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PROLOGUE






Teresa July was riding across the flats of Arizona Territory like she had demons on her heels because she did. Pinkertons, bounty hunters, local sheriffs, and U.S. Deputy Marshals had combined forces to finally put a stop to her bank robbing. She supposed she should be flattered that the authorities thought they needed thirty men to bring her in, but she didn’t have the time to crow. Her destination were the craggy foothills ahead in the distance. Once there, she knew she could elude them because she’d hidden out in the area many times before. The hills, however, were a pretty far piece away.


The big powerful stallion beneath her continued to eat up the distance, but they’d been riding hard for miles and Teresa could feel the horse tiring. She bent low and shouted encouragement. “C’mon, Cloud! C’mon!”


Shots rang out, the sound loud over the horse’s thundering stride, and she prayed she didn’t get shot in the back. Her own firearms were in her holster. She didn’t have time to shoot back, she was too busy riding.


The hills were getting closer, but so was the posse. In her mind she could feel their hot breaths on her neck. Perspiration was pooling on her skin beneath her black leathers. If she didn’t make it there ahead of them, she’d be in a jail before sunset, and she wanted to avoid that.


The shots were coming hot and heavy now, and she and Cloud were moving as one. Teresa loved to ride. Being set on a horse’s back was one of her first memories. No matter the circumstances, riding thrilled her, even when she was riding for her life.


The earth-hued foothills rose into sight. She looked back at the herd of men and grinned. She was going to make it. “C’mon, big boy! C’mon!”


Teresa and Cloud had been running from the law together for a long time, and the black stallion knew sanctuary when he saw it. He gave her all he had. An exhilarated Teresa threw back her head to shout the victory cry of her Black Seminole ancestors, but was immediately silenced by the sight of the ten mounted men waiting for her up on the rock face. They’d appeared out of nowhere. Panicked, she hauled back on the reins, sending Cloud in a circle in a desperate attempt to find an escape route. But there was none.


Riders were charging from the right and the left, and the posse behind was closing in. The men in the hills had their rifles drawn and were close enough to pick her off like a jackrabbit. She sighed with resignation. After successfully eluding this particular group of men for months, and others like them for years, she’d finally been run to ground. She couldn’t go forward, nor could she go back. As the net closed in on her, she gave Cloud an affectionate bittersweet pat. “Guess it’s over, boy. We had a great run, though, didn’t we?”


Faced with defeat, she dismounted and removed her gun belt. After tossing it aside, she leaned back against Cloud, folded her arms and waited for her captors.


Later, when the sun set, she was behind bars, just as she’d predicted.
















Chapter 1






Summer 1895
 Outside Philadelphia, Pennsylvania


Scrubbing sheets on an iron washboard, Teresa thought about her capture. Although it had taken place three years ago, the memory felt like both yesterday and a lifetime. She wondered how Cloud was faring up in Kansas with her brother Neil and her sister-in-law Olivia. Did the stallion miss her as much as she missed him? Because musing on the past brought on a sadness she refused to acknowledge, she turned her attention back to the sheets she was supposed to be washing and stuck her red raw hands down into the hot lye-laced water.


The sheets piled on the ground beside her were waiting their turn on the washboard, and it would be dark before they were all done. But being a Black Seminole, she didn’t mind the work; the necessity of living a hard life was in her blood. What she did mind was that she was in prison in Pennsylvania. Because she’d chosen to stay on the wrong side of the law instead of turning herself in, as her brother had, Hanging Judge Parker wanted to teach her a lesson. He’d sentenced her not to a prison in her beloved West, but here, up North, where she’d had to suffer through cold, mean winters, was too far away for family to visit her, and where she knew no one.


Teresa wiped the sweat from her brow and looked out at the other women in the yard. There were about fifty of them, and they too were hanging laundry and standing over wooden barrels. They’d been sent here for everything from stabbing their husbands to picking pockets. All were dressed in the same faded and worn blue sacks that passed for gowns, and prisoners wearing shoes outnumbered those without.


Teresa transferred the wet clean sheets to the female prisoner operating one of the many ringers, then returned to her own vat to start on the next sheet. Today’s batch of linens had come from one of the area’s hospitals. Tomorrow’s would be from the fancy Philadelphia hotels. Washing and hanging sheet after sheet, day after day, was mindless, back-breaking work, but at least they were outside. In the winter the prisoners were forced to stay indoors, which bred fights, petty thievery, and sometimes madness.


By late afternoon she was tired, as they all were, and there was nothing to look forward to when the day ended but a plate of beans and salt pork that would be, and had always been, dinner. As a result, most of the women were thin and listless. Teresa doubted she’d ever again fit the leathers she’d worn here. Her once vibrant midnight skin was gray, her chopped-off hair matted and as full of lice as everyone else’s.



“July!”


Teresa turned. It was Mrs. Cassidy, a burly brown-skinned matron whose sour expression had never changed in the three years Teresa had been in residence.


“Warden wants to see you.”


Being summoned could be related to anything from a death in the family to punishments for infractions, real and imagined. Teresa wordlessly dried her hands and followed the matron across the field to the buildings a few feet away.


The warden was a White man named Burns. He rarely ventured out of his office. Teresa had only seen him twice before.


He looked up at her, but his face gave nothing away as to what this grand summoning might be about. “You’re probably wondering why you’re here.”


“Yes, sir.”


“It’s about that fight last month.”


The fight had been between a surly prisoner named Ethel and the only matron in the place who seemed to care at all about the inmates, a woman named Doreen. When Ethel had jumped Doreen, Teresa jumped Ethel.


“I submitted a request to the prison board,” Burns said.


Ethel had been sent to another facility, and Teresa was certain they were about to do the same to her. She waited, steeling herself for the blow to come.


“The board has decided to give you credit for your time served as a way of rewarding you for coming to the aid of the matron.”


Teresa blinked and her legs wobbled for an instant. She took a deep breath to steady herself, then met the man’s emotionless blue eyes.


“This means that in two hours you will be free to leave here in the company of a charity representative who helps women like you readjust to the outside. You will be her ward for the next year. Any infractions and you will be returned here to serve out the rest of your five-year time. Is that understood?”


Teresa was so moved she couldn’t speak, so she nodded.


“Is that a yes, July?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Mrs. Cassidy will help you get prepared. Good luck, July.”


“Thank you, sir, and thank you to the board.”


“Don’t make me regret this decision.”


“I won’t. I promise.”


Two hours later she walked out of prison and over to a wagon waiting by the side of the road. An elderly Black man held the reins. “You Miss July?”


She nodded.


“I’m Mr. Boswell, I’m here to take you to Mrs. Nance. Crawl in the back.”


Teresa complied and made herself as comfortable as she could amidst the straw and farming implements in the wagon bed.


“We got about an hour worth of traveling.”


She didn’t care if the journey took six hours. She was free! “Mind if I sleep?”


“Not a bit.”


A weary but happy Teresa closed her eyes, and before he even pulled away from the prison walls, she was asleep.



 


Teresa didn’t realize she’d slept through the entire ride until she was jostled awake. Her slumber had been so sound that it took her a few moments to shake off the bleariness and focus on the stern brown face of the woman who was gently shaking her shoulder.


“Come,” the woman said. “Mr. Boswell needs to get back to town.”


Teresa grabbed the small bag holding her personal belongings and pushed herself up off the straw strewn wagon bed. Ignoring the stiffness in her legs, she slowly made her way to the ground, then dusted herself off. “Much obliged, Mr. Boswell.”


He nodded, repeated the same gesture to the woman at Teresa’s side, then he and his horse-led wagon rambled off down the cobbled street.


“This way,” the woman directed.


Teresa wasn’t offended that the well-dressed lady hadn’t introduced herself. If the woman turned out to be the wife of Satan himself, she wouldn’t have cared; all that mattered to her now was being out of jail and never going back.


The house was a fine two-story brick with pointed green roofs and gables up top. The short metal fence around the perimeter was also dark green, and the shrubs and trees inside the fence shaded the house from the sun and the street. A neat cobbled walkway led up the steps to a wide sitting porch and the front door.


Inside, Teresa looked around the fancy front parlor furnished with a blue brocaded sofa and matching chairs. A large mirror hung over the big stone fireplace, and an ornate chandelier, complete with fat white candles, hung from the ceiling above her head. Whoever owned the place lived well. Paintings of landscapes hung on the elegantly papered walls, and plush carpets covered the floors. Real well.


“Miss July?”


Teresa turned and saw that the woman’s sternness remained. “Yes, ma’am.”


“I’m Molly Nance. You’ll be staying here in my home.”


“I appreciate you taking me in.” She had been expecting a small room in a crowded boardinghouse somewhere, not this small, elegant place.


“Just so you’ll know, the last prisoner I took in ran off with everything of value she could carry.”


Teresa refocused her attention. “Sorry to hear that. Was she caught?”


“Yes, and taken back to prison, but my things were never found.”


Teresa didn’t like hearing that. “Well, ma’am, I only stole from railroads and banks. Since you’re neither, you’re pretty much safe.”


The quip melted Molly Nance’s sternness a bit. “Then you and I should get along well.”


“I’m hoping so.”


“Come. I’ll show you your room, and where you may bathe. I should have some clean clothing that you may wear until we can get you properly outfitted.”


Teresa dearly wanted to scratch. The prison lice that had tagged along were plaguing her something fierce. Not wanting to embarrass herself by scratching like a dog with fleas, she bit down the urge and followed Mrs. Nance through the house.



They passed a formal dining room with a polished, dark wood table surrounded by carved backed chairs. There were carpets on the floor, there, too and more framed landscapes hung from the green papered walls. She caught a glimpse of a room filled with books that also housed a large black piano. Reading had always been one of her favorite pastimes. She wanted to go inside and explore the book titles, but thought it best she keep up with Mrs. Nance for now.


They entered the kitchen. Teresa marveled at the large cooking stove and other modern appliances. She wondered if all back East houses were this well equipped. It certainly wasn’t the norm where she hailed from, or at least it hadn’t been when she was sent to jail.


A tall, middle-aged woman wearing a black dress and white apron entered through the kitchen’s back door. She was carrying a wooden crate filled with groceries and other items.


Mrs. Nance did the introductions. “Emma Bailey, this is Teresa July. Emma’s the cook here.”


“Pleased to meet you, Miss Emma.”


Emma set the crate on the counter by the sink, then nodded a short reply. “You’re the outlaw woman.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Emma didn’t look real friendly. Teresa wondered if she was comparing her to the last prisoner.


The cook told Teresa plainly, “Make sure you treat Mrs. Nance with respect. Not everybody will take in a jailbird like you.”


There was a challenge in her voice and eyes, but Teresa bit back the urge to verbally retaliate. “I know that, so I’m real beholden to her.”



Emma studied her for a moment longer, then asked, “You hungry?”


Considering the woman’s no nonsense manner, the question was unexpected. “I am, but I’m more interested in a bath right now.” Lord, she wanted to scratch.


“Come back after you’re done,” Emma said. “For the next couple days we’ll feed you something light. Takes time for your stomach to get back on real food.” She asked then, “Is there anything you don’t like to eat or can’t eat because it makes you sick?”


“Not that I know of.”


“All right.” And she began unloading the crate on the counter.


“Thank you,” Teresa said in parting.


“And Teresa?” Emma called out.


“Yes, ma’am?”


“Welcome.”


Touched by the unexpected kindness in Emma’s tone, Teresa nodded, then followed Mrs. Nance down the hallway.


As they climbed the stairs to the upper floors, she wondered if she could be dreaming. First, her sentence had been commuted, and now she seemed to be in a household with fairly decent folks. If this was indeed a dream, she prayed she wouldn’t wake up until after she had her bath.


“This will be your room.”


It was small and plainly furnished, but there was a grate in the wall to keep her warm during the fierce winters, and a glass-paned door that led outdoors. Simple white eyelet curtains adorned the windows. The yellow quilt on the big four poster bed looked soft to the touch. All in all, it was the finest room Teresa had ever had the privilege of calling her own. “This is real nice, ma’am.”


“I’m glad you approve. The bathing room is down the hall. Come. I’ll show you.”


Having washed up with either a basin or under a pump all of her life, Teresa found the newfangled indoor plumbing impressive. “So I just turn this handle if I want hot water, and this one for cold?”


“Yes. The boiler only holds so much hot water, but there’s usually enough to take care of your needs.”


Teresa wondered if this indoor plumbing was common here too. Thinking about the folks out West and their lack of amenities brought to mind her family and how they might be faring. It made her heart ache, so she stopped and paid attention to what Mrs. Nance was explaining. “There are soaps and salts in that basket over there. I’ll bring you some orange oil for your hair and a comb and brush.”


Teresa touched her short hair. She’d kept it cut during her incarceration, hoping to head off the lice, but it hadn’t mattered. The only way to escape the little beasties would have been to shave her head completely bald, something the matrons refused to allow.


When Mrs. Nance left, Teresa stood in the quiet room, looking around at the white cabinets and the large claw-foot tub. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d taken an actual bath. In the prison, they’d made do with hip baths and the long-handled pump in the yard behind their barracks. Walking over to the ivory colored tub, she placed the wooden stopper into the drain hole and turned the handle for the water. The sight of the clear stream spewing out filled her with delight. Holding her hand beneath the flow, she felt the temperature grow warmer. Grinning like a child at the fair, she stripped off her faded prison gown and watched the water rise with sparkling black eyes.


 


Across town, Mrs. Nance’s only child, Madison, stood before the mirror in his bedroom and adjusted his tie. The former gambler, now a banker, was dressing for Paula Wade’s twentieth birthday party. He knew Paula was a vain, social climbing nitwit, but had promised to attend, and he always kept his word. The party wouldn’t begin for another few hours, but he was attending to his attire now because he wanted to stop by and check on his mother first. She had taken in yet another prisoner, and he wasn’t pleased. In light of the theft by the last convict she’d opened her door to, he thought he had good reason to be distrustful. His mother had a crusading heart of gold, and he would not stand for it to be broken again.


 


In the hardscrabble world where Teresa grew up, fancy soaps and bath salts were usually reserved for sporting women and elegant ladies like her beautiful sister-in-law, Olivia. Women like herself, who robbed trains, slept in bedrolls on the ground, and ate beans out of a tin plate while hunkering next to a fire, rarely had the time or the inclination to soak in claw-footed tubs. But as she playfully raised her leg and watched the water slide down her foot and off her ankle, she decided she could grow to enjoy this. The warm water surrounding her, coupled with the sweet smells of the salts and her extreme relief at being free of the penitentiary was so relaxing, she wanted to lie there forever.


A soft knock on the door broke her reverie.


“Teresa? Are you all right?”


“Yes, ma’am. Doing just fine.”


“I placed some clothing in your room along with the orange oil.”


“Appreciate that. Thanks.”


“You’re welcome. Emma has some soup waiting for you when you’re done.”


“Tell her I’ll be there directly.”


“All right.” And she was gone.


Eventually, Teresa left the tub and dried herself on a soft bath sheet. Wrapping herself in it, she padded barefoot back to her room and dressed in the muslin undergarments and plain white blouse and brown skirt lying on the bed. After putting the orange oil on her now clean hair, she picked up the hairbrush and walked over to the small mirror hanging above the fireplace mantel. As she raised the brush and looked at her reflection, she stopped. The painfully thin face of the woman staring back at her belonged to someone she didn’t recognize. There was age in her features that hadn’t been there before. Her dark skin was dull, lifeless, and the cocky eyes of her youth were now somber, older.


It had been three long years since she’d had access to a mirror, and seeing herself for the first time made her want to cry, but she didn’t because she knew it wouldn’t change things. By not taking Hanging Judge Isaac Parker’s offer back in ’88 to turn herself in and do her penance working for the railroads, she’d brought the resulting consequences down on her own head. Now, here she stood, three years older and a lifetime smarter. She began to ply the brush, and swore on the memories of her Black Seminole ancestors that she would never run afoul of the law again. The price had been too dear.


After going downstairs and consuming a steaming bowl of Emma’s vegetable soup, Teresa excused herself from the kitchen table and headed back up, so exhausted that each step she took was a chore. It was almost as if her mind had finally allowed itself to acknowledge the physical toll the years of imprisonment had extracted, which up till then she had refused to do. To have surrendered to the fatigue of working sixteen-hour days scrubbing floors and doing laundry in vats filled with lye would have been to show defeat. She was Black Seminole, descendant of a people who’d fought the United States government for thirty years. A people who on the Great Trek had walked from Indian Territory to the Texas-Mexico border. Surely she could survive being in jail. And she had. But now, as she neared the top of the stairs, it seemed she had nothing left. A newborn prairie dog pup had more strength.


Deciding to take a seat on the stairs and close her eyes for just a minute, then get up and finish the walk to the bedroom, Teresa sank down onto the step. Laying her head against the carpeted edge, she closed her eyes.


 


When Madison entered his mother’s house, he found her seated on the chaise in the parlor. She had her nose in a book, her favorite pastime. Upon seeing him, she set it aside and greeted him smiling. “My, don’t you look grand.”


He walked over and planted an affectionate kiss on her soft cheek. “I’m on my way to Paula’s birthday dinner.” His black and white evening wear had been tailored by one of the city’s finest, and the lines showed off his tall, lean form. The elegant silk topper in his hand added a crowning touch.


“How is dear Princess Paula?”


The sarcasm made him smile. Paula Wade’s desire to be his wife was no secret. “Doing well, I suppose. I haven’t seen her in a few weeks.”


“Tell her I send my regards.”


“Stop lying, Mother, before lightning strikes the house.”


“Am I that obvious?”


“Transparent as a plate of glass, I’m afraid.”


“Then I shall try and do better next time.”


Madison loved his mother’s wit. “Did your charge arrive?”


“She did.”


“May I meet her?”


“As long as you don’t lecture her on her conduct, yes you may.”


“I just want to introduce myself.”


She was skeptical and didn’t bother to mask it.


His mustache twitched with humor. “I know we disagree on her being here, but I’ll be polite. I promise.”


She didn’t look convinced. “I’ll go up and see if she’s awake. She was rather tired when she arrived.” His mother got up then, and exited, leaving him alone.



Madison’s promise to her notwithstanding, he was still opposed to her having a prisoner in her home. The fact that this newest project wasn’t the average everyday female felon, but the infamous, train-robbing hellion Teresa July only added to his concern. Newspapers all over the nation had chronicled her exploits, then her capture, trial, and imprisonment. Being informed by his mother a few days ago that the outlaw woman would be her ward for the next twelve months made him want to throw up his hands.


Emma’s entrance into the room brought him back to the present. The worry on her face was plain. “What’s the matter?”


“Your mother needs you upstairs.”


Hoping the July woman wasn’t already causing trouble, Madison hurried to the stairway.


There was no trouble, just his mother standing at the top of the stairs. Lying at her feet was a sleeping dark-skinned woman wearing a simple skirt and blouse.


“Poor thing,” his mother said. “She was even more weary than Emma and I imagined. Will you pick her up, dear, and carry her to the room?”


Madison was taken aback by the request, but upon realizing her suggestion was the only solution, he gently scooped the outlaw up and held her against his chest. Following his mother, he entered the room and softly deposited the sleeping woman on the bed.


His mother covered her with a lightweight quilt. “Sleeping, she looks very innocent, doesn’t she?”


Madison had to admit that she did. Looking at her now, a person might find it hard to believe her capable of all the bedlam she’d been convicted for. But he knew looks could be deceiving; she’d been sentenced for a reason.


“I was expecting a much larger woman,” his mother said, keeping her voice low so as not to wake her charge.


Madison agreed. If the press were to be believed, Teresa July should have been Amazonian in size. Instead, she was of average stature and painfully thin. Faint traces of the scented soap and salts she must have used in her bath drifted up to his nose from the fabric of his coat. “Is the parole board going to let anyone know she’s here?”


“Other than the chief of police and the mayor, no. And they prefer the papers not find out either, at least not right away. They feel she’ll adjust better if she isn’t badgered by busybody reporters.”


Madison could hear July’s soft snores. If the press found out she was here, there’d be no peace. “I still don’t think this is a good idea.”


“I know you don’t, dear, but I can make a difference in her life.”


Madison’s sole concern lay with his mother’s safety. Changing the July woman’s life didn’t matter to him one whit.


“Let’s let her sleep,” his mother said.


Molly slipped her hand into the crook of his arm and he escorted her out.


“I appreciate your concern,” she told him. “Miss July and I will do well, I can feel it, so you go celebrate with Paula and I’ll return to my book.”


“Which is?”


“A fascinating tale called The Time Machine, by Mr. H. G. Wells. I purchased it at a bookshop in London last year. It’s all the rage. It’s about a man who builds a machine that takes him back in time.”


“Interesting.”


They were now downstairs and standing by the open front door. It was time for him to depart, so he placed a quick peck on her cheek. “I’ll stop in and meet your ward tomorrow. Let’s hope she and the silver are still here.”


Molly playfully pushed him toward the door. “Out. Let’s hope Paula Wade doesn’t have you fit for a nose ring by tomorrow.”


“Touché, Mama.” And with a grin he departed.


Outside, Madison climbed into his carriage and headed the horses up the residential street. His mother’s parting quip had been rooted in truth. Were it up to Paula Wade, he’d have a ring in his nose large enough for a circus bear to perform in. But he’d told her on several occasions that he had no intentions of marrying, and so far he didn’t see himself changing his mind.


The only woman with the beauty and wit to propel him to the altar had been the lady gambler Loreli Winters. To his disappointment, she’d fallen in love with a Kansas pig farmer named Jake Reed and was now happily living with him, their son, Jacob, and Jake’s twin nieces, Bebe and Dede. Granted, Loreli was almost a decade older than he was, but he hadn’t minded the difference in their ages. To him, the irrepressible gambler represented the kind of spirited, independent woman he’d envisioned spending his life with. He didn’t resent the happiness she had found with Reed, but he had yet to meet another woman with the same joie de vivre.



Paula Wade was a beauty too, but she had no interests outside of shopping and gossip. Nothing on earth would have compelled her to read Mr. Wells’s Time Machine, unless there was a new hat in the balance. She could tell you all about the newest fashions, but nothing about the myriad issues facing the race or the nation.


The birthday party was being held at the home of Paula’s aunt and uncle, Harold and Daphne Carter. The street outside the place was filled with carriages and fancy buggies of all kinds. It seemed everyone in town was in attendance. Harold Carter had been a business associate of Madison’s late father, Reynolds, and ran a very successful teamsters service. Based on the many luxurious coaches lining the curbs, many of Carter’s well-heeled customers must have been invited to the celebration, along with Paula’s own set of friends. Madison planned to stay only long enough to be polite, then excuse himself for the drive over to the club owned by his childhood friend Ben Norton. Once there, he intended to while away the remainder of the evening playing cards and enjoying himself.


First, however, he had to survive the crush of the people inside. In his attempt to work his way through the throng, he nodded a greeting to those he knew. Everyone had on their best dress. The women were in expensive gowns, and their husbands were nattily attired in formal evening wear. Uniformed waiters holding trays aloft moved expertly through the crowd, offering drinks and small pastries. Rebecca Constantine, a friend of his mother, greeted him with the sly smile usually reserved for a woman twenty years her junior. “Good evening, handsome.”



He shook his head at her antics. “Evening, Mrs. Constantine. You look very lovely.”


“Lovely enough for you to ravish in a dark secluded corner somewhere?”


She was one of the most audacious women he knew. “No, ma’am,” he laughed. “Besides, what would your husband Miller say if he heard you propositioning me this way?”


“Since he’s deaf as a mailbox, probably not a word.”


“You are incorrigible.”


“As long as I live.” She smiled at him from beneath enough rouge and paint to outfit a convention of circus performers, but because he’d known her most of his life, he didn’t find it strange. Instead, he placed an affectionate kiss on her cheek and promised to visit with her again later.


After some searching and a few more stops for conversations with people he knew, he finally located Princess Paula and her aunt and uncle, holding court in the solarium. The room had been outfitted with enough flowers to fill Mother Bethel AME, but because of all the people, the fragrance of the blooms had to compete with the scent of heat and bodies.


Paula’s brown eyes lit up with delight when she spotted him. Rising from her chair and showing off the beautiful lemon yellow gown seamstresses must have been working on for months, she walked over to greet him. “You finally made it. I was worried.”


“I promised I’d attend, didn’t I?”


“Yes, but you can be so unpredictable sometimes.” She grabbed his hand and led him over to her aunt and uncle. Madison had known Harold Carter and his wife Daphne almost as long as he’d known Rebecca Constantine. Although Harold Carter and Reynolds Nance had been business associates and friends, their wives had never gotten along. Daphne considered Molly a snob, and Molly thought Daphne a social climber with too much money and too little sense. Paula was Daphne’s niece, and although she hailed from Memphis, she’d been living in Philadelphia for almost three years.


Madison shook Harold’s hand and greeted Daphne with a polite smile.


“So glad to see you,” Daphne gushed. She was brown-skinned and had a freckled face. The gown she was wearing, while fashionable and expensive, would have fit her very well ten years ago, but because she was as vain as the day was long and apparently refused to consider the reality of how much she actually weighed now, she looked like a sausage in a casing.


He withdrew the small jeweler’s box from the inner pocket of his suit coat and handed it to Paula. “Happy Birthday.”


Her eyes went wide. “Is it what I’ve been hoping for?” she asked in her pronounced southern accent.


With Daphne gazing on eagerly, Paula opened the lid. When she saw the locket nestled inside, she didn’t bother hiding her anger. “This was supposed to be a ring, Madison Nance.”


“Oh, really?” he drawled, wondering just how ugly a scene this would turn out to be. The guests within earshot were staring and whispering.


“This is my birthday celebration, and I hoped you’d come to your senses so we could announce our engagement this evening too.”



Madison hated being the subject of gossip and knew this incident would be talked about for weeks to come. “I’ve told you my feelings on the matter many times. Why would you believe I’d changed my mind?”


You could hear a pin drop in the crowded solarium.


Paula had never been one for logic, and true to that spirit, said, “Because I’m twenty years old. How much longer do you think I’m going to wait for you to ask me?”


He shook his head at the ridiculousness of this encounter. Rather than give the gossips more fuel, he said, “Happy Birthday, Paula,” then turned to walk out.


“Madison Nance! If you leave, I’ll never speak to you again!”


Sarcastically hoping she’d keep her word, Madison kept going until he was outside in the fresh night air.
















Chapter 2






When Teresa woke up in bed that next morning, the room was unfamiliar, but after looking around at the starched white curtains and the sunbeams dappling the floor and the walls, everything came back to her and she relaxed and she laid back with a smile. The fact that she couldn’t remember coming to bed didn’t worry her, because she was not in prison anymore. Her release hadn’t been a dream. In spite of being thousands of miles away from home, and mandated to be under Mrs. Nance’s guidance for the next year, her life and prospects were infinitely brighter than they’d been at this same time yesterday. Speaking of which…


She turned her attention to the small clock on the fireplace mantel and bolted upright when she saw the time. Was it really one in the afternoon! Mrs. Nance probably thought her to be the laziest of lazybones after sleeping away the day. Alarmed, Teresa threw aside the quilt, then realized she was still wearing the blouse and skirt she’d donned after last night’s wonderful bath. Puzzled, and deciding maybe she did need to find out how she came to be in the bed after all, she walked down to the bathing room to take care of her needs. She didn’t have any other clothes to change into, but even though wrinkled, what she was wearing beat her old prison gowns, hands down.


Emma was in the kitchen when she walked in, and all the cook said by way of greeting was, “Mrs. Nance is in the library.”


Teresa was as hungry as a barn full of cowboys, and the aroma of whatever was cooking on the stove made her mouth water, but when Emma didn’t offer up any samples, Teresa and her grumbling stomach left the kitchen to seek out Mrs. Nance.


The library room was filled with more books than Teresa had ever seen. She stopped at the sight of them all, and didn’t realize she was staring around in wonder until she heard Mrs. Nance say brightly, “Good afternoon, dear.”


Teresa tore her attention away from the hundreds of volumes neatly arranged in elegant wooden bookcases and immediately apologized for her tardiness. “I’m sorry for sleeping so late, Mrs. Nance. I really am. No idea what came over me.”


“It’s called fatigue,” Mrs. Nance quipped sagely. “Frankly, I’m amazed you’re awake now. Did you sleep well?”


“Like a dead man, and I don’t remember climbing in bed or why I slept in my clothes. Sorry about that too,” she said, looking down at her wrinkled skirt and blouse.


“No apologies needed, and we’ll see to fresh clothing momentarily, but you don’t remember going to bed because you fell asleep on the stairs.”


The memories drifted back. “Oh, yeah,” Teresa said, though still confused. “But how’d I get to the room? Did you sleepwalk me there?”


“No. My son Madison carried you.”


“Oh really?” Teresa wasn’t sure she liked the idea of some stranger carrying her around while she was out cold like a drunk in an alley. “I didn’t know you had children.”


“He’s my only. He’s thirty-seven now. Used to be a gambler, of all things, but now he’s a banker.”


A gambling banker. Teresa found that interesting because Mrs. Nance seemed far too proper to have raised a gambling man. “Does he live here?”


“No. He has his own place. He stopped in last evening to meet you, but as I said, we found you asleep.”


Teresa wondered if the gambling banker approved of his mother taking a former bank robber into her home, but then the sight of all the books recaptured her attention. “Have you read all of these?”


“Proud to say I have. Do you read?”


“Yes, ma’am. Used to be one of my favorite things to do. My mama Tamar insisted my brothers and I learn. She said it would help our futures.”


“She sounds very wise. Is she still with us?”


“Far as I know. She lives in south Texas near the border with Mexico.”


“Would you like to send her a telegram to let her know where you are?”


“Tamar can’t read, but I’d like to send one to my brother out in Kansas.”


“Your brother Neil?”


Teresa was surprised Mrs. Nance knew his name, then decided she shouldn’t be. Newspapers all over the country had printed many stories on the adventures of the train robbing, bank robbing Julys over the years.


“We can send word to him if you’d like.”


Teresa nodded. Neil would be glad to hear from her, and doubly glad to learn she’d been given an early release.


Mrs. Nance fetched some paper, and Teresa wrote her brother a hasty note.


“Emma will take it to the telegraph office later on,” Mrs. Nance said. “A messenger will deliver the reply soon as it’s received.”


Pleased to have that taken care of, Teresa returned her attention to the books. She couldn’t believe Mrs. Nance had read them all.


“Feel free to read whatever interests you, Teresa.”


Embarrassed to have been caught staring again, she nodded. “That’s real kind of you.” Then her voice took on a more serious tone as she asked, “What kind of work do you want me to do so I can help out around here? I’m good at cleaning. I could do your rugs and your windows. I’m a pretty good cook. Emma will have to show me how to work the stove, of course, and where she keeps everything, but on her days off, I could do the cooking.”


“We’ll talk about that tomorrow. Right now, let’s work on getting you fattened up and rested up.”


“But Mrs. Nance—”


“Are you hungry?”


“As a bear after winter.”


“Emma was making corn chowder earlier. Smells like it might be done.”


Teresa was hungry but wanted to continue the discussion about her role in the household. Apparently, Mrs. Nance planned to stick to her guns because she was already leaving the room. Teresa gave the books one last fond look, then hastened to catch up.


When Mrs. Nance entered the big dining room, she took a seat at the polished table, but Teresa hesitated. She didn’t think it her place to sit and eat in this fancy room. “I’ll go eat in the kitchen with Miss Emma,” she said.


“Sit down, Teresa.”


“But—”


“Sit, dear.”


The firm patience on Mrs. Nance’s face made her reluctantly comply, but once seated, Teresa tried to press her case, “Mrs. Nance, I—”


“This is where you will be taking most of your meals from now on, at the table, like a lady.”


Teresa blinked. “Excuse me?”


For a moment Mrs. Nance studied Teresa intently. “When you were young, what did you most want to be when you grew up?”


“Part of my brothers’ gang.”


Mrs. Nance dropped her head and chuckled. Composing herself again, she asked, “Wasn’t there anything else? Something a bit more lawful?”


Teresa thought. “Wanted to be a schoolteacher at one time. When the government closed down the school, our teacher left too, and for a while I taught the young ones. I enjoyed it, and Tamar said she was real proud of me, but riding with my brothers was all I ever wanted to do.”


“Understandable. It must have been very exciting.”


“Oh yes indeed.”



“But you can’t rob trains or banks anymore, dear, so, what do you wish to do with your life?”


Teresa went silent while mulling that over, then shrugged. “I don’t know.”


“Well, that’s why you’re here, so you can figure it out.”


“But I don’t know if I have anything else in me to be.” It was an honest answer, but she knew Mrs. Nance was on the mark. She had already sworn off outlawing, so she needed a legal way to make a living. “What do you think I can be?”


“Anything you put your mind to. Any woman with the gumption to be an outlaw already has a leg up on ninety-nine percent of the female population. We’re raised to be scared of our own shadows. There should be more like you.”


Teresa found that declaration surprising. For all of Mrs. Nance’s proper ways, she liked her thinking.


Emma entered the room then, pushing a short wheeled tray. On top was a covered, green soup tureen and bowls that matched. Beside them were spoons, fine linen napkins, and short lead crystal glasses monogrammed with an elaborate N. Teresa stood, thinking to help Emma set the table, but the cook’s sharp look sat her back down. Frustrated, Teresa let herself be served as if she were the Queen of the May and not a poor Seminole from southern Texas. She’d never been waited on this way before, and the experience made her downright uncomfortable. “I’ll help wash the dishes, Miss Emma.”


“Not in my kitchen you won’t. That’s my job. You keep Mrs. Nance company. I’ll keep you both fed.”



On that note, Emma and the cart exited the room. Teresa looked to Mrs. Nance, who smiled sympathetically and said, “Pass me your bowl.”


The corn chowder was good. Emma had thinned her portion with a little watered down cream to make it easier for her stomach to digest, but Teresa didn’t mind. After eating tasteless prison rations for the past three years, Emma’s cooking was heavenly. “She’s a real good cook.”


“The best I’ve ever had.”


“How long has she been with you?”


“Over twenty years. She was in her early thirties when she came to work for my mother.”


“Does she have family?”


“Not blood, no. Madison and I consider her a member of our family, though. She held me up when my Reynolds died a decade ago.”


“Sorry for your loss.”


“Thank you.”


Teresa wanted to ask how long the two had been married, but thinking that more questions might remind Mrs. Nance of her sorrow, she focused on finishing her chowder instead.


After eating, she and Mrs. Nance went upstairs to ferret out a wardrobe for Teresa from amidst the donated clothing and goods Molly kept stored in various trunks and crates in a hall closet. Teresa didn’t mind the prospect of wearing castoffs because anything was better than the sacks she’d worn in prison. Besides, until joining up with her brothers’ gang, she’d worn nothing but charity clothes anyway. Growing up poor and Seminole, the only thing she and her family had in abundance was courage.



“I’ve a few more things in my bedroom,” Mrs. Nance said.


And what a beautiful room it turned out to be. Teresa looked around at the lovely pale blue wallpaper and saw that the bedding, draperies, and upholstered furniture were of similar tones. She was certain that Olivia would fall in love with a room like this one, but the space was a tad too ladyish for her. The nice plain room she’d been given suited her just fine.


Teresa took her new wardrobe to her room and placed the items in the armoire. Mrs. Nance came in with a couple more pieces, and Teresa put them away too.


“Once you start putting your weight back on,” Mrs. Nance said, “we’ll get you in some new clothing.”


“That isn’t necessary. The things you’ve already given me are fine.”


“But I’m a seamstress by trade and haven’t sewn in years. Outfitting you will give me a chance to re-sharpen my needles. Do you sew?”


Teresa snorted. “Me? I can tighten a button or stitch a tear in my leathers but that’s all. My sister-in-law is the seamstress.”


“Sewing is a very good skill to have, so we’ll add it to our list.”


“What list?”


“The one I’m making of all the things you need to learn in order to be able to provide for yourself, and to make yourself more rounded.”


Teresa’s skepticism was plain. “Really?”


“The parole board will be sending a representative over to check on you periodically, and we need to be able to show them you’re making progress in your rehabilitation.”


Teresa supposed that made sense, but she didn’t have to like it. Keeping her voice even so as not to hurt Mrs. Nance’s feelings, she asked, “What else is on this list?”


“Let’s see. Deportment. Table etiquette and table settings. Music appreciation. Flower arranging. Cooking. Cleaning. We’ll add more as we go along.”


Other than the cooking and the cleaning, Teresa didn’t see much value in the list. What good would deportment or music appreciation do her out West, but she didn’t argue, because no matter the task, she’d learn it, even flower arranging, if it meant having the parole board’s blessing to head home.


A sudden yawn claimed her, and Mrs. Nance nodded sympathetically. “I want you to rest. Go down and get something to read if you’d like. I have to go over to the church to help with the preparations for tomorrow’s service. I’ll be back in a few hours.”


“I can’t just sit around reading all day. You must have something I can do.”


“Not that I can think of at the moment, so rest. You may think you’ve regained your strength but I’m pretty sure your body knows otherwise.”


Teresa sighed with frustration.


“I promise to take you up on your offer to help out.”


“I’m holding you to that.”


“I’m sure you will. We’ll talk when I return.”


After Molly’s departure, an irked Teresa flopped down on the bed. Looking up at the ceiling, she wondered how to get Mrs. Nance to stop treating her like a hot house plant, but before she could concoct a plan, her eyes drifted closed and she was asleep.


 


Madison was grim when he left the meeting at Bethel AME. He and twenty other prominent men had come together to form an organization that would speak to the problems and issues faced by Philadelphia’s citizens of color, but for four hours they’d done nothing but argue. The heated debate stemmed over which tact to take: Conservative or Radical. All over the country the same battle was being waged. Men like Madison and Dr. N. F. Mossel, founder of Douglass Memorial, the city’s only Negro hospital, were considered Radicals because they favored continued political agitation, even though the Jim Crow laws made their efforts seem futile. The Conservatives, led nationally by Tuskegee Institute founder Booker T. Washington, favored what the Black press had dubbed “accommodation.” The Conservatives preached that since segregation and Jim Crow were the law of the land, the race should forget about calling for justice and equality, and concentrate instead on self-sufficiency, farming, and learning a trade. The Conservatives touted their approach as being the only way the Negro would earn the right to the protections offered by the Constitution. The Radicals thought that hogwash.


Madison hoped he and the others could iron out their differences soon because there was much to address. The schools were underfunded, the owners of public facilities continued to draw the color line, and in the South lynchings were becoming a macabre national pastime.



As he drove away from the church, he put the meeting out of his mind and headed to his mother’s house with the hope of meeting an awake Teresa July. From reading newspaper stories about her, one would think that she was as wild as a mountain lion and twice as cunning. In her heyday, she’d ridden with the remnants of the notorious Dick Glass gang, and supposedly robbed her first bank at the tender age of fifteen, an age when most of the well-raised young women in his mother’s circle were contemplating more law abiding endeavors like marriage or furthering their education. Admittedly, she hadn’t appeared very ferocious when he carried her to the room last evening; in fact, sleeping, she’d seemed downright tame. He could still feel the weight of her in his arms and recall the scents she’d been wearing. He shook off the memory because in reality she was a very dangerous woman, and if she harmed his mother, he’d personally see to it that she returned to prison for a very long time.


He also wanted to stop in and tell his mother about Paula’s party. More than likely the gossip about it was making the rounds, and he preferred that she hear the facts from him than from someone relating what they’d heard thirdhand. Lord willing, Paula would now set her sights elsewhere and leave him the hell alone.


 


When Teresa awakened for the second time that day, she shook her head in wonderment; she’d never slept so much. After throwing some water on her face and taking a brush to her short hair, she went downstairs to see if Mrs. Nance had returned. Not seeing her in the parlor or the library, Teresa entered the kitchen. Emma was there peeling potatoes.


“Is Mrs. Nance back?” she asked.


Emma shook her head. “Should be soon, though.”


“Oh.”


Teresa watched Emma and the potatoes. “I’d ask if I could help with dinner, but you’ll probably chew my head off, so I’m going to the library and get a book.”


Emma glanced up from her peeling and studied Teresa for a long moment. “Did Mrs. Nance say you could touch her books?”


“Yes, ma’am, and that I could read one if I found anything to my liking.”


“Go on, then,” Emma replied, waving the knife in her hand. “Just make sure you don’t bother anything else.”


“I won’t.”


Teresa entered the library with a reverence worthy of a cathedral. As much as she enjoyed reading, she’d never owned a book in her life, but here she was surrounded by hundreds of them. Some were thin, others fat; some had red bindings, while others had titles printed in gold. She doubted the gold was real, but the realization that there were people in the world who cached books the way she and her brothers had cached loot was new for her. Out West, libraries were common in some of the larger towns, but she didn’t know anyone who had a library in their home.


She toured the room, stopping to open a book here and there. One that piqued her interest right away was Journey to the Center of the Earth by someone named Jules Verne. She wasn’t certain if Jules was the name of a man or a woman, but the title intrigued her so she held onto it. Then she saw Black Beauty, by Anna Sewell. Thinking it might be a story about a woman of color, she took it down and leafed through it for a moment. Realizing that the book was in fact about a horse, she didn’t know whether to be disappointed or not because she did love horses. Replacing it, she moved on to The Prince and the Pauper by Mark Twain, The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes by Arthur Conan Doyle, and Clotel: Or the President’s Daughter by William Welles Brown.
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