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Chapter One
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“Gran, please don’t ask me to leave you.” Elliana Barrington fought to keep tears from falling, but lost her battle. She sat beside her beloved Gran’s bed, her chair as close as possible. In fact, she hadn’t left this room for the past two weeks, watching over Gran day and night. What little sleep she managed was on the cot she’d had brought in and placed near Gran’s bed. Now, she held her precious grandmother’s pale, thin hand. 

Gran tugged slightly, as if to make sure Elliana paid attention. “You must do as I say for your own protection.” Even gasping for breath, Marie Barrington’s voice carried the steel of her determination. After she spoke, she sagged against the pillows at her back.

Colored patterns of light danced across the room from the stained glass arches above the rectangular windows. Shafts of sunlight streamed through the beveled glass panes overlooking the formal gardens. Sunshine usually cheered Elliana. Today, the morning’s brightness held great contrast to the somber mood of the room’s occupants. Light illuminated Gran’s frailty and highlighted the slight yellow tinge of her skin.

From the other side of the bed, Gran’s longtime lady’s maid, Jane Nixon, gave her a few sips of water—all Gran could keep down now.

Gran took a deep breath and continued, “Does Trey think that because I’ve been bedfast I don’t know how he’s conducted himself? The selfish young man wants everything given to him without him earning it—just as his father before him did.” She grimaced, pursing her lips. “Admitting I raised two bad apples is hard.”

Elliana kissed her grandmother’s hand. “You did everything right, Gran. Look how good Papa was.” 

“And you’re all that’s noble and virtuous.” Gran paused to look at Elliana. “Trey will be in a dangerous rage when he learns I’ve left his inheritance in a trust only slightly larger than he has now.  I know it’s only a small portion of what he expects. He’ll have to learn to live on an allowance without me to bail him out of tight spots. Up until now, I’ve done it to protect the family name ... and to protect us.” 

Gran took several breaths then squeezed Elliana’s hand. Locking eyes with her, Gran said, “I fear he’ll try to retaliate against you—which is why you must leave here.”

Was that terror in her indefatigable Gran’s eyes? Surely not. Yet, Elliana suppressed a shudder at the picture her darling grandmother’s words painted. Although she had no idea of the amount of Gran’s fortune, she knew it to be immense. The church and numerous charities already benefitted from Gran’s generosity. 

Trey had arrogantly let the estate’s employees know that he would be making changes when he was in charge, threatening to fire staff members if they didn’t show him the deference he believed was his right. She had to admit she’d wondered about her fate when her spiteful cousin was in charge. She definitely wouldn’t be able to remain in this home, even if he would allow her there, which she doubted. 

Compelled to be fair, however, she pointed out, “But Trey carries Grandpa’s name. Shouldn’t he inherit this home and the funds to maintain it?”

For a dying woman, Gran’s grip was surprisingly vise-like. “He’ll have the townhouse  where he lives now. Surely you remember he decorated the place luxuriously. You also know he’s wasted every penny he’s ever received—and then some.”

Alarmed at her grandmother’s gasping breathing, Elliana exchanged glances with Jane, then said, “You’ve upset yourself, Gran.” She brushed her hand against Gran’s forehead. “I know he’s not acted the way he should, but he is the only son of your eldest son. That should make him your heir.”

Gran turned her head to escape the soothing caress. “I’ll not have what’s left from my Joe’s hard work and ingenuity frittered away like dry leaves tossed on the wind. You can’t deny that’s what would happen. Hmph, he’d lose this house within two years.”

“Gran, please, I can’t stand to talk about your will. That means you won’t be here any longer. I can’t imagine being without you.”

Gran’s features softened. “You’re the light of my life, and so like your parents. I’m twice blessed. We have to get these things settled quickly, darling girl. I’ve set up this house as the Barrington Academy for Girls. I’ve endowed the school with enough to keep it going for at least ten years.”

Elliana laid her head near Gran’s shoulder and her arm across the frail woman’s waist. “I can’t leave you. You’re my family, my anchor. You’ve been mother, father, and grandparent to me. How can you ask me to abandon you?” Fearing she hugged her too tightly,  Elliana sat up.

Gran coughed, and Jane gave her a few more sips of water. Gran swallowed, but then continued, “Plans are set in motion for a good situation to save you from harm. Your Uncle Alexander and I carefully considered each step to protect you and give you a wonderful new life. Alexander arranged everything with your prospective groom.”

Alexander Penobscott wasn’t actually her uncle, but that’s what she’d always called him. He was Gran’s attorney, but also her godfather, and he had been her father’s best friend.

Gran coughed several times.

Alarmed, Elliana caressed her grandmother’s pale hand. “You’ve tired yourself. Rest now and we can discuss your plans another day.”

Gran gripped Elliana’s arm. “Darling girl, we’re not promised tomorrow. I can’t rest until I know you’re safely away from here. For once, don’t let your good intentions keep you from doing as I’ve asked. Promise me you’ll go to the train station immediately and carry out all my instructions.” 

Immediately? Elliana searched her mind for an answer that might placate her grandmother without lying. 

Gasping more through blue-tinged lips, Gran’s grip tightened on Elliana’s arm. “Elliana Marie, look me in the eye and promise me you’ll do as I’ve asked.”

Reluctantly, she met the pleading in Gran’s faded blue eyes and capitulated. “If that is the only thing that will give you peace, then I’ll do just as you say.” 

Gathering her courage, Elliana said, “I’ll go to Texas and marry the man you and Uncle Alexander have chosen.” The words came out flat and lifeless, like she felt.

With an audible sigh, Gran’s grasp went limp and she relaxed against the pillows. She lay in the giant four-poster bed she and Grandpa had shared, where both their sons had been born, where Grandpa had passed away four years ago. Though her mind was still sharp, Gran’s body declined rapidly. The doctor diagnosed her main problems as a weak heart and liquid in her lungs. Watching her decline shredded Elliana’s insides. 

At a signal from Gran, Jane crossed to put an arm around Elliana, guiding her toward the door and into the hall. “Miss Marie has told you Mr. Penobscott located the man you’re to marry. He’s a respected banker, quite an achievement for a man his age.” 

Her misgivings increased as she pictured the type man who could accomplish unusual success. “I hope that doesn’t mean he’s aggressive in business or hard to please. I need his disposition to be pleasant and compatible with mine, even though I don’t expect there ever to be love between us.”

Jane gave her shoulders a gentle squeeze. “Reportedly, he’s amiable, and nice looking. I think you may surprise yourself and find him worthy of your love.”

Elliana doubted the description could fit one man. How could he be so successful if he was truly pleasant and amiable?

As if sensing her doubts, Jane patted her shoulder. “Your main trunks and the possessions your grandmother wants you to keep have already been sent ahead. They required freighting the last step of the trip. I expect they’ll get there soon after your arrival.”

“What are my instructions?” Elliana couldn’t prevent disappointment and regret from tinging her voice. 

The vigil she’d kept at her grandmother’s bedside all these weeks had drained her physically ane emotionally. Exhaustion dragged her down  until she wondered if she  could cope with the trip.

Jane carried on as if Elliana were excited. “All the information you need is in your purse, as are your tickets and cash for traveling. Your hat, gloves, purse, and the book from your bedroom night table are on the console by the front door. The carriage is waiting in the front drive to take you to the station. Your valise and small trunk are already loaded. You must hurry or you’ll miss your train.”

Shock stopped Elliana in her tracks. “When did all this happen?”

“While you’ve been at Miss Marie’s bedside. You appeared to think of nothing but your grandmother’s comfort and care, even taking meals and changing clothes there.” Jane’s smile carried fondness. “You know how organized Miss Marie is. She gave me a long list of instructions.”

Elliana stared at Jane. “What if I’d refused to go?” 

Jane shook her head. “Miss Marie knew you’d not deny her peace of mind.” She adopted a business demeanor. “In addition to the things she listed, I saw that we packed many things that I thought you would want to have and that I could include. After all, a girl’s school has no need of family things. Possibly, I added too much. You can decide that later.”

Elliana dabbed at her eyes. “I... I won’t even know when... the end comes for her. I should be the one to make her funeral arrangements. I can’t burden you with those.”

Jane patted her shoulder again. “Miss Marie has already made her own funeral arrangements with Mr. Penobscott. Until then, I give you my word I’ll remain with Miss Marie in her rooms—every minute if Mr. Trey is here. Each of the servants will be watching, also. No harm will come to her. I’ll contact you immediately when she passes.” Tears welled in Jane’s eyes. “You know I couldn’t be more devoted to her if she were my own mother.”

Tears streaked Elliana’s cheeks. She dabbed at them with the sodden handkerchief she’d used all morning. “Sounds as if you and Gran thought of everything.”

Jane sniffled and brought a handkerchief to dab her own eyes and nose. “We certainly tried.”

Elliana’s throat closed and she could barely speak. “What will you do when Gran... when you’re free?”

Jane took a deep breath and waved her hand dismissively. “I might travel. Your grandmother’s will is very generous to the staff, especially to me.”

Elliana laid her hand on Jane’s arm. “As is only fair, although your help is far beyond price. You’ve been a wonderful friend to her, really like a daughter. And, you’ve been kind and a good friend to me. If you travel to Texas, please come visit me.” 

“Godspeed, Miss Elliana.”

Elliana hugged the other woman. “Goodbye, Jane.”

Harrigan Springs, Texas

A dust devil whirled down the road in front of Keith Martin as he strode into the blacksmith shop. Levi Iverson, the blacksmith and local entrepreneur, sat at his workbench while he repaired a rifle. Sheriff Jesse Cameron watched from his seat on an upturned barrel. The only shooting going on was Levi shooting the breeze with the sheriff. 

After exchanging friendly insults, Keith gathered his courage. “Wanted you both to know you inspired me. I’ve agreed to wed a mail order bride. Didn’t say anything sooner in case something went wrong. But, according to her telegram, she’ll be here Thursday.” He didn‘t mention the other two wires he’d received.

Levi grinned at him. “Hey, congratulations. Aren’t you glad I talked you into buying that house? Only one in town fit for a fancy banker’s home.”

Keith propped a shoulder against the wall. “Owning the place is a real good thing, especially since I decided to send for a wife. Feels downright odd to be rattling around alone in a big house, particularly one without much furniture. Sounds actually echo in places.”

Jesse chuckled. “So you went through with it, huh? I wondered if you would.”

Keith hoped he hid his embarrassment. “Took me a few days to work up my courage, but now she’s on her way, I’m glad I did.” 

“Your bride will enjoy furnishing that palace you bought. Hope you’ve got a big personal account in your bank.” Jesse nudged Levi. “Say, maybe we should have him audited in a few months.”

Keith pulled a face. “Don’t worry, the state will take care of that.”

Levi asked, “Arriving Thursday, huh? That’s tomorrow.” He looked at Jesse. “Should we be insulted he didn’t tell us sooner?”

“Naw, I figure we’re lucky he told us at all. Say, Keith, what did you write in your letter to the matchmaker that convinced this unsuspecting bride to come?”

Keith shrugged a shoulder. “Didn’t know what to say. I asked Mrs. Pickard her opinion of what a woman would want to know. She gave me several pointers.” 

He patted his jacket pockets. “Thought you might ask. I have a copy with me.” He pulled a sheet of paper from his coat pocket and read aloud to his two best friends. 

“Dear Prospective Bride,

My name is Keith Martin. I am thirty-one years old and six feet tall with blue eyes, dark hair, and a small beard. I have been told I am nice looking. At least, my appearance is not so scary looking that I frighten children. I own the bank in Harrigan Springs in the Texas Hill Country. The town is the county seat of Harrigan County, a friendly, peaceful place to live. Our weather is moderate with seldom any snow in winter. Recently, I purchased an eight-bedroom home from a family moving back east, but have almost no furniture yet. Mrs. Dodd is the cook and housekeeper. Mr. Dodd is the gardener and handyman—they came with the house and have living quarters off the kitchen. I am a member of the town’s church and attend regularly. I do not smoke and do not drink to excess. In addition, I am a member of a fraternal organization and several civic committees.

I would like a congenial wife who is more aware of the social graces than I am. I hope she will be willing to give the occasional dinner party and to take her place in the community in addition to being wife to me and loving mother to our children. 

Sincerely, 

Keith Martin”

Levi looked up from his workbench. “Can’t think of anything you left out. She’ll know more about you than you know about her.”

Keith refolded the paper and slid it back into his jacket pocket. He didn’t mention he’d dealt with her family attorney instead of her. He still found it odd that he hadn’t heard from her until he received her telegram. A lot of questions bounced around in his mind regarding the situation, but he’d have to wait until she arrived to get answers. 

To his friends, he only said, “The letter must have done the job because she’s on her way.”

Jesse looked puzzled. “You said you’re a banker? Don’t you think she’ll get the impression you’re stuffy and hoity-toity?”

Keith grinned at the sheriff. “Don’t think I know how to act ‘hoity-toity’. Did you forget you mentioned that I’m a banker in the letter of reference you wrote for the matchmaker? So did the preacher in his letter. I figured when we corresponded I’d tell her that this is a small town and being the banker doesn’t mean I’m wealthy. But, she didn’t wait to exchange letters. Like I said, she’s on her way here.”

Levi stood and clapped Keith on the shoulder. “If she’s the right woman, you’ll be glad you married. I’m sure grateful I have Maeve as my wife, even if I wasn’t the one who sent for her.” He returned to his chair.

Keith sat on one of the barrels Levi kept as stools for guests. He didn’t know whether to continue or not, but these were his two best friends. “Matter of fact, it was the bride’s family attorney who answered. Turns out she’s wealthy and needs to get away from a jealous cousin.”

Jesse sent him a look that would scare anyone who didn’t know the gentle Scotsman well. “I dinnae ken why, now that we got rid of those worthless Arp brothers, you are importing trouble.” 

Keith nodded toward Jesse. “If there’s trouble, I know who to send for.”

At his work bench, Levi shook his head. “Sounds like you could have as much trouble as I did. Hope it turns out as well for you as it did for Maeve and me.”

Keith decided to change the subject. “We’ve sure had our share of weddings in the last year or so.”

The blacksmith forked a thumb in the direction of the buggy works behind the smithy. “Expect Richard and Claudia will soon announce they’re engaged. He’s crazy about her and she appears to be smitten with him.”

Jesse grimaced. “Sure, Levi, now that you are no longer available, she’s found someone else. Keith, let’s hope your bride has a sweeter nature than Claudia Worthington.”

“Sh-h-h,” Levi held up a hand to shush the sheriff. “Don’t let Richard hear you say that. He’d take a swing at you and wind up in jail for punching a lawman. He’s aware of her past and doesn’t care. Besides, she’s changed a heck of a lot since Maeve helped her out of that jam.”

Jesse leaned back and raised his eyebrows. “Jam? Being kidnapped is too serious to call a jam.” Jesse got to his feet. “Pleasant as the company is, I had better finish my rounds. You two stay out of trouble.”

Keith rose as well. “Supposedly, I’m on my lunch hour. Guess I’d better move along, too, and let you get on with your repairs.”

“Aw, I can work as well with company here. This rifle is a mess. Zan Crain found it almost buried in mud near the river. No idea whose it was or how long it had been there. It’s a repeater, though, and will still have a long life if I can get it working again.”

“If anyone can, you’re the one.” Keith left the smithy and stopped to say hello to Charlie Gann at Levi’s livery stable. Charlie might be simple, but he had a gentle nature and sure did a good job caring for the horses. After talking to Charlie a few minutes, Keith ambled toward the café. 

He couldn’t concentrate on anything except his bride’s arrival and protecting his own identity. At least he’d never been to Evansville, even though his cousins sometimes went there. He’d been born in Chicago into the world’s worst family. Even thinking about them and the things they’d  nauseated him. He prayed his kin stayed far away from Texas. He’d grown a mustache and beard and wore his hair shorter. If any of the people he’d known came through, maybe they wouldn’t recognize him.

***
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Elliana wiped away tears and tried to appreciate the landscape outside the train window. Although Gran had taken her and Trey to New York and to Europe, she hadn’t been west. She enjoyed the scenery, even when a ferocious thunderstorm hurled rain against the train’s window and shot bolts of lightning across the sky. The weather matched her mood. 

Her private compartment allowed her to give way to her feelings without pretense. She wondered how Jane had managed to get all her things packed without anyone except her grandmother—not even Elliana—being aware. Thinking about it, she realized  other servants were in league.

To be certain Jane included all the things Elliana treasured, she had made a hurried dash to her room before she left Gran’s home. Everything was packed. Every single thing except the draperies. How bare the room had appeared with not even a single framed print on the wall. 

She’d been out of the house before Trey learned of her departure. Of course, he’d be glad she was gone... until he learned the terms of Gran’s will. To say he’d be upset was a gross understatement. Remembering his fury in the past for seemingly small affronts, Elliana shuddered as she imagined the rage Trey would feel at the news. Who knew what he would do? He’d probably contest the will. Uncle Alexander was the best attorney in Indiana and the surrounding states, so Trey was out of luck. 

Poor Gran had a hard life the last few years. She’d lost both her children and her beloved husband. Trey’s debacles kept her constantly upset and worried for his future. With her organs failing rapidly, her tenacity amazed everyone.

Last week, Doctor Abramson had shaken his head after listening to Gran’s heart. “Marie, I’m happy you’re still here, but I thought you’d give up the ghost months ago. How you’re still alive is a miracle.”

Gran shook her bony finger at the doctor. “I can’t rest until I’ve completed my arrangements. Death will have to wait until I get my affairs in order.”

The kindly doctor sent her a fond look. “You’d best hurry, my dear Marie. Even willpower as strong as yours can only do so much.” 

Now that Elliana had departed, only servants lived in the vast family home. Thank goodness Jane was there to watch after Gran in case Trey visited. Otherwise, Elliana wouldn’t put it past Trey to hasten Gran’s passing by smothering her with a pillow. Friends hinted that he was in trouble with creditors and Gran had confirmed the claim.

As long as Elliana could remember, Trey had bullied her and often hurt her physically. That is, until Papa found out what was happening. In the last few months before he and Mama were killed, Papa showed her how to defend herself against an adversary, even a larger one. He’d also taught her about firearms.

She smiled as she recalled the surprise on her cousin’s face when she bested him with a kick followed by several punches. 

He’d lain curled on the ground. “You broke my nose. I’ll kill you for this.”

“No you won’t, Trey. I won’t let you bully me ever again. Get up and go wash your dirty face.” 

Miraculously, Trey had stopped trying to hurt her physically, but he continued laying traps for her and insulting and belittling her if he thought no family member could overhear. Elliana never tattled on him, but there was no need. He was too full of himself to realize Gran’s loyal servants saw and reported his actions to her. 

Elliana’s reverie stopped with a jolt when the conductor rapped on the door. “Miss Barrington, dinner is being served in the dining car. I suggest you eat hearty and ask for an assortment. of food to keep with you. Later tonight, this car will be switched to a locomotive that doesn’t pull a dining car.”

“Thank you, Caleb. Does that mean I won’t need to change trains myself?”

“Yes, ma’am. Likely you’ll be asleep when the car is transferred, but hooking to the new train may wake you. Don’t be alarmed. You stay in this car until time for you to change to the next type of transportation in your journey.”

She smiled at him. “From what I’ve heard, a stagecoach is not as pleasant as the train, but at least it will mean my journey is nearing the end.” 

“Yes, ma’am. You can understand that I’m partial to rail travel. I haven’t cared for the experience when I’ve ridden a stagecoach. I know it depends on many things—like fellow travelers, the type of coach, the weather, and so forth.”

“Will you be moving with this car when it’s transferred?”

The conductor shook his head. “I’m assigned to the locomotive. I stay with this engine.”

“Then, I’d better thank you now for looking after me so well.”

“No thanks necessary, Miss Barrington. Looking after passengers is my job. You made it easier than most folks.” He tapped the bill of his cap. “Good luck to you.”

Armed with a basket of food the next day, she was grateful the kindly Caleb had told her to prepare with a supply of food. She had sandwiches, cookies, slices of cake wrapped in a napkin, and a small casserole. The chef had even included eating utensils. Of course, she’d paid dearly for the food. To her, it was well worth the price.

Apparently, the rushed stops for meals were for poor quality food. She was ready for her trip to end, yet she dreaded it, as well. Ending her travel meant she would be wedding a stranger. Was she foolish to trust Gran’s and Uncle Alexander’s choice of husband? She had given Gran her promise, so there was no point second guessing her decision now. Besides, she could never have denied peace of mind to her beloved grandmother—not even if it meant marrying a troll. 

About seventy-two hours after her car had been switched from the original engine, she woke after a restless night. She lay in her bed in the darkness wondering at the time. When she pulled the curtain aside, she saw lights indicating the train entered a town. Heavens, this must be where she transferred to the stagecoach. She hurried, but had barely completed washing and dressing when there was a rap on the door. 

The conductor called, “Austin, Texas next stop. Austin in ten minutes.”

She gathered her possessions in readiness to depart. Thank goodness she still had a little food. She had cake for breakfast, and couldn’t suppress a smile. Would Gran have approved?

Her smile quickly fled. Tension coiled her insides in knots. The pounding in her head matched that of her heart. She wanted to trust her grandmother and Uncle Alexander. But, how could she control her distrust of marrying someone she wouldn’t meet until just prior to the wedding?

Oh, Gran, I hope you knew what you were doing. 

Before she left the train, Elliana said another prayer for Gran, for Jane, for herself, for her upcoming marriage—and for Trey. 
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Chapter Two
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Elliana hoped this wasn’t a portent for her time in Texas. The Queen of Hearts in a sealed deck of cards had more room than she did in this coach. Her remaining food—a cheese sandwich, two cookies, and a small slice of fruitcake—had been stuffed into her pockets and her purse because there was no room for the basket. To add to her discomfort, one of the men smoked a noxious cigar. Although being near the window meant more dust blew in on her, at least she had some air. She was certain hell must be a stagecoach ride like this one. She thanked heaven that this ride was scheduled to end this afternoon.

That thought reminded her that meant she’d be meeting her prospective groom soon. She blotted her face with her handkerchief. She wondered if she’d be able to have a bath when she arrived in Harrigan Springs.

A cheerful middle-aged woman who’d introduced herself as Edna Mae Cox sat across from her. In the crowded space, their knees sometimes touched.

Mrs. Cox leaned slightly forward. “Are you unwell, Miss Barrington?”

“I’m just tired, as I’m sure we all are.”

“I noticed the black border on your handkerchief. Have you recently lost someone?”

She managed to keep her lips from trembling. “My grandmother who raised me from the time I was twelve.”

“What a shame. I’ve been to Austin for the funeral of an aunt. Last of her generation in our family. I’ll miss her. She was kind enough to leave me some of her things.”

Realizing the woman wanted to elaborate, Elliana asked, “What sort of things?”

Excited, the woman touched a brooch at her throat. “This cameo is a family piece that belonged to my great grandmother. Aunt Velma also left me some of her other jewelry and bits of this and that, but it’s packed away.”

Elliana leaned forward to admire the brooch. “My, that is lovely. It’s quite unique, surrounded by the gems.”

The other two women beside Elliana, also admired the cameo. One was Mrs. Jones, an extremely pregnant young woman going to Medina. The other was a pleasant woman named Mrs. Roberta Perkins, who was returning to Harrigan Springs. Obviously Mrs. Cox and Mrs. Perkins were friends. The two women beside Elliana made appropriate admiring comments about the jewelry.

Mrs. Cox beamed at the praise. “My great grandfather commissioned a New York jeweler to create it for his new bride. My given names, Edna Mae, are after her.

Elliana scooted back against the hard seat. “Then it’s fitting that you have the brooch. Knowing your aunt remembered you in her will must please you.”

“My word, yes. I didn’t expect anything. I was shocked when the lawyer asked me to stay for the reading of the will, which was right after the funeral.” Mrs. Cox leaned forward again. “I suppose your grandmother left you some lovely things, didn’t she?”

“Yes, but I don’t know exactly what she included. She had her maid pack them. I have a small trunk with me, but everything else is packed into trunks, which will be freighted from Austin. You see, I sat with my grandmother while they were being packed. I’ll be surprised when the trunks arrive, won’t I?”

The woman’s forehead creased in a frown. “You didn’t stay for the reading of the will?”

“Extenuating circumstances required I leave before that occurred.” Elliana tried to think of something to distract the other woman. 

She gestured at the window. “I’ve been wondering about those trees I see with the kind of lacy leaves, like tiny palm fronds. Do you know the tree’s name?”

Mrs. Cox looked at the passing scenery. “They’re mesquite, and the ranchers don’t like them. I’ve been told they and the junipers can take over a pasture.”

A lanky man who looked like he should be on a horse had introduced himself as Clem Oliver. He looked even more uncomfortable than Elliana, with his knees of his long legs poking up toward his chin. “Their roots sink real deep and can steal the water needed for grass. Hard to clear them with such deep roots. Okay to leave a few for shade if there aren’t any other trees available.”

“Thank you, Mr. Oliver. I’m from Evansville, Indiana. Although I’ve lived all my life in the city, I don’t think we have mesquite there.”

Mrs. Perkins, the lady beside her, acted intrigued, “What brings you to Texas?” 

“I’m going to Harrigan Springs to be married.”

The cowboy smiled. “Figures. Pretty ladies are always taken.”

She sensed herself blush. “That’s kind of you, but you could write for a mail order bride.”

Mr. White, the man with the cigar, tossed it out the window. “Plenty in the country I’ll have you know, Clem. You ought to try for a wife.”

Clem grimaced. “I’d be the man who got a shrew.”

The other man laughed. “Where we live, there are some pretty señoritas.”

Clem raised his eyebrows. “That’s true, but their papas don’t approve of them mingling with us gringos.”

Elliana asked, “Where do you live? And what’s a gringo?”

“We live out in Del Rio, or close to it. A gringo is a derogatory name for us of British and western European descent.” 

Mr. White patted his chest as if looking for something. “Well, I’ll be. Guess I’m out of cigars. Reckon there’ll be a place to replenish my supply when we stop.”

Elliana kept to herself the fact his news of depleted cigars pleased and relieved her. Grandpa had smoked a sweet-smelling pipe, but she’d never liked the smell of a cigar. Mr. White’s cigar had been especially unpleasant.
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