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Chapter One

1855 
Currituck, North Carolina

The huge, hollering Irishman had been hot on the boy’s 
heels for half a mile. Eight-year-old Adam Flynn raced 
into his mother’s shop for protection, nearly overturning a 

dressmaker’s dummy as he rounded the corner.

“What’s gotten into you?” she demanded. “Haven’t I taught 
you better than to—”

“There y’are, ye thievin’ li’l brat!”

The burly, bearded man who filled the doorway reminded 
Adam of Jack’s giant, his fists clenched at his sides, his feet 
planted shoulder-width apart. The boy had heard stories about 
J.J. O’Keefe, among them that he’d literally fought for the money 
to erect his shipbuilding warehouse. Adam sidled closer to his 
mother.

“Hand over me lunch,” O’Keefe growled, extending a meaty 
palm, “before I hand ye over to the constable.”

His mother stood with a protective arm around her son’s 
shoulders. “I don’t know who you think you are, barging in here 
and frightening my boy,” she huffed, “but I won’t tolerate such 
behavior in my shop.”
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He matched her angry gaze. “Who I am, ma’am, is John Joseph 
O’Keefe.” His expression and voice softened slightly as he added, 
“I apologize for stampeding in here like—”

“Like a raging bull?” she interrupted him.

O’Keefe grinned sheepishly. “Well, I wouldn’t have put it quite 
that strongly, but that’ll do, I guess.”

For a moment, the adults merely stood there, face-to-face, with 
arms crossed and chins lifted in stubborn determination, as Adam 
stared gap-jawed, wondering who would break the silence first.

“I know who you are,” she said. “You may well have every man in 
town intimidated, but you don’t frighten me!”

When a corner of O’Keefe’s mustached mouth lifted, Adam 
relaxed. But, all too soon, O’Keefe turned his gaze on the boy. 
“Y’ought to be ashamed of yerself, hidin’ behind yer ma’s skirts. 
Are y’a coward, as well as a thief?”

“How dare you! My boy never stole a thing in his life!”

O’Keefe kept his eyes on Adam as he lifted his bearded chin 
and raised an eyebrow. “Then, maybe ye’d care to explain what he’s 
got tucked under his arm, there,” came the gravelly retort. “’Tisn’t 
a fat, red hen,” he said, pointing. “I can tell ye that.”

She followed his gaze to the lunch pail under Adam’s arm. 
“What?—Where?—Adam! Where did you get this?” she 
demanded, taking it from him.

He looked from his mother’s shocked face to O’Keefe’s 
strangely calm one and back again. Placing a hand on her forearm, 
Adam said, “I—I didn’t know it were his, Ma.”

O’Keefe expelled a puff of air, reminding the boy of a fire-
breathing dragon. “I feel sorry for yer poor ma,” he fumed, “havin’ 
a thief and a coward and a liar for a son.” His gray eyes narrowed. 
“Ye know as well as I that ye stole me lunch today, just as ye stole 
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it yesterday and the day before. I saw ye with me own two eyes. 
Practice behavin’ like a man, why don’t ye, and own up to yer dirty 
deed.”

Adam had never been afraid for his life before, but he had 
been plenty scared moments ago, when O’Keefe’s big, booted feet 
had thundered close and hard behind him. But he was safe now, 
in the shelter of his mother’s arms, and he knew it. He aimed a 
cocksure smirk at the man, fully prepared to continue professing 
his innocence. What choice did he have? If he pleaded guilty, his 
ma would punish him by adding chores to his already too-long list.

From the corner of his eye, he noticed his mother staring at 
him with a sideways, suspicious sort of look. Was she angry? Sad? 
Hurt? He truly couldn’t tell. But, fortunately for him, his ma wasn’t 
one to dwell on a person’s shortcomings—especially her only son’s. 
Especially if teary eyes and a quivering lip accompanied his apology. 
Adam held his breath and began working on what he would say.

“Well, don’t just stand there, snifflin’ like a girl, lad. Fess up!”

The production of tears was forgotten as Adam stiffened his 
back. “I’m not a girl!” he protested, grabbing the lunch pail from his 
mother. “Here, take your stupid old lunch, if it means that much 
to you!” Without getting too far from his mother’s side, he thrust 
the container into O’Keefe’s hands. “It’s probably full of worms, 
anyway.”

His mother pressed a palm to each blushing cheek and closed 
her eyes. And Adam rolled his. One fleeting second passed before 
she looked at him.

“Oh, Adam,” she said softly, her voice trembling a bit. “What 
have you done?”

He’d have given anything not to have put that pained, disap-
pointed look on her face. If O’Keefe hadn’t been standing there, 
frowning and shaking his head, Adam might have wrapped his 
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arms around her, admitted how much he loved her, and told her 
how sorry he was to have caused her pain.

But the big man had called him a girl. And Bobby Banks and 
the other boys who’d been with him when he’d run off with the 
lunch were hovering near the door. They’d heard everything….

Standing taller, Adam shrugged and made a face to tell them 
that a dented, old lunch pail wasn’t worth this fuss and bother.

His mother folded her hands at her waist and faced the giant. 
“I can assure you, Mr. O’Keefe, that nothing like this will ever 
happen again.”

During the long silence that followed her promise, Adam 
watched O’Keefe carefully. A minute ago, he looked like he might take 
me over his knee…and now he looks like he wants to hug Ma. Adam 
gulped as he realized the stories he’d heard about the Irishman 
were true. He really was crazy!

As if to prove it, the man aimed his gray-eyed glare at Adam. 
“Say ye’re sorry, why don’t ye, so we can put this mess behind us.”

Has he ever been a boy? Adam wondered. Doesn’t he understand 
that saying sorry will shame me in front of all my friends?

“Don’t tell me ye’re waitin’ for yer ma to do it for ye….”

Adam made a thin line of his lips and crossed both arms over 
his chest. Those boys peering through the window would see he 
wasn’t a girl!

O’Keefe combed beefy fingers through his beard. “So, we can 
add ‘stubborn’ to yer list of faults, then,” he said. “All right….”

He bent forward slightly and rested his enormous palms on 
his knees, putting himself at eye level with Adam. “Yer name is 
Adam, is it?”

With brow furrowed, Adam refused to speak, but O’Keefe 
didn’t seem the least bit fazed.
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“How old are y’, Adam?”

“Eight.” And, for the benefit of Bobby and the boys, he added, 
“And three quarters.”

O’Keefe nodded. “Well, then, Adam Eight-and-Three-
Quarters, y’owe me three lunches and the buckets they was packed 
in.” Holding out a palm the size of a dinner plate, he rubbed all 
four fingers against his thumb.

Adam had seen the gesture enough times to know what it meant. 
And he’d heard enough about O’Keefe’s handiwork in the ring to 
know he’d better try, at least, to make good on his debt. Suddenly, his 
mother’s protection seemed woefully inadequate. As he struggled for 
a comeback that might appease the ex-boxer, she stepped from behind 
the counter, unlocked her cash box, and withdrew a silver dollar. 
Then, marching purposefully up to O’Keefe, she dropped it onto his 
upturned palm. “I’m sure that will more than cover your losses.”

Is she out of her mind? Adam wondered. Those old lunch pails 
weren’t worth a whole dollar, not even filled with cheese and sausage! 
Besides, he’d heard his ma muttering to herself just that morning 
about how this last dollar had to last them until old man Andersen 
paid her for the dress she was making for his daughter.

He watched O’Keefe look at the coin, then up at his mother’s 
face. Just how daft was the man, anyway? Hadn’t he ever seen a 
dollar before?

“’Twasn’t ye who stole me lunches,” he said softly, wrapping 
his fingers around her slender wrist. “Shouldn’t be ye who pays for 
’em.” He pressed the dollar into her hand, took a step back, and 
faced Adam. “Don’t tell me y’aim to stand there, mute, while yer 
poor ma fights this battle for ye.”

Squirming under the intense scrutiny of O’Keefe’s hard glare, 
Adam looked down at the floor. In the past, folks had never paid 
much attention to his fatherless status. During the last few weeks, 
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however, having no pa had helped him get away with all sorts 
of mischief. Why wasn’t it working on the Irishman? Flustered, 
afraid, and ashamed, he blurted out, “I’d pay you back, but I haven’t 
got any money. Besides, wasn’t my idea to steal from you in the first 
place. I wasn’t the only one who—”

“I saw yer li’l gang,” O’Keefe interrupted him, “and I see ’em 
now, too.” With eyes narrowed, he added, “But it weren’t them that 
ran off with me lunches. So, here’s what ye’re gonna do….”

His eyes wide as hen’s eggs, Adam’s swallowed, waiting for 
O’Keefe to pronounce his sentence.

“Ye’ll work in me warehouse until I say we’re square.”

Adam felt his mouth drop open. “Me? Work in your ware—”

“Mr. O’Keefe,” his mother said, “I realize you haven’t been in town 
very long, so perhaps you’re not aware that my boy lost his father.” She 
held the coin between her thumb and forefinger. “Please let me reim-
burse you for—”

“I’m not so new that I don’t know who y’are,” he said flatly. 
“Ye’re Kate Flynn, widow of one Sean Flynn.” His gravelly voice 
softened considerably when he said, “I’m sorry for yer loss, Mrs. 
Flynn. Truly, I am.”

For a moment, Adam thought he was off the hook.

But only for a moment.

O’Keefe shot a stern glance at him and said, “Not havin’ a da is 
no excuse for stealin’.” Meeting Kate’s gaze again, he added, “What 
the boy done was wrong, and it’s up to him to make it right.”

It seemed to Adam that time stopped while the adults gawked 
at each other. And then, O’Keefe started for the door. “Tell ye 
what, lad,” he said. “I’ll leave it up to ye. Pay the debt, or don’t.” He 
shrugged. “Won’t be me who sees the Dark Faerie in me dreams if 
ye don’t make things right.”
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The Dark Faerie? Adam had no idea who or what that might 
be. He knew from O’Keefe’s tone only that it was someone—or 
something—to be reckoned with. A shiver snaked up his spine as 
the man opened the door.

O’Keefe paused there in the doorway, then turned and said, 
“But let me leave ye with this to think on: If ye’ve even a pinstripe 
of good left in y’after rubbin’ elbows with those ruffians, havin’ this 
debt hangin’ over yer head will nag at ye like an ancient fishwife. 
When ye’re ready to ease yer conscience, ye know where to find 
me.”

Conscience? Adam had been hearing the word for as long as 
he could remember. He wasn’t exactly sure what a conscience was. 
Maybe it was something a boy grew into, like all those other words 
adults bandied about: responsibility, sensibility, discernment. 
He’d obviously not grown up enough to have developed one yet, 
because if he had, wouldn’t one of his pranks have nagged at him 
by now?

Sunshine, glinting through the open window, gleamed off 
the silver dollar his mother had placed on the counter. Obviously, 
O’Keefe had a pinstripe of good in him, because he’d decided 
against taking the money.

Then, his mother’s eyes welled with unshed tears, and she 
folded her hands, just like she did when she prayed. “Thank you, 
Mr. O’Keefe,” she said, wearing her reserved-for-good-customers 
smile. She could be painfully to the point when she wanted to be. 
And, judging by O’Keefe’s surprised reaction, she’d made it clear 
that nothing would make her happier than for him to leave.

“G’day to ye, Mrs. Flynn.”

And, just like that, he was gone.

Ordinarily, when Adam was chastised by adults, feelings of 
anger and resentment swirled in his gut. O’Keefe had been, by far, 
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the toughest adult who had dealt with him. So, it surprised him, as 
he watched the man cross to his workshop on the other side of the 
road, that he felt no hint of the typical emotions.

What he felt instead was an uneasy stinging sensation that 
prickled at his brain. A sign, perhaps, that he was developing a 
conscience?

f

“I understand you had company earlier.”

Kate Flynn looked up from her sewing. “I imagine everyone 
within a two-mile radius knows I had a visitor this afternoon,” she 
said, smiling at her elderly neighbor. “Why, even O’Keefe admit-
ted he behaved like a stampeding bull.”

Thaddeus Crofton pulled up a chair and helped himself to a 
cookie. “Way I hear it, Adam had it comin’. He’s been making a 
pest of himself all over town the past couple weeks,” he said around 
a mouthful of the sugary treat. “What’s eatin’ that boy of yours, 
Kate?”

She shrugged and met his pale, blue eyes. “I’m not sure. Maybe 
it’s those boys he’s been hanging round with, putting ideas in his 
head.” Sighing, she added, “I don’t know what to do with him.”

“You’re gonna let him work off his debt, that’s what.” The man 
took another bite of cookie. “A little hard work never hurt any-
body, least of all a boy who thinks he’s entitled to help himself to 
what ain’t his.”

“But he’s only eight, Thaddeus. He can’t do a man’s work.”

“J.J. is a decent fellow. I’m sure he won’t give the boy more than 
he can handle.”

“But—but that warehouse is no doubt filled with all sorts of 
dangerous tools. He could get hurt.”
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Chuckling, Thaddeus reached across the space between them 
and patted her hand, then pointed at her sewing table, where nee-
dles and pins, razors and scissors lay in an orderly row. “He’s man-
aged to stay safe around your tools of the trade. Besides, eight is 
more than old enough to develop some good, old-fashioned horse 
sense.”

She bit her lower lip. “I suppose you’re right.”

“’Course I’m right. Just ask Mary.” And with a jolly wink, he 
added, “Don’t look so worried, Kate. ‘Train up a child in the way he 
should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it.’” He smiled. 
“You’re a good woman—strongest I’ve met. Good mother, too. So, 
I know you’ll do what’s right. You always have.”

Setting her sewing aside, Kate stood up. “Thanks, Thaddeus,” 
she said, handing him another cookie. “Now, get on back to your 
own store before Mary puts the sheriff on your trail.”

“You’re the one ought to be afraid of that wife of mine,” he 
said, tipping the treat as if it were a high silk hat. “She don’t take 
kindly to folks spoilin’ my supper, y’know.”

The tiny bell above the door tinkled quietly when Thaddeus 
made his exit, and Kate went back to her work, hoping it would 
distract her from the worries that had been hounding her of late.

It had all started several weeks ago, one evening after supper, 
when Adam had shoved his plate aside and propped both elbows 
on the table. “What really happened to my father?” he’d asked.

Kate had looked into his trusting, blue eyes and wondered 
how much of the truth he could handle. She never lied to her only 
son, unless one counted lies of omission. Shouldn’t she protect him 
just a little while longer?

“You already know what happened, Adam. Your father was….” 
Even after seven years, she’d found it almost impossible to say. “…
He was shot.”
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“I know, I know. By a man name of Prentice, during a poker 
game. But you never told me why.”

It seemed that ever since the boy had been old enough to hold 
a two-way conversation, he’d been fascinated with the circum-
stances of his father’s death. Kate had wanted to instill the picture 
of an upright man in the boy’s mind, to ensure he’d have a good 
example to follow. But to accomplish that, she’d been forced to 
leave out most of the details of her husband’s life—and death.

“He was cheatin’ at cards, wasn’t he?”

“Oh, Adam,” she’d begun, breathing a weary sigh, “you know 
this isn’t my favorite subject. When will you—”

“I’ll quit asking when you tell me the whole story.”

Her heart pounding, she’d stood up and begun stacking plates. 
“What makes you think I haven’t?”

“Bobby heard his mother talking to Kenny’s ma, and she said 
Pa was a drunkard and a gambler, that he got into lots of fights, 
and that he nearly killed a man once.” Locking her in his intense 
gaze, he’d looked far older than he’d had a right to. “They say he 
beat you, too.”

A butter knife had clattered to the table as Kate had tried to 
restrain her shock. Yes, there had been beatings—too many to 
count—and she still had the scars to remind her. But what kind 
of mother would she be if she gave her boy that type of memory of 
his father?

Besides, it had happened years ago and miles away, in Raleigh. 
After the funeral, she’d packed their meager possessions and 
headed east to make a fresh start on the North Carolina coast, 
where no one would know anything about Sean, or her, or her son. 
So, how had Bobby’s mother found out?

“Is it true?”
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She’d wiped her brow with the back of her hand. “Is what true, 
son?”

“All of it—but mostly, that he beat you.”

Which is the greater sin? she’d wondered. Continuing the lie, or 
saddling him with the ugly truth? “Your father was…he was a colorful 
man,” she’d said, choosing her words carefully.

“Not as colorful as you,” he’d countered.

Kate had been about to ask Adam what he’d meant when he’d 
said, “People say he beat you black and blue on a regular basis.”

Carrying the dirty dishes to the sink, she’d made no effort to 
mask her anger. “And I suppose Bobby’s mother said that, too,” 
she’d fumed. “That woman needs to get out her Bible and read 
James 4:11!” Closing her eyes, Kate had recited the verse: “‘Speak 
not evil of one another, brethren. He that speaketh evil of his brother, and 
judgeth his brother, speaketh evil of the law, and judgeth the law: but if thou 
judge the law, thou art not a doer of the law, but a judge.’”

“I’m not a baby, Ma. You can tell me the truth. I can handle it, 
you know.”

She’d tried sidestepping the boy’s questions. “Have you done 
your chores?”

“And I’m not stupid, either,” he’d added, shoving his chair back 
from the table.

From the moment of Adam’s birth, everyone had remarked 
how much he resembled his father. At that moment, with that 
determined set of his jaw and the slight lift of his left brow, he’d 
reminded her of Sean more than ever.

“I’m smarter than most kids my age. Miss Henderson told you 
that last year. So, I’m smart enough to understand what—”

“I’m your mother, Adam Flynn, and I will do what I believe 
is best for you. And, right now, I say it’s best to drop this subject.”
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He’d stared at the ceiling and whined, “But, Ma!”

“But nothing,” she’d said, bracketing his face with both hands. 
“When I think you’re ready for the rest of the story, I’ll let you 
know.”

His brows together and his lower lip out, he’d said, “When 
will that be?”

And she’d told him the truth, as she’d known it to be at that 
moment. “I don’t know, son. I know only that you’re not old enough 
right now.”

He’d wriggled free of her to say, “I’ll bet you got in a few good 
licks, ’cause you’re pretty good at defending yourself!”

Trembling with shock, Kate had aimed an index finger at him. 
“Adam Flynn, you will not speak to me in that tone of voice. Now, 
you march straight up to your room, this instant!”

Slump-shouldered and grim-faced, he had obeyed. But from 
that day on, he’d spent more and more time with Bobby Banks, 
Currituck’s resident troublemaker. Everything Adam had said 
since that night had been argumentative, everything he’d done, 
rebellious. Just days ago, flustered and infuriated by his behav-
ior, she’d demanded to know what had gotten into him. He’d 
responded, “I’m half you and half him. What do you expect?”

The answer had not satisfied her. Quite the contrary. His 
words—spoken as if from a young man of sixteen or more—had 
terrified her. What would become of her young son who, until 
now, had been playful and innocent, loving and kind, if he decided 
to emulate his father?

Now, alone in her dress shop, Kate sighed. Sewing was not 
taking her mind off her troubles, as it usually did. Please, Lord, she 
prayed, clear my mind of these burdensome worries. Either that, or give 
me the ability to work while I worry!



Kate Ties the Knot  17

She picked up a wedding headdress and started stitching can-
dlewick centers in the daisies she’d crocheted along its outer edges. 
When the flowers were complete, she’d attach them to a veil of 
sheer, white gauze that would float all the way down to the gown’s 
hem. It would be a lovely dress.

Kate wondered for the tenth time how Mr. Andersen had 
secured enough satin for his daughter’s big day. Times were hard, 
and fabrics like silk, satin, and Spanish lace were all but impos-
sible to come by. Yet he’d somehow provided Kate with more than 
enough material to create the puffed sleeves, the full-circle skirt, 
and the billowing train.

“Why, Katie, I do believe that’s the loveliest dress you’ve ever 
made.”

She laughed softly. “That’s what you say about every dress I 
make, Mary.” Smiling at her elderly neighbor, she added, “I have 
a kettle on the stove. How about a cup of tea?”

The old woman pulled out a chair and settled her portly frame 
into it. “Don’t mind if I do,” she huffed. “Been on my feet since dawn!”

Kate fetched two delicate china cups and saucers from the shelf 
above the big, iron stove. “I guess you’re here because Thaddeus 
told you what happened this afternoon,” she said, spooning tea 
leaves into the pot.

Mary nodded. “Don’t you worry, sweetie. I raised seven 
young’uns of my own, don’t forget. And every last one of ’em got 
ornery from time to time.” Then, she winked. “Adam’s no excep-
tion. He’s just testin’ his wings, is all.”

Filling the cups with the hot brew, Kate sighed. “I hope you’re 
right.”

“Had me a favorite Bible verse when my boys were small,” 
Mary said, and, patting wayward wisps of hair that had escaped 
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her white bun, she held a finger aloft. “‘Take therefore no thought 
for the morrow: for the morrow shall take thought for the things of itself. 
Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof,’” she recited with eyes closed.

Nodding, Kate smiled. “I’ll add that to my list that 
includes,‘Casting all your care upon him; for he careth for you.’”

Mary slurped noisily from her cup and pointed at the wedding 
gown. “Who’s this one for?”

“Abigail Andersen.”

“Aye, yes,” Mary sighed, massaging her temples. “She’s marry-
ing Nathaniel Peters’s youngest boy, if I’m not mistaken.” Wiggling 
her eyebrows, she added, “Promises to be one of Currituck’s big-
gest shindigs ever. Are you invited?”

“Yes, but I don’t think I’ll be going.”

“Why ever not? You could use a day off.” Mary shook a finger 
under Kate’s nose. “You work too hard, if you ask me, Kate Flynn.”

“Only hard enough to keep the wolf from the door.”

“The wolf? You mean the banker, don’t you?”

“Wolf, banker…they’re one and the same to me.”

“Something you know better than most, way I hear it.”

The way she heard it? Was the whole town talking about her 
past? Suddenly, Kate had an idea. Everyone knew that Mary car-
ried stories the way a bee carries pollen. If she told the woman 
the truth, it would be dispatched faster than by a Gazette reporter, 
and when the gossipmongers told their tales, at least there’d be an 
ounce of truth in them.

“It’s strange,” Kate began, smoothing the silky fabric that lay 
on her work table, “that my own wedding dress is the reason I’m a 
dressmaker today.”
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“Is that so?” Mary got up and waddled over to the stove to top 
off her tea, then stirred a heaping spoonful of sugar into the cup. 
“I’ve known you for years and never knew that.”

“I was born in Philadelphia,” Kate said, nodding, “and so was 
Sean.”

“Sean—your late husband?”

“Mmm-hmm. As a young girl, I thought he was the most hand-
some man, but he paid no mind to me. At least, it seemed he hadn’t 
noticed me. By the time I realized that for all his good looks, he 
had nothing good inside, where it counted, it was too late….

“His father got very sick, you see, when Sean was barely out 
of college. He’d never been a poor man, mind you, but when he 
put Sean in charge of the bank, the money started rolling in.” Kate 
rolled her eyes. “My, but that man could be ruthless! Foreclosures, 
evictions, refusals to loan money to the hardworking folks who 
really needed it….”

Mary frowned. “What in the world possessed a sweet girl like 
you to marry a man like that?”

“Well, that’s a story unto itself.”

Mary leaned forward, her eyes twinkling mischievously. 
“Thaddeus has already had his supper….”

For the next half hour, Kate kept Mary spellbound with the 
story of how her young brother had died of the cancer ten years 
earlier. Treatments and medications, she explained, had all but 
depleted her parents’ meager savings. When the boy died, the 
modest plot and nondescript headstone that marked his grave had 
closed out their account.

“Oh, how sad,” Mary sighed. “What a shame!” She clicked her 
tongue. “Thank the good Lord, me and my own have been blessed 
with everything we need, including good health.” Shaking her 
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head, she added, “My heart goes out to your ma. I can’t imagine 
having to bury a child….”

“It was hard on both my parents, but on Ma in particular.” 
Kate took a sip of her tea.

“And on your sister, too, I imagine.”

“Yes,” she said, remembering her own heartache of watching 
her brother wither away, then watching his spirit leave him, and, 
finally, watching the plain, pine box being lowered into the ground. 
“Very hard.”

Mary slapped a chubby thigh. “So, your wedding dress got you 
started in the sewing business, did it?”

She was a kind woman, Kate thought, to try to lighten the 
mood with a change of subject. Trouble was, what Mary had heard 
so far was only the beginning. “Yes, I had no choice but to make 
my own dress,” Kate said. “My father went to Sean, explained he 
wouldn’t be able to meet his bank note for several months, and 
asked for an extension…just until he could catch up on a few of 
George’s medical bills. Papa was a carpenter, a hardworking man 
who’d earned a reputation for never shirking his duties. He would 
have made those payments, if only Sean had given him a chance.”

Mary blinked and gasped. “You don’t mean to say—”

“He threatened to foreclose on the mortgage.”

“You’re right. He was heartless!”

Kate had never shared the story with anyone before, and she 
wondered if she could do it now. You must, she told herself. Because, 
if you don’t, you’ll be haunted by rumors…and so will Adam. 

“So, did he foreclose?”

“He asked for my hand in marriage, instead.”

“Surely, your pa didn’t agree! Why, that would be the same 
as—the same as selling you!”
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Kate remembered the fateful conversation she’d had with her 
father. “But Pa,” she’d pleaded, “I can’t spend my life with a hot-
headed bully who divides his time between beating people in the 
saloon and kicking families off their properties!”

Her father’s cheeks had reddened, and he’d stared at the floor. 
“Aw, it won’t be so bad, darlin’. He’s not the brute people say he is. 
Been sowin’ wild oats, is all. Marriage will settle him down—you’ll 
see.” But his smile hadn’t quite reached his eyes when he’d said, 
“Settled me down, didn’t it?”

“But, Pa, you were never like Sean Flynn!” Kate had insisted. 
“And what if marriage doesn’t settle him down? What will become 
of me then?”

For a moment, her father had said nothing at all—but she’d 
had a feeling there was plenty he would have liked to have said. 
“You’re right, of course,” is what he’d finally said. “Don’t know 
what I was thinking.”

Grateful to be free of the horrible marriage prospect, she’d 
thrown her arms around him. “Isn’t your fault I’m so picky, Pa,” 
she’d said, kissing his whiskered cheek. “I want to marry a man 
like you, who’s loving and kind and hardworking and—” She’d 
stepped back and lain a hand on his cheek to add, “—and more 
handsome than those Shakespearean actors who came to town last 
year!”

“You’re full of stuff and nonsense, Katie Barnes,” he’d said, 
tweaking her nose. “Now, get on home and help your ma put 
supper on the table. And tell her to make it quick, ’cause I’m half 
starved!” Then, he’d gone back to working on the finial for the 
highboy he’d built.

During the mile-long walk home, Kate had asked herself why 
her father would even try to talk her into marrying a man like 
Sean Flynn when he knew as well as anyone what kind of reputa-
tion the banker had earned.



22  Loree Lough

That night, Kate had gotten her answer….

“Goodness, girl!”

Mary’s voice roused her from her reverie.

“I thought you’d passed out or something, you were so quiet 
and still,” her old friend said.

“Sorry,” Kate muttered. “It’s just—I’ve never told anyone this 
story before.”

“I know, sweetie,” the woman said, patting Kate’s hand. “But 
you can trust me. Now, I know what some folks say about me 
behind my back—that I’m a busybody and a talebearer—but you 
can count on me to keep what you’ve told me to myself.”

Wouldn’t that be ironic! Kate thought. Finally, you open up to the 
Gossip of Currituck…and she won’t spread the story!

“So, on with it, girl…you made your own dress, did you? And 
I’ll bet it was something to behold, knowing what magic you can 
work with a needle and thread.”

“Not nearly as lovely as this,” Kate said, stroking the satin of 
Abigail’s gown, “but at least I walked down the aisle in white.”

“Ah, Katie-girl….”

But she continued on, as if the woman hadn’t spoken. “I real-
ized that if I didn’t marry Sean….” She swallowed hard, remember-
ing the heated argument she’d overheard between her mother and 
father. “Sean had promised to cancel their entire debt, provided I 
agreed to become his wife. It was the only way out for them.”

“Married a man like that to save your family? You’re a true 
heroine, girl!”

Heroine, indeed! Kate thought. She knew that she’d never been 
anything of the kind, especially considering the only reason she’d 
decided to tell Mary the ugly truth was to help her escape the 
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gossip that was upsetting her son. She hoped that once the par-
ents of his friends found out, they’d teach their boys to keep civil 
tongues in their heads.

But it had been a terrible idea. If you hadn’t gone off half-cocked, as 
usual…if you’d asked the Lord’s guidance in the matter….

Too late now to pray for divine intervention. Mary already 
knew everything.

Well, almost everything….

Kate hadn’t told her neighbor how Sean had smirked when 
she’d visited him at the bank the morning after her parents’ argu-
ment, when she’d whispered that if he truly meant to wipe out 
their debt, she’d marry him. 

“So, I made my dress from a damask tablecloth my grand-
mother had given me.” Kate smiled a little, remembering the 
way her sister had draped it over her shoulders before the sewing 
started, and how they’d collapsed in a fit of giggles over a string of 
horrible puns: “Well, you’re all set!” Susan had said.

“Yes, the salt of the earth, that’s me.”

“After all these years putting up with your silly jokes, this mar-
riage will seem like gravy!”

“Good to know you at least enjoyed the making of the gown, 
if that happy look on your face is any indicator,” Mary interjected.

“Yes,” Kate admitted, “I did enjoy that part of it.”

“And did you make your veil from this beautiful stuff?” Mary 
asked, gently touching the lace Mr. Andersen had ordered from 
Europe.

Kate couldn’t help but laugh. “I should say not! My veil was 
made from the curtains Ma had hung in my bedroom window. 
After the wedding, I made ruffles of it and sewed them to the 
collar and cuffs of one of her Sunday-go-to-meeting dresses.”
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Draining the last of her tea, Kate proceeded to tell Mary how 
she’d become Mrs. Sean Flynn precisely one month after his so-
called proposal. “I was sixteen and he was thirty the day we moved 
into his room in his parents’ mansion. Oh, what a house it was!”

She described the many rooms and their ornate furnish-
ings, the acres of rolling hillside surrounding the residence, and 
the dozens of servants required to keep it all in order. “Then, one 
day, about a month after the wedding, Sean informed me we were 
moving. ‘Heading South,’” she said, mimicking his deep, bossy 
voice. “‘Because I can’t stand living under my father’s control for 
another minute!’

“He’d bought land here in North Carolina, where he’d been 
planning to start a whole new business venture—a chain of Flynn 
banks, one in every major city between Florida and New York. 
All he could say for months, it seemed, was, ‘We’ll be rich—filthy 
rich!’”

“And did it work? Did he get rich?”

“Yes and no.”

Mary’s brow furrowed.

“See, he made money. Lots of it. But he gambled it all away.”

“Oh, Katie….”

“I never wanted anything but a man who’d love me the way 
my pa loved my ma,” she said, more to herself than to Mary. “As 
long as we had shelter, enough food, and the basic comforts for our 
children, I didn’t care if we had lots of money. The hardest part,” 
Kate admitted, “was going though it all without having my family 
to turn to. Sometimes, I thought I might die of missing them.”

In truth, her biggest fear had been that she’d die—period—
during one of Sean’s many rages. She remembered vividly the first 
time he’d struck her.
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Never the shy, retiring type, Kate had believed it was her wifely 
duty to show her husband respect, especially in public. And so, 
whenever Sean would talk business at parties, after church ser-
vices, and with friends they met while walking down the street, 
she’d smile and nod to show others that she supported whatever he 
said or did—even when she could plainly see that his latest get-rich 
scheme was nothing but another lofty, ill-founded dream.

One time, she’d made the mistake of questioning him in pri-
vate. “I don’t want to go to Georgia,” she’d blurted out. “I want our 
baby to be born here, in the home we built for—”

“You’ll do as you’re told!” he’d bellowed, turning his back to 
her. If she hadn’t been so upset, Kate might not have run around 
to face him head-on. Might never have said, “My father never 
made any major decisions without first discussing them with my 
mother.”

His blue eyes had glittered menacingly as he’d said, “I am not 
your father, and you most certainly are not the wife your mother 
is!” Grabbing her wrist, he’d jerked her against his chest and said 
through clenched teeth, “But you are my wife, and, God help me, 
I’m stuck with you now.” His eyes had been mere slits when he’d 
added, “You’ll give me obedience, not financial advice. If you dare 
ever question me again, you’ll be sorry.”

She’d been raised in a home where gentleness and love pre-
vailed. How dare he put his hands on her as if she were an errant 
child! She had been the best wife she knew how to be, especially 
considering the circumstances of their marriage. Hurt, angry, and 
humiliated, Kate had issued a threat of her own: “If you ever talk 
to me this way again, you’ll be sorry!”

A heartbeat later, she’d learned that when Sean Flynn issued 
a threat, he meant business. For weeks afterward, she’d hidden 
in the house to hide the bruises and scrapes that were proof of 
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his lesson. Over time, Kate had learned to accept Sean’s drunken 
binges and the beatings they inspired. What she had never come 
to terms with were the cold-blooded attacks that had not been 
whiskey-induced—the ones administered for no rhyme or reason, 
except to feed his sadistic pleasure. Sometimes, as he’d come at 
her, Kate had known she was looking into the face of pure evil.

“Katie,” Mary interrupted her again, “you’re pale as a bedsheet. 
Are you all right?”

Blinking, Kate refocused on the here and now. “Yes—yes, of 
course. Sorry to behave like an addle-brained twit.” Brightening, 
she said, “Now, where was I?”

“You were saying that you missed your family when Sean took 
you away from Philadelphia.”

“Oh, yes….” Licking her lips, Kate continued. “Things got pro-
gressively worse. The more money Sean made, the faster he spent 
it. We were in debt up to our eyebrows, and he was forced to shut 
down six of the seven banks he’d opened. He took to gambling 
regularly, insisting that if he could get just one good hand of cards, 
everything would right itself.”

“And that’s how he got himself shot?”

Kate’s eyes widened. “How—how did you know?”

Mary shrugged. “Town this small? Folks talk.”

Bobby’s mother? Kate wondered. But, really, what does it matter? 

“Before it happened, Sean was desperate,” she continued. “Out 
of time and out of options. The men in the game with him, and 
others at the bar, testified that Harland Prentice had accused him 
of slipping an ace of spades into the deck.”

Mary shivered. “The death card.”

Kate swallowed. She’d never heard it called that before. “It 
was for Sean, at least.”
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“That’s enough,” Mary said, standing up. “It’s one thing to 
get things out in the open, but it’s entirely another thing to beat 
yourself with the memories.” She pulled Kate gently to her and 
wrapped her in a motherly embrace. “Try to put it all out of your 
mind, sweetie,” she whispered. “He was a brute and a beast, way I 
hear it, and got his just deserts. When a man takes to whiskey and 
gambling, he’s bound to end up in a bad way.” Patting Kate’s back, 
she added, “‘For all they that take the sword shall perish with the sword.’” 

Suddenly, Kate felt an overwhelming need to be alone, and 
she stepped from the comfort of Mary’s hug. “Better get back to 
work,” she said, rubbing her temples, “or the bride will walk down 
the aisle in a half-sewn gown.”

Mary waddled to the door and, placing one hand on the door-
knob, said, “I meant it when I said I wouldn’t breathe a word of 
what you told me to anyone. I promise.”

Tears stung Kate’s eyes, but she blinked them back. “I’m sorry, 
Mary. It was selfish of me to burden you with—”

“Nonsense! Isn’t healthy, keeping things like that all bottled 
up inside. It’s a wonder you haven’t popped!”

Kate felt like a weak, spoiled little girl, tattling on a school-
mate for taking too long on the swing. “I haven’t done anything to 
deserve a friend like you, Mary.”

The woman pulled open the door. “Why don’t you turn in 
early for a change? You’ve been lookin’ a mite pale the past few 
days. The extra sleep will do you good.”

“Maybe you’re right.”

“’Course I’m right. I’m always right. Just ask Thaddeus!”

Then, laughing, Mary let herself out, leaving Kate alone to 
stare helplessly at the ceiling. On the other side of it, her innocent 
little boy lay sleeping. Innocent for now, anyway. Bless him, Lord, 
and protect him from all harm. Guide his actions and his thoughts, and—
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Her prayer was cut off by a question: Why did you tell Mary all 
those things? The answer came just as quickly: Because you’re self-cen-
tered and spineless; too weak to handle a little gossip. She’d had no busi-
ness talking that way about Sean. Whatever else he might have 
been, he was Adam’s father. And she’d move heaven and earth to 
protect her son from learning about what kind of man his father 
had been. What if Mary didn’t keep her promise? What if Adam 
found out?

What have you done, Kate Flynn? What have you done?

With hands folded, she closed her eyes tight. Forgive me, 
Father, for coming to yet another important decision without first seeking 
Your guidance. And, in a small, trembling voice, she prayed aloud, 
“Please don’t let Adam learn about his father from anything I said 
tonight!”

Her heart hammering, she rose slowly and headed to her 
room, knowing even as she climbed the stairs that sleep would be 
a long time coming this night.




