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CROSSING THE FINE LINE BETWEEN LOVE AND HATE . . .


“Don’t let foolish pride stand in the way of saving your brother’s life.”

The vein in his neck started to throb. The woman had a way of exasperating him to the boiling point, making him lose whatever tenuous hold he had on his emotions. Without thinking, he grabbed hold of her, startling them both.

“If you’ve come here to find out if I still want you, Hannah, then here’s your answer.” Drawing her to his chest, he kissed her passionately. All the hurt, longing, and resentment he’d experienced in the past five years was communicated in that one kiss. But there was something else too. Something Travis hadn’t counted on. Feelings he thought dead and buried were still very much alive and fighting to reach the surface.
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“Nobody does a better Western romance with style and panache than Millie Criswell. As the bard would have said: ‘All’s well with a Criswell.’”
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“Millie spins an absolutely delightful yarn.”

—Janelle Taylor, author of Destiny Mine
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“4 1/2 stars! Dangerous is a delight. Ms. Criswell’s charming characters work their way into your heart along with a story that propels you forward with wild adventure and smoldering sensuality.”

—Romantic Times


“I don’t think I’ve ever had so much fun reading a ‘serious’ romance. . . . I can’t wait to see what she has in store for Travis and how the Bodine family comes out in the end.”

—Gayle Fine, Under the Covers

“Fantastic! 5 bells! An adventure you won’t soon forget. . . . Ms. Criswell is just superb. . . . Don’t miss this one!”

—Bell, Book, & Candle

“Superb characterizations and unique and intriguing plot kept this reviewer up until the wee hours to finish the book! Enjoy!”
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To Jen and Matt, my two legal eagles.

Congratulations on achieving your goals.

I’m so proud of you!



 


Chapter One


Misery,Texas, Spring 1880


HANNAH LOUISE BARKLEY HEAVED A discontented sigh as she gazed down Misery’s dusty main street toward the small white Methodist church where Easter Sunday service would be held the following day. She’d been gone five years, and five years hadn’t been nearly long enough.


Everything looked the same. Across the street the front window of Robinson’s General Store still bore the crack of Tommy Mullins’s baseball, the dress displayed in the milliner’s shop looked at least two years out of date, and Doc Leahy’s office was still located upstairs from the druggist. The wooden sidewalk she strolled upon was as splintered, rotted, and neglected as it had been the day she’d left.

Though she had missed her father and Maude in the years she’d been gone, there wasn’t much about the town she’d pined for.


Misery would never change. And neither would the folks residing in it. They were small-minded, unsophisticated, nosy, and prone to gossip. In New York, no one knew your business unless you wanted them to. Here, everything a person said or did was held up to public scrutiny, pulled apart, dissected, and commented on, oftentimes in the morning edition of the Sentinel. She hadn’t missed that quality of small-town life in the years she’d been gone.

And it was the main reason that she had decided to come home unannounced. She didn’t intend to give the gossipmongers any fodder to chew on until it was absolutely necessary.

She had returned to Misery for one reason and one reason only: her father’s illness. The judge wasn’t a man given easily to complaints or self-pity, so when she’d received his letters relating how poorly he’d been feeling of late, she hadn’t hesitated to come home and care for him.

He’d given so much of himself to her over the years—his vast legal knowledge and passion for the law, his unwavering support and love when she’d finally made her decision to leave. It was only fitting now that she gave something back.

She’d vowed once never to return. Well now she had, and she hoped that it wouldn’t prove to be the second biggest mistake of her life. The first had been falling in love with Travis Bodine.

* * *

Judge Thaddeus James Barkley glared intently at his housekeeper, who was fussing over him like a mother hen with a newborn chick. Her efforts were proving downright irritating to a man used to doing for himself. Normally he would have made his displeasure known by shouting his disapproval, but he’d been feeling poorly today and couldn’t muster up the energy to bark.

Doc Leahy couldn’t find any medical reason why the judge had been so tired and irritable lately and had told Thaddeus in no uncertain terms that his malady was all in his head. The judge, who’d always thought that Doc was a few slices short of a loaf, had told him in very colorful and distinct terms what he’d thought of his diagnosis.

“Imagine Doc telling you that you was making things up, like you was one of them hypochondriacs or something,” Maude Fogarty stated, clearly annoyed and snorting her disdain as she fluffed down bed pillows and adjusted the red crocheted shawl over his shoulders. “I think you should see someone more knowledgeable than that quack Doc Leahy. In my opinion, he’s no better than a snake-oil salesman.”

“Be that as it may, Mrs. Fogarty, he’s the only doctor we have at the moment, and I don’t intend to go traipsing off to Denver or San Francisco to consult a specialist. I’m pretty much stuck here in Misery until the new judge arrives.” And that wouldn’t be anytime soon, according to what he’d heard. Maude gave his shoulder a comforting pat, and his lips pinched tightly. He might very well be sick, but Thaddeus James Barkley wouldn’t tolerate being treated like a child.


“You’ll be feeling like your old self again when Hannah Louise arrives, Judge,” the housekeeper assured him. “The sight of that gal’s face is sure to put a smile on yours and perk your spirits right up.”

“When did the letter say she’d be arriving?”

Retrieving the missive from her apron pocket, Maude smoothed it out, as she had the ten previous times she’d read it. Maude Fogarty’s baby girl was coming home, and no one was more pleased about that fact than Maude.

“Says here she’ll be arriving this coming Monday. I can hardly believe we’ll be setting eyes on our Hannah Louise again after five long years. I sure have missed my darling girl.” The older woman’s eyes misted, and anyone who knew Maude well knew that her tears were a rare occurrence. The woman had a hide as tough as the bark on a cottonwood, a spine as stiff as the steely color of her hair, and a heart as tender as young asparagus.

“It’ll be good to see her again,” Thaddeus concurred, tugging the shawl more securely around him. He’d written to Hannah of his extreme tiredness, the twinges in his chest, but never dreamed that she’d drop everything and come running home to care for him. But he was pleased that she had, nonetheless.

It wasn’t fair that her mother’d had the privilege of being with Hannah Louise all these years, while he and Maude had been deprived of her company. But then, Fiona Barkley wasn’t what he considered a fair woman. Far from it, in fact. He and Fiona had been separated for nearly ten years for what she insisted were irreconcilable differences.

His wife was a woman who never gave an inch without taking a yard in return, who was never satisfied unless she had the last word in any conversation. Marriage to Fiona had been a mixture of heaven and hell, love and hate. But never boring.

Maude’s lips puckered in distaste. “That gal would never have left for New York City if it hadn’t been for that Bodine boy.” She shook her head, and the graying knot at the nape of her neck threatened to spring loose. “Imagine him breaking our gal’s heart like he did. I’ll never forgive Travis Bodine for that.”

The judge heaved a sigh at the painful memory, and the stubbornness of women in general. Hannah Louise was too much like her mother for her own good—stubborn, opinionated, and put on this earth to make a man suffer.

“Now, Maude, you know I chose not to take sides in the matter. What’s done is done. I’m just happy our girl is coming home where she belongs.” For how long, no one knew.

“Travis has a tough road ahead of him with the upcoming trial and all. I bear the boy no ill will for what’s happened, and neither should you. Let bygones by bygones, I say.”

Maude crossed her arms over her ample chest, not the least bit swayed by her employer’s generosity of spirit. “Hmph! I ain’t as forgiving as you seem to be, Judge, and I doubt very much that Hannah Louise will be either.”

* * *

“Your brother’s going to hang. You’ve got my word on that, Bodine.”

Travis stared at the cocky smirk on the prosecutor’s face, and his lips flattened into a thin line. He and Will McGrath had developed a hostile, competitive relationship in grade school and nothing much had changed since then. His brother’s murder trial would likely stretch their animosity to the breaking point. Travis intended to get Rafe acquitted, no matter what he had to do.

“Don’t count on it, McGrath. Your conviction rate here in Taylor County stinks. It’s likely you won’t even be reelected the next time.”

As his greatest fear was voiced, the prosecutor’s face crimsoned, nearly matching the color of his russet hair. He hated the Bodine brothers with a passion, and he didn’t bother to disguise that fact. “You’re out of your league, Travis. You haven’t got the experience to handle a trial like this one. And if you think I won’t be reelected, then you’re just fooling yourself. I’ve worked too hard to get where I am. And I’m not going to let you or those murdering brothers of yours ever get the best of me again.” He turned on his heel and stomped out, slamming the door behind him.

Releasing the breath he’d been holding, Travis seated himself behind the battered oak desk and reached for the bag of gumdrops he always kept close by, popping a sugar-coated candy into his mouth.

If bluster and arrogance could win this case, then he hadn’t a care in the world. Unfortunately it was going to take a lot more than gall to get his brother Rafe acquitted of the murder of Bobby Slaughter. Slaughter had been one of the men his brother held responsible for the brutal murder of his first wife after Rafe had quit the Texas Rangers. But Rafe claimed he had shot Bobby Slaughter in self-defense.

Travis knew his limitations in a court of law. He was a damn good civil attorney, but criminal law wasn’t his area of expertise. With evidence and witnesses piling up against Rafe, he was going to need excellent representation. No mistakes, no errors in judgment could be made.

McGrath had been right about one thing: he was out of his league.

Though he’d done his best to convince his family, especially his bullheaded father, that Rafe would be better off with an experienced Eastern lawyer, Ben Bodine would hear none of it, insisting in his blustering manner that “Bodines took care of their own.” Even his eldest brother, Ethan, the Texas Ranger who’d brought Rafe back to Misery to stand trial, had chosen to take their father’s side. Considering Ben and Ethan’s long-standing antagonistic relationship, that was nothing short of miraculous.

Three short raps on the door interrupted Travis’s disquieting thoughts, and he looked up to find Enos Richards poking his head through the doorway.

“Got an empty chair downstairs, if you’re still looking to get your hair cut today, Travis. Looks like you could stand to lose an inch or so. I reckon your family’s going to expect you to attend Easter service tomorrow.”

Travis tugged absently at the dark hair brushing the collar of his shirt and wondered if there was anything that went on in town that the affable barber wasn’t privy to. “I’ll be down directly, Enos. Thanks.” The barber disappeared, and Travis heard heavy footfalls on the stairway leading to the barbershop directly below his law office.

Misery wasn’t so different from many other towns of its size. Everyone knew everyone else’s business. As irritating as that could be on occasion, Travis also found it to be an endearing quality. Folks cared about each other, helped each other out in times of trouble, and Travis found he liked the feeling of being part of one big extended family.

He had attended law school in Boston and found it to be a cold, unfriendly city. Maybe that’s because his thick Texas drawl had proclaimed him a stranger from the beginning, and he’d never warmed up to those clipped-speaking Northerners. The exception to that was his brother Rafe’s wife. Emmaline was a woman with a warm heart, a hot temper, and a quick smile, despite her New England heritage.

Thinking of Emma brought Rafe to mind. Who would have thought all those years ago when he was trailing after Rafe and Ethan, worshiping the ground they walked on, as only a younger brother can do, that Rafe would one day be in jail and on trial for murder? And that Travis would bear the responsibility for getting the former Texas Ranger freed?

He hadn’t done a good job so far of reaching that goal. Judge Barkley, now retired but still presiding until the new judge arrived, had denied Rafe bail, and his brother was presently biding his time in the Misery jail.

Travis had pleaded Rafe’s case as eloquently as he could in an attempt to reassure the judge that a married man with five adopted children and another on the way wasn’t likely to run. But the judge had denied the bail request based on Rafe’s past history of having been a fugitive from the law.

Travis admired Judge Barkley despite their difference of opinion on the matter, and despite everything that had gone on in the past regarding Travis’s failed relationship with his daughter, Hannah Louise.

A frown crossed his lips as it always did whenever he was reminded of Hannah. But he couldn’t help wondering what she was doing now, how she looked, if she ever thought about him, about what they’d once shared.

“Give it up, Bodine,” he chided himself with a shake of his head. Hannah was gone. It wasn’t likely that he was ever going to see her again. And he was well rid of the headstrong woman who had brought so much heartache into his life.

* * *

“I declare, Travis Bodine! We had no idea you were so talented with your hands. Did we, Margaret?”


The faint buzzing of women’s voices had Travis glancing up from the nail he was pounding in place as he secured the floor joists to the porch frame later that afternoon. He groaned inwardly at the sight of Olive Fasbinder and Margaret Willoughby standing on the street in front of his half-finished house. With everything he had to contend with at the moment, he sure as heck didn’t need two husband-hunting spinsters breathing down his neck. And Olive and Margaret had made it quite clear by their overly solicitous behavior that they were interested in pursuing him.

Setting the hammer aside, he pasted on an affable smile, wishing he could turn himself into smoke and disappear into thin air. He had no interest in them, or any woman for that matter. “Good afternoon, ladies. What brings you to this end of town today?”

A soft blush crossed Margaret’s freckled cheeks, and her voice trembled slightly when she spoke. “Olive and I are here to invite you to sit with us at church tomorrow, Travis. That is, if you don’t already have other plans.”

He opened his mouth to refuse the invitation, but Olive was quicker, adding, “We checked with your brother, and Ethan assured us that you didn’t.”

Gritting his teeth, he replied, “Really?” , thinking that the only recourse he had left was to kill that damn interfering brother of his when he got the chance. Rafe wouldn’t be the only Bodine standing trial for murder. “That’s very kind of you, ladies. But I hadn’t really—”

“We won’t take no for an answer,” Olive said, devouring him with her eyes, until Travis felt the need to fasten the two top buttons on his shirt and roll down his sleeves in self-protection. He was starting to feel downright naked in front of the two women.

“We understand your stepmother is holding her annual Easter celebration after church, Travis. Olive and I have already received invitations to attend. We’re really looking forward to it.”

“Well, isn’t that just . . .” the worst possible news I’ve ever received. “. . . terribly kind of Lavinia. She’s so thoughtful.”

“How come you’re not at your office working on your brother’s case? Margaret and I were surprised when Mr. Richards told us you were here at the new house.” She stared wistfully at the structure.

The house was two-storied with a wide wraparound porch, the kind of porch where a handsome young attorney and his wife could sit in the evening and enjoy the cool night air. When it was completed, there would be many windows to allow in lots of sunlight, and two fireplaces to snuggle before on a brisk winter’s evening.

Olive released a sigh. “It’s certainly going to be splendid when it’s finished. Isn’t it, Margaret?”

Margaret’s faint blush turned into a full-fledged crimson hue. “Oh yes! Why, any woman would be proud to live in such a fine house. Are you building it for any special reason?”

Realizing that he had no more stomach for construction today, he retrieved his coat from the nail where he’d left it hanging and shrugged it on. The pleasure and solace he normally found while working on the new house had disappeared the moment the two women had made their presence known.

“I’m building it to live in. That’s all. Nothing more. I want to be closer to my office, and I’m tired of living at a boardinghouse.” And he wanted something of his own, something permanent. Something that would last.

“Mama always says that a man should have a proper roof over his head and a proper wife to go under it,” Olive stated, obviously applying for the position.

“I’m content to live under my roof . . . alone as a bachelor.” He’d made his feelings on the subject clear, but could see by Margaret’s determined expression that she wasn’t buying his explanation for a second.

“Maybe you’ve already met the woman you’re going to marry, have known her all your life, and just haven’t realized it yet,” the carrot-topped spinster insisted. “When you do, you’ll jump at the chance to enjoy matrimonial bliss. Why look at your brothers. They’re both married now and happy as larks, from what I hear.”

It was true: Rafe and Ethan were content with their new brides and impending fatherhood, but that didn’t mean for an instant that Travis had any intention of joining them in their matrimonial bliss. He’d nearly gone down that road once before with disastrous results, and he had no intention of traveling it again.

Hannah Louise Barkley had made the journey far more aggravating than he’d ever thought possible. He’d learned his lesson the hard way about the contrariness of women, about headstrong females who relished a career over home and family life, about promises made but never kept.

Never again, he vowed. Never again.

* * *

“You have been sorely missed, Hannah Louise,” Judge Barkley confessed to his only daughter as they made their way to church Sunday morning, his eyes bright with love and happiness, a tender smile curving his lips. “Five years is too long. Much too long to have stayed away.”

“I’ve missed you too, Papa.” Hannah patted his hand, worried that he had aged so dramatically in the last few years, but relieved he’d been well enough to accompany her to service this morning. “But I doubt everyone shares your sentiments.”

“You mustn’t hold on to your bitterness, child. What happened is in the past. You’ve made a new life for yourself, and others have gone on to do the same.”

“If you’re speaking of Travis, Papa, then you needn’t worry that I’m going to fall apart at the mere mention of his name. I don’t ever think about Travis Bodine anymore. I was a child then, immature in my thinking, with unrealistic expectations about life and love. I’m a grown woman of twenty-eight now.” A true spinster, if prevailing notions still held. “Why do I need a man in my life when I have you?”

He shook his head. “At least you still have a sense of humor about you, Hannah Louise. I’m glad of that.”


“I’ve grown a tough hide over these last five years, Papa. I’ve had to, to survive in the male-dominated world I’ve chosen for myself. What happened with Travis was hurtful, but I got over it. And him.”

There was something about his daughter’s too vehement protests that didn’t strike a truthful chord with Thaddeus. What was it Shakespeare had said about protesting too much? Hannah Louise was protesting that everything was hunky-dory, that she didn’t give a damn about Travis, the town, or anything else. And that worried him. That worried him a great deal.

* * *

The church was packed by the time Travis arrived. His family’s pew was filled to overflowing with his father, Ben, and his wife, Lavinia, his sisters-in-law, assorted nieces and nephews, and that traitor brother of his, Ethan, who didn’t bother to hide his self-satisfied smirk as his gaze roamed over the two spinsters now motioning to Travis.

“Psst! Travis, come sit with us. We saved you a seat.” Olive and Margaret scooted over to make room for him in their pew, looking pleased as preening felines that they’d managed to snare him for the next hour or so.

The Reverend Potter was long-winded and known for his boring, officious sermons. This being Easter Sunday the service would probably extend beyond the sixty-minute norm.

Shooting his brother a dagger-filled look that promised retribution before the day was through, Travis nodded his acceptance to the two women and took the seat they proffered, fighting the urge to groan.

The organist began to play “Amazing Grace,” one of Travis’s favorite hymns, saving him from engaging the two spinsters in conversation. Just as he was about to give thanks to the Almighty for sparing him that much, the doors at the back of the church opened, admitting a shaft of brilliant sunlight down the aisle.

A collective gasp went up. Choking sounds from Olive and Margaret had him turning his head to see what, or who, had caused such a reaction in the normally staid congregation. His mouth unhinged, even as his eyes widened in disbelief.

If he’d been a drinking man, he would have thought himself hungover and his eyes playing tricks on him.

If he’d been a superstitious man, he would have thought that a voodoo curse had been laid at his doorstep.

If he’d been a cowardly man, he would have jumped over the backs of the pews, broken through one of the stained-glass windows, and hightailed it out of town.

For God in all His wisdom couldn’t have been so unjust as to bring Hannah Louise Barkley back into his life.

But He had.


 

 


Chapter Two



WALKING DOWN THE AISLE, HANNAH LOUISE clutched her father’s arm like a lifeline, ignored the hushed whispers and some not so quiet comments about her arrival, and stared straight ahead at the ancient cleric standing at the podium. She thought surely the Reverend Potter would have gone to meet his Maker by now. The man had to be nearly eighty-five and looked as if a stiff wind could topple him from the pulpit.


Out of the corner of her eye she spotted Travis Bodine seated next to Olive Fasbinder and Margaret Willoughby, her childhood nemeses. Her heart accelerated, and her palms started sweating inside the pristine white-cotton gloves she wore.

It was as if the last five years had never happened. Travis looked just as handsome as she’d remembered—startling blue eyes, thick dark hair—damn him! And damn herself for noticing how the sunlight glinted off of it, how the dimple in his chin made him look boyish, and for being affected by the mere sight of him.


Damn! Damn! Damn!

Sliding into the pew her father indicated, she tried not to feel Travis’s heated stare boring into her back like an auger, refused to recognize the tight knot that now centered in the pit of her stomach, and prayed with all her heart that she would survive this day and the many others to follow.

As the good reverend droned on about the resurrection and the light, about finding forgiveness in one’s soul and loving our fellow man, Travis had the distinct feeling that the aging man’s sermon was directed at him. Of course, he knew that notion was ridiculous. But even so, his palms itched and his forehead dripped sweat with more force than a leaky well pump. Reaching for his gumdrops, he found his coat pocket empty.

Why had Hannah Louise come back? Why now? And why did she have to look so damn desirable?

His life had been in total disarray after she’d left and was finally getting back on an even keel. Except for the turmoil caused by Rafe’s trial, he was now content for the most part, and he didn’t need anything or anyone to disrupt that serenity or divert his concentration from the matter at hand.

And Hannah Louise Barkley was definitely a diversion.

He’d never thought to lay eyes on her again, but she looked just as beautiful as the last time he’d seen her five years before. Her flaxen hair shone like wheat ripening in the field, her complexion unmarred by time or circumstance was as smooth and creamy as newly churned buttermilk. He remembered how soft her cheek felt beneath his hand, how her eyes clouded with passion whenever he kissed her, how her lips parted ever so slightly and tasted sweet and tender, like ripe strawberries off the vine.

He could hear the sweet clear sound of her voice over everyone else’s as she sang out the hymn, and he wondered if that was because he had been so attuned to her at one time.

He had loved her more than life itself once, had planned to marry her, have children with her, spend his life growing old with her. But that had all changed. And the old hurt and fierce rage of what could have been but was not because of Hannah’s unreasonable quest for a career had his temper simmering all over again.

Hannah shifted uncomfortably in her seat and wondered what Travis was thinking. Nothing kind, she’d venture. At one time their thoughts had mirrored each other’s. At one time they had loved and laughed and been inseparable. At one time Travis had been unselfish and sensitive to her needs.

And she had loved him with all her heart and soul.

He’d been her very best friend while they were growing up. Along the way that friendship had blossomed into love, with plans to marry and start a family. But now that friendship, that undying devotion they’d once shared, had dissolved into loathing. And all because she had wanted to pursue a law career.

It had taken Travis four years to complete his studies to obtain a law degree. The burden of working before and after classes and the difficulty of the curriculum had added an additional year to his schooling.

While he’d been gone, Hannah had rediscovered the law. It had always been part of her life. Because of her father’s position as a judge, she had lived and breathed legal matters on a daily basis. But she had never considered a law career for herself until Travis had gone off to the university, leaving her alone with time on her hands and an insatiable thirst for knowledge.

And so Hannah had begun studying her father’s law books. The more she read the more fascinated she became with complex legal issues. Debating the finer points of law with the judge over dinner each evening whetted her appetite even further, until she finally decided to pursue her own degree.

Travis had been opposed to the idea from the first. His letters were full of admonishment about the unsuitability of a woman pursuing such a career. But she had gone ahead anyway, believing that once he returned, once she had her degree, he would see things in a different light.

But instead of being pleased at her accomplishment, at the notion that the two of them could work together, share common goals and ideals, he had been enraged upon returning home. Even now the memory of his bitter words tormented her.

“You said you wanted to marry me, Hannah, bear my children, be my wife. Now you’re telling me that you’ve defied my wishes and secured a law degree anyway? That having children will have to wait?” Travis’s anguished expression turned cold and congested. “I don’t want a competitor for a wife. I want someone who’s going to love and support me.”

Stunned by his reaction, Hannah’s face paled, her voice reflecting the hurt she felt. “I can’t believe you’re saying this, Travis. Not after I’ve worked so hard these past three years to obtain my degree and fulfill my dream of becoming a lawyer. Do you know how difficult it is to be a woman and still manage to achieve what I have?”

“You should have waited until I returned. We should have discussed this, made the decision together. For chrissake, Hannah! We’re supposed to be getting married.”

“But I thought you’d be thrilled that we’d be able to work together. And I didn’t set out to undermine your accomplishment. I know how difficult it was for you. And I’m very proud of what you’ve done. But I wanted to achieve something on my own. And I have. What’s wrong with that?”

He looked at her as if she’d lost her mind. “What’s wrong? A woman shouldn’t aspire to the same career goals as a man. That’s what’s wrong. It’s not fitting. And it makes me look weak and incompetent. The law is a man’s domain. Women should beget children, not torts.”

“I intend to have children eventually, just not right now. We’ve got plenty of time—”

He shook his head, his expression unyielding. “You either drop this ridiculous plan of yours to practice law, or the engagement is off. I love you, Hannah. But I’ll not be made the laughingstock of Misery—a man who has to compete with his very own wife.”

He had plunged a knife straight into her heart, killing all her hopes and dreams, and the love she felt for him.

“If that’s how you feel . . .”

“It is.”

There were more bitter words and cruel accusations. In the end, she had returned his ring, packed her bags, and left for New York to live with her mother.

That was five years ago. And in all that time nothing had changed. Certainly not her feelings. She still had that same burning resentment toward Travis that she’d had the day he’d broken their engagement.

And the sorrow of losing the only man she had ever loved.

* * *

Church service was over, but not the ordeal of facing Travis again. And though the sun glittered brightly, warming the April day to a comfortable degree, Hannah Louise felt chilled to the bone.

It was customary for parishioners to shake hands with the reverend, then mingle in front of the church to exchange small talk, recipes, invitations, and gossip. And Hannah Louise feared that gossip would be uppermost on everyone’s mind today because of her unexpected arrival.

Hannah’s heart gave a funny little lurch as she spotted Travis’s commanding presence immediately. It was hard not to. Travis Bodine was the kind of man women noticed.

Striking in a black superfine suit and string tie, he was escorting a group of women she didn’t recognize, save for his stepmother Lavinia, down the front steps of the church. Both of the younger ladies were pregnant, and she wondered if Travis had finally found the malleable woman of his dreams and gotten married. The thought disconcerted her, if only momentarily.

His brother Ethan sidled up next to the group, putting a very proprietary hand around the dark-haired woman’s middle, so Hannah supposed she belonged to him. That left the redhead, who was patting Travis’s cheek in a very tender fashion.

“Hannah Louise Barkley!” Lavinia Bodine broke away from the group and stepped forward to give Hannah an affectionate hug, her eyes moist with tears of happiness. “It’s just wonderful to see you again. Why didn’t you let someone know you were coming home?”

She turned to the judge and cast him a censorious look. “Shame on you, Thaddeus! Why didn’t you let us know Hannah was coming home?”

“Hannah arrived early, Lavinia. It was a surprise to me as well. Quite a pleasant surprise I might add.” He chucked his daughter’s cheek. “My girl’s always been full of surprises.”

Lavinia Bodine was a kind, caring woman who’d always put the welfare of others before her own. A quality sadly lacking in her stepson, Hannah thought, smiling warmly at the woman who’d almost been her mother-in-law. “You’re looking very well, Lavinia. How are Mr. Bodine and the rest of the family?”

“Why don’t you find out for yourself? I’d love to have you and the judge join us at the ranch this afternoon for our annual Easter celebration. It’ll be just like old times. Do say you’ll come.”

Unprepared for the invitation, Hannah hesitated, but not her father, who was nodding enthusiastically, much to her dismay. “Sounds wonderful to me, Lavinia. I’ve been cooped up at home for weeks, but I feel well enough to socialize a bit.” He turned to his daughter. “What do you say, child? Shall we join the Bodines for Easter dinner? You know what a wonderful cook Mrs. Bodine is.”

Though it was on the tip of her tongue to refuse, Hannah didn’t have the heart to deny her father’s wishes since he looked so taken by the idea of visiting old friends and eating someone else’s cooking besides Maude’s.

The possessive housekeeper would be furious if she knew. Maude Fogarty believed no one was capable of cooking the judge’s meals or taking care of him as well as she did. And there weren’t many, except for the judge himself, who had the temerity to contradict her.

“Are you sure you’re feeling up to it, Papa? I don’t want you overdoing.”

“At the moment I feel fit as a fiddle. Look”—he pointed across the yard—“there’s Ben and Ethan. I’ll just go over and say hello.” Departing before she could make any further protestations, he left Hannah alone with Lavinia.

“Are you sure this won’t be an imposition, Lavinia?” she asked. “It looks like your family has grown considerably since I’ve been gone.” It was going to be terribly awkward facing everyone again, acting as if nothing had happened. And the idea of confronting Travis made her throat dry.

Her gaze following Hannah’s to the brood of children now surrounding Travis and Emmaline, Lavinia smiled contentedly, patting the young woman’s hand. “I’ll always consider you part of our family, dear. And it’s no imposition at all. I’m sure my new daughters-in-law would love to meet you.”

“Then Travis has married?” Hannah’s stomach fisted as her gaze zeroed in on the auburn-haired woman once again. She was pretty in an impish sort of way.

The older woman laughed. “Mercy no! But Ethan and Rafe have, if you can believe that. Those two bachelors have finally met their match in Wilhemina and Emmaline.”

Hannah Louise didn’t bother to acknowledge the relief she suddenly felt. “I hadn’t heard. But then, Papa and I have spent most of our time catching up on mundane things since my arrival.”

“Then you don’t know about Rafe?” Lavinia’s eyes clouded with sorrow.

“No. I—”

“Rafe’s been arrested for murder. He’s in jail awaiting trial.”


Hannah gasped, unable to believe such a thing. Rafe Bodine was the last man she would have ever thought capable of murder. She hadn’t known him well—he and Ethan had been gone Rangering much of the time she’d been growing up—but still she knew him to be a man who held great respect for the law and an even greater affection for his family. It just didn’t seem possible that such a dedicated lawman would end up in jail.

Before she could question Lavinia further Travis stepped forward, holding out his hand to her, and all thoughts of Rafe Bodine fled.

“Hello, Hannah.”

The deep timbre of his voice, the warmth of his hand, sent unwelcome sparks of awareness darting through her. She pulled her hand back quickly. “Travis,” she replied politely, hating the fact that he still had the power to affect her while she didn’t seem to faze him one little bit.

“You’re looking well.” It was the understatement of the year, and Travis knew it. Hannah looked breathtakingly lovely, and it was all he could do not to step forward and take her in his arms, as he’d done a hundred times before.

But that was then. Before . . . His ardor cooled quickly.

“As are you,” she said.

Lavinia grew annoyed at the couple’s forced politeness. She had never stopped believing that Travis and Hannah Louise belonged together, even if they didn’t think so. They’d been too impulsive and immature when they’d gotten engaged, and their immaturity had nothing to do with their age, but rather with their unrealistic expectations of what sharing a life with someone else would entail.

Marriage was a give-and-take proposition. It was making concessions, communicating when you didn’t feel like talking, sharing yourself when you wanted to be alone. And accepting the flaws along with the good.

Hannah and Travis hadn’t had time to learn that before they’d broken up. Maybe with a little push in the right direction, they would this time.

“Hannah Louise and her father are going to join us for Easter supper, Travis,” Lavinia said, deciding to put an end to their foolishness. “Isn’t that wonderful? It’ll be just like old times.”

Unwilling to be reminded of “old times,” Travis remarked, “I may be late, Lavinia. I have some work left to do on the house,” and Hannah’s sigh of relief was audible.

“Travis is building himself a fine new house,” his stepmother explained. Unable to mask the pride in her voice, she added for his benefit, “Although Travis has been busy with the house, I’m sure he can set aside his work for one day to make time for family and old friends.” Her reproach was not lost on the young lawyer, who nodded reluctantly.

Lavinia might be as sweet as molasses most of the time, but Travis knew his stepmother had a spine of steel when the situation warranted. He decided to let her have her way, though he found her interference annoying and unwelcome.

The day was shaping up to be a rotten one as far as he was concerned. Hannah Louise was back and looking like she’d just stepped out of the pages of a fashion book. Her expensive blue-silk gown brought out the deep color of her eyes; the matching lace-trimmed bonnet emphasized the perfection of her oval face.

Sighing, Travis wondered how he was going to spend all day in her company pretending not to notice what had taken him five years to forget.

* * *

From across the yard, Will McGrath stared at Travis and Hannah together, and all the past jealousy and anger he felt came rushing to the forefront. She could have chosen him, married him, but instead she had chosen Bodine. It was just one more reason to hate the bastard. Though he had many.

The Bodine brothers had always overshadowed him, whether in school or at the various riding and shooting competitions they’d entered over the years. They were a close-knit bunch, and he had always resented that closeness, that camaraderie they seemed to share.

Growing up an only child, Will had missed the sibling rivalry, the pranks, and the fun that brothers experienced. Growing up poor, he’d worn the Bodines’ faded, secondhand clothing, watched his parents kowtow to them, like they were somehow better because they had a productive ranch and the money that resulted from it.


He hadn’t sought the glory or been treated like a hero by the townsfolk, like Rafe and Ethan, hadn’t been given a legal education on a silver platter, like Travis, but had worked hard for everything he’d gotten.

He had succeeded on his own terms. By currying favors, taking bribes, using powerful men when necessary as a means to an end, he had achieved his present stature. And he had no intention of allowing Bodine to defeat him in court, to ruin his exalted standing in the community. He was finally somebody—the prosecutor of Taylor County, Texas—and no one was going to take that away from him, certainly not Travis.

Bodine had defeated him once with Hannah Louise. But this time it was Will who would win. No matter what he had to do. The law could be manipulated, even bought. He’d found that out over the years and used the knowledge with much success.

“Mercy me, Will McGrath, you look as angry as a bear with a thorn stuck in his hide.”

Turning to find Olive Fasbinder sidling up next to him, Will pasted on an engaging smile, knowing that the spinster liked to carry tales, and he didn’t want anyone to know how upset he felt. “I was just lost in thought, Olive.”

Following his gaze, she shook her head in disbelief. “I can’t believe that woman actually had the gall to show her face around here again. And that Travis is actually talking to her.”

Will’s eyes darkened and narrowed. “Some folks are slow to learn their lessons, my dear.” Travis still hadn’t learned his. But he would. And soon.

* * *

Bracing herself against the rough bark of the tree, Hannah inhaled deeply of the scent of apple blossoms. It had been ages since she’d breathed the heavenly smell, and she realized it was one of the things she had missed while living in the city.

There were a great many things she enjoyed about New York—the convenience of shopping and variety of merchandise, the vast selection of restaurants, and the wonderful cultural offerings of its many museums and theaters. But the one thing it sadly lacked was clean country air.

City smells of garbage and smoke rising from the many industrial stacks clouding the skyline a murky gray, contrasted greatly with the fragrance of spring wildflowers, the cerulean blue sky, and the blossoms of fruit trees lining the orchards of Misery’s many farms and ranches.

The Bodines had always had an abundance of fruit trees in their orchard. She and Travis used to climb this very apple tree when they were children. And when they were older they had spent many evenings sitting beneath it making plans for their future.

A complete waste of time, as it had turned out, she realized, frowning.

The sound of voices alerted Hannah that she was no longer alone. Shielding her eyes from the glaring sun, she watched Lavinia’s daughters-in-law approach. They were both charming women and had been very gracious in their welcome of her. She hoped they could all be friends, despite her past relationship with Travis.

“There you are, Hannah Louise,” Emma said, holding out her hands and looking lovely in a green-sprigged muslin dress. Willy wore lavender and looked just as pretty. “We’ve been searching all over for you.”

Hannah smiled warmly. “I was just enjoying the solitude, but I welcome your company. There isn’t much quiet in the city.”

“We know,” Willy said. “Emma’s from Boston. And I spent a great deal of time working at the Horticultural Society there after completing college.”

Hannah’s eyes widened at the unexpected revelation that Willy was a kindred spirit. “So you’re a career woman?”

“Was. I’m married to Ethan now, and we’re expecting our first child.” She patted her abdomen so proudly Hannah felt an unexpected stab of envy deep in her breast.

Hannah had never cared much for Ethan Bodine. The arrogant Texas Ranger had been vocal in his belief that she and Travis had been ill suited from the first. But she was happy for Wilhemina just the same. The young woman seemed a good match for the intractable Ranger. Maybe her influence would serve to soften his unflattering, unfaltering opinions of others.

The three women continued chatting and getting better acquainted, unaware that they were being observed from a distance.


Travis watched his sisters-in-law laughing at something his former fiancée said, and his lips thinned in anger. He wasn’t pleased by the fact that Emma and Willy found Hannah Louise such good company and had taken it upon themselves to welcome her with open arms. He’d have much preferred if they’d kept their distance and minded their own business.

Hannah might be a guest of his father and stepmother, but he didn’t have to pretend to like that she’d been invited to his home.

Perhaps everyone had forgotten what was truly important at the moment. And it wasn’t Hannah Louise’s return to Misery. He had his brother’s life in his hands. Rafe’s trial would begin soon, and he had more pressing matters to deal with than Hannah Louise Barkley. As soon as the barbecue came to an end, he intended to remind his family, especially his stepmother, of that fact.

* * *

Travis questioned his brother at the jail the following day, hoping to discover some small piece of evidence that could be used to exonerate him.

“Tell me again, Rafe, the circumstances surrounding the shooting of Bobby Slaughter. And don’t leave anything out. Even the smallest detail may be important.”

“For chrissake, Travis! You’ve asked Rafe to tell that story ten times over. How many more times are you gonna need to hear it? I can practically recite it by rote.”

Travis’s blue eyes narrowed, and he shot his eldest brother an annoyed look. “You might be a damn good Texas Ranger, Ethan, but you know nothing about preparing a defense case, so I suggest you keep your big mouth shut, your opinions to yourself, and let me interrogate Rafe as I see fit.”

“Travis is right,” Rafe said, leaning back against the cold wall of his jail cell, the narrow bunk he’d been forced to sit and sleep on a painful reminder of how quickly his circumstances had changed for the worse. “Let Travis do his job.”

Ethan hated losing an argument to anyone, especially his brothers, but by the stubborn set of both men’s jaws it was plain that this was one he wasn’t likely to win. “Oh, all right! But it seems to me we should be doing something a lot more useful than asking a bunch of questions we already know the answers to.” Removing a cigar from his vest pocket, he lit it, prompting Rafe to raise an eyebrow in question.

“I thought you’d quit smoking because of Willy’s pregnancy.” If anyone had told Rafe eight months ago that his confirmed-bachelor, woman-hating brother Ethan would be married and expecting a first child, Rafe would have told them they were nuts. But newly married Ethan was head-over-heels in love with his bride, horticulturist turned bounty hunter Wilhemina Granville, a spirited woman he’d met while looking for Rafe after the murder of Bobby Slaughter.

“I did. But Willy’s not here, and I feel the need for a smoke. Unless you and Travis want to object to that, too.”

Used to Ethan’s irascible ways, Travis let the comment pass. Leaning forward in his chair, he directed his next words to Rafe. “Tell me again what happened.”

“I returned to the ranch house to find Ellie gone. I discovered her body in the barn. She was dead, as was our unborn child. I knew in my gut that it was Hank Slaughter’s gang that had done the murders. The bastard had threatened to get even with me after I’d put him in prison.”

“It was you and Ethan who had arrested him, right?” Travis asked, and Rafe nodded.

“I took out after them. It wasn’t hard to pick up their tracks, and I soon discovered that they had split up. I followed a set of the horse tracks to Justiceburg, and that’s where I found Bobby Slaughter, Hank’s younger brother.”

“At Madam DeBerry’s bordello, correct?”

“That’s right. Bobby was screwing his brains out with Judy when I walked in on them. Bobby was terrified when he saw me. I never saw a guiltier-looking son of a bitch. And even though I went there with the intention of killing him, I didn’t shoot him in cold blood.”

“Judy DeBerry claims you did.”

“That’s right,” Ethan concurred. “When I interviewed her she said you pulled your gun and shot Bobby down in cold blood. Of course, I knew she was lying straight off, but there was no way I could get her to change her story.”

“She was in love with the bastard. What did you expect her to say? But it didn’t happen the way she claims. Bobby’s gun was beneath his pillow. He reached for it, aimed it at me, and fired. He had every intention of killing me, but my draw was quicker, truer, and I shot him dead.”

“The whore claims you threatened her life.”

Rafe gazed at his younger brother, who was writing fast and furiously, and taking notes of everything he said, his expression filled with regret. “I won’t deny that I tried to intimidate her in an attempt to get her to talk. I needed to know where the Slaughters were headed, and she was the only one who could help me find them.”

“So you might have threatened her with bodily harm?”

“I think I told her that if she didn’t stop screaming she was going to get some of what Bobby got.”

“Shit, Rafe! You told her that?” Ethan paced back and forth across the narrow jail cell and puffed his cigar agitatedly, creating a smoky haze about him.

“She was screaming at the top of her lungs that I’d killed Bobby. What the hell else was I supposed to do?”

“Is there anything else you can remember?” Travis’s voice remained much calmer than his brother’s. “Anything at all?”

“I remember thinking that I had to get out of there before the sheriff showed up. And that I had to find the Slaughters.”

“You sure as hell are in a shitload of trouble, little brother. But I guess you already know that.”

“Yeah. But thanks for telling me anyway, Ethan. It was something I was just dying to hear.”


Ethan winced at the disheartenment in Rafe’s voice. “Jesus! I’m sorry. I—”

“Forget it. Just find some evidence that’s going to get me out of this place. I want to go home to my wife and kids. With Emma expecting our baby, I’m worried that this is all going to be too much for her, that something’s going to happen, and that I’m going to lose her, too, just like I lost Ellie.”

“That’s not going to happen, Rafe. Travis here is going to get you off. You and me didn’t spend all that money on that fancy Eastern law school for nothing. Ain’t that right, Travis?” Ethan prodded.

Wanting to give Rafe the reassurance he needed, Travis smiled confidently and nodded in agreement, but he wished now that he’d never thought of becoming a lawyer, never allowed Rafe and Ethan to pay for his expenses for Harvard.

A formal legal education was a rarity out West. Many lawyers were self-taught and apprenticed themselves to experienced practicing attorneys to learn the ropes. For Travis to have been given the opportunity to study law at one of the most prestigious law schools in the East had been nothing short of a miracle. And a dream come true. A dream paid for by Rafe and Ethan.

Travis knew early on that he wanted to do something with his life besides ranching. Unlike his brothers, Travis had always preferred reading to roping and using his wits, not his brawn, to defeat an opponent.

Despite his father’s strenuous insistence that he stay on the ranch and follow in his footsteps, because his brothers had chosen not to, Travis was determined to succeed in his goal to study law and live life as he saw fit.

Rafe and Ethan had taken his side in the matter, and his father had finally come to terms with Travis’s decision, grudgingly accepting it. He owed them for that, and for so much more, and he couldn’t let them down now that they needed his help.

But as much as he wanted to believe that he’d be able to get Rafe acquitted, he just wasn’t sure. The prosecutor was out for blood—the DeBerry woman, too—and Travis was facing the biggest battle of his life with very little ammunition.


 

 


Chapter Three



HANNAH WAS BORED. SHE’D ONLY BEEN HOME A few days and was already discovering that she didn’t have enough to keep her busy. Flipping through the pages of the Ladies’ Home Journal, she heaved a dispirited sigh and wondered how she would rectify that.


Hannah was used to being active and involved back home in New York City. Whether assisting the poor with their legal problems, or volunteering once a week at the Christian Ladies’ Relief Society—her mother’s pet project—she was never without something worthwhile to do.

She thrived on challenge, on keeping her mind active and her wits sharp.

Nursing her father back to health was not going to take up as much of her time as she’d originally thought. Maude was there every day to see to the judge’s comfort, meals, and such, and to scrutinize everything Hannah attempted to do on her own, relegating Hannah to the position of companion.


Though she enjoyed spending time with the judge, chatting with him about the day’s events, or reading the newspaper to him when his eyes grew too weary to perform the chore himself, it just wasn’t enough to keep her occupied.

After speaking to his doctor, and making her own observations, Hannah had formed the opinion that her father’s illness had more to do with loneliness than any specific physical ailment. According to the doctor, the judge was in excellent health for a man of his age. And she had noticed that his spirits and color had improved one hundred percent since her arrival home. Perhaps her father’s illness was all in his head, just as the doctor had claimed.

With that in mind, she had been giving a great deal of thought as to what she could do to keep herself busy. She wanted to do something worthwhile and productive, not just fill her time with embroidery, sewing, or reading magazines, hobbies she felt little passion for. She set the Ladies’ Home Journal aside. Law journals were more to her taste anyway.

The law was her greatest love, her greatest challenge, and that’s where she wanted to devote her energy. So far, the only solution to her problem was one that would no doubt create bigger problems in the end.

After telling herself a thousand reasons why she shouldn’t, why her idea was totally ridiculous and out of the question, Hannah had decided to offer her expertise and services to Travis as cocounsel on his brother’s defense case.


She knew that she’d be asking for trouble if she went ahead with her plan. It would be extremely difficult for both of them dealing together on a daily basis. They had spent most of the time at the barbecue last Sunday avoiding each other like the plague. They wouldn’t have that luxury if they were thrust together day and night to plan a criminal defense case.

Hannah knew firsthand how laborious and difficult it was to prepare for a trial such as this one. Hours of painstaking research were involved, not to mention interrogation of witnesses, sifting through mounds of evidence, preparing briefs and arguments, and a multitude of other tasks that were necessary to ensure success.

It was an investment of time, and of oneself. And mutual respect would be necessary if they were to work successfully together.

Travis would no doubt refuse any and all assistance from her, because of his views on women and the law, and because of what had happened between them in the past. But they were older now. More mature. And perhaps they’d be able to put past animosities aside.

She decided that it was worth a try. There were far more pros than cons: Rafe Bodine would no doubt benefit from her legal expertise, she had a lot more experience in criminal matters than Travis, she would keep herself occupied with something she enjoyed doing immensely, and this trial would offer a bigger challenge than any she’d previously been given. It would also serve to give Travis the confidence and support that he needed to win by having her on his team.


From what Emma had confided the day of the barbecue, Travis was not used to handling criminal cases, his area of expertise being civil law. His sister-in-law had expressed concern that the prosecuting attorney’s case against her husband was a strong one. McGrath had an eyewitness who was willing to testify that Rafe shot the victim, Bobby Slaughter, in cold blood.

Emma was worried that Travis might not have enough experience to deal with McGrath, though she was fearful of expressing those concerns, lest she injure her brother-in-law’s pride.

Better to injure Travis’s pride, than to see Rafe Bodine hang.

Hannah’s instincts told her three things: First, the prosecutor would stop at nothing to get a conviction against Rafe. Will McGrath was an ambitious man. And she knew from past association with him that there was no love lost between him and the Bodine family; second: they could win this case if they worked together; and third: Travis needed her help, whether he wanted to admit it or not.

* * *

It was well past midnight, but Travis felt compelled to pore over his law books one more time in the hope of finding something, anything, that might aid him in preparing Rafe’s defense. And he also needed something to block the image of Lavinia’s shattered expression when he’d taken her to task yesterday at the barbecue.

He felt ashamed about the way he’d spoken to his stepmother. Lavinia had showed him nothing but kindness over the years, taking his side more times than not against his father, and he feared that he’d hurt her terribly by his harsh condemnation. And all because she had invited Hannah Louise to the family’s Easter celebration.

Heaving a disgusted sigh that he’d allowed his former fiancée to come between him and his stepmother, he vowed to make it up to Lavinia the next time he saw her. If she allowed him back into her house and her good graces!

A knock sounded on the door. Travis looked up and was surprised to find Ethan entering. Since his marriage to Wilhemina his formerly footloose brother had stayed pretty close to home in the evenings, and Travis wondered what prompted the late night call.

“You’re working mighty late tonight, little brother.” Ethan pulled out the chair in front of Travis’s desk and straddled it, not bothering to wait for an invitation. “And you look like you lost your last friend.

“Tsk. Tsk. Couldn’t be that you’re feeling bad about the way you spoke to poor Lavinia, could it? Willy said she was mighty upset after you lit into her like you did.”

“Did you come here to cheer me up, Ethan, or just to make me feel dirtier than pond scum?”

His brother grinned. “Actually, I came into town to check on Rafe and saw your light on. Knowing that you usually keep banker’s hours, I thought maybe someone might have broken in here.” He cast a disparaging eye about the sparsely furnished office, noting the old desk and chair, a leather sofa that had seen better days, and the bookshelves filled with Travis’s prized law books. “Not that you’ve got much to steal, mind you.”

“Thievery is the least of my problems.” Frustrated, Travis pounded his fist on the open law book. “I think I’m in way over my head on this one, Ethan. It’s going to take a lot more late nights to figure out the best strategy for defending Rafe.”

Of the three brothers Travis was the most even-tempered and levelheaded. His uncharacteristically anxious behavior toward Rafe’s upcoming trial worried Ethan. “What can I do to help? No one expects you to do this all on your own, Travis. We’re all willing to lend a hand.”

“I appreciate that. But this is something that I’m going to have to do on my own. I can’t rely on my big brother to bail me out this time.

“Judy DeBerry is going to be the prosecution’s biggest ally and the Achilles’ heel of our defense. If I can’t shake her testimony, I’m going to have a far more difficult time winning this case.”

“Judy DeBerry’s a whore, the madam of a bordello. How credible a witness can she be?”

“Will McGrath says she’s willing to testify that she saw Rafe shoot Bobby Slaughter in cold blood. Her eyewitness testimony is going to be very compelling to a jury. There are going to be men on that jury who have frequented whorehouses, maybe hers, at one time or another. I’ve got to try to either shake her testimony or find a way to discredit it.”


They might have had a better chance if women had been allowed to serve on juries. But to that date Wyoming was the only state to allow women the vote and the privilege of serving on a jury.

Ethan whistled shrilly. “I can see now why you’re so worried, little brother. I didn’t put much store by the whore’s statement when I first heard it. But listening to you tell it, I can understand your concern.

“As I’ve said many times before, Rafe is in a shitload of trouble.”

“Yeah. And it’s up to me to get him out of it. It’s ironic, isn’t it, Ethan, that after all the times you and Rafe pulled me out of scrapes, stood up for me with Pa, now I’m the one who everyone’s depending on? I don’t mind saying that it scares the hell out of me.”

“I don’t think our faith in you has been misplaced, Travis. You’re going to work much harder to get Rafe acquitted of this murder charge than any fancy Eastern lawyer we could have hired. You’ve got more at stake and much more to lose than some silk-suited nabob from Boston or New York.”

“There you go trying to cheer me up again.”

Flashing a grin, Ethan stood. “It’s the least I can do. After all, that’s what brothers are for, right?”

As Travis watched Ethan depart into the cold night air, he thought of the many storms the Bodine brothers had weathered. Their mother’s death of pneumonia eight years ago had been the hardest ordeal. Devastated by the loss of his wife, their father had withdrawn into himself for a time, leaving his sons to grieve for a mother they cherished and to seek solace from each other.

Through the years, no matter the trials or tribulations, they had each other to look to for comfort, support, and friendship.

The bond that tied the three of them together was forged by blood, tempered by tears, and strengthened by their devotion to one another. It wouldn’t be severed by anything. Not even something as coldly intimidating as a murder trial.

* * *

“Well, look what the cat drug in. If it ain’t Travis Bodine. There’s just no accounting for some folks’ gall, is there?”

Travis nearly winced at the venom in Maude Fogarty’s voice. Though five years had passed since his breakup with Hannah Louise, the housekeeper still blamed him for Hannah’s abrupt decision to leave Misery for New York City. Apparently she had yet to forgive him.

“Miss Hannah’s not here. Though I suspect you already know that.” The door started to close, and he put his foot out to block it.

“I do.” Travis had observed Hannah leave the house not ten minutes before, which was why he’d decided to pay a call on the judge to seek assistance with Rafe’s trial. “I’ve come to see Judge Barkley, not his daughter.”

“Hmph! Don’t know why anyone in this house would want to talk to you after all the misery you caused, but it ain’t my place to make that decision. Wait here. I’ll see if the judge wants to see you.”

He stepped into the foyer, and she glanced back over her shoulder, a warning look in her eyes. “Don’t be touching nothing while I’m gone, you hear?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He hid a grin as she harrumphed again and stalked away, for her admonition served as a reminder of how many times she’d told him that very thing over the years.

As a youth he’d spent many hours visiting at the Barkley home. Back then, the judge had been newly appointed to the bench, his wife, occupied with civic duties and charity functions, was often gone, and Hannah Louise had been left mostly to her own devices, accounting, no doubt, for her independence and stubbornness.

Mrs. Fogarty had been there to supervise, but she’d turned a blind eye to many of the escapades children were wont to get into. Hannah Louise could do no wrong in the housekeeper’s opinion. And even when she’d blackened his eye during a particularly vicious argument, the woman had taken Hannah’s side, insisting that Travis had no business fighting with a girl who was several years younger than he and far more delicate.

A few minutes later, the housekeeper ushered him into the judge’s walnut-paneled study, muttering invectives under her breath, then slamming the leaded-glass door so hard as she walked out that Travis feared it would break.

“Don’t mind the old hag, boy.” The judge smiled apologetically. “She’s in one of her moods today. I told her the oatmeal was lumpy this morning, and she took offense. Hell and damnation! I could have papered the walls with it.”

Seating himself in one of the red-brocade wing chairs by the fireplace, Travis noticed how much better the judge’s appearance was and felt relieved. “Are you feeling better, Judge Barkley? I’d heard you’d been ill.”

“I have good days and bad. That fool Doc Leahy can’t find anything wrong with me. Says it’s all in my head. Guess when I’m buried six feet under he’ll finally admit to being wrong.”

Noting that the judge’s wit was still razor sharp despite his age, Travis smiled. “Rumor has it that Doc started out to be a vet, but no one would let ’im touch their livestock, so he became a physician instead.”

Chuckling, Thaddeus slapped his knee, which resulted in a fit of coughing. “Damn! Hand me that decanter of whiskey, boy,” he choked out. “It’s the only thing that quiets this damn cough.”

Reaching for the crystal decanter, Travis suddenly paused, a look of uncertainty on his face. “Are you sure you’re supposed to have this, Judge? I don’t want Mrs. Fogarty accusing me of trying to poison you.” Or worse: Hannah Louise.

“Ha! If I haven’t died from eating the old bat’s cooking, I doubt I will from drinking good old Texas redeye.”

Unable to dispute that point, Travis filled the glass half-full, handing it to him.


“What’s on your mind, Travis? I appreciate the visit, but I doubt you’d risk encountering my daughter unless it was something important.”

“I’ve come about Rafe’s case. I’ve not had much experience in criminal law, and I wondered if you might be able to point me in the direction you think would be the wisest to take.”

The judge leaned back, studying the earnestness on the young lawyer’s face, flattered that Travis had thought enough of him to seek out his advice. He was surely sorry that things hadn’t worked out between him and Hannah Louise. With their good looks and brains, they would have given him a fine bunch of grandbabies.

Thaddeus had never stopped wondering if maybe he was to blame for the way things had turned out. Hannah Louise had been brought up to be independent and a freethinker. And he and Fiona had certainly set a poor example by their own failed marriage.

Heaving a sigh, he finally said, “The law’s a lot like gambling, son. You’ve got to play your hunches, go with your gut before you make your bet.”

“But how will I know if I’ve made the right decision? My brother’s life is on the line. I can’t afford to make any mistakes.”

“You’ll know. We lawyers have instinct. Pay heed to that inner voice deep inside you. It won’t steer you wrong.”

Travis had been hoping for more than platitudes and was unable to mask his disappointment. “That’s it? That’s all the advice you can give me?”


“I’m still the presiding judge until the new one shows up, Travis. It wouldn’t be proper for me to assist you in any way, give you preferential treatment, so to speak. But I will give you one bit of advice: go with your strengths, the facts that are likely to sway a jury to your way of thinking.
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““This spunky, heartwarming Western will
surely delight Millie Criswell’s many fans.”
—Dorothy Garlock, author of Sweetiwater





