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Chapter One

Why has God made it so painful to die? the young woman wondered.

She gripped her distended abdomen as another pain tore through her lower body and shimmied down her thighs. When it was over, she panted laboriously, like a wounded animal, trying to garner strength for the next assault, which she knew would seize her within minutes. Undoubtedly it would come, because she didn’t think she would be allowed to die before the baby was born.

She shivered convulsively. The rain was cold, each drop a tiny needle that pricked her skin, and it had soaked through the tattered dress and the few undergarments she had managed to hold together with clumsy knots. The rags clung to her like a damp shroud, a cloying weight that anchored her to the marshy ground as securely as did the relentless pain. She was chilled to the bone, but perspiration had clammily glazed her skin after endless hours of painful labor.

When had it begun? Last night just after sunset. Through the night, the ache in the lower part of her back had intensified until it crawled farther around her middle to twist her womb between angry fists. Cloud-obscured skies made it difficult to determine the time of day, but she guessed it to be midmorning by now.

She concentrated on the leafy pattern of the tree limbs against the gray sky overhead as the next contraction wrung her insides. The rainy clouds scuttled by, heedless of the woman barely twenty years old lying alone in the Tennessee wilderness, giving birth to a being she didn’t want to think of as a baby, even as human.

She turned her cheek sideways into her bed of sodden, rotted leaves, remnants of last fall, and let her tears mingle with the rain. Her baby had been conceived out of shame and humiliation and deserved no happier occasion than this to be born.

“Sweet Jesus, let me die now,” she prayed as she felt another abdominal upheaval rolling through her. Like the summer thunder, it rumbled inside her, gaining impetus before crashing against the walls of her body, just as the thunder seemed to collide with the mountainsides. The pain echoed through her as the thunderclap reverberated through the foothills.

Last evening she had tried to ignore the pains and had kept walking. When water had gushed between her thighs, she had been forced to lie down. She hadn’t wanted to stop. Each day meant another few miles’ distance between her and the body that surely had been discovered by now. She hoped it would decay and never be found, but really didn’t expect such a piece of luck.

This merciless pain she was suffering now was no doubt God’s punishment for being glad to see one of His creatures die. That, and her wanting no part of the life she had carried in her womb for nine months. Despite the sinfulness of it, she prayed that she would never see the life struggling so hard to be expelled from her body. She prayed that she would die first.

The next seizure was the most vicious of all and brought her to a half-sitting position. Last night, when her bloomers had been ruined by the pinkish flood, she had taken them off and cast them aside. Now she picked the garment up and mopped her rain- and sweat-soaked face with it. She trembled uncontrollably, as much out of fear as pain. She had felt herself tearing with that last rebellion of her body. Gathering the frayed hem of her dress and the cobwebby remains of her petticoat up over her raised knees, she tentatively lowered her hand between her legs and touched the spot.

“Ohhh…” she whimpered, and began to weep. She was open, stretched wide. Her fingertips had touched the babe’s head. Her hand came away covered with blood and slime. Her mouth opened with terror, but the sound that issued out was a piercing wail of agony as her body strained and squeezed, trying to eliminate the being that had become foreign matter after being snugly harbored for nine months.

She levered herself up on her elbows, spread her thighs wide, and bore down with the pressure. Blood pounded against her eardrums and behind eyes that were squeezed shut. Her jaws ached from clenching them; her lips were peeled back into a gruesome mask. During a brief respite, she huffed precious air in and out of her lungs. Then the pain came again. And again.

She screamed, expending the last of her energy on one final thrust, funneling all her body’s weight to that one narrow place that rent in two.

And then she was free of it.

She fell back exhausted, gulping air and grateful now for the raindrops that coolly bathed her face. There was no sound in the thick forest save for the bellowslike heaving of her lungs and the rain dripping heavily. The absence of sound was eerie, startling, strange. There had been no bursting cry of life from the baby she had just birthed, no movement.

Disregarding her earlier prayer, she struggled to sit up again and moved her long skirt aside. Animal sounds of grief and misery tripped over her bruised lips when she saw the infant, little more than a ball of bluish flesh, lying dead between her thighs without ever having known life. The cord that had nourished it had been its instrument of death. The ropy tissue was wound tightly around the baby’s throat. Its face was pinched. It had taken a suicidal plunge into the world. The girl wondered if it had chosen to die, instinctively knowing that it would be despised even by its mother, preferring death to a life of degradation.

“At least, little one, you didn’t have to suffer life,” she whispered.

She fell back onto the spongy ground and stared sightlessly at the weeping sky, knowing that she was fevered and probably delirious, and that thoughts about babies killing themselves in the womb were crazy. But it made her feel better to think that her baby hadn’t wanted to live any more than she had wanted it to, that it had wanted to die just as she did now.

She should pray for forgiveness at being glad for her own infant’s death, but she was too tired. Surely God would understand. It had been He, after all, who had afflicted her with such pain. Didn’t she deserve to rest now?

Her eyes closed against the rain that poured over her face like a healing balm. She couldn’t remember a time when she had known this kind of peace. She welcomed it.

Now she could die.

* * *

“You reckon she’s dead?” the young voice croaked hoarsely.

“I don’t know,” a slightly older voice whispered back. “Poke her and see.”

“I ain’t a’gonna poke her. You poke her.”

The tall, rangy boy knelt on bony knees next to the prone, still figure. Carefully, as he had been taught by his pa, he propped his rifle, barrel up, against the tree trunk. His hands twitched nervously as he stretched them toward the girl.

“You’re scared, ain’tcha?” the younger boy challenged.

“No, I ain’t scared,” the older hissed back. Having to prove it, he extended his index finger and placed it next to the girl’s upper lip, not quite touching her. “She’s breathing,” he said in relief. “She ain’t dead.”

“What do you reckon… godamighty, Bubba, there’s blood a’coming from under her dress.”

Reflexively Bubba jumped back. His brother Luke was right. A trickle of blood was forming a crimson pool beneath the hem of her dress, which barely covered her knees. She wasn’t wearing stockings and the leather of her shoes was cracked and peeling. The laces had been knotted together after numerous breaks.

“You figure she’s been gunshot or something? Maybe we ought to look—”

“I know, I know,” Bubba said impatiently. “Keep your damn trap shut.”

“I’m gonna tell Ma you’re cussin’ if—”

“Shut up!” Bubba whirled around to stare down his younger brother. “I’ll tell her you peed in old lady Watkins’ wash water after she got on to you ’bout makin’ too much noise around the camp.” Luke was properly cowed, and Bubba turned back to the girl. Gingerly, and disbelieving he had actually wanted to go hunting that morning, he lifted the hem of her ratty brown dress. “Hellfire,” he shrieked, dropping the skirt and jumping to his feet. Unfortunately, the soiled cloth didn’t fall back to cover the lifeless form lying between the girl’s slender thighs. Both boys stared in horror at the dead infant. Luke made a strange sound in his throat.

“You gonna puke?” Bubba asked.

“No.” Luke swallowed hard. “I don’t think,” he said with less assurance.

“Go get Ma. Pa, too. He’ll have to carry her back to the wagon. Can you find your way back?”

“’Course,” Luke said scornfully.

“Then get goin’. She could still die, ya know.”

Luke cocked his head to one side and studied the young woman’s pale face. “She’s right fetchin’ to look at. You gonna touch her any more while I’m gone?”

“Get goin’!” Bubba yelled, facing his brother with a threatening stance.

Luke thrashed his way noisily through the trees until he could safely call back a taunt. “I’ll know if you look at somethin’ you ain’t supposed to. And I’ll tell Ma.”

Bubba Langston picked up a pinecone and hurled it at his brother, younger by two years. It fell short of its mark and Luke scampered away. When he was out of sight, Bubba knelt down beside the girl. He gnawed his lower lip before looking at the dead baby once again. Then, using only the tips of his index finger and thumb, he lifted the hem of her skirt and moved it to cover up the baby.

Sweat beaded his forehead, but he felt better when he couldn’t see the baby anymore. “Lady,” he whispered softly. “Hey, lady, can you hear me?” Fearfully he nudged her shoulder. She moaned and tossed her head to one side, then back again.

He had never seen such a head of hair on a person before. Even littered with twigs and leaves and damp with rain it was right pretty, curly and sort of wild looking. The color wasn’t like any he had ever seen before either. Not quite red and not quite brown, but somewhere in between.

He took off the canteen suspended around his neck by a leather thong and uncapped it. “Lady, you want a drink?” Bravely, he pressed the metal spout to her flaccid lips and poured a small amount over them. Her tongue came out to lick up the moisture.

Bubba watched, fascinated, as her eyes fluttered open to gaze up at him vaguely. The girl saw a wide-eyed boy of about sixteen bending anxiously over her. His shock of hair was so light it was almost white. Was he an angel? Was she in heaven? If so, it was disappointingly like earth. The same sky, the same trees, the rain-laden forest. The same pain between her thighs. She wasn’t dead yet! No, no, boy, go away. I want to die. She closed her eyes again and knew no more.

Afraid for the young woman’s life, and feeling helpless, Bubba sank to the damp ground under the tree. His eyes never left her face until he heard the commotion of Ma and Pa pushing through the dense undergrowth in the full, lush bloom of early summer.

“What’s all this Luke was blabbing about a girl, son?” Zeke Langston asked his eldest child.

“See, I told you, Ma, Pa,” Luke said excitedly, pointing a finger. “There she be.”

“Get out of my way, all of you, and let me see to this poor girl.” Ma impatiently shoved the men aside and squatted down heavily beside the girl. First she brushed aside the damp hair clinging to the wan cheeks. “Right comely, ain’t she? Wonder what in tarnation she’s doing out here all alone.”

“There’s a babe, Ma.”

Ma Langston looked up at Bubba, then at her husband, jerking her head in a silent signal that he distract the boys. When their backs were turned, Ma raised the dress to the girl’s lap. She had seen worse, but this sight was grim enough. “Lord have mercy,” she muttered. “Zeke, give me a hand here. You boys run on back to the wagon and tell Anabeth to fix a pallet up proper. Get a good fire goin’ and put a kettle to boilin’.”

Disappointed that they were going to miss the most interesting part of the adventure, they objected in unison. “But Ma—”

“Git, I said.” Rather than incur their mother’s wrath, which both had felt at the other end of a strop, they shuffled off toward the wagon train that was taking Sunday off to rest.

“She’s in a bad way, ain’t she?” Zeke asked, crouching down beside his wife.

“Yep. First thing is to get the afterbirth out. She may die of the poison anyway.”

Silently they worked over the unconscious girl. “What should I do with this, Ma?” Zeke asked. He had wrapped nature’s debris along with the dead infant in a knapsack and had bundled it tightly.

“Bury it. I doubt she’ll be in any condition to visit a grave for several days. Mark the spot in case she wants to come back to see it.”

“I’ll put a boulder over it so the animals won’t get to it,” Zeke said solemnly and began to scoop out a shallow grave with the small spade he had brought with him. “How’s the girl?” he asked when he was done, wiping his hands on a bandanna handkerchief.

“Still bleeding, but I’ve got her packed tight. We’ve done all we can do here. Can you carry her?”

“If you can help hoist her up.”

The girl came to life and protested, flailing her arms weakly when Zeke hooked her under the knees and behind her back and lifted her to his thin chest. Then the slender limbs fell away and she went lifeless again. Her throat arched as her head fell back over his arm.

“Ain’t her hair funny lookin’, though,” Zeke commented, not unkindly.

“Can’t say I ever seen any that color before,” Ma replied absently as she picked up the things they had brought with them. “We’d best hurry. It’s startin’ to rain again.”

* * *

The place between her thighs burned. Her throat was scratchy and sore. She felt hot and achy all over. Yet there was a pervading sense of comfort surrounding her. She was dry and warm. Had she made it to heaven after all? Had the towheaded boy left her alone to die? Was that why she felt so safe and peaceful? But in heaven one wasn’t supposed to know pain, and she was hurting.

She pried her eyes open. A white canvas ceiling curved above her. A lantern was burning low on a box near the pallet on which she was lying. She stretched her legs as much as the aching between them would allow, acquainting herself with the soft bed. Her feet and legs were naked, but she had been dressed in a white nightgown. Her hands moved restlessly over her body and she wondered why she felt so strange. Then she realized that her stomach was flat.

It all came back to her then in a wave of terrible memories. The fear, the pain, the horror of seeing the dead infant lying blue and cold between her legs. Tears pooled in her eyes.

“There, there, you ain’t gonna start that cryin’ again, are you? You been cryin’ off and on in your sleep for hours.”

The fingers that whisked the tears from her cheek were large, work-rough, and red in the soft glow of the lamp, but they felt good on her face. So did the voice that fell, full of gentle concern, on her ears. “Here, you ready for some of this broth? Made it from one of the rabbits the boys got this mornin’ before they found you.” The woman foisted a spoonful on the girl, who swallowed the rich liquid to keep from choking and discovered that it tasted good. She was hungry.

“Where am I?” she asked between swallows of the soup.

“In our wagon. Name’s Ma Langston. Them was my boys that found you. You recollect any of that? You scared them half to death.” She chuckled. “Luke’s been tellin’ the story all up and down the train. Did I mention we’re with a wagon train of folks headin’ to Texas?”

That was too much information to sort through at one time, so the girl concentrated on swallowing the broth. It was filling her stomach up warmly, enhancing the feeling of comfort and security. For weeks she had been fleeing, so fearful of pursuit that, except for a brief few days, she hadn’t taken shelter, but had slept out in the open, eating what summer harvests she could gather in the woods.

The rawboned face that looked down at her was both stern and kind. Few would lose an argument to it, but few would know unkindness from it either. Sparse, mousy grayed brown hair was pulled back into a scraggly bun on the nape of her neck. She was a large woman with an enormous bosom that sagged to her thick waist. She was dressed in clean but faded calico. Her skin was etched with a tracery of fine lines, but, conversely, her cheeks were girlishly rosy. It was as though some benevolent god had viewed his handiwork, found it too harsh, and painted on those pink cheeks to soften the rough edges.

“Had enough?” The girl nodded. The woman set aside the tin bowl of broth. “I’d like to know your name,” she said, her voice softening perceptibly, as though she sensed the forthcoming topic might not be welcomed.

“Lydia.”

Jagged eyebrows arched in silent query. “That’s right pretty all by itself, but don’t it have nothin’ to go with it? Who are your people?”

Lydia turned her head away. She envisioned her mother’s face as she first remembered her from earliest childhood; beautiful and young, not the pale, vacuous face of a woman dying of despair. “Only Lydia,” she said quietly. “I have no family.”

Ma digested that. She took the girl’s hand and shook it slightly. When the light brown eyes came back to her, she argued softly, “You birthed a babe, Lydia. Where’s your man?”

“Dead.”

“Ach! Ain’t that a pity now.”

“No. I’m glad he’s dead.”

Ma was perplexed but too polite and fearful for the girl’s physical condition to pry further. “What were you doin’ out there in the woods alone? Where were you headed?”

Lydia’s narrow shoulders lifted in a negligent shrug. “Nowhere. Anywhere. I wanted to die.”

“Hogwash! I ain’t gonna let you die. You’re too pretty to die.” Ma roughly straightened the blanket over the frail body to cover the sudden emotion she felt for this strange girl.

She elicited Ma’s pity. Tragedy was stamped all over the face that shone pale and haunted in the lantern light. “We, Pa and me, buried your baby boy in the woods.” Lydia’s eyes closed. A boy. She hadn’t even noticed with that one glimpse of her child. “If you like, we can fall behind the train a few days and you can go see the grave when you feel up to it.”

Furiously Lydia shook her head. “No. I don’t want to see it.” Tears escaped from under her eyelids.

Ma patted her hand. “I know what you’re sufferin’, Lydia. I’ve got seven young’uns, but I’ve buried two. It’s the hardest thing a woman has to do.”

No, it isn’t, Lydia thought to herself. There are far worse things a woman has to do.

“You sleep some more now. I ’spect you’ve caught a chill lyin’ out there in the woods thataway. I’ll stay with you.”

Lydia looked up into the compassionate face. It wasn’t in her yet to smile, but her eyes softened in appreciation. “Thank you.”

“You’ll have plenty of time to thank me once you get well.”

“I can’t stay with you. I have to… go.”

“You ain’t gonna feel like goin’ nowhere for a spell yet. You can stay with us as long as you can put up with us. All the way to Texas if you like.”

Lydia wanted to argue. She wasn’t fit to live with decent folks like this. If they knew about her, about… Her eyes dropped closed in sleep.

* * *

His hands were on her again, all over her. She opened her mouth to scream and his palm, salty and gritty, clamped over it. His other hand clawed at the neck of her chemise until it ripped open. Her breasts were squeezed by his hateful, clammy hand that derived pleasure from inflicting pain. She sank her teeth into the meat of his palm and was punished by a slap that left her ears ringing and her jaw throbbing.

“Don’t you fight me, or I’ll tell your prissy mama about us. You don’t want her to know what we’ve been doin’, now do you? I think that’d prob’ly send her right over the edge. I think she’d die if she knew I was breedin’ you, don’t you reckon?”

No, Lydia didn’t want her mama to know. But how could she bear to let him do that to her again? Already he was grinding his hips against her thighs, forcing them to open. His fingers were poking at her painfully, probing abusively, hurtfully. And that loathsome appendage was driving into her flesh again. When she raked his face with her nails, he laughed and tried to kiss her. “I can take it rough if you can,” he jeered.

She fought him. “No, no,” she sobbed. “Take it out. No, no, no…”

“What is it, Lydia? Wake up. It’s only a bad dream.”

The soothing voice reached into the pit of hell where her nightmare had flung her and lifted her out. She was returned to the soft comfort of the Langstons’ wagon.

It wasn’t Clancey’s rape that was hurting her, but the pain that had resulted from the birth of his baby. Oh, God, how could she go on living with the memory of Clancey’s sexual abuse? She had had a baby by his foul seed and wasn’t fit to live in the world any longer.

Ma Langston didn’t think that way. As the girl gripped the sleeves of Ma’s worn dress in fear of her nightmare, the older woman cradled Lydia’s head against her deep bosom, murmuring soothing words. “It was only a dream. You have a touch of fever and that’s given you nightmares, but nothin’s gonna hurt you as long as you’re here with me.”

Lydia’s terror subsided. Clancey was dead. She had seen him lying dead, blood pumping from his head to cover his ugly face. He couldn’t touch her anymore.

Gratefully she let her head drop heavily on Ma’s breast. When she was almost asleep, Ma laid her back on the lumpy pillow that felt like featherdown to Lydia. She had made her bed out of pine needles or hay during the past couple of months. Some nights she hadn’t been that lucky, but had slept as well as she could propped against a tree trunk.

A sweet, black oblivion seduced her into its depths again as Ma continued to hold her hand.

* * *

Lydia awakened the next morning to the swaying of the prairie schooner. Cooking pots rattled with each rhythmic rotation of the wheels. Leather harnesses squeaked, their metal fasteners jingling merrily. Ma was calling instructions to the team of horses. She punctuated each direction with a crack of a whip. In nearly the same tone she kept up a lively dialogue with one of her offspring. Her chatter was both advisory and admonishing.

Lydia shifted uncomfortably on her bed and turned her head slightly. A white-haired girl with wide, curious blue eyes was sitting within touching distance, staring down at her.

“Ma, she’s awake,” she shouted. Lydia jumped at the sudden noise.

“Do as I told you,” Ma called back into the wagon. “We can’t stop now.”

The girl looked back at the startled Lydia. “I’m Anabeth.”

“I’m Lydia,” she said scratchily. The back of her throat felt like a whetstone.

“I know. Ma told us that at breakfast and said not to call you ‘the girl’ anymore or she’d pop our jaws. Are you hungry?”

Lydia weighed her answer. “No. Thirsty.”

“Ma said you’d be thirsty on account of the fever. I got a canteen of water and one of tea.”

“Water first.” Lydia drank deeply. She was amazed at how much energy it cost her and lay back weakly. “Maybe some tea later.”

Life and all its functions were taken for granted by the Langstons. She was embarrassed when Anabeth slid a washbasin under her hips so she could relieve herself, but the girl was kind and matter-of-fact and seemed not the least bit bothered by having to empty it out the back of the wagon.

During the noon break, when the train halted for both man and beast to rest, Ma climbed into the wagon to change the pad of cloth she had secured between Lydia’s thighs.

“The bleeding’s not so bad. Your woman parts look like they’re healin’ fine, though you’ll be sore for a few more days.”

There was nothing crude about Ma’s frankness, but it still embarrassed Lydia to have herself peered at that way. She was glad some sensibilities had remained intact considering where she had been living for the past ten years. Her mother must have ingrained some refinement in her before they had moved to the Russell farm. She knew most folks looked upon her as white trash by association. Nasty taunts had been flung in their direction whenever they went in to town, which mercifully wasn’t often. Lydia hadn’t understood all the words, but she learned to recognize and dread the insulting tone.

Time and again she had been embarrassed and had wanted to scream out that she and her mama weren’t like the Russells. They were different. But who would have believed a dirty, ragged, barefoot girl? She had looked just as disreputable as the Russells, so she had been ridiculed too.

But apparently some people weren’t so hasty to judge. The Langstons weren’t. They hadn’t minded her dirty, tattered clothes. They hadn’t scorned her for having a baby without a husband. They had treated her like a respectable person.

She didn’t feel respectable, but more than anything in the world, that’s what she wanted to be. It might take years to shed the taint the Russells had smeared on her, but if she died trying, she would get rid of it.

During the day she met the Langston clan one by one. The two boys who had found her shyly ducked their heads into the wagon at their mother’s introduction. “That there’s my eldest, Jacob; but everybody calls him Bubba. The other one is Luke.” “Thank you for helping me,” Lydia said softly. No longer did she resent them for saving her life. Things didn’t seem so dismal now that she was rid of her last reminder of Clancey.

The towheaded boys blushed to the roots of their pale hair and muttered, “You’re welcome.”

Anabeth was a gregarious and energetic twelve-year-old. There was also Marynell, Samuel, and Atlanta, with barely a year between them. The baby, Micah, was a strapping three-year-old.

Zeke, whipping the hat off his balding head, spoke to her late that evening from the end of the wagon. “Glad to have you here, Miss… uh… Lydia.” He smiled and Lydia noted that he had only two teeth in the front of his mouth.

“I’m sorry to put you to so much trouble.”

“No trouble,” he said dismissively.

“I’ll get out of your way as soon as possible.” She had no idea where she would go or what she would do, but she couldn’t impose on this generous family who had so many mouths to feed already.

“Naw, now, you stop worryin’ ’bout that. Git yourself fit and then we’ll work somethin’ out.”

All the Langstons seemed to reflect that attitude. But Lydia wondered about the other members of the train. Surely there had been speculation on the girl who had been brought in after birthing a stillborn baby in the wilderness with no husband around. Ma had refused to admit even the kindest visitors who came to inquire about “the poor unfortunate girl,” saying only that it looked like she was going to pull through and that they would be meeting her soon enough.

Lydia’s first encounter with anyone on the wagon train other than a Langston came from a loud knocking on the slats of the wagon in the middle of the night. She sat bolt upright, clutching the sheet to her breasts, certain Clancey had risen from the dead and come after her.

“Easy, Lydia,” Ma said, pressing her back down to the pillow.

“Ma Langston!” the impatient masculine voice called. A heavy fist thumped on the tailgate. “Ma, please. Are you in there?”

“Hellfire and damnation, what’s all the hollerin’ for?” Lydia heard Zeke’s grumble from outside the wagon. He and the boys slept in bedrolls beneath it.

“Zeke, Victoria’s in labor. Could Ma come see to her?” The voice was husky, low, laced with anxiety. “She started feeling bad after supper. It’s labor for sure, not just indigestion.”

By this time Ma had crawled to the end of the wagon and shoved the canvas flaps aside. “Mr. Coleman? Is that you? You say your wife’s in labor? I didn’t think she was due—”

“I didn’t either. She’s…” Lydia heard the stark terror that vibrated in the man’s voice. “She’s in agony. Will you come?”

“I’m on my way.” Ma turned back into the wagon and reached for her boots, pulling them on quickly. “You rest quiet now,” she said to Lydia calmly and in contrast to her brisk movements. “Anabeth will be right here. She’ll come flying if you need me.” She lifted a crocheted shawl over her bulky shoulders. “Seems another babe is ’bout to be born.”







Chapter Two

Ma hadn’t returned by the time the wagons pulled out the next morning. Word filtered through the camp that Mrs. Coleman was still in labor, and that she had insisted the train not lose a day’s travel on account of her. Bubba offered to drive for Mr. Coleman while Zeke drove the Langstons’ wagon.

In Ma’s absence, Anabeth, as eldest daughter, took over the cooking and care of the younger children. She tended Lydia with the same detached competence that her mother had. Lydia was amazed at the girl’s knowledge of the birthing process.

“I’m sorry you have to do this for me,” she apologized as Anabeth wadded up one of the soiled pads.

“Shoot, I done it for Ma her last two babies and I been having my monthlies since I was ten. It ain’t nothin’.”

When the train stopped at noon, Ma came back to inform them sadly that Mrs. Coleman had died only a half hour earlier after giving birth to a son.

“She was such a dainty little ol’ thing. ’Course Mr. Coleman’s acting like a madman, blamin’ hisself for bringin’ her on this trip. She’d told him she wouldn’t be due until September, long after we reach Jefferson. It ain’t his fault, but he’s not takin’ it too well.”

“The babe?” Zeke asked around a dried, hard biscuit left over from breakfast.

“Puniest tyke you ever saw. Barely has enough in him to cry. Wouldn’t surprise me none if his little soul departed this earth today.” She heaved herself up into the wagon to speak to Lydia, who had overheard the family’s conversation. “How’re you doin’, Lydia?”

“Fine, Mrs. Langston.”

“Please call me Ma. Anabeth takin’ care of you proper? I’m sorry I can’t be here, but that little boy is in a bad way.”

“Of course,” Lydia murmured softly. “I’m fine. As soon as I’m able, I’ll be off your hands.”

“Not if I have anythin’ to say about it. You sure you’re feelin’ all right? You look a mite flushed.” She lay a calloused hand on Lydia’s forehead. “Still feverish. I’ll tell Anabeth to keep a cool cloth on your head this afternoon.”

Lydia had a new discomfort, but didn’t want to add to Ma’s burdens, so she didn’t mention her swelling, aching breasts. She dozed throughout the day, the train having stopped out of deference to Mr. Coleman. Anabeth fed her a hearty, if hasty, supper. Everyone was to gather after the evening meal to bury Mrs. Coleman.

The camp became quiet. Lydia lay in her bed, staring up at the canvas ceiling. She heard nothing of the gravesite ritual except the singing of “Rock of Ages.” Surprising herself, she mouthed the words. How long had it been since she had been to church? Ten, twelve years? Yet she could remember the words to that hymn. That made her glad. She fell asleep smiling and didn’t awaken even when the Langston clan trooped somberly back to the wagon.

The next day passed much as the previous one, but Lydia didn’t feel as well. Her breasts had ballooned underneath the nightgown, and she tried to hide them whenever Anabeth tended her or brought her food or drink. They throbbed and felt full to bursting. She peeked into the nightgown and was alarmed to see that her nipples looked red and chafed. They were so sensitive, even the weight of the nightgown aggravated them.

Ma was still caring for the Coleman baby and didn’t return until long after the children and Zeke had spread their sleeping rolls beneath the wagon. Anabeth, Marynell, and Atlanta were all sleeping soundly on the other side of the wagon. Lydia was awake, restless and aching. She was moaning softly when Ma climbed wearily into the wagon.

“Lord have mercy, Lydia, what’s wrong? You poorly?” Ma bent over the young woman.

“I’m sorry. I… my bosom.”

Ma wasted no time in opening the buttons of the nightgown and examining Lydia’s milk-swollen breasts. “Land o’ Goshen. I don’t know what I’ve been thinkin’ about. ’Course you got milk and it hurts if there’s no babe—” She broke off abruptly and tilted her head to one side with the quick movement of a sparrow who has just sighted a worm.

“Come on, Lydia. You’re coming with me.”

“Where?” Lydia gasped as Ma pulled the covers off her and hauled her up. Her motions weren’t rough, just efficient. “I don’t have any clothes.”

“It don’t matter,” Ma said, breathing laboriously as she gripped Lydia under the arms and helped her rise to a crouching position. “You got mother’s milk and no babe, and there’s a babe that’s barely clingin’ to life. He needs motherin’.”

Ma planned to take her to that baby who had been crying almost ceaselessly for two days. The pitiable mewling sounds could even now be heard throughout the sleeping camp. Ma was taking her to that man with the frantic voice. She didn’t want to go. She didn’t want anyone gaping at her curiously and wondering why she had birthed her baby in the woods all alone. After knowing the cozy security of the Langston’s wagon, she was afraid to leave it.

But it seemed she had no choice in the matter. Ma slung a shawl over her shoulders and pushed her gently down the steps of the tailgate. “Those shoes of yours aren’t much better than bare feet, so you’ll just go without for the time being. Careful not to step on a rock.”

The jolt when her feet hit the ground for the first time in days caused her to reel. The jostling hurt her breasts, which hung free beneath the nightgown that was her only garment save the crocheted shawl. Her hair hadn’t been brushed. She knew it was a tangled, matted mess. Ma had bathed the blood and birth fluid from the insides of her thighs, but Lydia hadn’t washed in days. She was so dirty.

Her heels dug into the soft, damp earth in protest. “Please, Ma, I don’t want anyone to see me.”

“Nonsense,” Ma said resolutely, virtually dragging her by the arm toward the only wagon in the camp with a light burning inside it. “You might can save this babe’s life. No one’s gonna care how you look.”

But they would. Lydia knew they would. She had been called white trash before. She knew just how mean people could be.

“Mr. Grayson,” Ma called softly when they reached the lighted wagon. She flipped back the canvas hanging over the opening. “Give me some help here.” She gave Lydia’s backside a forward and upward push and the girl had no choice but to step up into the wagon. The tight skin between her thighs was stretched painfully and she winced. A pair of strong arms in blue shirt-sleeves reached out to help her inside. Ma was right behind her.

There was a moment of confusion as three strangers met face-to-face. The gray-haired man stared in wonder at the girl before him. The thin woman beside him gasped in surprise. Lydia dropped her eyes to avoid their startled stares.

“This here’s Mr. Grayson, our wagonmaster,” Ma said for Lydia’s benefit.

Lydia kept her head bowed to stare at her dirty bare feet against the plank floor of the wagon and only nodded in acknowledgment of the introduction. “And that is Mrs. Leona Watkins.” Ma was speaking in whispers out of respect for the man who was seated on a low stool, his dark head buried in his hands with his elbows propped on his knees.

It was the woman who spoke first. “Who in the world… and why is she gallivanting around virtually naked like that? Oh, this is the girl your boys found and brought in. I must say, I’m surprised you’d bring such a… a person… into this wagon, especially at a time like this. This is a death vigil and—”

“Maybe not,” Ma snapped, her obvious dislike for the other woman evident in her voice. “Mr. Grayson, this girl had a babe day before yesterday. She’s got milk. I thought that if Mr. Coleman’s baby could suck—”

“Oh, my Lord,” Mrs. Watkins exclaimed, distressed. From beneath her lashes, Lydia saw the woman raising a scrawny hand to a meager chest and clasping the front of her dress as though warding off an evil spirit.

Ma was undaunted by Leona Watkins’s disapproval and went on addressing the wagonmaster. “The poor little babe might pull through yet if Lydia here could suckle him.”

The Watkins woman interrupted before Mr. Grayson could make a comment. As a heated argument ensued, Lydia took in as much of the wagon as her peripheral vision would allow. The quilts piled in the corner were of finer fabric scraps than those she had been covered with in the Langston wagon. One had satin ribbon weaving through the quilting pattern. There was a pair of dainty high-button white kid shoes standing beside a box of china dishes.

Her eyes roamed farther afield and came to rest on a pair of black boots. Spaced now widely apart, they were knee-high boots covering long calves. The boots were scuffed, but obviously of the finest quality leather. They fit a longish, well-shaped foot. The heels were about an inch high and made of wood polished black. The man wearing those boots would be tall if the length of his shinbones was any indication.

“I tell you it’s not proper.” Mrs. Watkins’s objections had increased in volume and intensity. A clawlike hand gripped Lydia’s chin and jerked her head up. She was looking into a face which had had all the flesh and life reamed out of it. It was narrow and ridged. The bridge of the skinny nose was as sharp and drastic as a knife blade. From often being pursed in stern disapproval, the lips had a network of fine lines radiating from them. The eyes matched the voice. They were censorious and malicious.

“Just look at her. She’s trash. One can tell by looking. She’s probably a… a prostitute—may God forgive me for even speaking the word—who had a baby. She probably killed it herself to be rid of it. I doubt she ever knew who the father was.”

Flabbergasted by what the woman had said, Lydia stared at her speechlessly before breathing a soft “No!”

“Mrs. Watkins, please,” Mr. Grayson intervened diplomatically. He was a charitable man, though he was inclined to agree with the Watkins woman this time. The young woman did have a wild look about her. There was not one ounce of refinement either in the way she was dressed and groomed or in the shameless way she stared back at them through unusual amber eyes.

“That ain’t so!” Ma denied. “But even if it was, Leona Watkins, who else on this train could nurse this baby? You?”

“Well, I never!”

“That’s right,” Ma snapped. “You prob’ly never was able to wring one drop of milk from those shriveled-up teats of—”

“Ma, please,” Mr. Grayson said wearily.

Leona Watkins’s eyes were flashing furiously in anger, but she kept silent, drawing herself up rigidly and pinching her nostrils together in disdain of the entire situation.

Ma ignored her. “Mr. Grayson, it’s your duty to preserve each life on this wagon train, and that includes that baby over there. Listen to the poor little thing. Out of twenty families, the only other woman who has milk is nursing her twins. Lydia is that babe’s only hope. Now, are you going to save his life or let him starve?”

Leona Watkins folded her arms over her chest in a gesture of contempt. She was relinquishing all responsibility for the consequences should Mr. Grayson choose to do as the busybody Ma Langston suggested. She had always thought the Langston woman was unbearably common, and now Ma was proving it.

“The only opinion that counts is Mr. Coleman’s,” Hal Grayson said. “Ross, what do you say to this? Do you want this girl to nurse your son on the outside chance that it might save his life?”

Lydia had turned her back on the lot of them. She didn’t care what they thought of her. As soon as she was well enough, she would go somewhere where no one knew her, where she could start fresh, without a past. Unconsciously she had gravitated to the side of the wagon where the infant lay in an empty apple crate lined with flannel. She was staring down at the tiny, struggling life when she heard the shuffling motions of his father standing up.

Lydia’s back was to Ross Coleman when he lifted his head, stood, and looked toward the girl who had caused such a ruckus in his wagon and interrupted his grieving over Victoria’s death. He noticed first her hair, a veritable bramble bush of undisciplined curls with dried leaves and God knew what else entwined in its masses. What kind of woman goes around with her hair unbound in the first place? Only one kind Ross Colemen knew of.

From the back she looked terribly thin in the nightgown. The ankles poking out of its hem were narrow. Her feet were small. And dirty. God. He didn’t need this disruption after the grievous days he had suffered.

“I don’t want that girl touching my baby,” he muttered in disgust. “Just all of you please leave me and my son alone. If he must die, let him die in peace.”

“Thank heaven someone around here has held on to reason.”

“Shut up,” Ma told Leona Watkins as she shoved her aside on her way to reach Ross. “You seem to be a reasonable man, Mr. Coleman. Why won’t you let Lydia feed your boy and at least try to save his life? He’ll starve otherwise.”

“We’ve tried everything,” Ross said impatiently. He plowed through his thick dark hair with frustrated fingers. “He wouldn’t take cow’s milk from a bottle. He wouldn’t take the sugar water we spooned into him last night.”

“He needs mother’s milk. And that girl’s nipples are oozing it.”

“Oh, my Lord,” Leona Watkins said.

Ross cast another glance at the girl. She stood between him and the pale lantern light, making the outline of her body visible through the thin nightgown. Her breasts did look heavy. The voluptuousness of them repelled him. Why was she traipsing around wearing only a nightgown? Even if she were sick after childbirth, no decent woman would let other people, particularly men, see her like that. His lip curled in revulsion, and he wondered what cathouse the girl had been dredged up from. Victoria would have been horrified at the sight of her.

“I won’t have a slut nursing Victoria’s baby,” he said tightly.

“You don’t know her circumstances any more than I do.”

“She’s trash!” he shouted. The anger he had harbored against the world since Victoria’s unfair death finally erupted. The girl happened to be a convenient scapegoat. “You don’t know where she came from, who she is. Only one kind of woman has a baby without a husband around to take care of her.”

“Maybe once, yes, but not since the war. And not since the whole countryside is crawlin’ with renegades and no-goods and Yankee carpetbaggers who think everythin’ and everyone in the South now belongs to them. We don’t know what she’s suffered. Remember, she lost her own baby two days ago.”

Lydia was mindless of the argument. Her attention had been captured by the infant boy. His skin had an unhealthy pallor. Lydia had never seen a newborn other than her own. This one was even smaller, and his meager size alarmed her. Could anything that small live?

His fingers, balled as they were into tight fists, were almost translucent. His eyes were closed as he breathed in light, shallow pants. His stomach rose and fell jumpily. His crying was jagged, as though he had to pause often to rest and collect his shrinking supply of air. But the weak crying was incessant. And it was like a Lorelei’s song to Lydia. Inexorably it drew her to the child.

She felt a tugging deep inside her womb, not unlike the labor contractions but without the pain. Her heart seemed to expand, crowding her already swollen breasts. They tingled, not with the flow of rich milk, but with a need to succor, a compulsion to render maternal comfort.

She watched, unaware she was even moving, as her finger touched the baby’s smooth cheek. Then her hand slid beneath his head, which she could easily cup in her palm. Moving slowly, fearful that she would hurt him, she slid her other hand under his bottom and lifted him from the crate. Staring into the wrinkled, mottled face, she sank onto a low, three-legged stool.

The baby’s thin legs thrashed and his feet kicked against her stomach. She turned him sideways into the crook of her arm. The small head bobbed and the wizened face rooted against her full breast. Lydia watched, mesmerized and awed, as the birdlike mouth turned to her. It was open and seeking.

Serenely, she raised her hand to the first button on the loaned nightgown and unfastened it. Then the second. Others followed until she was able to shrug the garment from her left shoulder and peel it down over her breast. With her free hand, she lifted her breast toward the baby’s face. His mouth gaped, roamed, searched until it found her nipple. The child latched onto it immediately and began sucking greedily.

The sudden cessation of the infant’s cries brought an instant halt to the virulent conversation at the back of the wagon. Ross’s heart rent in two. His first thought was that his son had died. He whirled around, expecting to see his son still and dead, but the sight that greeted his worried eyes stunned him even more.

The girl was holding his son on her lap. The baby was sucking gustily at her generous breast. Milky bubbles foamed on his eager mouth and around the dusky areola. She was crooning to the baby softly as she pushed her breast deeper into his mouth. Ross couldn’t see her face for the unruly hair that fell across it.

“Well,” Ma harrumphed in satisfaction, “guess that says all that need be said. Mr. Grayson, why don’t you escort Leona back to her wagon? I’ll see to things here and get Lydia settled in.”

“Settled in!” Leona shrieked. “Surely she’ll not stay here in Mr. Coleman’s wagon. It isn’t decent.”

“Come along, Mrs. Watkins,” Hal Grayson said. He was anxious to get back to his own bedroll. Dawn came too early these days and Mrs. Coleman’s death had put a pall on the adventure of trekking to Texas. He hadn’t particularly wanted the job of wagonmaster, but he had been elected, and he would see to it that those who had placed confidence in him weren’t disappointed. “We’ll straighten all this out in the morning. I’m sure nothing indecent is going to happen in the meantime.” He practically pulled the protesting woman from the wagon.

When they were gone, Ma looked at Ross Coleman, who was staring at the girl, a hard look on his face. Ma held her breath, wondering what he was going to do. He seemed a likable sort, friendly enough, and he had treated that wife of his like she was the Queen of Sheba.

But there was a constant turbulence in his eyes that made Ma believe there was more to the man than what lay on the surface. He moved a little too quickly, his eyes were a little too sharp and shifty not to belong to a man who had seen enough of life to be wary of it. Right now he looked like a man who was fighting a battle within himself, for every one of his finely formed muscles was straining against his skin.

Ross forced his feet to move across the crowded floor of the wagon. His son was nursing hungrily. He wasn’t crying anymore. This trashy girl, a stranger, was holding his son and nursing him, and he, Ross, was standing there letting it happen. What would Victoria think if she could see it?

Ross flinched as he thought of her body twisted and bloated and sweating, of her sighing her final breath even as his son had pushed his way into the world. No, no other woman, especially a woman of loose morals, was going to rear Victoria Gentry Coleman’s son. It would be a sacrilege. How could he live with himself if he allowed something like that to come about? But how could he live with himself if he let his child die by standing on principle?

Torn by the decision he must make, he squatted down in front of the stool and watched his son’s mouth avidly pulling on the generous breast. The only thing marring its creamy perfection was the faint blue veins rivering toward the dark nipple like lines on a map. Ross was fascinated by it and had to force his eyes upward to the girl’s face.

He watched her eyelids as they lifted slowly, painstakingly slowly. The thick screen of her lashes was finally raised and then he was staring directly into her eyes. Their reactions to each other were of equal surprise and intensity, though they strove to keep them secret and silent.

Ross felt that he had sunk into a vat of femininity. It surrounded him, filled his nostrils, his throat. She personified sensuality and he found himself wallowing in it and, in light of his wife’s recent death, hating it. He fought his way to the surface as a man would grope for air in a pool of quicksand. When he was able to breathe evenly again, he assessed her with forced detachment.

Her eyes were thickly fringed with brown lashes, tipped gold at the ends. The irises were the color of aged bourbon, the expensive kind that slides down a man’s throat and curls around his insides in a warm embrace. They were almost the same unusual color as her reckless hair, which he guessed typified her wild nature.

Her skin was fair, but looked as though it had been recently exposed to too much sun. There was a light dusting of freckles on her nicely formed, if a bit impudent, nose. Her mouth bothered him most of all. Its full lower lip demanded attention, and a man would have to be dead not to give in to it. So he didn’t try, but looked his fill, hoping to shame her for the sheer sensuality of her mouth. Instead, her tongue came out to moisten that seductive lip. Ross felt his stomach lurch again and tore his eyes back to hers.

She seemed not the least ashamed of what she was or that she was sitting there with her breasts exposed to him if he had wanted to look, which he swore to himself he didn’t. Her eyes were bold as she studied him as thoroughly as he was appraising her. There was no modest fluttering of her lashes, no shy ducking of her head, no hint of demureness.

She was a whore all right. Born to be one. He had been with too many not to recognize the signs, not to see the unspoken challenge lurking in her eyes, not to sense the hot blood that flowed in her veins. She was the antithesis of his genteel, ladylike wife, Victoria. That was reason enough to despise the girl.

Lydia thought that with the least softening of the scowling expression it might be one of the nicest faces she had ever seen. It was certainly one of the most arresting. She had felt a definite shortness of breath the first time her eyes had met his, and she didn’t know where such nervousness came from.

He desperately needed a shave. His jaw was shadowed with dark stubble. A thick black moustache curved over the corners of his upper lip. The lower lip was straight and stern now as he pierced her with green eyes.

The eyes. She studied them. They were rare. So very green, like none she had ever seen before. Short black lashes surrounded them. They collected in spiky clumps. She was tempted to run her finger over them to see if they were wet, as they appeared to be. His brows were brushy and intimidating.

Midnight black hair, unrelieved by any other shading or tint, lay against his head in wavy strands and curled over the tops of his ears and along the collar of his shirt.

He seemed enormous as he hunkered there in front of her, but she didn’t look at his body. Male bodies frightened her, repulsed her. The hard way he looked at her did nothing to alleviate her fears. Even as she watched, his eyes narrowed threateningly, as though planning some severe punishment. For what, she couldn’t imagine. Her eyes wavered for a moment before she dropped them back to the infant, who was still feeding at her breast.

“Lydia, it’s time to switch sides,” Ma said gently, somehow managing to wedge her bulk between Lydia and the child’s father.

“What?” the girl asked huskily. The man disturbed her. Not in the way Clancey had, but he disturbed her nonetheless. When he stood and moved away from her, his immense frame seemed to shrink the size of the wagon’s interior. The confines of it suddenly became stifling, and Lydia found that she was panting breathlessly as the baby had earlier.

“First one breast, then the other. That way the flow of milk will balance out.” Ma lifted the infant away from her. His mouth had formed a tight seal around her nipple and, when it popped free, he began to wail again. When he was nestled in Lydia’s other arm, he wasted no time in availing himself of the other breast.

Happy, spontaneous laughter filled the wagon. Lydia tossed her mane of hair back and laughed throatily. Her eyes reflected the glow of the lantern. They sparkled like whiskey with sunlight shining through it. Then they happened to lock with Ross’s, and all light immediately left them. He was glowering at her with open hostility from across the wagon.

“Once the lad’s done there, I’ll get you settled in for the night,” Ma said, beaming at the girl and the baby.

“She’s not staying. Once he’s done, you get her out of here.” The masculine voice sliced through the atmosphere of the wagon with razor precision.

Ma turned to Ross, her fists planted in the sides of her generous hips. “Don’t you think he’ll get hungry again, Mr. Coleman? What do you propose to do, fetch her clean across the camp to your wagon each time he’s ready for his dinner? Or are you gonna carry him over to her yourself? Seems to me that would be a lot of unnecessary steps on somebody, not to mention the hardship on the babe.

“I didn’t mind takin’ in Lydia and I would have taken in her own babe had it lived, but I ain’t gonna shelter your babe when he’d have more room and more peace and quiet here in your own wagon,” she finished huffily.

Ross drew himself up with proud dignity, but still had to duck his head and shoulders to stand upright in the wagon. “I wasn’t intending to depend on your charity for my son, but the girl can’t stay here.”

“Her name is Lydia,” Ma said. “And why can’t she stay here? Who’s gonna look after the boy durin’ the day? You go off huntin’ or scoutin’. At best you’re drivin’ the team. Who’s gonna take care of him if he starts fussin’, huh?”

The corner of Mr. Coleman’s moustache was captured between his teeth and gnawed on as objections raced through his mind. “She’s not even clean.”

“No, she ain’t. She birthed a babe out in the woods alone. How clean is she supposed to be? And I haven’t bathed her ’cause she’s been feverish and I didn’t want another death on my hands. If it’s her bleedin’ you’re referrin’ to, she ain’t doin’ nothin’ that nice and proper wife of yours wouldn’t have done. It’ll stop in a day or two, and Anabeth or I will come see to her until then.”

Lydia kept her head bent low over the infant while her whole body went hot with embarrassment. Apparently Ma’s directness rendered Mr. Coleman speechless as well, because he didn’t say anything for a while. Tension was thick in the wagon. He radiated antagonism the way a stove radiates heat in the wintertime.

Finally the baby had eaten his fill. Lydia folded the nightgown closed over her breasts and followed Ma’s instructions on how to burp him. He let go a gusty belch.

Ross watched the scene with mounting, impotent fury. No telling how many men the slut had entertained in her bed, and yet there she was acting like a decent woman nursing a child. His child. Victoria’s child. But what choice did he have? He wanted his son to live. The child would be his only link to the woman he had loved fiercely.

He coughed unnecessarily, loudly. “All right, she can stay. Temporarily. As soon as I can find a way to feed and take care of him by myself, she’ll be out. Is that understood? I’m not running a charity hospital either. Besides, I don’t want a woman like her taking care of Victoria’s baby. I’m sorry about her own baby, but it’s probably just as well he died. She’s either a prostitute as Mrs. Watkins said, or a girl who has disgraced her family, or a woman who’s run away from her husband. In any event, she’s not the kind of woman I want handling my son. If it weren’t a matter of life and death, she wouldn’t be. Now, under those terms, do you still want to stay?” he demanded of the girl cooing to his peacefully sleeping son.

She lifted her head to meet his glaring green eyes. “What’s the baby’s name?”

Ross was taken aback by her soft inquiry. “Uh… Lee. I named him Lee.”

She smiled down at the infant, hugging him close. Her hand smoothed over his head, which was fuzzy with dark hair. “Lee,” she murmured lovingly. Looking up at the father with a bland expression, she said, “I’ll take care of Lee for as long as he needs me, Mr. Coleman.” She paused for a moment before adding loftily, “Even if it means putting up with the likes of you.”







Chapter Three

Putting up with the likes of you. Putting up with the likes of you.

Ross tugged mercilessly on the harness as the words reverberated in his head. Who the hell did she think she was to talk to him that way? He patted the horse’s rump as if to say his anger wasn’t directed toward the team that pulled the wagon.

He went back to the fire he had rekindled minutes earlier at the first pinking of the eastern sky. The coffee wasn’t boiling yet. It had been his habit to start the fire each morning, to make the coffee, even to get the bacon frying so Victoria could sleep a while longer. She hadn’t been accustomed to rising early, much less getting her own breakfast, and the long, arduous days on the trail had taxed her strength.

Ross stared into the crackling fire, asking himself for the hundredth time why she had lied to him. She had said she was only a few months pregnant and wouldn’t be having the baby until long after they reached Texas. Because of her slight build, the lie had been believable. But after only a few weeks into their journey her burgeoning abdomen had given her away. Even when Ross remarked on how large she was getting so soon and she had meekly admitted that she was further along than she had first told him, he still hadn’t realized how progressed her pregnancy had been. Lee had been born several weeks prematurely. Still, the fact remained that Victoria had lied to him in order to get her way.

He could understand why she hadn’t wanted her father to know about the baby. Her father, Vance Gentry, had had a hard enough time accepting her marriage to a hired hand. But why the hell hadn’t she been completely honest with him, her own husband?

Ross reached for the enamel coffeepot and poured some of the strong brew into a tin cup. On the trail he preferred that kind of utensil to the china Victoria had insisted they bring along. Sipping the scalding coffee, he let his mind wander.

No, Vance Gentry hadn’t taken well to his daughter’s falling in love with the man he had hired to manage his stables. Gentry had wanted a man with lineage as sterling as Victoria’s to be her husband. But men of marriageable age from established Southern families were hard to come by these days. The war had seen to that. Victoria was happy with her choice and, as the months passed, everyone at the farm adjusted to the idea of Ross Coleman’s being her husband. Everyone except Vance. He was never openly hostile, but his resentment toward his son-in-law couldn’t be disguised.

Victoria had sensed that resentment. That’s why she had waited until her father left on a horse-buying trip to Virginia to tell Ross about the baby. When he’d mentioned the
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