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            In loving memory of Sara Lynn Leck Robbins, paleontologist, irreplaceable friend

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Coincidence is God’s way of remaining anonymous.

            —Old saying

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

         

         From a chair beside her bed, Leon Holloway leaned in close to his wife’s wan face. She lay exhausted under clean sheets, eyes tightly closed, her hair brushed and face washed after nine harrowing hours of giving birth.

         “Millicent, do you want to see the twins now? They need to be nursed,” Leon said softly, stroking his wife’s forehead.

         “Only one,” she said without opening her eyes. “Bring me only one. I couldn’t abide two. You choose. Let the midwife take the other and give it to that do-gooder doctor of hers. He’ll find it a good home.”

         “Millicent—” Leon drew back sharply. “You can’t mean that.”

         “I do, Leon. I can bear the curse of one, but not two. Do what I say, or so help me, I’ll drown them both.”

         “Millicent, honey… it’s too early. You’ll change your mind.”

         “Do what I say, Leon. I mean it.”

         Leon rose heavily. His wife’s eyes were still closed, her lips tightly sealed. She had the bitterness in her to do as she threatened, he knew. He left the bedroom to go downstairs to the kitchen where the midwife had cleaned and wrapped the crying twins.

         “They need to be fed,” she said, her tone accusatory. “The idea of a new mother wanting to get herself cleaned up before tending to the stomachs of her babies! I never heard of such a thing. I’ve a mind to put ’em to my own nipples, Mr. Holloway, if you’d take no offense at it. Lord knows I’ve got plenty of milk to spare.”

         “No offense taken, Mrs. Mahoney,” Leon said, “and… I’d be obliged if you would wet-nurse one of them. My wife says she can feed only one mouth.”

         Mrs. Mahoney’s face tightened with contempt. She was of Irish descent and her full, lactating breasts spoke of the recent delivery of her third child. She did not like the haughty, reddish-gold-haired woman upstairs who put such stock in her beauty. She would have liked to express to the missy’s husband what she thought of his wife’s cold, heartless attitude toward the birth of her newborns, unexpected though the second one was, but the concern of the moment was the feeding of the child. She began to unbutton the bodice of her dress. “I will, Mr. Holloway. Which one?”

         Leon squeezed shut his eyes and turned his back to her. He could not bear to look upon the tragedy of choosing which twin to feast at the breast of its mother while allocating the other to the milk of a stranger. “Rearrange their order or leave them the same,” he ordered the midwife. “I’ll point to the one you’re to take.”

         He heard the midwife follow his instructions, then pointed a finger over his shoulder. When he turned around again, he saw that the one taken was the last born, the one for whom he’d hurriedly found a holey sheet to serve as a bed and covering. Quickly, Leon scooped up the infant left. His sister was already suckling hungrily at her first meal. “I’ll be back, Mrs. Mahoney. Please don’t leave. You and I must talk.”
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            Chapter One

         

         Barrows homestead near Gainesville, Texas, 1900

         On the day Nathan Holloway’s life changed forever, his morning began like any other. Zak, the German shepherd he’d rescued and raised from a pup, licked a warm tongue over his face. Nathan wiped at the wet wake-up call and pushed him away. “Aw, Zak,” he said, but in a whisper so as not to awaken his younger brother, sleeping in his own bed across the room. Sunrise was still an hour away, and the room was dark and cold. Nathan shivered in his night shift. He had left his underwear, shirt, and trousers on a nearby chair for quiet and easy slipping into as he did every night before climbing into bed. Randolph still had another hour’s sleep coming to him, and there would be hell to pay if Nathan disturbed his brother.

         Socks and boots in hand and with the dog following, Nathan let himself out into the hall and sat on a bench to pull them on. The smell of bacon and onions frying drifted up from the kitchen. Nothing better for breakfast than bacon and onions on a cold morning with a day of work ahead, Nathan thought. Zak, attentive to his master’s every move and thought, wagged his tail in agreement. Nathan chuckled softly and gave the animal’s neck a quick, rough rub. There would be potatoes and hot biscuits with butter and jam, too.

         His mother was at the stove, turning bacon. She was already dressed, hair in its neat bun, a fresh apron around her trim form. “G’ morning, Mother,” Nathan said sleepily, passing by her to hurry outdoors to the privy. Except for his sister, the princess, even in winter, the menfolks were discouraged from using the chamber pot in the morning. They had to head to the outhouse. Afterward, Nathan would wash in the mudroom off the kitchen where it was warm and the water was still hot in the pitcher.

         “Did you wake your brother?” his mother said without turning around.

         “No, ma’am. He’s still sleeping.”

         “He’s got that big test today. You better not have awakened him.”

         “No, ma’am. Dad about?”

         “He’s seeing to more firewood.”

         As Nathan quickly buttoned into his jacket, his father came into the back door with an armload of the sawtooth oak they’d cut and stacked high in the fall. “Mornin’, son. Sleep all right?”

         “Yessir.”

         “Good boy. Full day ahead.”

         “Yessir.”

         It was their usual exchange. All days were full since Nathan had completed his schooling two years ago. A Saturday of chores awaited him every weekday, not that he minded. He liked farm work, being outside, alone most days, just him and the sky and the land and the animals. Nathan took the lit lantern his father handed him and picked up a much-washed flour sack containing a milk bucket and towel. Zak followed him to the outhouse and did his business in the dark perimeter of the woods while Nathan did his, then Nathan and the dog went to the barn to attend to his before-breakfast chores, the light from the lantern leading the way.

         Daisy, the cow, mooed an agitated greeting from her stall. “Hey, old girl,” Nathan said. “We’ll have you taken care of in a minute.” Before grabbing a stool and opening the stall gate, Nathan shone the light around the barn to make sure no unwanted visitor had taken shelter during the cold March night. It was not unheard of to find a vagrant in the hayloft or, in warmer weather, to discover a snake curled in a corner. Once a hostile, wounded fox had taken refuge in the toolshed.

         Satisfied that none had invaded, Nathan hung up the lantern and opened the stall gate. Daisy ambled out and went directly to her feed trough, where she would eat her breakfast while Nathan milked. He first brushed the cow’s sides of hair and dirt that might fall into the milk, then removed the bucket from the sack and began to clean her teats with the towel. Finally he stuck the bucket under the cow’s bulging udder, Zak sitting expectantly beside him, alert for the first squirt of warm milk to relieve the cow’s discomfort.

         Daisy allowed only Nathan to milk her. She refused to cooperate with any other member of the family. Nathan would press his hand to her right flank, and the cow would obligingly move her leg back for him to set to his task. With his father and siblings, she’d keep her feet planted, and one of them would have to force her leg back while she bawled and trembled and waggled her head, no matter that her udder was being emptied. “You alone got the touch,” his father would say to him.

         That was all right by Nathan and with his brother and sister as well, two and three years behind him respectively. They got to sleep later and did not have to hike to the barn in inclement weather before the sun was up, but Nathan liked this time alone. The scents of hay and the warmth of the animals, especially in winter, set him at ease for the day.

         The milk collected, Nathan put the lid on the bucket and set it high out of Zak’s reach while he fed and watered the horses and led the cow to the pasture gate to turn her out for grazing. The sun was rising, casting a golden glow over the brown acres of the Barrows homestead that would soon be awash with the first growth of spring wheat. It was still referred to as the Barrows farm, named for the line of men to whom it had been handed down since 1840. Liam Barrows, his mother’s father, was the last heir to bear the name. Liam’s two sons had died before they could inherit, and the land had gone to his daughter, Millicent Holloway. Nathan was aware that someday the place would belong to him. His younger brother, Randolph, was destined for bigger and better things, he being the smarter, and his sister, Lily, would marry, she being beautiful and already sought after by sons of the well-to-do in Gainesville and Montague and Denton, even from towns across the border in the Indian Territory. “I won’t be living out my life in a calico dress and kitchen apron” was a statement the family often heard from his sister, the princess.

         That was all fine by Nathan, too. He got along well with his siblings, but he was not one of them. His brother and sister were close, almost like twins. They had the same dreams—to be rich and become somebody—and were focused on the same goal: to get off the farm. At nearly twenty, Nathan had already decided that to be rich was to be happy where you were, doing the things you liked, and wanting for nothing more.

         So it was that that morning, when he left the barn with milk bucket in hand, his thoughts were on nothing more than the hot onions and bacon and buttered biscuits that awaited him before he set out to repair the fence in the south pasture after breakfast. His family was already taking their seats at the table when he entered the kitchen. Like always, his siblings took chairs that flanked his mother’s place at one end of the table while he seated himself next to his father’s at the other. The family arrangement had been such as long as Nathan could remember: Randolph and Lily and his mother in one group; he and his father in another. Like a lot of things, it was something he’d been aware of but never noticed until the stranger appeared in the late afternoon.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         The sun was behind him and sinking fast when Nathan stowed hammer and saw and nails and started homeward carrying his toolbox and lunch pail. The sandwiches his mother had prepared with the extra bacon and onions and packed in the pail with pickles, tomato, and boiled egg had long disappeared, and he was hungry for his supper. It would be waiting when he returned, but it would be a while before he sat down to the evening meal. He had Daisy to milk. His siblings would have fed the horses and pigs and chickens before sundown, so he’d have only the cow to tend before he washed up and joined the family at table.

         It was always something he looked forward to, going home at the end of the day. His mother was a fine cook and served rib-sticking fare, and he enjoyed the conversation round the table and the company of his family before going to bed. Soon, his siblings would be gone. Randolph, a high school senior, seventeen, had already been accepted at Columbia University in New York City to begin his studies, aiming for law school after college. His sister, sixteen, would no doubt be married within a year or two. How the evenings would trip along when they were gone, he didn’t know. Nathan didn’t contribute much to the gatherings. Like his father, his thoughts on things were seldom asked and almost never offered. He was merely a quiet listener, a fourth at cards and board games (his mother did not play), and a dependable source to bring in extra wood, stoke the fire, and replenish cups of cocoa. Still, he felt a part of the family scene if for the most part ignored, like the indispensable clock over the mantel in the kitchen.

         Zak trotted alongside him unless distracted by a covey of doves to flush, a rabbit to chase. Nathan drew in a deep breath of the cold late March air, never fresher than at dusk when the day had lost its sun and the wind had subsided, and expelled it with a sense of satisfaction. He’d had a productive day. His father would be pleased that he’d been able to repair the whole south fence and that the expense of extra lumber had been justified. Sometimes they disagreed on what needed to be done for the amount of the expenditure, but his father always listened to his son’s judgment and often let him have his way. More times than not, Nathan had heard his father say to his mother, “The boy’s got a head for what’s essential for the outlay, that’s for sure.” His mother rarely answered unless it was to give a little sniff or utter a humph, but Nathan understood her reticence was to prevent him from getting a big head.

         As if his head would ever swell over anything, he thought, especially when compared to his brother and sister. Nathan considered that everything about him—when he considered himself at all—was as ordinary as a loaf of bread. Except for his height and strong build and odd shade of blue-green eyes, nothing about him was of any remarkable notice. Sometimes, a little ruefully, he thought that when it came to him, he’d stood somewhere in the middle of the line when the good Lord passed out exceptional intellects, talent and abilities, personalities, and looks while Randolph and Lily had been at the head of it. He accepted his lot without rancor, for what good was a handsome face and winning personality for growing wheat and running a farm?

         Nathan was a good thirty yards from the first outbuildings before he noticed a coach and team of two horses tied to the hitching post in front of the white wood-framed house of his home. He could not place the pair of handsome Thoroughbreds and expensive Concord. No one that he knew in Gainesville owned horses and carriage of such distinction. He guessed the owner was a rich new suitor of Lily’s who’d ridden up from Denton or from Montague across the county line. She’d met several such swains a couple of months ago when the wealthiest woman in town, his mother’s godmother, had hosted a little coming-out party for his sister. Nathan puzzled why he’d shown up to court her during the school week at this late hour of the day. His father wouldn’t like that, not that he’d have much say in it. When it came to his sister, his mother had the last word, and she encouraged Lily’s rich suitors.

         Nathan had turned toward the barn when a head appeared above a window of the coach. It belonged to a middle-aged man who, upon seeing Nathan, quickly opened the door and hopped out. “I say there, me young man!” he called to Nathan. “Are ye the lad we’ve come to see?”

         An Irishman, sure enough, and obviously the driver of the carriage, Nathan thought. He automatically glanced behind him as though half expecting the man to have addressed someone else. Turning back his gaze, he called, “Me?”

         “Yes, you.”

         “I’m sure not.”

         “If ye are, ye’d best go inside. He doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

         “Who doesn’t like to be kept waiting?”

         “Me employer, Mr. Trevor Waverling.”

         “Never heard of him.” Nathan headed for the barn.

         “Wait! Wait!” the man cried, scrambling after him. “Ye must go inside, lad. Mr. Waverling won’t leave until ye do.” The driver had caught up with Nathan. “I’m cold and… me backside’s shakin’ hands with me belly. I ain’t eaten since breakfast,” he whined.

         Despite the man’s desperation and his natty cutaway coat, striped trousers, and stiff top hat befitting the driver of such a distinctive conveyance, Nathan thought him comical. He was not of particularly short stature, but his legs were not long enough for the rest of him. His rotund stomach seemed to rest on their trunks, no space between, and his ears and Irish red hair stuck out widely beneath the hat like a platform for a stove pipe. He reminded Nathan of a circus clown he’d once seen.

         “Well, that’s too bad,” Nathan said. “I’ve got to milk the cow.” He hurried on, curious of who Mr. Waverling was and the reason he wished to see him. If so, his father would have sent his farmhand to get him, and he must tend to Daisy.

         The driver ran back to the house and Nathan hurried to the barn. Before he reached it, he heard Randolph giving Daisy a smack. “Stay still, damn you!”

         “What are you doing?” Nathan exclaimed from the open door, surprised to see Randolph and Lily attempting to milk Daisy.

         “What does it look like?” Randolph snapped.

         “Get away from her,” Nathan ordered. “That’s my job.”

         “Let him do it,” Lily pleaded. “I can’t keep holding her leg back.”

         “We can’t,” Randolph said. “Dad said to send him to the house the minute he showed up.”

         His siblings often discussed him in the third person in his presence. Playing cards and board games, they’d talk about him as if he wasn’t sitting across the table from them. “Wonder what card he has,” they’d say to each other. “Do you suppose he’ll get my king?”

         “Both of you get away from her,” Nathan commanded. “I’m not going anywhere until I milk Daisy. Easy, old girl,” he said, running a hand over the cow’s quivering flanks. “Nathan is here.”

         Daisy let out a long bawl, and his brother and sister backed away. When it came to farm matters, after their father, Nathan had the top say.

         “Who is Mr. Waverling, and why does he want to see me?” Nathan asked.

         Brother and sister looked at each other. “We don’t know,” they both piped together, Lily adding, “But he’s rich.”

         “We were sent out of the house when the man showed up,” Randolph said, “but Mother and Dad and the man are having a shouting match over you.”

         “Me?” Nathan pulled Daisy’s teats, taken aback. Who would have a shouting match over him? “That’s all you know?” he asked. Zak had come to take his position at his knee and was rewarded with a long arc of milk into his mouth.

         “That’s all we know, but we think… we think he’s come to take you away, Nathan,” Lily said. Small, dainty, she came behind her older brother and put her arms around him, leaning into his back protectively. “I’m worried,” she said in a small voice.

         “Me, too,” Randolph chimed in. “Are you in trouble? You haven’t done anything bad, have you, Nathan?”

         “Not that I know of,” Nathan said. Take him away? What was this?

         “What a silly thing to ask, Randolph,” Lily scolded. “Nathan never does anything bad.”

         “I know that, but I had to ask,” her brother said. “It’s just that the man is important. Mother nearly collapsed when she saw him. Daddy took charge and sent us out of the house immediately. Do you have any idea who he is?”

         “None,” Nathan said, puzzled. “Why should I?”

         “I don’t know. He seemed to know about you. And you look like him… a little.”

         Another presence had entered the barn. They all turned to see their father standing in the doorway. He cleared his throat. “Nathan,” he said, his voice heavy with sadness, “when the milkin’s done, you better come to the house. Randolph, you and Lily stay here.”

         “But I have homework,” Randolph protested.

         “It can wait,” Leon said as he turned to go. “Drink the milk for your supper.”

         The milking completed and Daisy back in her stall, Nathan left the barn, followed by the anxious gazes of his brother and sister. Dusk had completely fallen, cold and biting. His father had stopped halfway to the house to wait for him. Nathan noticed the circus clown had scrambled back into the carriage. “What’s going on, Dad?” he said.

         His father suddenly bent forward and pressed his hands to his face.

         “Dad! What in blazes—?” Was his father crying? “What’s the matter? What’s happened?”

         A tall figure stepped out of the house onto the porch. He paused, then came down the steps toward them, the light from the house at his back. He was richly dressed in an overcoat of fine wool and carried himself with an air of authority. He was a handsome man in a lean, wolfish sort of way, in his forties, Nathan guessed. “I am what’s happened,” he said.

         Nathan looked him up and down. “Who are you?” he demanded, the question bored into the man’s sea-green eyes, so like his own. He would not have dared, but he wanted to put his arm protectively around his father’s bent shoulders.

         “I am your father,” the man said.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Nathan frowned and cocked his head as if he’d heard an echo but could not determine its origin. “Say what?”

         The man put up his hands in the gesture of one quieting a crowd. “I’m sorry to have to tell you like this. I’d hoped for… a less shocking introduction, but you’re my son, Nathan. Mr. Holloway here”—he gestured to Leon—“is your stepfather, but I’m your father.”

         Nathan did not hold to violence. He was by nature nonconfrontational, but a surge of fury almost brought his arm back to drive a fist into the man’s handsome face. Who did he think he was to come onto their land and make such a claim to set his father crying, a sight Nathan had never seen or expected to see? He had a good mind to run to the barn for a pitchfork to prod the fancy stranger into his carriage and on his way. For the confusion of a few seconds, he wondered why his father had not.

         “Have you escaped from an insane asylum, mister?” Nathan said, breaching an innate respect for his elders that his parents had not needed to reinforce. “You must have to say something like that to me. Either that, or you’ve made a bad mistake.” He pointed to Leon, who had straightened up and turned away to wipe at his wet face with his jacket sleeve. “That man is my father.”

         “He’s the man who raised you, but you’re my son,” the stranger said. “Your mother can testify to it. Shall we go inside and discuss it? I for one could use the heat of the fire.”

         “I’m not discussing anything with you, and you can freeze your backside off, for all I care.” Bigger than his father, taller, Nathan stepped in front of Leon. “Get off our property.”

         “Son… Nathan,” Leon said, blowing his nose into a large handkerchief. “You need to listen to him. He has merit. We’d better go inside.”

         Nathan refused to budge. “Daddy…” His childhood address for his father slipped out on a note of panic. “What’s he saying?”

         “He’s sayin’ he’s your father, son, and he is.”

         Nathan heard the words like the crack of a gunshot. Leon put a hand on his elbow to steady him. “I’m so sorry you have to learn… the truth,” he said, his voice fading to sorrowful resignation.

         The stranger made a move to take Nathan’s other arm, but Nathan rejected the gesture and stepped away from both men. He looked over his shoulder at his brother and sister, heads stuck around the door of the barn, faces scared and worried. He was their big brother, their protector, a known and steady quantity in their lives. Nothing had ever happened to shake their faith in his permanence. Nathan knew it was his father’s place to reassure them, but he called, “Everything’s fine. You won’t have to stay out there long. Settle Daisy down. She’s nervous.”

         “All right,” Randolph answered in a thin, doubtful voice. “But you’ll… come get us soon?”

         “I promise,” Nathan said.

         The three men started forward along with Zak, who’d sensed the tension and trotted close to Nathan’s side. “I can tell you’ve been a good brother to your siblings, Nathan,” Trevor Waverling said.

         “Not have been. Am!” Nathan declared.

         “Hmm, I can see you have a quick ear for nuances as well,” Trevor said.

         Nathan did not reply. His mouth felt so parched he couldn’t have formed enough saliva to spit. Nuances? Who was this man, and why was his father going along with his craziness? When the man invited Nathan with a courtly gesture to go before him to follow his father up the steps into the house, Nathan thought of slamming the door and locking it behind him.

         His mother sat on the hard Victorian couch in the front room used only for company. As he stepped over the threshold, Nathan halted sharply. He hardly recognized his beautiful mother’s cold, bloodless face and had never seen her eyes so black. Ignoring him and his father, she directed her murderous gaze to the man behind him. “Get this over, Leon, so we can be done with him,” she ordered without hardly moving her pale lips or taking her eyes from the stranger.

         Nathan looked from one to the other helplessly. “Would somebody please tell me what’s going on?”

         “Gladly,” Trevor Waverling said. “Years ago—almost twenty-one, to be exact—your mother and I had an… assignation—”

         “In which you raped me, you son of the devil,” his mother screamed.

         “Millicent, I did no such thing. You were as willing as I.”

         “Please, please,” Leon begged, flapping his hands. “Stop this! The boy don’t need to hear every sordid detail. It’s enough of a shock for him to learn that the man he thought was his father… isn’t.” He glanced at Nathan, tears springing again to his eyes. “This man is.” Leon pointed a limp finger at Trevor.

         “Can you deny it?” Trevor said, stepping to Nathan. “Look at us. But for the years I have on you, we could be brothers—same height, similar build, certainly the color of eyes. We get them from my mother. She’s still alive and dying to meet you… your grandmother.”

         Nathan backed away from him. The man’s lean facial structure, high, prominent cheekbones, sleek, fit build looked nothing like his. “I don’t believe you,” he said. Frantically, he gazed at his mother for affirmation that the man was some kind of evil prankster and this a cruel joke, but her glare was locked on the stranger. He turned to his father and felt his heart drop at the misery in his gaze. “Dad… ?”

         “He speaks the truth, Nathan. You are not my son… in a biological sense. Your mother was pregnant when I married her. By this man.” Leon nodded toward the stranger. “Your mother knows it to be the truth.”

         “But I didn’t know she was pregnant with you, or I would have come for you sooner, Nathan. So help me God, I would have,” Trevor Waverling said.

         Shock taking hold, Nathan lowered himself numbly to one of the prettily flowered chairs he’d rarely sat in. He glanced at his mother. “Mother? Is he telling the truth?”

         “Only that you are his son. The rest are all lies. He raped me. I was never willing as he says, and he did know about you before now. Long ago the postmaster told me he’d been questioned about the older Holloway boy. That was when you were about fourteen, Nathan. This—this filthy excuse of a man sent somebody to find out if you were worth claiming. He didn’t stoop to come himself.” His mother flung a look at Trevor so scathing Nathan felt his scalp move. “Then, last year I ran into one of your high school teachers who told me a stranger spoke to her just before your graduation and asked what you were like. Did you get along well in school? Were you smart? Were you sound? The man gave as his excuse that he was investigating students to award scholarships to college.”

         Leon came alert. “Why didn’t you ever mention these men and their questions?”

         “Because, knowing you, I thought you might muddy the waters even more, figure you ought to tell the boy his father was looking for him, and then how could we have contained the scandal?”

         Trevor turned a look of disgust to Millicent. “So the scandal was all you were thinking about? How typical of you, Millicent.”

         “Oh, don’t use that moralizing tone to me, Trevor Waverling! Believe me, that man”—Millicent pointed at Trevor—“wouldn’t be here now if you had been a disgrace, Nathan. He would have let you be Leon’s and my problem.”

         Nathan shrank from her fury. Her thinly stretched lips had lost all color. In a moment of blinding clarity, he clearly understood the source of the faint ache that had nibbled at him since he’d been old enough to recognize the difference in the way his mother treated him from her other children. He had refused to acknowledge it as beneath the love and respect he felt for her. He was the oldest. More was expected of him for less praise. But now he knew. He was a reminder of the man she hated, a man Nathan’s instincts told him she still had feelings for at some level beneath her skin.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Nathan lifted his gaze to the man whose vague likeness to him he could not deny. “Why are you here?”

         Trevor Waverling straightened his shoulders, the fine tailoring of his wool coat accentuating their power and breadth. “To claim you as my son. To take you home with me if you will go.”

         “Why?”

         The rapid-fired question caught Trevor by patent surprise. His mouth opened before his mind could conjure an answer. “Why?” he repeated after appearing to grapple for a reply. “Because I would like to have you in my life, that’s why. I want to give you a better one than the one you have here.”

         “There is no better life than the one I have here.”

         The man moved to stand over Nathan. “How do you know, Nathan? This place is all you’ve known. I’m a wealthy man, and I want to share my good fortune with you. If things work out, I’d like you to be my heir—”

         “What if things don’t work out?” Nathan challenged. “What then? Would I be fired as your heir?”

         Again Trevor made to reply but appeared confounded for an answer. “This is all turning out badly. I’m implying things I don’t mean and giving you a wrong impression. If you and I could just go somewhere and talk, let me tell you about myself… what I have to offer…”

         Abruptly, Nathan stood up. “I’m not interested. This is my home, and these are my parents. I’m not going anywhere with you.”

         Trevor spread his hands imploringly. “Nathan, please. Don’t you want to know about your father?”

         “Did you want to know about your son before now?”

         “No, he did not!” Millicent snapped.

         “All right! All right!” Trevor said, his voice rising on a sharp note of impatience. “I admit it. I had you investigated. It’s what has to be done when you’re in my position, but I swear I did not know your mother was pregnant when I left her. I didn’t know until one of my salesmen passed through Gainesville six years ago and reported that he’s seen a boy in a general store who looked enough like me to be my son. He casually mentioned it to me, making a joke of it by asking if I’d had a one-night stand in a burg in Cooke County.”

         Millicent uttered a cry of protest and made to object, but Leon had gained control of himself. “Be quiet, Millicent,” he said in a voice of quiet authority. “Nathan needs to hear this.” Millicent cut a startled look at her husband but set her lips in a thin line of silent defiance.

         Trevor continued. “So I sent a trusted employee here to look into the situation. He took your picture…” Trevor withdrew a money case from an inner pocket and removed a photograph he offered to Nathan. It was a shot of him standing by the road fence, and he remembered the afternoon a man asked if he could take his picture against the background of the flowing wheat field behind him. He had told Nathan he was a photographer shooting scenes for Progressive Farmer magazine.

         “When I saw that picture, I knew instantly that you were my son,” Trevor said, taking back the photograph. “I looked just like you at fourteen. I didn’t come for you because… well, how could I? You were still in school, apparently happy here with your mother and… the man you thought was your father. I didn’t want to break that up, but then, once you were a couple of years graduated from high school, I thought it my right and obligation to show myself, so I waited until today, your twentieth birthday, as an appropriate time to make myself known.”

         Nathan stared at him. Today was his birthday? It should have been a day he remembered. Turning twenty was an important milestone to a boy, but he had forgotten, easy enough to do now that he was out of school and each day flowed into the next with no guidepost but seasons to mark important events.

         But his family had forgotten, too. “How did you know today was my birthday?” he asked the stranger.

         “I had your birth record at the county courthouse checked.”

         Leon turned to Millicent. “Did you bake him a cake?”

         “I… forgot. I had my mind on nothing but that today was wash day…”

         “And the day you planned to finish sewin’ Lily’s dress for that party she’s been invited to in Denton,” Leon said, his voice cold.

         “God, Millicent!” Trevor’s glare at Millicent was filled with loathing. “I see the way things are around here. Nathan is worked like a hired hand, but you make dresses for your daughter and scrape together every dime to send your other son to Columbia University.” In his disgust, he looked as if he could have spat on the floor at Millicent’s feet. She rebutted by folding her arms and turning her head to the fire in scornful disregard of his condemnation.

         Leon addressed Nathan, who’d listened in dismayed wonder at the bitter revelations of which he’d been unaware. “It breaks my heart to say it,” Leon said, “but it can’t do no harm listenin’ to the man, Nathan. He is your father.”

         Trevor gestured imploringly with his hands again. They were large and powerful but smooth and well kept. “If there is some place we could go to speak privately…”

         Stunned, confused, hurt, Nathan stammered, “There’s no place. My brother and sister need to come in. It’s cold in the barn, and my brother will want to study in our room.”

         “Then let’s you and I go to the barn to talk,” Trevor suggested. “Please, Nathan.”

         The stranger had said please twice, not easy for a man like him, Nathan figured. He felt disoriented, as if he’d been caught in a snowstorm where every familiar landmark had been blanked out. “Not tonight,” he said. “I need time to think about… all I’ve heard, then I’ll see.”

         Disappointment settled in the corners of Trevor’s mouth and dulled his hopeful gaze. “I suppose I can ask for no more than that. In your position, I would do the same. All right, then.” He opened the leather case again, inserted the photograph, and removed a printed card. “Here’s the information you need to contact me when you’re ready to hear me out. It contains my business address, or…” He extracted a pen and scribbled on the back of the card. “You can write to me at my residence. As you can see, they’re both located in Dallas. You’re welcome to come to my place of business, or if you prefer, I can meet you in Gainesville. I can even meet you here again, if you like.”

         “Not here, Trevor.” Millicent glowered at him. “Never again on the soil of my family’s land, you hear me? I’ll shoot you if I ever see your face around here again.” She swiveled her sharp gaze to Nathan. “And take that dog out of this room right now, Nathan. You know he’s not allowed in here.”

         Nathan turned his attention to his mother. A stranger he’d never seen before had showed up on her doorstep to announce himself as his father, and she was mindful only of her hatred for the man and the forbidden presence of her son’s dog in her parlor. She had not shown the least concern for his shock, his disbelief, his pain. A heartsick truth merged with the other numbing revelations. His mother did not love him. She never had and never would. Under his quiet scrutiny, Millicent’s expression altered. A faint awareness wafted across it as if she recognized he would never think of her again in the same way. Nathan patted his leg. “Zak, come with me, boy.”

         He left the parlor, and without a word of protest, as though conscious the boy had moved beyond any further attempt at discourse, his parents and the stranger let him go. Nathan walked out into the fading dusk, oblivious to the sting of cold air on his face. His hunger pangs had disappeared. The drop in temperature had no effect on him through his lightweight work jacket. The carriage driver’s head popped up in the window of the coach, where he had gone to get out of the cold. “Is me boss coming soon?” he called.

         “He has no reason to stay,” Nathan called back without slowing down.

         Randolph and Lily were huddled in a bed of straw under a horse blanket. They had taken turns drinking from the milk bucket. “Coast is clear for you two,” he said before his voice broke.

         Lily threw off the blanket and rushed toward him. “Nathan, what’s wrong? Who is the man in the house?”

         “I have no idea.”

         “Why is he here?” Randolph asked.

         “He came on a family matter,” Nathan said.

         Lily peered uneasily into his face. “What’s he done to you?”

         “He… broke something that can’t be fixed.”

         Only then did Nathan realize he still held the stranger’s business card. He gazed at it, the name Trevor Waldo Waverling like a hot brand searing his eyeballs. Only then did the knowledge that he was not a Holloway fully hit him. It drove through him with such force he grasped the lodgepole to keep from keeling over. Tears cloaked his eyes. His windpipe closed. He was a Waverling. The blood of the man who had looked after him tenderly since he was born, who had taught him to walk, read, ride, farm, the man he loved and believed he took after, did not pump through his veins.

         “Oh, my God! Are you crying?” Randolph squealed.

         Lily touched his arm and asked in a plaintive key, “Nathan, what is it?”

         “Leave him be, and you children go to the house. Your supper is waiting,” Leon ordered from the doorway.

         Randolph let out a huff of relief. “Finally,” he said. “Do we have to bring the milk?”

         “If you want any with your supper.”

         With a sigh of being put upon, Randolph grabbed the handle of the bucket, but Lily stood on tiptoe and kissed her big brother’s ear. “It will be all right,” she murmured softly and hurried to follow Randolph from the barn.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         But it would not be all right. Never again, Nathan knew. Leon shuffled toward him, shoulders hunched in his farmer’s jacket, his hands plunged into the pockets of his overalls. “I wish I knew the words to say,” he said. From outside came the clop of horses and the squeak of carriage wheels pulling away. The man had come by coach expecting to stow him and his things in it for the return trip, Nathan reckoned. Otherwise, he’d have arrived by train.

         Nathan shrugged and brushed at his eyes. “This has to be as hard on you as on me.”

         Leon turned over a couple of buckets and set them on the barn floor. “In that I’ve lost a son as you have a father? Neither is true, Nathan. You’ve got to believe that. Kinship is not a matter of blood but of feelin’s. You’re my son. You always have been, and you always will be. And I’ll be forever your father. Nothin’ on God’s green earth—no other man’s claim—can undo that.” Once more, Leon pulled out the handkerchief stored in the pocket of his overalls. He blew into it, his eyes watering again.

         “Still…” Nathan said, accepting the seat Leon offered. “The truth changes things, doesn’t it?”

         Leon sat down on the other bucket. Zak took a vigilant stand between them. “Only things, not feelin’s.”

         Nathan handed Leon the business card. “What kind of business is he in?”

         Leon read aloud, “WAVERLING TOOLS. He told us his company primarily makes drillin’ machinery for water and salt wells.”

         “As if I would know or care anything about that.”

         “He told us he’d been married twice, is divorced, and has one child, a retarded daughter named Rebecca, aged twelve. She lives with his mother—your grandmother. He’s forty-six.”

         “Do you believe he raped Mother?”

         Leon returned the card and leaned on a hip to push the handkerchief back into his pocket. “I believe your mother believes it. I’ve never known for sure. She was the belle of Gainesville as well as Denton in her youth. As the beautiful only child of well-to-do parents and the darlin’ of your mother’s childless, rich godmother, she was spoiled to the core and grew up thinkin’ the world was hers for the asking, like she’s gotten Lily to believin’. I fell in love with her in the fourth grade when she enrolled in school, the prettiest little thing you ever saw. I carried her books. Made sure no one bothered her. I was like her big brother. She could tell me anything and did. I went to work for her folks on this farm when I was eighteen. I watched as the boys made a beeline to her door durin’ her midschool years, and they followed her here after her time in finishin’ school, but she kept ’em all danglin’ until Trevor Waverling showed up in town. He must have been around twenty-five.”

         Nathan had never heard any of this story before. “What brought him to Gainesville?”

         “His aunt. She died and left him a saddle and tack shop she’d inherited from her husband. Trevor had no interest in runnin’ a business in a small town like Gainesville, so he hung around until he sold it.”

         “And that’s when he met Mother.”

         Leon got up and struck a match to the barn lantern. “Yep. I saw him only two, three times. He was a handsome devil. I heard the ladies were wild for him, but he had his sights set on your mother, at least accordin’ to the way she tells it. He squired her about until the shop was sold, then vamoosed, leavin’ her pregnant. Her daddy came to me. No decent man would have her, he said.” Leon’s attempt at a wry grin failed as he sat back down on the bucket. “That’s what the man actually said to me.”

         Nathan had not liked his mother’s father. Liam Barrows had no time for his first grandson and brushed him off like a pesky fly, but Nathan mainly disliked his grandfather because he treated his son-in-law like hired help. Today’s disclosures had revealed the cause of the man’s disaffection. He had died when Nathan was ten, succeeded by his grandmother who lived only a year afterward. The farm had then gone to his mother.

         “Do you know if he was telling the truth when he said he didn’t know that Mother was pregnant with me?” Nathan asked.

         Leon plucked a piece of straw from a bale of hay and stuck it in his mouth. “Yeah, that part I believe. I’m not sayin’ he’d have done anything about it, but I’m sure he didn’t know.”

         “How can you be so sure?”

         “Because your mother didn’t know, not until Trevor had been gone for two months.”

         “So the reason she hates him is because he didn’t marry her, baby or not?”

         “That’s the way I see it.”

         “Fancy a woman hating a man all these years when she has the best husband alive and three good kids.”

         “Trevor Waverling was the only man your mother couldn’t have. She’s never gotten over the insult. It’s my view he wouldn’t have had to rape her. Because of him, she was forced to marry a man beneath her and become a farmer’s wife, a far cry from the life she’d expected to have, and she’s never forgiven him for it.”

         And gave birth to a son she didn’t want, Nathan thought. So much was making sense now. It explained why his mother never looked directly at him but spoke to him from her profile. He gazed up at the open barn window where the first star of the evening had appeared. He could hardly stand the pain of admitting it, but he agreed with his father’s view. He was not the child of rape, but he might as well have been for all the chance he’d had of winning his mother’s love. “Wonder why the man has shown up now,” Nathan said.

         Leon chewed on the straw. “Could be it’s like what he said. He wants an heir.”

         Nathan drew his jacket tighter around him. “Well, he’s shown up twenty years too late, but I have a feeling there’s more to his motive than that. Something else brought him here.”

         “Then why don’t you go find out what it is?” Leon said.

         Nathan looked at him in surprise. “Why should I? I have no interest in knowing the man. Like you said, you’re my father. What do I need him for?”

         Leon shifted his weight and looked uncomfortable, sure signs to Nathan that something was on his mind he was reluctant to talk about. He felt another level of unease. “What is it, Dad?”

         Leon spit out the chewed straw. “Well, you might as well hear all of it, son. Take the blows all at once. The healin’ starts faster that way.”

         “What are you talking about, Dad?”

         “The farm, Nathan. It ain’t comin’ to you—or to me, but I married your mother knowin’ that. The place is willed to Randolph and Lily.”

         Nathan hopped up from the bucket. “What? Why? They don’t know piddling about farming. They hate the place. They’ll only sell it!”

         “I know that. You know that. Millicent knows that, but it don’t matter.”

         Nathan plopped down again, too stunned to stand. “How could she, Dad? How could she? She knows how much I love the farm, that I live for it, that I’d be like a fish out of water anyplace else.”

         “It don’t matter, son. I wish I could say it did, she bein’ your mother and all, but your feelin’s for the farm don’t matter a drop of spit to her, not when it comes to makin’ sure Randolph and Lily are taken care of financially, and that’s why…” Leon pulled in his lip.

         A shiver ran over Nathan’s flesh. “That’s why what, Dad?”

         “Your mother is puttin’ the farm up for sale. She wants it sold and a house bought in Gainesville ’fore Randolph leaves for college.”

         “God!” Nathan jumped up again, incredulous. He dragged his hand through his hair. “What will happen to you if she sells it?”

         “She says I can go to work for the new owners or come live with her in town.”

         Nathan reeled. He could almost feel the ground move under his feet. His steady, certain world had suddenly collapsed, and everything he believed, trusted, loved, lay shattered around him like the aftermath of a tornado. He pressed his palms to the sides of his head. “She doesn’t care a whit for us, does she?”

         Leon answered with a mirthless chuckle. “Oh, Millicent cares for us, son. It’s just that she cares more for Randolph and Lily. It don’t matter about me. Let’s talk about you—this opportunity that’s landed in your lap.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Six

         

         Opportunity?”

         “The one Trevor Waverling is offerin’,” Leon said. “I’d like you to take it since there’s no future here for you. You’ve got to realize that, too.” As if on cue, Daisy let out a deep, melancholic bellow, and the two plow horses pricked their ears and turned their heads toward them over their stall doors. “Today you’ve had to take some mighty strong doses of the truth, son—too many for a boy to have to swallow on his twentieth birthday, but the facts are what they are.”

         Nathan sat down again, feeling drained. “How long have you known Mother didn’t intend for me to have the farm?”

         “I didn’t know until I found a copy of her will a few weeks ago. Up until then, since the farm had been in her family for several generations, I assumed she meant to leave it to the three of you. You’d run it and share the profits with your brother and sister.”

         “My half brother and sister,” Nathan corrected him, for the first time realizing he and his siblings did not share full family blood. Was it any wonder, then, that he had never felt entirely kin to them?

         “I confronted Millicent about the will,” Leon continued. “We had a terrible argument. She had the decency to look red-faced about it but said that originally she’d intended that nothing would change until her death unless a financial need arose. That’s when I learned she planned to sell the farm.”

         “Did you ask her where that would leave me?”

         Leon stroked his knee as he always did when considering how to go about imparting unpleasant news, misery sunk deep into the age lines of his weathered face. “I did. She said that if the sale had to come before her death, with your reputation, you could find work on a farm anywhere. They’d be glad to have you, probably make you manager.”

         Nathan felt compelled to move around to digest this information without choking on it. He went over to pat Daisy. Nearly every truth he knew, most of the knowledge and wisdom he’d gained, had come by paying attention to nature. At the moment, he remembered the clear blue stream he’d loved as a child. Butterflies and hummingbirds had played there. Eventually, the stream had dried up and left a depression in the sand. He recalled standing on its dry lip sad to his toes wondering how the most beautiful and essential things on earth could simply disappear. Like now. Only this morning, he’d gone off to the south pasture thinking what a lucky fellow he was to be doing what he loved to do on the land he loved and to have such a fine family and home waiting for him at the end of the day. In less than twelve hours, it had all vanished quick as morning mist before the rising sun.

         He returned to the bucket and sat down again. “When were you going to tell me?” he asked.

         “Soon’s I could figure out how to go about it and to make other arrangements. I wadn’t about to keep another secret from you.”

         “What other secret?” Nathan’s ears perked for another shoe about to fall.

         Leon reddened to the part in his sandy, thinning hair. “Aw, forget I said that. It don’t pertain to you, so don’t pester me about it.”

         Nathan didn’t believe him. If the secret didn’t pertain to him, why say he’d kept it from him? “What other arrangements?” he asked, convinced that whatever his father had almost let slip did relate to him, but he could worm it out of him another time.

         “I’ve laid some money by, money your mother don’t know about, money I saved for you. Old Man Sawyer plans to sell his spread one of these years, and I was thinkin’ I’d have a word with him to say I’d be interested in puttin’ a down payment on the place when the time came. I got good standin’ at the bank, and I could borrow the rest. You and I could go on like we always had, only we’d have our own place. Your mother could come with us if she liked. Otherwise…” Leon shrugged. “That’d be up to her. It was the best I could do, son.”

         Nathan shook his head, the image of the dried-up stream reappearing. “So why don’t we just go on with those plans?” he asked. “I’ve saved some money from my wages as well.”

         Leon leaned toward him. “ ’Cause you’ve got a bird in hand right now, Nathan. We don’t know what tomorrow will bring. You’ve just learned that you can be sure of nothin’. For two weeks, hopin’ for a miracle, I’ve sat on your mother’s intention to sell the place. I thought it might be she’d listen to her conscience and change her mind. I had no idea that the miracle would appear in the form of Trevor Waverling.”

         “I don’t like him,” Nathan said.

         “That’s no reason not to hear him out, son, to go see what he’s offerin’. He’s right, you know. You’ve never known any place but here.”

         “All I’ve ever wanted to know.”

         “Then, by God”—Leon whooped and slapped his knee—“go make sure this is the only place you ever want to know. Prove to yourself that you’re not cut out for any other business but farmin’. Learn firsthand that you want nothin’ to do with Trevor Waverling, but take it from me, son, if you don’t find out now, a time will come when you’ll regret not knowin’ what else is out there.”

         Nathan nodded. “Like Mother,” he said.

         “She thinks about it ever’ day.”

         Nathan looked again at the card. “If I go and hear him out and don’t like what I hear, will you still be willing to put a down payment on Mr. Sawyer’s land?”

         “It’s a promise, son.”

         Nathan stuck out his hand. “You’ll always be my father, Dad. I could have asked for no finer or better.”

         Leon clasped it. “Or me a finer or better son.”

         
              

         

         In their bedroom as he undressed, Leon said, “I told Nathan about your will, Millicent. He had a right to know.”

         At her dressing table, his wife glanced at him sharply in the mirror. “You felt the need to do that, did you? I suppose now he hates me sure enough.”

         “He don’t hate you, Millie girl. The boy don’t have that in him, but I wouldn’t expect him to feel the same for you again. The best you can hope for is that he don’t realize he owes you nothin’.”

         Millicent’s mouth twisted. “I suppose you’ll make sure he does.”

         “No,” Leon said, removing his boots. “You know me better than that, but I sure as hell won’t block his vision like I’ve always done. I wouldn’t worry about Nathan tellin’ anybody what he’s learned today, not even Lily and Randolph. He’s as ashamed as you are. I assume you’re not goin’ to let them know Nathan is their half brother?”

         “Certainly not. What good would come of it?”

         Leon smirked. “Right. Now that it’s open, you goin’ to let the final cat out of the bag to Nathan?”

         Millicent whirled from the mirror. She was wearing her night chemise, a long white garment with lace at the throat and ends of the sleeves. Her hair had been brushed from its daytime bun and hung in a lustrous mass about her shoulders. Not a thread of gray dulled its strawberry-blond sheen. At forty-one, Millicent Barrows was still the most beautiful woman Leon had ever seen, and her beauty could still grab him by the throat.

         “Absolutely not, and don’t you even think of telling him, Leon Holloway. You promised me. It’s bad enough Nathan now knows you are not his father. He would have no reason to keep his silence if he learned we’d given away his twin sister. You’ve got to think what the scandal would do to Lily’s chances of marrying well and Randolph’s future as a lawyer if that secret got out.”

         “Well, you can certainly speak from experience on both those subjects, can’t you?” Leon said, baring his teeth. “But to be clear. You gave the boy’s sister away, Millicent. I can’t let you shade the truth about that.”

         Millicent waved away the distinction, but she looked worried. “You promised me you would always keep our secret, Leon. I’m going to hold you to that promise to my dying day. You’ve never gone back on your word, and my feelings for you would alter completely if you ever did. I’m assuming my feelings for you still matter?”

         Leon sighed. “Yes, they do, Millie girl, more’s the pity.” He came to stand behind her and began to massage her shoulders. “But don’t you ever wonder about her? Where she is—if she’s safe, well, happy—what she looks like?”

         In the mirror, Millicent’s gaze faltered. She closed her eyes and relaxed under the knead of Leon’s hands. “I try not to. What good would come of it?”

         “Yes, what good would come of it?” Suddenly feeling an impulse to inflict cruelty, Leon slipped his hands under his wife’s arms and squeezed her breasts. “About those feelin’s that somehow keep me crazy about you despite your black heart,” he said. “Let’s go do somethin’ about them.”
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            Chapter Seven

         

         Fort Worth, Texas, March 23, 1900

         Samantha Gordon looked down the long candlelit table at the guests invited to celebrate her twentieth birthday. The gathering consisted of her former classmates and the sons and daughters of fellow ranchers and their parents, all longtime friends of the Gordons. Samantha would have preferred the dinner party be held at Las Tres Lomas de la Trinidad to include the ranch hands, but her mother had insisted that the rustic great room of the main house was too informal for a milestone birthday. “For goodness’ sakes, Neal,” Estelle had argued to her husband, who’d made an appeal on Samantha’s behalf, “knowing our daughter, she’d choose the bunkhouse for the party and have the guests served out of the chuck wagon.”

         Samantha had chuckled at the exaggeration when she learned of her mother’s response, but it was close enough to the truth. Still, seeing the familiar faces, listening to the laughter and chatter of amusing childhood memories, Samantha granted that it was appropriate to be surrounded on her twentieth birthday by people who had known her all her life. Cowhands came and went. Only Grizzly, the ranch cook, and Wayne Harris, the foreman, had been around since she was placed in her parents’ arms at four days old.

         There were twenty squeezed in around the long-strung table. Each year Estelle Gordon added a guest to total the years of her daughter’s life, pushing tables together and moving furniture about to accommodate the number in her town house. Her mother would be disappointed to hear it, but Samantha had determined that this would be the last of her birthdays celebrated in such a fashion. Twenty-one was the beginning of spinsterhood for a single woman, a state that Samantha saw looming and no need to honor since the only man she would have married sat across from this year’s extra guest, a stunning beauty who was sure to become his wife.

         But at the moment, Anne Rutherford was winning no points with Sloan Singleton, the Gordons’ neighboring rancher and Samantha’s one-time childhood playmate. Sloan’s handsome face wore a trace of the scowl that Samantha’s father was directing at her from his end of the table. Anne was holding forth on her theory—“from observation”—that certain human mannerisms, character traits, color of hair and eyes, and “proclivities” (a simper at the erudite word) can be credited to or blamed on one’s bloodline. “I suppose that explains my penchant for public service,” she concluded with a dazzling smile at the guest whose compliment of her charity work had initiated the discussion. “My grandmother always had an eye out for the unfortunate.”

         And you, an eye toward the gallery to see who was watching, Samantha thought, feeling a little thrill at Sloan’s displeasure with Anne for discussing heredity in the presence of her and her parents. No blame or credit could be attributed to Samantha’s bloodline, since she was adopted, a fact of which Anne was fully and artfully aware.

         Adopted. The term had never bothered her. In her early years, her parents and their relatives had shielded her from the stigma. White children were “adopted” by the Indian tribes that had abducted them. Orphans were “taken in” by relatives. The terms suggested captive and waif, the implication being that the children were charity cases, never quite one of the family who’d accepted them.

         But from the beginning, Samantha had been not only one of the family, she was the axis around which her adoptive parents’ lives revolved. She had not known she was adopted until she was six years old, when a cousin of her mother’s not seen for a decade came to visit from New York City. Cousin Ella had come presumably to admire the Gordons’ recently built town house. By then, in 1886, the cattle industry, over which her father was a reigning force in North Central Texas, was flourishing, and Fort Worth had emerged from the economic severities of the Civil War, Reconstruction, hard winters, and drought to become known as “Queen City of the Prairies.”

         Her father’s prosperity and the city’s relative civility had warranted his wife to insist on the construction of a house in town where their daughter could attend school and “be near the more cultural aspects of life,” as Samantha recalled her mother explaining to Cousin Ella when she stepped from the first-class coach of the Texas and Pacific Railway.

         “And who is this?” Cousin Ella had demanded of the shy little girl peeking around her mother’s skirts. “Where in the world did she get that strawberry-blond hair?”

         Her mother had taken Samantha’s hand protectively. “This is Samantha, our daughter.”

         “Daughter? I didn’t think you could have children, Estelle.”

         Holding Samantha’s hand tightly, her mother had slipped her arm through Cousin Ella’s. “Yes, well, that’s true,” she said and lowered her voice. “We’ll talk about it when we get home.”

         So it was that Samantha gradually came to understand that she’d not actually been born physically to her mother and father. She’d been given to them as a miracle from heaven, a difference they said made her even more special. Even so, to avoid any unpleasantness that could develop, friends and family never referred to the adoption, so that in time the fact of it was almost forgotten or never known. But Samantha always remembered whose loving hands had rescued her from what could have been a terrible fate.

         She became aware that Todd Baker, a recent graduate of the Jackson School of Geology at the University of Texas and former classmate whom she’d known since her cradle days, had begun to regale the group with stories of their school experiences at Simmons Preparatory School in Fort Worth, where Samantha, the only girl in their science courses, had “given the boys a licking.” She had hardly been listening to the conversation that had turned from genetic theory to geological science.

         “Exactly what is paleontology, Samantha?” Anne Rutherford was asking. Samantha perceived that her polite query was a ploy to earn back Sloan’s favor. It failed. His countenance grew darker. All faces but his and her parents’ turned to her inquiringly. Samantha’s special interest in the history of the Earth through the study of rocks and fossils and plant life was another subject uncomfortable to the couple who had raised her.

         She gave a brief answer from her long-ago textbooks. “It’s the study of life-forms existing in prehistoric times,” she said.

         “And they can be determined from old rocks and fossils?” Anne asked, smooth brow rising skeptically.

         “Surprising as it sounds, yes,” Samantha answered. “For more than a century, geologists have extracted a remarkable timetable from rocks of how Earth has evolved. You might say they are documents and records of the past.” Samantha turned to another guest. “Marcia, tell us about your trip to San Francisco,” she invited, annoyed at Todd for prompting another line of conversation he should know her parents wished to avoid.

         Marcia’s reply never penetrated her thoughts. Her mind was on Sloan and the understanding wink he’d given her at her adroit turn of the conversation. She’d averted her eyes lest he rightly interpret the flush that warmed her cheeks. It was the only secret she’d ever kept from him, her feelings for the boy-grown-man who had romped with her through childhood. She was doomed for spinsterhood, little doubt about it. How could she ever love another man when her heart belonged to Sloan Singleton?

         
              

         

         Dr. Donald Tolman read aloud the letter he’d just written. Hearing his words rather than reading them in silence lent a different perspective. He could better place himself in the position of the man to whom he would be mailing them. How would he feel if he were Neal Gordon reading this letter? Would he tear it up, burn it to ashes with no one the wiser of its contents? Or would he lock it away to be found with his papers after his death? Show it to Mrs. Gordon? To Samantha? No, no, he believed he could say with certainty that Neal Gordon, that tough, rugged, ruthless rancher with a heart gentle as a lamb for his adopted daughter, would never, ever show the letter to Samantha. Neal Gordon was known as a man who jealously guarded what was his, and of no one was he more protective and vigilant than the young woman he’d taken and raised as his own flesh and blood.

         Donald Tolman was certain of that fact. He had kept tabs on the Gordons and the baby he’d left with them twenty years ago. He would have called the couple on it straight enough if they hadn’t been the people he’d judged them to be—decent, caring, starved for a child. This he’d known from a late sister who lived in Fort Worth, a friend of Estelle Gordon. She’d died ignorant of the little bundle her brother had surprised the Gordons with at midnight one late March. When Mrs. Mahoney, his midwife, had come to him with the rejected twin, an adorable baby girl, he’d known exactly with whom to place her. No papers were drawn up. No rules of adoption followed. Back in 1880, registration of orphaned or abandoned infants on the Oklahoma frontier was slack at best. It had been a clean handoff to the Gordons with no government agency involved.

         Now, though, he couldn’t die without some record left behind of the child’s parentage in case it might be of interest to someone down the line, presumably Samantha. She was aware the Gordons were not her parents. How could they be, they being rangy, dark, big-framed, the direct opposite of their fair, delicately boned daughter with hair the color of an autumn sunset.

         Dr. Tolman read the letter again, silently this time, to make sure he’d not left out the few details he knew. He’d stated the names of the parents as Leon and Millicent Holloway, and the place of birth as their farm, but he wasn’t sure of its location near the Red River. He listed Bridget Mahoney as the attending midwife. According to Bridget, she’d been visiting her sister in Gainesville, another midwife, but she was out on a call when she was summoned to the farm, so Bridget had gone in her place to assist in the birth. Bridget was a closemouthed sort, so as far as Dr. Tolman knew, he, Mrs. Mahoney, and the Holloways were the only people, besides the Gordons, who knew Samantha had not been wanted. His midwife had come to him in Marietta in the Oklahoma Territory with the child, bearing only the skimpy information that the mother refused to nurse her. Dr. Tolman decided not to include that information in the letter. Perhaps the child’s parents had been unable to care for her and depended on his midwife to find their daughter a good home. He’d been so happy to have a normal, healthy child to present to the Gordons that he’d asked few questions of Mrs. Mahoney, and the Gordons had asked even fewer of him. Beggars could not be choosers. In the letter, Dr. Tolman stated that he could give no further information except the little girl had been born with a twin brother.

         His conscience satisfied, Dr. Tolman licked the flap of the envelope and sealed the letter. The post office was located not far away. He threw a couple of pills down his throat, gulped a glass of water, took up his cane to assist his weakening frame, and made his way to the door.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         

         The fifth day after her twentieth birthday, Samantha awoke from a nightmare that had not reoccurred in years. In it, she was a waif abandoned miles beyond escape before the door of a dark, forbidding house located in a landscape as barren as a moon crater. Heart racing and mouth dry, ears still holding the cry that had awakened her, she blinked at the abrupt reality of the morning sun pouring through silk-draped windows into her French-inspired bedroom, lighting the rose-papered walls and graceful furniture and the canopied bed in which she lay. Its benevolent warmth fell upon her like the reassuring smile of an angel. It’s all right. You’re in your mother’s house. You’re safe. With her heartbeat steadying and a sense of rescue, Samantha burrowed deeper into the downy comfort of the bed as the last vestiges of her dream faded away.

         She could blame Anne Rutherford and Todd Baker for the return of her nighttime horror—Anne for bringing up her bloodline theory at her birthday party to make a point of Samantha’s lack of one, and Todd for trotting out stories of her laboratory experiments from their school years. Those strands of conversation had led to her mother asking over the menu at Tea and Crumpets yesterday, “Now that you’ve turned twenty, darling, have you any regrets about… anything?”

         It was like Estelle Gordon to couch possibly painful subjects in vague terms. “Anything” referred to the question of whether Samantha regretted her choice of avocation. Did she regret staying behind to learn the business of ranching over her opportunity to study natural science at the Lasell Seminary for Young Women in Massachusetts? And… was she ever curious about the family and roots from which she came?

         “No, Mother, I have no regrets about anything,” Samantha had answered. “I wouldn’t change my lot for anything in the world.”

         “Lot” meant her home, her parents, her situation in life. Samantha was noted as one for not hedging the truth. Don’t ask if one did not wish a straight answer. Her mother had looked at her over the rim of her teacup with a gratified smile in her gaze.

         Samantha wondered if her father, alone at the ranch while she spent the week of her birthday with her mother in Fort Worth as she did every year, was asking the same question. At twenty, did Samantha have regrets about anything? He wouldn’t ask out of pride and maybe a secret fear of the answer, but that didn’t mean he didn’t question whether she was as happy as she might have been if things had worked out differently.

         Darn Anne and Todd for causing them to wonder even a trifle if Samantha had regrets! She didn’t. It took only the image of that little girl in her nightmare and the terror it evoked to make her realize how lucky she was. Her mother was so easily readable. It was clear that Todd’s reminiscences had triggered a memory of the time the Gordons, unbeknown to Samantha, had been asked to meet with the headmaster of Simmons Preparatory School. Samantha, too, had been called from biology class and walked into the headmaster’s office to find her parents and Mr. Latimer, the chairman of the science department and her favorite teacher, seated before his desk. She was sixteen years old and in the final months of her schooling before graduation.

         “What’s the purpose of this meeting, Headmaster?” Neal Gordon had demanded. “Is our daughter in trouble?”

         The headmaster had exchanged a grin with the chairman of the science department. “Absolutely not,” he said, and pushed a letter across his desk for the Gordons to read. “Your daughter has been accepted at the Lasell Seminary for Young Women in Massachusetts to pursue a degree in science.” He tipped his head to his colleague. “You have Mr. Latimer here to thank for sending Samantha’s résumé listing her outstanding credentials to the school. It only remains for you to fill out the application form to make it official, Samantha.”

         Samantha remembered woodenly intercepting the letter before it could reach her parents’ hands. She was aware of the prestigious, highly respected institution known for its radical and innovative approach to women’s education, especially in the field of sciences. She had followed the career of Annie Montague Alexander, a Lasell graduate whose work with fossils and the study of paleontology was internationally recognized. Sensing her parents’ stiff dismay, Samantha read the glowing reply to Mr. Latimer’s request for enrollment, then pushed the letter and its attached application form back across the desk.

         The two academics regarded her with puzzled expressions. “Uh, Miss Gordon, perhaps your parents would like to read the letter,” the headmaster suggested.

         “It is for me to decide whether I wish to attend Lasell Seminary, and I decline,” Samantha said. “May I now return to class?”

         Mr. Latimer shifted his flabbergasted gaze to the Gordons. “Mr. and Mrs. Gordon, your daughter is the most brilliant student I’ve ever taught. She is a natural scientist. Surely you support this opportunity for Samantha to fulfill her calling and contribute her gift to the world. It’s a rare privilege that will not be extended again once she’s out of school.”

         Neal Gordon had stood up, offering his arm to Estelle. “My daughter knows what she wants and doesn’t,” he said. “That’s how she’s been raised, and as she says, it’s not for anyone else to decide.”

         Later in the day, Mr. Latimer had approached her. “Miss Gordon—Samantha—I beg you. Don’t give up your dream to become a scientist for the sake of your father. You know how much you love research and the study of plants and animals.”

         “Which I’ll have plenty of opportunities to do at Las Tres Lomas, Mr. Latimer, and an interest is not a dream. I’ve made my choice.”

         “Your father made your choice.”

         “I’m devoted to the ranch. Ranching is in my blood.”

         “How can that be? You’re devoted to your father’s passion for the ranch, not yours. If he owned a chain of candy stores, you’d feel the same loyalty.”

         “Probably,” she’d admitted, “but I wouldn’t feel the same about candy that I do about cattle.”

         Mr. Latimer had hardly spoken to her again.

         Todd’s birthday present to her had been a pair of tickets to a lecture given by a noted paleontologist who was to speak on structural and sedimentary aspects of fossil strata as a means to identify possible oil traps.

         “Were you being thoughtful or provocative, Todd? What’s the point of either?” Samantha had scolded him later in a private conversation when everybody had adjourned to the parlor for ice cream and cake.

         “No point at all,” he’d said. “I thought you’d like an opportunity to keep up with the times. Petroleum exploration is the next great archeological dig, Sam. Ginny and I are going to the lecture, and my boss will be there. I want my future wife to meet him and learn what her geologist husband will be doing. I thought you could bring along a friend, and we could make it a foursome.”

         She’d handed back the tickets. “Thank you, Todd, but I’ve no idea who I would invite. You and Ginny enjoy the use of these with another couple.”

         He’d taken the tickets, but she’d later found them in the calling card tray in the foyer.

         Todd, two years into his geological studies at Jackson, had been as upset as Mr. Latimer, almost outraged, when he learned she’d given up her place at the seminary. She could not convince him that it was her decision to stay behind.

         “Because your parents make you feel you owe them, Sammy!” he’d yelled.

         “I do owe them!” Samantha had shouted back. “If you’d seen what I saw—”

         She’d pressed her lips together. Never would she divulge to anybody the sights that had sent her running home to her adoptive parents to throw herself gratefully into their arms.

         “Saw what?” Todd asked.

         “Never mind,” she’d said.

         The scene was one Samantha had never been able to forget and had come back to haunt her in her sleep through the years. She was ten years old. Her Sunday school teacher, a well-meaning soul, had thought it a great idea to take baskets of Christmas treats to the unfortunate children who had been left without parents, either through death, misfortune, or abandonment. She proposed a trip to the Millbrook Home for Orphaned Children. On a gray and cold Sunday morning, in lieu of the lesson, her charges piled into a wagon in their warm coats clutching their holiday-decorated baskets and headed off to their destination. Samantha had never forgotten the ugly, forbidding house that loomed into view at the end of a muddy country road. Barren, treeless fields stretched for miles around the dark, sinister-looking structure that proclaimed itself A HAVEN FOR THE HOMELESS in a sign over the fortress of the front door.

         Samantha hung back close to her teacher immediately upon entering. The first memory never to leave her was the rancid smell overlaid by the heavy odor of cooked cabbage. The second was the shocking realization that looks could be deceiving. The woman who bustled toward them to introduce herself as the head matron looked as if she could have been the wife of Santa Claus. Rosy cheeked and round as an apple, her gray hair done up in perky braids that framed a cheerful face, the woman personified sweetness and light until Samantha saw how quickly the merry eyes could freeze to ice, the smiling mouth form a trap of steel. She did not fail to notice the ring of jailers’ keys dangling from the matron’s belt, the sharp metal tip of a rod in her pocket, and how the children cringed from her hand upon their shoulders meant to demonstrate affection. The Sunday school teacher had pronounced her a lovely person on the way home, and Samantha had wondered how adults could be so fooled.

         One gaze had stood out from all the other pinched faces and blank stares that eyed the members of the Sunday school class as they distributed the baskets. It belonged to a small girl her age. “Thank you,” the girl said, looking at Samantha out of shy hazel eyes when she handed her the basket. Samantha wanted to cry. The little girl, like the other children, looked hungry and undernourished. Her thin face and arms and hands appeared to have been washed, but not enough to wipe away the grime of long neglect. Her golden hair hung limp and greasy, and a rim of dirt was under her fingernails.

         “You’re welcome,” Samantha said. “What is your name?”

         “Susie,” the little girl said. “What is yours?”

         “Samantha. I will come again, Susie.”

         “I hope so, Samantha.”

         Samantha never did. Her mother forbade another trip to the orphanage and was furious with the Sunday school teacher for arranging the visit and with her husband for allowing it while she’d been away on a weekend shopping trip.

         “I thought that by now she would have forgotten that she wasn’t born to us,” Samantha overheard her father defend his action to her mother.

         “Samantha may have forgotten, but how could you think that mean, snobby Anne Rutherford would forget? Anne asked Samantha on the way back if she was aware of what she’d been spared. The child is traumatized. I had hoped her never to know what her life might have been like if she hadn’t come to us.”

         “So what do we say when Samantha asks about her parents and how we got her—and she will, Estelle. They are inevitable questions only normal to an adopted child. We have to tell her the truth. Her parents didn’t want her and they gave her away. Plain and simple. The truth will keep her with us, Estelle. If her parents come looking for her, she won’t want to go with them. She’ll stay with us.”

         “We are not going to tell her the truth. We’re going to let her believe her parents are dead,” Estelle said. “Why would those awful people come looking for her anyway, since that doctor told us she wasn’t wanted? Neal, dear, you must stop living with the fear that we’re going to lose her. Our love, not truth, will hold Samantha fast to us.”

         “I can’t seem to shake the fear that they’ll show up someday and take her from us, honeybee. Blood can be stronger than a court order saying she’s ours… stronger even than love.”

         Samantha, deeply upset and not wanting to let her parents out of her sight, had gone in search of them and caught the conversation huddled outside the door to the library in the ranch house. Up until then, she’d simply assumed her real parents were dead. It never occurred to her that they were alive and she’d been given away because they didn’t want her. Now, even more terrified at what could have been her fate, she’d backed away and gone to her room before the people to whom she owed her life could discover her presence. She loved them so much. They never had to be afraid she’d go with her real parents if they came to take her back. She’d run away and hide until they were gone.

         In her childish hand, Samantha wrote a letter to Susie explaining that she’d been forbidden to come see her again. She addressed it simply “To Susie” and hoped there was only one by that name at the Millbrook Home for Orphaned Children. Whether she received it, Samantha never knew. When she was thirteen and was presented Pony, a quarter horse, for her birthday, her first sprint of freedom was to the orphanage to visit Susie. Susie was no longer with them, the merry-faced matron informed her. She had died of tuberculosis the preceding winter.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Nine

         

         Did she have regrets about anything? Absolutely not, unless it was Sloan Singleton’s infatuation with Anne Rutherford. Samantha adjusted her pillows against the headboard to indulge in a few more minutes of thought and reflection. Todd Baker and his like had no background or experience to understand her willingness to accept the future laid out for her by virtue of loyalty and obligation. Todd came from a family of academics. He was the son of the president of AddRan Christian University located in Waco, approximately ninety miles south of Fort Worth, and had grown up in a liberal home where all four children had been encouraged since birth to follow their own star. His parents were not native born. They had arrived in Texas from Pennsylvania fifteen years after the Civil War, Professor Baker to spearhead the fledgling AddRan Male and Female College, then situated in what became Fort Worth’s notorious Hell’s Half Acre. Neal and Estelle Gordon, like their parents before them, were Texas born and bred. Todd couldn’t begin to understand the life-blood connection of men like her father to the land their ancestors had settled and fought to keep against every adversary that would have taken it from them. Todd’s father would never expect his children to follow in his footsteps, while in the world of the Neal Gordons, offspring were reared from birth to fill their fathers’ shoes.

         Also, Todd Baker had not lived with the knowledge that, but for the loving people who had raised her, she could have been Susie. Samantha did owe them, and that was the end of the argument. She was the only heir to all her father and mother had worked for. To go off to pursue a degree in science—paleontology, to be exact—would have been a betrayal of their caring and giving. What would happen to Las Tres Lomas de la Trinidad—the Three Hills of the Trinity—once its mighty owner died? How could Samantha allow her father to live out his life knowing that all his sacrifice, work, and devotion to the land of his family and heritage would pass into other hands at the time of his death? No other passion was worth it.

         When she was sixteen, Todd had asked her if she ever wondered about her birth parents, who they were, where they lived, if they were still alive. “Of course not!” she exclaimed, like one jumping back from a spitting fire.

         But that was not entirely true. Around her fifteenth birthday, an incident occurred that caused Samantha to question briefly the fragment of fact about her adoption she’d overheard at ten years old. She was in her workshop cataloging her find for the day, when she heard a moan of animal distress outside the window. Looking out, she saw a mother cow in agony, her unweaned calf beside her. Samantha ran out and discovered the cow had swallowed a crab apple too deep to be extracted from her throat. The animal had wandered far away from the pasture into human territory, and Samantha, peering into the dying Hereford’s brown eyes, wondered if the cow had not intentionally brought her calf to her laboratory workshop where she spent her spare time.

         “Do you suppose she led her calf here for me to look after?” Samantha asked Wayne Harris, the foreman, her father’s longtime and most essential hand. Hurriedly, he’d helped her prepare a concoction of milk and mash for the calf to suckle from a “banana bottle,” so named because of its curved shape. It was a glass container with two openings at either end, one smaller for attaching a rubber nipple and the other larger for adding food. It was perfect for feeding motherless calves, and a large improvement over the awkward and unsanitary nursing contraptions used in the past.

         “Wouldn’t surprise me none,” Wayne said. “Ain’t no denyin’ a mama’s natural instincts when it comes to her offspring, be she human or animal.”

         That drew Samantha’s startled attention. Her father’s words—Her parents didn’t want her, and they gave her away—stuck with her still, if banished to the netherland of memory. A thought flashed in her head never considered before. What if… like the mother cow, circumstances beyond the control of her real parents had forced them to give her up? There could be many reasons… poverty, illness, approaching death, an excess of offspring. Maybe it wasn’t that her natural parents hadn’t wanted her; they’d simply been unable to provide for her. It wasn’t uncommon in hard times for parents who couldn’t care for their children to leave them by the wayside in hope that somebody would come along who would give them a good home. Maybe… her real parents missed her and would like to know that she was loved and well looked after.

         “Wayne, do you recall anything about my birth?” she’d asked. She had never gone to her parents with those “inevitable questions only normal to an adopted child.”

         A wary look had crossed his face. “Can’t say I do, Mornin’ Glory. I just remember the morning the bunkhouse was informed a baby girl had been delivered to the Gordons in the middle of the night.”

         “Why in the middle of the night? Was I a secret?”

         “Well, now, if you’d been a secret, the news of you comin’ to us wouldn’t have been shouted to the whole world the next mornin’, now would it? Why do you ask?”

         “Just curious.”

         “Well, it’d be a good idea to keep your curiosity between you and me. Your folks might not understand it.” He’d squinted an eye at her. “You comprehend what I’m sayin’?”

         Clearly, Wayne was right. Her father would feel threatened and betrayed, her mother rejected. They would interpret her curiosity as dissatisfaction with them, and Samantha wouldn’t have them feel that way for anything in the world.

         “I understand,” she’d said, rubbing the ears of the baby steer. He had finished feeding and was bawling for his mama. “Wayne, I don’t want this little fellow ever sold. He’s to be allowed to live out his life on the ranch eating all the grass he wants.”

         “I imagine your daddy will have a say about that, Mornin’ Glory. He ain’t one to offer free grass and water without somethin’ in return, and this little fellow is money on the hoof.”

         “He’ll understand.”

         Her father had heard her out in silence and finally, after considering her carefully from behind his massive oak desk, cleared his throat of something rough that had stuck there. “All right, daughter,” he said. “It’ll be done. But how will you identify that dogie from the rest of the herd?”

         “I’ll paint the tips of his horns red.”

         “I suppose you’ll give the critter a name.”

         “Yes,” Samantha said. “I’m going to call him Saved.”

         Her father smiled in understanding and approval of her choice. He nodded. “Saved. That’s a fine handle. I’ll let the boys know.”

         That had been the last time Samantha had spared a thought to the questions of her birth. At fifteen, she’d been almost grown. She remembered thinking that she was too old and it was too late for the people who’d given birth to her to come looking for her. Her life was set. She had her parents and wished for no other. Neal Gordon no longer had to worry that she’d be taken from him.

         Samantha watched the sun spread its light in her bedroom. No, she had no regrets. Las Tres Lomas de la Trinidad was the place where she was meant to be, no matter that her “fit” for it did not come from inherited blood. The wide-open range, where the wind blew fresh and unobstructed and the only smells and sounds were natural to the country, was for her a vast laboratory that offered plentiful opportunities for scientific exploration and analysis. Land and livestock management required paleontological skills. Samantha had rigged up an outdoor workshop with basic tools for testing water, soil, grass, even animal urine and fecal matter, and seeds for fodder production. It was in her workshop that she kept her rock collection that recorded the geology of Texas and a growing accumulation of ancient sea relics found on the ranch while she went about her daily duties. Central Texas was proved to have been covered by an ocean millions of years ago, and Las Tres Lomas was a virtual treasure trove of prehistoric marine life. A shelf in her “lab” boasted a fragment of a fossilized turtle shell, an imprint of a sea urchin preserved in rock, an intact tip of a partial horn that might have belonged to a mammoth, and—her prize: the full impression of an ocean scallop discovered when she was baling hay.

         She felt at home on a horse, with cattle and cowmen, and when her father discovered she had a head for making judicious financial decisions, she became indispensable to the business operations of the ranch. Samantha had heard him tell her mother, “We were blessed, Estelle. The good Lord gave us the whole package in Sam. No man’s son has a better head or pair of hands for running a ranch than our daughter.”

         Samantha had studied her hands. They were small with slender, tapered fingers and barely visible knuckles. One of her science teachers had commented their shape was “just made” to slide plant specimens under a microscope and to examine bits of rock through a loupe. She’d told the teacher that her hands were also perfect for aiding prolapsed cows in distress.

         “Prolapsed cows? What in the world are they?”

         “It’s a condition that occurs most often at calving time,” Samantha had explained. “It happens when a cow expels her uterus in giving birth, and it hangs outside her body, sometimes almost to her hocks. When that happens, the uterus has to be cleaned and inserted back inside the cow or she will hemorrhage to death. My father’s foreman thinks the size of my hands are just right for the job.”

         “How… interesting,” her teacher had murmured, turning pale.

         In her canopied bed, Samantha chuckled, remembering.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Ten

         

         Samantha threw back the covers. She’d lain in bed long enough indulging in past memories. Time was burnin’ itself, as her father would say. She must get back to the ranch. Many of the heifers—females having their first babies—were calving now, and they needed more help than birthing cows. This was also the last week of the month, when bills had to be paid and profits and losses tallied.

         She dressed in the work attire she’d brought along to wear back to the ranch: denim pants, long-sleeved flannel shirt, leather vest, and high-topped boots. Buttoning the fly of the “blue jeans,” designated such because of their color and style, Samantha anticipated her mother’s sniff of disapproval. It was Estelle’s opinion that “Levi Strauss never meant for women to wear his copper-riveted work pants when he created them,” leaving her daughter to wonder if her mother had forgotten she’d worn men’s trousers in the early years of helping her husband run the ranch.

         There were so many things her mother wanted to forget from that time. She’d been the daughter of a poor dirt farmer in 1867 when Neal Gordon came calling and married her the same year. In becoming Mrs. Neal Gordon, Estelle had gained a proud family name. The Gordons were landed gentry. In 1820, the patriarch of Las Tres Lomas de la Trinidad had come to what was then a province of Mexico and established a ranch he stocked with a breed of cattle native to the region known as Longhorns. In 1867, Neal, along with his father and two younger brothers, owned the beginnings of what would become one of the largest ranches in Central Texas, but prosperity was nearly fifteen years away. Comanche raids and Reconstruction were wreaking financial havoc, and that year Neal’s father and his two unmarried brothers succumbed to a yellow fever epidemic that swept up through Texas from the coastal city of Galveston. Estelle was left to fill the boots of the depleted labor force. Not until the end of the Indian Wars and Reconstruction when the Texas and Pacific Railway arrived in Fort Worth did Estelle enjoy the lady-of-the-manor life she’d dreamed about during her courtship. By then, at thirty-six, she was middle-aged.

         Samantha had long figured out that her mother had hoped to live vicariously through the little girl she took to raise. Impoverished as a child and a far cry from beautiful, Estelle Gordon would experience through Samantha what it would have been like to be pretty and graceful, to wear fine clothes, and to enjoy the frilly feminine amusements she’d longed to know growing up. Samantha was sensitive to this side of her lanky, rawboned mother and did her best to satisfy her yearning.

         For a while, Samantha had wished that it was possible to be two daughters, one for her mother and one for her father, but then she’d matured to realize she could be only one, so Estelle Gordon had lost the daughter she would have preferred to see in lace and silk to leather and denim. There had been no division of loyalties when both her parents had lived at Las Tres Lomas, but when her mother came to live in town, visiting the ranch only occasionally and her father remained behind, Samantha had begun to be pulled in two directions. Her mother wished her to take her place in society. Her father wanted her to learn the business that sustained their livelihood.

         “She’s the heir to Las Tres Lomas, Estelle. Can’t you understand that the only way for Sam to learn the workings of the ranch is to be there?”

         “She’ll get old before her time, Neal. The land will sap the youth right out of her. Like it did me,” Estelle said.

         “Why, you’re as pretty and youthful as the day I met you, honeybee,” her husband declared. “What are you talking about?”

         “Oh, Neal! You’re as impossibly blind as you are stubborn!”

         “I’ll encourage her to wear a hat and gloves when she’s on the range, Estelle. I promise.”

         In the beginning, her mother had hoped her daughter’s attendance at Simmons Preparatory would give her a taste for city life, but it had not, and with reluctant grace, Estelle had let her go. Samantha had been relieved. She was accommodating only to a certain point and would not live in town with its mud streets, uneven boardwalks, raw sewage in the gutters, drunken cowboys shooting up the place on Saturday nights, lack of a water system, and flies! In the summer, it was nothing to see them swarming like a hive of bees around crates of fruit and meat hanging in grocery markets or in restaurants where the pests were so numerous, the help would tack two-inch strips cut from newspapers onto broomsticks and wave them over the tables to keep them off the food.

         Samantha would have dressed this morning in her fashionable three-piece riding habit with top hat and veil she usually wore when arriving and departing the town house, but the costume was meant for sidesaddle, and she’d brought along Pony, her quarter horse, for the ride back to the ranch. Immediate and dirty chores awaited her upon return, for which she’d already be dressed.

         Samantha intercepted the housekeeper taking her mother her breakfast tray. “I’ll carry that in, Mildred,” she said.

         “You up awful early, Miss Sam, and already ready to leave us, too. Does your mama know you’re going so soon?”

         “I’m not sure. That’s why I want to take the tray in so that I can break it to her gently.”

         The housekeeper widened her gaze and swept it over Samantha’s seasoned work wear. “You ain’t going to break it to her gently in that gear,” she said. “Your mother was hoping you’d stay at least through luncheon.” Mildred was half American Indian, half white. Her mother had been abducted by a Comanche raiding party in 1864 and impregnated by one of its warriors. Mother and daughter had been rescued and returned to her mother’s family by the Texas Rangers in 1871, when Mildred was six years old. As a young woman, she had come to live at Las Tres Lomas as a kitchen maid when Samantha was two. When Estelle moved to the town house in Fort Worth, she had brought Mildred along as housekeeper.

         Samantha took the tray with the familiar thought of feeling like a rope tugged between two giant oaks. “I can’t, Mildred. Will you please tell Jimmy to saddle up Pony for me?”

         Awful early. It was past eight o’clock. At the ranch, long before now she’d already have had breakfast with her father and begun her duties for the day. He would be anxiously waiting, glad for Estelle to have had their daughter’s undivided attention for the traditional yearly week of her birthday, but pawing at the ground for her return.

         Her mother’s sudden, happy smile at Samantha’s entrance with the breakfast tray melted when she noted her ranch attire. “I can’t entice you to stay another day?”

         Samantha positioned the bed tray over her mother’s lap. “You know I can’t, Mother. The boys will need my help with the heifers, and I’ve got the books to do this afternoon. Daddy is expecting me.”

         Estelle spread the napkin over the bodice of her nightgown. “Well, we can’t have your father disappointed, now can we?”

         “Mother…” Samantha’s sigh warned Estelle not to start with the old resentment.

         “I know, I know.” Estelle’s tone conceded defeat. She placed her hand over the lid of the silver pot and poured a steaming cup of coffee. “But speaking of your father, I have a concern that I must mention before you leave.”

         Samantha drew up a chair and set her wide-brimmed, high-crowned hat on the bed, feeling a clench of alarm. Was this about the whistling sound back in her father’s chest she and her mother had heard at her birthday dinner? It had come and gone for years. Neal Gordon declared it normal for a man shot in the lung by a Comanche arrow. “What concern?”

         “Sloan Singleton.”

         “Sloan Singleton?”

         Estelle blew on the surface of the hot coffee. “Don’t say his name and look as if you don’t know who and what I’m talking about.”

         Samantha forced a blank stare. “No, Mother, I’m afraid I don’t.”

         “Is he going to marry that supercilious fraud?”

         “How would I know?”

         “Don’t you two talk anymore?”

         “Not for a long time.”

         Estelle sipped her coffee. “That’s what your father and I were afraid of.”

         “What were you afraid of?”

         Carefully, Estelle set her coffee cup in its saucer. “That you two have grown apart. Neal says you don’t invite him to supper anymore and decline invitations to the Triple S. That’s opening the door for Anne Rutherford to waltz through, Samantha. And she will, too, and lock you out. That girl’s got her sights on Sloan as the man she intends to marry.”

         Samantha felt a sudden loss of air from her lungs. “Even if Sloan and I were still close friends, what makes you think she wouldn’t waltz in anyway? Sloan has never thought of me in any way but as another sister.”

         “Good friends make the best spouses, Samantha, and you and Sloan were made for each other. Don’t deny it. What other beautiful woman does he know that fits to ranching like you do? Good God! Anne Rutherford doesn’t know the back end of a cow from a pig’s snout.” Stirring sugar into her coffee, Estelle made a face. “Seth Singleton, God rest his soul, will turn in his grave if his son marries that holier-than-thou piece of fluff. From the time you and Sloan were children together, your father and Seth were dead-set on the two of you marrying and combining the ranches as one.”

         “That must have gotten by me,” Samantha said wryly, surprised by this new information. “By Sloan, as well.” She reached for her mother’s coffee cup and took a hot swallow to loosen her tight throat. “Daddy’s main concern wouldn’t be that if I don’t marry Sloan, I won’t marry at all, would it?” She did not add: And have those heirs he wants?

         A blush bloomed on the flat, weathered planes of Estelle’s cheeks. All the face creams now on the market and easily affordable to her mother’s budget had not effectively bleached years of her skin’s exposure to the sun. Estelle looked disconcerted. “What other man is out there that you would consider, Samantha?”

         “You mean what other man is out there to be considered?” Samantha said.

         Estelle sighed. “Why did Lawrence Hendrick and Tom Bedford have to go off and get themselves killed in the Spanish-American War, a conflict the U.S. shouldn’t even have been in? Who in the world ever heard of Cuba? Those boys would have been knocking each other out for your hand.”

         Samantha pushed back the chair and stood. “I’m only twenty, Mother, not an old maid yet. A candidate wearing the right spurs might come along for my affections yet.”

         “I’ve heard as much confidence in the song of a dying bird. You love Sloan Singleton and might as well admit it.”

         Samantha picked up her hat. “So what if I do? He’ll probably marry Anne, and who can blame him? She’s stunning, and he’s convinced she has a heart to go with her beauty. Maybe she does—for him, at least.”

         “Oh, good heavens! Anne Rutherford’s beauty is surface deep, not like yours that shines from the soul. And those noble causes of hers…” Estelle buttered a slice of toast with a furious swipe of her knife. “Only a show to make herself appear superior to everybody else. You’d think someone of Sloan Singleton’s common sense wouldn’t be taken in by her. His mother certainly wouldn’t have been, God rest her soul.”

         Samantha bent down and kissed her mother’s cheek. “You’ve just never forgiven Anne for suggesting to Miss Sims that she take her Sunday school class out to Millbrook Orphanage when I was ten years old,” she said.

         “And I never will, either. Anne did it deliberately to make you feel bad.”

         “She succeeded. Now I must be going. Thank you for a beautiful birthday party and a wonderful week.”

         “I hope you enjoyed yourself,” Estelle said, doubt in her look. “I know I enjoyed having you here. I so wish you’d have had one of the boys come collect you in a ranch wagon that’s easily recognized. I worry so when you ride back alone. Those drovers that come into town with the herds… nothing but a bunch of rowdies, and on horseback, they have no idea who you are.”

         “I’m safer on a horse than I’d be in a wagon, Mother. Pony can outrun anything on four legs, and you know I’m not bad with a gun, either.”

         Samantha could see the unease that image implanted. Was it the way of mothers that they were always anxious about their children’s happiness and safety? Would she ever have reason to know for herself?

         Mildred met her in the foyer as she was tying on her hat before the hall mirror. “You’ll go by the post office to collect your father’s mail? And what do you want to do about these?” The housekeeper had picked up Todd Baker’s birthday present from the calling card tray where Samantha had left them.

         Samantha took the tickets from Mildred’s hand. The date of the lecture was in eleven days, scheduled on Saturday, when she’d return for the weekend to attend a christening on Sunday. She knew no one to give them to. Who but a scientist would be interested in hearing a paleontologist speak on the process of extracting oil from fossils?

         Todd had spent a tidy sum for the tickets, Samantha read on the stubs. A shame not to make use of them. When she returned, she’d contact the Simmons Preparatory School. Perhaps a student or teacher in the science department might like to attend. “I’ll just leave them here,” she said, depositing the pair in a drawer of the hat stand.
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