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  Dedication




  For women made strong by the tough circumstances of their lives.




  Chapter 1




  Philadelphia in 1880




  





  “This is the best chance I’ll ever get,” Jessica Whitmore declared. “I’m nineteen years of age now, and it’s time I stopped being a burden on your parents.”




  “They love you like a second daughter, which is what you’ve become to them since your parents died,” her best friend Sarah Moore, sitting beside her on her bed, insisted.




  Jessica smiled. “I know,” she said softly. “But this letter…I must take this offer of a place to live and make a new life there. Thanks to my parents’ estate, I’m not penniless. I can live on that until I can find some employment.”




  Sarah dropped her shoulders in defeat. “But Texas is so far away. Aren’t you afraid to travel on your own?”




  “My dearest Sarah, that’s what I am—on my own. Until the attorney wrote of this unexpected inheritance, I had no notion that my mother’s best friend would include me in her will. All I knew was that I was named after her. When she visited, I used to call her Aunt Jessie.”




  “But couldn’t the attorney just sell the house and send you the funds?”




  “No, I’m to share ownership of Jessie’s house with a Mr. Tanner Brand.” Sarah frowned. “When I present myself in person for the reading of the will, I’ll meet him. The attorney assures me that Mr. Brand is highly thought of.”




  “There’s no way around it then?”




  “The morning after your wedding, I board the train for Chicago. From there I find my way to Dripping Rock, Texas.”




  Jessica clutched her trembling hands on her lap and smiled the best she could with her trembling lips. She couldn’t bear to have Sarah to see how frightened she truly was. At the same time, she’d never felt so exhilarated or excited at the prospect of embarking on her very own adventure.




  * * * *




  The days until Sarah’s wedding evaporated faster than drops of water on a hot skillet. Returning to her room in the Moore’s house after the celebration, Jessica finished her packing. Her few possessions and her clothes were in her mother’s wooden trunk. She added the beautiful bridesmaid dress though she doubted there ever would be an occasion to wear it. Her carpetbag held the few toiletry items and clean small garments that she would need as she traveled.




  The following morning the Moores drove her to the train station where Mr. Moore saw to it that her bag was stowed in the rack above her straight-backed seat, and her heavy trunk was checked into the baggage car. Mrs. Moore presented Jessica with a basket containing lunch. Smiling as she thanked her, Jessica was certain it was enough food to feed everyone in the car.




  Pesky tears escaped her eyes as she hugged the couple. When the huge steam engine pulled out of the station, Jessica struggled to shape a smile as she waved. She had to wonder if she’d ever see them or her best friend again.




  * * * *




  Though traveling by train, riverboat, and then one stagecoach after another had been harder than she ever imagined, Jessica refused to let her spirit lag as she neared her final destination. The picnic basket had been empty for some time, and she was so thankful its ample portions had lasted as long as they had. Since then she’d found little food available, or when it was found, such as the meals served with the coach rides, she didn’t find it edible.




  Arriving late afternoon in San Antonio, she felt thankful the trip hadn’t been interrupted with any trouble from robbers or Indians as some of her fellow travelers had mentioned happening before. However, she wasn’t prepared for the most unwelcome shock she received in the ticket office.




  “There ain’t no coach to Dripping Rock,” the ticket agent said when she asked to buy passage there.




  “But how do people get there?”




  He laughed. “Not many wanna, ma’am. Them that do ride their own horses or drive their own wagons.”




  Her heartbeat accelerated as panic began to set in. “But I don’t have horse or wagon. So tell me, how can I get to Dripping Rock?”




  “Not on one of our coaches. That’s all I can tell ya.”




  Dismissed by the ticket agent, Jessica turned away from the coach office window and sat down hard on the plank bench a few feet away. Tears burned in her eyes. Her stomach ached with hunger from not having eaten since trying some beans and dry biscuits for breakfast, and her mouth felt like cotton wool. She was so close to her destination and yet impossibly far away. What would become of her now?




  Bent under his burden, a baggage handler approached her seat and thumped her trunk down. He took off his hat and wiped his sweaty forehead on his dirty sleeve. “You the one headed for Dripping Rock?” he asked.




  With the back of her hand, Jessie batted at the embarrassing tears that had escaped onto her cheeks. She really wanted to believe she was made of sterner stuff than to cry about this. “Yes,” she said, looking up into his wrinkled face sporting several days’ growth of a beard. “But there’s no coach to take me.”




  “No, ma’am,” he said, his kindly smile exposing the few darkened teeth remaining in his mouth. “But the general store there gets a shipment of goods every other week by wagon. The freight company’s going that way day after tomorrow, if you’ve a mind to ride with the dry goods.”




  Jessie jumped to her feet. “Oh, yes. I must get there. Where could I contract such a ride?”




  In minutes Jessie had elicited the ticket seller’s promise to guard her trunk as she walked, as quickly as a lady should, the two blocks to Melon’s Dry Goods. She found the shipping manager willing to allow her to ride to Dripping Rock for the price of shipping her trunk. She felt lightheaded with relief and quickly paid the fare.




  “You understand you’re just gonna share the driver’s seat with Hank. There ain’t no other seats on a supply wagon.”




  Jessie nodded and tamped down her reservations. But she had to ask, “Is this Mr. Hank here that I might make his acquaintance?”




  The man shook his head and laughed. “No, ma’am, he surely ain’t. He rolled into town right on time last night and spent today the same way he’ll spend tomorrow—getting in all the drinking and whor… Pardon me, ma’am. He’s just enjoying himself before he has to set out on the road again.”




  Jessie guessed what the man had been going to say and felt her cheeks flame. “And after having devoted himself to these pursuits for two days, is he truly going to be able to drive me to Dripping Rock?”




  “Never missed a delivery yet,” the man stated with a chuckle.




  Jessica must have not looked convinced because he continued. “And you don’t need to worry none about riding with Hank. You’ll be perfectly safe.” He chuckled again. “He’ll be too hung over and too used up to try anything.”




  Jessie gasped.




  “Oh, sorry, ma’am, but you don’t need to worry. Hank’ll get you there safe and sound.”




  She wanted to feel convinced and nodded. “Thank you for vouching for him.”




  “You be ready at six sharp the morning after tomorrow, and he’ll have you in Dripping Rock by six that evening.”




  Having no choice but to trust in the absent Hank, Jessie thanked the shipping manager and made her way back to the coach office. From there she and her trunk, thanks to the baggage handler heading the same way, landed on the porch of the only boarding house nearby that hired rooms to single women for a night or two.




  A half-hour later she slid into a tub of barely warm water—her first real bath since leaving Philadelphia. After soaping herself thoroughly, she washed her hair. Feeling wonderfully clean, she leaned her head back on the edge of the tub and promptly fell asleep. The cooling water woke her with barely enough time to fasten her wet hair up in some semblance of a chignon, and to dress before scurrying downstairs for dinner.




  The room arrangements she’d made with the boardinghouse owner included two dinners and one breakfast. The landlady didn’t serve breakfast early enough for her to eat before she left on the delivery wagon. She’d decided to skip lunch to save money and wasn’t sorry. Breakfast turned out to be more than enough to see her through the day.




  Making use of laundry tubs her hostess provided for her renters, she washed and dried the clothes she’d lived in for her journey and repacked her trunk and carpetbag by dinner the second day. She’d thought about looking around San Antonio, but she hadn’t felt she’d be safe alone on the streets. She longed to arrive at her new home in Dripping Rock where she was certain she could be safe and happy.




  Taking her place again at the long table for her second night’s dinner, she found herself enjoying her food more now that her stomach was accustomed to receiving it. Over a lovely bread pudding dessert, one of the boarders asked her where she was heading.




  “Dripping Rock,” Jessica replied after swallowing.




  Not satisfied with so little information, the plump resident, who obviously hadn’t skipped any of the boarding house’s substantial meals, asked, “Why would a body want to go there?”




  “My aunt lived there,” she said, hesitant to share that Jessie wasn’t really an aunt, just a very good friend of her mother’s. “She died recently, and I’m going to settle her affairs.”




  “I know a bit of the town. Where did she live?” the woman persisted.




  Jessica couldn’t countenance such nosiness. She looked around the table but found no rescue there. Everyone was watching her and waiting for her reply. She pasted on a smile to appear polite. “I don’t know exactly. I was told anyone could direct me if I asked for Jessie’s Place.”




  “Well, I never,” the woman announced loudly. Her face reddened as she rose from the table and exited the room.




  All conversation stopped in her wake. In her own mind, Jessica had clearly said nothing to offend the woman, but she was happy to have her inquisition end. She calmly swallowed the last of her bread pudding and rose. She wished the other boarders a good night and went to her room. She heard the conversation pick up immediately upon her exit from the room, but she didn’t lower herself to finding out what they were saying.




  Once in her room, she immediately slipped into the nightgown she’d packed on top of her trunk, and laid out her clothes for the next day before she doused the lantern. Confident the darkness cloaked her state of undress, she opened the window curtains to be certain the early morning sunlight would wake her. Once in bed, she had no time to wonder at the residents’ reactions to her mention of her destination. She was asleep at once.




  * * * *




  The big two-five. Sheriff Tanner Brand was celebrating his twenty-fifth birthday surrounded by seven of the most beautiful women in Texas. They were in their typical states of undress in the hot Texas weather. Most wore just lace-trimmed bloomers with their shifts tucked in. It was too hot to wear corsets or dresses, they claimed, and Tanner certainly didn’t mind.




  Dorcas, old enough to be his mother, was much more properly dressed in a cotton dress topped with the apron he’d seldom seen her without. He wasn’t about to complain about any of them if they were comfortable. He loved them all like the sisters he’d never had.




  They’d just eaten a special birthday dinner Dorcas had prepared. “Best meal I’ve ever eaten,” he told her, hugging her.




  “You sure you don’t mind us giving you a birthday party just a few months after Jessie’s passing?” she asked with typical concern.




  He kissed her forehead. “I don’t mind a bit. It’s the first time I’ve seen the girls all laughing instead of wearing worried frowns all the time.”




  “What are you two talking so serious for? This here’s a party,” Lily chided as they joined the other women in the front room.




  He grinned broadly as she handed him a glass of beer and a happy birthday wish followed by a quick kiss on his cheek. “Thank you, Lily.”




  “We put the bottles of beer in the well to get them as cold as we could. Um, we know Jessie didn’t allow drinking in here, but you reaching the quarter-century mark deserves a special treat.”




  Tanner barked a laugh.




  “Sit here next to me,” Star insisted. “I want to see your reaction to the big surprise you have coming.”




  Happy to oblige, he grinned as he sat.




  “Hmmm. You just shaved. How nice.” She smiled invitingly.




  “You know you’re wasting your charms on him,” Lily announced with a sigh.




  “I wish I had a man who’d shave for me,” Star put in.




  “Me, too,” Candy echoed.




  “More wishes and the stars aren’t even out yet,” Marta injected with a laugh as she crossed the room to the stairs leading to the two floors above. “You ready yet?” she called up.




  “What’s going on?” He looked around. “Counting Dorcas and Annie, who went back to finish up in the kitchen after that spectacular dinner, all I see is that Pepper’s missing. What’s she up to?”




  Candy laughed. “Here she comes. You can see for yourself.”




  Just then Pepper walked down the stairs. She was dressed in a very full, red, pink and orange tiered floral skirt, and low-cut, red peasant blouse, and her heels tapped against the wood plank floor as she twirled around and struck a pose with her arms up to one side of her head. Her black hair was piled high and fastened with red and gold combs. Loops of gold graced her ears while her lips were decorated in bright red.




  Castanets in each hand began clicking, and when the pace had more than doubled, she began to dance. She twirled and dipped, her heels tapping smartly, the castanets clicking an ever faster beat.




  Tanner and the women seated close around him cheered and clapped as Pepper circled and teased him. The dance ended to loud shouts of encouragement as she twirled in front of him. She ended with a hard stomp of her heel and fell back into his lap laughing.




  He kissed her soundly on the lips to show his appreciation while the other girls applauded and laughed. When he ended the kiss, Tanner realized the applause had stopped and the room suddenly was strangely silent. He looked around him to see all gazes were on the front door.




  Turning his head in that direction, he couldn’t believe what he saw.




  * * * *




  Jessica was quite surprised when Mr. Hank pulled up at the boarding house a few minutes early the next morning to pick her up, but she was ready. He roused the kitchen boy to help drag her trunk down the flight of stairs. Their efforts earned several loud objections from boarders when the boy banged his end on each step all the way down.




  Ever watchful, Jessica stood behind the grumpy, hung-over Hank as he lashed her trunk on the back of the freight wagon behind a… “A piano?” she asked, her eyes wide with surprise.




  “Yup. It’s bound for Jessie’s Place in Dripping Rock,” Hank responded with a grin.




  Jessica’s breath caught. Jessie may have ordered the piano, but she’d passed on. What would Jessica do if, as one of Jessie’s heirs, she were asked to pay for it? “But why deliver the piano if she’s…if she’s…”




  “All bought and paid for, that’s why. Miz Jessie paid up front and even gave me a big tip for its safe delivery.” He gave an extra yank on the last knot and circled the wagon to the front. He climbed up on to the wide driver’s bench and picked up the reins.




  A piano in her very own house. Jessica couldn’t believe her good fortune. A smile turned up the corners of her lips and her spirit felt lighter than it had since she left Philadelphia.




  When his passenger didn’t appear beside him, Hank shouted, “You coming or not?”




  “Oh, yes. I’m most definitely coming.” She picked up her skirts and ran to the front of the wagon. After stashing her carpetbag and lunch basket beneath the seat, she climbed up onto the seat. She’d barely seated herself, and hadn’t even opened the parasol she carried to protect her skin from the unrelenting sun, when Hank set the wagon into motion.




  Jessica jerked back against the low board that provided all the back support she would have for the next twelve hours or so. Swallowing a cry at the pain, she raised her parasol and tried to get comfortable on the plank seat.




  * * * *




  When they stopped among some trees near a shallow flowing stream for lunch, she watched Hank devour a meat pie and drink from a flask that smelled as if it contained liquor. Taking small bites to make it seem like more, she ate her biscuits and a bite of cheese she’d saved from the boarding house breakfast the day before. The paper seal on her milk bottle that held her water was battered and of no use as a seal. The water had leaked out, leaving her only a couple small swallows. Hank encouraged her to drink right from the stream. Not knowing if that was a safe practice, she decided against it. No matter, for tonight she would be in her new little home. She could surely find food and water available in Dripping Rock.




  The team pulling the wagon seemed to increase their pace just as Hank announced that the town visible in the distance was Dripping Rock. Jessica could barely contain her excitement. She wished she had time to brush the dust from her skirts before entering the town, but one look at Hank told her nothing would stop him now. She tried to tuck up the errant strands of her hair that had fallen during the day, only to discover that her hands were quite dusty from gripping the sides of the wagon to keep from falling off.




  Worried that she’d smudged her cheeks while tucking her hair under her straw bonnet, she wiped them on her sleeves. That task left her sleeve with a dusty spot where it had touched her cheeks. Foiled again, she slapped at her sleeve to clear away the dust and wiped her cheeks again as they entered the town. Though it wasn’t possible under the circumstances, she wished she could wipe her face on her petticoat that she thought would be cleaner. She had no time to try anything else, as Hank pulled on the reins and shouted at the team to whoa.




  “This here’s Jessie’s Place,” he said before jumping down. He headed for the back of the wagon to untie her trunk and the piano, and she had no choice but to climb down and get her bag and basket on her own.




  “You can go right on in,” Hank called to her.




  Not entirely certain it was a good idea to walk into the house without even knocking, she crossed the boardwalk to the door and hesitated again. From inside the house, she heard shouts and laughter. Louder sharp noises sounded like someone was rhythmically hammering on wood.




  What was happening in Jessie’s house? Were they damaging her inheritance? Determined to find out, she lost her shyness, opened the door, and stepped inside unannounced.




  * * * *




  With undisguised interest Tanner studied the travel-worn girl who’d just appeared at the front door of Jessie’s Place. She stood ramrod straight, her mouth open like a little “oh” in an expression of surprise. With a spine that straight, he judged her corset stays must run from her knees to her neck, if indeed it was a corset that gave her such an impossibly small waist.




  Dressed in a brown traveling suit that looked dusty and faded in addition to being plain and unattractive, she’d buttoned up her jacket to the top-most button. She looked like a trussed-up goose waiting for the oven, and in the Texas heat, she must have felt like one during the roasting.




  Except for sun-kissed spots on her cheeks and nose, her complexion became paler each second as she looked around the room. He figured she’d pass out if left in such a state. He knew he had to do something.




  Pepper took her time about sliding off his lap so he wrapped his hands around her waist and lifted her onto her feet as he rose. “Thanks for the birthday dance, sugar,” he told her though he didn’t look at her.




  Smiling absently, he kept his gaze on the newcomer at the door. He crossed the room and leaned toward her until their faces were inches apart. Her eyes widened with every step closer he took. “Breathe!” he commanded firmly.




  The frightened visitor jumped and sucked in a great gulp of air through her open mouth. Her breaths came rapidly after that, but she didn’t loosen her white-knuckled grip on her bags or the yellow parasol she clutched against her front.




  “That’s better.” He grinned as he straightened. “Is there something we can do for you, darlin’?”




  Suddenly his face lit up and he clapped his hands together. “Wait! I know!” He laughed loudly and yanked the bag and basket from her and tossed them on the floor. “You’re my birthday surprise from the girls!” Stepping close with his feet outside hers, he circled her with his arms and pulled her tight up against his body. Their bodies pressed nearly every inch against each other, and he was expecting her to put her arms around his neck. “Well, howdy, surprise!”




  She opened her mouth and screamed just as his lips pressed down on hers and smothered her cry. He took full advantage of her open mouth and explored the sweet recesses he thought she was offering. The girls gathered in a circle around the couple and gawked.




  Tanner was aware Hank had come through the door and stepped around them. He pulled off his hat and wiped his sweaty brow on his sleeve before he looked up to study the spectacle before him. “What the hell are you doing, Sheriff?” he asked.




  Hank got no reply because Tanner was too busy trying to figure out what was happening to him. The kiss seemed to have taken on a life of its own by this point, and it went on and on. When one of his hands slid up to enclose a soft and generous-sized breast, he suddenly felt the sharp pain of a booted foot kicking his shin.




  He ended the kiss. “Hey! That hurt. What the hell did you kick me for?” he complained loudly as he released her and leaned down to rub the shin she’d bruised.




  Jessica reached for the doorframe to steady herself and gasped in the breaths of air he’d deprived her of. A breath or two in her, she swung her parasol at the man’s bowed head with all her might. Not bothering to take careful aim, she delivered a flurry of strikes against his head and shoulders. “You’re the sheriff? How dare you treat a lady like that?” She heard the slim parasol ribs crack with the misuse, but she didn’t stop. “You get away from me and stay away.”




  The man ducked and wrapped his arms around his head in self-defense. “Hey!” Rising to his six-foot plus height between blows, he grabbed the parasol from her hand and tossed it across the room behind him. “Quit that!”




  “What did you think you were doing?” Jessica planted her fists on her hips and looked at the others around them. “And as for the rest of you… Never in my life have I seen such a display of impropriety. Sir, this scene is an affront to gentle-womanhood, and I won’t stand for it. I insist that you all get out of my house at once.”




  She raised her arm and wiped her mouth on the back of her sleeve. The brute’s kiss was the first and only such intimacy with a man she’d ever experienced, and it was well beyond what she thought a woman should be made to endure. However, she didn’t understand why all the new sensations fluttering in her belly weren’t displeasing. It was as if he’d cast a spell over her with his touch. Was this a power any man had over a woman? She had no idea.




  “Wait just a minute here. What did you just say?” the man asked.




  She backed away farther from the tall man, drawing on the comfort and protection in a position next to Hank. At least she knew what to expect from him.




  Laughing, the old man slapped his thigh with his dusty wide-brimmed hat and looked up at her. “I thought you said you never been here before,” Hank said.




  “I assure you I have not.”




  “Then why’d you kiss him like that?” Hank persisted, scratching his head before putting his hat back on.




  Jessica gasped and turned toward him. “I certainly did not kiss that man. That assault was entirely his doing.”




  Hank shrugged.




  The sheriff laughed. “Sure felt like it wasn’t all one-sided to me, darlin’.”




  The term of endearment shocked Jessica coming from a complete stranger who had just violated her person. It stirred her to action. She lifted her chin and tugged at the bottom of her jacket, ready to do verbal battle. She inhaled and opened her mouth but didn’t get a chance.




  “I sure could use your help with the lady’s trunk, Sheriff,” Hank said, ignoring her now as if kisses like that were commonplace here.




  “Trunk? What the hell does she want to bring a trunk in here for?”




  “Why? All her clothes is in it. Hell, she brung it all the way from Philadelphia,” Hank said as if it were common knowledge.




  The sheriff stepped back, mirroring her pose with his fists on his hips. He surveyed her from head to toe with deliberate care.




  She felt as if his gaze had undressed her where she stood. Feeling the heat of his kiss still on her lips, she looked down and folded her arms across her midriff.




  He suddenly laughed loudly. “You’re pulling my leg, you old reprobate,” he said to Hank without looking away from her.




  Jessica swallowed hard and looked around the room. Hank couldn’t have brought her to the right place. Seven women, most dressed in only their undergarments, gathered closer to the tall man Hank had referred to only as the sheriff. His hair, the color of milk chocolate, was in disarray. He wore a plaid cotton shirt with denim trousers that fit more snugly than she’d ever imagined possible. They clung to his body like a second coat of paint layered over the first. His heeled boots, the kind most men in Texas seemed to favor, added to his height.




  She glanced at the women around him and saw no signs of their embarrassment. Really, didn’t they care that there were two men present? She wouldn’t be seen in that state of undress even among other women, and couldn’t ever imagine doing so in front of a man.




  “Who the hell is she?” the woman in the gaudy skirt and blouse asked, speaking with the same accent Jessica had heard often since entering Texas.




  Chapter 2




  Jessica opened her mouth to reply, but Hank took the matter of explanation into his own hands.




  “Hell, if you ain’t figured it out by now, you’d never guess in a thousand years. She’s Jessie’s friend’s daughter.” He grinned and added, “She come all the way from Philadelphia, like I told ya.” He laughed as if that had been a good joke. “Her name’s Jessie, too,” he added, pointing in her direction with his thumb.




  “My name is Jessica,” she interjected quickly but firmly.




  Hank’s laughter grew. “Ain’t she somethin’? Told me she come all this way thinking to live in this here house she inherited from Jessie.” He doubled over with his laughter this time and slapped his thigh, paying no mind to the fact he was the only one laughing.




  The tables had turned. Now the women and the sheriff stared open-mouthed at her.




  “Damnation,” the sheriff muttered. “You can’t be serious.” He shook his head and pointed at her with his finger. “You’re Jessica?”




  “Jessica!” the women suddenly squealed with delighted glee. They moved as one to surround her and enthusiastically welcome her to Dripping Rock and to Jessie’s Place. She didn’t know how to react to their hugs and a few rouged kisses on her cheeks. She managed to break the hold the man’s gaze had on her and looked from one woman to the other. “Is this truly my aunt’s… I mean, ah…is this Jessie’s house?”




  “Sure is, honey,” the older woman said. “Everyone calls it Jessie’s Place. There used to be a sign up saying that, but we took it down after…” She stopped in mid-sentence and frowned, but then her smile returned. “I’m Dorcas and you sure are a sight for sore eyes. We’ve been waiting for you to get here for weeks.”




  “I came as soon as I could,” Jessica said. “But I don’t understand what you’re all doing here. Mr. Jenkins said I could live here. Do you all live here, too?”




  “Live here? Honey, we work here,” a young buxom blonde woman said with a deep laugh. “Least-wise we did before Jessie died.” Her smile disappeared as she glared at the sheriff, but she said no more.




  “Work here?” Jessica had noticed from the road that the house was huge—three stories high. She’d guessed it must have been a boarding house. “You all work here in Jessie’s boarding house?” She couldn’t imagine even with cooking and cleaning that there was enough work to occupy seven women and Jessie.




  The woman in the red skirt and blouse raised her chin and hooted. “Boarding house? Dios, this ain’t no boarding house.”




  The sheriff stepped toward them and raised his hand as if to halt her explanation. He didn’t stand a chance.




  “This here’s a brothel. Best one around,” the slender redhead continued boldly with a laugh.




  A huge grin splitting his face, Hank tugged on Jessica’s sleeve. “Best bawdy house in the whole state, if you ask me. And that there’s Tanner Brand,” he said, pointing at the sheriff. “He’s your partner here at Jessie’s Place.”




  Jessica’s mouth fell open with surprise.




  The grizzled old man hooted and slapped his thigh. He laughed again, this time so hard that his face turned an alarming shade of red.




  Her gaze flew back to meet Tanner’s. “You? My partner?”




  He grinned.




  “Noooo,” she whispered. She noted a frown and perhaps a touch of concern on his face. Had she imagined it?




  She couldn’t be certain because the outsides of her vision began to blur as if a black curtain were being pulled across her eyes. Her legs seemed to turn to pudding as the curtain closed, and then gave way altogether as she slumped toward the floor.




  Tanner lunged to catch Jessica’s limp body before her head hit the corner of the table beside her. Lifting her in his arms, he marveled at how light she felt, despite the heavy traveling outfit she had herself trussed up in.




  Didn’t she ever eat a decent meal?




  “Take her right upstairs to Jessie’s room,” Dorcas insisted. “It’s all ready for her to move in.” She brushed back a strand of gray hair and stepped forward to pick up the carpetbag and basket.




  Tanner started up the stairs with Dorcas right behind him. Three steps up she stopped and turned back to the others who were following. “No need for you all to come up now. I think the party’s over though. Lily, you mind that everyone cleans up good and then put out the lights and go to bed. Don’t forget to lock up. Tanner can let himself out.”




  “Wait a minute. Hank,” Tanner called from the landing. “You stay right where you are. I’ll be down right soon to help you carry that trunk of hers up the stairs.”




  Hank grumbled under his breath about being too old to manage getting a trunk up so many steps, but he stayed by the door, leaning against the wall.




  “Come on, girls,” Annie said. “The faster we start, the faster we can get to bed.”




  “This early? I’ll never get used to sleeping at night,” Pepper complained. “Just when the sun comes up, I’m getting sleepy, and then Dorcas yells to get us up to eat breakfast.”




  “Well, you know where you can go to work if you don’t like what’s happening here,” Candy countered. “Ain’t no farther than across the street.”




  “No, don’t even think that. I’d rather take my chances on the streets in San Antonio,” Marta responded with a shudder.




  “Look at you,” Pepper said, her voice rising. “How can any of you like what’s happening here? We ain’t getting paid a cent ’cause we ain’t worked a night since Jessie died. And one look at Jessica and I can promise you, you won’t work any time in the future either.”




  Tanner couldn’t hear the remainder of the conversation, but he already knew the girls were getting worried about their livelihood, not to mention the unsatisfied men in town who were looking elsewhere for their entertainment.




  When the men from the last cattle drive had walked in the front door and learned Jessie’s Place wasn’t open for business, he’d had to come over from his office to reestablish the peace. The men had been more than a mite upset about the girls not working, but Tanner had insisted on that. They were going to wait for the new co-owner to arrive. Then decisions would be made about the business. Lordy, it had been four months since Jessie passed on. He was getting itchy about the girls not working.




  But his partner had finally arrived. As he carried her up the stairs, he looked at her face, relaxed and beautiful, leaning against his upper arm. He’d never expected such a tall woman to look so fragile. And yet he’d seen fire in her eyes when she’d told them all to get out of her house. She must have been exhausted, and judging by how little she weighed, she was probably hungry, too. But she had a lot of spunk to get all the way to Dripping Rock on her own. He had to admire that. He smiled, wondering how many other men she’d used her parasol on during the trip. He thought it was beyond repair now. He’d have to see she got a new one, not to beat him with, but to protect her china-doll complexion from the harsh Texas sun.




  He waited at Jessie’s door until Dorcas caught up with him and opened it. She pulled off the velvet bedcover and folded back the top sheet. He laid Jessica down, but was careful to keep her feet off the bed. Sitting at the foot of the down-filled mattress, he laid her feet on his lap and removed her sturdy boots. He idly stroked her slender feet and noted what trim ankles she had.




  Dorcas set the carpetbag and basket by the huge wardrobe on the sidewall and looked inside. “Nothin’ much in these. You get that trunk of hers up here. She must have a nightgown or something we can put on her. She looks like she’s out for the night.”




  Tanner nodded and reluctantly laid Jessica’s feet on the bed as he rose. Dorcas walked over to the bed to look more closely at her. She brushed some errant hairs from her forehead and smiled. “Pretty thing, ain’t she?”




  Pausing at the door, he nodded. “Yeah, but she looks too fragile to last out here in the Texas desert,” he said before he strode from the room. The last thing he wanted was to be reminded of how pretty she looked. He already knew that and too much more. Her eyes were blue as a clear morning’s sky before the dust kicked up and grayed it. Her lips were soft and lush, and after one kiss, he wanted to kiss them again and again. Damn. He couldn’t afford to think that way about any woman for at least five years yet. It would take at least that long to get his cattle ranch up and running. He sure couldn’t support a family on his poor pay as the town’s sheriff.




  Minutes later, he and Hank maneuvered the steps with Jessica’s heavy trunk. “You hit the wall again with this thing, and I’ll nail your hide to the jailhouse wall,” Tanner threatened.




  “What she got in here? Gold bars?” Hank asked with a grunt.




  “Not likely.” He’d noticed how plain and worn her traveling suit was.




  “No, I don’t s’pose so, what with her bein’ an orphan and living off the charity of others and all.”




  “Miss Jessica told you all that?” Tanner asked, using a more proper name for her now that he knew who she was.




  “Yeah,” Hank answered. “Them was her exact words. She sure likes to talk. She started in on why Jessie would order a piano when she knew she was dying, and she ’bout talked me to death. Never shut up the whole day. I never thought a body could ask so many questions.”




  “Hank, if I hear of you telling anyone about her personal life, you’ll be up on that jailhouse wall for sure. I swear I’ll leave you there ’til you dry up and blow away with the tumbleweed.”




  “Now don’t get all upset. I thought too much of Jessie to cause her friend’s daughter any grief. If it weren’t for her getting me this job, I’d a drunk myself six feet under years ago.”




  Hank backed into Jessie’s room, and the men set the trunk by the window. “I ain’t never been in here before.” He looked in wonder at the carved-front, dark-wood desk and wardrobe, and the lavish burgundy velvet cushioned chairs, the matching velvet bedspread and hangings over the canopy bed. He glanced at the delicate sheer curtains floating inward on the evening breeze.




  “And you shouldn’t be now, but thank you for carrying up the trunk. Now scoot.” Dorcas ordered to get him back into motion.




  Hank whipped his sweat-stained hat off his head, something Tanner had never seen him do other than to scratch his head or beat out the dust from the worn brim—except the day he learned Jessie had died, that is. “Aw, it ain’t no trouble.”




  As he passed the bed, the old man’s gaze fell on Jessica lying on the bed fully clothed as if she were laid out at the funeral parlor down the street. “She’s goin’ to be all right, ain’t she?”




  “You can count on it,” Tanner promised with a kind slap on his back. “The girls will take good care of her.”




  Hank nodded at him and walked to the door. He paused there and turned back. “You gonna help me with that piano, too, ain’t ya?”




  Tanner looked from Hank to Jessica. She showed no signs of waking.




  “Go on and help him,” Dorcas said when Tanner made no move to leave the side of the bed.




  “Huh?” He realized he’d gotten lost looking at Jessica’s angelic face. Hearing about her since he was little, he’d been waiting her whole lifetime to meet her, and now he found he didn’t want to leave her. He grinned and looked at Dorcas with a wink. “You mean you don’t want me to help you get her out of that dusty traveling suit?”




  “You’ll do nothing of the kind,” she said with a laugh. “You get out of here and send Annie up to help me.”




  “I guess you’re right.” He suddenly laughed. “She would be a might upset to learn I helped undress her. She’d probably spit tacks.” He turned to Hank. “You go on down. I’ll be right behind you in a minute.”




  Hank nodded and jammed his hat back on his head as he left the room. Dorcas smiled and circled the bed to begin to unbutton Jessica’s suit jacket.




  Tanner leaned over to lift Jessica’s hand. “She’s a skinny thing, isn’t she?” He rubbed the back of her hand with his thumb. Her skin was soft as a baby’s. He frowned at the thought it might get dry and toughen up.




  “Might be, but we can fatten her up. After coming all the way from out East, I wonder how she’ll like life in Dripping Rock.”




  “Judging by the way she fainted, it isn’t the life she was expecting.” He shook his head. “No, it sure isn’t.” He straightened with a sigh and crossed to the door.




  Jessica had fainted when she learned he was her partner, the co-owner of Jessie’s Place. He obviously was not the kind of person she’d been expecting to meet. He couldn’t help but wonder what lawyer Jenkins had written about him in his letter asking her to come out to Texas for the reading of the will. He’d ask him next chance he got.




  “I’ll send Annie right up to help. Oh, and I guess you know to give Jessica anything she wants. If there’s anything you need to care for her, you let me know. I’ll stay in town at the office tonight.”




  “At the office?”




  “Yeah.” With a glance in her direction, he added, “In case you need me.”




  “Sure,” Dorcas said with a smile as she watched him leave and close the door. “Jessie, my old friend, I sure hope you knew what you were doing when you willed half of this place to Jessica and half to Tanner,” she muttered as she tugged the jacket sleeve from Jessica’s limp arm.




  * * * *




  The light hurt Jessica’s eyes. Her tongue felt too dry and swollen to fit in her mouth. Her head pounded and forced her to wake up. But she didn’t want to. Wherever she was, she felt more comfortable than she’d been in weeks—since she’d left Philadelphia. She could smell fresh linens on the bed she was in and rolled over with a contented sigh, nestling her head in the soft pillow.




  At once tension gripped her. How could that be? The boarding house where she’d stayed in San Antonio didn’t have sheets that smelled this good, or felt this soft and smooth. So where was she?




  Her heart sped up as she peeked out through one eye and quickly shut it tight. She hadn’t seen anything she recognized. She flattened her hand against the mattress to roll onto her back, and as she moved, she realized she felt the smooth sheets with her whole body, not just her fingers. Moving her hand to her stomach, she felt bare skin and gasped. She jerked the sheet over her head and looked down at herself. She was naked as the day she came into this world.




  Grabbing the sheet with both hands, she pulled it tight against her neck to keep herself covered, and looked around the room. She lay in a canopied bed outfitted very richly in burgundy and light gray velvet flounces. A matching velvet bedspread lay across the foot of the bed. The ornate, polished-wood furniture in the room included a tall dresser, a small table and two chairs as well as a small roll-top desk with a chair of its own. A large easy chair covered in burgundy sat in the corner by the window.




  On the other side of the bed, a wardrobe of gigantic proportions with four doors and drawers at the bottom took up most of the wall. Her brown traveling suit, looking as if it had been cleaned and pressed, hung from an open door. She was relieved to see her trunk set in front of the window with her carpetbag and basket resting on top.




  Her reticule. Her money. She had to be certain the coins were still safely sewed into the seams of her suit as well as hidden in her reticule and between the layers of her clothes in the carpetbag. She yanked the sheet from the mattress and pulled it around her to protect her modesty. Though dizzy when she rose, she crossed the large patterned rug and felt the seams of the suit. She released the breath she’d been holding when she felt the familiar disks still there. Next she yanked open her bag. She could see nothing had been removed. She pulled out her reticule and only when she discovered all her money exactly where she had left it, did she breathe deeply again.




  She looked out the window and realized the sun was high in the sky. It must be noontime, and she’d slept all morning. Horses and wagons passed two stories below as men and women went about their business. Across the street, she saw a Mercantile, a barbershop, and farther down, a saloon with “Big Red’s” written over the door. In the other direction, she saw the feed store and the sheriff’s office.




  The sheriff.




  Suddenly everything that had happened the evening before came roaring back. She raised her fingers to her lips, but couldn’t reproduce the feeling of that shocking kiss.




  The sheriff indeed.




  He didn’t act like any lawman she had ever heard about.




  She pulled the curtain closed over the window, but was dismayed at the lack of privacy when she could see through it. Stepping back from the window, she realized that it didn’t matter. She was higher than any other building in town. If she stood away from the window, no one could see her.




  Feeling relieved, she turned to her trunk. Pulling clean garments out, she laid them on the bed and went to the dry sink where she began washing away the road dust. A bath would be wonderful, she thought, but she couldn’t take one here.




  Suddenly the door opened without so much as a knock. She cried out in surprise and yanked up the sheet to cover herself.




  A young blonde girl popped her head in and smiled warmly when she saw Jessica. “Oh, good. You’re up.” She came in all the way without invitation and closed the door behind herself. “Hi. I’m Annie. We thought you were going to sleep all day. Dorcas sent me up to check on you. She’s our mother hen—always checking on her chicks.” She laughed sweetly. “How’re ya feeling?”




  She looked so young to Jessica, not even as old as she was. The girl wore a deep blue skirt of a conservative style similar to the black one Jessica intended to put on after washing. Her blouse was a different story. As she crossed the room, Jessica could see the shadow between her high breasts above the unbuttoned top of her pale blue blouse.




  “I’m feeling better. I needed the sleep I guess.” Realizing she’d been staring, Jessica dropped her gaze to the washing cloth she held. “I didn’t sleep very well during my travels.”




  “Judging by how loose that traveling suit was on you, you didn’t eat much either.”




  “Well, I have to make my money last until I can find a job here.” Realizing what “here” could mean, she quickly added, “I don’t mean here in this house. I couldn’t be a… I mean I have to find a job here, somewhere else in this town.”




  The girl laughed again. “I understand. I didn’t want to do that kind of work either, and Jessie wouldn’t have let me anyway. But say, I’m supposed to check on you and take you down to get something to eat as soon as you’re ready. Or would you like to eat up here? Jessie used to eat here often toward the end, right there at that table until she had to stay in bed. All the girls have tables and chairs in their rooms because some mornings they…” She ducked her head. “Um, we have lots of water hot if you’d like a bath before breakfast.”
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