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Prologue


The man lunged to his feet, clumsily drew his pistol, cocked it, and aimed.


His stocky thighs caught the edge of the table, jarring it and rocking the glasses full of liquor that stood on it. One sloshed over. A cigar rolled from an ashtray and burned a small hole in the green felt top.


Jake Langston sighed tiredly. He had come in for a game or two of stimulating poker, a glass or two of stinging whiskey, perhaps a satisfying tumble or two in one of the beds upstairs—all to fill the hours until his train pulled out.


Now here he was involved in an argument over a hand of poker with a sodbuster named Kermit something or other, who he hoped had more talent handling a plow than he had a gun.


“You calling me a cheater?” the farmer demanded. Unaccustomed to drinking any more than an occasional Saturday night beer, he was none too sober and, though his feet were well planted, he swayed like a sailor on a turbulent sea. His beefy face was perspiring and flushed. The pistol pointed directly at Jake’s chest was wavering in an unsteady hand.


“I only said I’d like to see all those aces you’ve got in your sleeve at one time rather than having them pop up every other hand.” With infuriating nonchalance Jake reached for the tumbler of whiskey near his right hand, his gun hand, and took a leisurely sip.


The farmer’s glance nervously bounced around the barroom, suddenly aware of the spectacle he was making of himself. No one else in the cavernous room was moving. The music had ceased at the first sign of trouble. The others at the poker table had carefully ebbed away like the ripples from a stone thrown into a still lake.


The man was trying his best to appear threatening. “You’re a liar. I wasn’t cheating. Draw on me.”


“All right.”


It all happened so quickly that, later, only those standing closest could testify as to what had actually taken place. In one lithe move Jake came out of his chair, drew his gun, swept his other hand wide to deflect the farmer’s arm and sent the pistol ineffectually clattering to the floor.


Kermit’s Adam’s apple elongated to accommodate a knot of stark terror. He looked into eyes as cold and brittle as icicles that cling to the eaves after a frigid, wet January norther. They were much more frightening than the gaping barrel of the pistol pointed at the end of his nose. He faced a body that was leaner than his by forty pounds, but menacing with its taut control.


“Pick up half the winnings you’ve stockpiled there. I figure you won that much fairly.”


The farmer’s hands fumbled with the coins and bills as he stuffed them into his pants pockets. He exuded the frenzy of a fox prepared to gnaw off his foot to escape a trap.


“Now pick up your gun real easy-like and get out of here.”


Kermit obeyed. Only a miracle prevented the pistol from firing in his trembling hands as he let down the hammer and reholstered it.


“And I advise you not to come back until you learn to cheat without getting caught.”


The farmer was humiliated, but vastly relieved that his heart was still beating, that he wasn’t bleeding profusely from a gunshot wound, and that he wasn’t going home penniless to his harping wife. He left, vowing to himself that he would never return.


The piano player resumed his jumping, jangling tune. Other patrons of the gambling hall drifted back to their tables, shaking their heads in amusement. Smokes abandoned in ashtrays were relit. The bartender immediately began to refill glasses.


“Pardon the interruption,” Jake said congenially to the other players as he scooped his own pile of winnings off the table. “Divide the rest,” he said of the money the farmer had wisely left on the table.


“Thanks, Jake.”


“See ya.”


“You could’ve killed him for pullin’ a gun on you like that.”


“Damn sure could have. We’d’ve backed you.”


“Damn sodbusters.”


Jake shrugged, turned away, and left them talking. Taking a slim cheroot out of his shirt pocket, he bit off the end and spat it on the floor. Striking a match with his thumbnail, he lit the cigar as he weaved his way through the tables toward the oak bar that extended the width of the room. According to rumor it had been shipped piece by piece from St. Louis to Fort Worth and painstakingly assembled. It was ornately carved, bedecked with mirrors, and lined with bottles and glasses that were kept highly polished. The proprietress wouldn’t tolerate dust.


Brass spittoons were strategically placed along the brass rail of the bar. Spitting on the floor was not allowed in Priscilla Watkin’s Garden of Eden. Hand-lettered signs posted along the bar at six-foot intervals said so.


Jake smiled. That floor, waxed to a high gloss, was now desecrated by the tip of his cigar. He also took a perverse pleasure in making sure the spurs on his boots scarred the surface the madam of the establishment took such pride in.


A grin tugged at the corners of his thin, wide lips. Priscilla. Just as his mind conjured up her name, he spotted her poised on the bottom step of the curving staircase, looking as resplendent as the Queen of Sheba. Clad in bright purple satin with black lace trim, she would catch any man’s eye. Always had. When Jake had first met her almost twenty years ago, she had worn well-laundered calico. But she had turned heads even in that.


Her ash-blond hair was piled on the top of her head and decorated with a single purple ostrich plume that curled down around her cheek and flirted with a dangling jet earring. She held her head at a regal tilt.


Indeed, this whorehouse was her domain. She ruled it like a despot. If customers or employees didn’t like the way she managed things, they were summarily dismissed and escorted off the premises. But everybody in Texas knew that the Garden of Eden in Fort Worth was in this year of 1890 the best whorehouse in the state.


Priscilla extended a slipper-shod foot and stepped off the bottom stair. Proudly, leaving behind her a wake of musky scent imported from Paris, she made her way to the bar just as Jake was lifting a glass of whiskey to his mouth.


“You just cost me a customer, Mr. Langston.”


Jake didn’t even turn his head, but nodded toward the bartender to pour him another shot. “I think you can afford to lose one or two, Pris.”


It irritated the hell out of her for him to call her that. He took as much pleasure doing it as he did in scuffing the floor of her saloon. Only an old friend like Jake could get by with either one.


Were they friends? Or enemies? She was never quite sure.


“Why is it that things can go fine for months and the minute you come in there’s trouble?”


“Is there?”


“Always.”


“The sodbuster drew a gun on me. What did you expect me to do? Turn the other cheek?”


“You provoked him.”


“He was cheating.”


“I don’t need any more trouble. The sheriff’s been here twice already this week.”


“Business or pleasure?”


“I’m serious, Jake. The town is up in arms again, wanting to shut me down. Every time there’s trouble—”


“All right, I’m sorry.”


She lifted her chin and laughed. “I doubt that. You either stir up trouble at the gaming tables or cause a ruckus among my girls.”


“How’s that?”


“They fight over you and you damn well know it,” she snapped.


He turned to look at her then, grinning unabashedly. “Do they? Well, I’ll be damned.”


She assessed his good looks and that appealing arrogance he had acquired over the years. No longer a gauche boy, this was a man, a man both men and women had to reckon with. She tapped him on the chest with her feather fan. “You’re bad for business.”


Leaning down he whispered confidentially, “Then how come you’re always so glad to see me?”


Priscilla’s mouth tensed with vexation, but she succumbed to his ingratiating smile. “I’ve got better whiskey than that in my office.” She laid a hand on his sleeve. “Come on.”


Heads turned as the two crossed the room. There wasn’t a man alive who could be impervious to Priscilla. She was attractive in a bawdy, lusty sort of way, and tales of what she was capable of doing to a man had made her a living legend. Even weighed against a man’s bent to exaggerate when recounting his sexual exploits, stories about Priscilla Watkins were too widespread not to carry some credibility. Men didn’t want their wives to have that sultry, brazen glint in their eyes, but they sure wanted their whores to.


Most of their desires were borne not of memories, but of curiosity and fantasy. Few had experienced those raunchy sessions with Priscilla firsthand. She was choosy. Even if they could afford the premium price she demanded, most wouldn’t be selected to enter that inner chamber behind the door kept perpetually locked. It guarded enthralling secrets. Every man in the room envied Jake Langston at that moment.


But if the men looked at him jealously, the women looked at him with longing. The whores scattered around the room entertaining the early evening crowd were working women. They knew the value of a dollar. They had to be practical. Their time was money. So they practiced their seductive arts on their customers, but every one of them would have traded the few dollars she would make for a free hour alone with the cowboy Jake Langston.


He was slim-hipped and lanky, but moved with the feline grace of a mountain cat and was just as tawny. Tight pants fitted taut buttocks and long thighs like a second skin. The gun belt strapped low around his hips only emphasized his manliness. Men respected his talent with his gun. To women, his reputation with it only heightened the excitement of being around him. It added an element of danger that few respectable women would confess to finding stimulating.


His shoulders were broad, as was his chest, but not so much that it detracted from his overall leanness. He didn’t merely walk. He sauntered. The girls who had had the good fortune to entertain him in their rooms swore that he was as bold about everything as he was with that swaggering walk and that the rolling action of his hips wasn’t a talent limited to walking.


Priscilla drew a key from her low-dipping bodice and unlocked the door to her private quarters. As soon as she entered, she dropped her fan on a fashionably spindly chair and crossed to a small table to pour Jake a drink from a heavy crystal decanter. He closed the door behind them with a definite click. Priscilla’s eyes swung up to meet his. She resented the accelerated beat of her heart.


Would tonight be the night?


The parlor could have belonged in any gracious hostess’s house, except for the nude of Priscilla painted by a customer who had paid his bill by doing the portrait. He had no doubt been her lover, having captured her on canvas in a pose of indolent satiation. Unapologetically decadent, the portrait in its gilded frame graced the wall behind the satin-covered sofa, which was piled with pillows edged in silk fringe. The draperies on the windows were moiré, but with no more shirring than those found in most fine houses of the period. Tables were draped with doilies as fine as spiderwebs. They could have been crocheted by anyone’s grandmother.


The oil lamps had large round globes with flowers painted on them. Some dripped prisms that tinkled softly when a whiff of air caught them. A thick carpet covered most of the floor. There was a chest-high vase of peacock feathers standing in one corner. A seventeenth-century shepherdess, bare-breasted and saucy, was keeping an ardently admiring shepherd in perpetual distress on its china surface.


Jake surveyed the room slowly. He had been in here many times. It never ceased to fascinate him. Priscilla had moved up in the world from being the rebellious daughter of a dictatorial mother and a cowed father. Jake—then Bubba to everyone—had taken her in fallow fields and on muddy creekbeds. But when it came right down to it, the place didn’t make any difference. A whore was a whore no matter where she practiced her trade.


Priscilla, unaware of his unflattering thoughts, went to him and handed him the whiskey. She plucked the cheroot from between his lips, carried it to her own and took a long draw, letting the smoke curl through her lungs before exhaling it in a long, slow stream. “Thanks. I don’t let my girls smoke so I can’t be a bad influence. Let’s go into the bedroom. I have to change for the evening crowd.”


He followed her into the next room. It was lacy, overtly feminine, and strangely unsuited to her. She was too hard a woman to be ensconced in this frilly, soft room, but Jake guessed that was part of the fantasy she provided for her customers.


“Help me, please, Jake.” She offered him her back. He stuck the cheroot back in his mouth, clamping it with straight white teeth and squinting against the smoke. He set his drink aside. Deftly he unhooked the row of fasteners down her back. When he was done, she glanced over her bare shoulder, said a husky “Thank you, darling,” and moved away.


Jake grinned as he flopped down on the brocaded chaise. He lifted his feet on it, disregarding the spurs, not to mention the caked mud, on his boots.


“What have you been up to lately?” Priscilla shimmied out of the low-cut dress with a move too effortless not to be rehearsed.


Jake blew a perfect smoke ring into the air and reached for his whiskey. “Working up in the Panhandle, stringing a fence from there to kingdom come.”


Her brow arched eloquently as she kicked out of the purple slippers. She didn’t bother to pick up after herself. Somehow dropping clothes where she took them off added to the wantonness of the act. Men preferred their women not to be too fussy about tidiness, especially when they were coming to bed. Such negligence made this paid sex seem more spontaneous. With mild derision she asked, “You’ve become a pliers man?”


That was a name given to cowboys who, after the decline of the long drives, found themselves hard pressed to find jobs. They often had to string the very barbed-wire fences that had closed the open ranges and put them out of work.


“Well, I’ve gotten accustomed to eating, things like that,” Jake said easily. His eyes hadn’t missed one seductive move she made.


Her corset was tightly laced. It pushed her bosom up and out until the sheer chemise beneath could barely contain it. She had always been well endowed. Jake remembered those large, firm breasts. Sweeping her petticoats aside, she sat down on a small round stool in front of a vanity table. It had mirrors hinged at the sides of the one she faced, so that she could adjust them and study herself from all angles. With a lamb’s-wool puff, she dabbed powder on her neck, shoulders, and breasts.


“Are you on vacation?”


A low laugh rumbled out of Jake’s chest. “Nope. I just got sick of seeing nothing but tumbleweeds and dust. I quit.”


“What do you plan to do now?”


What did he plan to do now? Drift until a job turned up. The same thing he’d been doing for most of his adult life. He could earn some prize money in rodeos, enough to keep him and his horse alive, enough to enter a poker game now and then, enough to enjoy the recreation provided in places like Priscilla’s Garden of Eden.


“How many drives did you make, Jake? I lost count of the times you came back to Fort Worth after going north.”


“So did I. I went to Kansas City on several trips. Went all the way to Colorado once. Didn’t like it. Pretty country, but too damn cold.” He crossed his arms behind his head, enjoying the spectacle of her rouging her nipples. Her finger carried dollops of the colored salve from the tiny glass jar on the vanity to her breasts. She applied it soothingly, almost lovingly. “What about you, Priscilla? How long has it been that you’ve owned this place?”


“Five years.”


“What did it cost you?”


Hours on my back, she wanted to say. Hours with sweating pudgy farmers who complained that their wives didn’t want any more children and denied them their rights as husbands, and rough cowboys who brought the stink of the stockyards in with them.


She had worked in Jefferson first, the last stopping-off place on the frontier. But when the railroad bypassed that town, destroying it commercially, Priscilla had come to Fort Worth, where those tracks converged from all over the state. It was a raucous town full of cowboys who couldn’t wait to spend the money they had made on the cattle drives.


Priscilla had seen to it that her reputation flourished. She gave her customers their money’s worth in those days. Sometimes more than they paid for. She was popular. She saved her money. When she had enough, she went to one of her loyal customers, a banker, and had him secretly under-write her purchase of the saloon. They bought out the former madam and converted it into a high-class pleasure palace that attracted not only the rowdy cowboys but the cattlemen who hired them. No expense was spared and the investment had been a wise one. She paid off the banker in two years. Except for the outrage of the “decent” community, her establishment, located in the area of town known as Hell’s Half Acre, had given Priscilla little to worry about financially.


“If you need a job, you can always have one here dealing cards or acting as bouncer.”


Jake laughed and set his empty glass on the table beside the chaise. “No thanks, Priscilla. I’m a cowboy. I don’t like walls around me. Besides, according to you, if I were here constantly, your girls would stay all aflutter. We can’t have that, can we?” he taunted.


Priscilla frowned as she pulled on a black satin dress. The purple plume in her hair had been replaced by a shiny black one anchored by a rhinestone clip. Jake Langston had gotten too big for his britches. She smothered a smile as she “corrected” her thought. Jake Langston had always been too big for his britches. He certainly wasn’t deficient when it came to manly endowments.


She eyed him covertly as she pulled on the long black lace gloves that encased her fingers and forearms. He had matured to become too damned attractive. No wonder he was conceited. He had been towheaded in his youth. Now his hair had ripened, but marginally. Those white-blond strands were like a beacon, drawing women to him like moths to a lantern’s flame.


His skin had been tanned like leather. Long hours of exposure had turned it a coppery hue that intensified the blue of his eyes. Fine lines were etched around his eyes and down both corners of his mouth. But rather than detracting from his appearance, that weather erosion added a new dimension to his attractiveness that hadn’t been there in his youth.


He was rugged. Tough. Latently dangerous. He seemed to have a secret lurking behind his lazy smile. The smile hinted that the secret was naughty and that he was dying to share it. And his cockiness made him a challenge no woman could resist.


Priscilla remembered the boy she had sexually initiated. Their tumbles had been hot and frequent, fierce and hard. What would they be like now? For years he had wanted to know.


“Will you be staying in Fort Worth for a while?”


“I’m on my way to east Texas tonight. I’m taking a late train. Remember the Colemans? Their daughter is getting married tomorrow.”


“Coleman? The one from the wagon train? Ross, wasn’t it?” She knew well whom he was speaking about, but she wanted to provoke him as much as he always wanted to provoke her. It was a game they played every time they saw each other. “And what was that woman’s name? The one he charitably married.”


“Lydia,” he said tightly.


“Oh, yes, Lydia. She didn’t have a last name, did she? I always wondered what she was hiding.” Taking the stopper out of a crystal perfume bottle, she dabbed it behind her ears, on her neck, her wrists, her breasts. “I hear they’ve done quite well for themselves with that horse ranch.”


“They have. My mother lives on their land. So does my kid brother, Micah.”


“That little toddler?”


“He’s grown now. One of the best horsemen I’ve ever seen.”


“What happened to Mr. Coleman’s baby? The one Lydia wet-nursed before they got married.”


Jake pondered a moment, looking for rancor from Priscilla. Finally he answered. “Lee. He and Micah are two of a kind. Always raising hell.”


Priscilla contemplated her reflection in the mirror and patted her hair. “And they have a daughter old enough to get married?”


Jake smiled fondly. “Barely. Last time I saw her, she was still in braids, chasing Lee and Micah, begging to go along to round up a rogue stallion.”


“A tomboy?” Priscilla asked, pleased. She remembered how Jake used to gaze at Lydia Coleman with calf eyes. All the men on the wagon train had been attracted to her, despite their wives’ reluctance to accept her at first. If Lydia hadn’t married Ross Coleman, Priscilla would have been insanely jealous of her. She liked to think of Lydia’s daughter as an awkward, gangling girl, or a stringy tomboy.


“I guess if she’s getting married, she must have changed some since I last saw her.”


Priscilla picked up her fan and twirled around in front of him, preening. “Well?”


The bodice of the dress was tightly nipped in at her waist. The neckline was wide and low, barely covering her breasts with a lace as fine as that of her gloves. Its pattern didn’t conceal the rouged nipples beneath. In front, the skirt rode the vamp of her black satin slippers and flowed into a short train in back. A modern bustle contributed to the hourglass shape of her figure.


Cynical blue eyes raked her insolently. “Very nice, but then I always did say you were the prettiest whore I ever knew.” He watched the temper flare in her gray eyes. Laughing softly, he reached for her hand and yanked her down onto the chaise with him. Her fan flew out of her hand and landed softly on the floor. The plume in her hair was knocked awry, but Priscilla didn’t object as Jake rolled her beneath him.


“You’ve been strutting your stuff for me all night, haven’t you, Pris? Hm? Well, I reckon it’s time I gave you what you’ve been asking for.”


He slanted his mouth hard over hers.


Hungrily her lips opened for the intrusion of his tongue. Her girls hadn’t exaggerated. He knew what he was doing. He summoned every feeling place in her body with that kiss and they all responded. His body was hard and rangy. She arched up against him as her fingers tangled in the thick blond hair at his nape.


With a practiced movement his hand found its way beneath her skirts and onto her thigh just above her lacy garter. He stroked the warm, quivering flesh. She raised her knee.


‘Hm, yes, Jake, Jake,” she whispered as her mouth moved over his.


He wedged his free hand between their bodies. She thought he was adjusting his clothing and looked up at him stupidly when he dangled a pocket watch in front of his eyes and checked the time. “Sorry, Pris.” He made an insincere clucking sound with his mouth. “I’ve got a train to catch.”


Furious, she threw him off her. “You bastard!”


Laughing, Jake rolled off the chaise. “Is that any way to talk to an old friend?”


Priscilla did something she rarely did. She lost her temper. “You stupid hillbilly! You dumb lout! Do you really think I wanted to make love to you?”


“Yeah, I really think you did.” He winked at her and headed for the parlor. “Sorry to disappoint you.”


“Aren’t I good enough for you anymore?”


He spun around. “You’re good enough. Too good. The best. That’s why I don’t want you. Because you’re the best whore around.”


“You sleep with whores all the time. That’s all you ever sleep with.”


“But if I don’t know them, I can pretend it’s something else. I can pretend that I’m the only one who’s been there. You’ve been a whore since I’ve known you. Dozens of men have been in your bed. It kinda takes the romance out of it for me.”


Her face went livid and Jake realized just how ugly she could be. “It’s your brother, isn’t it? You never got over being with me the day he died.”


“Shut up.”


He said it so emotionlessly that it terrified her. She took a step backward, but didn’t relent completely. “You’re still a dumb Tennessee hillbilly. Oh, you taught yourself to talk better. Your short temper has won you a reputation that men respect. You know how to please the ladies. But underneath you’re still Bubba Langston, a stupid hick.”


He stopped at the door. His eyes were no longer alight with mischief, but cold and hard. The skin over his face was stretched taut, the lines on the sides of his mouth more deeply engraved. “No, Priscilla. That boy Bubba vanished a long time ago.”


Priscilla’s fury subsided. Her eyes narrowed as she gazed up at him. “I’m going to prove to you that you still want me. That’s a promise. One of these days you’ll let yourself remember what it was like with us. We were just kids. Lusty, hot, dying for it. It could be that way again.” Tilting her head back, she laid her hand on his chest. “I’ll have you again, Jake.”


Jake remembered too well the first time they had been together. That afternoon was indelibly imprinted on his mind. He removed her hand. “Don’t count on it, Priscilla.”


He closed the door to her private chamber behind him and stood there a moment meditatively. Business had picked up. The evening’s diversions were in full swing. Scantily clad girls drifted through the parlors and gaming rooms, teasing, flirting, displaying their wares to the patrons. Several glanced at him expectantly, breathlessly.


He smiled but didn’t offer them any encouragement. It wasn’t that he didn’t have the urge. He had been several weeks without a woman. While he would never have taken Priscilla, he wasn’t made of wood either. The sight of her unclothed, the scent of female flesh, had been a strong stimulant.


One more glass of whiskey? One more game of cards? One hour in one of the upstairs bedrooms, one moment of forgetfulness?


“Hiya, Jake.”


One of the whores sidled up to him. “Hi, Sugar.” Sugar Dalton had been in Priscilla’s employ since Jake had been frequenting the place. “How’re things?”


“Can’t complain,” she replied, smiling thinly through her lie. The lines tracking through her heavy makeup told him how bad things were and how much she hated her life. But she was pathetically resigned to it and anxious to please. Jake had always felt sorry for her. “I could make you feel good tonight, Jake,” she said hopefully.


For her sake, he was almost tempted to take her upstairs. Instead he shook his head no. “But you can fetch my hat and saddlebag for me. Here’s the ticket.” He fished in his pocket for his claim check and she rushed off. When she came back, he tipped her fifty cents, much more than her errand, which he could just as easily have done for himself, was worth.


“Thanks, Sugar.”


“Any time, Jake.” She gazed at him with open invitation.


Should he be benevolent to her, kind to his starved body? No. Before he could change his mind he began making his way through the throng toward the front door. He had to catch that last train tonight. He was expected in Larsen tomorrow morning.


Banner Coleman was getting married.














One


It was Banner Coleman’s wedding day.


She felt every bit a bride as she stood at the back of the church, out of sight behind a flower-bedecked screen, and gazed at the people who had given up a Saturday afternoon to come see her marry Grady Sheldon.


Just about everybody in Larsen had been invited. And it seemed, judging by the crowd that was rapidly filling the pews of the church, that all those who had received an invitation had dressed up in their Sunday finery and were in attendance.


Banner shifted her feet slightly, liking the rustling sound the silk gown made against her legs. The skirt was fashionably narrow and draped over matching satin pumps. The excess fabric was gathered into a soft bustle in the back, which cascaded into a short train. The tulle yoke, which opened high under her chin like the trumpet of a lily, was beaded with tiny pearls. It was sheer to where it met the underlying silk at the gentle slope of her breasts. It was a provocative design, especially since it so snugly fit Banner’s shapely figure, but it was sweetly virginal too. The lace veil that modestly covered her dark hair and her face had been ordered by Larsen’s finest seamstress all the way from New York.


Normally Banner liked vibrant colors, but the ivory wedding gown was a perfect contrast for her midnight black hair. Her complexion was the color of ripe apricots, not buttermilk pale, as was the vogue, because she preferred to stay out in the sun without what proper ladies considered the necessary protection of a parasol.


From her mother she had inherited a tendency to freckle across the bridge of her nose. These blemishes were lamented by the ladies in the sewing circles. “Such a pretty little thing, if only she would be more careful of our sun.” Banner had come to terms with her face long ago. It wasn’t classically pretty, but she rather liked its unconventionality. She couldn’t be worried about anything as trivial as a few freckles. Besides, Mama had them. And Mama was beautiful.


From both parents she had gotten her eyes. Papa’s were green. Mama’s were the color of whiskey. Hers were somewhere in between—gold, shot through with green. “Cat eyes” some would say. But that wasn’t quite accurate, for there was no gray in them, only that deep topaz gold swirling through the green.


The crowd was growing expectant and restless. The organist began to play. The pump organ wheezed only slightly. Happiness bubbled inside Banner and tinted her cheeks a peachy hue. She knew she looked lovely. She knew she was loved. She felt like a bride.


Every pew in the church was filled. From the center aisle ushers politely requested that people scoot close together to accommodate the crowd. Thankfully there was a southern breeze coming through the tall stately windows, six on each side of the church, and it gently fanned the wedding guests on this warm spring afternoon. The gentlemen squirmed and tugged on their uncomfortably tight collars. The ladies, their organdy ruffles fluttering, waved lacy fans and dainty handkerchiefs.


The scent of roses, cut fresh that very morning, filled the air. Dewdrops still clung to the velvety petals. Impartial to any one color, Banner had chosen to use every color of bloom available from ruby red to snowy white. Her three bridesmaids, standing in a small huddle only a few feet in front of her, were dressed in pastel gowns with wide sashes. They looked as fragile as the flowers decorating the church.


It was about the most perfect wedding Banner Coleman could imagine.


“Are you ready, Princess?”


She turned her head and looked through her veil at her father. She hadn’t heard him moving to take his place beside her. “Papa, you look so handsome!”


Ross Coleman flashed her a smile that had stilled the hearts of scores of women. Maturity only heightened his attractiveness. There were now silver strands at his temples and in his wide, lavish mustache. At fifty-two, he was as tall and broad-shouldered as ever. Hard work had kept him trim and lean. Dressed in a dark suit and white shirt with a high collar, he was as handsome as a bride could wish her father to be.


“Thank you,” he said, bowing slightly.


“It’s no wonder Mama married you. Did you look this handsome on your wedding day?”


His eyes flickered away from her for a moment. “Best as I recollect, I didn’t.” It had rained that day. He recalled a soggy group of migrants gathered outside his wagon, a frightened Lydia looking like she was going to bolt at any moment, and himself resentful and angry. He had been roped into marrying her and he’d been furious. Little had he known that it would prove to be the best thing he’d ever done in his life. He had begun to change his mind about her when the preacher said, “You may now kiss your bride,” and he had kissed her for the first time.


“You got married on the wagon train.”


“Yes.”


“I’ll bet Mama didn’t mind if you weren’t so dressed up.”


“I guess she didn’t,” he said with soft gruffness.


His eyes scanned the front of the church until they lighted on the woman who had been escorted to the front row just a few minutes before.


“She looks beautiful today,” Banner said, following the direction of his gaze. Lydia was dressed in a beaded gown of honey-colored silk. Sunlight slanting through one of the windows caught the reddish glints in her hair.


“Yes, she does.”


Banner nudged him teasingly with her elbow. “You always think she looks beautiful.”


Ross’s eyes came back to his daughter. “I always think you do too.” He studied her carefully, taking in the gown and veil that made her somehow untouchable. She would soon belong to someone else. He would no longer be the most important man in her life.


It brought an ache to his throat to acknowledge that their relationship would forever change after today. He wanted her to be a little girl still, his princess. “You’re a beautiful bride, Banner. Your mother and I love you. We don’t give you up lightly, even to a fine young man like Grady.”


“I know, Papa.” Tears clouded her eyes. Coming up on her toes, she lifted the veil and kissed his hard cheek. “I love you too. You know how much I must love Grady if I’d leave you and Mama to marry him.”


Her eyes sought the front of the church just as the door behind the choir loft opened. Their minister, Grady, and his three groomsmen solemnly filed out and took their places beneath the arch of garlands and flowers.


Her tears dried instantly and Banner’s mouth widened in a smile of sheer gladness. Grady looked very handsome in his dark suit. His chestnut hair had been brushed until it gleamed. He stood straight and tall, if a bit rigid.


He had stood much like that the first time Banner ever saw him. It was at his father’s funeral. She hadn’t known the Sheldons. Grady’s mother had died before they moved to Larsen and started their lumber business. Mr. Sheldon’s death meant no more to Banner than an inconvenience when her parents had told her she had to accompany them to the funeral. That meant spending a day in a dress rather than the pants she wore around the ranch, and going to church rather than watching the cowboys break a frisky mare. She had been fourteen. Clearly she remembered being impressed by Grady, then twenty, who had stood so stoically at the grave site. He was all alone in the world now. To Banner, who was surrounded by people who loved her, such a thing was unthinkable. The worst that could happen to a person was to be alone and without love. In retrospect she thought she must have started loving Grady then for his courage.


Every chance she got, she accompanied Ross to the timber mill. It wasn’t until about a year ago that Grady seemed to notice her. He did a double take the day she went into the lumberyard with Lee and Micah. At first mistaking her for a boy, since she was dressed like one, his mouth had fallen open in shock when she whisked her hat off and a mass of black hair had tumbled down around her shoulders and over breasts that gave shape to the otherwise shapeless cotton shirt.


Soon Grady was calling on her for Sunday afternoon rides in his buggy, asking her to dance at parties, and sitting beside her at church socials. He was one of many young men who vied for her attention, but it became distressingly clear to her other would-be suitors that he was the one she preferred.


The day he formally asked Ross if he could court her, she followed him from the house, riding Dusty down the lane as the mare had never been ridden before.


“Grady!” she cried, jumping from her saddle and shamelessly running toward him when he drew his buggy to a halt. As he climbed down, she launched herself into his arms, her eyes bright and her cheeks rosy with color. “What did he say?”


“He said yes!”


“Oh, Grady, Grady.” She hugged him tightly. Then, realizing she wasn’t being very ladylike, not to mention coy, she put space between them and glanced up at him through thick, sooty lashes. “I guess since we’re officially courting now, you can kiss me if you like.”


“I… is it all right? You’re sure?”


Her black curls bounced as she eagerly nodded her head. In fact she thought she would die if he didn’t kiss her. Everything inside her yearned for the feel of his lips against hers.


He lowered his head and kissed her chastely on the cheek.


“Is that all?”


He pulled back and read the astonished disappointment on her face. When she made no movement to separate herself demurely from him, which was what he had expected, he pressed his lips over hers.


It was nice, but still somewhat of a disappointment. This wasn’t the kind of kiss she had heard Lee and Micah discussing in fervent whispers when they didn’t know she was around. The kisses they wistfully described in minute detail were considerably more intimate. Tongues were mentioned. Mama and Papa didn’t kiss with tightly closed lips, their bodies not even touching.


Banner, acting out of curiosity and impulse, wound her arms around Grady’s neck and arched her body against his. He made a startled sound in his throat before his arms went around her possessively. But he still didn’t open his mouth.


Breathlessly, he pushed her away from him several reckless seconds later. “Lordy, Banner. What are you trying to do to me?”


She blushed hotly. In fact, parts of her body she had barely taken notice of before felt hot and feverish. She wished they could be married that very afternoon, she wished that slow fire would go on burning inside her until… well, until that. “I’m sorry, Grady. That wasn’t very ladylike, I know. It’s just that I love you so much.”


“I love you too.” He had kissed her chastely once more before getting back into his buggy and saying goodbye.


Though she was mercilessly teased by Lee and Micah, she began to spend less time outdoors around the corrals with the hands and more time with Lydia and Ma in the house. Ma Langston was teaching her to embroider. She worked with painful concentration on pillowcases and cup towels that she carefully ironed, folded, and placed in her hope chest.


Housekeeping had always been a chore she dreaded and avoided whenever possible. But she began helping Lydia, even offering suggestions about rearranging furniture and replacing curtains in the parlor.


The time she spent with Grady was enchanted and romantic. She was blissfully in love. When Grady asked Ross’s permission to have her hand in marriage, she had swirled in a cloud of happiness that still held her captive.


She looked at Grady now with the love that had brought her to the marriage altar. Her heart skittered at the thought of the night to come. With each day, it was becoming harder to suppress the longing their kisses inspired. Just a few nights ago when she had walked him to his buggy parked beneath the pecan tree in the front yard, the control Grady imposed on himself slipped.


With their arms locked around each other, they had swayed together. Her cheek rested on his heart, which she could hear beating as rapidly as hers. “Only five more nights and we don’t have to say good night and separate. We can say good night in our own bed.”


He groaned. “Banner, honey, don’t talk like that.”


“Why?” she asked, raising her head to look at him.


He brushed an errant strand of hair from her cheek. “Because it just makes me want you more.”


“Do you, Grady?” There was no sense in pretending that she didn’t know what he wanted. She hadn’t grown up on a stud ranch without gaining a working knowledge of mating. Besides, such pretense was contrary to Banner’s nature. It would never have occurred to her to feign ignorance.


“Yes,” he sighed. “I want you.” His mouth came down hard on hers. Her lips parted. He hesitated only a moment before he touched her open lips with his tongue.


“Oh, Grady.”


“I’m sorry, I—”


“No. Don’t stop. Kiss me like that some more.”


He introduced her to a new way of kissing, one that made her breathless and giddy and warm. But rather than easing the aching in her body, it seemed to intensify it. She pressed herself against him.


“Banner,” he groaned. His hand slid from her shoulder toward her waist, but on its descent it encountered the fullness of her breast. He paused, pressed.


The sensation that zephyred through her was rather more than she had bargained for. Frightened by its sizzling strength, she pushed away from him.


Grady’s eyes narrowed for a split second, then his head fell forward and he stared down at his shoes, abjectly ashamed of himself. “Banner…” he began.


“Please don’t apologize, Grady.” Her soft tone brought his eyes back up to hers. “I wanted you to touch me. I still do. But I know girls aren’t supposed to act like they enjoy the… the baser aspects of married life. I don’t want you to think badly of me. That’s why I stopped you.”


He clasped her hands in his, carried them to his lips and kissed them ardently. “I don’t think badly of you. I love you.”


She laughed, the throaty, husky laugh that had caused more than one cowboy in her father’s employ to lose sleep at night thinking about what it would be like to tumble Banner Coleman. “You won’t have a shy bride on your hands, Grady. You won’t have to coax me into bed with you.”


When she had gone into the house later, she overheard Ross and Lydia talking quietly in the parlor.


“Do you think she’s ready for marriage? She’s barely eighteen,” Ross was saying.


Lydia laughed softly. “She’s our daughter, Ross. All her life she’s seen the way we love each other. I don’t think married love holds any mysteries for her. She’s ready. As for her age, most of her friends are married. Some already have babies.”


“They’re not my daughters,” he growled.


“Come here and sit down. You’re wearing out the rug with that pacing.”


Banner could hear their movements as her father settled close to her mother on the sofa. She could picture him with his arm around Lydia, who would be cuddling against him familiarly. “Is it Grady you’re worried about?”


“No,” Ross said grudgingly. “I guess he’s everything he appears, steadfast, ambitious. He seems to love Banner. God, he’d better do right by her, or he’ll have me to answer to.”


She could almost see her mother’s soothing fingers running through Ross’s hair. “If anything, Banner will lead him a merry chase. She’s a headstrong young woman. Or haven’t you noticed?”


“Wonder who she gets that from?” Ross asked affectionately. There followed a silence. Banner knew they were embracing in a way that would have astounded most of her friends who had never even seen their parents touch. She could hear the whispering of their clothes as they settled more comfortably when the kiss ended.


Ross was the first to speak. “I wanted so much for our children. Much more than you and I ever had as kids.”


“I don’t remember anything beyond the day I met you.”


“Yes, you do,” he countered softly. “And so do I. I don’t worry about Lee so much. He can take care of himself. But Banner.” He sighed. “I’d kill any man who hurt her. I guess I’m relieved that the worst of my fears hasn’t come about.”


“What was that?”


“That some worthless cowboy would ride in here one day and sweep her off her feet.”


“She’s not impressed by cowboys. She’s been raised with them.”


“She’s never been eighteen either and had that look in her eyes. It’s been there since she was about sixteen.”


“What look?”


“Like the one you get every time I start unbuttoning my shirt.”


“Ross Coleman, you conceited—”


Her mother’s harangue was cut short, and there was no doubt in Banner’s mind that her father’s lips were responsible.


“I don’t have any kind of look,” Lydia protested weakly a few moments later.


“Oh, yes, you do. In fact”—Ross’s voice lowered—“you’ve got it right now. Come here, woman,” he whispered, before another thick silence ensued.


Smiling, Banner turned out the lamp in the hall and made her way upstairs to her room. She gazed into the mirror over her dressing table, pressing her nose against the glass and peering deeply into her eyes.


Did she have “that look”? Is that why Grady had dared to touch her in one of those forbidden places she and her girlfriends whispered about? Was she bad to want to be touched? Was Grady bad because he wanted to touch her?


If it were hard on her to resist, what must it be like for poor Grady, who was a man and therefore whose physical urges were harder to control?


She had gone to bed and tried to sleep, her mind as disquieted with questions as her body was with the desire to experience the unknown.


Well, she didn’t have much longer to wait, she thought as she watched her bridesmaids file down the central aisle of the church as had been rehearsed the day before.


“It’s our turn next, Princess,” Ross said. “Ready?”


“Yes, Papa.”


She was ready. She was ready to be loved by a man, ready for the smoldering fires in her body to be ignited, then quenched. She was ready to belong to one man, to have someone to hold in the night, someone to hold her. She was tired of feeling guilty over stolen kisses and moments when passion threatened to overstep the bounds of propriety.


Ross led her around the screen. They started down the aisle as the organ music swelled after a dramatic pause. Everyone stood and faced her as she made that slow march. She was greeted by a sea of friendly faces, most of whom she had known all her life. Bankers, merchants, tradesmen, lawyers, neighboring ranchers and farmers, and their families had turned out for Banner Coleman’s wedding day. With uncustomary boldness for a bride, Banner smiled back at them.


The Langstons were together in the row directly behind Lydia. First Ma, who was battling sentimental tears. Next were Anabeth, her husband, Hector Drummond, and their children, then Marynell. Micah stood between Marynell and Banner’s half-brother, Lee.


Her tormentors.


Even now, as she cast them a sidelong glance, she could tell they were hard pressed not to burst into laughter unbefitting the occasion. Withering glances from both Ma and Ross were all that stood between them and hilarity.


The boys had become bosom buddies when Micah moved to River Bend with his mother. At first Banner had been vindictively jealous of Micah, who had robbed her of her sole playmate. He still reminded her of the time she had put a burr under his horse’s saddle blanket. He had been thrown, but thankfully had escaped serious injury or death, which the six-year-old Banner had selfishly prayed for.


She had always tagged behind the boys, begging them to let her be a part of whatever mischief they were instigating. Often they let her participate, only to play the scapegoat when they got caught.


In spite of their squabbles, she loved both of them fiercely. They looked so handsome today standing together. Lee, with his dark hair and flashing brown eyes, which he had inherited from his mother, Victoria Gentry Coleman, and Micah, as fair as all the Langstons.


That brought Banner’s eyes to the last man in the pew. He received the brightest of her smiles.


Jake.


Jake, whom she had adored as far back as her memory would go. She could vividly remember each of his rare visits. He would sweep her high over his head, holding her there, smiling up into her face, until she kicked and begged for mercy, hoping all the while that he would never let her go.


No one was as tall as Jake. No one as strong. No one as blond. No one as dashing. No one could push the swing higher. No one told better ghost stories.


He had been her hero, her knight in shining armor. The happiest days of her life had been when Jake came to River Bend, because his presence there made everyone else happy too. Ma, Lydia, Ross, Lee and Micah, old Moses before he had died, everybody looked forward to Jake’s visits. The only bad thing about them was that they ended too quickly and were too infrequent.


As she got older and realized how seldom he came, the thought of his leaving often overshadowed the joy of having him there. She couldn’t completely enjoy his visit because she knew he would ride out and it would be forever before she would see him again.


That’s why near-chaos had broken out that morning when Micah and Lee came to the house for breakfast and Lee announced, “Looky here what we found sleeping in the barn this morning.”


He pushed Jake forward through the back door. He was immediately surrounded by laughing, chattering people all talking at once.


“Jake!”


“Son!”


“Well, I’ll be damned!”


“Ross, watch your language. The children.”


“Why were you sleeping in the barn?”


“My horse got a rock under his shoe last night when we got off the train.”


“We rode on the train, too, Uncle Jake!”


“Yeah, and she was scared, but I wasn’t.”


“I was not scared!”


“What time did you get in?”


“From where? Fort Worth?”


“Yeah, Fort Worth. It was late. I didn’t want to disturb anybody.”


“As if you could.”


Ma hugged him tight, clasping him against her bulk, squeezing her eyes shut against the emotion that moistened them. Then, flustered, she immediately launched into a lecture about how thin he was. “Sit yourself down and I’ll round you up some biscuits and gravy. Don’t that rancher out there in the Panhandle feed his hands right? I’ve seen garter snakes fatter than you. Did you wash your hands? Marynell, git your nose out of that book and pour your big brother some coffee. Anabeth, quieten them young’uns down. They’re makin’ more racket than a bunch of loose rocks in a pail.”


Jake had a young Drummond pulling on each leg like he was a wishbone. Another one had taken his hat and was trying it on for size. The one as yet unable to walk had crawled between his feet and was beating on the toe of his boot with a spoon. Anabeth stepped around her children to kiss her brother’s cheek and murmur, “Ma’s been worried sick about you,” into his ear. After delivering that private sisterly message, she hauled the children away from Jake and shooed them outside, admonishing the oldest to keep an eye on the baby.


Lydia walked into Jake’s open arms and hugged him. “I’m so glad you could come. We were worried you wouldn’t be able to.”


“I wouldn’t have missed it,” he said, his blue eyes moving from one loved face to another. “Hiya, Ross,” he said, reaching around Lydia to pump Ross’s hand. “How are things?”


“Fine, fine. You, Bubba?”


Every once in a while the old nickname slipped out. “Fair to middling, I guess.”


“How’s the job?”


“Quit it.”


“Quit?” Ma turned from the stove with a plate of hot biscuits in her hands.


Jake shrugged, obviously not wanting to dampen the festive mood by talking about his shiftlessness. “I had to come see the bride, didn’t I? Where is she anyway?”


His eyes roamed over the group clustered around him, deliberately overlooking Banner. She had hung back on purpose, wanting his undivided attention when she greeted him.


“Jake Langston, you know I’m the bride.” She rushed forward and flung herself into his arms, giving him a hard hug. His arms encircled her waist and lifted her off the ground. They spun two complete circles before he set her back down.


Pushing her away, he said, “Naw, you couldn’t be the bride. The Banner Coleman I know has braids and skinned shins and holes in the knees of her drawers. Let me see your drawers and I’ll know for sure.” He bent down to lift the skirt of her robe. She screeched and swatted at his hands.


“You’ll never see my drawers anymore, nor my shins, skinned or not. I’m all grown up now, or haven’t you noticed?” She struck an arrogant pose that all too clearly evidenced her maturity. She put one hand on her hip. The other she crooked behind her head, which she tilted drastically backward.


Lee guffawed. Micah whistled lecherously and clapped his hands. Jake assessed the Colemans’ daughter, whom he had known from the cradle. “You surely are at that,” he remarked seriously. “All grown up.” He laid his hands on her shoulders and leaned down to kiss her cheek respectfully. Then, to her consternation, the open palm of his hand landed on her fanny with a resounding smack. “But you’re still a snot-nosed kid to me. Find me a chair so I can eat these biscuits before they get cold.”


She had been too happy to see him to take offense, even though everyone had laughed at her. Now her heart expanded an extra degree when she caught his eye as she glided down the aisle. She was so proud of him, so proud that this tall man with the white-blond hair and brilliant blue eyes belonged to her family. Well, practically.


He had traded his cowboy clothes for a white shirt and black leather vest. He had swapped the bandana he always wore for a narrow black necktie. But his gun belt was still strapped around his hips. Banner supposed some habits were hard to break.


She reasoned that his behavior wouldn’t bear too close a scrutiny. He had probably done some things the law was better off not knowing. She was certain he drank, gambled, and dallied with the kind of women she wasn’t even supposed to know about. But none of that could stop her from loving him. His dashing and dangerous air only made him more appealing. No doubt the single girls at the wedding reception would demand an introduction.


One of those crystal-blue eyes, surrounded by sun-gilded lashes, closed, giving Banner a quick, secret wink. She winked back at him, remembering all the times he had told her secrets he swore he couldn’t tell Lee and Micah. She had believed him because she had wanted to. The friendship between them was stingily guarded. Every word he had ever whispered to her was treasured. Where his attention was concerned, she was ferociously jealous.


Banner knew there was a bond between him and her parents, especially her mother, that was secret and sacred. They never spoke of it. It was a topic never discussed. But with the intuition of a child, Banner had always sensed that it was there. Whatever it was, she was glad of it, because it kept Jake in their lives.


She looked at her mother now as she and Ross came even with the first pew. “I love you, Mama,” she whispered.


“I… we love you too,” Lydia whispered back, including Ross in the endearment. Tears were standing in her eyes, but she was smiling.


Banner smiled on them both before facing the minister. Ross took his position between her and Grady.


“Who gives this woman in marriage?” the minister asked.


“Her mother and I.”


Ross looked down into Banner’s face. His green eyes were misty. He squeezed her hand, then slipped it into Grady’s. He joined Lydia on the front pew.


Banner heard the shuffle of the crowd as everyone sat back down. She gazed into her groom’s face, knowing that no woman in the world had ever been happier than she was at that moment. Grady was the man she had chosen to spend her life with. They would love each other the way Mama and Papa did. She would make him happy every day of his life, no matter what it took. She was just as certain of Grady’s love as he looked down at her.


The minister began the ceremony. The poetic words took on new meaning for Banner. Yes, that phrase perfectly expressed what she felt for—


Crack!


The racket shattered the serene stillness in the church. The reverberation fell around Banner like pricking shards of glass.


Screams.


A rushing murmur rose from the congregation.


Banner whipped her head around.


Grady slumped against her.


A gaping wound bloomed red against his dark wedding suit.














Two


“Grady!”


Beneath his sagging weight, Banner collapsed to the floor. He fell atop her. She struggled to a sitting position and gathered his head into her lap. Automatically she began loosening his necktie and collar. Small hiccupping sounds of pure terror stumbled from her throat. His eyes were opened and glazed with shock. He moved his lips uselessly but no words came out.


But he was still alive. Banner whimpered prayers of thankfulness as she covered the wound with her bare hand in an effort to stanch the flow of blood.


In the split second it all happened, Jake drew his pistol and whirled toward the man standing just outside the nearest window. He held a pistol aimed toward the front of the church.


“The bride gets it next.” The warning was issued in a raspy, malevolent voice. It was underlined by a jabbing thrust of the pistol toward the altar.


Not only Jake but the River Bend hands attending the wedding had all drawn guns. They were trained on the man in the window. Frightened women leaned forward to bury their heads in their laps, covering them with their arms. Men were hunched down between the pews shielding their children from a threat that hadn’t yet been determined or identified.


“Drop all them guns,” the man shouted maniacally.


“Ross?” Jake said.


“Do as he says.” At the first sound of gunfire, Ross had reflexively ducked and reached for his Colt, only to find it wasn’t there. Who would have thought he would need his six-shooter at his daughter’s wedding? He cursed viciously under his breath.


Jake regretfully tossed his pistol to the floor. The River Bend hands followed suit. Only then did the man at the tall window swing one leg over the low sill and step into the church. He pulled a young woman in behind him and shoved her forward with his palm in the small of her back.


“I’m Doggie Burns and this here is my precious girl, Wanda.”


The two needed no introduction. Doggie Burns distilled the best moonshine in east Texas. He had customers who would travel miles for a supply of his West Virginia recipe. Few gave the man more than the time necessary to transact their business. He was shifty, wily, dangerous, downright mean, and anybody who had ever heard of him knew it.


He and the girl were filthy. Wanda’s mousy brown hair hung lank and oily to her shoulders. The underarms of Doggie’s shirt were ringed with generations of sweat stains. Their clothes were tattered and ineptly mended. They were a desecration to the pristine chapel, especially decorated as it was for the occasion. Like a fissure in an otherwise perfect diamond, they were all anyone could see and blotted out the beauty around them.


“Much as I hate to interrupt the proceedin’s,” Burns said sarcastically, tipping his hat to Lydia before clamping it back on his greasy hair, “it’s my duty as a father to stop this here weddin’ from takin’ place.”


Grady groaned in pain and clutched the wound in his shoulder. “Please, somebody,” Banner cried. “Help him.” She had swept back her veil. Her eyes looked huge in her face. Lydia passed her a handkerchief to blot at the bleeding hole in Grady’s shoulder.


“He ain’t gonna die, girlie,” Burns said, shifting his nasty wad of tobacco from one side of his mouth to the other. Brown rivers of its juice stained the lines around his mouth. “If I’d’ve intended to kill him, he wouldn’t’ve felt the bullet what hit him. All I done was to put a stop to the weddin’ on account of what this bastard’s done to my girl.”


By now the congregation realized that the situation posed no threat to them. Tentatively heads were raised. Burns’s coarse language set up a murmur of righteous protest and a number of fans to waving.


“What do you want?” the minister demanded. “How dare you offend the Lord in His own house?”


“Just hold your horses, preacher. You’ll get to recite them purty words, but it ain’t gonna be over the two of them.”


Lydia had come to her feet with the bullet’s blast. Ross had kept a protective arm around her. Now he withdrew it and stepped forward. “All right, Burns, you’ve got everyone’s attention. What do you want?”


“See this here belly my gal’s got on her?” He pointed the barrel of his pistol at the girl’s swollen abdomen. “It’s pumped full of Sheldon’s kid.”


“That’s not true!” Grady croaked.


“Why are you doing this? I don’t understand!” Banner exclaimed, suddenly becoming aware of what was going on around her. Until now, Grady, in his pain, had commanded her full attention. “Why would you come in here and ruin my wedding like this? Why?”


Everyone in the church was enthralled. This kind of drama never occurred in a small town like Larsen. It would be a tale to entertain gossip circles for decades. The audience clung to every word.


“Justice,” Burns said, flashing a disgusting smile. “Ain’t right and proper for you to be marryin’ up with him when he’s done put a kid on my Wanda, now is it?”


Grady stirred and, despite Banner’s restraining hands, struggled to stand up. Reeling drunkenly with pain, he focused on the Burnses. “She’s not pregnant by me.”


That very word being spoken aloud sent another ripple of murmurs through the witnesses.


Banner came to her feet, took Grady’s arm and defiantly faced the father and daughter who were doing their best to ruin her perfect wedding day, her perfect life, her perfect future. She didn’t even notice that the front of her lovely gown was stained red with her fiancé’s blood. Nor did she give heed to the speculative comments that were arising from the congregation.


Several men in the crowd had guiltily lowered their eyes. Lee was shifting uneasily from one foot to the other. He wouldn’t meet the rabid eyes of Doggie Burns, or look at the sullen and silent Wanda. Micah was swallowing convulsively. Ma Langston was staring at him with an inquiring glower that would have made an archangel feel guilty.


“Well, Wanda says it’s you, Sheldon,” Doggie said sneeringly. “Don’tcha, Wanda?” He nudged her forward so everyone had a clearer view of her abdomen, distended by pregnancy.


There was no shame in the eyes that slyly moved over the crowd. Her mouth wore a smug pout. Those men in the room who were guilty of furthering Wanda’s sluttish reputation rued the day they had touched her and only thanked the Lord it was Grady Sheldon who had been named. Numerous pledges of abstinence soared heavenward.


“It’s his, all right,” Wanda said sulkily. “He wouldn’t stay away from me, kept comin’ ’round when my daddy weren’t home. Pesterin’ me. He… he…”


“Go on, Wanda baby, tell ’em what he done.”


She paused theatrically, then lowered her chin to her chest, picked at a piece of lint on her dress and mumbled, “He had his way with me.”


“That’s a damn lie!” Grady shouted over the furor that rose out of the pews.


Burns stepped forward, brandishing the pistol again.


“You callin’ my sweet daughter a liar?”


“If she says I forced her, yes.”


Grady went white from more than blood loss and shock and pain. He realized in that instant that he had trapped himself. His eyes sliced first to Banner, who was as pale as her dress, then to Ross, who looked as dark as the devil himself. “I… uh… I mean…”


Ross lunged at him and grabbed his lapels, jerking him up so they met eye to eye. “Have you been keeping company with this slut while you were engaged to be married to my daughter?” he roared.


Jake had moved like quicksilver and was standing at Ross’s elbow. When Grady began to moan with pain and sputter objections to Ross’s rough treatment, Jake bent down and retrieved his pistol. Burns said nothing and made no move to stop him. The collective censorship had shifted. The congregation, assuming one personality, had turned their disparaging glances from the Burnses to Sheldon.


Jake cocked the Colt and shoved the long lethal barrel of it into the soft underside of Grady’s chin. “Well, mister, we’re waiting.”


Grady threw both men a look of pure loathing. “Maybe I was with the girl a few times.” Ross’s knuckles turned white against Grady’s dark coat. A feral growl rumbled in his chest. Grady stammered, “N-n-nearly every other man in town has bedded her. It could have been anybody.”


“Every other man in town wasn’t marrying my daughter,” Ross snarled. He released Grady so abruptly the man almost buckled to the floor again.


“How could you?” Banner asked in the tense silence that followed.


Grady swallowed hard and staggered toward her. “Banner,” he said, reaching out imploringly.


“Don’t touch me.” She actually recoiled. “I can’t stand to think of you touching me with the same hands you…” She turned to look at Wanda Burns, who was standing with one hand on her outthrust hip, wearing a gloating expression.


Banner spun on her heel and marched down the aisle of the church. This time her carriage and tread were militant, haughty, proud. Her mother went behind her, equally as undaunted. The Langstons scrambled after them. The River Bend cowboys, like a small army, filed out and closed ranks around them in the churchyard while they mounted horses and climbed into rigs.


Still at the altar, Ross was so furious he was rocking on the balls on his feet, visibly quaking with fury. His eyes were molten with rage. In front of the whole town, the preacher, anyone within hearing distance, he warned, “If you ever come near my daughter again, I’ll kill you. Understand? And before I finish it, you’ll be begging to die.”


He spun around and stalked from the church. Jake held Grady a captive of his icy cold stare for a small eternity. Gradually he lowered the pistol and replaced it in his holster. “I’d love to kill you right now.” The ring of his spurs was the only sound in the church as he went down the aisle.


When he stepped outside, Banner was sitting in the buggy enveloped in her mother’s comforting arms. Her weeping was heart-wrenching. Her supporters were subdued. No one was meeting anyone else’s eyes.


Jake vaulted into the saddle of his borrowed horse. Since Ross’s primary concern was for his daughter, Jake assumed the role of leader. “Micah, Lee, hang back. If anyone follows us, let me know. Everyone else fan out. Keep your eyes open.” They followed his orders without question, forming a shield of feudal loyalty to protect the family.


Jake nudged his horse toward the buggy leading the others. Ross, his face as hard as granite, was handling the reins while Banner and Lydia sat huddled together, weeping quietly. Ross glanced at Jake as he pulled his horse alongside them.


“Thanks.”


Jake nodded tersely. Words were unnecessary.


* * *


River Bend was decorated for the wedding reception that would never take place. The lane leading up from the river road to the main house was the first insult to Banner’s sensibilities. Each whitewashed fence post was decorated with ribbons and flowers.


Her misery was intensified when she looked at the house. The railing encircling the front porch was draped with garlands of blooming honeysuckle. Sprigs of yellow forsythia had been used to decorate potted plants. Long tables had been set up in the front yard to accommodate all the food and drink that had been prepared days ahead of time for the multitude of guests who would never come. It was like looking at a nursery that had been lovingly prepared for a baby who had been stillborn.


Ross dropped to the ground from the buggy and assisted Lydia down. Jake dismounted and reached up for Banner’s hand. She sat paralyzed, so benumbed by dismay that she didn’t even notice Jake until he touched her arm and spoke her name softly. She glanced down and saw the sympathetic expression on his face. She smiled wanly as she accepted his hand. Laying her other hand on his shoulder, she let him swing her to the ground.


The cowboys rode toward the bunkhouse. A usually jovial, rowdy bunch, they were uncharacteristically glum. One of Anabeth’s children was crankily complaining that he was thirsty. The baby was crying against his father’s chest. Hector patted him, a little too hard. As silent and bleak as pallbearers, they trouped into the house.


Banner sustained another assault. Lydia had decorated the front parlor with baskets of flowers. Wedding presents that had been delivered, but were as yet unopened, were stacked on one of the several tables covered with lace cloths.


Banner shuddered on a sob. Ross came up behind her and placed his hands on her shoulders. “Princess, I—”


“Please, Papa,” she said quickly, not wanting to submit to tears in front of them all, “I need to be alone.”


She hitched her skirts up in a way that poignantly reminded them of her tomboyishness a few years earlier, and raced up the stairs. A few seconds later, they heard the door to her bedroom slam.


“Sonofabitch,” Ross said under his breath. He whipped off his coat and wrestled with his necktie. “I should have killed that bastard with my bare hands.”


Lydia didn’t even reprimand him for his language. “I can’t believe it of him, really I can’t. Oh, Ross, that Banner’s heart should be broken like this, I…” She went into her husband’s arms and began to cry. Ross led her into the parlor.


Ma confronted the situation practically. “Anabeth, take the young’uns into the kitchen and cut them a piece of that fancy cake the baker man brought out yesterday. No sense in it going to waste. You, Lee and Micah, take it out to the bunkhouse when Anabeth’s done with it and tell the boys to polish it off.


“Marynell, you can start ladlin’ up glasses of punch. I imagine everybody could use some. Hector, you sweat more than any man I ever did see. Take off that coat and tie before you melt.”


Banner’s wedding had provided an excuse for the Langstons to have a reunion. The family had traveled from Tennessee to Texas with Ross and Lydia. A friendship had developed between the Colemans and the Langstons that neither distance nor time had affected.


Ma Langston filled the role of grandmother to both Lee and Banner. Still tall and stout, she was an impressive woman, physically and spiritually strong, but gentle. Her scoldings were ear-blistering, but always love-inspired.


Zeke Langston had died so long ago Banner didn’t even remember him. For a few years after his death, Ma had tried to work their homestead in the hill country west of Austin. During that time two of her children, Atlanta and Samuel, had died in a scarlet fever epidemic.


Fortuitously Anabeth, the eldest Langston daughter, had married a neighboring landowner and rancher, Hector Drummond. He was a widower with two young girls. They now had two boys of their own. He was managing the Langstons’ land along with his. He had a small herd of beef cattle he was hoping to enlarge.


Marynell was somewhat of a bluestocking, having left home to attend school in Austin. She had worked as a Harvey House girl, waiting tables in the restaurant in the Santa Fe railroad depot to pay for her tuition. Now she was a teacher. She wasn’t married and, if anyone asked, she declared she didn’t intend to be.


Ross and Lydia had persuaded Ma to come live with them at River Bend when Hector took over the operation of her homestead. Ma hadn’t agreed without laying down conditions. She refused to accept the Colemans’ charity. She would work for her keep and so would Micah, the youngest Langston, who had been hired as a cowboy.


Ross had built Ma a small cabin. Behind it, in a field she cleared and cultivated herself, she grew and harvested all the vegetables eaten at River Bend. She also sewed for the family and ranch hands, as Lydia had never developed a talent with the needle.


The Langstons were as close as kin to the Colemans. Ma had no compunction about issuing orders whenever circumstances called for them. No one thought to question her instructions now and everyone scattered to obey them.


In the parlor, Jake was pouring Ross a tumbler of whiskey. He extended it to him wordlessly. Ross thanked him with his eyes. When the first rush of Lydia’s tears had been dried, she lifted her head from her husband’s shoulder. “I must go talk to her, but I don’t know what to say.”


“Hell if I do either,” Ross grumbled, and tossed the whiskey down.


Lydia stood and smoothed her skirts. Before she left the room, she went to Jake and laid her hand along his cheek.” As always, we could count on your support.”


He covered her hand, pressing. “Always,” he said meaningfully.


* * *


It seemed fitting that her dress was covered with blood. She felt that her heart had been ripped out. Staring at her reflection in the mirror, she couldn’t believe that only hours ago she had gazed at herself—happy, unsuspecting, innocent.


She couldn’t stand the mockery of the wedding gown any longer. She thought she would scream if she didn’t get out of it. Unwilling to wait for anyone to help her, she struggled with the row of hooks down her back, ripping them free when her frantic fingers couldn’t unfasten them quickly enough.


At last, she flung the dress aside. Her bridal underthings were blood-stained too. She stripped until she was naked, then ruthlessly scrubbed herself from her washbowl. Long before she felt clean, tears were raining down her cheeks. She pulled on a robe and fell across her bed in a torrent of tears.


How could he have done this to her? The pain of finding out was secondary. Knowing that he had taken another woman was the killing blow. How could he have gone to that trashy girl when he had professed his love for her? It was the cruelest, the most demeaning kind of betrayal. While Grady had been proclaiming his passion for her, he had been slaking it on Wanda Burns.


The thought of them together made her want to vomit.


She heard the door quietly open and close. She rolled to her side. Lydia moved toward the bed. Without speaking a word she sat down on the edge of it and gathered Banner against her breast.


They held each other for a long time, rocking slightly, until Banner’s tears finally ran out. She burrowed her head down until it was resting in Lydia’s lap. Lydia pulled her fingers through the hair that was as dark as Ross’s, but which had the same volatile texture as hers. It was a mass of waves and curls that had a mind of their own and more often as not wouldn’t yield to brushes or pins.


“You know that your father and I would have taken any pain on ourselves to spare you this.”


“I know, Mama.”


“And we’ll do anything, anything, to help you through it.”


“I know that too.” She sniffed and wiped her nose on the back of her hand. “Why did he do it? How could he hurt me this way?”


“He didn’t intend to hurt you, Banner. He’s a man and—”


“And that makes what he did all right?”


“No, but—”


“I don’t expect bridegrooms to be as virgin as their brides. I’m not that naïve. But when he’s declared his love, asked a woman to marry him, isn’t that a binding pledge of faithfulness?”


“I think so. Most women do. Men? I suppose most don’t.”


“Couldn’t he have controlled his drives? Wasn’t I worth waiting for?”


“He made no comparisons between you and that girl, Banner. That’s obvious.”


“I wanted that part of marriage just as much as he did! I told him so,” she exclaimed.


Many mothers would have fainted to hear their daughters say as much. Lydia didn’t flinch. She understood sexual desire and hoped her daughter would enjoy that aspect of life as much as she did. She didn’t believe in making it something secretive and shameful.


“What if I’d gone to another man?” Banner demanded. “How would Grady have felt about that? Would I have been forgiven?”


Lydia sighed. “No. But that’s the way of the world. Men are expected to have their… adventures. Grady got caught. He’ll pay for it. But you’ll pay too. That’s unfair.” She stroked Banner’s cheek.


“Am I being petulant and intolerant? Should I forgive him? Did you have to forgive Papa any ‘adventures’?” Banner sat up and looked directly into her mother’s eyes. “Did Papa have other women after he met you?”


Lydia remembered the night Ross had helped a madam named LaRue and her covey of prostitutes with their wagon. He had stayed late and came back drunk and stinking of whores’ perfume. He had sworn then and later that he had gone to the madam’s wagon, but couldn’t go through with the act. Lydia believed him. “Ross had many women before me, but after we met, no. I can understand how hurt you are.”


“I guess Grady didn’t love me like Papa loves you.”


“But someone will, darling.”


“I don’t think so, Mama.” This brought on another flood of tears.


When Lydia finally left her, Banner lay on her bed, gazing sightlessly at the ceiling. She had to face the truth about her emotions. Which did she feel more keenly? Hurt or anger?


Had her love for Grady disintegrated the moment she realized his betrayal? She was furious with him for dragging not only her name, but that of her family, into disgrace. The people of Larsen wouldn’t forget today for a long time. It was human nature to be absorbed by someone else’s misfortune. It didn’t matter that all the Colemans were blameless. Grady had stigmatized them just as he had himself.


She was angry. And it overrode her hurt. She didn’t want Grady back, not in a million years. She ached more for her parents’ suffering than she did for his. He had made his bed, let him lie in it. Never had the adage been truer.


So maybe she hadn’t loved him as she thought she had. Still, if his deceit hadn’t caught up with him today and revealed him for the weak character he was, she would have remained blissfully ignorant of that. She would have been his loving wife forever. Of that she was certain. Her anger could be absolved on that basis.


She lay there for a long while, not even noticing the passing hours until the room grew dark and she realized that the sun had gone down.


Coming off the bed suddenly, she vowed that she wasn’t going to skulk around like she was the guilty party. She would be damned before she let Grady Sheldon and all the gossips in town defeat her.


She washed her face in cold water to relieve the puffiness around her eyes. Dressing in a simple gingham dress and smoothing back her hair, she descended the staircase. Everyone was gathered in the kitchen for supper. The conversation ceased abruptly when they noticed her standing in the doorway.


All eyes turned to her deferentially. Even Anabeth’s children fell abnormally quiet. What had they expected? For her to retreat to her room for the rest of her life? Become an invalid? Hide behind gray, somber clothes? Develop a tendency to have vapors like a shriveled-up old maid?


“I’m hungry,” she announced. “Is there anything left?”


They had all become still, captured like a painting on a Christmas card, when they saw her. Now everyone moved at once, shifting places to make room for her at the table, getting her a plate and silverware, passing bowls of food toward her. They were all talking in inordinately loud voices. Their smiles were too broad. Their eyes too bright.


“You were telling us about those new bulls of yours, Hector,” Ross said in a booming voice that set Anabeth’s baby to crying.


“Uh, yes, well, I, uh, I…”


Poor Mr. Drummond, Banner thought as she lowered her eyes to her plate. He was nervous enough without having to be put on the spot by making normal conversation. She didn’t say much, but she refused to keep her eyes glued to her plate either. She wasn’t really hungry, but forced herself to eat at least half the portion.


Someone, Ma probably, had seen to it that the house was relieved of its decorations. Not a trace of the wedding reception could be found save for the fruity punch they were drinking. Lydia had carried the defiled wedding gown from her bedroom. She hoped it had been burned. The baskets of flowers were gone. The yard had been cleared. Lydia had also told her not to worry about returning the gifts, that she would see to that painful chore. Banner supposed she had begun that process, for the gift-wrapped boxes were nowhere to be seen.


Except for the unusual number of people gathered around the table, it could have been any spring evening. Banner thought she was actually more at ease than the others. Frequently they glanced at her worriedly as though she might begin to tear at her hair at any moment.


When the children finished eating, Marynell offered to take them for a stroll outside. Lee and Micah left as soon as they were done, muttering something about a poker game in the bunkhouse. Ma began clearing the dishes.


“You stay where you’re at,” she ordered sternly as Lydia rose from her chair. “I’ll get this done in two shakes.”


Anabeth got up to help her. Hector and Ross were discussing ranching in general.


Lydia listened, gazing at Ross.


Jake quietly sipped his coffee, gazing at Lydia.


Banner thought nothing of that because that was normal.


“I think I’ll go out on the porch,” Banner said, scooting her chair back.


“Let’s all go out there,” Lydia said hastily. “It’ll be cooler. Jake, Hector, bring your coffee if you’re not finished.”


When the kitchen chores were done, Marynell drove Ma to her cabin. Anabeth and Hector went with them to put the cantankerous children to bed. Banner let the desultory conversations flow around her. At last, she stepped off the porch into the yard.


“Banner?”


“I’m just going for a walk, Papa,” she said over her shoulder, noticing the worry in his voice.


She went as far as the fence that served as a boundary for one of the pastures. A colt and his dam were playing chase in the lush spring undergrowth.


“Looks like a frisky one.”


She turned to see Lee and Micah walking toward her. “He should be. Wasn’t Spartan his sire?”


“Yep. He’s one of the best. Don’t you think, Micah?”


“Sure enough.”


“Did you two come out here to discuss the breed stock? I thought there was a hot poker game going on.”


“Got cleaned out,” Micah said, and made a gesture of turning his pockets inside out. The moonlight made his hair look almost as light as Jake’s. But not quite.


Banner put her hands on her hips. “Who was it just the other day who bragged he could beat anybody at cards?”


Micah cuffed her under the chin. “Don’t you ever forget nothing?”


They were engaging in this familiar banter to try to alleviate the awkwardness. Making light conversation hadn’t been easy on anyone since leaving the church.


“What did you really come out here for?” Banner asked them.


Lee glanced at Micah, who gave him an encouraging tilt of his head. “Well, we just wanted to, uh, talk to you about what happened in the church.”


She crossed her arms on the top rail of the fence and leaned forward. “What about it?”


“Well, uh, Banner, Grady might not be the one at fault.”


“What do you mean?”


Lee swallowed and looked to Micah for needed support. He was absorbed with the pony in the pasture and offered no help at all. “We mean that, uh, a lot of guys, you know, uh, have been with that little tart. She might very well be pointing the finger at the wrong man.”


“Yeah,” Micah suddenly chimed in. “It could’ve been any of fifty guys in town. But Sheldon, well, he’d be a fine catch for her to trap, seeing as he owns that sawmill and all. Ya see?”


“Just because he’s been with her, that doesn’t make it his kid. That’s what we’re trying to say,” Lee finished lamely. “Maybe it’ll make you feel better knowing that.”


Banner’s throat tightened with emotion. “What makes me feel better is knowing that the two of you care about me.” She hugged first Lee, then Micah, who hugged her back awkwardly. He wasn’t just another cowboy, but he wasn’t legally family either.


He had teased Banner since she was old enough to have her braids tied in knots, but in the last few years he had come to notice the changes in her even if her brother hadn’t.


Micah wasn’t immune to them, but he was smart enough to keep his distance. He wasn’t about to incur Ma’s wrath, much less Ross’s, or sacrifice his friendship with Lee by making a pass at Banner.


She was off limits to cowboys, and that included him. It was an indisputable fact that he had known for a long time. There were lots of girls in the world. Banner might be one of the prettiest, but no woman was worth sacrificing a buddy’s friendship for, much less losing your life over.


“I appreciate what you’re trying to do,” she said softly. “Grady might not be that baby’s father. But he is guilty of being with her. He as much as admitted that. Either way, he’s betrayed me.”


“Yeah, I reckon that’s so,” Micah conceded. He only knew that if he had been engaged to Banner Coleman he would have had the good sense not to risk losing her no matter how thick the front of his britches got. He had known plenty of fools, but this Sheldon was by far the biggest one he’d ever run across.


Lee plowed at the ground with the toe of his boot. “I feel sorry for the guy for getting caught doing what all of us… I mean, what so many others do. But at the same time, I’d like to pound his face to mush.”


Banner laid a hand on his arm. “Don’t do it, but thanks for the thought.”


Lee lifted his head and smiled at his half-sister. “Say, Banner, they opened up a new dry-goods store in Tyler. It’s supposed to be really something. Me and Micah were thinking of riding over there one of these Saturdays as soon as all the mares foal. Would you like to go with us?”


She knew then the extent of their love. She had always tagged behind them, begging to go along, only to get left in their trail dust. “Thanks, I’d like that,” she said, including both of them in her smile.


They left her, melting into the darkness, their soft conversation audible long after the shadows swallowed them. She ambled back toward the house. Bracing her back against the trunk of the pecan tree, she took in the placid picture before her.


The frame house showed up whitely against the darkness. Oil lamps from inside made the windows glow golden, warm, and welcoming. Morning glory vines were just starting their summer climb up the six columns, three on each side of the porch. The first shoots of zinnias and larkspurs were greening the flowerbeds. Smoke still curled from the chimney in the kitchen. The setting was deceptive. It didn’t look like a tragedy had just befallen the family who lived there.


When Ross and Lydia first came to the land, they had lived out of Moses’s covered wagon. As soon as possible Ross had built a dog-trot house, having the kitchen and living area separated from the sleeping quarters by an open hallway. It was small and rough, but Lydia hadn’t minded. She understood their priority was to establish the business first.


Banner was born in the dog-trot house and was ten before the new house was built. Even by city standards it was graciously constructed. There were four bedrooms upstairs, though Lee most often slept in the bunkhouse. Downstairs was a front parlor and an informal parlor, a dining room, which was rarely used in preference to the eating area in the large kitchen. At the back of the house adjacent to the screened back porch was Ross’s office.


Tears clouded Banner’s eyes as she steeped herself in the tranquility of her home. She hadn’t had any qualms about leaving it to get married because she had thought she was going into a home with even more love, hers and Grady’s. Her heart ached with what would never be.


Ross and Lydia were sitting together on the wicker glider. Jake was standing in the corner of the porch, his shoulder propped against the column. His cheroot was a glowing red dot. Banner could smell its fragrant smoke from where she stood beneath the tree. He looked so alone standing there, apart from the couple on the glider.


Even as Banner watched, Ross cupped his hand around Lydia’s cheek and guided her head to his shoulder. He leaned down and planted a soft kiss at her hairline. She rested her hand on his thigh.


Twin tears escaped Banner’s eyes. That’s what she had wanted, longed for, that kind of loving. It was comfortable, peaceful. The touches. The speaking glances that excluded the rest of the world. She had wanted to share that kind of oneness with a man. Her disappointment was so profound she ached from it.


Despair shackled her. Hopelessness smothered her like a shroud. Hastily she left the protective shadows of the tree, went up the steps of the porch, said a fleeting good night, and climbed the stairs to her room.


She went to the valise in which she had packed part of her trousseau and lifted out the nightgown that had been specially made for her wedding night. It was self-punishment, but it was something she felt compelled to do. The gown was sheer white batiste with a scooped neck and long sleeves banded at the wrists. The neckline was decorated with embroidered yellow roses and a row of narrow lace. Simple, elegant, and seductive. When she slipped it over her naked body, her figure was silhouetted within its sheer folds.


She went to bed alone, wallowing in the loss of what tonight should have been. She lay in her bed, feeling more alien and alone than she ever had in her life. Everyone had someone tonight. Ma Langston had her living children and her grandchildren gathered under her roof. Ross and Lydia had each other. Lee and Micah were bound by friendship. Even Marynell had her books for companions.


Only the bride was alone.


She heard her parents come upstairs and go to their room, closing the door behind them. Banner’s heart twisted painfully. It wasn’t fair! She had been cheated. Why couldn’t Grady have loved her with the kind of love her parents shared? Was he the exception to the rule or were they?


Her body yearned for what she had mentally prepared it for. She longed for the warmth of another body beside hers. A man’s body. A man’s arms around her, touching tenderly. A man loving her. Her heart cried out for communion with another.


Restless, she threw off the light sheet and crossed to the window. The breeze cooled her cheeks, but not the raging inside her. The night was beautiful, bathed with the silvery glow of a half-moon. Stars winked. The clover in the pastures gave off its perfume. All her senses were attuned to the things of nature.


She saw movement. A red dot arced away from the porch and vanished like a firefly. Jake’s cigar. Seconds later he stepped off the porch. His spurs jingled softly as he crossed the yard toward the oldest barn on the ranch where his injured horse was stabled.


Jake.


She wasn’t the only one who was alone. Jake was. And it occurred to her then that he usually was. Even in the midst of Colemans and Langstons, there was a separateness about Jake. He talked and laughed like everybody else, but he was the loner.


Banner thought she knew the reason why, and it made her incredibly sad for him.


She watched him slip into the barn. Moments later the dim glow of a lantern shone through one of the dusty windows.


This was to have been her wedding night. She had been rejected. She had suffered the harshest insult inflicted on a woman. A bride, standing on the brink of a brilliant future, had been plunged into an abyss of dejection. She had been publicly humiliated.


Her confidence in herself as a woman must be restored. Tonight. Or it might never recover. She desperately needed someone to hold her, to tell her she was beautiful, to reassure her she was every bit as desirable as Wanda Burns. She needed love. Not parental love. Not sibling love.


She needed to be loved by a man.


Her heart began to pound. Her head throbbed with the thought that had taken root there. Like a seed, nestling itself in the earth, the idea had secured itself in her fertile brain. There was no stopping it from germinating and growing.


Whirling toward her dressing table, she gazed at her image in the mirror and tried to imagine how a man would see her, a man who was as alone and lonely and without love tonight as she.


Before she could change her mind, she yanked up a wrap and threw it around her shoulders. No one heard her as she crept down the stairs and let herself out the front door.
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