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				A Note from the Author

				Dear Reader,

				

				What a great time it is for booklovers. There are so many ways for us to read books from our favorite authors these days. Until recently, I never left home without a book in my bag. Now, thanks to my e-reader, I can carry hundreds with me.

				

				My contemporary novels have all been formatted as e-books, and I’m delighted that most of my earlier historicals can now be downloaded, too. I had so much fun writing these stories, and I hope you enjoy them.

				

				I am often asked which of my books is my favorite. It’s difficult to pick favorites. Whatever book I am writing has my undivided attention, so my favorite characters are usually the ones I am spending the most time with. For that reason, I am most excited about Sweet Talk, which Dutton will publish in August 2012. So before you dip into this earlier book of mine, I have included the first chapter of Sweet Talk here. It is the only place you can get a sneak peek at my new book, and I hope you love these characters as much as I do. As always, I’m eager to hear your thoughts about all of my novels on Facebook or on my website (www.juliegarwood.com).

				

				I am grateful that you have purchased this book, whatever the format. Happy reading!
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				Chapter One

				Olivia MacKenzie was certain she would have been offered the job if she hadn’t punched the boss during the interview. But knocking the man senseless turned out to be a real deal breaker.

				The CEO of one of the largest investment firms in the country, Eric Jorguson, was now being questioned by an FBI agent. He wasn’t cooperating. The agent had taken Jorguson to the opposite side of the terrace and was trying to get him to calm down and answer his questions. Jorguson was busy screaming at Olivia, threatening to have her killed and also sue her because she’d broken his jaw. She hadn’t done any such thing, of course. The man was exaggerating. She’d smashed his nose in, not his jaw. A waiter wearing the name tag TERRY pinned to his black vest stood next to her trying to soothe what he referred to as her extreme case of nerves. She wanted to punch him, too.

				“You’re in shock,” he told her. “That’s why you look so calm. The guy tears your dress and gropes you, and it’s only natural for you to go into shock. Don’t you think? That’s why you’re not crying and carrying on.”

				Olivia looked at him. “I’m fine, really.” Now please leave me alone, she silently added.

				“Hey, look,” Terry said. “They’re arresting Jorguson’s bodyguard. What’s the guy doing with a bodyguard, I wonder.” A few seconds later he answered his own question. “He must need one. Especially if he attacks other women the way he attacked you. You think you’d like to go out with me sometime?”

				She smiled to ease the rejection. “I don’t think so.”

				“You’re still in shock, aren’t you?”

				Olivia was angry, not hysterical. She stood by the table with her arms folded across her waist as she patiently waited for the FBI agent to get to her. She had been told it wouldn’t take long.

				Terry tried twice more to engage her in conversation. She was polite but firm each time he attempted to get personal.

				She watched the agents while she tried to figure out how she had gotten into this bizarre situation. Job hunting wasn’t supposed to be dangerous. She had already interviewed with three other Fortune 500 companies without incident. Before she had gone to those interviews, however, she had done quite a bit of research. She didn’t have that luxury with Jorguson Investments. Because the position had just become available, she’d had less than a day to study the company’s prospectus. She should have looked more closely before she agreed to the preliminary interview. Should have, could have, she lamented.

				She hated job hunting and all the inane interviews, especially since she really liked her current job and the people she worked with. But there was talk of cutbacks. Serious talk, and according to some of the other employees, Olivia didn’t have seniority. She would be one of the first laid off. It was important to her that she stay in her current job until she accomplished what she had set out to do, but it didn’t look like that was going to happen. The only constant in Olivia’s life right now was the mortgage. It had to be paid, no matter what, which was why she had to have job options.

				She had gone to the office an hour earlier than usual this morning, finished two case files by noon, and headed over to Seraphina, a lovely restaurant with a stunning view. The five-star restaurant overlooked a manicured terrace, with tables strategically placed under a canopy of tree branches. Beyond was the river. Lunch was going to be a treat. She’d never dined at Seraphina because of the expense, but she’d heard that the food was wonderful. Grossly overpriced, but wonderful. No peanut butter and jelly sandwich today.

				The hostess showed her to a table on the south side of the terrace. It was such a beautiful day with just a slight nip in the air, perfect for lunch outside.

				The preliminary interview with Xavier Cannon, the company’s lead attorney, had gone well, she thought, but he hadn’t answered some of her more pressing questions and had suggested instead that she ask Jorguson. Cannon also mentioned that, if Jorguson liked her, he would offer her the job during lunch.

				Jorguson was waiting for her. She spotted him across the busy terrace. He held an open folder in his hand and was reading a paper inside it. As she drew closer she could see that it was her résumé.

				For about twenty seconds she thought he was quite a charmer and a rather distinguished-looking man. He was tall and thin and had a bright, white smile.

				He stood and shook her hand. “Bring the lady a drink,” he snapped impatiently to a passing waiter.

				“Iced tea, please,” she said.

				The waiter had already moved her chair for her, and she sat before Jorguson could come around the table to assist her.

				Jorguson’s cell phone rang, and without offering an apology or an excuse for the interruption, he turned his back to her and answered. His voice was low and angry. Whoever he was talking to was getting a dressing-down. His vocabulary was crude.

				So much for charming, she thought. She tried to focus on her surroundings while she waited. The linen tablecloth draped all the way to the ground, and in the center of the round table was a crystal bowl of fresh-cut flowers in every color. She looked around her and smiled. It was a really pretty day.

				Jorguson finished his call. He slipped the phone into his suit jacket and gave her his full attention, but the way he was staring at her quickly made her uncomfortable. She was about to ask him if something was wrong when he said, “You’re stunning. Absolutely stunning.”

				“Excuse me?”

				“You’re very beautiful,” he said then. “Xavier mentioned how pretty you were, but I still didn’t expect... that is to say, I wasn’t prepared...”

				Olivia was horrified by his close scrutiny. His leering inspection made her skin crawl. Jorguson wasn’t just unprofessional; he was also creepy. She opened her linen napkin and placed it in her lap. She tried to turn his attention so he would stop gawking at her.

				Typically she would have waited for him to lead the questioning, but the awkward silence and his inappropriate behavior compelled her to speak first.

				“This morning I had a few minutes, and I pulled up your prospectus. Your company is quite impressive,” she said. “But there was a note that last year you were investigated by the FBI—”

				He rudely cut her off with a wave of his hand. “Yes, but of course nothing came of it. It was simple harassment.” He continued, “They didn’t like some of my clients and wanted to make trouble, which was ridiculous. I should have sued, but I didn’t have the time.”

				Sue the FBI? Was he serious or just trying to impress her with his power. His arrogance was overwhelming.

				“You’re a brand-new attorney, aren’t you?” he asked.

				“Yes, that’s correct.”

				“Only two people ranked higher than you on the bar. I cannot tell you how remarkable that is. Still, you don’t have much experience with contracts.”

				“No, I don’t,” she agreed. “How did you find out about my scores? That’s confidential—”

				He waved his hand in the air again, dismissing her question. The gesture irritated her. She admitted then that pretty much everything about the man irritated her.

				“There were quite a few others who applied for the position, and most of them have more experience than you, but when I discovered you were Robert MacKenzie’s daughter, I moved you to the top of the list.”

				“You know my father?” She couldn’t hide her surprise.

				“Everyone who’s anyone knows who your father is,” he replied. “I know people who have invested in your father’s Trinity Fund and have made a handsome profit. Very impressive,” he stated with a nod. “I’m considering adding the fund to my own portfolio. No one plays the market like your father does. He seems to have a knack for choosing the right investments. If you’re half as clever as he is, you’ll go far, young lady.”

				Olivia wasn’t given time to respond. He’d already moved on. “You’ll be wonderful working with our clients. With that smile of yours, you could get them to sign anything. Oh yes, they’ll be as dazzled by you as I am,” he gushed. “And I have several powerful clients. Xavier will guide you. Now then, what questions do you have for me? I have a potential client meeting me here at one, so this will have to be a quick lunch.”

				“Did the SEC investigate when—”

				He interrupted. “No, the SEC will never investigate me,” he boasted. “I’m protected there.”

				“You’re protected? How?”

				“I have a friend, and he has assured me...”

				Her eyes widened. “You have a friend at the Securities and Exchange Commission?”

				Color crept up his neck. His eyes darted to the left, then to the right. Was he checking to make sure no one was listening to the conversation?

				He leaned into the table and lowered his voice. “I don’t have any worries there. As I just said, I won’t be investigated, and since you’re going to be working closely with me, I don’t want you to be concerned.”

				Working closely with him? That thought made her cringe.

				“About this friend...” she began.

				“No more questions about the SEC,” he snapped. He wasn’t looking into her eyes now. He was staring at her chest. The longer he stared, the more indignant she became. She considered snapping her fingers several times in front of his eyes to get his attention but, wanting to remain composed and professional, decided to ask a question about the investments he’d made.

				Jorguson was slick; she’d give him that much. He danced around each question but never really gave her any satisfactory answers.

				The topic eventually returned to the SEC. “Who is your contact?” she asked, wondering if he would tell her. He was so smug and arrogant, she thought there was a good chance he might. She also wanted him to assure her that everything he did was legal, and she thought it was odd that he hadn’t offered any such affirmation.

				“Why do you want to know? That’s confidential information.”

				He was staring at her chest again. She folded her napkin, smiled at Terry the waiter when he placed her iced tea in front of her, and handed him her menu.

				“I won’t be staying for lunch.”

				The waiter hesitated, then took her menu, glanced at Jorguson, and walked away.

				Olivia was disheartened. The salary at Jorguson Investments was good, really good, but it had taken less than five minutes to know she couldn’t work for this man.

				What a waste of time, she thought. And money. She could have worn one of her old suits, but she’d wanted to stand out, so she bought a new dress. It was expensive, too. She loved the fit and the color, a deep emerald green silk. It had a high V-neck, so there was no need to wear a necklace. Diamond stud earrings, which were so tiny you could barely see the sparkle, and a watch were her only jewelry. She wore her hair down around her shoulders and had taken the time to use a curling iron.

				Olivia looked at Jorguson. The degenerate was still staring at her chest. And for this she had curled her hair?

				“This isn’t going to work,” she said.

				She tried to stand. Jorguson suddenly bolted upright, grabbed the top of her dress, and ripped it apart. The silk material tore, exposing her collarbone and part of her black bra.

				Appalled, she slapped Jorguson’s hands away. “What do you think—”

				“Are you wearing a wire? You are, aren’t you? That’s why you asked me who my contact was. That investigation stalled, sweetheart. It’s not going anywhere. The FBI’s been after me for two years now, and they’ve got nothing. I know for a fact they’re following me. They won’t ever get anything on me. They like to go after successful entrepreneurs. I’m an honest businessman,” he shouted into her chest. “Now where’s the damn wire? I know it’s in there somewhere.”

				Olivia was so shocked by his behavior, she bounced between disbelief and outrage. She shoved his hands away, pulled her top together, and said, “If you try to touch me again, you’ll regret it.”

				He tried again, and she retaliated. She heard a crunching sound when she punched him and felt a good deal of satisfaction. It was short-lived. A giant of a man with a thick neck and bald head appeared out of nowhere. He was wearing a tailored black suit, but he looked like a thug. He was at the other end of the terrace and heading toward her. As Jorguson was screaming and holding his nose with one hand, he was waving to the big man and pointing at Olivia with the other.

				“Martin, see what she did to me?” he howled. “Get her, get her.”

				Get her? Was he twelve? Olivia could feel her face turning red. She kept her attention centered on the bodyguard as she jumped to her feet. His suit jacket opened, and she saw a gun. He hadn’t reached for it, though, and was glancing around to see how many people were watching.

				She was in trouble, all right. She thought about taking off one of her stiletto heels and using that as a weapon, but she decided she could do more damage with it on. She spied Terry watching from the doorway with a cell phone to his ear. She hoped he was calling the police.

				“Do you have a permit to carry that gun?” she demanded of the bodyguard, trying to make her voice sound as mean as possible. Now, why, in God’s name, had she asked that? What did she care if he had a permit or not? She was slowly slipping her hand inside her purse to get to her pepper spray. She couldn’t find it and realized then that, when she’d changed purses, she’d left the spray at home on her bedside table. A lot of good it would do her there.

				The thug named Martin, zigzagging around the tables, was getting closer. The man was built like a sumo wrestler. Olivia figured she was on her own. The other diners were already beginning to scatter. She stepped back from the table, dropped her purse into the chair, and waited for the man to reach her. If he touched her, she’d kick him where it mattered most, and if he blocked her, she’d go for his knee or his midsection.

				Jorguson, holding his bloody nose, was backing away but still pointing at her and shouting. “How dare you touch me. You’re going to be sorry. I know people who will hurt you. You don’t hit me and get away with it. Don’t you know who I am and what I can do? One phone call is all it will take,” he screamed. “You’re a dead woman, Olivia MacKenzie. Do you hear me? A dead woman.”

				Of course she’d heard him. She thought everyone within a ten-block area had heard him. She refused to give him any satisfaction by reacting, though, and that was probably why he was becoming more outrageous with his threats.

				Her attention remained centered on the bodyguard. She thought he would do his best to intimidate her in front of his employer, maybe even try to get her to apologize to Jorguson—hell would freeze before she’d do that—but he surely wouldn’t touch her. Not in front of all these people.

				Or maybe he wouldn’t care who was watching. Jorguson had shouted his intent to have her killed. Would this bodyguard try to top that crazy threat?

				There was a wall of windows in the restaurant facing the river, and diners were crammed together, their faces plastered to the glass. Some had their cell phones glued to their ears; others were using the cell phone cameras to record the incident... for YouTube, no doubt. Certainly, most of them had witnessed Jorguson ripping her dress and then screaming after she’d punched him. The man had howled like an outraged hyena. Surely they’d heard his ridiculous threats, too.

				The bodyguard took Jorguson’s orders to “get her” to heart. He lunged. He grabbed her upper arm and twisted as he jerked her toward him. Pain shot up into her neck and down to her fingers. His grip was strong enough to break her bone.

				He glanced over his shoulder at the crowd before turning back to her. “You’re coming with me,” he ordered.

				A woman rushed out of the restaurant shouting, “You leave her alone.” At the same time, two men in business suits ran past the woman to help Olivia.

				“Let go of me,” she demanded as she slammed the heel of her shoe into the top of his foot.

				He grunted and let go. Olivia got in a solid kick, and he doubled over. But not for long. He quickly recovered and, roaring several grossly unflattering names at her, straightened and reached for his gun. His face was now bloodred.

				Good Lord, was he going to shoot her? The look in his eyes suggested that he might. Apparently, Martin had forgotten his audience, or he no longer cared he was being watched. His impulse control had vanished. He had the most hateful look on his face as he pulled the gun from the waistband of his pants. The two businessmen coming to her aid stopped when they spotted the weapon.

				“I said you’re coming with me,” he snarled as he lunged.

				“No, I’m not.” She threw a twelve-dollar glass of iced tea at him. He ducked.

				“Bitch.” He spit the word and tried to grab her again.

				“I’m not going anywhere with you. Now get away from me.”

				The gun seemed to be growing in his hand. She backed away from him, and that infuriated him even more. He came at her again, and before she could protect herself, he backhanded her. He struck the side of her face, his knuckles clipping her jaw. It was a hard hit and hurt like hell. The blow threw her backward, but even as she was falling, she didn’t take her eyes off the gun.

				She landed on her backside, winced from the impact on her tailbone, and quickly staggered to her feet.

				She understood what the expression “seeing stars” meant. Dazed, she tried to back away.

				The thug raised his gun again, and suddenly he was gone. Olivia saw a blur fly past her, tackling the bodyguard to the ground. The gun went one way, and the thug went the other, landing hard. Within seconds her rescuer had the man facedown on the grass and was putting handcuffs on him while reading him his rights. When he was finished, he motioned to another man wearing a badge and gun who was rushing across the terrace.

				With one of his knees pressed against the bodyguard’s spine, the rescuer turned toward her. She suddenly felt lightheaded. She could have sworn she saw an ethereal glow radiating all around him and the sound of a singing choir echoing overhead. She closed her eyes and shook her head. The blow to her jaw must be making her hallucinate. When she opened her eyes again, the vision and the choir were gone, but the man was still there, looking up at her with beautiful hazel eyes.

				“Who are you?” he asked as he hauled the bodyguard to his feet.

				“Olivia MacKenzie,” she answered. She sounded bewildered, but she couldn’t help that. The last few minutes had been hair-raising, and she was having trouble forming a clear thought.

				“Who are you?” she asked.

				“Agent Grayson Kincaid. FBI. Are you all right?”

				“I’ve been better.”

				“Maybe you should sit down.”

				The bodyguard finally found his voice. “I was protecting my boss.”

				“With a Glock?” Kincaid asked. “And against an unarmed woman?”

				“She kicked me.”

				A hint of a smile turned his expression. “Yeah, I saw.”

				“I’m bringing charges.”

				“You attacked her,” Kincaid snapped. “If I were you, I’d be real quiet right now.”

				The bodyguard ignored the suggestion. “Mr. Jorguson has known for a long time that the FBI has been tailing him and listening in on his private conversations. What you’re doing is illegal, but you people don’t play by the rules, do you?”

				“Stop talking,” Kincaid said.

				Another agent grabbed hold of the bodyguard’s arm and led him away. He didn’t go peacefully. He was shouting for a lawyer.

				“Hey, Ronan,” Kincaid shouted.

				The agent dragging the bodyguard away turned back. “Yeah?”

				“Did you see it?”

				Ronan smiled. “Oh yeah, I saw it all. After I put this clown in the back of the car, I’ll go get Jorguson.”

				Olivia glanced around the terrace. In all the commotion she hadn’t seen him slip away.

				Kincaid nodded, then turned back to her.

				“The gun is under the table,” she offered.

				“I’ll get it,” Kincaid said.

				He walked over to her, and she flinched when he reached out to touch her. Frowning, he said, “I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to see how bad it is.”

				“It’s fine,” she insisted. “I’m fine.”

				He ignored her protest. He gently pushed her hair away from the side of her face. “Your cheek’s okay, but he really clipped your jaw. It’s already starting to swell. You need to put ice on it. Maybe I should take you to the emergency room, have a physician look at your arm, too. I saw the way he twisted it.”

				“I’ll be all right. I’ll ice it,” she promised when he looked like he wanted to argue.

				He took a step back and said, “I’m sorry I couldn’t get to him faster.”

				“You got here before he shot me. He really was going to shoot me, wasn’t he?” She was still astounded by the possibility and getting madder by the second.

				“He might have tried,” he agreed.

				She frowned. “You’re awfully nonchalant about it.”

				“I would have taken him down before he shot you.”

				Her cell phone rang. She checked the number, then sent the call to voice mail. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a man rounding the corner of the building and glaring at her. He stormed toward her, just as Kincaid bent to retrieve the bodyguard’s gun.

				“What the hell’s the matter with you?” the man shouted.

				Since he was wearing a gun and badge, she knew he was also FBI. “Excuse me?”

				“You ruined a perfectly good sting. Were you wearing a wire? Did you get anything we could use? No, I didn’t think so. You weren’t supposed to be here until one. We weren’t ready.”

				The agent screaming at her was an older man, late fifties, she guessed. His face was bright red, and his anger could light fires.

				He moved closer until he was all but touching her, but she refused to be intimidated. “Stop yelling at me.”

				“She’s not with the FBI,” Kincaid said.

				“How...” The confused agent took a step back. He looked at Olivia, then at Kincaid.

				“I’d know if she was. Your undercover woman hasn’t shown up yet.”

				“Two months’ planning,” the agent muttered. He pointed at Olivia. “Are you wearing a wire? Jorguson seems to think you are. Are you with a newspaper or—”

				“Poole, leave her the hell alone,” Kincaid said.

				Poole was staring at her chest. Uh-oh. Olivia knew where this was going.

				“If you think you’re going to look for a wire, be advised. I’ll punch you, too,” she warned.

				Distraught to have his investigation fall apart, Agent Poole stepped closer and said, “Listen, you. Don’t threaten me. I could make your life a nightmare.” He put his hand in front of her face and unfolded three fingers as he said, “I’m F... B... I.”

				She smiled. It wasn’t the reaction he expected. “You want to talk nightmares?” she said. She put her hand up to his face and unfolded her three fingers. “I’m I... R... S.”
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No man is an island, entire of it self; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main; if a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is the less, as well as if a promontory were, as well as if a manor of thy friends or of thine own were; any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind; and therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.

—John Donne 
Devotions upon Emergent Occasions 
Meditation XVII




July 3, 1860

 

Dear Mama Rose,

 

I’m writing to you in care of Mistress Livonia, and I pray this letter finds the two of you in good health. I’m going to share with you all the wonderful adventures I’ve had heading West, but first I have something very important to tell you. It’s about your new family. You have a namesake now, Mama. Her name is Mary Rose . . .

 

Love,

John Quincy Adam Clayborne








Prologue

New York City, 1860

 

 

They found her in the trash. Luck was on the boys’ side; the rats hadn’t gotten to her yet. Two of the vermin had already climbed onto the top of the covered picnic basket and were frantically clawing at the wicker, while three others were tearing at the sides with their razor-sharp teeth. The rats were in a frenzy, for they smelled milk and tender, sweet-scented flesh.

The alley was the gang’s home. Three of the four boys were sound asleep in their make-do beds of converted wooden crates lined with old straw. They’d put in a full night’s work of thieving and conning and fighting. They were simply too exhausted to hear the cries of the infant.

Douglas was to be her savior. The fourth member of the gang was taking his turn doing sentry duty at the narrow mouth of the alley. He’d been watching a dark-cloaked woman for quite some time now. When she came hurrying toward the opening with the basket in her arms, he warned the other gang members of possible trouble with a soft, lowpitched whistle, then retreated into his hiding place behind a stack of old warped whiskey barrels. The woman paused in the archway, gave a furtive glance back over her shoulder toward the street, then ran into the very center of the alley. She stopped so suddenly her skirts flew out around her ankles. Grabbing the basket by the handle, she swung her arm back as far as it would go to gain momentum and threw the basket into a pyramid of garbage piled high against the  opposite wall. It landed on its side, near the top. The woman was muttering under her breath all the while. Douglas couldn’t make out any of the words because the sound she made was muffled by another noise coming from inside the basket. It sounded like the mewing of a cat to him. He spared the basket only a glance, his attention firmly on the intruder.

The woman was obviously afraid. He noticed her hands shook when she pulled the hood of her cloak further down on her forehead. He thought she might be feeling guilty because she was getting rid of a family pet. The animal was probably old and ailing, and no one wanted it around any longer. People were like that, Douglas figured. They never wanted to be bothered by the old or the young. Too much trouble, he guessed. He found himself shaking his head and almost scoffed out loud over the sorry state of affairs in general, and this woman’s cowardice in particular. If she didn’t want the pet, why didn’t she just give it away? He wasn’t given time to mull over a possible answer, for the woman suddenly turned around and went running back to the street. She never looked back. When she was almost to the corner, Douglas gave another whistle. This one was loud, shrill. The oldest of the gang members, a runaway slave named Adam, leapt to his feet with the agility and speed of a predator. Douglas pointed to the basket, then took off in pursuit of the woman. He’d noticed the thick envelope sticking out of her coat pocket and thought it was time he took care of a little business. He was, after all, the best eleven-year-old pickpocket on Market Street.

Adam watched Douglas leave, then turned to get the basket. It wasn’t an easy task.

The rats didn’t want to give up their bounty. Adam hit one squarely on the head with a jagged-edged stone. The vile creature let out a squeal before scurrying back to the street. Adam lit his torch next and waved it back and forth above the basket to frighten the other vermin away. When he was certain they were all gone, he lifted the basket out of the garbage and carried it back to the bed of crates where the other gang members still slept.

He almost dropped the thing when he heard the faint sounds coming from inside.

“Travis, Cole, wake up. Douglas found something.”

Adam continued on past the beds and went to the dead end of the alley. He sat down, folded his long, skinny legs in front of him, and put the basket on the ground. He leaned back against the brick wall and waited for the other two boys to join him.

Cole sat down on Adam’s right side, and Travis, yawning loudly, hunkered down on his other side.

“What’d you find, boss?” Travis asked, his voice thick with sleep.

He’d asked Adam the question. The other three gang members had elevated the runaway slave to the position of leader one month ago. They’d used both reason and emotion to come to their decision. Adam was the oldest of the boys, almost fourteen now, and logic suggested he, therefore, lead the others. Also, he was the most intelligent of the four. While those were two sound reasons, there was yet another more compelling one. Adam had risked his own life to save each one of them from certain death. In the back alleys of New York City, where survival of the fittest was the only commandment anyone ever paid any attention to, there simply wasn’t room for prejudice. Hunger and violence were masters of the night, and they were both color-blind.

“Boss?” Travis whispered, prodding him to answer.

“I don’t know what it is,” Adam answered.

He was about to add that he hadn’t looked inside yet, but Cole interrupted him. “It’s a basket, that’s what it is,” he muttered. “The latch holding the top closed looks like it could be real gold. Think it is?”

Adam shrugged. Travis, the youngest of the boys, imitated the action. He accepted the torch Adam handed him and held it high enough for all of them to see.

“Shouldn’t we wait for Douglas before we open the thing?” Travis asked. He glanced over his shoulder toward the entrance of the alley. “Where’d he go?”

Adam reached for the latch. “He’ll be along.”

“Wait, boss,” Cole cautioned. “There’s a noise coming from inside.” He reached for his knife. “You hear it, Travis?”

“I hear it,” Travis answered. “Could be something inside’s gonna bite us. Think it could be a snake?”

“Of course it couldn’t be a snake,” Cole answered, his exasperation evident in his tone of voice. “You got piss for  brains, boy. Snakes don’t whimper like . . . like maybe kittens.”

Stung by the retort, Travis lowered his gaze. “We ain’t never gonna find out lessun we open the thing,” he muttered.

Adam nodded agreement. He flipped the latch to the side and lifted the lid an inch. Nothing jumped out at them. He let out the breath he’d been holding, then pushed the lid all the way up. The hinge squeaked, and the lid swung down to rest against the back side of the basket.

All three boys had pressed their shoulders tight against the wall. They leaned forward now to look inside.

And then they let out a collective gasp. They couldn’t believe what they were seeing. A baby, as perfect and as beautiful as an angel from above, was sleeping soundly. Eyes closed, one tiny fist in mouth, the infant occasionally suckled and whimpered, and that was the noise the boys had heard.

Adam was the first to recover from the surprise. “Dear Lord in heaven,” he whispered. “How could anyone deliberately throw away anything this precious?”

Cole had dropped his knife when he spotted the baby. He reached for it now, noticed his hand was trembling in reaction to his worry over what might be hiding inside the basket, and shook his head over what he considered cowardly behavior. He made his voice sound mean to cover his embarrassment. “Course they could throw the baby away. People do it all the time. Rich ones and poor ones. Makes no difference. They get tired of something and just toss it out like dirty water. Ain’t that right, Travis?”

“That’s right,” Travis agreed.

“Boss, didn’t you listen to any of the stories about the orphanages Douglas and Travis were telling?”

“I seen lots of babies there,” Travis announced before Adam could answer Cole’s question. “Well, maybe not lots, but some,” he qualified in an attempt to be completely accurate. “They kept them up on the third floor. None of the little buggers ever made it that I recollect. They put them in that ward, and sometimes they just plumb forgot they were there. Least, I think that’s what happened.” His voice shivered over the memories of the time he spent in one of the city’s refuge centers for displaced children. “This little  mite wouldn’t never make it living there,” he added. “He’s too small.”

“I seen smaller down on Main Street. The whore, Nellie, had one. How come you think it’s a boy baby?”

“He’s bald, ain’t he? Only boys come bald.”

Travis’s argument made perfectly good sense to Cole. He nodded agreement. Then he turned to their leader. “What are we gonna do with him?”

“We ain’t throwing him away.”

Douglas made the announcement. The other three boys jerked back in reaction to the harshness in his tone of voice. Douglas nodded to let them know he meant what he’d just said, and added, “I seen the whole thing. A fancy-dressed man in coat and tails climbs out of this expensive-looking carriage. He’s got this here basket looped over his arm. He’s standing under the streetlamp, so of course I see his face real clear. I seen the woman’s face too. She’d been waiting on the corner for him, I figured out, when he gets out of the carriage and goes right to her. She keeps trying to hide her face by pulling the hood down over the top of her head, and the way she’s acting makes me think she’s good and scared. The man starts getting angry, and it don’t take me long to figure out why.”

“So? Why was he getting angry?” Cole demanded to know when Douglas didn’t immediately continue.

“She didn’t want to take the basket, that’s why,” Douglas explained. He squatted down next to Travis before going on. “She keeps shaking her head, see, over and over. The man’s talking up a storm and pointing his finger in her face. Then he pulls out a fat envelope and holds it up in front of her. She comes around then. She snatches it out of his hand as quick as lightning, which makes me think that whatever is inside the envelope is important, and then she finally takes the basket. He climbs back inside the carriage while she’s tucking the goods in her pocket.”

“Then what happened?” Travis asked.

“She waits until the carriage rounds the corner,” Douglas told him. “Then she sneaks into our alley and throws the basket away. I didn’t pay the basket much attention at all. I thought there was maybe an old cat inside. Never guessed it could be a baby. Don’t think I would have left if I’d known . . .”

“Where’d you go?” Cole interrupted to ask.

“I’d gotten mighty curious about the envelope in her pocket, so I followed her.”

“Did you get it?” Travis wanted to know.

Douglas snickered. “Of course I got it. I don’t have the reputation of being the best pickpocket on Market Street for nothing, do I? The woman was in a hurry, but I got into her pocket in the thick of the crowd pushing their way onto the midnight train. She never knew I touched her. Stupid woman. Bet she’s just about now figuring out what happened.”

“What’s inside the envelope?” Cole asked.

“You ain’t gonna believe it.”

Cole rolled his eyes heavenward. Douglas liked to draw things out. It drove the others crazy. “Honest to God, Douglas, if you don’t . . .”

Travis interrupted his threat. “I got me something important to say,” he blurted out. He wasn’t the least bit interested in the contents of the envelope. His thoughts were on the baby. “We’re all agreed we ain’t throwing the little fella away. So now I’m wondering who we’re gonna give him to.”

“I don’t know anyone who’d want a baby,” Cole admitted. He rubbed his smooth-skinned jaw the way he’d seen the older, more sophisticated thugs do. He thought the action made him look older and wiser. “What’s he good for?”

“Probably nothing,” Travis replied. “Least ways, not yet. Maybe though, when he gets bigger . . .”

“Yeah?” Douglas asked, curious over the sudden excitement that came into Travis’s voice.

“I’m thinking we could all teach him a thing or two.”

“Like what?” Douglas asked. He reached out and gently touched the baby’s forehead with his index finger. “His skin feels like satin.”

Travis was warming to the possibility of educating the baby. It made him feel important . . . and needed. “Douglas, you could teach him all about picking pockets. You’re real good at it. And you, Cole, you could teach him how to be mean. I seen the look that comes into your eyes when you think someone’s wronged you. You could teach the little fella to look like that too. It’s real scary.”

Cole smiled. He appreciated hearing the compliment. “I stole me a gun,” he whispered.

“When?” Douglas asked.

“Yesterday,” Cole answered.

“I seen it already,” Travis boasted.

“I’m going to get good shooting it as soon as I steal me some bullets. I’m gonna be the fastest gun on Market Street. I might be persuaded to make the little fella second best.”

“I could teach him how to get things,” Travis announced. “I’m good at finding what we need, ain’t I, boss?”

“Yes,” Adam agreed. “You’re very good.”

“We could be the best gang in New York City. We could make everyone afraid of us,” Travis whispered. He was so enthralled over the possibility, his eyes shone bright. His voice took on a dreamy quality. “Even Lowell and his bastard friends,” he added, referring to the rival gang members they all secretly feared.

The boys all took a moment to look at the pretty picture Travis had just painted for them. Cole rubbed his jaw again. He liked what he was imagining. He had to force the eagerness out of his voice when he spoke again. “Boss, you could teach him all about them books your mama taught you about. You could maybe make him as smart as you are.”

“You could teach him how to read, and he wouldn’t get whiplashes across his back for learning the way you did,” Travis interjected.

“If we keep him, the first thing we got to do is take that sissy dress off him,” Douglas announced. He glared at the long white gown and shook his head. “No one’s ever gonna laugh at him. We’ll see to it.”

“I’ll kill anyone who even snickers,” Cole promised.

“All babies wear those things,” Travis said. “I seen them before. It’s what they sleep in.”

“How come?” Douglas asked.

“They don’t need walking clothes because they don’t know how to walk yet.”

“How we gonna feed him?” Cole asked.

“You can see the bottle of milk someone put in the basket. When it’s empty, I’ll get him more,” Travis promised. “He probably don’t have teeth yet, so he can’t eat real food. Milk will do for now. And there are also some dry nappies—I’ll get him some more.”

“How come you know so much about babies?” Cole asked.

“Just do,” Travis answered with a shrug.

“Who changes him when he piddles?” Douglas asked.

“I say we all gotta take turns,” Cole suggested.

“I seen them nappies hanging on the lines behind McQueeny’s house. There were little clothes hanging out to dry too. I could get the little fella some. Say, what are we going to call him?” Travis asked. “Anyone got any ideas?”

“What about Little Cole?” Cole suggested. “It’s got a nice ring to it.”

“What about Little Douglas?” Douglas asked. “It’s got a nicer ring to it.”

“We can’t name him after one of us,” Travis said. “We’d fight about it if we did.”

Douglas and Cole finally agreed with Travis. “All right,” Cole said. “The name’s got to be something real important sounding.”

“My pa’s name was Andrew,” Douglas interjected.

“So?” Cole asked. “He dumped you at the orphanage after your ma died, didn’t he?”

“Yeah,” Douglas admitted, his head downcast.

“We ain’t gonna name the little fella after anyone who would throw a kid away. It ain’t right. We got standards, don’t we? This one already got himself tossed in the trash. No use reminding him with your pa’s name hanging over his head. I say we call him Sidney, after that fancy fella who used to run the numbers over on Summit Street. He was a real mean one, Sidney was. You remember him, don’t you, Douglas?” Cole asked.

“I remember him all right,” Douglas replied. “He was mighty respected.”

“You got that right,” Cole said. “And he died of regular causes. That’s important, isn’t it? No one snuck up on him and did him in.”

“I like the sound of the name,” Travis interjected. “Let’s take a vote on it.”

Douglas raised his right hand. It was coated with dirt and grime. “In favor?”

Cole and Travis both raised their hands. Adam didn’t move. Cole seemed to be the only one to realize their boss hadn’t offered much to the conversation in the past several minutes. He turned to look at their leader. “What’s wrong, boss?”

“You know what’s wrong,” Adam answered. He sounded old, weary. “I have to leave. I don’t stand a chance of surviving in the city. I’ve stayed far too long as it is. If I’m ever going to be free and not have to worry about my owner’s sons finding me and taking me back, I have to go West. I can’t live any kind of life hiding in alleys until the dark of night. A man can disappear out in the wilderness. You can understand, can’t you? I shouldn’t have a vote about the baby. I won’t be here to help raise him.”

“We can’t make it without you, Adam,” Travis cried out. “You can’t leave us.” He sounded like a frightened little boy. His voice cracked, then broke on a loud sob. His fear of being abandoned by his protector terrified him. “Please stay,” he begged in a near shout.

The noise jarred the baby. The infant flinched in reaction and let out a whimper.

Adam reached into the basket and awkwardly patted the baby’s stomach. One touch and he immediately pulled back. “This baby’s soaked through.”

“Soaked through with what?” Cole asked. He started to reach for the bottle to see if there was a crack in the glass.

“Piddle,” Travis answered. “Best get the nappy off him, boss. Otherwise his backside’s gonna get sore.”

The infant was struggling to wake up. The boys all stared in fascination. None could remember ever being this close to anything this tiny.

“He looks like he’s full of wrinkles when he squiggles up his face like that,” Douglas whispered with a snort. “He’s a cute little bugger, ain’t he?”

Cole nodded, then turned back to Adam. “You’re the boss for now, Adam. You got to take that nappy off.”

The oldest didn’t shrug off the responsibility. He took a deep breath, grimaced, and then slid his hands under the baby’s arms and slowly lifted him up out of the basket.

The baby’s eyes opened. In the light from the torch Travis held up, they could all see how blue the color was. “He could be your little brother, Cole. You both got the exact color of eyes.”

Adam’s arms were rigidly extended in front of him. He had a pained expression on his face. Sweat beaded his forehead. He was obviously terrified holding the infant. He didn’t know how hard to squeeze, and heaven help him if  the little lad started to cry. He didn’t know what in God’s name he would do then.

In a hoarse whisper he asked Cole to please lift the gown and undo the nappy.

“Why me?” Cole complained.

“Travis is holding the torch and Douglas is too far away to get around my arms,” Adam answered. “Hurry now. He might start squirming again. I’m afraid I’m going to drop him. He’s so light, it’s like holding air.”

“The little fella’s a curious one, ain’t he?” Travis remarked to Douglas. “Look how he’s studying each one of us. So serious for such a tiny bit of a thing.”

“Douglas, reach around me and wipe my brow,” Adam requested. “I can’t see for all the sweat pouring down into my eyes.”

Douglas snatched up a rag and did as he was requested. Adam was acting as though he were holding a piece of delicate dynamite. His concentration was intense and almost painful to watch.

Travis was the only one to see the humor in the boss’s reaction. He let out a hoot of laughter. “He ain’t gonna explode, boss. He’s just like you, only smaller.”

Cole wasn’t paying any attention to the chatter going on around him. He held his breath while he worked on the nappy. Touching the soggy cotton made him want to gag. When the thing was finally released, it fell in a heap on the ground next to the basket. The boys all paused to look down and frown at the offending garment. Cole wiped his hands on his pant legs, then reached up to pull the gown back down over the baby’s chubby thighs. He completed the task before the truth dawned on him.

And then he looked again, just to make certain.

Sidney was a baby girl. A bald baby girl, he qualified. He immediately got good and angry. Just what in thunder were they going to do with a useless, no account, never-amountto-anything girl? He started to shake his head. His mind was made up all right. He wasn’t going to have anything to do with her. No, sir, not him, not ever. Why, they ought to toss her right back into the trash.

She changed his mind in less than a minute’s time. He was in the process of working up a real scowl when he happened to glance up at her face. She was staring right at  him. He leaned to his left, out of her immediate line of vision. She followed him with her wide-eyed, trusting gaze. Cole tried to look away. He couldn’t. He didn’t want to keep staring at her, but he couldn’t seem to make himself stop.

Then she went in for the kill. She smiled at him.

He was lost. The bond was formed in that instant.

The others fell like dominoes.

“We got to do it right.” Cole’s voice was a bare whisper. The other boys turned to look at him.

“Do what right?” Travis asked the question the others were thinking.

“There can’t be any more talk of us being the best gang in New York City. We can’t keep the baby here. It wouldn’t be right. She needs a family, not a bunch of street thugs bossing her around.”

“She?” Adam almost dropped the baby then and there. “Are you telling me you think Sidney’s a baby girl?”

“I don’t just think it, I know it,” Cole announced with a nod. “She don’t have the necessary parts to be a boy baby.”

“God help us,” Adam whispered.

Cole didn’t know what he found more amusing, the look of horror on Adam’s face when he implored his Maker’s assistance, or the strange sound he made in the back of his throat when he croaked out his plea. He sounded as if he were choking on something big, like a chicken leg.

“I don’t want no girls around,” Travis muttered. “They ain’t good for nothing. I hate every last one of them. They’re just a bunch of complainers and crybabies.”

The other boys ignored Travis. Douglas and Cole were both watching Adam. Their boss was looking ill.

“What’s the matter, boss?” Cole asked.

“A black shouldn’t be holding a lily white baby girl,” Adam said.

Cole snorted. “I watched you save her from getting eaten up by the rats. If she was older and understood, she’d be mighty appreciative.”

“Mighty appreciative.” Douglas agreed with a nod.

“Besides,” Cole said. “She don’t know if you’re black or white.”

“You saying she’s blind?” Travis asked, stunned by the very possibility.

“She ain’t blind,” Cole muttered. He let the youngest  member of the gang see his exasperation. “She’s just too little to understand about hating yet. Babies aren’t borned hating anything. They have to be taught. When she looks at Adam, all she’s seeing is a ... a brother. Yeah, that’s what she’s seeing, all right. And big brothers protect their little sisters, don’t they? Ain’t that a sacred rule or something? Maybe this little one already knows that.”

“I made a promise to my mama,” Adam told the other boys once again. “I gave her my word I would run as far west as I could until I found a place where I’d be safe. Mama told me there was a war coming, and when it was all over and everything was decided, there’s a good chance she’ll be free. She promised to come after me then. I just have to keep myself alive until that day comes. I promised her I’d survive, and a son doesn’t break a promise to his mama. I have to run for her.”

“Take the baby with you,” Cole told him.

“They’d hang me for sure,” Adam scoffed.

“Hell, they’re gonna hang you anyway for killing the bastard who owned you, remember?” Cole said.

“If they catch you, Adam,” Douglas interjected. “And you’re too smart to let that happen.”

“I’m feeling a might brotherly toward the baby too,” Cole announced.

The other boys immediately turned to look at him. He became embarrassed over the way they were staring at him. “There ain’t no cowardice in admitting it,” he quickly added. “I’m strong, and she’s just a puny little thing who needs brothers like Adam and me to see she grows up proper.”

“Proper? What do you know about proper?” Douglas asked. There was a snicker of disbelief in his voice.

“Nothing,” Cole admitted. “I don’t know nothing about being proper,” he added. “But Adam knows all about it, don’t you, Adam? You talk good, and you read and write like a gentleman. Your mama taught you, and now you can teach me. I don’t want to be ignorant in front of my little sister. It ain’t right.”

“He could teach all of us,” Douglas said. He wasn’t about to be left out.

“I don’t guess I’d hate her if I was her big brother,”  Travis grumbled. “I’m gonna get real strong when I’m all growed up. Isn’t that true, Douglas?”

“Yeah, it’s true all right,” Douglas confirmed. “You know what I think?”

“What’s that?” Adam asked. He smiled in spite of his worries, for the little one had just given him the silliest grin. She was sure pleased with herself. She seemed to like being the center of attention. For such a tiny thing, she held considerable power over all of them. Her smile alone made him feel all warm and comforted inside. Her easy acceptance of him was melting away the painful knot he’d been carrying around in his belly ever since the day he’d had to leave his mama. The baby was a gift magically given into his care, and it was his duty to see that she was nurtured and protected and cherished.

“I sometimes wonder if God always knows what He’s doing,” Adam whispered.

“Of course He does,” Douglas replied. “And I think He would want us to come up with another name for our baby. Sidney don’t seem right now. I sure hope she grows some hair. I don’t cotton to the notion of having a bald little sister.”

“Mary,” Cole blurted out.

“Rose,” Adam said at the very same time.

“Mary was my mama’s name,” Cole explained. “She died having me. I heard tell from neighbors she was a right good woman.”

“My mama’s name is Rose,” Adam said. “She is a right good woman too.”

“The baby’s falling asleep,” Travis whispered. “Put her back down in the basket, and I’ll try to slip another nappy on her. Then you two can argue about her name.”

Adam did as he was instructed. They all watched as Travis awkwardly put a dry nappy on. The baby was sound asleep before he finished messing with her.

“I don’t think there’s anything to argue about,” Douglas said. He reached over to cover the baby while Adam and Cole both muttered their reasons again for wanting the baby named after their mothers. Douglas knew a full-blown argument was developing, and he wanted to stop it before it went any further. “I say it’s all settled. Her name is Mary  Rose. Mary is for your mama, Cole, and Rose is for your Mama Rose, Adam.”

Cole was the first to see the rightness in the name and the first to smile. Adam quickly agreed. Travis started to laugh, and Douglas hushed him by shoving his elbow in his side, so he wouldn’t wake the baby.

“We have to make plans,” Douglas whispered. “I think we should leave as soon as possible, maybe even tomorrow night, on the midnight train. Travis, you got until then to get the things we’ll need for Mary Rose. I’ll buy the tickets for us. Adam, you’ll have to hide in the baggage car with the baby. Is that all right with you?”

Adam nodded. “You figure it all out. and I’ll do it,” he promised.

“How are you going to buy the tickets?” Cole asked.

“The envelope I took from the woman who threw Mary Rose away was stuffed with money. There were some oldlooking papers with fancy writing and seals on the paper, but I can’t make out any of it because I can’t read. I know money when I see it though. We got us enough to get as far as Adam needs to go and stake us some land.”

“Let me see those papers,” Adam asked.

Douglas pulled the envelope out of his pocket and handed it to their boss. Adam let out a whistle when he saw all the money tucked inside. He found two papers and pulled them out. One was filled with numbers and scratches he couldn’t make out, and the other sheet looked like a blank page torn from a book. There was only a little bit of handwriting on the top, giving the baby’s date of birth and her weight. He read the words out loud so the others would know what he’d found.

“It weren’t enough they threw her away. They even thrown out her papers,” Douglas whispered.

“I didn’t have papers when I was dumped at the orphanage,” Travis said. “It’s a good thing I already knew my name, isn’t it, Cole?”

“I suppose so,” Cole answered.

Travis shrugged off the matter as unimportant. “I got a suggestion to make now, so don’t interrupt me until you hear me out. All right?”

He waited until everyone nodded before he continued. “I’m the only one of us who knows for certain I’m not  wanted by the law, and nobody’s looking to find me, so I say Mary Rose should carry my last name. Fact is, if we’re gonna do it right, like Cole says we should, then everyone should take my last name. Brothers and sisters are all part of the same family, after all, and they all got to have the same last name. So I’m saying, from this minute on, we’re all Claybornes. Agreed?”

“No one’s going to believe I’m a Clayborne,” Adam argued.

“Who cares what anyone else believes?” Cole asked. “We ain’t asking for approval, just to be left alone. If you say you’re a Clayborne, and we say you’re a Clayborne, whose to say you ain’t? Anyone who challenges you has to get through the rest of us first if he wants to make trouble. And remember,” he added, “I got me a gun now. Soon enough I’ll be able to handle any trouble that comes our way.”

Douglas and Travis nodded. Adam let out a sigh. Douglas put his hand out over the basket, his palm down. He looked at each of the other gang members.

“I say we run for Mama Rose and we become a family for our little Mary Rose. We’re brothers,” he whispered.

Travis put his hand on top of Douglas’s. “Brothers,” he vowed.

Cole was next. “We run for Mary Rose and Mama Rose,” he pledged. “We’re brothers until we die.”

Adam hesitated for what seemed an eternity to the other boys. And then his mind was finally made up. His hand covered Cole’s. “Brothers,” he vowed in a voice shaking with emotion. “For the Roses.”
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The baby was finally coming home.

Cole waited next to his wagon for the stagecoach to round the last bend in the road. He was so excited, he could barely stand still. The cloud of dust coming from above the hill indicated she was close. He couldn’t wait to see her. He wondered if she’d changed much in the past months, then laughed out loud over the foolish notion. Mary Rose had been all grown up when she’d left for her last year of school. Other than acquiring a few more freckles on the bridge of her nose, or letting her hair grow a little longer, he couldn’t imagine any significant changes.

Lord, he’d missed her. They all had. Life on the ranch kept them running from sunup until sundown, and it was only at dinner that they all ached to have her around trying to boss them into eating something new and different she had prepared for them. She was a fine cook when she didn’t stray from the familiar, but none of them could abide the fancy French sauces she liked to pour over everything.

The stagecoach was over an hour late, which meant that crusty old Clive Harrington was doing the driving. He would have had to catch up on all the gossip with Mary Rose before they started out. Clive would demand her full attention, and knowing what a soft heart his sister had, Cole knew she wouldn’t rush him.

They were fast friends, but no one in Blue Belle could understand why. Clive Harrington was a cantankerous old  buzzard who constantly scowled, snapped, and complained and was, in Cole’s estimation, a thoroughly disagreeable son-of-a-bitch. He was also as ugly as sin. The walkways in town would clear at the first sight of him, unless Mary Rose was around. A magical transformation took place then. Clive went from ferocious to meek. Not only did he act as though he were everyone’s best friend, he also wore a ridiculous, ain’t-life-grand grin from morning until night. Harrington made a complete fool of himself doting on Mary Rose, and all because she doted on him. She really cared about the old coot. She took care of him when he needed caring, made certain he was included in their holiday dinners, and personally mended all of his clothes for him. Harrington always took ill once a year, usually around roundup time, but sometimes a full month before. He’d appear on their doorstep with his hat in one hand and a dirty handkerchief in the other, asking for a bit of advice about how to cure his latest mysterious ailment. It was all a ruse, of course. Mary Rose would immediately park old Clive in the guest room and pamper him for the full week it always took before he felt fit again.

Everyone in town called Harrington’s week of infirmity his annual getaway, and from the way the old man was dabbing at the corners of his eyes and rubbing his nose with his handkerchief while he slowed the horses, Cole surmised he was already planning his next holiday.

The stagecoach had barely rocked to a stop when the door flew open and Mary Rose jumped to the ground.

“I’m finally home,” she called out. She picked up her skirts and ran to her brother. Her bonnet flew off her head and landed in the dust behind her. She was laughing with sheer joy. Cole tried to maintain his somber expression because he didn’t want Harrington spreading the rumor he’d gone soft. Cole liked having everyone in town fear him. His sister’s laughter proved contagious, however, and Cole couldn’t control his reaction. He smiled first, then burst into laughter. Appearances be damned.

Mary Rose hadn’t changed at all. She was still just as dramatic and uninhibited as always, and, heaven help him, she’d be the death of all the brothers, who constantly worried about the way she always wore her heart on her sleeve.

She threw herself into his arms. For such a little thing,  she had the grip of a bear. Cole hugged her back, kissed her on the top of her head, and then suggested to her that she. quit laughing like a crazy woman.

She wasn’t offended. She pulled away, put her hands on her hips, and gave her brother a thorough inspection.

“You’re still as handsome as ever, Cole. Have you killed anyone while I was at school?”

“Of course not,” he snapped. He folded his arms across his chest, leaned back against the wagon, and tried to frown at her.

“You look like you grew another inch or two. Your hair seems more blond too. When did you get that scar on your forehead? Did you get into a fight?”

Before he could answer her questions, she turned to Harrington. “Clive, did my brother shoot anyone while I was away?”

“Not that I recollect, Miss Mary,” he called back.

“Any knife fights?” she asked.

“I don’t think so,” Clive answered.

Mary Rose seemed convinced. She smiled again. “I’m so happy to be home. I’ve made up my mind. I’m never leaving again. Adam isn’t going to make me go anywhere, no matter how good it might be for my mind or my soul. I’m all refined now, and I’ve got the papers to prove it. Lord, it’s warm for spring, isn’t it? I love the heat and the dirt and the wind and the dust. Has Travis gotten into any fights in town? Never mind,” she added in a rush. “You wouldn’t tell me if he did anything wrong. Adam will though. He tells me everything. He wrote more than you did, by the way. Is the new barn finished? I got a letter from Mama Rose just the day before school ended. The mail arrived right on time too. Isn’t that something? We live in such modern times. What about . . .”

Cole was having trouble keeping up with his sister. She was talking as fast as a politician. “Slow down,” he interrupted. “I can only answer one question at a time. Catch your breath while I help Harrington unload your baggage.”

A few minutes later, her trunk, boxes, and three valises were packed in the back of the wagon. Mary Rose climbed up on the flatbed and started sorting through her things.

Cole told her to wait until they got home to find what  she was looking for. She ignored his suggestion. She closed one box and turned to the second one.

Harrington stood next to the wagon, smiling at her. “I sure missed you, Miss Mary,” he whispered. He blushed like a schoolboy and gave Cole a quick look to make sure he wasn’t going to laugh at him.

Cole pretended he hadn’t heard the confession. He turned away before he rolled his eyes heavenward. His sister was obviously pleased by Harrington’s admission. “I missed you too, Clive. Did you get my letters?”

“I surely did,” he replied. “I read them more than once too.”

Mary Rose smiled at her friend. “I’m happy to hear it. I didn’t forget your birthday. Don’t leave just yet. I have something for you.”

She was diligently sorting through her trunk and finally found the box she had been searching for.

She handed it to Clive. “This is for you. Promise me you won’t open it until you get home.”

“You got me a present?” He looked flabbergasted.

She smiled. “Two presents,” she corrected. “There’s another surprise tucked inside the first.”

“What is it?” Clive asked. He sounded like a little boy on Christmas morning.

Mary Rose took hold of his hand and climbed down out of the wagon. “It’s a surprise,” she answered. “That’s why I wrapped it in a box with such pretty paper. Thank you for the ride,” she added with a curtsy. “It was very lovely.”

“You ain’t mad because I wouldn’t let you ride up on the perch with me?”

“No, I’m not angry,” she assured him.

Harrington turned to Cole to explain. “She begged me to let her sit up there with me, but I didn’t think it would be fitting for such a dignified young lady to be riding shotgun.”

Cole nodded. “We need to get going, Mary Rose.”

He didn’t wait for her agreement but turned and got up on the seat of the wagon. He took the reins in his hands and asked his sister to quit dawdling.

She had to chase after her forgotten bonnet first. Clive was clutching his present with both hands while he slowly walked back to his coach. He acted as if he were carrying a priceless treasure.

They were finally on their way home. Cole answered her questions while she removed most of the evidence proving she was a refined lady. She took off her white gloves first, then pulled out the pins holding her prim bun together at the back of her neck. She wasn’t satisfied until the thick, blond mass floated down her back.

She let out a sigh of pleasure while she threaded her fingers through her curls.

“I’m so sick of being a lady,” she said. “Honest to heaven, it’s such a strain.”

Cole laughed. Mary Rose knew she wouldn’t get any sympathy from him.

“You wouldn’t laugh if you had to wear a corset. It binds a body up as tight as a coil. It isn’t natural.”

“Did they make you wear one of those things at school?” Cole was horrified by the idea.

“Yes,” she answered. “I didn’t though. No one could tell, after all. I never got dressed in public.”

“I hope to God not.”

He had to slow the horses when they started the steep climb up the first ridge. Mary Rose turned around so she could watch to make sure her trunk didn’t fall off the back of the wagon.

Once they’d reached the crest, she turned around again. She took off her navy blue jacket, draped it over the back of the bench, and started unbuttoning the cuffs of her starched white blouse. The collar was chafing her neck. She unbuttoned the top three buttons.

“Something odd happened at school. I didn’t know what to make of it.”

“Make of what?” he asked.

“A new classmate arrived in January. She was from Chicago. Her parents came with her to help her get settled.”

“And?”

Mary Rose shrugged. “It’s probably nothing.”

“Tell me anyway. I can hear the worry in your voice.”

“I am not worrying,” she said. “It was just so peculiar. The girl’s mother was born and raised in England. She thought she knew me.”

“She can’t know you,” he said. “You’ve never been to England. Could you have met her someplace else?”

Mary Rose shook her head. “I’m sure I would have remembered.”

“Tell me what happened.”

“I was walking across the commons. I smiled at the new arrivals, just to be polite and make them feel welcome, and all of a sudden, the girl’s mother lets out a scream loud enough to frighten the stone gargoyles on top of Emmet Building. She scared me too.”

“Why’s that?” he asked.

“She was pointing at me all the while she was screaming,” Mary Rose explained. “I became quite embarrassed.”

“Then what happened?”

“She clutched her chest with both hands and looked like she was going to keel over.”

“All right, Mary Rose. What’d you do?” He was immediately suspicious his sister wasn’t telling him everything. She had a habit of getting into mischief, and she was always astonished by the trouble that would inevitably follow.

“I didn’t do anything wrong,” she cried out. “I was acting like a perfect lady. Why would you jump to the conclusion I was responsible for the poor woman’s condition?” she asked, sounding wounded.

“Because you usually are responsible,” he reminded her. “Were you carrying your gun at the time?”

“Of course not,” she replied. “I wasn’t running or doing anything the least improper. I do know how to behave like a lady when I have to, Cole.”

“Then what was the matter with the woman?”

“When she finally calmed down, she told me she thought I was a woman she used to know. She called her Lady Agatha Something-or-other. She said I was the spitting image of the woman.”

“That isn’t peculiar,” he decided. “Lots of women have blond hair and blue eyes. It’s not unusual.”

“Are you saying I’m plain?”

He couldn’t resist. “Yeah, I guess I am.”

It was a lie, of course. Mary Rose was the complete opposite of plain. She was really very beautiful, or so he’d been told over and over again by every eligible man in town. He didn’t see his sister that way. She was sweet and good-hearted most of the time, and a little wildcat the rest of the  time. She used to be a brat, but now that she was all grown up, he guessed she wasn’t such a pain after all.

“Adam assures me I’m pretty,” she argued. She shoved her brother with her shoulder. “He always tells the truth. Besides, you know very well it’s what’s inside a woman’s heart that really matters. Mama Rose thinks I’m a beautiful daughter, and she’s never even seen me.”

“You about finished being vain, Mary Rose?”

She laughed. “Yes.”

“I wouldn’t worry about the coincidence of looking like someone else.”

“But that wasn’t the end of it,” she explained. “About a month later, I was called into the superior’s office. There was an elderly man waiting for me. The headmistress was there too. She had my file on her desk.”

“How’d you know it was your file?”

“Because it’s the thickest one at the school,” she answered. “And the cover’s torn.”

She looked at her brother and immediately knew what he was thinking. “You can quit smiling that know-it-all smile of yours, Cole. I will admit that my first year at school didn’t go well. I had a little trouble adjusting. I realize now I was simply homesick and was trying to get thrown out so you’d have to come and get me. However,” she hastily added, “I have had a perfect record ever since, and that should count for something.”

“Tell me about the man waiting in the office,” he said.

“He was a lawyer,” she said. “He asked me all sorts of questions about our family. He wanted to know how long we’d lived in Montana and why our mother didn’t live with us. He wanted me to describe to him what my brothers looked like too. I wouldn’t answer any of his questions. I didn’t think it was any of his business. He was a complete stranger, after all. I didn’t like him at all.”

Cole didn’t like him either. “Did he explain why he was asking all these questions?”

“He told me there was a large inheritance at issue. I think he went away convinced I wasn’t a long-lost relative. I’ve. made you worry, haven’t I?”

“A little,” he admitted. “I don’t like the idea of anyone asking about us.”

She tried to lighten his mood. “It wasn’t all bad,” she  said. “I hadn’t studied for my English exam because Eleanor kept me up half the night complaining about some latest slight. Since I was in the office, I got to wait until the following day to take the test.”

“I thought you weren’t going to put up with Eleanor again.”

“I swear to you I wasn’t,” Mary Rose replied. “No one else would take her for a roommate though, and the mistress practically got down on her hands and knees begging me to take Eleanor in. Poor Eleanor. She has a good heart, honest she does, but she keeps it hidden most of the time. She’s still a trial of endurance.”

Cole smiled. Eleanor had been the one wrinkle in his sister’s otherwise perfect life. Mary Rose was the only student at school who would suffer the young woman’s presence. The brothers loved hearing Eleanor stories. They found the woman’s antics hysterically funny, and when any of them needed a good laugh, an Eleanor story had to be dredged up.

“Was she as ornery as ever?” he asked, hoping his sister had a new story to tell.

“She was,” Mary Rose admitted. “I used to feel guilty telling all of you about her, but then Travis convinced me that since no harm was done and she’d never find out, it was all right. She really can be outrageous. Do you know she left school a full week before everyone else? She didn’t even say good-bye. Something was wrong with her father, but she wouldn’t tell me what it was. She cried herself to sleep five nights in a row, then she left. I wish she’d confided in me. I would have helped if I could. Her father wasn’t ill. I asked the headmistress after Eleanor took off. She wouldn’t tell me anything, but she puckered her lips, and she only does that when she is really disgusted about something. Eleanor’s father was going to donate a large sum of money so the mistress could build another dormitory. She told me it was all off now. Do you know what she said?”

“No, what?”

“She said she’d been duped. What do you suppose she meant by that?”

“Could be anything.”

“Just the night before Eleanor left, I told her that if she ever needed me, all she had to do was come to Rosehill.”

“Why’d you go and tell her that?” Cole asked.

“She was being pitiful, crying like a baby,” Mary Rose explained. “I wouldn’t worry about her showing up at the ranch though. It’s too uncivilized out here for her. She’s very sophisticated. But she hurt my feelings when she didn’t say good-bye. I was her only friend, after all. I wasn’t a very good friend though, was I?”

“Why do you think you weren’t?”

“You know why,” she replied. “I tell stories about her and that isn’t at all nice. Friends shouldn’t talk about each other.”

“You only told us about incidents that really happened, and you defended her to everyone at school. You never talked about her there, did you?”

“No.”

“Then I don’t see the harm. You’ve never criticized her, not even to us.”

“Yes, but . . .”

“You also made sure she was invited to all the parties. Because of you, she was never left out.”

“How did you know I did that?”

“I know you. You’re always looking out for the misfits.”

“Eleanor is not a misfit.”

“See? You’re already defending her again.”

She smiled. “After I’ve talked matters over with you I always feel better. Do you really believe the lawyer will quit asking about us?”

“Yes, I do,” he answered.

She let out a sigh. “I missed you. Cole.”

“I missed you too, brat.”

She nudged him with her shoulder again. The talk turned to the ranch. While she’d been away at school, the brothers had purchased another section of land. Travis was in Hammond getting the supplies they needed to fence in a portion of the vast expanse so the horses would have enough grazing space to see them through the winter.

Cole and Mary Rose reached Rosehill a few minutes later. When she was just eight years old, she had named their home. She’d found what she believed were wild roses growing out on the hillside, declared it was a message sent to them from God telling them they were never supposed to leave, and all because her name was Mary Rose and so was  her mama’s. Adam didn’t want to dampen her enthusiasm. For that reason, he didn’t tell her the flowers were pink fireweed, not roses. He also felt that naming their ranch might give his sister an added bit of security. The name stuck, and within a year, even the residents of Blue Belle were referring to Clayborne homestead by the fanciful name.

Rosehill sat in the very middle of a valley deep in the Montana Territory. The land was flat around the ranch for nearly a quarter of a mile in every direction. Cole had insisted on building their home in the very center of the flat expanse so he would be able to see anyone trespassing on their land. He didn’t like surprises: none of the brothers did, and as soon as the two-story house was finished, he built a lookout above the attic so they would always be able to see anyone trying to sneak up on them.

Majestic, snowcapped mountains provided the backdrop on the north and west sides of the meadow. The east side of the homestead was made up of smaller mountains and hills, which were useless land for ranchers because of their need for rich grazing pasture. Trappers worked the eastern slopes, however, as beaver and bear and timber wolf were still quite plentiful. Occasionally a worn, weary trapper would stop by the house for food and friendly conversation. Adam never turned a hungry man away, and if their guest was in need of a bed for the night, he’d put him in the bunkhouse.

There was only one easy way into the ranch, and that was from the main road that led over the hill from the town of Blue Belle. Outsiders were pretty worn out by the time they reached even the riverboat stop though. If they used wagons to haul their possessions, it usually took them a good day and a half more to reach Blue Belle. Most didn’t bother to go farther than Perry or Hammond; only rugged, determined souls, or men on the run, ever continued on. While there were occasional whispers of gold hidden in the mountains to the north, none had actually been found, and that was the only reason the land had stayed uncluttered. Decent, law-abiding families, hoping to homestead free land, crossed the plains in prairie schooners or took their chances on any one of the multitude of riverboats navigating the Missouri River. By the time most of these families got to a large town,  they were happy to stay there. It was somewhat civilized in the larger towns, which of course was a powerful lure to the eastern, church-going families. Honest folks cried out for law and order. Vigilante groups heard the call and soon cleaned out all the riffraff hanging around the larger towns, including Hammond.

In the beginning, the vigilantes were a solution, but later they became an even more threatening problem, for some of the men got into the nasty habit of hanging just about anyone they didn’t like. Justice was swift and often unserved; hearsay was all the evidence needed to have a man dragged out of his house and hanged from the nearest tree limb. Even wearing a badge gave one no protection from a vigilante group.

The real misfits and gunfighters looking for easy money, who were quick and cunning enough to escape lynching, left the larger towns like Hammond and settled in and around Blue Belle.

For that reason, the town had a well-earned seedy reputation. Still, there were a few good families living in Blue Belle. Adam said it was only because they had got settled in before they realized their mistake.

Mary Rose was never allowed to go into Blue Belle alone. Since Adam never, ever left the ranch, it was up to Travis or Douglas or Cole to escort her on her errands. The brothers all took turns, and if it wasn’t convenient for any of them to leave their chores, Mary Rose stayed home.

Cole slowed the horses when they reached the crest of the hill that separated the main road into town from the Clayborne estate. Mary Rose would ask him to stop the minute they reached the last curve that led down into their valley below.

She was as predictable as ever. “Please stop for a minute. I’ve been away such a long time.”

He dutifully stopped the horses and then patiently waited for her next question. It would take her a minute or two. She had to get all emotional first, then her eyes would fill up with tears.

“Do you feel it? Right now, do you feel it the way I do?”

He smiled. “You ask me that same question every time I bring you home. Yes, I feel it.”

He reached for his handkerchief and handed it to her.  He’d learned a long time ago to carry one just for her. Once, when she was still a little girl, she’d used the sleeve of his shirt to wipe her nose. He wasn’t about to ever let that happen again.

They had a panoramic view of their ranch and the mountains beyond. No matter how she remembered it, every time she came home, the first sight of such beauty would fairly overwhelm her. Adam told her it was because she gloried in God’s creation and was humbled by it. She wasn’t so certain about that, but the vibration of life coming from the land did stir her as nothing else could. She wanted her brothers to feel it too, this link between God and nature, and Cole would admit, but only to her, that yes, he did feel the pulse of life beating all around them. The land was never quite the same from glance to glance, yet always enduring.

“She’s as alive and beautiful as ever, Mary Rose.”

“Why is it you and Adam both call Montana a woman?”

“Because she acts like one,” Cole answered. He didn’t blush or feel embarrassed talking such foolishness, because he knew his sister understood. “She’s fickle and vain and won’t ever be tamed by any man. She’s a woman all right, and the only one I’ll ever love.”

“You love me.”

“You’re not a woman, Mary Rose. You’re my sister.”

She laughed. The sound echoed through the pine trees. Cole picked up the reins and started the horses down the gentle slope. They had lingered long enough.

“If she’s a woman, she’s taken us into her embrace. I wonder if my roses are beginning to wake up yet.”

“You ought to know by now the flowers you found aren’t roses. They’re pink fireweed.”

“I know what they are,” she replied. “But they’re like roses.”

“No, they aren’t.”

They were already bickering. Mary Rose sighed with contentment. She kept her attention focused on her home. Lord, she was happy to see her ranch again. The clapboard house was rather unimposing, she supposed, but it was still beautiful to her. The porch, or veranda, as Adam liked to call it, ran the length of the house on three sides. In the summer they would sit outside every evening and listen to the music of the night.

She didn’t see her eldest brother working outside. “I’ll bet Adam is working on his books.”

“What makes you think so?”

“It’s too nice a day to be cooped up inside unless there was book work to do,” she reasoned. “I can’t wait to see him. Do hurry, Cole.”

She was anxious for the reunion with all of her brothers. She had gifts for everyone, including a box full of books Adam would treasure, drawing paper and new pens for Cole to use when he was designing a new building to add to the ranch, medicine and brushes for Douglas to use on his horses, a new journal for Travis to keep the family history in, several catalogues, seed for the garden she, under Adam’s supervision, would plant behind the house, chocolates, and store-bought flannel shirts for all of them.

The reunion was every bit as wonderful as she knew it would be. The family stayed up well into the night talking. Cole didn’t tell his brothers about the attorney who had visited Mary Rose’s school until after she had gone up to bed. He didn’t want her to worry. He was worried, however. None of them believed in coincidences, and so they discussed every possible reason the lawyer could have to want information about the Clayborne family. Douglas and Cole had both done unsavory things when they were youngsters, but time and distance from the gangsters they’d preyed upon had convinced them their crimes had been forgotten. The real concern was for Adam. If the attorney had been hired by the sons of Adam’s slave master to track him down, then trouble was coming their way.

Murder, they all knew, would never be forgotten. Adam had taken one life to save two others. It had been accidental, but the circumstances wouldn’t be important to the sons. A slave had struck their father.

No, the father’s death would never be forgotten or forgiven. It would be avenged.

An hour passed in whispered discussion, and then Adam, as head of the household, declared it was foolish to worry or speculate. If there was indeed a threat, they would have to wait to find out what it was.

“And then?” Cole asked.

“We do whatever it takes to protect each other,” Adam said.

“We aren’t going to let anyone hang you, Adam. You only did what you had to do,” Travis said.

“We’re borrowing trouble,” Adam said. “We’ll keep our guard up and wait.”

The discussion ended. A full month passed in peaceful solitude. It was business as usual, and Travis and Douglas were both beginning to think that perhaps nothing would ever come from the lawyer’s inquiry.

The threat finally presented itself. His name was Harrison Stanford MacDonald, and he was the man who would tear all of their lives apart.

He was the enemy.

November 12, 1860

 

Dear Mama Rose,

 

Yore sun wanted me to show off my writing skil and so I am writing this her letter to you. We all work on gramer and speling afther Mary Rose goes to sleepe. Yore sun is a fine teecher. He dont lauf when we make misteaks and he always has good to say when we dun fore the nite. Since we are brothurs now I gues you belong to me to.

 

Yore sun,

Cole
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