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Chapter 1

 

Margaret Flemming. What an intolerable name. The last name wouldn’t be so unbearable if it wasn’t directly preceded by the first. To be sure, Margaret is a fair name on other girls who are more suited to it, but for me it is a constant reminder of who I am named after. One Margaret Hall; the sole benefactor of the very wealthy William Hall and a hard soul with an acute and bitter dislike for me. She also happens to be my aunt. My mother thought naming me after her sister would increase my chances of that wealth trickling down to me, though she was absurdly wrong. What my kind and loving uncle ever saw in that woman, I fear I shall never know; but I digress. I have made a decision. Since no one will know me where I’m going, I think I shall call myself Maggie…

The slowing of the train pulled her against the seat, and she caught the small vial of ink that slid toward her. She plugged it up, wiped the pen, blew on her journal before closing it, and placed the writing materials into the side pocket of her luggage that was packed and waiting patiently beside the small table in the compartment. She stood and smoothed the soft material of her full dress. The wide hooped skirts and cream colored bombazine dress were completely inappropriate for the dusty Wild West cattle town of Rockdale, Texas.

The outfit wasn’t her choice. Dear Aunt Margaret had made it a last request that she wear a proper dress as she rode off to her new wanton life. And now she would undoubtedly stand out as the proverbial sore thumb in this small town. “An adventuress,” Aunt Margaret called her, though she’d used the term like a curse. Aunt Margaret’s bitterness and condemnation still stung.

The train let out a shrill whistle and the brakes screeched loudly. The force made her brace against the nearest wall in the tiny space. She picked up her luggage as the train came to a stop, and left through the trim door. Her skirts swished and folded unbecomingly as she moved through the small doorway. No doubt she looked like a bowl of gravy being poured from the compartment. A heavyset man gave her a wide eyed look and shook his head. Maggie stifled a laugh. She had never been good at first impressions, and Rockdale would have something and someone new to talk about for at least a week until the next gossip stole their attention.

The thought made her nervous all over again, and her smile faded as she stepped out of the train and onto the platform. Her bags were terribly heavy and she set them down beside her. All along the platform her recent train mates and their loved ones reunited with happy embraces, handshakes, and smiles. No such reunion was to be expected for her. The man she had traveled to see was unaware of her intentions to visit.

She needed to find a coach and quickly. The mid-day sun bore down relentlessly, and she already roasted in her full skirts. A drop of perspiration raced southward between her breasts, and she sighed as she hefted her baggage. Ignoring the open mouthed stares from the crowd, she headed through the small station and congratulated herself on only being slightly flustered at their attention.

She dropped the heavy bags with an embarrassing thud onto a wooden porch directly in front of a carriage. An older gentleman in a dusty waistcoat and full, gray beard perched on its seat. “May I bother you for a ride, sir? I can pay,” she said.

He studied her with a slight frown. “Where you headed, miss?”

“Roy Davis’s place. I’m a relative.” Well, close enough to a relative anyway.

“I know Roy Davis, and I reckon I can take you to his place. I ain’t no coach though. Those only come through a few times a week right now.”

“Oh.” How embarrassing. “Terribly sorry. I saw you waiting out here and just assumed.”

“Nope. I’m in town pickin’ up a few things. If you’d wait a minute, I can give you that ride. It’s not too far out of my way and Roy is an old friend.”

“Thank you. I would appreciate it.” Could she trust this man? He looked unassuming enough but one could never be too careful. Out of options, she nodded. He jumped out of the buggy and loaded her bags in the back. True to his word, the man returned shortly with two boxes of supplies. After they were off, he introduced himself as Bill Borland.

“Maggie Flemming,” she said, only hesitating a bit as her lips formed the name. “Pleased to meet you.”

“So you’re kin to Roy Davis?” Bill asked.

“I’m his daughter, sir.”

“His daughter? You don’t look nothin’ like him!”

Bill’s surprise was sincere, and her cheeks flushed with heat as he studied her face. She knew what he was thinking. How could dark-as-an-Injun Roy Davis have a daughter with auburn hair, bright green eyes and a smattering of freckles over her fair skin?

“I take after my mother’s side,” she lied.

“I thought you said your name was Flemming.”

“It is. I didn’t take Roy’s name. It’s a long story.”

“Well, good thing we got a few hours before we get there so you have plenty of time to tell that long story of yours.”

“A long story I don’t care to share,” she clarified.

“Suit yourself, Miss Flemming,” Bill quipped, and was quiet.

She may have frustrated the man, she didn’t know, nor did she pretend to understand the inner workings of men’s minds, but the last thing she needed was to unload her family’s skeletons on a stranger who would, no doubt, go gallivanting straight back to town with the gossip. She’d at least try to keep her reputation intact in this new place she was determined to call home.

How would it be to see Roy after so long? She’d never called him Father because, biologically speaking, he wasn’t. Blood aside, though, he was the closest to a father she’d ever have in her lifetime. She hadn’t wanted to leave the caring man behind all those years ago, but Mother was a fearful creature who’d never accepted the wilderness as home. Maybe if Mother hadn’t been brought up in London Society with all the conveniences of city life, she could’ve found happiness out there.

The leaves on the passing trees lifted lazily in the wind and sang a quiet song of homecoming. How Mother hadn’t seen the beauty of the wide openness of this place, she’d never know. Scandal did awful things to people, and Mother had endured her share of heartache. Maybe she’d had a broken heart, and that hadn’t allowed her to see the secret promise in life.

Maggie reached out and plucked a leaf from a low hanging branch as they passed. As long as she lived, she’d never allow a man to break her like her real father had Mother. Leaving a woman like he did, without a care for giving his unborn child a name was the vilest act of dishonor a highborn man could commit. Roy, with his plain way of life and easygoing ideals, had been ten times the man and hadn’t even had a reason, other than he loved her and Mother. The genuine, smiling expression in his eyes still visited her fondest memories of childhood. Yes, there was something to be said about finding happiness in a simple life out here. And seeing Roy again was a start.

She fingered the stack of letters she’d pulled from her baggage to calm her nerves. She and Roy had kept in touch by writing a few times a year. His letters were a reminder of the life she’d loved as a child and left behind. The tattered notes had always brought solace during dark times in her life, and she needed such comfort again as the buggy jerked and swerved closer to the only place she had ever considered home.

The town had changed and grown so much in the past ten years, that she felt disconnected with it. The road to Roy’s homestead passing beneath the buggy’s wheels, however, was just as she remembered. Still rutted with pot holes so deep, they echoed, and peppered with rabbits frightened out of hiding as the shallow-bedded wagon rolled noisily by.

When they neared the first turn off, shivers of excitement fluttered in her chest. Clusters of blooming cactus lined an unassuming dirt road leading away from the main. The turnoff signified the entrance to the Lazy S Ranch where Garret Shaw had lived when they were little. According to the updates in Roy’s letters, he didn’t live there anymore, but she peered as far as she could see across the flat landscape for him none-the-less.

Garret. Her first and only love. Only calf love, as she had been just a child at the time, but the most she would ever feel for a boy. She still thought about him from time to time. Imagined what he looked like all grown up; what kind of man he had become. Roy had grown used to her asking about her childhood friend, and when he wrote, offered tidbits of information on him. Last she knew, he was finishing up his schooling in Georgetown, and had left his father to run the Lazy S. He hadn’t been back to visit in years.

She squinted against the sun as they passed the Lazy S Ranch. What had he looked like? It had been so long ago for a person so young, half a lifetime. He’d had dark hair, though what color she couldn’t recall. Five years older than her, he’d been kind for accepting her younger and constant presence with minimal annoyance. Compared to her, tall, and he’d been as thin as a fence post, no matter how much his mother fed him. What had his features looked like, though? The color of his eyes? Had they been green? Her memories had blurred with time.

The next homestead was Roy’s, and as Bill pulled the team up to the front of the house, Maggie tucked the letters into her luggage. She straightened her dress. The time had come to introduce her memories of Roy to the present day man.

Roy’s cabin was well repaired, but showed the signs of aging. The wood wasn’t the color of new logs she remembered. The bones of the small home had grayed with age, and newer wooden shingles peppered the roof where leaks had been tended to. The porch creaked underfoot and her heart hammered as she lifted a gloved hand to knock on the frail looking door. No one answered. “Roy?” she called as she knocked again. Silence.

Bill hopped from the buggy and sauntered around the house, yelling out Roy’s name, to no answer. “Well, he still lives here, I can promise you that. He runs cattle and he’s probably out with them, is all.” He hoisted himself onto the wagon seat and tipped his hat. “I wish you well, miss, but I’m losing daylight. That old coot won’t mind a bit if you just went on in there and made yourself at home.”

She reached for her small coin purse. “At least let me pay you for your troubles.”

He waved her off and slapped the reins against the backs of the two horse team. “No need.”

“Thank you,” she sang out with a wave but if he heard her, he didn’t show it.

When she opened the door to the cabin, a hundred memories from childhood assaulted her. Every piece of furniture seemed to be in the same place. The small oval dining table was surrounded by four ladder backed chairs and the deep slate sink that took up most of the kitchen still boasted the same old hand pump. The small bookcase had not moved from the shadow of the stone fireplace and the faded floral curtains Mother had hung lifted lazily in the breeze from the open window. Even the smell of bacon grease and yeast bread seemed familiar.

A smile curved her lips. There, beyond the front porch and yard lay the prairie grass so tall it would tickle her waist if she had a mind to stand in it. She’d imagined this a thousand times. Home.

She lugged her baggage inside, set it near the front door, and bit her bottom lip. A change into a dress with lighter skirts would be a relief, but it felt odd to make herself at home when Roy didn’t even know she was there. Padding around the cabin, she picked up a glass perfume bottle Mother had left behind and a folded drawing of an atrocious looking grasshopper she’d done as a child. She touched blankets, curtains, and furniture to re-familiarize herself with the place. In the mirror over the washbasin, she straightened her prim, cream-colored hat. She re-pinned a couple of curls that had come loose during the jarring trip from the train station and plopped onto one of the chairs at the dining table. Weakened with hunger and exhausted from traveling, Maggie lowered her head to her arms on the table. Her eyelids were too heavy to fight to keep open. Eventually, the hours of waiting lulled her into a fitful sleep.

* * * *

The door creaked open. Slam! The wall shuddered with the force of it. Maggie lurched awake to find a pistol pointed directly at her face.

“Who are you and what are you doing in my house?” the man holding the gun said in a gravelly voice.

“Roy?” she said, still half dazed.

The gun was pulled away and clicked loudly as the man uncocked it. A bewildered look crept over his older, yet still familiar face.

“Magpie?” he asked.

The old nickname warmed her. Roy had only called her that when her mother wasn’t around to scold him for not calling her Margaret. “It’s me, Roy. I’m back.”

She stood up in time for him to give her a crushing hug. He was still as tall and gangly, but gray now streaked his dark hair and beard. His brown eyes danced as he looked her over incredulously, and the crinkles of his face deepened when he laughed.

“What’s happened, darlin’? Where’s your mother?” Roy asked after he regained his speech.

Deep sadness welled up inside her, and she swallowed the urge to weep to the only other person who’d understand the depth of her heartache. “She passed about six months ago. I’m sorry to have waited this long to tell you, but I couldn’t bring myself to write it in a letter.”

He was quiet, gazing vacantly somewhere beyond her, then said, “Is that why you’ve come? To tell me your mother has passed?”

“I’ve come to stay, Roy.”

“To stay?” He let go of her shoulders and took a step back. “What about your kinfolk?”

“You mean Aunt Margaret, I suppose. I can’t go back to Boston. Not now, not ever. Boston was never my home, no matter how I tried to make it so. This is the only place I have ever belonged.”

“It’s not safe for you here. This town just got the railway in. It stops here now, but sooner or later they’ll work to continue it. There will be teams of rough men out here. And ranchers from all around drive their cattle here and blow off steam in town. Half the danged town is saloons now. Things have changed since you left.” Roy shook his head. The look in his eyes pleaded with her to understand. “You look fair proper now, Margaret. You’ve built a life in Boston. Best you not ruin that by staying here.”

“It’s Maggie now,” she said, tears stinging her eyes at the rejection. “I can’t go back to Boston. I can’t hear that I’m plain, or lazy, or unwanted, or a bastard child, or a thorn in the family’s name anymore. I’ll take my chances here, where I have a fraction of a hope at happiness.”

Roy heaved a sigh. “I don’t think this is the place for a lady such as yourself, but I’d be mighty disappointed to see you leave again. You’re welcome to stay as long as you want.”

Hoofbeats echoed off the hard packed ground outside. Roy cocked the pistol and opened the door, and she trailed him. Three figures charged the yard on horseback, riding as if they were melded to their mounts as one being. Stunning. Their thunderous entrance made a gray gelding tied to the post out front pull unsuccessfully against his knotted reins. After Roy got a good look at the threesome, he holstered his weapon and waved. The trio came to a stop in front of the porch and the leader tipped his hat to Roy.

He was beautiful, though she had never before coined that term for a man as masculine a creature as he. The man had shoulder length, dark brown hair under his hat and short, dark stubble on his jaw. Tall and trim, he had piercing blue eyes that seemed to bore into her very soul. They didn’t make them like that in the city. Her heart pounded when his gaze swung to her and drank in her dress, face, hair and hat.

His horse was still fidgety from the run, sidestepping. The man tilted his head toward a corral filled with cattle and addressed Roy. “Those the ones you’re driving into town?”

Roy nodded. “Yep, sure are. You drivin’ some too? I heard the prices are decent right now.”

“Yes, sir. Day after tomorrow. We only have eight hundred head so I figured we could take yours up too, if you want. Tell me how many you have and I’ll get you the money after we get back. Save you the trouble.”

“Mighty kind of you. I’d appreciate that.”

She was staring. Indeed, hadn’t been able to take her eyes off him long enough to notice the other two riders. Now he glared at her with a flash of annoyance.

Roy glanced at her and cleared his throat. “This is—”

“Maggie Flemming,” she said, smiling broadly.

The man waited a half second too long to be polite. “Garret Shaw. Come on, Roy. Let’s go take a look at the cattle we’re taking.”

Then he rode off around the side of the house. Her heart pounded in her chest and ears to the rhythm of the receding hoofbeats. Garret Shaw. Bloody hell, the man was her childhood friend.

Roy shrugged and untied the gray horse from the post. He rode off behind Garret and left her to control her shock enough to face the other riders. To her surprise, both were Indians, and one, a young woman around her own age, though her mannish dress made it difficult to tell at first.

“Háu, I’m Bear Claw,” the man, who was older, said with an amused smile.

“Is your name really Bear Claw?” How perfectly thrilling! She had read books about the Wild West and Indians, though she had never met one.

The woman laughed and Bear Claw’s mouth widened in a grin, showing white teeth against his tanned skin. “No, it’s not. People call me Cookie,” he said in a deep, velvety voice.

“But what is your real name?”

“Some people say you should never give your real name to someone else because then they have power over you.”

“Fair enough. I’m Maggie Flemming,” she said with a smile.

Cookie grinned and nodded at the woman behind him. “This is Lenny.”

“Hello, Lenny. Nice to meet you.”

“She doesn’t have any English, but I’m sure she understood,” he said.

Garret rode around the side of the house with the confidence of a man who knew his place in the world. He was powerful and alluring, with the masculine fluidity of some deliciously dangerous, half tamed predator. And those brilliant eyes! They could trap a woman’s spirit with their intensity.

Roy appeared behind him on the gray, and she made a conscious effort to clack her mouth closed. Cookie waved, then he and Lenny headed down the dirt road. Garret turned to leave but must have changed his mind because he wheeled around to the porch so unexpectedly, his horse rolled its eyes until the whites shone. The disappointment that he would leave so soon was replaced by a fluttering in Maggie’s stomach.

“Roy, I don’t know who she is, but you and I, of all people, know a lady don’t belong out here.” Garret kicked the skittish mount under him and gave her a fiery glare, turned his mount and took off after the rest of his party. He left a trail of dust in his wake.

He didn’t remember her. Not only that, but he had, in so many words, told her to leave. Why did those words, coming from someone she hadn’t seen since childhood, sting so badly? His anger echoed through her bones. Aunt Margaret had said worse on a daily basis, but the power of her insults didn’t hold a candle to the careless reprimand that had come from his lips. It was hard to breathe.

As they disappeared, Roy’s eyes softened with sympathy. “He’s had a hard life, Magpie. After his momma died everything went south and stayed that way.”

“In your last letter you said he was still away at school.”

“He was, but his pa passed a few months ago. And as mean as that old bastard was, he did do one thing right, and that was Garret Shaw. He came back from Georgetown determined to get the Lazy S back up and runnin’ again. His pa nearly laid that ranch in the ground with his drinking, so Garret has his work cut out for him, but if anyone can save that place, it’s him.” Roy sighed and worried at a rusty porch nail with the toe of his boot. “Maggie, I know you’ve thought fondly of Garret since you were knee high to a grasshopper, but he’s different now. Hard living and too much responsibility have made him a calloused man. A good man, but not the marrying kind, you hear? Best you get him out of your head before you get hurt.”

Sound advice, but these things were always easier said.

“I daresay he certainly has changed. And for the worse, if you want my opinion.” The dust had settled enough to reveal Garret’s tall form in the distance. “Don’t worry about me, old chap. I’ll not waste my thoughts a minute longer.”

By the look on his face, the traitorous shake in her voice hadn’t been lost on him either. Roy shook his head and put his hat on. “I have to go work on that damned plow while I still have daylight. I could use some company.”

He took off walking toward one of the outbuildings, leaving Maggie to trail after him, and her billowing skirts after her.

In the hours before dark, Roy worked relentlessly on the wood-rotted plow. She did what she could, handing him new wood and proper tools, but hadn’t the faintest idea how to help beyond that. It was a miracle the old plow could even stay upright.

She cocked her head at the splintering contraption. “Looks like you need a new one.”

“No money for that and besides, she just needs a little extra attention and she’ll be right as rain by morning. Hand me that file.”

She did and he worked tirelessly to sharpen the blade. Besides the rhythmic scraping of metal against metal, the only other noise in the clearing was the first yip of a coyote. As it stretched its voice into long mournful notes, she closed her eyes against the green and turquoise streaks in the darkening sky. It had been so long since she’d heard the prairie song.

After a late dinner of dried beef and warm beans had their famished stomachs satisfied, Roy lit his pipe. Every night she could remember from her childhood, he’d smoked, the sweet smell of tobacco wafting around her while she’d played on the rug in front of the stone fireplace.

While he read by the dim candlelight, she wrote of her adventures in her journal. Tomorrow she’d start work on her dress to remove most of the underskirts and take it in, make it more appropriate for her new life. Water was precious and less fabric meant easier laundering out here. The stiff crinoline that held her dress to its full form, she wouldn’t miss at all. Her wardrobe would have to be adjusted, just as her soul and body would.

She’d show them she could be much more than just a proper lady.

 


 

Chapter 2

 

The combination of early morning light streaming through the small window and the rustling of the straw mattress she lay on woke Maggie. The faded patchwork quilt that had blanketed her in the night had been kicked into a lumpy pile at the end of the bed.

She stretched the soreness in her shoulders and back from days of traveling, listening for Roy’s movements around the house. Nothing. He must have risen earlier to start work on the homestead.

Her body, she discerned, was weak and adjusted to city life. That would have to be remedied, and quickly.

She found fresh water in the basin, washed her face and tried to tame her unruly auburn locks with pins. Leaving the hats with their feathers and satin rosettes nestled in her suitcase, she picked the plainest dress of the five she’d brought, a sturdy gray serge, and dressed. She would look more the part of a frontier woman, and hopefully have more suitable gowns when Garret Shaw made an appearance in the next couple of days to drive Roy’s cattle.

Her pulse fluttered. As an insensible afterthought, she dabbed some rose salve on her full lips. Ridiculous little hope. She wiped the salve off with the back of her hand. A brute of a man like him would never appreciate any extra effort on her part.

A trip to the stove brought the discovery of cold biscuits Roy left for her when he’d taken breakfast long before. She took her fare onto the front porch and ate overlooking the view she loved so dearly. The breeze lifted her hair and the air smelled like wheat and cattle. A far cry from the cluttered smells of the city.

Sweating, cussing a string of obscenities, Roy worked the front acreage with a two mule team and the plow he had put so much effort into keeping viable. “Son of a motherless goat on a crutch, you godamned stubborn cockchafer! Haw!” wafted to her on the wind. She smiled. Roy always had a colorful way of swearing, and though her mother had been horrified by it, Maggie couldn’t help but be secretly impressed with his creativity.

“Cockchafer,” she mouthed. Absolutely the worst word she had ever heard, and delightfully naughty to say out loud.

She wiped the crumbs off her dress. Slowly Roy made his way behind the plow, his shirt sticking to his back. She’d learn how to help him out around the house. She hurried to the pump for a bucket of water, strode out to the field and handed him a sloshing ladle.

He drank deeply. “Thank you kindly, Magpie. You bored yet?”

“A little,” she admitted with a smile. “I suppose I need to learn the ropes around here.”

Roy laughed and wiped the back of his arm across his drenched brow. “You remember Buck?”

“Of course! He was the best horse a girl could have. Please tell me you still have him,” she said, grinning like a child on holiday.

“He’s in the barn. Just take him around the corral, though. I reckon it’s been a long time since you rode a horse and I want you safe about it. After you get your horse legs back you can take him farther out.”

She raced off toward the small stable, water sloshing from the bucket in her hand.

“Do you remember how to put a saddle on him?” Roy shouted after her.

“I’m sure it’ll come back to me,” she called behind her.

“Be gentle with him. He’s an older horse now,” he yelled.

The barn was modest in size and smelled of horses, hay, and leather. The air was slightly cooler inside than out and dust motes swirled lazily through the dusty light. Buck must have smelled her because he stuck his head over a stall door and whickered a greeting.

“You’ve grown fat, old friend,” she cooed as she brushed burrs out of Buck’s mane. “You’ve grown fat, and I’ve grown weak. Whatever shall we do to remedy this dreadful situation, huh? I think we can help each other out, don’t you?” She put the brush down and hoisted the blanket and saddle over the horse’s back.

Mounted, she made exactly one turn around the fenced area near the barn. The saddle slipped, almost pitching her off. Buck’s naughty trick of sucking air into his lungs when she tightened up the cinch of his saddle had worked again. How could she have forgotten? She slid dangerously to the side and hobbled off inelegantly to tighten it up. “Snarky little horse. You couldn’t give me a break on my first day back?” she asked the old buckskin horse, smiling. 

Remounted, she walked him around the corral, feeling the pull of long unused muscles. By the time she managed to kick Buck into a trot, the excitement of riding him again had her laughing.

Roy had given Buck to her when she turned seven, and she had always loved riding him. He was a gentle-natured young gelding when Roy presented him to her thirteen years before. Now, he was downright comatose. Getting him into a trot required a surprising amount of effort, but long in the tooth or not, Buck was still her horse and she loved him.

She opened the gate and rode out to drink in her surroundings. Freedom that had never existed for her in Boston filled all the open space, and though she was slow to regain rhythm on her horse, a piece of her opened up. Something that had been closed for a long time; something deep inside her. For the first time in as long as she could remember, she could breathe.

A short yell came from the other side of the house, and she turned Buck around. The mules raced out of the front pasture. The blade had come out of the earth and the plow flailed behind the frightened team on its side. Her breath caught in her throat and she kicked Buck hard to get him going. He lurched, almost dislodging her from the saddle as he took off. She held onto the saddle horn for dear life and pointed him toward the front of the house.

Roy lay about two hundred yards away on a bed of tilled earth, and he barely moved, which confused her. He held a shaking hand in the air as if he hailed her. As she reached him, she reined in the horse and jumped off. Her ankle wrenched, shooting pain into her leg as she landed near her fallen father.

“What’s happened?” she said through a fog of panic, held his head up and put it in her lap.

“The plow— I was trying to fix it underneath and the team spooked. Snake—”

“Shhh,” she murmured. The flesh of his stomach was open and bled freely. Dear God! “Why didn’t you unhitch the horses, you ridiculous man?”

Roy tried to smile. “Don’t boss me around.” He’d gurgled when he’d spoken.

“I don’t know what to do. What do I do?” she whispered. “I’m going to go get help, Roy.” She ripped off a length of her petticoats and put it onto his stomach, placed his hand firmly over it. “Hold that tightly on.”

“It’s too late, Magpie.”

“No! Don’t you say that. This isn’t all I get with you. You’re going to be around for a long time. Hold that tight. Tighter! I’ll bring help.”

If he replied, she didn’t hear it. She scrambled up on Buck and kicked him until she could barely hold on and rode hell for high water. Tree branches whipped at her skin and reached for her like clawed hands as they flew toward the main road. Her breath stayed caught and stifled the lump of fear that filled her throat. Every thundering hoofbeat brought her closer to help, but what if Garret was out with the cattle or in town on an errand? What if she couldn’t find anyone while Roy lay there hurt and alone?

Wilderness blurred by in a messy canvas of greens and browns, and Buck’s labored breathing picked up as the old horse slowed down.

“Come on, Buck. Can’t slow down now,” she chanted, and he held steady, possibly at the sound of her panicked voice. Whatever the reason, she was grateful.

She pulled him through the woods to avoid the corner at the road and raced for the dusty trail that led to Garret’s house. She’d ridden this road a hundred times in her youth, but none of them held such terror as it did now. Every minute was an hour as she pounded toward the house. As it came into view, a great shuddering relief took her. Now, if only she could remember how to stop the horse.

By the time she reached the house, Buck was beyond her control. The old horse had reacted to her fear, and she couldn’t seem to slow him down, now he’d gotten going. Garret loaded supplies with two other men into a flatbed wagon, but it was Cookie who reached her first. He waved his hands and brought the frenzied horse skidding to a stop to avoid him.

“Whoa! Easy there, fella. Easy,” he crooned as he grabbed the reins of the rearing horse.

It was enough to dump her on her rear, extracting a loud yelp as her tailbone felt like it crashed through her throat. The wind was knocked cleanly out of her.

Cookie led the still panicked horse out of the way, and Garret barreled down on her, grabbed her shoulder and lifted her into a sitting position. “Have you gone mad, woman? You could have killed someone comin’ in like that.” His narrowed eyes widened and his jaw clenched. “What has happened?

She tried to drag a breath into drowning lungs, but couldn’t. Then fear for Roy spurred the winded words out. “Roy…hurt bad.”

“Burke, ride for the doc,” Garret said. “Cookie, you’re with me.” He didn’t wait for the men or make sure his orders were followed. “Stay here,” he barked at her, jumped on Buck and tore off for Roy’s homestead, whipping her horse on both flanks with the reins.

He was going to kill her horse, was her last thought before everything went black.

* * * *

“Dadburned woman!” Garrett growled as he kicked the buckskin gelding again, to no improved speed. Maggie Flemming had brought in a nearly spent horse for him to get back to Roy’s place on. He’d tried to convince Roy to sell the blasted nag years ago, but the old man had refused. “Keepin’ him for sentimental reasons,” Roy had said. Damn fool. In this country, riding nags was a deathwish.

Hoofbeats thundered behind him. Cookie, catching up quickly on a fresh horse. A newfangled wave of annoyance with the woman rushed through him. At the helm of his frustration was the sheer amount of times he had thought about her since meeting her the day before. Her fair skin, bright green eyes, dark hair, and freckles had served quite the contrast when she stood next to Roy with his dark, leathery skin. She would have been a right pretty woman if it weren’t for the ridiculous full skirts and the snooty little hat she was wearing. That, and she stood like she had a fence post for a spine. She looked like she was going to a damned ball in the middle of the Texas desert.

That woman was responsible for whatever had happened. Roy knew better than to have a high falutin’ lady out in the wilderness, and now he was paying for it. Well-bred women didn’t belong out on a struggling cattle ranch in the middle of nowhere.

Was she a mail order bride?

He shook his head against the thought. Roy wasn’t the type. If the old man had lost his mind and gotten hitched, some stupid mistake by that city slickin’ lady would surely bring him around again.

By the time the house came into view in the distance, his worry had convinced him that Roy had probably only cut his finger or some other such injury common in the daily life they led. The small amount of blood had probably sent the skittish woman into a tither. Roy was likely sitting up in his house with a bandage on his pinkie drinking moonshine, and they’d laugh together about the dramatic tendencies of city folk.

Then he came upon Roy, lying in the dirt of his front acreage, barely moving and soaking the earth beneath him with his blood. Garrett cursed and jumped off the horse before the panting creature had even stopped moving. Cookie was right behind him, pulling quickly gathered medical supplies from the saddle bags of his own horse. By the amount of blood and the paleness of Roy’s skin, the bandages would be of no use.

“Roy. Roy, you still with me?” he asked the old man. The man who had acted as a father for him when his had failed.

“Garrett,” Roy breathed with a pained smile. “I thought you wouldn’t get here in time. I’ve been holding on.”

“C’mon, old man. Save your strength.” He leaned closer to block Roy’s view of his stomach.

“I’ve already seen it.”

Garrett took Roy’s trembling hand. “It’s not so bad,” he said as he shook his head slowly in denial of a fate that, by the grim look on his face, Roy had already accepted.

“Listen to me. Listen!” Roy demanded hoarsely. “The woman you met. Maggie.”

“I don’t care about that woman—”

“Please, Garrett. The woman is Margaret.”

“Your daughter, Margaret?”

Roy nodded. “I want you to marry her.”

Maybe he’d heard him wrong, or maybe they were both in shock. His shaking hand was slick with warm blood from the man who’d taken care of him during the darkest parts of his childhood. The man who’d written him every week he was away at school. And now Roy wanted to tether him to the girl who’d hurt him the most? His old friend wouldn’t ask if he was in his right mind. “No. You ain’t thinking straight. You don’t know what you are asking.”

“I do. It’s gotta be you, Shaw. I don’t trust no one else to take care of my girl but you.”

“Look, Cookie’s here. Stop talkin’ and he’ll get to work on you and you’ll be okay.”

“Stop,” Roy said as he put a hand up in Cookie’s direction. “Cookie, tell the boy I won’t live past what I got to say.”

Cookie shook his head at Garrett.

“I don’t have time,” Roy said weakly. “Marry her. It’s my last request. Say it.”

“Roy—”

“Say it!” Roy commanded, gripping Garrett’s hand with what little strength remained.

Resignation dragged him under the waves of anguish that threatened to drown him. “I swear it. I’ll marry your girl and see her taken care of.”

“Boy, if you let her, she’ll be good for you,” Roy whispered. His last breath was just a soft sigh as he passed. His dark eyes remained open and focused on him, like he was beseeching him, even after death.

He sat back in the dirt as Cookie covered Roy’s eyes with his hand and whispered the lyrics to a prayer or song that didn’t quite reach him. There, in the dusty rays of sunlight, lay the shell of the best man he’d ever known.

* * * *

Maggie came to, and for the briefest of moments couldn’t remember her name. Above her were the exposed wooden beams of an unexpected ceiling, and as she sought pockets of coolness under the sheets with her arms, the bedding rustled in an unfamiliar way. The pillow smelled crisp and masculine. She was in Garret’s bed.

Her heartbeat tripped into a furious pace. She had never been in a man’s bed before, and the thought of those blue eyes and firm physique had her thoughts turned in a shocking direction. Were his strong arms as hard and unforgiving as they looked? Maybe they’d soften if he put them around her. Had he ever lain in that bed and thought of her those many years?

“Miss?” a man asked in a deep voice.

Heat flushed her cheeks. She wasn’t alone.

“Miss, my name is Brian Burke. People around here call me Burke. I work for Mr. Shaw. Do you need anything?”

Maggie sat up and shook her head to rid it of the last remnants of an unsettling dream she couldn’t quite remember. Burke was a thin man with light brown hair and a darker, short beard, and sat in a chair in the corner of the room, his hat hanging from his knee. His dark eyes were worried with a genuine concern for her well-being. The sympathy in his gaze, so like... Roy. “Is Roy all right? Did Mr. Shaw find him?”

“I can’t say, miss—”

“Maggie,” she finished for him.

“Maggie. They ain’t back yet. I’d say that means they found him, though.” He gave her a small smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “If you need anything, you let me know. I’ll be out front loading the wagon. Just holler.” Burke put his hat on, leaving her to wallow in her fears.

The room was small and the walls unadorned. A washbasin stood under a wood framed mirror and a straight razor lay waiting by a pitcher. To her left was a small writing table with an oil lantern ready to battle the dark. A simple wooden chair sat in the corner and served as a stand for a knee length duster jacket. Even the window lacked the color of curtains. The decor of the room was manly, clean and simple, though it somehow still felt like a home a woman could find herself comfortable in. Stop it, Margaret, she thought angrily, punishing herself with her given name. A vision came of Roy’s open stomach, and she balked against the memory.

She was confident in Garret. When Roy had been hurt, she hadn’t even thought about where to go for help. She’d pointed Buck in Garret’s direction because she’d known he would be cognizant of what needed to be done. She looked down at her hands. They shook badly, despite her determination not to fall to pieces. “Keep busy until I know more, then,” she said.

The reflection in the mirror extracted a shocked gasp. Her hair hung in loose curls, not a one remaining in its pins. Her face was pale and blotchy, and her dress had a mixture of dirt, what smelled and looked like a streak of horse manure across the back, and blood from where she had wiped her hands after holding the rag over Roy’s wound. Ripped tendrils of petticoat hung from the bottom hem. Clearly, the light gray dress, her most appropriate for this life, was ruined.

“Cockchafer,” she whispered, turning again to scrutinize the smelly brown streak across her posterior.

Ugh. She was horrifyingly filthy. Washing up would be her first order of business while she waited for news of Roy. She’d have to find water, though, because the washbasin was empty. She emerged from Garret’s bedroom and ambled slowly into the living area, and pulled up short. The bones of the cabin were the same, to be sure, but that was where the similarities to the house she remembered stopped. He had changed everything, and it gave her an odd sense of dizzying discomfiture to stand in a place so like and so different from her vivid memory.

Mrs. Shaw and Mother, who’d been dear and fast friends, spent a great deal of their spare time together in this cabin. While they’d visited, mostly complaining about the dust and heat and inconveniences of the wilderness, she’d been free to spend hours playing with Garrett. Hide and seek. Rustlers stealing cattle. Jumping into the piles of soft fragrant hay in the barn. Swirling around on a rope swing and climbing trees. Always, climbing trees.

The Lazy S Ranch accommodated much more acreage, and subsequently, more head of cattle than Roy’s smaller homestead. The main house was also bigger than Roy’s, though she had forgotten just how much. Garret’s cabin boasted three fair sized bedrooms, a small upstairs loft, a kitchen and living room big enough to fit a large dining table along with the seating. Most of the furniture was unfamiliar, and that which she recognized had been rearranged, giving the home an altogether new and unexpected feel. She liked it. Everything was pristine and in its place. She hadn’t expected tidiness from an unattached man such as Garret.

Desperate to avoid Burke’s gaze falling on her manure stained rump, she headed through the kitchen and out the door. The pump was on the side of the house, but she could just as easily get to it from the back of the house as from the front. She filled a bucket and returned with it to Garret’s bedroom and closed the door firmly behind her. After she made the bed, she removed her dress carefully and scrubbed at the stains with a rag and water. At last, the dust and stain across the back were mostly gone but the bloodied handprints were a permanent fixture, as they’d had plenty of time to dry and set.

With a growl, she set to washing herself as best she could without the convenience of an actual bathtub. She saved her long, dark hair for last and felt around it for pins to refasten it. Only two remained. The rest presumably lay somewhere in the pasture between Roy’s place and Garret’s from her wild ride.

“Fine. Down it is.” She used the two pins to fasten the front of her hair to the sides, and rechecked it in the mirror. Oh, if Mother could only see her now.

Her appearance hadn’t improved much after all of her efforts, but she didn’t care as much as a lady probably ought. Once dressed, she went into the den and waited in a large, comfortable chair by the cold hearth.

Hours later according to the relentless ticking of the clock, she was joined by Burke. He’d brought over a dinner of beef stew and hard, yet edible, cornbread he’d made in the field hands’ cabin. Though she wasn’t hungry, Maggie set to the task of eating as if it were a chore. She would need her strength if she were going to tend to Roy like he would need.

She and Burke sat quietly in the den that night. Neither said much as they listened for any noise outside that would announce Garret’s return.

Garret and the other ranch hands had not returned by the time her eyelids grew too heavy to keep open, and she drifted off in the chair. She awakened in the deep of night with what was likely a perfect wood grain imprint on her cheek from the table, and stumbled into Garret’s bedroom to take advantage of his comfortable bed. Though improper to lie in a man’s bed, she had lain there earlier in the day. Best not to muck up two beds with her dirty dress. And she was so sleepy, she couldn’t have found her way to another room if she’d tried.

* * * *

A soft breath in the quiet of the morning. The subtle creak of the floorboards under a boot. A stirring of the air that told her she wasn’t alone. She opened her eyes. Slouched and exhausted looking, Garret watched her from the chair Burke sat in the day before. His elbows rested on the arms of the chair and his hands were clasped in front of his mouth.

“You bite your nails,” he said in a deep, gravelly voice. “Not an attractive habit in a woman.”

“You bait people too early in the morning, sir,” she replied, and glanced down at herself to make sure she was decent. “Not an attractive habit in anyone.”

Eyes sparking with the barest hint of anger, he stood and stalked to the door. “I’ll be waiting in the den when you’re ready.” He glanced over his shoulder at her once and then slammed the door behind him.

There was tragedy to his unhappy demeanor. Garret truly wasn’t the kind and carefree boy she remembered.

Early gray dawn light filtered through the curtain free window and nearby, a rooster crowed. Though the bed was comfortable, she had slept fitfully after the disturbing day before. Maggie washed her face and fiddled with her hair for a few seconds, but gave up quickly in her haste to find out about Roy. Her full skirts swished and dainty leather shoes clacked across the wooden floor as she headed into the den. Lenny and Cookie sat solemnly at the table and Garret stood, leaning against the fireplace. He looked every bit the impatient predator.

“Roy passed. There was nothing we could do for him,” he said softly. Sternly. He stared at her as if daring her to show emotion. “You didn’t tell me he was your pa.”

“You didn’t ask,” she said, voice shaking. She stood frozen in grief, unable to escape his piercing eyes.

“Margaret?” he asked.

She nodded. “I go by Maggie now.”

“Roy was good people,” he slowly bit out then paused. “And you and your ma just up and left him.”

Lenny jumped up from her seat. She stabbed an accusing finger at Garret and yelled a string of unintelligible words. Cookie opened the front door with a sorrowful expression and Garret preceded him out the door.

How could Garret be so cruel? She loved Roy, and this place. Had never wanted to leave it. A sob broke from her throat before she could stop it. Lenny turned on her heel and caught her as she crumpled to the floor, and crooned comforting words. The Indian girl’s words turned to a soft, moving, and whisper-quiet string of notes that rose from her throat as she mourned Roy’s passing with her.

They didn’t have to speak the same language. They both knew heartache.

 


 

Chapter 3

 

The men gave Maggie an hour to mourn before they grew impatient to return to Roy’s and hold the funeral. “A body doesn’t keep long in this kind of heat,” was all Garret said.

When she ambled outside, a stout older man introduced himself as the circuit preacher. He droned on for a time about how lucky she was that he happened to be in town when Roy died. As the dull numbness of grief covered her like the chill of a late winter blizzard, the preacher’s voice faded to a background murmur.

Alone. She was completely alone.

Lenny held Buck’s reins out to her. Thank the Lord, Garret hadn’t actually killed her horse in his efforts to get to Roy. She mounted and rode beside Lenny as the circuit preacher led them toward Roy’s homestead. Shaw, Burke and the other men rode behind them and Cookie drove the buggy. Though she couldn’t see Garret, she felt his gaze from behind. As if the tender place on the back of her neck was laid open to his prying eyes, the fine hairs there prickled and rose beneath her long tresses. More likely, he was glaring at her tattered state of dress, so she did her best to ignore him.

The men dug the grave under a huge oak tree toward the back of Roy’s property. The climbing tree from her childhood. When she looked skyward to the branches, she could still see the remnants of the old rope that had long ago held a crude wooden swing. Roy swung her in it when she was little, and when she got older, Garret became her climbing partner. She traced a hesitant fingertip over the faint carving of Garret’s name in the trunk. Maggie turned to find him watching her with stormy eyes filled with some emotion she couldn’t fathom.

The preacher read scripture over the grave, and though she was quiet about it, tears traveled down her cheeks, searching for solace in the ground beneath her feet. After he finished, the preacher nodded to Garret, who cleared his throat.

“Roy was like a father to me when I needed one. He stuck up for me when my pa was being an ornery old cuss, and he showed me what it is to be a man. When I was little I used to imagine what life would have been like if God had seen fit to give me to a man like Roy. I’ve never met a better man.” He picked up a handful of black earth and tossed it into the grave. “I hope you know what you are doing, old man,” he mumbled then put his hat on and plodded off toward the house. The rest of the crowd followed shortly.

What had he meant, that he hoped the old man knew what he was doing? Garret would likely forever be a mystery to her.

Her full skirts puffed with air and slowly deflated around her as she took a seat next to the black hole that held her lifeless father. She’d stayed behind to mourn in private but, unable to look at the still, blanket wrapped form below, stared instead at the crude wooden cross serving as a headboard to Roy’s eternal bed. Lenny and Burke waited a short distance away.

As the last of her sobs died and no more tears would come, Burke returned. As he shoveled dirt onto the grave, she ambled back to the house, Lenny beside her. The girl’s dark almond eyes looked as if she wanted to say something but couldn’t, and Maggie smiled and took her hand as they walked. That day, Lenny had shown her more kindness than anyone ever had except perhaps Roy, and she was grateful.

They neared the house, and the others stood out front. Cookie and a couple of men were gathered around Garret, who, from the looks of it, was cussing fit to turn his mother in her grave. Lenny stared solemnly straight ahead of them. Did the girl understand the curses, or just Garret’s tone? Cookie dusted off Garret’s vest and shirt, as if in an effort to make him look presentable. Odd.

Whatever the men were up to, she had no inclination to get involved. She wanted to be alone with Roy’s things, in the home that had built her. Lenny disappeared around the side of the house as quiet as a breath, and Maggie stepped through the back door to Roy’s cabin.

Her luggage lay open and disheveled on the quilted bed. Dresses and petticoats spilled over the sides and even her small jar of rose salve had been tossed haphazardly onto the pillow. She could have sworn she’d packed her belongings neatly the morning before.

The front door banged open, and she jumped. Garret barged in and tossed his hat on the table. From the disconcerting way he stared at her, she couldn’t tell if he was going to kiss or kill her. Heartbeat thundering away in her chest, she waited for him to speak.

“You look different than you did when we were little,” he started, sounding almost angry.

“So do you, Garret,” she said. What had offended him now?

He stepped forward until he stood directly in front of her. Raw power seeped from his very being and the brush of it against her skin brought a delicate shiver across the back of her shoulders. Could he see how much he affected her?

Neck stretched, she drank in his towering height. His brilliant, sky blue gaze touched places in her she hadn’t even known existed until that very moment. He stood so close, his warmth reached for her and she took an unintentional step closer. He was an intoxicating man, like the first sip of fine whiskey, and it left her dizzy to be this near him.

“I remember you had this ridiculous fiery red hair when we were kids.” He gently lifted a long strand of her wavy hair, now dark as a redwood. A look of tenderness flickered across his face before it was replaced with one of disdain. Her breath caught at his touch. Even angry he was beautiful. Like an avenging angel.

Garret pulled away and dropped her hair then rounded on the open luggage in two long strides and picked up the gaudy cream silk dress she had worn from the train station. “This one will do.” In his work-roughened hands, the shimmering material looked fragile, ridiculous. “It will remind me of exactly what I’m getting myself into.”

As he tossed the dress in a billowing heap onto the bed and headed for the door, she put voice to her confusion. “Garret, I don’t understand what you are talking about most of the time, but today you have been speaking to me in puzzles. Why would I wear this dress for you?”

He wheeled and faced her. “Because I aim to marry you. Today. Right now. I have to get the cattle to the train station tomorrow and the preacher has other engagements so this will be our last chance for a while.”

He couldn’t be serious. Marry her? She barked a laugh.

The determined expression on his face hadn’t changed. Peals of laughter burst from her, then more until the look in his eyes rivaled the coldest winter. At last, between gasps for breath, she could speak. “You don’t love me, Garret. Bloody hell, you don’t even like me.” Still chuckling, she wiped moisture from the corners of her eyes. “Why on God’s green earth would you want to marry me?”

“Trust me, darlin’, there is nothing I want less. But Roy made it his last request. Said you didn’t have any other options. Said it had to be me to take care of his girl, that he didn’t trust anyone else. And I, the damned fool that I am! I gave him my word.”

“Well that is very serious,” she said, hiccupping a laugh. She might actually be hysterical for the first time in her life.

Roy had been trying to give her what he thought she wanted. She loved him even more for that, but a marriage of convenience to such a hardened man could never work.

She tried not to smile. “I’m sure he would forgive you if you changed your mind.”

“I’m an honorable man, Miss Flemming. I’ve never broken my word, and I don’t aim to start on a dyin’ man’s last wish. Do you have any other options? What about family? Do you have someone in the city you can live with? ’Cause if so, we can both get out of this, and I’ll go tether myself to some other half crazed woman. One who at least stands a chance of sticking around when things get tough.”

Who did he think he was, speaking to her in such a manner?

But she couldn’t beg her room back in Boston after she’d left Aunt Margaret so merrily to come to Rockdale. Even if she did, no way on earth would she be able to endure her aunt’s hellish tongue for a moment longer. She had been too happy to leave in hopes of finding a place to fit in. Go back to her old life and subject herself to begging an allowance off that horrid woman? Never! Her life would have to be in Rockdale to find peace.

“Sorry, sir, no other options. I’m sure I can make it just fine on my own though. I’ll…learn how to run this place.” Even the words on her tongue sounded farfetched. She couldn’t cook or back a plow, and even if she were fast to learn, she still needed someone to show her how to do things first.

“Ha!” he barked. “Even if you could somehow manage it, the bank is going to take this farm, and then where will you be? I’m not discussing this any further. Get dressed!” He slammed the door behind him.

Lips pursed and a look in her eyes saying she’d heard everything, Lenny entered through the back door and joined her by the bed.

“Infernal man! Son of a…cockchafer!” Yes, that felt nice. Her cheeks were on fire and she chugged breath like a racehorse, but she didn’t care. He demanded she marry him, and on the day her father was put in the ground? If any less romantic gesture existed, she couldn’t name it. Decidedly uncivil of him. “Hey, let’s get married today. I have to get the cattle to the market,” she mocked in a deep, unattractive voice, swinging her hips.

Laughing, Lenny held up the cream colored dress.

Maggie glared at the flashy garment, biting her thumbnail. “I think not,” she said with a smile.

* * * *

The look on Garret Shaw’s face as she strode onto the front porch was a vision she would treasure for the rest of her life. Her dress was a daring red color and nearly recklessly low cut. Though the skirts were full and modest, the bodice clung to her form, and had small sleeves and layers of black beadwork. Never intending to wear the dress again, she’d brought it because it represented a cherished memory.

She had dared to wear it to a ball in Boston to upset her aunt, and indeed, Aunt Margaret almost had a conniption. The doctor was summoned to sort out her frayed nerves. For once in her life in that cold home—victory.

At the party she had worn a large necklace to make her feel more covered, but tonight, in the cool evening on Roy’s land, she left her collarbones exposed and cleavage bare. Though the necklace covered enough, the fabric’s lack of coverage was utterly scandalous. She had pulled her hair back with her boldest pins to expose the fair skin of her back. Several layers of rose salve and a dab of perfume between her breasts had finished her wedding look.

Never had she had more interested suitors nor a fuller dance card than on the night she’d worn the red dress to that ball.

Open mouthed, the look in his eyes icy with fury, Garret stared. The other men turned to see what had so fixed his gaze, and their expressions became eerily similar. Behind her, Lenny stifled laughter.

“Okay, boys, I do believe there is a wedding to be had. Let’s get this done, shall we?” Maggie snapped, marched to Garret and stood beside him. The preacher took his place in front of them.

“What happened to the white dress?” Garret gritted out from between clenched teeth.

“I lost it,” she said, glowering up at him. “And don’t tell me what to do.”

His narrowed gaze drifted to her decolletage then he spun toward the preacher, took his hat off and ran a hand through his hair.

The preacher cleared his throat and slid a glance to her dress. Once. Twice. He cleared his throat again and began the service. The look on Garret’s face should’ve turned her to stone. At the edge of her vision, Cookie stood, shoulders shaking from laughter that didn’t quite reach her.

The vows were simple enough, but as she tried not to think of what she was saying, she fumbled. This is my wedding day. I am marrying Garret Shaw, nagged and sent her pulse racing faster than it already was.

This day wasn’t at all how she’d imagined it would be. The entire time she and Garret repeated the vows, she glared at him and he at her, and when the preacher announced he may now kiss his bride, she gasped. Certainly not, would she be kissing Garret Shaw.

By Garret’s startled expression, he hadn’t considered kissing her, either. “That’s all right,” he said, almost growling. “I think Miss Flemming and I would like to forgo that one.”

“Mrs. Shaw,” the preacher corrected. “Now, kiss her so we can go.”

Garret stared at the preacher just long enough to make it awkward and sighed, then turned that steely blue gaze on her. Her breath caught in her throat. She’d never kissed a man before. Which was as it should be, for she was a gently raised young lady. She didn’t doubt for a moment though, a man like Garret Shaw had experienced intimacy by the wagonload.

Eyes closed, she waited, unable to look at his angry face another second for fear of losing her courage. She felt his hands on her arms, a gentle touch, and the softest, barest brush of his lips against hers. A beat, then he pressed his mouth more firmly to hers. The fabric on his chest caressed the bare skin on hers. A warm sensation deep inside her pressed downward, and the need to feel closer to such a powerful creature was staggering.

He pulled away but left his hands on her arms for a moment longer. When she opened her eyes, a menacing glower rode his face. He pulled his hands away and the absence of his strong arms made her stumble forward.

“Load up,” he snapped, headed into the house, and without a look back at her, disappeared inside.

A trembling hand over the exposed skin of her chest did nothing to stifle the acute disappointment of Garret’s willingness to be absent.

* * * *

The men had packed her belongings and the few things she wanted to keep from Roy’s cabin in the wagon’s flatbed and tied Roy’s mules to the back of the buggy. Garret and his men drove Roy’s cattle to the ranch, which would cause them to arrive much later than she, Lenny and Cookie had.

She leaned against the wall opposite Garett’s bedroom and glared at the closed door for what seemed like a considerable amount of time. Would he expect her to share his bed? Naive though she was about the intricacies of intimacy, she was well aware of the marital duties expected of a woman. Garret’s angry leer did not bode well for gentleness from him tonight. She chose the room across the hall from his instead.

Miserable, she leaned against the closed door to her new bedroom as if it could keep all of the ghosts away. She’d had such high hopes of finding happiness in this wild place. Memories of her childhood home were ones she’d breathed for in the darkest days of Aunt Margaret’s care. It had taken years to carefully tend and grow the courage that led her to escape Society and seek out a relationship with Roy again. She’d dreamed of how this time would be, and within a day all her hopes had tumbled into the mouth of an insurmountable darkness.

Roy was gone and now she was married to a cold callous stranger. The war between the memories of her childhood friend and the man he’d become weighed on her heart. Surely she couldn’t shoulder any more emotional burdens. He wouldn’t care that she’d chosen a different room. He’d made it clear he wouldn’t enjoy sharing her marriage bed. How could he enjoy intimacy with someone he loathed? A combination of grief for her loss, fear of an uncertain future, and anger at an unwanted marriage to someone who would surely break her where Aunt Margaret failed turned her stomach into knots.

Biting her lip against treacherous sobs, she finished unpacking her belongings and lay on her new bed to quietly cry herself to sleep. This life was raw and surreal, a dark dream she would wake up from at any time and she desperately needed the sweet release of unconsciousness to begin to heal.

* * * *

Maggie opened her eyes to darkness. It must be late evening. Her ears prickled with the eerie silence of an empty house. Garret could be sleeping, but more likely, hadn’t come back from the ranch’s frantic attempt to ready everything for the cattle drive the next day. Cookie had told her this was Garret’s first time heading up the drive, and a lot rode on it since this would be the first step in saving the ranch. If it didn’t go well, or they didn’t get the price they needed, the ranch would go under. And fast.

Seated at the small desk in the corner of Garret’s den, she lit the wick of a candle that waited readily upon it. She guessed she could call it her den as well, which seemed bizarre.

 

My dearest Uncle,

I hope this letter finds you in good health, even though I know you are missing me terribly, as I’m sure there has been absolutely no entertainment since I left. Who will you secretly tease and laugh at in my absence? All fun aside, this letter will shock and sadden you, and then shock you again. Don’t worry if you get halfway through and feel you cannot go on. The story has a somewhat happy ending, just like the books I know you so love.

I have arrived safely in Rockdale, and though I have a considerable amount of adjusting to do, Roy met me with open arms and made me feel right at home once again. I feel a freedom here, Uncle. From the moment I stepped off the train, I could inhale fully for the first time in a long time. I have met an Indian girl here named Lenny who I have decided I was meant to be bosom friends with. She is wonderful, and beautifully exotic and intelligent. She doesn’t speak a bit of English, though I suspect she understands it just fine.

Now for the saddest part of this story. Roy passed away a day after my arrival, to my heartbroken regret. How is it that I am only to have one day with him? It seems eternally unfair to me. Am I blessed to have spent that one day with him before his fate took him? Or, did I bring this bad luck to Rockdale?

And now, take heart. I’m no longer Miss Flemming, ill-reputationed bastard child. Oh, cease your sputtering, my dear uncle. You and I both know it was the most common name thrown about when I was in town. I am now Mrs. Shaw, first lady of the Lazy S Ranch. Are you impressed by my fortitude in securing a husband so quickly, when years in Society didn’t produce such a miracle? I am surprised and impressed right along with you. Don’t worry about me, Uncle William. My husband is handsome, and honorable, and terribly arrogant, but I suspect you all are at this age, am I right? I’ll write again soon.

Maggie Shaw

 

She’d made the letter sound as if she were happy and well adjusted. So what, if that couldn’t be further from the truth? It wouldn’t help anything to have Uncle William worry about her, or Aunt Margaret spouting I-told-you-sos.

The pen cleaned and set in its holder, she sat back in the desk’s wooden chair. She wasn’t tired, and would talk to Garret about the situation they had found themselves in. Preferably in a civil manner, but one could never tell how any discussion would go with that insufferable man. More likely than not, the conversation would end with her wanting to choke the life out of a fence post, but she was willing to give talking a try.

Garret probably was staying out on purpose, to avoid confrontation. Did he think she would jump out and molest him? Not likely!

She took the candle into her room, left it there and picked her way carefully through the unfamiliar house. In the chair in the den, she waited. Sure enough, within minutes, booted feet clomped on the porch. The door creaked open slowly, and a slash of moonlight and the slight glow of the candle from the bedroom revealed Garret’s tall form.

“Ha!” she said, victorious.

Garret jumped like a jack rabbit and skittered backward. He scowled at her. “You scared me near to death, woman. What are you doing, sitting there in the dark?”

“Waiting for you, naturally.” She tried not to smile, but scaring him made her feel better. “I think we should talk.”

With a sigh, he dropped his hat on the table. “No.”

When he tried to sidle past her to the bedrooms, she sidestepped and stood in front of him, arms crossed. She hadn’t waited around all evening to give up so easily. “No, you won’t even talk to me? I am your wife, Mr. Shaw. You don’t like me. You have made that abundantly clear. It doesn’t, however, pardon you from showing me the respect of a conversation about your intentions.”

“Look here, Margaret—”

“Maggie.”

He squinted at her. Likely he was having as much trouble seeing in the dark as she was. The candle in her bedroom offered little in the way of illumination. “Maggie, I have to be up to drive those cattle at dawn tomorrow. I’m tired, I’m hungry, and in no way up to fighting you tonight, so please...” He gestured for her to scoot aside.

Compromise it was. “Fine,” she said. “We’ll talk on our way into town tomorrow, then?”

He gave a harsh laugh. “Oh, no. There is no way you are coming with us on this drive. I saw the way you ride a horse, and I can’t be saving you every two minutes. You’ll stay here. I’ve already talked to Lenny and she has agreed to stay with you. She’ll show you around.”

Oh, sod it all. You couldn’t compromise with a rattlesnake. “When will you be back?”

“A week at least,” he replied testily.

No doubt, he loathed that he might have to answer to anyone. “A week? Why so long?”

“Because we only drive the cattle fifteen miles a day so they don’t lose weight,” he said in an overly patiently tone, as if she were a petulant child. “It’ll take us a few days to get them to the train station, and then we have to corral them and negotiate a price. In the day we waited to bury Roy the price might have dropped, I don’t know. If it has, we may wait a couple of days for it to come back up. Won’t know ’til we get there.” Garret sighed. “You ever use one of those?” He nodded toward the three rifles mounted on the wall by the door.

“Of course I have,” she lied, not about to admit any more weakness.

He raised an eyebrow. “Great. Well, use one if there’s trouble. Good night, Maggie.” Then he stepped around her and disappeared into his bedroom, slamming the door behind him.

Worst wedding night ever. Her life was so terribly different from what it had been.

 


 

Chapter 4

 

Maggie woke from a fitful sleep to the sound of murmured orders, the jingle of harnesses, and the rooster, which seemed to have an irrational need to crow continuously. Burke yelled at the unknown someone who’d taken the last buttered biscuit, and wood slamming against wood reverberated as boxes of supplies were loaded into the back of the wagon. The men were preparing for the drive at dawn and they weren’t being quiet about it.

Her bedroom was at the front of the house, so the window gave a great view of the bustling activity. A shawl tightly around her shoulders against the crisp coolness of the morning, she peeked through the window searching for…something.

Garret. Giving orders and tightening the cinch on a big, dark chestnut horse. The animal was tall and well bred. The early morning light reflected off twitching muscles as he stamped his front hoof. Irritated or not, the animal was beautiful.

He flattened his ears testily as Garret finished saddling him, and she snorted. The horse seemed as arrogant as its rider. No less an animal would have done for such an unapproachable man as Garret Shaw.

Her heart ached when the men headed out. She hadn’t expected him to say goodbye, but a look back in her direction would have been nice. How obnoxious, that she felt anything for her impossible and infuriating husband.

Husband. She plopped un-fetchingly onto the bed. Idiot was more like it.

Having washed, and dressed in a light blue silk gown, she headed into the kitchen, where Lenny waited at the table. The girl pointed to the stove and sat back, eyes bright and lips quirked in amusement.

“Me? Make breakfast? My cooking would more likely kill you than fill you.” Maggie shook her head. “Huh uh.”

Lenny repeated the gesture, then got up and took stoneware canisters of salt and flour and pans out of various cupboards, holding each up in front of Maggie in turn. Then she pointed in the direction in which the men had disappeared and made horns on her head with her fingers.

“I don’t understand,” Maggie said. “Garret?”

The girl nodded enthusiastically.

“Garret is a bull? I know he’s a bull-headed man. Is that the symbol we are using for him? Bull?”

Another nod and a smile

“We need the symbol for donkey.”

Lenny frowned, head cocked, and Maggie brayed like an ass. A peal of laughter came from the Indian girl, and she couldn’t help but join her.

Recovered, Lenny began again, making the symbol for Garret, and then pointed to Maggie and shook her head in mock sadness.

“He doesn’t think I can make it out here. He doesn’t think I can do anything?”

Lenny nodded slowly.

“Will you teach me?”

Smiling, the girl held up the flour again. Lesson one.

* * * *

Without Lenny’s guidance the biscuits would have been in flames, cooked until they resembled unappetizing hunks of black coal. Thanks to her, the biscuits didn’t taste half bad and mopped in molasses with a side of fried eggs, breakfast was just this side of heaven.

After they’d had their fill, Lenny took her riding. She didn’t show her much, other than to adjust her posture, but they went on a long ride around the ranch. Perhaps both to give her time in the saddle so she could adjust to riding again, and to become familiar with the place she would now call home.

She’d explored the land in her youth, but it was something more with Lenny, who pointed out rock formations jutting from the craggy earth, creatures that were invisible to the untrained eye, and followed indiscernible trails.

Behind Lenny, she ducked branches and sidestepped rocky terrain and when her escort pushed her to take Buck up a steep embankment, squeaked in fear. As terrifying as it had been, upon reaching the top and experiencing the view, oh, what a feeling of accomplishment. She could see for miles. A view like this didn’t exist in the city. Clusters of bright green trees dotted the landscape and a river wound through the land like some great serpent.

By the time they dismounted in front of the house, her muscles ached from the combination of riding the day before and the long ride around the ranch. Lenny laughed as Maggie strode tenderly into the house. She must look every bit the bowlegged cowboy. If one ignored the fancy dress, of course.

Lenny packed up a lunch of leftover biscuits, cheese, dried beef and an apple for each of them, careful to show her where everything was, then took a couple of long-barreled rifles off the sturdy hooks that held them. One lesson on how to hold the gun safely wasn’t nearly enough, but the Indian girl headed out the front door, leaving her to follow clumsily behind.

Lesson or not, she held her weapon like it was a snake. The rifle looked even more dangerous in her soft, unpracticed hands, and when the barrel of the gun snagged one of her perfectly pinned curls and threatened never to let go, Lenny stepped in and put an end to her frantic flailing. Kindly, her experienced teacher only rolled her eyes once.

They plodded around the side of the house and headed in the direction of Roy’s place, and the thought of him had her sinking in despair. He should’ve been here to show her how to shoot, encouraging her with his kindness and dry sense of humor. By the time they stopped at a lane where a wooden table had been set up, she was close to misery.

Lenny took the gun from her, set it upright against the rickety, weather-worn table, then holding Maggie’s hand, led her to a giant cottonwood. In the shade of the sprawling branches, she sat with Lenny and ate lunch.

In the wake of the rifle trying its best to maim her curls, her hair had fallen from its pins and likely resembled the nest of some deranged buzzard. Perhaps Lenny worried she’d be privy to another such incident; the girl sat behind her and deftly weaved her thick auburn hair into a single braid much like hers.

With the most admirable calmness and efficiency, Lenny showed her how to load one of the guns, stand, and aim. She placed sticks in divots carved into the table and when she motioned, Maggie aimed at the first one.

How hard could this be?

Crack! went the gun, and would have made her jump if the stock slamming into her shoulder hadn’t beaten the noise to it. She stumbled backward, crying out.

Eyes screwed up and shoulders shaking, Lenny appeared like she tried not to laugh.

“Bollocks, that hurt!” Shocked, she rubbed her throbbing shoulder. There had been no warning for the gun’s kick. Both the blasted rifle and her new friend had betrayed her.

Lenny hurried to her and made her hold up the gun again, and pressed the rifle’s butt tightly into her shoulder. That hurt. She held it more loosely, and the Indian girl put it firmly back.

“Tightly? Won’t that make it hurt more?”

A shake of the head from her tutor only renewed her skepticism. “Fine and dandy. Since you are the professional gunslinger, I suppose I shall have to trust you.”

At the thought of enduring such pain willingly a second time, her heartbeat hammered but she pulled the sight to the sticks once again. Fear caused her to jerk the trigger. The shot went wide and high, missing the target.

Lenny breathed slowly, once, twice, and holding her breath on the third inhalation, mimed pulling the trigger gently. Then standing behind her, showed her how to caress the trigger while she stilled her breathing.

It took exactly seventeen shots to hit the target, but oh, the feeling of that final success! She’d weathered the pain of each shot, braved every pull of the trigger, knowing the gun would ram into her injured shoulder. All of that, well worth the feeling of empowerment when the bullet finally splintered the wooden target. “Ha!” she yelled.

Out in the uncertain wilderness where men lived by their guns, it was a great feat. Lenny even let her celebrate for a few moments. Then eyebrow arched, the girl handed her another bullet. Never before had Maggie shaken from happiness, but there, in that moment, she was brave and no one could take it away from her. And without Aunt Margaret or Garret around, no one tried.

For the rest of the lesson, she fought through the pain and by the end had become a fair shot at this short distance. After they unloaded the last of the ammunition, she and Lenny headed back to start on the chores around the ranch.

Working a ranch was different from what she remembered. The boundless energy that fills young children had fled her in the years of pampered living. Barely able to lift the saddle from Buck, she exhausted her arms trying then shook with fatigue as Lenny showed her how to muck out the horses’ stalls.

But she would earn her place, so hefted pitchforks of dirty, heavy hay out of the stalls until her back wouldn’t let her bend anymore. Perspiration soaked her dress through, strands of moist hair were plastered to her forehead, and her once smooth nails were lined with filth.

When the stalls had been spread with fresh hay, she stumbled after Lenny and hauled buckets of feed to the animals in the barn. Then she loaded small bales of hay with the Indian girl into a wagon and rode with her on the seat out to the bellowing herd of breeding cattle that had been left behind.

Back again to the barn. The two giant and fully intimidating brown milk cows seemed completely unimpressed with her withered grip as she stabbed her non-working fingers at their full udders.

“Muaaah!” then a clunk was her reward as the second uncooperative beast—perhaps having got the idea from the first through bovine telepathy—kicked over the bucket with a piddling amount of milk in the bottom.

With a sigh, Lenny nodded toward the bustling chicken coop. A generous-hearted girl indeed, to take pity on her.

Collecting the eggs, she dropped three. She simply couldn’t find the strength in her attractively clawed hands to get the eggs safely from the nest boxes to the woven basket hanging from her arm.

Feeding the chickens was her favorite chore. That feeling when dumping the grain onto the floor, and then when she left... Oh, blessed victory. From the sheer volume of the animals’ grouching, it was apparent she’d need to help with these chores earlier in the day from then on.

In the house, she kicked off her high button leather shoes, which now lacked polish and smelled suspiciously of whatever came from the south end of a northbound horse, and slumped into the chair closest to the fireplace with a loud groan. Every muscle and bone ached, from her swelling ankles to her pounding head.

She had never worked so hard in her life. The blisters on her hands had long since broken and now weeped, her south end was sore from the saddle, and her shoulder, likely seven shades of purple from shooting that day.

She glared balefully at the barren stove. Desperate for the day to be at an end, she ate a carrot and a stale piece of bread then escaped to the restful sanctuary of her room. When her head finally hit the pillow, she was already well on her way to sleep.

* * * *

Lenny woke her early the next day, no doubt trying to train Maggie’s internal clock to recognize dawn as its new waking hour. Good luck with that. She valued sleep in the mornings and on this one, more than any other, her body ached for more. Every muscle hurt and her hands throbbed where numerous blisters had emptied themselves in the night.

Lenny made a mystery salve that soothed them a little, but the pain returned with the slightest motion. Until the simplest task had become excruciating, she’d never truly appreciated how much one used their hands.

Stiffly, she stoked the fire and laid a healthy portion of bacon into an iron skillet. When the fragrant strips of meat were steaming on a pair of dented metal plates, she cooked shredded potatoes and beans in the grease and admired the two small mountains of food she’d made. Maybe she could fend for herself after all.

The more she moved, the better her aching muscles felt. The minute she stopped for a rest, however, they constricted and begged to remain perfectly still. Like a snake on a cold day, growing slower with the bite of the chill.

Her motivation was Garret. And when she forgot him for even a moment, Lenny only had to sign “bull” and anger flared, enticing her to work harder, and for longer. She’d show him how wrong he was about her.

Remembering the ingredients to the new breakfast she’d made that morning proved confusing. She ripped three pieces of paper from her beloved journal and, in great detail, wrote instructions for the meals. In hopes that Garret would never find them, she hid them in the bottom of a kitchen drawer. That ghastly man didn’t need any more ammunition against her.

While she’d been writing, Lenny had studied her with an amused expression. If only she could explain to the Indian girl that she would learn to help with the ranch to the best of her ability, but she’d do it on her terms. She wasn’t about to change the fundamentals of what made her Maggie for anyone, man or woman.

With a feverish appetite, she devoured the hot meal and after cleaning up and wrestling her thick hair into a bun, set out to do chores. When the animals had been fed, Lenny pointed to the saddles and brought the horses in from the corral. It took three painful heaves to sling the saddle over Buck’s burly back, but at least she remembered about tightening the cinch this time.

Another imaginary trail through the wilderness, following Lenny on her paint Indian pony. The establishment of a routine was a welcome one. This ride led in a wide loop around the northernmost parcel of Shaw land and ended in front of the house.

With the horses tied contentedly to a post out front, she lifted her skirts and hefted a rifle more comfortably than the day before. Riddled with potholes, the hike to the crude gun range proved dangerous to her heeled, leather encased ankles but Lenny seemed patient enough, and waited as she picked her way through the rugged terrain.

Vigorous hand motions and much pointing. Her teacher had decreed she must work on firing the rifle from a greater distance.

After she was comfortable with the weapon and a pretty decent shot, the dark headed girl instructed her with a longer, heavier rifle, which required better aim and a steadier arm to hit the targets. It would take time, but given enough practice, she might be a decent markswoman. What would she ever need the skill for, though?

Lenny took her rabbit hunting. The Indian girl’s buckskin pants and dark cotton shirt, her belt loosely keeping the waist tapered, and her soft moccasins quieted her footsteps when stalking their quarry. Drat the blasted things, her full skirts were not in any way stealthy or quiet, and rustled and swished like the rapids of some angry river.

Another rabbit raced away. The second one today, scared far too soon to shoot from a reasonable distance. Lenny gave her an exasperated glare, and Maggie smiled in apology and hiked her skirts up, revealing leather shoes with a small heel. Shaking her head, Lenny sighed dramatically.

Maggie stifled a laugh. “These will never do, will they?”

Lenny motioned for her to stay put and stalked into the brush. After sitting against a large tree for what seemed like an hour, a shot rang out, and her companion arrived shortly with one plump and very deceased rabbit dangling from her hand. Disgusting. What was she supposed to do with it? She attempted to school her expression so as not to look horrified, but likely failed miserably. Eyes narrowed, Lenny studied her then tossed the rabbit at her feet, took a knife from her belt and handed it, hilt first, to her.

“No, Lenny. I don’t think I’m ready for this. It’s just a little bunny. Nope. Hmm-mm.” She shook her head vigorously. Her task master waited, arms crossed.

Apparently the girl had a stubborn streak that rivaled even Garret Shaw’s, because it wasn’t long before Lenny showed her how to gut a bunny. While plodding back to the house, a much lighter bunny in her blood covered hands, something inside her shifted. It was as if she had sloughed off a layer of reserve. Like a sliver of weakness had been left in the pile of bunny innards. When she lived in the city, she never would have imagined in her wildest dreams having the courage or stomach to do something so base.

But she did. No longer was she the frightened woman who couldn’t do much more than dress herself. As she tried not to let the self-satisfaction show too terribly much on her face, Lenny smiled sunnily at her.

The triumphant feeling lasted only until they arrived in the kitchen, when Lenny goaded her into skinning the poor creature. Cutting the meat under her mentor’s direction, she started a rabbit and vegetable stew that simmered for the rest of the day. Though the rabbit stew was satisfying at the end of the long day of toil, having experienced the bloody work that had gone into making it, eating it was hard.

She would get used to it though. She hoped.

* * * *

Though I am not long for my bed, Maggie wrote the night of the fourth day, yawning with tiredness, exhilaration compels me to document my thoughts. Pride is a sin, Aunt Margaret always told me. No matter, I cannot help but find my accomplishments of the past few days thrilling. Is it a sin to take pride in the work of one’s hands? I think not.

From the housemaid who lays the fires in the morning to the butler who oversees serving dinner, Aunt Margaret’s servants performed their duties with quiet efficiency. Certainly they do not have a shining-eyed Indian girl making horns above her head to goad them on in their labors, but Lenny and I now work the same way. Still she does not speak, yet a wealth of conversation in her eyes and expressions guides me through her instruction. Her smiles of praise and silent companionship gladden my heart.

Today I earned her approval when, not once but three times, I knocked the twig from the table at the longest distance yet with the biggest rifle. So far away were we, it was difficult to tell where the table ended and my target began. Take that, Garret Shaw!

That insufferable man penetrates my thoughts. He is not here, yet I cannot get away from him. Indeed, thoughts of those eyes of his watching me only spur me on to greatness.

In the privacy of my journal, I can say this. His presence would be welcome. Despite the man’s chilly nature, I am almost ashamed to admit, sparring with him fires my blood. Most unladylike—I can hear Aunt Margaret now—but he makes me feel alive.

Thank heavens he will not see my dimwitted failures. A blatant misuse of the damper this morning, the house filled with smoke. Lenny and I running for the yard, coughing up soot. Yesterday, a loaf of bread so unfortunate, it looked like a lava rock displayed by the Boston Society of Natural History. Perhaps by the time Garret returns, the stink of smoke will have dissipated and he will never suspect. One can only hope.

But, I now can recognize the look in Bossie’s eye when she’s about to knock over the milk pail, rude beast. And know not to trifle with the biggest hen in the coop, whom I have named Red Meg, after Aunt Margaret. Evil of me perhaps, but maybe I’ll feel kinder when the scar on my hand from her furious pecking is gone. I have learned to watch the kettle, on to boil for the laundry. A difficult lesson to be sure, as the green silk dress now sports a large singed patch near the hem. And, that the kitchen knives deserve respect for a reason. Another petticoat is in tatters, gone to make bandages for the knife’s revenge on my hand.

That I now have the knowledge is the important thing. No one will carry me in this life here. If I need something, I will have to make it or suffer without. I can pull my weight, and will prove my mettle. Four days, and I am finally starting to find my rhythm.

 


 

Chapter 5

 

Maggie sucked air through her teeth, laid down the knife she’d used to cut the pie, and gave her bleeding hands a rest again. If only they’d heal so she could get a break from the pain. As usual, Lenny had dutifully slathered her palms with salve this morning, but there had been too much work to be done around the ranch to let her hands rest for long.

Lenny must have taken pity on her and decided to wait on shooting lessons today. After breakfast she’d wrapped Maggie’s hands and set to teaching her how to make a pie with peach preserves.

She’d managed not to kill them with her other meals, and sitting there with its steaming golden crust, the finished pie looked decent. Smiling at Lenny across the table, she took a bite.

Baking then, had proved to be her Achilles heel. This tasted like absolute rubbish. Incredibly frustrating. Would she ever be able to make something tasty?

From the sour face Lenny made after tasting a bite, she didn’t appreciate the bitter qualities of the pastry either. Perhaps she’d used too much salt.

Faint hoofbeats against dry ground in the distance brought her chewing to a halt to better hear. Garret wasn’t due back yet. Was she wishfully imagining the sound?

Lenny gave her a frightened glance, rushed to the window, moved the thin curtains aside, peeked out and froze. By the time Maggie had glided to the window to see what had frightened her friend, Lenny was loading the shorter rifle and pistols. Maggie leaned against the wall and pulled the curtain aside with the barest brush of her fingertips. A stranger approached, wearing leather leggings tucked into fine boots. His button-up cotton shirt accented the imposing breadth of his shoulders.

Her mouth went dry. What did he want and why was he calling while the men were in town? And what in bloody hell had Lenny—immovable brave Lenny—so frightened?

Lenny shoved the rifle into her hands. The weapon felt good in her grasp, and her familiarity with it sparked a flicker of pride. Lenny put the pistols down, and with desperate speed unwrapped her bandaged hands. Well, that couldn’t be good.

The man was close, and Lenny signed and whispered in her language. What in God’s name was the girl trying to say? Her fingers were flying through the gestures. She must have realized it, and slowing down, pointed to herself, put her finger to her lips. She picked up the pistols and motioned for them sneak out the back door and around the house.

Hopefully, she’d understood the Indian girl well enough because the man was already tying his horse to the post outside. He took a step toward the porch, and she flung the front door open and pointed the rifle at his face. “What do you want?” Maggie heard the steel in her own voice.

The man put his hands up in the air and slowly backed off the entryway. He was tall. Handsome and thickset, but not from overeating. A man didn’t get such brute strength from eating too much. He had dark blue eyes and sandy blond hair, from what she could see peeking out from under his hat. The feral way in which he looked at her made her think of the cougars she’d read about when she lived in Boston. The man was tame, but just barely.

“My apologies. I didn’t know anyone was here, miss.”

“Then what are you doing here?” Damn her voice as it shook!

“Just came to take a look at the ranch.” The man watched her with the narrow eyed, calculating look of some bird of prey, as if deciding whether to tell her more. “Name’s Wyatt Jennings. My sister’s about to marry Garret Shaw. I was making sure this place was fit to house her.”

He was lying. Not about the first part; that very well could be true, but the last part held such a false note and was followed by a cocky smile as if he didn’t care whether she believed the lie.

“Well, it will be very difficult for your sister to marry a man who already has a wife.” She still aimed the rifle at Wyatt but the end of the barrel had dropped to his chest. The gun grew heavier by the moment, and her arms screamed for relief.

Wyatt’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. The look was then replaced by one of unrivaled anger. The venom in his glare made her throat seize up. He was a dangerous man and his attentions, regrettably, focused on her at the moment.

“You’re married to Garret Shaw?” he asked.

She gave a slight nod. Slowly.

“He was in talks with my father and sister to take her as a wife. Why in the hell would he go and marry you instead? You don’t seem his…type,” he ended with a sneer. “My sister comes with a hefty dowry, you see, and everybody knows Shaw is desperate to save this ranch from ruin.” He looked her up and down, lingering on the swell of her bosom. A cold, clammy sweat broke out across the palm of her hands. “I can see your appeal, though. You’re a pretty lady with a right proper accent. Can’t blame a man for wanting you.”

An icy chill slid down her spine. The way he was inching closer to the porch...

She raised the gun, aimed it directly at his face again. Her arms protested but found the power to obey with the aid of the adrenaline laced blood that pumped through them. “Get off my land before I blow a hole through you, Mr. Jennings.”

“Now, Mrs. Shaw. I don’t think you would really want to do that. Not a lady such as yourself.”

She pulled the hammer back on the gun with a satisfying click. “Don’t try me,” she ground out through gritted teeth.

The rage was squarely back on Wyatt’s face. He spun and untied his horse. “You know, I heard Shaw and his men are in town for at least a few more days yet.” He mounted his horse then leaned forward and spat into the dirt. “I can’t say I’m all that worried about this news, though. People die around these parts all of the time. Part of life, especially for people like yourself, not built for the terrain. I have a feeling my sister will get her man, and being a betting man, I’d say sooner than later.”

Wyatt’s threat was sincere. Fear slithered from her spine to settle somewhere in her gut.

“Since you are alone out here, I think I’ll come callin’ tomorrow. Maybe the next day, too. I think over time you’ll grow to like me, Mrs. Shaw.”

He wheeled his horse, kicked it into a furious pace, and the shotgun sagged in her shaking arms. Lenny peeked around the corner of the house, nodded to her. While the girl headed to the barn to saddle their horses, she rushed inside to pack a few necessities. Wyatt Jennings might come calling the next day, but she and Lenny had no intention of being there for it. Not without backup.

* * * *

She took the main road into town with Lenny at a trot, listening for hoofbeats and hoping to avoid Wyatt Jennings if he were headed in a similar direction. Lenny threw worried looks at her often, but she ignored them. She was too busy trying to pick her way through the maze of her own thoughts.

Jennings was no doubt a villain, and easily an insufferable ass, but had no reason to lie about Garret’s betrothal to his sister. How silly of her, to assume Garret didn’t have a life before she came bumbling along. Did he love the woman? Was she beautiful, as only a woman willingly chosen by Garret Shaw should be?

Maybe Jennings’s sister was the reason he’d distanced himself from her. The questions whirled on and on, like a tumbleweed on a windy Texas day. Unable and unwilling to think of anything else, by the time the first shops at the edge of town appeared on the horizon, she’d worked herself up quite capaciously.

She was foolish to care. Garret Shaw hadn’t managed to say a single civil thing to her since she’d arrived in Rockdale, so why should she care if she ruined any chance of him being with that Jennings woman? He was the one who’d insisted on marrying her, and now he would strap her with this pestering guilt over ruining his chance at love? Absurd!

The tips of her ears grew hot. They had likely turned bright red as they did only when she was truly upset, but that did nothing to calm her escalating fury.

She followed Lenny into town, as the girl seemed to know exactly where to find the men of the Lazy S and rode straight to a building called the Brass Buckle. From inside came the sounds of women singing and laughing drunkenly. Loose women, no doubt. A saloon.

“Really?” Maggie raised an eyebrow at Lenny.

Her companion looked around as if she were uncomfortable. Passersby stared at her and Lenny, open mouthed. The townspeople’s reaction could very well have been caused by the sight of an unfamiliar lady with full skirts flowing off the back of a buckskin horse as she pulled up before a notorious saloon. More likely, because Lenny was Indian.

The girl’s frown drifting to the vicinity of the saddle horn said she thought along the same lines.

Maggie pulled her mount closer to Lenny’s and glared down the closest man, but the girl jumped off skillfully, took Buck’s reins and twitched her head to the side, signaling her to dismount. After she had done so, Lenny led the horses off in the direction of a crude stable near a hotel.

“Okay, now what,” Maggie mumbled, squinting at the saloon doors.

* * * *

“Danged woman,” Garrett muttered as he lifted another shot of cheap whiskey to his aching forehead. He’d seen his dad drown himself in the bottle too many times to count, so rarely drank the throat-scorching liquor. Now at the tail end of the week he’d had though, he’d try anything to escape his misfortune, even if just for a little while.

Down the counter to his left, Burke talked up a woman on his lap. A saloon girl, wearing a bright blue dress with black lace trim cut so low at the neck, her plump womanly attributes were likely to tumble out. Her hair was piled in curls on top of her head. The amount of rouge on her face did little to hide her bad skin and even worse breeding. More than three quarters of the way to being unable to see a hole in a ladder, Burke didn’t seem to mind in the least. Lucky him.

The boys always took rooms above the saloon when they stayed in town. The railroad had only come through a few years before, but the saloon was their traditional place to cut loose when they drove the cattle in. Before the train, they’d had to drive the cattle at least a month to make it to other cattle towns further north. After his nicer digs in Georgetown, the Brass Buckle left him unimpressed, but the men had worked hard for him. The hands deserved a break where they wanted.

If not for the blasted guilt niggling at him, he’d lose his mind and take one of the whores upstairs. But he was a married man now, and it meant something.

He sighed and downed his drink.

“Ahem,” someone said in a dainty, ridiculous accent as the saloon doors swung creakily open. “Has anyone seen Mr. Garrett Shaw?”

Maggie stood at the front of the room, searching for someone with her gaze and looking every bit the lamb in the lion’s den. He had seen all of her dresses. This was the plainest one she owned, but still leaps and bounds fancier than was fashionable here. Her hair was pulled back and pinned like some frilly woman in a catalog picture, and the small, frail looking hat she wore did nothing to help her fit into her surroundings. She was a striking young woman, he had to admit, but must be lacking in brains if she thought it a good idea to show up at the Brass Buckle. Men and whores only. The sign outside said as much.

“What now?” he muttered, slammed his shot glass on the table, and threw some change on the counter. “Thanks, Milly.”

The woman behind the bar nodded and continued to wipe the wooden top with a rag.

He spun around and strode up to Maggie in long strides that echoed off the silent walls of the saloon. “Sorry for the interruption, fellas,” he said to the men, who had as one frozen in whatever position they’d been in when she’d arrived. He grabbed her hand and barged out of the saloon with her in tow.

“Unhand me, you…you…barbarian! What on earth makes you think you can handle a woman like this?”

Legs locked against any forward motion, she wrenched her hand out of his grip. She stared at him as if she actually expected him to apologize.

“What’re you doing here, Maggie?” He was furious and there was an edge to his voice, but so what?

She opened her mouth and shut it. Then, dammit, opened it again. “What are you doing here, Garrett Shaw? Four days married and already seeking out a loose woman? You’ve made it clear you don’t respect me in any way, but this is unacceptable.”

He growled. Must the woman air their differences for the entire blasted town to see? Howie Raddick and his wife Hannah had pushed their way through the gathering crowd on the porch of the dry goods store to watch the show, and Raymond Hill was wearing the biggest, dumbest grin he’d ever seen. Any minute now, that trouble stirrer would be clapping and cheering the argument on.

He pinched the bridge of his nose in an effort to relieve the tension building just behind his eyes. What could he say to her? She had a point. He knew how it looked. “Where is your horse?”

“Lenny took him over to that stable by the hotel, I think.”

“Lenny’s here, too?” Aw, hell. If she’d braved coming into town, something big had spooked her. He headed off in the direction of the stable, leaving Maggie to trot after him. “What’s happened? I know Lenny wouldn’t come into town without good reason,” he said when she’d almost caught up to him.

“I need to talk to you about something,” she said low, casting glances at the gawkers. “In private, if you don’t mind.”

He slid her a glare. Someone petite and soft smelling collided with him. Anna, wearing a light blue dress and toting a feminine-looking umbrella. Hell and damnation.

“Oh! Mr. Shaw!” Anna exclaimed.

Arranging his expression into one of politeness, he caught her arms to keep her upright.

Any man could see the woman was pretty, with her blond hair neatly pinned in a bun and eyes the color of a clear spring sky. Her lips were full and pouty, and the color that rose on her cheeks was becoming on her. He could almost see Maggie bristling at the way Anna smiled at him. “Miss Jennings. I’m sorry. I didn’t see you coming,” he said.

Anna laughed, a charming tinkling sound. “That’s fine, Mr. Shaw. I didn’t see you either, though I should have seen a man your size comin’ from a mile away.” She leaned into him and whispered, “I must say, it has been my pleasure runnin’ into you.”

Garrett gave her a half smile. He rarely knew what to do with Anna’s boldness.

Maggie stepped forward. “Hello, Miss Jennings, was it? Maggie Shaw. Pleased to meet you.”

“Shaw?” A slight wrinkle furrowed Anna’s brow.

In hopes of biting back the swear words ready on his tongue, he clamped his mouth shut. In no way did he want to explain the situation then, or ever, if he were completely honest. He’d dreaded this confrontation ever since his blasted agreement to Roy’s final request. Trouble was coming and he had no power to stop it.

He cleared his throat. “Anna, I’d like to introduce you to my wife.” Though he’d bitten out the last word like a curse, for the first time that he’d called her his wife, it still counted.

Maggie shivered beside him like she’d taken a chill. Simultaneous dirty looks from he and Anna stilled her quickly enough though, thank God.

“You’re married to her?” Anna didn’t even try to disguise the disgust in her voice or the scowl on her face. “I wonder what my pa is going to have to say about this, Mr. Shaw. You two practically shook hands on our arrangement, and you know he doesn’t take kindly to Indian Givers.”

Was this tiny woman threatening him? He shouldn’t have been surprised. She was a Jennings, after all. Probably born to extortion.

Maggie looked like she wanted to kick his almost-betrothed in the shin. It was time to go, before that redheaded little hellion did something unwise. Again.

Somehow, he’d managed to dodge one bullet by standing directly in front of another. He sighed with tiredness and tipped his hat. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out, Miss Jennings. It was nice to see you again.”

And by nice, he meant grating.

When he grabbed Maggie’s hand again, she yelped, but he led her around the fuming Anna Jennings and toward the direction of the stables.

“It was nice to have met you!” Maggie called back behind her. No doubt she’d said that to piss Anna off more than to be polite. From the ear-maiming shriek that sounded from behind them, she had likely succeeded.

Garrett tossed the stable boy a nickel and brought their horses out. Lenny followed closely with hers. Once mounted, he had to wait for Maggie to hoist her skirts over the buckskin’s back. How dadburned long did it take the woman to settle into a saddle? In the time it took to preen her skirts to adorn her horse’s backside just so, he could’ve ambled back into the saloon and taken a road shot to prepare him for whatever obnoxious conversation she’d foist on him next.

“What? You try riding in these blasted skirts!” she exclaimed.

His patience back in the shot glass at the Brass Buckle, he held his breath for a five count then said, “Lenny, can you take her to the dressmaker? Get a few readymade dresses and have them put it on my account.” He glared at Maggie. “I can’t stand watching you flounce around in that get-up anymore.”

Her chin lifted and she leveled a fiery look at him. “I don’t flounce. And anyway, I don’t need your money. I have a bit of my own. It’s not much but it should cover a few dresses.”

“Suit yourself,” he said. “I’ve got to talk to Burke and try to find Cookie. You ladies go on ahead and I’ll catch up. I’m taking you home.”

* * * *

Sitting outside the dress shop astride his restless mount and watching through the large window, Garret fumed. He’d mistaken how long it took women to shop for dresses, and by a long shot. He’d already talked to Burke and Cookie about heading home, which should have given Maggie plenty of time to be in and out of the dressmaker’s shop. They should have been on the road already. Long ago, damn it.

She saw him waiting, by the furtive looks she darted at the window, and if the way she stuck her prim little chin in the air as she spoke to the dressmaker was any indication, chose to ignore his glares. Thunderous looks, if his reflection in the window had any merit.

Lenny had escaped to her horse shortly after he’d arrived, which likely had more to do with her withering under the portly dressmaker’s cold stare, and less to do with the tedium of dress shopping. Did Maggie think the same? From the way she snapped peevish, one-word sentences at the woman who was trying to extract gossip from her, she must have.

When Maggie finally came out of the dressmaker’s shop with three brown paper wrapped dresses, he was minutes from losing his mind and dragging her from the shop. If she’d thought to teach him patience, she hadn’t succeeded.

“Took you long enough,” he muttered while she untied her horse from the hitching post.

She ignored him and mounted Buck. While he put the wrapped dresses into their saddle bags, she waited, lips pressed in a line. Now she had nothing to say?

Without another word, he kicked his horse and turned him down Main Street toward the Lazy S.

“Your manners really are atrocious,” Maggie sang after him.

Though he couldn’t resist throwing her a steely glare, he held his tongue. The woman was a burr under his skin, and maybe it would annoy her. No woman had ever been so irritating. “Only fifty years to go,” he groused.

 


 

Chapter 6

 

Maggie held back on the ride home to the Lazy S because Garret made it obvious he didn’t feel like talking to her. He focused instead on Lenny and asked her questions in her language, which she answered minimally.

Unexpected tenderness warmed her for the way he treated the Indian girl. After the stares and rude mutterings from the townspeople, Garret was a stark contrast. She hadn’t seen him treat Cookie or Lenny differently than any of the other people who worked for him on the Lazy S. If anything, he went to Cookie more often than anyone else for tasks he wanted to get done right the first time. How had they become such a pivotal part of daily life at the ranch? For the hundredth time, she wished fervently that she could communicate with her new friend.

Lenny turned in her saddle, glanced at her and nodded her head up to Garret, who led the way on his chestnut stallion. The girl was right; she was wasting precious time, and Garret would have no excuse not to listen to her out in this wilderness.

She kicked Buck and pulled him up beside Garret. He must have caught the movement out of the corner of his eye because he turned a surprised look on her.

“You seem better in the saddle,” he said. “More comfortable. You been riding while we were away?”

It was as close to a compliment as he had ever given her, and she was pleased as punch. But was he teasing, though?

No, his expression appeared genuine. The hard glints of anger had left his eyes. “Lenny and I have been riding around the ranch every day. It truly is beautiful out there.”

Garret nodded, and silence blanketed them again.

Dear Lord, now how to start up a conversation with a man who could barely tolerate her? Small was best, perhaps. “What is your horse’s name?”

“Doesn’t matter.”

“It does to me.”

Silence, except for the clop of hooves and the squeak of leather.

She’d spoken quietly, so perhaps he hadn’t heard her.

“Rooney.” He sighed and jerked his head toward her horse. “Buck? I heard you call him that.”

“Mmm-hmm. He’s my big boy,” she said, giving Buck a pat on the neck. “Roy gave him to me when I was seven. I don’t know if you remember. We were great friends, Buck and I, before I left.”

Garret’s face darkened. What had she said wrong now?

He nodded at the approaching clouds in the distance and kicked Rooney into a trot. “We need to get to the house before dark. A storm’s coming and we don’t want to get caught out in it.

“I know you don’t like to talk to me, but there is something you should know,” she said over the increased noise of the horses’ pace.

He slowed Rooney again and looked at her with an impatient glower, waiting.

“We didn’t come into town so I could bother you. You seem to think I like being a thorn in your life.” She sat up straighter in the saddle. “But I don’t. And I’m sorry Miss Jennings found out about me in this way, but we came into town because, well…I was scared.”

Garret searched her face. For what, she didn’t know, but for an instant he seemed as if he cared and it gave her the tiniest bit of hope. “What has scared you, Maggie?”

“Miss Jennings’s brother. Wyatt? He paid us a visit, and he was frightening and inappropriate, and, and,” the words tumbled out beneath his harsh gaze, “he said he would come back tomorrow and the next day because you weren’t there. So Lenny and I decided we couldn’t be there alone again when he showed up.”

“Shit. What did he say?”

She told him everything, as close as she remembered it, and after she had finished, Garret rode in silence, and she settled Buck in beside him.

The reins lay easily in his capable hands and with every command for his mount, he caressed them with his palms. How could a man so brash and powerful have such a considerate touch?

“Wyatt won’t be back tomorrow,” he said, the sound of his voice startling her.

She clutched the reins, and Buck skittered to the side and tossed his head.

Garret watched the buckskin’s antics with a thoughtful expression. “Or if he does, he’s an even bigger idiot than I already thought he was.” He made a short clicking sound and spared a glance for the horizon to the east. “This storm’s going to be bad. I can feel it.”

He talked quietly and to himself, so she remained silent until he finished.

“Wyatt is dangerous, and I don’t want you engaging him, you hear?”

She nodded.

“I was in talks to marry Anna. It wasn’t my idea to start with. I don’t care for the girl, but her father approached me. Said this arrangement would help us both out. Her pa owns the biggest cattle ranch around these parts, and it’s no secret he means to expand. He’s been pushing us to sell to him for years. I don’t even know how my pa held out, with as dire as his finances got. Roy too. Jennings has been putting a lot of pressure on him for a while. I know Jennings put an offer on Roy’s homestead the day he found out he passed. The man is ruthless and not one to be baited, you understand?” He narrowed his gaze on her. “Jennings came to me and said if I married his daughter, he’d let up on buying my place and give me a considerable dowry for Anna. Enough to save the ranch. Said she fancied me and he’d give anything to see her happy. Now, I’m not a stupid man. I know this will only be a temporary fix because as soon as I step out of line, Jennings will be on me. He’ll own me because of this marriage. That’s why I’ve been trying to raise the money myself to save the Lazy S. I don’t want his money. Or his daughter, but I’ll do anything in my power to save this place.”

The expression in his eyes held a need for understanding.

“Did you raise enough on the cattle drive?”

“No. I was never going to be able to raise the cash we needed from one drive, but I thought we could get closer. Maybe have some hope of something working out. Prices dropped, though, and waiting a couple of days wasn’t going to see them on the rise. We sold the first day, and thank the good Lord on that one, because they kept dropping. We’re still not anywhere close.”

“I could sell my nicer dresses. They won’t bring in a lot, but it could help. I have a pair of sapphire earrings from Boston. They could catch a fair price if we find the right buyer.”

Weariness swam in the depths of his brilliant gaze. “No, woman. Keep your baubles. They’ll be a comfort to you in the days to come. It won’t make a difference anyway, and this isn’t your concern.”

“It is so my concern. You made sure of that,” she said quietly.

“Hup,” he said, kicking Rooney again. “Dark is coming, and trust me when I say we aren’t going to want to be caught in this.”

* * * *

By the time they pulled the horses up to the barn, pelting rain had soaked her dress and she had to squint against the stinging drops that sought purchase on her skin. Lenny hopped off and took her mare inside while Garret dismounted and strode to where she still sat Buck.

“Here, let me.” He reached for her waist as she slung a leg over the saddle.

His hands felt so strong as he lifted her down off Buck, and after she was balanced and standing, he left them there for just a moment longer. He peered at her with those piercing eyes as if waiting for her to say something. She shivered at his intimate touch on her waist.

He dropped his gaze to his hands and let her go. “Get inside before you catch cold,” he said in a clipped voice then disappeared into the barn with the horses.

The moment had come and passed so quickly between them. Had she imagined the tenderness in his eyes, the warmth of his touch? The imprint of his hands and caress of his look still heated her skin through the cloth of her dress. Get inside before you catch cold, he’d said. She stood where he’d left her, waiting for her heartbeat to settle.

Garret Shaw had a heart after all.

The rain barraged her as she ran the distance to the house. She shook her dress out on the porch then went inside. Her stomach grumbled that breakfast had been a slab of cornbread a long time ago. No doubt Lenny and Garret would be hungry too. In an attempt to try to decide what to fix for dinner, she began rifling through her hidden stash of recipes.

Garret flung the door open and entered, cursing, and shook his hat off. When she slammed the drawer closed, he leered at her. “Don’t feel like you have to cook for me. I know that’s not a skill they teach high falutin’ city folk.”

He headed into his bedroom and she scowled at his back. He’d been almost kind outside and then had to go and ruin it by opening his mouth.

Very well, no pressure. If she fried up a mud pie and put it on the table, she was sure he’d be impressed.

She fried up eggs instead and reheated a pan of leftover biscuits. On his plate, she slapped some dried ham on the side, gave him the half of the egg with the shell in it, and began to eat without him. Her manners could be atrocious, too.

Garret poked his head out of his room and narrowed his eyes. “It smells good in there. Did you cook?”

She washed the mouthful of eggs down with a sip of water and ignored him. As he piled his plate with biscuits she rose, set the dishes in the yawning sink. “I’m going to take a plate to Lenny. I’ll be back soon.”

“You can’t go out there when it’s like this. It’s stormin’ bad out there. Lenny can fend for herself. The hands’ cabin has a kitchen between them.”

While he dug hungrily into his dinner, she packed up the plate for Lenny and put her shawl on.

“Infernal woman. I’ll take it to her. Just give me a danged minute to eat.”

“If you like. I don’t know why Lenny didn’t just come in here and eat dinner with us.”

He leaned back and took a drink of water from his tin cup. “My guess would be because she’s tired of waiting on you hand and foot.”

Oh, the man was just too much to bear. “She has not been waiting on me! We have been taking care of this place together. Lenny is not my servant, she is my friend.” Maybe her anger showed a little too much, and Garret was sure to give her hell over any kind of emotional display, but she couldn’t find it in her heart to care anymore. It had been a long day, and from the way their conversation was shaping up, sure to be a long night as well.

She took off her shawl and unwrapped the damp brown packaging protecting the new dresses. Garret had set them by the door when he’d come in. She would start taking in the waists by the candlelight. A good excuse to ignore him and work on something else, anything else to take her mind off sharing such close quarters with him. He washed his dishes, pulled a tanned, knee length leather duster on and picked up the plate for Lenny.

“I was just teasing you, Maggie,” he muttered, and stepped out the door. Then he backed into the entryway again. “Dinner was good,” he said and went out, into the night, slamming the door closed behind him. She was left to take her frustration out by stabbing the fabric with needle and thread.

* * * *

The door swung open and Garret cursed as it slammed into the wall. He’d tried to catch it but missed, like he didn’t know he’d thrown that much force into opening the barrier in the first place. His jacket was soaked and when he removed his hat, flung rain onto the floorboards as he shook it. Little drops of moisture clung to the ends of his dark hair and Maggie’s fingers itched to touch them, crystals clinging to raven silk. While he shrugged out of his coat, his eyes at last fell upon her and every muscle stopped its movement as he drank her in. The anger left the tightness of his eyes, and instead, there swam surprise. She’d changed into her nightgown and long robe to let her dress dry by the fire. Pools of questioning blue lifted to her eyes as her heart thumped against her ribs. His dark eyebrows drew down and his gaze dropped to the floorboards beneath her feet.

“My dress was wet,” she murmured. She’d never been bedraggled in a sopping dress in front of a man, but neither had she been in a nightdress in mixed company. Either option was mortifying, but her current state seemed to be the worst of the two. Vulnerable. She was at the mercy of his vibrant scrutiny.

How could his lingering look make her want to wear more and less fabric all at once?

Garret strode to the hearth, and his movements were confident and practiced as he stacked kindling and logs and lit it. Twice he caught her watching him. Heat raced into her cheeks, and she hurriedly returned to work on the dresses.

He took a book from the shelf and scooted his chair closer to the fire to read. Every couple of minutes, he glanced at her. Rarely did he turn a page. She did her best to ignore him. Anytime she engaged him, he disappointed her or hurt her feelings, and she had met what she could handle for the day. At the moment, silence was more valuable than freshly panned gold.

She had just curled her feet up under her comfortably, when he cleared his throat.

“What are you doing to that poor dress?” he asked.

“If you must know, I’m taking it in,” she muttered in concentration. “The waist is too big.”

Amusement danced in the clear water color of his eyes and the quirk of his lips. “I think they’re supposed to fit that way.”

With a loud sigh, she set the needlework in her lap. “It’s much too big in the waist and too small in the chest.” His gaze dropped to said assets then he looked up, grinning. Completely unashamed. “It’s my dress, so what does it matter if I fix it for me? I conceded to buying less fashionable dresses to fit in around here, but I will have them fit me. You won’t change me, Garret. You might as well accept me.”

With a snort and a shake of his head, he put the book up in front of his face again. “No man ever had a snowball’s chance of changing you, Miss Flemming.”

“Mrs. Shaw,” she said in a sing-song voice. “Oh. Speaking of dresses, I didn’t know they would be so inexpensive here.” Dropping her sewing on the seat of the chair, she padded over to the small coin purse she’d left in the kitchen and pulled out all the money she had to her name. Convinced he wouldn’t accept it, she set it on the table. “For the ranch,” she declared.

“I can’t take your money.” He stood and stalked toward her, scooped the money off the table.

“See, that is where you are wrong. It’s not my money anymore. It is ours, husband. I am aware you have a lot of history here, but I love this place, too. I’ll help out in any way I can. I’m sorry I cannot do more.”

He took her wrist and tried to uncurl her fingers from the fist she’d made. “You don’t have to do this, Maggie.”

She clenched her fist tighter. “Do what?”

“Pretend this is real.”

Why did he always do that? And how did he know exactly what to say to hurt her? Perhaps it was from the pain slicing through her chest, but she kissed his knuckle lightly, surprising herself. He pulled away as if she had touched him with a branding iron.

A familiar ache burned at his carelessness. “I’m not pretending. I know you don’t want me, but I can at least try to make the best of the situation. Good night, Mr. Shaw.”

Her tears would only stay at bay until she’d shut the door to her bedroom behind her, and then she wept to herself. Just before she drifted off, she wondered if she would ever, in her lifetime, understand what Roy had been thinking when he’d cursed them to this life together.

 


 

Chapter 7

 

Maggie woke to the sound and feel of her own pulse. It started vaguely in the muscles of her limbs and eventually traveled to her hands. A throbbing so acute, she felt as if her fingers twitched with the rhythm of it. When she opened her eyes, however, the hands on the pillow next to her were as still as a corpse. They looked like they belonged to one, too. The pads were torn with blisters and cuts in different stages of healing, and she winced when she tried to close one hand.

In the deep gray before dawn she lit the lantern next to the washbasin. To her surprise, she’d risen early without Lenny’s badgering for the first time since she’d arrived in Rockdale. She rolled over and stretched her arms above her head and breathed in deeply. That she had awakened before the rooster filled her with satisfaction. She wanted to get up and moving before Garret.

Escape was the plan for the day. Freedom from conversation with this stranger she couldn’t quite comfortably call husband, and a reprieve from hurt feelings and disappointment. Escape from thoughts of Garret and Roy and all she’d lost. A good dose of solitude would do her good. She would try to spend time with Lenny though. Her friend was as quiet as a thought and had a comforting presence about her that always put her at ease. Besides, no one should be alone on their twenty-first birthday.

She stood to stretch aching muscles. Would she ever feel normal and pain free again? What that felt like seemed a dim memory.

After she’d dressed in her new yellow dress, one that now fit her quite flatteringly, if she did say so herself, she washed her face and braided her hair. She pinned the braid into a bun and turned her face from side to side to appraise her work. Lenny would be proud. The skin around her eyes was puffy from crying, though. Nothing to be done about that. She turned from the mirror and tidied the room.

The second she walked out her bedroom door, her attempt to avoid Garret failed. He’d chosen the same instant to exit his room across the hallway. She halted, as did he. He had shaved his face. The smoothness of his jaw tempted her to touch it. “Why did you shave?” she asked instead.

He shifted his weight and ran a hand over the back of his neck. “It was starting to bother me. I like to shave it every few days.” Then he looked like a jackrabbit in search of a hiding place. “I don’t need a reason,” he snapped.

She shrugged. What business was it of hers, anyway? She could try to keep herself clear of his emotional upheaval all she wanted to, but the cold hard fact was, she was sorely tempted to reach out and caress his face. Heat flooded her cheeks at the thought. She turned at the same time he did to go down the hall, and ran into him.

Garret backed up and inspected the ceiling. “After you,” he said.

“Thank you.” It came out primly, but she was starting to think it was the only way to talk to a man like Garret Shaw.

She skirted him, straight into the kitchen, and grabbed a couple of biscuits. After she’d wrapped them in a cloth, she placed them gently into the pocket of her gown and walked out the front door without so much as another glance at him.

Lenny wasn’t in the barn or near the corral.

Fat raindrops pummeled down from angry, roiling clouds and doused the clearing. The wind whipped at the exposed skin of her throat and encouraged her to seek shelter. Lenny, wise woman that she was, had likely listened.

She paused when she remembered her shawl, still slung over the back of a dining chair, but refused to have another row with Garret so did not fetch it.

Mud soaked the bottom of her skirts as she sloshed at a dead run for the barn. She let the chickens and that blasted ornery rooster out of the coop and ran behind them for cover, a stampeding herd of mixed species.

She shook the feed pail and it made a grainy sound against the sides of the wooden bucket. The chickens followed her to the dry middle of the barn and she loosed feed over the hay-scattered dirt. When even the rooster was occupied, she ran back to the coop and collected the eggs. She set the pail of fresh brown eggs inside the barn doorway. Later, when she was sure Garret was not in the house, she would bring them in. And preferably, when it wasn’t pouring fit to drown her.

The barn housed the horses, as well as the two mild tempered milk cows. Mild tempered if you kept up with the milking, anyway. Let their bags fill to painful proportions and one could make an enemy mighty quickly.

She’d always loved animals, and found she had an easy way with most of them. Granted, she wouldn’t waste her affections on the rooster, but other deserving beasts received kindness from her, and more often than not, they returned it. That being said, she was still somewhat terrified of sitting next to the huge milk cows, which had a tendency to kick the milker or the full bucket if one gave them too firm a tug.

“Oooh, there’s a good girl, Macy,” she cooed, running her hands down the brown cow’s back to let her know she was there to take care of her. She set up the stool next to the cow, which now looked back at her with big brown, doe eyes.

“Be kind to me today, yeah? It’s my birthday, after all.”

Macy replied with a loud bellow, which made her laugh.

“Why, thank you. What a good friend you have turned out to be.” She set to work like Lenny had shown her, and found the rhythmic patter of milk in the pail relaxing. After the pail was half full, she started to sing to the cadence.

 

Oh, please ne’er forget me though waves now lie o’er me

I was once young and pretty and my spirit ran free

But destiny tore me from country and loved ones

And from the new land I was never to see.

 

The song was a sad one, but eerily beautiful. It was an old English song about an emigrant’s daughter, and Mother had found comfort in it after she’d traveled to America from her home in London. She’d sung it often when Maggie was little. It had always stayed close to her heart, especially as she’d grown older and understood more of what her mother had been forced to give up.

Inherited from her mother, she had a fair voice, as far as she knew. When Aunt Margaret had thrown extravagant parties, she’d even requested she sing for the guests. Surely it was as close to a compliment as the woman ever paid her.

 

A poor emigrant’s daughter too frightened to know

I was leaving forever the land of my soul

Amid struggle and fear my parents did pray

To place courage to leave o’er the longing to stay.

 

The soft noise of boots scuffling straw sounded behind her. She turned abruptly, sloshing the pail with her foot but catching it before the bucket tipped over.

“Oh, bollocks!” She moved the pail out of Macy’s way. Garret stalked past her, headed in the direction of the horses’ stalls. He wouldn’t look her in the eye, and if she had to guess, he almost looked embarrassed. Just how long had he been standing behind her?

She moved on to Bossie and finished in silence. Her painful awareness of him was accentuated by the muscles in his arms and shoulders moving as he forked hay. The fluidity born of his strength never eased, and she pursed her lips in an effort to keep from ogling the man.

Grimacing in concentration, he didn’t seem to notice her devoted attention. He hauled skittish and rain soaked horses to their stalls from the corral, his deep voice silken as he soothed them. Apparently she had to be an animal to earn the reward of a kind word.

A wayward squirt of milk shot the leather of her shoe, and she righted the teat. Peeking around the cow’s back end, she blew a curled strand of hair out of her face.

The rain against the thin cotton of his button-down shirt had done wonders for the view. It clung to every curve of his torso. And now she was ogling. Such an intoxicating man was impossible to ignore. When she had two full pails, she hefted one in each hand and struggling, made for the door.

“You need help hauling those in?” he asked.

Primly, she declined. Ignoring his gaze on her back, she clomped through the mud toward the house. The morning colored in gray and pouring rain was indeed the perfect weather for the day.

By lunchtime, Lenny still hadn’t made an appearance. Without the Indian girl’s help, the meal was only partially burned and mostly edible. Triumph. She grinned with satisfaction.

Garret headed out on Rooney in his heavy duster and when he’d gone from sight, the tension in her shoulders ebbed. A fair amount of her chores were outside, and with Garret here to take care of the bulk of them, she found herself grateful he didn’t seem to mind the torrential downpour.

She settled in with the wine colored dress, eyes on the sewing and her mind and ears on the door. Though he was abrasive and irritating, she still worried for the surly man. Which was irrational. Maybe it stemmed from a longing for the remnants of her long lost childhood friend, she didn’t know. No matter how many times she told herself the kind little boy she’d known didn’t exist anymore, just the same, loyalty made her wait and wish he’d appear. Silly, inconvenient, little hopes.

At dusk, Garret’s boots hit the creakiest board of the front porch, and she stood so suddenly, the book she had fallen asleep reading slipped from her lap and clattered to the wooden floor. Despite berating herself for feeling so, a weight so large it seemed tangible lifted from her shoulders.

Garret took a long, hard look at her as he came through the door and then went about the business of shaking out his clothes and hanging his hat and jacket. He was very busy avoiding her.

By showing up with a package wrapped in the brown paper from the dressmaker’s shop, Lenny saved the encounter from becoming more awkward. The girl’s grin was infectious as she handed the present to her.

“For me?” This was beyond reason, a gift for her. And how had Lenny known the date?

The girl nodded, and Garret said, “I told her it was your birthday. It don’t mean the same to the Indians, but she wanted to make you something anyway.”

Bloody hell. Right in that moment, he could have knocked her over with a feather. “How did you know it was my birthday?”

“I remembered. From before.” As he ducked into the kitchen to reheat the plate of her half burnt cooking in his hand, she could’ve sworn a blush darkened his tanned cheeks.

She took the gift from Lenny and sat on the chair, as excited as she’d been as a child on Christmas. She’d rarely ever received a gift.

From the wrappings she pulled out a pair of moccasins, much like Lenny’s, and clutched them to her chest. “Oh, they’re just brilliant!” she exclaimed to Lenny, who was grinning. Garret poked his head out of the kitchen, and she thought she caught him smiling too.

Then and there, she peeled off her shoes and put on the moccasins. Lenny showed her how to lace them properly. How long it had taken the girl to make them, she couldn’t guess but admiring the detailing, Lenny’s absence as of late made sense.

Laughing, she stood then crept around the furniture, miming a rabbit hunt with her hands up like guns. Lenny stood and scuffled and bumbled noisily around the room impersonating their first excursion, much to her delight. Garret grinned as he watched their antics.

Lenny talked to him in her language and made gestures good humoredly. He laughed but Maggie wasn’t offended. How could she be at such a time? She couldn’t take her eyes off the new and undeniably comfortable footwear. And the deep timbre of Garret’s unfamiliar laugh warmed her heart in tender ways she happily kept to herself. Another unexpected gift.

After they had settled, Lenny and Garret ate her cooking and didn’t even make awful faces at it. It had shaped up to be a right happy birthday after all.

Lenny left after dinner and Garret, no doubt, would escape to the solitude of his bedroom soon after. But he sat at the table with his hands clasped in front of his mouth. She fingered the stitching on a napkin, sensing he had something to say.

“That’s nice of you,” he said. “The way you treat Lenny. Not many women—not many people,” he corrected, “would be kind to her like that.”

“Why wouldn’t I be? She is my friend. Probably the nicest and most sincere friend I’ve ever had.”

Garret searched her face for a long moment. “See, that’s what I mean. You didn’t ever think you were better than her or Cookie.” He cleared his throat. “I got something for you. For your birthday.”

He pulled out a bright, fragrant orange and placed it on the table in front of her. Shocked into silence, a feat which didn’t happen often, she reached out and touched the peel gently with her fingertips. She had only eaten a few oranges in her lifetime.

“Where did you get this?” she whispered.

“I got it in town a couple of days ago. I pulled a couple of favors,” he said.

Shyness crept over her. “Thanks for remembering,” she said softly.

He nodded, and she peeled the orange slowly, savoring the smell. After she’d divided it into slices with care, she pushed half of them in front of him.

“It’s your present, Maggie. You don’t have to share.”

Arguing with Garret had never gotten her anywhere. So, she tucked her legs under her and ate the fruit piece by piece, relishing the flesh’s tanginess and the juice’s refreshing tartness. He watched her with an unreadable expression while she ate. Only after she was finished did he pop his first slice into his mouth. His eyes glowed with amusement as the angles of his jaws worked around the tart fruit.

“What?” She felt her chin to make sure she didn’t have juice running down it or some other such embarrassment.

“Nothing.”

Silence stretched between them like the walls of a wide valley, but pushing Garret into a conversation he didn’t want wouldn’t work.

“It’s just when you eat something you really like,” he said, “you rub your hands together before you dig in. You used to do that when you were a kid, too. It’s funny that you still do it.”

She laughed, and he stuck another slice into his mouth then pushed one from his pile toward her. The urge to rub her hands together again nearly overwhelmed her. As if he’d read her mind, Garret laughed. That he’d remembered a personal habit she’d never noticed warmed her heart.

“I was thinking,” he said around a bite of tart fruit.

“Uh, oh. That sounds dooming.”

His brows lowered and his darkened eyes met hers. “I was thinking on what you said yesterday. About making the best of the situation? I know I haven’t been fair to you. Now, I can’t promise to change my ways completely. I feel the same as I did yesterday, but I should be trying harder than this—” He waved his hand around. “Making us both miserable. We know this ain’t a love match.”

She dropped her gaze to avoid him seeing the pain that was surely in it. He was finally trying to talk to her. The least she could do was make it easy for him to continue.

“I think this would be easier on us if we could be friends,” he finished.

She looked up and smiled at him. Even if a little sadly, it was the best she could do. “You’ve got yourself a deal, Mr. Shaw.”

He held out his hand, but raw and exposed to the fickle blade of his words, she hesitated to touch him. Then she pressed her hand lightly into Garret’s, amazed by the warmth of it, and shook it slowly.

“Maggie, what happened to your hand?” he said, turning it over and giving her a puzzled look.

Embarrassed, she pulled it away. Should she admit how hard she’d been working to prove him wrong? Or to impress him...maybe both? “I wasn’t used to working with my hands.”

He ignored her hesitation at his touch and took both her hands in his, examined them more closely. “These look painful. Has Lenny been putting her salve on them?”

“Every morning, though I can’t see it helping much,” she admitted.

“I guess you weren’t exaggerating when you said you were helping with the chores. Look, I think you need to take tomorrow off and let them heal up. Infection runs rampant out here, and getting the doctor to the ranch is pretty hard at best.”

She didn’t like the sound of taking a day off. Keeping busy made her feel as if she contributed to the good of her new home. “It was hauling feed to the cattle, and mucking out stalls, and riding so much that tore them up. I think I should be fine doing what I did today, though. Milking hurts but it doesn’t make them worse.”

The clock ticked and logs snapped in the fireplace as he studied her hands, rubbed her scars with his thumbs. Then he nodded and released them. “Keep them wrapped though?”

“Sure.”

“And we need to put Lenny’s salve on them before you go to bed tonight. It’s probably rubbing off as soon as you start doing work with your hands during the day.”

From the cupboard where Lenny stored her medicinals, she pulled the jar of greenish brown, gloppy odorous salve. She had no idea what was in it and was honestly afraid to ask. It looked like pig shite but smelled herbal, so Lenny probably wasn’t actually slathering feces on her hands following breakfast every morning.

Garret took the jar from her, surprising her, took the clean linen strips from the same cupboard and sat down in front of her. After a few minutes of diligent and confident work by him, her hands were soothed and wrapped. Afterward, as he stood, he squeezed her shoulder gently, bewildering her, and readied a fire. He was still damp from a day in the rain and though Texas summers were hot, letting the chill take one on a wet night was never a good idea.

Unable to do any sewing with her wrapped hands, she went back to reading the well-worn copy of Oliver Twist she’d started that afternoon by the fire. As on the night before, she felt Garret’s occasional glance in her direction, but was at a loss to interpret any of that undecipherable man’s thoughts.

“I’m off to bed, I think.” She smiled at him and walked down the hallway to her bedroom. She had changed into a nightdress and was taking the pins out of her hair, when someone knocked lightly. Her breath caught in her throat and she padded to the door, opened it just wide enough to peek out. Garret stood outside, leaning up against the doorframe, and looked every bit like he regretted knocking in the first place.

His gaze took in the sliver of her nightdress and the dark locks visible that tumbled over her shoulders. “I’m going to bed. Just wanted to tell you happy birthday. And good night,” he added.

“Good night, Garret.” She shut the door gently, and back pressed against it, waited for her breathing to steady. If she’d lost herself in his blue eyes any longer, she might have lost her wits.

She touched her lips and for the hundredth time, the tender kiss he’d given her on their wedding day came to her. She didn’t know how it was to be with a man, but sometimes caught herself thinking it wouldn’t be so bad if he were a man who looked and kissed like Garret Shaw.

 


 

Chapter 8

 

“Mornin’, Maggie,” Garret said from his seat at the kitchen table.

He had fried up some eggs and made her a plate. The stubble on his face was already starting to come in, though he’d shaved the day before. Sparse, but dark and made the angles of his face attractive. The first day after he shaved was when he was most beautiful. His blue eyes seemed even brighter when surrounded by all his dark, silky hair.

“Maggie?” Eyebrows raised, he looked at her as if she might have lost her mind.

Embarrassing heat touched her cheeks. Of course. “Good morning,” she said a little too cheerily in an attempt to break the awkward moment.

He shook his head and went back to pulling his boots on. Taking advantage of his distraction, she plopped down on a chair and started on her breakfast. Since coming to Rockdale, her appetite had increased. Probably due to the physical and emotional work life here seemed to entail.

“I’m going to be out with the cattle for the bulk of the day,” Garret said. “The rain’s let up and I need to get them fed properly and drive them closer to the smaller pond in the back. It should be nice and full now to keep ’em. The boys are still back in town so it’ll take me a while.” As he pulled on his jacket, he cast her a look that brooked no argument. “You saddle Buck and keep him that way. Tie him to the porch and stick close to Lenny today. If you see anyone coming, you head straight back to the pond and come get me, you hear?”

She nodded instead of answering lest a blob of eggs flop unbecomingly from her mouth. It wasn’t the impression she wanted him to leave with for the day.

He put his hat on and fastened a leather belt with pistols to his waist in a practiced movement. “Let me clean your hands before I go.”

He pulled up a pot and sloshed some water into it, set it on the stove and dragged a chair closer to her then unwrapped her hands. The salve was still damp but well on its way to drying. The smell and the thought of what her hands would look like when clean made her crinkle her nose. Her skin felt soggy.

Garret took the pot off the stove, tested it with a finger and put her hands in it to soften the drying salve. The warm water soothed her torn skin and his careful touches relaxed her. While he worked, he bent his head close to hers. He smelled like Garret but different. Like... sleepy Garret. Maybe this new miniscule change in his scent was only something he gave off near sleep, and she smiled at the observation. It was nice to see him as a mortal man and not some cold, unchangeable and untouchable being.

“There you go,” he said once her hands were clean.

To test how much they’d healed, she made them into fists. They certainly looked better, if one ignored the extreme prune effect each of her fingers had adopted. “Thank you. They feel better already. I’m sure I’ll be right as rain after a couple of days.”

“Good. Let ’em air out for a bit and then have Lenny rewrap them before you start working.”

Maggie leaned back in her chair. “Bossy,” she accused.

He stood and headed for the door. “For your own good, woman.”

Hopefully, calling her a woman instead of a girl meant he saw her as such.

When she left the cabin to find Lenny, the rain had indeed stopped, but just barely. Dark clouds threatened to open up on them at any time. She pulled her shawl more tightly around her shoulders and headed for the hands’ cabin. Lenny met her out front, and lifting her skirts, Maggie showed the girl she wore her new moccasins. Laughing, her friend grabbed her arm for the short jog to the barn as the first rain droplets hit their heads.

Lenny led Roy’s mules out to the corral to stretch their legs while Maggie milked the cows with her wrapped hands. Macey seemed thoroughly unimpressed with the new texture pulling at her full udders, and let her know with dirty looks and a swishing tail in her face. The other cow didn’t seem to care as long as she had a fresh pile of hay in front of her. Lenny wouldn’t let her do anything much after that. Garret must have talked to her. Unfortunately.

Watching the tiny Indian woman do all the chores without being able to lift even one blister covered finger to help was stultifying. Eventually she went into the cabin. Since she couldn’t do much else, today she’d try to master the elusive art of pie baking. She cleared off the entire dining table to use as work space. Three hours later, by the quiet striking of the clock in the den, dusted with flour, she glared critically at a rather bedraggled strawberry pie. It looked awful but tasted like it ought. Pride warmed her and her mouth turned up at the corners in a smile. She’d try and make it a little prettier next time, is all.

Cooped up and restless, she pulled on her shawl and stepped onto the porch. Rain didn’t seem imminent, so she went out to saddle Buck. Garret’s earlier request to have him ready had gone by the wayside while she’d been baking. Now uneasiness skittered through her. Wyatt could still make good on his promise after all.

After Buck was saddled, she searched for Lenny, to no avail. “A ride it is then, my old friend,” she said, combing through Buck’s mane with her fingers. “We could use a little adventure, yeah?”

She took the horse’s snorted response as a yes and mounted him with an ease that was slowly coming to her the more she rode. This was her first outing in one of the smaller and more casual dresses and, happily, the skirts were easier to maneuver.

As an afterthought, she pulled Buck up to the porch and ran inside to grab some food. Biscuits and a hunk of cheese in the saddlebag, she pointed the old gelding in Garret’s direction. Surely he was starving by now. With any luck, he would be hungry enough, he’d tolerate her unexpected presence with some semblance of gratitude. Or maybe not. Either way, she would find out shortly.

Long before he appeared head and shoulders behind all the cattle, his loud whistles and shouts to keep the herd moving came to her. The Lazy S kept roughly two hundred head back each year to sustain the herd for the next season’s drive and keep the residents comfortably fed on beef when game grew harder to hunt in the winter months. Or so Cookie had explained to her when she’d asked if the men would get a break from their bovine duties.

Garret and the cattle were already close enough to the pond, so she waited patiently to the side. He was a man completely in control of his horse as he worked. The sight of him was both exciting and flustering. A length of rope hung from his hands, which he swung around occasionally when the stubborn cattle needed extra motivation. The motion accentuated the muscles in his trim waist and strong arms.

Maggie put her hand to her cheek and felt the warmth there. Embarrassed that she watched him while he was unaware, she urged Buck in Garret’s direction. The movement must have caught his eye, for he nodded a terse greeting but kept working.

“Keep that side over there, will ya?” he yelled, pointing to a group of cattle determined to escape from the group. She pulled the rest of the herd animals in the same direction he seemed to be working. Her work wasn’t pretty or organized, but Buck cut through the cattle like waves on a shore.

She didn’t doubt Garret could handle it on his own, but she was happy for a chore and jumped at the chance to do something new. Clucking her tongue, she steered Buck toward the ill-behaved beasts. At a loss for training, she looked often to Garret to mimic his actions. His horse lurched forward and back at his command, and he yelled indecipherable words at the herd to move them in the direction he wanted. It became easier to yell at the bawling beasts when her frustration reached the burning tips of her ears.

Again and again, a young spotted bull ran for the brush and pulled the confused group’s edge with him. She drove the beastly little leader back but he wasn’t gracious about going. “Move it, you biscuit licking son of a blooming arsehole!”

Surely, Garret couldn’t possibly hear her over the bellowing of the cattle.

From the smile on her husband’s face, though, she was most likely wrong. She was green and made a lot of mistakes, but with time and patience, perhaps, could be decent at herding them. With practice, she’d gain the instinct for predicting where the beasts would go like Garret seemed to have.

At long last, they were close enough to the pond, the cattle headed in the right direction on their own. Garret trotted up beside her on Rooney.

“You know, sometimes you have a filthy mouth.” Grinning, an amused glint in his eye, he sat with ease on his shifting, prancing mount.

“Well, I thought you couldn’t hear me, and they weren’t going where I wanted them to. Swearing seemed to work best on them, in my very limited experience.” She tried not to smile. His boorish behavior was not to be encouraged. “I brought lunch, if you are hungry.”

Garret inspected the sky as the tiny rain drops that had been sparse until then became more substantial. “I was going to head back to the house and grab the wagon so I could haul some feed out here, but I could stop for lunch. Besides,” he gave another suspicious look at the sky, “I think it’s about to open up out here, and a wise man seeks shelter in a storm.”

She followed him to a huge oak and tied Buck to a low branch alongside Rooney. Garret took a coarse, rolled blanket from his saddle and laid it out at the base of the gargantuan tree. Moisture managed to make its way through the maze of leaves and thick branches, but for the most part, she and Garret were dry. Much drier than the soaking wet herd milling in front of them.

As she pulled out the lunch, Garret fixed his gaze on the side of her face. Was she wearing her breakfast?

“What have you been doing today?” he asked, and wiped the pad of his thumb down her cheek, leaving a trail of heat where his skin touched hers. He pulled his hand away to inspect his flour-covered thumb.

As she wiped her face thoroughly with her sleeve, she said, “Making a pie. Or trying to make a pie.”

“Well, how’d it turn out?”

“It tastes good but looks like a dead animal.”

Garret barked a surprised laugh, put a hunk of cheese onto his bread then took a bite. When finished chewing, he said, “And how would you know what a dead animal looks like?”

“Because Lenny made me skin a rabbit.”

Wide-eyed, he stared at her, shaking his head while he finished his last bite of food. “So I guess that means you have learned Lenny can be as stubborn as a hair in a biscuit. Was that what you girls were going on about the other night?”

“Mm-hmm. Surprisingly, it wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be. Don’t get me wrong, it was awful. But I survived.”

He leaned over her lap to flick a beetle stealthily headed her way. At the movement and unexpected nearness of his face to hers, she inhaled sharply and froze. Then, with almost studied slowness, he moved his head to the side and brought his lips inches from hers. Her mouth throbbed with wanting.

His body drew closer, filling her senses with his smell and raw power. “Don’t worry, Maggie. I wasn’t going to kiss you.” His smile was rakish and infuriating. Breathtaking. He pulled away with a self-satisfied smirk.

Damn the man. Without sparing a glance for his face, she regained her composure and packed up the remnants of their picnic. She didn’t want to know what she would find in his expression. “So you never want children, then?” she asked. It was a trap. Of course she was setting one, but she’d been unable to stop her mouth from putting the pin in the metal mind contraption and covering it with foliage. Maybe she would make an acceptable hunter after all.

“Didn’t say that. I wouldn’t mind having children. Just never imagined it would be with you.”

Her agitation burned white hot. “And why is that? Am I not blond enough for you? My eyes aren’t blue enough, or I’m not as petite as you like? I’m aware I’m plain, Mr. Shaw. Reminding me of such does nothing to change what is. It is only cruel and inconsiderate.”

Garret snorted and leaned back on his hands. “And who said you were plain? I didn’t, so I’m curious as to who I need to blame for you lightin’ me up.”

Not about to get into Aunt Margaret’s story, she glared at him. Such a rogue didn’t deserve to be rewarded with something she’d kept buried. She stood and started packing everything away into Buck’s saddle bags.

“Dammit, Maggie. Why is it that every time I open my mouth you make me feel like I say the wrong thing?”

“Because you do.”

In one smooth motion, he rose and stood towering over her. “I’m saving you, woman. Can’t you see that? You don’t want a physical relationship with a man. You aren’t ready for it.”

“And how would you know what I’m ready for? You don’t even know me!” she shouted, fluffed her dress in agitation.

“Christ Almighty,” he gritted out, looking away, toward the cattle. He kicked at the soft ground with the toe of his boot and sighed heavily. “Because I read your journal.”

“Excuse me?” She tried desperately to deny what she’d heard. He wouldn’t have.

“I said, I read your journal, and don’t look at me like that. You left the damned thing sitting wide open on my desk, near begging to be read.”

Those letters, stories, entries about her most private introspections were never meant to be revealed. And now her husband, her personal stranger, had stolen her innermost thoughts. He would know her now, much more than she was comfortable with. Garret had taken a piece of her without her consent. The boy she’d known would never have done that.

He looked at her like he’d just poked a rattlesnake. “Some of those stories...they were on the wicked side of things. And while the writing was pretty, those weren’t stories from a woman who’s known a man. They were what you wished it would be like. And I’m telling you right now, it ain’t like what you wish.”

Blooming shite, she wanted so badly to look fierce and angry with him, but her lip trembled. And that betrayal was just one too many. She turned abruptly to leave but Garret grabbed her hand and she rounded on him, slapped him across the face. Hard.

“You had no right,” she said in a shaking voice.

Her hand stung where it had met his skin but the satisfaction was so acute, she planted her hands on his chest and pushed him.

“Stop it, Maggie.”

“Or what?” She pushed him again. And again. And the fact that his hard body didn’t flinch in the least under her blows only made her angrier.

He snatched her wrists and pulled her to him so fast she gasped with surprise. As he pressed himself against her, she retreated. Her back collided with the unforgiving trunk of the large oak. The anger on Garret’s face scared and excited her, and an unfamiliar clenching stretched from the base of her stomach downward as he thrust his frame firmly against hers.

“You really think you’re ready for this?” His eyes stayed focused on her, and she couldn’t look away from the piercing blue, however hard she tried.

Afraid she would be completely unable to speak if she opened her mouth, she nodded. He glared at her a moment longer and pulled her wrists above her head. Then kissed her. It wasn’t gentle as their wedding day kiss had been, but demanded more. His rising excitement pushed against her hip, and she rotated, pressed herself against him. An urgent sound came from his throat and he hesitated for a breath, then opened her mouth with his, deepening their connection. The taste of him made her frantic for more.

He dropped her hands and entangled his in the back of her hair, took her mouth with the alluring fury of a raging fire, eliciting a delicious shiver from her that made her cling to his waist. Her fingers found their way under his vest, and he gave a frustrated grunt, pulled back and untucked his shirt from his pants.

Beneath the fabric of his shirt, his skin felt hard and smooth. She ran her nails gently down the length of his back, and his breathing quickened, his strong muscles tensed and flexed with his need beneath her fingertips.

His lips left hers, and he kissed and nibbled her neck in turn. Could he feel her heart beating so wildly? It pulsed so loudly, how could he not hear it, feel it against his chest? The stubble on his face touched her neck and her breath caught at the delicious contrast against her sensitive skin. She felt as if the deepest parts of her would explode at any moment.

“Tell me something,” he whispered in her ear. “Tell me anything about you. Something important. Something that only I will know.”

He wanted a piece of her soul. Would wrench it from her body and hold it in his hand. Asked her to trust him with a piece of herself, and she could only think of one thing that held any meaning to her.

“I’ve loved you since we were children.” She sighed, aching with the realization. “And now you’ll run.”

He stopped kissing her neck and retreated by inches. The endless silence pressed against her shoulders like it held weight. As he gently massaged the back of her head, his breathing slowed and eventually leveled out. With the hard planes of his body against her, she knew he was still aroused, but she leaned her head against the tree and waited, eyes closed.

“I can’t do this.” Garret’s voice was low and certain in her ear. “It’s not the same for me.”

Her eyes filled with traitorous tears but she nodded with understanding.

He pulled away and stood with his back to the tree. To her. “My mother was a lady, never meant for this life. When she died, she left me with my pa. Left him to drink himself into a grave and beat on me every day getting there. You saw some of it. You know. I’m a man now and I’ve healed, but it left a welt on me that you unfortunately have to pay for. Your momma was Roy’s world, but she was a lady. Not meant for this life.”

The direction this conversation was headed was unfair, and she bit her trembling lip to keep from shouting that at him.

“She up and left Roy, and I watched the best man I’ve ever known suffer for years, mourning the loss of you two. You didn’t see it tear him up. I did.” He looked at her pleadingly, likely begging her understanding, but she couldn’t meet his eyes. “When I was fifteen, you were all I had. I didn’t have to hide what my pa was doing, because you knew. You cared. My only friend, and one day you were gone. No goodbye, nothin’. I was lost after you left. And now you’ve come back a lady. Not meant for this life.” He ambled over to Rooney. “You’ll leave me, Maggie. I can’t give my heart to you. I can’t go through what my pa and Roy went through. I don’t have it in me.”

He mounted Rooney and rode away, in the direction of the house.

A pathetic noise escaped her throat but she was helpless to stop the sobs that wracked her. He’d toyed with her emotions and senses, teased her with a moment of affection. A taste of what life could be like, if only she were someone different.

She dropped to her knees as he disappeared behind the wall of milling cattle without a backward glance for her. Maybe if she wrapped her arms around her stomach, it would fix the hollow feeling humming through her middle. Didn’t she deserve love? It had been withheld from her for so long, and the injustice of a loveless marriage after all she’d endured lashed her soul.

When her tears had dried and sobs turned to hiccups, she staggered to Buck and let the somber horse plod his way to the ranch house. Maybe it was just the dampness of her rain-kissed skin, but despite the warmth of the season, it seemed a little colder in the open wilds of her reluctant home.

 


 

Chapter 9

 

Garret had the mules hitched to the wagon to haul feed by the time Maggie returned to the house.

“If you leave your horse there, I’ll take care of him and you can go on in,” he offered as she led Buck past him toward the barn in the drizzling rain.

“Thank you, sir, but I can take care of my own horse.” Her shortness with him was justified, even if he was trying to do her a kindness.

Bedraggled and soaked to the bone, she proudly wiped a sopping tress from her face. Her eyes were undoubtedly puffy and red from crying but there was nothing to be done about it, so she did her best to avoid his gaze.

Buck enjoyed the careful attention she paid him, as she took her time brushing him out. While she braided the buckskin’s mane, she hummed sadly. Buck seemed to sense her mood and gave her long looks. That, or he felt violated at having his hair done up like a show pony. Either way, the time she spent with him settled her down, gave her a chance to sort things out. Lenny showed up eventually and inspected her work on Buck’s mane, then tied her mare beside the buckskin and gave the paint filly the same treatment.

Before Maggie had even thought about it, she’d unloaded the entire story onto Lenny, who did a curiously fair job of nodding in the appropriate places.

“Can you understand English?” she asked the Indian girl.

Lenny jerked her head up, startled, which was enough of an answer. Maggie grinned at the girl, who glanced around and put her finger to her lips.

“I knew it,” Maggie exclaimed. “Do you speak any? I’ll not tell a soul.”

Lenny shook her head and looked around again to ensure they were alone. “Little,” she said frowning as if she were uncomfortable.

After a length of silence, finished with Buck’s beautified mane, she moved to help Lenny with her mare’s tail. “If you don’t want to speak it, I don’t mind. And I won’t tell the boys you have any English. Maybe you could teach me your language though, so we can talk?”

Quiet followed her question, then a glint of determination appeared in her friend’s eyes. Surely Lenny needed female companionship as much as she would need it over the coming years at the ranch, surrounded by ill-mannered men.

“Puuku.” Lenny pointed to her mare.

“Puuku,” she replied, testing the foreign word on her tongue. Lenny corrected the pronunciation and she tried it a few more times until she’d committed it to memory. “Horse?”

A smile lit Lenny’s expressive face. And so the lessons began.

Eventually the horses looked as frilly as possible, and Maggie ambled to the house to work on avoiding Garret. Sure, she couldn’t refrain from the man she now called husband for eternity. But she sure as bleeding hell could avoid him tonight.

Lenny brought vegetables from the root cellar and cooked them with beef roast drizzled with gravy in the big house. Maggie left a sizeable portion high above the fire to keep it warm for Garret. She took her meal into the den and sat at the small table by the fireplace. A peaceful dinner for one.

The cabin could use a bit of cleaning. She still had time before Garret came back, as he would most likely be avoiding her too. She swept, which took a lot longer than intended because the broom was terribly inefficient.

A bucket and brush were propped in the corner by the door. She filled the bucket and began to scrub the floors. Near the row of cupboards, she stopped to wipe an arm over her perspiring forehead, and a discolored notch in the wood caught her eye. It seemed familiar somehow.

Squatting there on the water stained floor, she bit her lip and brushed the divot in the wall with a finger. Needing more, she pulled on the corner of the cupboard. A carving she had etched there so very long ago was revealed.

Margaret Davis.

She’d had Roy’s last name back then and had still gone by Margaret. The memory hit her like a strong wind takes a dry leaf in the fall. She crawled frantically backward until her back was against the wall.

Garret had carved his name in the swinging tree. He’d told her it was so she could always think of him when she went there. His mother had been heavily pregnant after many years of trying and failing to conceive, and she was lost to childbirth, as so many women were, along with his baby sister. Roy and Mr. Shaw had ridden for town, but doctors were scarce at best and they headed further east when their search came up empty. The men arrived two days later with a midwife. The baby had long since stopped moving, and so had Mrs. Shaw.

How could she have forgotten? She and Mother had watched his mother scream and bleed for two days, and then grow quiet and cold.

After his mother died, life got horribly difficult for fifteen-year-old Garret and more often than not, he’d show up at Roy’s bloodied, battered and scared.

This time she recalled, she’d taken yet another pie to the Lazy S for Garret and his pa, but his father had been out drinking. Again.

Garret had changed. Mourning the loss of his mother along with his childhood innocence and whatever those damned beatings leached from him took its toll on the boy. She had carved her name behind the cupboard and told him to think of her when things were bad. They had carefully replaced the cupboard when they heard Mr. Shaw riding up, and Garret had told her to hide, sneak out the back when she was able.

Mr. Shaw was a meticulous man who ran a tidy house, and they hadn’t been careful enough at cleaning up the wood shavings from the carving. He’d pulled back the cupboard and roared his anger as soon as he saw what she had done.

In all of her existence, never had she witnessed such raw violence. She hadn’t been able to take her eyes from it. She’d covered her mouth and tried not to make a noise, crying in fear and horror. When Mr. Shaw tired and left Garret’s limp form in the middle of the floor, the boy had put his finger to his mouth. Be quiet. Be still.

At last the monster had closed his bedroom door and the sound of him falling heavily onto bed had come to her, and she’d rushed to Garret. He’d needed help but she hadn’t known how to give it.

“Go home, Margaret,” he’d whispered.

“I can’t leave you.”

“Please. For me. Leave, and I’ll come see you when I can.”

That had been the last time she’d seen Garret. Why she hadn’t remembered until now, she couldn’t fathom. Maybe, too painful a memory for a mind so young and frail to keep.

Mother had grown scared of life in the wilderness after Garret’s mother died. Two days in a small room as she watched her best friend wither and suffer had done something irreparable to her. One day, she packed a bag in the wagon, unbeknownst to Maggie, and told Roy she and Maggie were going into town to buy fabric. Mother had dragged her, screaming, onto the train and never looked back. And though Maggie often had, with letters and longing, Garret had never known what became of his childhood friend.

His fears about loving her were understandable. She just didn’t like being the one to pay for others’ mistakes.

Garret stomped through the front door, soaking wet and cursing under his breath.

“Take your boots off. I just cleaned the floor,” she said with as much composure as she could muster from her position on the floor.

Garret trailed a look from her to the repositioned cupboard and back.

“I just remembered,” she explained quietly. She couldn’t read the emotion in his expression, and didn’t want to. “There is a roast over the fire. I’m going to bed.”

“Maggie—”

“Don’t.” She rounded on him quietly. “Do you realize I didn’t even know we were leaving that day? I thought we were just making a trip into town. Then my mother forced me on the train. I tried to write to you and you never responded. I asked about you in every letter I ever wrote to Roy so I could get any information on how you were doing. My Aunt Margaret thought surely I would grow into an old maid because I compared every suitor to the boy I remembered and none matched up. It doesn’t change a thing, Garret, but you should know it wasn’t my choice to leave. I’m not like your mother, or mine. Your first mistake was in assuming I was.”

She tried to find sleep but with such ghosts of disturbing memories haunting her, peace was elusive. Her skin itched and she felt filthy.

In desperation to find escape from the thought of young Garret lying bloodied on the kitchen floor, a bath was all she could safely consider. Rags and warm water were alright, but it wasn’t the same as soaking the grime of ranch life off and relaxing in a tub.

She crept to the door and listened. Nothing. She tiptoed out to peek at the tub in the small room off the back of the house. It was wooden and on the small end. Beggars and choosers, though.

Tiptoeing across creaking floorboards, Maggie started to pour water into a pot to heat it up. If she was taking a bath in the middle of the night, she would do it right.

“What are you doing?” Garret asked in a deep, tired voice.

Maggie swung around and grabbed her chest as though doing so might actually keep her frightened heart from jumping right out of her body. Garret lay back in the great chair with a blanket over him. “What are you doing out here? You scared me nearly to death!”

“I asked you first.”

“Taking a bath. I couldn’t sleep. Now you.”

With a sigh, he stood, stretching. His casual dress had her looking away quickly so he couldn’t see her flush in the candlelight. He wore loose cotton pants for sleeping and a thin white shirt, unbuttoned, which gave her a glimpse of the muscular planes of his chest and stomach. “My bedroom. It used to be my pa’s. Sometimes when I get to thinking about things that happened I don’t like to sleep in there. Here, let me help you warm the water.”

She sat at the table and watched him work. Warming the water took long and arduous effort.

After the first few pots were heated and dumped into the tub, he flicked his head toward the back room. “Better get to it. Water’s not going to keep all night.”

She didn’t want him to see her and he still had more pots of water to heat.

Garret must have sensed her reservations because he said, “I’m not going to look at you, Maggie.”

She glared at him. “Of course you wouldn’t.”

Once she’d closed the thin cotton curtain over the doorway to the small room, she set her candle as far away as possible. Garret might try not to look, but her naked silhouette would be certain to catch even the most unwilling attention.

Vulnerable as a field mouse with no cover, she hurried out of her robe and thin nightdress. The warm water hit her aching muscles, and she sighed, then took her time removing pins, letting her hair tumble satisfyingly down her bare shoulders. If not for her reluctant husband within earshot, she would have groaned but most definitely didn’t need any more embarrassment for the day. Or her lifetime, for that matter. With the day’s events, she’d met her quota ten times over.

Relaxing into the tub was like a homecoming. The grime and dirt from this rugged life she now led lifted away little by little. Grain by grain.

Garret rapped on the door frame. “Maggie, I’m not lookin’ but I have more hot water.”

“Set it by the tub and I’ll pour it in myself, if you don’t mind.”

He pulled the curtain to the side and, true to his word, kept his eyes averted. The bucket was placed by the tub and he turned his back to wait.

As she emptied the pail over her bare legs, she nearly scalded herself. “Oh! That is really hot.”

“Sorry, I let it heat too long. I wanted to make sure you had time to get in.” Garret grabbed the pot she’d scooted his way. “How many more, you think?”

“One more would be excellent.” The tub wouldn’t be full, but it would be good enough and she didn’t want to bother him any more than necessary.

After he left to heat more, she sank under the water for as long as she could hold her breath. Oh, if she could only stay down there forever and forget everything that happened in the past week. The clouds and valleys had been so high and low. A quiet desperation had emerged in her for life to steady out. One stable, expected, uninteresting day.

Surely, for such a day to happen though, she would have to avoid Garret from the time the sun came up until dark fell. She had been entirely swept up in the tidal waves of his emotional turmoil, and as a consistently happy person in the face of adversity, she found it tiresome.

After Garret gave her the last pot of hot water, he hesitated in the doorway. “Maggie—”

“Hmm-mm, nope,” she said. “You aren’t going to ruin this bath for me, Garret Shaw. We’re married, remember? You have plenty of time to hurt my feelings tomorrow. And then for the rest of our lives, as you seem to think is necessary. Good night.”

The line he cut rigid with anger, he left without another word.

“Thank you for heating the bath water,” she called. No response.

She set to work with the soap and cleansed herself, though it felt like the crude soap burned the dirt off rather than washed it. Her skin tingled even after she’d toweled off.

As she passed Garret’s still form laid out in his great chair on the way to her bedroom, he fastened his gaze on her damp hair and thin dressing gown.

Let him look. He’d had his chance.

* * * *

The next morning, Maggie woke with a start to a firm rap on the door. She shot up in bed and rolled right off the edge she’d been perched on while she slept.

At the great thump her body made against the floor’s wooden planks, Garret called, “Maggie?”

“Yes, I’m fine!” A horrifying glimpse in the mirror revealed her hair had dried while she’d slept and resembled the mane of a lion, and her eyes were puffy from lack of rest.

The door creaked open and Garret poked his head in.

“What?” she asked.

Try as he might not to smile, the effort must have proved fruitless because now he grinned like a fool. In hopes he’d go away, she glared at him. Then his unwavering blue eyes lost all humor as he took in her state of undress. Her night dress really was too thin to wear in mixed company.

Puffing up like an enraged hen, she asked, “Do you mind, sir?”

“I don’t mind at all.”

No remorse. Not even a speck, could she find in her husband’s response.

Her robe was strung across the back of a chair. She stomped over to it, picked it up, no doubt giving Garret a direct look at her backside, and flung it in front of herself. There.

She arched her eyebrows and waited, only barely resisting the urge to either tap her foot or throw the porcelain vase on the dresser at him. As the only elegant décor in the room though, she’d spare its fragile life.

Garret opened the door even wider and leaned against the frame. Stubborn man. “I don’t think it’s wrong for a husband to see his wife…like this.” He waved his hand in the general direction of her body.

“Oh, look but don’t touch, is it? Sounds very unsatisfying for me.” She had a chronic tendency to give in to her bold tongue, and for some reason Garret had an uncanny ability to bring out the worst of it.

With a rakish grin, he unbuttoned the top button on his shirt.

“Don’t you dare.” Though she shook her head at him, vehement, she was unable to take her gaze from his fingers reaching for the second button. The next one popped open.

“Do what you like. I am unaffected.” The clenching in her abdomen thoroughly disagreed.

Unwilling to play the childish games, she turned away and after a moment of silence, wheeled around and faced him. Her robe did not cover well enough her back. Garret looked happily at her, having just received an eyeful of the silhouette of her posterior.

“Insufferable ass!” As he closed the door, she chucked a pillow at it, and his deep, booming laugh sounded from the other side.

“All right. Truce,” he offered as he peeked carefully into the doorway. “I came in here for a reason.”

Clutching the robe to her chest, she let her frustration show on her face.

“I need to go into town for a supply run and to grab Cookie and the boys. Thought maybe you’d like to come along.”

His offer took her aback but she nodded stiffly.

“Good. Oh, and I like the yellow dress you’ve been wearin’. Get dressed and I’ll hitch up the mules.” With that crooked smile that made her insides do flip flops, he left.

So he liked the yellow dress? The wine colored one it was then. She threw the other pillow at the door for good measure.

* * * *

During the first quiet, and at times, awkward hour of the ride into town, Garret didn’t seem willing to talk, and she sure as hell wasn’t going to start a conversation with him. Though she sat beside him in the buggy, she found herself inching further away so she wouldn’t accidentally touch and upset him.

Truth be told, she understood his fears. She didn’t like them, but appreciated where he was coming from. And that she’d thought the boy she’d known and the man he was now didn’t resemble each other irked her. As it happened, they were different in most ways but one. Garret was still an honorable person who protected those he cared about. She just didn’t know if she fit into that category yet. Or if she ever would.

Best to start slowly. Being friends would have to somehow be enough.

In truth, he had been unknown to her from the moment his angry glare lit on her face the first time at Roy’s homestead. The memory of his hatred made her shiver.

Garret watched her, his expression curious.

She steeled herself. “I was thinking of how much you hated me when you saw me at Roy’s place. The first day, when you hadn’t recognized me?”

Garret nodded solemnly. No use denying it.

“The way you looked at me— I never want to earn that look again, I guess is what I’m trying to say.”

He snorted. “Woman, you’ll probably earn that look from me once a day at least. You get mad as a badger and have a mouth to match. I think I’d be worried if you weren’t pissin’ me off somehow.”

She tried not to laugh. Truly she did. Encouraging him wouldn’t help in the least. But sometimes, as her mother would say, American men were so brash, which unfortunately was amusing. Garret Shaw was as red-blooded American as they came. “Mmm, well, I do find it my duty to keep you on your toes now that we are married. I mean, it wouldn’t do to be mindlessly happy all the time, now would it?”

A short, booming laugh erupted from him, and he shook his head. He was quiet for a long time then said, “My ma and pa were happy,” watching her out of the corner of his eye.

“Roy and my mother were happy, from what I can remember,” she told him. “But I’m sure any woman would have been happy with Roy. He was a kind and devoted man.” Her heart hurt, just talking about the dear man, her true father. “I always wondered why he didn’t take another wife and have children of his own.”

“He thought about it sometimes. We’d talk about it before I went off to finish my schoolin’. He just thought you and your ma were it for him though, and he found peace with it. He said he was happier than any one man should be when he had you two. Said it would be unfair for him to be lucky enough to find that kind of happiness twice, so he gave up before he tried.”

In no way did she want Garret to see her cry, but stubborn tears filled her eyes and sought escape despite her determination to keep them at bay. She subtly dashed a gloved hand over her eyes, but he must have caught the movement. His intense gaze followed her in that uncanny way of his.

She turned away, feigned interest in the landscape. Garret pulled her hand into the crook of his arm and patted it. Sometimes he surprised her with his unexpected tenderness, and at times like this, made her hope she could be more to him.

That notion, she squashed like she would a mosquito. He was clear about his feelings. If he toyed with her emotions, he didn’t mean to.

“I know it meant a lot that you kept writing to Roy.” A faraway look in his eyes, he leaned back and smiled. “He’d always tell me when he got a letter in the post from you. It’s all he would talk about for a week. Never got the hint that I didn’t want to hear how great you were doin’. Or maybe he did. He just didn’t care, is more likely.”

His words eased the hole in her chest, made her smile. “Can I hold the reins?”

Eyebrows arched, he said, “You want to learn to drive ’em?”

“Well, why not? What if I needed to drive the buggy someday and didn’t know how to do it?”

He handed the mules over and she leaned forward in the creaking seat.

“Don’t clench the reins. Let them loose and manageable in your hands. It’s kind of like riding Buck,” he explained. “Your saddle’s just further back and you’re commanding two horses instead of one. Turn slowly with the curve in the road.”

She pulled the leather strip in her left hand, but not enough.

“More,” he encouraged. “You won’t break them, and the one on the right will test you if he thinks you’re soft.” He relaxed into the jouncing chair and propped his boots up on the foot board.

She thought he would take the reins back when they pulled onto Main Street, but he let her drive right up to the General Store. Then he hopped out and jogged over to her side of the buggy.

“Here, let me.” He reached for her waist and lifted her gently to the ground. His strong grip stayed firmly on her hips and she rested her hands on his chest.

He was so handsome. She felt faint when their bodies were so close. It seemed as if the noise from the town faded to nothing when she looked into his eyes. Such a masculine, mesmerizing, mysterious creature he was. Did he have this effect on all women? He must. Garret Shaw’s features couldn’t be lost on others of her gender. He was too well built to be missed.

Someone whistled behind her, breaking the moment. “I got a room at the Brass Buckle if you two want it.” Burke headed their way with a huge smile on his face.

With a gasp, she pulled away from Garret. His hands hovered near her waist for an instant longer and a look she couldn’t decipher crossed his face. Regret? It was quickly replaced by a good natured glare for Burke.

“You boys ever comin’ back to the ranch?” Garret asked him.

“Eh, we figured we’d give you two newlyweds some time alone.” Burke stopped in front of them and removed his hat and bowed gallantly. “Mrs. Shaw.”

“Ridiculous man. Stand up,” she said, self-conscious. Passersby were staring but she couldn’t help being flattered by his swift and apparent acceptance of her.

“Gather the boys. We’re picking up supplies and then we’ll head back.”

Burke nodded and replaced his hat. “You got it, boss.”

As he strode off, movement by the dressmaker’s shop and stifled laughter on the wind caught her attention. A trio of women shot her catty looks and snickered. One was Anna Jennings.

Her smile faded with hurt. Why she still let rude women affect her feelings, she didn’t know.

Garret held the door open for her and they entered the small general store. Out of the direct line of sight of the whispering women, much to her relief.

While Garret talked to a short man with glasses behind the counter, she browsed the store. When she’d lived there before, the town had barely existed, much less a store, which had been more of a small and smelly open market. The little town of Rockdale had come leaps and bounds since then, no doubt due to the railroad and the illustrious new designation of cattle town. The store even boasted a small assortment of curtains to decorate cabin windows.

“Do you like those?” Garret’s voice sounded close to her ear and his soft breath tickled the fine hairs on her neck. He was deliciously near, forcing her to take a moment before she answered to avoid her voice quavering.

“I was just thinking of how far this place has come since I lived here last.” Bravely she turned and faced him, and he only pulled back a little, to her delight.

“I was thinking—” he started.

“Oh no, a dangerous pastime to be sure.”

He graced her with an arched eyebrow and continued. “The cabin could use a woman’s touch. Not too much, mind you, but it could use better curtains over the front windows if you want to pick some out.”

“How about this one?” She held up a gaudy, bright pink, floral printed length of fabric.

Garret’s mouth flattened into a grim line. “If that is what you really want.”

He looked as if he already regretted his offer, and she giggled. In the end, she chose a pair of solid blue curtains. She didn’t tell him they were the color of his eyes or that it was the biggest reason she wanted them. He probably wouldn’t appreciate the sentiment.

“I think I shall purchase a length of white ribbon from the dressmaker’s shop to use as a tie for them,” she told him.

Garret added the curtains onto a growing pile of provisions on the counter and threw a distracted look at the list of what the ranch would need between now and their next trip to town. “All right, meet me back at the wagon after you are finished. I’m almost done here.” He handed her a few coins to cover the cost of the ribbon, and she exited the store, the tinkling bell above the door announcing her departure.

That she was enjoying a trip into town with Garret was unexpected, and she did so like surprises. Most surprises, anyway.

 


 

Chapter 10

 

The three gossiping women were thankfully gone when Maggie wandered through the door to the dressmaker’s shop. The last thing she wanted was another run-in with Garret’s slighted betrothed. The tiny woman likely bore a wealth of malice. A theory Maggie was utterly uninterested to test.

After purchasing a length of white ribbon, she stopped to inspect the windows of the dressmaker’s shop. The dresses on display were of plainer quality than she was used to. Less elegant, to be sure, but the differences made the plain fashion more functional for her new life.

Such functionality made the deep red dress she wore even prettier than when she first bought it. Maybe because it was more comfortable than the dresses she was used to, but more likely, that hungry admiration on Garret’s face when he’d seen her in it for the first time that morning.

Though Aunt Margaret had often spoken of what a plain creature she was, she could wear a dress. Her dressmakers often remarked on her fine figure. She would take their word over her ornery old Aunt Margaret’s any day. If for no other reason than they’d had kinder compliments that were easier for her to swallow.

A man cleared his throat behind her and she spun around with a smile, expecting Garret to be there.

Though her husband was a stranger to her, this man was most certainly not him. His dark blue eyes were familiar, but nothing else. Tall with graying hair and a humorless posture, he was an older gentleman. From the gold watch fob draped across his waistcoat to the perfect stitching of his jacket, for a town such as Rockdale, his dress was impeccable. He came from money. Walked with the confidence of a man who knew his place above others in the world. Indeed, he was at the top of the food chain. That much was evident, even before he opened his mouth to speak.

“Mrs. Shaw, I presume? I’m Clint Jennings. Nice to make your acquaintance.”

The reason for his slight familiarity made sense. Clint’s eyes looked eerily similar to his son Wyatt’s.

“Maggie Shaw,” she responded with a small curtsey, and looked around for Garret or Burke. Anybody she recognized would do, as her unease grew the longer this man took in her appearance. He was indeed a man used to getting everything he wanted, before he even wanted it.

“My daughter has told me some distressing news and I’d like to speak with you on it. If you don’t mind, of course.” The look on his face said he didn’t give a fig whether she minded or not.

“I assume this is about my marriage to Garret?”

A stodgy smile painted Clint’s face but failed to reach his eyes. He looked around. They had gathered the attention of onlookers. “Would you like to join me somewhere more private, Mrs. Shaw? I wouldn’t want these people to get the wrong impression.”

“Actually, I have to meet my husband. I am already overdue and must go, but it was nice to meet you.”

Jennings didn’t take hints very well. He grabbed her elbow and dragged her to a lane between the buildings.

“Unhand me, sir,” she protested, shock giving way to indignation. She wrenched her arm out of his grasp and rubbed the limb’s throbbing area.

“Are you aware my daughter was in negotiations to be married to Garret before you came along?”

“Sounds terribly romantic.” Would sarcasm buy her time? She searched the empty alley for any signs of life. An emboldened rat gnawing on trash in the shade didn’t count.

“Who are you, Maggie Shaw, that you would ruin the happiness of two people? My daughter is in tears over this, and I will have retribution for it. Any slight to my family is a slight to me. I think you’ll find me a very ruthless man and not one to be trifled with.” He leaned closer, backing her into the wall.

As she sidled along the wall in an attempt to escape him, he slammed his hand into the side of the building, so close to her face, cool air whooshed against her cheek. She gasped and closed her eyes.

“I think we should talk,” he growled. “I should take you to a nice lunch, and we can talk about when you are leaving town.”

Summoning courage, she opened her eyes. “I’m not leaving,” she gritted out.

“Oh, come on. Surely you can be persuaded. Let me take you for lunch at the Brass Buckle. That would be the perfect dining place for someone with your character.”

“Think she declined your offer already, Mr. Jennings.” Garret stood in the entryway to the alley looking calm and unflustered. Except for the clenching of his jaw, which she focused on as she gazed over Clint’s arm, still pressed beside her face.

The tension in her shoulders eased. Garret meant safety. One glance at Clint’s face, though, replaced her relief with worry for Garret.

“Besides, I was planning to take my wife to lunch, and you know how it is with newlyweds,” Garret said, “three’s a crowd. Now kindly move your hand away from my wife’s face.” The before I remove it for you was implied, and Clint’s features darkened even more. How was such a color even possible on a man’s face?

Clint laughed, a cruel sound wringing from his throat, and stepped away from her. She steadied her shaking breathing, took the time to stand straight and smooth the wrinkles from her dress.

When she stepped unsteadily over to stand behind Garret, he grabbed her hand and led her away. He pulled her into the nearby hotel and headed up the stairs.

Fear kept her from asking where they were going. His strong grip told her he was furious and she didn’t want to be the victim of it. He pulled up short and knocked on a door in a long hallway. Burke opened it and looked first at her and then at Garret. Something in the latter’s face made Burke backpedal into the room and invite them in.

“Give us a minute?” Garret asked Burke quietly.

“Yep,” Burke said then hightailed it out the door.

Garret didn’t seem ready to talk, so she sat, knees together, hands in her lap, on the edge of the bed and waited. He paced to the window and back then threw his hat against the wall and stood still, his profile to her.

“Are you all right?” Finally he looked at her.

She nodded. “Are you?”

“I don’t want you talkin’ to that man anymore, you hear?”

“I didn’t mean to talk to him in the first place.” She rubbed her arm, which still throbbed from Jennings’s grasp.

Garret kneeled in front of her. “Let me see.”

“It’s nothing.”

With one impatient glance from her husband, she pulled the sleeve gently up her sore arm. Four perfect finger marks shone red on the delicate inside of her arm, and one on the outside. They would surely make colorful bruises by morning.

Garret touched each mark with the brush of a fingertip and sat back on the heels of his boots. As he rubbed his hand over the stubble on his face, his barely contained fury had her reaching for him. To her relief, he didn’t lash out at her but heaved a sigh and leaned into her touch. His short whiskers were rough against the sensitive skin on the palm of her hand.

“Don’t do anything you’ll regret, Garret.” She’d said it quietly, but he nodded.

A breath more, and he pulled away, his wall slammed back into place like the gates of some lonesome castle.

“I promised you lunch,” he said as he retrieved his hat from the floor. “We’ll eat downstairs and then head back to the ranch.”

“All right.” Mauve and tan floral wallpaper clung to the walls, and if the bedroom furniture didn’t match, at least the pieces worked well together. The cream colored linens on Burke’s unmade bed looked clean enough and a quaint rocking chair stood in the corner of the cozy room. Likely this room was much nicer than one above the saloon. “I thought the boys stayed at the Brass Buckle when they were in town.”

“Yeah, they do. Burke got kicked out.” Humor flickered in his eyes, easing some of the tension between them. “Let’s go eat. I’m starving.”

* * * *

Dearest Uncle,

If I didn’t give you a hard time, I fear you would wonder who this imposter is who continues to write to you every few days. That being said, you, sir, have broken your promise. I was in town today and when I checked the post, disappointed to find nary a letter from you. I do believe this wins me the bet between us. If you remember the terms, they were that you would write to me and send it the day after I left. It should be here by now. Do not worry, for I will happily keep up my end of the bargain and write habitually, until you feel obliged to respond. I do believe I may have a stubborn streak, so surely you are aware I intend to make good on my threat.

All joking aside, how are you, Uncle? I know you are a busy man, but I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again until you hear me—it wouldn’t hurt to slow down for your own safety and health. Enjoy the luxuries you have worked so hard for! I fear overwork has left you no time to keep in contact with your only niece.

All is well here. My husband took me to luncheon in town, which was unexpected. Also, quite the peaceful meal because we had endured an eventful day and were both lost to our own thoughts. I shall take peace over banter any day.

All right, I know you are shaking your head right now. Maybe I do enjoy a little banter, though I’d never admit such to him. I do wonder if he will ever understand my humor as you do, Uncle. Or if he will always see me a child.

How does one get to know their spouse? Any advice on this matter would be appreciated and used wisely. I look forward to receiving your correspondence.

Maggie Shaw

P.S. I also look forward to the box of fine chocolates promised when you made the bet with me. I shall feed them to my surly husband in hopes of sweetening him up.

 

Maggie put the cork in the bottle of ink and leaned into the cushion of her chair. Because of a small but persistent fear of prying eyes, she’d written the letter in her bedroom. Though Garret showed little interest when she wrote, she couldn’t quite get over that he’d remorselessly read her journal. The betrayal still stung.

A soft knock came at the door. Garret was starting to make a habit of needing to speak with her after she was in her nightdress and ready for bed. Seemed like he made up excuses to see her in such a state of undress, and as she stood and opened her door, the thought made her smile. Incorrigible man.

She poked her head out, careful to reveal nothing of her dress.

Garret looked serious and distracted. “Hey. Me and the boys have to go see about the cattle tonight. A number are missing and we weren’t able to find them earlier. We need to watch them tonight. Try to figure out what or who is taking them.”

“Oh. Is there anything I can do?” To see him better in the dim candlelight streaming from her small desk, she opened the door wider. She didn’t like the thought of him out there in the dark when mischief was likely about.

“No, ma’am.” He threw a glance toward the front of the house and rubbed his face as he so often did when thinking. “I’m going to ask Lenny to stay in the big house with you tonight. You need anything, you ask her, you hear?”

“Yes, of course.”

“I don’t like leaving you here alone, Maggie. Be safe about it. You know where the ammunition is?”

She nodded, and though he looked at her skeptically, he didn’t press the issue. “I’ll make the bed in the other room for Lenny. When do you think you will be back?”

“Not before tomorrow afternoon. If you run into trouble, the cattle are still near the pond and that’s where we’ll be. It’ll be near impossible for you to find it at night, so don’t set out unless you are desperate.” He surprised her by grabbing her hands and examining the palms in the dim, flickering light. Then he grunted. “Hands look a lot better. Would you mind taking care of the barn tomorrow with Lenny?”

“Of course. Whatever you need.”

His gaze traveled the length of her dressing gown then his expression grew severe again. “Take care,” he said in a clipped tone, turned on his heel and stalked out of the house.

Maggie clenched her hands. The skin on her extremities sought the warmth of the touch that had left them so abruptly. “You too,” she murmured.

How surprising. The texture, look, and feel of her palms had changed so much since her arrival in Rockdale. They were lady’s hands no longer but rough, with half healed blisters and calluses covering most of the skin. A bit horrifying, but no one could accuse her of avoiding her share of the work with hands such as these.

* * * *

The hideously mottled rooster screeched. Right outside her window. The proximity of the grating noise could only mean Lenny was already up and feeding the chickens. Maggie got out of bed quickly and washed at the washbasin in front of her mirror.

Garret wasn’t kind to her all the time. Or most of the time, for that matter, but the man had not once forgotten to fill her washbasin with fresh water every day. She could easily take care of it herself, but somehow, it seemed romantic that he filled it. In his way, taking care of her. He’d started to do little things for her that meant more than he probably understood. Frustrating, a bit, that he was leading her on, but touching. In some dark crevice of his hardened heart, he obviously cared.

She braided her hair and pinned it into a low bun, letting the natural waves pull some curls out to tickle the sides of her face. Finally, she looked rested and fresh faced, and was grateful for a good night’s sleep.

She met Lenny in the barn with a couple pieces of cornbread from the day before. They relaxed on hay bales and set into breakfast. After they had fluffed crumbs from their laps for the chickens to clean up, Maggie led the horses and mules out to the corral one by one while Lenny milked the cows. Macy and Bossy’s calves were half grown and tended to mill about wherever they pleased.

Today, the little bulls seemed inclined to play-fight near the corral. Those two half-tamed brutes would be a handful when they were older.

Mucking out the horse’s stalls brought back the work she’d done around Roy’s homestead when she was younger. Similar to these chores but on a smaller scale. Her late father’s small ranch wasn’t nearly as grandiose as the Lazy S. It had been home though, and she found herself longing to see it again. A couple of days there after years of homesickness didn’t seem nearly enough.

After the women finished most of the animals’ upkeep, Maggie started saddling Buck. Lenny studied her curiously, but didn’t ask and brought her mare in and began to saddle her too.

“Why do you ride with a saddle?” Maggie asked the girl. “I’ve seen you ride her bareback with ease.”

Lenny grinned and put her saddle back in its place with the others. “Sometimes people, they don’t like to be reminded I’m Indian.”

She snorted. “Little English, my arse. You speak it better than I do.”

Lenny held onto her mare’s mane and hopped on in a graceful arch of motion.

Maggie hiked her foot into Buck’s stirrup and hefted herself into the saddle, adjusted, then had to reposition her skirts. “I envy you. You can wear pants and no one gives you grief for it.”

A devilish glint appeared in Lenny’s eyes. “Part of the reason I don’t speak English around people. If they think I’m a savage, no one bothers me about wearing dresses and acting like a lady. I get to wear pants, and carry a gun, and sleep without clothes. And if anyone asks me to do something I don’t want to, I just act like I don’t understand them.”

At the mention of sleeping without clothes, Maggie ceased fiddling with the stirrups. “You don’t sleep in a nightdress?” How scandalous, but deliciously naughty it would feel to sleep naked. She’d have to try it.

Lenny beheld her knowingly. “Maybe you should be a savage, too.”

A harsh and unjustified word, though a normal part of vocabulary for most. Lenny said it devoid of anger. Whether from knowing the term wasn’t true or from having adopted an ease with the word after years around white men, Maggie wasn’t sure.

“So where are we going, Boss Lady?”

“Ugh, what an atrocious nickname. Call me Maggie. I want to take flowers to Roy’s grave, and maybe spend some time around his place today.”

Lenny looked worried but nodded. “Should be safe enough, but I’m going to grab the pistols just in case. Maybe we can do some shooting while we are there.”

Upon reaching Roy’s grave, Maggie kneeled down in the dirt and laid a bouquet of wildflowers she’d picked on the way on it. Rocks had been laid on his grave to keep the coyotes from digging, but she busied herself with plucking tiny, tender shoots of green grass from the dirt between them. Lenny stood some distance back and waited while Maggie told Roy of her new life, of the things that had happened in the past few days.

“I wonder if you knew what you were doing when you charged Garret with your dying wish, Roy,” she said to his grave.

And then she cried, her anguish and misery bursting forth from her heart, so frail in its attempt to hide her grief from unsympathetic surroundings.

Instinct. Such a curious thing, and it seemed to have grown the longer she was out of the city. The hairs now rose on her neck, and she turned.

Frozen against the backdrop of wilderness and sky, hat pulled low over his face, a man sat a chestnut horse, staring at her. He didn’t move to approach or offer condolences.

Maybe that was his way of mourning the man he’d cared about too. She wiped her eyes and turned to the grave marker. He wouldn’t come to her because it wasn’t his way. But understanding that didn’t relieve the bone deep ache of his deliberate absence.

 


 

Chapter 11

 

“Why did you make me skin the rabbit?” Maggie asked.

She had been curious about Lenny’s reason for days, and the ride from Roy’s homestead to the Lazy S wasn’t a long one. She and Lenny needed to take advantage of their time together before prying ears surrounded them and she was back to taking lessons on the Comanche language.

“Garret doesn’t need a weak woman.” Well, that was an unexpected turn to this conversation. “It’s not a bad thing to be a soft woman. To be tender when he needs it, but he would never respect a weak woman.” Lenny looked at her as if to gauge whether she understood. “No one wanted his marriage to that Jennings woman to happen. Garret, least of all of us. But he would have done it to save the ranch. She would have done her best to put us beneath her though. Garret needs a woman to work beside him. Not one he has to drag behind him. He wouldn’t respect you if you didn’t try. The effort you have been willing to put in? It matters to a man like him, even if he doesn’t always show it.”

“Hmph. He most certainly doesn’t show it. Most of the time I can’t honestly say whether he likes me or loathes me.”

“He is a hard man,” Lenny agreed, “but it’s worth the trouble to get yourself under his arm.”

“Is Cookie your man?” After the words were out, she wished immediately she could take them back. It was far too bold a question at such an early stage in their friendship.

Lenny, thankfully, only smirked at her. “Cookie is my father’s brother. Was my father’s brother,” she corrected herself. She appeared as if she waited for more questions, and when none were offered, continued. “My mother and father died when I was little, and Cookie didn’t yet have a woman or a baby. He took care of me as his own. Like my father, Cookie was a great warrior. Led many brave war parties. One night he received a spirit dream. In it, a white owl told him of what could come to pass. The owl told him he must take me away from our people that night. The owl said it was my destiny to live away from the reservations and among white men. To choose a white man. Cookie was furious and argued with the spirit animal, but the owl told him he must keep me safe. He said that when I was gray, the white man I chose would become a supporter for the last great chief of our people because of his time spent with me. Hawk.”

So transfixed had she been by Lenny’s slow, rhythmic words and story, the last word caught her off guard. “Huh?”

Lenny pointed to the large bird perched on a tree limb. “He’s hunting.”

“What happened next?” Maggie asked, ignoring the interruption.

A sigh escaped her friend. “Cookie took me in the middle of the night. The next day my village was attacked. No survivors were found. We searched for work but couldn’t find any. I was just a girl and didn’t understand why Cookie was looking for work with white men. They were our enemy and Cookie was a great warrior. I was angry and felt betrayed. Garret’s dad hired us, but I think he was drunk when he did. Probably didn’t even mean to give us work, but for years we kept the ranch working with Garret when he was younger. After Garret left for school, I wanted to leave but Cookie refused. Said someday Garret would run the ranch and it would be our best chance. We just had to make it until then. So we did, and I found out Cookie was right. Garret was meant to run this place. He takes care of his people.”

“You speak so highly of Garret. Did you ever think he was the one you were supposed to choose?”

Lenny gawked at her like she had sprouted antlers. “No. Garret is too moody. Too broken. I’ll let you deal with him. I want a happy man.” Her voice took on a dreamy quality. “One who smiles a lot.”

“Like Burke?” One glance at the shock in Lenny’s face, and she was sure she’d guessed right. “Burke? But he is such a scoundrel!”

Lenny laughed and nodded in agreement. “And he needs a shave, and he sees me as one of the men.”

“I daresay he would be a fetching man without the beard,” she conceded. His kind, dark eyes were handsomely shaped and his happy disposition did make his smile all the more appealing. “And I’m sure he doesn’t see you as one of the men. From a distance, yes, your dress could throw one off, but up close you couldn’t ever be mistaken for a man. Your face is much too fair,” she said with a nod.

“Nape,” Lenny said pointing to her foot.

“What?”

Lenny tilted her head toward the barely visible house in the distance. Garret was headed their way on foot.

“Oh. Right. Nape? Nape.”

When Garret reached them, he took Buck’s reins and pulled him to a stop. He nodded at Lenny, and she rode ahead.

“Take a walk with me?” he asked Maggie.

“Be delighted.” She dismounted before he could assist her and snatched the reins from his hand. “Come on ol’ Buckey-boy,” she crooned. They roamed in silence while she waited for Garret to find his words.

“While the boys were in town, they heard there was a dance coming up. The McDowell’s barn burned to the ground a month back and folks in town aim to raise a new one. The dance will be afterward.” Garret reacquired Buck’s reins, and Maggie hiked up her skirts to keep pace with him. “Normally me and the boys would help with the barn and be on our way, but since you are here— Well, I figured I’d see if you needed to go,” he ended.

“Garret Shaw. Are you asking to accompany me to a dance?”

“Hardly,” he said, sparing an annoyed glare for her. “Just thought you would require more socialization than the rest of us.”

To sidle around a cluster of cactus, she hiked her skirts higher. “Let me guess. The boys want to go, but you want to use me as an excuse for it.”

At the edge of her vision, a smile tugged at the corners of his lips. “Do you want to go or not?”

“Fine, but Lenny comes, too.”

Garret stopped walking so abruptly, Buck nearly stepped on the back of his boot. “Now why in Sam Hill do you think Lenny would want to go to a barn raising and a dance?”

“I don’t, but I’ll ask.”

“And how do you propose to do that? You don’t even speak her language!”

Skirts still lifted to pick her way over the uneven terrain, she made her way past him. “I’m learning it,” she snapped.

“Do you wear her moccasins every day?” he asked, peering at her footwear.

“Of course I do. They were a gift and they are comfortable. Would you prefer I wear my fine high button leather shoes to properly milk a cow? And furthermore, do you have any idea how many times a day that damned rooster chases me? I’d likely never escape in those.”

Lengthening his strides, he caught up with her. “Learning the language, wearing moccasins…sure you ain’t turnin’ Injun?” His tone said he didn’t mind the changes.

“Yes, I think tomorrow I shall wear a feather in my hair.”

* * * *

Garret thought she had been joking, but the next morning, while Lenny tied a long hawk feather into Maggie’s unpinned hair, she broached the subject of the dance.

“No,” Lenny responded immediately.

Having let the subject rest for exactly three minutes, she tried again. “Burke is going.”

Lenny sighed and stood back to admire her efforts on Maggie’s hair. “Even if I went to the dance, he would look at me the same.” Her eyes lit up. “Unless I had a dress to wear.”

“You want to borrow one of my dresses?” Maggie asked, eyebrows surely touching her hairline in surprise. “Are you sure you want to do that? What I mean to say is, your dress is part of what makes you you.”

“How am I supposed to find the man I’m supposed to be with if he can’t see past my outfit?”

“Well, then maybe he isn’t the man for you, if it takes a frilly dress to win his affections.” After quiet contemplation while she made her bed, Maggie folded. “I am truly up to my eyeballs in problems with the male gender at the moment. Who am I to give advice? Of course you can borrow any dress you want. I can do your hair if you’d like, as well.”

Lenny grinned, showing teeth that were straight and white against her dark skin. “Don’t worry. I won’t turn into a white lady if I wear a dress for one night.”

“More likely you’ll thank the heavens you aren’t a white lady after wearing one for a night. They are atrociously uncomfortable.”

* * * *

Three long and uneventful nights Garret spent out with the boys watching the cattle. They suspected cattle rustlers were to blame for the decline in their bovine numbers, but thus far, had seen zero nighttime human activity. Sparing their own, of course. As much as Maggie enjoyed sleeping with nary a stitch of clothing in Garret’s absence, she grew suspicious her increasingly foul mood had to do with how little she had seen him of late. She hated to admit it to herself, much less utter such embarrassing words out loud, so would keep the tidbit of information to herself. After bouts of especial grumpiness, Lenny tossed knowing looks at her, which led her to think she was fooling no one.

When Garret showed up to gather more provisions to last them yet another night, that was it. Enough was enough.

“I’m coming with you.”

Garret looked at her in shock, a half-eaten biscuit hanging from his mouth. “No,” he said around the food. “Hell no. You would hate it, and I have enough to deal with without listening to your whining.”

“How do you know I’ll hate it?” she countered. “You don’t even know me and besides, I’ve already saddled Buck and packed a bedroll and my own food. You won’t even know I’m there. I’ll be quiet as a mouse.”

He shook his head in annoyance and stuffed food into a pack.

“And I don’t whine,” she said, slamming the front door behind her as she left the house. She’d wait with the horses lest Garret get the harebrained idea to leave her behind at a dead run.

The ride to the pond was quiet until Garret said, “Your last pie almost looked normal.”

Ah, that hard earned half-compliment was so sweet to her ears. “I’ve been practicing the creation of the perfect pastry dessert to present at the barn raising.”

Kicking his horse into a trot in front of her, he said over his shoulder, “You’re likely to run the ranch out of flour with your good intentions.”

Why couldn’t the confounding man let her keep any of his kind words? She stuck her tongue out at his receding back. Mature or not, it made her feel better.

The remaining herd was still substantial and when they arrived, Cookie, Burke and Wells were scattered among the bellowing beasts on horseback. The former concentrated on chewing copious amounts of grass, while the latter kept a wary eye out for intruders. The men looked exhausted, and as she steered Buck to her post, the boys threw surprised glances in her direction. All but Burke, who waved and looked as if she was the entertainment he had been waiting for. She would have to try her best not to provide the expected show.

Milling about in the herd, she kept an attentive eye and rode to the edge of the numbers to check the tree line for any unexpected movement. How they would ever keep track of all the cattle was beyond her. The animals tended to wander wherever the wind took them, completely uninterested in staying in an easily manageable group, despite the cowhands combined efforts to keep them together. Garret muttered it was because the beasts were dumb, and though she strove to be more charitable in her thoughts, one evening with the herd had her inclined to agree with him.

Maggie was grateful for darkness. Her stomach proved to be an impatient little companion, and by nightfall she had tied a string of tight knots down the extra length of Bucks reins out of boredom. Her gaze was drawn to her untouchable husband’s strong athletic form more and more often, and she was relieved when Cookie started a fire some small distance away in the waning evening light. Burke disappeared into the trees and Garret kept his position with the herd, but she happily joined the men at the campfire. She hoped to pick up a few tips on outdoor cooking, and was glad when Cookie patiently answered her questions and let her help. Dinner was simple. Beans and ham with a loaf of freshly baked bread she’d brought. The bottom was scorched and it hadn’t risen properly, but no one complained.

The night was beautiful and clear. The sheer number of stars was nearly aesthetically overwhelming. Billions of tiny diamonds decorated the deep purple sky. Wells graciously gave up his seat on a fallen tree, which was a fortunate thing because from the looks of it, Garret had no intention of sharing his space on it. Still mad, then.

The men’s easy banter with each other made her chuckle, even when evident the bulk of their amusement stemmed from Garret’s relationship, or lack thereof, with her. The jabs didn’t make her uncomfortable. They bothered Garret, though, by the perpetual grimace he wore and the clenched set of his jaw.

Well, hang it then. Let them tease. What they said was mostly true and she could use a good laugh.

Maggie shoveled the last bite of dinner into her mouth as Burke announced he had a present for her. She turned to look at him and came face-to-face with a spiny lizard. Squeaking, she dropped her plate and hopped onto the log, which elevated her exactly one foot off the ground, and made her no safer. Garret’s shoulders shook with the effort to hold in his laughter. At least he tried. The others were hootin’ and hollerin’ remorselessly.

She threw her husband a slit-eyed glare and snatched the lizard from Burke’s outstretched hand. That successfully surprised everyone, including herself. Seated again, she cradled the reptile between her hands. It was the size of her palm and spiny, though not painful to hold.

“What is he?” she asked as she rubbed her finger down the folding spines on its back.

“Horny toad,” Garret answered. “Can’t take a step out here without finding one.”

“He’s a cute little rascal. When he isn’t shoved in one’s face, that is.” She gave Burke a mock glare and returned her attention to the horny toad. After she released the tiny creature, she unfolded her bedroll and eventually drifted off, the deep timbre of the men’s voices and the cattle’s song filling the background.

* * * *

Maggie awoke some time later, though what caused her to abandon slumber she couldn’t quite put her finger on. The fire had burned to embers, giving off just enough light to see her immediate surroundings. Wells and Burke slept soundly across the fire from her but when she looked in the immediate vicinity, only an empty bedroll lay shockingly close to hers.

Garret’s. He and Cookie must have been taking a turn watching the herd while the rest of them slept. She couldn’t keep her gaze or thoughts from the empty bedroll. At some time in the night, Garret had lain beside her and she hadn’t even known it. Had he found trouble sleeping?

Sleep was such a vulnerable state for one’s body. What could it mean that he would let himself rest so close to her? Most likely he was protecting her from a rogue cow hoof to the face, but she couldn’t let go the romantic implications of the empty pallet. He cared.

There it was again. The sound that woke her. A man’s movement in the dark. The softest whisper of leaves and kindling giving under careless footfall. It had to be Garret. No way would Cookie let himself make such noise. He and Lenny were as startlingly quiet as a thought.

Eyes closed, she feigned sleep, afraid if Garret knew she was awake he would move his bedroll further away. The thought of the potential absence made her ache.

A soft click of a gun sounded, cold metal met her temple and a large calloused hand went over her mouth.

A gruff voice rattled like gravel in Maggie’s ear, sour breath hot on her face. “Make a sound, and I’ll put a hole in that pretty little face o’ yourn.”

Her eyes shot open and her breathing picked up as fear slithered down her spine. This was most definitely not Garret Shaw.

The man yanked her roughly to her feet, never letting the pressure of the gun at her head relax. A few more yards, and a second pair of hands lifted her feet off the ground. She kicked wildly in panic. Muffled sounds escaped her, and the first man grunted with effort as he brought the butt of the gun down unforgivingly onto the back of her head. Her skull screamed and threatened to break into a million tiny pieces.

Maggie tried to hold onto the stars. Those beautiful pinpoints of light could mean her salvation if she could only keep her eyes open. The edges of her vision blurred and collapsed inward. Then everything went dark and she gave into the darkness.

 


 

Chapter 12

 

The thudding of Maggie’s heart became louder and louder, then almost a deafening roar in her ears. Not the rhythm of her heartbeat, but of a horse under her. She’d been thrown over the withers of a large horse like a sack of flour. Her throbbing head banged limply on the horse’s shoulder as it galloped. A strong hand on the small of her back kept her body steady, but her skin chilled where the man’s palm hit the thin fabric of her dress. Somehow, some way, she must escape this monster’s touch.

She needed time to think and was desperate to act as if she were still unconscious, but when the pain in her head became excruciating, she retched.

“Ah, she lives,” the man said, but sounded like he didn’t care either way.

That voice. The familiarity niggled at the edge of her frayed mind.

The horse jerked to a stop, throwing her balance off. As she pitched head-first toward the unsympathetic ground, she cried out.

“Steady, lass!” the man exclaimed and lifted her to a sitting position, facing him in the saddle. Such strength made her fear of the man all the more potent. The saddle horn dug painfully into her backside and she struggled to escape the unbreakable grip ensnaring her arms. The man kicked the horse, giving her no choice but to still her struggles and try as best she could to maintain her balance.

The man’s front rubbed rhythmically against hers. He laughed, the foul beast, such a grating and cruel sound, it raised the hair on her nape and sent gooseflesh across her arms.

“Now that’s more like it. Stop struggling, girl. You’ll fall and break your neck. It’s probably your fate anyway, but I’d like to enjoy you a bit more before then. Such a pretty girl shouldn’t go to waste.”

That voice. If she could see past the rag he wore over his face, she was sure she would recognize it. As soon as her eyes adjusted to the darkness of night, she would indubitably be staring into the feral eyes of Wyatt Jennings.

When Wyatt decided she had settled in her exertions, he loosed his grip on her arms. Even through the fabric between them, she felt him harden as they raced farther and farther away from the Lazy S. Away from home.

She couldn’t bear it a moment more and slapped him as hard as she could, fingers clawed. Some of the force was lost on the fabric covering his face, but she caught him soundly across the exposed part of his cheekbone.

Wyatt yelped in surprise, and Maggie went limp, let herself fall off the horse and tried her best to roll as she hit the ground hard. As soon as she was able, she dragged her aching body to the forest brush.

The horses turned around and the men shouted as they searched for her in the dark. She had fallen in thick woods full of shrubs and undergrowth between the trees. Unfortunately, chock full of brambles and cactus, which tore at her fragile skin as she crawled for the heaviest growth.

Her dress and arms were being shredded. Ignoring the pain, she pushed further into the thicket. The jangling cadence of boot spurs approached slowly, and she froze, terrified they would hear her. Her captors sounded so close.

Maggie curled into a ball and closed her eyes, unable to do more. She held her breath but her heartbeat sounded so loud. Could they hear it? Surely they would, and find her. It was beating so fast, she’d surely die of fear.

A hand grabbed her ankle and she screamed Garret’s name. All her terror came out in that one word. Where was her safety? Was her fate to die in those woods among such cruel strangers?

The men dragged her, kicking, flailing her limbs and shrieking, out of the thicket and into the clearing, free of the thorns that had so desperately cleaved to her.

“Found a cactus patch, did you?” Wyatt asked.

The half moonlight outlined her attacker’s form, and she connected her foot with his groin. A sickening crack rang out as a blunt object met with flesh. One of Wyatt’s men dropped lifelessly in the dark. A gunshot followed, then chaos as another body dropped. She strained to see but could no longer make out where Wyatt was. Furious hoofbeats told her he was on the run.

She sat up with the conflict of confusion and battle readiness vying for her attention.

“Maggie?” Garret’s voice came from a short distance away.

She let her breath out shakily. “I’m here.”

Garret kneeled in front of her. “Don’t you ever do that again.”

“Do what? I didn’t kidnap myself—”

Then she was crushed to him in a rough hug that shoved the air from her lungs and made her croak in pain. The cactus needles piercing her hands and arms tingled and burned the length of her limbs.

“Are you hurt?”

Her body jerked rhythmically as the adrenaline wore off, leaving her shocked and exhausted. “I’ll live,” she said. “Hey, Cookie.”

“Mrs. Shaw,” the man said as he pulled some sort of long weapon from the body of one of her attackers.

The squelching sound made bile rise in her throat. She turned her head away and put the back of her hand against her mouth.

Garret squinted in the direction in which Wyatt had disappeared. “Cookie, I’m going to take her to the house. You head back to the boys. One of ’em got away so I want you all alert. Send Wells into town for the sheriff. He should know what has happened tonight.”

The man grunted and silently melded into the woods, probably to retrieve his horse.

“Can you walk?” Garret asked her.

“Think so,” she replied through chattering teeth.

Once he’d mounted Rooney, he hooked an arm in hers and pulled her up easily into the saddle behind him. As he pointed the stallion toward home, she wished fervently that she could rest her aching hands more comfortably around Garret’s strong waist.

Surely the ride back to the house wasn’t as long as it felt. Her arms smarted, and the burning sensation in them became so all-consuming, quiet desperation for the first rays of light, when she might begin ridding herself of the tiny irritants, filled her. They rode in silence, but Garret’s thoughts must have been churning. Neither his frame nor his attention relaxed at all on the ride in.

Deep blue streaks on the horizon appeared, signaling the last of darkness before dawn, as he pulled Rooney up to the front of the house.

Garret let out an ear splitting whistle, and she jumped. If she hadn’t been fully awake a moment before, she was now. Lenny appeared around the side of the house like a shade, faster and quieter than she would have thought possible. Garret gave the girl minimal explanation, pulled Maggie off the horse and hustled her into the house. A fire was started while Lenny gathered ingredients for what probably would be another rancid poultice. Smell held no weight over the desperation to alleviate her irritated arms though, which, by the light of the fire, looked to have an angry rash from fingernail to elbow. Lovely.

Seated at the table, she laid her head on the board, rested her elbows on the worn wood planks and held her hands in the air. It didn’t feel good by any means, but it felt a hell of a lot better than letting her sensitive, cactus-needle-pumped skin rest on anything other than air.

She’d always imagined if one found him or herself attacked by a prickly pear, there would be a few large needles to remove, and presto! Silky smooth and happy skin once more. Not the case. The needles ranged from small, to tiny, to so miniscule she could feel yet not see them.

Garret set to work plucking the largest ones out first while Lenny finished mixing herbs and a creamy substance Maggie wasn’t even tempted to identify. After the visible needles were removed, Lenny applied long strips of cloth coated with her concoction. It didn’t offer any relief. Acutely disappointing. As the medicine set, Lenny studied her with a worried expression.

She must have looked quite awful, to receive such inspection. “I’m all right. Just a little shaken, I guess.”

Garret filled the silence with an explanation in Lenny’s language. A word here and there were recognizable, but most of it, completely lost on her. Proof of how far she still had to go before she spoke Comanche well. Quiet anger seemed to be building in Lenny; then her dark frown said he was at the grittiest part.

“I got a look at the two we got, Maggie,” Garret said, “but not at the one who got away. Did you see him? Can you tell me anything that’ll help me recognize him?”

“I didn’t get a good look at him. The men all covered their faces. But I can tell you who he was, anyway.”

Garret’s eyes widened. “Who?”

“I’ll give you three guesses, but I think you will only need one.”

His features transformed from confusion and surprise to barely checked rage. She and Lenny leaned back in their chairs. Fury so potent couldn’t be held in such confinement for long. He needed an outlet.

“Garret?” Maggie asked quietly. “Can you fetch water to wash my arms? If it isn’t too much trouble, that is.”

He left without a word and, minutes later, was heard chopping wood at a furious pace.

“You’re sure it was Wyatt?” Lenny asked.

“I’m sure. He is a cruel man. I was so scared,” she admitted with a tremor in her voice.

Lenny removed the first strip of cloth from her injured arm. The salve had hardened to the consistency of nearly dried mud and as if by magic, had pulled the tiny needles out while leaving her fine downy arm hair intact. Mostly intact, anyway. It still looked horrid, but the relief at the absence of the irritants outweighed her vanity by a considerable amount.

The rooster crowed from the coop. That blasted bird would ruin any chance at sleep.

“You need rest,” Lenny said after she’d pulled the final cloth away to reveal mostly needle-free skin. “Your mind needs to heal as much as your body. Maybe more.” She tilted her head toward the door. “I’ll take the chickens further out to feed them today.”

Who was she to argue? She could sleep for a week; the simple effort it took to avoid thinking about the night’s events wearied her. Garret was still chopping wood, so no hope for a bucket of fresh water. The water in her washbasin was mostly clean and would have to do. She would not venture outside and risk his wrath. Though not the object of his rage, she was the closest thing he had to an outlet for his anger and wasn’t up for a row.

How long she lay on her bed staring at the thin space between two planks on the wall, she didn’t have a guess. It was important she change out of her clothes but she had no motivation to do so. She tossed and turned, kicked off her covers and stretched out like a star, but still sleep eluded her. Her mind was numb, as dark and empty as the blackened inside of an old whiskey cask. She didn’t think about anything. Just lay there. Just was.

Garret didn’t even bother to knock on the door before he barged in with a bucket of water. Normally she would have at least half jokingly called him names for his rudeness, but she didn’t have the heart. He stared at her as if waiting for the insults, which she couldn’t quite manage to dredge up.

“We’ll have to get you another dress the next time we are in town.”

She sat up slowly and leaned against the headboard. “I’m sure I can salvage this one—” But the dress hung in filthy tatters and shreds, and was more brown than yellow at the moment. “You know, for cloth strips, and torches, and tinder, and such.” She laughed a little hysterically. “If I can get the fabric clean, perhaps I could make curtains.”

Curtains would make the room more homey, and she did have plenty of material.

“All right then. I think it’s high time we get you some shut-eye.” He turned to leave but stopped at the door. “Dammit, woman, I need to know if this is the part where you leave. I know what’s happened is awful. Shoulda never happened. Wyatt Jennings shoulda never had wind of you. Neither of us wanted this marriage, and now we’re both paying for it, ain’t we? I’m not trying to stop you from leaving, Maggie. I just need to know.”

While he’d talked, she’d been fumbling with her laces and was almost too exhausted to catch the subtle note of anxiety in his voice.

“And miss the dance? Apologies, Mr. Shaw, but you can’t get rid of me so easily.” She tried to smile at him, but her lips trembled. Garret hesitated, then his boots thudded softly as they connected with the wooden floor and he approached.

“Here let me,” he said.

She started to argue but was much too tired to care if her obviously uninterested husband helped her undress, and held her arms limply at her sides as he unlaced the back of her dress and removed the layers. His hands were strong and confident. They never wavered or fumbled. The hands of a man who had undressed a woman before.

Her back was to him, clad in only the thin shift. His hands paused their movement, then he traced the curve of her neck to the tip of her collarbone, a light touch. She shivered under his silken caress.

And he was gone, at her washbasin replacing the water with fresh. He kept his back carefully to her while she dressed in her nightgown, but stole glances out of the corner of his eye as if he couldn’t seem to help himself.

Her nightgown was sleeveless, and she let out a sigh at the scrapes and cuts her dress had concealed until now. The brambles that had unsuccessfully hidden her had done a number on her arms.

When Garret cleaned the cuts, she tried not to flinch. Doubtful, though, if he would notice. Or if she sang an Irish jig in his face, the way he couldn’t seem to remove his gaze from her nipples. They’d pulled taut and hard at his earlier touch and hadn’t been inclined to soften.

Equal parts mortified and amused, she lowered her gaze but regardless, said, “All you have to do is ask, Garret.”

He dragged questioning eyes up to her face. “Do you still think you love me?”

She nodded, unable and unwilling to lie about such a thing.

“Then I can’t. You deserve better than to make love to a man who doesn’t love you back. Marrying me took that option away from you. Best you can hope for is to make love with a man you’re indifferent to.”

Anger peaked like the crack of a whip. “Are you telling me I should try to hate you? Hate you and then you’ll bed me?”

“Not hate me, Maggie, but there has to be a middle ground. I can’t be what you want me to be. Especially if I think you are forgettin’ what this marriage is.”

“Don’t worry. I know exactly what this is. You never, for even a moment, let me forget your distaste for me. And no, I didn’t want this marriage. Not like this. But because of it I’m doomed to feel uncared for and unwanted? For all my life?”

Surely Roy couldn’t have wished this for her. Tears brimmed and blurred her vision. She refused to cry in front of Garret and held it in as best she could.

“You could leave,” he said quietly.

“Get out.”

“Maggie, just listen to reason—”

“Get out!” she yelled. She’d hit her limit hours before and could take no more.

Garret took his leave, closing the door gently behind him. Shaking with anger, she didn’t know whether she wanted to scream or cry or do both at the same time. She had imagined the man she would take as a husband, and the man in her dreams had never acted remotely like Garret Shaw. He drove her mad! In her lifetime, no one had managed to bring out a fraction of the frustration and anger he could on a daily basis. And she had weathered half a lifetime with Aunt Margaret!

She shoved a pillow in the small window to block the rays of morning sunlight attempting to stream into her bedroom, and thrust her desk chair in front of the door. On second thought, she dragged the desk in front of it as well. She would be doomed in a fire, but it was worth the risk if Garret couldn’t pop in unannounced to exasperate her further.

Her arms still hurt and she felt violated and angry. None of that, however, kept her from the sleep she so desperately needed. She would really need to put more effort into despising her husband, was her last thought before drifting off.

 


 

Chapter 13

 

Dearest Uncle,

I fear I am so impatient for you to come and visit me! I want you to see my new life here. I wonder if you would even recognize me now, though it has only been a short time since we’ve seen each other. It feels like a lifetime though, because so much has happened. It isn’t glamorous here, and we do without modern conveniences to be sure, but I’m happy in most areas of my life. I shall be attending a dance later today. I am filled with excitement, yet anxious. I still stick out here, and Garret was an eligible and sought-after suitor. I fear one scorned female in particular could prove to be a cruel and relentless creature, but hopefully I am overreacting. Or if I’m lucky she won’t even be at the dance.

Lenny, the Indian girl I wrote you of, has become a dear and welcome friend. I don’t think I would have survived thus far without her, as she is determined to make me tough and able. I baked my first loaf of bread just the other day. Are you impressed with me, Uncle? Well, hold your applause until I tell you, I have learned to make pies. And yes, they are even edible! If you promise to visit I shall learn to make cobbler, as I know it to be your favorite. I daresay I will shamelessly bribe you with treaties until you show up on the train.

It would do you good to see me thrive here, dear Uncle. I know you worry so over things out of your immediate control, but this is where I’m supposed to be. I feel it to be true in the very fiber of my being. I’m home.

Maggie Shaw

 

Maggie finished the letter to her Uncle William, fortuitously leaving out the parts which would worry him deeply. Kidnapping, uncaring husband, injury—the worrisome events that seemed to pass for the everyday around the Lazy S. Her uncle’s worry wouldn’t solve her problems. She would simply have to learn to adjust to such ways of life if it meant she could be happy in between. The extremes would simply have to become her normal.

She had slept the entire day through and part of the night, written her letter by candlelight as it was now full darkness outside. Relief at the probability she wouldn’t have to talk to Garret soothed her.

Unable to sleep more, she readied herself with the intention of taking a bath, as it was a few hours yet before dawn would break on the horizon. A quick check of the furniture near the fireplace told her Garret was asleep in his bedroom, leaving her the privacy of her thoughts and a hot bath.

She found solace in the mindless work that went into filling the tub. Her unfortunate adventures of the night before had left her filthy, and she had to look fresh and clean for the barn raising later in the day. If for no other reason than to prove to herself and Garret the trauma she had endured had not broken her as he likely expected.

After the warm bath, she dressed and let her hair hang loosely around her shoulders to dry in the morning air. She would make two pies and hope at least one came out with the desired amount of attractiveness and flavor. She’d take the best looking one, though if they turned out well likely bring both to the dance.

Garret’s bedroom door squeaked as it was opened, but she did her best to ignore it. His apparent desperation to rid himself of her was much too hurtful to cope with.

Carrying a bucket of fresh water for his washbasin, he disappeared into his bedroom without sparing a word for her. Just as well. She was much too upset to be baited so early. The results would be entirely unattractive, to be sure.

Then he emerged in the kitchen to heat water for his bath, which had her retreating to the safety and solitude of her room. It was ridiculous, but she couldn’t help but be wounded by his apparent aloofness toward her after being so cruel the day before. How did one understand a man such as he? Garret was hot and cold and hot again in an almost continual fashion. Clearly, the man fought some barely restrained battle within himself, but she couldn’t even pretend to understand what it was about, and he didn’t seem willing to enlighten her.

She had always been confident in reading people. With him, her feet barely touched the ground most of the time—her emotions free to be pulled and pushed where he saw fit. So maddening, that someone so indifferent could have such control over her feelings. If she could rip the love she carried for him from her body, she would do it with little remorse. It was as if her heart was a bleeding wound, kept open by the man she cared most about for his amusement.

Oh, such melancholy thoughts! She would have to get a grip on her impassioned state. Such internal turmoil was foreign to one who took such pride in a happy demeanor. She would simply have to ignore him like he ignored her. Who knew? Maybe her indifference to him would earn some affection. If not physically, perhaps at least in communication. One could hope.

A firm knock came at the front door announcing a visitor’s arrival.

“Maggie, can you get that?” Garrett called.

The beautiful green dress she had chosen was only laced half way up. Irritating man. What could he possibly be so busy with, he couldn’t answer the door?

With a growl, she flung open the door, holding her dress closed as best she could, stepped into Garret’s doorway to ask him just that. She pulled up short, startled to see him shaving in front of a small mirror over his washbasin. His shirt lay on the bed, most definitely not on him, and his casual trousers hung loosely around his muscular, tapered waist. The defined muscles in his back tensed and flexed as he worked.

Maggie had never seen a man in such a state of undress, and though she flushed with embarrassment she couldn’t seem to stop ogling his beautiful body. The movement of his back stopped, and she regretfully dragged her gaze to his reflection in the mirror. Part of his jaw still had cream on it and all of his face smiled in an utterly maddening way.

“I don’t understand you, sir,” she gritted out. “Do you leave your door open to tease me, then?”

“Now come on, Maggie, don’t be mad. I’ve seen you all but naked so it’s only fair you see some of me, don’t you reckon? You gonna get the door or what?”

Lenny stood at the door grinning like a bobcat. Likely because she had heard the war cry Maggie had ungraciously bellowed when she’d stomped to the door. Flushed, flustered, mad as a hornet and holding up her dress with clenched hands, she couldn’t help a sheepish giggle escaping. Then peals of laughter came from Lenny, and she followed suit.

“What’s so funny?” Garret asked from the hallway as he did up the last of the buttons on his shirt.

“Oh nothing, dear husband. Just realizing how idiotic it is to let you affect me,” she said with relish. She passed him, dragging Lenny by the hand behind her. “We’ll be getting ready in my room.”

She threw him a frown and shut the door firmly behind them. Lenny gave her questioning glance when she shoved her desk and chair in front of the door again.

“Garret tends to barge in unannounced,” she explained. “Mostly when I’m in some state of inappropriate dress. It’s maddening, really.”

Lenny snorted and whispered, “Not surprising.”

She helped Maggie finish tying her green gown and then the women took the dresses out of the large chest that housed them. The yards of ornate fabric, lace and beads were laid on the bed and admired. The only one in the small town’s fashion, other than the green Maggie wore, was the burgundy colored dress. It would look fetching on Lenny. The girl’s eyes lingered on the dark blue satin dress she’d brought from Boston, though. It was of fine quality, with black trim around the skirts and black lace near the bodice and neck. The buttons were intricately carved and the top fitted with small puffed sleeves. The skirts were full with a bustle in the back to add depth and fullness.

It was beautiful, and though would likely be the finest dress at the dance by far, the hungry look in Lenny’s eyes said she wanted it.

“Let us try it on you and see if I need to take in the bust, shall we?”

Wide-eyed, her friend nodded once then her gaze returned to the rich cobalt color. If Burke didn’t see Lenny as a fine beauty in such a dress, he was a blind man.

After the first fitting, Maggie put in some stitches she could easily remove later. Though of similar size to her in height and slenderness, Lenny was less endowed. And luckier for it.

When the gown looked as if it had been tailored for the Indian girl, Maggie arranged her hair, pinning elaborate curls in the back and letting wisps of hair brush her face and neck. After an application of rose salve to her lips, she stood back to admire her work.

Lenny had always been beautiful, but now she was breathtaking. Maggie’s excitement to see the men’s reaction grew by the minute. Her friend would surely be the belle of the ball that night, if only the townspeople could get over their prejudice.

“You look beautiful, Lenny,” she whispered, for fear of Garret hearing them speak English together. Lenny beamed, her bright and happy smile contagious.

“One last touch.” Maggie pinned a black beaded hairpiece she’d painstakingly attached three tiny black feathers to into the hair near the pinned curls in the back.

Lenny turned from side to side, letting the rays of sunlight streaming through the window catch the sparkling barrette.

“Perfect,” Maggie announced.

“Where did you get this?” Lenny asked breathlessly as she admired it in the small mirror.

“The beaded part of the brooch was my mother’s.”

Lenny turned around and faced her. “Then you should wear it,” she whispered.

“It doesn’t match my dress,” she replied, and spun around in her green floral number. Though absolutely beautiful, the dark colored hairpiece wasn’t made for it, and had been for the blue. “Besides, I have tiny pearl pins to go with this dress. They match the gloves I’m going to have to wear to cover my dreadful looking arms. I fear even after your miracle poultice I’ll be picking cactus needles from them for weeks.”

Her arms still bore what looked like a faint bull nettle rash. There was nothing to be done about the cuts from the brambles on her upper arms, as the sleeves on her dress were short and puffed much like Lenny’s dress. No matter. Tonight she would dance, have fun with her friend, and most importantly, wouldn’t let Garret affect her in negative ways. Which meant it was extremely likely she would have to ignore him all night long to accomplish such goals. Easier said.

After spending the time to pin her hair into large curls in the back, and carefully pinning each pearl pin amongst them, she and Lenny were ready. They approached the buggy, pies in hand to load up, but the men failed to notice them because they argued.

Garret leaned against the wagon and kicked at a stone lodged next to one of the wheels. “Look, you know I’ll take care of Lenny. Burke and I won’t let anything happen to her. And besides, you and Wells are the ones bound and determined not to go with us.”

Cookie turned at the sound of the women’s approach. His look darkened and he spoke to Lenny in their language, to which she replied curtly.

“You look like a white lady,” he spat and stalked away. Lenny looked hurt but held her head high.

“Holy Hell, Lenny. Is that you in there?” Burke strode around her with a big, laughable grin. He stood back and took her in. “I think I’m in shock. I mean, you look…nice.”

Lenny nodded demurely, gave him a shy smile and let him help her into the wagon. Garret seemed to be doing his best to avoid glancing at Maggie, so she secured the pies and scrambled into the back of the wagon without assistance.

“You look right purty too, Mrs. Maggie,” Burke said, throwing a disappointed glance in Garret’s direction as he hopped up to sit beside him.

“Hup!” was Garret’s only response as he slapped the mules with the reins. They were off. The women waved to Wells as the buggy lurched for the dirt road, and Lenny squeezed her hand as Maggie tried not to let her disappointment show.

* * * *

No one made an entrance quite like two fetching men, a city slickin’ accidental wife, and an exotic looking Indian woman dressed in a ball gown. When they stepped off the wagon, time stopped. Every person seemed to freeze in whichever position they were in to stare at the unexpected combination of acquaintances. Maggie understood the stares at Lenny. The girl was beautiful and her dress outshone the others by far. The men looked dapper with their freshly shaven faces and clean clothes, no hat to shield their masculine beauty. What she couldn’t understand, why so many of the men stared open-mouthed at her. Or why some of the woman shot daggers at her with their looks.

Maggie wiped a slow hand over her face.

Garret sighed impatiently beside her. “You don’t have anything on your face, Maggie. They are staring because you look—” He cleared his throat as if uncomfortable and mumbled, “beautiful” almost inaudibly.

“Not me, sir,” she said. The scrutiny made her skin crawl and her cheeks burn.

When she took one of the pies from the wagon and tried to hand it to Lenny, the girl seemed frozen in place. No response, which left her holding the pie awkwardly. “Can you boys grab the food?” she asked Burke.

“Yeah, of course,” Burke said, recovering from the town’s unexpected reaction to their little group.

She linked her arm in Lenny’s and led the way to the tables of food set up for luncheon. The low hum of murmuring sounded at the sight of their comfort with each other, and Lenny’s legs nearly buckled. She skidded to a stop, which jerked Maggie to a halt with her.

“I changed my mind. I can’t do this,” Lenny said so quietly she struggled to understand her.

She leaned toward Lenny and whispered. “Yes, you can. The men aren’t complaining, and the women will get used to us eventually. Now, laugh as if I said something funny.”

Lenny giggled convincingly and so did she. Garret and Burke caught up and looked at them like they were lunatics, which she happily ignored. When the pies were showcased on the dessert table, the men disappeared to help with the work on the barn and she and Lenny descended like starving vultures on the tables of food.

Boston dinner parties were quiet, mannerly, and servings consisted of the smallest portions of food imaginable. Three boiled quail eggs did not a hearty dinner make. A lady had to keep her figure after all, but out here in a wooded clearing with a half-built barn as a backdrop, she’d stumbled upon a small parcel of heaven.

The tables were dressed with every fresh baked bread, roll and butter-slathered biscuit known to man. Colored ceramic bowls overflowed with green beans, corn, and potatoes of the scalloped and buttery mashed variety. A sizable woman with a thick German accent and an easy smile hoisted an entire fire-roasted pig onto a giant serving platter. Stews sizzled on a nearby fire pit, and when she took a longer look at the dessert table, the clouds almost parted to let down a magical sunray to grace the vibrant colors.

Daylight bounced off giant sugar granules dotting fruit-filled pastries and frosting whipped to such fluffiness surely it would float away bathed a row of cakes. The air was filled with murmured conversation and the clinking of silverware as the masses hefted generous portions of food onto metal plates. She gave Lenny one wide eyed grin before spearing a slice of roast beef.

With a filled plate, she led the way to an unoccupied table. No one joined her and Lenny until they were finished eating, upon which time a group of brave, young and seemingly eligible men approached the table and asked to sit with them.

After they were settled, the apparent leader of the group introduced himself as Jimmy Yule and said, “I haven’t seen you round these parts before. You new to town?”

“I am,” Maggie admitted with a chuckle. “I lived here when I was younger but have only just moved back. Roy Davis was my father. Did you know him?”

“Oh yes, ma’am. Everybody knew old Roy. He was a good man, and I’m sorry for your loss.”

She thanked him and tried to steer the conversation in a less somber direction. The expression on the men’s faces, however, showed true disappointment when she explained she was the wife of Garret Shaw.

“Ah, we should have known. Ladies get snatched up quick around these parts. ’Specially ladies as purty as you.”

The gentlemen beside Jimmy nodded agreement.

Heat swept up her face. They must have all lost their minds and likely her pretty dress was the culprit. “Alas, I’m happily taken, fellows, but my friend Lenny is still very much unattached.” The lingering looks they gave her companion during the conversation had been quite obvious.

Lenny tossed her a slightly mortified look and Maggie winked. “Unfortunately she has no English so communication will be an issue. Though from what I’m learning of men, communication isn’t your strong suit anyway. Am I false in my presumptions?”

The men laughed amiably, and so the banter continued as Lenny’s exotic beauty and Maggie’s conversation kept them seated and entertained.

A few girls around her age eventually joined the group—they had apparent interest in some of the eligible men. Maggie made sure to introduce herself and Lenny before making room for them at the table. Years in Society had taught her the women’s acceptance would be important if either of them were to thrive in the small society.

“So that squaw—” a girl with honey colored hair named Martha started.

“Lenny,” Maggie said patiently.

“Right. Lenny. Is she with you?”

“Of course. She is my friend,” she said, not liking where the conversation was going.

“How can she be your friend if she doesn’t have any English? You can’t even talk to her.”

“I’m learning her language, naturally. And besides, she has many attributes I can appreciate.”

“Such as?” Jimmy asked.

“Such as she could probably out-hunt, out-ride and out-shoot most of the men at this table.”

Everyone grew quiet, likely at the sheer audacity of her challenge.

“Oh, this I gotta see!” one of the men said.

 


 

Chapter 14

 

“Now where has that blasted woman run off to?” Garret grumbled. He scanned the tables but failed to find neither hide nor hair of Lenny or Maggie.

He’d convinced Burke they needed to take a break to eat something and check on Lenny, but really he wanted to see Maggie. For all her irritating qualities—and she had many—she was a beautiful woman. Difficult to ignore in such a dress, which seemed to have been made to accentuate her dark auburn hair and startlingly bright green eyes. He’d even grown fond of the freckles gracing her nose and cheeks.

His plan to make her fall out of love with him crumbled by the minute as he found his thoughts maddeningly consumed with her. Maybe if she wasn’t so damned pretty he could resume his relentless battering at any semblance of a relationship with her. The worst part was she didn’t know she was pretty, which only made him like her more. He growled in frustration as he scanned the tables one last time.

Gunshots sounded. He surged to his feet, headed toward the side of the house, Burke following with a worried look on his face.

Worry curled in the pit of his stomach, and he lengthened his strides. What if something had happened when he wasn’t there? He’d thought the girls safe enough in such a public setting, but what if they hadn’t been? He shouldn’t have left them there unprotected, especially with the amount of danger Maggie was in and the promise he’d made to Cookie about protecting Lenny. That old Injun would shoot him dead the minute he found out anything happened to Lenny and not give another thought to his rotting corpse.

He and Burke rounded the corner of the house and stopped short. There she was. Leave it to Maggie to initiate a shooting competition a few hours into a barn raising. Lenny was competing against a growing line of young men waiting to take a crack at out-shooting her.

Garret laughed loudly. He couldn’t help it. Maggie had found a way to integrate Lenny seamlessly into the party. A growing group of young women cheered Lenny on, and Maggie jumped excitedly up and down, pride evident in every facet of her expression.

Burke snickered behind him. “You have to hand it to her. She’s a clever woman.”

He wished he could disagree. “Where are you going?” he asked Burke’s retreating back.

“I’m gettin’ in line!” he yelled back at Garret.

“Oh hell, why not?” he muttered and followed Burke.

Never would he forget the sight of Lenny and Maggie standing side by side, easily the most beautiful and sought-after women at the barn raising, in their fine gowns, hefting rifles. Each held their breath, waiting to steady the sights on their target before they pulled the trigger. Lenny easily out-shot Maggie, who was the second-best female marksman. Hell, she even shot better than some of the men.

Despite his attempts to hide how impressed he was with her, a grin crept onto his face. When Maggie saw it her face lit up like the sun. He would have to kiss her right then and there if she didn’t look away from him soon.

The male attention she was receiving gave him a feeling he had never in his life encountered before. Jealousy. He tried to stomp it out like the spark of a fire, but the red-eyed monster was determined to stay lodged in his gut, to his burning annoyance.

“Gentlemen. Ladies.” Garret bowed gallantly to the cluster of women chattering excitedly around Lenny and Maggie.

Fawn James and Thelda Mooney, both of whom he’d gone to grade school with, fluttered dark eyelashes his way and grinned boldly. They wore their hair in the same, pulled back fashion and similar yellow dresses. Just as they’d done when they’d attended the old school house. Apparently not much had changed in the years he’d been gone.

“Sorry to interrupt, but I wonder if I could steal my wife for a while?” he asked.

The small crowd seemed disappointed but gave in willingly enough. He should leave her there to continue to charm the masses, but he couldn’t stand the looks and flirtatious remarks directed at her for much longer. And up and walking away didn’t seem like an option. He took her hand and led her toward the banquet tables. When he turned to see if Burke followed, the man had offered Lenny an arm and escorted her, trailing after them. Lenny seemed agreeable enough. He’d have to keep an eye on them.

Maggie twined her fingers in his, and he looked down, surprised.

“It’s a nice touch. The hand holding,” she explained. “Keep it up, and the town might actually begin to think you like me.”

If she could hear his heart hammering away at the touch of her, she wouldn’t question his intentions. Her saying so meant he’d been doing a decent job of keeping her at bay. “Gotta play the part,” he said. He hated the words as they spilled from his mouth, and even more, the look of hurt in her eyes before she turned away from him and released his hand. Dammit. “I haven’t eaten yet. Do you want to sit with me?”

Her brow furrowed. “Are you wanting me to fix you a plate?” she asked.

That she was willing to pull the worst from any kind offer he had for her bothered him. “Nope, think I can do that on my own. Just wondered if you wanted to sit by me.”

“Fine,” she said, but looked suspicious.

It was dinnertime, and he and Burke filled their plates while the girls perused the desserts table.

“Do you want anything from over here?” Maggie asked. She seemed to ask more out of a sense of duty than actual caring.

“Yeah, grab me a piece of your pie,” he answered.

Maggie jerked her head up in surprise. “Which one?”

“The peach one. It’s my favorite.”

“Do you want anything else?” she asked, after plopping a massive portion of pie onto the plate she held.

“Nope. That’s the only thing that sounds good.” Garret headed in the direction of an empty table and the others followed after they were done filling plates.

Maggie cut the piece of pie in half and started in on her portion.

“Is that all you’re eating? You’re likely to starve to death if you don’t eat more than sweets for dinner.”

“I had a big lunch.”

He arched an eyebrow and hovered his fork over his food like a tiny guillotine.

She rolled her eyes, scooped an impressive heap of potatoes off his plate and shoveled them into her mouth. “Happy?” she asked around a full mouth. “Mmm, that’s really good. I swear, everything tastes better when I don’t have to cook it.” She helped herself to another bite and he leaned back in amusement as she went at his plate in earnest.

After she’d slowed down, turned her interest back to the dessert, he finished the rest of what she hadn’t picked over and grabbed a second plate. This time he made sure to spoon out additional potatoes. He wouldn’t tell Maggie the extra food was for her, but it was. Doing little things she wouldn’t notice was his only way to make up for the cruel things he had to say to her. He liked taking care of her, though he’d never admit it out loud.

A few people joined their group. He knew most of them from grade school, and the others, at least recognized from the small town. From the familiar way Maggie conversed with them, she must’ve met them earlier in the day. She had an easy way of making everyone feel included.

Her face was so animated when she spoke. How had he not noticed before? Probably because she didn’t feel happiness when she talked to him. Regretful. Her mouth was riveting. It was as if time slowed and he could almost read her plump, pink lips as she spoke to the captive audience.

“Garret. Garret?” Maggie looked at him with worried green eyes and real time resumed again.

“Sorry, what?” he asked. How much of the conversation had he missed in his blasted daydreaming?

Burke waggled his eyebrows at him and grinned. At the moment, Garret wanted to punch the smile off him.

“Miss Mary Beth just asked you how your cattle did. Twice,” his ranch hand said.

Garret cleared his throat and leaned forward to block Maggie’s profile from his peripheral vision. She was too distracting. “They caught a fair price.”

Mary Beth waited for him to continue, and when he didn’t, tried again. “I heard Mr. Jennings is trying to buy up the Lazy S. Is that true?”

Maggie also waited for his answer, but he didn’t have the knack or patience for small talk the way she seemed to.

At his hesitation, she said, “Isn’t Mr. Jennings always trying to buy the Lazy S? That man just wants what he cannot have.” The corners of her mouth turned up in a mischievous smile. “Besides, if we sold, what other dusty cactus-infested ranch would we have to grow old on?”

Yep. He couldn’t have said it better himself.

* * * *

Hammering on the final wooden shingles of the barn echoed through the clearing. The barn doors still needed to be hung but it was finished enough, and everyone broke into applause as the last of the volunteers climbed down from the roof. Groups in pairs and threes migrated toward the new building, as the sun showed promise of setting. Maggie and Lenny stayed behind to help pack up the tables of food and transport the desserts into the barn for hungry dancers later in the night. Garret and Burke stacked wooden chairs and loaded them into waiting wagons.

When the group headed through the barn doors, Maggie was overwhelmed by the crush, the volume of the mumbled conversation around them. Plenty of townspeople looked at her and Lenny, but they seemed to be growing used to them. The few smiles they received from the crowd helped to bolster confidence. Mr. McDowell stood on a platform at the back of the barn and gave his thanks to the townspeople for coming out and lending a hand.

The barn smelled like freshly cut wood and the excited crowd murmured and bustled, readying for the dance. Children chased each other through the openings between people and men hung lanterns to give relief from falling darkness. Organized, jovial chaos. She had never been to a dance in the country before. From the way Garret closed his eyes to the first note held on the old fiddle, she imagined it had been a long time for him too.

“We need four couples on the dance floor,” the caller yelled out.

A fiddler behind him picked up a fast beat, encouraging the bravest into the empty middle of the barn. No sooner was the final partner on the floor than the caller, a lanky old man with a bushy gray mustache, was singing out commands to the beat of the fiddle. From the dancers’ baffled laughter and obvious recovery at unexpected calls, the song was an original. The dance was a fast jig with stomping and twirling, and a raucous switching of partners in the middle.

Laughing in delight, she clapped along with the other onlookers. Very different indeed from the parties in Boston Society. She favored this one hands and feet over the colorless, proper ones in the city. Oh, to be sure, there were politics involved in this dance, but nothing like the games in ballrooms.

Garret seemed completely uninterested in asking her to dance. She had already put herself out there more than was fair, so waited quietly beside him and watched the braver couples having fun.

Someone cleared their throat in a delicate manner beside Garret.

Anna Jennings in a beautiful cream and gold colored gown, looked up at his imposing height with an overly innocent expression. “Excuse me, Garret?” she said. “I know it is forward of me, but would you oblige me with a dance?”

Maggie wanted to lean around him and tell Anna not to let the door hit her on the backside on the way out. And then possibly bite her. Well-bred women knew the importance of decorum though, and she was a lady. She composed herself and resumed her original straight-backed position as if she were indifferent to his decision.

Garret didn’t even glance her way before he accepted Miss Jennings’s request, the brute! Her heart sank as they headed to the dance floor.

She was smack dab in the middle of the group of eligible females the men were eying for a dance. One rejection was quite enough, so Maggie shuffled to the back of the crowd to lean on the wall. Burke taught Lenny the steps off to the side of the dance floor, and she smiled at his thoughtfulness. Unwillingly, she turned her gaze to her husband and his recently intended. This dance was slower, with simplified steps and more physical contact. Though it required just a touch of the hands here and there, that was still far too much intimacy for the jealousy that sprang up in her heart.

Clint Jennings watched the pair from the other side of the barn, and even if Garret seemed acutely aware of his presence, he still looked to be having fun dancing with the man’s daughter.

The memories of her first meeting with Clint fanned the flames of betrayal, but she had to admit, Garret and Anna made a handsome pair. He was dark, strong and masculine, while Anna was light, fair, small and fragile. A porcelain teacup created only for a hand with the strength to protect it.

She could never compete with a shade such as Anna in their marriage.

By the time she was sure her heart was somewhere between her shins and toes, a man cleared his voice close beside her. She jumped and let out a surprised squeak. One glimpse at the fair haired man had her heart back in place and pounding at a furious pace. What on earth could Wyatt Jennings want of her? Besides a second helping of torture session, naturally.

“I was just noticing what a handsome pair my sister and your husband make.”

Chin lifted, and stifling the urge to stomp the toe of his boot with the heel of hers, she snapped, “Go away.”

“Tsk tsk. Now, is that how you reject all your potential dance partners? It’s no wonder you are still sitting out, then.”

She glared at his face. “Nice claw marks.”

“Yes,” he said thoughtfully, touching his cheek, where four pronounced scratches were etched into his skin. “Ran into a feisty she-cat. No one should ever own a cat without a little fire in them, though. Don’t you think?”

“Wouldn’t know, as I’m not a cat person. Though if you are speaking of a cat as it is a woman, no one would ever own me, sir,” she said in as calm a tone as possible. If only he would grow bored and move along.

Wyatt chuckled. “So how about it, Mrs. Shaw?”

“How about what?”

“A dance? Your husband is taking another woman round the dance floor. Dancing with another man won’t scandalize you any more than he is doing.”

True. It couldn’t get much more embarrassing than the blatant disrespect Garret tossed her way. But oh, she hated this beast of a man so very much! “If I dance with you, will you give me your word you’ll not talk to me for the rest of the night?”

“Not kind, Maggie.”

“That’s Mrs. Shaw to you. Well?”

He gave her a calculating glare. “Done.” Wyatt held out an arm gallantly but she swished around him in her skirts and escorted herself to the dance floor.

No doubt Wyatt Jennings was a handsome and sought after man. With his fair hair, blue eyes and breadth of shoulder which showed incredible strength, not surprising that many a woman’s eyes followed him as he danced with her. She, however, wasn’t impressed in the least. Beneath his handsome exterior slithered a cold blooded snake.

As the first notes of The Virginia Reel sang out, Wyatt faced her and said, “I’ve noticed something about you.”

“Oh, and what is that?” She danced toward him and curtsied.

“You lack a certain…how do I say it… Newlywed glow.”

She gave him a disgusted look and twirled away as the dance required.

“What I mean to say is, you and Garret should be happy and caring toward each other. But you seem to dislike each other. It is as if he isn’t connected to you at all.”

Another twirl, and their hands touched while they moved their feet beneath them. Garret, who danced yet again with Anna further down the line, glared back in her direction. At least dancing with Wyatt brought out some sort of emotion from him. It would be completely unfair if she was the only one unhappy.

She jerked her chin up. “That, Mr. Jennings, is none of your business.”

“So I had this thought,” he said, ignoring her. “An epiphany, really. What if you haven’t consummated your marriage yet? Then it can still be undone, you see.”

Lord, how she wished she could leave without causing a scene. A piercing ache had settled in her chest, and she wanted to slap Wyatt. Too many onlookers were watching the dancers, though, so she curtsied and backed up to make room for the first couple to skip down the middle of the two lines.

He lifted his voice over the distance between them. “You deserve better than a man who fails in his marital duties, Maggie. You need a man who will protect you, respect a lady such as yourself.” Wyatt leaned forward and rested his cold, reptilian gaze on her. “You need a man to make you feel things. Touch you.”

“Stop,” she whispered in a ragged murmur. She was close to crying and people were staring.

He pulled back with a hollow smirk. “Let Anna have Garret. You belong with a man of wealth and merit. For God’s sake, at least with a man who’ll bed you.”

Such conversation was wholly inappropriate! She was shocked into silence.

All she wanted was to run, but something needed to be said. “Hear me, Wyatt Jennings. I would never be with a man who kidnaps women at his father’s order. Or a man who has so obviously missed the advantages of a mother’s hugs and is now devoid of empathy for other human beings. You are cruel and dangerous, and I have no doubt in my mind you wouldn’t know what love was unless it speared you through the heart. No, thank you. Not ever.”

As she made to walk away, Wyatt grabbed her arm in a steely grip. She turned around and slapped him across the face. “Unhand me.”

“I’d do as she says, Wyatt,” Garret warned, his voice deep and dangerous. “Or not, but I’ll put a bullet between your eyes. Your choice, I reckon.”

Wyatt laughed cruelly and shoved her away from him. “No need to threaten me, Shaw.” The crowd now gathering around them didn’t deter him from raising his voice. “I was merely pointing out you haven’t bedded poor Maggie here, so your marriage doesn’t seem that real to me, is all. Seems to me she’d do a mite better with a real man.”

With a humorless smile, Garret leaned closer to the man. “This ain’t over, Wyatt,” he said in a soft voice as chilling as ice. “I know it was you who mishandled my wife the other night, and I’ll have my revenge. My lack of retaliation don’t mean I’m weak. Means I’m patient, you hear?”

As Garret dragged her away from the crowd, she couldn’t take her eyes from Anna’s furious face. The enraged woman stood just where she had when Garret had abandoned her on the dance floor.

If looks could kill, Maggie would be dead ten times over.

 


 

Chapter 15

 

Maggie stared off into the dark night with a desperate desire to turn her thoughts off completely. The wagon hit a deep divot in the road and she lurched into Lenny’s shoulder. Garret had requested she sit up front beside him, but she’d graciously declined. Graciously, meaning loudly and borderline rudely.

She was angry, hurt, scared, and above all other emotions, embarrassed. Hearing Wyatt call out their sham of a marriage in front of the town in such a manner was mortifying. To make matters even worse, Garret had thought it necessary to yell at her as they left the barn. He was furious she’d talked to Wyatt, much less danced with him. As if she’d had a choice in the matter. She’d responded that Garret should go back in and finish his night of dancing and fun with Anna, whom he apparently should have married in the first place!

Yes, a petty response, but he had embarrassed her greatly in front of so many strangers, and the words had tumbled out of her mouth before she could stop them. At least it had made him shut up so she could hear herself think.

The three hour ride home seemed to stretch on for much longer, and the void, filled with an uncomfortable silence. Not even Burke dared to speak, choosing instead to bore straight ahead into the night. The wagon seat creaked whenever Garret looked back at her, but she made sure to keep her head carefully turned away, lest he get the idea to talk to her about the night’s horrid ending in mixed company.

Half way through the everlasting ride to the Lazy S, Lenny put her arm around her shoulders in sympathy, for which she was grateful. Though the person she needed comfort from was so obviously unavailable, at least Lenny’s presence shielded her from dealing with everything alone.

By the time the team reached the entrance to the Lazy S, her blood churned with the slow and steady hum of repressed anger. She slid off the back of the wagon, and Garret pulled the mules to a sudden stop.

“What in the hell do you think you are doing?”

She straightened her dress. “I’m going to walk from here. I know my way.”

“Don’t be like that. Just get in the wagon.”

“Garret, I don’t ask for much. I don’t! But I’m telling you right now, I need to be alone.”

Lenny hopped out of the wagon and said something to Garret in an angry tone.

He sighed in exasperation. “It ain’t safe out here right now. I really wish you weren’t pushin’ this.”

“Well, Mr. Shaw,” she drawled. “You can shit in one hand and wish in the other and see which one fills up faster.”

Burked barked a laugh and then coughed to cover it up.

Garret glared at her in the moonlight. “Let me walk you, at least.”

“I can’t think of anything that sounds more miserable right now. No thanks.”

“Suit yourself. Don’t come screamin’ to me when you get attacked by a cougar, though.” Garret slapped the reins against the mules’ backs and the wagon disappeared into the darkness.

Unable to see more than fifteen feet in any direction, she glanced around. Perhaps this had not been such a good idea.

Lenny nudged her arm. “He’s just trying to scare you.”

“Great, because clearly he hasn’t done enough,” she muttered in frustration.

She lifted her skirts and ambled along the trail etched into the earth from the countless wheels. It wasn’t a fancy road, but it would do. Lenny fell into step beside her in the other wheel rut.

After a few minutes of silence, Lenny said, “Garret’s wrong, you know.”

“I know, but I still can’t get it out of my head that it’s me. As if I’m not good enough, or pretty enough. No matter what I do, it isn’t enough for him.”

“Has he tried anything with you?”

“Not of his own accord. He lets me know what a thorn I am to him. No one wants to bed a thorn.” The tears finally welled in her eyes. She didn’t want them. “I don’t feel like talking about it anymore.”

Lenny walked quietly beside her until they reached the house and then waved good night and headed for the hands’ cabin. If only she could sneak into the house and go to bed without having to face him. No such luck. He waited at the kitchen table when she came in. Maybe ignoring him would deter him.

It didn’t.

“We need to talk.”

“Fairly sure we don’t. Good night.” She headed for her bedroom but he stood and followed behind her. Though she glared at him, he came into the room without hesitation and sat heavily in the chair in the corner.

“What Wyatt said tonight—” he started.

“It’s true! All of it! He said the words for callous reasons, but he has a point. You have strung me along, and I keep thinking, once he trusts me he’ll give in and care about me. But you won’t, will you? You’ll never care about me. Not the way you care about Anna,” she said, pulling at the laces in the back of her dress. She was tired and hurt and getting ready for bed. He could ignore her indecent body, for all she cared. “Do you even know how hard it is to feel so unwanted all the time? I’m plain and outspoken, but I’m still a person. With feelings, and wants, and those revolve around giving love and desiring it returned. That makes you think I’m a stupid girl, but I’m not. I wasn’t built as cold as you were, Garret. I know you care nothing for me, but surely I don’t deserve to be treated thusly.”

A treacherous tear slid down her cheek and she swiped it off with a gloved hand. She turned her back to him, unable to let him see her raw emotions. What good would it do? He would only use them against her.

She removed her gloves and slid out of her dress, leaving only her cotton shift covering her. The entire time she busied herself with putting away the dress and taking the pins from her hair, in the corner of the room, Garret was quiet. If he had fallen asleep, insult would only be added to injury.

At the light shuffling of his boots, she faced him. He sat with his head in his hands.

“What do you need from me?” he asked in a muffled and exhausted voice, as she washed her still stinging arms with care at the washbasin.

“Something. Anything. You give me nothing. What am I to do with that? A man who gives nothing will break a woman. You will break me, Garret.” She placed the candle on the crude bedside table and turned down the covers, blew out the quivering flame and settled into her bed.

Garret could stay or go. She didn’t care anymore, but she was finished talking to him. Conversation always turned out to be so fruitless with that confounding man.

At the subtle sound of fabric against fabric, Maggie turned to fix a glance in Garret’s direction. Her eyes took a moment to adjust, but the moon was close to full, and its light pouring in through her small window proved to be enough. He undressed slowly. And when clad only in his trousers, he did something that shocked her to her very bones. He crawled into bed beside her.

With his back to her, he said, “I don’t want to break you, Maggie. And I don’t care for Anna. I danced with her because her father was watching. I didn’t want to cause a scene by hurting his daughter. Again.”

“You didn’t seem to want to dance with me, but you danced with her.”

“I would’ve got the nerve sooner or later to ask you. It’s been a long time for me, and I never went to one of those shindigs with a woman. I handled it wrong, and I’m sorry.”

Maggie was quiet for a time as her anger simmered and cooled. “I’m sorry for dancing with Wyatt too. Oh boy, am I sorry.”

“Why did you, anyway?”

“He wouldn’t leave it alone. I made him give his word to stop talking to me if I danced with him once. Apparently the beastly man thinks I should be married to someone like him instead of you.”

Garret was quiet for a long time. Had he gone to sleep? Perhaps so. His breathing sounded steady. Measured.

Her eyelids closed, and her limbs relaxed.

“You aren’t plain,” he said low.

“What?” She thought she had dreamed him talking.

“I knew when we were little you would grow up to be beautiful, and you didn’t disappoint.”

“I do believe that is the very nicest thing you have ever said to me. I think it is the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me, for that matter.”

Garret chuckled. “I know I’m not where you want me to be, and I know you probably can’t tell, but I look at you differently than I did when you first showed up again. I like you. You’re just going to have to be patient with me, woman.”

She sighed. “Patient, I can do.”

* * * *

Maggie woke the next morning with a smile on her lips. True, they hadn’t done more than sleep beside each other, but drawing the warmth from Garret’s sleeping frame all night and falling under the protection of his arm over her hips had been more intimate than any other moment in her life. She was a new woman. A soft knock echoed off the door. She rolled over to find Garret’s side of the bed empty. The knock sounded again. “Who is it?”

Garret had an apparent aversion to knocking, so surely, not him.

Lenny opened the door and came in with the borrowed dress and accessories. “Garret’s out with the boys rounding up the cattle. He said to let you sleep in today.”

She blinked sleepily at the window. Full, undiluted sunlight streamed through it. Slept in she had. “Whoops!” she exclaimed, giving her friend a grin.

Lenny snickered and went to put the dress in the chest with the others. Maggie stretched and poured ungracefully out of the bed to get ready. If the boys were out in the pasture, she was going to relieve her bladder in her shift. When she returned, she dressed and washed her face. Lenny waited in the chair Garret had occupied the night before.

“What needs to be done today, then?” Maggie asked.

“I was going to wash the men’s clothes, and mine, if you want me to show you how.”

“Yes and yes.”

“And Cookie brought back a deer this morning so we’ll need to take care of the meat since the boys are busy all day. I thought we could make a stew and then smoke the rest for later.”

In the night she’d awakened, and Garret’s solid arm had been around her. The feeling of safety it brought to her slumber had made her wish he’d hold her forever. She would surely imagine such a moment a hundred times that day. “Huh? Oh right. You skin the deer and I’ll make the stew.”

“Nice try,” Lenny said, smiling.

Hands on her waist, Maggie mumbled, “I wonder where Garret keeps his dirty clothing.”

In his room, she retrieved a dusty pair of thick cotton pants and two button up shirts that smelled like her pillow had this morning. With one of the shirts clenched in her hands, she inhaled. Laundering them was almost a shame. The smell of his skin would be washed away until he wore it again.

She hauled them into the room with the tub in it. Then she went to the hands’ cabin with Lenny, helped her pile the men’s soiled clothes into a double-handled tub and brought it back to the house. After gathering her own garments, the women set to the task of filling the tub and laundering.

Lesson learned after the first scorching of a good dress, so no washing the garments over the fire this time around. The process involved washboards, and lye soap so raw, it made her skin tingle and itch. By the time the clothes were pinned on a line in the breeze, hours had passed, her hands were red with irritation and the hair around her face damp from exertion. Aunt Margaret’s paid launderer back in Boston didn’t know it, but the burly woman had her full respect.

Her hands were dry and itchy after scrubbing with the crude soap for so long, but Lenny seemed unaffected. Like the Indian girl, hopefully she would grow used to it over time.

The laundering completed, Lenny taught her how to prepare venison and then took her out to a garden near the hands’ cabins. There they harvested a basket of vegetables and herbs for the stew they would be making. After a light lunch, they hung the venison to dry over a large fire they had contained in the back of the house. While Lenny strained the morning’s milk through a thin cloth to filter out debris and dirt, she chopped vegetables and prepared the meat. She added them to the large kettle over the fire.

In the deep of evening, she hauled the water for the washbasins so Garret would have one less chore when he finally came home. She was nearly to the front of the house, bucket in hand, when someone grabbed her from behind and spun her around. The water sloshed across the front of her dress. She gasped, both from shock and the feel of the cold water seeping through the fabric of her clothing.

Garret laughed in a way she’d never heard before. Not forced. Natural.

Open-mouthed, she glared at him. Then, “Garret Shaw, look what you have done to my dress!”

He looked completely unapologetic, so she tossed a handful of water toward him. It dribbled pathetically across the front of his shirt. His eyes filled with mischief, and she squeaked, tried her best to run away, the bucket of sloshing water in her hand. Laughing, he caught her easily and splashed another handful onto her dress, while giggling, she tried to do the same to him.

Soon the water was gone and the game at an end. Which seemed even funnier, somehow.

“Now I shall have to refill the bucket, and after I spent all that time and effort hauling it up here,” she chided, still smiling.

He shrugged. “I’ll do it.”

The way he peered at her with a hungry look in his eyes made her heartbeat pick up its pace. She grew quiet and still. Garret closed the small distance between them and gently took the bucket from her. The bucket made a muffled sound against the grass as he set it on the ground.

He put his hands around her waist and gently pushed her backward until her back was against the side of the house. His chest heaved with his breathing, and he stared down at her, holding her gaze with his. The look in his eyes seemed to ask her a question, and unable to answer it with words, she slid her hands up his wrists, then his arms, in a question of her own.

He leaned down and kissed her. It was tender, so very much like their first one the day they were married, and she melted into him as he moved closer. She took his hat off and tossed it on the ground beside them, brought her fingers up and sifted them through his hair and nibbled his bottom lip. A groan came from deep in his throat, a delicious sound that sent shivers through her. She stepped out from under him and headed for the front of the house, peering back once. A smirk played on his face as he watched her go.

“Dinner is on,” she said grinning, and tiptoed into the house.

It was high time the tables were turned.

* * * *

The metal ladle scraped the bottom of the sizable cauldron of simmering beef stew. She’d made plenty of food but had miscalculated exactly how much hardworking ranch hands could eat. Best to double the recipe next time everyone ate in the main house.

The bowl Garret placed in her palms was warm to the touch and steamed with the aroma of seasoned vegetables and thick, meaty broth.

“Thanks,” she told him before taking her place at the dinner table. The intensity of his gaze was enough of an answer and it warmed her long after he’d turned to fill his bowl.

“So, Maggie,” Burke said as he sopped a biscuit through his soup stock. “Since you’re the only one who knew old Garret over there as a child, I think you should dish some dirt on him.”

Garret took the seat beside her. “Sorry, ladies and gents. No dirt to tell.”

“That’s not entirely true,” she said. “Once upon a time—”

Garret shook his head and narrowed his eyes.

“He found a nest of snake eggs he swore up and down were just little grass snakes. Said he saw the mom near them and everything.”

A far-off look came over him. “I don’t remember this,” he said.

“You will. So he brings me this basket all done up in pink ribbons he stole from Mrs. Shaw’s yarn jar, and lo and behold, he’s brought me a gift of snake eggs. What really happened was, his ma caught him trying to sneak them into his room and she banned them from the house, so he decided to give them to me. Anyway, Roy cut him off at the pass and said, ‘There’s no way in hell you’re setting foot in this house with a dadburned nest of baby snakes!’” She turned to Garret. “Sound familiar yet?”

His brow was furrowed, and he looked at her like she’d lost her mind. “Not even a little.”

“So, with a shortage of places to store his little project, he snuck them into school before Mrs. Henshaw rang the bell and hid them inside his desk.”

“Ahhh,” he said. “It’s coming back to me now.”

“So then what happened?” Burke asked.

“Well, he was a right proper little daddy, checking on them and keeping them hidden, and they were the tamest pets you’ve ever seen. Until one morning, Mrs. Henshaw came barreling out of the schoolhouse like her skirts had been lit on fire. Apparently, Garret’s little nest of baby rattlesnakes had hatched in the night and the building was crawling with them.”

Even Lenny couldn’t seem to control her laughter, and Garret nodded slowly. “Mrs. Henshaw was madder than a hornet when she figured out it was me.”

“How’d she figure out it was you?” Cookie asked.

“Well, I thought I was safe because we couldn’t go back to the schoolhouse for a week until they had those little critters cleared out of there, but when we came back she was waiting for me. It seems I’d forgotten about the eggshells in my desk.”

“Yes,” Maggie chimed in. “She gave him three wraps against the knuckles with a ruler right there in front of everyone. Which would have been mortifying for him, if it didn’t out the culprit who got all the children a week off from school. He was hero of the yard as soon as the day let out.”

The cadence of their easy laughter was a song that touched her heart. What a relief, to have a night like this follow the ghastly one before.

Garret leaned his chair back on two legs and rested his hand on the back of her seat for balance. Every once in a while, his fingers would brush her, sending gooseflesh down her skin, which was more than fine with her. She finally gave in and leaned gently against his hand, earning her one genuine smile from him; one that lifted the corners of his mouth slowly like she’d earned it. The look in his eyes warmed her more thoroughly than any blanket could ever do. To keep that smile, she’d give everything she owned.

He put his hat on the table and the rest of the crowd quieted down. “As you know, we’re missin’ some cattle. Hell, we’re missin’ a lot of cattle. We know it was most likely Wyatt and his men that thieved them in the first place. I’m assuming they’re trying to make it harder for us to save this place so they can buy us out.” Garret clomped the front legs of his chair onto the wooden floor and leaned forward. “Now, you all know what happened the night Maggie was taken, and the sheriff said he can’t do nothin’ about it without evidence linking those men we killed to the Jennings. So the way I see it, we’re going to have to come up with our own justice.”

Wells, usually so quietly easygoing he was borderline somnolent, slammed his fist on the table. Lenny jumped and Cookie muttered something, likely a Comanche curse if his tone was any indication. Burke was the only one who didn’t react in anger. Instead, his eyes swam with grim acceptance.

“I’m not talking about killin’ em,” Garret clarified. “I don’t want nobody in here facing the law, you hear? But the way I see it, best way to get at ’em is to save this place against their best efforts. Now, I’ve heard tell the Jennings’ are buying up old Whitfield’s property. They’ve been coming after him for a long time, and he finally folded.”

“Who’d you hear this from?” Wells asked.

“From Whitfield himself. He’s mad. Madder than mad. They’re cheating him bad out of his land but they’ve been threatening him enough that he’s scared. He says the Jenningses assume his cattle come with the property, but they don’t. They aren’t included in the legal documents. He said he is willing to sell them to us cheap if I can get up there in the next few days and drive them back myself.”

“Well I don’t expect that’ll make Jennings overly happy, you buying them cattle right out from under him,” Burkes said with a grin.

Garret’s narrowed eyes contradicted his shallow smile. “’Spect it won’t. It’ll replenish the cattle they’ve stolen from us and almost double our breeding stock for next year. If this works, it’ll give us a better shot at keeping this place, though. And if it keeps Clint up at night, all the better, I say.”

“So who rides with you?” Cookie asked. “Whitfield has a decent herd. It’ll take three at the least.”

“Agreed. That’s what I wanted to decide tonight. I want to ride out at first light.”

“Who will stay to look after the cattle here?” Maggie asked.

Cookie spoke up. “Me and Wells will watch the cattle here.”

Garret looked up in surprise, but Cookie continued. “With me and Wells, we could post just two people as lookouts. The drive is at least a three person run, better if there are four, and I’m not comfortable with the women sitting up at the house unprotected.”

Garret shook his head slowly back and forth. “I’m not comfortable bringing Maggie out there.”

Maggie couldn’t help it. Her feelings were hurt. Garret advanced at a snail’s pace, but going backward was unacceptable to her, at this point. “I could learn to drive.”

Garret grabbed her hand under the table and squeezed it, shocking her into silence.

“Maggie, it isn’t that I think you can’t drive. I just don’t know how dangerous this is going to get and after what happened the other night, surely you can see how I wouldn’t want you out in the open again.”

“She is safest with you,” Cookie interrupted. “The Jenningses won’t know what you are doing or where you are. If you stay here or with the cattle, they know exactly where you are. Where Maggie is. She is a target, and until she isn’t anymore, your woman is safest with you and on the move.”

Garret was quiet for a few minutes, and she and Lenny stood to ready dessert for the silent men. “All right,” he said finally. “But you don’t leave my sight.”

Maggie nodded and brought him a plate, along with one for herself. “Fine with me. Kidnapping twice in one week doesn’t sound that fun. Plus, I still have cactus needles from the last go-round.” She tried to smile at him, but he looked troubled as he stared at her healing arms.

“You and Lenny be ready first thing,” he said. “Cookie and Wells and I will watch the cattle tonight. Lenny, you’re in the big house with Maggie again. Burke, I need you rested, so get some sleep. I’d feel safer with you in the big house too. You can take the loft.” He waved a hand at the crude ladder in the back of the house. “I’ll come back at dawn and we’ll head out.”

 


 

Chapter 16

 

Dawn couldn’t come soon enough. Maggie tossed and turned all night in her worry for the men watching the cattle. Especially Garret. Or maybe, after just one night, the absence of his warm body lying beside her had spoiled her. When she’d risen and made her way downstairs, if Lenny’s exhausted countenance had anything to say, she’d had a bad night as well. Lenny’s problem likely lay in the fact that Burk slept under the same roof. Too close and too far for comfort.

Everyone had risen before dawn to finish packing what they would need for the three day journey. One day to get to the Whitfield’s ranch, and two to drive the cattle to the Lazy S. Since Cookie, the resident trail cook, wasn’t going, it was up to Lenny and Maggie to pack what they would need in the way of sustenance. Maggie only knew of Cookie’s beans and ham concoction, so after packing for that, she was lost. Thankfully Lenny had watched Cookie long enough, she knew what else they would need.

Dented metal spoons and matching, dinged-up metal bowls fit nicely into a leather pouch. Spices in tiny shakers, and small pots for cooking rough went in the saddlebags, and Lenny wasn’t shy about loading Buck with weaponry from the gun rack near the front door.

Maggie only packed an extra shift and pair of stockings. She wore her moccasins, and the burgundy dress she had on would have to do for the entire trip. She pinned her hair tightly though Lenny would probably have to braid it for the rest of the trip, as she had no mirror to travel with.

Garret showed up before the first rays of light streaked the sky. He packed quickly and loaded his and Burke’s larger saddlebags with the food, extra rifles, ammunition and sleeping rolls. Four canteens were filled, and they were off just as the sky turned a deep purple gray.

Maggie patted the saddlebag with the small bundle of letters she was to send if they chanced through town. She had already sent two bundles to her uncle William, but he would love to hear from her as often as possible.

Buck was excited and jittery after having not seen her in a couple of days. Her buckskin gelding looked like a new horse. He’d lost a noticeable amount of weight and laziness, and made a fine horse for her and the long trail ride. Along with Lenny’s mare, he still sported braided mane and tail, and though Garret rolled his eyes when he saw them, he didn’t say anything rude, as was his normal response. Maybe he really was trying. One could hope.

The ride into town was a hushed one. Unable to speak for the others’ silence, for her it was just nice to get lost in the beauty of a Texas morning. That kind of sanctuary in the magic hour before others woke required quiet reverie.

At the edge of town, Garret told them he intended to talk to the sheriff, let him know what had been going on with the Jenningses and about the cattle transaction in case anything happened to them. He would give the law a place to look for blame if their ragtag little group turned up as corpses.

The threat of very real danger turned her cold inside, so she put honest effort into thinking on anything else. When the group pulled their horses into town, her thoughts were firmly planted on Uncle William, who would have surely received her first bundle of letters by then. She wished he could see her now. Would he like this new person she had turned out to be? She hoped so.

Burke escorted Lenny and her to the Post near the train station while Garret headed for the jailhouse to find the sheriff. Maggie posted the letters to her uncle and waited patiently as the clerk behind the desk checked for any addressed to her.

Her heart beat faster, the longer the man shifted through the drawer of letters behind the counter. How very much she wished for written word from her uncle. Any news on how he fared would be reading material to be taken in repeatedly for the next few days.

Her disappointment at the slight and sympathetic shake of the man’s head was so potent, it took her a moment to recover enough to thank him and leave the small building.

What could her uncle’s delayed correspondence mean? They’d parted on good terms, and he’d promised. William Hall was a noble and honorable man who never broke his word.

She met Burke and Lenny outside, and after meeting up with Garret, they rode out of town, in the opposite direction of the Lazy S. The Whitfield land was the ranch directly in front of the Jennings’s territory, and the thought of riding ever closer to the snake den brought an uncomfortable flutter to her stomach.

Garret dropped back and rode alongside her. “No letters from him then? Your uncle?”

“No, not yet.”

“And you’re worried?”

“A little. It’s just, he is the only real family I have. Besides Aunt Margaret, of course, but she wouldn’t claim me. And he promised to write me the day I left for Rockdale, and send letters frequently. It is an odd feeling, being cut off from the only family you have left. It is…unexpected.”

“Well what about your aunt, Margaret? I know you don’t think too kindly of her but surely she can’t be that bad. Why do you say she wouldn’t claim you?”

What was it, truly, that made Aunt Margaret loathe her so? “When I was a child and new to Boston, I thought it my red hair that offended my aunt so, for she spoke of the atrocious color of it often. And my mother, whom I loved, God rest her soul, never spoke against her cruel tongue, so I thought what my aunt spoke must be truth. As I grew older, I started to realize the unfortunate events that resulted in my birth and my mother and her family’s fall from London Society. I think my aunt blamed me, for she never had an unkind word for my mother, whom I guess Aunt Margaret saw as my victim.”

Garret drew his eyes to Lenny and Burke, who rode amiably some distance back to give them privacy. “Your red hair don’t bother me none. Never did,” he said.

Lips pursed, she tried to control the heat creeping up her neck, peering straight ahead lest he see her so affected by one compliment from his mouth. “It was easier when I got older because the color darkened, and one could only see the obvious red when I was in full sunlight. Her complaint then became how plain I was.” She wrenched her inflection to a high pitched and crotchety old voice. “Margaret Flemming, you are certainly the plainest child I have ever lain eyes on. Not only are you a bastard child with no natural talents or appeal, your homely face has voided any chance you had at attracting a wealthy husband stupid enough to ignore your unfortunate breeding.”

Laughter pealed from her at her impression but Garret didn’t seem to find it funny. Surely he would if he knew how accurate she’d been.

“Did you have an escape?”

“What do you mean?” she asked as she wiped water from the corners of her eyes and tried to be serious like his tone required.

“Did you go to school? Have friends? Travel?”

“No. Aunt Margaret thought it improper for me to go to finishing school with other children for fear of me leaking our family secrets into Boston Society where she had etched out an esteemed position for herself. She hired governesses and convinced my mother I was to stay in the manor as much as possible to avoid gossip. But I excelled in reading and literature, and I found my escape in writing. My aunt thought it frivolous for a woman to write more than letters, and told me so often. Whenever I had a moment out of her sight, though, I wrote. My mother was always weak in body and mind, but she thought I should keep at it if it made me happy. She didn’t say it out loud, but sometimes she read my short stories and seemed proud. She told me once that sometimes courage skipped over a mother and fell into a daughter.”

“I went to school.”

“I know. Roy said you went to finish your schooling in Georgetown.”

“I mean, that was my escape.”

“Oh, I see. I always wanted to go off for school. Well, what did you study for, then?”

Garret gave a self-deprecating laugh. “Believe it or not, I was in schooling to be a lawyer. In fact, the sheriff has been at me to be a lawman since I got back. I reckon if I can’t save the ranch, he’ll get his way.”

She had always known Garret was smart and capable, even when they were children, but had never expected him to take up law. “Is being a law man what you want to do?

“Sometimes.”

“Then why try to save the ranch at all?”

He cocked his head to the side as if he couldn’t tell whether she were serious and then shook it. “Nah, you wouldn’t understand.”

“Make me understand.”

“I know it don’t make sense. It seems like nothin’ but bad happened there. I never blamed the land for it though, and I guess the presumptuous part of me thought, if I ran the Lazy S, I’d do it better than my old man ever did. I’d make it into something worth passing to my sons one day. I thought I’d save it and wipe out my pa’s memory completely.” Sighing, he glanced back at Burke and Lenny again then returned his attention to her. “And then after I came back and started working, I had these people under me who depended on the ranch too, and it became about more. Where would Cookie and Lenny go if the ranch goes down? Burke and Wells would be fine, but they see the Lazy S as home. Hell, for the first time in a long time, I’m seeing it as home too,” he finished, shrugging.

“None of that is hard to understand, Garret.”

He considered her for a long time. “Maggie, I reckon I owe you an apology. This whole time I thought you were living some easy life away from here and I was angry about it for a long time. Seems I was wrong. I misjudged you, and I’m sorry.”

She blinked at him in surprise, and he added, “You’re still annoying though.”

“Please,” she said grinning. “I think you mean entertaining. Gracious. Intriguing. Magnanimous.”

“No, ma’am, I don’t, and now you demoted yourself to irritating and bothersome,” he said with a cheeky glint in his eyes.

With a jerk of his head toward Burke and Lenny, he motioned for them to catch up, and when they had, said, “We’re going to take the hard way in. I don’t want to risk passing the Jenningses or any of their informants on the way into Whitfield’s land, so we’ll go through the brush from here. It’ll take us longer, but will be safer. Now let’s get a move on. We’re burnin’ daylight.”

A kick to the horses, and they were off.

* * * *

The day dragged. Garret stayed in the lead and with the boys around, Lenny only spoke Comanche, leaving Maggie to her thoughts as the hours passed slower than water boils. The sun beat down with single mindedness. To fry her. Thank goodness for the hat Garret gave her before they’d left that morning. Her fair skin would have been crispy after so long in the relentless sun. The hat was mannish and unbecoming on her, though a similar one on Garret made him look strapping and mysterious. Now, she almost laughed at her vanity because she would likely be ruddier than a tomato without Garret’s foresight in providing her with it in the first place.

Off the main road, whitetail deer, possums and rabbits and the occasional escaped pig from a nearby ranch had etched winding trails through the brush. The horses tended to travel one after the other but unfortunately Buck was a behind sniffer and had been kicked in earnest at least twice by Lenny’s mare. It didn’t deter him. Lenny pulled up and around at an opening in the dense woods and put her mare at the back of the group. Maggie smiled in apology at her horse’s typical male behavior as she passed, but the girl wasn’t looking at her. Lenny looked…spooked.

Surely she wasn’t cross with her. She’d tried to pull Buck back. In fact, had spent a great deal of time and effort giving the paint distance, but Buck had been unwavering in his obnoxious quest.

As she peeked around Burke to offer a verbal apology, Lenny swept the edges of the clearing with a piercing look. Buck and her inability to curtail his proclivities might not be Lenny’s problem.

The going was unhurried, as traveling through dense brush and thin trails slowed them down to a crawl. The group rode straight through lunch, eating in the saddle, and it was nearing the time they would need to break camp. The low-hanging sun threw the trees’ shadows across her thighs and the birds that had been chirping in the trees quieted in an instant. Even the breeze seemed to still.

Eyebrows arched, Garret turned in his saddle, looking not at her, but past her to Lenny. Whatever he’d seen in Lenny’s face, it made him slow down and untie the thin leather string securing his rifle on his saddle.

A half an hour more of riding without interruption, and she’d relaxed again into the rhythm of Buck’s gait. Her body could only stay tense and fearful for so long before it tired of the game.

“Time to settle in for the night,” Garret said in a tone which brooked no argument.

Not that she would have squabbled anyway. She had been working on her endurance in the saddle, but still would be walking bow-legged for a good while after an entire day of riding.

She dismounted stiffly in a small clearing along with Burke and Lenny while Garret rode around the perimeter. Lenny was unusually quiet. Granted, around the men she was always nearly silent, but even her movements were careful and calculated.

She turned around to find Lenny standing within inches of her.

“You scared the devil out of me!” Maggie clutched her chest.

Lenny glanced at Burke, who was unloading their provisions for the night. At such a distance, he wouldn’t easily hear a whispered conversation.

“Be wary. Trouble is coming,” Lenny whispered as she pressed one of Garret’s pistols into her hand and waited for her to give any response she understood.

Maggie put the heavy pistol in the belt and folds of her skirt and squeezed Lenny’s hand. She had only seen the girl scared when Wyatt approached, and for good reason. Such apprehension in her toughened friend was unsettling.

Garret tied Rooney loosely to a rope Burke had draped between a couple of trees. The other horses were already relaxing weary muscles after the long day and tearing through any grass within reach. By the time Garret came back, Lenny and she had already begun preparing ham and beans in a travel skillet and Burke had started a fire with some tinder he’d collected.

Like the thrilling of an extremity that had fallen asleep from prolonged inactivity, her ears tingled with the constant thrum of readiness. Every few seconds the hairs on her nape would rise as if a predator’s gaze was upon her back. If the feeling of dread was so potent for her, it had to be tenfold for the others, more trained to be wary of unseen danger. Restless and watchful, no one spoke a word as they set to their task of making dinner and camp.

The Indians appeared as ghosts materialize out of thin air. Not a branch broken in their wake nor leaf stirred. Not a blade of grass sang its anger at being disturbed. She and her companions were alone in the clearing, and then they weren’t.

Four imposing men stalked closer, clad in leather breechcloths secured by belts. They wore moccasins and decorative breast plates made of thin, uniform white beads. The two older men had left their chests bare under their breast plates, while the two younger Indians had thin cloth shirts on. All wore their hair parted in the middle and in long braids. The lines down their scalps were painted in bright colors, and each had at least one small braid decorated with colored cloth, beads and a single feather. That these men were fearsome warriors couldn’t be questioned, even to an untrained eye such as hers.

With hard expressions and weapons drawn, they approached as if they hunted something vile and dangerous. Maggie jumped at the sight of them but Garret put a firm hand on her leg and flashed a warning look to her. Be still, woman, his eyes seemed to say.

Lenny sat still as a stone with her head down, and Burke and Garret stood slowly. The Indians came to a stop a short distance away from their fire. Garret greeted them in a tongue still foreign to her, save a few words. Though his fluency in their language seemed to take them aback, the warriors didn’t lower their weapons.

They directed their questions to Lenny, and after Garret waited for her to answer with no success, he answered for her, which only seemed to displease the strangers more. Four dark and fiery sets of eyes drifted from Garret to Lenny, and as they broke into a fast and angry-sounding conversation amongst themselves, they gestured to her friend time and time again.

Garret shook his head and repeated the same phrase over and over. He pointed to Maggie and gave a frustrated grunt, grabbed her arm and lifted her to her feet. Then he yanked her to him until she was plastered to his chest and covered her mouth with his. She struggled in surprised panic for a moment before she melted into his intoxicating touch. That man could kiss a woman. Her bones melded into place as he pulled his lips from hers, and she clung to his waist to stay upright. Her wobbly legs were less than useless.

“Mine,” he told the Indians. “What’s the word?” He pointed to Lenny and asked her a question in a clipped tone.

The girl glanced from the small band of warriors to Burke, who seemed completely lost in the conversation, and a determined expression came into her eyes. She slunk to Burke’s side. “Mine,” she said, to the dawning comprehension of Burke.

Who looked more shocked, was hard to tell. It was a terribly close race between Garret, the Indians, and Burke. She would have laughed at their comical expressions if death didn’t seem so imminent. If not for her and Garret, surely Lenny had sealed Burke’s fate, for the warriors’ attention swung in his direction. The air was so charged, not a bird in the area was brave enough to let out a squawk.

“Oh, bollocks,” Maggie grumbled. “Would you like to join us for dinner?” she asked the men, speaking slowly. She pantomimed eating and chewing.

Garret stared at her as if she had lost her mental faculties.

“Well, ask them,” she directed him. Hands on hips, she waited.

The warriors looked at each other and then at her in confusion, and Lenny, silent Lenny, was of no help whatsoever. Garret cleared his throat and invited them to break bread. The men lowered their weapons, but kept them handy. Their curiosity with Lenny and a white man speaking their language had the older men calming the fire in the younger ones.

The tension between the men made for an uncomfortable meal but curiosity got the better of one of the younger braves. He pointed to Maggie’s moccasins poking from under the hem of her dress and asked Lenny a question, to which she responded with a nod. Maggie lifted her dress just enough to show off Lenny’s craftsmanship.

For a time, as she seemed the only one who felt inclined to chat, she carried on a very one-sided conversation with the Indians. Garret translated but he wasn’t gracious about it. When nervous, she had a tendency to ramble, and ramble she did. She told how Lenny outshot the men at the barn raising, and she’d made her skin a rabbit. The men seemed to like that one, and they squinted at her proper posture, poise and dress. Even Lenny cracked a smile, though she wiped it clean as soon as it appeared.

One of the younger braves, who sat behind the others, watched Maggie with interest, so she directed her stories and questions at him while the others finished their meal and stared at the silent Indian girl.

Lenny sat beside Burke, leaving him scarcely enough room to move his arm to eat. He scooted further down the fallen tree for space but relentless in her chase, she kept close to him until Burke nearly fell off the end. Eventually he gave up and attempted to eat with his other hand.

With persuasion, Lenny responded in clipped tones to the questions asked by the men, though what they were discussing was incomprehensible.

From the confounded look on Burke’s face, he seemed to be in the same wayward boat as her.

The man in the back continued to watch her. It bothered Garret far more than it did her, and as the evening wore on and their dinner guests remained, his apparent lack of need for personal space made her smile to herself. Unlike Burke, she was disinclined to move over to gain space. Sitting so close to Garret Shaw wasn’t such a terrible thing, so she held her ground. With his heat warming her and his solid arm against her, danger seemed a comfortable enough distance off.

Maggie stretched her back as she relaxed into the cadence of the foreign language spoken around her. She gave up trying to understand the flow of conversation. Instead, she enjoyed the sound of their tenor voices and rhythm of the words. One of the older men gave a short utterance and, as one, the men stood in a fluid motion. The warriors gave them slight nods and headed off in the direction in which they’d come. The young man in the back stayed and addressed her, much to her surprise. He hadn’t spoken to her before then. She looked to Garret to translate. He didn’t appear happy but he could have been more gracious about it.

“He says he’s never met a woman like you. Says you are confusing.”

“Oh, well I’m terribly sorry,” she directed at the Indian.

“Don’t think he meant it in a bad way,” Garret said dryly.

She waved as the man disappeared into the darkness beyond the firelight, and turned to start cleaning up after their meal. Garret hovered, but seemed at a loss for words, so she ignored him and waited for him to verbalize his thoughts. He didn’t. Instead he helped clean up and set up their bedrolls near the fire.

“Burke, you take the first shift,” he said. “Wake me in a few hours and I’ll take the rest of the night, if you like.”

Burke agreed, went a short distance and leaned against a tree with his pistols to keep watch. Despite the somewhat cordial dinner with their new acquaintances, having a weapon drawn still kept a person on alert.

Sleep would come restless that night.

 


 

Chapter 17

 

How was Maggie supposed to sleep when she was so close to Garret’s body? His warmth radiated onto her. His soft, slow breathing told her he slept with no trouble, while she, on the other hand, couldn’t sleep if her life depended on it. He’d decided, for reasons unknown to her, to put his bedroll behind hers and had proceeded to fall asleep undisturbed. Right beside her.

If she scooted back even closer to him, would he notice? Couldn’t hurt to try.

The instant she began to relocate her bedroll, she was startled to find him looking at her through one slitted blue eye, wearing an amused expression.

He chuckled at her. “Go to sleep, Maggie.”

“Harrump,” she grunted, and plopped down on her unmoved bedroll. It would have to be close enough.

When the first blue-gray streaks of morning lay across the sky, Maggie stretched the stiffness from her back. She huddled into her sleeping bag to regain some of the warmth she had lost sitting against an old cottonwood tree. While Garret slept on, she was riveted by a jagged scar across his neck. How had she not noticed it before? Sure, it was faint, and silvered with age, but at one time had been a significant injury and seemed obvious in the dim morning light. Possibly she hadn’t paid proper attention to his neck because his eyes so often had her enraptured.

Something alerted her that Garret had slipped from the depths of sleep into the subtle shift of wakefulness. Perhaps the slight variance in the cadence of his breathing, or perhaps, the small piece of her soul which seemed determined to tether itself to his had told her of the change.

“Where did you get the scar on your neck?” she asked.

She knew he’d heard her. He was just putting off waking the last bit of the way.

His bleary blue gaze focused on her, and he jerked his head back an inch. He cleared his throat and sat up. “It’s not a story with a happy ending. Where’s Burke? Why didn’t he wake me?”

More than a little proud, she explained, “Lenny spelled him, and then I took a turn. You were up most of the night before and you needed rest. Where did you get the scar?” she repeated, undeterred.

Garret rubbed his face, ran his hands through his hair and shook it out. “My old man hit the bottle too hard one night. Tried to slit my throat.” He looked at her with his eyebrows raised, as if daring her to ask more questions she likely wouldn’t appreciate the answers to. “Thankfully, my pa was too drunk to get it done right.”

He’d said it off the cuff, so detached from such a horrid story that had no business coming from a man’s mouth and ringing true.

He’d been a child who’d lost his mother and the remaining parent, the one supposed to protect him, had tried to kill him. Bile rose in the back of her throat at the horror, and she swallowed down the queasiness. “Your story had a happy ending to me,” she said quietly.

Garret regarded her, those cerulean eyes piercing to her very being as his expression turned questioning. “And how’s that?”

“You’re still here. When did he do it?”

Garret scanned the dim clearing as if he wished he were anywhere but there. “The season you and your ma left Rockdale.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No use apologizing. It ain’t your fault.”

“No, of course it isn’t, but I’m sorry no one was there for you.” She closed the short distance between them and hugged him around his neck.

He sat frozen and stiff, but she couldn’t seem to pull her arms from his shoulders. The scruff on his unshaven face felt right against her cheek. He relaxed and put his arms hesitantly around her waist. She wanted to cry for what he had been through, but it wasn’t his way, so she put her sorrow into holding him. Garret let out his breath and murmured, “It’s all right now, woman. I don’t even think on it anymore.”

Lenny and Burke watched them from a distance, but at a glance from her, took off into the woods. Maggie let Garret go, not pausing to talk or give him even a moment to panic and say something horrid to her, as he so often did after she showed any emotion. She simply stood, rolled the blankets, and avoided his gaze at all costs.

Garret rolled his blankets, and when finished, took hers and tied them to the saddles still cinched on Buck and Rooney. After a quick breakfast of stale biscuits and dried venison, the four of them headed out to finish the last few miles to Whitfield’s ranch.

“Need to talk to you,” Garret said as they pulled the horses up at the boundary of old Whitfield’s land.

His serious tone brokered dread, but with a straightened spine, she reined Buck closer to Rooney and waited.

“This money I’m using to buy these cattle? It’s the money we got from driving Roy’s herd, and therefore I was thinking it was rightfully yours. Figured I should ask what you wanted to do with it before I spend it.”

“Buy the cattle, of course. Anything I can do to help us keep the ranch, I’ll do, but can I say something?”

He nodded.

“Why don’t we drive the cattle straight to town, sell them at a profit and be done with Whitfield’s brand?

“But what about the breeding stock for next year?”

“We can put the money aside to help pay the loan to the Jenningses, but I fear the longer we have these cattle, the more time Wyatt will have to steal them back. I have a bad feeling about keeping this herd.”

Grunting, he nodded. “We’d easily triple our money if we drive them into town right now, as cheap as Whitfield is selling them to us. And it wouldn’t hurt to have them gone before the Jenningses find some loophole to get ’em back. I’ll talk to Burke and we’ll see about driving them that-a-way tomorrow.”

They rode through the brush that lined a small clearing, and Whitfield’s modest cabin peeked through a pair of cottonwood trees. The wind caressed a splintered rocking chair on the small porch and milling cattle dotted the yard. It was clear Whitfield had made a one-man effort to bring the herd together in preparation for driving them. Cows were spread far and wide, but at least they wouldn’t have to go riding all over creation in search of them.

Garret instructed Burke and Lenny to start rounding up the stragglers and motioned for Maggie to join him. Whitfield was a hunched, gray haired man who came out onto the front porch with his arms full when Garret and Maggie neared. He was packing, and in a hurry.

“Don’t want to be here when the Jenningses figure out they weren’t careful enough with the paperwork,” Whitfield offered with a mischievous grin.

“Right,” Garret said with a chuckle. “We’ll make this quick then.”

He tossed Whitfield a leather bag of money and waited while the man counted it.

Whitfield grunted in approval. “That’ll do it. This money will get me out of town and into the city where I have relatives waiting. Plan to get onto the train by the end of the day.”

“Probably a good idea,” Garret replied. “Don’t reckon anybody’s tried to stand up to the Jenningses before today. We’ll probably drive the herd straight into town ourselves, and get out of the Jennings way.”

“Probably best. I’d drive them myself, if I had the manpower. They’ll fetch a good price.” Whitfield squinted at the position of the sun. “Listen, I got a horse. A real fair filly, and I can’t take her with me where I’m going. Would you mind picking her up in town and taking her back to the Lazy S? She’s draft and Friesian, a real big girl. She’s great for hard work, and her foals will catch a price. I’d be much obliged. I can’t part with her, thinking she is going to Jennings’s breeding stock.”

“I’ve seen the horse you’re talking about. She’s a beauty. We’ll take her, if it’s what you want. Give them my name at the stable and we’ll get her after we sell the cattle.”

He tipped the brim of his hat. “I’ll see you when I see you,” Whitfield said, and went back to loading his small wagon.

It took an hour to gather the milling cattle before they were off at a grueling, slow pace. Getting such a large herd moving in the intended direction while keeping the headstrong ones from escaping into the brush took alertness to the cattle’s ornery ways, hard riding and lots of yelling. As the other three were seasoned at driving, often she had to go after the numbers intent on splitting from the bulk of the group. Tumultuous motion, like she was a chicken with her head cut off. There was no pattern or organization. Driving, for her, was chaos.

They avoided the main road in hopes of avoiding attention, so the cattle had to be pushed through areas of thick brush. Every muscle was strained as if she had been driving for days by the time they stopped for a bite to eat.

The cattle milled about, exhausted from traveling, and grazed hungrily on knee high prairie grass. With Garret’s portion of dried venison in hand, she wove through the mass of irritable beasts on Buck, careful to avoid the bulls with the biggest horns, until finally she reached him near the middle of the herd. It would have to be a lunch in the saddle if they wanted to get to town by dark.

Garret leaned across the saddle horn and took the small meal from her outstretched hand. “We aren’t going to break camp until late today.”

Already tearing into the jerky, she nodded. A small flash of gray through two large patches of brush caught her attention, and she jerked her head and squinted in the direction she had seen it. Nothing moved besides the cattle that had wandered that far. She shook her head and took another bite.

“What?” Garret asked, watching her.

“Nothing. I thought I saw something but nothing’s there.”

“Cow?”

“No, something gray.”

Garret perked up and pulled his pistol out just as the cattle in that area bellowed full force and began to run. The effect of a few frenzied cattle was disastrous.

“Heyeyeyeyey!” he yelled, trying to slow the beasts barreling toward them.

Rooney and Buck danced, ready for a command which would take them to safety.

“Get out of here, Maggie. Head for the edge and stay out of their way. Go!” Garret yelled over the noise of the stampede.

Sound advice. Garret had given her sound advice.

If it had only been that easy, she would have rejoiced. Instead, caught in the middle of a large herd of frantic cattle caused Buck to get stuck running in the midst of a large number of bulls, as big as himself and horned. Forced to stay with the stampede, she tried to maneuver to her right whenever a hole presented itself. The beasts’s eyes rolled in fear as they ran into each other, bellowing.

A bull hit Buck hard, pinning her leg. Screaming, she barely heard Buck’s whinnied echo of pain. She couldn’t give him room because more cattle were flanking them on the other side.

Garret had managed to make it to the edge right away, and Maggie turned in her saddle.

Smoke shot into the air as he fired his pistol at a coyote that had latched onto a calf’s nose. Terrified, she turned to find a slight hole had opened up. Buck jerked to the side, and she yelled at the cattle as she zigzagged through them. Lenny and Burke rode to control the other side, becoming a blur as she tried, failed, and tried again to escape the chaos. Lather bathed Buck’s sweaty neck where the reins touched him, and he panted loudly as she asked him for more.

As she neared the edge, Garret raced past her and yelled, “Hold this side. I’m gonna try and head ’em off!”

Rooney nearly flew under Garret’s able command as he pulled him closer, toward the frenzied front line. Horse and rider cut in deeply, pushing against the furthermost cattle, creating a bottleneck. On the other side, Burke made room for the beasts to veer toward him. Garret led the cattle in a wide arch, and at last they slowed. When they had eased up enough, he, Burke and Lenny pulled in front of the group pushed against the grain until the confused cattle stopped.

Rope in hand, Garret rode toward her. She opened her mouth to speak but he hadn’t come back to talk to her. He scoured the herd, searching for something, and when he spotted his quarry, made the loop in his rope bigger. Deftly, he lassoed a half-grown black calf that had straggled behind the group. He led it off into the brush.

She gasped and kicked Buck in their direction.

“Garret Shaw,” she said as she pulled alongside him. “What are you doing with that baby?”

With a sigh, he loosed the rope from its neck. “I’m gonna shoot it, Maggie. Best you not watch.”

She looked in horror at the calf. Tiny flecks of blood came from its nose where the coyote had latched on. She lurched forward and halted Buck in front of the calf.

Garret withdrew his pistol and set a thunderous glare on her. “Move. You know better than to step in front of somebody with a loaded pistol.”

“He isn’t hurt so bad. Maybe he’ll live.”

“Maggie,” he said. “He might live, but he’ll suffer and be as sick as that coyote in a few days. It ain’t natural for them to come out so boldly. They’re scared of us. More scavenger than hunter, and that dog was foamin’ at the mouth and half crazed.” He watched her with sympathy. “This is part of life out here. You have to take the bad with the good. If you don’t want me to put it down, I won’t. But it’ll suffer.”

She needed a moment to think. The calf panted under the strain of an injured nose. Its head drooped like it knew its fate. She squeezed her eyes shut and backed Buck out of the way, kicked him and got as far away as she could before the gunshot sounded.

The stampede had cost them time, thrown them off course. The only break she took from the saddle was to relieve herself in the brush, and her legs complained about the strain of prolonged time melded around Buck’s swaybacked form. Garret’s anticipated announcement that it was time to break camp couldn’t come soon enough.

Her husband, however, seemed relentless in his work and they drove until the light waned and the town loomed ahead. Surely they’d taken the cattle over the allotted fifteen miles, but he seemed indifferent to their weight loss at the moment. He was a smart rancher, and a capable drover. His disregard for his normal driving procedures meant he was more worried about the Jenningses than he let on.

“You look exhausted,” Garret said over the noise of the cattle as he pulled up beside her.

“Thanks,” she replied.

“Why don’t you go fetch us a couple of rooms. Lenny and Burke can help me bring the cattle into the chutes. I’ll stay in Burke’s room tonight, and you girls can have the other.”

She glared at him.

Garret gave a stern shake of his head. “It ain’t like that. I’m not avoiding you. I just don’t want Burke and Lenny sharing a room.”

“Fine,” she snapped. Buck deserved some fresh straw and a clean stall after the day they’d had, but she hesitated. The hotel room beckoned her.

“Leave him in front. I’ll take him to the stable after we’re done.”

Maggie tried to smile her gratitude through the exhaustion. “Thanks.”

“Oh, and Maggie,” Garret said as she turned Buck toward the inn. “You did real good today.”

And that was all it took for the warmth of a hard earned compliment to wash over her and change her temperament. Grinning, he rode back to finish their work. She sighed happily and went to reserve the rooms. That boy could be mean as sin, and one kind word would send her into an improved mood. She should be worried about that, but couldn’t quite find it in herself to pick at his imperfections.

By the time she opened the door to her room, her stomach gurgled with hunger. Covered in travel dust, she plodded around a small chest of drawers to the washbasin against the back wall. Her clumsy fingers flubbed lighting the lantern the first two times, but the third sent flickering light through the tiny room. The mauve and tan floral wallpaper clashed with the green baseboards and there was a suspicious hole in the wall that looked like she wasn’t the only creature dwelling there, but it could be worse. The water was clear as she poured it from the full pitcher and the bed looked clean enough. She’d spent two days on the trail and could barely keep her eyes open. A milkweed mattress in a swamp would be acceptable about now.

She washed and decided to try and stay awake to have dinner with the others. She failed. By the time Lenny stepped into their room, Maggie had been asleep on the end of the still-made bed for a good while. Rejuvenated after the small nap, she descended with Lenny to the main level to meet Burke and Garret.

He’d charmed the cook, who served them leftover meat pie and cornbread, though the milk and dessert had long been consumed by those conscientious of normal dining hours. She didn’t care, and from the silence at dinner, it was a safe bet no one else noticed the absence either.

After she’d finished, Garret rose beside her and took her plate to refill it. Though hard pressed to eat another bite with her dress so fitted, she found room. When she could eat no more, she pushed her unfinished plate in his direction and he made swift work of her leftovers.

He ate with single mindedness and was, thankfully, seemingly too tired to notice any attention from her. Even dusty from a long day of work and flushed with the prolonged effort of his endeavors, he was a man not easily ignored. As if he’d read her thoughts, he surprised her with a smile. She looked away quickly, flustered at having been caught staring.

Garret wrapped his warm, strong hand around hers under the table. “I don’t mind you looking, Maggie.”

Blast her fair skin. Her face flushed with an uncomfortable heat. Thank the Lord, Lenny and Burke had excused themselves to their rooms earlier. Witnesses would have made the situation even worse.

Maggie cleared her throat. “Umm, well then, I should be off to bed. I’m quite drained from the exciting day, and you never know what adventures tomorrow will bring,” she rambled, barely resisting the urge to stifle an affected yawn. Simplicity was best when one was a terrible pretender.

Smiling, he let her excuse herself and return to her room. She turned once to offer a good night, and he was still watching her leave. It brought new warmth to her cheeks. She climbed the stairs and tiptoed into the silent room. Lenny was already passed out cold on one side of the bed but had left the lantern lit.

As quietly as she could, she slipped out of her dress and sponged her skin with clean water until she at least resembled a human again. Was Garret readying for bed too? His room lay just on the other side of the wall.

She pressed her hand against the cool wallpaper. Only feet from him, yet he felt miles away. She ran the sponge down her arm and imagined his gentle touch at dinner. He’d warmed to her over time, and even if it wouldn’t ever be love for him, he still cared on some level. His hardened exterior cracked every time he rewarded her with touch or kind word. With every smile he bestowed upon her, his facade of indifferent arrogance slipped a little further into oblivion.

Even her exhaustion couldn’t disguise that the bed proved lumpy, and pungent with the aroma of unwashed linens. It was also likely infected with some sort of critter intent on feeding on her flesh. Upon waking, rows of raised, red, itchy blotches covered her fragile skin. One glance at Lenny, well-rested with her clear olive toned skin, proved her friend hadn’t been so affected.

The comparison, on top of a hundred others, added fuel to the ongoing argument with herself that she really wasn’t made for such a life. Her stubbornness alone kept her steady and happy in such an unyielding place.

It was early, before dawn, and Lenny had woken her while mousing around, readying herself for the day.

“Why are you up so early?” Maggie whispered.

Lenny eyed the door and sat on the other side of the bed. “Boss doesn’t want us in town when the Jenningses find out about the cattle. He wants us home, and I’m inclined to agree.”

“Oh. Right,” she said. She rose and got ready by candlelight. After she finished dressing and Lenny had braided her hair, she pinned it in a bun.

Though it would be a crude one, she looked forward to a warm bath at home. Home. She smiled at the thought.

Garret and Burke retrieved and saddled the horses and brought them around to the front of the inn. Whitfield’s horse was a magnificent creature. She was a gargantuan black with feathering from knees to hooves. The mare looked as if she belonged in some fairy tale from long ago. Her size was intimidating, but a few minutes with the mare proved she was a docile horse with a kind disposition. Buck seemed smitten with her, much to Rooney’s irritation, and Lenny’s mare acted completely unaffected by the new addition to the Lazy S stables.

The ride to the ranch was a quiet one. Breakfast had been skipped in their haste to get home, and by the time they rode onto Shaw land, her stomach was convinced her throat had been slit. Fried eggs, stale bread and slivers of cheese had to suffice because none of the group was willing to spend too much time cooking before feeding famished appetites. Wells and Cookie were out hauling hay to the remaining cattle, and Burke joined them shortly after he’d finished breakfast. Lenny headed to the barn to start work on the chores, leaving Garret and Maggie in the house.

“Come here. I want to show you somethin’,” Garret said, and took his final swig of aromatic coffee.

He led her into her bedroom, and with strength and ease of practice, moved the bed aside and pried up a couple of loose nails. She would have never noticed the board was any different than the others, but he seemed to know exactly which it was by memory.

The board clanked quietly when he set it aside, and he pulled out a large, bulging coin purse.

“This is our savings. The Jenningses won’t take a payment on their loan unless it is in full, so I’ve been putting money away. This is what we have so far.” He handed her the leather pouch.

“It looks like a substantial amount of money, Garret. Why haven’t you put it in the bank?”

“Jennings has eyes in the bank, and I don’t want him knowing how close to or far away we are from paying him off.”

“How have you saved so much, if you’ve just finished with your schooling? Won’t you have to make payments in Georgetown?”

“I had a benefactor. Decided to take pity on me and pay for me to get the schooling I wanted. Even gave me money each month for living, but I stayed below my means and saved as much as I could. I got lucky.”

“I’d say.” Maggie handed him the purse and he put the new funds they had garnished from the sale of Whitfield’s cattle in it. “Well, isn’t it just a kick in the pants. We’re going to pay part of Jennings’s loan with money he so wrongly thought was already his.” She giggled at the mischievous look on Garret’s face.

A somber expression took him, and he paused, studying her. “Maggie, the night Wyatt came and took you? I wanted to kill him. I still want to, when I think about it. From the second you screamed my name, trying to get away from him, it sent something boiling in my gut I can’t seem to get away from. But I know the law and we ain’t got any proof, save our word against his. And dammit, he has some powerful allies. Sherriff knows what’s going on, but his hands are tied too. And I’d be no good to you or anyone else depending on the Lazy S with a noose around my neck. I can’t get revenge like that.” Garret put the purse back and slid the board into place. “We’ll need to get our revenge by outsmarting them and by paying Jennings off. Our revenge will be keeping the ranch, despite their best efforts to take it from us.”

She nodded. She’d never expected Garret to kill for her, but his anger at her being touched by that snake made her feel satisfied in ways she couldn’t explain.

No, she most certainly didn’t expect him to kill for her, but if push came to shove, he would.

 


 

Chapter 18

 

Early evening drew on the Lazy S and Maggie’s shadow lengthened across the grassy ground in front of her. The quiet and peace that fell over the ranch in the hours before dark consumed her. In those still moments, she appreciated the chaos around her. Everyone stayed busy from morning until night when they finally wound down, enjoyed dinner and settled in to rest up for another laborious day ahead. The rhythm of the ranch matched those of the seasons and pulled at her heart. The more she saw of this life, the more she loved it.

Garret took the two buckets of water from her hands as she drew closer to the front porch. “Thank you,” she said, and pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders. The nights had turned cooler, promising the unavoidable coming of autumn and the chill accompanying it.

“Get on inside,” he said, jerking his head toward the front door. “There’s a bite to the air tonight.”

Maggie opened the door for him as he deftly pulled the buckets inside to the kitchen, spilling nary a drop. She’d found herself looking for him throughout the day while she’d tried to do her part around the ranch. And had tried to stop herself, but every few minutes would pull her gaze in the direction Garret was with the cattle. The sight of him up on the porch, so ready to help her with the water, filled a hole in her that had been dug there when he’d disappeared earlier in the day.

A plucked chicken roasted on a spit above the fire, and the bread she’d made earlier in the day already lay on the table. Used to bachelorhood for so long, Garret had long ago learned to cook and fend for himself. For that, sometimes she was truly grateful.

Garret turned the spit. “It’ll probably be a half an hour more.”

“Perfect. That will give me time to drain the cream off the milk.” Maggie set to her task, ladling the cream from the top of the bucket with a wooden spoon. She felt as if Garret watched her, and a sly glance in his direction proved her instincts spot on.

He leaned back in his favorite chair, staring at her, wearing a thoughtful expression. She would have paid good money to get a peek into his thoughts at this moment, but returned her attention to the milk.

Boots and spurs scuffled against the wooden floorboards as he drew closer. He stopped behind her then traced her backbone through her dress, just one finger’s soft touch.

“Next time we’re in town, I want to get you another dress,” he said low. “A woman pretty as you should have dresses to choose from.”

Maggie stopped ladling and leaned into his hand, tipped her head backward and looked into his face. His gaze traveled to the outline of her breasts, both of which were pressed for space in the dress’s fitted bodice. The corner of his mouth turned up and he leaned down, put his lips on hers.

It was scandalous to kiss a man upside down, from that position. She couldn’t help but relish it. A hungry shiver took her as he found his way with his hand and cupped her breast, the material of her cotton dress the only barrier between their skin. With his free hand, he released the pins from her hair, throwing them carelessly on the floor. He delved with his fingers through the thick waves of her hair and his soft lips moved against hers again and again, as if she were some exotic nectar he couldn’t drink enough of.

As he stroked lazy circles with his thumb where the fabric of her dress met the skin of her breast, a moan escaped her, and again as he pushed his hand inside the material, kneaded her fullness.

Hooves clopped on the ground outside, loud in the stillness.

“Come on out, Shaw,” a man drawled in a deep voice, slurring his words. Wyatt Jennings.

“Aw, hell,” Garret whispered and pulled away, leaving her flesh cold where he’d removed his hand. He nodded at the rifle on the wall meaningfully, checked his pistols still in the holster on his hips and glanced out the window. Motioning for her to stay put, he opened the door then shut it tightly behind him to face Wyatt Jennings alone.

Frenzied panic raced through her. Wyatt was dangerous on a good day and now he had drink in him. Garret’s men were out with the cattle, beyond reach for backup. What should she do?

She gave a soft growl of frustration, grabbed the rifle, checked that it was loaded and stuffed two more rounds in the pockets of her dress for good measure. Silent as a breath, she tiptoed to the back door, careful to avoid the planks that creaked.

Outside, the night air on her bare arms gave her a chill, made her feel exposed and unprotected. The men were talking on the other side of the house but she was unable to make out what they said. As she crept slowly around the side, she sent a silent thank you to Lenny for gifting her such quiet shoes.

The setting sun gave off enough light to see the men conversing in front of the house. Garret stood on the porch, leaning against the railing like he didn’t have a care in the world, while Wyatt spoke furiously and waved a gun around with careless abandon. Her heartbeat hammered in her chest. The gun now pointed at Garret. One drunken slip of the finger and he would be lost to her forever. He still hadn’t drawn his weapon.

“Give me one good reason I shouldn’t put a bullet in you,” Wyatt demanded unsteadily. “You deny my sister. Embarrass her in front of the whole town for a woman you don’t care a thing for. You up and take the cattle that should have been ours. Whitfield sold us his land. His cattle should have come with it. Mighty underhanded, Shaw.”

“Seems to me what’s underhanded is forcing Whitfield off his land in the first place. Can you blame him for wanting to sell his cattle to someone else?”

“That ain’t the point! It’s like you are here to just…just…get to me. You are a splinter. Irritating and always at the back of my mind,” Wyatt said. “You’ve been trouble for me since we were little and there has to be repercussions for pushin’ somebody so long, you hear?”

“Well, I’m sorry ’bout your bad luck. I think you’re just used to getting your way by bullying, and it ain’t working here. I’m just trying to keep my ranch, Wyatt. That’s all. You and your family are going to have to accept we are here and learn to ignore it.”

“You know this place is going to be mine,” Wyatt said, waving his gun in the direction of the land. “With this place, and old Roy’s place, it’ll make a fine piece to start me out. Maybe I’ll get me a little wife. Maybe she’ll be fair and redheaded, with pretty green eyes like the whore you wrangled. Make me some redheaded little babies.”

“Enough!” Garret barked. “Get off my land. Now.”

There was steel in his voice and the crack of tension was so thick, it was almost tangible. Wyatt smiled as if such a show of emotion was exactly what he wanted. He pulled his gun up and directed the barrel at Garret’s chest. As drunk as he sounded, his aim looked true and steady.

She whipped around the house and chambered a round, stalked steadily forward as Wyatt and Garret turned at the sound.

“We was just talkin’ about you,” Wyatt sneered, pulled the gun off Garret’s chest and held it carelessly in the air. “’Cept I had an idea.” He swung his gaze to Garret, likely ruling her out as any real threat. “I hadn’t even got to the good part yet! I was thinking, if your pretty little wife here died, you’d be free to marry my sister and this land would be Jennings land after all. Am I right?”

Wyatt brought his pistol up steadily and with a look of pure hatred in his eyes, aimed it at her. Time slowed to a crawl while she watched in horror as the events went off as if she were dreaming. For surely such horror and violence could only be the result of a night terror.

From Wyatt’s steady hand and the venom in his gaze, he intended to kill her. She pulled the trigger and her aim was true. She hit him in the chest at almost the precise moment Garret shot him in the head, having pulled his gun as soon as the threat was aimed at her.

Wyatt’s brain matter exploded from the side of his face and his body jerked. His weapon fired, his mind having already told his finger to pull the trigger. Final instructions carried out by a hand that didn’t know it was dead yet.

She screamed as searing pain blasted through her shoulder and she was blown off her feet, backward into the dirt.

“Maggie!” Garret yelled as he jumped over the porch railing and ran for her. She felt blood soaking her dress before he was even able to get to her. Such a warm and odd feeling, when life’s vital fluid spilled.

He skidded to a stop beside her and propped her shoulders in his lap. Scanning the entry and exit wounds, he whispered, “No, no, no, no,” as if it would help. “Lenny! Lenny!” he bellowed in a panicked voice.

The girl appeared as if by magic around the side of the house. She chugged breath heavily as if she’d already been running their way.

“Ride for the doc and the sheriff. Ride like hell!”

Lenny disappeared to the barn, running so fast she blurred. Moments later, the Indian girl tore out bareback on her mare, gripping the mane for dear life with the promise of running the beast to death if it came to it.

“She can’t understand you when you only speak English, you know,” Maggie said somberly. She tried her best to smile and ignore the blazing pain that brought stars to the edge of her vision.

Still clutching her shoulders, he looked at her in shock. “That Indian understands the language just fine. I know she talks it too. You two ain’t as clever as you think you are. I have to get this blood stopped.” He put her down gently on his lap and pried his shirt off, ripping every button in the process. “This is going to hurt.”

Before she could respond, he’d pressed the cloth onto both sides of her wound and pushed down with force. She tried not to scream again, she really did. But the pain made her do things she didn’t mean, and the effort proved fruitless.

“Garret,” she said through tears and gasping breaths, “if anything happens to me, promise you’ll write my uncle. Tell him.”

“Don’t talk like that, Maggie,” he pleaded, fear evident to the very whites of his eyes. “I won’t let nothin’ happen to you. Do you hear me?”

“Please,” she said, growing weaker, “just write him...let him know what has happened to me. Tell him I was...happy.” She tried to smile again but the trembling in her voice gave away her fear.

“What’s his name?”

“William Hall. Of Boston.”

Eyebrows furrowed, he whispered, “William Hall is your uncle?”

The corners of her vision blurred and blacked out to a pinpoint.

“Maggie? Maggie! I love you. Do you hear me? I love you. I won’t let nothin’ happen to you.”

She slipped into a blissful unconsciousness to escape the pain and weakness as the last tear filled words from Garret’s mouth guided her into the all-consuming blackness.

* * * *

Maggie’s lifeless form was tucked neatly into Garret’s bed. Doc had come to find him in the front of the house, still pressing as tightly as his shaking arms could on the bullet hole that had pierced his wife. She’d lost too much blood, the doctor said, and had given a grim prognosis. He’d cleaned the wounds and sewn her up, and Garret had tucked her in tightly to keep the cool air from her struggling body.

She hadn’t awakened. Her lips had taken on a blue tint and her skin grown so pale, he could trace the veins running just beneath the surface; her breathing was shallow and labored. He couldn’t find it in himself to leave her for fear she would pass when he wasn’t there with her.

The sheriff was aware of the history. He took Wyatt’s corpse and cleared Garret of any wrongdoing. One look at Maggie, and the lawman had offered him his condolences and been on his way to take the body to Clint Jennings with strict orders for no retaliation.

Even near death, she looked like an angel, and though never having been a praying man before, in desperation, he asked God to let her stay with him.

The fever and shakes began on the second day as infection set in. Doc visited daily to offer what help he could. On the fourth day, the first signs of blood poisoning appeared as little tendrils of red staining her fair skin around the wounds. Maggie withered while her body tried desperately to replenish the blood lost and fight the deadly infection.

The rise and fall of her chest became an obsession. His life felt dependent on the next breath. He found himself agitated whenever anyone came in to pay their respects and interrupted his quiet watchfulness.

Except for Lenny, that was. She cared for Maggie as if she were a sister, and changed her bandages, spent hours dribbling broth down her throat. She bathed her every night, and fixed her hair so she would be presentable for visitors who came to pay their respects. Maggie would likely never know the pains the girl went through for her last days, nor would Lenny expect attention or praise for anything she did, but he was grateful he could share his grief with someone almost as affected as he by this woman.

He didn’t bother to speak anything other than English to the girl, and Lenny didn’t bother pretending she didn’t know what he said. Wanting to be close in case she was needed, which was fine by him, she stayed in the loft and cooked for them. Which made it easier for him to be able to remain at Maggie’s side.

The ranch went on in a somber, numbing haze. Words were rarely spoken between the hands as they went about their day and fulfilled their duties. The animals didn’t go hungry. The livestock were milked, watered, and tended. They were cared for, but there was no joy in the work. No smiles or jokes. The wind carried no laughter.

The first two nights Garret slept beside her, with his hand gently resting on her stomach, where she wouldn’t feel pain. After the fever hit, however, he’d resorted to sleeping in the rocking chair he’d dragged up beside her bed to give her space and the comfort of cool air on her heat-scorched skin. The hole in his heart ached at the thought of losing her. He missed her. Missed so much about her. The countless number of things he had learned to love about her were made so painfully clear in her absence.

A soft knock for entrance had him rubbing the stubble on his face, and he glared at the door with annoyance. “Come in,” he barked. He couldn’t avoid the world forever.

Clint Jennings stepped in, followed closely by his daughter Anna.

Garret leaned back in the chair and cocked his pistol. “Come to finish the job?” he asked.

Clint put his hands in the air and murmured, “Just want to talk, is all.”

The man had seen better days and looked as if he’d aged ten years in the past week. Hair unkempt, and three or more days without a shave, by the stubble on his face. Even his eyes held little life.

“Lenny!” Garret called, and had an almost immediate response from the girl. “Take care of Maggie. I need to take care of something,” he said in her language. Sure, he knew she had English. But for reasons unknown to him she didn’t want others to know, which was all right by him. Garret handed her his other pistol and followed the Jenningses.

“What do you want?” he asked after they’d stepped onto the front porch.

“I want to know what happened to my son,” the older man responded.

“Would you like me to start at the part where he threatened and kidnapped my wife or with the part where he tried to kill her and likely succeeded?” He was in no mood for small talk or niceties.

“I know nothing of any kidnapping.” Clint crossed his arms on his chest.

“All right, a while back your boy and some hired men came to rustle a number of our cattle. The next night, Maggie was out with us and your boy took her in her sleep and rode hell for high water back to your place. I can still hear the fear in her voice as she screamed my name to save her, Clint. It will haunt me until the day I die.”

Anna went pale. “Excuse me,” she said, and sat down on a chair at the far end of the porch. She put a handkerchief to her lips with a trembling hand.

Garret swung a steely gaze back on Clint. “You remember when your boy approached my wife at the dance? She had gloves on her hands to cover the damage done by trying to escape him. That claw mark across his face? It was given by my wife the night he and his men took her.”

Clint’s eyes narrowed. “I didn’t tell him to do any of that.”

“But he did, and I didn’t kill him for it. He came looking for trouble on my land. Came here waving a gun and when Maggie tried to protect me from a bullet, he shot her, and he shot to kill. Now you tell me, Mr. Jennings, if someone did those injustices to your late wife, or to your daughter, would you let them live?”

Clint’s expression fell. The man’s eyes brimmed with tears.

A son lost by his father. A damn shame, when it could have been prevented. “I’m real sorry for your loss, Mister. It wasn’t ever my intention that it end up like this.”

Clint nodded. “Sorry for your loss too.” He tromped down the porch steps and turned. “This doesn’t change a thing, Shaw. You still owe the loan in full or your land is mine.”

As Garret retreated to the house, Anna stood.

“May I pay my proper respects to your wife?” she asked.

* * * *

Maggie sat on the front porch of the small cabin on Roy’s homestead. The scene before her came from her memories from childhood. Her toughened hands lay in her lap, and looked out of place against the soft material of her frilly cream-colored dress. This body wasn’t a child’s any longer, so why was she staring at Roy Davis, still living, chopping wood? It must be a dream but with the tug of fatigue at her limbs, this was a happy enough place to dwell in.

“Are you going to just sit there all day or help me with chores? Get moving, Margaret!” someone said in a familiar voice.

When she turned toward it, her mother stared crossly at her from the doorway, ignoring her adult form and questioning look. She bustled back inside. Maggie followed slowly, and the inside of the house was an exact replica of Aunt Margaret’s in Boston. The old biddy would soon appear from the woodwork. Save her mother’s rustlings in the kitchen, the house remained quiet, though.

“Why are you moving so slowly today?” Mother asked, as she stopped her hurried advance past her.

Indeed, her arms and legs felt like burlap sacks full of rocks and sand, but upon inspection, she couldn’t find the cause of the problem. She shrugged helplessly, finding it difficult to speak. Maybe if she sat down.

Nary a piece of furniture stood in the large entryway, and the darkest corner of the room drew her. She took a seat in the safety of the shadows. Her mother ignored her in her haste to finish unseen chores and upon perusal of the room, Maggie Shaw scrawled on the wall leapt out at her.

The door creaked open. Roy came into the entryway and threw his hat and coat on the floor. His face was no longer the aging face of the man she once saw as her father, but the youthful features of fifteen-year-old Garret. His face swelled and contorted, and blood flowed freely from his lip. The boy crumpled to the floor and gasped for air.

He gaped at her and opened his mouth to speak. “My, your wife is sleeping like the dead.”

The voice confused her. Feminine, and it had grated on her ears. Not at all what she had expected from her childhood friend. She was helpless to move. Since her arrival at Roy’s place, she had only grown weaker. Frozen terror overtook her when she tried and failed to stand. Suddenly, the scene melted away, revealing a new one. This one seemed to make even less sense.

By the feel and smell and coolness of the linens on her bare legs, she was in Garret’s bed. So weak and unable to move, her lazy eyelids were the only things she was able to open, and even those, just slightly. A full and feminine mouth formed the words so familiar in her dream. The plump lips smiled at Garret.

“I need to talk to you, Garret. Alone,” the woman said, much too intimately. Who did this woman think she was to speak so to him, her husband?

Garret didn’t answer and instead took the chair near her bed. He must have failed to realize she could see him.

Help! she struggled to scream, I’m here! Can you not see me?

The woman spoke again. “There has been talk around town. I asked Doc myself and he said your wife isn’t going to pull through this. Said it was a matter of time. A waiting game.”

The woman took a step toward Garret. He’d turned his head, so Maggie couldn’t gauge his reaction.

Anna Jennings. The name came to her as a whisper through the fog.

“I know you care nothing for her,” Anna said. “My brother said so. And a man like you shouldn’t be alone. So...” The woman hesitated a moment more then closed the short distance between them.

Garret launched himself to his feet, pushed the rocking chair out from under himself and retreated the foot and a half of space he had between his back and the wall. “What the—”

“I will accept your proposal after she is dead. We can put all this behind us, Garret. We’ll just forget about her, and I’ll forgive you for your indiscretions.” Her tone had taken on a pleading note, and she placed her hand on his chest, spread her fingers wide to take in the expanse of his musculature. “I can make you happy where she failed.”

The gall of the woman!

Rage. Jealously. She didn’t care what caused it. She wanted to live. Yet when she tried to speak, only the barest whisper of a few molecules of air passed pathetically through her throat. She couldn’t take her burning eyes off the wretched woman’s hand on her trapped husband, and willed the strength to try again. “Get your hands…off my husband,” she whispered.

Garret snapped his head toward her. The look of anger on his face had morphed into shock and something more. Hope?

Anna stepped away from him, startled.

“Get out,” was all Maggie managed before strength left her completely.

“What did she say?” Anna leaned closer to her bed with an offended look on her prim face.

Garret turned to her with a smile. “I do believe my wife told you to get out. Please do so without reserve.”

A cross between a growl and a shriek came from Anna, an atrocious noise. She turned on her heel and left the room. Not before slamming the door, which banked loudly and then bounced open, prompting her to return and slam it again for good measure.

“Spoiled little beast,” he grumbled as he pulled his chair back to the bed.

Oh, how she wished to hear him speak to her, but the sweet heaviness of sleep pulled at her and she couldn’t hold on any longer. It would be a hard battle back and all uphill, but she would fight. Anna Jennings wouldn’t lay her claws on Garret ever again. Over her cold and lifeless body, would she allow it.

As Cookie often said, “Time to do work.”

 


 

Chapter 19

 

A faint ringing sounded in her ears and she stirred. The awful sound grew louder until it almost deafened her. It was the volume of her shrieks that had her ears begging for relief. Lenny leaned over her shoulder, a look of fierce concentration on her face and a sheen of sweat across her brow.

“What are you doing?” Maggie rasped in shock.

Lenny shot a horrified glance at Garret, who lay pressed down on Maggie with all his weight.

He shook his head. “Finish it. Do it quick, and we’ll talk about it after.”

Lenny pulled a knife away from her shoulder and threw him a dirty look. “He won’t let the doc at you anymore. Only me. I have to drain your shoulder but it’s going to hurt.” She leaned forward to start again.

“Wait, wait. Wait! Why is the doctor not here?” She panted. Son of a motherless goat, this was going to hurt.

Lenny sighed. “He believes in bloodletting. Which makes sense around your wound, because your blood is poisoned, but he was letting too much from your arms. It made you sicker. If that is even possible. Garret told him not to come back, so you get me.”

“Well, can’t you give me a sleeping draught or something?” she asked in desperation.

“You’ve been out for days,” Lenny exclaimed. “I don’t think you need more sleep. What do you want me to do? Whack you over the head with a pan?”

Hope filled her. A knock on the head would work.

“No,” Lenny told her. “Best if you don’t look.”

Before she went through such torture again, she’d gladly take another bullet.

Garret and Lenny dipped the knife into a glass of whiskey and heated it in the kitchen fire to sterilize it as best they could. Then she squeezed her eyes shut and knew pain that only belonged in hell. She lay sweating and spent while Lenny re-bandaged her shoulder.

It was best not to look at the damage. From the feel of it, she would only be good to travel in the roving freak show she’d happened upon once in the city. “Can you leave?” she asked Garret. She didn’t want him to see her in such a desperate state.

“Good luck with that,” Lenny grumbled. “Only time he leaves is when I bathe you and even then I nearly have to pull a gun to get him moving.”

How mortifying this situation had become. She cleared her raspy throat. “I could use a drink of water.”

Garret filled a glass from the bucket in the corner of the room, handed it to her and waited as she thirstily drank the water down.

“May I have more?” She would quite possibly never be satisfied again.

“Sorry, but you need to do a little at a time. We’ll wait an hour and see how you do with that much and then give you some more.”

“I’m famished.”

Garret grinned at Lenny. “Well, that’s a good sign, ain’t it?”

The bandage tightened and tied, Lenny patted her hand. “I’ll go fix some broth.” She disappeared into the other room.

Broth? How very disappointing.

It was late in the evening, and the candles were lit in the room. Many of them, near the bed to aid in Lenny’s need to see what she was doing. The light glinted off something. A delicate green gemstone set in a thin gold band adorned the ring finger on her left hand. She held it up to study it more closely, but found she hadn’t the strength for long, and looked to Garret for explanation.

“It was my mother’s. Thought since you’ve stuck to being my wife this long, you should be wearing my ring.”

The weight of the delicate jewelry meant more than she would ever be able to put into words. “It’s beautiful, Garret.” If she’d had enough fluids in her body to muster a tear, she would’ve.

Garret pulled his chair closer to her bed and sat down, grabbed her hand and put it to his forehead, shielding his face. “I thought you were going to die,” he said in a thick voice.

Maggie stared down at his beautiful raven hair for a moment and gave him a smile. “And let you marry that atrocious Anna? Not likely. Your children would be horrible brats.”

Garret chuckled quietly and the sound warmed her heart. He caressed her face with a tender gaze and kissed her hand, leaving his lips on her skin for a long time.

His beard scratched against the smooth back of her hand. “You need a shave, Mr. Shaw.”

“’Spect I do. Haven’t found the time since you’ve been out.”

Her stomach growled loudly and on cue, Lenny appeared with a small cup of broth.

“Still hungry,” Maggie announced after she’d slurped down the last of her tiny portion. “And why am I not allowed vegetables? Or meat?” Rabbit stew, beef roast, steak, fried chicken. Glorious meat!

From the corner into which he’d retreated, he laughed. He’d been cleaning his gun while she ate, or rather drank, her teeny meal.

Lenny spoke up. “Broth today, broth tomorrow. If you don’t vomit, I’ll add boiled vegetables the next day.”

“Lovely,” she grumbled. “It’s not funny.”

Garret stopped laughing. Mostly. “Of course it ain’t. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t make light of this. I’m just glad you’re back, is all.”

“Hmm,” she said, satisfied with his answer. “Well, next time you see her, you should thank Anna for giving me the will to live.”

“Never was a competition between you two, so don’t you worry, Maggie. ’Sides, she ain’t my type. I like redheads. Sassy ones.”

Maggie turned away to hide her smile, and leaned deeper into her pillows. Though her mind was completely rested, her body was not. How much sleep could one damaged figure possibly hold? She would find out.

Lenny squeezed her hand, and she thanked her sleepily, for everything. After the girl had left, she squinted into the corner at Garret, who still cleaned his pistols.

“Sleep beside me tonight?” she asked.

“I suppose it’d be a might more comfortable than this chair I’ve been sleeping in.”

“Good,” she said, and snuggled down further under the sheets to wait for him.

* * * *

The road to recovery proved to be truly slow and grueling. A crude and barely manageable avenue covered in boulders, potholes, divots, trenches of mud and random rabid wildlife to avoid. Or so Maggie imagined as she tried for what seemed at least the eighty-seventh time to stand on her own. Her legs were determined to stay shaky enough to buckle under her weight. Obnoxious.

She had kicked Lenny and Garret out of the room much earlier, as their worry only enabled her fear of never recovering and made her lash out. Her caretakers gladly departed, most likely to avoid a verbal lynching every time they gasped and naysaid her efforts to walk. If left up to her concerned wards, she would likely never get out of bed. They would simply take care of her and hover for the rest of her natural born life. She appreciated their concern, but good gracious, she would go stir crazy before they tired of coddling.

As she leaned heavily on the footboard of her bed, the mirror seemed to offer a reflection of someone else. One emaciated collarbone thinly veiled in pallid skin became visible when her ill-fitting night shirt slid down her shoulder.

She turned away quickly, biting her lip. Avoidance had never been her way, so she steeled herself and looked long and hard at her reflection. She looked gaunt, yes, but that would mend in time with the regular influx of meals she was receiving. What she needed to see was her injury. Thus far, she’d managed to avoid looking at it, but denial now seemed counterproductive to her mental recovery.

“Well, don’t be feeble then! Let us have a look,” she encouraged herself.

She tugged at the nightgown until her scar was on full display. “Hmmph,” she said in happy surprise. It wasn’t as bad as she’d imagined. From the way she felt when Lenny had to regularly lance it, she thought she likely looked like a burn victim, the pain hurt so badly. The scarring was red, though the swelling and anger had left with the infection. Garret assured her the scar would fade to silver in time. The entrance wound was actually quite small, and despite the slash marks from Lenny’s knife, would heal nicely. Eventually.

She turned to view her back and gasped. The exit wound had been a different beast altogether. That much was abundantly clear. The slash marks were more marked there, and the wound considerably bigger than the one on her front. Her skin was thick and uneven in places, and though not a huge area of injury, she swallowed back a sob at the sight of her marred skin.

She pulled the nightgown over herself and sat for a long time, accepting her new look. Garret would never see her body with unblemished skin. But then, why should she care? That man acted like he didn’t even want to see her naked. After he’d been convinced she would live, he seemed as if he couldn’t leave the room fast enough when it was time for her bath.

Using the anger to try and stand again, when her legs held weight, she whooped in triumph. She glared at the door, judging the distance and determining whether to risk it or not. Risk it she did. Five exhausting steps, then she collapsed onto the floor with a thud. She lay there for a moment to catch her breath, and by the time Garret threw open the door, panicked from the noise of her fall, she was laughing, exuberant at her accomplishment.

“Five,” she said breathily as Garret picked her up and set her on the bed.

“Five what?”

“Five steps, and tomorrow you can bet it will be more,” she exclaimed.

The bed squeaked as he sat next to her. “You done good, Margaret,” he said with a smile.

She had always hated her name, but coming from his mouth in that deep Southern accent and in such an intimate way, it sounded quite beautiful. Heat and happiness filled her at his compliment, and he ran the back of his finger over the color in her cheeks, leaving a trail of warmth in its wake. Would she ever get used to the feel of him touching her?

With every passing day he seemed to grow more comfortable with her and gave his touch and kind words much more freely. His progress brought hope, and though he would likely never feel for her what she did for him, she wouldn’t take improvement for granted.

Garret’s eyes held reservation while he watched his finger trace her face. He was a man at war with himself. Seemed to watch his traitorous finger do something of its own free will. “Need to talk to you about something,” he said softly.

My, how one little sentence sent the joy of her accomplishment skittering behind her defenses. “That sounds foreboding,” she said, wary and breathless at the quick change in his mood.

A half smile touched his lips and none of the rest of his face. “I’ve been thinking on something we talked about right after you were shot. Before you went limp on me?”

“No.” No, no, no, no, no. “No, Garret. You don’t get to take back what you said. I don’t care if you said it because you thought I was dying. You can’t give that to me and then snatch it from my grasp again. I won’t ask you to say it again, but don’t take it away.”

His eyes were wide and earnest and his eyebrows shot up into his hairline. “What are you going on about, woman?”

She pursed her lips. Well, she was in it now. “You were talking about when you said you love me, were you not?”

His eyes softened before he turned away. “Maggie, I couldn’t take that back if I tried. And Lord knows I’ve tried.”

A knife. That’s the only thing this kind of pain could compare to. He wielded his words like a blade without care or worry about whom he cut. Could a man love a woman against his will? From the agonized look on Garret’s face, she thought he must. She wanted his love freely. It had never been her intention to rip his love from a clenched heart.

“What is it about me?” she asked. “What is it that is so horrible you can’t let yourself love me?”

Garret retreated from his place on the bed, ran his fingers through his hair then put his hat on. He’d come so far. How could he let the apparition of the caring boy he’d once been so close to her again and snuff him out like he’d never existed?

She said softly, “I know your reasoning. You’ve been graciously open with your disdain for the type of woman I am, but I thought it didn’t apply anymore since you can clearly see I’m not going anywhere. I’m here to stay, so why do you still torture us?”

He rounded on her. His eyes held the intensity of a wounded animal, and he opened his mouth but no response came. His transformation lasted seconds. Every muscle relaxed, his expression softened, and as he looked away, he sighed. No longer was he a defensive, charging bull of a man but looked vulnerable, uncertain. “I have to go,” he said. “I’ll be gone a couple of weeks.” He took in the shock no doubt on her face and plunged onward. “I’ve received a letter that my benefactor has passed. I have been given instructions on how to close out my accounts in Georgetown but it is something I have to do in person. And in a timely manner.”

Her disappointment had lost its potency and along with it, the razor sharp edges making it sting so badly. He was hurting. “I’m sorry about your benefactor. Were you close?”

“Never met the man.” He slid into the corner chair. “But we wrote and became friendly. I like to think we were friends. He first wrote to me when I thought my life couldn’t get worse, and he gave me an out. This man I didn’t even know.” He smiled vacantly at the wall behind her. “With no intention of ever collecting on my debt to him, he paid a substantial amount for my schooling. He was a good man. He said—” His voice trailed off as if he spoke of a partially remembered dream.

Such a strange thing, to listen to kind words for a deceased man neither of them would ever meet on this earth. “And now you must go?” she asked.

“Yes. You need anything, you ask Lenny or the hands.” The leather of his gun belt squeaked and stretched as he stood, and his boots made a hollow sound against the floorboards as he walked away. At the door, he looked back once before being swallowed by the hallway.

And just like that, he was gone.

 


 

Chapter 20

 

Maggie could tell Garret was gone before she even rose from her bed the next day. The house felt emptier. Sadder. Her heart brimmed with some emotion she couldn’t comprehend. Whether from his sudden absence or the unsettling and sour note with which he’d left her, she couldn’t tell. He’d meant to tell her something else entirely, something important, but failed in his quest somehow. She knew it. Felt it in her very bones, but was at a loss as to whatever could be so dire, it would halt an honest man’s tongue.

In the days that followed, she tried to regain her strength with adventurous walks around her room. She eventually graduated to the living area and kitchen, and just in the nick of time. Surely, she would have to be sent to an institution if cooped up in that small space for a moment longer. Garret’s room only served to remind her of him.

When her strength allowed, she assisted Lenny in the kitchen and around the house. She helped, minimally of course, with the laundering. She separated the cream from the milk each day and churned butter, and though Lenny had to help often, Lenny and she were proud of her progress. By the week’s end she was able to make trips to the barn with Lenny to chat with her as she completed chores.

The hands took to dining in the big house at night, per Maggie’s request, and did their best to assist and entertain her. Desperation to stay busy and keep her mind off Garret’s absence clawed at her soul.

With each passing day, the need to fill every waking hour with work, or reading, or entertainment of some sort obsessed her. Though tedious and boring, she took up needlepoint. She picked wildflowers daily to fill the rooms with some semblance of cheer and put up curtains, deep cleaned every nook and cranny in the house. And after finishing any and every chore she had the strength for, she wrote. Letters to Garret she would never give to him. Some were short stories of her adventures since she had come to Rockdale. Other writings, memories, both painful and happy, of her time in Boston. She piled them neatly and hid them in the bottom of her drawers like a stack of confessions. Finally, though, even writing wasn’t enough for her.

“I want to go visit Roy’s grave again,” she told Lenny over breakfast one morning.

Lenny glanced up, concern in her eyes. “I don’t know if you are up for that just yet.”

“I need out of this house.”

“Then we can spend the day in the barn,” Lenny said with finality, and went back to buttering a warm biscuit.

“I’m going to saddle Buck,” Maggie said after a length of silence. “I need this, and will go, with or without you.”

Lenny sighed. “I bet you can’t even lift the saddle over him.”

“Hmmph. Winner makes dinner?” she asked with a grin.

“Fine, but Cookie goes with us. Garret would kill me if I let anything happen to you.”

“Please. His life would be much improved if something happened to me.”

Lenny shook her head, but followed her outside and toward the barn. “You try to saddle Buck, and I’ll find Cookie.”

Maggie waved at her retreating friend’s back and called out, “Sarcasm isn’t attractive on a woman!” This earned her yet another shake of the head from the raven haired woman, who she suspected was smiling, but she couldn’t be sure from behind.

The ride to Roy’s homestead seemed a lot longer than she remembered. Maybe Lenny had been right about the trip being too much too soon. What could be exhausting about straddling a horse and guiding it with the reins? Sure, she’d made progress in droves, but she was ready to be back to her old self and disheartened by the amount of time it took to get there.

When Roy’s old house came into view at the end of the long dirt road, her heart clenched. It hadn’t been long since he’d passed, but already his home looked forsaken and dilapidated. Overgrown, an ocean of grass in the field in front of the house waved to an abandoned landscape. The top of the plow poked out of the grass, toppled over and left in the exact place it had been when unhitched from the frightened team. The blade Roy died by.

She blinked back tears. Maybe this hadn’t been such a good idea.

Lenny and Cookie waited outside while she tidied what she could of Roy’s home. To abandon the house uncared for seemed cruel, and she promised herself she would come more frequently. After she finished, they left the horses tied to the posts out front and hiked to the old climbing tree where Roy lay. Maggie took her time picking wildflowers in colors she thought would have suited Roy. When she looked up from his grave, she was surprised to see Lenny and Cookie’s attention riveted on the approaching figure of a man on a horse. As the rider drew closer, the disappointment nearly sank her. Not her man, but Clint Jennings. He couldn’t be further from the man she hoped to see.

Throwing a look of disdain toward the Comanches, who gave him room, he made a beeline for her. Cookie’s stance was relaxed, but his expression said he would like nothing more than to literally bite a chunk out of Jennings’s arm. Or face.

Maggie put her hand over the place on her arms where he had made bruises before. “What do you want?” she asked him as he hopped off his horse.

“What do I want? Seems like I should be the one asking questions here, Miss Flemming.”

He smiled, and she ignored the slight to her married name.

“You see, this land is as good as mine, and you’re trespassing.”

“As good as yours? So it isn’t yours yet, now is it?” she asked, repressing an actual growl in her throat. “I’m visiting my father’s grave, and since no one yet owns the land, I do believe I have just as much right as any to visit. Maybe even more, since this was once my home.”

Clint raked his foxlike gaze over Cookie and Lenny then returned his attention to her. “You know, I never did care for the way Shaw ran things. It’s disgraceful, letting a bunch of Injuns run his ranch. They should be on the reservation with the rest of the savages. Can’t really say as I’m sad Anna didn’t marry him.”

“You’re welcome, then. It seems I did you a favor, Mr. Jennings. And it’s a good thing you live all the way on the other side of Rockdale, so you don’t have to worry yourself about how Garret runs our ranch. Now, kindly go away.” Gazing once more at the bouquet of flowers she’d placed on Roy’s grave, she waited for him to leave.

“I’m surprised to see you up and walking around in the land of the living. You just won’t die, will you? Like a cockroach.”

The quiet clang of his spurs sounded as the man took a step toward her and then another, and she turned around. A well-placed pistol connected Cookie’s hand to Clint Jennings’s head.

“That was your cue to leave, Mr. Jennings,” Cookie growled. “Now, kindly do as the lady said, and go away.” Cookie’s tone had begged Mr. Jennings to mess up and give him an excuse. There was no love lost between these men.

“You’re the reason my son is dead,” Clint said to her, ignoring the gun to his head. “It ain’t on Garret. He did what he had to do. It’s on you. You entitled. Manipulative. Whore.” Clint spat on the hem of her dress and mounted his horse. He rode away without looking back to see the anguish his words had caused her.

Until then, she had done a fair job of blocking out the vision she’d had of Wyatt’s last moments. If she let the memory take hold, it would haunt her forever. It was her fault. She knew it was, and though Wyatt didn’t deserve pity after all he had done to her, her involvement in his death left a raw patch on her soul.

On the ride home, talking about her turmoil wouldn’t make it better, and Lenny and Cookie didn’t push. By the time they reached the barn, she was physically and emotionally drained. In desperation for the blissful unconsciousness that would heal her mind and body, she settled for sliding the saddle and blanket from Buck’s back and setting him out to graze with the mules. She’d brush him down later when she wasn’t about to keel over. When her horse bucked his hind end up in the air before he trotted over to greet his friends, she smiled.

She’d meant only to sleep for a couple of hours before she started dinner, but by the time she opened her weary eyes again, darkness had fallen and supper had long since passed. She rubbed her eyes and stretched. She hadn’t even bothered to remove any of her layers when she’d fallen asleep, and laughed that her shoes still clung stubbornly to her feet. It was difficult to continue sleeping in Garret’s bed after the confusing way in which he’d left her, so she had moved into her room. Her ring was the constant reminder of him now, and impossible to part with. She lit a candle in the dark and glanced down at the gleaming, tiny, green gem on her finger, as she did a hundred times a day. Uncertainty fluttered and threatened to settle, so she shoved her hands in her pockets and stifled it.

Though by all rights she should have been ravenous, she wasn’t hungry. Her appetite had ebbed of late, likely due to her emotional upheaval. Lenny scolded her often enough for it. Said she needed to gain some weight back, but to overindulge herself when so unhappy was a chore. Making dinner so late didn’t sound invigorating in the least. She wasn’t tired, though it was the sleeping hour, and searched with concentrated effort to think of something to do to pass the time. What she wouldn’t give to mindlessly exist until happier times found her.

She lit three candles around the room and undressed slowly, careful to put her dress neatly away and roll her stockings. Wearing her thinnest nightgown, made for relentlessly warm summer nights, she let her hair down, sat in front of the mirror and brushed through it until it shone like auburn silk. When nothing else to primp herself came to mind, she pulled her nightgown open and slid it down her shoulders, clasped it in a fist between her breasts. She did this often, made herself look at her scars. Accept them. Own what happened that day. Her heartbeat thudded against her small, clenched fist as she studied her marred skin, and again as she swiveled to look at her back.

The door creaked open behind her and she froze, half turned in her chair. Garret stepped into the room. What a beautiful mirage he made. He had to be another figment of her imagination because he wasn’t there, and then he was. An unattainable dream who stood frozen in the shadows of her room. She smiled and he returned the favor, though shyly. Her breath shook when the moment wore on and Garret remained.

Standing before the door he’d closed behind him, he took his hat off. Worn, ragged at the edges, and tired, he looked beautiful. Such a tall, strong, capable and powerful creature he was. Caressing her skin with burning eyes that conveyed want and hunger, he took a step toward her, and then another.

“Why ain’t you sleepin’ in my bed anymore?” he asked.

“It didn’t feel right. After you left like you did—it was too hard.”

Garret tossed his hat on the chair in the corner and stalked across the room, closing the space between them. She stayed frozen while her heart hammered against the fist holding the nightgown in place around her shoulders. Halted behind her, he trailed two fingers over her scar.

“You’re beautiful, Maggie,” he said in a voice as quiet as a breath. His piercing blue eyes found her green ones in the mirror.

Though her nerves sent flutters of anticipation into her stomach, the tenderness in his tone made the tension leave her and her hand relax. The thin fabric slid down her bare arms, brushed her hips and came to rest, a pool of fabric around her. Never did she take her eyes from Garret’s.

For a moment she couldn’t fathom his expression. The hunger in his eyes intensified as he fixed upon the reflection of her body, and let out the breath he’d been holding. Didn’t touch her or speak. He stood there, drinking her in, the depth of his gaze threatening to burn her up from the inside.

Never had she been naked in front of a man before, and never in her wildest dreams had she expected to be so vulnerable in front of a man such as he.

Surprisingly, he knelt, turned the swivel chair until she faced him, and with gentle hands, parted her legs and placed himself in the space. He took her hand and kissed it lightly, rested his rough cheek against the soft skin on the back of her knuckles.

“I’m sorry,” he said, the words vibrating against her skin, in her heart. “For all the hurt and uncertainty I’ve caused you. I had all of these reasons to push you away, but they just don’t seem important anymore. I can’t fix the things I’ve said to you, but I’ll try harder. I’ll make you happy.” He brought his face up to hers, and his eyes held a pleading look. Forgiveness was what he sought.

She kissed his forehead, and when he straightened, level with her, kissed his cheek and chin. “Say it,” she said, teasing him with the closeness of her lips.

His kiss was demanding, threatened to drag her under the seductive waves of his raw power. It was now or never.

“Say it,” she pleaded.

“I love you, Maggie,” he murmured against her lips.

His lips moved against hers and breath caressed her, and she shivered at the delicious sensation.

She unbuttoned Garret’s shirt, slid her palms against his chest as he shrugged out of the restrictive linen. Tenderly he cradled her neck in a capable hand, making her tremble, slipped it downward, cupped and kneaded her breast, drew her to him with the hand resting on her back. His skin against hers was silk and steel, and she groaned at the velveteen warmth of it.

Garret chuckled into her mouth and in one strong movement lifted her from the chair. Her gown fell away from her feet. Keeping her pressed to him, he guided her into his bedroom. “I want you sleeping in here from now on. With me. This is our room now.”

She gave a slow nod while he shut the door behind them. In the glow of candlelight, he led her to the bed, where he lay and watched her settle herself beside him. Then he pulled her close, and she felt his eagerness, even through the thick cotton of his pants. How intimidating, that such a sizeable man belonged to her.

He paused at her hesitation. “We’ll take it slow. I’ll be gentle with you, Maggie. I promise.”

And he was. He took his time, revered her, touched every inch of skin and emotion she possessed. Gazing into her eyes, he touched her lips ever so lovingly with his. And amidst satiated sighs and soft moans, she connected with him, to the depths of their souls.

 


 

Chapter 21

 

Unable to sleep late after years of waking before the rooster, Garret woke early the next morning. Maggie’s head rested on his chest and, with staggering pride, he moved a strand of hair from her face with the tip of his finger. His wife. A foreign term, yet exciting. Sure, he had been a husband for some time, but the word hadn’t felt like it applied to him until this morning.

Though he wanted badly to wake her, he couldn’t bring himself to. He’d roused her twice in the night, and the thought made him smile. She’d been as thirsty for his skin as he was for hers.

He left her a note on his pillow with the three simple, yet all important words she needed to be reminded of as often as he was able. Their truth lived and breathed inside him, and she deserved to hear them.

He made breakfast and left a plate to warm on simmering embers for her. Damn, she had looked so beautiful. Leaving her entangled in their sheets, sound asleep in their bed with the early morning light gracing the peaceful expression on her face had been damned hard.

Cattle didn’t care about his wants though.

Barely avoiding the telltale whistling that always gave away the best of his moods, he strode to the barn. The bulk of the supplies he’d picked up on his way in from town still lay in the wagon. They’d needed unloading the night before but he’d been too tired and anxious to see Maggie to finish the job, and now set to work on the task. Having caught himself looking toward the front of the barn for the tenth time, he laughed at himself. What an old fool he was. One satisfying night with his wife and he couldn’t think of anything else.

“There’s somethin’ different about you today, boss.”

Garret jumped. He hadn’t noticed Burke mucking out stalls.

His friend leaned on a pitchfork and stared at him intently. “You musta had some night last night,” Burke drawled with a knowing grin.

“Shut up,” he said, unable to contain a smile. “Get to work.” Returning to the task at hand, he tried his best to ignore Burke, who spent much of the early morning throwing sly glances and rude innuendos his way.

Morning passed with no sign of Maggie, so he checked the cattle with the hands. The herd would need to be worked soon, and he wanted to haul feed and get a rough head count. He swung a glance to the house one more time and headed out. She would find him if need be, no doubt about that, but what the hell was keeping her?

Midday ebbed into a cool evening, and he headed for home and a warm dinner with the men. As he pulled the door to Rooney’s stall closed, movement in the barn doorway caught his eye. Maggie stood there, watching him. Smiling, he advanced on her. Framed in the dusty sunlight, her face looked as if she’d been crying.

He halted. “What’s wrong?” He searched for the object causing her despair, ready to snuff out such an intruder.

“I was going through your clothes. I thought I would wash them after your long trip, and found this in your pocket.” She held out a letter, folded several times over.

His heart dropped to the barn floor. She’d never been meant to see the letter. At least, not until he figured out what to do with the information. Now she would hate him. “I can explain—”

“Please do explain how you knew my uncle! And then explain how you knew he was dead and didn’t tell me!” She flung the letter at him and stormed out of the barn.

Leaving the letter and the tragic news it bore on the dirt floor, he rushed after her. Sobbing trailed her flight, and the sound of her quiet agony tore at him.

“I didn’t know he was your uncle. Not until you told me his name. Right after Wyatt shot you. Then it never seemed the right time— Hey!” Caught up to her, he pulled on her hand to turn her around.

Maggie flung him off and rounded on him, fire in her eyes.

“Please. Just give me a minute to explain.”

Arms crossed, she waited, tears streaming down her face.

To steady himself, he took a deep breath. “When I was a boy, I received a letter from a man I’d never heard of. Your uncle, William Hall. In his letter he said he had no children of his own, and was unable to give his ward schooling due to complicated circumstances. It was something he regretted, he said. He wanted to be my benefactor and send me to school. Whatever I wanted to study was fine, and he said paying for my education would help him to feel he made up for failing his ward. I didn’t understand when I was young, and didn’t ask too terribly many questions. He kept up with me through the years. Wrote me often, and I replied.”

“So all the years I waited for letters from you, they were coming to my home, just not to me?”

“I didn’t know, Maggie. You have to believe me. I didn’t know.”

“The letter, Garret,” she reminded him, fury dripping from her tone.

“When you were sick, I mean bad sick, your family’s lawyer notified me that William Hall died. Took ill and died of the fever. Struck the whole house, from what I understand. How could I say you’d lost the last of your family? That you’d lost the last person who mattered? How could I put such a weight on you when I thought you would die?”

He took a step toward her, but she backed up, keeping the distance between them.

His hand hung in the air between them. Cold emptiness and her retreat stung him. “I waited on a letter for you. Surely the lawyer would notify you of his death and then it wouldn’t be my job. And the more time I sat with this information, the harder it got to talk to you about it.”

“That letter said there was a problem with the estate and my aunt is requesting my presence. Were you never going to tell me? She’s gravely ill and asking for me to visit Boston, and you were going to keep it to yourself?” Maggie frowned at the ground and then at him, green eyes widened. “Was that why you slept with me?”

He shook his head. “I love you, Maggie. Can’t you see that?”

“You didn’t answer my question. Tell me! Is that why you made love to me last night? To keep me?”

“No.” Even he couldn’t convince himself it was the truth, and the word had sounded false as soon as it left his tongue. “Not the only reason. I thought you would leave if I gave you the letter. That I could wait until things blew over and let you have it when they didn’t need you in Boston anymore, like a coward! I’m a coward. You happy?” he asked, angry with himself, with her and the way she made him feel...everything. “I hated keeping anything from you. It got out of hand, and I handled everything wrong, but I knew, knew, if you went to Boston you’d never come back. What is there to come back to? I hurt you most of the time and don’t have the money to give you the life you deserve. And dammit, I don’t want you to go! I want you to stay here. With me.”

She was quiet for a long time as she wiped her eyes and tried to regain her composure. “I understand you’re scared of me leaving, Garret. You’ve made it clear from the day I saw you again it was something you would take as a betrayal. But you betrayed me by keeping this secret.”

“Maggie, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“I’ll be on the first train out in the morning. I’d tell you I’m coming back, but you wouldn’t believe me anyhow. I’ll write you after I arrive in Boston.” She turned and strode to the house, leaving him to watch after her, numb with grief.

 


 

Chapter 22

 

Garret,

I have only just arrived at my late uncle’s estate, as weather has delayed my travels. All the time waiting out the rain has given me ample time to think of our last moments together. Regrettable moments, that will forever tear at my heart.

 

Maggie scribbled out the words of the letter. One of many she’d started and thrown away. What a waste of such fine paper. As she’d done time and again, she crumpled the page and tossed it into the ivory trimmed waste basket.

That stupid, gaudy trash bin. How much food and supplies would such a fine piece be bargained for in Rockdale? She snorted. Probably not much. Who in their right mind would trade for such a useless trinket there?

She sighed and began again.

 

Dearest Garret,

I’ve arrived safely and am writing as promised. I hope this letter finds you well. I’ll be home soon.

Yours,

Maggie

 

There was simply too much to convey on a piece of paper. And with any luck, she would return around the same time as her letter arrived in Rockdale.

She jumped when the door swung open and a massive woman barreled toward her.

“Miss Margaret!”

Laughing, she braced herself for Berta’s hug. Then Berta’s arms came around her and squeezed her. She’d thought never to see her dear friend again in her lifetime. “Berta! Oh, it’s so good to see a friendly face.”

“When have you arrived, then, Miss Margaret?”

“Only an hour ago, and I’m convinced Jacques has become ever more stern in the short time I’ve been away. He let me in without even the slightest hint of recognition or pleasure.”

“Oh, you’d be right, for sure, mum. He’s been a horrible oaf since you’ve been gone. Things are so solemn around here, what with everything that has happened.”

Berta had come to work for the Hall family before Mother passed. She was older, and roughly polished at times, but had become a friend. Or as much a friend as one could secretly be, away from the ever-judging eyes of Aunt Margaret. Berta had been the one to encourage her to find her happiness and seek out Roy.

“Well, so tell me what has happened, then, Berta.” She motioned for the woman to take a seat in the cushioned chair near her writing desk. Berta took off her cloak and draped it over the back of a chair in haste, glanced at the door and sat down. The chair creaked under the strain.

“I’ll tell you, it was the saddest day when Mr. Hall passed. He had been sick for a time. We all knew it was bad, and your aunt stayed by his side until she caught the fever too and was ordered to bed.” Berta sniffled.

Immense sadness washed over her. Until this moment, his death hadn’t been real. She’d done a job of keeping her thoughts from the loss. First Mother then Roy, and now Uncle William? It was too much to process. “I didn’t get to say goodbye,” she whispered.

“Well now, girl, does anybody really get to say goodbye? Death works on his own clock now, doesn’t he? Don’t fret, dear,” Berta said, glanced at the door and leaned toward her. “Mrs. Hall,” she said in a whisper, “went to hiding your letters as soon as they came, but I grabbed up the last two and read them to Mr. Hall when he was so ill. And Mrs. Hall couldn’t stop me, on account of being ill herself. I tell you, it brightened his last days to hear from you, to hear of your happiness and your marriage, and everything. I like to think it gave him peace.”

“Aunt Margaret hid my letters from him? Why would she do such a thing?”

“Of course she hid them. Have you met her?” Berta snorted to cover a giggle. “She don’t like you none too much, I’m afraid. Never has, if it wasn’t obvious.”

“Yes, well the feeling is mutual.”

Berta became serious again. “She wants to see you, you know? Been asking for you.”

“But why would she want to see me?”

Berta shrugged. “Who knows why that woman does anything? I’d better get back to work. I’ll send for you when she is ready enough to receive you.”

“Oh, could you be a dear and give this letter to Jacques?” Maggie sealed her message to Garret quickly and handed it over. “I need it sent out with the post.”

“Of course, mum.” Berta took the letter and curtsied, gave her a wink and bustled out the door with the same fervor with which she had arrived.

The small luggage case stood in the corner. She really should unpack it but would not, on principle. Ambling around her old room, she touched pictures and trinkets. At the exquisite full length mirror framed in polished dark wood, she stopped. In the simple dress with her hair pulled neatly back, she looked gaunt from her recent recovery, and her freckles stood out in contrast against her blanched skin. Her hair color, which so offended Aunt Margaret, hadn’t changed.

She’d always wished her mother had stood up for her, even if only one time. Aunt Margaret’s sharp tongue had whipped her, made her uncomfortably aware she never did anything right. Not after having the audacity of her first unforgivable mistake, which was to be born, naturally.

This place had crossed her mind so blissfully little since she’d started her new life. Never in a hundred years would she have imagined being back in her prison after so short a time. She’d fancied she’d be dead before that happened. She hadn’t planned, however, on the death of Uncle William. How could one ever fathom losing the one light in life? The only person in all those years to give her kind words without apology. A sweet word from Mother had always come with a disclaimer she was never to tell Aunt Margaret of it. That it would be their little secret.

Her silver brush set lay where she’d left it on a small table. Uncle William had given it to her when she was young. He even had her initials engraved in the handles, but she’d never thought to bring them to Rockdale with the rest of her belongings. Her mother had tainted the gift by sighing in misery every time she brushed Maggie’s fiery colored hair with it. Not that her mother might have hated her hair color. Mother had likely been upset about the color simply because Aunt Margaret was.

Oh, if only once, her mother had one day had enough and told her aunt how beautiful she really thought it to be. One day of courage to change a life. Maybe that failure had been the reason for the wafting sadness in her mother’s face whenever she’d brushed her hair.

A slight knock on the door announced the arrival of refreshments, and once she’d nibbled on enough to calm her small appetite, Berta brought her to Aunt Margaret’s room. Deep sympathy in her expression, Berta left her there and closed the door softly behind herself.

Waiting, to be invited closer, she stood near the door. Aunt Margaret breathed deeply and had likely fallen asleep. Her aunt had never been a slender woman, though she hadn’t been an overly large woman either. Now her skin sagged as though she’d lost a lot of weight too quickly. Her hair was much grayer now too and her wrinkles had deepened. She smelled of sickness. Aunt Margaret was dying.

“You just going to stand there gawking at me like a common woman, or are you going to come sit beside me like a proper lady?”

Aunt Margaret’s raspy voice made her cringe. Illness hadn’t done anything to curb the woman’s wicked tongue. Unfortunately.

“Yes, my lady.” She sat in the chair near the bed, hands clasped, which had started to sweat with her nervousness.

“It won’t be this damned fever that kills me. It’ll be your lack of manners, girl. Something I haven’t missed in the least.”

“Then why have you called me back here to you, Aunt?”

The woman seemed to think on her answer, then said, “As you know, I was never able to bear children. Though it wasn’t for lack of trying. But when you came to stay here, I thought, thank goodness I didn’t have a child, for what if it had been like you? No, thank you. I would not risk being responsible for unleashing something like you into Society.”

Her trip to the Hall’s estate had been a mistake. She rose to leave.

“William, however, wanted a child badly,” Aunt Margaret continued, which stopped her in her tracks. “And when you came along, I guess I should have let him dote on you as he wished. Not for you, you undeserving little trollop, but for him.”

Though she waited for more, that was the apology. She sat in the chair. “He was a good man,” she said. “The best, and the world is darker for having lost him.”

Aunt Margaret sniffed primly. “Yes, well, what William thought he lacked giving you in life, he has now bestowed upon you in death.”

When would the damn woman stop talking in riddles? She waited tiredly until her aunt decided to continue.

“That stubborn and clearly bewitched man has left you a large sum and piece of his estate, due you upon your marriage. Which apparently is now, since you hooked the first beggar you could find and latched onto him for life.”

Neither she, nor her mother were supposed to receive money upon the unfortunate circumstance of her uncle’s death. It had been discussed and thrown at her constantly in her years growing up at the Hall’s estate. The fact she’d be forever impoverished had helped Aunt Margaret sleep at night.

“He isn’t a beggar,” she said, regaining her composure somewhat. “He is a rancher, and a great man. Uncle William would have approved and given his blessing if he’d ever had the chance to meet my husband in person. What do you want from me, Aunt Margaret?”

Her aunt wheezed and gave a great coughing fit. Once recovered enough to go on, she said, “He has left you the house. Money also, but he has provided new living arrangements for myself so this place would be in your name.” She smiled slyly. “Now, obviously I won’t live long enough to enjoy the luxury of this place much longer, but I can’t die knowing you are lady here. I intend to buy it from you.”

“Why on earth would he leave this place to me? I don’t want any part of it. Not one day spent here was a happy one for me. Take it and be done with this.”

“Oh, but you see, your uncle was a clever man. He thought you would say something similar, so he put a clause in his will that will keep you from giving the house to me. I have to buy it, and at a rate he has given. Our lawyer has drawn up the paperwork. William made extensive changes to his will in his final days, though I cannot fathom the reasoning, and our lawyer is well acquainted with the fine print already.”

“That, and you undoubtedly had him try to find loopholes in the fine print.”

“Undoubtedly,” Margaret conceded with a grim set to her mouth. “There is another condition to my parting with more of my money.”

“I don’t want your money. I never did.”

“Be that as it may, if you want to get rid of this place, you’ll have to give me what I want in return.”

Good Lord, she’d had about enough of this. “And what is that?”

“Stay with me until I leave this world. Care for me as you cared for your mother. Give me your word and we’ll sign the paperwork without delay. Refuse me, and I’ll have you tied up in legal matters to do with me for years to come.”

“Why would you want me, of all people on this earth, to stay with you?”

Aunt Margaret shrugged weakly. “I’m all the family you have left. And as it happens, you’re all the family I have left as well. Now, stop blocking the candlelight with your ridiculous silhouette and fetch me a glass of water. My throat is parched.” Aunt Margaret nestled deeper into the pillows and closed her eyes, a cruel smile on her dry lips. Her tongue flicked out to moisten them like a snake tested the air for a meal.

She was Aunt Margaret’s prey. Sadness made her heart seem as if it closed in on it itself. Indeed, returning to Boston had been a mistake. She was destined to forfeit herself in this new and hideous circumstance. For, after knowing freedom, how could she ever go back into her cage and expect to emerge whole again?

 


 

Chapter 23

 

Aunt Margaret was bound and determined to go belligerently to death’s door. In fact, Death likely avoided collecting her so he wouldn’t have to deal with her unforgiving mouth while he escorted the woman to where she was going.

Uncharitable, but Maggie couldn’t help a slight chuckle at the idea. Of course, she would never wish death on anyone, but Aunt Margaret had pushed her to such an acquisitive point.

Now picking her way through the bustling streets of Boston to Tremont Row, a length of shops and boutiques for the wealthy, she couldn’t help but smile. Never before had she possessed a penny to spend, but today her coin purse was full.

Maggie Shaw, Independently Wealthy Woman. A lovely title, but such an odd sensation. Relief, mixed with a twinge of disappointment, perhaps. She had been proud she’d never asked Aunt Margaret for anything, but with this money, she’d accepted something extravagant from the harsh woman.

To be sure, Aunt Margaret’s insistence she take the money in exchange for the estate harbored cruel intent. To keep her from sullying the Hall name and house in Society. But still...

The money, to her limited knowledge, had always been promised and intended for one Margaret Hall. Not the red-headed, smart-mouthed, bastard child formerly named Maggie Flemming, now Shaw, as Aunt Margaret had pointed out just this morning. Where most women tended to grow wiser with age, Margaret Hall had taken those years to broaden the pitiless creativity of her vocabulary.

The wind picked up and the sky darkened. Garret would have warned her of an imminent storm. Had he been here, of course. Having relied on her poor weather judgment, she was ill-dressed for rain, and had unfortunately refused a carriage in light of a long walk to cool down after her most recent bitter argument with Aunt Margaret.

Picking up her pace, she dodged into the nearest shop as the first drop of water splattered on her lightly freckled forearm.

The store she’d chosen for her escape was a fine hat shop. It also boasted silk ribbons and intricate hair pins and brooches, but the main staple, most definitely hats. A monumental difference, between this store and the general store in Rockdale. No spit cans or assortments of rifles and animal pelts for sale. Nor did a stuffed deer backside hang on the back wall with an arrow pointing in the direction of the outhouse.

She smiled at the dissimilarity. No one in the Boston store talked cordially, as if they had known their neighbor all of their lives either. No one asked about harvests, sick animals or new babies and actually cared about the answer.

Some of the hats in the grandiose store were small, and of an attractive nature, but most were large, gaudy, and flowing with feathers, lace, and other such expensive delicacies. The hat in the window was atrocious, only remarkable because it displayed a rather large stuffed bird, complete with nest and three small blue eggs. A fat ribbon matching the color of the eggs with trailing tails adorned it, and an impressive assortment of plumage exploded out of the top. It probably cost more than it took to run the Lazy S for a year.

The thought pricked her. How could she pretend to be interested in such functionless fashions, much less spend money in such a gaudy place?

A glance out the window showed the rain coming down in hard fat drops, and she sighed with disappointment. Rain didn’t bother her overmuch anymore. Not since her stay in Rockdale, where crops, livestock and livelihood revered storm clouds. However, Aunt Margaret would have a heyday if she heard she’d ruined her dress, thus making a fool of herself in a public place. She’d have to wait out the weather, and hope the storm was a short one.

Two other ladies and a gentleman must have had the same idea, for they rushed into the shop, seeking escape.

The man tipped his hat as he brushed by her, and she nodded politely. Uninterested in conversation or niceties, she turned and feigned interest in the display of hair barettes behind her.

“That one would look ravishing on you,” a man said in a low voice behind her.

She almost moaned, she fought the urge to tell him to go away so hard. Instead she turned and smiled, if a little stiffly, at a handsome, sandy-haired man with deep brown eyes. “Not my style, I’m afraid.”

“I thought I knew you,” the man said. “You are Margaret Flemming. William Hall’s Ward. I’d never forget your accent, if ever I was able to forget your lovely face.”

In confusion, she looked at the man directly for the first time. Recognition made her remember his face, though his name remained in the deep recesses she was yet unable to reach.

“Robert Faraday?” he offered. “We met at Charles Harris’s party. Last season?”

He’d jogged her memory. “Oh yes! Quite sorry, I hadn’t expected to see a familiar face. You must think me quite rude.”

Robert laughed. “Not rude. Forgetful, perhaps, but never rude.”

He had an easy confidence that was infectious. “Where have you been?” he asked. “I saw you the one time and then never again. I know because I looked for you at parties for the rest of the season.”

She had only danced with Robert one time as her dance card had been full for the first and only time of her life. The night she’d worn the daring red dress in a bold move to defy Aunt Margaret, who only let her attend the party because some rather pushy younger members of Society had insisted and heckled until at long last, Margaret Hall gave in and let her go.

Though heavily escorted, she’d been given enough space by her guards to enjoy herself for what had been the first time in years. They must have pitied her treatment. That, or they were simply terrible chaperones. Either way, they allowed her to dance and socialize, as if she were a normal girl who lived in normal circumstances. Robert had seemed particularly charmed by her, and had watched her much of the night.

“I didn’t go to many social events,” she said, unwilling to go into detail. “And I left town soon after.”

“You do realize your veiled answers only add to your mystery, don’t you?”

“My apologies. That is not my intention. I left for my father’s home in Texas. I was married there, and have only recently come back for a short stay.”

She’d thought the mention of her marriage would deter him. It didn’t. Robert seemed disappointed, to be sure, but in no time was talking amicably once again.

“Why has your husband not escorted you here?” he asked.

The direct way in which he spoke to her made her uncomfortable, but it was the way with American men, she conceded. The rules of conversation between the sexes were never as her mother described they should be. “He didn’t come with me to Boston. He’s terribly busy and couldn’t be spared from his duties for any length of time.”

To her relief, outside the window, the rain had slowed to a drizzle. Good enough. Time to take her leave. She excused herself and said goodbye, but Robert Faraday didn’t seem inclined to take a hint, and followed her out the door.

Robert escorted her down the street, talking in a constant stream until the window of a shop stopped Maggie in her tracks. The most appealing gold pocket watch she had ever encountered shone through the polished glass. Granted, she hadn’t looked at too many fine pieces closely, but this particular one seemed to be made for her. Well, not specifically for her, but for her to give to Garret. Surely she had known as soon as she’d stepped foot outside the cold bosom of the Hall estate, she would never spend money on herself.

She was in search of some small something to bring back to Garret. An apology, perhaps. Or a belated wedding gift for her handsome, if sometimes maddening groom? Maybe simply a token of her love and devotion to him. Whichever the reason, it didn’t matter. She only knew this pocket watch was made for a great man. A man such as Garret Shaw.

Of high quality, the watch on display was polished gold and lay open, not to the clock face, but to an intricate engraving on the innards of the piece. A golden man on a horse raced desperately against the setting sun in the background. So balanced and detailed was the artwork, the small possession enraptured her. She stood mute on the walkway, missing every word Robert Faraday said.

“Does your silence mean you accept my invitation?” Robert asked.

“Mmm?” She straightened up to try and catch onto the conversation.

“My father’s party? Tomorrow night?” he asked, one eyebrow arched.

“Your father is throwing a party and you are inviting me?”

“Say you’ll come. It promised to be dreadfully boring, but having you there would lighten things up a bit, I think.”

“That sounds...” she started, searching for an excuse not to go. “Dreadfully boring,” she finished, using his words, which elicited a laugh from her undeterred admirer. She grew irritated with the undesired attention.

“I won’t take no for an answer, I’m afraid. I shall simply have to follow you around until you concede.”

Maggie sighed, trying not to show her misery at the thought. “Let me think on it, as I will need to speak to my Aunt Margaret. She will have the final say in any acceptance of invitations while I’m staying in Boston.”

Nicely done. She hadn’t lied. She’d bring it up to Aunt Margaret as promised. All she had to do was act like she wanted to go, and Aunt Margaret would have her locked in her room for the duration of the gathering. The upswing of handing social decisions over to her personal saboteur.

Faraday finally took his leave, assuring her he’d send written word with the details of the party to the Hall estate promptly. Maggie smiled her relief when he walked away, and purchased the pocket watch immediately afterward. She headed home without delay. She’d had quite enough excitement for one day, and had no intention or desire to run into any of the other few people in town she knew. The walk home took an eternity, and she found herself desperately missing Buck. Again.

By the time she reached the Hall estate, she was drained, bedraggled, and thanks to the moisture in the air, her hair had adopted the look of a wild animal. What she did not want, to deal with more of Aunt Margaret’s treachery.

“Mrs. Maggie! It’s important I talk at you right away,” Berta screech-whispered as Maggie removed her fitted jacket.

Alas, one didn’t always get what one wanted.

That Berta had finally called her by her preferred name was good, but her friend’s tone had been worrisome. Berta ushered her into the hall, and then into a secret panel leading to a hidden hallway, usually only used by the servants so they could appear as if by magic when summoned. The lighting was dim, and the pathway between the walls narrow, but it was private enough.

“Mrs. Maggie,” Berta said breathlessly. “You must be more careful, girl. Mrs. Hall has spies everywhere. Everywhere, do you hear?”

“Whatever are you talking about? I have done nothing wrong,” she whispered, baffled.

“Someone saw you talking to a man in a hat shop, Mrs. Maggie. Rode straight here and told Mrs. Hall, who had me pen a letter for her straight away. She wanted me to write a letter and send it to Rockdale.”

“Oh dear,” she breathed. “It wasn’t as if I wanted to talk to the man! He recognized me from a party and wouldn’t leave me alone.”

“Oh, I know.” Berta smiled wickedly in the dim light. “Mrs. Hall’s eyesight is fading, so she didn’t notice what I was actually writing while she fabricated some story about you having found a new man of attractive means.”

Maggie gaped at Berta in shock. “What did you write in the letter?”

“Well, mostly I wrote down next week’s kitchen list, and after I ran out of food I started reciting old nursery rhymes me mum used to sing to me. Your man will be right confused when he receives that letter.”

“You sent it?” She stifled a giggle.

“Had to. Mrs. Hall insisted we send it out before you returned home. No harm done, but I thought you should know what the old bat is up to.”

“Well, thank you, Berta. I know you took a great risk.”

Berta smiled wide. “Don’t mention it. No really, don’t mention it,” she finished with a wink.

“Mention what?” she asked innocently.

“Good girl. Mrs. Hall is ready for dinner and has asked you join her when you are returned home.”

She repressed a groan. “Fabulous.”

Leaving Berta to the secret passageway, she went to her room to freshen up before meeting Aunt Margaret for dinner. Goodness forbid, her moist and muddled appearance should be the thing that sent her aunt into an even earlier grave.

* * * *

Maggie studied her small bed. It was such a simple thing. It wasn’t extravagant as the other beds in the sprawling house. Though her room was large, it had the barest of decor and comfort offered. Growing up, she’d always wondered why even the lowest paid member of the house was afforded more luxury than her, but these days, she suspected it a ploy by Aunt Margaret to keep her feeling her place in the house. Uncle William had fought for more extravagant trinkets and decorations, furniture even, for her room. But from the loud and bitter battles between him and her aunt, and the continued cold and impoverished feel the room took, it was clear who won most often. A part of her wished Garret had been able to accompany her so she could show him where she grew up, the good and the bad, and he would have a chance to see where she came from.

She knew how much he was needed at the ranch. It was dependent on him and he couldn’t be spared for even a day, but she missed him terribly. As frustrating and boorish as he had been most of their time together, she couldn’t get the sweet, almost tender moments out of her head. Maggie lived for those moments.

The bed reminded her of the last night she’d spent with him. Before everything had gone horribly wrong and she’d found the crushing letter. That night, for the first time it had seemed as if everything had come together perfectly to give her a life she could be devastatingly happy in. She didn’t know why the bed reminded her of Garret. His bed and hers neither looked nor felt anything alike. This small, lumpy pallet lacked the warmth she’d found in Garret’s.

Her lip trembled, and she tore her gaze away. The gravity of her situation was overwhelming. She couldn’t imagine spending another day away from the beloved home she’d found in Rockdale, much less an unnamed length of time with the one person bound and determined to bring her to her knees. Would she survive her aunt’s cruelty? Would she eventually make her way back to Garret broken and unrecognizable? Would she be so shaken that she would become only a shade of the woman she knew she wanted to be? A person only had the capacity to bear so much. The fear of losing herself was a constant struggle in such a dreary place.

She changed quickly and re-pinned her hair. Not perfectly coiffed, but it would do if Aunt Maggie’s eyesight was as bad as Berta hinted. Finished readying herself, she hurried down the halls to Aunt Margaret’s room, sure she would get a verbal lashing for tardiness.

Surprisingly, Aunt Margaret was in a jovial mood. Surely due to her recent secretive, or so she thought, letter of betrayal. That Aunt Margaret thought she’d gotten away with ruining any chance of her happiness in Rockdale burned, but it would do no good to get Berta in trouble. Surely Aunt Margaret would figure out where the information came from and punish the maid accordingly.

So Maggie suffered through dinner and absorbed all her aunt’s not-so-veiled insults. The ailing woman was weak and had trouble eating solid foods so a young maid named Beatrice spoon-fed her broth. Maggie ate dinner in the chair furthest away from Aunt Margaret until she bid her come closer and take over feeding her. Beatrice gave Maggie a sympathetic look when she left, taking her mostly untouched plate of food with her.

Aunt Margaret complained, ever the impatient patient, about everything. The broth was too hot, and then too cold. Maggie spilled too much of it, prolonging her dinner. Maggie’s hand shook like a beggar’s. Upon close inspection, she looked disheveled and her hair wasn’t quite tidy enough. She looked too thin, and breathed too loudly. Aunt Margaret was reaching.

To shut her dear old aunt up, Maggie told stories of her adventures in Rockdale. What began as a boring story of almost every memorable moment in her travels to Rockdale, turned into something more, and Aunt Margaret piped down and gave her space to talk. Maggie finished feeding her, and continued talking, finding the story somehow comforting. As if she were there again. She left out the finer details about Garret, and how their marriage came to be. Aunt Margaret tarnishing such an intimate memory would be unbearable and she was afraid the woman would see how much she really cared for him, hurt her with the knowledge. Instead she told her aunt of Lenny and Cookie, and of Buck.

Aunt Margaret’s eyes drooped, and she struggled to keep them open. At the description of Lenny, she perked up. “You met an Indian?”

Of course that would interest her. In the cities, Indians were more romanticized than in the country, where battles for land and resources still occasionally took place as the Comanche fought the government’s broken promises and the unfair pressures of the reservations. To the sheltered they were thought of as exotic, the sight of natives being much rarer in Boston’s shopping districts and social circles.

“Yes. She has become a dear friend. I’ll take my leave now, Aunt. You must rest.”

“You’ll leave when I tell you to leave, girl,” Aunt Margaret spat as she struggled to sit up straighter.

Having endured quite enough of Aunt Margaret’s disgraceful manner, she wheeled on her. “You’ll rest, and if you are as kind as your bitter heart will allow toward me, I’ll tell you more over supper tomorrow.”

Aunt Margaret gasped. “How dare you talk to me in such a way, you ungrateful little whelp. Your mother would turn in her grave if she knew you had such a devilish tongue on you. I always told William you were not to be trusted. Never trust that redheaded little demon, I said, but he wouldn’t listen—”

“Enough!” Maggie yelled. “I’ll not be treated thus anymore, or I will not be taking care of you like you have required. I’ll leave you here to die alone and uncared for, consequences with the estate be damned. Have I made myself clear?”

The muscles in her aunt’s jaw tightened and worked, and she glared, eyes bloodshot and angry.

A soft knock came on the door and a servant entered carrying a silver tray with a small envelope on it. She brought it to Aunt Margaret and opened the letter. The girl read its contents into the ailing woman’s ear.

Aunt Margaret smiled; such a predatory thing. “Why dear,” she said with an air of innocence, “it appears you have been invited to a party. By Mr. Faraday, hmm? I feel as if you should go. Respond with her acceptance right away,” she barked at the servant.

Maggie whirled and left the room before she lost her temper still further. As she tramped out the doorway, she was accompanied by Aunt Margaret’s weakened but chilling, cruel chuckle. Even the long fit of coughing which followed the soft laughter didn’t diminish the callous delight that had been in the woman’s voice. For logically, how many battles did one have to lose before losing the war altogether?

 


 

Chapter 24

 

The party was indeed as boring as promised. The guest list comprised a collection of singles and newlyweds of similar age seeking the company of others who shared their interests. Maggie was so dislike them she felt awkward and flustered. Likely, a rancher’s wife who knew how to skin a rabbit, didn’t care for politics and once killed a man wouldn’t fit the bill.

She wore her most unexciting dress in a dull colored material that, though it fit well enough, left much to the imagination, and not in an interesting way. Robert Faraday didn’t care in the least. He toted her around all night and introduced her to everyone at the gathering as if she were his betrothed. It bothered her, but it was infinitely rude to ignore the host, much less leave the party unannounced. He acted so jubilated at her acceptance to his invitation. Most likely her meddlesome aunt had sent correspondence encouraging his affections.

Robert finally left her in the company of Lady Redding and Elizabeth Devocourt to fulfill his hosting duties. Both were wealthy and young. Lady Redding was recently married and Miss Devocourt engaged to be wed in the fall.

“You must be ecstatic at the attention of Mr. Faraday,” exclaimed the blond, petite and bubbly Miss Devocourt. “He is undoubtedly the wealthiest and most fetching man at the party. Though only because my Simon couldn’t make it tonight. He has important business meetings he just couldn’t get out of,” she said with a pout, though she looked quite proud.

“Oh, no, I’m married,” Maggie said. “My husband was also unable to attend as he is out of town.”

“Oh,” Lady Redding said in confusion. A loaded look passed between her and Miss Devocourt. “And how far out of town is he, now?”

“Very far, I’m afraid. He is in Texas. I’m only in Boston for a visit because my aunt is ailing.”

“And does Mr. Faraday know this?” Elizabeth asked, a hint of excitement in her tone.

Maggie sighed. No help for it. “I assume so, as I’ve told him on several occasions.”

“Well, he seems quite taken with you despite your married status. You must have given him some clue you were available. You must be careful with that sort of thing. It is fair and common for a man to take a mistress. He has needs. A woman doing such is unacceptable, you know.” Elizabeth sidled closer to her. “It’s all right to flirt, but to get a man that interested in you is downright wanton.”

“Lovely,” she replied, and finished her champagne in one long gulp. “Lovely to have met you, but I must excuse myself.” She plopped the flute onto a servant’s tray and hurried off, refusing to look back.

Searching in desperation for the exit, she tried to navigate the crowded hall. Everywhere she turned, groups talked about mundane and unimportant things: politics, hats, marrying wealthy, the importance of money, the latest fashion. And everywhere, the cruel chatter of women who had found a victim to laugh at. Everything seemed so different. She couldn’t find it in her to stomach such conversations anymore. Her head spun as she tried to escape the masses.

These topics weren’t important! Didn’t they know? Didn’t the pampered wealthy have the slightest clue there were more pressing matters out there? The Plight of the Indian, running a business in country with no money, starvation, working blistered hands to the bone for little pay, marriages of love over convenience, rough country with little medicine, locusts, drought, livelihood dependent on storm clouds, happiness. Happiness? These people could never be truly happy, for none had known hard times. They could surely only know mediocrity in life because they hadn’t seen how hard things could get. It was so obvious! She felt reckless for an escape.

Just as she hurried to a wall and made her way to the hallway that would lead her to the front entrance, someone grabbed her by the arm, surprising her into stillness.

Robert examined her with concern. “Are you all right?”

“Yes. No. I’m feeling unwell and fear I must take my leave.”

“No, you are feeling bored. It has been written on your face all night. Dance with me.”

“You don’t understand. I really must leave. My apologies, and thank you for the invitation, but I must go,” she said.

“One dance, and then you may leave. I won’t stop you, but I beg you grant me one dance before you leave me here to navigate this party alone.” He stared at her, clearly unwilling to give an inch. “One dance.”

With a sigh of frustration, she bowed slightly. Her tongue would be less mannerly than he deserved.

“Great,” Faraday said, excitement tingeing his voice. “Come with me.”

He led her onto the dance floor, begged her remain there for a moment then jogged over to the quartet playing softly and talked to the violinist for a moment. The first notes to a waltz sounded and Robert guided her around the floor. Others joined with their partners in turn.

“I remembered how well you danced, and knew I must waltz with you before the evening was done,” Robert said, smiling.

She tried to look anywhere but at his face. “You have a very long memory.”

He pulled her closer. The proximity made her feel trapped and uncomfortable. She was still yet unrecovered from her earlier panic, and the dizziness came back with a vengeance as they twirled and danced in rhythm with the music. The floor was crowded and it added to her distress. Around and around they flew and the faces in the crowd blurred together as Robert droned on and on.

Blue eyes, so familiar, caught her attention. Garret. Had she seen him, in the doorway to the ballroom? Then when she tried to look for him, she was unable to find him. It had to be her imagination. Wishful thinking, perhaps, for how could a man so real be in a place so whimsical? Maggie searched again in vain as she slowed and then stopped. She ignored Robert’s questions and made her way through the moving bodies, to the unhappy exclamations of close physical encounters.

“Sorry, so sorry,” she mumbled as she made for where she thought Garret had been. She fought her way out of the oversized, overcrowded ball room. As her shoulders grazed body after body, she stumbled, and then ran when space allowed.

“Garret!” she yelled at the figure of a man walking away from the house.

As she fled down the stairs, the man stopped. He turned slowly but she already knew she was right. It was Garret. Her Garret. Dressed in his best and still looking every bit as if he didn’t belong. Unbridled happiness surged. He didn’t belong, and neither did she.

She flew into his arms, nearly knocking them both to the ground. Why she was crying, she didn’t know, only that she couldn’t stop. She clung to him, and the passersby staring as they headed to or from the party could go hang.

The solidity of his strong body, the smell of him, the safety she felt with his arms around her threatened to overwhelm her. She’d needed him so much in the last weeks and hadn’t realized how much until then. She didn’t care what happened between them before she left. Only that they were together again. It was everything; all that mattered.

“Maggie. Maggie,” Garret repeated quietly.

His deep voice rumbled against her tearstained cheek. Confusion blanketed her as he pushed her away gently.

The sadness in his voice was heart wrenching. “Maggie, people are staring.”

“Well hang them all and let them stare then! What do I care?” She smiled at him in encouragement. Everything would be all right.

“You should care,” he said. “These are your people.”

Maggie shook her head in confusion. “These aren’t my people, you are my people. You and Lenny, and Cookie, and Burke, and Wells, everyone back in Rockdale.”

His eyes swam with emotion. “I saw you in there, Maggie. I watched you. You fit right in, talking to everyone. I saw you dancing with him.”

“Well, I didn’t want to, if you would just let me explain.”

“That’s just it. You don’t have to explain. This is where you belong.”

Before she could argue, Garret flagged down a servant and sent for her coach. As he advanced toward the front of the estate, she followed, holding onto his arm. “You are wrong. You are so wrong and don’t even know it. I don’t belong here, I hate it here. I am miserable, counting the minutes until I can come back home.”

“Then why haven’t you?” He rounded on her. “Why are you still here, if it makes you so miserable? I saw you in there. People here live like kings. Why would you ever come back to a dusty old cattle ranch in the middle of the wilderness when you can live like this?”

“Because you are there, you ridiculous man!”

“Well then you’ll just have to move on. I’ll let go. I could, if it meant you could be happy. The way you were dancing with that man in there,” he stopped and shook his head. “I saw the way he was lookin’ at you. I could let you go and you could be happy with him. Raise a family and never have to worry about fetching a doctor or feeding your babies, or falling off a damned horse and getting kidnapped or shot. You could be safe and comfortable.”

“But I don’t want to be safe and comfortable! I want to be with you.”

Garret rubbed the scruff on his face in agitation, the water in his eyes remaining unshed, but just barely. “Maggie. I can’t do that to you, don’t you understand? I love you and you’ll hate me.” There was leaving in his voice.

“Please, come with me to my aunt’s house. I’ll explain everything that has happened. All will be right. We can be together.”

The only reason she climbed into her carriage was because Garret seemed to follow behind her. When she’d settled, he shut the door behind her and stood near the window. His tall frame put him at eye level. “I love you, Maggie. Always will.”

“Garret, please!” she cried as the coach took off at a fast clip for the Hall estate. “Don’t do this!”

In desperation, she begged the driver to slow the team and turn around. He ignored her. The streets were nearly empty at such a late hour and the carriage never slowed enough for her to jump out.

* * * *

The days that followed were unforgiving and unbearable. Her heart had been torn from her chest, and instead of healing, the void only grew deeper with time.

Garret had boarded the first train to start his journey to Rockdale. She knew this because Berta had inquired after his whereabouts. The knowledge didn’t stop Maggie from looking for him around every corner, at each freshly opened door, every time she turned around. Silly, inconvenient wants.

Undeniably, Garret was far away, but the space between them seemed even farther than just the physical. It was as if he’d become unattainable, after she’d held his heart for one brilliant moment in time.

He had come for her, and the thought warmed her until she realized what her attendance at such a party must have looked like to him. Surely he’d expected to find her near her ailing aunt, and instead had discovered the Hall house, where an all-too-willing Jacques had been ready to show him to the party. Jacques had also driven her coach and refused to stop so she’d missed her chance to throw herself in Garret’s path and demand he listen to her explanation.

Jacques, Hall house’s drollest and most loyal servant, must have happily told her aunt of his doings and un-doings that night. Aunt Margaret boasted a smug smile and demeanor, adding fuel to Maggie’s already darkened disposition.

Aunt Margaret was fading. Today would likely be her last on this earth, and Maggie was a mass of feeling. She couldn’t seem to manage settling on one emotion, so on she tumbled from one surge of feeling to the next, which continued through the morning. Regret at the lack of a genuine relationship. Sadness at the woman’s bitter life. And her least favorite, for she hated that it even be included, was a small tingling of relief that no one would ever speak to her in such a manner again.

The doctor shook her gently awake in the dark before dawn. Aunt Margaret would pass soon and had asked for her. Maggie dressed hurriedly and plodded straight to Aunt Margaret’s room, where she sat for the next seven hours. Her aunt labored to breathe and the shallow rise and fall of her chest said she struggled for every inhalation. She didn’t rouse enough to speak, so Maggie filled the void with stories, both true and made-up. The time passed slowly and her voice grew raw from the one sided conversation. Eventually she stopped and fingered the button on the couch. Her aunt grew weaker still.

“I was engaged in London. Did your mother ever tell you that?” Aunt Margaret whispered, barely conscious.

“No. She never did,” Maggie replied, scooting the small couch closer to her aunt’s bed to better hear.

“I loved a man, and he, me. And you came along to ruin everything.”

“But what about Uncle William? You were happy with him.” It had been true. She’d seen their gentle way with each other.

“Yes, we were happy. But he wasn’t my true love. My fiancé wasn’t able to marry me because of our fall from Society. Within months of your mother’s scandal, my Michael was engaged to a woman with hair as bright red and offensive as yours. It was the first reason I hated you so.”

It was as close to an apology as she would get. Aunt Margaret fell silent and passed within the hour.

She had never looked so at peace. Perhaps sharing her secret had lifted a weight off the woman in her last moments.

The bustle of servants and friends paying their last respects seemed to quicken as Maggie sat alone on the couch. She let Aunt Margaret’s confession sink in. Let her passing blanket her. Uncle William had known what he was doing, finagling them into this situation with his will. He’d been attempting to give the warring women in his life some sort of closure with each other. Even if small and anti-climactic, any closure was all he had hoped for them.

Roy had taken Maggie’s decision in a husband from her by assuming he knew best what her true wants were. Uncle William had surely altered her views with his last wishes. What was it that had made both father figures in her life so confident they could change her stars for the better?

Loneliness set in, and it became hard to catch her breath. Her entire family had been wiped out in the span of a year. The weight of it threatened to crush her. As horrid as Aunt Margaret had been to her, the woman was family and now she had none. She was alone.

Berta saw her crying and ushered her out of Aunt Margaret’s room, down the hall to her bedroom and shut the door behind them. Berta held her while she mourned her loss, and then left to gather refreshments, none of which she had any appetite for. She spent the rest of the day in her room as the rest of the house scurried about in preparation for her aunt’s burial.

Funeral arrangements had long been in place, as her aunt had been critically specific on her wants. Besides a few minor questions to be fielded, nearly everyone left her alone to cope. While the shadows lengthened across the floorboards of her room, her painful past and uncertain future collided.

She wished fervently Garret were there with her. After Roy’s passing, though her unwilling husband couldn’t hide his contempt, he’d still managed in some beautiful moments to be gentle with her. To be understanding in his way, and she yearned for that rare kindness. It had patched a hole inside her she hadn’t known to fix. His absence at this new loss made her despair sharper. Deeper, somehow.

She smiled slightly and wiped her reddened eyes and tear stained cheeks. Holding an elaborately embroidered handkerchief to her mouth, she stifled a giggle and shook her head.

Surely, she had known her place all along. Hadn’t that been why she’d gone to Roy in the first place? She’d drifted, as the dandelion seed, to where the wind thought she would best grow.

Rockdale was her safety and chance at happiness. Her escape and hope. And the dusty cow town could only be those things because Garret existed there. Lenny was there, family as much as friend in so many ways already. Even Cookie and the hands had taken her into their lives with humor and ease.

Garret’s betrayal had hurt deeply, but he’d kept the news of her uncle to himself because he’d desired her to stay. To insure she remained nestled beside him, he’d gone to desperate measures. Garret Shaw wanted her.

How could any one person care so much about Society, wealth, modern amenities and comfort if they meant the complete lack of true happiness and fulfillment? Hang it. For acceptance and companionship, she’d throw away this pampered life. To question her fit into the world was fruitless. Despite the dangers, her heart belonged to a wild little Texas town in the heart of cattle country.

 


 

Chapter 25

 

Garret was burning up under the merciless sun. The weather was impossibly hot for so late in the season. He took his hat off and wiped his forehead with the back of his sleeve, giving a look of disdain to the unrelenting offender. About two o’clock, he reckoned. He put his hat back on and set to work, shaking off the remembrance of his missed lunch as a minor annoyance. He forgot a lot of meals these days.

Lenny had come to him this morning and let him know the potatoes were ready to harvest. When Lenny said something was ready to harvest, he’d learned never to question and to do as she instructed. He hadn’t a natural affinity for growing things, but Lenny could make anything flourish. He discovered at a young age, she had an uncanny ability to sense when the crops and the garden vegetables for their winter rations were ready to be cut down, dug up, and stored. She had impressive timing with harvests and her determination to keep them fed on a variety of greens with their meats in the long winter months encouraged the boys to dig when she told them to.

Garret tossed a couple of the dirty brown vegetables into the cotton sack slung over his shoulder. As he squatted by the next yellowing plant to dig up the spuds under it, he glanced at the rest of the group, working in proximity to each other a ways off. With a little luck, they would have the field cleaned by the end of the day.

The list of things to do around the ranch had grown to an overwhelming amount after he’d skipped out on them to chase down Maggie. Guilt over leaving his people short-handed in his absence still pulled at him, even if they had encouraged him to go and get her. Maggie’s loss was deeply burrowed into the hearts of every last one of them.

Something had gone quiet in the Lazy S since she’d left, and putting his finger on it meant admitting how much she meant to the place, and to him. He dug harder, gouging a potato in the process of trying to avoid thoughts of her. Thinking of her didn’t help him. It sent him reeling.

He glanced up, caught Lenny glaring at him, shrugged in apology and stuck the cut potato into his pocket. It would have to go into their dinner before it ruined.

Damn, it was hot. The work was strenuous and he debated taking his shirt off. He didn’t often do it in front of Lenny. She might not act like it but she was still a lady, and he tried to treat her as such. Most of the time.

He decided against removing the thick cotton shirt he wore, though Lenny likely wouldn’t even give it a second thought. These days, her glance didn’t stray too far from Burke. A new, unsettling fact. Lenny was like his little tomboyish sister, and he still didn’t know how he felt about her interest in Burke, or his in her. Maggie, with her insight and intuition, had managed to pick up on Lenny’s feelings immediately.

There it was again. Maggie.

“You all right, boss?” Burke asked, startling him.

He hadn’t eaten much the whole day and had been doing intense labor since the early morning hours. The sway in his stance when he stood must have tipped Burke off that all was not well.

Straightening, he stretched the tight muscles in his back. “Just need to eat something, is all.”

“I don’t mean about that, boss. I mean about Maggie.”

When he could breathe again, he exhaled loudly. The mention of her name still hit him in the gut sometimes. “I’ll do. Get back to work, and Burke?”

Burke turned around to shuffle to another row of the dying plants. “Yeah, boss?”

“Don’t mention her again to me, you hear? You ain’t doin’ me any favors.”

Burke nodded, wearing the saddest look he had ever seen on his carefree friend’s face.

Weeks had passed since he’d returned from Boston without Maggie, but her absence still had everyone reeling.

“Sorry,” Garret grumbled, flinging his digging knife into the dirt to tell him where he left off. He needed a break. Whether from his worker’s pitying stares or his dreary thoughts, he didn’t know. He was going to break down again, and the last thing his mourning friends needed was to watch him do it. They’d seen enough in the last few weeks and his actions had them scared for him. It was in their concerned glances, but he could no better control his sorrow than the beating of his heart. It was part of him now, maybe even the biggest part.

He cleared the potato field and headed for the woods, lengthening his stride as anger at his loss welled to uncontrollable proportions. She’d affected him so wholly. Somehow she’d managed to take up every thought he had throughout the day. How could she have imprinted herself so completely on every square foot of the entire property? Everything had a memory attached to her, and she’d been here only a short time. He was infuriated, grateful, full of regret and hurt and then elated every time he came across something changed by her abbreviated stay.

Garret took off his hat and threw it at an old tree, and when that didn’t do the trick, took to whaling on the rough bark with his fists, desperate to feel anything besides this pain drowning him. He tired quickly and slid to the ground against the tree, panting. Fool.

A movement through the trees caught his wavering attention. Maybe, Injuns come to put him out of his misery. He couldn’t find it in himself to care overly, and tried to figure out where he was on the property. Surely, he was close to the road. He’d traveled in that direction from the potato field.

The movement seemed a little closer this time. A horse picked its way slowly through the well-worn dirt road’s tracks. He strained to hear. Someone sang quietly. A ghost had come upon him in the woods. The shade sang a song of coming home.

He stood, and tried to stay quiet so as not to lose the beautiful melody coming slowly closer. Step by quiet step, he moved forward until he followed the song through the thick brush.

Crouched, he remained hidden from view. It was Maggie. Or his imagination’s interpretation of her as she sat a dainty white filly, dressed in full skirts of the blackest silk. She held the reins with black gloved hands. A small fashionable hat with delicate black netting covering part of her face perched on her head. Her alabaster skin seemed to shimmer and glow against the dark color of her dress, and her full lips moved to the words of the haunting song coming from her chest. Frozen in his tracks, he was unable to do more than watch her as she passed.

Strange. Usually when he imagined her, she wore the red dress.

The shade passed, the song and the sound of hooves on sand faded, and he relaxed. “Goodbye, Maggie.” He’d been lucky to have had a moment with her memory.

The horse and the song halted, and the memory turned ungracefully in the saddle. “Garret?” she asked, with a wide-eyed look.

With a vacant smile, he turned away to search for his hat.

“Where in the bloody hell are you going?” imaginary Maggie demanded.

He stopped and spun around. His imaginings had never been so irritable with him before.

She dismounted and bore down on him. Maggie threw her arms around his neck and held on as his hands shot out to the sides for balance and they nearly tumbled backward.

“Maggie?” he whispered, as he slowly put his arms around her waist. He pressed his large hands into the small of her back and indulged in the weight of real flesh under them. Not imagined, then. “Maggie?” he repeated louder.

“Yes, yes, of course it’s me, ridiculous husband.” She refused to let go of his neck and her words tickled his ear, enticing him to lean even closer into her. “You don’t see me for a month and you forget what I look like, is that it, then?”

Chuckling, he hefted her off the ground in a firm embrace. “I thought I was imagining you again— Never mind all that. What’re you doing here?” he asked, pushing her back at arms’ length and gripping her shoulders to get a good look at her.

“What do you mean, what am I doing here? I live here, remember? What, did you think you could scare me away? Not likely.” She snorted. “I’m sorry, Mr. Shaw, but you made an oath and are stuck with me for the next several decades.”

Garret couldn’t keep the grin off his face.

The white horse snickered from much further away, and Maggie glared back at the creature. “Bollocks,” she cursed. “Damned horse has terrible manners,” she called to him over her shoulder as she scurried off to retrieve the filly.

He jogged after her to lend a hand. “Where did you get the horse?”

“It’s a very long story, and I’m afraid it’ll have to wait until later. Preferably after I hand her over to Lenny to break her thoroughly.” She’d yelled the last part at the retreating filly’s back as a threat, likely because the horse had picked up the pace when she’d heard her pursuers come after her.

A few minutes more, and Maggie snorted out a giggle. She looked to him and dared him not to laugh. Every time they stopped, the horse slowed and watched them. It was a game to the young filly, and the frustration at their interruption after so long apart dissipated into reluctant humor.

Garret’s boots stirred up dust as he trotted beside Maggie. “Let’s just let her go. She’ll probably make her way to the house eventually.”

“If you knew what that blasted little horse cost us, you wouldn’t leave it up to chance.”

“She cost a lot?” Where would Maggie have come across the money to buy an expensive horse?

“Yes, and she’s traveled all the way from Boston with me.”

With a sigh, he slowed to a walk. “We’ll herd her in the direction of the barn and then hope Cookie catches wind of her. Nobody can catch a spooked horse like he can.”

Maggie agreed and eased to a walk beside him. The horse slowed too. Irritating little creature.

* * * *

Walking beside him, Maggie was at a loss for words. She had so much to say to him but didn’t know where to start. He seemed to be struggling with the same problem. He couldn’t quite keep his gaze from her face and she lost herself happily in the brilliant color of his eyes. The wondrously happy look on his face, she was sure she’d only seen the night he’d decided to take her into his bed. The thought of it made her stomach clench and her temperature rise to near inferno.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked.

Maggie turned to tell him but looking into those bright, blue and expectant eyes, shied away. She’d almost forgotten how handsome and intimidating he was. He probably didn’t even know the effect he had on her. She loved him. Cared for him so deeply and abundantly, the potency of the feeling threatened to consume her until she might burst into a million tiny rays of light.

“Tell me,” he chided, pulling her to a stop to face him.

She sighed and dropped her gaze to the ground. Her cheeks heated so, her ears felt hot. “I was thinking about the night before I left for Boston,” she said in a quiet voice. “Our first time together.”

“Look at me, Maggie.”

Maggie pulled her face away from the ground and peered through the black mesh clipped onto her hat. Reaching up, she unpinned the hat, put it neatly into a large pocket in the side of her full skirts. She took her time, stalling, and finally looked up into Garret’s face. Color heated her cheeks, but her insecurities were his to see. If her husband couldn’t see all of her, then who could?

“You are so beautiful,” he said, stroking the pad of his thumb over her cheek, leaving a trail of cool relief in its wake. “I think about that night all the time.”

He pulled her close with sturdy and confident hands, and tilted her chin until she was lost in his eyes, the color of a Texas summer sky.

“If you ever leave again, I’m going with you,” Garret said, holding her gaze.

“I’m not going anywhere,” she replied, letting the emotion in her eyes show the truth of her words.

“Good.” He gave her that crooked smile she loved so much. “Welcome home, Mrs. Shaw.”

A shiver went through her as he leaned down, stroked his lips against hers. Dragging her even closer, he deepened the kiss, found the back of her neck with his hands then wrapped his fingers in her hair. He tilted her head even further, left her mouth and drifted down her neck with his lips. She clutched the fabric of his shirt in her growing need and desperation for his body to be near hers.

“I missed you,” he murmured, his voice rasping in her ear as he nibbled gently on it.

“Garret, I need you,” she begged.

“Come on.” He pulled her by the hand, leading her deeper into the woods.

“What about the horse?” she asked, still distracted by the feel of his warm hand around hers.

“Damn the horse. I don’t care what she cost.”

In the privacy of the forest, he spun and tugged her toward him. He kissed her with an edge of desperation, and she invited it. They had come far too close to losing each other to be gentle.

He trailed kisses down her neck and then to her collar bone. Maggie wasn’t quiet about her pleasure, which only spurred him into greater urgency. He grunted and put her back against the nearest tree, pressed his hips against hers as she begged him with quiet longing to take her. An act which he did with great pleasure as they closed their eyes to the rest of the world, to everything they’d been through and were, forging into one beautiful and blinding soul. Connection, commitment, acceptance and complete clarity came in the moment of release. From the sun-kissed summers of their childhoods to the wintery loneliness of adulthood, they had been unaware of the collision course that had guided them to such an essential moment.

Fate had led them to each other.

 


 

Chapter 26

 

“What happened to your hand?” Maggie asked, stroking across Garret’s bloodied knuckles with a finger.

“Ah, I don’t know. I haven’t handled losing you very well, I guess.” He shrugged, and the blanket of leaves underneath them rustled with the movement of his shoulders.

Head on his chest, she lay curled around him. She had dressed and made an effort to tidy her hair. He’d watched her, completely uninterested in dressing in more than his pants. Not minding, she’d lain beside him to soak up their last minutes alone before they found the ranch hands and told them of her return.

The waning sunlight filtered through the trees above them, throwing shadows and highlights over their bodies. She traced the outlines of the foliage over the flat planes of Garret’s stomach, and then over the muscular rise of his chest and down again. She relished the feel of him. Hers. This wild and masculine creature spared tender moments only for her, and it would be so until she drew her last breath. The thought filled her with warmth and a security she had only been able to imagine.

“Maggie?” Garret said, with a chuckle.

“Hmm?” she asked, having been completely lost in her thoughts.

“You’re gonna have to stop doin’ that.”

“Doing what?”

Garret stopped her hand and brought it to his lips with a devilish grin.

“Oh! So sorry,” she said, stifling a giggle and letting her wandering eyes travel down his body one last time then stood and brushed leaves off her dress.

“You don’t seem sorry.”

She tossed him a look, and started in the direction of the house. “I’m not,” she said just loud enough for him to hear.

Garret’s booming laugh filled the woods as scrambling, he gathered his clothes. The sound warmed her to her very soul.

Lenny saw her first, though how her friend knew she was there was beyond Maggie. Before they even came out of the woods, Lenny abandoned her overflowing bag of potatoes in the dirt and ran for them. Maggie released Garret’s hand in time for Lenny to fling herself into a hug. The raven-haired girl wasn’t crying, as far as she could tell, but she wasn’t letting go either. Maggie cried enough for both of them.

“Don’t you ever do that to me again!” Lenny chided as she pulled back and shook her by the shoulders.

“Lenny,” she whisper-warned. Cookie, Wells and Burke had made their way within hearing distance to their reunion.

Lenny waved her off. “They already know.”

Burke reached them first. “Yeah, it ain’t easy to get used to, either. She don’t say two words in all the time I’ve worked here, and now she won’t stop yammerin’. Finds all kinds o’ ways to order us around.” He winked at Lenny. “Hey, Boss Lady. Glad to have you back home. You gave us all a scare. Thought we lost you to Boston.”

Burke hugged her hard enough to damage organs, and Wells tipped his hat and muttered “Welcome home,” with a shy smile.

“Well, the thought crossed my mind to stay,” she responded. “The cook at the estate couldn’t quite master Lenny and Cookie’s rabbit stew though. Said they were having trouble finding wild game. Who can live like that? Not me, so I came home.” She graced Garret with a grin.

Burke clapped him on the back. “There you have it, boss. From your own wife’s mouth. She didn’t come back for you. Just for Cookie’s recipes.”

Garret gave a toothy grin. “Don’t care why she came back. Only that she did.”

Cookie said, “Well, I think you’ll like what we are having for dinner then.”

“Oh, please tell me it’s rabbit stew! I haven’t eaten since early this morning and my belly button feels like it is rubbing my backbone raw!”

“Been simmering all day,” Cookie confirmed.

She squeaked with delight and Garret told the hands to call it a day early to celebrate her return with dinner at the big house. The rest of the potatoes would hold until morning.

Cookie, Wells and Burke strode back to the potato field to collect tools, bags, canteens, and to load the horses with filled sacks of spuds. Garret took her hand and Lenny locked arms with her, and they headed toward the house together. It was half a mile over rough terrain, but that didn’t dampen her mood. Garret’s boisterous voice mesmerized as he spoke, but it wasn’t the words that were important. The easy and infectious smile he couldn’t seem to keep from his face filled her with unbridled euphoria. Such a change in the months since she’d first seen the stoic man she knew better than anyone in the world, and not at all. She heaved a sigh as the house came into view. Barely checked emotions filled her, and she pulled to a stop. Such a moment was to be revered. Lenny leaned her cheek on her shoulder and Garret kissed the top of her head as she absorbed the beauty of the cabin and lush, green land surrounding it.

Burke yelled, “Get a room!” from behind, breaking the reverie, which made the moment even more perfect somehow. All was as it should be.

* * * *

“I have a small favor to ask,” Maggie said around a mouthful of corn bread.

Dinner had wound down and almost all were still gathered around the table in the big house. Everyone except Cookie, who’d left to try and track down the white filly she’d aptly named Trouble.

“Uh oh, it starts. All right, Boss Lady. Give us your list of demands,” Burke joked.

Maggie tossed a cloth napkin in his direction. “Don’t make me fire you,” she said, grinning. “I know you all are terribly busy, but I need Garret and a couple of the hands to come into town with me in the morning.”

“For what?” Garret asked.

She hadn’t a guess on which way his reaction would swing, and cleared her throat. “My Uncle William decided to provide for me after all. In his will he gave me a large sum of money. I suspect to give me the opportunity to save something I love. My home.”

Garret stared at her in confusion. “What are you saying?”

“I have been back in Rockdale for a few days now.”

“What? I don’t understand—” Garret started.

“Just let me finish. I’ll tell you everything, I promise, and I know I’m leaving so much out and messing this up completely, but I’m…we’re,” Maggie corrected, “paying off the loan your father took out with Jennings. We’re keeping the ranch. It is our home and with the money I have inherited, it will always be our home, and then our children’s home.”

Everyone at the table gawked at her.

“I’ve been in town meeting with the bank and the town lawyer, and I have everything set up. I just need your signature on some legal documents making us independent of any debt against the Lazy S. The ranch will be ours.”

Garret shook his head slowly. “Maggie, this don’t feel right. It’s your money your uncle gave to you. We can find another way.”

“I wrote to Uncle William of my love for this place and of our struggle to keep it. He would have been happy the money is used in such a way. For the first time in my entire life I have a home and damn it all if I’ll let anyone take it away from me and the people I love. Whether you like it or not, you are my family now.” Maggie searched all their faces. “I don’t have anyone left. You’re it,” she said, shrugging. She turned back to Garret. “I know you wouldn’t like it if I use all of my inheritance on the ranch, so you’ll need to bring the money you have saved to the bank tomorrow. We are meeting with the Jenningses and making the loan payment official. And then we’ll pay what we still owe the bank on it. We’ll pay it off together.”

The shock seemed to have worn off Burke, Wells, and Lenny because they grinned from ear to ear.

Garret rubbed his face, and the corner of his mouth lifted as he, no doubt, thawed to the idea that the huge weight which had settled firmly on his shoulders for so long would be lifted in a day’s time.

He jumped up and threw his hat across the living room, yelling excited whoops and laughing the booming laugh she loved so. He picked her up and spun her around, and her breath caught in surprised laughter.

“Wait, wait. Why do you need us to go into town with you?” Lenny spoke up through the noise of celebration.

“Oh, well because there’s more,” Maggie said. “If I remember correctly, tomorrow is Garret’s birthday.”

“How could you possibly remember that?” he asked, bright blue eyes wide over his still uncontrolled grin.

“Because my mother and I always made you a pie for your birthday growing up. The date stuck in my head. I wrote you a birthday letter for years after I left, but you, no doubt, didn’t read them.” She tsk-tsked. “So, in honor of your birthday, tomorrow I have arranged for a shipment of horses to arrive on the train and we are to pick them up and drive them back to the Lazy S ourselves.”

“Horses?” Garret asked, a new wave of awe washing over his face.

“The black Friesian filly actually gave me the idea. I know the Jenningses have the best horses around, and they make a pretty penny from breeding and selling them. Why not give them some competition then?” She didn’t hide the mischief in her smile. “I met up with the most recognized horse breeders around Boston before I came back. It’s what took me so long after Aunt Margaret passed. I purchased fine thoroughbreds for speed, and draft horses for farms that need work horses as well. And then on a whim, I bought the white filly, which I was told is an Arabian. Very exotic, I thought. Didn’t worry at the time that she might try to scrape me off on every tree we passed.”

She turned to Garret again. In a subdued voice, she said, “Happy birthday.”

Garret opened and closed his mouth, at a loss for what to say.

“Oh, and also, I couldn’t stand the thought of the Jenningses owning Roy’s homestead so I made an offer the bank couldn’t refuse and have purchased it to be absorbed into the Lazy S, effective immediately.”

Lenny snorted and giggled. The men followed suit and shook their heads at her continued news.

“Good grief, woman. You got anything else you need to say?” Garret asked, the happiness in his eyes undeniable.

“No, I think that is it.”

“Well, good. You have done too much.”

Maggie shrugged. No amount would be too much for the people she cared so deeply about.

“Wells? Go grab your fiddle. Burke? Grab the whiskey. Tonight we are celebrating Maggie and all the things she has done for the ranch and for us.” He turned to her, and she grew warm under his proud gaze. “And I don’t just mean the good you done tonight, Maggie. I mean the good you’ve been doin’ since the day you married me.”

“You made a terribly unwilling husband that day, Mr. Shaw.”

“Yeah, well I’m willing enough now.” Garret swung a look at Wells, who was walking out the door. “Now fire up that fiddle, man! I want to dance with my wife!”

“You got it, boss,” Wells said with a grin.

In an uncharacteristic move, the quiet man hollered a high pitched noise of celebration as soon as he closed the door behind him.

* * * *

“I’ll never forget tonight, as long as I live,” Garret said quietly, as he lay in bed with Maggie, stroking her hair. “This feeling? I can’t imagine anything else like this.”

Beneath her head, the words had vibrated in his chest, and it made her smile. “I lied earlier.”

“About what?”

“About not having anything else for you. I bought you something while I was in Boston. My trunk is still in town but I brought it in my pocket so I could give it to you sooner.”

Maggie brushed her lips against his and stood. Her skin became cold with the detachment from Garret’s for the first time in hours. The candlelight flickered across his face and bare chest as he watched her, and a contented smile played on his lips. She rifled through the pockets of her discarded dress until she found the gold pocket watch.

Moments of shyness still afflicted her around him, and this turned out to be one of them. She sat on the bed and handed it to him without saying a word. Garret took the watch and studied it, the expression on his face unreadable. When he looked back at her, the emotion in his eyes threatened to engulf her already full heart.

“I love you, Maggie. I think a piece of me always has, and the rest of me always will.”

“I love you, too, Garret Shaw,” she said, the feeling of happiness a warm blanket as she lay down next to him.

“Roy was right.”

“Right about what?” she asked.

“The day he died, when he asked me to do right by you and take care of you?”

“Mm-hmm?”

“The last thing he said to me was, ‘Boy, if you let her, she’ll be good for you.’ I don’t know how he knew, but he did.”

She smiled in the flickering candlelight. Roy had been taking care of them both with his final request. He’d given her family, friends, and for the first time since she’d left Rockdale so many years before, she was right where she was supposed to be.

Home.

 


 

Epilogue

 

The hour before dusk had always been Garret’s favorite time of day. The work around the ranch would be done, and exhausted and fed, he would get the chance to sit on the front porch and take in his life. Days like this were especially important to him. Maggie meticulously plucked weeds from the vegetable garden she and Lenny had convinced them to move next to the house. The women were frustrated with the local wildlife eating their winter rations of vegetables, and were convinced they stood a better chance of defending their garden if it was closer to home.

She stood with a shallow basket full of greenery, her slender frame an attractive silhouette against the deepening sky. The last rays of sunlight shone on her auburn hair, highlighting the red in her dark locks.

Damn, she was beautiful. How many times through the years had he thought that about his wife? He had once thought she could never be more beautiful than the day she’d come back to him from Boston, still dressed in mourning from her aunt’s passing. And then he’d seen her swell with his child, and thought the same. She could never be more beautiful. And then he’d watched her hold their first child, neck arched as she crooned lovingly to the miracle they’d made. In their years together, Maggie never stopped amazing him.

She pointed to a squash plant, and told their two young girls about the flowers meaning the vegetable would be coming along soon. Two daughters in quick succession, and both with blue eyes and fiery red hair, had him thinking he was destined to be surrounded by strong spirited, redheaded women. He hadn’t minded, and the birth of their son had been a pleasant surprise for he and Maggie.

Maggie turned toward Lenny, who knelt nearby, outside the garden, setting snares for rabbits brave enough to come after their vegetables. Many a meal had been made from Lenny’s garden snares.

The women laughed at something Maggie said, and Lenny placed the cradle board holding her infant daughter into a bigger patch of shade.

Lenny and Burke had married and moved into the largest of the hands’ cabins to start a family. Wells fixed up Roy’s old cabin and moved in there. He hadn’t married, feeling more comfortable with a solitary life, and came up every morning to help work the ranch. Cookie moved on as soon as Lenny was settled and happy. He’d carved out a place and a family in a tribe some distance away, but brought his two young sons to visit from time to time, unable to stay away from Lenny or her children for too long.

Cookie’s absence was still deeply felt, but even a blind man would have to admit he seemed happier in his life.

The women’s attention was drawn to the entrance of the barn, and Garret followed their gazes. Burke laughed with a small dark haired boy on his shoulders as he approached Lenny and the garden. Lenny lit up like the North Star as Burke put their son down. He kissed her and made faces at the baby in the cradle board. It made Garret’s heart swell to see the happiness they had found.

The children, who had grown tired of weeding, chased each other around the yard at the addition of Lenny and Burke’s oldest boy.

“Please, Da. Read,” a small, dark-headed, green-eyed boy with a smattering of freckles across his nose said. He hauled a book nearly half his size.

The toddler was directly followed by Lenny and Burke’s middle son of around the same age. The boys were inseparable, as their mothers had been when they were pregnant at the same time with them.

“All right, boys, but just one chapter. After that it’s time for bed, you hear?”

He scooped the tiny boys into his lap and both fit easily as he read. Garret could have told them the story from memory, one of a collection of short stories Maggie had written of her adventures in Rockdale. It had even been published a few years before, and sold well in the cities. She’d become a talented and accomplished writer, and managed even to make a small income from the books. That particular collection happened to be the boy’s favorite, and if he was honest, his favorite too.

He’d dreaded the book coming out and for some time, had been afraid to read it. He knew it would tell stories of the beginning of their marriage. Painful memories for him. But after Maggie finally convinced him to read it, he hadn’t been able to put the book down. He’d always regretted how horrible he’d been to her in the first months of their marriage, but she had such a sweet and almost romantic take on that time in their lives. As if she’d seen a glimpse of the man he could be and waited patiently for him, no matter what he’d said to push her away.

A testament to her stubbornness, likely, and to her endurance and devotion. Qualities, that if he’d looked closely, he would have seen in her right away. He would have known she would stay in Rockdale with him. She’d always been special. Made for him, and somehow, for this unpredictable life.

She had managed to carve out a better life for them. The ranch flourished, even under the strain of managing more land with Roy’s homestead. The need, and price, for cattle had diminished through the years with the introduction of barbed wire fencing throughout the country, but they were able to profit on the horses Maggie had the foresight to purchase. Their initial stock made the foundation to launch them as one of the best horse breeders in the area. They kept the ranch going and no one went hungry. There were lean years and heartache along the way, as was common in a rancher’s life, but the most important things always stayed intact. Family and friendship never suffered, and joy and contentment greatly outweighed everything else.

A movement in the garden caught Garret’s attention, and he stopped reading to look at Maggie. Turned toward him, she watched him read to the children with a smile on her face.

“I love you,” she mouthed.

Garret smiled at her, and as she turned to call the children in for bed, he sent up a silent thank you to Roy, as he did on all evenings like this one.

A more willing husband would never be found.
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