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      Lynette Humphry stood at the depot counter with her heart pounding in her chest. Was she really going to do this?

      “Do you want a ticket, ma’am?” the clerk asked again as he glanced uneasily at the line forming behind her.

      “I believe there’s a ticket waiting here for me already,” Lynnette said, making up her mind. She would do this flighty thing as her mother would have called running off thousands of miles to marry a man she’d never met. “My name is Lynnette Humphry and the ticket should be to Laramie, Wyoming.”

      The clerk cocked his brow and stared at Lynnette. “Oh, yes,” he said with a slight sneer, “the ticket for the mail order bride.”

      Lynnette flushed. He probably thought she was homely like her father had always told her and couldn’t get a man in St. Louis. She was taller than most of the young men her age and had always been gawky and clumsy in her awkward body. Her father had been right. No boys had come to ask to court her the way they did the other girls. Some had called her teacher’s pet and teased her mercilessly because she enjoyed school and made good grades. Lynnette hadn’t cared as long as she had her books to take her to other places.

      She found solace in books and could escape to faraway places in them—far away from the farm and her strict father who treated his children and wife like slaves on the plantation his family had owned before the war.

      Raymond Humphry was a proud man and losing everything in the war had diminished him. He’d moved from Alabama to Missouri and married the first woman with prospects who’d have him. Marion Lambert came from a good family and her father owned a small farm outside St. Louis. She was the only child and the farm would come to her and her husband after her parents died.

      Raymond was a smart man and snapped up the young woman as quickly as he could. Marion became pregnant almost upon their wedding night and presented him with four more children after the first. With that, he had strong bodies to work the twenty acres without the need to pay anyone. To ensure they stayed where he wanted them, Raymond belittled his children and told them they could never be successful away from the farm and his supervision. Their places were there with him to guide them.

      The belt and their fear of it was his means of control, and Raymond used it with abandon on his children. Lynnette was the oldest and knew it was wrong, but he was her father and she couldn’t do anything. As she stood at the ticket counter, guilt overwhelmed her. How could she leave her younger brothers and sisters to Raymond’s continued domination and abuse? Tears stung her eyes and she batted them back. It was time for her to break free.

      While in the apothecary, Lynnette had picked up a fashion periodical and was thumbing through it when she came upon an advertisement from a mail order bride service. She had heard of them but had never given it much thought. With her prospects for a husband low in St. Louis, Lynnette had taken the periodical home and written to the service with the response directed to the postal box she’d rented, and her father didn’t know about.

      She received an application soon after and had cabinet cards made of herself to send back with it. With the money she’d saved from sewing projects, she went to the photographer’s office in her best dress and had four cabinet cards of her image printed.

      A month after sending off the application and cards, she received her first letter. It had been crude and the penmanship terrible. Lynnette made a curt reply of thank you, but no thank you. The second letter came soon after and bolstered Lynnette’s hopes. This one came with a cabinet card of a man in his middle years in military dress. His letter was sweet and told her how he was a widower with a young child and asked her to write and tell him about herself. She did and told him about her life on the farm near St. Louis and her hopes to go on to become a teacher someday.

      In his next letter, he asked her to tell him more about the farm. By the time she received his fourth letter, Lynnette knew the man was looking for a wife with a farm to inherit and not a mother for his child. She thanked him for his interest but told him she was not interested.

      When Lynnette was about to give up on this silly notion of mail order husbands, she received a letter from Laramie, Wyoming. The man, Jacob Hardy, said he owned a small ranch and was looking for a wife with farm experience to share the labors and the fruits of those labors with. His words were sweet, his penmanship neat, and his face on the enclosed cabinet card handsome. He said he was thirty-years old, healthy, and stood six-feet-two-inches tall. That was of particular interest to Lynnette as she stood five-feet-eight inches and towered over most of the young men her age. Thankfully, she’d stopped growing a few years ago, but at twenty-four she was still taller than most and felt uncomfortable in her own skin. Her sister Josie was only five-foot-four and Lynnette envied her petite stature.

      After exchanging five letters over three months, Jacob had proposed marriage and asked her to come to Laramie. He would purchase her a ticket on the Union Pacific and have it waiting for her at the station in St. Louis if she would consent to be his wife and partner on the ranch.

      Lynnette had written back with her consent and eagerly awaited his reply. A month later she stood at the depot counter with her carpetbag of clothes and personal items in her hand.
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      Jacob sat in his favorite chair beside the fire and stared at  the cabinet card with Lynnette Humphry’s image upon it. The young woman sat in a chair with her back stiff and her head held high. Her hair was swept up on the top of her head with a few ringlets of her brunette locks coiling down around her pretty face.

      He shook his head as he remembered her letter, apologizing for not being an attractive woman. He wondered how she could think such a thing? Lynnette Humphry was beautiful and not only on the outside. Her letters had been intelligent and filled with compassion when she talked about how much it pained her to slaughter the chickens or a hog. He smiled. Would she have the same compassion for him?

      “Are you certain you want to do this, Jacob?” Thomas, his twin brother asked as he entered the room with a leather satchel in his hands.

      “It’s the only way I can think of to make certain of her, Tom.”

      “Maybe if you’d just been honest in the first place,” Thomas scolded as he dropped into a matching chair on the other side of the wide fireplace hearth.

      Jacob snorted. “Do you honestly think she’d have replied favorably or at all had I sent her a cabinet card with my picture on it and not yours?”

      “Wouldn’t it have said more about her if she had?” Thomas replied in an aggravated tone. “They were your words she was replying to and not the face and body on that damned card.” Thomas reached across to pull the cabinet card Jacob held from his hands. “How do you even know this is who you were writing to?” He shook the card. “This could be her damned sister and you could be getting some hideous beast in her place.”

      Jacob struggled to stand and then reached for the card. “It’s why I have to do this, Thomas,” he said and slipped the cabinet card into his jacket pocket. “Is the buckboard ready?” he asked as he lifted the leather satchel.

      “All ready to go,” Thomas said as he brushed past his brother to open the heavy pine door, “but I still don’t understand why you’re putting yourself through this. It’s a long damned trip from Laramie to St. Louis, and then back again just to talk to a damned girl and see what she looks like.”

      “She’s the damned girl who would be my wife, brother. I have to know if she’d have a man like me or if she’s as superficial as all the women here in Laramie seem to be.”

      “Had you simply sent her a card with your actual image on it, to begin with, Jacob,” his brother said with a sigh, “you’d already know, and you wouldn’t need to burden yourself with this tiresome journey.”

      “That new bull will be arriving from Cheyenne next week,” Jacob said, “make certain the boys let him rest up for a few days before they put him with the cows.”

      Thomas grinned. “We wouldn’t want to wear him out on the first go around,” he said with a chuckle. “And you take care with that cow you hope to bed as well.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Jacob said with his eyes wide.

      “I hear those Pullman beds are quite handy.” Thomas continued to chuckle. “Maybe you can lure this little gold digger into one of them and try her out before you put a ring on her finger.”

      “You think Lynnette is only after money?” Jacob asked in surprise.

      Thomas snorted. “All the bitches who answer those mail-order bride adds are looking for a man with money, Jacob. Had you sent her an honest picture of yourself, I’m sure she would have been just as receptive when she learned you had a productive ranch with a thousand head of prime beef and a bank account to match.” He shook his head. “You wouldn’t have needed my picture to lure her in.”

      “That’s what I need to find out, Tom,” Jacob said with a deep sigh. “I need to see what kind of woman she really is.”

      “Well,” Thomas said with a chuckle, “if you bed her on that train and she’s worth a damn, bring her back for me. If she can cook worth a damn, I’ll marry her. We could use a woman around here who can couple and cook too.”

      Jacob rolled his eyes. “I think you care more about your cock than your belly, Tom. Doesn’t Felicia down in town keep that taken care of for you?”

      “Felicia’s good for a poke or a suck,” he said as he sat enjoying the fire, “but she can’t cook worth a damn. I want a woman who’s as good in the kitchen as she is in the bedroom.” He rose and slapped his brother’s back. “It wouldn’t hurt if she knew how to milk a cow and sew on a button too.”

      Jacob shook his head. “You don’t want much, do you? Should she be able to read and do ciphers too?”

      “We’ve got you to do that, brother,” Thomas said with a grin. “God made women to be used and enjoyed by men. He gave men the brains to manage businesses. Women are and will always be beneath men and that’s the way I like ‘em—beneath me with my cock deep inside.” He laughed. “Ain’t that what the preachers say?”

      Jacob smiled and shook his head. “I think Mother would have slapped the back of your head if she heard you say that about women.”

      “Yes,” Thomas said with his face going dark, “well Mother’s gone now, isn’t she?”

      Lillian Hardy, their mother, had been a fierce woman who’d managed the Hardy Ranch for twenty years after her husband’s death in a cattle stampede. She’d raised her boys to be strong, capable men, and seen them both educated. Lillian never coddled her son Jacob for his injuries received in the same stampede that had taken his father, though many women might have. She’d treated him no different than Thomas and made him do the same chores around the ranch as his brother once he’d recovered as best he ever would. She’d died five years before from cancer in her breast and Jacob missed her strength and guidance. Thomas missed her cooking.

      They arrived at the depot and Jacob got down from the buckboard without his brother’s offered assistance.

      “I really wish you’d reconsider this, Jacob. Just send for her, and if she rejects you outright when she sees your deception,” Thomas shrugged, “then send her back where she came from.” He put his arm around his brother’s shoulders. “But I bet she won’t once she sees the ranch. She’ll wed you and spread her legs for you no matter what to say she’s the wife of a rancher like the one Jacob Hardy owns. I’m sure she’s no better than any other whore and would be your wife for the price of the Hardy name and a fine house.”

      Jacob shook off his brother’s arm. “That’s just it, Thomas. I want to know Lynnette Humphry isn’t that kind of woman. If I wanted to marry a whore, I’d go into town and marry Felicia or one of the others.”

      “Not Felicia,” he cautioned with a grin, “but I think Betsy can cook some. I’ve heard her talking about it.”

      Jacob shook his head as he approached the ticket counter. “I’ll take my chances with this plan,” he said and ordered the ticket to be waiting for Lynnette in St. Louis and the one for himself from Laramie to St. Louis and back again.

      Thomas waited with him for the train to St. Louis to arrive and walked with him to the waiting first-class car. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Jacob,” Thomas said as he helped his brother up the steps and onto the train.

      “I’ll be fine,” Jacob said. “Just make sure that bull from Cheyenne gets to the ranch and rested up before the boys let him in with the cows.”

      “I’ll see to it,” Thomas said with a grin before turning away without the grin leaving his face.
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      Lynnette took her seat in the first-class car, surprised by its opulence. She’d never been on a train before but the richness of the dark wood paneling, brass light fixtures, and luxurious tufted velvet upholstery amazed her. Lynnette hadn’t expected a first-class ticket and it warmed her heart to know Jacob thought that much of her to arrange for one.

      She was tucking her bag beneath the seat when a male voice asked. “Is this seat two-A?” A finger was pointing to the seat across from her.

      “I’m in two-B,” Lynnette said without glancing at the man as she continued to hide her bag away, “so I would assume it is.”

      She felt the body move into the space and heard him slide his own bag beneath his seat. Lynnette saw him lean a cane against the seat when he sat and assumed her traveling companion to be an older man. A young set of bright, blue eyes staring at her surprised Lynnette when she finally sat up and took stock of him. He wore a beard to hide a scar on the left side of his face, but the top of it could be seen near his temple and his mouth sat askew where it ended at his lips. He wore an overcoat that slipped from his malformed left shoulder and his hand had curled into a useless claw at the end of his withered arm.

      “Hello,” he said and offered his good hand. “I’m Thomas. I suppose we’ll be traveling together for a bit.”

      Lynnette smiled and took his hand. It was soft and without the callouses from hard labor, but warm. “I’m Lynnette,” she said, unwilling to part with her full name to this stranger. She’d never traveled before and was uncertain of the proper etiquette in this situation. “Are you traveling far, Thomas?”

      “To Laramie in Wyoming,” he said as he took a handkerchief from his breast pocket to wipe the drool from the left side of his bearded chin.

      “That’s my destination as well,” she said with a smile. “I understand we’ll be changing trains in Denver?”

      “Indeed,” he said with a nod. “Have you visited the Mile High City before?”

      Lynnette gave him an uneasy smile as she shook her brunette head. “I’ve never been out of the St. Louis area before,” she admitted. “Well, down to Cape Girardeau once to visit my Aunt Peg, but that’s all.”

      “Not a world traveler then?” he asked with a warm, crooked little smile that showed in the crinkles at the corners of his eyes.

      “Only in books,” Lynnette said and lifted the novel she’d brought with her to read on the train. “I’ve been to a multitude of places in them.”

      The man smiled as well, “Since my accident,” he said, “books have been my solace and my escape from this misery too.”

      “What do you like to read?” she asked with interest. “Who is your favorite author? I’ve been reading everything by the Bronte sisters that I can find,” she added with her cheeks pinking a bit.

      “Ah,” he said with a chuckle, “the scandalous Bronte sisters. My mother was a fan of all things English,” he said with a far-off look in his eyes, “so I got a good many of the notorious penny dreadfuls as they were called—stories about ghosts and all things terrible that haunt the streets of London and creep about the fog-ridden English countryside, but I’m familiar with the Bronte’s work.”

      “Those sound exciting,” Lynnette said, eager to talk books with the stranger. “I tend toward the dime novels in the apothecary about bandits in the wild west or pirates on the high seas.”

      He smiled. “So, you’re one of those action and adventure girls.” He hesitated. “Or is it the romance in those tawdry tales you and so many like you find so appealing?”

      Lynnette felt her cheeks begin to heat as they reddened with embarrassment. She did enjoy the romance in those stories about handsome, swashbuckling, dangerous heroes who always managed to save the beautiful heroine just before she was about to be ravaged by some terrible villain again. “The romance is an important part of the stories,” she said in defense of the genre. “It gives the hero and heroine something to fight for.”

      He grinned. “And the reader a little titillation. You should see some of Sir Richard Burton’s books.”

      “I’m not familiar with his work,” Lynnette admitted. “Is he from England?”

      “An adventurer and anthropologist who studies the social make up of different societies around the world,” he said with a smile. “I fear his work would not be available in your local apothecary shop.” He chuckled. “Most with its lude illustrations would be deemed unfit for polite society.”

      “Oh, my,” Lynnette said and wished she had a cool glass of water to sip. Was he trying to make her uncomfortable? The train blew its whistle and soon began to move forward.

      “My books only suggest a kiss or two and perhaps a passionate embrace, certainly nothing lude or unseemly.” She glanced out the window to watch St. Louis fly by and settled herself into the seat with the satisfaction of knowing she was finally escaping Raymond Humphry and his tyranny. “Well, I guess we’re off.”

      The dark-skinned conductor in a smart white jacket with bright brass buttons came by and collected their tickets. He told them the dining car would be available to them for food and drink in another hour and gave them keys to their berths in the Pullman Car behind them.

      “We have to go outside and cross over the coupling between the two cars?” Lynnette asked her traveling companion with her eyes wide. “How do we do that?”

      Thomas smiled. “They put in a perfectly safe walkway over the couplings,” he said. “Even I can manage it in this hideous body of mine.” He motioned toward his twisted leg with the foot that sat at an odd angle in his highly polished boot.

      “What happened?” Lynnette asked. “If you don’t mind me asking, that is?” she added uncomfortably after she’d spoken and asked the question she’d been dying to ask since he’d joined her in his seat.

      “A riding accident when I was ten,” he said. “The herd stampeded, and I was knocked from my horse and trampled,” he explained with a sigh. “I should have been killed … my father was when he dove off his horse and tried to save me, but my mother nursed me and refused to let me join him no matter how I begged for release from the pain.”

      Lynnette’s breath caught in her throat and she had to remind herself to breathe. “Oh, my gracious,” she gasped as she stared at the man sitting across from her, “now that would make a good story in one of the dime novels I read.” Her mouth dropped open when she heard her own words. “I’m so sorry, sir,” she said in a fluster. “I didn’t mean to be insulting about your father’s bravery. I meant it as a compliment … I …” Lynnette stammered before she finally went silent.

      “It’s all right, Miss Humphry,” he said, “I took your words to have been said with the best of intentions. Perhaps you should be the one to write that story and tell the world how my father lost his life.”

      Lynnette studied the man. When had she given him her full name? She must have, but she couldn’t remember doing it. Perhaps she should stop running off at the mouth and guard her tongue. Her father had always chided her for talking out of turn. Perhaps he’d been right.

      “I fear I’m a reader and not a writer, sir,” Lynnette said as she picked up her novel and opened it to the first page. Perhaps if she were reading, he would stop talking to her and she’d stop putting her big feet in her mouth.

      The train stopped twice for water and during the second stop, the conductor announced the opening of the dining car for lunch service. Lynnette watched Thomas struggle to his feet and pick up his cane. “Would you care to join me for lunch?” he asked and offered Lynnette his arm.

      Lynnette set her book on the seat and clutched at her velvet reticule that had only a few silver and copper coins in it. “I don’t know,” she mumbled.

      “Meals are included in the price of the fare,” he told her with a grin, “just like the sleeping berth.” He smiled at her. “If you’d take my left arm to help steady me,” he said in a soft voice, “it would be much appreciated.

      “Oh, I hadn’t realized the meals would be included,” Lynnette said as she stood and took the man’s withered arm. “I am a little hungry and would love a glass of water.”

      They waited for everyone to pass before venturing out into the narrow aisle. Lynnette let Thomas lead and went to his side where room permitted. She watched his limp and did her best to match his pace. He would have been a tall man had his leg not been stunted and his shoulder bowed in the childhood accident. Those shoulders would have been broad too.

      Fear gripped Lynnette when they had to go outside and cross the coupling to pass into the dining car, but the train had halted to take on water, so she exhaled and walked across, holding the chain that acted as a guard railing between the two cars. Thomas lumbered across with confidence as she followed in his wake.

      The dining car proved as opulent as the passenger car, the linen-topped tables glimmering with silver flatware, crystal glasses, and bright-white china plates and saucers. Lynnette imagined she’d walked into one of the fine dining establishments in New York City she had read about so many times. She could see herself in Delmonico’s in a fine dress about to sit down with the city’s elite.

      Lynnette smelled smoky ham, fresh-baked bread, and apples. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was until she smelled the food and her cheeks turned pink when she heard her belly growl.

      Thomas chose a booth and sat. Lynnette slid in beside him and picked up the glass of water to wet her parched tongue.

      She was shocked to find crushed ice floating in the water and sipped it cautiously at first, but the cold water was sweet, and Lynnette found herself gulping it down until nothing remained in the glass but the tinkling crystal shards of ice.

      “You were thirsty,” Thomas said with a chuckle as he picked up the menu card on the table to study their options. “It looks as though we have the choice of sliced ham and cheese on rye bread or a bowl of lentil soup with bread for our lunch. Which would you prefer, Miss Humphry?”

      “The ham I think,” Lynnette said with a smile. “I don’t care much for soup. I fear I’d spill it all over me once the train starts moving again. And please,” she added, “call me Lynnette. Miss Humphry makes me feel like I’m back at school and about to have my hand smacked with a ruler for talking out of turn.”

      “Very well, Lynnette it is,” he said with a nervous grin. “I haven’t had many occasions to dine with pretty young ladies, so please excuse my poor table manners. My mother said they were akin to those of the rowdies out by a campfire who tend the cattle.”

      Lynnette smiled. “And I grew up on a farm with four younger brothers and sisters,” she said. “There could be bloodshed over that last biscuit left on the platter.”

      She looked up at the sweet sound of his laughter. “You’re an amusing young woman, Miss … eh … Lynnette. I think I’m going to enjoy this trip home with you very much.”

      A young woman wearing a dark blue dress and bright white apron brought more water in a cut crystal pitcher and took their orders for lunch. The ham and cheese on two pieces of dark rye bread came with a boiled egg and a small bowl of sliced peaches. The lentil soup was accompanied by a buttered roll, sliced cheese, and apple slices. After cups of strong coffee served along with ginger cookies, Lynnette walked with Thomas back to the passenger car.

      This time the train was moving, and Lynnette opted to hold her bonnet rather than the chain as she walked across the rattling coupling and avoided glancing out at the scenery rushing by on both sides. She felt queasy and was relieved when she returned to her seat. “I fear I’m not the traveler I’d hoped I’d be,” she said when she’d settled into the velvet cushions.

      “The railroad is much more convenient than one of those prairie schooners folks travel on into Oregon every season.” He shook his ash-blond head. “I don’t know how they do it with their families and everything they own stuffed into a wagon meant for hauling grain from the field to market.”

      “They’re just looking for a better life,” Lynnette said as she watched the vast, green countryside passing by outside the window.

      “Is that what you’re looking for in Wyoming, Lynnette—a better life?”

      “I’m going there to marry,” she said as she stared at the man, “so, yes, a better life.” Had she already told him about the man waiting for her there? She didn’t remember talking to him about her personal affairs other than mentioning her brothers and sisters back on the farm.

      “Someone you’ve known a long time?” he asked with the hint of a smile on his bearded face.

      “We’ve exchanged letters,” Lynnette said, “and I think he’ll be a very good husband.”

      “Oh, I see,” he finally said. “You’re one of those.”

      “One of those what?” Lynnette asked in an indignant tone.

      “One of those mail-order brides from the periodicals. I’ve heard of those but never actually met one,” he smirked. “A man pays the fee and gets a wife—almost like paying for a woman in a brothel, but for a longer term of service.”

      Lynnette’s mouth fell open. Had he just called her a whore? “When I reach Laramie,” she said with tears of anger stinging her eyes, “Jacob Hardy and I will marry,” she said, “and I will be his wife, not a brothel girl.”

      “And just what do you know of this Jacob Hardy, Lynnette? How do you know he’s not some curly wolf just looking for a girl to use at his leisure who will also cook his meals and wash his dirty clothes?”

      Lynnette’s mouth fell open in shock. “I know he writes sweet, articulate letters and that he owns a cattle ranch. He was looking for a woman with farm experience and I certainly have plenty of that.”

      “So, you’re just looking for a man with a good income and property?”

      “Now you make me sound like my father,” Lynnette said with a sigh. “I’m not like that. I’d have agreed to marry Jacob even if he’d just been starting out. His letters are so full of hope for the future in Wyoming and I want to be a part of that future as his wife.”

      “And what sort of wife will you be?”

      Lynnette stared at the man. What gave him the right to ask such personal questions of her? “I don’t think I know what you mean, sir.”

      “Will you be a subservient wife who will obey her husband’s every command? Will you bow to his wishes no matter what they might be? Or will you be a demanding shrew who asks for much and gives back nothing in return?”

      Lynnette giggled. This man knew Shakespeare. “I will definitely not be a Kate,” she said, “but I also will not be like my mother who’s allowed my father to wear her down to nothing with his belittling and childbearing over the years. I will work to keep his house, manage a kitchen garden, and preserve food for the coming seasons, but I won’t obey him mindlessly. I’m not a fool, sir.”

      “No,” he said with a chuckle from deep in his chest, “I don’t think you are.”

      He sat in silence for a while and Lynnette returned to her book. Her heroine had hidden away in the cargo hold of a sailing ship bound for the Bahamas from London and had been discovered by the hero who’d agreed to help her and bring her food. Now she’d been discovered by some other sailors who intended to auction off her favors to the other men on board after they’d had their ways with her.

      Lynnette’s nether regions were throbbing, and the car was dimming with twilight when her traveling companion got to his feet and joined Lynnette in her seat. Had he noticed the flush in her cheeks caused by her reading or the hardening of her nipple beneath her cotton blouse?

      “Tell me what you know of men, Lynnette,” he whispered into her ear, causing chills to run up and down her spine and the hairs to raise up on her arms and neck, enhancing her already stimulated body. “Tell me what you know of pleasuring a man and being pleasured by him.”

      Lynnette’s mouth fell open. Had he really asked her such an unseemly question? What sort of man was he to do such a thing with a young woman he’d only just met?

      “You have no right asking me a personal question of that nature, sir. I would suggest you return to your seat.”

      He took the book from Lynnette’s hands. “It’s because I’m a complete stranger whom you’ll probably never see again that you should talk with me about such matters, Lynnette.” He rested his good hand on her thigh. “I’ve studied Burton’s books and can enlighten you about the many ways to pleasure this man who will soon be your husband.” He nuzzled into the hair above her ear. “Have you ever been with a man, Lynnette?”

      “No, of course not,” she gasped and jerked away. “I’m not married yet and never have been.”

      He began to draw spirals on her skirt with his finger. “I could show you some of those pleasures from Master Burton’s books if you’d like, Lynnette.” He took her chin in his good hand, bent, and covered her lips with his.

      Lynnette had only read about kisses but never experienced one. She closed her eyes, parted her lips, and let it happen, enthralled by the pleasure it generated in her body. The throbbing between her thighs intensified as did her nipples and Lynnette wondered what effect it had on the man beside her.

      They were interrupted by the conductor announcing supper and Lynnette joined Thomas for a supper of sliced ham, mashed potatoes, green beans, and apple pie.

      “Did my kiss shock you Miss Humphry?”

      She put her fingers to her mouth, remembering the feel of his lips upon hers.

      He grinned. “Are you going to tell me you’ve never been kissed before? I find that hard to believe. The young men near your father’s farm must have been lining up at your door to court you.”

      Lynnette rolled her eyes. “Why would they want to court a gawky, homely girl like me?”

      Thomas shook his head. “Have you never looked into a mirror, Miss Humphry? You are far from homely.”

      “Not according to my father. He said no boys wanted a homely, lazy girl like me who kept her nose stuck in a book to avoid her chores.”

      Thomas took her trembling hand. “You’re a beautiful woman, Lynnette, and there’s absolutely nothing wrong with being hungry for knowledge or enjoying a book.”

      He had to be fashing her now or wanted her to agree to go to his bed with him. No boys had ever paid her any interest before.

      “You’d want to kiss me again?”

      He chuckled. “Very much.” He ignored the people sitting around them and leaned in for another kiss.
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      Jacob felt bad about deceiving the girl, but not that bad. Thomas’s words had haunted him. What if she was just a tramp after his ranch and his money? He had to know. Lynnette’s lips parted and he shoved his tongue past her teeth. Was she really going to allow him to kiss her again right here in public? His hand wandered up her thigh, rubbing the fabric of her neat skirt. How he ached to touch what lay beneath it. He’d visited the brothel in Laramie and knew how good that warm, moist cunny would feel. He could almost smell Lynnette’s from where he sat.

      He pulled back to stare down into her soft brown eyes. “Why don’t we retire to one of our berths and I’ll show you how to pleasure this man who will soon be your husband.”

      The waitress brought their suppers and set the plates in front of them.

      “That wouldn’t be right,” she whispered after the girl walked away. “I can’t give you what is rightfully Jacob’s to take on our wedding night.”

      Jacob smiled. For all her reading, the girl was truly without a clue when it came to the ways of men and women in the bedroom. “There are ways to pleasure a man without him taking your maidenhead,” he said in a soft voice as he cut his ham. “Shall we retire after we eat to a berth so I can show you?”

      “I don’t think I should, Thomas. It wouldn’t be right to deceive my intended.” She traced a finger over the scar on his cheek that sent thrills through his body. If she toyed with him much longer, he worried about what might happen in his trousers.

      “What deceit?” he asked and moved his hand to find one of the hard nipples poking through the fabric of her blouse. The nipples that had been taunting him all afternoon as they rose and fell with her reading. “He would never know you’ve been schooled in the arts of lovemaking and you’d come to his bed still a virgin.”

      She gasped and nearly dropped her fork when he pinched the nipple. “I guess, maybe it would be all right,” she said with hesitation and Jacob smiled.

      “I’ll show you everything you need to know to pleasure this man in his bed and he’ll never know he’s not getting a woman with sophisticated experience in the bedroom.”

      Lynnette rolled her eyes. “And you learned all of this from books?”

      “Mr. Burton is an excellent teacher,” he said with a crooked grin as he filled his mouth with mashed potatoes covered in gravy.

      “Uh huh,” Lynnette said and sipped her coffee.

      The waitress brought them plates of pie and they finished it with more coffee. Jacob took her hand. “Will you come and join me in my berth, Lynnette? Let me show you the wonders of being a woman and the pleasures you can enjoy with a man.”

      Lynnette emptied her cup of coffee. “I really shouldn’t Thomas. It wouldn’t be proper.”
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