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One




Chapter 1

 


 


Sunlight pierced the thick canopy
formed by the branching limbs of the oak trees and dappled the
century-old marble monument that laid claim to this section of the
Houston cemetery as the Lawson family plot. Cut in the shape of an
ancient obelisk, the monument had been erected more than one
hundred years ago to watch over the graves of the first Lawsons to
be buried in Texas—and to commemorate the Lawsons who had died far
from their East Texas home while proudly serving the Confederacy.
Again mourners had gathered, and the hallowed ground was opened to
receive the body of yet another member of the family, Robert Dean
Lawson, Jr., known to all as Dean.

The suddenness of her father's
death—for Abbie, that had been the hardest. An accident, the police
had said. He'd been driving too fast and missed a curve.
Ironically, he'd been on his way home from the airport, returning
from a business trip to Los Angeles. Killed on impact, Abbie had
been told, as if that made his death easier to accept.

It hadn't. The pain, the regret came
from not having the chance to talk to him one last time, to tell
him how very much she loved him, and maybe. . . just maybe. . .
hearing him say that he loved her. It sounded so silly, so childish
to admit that, yet it was true. She was twenty-seven years old, but
she still hadn't outgrown the need for her father's love. No matter
how she had tried to get close to him, something had always stood
between them, and years of battering hadn't broken down the
wall.

Numb with grief, Abbie lifted her
glance from her father's closed casket, draped in a blanket of
Texas yellow roses, and scanned the crowd massed around the grave
for the services. Admittedly the turnout wasn't as large as the one
at her grandfather's funeral nineteen years ago. Even the governor
had come to it. But that was to be expected. Her grandfather R. D.
Lawson had been one of the pioneers in the petroleum industry. He
was the one who had refilled the family coffers after they had been
virtually emptied during those terrible years of Reconstruction
that had followed the Civil War. Bold, shrewd, and very sure of
himself—that's the way Abbie remembered him, even though she'd been
a child, barely eight years old, when he died. Judging from the
stories she had heard, he had been a colorful and charming
character, and occasionally ruthless about getting what he wanted.
In those early days in the oil business, sometimes a man had to
be.

But the Lawsons weren't oil
millionaires. Whenever people insinuated as much to
Abbie—christened Abigail Louise Lawson after her grandfather's
mother—she loved to steal her grandfather's famous line: "Not oil,
honey. We made our money in mud." The started expressions on their
faces always made her laugh. Then she would explain that mud waste
term given to drilling fluids that were pumped into a well to
soften up the ground for the drill bit, carry off the tailings, and
maintain pressure to prevent a blowout. In the early days of rotary
drilling in the oil fields, a mixture of clay and water—literally
mud—was pumped into the hole. Later, additives such as barite and
bentonite were included in the mixture to increase its weight. In
the late 1920s, after working in the booming Texas oil fields, R.
D. Lawson came up with his own formula for "mud" and marketed it
himself, starting a company that he eventually built into a
multimillion-dollar corporation.

Following her grandfather's death and
the subsequent sale of the company by her father, the Lawson
family's role in Houston had changed considerably. No longer were
they members of the vast petroleum industry. Without the company's
power base, their influence on the oil community was minimal,
reduced to long-standing friendships with former associates of R.D.
However, with the family's wealth and heritage, they had remained a
major part of the Houston social scene, as evidenced by the number
of prominent Texans among the crowd of mourners.

Looking at all the well-known faces,
Abbie thought it was odd the way one took note of such things at a
time like this, as if the living needed an affirmation of the
importance of the loved one who had died—an affirmation that could
only be measured by the number of influential people who came to
the funeral.

Catching a movement out of the corner
of her eye as her mother slipped a silver lace handkerchief
underneath the black veil of her hat and dabbed at the tears in her
eyes, Abbie started to turn to her. At almost the same instant, she
noticed the young woman standing near the memorial obelisk, a woman
so eerily familiar that Abbie had to take a second look. She stared
at her in shock, the blood draining from her face. The resemblance
was uncanny.

"Now let us pray," the minister
intoned, bowing his head as he stood before the closed casket. "O
Lord, we have gathered here today to lay to rest the body of your
servant, Dean Lawson, beloved husband and father. . ."

Abbie heard the minister's call to
prayer, but the words didn't register. She was too stunned by the
sight of the woman in the crowd. It isn't possible. It can't be,
she thought wildly, suppressing the shudder caused by the chills
running up her spine.

As the woman stood with her head
slightly bowed, a breeze stirred the mass of lustrous nut-brown
hair about her face—the same rich shade of hair as Abbie's. But it
was the color of the woman's eyes that had Abbie completely
unnerved. They were a brilliant royal blue, fathomless as the ocean
depths—the same vivid color as her own. "Lawson blue," her
grandfather had called it, boasting that it meant their eyes were
"bluer than a Texas bluebonnet."

Abbie had the distinct feeling that she
was looking into an imperfect mirror and seeing a faintly distorted
image of herself. It was a strange sensation. Unconsciously she
raised a hand to her own hair, verifying that it was still sleeked
back into its French twist and not falling loose about her
shoulders like the woman's across the way. Who was she?

With the question echoing over and over
again in her mind, Abbie leaned closer to Benedykt Jablonski, the
manager of the Arabian stud farm at River Bend, the Lawson family
home southwest of Houston. Before she could ask him about the woman
who was virtually her double, a murmured chorus of "Amens" signaled
the conclusion of the graveside services, and the previously
motionless throng of mourners began to stir. Abbie lost sight of
the woman. One second she was there, and in the next she was gone.
Where? How could she disappear so quickly? Who was she?

As the minister approached their
chairs, her mother stood up, the black veil screening her wet eyes.
Abbie rose to stand beside her, as always feeling protective toward
this slender reed of a woman, her mother, Babs Lawson. Like her
father, Abbie had made it a practice, from the time she was a
child, to shield her mother from anything unpleasant. Babs just
couldn't cope with problems. She preferred to look the other way
and pretend they didn't exist, as if that would make them
miraculously vanish.

Not Abbie. She preferred to confront
situations head-on and usually led with her chin, mostly due to
that Lawson pride and stubbornness that she had inherited in
abundance. Just as now, unable to shake the image of that woman
from her mind, she scanned the faces of the people milling about
the grave, vaguely aware of the words of condolence offered by the
minister to her mother, but intent on locating the woman who looked
so much like her. She had to be here somewhere.

Instinctively she turned to Benedykt
Jablonski, seeking his help as she had done nearly her entire life.
Dressed in a tweed suit that was nearly as old as he was, he held
his small-billed cap in front of him. His thick, usually unruly
iron-gray hair was slickly combed into a semblance of
order.

Age had drawn craggy lines in his face
and faded his dark hair, but it hadn't diminished the impression
that he was a bulwark of strength. Nothing ever seemed to faze him.
Considering all he'd been through during World War II, with the
Nazi invasion and occupation of Poland and the immediate postwar
years under Soviet control, perhaps that wasn't so
surprising.

Now, standing next to his solidness,
Abbie recalled the way she used to say that everything about this
man was square: his jaw, chin, shoulders—and his attitude. Yet Ben
had been the steadying influence in her life. It was to him she'd
gone as a child with all her questions and problems.

A solemn man who seldom smiled, he
studied her briefly, reading her body language the way she'd seen
him do so many times with a young Arabian colt in training. "What
is wrong?" His voice carried the guttural accent and the lyrical
rhythm of his native Poland.

"A moment ago, there was a woman
standing near the family marker. Did you see her?"

"No," he replied, automatically
glancing in the direction of the monument. "Who was
she?"

"I don't know," Abbie replied, frowning
as she again skimmed the faces of the people milling about. She
knew she hadn't imagined the woman. Absently she ran a hand across
her waist, discreetly smoothing the black Chanel dress, the crepe
de Chine soft and silky to the touch. Determined to find the woman,
she turned back to Ben and said, "Stay close to Momma for me,
Ben."

"I will."

But Abbie didn't wait to hear his reply
as she moved out among the graveside gathering, pausing to speak
with this person, accepting the press of hands in sympathy from
another, nodding smiling faintly, murmuring appropriate
responses—all the while looking for the woman she'd seen so
briefly.

Just as she was about to decide the
woman had left the cemetery, Abbie saw her standing on the fringe
of the crowd. Again she felt unnerved by the striking resemblance
between them. Next to her stood the gray-haired Mary Jo Anderson,
her father's longtime legal secretary, who had more or less run his
limited law practice single-handedly over the years. Shocked and
confused, Abbie stared at the two of them. What was Mary Jo doing
with her? Did she know her?

Fingers closed around her arm as a
man's deep voice came from somewhere close by. "Miss Lawson? Are
you all right?"

"What?" Turning, she looked blankly at
the tall, dark-haired man now beside her gripping her
arm.

"I said, are you all right?" His mouth
quirked slightly, lifting one corner of his dark mustache in a
faint smile that was both patient and gentle, but his narrowed eyes
were sharp in their study of her.

"I'm. . . fine," she said, mentally
trying to shake off her abstraction as she stared at his rough-hewn
features, conscious that there was something vaguely familiar about
him.

Remembering the woman, she glanced back
over her shoulder to locate her. The man curved a supporting arm
around the back of her waist. "You'd better sit down." He started
guiding her in the opposite direction.

Abbie stiffened in resistance. "I told
you I'm fine." But she was propelled along by his momentum to a
nearby folding chair. There she took a determined stand and blocked
his attempt to seat her. "I feel fine," she insisted
again.

Eyeing her skeptically, he cocked his
head to one side and let his hands fall away from her. "You don't
look fine. As a matter of fact, Miss Lawson, a minute ago, you
looked like hell."

It was his bluntness more than the
sight of Mary Jo Anderson walking away from the gravesite alone
that caused Abbie to center her whole attention on him. She thought
she had learned to hide her feelings over the years. Perhaps she
hadn't—or maybe he was just more observant than most.

Either way, Abbie tried to cover her
previous reaction. "It was probably the heat."

"It is hot," he acknowledged with a
faint nod of his head, but Abbie suspected that he didn't think the
stifling afternoon heat was to blame. As his gaze moved lazily over
her face, its look still sharp and inspecting, the action
reinforced the feeling that she'd met him somewhere before—and he'd
been just as thorough in his study of her that time,
too.

"I am all right, though. Thanks anyway
for your concern. . ." She paused, unable to supply his
name.

"Wilder. MacCrea Wilder." The name
didn't ring any familiar note with her and he seemed to sense that.
"We met briefly this past spring, in your father's
office."

Her memory jogged, Abbie suddenly could
see him taking up most of the big leather armchair in her father's
private office, the look of irritation that had crossed his face
when she had barged in unannounced, interrupting their meeting, and
the way he'd leaned back in the chair and watched her while
absently rubbing a forefinger back and forth across his mustache
and upper lip. That afternoon he'd been dressed in a khaki shirt
with the cuffs turned back and the collar unbuttoned at the throat,
revealing a faint smattering of chest hairs. She remembered the
ropes of muscles in his forearms, the slick look of bronzed skin,
and the breadth of his shoulders. But there had been something
else, too. She frowned, trying to recall the thing that eluded her.
She breathed in and accidentally inhaled the musky fragrance of his
masculine cologne.

"Oil." Mixed in with the aroma of her
father's pipe tobacco had been the smell of the oil fields. "Wasn't
that what you were talking to my father about?"

"Indirectly. I'm flattered you
remember."

"Are you?" Somehow he didn't seem to be
the type to be influenced by compliments one way or the
other.

"Who wouldn't be flattered to have a
beautiful woman remember him from a chance meeting?"

"I could name a few." Abbie wasn't
fooled by his smooth charm, any more than she was fooled by hard
muscles. She was usually good at sizing up people.

"Your ex-husband, for
instance?"

Automatically Abbie covered the bare
ring finger on her left hand. The platinum wedding rings, dominated
by a brilliant three-carat sapphire encircled with diamonds—the
very set she had chosen at Tiffany's after she and Christopher John
Atwell had romantically breakfasted outside the Fifth Avenue store
in New York—no longer adorned her third finger. Ten months ago, she
had thrown them at him and watched the intertwined pair tumble to
the floor and break apart—like their disastrous six-year marriage.
She had walked out of their home on Lazy Lane in Houston's River
Oaks section that very afternoon, moving home to River Bend and
taking back her maiden name. Certain things in her life she
regretted, but the end of her marriage wasn't one of
them.

Still, she resented his trespass into
her personal life. "You seem to know a great deal about me, Mr.
Wilder," she replied, challenging him ever so faintly.

"As I recall you had received your
final divorce decree that day and wanted to celebrate. A man
doesn't exactly forget when a young—and strikingly attractive—woman
announces her availability."

Until now she had forgotten the reason
she had barged into her father's office that day. "You remember?"
she said, her tone softening. "I'm flattered."

"Are you?"

She looked at him with new interest,
surprised at the quick way he had picked up the cue and turned her
own words back to her. A part of her felt alive for the first time
since she had received the news of her father's death, but only
briefly. She couldn't escape the soberness of this occasion, not
with her father's closed casket still visible and the oppressively
hot air heavy with the sweet scent of roses.

MacCrea glanced at the brass-encrusted
coffin. "I want you to know how sorry I am about your father's
death."

Abbie regretted the return to trite
phrases—and equally trite responses. "Thank you. And thank you for
caring."

The instant he walked away she felt his
absence, but she didn't have an opportunity to dwell on it. Someone
else was waiting to offer her more words of sympathy, and Abbie
began making the rounds once more, but her gaze was always moving,
searching for that woman, still wondering who she was.

Rachel Farr watched her from a
distance, observing the grace and assurance with which she moved
through the crowd. It was that expensive little black dress that
did it, Rachel decided—so simple yet so elegant, with its black
satin accents at the cuffs, placket, and mandarin collar. Or maybe
it was the way she wore her hair—all swept up in that sophisticated
French twist that made her look so stylish and poised. She
certainly didn't appear to be suffering from the heat and humidity
the way Rachel was. Her dress wasn't sticking to her skin and her
hair wasn't damp with perspiration like Rachel's. Rachel had
expected the heat, but not the humidity. Texas was supposed to be
dry, brown, and flat. Houston was flat, but lushly green and
obviously wet.

Rachel glanced down at the single red
rose she held clutched in her hand. Its velvety petals were already
drooping from the heat. She'd bought it at the flower cart in the
terminal of Houston Intercontinental Airport shortly after she'd
arrived from California yesterday afternoon. She wanted to place it
on Dean's coffin as a symbol of her love for him, yet she was
afraid to make this one simple gesture.

Last night she'd gone to the funeral
home, but she hadn't found the courage to go inside, fearing the
family's reaction and reluctant to cause a scene. And today, she'd
sat outside the church while they held services for Dean inside,
wanting to be there, yet oddly feeling too unclean to attend.
Finally, she had followed the procession of Lincolns, Mercedes,
Rollses, and Cadillacs to the cemetery on the edge of
town.

Over and over she kept thinking that if
his secretary hadn't telephoned her, no one would have notified her
of Dean's death. It might have been days, weeks, perhaps months
before she'd found out otherwise. She had tried to express her
gratitude to Mrs. Anderson, but she had sensed how awkward and
uncomfortable the woman felt with her at the funeral.

It wasn't fair. She had loved Dean,
too. Surely his family could understand that she wanted to grieve
with them and share the pain of their mutual loss. She'd had so
little of him and they'd had so much. She would place the rose on
his coffin. She didn't care what they thought.

Not giving herself a chance to have
second thoughts, she set out quickly, walking blindly along the
narrow strip of ground that separated the rows of graves. Her low
heels sank into the thick carpet of grass that covered the ground
as she moved in and out of the dappling shade cast by the towering
oak trees that stood guard over the dead. It seemed as though she
was traveling in a vacuum, encapsulated by a grief that dulled her
senses, the sights and sounds of her surroundings making little
impression on her.

Yet, despite all the hurt and suffering
she felt, Rachel was conscious of the irony of the moment. Since
she'd been able to have only small pieces of his life, it was
fitting somehow that she was only allowed a small piece of his
death. But just as she had railed at the inequity of the former,
she cried over it now. There was nothing she could do that would
change it. Dean was the only one who had possessed the power to do
that, and he was dead.

Suddenly the casket was before her,
draped in a blanket of sun-yellow roses. Rachel stopped beside it
and hesitantly laid the wilted red rose on top of it. The bloom
looked so forlorn and out of place she wanted to cry. She blinked
at the tears that stung her eyes and trailed her fingers over the
edge of the casket in a last good-bye as she turned away. When she
looked up, she saw Abbie standing a scant fifteen feet away,
staring at her with a confused and wary frown. For a split second,
Rachel was tempted to hurry away, as if she were guilty of
something. She wasn't. So why should she run? Gathering her fragile
pride, Rachel lifted her chin a little higher and started forward
at the same instant that Abbie did.

They met midway. Abbie spoke first.
"Who are you?' Should I know you?" Her voice was lightly laced with
a soft Texas drawl, like Dean's. Rachel noticed that she was taller
than Abbie by a good four inches, but it didn't make her feel
superior in any way, only awkward and gauche.

"I'm Rachel. Rachel Farr from Los
Angeles."

"From Los Angeles?" Abbie's frown
deepened, "Daddy had just returned from there.

"I know." Realizing that Abbie had
absolutely no idea who she was, Rachel suddenly felt very bitter
and hurt. "Dean used to say we looked a lot alike. I suppose we do,
in a way."

"Who are you?" she demanded
again.

"I'm his daughter."

Abbie recoiled in shock and anger.
"That's impossible. I'm his daughter, his only child."

"No, you're—"

But Abbie didn't want to hear any more
of her preposterous lie. "I don't know who you are or what you're
doing here," she declared, struggling to keep her voice down, "but
if you don't leave now—this very minute—I'll have you thrown out of
this cemetery."


Chapter 2

 


Barely able to see through her tears,
Rachel bolted from the grave, making her long legs carry her
quickly away. She wished she had never come to the funeral. It had
been a mistake—an awful mistake.

How had she expected Abbie to react
when she met her? Had she thought Abbie would throw her arms around
her and greet her like the long-lost sister she was? Half-sister,
at any rate. Had she hoped that Abbie would invite her home? No,
that would have been awful.

She could imagine nothing worse than
seeing all the trophies Abbie had won competing in horse shows on
Dean's horses. Rachel had long ago begun haunting the Los Angeles
Public Library, going through its magazines and out-of-town
newspapers to satisfy her hunger to find out more about the father
she saw so seldom. What did he do when he wasn't with her? Where
did he live? How did he live? Over the years River Bend had been
featured in several magazines, mainly those dealing with Arabian
horses, but a few society-type publications as well. Dean had
rarely mentioned any of them to her, but in them she'd seen too
many photographs showing Abbie astride some gorgeous Arabian with
Dean standing proudly at its head.

She'd seen pictures of the family's
Victorian mansion, and of the expensive fashions worn by his wife
and other daughter when they attended their lavish parties and
balls. She'd read all about Abbie's formal coming-out in the
society columns of the Houston newspapers: she didn't want to look
at pictures of her, stunning in an elaborate white gown, dancing
with Dean at a debutante ball. Abbie, so beautiful and daring—and
looking so much like her it hurt.

She couldn't bear the thought of
hearing about Abbie's travels with Dean to England, Europe, and the
Middle East; she had never gone anywhere with Dean except to
Disneyland and Catalina Island.

All her life she'd been filled with
envy, knowing that Abbie had Dean with her all the time. He was
there to tuck her into bed at night. He was there for every
holiday, every Christmas morning when she got up. He was there for
every important occasion, from piano recitals to graduation. But
Rachel had been lucky, especially since her mother died, to see him
four times a year.

It was obvious whom he had wanted to be
with, whom he had loved. She doubted that she had ever been more
than an embarrassing burden to him, an unwanted complication. She
thought she'd put all that pain and bitterness behind her. After
graduation from UCLA, she had tried to make a life for herself
without him. She had a good job and a promising career as a
commercial artist with a large advertising firm in L.A. But today,
all the old wounds had been opened again. And the hurt went
deep—deeper than ever before.

She paused, trying to get her bearings
and locate her rental car. Just as she spotted the tan Firebird, a
long black limousine pulled onto the shoulder of the cemetery lane
and parked in the space behind her car. A uniformed driver hopped
out and opened the rear passenger door. Absentmindedly Rachel
stared at the silver-haired man who stepped out.

The man said something to the
chauffeur, then walked away from the limousine, striding briskly
toward Rachel and the gravesite behind her. Something about his
strong facial features reminded Rachel of Dean. He was in his
middle fifties—about the same age as Dean. She wondered whether his
eyes would crinkle at the covers when he smiled the way Dean's
had.

A moment later she saw that they did as
he noticed her and smiled quickly. "How are you? The warmth, the
sincerity in his voice gave meaning to the question, changing it
from an offhand phrase of greeting. Rachel was startled to find
herself shaking hands with him in the very next second.

"Fine, thank you. Hurriedly she wiped
away a tear that had slipped onto her cheek, certain she probably
looked awful, her eyes all bloodshot and puffy. But the kindness in
his look told her he was too much of a gentleman to
notice.

"The services are over, aren't they?"
he asked instead. "I'm sorry I was late, but I. . ." He paused, a
frown flickering across his expression. "Excuse me, but you aren't
Abbie, are you?"

"No. I'm not." She wanted to die when
she noticed the way he unconsciously drew back from her. All her
life she'd fought against this sense of shame. She'd done nothing
wrong, yet she had never been able to escape this feeling of guilt.
Trembling with agony of a different kind, Rachel turned to
leave.

"Wait. You must be. . . Caroline's
daughter."

She paused, tears of gratitude welling
in her eyes. At last she'd been recognized by someone, someone who
could truly understand the deep loss she felt. "You. . . knew my
mother?" Hesitantly she faced him.

"Yes." A smile of understanding
crinkled the corners of his eyes. "Your name is Rachel, isn't
it?"

"Yes." She smiled for the first time in
days. "I'm sorry," she said, shaking her head a little vaguely, too
choked with emotion to say much more. "Your name?"

"Forgive me. I took it for granted that
you would know me. My name is Lane Canfield."

"Mr. Canfield. Yes, Dean spoke of you
often. He. . . thought a great deal of you."

There were some who claimed Lane
Canfield owned half of Texas—and the other half wasn't worth
buying. According to newspaper accounts Rachel had read, his
holdings were vast and widely diversified, ranging from real estate
developments to luxury hotels and giant petrochemical plants.
Photographs had rarely accompanied the articles. Rachel seemed to
remember hearing that Lane Canfield shunned personal
publicity.

"To be truthful, the feeling was
mutual. Dean was a remarkable man, and a loyal friend. He will be
missed by many people."

"Yes." She bowed her head with the
grief his words elicited.

"Do you still live in Los Angeles?"
Gently he directed their conversation to a less emotional
subject.

"Yes. He'd just been out to visit me.
His flight back was delayed. He was late. He was hurrying to get
home when. . . the accident happened." Hurrying back home, to
Abbie, the daughter he loved.

"Will you be staying in Houston long?
Maybe we could have, lunch, or dinner, together. I think Dean would
like that, don't you?"

"You don't have to do that." She didn't
want to be a duty, an obligation to anyone.

"I don't have to do anything. I want to
do it. What hotel are you at?"

"The Holiday Inn, the one near the
Astro," Rachel heard herself answer.

"I'll call you tomorrow after I've had
a chance to check my schedule."

"All right."

After their good-byes were said, Lane
lingered to watch the young woman as she walked away. The
resemblance between father and daughter was strong. She was tall
and slender like her father, with his thick brown hair and
incredibly blue eyes. Sensitive and vulnerable—yes, she was very
much like Dean.

Abbie didn't waste any time locating
her mother, convincing her that it was time to leave, and hurrying
her off to the waiting limousine. She didn't want to take the
chance that her mother might run into this woman who claimed. . .
It didn't matter what she claimed. The very idea was ludicrous,
absurd. The woman was obviously crazy.

The snarl of departing cars on the
narrow cemetery lane slowed all movement to a crawl. Her nerves
tense and brittle, Abbie leaned back in her seat, wondering how
many of their friends that woman had talked to, told her lies to.
Texans dearly loved a scandal.

Covertly she glanced at her mother.
"Babs—that's short for babbling brook"; supposedly that was the way
R. D. Lawson had frequently referred to her, partly in jest and
partly seriously. Abbie had to admit that it was a singularly apt
description of her mother. Her mother was bubbly and bright,
flitting from this thing to that. She could chatter for hours and
not say anything. Her life seemed to be nothing more than one long
stream of parties. She loved giving them as much as going to
them.

Abbie felt that two people could not
have seemed less suited for each other than her parents. Yet Babs
had absolutely adored Dean. She didn't make a single decision, no
matter how trivial, without consulting him. She believed in him
totally. Any and everything he did, she thought was
perfect.

Not quite everything, Abbie thought,
frowning slightly as she recalled arguments that had taken place
behind closed, doors: her mother's shrill voice and the sound of
crying, her father's angry and determined, yet pained, look when he
stalked out. Her mother always remained in the room, sometimes for
hours, emerging pale and drawn, unusually silent, her eyes puffy
and red. Some of the early memories were dim, yet Abbie had the
impression that their arguments were always over the same thing—and
that thing was somehow connected to the frequent business trips her
father made to California to see one of his clients.

Once, shortly after she had gone off to
college at the University of Texas, Abbie had suggested to her
mother that she accompany him to Los Angeles. "After all," she had
reasoned over, the telephone, "now that I'm not at home anymore,
why should you stay in that big house all by yourself? This is the
perfect opportunity for you to start going places and doing things
with Daddy."

She could still remember the strangled
yet adamant no that had come over the line.

"Momma—"

"I hate California," had come the
retort, with uncharacteristic bitterness.

"Momma, you have never even been
there."

"And I don't care to ever go, either."
Abruptly Babs had changed the subject.

With anyone else, Abbie would have
demanded to know why. She could become incredibly stubborn when
confronted with a wall of any kind. If necessary, she'd take it
apart brick by brick just to find out what was on the other side.
But it had been obvious this was something Babs didn't want to
face. Now Abbie wondered why.

That Rachel woman had said she was from
Los Angeles, Abbie recalled unwillingly. Of course, that was just a
coincidence—like the distinctive blue of her eyes. Lawson blue.
Made uneasy by the thought, Abbie frowned, haunted by the memory of
the way her father used to stare at her when he thought she wasn't
watching, his expression vaguely wistful and pained, a look of
sadness and regret in his eyes, eyes the same shade of deep blue as
her own—and that Rachel Farr woman's.

She had always thought he looked at her
like that because he wished she had been a boy. What man didn't
want a son to carry on the family name and tradition? None, she was
sure. He had tried to love her. And she had tried desperately to
gain his love without ever fully succeeding.

Maybe that was her fault. Maybe if she
hadn't argued with him so much. . . Half the time she had picked a
fight with him just to make him look at her instead of through her.
They had fought over everything from horses and homework to pot and
politics. Their last major confrontation had been over her
divorce.

"Abbie, I think you're being too hasty,
as usual," he'd said when she told him she had left Christopher.
"Every married couple has problems. If you would try to be a little
more understanding—"

"Understanding!" she had exploded.
"Tell me just how understanding a wife is supposed to be when she
discovers that her husband is having affairs—even with women she
knows!"

"Now that doesn't mean—"

"What do you expect me to do? Condone
it? Are you suggesting that I should look the other way while he
makes a fool of me in front of all our friends? I won't be
humiliated like that—not again."

"I can understand how you would be hurt
by his. . . indiscretions." He had chosen his words with care and
slowly paced in front of his desk as if presenting his case to a
panel of jurors. "I doubt that he meant for it to happen. Things
like that can begin so innocently. Before he knows it, a man can
find himself more deeply involved than he ever intended to be. It
wasn't planned. It just happened."

"Is that the voice of experience
talking, Daddy?" she had caustically shot back at him, only to
notice the way he blanched and turned quickly to avoid her gaze. He
had looked guilty. Never one to miss an opening that could give her
the advantage, Abbie had charged in. "Have you been unfaithful to
Momma? Is that why you are siding with Christopher against me, your
own daughter? Don't you care that I'm unhappy?"

"Of course, I do," he had insisted
forcefully.

"Do you? Sometimes I wonder." She had
turned away from him, struggling to control the bitterness she
felt. "Daddy, I know you think I should forgive and forget what has
happened. But I can't—and won't. I can't trust him. Without trust,
there's no love. Maybe there never was any. I don't know anymore,
and frankly, I don't care. I just want out of this marriage and
Christopher out of my life."

"Dammit, Abbie, no Lawson has ever
gotten a divorce."

"In that case, I'll just have to be the
first, won't I? It's time somebody set a precedent." On her way out
of his study, she had paused at the door. "But don't worry, Daddy.
I won't ask you to represent me. I'll get some other lawyer—one
without your high scruples."

The subject was rarely broached again
after that. Yet Abbie knew he had never truly reconciled himself to
the divorce. She had returned home, conscious of the new tension
between them and determined to outlast it. Only she hadn't. He had
died first. She felt a choking tightness in her throat and tears
struggling to surface.

Beyond the tinted glass of the
limousine's rear windows, Abbie saw Rachel Farr standing among the
gravestones. Had her father had an affair with another woman in the
past? Was Rachel Farr the result of it? Was the possibility really
as preposterous as she'd first thought?

Too many half-forgotten memories were
making it seem more than just a string of coincidences. Snatches of
arguments she'd overheard between her parents, the constant trips
to Los Angeles, four and five times a year, the way he used to look
at her as if seeing someone else—things she had never regarded as
pieces to a puzzle were all fitting together now. Devoted husband
and father. Had it all been an act? All these years, had he kept
another child hidden away in Los Angeles?

Struggling against a sense of betrayal,
Abbie stared at Rachel, again considering the startling
similarities: the hair color, the shape of the face, and the blue
eyes. The prepotency of the sire—that's what Ben would have called
it, in horsemen's terms. The ability of a stallion to stamp his
offspring with his looks.

It felt as if her whole world had
suddenly been turned upside down and shaken hard. Everything she
had ever believed to be true, she now questioned. All these years,
Abbie thought she knew her father. Now he almost seemed like a
stranger. Had he ever really loved her mother—or her? She hated the
questions, the doubts. . . and the memories now tainted with
overtones of deception.

"Abbie, look!" her mother exclaimed.
Abbie instantly stiffened, certain her mother had noticed Rachel
Farr. "Isn't that Lane Canfield?"

So consumed with Rachel, Abbie hadn't
paid any attention to the man she was talking to. It was Lane
Canfield, her father's closest friend. She hadn't seen him since
her wedding six years ago, but he had changed very little. He was
still trim, still a figure of authority, and still managed to look
cool and calm in the afternoon heat despite the suit and tie he
wore. If anything, his hair—always prematurely gray—now had more
white in it, giving it the look of tarnished silver.

But what was he doing talking to Rachel
Farr? Did he know her? He acted as if he did. If all this was true,
wasn't it logical that her father would have confided in Lane? That
logic became even more damning when Abbie remembered that her
father had named Lane Canfield the executor of his will.

"It is Lane." Her mother pushed at the
switch on the armrest, trying to open the limousine's automatic
windows. Finally the window whirred down, and the humid heat of the
June afternoon came rolling into the car. "Lane. Lane
Canfield!"

Hearing his, name, Lane turned then
walked over to greet them. "Babs. I'm so sorry I wasn't able to get
here sooner. I was at a meeting in Saudi Arabia. I didn't receive
the news of. . . the accident. . . until late yesterday. I came as
quickly as I could," he said, warmly clasping her hand.

"It's enough that you're here. Dean
valued your friendship so much, but I'm sure you know that." Babs
clung to his hand. "You will ride back to the house with us, won't
you?"

"Of course. Just give me a
minute."

As he walked away, Abbie wondered if he
was going after Rachel. But no, he walked to a black limousine
parked several cars ahead and spoke to the driver, then started
back. She felt numb, not wanting to believe any of this.

When Lane Canfield climbed into the
back of the limousine and sat in the rear-facing seat opposite her
mother, Abbie saw the way he looked at her, taking note of her
every feature and obviously making the comparison with Rachel. He
didn't seem surprised by the resemblance between them—which meant
he must have expected to see it, Abbie realized.

"You will stay for dinner tonight,
won't you, Lane? The Ramseys and the Coles will be there, and
several others said they'd be stopping by. We'd love to have you
join us" Babs insisted.

"I'd love to." With difficulty, Lane
brought his attention back to Dean's widow, still an attractive
woman at forty-eight. "Unfortunately I'll have to leave early. I
have to get back to town tonight and attend to some
business."

"I understand." Babs nodded, her voice
quivering. For an instant, she appeared to be on the verge of
breaking into tears, but she made a valiant effort to get hold of
her emotions as she turned to Abbie. "Lane was best man at our
wedding. But I guess you know that, don't you, Abbie?"

"Yes, Momma."

"I don't think I will ever forget that
day." Babs sighed, her face taking on a nostalgic glow. "Do you
remember, Lane, how our car wouldn't start? Dean must have worked
on the motor for nearly an hour. He had grease all over his tuxedo,
and I just knew we were going to have to leave on our honeymoon in
that carriage. He tried everything, but he just couldn't get that
car to run."

"I believe there were a few parts
missing." Lane smiled, recalling how he and his cohorts had
sabotaged the vehicle.

"No wonder." Babs laughed, a merry
sound still infectious after all these years. "You loaned us your
car, I think."

"Yes." He reminisced with her aloud as
his mind wandered back to the start of that long-ago
day.


Chapter 3

 


Guests had begun arriving at River Bend
long before the wedding ceremony in the garden was scheduled to
begin. Everything was pristine white for the occasion. The stately
mansion, the ornately carved picket fence, the elaborately scrolled
gazebo—all sported a fresh coat of whitewash, as did every
building, barn, and fence on the place.

No expense had been spared: even the
Spanish moss that naturally adorned the towering oak and pecan
trees on the grounds had been sprayed with silver dust, leaving the
guests in no doubt that R. D. Lawson wholeheartedly approved of his
son's marriage to Barbara Ellen Torrence, the daughter of an old
Texas family reputed to have the bluest blood despite the fact that
financially they were in the red, victims of the stock market crash
of '29; and leaving the guests in no doubt that the Torrences were
not too proud to let the nouveau riche R. D. Lawson pay for this
lavish and elaborate wedding. As far as R.D. was concerned, no
other setting would do but River Bend, restored, virtually rebuilt,
to its former glory.

Located on the Brazos River less than
twenty miles southwest of the very center of Houston, River Bend
was surrounded on three sides by croplands and rice fields, the
flatness of the coastal prairie unbroken except by the occasional
farmhouse or tree. But the one hundred acres that remained of River
Bend conjured up images of the Old South. Here, the strongest and
tallest of the oaks, pecans, and cottonwoods that grew in the thick
woods next to the river were left standing, towering giants bearded
by the lacy moss and strung with wild grape vines.

Set back from the main road, nearly
hidden by the trees, the main house was a magnificent fourteen-room
Victorian mansion. A wide veranda wrapped itself around three sides
of the house, outlined by a handsome balustrade repeated as a
parapet around a narrow second-floor balcony. A cupola crowned the
third story, which contained R.D.'s billiard room, and provided a
center balance point for the corner turrets.

Once this mansion had been the heart of
a thousand-acre plantation founded back in the late 1820s by a
Southern cotton planter, Bartholomew Lawson, who was drawn to the
area, like so many others of his kind, by the rich alluvial soil
along the Brazos River bottom. As R.D. liked to remind everyone,
there was a River Bend long before there was a Houston. Lawson
slaves were in the fields back in 1832 when a pair of land
speculators from New York were peddling lots in the tract of land
they had bought on Buffalo Bayou.

River Bend flourished for nearly half a
century, but the Civil War and the abolition of slavery changed all
that. During the years of Reconstruction, large parcels of the
plantation were sold to satisfy old debts and claims for back
taxes. When R.D. was born at the turn of the century, only three
hundred acres of the original plantation were still in the family;
not a trace remained of the slave quarters near the river that had
once been home to nearly a hundred blacks; and the mansion was a
hayshed, its vast lawn and surrounding pecan grove a pasture land
for the cattle and hogs. R.D.—his momma called him Bobby Dean—lived
with his parents in the cottage that had been built to house the
overseer and his family.

At the age of fifteen, R.D. went to
work in the Texas oil fields. That's where the big money was. It
made sense to him that if he was going to dig in the dirt, he might
as well get paid for it. He got hired on by a man with the wishful
name of "Gusher" Bill Atkins, who owned a rotary drilling rig. His
first job was working in the mud pits. Eventually he graduated to a
"roughneck," working on the floor of the drilling rig, handling the
pipe. Within a few years, he'd tried his hand at nearly every job
on the rig.

Those were the wild, freewheeling years
of the oil business. The whole nation was certain the country was
on the verge of running out of oil. Dire warnings were regularly
issued by the government in the late 1910s and early 1920s,
accompanied by statistics that showed production and consumption of
oil were increasing at a considerably faster rate than new reserves
were being found. The rush to find new fields was on, led by the
"wildcatters," the independent oil men. For the most part the major
oil companies, who had the pipelines, the refineries, and the
distribution market, sat back and watched, letting the wildcatters
take the risks in a new area. Once oil was found, it was a simple
matter for them to step in and buy up leases on adjoining land, or
buy a piece of some wildcatter's action, or simply purchase the
crude oil he produced.

It didn't take much money to drill a
well back then, and little scientific knowledge was required. New
drilling sites were selected on a basis that was pretty much "by
guess and by golly." The only way to know for sure whether there
was oil beneath a particular formation was to drill.

More than once, R.D. had been tempted
to raise some money and drill his own well. But he'd heard too many
stories and seen too many wildcatters who were rich as Croesus one
year lose it all in a string of dry holes the next. The only ones
consistently making money, other than the majors, were the men
supplying materials and equipment.

Maybe because it was his first job, or
maybe because he'd been raised a dirt farmer, R.D. was fascinated
by the drilling mud used in the hole. All he had to do was scoop up
some in his hand and he could tell by the feel and the texture of
it—sometimes by the taste or smell of it—whether it was the right
consistency for the job, or if it needed to be thinned or
thickened.

After six years of working in oil
fields, R.D. recognized the many functions mud performed. It did
more than soften the formation the drilling bit was cutting
through, more than bring the bit's cuttings to the surface for
disposal, and more than sheathe the wall of the hole to stabilize
it so it wouldn't cave in. If the mud was the right weight, it
exerted more pressure than any gas, oil, or water formation the bit
encountered, thus preventing the blowout of a well. Over the years,
he'd seen his share of blowouts—lengths of pipe, the drill, and
other equipment thrown high in the air and turning into lethal
missiles. Whenever a blowout was caused by natural gas, invariably
there was fire. A gusher was nothing more than a blowout caused by
oil. As spectacular as they were, they were still dangerous and a
colossal waste of oil.

As his fascination with mud grew, R.D.
began experimenting with different mixtures and ingredients,
picking the brains of geologists and chemists in the oil fields,
and learning terms like viscosity. In 1922, he came up with a
formula that seemed to be consistently successful. That same year
his father died, killed when his horse bolted and overturned the
wagon he was riding in.

R.D. found himself back at River Bend,
faced with a difficult decision. His mother, Abigail Louise Lawson,
better known as Abbie Lou, couldn't work the farm by herself, and
they couldn't afford a hired hand. But how could he stay and run it
when his heart was in the mud pits of the oil fields? To make
matters worse, that skinny little neighbor girl, Helen Rae Simpson,
had grown into a doe-eyed young woman while he was gone, and R.D.
found himself in love.

Determined to do the right thing, he
stayed to farm River Bend and follow in the tradition of his
ancestors. He married Helen, and a year after their wedding, Robert
Dean Lawson, Jr., was born. He should have been happy: he had a
son, a lovely wife, a home, and a farm that was producing enough
for them to get by. For three years R.D. tried to convince himself
that a man couldn't ask for more, but he just couldn't stop talking
about mud.

Abbie Lou Lawson recognized her son's
discontent. One December night at the supper table, she—who had
given him her dark hair and blue, blue eyes—offered him a solution
that would provide him with the means to achieve his dream. They
would sell the roughly two hundred acres of River Bend's cropland
and keep the rest. The old mansion was a white elephant nobody
would buy, and the one hundred acres of pasture wouldn't bring much
either. The money from the sale would start him in the mud business
and she would keep the books, the same as she had for the
farm.

Within three months, the plan became a
reality. R.D. applied for his patent and began peddling his
products, making the rounds of the various oil fields and calling
on drillers. But it was hard to make sales. Few were interested in
such revolutionary ideas. Only the drillers in trouble with stuck
drill pipes or cave-ins were willing to listen. Most of them were
skeptical, but desperate enough to try anything. However, his
successes usually only guaranteed him that the next time the
driller was in trouble, he would call R.D.

Those first years were discouraging.
And that discouragement was compounded by the stock market crash
and then the death of his wife. A few times he would have given up,
but his mother wouldn't let him. She encouraged him to expand, to
set up a laboratory to test new products and equipment, and to hire
field representatives to sell the company's products and educate
the drillers on their use. The world might be suffering a
depression, but the oil industry wasn't. Within ten years, he went
from being a one-man operation to having seventy people on the
payroll. He started buying up smaller companies, taking over their
patents, quadrupling the size of his business. Suddenly he was a
millionaire several times over.

Thanks to the woman who believed in
him: Abigail Louise Lawson. R.D. gazed fondly at the gilt-framed
photograph of her taken a year before her death. Blue eyes smiled
back at him from a face crowned with snow-white hair swept atop her
head in a mass of curls, a pair of chandelier drop earrings
dangling from the delicate lobes of her ears.

"Real diamonds, they are, too." R.D.
winked at her, as he had the day he'd given them to her. "You and
me, we made 'em sit up and look, didn't we? Hell, we never did do
what they expected. They all figured we would buy us one of those
big fancy homes in River Oaks, but we fixed up River Bend
instead—and reminded them all that Lawsons had been here long
before most of them were. This time Dean's the Lawson who's foolin'
'em, marryin' that Torrence girl. And a damned fine wedding it's
going to be, too."

The gold mantel clock chimed the
quarter-hour from its perch on the carved walnut shelf above the
fireplace. As if he could hear her reprimand, R.D. grimaced faintly
and faced the mirror above his dressing table once more.

"I know I left this getting-ready
business a bit late." He made his third attempt at tying the black
bow tie. "But I had to go down to the barns and make sure they had
the mares all harnessed up right and the carriage ready. Remember
that fancy horse carriage I bought you so you could ride in that
parade we sponsored to get people to buy war bonds? That's what the
bride's gonna arrive at the wedding in. She's over at the cottage
with her family, gettin' ready."

He paused for a minute to stare at his
reflection. He just didn't feel like a man about to turn fifty,
despite the gray spreading through his thick hair. His face had the
look of smooth leather with permanent creases worn across his
forehead and around his mouth and eyes. There was no sagging skin
along his strong jawline, although maybe just a little under his
jutting chin, emphasized now by one end of the tipsy-tilted bow
tie.

Exasperated, R.D. yanked it loose and
started over again, absently resuming his conversation with his
mother's photograph. "You should see that carriage. Garcia has it
covered with white flowers. Lilies of the valley, gardenias, and
apple blossoms. It reminds me of those buggies they use in the Rose
Parade. I'm having it pulled by those two matched gray Arabians.
White as milk, those two mares are now. I've got 'em in the black
harness with white plumes. That young Pole polished the leather on
that harness until it shines like a pair of patent-leather shoes on
a fancy nigger. I like that Jablonski boy." He nodded decisively.
"He definitely has a way with horses. And he knows a helluva lot
about the breed. Although, half the time I can't understand him,
his accent is so damned thick." Again the bow tie sat askew. "Hell,
I never could tie these damned things," R.D. muttered and ripped it
apart. "Dean!"

His booming voice sent the silver-lead
crystals on the master suite's chandelier jingling as he stalked
out of the room, dressed in the required tuxedo with the tie
dangling around his neck, but minus his shoes. He padded down the
hall toward his son's turret bedroom, his feet making little sound
on the hardwood floor of heart pine.

The bedroom door was ajar: R.D. started
to push it open, but he paused when he caught sight of his son in
the room. Dean was every bit the gentleman R.D. had hoped he'd
become. Well aware of his own rough edges and lack of formal
education, R.D. had been determined his son would have it better.
The rough-and-tumble days were gone—the days when a handshake was
all it took to make a deal. That's why he sent Dean to Harvard Law
School after he'd graduated from the University of Texas. Ever
since the boy was ten years old, R.D. had worked him every summer
in the company, making him learn the business from the ground up.
He sent him to the best schools and made him learn about the arts
and manners. That's what it took in today's world. And, from the
beginning, R.D. had been grooming Dean with one thought in mind:
that someday he'd take over the reins of the company.

And there was the result, lounging on
the arm of an overstuffed chair, totally relaxed and comfortable in
his formal attire: and smiling affably at his former college chum
at Texas, his best man for the wedding, Lane Canfield. Dean was
tall—although not as tall as R.D.'s six feet—and good-looking, with
the Lawson eyes and thick, brown hair. His face still had the
smooth, fresh look of a boy without a care in the world. But when
had he ever had to worry about anything? Sometimes R.D. wondered if
he hadn't given the boy too much, made life too easy for him. But
then he remembered how he had worked him every summer while most of
his friends played.

If R.D. could change one thing about
him, he wished Dean had some of Lane Canfield's gumption. From what
he'd been able to learn, Lane had taken over much of the operation
of his family's petrochemical plant in Texas City and almost
single-handedly put it in the black. Rumor claimed that he planned
to enlarge the facility.

So far, Dean simply hadn't shown R.D.
he could be that aggressive. But he hadn't had a chance to, either.
All that was going to change now that Dean was coming on board full
time—as soon as his honeymoon was over, that is.

A door slammed somewhere in the house.
As Dean glanced over to the door, R.D. hesitated a split second,
then pushed it open the rest of the way and walked into the
room.

"I think you forgot your shoes, R.D."
Dean grinned.

"I've been fighting with this damned
tie for twenty minutes."

"Let me tie it for you, Mr. Lawson."
Lane walked over to him and took the mangled ends of the tie and
adjusted the two to the proper length.

R.D. tilted his head back to give him
room and eyed his son, still calmly perched on the chair arm. "I
expected to find you pacing up and down, pawing the ground like an
eager stallion at the trying bar."

"That's what Lane keeps telling me, but
there'll be time enough for that when the ceremony's over," Dean
replied with a negligent shrug of one shoulder, then rolled
gracefully off the arm of the chair and stood up. "Lane and I were
just going to have some of that champagne Jackson brought up. Care
to join us and toast the end of my bachelor days?"

"Sure, but don't pour me any of that
champagne. I'd just as soon have some bourbon and branch water, if
you got any handy."

"Coming right up."

When Lane finished tying the bow tie,
R.D. inspected the result in the dresser mirror. The knot was
squarely in the center and the bow was perfectly straight. "I'll be
damned if I can ever get it to look like that."

"Practice. That's all it takes," Lane
assured him.

"I suppose. It's for sure I never had
much cause to get duded up like this when I was a young man. Formal
attire wasn't the required dress in the oil fields." Smiling, R.D.
turned from the mirror. "Some of those old boys would get a real
belly laugh if they could see me now."

"To hear him talk, you'd think he
didn't like getting all dressed up. But believe me, Lane, he loves
it," Dean said, coming over to hand them their drinks and remaining
to lift his glass in a toast. "To my last hour as a free
man."

After a clink of glasses, they all took
a sip, then R.D. raised his. "I think we should drink to havin' a
woman in the house again to make this place come alive."

"Hear, hear," Lane agreed, not quite
certain whether Dean's hesitancy had been imaginary or
not.

Ever since R.D. had entered the room,
Dean's behavior had changed. True, they had been laughing and
cracking jokes before, but it had been a way of easing the wedding
jitters. Dean had been nervous—plucking at upholstery threads on
the chair and smoking cigarette after cigarette. But all that had
vanished the minute his father walked in. Dean had thrown his guard
up, become subtly reserved and aloof, and disguised it with his
teasing banter. Although Lane would never say as much to him, it
was obvious Dean was intimidated by his father.

"I stopped by the cottage a little
while ago to make sure there weren't any last-minute hitches," R.D.
said.

"Did you see Babs?" Dean inquired, ever
so casually.

"No, but I heard her, tittering and
tee-heeing away in the back bedroom."

"That sounds like Babs." His mouth
quirked in a half-smile as Dean reached for the champagne bottle to
refill his glass.

R.D. watched him closely, his forehead
puckering in a frown. "This is probably going to sound like a dumb
question, but. . . you do love the girl, don't you?"

"If I didn't, I wouldn't be marrying
her." But one look at his father warned Dean that such an offhand
reply wouldn't suffice. He wanted to know more. R.D. wanted him to
open up and tell him how he really felt. That had always been
difficult, if not impossible, but Dean tried. "I'm not sure I can
explain it, but. . . when I'm with her, it's like the sun's always
shining. She. . . makes me feel important—like I was someone
special."

"Well, you damned well are. You're a
Lawson."

Realizing that his father didn't really
want to hear the truth, Dean recovered and managed to force out a
laugh. "I meant in the way a woman can make a man feel important
and special." Which was to say that, around his father, he
sometimes felt like something less than a man. Lord knew he tried
to be the son his father expected him to be, but too often he fell
short.

A few minutes later, R.D. finished his
drink and left the room. "Your father's quite a guy," Lane
remarked.

"Yes. He is," Dean agreed. He loved
him. That's what made it so hard, knowing he failed to measure up
to R.D.'s standards. Lane was the kind of son R.D. should have had.
"Yesterday he took me over to the company and showed me my new
office. It's right next to his. He's really been looking forward to
the day when I join the company full-time."

There wasn't any way Dean could
disappoint him. But he knew in his heart he was no more cut out to
be the head of a mud company than he was to be a lawyer. More than
once he had wished that if R.D. wanted him to manage something, why
it couldn't be the Arabian breeding operation here at River Bend.
The horses were Dean's real love, and the one common bond he had
with his father.

It all began when R.D. bought him a
pony-sized horse, reputed to be Arabian, for his seventh birthday.
The mere thought that he had a horse just like the one Valentino
had ridden in The Son of the Sheik had been enough to capture
Dean's imagination totally. He promptly dubbed his new horse Araby.
As he galloped Araby beneath the pasture's moss-draped pecan trees,
he used to pretend they were in the desert, racing across the
sands. He even used to steal sheets from the clothesline to wrap
around himself in an attempt to mimic the flowing robes Valentino
had worn in the movie. No more did he have to ride that broken-down
old mare and wear his legs out trying to kick her into a trot. He
had a horse that could run like the wind—and followed him around
like a puppy dog.

But R.D. had been impressed by that
combination of spirit and docility—and remarkable stamina. While he
was on the road, he started tracking down previous owners of the
gelding and discovered that the horse was sure enough a purebred
Arabian, sired by a stallion named Hamrah, imported from the desert
by a man named Homer Davenport—a fact that absolutely thrilled
Dean.

R.D. had bought the gelding on impulse,
drawn by the claim it was Arabian. Years ago, when he was learning
to read, his mother used to sit him down at the kitchen table and
have him read aloud to her while she fixed the evening meal. They
didn't have many books. As a change from the Bible, she used to let
him read from the yellowed pages of an old journal kept by an
ancestor, dated in the late 1850s. In one part, this Lawson
ancestor had extolled the virtues of a young racehorse recently
purchased from a man named Richards in Kentucky, marveling at its
ability to gallop for miles and miles without showing any sign of
tiring, boasting of its blazing speed, and admiring the beauty of
its head, the largeness of its dark eyes, the proud arch of its
neck, and the high carriage of its tail. The horse was an
Arabian.

R.D. never knew what happened to that
horse, but he suspected that like so many other things, it had been
a casualty in the ensuing Civil War. So he'd bought Dean the small
Arabian gelding and told him the story about the previous Lawson
who had owned an Arabian, too.

But buying the horse had revived his
own childhood interest in Arabians. During a business trip to the
California oil fields, R.D. heard about the Kellogg Ranch and
decided to attend one of their regular Sunday shows for the sole
purpose—he thought—of obtaining a photograph of Jadaan, the gray
stallion ridden by Rudolph Valentino in The Son of the Sheik, for
his son. But R.D. was totally captivated by the horses he saw,
especially the stallions Raseyn and Raswan. He had to have them—or
if not them, then their offspring. At the time it meant nothing to
him that both were imported from the Crabbet Park Stud in England,
both sired by the Polish-bred stallion Skowronek. He just knew he
liked what he saw.

Less than six months after Dean's
seventh birthday, four more horses arrived at River Bend: three
fillies and a stud colt. R.D. hadn't planned to get into the
horse-breeding business, especially with his company currently
suffering from growing pains, but he was. He reasoned that this way
he was putting that one hundred acres of pasture land to productive
use. Besides, it was just four horses, not counting his son's
gelding. Little did he realize that in the early 1930s there were
less than a thousand purebred Arabian horses in the whole United
States, making his five rare indeed.

But the first time his friends saw
R.D.'s dainty-boned, delicate-faced Arabian horses, they broke out
in laughter. Texas was Quarter horse country. Next to those
compactly built, powerfully muscled animals, his horses looked like
pissants. By then R.D. had done some reading up on Arabians, but
his friends weren't interested in his explanations that Arabian
horses weren't a breed but a subspecies of horse with distinct
anatomical differences, whereas the Quarter horse was a manmade
breed, formed by the mixture of different blood types, including
Arabian. Nearly all light horse breeds traced back to the Arabian:
Thoroughbreds, Morgans, Saddlebreds, Tennessee Walkers,
Standardbreds, and Quarter horses.

But the ribbing didn't stop. In defense
of his Arabians, R.D. began riding them as soon as they were old
enough and competing in open horse shows against their Quarter
horses, usually entering nearly all the classes to prove the
Arabians' versatility and stamina, frequently placing and
occasionally winning. He let Dean ride them in the junior classes
as well, to show that despite their spirited looks, they were
gentle enough for a child.

Dean loved the show ring. And he loved
the horses. They were his best friends, his playmates and
confidantes. Riding them was the one thing he was good at; the
proliferation of ribbons from those first shows and from subsequent
all-Arabian horse shows proved it. Arabian horses were one thing he
didn't have to take a backseat to his father on. In fact, he
thought he knew more about them than R.D. did.

Over the years, the Arabian horse
population at River Bend had grown from five to thirty-five, the
bloodlines heavily weighted in favor of Crabbet imports of
Skowronek and Mesaoud lineage. In Arabian horse circles, River Bend
Arabians had earned the reputation of being among the best in the
country. If R.D. would just give him the chance, Dean knew he could
turn River Bend into the top Arabian horse farm in the
country—maybe even the world.

True, he had received his law degree
and passed the bar exam, and as of yesterday, he had been made a
vice-president in the company. But those were meaningless titles.
He wasn't a lawyer or an executive; he was a horseman. He wondered
if he'd ever be able to get R.D. to understand that.

Lane lifted aside the French cuff of
his shirt sleeve and checked his watch. "It's time we were going
down. One of the duties of the best man is to make sure the groom
doesn't keep the bride waiting."

"Knowing Babs, she'll keep us waiting."
But Dean started for the door anyway, the thought of his
bride-to-be bringing a smile to his face. In then back of his mind,
though, he was wondering how he was going to convince Babs that
they should cut their honeymoon in New York by a couple of days so
he could stop in Illinois on their way back and look at some of the
Egyptian-bred Arabians at Babson Farm.

A picket fence surrounded the small
yard of the overseer's cottage, which was built in the same
architectural style as the mansion but on a smaller and less
elaborate scale. A pecan tree, gnarled and twisted with age, spread
its broad limbs above the small house, its canopy of leaves
providing shade from the unrelenting Texas sun.

A pair of white horses hitched to a
carriage decorated with white flowers came to a prancing halt on
the narrow dirt lane in front of the cottage. Their coats gleamed
like ivory satin, a contrast to the ebony sheen of their
hooves.

Benedykt Jablonski cast one last
inspecting glance at them as he hopped down from his seat beside
the driver, a stable groom decked out in a top hat and tails for
this auspicious occasion. Ben struggled not to smile when he
glanced back at him, certain he looked equally strange in the
footman's uniform his employer, Mr. R. D. Lawson, had insisted he
wear.

Ever since the actual preparations for
the wedding had begun the day before, Ben had watched it all with
growing awe. It had always been his understanding that only royalty
went to such extravagant lengths, but here it was in America, on a
grander scale than he'd ever seen. But how much had he seen in his
twenty-five years of life? How much besides war, with its
devastation and hunger, and the oppression of foreign
occupation?

That was Poland; that was the past.
This was America; this was his present. He was free, and his life
here was good. Again he was being allowed to work with his beloved
Arabians. And he was part of the young master's wedding, however
small his role.

With shoulders squared, he strode
through the gate to the front door of the cottage and rapped loudly
twice. A heavyset man in formal clothes opened the door, glowering
at him like an intruder.

Nervously, Ben cleared his throat. "For
the bride, we wait."

The man stared at him blankly, the
frown on his forehead deepening as if he didn't understand what Ben
had said. Then he noticed the carriage waiting by the front gate
and turned, calling to someone in the cottage—in a heavy Texan
accent that Ben found equally difficult to understand—"Betty
Jeanne, the carriage is here. Are you about ready in
there?"

In the back bedroom, Babs Torrence
anxiously turned to view her reflection in the mirror. "Momma, is
it that time already? Am I ready? Have I forgotten
anything?"

No. It was all there: the veil of
Brussels lace, "something old" from her grandmother; the wedding
gown of white satin, "something new"; the pair of pearl and diamond
earrings, "something borrowed" from her mother; and the cerulean
ribbon around her bridal bouquet, "something blue."

"You look lovely, darling. Absolutely
lovely." Betty Jeanne Torrence discreetly shooed the maid out of
the bedroom, then finally called an answer to her husband. "Tell
them we'll be right there, Arthur, dear. And don't get yourself all
in a dither. You know how it makes your face red."

But Babs didn't hear a word her mother
said as she looked worriedly into the mirror. The satin gown, a
Dior original, was the essence of femininity, with its high lace
collar and heart-shaped neckline, the satin material curving snugly
in to hug her waist, making it look no bigger than a minute, then
flaring out into a floor-length skirt.

"Momma, this Merry Widow is hooked too
tight. I just know it is," Babs complained for the fifth time about
the strapless undergarment that was a combination of brassiere,
corset, and garter belt.

"Nonsense," her mother retorted as she
busily poked another pin through the veil to hold it more firmly in
place, smoothing a stray strand of Babs's ash-blonde hair as she
did so.

"It is," Babs insisted. "I just don't
dare take a deep breath or I'll pop right out of it."

"Honey, if you have room to take a deep
breath, then it's not tight enough."

"If this is a dream, I wish someone
would pinch me," Babs declared and turned from the mirror, the gown
and the petticoats beneath it making a soft rustling sound. "I
can't believe Dean Lawson is really marrying me. Do you think he
truly loves me?"

"He's marrying you. That's what
matters," her mother insisted brusquely, then tempered her
callousness with a smile. "You're going to take his breath away
when he sees you coming down the aisle on your father's arm. Now,
you remember what I told you about tonight?" Babs nodded,
desperately wishing her mother wouldn't go on about her approaching
wedding night. "It will all seem strange and awkward at first, but.
. . you'll get used to it. And don't worry. I'm sure Dean will
expect a few tears."

Her father appeared in the doorway.
"Betty Jeanne. They're waiting for us." Smiling quickly, Babs
turned, welcoming the interruption.

"And it will be worth it," she
declared, gazing with pride at her daughter.

"I'm ready." Babs picked up the front
of her skirts and hurried from the room at a running walk, brushing
a kiss across her father's florid cheek as she went by. "Hurry,
Daddy. We don't want to be late." As she emerged from the cottage,
she stopped to stare at the carriage lavishly adorned with
bridal-white flowers. She was reminded instantly of the Confederate
Ball that marked the opening of Houston's debutante season. That
night she had made her debut. That night she had met Dean. He had
been the handsomest man there. She couldn't believe her luck when
he asked her to dance, not once but twice. It wasn't until after
the second dance that she found he was the Dean Lawson. By then, it
didn't matter that her parents had been anxious for her to marry
well; she was already in love.

She felt exactly like Cinderella about
to climb into her coach drawn by white horses and ride off to marry
her Prince Charming. All that was missing was the glass slipper.
But she didn't care. She was about to become Mrs. Robert Dean
Lawson, Jr.

There was a smattering of applause from
the guests seated in the rows of chairs spread across the lawn when
the carriage pulled up to let its precious passengers out. The lawn
had been transformed into an English garden, with huge pots of
white azaleas competing for attention with equally large tubs of
yellow roses. Dividing the rows of chairs into two sections was a
carpeted runner of pure white that led to the altar in the gazebo,
its white trellises laced with more flowers. A stringed orchestra
played the "Wedding March" as Babs started down the aisle on her
father's arm with yellow rose petals strewn in her path. She could
just as easily have been walking on air.

The wedding ceremony was merely a
prelude to the lavish buffet reception on the lawn that followed.
The four-tiered wedding cake was an architectural wonder, each
layer separated by frosted columns of white, stairstepping to the
top tier where the figures of a bride and groom stood inside an
exact replica of the gazebo. After the ritual cutting of the cake,
the new Mr. and Mrs. Dean Lawson toasted each other. Glasses were
raised by the guests, filled with either champagne from the silver
fountains or, for those who preferred, hard liquor from the bars
set up on the lawn.

The newlyweds posed endlessly for the
official photographer, then mingled with their guests, always
together, Babs clinging proudly to Dean's arm, reveling in her new
status, the princess to her prince. As she deferred nearly every
inquiry about their future to him, Dean seemed to grow taller by
inches. "Whatever Dean wants," "I'll let Dean decide," "You'll have
to ask Dean about that," were beautiful words to him.

Twilight was settling over River Bend
as Dean and Babs, she in her pale pink traveling suit, made their
dash amidst a pelting shower of rice to his car—a car that wouldn't
start, creating hoots of laughter among the on looking guests. All
sorts of advice was shouted to Dean, which he largely and wisely
ignored as he raised the hood and checked the wires. When Dean
attempted to enlist Babs's aid in starting the car, the typical
husband-wife interchange created more peals of laughter.

"Dean, you know I can't drive," Babs
protested.

"You don't have to drive. Just start
the car. Now, when I tell you, turn the ignition and pump the gas
pedal."

"Which one's the gas pedal?"

"The one on your right."

"This one?"

"Yes, honey, but. . . not now. I'll
tell you when." After several attempts failed, Dean suggested, "Use
the choke."

"What's that?"

Dean told her, and Babs promptly turned
on the radio. In the end, Lane took pity on them and gave Dean the
keys to his car so they could leave to spend their wedding night in
the Houston hotel suite before boarding the train for New York the
next day.


Chapter 4

 


As the white board fences that outlined
the boundaries of River Bend came into view, Lane was momentarily
disconcerted by the feeling he had been literally transported back
in time. It was as if the same horses were grazing beneath the
sprawling limbs of the oak and pecan trees, their satiny coats
shimmering in metallic shades of bronze, copper, silver, and gold.
Beyond them, he expected to see the grounds clogged with cars, the
wedding guests still lingering.

After watching Dean and Babs drive
away, he remembered turning and finding the usually brash and
robust R. D. Lawson standing silently beside him, his look distant
and thoughtful. Then R.D. had glanced sharply at him, as if
suddenly realizing he was there.

Lane remembered that he'd said, "Well,
they're off. They looked happy together, didn't they?"

R.D. had stared after the car. "I
wonder about her," he had said, then added hastily and forcefully,
"I like the girl. But if she keeps acting helpless and dumb, pretty
soon she's going to believe it. It's a damned shame she never knew
my mother. Now, there was a woman," he had declared and slapped
Lane heartily on the back, clamping his hand on Lane's shoulder.
"Come on. There's still some partyin' left to be done."

At the time, Lane had regarded R.D.'s
description of Babs as unfairly demeaning. But after more than
thirty years, Babs still possessed that endearing childish quality.
She still reminded him of a little girl who needed someone to look
after her. Babs, who loved parties and beautiful clothes. Lane
wondered if R.D. had been right. Had she been playing a role? Had
that role become reality?

Covertly, Lane studied the Babs before
him, the face behind the veil still relatively unlined, her hair
still femininely styled in soft curls, its color still the same
shade of dark blonde—whether naturally or artificially retained, he
didn't know. The sad, lost look in her hazel eyes, however, was
poignant and real.

"Dean never tired of their antics,"
Babs remarked when a half-dozen yearlings bolted away from the
fence in mock fright as the limousine passed by. They streaked
across the pasture with their tails flung high, and fanned out
among the ancient oaks to watch the vehicle traveling up the
driveway. "Beauty in motion, he called them. Living
art."

"Indeed." But he couldn't help thinking
that even in death, she was clinging to him.

The limousine rolled to a stop in front
of the house. Lane waited until the driver assisted Babs out of the
car, then he stepped out to join her. From the stable area, the
shrill, challenging whistle of a stallion shattered the
late-afternoon quiet. Drawn by the sound, Lane absently noticed all
the improvements Dean had made since he'd taken over at River Bend
following his father's death some nineteen years before.

The old barn had been torn down to make
room for the large stable complex with its attendant paddocks and
support facilities, a complex that covered more than twice the area
of the original. All the new structures mimicked the gabled roof
and cupola of the mansion. In the distance, a bay stallion strutted
along a high fence, its neck arched and ebony tail flagged, its
small, fine head lifted high to drink in the wind's scents. Lane
guessed that he was also the source of the shrill call that had
rent the air a moment ago.

"That's Nahr El Kedar." The statement
came from Abbie Lawson, the first words he'd heard her speak since
they'd left the cemetery. "You helped Daddy import him from
Egypt."

"I'd forgotten all about it. That was a
long time ago." Somewhere around twenty years, if he remembered
correctly. His participation in the project had been relatively
minor, mainly consisting of putting Dean in touch with some of his
contacts in the Middle East to facilitate the handling of all the
red tape of importation.

"Would you like to see him?" There was
something challenging in the look she gave him. Lane suspected that
Dean would have described it as one of his grandmother's "You
come-with-me, and-you-come-with-me-now" looks.

"Abbie," Babs began
hesitantly.

"Don't worry, Momma. I won't keep him
long." Without waiting for his assent, she set off confidently
toward the stud pen. Lane found himself walking along with
her.

After matching her for several strides,
he realized that she wasn't as tall as he'd thought. The high heels
she wore gave the illusion of height, plus she carried herself as
if she were tall, but she was actually several inches shorter than
he was. That seemed odd. He remembered. . . Lane caught his
mistake. It was Rachel who had been his height.

"I saw you talking with her at the
cemetery."

Lane was momentarily taken aback by
Abbie's remark, coming as it did directly on the heels of his own
thoughts. "You saw me. . . talking with whom?" he said, aware that
he was treading on delicate ground.

"I believe her name is Rachel Farr."
She turned the full blaze of her blue eyes on him. "She claims that
Daddy was her father. Is that true?"

Lane didn't relish being the one who
removed that last element of doubt. But it was equally pointless to
lie. "Yes." Immediately she began staring at some point directly
ahead of them and kept walking, but with a new stiffness of
carriage that revealed the inner agitation she was tying
desperately to control.

"But why would he—" The instant Abbie
heard the naïveté of her question, she cut it—off. She had already
experienced firsthand the infidelity of a husband, with no real
cause, no adequate justification. . . and no flaw in their sex
life. Yet the idea that her father had been unfaithful to her
mother—it shook Abbie. "I always thought my parents were happy
together."

Only now when she tried to remember how
they had acted together did she realize how very little they had in
common. Her father had been all wrapped up in the horses, but her
mother took little interest in them, except to attend the social
events at major shows. And their conversations: her mother never
talked about anything but parties, clothes, new room decor, gossip,
and, of course, the weather. Abbie hated to think how many times
she'd heard her mother brightly declare, "I never discuss politics,
business, or economics. That way I never show my ignorance." And
she didn't. If any conversation took a serious turn, she either
changed it or moved on. But that was just Babs. She was funny and
cute, and engagingly frivolous. Everyone loved her.

Heavens, there were times when Abbie
had wanted to shake her. She had never been able to run to her
mother with any of her childhood problems, no matter how trivial.
She wanted more than her mother's pat answer, "I wouldn't worry
about it. Everything always works out for the best." Too
frequently, her father hadn't been available either. Abbie had
invariably poured out all her troubles to Ben.

Was that what her father had sought in
a mistress? Someone to talk to? Someone who would listen and
understand? Someone who was more than a decoration on his arm?
Someone to stimulate him intellectually as well as sexually? Almost
immediately, Abbie shied away from such thoughts that smacked of
disloyalty to her mother. Even if her mother was a disappointment
to him in some ways, her father had no right to take another woman.
He had betrayed her. He had betrayed them all.

As Lane and Abbie reached the stud pen,
she walked up to the stout white boards. The dark bay stallion, his
satin coat the color of burnished mahogany, strutted over to her,
snorting and tossing his head, then arched his neck over the top
board and thrust his finely chiseled head toward her.

A picture of alertness, the stallion
stood still for an instant, his graying muzzle nuzzling her palm,
his large dark eyes bright with interest, his pricked ears curving
inward, nearly touching at the tips, his nostrils distended,
revealing the pink inner flesh of their passages. For all the
refinement of his triangularly shaped head tapering quickly to a
small muzzle, the width between his eyes, and the exaggerated dish
of his face, there was a definite masculine quality about the
horse.

Abruptly the stallion lifted his head
and gazed in the direction of the broodmares in the distant
pasture, ignoring Abbie as she raised her hand and smoothed the
long black forelock down the center of his forehead, the thick
forelock concealing the narrow, jagged streak of white. With a
snaking twist of his head, the stallion moved away from her and
wheeled from the fence to pace its length.

"Kedar's in remarkable shape for a
stallion twenty-two years old," Abbie said, just for a minute
wanting the distraction he provided.

"He's a fine-looking animal," Lane
agreed.

"His legs aren't all that good. He's
calf-kneed and a little down in the hocks. But he has an absolutely
incredible head, and Daddy always was a headhunter. As long as an
Arabian had a beautiful head, he assumed it had four legs. Arabians
of straight Egyptian bloodlines are noted for having classic heads.
That's why all the Arabians on the place trace directly back to Ali
Pasha Sherif stock—all, that is, except for that two-year-old filly
over there." Abbie gestured to the silvery-white horse standing at
the fence in the near pasture. "Her dam was the last of the Arabian
horses my grandfather bred. I wouldn't let Daddy sell her when he
sold off all the others after Granddaddy died. Daddy gave me her
filly last year."

"You've obviously inherited your
father's love for horses."

"I suppose." When the stallion came
back to the section of the fence where they were standing, Abbie
idly rubbed his cheek. "If I wanted to spend any time with him, I
didn't have much choice."

Immediately she regretted the
bitterness in her statement, especially since it was only part of
the story. Horses had been her companions and playmates all her
life. She loved working with Arabians and being around them—not
just because of her father, but because of the feeling of
satisfaction it gave her.

Blowing softly, the stallion nuzzled
the hollow of her hand Abbie returned to the subject that was
really on her mind. "My mother must have known about this all
along. Why did she put up with it?" Abbie didn't really expect an
answer, but Lane gave her one.

"I think. . . they reached an
understanding."

"Momma does have a knack for ignoring
anything remotely unpleasant," Abbie admitted, wryly cynical. But
his answer explained why she had childhood images of her mother
shutting herself in her room for hours and coming out with red and
swollen eyes whenever her father left on a "business" trip to
California; yet in recent years, Abbie could only recall her mother
being unusually silent right after he'd gone. "How many other
people knew about Daddy's. . . affair?"

"Initially there was some gossip, but
it pretty well died out a long time ago."

"And this woman, the one he had an
affair with—what happened to her?"

"She died several years ago. Rachel's
been pretty much on her own since she was seventeen."

"You expect her to be named as one of
the beneficiaries in Daddy's will, don't you?"

"I think it's logical to assume he
would have included her."

"And if he didn't, she could contest
the will and demand her share of his estate, couldn't she?" Abbie
challenged, voicing the fear that had been twisting her insides all
during the long ride from the cemetery—a fear that filled her with
anger and deep resentment. River Bend was her home. It had been in
the Lawson family for generations. This Rachel person had no right
to any part of it.

"That will depend on how the will is
written. Dean may have directed the bulk of his estate to go to his
widow, Babs, or he may have set up a trust, giving her a life
estate on the property and providing for it to pass on to his heirs
upon her death."

"'Heirs'? If you're going to use the
plural, shouldn't it be 'heiresses'?" she suggested
stiffly.

"Until the will is read, Abbie, I don't
think we should be anticipating problems."

"I'm not like my mother, Lane. I prefer
to face every possible contingency; And you can't deny that this
might end up in a long and messy court battle."

"It's possible."

Looking away from him, Abbie gazed out
over the shaded pastures all the way to the distant line of trees
that hugged the banks of the Brazos. She knew every foot of River
Bend, every bush and every tree. The horses out there—she could
call them all by name and list their pedigree. This was her
heritage. How could Lane stand there and tell her not to feel that
it was threatened?

"Who was his mistress? What was she
like?" She sensed his hesitation and swung back to face him. "I
want to know. And don't worry about sparing my feelings. It's
better if I know the truth after all these years. Momma probably
doesn't know what it is anymore. You're the only one who can give
me that."

After studying her thoughtfully for
several seconds, Lane began telling her all he knew. "Her name was
Caroline Farr. She was from somewhere in the East, I believe. Dean
met her at a private showing of an art exhibition at the Museum of
Fine Arts here in Houston."


Chapter 5

 


Hot and tired, Dean tugged at the knot
of his tie as he climbed the grand staircase to the second-floor
suite he shared with his wife. He wished to hell he could shed all
the pressure and frustration of the office as easily as he could
shed the business suit and tie he wore to it. For three damned long
years he had tried, but he just didn't fit the mold. Whereas making
business decisions was so easy for R.D., Dean would agonize for
days before recommending a course of action, and even then, most of
the time he hadn't considered half the options R.D. raised. He had
never felt so inadequate.

A long gallop before dinner, that's
what he needed, Dean decided as he pushed open the door to their
bedroom and walked in. He paused when he saw Babs, clad in a
dressing gown and seated at the vanity table, primping in the
beveled mirror.

"There you are, darling," Her
reflection smiled at him from the mirror. "How was your
day?"

"Rotten." Dean pulled the loosened tie
from around his neck and closed the door behind him.

"That's too bad. But tonight you can
relax and forget all about it and just enjoy yourself," she
declared airily and waved a hand in the direction of the
four-poster bed with its delicately carved maple posts ending in
ornate finials and its Marlborough feet. "I had Jackson lay out
your clothes, and your bathwater is already drawn."

Dean stared at the evening suit so
precisely laid out on the peach and green floral-striped spread and
began to tremble with anger. "What's going on? Don't tell me. Let
me guess. It's another one of your damned parties." He couldn't
hide the disgust he felt. Night after night, there was always
something: a formal dinner invitation, a charity benefit—or if they
stayed at home, they invariably had company over to dine, when they
weren't the ones giving the party.

"Darling." Babs partially turned around
to look at him, her hazel eyes widened by the look of hurt surprise
he had come to know so well after nearly three years of marriage.
"Tonight they're holding that private showing at the museum. When I
asked, you said you wanted to go."

Maybe he had. He didn't remember. Too
many other things were on his mind. "I've changed my mind, and
we're not going."

"But everyone's expecting us to be
there."

"Just once, can't we have a quiet
evening at home?" "And talk," he wanted to add, but he had already
learned that Babs didn't want to listen. Every time he tried to
express the doubts he had about his role in the company and the
dissatisfaction he felt, she brushed them aside with some variation
of "It's hard now, but I know you'll work it out. You always do."
He tried to tell himself that it was wonderful to have a wife who
believed in him, who believed he could handle it. But he couldn't
handle it. What would she think of him when she found that
out?

"We'll stay home if that's what you
want. I honestly didn't know that you didn't want to go tonight.
I'm sorry. Truly I am." She rose from the peach velvet cushion
covering the seat of the carved maple bench and crossed the room to
cup his face in her hands. "I want to do whatever you want. So if
you don't want to go, neither do I."

She smiled brightly, but he knew it was
a lie. She loved all these social functions. It gave her the chance
to be a little girl again and play dress-up. He felt guilty for
depriving her of that. Just because he was miserable, that was no
reason to make her evening miserable, too.

"We'll go." He caught one of her hands
and pressed her fingertips to his lips. "You're probably right. I
need to go out and take my mind off the office."

"I know I am." Raising on her tiptoes,
Babs kissed him warmly. "Now, hurry and take your bath before the
water gets as cool as rain."

Minutes later, Dean was stretched out
in the long, claw-footed bathtub, letting the tension float away
and sipping on a bourbon and water Babs had thoughtfully fixed for
him. He listened with only half an ear to Babs as she chatted away
to him from the other side of the door to their private
bath.

"You're just going to love the new gown
I'm wearing tonight, Dean." There was a slight pause before she
continued. "Remind me to wear these stiletto heels the next time
we're going to a party where there will be dancing. They are
positively deadly. Once and for all I'm going to cure that
left-footed Kyle MacDonnell of stepping on my feet. Oh, talking
about cures, that reminds me. . . I was talking to Josie Phillips
the other day, and she told me that if I wanted to guarantee myself
of getting pregnant that we needed to make love on a night when
there is a full moon."

"What?" The water sloshed around him as
Dean sat bolt upright in the tub, hoping his hearing had deceived
him.

"A full moon. Isn't that the wildest
thing you've ever heard? But Josie swears that all four of her
children were conceived when she and Homer did it on nights when
there was a full moon outside. I checked the calendar, and there
won't be a full moon again until the middle of this
month."

In a flash, Dean was out of the tub. He
was still dripping water as he opened the connecting door and
walked into the bedroom, absently tying the sash of his terry-cloth
robe around his waist.

"Babs, just how many people have you
told that you haven't been able to get pregnant?"

She gave him a blank look, then
shrugged. "I don't know. It's hardly a secret. People aren't blind.
They can see for themselves that I'm not going to have a baby,"
Babs declared smoothing a hand over the close-fitting waistline of
her off-the-shoulder evening dress in a black-on-white floral silk.
"What am I supposed to say when people ask when we're going to have
a baby? That we don't want one yet? You know we do. And you know
how anxious poor R.D. is for us to have one."

"I don't think it's something you
should be going around telling every Helen, Mary, and Jane about."
He had enough trouble without having to face friends who knew he
couldn't even manage to get his wife pregnant. "If you want to talk
to someone about it, talk to a doctor."

"I have." She slipped on a long
white-kid evening glove, carefully fitting the snug material
between each finger. "He said I was just being too anxious and that
what we needed to do was stop trying. Have you ever heard anything
so preposterous? How in the world does he expect me to get pregnant
if we don't do anything?" She reached for her other glove. "You
really need to hurry and get dressed, honey. R.D. is already
waiting for us downstairs."

At the private showing of the art
museum's latest acquisitions, Dean viewed the new paintings with
indifference. A low hum of voices surrounded him, the volume mostly
subdued, although occasionally a cultured laugh rose above it.
Despite the setting, there was a sameness to the gathering—the same
people, the same conversation, and the same high-fashion look that
made up nearly every affair Babs insisted they attend.

He wished now he hadn't given in and
agreed to come. He could have been home at River Bend with the
horses. There was a show in two weeks and he wanted the half-dozen
Arabians they were taking to be in top condition. Not that he
really needed to worry about that—not with Ben on the job. He
envied Ben being able to work with the horses every day, all day.
All he could manage was an early-morning ride.

When Babs wandered on to another
painting, Dean drifted along with her, managing to appear
interested even though he wasn't. The work was some surrealist
thing, an incongruous mixture of colors and images. R.D. joined
them, with the MacDonnells in tow.

"Amazing work, isn't it?" Beth Ann
remarked, studying the painting as if mesmerized. "So full of power
and energy, don't you think?"

Dean nodded and wished he had a
drink.

"I think"—Babs paused as she
contemplated the painting a little longer—"he must have really
liked red."

For an instant, there was absolute
silence. Then R.D. burst out laughing. "Babs, you're just too
precious for words," he declared, wiping the tears from his eyes.
"I swear, those are the first honest words I've heard tonight. Come
on." He hooked a big arm around her small shoulders and herded her
toward another painting on the other side of the room. "You've got
to see this one over here."

A slightly embarrassed Beth Ann trailed
after them dragging Kyle along with her, but Dean stayed behind and
pretended to study the painting on the wall. Right now he wasn't in
the mood for his father's company.

"Do you like it?"

Dean glanced sideways at the woman who
had come up on his right. He was faintly surprised to discover he
didn't know her. That in itself was a novelty, but so was the
woman. She wasn't dressed like Babs or any of her friends. Instead
she wore a plain black sheath and absolutely no jewelry. Her dark
hair was lifted back from her face, then allowed to fall in a thick
cascade onto her back—a style that didn't remotely resemble the
curls of Babs's Italian cut.

As unusual as the woman's appearance
was, Dean wasn't interested in making idle conversation with a
stranger. "I find the painting very interesting," he said and
started to move on.

"Then you don't like it," she stated
flatly.

"I didn't say that." Dean
frowned.

"No," she agreed. "You said it was
'very interesting.' That's what everybody says when they don't
really like something."

"In this case, it isn't true. I happen
to like surrealism," he replied, mildly irritated by the hint of
censure in her voice, and tired of others believing that they knew
what he liked or wanted.

"This isn't true surrealism, not like
Dali." She continued to study the painting, her unusually thick
eyebrows drawn together in a slight frown. "It's too coherent for
that. This is more like a picture puzzle."

She spoke with such certainty and
authority that Dean found himself drawn in by it. "What makes you
say that?"

"Because. . ." And she went on to
explain the symbolic use of numerals to represent mankind and the
human intellect set against the blazing red of the sun, the vivid
green of the land, and the swirling blue of water, creating an
allegory of man and his relationship with nature.

Dean followed only part of it.
Somewhere along the way, he became fascinated by her intensity—an
intensity that was both serious and passionate. It was there in her
gray eyes, the dark gray of the clouds on the leading edge of a
thunderstorm, clouds shot with lightning and jet black in the
center. It seemed perfectly natural to shift his attention from her
eyes to her mouth. She had soft, full lips, the lower one pouting
in its roundness—blatantly sensuous, not at all dainty like the
sweetheart shape of Babs's. Dean started wondering what they would
look like if she smiled.

"Do you work here at the
museum?"

"No, I don't."

"You spoke so knowledgeably that I
thought . . ." He shrugged off the rest of it.

"I've studied art extensively and spent
two years in Europe going from museum to museum, poring over the
works of the old masters."

"Are you a collector then?" Although he
had never been good at judging a woman's age, she seemed
young—young for an art collector, anyway. Dean doubted that she was
any older than he was.

"No." She looked at him with a kind of
amused tolerance. "I'm an artist."

"You are. Don't tell me this is one of
your paintings." Dean stared at the oil she had lectured about so
intelligently only minutes ago.

"No." She smiled for the first
time—just a curving of the mouth, her lips together. "My style is
much more turbulent, more emotional, not landscapes of the mind
like his." As she gestured at the painting, Dean noticed her hands,
the long fingers and the short nails. The hands of an artist,
graceful and blunt.

"What's your name? I have the
uncomfortable feeling that I'm going to be embarrassed when I find
out who you are."

"I doubt it." Again there was that
little smile. "I'm what is known as a struggling artist. I don't
think the name Caroline Farr is going to mean anything to you.
Maybe someday, but not now."

"I'm Dean Lawson." As he formally shook
hands with her, Dean noticed the strength of her fingers and the
firmness of her grip. He also noticed that his name didn't mean a
thing to her. More than that, she didn't seem all that impressed by
him. It pricked his ego just a little bit. Between his looks and
his name, Dean had never had any problems attracting women, but
Caroline Farr was obviously different. "I'd like to see some of
your paintings sometime."

"I should warn you they're not
surrealistic."

"My wife will be glad to hear that. She
doesn't care for it at all.”

At that point their conversation
returned to a discussion of art, and the inability of many to
appreciate its different forms and styles. More precisely, Caroline
talked and Dean agreed.

"Your accent. . ." Dean tried to place
it and failed. "You're from somewhere in the East, aren't
you?"

"Connecticut."

"Are you just visiting here in
Houston?"

"Not really. Right now I'm staying at a
friend's summer house in Galveston." When she said that, Dean
automatically began to scan the milling guests, trying to remember
which one had a beach house on Galveston Island. "It doesn't belong
to anyone here."

"Was I that transparent?" Dean
smiled.

"Yes."

"Sorry. But, since you're not from
here, you're obviously someone's guest."

"Why?"

"Because this affair tonight is by
invitation. The collection doesn't go on public display until
tomorrow."

"Tomorrow I'll be in Galveston. I
wanted to see it tonight."

"My God." Unconsciously Dean lowered
his voice. "You mean you crashed this? You just walked in?" He
hovered between incredulity and stunned admiration of her
audacity.

"Of course." She was very matter of
fact about it and indifferent almost to the point of arrogance.
"This isn't someone's home. It's a public museum. Why should it be
open to one—privileged—class of people and not to all?"

"That's a good point." He tried not to
smile. "However, most if not all of these guests are patrons of the
museum."

"Because they have donated works of art
or money, does that entitle them to special treatment?" she
countered in a challenging tone.

"They think so."

"I don't."

"Obviously." Dean had never met anyone
like her before.

He'd heard that artists were a proud,
temperamental breed. Wealth and status supposedly meant nothing to
them. Dean found that hard to believe, even though this Caroline
Farr seemed to feel that way. "You know, I really would like to see
some of your paintings."

She gave him a long, thoughtful look.
"Most afternoons you can find me on the west end of the
beach."

Someone came up to speak to him. When
Dean turned back, she was gone. He was surprised to find that he
wanted her still to be there—that he wanted to talk to her and
learn more about her. He was intrigued by her seriousness and her
passion, the intensity that emanated from inside her and charged
the air around her. He caught sight of her across the room, tall,
statuesque, dramatic in black. He wanted to go over there to her,
but he didn't. He'd already been seen talking at length with her.
It wouldn't look right if he sought her out again. Dean smiled
faintly as the thought occurred to him that Caroline Farr would
probably mock such a conventional attitude. She wasn't bound by the
rules that restrained him. He wondered what it would be like to
feel free to say and do what he wanted, without worrying about
whether he was living up to someone else's expectations: his
father's, his wife's, or his friends'.

A seagull swooped low in front of his
car as Dean drove along the deserted beach, the window rolled down
to admit the stiff breeze blowing in from the Gulf. His jacket and
tie lay over the back of the passenger seat. The sleeves of his
shirt were rolled up and the collar unbuttoned. He felt like a kid
playing hooky for the first time—a little guilty because he hadn't
returned to the office or gone home after the meeting, and a little
excited because he was doing something he shouldn't.

But the farther he drove on the
sideline's hard-packed sand, the more his excitement faded. For the
last half-mile, he hadn't seen a single soul, not even a surf
fisherman, She had told him he could find her here "most
afternoons," but obviously not this one. Admittedly it was late,
Dean thought as he squinted into the glare of the sun hovering low
in the western sky. He wondered if maybe it was just as well that
Caroline wasn't here. He'd be better off if he forgot all about
her. Of course, he'd tried that, but he just hadn't been able to
get her off his mind these last four days.

More than once, Dean had questioned
why, out of all the women he knew, he was constantly thinking about
Caroline. Her looks were striking, but he could name any number of
women who were more beautiful. And his marriage was basically a
happy one. Sure, there were times when he wished he could talk to
Babs about some of the things that troubled him, but that didn't
change the way he felt toward his wife. That was just silly,
lovable Babs, and he really didn't want her any other
way.

As he thought about Babs, Dean realized
that he had no business being out here. He was about to turn the
car around, when he saw Caroline about fifty yards ahead on the
edge of the sand dunes. In that second he forgot everything: vows,
loyalty, and convention. It was all gone, lost in the excitement of
seeing her again.

Intent on the canvas propped on her
easel, Caroline didn't even look up when he stopped the car a few
yards away and climbed out. Dean walked over to her slowly, taking
advantage of the chance to gaze at her unobserved.

Her hair was caught up in a ponytail
secured with a string of red yarn, but the strong sea breeze had
tugged several long, dark strands loose and now lashed them across
her face—a face that was a study of concentration, her gray eyes
narrowed, flicking their glance sharply from the canvas to the
scene she was trying to capture, then back again, her dark eyebrows
drawn together, and the line of her mouth pulled taut in
determination, her full lips pressed firmly together. There was a
paint smudge on her cheek, and another on the point of her
chin.

More paint was splattered on the man's
plaid shirt she wore with the tails tied in a knot at her waist.
The looseness of the shirt failed to hide the outline of her
breasts, thanks to the breeze that shaped the cotton material to
her body. A pair of snug capri pants was stretched over her full
hips and emphasized her long, slender legs. She was barefoot, her
toes half buried in the sand. Somehow Dean had guessed she would
have beautiful feet.

"The artist at work," he
said.

"I'll be finished here in just a. . .
few. . . short. . . minutes." Each pause was filled with decisive
strokes of the brush.

"Do you mind if I look?"

"Not at all," she replied, shrugging
her indifference but not taking her concentration off the painting
except to dab her brush in more paint from the palette she held in
her left hand.

Dean circled around to stand behind her
left shoulder. Flames radiated from the canvas, a core of
red-orange spreading to yellow-orange, then gold, and yellow-white
to tan. Swirled in amidst them from both sides came shades of light
blue and dark green. The fiery turbulence of the painting made such
a visual impact that Dean didn't immediately see the image of a
late-afternoon seascape with the waves reflecting the long trail of
light cast by the setting sun.

"It's very powerful," he said
quietly.

The Sun and the Sea, she called it as
she paused to study it critically. "I like to take subjects that
have been painted endlessly by artists and see if they still can
move us."

"I think you've succeeded." Dean didn't
pretend to be an expert, but he was impressed with the sensation of
intense heat and light that the painting evoked.

"Maybe. Either way, I'm losing the
sunlight effect on the water that I want." Smoothly, efficiently,
she began cleaning up and stowing her paints and brushes away.
"Care to join me for a drink?"

"Sure."

The summer house sat off by itself in a
sandy meadow of sea oats. Supported by a network of pilings that
protected it from high water, it resembled a large square box with
legs. Once the house had sported a coat of sunshine yellow, but
long ago the sun had bleached it to a shade of cream.

During the short drive to the house,
Caroline had explained that it belonged to the parents of a friend,
a fellow teacher. Caroline, it seemed, was a struggling artist
rather than a starving one, who supported herself by teaching art
classes in elementary school. She devoted all of her summer
vacation to her own artwork.

"What made you pick Galveston?" Dean
took the easel put of the backseat and followed Caroline up the
driveway of crushed seashells.

"It was a place to live rent-free.
Truthfully, it was more than that. I'd never stayed on this side of
the Gulf Coast before. Just around Sanibel Island on the Florida
side." She climbed the flight of wooden stairs to the wide porch
that ringed the beach house. From the porch, the shimmer of
sunlight reflected on the rolling water of the Gulf could be seen.
"I've always been drawn by the sea. As a child I lived in a house
only three blocks from the Sound. Maybe that's why I always want to
be close to it. It's so. . . primordial. We all come from it. Even
the fluids in our bodies have a high saline content. Without salt,
we'd all die. So maybe my need is much more primitive than just
being used to living near it." As Caroline pulled the screen door
open, Dean caught it and held it open for her, then followed her
inside.

The kitchen, dining, and living area
was all one big room, starkly finished with the bare essentials of
table, chairs, and sofa. The rest of the space had been turned into
a temporary art studio. Caroline walked directly to it and propped
the partially finished painting on an empty stand.

"You can set the easel by the door,"
she said. "There's cold beer and part of a bottle of wine in the
refrigerator. Help yourself.

"What would you like?" Dean hesitated
for an instant, then set the easel against the wall by the door and
went into the kitchen.

"I prefer wine. A holdover from my
sojourn in France, I suppose."

After she finished putting her paints
and equipment away, she washed the paint from her hands and face in
the kitchen sink. But she didn't attempt to freshen up any more
than that, neither brushing her windblown hair nor applying new
makeup to her clean face. Not that Dean thought either was needed
to improve her appearance, but he was slightly taken aback by her
lack of vanity. As she sat on the couch next to him, curling one
long leg beneath her, Dean silently admired her strong
self-confidence.

They talked, covering a variety of
subjects. One drink led to two, and two led to three. In many ways
they were so different, coming from totally diverse backgrounds and
lifestyles, yet Dean couldn't remember a time when he'd enjoyed a
woman's company so much.

Caroline drank the last of her wine and
reached down, setting the glass on the floor. There was no end
table. She turned back to face him, sitting sideways on the couch
with an elbow propped on the backrest near his head.

"I wasn't sure I wanted you to come
here," she admitted, letting her gaze wander over his
face.

"Why?" He suddenly didn't feel too sure
of his ground, not with her.

"Because I was afraid you were going to
be one of those insufferable bores who brags all the time about how
much he's worth and what he owns." She smoothed the lock of hair at
his temple, then let her fingers trail into his hair. "I'm glad
you're not."
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