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Chapter One
He was staring at her again. Anna Davis never fancied herself as someone in
possession of magical powers but she knew without looking, the handsome man
who had been on every train she boarded since South Carolina was watching her.
She stretched in an attempt to not look obvious and glanced over her shoulder.
Sure enough, he was looking her way and turned his head as she made eye contact
with him.
Facing the front of the train car, she held back a smile. It was just her luck to
find a man who acted as if he were interested in her when she was on her way to
meet the man she’d promised to marry.
Gabriel Montgomery was nothing more than a name on a piece of paper to
her. She knew nothing other than he was of modest home and income and had a
daughter on the cusp of becoming a woman. What would happen if she never
showed up to meet him? Surely he could find another bride. She’d picked his name
from the list of prospects in the Grooms’ Gazette. Another woman would do the
same, given time. Wouldn’t they?
The heat inside the train car was unbearable and caused more than one temper
to flare. She patted her forehead with a handkerchief again as the two men in front
of her yelled at each other across the aisle as they’d been doing for the last half
hour, the taller of the two raising a fist and shaking it with every word he spat. A
baby in the seat across from hers squalled, his mother fussing to quiet him without
much success. Anna would bet money no one present had any idea what if felt like
to be truly hot. To feel as if your skin was sliding from your bones. These people
didn’t know the meaning of discomfort. To have heat blaze across your face so
scorching it stole your breath, sweat breaking out on your brow and drying before
it could hit your eyes.
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The moment she thought of that horrible day, the screams echoed in her
memories as if she were reliving it all over again. The cracks and pops of burning
timber were like war cannons going off in her head. The acrid scents of charred
flesh and yarn, the wooden planks that made up the floor and human hair of those
unfortunate enough to not find a way out, filled the air and she could still smell it if
she concentrated hard enough. She clamped her mouth shut as a scream threatened
to escape, the heat inside the car, along with the noise of those fighting around her
stealing her composure and causing the memories to resurface again.
The two arguing men tore the thoughts from her head as one of them fell
backward, landing on her lap hard enough she squealed, startled at the sudden
contact. He’d barely been there more than a few seconds, then he was flying across
the aisle, back into the man who hit him. The scuffle lasted only minutes as more
men on the train stood and got the fighting men to calm down.
“Are you all right?”
Anna looked up, dazed, but otherwise unhurt. The handsome man she’d been
trying to catch glimpses of was right in front of her. His eyes were the brightest
green and kindness and a hint of mischief gleamed as he stared down at her.
“Miss. Are you okay?”
Anna blinked, then nodded. “Yes. Thank you. I’m fine.”
He was holding her arm, the warmth noticed seconds before he let go of her.
The train whistle blew moments later, the car rocking as they pulled into the
station. Her handsome savior straightened to his full height and smiled down at her.
“Are you sure you’re all right?”
“Yes.” Anna returned his smile. She’d been wondering for hours if he were as
handsome up close as he was from a distance and now she knew. He was more so.
He stared down at her for long moments before nodding his head at her and
returning to his seat. The other passengers began standing to gather their
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belongings as the train came to a stop. Anna lingered behind, her heart still racing
from the fight and those horrible images inside her mind’s eye that always
managed to sneak in at the oddest of moments. She let the memories fade as she
tried to calm her racing heart. Nearly a year after the accident and the smallest
thing would trigger her memory of it.
She blew out a breath, letting the stress of the past year go one final time.
After so much worry and doubt, it was time to stop fretting. Her future sat beyond
those dusty train windows and she wasn’t going to let old memories tarnish the
new life that awaited her. Even if the man she’d promised to marry wasn’t the man
on the train she’d found so intriguing.
Looking behind her, she sought him out in the crowd of people trying to exit
the train. She didn’t see him and searched the scene outside the windows. The train
station platform grew crowded with people, loud screeching from wooden cargo
boxes sliding down the ramps, luggage and horses being unloaded filled the air
with loud bangs and pops. The shapes outside the window blurred, her nerves once
again rattled as someone shouted, those standing on the platform screaming before
running in different directions.
A horse ran past her car, two men close behind it and Anna closed her eyes
and inhaled a steadying breath as she tried to gather the courage to stand.
It took longer than it should have but she managed to grab her carpet bag and
reticule and head to the train car door.
The air outside was filled with the smell of dust, horse manure and a sweet,
tangy scent she couldn’t make out. The people who had been lingering on the
platform were making their way toward town and she searched the crowd to see if
her mystery man was among them. She didn’t see him and wondered if he would
once again board the train.
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Anna stepped down, the wooden platform a solid reminder that this place was
her new home and regardless of how much she wished to talk to the man with the
green eyes and devilish smile, nothing would ever come of it.
She sighed and stopped looking for him, searching the faces of those still
standing at the depot trying to figure out which of these men was her groom.
She held back a nervous laugh. Of all the things she’d ever imagined would
become of her, a mail-order bride to a man she’d never laid eyes on was not one of
them.
Making her way to the edge of the platform, she lifted a hand to shield her
face from the sun and took in the buildings that made up the town. From the
description she’d received in the letter she assumed the town was much smaller
than it was but from what she could see, the streets were several rows deep and
much more wide.
A long ten-minute wait didn’t produce Anna’s groom. Entering the train
station she approached the counter. “Excuse me. Has anyone been in asking for
Anna Davis?”
“Sorry Miss. Just people buying tickets today.”
Anna thanked him and walked back outside. The train whistle blew, the
creaking of the cars drawing her attention. She stared into the windows of the train
cars wondering if her green eyed admirer was among those traveling on. Not that it
mattered. She’d promised herself to a man she’d never seen and she wasn’t one to
go back on her word, regardless of how much she really wanted to.
***
He’d lost her. Gabriel ran a hand through his hair and searched the crowd
again. He quickened his step, jumped onto a bench on the sidewalk and scanned
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the passengers from the train who were heading into town. When the last person
crossed in front of him he sighed. He didn’t see her anywhere. Did she not get off
the train?
He glanced back at the station just as the conductor blew the whistle, a thick
cloud of black smoke filling the air as the train cars jolted on the track and started
moving. “Damn.” He watched the train pull away, his mystery woman with it.
He’d seen her the moment he boarded the train in South Carolina. She’d
caught his eye with nothing more than a smile and a soft, “excuse me,” as she
passed by him. Her accent told him she wasn’t from the south. Her speech was too
refined. It lacked the drawl those at home liked to add to their words.
He’d followed her movements through the train car and was about to move to
the vacant seat across the aisle from her when the man who started a heated
argument and ended up in her lap, sat down in it.
Just as well. He didn’t know what he’d say to her had she gotten off the train
and followed him into town anyway. An invitation to lunch would have been his
choice but then what? He wasn’t in any hurry to resume courting and she didn’t
look the type to spend the afternoon with a man she barely knew. So why did he
feel so disappointed in missing his chance to speak to her? To find out her name.
To know if her laughter was as sweet as her speaking voice.
Picking up his bag he gave one final look at the train and headed toward the
livery stable. Coming home a day early had its disadvantages in no one was there
to meet him but he’d seen a beautiful woman who had a smile becoming enough to
make him want to rethink his ideas on marriage, if only for a few moments.
He hired a driver to take him to Laurel Haven, his thoughts never far from the
pretty lady on the train. When he saw the plantation house in the distance, he
wondered what Julia was doing. Knowing her, she was terrorizing Ruth and
running Franklin ragged with her demands.
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The driver pulled to a stop in front of the house. Gabriel paid him and wished
him a good day before heading inside.
If he didn’t know better, he’d think no one was home. Not a sound could be
heard from the depths of the house. He headed up the stairs to change his clothes
and was tempted to stretch out on the bed but resisted the urge. He’d been gone a
week. James had probably worked himself into exhaustion by now.
Heading down the back stairs, he startled Ruth as she rounded the corner of
the work table in the kitchen. She gasped, her hand flying to her chest as her eyes
widened. “What in the world are you doing here?”
Gabriel laughed. “I live here in case you’ve forgotten.”
It took Ruth a few moments to gather her composure. She stuttered a few
times and glanced out the window before exhaling a deep breath. “I’m quite aware
of that, Mr. Montgomery. We weren’t expecting you until tomorrow, is all.”
“My business finished early so I hopped on the first train available.” He
grabbed an apple from the bowl on the cabinet, biting into to it and wiping the
juice from his chin. “Where’s Julia?”
Ruth glanced out the window again and grabbed her apron, cleaning her
hands and avoiding eye contact with him. “She’s about.”
“Has she been any trouble?”
“More than usual? No.”
“Anything I should be aware of?”
Her face turned a blistering red. He raised an eyebrow, the apple raised to his
mouth but he didn’t bite down. “What is it?”
Ruth laughed until tears filled her eyes. “Lord be with her,” she said, glancing
to the ceiling. “Just promise not to kill her.”
“What has she done now?”
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Ruth lifted the dough she’d been working and slapped it back to the work
table. “I’m not about to ruin her surprise. You’ll find out soon enough.” She
glanced at him and shook her head. “Now might be a good time to take up
drinking.”
Gabriel felt the cold hand of fear slide up his back before it clamped down
across his throat. Julia tried his patience on a weekly basis but it was usually petty
things that required very little of his time. If the look on Ruth’s face was any
indication, this one might be the one to finally do him in.
He blew out a breath and put it out of his mind for the moment. He’d have
time to deal with it later. For now, he needed to check the fields and see what had
been happening in his absence. “I’ll be in the stable if you need me, Ruth. Send
Julia down there when you see her.”
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Chapter Two

A gentleman approached from her left. He smiled and tipped his hat at her
before straightening. “Are you Anna Davis?”
“I am.” The fear of being abandoned had entered Anna’s mind more than once
as she stood on the train station platform. She’d wondered what she’d do if her
groom never showed up to claim her. Thoughts of her green-eyed stranger still
lingered but vanished now that someone was here asking about her. This man knew
her name but surely he wasn’t her groom. His graying hair aged him considerably.
With the small creases lining his face, he looked old enough to be someone’s
grandfather. Nothing in the letter led her to believe her groom was past his prime.
“And you are?” she asked, fear he was her intended making her voice crack as she
spoke.
“They call me Franklin, ma’am. I was sent to fetch ya.”
Relief washed over her in a wave. She hoped her joy at finding out this older
gentleman wasn’t her groom didn’t show on her face. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,
Franklin.”
“The pleasure is all mine, ma’am.” He reached for her carpet bag, his gnarled
fingers telling of joint pain his actions hid. “Do you have a trunk or other bags that
need carrying?”
Anna shook her head. “No. That’s all I have.”
He nodded and tucked the bag under one arm then held out a hand to help her
off the platform. He led her to a nearby horse-drawn carriage. She smiled at the
sight of it. She’d seen many Surrey’s like this but never one so fancy. The canopy
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was black with red fringe that matched the two plush seats and the black lacquered
sides were shined to a high gloss so clear she could see her reflection. This wasn’t
used as an everyday mode of transportation. This was saved for special occasions.
She’d never considered herself special but apparently, her new groom thought
to impress her. He’d succeeded with little more than a fancy carriage to take her to
her new home.
Franklin stowed her bag and helped her into the back seat then climbed up
front and grabbed the reins. “I hope you don’t mind getting the wind in your hair.
Miss Julia insisted I be quick about bringing ya back. The girl is beside herself
waiting for your arrival.”
Anna laid her reticule in her lap and leaned back in the seat. “Oh, that’s fine.
I’ve been stuck on that stuffy train so long the breeze will be a welcome change.”
Franklin clicked his tongue and gave the reins a slight snap to get the horse
moving. Anna tried again to imagine what was waiting for her. The last two months
were nothing but a series of unanswered questions. Not only did she have a
husband waiting for her arrival but a daughter who was excited to have a new
mother. She hoped she didn’t disappoint them. She knew nothing about being a
wife and even less about being a mother.
The Alabama countryside was thick with moss draped trees. The late summer
sun filtered through the branches and left the road with patches of shimmering
light. Franklin didn’t speak until they turned off the main road onto a tree lined
lane.
“This here is the road to the main house. You’ll be seeing it off to your right
once we pass the pond. The road to the other homes on the plantation fork off this
one just behind the house. ”
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The main house? Anna raised a quizzical brow and sat up straighter, her gaze
focused on the right side of the road. As the pond came into view, she sucked in a
breath.
The same moss draped trees she’d seen on the main road were dotted around
the pond. Birds on legs so long their bodies didn’t touch the water waded near the
banks. Water lilies, small insects, and those same streaks of shimmering sunlight
reflected off the glass-like surface. “It’s beautiful.”
Franklin glanced her way. “You think so?”
She nodded. “It’s the most magical thing I’ve ever seen.”
He smiled and urged the horse faster.
The house came into view a few moments later. “There she is,” Franklin said.
“Laurel Haven is one of the oldest working plantations in this part of the south.”
“Oh, my.” The massive two-story house was pale yellow in color with dark
shutters. A porch spanned the entire front and both sides and repeated on the
second floor. Huge columns held up the roof and protected both porches from the
harsh rays of the sun. Chairs in pristine white were arranged in small groupings
along the porches and she could imagine the lady of the house entertaining her
friends while sipping a cool beverage.
Another structure sat off to the left of the main house, its circular shape
making it nearly as interesting as the house itself. A few other buildings dotted the
landscape and she wondered which of them would be her new home.
Franklin rounded a row of trees and instead of staying on the road, veered off
to the right and guided the horse to the main house. The road was lined with trees
on either side, their branches curving and protecting the road from the sun. Shafts
of dappled sunlight shined through some of the branches and just like the pond, it
seemed magical.
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Franklin guided the horse around a circular drive and pulled on the reins once
they reached the platform made for passengers in the carriage to get in and out.
When he pressed the foot brake on the Surrey, she stared at him, confused. “Am I
to meet the owners of the main house first?”
For a man so old, Franklin was swift of foot. He jumped to the platform, then
down to the ground, and held up a hand to help her from the Surrey, the smile on
his face one of mischief.
“This way, Miss Anna. All will be clear in a few moments.”
Anna let him help her to the ground and stood staring at the massive home in
front of her as Franklin grabbed her bag. Her curiosity was getting the better of her
and her desire to see what lay behind those double doors led her up the stairs with
little complaint.
She would be the first to admit her new adventure hadn’t thrilled her, to begin
with. The arrangement was made out of necessity. The thought of trusting her life
with a complete stranger was terrifying but she’d had little choice given the
circumstances. Her initial fear had diminished somewhat. Franklin had put her at
ease on the trip from town by telling her of the homes they passed and a bit of the
history in this region of the country. She’d seen very little of this strange place
she’d be living, but so far it had been one small surprise after another.
Franklin escorted her to the steps leading up to the porch. She soon realized
looks were deceiving. What had appeared so pristine from the road was anything
but. The yellow paint on the house was chipping. The shutters were broken in
places and the white chairs were covered in dirt. Grass and leaves littered the porch
and those images she’d had of a southern lady entertaining guests died in an
instant.
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The double doors opened with a creak and Anna stopped on the top step as a
woman nearly as old as Franklin appeared, her apron covered in bits of flour and
dough. “Well come on in. I ain’t got all day.”
Franklin laughed under his breath. “Don’t pay her no mind. She was born
cranky and age has only exasperated her ill mood.”
“I can hear you, old man.”
“I know you can, Ruthie.” Franklin laid a hand on her elbow. “This way, Miss
Anna.” He shut the door behind them. “That there is Ruth, my wife,” he said as
they followed her down a long corridor deeper into the house. “You need anything
she’ll be the one to get it for you.”
Ruth stopped at a door halfway down the hall and turned to look at her, arms
crossed over her stomach. Her gaze ran the length of her from head to toe then
back up again. She gave a series of slow nods, a look of concentration on her face
before standing her full height. “I think she’ll do nicely.” She put a hand on the
doorknob but paused before opening it. “Miss Julia stepped out but she’ll be along
shortly. You can wait here in the parlor. I’ll brew up some tea for ya.”
Anna stepped through the doorway and stopped once she made it to the center
of the room. Like the outside of the house, the opulence she was expecting wasn’t
there. It was as if the light had been dimmed in the house and the darkness that
lurked in the corners spread to every surface. The rich tapestry furnishing seemed
dull. There wasn’t any dust that she could see but something was off.
She turned to Ruth, the look on the woman’s face telling her she knew what
she was feeling. Anna smiled to put the woman at ease. “Thank you, Ruth. Tea
would be nice.” She looked around the room. “I’ll admit to being a bit weary from
my trip and more than a little confused.”
“Confused? About what, dear?”

Anna: Bride of Alabama

Lily Graison

Anna turned to face her again. “Well, why I’m meeting my groom here? Does
he work for the owner of the house?”
Ruth raised an eyebrow and shot a quick glance to Franklin. He stood by the
door watching them both. “I’m not sure I follow,” Ruth said. “Where else would
you meet Mr. Montgomery?”
“In our own home, perhaps.”
Ruth stared at her long moments before throwing another glance at Franklin.
The man cleared his throat and took a step into the room. “This is to be your home,
Miss Anna.”
Anna’s heart thumped inside her chest so hard she raised a hand to hold it
still. “I think there’s been a mistake,” she said, her eyes widening as she took in the
room again.
“How so?”
“Well, this is all wrong.” She dug into her reticule for the letter she’d
received, opening those crinkled papers again and scanning the text. “It says here
my groom owns a modest home and income.” She glanced around the room again.
“There isn’t anything modest about this home.”
“Depends on who you ask, I suppose.” Franklin blushed then shrugged his
shoulders. “Don’t fret Miss Anna. Everything will be fine. Once Julia gets back
she’ll explain everything for you.”
Anna had no choice but to accept the sketchy explanation. Franklin and Ruth
left her in the parlor with nothing but her thoughts to keep her company. She didn’t
move until Franklin’s words whispered through her head again and she realized her
new groom wasn’t a barely-getting-by farmer like she’d expected. He was a born
and bred southern gentleman with an entire cotton plantation. And he wanted to
marry her.
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She backed up until her legs hit a chair, then sat, the last several months
running through her mind again. She hadn’t looked when Roberta laid down the
Grooms’ Gazette. She’d just picked one, smiling when she saw she’d selected
Alabama. She would be close to Constance, her one friend from the factory having
selected Florida to find a groom. At least neither of them would have to endure
bitterly cold winters anymore.
She didn’t expect much from her new groom and had hoped whoever he was,
that he’d be kind. The whole ordeal seemed like a grand adventure when it was
first introduced. She’d get to see a bit of the country and make a life so completely
different than the one she’d been living. This was different, all right. She shook her
head, her gaze drawn to the window and the trees beyond. She had no clue what
sort of man Gabriel Montgomery was but if he were half as amazing as his home,
he couldn’t be all that bad.
***
Gabriel braced his feet, his arms crossed over his chest, and didn’t blink. He’d
played this game before and he wasn’t about to lose again. Ruth didn’t tell him
what the latest catastrophe was but whatever Julia had done would have to wait.
“But you have to!”
Her voice was gaining that shrill quality he hated to hear. It gave him a
headache and today was no exception. “Whatever it is, Julia, it will hold until this
evening.”
“No, it can’t.” She planted her hands on her hips, her chin rising a notch. “It’s
nearly time for lunch. Do you plan on skipping that today? Can’t you stop a bit
early and come up to the house? I’ve not seen you in over a week, you know.”
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He opened his mouth to answer but she lowered her head and peered up at
him through her lashes, the look one he was quite familiar with. She’d been using
it since she was old enough to know it would get her everything she wanted. He
looked toward James, the old man laughing as he bent down to push the wheel
they’d been fixing back into place.
“Please, papa. It will only take a few moments.”
She blinked, those demanding green eyes silently pleading to do her bidding
just one more time. He cursed under his breath and shook his head. “I’ll be back in
a few minutes, James.”
James laughed. “You’re going to have to learn how to tell that girl no, Gabe,
before she tricks you into trading your house for a new pony.”
Gabriel grinned and readjusted his hat before following Julia toward the
house. She was skipping across the yard, her dark curls bouncing along her back.
She turned and smiled at him, the sight so foreign his wide stride faltered, his steps
slowing until he nearly stopped completely. Whatever she wanted to show him,
pleased her. He hadn’t seen her smile with such joy in years.
She was waiting for him by the door when he reached the house. Her smile
was still in place but something in her eyes told him she was worried. He chucked
her under the chin with a finger and opened the door. “Go on in and show me what
you’ve done this time.”
She grinned and darted into the house, hurrying down the hall past the
kitchen. He paused and glanced into the room as he passed it. Ruth was busy as
always, fluttering around covered in flour and dough. The scent of the sweet tarts
she made for the tenants’ children filled the air and he hoped he could talk her out
of one before he headed back to the field.
She straightened when she saw him. “Lunch will be ready soon.” She raised
an eyebrow and nodded her head toward the hallway Julia ran down. “Best brace
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yourself for this one. Yell for me if you take a notion to strangle her. You’ll need a
witness to what really happened.”
Ruth wasn’t known for making light of any situation so her warning caused
the hair on the back of his neck to stand up straight. “That bad, huh?”
Ruth snorted and shook her head. “You won’t believe it until you see it.” She
shooed him away with a flick of a hand towel. “Go on. She’s been waiting for
longer than you have.”
Gabriel headed down the hall as Julia stepped out of the parlor, pulling the
door closed behind her. The room was rarely used now unless they had a guest. His
spoiled little daughter was smiling as joyous as he’d ever seen her and he knew
someone was waiting on the other side of that door. He was too afraid to ask who.
He wondered if he was presentable enough to receive company. He’d been in
the fields since he returned home. Mucking around in the mud with James,
dragging old wagons and wheels into piles to burn and fighting with that old mule
to get her out of the vegetable garden had left him covered in dirt and sweat.
He glanced down to take a look at his clothes. He’d presented himself better
but judging the look on Julia’s face, she wasn’t going to wait around for him to
change. “Okay, make this quick,” he said. “I still have more work to do today.”
She ran a quick look over him then frowned. “You should probably change.”
“Why?”
“Because you’ll make a better impression if you do.”
“And who am I trying to impress?”
“I can’t tell you yet. Just trust me. Go change, please.”
“Julia—“
“Please, papa.”
She pouted. Gabriel cursed under his breath and stared at her, trying to come
up with any sort of reply that would end this ordeal quickly. When she gave him
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that pleading look she was getting too good at, he sighed and headed for the stairs.
“This better not be another one of your schemes to get a new wardrobe full of
dresses.”
She grinned. “It’s not. Now hurry.”
Gabriel took the stairs two at a time, asking himself again why he let her
manipulate him the way she did. He grinned as he neared his room. “She’s spoiled
just like everyone says she is.” He made quick work of changing, throwing on the
clothes he’d been wearing that morning and running his hands through his hair to
get the creases from his hat to settle a bit. He washed best he could on such short
notice and hoped whoever was on the other side of that parlor door wouldn’t get
close enough to tell.
Returning to the parlor, he held out both hands when he approached Julia.
“Will this do?”
Julia looked him over again and nodded before grabbing the doorknob and
giving him a stern look. “Now promise not to embarrass me, papa. You can yell at
me later, in private.”
That trickle of fear that crawled up his back when Julia was up to something
caused a cold sweat to break out on his flesh as she opened the door. Whatever it
was she’d done was sure to be unpleasant.
He followed her inside the parlor, halting just inside the door. Of all the things
he’d imagined waited for him inside the room, the woman from the train was not
one of them. She recognized him if her wide-eyed expression was any indication.
“Papa, this is Anna Davis.” Julia grabbed his hand and pulled him across the
room, stopping a short distance from where Anna stood. “And this, Anna, is my
father, Gabriel Montgomery.”
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She blushed, her pale complexion turning rosy red in an instant. “We’ve met.”
She smiled and raised a hand to him, her fingers shaking as she said, “It’s a
pleasure to finally meet you, Mr. Montgomery.”
Gabriel took her hand and in a gesture he’d seen his father perform so many
times it became second nature, lifted and kissed the back of it. Her blush deepened,
those pretty pale blue eyes lowering moments before she pulled her hand away.
“The pleasure is all mine,” he said, throwing a glance at Julia.
His daughter watched them both closely, the smile on her face never
wavering. She turned to the chairs and said, “Let’s all have a seat.”
Gabriel waited until Anna and Julia sat down before he did the same. He
looked at Julia. Her back was straight, her feet crossed at the ankles, her hands
clasped in her lap. He waited for her to say something but for once, she was quiet
as a dormouse.
Anna Davis mimicked Julia, although the look on her face held more
confusion than anything. He took the time to study her features, her eyes once
again drawing his notice. The contrast of her dark hair seemed to make her eyes
shine unnaturally. Her lips were a soft pink, her cheeks still flushed. She was even
more lovely than he thought she was on the train.
She glanced his way and cleared her throat. “You have a very beautiful
home.”
“Thank you.” He looked around the room and wondered if her eyesight was
poor. The wallpaper was peeling near the ceiling. The carpets so dull he had a hard
time remembering what color it was supposed to be. “It’s in need of repair.” She
turned her head to take in the rest of the room, Gabriel’s gaze tracing the line of her
slender neck, her ruffled collar leading to a row of neat white buttons that ran down
the front of her bodice.
“Are all the rooms as large as this one?”

Anna: Bride of Alabama

Lily Graison

Her question drew his attention. “Most of them are. A few of the bedrooms
are larger.”
“Oh? How many are in the house?”
“Bedrooms? Six in all.”
She nodded, her lips pursed and Gabriel noticed she was wringing her hands.
She was nervous. Were the questions about the house a result of that or was she
genuinely interested?
Julia had yet to say a word and he turned his attention to her. What was she up
to? Why was Anna Davis in his home? He sat up and cleared his throat. “So, Miss
Davis, what is the reason for your visit?”
She gave him a wide-eyed look and glanced toward Julia before looking back.
Confusion clouded her features but she managed to say, “I answered the ad you
placed,” before her voice cracked. Gabriel couldn’t recall anyone mentioning an
ad. Anna’s questions about the size of the rooms and how many there were told
him everything his daughter hadn’t. Julia had hired a new housekeeper.
He didn’t think they needed one but he knew very little about what it took to
run a house this size and it was no secret there were things being neglected. Not
that he blamed Ruth for that. She was getting on in age. It was time someone
younger helped her out a bit. And as luck would have it, the intriguing woman
from the train would be taking the job.
She blushed again as he sat staring at her and he had so many questions she’d
probably think him insane if he started asking them. There was time for that later.
Besides, he’d left James at the stable by himself and needed to get back to him
soon.
He smiled and stood, the pressure on his chest releasing now that he knew
Julia wasn’t up to something sinister. “Ruth and Julia can help familiarize you with
the house and get you settled into a room. I don’t know much about how things run
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inside these walls, so I won’t be much help if you ask. I look forward to talking
with you later but for now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a lot of work to do.”
He had so many questions, he didn’t know where to start but didn’t have time
to ask them, especially with Julia in the room. His luck of late was dire but seeing
the lovely woman from the train, the one he’d tried to find in town, sitting in his
house? Maybe his luck was about to change.
She stood as he turned to leave the room, the rustle of fabric from her dress
loud in the stillness. Julia was on his heels as he reached for the doorknob and
pushed her way in front of him, leaning against the door so he couldn’t open it.
“You can’t leave yet.”
“Why?”
“Because you got it all wrong.”
“What did I get wrong?”
Julia’s shoulders slumped and her voice lowered. “The reason Anna is here.”
He glanced over his shoulder. She was standing again, a small bag clutched in
her fingers, her teeth worrying her bottom lip. He smiled at her, pleased when she
blushed prettily. “And why is she here?” he asked, using the same hushed voice
Julia had.
“Promise you won’t get mad?”
“Mad about what?”
“I can’t tell you unless you promise.”
He met Julia’s gaze and wasn’t sure if he should be mad or amused at the look
on her face. “And I can’t promise unless I know what I’m promising.”
Julia sighed dramatically. “Why are you always so difficult?”
“Because you make everything difficult.” He held back a chuckle when she
rolled her eyes. For all her meddling, her heart was always in the right place. He
had no doubt, whatever was going on, it was done out of love and not mischief.
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“I’m waiting, Julia. What did I get wrong?” He resisted the urge to glance back at
Anna. “What am I not understanding?”
“Anna isn’t here to help Ruth clean. She’s here for you.”
“For me?” he blinked, his heart punching his ribcage in one hard thump.
“What do you mean?”
Julia sighed again and looked toward the opposite side of the room. “She’s
here to be your new wife.”
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Chapter Three
Something was wrong. Anna watched Julia and Gabriel speak in soft whispers
by the door. Her new groom kept looking back at her, his expression giving away
nothing.
Julia had surprised her when she burst into the room ahead of her father. She
was nothing like she pictured in her head. The girl was full of energy, her eyes
bright and curious, her smile friendly. She’d greeted her with a hug so tight, Anna
was surprised at the intensity of it and every time she looked her way, that cheery
smile flashed.
The smile was gone now, her brows low over her eyes. Julia said something,
Gabriel’s body stiffening before he yelled, “What?”
Anna jumped, startled at the outburst and clutched her bag tighter when
Gabriel turned to face her.
“Will you excuse us a moment, Miss Davis?” He took Julia by the arm,
moved her away from the door and opened it, pulling the girl out with him before
shutting it firmly as they left.
Anna stood staring at the door for long moments before it opened, Ruth
coming in with a tray. “I have your tea, Miss Anna. This should help settle you a
bit.”
Something thumped the floor above her and both women looked up. Ruth said
something under her breath before setting the tray down and pouring Anna a cup of
tea. Another thump from upstairs and Ruth’s hand shook, the tea cup tipping on the
saucer.
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Anna looked toward the ceiling again. “Do you suppose everything is all
right?”
“Oh, I’m sure of it.” Ruth wiped the spilled tea up and straightened. “Miss
Julia tries his patience but he’s never taken a hand to her. Probably what’s wrong
with the girl, if you ask me, but it’s not my place to say.”
Heavy footfalls echoed from the floor above and Anna sighed. “I take it from
his reaction that he wasn’t expecting me.”
Ruth shook her head. “No one knew of your arrival until today. Julia kept her
plan to herself until the last moment.”
Anna took a sip of the tea. It was still too hot to drink but the burn to her lip
cleared her head a bit. “So the marriage proposal was all Julia’s doings?”
“Afraid so.” Ruth folded her hands together and gave her a sympathetic smile.
“Don’t worry. Mr. Montgomery always takes care of his responsibilities, even
those he isn’t aware he has. Once he and Miss Julia have their go at each other,
things will come together.”
Ruth left her there with the tea and her thoughts. Anna set her tea cup down
and reached into her reticule and pulled the letter out again, reading the words that
had drawn her to the ad she’d answered. Of all the men who had advertised for a
wife, she’d picked the one man who didn’t really want one.
She groaned, crumpled the paper in her hand and closed her eyes. “Now
what?”
A door slammed somewhere in the house. Anna looked up, the entire
encounter with Julia and Gabriel replaying in her head again.
As interested as Gabriel seemed in her on the train, it was obvious from the
look on his face he’d been unprepared for her arrival. She could only imagine what
he was thinking. He’d looked as surprised to see her when he entered the room as
she was at seeing him. It hadn’t taken long for her to realize her new groom was
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the handsome man from the train and the last bit of fear she’d had vanished in an
instant.
That is until he went to leave. The look he gave her before leaving with Julia
told her everything. He hadn’t known anything about the ad or her. To him, she
was nothing more than some strange woman showing up to marry him, sight
unseen. Julia had put them in a tough spot, one she didn’t know how to fix.
She glanced out the window, those beautifully haunting trees around the pond
drawing her attention before loud voices filled the air. They were arguing and she
knew she was the cause.
Anna set her tea cup down and stood, reaching down to grab her carpet bag.
She’d made the long trip south for a husband and judging Gabriel's reaction, she
wasn’t going to find one here regardless of the fact their attraction seemed to be
mutual. Finding someone pleasing to the eye didn’t mean you were ready to marry
them and Gabriel Montgomery didn’t act as if he were in any hurry to marry
anyone.
She left the room and peered down the hall. She could hear someone
humming in the distance, Ruth, she assumed, and hoped the woman stayed
occupied and didn’t see her leave.
The front door opened and closed with only a slight creak and Anna hurried
down the steps and headed for the main road. She was a good ways from town but
the walk would be good after being cramped inside the train car for so long.
She made it as far as the pond before stopping. Nestled under a tree with
branches that swept the ground was a bench made of carved stone. The grass
underneath it was cut short and felt spongy under her feet.
Placing her bags on the ground, Anna walked to the edge of the pond, those
strange birds still wading in the shallow waters. A warm breeze ruffled the tree
branches and carried a scent so sweet it perfumed the air. She lost track of time as
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she stood there staring at the water until Gabriel stepped up beside her and cleared
his throat, causing her to jump.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”
Anna smiled and shook her head. “I was lost in thought. I didn’t hear you
approach.”
He shoved his hands in his trouser pockets and glanced across the pond as
she’d been doing. He was quiet for long moments before turning to look at her.
If there was one fault she had she wished she could overcome it would be her
tendency to be shy around people. She rarely made eye contact with anyone for
any length of time but as Gabriel stared down at her, she couldn’t look away. His
eyes were bright green with specks of brown. There was kindness there and a hint
of curiosity that matched her own. She’d spent hours trying to sneak glances at
him, had given him more than one smile and received more back in return.
Anna placed his age somewhere in his thirties but something in his eyes told
of hardships that aged him considerably more than that. He was a bit of a
contradiction to his station in life. One would think the owner of a large plantation
would be stuffy and proper to a fault. Gabriel was anything but. He shared his
daughter’s dark hair which was much longer than men she’d seen wear theirs. His
laid against his shoulders in waves and although it was too long, it suited him well.
His skin was tanned from the sun, his hands calloused from hard work and that
alone told her he spent most of his days outside working instead of seeking shelter
from the heat inside.
As horrible as the situation his daughter had put them in, Anna found herself
more than a little bit curious as to what he would say about the situation. She
tucked a stray curl the wind blew in her face behind her ear. “I’m sorry my arrival
caught you so off guard. If I had known this wasn’t your idea, I would never have
come.”
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“Don’t worry yourself about it.” He chuckled and brushed a thumbnail across
his eyebrow. “Of all the things Julia has done over the years this will go down as
the most surprising but I’m sure it won’t be the last.”
“I take it she’s quite a handful.”
“And then some.” He shifted on his feet and rolled his shoulders. “I accept
most of the blame for it. Her mother was quite hard on her, insisting she conduct
herself in a certain way and to be lady-like every moment of the day. I didn’t hold
the same convictions and let her do as she wished. That didn’t turn out so well, as
you can see.”
He had a nice smile. As nervous as she’d been about meeting the man she
agreed to marry, she would have said her vows to Gabriel with little reservation.
She knew nothing about him and the situation Julia put him in was enough to rattle
anyone’s nerves but he was handling things calmly. She wasn’t so sure she would
have been able to do the same had their roles been reversed.
Gabriel glanced to the bench and nodded his head to her bag. “You weren’t
leaving, were you?”
She nodded. “The thought had crossed my mind.” She glanced at her bags and
felt her face heat. “To be honest, I’m quite embarrassed.”
“Why?”
She laughed nervously. “Well, I traveled a long way to marry a man I didn’t
know, only to find out he had no idea I existed.”
“That’s not exactly true,” he said in a deep-timbered voice. “I spent hours
watching you on that train, trying to find one good reason to talk to you.”
Her heart skipped a beat. She glanced up and tried holding back a smile but
failed miserably. “It’s a shame it took a man sitting on me to get you to cross the
train car.”
They both laughed.
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“I looked for you once I made it into town.” Gabriel shoved his hands back
into his pockets. “I thought you stayed on the train.”
“And I thought you did the same.”
Neither spoke for long minutes, both staring out across the pond until Gabriel
said, “Julia will be quite disappointed if you don’t come back to the house. I’m
used to her tantrums but I really don’t want to listen to her complain all evening.”
“You don’t seem as upset about this as you did earlier.”
“I’ve found being angry about a situation does little to solve the problem.” He
took a deep breath and exhaled it slowly. “Julia wants a mother.” His cheeks
darkened for a moment before his naturally dark complexion returned to normal.
“She’s made her feelings on the matter known on more than one occasion but I
hadn’t thought to take a wife again. The last one left me with a distaste for it that
will take a lifetime to overcome. Normally I’d move the sun to make Julia happy
but in this, I’m not sure I can.” He turned to look at her. “As lovely as I find you,
Anna, marriage just isn’t something I want.”
“I see.” Anna’s heart ached at his admission. She’d not been overly excited
about marrying a stranger but from the moment she saw Gabriel walk into the
parlor, she’d been more than willing.
“I hope you understand and aren’t too upset with Julia. She doesn’t think
things through before she acts on them.”
“No, I understand,” Anna said. “I can’t be angry at a twelve year old girl
whose only desire is for a mother.”
“My daughter wants a companion. A mother is the natural choice for her but
there are other ways to give her what she wants. If you’ll agree.”
“I’m listening.”
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“As a child, my sister had a governess before she took ill. It’s an old
fashioned notion but there’s no reason why Julia can’t have one. There’s things I
can’t teach her that you’re more than qualified for.”
He detailed the things Julia needed instruction on. Things only another
woman would know. Ruth had enough responsibility as it was and he didn’t want
to burden her with more. He offered her a place in his home befitting her new
station. It wasn’t a marriage proposal, or a promise of love everlasting, but she’d
have a roof over her head, which was all she’d really been expecting. “I’ve no idea
how to be a governess.”
“You’ll do fine. Just teach her the things she’ll need to know when she’s old
enough to make her own decisions and you’ll have my undying gratitude.”
Anna knew next to nothing about teaching anyone anything. She could read,
do simple figures and sew, but other than that, she was as clueless as Julia was.
Would it be fair to do this when she herself knew so little? Seeing as she had
nowhere else to go, she had little choice but accept the offer. “All right. We’ll give
it a try.”
“Wonderful.” He smiled at her, her heart giving one powerful thump against
her ribcage. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. There was no denying her
attraction to this man. How would she ever be able to live in his house and not act
like a lovesick schoolgirl every time he looked her way?
“Let’s go break the news to Julia,” he said, turning to the bench to pick up her
carpet bag and reticule. “Hopefully she’ll be receptive to the idea. I’ll have terms
of the arrangement drawn up. Nothing too restrictive. It will just protect us both in
case something goes wrong.”
“Like what?”
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He laughed. “A week in this house and you’ll wish you’d kept walking
instead of stopping to look at the pond.” He motioned to the house with a nod of
his head. “Shall we? Ruth has lunch waiting.”
Anna looked toward the house with its flaking paint and broken shutters and
felt the first bit of glee she’d managed to find since leaving Massachusetts. It
wasn’t the happy marriage proposal she’d always hoped for but it was better than
begging for scraps in a dark alley or worse, selling the only thing she had worth
any value—herself.
Gabriel may not want to marry her, but he would provide her with a roof over
her head and security for the time being and really, what more could she ask for?
***
What was he doing? Gabriel could usually smell trouble a mile away and
although Anna’s sweet demeanor seemed less threatening than Julia’s did most
days, he knew this arrangement was a disaster in the making.
The woman was too lovely to ignore. He hadn’t been able to do it on the train,
what made him think he could do it now? He’d been truthful when he said he had
no wish to marry again even if Anna was a temptation strong enough to make him
rethink the notion. But inviting Anna to live in his home? He’d gone daft. There
was no other explanation for it.
The walk back to the house was long, the summer sun warm enough to cause
a fine sheen of sweat to break out on his brow. The trees helped to keep a steady
breeze blowing but just barely. Anna had yet to say anything and the silence was
making him more uncomfortable by the second. “So, Anna, where are you from?”
“Massachusetts.”
“You’re a long way from home.”
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“There’s not much there to call home anymore.”
“No family?”
She shook her head. “No, they’re all gone.”
“I’ve no family except Julia. We at least have that in common.”
Long moments passed before she asked, “Julia’s mother—?”
“She died three years ago.” He gritted his teeth, the memories of her not
pleasing. “She left us two years before that.”
He could see her look at him out of the corner of his eye but she didn’t
comment. He was glad of it. He wasn’t ready to discuss his dead wife with her. Not
yet. The wounds Evelyn caused were still raw in places and would take a lifetime
to repair. He wasn’t even sure why he told Anna she’d left them.
They made it to the house and Julia met them at the door. She was smiling,
her joy apparent when they climbed the steps.
“Will you be staying, Anna?”
Anna glanced up at him.
“Yes, she’ll be staying.”
Julia squealed and launched herself at him, hugging him tight before pulling
Anna into her tight embrace. “I knew this would work out,” she said once she’d let
her go. “Come, let’s have our lunch and then we’ll get you settled in. We have so
many things to do before the wedding.”
Julia had Anna by the hand, pulling her into the house as she excitedly laid
out her plans before either of them had a chance to tell Julia there would be no
wedding. Anna looked over her shoulder at him, her eyes wide as she was dragged
inside.
He followed them in and sat Anna’s bags by the stairs and watched them walk
the hall to the dining room. As much as he didn’t want a new wife, he’d be the first

Anna: Bride of Alabama

Lily Graison

to admit, Julia’s excitement at the thought was enough to make him want to marry
again just to see that pleased smile on her face everyday.
Joining them in the dining room, he could tell by Julia’s silence that Anna told
her there would be no wedding. When Julia looked at him, the sadness in her eyes
was unmistakable.
“I thought you said—“
“I said, I would think about it and I have. This is the best I can do right now.”
Julia stared at him long and hard before finally nodding her head at him.
When she sat and directed Anna into the chair next to her, Gabriel wondered what
she was up to. He’d yet to see a day Julia gave up so easily.
Lunch was passed with light conversation. Julia prodded Anna for details of
her journey south and asked about the things she saw. Marriage wasn’t mentioned
once. By the time Ruth started clearing away the dishes, it was obvious Julia was
taken with her new companion.
“Julia, can you show Anna to one of the spare rooms?” Gabriel stood, laying
his napkin on the table. “I need to get back to the stable. I left James by himself
and you know he’ll overdo it if I let him.”
“Yes, go ahead. We’ll manage, won’t we, Anna?”
Anna smiled up at him, a dimple in her cheek drawing his attention. It was
one more endearing quality he should ignore.
He excused himself and left the house, making it all the way to the stable
before realizing what a mess he’d created for himself. There hadn’t been a woman
in his life in over five years and his wife had stop showing him affection long
before she left. Having Anna in his home would be one more distraction he didn’t
need. But how did one ignore someone they couldn’t stop thinking about? And
how was he going to sleep at night knowing she was there for the taking with
nothing more than the words, “I do.”
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