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Pike’s Run, Texas, 1887

James Davis has plans—work his family's ranch, get married, have a family. So, how does he end up in a hayloft with Liza Talbut, the judge's daughter, who is most definitely not the woman he loves?
Liza Talbut has plans—cook, clean, and avoid all social engagements. So how, in Heaven's name, does she end up in a hayloft with James Davis, her long-time friend?
They are caught, but all is not lost. Liza doesn't have to marry James if nothing happened. And...nothing happened. But Liza wants a life out of her mother's home and to get away from her viperous sister. Liza knows she can be a good wife to James, and his kisses are too thrilling to lose.
So...she lies. And gets herself hitched.
And James finds himself with the bride he hadn't planned on...
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Chapter One
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Pike’s Run, Texas

November, 1887

“You’re wasting your time, Mother, she won’t go. Why would she? She never receives attention.”

“Madeline, dear, please be more supportive of your sister. She doesn’t have your personality.”

Liza Talbut gritted her teeth, wishing she hadn’t overheard the statements made about herself. She spun on a heel, heading away from the entrance to the front parlor. Madeline, her married sister, had come for a visit with their mother, and apparently Liza was the topic of conversation. Fury dogged Liza’s steps, and betrayal pierced her heart. But why was she surprised? She’d heard this same sort of conversation many times over the years.

She went up the stairs, gathering the skirt of her serviceable, burnt orange, calico dress in one hand. Her boots made not a sound on the plush carpet runner of reds and golds. She gripped the walnut railing, fuming, wanting to shout at her family members with all the hurt broiling inside her.

Light spilled in from the window at the landing, its wood frame gleaming, and the sun’s rays shining down on the rich carvings of the dark walnut paneling and banisters. She took a sharp left and hastened up the next flight to the second floor where her room waited.

She passed her parents’ space, with its sitting area for her mother and second office for her father, the judge. The rich colors of the carpeting continued along the corridor. Walnut paneling covered half the wall, while cream striped paper above it served as a backdrop for oil paintings of family members. Various side tables sat against the wood, holding figurines of people and animals. Gas lamps glowed softly, lighting her way.

The next chamber belonged to her brother, who was now at Harvard University preparing for his future as a judge. Her sister had owned the next room, but now she no longer used it. Madeline was married. She’d wed Nathaniel Hollister in March five years prior. But, she still had the run of this house.

And why?

Because what Madeline wanted, Madeline got.

Fine. So be it.

Liza refused to be like her sister, even though her mother often wanted her to. Which had always struck Liza as odd since Mother frequently bemoaned her elder daughter’s spoiled nature.

With an exhale, Liza opened the door to her room and ducked inside the haven. She fell into the chair near her vanity, the primping area a useless space. Not one to dress herself up, she kept her hair in a bun. Always. No fussing. No powders, no colors, no jewelry. She never indulged in perfume.

She couldn’t. To paint herself would mean she wanted attention from males. And she didn’t. For two reasons.

One, men scared her. Not because she feared their cruelty, but because she feared falling in love and getting hurt. Many of the boys she’d grown up with had proved fickle, and those who had wanted a commitment hadn’t wanted Liza.

And the second reason, which was probably the primary one—she didn’t want to compete with her sister.

Madeline was pretty. No, not pretty. Exquisite. She looked like the women painters preferred. She was probably the image men dreamt of when they fell to sleep, the vision knights wanted when saving the damsel from the dragon.

And Madeline had understood her power at an early age and had commanded all the attention. She’d stolen good times from Liza just by inserting herself into the childhood games Liza had played with her friends. Even girls wanted to be in Madeline’s circle.

So...Liza had stopped trying.

She even hid her figure from society’s eyes, because she just didn’t want to fool with the trouble flirting and attention could bring. She wore padding beneath her corset to keep the bone from highlighting her curves. And, as her sister had once pointed out, Liza’s curves were vulgar and meant for saloon girls. While the observation had hurt, Madeline had not been wrong.

However, these years of hiding, or withdrawal, had actually made Liza happy. Relatively. But they’d created other problems in that Madeline teased Liza often, her mother tried to change her, and her father, well, he called her his homespun princess. Whatever that meant.

She wished they’d just leave her alone. Why couldn’t she just remain at home, care for the house alongside the servants, attend church and sew? Why must she want something more than that?

A knock came at the door. “Roberta?” her mother called.

Liza gritted her teeth and closed her eyes. Another thing her family refused to honor. Her name. She was Roberta Elizabeth Talbut. And she hated it.

When she’d gone to school, she had seen an opportunity, and she’d asked her teachers and new schoolmates to call her “Liza”.

“Roberta? Are you in there?”

Liza ignored the call, her memories too strong at the moment for her to obey. When Madeline had heard the new moniker, she’d laughed and told everyone to call her Roberta or Bertie. But, thankfully, Liza’s teachers had upheld the request, and now, to the town, she was Liza. Thank God for that at least.

“Bertie? Well, where is she?” her mother muttered.

On a great sigh, Liza called, “Come in,” before her mother could walk away. Might as well get the conversation over with, she thought.

The door opened, and in breezed Katherine Talbut, her narrow skirt of dark green silk rustling as she entered. Madeline followed behind, wearing her signature color of ice blue to match her glittering eyes.

“I thought you were in the kitchen helping prepare supper.” Katherine stopped an arm’s length from Liza. “I’ve been all over this house.”

And her mother’s dramatics were also a common problem Liza had to manage. Whenever Madeline had had an issue, and oh, how her sister had had them, Liza had been the one to console her mother.

Madeline floated gracefully to the chaise and sat, draping one perfect wrist over the arm. “Bertie, you really shouldn’t hide up here or in the kitchen. You’re needed in society. You’re a judge’s daughter.”

With a will she didn’t know she had, Liza bit back a bark of laughter. How ludicrous that Madeline would say such a thing. Madeline had kissed many boys, flirted to the point of scandal, hurt people’s feelings countless times over, spent money as if it grew on trees and the final act...

Had gotten pregnant before marriage.

No one knew that last piece. Liza wasn’t even supposed to know that, but she’d figured it out.

Unfortunately, Madeline had lost the baby and hadn’t been with child since. Of course, there was still plenty of time for children.

“Madeline, dear, please. That has nothing to do with this.” Katherine knelt before Liza. “The dance is on Saturday, and I want you to attend and have a good time.”

Madeline smirked. “She’ll hug the wall, Mother. You’re only asking her to have a night of embarrassment.”

“Madeline, please,” her mother barked, her brows snapping down in anger. “Remain quiet.”

But she wouldn’t. Because Katherine had never been able to control Madeline.

Liza let out a breath. “Why must you press me on this? Can’t you see I’m fine as I am?”

With a worried expression, Katherine studied Liza for a few silent moments. “It’s not healthy.”

“Why not? Because women should want male attention?” The very idea made Liza’s stomach churn with fear. She didn’t want to be liked.

Katherine exhaled. “Can we please not have the same argument?”

“Then leave me be.” Please. Liza curled her hands into fists.

After a long look, Katherine rose. She paced to Liza’s desk and absently rolled the pen lying there. Then turned. “I’ll leave you be with one condition.”

Stunned, Liza reared back in her hair. “And what’s that?” she asked softly.

“Attend the dance this weekend and have a good time. Dance, converse with your friends.”

Madeline smirked again.

Katherine ignored her. “Have fun, Roberta, and if you still want this house to be your future, I will honor that.”

One night of discomfort could be suffered through if it meant an end to her mother’s urgings and constant persuasions. “I accept.”

With an abrupt nod, Katherine said to Madeline. “Let’s go. We’re late for the Women’s Guild meeting.”

Once she was alone, Liza turned and gazed at her reflection. An ordinary face looked back. Not ugly. Not at all. Plain? Yes.

Well, it didn’t matter. Saturday night was the last time she would ever have to worry about it. After that, she could spend her days working in her home, sewing, reading and ignoring the rest of the world.

* * * *
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JAMES DAVIS KNOCKED dirt and mud from his denims with his Stetson as he stood in the front yard of his parents’ home. The afternoon sun couldn’t diminish the crisp chill in the wind, but he didn’t mind. He liked the cold.

He placed his hat on his head, covering his brown hair, then tugged on the edges of his sheepskin coat. Before he could step onto the porch and enter the dog-run, the door to the kitchen burst open.

He grinned as his sister, Delilah, came flying toward him.

“You’re back!” she squealed.

As he caught her against him, he laughed and spun her around. When he put her down, he said, “We’re all home, and we didn’t even suffer any injuries.”

“Well, that’s a first.” She brushed dirt from his coat. “Ma is in the kitchen. We’re making supper. Are you gonna stay?”

“Probably.” He followed her up the steps and into the dog-run. “Not much waiting for me at home.”

She shot him a look over her shoulder, her blue eyes twinkling. “But there could be.”

He chuckled and refrained from pulling on her braid in brotherly affection. Of course, she wouldn’t have seen his tugging in the same way. When he entered the kitchen, he found his mother, Bonnie, at the worktable peeling carrots. Glasses sat at the end of her nose. She’d swept her auburn hair into a bun.

She smiled. “Well, here you are in one piece.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He leaned over to hug her. Her easy posture didn’t fool him for a second. Whenever her sons and nephews left on the spring or fall drive, she worried something fierce. Thankfully, her worst fears had never come to fruition. “I brought Pa his share of the sale.”

“He’s out back chopping wood but sit with me first.”

He did as she commanded, the chair scraping on the wood floor as he pulled it out.

Delilah returned to the ball of dough resting in a dusting of flour and began to knead it into either bread or a pie crust. He hoped it was for pie. Cherry or lemon, especially.

“Tell me about the drive.”

James removed his hat then detailed a smooth trip between Pike’s Run and New Orleans. They always sent their stock east in the fall, and usually only sold around seven hundred head. Fall drives didn’t take as long as spring ones and weren’t as dangerous. Fewer rivers to cross and the trek was shorter.

“Sounds like y’all were fortunate,” she commented. She glanced up at him. “And what do you plan for tomorrow?”

Tomorrow? Confused, he furrowed his brow. “Is somethin’ happening tomorrow?”

“There’s a dance for one thing,” Delilah announced as she divided the dough into two parts.

James’ anticipation grew, because that might mean biscuits and pie. He licked his lips. “That’s good.” As he watched his sister reach for the biscuit cutter, the room grew quiet. He felt their eyes on him. He glanced between them, wondering what they were waiting for.

His mother set down her peeler and gave him a pointed look. “You mentioned a goal for November.”

He had? “Huh?”

Delilah let out an exasperated exhale as she filled a biscuit pan.

With a concerned expression, his mother said, “Last June you said you would propose to Amanda after the fall drive.”

Oh. Yeah. Right. “I remember. That was my plan, yes.”

“Was?” Bonnie prodded.

He’d loved Amanda Forrester for as long as he could recall, and they had intentions to get married. He’d wanted to save enough before asking, which she understood. He’d thought perhaps the sale this month would allow him to take the next step, but as he mentally totaled his earnings, he realized he’d need a few more months. “I don’t think I can right now. Probably after the spring drive.”

While his mother and sister went back to their tasks, he saw Amanda in his mind’s eye. They weren’t in any rush. He was twenty-two. So was she. Plenty of time. He’d just finished building his cabin in July, which was on the south side of the ranch. His brother, Lonnie, who was the wrangler for the Swinging A, lived near James. Lonnie was married to Willa and had a passel of children.

Married life would suit James, but only if his bride was Amanda. He’d never been one to appreciate parlor talk or other pursuits women liked. He’d steered clear of most of his sister’s ideas over the years, managing to avoid her rope as often as he could.

Delilah was eighteen, and while they had squabbled often when they were younger, they’d run in the same circles. Amanda was Delilah’s friend, and he knew they shared secrets. Which he didn’t like much, seeing as how he could be one of those secrets, but...what could he do?

Girls talked. All the time.

It took all his will not to show his frustration with their chatter. Of course, when he was younger, he’d had a lot to say about it, but falling in love with Amanda had tamed him somewhat. She was, by nature, quieter than the rest of her sex, which was what had drawn James to her in the first place. Never mind that she was blonde and blue-eyed and as pretty as a picture. He smiled to himself, glad there was a dance tomorrow.

Amanda didn’t like parties much, but she’d step out with him, especially since they hadn’t seen each other in two months. He rose. “Guess I’ll go help Pa.”

The ladies murmured a goodbye, but as James left, he felt questioning gazes at his back. He didn’t understand why, but then, he never did.

The only female he could ever predict and comprehend was Amanda. Well, and Liza Talbut. Liza was probably one of his best friends. Funny that he didn’t see Amanda that way, but she was different. She was his girl, not his friend.

He supposed he should be anxious to marry Amanda, but she didn’t seem in all-fired hurry to get hitched to him, either. They were easy with each other was all. Patient. No theatrics. Which was how James liked it. He quickened his steps through the dog-run of his childhood home, heading for the back yard and a pile of wood.

* * * *
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LIZA TIED THE RIBBON that bound the padding made of cotton around her waistline. Once she had that done, she put on her chemise then her corset. With the extra bulk, she couldn’t tug the strings as tight as her actual figure would allow. Her curves were too...curvy. The disguise was necessary.

She hated her body. It was sinful. At least she’d managed to keep it hidden, and now no one, no man, would ever suspect. Over the years, the boys her age had lost interest in her. If they’d ever even been curious, she hadn’t any suspicion or indication of it.

But, now, she had to enjoy herself. Somehow. Which meant talking with other ladies and dancing. Nausea swam in her stomach. Dancing. How would she manage it?

The only boy who had ever twirled her through a reel was James Davis, and he was probably still on the drive. Perhaps she could cajole one of the Wilkens boys into taking pity on her.

Despite her fear of male attention, she was friendly with the gentlemen her age. It was easy to talk to them when she knew there was no chance of a romantic interlude or request.

She sat down and rolled on her stockings, adjusting the garters. Once that was done, she picked up her dress. It was made of muslin and was a charming gold. The square neckline showed just a bit of her collarbones. The sleeves ended at her elbow and had white lace adorning the cuffs. The skirt had two folds along the front that curved over her hips to a small bustle in the back. Tucks circled the bottom of the skirt, just above the hem.

With care, she curled the brown strands of hair tickling her jawline. The finished effect wasn’t bad at all. Liza didn’t feel she was ugly, just not pretty. Not like Madeline, anyway. Or Amanda Forrester.

Amanda was Liza’s friend. She’d never made Liza feel small and didn’t use her beauty as a weapon against men. In fact, she hated socials as much as Liza did and preferred the safety of her home, too. They were a pair.

Unless James was at the party tonight, Amanda wouldn’t be there. Liza would have to find others to talk to. She wondered how closely her mother would watch her this evening.

Oh, well, she sighed inwardly. Liza would try to have a good time as best she could.

Lifting her head and pushing her shoulders back, she left her room and went downstairs. Her father was sitting in one of the chairs placed next to the hall tree. He looked up when she came forward.

His brown beard couldn’t hide his broad smile. “Bertie, my girl, you look beautiful.”

He always said that, and she believed he believed that. “Thank you, Papa. You look nice, too.”

He tugged at his green brocade vest. “Your mama insists I wear this. It’s a barn dance. I’ll be the only trussed up turkey in the place.”

Her poor papa. Liza smiled. “You’ll make the best of it.”

“I always do, don’t I?” He stood and towered over her. Judge Roderick Talbut had wide shoulders, eyes like an eagle’s, reached a good three inches over six feet and had a booming laugh. He was a Texas man who’d married a Georgia peach and brought her to live in Pike’s Run. He’d been able to stand Savannah for exactly four years. They’d moved to Dallas three years after Madeline’s birth. Liza had been born in Dallas, followed by Jarred two years later.

“And you?” he asked, tipping his head toward her.

“Me?”

He studied her for a moment, using his “judge” expression. “Your mama told me about the agreement.”

“Oh, yes. I’ll have fun, I promise.”

Before more could be discussed, the rustle of silk on carpet drew their attention. Her father met her mother at the bottom step. “You look beautiful, honey.”

She offered her cheek for his kiss, but her eyes were on Liza. “You put on your best dress, I see.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Liza smoothed her hands over the front of her skirt. The flutters in her stomach grew. She hoped she could easily insert herself into someone’s group. And she hoped Madeline stayed far away.

* * * *
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JAMES ENTERED NORTHRUP Walker’s barn with his sister on his arm. Already couples twirled to the lively music of an Irish reel, and the notes of the fiddle reverberated in James’ chest. Delilah saw friends and left him to have her own fun. He scanned the space for Amanda but didn’t see her. Disappointed but not overly much, he sauntered over to where Joe, his best friend and cousin, stood.

“Evening, Joe.” He shook the taller man’s hand.

“Evening. All back in one piece?”

“Yep.” James hooked his thumbs in his pockets. “Where’s your girl?”

Joe smiled. “With Emma at the refreshment table.”

The joy in his cousin’s eyes made James think of Amanda. He wished she were here. “Y’all still set to get hitched next Saturday?”

Joe nodded then removed his hat and shoved fingers through his jet black hair. “It’s been hell waiting.”

“I can imagine.” James chuckled.

“How have you done it?” Joe questioned as he repositioned his Stetson on his head. “You and Amanda have had plans to get married for years. Now that I know what it feels like to love someone, I don’t know how you’ve borne the separation.”

“It was hard in the beginning, but we both wanted to make a good start. Marriage is difficult enough without the added burdens of making ends meet.” James watched couples skip down the lines as they went through the steps of the reel.

Joe lifted his brow and concern shone in his eyes.

Understanding, James cupped Joe’s shoulder. “Y’all will be fine. She’s giving ballet lessons, and you’re a deputy with a decent savings from selling your father’s land. Don’t worry. I started from nothing. It’s different.”

This seemed to appease Joe, and his shoulders relaxed.

James lowered his arm. They watched the revelry in silence for a few moments, then James felt a presence at his side. He broke into a grin. “Evenin’, Liza.”

“James, Joe.”

Joe nodded his head.

“Looks like everyone is having a good time,” she said, her smile meeting her eyes.

“You look fetching in that color,” James didn’t mind telling her. He liked Liza. She was the only girl he could stand spending time with after his mother and Amanda. And his sister, he supposed. Sometimes.

“Thanks. Is Amanda around?”

“No. Guess she didn’t know I was back, and I didn’t ride over there. You know how she feels about parties.” James didn’t mind Amanda’s shyness. It was one of the things he liked about her. However, he enjoyed socials, as they were a means for merriment and the good kind of trouble. Stealing kisses, sneaking sips of whiskey and causing mischief for the older generation had occupied his time as much as dancing had. And it would tonight. His flask sat in the inside pocket of his coat.

“Yes, I know. Well,” Liza sighed, then peeked up at James. “Wanna dance?”

Surprised, he didn’t answer immediately. She usually hugged the walls at parties, just like Amanda. While he’d danced with Liza before, he knew she didn’t get asked often and would even reject requests at times. “Sure. Came here for a reason, didn’t I? I’m not gonna waste my charm on Joe.”

Liza laughed.

Whenever she did that, James took a punch to the gut. She was deuced pretty, and her laugh was like honey. It was odd she didn’t have a beau. But she didn’t seem to want one, and, well, she had a boxier figure. But that didn’t bother James. He grabbed her hand. “Come on.”

He pulled her into the next reel, and she came, laughing all the way. And he liked the sound so much, he had every intention of hearing it all night. Maybe she wouldn’t mind a few nips? He grinned down at her, falling into the warmth in her almond-colored eyes.
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Liza was laughing so hard with James, she feared she might bust the front buttons of her corset. She was at the refreshment table with him, finishing her fourth glass of punch.

“How do you remember all of that?” he asked, once he caught his breath, his mouth turned up in a grin. “I don’t think Caleb does.”

She set her cup down, then massaged her aching cheeks. They hurt from all the hilarity of recalling childhood antics. “That’s because he doesn’t want to remember. And we were the only two around.”

“Wish I had his ability to forget.” James swallowed the rest of his drink. “And he’s lucky you had a needle and thread.”

“He was so thankful, he gave me a bag of peppermints the next day.” The memory gave her pleasure. It had been quite sweet. The candy and the gesture. She’d actually allowed herself romantic thoughts about Caleb Walker. For a little while. “I’d never sewn so fast in my life.”

James made a noise of agreement. “I bet. And I guess the stitching held because his pants didn’t bust open in school. At least not that I recall.”

She chuckled. “He was safe for the rest of the day.” She put a finger to her lips in a hushing motion. “But don’t tell him I told you any of this.”

“Oh, hell, Liza. I wouldn’t say a word.” He handed his glass to Mrs. Wilkens who manned the refreshment table. “You know enough about me, too, that I wouldn’t ever want to make you angry.”

She did indeed. “I would never tell any of your secrets.”

He lifted an eyebrow. “I’ve got another one to share, if you’re game.”

Tonight she was ready for anything. She squared her shoulders. “Let’s hear it.”

His eyes twinkled with mischief, and he gripped her elbow, propelling her outside and away from the dancing. This was the first reel they’d sat out. Each time they’d gone for punch had been in between the songs, and they’d drunk quickly.

He pulled her around the side of the barn. The shrieks of children could be heard, but James found a spot where no one else was about. He reached into his coat pocket and withdrew a flask. “Care for some whiskey?”

Oh! She’d never had a drop in her life. And she should have known what he hid on his person. Even though she’d never partaken, she’d been around when James, Joe Lonnigan, and a few others had indulged in a bit of rebellion.

James took a swallow then held it out to her.

She stared at the silver winking in the moonlight. What could be the harm? Her head was already spinning, but what else should she expect? They’d been twirling all night and constantly laughing, bumping into other couples and doubling over even more. She was actually glad she’d come. And if this was to be her last night of revelry...

With her own saucy look, she snatched the flask from him, set it to her lips and tipped her head back. The sip burned, and she came up coughing.

He chuckled low and pulled her closer into him.

She gripped one of the lapels of his coat, setting her nose against his shoulder while she tried to adjust.

“I sure like spending time with you, Liza.”

His words sent pleasure through her. She lifted her head and looked at him, noting the handsome lines of his face, and she wondered, for the hundredth time, why Amanda didn’t love him. James was the least scary fellow in Pike’s Run.

“Always have,” he continued in a husky voice. “You’re funny, and I love how you laugh.”

How sweet. Her heart pounded hard. “And I like you, James Davis. You’ve always paid attention to me.”

He grinned and held up the flask. “Another nip?”

In answer, she took it from him. This time she was better prepared for the burn. “I’m surprised. It’s good,” she said, clearing the haze in her eyes. She coughed twice.

“That’s the spirit.”

She busted out into riotous giggles.

“What’s so funny?” he asked, though he laughed, too. He took a swig.

“Sp-spirit!”

Understanding dawned on his face, and he chuckled harder. “That sh-shouldn’t be that f-funny.”

And yet they hung on to each other, mirth making it difficult to stand upright.

Another reel sounded through the walls. “Oh, I love this one.”

“Let’s go,” James said. “But have one more.”

This time the liquor didn’t bother her at all.

After he had his own swallow, he screwed the cap back on and shoved it into his coat pocket. It took a couple of tries.

She giggled.

“There,” he said once the flask was tucked inside. He patted his coat. “All safe. Come on.” He tugged on her hand, and they hurried back to the dancing.

When he snatched her up, immediately whirling her to the music, her heart leapt. What a night! How perfect that her last party was turning out to be enjoyable. James Davis knew how to make a lady feel important. Every time she looked at him, his eyes were on her. The twinkle of merriment and mischief hadn’t left his gaze. For the first time in her life, she reveled in male attention.

They bumped into Joe and his fiancé, Katia Stefanski. Which made Liza peal with hilarity. James guffawed.

“Slow down,” Joe warned, but he wore a grin. “Stay away from the punch.”

“You got it,” James slurred.

As they turned a corner, moving away from the other couple, Liza asked, “But what if I want more?”

“Then you shall have more,” James declared. “Joe’s not the boss of me. I don’t care that he’s a deputy and a few months older.”

“And taller,” she added.

“That, too.” He spun her around, turning her under his arm repeatedly.

She laughed in delight, her vision blurry, but he led her well.

When he pulled her close again, he said near her ear, “I love your laugh.”

His breath sent tingles shooting over her skin, and the low timbre of his voice rumbled deep inside her. What a night! Oh, if only Madeline could see her now! “Where’s my sister?”

“Who cares?”

It was no secret that James didn’t like Madeline all that much, and Liza found it hard to defend her sister to him. To anyone, for that matter. But James might approve of why Liza had asked. “I want her to see me having a good time. She always makes fun of me and says I hug the wall.”

James glowered. “Where is she?”

“That’s what I asked you.”

He chuckled hard once more. “Right.” He scanned their surroundings. “There she is. Holding court on a hay bale.”

“Perfect. Twirl me over there.” Liza was fully prepared to rub her sister’s nose in the fact that she was dancing and Madeline wasn’t.

“Yes, ma’am.” James proceeded to lead her to a spot near the entrance where a seating arrangement had been set up.

The usual gaggle of ladies were there, surrounding Madeline. They all wore suitable ensembles for a barn dance.

“Evening, all,” James said when they were close enough. He kept his arm around Liza’s waist.

Most grateful for his understanding and willingness to play along, Liza felt confidence move through her. “Why aren’t you waltzing, Madeline?”

Her sister lifted her perfectly smooth brow. “I beg your pardon?”

“I haven’t sat out a single reel tonight, but I see you can’t say the same.” Triumph made Liza stand taller.

Madeline smirked. “No, I’m afraid I can’t. But let’s count up all the reels I’ve had over the years and see how your few tonight measure up, hmm?”

Her ladies-in-waiting smothered giggles behind dainty fingers.

As Liza drew breath to argue, Madeline delivered another barb. “In fact, I’m sure the number of requests I’ve turned down to partner with someone far outshine the few dances you’ve had this evening.”

Now the peals of hilarity flew, and Liza gritted her teeth.

“Well, I can proudly say I’ve never been stupid enough to ask you,” James announced, silencing the women. “I like your sister better.”

And as Madeline pinched her lips in outrage, he snatched Liza up again, and spun her into the new song that had just started.

She curled her arm around his shoulder, laying her temple against his cheek. “Thank you.”

“Any time.”

* * * *
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“WHERE’S YOUR HOUSE?” James asked.

“In the creek.”

They both laughed, leaning on each other as they tripped down the road. Liza didn’t want to stop touching him. He was so handsome. Strong jaw, full lips, eyes that shone with ease and mischief. She’d always liked James.

“How could I have missed your house? It’s so big,” he said as he kept his arm around her waist. “Why the hell can’t I see it?”

“Because it’s dark.” She giggled.

He stopped and tugged her into him. “Do that again.”

“What?”

“Giggle.”

Without trouble, she obliged him. Because having his attention made her feel funny inside, and she was warm from the dancing and the drinking.

“Damn, that sound does stuff to me.”

“Stuff?”

He put an index finger to her lips. “Shh. I can’t tell you.”

“You shh.”

“All right. I didn’t know I was talking.” He frowned and looked over her head. “Where’s your house?”

She turned. “I think we went the wrong way.”

“It’s just straight, then right, then left.” He reached for his flask. “Right?”

“Huh?” She shook her head, fuzzy with her thoughts. “What’s right?”

“Damn, we killed it.” James held the silver container upside down and shook it.

“It’s all gone,” she said.

He grinned at her in the moonlight. “That’s just fine. And look at me. Still on my feet.”

“I am, too.”

“You sure are, sweetheart.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulder and pulled her into his side. “What a good time I’m having.”

“Me, too. And this is my last party.” When they started walking, she leaned into him to keep upright.

“Oh, yeah?”

“Mother said I wouldn’t have to go to anymore if I had fun tonight.” Liza was happy she’d won the challenge.

“But that means I won’t see you as much,” he said, trailing his nose along her cheek.

Thrills shot over her skin. “I can visit you.”

“That’s true. But I don’t have any furniture yet.”

She laughed. “H-How can you not have furniture?”

He growled near her ear. “I love how you laugh.”

As they stumbled along, a structure loomed in the dark. “Oh, look. There’s my house.”

“Wait. I’m not gonna see you again after tonight.” He stopped her and cupped her face.

“I thought I was gonna visit.”

“I need to get a chair first.”

“Oh, right.”

He trailed his knuckles over her cheek. “You’re real pretty, Liza.”

Her center warmed. “Thank you.”

“You’re a million times prettier than Madeline.” He slid his fingers into the hair at the back of her neck. “And your hair is so soft.” He stepped closer, touching his chest to her breasts.

Despite the fabric of her coat, she could feel his hard muscles. “I think you’re handsome.” And she did. She always had. But she’d never allowed herself to think of him because he loved Amanda. Which had been good, because if there was any boy she could fall for, it would be James Davis.

“Oh, yeah?” he drawled. He withdrew one pin from her bun.

“And you’re strong.” Her gaze went to the outline of his shoulders.

“Well, you’re sweet. Always have been.” Another fastener was removed.

She sighed, not wanting him to stop touching her. “You’re making funny things happen to my stomach.”

He chuckled low. “Good. Cause stuff is happening to me, too.”

“Stuff?”

“Hush, now,” he told her as he tugged another pin loose. “I told you I can’t talk about that.”

As her hair tumbled to her shoulders, she gripped the lapels of his coat. “I won’t ask again.” Oh, what a night.

When he delved his fingers into her tresses, seeming to revel in the feel of her brown locks, she finally felt beautiful.

“Damn, that’s soft.” He moved to cup her face once more. “I’m gonna give you a goodbye kiss.”

Her heart flew to the heavens. A kiss! She’d never, never been kissed before. “All right.”

He set his mouth on hers and fire leapt. He groaned, the sound mingling with her whimper, and they sank into each other.

As he grabbed her tightly, holding fast to her waist, she wrapped her arms around his neck. She had no idea what she was doing, but she followed his lead, her pulse racing, her mind spinning. When he slipped his tongue between her lips, she moaned, and everything melted inside her.

“Damn, Liza,” he said, between kisses. “Damn.” He took possession once more.

She wanted to drown in him, to feel him everywhere. How could this be happening? Is this what happened whenever couples kissed? If so, she was mad at herself for never trying before.

When he came up for air, he said, “Sweetheart, Liza, you’re making my heart pound faster than a train.”

Joy moved through her. “I’m glad.”

“But we have to stop, or I won’t stop, and where is your house?”

She assessed their surroundings. “I don’t know. My head is spinning.”

“Mine, too. Guess we had too much.”

Had too much what?

“Oh, there it is.” He grabbed her hand, and they started walking toward the building behind them.

She frowned. “This doesn’t look right.”

“It has to be.”

“Where’s the porch?”

“On the other side.”

But as they walked around, she realized this wasn’t home. She laughed. “Oh, James. This isn’t my house. It’s a barn.”

“You have to stop laughing. I can’t think when you do that.”

“I can’t help it.”

He walked across the yard, heading toward the door. “And you really aren’t going to come to any more parties?”

“No.”

“Then I want more kisses. I like the way you kiss.”

Pleasure shot through her, and her cheeks heated. What a compliment! Oh, what a night! It was as if God was rewarding her for trying.

When he reached the door, he turned and pulled her into his arms. He took her mouth in a short, hard motion. “Come on,” he growled.

“What are we doing?”

He threaded her fingers through his. “Gonna find the hayloft. Kiss a little more until my head clears, and I can find your house.”

His idea served to make her pulse pound. She was going to roll in the hay with James Davis. How exhilarating!

With much mirth they went up the ladder, both blaming their stumbling on blurred vision and darkness. When they made it to the top, they fell into a mound of straw, him on top of her.

As his lips met hers, she moaned her excitement, grateful to James Davis for making this a night she’d never forget.

* * * *
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“JAMES!”

James shot up at the strident call, blinking rapidly.

“James!”

“Yeah?” he croaked out. What the hell? He was covered in hay. Had he fallen asleep in the loft? His head was pounding. He pressed the heel of his hand to his temple. “Damn,” he muttered.

“James.”

And the fury in the tone finally resonated. James looked up and found his father glaring down at him, along with the judge. “Pa?”

His father’s face was beet red with rage. The judge was clenching his hands into fists repeatedly. “What’s wrong?” James rasped.

The hay rustled beside him. He turned and met the gaze of Liza Talbut. Stunned, he reared back. “Oh, hell.”

“Get up,” his father snapped, “or I’m gonna throw you out of here.”

What had he done? Fear gripped him, causing a lump at the base of his throat. Had he...? God. No.

“Papa?” Liza called, sounding small and fragile.

Holy Hell. He’d comprised Liza. His friend. The judge’s daughter. Shame turned his stomach into knots, and he sat, paralyzed with disbelief.

“James Davis.” His father growled. “Get. Up.”

God. James couldn’t breathe. But he snatched his coat and managed to stand. He could feel the cold going down his shirt. Some of the buttons were undone, and the material was untucked, but he wouldn’t dare set himself to rights. He doubted he could get his fingers to work. His vest was open, too.

“Come on, Bertie-girl,” Judge Talbut said, coaxing his child with a gentle, fatherly tone. He came forward.

James moved so the man could help his daughter stand. His knees were so damned weak, but he didn’t stumble as he stepped to the side. He met the gaze of his father, and the disappointment and anger shining in John’s eyes made James’ heart drop to his boots. He’d hurt the man he respected most in this world. The look on John Davis’ face would be burned in James’ memory for life. “I’m sorry, Pa.” His voice grated on the words.

A muscle ticked in John’s jaw, and he made no comment. He switched his attention to the judge. “Where do you want to do this?”

“My office. At noon.”

John nodded. He looked at James. “Let’s go.”

With fear and shame churning in his gut, he followed his father. As he went down the ladder, he glanced at Liza, who looked ready to weep. What had he done?
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