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Synopsis of Cowboys and Kisses


A one-way stage ticket to the frontier leaves a young woman penniless and alone in Long Grass, Wyoming. With no other hope than to survive another day, she takes up the only profession open to her. Years later she encounters the cowboy she can love, and her first taste of pleasure - and happiness.


Cowboys, however, are born to wander, and their kisses are as brief as the lives of young women without family or means. Accepting that her days will be numbered too few, Darlin' escapes into her scribblings where her dreams of freedom can soar over the limitless prairie.


When she recognizes her own truth and a chance for love in the longing gaze of a townswoman, will she finally find kisses she can trust?


Two determined women in a hostile world save themselves — and each other — in a lyric, sensual love story as only Karin Kallmaker can tell.
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Historical romance short novel; Lesbian, Sapphic, steamy, woman-loving-woman romance. 40,000 words. About the content: In the setting of the 1870s, the point-of-view character is a bordello worker who witnesses abuse and a botched surgery to end pregnancy. Her reactions to witnessing those events could be intense for some readers. Her experiences with women are the only explicit intimacy. Please read the free excerpt of Chapter One. 
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Part One






Long Grass













CHAPTER ONE






EVERY TIME THE BIG front door opened the wind blew in dust and a cowboy.


Cherry predicted we’d have twice the customers a week from now, when the fall drive reached its peak. As it was, with only the leading edges of the herds arriving in the waning days of late summer, the rooms were turning over three and four times a night. Cowboys entered flush with their season’s pay. Whiskey, a bath, and an hour or two of female company was all they had on their minds.


I kept my attention on my needlework. The door opened, there was a scuff of boots, and my unfashionable brown curls were overlooked again when the customer made his choice. Sooner or later I’d have to go upstairs. Cherry wasn’t running a sanctuary. She’d told us all that more than once, and I had no wish to have her do the picking for me.


The next time the wind blew in a customer I stole a quick glance. Not a cowboy this time, a local. Jinny caught his eye with a decisive gesture that warned the rest of us to keep in our places. Like most locals he wanted what a missus had no time or energy to give — a sympathetic ear and a quick tumble. In this case, the missus had passed. I’d have not minded being his choice. Jinny smiled and laughed all the way up the narrow stairs, her lively face a contrast to the faded roses in the wallpaper.


I smoothed the sewing floss and added a few more stitches to the kerchief I was needlessly embellishing. Needlework looked both industrious and genteel, but I only labored at it when there were customers in the parlor. I worried inside that I’d missed my best guest for the night. There were locals who weren’t nearly so easy to please. With the beginnings of the cattle drive in town there also were strangers whose needs were unknown and hard to anticipate. I showed ample curves as I worked under the brightest lamp, but compared to some of the other girls, I was not prime livestock.


Given a choice, what customer wouldn’t pick Angel over there, with her shining blond curls, air of innocence, and exuberant smile? She’d been here a year and it didn’t show. This cattle drive was the fourth I’d seen and, at seventeen, the years that didn’t show in my face were revealed in my eyes.


Angel was a nice enough girl. She drew customers easily, had worked her way to the best room in the house and could take off for blood days even. Since talking wasn’t what most guests wanted, few realized she was not just illiterate — most of the girls couldn’t read or cipher — but her common sense could fit in a pea. As Cherry said, she’d known turkeys smarter than Angel. No turkey ever made Cherry the money that Angel did, however, and in this place that is what counted.


I had all my brains, and what did they get me? If I did not have some additional use because I knew my letters and numbers, my earnings would not be enough to pay for the room where I made my money. As it was my meals were curtailed, both from my lack of earnings, and because Cherry was certain I would grow fat the older I got. Curves were valued at bosom and hip, but not at the waist.


I raised my face when the door next opened and felt my expression freeze stiff as a winter wash basin. Otis, the black boy who fetched water and whiskey and sometimes played the piano in the evenings, paused momentarily, then resumed his jaunty tune. All the girls found someplace else to look. Loomis — first name or last, I didn’t know. Trying to call no attention to myself I slowly refocused on my needlework, listening to the exchange between him and Cherry.


“Back so soon? We’re honored of course,” she said as she rose to greet him.


“Can’t disappoint the ladies,” he answered.


I knew he was staring at each of us, and I willed myself not to look up. Not me, I prayed. Please not me. I’d had several appointments with Loomis and didn’t want to repeat any aspect of them. He was a month of bad news rolled into a single hour. He hadn’t been pleased with me anyway, though like all men he got the finale he wanted. The last time his earlier displeasures had been part of what he’d wanted to tell me all about.


“We’ve got a fine variety tonight.”


He made a show of examining his horseflesh before venturing to buy. “I might take myself two.”


That was a relief. It would go easier for both. 


“Tell me,” Cherry said, her tone like sugar water, “that little girl you took in, Milla? How did she work out?”


His tone roughened with scorn. “Well, after I fed her and cleaned her up, gave her a warm place to sleep and treated her like family, she wandered off one night. Found her a few days later by following vultures. The thanks I get when she’d have starved all the sooner without me.”


I caught back a noise of distress that would have attracted everyone’s attention. Milla had been in the room next to mine until something had gone wrong with her. Cherry called it Prairie Madness, but it had started after she’d been sent out to a party for the first arrivals in this year’s cattle drive. Entertaining a group was one way Cherry could boost a girl’s earnings if she was unpopular with the house customers. Milla had been older than me, nearly twenty, and cost Cherry a doctor’s fee.


Needing the doctor to end the frequent by-product of our profession had become Cherry’s constant complaint since the Comstock Law had made it impossible to acquire French letters. They were too dear for most men to afford regardless, but none of us had seen any for going on a year now. The doctor made more money off of Cherry than anyone else in town.


Just a few days after Milla’s visit from the doctor, she’d been sent to entertain the first-arrived cowboys and drovers and come back to her room not the same. She wouldn’t smile. Couldn’t smile. We have to smile, I had warned her. Milla wasn’t stupid, and I liked her. She’d been nice to me when I’d first arrived.


But she wouldn’t listen to me and as predictable as sunrise, Cherry put her out. Milla had just folded in on herself and huddled at the back door, like a horse that knows it has no run left.


I’d tried to slip her food out the door with a tin of water at least once a day, but when Loomis noticed that she was on the street, he’d taken her with him. I’d seen him half-carry her to the wagon. The stupid, hopeless girl. She could have offered herself to a farmer for the harvest work and anything else the hands might want. At least that would have meant a nook in the barn and food. There was a chance that after harvest was done the wife wouldn’t have run Milla off if she’d proved herself useful for anything. Another girl had told me she knew of a girl who’d been taken in by a family because she knew how to butcher, of all things.


It was a hope at least, while staying outside Cherry’s back door was no hope — if not Loomis, someone else. Men like Loomis were the end.


I blinked back tears, thinking of Milla wandering in the tall grass, no path to help in sight. I didn’t want that future but every year the cattle drive seemed to make it more unavoidable. But I wouldn’t go to Loomis. I’d plow fields with my bare hands before Loomis.


“Some girls haven’t any sense.” Cherry turned slowly to look over the room herself.


Not me, I prayed again, more fervently. Please not me.


“I’d not had use of her anywhere near what I spent to feed her up.” Loomis made further grousing noises, as if Cherry was responsible for her cast-off property, and I knew what Cherry would do.


“Teena and Jade, you show our guest here upstairs, won’t you?”


Not Angel, she was too valuable. Teena and Jade were the next prettiest girls there were and that would silence Loomis’s complaints. He’d have whined further about his lost food in Milla’s stomach had Cherry chosen the likes of me.


I was weak with relief. Luck was not something I counted on, though, and I knew I’d have to make an effort to earn more than an hour tonight. Milla had been silly to put herself at Loomis’s mercy.


The door blew open again and I looked up, too wary to actually hope for a decent enough local man, like Jinny’s regular. This cowboy was on the small side, saddlebags and coiled whip slung over one shoulder, very dirty, but as full of bravado as the lot of them. Along with a gust of dust the air was now laden with the strong stink of horse and cow.


A few of those swaggering steps inside the parlor, however, and I knew that I wanted that dark gaze to seek out mine. But like so many, it turned instead to the yellow curls and voluptuous promise that Angel offered as she leaned over the piano.


Otis didn’t know Chopin from Mozart, but I could hum a little of something and he’d pick it up right away and make it a tune of his own. I sometimes wished I remembered more from the family years to add to his repertoire. Mostly he played campfire tunes and church music everyone knew, at a joyful pace that added to the sparkle of the lamplight. Just then the tune was sweet, as sweet as Angel’s welcoming expression.


The new cowboy came to a stop mid-room. A glance at Cherry, who nodded permission, brought an easy nod in return. Otis stopped playing as the cowboy took two steps nearer to Angel.


With a charming half-bow, the cowboy gestured at Otis but never stopped looking at Angel, who was smiling back an anticipatory yes. The girl hadn’t a brain in her head, and likely didn’t know what I — and Cherry no doubt — had figured out at the cowboy’s first step.


“Please,” the cowboy said to Otis, in a voice thickened by trail dust. “‘If music be the food of love…’”


Angel simpered. Otis looked confused.


My needlework tight in my hands, I said smoothly, “‘If music be the food of love, play on.’”


The cowboy swung round to face me.


Dark eyes studied me, and I returned the favor with my own intensity as I added, “Duke Orsino, Twelfth Night, act one, scene one, line one.”


“This girl,” the cowboy said to Cherry, pointing at me. In a voice softened by anticipation, she added, “For the night.”


I rose with all the grace I could muster and took her upstairs.





























CHAPTER TWO






“I’M NOT A MAN,” she said as we reached my door. Her voice held neither apology nor bravado.


“I know,” I answered. Looking down the dim hallway I called to Aaron, one of Otis’s kin. “Hot bath, please.” The request was acknowledged with a wave.


“Thank you,” the cowboy said. “I haven’t seen one for a month of Sundays.”


“‘Out, damned spot, out, I say,’” I quoted. I paused to light a rush from the lamp outside my door, then led the cowboy into the room.


The small space wasn’t close to the best Cherry had to offer. I’d had a better room when I’d first arrived. Young, unused, and fully developed, my customers had been eager, and the room had reflected my value.


I did not miss my former grandeur in the house because none of the other girls envied me my tiny space. No one schemed to take anything from me; it’s the reward for having so little.


As I quickly lit the lamp, I prided myself that my room was at least clean. The window was small but faced the street instead of the general store’s wall or a cattle pen. On a sunny morning I could look past the church and the mud of trampled earth and see where the tall grass began, then on as far as the horizon. The view was my one luxury, as was the relatively sweet-smelling air in warm months like this one.


Otherwise, the small room was taken up mostly by the bed. My linens I changed twice a week when once was the house rule. There was enough floor space left for the bathing tub when it was needed. An old drapery covered the small alcove where I kept all that mattered to me, obscuring it from the bed. I turned the lamp flame as high as it would go, but the tint of the aging wallpaper drained the room of light.


From behind me the cowboy said, “Not many of your kind know the Bard.”


“Not many of your kind do either,” I replied, my tone not nearly so flattering as what Angel would have no doubt managed.


Her only answer was to hang her well-creased hat on the bedpost, then sling her gun belt, whip, and saddlebags on the chair. The dust-choked vest fell to the ground.


“The boy can clean your clothes, if you want.” I busied myself helping with buttons and ties. The stench of horse, cow, and woman was powerful, and I pledged a small amount of my carefully hoarded dandelion oil to the cause of a more pleasant evening and sheets I’d not regret sleeping on later.


“That would be welcome.”


Aaron knocked, then entered noisily with the bath, still wet from its last occupant.


“I’ll be wanting enough water to fill it twice before I’m done,” the cowboy told Aaron, who nodded respectfully and ducked out.


“He doesn’t speak,” I told her. “So, what am I to call you?”


The deep brown eyes sparkled. “Orsino?”


“Alas, I don’t think I can play Viola.” She was far too joyful and pure for the life I lived.


“Then I shall be Falstaff, and you a merry wife.”


I smiled, grateful she’d not used the other word that began with W. Most of the guests used it affectionately, but the respectable women and the preacher used it like a knife, with little jabs. “If you want to hear yourself called Falstaff long into the night —”


“Connor,” she said quickly. “Everybody calls me Connor.”


“Family name?”


She shrugged. “Just a name.”


There was no point in asking further. Nobody this far out on the prairie had any name but the one they called you. “I’m Darlin’,” I told her. “Just Darlin’.”


I continued to help remove the trappings of a cowboy. The scars of her trade were evident in the two fingers on her left hand that had mended crookedly from a break, and a burn on her right shoulder that suggested a calf had objected to the branding iron. A bump on her nose spoke of brawls, but not too many, and the washboard ribs of just enough food to support hard work.


“Where’d you stable your horse?”


“Argo’s at the one with the foul-tempered owner.”


“You’ve described both. North or south of town?”


“North.”


“Ingle’s got two good hands who know their horseflesh,” I said, repeating what numerous guests had told many of us. “The tanner’s apprentices are excellent with cleaning and fixing saddles too.”


I felt her relax. Cowboys and their horses — neither would rest happy if the other wasn’t comfortable. I didn’t know why I cared but I wanted to make sure Connor slept well. She’d bought me for the night which gave me a break from Cherry’s scowls. Given her weariness, the night would not be filled only with shivering cries. Sleep would follow, after she discovered her bed mate knew enough about pleasing a woman to make that part of the evening as enjoyable as the bath — and perhaps a mite more memorable.


Once her clothes were scattered on my floor, I offered her my dressing gown just as Aaron and Otis knocked and lugged in large buckets of warm water. After I let them out of my room, I caught sight of Connor and had to stifle a giggle.


She frowned. “Go ahead, say it.”


“Your horse would likely look better in my dressing gown than you do.” I tipped my head to assess her. “You look more like a woman in men’s breeches than in my clothes.”


“I get taken for a man often enough, but I don’t care. It’s not like there’s any other choice of clothing that makes sense. Some fool women do their branding and riding in skirts, but I can’t rope a calf sitting side saddle in a corset.”


I sprinkled bath oil into the water, then stood back as Aaron and Otis appeared again with more buckets to empty into the bath. “Most goods from Mr. Ward’s catalog don’t make sense for life in Long Grass, let alone on the Goodnight-Loving Cattle Trail.”


“Where are you from originally?”


I shrugged. “Does it matter? Everybody out here is from somewhere else, except the Pawnee and Cheyenne. I’m told the native women get along fine without corsets and bustles. They even ride horses astride.” I knew little of their lives, and the woodcut illustrations in the newspaper didn’t resemble any of the native traders I’d rarely glimpsed from my window.


“Most ride better than I ever will. I’m going to guess you’re from up Boston way? Otherwise I’d say you were from ‘round here.”


“You’re not wrong,” I hedged. My family had cast me out, and I had no desire to identify them.


“Lots of people in a city like that. No sky, no air. No real horses.”


“I’m not sure the horses would agree.”


“They don’t know what it is to run. A life spent pulling a cart is like living in a cage.” She shook off a shudder.


I might have said something about cages and living in them. Milla had discovered the vast cage of the prairie, hadn’t she? The sky went on forever, but she hadn’t been able to escape.


I said none of that, because in spite of the near-unheard of rarity of a woman customer, she was just that — a customer. Other than the specifics of my talents I would later put to use, I would treat her like any man who’d bought me for the night. Most customers don’t like it when they feel as if they’ve bought something that wasn’t willingly for sale. It’s a necessary lie for the purpose of commerce, that we were all here by choice.


A choice between living or dying was not a choice.


New girls wanted to believe they had a choice, though, until they came up short in their earnings or needed the doctor’s scraping. Then their lack of options became painfully clear. Milla had once upon a time called herself lucky to make money on her back instead of as a slave to a crop or a herd of cows. She must have felt differently after the doctor, all that blood for days, then the…party.


“Sounds to me like you’re from farther south than I am.”


“Yes ma’am.” She sketched a bow. “I’ve spent some time back and forth on the Chisholm Trail, but originally I’m from Charleston, then San Antonio.”


“Why you’re just a southern belle, then.”


“Like none my mama ever did see.” The humor of our banter was in her eyes but something else flitted over her face. She was perhaps thirty — she may well have been in the south when Sherman cut his bloody swath across it nearly a decade past. Half the town was folks who’d run from the south and kept running until this place claimed them.


White and black alike, if you could survive and figure a way to make coin, you were free to stay and build a new life. Some found, as the natives had, that keeping their land or product of their labor was another thing entirely — especially if what they had was desired by someone more powerful, be it hard-scrabble land for cattle, or, as I knew so well, merely a room with a better view.


Until the preacher had shown up a year ago, no one had cared how anyone managed to live. It may not be godly, but at least there had been no confusion. You presumed your neighbor had no thought but himself and you were never disappointed. If I never forgot that Cherry’s first concern was money, I would survive much longer in this house than Milla had.


Aaron and Otis clattered in with the last buckets. Connor flipped them both a coin on their way out, saying, “In about twenty minutes bring another round.”


The door no sooner closed than she slipped off my dressing gown and sank gratefully into the water. It turned black seconds after she curled up enough to submerge.


She wasn’t tall, not even as tall as I was, and her skin was leather dark where the sun had touched it, and pale but for grime where it hadn’t. Her back and hips were also marked with scars of her work — rope burns, nicks, and the jagged tears of bull horns. There was no doubt that she worked a herd.


The gun said she was a cowboy, not merely a drover. What amazed me was that she was small for the work. Light on horseback, I figured. Maybe that was a good trait, time to time. But even on a trained horse a bull would be a formidable weight to master.


With a splutter she sat up in the water. “That’s a piece of heaven.”


Taking my gentlest soap from next to my ewer, I positioned myself behind her. Running the bar over the breadth of her shoulders, I appreciated the muscles that corded her arms. I slowly soaped from neck to elbow, but when I moved the bar over her stomach, she took it from me and washed her front herself.


My hands were sudsy enough to rub into her hair. After a few minutes of scrubbing, she passed the bar back to me and I lathered her hair more carefully. It was short, shorter than I’d ever seen on a woman, but it didn’t put me in mind of a man either. Nothing about her had me thinking about men. I felt an unusual twinge of anticipation. I did not know what she might like, but as she relaxed under my hands, I knew she would not be cruel.


“What else of Shakespeare do you know?” With a sigh she slipped lower into the filthy but still warm water.


“‘Shake the yoke of inauspicious stars from this world-wearied flesh,’” I quoted as I scrubbed her shoulders again.


She turned in the tub and our gazes locked, and something there in her depths stole my breath. Her voice like the memory of a smoky fire, she added, “‘Eyes, look your last. Arms, take your last embrace.’”


I didn’t recall the rest of Romeo’s speech, except the end. “‘Thus with a kiss I die.’”


Her lips parted enough for her to say, “Oh, surely there won’t be death in your kisses, Darlin’.”


The half-smile of promise, the flutter in my lashes — flirtation suddenly came to me easily. “I had quite the opposite in mind.”


She leaned toward me with a now open grin, but a knock at the door brought me to my feet. “Fresh bath water.”


While Connor waited again in my dressing gown, Aaron and Otis emptied the bath with their buckets, flinging the water from my window to the yard below. When the tub was empty enough, they poured the remaining contents out in a single slosh, then repeated their multiple trips with fresh water. Connor stood quietly throughout, then tossed each another coin. I locked my door behind them and turned to her, my heart beating in a long-forgotten rhythm.


She slipped off the dressing gown again and, hell fire be damned, nothing about her put me in mind of a man. Her shoulders were broad and strong, yes, but her breasts were full and tipped with roses. Some of Cherry’s girls would envy their weight and shape. “Join me, Darlin’?”


“The tub’s not that big.”


“I think if we’re very close it could be a good fit.”


My fingers were trembling. She wanted me bare and of course she could have what she wanted, but there was something in her eyes that confused me. I wasn’t used to taking all my clothes off, either. She had bought me for the night, I reminded myself, not the half-hour.


She sank into the water with a deep sigh and closed her eyes. “I feel nearly human.”


“You’re less horse, that’s for certain.” I turned my back to undo my bodice, feeling unaccountably modest. You’re not a lady, I told myself. You’re a whore and you should be stripping for her. That’s what she wants.


I turned around again, my practiced smile ready, but her eyes were still closed. I finished with my laces, skirts, and chemise. Only when my hand stirred the water did she open her eyes to look at me.


“Glory be,” she said softly. “You are all woman, aren’t you?”
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