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      “’O Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art though Romeo?  Deny they father and refuse thy name.  Or if thou wilt not, be but sworn my love and I’ll no longer be a Capulet!’”

      “No, no, no, Anita, how many times must I tell you not to flail your arms about like a rag doll during a monologue?”

      Anita stared, nonplussed, at her acting teacher, Miss Felicity Stanhope, a sixtyish spinster who stared right back, her pinched face flushed red with exasperation.

      “Juliet is speaking her private thoughts aloud, yes, but sweetly and introspectively, not like she’s standing upon a soapbox addressing a crowd!  Oh, my, this is hopeless—hopeless!”

      With that, Miss Stanhope wheeled around in a vexed swirl of mauve linen and crisp petticoat and stormed off the stage, Anita running after her.

      “Miss Stanhope, wait!  I was simply adding dramatic effect, my own interpretation, it’s true, but if it was too much—”

      “Too much?”  Rounding upon Anita, Miss Stanhope drew herself up and lifted her bony chin, her expression one of frank disapproval.  “I’ll tell you what is too much, Miss Anita Hagen, your family indulging your ridiculous fantasy of becoming a great actress for far too long!  How many acting teachers have you had before me?”

      “Three.”

      “Yes, three!  Since last June, is it?”

      Anita nodded, a terrible sinking feeling in her stomach that she was soon to lose a fourth acting teacher.  “Mrs. Gertrude Rose from San Antonio was the first.”

      “Yes, Gertrude, once known as the Rose of Texas, she was so beloved by audiences, but reduced in retirement—like myself!—to teaching privileged young women with more stars in their eyes than talent!  Yes, you can act—passably.  Yes, you can sing and dance—even less passably, but no amount of lessons will ever make you an accomplished performer and it’s time you accept the truth!  You can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear, and you, my dear, are a sow’s ear!”

      With that, Miss Stanhope spun on her heel again and this time, Anita didn’t try to follow her.  How could she?  Her eyes had filled so with tears that she was nearly blinded.

      Instead, she walked disconsolately to the center of the dimly lit stage of the Walker Creek Playhouse and stared out at the empty red velvet seats that would never be filled with her adoring admirers—no, not according to Miss Stanhope.

      Anita was done, finished…and branded forever as a sow’s ear.

      A sow’s ear!

      A sob breaking from her throat as she heard a door slam behind her former teacher, Anita did leave the stage now, nearly stumbling in her haste to get out of the theater.

      She needed some fresh air!  She needed to go somewhere she could have a good long cry where no one would hear her.  She took only a moment to grab her white-feathered bonnet and her beaded reticule from a seat in the front row and then ran up the center aisle, feeling as if her heart was breaking.

      All of her hopes—all of her dreams dashed so cruelly!  She didn’t stop even when she rushed outside the front double doors, as blinded by the bright sunlight as the tears scalding her eyes.

      Fortunately, Main Street was quiet in the middle of a Friday afternoon, most folks already gone about their business and retired home for naps and a cool glass of ice tea.  Walker Creek, Texas had to be one of the hottest places on earth, she was certain of it.  The humid air feeling as sweltering as Hades in mid-March, she plopped her bonnet on her head and stifled a sob.

      Oh, no, she refused to allow anyone to see her humiliation, her disgrace!  She hoisted up her cornflower blue gingham skirt and climbed into her two-seated buggy parked in what little shade could be had, while her Palomino gelding, Biscuit, turned his head to look sleepily at her.

      “It’s too early, I know!” she blurted, fresh tears tumbling down her cheeks.  Her acting lesson should have gone until five o’clock—but clearly, she wasn’t going to have any more lessons with Miss Stanhope, or any other teacher ever again, for that matter!

      Now Anita could barely suppress her sobs as she flicked the reins and steered Biscuit into the near deserted street.  She knew of only one place where no one would hear her cry, which meant a short drive past the schoolhouse and out to the town cemetery.

      She saw her older sister Ingrid, the teacher at the school, already locking the front door to go home, the children allowed to leave early because of the unusually warm weather that in truth, portended a storm.  Yet Anita didn’t stop even when Ingrid waved to her; instead, she clicked her tongue at Biscuit.

      “Go on with you…go on!”  Her choked urging did little to quicken the gelding’s pace, but no matter, the well-tended cemetery lay just ahead on the left.  Anita hardly waited for Biscuit to come to a stop beneath a spreading oak tree when she dropped the reins and jumped down from the buggy.

      Biting her lower lip to keep herself a moment longer from a torrent of tears, Anita ran to the very heart of the cemetery and fell to her knees beside a headstone carved with the image of a weeping angel…which was all it took.  An anguished cry burst from her throat as she hung her head and let her desolation wash over her.

      What was she to do with herself now?  If she wasn’t talented enough to become a great actress, what was left to her?

      She and her sisters had been seamstresses in Minnesota, but Anita had been all thumbs at best, sewing most definitely not her strong suit.  While Kari and Ingrid had fashioned beautiful dresses for the county’s wealthy ladies and their daughters, Anita had been relegated to mending lesser garments where her crooked stitches wouldn’t show or even matter.

      She was an abysmal cook, too, and her baking hardly palatable, so opening a small bakery in Walker Creek wasn’t a possibility for her.  And of course, her twin brother Andreas would only laugh at any suggestion that she might help him somehow at his blacksmith shop.

      Why, Anita wasn’t even talented enough to become a dance hall girl, not that she’d ever consider such a disreputable thing.  Miss Stanhope had dismissed her singing and dancing as barely passable as well—oh, cruel, cruel woman!

      Her shoulders shaking with sobs, Anita could barely see the image of the angel now for the tears blinding her eyes, which only made her cry all the harder.

      She missed her mother!  Why had sickness taken Lara Hagen so young and left all of them without the comfort of her embrace?  Her gentle wisdom.  Her soft laughter at Anita’s antics when she’d pirouetted beside her sickbed or read aloud from a tattered book of Shakespeare.  It wasn’t fair!  Life wasn’t fair, but heartless, so terribly heartless—

      “Anita, what’s the matter?”

      She froze in mid-sob and pivoted on her knees to blink in surprise at Sheriff Luke Braun, who seemed to tower above the surrounding headstones.

      “I saw you leave the playhouse...and heard you sobbing—”

      “So you followed me?”  Indignation filling her, Anita wiped the tears from her face with the back of her hand.  “Did it ever occur to you that I might want to be alone?  For goodness sake, Luke, you must not know a thing about women!  Sometimes we just need to have a good cry—so will you kindly leave me in peace?”

      His handsome face flushing with embarrassment, Luke nonetheless appeared in no hurry to be on his way as he pushed his wide-brimmed hat back on his forehead.  Tall and lean, he stood there staring at her as if not quite sure what to say for a moment, which only flooded Anita with more irritation.

      “You don’t have to trouble yourself on my account, truly.”  She waved her hand to indicate the quiet cemetery.  “As you can see, there’s no one here to bother me—”

      “Maybe so,” he cut in, still giving no indication of budging, “but Caleb wouldn’t be pleased if he heard you were distressed and I left you out here crying your eyes out.  You know you’re like a daughter to him.  He’d have my hide, for sure.”

      “He wouldn’t be pleased, either, if he knew I’d asked you nicely to leave me in peace and yet you’re still standing here,” Anita countered with teary exasperation, though she slumped her shoulders in resignation.

      Luke was right, and she knew it.  Her eldest sister Kari’s father-in-law, Caleb Walker, was the final word in Walker Creek about everything, and she knew he’d expect the sheriff to check on her just as Luke had done.  He must have read her thoughts because he sank down on his haunches beside her.

      “Good girl, you’re seeing my side of things.  Are you ready to tell me what’s wrong?”

      His voice had softened, not sounding blunt like a sheriff at all but quite solicitous as if he might really care what had caused her flood of tears.  Anita sighed raggedly, nodding.

      “My teacher, Miss Stanhope up and quit on me, if you must know.  She told me no amount of lessons would ever make me a great actress—”

      “Lordy, how many is that now?  Three?”

      Anita bristled at Luke’s interruption, but she didn’t sense any unkindness in his query.

      “Four.”

      He sat back suddenly on his haunches, his low whistle the last thing she would have expected from him.  He looked undeniably—pleased.

      “Well, now, if this isn’t a welcome sign from heaven,” he said almost under his breath, which made Anita bristle again.  “I can see that wasn’t what you wanted to hear, and I’m sorry for the grief it’s caused you, but maybe now you might turn your mind to other things.”

      “What things?” she demanded, hearing that same solicitous tone in his voice as he leaned a little closer.

      “Well, I’ve been waiting a long time for the right moment to ask you, and now seems as good as any.  Since you’re not going to be taking the theater world by storm, I’d be real pleased, Miss Anita Hagen, if you would allow me to start courting you.  What do you think?”

      What did she think?  She gaped at him in such astonishment that she didn’t know what to say, though the tears suddenly welling in her eyes gave him the wrong impression entirely.

      “Oh, now, don’t start crying again.  I figured you’d be pleased, too, but I wasn’t expecting you to be this happy—”

      “Happy?”  Her outcry startling a trio of blackbirds from a nearby oak tree, Anita didn’t blink an eye as she stared at Luke in tearful outrage.  “Luke Braun, how dare you ask me such a thing when my heart is broken?  Broken!  Have you no feelings at all?  No, of course, you don’t, because if you did, you would have known today was no more the right moment than—oh, please, just leave me alone and go away!”

      Now he stared back at her in utter bewilderment…until she burst into a fresh flood of tears.  His expression darkening, he rose to his feet and slapped his hat against his knee.

      “All right, then, if that’s the way of it—”

      “Go away, Luke!  Go away!”

      He did, too, striding out of the cemetery while Anita was overcome with such heartache that she collapsed into the grass—what he’d said to her making her weep all the harder.

      Since you’re not going to be taking the theater world by storm…

      No, she would never take the theater world by storm.

      No bright city lights would ever beckon to her from afar as she left Walker Creek behind her.

      No marquee would ever bear her name in big, bold letters on opening night; no audience would ever shower her with applause.

      She heard the pounding of hooves as Luke galloped away, almost feeling sick from how hard she’d been crying.  She heard the distant rumble of thunder, too, the heavy air feeling even more oppressive than when she’d left the playhouse.

      A storm was brewing, which made her sobs finally lessen as Biscuit neighed and snorted in the distance.

      She knew that she should be getting home…an empty prospect, too.  She’d been sharing a house with Andreas that Caleb had provided for them, but now that her brother was newly married and with a home of his own for him and Sage, his lovely bride, Anita was living there alone—well, except for the cook, Juanita, and a couple hired servants.

      Kari and her husband, Seth, has asked Anita if she wanted to move out to Walker Creek Ranch where Caleb and his lovely wife, Lily, lived, too, but Anita had declined their invitation.  She had wanted to stay in town close to the playhouse and her lessons, and once again, her family had indulged her…just like Miss Stanhope had said.  If she was so wanting in talent, why hadn’t her sisters and brother said something to her?

      “Because they didn’t want to hurt your feelings,” Anita sadly answered her own query, sitting up to pluck blades of grass from her long, white-blond hair.

      Another rumble of thunder, closer now and louder, caused her to look up, while Biscuit whinnied in alarm.

      Yet it was nothing to the alarm she suddenly felt as a tall figure stepped from behind the nearby oak, his garb as black as the birds that she’d spooked earlier with her outraged cry.

      Anita froze, her eyes still so blurred from weeping that she couldn’t make out his face—and then she gasped in horror, her imagination running away from her.

      God help her, angels as well as demons were likely to visit a cemetery for there were good souls as well as lost souls buried there!

      That thought made her jump to her feet so abruptly that she lost her footing and teetered, crying out as a strong hand caught her from behind to steady her.

      “Easy, Miss Hagen, I’ve got you.”

      Her heart hammering, Anita didn’t dare to glance over her shoulder though she knew now her specter from the underworld was flesh and blood, his husky voice oddly familiar.

      Instead, she wrenched herself free and ran toward the buggy as a deafening clap of thunder rent the air.  Off to her left, a blinding bolt of lightning flashed and she shrieked, more thunder cracking overhead.

      She spun around in terror, crashing right into the gentleman who pulled her against him.
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