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"Jealousy and snobbery go

hand-in-hand when feeding one's ego."

––––––––
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=X= TEST OF TOLERANCE =X=

––––––––
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ON HIS WAY HOME AFTER a busy day working at the jail, Deputy Lone Walker, a proud Apache half-breed, carried his heritage with pride. His long black hair, ebony eyes, and muscular body showed his true grit. No sane man would dare to wage a battle against such a force.

He grinned while thinking about how he had fallen hard and fast for his beautiful wife. Her long brown wavy hair, with dark brown eyes complemented her willowy figure.

The loss of his blood family from a massacre on his tribe when he was fifteen was never far from his thoughts. He had spent months living on his own in the desert and mountains. After existing just to survive, he grew weary, so he wandered into Peaksville, Arizona. Although Lone Walker understood that he risked enduring inevitable bigotry, he asked for a job. He was willing to forego monetary payment for food and shelter, be it a ramshackle lean-to. In the end, coming to Peaksville was the luckiest day of his life. Not only did Lone Walker gain a home, but Breanna adopted him, along with her sons accepting him—they soon became blood-brothers. 

Life became more precious the day Candace took him for her husband, and now they were not only happily married, but his contentment knew no bounds when they were blessed with children. Even when the dreaded bias rubbed off on his wife, she held her head high. And when inconceivable malice came their way, Candace also remained steadfast by his side. 

Lone Walker stopped short of their home and stood by the weeping willow tree in the backyard as the turmoil in his gut churned. He needed to regain control of his angst over the dreaded bigot and town resident, Jiggs Docherty. Not only had the man turned into a fugitive, but he had also become his family's nemesis. 

Jiggs had teamed up with his niece's father, Gene Devlin, who turned outlaw. Together, the men kidnapped her.

On that same day, it was a failed attempt by Jiggs to take Candace as well. Not only did his beautiful wife suffer a gunshot wound, but it also forced her into premature labor, causing the death of their son. Blessedly, his twin sister was spared. Nonetheless, Jiggs promised more cruelty against him and his family for the mere fact that he was a half-breed. 

Lone Walker was aware of how the loss of their son had simmered on the surface of his wife's emotions, as did it plague him too. He couldn't help but feel like a failure for underestimating the impact of what his family would face because of his heritage. 

He looked at their kitchen door and thought about the pleasure of his wife's body wrapped around him while holding her in his arms—how they fit together perfectly. She and the family they made together was the air that he breathed. And as much as he faulted himself for bringing such brutality into their world from prejudice, he could not exist without them. They made him whole. While tucking away his negative reflection over Jiggs, he walked across the yard. When he turned the doorknob, the outside world ceased to exist because all he saw was his Candy. 

Candace set the empty laundry basket on a chair and welcomed his embrace. "Hello, darling. I'm glad you're home."

"Hello, my wife. You are a welcome sight to this man's eyes."

"As you are to me, too, darling. Now that you're home, I have Meggie Nevaeh fed and fast asleep, along with Lil Zack Wind Walker and Joy Angel Spirit playing in their room. Will you please stay with the children to walk down to the hotel restaurant and pick up a pecan pie? Oh, I know, I should make my own, but it's nice to treat ourselves to one of Charlotte's pies. And my goodness, what an excellent idea Eli had when he put her in charge of selling meals and baked goods for people to carry out. I tell you, there—" 

"Whoa... slow down." Lone Walker chuckled while holding her in his wife's arms. "First, take a breath, then give your husband a proper greeting." He nuzzled her neck. "I mean, a very proper greeting, my wife," he murmured before kissing her again.

"Mmmm, my husband... very nice." 

"I agree." He kissed the tip of her nose. "Now, tell me what's on your mind. I can see the sadness in your eyes, my Candy, and feel the tenseness in your body while holding you close."

Candace couldn't help the teary gaze aimed at her husband. "I had another vision, darling. I... I'm bound to something. I can't define what, where, or how. I get a distorted image of Jiggs with his evil laughing in the background." She shook her head. "Nothing more."

Lone Walker's expression became stern. "My Candy, I will bring Jiggs Docherty to justice. I promise." His voice turned angrier, and his eyes became bolts of fury. "He will pay for killing our son—almost killing our daughter and hurting you. He... will... pay."

"Foffer! Foffer!" two-year-old Lil Zack Wind Walker called, excited while clapping his hands.

"Quackers, Foffer," squealed Joy Angel Spirit while wabbling over to hug his leg.

As much as Lone Walker's ire began to rise at the implications of his wife's vision and what it could mean, the instant his children greeted him, his love beamed and took over his thinking. Kneeling with a smile, he opened his arms. "Come, my children, let's have us some milk and quackers, then you can tell Foffer all about your day."

Candace wiped away her welling tears while smiling at the love reflected in the twins' eyes for their father. "Oh, my goodness, you are asking for it, Foffer." 

With a twin in each arm, Lone Walker grinned. "Go, my Candy. Get the pecan pie. I will stay with our little outlaws." 

"Are you sure, darling?"

"You need to get out of here. I can hold down the fort for a while. So, yes, go."

=X=

Candace took her leave with a peck on his cheek and walked the restaurant's short distance to the Peaksville Hotel. A few minutes later, she entered the dining room. 

"Well, hello, Mrs. Lone Walker. My-my-my... just look at you," Nancy Jo Capsler said in a friendly but fake tone. "I must admit, even after birthing four children, it would appear as if you have tried to maintain yourself. You keep working at it, and I'm sure you will look better in no time."

Even though she and her brother were taught tolerance and kindness, Candace found it difficult to bite her tongue. So, hard as it was at times, she strived to adhere to their teachings. Otherwise, the temptation to slap the over-indulgent woman became fierce. She forced a smile. "Nancy Jo, you're looking radiant as always." 

She had learned that the woman grew up in a bigoted home with only her father, Leroy Capsler, as an influence. That being the case, Candace understood how she could rebel against such a rigid upbringing. She also surmised it accounted for much of Nancy Jo's personality. That aside, the woman's continued infatuation with her husband, who was his childhood sweetheart, had become a test of endurance. Candace surmised it also accounted for why the woman baited her at every turn. Nevertheless, she bolstered herself to be kind.

"Well, of course, I do take care of myself," Nancy Jo gloated while smoothing her hands over her sable brown hair, fully aware that no hair was out of place. Then she fussed with the waistline of her pink and white striped linen day dress, which would be their Sunday best for most women. 

"Candace, my dear, it is so nice to see you today. You look lovely, my dear," Charlotte said, smiling when walking out of the kitchen. However, her enthusiasm waned when shifting her attention. "Nancy Jo, I hope you're having a good day."

"Is my order ready, Charlotte?" Nancy Jo asked without acknowledging the greeting. "As you know, Daddy's supper with the Hudson's is important, so I insist you make sure everything is perfect." She flicked her hand. "Go, now. Put my order together quickly."

Years of working with the public's varying personalities showed Charlotte's fortitude over her sensibilities from the intentional snub. She smiled politely through the woman's tirade. In truth, today was mild compared to other times. "Yes, of course, Nancy Jo, I'll be right back." She turned on her heels and returned to the kitchen, grimacing.

The hotel proprietor, Eli Keppler, overheard the uncouth reproach toward Charlotte from where he stood a few feet away at the front desk, so he walked over to the women. "Nancy Jo, that was highly uncalled for, and I'll thank you kindly never again speak to my staff or anyone else in such a snooty tone."

"Well—I never. You may very well regret such a statement, Eli. After all, Daddy spends a large amount of money here, so I shall speak to the hired help in any manner I deem fit."

Candace hid her exasperation for the woman's crudeness beneath a smile. "Nancy Jo, why don't we sit down and have a cup of coffee while Charlotte checks your order?"

"I suppose I have no choice. But only if we can get some service to do so," Nancy Jo sputtered as she looked backward while walking to an empty table.

"I'll see to it personally," a restrained Eli said. Then, with Nancy Jo's back to them, he mouthed thank you to Candace.

"I don't know what this world has come to. After all, I daresay that a paying customer has a right to prompt service." Nancy Jo continued to harp while slipping into a chair across the table from Candace while ignoring everyone around them.

"I'm sure these days that you are kept quite busy with your father's activities in the political arena. I'm sure that you are quite proud of him." 

Nancy Jo puffed out her chest. "Of course, you are so right. I mean, Daddy has been active in various causes. It's so rewarding for him, too, because it has not gone unnoticed by the dignitaries in Washington. Also..." she prattled on in her own little world while Eli served the coffee.

Candace mused while sipping her coffee. If you only knew how most of the townspeople feel about your daddy being a blow-hard and a bigoted, pompous arse, you both would take a fast train out of town. She continued to smile.

"Of course, you know how Daddy has fast become the right-hand man to Arizona's governor. I'm not one to brag—"

"Here you go, Nancy Jo," Charlotte said while approaching. Jeremy carried the boxful of food and then sat it on the table. "We have one large serving of fried chicken, one roasted chicken, two containers of scalloped corn, one watercress salad with dried cranberries, one cherry pie, and six custard pastries, half with nuts and half without." She turned to her helper with a big smile. "Thank you, Jeremy." 

Nancy Jo began to dig through the tin containers of food. "Candace, help me check to see if everything is fresh. I don't trust Jeremy, being a young kid and all."

"Nancy Jo!" Candace and Charlotte scolded at the same time.

"Oh, alright," she pouted, shaking her finger at Charlotte. "Well, you best be prepared. If anything is not to Daddy's liking, you, Jeremy, and Oscar, that grouch, will be in for a tongue-lashing." 

The gangly Jeremy smirked. "Bring it on, pretty lady."

His insult fell on Nancy Jo's deaf ears as she focused on the 'pretty lady' aspect of his retort with a smile. "Well, thank you, Jeremy. I do take great pride in maintaining my own person—unlike others I know." She said, looking toward Candace. "Of course, I'm not one to drop names, mind you." Then Nancy Jo dismissed Jeremy and Charlotte with her haughty tone, "I'll take my leave—trusting all is in order."

Nancy Jo turned her back on them. "Really, Candace, you must stay to your own person more, lest you become a regular baby-making machine. Should you not heed my warning, you'll simply expand at the hips and various other unmentionable places... well, you know. Then Lone Walker will be saddled with an overstuffed hag for the rest of his life, for heaven's sake." 

After her rudeness, Nancy Jo picked up the box filled with food and strutted through the restaurant without one offer of help from any of the half-dozen men in the dining room, then stopped at the doorway leading into the lobby. "Really, Eli, you should insist your hired help give a lady some assistance to her buggy. I don't know what has happened to a shred of decency these days. I daresay, gone are the days when men were attentive to a lady as they should be, for goodness sake."

Everyone in the restaurant looked in the rude woman's direction with mouths agape. Even Oscar, the grouch, came out of the kitchen to see about all the ruckus. 

Candace shook her head. "Well, this overstuffed hag must take her unkempt person home, my friends. Charlotte, how much do I owe you for the coffee and—" 

"Oh, no, the coffee is on me, Candace." Eli grinned. "You were a dynamo taking on that irritating woman."

A chuckling Candace said, "Thank you, dear friend. I'm pleased I could help. Now, Charlotte, dare I ask for one of your famous pecan pies? However, only if it is made with tender loving care." She held her right palm up in a teasing manner. "Unless, of course, Nancy Jo comes back for a repeat performance about my expanding waistline, then I shall make a hasty retreat—free coffee or not."

"Candace Walker, you are a prize," Charlotte said, with Eli and everyone else in the room finding humor in the situation.

=XXX=

Nancy Jo sat at her mahogany dressing table, looking in the mirror for imperfections in her fair complexion. Oh, I will have you for myself, Lone Walker—just wait and see. And when I do, I'll not care a smidge if my father is any the wiser at all—not after so many years of wanting you for myself. Candace has had you for far too long. What can you possibly see in her, for heaven's sake?

Her mind kept running rampant as she brushed her hair while pondering the obstacle in the way of claiming her man. Candace must tie her corset so tight she's near to bursting. No woman can look so good after birthing four brats. Huh, but I won't let her know. She'll just gloat. 

Her thoughts turned back to Lone Walker. I shouldn't have waited so long to act on my affection for him. Nonetheless, he'll tire of her in no time, then I will happily comfort him. 

Nancy Jo's brush strokes became more vigorous when she thought about how her father had interrupted them at the pond when she was fifteen. She had come close to having Lone Walker's strong dark hands roaming over her alabaster skin. Warm tingles rushed throughout her body. 

She stilled the brush and let her robe fall off her left shoulder, smiling with pride at her exquisite endowments. Oh, yes, so soft and supple. Lone Walker will not be able to resist.

"Nancy Jo!" Leroy Capsler yelled while tapping at her door. "Justine needs your input on details about tonight's supper with the Hudson's. You know how important this evening could be for my future. Get a move on it, daughter."
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CHAPTER 2
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"While we may often love in our life,

eternal love comes but once in a lifetime."

––––––––
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=X= CONFESSIONS =X=

CHANGES =X= CONCERNS

––––––––
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"HOLD ME, MY HUSBAND," Candace murmured, then snuggled into Lone Walker's arms as they leaned against the headboard of their dark oak sleigh bed, where they talked about their day.

"Hmmm, you don't have to ask me twice, my wife," he said as he caressed her bare breast. "Holding you in my arms is what makes this man whole. But first, let me ensure the children are still settled in and sleeping for the night. Then Foffer will gladly give Moffer all the attention she desires."

She smiled. "I must say that you have learned your lesson well, my Apache Warrior." 

Within moments, Lone Walker returned to find his wife under the earth-toned quilt with the swell of her bare breasts enticing him.

Candace looked hesitant as she watched her husband undress while tracing the Southwestern shapes on the duvet with her fingers. "Darling?"

While dropping his trousers to the floor, Lone Walker noticed her concerned expression. "Are you too tired, my wife, after chasing our little ones today? Although with your tone, I'm afraid there might be something more troubling you. How about telling me what's on your mind?" 

"Darling, do you think of me as a baby-making machine? You know, on the shelf, so to speak. Or an overstuffed hag when it comes to the way my body looks after birthing our children?"

He walked over to the bed and slipped his nude, lean body beside his wife. Lone Walker cradled her soft nakedness against him. "Does this have to do with your running into Nancy Jo today at the hotel?"

"How can you tell?"

Because she... meaning one Nancy Jo Capsler has always been selfish, overindulgent, jealous, and those are just a few of her most endearing qualities. She got much worse after her mother ran off with a dandy when she was ten or eleven. Then, Leroy turned her into what he had expected his wife to be—pretty to look at while managing with a strong arm. Have I ever told you about the time Ma found Zack, Sally Anne, Nancy Jo, and me all but skinny dipping in the pond?"

"I've heard bits and pieces, but not the full story. So, please, go on," Candace said, intrigued. "Should I be jealous?"

He chuckled. "Not even a speck. One summer day, Zack and I told Ma we'd be at the pond, although we neglected to tell her we wouldn't be alone but with our girlfriends at the time. However, she soon found out when Leroy Capsler passed by the house while she stood hanging laundry on the clothesline. And, being his usual charming self, ranted racial slurs en route to the pond. Well, she grabbed a willow branch off the ground and gave chase. 'You devil incarnate, Leroy. Leave my boys alone!'"

Candace laughed. "I can see Ma running after Leroy, too. He's such a rapscallion."

He chuckled. "Go ahead and laugh, my woman, because it wasn't so much fun when she threatened our backsides while standing there pointing said willow branch in our direction. 'While you are not completely in your all-together, you might choose to clothe yourselves this instant—lest you tangle with this switch, which is ever-ready in my hand. Do I need to spell it out further, or have I made myself clear?'"

They both chuckled. "Let's just say our clothes were found in fast order. Somehow, the pond didn't hold near the interest when presented with such a choice after that day."

"Ma certainly is one of a kind."

"You said it in more ways than one, my Candy. Back then, Sally Anne and Zack were close. The four of us had some good times, but I believe as we got older, Nancy Jo only wanted me so she could rebel against her father. You know, aggravate him on general principles. After all, I was off-limits in Leroy's bigoted mind. It had nothing to do with her feelings for me and everything to do with getting what she wanted when she wanted it. To her, a half-breed fit right into her plans."

Lone Walker rubbed his hand up and down his wife's arm while hugging her closer. "After that day at the pond, we were no longer the happy-go-lucky foursome. Sally Anne and Zack remained close friends, but they knew it would go nowhere. Then, when Eli came along, the rest is history."

He nuzzled Candace's neck. "Nancy Jo has never been, nor will she ever mean anything more than a polite how-do-you-do. I saw through her games back then. And I see through her cunning tactics even more now, my wife. And let me make myself perfectly clear about something else too."

He gave her a gentle but passionate kiss. "The last thing you are, or could ever be in this world, is an overstuffed hag. You're nothing but beautiful and sexy to your husband." He looked into her eyes. "I love you, my wife, beyond this life. More than I can put into words, so don't ever doubt it."

Lone Walker's voice turned solemn as they settled back into a snuggle. "As I told you when we began seeing each other, the women in my past were all about curiosity. And usually not congenial toward me before my leave-taking. They were curious about what it would be like to lay with a half-breed." His body tensed. "Oh, they'd come on to me and entice to their bed, alright. Afterward, they would mock me and insist I leave them as if tossing me out like yesterday's garbage."

He cupped his wife's face in his hand. "Over the years, I became hardened, sought my release, and then let them say what they wanted as I walked out the door without a backward glance. It became a way of life—how I learned to survive. Until you came along and took my breath away, I had lost my desire to have a woman. Admittedly, I didn't think I could feel so deeply as I do for you, my wife."

Candace reached out and caressed his face with tears in her eyes. "I could never turn my back on you, my darling. Everything in my life with meaning revolves around you—our children. And no amount of prejudice in the world will ever cause me not to love you."

He began to caress her breasts while smiling. "I have never known unconditional love as yours. Until my dying day, I will love and honor only you, my wife. That you are willing to walk this bigoted journey with me is beyond anything I could have dreamt of in this life. And to have the freedom to touch and love you whenever I desire. You'll never know in a million years what a treasure you are to me, Mrs. Walker." 

"Oh, Lone Walker," she sighed while drawing him into a kiss, which intensified. When it ended, they had to catch their breath. 

Once they composed themselves, he said, "Nice. Always remember these moments—they are what I live for, my wife. So, to answer your original question, don't ever take Nancy Jo's gibberish to heart. And, my Candy, please don't allow her to make you feel anything less than beautiful, caring, and gentle. Most importantly, never forget that I desire you above anyone else. You are the most sensuous woman I will ever care to share my bed, my life with, She Who Walks With Spirit."

Misty-eyed, she nodded while shifting to lean on a bent elbow.

He covered her belly with his hand. "When you carry our babies, it proves how much we love. That we will always be as one, my wife."

Candace smiled while stroking his growing hard-on and then straddled her husband to take him into her body. "I will forever love you, my Apache Warrior," she whispered while flicking her tongue over his body. "I can't get through one day without your touch—your loving. How you make me feel your desire, as I feel for you."

Lone Walker caressed her thighs as they moved in perfect, gentle harmony. "God forbid if you were ever taken away from me and our children, I would live the rest of my life alone—desolate." 

"Let's ride, my husband. Take me away with you."

=XXX=

Garth Barkley, Breanna's brother, was also an uncle to Zack, Lone Walker, and Gabe. He had dealt with his wife's desertion for many months. Unwillingness to return from a retreat to her cousin's in Phoenix prompted Garth to seek a set-aside of their marriage 

Although he asked his nephews to aid in calming the waters with his daughters after he found love again, it had failed. They had refused to accept anything less than their parent's reconciliation. It made no difference to them that their mother had left without a backward glance. Nor did she want to reunite their family. In turn, she had taken up with her platonic friend from childhood, which his daughters didn't seem to find so distasteful.

Margaret and Kat, her daughter, sat reading a book. And Hannah, her sister, sat opposite them in a wingback chair, which sat in front of the stone fireplace their parents had designed in the rustic sitting room. They were waiting for the housekeeper Celeste to join them.

"Mommy," Kat said, "when is Grandma Martha coming home? Remember when you helped me write her a letter?"

Margaret winced. "Yes, dear, I remember."

"My happy keeps frowning since she didn't write me back."

Margaret and Hannah exchanged worried glances. "Well, dear, Grandpa Garth will be going to Phoenix soon to visit Grandma Martha, so I'm sure he'll bring back a letter for you."

She had no indication that her father had plans to travel to Phoenix. But thought if a little white lie would buy time before things got out of hand with her mother's lack of communication—it was worth it.

"Little Miss Kat," Celeste said, "once I've finished talking with your mother and aunt, how would you like to help me make some cookies? I could really use your help."

"Yeaaah!" Kat said, excited. "Let's make sugar cookies. Come on, Celeste, I'll get started and sift the flour."

Celeste chuckled. "You do that, little one. And don't forget to grab the sugar out of the pantry too. I'll be right there." 

"Thank you," Margaret said.

"Oh, you know how I love that little one." Celeste stood tall, but her face looked serious. "I know you girls did not come for idle chit-chat, although I have enjoyed having you here. Don't believe me gullible enough to think I don't know you weren't casually goading for information earlier. I helped raise you, so I know how your little minds work. Margaret, Hannah, you must learn to accept things are not the way they were. You need to move on because your mother is not returning. And just as much to the point, I believe your father has accepted as much, too."

"Bite your tongue, Celeste," growled a brown-eyed Hannah with her bouncing brown curls. "Despite the present, when Allen gets home. He'll fix things."

"That's right. Our brother has always been able to deal with Mother and Father," petite Margaret added as her blue eyes sparkled in aggravation. Also, her blonde hair, styled in an uplift, remained intact. "He'll get things back to normal in no time. We just have to locate where he is since he travels on business so much." 

Slender, salt and pepper-haired Celeste threw her hands in the air. "Must I remind you, girls, that your brother left here because he could not abide the discord between your mother and father? The set-aside of their marriage is a reality. All I'm saying is that life is about changes, and you must learn to adapt. Please think about what I've said. Now, I must see to Kat so she doesn't have a trail of sugar and flour from the pantry to the table." Celeste started for the doorway while shaking her head, then stopped short of leaving the room. "Mind what I say, girls. Act and accept things as they are in the way of understanding, like the fine young women I know you are." She left the room.

The sisters looked at each other with annoyed expressions until a smile niggled at Hannah. "Margaret, we have our brother and our cousins, too. I know if we get after Zack and Lone Walker, they'll talk sense into Father. Then, in no time, things will be shipshape." Hannah held her hand palm up. "'Pact is fact,' Margaret," she said, just as they had done in their youth when cooking up one of their schemes.

Margaret's grin widened as she thumped her fist into her sister's palm. "You are so right. A 'pact is fact,' my dear sister."

=XXX=

"C J, how do you think Lone Walker and Candace are doing? Although they never talk about Jiggs, he must be uppermost in their minds."

Tall and distinguished, Chance Marley walked over to the dry sink, steadied himself with his cane, and then took his wife's hand. "Let's take a seat, baby," he said and led her over to the settee. "I think those kids are trying their best to get through each day as it comes. And if it means ignoring the inevitable, I think they will, as much as possible. Remember the way things were with us in-between Luke's shenanigans? How we tried to put him out of our minds, but at times things reared their ugly head?"

Beautiful blonde-haired Breanna, who still had no signs of graying in her hair, leaned into her husband and laid her head on his chest. "Yes," she said sadly," it's true, darling."

"The kids know Jiggs will be back. But dwelling on it will only eat at them. I've noticed their faraway looks at times."

"Since you mention it, so have I. While we were going through our own despair, I knew I could turn to you as you could to me." She looked into her husband's eyes. "If they hang onto each other, they'll make it, just as we did, C J." Her face took on a sorrowful expression. "But if they don't, grief will slip into their world and take over their lives. The Jiggs's of the world do not care one iota for anything or anyone past their own gratification."

=XXX=

The last time Jiggs was at the grimy non-descript Red Eye Saloon in Wiley Pass, he was too rough with Cherrie, so he stayed away for a few weeks. A whore is a whore. She'll take my money.

Clancy, the rotund and beady-eyed proprietor of the Red Eye Saloon, gripped the gun in his hand from its hiding place under the bar and aimed it. "You busted her up pretty bad, Jiggs. Since then, she's not been worth a plug nickel, so git. You're not welcome here."

Jiggs reached for his gun. 

Clancy shot and grazed Jiggs in the forearm, causing his gun to fall on the ground. "String, pick his gun up and give it to him outside. Now git, Jiggs, because the next shot will split your gizzard."

"Son-of-a-bitch! You'll pay for this, Clancy." Jiggs turned and stomped out of the saloon while cradling his bad arm.
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CHAPTER 3
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"If those who are gone too soon be not forgotten but live on in our heart and soul, then the gentle balance in one's life could be enriched even more."

––––––––
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=X= INSECURITIES =X=

––––––––
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EARLY WEDNESDAY MORNING at the jail, Lone Walker flicked his waist-length black hair over his left shoulder, then leaned against the wall with crossed arms. 

Brawny Sheriff Zack Allister sat at his desk with short wavy black hair while absently mindedly thumping his pencil on the desktop. 

"I tell you, little brother, since Nancy Jo and Candy had a run-in at the hotel a couple of weeks ago, I don't know what to do."

Zack laid down his pencil. "What do you mean—run-in? What did Nancy Jo do or say?" 

"Nancy Jo was her regular barb-toting, miserable self. But this time, she attacked my Candy about leaving herself go after having children." Lone Walker gave Zack a rundown of the skirmish.

"You don't believe Candace gives two-hoots-to-a-holler about what Nancy Jo says or does, do you? She always looks fantastic." 

"My heart says no, but my gut tells me Nancy Jo is capable of more trouble than a stable full of randy stallions. I don't know, Zack."

Zack got up, poured a coffee cup, and then handed it to Lone Walker before refilling his. "Of course, you and I both know how Nancy Jo loves to brag about her person. A case in point is her arrogant penchant for barbs when attacking Candace about having the children. And I suppose her jealous insecurity as well. Has she said or done anything more to her?"

"Hell, I don't know," Lone Walker grumbled, exasperated. "It seems like lately, Candy is more insecure. I'm sure it's the combination of Nancy Jo's shenanigans and the whole Jiggs issue intensifying."

"I can understand her being on edge for sure, but insecure? You can't be serious."

"I'm afraid so, little brother. As much as I hate to bring it up, it's been three months since Devlin's demise? As well, it was the last time Jiggs Docherty was seen. We both aren't naïve to think he's vanished."

Zack gave a sound of disgust. "True. What else do you think might make Candace feel unsafe, aside from what we've mentioned?"

"Me."

"You? Why do you say that?"

"I think without realizing it, the racial slurs toward Candy weigh on her mind more than she will admit—especially to me. She'll do whatever it takes to assure I don't see her anxiety."

"The hell, you say. No way—there never has been, and you know deep down, there never will be any racial bias in Candace where you're concerned. She loves you and your family to the moon and back. Could it also have to do with coming to terms with losing your son?"

"I hear what you're saying, little brother. And for the most part, I agree. But remember, Jiggs has called her my lily-white squaw at every opportunity since day one. I think she's been more affected in the back of her mind than even she lets on to me. I mean, she constantly reassures me it isn't so, and I love her for it. Yet, I think at some point that it will get to her—especially with Jiggs on the loose. To tell you the truth, I know she thinks about Griffin Strong Walker a lot. Hell, if I'm honest, so do I. The empty feeling of his loss never goes away, little brother."

Zack nodded with a frown. "I know what you mean. More so since you held the little guy in your arms. I can only imagine the pain you two have endured. You know, we'd do anything for you guys. Lace and I will never forget how you and Candace helped us through some dark times with Devlin."

Lone Walker smiled warmly. "That is the beauty of our family. We'll always be there for each other, little brother."

"Always have and always will. Hey, what if I ask Lace to go by for a visit and sound Candace out about things. As close as they are, if she is troubled, don't you think Lace would be the one to bring it out of her?"

Lone Walker sighed with relief. "I thought you'd never ask. Thanks."

Zack smiled. "Consider it done."

The jailhouse door opened, with Breanna entering. "Well, here are two of my three favorite sons."

"Hey, Ma," both men said while smiling as they each gave her a welcoming hug.

"Just why do I see you two standing around drinking coffee instead of hard at work, hmmm?"

"Occupational hazard when we don't have anyone to lock up," Lone Walker teased.

"Yeah, I stagger and cuff-'em. Big brother hustles and locks 'em up."

"Hey, I hope you aren't meaning to cuff and lock me up," Chance said, playing along with the fun as he entered the jail in a jovial mood.

Zack laughed. "Lone Walker, you better check out Pop for anything against the law." 

The room was in a celebratory state when another man walked in unnoticed. "Simply amazing how our townsfolk money is at work with you two standing around idle." 

"Well, my friend," Lone Walker said sarcastically. "We aim to please, Leroy."

"I am not now, nor will I ever be a friend to a half-breed." 

Lone Walker's smile turned retaliatory. "That's right, Leroy, being a friend entails having a heart. Yet, the Great One decided he needed a good laugh, so he saw fit to leave you defenseless without one."

Leroy's face turned red as he pointed his finger. "Just wait until Senator Thurman and I finish with you and your kind, you heathen."

"I can hardly wait, Mr. Bigot," Lone Walker spouted as Leroy turned on his heel and stormed out the door.

"Well, I never," Breanna said, "he didn't even say why he came in, for mercy's sake."

"Now you know why Lone Walker and I load up on prime jailhouse mud," Zack said, "for sheer endurance."

=XXX=

"It's nice to see you, Lacy Marie. Where's Skylar?" asked Candace.

"She's at the Perkins for the afternoon." 

The twins showed excitement when Codi Jo and her dog came giggling and running up their porch steps. The twins couldn't wait to run up to their cousin to talk gibberish. "Aunt Candace," Codi Jo said, "can me and Macaroni take the twins outside to play? Pleeeeze... can we?"

Lacy Marie saw the flicker of anxiety on Candace's face.

"Only if you stay on the porch with them," she said in a nervous tone. "You must promise me, darling, you won't leave the porch."

Codi Jo quizzically looked at her aunt with a shrug. "Okay. Come on, twins, let's go play."

"You seem a bit skittish," Lacy Marie said after the screen door slammed shut. "Do you want to talk about it?"

Silence overwhelmed the room as Candace grappled with an answer, although whimpers from Meggie Nevaeh's bedroom saved her from responding. "Ahhh, I'll be right back after I tend to the baby." Candace rose but stopped in the doorway. "Would you like to lay Chase on one of the beds?"

"Oh, no, as long as he's sleeping, I'll just hold him. Go on and take care of Meggie Nevaeh."

When Candace had not returned after a while, Lacy Marie decided it best to lay Chase down in Lil Zack Wind Walker's bed. After checking the baby's bedroom and finding it empty, she went down the hall to Candace's and Lone Walker's bedroom. Nothing broke her heart so much as seeing tears roll down the cheeks of her best friend, who was now her sister-in-law. She crossed the room to the nursing mother to sit on the bed. "Want to talk?"

Candace wiped a stray tear away. "I've not mentioned it to Lone Walker because I don't want him worrying about upsetting me. You know, he has so much on his mind with work and the children." She sniffled. "Like me, he's waiting and watching for Jiggs to return. I see him looking out the window sometimes, Lacy Marie. I can tell he's looking at our son's grave, and I sense he hasn't made peace any more than I have. Oh, we both have to a certain extent. But it's always lingering in the air between us." 
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