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PROLOGUE

Freetown, Maryland 
February, 1868

James Sheffield stood, gleaming saber in one hand, a half-full 
  bottle of whiskey in the other.

“For pity’s sake, Mistah James. Don’t go smashin’ up what’s 
left of the house,” Jeb scolded. Despite James’s brutal treatment, 
the devoted friend and ser vant refused to leave his side.

The well-muscled body stiffened as he glared at Jeb. “Get out 
of my way, if you know what’s good for you,” he snarled.

Jeb gave a sigh of resignation and shook his head. “You need 
help, Mistah James. You can’t go on like this.”

“What do you know about going on?” The words were no 
sooner out of his mouth than James regretted them. He knew full 
well that in the four years since he returned from the Civil War, 
bent on burying his memories at the bottom of a bottle, it was Jeb 
who had kept Plumtree Orchards afloat.

“I know we coulda found some other way to pay off your gam-
blin’ debts,” Jeb said angrily. “You didn’t have to gamble away Miss 
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Drewry’s hand in marriage. ’Specially not to that good-fer-nothin’ 
Porter Hopkins.”

Drewry. His niece, Drewry Sheffield, who was like a daughter 
to him ever since her parents were killed more than a dozen years 
earlier. But even his love for Drewry hadn’t stopped him from 
trading her for a sure supply of whiskey. At the reminder of the 
travesty he’d visited on his only living relative, some thing snapped 
in James.

With a roar, he lifted his rapier high, then brought it down, 
smashing the sideboard mirror. Fragments of glass flew in all 
directions, then, one by one, rained onto the hardwood floor, each 
minuscule splinter land ing with a delicate tinkle that echoed pain-
fully in his head. He stood there, his sword-arm limp at his side, 
staring at what had been some of his mother’s trea sures. They may 
as well have been the pieces of his broken heart.

Oh, but he was tired. So very tired of his life. If only he could 
lay down his weapon and his whiskey and start again….

But he deserved no pity—self or otherwise. He became a das-
tardly being—heartless, cold, bent on destruction. And the evi-
dence, scattered round his feet, shimmered up at him. Fury boiled 
up from deep within and surged to every nerve ending. With all 
the strength of his powerful body, James began hacking at the 
once-elegant mahogany dining room table, where his family talked 
and laughed and loved. His dead mother’s prized lace tablecloth 
sailed around the room in tatters.

As if possessed, James plunged the saber into the overstuffed 
chair cushions, sending cotton tufts every which way. Gripped by 
despair and rage, he kicked the brass ash bucket on the hearth. 
Clouds of dust billowed up, then floated slowly, slowly down, veil-
ing everything in a filmy layer of gray soot.

Next he smashed the blade into the priceless statu ettes on 
the mantel. Shards of plaster of Paris bounced off the walls and 
mingled with his curses. He cursed the war. He cursed Porter 
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Hopkins, who won his plantation during a drunken poker game. 
He cursed his lovely niece, who ran off rather than marry the old 
coot in exchange for the deed to Plumtree.

But most of all, James cursed himself…and the bottle that 
enslaved him more surely than if he sat rotting in a Yankee prison.

|
When he at last awoke from his orgy of despair, Jeb was 

nowhere in sight. Alone again, James raised the whiskey bottle to 
his lips and, finding it empty, flung it into the fireplace and grabbed 
another from its hid ing place behind the sideboard.

Greedily, he gulped the amber liquid. Its soothing fire spread 
through his belly. James closed his eyes and sank into the comfort-
ing sensation, knowing full well it would vanish as quickly as the 
morning mists vanished from the orchard.

He listened.
Outside, an early summer storm blew up, and the wind moaned 

through the magnolias. Its sighing ter rified him, for it took him 
back to the battlefield—his men fallen all around him—groan-
ing in agony as their blood soaked into the Petersburg soil. James 
heard their cries above his own ragged breaths as he crouched 
low against the muddy earth…and committed the ultimate act of 
cowardice.

But there was not enough drink in all the world to drown out 
the soldiers’ mournful wailing. James raised the bottle all the same 
and drank deeply. Fact was he was a craven coward. Why not prove 
it to Jeb and Missy and all the world?

His eyes snapped open as he shifted his weight onto his bad 
leg and felt a sharp pain. Not sharp enough! he thought. No amount 
of pain can wipe away your guilt. You deserve death—a slow, painful 
one at that. And after that, hell!

He felt as if he were perched precariously on a steeply slanting 
roof, and that in a matter of minutes, he’d slide off the edge and 
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plunge into the darkness, forever. He sold his soul to the Devil with 
the turn of a card, and he could almost hear the demons laugh ing.

James stole a furtive glance at his reflection in the cracked 
mirror above the sideboard. Staring back at him were multiple 
James Sheffields, with their sweat-matted hair and beards and 
soot-streaked cheeks. Only the haunted blue of his eyes reminded 
James of the man he once had been. It was as if he were impris-
oned behind that glass—cut off from the world and everyone in 
it—instead of standing in front of it.

Who could love a face like that? No man or woman he knew, 
and certainly not God. How could the Al mighty care about a 
drunken fool? Especially when even that fool didn’t give a hoot 
whether he lived or died?

Beads of sweat popped out on his forehead. With a shudder-
ing groan, James tipped back his head and poured the last of the 
golden heat down his throat.
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ONE

Like a sharply honed sword slicing through the tran quil mid-
summer afternoon, an anguished scream pen etrated the happy 
chatter of children at play. Only moments before, they were splash-
ing contentedly in the cool, sun-dappled waters of the Gunpowder.

Perched on a smooth boulder, Joy glanced up from her Bible. 
Every muscle in her neck and shoulders tensed as she scanned the 
faces of her young charges, in search of the one whose cry of pain 
or fear foretold certain danger.

Seven, eight, nine, Joy counted silently. She brought ten 
Suscataway children here to the river’s edge to swim on this sultry 
summer afternoon. Where was the tenth? Then, as if in answer to 
her unspoken prayer, the piercing wail came again. This time it was 
more than a scream; the child was calling her name.

Immediately, Joy’s dark eyes focused on a pair of small bronze 
arms, churning helplessly as his face ap peared, then disappeared, 
in the froth of river rapids. Realizing that Little Crow was in seri-
ous trouble, she stood to her feet, the Good Book toppling from 
her lap, then froze in horror.
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“Help, Joy, help!”
“He’s drowning, Joy!”
One hand over her hammering heart, Joy pressed her finger-

tips against trembling lips. Her first instinct was to run to the 
water’s edge, dive into the river, and swim to Little Crow. But her 
feet seemed fixed to the spot as she stared helplessly at the boy. 
He was strug gling to remain afloat, submerging repeatedly, then 
resurfacing only to gurgle out a cry for help and gulp in a breath 
of air.

Joy’s head spun dizzily. She saw the mouths of the children 
moving to summon her, yet not a word reached her ears. Though 
it was Little Crow fighting for his life out there, it was a young girl 
Joy saw in her mind’s eye:

“Come out of that water…right thish minute!” Her mother’s 
words, distorted by drink, were thick as cornmeal mush. “Come 
on now, before you catch your death!”

“But Mama,” Joy whimpered, “we’re having such fun…” With 
that, the children who gathered around her lifted Joy, kicking and 
screaming with glee, and tossed her headfirst into the Gunpowder.

To Ruth, gazing out on the scene through an alco holic stupor, 
it appeared that her little daughter was drowning. She leaped into 
the water and splashed valiantly toward the group of giggling 
children. “I’ll save you! “ Ruth called just before she went under. 
Surfacing, she choked out, “Hang on! I’ll save you, child!”

Joy, eyes wide with fright, swam toward her mother. “I’m fine, 
Mama. It’s you who can’t swim….”

Ruth tipped back her head and opened her mouth to disagree, 
only to swallow another mouthful of muddy river water. Coughing 
and sputtering, she went down for the second time.

“Mama!” Joy wailed. “Mama, swim for the shore!” By now, 
she was at her mother’s side, trying desper ately to grab hold of the 
woman’s flailing arms.
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But as Ruth continued to struggle, she gradually emerged from 
her drunken daze. Panic-stricken to find herself in deep water, she 
clutched at Joy’s hair and arms. “Joy, I can’t swim! Save me!”

The girl tried with all her might to pull her mother to shore, 
but the terrified woman proved to be far too strong for the slight 
twelve-year-old. Ruth, in an at tempt to remain afloat, wrapped 
herself around Joy, as if to buoy herself with her own daughter’s 
body.

Joy went down, once, twice…. On the third dunk, panic seized 
Joy, also, and instinctively, she pried herself free of her mother’s 
death hold. She’d swim ashore, that’s what, and summon help; 
there were stronger, better swimmers than herself….

Once safe on dry land, the exhausted girl staggered toward 
the village. Halfway there, something made her turn around. It 
took just one quick peek over her shoulder to tell her what had 
happened while she was busy saving her own skin: Her mother 
had drowned.

If Joy climbed from the water when her mother had asked her 
to, Ruth wouldn’t have misunderstood their harmless antics; she’d 
never have jumped into the river in the first place.

Joy ran back to the water’s edge and stood, helplessly scanning 
the surface for a sign—any sign—that her mother would reappear. 
By now all the other children had left the river. Several had run 
to the village for help, while others stood at Joy’s side, whispering 
to one another what was painfully evi dent: her mother was dead. 
And it was all Joy’s fault!

A tiny hand, tugging at her own, brought Joy from her reverie. 
“You have to save him! Save Little Crow, or he’ll die!”

Not once since her mother’s death had Joy been in the water. 
Most likely she forgot how to swim. But she had no choice. Praying 
for guidance, for the strength to do what must be done, she fol-
lowed the little Indian girl to the bank of the river. This time she 
had to do it—even if it cost her her own life.
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|
James Sheffield was in no particular hurry to get to town. 

Drunk, he could almost tolerate Jeb’s nagging. But sober, as he 
was now, the man’s good advice drove James to distraction.

“Stop that drinkin’, Mistah James,” his colored friend said just 
before he left the house, “’fore you kill yo’self.” If he said it once in 
the past year, Jeb said it a thousand times.

Yes, he promised to give up his whiskey—about as often as Jeb 
had asked him to give it up. But the heat of the golden elixir was 
the only warmth in his life these days. How could he part with it? 
How could Jeb ask him to? Never mind that was the po tent brew 
that caused all his troubles in the first place.

No, that wasn’t entirely true. He had to admit that his cow-
ardly actions during the War were the root of his troubles….

An ear-splitting scream broke through the cloying web of 
self-pity. A child’s call for help, followed by the shrieks of several 
frightened children.

James strained to pinpoint the direction of the shouts, then 
reined in his horse and maneuvered through the roadside thicket 
toward the Gunpowder. There, in the clearing, he saw a dozen or 
so Suscataway Indian chil dren, crying, and pointing toward a boy 
who was thrash ing madly in the water. A lovely young woman, 
dressed all in white, knelt in the loamy soil at the river’s edge. 
Tears streamed down her face as she opened and closed, opened 
and closed her fists.

What’s she waiting for? James wondered. The river is deep here; 
the boy will drown if she doesn’t do something, and do it quick!

Almost at the same moment, he realized that some thing was 
wrong. Even from this distance, he recog nized the look on her 
face. It was the paralysis of fear.

Without sparing time for further thought, he leapt from his 
horse and dove into the cool water, swam to the river’s center, 
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grabbed the unconscious boy, and dragged him ashore. Seeing the 
child safe on dry land again seemed to restore the woman, and she 
joined James as he knelt beside the boy’s limp body.

“How can we thank you?” she whispered. “You’re the answer 
to prayer—a real hero!”

He met her wide, dark eyes, and for an instant, al lowed him-
self to bask in her praise. The instant died quickly. Hero, indeed, he 
scoffed silently. If only she knew how you earned this limp of yours….

James turned his attention again to the boy. “We’d best get the 
water from his lungs. There’s not a minute to lose. Here, help me 
roll him onto his side.

For the next few minutes, the pair worked diligently to revive 
the water-logged boy. At first, it seemed the child would never 
catch his breath. But soon, he was sitting up and drying his face 
with a corner of the blanket. And in no time at all, he was on his 
feet, receiving the good-natured ribbing of his chums who could 
now make light of his brush with death.

James, toweling off with another corner of the blan ket, took 
a deep breath. “Mighty close call,” he mumbled. “Too close, if you 
ask me.”

The young woman hung her head. “If you hadn’t happened 
along when you did, Little Crow would be…”

He didn’t know what possessed him to do it—per haps the 
pained expression on her pretty face, or the pitiful little tremor 
of her voice as it trailed off—but James reached out and took her 
hand. “Well, now, it’s over, isn’t it? And the boy will be none the 
worse for the experience. That’s all that counts.”

She continued to kneel there, silent and still, slowly shaking 
her head, her lower lip trembling.

Quickly, before she could begin to cry, James seized the oppor-
tunity to introduce himself. With her small hand still engulfed 
in his, he began lifting and lower ing her arm like a pump handle. 
“Name’s Sheffield,” he said amiably, “James Sheffield.”
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When she finally darted a look at him, James’s heart throbbed, 
whether from the purity of her beauty or the raw pain in her round, 
brown eyes, he didn’t know. “And you’re…”

“I’m so sorry.” She withdrew her hand and stared at the rush-
ing waters of the river. “I—I owe you an explanation…. It is I who 
should have rescued Little Crow. But since you risked your life, the 
least I can do is tell you…”

James frowned. “Nonsense. I won’t hear another word about 
it.”

She smiled at that—lighting up the shaded bank like a sun-
burst filtering through the trees. Almost imme diately the smile 
faded. “It’s not a terribly long story,” she began, getting to her feet. 
“But I’m afraid it’s not a very pretty one, either.”

He rose, towering over her. “You don’t owe me a thing,” he 
insisted.

“Mr. Sheffield…”
“James,” he corrected. “And what do they call you? Lovely 

Lady?”
She flushed deeply. “My name is Naomi Joy McGuire, but they 

call me Joy. Pastor McGuire is my father. Perhaps you’ve heard of 
him?”

Yes. James had heard of Sam McGuire, the minis ter who took 
over at St. Johns while James had been off…fighting…in the Civil 
War. Fighting, ha!

“You see,” she went on. “I have an intense aversion to water…. 
It started the day my mother drowned.”

Joy told her story quickly and without embellishment, yet 
sparing none of the details. James watched with fascination as first 
pain, then guilt, then sorrow crossed her pretty features.

“It was my fault…all my fault,” she concluded, slumping 
against the trunk of a nearby tree. “If I hadn’t…”

“I’ve never heard anything more ridiculous in all my life,” 
he growled. “It was the drink that killed your mother, not you! 
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Whiskey is a powerful foe; once you’re under its spell, rational 
thought is impossible.” And who ought to know that better than you, 
James Sheffield!

For the first time since returning from the War, Jeb’s words 
made complete sense: “You ain’t jus’ hurtin’ yo’self, Mistah James. 
You is hurtin’ all of us what loves and cares ’bout you….”

Joy told James she came away from her mother’s struggle with 
an ugly gash on her cheek. In time, the wound healed. But he 
sensed that Joy bore a deeper scar that would take much longer to 
heal. That she carried such a heavy burden all these years touched 
him in the deepest part of his heart.

“You can’t talk sense to a drunkard,” he added more gently. 
“You tried to save her, but the whiskey talked louder than you did. 
You didn’t kill your mother, Joy. Liquor killed her.”

There were tears in her big eyes when she said softly, “Thank 
you, James. You’re a very kind and under standing man.”

I understand far more than you know, thought James miserably. 
And what would you think of me if you learned why I’m so knowledge-
able on the subject of drink! Why, she’d turn and run like a scared 
rabbit. He blinked the thought away.

He was on his way to town, he recalled now, to replenish his 
own liquor supply, or they’d never have met at all. Maybe, James 
thought, it’s a sign from heaven that you should take Jeb’s advice and 
spend your energies on the farm instead of the booze.

|
Joy thought about the intriguing man all the way back to the 

Suscataway village…and as she walked from the village to the cot-
tage she shared with her father…and as she prepared her simple 
supper…and while she cleaned up the dishes.

Joy thought of James later, too, as she sat rocking in the parlor, 
darning her father’s socks. When Samuel returned from his 
church business in Philadelphia, he’d find every sock mended!
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Right up until the moment she drifted off to sleep, James 
Sheffield’s ruggedly handsome face hovered in her memory.

He cut quite a dashing figure, she decided, despite the thick, 
angry scar that twisted along his right cheek, despite whatever 
brutal injury caused his limp. His clear eyes were exactly the color 
of the summer sky as he knelt beside her on the riverbank, his dark 
hair and beard glistening with silvery droplets as he pumped river 
water from Little Crow’s lungs.

But those massive shoulders bore a burden of considerable 
weight, this much she knew. For though she told him in minute 
detail about the events sur rounding her mother’s death, James had 
very care fully and deliberately avoided revealing a single fact about 
his own life. She told him, too, of her faith in God, without whom 
she would not have survived the tragedy. James admitted he never 
had much faith, adding that he envied hers….

Strange. Just last week, she overheard her father and his assis-
tant, Matthew Frost, discussing James Sheffield. Their comments 
were far from compli mentary. It was well known that James was 
the town drunk, a ruthless gambler, and a womanizer. Even Joy 
heard the rumors. But after the episode in the river, she had a dif-
ferent opinion of him—courageous rescuer, kind and compassion-
ate...friend.

James Sheffield hadn’t set foot in a church in years, her father 
said, and his bad habits were slowly destroying what had once been 
the most productive fruit orchard in northern Maryland. But how 
could such things be true? Joy wondered. Could a repro bate who 
returned from the War bruised and broken inside and out have 
risked his life to save a child? Could a man who preferred whis-
key and poker and wild women to the godly life have listened so 
intently to her sorrowful story, then offered such tender words of 
consolation?

Joy doubted it. She preferred to believe that what she 
saw in those crisp blue eyes—honesty, integ rity, strength of 
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character—was the real James Sheffield, though perhaps buried 
deep within. If she was right, maybe he could become once again 
the man he was before the War….

At least, Joy sincerely hoped so.


