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CHAPTER ONE

The Welcoming Committee of One

The western sun beat down upon the plains, adding to the warmth of the day. The sky was a canopy of bleached blue. Beyond the backdrop of grass uplands the rocky hills were studded with pine and mountain balsam. It was the 11th day of June, 1888, a day Jason Kincaid would never forget. He pushed back his newly purchased gray Stetson as he drove the rented carriage across the Texas prairie lulled into a trance-like state by the gentle sway of the breeze. When he had first arrived in Tyler, after his long dusty trip, he asked around for a buggy. A toothless, old geezer grinned at him. 

“Ayup, sonny,” he spat a long spray of tobacco juice, just short of Jason’s highly polished leather boots, which were now covered with dust. “Yer kin rent one of ‘em fancy buggies with the fringe on top at the blacksmiths.”  

Jason had chosen to ignore the rude display of bad manners, for now. The uncouth man eyed him critically, and then chuckled. The old coot mumbled something to the effect that he looked like a greenhorn, just the type to ride one of those sissy things. Jason squared his shoulders and slapped his Debby against his pants leg hoping to rid his pinstripe slacks of some dirt and grime. He straightened his tie, not too pleased with his appearance; a New Yorker most of his life, he prided himself on his neat and stylish clothes. Well, he was out of his element now; he figured he had to loosen up some. When in Rome...After renting the surrey, he purchased a Stetson, thinking he might blend in more with the surroundings. He had stood proudly in front of the general store and tipped the stiff brim of his hat with an index finger at two ladies passing by. They giggled and moved on. He frowned, checking his gold time piece thinking it was getting late; there were only a few hours left before nightfall. 

The dusty streets were thronged with people, mostly respectable families. Of course, this town, like others, had their quantity of drunks and soiled doves. Women with penciled eye-brows, rouged cheeks, and wearing flimsily dress. The floozies, as his aunt had called them, lingered in front of the tavern coaxing men to come inside. He had the misfortune to enter one of those saloons looking to quench his thirst with a sarsaparilla. 

The place smelled of unwashed bodies, stale ale, an array of pungent perfumes and many customers were gambling. The men who weren’t playing cards were groping the prostitutes making them giggle. His feet stuck to the floor from tobacco spittle and he had lost his desire to quench his thirst. With a quick turnabout, before the painted whore was able to get her claws into him, he made a hasty exit. Jason had seen the look in her eyes and the smile on her painted face that she thought he was there for a good time.

Not Jason. 

He was fast on his feet for a New Yorker but the swinging bat doors almost whacked him on his ass before he escaped. Hearing the hooting of cowboys in the background, he was sure their humor was on his account. He tried to look as if he fit in but there was no disguising the fact that he was still a city boy. Climbing into the buggy, he clicked his tongue, slapped the reins and off he had gone into the western sun.

“Whoa!” he stopped the surrey miles into the wilderness and surveyed his surroundings with an appreciative eye. His lips spread into a knowing smile; he was going to like Texas and for the first time in his life he knew he was home. This was where he belonged.

At twenty six, he had had enough of New York’s busy life. He would never have any regrets over the past four years defending the wealthy since he had earned a great deal of money. But it had also taken a toll on his health. 

When the doctor informed him of his ulcer, Jason was so relieved, he almost kissed the man. He had spent a year thinking he was dying of stomach cancer whenever he purged blood. Now, it was only a matter of diet and staying away from alcohol; that last part was easy, he never liked the stuff anyway. 

The doctor’s advice left him feeling much better and the ulcer only flared up when he was agitated or worried, and that was unavoidable in his recent profession. When his father’s partner informed him that his wife’s friend was selling a ranch, he didn’t think twice about retiring from the law. There was only one hitch; it was in dire need of repairs. It didn’t matter, he had the money, and he had the time.

The same ball of fire that caused him to squint also caused the horizon to dance in the heat. He rubbed his eyes certain he was stressed out, for the heat looked like drunken ghosts undulating. With a yank, his tie came off and he wondered why in hell he was dressed to kill out here in the rough country. How in tarnation did a woman survive wearing so many clothes in this darn heart? But, New York, in the summer months had its hot days also, and he could understand why many women swooned. It was silly to worry over being stylish out here.

“Get,” he snapped the reins and the buggy wobbled across the ruts in the ground. Without warning, a rifle shot split air, kicking up dust in front of the front wheel and causing the mare to dance in alarm. The carriage almost tumbled over and it took him a minute to settle the prancing horse. The next shot sent his new hat flying off his head.

“What the..?” he groused. For a spilt second he was more concerned for his new hat than his old skin. When he finally became cognizant of the fact that he was in danger, he jumped from the surrey, dipping to retrieve the Stetson - although it wasn’t worth risking one’s life for - and frowned seeing the hole in it. He slammed it on his head. Someone was going to pay for that! Just as he ducked behind the buggy, gunfire sounded like the burst of popcorn. 

Pop, pop, pop!

Who in hell would be firing at him? The unexpected attack sent adrenaline flowing through him, down to his toes. Quickly, he squatted on his haunches and filled his lungs with a long drag of warm air, completely puzzled. Was someone out to rob him? That idea wasn’t preposterous, seeing he was dressed in expensive clothes and flashed a wad of money in the general store. He should have known better, but hindsight would not save him now. Damn fool!

Jason removed his .41 Caliber double-barrel Derringer from the strap around his ankle and snorted to himself. He better be a good shot if he wanted to save his hide with a peashooter. Again he chided himself for not purchasing a six shooter, but he wasn’t expecting any trouble. That old geezer was right, he was a tenderfoot.

Again a bullet whizzed by. Well, he couldn’t sit there all day like a sitting duck. Taking a deep breath he sprang in a dead run and made it safely to a large boulder. Another shot hit the rock and the impact of the bullet sent fragments of stone and dirt flying. Damn! What a way to start a new life? This certainly wasn’t helping his stomach.

Then it was quiet. Too quiet.

Holding his breath, he waited. And waited.

What was the bushwhacker up too?

Jason didn’t remember hearing anyone galloping away, but to be sure, he waited another minute. Still quiet, even the breeze didn’t dare stir. Hopefully, the would-be thief ran out of bullets, but not likely. Taking a chance, Jason hunched over, ran back to the surrey.

Nothing. Silence.

Bravely, he scooted in the direction of the shots. The fire had come from another boulder a few yards away. Many thoughts ran through his mind as he raced across the grassland. Who? Why? But the question of the day was how could anyone have missed him from this close range? He had something to be grateful for, the man was a poor shot, or nearsighted. In any case, he was grateful. Rounding the boulder, he stopped short seeing a young man lying still on his stomach, a rifle propped up against his shoulder. From where he stood, Jason could only see a big hat and the slim length of his attacker. Not too tall, but skinny as a gas lamp post. Nice backside though. Now why did he think that? 

He was just about to tell the kid to drop the gun when he heard a hissing sound. Common sense told him to be alert as he stepped closer. It was then that he saw it. The snake! Jason, who should have left the ambusher to his own fate, raised his small gun and fired. He wasn’t the best shot around, by far, but luck was with him the second time that day and the rattler’s head was shot clean off.

“Okay, Sonny, drop the weapon and slowly turn around. I want a good explanation on why you tried to kill me?!”

“If I wanted you dead, City Slicker, you would be!” came the gruff reply.

Momentarily, Jason was taken aback by the high pitched voice. Adolescent? he reflected. They must grow bushwhackers young out here. He didn’t take the time to ponder over it. Infuriated, he ordered, “Get up slowly with your hands over your head.”  

Georgie Love couldn’t believe her luck. When she had first seen the fancy dressed city slicker riding in the fringed buggy she believed he would be an easy mark. He’d probably flee as fast as a roadrunner when she fired a few shots in his direction. Boy was she wrong. So intent in her job, she hadn’t heard or seen the rattler slither nearby. Flat on her stomach, she couldn’t turn over onto her side; that movement would surely prove fatal. Drat! And double drat! Nothing was going right in her life.

Fear circled her heart like that slimy snake. What they say is true, life does flash before one’s eyes. Moments ticked by. Or was it an eternity? Then the explosion nearby stopped her erratic heart altogether. She was caught and saved at the same time. Drat again! There was nothing to do now but to comply with his command. She turned with the realization that if he hadn’t shot the snake she would’ve died out here by her own hands. Now she owed him her life. Damnation! Well, never in this lifetime would she be beholden to him. Not likely since he was taking away her home.

Grumbling to herself, she rolled over onto her backside keeping her hands raised high. From her vantage point, she had to squint up at the towering stranger who stood in front of the setting sun. Though her vision was blurred, she could make out that the man appeared quite angry. He was eyeing her suspiciously; his thick brows drawn ominously together.

“Jason Kincaid, here,” he introduced himself and reached out to help her up but she slapped his hand away. “I don’t need your help! Slicker!” she barked and stood. She knew damn well who he was. 

“You’re very uppity for someone who tried to... Oh, yes, you weren’t aiming to kill me, so why were you shooting at me?”

His wide jaw was granite-hard, and something flared under his lashes that made her back away. No man ever intimidated her like this before. A strange feeling came over her and she swallowed her rising gorge. She feared him but couldn’t understand why. She believed he wouldn’t hurt her; she suspected he couldn’t. Just look at him, a dandy if she ever saw one. And taking a closer look she saw he was turning green around the gills; just killing a snake made him sick. She snorted inwardly. If she didn’t know better, she would guess he was ready to puke. Ha! There was a no reason to fear him, but for some strange reason she did.

Involuntarily, Georgie moved closer, drawn by some unknown force. Her chin jutted out defiantly but his question went unanswered, so he asked again, “Why were you firing at me?”

“I wanted you off my land!” she exploded.

The city slicker quirked an eyebrow and grumbled, “Your land? You gotta be joking! Well, if you’re not, then I’m not laughing, especially since my new hat was damaged!” he leered at her and shrugged, and then said in a deep voice, “Look kid, if you can’t give me a reasonable answer, I’ll just have to take you in to see the sheriff.”

The spit in her mouth went dry, her bravery crumbling. She had to confess since her plan had backfired anyway. She sucked in her lower lip and nervously, admitted, “You purchased my aunt’s ranch. I thought if I could scare you away, you might not want to stay here. A green-horn wanting to live in the Wild West might think twice if he was shot at by bullets.”

Her shoulders slumped, she had lost the fight. Or had she? Maybe she could still talk him into selling; she pulled her mouth up impishly. She couldn’t help it; he looked as if he were fighting not to upchuck again. Maybe, she did frighten him and he wouldn’t admit to it. Male pride, she scoffed inwardly. “Humph! You wouldn’t last a night on the range,” she grumbled uncaring if he understood her muffled words. 

His color was returning, what complexion he had. She could see he didn’t spend much time it the sun. He was so fair, even his hair was sandy in color. Blue-green eyes that seemed capable of piercing a person’s innermost secrets were fringed with dark lashes. Leanly fleshed cheekbones, and oh, yes, she couldn’t forget those dimples. His nose was thin and well formed. Beneath it was a blonde, thick mustache, edging generous lips that led to a stubborn angular jaw, which had the beginnings of golden stubble. With a will of their own, her eyes probed the rest of him. His coat didn’t hide the fact that he was well built and his slacks fitted him just a little too snugly, making her uncomfortable, surprising even her. But it was those eyes that drew her attention back to his face. Where had she seen turquoise eyes like that before? Georgie noticed the strange expression on his face before he grinned unabashedly and had the gall to dimple in both cheeks. 

She continued under the weight of his stare, “I had hoped to buy the ranch back.” His smile was annoying and beautiful. She drew a sharp, surprised breath making a pocket of air snag in her throat and she nearly gagged on it. Lord, he was so handsome, a conclusion she came too, when the sun went behind a cloud, giving her a clearer view of his features. Their eyes met; for a moment time stood still. Again a thick brow lifted in question, so she tried again.

“I was told you had never seen the place and I couldn’t understand why anyone would buy a buy a spread sight unseen.”

Jason didn’t want to go into any lengthy details since he wasn’t feeling well. All this anxiety stirred the acid in his gut and he fought not to embarrass himself. It was bad enough he had to live with this ailment, he didn’t want to get sick now. He gulped some air and tried to steady his nerves. The kid was somewhat harmless without the rifle so he relaxed a bit but not enough to lower his weapon seeing the six shooter slung low on the bushwhacker’s hips.

Hips kinda shapely to boot, he thought. That notion caused him to frown. This western sun must have jarred his senses a little. Maybe a lot.

“Can I put my hands down now?” the kid asked, peevish.

“Um... err, sure, sorry.”

Why did he feel it necessary to apologize? It should be he on the receiving end of an apology, but that thought was quickly dismissed when another thought hit him. Funny, Gabriella Love never mentioned a nephew only a niece.

Enlightenment was like a slap in the face. He’s a she! Well, I’ll be. A girl! This will be a little story I’ll never write home about; ambushed by a snip of a female Jason saw fire leap into her violet eyes, but he sighed in relief knowing now why he found her body intriguing. And never before had any female studied him so thoroughly and brazenly. The women he’d known would never have made eye contact. No, a lady fluttered her lashes and looked at her hands or something invisible on her person. Prostitutes made eye contact, but never a proper, God fearing woman. And he had been totally examined. Well, he wouldn’t be outdone buy this little chit; it was his turn to study her and he did some examining himself. And, he definitely liked what he saw.

Big violet eyes, a color he had never seen before mesmerized him. High cheekbones and a slightly turned up nose made her look snobbish but he guessed she wasn’t. A lush pink mouth that curved with a natural charm enticed him immediately. All the women he’d known wore lots of make-up, this one was a natural beauty despite the fact that she wore men’s jeans and packed artillery low on her hip. She might have scared the hell out of him, but dammit if he didn’t want to kiss her. The wanting must have shone in his eyes because those kissable lips trembled slightly.

“Stop looking at me like that!” she demanded. Then her beautiful eyes grew wide as if she had recalled something. “You!” she hissed. 

Jason saw the gates of Hell open in her beautiful eyes with a fury he had never seen before. He froze momentarily as she lunged, hissing like a mother bobcat protecting her young. Thanks to his years of wrestling at Yale, where he had studied law, he was quick in his mind and on his feet, though, he never figured it would come in handy against a female. He dodged the incensed girl with a fast sidestep, spun a half turn, and grabbed her around the waste as she flew past him, saving her from landing on her face. 

Being of average height and weighing no more than a sack of potatoes, Jason was surprised to find she fought him with the strength of a man. With her arms and legs flaring in the air, she screamed. His ears were assaulted by curses, calling him every rude name in the book and a few he had never heard. And he had gone to an all-male college.

“You pile of horse dung! Skunk puke!” She cursed dramatically. “You stingin’ cur dog. You a slithern’ lower than a snake’s belly, pole cat! You son of a she-wolf! You, you..!”

Thank goodness she had run out of adjectives because Jason was getting tired of hearing his character being ridiculed and his manhood sorely lacerated. Albeit, he might be a few of those descriptive words but...! 

Oh, hell! 

On second thought, who was she to cut him to the quick? Still he couldn’t help but chuckle deeply and she stiffened. Apparently, his laughter only galled her more. Too bad, the spit fire could use a good tanning on her cute bottom. That notion and her wiggling in his arms caused an uncomfortable ache in his groin. The idea was not without merit and he could consider looking into the matter, but the more he thought about it, the tighter his inseams were getting. 

“Stop squirming!” he barked and shook her so hard that her head snapped back and she looked stunned. The wild cat’s body became hard as a rock and he knew he was frightening her more than necessary. Or was she aroused as he by their proximity? No matter, he had to calm her before she turned on him again, for whatever reason.

“Lucifer’s tail! What’s wrong with you? Is this how you thank someone for saving your cute fanny? Simmer down before you force me to get more physical,” Jason ordered, his voice more in control. Hellfire, any more physical and he might consider ravishing her right here on the ground. Damn if she didn’t stir his blood!

Georgie was breathing hard. Her ears were still buzzing and it took a second for his words to register in her head. 

Physical?

Rape? She was scared but she was defiant and came back to her senses with a jolt and shuddered, seeing his gaze turn into a gentle caress. It was those colored eyes she dwelled on for a heartbeat before. Then, awareness had doused her like a pale of ice water and she couldn’t have been struck dumber if a mule kicked her senseless. Her stomach revolted and she released air from her lungs like a punctured balloon. It was him! A boiling rage shot clear to her soul! But, struggling and all her screaming had taking a toll on her air supply and she stopped to suck in some needed wind.

She was only ten at the time but she’d never forget the young killer with the turquoise eyes, even a well-trimmed mustache couldn’t disguise that fact. Here stood the man she believed had killed her loved ones. A single explosion of anger brought back all the horror of her nightmares. Georgie was so fired up she saw spots before her eyes, and there was an awful ringing in her ears. This was all too confusing. How could this be? The new owner of the Dancing Stallion Ranch was no other than the killer with the turquoise colored eyes. Her stomach turned with revulsion and it almost blew her mind. Maybe it did. Dammit to Hell and back, this can’t be! 

A million questions flooded her brain. Had he quit the gang? She believed the age was right. Ten years would make him twenty six. Georgie shook her head; it didn’t make any sense.

If the city slicker thought he had experienced her wrath when he was a target, he would soon learn differently. At any moment, Georgie was about to give him a true lesson on what it was like to be on the receiving end of pure enmity. Without warning, she had sprung, claws sharpened for the attack, but she had failed and she was now trapped in his vice-like grip, and he could do anything he wanted with her. She swallowed hard and fought to quell the dizziness that threatened to overtake her. 

When she was somewhat composed, she sucked in much needed air. This action made her realize that one of his arms was wrapped around her breasts. She gasped; he must have felt her stiffen because he lowered his arm to her waist. Mortified, she once again wiggled only to feel his arousal against her spine. She went from sheer terror to panic; her body became like granite; she stood immobile.

“Please, relax, sweet thing, I won’t hurt you.”

His voice was a gentle caress in her ears stunning her briefly. So confused by his nearness that was doing strange things to her emotions, she decided she better do as he said. There was plenty of time later to even the score. Mr. Kincaid wasn’t going anywhere; she knew just where to find him. She had waited ten years. What are a few more days? Anyway, Georgie needed time to think of a plan. She let her belligerence wan a little.

Defeated, for now, she said in what she hoped sounded like a neutral and reasonable tone. “Okay, Mister, I’ll settle down.” 

He released her and turned her around and looked at her as if assessing her sanity. Georgie took a jerky step back and bristled. Despite her resolve to stay calm, her innards went into a turmoil looking into his handsome face. She gasped and mistook his sudden movement when he reached out spontaneously to snatch her hat from her head. She jumped back again, and gasped. 

A moment passed. 

A bee buzzed by, a cry of a lonely hawk broke the stillness before she sputtered, “W-what are y-you doing?” God, now she was scared again but it was for a different reason, it was the look in his eyes that frightened her. It wasn’t the look of a murderer, but of a man lusting. There was a growing confusion welling up inside of her. Why was his nearness doing crazy things to her? This shouldn’t be happening; he was a killer. Her heart raced wildly and her innards quaked when he took hold of her long braid that had fallen from its confinement. She licked her dry lips, an act that didn’t go unnoticed by his leering eyes.

He fingered her hair between his thumb and finger. “I knew it would be silky soft. Beautiful,” he whispered.

Georgie’s legs turned to water and her insides fluttered alarmingly. To her disbelief, an excitement rose in her before it coupled with outrage. She was totally confused and completely scared. Resting her trembling hand on her colt .45, she chided herself for not killing him when she had the chance. Once again she was itching to draw on him, but noticed he was still holding his small gun.

How many bullets did it hold? she wondered.

“Don’t think of it!” he hissed; his expression looked as if it was torn between amusement and exasperation. “I don’t know what your problem is but I’m not leaving. I brought the place! I’m staying and I intend to live here.”

He sealed his words with a kiss, surprising her. Georgie nearly shot his boots off.  So flabbergasted, not knowing what to do or say, she jumped on her mount and rode back to the ranch as if her backside just sat on a branding iron. Him? Here? Her eyes blurred with tears. The memory was all too clear.

Jason could see she was trembling. What happed to his sanity? What had possessed him to kiss someone who bushwhacked him, to try and frighten him off his own property? And that kiss that nearly knocked his socks off. God, his ulcer was burning his gut like the fires of Hell.

CHAPTER TWO

Time Heals All Wounds

Dawn appeared foreboding in Texarkana, with the certainty of rain the day of the burial. It was July 7th, 1880, a day that would be forever branded on her mind.

Georgine Love, insisted on being called, Georgie, didn’t notice at first that the sky had opened up drenching all who were kind enough to attend the small funeral. Huddled between two plump, church going women for protection, she could only stare, teary eyed at caskets sitting in the mud. The reverend was dressed in black, as the others prayed for their deceased souls. She hadn’t remembered much of the past three days. After the shooting, she remained in a zombie-like state, only recalling people screaming and gathering around her quickly. Someone had yelled, “Git the sheriff, and picked her up. She had struggled and sobbed, not wanting to leave her family.

“Come child,” the man said and paid no attention to her pleas, her desperate cries to remain with her mama and papa. After that everything became fuzzy.

“She needs lookin’ after,” a woman said.

“Does she have family?” asked another.

“I think George Love had a brother in Texas. I remember him saying his brother owned a horse ranch somewhere in Tyler.”

All the voices began to sound alike so Georgie stopped listening. Anyway, she didn’t care anymore what was said, and she didn’t have to answer anyone’s questions, either.

Barbara Lynch sighed and turned to her husband, “The poor child is in shock. Leave her with me and go tell the sheriff to send a wire to Tyler inquiring the whereabouts of a Mr. Love.”

She clicked her tongue sadly. “We’ll care for the child until someone comes for her.”

***

Four weeks after receiving the sad news of her brother and his family’s murder Gabriella Love stepped off the stage coach; the journey seemed interminable. This trip was not a pleasant journey for two reasons: August was too hot and dry for any human being to travel in, and she was truly saddened by the loss off her family. Recently she had rid herself of her widow’s weeds after spending a year in morning over the death of her beloved husband.

After thanking a kind young gentleman for his assistance in disembarking, she wiped the sweat from her brow with lace hanky. She pressed the palm of her hand to her aching back, and thought I’m too old for such travel. Out loud she said, looking up at the driver, “Kind Sir, can you tell me where I might find the sheriff’s office?”

“Yep! There, over yonder, three doors down, that-a-way.”  He pointed in the general direction of the jail house.

“Thank you and can you be so kind as to have my suitcase delivered to the best hotel, my good man.”

The driver grinned, “Why certainly, Ma’am,” parroting her proper speech.

“Much obliged.” She picked up her gray skirt and went directly to her destination. 

The sign on the jail house by the door that was slightly ajar, read: Jacob Rodale, Sheriff of Texarkana County. Gabriella stepped inside. She didn’t think it was possible, but it was hotter in the small room than outdoors. It took a moment for her poor eye sight to adjust to the dim room, but when it did, she spotted a man wearing a silver star upon his vest. He was snoozing at his desk; his dirt-caked boots were propped up amongst a clutter of paper. He was a man of indeterminate age, receding, silvery-brown hair line and prominent ears. Gabriella cleared her throat. She startled Jacob Rodale who woke, pulling his feet from the desk and blushing slightly. A wide set of intense green eyes blinked.

“Sorry ma’am, kin I help ya? I’m Sheriff Rodale, call me Jacob.”  He stood and pulled a chair close to the desk for her. 

Gabriella forced a weak smile and sat with a tired and relieved sigh. She got right to the point. “Sheriff,” she pulled off her black gloves, “I am Gabriella Love. I’ve come to collect my young niece.” Her eyes watered but she struggled to keep the tears from spilling; she couldn’t afford to cry anymore, it left her too exhausted. Besides, she believed she perspired every drop of her bodily fluid in that damn stagecoach. It was like riding in a coffin on wheels.

The lawman sat on the edge of the desk. “My condolences, ma’am,” he said sincerely. “We’re all mighty shocked about George Love and his misses, they were fine upstandin’ folks. Their children err.., son was a fine boy; poor little Georgie.” He pulled a gray handkerchief from his pocket and blew into it sounding like a donkey’s bray.

Gabriella liked this sheriff but thought he was too soft and pleasant to be a lawman. In Tyler the sheriff was so big he could whip ten men and eat them for breakfast. But looks can be deceiving and she figured he couldn’t be holding this office if he was inept.

“Thank you for your sincere words sheriff but would you be so kind and to tell me where my niece is?” She heard the lack of enthusiasm in her own voice.

The lawman nodded. “I’ll do better than that, ma’am. I’ll be happy to take yer to her. The kind reverend and his wife have been carin’ fer the child. I’ll rent a buggy and drive yer there. But, I must warn yer ma’am, the child hasn’t said a word since the tragedy. Poor little tike, just stares into space.” He clucked his tongue “To witness yer whole family shot down before yer very eyes could put anyone in a sorry state.”

It was many, many weeks later by the time Gabriella and her niece Georgie Love arrived in Tyler, Texas. She was heart sick, the child still refused to speak. Not one word, only whimpering sounds ever so often and the nights were worse. Pitiful screams, like a wounded animal ripped the stillness of the dark house. It tore at Gabriella’s heart. How would she cope with this? But she had made up her mind on her journey home that she would be patient; give the child all her love and pray that one day it would touch her niece’s soul.

After being home for a few days, Gabriella decided Georgie needed new clothes. The child’s wardrobe consisted of only two worn out cotton dresses, a pair of old boots, she suspected were too small by the way the child walked, and two pairs of dingy bloomers. Maybe a day of shopping might take the girl out of her shell. What young lady could resist a trip into town to buy nice things?

“Abe!” Gabriella shouted from the second floor landing. When her servant appeared, she ordered, “Tell Joe to hitch up the buggy for me and have Margo ready Georgie for a trip into town.”

“Yes’um, ma’am,” came the deep reply from the lower floor.

Abraham Brown, her butler was a tall, black man, with a full head of salt and pepper hair. He was over sixty but didn’t look a day over fifty. He was thin, and hadn’t gained a pound all his adult life even with that super sweet tooth of his. His dark eyes were pits in his long face and his nostrils were as wide as his lips. Not very handsome but when he flashed those perfect white teeth he was known to melt many a woman’s heart. His French wife, and housekeeper, Margo was barely five feet and they made a comical couple whenever she stood next to his six foot frame.

Within half an hour, Joe Connors, the foreman was driving her and her niece into town. He was a busy man running her ranch but she knew he would not mind the afternoon off while she and Georgie did some shopping. He would spend some of his hard earned money in the saloon drinking a few shots of whiskey and playing cards. Gabriella tried to be a generous person and she knew her foreman was looking forward to some leisure time.

“Joe,” Gabriella tapped the foreman’s shoulder before disembarking from the vehicle. “Remember to be back by four.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” he smiled, his gold eyetooth flashing in the sunlight.

“Come sweetheart,” she took the small hand, “we’ve a lot to do. If you’re good we’ll buy some candy.” She didn’t have to bribe, her niece was a perfect girl, too perfect. Gabriella sighed; she’d give anything if the girl got herself into a little mischief. She wouldn’t give up, and added, “We’ll even buy some for Abe’s sweet tooth,” she squeezed Georgie’s hand. “Won’t he like that?” She didn’t expect an answer, but she talk to Georgie as if one day the child might respond.

A little bell tinkled over the dressmaker’s door. The front of the shop was empty but Gabriella knew the woman was probably in the back sewing. A few seconds later a high pitched voice yelled out, “Be with you in a moment.”  True to her words, a matronly lady appeared. 

Ruth Miller’s eyes lit up seeing one of her best customers.

Gabriella Love was a very wealthy lady, who never snubbed her nose or put on airs. Ruth, as well as all of Tyler, respected and admired Gabriella Love. It was a known fact that she ran the Dancing Stallion Ranch with an iron hand but was fair and generous. To look at Gabriella you wouldn’t believe she could handle such a big responsibility. Standing barely five feet tall in her
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