Pa spoke, his words so badly slurred that Clay was certain only he understood that Robert Canfield was welcoming Sarah to the ranch. Stiffly, Clay waited for Sarah’s reaction. Would she turn and run, as Patience had that first day? Would she mutter words of sympathy to Clay, as if Pa had lost his hearing along with his ability to speak? The neighboring ranchers had done that. Would she simply stand immobile, frozen with horror? That had been the response of the churchwomen.

Sarah did none of those things. Instead, she murmured something to Thea, something that made the little girl smile. Together they walked across the room, Sarah’s limp more pronounced than ever. Clay stared, astonished, as Sarah knelt next to the wheeled chair and took Pa’s left hand in hers. “I’m happy to meet you, Mr. Canfield, although I wish the circumstances had been different.” Her voice, low and melodic, sounded sincere. “You see, I lost both of my parents less than a year ago, and I’ve been looking forward to having you as my new father.”

For the first time since Austin’s death, Clay saw a spark of hope in his father’s eyes. But Pa wasn’t looking at Sarah. His attention was focused on the little girl at her side.

“Grandpa!” Thea punctuated the word with a giggle.

Sarah probably thought it was a grimace, but Clay knew the truth. By some miracle, his father was smiling.
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Clay wasn’t smiling the next morning, but, then again, he couldn’t recall smiling very often in the past year. The notable exception had been the day Patience had told him her suspicions were confirmed and they were going to be parents. For days afterward, Clay hadn’t been able to wipe the grin from his face. He hadn’t even tried. But today, other than the fact that Nora seemed completely recovered, Clay saw no reason to smile.

“C’mon, girl,” he said, leading the mare out of her stall. “Another day of rest, and then I’ll let you run.” Clay was reaching out to give Nora a gentle pat when he heard it. A shriek. Definitely human, but so brief that he could not tell whether it reflected pain or pleasure. He spun around, his eyes widening in surprise at the sight of Thea running toward him. What on earth was she doing? Her pigtails sailed behind her, and beneath the white skirts of what had to be her nightclothes, Clay saw bare feet. Bare feet! Surprise turned to fear, and Clay’s own feet flew as he raced across the ground to sweep her into his arms.

“Papa!” Thea laughed and touched his face as if they were playing a game. This was no game.

“No, Thea,” he said sternly. “My name is Mr. Canfield.” She shook her head. “Papa,” she insisted, tightening her grip on his neck.

There was no reasoning with a two-year-old. Clay wasn’t sure why he had even tried. Thea was Sarah’s responsibility. He would let Sarah explain that Clay was not and never would be Thea’s papa. Though Austin had been eager to assume the role of adoptive father, reminding Clay that they’d both recognized Pa’s need to know the ranch would be passed on to another generation of Canfields, Clay did not share that enthusiasm. Those pudgy arms and those brown eyes so like her sister’s might have melted another man’s heart, but they had no effect on Clay’s. Thea was Sarah’s responsibility and Sarah’s alone.

Where was she? Miss Sarah Dobbs had a lot to answer for this morning, starting with the fact that she had let her sister come outside clad this way.

“Horsey!” Her attention now focused on Nora, Thea was flailing her arms. Though her vocabulary might be limited, there was no doubt that she wanted to touch the horse.

“She is a horse,” Clay said as he started walking toward the house. “Her name is Nora.” And the little girl in his arms was not going into the corral. No, sirree. A horse, even one as gentle as Nora, was not an Eastern child’s plaything. Texas children were raised around horses. They knew the dangers. Thea did not. Sarah should have realized that. She should never have let Thea go outdoors alone.

“No-rah.” Thea tried out the new word, giggling as she repeated it. As Clay continued striding away from the paddock, Thea batted his face with a tiny fist. “No-rah. Want No-rah.”

“Thea!” Though alarm and relief mingled in Sarah’s shout, Clay felt nothing but relief when he saw her emerge from the cabin. Her limp more pronounced than normal, Sarah hurried across the yard, her gaze never moving from Thea’s face. Sarah’s feet, Clay noted, were sensibly shod, but why on earth was she wearing a heavy woolen cloak? The temperature was close to eighty. As the cloak parted slightly, revealing a froth of white ruffles, Clay had his answer. Like her sister, Miss Sarah Dobbs was still in her nightclothes. Thea must have escaped while Sarah was asleep.

“Oh, Clay, I’m so sorry.” The palpable relief that her sister was safe had changed to regret. Clay could almost hear Sarah’s thoughts, thoughts in which the word burden figured prominently. When she reached him, Sarah extended her arms. “Come, Thea. Come to Sarah.” Thea had other ideas. Turning her head into Clay’s neck, she ignored her sister. Sarah frowned slightly, then continued her apology. “I must have been more tired than I realized, because I didn’t hear her waken.” As Thea began to babble about horses and papas, Sarah raised her voice slightly. “She’s never done that before—leave me, that is.”

Sarah touched Thea’s shoulder again. Though the child protested, she drew her into her arms. Clay was surprised at how empty his own felt. Perhaps that was why his words were harsher than he’d intended.

“She came to no harm, but that’s not to say that she couldn’t have. You should never let a child go outside with bare feet,” he continued. “We have rattlesnakes and the occasional cottonmouth.” Clay tried not to picture Thea’s leg swollen with venom. “Texas is far more dangerous than Philadelphia.” Not just because of the snakes. Texas also harbored murderers. Sarah’s face paled and she tightened her grip on her sister. “It won’t happen again, I assure you.”

After a quick glance at the sky, Clay pulled out his watch. “Martina should have breakfast ready in a few minutes.” That was Sarah’s cue to return to the house and leave him to more pleasant thoughts than small children being bitten by poisonous snakes and brothers being shot by friends.

She must have missed the cue, because instead of hurrying back, Sarah turned to Clay. “Will you be joining us?”

He shook his head. “I already ate.” For some reason, she seemed disappointed. That surprised Clay as much as the question itself. “Was there a reason why you wanted me to join you, other than the dubious pleasure of my company?”

Sarah nodded. “I wanted to talk to you.” She gave her attire a rueful glance. “This isn’t quite the time or place I would have chosen.”

“All right. A second helping of Martina’s flapjacks sounds good.”

As he watched Sarah return to the small house Austin had built for her, Clay considered the possible reasons she wanted to talk to him. If he was lucky, it would be because she had come to her senses and realized that the best option—the only reasonable option—was for her and Thea to return to Philadelphia on the next stagecoach.

Less than half an hour later, Clay realized that luck was not with him. As Sarah cut Thea’s food into small pieces, she asked, “Is there a general store in town?”

Clay nodded. Though it wasn’t the question he had expected, perhaps there was still hope. Perhaps she required supplies for the return trip.

“I need some thread and a few other things,” Sarah said as she passed the plate to Thea. “I wondered if there was anything I could get for you while I was there.”

It was a thoughtful offer. Going to the mercantile was not Clay’s favorite activity. “I can’t think of anything,” he said, “but Martina may need some staples. You might ask her. As soon as we’re finished here, I’ll have Miguel saddle a horse for you.” Judging from the way she had reacted yesterday, Clay was confident that, whatever other skills Sarah possessed, driving a wagon wasn’t one of them.

Though her eyes widened slightly with something that, had he not known better, Clay would have called alarm, Sarah’s voice was even as she said, “That won’t be necessary.”

Perhaps he’d been wrong. Perhaps she could handle a team of horses. “Then you’d prefer the wagon.”

Sarah paused, a piece of pancake halfway to her mouth, and shook her head. “Thea and I will walk.”

“I beg your pardon.” His ears must have deceived him. Surely she wasn’t proposing what he thought he’d heard.

“A walk,” she said, her lips curving into a sweet smile. “It’s a fairly basic concept. You put one foot in front of the other.”

“I’m familiar with the concept. It’s just that . . .” He tried not to look in the direction of Sarah’s feet. How did a man refer to an obvious physical impairment without seeming callous?

Sarah’s brown eyes met his, the amusement in them startling Clay more than her request. What kind of woman would laugh at her own infirmity? Patience certainly would not have. “You mean because I limp?” Sarah shrugged. “I know I lurch when I walk, but it doesn’t hurt. In fact, exercise is good for me.” She helped Thea spear a morsel. “I believe you said it was about a mile into Ladreville. That won’t be a problem. I’ve walked farther in Philadelphia.”

She didn’t understand. “This isn’t Philadelphia. Besides the snakes and the occasional alligator, there’s the not inconsequential matter of the sun. To put it bluntly, walking anywhere in Texas is not like a casual stroll in a Philadelphia park. The sun and heat can be as deadly as the reptiles. And then there’s the river. Were you planning to wade across it? We have no bridges.” Clay looked from Sarah to the child. He wasn’t sure which surprised him more, the fact that a woman with her obvious disability thought she could walk or that someone as protective of her sister as Sarah would even entertain the notion of taking the child that distance. “Horse or wagon,” he said firmly. “The choice is yours.”

The blood drained from Sarah’s face, leaving it even whiter than it had been earlier when he’d enumerated the dangers to Thea’s bare feet. Perhaps Sarah finally understood how different life was in Texas.

“I’ll walk.”

Though her voice signaled determination, she was no match for Clay Canfield. “You will not,” he countered. “Do you prefer to ride or take the wagon?”

Oblivious to the tension that flowed between the adults, Thea continued spooning pieces of pancake into her mouth. Somehow she managed to leave at least half the food on her face, a fact that appeared to please her. Had he not been so annoyed with Sarah, Clay might have found the child’s obvious satisfaction amusing.

“I’m not trying to be difficult,” Sarah said. “I told you that we wouldn’t be a burden, and I meant that. It’s simply that I don’t know how to drive a wagon. As for riding . . .” She hesitated, and something about her expression told Clay she was choosing her words carefully. “Did Austin mention that my limp is the result of a riding accident?” When Clay nodded, Sarah continued. “I haven’t been on a horse since then.”

She didn’t have to spell out the reason. The tremor in her voice was more eloquent than a thousand words would have been. Sarah was afraid. Had he suffered the same injury, he probably would fear horses too. Fear was a normal reaction. What amazed Clay was that she had admitted it. That wasn’t normal, not for Sarah. For a woman as determined to be self-sufficient as Sarah Dobbs was, admitting any weakness had to be difficult.

Clay thought quickly. She couldn’t walk; she wouldn’t ride; that left only one option. “I’ll teach you to drive the wagon,” he told her. That would accomplish two objectives. She’d be independent, and he would be able to avoid seeing her and Thea. “For today, though, I’ll take you into town. There are a couple things I need to do there.” Foremost of which was learning whether Michel Ladre had made any progress in finding Austin’s killer.

Today, since he wasn’t expecting Clay, that miserable excuse for a mayor and Ladreville’s only pretender to the title of sheriff might be in his office. Whenever they had an appointment, by some strange coincidence, Michel always left on an important errand mere minutes before Clay arrived. Perhaps today would be different.
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Sarah took a deep breath, trying to quell the fear that had been a frequent companion for the past six months. It would have been different if she’d been alone. Sarah knew how to care for herself, but caring for Thea changed everything. A small child demanded constant attention, a combination of entertainment and vigilance. Though it was more exhausting than she’d dreamed possible, Sarah thought she’d been successful. Until this morning. How on earth had she slept through Thea’s waking?

“Horsey.” Thea giggled as she pointed toward the animals pulling the wagon. Clay had apologized for the absence of a buggy, explaining that when it had fallen into disrepair after his mother’s death no one had seen a need to replace it.

“That’s right, sweetie.” Sarah kept her arm around her sister. Though her heartbeat had returned to normal, the memory of waking and realizing she was alone in the cabin lingered. She’d been fortunate. Thea had not been in danger. When Sarah had found her sister, Thea had been giggling and holding onto Clay as if she belonged in his arms. But she didn’t. Clay’s expression and the unmistakable way he’d avoided looking at Thea during breakfast told Sarah the man did not like children. That was one reason she kept Thea close to her. She had promised not to be a burden, and that was a promise she intended to keep. Somehow she’d find a way to earn money, to prevent Thea from bothering Clay and, most importantly, to ensure her sister’s safety.

Sarah took another deep breath, forcing back the fear of failure. The future—her future and Thea’s—was waiting across the river in Ladreville, Texas.

“Look, Thea. Houses.”

The town was not what she had expected. Of course, Sarah had to admit, nothing in Texas had been what she had expected. She had expected a bridegroom and a peaceful existence in the house he’d built for them. Instead . . .

Sarah forced a smile onto her face. She couldn’t change the past. All she could do was create a future. And she would. She’d find a future for her and Thea in this town that was so different from San Antonio, Philadelphia, and every other city she’d seen.

Sarah’s smile became genuine as she realized that Ladreville looked like a storybook come to life. The two-story half-timbered buildings with their steeply pitched roofs made her think she’d stepped into the pages of one of her German books.

Sarah’s smile broadened as she remembered how often Mama had spoken of taking her and Thea on the Grand Tour. The family would not make that trip, but it appeared that Sarah and Thea would be living in a small piece of Europe. Surely that was a good sign.

“Pretty.”

It was indeed. Though Austin had written that the town had been founded by Alsatian immigrants, he’d neglected to mention that the settlers had replicated their European architecture in Texas.

“This is the Hochstrasse,” Clay said. He’d been silent for most of the trip, preoccupied, Sarah surmised, with thoughts of whatever it was he hoped to accomplish in town. “That’s ‘high street’ in German,” he added. “From what I’ve heard, almost every German town had a Hochstrasse.”

Sarah saw no reason to tell Clay she didn’t need the translation and that she was familiar with German street names. Instead, she smiled again, then looked down the road. Ladreville, although considerably smaller than San Antonio, was spotlessly clean and appeared to be prosperous, its main street lined with houses, shops, and two gleaming white steeples. 

Though she wouldn’t have expected a town this small to have two churches, Sarah suspected that was the result of the centuries-old enmity between France and Germany, an enmity that had resulted in wars and in Alsace, the townspeople’s former home, being traded back and forth between the two countries. Ladreville, Sarah could see by the names on the storefronts, had both German and French settlers. Those settlers, she guessed, worshiped in separate churches.

As Thea bounced with excitement, Sarah pulled her onto her lap, pointing out early blooming flowers and a sausage-shaped dog. The town was not only a mélange of France and Germany, it was also a mixture of Europe and America. Older women dressed in European-style garb walked briskly toward the center of town, some accompanied by their daughters. The younger girls, unlike their mothers, wore clothing that would not have been out of place in Philadelphia.

Sarah and Thea, it appeared, would not be shunned for their attire. Even more importantly, as San Antonio had, Ladreville exuded an unmistakable air of vitality. Looking at the town and seeing Thea’s excitement, Sarah felt her fears subside, replaced by the sweet taste of hope. Perhaps their future, though far different from the one she’d imagined, would be a good one.

While Clay remained silent, Thea chattered as the wagon rumbled further down the street, stopping in front of a store with a large plate glass window. No sign was necessary, for the merchandise in the window announced that this was Ladreville’s mercantile. The proprietors, Clay had told Sarah, were named Rousseau. A small plate on the door confirmed that.

When he’d helped Sarah and Thea alight, Clay touched the brim of his hat. “I’ll be back in an hour.”

As soon as her feet touched the ground, Thea started to skip. Had she been able, Sarah would have joined her. Instead, she grabbed her sister’s hand and opened the door.

“Bonjour, madame.” Though both a man and a woman stood behind the counter, it was the petite brunette who greeted Sarah.

As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, Sarah smiled at the young woman. A few inches shorter than her own five feet four, she also appeared to be several years younger. A quick glance at the woman’s ringless hands told Sarah she was unmarried. Her own gloves and the presence of Thea, who was young enough to be her daughter, had made the proprietor believe Sarah was married.

“Bonjour, mademoiselle,” Sarah said in the French she’d perfected during those long years when everyone had feared she’d never walk again. “Je suis Mademoiselle Sarah Dobbs.”

The brunette’s eyes widened in surprise. “Miss Dobbs, of course.” She switched to only slightly accented English. “Austin told Léon about you.” Gesturing toward the man who remained behind the counter, she said, “Léon, come meet Austin’s . . .” The woman’s voice trailed off, and the flush staining her face told Sarah she wasn’t certain how to categorize Sarah, since the word fiancée no longer applied. 

“Isabelle, tais-toi.”

Isabelle glared at the man whose resemblance, not to mention the familiar way he addressed her, marked him as her brother.

“I’m so sorry for your loss, Miss Dobbs,” she said. Despite her brother’s admonition, it was obvious she had no intention of remaining silent. “Austin was a wonderful man.”

“And a good friend,” her brother chimed in. “We all miss him.”

Clearly bored by the adults’ conversation, Thea reached toward the counter, her small hands grabbing at a glass jar. Sarah captured both hands in hers and nodded at Isabelle and Léon. “Perhaps some other time you can tell me more about him. Today I need . . .” Thea jerked her hand free. “No, Thea. You can’t touch that.”

“What can I get for you, Miss Dobbs?” As Isabelle gestured toward the shelves lining the back of the store, two women entered the store. Though they conversed softly, Sarah realized they were speaking German. “We have almost everything you could want,” Isabelle continued. As she stationed herself behind the counter, Sarah noticed that Isabelle was wearing a small gold cross around her neck. Instinctively, Sarah touched her own collar. It wasn’t there, of course. She’d removed the cross the day Reverend Lang had told her Papa could not be buried in hallowed ground.

Blinking rapidly to keep her tears from falling, Sarah said, “I need some thread.” Thank goodness her voice did not betray her sorrow. “I’m afraid I used my entire supply mending Thea’s clothing on the journey West.”

Though she knew all too well the dangers of eavesdropping, Sarah couldn’t help noticing that when Léon approached the women and attempted to serve them, his command of the German language appeared to consist of nothing more than a greeting. The women’s English was equally limited.

“What color would you like?” Isabelle pulled out a tray of thread.

As Sarah selected a spool of black, she gave the brunette another smile. Isabelle appeared friendly, and as someone who worked in the store, she was in a position to overhear many conversations. Perhaps she could help with Sarah’s other needs. “There is something else,” she told the young French-woman. “Austin’s death changed my situation, and now I must find a way to earn my room and board. Do you know of anyone in Ladreville who might be looking for help?”

Isabelle’s expression was doubtful. She fingered the cross around her neck, then smiled. “I’ll ask Maman. She knows everyone’s business.” With a nod toward the door that Sarah surmised led to the Rousseaus’ dwelling, Isabelle said, “It’ll take only a moment.”

Sarah bent down to ruffle Thea’s hair. Thank goodness the child appeared content to sit on the floor and play with her doll. Above them the conversation between the German women and Léon continued. Everyone, it was clear, was frustrated, and the women appeared to be on the verge of leaving the store.

A glimmer of an idea danced before Sarah’s eyes. Carefully she rose and turned toward the women. “Perhaps I might assist you,” she offered in fluent German.

A smile lit the older of the two women’s faces. “Sie spricht deutsch!” she announced to her companion.

“Ja. Ich spreche deutsch.” Sarah smiled at the potential customers. “I would be honored to help you.” Excitedly, the two women began to speak at the same time. Sarah held up a cautionary hand to slow the barrage of words, then relayed their requests to Léon one by one. By the time Isabelle and her mother arrived, Léon had a large pile of purchases assembled on the counter.

Madame Rousseau stared at her son. “What happened?” she demanded in French. “Frau Bauer and Frau Kentzel have never bought so much.”

Léon nodded toward Sarah. “Miss Dobbs helped them. She speaks German.”

“Evidemment.” Madame Rousseau gave Sarah an appraising look. It was only after the two German women had left, their arms filled with purchases, that Isabelle’s mother addressed Sarah. “My daughter told me you were in search of work. I regret . . .”

Sarah could see the older woman searching for the correct English word. “I also speak French,” she told Madame Rousseau in her native tongue.

“That is most unusual for an American.” Madame Rousseau managed a small smile before her face turned serious again. “I regret that I have no suggestions for you, mademoiselle. Ladreville is a small town. We have simple needs.”

Thea, who had been sitting quietly at Sarah’s feet, chose that moment to scramble to her feet and run toward the door. “Excuse me, madame,” Sarah said as she grabbed Thea’s arm. “My sister is still excited about being in a new place.”

“I understand.” Madame Rousseau shook her head slowly. “I wish I could help you.”

The thoughts that whirled through Sarah’s mind began to crystallize. “I believe, madame, that I could help you.” When the woman looked skeptical, Sarah said, “This is Ladreville’s only store, is it not?”

Madame Rousseau nodded.

Sarah gestured toward the front door. “I assume from the fact that this street has a German name that German residents outnumber the French.”

Another nod, this one accompanied by an expression of curiosity.

“Correct me if I am wrong, but it appears that no one in your family speaks German.”

A third nod.

Sarah’s confidence rose. This could be the solution to her problem. “As you’ve seen, I speak both French and German. If you would hire me to work here, the increased sales should more than offset the wages you would pay me.”

Before Madame Rousseau could reply, both of her children began to speak.

“Then you wouldn’t need me, Maman.” Léon grinned as he touched his mother’s arm. “I could work for Karl Friedrich.” “Don’t you see, Maman,” Isabelle said, her expression more earnest than her brother’s. “Miss Dobbs is the answer to our prayers.”

Madame Rousseau raised an eyebrow as she looked first at Isabelle, then at Léon. “I will have to ask your father.” She turned toward the interior door.

“That means yes,” Isabelle whispered. “Papa always does what Maman wants.”

Though she gave no sign that she had heard her daughter’s words, Madame Rousseau halted, her hand on the doorknob. “If my husband should agree, and mind you, I’m not saying he will, but if he should, you must make arrangements for the child. The store is no place for her.”

Sarah nodded slowly, her initial excitement starting to ebb as she realized she had solved one problem only to create another. What had she expected? Nothing had been easy since that day in September. Only a fool would have thought her luck would change. Sarah Dobbs, it appeared, was a fool.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0222_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0215_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0227_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0226_001.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
               



OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0212_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0214_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0213_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0201_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0197_001.jpg
o





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0211_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0207_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0294_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0275_001.jpg
A





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0299_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0297_001.jpg
o





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0258_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0255_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0273_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0260_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0252_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0242_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0254_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0053_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0100_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0354_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0057_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0089_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0343_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0033_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0111_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0369_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0040_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0104_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0364_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0315_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0309_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0062_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0084_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0333_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0069_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0324_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0304_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0013_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0020_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0005_001.jpg
Revell

s divisin of Bker Publishing Group
ot o el





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0303_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0300_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0180_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0176_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0196_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0186_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0162_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0157_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0154_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0136_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0131_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0371_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0152_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441203649_0141_001.jpg





