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About the Author

Pike’s Run, Texas, 1885

Alex Davis has just returned to Pike's Run, Texas, from Yale with a fabulous invention that could revolutionize the use of electricity. He can't wait to show his work to his family and his dearest friend in the world, Julia Forrester. But from the first day he arrives home, Julia avoids him. He doesn't understand and tries everything he can think of to spend time with her, but he fails.
Julia Forrester has loved Alex Davis since their school days. He was her confidante and her champion whenever she struggled with her studies. She helped him with his inventions, spending as many of her free hours as possible with him. She'd thought he'd loved her, but when he went off to college without her, her heart broke. And the infrequency of his letters proved his feelings didn't match hers. Now that he has returned, she is determined to move on with her life. She has written a symphony, and she won't let past hopes and dreams overtake her again.
But Alex won't give up, and when Julia confesses the reason for her distant attitude, the "Genius of Pike's Run" realizes his stupidity. He is in love with Julia and will now move Heaven and Earth to have her. But he is battling more than her distrust. Julia has another reason to keep away from Alex, and he sets out to fix it. Will the "genius" be able to prove his theory?

This one is for Judy...the queen.

And also to whomever decided that Mr. Darcy ought to walk across a field at dawn in a great coat. You sir, or madam, are a genius.
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Chapter One
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December, 1885

Pike’s Run, Texas

“Julia! Julia!” Amanda burst into Julia’s bedroom, her angelic face bright with excitement. “The train is coming.”

The information made Julia’s heart lurch. The Southern Pacific from Dallas carried precious cargo, but she would not be present for the arrival of the locomotive. She could not. If she wanted to have a future, she had to keep far away from the activity that probably surrounded the depot. With a swallow, she pulled her knees to her chest as she sat on her bed, music composition sheets spread before her. “So?”

She’d managed to utter the word, had even been able to make it sound as if the arrival didn’t matter.

Shocked, Amanda straightened and removed her hand from the knob. “What? What do you mean? Aren’t you going to meet him?”

Him. The champion of her fantasies. The husband of her dreams. The love of her heart. Him.

She couldn’t go. She had to stay away, had to distance herself from all the hopes and wishes she’d had since their first year in school together. Since the moment he’d taken the time to help her with her mathematics, to walk her home, to show her his first invention...

That part of her life had to be over. She didn’t care that he’d written to her to say he was coming home. He saw her as a friend. And only that.

The understanding pierced her, slicing at wounds that had ripped open when he’d left for Yale five years ago. Wounds that had never healed. She took a deep breath and held back a sob that threatened to erupt.

“No, Amanda,” she murmured when she could find the strength. “No. I am not.”

* * * *
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ALEXANDER DAVIS BOUNCED his leg, trying not to shoot to his feet in the passenger car as the great, hulking mass of steam-powered iron came to a hissing halt at the depot in Pike’s Run, Texas. His heart jumped in elation as soon as he caught sight of a head of auburn hair mixed in with the crowd on the platform. His sister, Delilah, stood front and center.

“We’ve arrived, boy-o,” Baxter Greene called from the bench seat across the aisle. “And I might not need my coat.”

Alex chuckled and met the gray gaze of his friend who still attended Yale. “I told you the cold won’t bite like it does in Connecticut.”

The slender, shorter man shrugged, showing his nonchalant personality. “It’s hard to believe a fellow who went out in freezing temperatures without protection more than once and didn’t seem to care.”

“But that wasn’t on purpose,” Sutton Newberry reminded him, standing up and gathering his gloves, the light shining on his blond hair. “Alex is absent-minded. Not impervious.”

The ladies, Kathleen Barnes and Prudence Yancey, giggled, their eyes shining with mirth. They’d been allowed the trip by their fathers, and Alex had silently speculated that either the parents hoped that the ladies would come back with suitors, or that they trusted him and the other fellows implicitly.

“He’s got you pegged, Alex,” Kathleen said, her brown curls peeking from beneath her purple bonnet, her signature color.

With a shake of his head, Alex rose. No amount of teasing could dampen his happiness. He was about to see his family for the first time in five years, and his oldest and dearest friend, as well. “I never claimed to be able to withstand cold. I do admit to misplacing a number of coats throughout my time in New England.”

Snorts and laughter came from his chums, but they made no further jokes as all prepared to disembark. The porter announced the next departure, but Alex barely heard. He had much to do, and energy, similar to the kind he worked to harness, whipped through him.

With a gesture, he urged his friends to move faster down the aisle.

“All right, all right,” Baxter said, quickening his lackadaisical steps with an exasperated expression. “We’re coming.”

“Save us from a son who hasn’t seen his mother for five years,” Kathleen commented.

“Or had her cooking,” Sutton added dryly.

When the people in front of him finally moved, Alex was able to make the turn to the steps leading to the platform. As soon as he descended, right in front of him stood his sister and his parents.

“Alex!” Delilah cried, then she launched herself at him.

He caught her against his chest and lifted her off her feet. As he held her tight, his chest constricted with gratefulness. He was home. He closed his eyes and pressed a kiss to the top of her hatless head.

When he put her down, he met the gazes of his mother, Bonnie, and his father, John. His parents’ cheeks were high with color, and his mother’s blue eyes sparkled with tears of joy. “Ma,” Alex said softly. “Pa.” Then Alex moved forward and hugged them both.

His mother took in a quick breath as she tried to hold in a sob, while his father clapped him on the back.

After a few moments, he pulled away and studied their faces. Wrinkles had appeared, but not one of them masked his mother’s timeless Irish beauty or his father’s strong features. A few white hairs peeked between the auburn tresses belonging to his mother, and a bit of gray touched his father’s brown locks. They looked in good health, and his mother’s, sister’s and cousins’ letters had told him as much.

“You grew,” Bonnie observed as she reached up to stroke his brown hair.

“Not as tall as Lonnie,” he amended, speaking of one of his three brothers. “But taller than J.T.” He said the last with a teasing note and a grin, then looked over the heads of his parents to see more of his family standing there.

His brothers, J.T., Lonnie and James, hung back with open and happy expressions, their Stetsons, denims and sheepskin coats denoting their profession of cowboy. Along with his brothers was one of his sisters-in-law, Angelique, J.T.’s wife. Alex could scarcely believe the two of them had six children. A few of whom had been born while Alex had been gone. He wished Willa, Lonnie’s wife, could have come, but a fourth baby, a daughter, had been born only two weeks prior to Alex’s arrival. He’d have to wait.

He stretched out his hand as he walked over, eager to be with them once more. James was first, his hazel eyes and coffee-colored hair so similar to their father, they were almost identical. James was on the shorter, stockier side, also like their pa, but he had a mischievous nature that John either didn’t have or chose not to show. 

“I see the snow didn’t stunt your growth,” James commented, a twinkle in his eye. 

Alex chuckled then jabbed him in the shoulder. “I see the heat didn’t stimulate yours.”

James let out a snort, but he didn’t lose his grin.

Alex moved to Lonnie, who had dark brown hair and eyes the same color. He was a couple of inches taller than Alex, who was six feet. They shook hands, and Alex easily detected the calm demeanor Lonnie always exuded. 

“I guess working with electrical currents wasn’t as dangerous as I thought it would be,” Lonnie drawled.

With a laugh, Alex said, “I had a few scares.”

“But you’re in one piece.” Lonnie squeezed his shoulder. “Glad you’re home.”

“Me, too.” Alex turned to his eldest brother, J.T., who had one arm around his wife.

J.T. also resembled their father: short, stocky build with wide shoulders, brown hair and hazel eyes. His nature was also to make trouble, but that same energy he’d once devoted to mischief he now applied to his profession. J.T. had started a ranch, and together with their brothers and one of their cousins, he’d managed to make a profit when many spreads were failing. Alex hoped he could now contribute to the family business. Of course, he had his future work with George Westinghouse starting in January in Pennsylvania, but that was a month away. He had time to get his hands dirty on the Swinging A.

He and J.T. shook. “We sure are happy to see you,” J.T. said, a light in his eye that Alex could only describe as uncertain.

The expression gave Alex pause, but he didn’t inquire why it might be there. Instead he said, “It’s been hard. These last months, especially.”

As J.T. nodded, Angelique remarked, “We’ve been so proud of your work.”

Heat crept into his cheeks. “Thank you.” He leaned down to give her a hug, and as he did, he searched the platform for the other person he’d hoped to see. When he couldn’t find her anywhere, disappointment gripped him. But she was probably at her parents’ shop, busy with altering and making dresses.

He pulled back and gripped Angelique’s hand. He gave her fingers a squeeze then smiled. “I guess my nieces and nephews are at the ranch?”

Angelique nodded. “Having them around would have only given everyone a headache. We thought we’d spare you the exhaustion.”

Alex laughed, understanding. “I can’t wait to see them, though. And Willa,” he added, glancing at Lonnie.

The clearing of a throat reminded Alex he hadn’t come alone. He whipped on a heel. “Sorry,” he said to his patient friends, who stood in a line off to the side.

Baxter shrugged and made a gesture of dismissal. “Not a problem. We’re content to allow you to reacquaint yourself with your family. It’s been a long time.”

Grateful he hadn’t upset anyone, Alex introduced his school chums to his parents and siblings. He knew his friends wouldn’t be cowed by the many names they’d have to commit to memory as each had a sharp mind. While Prudence and Kathleen hadn’t attended Yale, their fathers taught at the college, and they frequently showed they would have been more than capable of achieving a degree in whatever discipline they chose. If women were allowed to attend, he thought silently.

“As I mentioned in my letter, they’ve reserved rooms at the hotel,” Alex reminded his mother.

“We’re glad you wanted to experience our town and give us the opportunity to acquaint ourselves with y’all. Alex has spoken highly of each of you.” Bonnie adjusted her bonnet as a strong gust of wind came through.

“Why don’t I take them on over and help them get settled?” Alex suggested. “We all have luggage, and I brought several crates, as well.” He had his invention to show off to his family.

“We have our wagon and buggy,” Alex’s father said.

Alex, along with Sutton, Baxter and his brothers, assisted the porters in removing all their trunks and cargo. Kathleen and Prudence chatted with Angelique, Delilah, and his parents while the men worked.

“So,” James started, adding his voice to the grunts accompanying the lifting of the crates Alex had had loaded in Connecticut, “are y’all as smart as Alex?”

Alex let out an exasperated sigh at James’ inquiry as he walked in front of his brother, Sutton and Baxter, carrying one of the trunks.

“Is Alex smart?” Sutton queried, with a feigned tone of wonder.

J.T. snickered while he shoved a crate into the wagon. Alex followed suit and kept his mouth shut. While he understood teasing, and it never hurt his feelings, he wasn’t good at the banter.

“I hadn’t heard,” Baxter drawled.

“He told us all the time,” James continued, fitting two pieces of luggage in a spot behind a crate. “Never shut up about it.”

“Hmm,” Sutton replied, as he stowed his burden in the bed. “I believe he might have been telling you a tale, then. I doubt a fellow who leaves his window open during a blizzard has any real intelligence.”

“That was one time,” Alex said. “And I wasn’t even home.”

“Everything froze,” Baxter added. “His ink. His coffee beans.”

As Lonnie and J.T. laughed, Alex just shook his head.

“But, to answer your question,” Baxter strolled back to the baggage car where their cargo had been stowed for the trip, “I don’t think anyone is as smart as Alex.”

Heat gathered again in Alex’s cheeks, and he pressed his lips together, feeling a bit embarrassed but pleased with the compliment. He saw Lonnie’s chest puff out, while J.T. gave Alex a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

“Hell,” James groused, drawing Alex’s attention, but James’ tone lacked any kind of irritation, “that’s all he needs to hear.”

As laughter went around, Alex had never felt more at peace. He was home, with his family, and his closest friends were here with him. The next month was going to be wonderful.

He couldn’t wait to see Julia. Maybe he could visit her at the shop. Surely her mother wouldn’t mind? After being apart for five years when they used to see each other almost every day, Mrs. Forrester would understand Alex’s need to visit with his friend. His dearest friend. His chest tightened with excitement.

* * * *
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FIRST, THEY ALL DROPPED Alex’s friends and their luggage at the hotel. Then J.T., Angelique, Lonnie and James, who had ridden horseback, left to alert the rest of the Davis and Lonnigan clan that Alex was on his way. Alex, his parents, and Delilah headed to Jerkin’s Livery, where they stowed their buggy and one horse. His father wanted Alex’s friends to have a way to get back and forth when they needed it. When they had concluded the arrangements and his father had settled his bill with Pete Jerkin, Alex hopped into the bed of the cart.

They started off for the ranch with Alex sitting on top of one of the trunks. His sister, as she’d done before he’d left, snuggled into his side. Now, though, her head reached his upper arm. In the past, her nose had been buried in his ribs.

“We’re gonna have a lot of fun,” Delilah informed him. “Papa wants to play cards every night, and Mama plans to cook all your favorite meals.”

The news warmed him. “Good. I’ve missed y’all.”

She was quiet for a moment. “Did you really?”

“Yep. It was lonely for a while before I met Sutton and Baxter.”

“They seem nice. Did they attend Yale, too?”

The buildings in town grew smaller as they travelled south toward the ranch. “Still do. They both want to be lawyers.” While Sutton and Baxter were the same age as Alex and had completed their bachelor’s, they now had more classes to take concentrating solely on law.

“They’re not inventors?”

“Nope.”

The creak of wheels sounded as the conveyance bumped and rolled down the road.

“And the ladies? Are they college students?”

“No, just friends. Their fathers work at Yale, and I met them at one of the many socials at the college. They fit right in with us.” It had been easy to get to know Kathleen and Prudence.

“Their fathers let them travel so far without their supervision?” Delilah shifted and looked up at him.

“Well...” Alex wanted to tug at his collar. How to explain why Professors Barnes and Yancey had allowed their daughters so much freedom escaped Alex. He didn’t want to have this conversation with Delilah, and he was grateful his mother hadn’t asked, either. “I guess so,” he finally answered. It explained nothing, and he doubted it would be enough for Delilah, but he wasn’t going to tell her more.

“Oh,” she murmured, but he could hear her thoughts churning.

“Tell me how your drawing is coming,” he urged, changing the subject.

Delilah happily launched into her use of charcoal and how horses were her favorite subjects. He liked hearing the pride in her voice and looked forward to seeing her work.

“How’s Julia?” he asked his sister when she fell quiet, his thoughts not far from his best friend. Julia was the person who understood him more than anyone else. “She didn’t meet my train, so I guess she had to work in the shop today.”

“Work? Not too much, lately. She’s too busy with her symphony.” Delilah brushed at some dirt that had gathered on her coat.

As his mind grasped that Julia might not have had an impediment to coming to the depot, he recalled one of her letters had mentioned her creation. “Is she finished?”

“I believe so. Now she’s rehearsing with the director of the orchestra at the hotel. She’s planning a musicale on Christmas Eve.”

“Really?” He didn’t remember her mentioning that. He had to see her as soon as possible, but he doubted he could abandon his family when he’d just arrived. “I’m glad I’ll be here to enjoy her composition.”

Delilah sighed with happiness. “Me, too.” She snuggled closer.

He chuckled and kept his arm around her.

When a familiar fence line appeared, Alex smiled to himself, eager to clap eyes on his home. He swiveled around, causing Delilah to sit up, and found the gate with its arched sign proclaiming it the Swinging A rising in his sights.

His chest tightened. Finally.

His father turned the team, and as they went through the open entrance, exclamations and shouts from children greeted Alex’s ears. He laughed as some of his nieces and nephews ran behind and alongside the wagon.

“Uncle Alex!” they cried.

He obliged them and hopped down before his father had reached the dog-run cabin in which Alex had grown up. “John,” he called, bending down and lifting the seven-year-old, J.T. and Angelique’s oldest. Alex was surprised by how tightly the child hugged his neck. “You’ve got a grip there, bucko.”

John laughed.

Someone tugged at his trousers. “Me next.”

Alex looked down and found John’s twin, Anne, blinking up at him, her blue eyes wide and filled with excitement.

Without setting down his first armful, Alex bent and easily lifted Anne to join her brother.

“Are you gonna play with us?” John asked, rearing back so he could see Alex’s face.

“That’s why I came home. I missed Tug-Of-War and Hide-And-Seek.” He grinned at the siblings, while another tiny hand yanked on his pants.

Happiness overflowed inside him at finally being among his family once more. He peeked between the heads of John and Anne to find a youngster who couldn’t be more than three craning his neck to gaze up at Alex.

“Hello,” Alex said when the scamp just stared at him.

“I’m Jesse.”

This little fellow was Lonnie’s son, and a nephew to Alex. The child had been born while Alex was away. A lump formed in his throat, and he lowered to his knees, setting John and Anne in the yard. “I’m Alex. We’re family.”

Jesse scrunched up his nose as he searched Alex’s face.

“He’s a fun grown-up,” John reassured Jesse. “He’s good at all kinds of games.”

That earned Alex a look of interest from Jesse.

“Thanks, John,” Alex said. At his father’s call for the horses to stop, Alex turned toward the house. He found many toddlers gazing at him from around the skirts of their mothers or between the posts of the porch.

“Jane,” Alex said softly when he saw his older, red-headed cousin coming down the steps, her face wreathed in a smile.

He let go of Anne’s hand and hurried forward, catching Jane to him and hearing her let out a breath in thankfulness. He hugged her tightly.

But as soon as he let go and stepped back to look his fill, a body slammed into his side, knocking him over. “Hell,” Alex groaned when he hit the ground, knowing exactly who’d flattened him. He glanced up at the grinning face of Joe Lonnigan, his cousin and Jane’s younger brother.

“Charge,” James shouted, and Alex was thrown right back into the wrestling matches he’d had with his brothers and cousins before he’d left.

He laughed with abandon while he shoved Joe off him and took a swing at James.

Squeals, laughter and exasperated shouts for them to stop came from the vicinity of the house, but it had been too damned long. Alex didn’t want to heed the warnings. He was home. Finally.
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Chapter Two
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Julia Forrester paced the storeroom of her family’s business, Forrester’s Tailoring. The clock on the wall ticked each second loudly, crying her cowardice. It was the following morning, Tuesday, and she was due at the ballroom of the hotel for rehearsal with the orchestra in fifteen minutes. But every time she thought about stepping outside the safety of the ladies’ side of their shop, anxiety gripped her.

She didn’t want to see him. She’d spent the last six months trying to forget him, something she’d never thought she’d have to do. She’d hoped with all her being Alex would fall in love with her. But over the years, the frequency of his letters had diminished, as had their length. She’d written to him once a week, tapering off in his fifth year, and she could count on two hands the number of times he’d reciprocated.

It had been hard to admit, but she’d eventually stopped making excuses. He didn’t love her, and he never would.

Of course, he cared for her. She knew that. He was kind, and in some way, she mattered to him. But not as she wanted.

And now that he’d returned, she was a prisoner. She let out a breath and wilted onto the top of a closed crate. Colorful bolts of fabric blurred before her eyes as a restless night began to take its toll. She couldn’t hide in here. She had to put one foot in front of the other and carry on.

He had friends staying at the hotel, or so she’d heard at supper last night. Mary, her sister, had all the news. It had hurt to even learn that meaningless bit of information. His life had gone on. Without her.

And it would continue to do so. She lifted her chin and got to her feet. She had to go. If she ran into him, well, the pain would come. But she would get used to it, and eventually, it would get better.

She pushed aside the curtain and entered the ladies’ side of their business. Mary knelt at the dressing block with a customer, hemming a wool, traveling outfit. Amanda helped another patron at the pattern desk, discussing various designs, while Liddy, their mother, worked at the service counter, the register to her right.

Liddy looked up from tallying the accounts. Cubbyholes lined the wall behind her, displaying bonnets and other hats. “Off to rehearsal?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Julia reached the hooks where they hung their coats. As she shrugged into hers, she took slow, deep breaths to calm the erratic beat of her heart.

“Will we see you at noon for lunch?”

Julia hoped she would be able to stop practice. With only three weeks until the musicale to showcase two years of work, and the minimal time she was allowed with the small string orchestra, she needed to use every available second. “I’ll try,” she promised her mother.

Liddy winked at her over the half-moon glasses perched on the end of her pert nose. Her blonde hair curled around her heart-shaped face. “As long as you remember to eat, I’ll be satisfied.”

Julia nodded, then she stepped into the cold morning. The wind moved over her, brushing her cheeks, making shivers rush through her. She hadn’t worn a hat, and pieces of her auburn hair came loose from her bun. She circled her arms around her waist and strode quickly down the boardwalk in the direction of the hotel. With each clip of her heels on the planks, she prayed Alex wouldn’t be taking breakfast with his friends.

She greeted people along the way, giving them a brief “good morning” as she went along. After passing the samples of tombstones propped against the front of the undertaker’s, she hurried down the three stairs to the grassy expanse before the boardwalk in front of the Royal Hotel.

The building shone like a jewel in the midst of modest shops along Main Street in Pike’s Run. Mr. Taylor’s wife, Beulah, had demanded it. She’d forced her husband to turn their establishment into an extravagant business, complete with brass fixtures, crystal chandeliers, mirrored ballroom with a full-time string orchestra and a chef from France.

Julia climbed the set of steps to the walk, as a couple came toward her. With a nod, she skirted around them then came to a dead stop.

“Julia,” Alex said, his expression of surprise breaking into a smile of pure pleasure. “Julia,” he called again and rushed forward.

Her breath caught at the sight of him. He was taller. His shoulders, broader. And he was...male. Very, very male. Heavens.

“Julia.” He grabbed her into an embrace, lifting her off her feet.

The spiciness of his cologne filled her senses, and she breathed deeply. Her heart roared in her ears as he engulfed her, his powerful arms sheltering her from the elements.

He set her down and pulled back to look at her, his hands squeezing her waist and staying there. “I was just on my way to see you. I had breakfast at the hotel with my friends.”

“Yes, I...” She cleared her throat and tried to disengage, but he either didn’t notice or ignored it. “Yes, I heard you had arrived. Good morning.”

Confusion flickered in the depths of his brown eyes. “How are you? Are you well? Delilah tells me you’ve finished your symphony.”

Julia swallowed as heat rushed through her. She had to put some distance between them. She pushed once more against him, but he still didn’t let go. Was he not paying attention? She wouldn’t be surprised. Alex had always been single-minded and didn’t notice others, and sometimes couldn’t even remember conversations after mere minutes.

“Yes. In fact, I’m on my way to rehearsal.” She set her hands on his chest and tried to keep her breathing even. Longing centered inside her, and she wanted nothing more than to run her palms up his arms and over his shoulders. What would it feel like to accept his kiss? Would she ever see his head lower to hers?

“Oh. I had hoped I could introduce you to my friends, take you to the creek and show you my invention.” His gaze searched hers.

Her heart pounded hard as she gathered the courage to reject him. She never had before. She’d always rearranged her life for his, but she couldn’t do that anymore. “I doubt I’ll have time today.”

His brow furrowed. “Not even this afternoon?”

She shook her head. “I have to use every moment I can get with the orchestra, and then I’m needed in the store. We’ve had a lot of orders for winter wardrobes.” She almost choked on the last statement, a lie. She’d never lied to him. Never.

He finally loosened his grip. “Well, tomorrow then?”

“Of course.” She forced a smile for him, knowing she would have to come up with another reason to stay away. But for now, she would agree.

“I guess you don’t even have time for a short stroll, do you?” He stepped back.

“I’m sorry, Alex. I’d like to, but with the musicale coming up—”

He lifted a hand. “It’s all right, Julia. I’m here for a whole month, and I’m sure we’ll be able to see each other a lot.” He rocked on his heels, and a gust of wind came through, rustling his hair. “I’ve missed you.”

The words sliced at her. He had? Why? What had he missed most? Her help? Her praise? Or...her? “It’s been a long five years.” So long. Nights of yearning. Days of wishing. Every second she’d thought of him. Her completed symphony had a melody that told of her love. Every note, every measure, was about him.

His mouth lifted in a soft smile, and as he drew breath to respond, she shook out of her reverie. “I must go,” she said abruptly. “I’m late.”

“Of course.” He moved to the side. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Yes,” she answered in a rush. As she went past him, an ache centered in her chest. There would not be a tomorrow. Their friendship was over. It was all over. No more days of working on his inventions, of discussing his plans, of him helping her with her studies.

For not only did he not love her as she loved him, he was a prodigy. And she...

She was a small-town girl who couldn’t figure, who could barely read, and couldn’t even speak without mixing up her words sometimes. He was the genius of Pike’s Run, and she was its simpleton.

* * * *
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AFTER A FILLING SUPPER at his mother’s, Alex followed the buggy his friends had borrowed back to town, making sure Sutton and Baxter understood their way around. Alex had led the way earlier, as well. Once he returned to his childhood home, he took care of the horse and stabled the animal in the barn. He hung the harnesses up in the tack room as he left. A dusky sky covered him, but he could find his way to the house in complete darkness.

His father had built the simple dog-run cabin almost thirty years prior, and it had withstood the elements. Harvested cotton fields stretched to his left, and more lay behind the dwelling. His father used to farm three hundred and forty acres but had decreased the amount when J.T. had started the ranch. Their father had deeded the land over to J.T., earning a portion of the profits from the Swinging A in exchange for his contribution.

Kyle Lonnigan, their cousin, had land adjacent to Alex’s family, and he’d also used his acreage as a way to buy in to the ranch. Now, J.T., Kyle, Lonnie and Deacon, the foreman of the Swinging A, were partners. Alex figured his younger brother, James, would eventually be given a cut, as well. He was nineteen and raring to go. He’d already been on three drives.

Alex had gone on a few drives before he’d left for college. While he’d been a student for five years, he’d been a cowboy for longer. What would his friends think when they saw him herd longhorns? Perhaps he’d even show them he could wrestle a steer to the ground. A smile played at his lips as he came around the corner of the house. He heard low voices on the porch.

His father and brothers were in the rockers, despite the cold. But the walls of the cabin blocked the occasional gust of wind, making the chill dissipate.

When Alex went up the steps, their conversation died.

“Got your friends settled?” his father asked.

Since all the rockers were taken, Alex lowered to the swing that faced the others. It hung perpendicular to the house and yard. If this were spring or summer, the children would be playing outside instead of enjoying games in the loft above. Alex imagined his room would be rumpled when he went to bed, but he didn’t care. “Yes, sir,” he replied. “Thank you for being so welcoming to them. They’ve wanted to come to Texas ever since we became friends.”

John lifted a hand in a dismissive gesture. “It’s no trouble. We’re glad to put faces with the people we’ve read about in your letters.”

Alex nodded. “So, how’s everything with the ranch?”

J.T. leaned back, stretching out his legs and crossing them at the ankles. “Fine. No problems.”

“Now that we have a veterinarian close to us,” Lonnie interjected, “we’ve been able to take better care of our stock.”

Their cousin, Andrew Lonnigan, had married a woman with a medical license, and according to the letters he’d received, she was knowledgeable. So much had changed in the years he’d been gone. His brothers had had more children, two of his cousins had gotten married. He hadn’t realized it would hurt to witness that life had gone on without him. Of course, he should have known his family would continue to grow and carry on with their own plans.

He had a poor habit of getting immersed in his work and not noticing others, but now that he was home, he intended to make up for lost time. “Will Ma have everyone over soon so I can meet Ben and Andrew’s wives? And Deacon got married, too.”

Lonnie leaned his elbows on his knees, holding his Stetson in his hands. “I think she’s planning a big meal on Sunday after church.”

Today was Tuesday, so Alex would have to wait a little longer, which was fine. The extra days would be good, so he could spend the mornings with his brothers out on the range then hopefully have the afternoons with Julia and his friends. “I’ll be ready at sunrise to help y’all move cattle around.”

Silence greeted his statement. A strain seemed to hang in the air, but before Alex could analyze why, James said, “Good. You can take my place.”

Chuckles broke through, taking away the tension, and Alex relaxed. “Are you sure you want a rusty cowboy sitting in your saddle?”

J.T. cuffed James on the shoulder. “Wouldn’t be much of a difference.”

More laughs sounded, then Lonnie asked, “What’s the best thing about livin’ in Hartford?”

“The lobster,” Alex answered quickly. He narrowed his eyes. “But that’s about it. It’s too cold. Too rocky. I missed the bluebonnets in the spring.”

“So you didn’t like it much?” his father inquired.

Alex shrugged. “I liked it well enough, I guess. It’s different and has its beauty, but I didn’t spend too much time in social pursuits.” He pushed the swing in motion, gently swaying as he looked out over the yard now bathed in moonlight. “I didn’t want to waste money.”

Another round of silence greeted his statement, but this one didn’t hold any tension.

“You brought your invention home?” J.T. prodded.

Alex nodded. The many crates were lined up in the dog-run, waiting to be unpacked and the contents put together. “It’s a generator. Makes electricity and uses an alternating current in order to keep the energy running.”

Another bout of quiet.

“Well,” Lonnie cleared his throat. “That’s a foreign language you just spoke.”

Alex laughed then looked at his brothers’ and father’s shadowed faces. “I can show you how it works if you want to know. It’s not perfected. I can only get a bulb to light for thirty minutes before the charge dies.”

“What’s a bulb?” James asked.

“A glass orb, similar to a gas lamp, that has metal rods inside, that when given a charge, will light and look like a flame.” Alex continued to push the swing in a slight motion. “Thomas Edison invented it. He uses direct current to charge it, which means he built a dynamo. Calls it ‘Long Legged Mary’.”

“Why’s that?” John wondered, running his palms over the arms of his chair.

“He’s proud of how long it can hold a charge, but it has its weaknesses. His machine has two cylindrical tubes that rise vertically from its base.” Alex pushed his ungloved hands into his coat pockets. “A generator only has one cylinder, and mine runs horizontally.”

J.T. made a noise. “I sure as hell don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“It’s...amazing,” John said, a touch of awe in his tone. “How do you even know these things exist? You went to Yale for electrical engineering. How’d you know you could do that?” His father’s tone held bewilderment, as it usually did whenever he ventured to talk to Alex about his studies. 

“Reading. Alice passes information on to me, as well.” Alice, his former teacher had also married his cousin, Conner Lonnigan, the sheriff of Pike’s Run. She’d introduced Alex to all the possibilities education had to offer, and his chest tightened with gratefulness as it usually did when he thought of her. “She gets papers from the north, you know, and she’s always shared them with me.” He shrugged. “And natural curiosity, I guess. I’ll read something, and that will spark an idea, and I’ll wonder about things.”

James grunted. “And whenever I manage a thought, it’s usually just to ask myself what Ma is making for supper.”

They all laughed, and Alex let the sound wrap around him, comforting him and putting him at peace. He was home. And there was nothing better.

“Well,” J.T. said. “It’s getting time to be heading out.” He rose. “See y’all in the morning.”

Lonnie stood, as well, and the two left to corral their families. His brothers didn’t have to go far. Lonnie and Willa lived with their children south of their parents, but still within the bounds of the ranch. J.T. and Angelique’s home was just across the creek, which was only one hundred yards west, also within the confines of the Swinging A. The Davis home sat on almost the edge of their property, only thirty yards from the road leading to town. The gates could be seen from the porch.

“Guess I’ll turn in, too.” Alex pushed to his feet.

“I’ll be up in a bit,” James said.

Alex headed into the dog-run, taking the stairs to the loft easily. He went up the short flight and, when he reached the landing, turned left to the room he and his brothers had shared while growing up. Delilah had her own space across the way.

He entered and found most of his nieces and nephews, those who could climb steps, still within. They cried his name and bounded toward him, some choosing to hop from bed to bed to do so.

Alex hollered right along with them, smiling and lifting four-year-old Elizabeth, Lonnie’s oldest, into his arms. She grinned at him, showing off dimples, her brown eyes sparkling. She had been born while he was gone, but she hadn’t been shy around him at all. “You come to play, Uncle Alex?”

He shook his head. “I’m all tuckered out.”

Some expressed their disappointment, while others started begging him to join in their game of jacks. Before he could answer, calls from Lonnie and Angelique from below saved him. Several pouting faces went past Alex as they dutifully carried out their parents’ bidding.

Alex tweaked Elizabeth’s nose before he set her down, then he stepped outside onto the landing and watched the children and his brother and sister-in-law leave. Hooking his fingers along the edge of the lintel, he leaned against the door frame and listened. He couldn’t believe how much had changed. It hurt his heart, but at the same time made him happy. His brothers had achieved their dreams. His parents were healthy, and their home remained the center of the Lonnigan and Davis lives.

Once the dog-run was empty, Alex went back into his room. Indeed, quilts were rumpled, but the checkerboard was still orderly, and they’d left his trunk alone.

Now that Lonnie and J.T. were married, only he and James used the room. There were still four beds, though. For a moment, Alex recalled the nights he’d spent here with his brothers. It had been the best way to grow up.

He shut the door then went to his trunk to undress. He wore only his long underwear as he slipped beneath the blankets. The lantern on his side table glowed, casting shadows along the pitched ceiling. He thought about his plans for the morning and the ones for the afternoon.

He couldn’t wait to see Julia, to introduce her to his friends. He wanted to tell her all about his invention, show her what he’d been working on. She would be proud of him.
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Chapter Three
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Julia bent her head over the composition sheets spread before her. Seated at the piano in the corner of the ballroom at the Royal Hotel, she nibbled on the end of her pencil. The hotel’s orchestra played the notes of her symphony, “Ode to a Rising Sun”. As the music swelled, she closed her eyes, hearing the perfection of the upcoming measure. The tune vibrated in her soul, making memories swirl in her mind and whisper along her skin.

Mr. Petrov, the conductor, masterfully directed both cellists as their deep sound filled the room. She looked up and watched him, his shock of white hair in contrast to his black brows and the dark suit he always wore. Petya Petrov was a quiet man who frowned often but never said an unkind word to anyone. Julia had been terrified to approach him.

But she’d done it, using the task as her first moment of turning her life in a different direction. She’d always wanted to compose, but she’d seen it as a hobby. Second to becoming a wife to Alex Davis and mother to any of their children, but that was an impossible dream now. He didn’t love her, not as a man loves a woman.

She turned back to the sheets, following along as the musicians played. It sounded just as she’d imagined.

Mr. Petrov stopped them. “No, no. Too slow there. Speed up to swell and then ritardando. Again.” He lifted his
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