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Chapter 1


The heat from the September sun was like a physical assault to the young woman who stepped down from the train at the Austin depot. Her ivory cheeks were slightly flushed, and a few vagrant tendrils of raven-black hair escaped the chignon under her hat. She fanned a lacy handkerchief in front of her face as she eagerly scanned the crowd for a familiar brown Stetson, and the tall, white-haired man who would be wearing it.


A sizable throng had gathered at the depot for the arrival of the noon train from Fort Worth. Families embraced returning prodigals, while others waved goodbye to passengers boarding the train. Commissions to write soon and be careful were issued in a cacophonous blend of English and Spanish, with the train’s hissing white steam and sharp whistle providing the percussion for this discordant orchestra. With amazing alacrity, porters wheeled long, flatbed carts loaded with luggage, managing to skirt old ladies, businessmen, and young children.


Mexican women dressed in bright, full skirts strolled the platform hawking homemade candy, flowers, and Texas souvenirs. Vaqueros leaned lazily against the depot wall, toying with lariats, rolling cigarettes, or squinting at the train they were reluctant to board, for they preferred open spaces and the cerulean ceiling of the Texas sky to the narrow confines of a railroad car.


Many of these cowboys noticed the young woman who watched each approaching carriage expectantly. Her gray eyes, which had been so full of excitement only minutes ago, became clouded with anxiety as the crowd began to diminish. The folds of her skirt swished behind her enticingly as she walked the length of the platform and back again. Dainty, high-button shoes tapped on the smooth boards with each step.


One by one, the vaqueros sauntered toward the train bound back to Fort Worth. Most cast one last, longing look at the girl who, despite the heat and her obvious agitation, maintained a cool appearance.


With a screech of steel on steel, a geyser of steam, and a long blast of the whistle, the train slowly inched away from the depot, gained momentum, and finally chugged out of sight.


The platform emptied of people. The Mexican vendors covered the wares in their baskets, and the porters parked their carts in the shade of the building.


The girl in the navy-blue serge suit, white shirtwaist, and tan felt hat stood beside her meager luggage looking forlorn and lonely.


Ed Travers bustled out the depot door, sighted the girl, and, tugging his vest over his rotund stomach, hurried toward her.


“Miss Holbrook?” he inquired politely. “Miss Lauren Holbrook?”


The dismayed eyes brightened at the sound of her name and she smiled, parting perfectly formed lips to reveal small white teeth. “Yes,” she answered breathlessly. “Yes, I’m Lauren Holbrook. Did Ben… uh… Mr. Lockett send you for me?”


Ed Travers covered his bafflement with a reassuring smile. “No, Miss Holbrook, not exactly. I’m Ed Travers, the depot manager. I’m sorry I kept you waiting, but the telegraph machine—” He broke off, impatient with himself for bungling what was already a delicate situation. “Forgive me for rambling and forcing you to stand in this heat. Come with me and I’ll explain everything.” He signaled to a lounging porter, who reluctantly came forward to carry Lauren’s luggage.


Mr. Travers indicated the end of the platform by tipping his bowler hat. Still Lauren hesitated. “But Mr. Lockett told me—”


“Mr. Lockett did come for you, Miss Holbrook, but he fell ill and asked—”


“Ben is ill?” she asked quickly, paling and clutching the station manager’s arm in alarm.


Her reaction stunned Ed Travers. Why did she keep referring to Ben Lockett? What was this girl to that old buzzard? She was beautiful. No question about that. And Ben had always had an eye for the ladies. Everyone in Texas knew what kind of marriage Ben had with Olivia, but even so, this girl was perplexing. Where did she come from? Why had she come to Texas to see Ben Lockett? She could be no more than twenty, and Ben was in his sixties. Maybe she was a relative. She certainly didn’t look like a doxy. And why would Ben be setting up a mistress? He had—


“Mr. Travers, please.” Lauren was anxiously waiting for an explanation, and the pleasant, kindly man was studying her with an unsettling intensity. Having arrived after an arduous trip from her home in North Carolina only to find that Ben was not here to meet her was disconcerting enough. Of course, he had warned her that if he couldn’t leave Coronado, he would send someone else to greet her. “Is Mr. Lockett ill?”


“Ben?” Travers asked distantly. Then, clearing his throat, he said, “No, not Ben. I guess he sent Jared after you, and he’s the one who’s sick.”


He was leading her down the platform with an encouraging hand under her elbow.


“Jared?” she asked.


My God! She didn’t even know Jared! But then, it would be distressing to think that this lovely young woman had anything to do with him. It all came back to Ben. What was his game this time? He had a reputation for practical jokes and surprises, usually embarrassing for the recipient. But would Ben’s legendary humor extend to victimizing an innocent like Miss Holbrook? In the few moments he had spent with her, Ed Travers had inferred that Lauren Holbrook was trusting and naive to a fault, uncommon as that was in this third year of the twentieth century.


“Jared is Ben’s son, Miss Holbrook,” he answered patiently. “Didn’t Ben ever mention him to you?”


Lauren laughed easily. “Oh, yes. He told me he had a son. I don’t recall if he told me his name, though.” Her smile faded into an expression of genuine concern. “He’s ill?”


“In a manner of speaking,” Travers said gruffly, taking her arm more firmly as they descended the steps to the ground below. Lauren saw a long, flatbed wagon parked several yards ahead of them. The green paint on its sideboards was faded and peeling, the wheels mud-splattered. Its two horses were grazing at a tuft of grass under the enormous pecan tree.


Another horse, a palomino of magnificent proportions, was tied to the end of the wagon. Proudly he tossed his blond mane as if protesting the indignity of being hitched to such a lowly vehicle.


“Apparently, Miss Holbrook, Ben sent young Jared for you, and he came from Coronado last night. This morning, when he became incapacitated, he asked me to escort you to his home. I’m afraid the trip won’t be very comfortable. I apologize, but this was the best conveyance I could find on short notice.”


“I’m sure I’ll be fine.” She smiled. Ed Travers became dizzy under the radiance of her face and gentle voice. Then he cursed himself for being an old fool and hastened toward the wagon.


The depot manager assisted Lauren onto the rickety seat. As the porter dropped her bags unceremoniously onto the rough floor of the wagon bed, she heard a muffled moan.


She gasped in surprise when she saw the long figure sprawled on his back in the wagon. “Mr. Travers!” she exclaimed. “Is he seriously injured?”


“No,” he answered. “Only a little indisposed. He’ll live, though he may soon wish he were dead.” He mumbled the last few words, and his meaning escaped Lauren.


She settled herself as best she could on the uncomfortable seat. The brown leather was cracked. At intervals where it had ripped open, the stuffing poked through in hard lumps. The rusted springs groaned under her slight weight. She kept her gaze focused on the road ahead.


“I must run back inside for a moment, Miss Holbrook, and speak to my assistant. If you’ll indulge me, we’ll be on our way without further delays.” Ed Travers doffed his hat again and turned back toward the depot. The porter shuffled after him.


Lauren sighed. Well, it’s not the greeting I expected, but it’s novel, she thought. Then she smiled with the sheer joy of being in Texas and almost at the end of her journey. Had it been only three weeks since she last saw Ben? It seemed like eons. So much had happened since he had visited her guardians and issued the impulsive invitation for her to come to Texas.


They had all been in the parlor of the parsonage. Lauren was pouring tea, which was one of her chores when Reverend Abel Prather and his wife, Sybil, entertained. Guests visited often with the middle-aged couple, who had opened their home to Lauren when her clergyman father died eight years ago. She loved the Prathers, though she realized they were unenlightened about anything outside their sphere. Most of their callers were either other ministers or parishioners.


Their guest on that particular day had been unique. Ben Lockett had served in the Confederate Army with the young Chaplain Prather during the last three years of the war. Their philosophies differed greatly, but the two men enjoyed each other’s company and found pleasure in taking opposing sides of any debate, whether over the strength of the Union Army or predestination.


After the war, Ben Lockett had left his native Virginia for unknown parts of Texas. He was of a breed of ambitious, angry young men who defiantly carved empires out of the vast plains of Texas. In the forty years since the War Between the States, Ben Lockett had become an influential cattle baron.


Lauren was intrigued by the imposing Texan. He stood tall and lean, with only the slightest paunch to indicate his advancing years. His hair was thick and snowy white, brushed back from his wide, deep forehead like a crest. Blue eyes twinkled merrily from under shaggy white eyebrows, as if he were perpetually amused by the world. But Lauren observed that Ben was capable of a piercing, glacial stare if his emotions dictated it.


His voice was deep and mellow when he said to her, “Tell me, Miss Holbrook, what you think of Texas. Like most Texans, I feel that everyone should be as enthralled with my country as I am.” He stared at her from under the shaggy brows, but it was a friendly look.


“I… I don’t know that much about it, Mr. Lockett,” she replied honestly. “I’ve read about the Alamo, and I know that the state was once a republic. The rest of my knowledge is confined to the penny-novel book covers that I see on display at the general store. They depict train robberies, cattle rustling, and saloons. I don’t know if that is a true characterization or not.”


Ben threw back his head with its shock of white hair and roared with laughter. The booming sound rattled the china figurines that cluttered every conceivable space in Sybil Prather’s overdecorated parlor.


“Well, we have our share of train robberies, and I’ve frequented a few saloons myself, begging your pardon, Abel. I’ve even chased a few rustlers all the way to Mexico.” He paused. “Maybe the pictures you’ve seen are accurate at that, Miss Holbrook.” He studied her for a moment longer, then challenged, “Why don’t you come back to Texas with me and see it for yourself?”


There were several startled exclamations.


“Ben, you’re joking, of course! I’d forgotten what a tease you are.” Abel laughed.


“Let my Lauren go to Texas where Indians live!” Sybil cried. The ruffles covering her ample bosom quivered with distress.


“What an utterly preposterous suggestion!” came from William.


William. Yes, William Keller had been there, too.


Lauren shuddered, even in the stifling heat. She pushed the thought of William out of her mind. She wasn’t going to let the memory of him ruin her reunion with Ben Lockett.


Another groan, accompanied this time by a mumbled curse, diverted her from her reverie. Hesitantly she swiveled her head to look at the ailing man. Her eyes lighted first on an ornately tooled saddle, with filigreed silver decorations glittering against the black leather. Her bags were at the back of the wagon, near the man’s feet.


He must be very tall, Lauren thought as she quickly scanned the length of the prone body. Her initial impression was that he was lean and well proportioned. After that first hasty appraisal, she began at his boots and studied the figure with increasing fascination.


The black boots were of smooth leather and came to just under his knees. Tight black chinos were tucked into the tops of them. Lauren blushed at the perfect fit of the pants, which contoured the long, muscled things like a second skin.


Lauren’s breath caught in her throat, and she stared as one hypnotized at the bulge between his thighs. The tight pants emphasized and detailed his anatomy. To Lauren, who was raised in deliberate ignorance of the opposite sex, it was a bold display. How could anyone be so flagrantly nonchalant about his… person? she wondered.


Her palms grew moist within her gloves.


She forced her eyes to move from his crotch. The buff-colored shirt was shoved sloppily into his belted waistband. Only the last two buttons of the shirt were closed, and the soft fabric fell away from a broad chest that rose and fell with his even breathing. The wide chest tapered to a flat belly and was covered with light brown hair that glinted with golden highlights as the sun filtered through the branches of the pecan tree and shone on him.


Lauren had never seen a man shirtless before. Once a member of Reverend Prather’s congregation had caught a deadly fever and she had glimpsed his upper torso as one of the married women in attendance had bathed him. The sufferer was fat; his skin was pink; and his chest was smooth and hairless. No, he had looked nothing like this.


Lauren swallowed hard and pressed her hand against the fluttering in her stomach.


Jared Lockett groaned again, and she held her breath, afraid that he would awaken and find her looking at him with this shameful temerity. But he only sighed, making a deep hollow of his stomach under his rib cage. His hand moved onto his chest, where it stirred restlessly before remaining still. The hand was tanned and large, with strong, slim fingers. The same sun-bleached hair that covered his chest sprinkled the back of his hand.


A strong column of throat extended from the powerful shoulders. Lauren raised her eyes to his face and was crushingly disappointed. His features were covered by a black, flat-crowned, wide-brimmed hat. Her curiosity was piqued by this son of Ben’s, and she wanted to view the face that belonged to this long, hard body.


Lauren almost jumped when Ed Travers said briskly, “There. I think we can leave now.”


So engrossed was she with Jared Lockett’s form that she hadn’t noticed the man returning from his errand.


“You are extremely kind to do this, Mr. Travers.” Lauren’s level voice surprised her. The tickling sensation in her stomach had spread into her chest and throat. These symptoms of “the vapors” were uncharacteristic of the usually serene Lauren Holbrook.


“No problem at all,” Travers hastened to assure her.


He clucked to the bedraggled horses and began maneuvering them through the traffic on the streets of the state’s capital. They dodged trolleys, buggies, and horseback riders as they made their way through the city. There were no motorcars, which Lauren had seen on recent trips to Raleigh.


She enjoyed looking at the capitol building from the different angles their route afforded her. “I think you’re justifiably proud of your capitol building. I’ve read about it. It’s very impressive.”


Travers smiled. “The red granite came from a quarry near the Lockett ranch.”


“Keypoint,” Lauren said. She remembered Ben’s proud voice as he told her about the ranch. Her comment on its clever name, which used a play on words with Lockett and Keypoint, caused him to beam at her astuteness. “You’d be surprised at how few people catch that,” he said. As he grinned broadly, the furrows on either side of his mouth deepened into facsimiles of dimples.


Lauren smiled at the memory, and Travers glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. So she knew about Keypoint. Did she also know who lived there? Conversationally he asked, “Have you ever been to Texas before, Miss Holbrook?”


“No, I haven’t. That’s why I was delighted to accept Ben’s invitation to come and stay with his family for a while.”


The wagon lurched when Travers suddenly jerked on the reins. She was going to stay with them? In the house in Coronado? Or at Keypoint? Either place was inconceivable. This girl was as innocent as the day was long. Had Ben Lockett gone mad?


They were outside the city now and heading west on the well-traveled road. When Lauren pulled the long pins out of her hat, Travers warned her, “I wouldn’t take that off if I were you, Miss Holbrook. Our sun is hot. You might get a burn on that pretty nose.”


Lauren agreed and readjusted her hat, but slipped out of her jacket. The slight breeze stirred by the movement of the wagon cooled her damp skin somewhat.


When she was settled again, Travers returned to his thoughts. That wild buck in the back of the wagon was enough reason not to keep any decent woman under the same roof with him.


Jared Lockett was notorious throughout the state for whoring and drinking. When he was younger, his activities had been deemed “sowing wild oats,” but since he had passed his thirtieth birthday, they had become a matter of public scorn. When was Jared going to start acting responsibly? No time soon, Travers mused glumly.


Just last month, Jared had caused a big disturbance at the Rosenburg depot. He and some of his feckless cronies had gone into the Harvey House there and had spent the afternoon drinking and gambling. They had made their presence known in the restaurant by behaving like a pack of wild dogs. Jared made an unseemly proposition to one of the more winsome Harvey girls. The girls who worked as waitresses in the restaurant chain that served the Santa Fe Railroad were known for their scrupulous morals. If a man proposed anything to one of those young ladies, it had better be nothing less than marriage and a vine-covered cottage.


When the girl summarily rejected his suggestion, Jared had become more aggressive. The management had ejected him from the place, but not before Jared, fighting like a demon out of hell, had wreaked havoc on furniture, dishes, and a few of the patrons. It had taken six men to subdue him.


Well, sighed Travers mentally, it was probably just as well that this young woman didn’t know about Jared Lockett’s antics. They would no doubt scare her to death.


“Is it always this hot in September?” Lauren asked, trying to draw the station manager into conversation. She had had years of practice making small talk in the Prathers’ parlor. Mr. Travers had been kind to her, but she was made uneasy by the wrinkled brow and the puzzled expression that would cross his face whenever he looked at her. Was she that different from the women in Texas?


“Yeah,” he answered, reassuring her with his easy, open smile. “We usually get our first norther about the end of October. Most years, September is hotter than June or even July. Is it this warm in…?” He let the question trail off suggestively, and she didn’t disappoint him.


“North Carolina. I lived—live—in Clayton. It’s a small town not too far from Raleigh. And no, it’s not this hot there in September.”


“Is that where you met Ben?” he asked curiously. At her affirmative nod, he prodded, “And what was Ben doing in Clayton, North Carolina?”


Lauren explained the friendship between her guardian and the rancher. “For years, they corresponded, but the letters had lagged for the past decade or so. Still, on his way home from a business trip to New York, Ben decided to pay his old friend a visit.”


“How long have you lived with this guardian?” Was he being too nosy? He didn’t want to offend her, and no man in his right mind would cross Ben Lockett. However, she answered him readily enough and without self-consciousness.


“My father was a clergyman, too. Abel Prather was his bishop. I was twelve when my father died. The Prathers gave me a home with them.”


“Your mother?” Travers asked quietly.


“I was three when she died giving birth. The baby—a boy—was stillborn.” Her voice was suddenly soft and pensive. Travers noted that she touched the brooch watch pinned to her shirtwaist just above the gentle swell of her breast.


The small brooch was all she had of her mother’s possessions. That and a picture taken of her parents on their wedding day. She vainly tried to remember moments she had shared with the pretty, petite woman in the picture, but no memories would come. Lauren had no inkling of the personality that had lived behind the shy eyes captured in the photograph. In stressful times, or when she longed for the parent she couldn’t remember, she touched the watch with her fingertips as if the action brought her in contact with her mother. But this was a habit Lauren wasn’t conscious of.


After his young wife’s death, Gerald Holbrook had totally dedicated himself to his work. He delved into religious dogma and contemplated theological doctrines in the hours when he wasn’t actively serving his congregation or preparing his inspired sermons. If the care of his young daughter fell to his current housekeeper, that was the price one had to pay for absolute commitment to Christ. Lauren knew that, in his way, her father loved her and wasn’t bitter over his neglect—though she felt it. She would have welcomed a more demonstrative relationship, but knew her father lived on a higher plane—like God.


She was a well-behaved child, quiet and unobtrusive as she sat near her father when he studied in his library. She learned to read at an early age, and books and the characters in them became her playmates and confidantes. Her classmates weren’t particularly inclined to include the “preacher’s kid” in their pranks. Out of loneliness, Lauren acquired a talent for creating her own diversions.


When Gerald Holbrook died, Lauren barely missed him. She moved into the Prathers’ house and assumed their routine without question. They were kind and, because of their childlessness, welcomed the adolescent girl into their home. Their generosity extended to giving Lauren piano lessons. She was musically gifted, and the piano became a passion along with literature.


No one ever left the Prathers’ gaudy, crowded house without knowing their pride in Lauren. She had never betrayed their trust or disappointed them.


Except with William. How unfair was their changed attitude toward her! She was blameless!


“Miss Holbrook?” Ed Travers asked for the third time, and finally succeeded in gaining her attention.


“I’m sorry, Mr. Travers. What did you say?” Lauren flushed under her hat at being caught so deep in her own thoughts.


“I asked if you would like a drink of water,” he said, reaching under the seat for a canteen, which he had filled before leaving the depot.


“Oh, yes, thank you.” Lauren reached for the canteen. Never having drunk from one, she felt like a pioneer as she tipped it back and took a tentative, ladylike sip.


Just then, the wagon hit a deep rut in the road, and some of the water sloshed onto her shirtwaist. She wiped her dripping chin and laughed delightedly. Her merriment was checked when the figure in the back of the wagon groaned and cursed vehemently.


“Sonofabitch!”














Chapter 2


Lauren whirled her head around so quickly that the motion hurt her neck. Jared’s hand came up and clamped the hat more firmly over his face. He adjusted his long body to another position, contracting and relaxing muscles that Lauren didn’t know existed. But then, she had never seen a masculine physique like this before. His languid movements were repelling and thrilling at the same time. It was like watching some pagan god who was beautiful even in his decadence.


She looked at Ed Travers, who was blushing furiously. “I’m sorry about that, Miss Holbrook. Don’t pay any attention to his language. He—”


She interrupted with a question. “What’s the matter with him?” She was afraid that Ben’s son was seriously ill.


“He… uh… must’ve tied one on last night.” When Travers realized her total lack of comprehension, he reluctantly explained. She might as well learn about Jared now. “He drank too much, don’t you see,” he said anxiously, “and got—”


“Drunk?” she asked incredulously. “He’s got a hangover?” She stared with fixed horror at the prone figure. Never in her twenty years had she witnessed intoxication. A cordial glass of sherry and wine with Thanksgiving and Christmas dinners were the extent of alcohol consumption in the parsonage.


Jared had apparently slipped back into unconsciousness. Gentle snores were coming from under the black hat.


“Yes. Please don’t fret about it, Miss Holbrook. It happens all the time. We’re just lucky the sheriff didn’t pick him up and take him to jail to sleep it off. Fortunately he made it to my office early this morning and asked me to meet your train and drive the two of you to Coronado. He passed out about an hour before you arrived.”


“Ben told me that if he couldn’t come to Austin himself, he’d send someone else. I imagine that Jared wasn’t too happy over being appointed the emissary,” Lauren commented.


“Whether he liked it or not, he knew he’d better do what his daddy told him to. Despite their differences, Jared respects his father.”


Lauren sniffed as she cast one last reproachful glance over her shoulder. “I can’t see that Jared Lockett has much respect for anyone or anything.”


Ed Travers chuckled as he diverted the wagon around another collection of deep ruts. “You’re probably right, Miss Holbrook.”


He turned his attention to private musings, and conversation between them waned. Lauren gazed at the landscape around her.


Ben had told her he lived in the hill country, and her eyes could testify to that. Gently rolling hills covered with grass turning brown in the last days of summer surrounded them. They were driving west out of Austin, and on the right a cypress tree–lined river cheerfully wended its way through the rocky ground. Cattle grazed among small cedar trees.


As the sun slipped lower on the horizon, it became hotter. Lauren could feel rivulets of perspiration coursing down her scalp. She longed to whisk off her hat, release her heavy hair from its restricting pins, and allow what little breeze there was to blow through it.


Her hair had been the scourge of every housekeeper who had worked for Gerald Holbrook. Its washing and combing had been a constant source of muttered grumblings. Mrs. Dorothea Harris, an embittered widow who had been housekeeper from the time Lauren was seven until her father died, had declared that the girl had enough hair for six children. Each morning, she roughly pulled it into braids that were so tight they brought tears to Lauren’s eyes. Lauren’s father had said in a rare compliment that her thick black hair was like her mother’s. In this Lauren took secret pride.


Of course, it was out of the question to take her hair down now. It wouldn’t do at all to arrive at the Locketts’ house without a hat, let alone with unbound hair.


Dismally she looked at the fine layer of dust on her navy skirt and agonized over the disheveled appearance she would present when she arrived at her destination. What would Ben think? Would he be ashamed of her and regret his invitation? Lauren wanted so badly to impress his family.


She flicked away what she could of the settling dust. It was instantly replaced, and she sighed resignedly.


Ed Travers said, “It does get a mite dry and dusty. Ben must have done quite a sales job to get you to leave the green hills of North Carolina and come all the way out here.” His curiosity over Lauren Holbrook’s future status in the Lockett household hadn’t yet been satisfied.


Lauren laughed. “He did sell me on Texas, and I haven’t been disappointed. It’s wonderful.”


“How long will you be here?” He couldn’t help asking.


She averted her head quickly and clenched her hands into fists. “I… I’m not sure.” She managed to control her initial agitation and go on. “It will depend on Mrs. Lockett. You see, I’m to be her secretary.”


Ed Travers almost fell off his seat. Olivia Lockett with a secretary? What was old Ben trying to pull?


He swallowed hard before he asked squeakily, “What are you going to do for her?”


“I’ve spent years helping my guardians entertain. Ben thought that I might relieve Mrs. Lockett of some of those responsibilities. I can help her with her correspondence, for instance. The length of my visit will depend on how well we get along and whether she likes me or not,” Lauren answered. As she explained her future to him, she tried to assimilate it in her own mind.


Poor lass, thought Travers. If it were a case of Olivia Lockett liking a young, pretty girl living under her roof, then the innocent Lauren Holbrook would be on the next train out of Austin heading anywhere. Olivia could freeze the balls off any man with one icy blast from those hard, green Creole eyes of hers. What would she do to this poor child?


Intuitively Lauren sensed Travers’s bewilderment. She had felt that same incredulity at Ben’s offer. It had come so suddenly, and she was completely unprepared for it.


* * *


They had dined on overdone lamb and bland vegetables, the typical fare that came out of the Prathers’ kitchen. Lauren was always painfully aware of the unpalatable meals that Sybil Prather served her guests. She was grateful to Ben Lockett for doing justice to his plate, though he graciously declined a refill.


After dinner, Lauren played the piano for the guests at the persistent urgings of her guardians. The recital was well received but, as usual, the Prathers’ gushing praise embarrassed their ward.


Sybil, her plump figure swathed in pink ruffles, sat beside her husband on a garishly upholstered settee. Unfortunately Sybil’s taste in clothes extended to her house as well. Her motto was: “More is better.” The house was dark and heavy with brocades and velvets. Chandeliers and vases of dark-colored glass added to the gloom. Wallpaper in overgrown prints and a maroon carpet splashed with large orange and yellow flowers vied for supremacy.


The pastor’s wife simpered as Abel boasted of her prizewinning roses. Much to their surprise, Lauren’s relief, and William Keller’s aggravation, Ben asked Lauren to show him this noteworthy garden.


The evening had been warm and still, and cicadas serenaded them as Lauren led Ben to the small rose garden and sat down on a low bench.


“Do you grow roses in Texas, Mr. Lockett?”


“Indeed we do. I have a Mexican gardener who tends to the grounds around the house in Coronado, and he grows them much sweeter and much larger than these prizewinning flowers of Sybil’s. I think his secret is horse manure.”


There was a momentary pause. Lauren wasn’t sure what her reaction should be. Then they both laughed spontaneously. She chided herself for condoning his indelicacy but, somehow, it didn’t seem to matter.


“Thank you for inviting me out here with you,” she said. “Abel and Sybil usually contrive for me to be alone with William.”


“And you don’t want to be alone with William?”


She shuddered and said, “No. I don’t.”


William Keller was a serious, thirty-five-year-old preacher who had accepted the pastorate of a small church on the outskirts of Clayton. Lauren sensed that, beneath the guise of piety, he was ambitious and shrewd. He was continually trying to impress the bishop with the strength of his moral fiber and his undying love for humanity.


Much to Lauren’s dismay, the Prathers considered William a superb candidate to relieve her of the state of spinsterhood. They extolled William’s virtues to her at least three times a day, and she was forced to take these doses of him much as one is forced to take bad-tasting medicine at regular intervals.


Lauren had only a vague conception of what the intimacies of marriage implied, but the idea of even sharing the same room with the preacher convinced her that spinsterhood would be preferable to a lifetime spent with William Keller


Normally Lauren’s impressions of people were charitable, but she found William physically unattractive, intellectually boring, and socially bigoted. His entire person repulsed her. He had an annoying habit of talking to one’s chest rather than one’s eyes. Tall and stoop-shouldered, he had thin, lank blond hair which was perpetually falling into colorless eyes fringed by equally colorless lashes. His nose was the most prominent and unfortunate feature of his face. Lauren thought he greatly resembled illustrations of Ichabod Crane, Washington Irving’s main character in The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.


Ben Lockett had brought her attention back to him with a brusque clearing of his throat. He didn’t pursue the subject of William. Instead, he asked her, “What do you do, Miss Holbrook?” Lauren looked at him, puzzled by the question. He clarified, “What keeps you busy around here? Are you happy?”


She answered him frankly. “The Prathers are dear people, and it was kind of them to take me into their home when my father died. I had no relatives. Father had a small annuity, which they have refused to accept for my expenses. I had hoped to teach music or perhaps tutor students in literature or grammar and earn my own money, but the Prathers adamantly reject the idea of my working outside the house.”


“So you entertain their guests. That’s all?” He smiled at her kindly, and she didn’t take offense.


“It’s not a very ambitious undertaking, is it?” she asked ruefully. “Oh, I do charity work in the church, sit with shut-ins and sick people, help new mothers with the rest of their families while they’re in confinement. I play the organ for the Sunday services and teach a children’s Sunday school class.” Even to her own ears, these accomplishments sounded dreary.


“Did you ever think of having a family of your own? Marrying?” He fixed her with a blue gaze that was penetrating and compelling.


“I… well, not really,” she said shyly, and shifted her eyes away from him.


“When I’m trying to make some decision and sort things out, I ride the line for a few days by myself. I like being alone with no company except my horse and Mother Nature.”


“‘Ride the line’?” she asked with quickening interest.


“Yes. We ride along the fences to make sure none have been knocked down or cut down. Sometimes rustlers try to steal Lockett cows, or maybe a sheep farmer wants to water his flock and not pay for it, so the sheep just make themselves at home on Lockett land.”


Lauren drew a deep breath and held it a long time before releasing it. “It sounds… oh… beautiful, primeval, exciting. I don’t know the word to use.”


“It’s all those things.” He studied his knuckles for a moment, then asked, “Why don’t you come to Texas with me?” His tone was no longer bantering, as it had been when he made the same offer, publicly, earlier that afternoon.


“You’re teasing me about this, Mr. Lockett.” The statement contained only a hint of query.


“No, I’m not, Miss Holbrook. I’m just an old cowboy who believes in saving time and getting right to the point.”


“But what in the world would I do in Texas?” She had thought at the time that it was an impossibility for her to have such an adventure but hadn’t wanted to give up the idea just yet.


“My wife is very active in social and civic affairs in Coronado. That’s the town we live in. It’s about half a day’s ride from Austin. I’m at Keypoint or away on business so often that she can’t always count on me. I think she could use someone with your abilities to help her. You’ve had a lot of experience in arranging social functions. You are an accomplished musician and well read, both of which would be helpful. You could handle her correspondence and such. What do you think?”


When she didn’t respond, he pressed his point.


“Of course, we would pay you a salary and give you a room in the house. My son has never married, so we have a lot of space that I was hoping would one day be taken up with grandchildren.” He paused for a long moment and, when Lauren looked at him, he was staring unseeingly at the rose-bushes. Then he seemed to shake himself loose from the thought and continued, “I want you to feel like one of the family. You would in no way be considered a servant.” He grinned engagingly.


“But why are you asking me? I’m sure if Mrs. Lockett were looking for a secretary, she could find one.”


He shrugged negligently, dismissing her logic. “I’m sure she could, too, but it would probably never occur to her to look for one. My reasons are my own, but I promise you that they are above reproach.” He smiled down at her, and his eyes twinkled like blue lights under the bushy white brows.


“Mr. Lockett, I appreciate your liking me enough to invite me,” Lauren said earnestly, “but my place is here. This is where my father wanted me to be.”


“Your father is dead. You’re alive, but you’ll be as good as dead if you don’t get out now.”


Lauren had been startled when he stood up abruptly, almost angrily, and took several impatient steps away from her. When he turned back, he had looked at her with tenderness and spoken more gently.


“Lauren,” she noticed his switch to her first name, “I know you have been taught to obey without questioning. You have a keen sense of duty that is admirable. But I think I see in you a restlessness, an eagerness for life, that needs to be unleashed. You could come to stay awhile, and if things didn’t work out, or if you hated Texas and the Locketts, I would see that you were sent home right away. No hurt feelings.”


What a fool she had been not to accept his invitation right then! Instead, with her head bowed, she had responded softly, “Mr. Lockett, your invitation is overwhelming, and I would love to accept. But I can’t go anywhere.” She shook her head sadly. “I have been taught duty and responsibility, you see. I will probably live with the Prathers for the rest of their lives. They depend on me. It would destroy them for me to leave.”


“And what happens to you when they die? If you haven’t been pawned off on William or someone like him, what will you do then?”


“I’m sure that some provision will have been made for me.”


He sighed heavily and, seeing him so deflated, Lauren was almost prompted to change her mind. He seemed to lose some of his vibrancy. His age was suddenly more apparent on the chiseled features, and there was a mute appeal in the deep blue eyes.


“If there is ever the slightest possibility that you might change your mind, wire me immediately. I mean it. You have a standing invitation.”


“Thank you, Mr. Lockett,” she replied graciously. She wanted his understanding and she said, “I don’t want to be like them.” She had been horrified at her admission. “No, no, I don’t mean—”


“I know what you mean, Miss Holbrook. I’m sure that you have very few unkind thoughts, but you would like to have a broader horizon than the Prathers do, am I correct?”


“Yes! That’s what I was trying to say.”


“Remember, if you ever change your mind…” he reiterated quietly as they walked back toward the front door.


* * *


The sun beat down on the wagon relentlessly. Lauren was becoming weary. The muscles of her back and shoulders ached with fatigue from maintaining her erect posture on the uncomfortable leather seat. Though she had taken numerous sips from the canteen, her throat was parched, and she was covered with dust from the road. Just when she was despairing of ever reaching their destination, Ed Travers nodded his head forward and said, “Coronado.”


The wagon topped a hill, allowing Lauren a panoramic view of the small town where Ben lived when he wasn’t at his ranch. As the horses picked up their pace on the downward side of the hill, she asked eagerly, “How many people live here?”


“Ummm, about three thousand,” Travers replied.


“And how far are we from the ranch? From Keypoint?”


“About a three-hour ride west.”


Lauren’s disappointment was covered by her interest in Coronado as they drove down the main thoroughfare. She realized that people on the street recognized the large palomino tied to the back of the wagon. Several whispered conjectures were exchanged behind screening hands. Lauren resolutely ignored the man behind her and the persons speculating on his condition.


Her only purposes now were to see Ben again and to meet Mrs. Lockett. Examining her feelings for the man who had come to mean so much to her in such a short space of time, Lauren concluded that Ben Lockett represented the father she had never had. He was merry while her own father had been austere; he was big and robust while the pastor had been slight and less than hearty; he was warm while Gerald Holbrook had been reserved, even toward his own daughter. Ben’s deep voice and sharp sense of humor had attracted her to him, and she was breathless with excitement to see him in his own element.


Travers turned the wagon onto a wide, tree-shaded avenue that led south from the center of town. Through the trees, Lauren glimpsed the large house long before Mr. Travers directed the horses up the shell lane.


The house was a credit to whomever had designed it. It was Victorian in design, but not overly ornate, with only a minimum amount of trim. Graceful but sturdy railings outlined the porch that surrounded the house on three sides. On each of the front corners of the second floor were circular rooms domed by onion-shaped cupolas. The tall windows, three on each side of the front porch, were framed in brick-red shutters which contrasted beautiful with the cream-colored frame house. The front door was the same brownish-red and flanked by urns which sported a profusion of red geraniums. The lateness of the summer season didn’t hinder the zinnias, petunias, and roses from blooming in the lush beds that lined the front porch. The grass inside the iron picket-fenced yard was still green and clipped to perfection.


“Oh, how lovely,” Lauren whispered as she gazed at the house in awe. She sat for several moments relishing the fact that she was finally here at Ben’s house.


Travers eased his aching body out of the wagon and went toward the rear of it. He lifted out Lauren’s bags and set them at the end of the sidewalk that led up to the steps in front of the house. He then returned to the back of the wagon and, none too gently, nudged Jared Lockett with his fist. “Come on, Jared, wake up. You’re home.”


Lauren barely noticed the disgruntled groan that issued from under the black hat. She was distracted from her joy over the house only by Ed Travers coming to her side of the wagon and offering his assistance as she alighted. She straightened her hat as best she could without a mirror, shook some of the dust from her navy skirt, and was about to pull on her jacket when the body in the back of the wagon finally climbed down.


She stopped to stare at the rumpled figure. It leaned against the sideboards of the wagon and held its head as if in an effort to keep the head on its shoulders.


Impatient fingers were raked haphazardly through sun bleached brown hair that disobediently fell back into wavy disarray. The man bent from the waist and supported his upper body by placing his hands on his knees as he drew in several long, shuddering breaths. Lauren was fearful of seeing him plunged into the throes of nausea, but he slowly straightened up to his full height. Only then did he turn and see the young woman who was staring at him in fascination.


The deepening afternoon shadows prevented Lauren from having a clear look at his face. She thought his eyes must be dark, but his constant blinking to focus them made their color impossible to discern.


A sardonic smirk lifted one corner of his sensual mouth before he straightened his shoulders a trifle and took three stumbling steps. He stood within an arm’s length of her. She was entranced by this man and his barbaric behavior, and couldn’t find it within herself to move away from him.


Jared placed a hand over the left side of his chest, which lay bare under the loose, unbuttoned shirt, and said with a slur, “Your servant, Miss Ho… Hol… Holberk.”


He bent from the waist again, this time in a travesty of a courtly bow. Executing the gesture was beyond him in his present state. To Lauren’s horror, he continued on his way downward until he grasped her around the waist with two strong hands and leaned upon her bosom to break his fall. She gasped in mortification as he found what he considered to be a haven of repose. His head nestled between her breasts and he sighed contentedly, not knowing or caring what a comical picture he made. Instinctively his hands slid around her narrow waist to her back, and he pressed her closer.


His breath was warm on her skin through the thin linen of her shirt. For an instant, when his nose nuzzled the inside curve of her breast, Lauren felt certain she would faint. Even more staggering to her was a fleeting, overpowering urge to clasp his head into the soft depth of her cleavage.


Suddenly Mr. Travers circled the wagon, angrily grabbed Jared by the shoulders, and hauled him off her.


“Lockett! My God, man, you’re an animal.”


The animal seemed oblivious to the insult as he slumped once more against the wagon, a stupid grin on his face.


A Mexican man came running from the back of the house to lend his assistance as the front door opened and a woman stepped onto the porch.


Lauren’s head was spinning. Things were happening too quickly, and she couldn’t take them all in. She wanted to see Ben and rely on his sturdy presence to restore some measure of sanity to this situation. Hurriedly she shrugged into her jacket before facing the woman who stood on the edge of the porch looking down at her.


Lauren smiled shyly and walked through the iron gate and up the sidewalk. She halted in front of the bottom step and looked up at the woman. Instinct warned her she should go no further. The figure at the top of the steps had the aspect of a sentinel protecting an inviolable domain.


“Mrs. Lockett, I’ve brought—”


“Yes, thank you, Mr. Travers,” Olivia Lockett sharply interrupted the man. “Can you find accommodations for the night? We will compensate you, of course, for your time and trouble.”


Ed Travers was being dismissed, and he knew it. He nodded his silent acquiescence but didn’t leave Lauren’s side.


“You are Miss Holbrook,” Olivia said.


The statement was clipped, and Lauren answered with like brevity, “Yes, Lauren Holbrook.”


The woman appeared to be slightly taller than Lauren. Her hair was dark but, around her face, it was streaked most attractively with silver. She was slender, but held herself straight and rigid. This militant stance made her seem larger than she was. Her face was unlined; her complexion was olive. It was impossible to see the color of her eyes in the poor light, but Lauren was uncomfortably aware of their hawklike penetration.


She wore a green dress of some stiff fabric, and it would have been incongruous with her character to see one wrinkle, one piece of lint, any flaw that would mar her impeccability. Because of her disheveled appearance, Lauren felt at a distinct disadvantage. The woman’s face betrayed neither approval nor disapproval of her guest.


“I’m Olivia Lockett. I trust your trip was uneventful.” She didn’t wait for a reply but continued in the same crisp tone, “I think you may have made the trip in vain, Miss Holbrook. I cannot conceive what my husband had in mind when he invited you here.”


Lauren was stunned by Olivia Lockett’s harsh words. Where was Ben? Obviously Mrs. Lockett had expected her. So why this instant hostility? She stammered, “I… I’m sure that if we could all sit down and talk about it, Ben would explain—”


“Is Jared all right, Pepe?” Olivia interrupted Lauren imperiously.


“Sí, Señora Lockett,” the man who had come to Jared’s aid answered her quickly, still supporting the younger man, who slumped against him unconsciously.


“He really got drunk last night, I guess,” Olivia said. Lauren thought she saw the hint of a smile in the corners of Olivia’s mouth, but then it was gone, and she was sure she had imagined it. What mother would be pleased to see her son in such a condition?


Continuing to ignore Lauren, Olivia addressed Pepe again. “Take Jared to the stable and sober him up.” Her tone was caustic. “Miss Holbrook, I’ll send someone out for your bags.”


Lauren took that to be the only invitation to enter the house she was likely to get. Where was Ben—at Keypoint? Why had he deserted her this way?


She lifted her skirt and climbed the steps until she was level with Olivia. The woman looked at her coldly, and a premonition of disaster coiled in Lauren’s stomach. She found the courage to say, “If you would summon Mr. Lockett, I’m sure—”


“That’s impossible, Miss Holbrook. My husband died early this morning.”














Chapter 3


Lauren was struck dumb. Was Olivia Lockett mad? The aristocratic face looking back at her with implacable eyes conveyed no emotion.


“That’s impossible,” Lauren breathed. The words were barely audible.


“I’m afraid it’s true, Miss Holbrook. He hasn’t been well for some time. He told me upon his return from New York that he had gone there to consult with a heart specialist.” She paused for a moment and looked toward her son who, still supported by Pepe, was disappearing around the corner of the house. “Last night, Ben and Jared argued. After Jared left, Ben had a seizure. He died this morning,” she repeated.


Lauren’s eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry,” she said. What was she going to do now? “I didn’t know anything about his illness. You must believe that, Mrs. Lockett.”


Olivia looked at Lauren closely and then said in the same brisk tones she had used to address Pepe, “We can discuss this another time. For the next few days, make yourself comfortable in your room. Elena will be assigned to you. I must ask you to stay to yourself as much as possible. It would be awkward to explain your being here at this difficult time. Do you understand?”


Lauren simply nodded.


Turning, she looked down at Ed Travers, who remained standing at the iron gate, holding his hat at his chest. His slack mouth and wide eyes revealed his astonishment at the news of Ben Lockett’s death.


“Thank you for your help, Mr. Travers. You have been most kind,” Lauren called down to him.


The depot manager said humbly, “I’m always at your service, Miss Holbrook. If there’s ever anything I can do for you, you have only to ask.” Travers raised his hands expressively as he spoke.


“Thank you,” Lauren mumbled.


“Mrs. Lockett, with your permission, I’ll help notify the public of Be—Mr. Lockett’s demise.”


“The funeral will be the day after tomorrow at two o’clock. Your help is always appreciated, Mr. Travers. As is your discretion.”


Her last words sounded almost like a threat. Ed Travers nodded and, replacing his bowler hat on his head, returned to the wagon.


Lauren followed Olivia into the house.


The impressions she drew from what brief glances of Ben’s home she was allowed were delightful ones. A wide foyer with rooms leading off either side of it ran the length of the house. The staircase was directly opposite the front door and, at the top, hallways extended in three directions.


Lauren and Olivia ascended the stairs, turned right, and passed down a long, well-lit hall with doors, probably opening into bedrooms, on either side. At the end of the hall, Olivia opened a door. Like all of the woodwork in the house, it was painted a pristine white. Lauren followed Olivia into the room and looked around the chamber in which she would be sequestered for the next few days.


Well, if I have to be imprisoned, this is a pleasant cell, she thought. The small room was one of the round ones she had seen from the front of the house. It was beautifully furnished. The floors were stained oak, relieved now and then by small throw rugs. An intricate ecru lace spread covered the full-sized, four-poster bed. The walls were papered with a pale yellow flower print that was subtle and tasteful. There were a dresser and washstand, a bookcase, a rocking chair, a round table next to the chair, and a smaller table at the bedside. Fresh flowers filled several vases scattered around the room and, though the windows were curtained now, Lauren knew the morning sun would flood the room with even more cheerfulness. Someone had planned on receiving her graciously.


“It’s lovely, Mrs. Lockett. Thank you.”


“Then you won’t mind staying in here for a few days until the funeral is over.”


Lauren wanted to attend the funeral. But something in the woman’s manner clearly indicated that she would strenuously object to an appearance by Lauren.


“The bathroom is through there.” She indicated a door. “There’s a door on the other side of it, but it remains locked. You needn’t worry about anyone disturbing you.”


Or me disturbing anyone, Lauren thought.


“Elena will be here soon with your supper. If you need anything, ask her. She is solely responsible to you.” She was about to leave the room when Lauren halted her.


“Mrs. Lockett, I’m sorry about your husband. He was—”


“Yes,” Olivia broke in. “Goodnight, Miss Holbrook.”


* * *


Lauren sat down in the rocking chair and tried to absorb the events that had taken place since her arrival.


Ben Lockett dead? It wasn’t possible. For weeks, she had envisioned his kind face and heard his voice compelling her to come here. Now, he was dead, and her future was, at best, uncertain.


Having sat down, she realized how tired she was. The endless days and cramped nights on the trains, the rough, dusty drive from Austin, that horrible man sprawled in a drunken stupor even as his own father lay dead, and then the confrontation with Olivia. It was all too much. Lauren rested her head on the small pillow attached to the back of the rocking chair and fell into a deep sleep.


She was awakened by a persistent voice and someone shaking her arm. Go away, she thought. I don’t want to wake up, because something terrible has happened. I don’t want to remember.


The pest wouldn’t go away. Lauren awakened to meet the blackest, most liquid eyes she had ever seen. She took in the rest of the face. It was dark, smooth, unblemished, and beautiful. The smile was gentle and warm. The voice was soothing and sympathetic.


“Poor señorita. You are so tired that you fall asleep in the chair. With your hat on! No supper? No bath? Elena will help you, sí?”


“Elena? I’m Lauren. How do you do?” Lauren grasped the girl’s friendliness like a lifeline.


“You’re so beautiful, señorita. I think you be prettier and feel better after a bath. I run the water for you. You get undressed, sí?”


Elena stood back from the chair, and Lauren saw her protruding stomach, announcing the late stages of pregnancy. Was Olivia hiding Elena by “assigning” the maid to her? Her condition would no doubt be an embarrassment to the family and their expected callers.


Elena couldn’t be more than sixteen or seventeen, and seemed unaffected by being seen when her confinement was so near. Her breasts, the dark nipples readily apparent, were almost as large as her stomach, and hung unrestrained under an embroidered white blouse.


She waddled into the bathroom, keeping up lively chatter in a mixture of English and Spanish. The topics of conversation she chose switched as quickly as her languages. When she returned to the bedroom and saw that Lauren had not moved, she scolded her.


“Señorita, your water will get cold, not to mention your supper. Come, let Elena help you.”


Lauren was shocked when Elena turned her around and began undoing her buttons with deft fingers. She wanted to object but was too tired to force the words through her lips. Swiftly Elena divested her of her clothes.


When all that remained were Lauren’s pantalets, corset, and camisole, Elena shook her head from side to side and made a tsking sound.


“A corset! And you are so slim. You can’t even breathe.” She loosened the laces, and soon the offending garment was lying in the heap of soiled clothes at Lauren’s feet.


Lauren caught Elena’s hands when the maid tried to remove her other underwear. Hastily she stepped into the bathroom, which was decorated as tastefully as the bedroom. She looked gratefully at the bathtub of scented water, stepped into it, and eased her tired, sore body into the steamy water. She finished bathing, and was luxuriating in the first relaxation she had known for days, when Elena bustled in. Lauren gasped in surprise for, since early adolescence, no one had seen her naked.


“La señorita is ready for me to wash her hair, sí?”


“No!” Lauren protested, desperately trying to cover herself. When she saw the hurt expression on Elena’s face, she added hurriedly, “I can do it myself.”


“But why should you? I’m here,” Elena said with happy logic. “Señor Lockett say, ‘Take care of the young lady,’ and so I do.” She made the sign of the cross across her enormous breasts at her mention of Ben.


Elena had already begun to take the pins from Lauren’s hair, which needed no encouragement to cascade down her back to her waist. The Mexican girl continued to chatter as she poured pitcher after pitcher of warm water over Lauren’s head. She lathered the thick tresses in a massage that was hypnotic. Lauren felt her nerves dissipating under Elena’s capable hands.


“Señor Lockett look so forward to you coming. He tell all of us about the pretty lady who come to live with us. He order the room be made ready. He check it himself to make sure everything okay.” Before Lauren could protest, Elena pulled her out of the tub.


Lauren’s efforts to cover herself were ineffectual, but Elena didn’t seem to notice her embarrassment. The bright pink blush that suffused Lauren’s body was due only in part to her warm bath.


It was necessary for her to change the subject away from herself and Ben. She couldn’t think of him now. Her grief would be saved for a more private time. She asked companionably, “When is your baby coming?”


“Quién sabe?” Elena shrugged. “When he get ready to come, he come.” She smiled.


“What does your husband do?”


“Oh, he one fine vaquero on the Lockett ranch. His name is Carlos. He one fine man.” She rolled her expressive eyes at Lauren, who blushed instinctively. She didn’t want Elena to elaborate.


“Isn’t it late for you to still be working? Feel free to go anytime.”


Elena’s laughter bubbled forth again. “Señorita, I live here. Carlos stay at the ranch, and I stay here. We get together when we can at his mamma’s house in Pueblo.”


Lauren was aghast. “But surely you would rather have your own home and live together!”


“Sí, but we would also like to eat. With no money, we could do neither.” She giggled.


“I see,” Lauren murmured, although she didn’t see at all. Thus far, she understood nothing of this alien land and its people.


They were back in the bedroom. Elena took a nightgown out of one of Lauren’s bags and slipped it over her head. Lauren stood in the middle of the room feeling lost and helpless as Elena arranged dishes on a large tray. Apparently she had carried it up with her and deposited it on the table before she had awakened Lauren. Delicious aromas filled the room as Elena lifted the lids of the dishes, and Lauren’s mouth began to water. She hadn’t eaten since… when?


Elena set the tray on Lauren’s lap. On it were a beautifully grilled steak, potatoes, a salad, and two kinds of bread. One was a yeast roll, and the other was a flat, round bread that was totally foreign to Lauren. There was also a bowl of beans with a tomato sauce ladled over them.


“What is this?” she asked, pointing to the bread.


“Tortilla. Bread made of corn,” Elena explained.


Lauren took a bite and found that it had very little flavor. Then Elena scooped some butter on it, salted it lightly, and rolled it like a cigar. It was delicious. “Tortilla?” Lauren repeated the word, and Elena nodded, clapping her hands.


Lauren then pointed to the bowl of beans.


“Frijoles,” Elena said. “With picante.”


Lauren had lost her timidity now, and took a generous mouthful. She knew instantly that she had made a grave error. Her mouth was on fire! She quickly swallowed what she couldn’t manage to spit out, appalled that she could do such an unladylike thing. Elena was laughing so hard that her breasts and stomach were bouncing.


“Water,” Lauren croaked. She gulped the glass that Elena gave her and asked for more. Finally the fire was out, but she tentatively tasted the other foods before taking any more big bites. The rest of the meal was delicious, and she finished everything—except the frijoles.


Despite Lauren’s objections, Elena braided her hair into one long plait. The maid then hurried to pull down the bedcovers.


“Go to bed now, señorita, and rest. It has been a hard day, sí?”


“Yes, it has.” She climbed into the bed as Elena quietly loaded the tray and went around the room turning off the gas lamps.


“Buenas noches, señorita,” she whispered as she left the room.


“Goodnight, Elena.”


Lauren burrowed between the sheets. The house was quiet, though she could pick up muted and indistinguishable voices that wafted up the stairs.


“Ben Lockett, how could you do this to me?” she asked into her pillow, and was immediately ashamed of her thoughts.


After the dreadful scenes she’d been subjected to before leaving North Carolina, Ben’s strength, affection, and warmth had been her salvation. She had hoped to start a new life with Ben’s family. Now, all those hopes were dashed. Ben was dead. This splendid house seemed to swallow her. And what of the cold, formidable woman who dominated it?


It occurred to Lauren then that Ben’s widow hadn’t shown any signs of emotion. Maybe Olivia was one of those people who expressed their grief privately. Maybe. The thought was disturbing.


What would Jared Lockett think when he learned of his father’s death? Why would a man who had money and position get blind drunk and make a public spectacle of himself? Ed Travers had intimated that it wasn’t at all unusual to see Jared in such a condition.


Well, it’s none of my concern, Lauren thought as she resolutely closed her eyes. She wouldn’t have any dealings with him.


He was very tall, wasn’t he? She wished she could forget the tremors that had coursed through her when his hands had closed around her waist and caressed her back. The heavy pressure of his head against her breasts hadn’t been an altogether unpleasant sensation. His hair was light brown. Did sunlight bring out streaks of gold as she knew it did in the down on his chest?


* * *


Lauren awoke languidly, after ten hours of sleep. The room was awash with sunlight, which filtered through the airy, yellow drapes in the east windows.


She flung off the covers and padded into the bathroom. Desolation over Ben’s death and uncertainty over her future still weighed heavily on her mind. She couldn’t stay here now. And she definitely couldn’t return to North Carolina, either.


Elena came in just as Lauren finished dressing.


“Buenos días, señorita,” she greeted her cheerfully.


“Good morning, Elena,” said Lauren, continuing to brush her thick, black hair.


“Did you sleep well?” Elena asked conversationally as she spread the covers smoothly over the bed. She busied herself with straightening the spotless room, watering the plants and flowers, and arranging the breakfast dishes on the same tray that had held Lauren’s dinner the previous night.


“Yes, very well.” Lauren swallowed uncomfortably when she recalled some of her dreams. They had been unsettling. Tall men stalked her. One man had white hair and Ben’s smiling face. The other’s face was shadowed by a large black hat, but she recognized the physique. It was imprinted on her mind with indelible clarity.


After eating the large dinner last night, she didn’t think she could be hungry. But the fresh melon slices were delicious and juicy. She drank the hot coffee, though she would have preferred tea. Timidly she asked Elena if she could have tea from now on.


“Oh, sí, sí. My mamma, she is the cook.” She laughed at the startled expression on Lauren’s face. “She work for the Locketts since before I was born. You call her Rosa.”


“I hate to think of you carrying that heavy tray upstairs for my meals, Elena, but Mrs. Lockett made it clear that I am to stay as close to this room as possible during the funeral preparations and while they’re receiving callers.” Her gaze drifted to the open windows as another wave of sadness ebbed over her. “Is the funeral still scheduled for tomorrow?”


“Sí,” Elena answered softly. “Lots of people coming from places far away.”


“Well, I guess I shall busy myself somehow,” Lauren sighed.


She managed to while away the long hours reading and embroidering a sampler she had brought with her from Clayton. She was denied Elena’s company; the girl explained that she was needed to help her mother in the kitchen.


The day passed slowly. To Lauren, who was accustomed to activity and would seek out chores if none were apparent, it seemed interminable.


Late in the afternoon, she paused in her reading when she heard a heavy tread in the hallway. Whoever it was entered a room before reaching the end of the hall where her room was located. Slipping off her eyeglasses to rest her eyes, she listened closely to the sounds of drawers opening and shutting, of wardrobe doors swinging back, of heavy shoes or boots dropping with a thud onto the floor. Stockinged footsteps shuffled back and forth.


Lauren heard the clink of glass on glass, water splashing, a few low mumbled words, the scraping of furniture against wood floors, the rustle of clothing.


Some minutes later, the person was finished with his toilette and left the room. A door closed quietly and footsteps receded down the hall. Someone occupied the room on the other side of the bathroom. Lauren hadn’t been aware of anyone being in there since she had moved in.


That evening, Lauren was embroidering as Elena gathered up the dinner tray and said goodnight.


“Elena,” Lauren asked, “who occupies that room through the bathroom?”


“Ah! That is Señor Jared’s room.” Elena’s eyes widened expressively. “My Carlos threaten me never to go near it.” She giggled as she adjusted the tray around her expanded belly. “He say Señor Jared can please any woman.” She winked broadly as she closed the door.


Lauren’s gray eyes stared unseeingly at the bright bead of blood on her pricked finger.














Chapter 4


The sun refused to shine on the day of Ben Lockett’s funeral. It, too, seemed to be mourning the man who had spent long hours under its hot rays, worshiping the land and its elements.


For two days, Lauren had watched from her window as all types of people came to pay tribute to Ben. There were wealthy visitors, their affluence evidenced by their clothes and their conveyances. Others looked to be farmers or ranchers wearing clean but worn clothes. Their wives tagged after them staring at the beautiful house in awe. Vaqueros in dusty leather chaps rode up to the house on trail-weary horses. The mourners came singly, in pairs, or in groups, but there was a continuous parade of them. Lauren couldn’t imagine the woman who had greeted her with such hostility graciously welcoming the humblest of these visitors.


The hearse came down the shell lane, glistening blackly. With its tassel-trimmed, fringed drapes, plumed horses, and driver who wore a cutaway coat and top hat, it looked like some sort of circus vehicle. Ben would hardly have chosen such an ostentatious, frivolous conveyance to carry him to his grave, Lauren thought, feeling another pang of grief for the rugged, virile man.


Lauren watched from her window as Olivia was escorted down the front walk by a man no taller than she. From Lauren’s perspective, his bald head seemed on a level with Olivia’s veiled black hat. His black coat fit snugly across a portly torso. Shyly he touched Olivia’s elbow as he assisted her. It was hard to tell if his hesitancy in touching her was in deference to her grief or in fear that she would turn on him. His attitude toward her seemed to be almost subservient.


Lauren inhaled sharply when she saw the figure behind the other two. His height and the breadth of his shoulders gave away his identity, though she still couldn’t see his face under the wide-brimmed black hat. His black suit bore no distinguishing details. He appeared to be withdrawn, oblivious to the sympathetic friends who watched him with pity as he followed his mother and the other man to the covered carriage which waited behind the hearse.
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