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Libby Truman was once a fool for love, and she vowed never again to be so ridiculous. Time has passed, and she’s now forty-two, a pillar of society, and in complete control of her life. But when someone begins leaving the striking blossoms of the Rose of Sharon for her, her heart begins to yearn.

Brannon Welch, forty-five, successful businessman, respected member of the town, is in love. But not with his wife. With Libby. He’s tired of hiding his feelings. And now that his wife has deserted him, he’s found the courage to give romance another try.

But vengeance comes for Libby, and Brannon must do whatever it takes to save her. Even if it means his own life.
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Brownwood, Texas

May, 1883

He loved her.

He had to stop lying to himself, stop pretending.

He loved her.

Libby Truman.

Libby Mae Truman.

At the thought of her name, his heart swelled to almost bursting.

He allowed her angelic form to materialize in his mind’s eye, and his pulse began to race.

Letting out a slow breath, he rose from the chair behind his desk. He drifted closer to the second-story windows of his office and looked out at the sunset.

The red was blending into orange. West Texas had its beauty, and it never failed to amaze him. The rawness of the land, the untamed nature, had appealed to his soul, and despite what his wife had wanted, he’d settled here to build his legacy.

And that’s when it had all gone bad.

Penelope hadn’t wanted to live in Brownwood. She’d wanted Austin. Or Houston.

He’d put his foot down.

That had been his mistake, but he’d tried to make up for it. He’d worked his fingers to the bone, had created three companies, had amassed enough wealth to give her whatever she wanted.

Whatever she wanted, though, was never enough.

He hadn’t known that the strawberry-blonde curls, the sparkling hazel eyes, the sweet smile had hidden a selfish, manipulative viper.

After ten years of trying, he’d given up. He’d fallen out of love, which made having a marriage impossible. Not that Penelope had cared or noticed. She’d thrown all her efforts, time, love, and care into their son, Anson.

Who was now in prison. For murder.

As it always did, the memory of his child being arrested, tried, sentenced, and taken away made his heart crack. It was a wonder the organ still worked.

He thought about his life, catalogued his mistakes and regrets. Hanging his head, he slipped his hands into his pockets, pushing his gray suitcoat back.

There was only one bright spot in his world.

Libby Truman.

Blonde-headed, blue-eyed, petite.

Generous. Hard-working. Highly intelligent.

Fiercely independent.

They’d operated side-by-side over the years, both helping with various social functions. He’d sat on the Town Council multiple times, and she’d been the leader of many events that had needed the council’s approval. They also attended the same church, where she was very active, and had consistently inspired him to be the best he could be.

She was the epitome of womanhood.

And yet, she’d never married. He didn’t even know if she’d ever been courted.

The man who might turn her head would be the best of men.

And he was not.

Yes, he was a good businessman, and he had reasons to believe he was a good boss and a good Christian. But he’d failed as a husband and father, the two most important roles.

He lifted his head and gazed once again at the setting sun.

And thought of her.

Libby.

He loved her.

Brannon Welch loved Libby Truman.

He would hold the truth inside, though. He would never act on his feelings.

He had a wife. She’d deserted him, had moved back to Dallas, but he had one.

And Libby had principles. She never went back on them.

He smiled softly.

My God, how I love her.

* * * *
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“LIBBY, WHERE ARE WE putting the covered dishes?” Helen asked, walking up to Libby. Three other ladies were following Helen, and all were carrying food they had prepared.

Libby stepped back from arranging the centerpieces that would soon be placed in the center of the tables in the dining room of the assembly hall. She looked over her spectacles at the ladies, wishing Helen listened better. She’d already answered this question, but she gave the younger woman a smile. “The table on the left.” She nodded in the direction of the space. “Over there.”

The ladies thanked her, then moved away.

Libby checked her watch, seeing that she had an hour before guests would begin arriving for the award ceremony. She needed to hurry home and dress for the evening.

She scanned the hall, looking for Mrs. Hitchcock, the proprietress.

The woman was telling her employees how many chairs to put at each table.

Libby walked swiftly to her side.

Mrs. Hitchcock sensed her coming and looked up.

“The centerpieces are ready,” Libby informed her. “I’ll let you finish. Please make sure that you inform the nominees that they’re to sit at the main table.”

“Of course, Miss Truman.”

Libby gave her a polite smile, then hastened toward the exit. Mentally, she checked off everything that she’d needed to accomplish for Brownwood’s Community Member of the Year award ceremony and banquet. She’d made a list, but thank the good Lord, she didn’t need it. Her memory was as sharp as it ever was.

As she strode down the busy, dusty walks of Main Street, she shook her head at herself. She supposed it was only natural to exercise her mental capacity. At forty-two, she was going to have to be mindful of her health.

It was probably time to learn a new skill. Educating oneself had to help strengthen the mind, right?

She considered options as she nodded at acquaintances and shop owners closing up for the evening. Perhaps chess. Or maybe she could learn to tat or play the violin.

Just as she was turning the corner toward her area of town, chaos sounded behind her.

She whipped around and gasped to see a runaway horse and wagon coming straight at her. She froze.

A strong hand clamped onto her arm and yanked her back. A solid body flattened her against the brick wall of the confectionary.

Turbulence from the wagon as it raced by hit her skirts, whipping the material about her legs. With her eyes squeezed shut, and her heart in her throat, she listened intently as the noise dissipated. The conveyance and its beast were farther down the road, but before she could feel relief, the vibration of pursuing hooves thundered in her breast.

Shouts of men and the whips of reins sounded, and she didn’t dare move. She had no idea who was protecting her, but whoever he was, she was going to thank him profusely.

When the chaos had gone, and the world was quieter, her savior stepped away.

“Are you all right?” a deep voice asked.

Brushing at her skirt and blouse with trembling fingers, she replied, “I think so.” She turned and gasped at the identity of her protector. “Brannon!”

He smiled politely and calmly at her. “Evening, Libby.”

“I had no idea...” She placed her hand to her pounding heart. “Thank you.”

“I’m glad I was here.” He nodded in the direction of Nathan Beaureguard’s office. “I had just finished going over my accounts with Nathan.”

Libby fussed at her clothing again, trying to set herself to rights, while saying, “How fortunate for me. I—”

“Everything is in order,” Brannon told her.

She paused, then slumped. “Thank you.”

“You’re always impeccable.” He grinned at her, his deep blue eyes gleaming with kindness. “Even after a near-death experience.”

Her cheeks heated. “Yes, well, I’m sure that’s not true, but I thank you just the same.”

He glanced down the road. “Are you headed home? Would you like me to walk with you?”

“No, no,” she quickly told him. “I’m fine, I assure you.” Her heart was still racing, but she was all right. “I’ve got to hurry anyway. The banquet starts in, well,” she checked her watch, “forty-five minutes now.”

“Yes, I’ll see you there.”

“Yes.” She nodded once. “Thank you for your assistance.”

He touched his fingers to the brim of his bowler hat. “You’re quite welcome.”

They parted ways, and she used all her will to keep from looking at him over her shoulder.

Brannon Welch.

Her pulse annoyingly picked up speed as his image filled her mind’s eye.

She simply had to calm herself. She’d almost been killed, yes, but that was no reason to be all fluttery inside. The worst hadn’t happened.

But her heart whispered other feelings, negating her reasons for why she was discomfited.

No, she argued with herself. She did not find Brannon Welch handsome. She didn’t.

She marched home and forcibly turned her mind to her duties for the evening.

* * * *
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THE EVENTS OF THE BANQUET flowed easily, and everyone appeared to be having a good time. Libby was sitting with her long-time friends, Maribelle Farris and Juniper Langtry, and their husbands, sharing conversation while they consumed their meals.

Libby smiled and participated, but she was distracted.

Brannon Welch was seated in her line of sight. He was one of the nominees for Community Member of the Year and was at the main table with the others who had been proposed as contenders.

Even though she’d forced him from her mind earlier, as soon as she’d set eyes on him in the hall, she’d recalled the feel of his body pressed against hers as if he were still there, protecting her.

And now she was all fluttery again.

Ridiculous. Foolish.

Libby was forty-two. She was too old to have these...these girlish feelings.

Utterly ridiculous.

And he was married. Or...maybe separated. No one knew. Penelope had left two months ago when her son had been sent to prison, and she hadn’t returned. Brannon still wore his wedding ring.

For all intents and purposes, he was a married man.

Yet, Libby continued to notice his bright smile, his dimples, the slight wrinkles around his eyes, and the touch of gray in his dark brown hair. His tall, lean form promised capability, and his eyes held wisdom and confidence.

He was quite a man, who’d faced some very difficult challenges throughout the years.

Libby had been a part of his most heartbreaking moment. Or, at least, one of his most heartbreaking moments.

Not two months ago, her niece had been engaged to his son, but Anson had turned out to be an evil monster. He’d proposed to Amy only to have her inheritance. Convincing Amy that Anson was only after her money had been hard and filled with danger, and in the process, Anson had been arrested for attempted murder.

The charges might not have stuck if not for Brannon. He’d come forward, quite courageously, with evidence that showed his son had committed actual murder on someone else.

Libby recalled Brannon’s quiet, heartbroken demeanor in the weeks during and following the trial. For reasons she hadn’t wanted to dwell on, she’d been devastated for Brannon. And her admiration of his character had grown immensely.

She couldn’t imagine the strength and courage it had taken for him to help the law convict his own child, his only child, of attempted murder and actual murder. The town had been awed by Brannon’s righteousness and subdued for several weeks after.

Libby had suggested they cancel the spring fair, but when Brannon had gotten word of it, he’d come to her at her home.

“Thank you, Libby, for considering my feelings,” he’d told her that day in her parlor, “but it’s unnecessary for you to stop a joyful event. I think we could all use a little revelry now. My life should not control the lives of others. Please, have the fair. In fact, let me give you additional funding to make it the best it’s ever been.”

She’d accepted, because she’d wanted to soothe Brannon’s needs, and since Penelope had left town, the planning had gone more easily. It had been the first major event the ladies of Brownwood had organized without Penelope, and there had been unspoken questions and assumptions at each meeting. But no one would dare begin a conversation in Libby’s hearing. Gossip, in Libby’s opinion, was the devil whispering and it was best not to listen.

Now, Brannon was a nominee for the most important award the town had to offer. She felt her own hope, anticipation, and anxiousness at who the winner was. She fully believed that Brannon deserved it, but she wouldn’t be upset if he wasn’t the recipient.

After supper had concluded, and before the dessert course, Mr. Tate, president of the Town Council, went to the podium. Quickly and efficiently, he got everyone’s attention.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Mr. Tate began, “it’s time to get to the heart of why we’re here tonight. To honor a member of the community and thank him or her for their contributions to our town. We know that without the work and generosity of many, our city would not be the jewel that it is.” The stocky man grinned. “And it’s hard to be a jewel out here in West Texas.”

The audience chuckled.

“But somehow, we make it happen,” Mr. Tate went on. “And that’s due in large part to the people seated here before me.” He looked at the four men and one woman. “So, we thank you, Eliza Richards, Brannon Welch, Jedidah Wilson, Henry Overton, and Philip Preston, for your constant support and dedication to Brownwood.”

Each nodded and smiled.

“Now,” Mr. Tate looked out at the crowd.

Libby held her breath.

“We would like to present this year’s Community Member of the Year award to...Mr. Brannon Welch.”

Libby’s heart swelled as the place erupted with applause.

Many, including Libby, go to their feet as they clapped their excitement and appreciation.

Brannon stood, went to the podium, and accepted the plaque. He smiled politely, but Libby could see the shadows in his eyes.

Could others?

Was he grieved because he knew one reason he’d won was because he’d turned in his own son?

She stopped clapping, now distressed for him.

The audience quieted and resumed their seats.

Mr. Tate stepped to the side.

Brannon cleared his throat. “Thank you to the Town Council for this very high honor, but any good deed I do is made possible by my excellent employees. Without their hard work and dedication, Welch Construction, Welch Glass, and Welch Masonry wouldn’t function. And if these important services don’t run, this town suffers.” He shook his head slightly. “I can’t have that.”

He paused, and the events that had shaped him moved across his face. Regret hid behind his polite smile.

“When I moved here from Dallas, I was only eighteen, but I took one look at the rawness of this land, and I fell in love. I became determined to put down roots, and I did. This earth is a part of me, and I’ll make sure everyone else who wants to make a life has the same chance I did.”

Applause resounded, and people got to their feet once more.

Libby couldn’t help but feel gratified for him. Although she was certain the recognition couldn’t replace what he’d lost, at least he knew he had the town’s full support, respect, and care.

Brannon stepped away from the podium and began to shake hands with people who came up to congratulate him.

Others began to resume their seats, and conversation hummed.

The servers began to pass out plates of vanilla cake.

Libby declined and excused herself from the table. For some reason, a heavy weight was settling in her chest. She needed some air.

She left the assembly, walking swiftly down the red carpeted hall to the main entrance. A waiting usher opened the door for her.

Once outside, she let out a breath. But memories played in her mind. Memories of Anson, Brannon’s son, with a twisted evil expression on his face, charging toward her and her niece. He’d been going to hurt them.

If not for Hazel, who had pulled a gun, then Captain Kit Kirby arriving to aid them, Anson might’ve been successful.

It had been the most frightening moment in Libby’s life. Then there had been the fear that Anson would attack again, but Brannon had helped solve that issue. He’d sent a private investigator to the sheriff. The man had had the evidence that proved Anson had killed the manager of Brannon’s glass factory.

Anson had been locked up, and Libby had felt much safer.

The door opened, and she turned. Surprise moved through her when she saw who emerged. “Brannon?”

He stepped onto the boardwalk. “I saw you slip out. I wanted to make sure you were all right.”

Struck by his kindness, she didn’t immediately answer.

“When I first saw you this evening, I felt you were fine,” he said, assessing her form with his gaze, “but when you left just now, I grew concerned.”

She smoothed her hands over the skirt of her lavender, silk gown. “I’m fine. The ruckus from earlier has made no impact.”

He smiled. “Good.”

They gazed at each other for moment, and the silence of the evening fell around them.

He let out a breath and slipped his hands into his pockets.

His gaze was gentle upon her.

She swallowed as her heart fluttered. Oh...no. Ridiculous!

She got control of herself, forced a smile and said, “Congratulations. It’s very deserved.”

“Thank you.” He cleared his throat. “I feel, however, that I won partly because I helped put my son in jail.”

She paused, slightly arrested by his statement, then her hackles rose. “That may be, but you’re a pillar of this community. You provide jobs to many. You contribute to charities and the church without hesitation. You—”

He lifted a hand, stopping her. “I’m sorry, Libby. I don’t mean to sound ungrateful.”

She shook her head. “You don’t. I can just sense your sorrow, and your
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