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East Texas, Late February 1879

 

A rain-sleet mixture pelted the grime-coated window of the train car, leaving a trail of muddy streaks puddled at the bottom. Beulah Mae Lockhart considered this less-than-auspicious welcome to Texas a good omen. Start bad end well was her philosophy. At least, she tried to make it so.

She pulled the oft folded piece of paper from her handbag and smoothed it over her lap. A newly awakened sense of strength bolstered her spirits, and her body vibrated with new life as she reread it. I, Frank Barker, owner of Bakersville General Store, Bakersville, Texas, do hereby sell said business, building, and all contents to B.M. Lockhart of New York City. Sale includes the inventory listed below, the house located behind the store, and any items left behind.

Bea scanned the list already committed to memory, which was nothing like the items stocked by her father’s upscale mercantile in New York. Basic frontier supplies: farm tools, flour, sugar, lard, seed. No silk or satin. No crystal or silver service. Nothing extravagant. Nothing special.

But it was hers. And one day, it would be special.

She returned the treasured document to her bag and shivered as frigid air seeped around the edge of the window. The heavy wool coat was no match for the deep chill ingrained into the wooden floor that leached into her feet despite her leather boots and thick stockings. Only another hour or so. I can stand it that long.

A woman seated across the aisle ducked her head when Bea caught her staring at the jagged scar on her right cheek. Bea didn’t bother to adjust the hat’s veil to cover it. She refused to hide anymore. People would accept her as is, disfigurement and all, or they could go to, well, they could go away and leave her be.

Bea sat up straighter and addressed the woman. “Are you from Bakersville?”

Startled, the woman flinched and looked at the scar again rather than meeting Bea’s gaze. “Um, yes. We live in town.” She shifted in the seat, eyes finally making contact. “I’ve not seen you around before.”

“I recently purchased some property there.”

The woman’s eyes lit up. “I’m Eunice Martin. My Jeb runs the post office and telegraph. The only thing I know for sale around here is the mercantile, but I heard someone named B.M. Lockhart from New York bought it. Is that your husband?”

Bea countered the question with one of her own. “How long have you lived there?”

The look of disappointment on her companion’s face was so acute, Bea almost felt sorry for her.

“About six years.” The woman cocked her head to one side. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

“New York.”

Mrs. Martin’s eyes lingered over the scar, and Bea struggled to stifle the angry retort hovering on the tip of her tongue. She refused to explain it to anyone, especially someone so noticeably rude. “I understand there is a rather nice hotel in town.”

“There is.” She blustered and sat up straighter, gloved hands clasped over an expansive waistline. One bushy brow arched upward. “If you don’t mind associating with…well, her kind.”

Bea’s protective instinct kicked in with a vengeance. A victim of unwarranted bias because of the scar, she had no tolerance for discrimination or prejudice. “And just what kind is that, Mrs. Martin?” She made no effort to temper the iciness in her voice.

Seemingly unaware of Bea’s disapproval, the woman’s face became infused with what appeared to be misguided happiness.

“She’s not married.” She leaned forward, and her voice dropped though no other passengers were close enough to hear. “And has a child.” She straightened and sucked in a self-righteous breath. “And you know what that means.”

It took Bea a moment to regain her composure. “No, I don’t know.” Before the nasty woman could say more, she cut her off. “And neither do you.”

Mrs. Martin sputtered and sat back in the seat, blinking rapidly. “I’m merely trying to help.”

“Are you now? By implying the owner of the hotel is somehow unworthy of my patronage simply because she has a child?”

“She doesn’t have a husband,” snapped Mrs. Martin, “and no one knows why.”

“Meaning you don’t know, and for that reason alone, you supposed the worst-case scenario.” Bea sat up straighter. “I do not listen to gossip and prefer to evaluate people based on how they treat me. And others.” With that stiff reprimand, she turned and looked out the window, effectively ending the conversation.

Unfairly shunned by her family and society as well, Bea quickly related to the unknown woman’s plight. Ever since the accident when Bea was thirteen, she stoically endured her mother’s declaration that the scar somehow made her unworthy of love or even affection. Tutors and other household staff tried to fill the emotional void caused by her parents’ coldness.

But, thanks to her grandmother’s steadfast love and support, Bea managed to grow up relatively well-adjusted but painfully shy. Her sudden death eight years ago left Bea inconsolable for weeks.

Until that surprise visit from Granny’s lawyer. The sizeable and unexpected inheritance provided a much-needed boost of self-confidence and initiated a series of long-overdue changes. The first one being her refusal to relinquish control of the money to her father, who believed women in general, were ill-suited for such things.

Thanks to the guidance and support of her late grandmother’s lawyer and banker, Bea discovered she possessed a shrewd head for business. Using her beloved grandmother as inspiration, Bea began to consider a future away from New York and her parents.

Still, after years of being told she was somehow defective, it took time to gain the confidence to not only venture outside the home but convince her father to teach her how to run his fashionable mercantile, albeit from the back rooms. The only reason he relented was her mother’s declaration that since Bea was completely unmarriageable, “She may as well make herself useful.” Under Bea’s leadership, Lockhart’s quickly became the place for the social elite to purchase whatever the most current rage happened to be.

Until disaster struck in the form of one Edmund Wilshire Abernathy III. Surprised and flattered by the handsome aristocrat’s attention, Bea fell hard and fast. Three months later, they became engaged.

Even now, her face burned with shame as she recalled the debacle. One would think a woman thirty years of age would be smart enough to see past the smooth-talking Englishman to the scoundrel lurking beneath the surface.

Thankfully, Bea ignored her mother’s insistence she grant Edmond control of her finances before they married. Otherwise, he would have likely squandered it all on his worthless schemes before his real character became known. Some of her parents’ friends and her father were not so lucky.

Image was everything to her parents, and the subsequent scandal rocked their world. They placed full blame on Bea for the debacle, despite the fact it was her father who brought Edmond into their home and encouraged their relationship and subsequent engagement.

That disastrous event set her feet on the path she now trod.

She wasn’t surprised when her parents’ first concern upon hearing of her plan to leave was if she intended to replace the money Edmond swindled from them.

She suffered no qualms in refusing their request.

The screech of the train’s whistle interrupted her musings. She stiffened her back and inhaled. The past is gone. My future starts today.

The steam engine’s dirty window and swirling smoke obscured her view as the train rolled to a stop.

She allowed herself only a moment’s hesitation before rising to meet her future.
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“Can I help you, Miss?”

Bea turned to the gruff voice behind the counter to her right.

An older gentleman, reed thin and slightly stooped, squinted at her with faded blue eyes. A thick wool overcoat hung on his wiry frame, and a scraggly beard covered a weathered face.

“I’m looking for the station manager or someone who can assist me.”

“Well, depending on what you need, I reckon that’d be me.”

She took a step toward him and deliberately let the veil slip to show the scar.

His gaze never wavered.

“Name’s Silas Upton, ma’am. How can I help you?”

She stepped closer and turned her head to inspect the small space. “Mr. Upton, I wonder if I might temporarily store my things here. Or is there someplace else I should take them?”

“How much stuff you talking about?”

“A couple of large trunks and some boxes.”

“How long is temporary?” His toothy grin was charming.

She returned the smile. “Just until I get set up in town. Shouldn’t be more than a couple of days.”

His finger made a raspy sound as it raked against his bearded cheek. “I reckon that’d be all right.”

“Perhaps you could see that the smaller trunk is taken to the hotel.” She paused, and one gloved finger tapped her chin. “Or maybe I should check to see if they have a room first.”

“Miss Lizzie will have room. Ain’t nothing going on this time of year. I’ll get it sent over for you. What name do I give her?”

“Bea Lockhart, please. And thank you for your assistance, Mr. Upton.” She turned for the door and stopped. “Oh, can you direct me to the general store, please?”

“Turn right and go down past Doc Morton’s office. The store will be on the other side of the road across from The Hanging Tree.”

“The Hanging Tree?”

He nodded. “The big oak in the middle of the road. Used to be for hangin’s, but we ain’t had one of them in years.”

It took a moment to mask her surprise before Bea thanked him again and stepped out on the rough plank walkway. The rain and sleet were gone, but an icy wind remained. Though cold, it was nothing like winter in New York, and the heavy wool traveling coat protected against the chill. However, she doubted her feet would ever be warm again.

She straightened her shoulders and looked around. The train station marked the southern edge of town. Across the street stood an empty wood-frame building, its weathered exterior badly in need of repair. Next to it was a wooden barbershop and bathhouse, its faded sign boasting a hot bath and shave for twenty-five cents. A narrow alley separated that establishment from the two-story Broken Spur Saloon that covered the block. An outside staircase led upstairs, and a simple balcony wrapped around the three sides visible from her vantage point. Movement from an open door drew her eye, and she watched as a cowboy exited one of the rooms, a scantily clad young woman hanging on his arm.

Face flaming, Bea jerked her gaze away and continued to survey her new home.

Further down, she saw the oak Mr. Upton mentioned. Squarely in the middle of the muddy boulevard, it towered at least fifty feet in the air. Gnarled, massive branches, barren of leaves, stretched over the road on either side. Easily three feet in diameter, the trunk was surrounded by twisted roots and patchy dead grass.

One could easily imagine it providing shade during the hot summer months for buildings in its shadow, one of which was the general store. Mother would have a heart attack if I told her shade came from The Hanging Tree. Thoughts of her mother dampened Bea’s rising euphoria. She would no doubt have little good to say about any of it.

Shaking off the encroaching melancholy, Bea looked around. Worlds apart from New York, Bakersville sported an eclectic mix of structures. A brick-and-mortar bank sat next to a wooden apothecary. The hotel boasted a white stone façade and a large oak door, its glass heavily etched with an intricate design she could not determine at this distance and accented by dark blue trim. Another building was connected to the hotel, its bright yellow exterior shining in the drab, grey morning. Horses waited at scattered hitching posts, and an assortment of the town’s inhabitants hurried about their business, no doubt anxious to get out of the weather.

On this side of the street, the telegraph office sat next to the station. A small alley on either side separated the blacksmith shop and livery stable from other buildings in the block. A sign hanging from the roof indicated the jail was up ahead, though she could see no further details from this angle.

She took a breath and headed in the direction of her new venture. At the end of the boardwalk, she stifled a groan. There was no walkway again until she got past the blacksmith shop.

She sighed and debated options. Walking through the muck in the alley will ruin my shoes and my skirt. She looked around, expecting to see a coach for hire. She sighed deeply and reminded herself she was no longer in the big city where carriages were the norm.

“Something wrong, ma’am?”

The deep voice came from a bear of a man standing in front of the smithy.

By his attire, a long leather apron and gloves, she assumed he was the proprietor and quickly pasted on a polite smile. “I don’t suppose there is a carriage or something I could rent to get me to the general store?”

When he didn’t reply right away, she wondered if he heard her question.

His slow, patronizing smile said he did. “No point in hitching up a carriage just to go there.”

His voice, low-pitched and clear, held the faintest accent. French maybe? And more than a hint of disdain.

Miffed, Bea fixed him with her coldest glare. “I see. Well, thank you anyway.” She bunched up her skirts and prepared to step into the muck.

“Hold up.” He tossed his gloves onto a shelf behind him and walked toward her.

When he stopped at the foot of the single step, she found herself transfixed by sky-blue eyes framed by long, sooty lashes. The shadow of a beard on sun-bronzed skin added a rakish aura. Ebony hair was secured at the nape by a strip of leather while one wayward curl fell casually across his forehead, and masculine wisps coiled against the open V of his homespun shirt. Despite the cold air, perspiration hovered above full, sensual lips. She was acutely conscious of a broad, muscular chest and shoulders that appeared a yard wide. A quick inhale brought heady traces of sweat, leather, manure, and something she couldn’t identify. It was rude to stare, but she couldn’t help it.

He was the most handsome man she had ever seen in her life.

“Je vous donne une semaine, jolie dame.”

Thanks to a determined nanny, Bea spoke fluent French and taught herself German as well. His French was smooth, refined, and totally out of place with his surroundings, so it took a moment for her surprised brain to translate the slight. Spine rigid, she looked down at him. “You give me a week for what, sir?”

Eyes wide, his head tilted back. “You speak French.” The terse statement carried no hint of apology.

“Oui Monsieur. Couramment.”

The sexy smile appeared slowly, and she sucked in a breath only to have it lodge in her throat when he scooped her up in his arms as though she weighed nothing and started across the street.

“What are you doing? Put me down this instant!” Even as she protested, she grabbed his apron for balance with one hand while the other remained pinned against a rock-solid chest.

He didn’t stop. “You really want to walk in this muck?”

She jerked her head around, saw they were in the middle of the road, and bit her lip. “No. I don’t.”

They reached the other side in silence, and he set her feet on the boardwalk past the saloon. Face burning, she forced herself to meet his gaze. “Thank you.”

He tipped his head slightly, murmured, “Mon plaisir, Madame,” and turned back to his shop.

Heart racing, she watched until he picked up his gloves and disappeared into the smithy.

Just then, Bea noticed Mrs. Martin gaping at her from the doorway of the telegraph office. The firm set of her mouth said the smithy was someone else of whom she disapproved.
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Lucian caught the glare of Little Mole as he crossed the muddy street back to his shop. He smiled inwardly at the secret name he gave Mrs. Martin some time ago. She talked without thinking and made no apologies when the gossip she spread at will turned out to be false, nor did she cease her constant meddling. He shook his head, unable to understand a behavior he’d witnessed most of his life.

He entered the livery and picked up the gloves he’d tossed aside when the woman appeared. His first thought was Bakersville was no place for her. Mature, but not so much so, she carried herself with all the grace and elegance of any European aristocrat. The wintry wind whipped color into pale cheeks, and there was both delicacy and strength in her face. Dark hair glistening like polished mahogany peeked under the stylish bonnet, and rich, hazel eyes gleamed with purpose. He found himself intrigued at first glance. When she responded to his comment in French without the slightest hint of insult, his interest grew.

He didn’t notice the scar at first. Though visible, it didn’t detract from her beauty. Some people wore their marks on the outside. Others carried them deep in their core.

Despite his determination not to think about it, his mind drifted to the crumpled letter resting atop his dresser. It arrived two weeks ago and sat on the table another week before he opened it. He had no idea his grandfather even knew where he was. Not that Luc tried to hide his trek to Texas. He simply thought the old man had written him off for good this time.

Apparently not. He would arrive mid-March and expected Luc to return to New York with him and assume control of the vast shipping empire that was the Moreau legacy. He even hinted that his broken engagement should proceed as planned.

“Not bloody likely,” he murmured as his trip down memory lane continued.

Luc’s father was a trapper, taking to the trade during an expedition to buy furs. During his second winter running traps, he met and fell in love with a Choctaw woman, and they eventually married. Luc remembered his father as a happy, smiling man who adored his wife and son. They did everything together. His father taught him to hunt, trap, fish, and his mother instilled in him the belief that family was everything.

While his grandfather never entirely accepted Luc’s mother, he was civil when they visited him in New York. On such a visit when Luc was twelve, an outbreak of cholera robbed him of both parents and forced him into his grandfather’s care.

A stern, taciturn man, Henry Moreau had no time for a grieving child and immediately sent him to a boarding school, followed by college and trips abroad.

Visits with his mother’s people faded to a cherished memory as Luc traveled the world and rubbed elbows with nobles and the social elite.

It wasn’t until his near engagement to Annabelle Blankenship two years ago that he finally realized something was missing from his life. And it wasn’t marriage to a spoiled socialite.

Things came to a head at his grandfather’s seventy-fifth birthday party, where the older Moreau planned to announce Luc’s betrothal to Annabelle, a marriage arranged and agreed to by both families.

Luc didn’t love her, wasn’t sure he ever would, but she was beautiful and sophisticated, and they got on well enough. Plus, she came from a wealthy family with connections, a necessity in the world he traveled.

And he was thirty-three years old. He wanted to settle down with a wife and family of his own. He wasn’t particularly interested in the shipping business but felt obligated to his grandfather. Reluctantly, he resigned himself to a life in which he had little voice in planning.

Until he overheard a conversation between Annabelle and her best friend, Charlotte Ambrose, which revealed her true character and told him exactly how big a mistake he was about to make.

Even now, her cruel words sent anger coursing through his veins.

“You know his mother was a red savage,” said Charlotte. “How can you bear to, you know, bed him.”

Annabelle’s laugh was cold and callous. “Darling, I’d bed the devil himself to get my hands on the Moreau fortune.”

“What if you get with child?”

“Trust me,” she murmured, “there will be no child in this marriage.”

Luc barely heard their sharp gasps as he walked toward them from the shadows where he’d caught the conversation. “It is fortunate I found this out now.” He couldn’t keep the anger from his voice. Just this morning, she pledged to give him a child as soon as possible. But it was all a lie.

“Lucian, darling,” she stammered, momentarily abashed, one gloved hand reaching for his arm. “I did not mean that the way it sounded.”

He pushed her hand away. “And what way did you mean it, Belle?” He deliberately used the nickname she hated. “What else can one infer from it?” He took a step toward her, his steady voice filled with cold contempt. “You want my money. I’ve always known that. But you would deny me a child in return?”

“I-I, no, of course not.” Face flaming, she glanced at Charlotte. “I merely meant I might not be able to conceive. My mother had great difficulty, you know, and I might as well.”

Tension coiled around them like a snake, its bands growing tighter by the second as startled hurt turned to white-hot anger. “You are quite the liar, Belle.”

He left her standing there, a protest dying on trembling lips.

Luc found his grandfather, told him the engagement was off, and walked out, leaving him to explain things to her family.

Their conversation the next day quickly escalated into a shouting match. His grandfather didn’t care about what Annabelle said. He wanted the power that merging his empire with the Blankenship’s lessor one would bring.

Luc’s happiness meant nothing. And that hurt most of all.

When his grandfather calmly suggested Luc get a mistress, he walked out and never looked back.

Now, for whatever reason, he’d tracked him down and expected things to pick up where they left off.

Luc snapped tongs around a horseshoe and plunged it into the hot coals, working the bellows with his other hand. “Like bloody hell.”

“You get that shoe any hotter you gonna ruin it.”

The comment from Amos Bigelow, his friend and previous owner of the smithy, brought Luc up with a start. “I didn’t hear you walk in.”

“Some injun you are.” He spit brown liquid toward a bucket in the corner. It hit the top and rolled down the side. “Thought you could hear a pin drop.” Amos shuffled into the livery and lowered himself onto his favorite perch—an upturned barrel and sighed. “What’s her name?”

Luc tapped the edge of the horseshoe with his hammer. “Who?”

“Don’t play dumb with me, boy,” he snipped. “The woman I seen you totin’ across the road.”

“No idea.”

“What?”

He stuck the shoe back in the coals. “She came in on the train, needed to get to the other side. Couldn’t let her walk through the mud.”

“And you didn’t ask her name? What’s wrong with you?”

He ignored the dig.

Amos sighed. “I bet she smelled real good.”

Like roses and honeysuckle.

“Well, did she?”

Amos’s croaky voice drew him out of his reflections. “Did she what?”

“Hell, boy, ain’t you listenin’? Did she smell good?”

He pulled the shoe out and pounded the edges again. “Fine.”

“Fine? That’s all I get? Fine?”

Luc stopped and looked at his friend. “Yes.” He threw the shoe in a bucket of water beside him. “That’s all you get.”

Amos smacked his lips. “I seen her go into the general store. Mable said some man from New York bought it. Wonder if she’s his wife?” He leaned over to look out the door. “Did you see him?”

It never occurred to Luc she might be married since she appeared to travel alone. Now, he found the thought rather disheartening. “Only folks who got off were her and Mrs. Martin.”

“Hmm.”

“Hey, Frenchy,” came a gravelly voice from the doorway. “Can you do me a favor?”

He turned toward the voice. “Sure, Silas. What do you need?”

“That lady who came in on the train today, Miss Lockhart, needs a trunk taken to the hotel. It’s a mite heavy for me. Would you mind taking it over?”

“No problem. She need it right away?”

“Well, now, she didn’t say. She was headed to the general store. That’s all I know.”

“Give me an hour or so. I have to finish two shoes, then feed the stock.”

“Thanks, Frenchy.”

“If you find out she needs it sooner, let me know.”

“I will. I sent that Martin boy over to tell Miss Lizzie she was gonna need a room, so she’ll be expecting the trunk.”

Luc watched him shuffle off, wondering not for the first time, why the gusty wind didn’t topple him end over end.

“He’s got rocks in his pockets.”

Amos’s comment drew Luc’s gaze.

“To keep him from blowing away.” Amos slapped his knee and cackled, the sound bordering on a hen’s cluck.

“You’re a fine one to talk, Old Man,” teased Luc.

The cackle ceased abruptly. “She’s a fine lookin’ woman, though, ain’t she?”

A grunt sufficed for a reply. This wasn’t a conversation he wanted to get into at the moment.

“I watched her walk up the street, struttin’ like a queen.” He smacked his lips again. “Think I’ll mosey over to the store and see what she smells like.” He grimaced as he pushed himself up from the barrel. “These old bones are just gonna stop working one day.”

He hobbled out, and Luc swallowed past the lump in his throat. Despite all his bluster and sass, Amos was the salt of the earth and the closest thing to family he had now.

Except for a grandfather who expected him to return to a place he hated and marry a woman he could never love. Or trust.
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The heavy clang of a cowbell over the door caused Bea to look up in surprise as she entered the general store. A variety of rich aromas inundated her with each breath. Leather, tobacco, oil, and others she did not recognize. Yet.

She scanned the room, mentally making a list of things to change. The big windows on either side of the door overlooking the boardwalk would be first. An enticing display to lure people in was a necessity. Right now, an assortment of tools and crates crowded the small space in no discernable order. That would never do. Neat and tidy was a must in her book.

A large pot-belly stove in the middle of the room provided blessed heat, and she moved toward it as she examined the rest of the room. An open door on the right led to an alcove she would explore later. A large counter ran the back length of the rear wall and contained shelves filled with an assortment of items. Overall, the layout was acceptable, with a diverse mixture of items available for purchase, most of which were functional and sturdy and a far cry from what she was accustomed to.

“I’ll be right out,” came a loud voice from the back.

Once the heat dissolved some of the chill from her bones, Bea inspected the fabric table nearby and fingered a bolt of drab blue cotton. Her first thought was to add some silk, or perhaps satin. Quick on the heels of that came the reproach, You’re not in New York, Bea, you’re in Texas. Adjust your ideas accordingly. She looked around the selections and knew she needed to add color if nothing else, to the choices. A woman can be practical in a lemon yellow dress just as well as a drab blue one.

She thought of the various supplies waiting in the trunks at the station and smiled. The bright yellow cotton would come out first.

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” said the woman exiting the back. “We’re still trying to get packed up.” She stopped and eyed Bea up and down. “Mrs. Lockhart?”

Bea nodded and took a step forward. “Mrs. Barker?”

“Mable Barker.” She wiped her hands on the apron around her waist and extended her right one, looking past Bea to the door. “Is your husband with you, Mrs. Lockhart?”

Bea took a breath. “I’m not married, Mrs. Barker. My solicitor and your cousin, Mr. James, arranged this purchase for me. I’m B.M. Lockhart. Beulah Mae Lockhart.”

The woman gaped a moment, then clapped her hands and smiled. “Don’t that beat all? I hope you know what you’re getting into, honey. Bakersville ain’t nothing like New York.”

More at ease, Bea returned the smile. “I can assure you, Mrs. Barker, I’m well aware of the differences.”

She eyed Bea’s stylish traveling attire. “People around here are plain, simple folks, Miss Lockhart. We don’t have fancy hotels or operas and such as that.”

“Please, call me Bea.” Her fingers tightened around the reticule she clutched. “Do you have a concern about selling to a woman?”

“Heck, no.” Mable’s hands rested on ample hips. “From what I understand, you grew up in a store and know what you’re getting into.”

Thank you, Mr. James.

“My only concern is if you really want to take over a business in the middle of Nowhere, Texas with only cowboys, farmers, and ranchers for customers.” She shook her head and eyed Bea’s fashionable clothes again. “The women aren’t exactly the kind you see in New York.”

Bea thought of Mrs. Martin’s crass comments and immediately took exception. “I can assure you, madame, anyone who walks into my store will be welcomed, regardless of who they are or what they wish to purchase.”

Taken aback, Mrs. Barker stammered. “Now, don’t go getting all riled up, Miss Lockhart. I only meant that, with a few exceptions, most of the womenfolk around here are wives of small ranchers and farmers who don’t have a lot of money to spend.”

Chagrined, Bea took a breath. “I beg your pardon. I spoke with Mrs. Martin on the train, and…”

“She’s a busybody. Don’t believe anything that comes out of her mouth.” Her hostess turned and headed toward a counter on the left. “Come on. I’ll show you the books I’ve kept, so you know what’s what.” She took a breath and continued. “Most folks depend on selling crops or beef in the spring for their money, so we sell a lot on credit. I also allow folks to barter.”

“What is that?”

Mable frowned, then gave a light laugh. “I guess you don’t get much call for that in New York. Barter means someone can bring something in to trade for whatever they need. Eggs, butter, whatever. I have a price sheet here that says what I allow for each item, but you can do it any way you like.”

Bea nodded. “I like that idea.”

“Good cause a lot of folks depend on that. Now, I collected what I could off the book before we settled on a price.” She pulled a well-worn ledger from under the counter. “It’s up to you to collect the rest.”

By the time an hour had passed, Bea’s head swam with facts, figures, and names. I’ll never remember all this.

“I know I give you a lot of stuff in a short amount of time,” said Mable, “but we plan to be on the train Sunday, so we only got a few days.”

“Oh,” said Bea, “I wasn’t aware you were leaving so soon after my arrival.”

“Well, we were going to stay till you got situated, but my Frank’s consumption is worse now, and we need to get to Santa Fe as soon as possible.”

“Of course. I’m so sorry your husband is not well.”

“Mr. James said you know all about running a store, so I don’t think you’ll have any trouble. And we gave him a list of where we get our supplies. You got any questions about who some of these folks are, just ask Lizzie Myers at the hotel.” She paused for a deep breath. “The house out back is part of the deal. We left most of the furniture since we will be living with my sister once we get to Santa Fe. There’s a bed, a stove, table and chairs, and some odds and ends.” Her smile was genuine and heartfelt. “God sent you to us, Miss Lockhart. The money we got for this place will be more than enough to take care of things once we get there. Thank you.”

“I’m the thankful one, Mrs. Barker. You have no idea what having a place of my own means to me.”

“I know you must be tired from the trip and all, but if you’re agreeable, we can keep going.” She paused for a breath. “Today is Thursday, so we only got three days to get you started.”

“Of course.” Bea smothered the rising panic. Three days! “Mr. Upton is having my things sent to the hotel, so we can work as long as you care to.”

Over the next three hours, a few customers came and went. While her reception was somewhat cool, no one blatantly shunned her, and a couple even smiled in welcome. Happily exhausted, Bea gathered her things in preparation for the short walk to the hotel.

“Oh, and if you need anything fixed, just call on Luc down at the blacksmith shop. He’s handy as a pocket on a shirt. Don’t know what we’d have done without him when Frank took sick.”

“The blacksmith?”

She smiled. “His name is Lucian, but most folks call him Luc or Frenchy.” She paused a moment and continued. “His Pa was a Frenchman. His Ma was Indian.”

The look she gave Bea said she expected her to have an issue with all or part of that statement. Undaunted, Bea pulled on her gloves. “I guess that explains why he spoke to me in French.” At her companion’s confused look, Bea added, “I met him briefly when I arrived.”

Mable chuckled. “Yeah, he does that sometimes. He may be cussing your sorry bones to the devil, but it sure sounds pretty.”

Bea smiled. “I had a French nanny when I was young who insisted I learn the language. He was surprised when I understood him.”

That comment produced a husky laugh. “I bet it did. He’s a little gruff at times, but don’t let that bother you. He might look like a bear, but he’s really a lamb.”

All she could manage was a quick nod. Somehow, picturing Luc as a lamb produced a wolf in sheep’s clothing. She’d never met anyone who affected her the way he did. After the fiasco with Edmund, Bea didn’t trust her female instincts anymore.

If she ever had any to trust in the first place.
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Bea stood outside the general store and buttoned her coat against the frosty air. Dusk crept in while she and Mable finished for the day and shrouded the town in shadows. Lanterns glowed in a few of the windows up and down the main street, but few people were outside. Lively piano music drifted from the tavern down the block, along with boisterous voices. Her face burned as she recalled the young cowboy seen earlier above the saloon. Oh, for heaven’s sake, Bea, she chided herself, you’re not a child, and this is not New York.

She stiffened her spine and turned toward the hotel, her mind digesting the afternoon with Mable, and mentally added to her checklist of things to be done. A stiff wind blustered through the darkened alley between the mercantile and the next building, bringing with it a myriad of smells she preferred not to analyze. But at least this side of the street had a boardwalk connecting the buildings, and she picked up the pace.

The bright yellow structure adjacent to the hotel appeared to be a restaurant that hosted a sparse supper crowd. Aroma’s drifting outside reminded her she’d eaten little the last two days. She stopped and debated whether to go to the hotel and freshen up or dine while the restaurant wasn’t so busy. The need to be clean won the battle, and she walked to the hotel.

She reached for the ornate brass handle, and the door swung open. Luc’s muscular frame suddenly filled the entryway. Startled, she uttered a soft squeal, one hand pressed against her rapidly beating heart. “Oh my, you startled me.”

“My apologies, Mademoiselle.” He took a step back for her to enter, then closed the door. “Or is it Madame?”

Bea sucked in a quick breath before she could speak. The soft glow of the lobby lanterns softened the rough edges around his face and made him even more attractive. She blinked twice and recovered her balance. “Mademoiselle. Though I prefer Miss Lockhart.”

He bowed at the waist. “As you wish, Miss Lockhart.” He straightened and nodded toward the stairs. “Silas asked me to deliver your trunk. It is in the room assigned to you.”

Perhaps it was the accent that made his low baritone voice so pleasant, for she found herself hanging on every word. “Thank you, um, Mr., um, Mr. Lucian. Once again, I am in your debt.”

His lips parted in a dazzling smile revealing straight, white teeth, and butterflies took flight in her stomach.

“No mister. Just Luc or Lucian. And the pleasure was mine.”

Before she could reply, he spun around and was gone.

She stared at the closed door for several heartbeats, his smiling face still visible in her mind’s eye. She blinked and turned around to inspect the spacious lobby. The furnishings were a diverse mixture of elegant Victorian chairs and settees seamlessly blended with sturdy and functional wood and leather chairs. Small tables, strategically placed, allowed groups to sit together and converse. Intricately woven rugs covered the polished wooden floor and added a high degree of color to the room. Utilitarian stairs covered in a deep, burgundy-colored carpet were to the right of the clerk’s counter. An ornate grandfather clock rested beside a mahogany library table at the bottom of the stairs.

Nothing at all like the hotels in New York, it was, nonetheless, an inviting space.

Bea walked toward the woman behind the counter and smiled.

“Good evening, Miss Lockhart,” said the woman. “I’m Lizzie Myers. Welcome to Bakersville.”

Bea stared at the woman a moment. Curls like polished copper framed a perfectly oval face, and her smooth skin glowed with golden undertones. Emerald green eyes sparkled with fire and life, and her smile of welcome was genuine.

Instantly aware of her own disfigurement, dismay washed over Bea, and she forced herself to smile. “I’m amazed at how many people know who I am when I just arrived today.”

“We are a small town, Miss Lockhart, and this time of year have very few visitors. And nothing sparks conversation like a new arrival in town.” She pulled a key from the wall behind her and spun the ledger for Bea to sign in. “I have you in Room Eight. It’s larger and has a separate bathing area. Top of the stairs, last door on the right.” She paused a moment, crossed and uncrossed her arms. “We don’t get many ladies here. Mostly cattle buyers and drovers, so our accommodations are rather plain.”

“I’m sure it will be fine, Miss Myers. And I’ll only be here until after the Barkers leave town.”

“Please call me Lizzie. If there is anything you need, just let me know.”

Bea signed the register and took the key. “I will. Thank you, Lizzie. And please, call me Bea.”

“I took the liberty of scheduling a bath for you since you went directly from the train to the store, but it’s going to be about an hour before they will have it ready.”

“Oh.” Bea gnawed her lower lip. “Then perhaps I’ll go next door and eat.”

“If you would rather, I can have something sent up to your room.”

After a moment’s consideration, Bea declined. No more hiding from the world. “Thank you, but I think I’ll walk over there.”
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