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Prologue

Garden City, KS 1874

“Wesley, wait for me,” nine-year-old Allison Spencer whined as she chased her best friend through the backyard.

“Nope,” Wesley replied, stopping long enough for her almost to catch up before he sped off again. “Hurry up, Allie. You're such a girl,”

“It's not fair,” she wailed, tossing a sweaty strand of golden hair out of her face. “You don't have to wear a skirt!”

“Allison!” Rebecca called.

Allison stopped in her tracks. So did Wesley. They turned in unison to regard Allison's nineteen-year-old sister, who leaned against the railing that surrounded the back porch of their white, two-story home. “Wesley's mother is here. He needs to go, and Ma says you need a bath before church tomorrow.”

Uh oh. We'd better hop to it. Ma won't like it if we dawdle, and she will not appreciate needing to ask twice.

Then the entirety of the message dawned on Allison. Wesley giggled as her face flamed.

Sensing his momentary distraction, she pounced, tackling her best friend directly into a mud puddle that had accumulated in the backyard, beside the rosebushes.

“Allie!” Wesley responded with a whine of his own. Thick, sticky green mud oozed up under his arms and between his legs, staining his already messy play clothes.

“Now who needs a bath, stinky?” Allison teased.

“Don't call me stinky!” Wesley howled. He shoved, knocking Allison off his chest so that she fell into the mud herself.

They looked at each other and burst out laughing. Wes looks like the swamp monster we made up a story about last week, all green and slimy, and from the expression on his face, I bet I look even worse. She ran a hand through her long blond hair and grimaced at the gritty, wet sensation. Definitely worse.

“My ma is going to kill me,” Wesley complained when he had caught his breath.

Privately, Allison agreed. I have a strict mother, but Mrs. Fulton is nothing but a battleax. Sometimes she seems almost crazy. I won't say it though. Wes is defensive about his mother. Instead, she extended her hand to Wesley, intending to help him out of the mud.

He gave her a sharp yank, sending her sprawling in the disgusting slime.

“I'm gonna get you,” she snarled, trying to push herself up. Her hands slipped. “When I get out of this puddle, I'm going to kill you.”

Wesley laughed. “You'll have to catch me first, girly girl.” He hoisted himself to his feet. “Besides, if you kill me, who will marry you then?” He reached out his hand to her this time.

She considered it warily. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, I always thought we would get married someday, didn't you, Allie?”

Of course, I have. I don't want to end up like my sister. Poor Becky, jilted by her fiancé. It seems like she might die of grief, though what exactly was so special about that boy, I've never been sure. Marrying my best friend is a much better idea. “Yeah, I guess so,” she replied, aiming for nonchalance. “Are you sure you mean it?”

“Allie,” he said, suddenly solemn, “I promise to marry you when we grow up.” He extended his hand, so they could shake on it. She pressed her palm to his, and they shook briefly. Then he pulled, hoisting her to her feet.

They looked each other in the eyes for the span of half a dozen heartbeats. Then Wesley darted in close and kissed her, pressing his lips briefly to her cheek before giving her another hard shove, sending her sprawling before he turned and ran for the gate.
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Ten years later

“Oh, Wesley,” Allison moaned into her fiancé's mouth. He took the opening of her lips as an opportunity to slide his tongue inside. She let him take the familiar liberty, as he'd expected. This time, though, Wesley pressed his advance a step further, opening the buttons of her snowy white shirtwaist halfway to her navel. He slipped his hand inside and began caressing the bare skin of her upper chest, above the lacy edge of her chemise.

A cool breeze slipped past the broken windows of the abandoned farmhouse, teasing Wesley's heated flesh.

Allison moaned again.

Wesley grasped her stiffening nipple and gently squeezed it. “I want you, Allie,” he told her gruffly.

“Oh, Wesley, yes.” She pressed her luscious curves against his body.

He lowered her to the uneven dirt floor and covered her, grasping the edges of Allison's chemise and lowering it. “So pretty,” he whispered, reaching out to touch one, reverence and awe in his voice and hands.

Allison arched her back, offering herself freely.

It's more than I deserve, my precious virgin's eager surrender, but I want to take it, nonetheless. I will someday, after our wedding, which is surely years away. He frowned. I will, however, take a taste of all she has to offer, starting with this bounty spread out before me. Shoving down thought, he touched Allie's again. Stroking her right breast with the tips of his fingers, he caressed the nipple to velvet hardness and leaned down to give it a long, sweet lick.

She squeaked, her hands cupping to the back of his head, holding him against her pillowy softness.

He obligingly opened his lips and sucked little peak into his mouth, tugging gently.

“Ahhh,” Allison sighed.

So, she likes that, does she? He moved to the other side and tried again, getting the same encouraging result.

If only I could marry her now, this summer. We're were a little young, it's true, but I've seen it work before if the families are supportive. Allison's probably would be. They like me well enough, and they realize our marriage is inevitable.

He'd had to endure many lectures from Mr. Spencer about treating a woman he loved with respect. I do respect Allie. No less so, for holding her half-naked in my arms. If only Mother would agree. But, no. There will be no help from that quarter. I'll have to wait on the wedding until I can afford to support my bride. Which meant he'd have to wait on completing this consummation as well.

Shaking off the thought, he backed up and treated himself to a long, lingering look at his beloved, sprawled on the dirt, breasts bare and glistening in the intense summer sunshine. This is wrong. We should be on a nice, clean bed. Allie should have my ring on her finger. How can I wait to have her? It will be years. Years, and I'm about to burst with longing. While his friends had generally had an experience or two by now, the thought of bedding another woman left Wesley cold. Why would I, when I have all this to play with?

He leaned down to suckle her nipple again, tugging firmly on the sensitive nub.

Allie made a soft sound of pleasure. Her thighs had fallen open so that she cradled his slender hips. He ground against her, imitating intercourse through all their layers of clothing.

“Oh Wes, please. Let's not wait anymore.” She clutched his back and pressed him harder against the apex of her thighs.

He kissed her lips and pulled her clothing back into place. “Allie, I love you. I'm not going to take your virginity here in the dirt, so we can spend the next however many years sneaking around. I won't do it. I want that white wedding and my eager virgin bride afterwards. Don't you want that?”

“It doesn't seem important right now,” she replied, a hint of a sulk lingering around her soft, pink lips.

“That's passion talking. When you calm down—”

“I never calm down, Wes,” she interrupted. “Never. When I wake up in the morning, I'm already on fire. I simmer all day, and by night, I'm burning up. I love you and I want you so bad. Do you honestly think we'll be able to wait years?”

Honestly, I don't, he admitted ruefully, but still, he held firm to his convictions. “I know, sweet girl. I feel it too, and you're right. It will be a struggle, but we should at least try. This is no place for our first time anyway.”

Allison's gaze scanned the room, taking in the cobwebs—some complete with spiders—the bare dirt floor, the broken windows and cracked, buckling walls. At last, she sighed and moved as though to stand.

Wesley obligingly climbed off her, though his aching body protested the movement. He lifted her to her feet and pulled her close for a long hug.

“I wish we could get married now,” she complained.

“I know, honey, but I can't afford it yet. Where would we live? I have to work for a while and save up. The job at the bank is great, and I love it, but to buy a whole house? You know I don't have enough money for that right now.”

“I know.”

“Better head home, honey. You've been gone a long time. You don't want your folks finding us here.”

“Yes, I do,” she replied instantly.

“Why?”

“Because they'll make us get married. That's all I want anyway.”

Wesley had to chuckle at her matter-of-fact response. “Little spitfire,” he said fondly. “It's a good thing I'm not interested in ladylike behavior from my wife.” He kissed her again. “Go home, Allison. Don't you have to get to work early tomorrow?”

She sighed. “Yes, I do. We're expecting a shipment of canned goods, and Mr. Heitschmidt wants a space cleared and ready when they get here, so we don't interrupt the flow of traffic around the store for long.”

“Have fun.” He kissed her forehead, nose, lips, cheeks, and sent her on her way with a firm pat on the bottom.

Alone at last, Wesley began shaking. She has no idea how close I came to taking her invitation. The warmth that had sunk into the front of his trousers had nearly been his undoing. He could still feel her there. She's correct. There's no way we'll succeed in waiting years for the consummation, close as we are already. I hope Allie knows how to relieve the pressure. It doesn't fix the problem, but it takes the edge off. He unbuttoned his trousers and reached inside. If I go home in this state of rampant arousal, Mother will be sure to notice, and she doesn't hold back from commenting.

His hand closed around his aching erection, and he let his eyes slide shut, imagining his sweet Allie, naked but for a thick gold wedding ring, sprawled in his bed, her thighs spread wide in invitation…

“That's a pretty picture,” a familiar, unwelcome voice commented from the doorway.

Wesley jumped. “Oh my Lord, Samantha! What are you doing here? Go away!” His face burned with shame.

The voluptuous blond strolled into the room. “What am I doing? I'm watching the show. Nice. Very nice. Your Allie is a lucky girl. Too bad you'll never get to marry her.”

“Oh, shut up,” he groused. I hope Allie never finds out the town tramp watched me touching her breasts. I'm not holding out hope, though. Samantha's almost as big a gossip as she is a slut. “What the hell do you mean? I'm marrying her as soon as I can save up enough money to buy a little house. Everyone knows that.”

“And your mother is a bitch. She hates Allison. If you do manage to marry her, she'll make life miserable for both of you, for the rest of your days.”

“Don't talk about my mother like that. She'll get over it, once it's too late to protest. Now please, go away.” His hands moved to the buttons on his trousers. I'll have to work on my arousal later, at home. It isn't ideal there. If I make the slightest sound, Mother will be knocking on the door, asking if I'm all right.

“What's your hurry?” Samantha asked, nodding to his groin. I like what you've got there. I'd love to see some more of it.”

Red-faced, Wesley turned away. What's wrong with this woman? Does she have no shame? “Go away, Samantha. It's not for you.”

“Only Allison then? How sad for her. If you did manage to marry her, you'd have no idea how to please her. Poor little virgin with a clumsy virgin husband floundering on top of her.” Samantha made a tutting sound. Her arms slipped around Wesley from behind, one hand sliding straight through the opening in his waistband and closing around him.

Wesley froze with shock. Who does things like that?

A wicked little voice whispered in his ear, “She has a point. Most men arrive at their marriage bed with some experience.”

I'm so aroused already, he reminded himself, daring to validate the temptation, just from touching Allison the tiniest bit. Getting her naked will leave me right on the brink. That dearly-longed-for wedding night will be over before it starts.

In fact, he hovered on the brink right now, his body reacting to the confused mélange of sensations. Images of Allison naked in his arms blended with Samantha's expert touches. The breeze touched his bare flesh as she lowered his trousers to his knees. Circling around to the front of him, she knelt. Liquid warmth enclosed his aching sex and he groaned. “Samantha, please stop.”

“Imagine I'm her. Let me help you get ready for her.”

She sucked him back in and he was lost, lust bowling over his consciousness, drowning his conscience so that when Samantha lifted her skirt to reveal that she wore no bloomers, when she spread her thighs and urged him down, he knelt. When she lined up his thick erection with the opening of her glistening womanhood, he didn't protest. When she urged him inside, he followed her lead. Groaning at the wet, hot sweetness, he gave his innocence to a woman he didn't even like, while the girl he loved made her long way home, unsatisfied.

Samantha arched her hips, taking him to the hilt inside her, and he groaned again. His orgasm began instantly, giving the seed that should have belonged to Allison, his future bride, to this wanton creature.







Chapter 1

Four Years Later

“Melissa, I'm home!” Wesley called.

His beautiful, three-year-old daughter ran to the front parlor, golden pigtails bouncing with every step.

He glanced up the room and sighed. Like the rest of the house, a thick layer of dust lay on every surface. A threadbare sofa with scarred arms had been shoved against the wall. An overturned side table rested on the floor, with the remains of a broken oil lamp strewn in a wide circle around it. One of the panes in the big bay window was also broken, and chilly air funneled into the room, as well as the odd leaf from the messy, untrimmed shrubs outside. His stomach turned when the wind stilled, allowing the stench of rotten food and dirty house to rise up.

“Daddy!” the little girl squealed, jumping into his arms. He cradled her against his side with one arm and planted a loud kiss on her cheek. She responded in kind. The uncomplicated love of a child makes up for a multitude of other, less pleasant aspects of life.

“Hello, Wes,” his wife said, entering the room.

Oh, good. She looks fairly lucid today, he noted with relief. “Samantha.” He hugged her gently with his free arm around her shoulder and pressed a quick kiss to her lips, twirling a strand of golden hair around his finger. “Did you have a good day?”

“I guess,” she replied. “What about you? How was your meeting?” Her voice hardened as she spoke the question.

Uh oh. “Fine. We're getting a new pastor.”

Samantha shrugged. “Another two-faced hypocrite?” she asked, an ugly note in her voice.

“I doubt it,” Wesley replied. “He's young. Younger than me. Maybe he'll be nice.”

“Church people are never nice,” Samantha said.

The tone in her voice warned him. Wrong again. We're heading into dangerous territory. Wesley changed the subject immediately. “So, what did you do today?”

“We went to the store. I bought some ribbons and a dolly for Melissa.”

“That's good,” he replied, relieved she'd taken the bait.

“We saw a few people there. Your lover was there.”

“I don't have a lover,” he replied mildly, his pulse increasing as he struggled not to go into full defensive mode. “I don't need one. I have the most arousing woman in town for my wife.” He ran his hand over her backside.

She shoved him away. “Don't lie to me, Wesley. I know you're still with that little whore. The look she gave me… and then talking to me all sweet.”

Wesley took a step away from his wife. There was no truth in what she was saying. Since the day she'd come to him and told him she was pregnant, up to this very day, he'd been faithful to her. He knew full well she didn't return the favor. He knew what those pitying, knowing looks from the men around town meant. It doesn't matter. I have to try and keep my family functioning as best I can, for Melissa's sake.

“Is that where you really were, after work today?” Samantha snarled, working herself further into a tirade. “Did you go to your whore? Did you bring her back to that farmhouse and take her on the floor, in the dirt, the way you always wanted?”

And there we go, Wesley thought, suppressing a sigh. Melissa doesn't need to hear this. “Princess, why don't you go run and play,” he murmured in his daughter's ear, but she clutched tighter around his neck. Her mother's unstable mood frightened her, as usual. He patted the child's back. “Samantha,” he said soothingly, “that farmhouse was torn down years ago. It's not there anymore. Besides, I was with James Heitschmidt and the other elders and deacons for a meeting. Nothing more, I swear.”

“Liar!” she shrieked.

“Mommy,” Melissa said softly, “Daddy loves you.”

Samantha snapped. Her arm flew towards her daughter with the full force of her enraged adult strength.

Wesley shifted Melissa to his hip and turned his body to shield her, using his free hand to catch his wife's wrist in a crushing grip. All his attempts to placate Samantha ended where Melissa's safety was concerned. “Don't,” he hissed, tightening his grip on her arm, “hit,” he went on, almost spitting now, “the baby!”

“Ow! Wes, you're hurting me!” Samantha wriggled in his grip.

He tightened his hand further, unwilling to take the risk. Once, he'd let go and she'd shot out a second blow. “Stop struggling. I'll let you go when I know you've calmed down. Melissa, I think we should go over to Lydia's. See if she has anything to eat. Mommy needs some time to herself today.”

That set Samantha off again. Wrenching her arm futilely, she began screaming. “I know where you're really going! You can play house with your whore all you want, but she'll never have you! Not really. She can only be your slut.”

“There's only one slut in this town,” Wesley replied. He released her arm with a sharp backwards shove, which sent her stumbling. He sailed out the door, slamming it shut behind him and praying she wouldn't follow.

As Wesley reached the street, Samantha clattered on the porch, screaming abuse towards them at the top of her lungs, for all to hear.

He kept walking. There's no reasoning with her when she's in one of her moods. The best thing to do is stay away until she calms down, he told himself as he made a sharp turn onto Main Street.

Curtains fluttered at windows and doors creaked open. Wesley sighed. If only she didn't feel compelled to play out our family drama in public. Everyone knows. Everyone.

Once out of earshot of the house, he set Melissa on the ground and took her little hand, though his thoughts remained on his marriage. I knew from the beginning I was taking on a woman of easy virtue, and a rather unintelligent one at that, but I didn't realize the depth of her problems.

A fragment of memory floated up, of the day not long after his wedding when he first realized just how much trouble he was in.
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When the familiar, shabby door of Lydia's opened, heads turned to take in the new arrivals, small-town idleness at work again. This time, however, the good folks of Garden City had more to see than they'd bargained for.

Wesley Fulton, dressed in his brown work suit, tugged uncomfortably on his collar and glanced at the woman on his arm. Samantha, clad in a figure-hugging pink dress she'd stitched together that hung crookedly on her voluptuous frame preened at the attention. She shot flirtatious glances at every man in the room.

“Stop it,” he hissed under his breath. “You're a married woman now.”

She turned innocent eyes on him. “Stop what?”

Wesley shook his head. “Just remember who you belong to,” he said at last.

Subtlety, apparently, meant nothing to her. Shrugging her shoulders, she let him lead her to a table.

Every eye in the room watched them go. And then the whispers began.

“He married that one?”

“If he got anyone in a family way, I would have expected the Spencer girl.”

“This one's nothing but a tramp. He'll regret this.”

“Stop that. The girl can't help being simple.”

Wesley ground his teeth. Simple is right. I knew she wasn't smart before we married, but until a few minutes ago when I took her to buy a ribbon at the general store—and didn't old man Heitschmidt frown at me then, though I can't blame him—I never realized she couldn't even count or handle money. Ironic, for a banker's wife.

“Cup of coffee?” A slurred voice cut into his dark ruminations. He looked up into the plump, tilty-eyed face of his cousin.

“Yes, please, Billy,” Wesley concurred. “That sounds great.”

Samantha scrutinized the young man and apparently decided his disabilities made him less than interesting. “No, thank you. None for me.”

“But, say, Billy,” Wesley continued, “I didn't know Miss Lydia was having you serve too.”

“A bit,” Billy replied, smoothing his wispy blond hair into place with large, sausage-like fingers. Though strangers sometimes had difficulty understanding the lad, with his thickened tongue muddling his speech, Wesley had no such trouble. The youth grinned, showing a missing front tooth. “She says I can start with coffee, and if I do good, I can serve lunch too, and even maybe run the till from time to time.”

“That's great!” Wesley exclaimed, and his cousin giggled quietly at the sincere compliment. “I'm so glad you're getting a promotion.”

Billy's grin widened until it almost split his face, and then his expression turned serious. “Can't I get you anything, Ms. Fulton?”

Samantha regarded Billy again. “Just a glass of water,” she decided at last. “My stomach is feeling a bit poorly. The baby, you know.”

Billy blushed and shuffled off to the kitchen.

“Do you have to say that so loudly?” Wesley demanded.

“What?”

Wesley couldn't restrain his sigh this time. “About the…” he looked around and hissed, “the baby.”

“Why not? It's not a secret, Wes. In just a few short months, we'll be parents.” She patted her burgeoning abdomen.

Wesley frowned but said nothing.

Into the silence, the whispers began again. “So it is true. I almost couldn't believe it.”

“I wonder if this means she'll give up her whorish ways?”

“I wonder if it's even his…”
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Wesley tripped on the edge of one of the bricks that made up Main Street, jarring him back to the present as they arrived at the café, a two-story red brick building with a wooden shingle over the door. It was rather too cold, now in late November, to be out without a coat, and Melissa had begun to shiver. Wesley scooped her up again and snuggled her. In the crisis of the moment, he hadn't thought ahead too well.

He tried the door. Locked.

Damn it, can I never get even the smallest break? It's too soon to go home and too cold to stay out, so what can I do?

“Wesley, so glad I found you.” James Heitschmidt said, interrupting Wesley's angry mental rant.

He turned to face the tall, freckle-faced head of the elder board and owner of Garden City's general store. “Hello, James. What can I do for you?” he asked, struggling to appear normal. If my life fell apart every time my wife threw a fit, I'd be unable to function at all.

“I need some help at the vicarage. It hasn't been lived in for three years, and the new pastor arrives soon. He needs a place to stay.”

“I'd be glad to help, but I have Melissa here.” He indicated his little girl, who clung tighter to his neck.

“Gentlemen?” A soft, soothing voice broke over Wesley, making him smile. Allison's sister Becky approached, her lovely face set in a serene half-smile.

If anyone knows how to handle adversity with grace, it's Rebecca Spencer. Maybe someday I can learn to face my problems with a sad smile… or maybe not.

James turned to her. “Miss Spencer, how are you today?”

She flushed a little, in the bite of a sudden, icy gust. “I'm just fine, Mr. Heitschmidt,” she replied. “Did I overhear you're going to air out the vicarage?”

“Yes,” James replied. He seemed about to elaborate, but nothing came out.

“Well, then,” the petite, golden-haired woman continued, “why don't I take Melissa with me for a while? I have some cookies fresh from the oven, and I'd like someone to taste them to be sure they're good.”

Wesley looked at his little daughter, gauging whether she would be okay parting from him. The child wriggled in his arms. It's awfully close to dinner time, but how can I say no? She has so little, compared to other children.

He set Melissa down, and she ran to Becky, who scooped her up. “Thank you, Miss Rebecca,” Melissa said, giving her a big hug. “I'm really hungry.”

Wesley closed his eyes. It wouldn't be the first time Samantha had refused to feed Melissa when she was in one of her precarious moods.

Becky didn't bat an eyelash. “Well then, sweetheart, let's have a sandwich and then a cookie, what do you say? I wouldn't want you to get a stomachache.”

Melissa cheered.

“Thank you, Miss Spencer,” Wesley said softly.

“Any time, Mr. Fulton,” she replied. Then she turned and carried Melissa away down the chilly street to the Spencer house, a white two-story with lots of gingerbread trim painted black and matching shutters on all the windows.

As soon as they ducked out of sight, Wesley turned. James was still staring at the door of the Spencers' house.

“Shall we go?” Wesley asked.

James shook his head a couple of times, as though trying to clear his mind. “Yes, let's,” he said at last, and the two men headed back down Main street, past the commercial center, which consisted of red brick buildings of varying heights—the mercantile, the bank with the telegraph office up front, and the Occidental Hotel.

At last, they came to the church. Unlike its neighbors, it was made of weathered white boards, and boasted an oversized steeple with an ostentatious brass bell. The sound of the bellowing pipe organ could be heard in the street. Wesley grinned wanly. Sounds like Kristina is practicing for Sunday.

To the south of the church, a narrow brick path led past a wind-blighted tree to a tiny, one-room structure. James unlocked the door of the vicarage and the stench of a building that had been unoccupied for several years assaulted the two men.

“Whew, that's ripe,” Wesley commented. Smells too much like home. Wouldn't wish that on anyone else.

“Open up the windows,” James suggested, stepping over the threshold and making a sharp right turn into the sitting area, where he yanked the first glass pane up to reveal the opening beneath. “I know it's cold, but that wind will take care of the stink in short order.”

Shivering, Wesley turned left and scooted past a small, round table so he could comply. Within minutes the room had turned freezing but undeniably smelled fresher.

James handed Wesley a broom and he worked on warming himself up by sweeping all the dust and cobwebs from the floors and out onto the stoop, where the breeze carried them away.

James, meanwhile, poked at the pot-bellied stove in the corner, making sure it was vented correctly.

Good plan, Wes thought as he paused in the center of the room, wondering what to do next. Since the new pastor is coming from Texas, he'll need that source of warmth immediately.

“Wes, take a look at the bed frame and mattress, would you, while I examine the sofa?” James ordered.

Obediently, Wesley approached the bed and swept off the fabric sheet that served as a cover. The bare mattress, while a bit worn, did not contain any holes or tears. He sat down, pleased that only a small amount of dust billowed up. Not bad, considering it's been unused for so long. Looks like that twice-yearly cleaning did the trick. He jiggled on the bed, but the frame did not move. “Seems solid enough,” he called to his companion.

“Same here,” James replied. “I might almost think the Lord had a hand in keeping this place. Reverend Williams must have a special purpose in this town.”

“Let's hope,” Wesley agreed. “What about linens? This bed looks mighty uninviting, all bare like this.”

“The Ladies' Altar Guild will bring sheets, blankets, and towels tomorrow evening. That way, they'll still be nice and fresh when he arrives in the morning.”

“Sounds good. And for food?”

“Allison and Kristina are going to stock the cupboards in the next day or two.”

Wesley nodded. “Sounds like things are about set. I sure hope Reverend Williams likes it here. We haven't had a pastor in so long…” Suddenly Wesley realized how bad that sounded. “Not that you've done a bad job, I mean… sorry.”

“Don't worry, Wes,” James replied. “No offense taken. I'm no pastor. I don't have time to devote to the ministry. I'm glad to fill in, but I know the difference. I'm glad Reverend Williams is coming too.”

The men returned to examining the vicarage for livability. Crouching on the floor, Wesley verified there were no mouse holes visible in the baseboards. Provided the new pastor doesn't have fancy tastes, the little house should be serviceable and comfortable.

“Well, the walls still look solid,” James announced. “What about the floor?”

“Smooth as glass. No signs of warping,” Wesley replied, running one hand over a shiny, no longer dusty board.

Task completed, they parted ways at the door with a handshake and James headed south, down the street towards his home.

The church had fallen silent, indicating Kristina had finished practicing and left. Silence hung heavy over the little town, broken only by the endless, whispering wind. No people walked down the broad brick road. No conversation rang from open windows.

Dusk deepened, casting long shadows of trees and buildings over the red brick streets. Wesley turned north and walked to the familiar house he'd visited over and over in his childhood. Every time he visited the Spencer home, he felt a pang of sorrow, no less diminished for the four years that had passed since the death of all his dreams.

He knocked on the door.

Allison opened it, looking lovely and as desirable as ever. It's hell to look at her, he thought, wincing as though the vision of her robust, blond loveliness hurt his eyes. Hurts my heart, more like. In some ways, this is worse than the confrontation with Samantha.

All he could think, every time he saw Allison, was how different his life would be now if he hadn't been so noble with her. If I took her there, on the floor of that farmhouse, she would have been the one who conceived my baby. My daughter could have had a stable, loving mother, an adoring aunt and lovely grandparents. This should have been Melissa's family.

“Wesley,” Allison said. She tried to sound cool and collected, but a hint of something in her voice betrayed sorrow that equaled his.

It's always there. I betrayed her. Her trust in me is not what it once was, and deservedly so. Regret chewed on his insides. I hurt us both for such a stupid reason.

Without a word, she ushered him into the parlor. She didn't sit, and so he also remained standing. Their eyes met, and Allison flinched. She turned away.

To keep from staring like a lovesick puppy, he scanned the familiar room with its high-backed sofa, upholstered in black, the two wood and blue velvet armchairs, and the pot-bellied stove in the corner of a room encircled with golden tongue-and-groove paneling. Once, I considered this room more mine than the gracious two-story gingerbread I used to share with my mother. In the wake of yet another brutal fight with his wife, this lovely and well-appointed room made the squalor of his own living conditions seem even uglier by comparison.

“Have you eaten?” she asked.

“No,” he replied.

“Would you like some dinner? I think we have some leftovers. Melissa ate well, and since Dad's away on the Wichita run, we have an extra seat at the table.”

“No thank you,” he declined. “I need to head home, I suppose.”

Allison seemed poised on the verge of saying something, but then she bowed her head and left in silence. Wesley sank onto one of the armchairs, exhausted. He rested his elbows on his knees and his forehead in his hands.

“Are you sad, Daddy?” a childish voice chirped in his ear. He looked up, meeting his daughter's beautiful dark eyes.

“Not sad,” he lied, “just tired and hungry.”

“They had chicken and potatoes. Do you want some?”

Wesley's mouth watered at the thought of all the Spencer women's delicious cooking. No. I can't play house here and pretend. I won't be guilty of Samantha's accusations.

Inhaling deeply, he took in the scent of butter and meat and bit his lip hard against dual burning in his eyes and throat. It's so unfair. I committed one sin. One. And I've more than paid for it, his hungry stomach argued, tempted by the promise of a satisfying meal.

No. I refuse to confirm Samantha's accusations by making her suspicions true in the smallest way.

“Let's go home, princess,” he said.

Worry flashed in her eyes, beyond her meager years.

How can such a tiny, innocent child know such stress? He scooped her into his arms. “Goodbye, ladies, and thank you,” he called as he walked out into the blustery street. Deep dusk had fallen, and the temperature had dropped even further. Wesley cuddled Melissa close, protecting her from the cold as he hurried through the streets.

In the fiery evening light, long shadows cast by the buildings hung ominously overhead, crowding him. He shivered and walked even faster. His long legs ate up the blocks until at last, he reached his home. Opening the door silently, he crept inside, cursing himself for his cowardice. This is my home, damn it, and I haven't done anything wrong, so why am I sneaking in like a guilty adolescent?

He set Melissa on the floor. She clung close to his side. Hand in hand, they walked through the dark, silent house. The echoing of their footsteps on the reverberating wood floor lent weight to the growing notion they were alone. A quick check of the first floor confirmed it. Wesley walked Melissa up the stairs to her bedroom, the only well-kept space in the house.

Her low bed with its pink quilt waited invitingly in one corner, hemmed in by a white bureau and a dark rocking chair. Wesley pulled a pink nightgown out of the top drawer of the bureau and gently dressed his daughter for bed. Then he settled in the rocking chair. His belly cramped with hunger, but he would not forgo this time with Melissa.

He folded his big hands around her tiny ones and prayed with her, not a memorized, rhyming prayer, just an honest conversation with God about the day, and then he sang her a lullaby. Glancing down, he saw her eyes closed. He kissed her forehead and tucked her into bed. As he stood to leave, her arms snaked around his neck in a tight hug.

“I love you, Daddy,” she murmured. “Everything will be all right.”

Wesley's eyes burned. “I love you too, Melissa,” he told her, kissing her cheek.

Her arms relaxed, falling to her sides.

He hurried back down the stairs to the kitchen, where he began to rummage for food. His wife's haphazard kitchen system had him baffled as usual. Eventually, he found a loaf of bread in a lower cabinet. It must have been there for ages, as thick blue and white mold covered the entire surface. Trying not to gag, he tossed it into the backyard.

A more extensive search of the kitchen revealed the fresh bread she had purchased that day, wrapped in a tea towel below the kitchen sink. The icebox held sliced meat, some of it not rotten, and some cheese from which the mold could be cut off. For this, I gave up roast chicken with potatoes, he lamented with a sigh.

Shaking his head, Wesley consumed his unpalatable supper and cleaned his own teeth, trying without success to remove the taste of the overly ripe cheese. Then he went to bed. Wherever Samantha is tonight, I hope she stays there. I'm not in the mood to see her.
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Allison sat in a straight-backed wooden chair in front of her vanity, running an ivory-handled brush through her golden hair. She'd just bathed—a Friday night ritual—and now she wanted her hair to dry before going to bed. Can't let it dry against the pillow or it will be a rat's nest tomorrow. The mundane thought helped chase away the shadows of grief that always threatened to overtake her quiet moments.

A knock sounded at her door.

“Who is it?” she called.

“Becky,” her sister replied.

“C'mon in,” she said.

Rebecca entered the room, dressed in a loose white nightgown, with a tan dressing gown belted around her tiny waist.

In some ways we look so much alike, Allison reflected. Same blond hair. Same blue eyes, but that's where the common features end. Though over a decade older than me, Becky is a head shorter, and slender where I'm robust. She looks almost fairy-like, all but her mysterious, emotion-concealing half-smile. So different from aggressive cheer—though both façades conceal feelings we have reason to protect. Can't let people get too close. That way leads to heartbreak.

“Here, let me,” Becky said in her soft, serene voice, taking the brush from Allison's hand and running it gently through the thick, sunshine-colored mane.

Allison's eyes closed at the tingling sensation in her scalp. She could feel Becky's hand trembling slightly.

“Worried about Dad?” Allison guessed.

“A bit. I hate that he's out there with those train robbers everyone's been talking about lurking in the shadows.” Becky's voice wavered.

“I know,” Allison agreed, “but you know Dad loves his job. If he doesn't drive the train, what is he good for? He's said that enough times. Thank the Lord Mom convinced him to keep his rifle with him.”

“Did you see Wesley today?” Becky asked, changing the subject.

“Hmmmm,” Allison said. Why did you have to bring up Wesley, sis? I don't want to talk about him. It still hurts too much.

“He looks really bad,” Becky continued, “skinny and sad. I feel sorry for him.”

“Do we have to discuss Wesley?” Allison asked, swiveling in her chair and wincing as the brush tugged uncomfortably through her hair.

“Sorry,” Becky replied. “I thought you were over him. It's been four years, honey.”

“I know,” Allison replied, “but part of me still loves him. It's hard to see him and remember.”

“Then how on earth can you be his friend?” Becky asked.

Allison rose from the chair and plunked herself down on the blue crazy quilt that covered her bed, leaning back against the headboard. She patted the mattress. Her sister set the brush on the vanity and approached, settling at the opposite end, the footboard supporting her as she slouched. Allison couldn't help but smile. I doubt anyone but me has seen Becky relaxed enough to slump in years.

“Love is a funny thing, Becky,” Allison told her sister, trying to diminish her pain by taking the tone of an old-time storyteller. “When you love someone, really love them, you have to forgive them, even if they make a horrible, life-changing decision. I can't go back and change the past, and I don't want to lose one of my best friends, so I just… made peace with the pain.”

“You should find a suitor,” Becky said, her expression uncharacteristically fierce, her eyes flashing like sapphires. “Don't let him destroy your future.”

“Destroy?” Allison regarded her sister curiously. “What do you mean? Am I destroyed if I remain single? Is that life not worth living? You never married either, sis.”

“I know. This is not what I would have chosen, and I sure don't want it for you.”

“Becky, can I ask you something?” Allison asked hesitantly, tilting her head in what she hoped looked like an innocent and disarming gesture.

Becky's cheeks flamed. “You want to know why I never married, right?”

“Yes,” Allison replied. I've always wondered why my sweet, lovely sister is single, at the great age of thirty-five. “I know your beau left with that other girl, but really, there are other men in the world. Did you love him so much?”

Becky shook her head. “I got over whatever affection I had for him quickly enough. That wasn't it.”

“Then why…”

“You know the rumors?”

Allison closed her eyes briefly, and then opened them, nodding slightly.

“They're true.”

“You really…” She couldn't continue. Couldn't voice Becky's shame aloud.

Becky smiled sadly, with only one corner of her mouth. “Yes. I was a silly girl back then. I didn't think… I thought it wouldn't matter.”

“I'm so sorry, honey. That unbelievable bastard! I wish I could cut his balls off!”

“Allison!” Becky exclaimed, aghast at her sister's unladylike language. Then she giggled, willing, as always, to be amused by Allison's antics. “Anyway, he didn't force me. I was willing enough… at the time. I regret it though. If only…” her eyes went soft and vacant.

Somehow Allison knew there was a man in her heart, a different man. What a shame. I wish I knew who it was. That might make a difference… but men are so possessive. She's probably right to think her hopes are futile. “You know,” she said, trying to ease Becky's distress, “I'm not the most innocent girl myself.”

Becky's gaze focused back on her sister and she raised an eyebrow. “You let Wesley… take liberties?”

“Oh yes,” she replied. “A lot of them. We didn't quite… but… well… you know.” She broke off, not wanting to describe how her suitor had once opened her blouse and fondled her, and then promptly bedded another woman and got her pregnant.

“What a sorry pair,” Becky quipped. “What's wrong with us?”

“We're a couple of hussies,” Allison replied. They looked at each other and burst out laughing, granted a little hysterically. But really, laughter is better than tears.
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That night, Wesley dreamed of Allison, of that afternoon in the farmhouse, which seemed like a lifetime ago. Only in this dream, when she begged him to take her virginity, he did. In his unconscious state, he sank deep into her tight, eager flesh and pumped hard, desperate to avoid some unseen threat. Dream lovemaking led to a real-life orgasm, which stained his nightshirt and the sheets. Waking in a puddle did nothing to improve Wesley's mood. Especially since he was alone in his marriage bed, his wife having spent the night who knew where.

Grumbling, he cleaned up the mess, dressed for a casual Saturday at home, and headed downstairs. I may not be much of a cook, but at least I'm capable of brewing coffee and stirring up a pot of porridge.

He dished up a bowl for Melissa, set it at the dirty kitchen table to cool, and slurped down a soothing cup of the strong black brew. Then he filled the dishpan with water and soap and put several days of accumulated dishes inside to soak off the crusted grime. This was his Saturday routine, sometimes with Samantha hovering over the process to offer useless advice, sometimes not.

A few minutes later, as he was scrubbing a filthy fork, his little angel trailed down the stairs, barefoot and still in her nightgown, a ragged teddy bear dragging forlornly behind her.

She slumped down at the table and began eating her oatmeal in silence. Wesley smiled. Even at three, Melissa is far from a morning person. It will take an hour at least for her to wake up properly.

The front door slammed open and Samantha breezed in, pink-cheeked and smiling. She leaned over and hugged Melissa before slinking to her husband. Samantha planted a wet kiss on his lips, and he caught a whiff of masculine cologne as he embraced her gently.

“My goodness, it's cold outside,” she chirped, her full pink lips parting in a wide smile. He noticed she had love bites all over her throat.

“Why don't you have some breakfast and then warm up in a nice bath,” he suggested. Some might say that's too nice, but I don't want to be around her when she smells like her lover.

“I just ate,” she replied, “but a hot bath sounds wonderful. That's a great idea.” She kissed him again and waltzed out of the room.

Wesley tried not to grind his teeth. I should be thankful Samantha's in a good mood. They seem to get rarer as time goes by. He glanced at Melissa and was pleased to see his little angel smiling into her oatmeal.
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