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Prologue

 


 


 


June 22, 1871

 


The general store was crowded. Stone Caywood
leaned on the counter and waited for Joel Slater to pay up his
bill. He aimlessly slid his fingers over the hardwood top, tracing
grooves in the surface as he watched people. Shoppers perused the
big room filled with shelved goods. Decisions to be made, money to
be squandered, he went over his own mental list.

Joel moved alongside him and spoke in a
hushed tone. “I have something to tell you about your land.” He
glanced around nervously. “It’s important.”

“What is it?” Stone fingered a small wood
crate on the worn counter. Inside were remnant pieces of colorful
ribbons and laces for women. Velvet and satin strips softly teased
his skin as he continued to play with them.

Joel leaned against him, “I don’t want to
talk out in the open,” he whispered. “Stay in town tonight, at the
hotel. We’ll talk there.”

“Why so secretive?” Stone straightened and
twisted the silk ribbon around his calloused thumb.

He liked the smoothness against his
work-roughened palm.

“Just stay in town,” Joel’s voice returned to
normal instead of the mysterious low toned utterances.

Stone nodded and tipped his hat to a young
lady smiling shyly as she passed them. She was tall, fair-haired,
and pretty. New to town he assumed. There were a few girls in town
that caught his eye, but none that he wanted to marry. It kept him
on guard. He didn’t want any girl thinking he could be caught.

“Why don’t you come out to the ranch? Ma
likes you. Maybe she’ll cook up some fried chicken.” Stone glanced
at Joel.

“I’d love to ride out to your place but
can’t. I’ve got to keep an eye on my cousin, and what I got to tell
you, can’t wait long.” Joel’s head jerked toward a cute
five-foot-high girl.

Stone heard mention of a cousin once or
twice—the only daughter to Ben Lomax. From what he remembered she
went away to school in the East. He had no understanding of why
anyone would need to go somewhere else to learn. His mother had
done a good job teaching him to read and write before he even went
to school in town.

“Bring her along.” Stone suggested, eyeing
the pretty girl’s movements.

“Can’t, her father’s coming to get her
later.”

“Well, I’ll have to ride out to the ranch and
tell my mother, but all right,” Stone continued watching the girl.
She scrutinized an expensive silver embellished leather bridle. He
knew because he often admired it. She ran her fingers over every
inch of the leather, examining the intricate tooling of leaves in
the dark leather. He envied the fact her father could afford it.
Once she went over every detail, she put it aside, and lifted a
plain leather one from a hook.

Unavoidable as a sunset, she held his
interest. When she stretched to put the fancy bridle back. He found
himself strangely attracted by her practical nature in giving a
more thorough inspection of the simple bridle. Though, as pretty as
she was, he’d not deny her any adornment for her horse or
herself.

“She looks old enough to take care of
herself,” he commented, thinking an indirect approach would be best
to determine her exact age. It wasn’t unheard of to court a young
lady for a year or two before marriage.

Stone contained his laugh at the idea of
marriage. He wasn’t looking for a wife yet. Joel was the one
talking about getting married. Still, life didn’t always go in the
same direction as planned.

“She takes care of herself really well, when
she has a mind to stay out of trouble.” Joel didn’t give him the
answer he hoped, and he change tactics. Directness usually
worked.

“How old is she?”

Joel’s hesitancy made Stone look at him. His
friend’s raised brow showed he might have asked too much.

“Fourteen. Too young for you.”

“It was just a question.” He laughed hitting
him on the shoulder. “I ain’t interested in little girls.”

“Yeah, well, in a few years, I wouldn’t have
no objections, other than if you tangle with her, don’t let her go
breaking up our friendship.”

“Why would she do that? You don’t like her?”
Stone took a moment to think if he might wait. It wasn’t like he
had a girl or even thought of having a girl. But in a few
years—

“Love her like a little sister. But she’s got
an independent streak. Can’t tell her what to do or how to do it.
She’s not one for convention. I don’t think there will be a fella
out there that has the grit to love her enough to tame her. I could
be wrong. We’ll see in a few years.”

“You make her out to sound like a spoiled
brat.”

Joel picked up his purchases from the
counter. “Don’t get me wrong, she’s spoiled to the heavens, but
she’s got a kindness in her that no one can resist. It’s her
stubbornness that’s the problem. Sets her mind to do something and
there’s no stopping her. Well, I better get going. My uncle left
her with my mother. However, she doesn’t like to be cooped up.
Can’t blame her, I kind of like the outdoors myself.”

“Joel?” With her eddy of light cinnamon hair
encompassing her slender shoulders, Joel’s cousin glanced their
way.

‘Fourteen’, Stone reminded himself,
wishing he was a schoolboy again.

“Joel, would you buy me a new bridle?” the
cinnamon haired darling asked.

“Not today, squirt. But here, I got you some
sugar candy.”

Stone looked at the green ribbon he’d been
fondling for five minutes. “Henry.” He tossed a coin to the clerk
at the register.

“I don’t want any candy,” the girl answered,
reaching to put the bridle in its place. “Are you almost done?”

“All done. She’s about to drive me crazy,”
Joel complained as they walked toward her. “I promised to take her
over to the livery so she can see that new horse her father had
shipped in. They’re not taking it home until later this afternoon,
but she can’t wait. You want to come with us?”

“No, Ma needs some things, and I’ve got to
tell her I’ll be staying in town tonight.” Stone held the ribbon
out to girl. “Here,” he winked. “I think this would look nice in
your hair.”

The smile she gave in return made him wish
again he were a few years younger so he could grow up knowing her.
Her green eyes sparkled like priceless gems. Impulsively he reached
out and ran his finger down her cute, freckled nose. She giggled
and he snapped his hand away. He didn’t know her name, and he
wasn’t about to get Joel thinking he had any interest in the girl,
or there would be no end to him teasing him.

“I’ll see you later then, at the hotel.” Joel
ushered his cousin out the door.

“If you insist,” Stone replied, watching the
girl outside.

She looked back in at him and flashed a
dazzling smile before Joel pushed her to go.

Stone walked to the window and watched her
gather her hair back and tie it with the ribbon. Once she
disappeared into the livery stable, he went back to shop for his
mother.

 


Kendra Lomax shivered with excitement. Her
cousin’s friend was the handsomest boy she had ever seen. She
smoothed her fingers over the ribbon he gave her.

“What’s his name?” she asked Joel.

“Stone Caywood.”

“How long has he been here?”

“Born here, just like you. If your father
didn’t send you off to boarding school, you’d know that.”

“Daddy isn’t sending me anymore. I’m home for
good,” she announced.

“Oh? They couldn’t teach you nothing?” he
teased.

“I learned everything.” She turned in the
middle of the street and saw Stone in the window looking her way.
She regarded him one last time. His penetrating deep blue stare
remained locked to hers. It made her stomach flutter. “He’s
nice.”

“Your father? I know Uncle Ben can have
his—”

“No silly. I was talking about your
friend.”

It tickled her to have one of Joel’s friends
take notice. She danced along twirling the ribbon around her
finger, her first gift from a boy. A very handsome, older boy that
caused her to take stock in her future.

“Yeah, Stone is a right nice fellow.”

“Did you see, he gave me this ribbon?” She
twirled in front of him to show him how she tied it in her
hair.

“I saw. He thinks you’re pretty.”

“He does?” She spun around to look at the
store window and saw him gone.

At the sound of a horse whinnying, she turned
back to Joel. “Hurry up. Father says the horse is magnificent.” She
ran ahead to the stables.

Joel followed in playful pursuit and grabbed
her around the middle before she could get in the stable. He spun
her away and rushed inside.

“I win,” he declared, looking in the stalls
for her horse.

“Only because you cheated.”

Kendra ran up to him and looked at her new
horse.

“So, this is him, huh?” Joel shook his head.
“Your father didn’t mention it was a stallion, I expected a
gelding. You know, he’ll be a little hard to handle.”

“He’ll be good.” She kissed the horse’s nose.
“Won’t you boy.”

Joel looked over the gray. “He’ll rear and
fidget every time he gets himself a whiff of some mare in
season.”

“I ride better than all our ranch hands, or
you.”

“Yeah, right.”

She took the steel comb from a shelf and
tugged it through the stallion’s mane. “Father says I have a gift,
and since I want to raise horses, he thinks I should start with the
best. He’s even signed the papers to make him legally all
mine.”

“He’s definitely the best if his cost has
anything to do with it.” Joel inspected the horse from every angle.
“I still think he’ll be too much for you to manage.”

“I’ll manage him just fine.”

“Remember I told you so, the first time he
rears up and you tumble off.” He laughed.

Kendra ignored his teasing and continued
combing the horse.

“You know, there’s nothing wrong with just
getting a husband one day and raising some youngins,” he said.

“I’ll have both,” she answered, her thoughts
jumping to Stone.

“I don’t know that there’ll be too many men
wantin’ a wife to have her own business. Then again, I suppose with
you getting your father’s ranch someday, the man you marry will be
happy just to have a rich wife. Try not to boss him around too much
if you want to be happy.”

“I’m going to marry a man than wants a
partner. I’ll take care of him, he’ll take care of me, and we’d run
the ranch together.”

Stone stayed in her thoughts. His smile did
things to her insides she couldn’t explain, and she liked it. She
had always found boys her age nuisances.

“Joel, did Stone really think I was pretty?”
Stone Caywood would want… No, he deserved, a pretty girl.

“Nah, I was joking about that.” He teased,
and she frowned. “Oh, come on Kendra. You’re beautiful. I’ll have
to beat fellas senseless to keep them off you.” He plopped down on
a crate and leaned back on the post. “Why? You have your eye on
someone already? You’ve not been home more than a week.”

Her thoughts never wavered when it came to
something she wanted. “I think I’ll never see a boy as pretty as
Stone.”

Joel laughed. “Enough about your looks and
his. You’ve got some growing up to do before you need to worry
about what anyone thinks of you. And make is a lot of years so I
don’t have to start guarding your virtue too soon.”

“I don’t need anyone to stand watch over me,
Joel Slater. I can handle myself.” She laid the comb on the edge of
the stall. “I think Stone is beautiful.” She looked under the
horse’s jaw at him.

“Handsome, that’s the word you use for men.
Women are beautiful and men are handsome.”

“Well, I think I might have a mind to marry
him one day.”

“I would think by the time you are of age
Stone might have already found himself a wife.”

“And maybe he won’t. Does he have a
girl?”

“No.”

“Then he can start courting me in a little
more than a year.”

“Sixteen. You think your daddy is going to
let any man near you before you’re twenty-one, you’re crazy.”

“I’ll manage daddy. You just make sure Stone
doesn’t get married until I’m old enough.”

“I’m not going to do that.”

“Joel, please.”

“Tell you what. I’ll tell him your
intentions, and he can decide. But don’t hold your breath on him
agreeing. You just saw him today. You don’t know him, and he
doesn’t know you.”

“Just tell him to wait before he settles on
anyone.”

“Enough about who you’re going to marry. I’ll
let you in on a secret, Stone and I are aiming to start a
partnership in a ranch. We’ve been saving all our earnings, mine
being a little more ‘cause I’m fixin’ to be Uncle Ben’s new
foreman. When we do that, we’ll need wives to wait on us when we
get home after working all day.”

“Daddy didn’t tell me you’ll be his new
foreman, when?” She looked at him surprised to be the last to know
her father’s plans. He usually told her things of importance.

“Maybe in about a week. I figure I’ll work
for your father a couple years. Then with the money I earn, me and
Stone will increase his cattle herd.”

“Well, until you have everything settled,
there isn’t any reason you have to go getting married.”

“No, but you girls are all the same.
Impatient as all get out when it comes to having us caught,
hog-tied, and married.”

“Are you sure Stone doesn’t have a girl?” She
didn’t look his way.

“He’s been sparkin’ a few, I reckon.”

Kendra didn’t ask anything else. She didn’t
like Stone might have a wife by the time she was old enough to
marry him. She could already imagine him kissing her cheek.

 


When Kendra finished with her horse, she
allowed Joel to take her back to his mother. For hours, she read a
book, and watched out the window for something interesting to
happen. She was bored, as bored as if she were watching grass grow
or listening to her Aunt Lavinia read the bible verses.

When Stone rode into town, the book slid from
her lap, hit the floor with a thud, and lay open on the polished
planks. Kendra leaned out the window. She had put the ribbon in her
pocket so it wouldn’t get frayed, so her hair tumbled forward and
collectively gathered in mass to obscure her vision. She snatched
it up and tossed it back over her shoulder. She didn’t care what
Joel said, Stone was beautiful. To watch him ride his horse was a
delight. She let out an awestruck sigh. He dismounted in front of
the livery stable and then disappeared inside with his horse.

Too young to think of men. Nonsense, she was
already thinking of one. But could she get him to think about her?
Everything went through her mind as how to approach him. To talk to
him instead of smiling like the child Joel tried to make her
believe she was. What could she say? She never did thank him for
the ribbon. That would be her start, from there something else
would come along.

“What are you doing hanging out the window?”
Her Aunt Lavinia pulled her in. “It’s not fitting for a proper
young lady to be draped over the sill like a dust cloth.”

“Aunt Lavinia, do you know Stone Caywood?”
She kept her sights set at the livery door. The old, weathered
wood, gray from time had a few, new sand-colored boards that had
replaced rotten ones.

“That friend of Joel’s? He’s been here a few
times, why?” She stopped her fidgeting with the armchair covers.
“Has he been looking at you? You’ll have to watch yourself, Kendra.
Men have no manners when it comes to women. What has he said to
you?”

“He gave me a ribbon for my hair,” she
replied excitedly, pulling the ribbon from her pocket, and tying
her hair with it again. “I love him and I’m going to marry him one
day.”

With the green ribbon neatly fastened in her
hair to hold back a few strands of her silken locks, she smoothed
over it. Stone had touched it and Kendra held it as if she had his
hand.

“Hosh-posh, you don’t know what love is yet.”
She pushed the window closed even though the temperature was hot
and humid. “He’s got no use for you,” she added. “You’re still a
child.”

“You wait and see. Nothing will stop me from
becoming Stone Caywood’s wife.”

Lavinia Slater lumbered her weight back to
the kitchen making it the end of the discussion.

Stone emerged from the livery. He stopped,
surveyed his surroundings, and proceeded to cross the street. She
pretended he was looking for her. She danced to the door leaving
the book forgotten. She gently closed the door, floated down from
the porch, and then stopped. Stone’s head turned and his gaze
hesitated on her. A riffle of sensations made her shiver with
another thrilling ponderous daydream that he wanted to see only
her. Joel would say her head was full of prairie dust, but there
was no harm in believing Stone loved her. When he waved, her heart
sank to hear a man shout a hello to him from down the street. Stone
wasn’t looking at her, but at a man several houses down. He moved
on toward the hotel.

She hemmed and hawed with indecisiveness.
What would she really say to him? What did they have in common?
Could a boy of eighteen really think of her as mature when she was
only three months shy of fifteen? Joel thought her too young. Her
aunt claimed she was silly. What would Stone think or say? It
wasn’t totally unheard of a girl marrying at sixteen, and she’d be
that in a little more than a year. And he certainly could start
courting her and marry her at eighteen when her father had no
say.

Stone disappeared into the hotel. She
recalled hearing Joel tell him to stay in town the night.

“Kendra.” Lavinia’s voice cracked the placid
air making her jump.

The reveries and plots halted with an
abruptness Kendra wasn’t expecting. She turned and looked at her
aunt with worry that every one of her thoughts poured out for all
to see.

“Aunt Lavinia, I was just going over to visit
the reverend.” She lied.

“Well first you’re going to come back and get
this book on the floor.” She demanded. “You can’t be letting
valuable things lie about. You father works hard to get you the
best of everything. In my day…”

Kendra let the speech go in one ear and tuck
itself in the section of her mind held for useless information. She
ran back up the steps two at a time. In the house, she picked the
book up, slid it on a shelf, and hurried out again before her aunt
could question why she was headed to see the Reverend. Wagons
rolled passed her along the street and slowed her from getting to
her destination.

She stopped and practiced her opening lines
several times.

“Hello, Stone, I wanted to thank you for the
very pretty ribbon.” Did he even know her name?

“Hello Stone, I’m Kendra…” No that was
stupid. He had to know her name. Surely, Joel had told him about
her. Why else would he buy her a ribbon?

The hotel lobby was a busy melee of people.
Some waiting to get in the dining room for supper in the adjoining
restaurant. Kendra squeezed through the open door gliding her
fingers over the pretty etched pattern in the glass. It had always
fascinated her with its intricate artistry, the roses and leaves so
finely elegant that they looked real. Her imagination inhaled to
put a scent with them. She rose on her toes forcing the soft
calfskin leather boots to give her height. Her aunt detested the
boots, not because they were boots, but because Kendra wore them
all the time, including now with her dress.

“Pardon me,” she muttered her apology after
bumping into a man. “Excuse me,” she uttered the words repeatedly
breaking through the horde. “I’m sorry,” she murmured stepping on
someone’s foot.

She saw Stone at the front desk checking in,
a key already in one hand, and his hat in the other.

Her barging manner halted as she stared at
his profile. Without the confinement of the wide brimmed felt hat,
his black, sweat dampened hair stayed pressed down. His fingers
combed over it and in that one sweep of his hand, it took a natural
style of waves back from his face.

Before getting her senses back in order, he
was bounding up the stairs several at a time away from her. She
followed along the wall, squeezing past patrons to reach the
staircase to go after him. There the mob ended. The desolate stairs
were void of anyone. She ran up the smooth carpeted treads. She
watched Stone go in a room. Then, like a thief caught with her hand
in the cookie jar, she froze. Fingers had gripped her shoulders
firmly.

“Kendra, what are you doing here?” Joel
asked.

“I… I didn’t… I didn’t thank him for the
ribbon,” she stuttered in surprise.

Joel smiled, glanced down the hall, and then
brushed a cool hand over her warm cheek. “I’ll tell him.” He
smiled. “Now go on back to the house.”

He placed his hands on her shoulders, turned
her about face and sent her down the steps.

She turned, not wanting to go. “I’m going to
marry him one day.”

“Well, not today. And if my mother finds out
you were trying to get into a man’s room in this hotel, she’ll ring
both our necks.” He added harshly.

Kendra glared at him for a moment and trotted
the rest of the way down. At the foot of the stairs, she looked
back up.

“Go on now, get out of here.”

“You won’t forget to tell him, will you?”

“I might if you don’t get going.” He
smiled.

She didn’t like that he knew she’d not go so
willingly and stuck her tongue out.

“Very mature, Kendra. You don’t look at all
pretty with that face.” He laughed.

Kendra headed toward the door and suddenly
gunshots from upstairs turned the place into a stampede of people.
She was pushed, shoved, and nudged into the shuffle of bodies. She
wanted to know what happened just as much as the other curiosity
seekers, so she snuck behind the front desk and down a hall that
she knew went to a back set of stairs.

Her father doing the same came as a surprise.
She quietly followed so he’d not send her away. The thump of his
feet on the stairs stopped and so did she.

“Well? Is he dead?” Kendra’s father asked
someone.

“No, but the other one is,” a man replied
coldly.

At the clack of his hard soled boots on the
wood treads, Kendra hurried to hide in the arch of a doorway. She
flattened herself against the closed door and watched a man emerge
from the stairwell. He hurried out the door leading to the alley.
She quickly went up to see what all the shouting was about.

If ever there were a time she wished to be
back East in school, it was now. That place never had tragedy
befall it. The school was absolutely boring.

Two men were restraining Stone. He didn’t
look at anything except the floor. When she looked too, she saw her
father kneeling next to Joel.

“Joel,” she cried and reached for him.
“Jo…el!” Her jaw trembled and her gaze lifted to Stone.

For a brief second his teary stare locked to
hers.

“Let go of me,” Stone said to the men holding
his arms. “I didn’t shoot him.”

“This isn’t a place for you, Kendra.” Her
father gathered her close and ushered her to the backstairs.

“What happen?” She cried even though she
didn’t want to. Her fists ground at the tears in her eyes.

“You never mind. You get on over to the house
with your aunt. I have to go see the sheriff and make sure Stone
Caywood hangs for murdering your cousin.”

“Stone wouldn’t kill Joel,” she shouted. “He
gave me this today. You have to help him. It was that other man,
the one that you talked to on the stairs. It had to be him.”

“What did you see?” He hunched down in front
of her and held her shoulders.

“I didn’t see anything. But that man…” She
looked behind her like the stranger could still be there.

“He just saw what happened, that’s all. Now
get on with you. This is no place for a little girl right now.”

Kendra numbly did as she was told.

As the days went by and her father went to
town each day, Kendra had his word he would do everything possible
to help Stone clear his name. She in return, promised, until the
mess was all cleared up, she would stay on the ranch. Weeks passed.
When she inquired about Stone, her father said it was all taken
care of and Stone had to go away for a while. He kept her busy with
teaching her the breeding of horses, the documentation and
paperwork that had to be recorded to track lineage to produce the
best horses. Then she learned what really happened to Stone and she
was heartbroken by the loss of her cousin and the boy she
loved.


Chapter One

 


 


June 2, 1876

 


Stone Caywood hopped down from the
stagecoach. His left leg buckled slightly from the impact, and he
rubbed his thigh, unable to ignore the pain running down to his
knee. For several months, he had suffered the annoying ache daily,
a leftover from an accident in prison. The guards hadn’t been
sympathetic for one minute, let alone for the two weeks he should
have stayed off it at the time.

After the long ride in the dark of the coach,
the bright sunlight hurt his eyes. From under the brim of his worn
felt hat, he looked around at his Wyoming hometown. Five years
gone. He had expected something to change in that time. He didn’t
see much.

The same ugly orange doors hung crooked on
the saloon. How many times had he pushed them open to go inside? In
his dreams, many more times than in real life.

Outside the barber shop sat two men—older,
grayer, and uninterested in their surroundings. Naturally, they
didn’t look his way. If they had, would they have waved. One of
them had been on the jury that had convicted and sent him to
prison.

A woman and child did look at him as they
crossed the street. He righted himself quickly and stepped forward,
trying not to think about the old injury or the stares of
strangers. A homecoming wasn’t in the cards for him.

Stone glanced at the hotel. The two-story
structure harbored bad memories. Yet, prison had hardened him
emotionally. Good thing because he had business in that town.
Nothing was going to get in the way of him getting back his
family’s ranch.

At eighteen, Stone had struggled to keep the
bank from taking his family’s ranch by working two jobs. After his
conviction, the bank foreclosed. His mother had to live off the
kindness of a friend, and then she died, all within the first year
of his incarceration.

Two deep breaths of determination forced
Stone to move his feet. He took the crooked stairs one at a time,
climbing to the porch of the hotel. The worn soles of his boots
fully connected to each tread making him notice the slight tilt of
the steps. His stomach tightened and he paused, recalling his
friend. Joel blamed the unlevel stairs for his fall into the street
one night, even though they both knew he’d had too much to drink at
the saloon.

He shook off the unwelcome reflection and
stared at the fancy millwork of the hotel’s entrance. Too ornate
for the shoddy building in a small town he thought. He reached for
the door. A small chink in the corner of the etched glass drew his
finger. The past resurfaced. He recalled the day they arrested him.
Someone shoved him too hard against the door. A resounding snap,
like a twig had echoed around him. He had glanced back and saw the
beautiful pane cracked in the corner.

Stone shook off the sentimental foolishness.
He expelled the deep breath he mindlessly held, grabbed the long
brass handle on the door, and entered the lobby of the old hotel.
It too had an unchanged look. The front desk was still to the left
and the doorway of the restaurant was on his right. He avoided
looking at the staircase straight ahead.

The unraveling of his nerves stopped when no
one looked his way. He removed his hat and moved to the dining room
and scanned the crowded area for a vacant table. One became
available almost instantly. A Coincidence? Luck was never on his
side.

He weaved cautiously around the seated
patrons. Prison had instilled taking protective precautions no
matter what the circumstance, so he went slowly. Then he sat on the
wood, spindle-backed chair with his back safely against the wall.
Surveying his surroundings, he saw the waitress approaching.

“What can I get you, sir?” she asked, barely
glancing up from her notepad.

She looked familiar, but he didn’t try to
remember her. His ambitions were small and one of them wasn’t to
reacquaint himself with people.

“I’ll have a steak, medium rare, four fried
eggs, sunny side up, toast and coffee.” He had waited a long time
to recite his favorite meal.

He listened to the scribble of her pencil on
the paper.

“It’ll be a few minutes,” she said, and
drifted off to another table.

He sat his hat to the side on the table. Then
he gazed blankly at details of the room. Painted blue walls,
varnished wood furniture, and talking people. All seemed the same
as if he had never gone away. Women cooed at babies. Men bragged
over crops. Children giggled. His random review stopped on the face
of an angel floating into the room. At least she was as near an
angel as he’d ever seen.

The young, copper-haired woman looked around.
Her beautiful gaze stopped on him. He couldn’t look away from a
comforting sight.

With grace and aim, her steps brought her
closer. Someone rose from a table, and she paused. Her attention
diverted, released him from staring. Whom would she join? An old
couple sat to his right. The baldheaded gent’s gaze wandered in
that direction, but he made no gesture toward her. The woman on his
left, cooing at a baby, didn’t appear to wait for anyone
either.

He checked on the young woman’s route and saw
her closing space between them. She lifted a hand as if to wave.
Instead, she brushed wisps of her hair back from her honey-toned
face.

Then she stopped at his table.

Before prison, he had manners. His mother had
seen to that. Since he had gone away, he hadn’t any use for them,
so he didn’t rise from his seat.

“Do you mind if I sit with you?”

Her strangely familiar voice coiled his tense
body, bringing warmth to his skin. A dry lump formed in his throat.
Other than giving his order to the waitress, he hadn’t spoken to
any female in over five years.

“I won’t stay long and—” Her words faded into
a rhetoric of a crowded room, a place to sit, and the only seat
left.

Made from his dreams, she captivated him. She
was everything his mind had conjured during those lonely nights in
his cell. He listened without focus. He scrutinized details. The
softness of her voice, the sparkle in her eyes, the enchantment of
her smile. Aching to touch her, he found himself staring at her
slender fingers draping the back of the empty chair. Rosebud pink
nails—short and well-manicured, showed her good grooming.

“I’m sorry to have bothered you,” she said
quietly, stepping back to go.

Her imminent departure disturbed him.

“Sit,” he barked, angry she made him want her
to stay.

He lifted his foot from the floor and propped
it on the rung of the chair she wanted. It was best if he just
discouraged her from lingering. He wanted no friends, nor needed
any relationship having the potential to complicate his life.

And still, Stone kicked the chair out for her
to sit.

 


Kendra hesitated in accepting the seat Stone
offered. Bitterness resounded in his tone. Freedom had not
comforted him as she had hoped. Nor did it appear he recognized
her. Instinct taunted her to hug him, hold him, and welcome him
home. Now wasn’t the time. But soon, she’d tell him everything was
going to be all right. Joel used to tell her she had too much
kindness for strangers, but Stone was more than a stranger. He had
lived in her dreams for five years. In her heart, she knew him. And
she’d respect he’d need time to adjust to his freedom.

“Well, sit.” He shoved out the chair a little
farther.

It turned sideways, the legs groaning as they
moved against the wood floor. She plopped down instantly, not ready
to give up a desire to be near him because of his bad mood. He had
a right to feel angry and betrayed by her, by the town, by all the
injustices done to him.

“Thank you,” she said, unsure where to start
a conversation.

He gave her a slight nod and a lock of his
black hair dropped to his forehead. He mindlessly raked it back,
regrouping it with the other disheveled strands. A haircut, a
shave, some new clothes would make him feel better. She’d never
suggest it. Not until he got to know her more.

Myrna, the restaurant waitress interrupted
her thoughts with the placement of a plate of food on the table.
“What can I get you today, Kendra?” she asked, sitting down a cup,
and pouring coffee into it for Stone.

“I’ll have what he’s having?”

Myrna left, and silence blanketed them. She
tried not to stare at him, but her only other choices were to look
at the wall behind him.

“I’m Kendra,” she said, wondering if her name
might trigger a memory for him.

Granted she had only seen him the one time in
the general store, her cousin, Joel assured her Stone had taken
notice of her.

“Stone,” he replied.

His face remained expressionless.
Disappointment brought tears to surface, and she blinked them away.
She had to remind herself there was no reason for Stone to think of
her at all. He had no one to tell him every little detail about
her, and why would he want to know? She was only fourteen when he
went away. He’d not know in all the years he was gone that a girl
he had met once had clung to the memories of his smile, a teasing
wink, or the flick of his finger on her nose. What reason would he
have to recall tossing her a green ribbon while he talked to her
cousin in the general store? He had no way of knowing that her
ridiculously immature, yet unwavering obsession with him had not
run its course yet. Maybe she had let time romanticize her
recollections of him. But for her loyalty, she deserved a chance at
gaining his love, didn’t she?

Silence hit them again. She felt strange,
sitting mute in a room of noisy people. Closed-mouthed wasn’t one
of her virtues. If anything, she had a talkative way about her. Her
father’s ranch hands often referred to it as babbling.

Stone’s arms rested against the table and
hovered over his silverware. Tension in his face didn’t explain
anything other than maybe he wanted to cut into his steak while it
was still warm.

Please, don’t let me keep you from eating.”
She smiled politely, anxious to get beyond the awkward
quietude.

“You weren’t,” he snapped

His irritable mood drove her back into
noiseless contemplation.

He sliced off a piece of meat and put it in
his mouth. She tried not to watch with too much openness, and
still, it came as such a delight to see him do anything. He could
have tapped the table with his fork or bounced his plate on the
floor, and she wouldn’t have cared. He was free, and he was sitting
across the table from her.

“I like coming here to eat breakfast,” she
said, when his gaze met hers. “My aunt is trying to keep me from
growing as big as she is, so my meals are meager at her house.
However, I like to eat, and I don’t think I do a bad job at not
getting plump, do you?”

Her topic obviously caught Stone’s attention
in a way she didn’t expect. He leaned sideways from the table and
looked her up and down from head to toe. Her cheeks heated under
the scrutiny. Something she hadn’t thought of came as a new worry.
What if he found her too skinny? Some of the saloon ladies that she
knew, teased her with jokes about men liking meat on their gals so
they could hang onto them better in the bed. One of the ranch hands
on her father’s place said he was afraid he’d squeeze the life out
of a skinny girl if he hugged her too tight. She longed to know
Stone’s unrestrained embrace.

Not hearing his opinion drove her crazy.

“Well?” she asked.

He cut another piece of meat and swirled the
piece on the end of his fork through the yolk. It went lazily
around the edge. He gave no hint as to his thoughts on her weight.
She nervously tapped her fingers on the table, watching him put the
piece of food into his mouth. His tongue licked around his lips as
he chewed.

“Well, what?” he asked.

“My size? I was wondering what you
thought.”

He folded his hand over the other while the
fork remained in his fingers and stared at her. Did he need that
much time to contemplate and form an answer? She took his
hesitation as a terrible sign. He was trying to be polite and not
hurt her feelings. While she was forcing him to give his honest
assessment on a touchy subject most women—including herself would
rather avoid.

“I wouldn’t worry over it so much,” he said
flatly, his answer straddled between good and bad.

“I shouldn’t?” She pushed for something
definitive.

“You’re perfect.” He ate another bite without
looking up from his plate.

Her heart gobbled up the compliment.
Excitement zipped all the way to the tips of her fingers and
fluttered them against the table. The involuntary movement bumped
them into the saltshaker, sending it skittering across the table.
Stone caught it careening off the edge. He set it back on the table
and resumed eating without a word.

“My aunt lives in town,” she said, starting a
new conversation. “I like to stay here instead of on the ranch
because she’s alone. Her son, who was my cousin…of course, you
could guess that since she’s my aunt. He was killed. And my uncle,
who was her husband, died a long time ago. She doesn’t have any
other children. So, are you staying in the hotel?”

Stone’s fork pushed through the runny yellow
of his eggs once more. He scooped another bite into his mouth.
Naturally, she didn’t expect him to answer with a full mouth. He
hadn’t yet displayed any piggish qualities like some men she
knew.

“Or are you here just to visit?” she asked,
hoping he didn’t have plans of passing through. “I love to visit
people. My father hates it. He always says I shouldn’t gallivant
about the countryside like some peasant, but there are so many
places to see. Have you ever been to Chicago or New York?”

“Staying.” He wiped his mouth and rubbed food
from his moustache. “And no.”

“Here, you didn’t get it all.” She reached
out and rubbed her thumb over the black whiskers above his lip,
happy to hear he had no plans of leaving town. “I just hate when I
get food or dirt on my face, and no one tells me for the longest
time. It can be so embarrassing. I don’t know why. I never have a
problem when I’m dirty other places. Maybe it’s because people
stare.”

She heard herself blathering like a brainless
idiot. Only those words caught in a tangle of other emotions
squeezing her lungs. Embarrassment never ran as deep as when she
witnessed her finger sliding across Stone’s bottom lip.

That he didn’t stop her, left her yearning to
say, “I know you Stone Caywood. I’m so sorry for what happened. Now
please, let me love you.”

 


Stone stared at Kendra as her finger glided
over his lip. She was beautiful, caring, and gentle. His insides
surged and his chest tightened. He tried to lift his hand to her
face but failed to overcome self-preservation—his vow to stay
detached from people was necessary.

When her gaze lifted from her task, her eyes
were wide with surprise. She drew her hand back. Forwardness was
becoming on her every bit as much as the embarrassment reddening
her cheeks. However, his chance to touch her was over when she sat
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