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  Chapter One

[image: image-placeholder]

“Dang it.” Slapping the steering wheel with her fist, Kitty Langford growled low in her throat as a rare show of frustration broke the surface of her normally unflappable demeanor. Life just wasn’t going to cut her a break. Why couldn’t she have made it just a little farther before her truck decided to have its breakdown? New Braunfels, Texas—today’s destination—wasn’t that many miles away. Her goal had been to find a small town with lodging that wouldn’t put too big a dent in her shrinking funds. And maybe a job if the place caught her fancy.  
Not that getting a job and staying put temporarily would end her dream of applying for one of the art schools she was checking out on this trip. She’d planned all along to pick up odd jobs to help her afford her road to independence. No family. No past. She’d promised herself an adventure and the chance to fulfil a dream, and by golly, she was sticking to the plan.
Her beat-up 1988 Chevy truck drifted to a stop on the gravel shoulder of the two-lane country road. Nothing but trees and pastures and the occasional dirt track that accessed a ranch. Dropping her chin to her chest, she accepted the sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. Car repairs. Nothing like a bucket of cold water thrown at her to douse the positive changes she was determined to make in her life. Sometimes she wondered why she tried. She shook her head to dislodge that traitorous thought. Because if she didn’t try, she’d continue down the path to nowhere her life had been following. 
Patting the steering wheel in encouragement, she said, “It’s okay, Ole Yeller. I bought you a new alternator this morning. Hopefully that will fix the problem and you’ll be good as new in a jiffy.” Reaching down under the dash, she pulled on the lever to pop the hood, then retrieved the paper bag resting on the passenger side floor. Lifting the door handle, she braced her foot against the panel and pushed. With a groan, it gave way. One of her twin brothers had backed up with the door open and hadn’t noticed the fence post. The thing hadn’t worked properly since. She’d been able to pound the dent out but someday she’d have to replace the hinges. 
Stepping out, she strode to the back of her truck, the gravel crunching under her feet, and hefted her box of tools. Setting the shiny red case on the ground in front of the truck, the tools rattled. The familiar sound brought a smile to her lips. With the ease of long practice, she worked the hood up and secured it. Bending down, she opened the box and withdrew the various tools she’d need to do the job. Selecting one of the wrenches, she started to loosen the nuts holding the battery terminals in place.
Her shoulders tensed as she heard the rumble of a powerful truck on the road behind her. With a quick glance over her shoulder, she noted a truck that looked like it belonged to some kind of trade. It began slowing as it passed her. A face shadowed under the brim of a white Stetson scrutinized her as he drove by. With luck he’d keep on going. She sighed. This was Texas. Not likely. No man would leave a woman stranded on the side of the road and not stop to offer assistance. The truck made a U-turn and parked on the shoulder behind her. 
Large booted feet touched the ground. Then a physique that made her heart bounce like a beach ball in the waves moved away from the truck and ambled toward her. His gait suggested an innate athletic ability. Her eyes went wide. Alrighty then. Whether or not he knows anything about engines, she’d be perfectly happy to drink in this scrumptious work of art while she worked. Broad chest, muscled arms, and taller than an old oak tree. Yes, indeed. 
Drawing near, he lifted his hat slightly and nodded at her in greeting. “Ma’am. Having a bit of car trouble?” He stepped closer and peered over her shoulder into the inner workings of her truck. 
My goodness. Even with a foot between them, his heat radiated against her back and her self-protective instincts shifted into high gear. Swiveling to the side to put distance between them, she faced him. “Trouble?” She tossed a wrench in the air and caught it on its downward trajectory. “I’d call it more of a nuisance but nothing I can’t handle.” 
He lifted one shoulder in a casual shrug. “Thought maybe I could help.” 
She pointed to the open toolbox on the ground before shifting her gaze to the wrench in her hand. “You know anything about engines?” 
His face fell and she pinched her lips together to smother the laughter bent on escaping. 
“Not really. I’m much better at dealing with living things than inanimate objects.” He shrugged again. “The first time our ranch foreman enlisted me to help repair our tractor, he soon decided I was more suited to barn duty.” He slipped his phone out of his front pocket. “But I’m pretty good at calling tow trucks.” 
“Had a lot of experience with that, have you?” She arched one brow and smiled. 
He sent a lopsided grin her way. “Are you teasing me?” 
“Possibly.” 
The attractive stranger’s grin morphed into laughter. “I know my limitations but I’ll always do whatever I can to help. I’m not a mechanic but I’m not about to leave someone stranded by the side of the road. If the best I can do is offer moral support and a phone, then that’s what I’ll do.” 
Patting the fender of the truck, she whispered, “Don’t worry, Ole Yeller, I won’t let him near you with any tools.” She fisted her hands on her hips and in mock severity addressed him. “Honestly, are you trying to make her feel bad?” Kitty tsked. “Inanimate object. Can’t you see the tears dripping from her headlights?” 
Making a point of studying the headlights, he stepped back, a grave expression on his face but humor danced in his eyes. With a flourish, he swept off his hat and bowed. “Sorry, Ole Yeller. No offense meant. Please accept my apologies and let’s make sure this lovely lady gets to her destination.” 
Kitty choked back another snort. Subconsciously she ran her fingers through her hair and sighed. Her hair was in serious need of professional help and she hadn’t bothered with makeup today. It didn’t matter. She wasn’t the type of woman men rhapsodized over. She’d been told often enough in her life that plain Janes had best appreciate any compliment that came their way. She scowled. Kitty Langford did not accept scraps of affection. 
“What? Too much?” He scrubbed a hand over his hair, haphazardly smoothing it down before settling his hat back on his head. 
She liked that he wasn’t a preener. “Maybe a little.” Bending back over the engine, she finished disconnecting the battery while attraction pulled at her heart. Plucking a hair tie from her pocket, she pulled her hair back in a low ponytail to keep it out of her way while she worked.
He turned and propped that fine ass of his against the fender and almost knocked her tools to the ground in the process. She swallowed hard. Sweat trickled down her back. It was hot out here. And it wasn’t just the early June weather making her sweat.
“How’d you learn so much about cars?” His brown eyes shimmered with curiosity. 
A band squeezed her lungs and she chewed on the inside of her cheek. She let the unease circle a bit. But there was something about him that invited trust. A trust she didn’t give out freely. Kitty cleared her throat. “My dad worked in a garage when I was growing up. I helped…” No matter how trustworthy he seemed, there was only so much she was willing to share. “Could you hand me the socket wrench?” 
He examined the tools beside his hip for a few beats but eventually picked up the one she needed. Holding out her hand, he slapped the wrench into her open palm. 
“Now I know how my assistant feels when she hands me instruments during surgery.” 
“You’re a doctor?” She looked him up and down. Scuffed boots. Dusty jeans. A streak of dirt down the front of his black polo shirt. “You don’t look like a doctor.” She could deal with a trades person. But a doctor? She cleaned their houses, not socialized with them.
Appearing a bit bemused, he ran a hand down his well-worn jeans. “Didn’t you hear? This is the way doctors dress in Texas.” He chuckled at the incredulity that must have shown on her face. “I’m a large animal vet.” 
“Ah, that explains the truck. I thought you were a plumber or something.” 
Glancing back at his truck, he nodded. “I can see how you might think that. Our signage on the door is small and easy to miss.” He shifted his weight. “We make a lot of house calls so I don’t travel light hence the truck with lots of storage.” He stuck out his hand. “By the way, I’m Wayne Kincaid.” 
“Nice to meet you. I’m Kitty. Kitty Langford.” He paused a beat before accepting her grimy hand. Pulling a clean rag from her back pocket, she handed it to him. “Sorry about that. Car repair is messy business.” 
His smile disarmed her. “Not compared to mine. White lab coats aren’t very practical for wrestling animals in the field or crawling around barn floors.” 
“Makes sense.” Leaning over the engine, she continued with her work. She handed him the socket wrench. “Hold this and then hand me the small fixed wrench.” She picked up a can of oil and squirted a little on each of the nuts she needed to loosen. He handed her the larger of the two wrenches and she slipped that one in her back pocket. “The other small one, please.” Usually having a man watch her work on an engine made her nervous. Oddly he didn’t. He watched quietly and seemed genuinely eager to help. After she’d removed both bolts holding the alternator in place, she removed it and set it on the ground. 
“What brings you to this part of Texas? We’re not exactly on the beaten path. Most folks head for the cities.” 
“What makes you think I’m not from around here?” She removed the new alternator from its box and wiggled it into place. 
He uncrossed his arms and tucked his hands into his pockets which pulled the fabric more tightly against what promised to be a perfect set of pecs. “Your plates are from Oklahoma so I assumed you’re new to the area.” 
She wanted to thunk her head against the truck. Duh. “I lived my whole life there. Decided I wanted to see what some of the rest of the world held. I pointed my truck south and here I am. I’m not much of a big city girl.” 
“Planned or not, you’ve landed in a slice of heaven. Nothing like the Texas Hill Country to grab hold of a person’s heart. Are you thinking of sticking around for a while or just passing through?” 
She bolted in the new alternator, slipped the belt back on the pulley, and shifted the belt tensioner into place. Straightening, she cocked her head and studied him. Apparently, he was a patient man. He’d waited calmly for her answer. “I’m not sure yet. Looks nice but I need to check out the job situation before I decide.” She reattached the battery cables. “Pretty place, though. A place I think I might like.” Pulling the rag from her back pocket, she wiped off her hands. 
“What kind of work are you looking for?” 
A flip answer perched on the tip of her tongue—doctor, lawyer, CEO of a fortune 500 company—but she answered truthfully. “I’ve waitressed, worked in children’s day care, done housecleaning, and motel maid service.” She shrugged. “I’m open to whatever opportunity presents itself.” 
“My cousin’s wife is looking for a nanny. They live on a ranch just up the road. If you’re interested in talking to them, I could hook you up.” Pushing away from the truck, he paced two steps, then turned with a frown on his face. “I assume you have references?” 
While her face didn’t register surprise—she’d learned long ago to keep her true feelings to herself—she did get a tingly sensation in her chest. If she was reading him correctly, he’d made an impulsive offer. From the look on his face, he regretted it and was casting about for a graceful way to take it back. Why had he offered? What did he want? 
He hurried on. “It’s not that I don’t trust you or anything like that, but I know Ashley—my cousin’s wife—is a stickler for detail and will ask.” He cleared his throat and shuffled as though his boots were pinching his feet. “Thought I’d best get that out there so you’d know what’s expected.” 
Lacing her fingers under her chin, Kitty fluttered her eyelashes. “I’ve always found that trust based on first impressions is so reliable.” 
“I’ll have you know that my first impression meter is top notch. I climb into corrals with two-thousand-pound bulls based on first impressions.” He rubbed his side. “Most of the time it works out.”  
She grinned big and broad. Time to let the poor guy off the hook. “How many children does your cousin have?” 
His face softened. “One little girl, three years old, and one on the way. I know that only one child shouldn’t be too much but Ashley’s an accountant who works from home. Zach runs the ranch along with a training school for team ropers so they’re both pretty busy. His folks used to help but once they turned the ranch over to Zach, they bought one of those fancy RVs and have been traveling a lot.” He grimaced and stuck his hands in his pockets. “Too much information?” 
She held her thumb and forefinger about an inch apart in front of her face and squinted through them. “Maybe a little but people tend to tell me stuff. Guess I’ve got a friendly face.” 
“You too? I don’t dare go to the store around here if I’m in a hurry. People just have to stop me and tell me what they’re making for dinner or who they had a fight with or what I think of their new boyfriend or girlfriend.” He sighed, wearing a put-upon expression. “It’s exhausting.” 
Nodding in commiseration, she rested a hand on his arm. “I know what you mean. And of course, you have to listen to the entire tale.” 
“My mama wouldn’t let me back in the house if I was rude.” 
“You live with your mama?” She let her mouth drop open, pretending shock. 
The corners of his eyes crinkled in mirth and twin dimples made an appearance. “Now while I’m a good Texas boy and I do love my mama, I have my own place down the road a ways. I’m a little too old to still live at home. I do have my pride.” 
“Well, that’s a relief. You had me worried there for a minute.” She crouched down and wiped her tools with the rag and put them back in the tool chest. Standing, she crossed her fingers. “Okay. Moment of truth. Here’s hoping the problem was just the alternator.” 
Holding up his hands, he crossed fingers on each of them. “It’s gonna work. I have faith in you. Not even going to pull my phone out of my pocket.” 
Kitty climbed behind the steering wheel and said a silent prayer. Wayne’s statement of faith in her abilities left her feeling slightly stunned. No one had ever expected much from her. She closed her eyes, waited for her heart rate to slow, then turned the key in the ignition. Joy burst in her chest like the roar of a rocket when the engine kicked to life. 
Wayne strode to the driver’s side door and squeezed her hand through the open window. “Aside from the whinny of a newborn foal, that’s one of the best sounds I’ve heard.” Releasing her, he rested his forearms on the windowsill. “I assume you’re heading to New Braunfels.” 
A jittery sensation fluttered in her stomach and she licked her dry lips. “And why would you assume that?” 
He patted her arm like he was soothing a bird about to take flight and grinned. “Easy. It’s getting late in the afternoon. If you’re planning to find a place to stay for the night, it’s reasonable to assume you need to start looking. You’re not fond of big cities. Your truck’s pointed that direction and it’s the closest small town.” 
“I’m impressed. That was pretty good reasoning. As a matter of fact, that is where I’m headed. Don’t suppose you have any lodging recommendations that are easy on the pocketbook.” Her stomach twisted in a hard knot. She’d asked a stranger on the side of the road where she could spend the night? That could be dangerous, but he didn’t give off that kind of vibe. She let the air seep slowly from her lungs.
“A friend of mine owns some cottages on the outskirts of town. I bet he’d be willing to cut you a deal. Give you the friend discount. Pretty place near the river. Very peaceful.” He straightened away from her truck and rubbed that spot behind his ear again. “I could give him a call if you’re interested.”  
“That would be nice.” Her hands tightened on the steering wheel. Things had never come easy in her life, and this made her nervous. But she was also smart enough to grab good luck when it came her way.
Pulling the phone out of his back pocket, he stepped away from the truck and made a quick call. When he returned, he asked, “Would forty dollars a night fit your budget?” 
If she hadn’t been sitting down, she would have danced a jig and kissed those tempting lips of his. “Yes, that’s fantastic.” 
“Tell you what, why don’t you follow me to the motel so you don’t get lost?” 
Her spirits plummeted. Was he expecting something for his favor? She captured her lip between her teeth. “Okay.” 
He must have picked up on her wariness. “It’s the Guadalupe Lodge. I won’t be stopping but will get you as far as the sign. From there you’re on your own. Just tell Clyde that Wayne sent you.” He shuffled back a few steps and rubbed his hand over his jaw. “If you’d like to have company for dinner, I’d be happy to take you out and show you a bit of the town.” 
The sincerity in his face eased enough of her suspicion to allow her to relax a little. “Since I don’t know where anything is, that’d be nice.” She pulled out her phone. “Let me get your number and I’ll call you.” 
He rattled off his number, then lightly tapped her windowsill. “Follow me.” 
She watched him walk back to his truck, admiring the way he moved in long, fluid strides. The way his shoulders shifted and the muscles across his back bunched when he lifted his hat, smoothed his hair, and then replaced it back on his head. A tingle raced up her arm. She probably shouldn’t go out with a man she’d just met, but dang it, she was tired of playing it safe. She deserved some fun and this was her adventure. 






  
  Chapter Two

[image: image-placeholder]

Whistling along to the country song playing on the radio, Wayne waited for the red light to change. He was looking forward to dinner with Kitty. A woman who wasn’t going to compare him to anyone else. No expectations other than what she saw in front of her. 
She’d asked if the place was fancy and the slight tremor in her voice hinted that she hoped it wasn’t. He’d assured her the dress code was summer casual and the food standard American fare. He wasn’t sure if she didn’t like upscale restaurants or if she just didn’t have the right kind of clothes with her. Didn’t care. Casual suited him fine. 
Turning into the parking lot, the whistle died on his lips. His mouth went dry when he spotted Kitty standing on the porch of the main lodge. Days were long in June. The early evening sun danced in her dark-blond hair. She’d pulled it away from her face with some sort of hair thingy, but otherwise it hung loose past her shoulders. She was dressed in slim jeans, a silky sleeveless blouse that she’d tucked into her jeans, strappy sandals, and had a shawl draped over her arm. She was magnificent…and looked nervous. Fidgety. This afternoon she’d been in her element and in command. As he drove by, she looked down and he saw the quick intake of breath. 
He released his own breath as he pulled into the parking space. People weren’t usually nervous around him. He was everyone’s pal. Wayne took his time getting out of the truck. This adrenaline rush was unexpected. He readjusted his Stetson to get the right tilt—he’d worn the black one because he thought it made him look more mysterious—retucked his shirt and aligned the  massive belt buckle he’d won during a college rodeo competition. He never thought much about impressing people, but he wanted to impress Kitty. 
She didn’t come down the steps as he crossed the parking lot but let him come to her. The studied look of indifference on her face implied that going on dates was no big deal but the way her arm pressed against her midriff and the trace of wariness in her eyes suggested otherwise. She offered up a Mona Lisa smile and tossed her hair as he got closer. 
Wayne approached her the way he would a skittish horse. Slowly. Calmly. Quiet voice. Stepping up onto the porch, he stood beside her, but not too close. Trust had to be built one moment at a time. 
With a glance up at the puffy white clouds, he slipped his hands in his front jean pockets and rocked back on his heels. “Should be a pretty sunset tonight. The place we’re going to has seating on the back deck by the river.” Shifting his weight, he returned to a flat-footed stance. “I hope you’ll like it. It’s part of the historic district. A taste of old Texas.” He wanted her to fall in love with his home so she’d be tempted to stay a while. 
“Sounds lovely. Any place where I don’t have to do the cooking or serving gets my stamp of approval.” She straightened the shawl on her arm. “Should we go?” 
He offered his hand to her and after a brief pause, she accepted it. Electricity shot up his arm at the innocent touch. “You bet. I can almost taste that steak right now.” He stopped dead in his tracks and looked at her as a thought streaked through his brain like an unwanted vision. “Sorry. I didn’t think to ask what kind of food your liked. If steaks aren’t your thing, they have lots of other stuff on the menu.” Her quick grin loosened the knots in his stomach. He liked that smile. The way it lit up her face, it was bright enough to replace the lights on Broadway. 
“Don’t worry, cowboy. Foodwise, I’m pretty easy to please.” She lightly nudged him with her shoulder. “That steak sounds perfect. Haven’t had one in a long time.” She glanced up at him with narrowed eyes, but the hint of a smile teased her lips. “Does it come with French fries?” 
“Their special round cut fries will have you moaning in pleasure. You don’t have to have any veggies, but I highly recommend their green bean and tomato side dish.” He opened the passenger-side door. More sparks ignited when he cupped her elbow to help her climb in. The surprise in her eyes before she quickly turned her head away had lightning bugs flitting about in his chest. He’d like to believe she was feeling the same heat racing through her veins.
He blew out a slow breath as he walked around his truck. These feelings were new. His heart beat faster. His stomach jumped in anticipation. He didn’t know what it was about his woman that made him want to do backflips, but he decided to savor the moment. Instinct told him that this was more than the novelty of meeting someone new. 
Once he was behind the wheel, she put her hand on his arm. “Thank you for putting me in touch with your motel friend. I never would have dreamed I could have a little cabin all to myself.” 
The adorable way she chewed on her lip before speaking had him wishing he could lean over and taste them. Instead, he swallowed hard. “I’m glad you like it.” After he pulled onto the two-lane road, he clicked off the air conditioner and depressed the button to roll down the windows. Stopping the action midway, he asked, “Do you mind the fresh air? I can keep the air conditioner on if you prefer. I know how you ladies like to keep your hair nice.” 
She depressed the button in her door and finished rolling down the windows. “Not going to do any damage that a brush can’t fix.” Lifting the hair off her neck, she scrubbed her scalp with her fingertips and then peered out the window at the passing scenery. “This isn’t what I imagined Texas would look like. Hills. Trees. Streams. I was expecting flat and dry.” 
His lungs forgot to work as he followed the motion of her hands and the cascade of hair that tumbled past her shoulders. God, she was gorgeous and didn’t seem to realize it. She looked at him curiously and he realized he was staring at her with his mouth hanging open like a fish gasping for air. Not a good look. 
Pulling himself together, he said, “Lots of Texas is exactly the way you described. I think that’s why my family originally settled here. The terrain reminded them of home. The promise this region held. A new start from the hard times they’d left behind.” 
“How long has your family been here?” 
“I’m the fourth generation. Four Kincaid brothers left Ireland and claimed land here in the 1880s. Been raising their families and ranching here ever since. Can’t throw a stick in these parts without hitting a Kincaid.” 
“Roots. I can’t even imagine what that must feel like. A family that stays in one place. Must be nice to be part of something that stretches out over so many years.” She pulled on the seat belt to ease it away from her neck. 
“Yes and no. It’s awfully easy to get lost in the crowd.” He pressed on his chest to ease the ache, then cleared his throat. “Sounds like your family must have the wanderlust. Is that what put your itchy feet on the road?” 
“I suppose it could be in my genes. My folks always looked for something better. The easy way to a quick buck. Grass is greener and all that.” 
“Since this is the only place I’ve ever lived, except for a few years in college, I can admit to wondering the same. Not so much the quick buck but the greener grass part.” He lifted one shoulder in a noncommittal shrug but couldn’t dispel the doubt stomping around his stomach. “Probably human nature to wonder if we’ve made the best choice or if a more satisfying option is waiting around the bend. I sometimes wish I had been more like you. Pointed my truck in a new direction and stepped on the gas.” 
“Why didn’t you?”
“My dad was confined to a wheelchair after an accident when I was a teenager. They needed my help and they also expected me to go to college. Make something of myself. Parents.” He snorted softly. “Pushing us to have it better than they did.” 
“Hmm.” She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth. Her gaze darted around the truck cab, finally landing on his lap. “Nice belt buckle. I didn’t peg you for a rodeo guy.” 
The touch of her eyes in that area was enough to have him shifting in his seat to relieve the tightening in his groin. That wasn’t the only uncomfortable part of his body. A muscle also twitched along his jaw. “Why couldn’t I be a rodeo guy? I’m tough.” 
“I’m sure you could land on your head like a champ.” She steepled her fingers against her lips and looked at him curiously. “You strike me as a stable kind of guy. Feet on the ground. Not so much into risk-taking. Despite what that buckle says. Maybe that’s why you didn’t wander.” 
Her answer didn’t quite ease his funk but it would have to do. “I’ll take that as a backhanded compliment. I’m reliable but not completely risk-averse. After all, I crawl into tight spaces with animals that weigh several thousand pounds every day and they’re not always happy to see me.” 
“There wasn’t anything backhanded about it. Guys who think beyond tomorrow and are working toward building a future”—she grinned and with a wink, pointed at him—“that’s a turn on. But I’m sure you can pound on your chest with the best of them.” 
“No, you pegged me right in the first place. Calculated chances are more my speed.” He turned his hand palm up and moved it back and forth. “I competed some in college but only as a hobby, nothing serious. Tie-down roping was my event. I left the bronc and bull riding to the daredevils. I valued keeping all my body parts intact.” 
Heat rose up his neck at her assessing gaze.
“I for one think you made the right choice.” Her head whipped around. “Oh my gosh. Is this where we’re going?” She leaned forward and put her hands on the dash as he turned onto the main street of the historic district. “I’ve never seen anything like this.” Turning to him, she asked, “Do you think this is how the town really looked back then?” She wrinkled her nose and tilted her head. “When was then?” 
“A German immigrant by the name of Ernest Gruene settled here in the mid-1840s. He and his sons built their homes and planted cotton. More people came and the town prospered.” 
Flicking on his turn signal, he made a right turn and started looking for a parking place. Spying one, he neatly parallel-parked into it. Hopping out, he went to do the gentlemanly thing but found her waiting for him on the sidewalk. Sighing, Wayne slowly shook his head. “You do know that by not letting me open the door for you, you’re putting black marks on my gentlemanly reputation.” 
Kitty rested her hand on her hip and looked up at him with pure sass in her eyes. “I can climb back in if it makes you feel better. Wouldn’t want you getting black marks on my account.” She reached for the door handle. 
He put his hand on top of hers and marveled at both the softness and the strength. Such a tiny little thing. “That’s okay. I like independent women.” He offered his arm and she tucked her hand into its crook. 
“I’m not used to having men open doors for me.” She shrugged. “Force of habit. I promise I’ll do better next time.” 
Tilting his head so he could look into her face, his brows creased. “Really? What’s wrong with the men in Oklahoma? Pretty lady like you. I’d think they’d be falling all over themselves to treat you properly.” 
She looked away and he felt the slight tension in the arm entwined with his. He thought back over what he’d said and couldn’t think of anything that might have upset her.
 “I can’t blame it on the guys. If I wanted spending money when I was growing up, I had to have a job. Never had much time for dating so I’m not exactly up on the protocol.” 
He patted her hand. “Well, we’ll just have to make sure you get the chance to practice your dating etiquette. I hear that quite a bit of flirting and maybe a few stolen kisses are usually involved.” He watched the color creep into her cheeks. 
“You don’t say. And I suppose you’re the man who’d like to show me the ropes?” 
“I think I can hold my own in the witty banter and kissing departments, so I consider myself qualified to mentor a rookie.” Placing his hand at the small of her back, he ushered her forward. “The restaurant we’re going to is just down that street.” He set a leisurely pace as they crossed the road. His lady friends had drilled into him how annoying it was to have to practically run to keep up with a tall guy. 
She stopped walking once they reached the sidewalk and gawked at the sprawling two-story wooden structure off to their left. Painted white with wide verandas on both levels, gingerbread trim aplenty, and an expanse of lawn, it stood out from anything else on the block. “Oh my gosh. The people who lived here must have been rich.”
“Yes”—he nodded back at the grand building she’d indicated—“the folks who built it were considered rich by the standards of their day. Now it’s a hotel. I hear the rooms are all furnished in the style of that period. I think my sister called it Victorian rustic.” 
“I can’t even imagine staying in a place so fancy.”
The wistful look on her face touched his heart. She should have the chance to be pampered and he’d like to be the guy who gave her that chance. Inhaling slowly through his nose, he continued. “Anyway, back to the story. The town prospered until disaster struck in 1922. That’s when the original cotton gin burned down. They rebuilt it but a few years later the boll weevil destroyed the cotton industry. Then the depression hit. People gradually moved away until the town was nothing more than a collection of empty buildings and a fading memory for some old folks.” 
“That’s so sad.” She cocked her head and glanced at him quizzically. “But if everyone left, how did this happen?” She flicked her hand to indicate the buildings they walked by. “It’s pretty lively for a ghost town.” 
“Ah.” Wayne held his index finger in the air. “That’s when fate stepped in. An architecture student from Austin who happened to be working with the Texas Historical Society loved to kayak. On one of his trips down the Guadalupe River in the mid-1970s, he caught a glimpse of the old water tower peeking above the trees. Curious, he set off to see what that was all about. To his amazement, he discovered quite a few buildings from the 1800s and early 1900s that were in decent condition given that they’d been abandoned for fifty plus years.” 
“I’m surprised there weren’t squatters living in them.” 
“The town is off the main highway between San Antonio and Austin. Once the old-timers passed on, people forgot it ever existed. Luckily, that young student found it when he did. Developers had purchased the land from the Gruene estate and had planned to raze the buildings to make room for houses and condos.” 
She made a tsking sound. “That’s what the world needs more of… cookie-cutter houses. Why would anyone want to preserve charm like this when you could tear it down and build boring? Jeez, whatever happened to imagination and vision?” 
“Thankfully, our architecture student fought to keep it from being bulldozed. He managed to convince the developers that renovating the buildings and turning them into business rental space made sense. They agreed and decided it would also make an interesting backdrop for their project. Seems to have worked out well for everyone.” Wayne paused and pointed up at the wooden sign. “We’re here.” 
She sucked in a quick breath. “Oh, wow. Look at all these flowers.” She bent to pinch one of the snapdragons and laughed when it opened its mouth. “I used to love doing that as a kid.” 
Enclosing her hand in his, he led her down the brick pathway toward the renovated gristmill. She was an interesting mixture. Sharp-tongued one minute and a Pollyanna the next. “I’ve reserved us a place on the back deck by the river.” 
A cheery voice greeted them as they stepped inside the rustic barn-like interior. “Hi, Wayne. Good to see you again. Been too long. And you brought a lady friend.” The waitress looked at him sideways while she selected two menus from the stack on the counter. “I’ve got your table ready.” 
“Thanks, Sheila. I appreciate you holding a place for me.” He groaned inwardly. He knew that as soon as they were seated, his childhood friend’s fingers would be flying over her phone as she texted everyone they knew. The gossip mill would be busy tonight. Wayne had shown up at the restaurant with an unknown woman. By tomorrow he’d best be ready to face the inquisition. 
“We always have room for our special customers.” She led the way through the dining room, weaving between the small square wooden tables and then out onto the wooden deck. While Kitty and Wayne slid onto the bench seats on opposite sides of the small picnic table, Sheila removed the napkins draped over the water glasses. At Kitty’s curious glance, Sheila explained. “People seat themselves so when we want to save a table for one of our special customers, we make it look like someone is already sitting there.” Wayne set his hat on the bench beside him and took a quick sip of water. With any luck, Sheila would go away.
“How exactly did Wayne become a special customer? I love a good story.” Kitty propped her chin in  her fisted hand and grinned. “Just between us girls, is he one of those playboy types who brings a different woman every night?” 
Wayne felt inches disappearing from his tall frame as he shrank into himself. Luck wasn’t on his side. When Sheila guffawed and bent down to hug Kitty, he knew his ears must be a bright shade of red. 
“I like this girl,” Sheila said, patting Kitty on the shoulder. “Nothing like that. We all grew up together. Wayne here is simply the best friend any woman can have. Kind of quiet but those broad shoulders are built for someone to cry on. Those cute little ears”—she tweaked his ear—“can listen for hours. And those strong arms are always ready to offer a hug. That’s why we love him. Anyway, I’ll leave you two to look over the menu. Would you like anything to drink?” 
Wayne looked at Kitty. “Would you like a beer?” She nodded. “Two Lone Stars on tap.”
“Your waitress will bring them out shortly.” She tapped the table with the menus before setting them down. “You two have fun now.” 
With a quick drumroll on the edge of the table, he asked, “You think I’m a playboy type?” He hadn’t expected the kick of ego to fill his head. No one, ever, had bestowed that title on him.
She scratched her head and twisted her face in confusion. “Big strapping guy like you. Ripped like a bodybuilder. Thousand-watt smile. Unattached. Good job.” She turned her head and lifted one shoulder almost to her chin. “What else is a girl to think?” Her eyes lowered to study the menu like the issue was settled. 
He reached over and lowered the tall plastic menu hiding her face, forcing her to
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