
What Readers Are Saying About Sharlene MacLaren and 
Her Rebel Heart

I haven’t missed a single Sharlene MacLaren book because I find that 
every new release is better than the one before!

—Renee, Kentucky

MacLaren writes in a way that pulls her readers in from the very first 
word! My favorite was the Tennessee Dreams series. I think I cried at 
the end of every one of those books.

—Karen, Ohio

What can I say? Sharlene MacLaren’s writing style is the best! Whenever 
I hear about another of her books coming, I race to the pre-order section 
online because I want to be first to get it in my hands.

—Cathy, Florida

MacLaren’s novels are heartwarming, but also fraught with emotional 
drama. I can hardly get through one of her books without crying at 
some point. I’ve learned to keep a box of tissues handy.

—Marsha, Michigan

Every time I read one of MacLaren’s books, I know I’m going to be miss-
ing a lot of sleep because I can’t put them down until I finish. I usually 
read them in one or two sittings.  

—Shelley, Oklahoma

A Love to Behold was my favorite book by Sharlene MacLaren. She 
gave me an excellent historical perspective into what life was like in the 
Reconstruction of the South after the American Civil War. The beauti-
ful romance that developed was just the icing.

—Ann, Illinois



The only problem with Sharlene MacLaren books is that they are too 
far apart. I wrote to her and asked her to write faster!

—Millie, Texas

I live in Australia, so I have to wait a little longer for her books to reach 
me, but they are always worth the wait!

—Janet, Australia 
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To all my wonderful sisters-in-law,  
whom I’ve come to dearly love: 

Charity, Lillian, Shirlee, Gayle, Mary, Debbie, and Penny. 
I cherish you.
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June 1863 • Ripley, West Virginia

Cristina Stiles fell hard against the wooden table and flinched 
when the soldier in blue yanked her up by one of her long 

braids, hauling her so close that, even with the bandanna covering his 
face, she smelled his foul breath. She screeched from the terrible pain 
but fought with everything in her, thinking only of her two children, out 
in the barn, and hoping they would stay concealed and quiet, as she’d 
urgently instructed them. 

The soldier slapped her hard across the cheek, this time knocking 
her against a high-back chair. The chair toppled, and she nearly went 
down with it, but he snatched her upright again and spewed hideous 
words into her ear, words about what he would do with her the next 
time he and his repulsive cohort paid a call. Despite her racing heart and 
bruised innards, she whipped around, yanked down the bandanna, and 
spat in the fellow’s dirty face. Her spittle traced a path down an ugly scar 
that started under his left eye and ended at his cheekbone. She managed 
to free her hand from his grasp and quickly clawed at his left eye, just 
over the scar.

“Why, you little….” He growled like a bear as blood trickled along 
his face. “You’re a she-devil, ain’t y’? Somebody’s gotta teach you a lesson.” 
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He swiped at his bleeding eye, then spun her around and grasped her 
tight, pressing her back against his flabby chest. His lips tickled her ear-
lobe in a sickening way as he whispered, “You need t’ learn some respect.” 
Then he let out a wicked chortle.

“We better get outta here,” the other soldier sputtered from the 
window, rifle in hand. “Somebody’s ridin’ in. Cain’t tell if it’s a man ’r a 
woman.” 

The soldier adjusted his hold on her, and she found an opportunity 
to bite his hand. 

“Ouch!” he squawked, yanking his hand away. “Y’ little witch!” He 
jerked her around to face him and then punched her in the gut, this 
time letting her fall to the floor in a heap. She curled herself into a ball, 
trying with everything in her not to cry out, for fear he would blast her 
with his boot. Little good her efforts did, for he kicked her anyway and 
the sound of cracking ribs rent the air. Pain ripped through her. A bitter 
blend of saliva and blood pooled in her mouth. Had she lost a tooth? She 
lay there swallowing her fear, trying to breathe gingerly past her tender, 
aching ribs.

“Come on,” the fellow at the window said. 
“What’s yer name, huh?” the other demanded.
Cristina bit her lip. Would answering make her situation better—

or worse?
“I asked yer name,” he growled. 
“Cristina,” she said finally, angry with herself for giving in, but also 

not wanting to suffer another blow. “Cristina Stiles.”
The fellow stood over her. “And where’s yer man?”
She pursed her lips and swallowed blood. Every ragged breath she 

took hurt her chest.
The one by the window said, “We gotta leave. Now.” 
The other bent down and lifted her head by the hair. “I bet yer man’s 

a Reb, ain’t ’e?”
“Yes, and we’re proud of it,” she said through swollen lips.
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He let go of her hair so that her head dropped like a rock. “Well, 
you’re in Union territory now. You best start thinkin’ like a Yank if ’n ya 
know what’s good fer ya.”

Blood dripped out the side of her mouth, but that didn’t keep her 
from muttering, “Now, get…off…my…property.” 

“Oh, we’re goin’, but we’ll see you soon, Missus Stiles. Don’t go 
waitin’ up fer us, though, ’cause y’ never know when we’ll be back. Oh, 
and I’d keep my mouth shut about our visit if I was you. We know you 
got little ones. We seen ’em run out to the barn.” He leaned down close 
to her face so that his breath reached her ear again. “You wouldn’t want 
anythin’ happenin’ to them, now, would y’?” Seconds slipped by. “Would 
you?” he screamed.

She gave her head several fast shakes, somehow keeping herself 
from moaning at the pain.

“Didn’t think so.” 
“Come on,” the other said. 
Cristina got another boot in the side, and she couldn’t contain the 

anguished cry that came up from her depths. 
“I had to do that for good measure, y’ understand. Wouldn’t want 

you t’ forget us.”
Out the corner of her swollen eye, she tried to get a good look at 

both men. Stupid Yanks. They had no scruples. To them, she was noth-
ing but a Rebel woman whose husband fought for the South. Even if she 
did report them, no one would take her seriously.

If only she’d had her gun nearby when they’d exploded through 
her door. She could’ve downed them both before they ever took a step 
inside. But she hadn’t heard them coming. Hadn’t heard as much as a 
horse’s bluster. She hoped her children were safe.

Lying as still as a dead bird, she listened as the men crammed a 
sack full of food she had intended for her children. The wretched pair 
stepped over her body as they made for the door, which they opened 
and then shut with a loud bang. She finally gave herself permission to 
take a shallow breath as their footfalls thudded across her rickety little 
porch. Next thing she heard was a loud “Gidd’up” and the rumble of 
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horses’ hooves. That’s when she allowed a single tear to fall off her cheek. 
They were gone, and she had survived. Grabbing hold of a chair leg, she 
dragged herself over to the table, then inhaled a breath and immediately 
exhaled a painful cry. Elias, Catherina. Her only thoughts now were for 
her children, but how to reach them? 

“Cristina!” called a familiar voice. There was a shuffle of hoofbeats 
outside, and then a “Whoa!” 

The voice belonged to her friend and neighbor Clara Woodrum. In 
her early seventies, the woman was still as spry as a calf. Cristina heard 
the click-clack of boots and then the groan of the door as it opened. 

Her neighbor rushed across the room to Cristina and crouched 
down beside her, her knees making a noisy protest. “What in the name 
o’ goodness happened to you? And who were those men ridin’ off in a 
flurry o’ dust?” 

“Yanks, Clara. Mean ones. What…?” The strain of speaking 
weighed on Cristina. “What’re you doin’ here?”

“I just came by t’ visit, and I’m sure glad I did. What’d them dumb 
Yanks do t’ you? Wait, they didn’t…? Oh, good gracious, if they did 
somethin’ ungodly t’ you—”

“They didn’t, but they hinted they’d come back. They’re prob’ly 
from that Union camp outside o’ town, which, I was told, was charged 
with protectin’ us citizens.” Cristina scoffed.

“Where’re yer youngins?” 
“Hidin’ in the barn.”
“Once I’ve tended to you an’ the kids, I’ll run into town an’ report 

them rotten chumps.”
“No!” Cristina rolled to her side with a great deal of effort, wincing 

all the while. “We can’t tell the—the law.”
Clara tipped back on her heels. “What d’ you mean, we can’t tell the 

law? We’ve gotta report them no-good apes. A crime’s been committed.”
“They threatened t’ hurt my children if I told anyone. I’m scared for 

them. Speakin’ of, I’ve gotta get out there an’ make sure they’re okay. 
Help me up, please?”

“You ain’t gettin’ up, blossom. Not jes’ yet, anyway. I’ll go fetch ’em.” 
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The taste of blood made Cristina’s stomach roil. “Hurry. Please.”
“Y’ stay right here. When I come back, I’ll help you to yer bed—

and then we’ll talk.” Clara rose to her feet, her knees creaking. “Them 
blamed Yankees. I hate ’em clear t’ kingdom come. They ain’t caused 
nothin’ but trouble ever since our side o’ Virginia went blue. You’d think 
they’d treat us better now that we’re officially Yanks ourselves.”

While Clara went to the barn, Cristina forced herself to get up from 
the plank flooring. No sense in letting her children see her in this state, 
never mind that they would immediately notice the bruises and blood 
on her face. With great effort, she managed to sit.

Soon the door squeaked open once more. “Mama, Mama,” her two 
children chanted anxiously as they ran to her.

“We stayed in the hayloft, jes’ like you said to,” ten-year-old Elias 
told her while Catherina, who was not yet six, merely whimpered. “Only 
we di’n’t like it one bit. We was pure scared.”

Cristina winced as she reached up and gently stroked her daughter’s 
smudged face. 

“Maw, you’re hurt bad,” said Elias.
“I’ll be fine,” Cristina assured him. “I’m just glad you stayed safe in 

the barn.” 
The children must’ve buried themselves in the hay, just as Cristina 

had taught them. Spikes of straw stuck out in every direction from 
Catherina’s dark hair. “You did good, both o’ you. Now, help me stand 
so I can put this house back t’ rights.”

“You’ll be doin’ no such thing,” Clara insisted. “I’m here now. I’ll 
tidy up the place, rustle up some food fer yer evenin’ meal, an’ help these 
younglings get ready fer bed. Here, put yer arm ’round my neck so’s I can 
help you to the bed.”

“I’ll help,” said Elias. 
“Me, too,” Catherina echoed.
Cristina was sorer than she’d expected to be, which told her tomor-

row would be even worse. She gave her side a gentle rub as she got to 
her feet. 

Clara shook her head as she watched. “Blasted, no good—”
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“Clara…” Cristina wanted to limit her children’s exposure to her 
friend’s wrathful words. While Cristina was no saint herself, she did 
take extra care when it came to her language—not because she held to 
any strict religious code but because she wished to teach her children 
proper English. With it being summertime, the local school was closed, 
so Cristina worked as often as she could with her children, tutoring 
them in cyphering, reading, and writing. They devoured literature, 
which she attributed to her own love of the written word. The family 
owned few books due to limited finances, but they took advantage of 
Ripley’s tiny library. Cristina had read nearly every book on its shelves, 
multiple times. Orville used to read to the children, but he often faltered 
at a word, so most of the reading fell to Cristina. Sadly, they hadn’t seen 
Orville since last January, and his latest letters spoke of the awful things 
the war had done to him—how every day seemed darker than the one 
before. Cristina worried that his state of mind had declined. He never 
acknowledged any of her questions or concerns regarding his well-being. 

“Here, sit y’rself down,” Clara said, breaking into her sullen 
thoughts. They’d reached the edge of the bed, and so, with assistance, 
Cristina turned around, then lowered herself to the old, flimsy mattress. 
“Elias, you go fetch yer maw a cup o’ water,” Clara directed. “Catherina, 
you help me fill a basin with the water that’s heatin’ over the fireplace 
so’s we can wash yer maw’s face. It’s gonna be a bit black an’ blue, if I was 
t’ guess.” 

As the threesome went about their duties, Cristina gingerly touched 
her jaw and felt the bulge there, then ran her tongue along her upper lip. 
The sensations made her shudder. Every breath pained her something 
fierce. She gave a light cough and flinched at the sharp jab. Tears threat-
ened, but she wiped them away. The single tear she’d already shed had 
been enough. She didn’t want her children feeling sorry for her or sens-
ing her fear. They borrowed daily from her strength—and she would 
not fail them now.

“Everything’s gonna be jes’ fine,” Clara whispered as she began 
cleaning Cristina’s face with a warm, damp cloth. Her gentle ministra-
tions calmed Cristina’s wracked nerves. 
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“Here, Maw,” said Elias, handing her a cup. “Take a good drink.”
Cristina gave her son a small smile, ignoring the pain it caused her, 

as she took the offered cup. “Thank you, Elias.” She sipped slowly, savor-
ing the cool liquid.

“Maybe I oughtta stay here fer a couple o’ days,” Clara mused aloud.
Cristina gazed into her daughter’s watery eyes as she considered the 

offer. “Thank you, Clara, but we should be fine. I don’t think those sol-
diers’ll return anytime soon. It’s just a hunch. To be safe, though, I plan 
t’ sleep with my rifle by my side. Anyway, you have animals t’ tend.”

“That’s no problem. I can always ride back an’ forth a couple o’ times 
a day.”

“That’s not necessary, but I do thank y’ fer the offer.”
“Who was them mean people that hurt you, anyway?” asked Elias. 

“We were pullin’ weeds when we seen ’em comin’ over the ridge. Ran 
like foxes to the barn, jes’ like you tol’ us to, so I didn’t get a good look 
at ’em.”

“They was Yankee soldiers, Elias,” answered Clara. “Mean ol’ brutes, 
they are. Ain’t an ounce o’ good in ’em. Don’t never trust ’em, you hear 
me, boy?”

Elias pursed his mouth, raised his chin, and pulled his narrow 
shoulders as straight as pins. Cristina worried her son was maturing 
faster than a ten-year-old boy ought to. “I hate ’em, every last one of ’em. 
If they come back, I’ll kill ’em.”

“I hates ’em, too,” said Catherina with a crack in her voice.
Cristina frowned. “Don’t talk like that, either o’ you. No point in 

causin’ more reason fer frettin’. And you’ll not be killin’ anybody, Elias 
Eduardo.”

“With Paw gone, I’m the man around here. It’s my duty t’—” 
“It’s yer duty t’ watch after yer sister, not protect me or this house, 

y’ hear? I won’t have you grabbin’ a gun unless it’s fer huntin’ purposes.”
“He should learn how to defend ’imself,” Clara put in.
“Clara, don’t encourage ’im, please.”
“I hear-tell there’s some boys fightin’ in the war who’s my age, Maw,” 

Elias persisted. “Paw shoulda took me with ’im.”
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“Don’t ever say such a thing again. You’re a mere boy.”
Elias stretched himself as tall as possible. “I’m older ’n I look.”
“Well, we aren’t discussin’ such nonsense any further.” She gingerly 

took a few more sips of water. Every part of her body throbbed with 
pain.

“Why don’t y’ lay y’rself down on the bed?” Clara asked as she bent 
to lift an upturned chair. She pushed it to the rough-hewn pine table 
Cristina’s husband had inherited from his grandfather just after their 
marriage, some eleven years ago. “I’ll look through your cupboard and 
the lean-to for somethin’ t’ make fer supper.” 

“I’m not sure what you’ll find. ’Fraid the soldiers stole a good deal of 
our provisions.”

“Well then, I’ll check the springhouse. Surely, I’ll find somethin’ out 
there. I ain’t worried. I been known t’ rub two sticks together t’ make a 
meal.”

“I don’t like sticks,” Catherina said, her face scrunched into a big 
frown as she sat beside Cristina on the bed.

Clara’s eyes twinkled. “Y’ ain’t tried mine yet. Sprinkled with the 
right amount o’ seasonin’, sticks can be quite tasty. Might even add some 
sugar.”

Catherina fretted and looked to her mother for comfort. 
Unfortunately, Cristina couldn’t think of much to say to ease her daugh-
ter’s mind. Instead, she patted her arm. “You’ll eat whatever Miss Clara 
fixes an’ not complain.”

The child hung her head, giving it a tiny nod. “Okay. If I have to.”
Cristina managed a smile, ignoring the pain it triggered. “Don’t you 

worry, Catherina. Miss Clara makes a fine stick soup.”
Across the room, Clara chuckled. 




