
 

Annette DeSelvaine stood stiff against the blue and gray skies of the prairie. 

The early fall wind howled across the newly dug grave while she struggled with the 
full-length cape threatening to lift her into flight. Gripping the plush black velvet, she 
pulled the cape close around her small frame. The warmth gave no consolation. 

Georgia Smith donated a blanket to wrap around the body of the thin, 
handsome Frenchman, before depositing him in the new territory’s sod. Annette, 
numb to any burial preparations, stood mute through Georgia’s orders, thankful the 
older woman took charge. A small group of farmers retreated to the side of the barn 
for a low-toned conversation, while Annette watched the bare earth at her feet in 
solitude.  

Tony, how could you leave me like this, amid a bunch of ignorant dirt farmers? 
Annette turned to look at the ominous north sky that quickly began to swirl into a 
mass of gray clouds. She held her rage in check on a ragged breath. They don’t even 
have trees enough out here for a decent coffin! 

The air turned bitter and came about full force, hitting her in the face. 
Annette braced but the wind set her slight frame, seat first, on the sod. Bewildered 
for a moment, tears streamed down her face too fast for the wind to dry them away. 
Oh, Tony, I’m sorry. This is not your fault.  

Tony’s uncle, Vicente Dubois, promised them a working share in his cattle 
ranch and real estate holdings when he learned of his only heir’s wedding plans. 
Vicente begged them to wait until they reached his home in Southern California to 
wed and promised Annette a large wedding with all the trappings for a wedding gift. 
Her shoulders sagged against the weight of disappointment.  

Annette contemplated the view, and decided dry dirt looked as hopeless as her 
future. Her mother’s words rang in her ears. “Annette DeSelvaine, don’t you dare 
leave this house with a penniless gambler. Your future is here, running my Palace, not 
out there in the west gallivanting around with that Frenchman.”  
  The argument her father was a Frenchman only served to heighten the 
madam’s growing rage with her daughter. “If you leave my house with him,” Mrs. 
DeSelvaine paused to give the ultimatum significance, “you’ll not be welcome here 
ever again.” 

Annette did not say a word. She hung her head in disappointment, sulked to 
her room and changed into one of the servant’s gray work dresses to escape the 
house, taking only a dark, velvet cloak to ward off the night chill. She ran to Tony’s 
rented room, and by dawn, they were on the road to a new life. Annette knew she 
could not go back, and now her only hope of escape was buried six feet underground. 

What good is a wagon full of flour and beans and four spirited horses? Annette 
wiped the thought from her mind with a violent shake of her head. She knew she 
would rather die than go back and fulfill someone else’s dream of what life should be. 
She did not want the life her mother did. Annette sat on the ground rocking back and 
forth. “My God, what am I to do?” Her voice became a mere whisper with the wind 
careening across the flat plains of buffalo grass. 
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