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Chapter One


New York City, Summer 1889


“WE’RE IN A WORLD OF TROUBLE, EMILY JEAN.” Maxwell Wise paused before Emily Jean Bartlett’s desk, waiting impatiently for her to finish writing her sentence.


When Max cleared his throat for the third time, Emily finally looked up, and the chastisement teetering on the tip of her tongue died suddenly at the ashen look on her publisher’s face. Max was not a man given to hysteria or theatrics, so it was obvious that something was terribly wrong.

After setting down her ink pen, she gathered up the sheets of her latest dime novel, The Montana Kid, and pushed them aside, intending to transcribe them later on the typewriting machine, as was her practice.

She hadn’t decided yet whether or not the Kid was going to kill off the determined sheriff anyway, so it was probably just as well that she had more time to think the scene through. Fight scenes were always the most difficult for her to write; she absolutely abhorred violence. That was a bit ironic, considering the type of lurid novels she wrote.

“What’s wrong? You look like you’ve lost your last friend.”

“More like my business.” He waved a piece of paper at her. “I’ve just received another dunning notice. The third in as many days.” Heaving a dispirited sigh, he eased himself into the oak chair fronting her desk, looking far older than his fifty-eight years. His kind gray eyes were troubled, and the deep frown he wore only added to the numerous wrinkles etched across his forehead.

“Wise Publishing is failing, Emily Jean. I don’t know what we’re going to do. I’ve got stacks of bills and little money to pay them.”

His words were leaden and laced with defeat, alarming the young novelist. Max Wise had excellent business instincts. He was not one to turn tail and run from a problem. He thrived on a good fight. In the three years Emily had worked for him, he had waged many a battle on behalf of his publishing house, and her.

Unlike novelists who wrote a completed manuscript, then sold it to a publisher for a sum of money, Emily was a work-for-hire writer. Max planned the books he wanted written, hired authors to pen them, then packaged them up and sold them to the public.

The job didn’t pay a great deal, but what she’d learned from Max about writing and the publishing business in the last three years couldn’t be measured monetarily.

“I’ve got a little money put aside—”

“No!” Insulted by the offer, Max shook his head. “You should know me better than that by now. I would never take your money.”

Emily did know better, but she had to try just the same. Max was like a father to her. He had hired her to work for him when no one else would, had saved her from becoming destitute after her own parents had cut her off both financially and emotionally. She owed him. And if her meager savings could help him out of his present predicament, then she wanted him to have it.

“Don’t be so proud and stubborn,” she scolded gently. “You helped me when I needed it. I want you to take the money. It’s the least I can do to repay you for your many kindnesses.”

His affectionate smile held a great deal of sadness. “You have a good heart, Emily, and it’s always in the right place. But I’m afraid that your hard-earned funds won’t be enough to pay off my creditors.”

“But I thought you said that my last book had sold very well.” Though Blood on the Moon had received some rather scathing reviews, it had sold nearly sixty-four thousand copies. Not bad for a book that was said to have “set the publishing world back a hundred years with its lurid prose and insipid characters.” Emily still had the newspaper clipping. She kept it tucked in the bottom of her reticule and read it aloud whenever her determination to succeed began to waver. The New York Times’s reviewer might not have believed that E. J. Bartlett had any talent, but she knew better. And one day the world would know it, too.

“We’ve been losing money these past two years, despite the modest success of your dime novels.” Max’s admission made Emily’s eyes widen in surprise. “But even the works of E. J. Bartlett can’t help me compete with the larger publishing houses like Beadles and Adams or Frank Leslie, who are putting out these books in much greater quantities and have far more authors than I to crank out the stories.”

Emily frowned at the mention of the two publishers who had turned down her repeated requests for employment. They hadn’t wanted to take a chance on a woman writing pulp fiction. Even if that woman had ability. They were shortsighted men with no eye for competence and talent, both possessing a definite lack of taste, in her humble opinion.

“There must be something we can do to turn things around. Wise Publishing has been part of the New York literary scene for years. You’ve a wonderful reputation for honesty and integrity. Surely a bank or private lender will—”

“Your naiveté is showing, Emily Jean.” Max hated to poison the young woman’s optimistic attitude with a heavy dose of reality. Emily’s unfailing optimism was one of the many things he loved about her. There was nothing that Emily Jean Bartlett thought she couldn’t accomplish if she put her mind to it. Her eager, fearless determination to succeed was one of the reasons he’d hired her. In her he’d glimpsed a small piece of himself thirty years before.

“I’ve already been that route, and they all say the same thing: Wise Publishing needs a commercial or literary success to get back on top, to become a viable risk. And we’re not cranking out literary masterpieces, if you get my meaning.”

“But—”

“The way it stands now, I figure we’ve got six months, eight tops, to get the house back on firm financial footing before creditors shut us down for good. In that time I’ve got to figure out a way to sell more books.”

Emily drummed ink-stained fingers on the desktop, contemplating the situation. Six months didn’t afford her a great deal of time to implement a plan whereby she could write a commercially appealing book.

True, dime novels weren’t literary masterpieces, but she ventured a guess that they outsold literary fiction two to one. At least one dime novel was listed in each issue of The Bookman literary magazine’s “Books on Demand” column, which featured the country’s best-selling books. The list was compiled from bookstore sales in sixteen cities across the nation. And if a book appeared on the list it usually sold even more copies.

The key to commercial success, aside from making The Bookman’s best-seller list, was the subject matter. Something provocative and bold that would grab the public’s attention, like the Buffalo Bill books that were currently so popular.

Legendary buffalo hunter and Indian scout William F. Cody had had numerous dime novels written about him. Readers couldn’t get enough of his daring exploits. He, along with Wild Bill Hickock, had given rise to the success of the dime novel industry.

Aimed at the working class, the books were sold at newspaper stands, in retail establishments, and by mail order, their covers purposely provocative to entice the buying public to plunk down their hard-earned money. Though the books took a great deal of literary license with the truth, readers didn’t seem to mind, for they were eager to gain insight into the West of the 1800s. They clamored for more thrills, more derring-do, insatiable in their appetite for western heroes and heroines.

Authors and publishers who wanted to succeed gave the readers what they wanted, often going to great lengths to get those stories written. Wise Publishing could do no less.

After a moment Emily said, “What we need isn’t just one book, but a series of books on the same subject. A series that will enthrall the buying audience and have them clamoring for more.” She ignored the older man’s skeptical look and continued.

“I attended a production of Buffalo Bill Cody’s Wild West Show some months back, and—”

“Writing a successful series is a feat easier said than done, I’m afraid,” Max interrupted on a sigh. “Beadles and Adams have pretty much cornered the market on Buffalo Bill Cody and his escapades. The books are selling faster than hotcakes. I don’t think—”

“I’m not talking about doing another series on Cody, Max. I’m talking about someone else—someone who’s never been written about, but who’s a legend in his own time. I saw the man perform when Cody’s show came to New York last January. He was” — tall, handsome, and quite unforgettable—“larger than life.”

She remembered the moment she had first laid eyes on Jess Murdock. In a blaze of gunfire, he had ridden his white stallion into the arena. It had been a glorious sight, theatrical in the extreme. The man was the stuff dashing heroes were made of, and she had not been unaffected. Even now when she thought of the handsome cowboy her palms started to sweat.

With a perplexed look, Max scratched his head. “Who is this so-called legend, then? And why haven’t we written about him before now?”

“Because Jess Murdock has purposely chosen to keep a low profile.” An incongruous idea, considering his present profession and the fact that he performed before thousands of people every year.

A shrill whistle flew from Max’s lips. “Jess Murdock. I’ve heard of him. He was married for a time, but his wife deserted him. Big scandal. Nasty stuff. There was a child, I believe.” The excitement in the astute publisher’s eyes started to burn.

Emily couldn’t comprehend why any mother would willingly give up her child, and she wondered what had prompted Jess Murdock’s wife to run off. As intriguing as the mystery was, she dismissed it with a wave of her hand. “As interesting as that tidbit of news may be, that’s not what’s going to sell books. The fact that Jess Murdock’s performed with the Wild West show, is rumored to have killed fifty-seven men while marshal of Abilene, busted broncs, distinguished himself at the Battle of the Little Big Horn, and led a hell-raising kind of life is what’s going to sell books. He’s done enough in his lifetime to warrant a whole series of books about his adventures, like the series done on Cody that’s selling like there’s no tomorrow.”

Max rubbed his chin in contemplation. “What you say may be true. But I don’t have many writers left on the payroll to do a series. Those who remain are already committed to other projects. Who am I going to get to write it?”

Emily smiled confidently and poked herself in the chest. “Me. I write fast. You know I’m good. And I already have a fairly large reading audience.”

“Now, Emily . . .”

Before he could protest, she added quickly, “Normally we sell about sixty thousand copies of one of our dime novels. Isn’t that right?”

“Yes, but—”

“I think we could double, even triple, that amount with the cowboy’s story. By placing ads in large newspapers, printing handouts ahead of the publication date that could be distributed through the mail, in bookstores, public libraries, and elsewhere, we could reserve, even sell, copies of the book before it hits the street.

“If we garner enough enthusiasm, attract enough attention, the series on Jess Murdock could very well be the salvation of Wise Publishing.”

Max tempered Emily’s eagerness with a dose of common sense. “If the man doesn’t seek the limelight, Emily Jean, what makes you think he’ll agree to be interviewed? Jess Murdock’s probably had lucrative offers before, and we cannot afford to pay him.”

“Leave that to me,” she replied, undaunted. “I can be very persuasive when I put my mind to it.”

Still extremely skeptical, Max worried at the confidence shining brightly on the young woman’s face. Impulsiveness was one of Emily’s greatest faults. She tended to leap before she looked, and he couldn’t afford any missteps at this time. Not when the future of Wise Publishing hung in the balance.

And though Emily’s creative business plan to make money off of Jess Murdock’s fame was tempting, Max had certain scruples about invading people’s privacy. “I’m not a vulture, Emily Jean, so if the man doesn’t want his story written—”

“Not want!” Astonishment touched her face, her eyes growing round as saucers, as if such a thing were totally incomprehensible. “Of course Jess Murdock will want his story written. The man’s been in the public eye for years. Obviously he’ll want the attention. Who wouldn’t want to be glorified like Hickock or Cody? We’re offering him the chance of a lifetime.”

Max was still not convinced. “I don’t know. . . .”

Reaching out, Emily squeezed his hand. “Trust me, Max. When Jess Murdock: Legend of the West hits the streets, it’s going to be a sensation. The biggest thing since the invention of the telephone. You can fire me if that isn’t so.”

Rolling his eyes heavenward, he held up his hands in surrender. “And who will drive me nuts if I do?”

Smiling confidently, Emily reached for a fresh sheet of paper and proceeded to write Jess Murdock a letter.

• • •

Clutching the telegram to her breast, Emily gazed at the open valise on her bed and grinned from ear to ear. After months of waiting, she had finally discovered the whereabouts of Jess Murdock. And not from the man himself.


All of the letters she had sent to him in care of the Wild West show had been returned unopened. Then, one day a few weeks back, she had received a note from someone named Belle Starling, self-proclaimed “Queen of the Western Plains,” who had written to say that Jess Murdock was no longer performing with the show.

Devastated by the setback, but by no means defeated, and certainly not as upset as Max when he’d heard the disappointing news, she had used a portion of her meager savings and enlisted the aid of the Pinkerton Detective Agency. The missive she now held was from them, informing her that Jess Murdock had been found living on the outskirts of True Love, Montana, on a cattle ranch, of all things.

Although the man had begun his illustrious career as a cowboy, Emily couldn’t believe that a popular Wild West show performer, a man as legendary as Jess Murdock, would be content to live on a cattle ranch among smelly cows out in the middle of nowhere. Not after everything he had experienced in his lifetime.

She had pictured him doing something far more exciting, like sailing on a steamship to some exotic port of call or living in a mansion high atop a hill in San Francisco surrounded by luxurious things. But she had not pictured him rusticating in True Love, Montana.

True Love. It was a romantic name for a town, she mused, tucking it away in her vast repertoire of useless but often used knowledge. An author never knew when a name would find its way between the pages of a book. True Love might just make a wonderful addition to the romantic novel she was planning to write one day.


A big fan of Jane Austen and Charlotte Brontë, Emily intended to follow in their footsteps and write a heartwarming and poignant tale of love conquering all. She considered the penny dreadfuls she was presently composing to be stepping-stones to the kind of literature she was truly interested in pursuing. Her ultimate career goal was to pen the best, most widely read romantic novel of all time.

She hadn’t told Max her plan as yet. The publisher viewed romantic novels as fluffy costume dramas and wouldn’t be at all pleased to learn that she intended to write one.

The idea of costumes diverted Emily’s attention back to the pile of clothing littering the bed. What was one wearing in True Love, Montana, these days? She had no earthly idea how big the town was, where it was situated in the vast state, or how on earth she was going to get there.

“First things first, Emily Jean,” she told herself, fingering the expensive but out-of-date fashions. She hadn’t had the money to buy anything new since leaving her parents’ opulent brick mansion over three years before.

Clothing was something she’d never really given much thought to, anyway. Her mother had been the one who loved to shop and had always kept Emily’s wardrobe closet full of the latest creations from New York and Paris. But that had been before the falling-out she’d had with her parents over her refusal to wed her father’s business associate, Thomas Neely, and her plan to pursue a career as a novelist.

Marian and Louis Bartlett had had Emily’s future all planned out for her, which included marriage to Mr. Neely, a half dozen grandchildren, and Emily’s transformation to a proper pillar of New York society.

They had been appalled at the idea that one of their children wanted to work for wages as a “hack,” a writer. Especially when that child was female—a socially elite female from New York’s East Side.

“It’s a woman’s role to marry and have children,” her mother had said.

“Women do not work for a living,” Louis Bartlett thundered on numerous occasions.

Though Emily had tried to explain that she didn’t love Thomas Neely, had no plan to marry anyone at this time in her life, and desired a writing career above all else, they would hear none of it, stating that a career in publishing was foolish, impractical, and totally out of the question.

Her heartfelt pleas had fallen on deaf ears. In the end, she had packed her bags and moved out and had not laid eyes on her parents since that day three years ago.

Fortunately her younger sister, Elaine, and brothers Herbert and Harry had sought her out at the publishing house from time to time, and she’d been able to stay abreast of all the latest developments in their lives, much to her relief. She missed them dreadfully.

Truth be told, she missed her parents, too, but she was too proud and still smarting over their rejection to take the first step toward reconciliation, though Max had encouraged her to do so numerous times.

“You’ll be sorry someday, Emily Jean, if you don’t make amends with your parents. They’re the only family you’ve got, and I know deep in their hearts that they love you.


“I wish I hadn’t been as stubborn or strict with my own daughter.”

Max’s daughter had run away when he had refused to allow her to marry a man outside their religious persuasion. She died later in childbirth, and Max had never laid eyes on her again. Ten years had passed and he still grieved deeply, blaming himself for what he considered to be his “proud stupidity.”

Emily sighed. “Maybe someday,” she whispered, then refocused her attention on the problem of what to pack.

After casting a thoughtful eye on a gray foulard silk gown, she tossed it into the valise along with a jaunty green tam-o’-shanter and several other articles of clothing that she deemed absolutely necessary to take with her.

She might be traveling to the wilds of Montana, but there was no reason not to look her best when she encountered Jess Murdock for the first time.

• • •

“Jess Murdock actually invited you to come to his ranch in Montana?” Max continued pacing back and forth across the confines of his smoke-filled office, the disbelief on his face clearly evident, his searching gaze growing more intent as he stared at the young woman before him.

Emily detested cigarettes and moved to open a window, grateful she didn’t have to look Max squarely in the eye as she added more embellishments to her tale. “I received his letter late last evening. I’m leaving for Montana first thing tomorrow morning. I’ve already purchased a train ticket as far west as Billings. I’ll have to take a stage from there to True Love.”


“True Love? He lives in a place called True Love?” Max rolled his eyes, then shook his head. “You’re leaving tomorrow? I don’t know how I let you talk me into this, Emily Jean. I’m not comfortable with the idea of you traveling clear across the country to interview some hell-raising cowboy you’ve never met. It could be dangerous, and—”

She scoffed at the idea of danger. This was 1889 after all. There were no Indians on the warpath, no herds of buffalo to impede train travel—greedy people like Bill Cody had killed them all. Emily expected her journey to True Love would prove quite boring, which was most unfortunate. She craved a little excitement in her life.

Though she enjoyed her work as a dime novelist, writing other people’s adventures and living vicariously through them was no substitute for the real thing.

Her parents had sheltered her from the harsh realities of life while she was growing up. And even though she’d had a taste of hardship and hard work living in the real, unprivileged world these past three years, she still had experienced only a small measure of what life was truly about.

Now was the opportunity to see for herself, to experience life to the fullest. To visit the Wild West and see firsthand the places she had written about but never visited. To experience the thrill of the wide-open spaces, the adventure and excitement she could only imagine.

There was also the lure of Jess Murdock. Since her first encounter with the legend, she had dreamed of seeing him again, hungered to learn more about the man who had fueled the imagination of many, including her own.

She clutched her publisher’s arm tightly, hoping she could ease the tension and worry from his face. “Max, you know perfectly well that time is our enemy. I must move quickly if we are to stay ahead of the creditors. And we wouldn’t want Mr. Murdock to change his mind, now, would we?” She held her breath and hoped she sounded convincing enough, believing that Jess Murdock was their only hope.

His frown deepened as he held out his hand. “Let me see Murdock’s letter.”

She swallowed. “It’s . . . it’s in my room, packed with all my other things. But let me assure you that Mr. Murdock is quite excited about the possibility of having me write a series of novels based on his exploits.” Though she hated lying to Max, she knew it couldn’t be helped. He would never have agreed to let her go if he discovered that Jess Murdock hadn’t consented to her visit. Her publisher was far more principled than she and far too proud to do what she considered to be for his own good. And her own.

Max had been trained as a journalist and had taught her that getting the story was the most important thing to a writer. She was only following his tutelage.

And it wouldn’t be a lie if she succeeded, she told herself.

Convinced that what she was about to do was the right thing, and the only recourse Wise Publishing had left if they were to remain in business, Emily kissed Max on the cheek, made her farewells, and barreled out of the office before the older man could form any further protestations about her imminent journey west.



 

Chapter Two


En Route to True Love, Montana, Autumn 1889


AS THE STAGECOACH ROCKED AND BUCKED LIKE A WILD mustang, careening down the rocky incline toward True Love, Emily’s bottom refused to stay put on the leather-covered seat, and she knew she’d be black and blue by the time she arrived at her destination. The bustle she had foolishly donned beneath her charcoal gray traveling suit was likely to catapult her clear through the roof, and landing on the damn wire cage again was not an experience she’d care to repeat any time soon.


Her traveling companion seated directly across from her had boarded the coach in Judith Gap. Elderly, with thinning white hair parted straight down the middle and slicked down on both sides, he was as wrinkled and shriveled as an apple left out in the sun to dry, and not much taller than Emily herself. He’d been asleep for much of the trip. A blessing, since she didn’t feel particularly talkative at the moment.


The journey from New York on the Northern Pacific Railroad had been tiring, unbearably monotonous, and without incident. There were times when she’d actually longed for the sight of those all-but-extinct stampeding buffalo. Even a marauding Indian or two would have been welcome, offering respite from the mind-numbing tedium of crossing the plains. So far nothing about the Wild West had been anything like what she’d imagined or written about.

The danger Max had worried himself over had been conspicuously absent, unless one counted the awful food and sleeping conditions. She only hoped True Love had better accommodations, but she wasn’t holding her breath. From what she’d gleaned from the folks back at the train station in Billings, True Love was a small ranching community without a great deal of amenities.

Emily longed for a hot bath, a decent meal, and a good night’s sleep, preferably on clean, sweet-smelling sheets, and she prayed fervently that the town had, at the very least, a respectable hotel.

“Haw! Haw!” the driver shouted, cracking his whip as he urged the team to gallop faster. The horses’ pace increased. The stagecoach seemed to be flying through the air when all of a sudden one of the wheels hit a rut in the road and landed with a jolt, nearly propelling the startled passengers skyward.

Emily screeched, gripped the edge of the seat with both hands, and shut her eyes, praying silently for deliverance. A gravelly sound alerted her to the fact that her snoring companion was now wide awake. She opened her eyes to discover that the old geezer was laughing at her.


“First time riding a stage, young woman?” Though he was shouting at her, Emily could barely hear what he was saying above the incessant wind howling through the windows.

She nodded. “Yes. I’m on my way to True Love. And I don’t care if I never have the pleasure of riding in one of these contraptions again. It’s caused me a great deal of consternation.”

Cupping his ear, he leaned forward. “Eh? What’d you say? You’re suffering from constipation? Eat prunes, young woman. That’s what I do. Works wonders for the bowels. At my age you’ve got to do something about the plumbing. Tends to get backed up, if you know what I mean.”

Nearly choking on her embarrassment, Emily blushed, but if the man noticed that he’d offended her by his outrageous comments, he gave no indication. “I’m not used to traveling by stage,” she said, hoping to clear up the humiliating miscommunication.

“Sage is good for seasoning meat. But for constipation prunes is the only thing that gives relief. Mark my words, you’ll be much happier if you take my advice.”

It was painfully obvious that the elderly gentleman had a hearing problem, and Emily decided that it would not be worth the effort or further embarrassment to try to make herself understood. She had more pressing problems at the moment, like not being catapulted into the heavens.

“Oh!” she exclaimed when the stage listed dangerously to the left and she was tossed in that direction.

“Name’s Woolsey. Hiram Woolsey,” the man continued, seemingly unfazed by the motion of the coach. “I’m on my way to True Love to attend my granddaughter’s wedding.

“Lori’s a pretty little thing—reminds me of my Hester, now dead these past six years—but she’s stubborn as a herd of mules about to cross a river. Told her not to marry Gus Meadows. Pig farming just ain’t as lucrative as it once was. ’Course, Gus ain’t that smart to do much else.”

Emily had always heard that westerners were prone to keep their own counsel and not ask too many questions. She guessed Mr. Woolsey had never heard of that particular idiom. He seemed to be waiting for a reply, and she didn’t want to appear rude, so she said finally, “I see.”

“You from back east? I noticed you was dressed mighty fancy when I boarded the stagecoach in Judith Gap. That’s where I live, you know. My daughter’s been after me to move in with her and that no-good husband of hers since the wife died, but I said no. I ain’t so old that I can’t take care of myself.”

“Independence is a good thing.” Emily certainly cherished hers, though there were times when she got a bit lonely. There hadn’t been many men in New York City who had sparked her interest, certainly not Thomas Neely, who was at least twenty years her senior and forty pounds overweight.

Those men with whom she worked looked upon her as a competitor; she thought of them as business associates, not love interests. The few times she had dated, the pairing had left her cold. None of the men she met could compare with the fictional heroes in her books.


She was waiting for the man who would sweep her off of her feet, lay down his life for her, if need be, cherish and love her for time and all eternity. Unfortunately she had yet to meet the man who fit the bill, so she remained single.

Mr. Woolsey glanced down at her hand, and Emily fought the urge to pull it back, wishing she hadn’t taken off her gloves. But she hadn’t been able to get a decent grip on the seat with them on and had totally disregarded her mother’s admonition that a gently reared woman was not seen in public with her hands uncovered.

Unfortunately the fact that she wasn’t wearing a wedding ring was all too apparent to her frowning companion. “You ain’t married.” The way he said it was almost accusing, and Emily felt her cheeks grow hot. “Marriage is a good thing, too,” he declared. “At least I hope it’ll be for Lori.”

Emily breathed a sigh of relief when his thoughts turned back to his granddaughter again. “I’m grateful the stage got repaired. I’d have been in a real fix if I’d missed my granddaughter’s wedding.”

The stagecoach Emily had boarded in Billings had broken an axle just north of Harlowton. They’d been delayed several hours until the driver had managed to devise a temporary fix, and they’d literally limped into Judith Gap in the middle of the night like a three-legged dog.

The accommodations at the way station had been primitive to say the least, but she’d finally been able to secure a private bedchamber after the proprietor’s wife discovered she was unmarried and traveling alone. She would always be grateful to that woman. Hiram Woolsey had arrived the following morning.

“I’m from New York City,” she finally replied in a voice loud enough to wake the dead, hoping the older man would hear her this time.

Hiram Woolsey did and was apparently impressed. He attempted to whistle, but the absence of several of his front teeth prevented that particular action. A rush of hot, stale air came pouring out in its place. “Never been. Hear it’s something to behold. Got a hankerin’ to see that Statue of Liberty. Hope to go one day before I meet my Maker.”

As frail as he appeared, that could be soon, Emily decided. “It’s an exciting place to live. Lots of shops and restaurants. There’s always something to do.” Scouring the many museums was her favorite pastime, and often she could talk Max into accompanying her when he wasn’t on a deadline of one sort or another. Max, she had quickly discovered, was always on a deadline.

“You’ll find plenty to do here in Montana, but it’ll be different from what you’re used to, I expect. Ain’t much in the way of entertainment, unless you count quilting bees and such. But we’ve got plenty of fresh air and some of the prettiest scenery you’re ever going to lay eyes on.”

Glancing out the window, Emily acknowledged the truth of his words. The sky was as blue as a robin’s egg. Great granite mountains dotted with dark ponderosa pine and fragrant Douglas fir trees rose sharply from the plain on either side, imposing and majestic.

The vast stretches of land made one feel insignificant, as if God had decided to put heaven on earth and call it Montana. It was the Spanish that had actually named the territory. Montana meant “Mountainous Region,” though from what she’d observed that was a far more fitting description for the western region than the eastern, which was mostly high rolling prairie.

“Well, it’s absolutely beaut—”

Gunshots suddenly rang out, and Emily screamed, swallowing whatever it was she was going to say. The driver shouted to the horses and slapped the reins against their rumps, urging them to run faster.

Terrified, Emily plastered herself against the back of the seat, wondering how much harder her heart could pound before it exploded.

“Hang on, folks!” the driver yelled down to them. “It appears we got company. I’m going to try to outrun them varmints.”

Swallowing hard, Emily glanced at her companion, who had scrunched down low and looked paler than bleached muslin. “Don’t worry, Mr. Woolsey, I’m sure the driver will be able to outrun them.” He didn’t reply, and she cautiously pulled back the leather curtain and peered out to find two men on horseback gaining on them.

“Dear Lord!” she cried, wondering what was to become of them. It appeared that outlaws were attempting to hold up the stage.

Despite the fact that she wrote about them in her books, outlaws were not something she had thought to encounter on her trek west. This was 1889, for heaven’s sake! Towns were electrified with incandescent light bulbs, telephones connected people across the miles. And though it was true that New York City had its share of ruffians, they didn’t chase people down the middle of the street and attempt to rob them.

More gunshots exploded, one hitting the side of the stage with a zing, then she heard one of the outlaws shout, “Hold up, or I’ll shoot your fool head off!” Despite her best efforts to remain calm, she started to shake.

The driver must have believed their threats, for a moment later the coach slowed considerably. The outlaws caught up quickly and were riding alongside them now. When the stage pulled to a halt, the door was thrown open and a tall, dark-haired man wearing a blue bandanna across his face stood with his gun pointed at Emily’s breast.

If the situation hadn’t been so perilous, she would have taken notes for her next book. He looked awfully authentic. Vicious, even. Instead she wiped sweaty palms on the skirt of her dress.

“Get out and be quick about it,” he ordered, waving his weapon at her. The gun was tooled silver with a pearl handle, and she doubted that she’d ever forget the sight. He had what Emily suspected was a Mexican accent.

Turning to help Mr. Woolsey, Emily discovered that the elderly man had fainted at the first sight of the outlaw’s gun. Drawing a sigh, she wondered when the hero who was going to save her from this predicament would show up.

In her novels ladies were never manhandled; rather, they were cosseted and protected by handsome heroes who adored them. As a gloved hand reached in to yank her down to the ground, nearly causing her to stumble, she truly understood the meaning of the term “literary license.” Apparently she had taken it with most of her books.

Mustering up the courage to speak, she said to the swarthy, foreign-accented outlaw, “You are a very rude individual,” then moved to stand near the stagecoach driver, who flashed her a look of pure annoyance.

The outlaw’s eyes narrowed as he sized Emily up from head to toe. “Did you hear that, mi compadre? The lovely señorita thinks we are rude. That is such a shame. I was hoping to get to know her much, much better.”

Frightened, Emily took a step back.

“Just take what you want and leave us be,” the driver insisted. “We don’t want no trouble.”

Emily watched as the man the Mexican called Slim moved to the boot of the coach and removed her and Hiram Woolsey’s luggage. “Hope you got more in your valise than petticoats, lady,” Slim said before he began rifling through her unmentionables.

Her face reddening in embarrassment and anger, Emily clenched her fists and was about to say something more when the driver cautioned in a low voice, “Just let them have their way, ma’am. Whatever you got in that bag ain’t worth dying for. And I got me a wife and two young’ns to think about.”

Emily nodded, knowing that all the money she had in the world—$114.37—was lying beneath her underclothing. If they found it, she’d be penniless.

The brigand gave a warlike yelp just then, indicating that he had discovered her precious hoard. “We struck paydirt, El Lobo. This here little lady’s rich. There’s over a hundred dollars buried in her prim and propers. Whooee! This is our lucky day.”

“El Lobo,” his partner had called him. Emily fought the urge to roll her eyes. And she’d been accused of creating insipid characters. Never in a million years would she have named one of her outlaw characters El Lobo, the Wolf. But perhaps this wolf could be reasoned with. It was worth a try.

Throwing caution to the wind, she clasped the outlaw’s forearm. “That’s all the money I have in the world, my life savings. Please don’t take it all.”

Her plea fell on deaf ears. “You are muy bonita, señorita, and I am a man of discriminating taste.” He stepped closer and reached out to caress her cheek. “I am tempted to see what you have beneath that intriguing bustle of yours. I can tell you are a woman of much passion.”

He attempted to kiss her then, but Emily pulled back. His words left no doubt that he was talking about violation. Her stomach fisted into a knot of fear, and she swallowed, wondering how she was going to write herself out of this horrible predicament.

Where, oh where, was a hero when you needed one?

“We ain’t got no time for any hanky-panky. There’s a posse on our tail, remember?” Slim reminded his partner. “We’ll be stretching a piece of hemp if we don’t get the hell outta here.”

The outlaw nodded, then smiled regretfully at Emily. “Another time, perhaps, señorita.” A moment later the two men mounted, $114.37 richer, and departed for parts unknown. Emily released the breath she didn’t know she’d been holding.

It was then Hiram Woolsey managed to climb down from the coach, looking shaken and somewhat embarrassed as he mopped his perspiring forehead with a handkerchief. “Sorry to desert you in your hour of need, young woman, but I ain’t much good at gunplay. My eyesight’s poor, and my hands shake too bad to hold a gun. Not that I was ever good with one. Tailoring’s my trade.”

“That’s all right, Mr. Woolsey. I doubt there was anything you could have done.” Emily stooped to pick up her discarded clothing and put it back into her valise.

So much for making a good impression on Jess Murdock.

Suddenly she paled. How on earth was she going to get to Jess Murdock’s ranch now? And where was she going to stay when she got to True Love? She had no money for a hotel, meals, or anything else.

Concerned by her distraught appearance, the driver clasped her arm. “You ain’t going to faint, now, are you, ma’am? I ain’t got no smelling salts or nothing.”

She leveled a look of pure disgust at him. “Certainly not. I’m not that cowardly.”

He stiffened. “If you’re insinuating that I am because I didn’t stop those men from—”

“I’m not insinuating anything, Mr. . . . Cooper, isn’t it? But I’m out a great deal of money, and I’ve nowhere to stay when I get to True Love.”


“Afraid I can’t help you out,” Hiram stated with a shake of his head. “My daughter ain’t got no extra rooms, what with the wedding guests and all.”

“I don’t live in these parts,” the driver added. “And I don’t got no extra cash. But you can file a complaint with the stage line and hope they’ll give you some of your money back.”

“How long does that usually take?” A kernel of hope sprouted in Emily’s breast, then died when he replied:

“Anywheres from six weeks to forever. The home office is in Independence, Missouri, and they ain’t real fast at processing claims.” He held open the stage door and she climbed back in, fighting the urge to cry.

“Sorry I can’t be of more help, ma’am.”

“I am, too.” Hiram took the seat across from her once again. “You seem to be in a real predicament, young woman. I don’t mean to be indelicate . . .” He paused, and Emily rolled her eyes, thinking about his prune dissertation. “But the whorehouse is likely to have extra rooms. You could—”

She gasped, clutching her throat. “Thank you for your suggestion, Mr. Woolsey, but I’m not that desperate. I will think of something by the time I get to True Love. It’s what I do for a living.”

He scratched his head. “You’re a tinker? Never would have taken you for that.”

Emily leaned back against the seat and closed her eyes, unable to decide which was worse: being robbed of her $114.37 or her naiveté where the Wild West was concerned.


• • •

True Love, Montana, Autumn 1889

“Fester! Fester, come back here!”

Screeching at the top of her lungs, Emily jumped out of the way just in time to avoid tripping over a two-hundred-pound pig that had come careening around the corner toward her. Its owner, a boy of about thirteen, smiled apologetically, then continued running after the errant swine, shouting obscenities at him.

Emily could think of a few that she’d like to impart as well. Pigs running loose! Whoever heard of such a thing!

Catching her breath, she clutched her valise tightly and continued down the sidewalk. Her visit to the sheriff’s office had proven futile. True Love had no officer of the law at the moment, so she was unable to report the incident of the stagecoach robbery and her loss of funds.

A weaker, less determined person would have grown discouraged and fled—True Love was a world apart from New York City—but Max was counting on her, and if she wanted to save Wise Publishing and her own job, she had to succeed in her mission to write Jess Murdock’s story, no matter what she had to do . . . including pig wrestling, if necessary.

Raucous music and laughter poured from the many saloons and brothels she passed, an indication that at least one type of business was thriving in the rural community. This came as no surprise. New York had its share of prostitutes as well.

Recalling the old man’s suggestion that she try one of the houses of ill repute to obtain a night’s lodging, Emily felt her cheeks heat anew. Staying at a bordello would have given her an excellent opportunity to do some research into the life of a prostitute, but she just wasn’t brazen enough to consider it.

Mr. Woolsey had meant well. And when she’d said good-bye to him at the stage depot, she had felt almost sad, for she realized that she was saying farewell to the only person she knew in Montana, or in the West, for that matter.

Continuing on, she noted that the false-fronted buildings lining the main street needed a fresh coat of paint and some repair. The sign hanging over the physician’s office, depicting a mortar and pestle, was hanging lopsided from only one rusted hook. The enticing odor of frying chicken from a nearby restaurant had her mouth watering, but she hadn’t the funds to procure a meal or anything to drink. And she was both hungry and thirsty.

Friendly passersby continued to smile and nod in greeting at her, so she thought perhaps there might be someone in the town, some generous good Samaritan, who might be willing to help a stranger in need of a place to stay for the night.

When she came to the end of the wooden sidewalk, Emily encountered what she considered to be the hand of divine providence. A small whitewashed church stood at the end of the main thoroughfare, glistening in the afternoon sun like a beacon of hope, and she knew immediately who could be counted on to lend her some assistance.

Gazing up at the cloudless sky, she gave silent thanks to the Almighty and proceeded to the sanctuary. The sign in front read “Holy Redeemer Methodist Church, Reverend Phinneas Higgbotham, Pastor.” The inscription below stated “No burden is too heavy for the Lord to shoulder. Come, sinners, and be saved.”

“Amen to that,” Emily muttered, making her way up the front steps and opening the door. The Lord helps those who help themselves, she reminded herself, grateful that most churches were never locked.

The church was dark when she entered, only a few tapers had been left burning, and Emily squinted as she tried to bring everything into focus. Suddenly a large rotund man stepped forth from the shadows, startling her, and she yelped.

His kind face held a great deal of apology. “May I help you, miss?” He was dressed all in black, his white clerical collar the only relief from the somberness of his attire, and she surmised him to be Reverend Higgbotham, her soon-to-be savior.

Breathing a deep sigh of relief, she held out her hand, hoping it wasn’t shaking too badly. Her morning’s encounter with the outlaws had left her nerves on edge. “I’m Emily Jean Bartlett, recently arrived from New York City.”

His brow shot up, then he smiled warmly. “You don’t say? Come in and shut the door behind you, Miss Bartlett. Keeping the house of the Lord warm is no easy feat in these parts. That wind’ll blow right through you, if you let it.”

Emily followed the cleric to the front of the church and took a seat in one of the pews he offered. “You look troubled, miss. I hope nothing’s wrong. Confession is always good for the soul, if that’s why you’ve come.” He had an eager look on his face that said he hoped she’d be willing to impart some juicy transgressions.

Emily was sorry to disappoint the good reverend, but confession was the farthest thing from her mind at the moment. Fabrication, however, was an entirely different matter. She’d have to tell a few white lies to gain assistance with her dire circumstances and entrance into Jess Murdock’s life, for there was no telling how protective the townsfolk might be of their resident hero.

“As I said, I’ve recently arrived from New York City. I’ve come west to visit an . . . an acquaintance by the name of Jess Murdock. Perhaps you know him?”

“You’ve come to visit Jess Murdock?” The man’s bushy eyebrows lifted nearly to his balding pate. “Of course I know him. But I wasn’t aware that he was expecting any visitors, especially any female visitors.”

Emily filed his comment away for future reference.

“Well, then.” He patted his chubby knees. “So you’re here to see Jess? I fail to see what could possibly have you looking so distraught, then, young woman. I can assure you that Jess Murdock is a very upstanding member of this community. Well respected and admired, a pillar, in fact.”

That description didn’t coincide with the Jess Murdock she’d always heard about. Pillars of the community didn’t make for very interesting reading. She forced a smile. “Mr. Murdock has so many admirable qualities, Reverend.

“My mother, bless her soul, was always saying how fond she was of Mr. Murdock. Mother always hoped to see him again one day, but—” Heaving a sigh of mock despair, she shook her head, prompting the man to pat her hand in a consoling fashion.

“I’m so sorry to hear about your mother, my dear. I hope her passing was peaceful. She sounded like a delightful woman.”

“She is . . . was, I mean. Anyway, I was on my way here to see Mr. Murdock when my stagecoach was held up by two vicious outlaws. I was robbed of all my money, as was Mr. Hiram Woolsey.” She added the older man’s name, lest the cleric think she was lying about the holdup. “Mr. Woolsey, being quite elderly, was most distraught. We both were.”

He clucked his tongue several times. “That is just dreadful.”

“I’ve nowhere to stay the night. Since the hour is getting late, and I don’t want to make the trip out to Mr. Murdock’s ranch until tomorrow—I’m quite frightened of brigands since my ordeal, you see—I was wondering if you could possibly put me up for the night? I’d be ever so grateful. And I’m sure Mr. Murdock would be most appreciative that you took me in, in my hour of need, so to speak.”

The reverend seemed totally taken aback by her suggestion. “Why—why, I don’t know. I’d have to ask Mrs. Higgbotham. See what she has to say.” He rubbed one of his double chins, contemplating the matter. “We don’t usually put folks up in the rectory. It’s just the two of us, but we have only the one bedroom.”

“I’d be perfectly willing to spend the night in the church on one of the pews, Reverend Higgbotham, if that would make it easier.”


He seemed aghast at her suggestion and shook his head. “Spend the night in here? In the house of the Lord? Young woman, that is out of the question.”

Removing a handkerchief from her pocket, Emily dabbed at her eyes. “The sign outside said the Lord could shoulder my burdens, but if He can’t—if you can’t—” Her voice faded to a whisper. “I understand. I don’t want to be any trouble to you.”

Reverend Higgbotham’s wife always claimed he was a soft touch when it came to pretty girls and puppy dogs. This time proved no exception. He rose to his feet. “Wait right here, young woman. I’ll go speak to Mrs. Higgbotham. I’m sure she’d love to have you stay with us.”

He smiled kindly. “After all, it wouldn’t do to throw an acquaintance of Jess Murdock’s out in the street, now, would it? And tomorrow I will drive you out to the ranch myself, make sure you get there safely.”

Forcing a small smile, Emily watched him walk out the door, then breathed a sigh of relief. Though she knew that she’d probably be struck down for lying to a man of the cloth, she didn’t see that she had a whole lot of choice. She needed a place to stay, and Reverend Higgbotham would be the perfect person to introduce her to the legendary cowboy.

And who was to say that she and Jess Murdock wouldn’t soon be the very best of friends?



 

Chapter Three



AS THE BUGGY BUMPED ALONG THE MONTANA countryside the following morning, Emily’s apprehension began to grow by leaps and bounds. She didn’t know what to expect when she reached Jess Murdock’s ranch.


Would she be tossed out on her ear? Would Jess Murdock be mean and hateful when he discovered why she had come to see him and bring charges against her for trespassing?

She swallowed, wondering what would become of her if the worst happened. She wouldn’t be able to count on the Reverend and Mrs. Higgbotham to rescue her again, not after the way she had deceived them. And Max certainly didn’t have the extra funds to bail her out of her predicament. She was definitely on her own.

“I’m sure Jess is going to be very happy to renew your acquaintance, Emily Jean,” Reverend Higgbotham remarked. “How long did you say it had been since you’d seen him? A year, was it?”

She inclined her head, continuing to look straight ahead.


“Well, I do hope you’ll come back to visit me and Mrs. Higgbotham. Clara has been singing your praises all morning. Imagine you being involved in all that charity work back east.” He shook his head in wonder. “You surely did make an impression on my Clara. I can tell you that. And Clara’s not an easy woman to impress.”

Emily fought to keep her face perfectly impassive. Clara Higgbotham had been a hard nut to crack, that was for certain. But with a little buttering up, and those outrageous lies she had told about the good deeds she’d performed at the orphanage, the woman’s dour mood toward her had softened. By the end of dinner, which had proven to be a delicious meal of ham, green beans, and sweet potatoes, they had formed a friendship of sorts. Of course, it was a friendship based on half-truths and deceit, much to Emily’s great regret.

Prevarication was becoming a tad too easy, Emily decided. True, she and Max had always joked about how in their line of work they were forced to lie for a living, but this was different. She didn’t feel good about returning the Higgbothams’ kindness with deception.

“You and Mrs. Higgbotham have been very kind, Reverend. I don’t know how I can ever repay you.”

“You just keep doing good deeds, young woman. That’s all the repayment Mrs. Higgbotham, the good Lord, or I require.”

Smiling weakly, she changed the subject. “What size ranch does Mr. Murdock own? I saw a sign quite a ways back depicting the ‘Bar JM’ brand. I’m assuming that we’ve been on Murdock property for quite a while now.” And if that was the case, then Jess Murdock was very well situated and might not require payment for his life story. An important consideration, given her present state of poverty and Max’s dire financial situation.

Phinneas clucked to the horses, urging them to pick up their pace. “So you know about brands and such? I didn’t expect an eastern woman to know of such things.”

He was absolutely right. Most women, east or west, wouldn’t know much about brands. Unless, of course, they lived on a ranch or wrote dime novels for a living. She thought quickly, realizing that she’d have to be more careful about what she said in the future. “I have two younger brothers who are always reading dime novels.” That was the truth. Herbert and Harry were wild about her books, which pleased her greatly. “Guess I just picked up the information from them.”

“Those books are mostly inaccurate,” the reverend said. “But I confess to enjoying them. They really help while away the hours on a cold winter’s night. And we get plenty of cold nights here in Montana. So cold, in fact, that I doubt the Devil himself would be able to keep warm.” He chuckled at his witticism.

Pleased that the reverend was so open-minded about his choice of reading matter, Emily smiled and made a mental note to send him an autographed copy of her latest book when she returned to New York. “I confess to having read one or two of them myself, Reverend. I was curious as to what had intrigued my brothers so. I found the books to be very entertaining.”

He nodded in agreement, then said, “To answer your earlier question about Jess’s ranch, I’d say he’s got about two thousand acres of prime range land and runs between five hundred and a thousand head of Hereford.

“He bought the place years ago when land was relatively cheap, but almost lost it during that awful winter we had back in ’87. Many ranchers suffered terrible losses that year, including their herds and life savings.”

“How awful. I recall reading about the Montana ranching situation in the New York newspapers. They called it ‘the Great Die-Up,’ if I recall.” A terrible drought had consumed the land in the spring and summer of 1886. The parched range and stunted grass provided little nutrition for the grazing herds of cattle, which numbered in the hundreds of thousands. Autumn was little better, and when winter came with its relentless blizzards and bitter cold temperatures, the ranchers were doomed.

“There’s not much a body can do when nature chooses to dump foot after foot of snow on the ground.” The reverend shook his head, obviously saddened by the situation. “Cattlemen had been free ranging their cows back then, letting them forage for what grass and water they could find. But that harsh winter changed things. Those stockmen that survived don’t have such large herds now as they once did, and they’ve got their grazing lands fenced off into smaller, more manageable sections.”

Emily thought it sad that the West was changing so dramatically. Soon it would become just as crowded and civilized as the East. She was glad she’d been able to see it before that happened. “The Wild West is growing more tame, I guess,” she said, adding as an afterthought, “Except for some persistent outlaws.” The thought of the two men who had robbed her of her life savings, almost thwarting her plans to save Wise Publishing, brought a deep frown to her face.

“Probably just as well. It was hellish back when the Indians were running loose. Of course, we took everything they had, so I can’t say that I blame them for wanting to avenge themselves against the white man. Still, I sleep much easier now knowing that most are on the reservation.

“As for outlaws . . . well, there’s always going to be those who think nothing of taking what’s not theirs, whether that be money, cattle, or someone else’s life.

“Don’t be fooled into thinking that things are the same here as back east, young lady. We’ve got cattle rustlers aplenty. Sadly, you’ve already experienced the outlaw vermin that still exist. Montana’s not as tame as you might think.”

Pondering the cleric’s words, Emily wondered how tame Jess Murdock was likely to be. From the little she knew, he’d been quite the wild cowboy in his day, hard drinking, two-fisted, and mean as all get-out with a gun.

He’d also had the most devastatingly handsome smile. She remembered quite clearly the day that smile had been cast in her direction. Of course, it hadn’t been flashing at her alone. She was only one of hundreds of attendees of the Wild West show who had come to see Jess Murdock perform.

But she’d never forget how the sight of his smile had made her heart race, how the blue of his eyes had dazzled brightly in contrast with the deep tan of his complexion.

She sighed. I can hardly wait to see him again.


“You’d best take care, young woman,” the reverend said, interrupting her reverie. “There are many lost souls here in Montana.”

“Guess you should be grateful for those men and women who still need saving, Reverend.”

“How so?” He turned to look at her questioningly.

“Without sinners you’d be out of a job,” she said with a rueful smile. And she was lumping herself in that category.

• • •

A short time later they reached the ranch proper. Located near Ford Creek in the fertile Judith Basin in central Montana, it was a little piece of heaven. Emily could certainly understand why Jess Murdock had chosen it for himself.

It was well grassed and watered and had an abundance of yellow pine, which had been used for the corrals and fencing. The large log house stood in an open meadow, an imposing fir tree gracing the front yard.

Emily couldn’t help but fantasize about what the tree would look like decorated for Christmas, with strings of cranberries and popcorn attached and a silver star at the top. The Christmas trees she’d purchased in the city had been small and puny, not tall or magnificent like this one.

Outlying cabins stood at the rear of the house, and on either side of the horse corral were the blacksmith shop and bunkhouse. Beyond that was the recently constructed barn.

In the adjoining pasture, fat, contented Herefords grazed. Emily envied them for living in such a beautiful, sweet-smelling place. “It’s wonderful here,” she said in an awe-filled voice. “So wide open and incredibly breathtaking. I just love it.” The vast blue sky seemed to reach down to the earth, and it was almost as if she could raise up her hand and touch the sun.

The reverend smiled, pulling the horses to a halt in front of the handsome residence. “I thought you might. Jess takes great pride in his ranch, in most everything that belongs to him. It’s his way.”

He jumped down from the buggy and came around to help her alight, and Emily’s stomach sprouted nervous butterflies. The moment of truth was at hand. In a matter of minutes she would be face-to-face with Jess Murdock. Suddenly she felt like retching up the breakfast of pancakes and eggs that Mrs. Higgbotham had insisted on making for her.

The reverend knocked several times, and Emily held her breath, releasing it a short time later when the door was pulled open and a large, rawboned woman answered. She had red hair sprinkled with gray, which had been pulled back in a bun at the nape of her neck, and a splattering of freckles across her cheeks. The reverend introduced her as Frances Ferguson, Jess Murdock’s housekeeper.

“Mrs. Ferguson, meet Emily Jean Bartlett. Emily’s come all the way from New York City to visit with Jess. Is he here?”

The housekeeper’s eyes widened in surprise, then she shook her head, staring intently at Emily. “No, Reverend. Mr. Murdock ’tisna at home. He’s riding herd wie the rest o’ the lads and willna return for several more days.” Mrs. Ferguson’s Scottish brogue was as thick as her waist.

Emily didn’t know whether to feel elated or devastated at the news that Jess Murdock was not at home. She’d been given a short reprieve, but she still didn’t know what to expect when the cowboy finally did arrive. And if Mrs. Ferguson turned her away . . .

Emily was not about to let that happen. Holding out her hand, she smiled warmly. “As the reverend explained, Mrs. Ferguson, I’m Emily Jean Bartlett, an acquaintance of Mr. Murdock’s from New York City.”

The woman’s red brows shot up, but she said nothing to contradict the statement and ushered everyone into the front room. “Mr. Murdock dinna say anyone was expected, but any friend o’ his is welcome here just the same.”

Emily breathed a sigh of relief. Phinneas Higgbotham seemed relieved as well, no doubt grateful that he wouldn’t have to ask Mrs. Higgbotham for any more favors.

“Got any of that pecan pie, Mrs. Ferguson?” he asked. “I sure am fond of your pecan pie.” The reverend turned to Emily. “Not even Mrs. Higgbotham can make pies as good as Mrs. Ferguson, but don’t tell her I said that.” He chuckled.

The housekeeper looked at the reverend’s protruding stomach, which was bouncing like gelatin, and shook her head. “I think ye’re fond of more than pie, Reverend. I think ye like all food tae much.” Never one to mince words, Frances Ferguson smiled at his indignant expression, then disappeared into the kitchen to fetch the pie and coffee.


When she returned a few minutes later, a small child was tugging at her skirts. “Zach, say hello tae the reverend and yer father’s friend, Miss Bartlett,” the housekeeper instructed.

The child hesitated for only a moment, then hurried toward Emily, a big grin on his impish face. “Hello, Miss Bartlett. Are you going to stay here a while? Gran said you was probably going to stay until Papa returns.” The words came out in a rush.

Emily’s heart melted at the sight of the boy. He was adorable and made her realize just how much she missed her sister and brothers. “Why, yes, I am. I’ve traveled all the way across the country to see your father.” That was the truth, at least. She didn’t want to lie to the child.

“Do you like to read stories and play cowboys and Indians? Because I do.” His look was hopeful as he seated himself on the dark green leather sofa between Emily and Reverend Higgbotham.

Smiling, she brushed back a shock of reddish brown hair that had fallen across his brow. “I love doing both, Zach. But I haven’t played much lately. I hope you’ll be willing to show me how. And I hope you’ll call me Emily.”

His face lit with anticipation, his bright blue eyes sparkling with joy, and Emily wondered if Jess Murdock’s eyes were of a similar color.

“Gran, did you hear?” Zach shouted. “Emily wants to play with me.”

“Yes, lad, I heard. Now run along. Ye’ll get a chance tae talk tae yer friend later. Now ye must see tae yer chores like a good lad.”


“Aw, shucks.” Clearly disappointed, the child kicked the leg of the coffee table defiantly.

“Zachary James Murdock, ye better say ye’re sorry and be quick about it, or ye’ll be feeling the back of me hand.”

Under Mrs. Ferguson’s stern glare, the child apologized and stalked out. “He’s a good lad, just a wee bit excited tae be having company,” she explained, embarrassed by the child’s outburst in front of a stranger.

Emily nodded, then turned her attention to something the reverend was saying, and Frances took the opportunity to study the lovely young woman seated across from her.

She was a comely lass, with her short curly black hair and deep blue eyes, sparkling with life and perhaps a bit of mischief. Emily Jean Bartlett laughed easily at something the reverend said, as if the action were as natural to her as the air she breathed.

Jess hardly ever laughed anymore, so maybe it was good that he would have someone lighthearted around who could lift his spirits and make him forget all his troubles. Lord knew that he needed a respite from worry and sadness.

The housekeeper thought of how good Emily had been with Zach and nodded approvingly to herself. The child had taken to her immediately, which was usually not the case. Zach tended to shy away from strangers. He was distrustful of them, just like his father.

There was something to be said for a woman who was good with children, Frances decided, though she was still curious as to the reason Emily Jean Bartlett had come to visit. Jess was not the type of man to invite passing acquaintances into his home. He hadn’t mentioned a word about this young woman’s visit. And if Miss Bartlett was a friend of Jess’s, as she claimed, he would have confided as much to Frances.

Frances had been with Jess Murdock since Zach was born. Her husband, Ennis, had died of the influenza while sailing from Scotland to America, leaving her alone and frightened in her newly adopted country. Learning of Jess Murdock’s urgent need for a housekeeper had been fortuitous and a turning point in her life.

They had grown close in the five years she had worked for him; she considered Jess to be the son she never had and Zach the grandchild she’d always wanted.

Still, it wasn’t her place to question the why of things. And she’d find out soon enough, at any rate. Jess would be home in just a few days.

• • •

Emily entered the kitchen later that afternoon to find the housekeeper bent over the large wood-burning stove. Steam clouds rose from simmering kettles, and she was stirring something that smelled suspiciously like pot roast. Her stomach rumbled in response to the fact that she hadn’t eaten since early that morning. As tempting as the pecan pie had looked, she’d been too nervous to partake of it.

“Do you need any help, Mrs. Ferguson? I’m fairly handy in the kitchen.” Emily loved to cook, though she had little time for it these days. As a young woman, she was always pestering her mother’s chef to teach her his recipes and culinary secrets. Fortunately the man had had the patience of Job and liked showing off his skills, and Emily had become quite adept in the kitchen.


The older woman shook her head and brushed back a few errant strands of hair from her face. “I’m used tae doing fer myself, lass. But thank ye just the same.” Wiping her hands on her apron, she finally turned to face Emily, who was poised by the long maple table.

“I hope ye found yer room tae be satisfactory. I woulda spruced it up a bit, but like I said, I dinna know ye was coming.”

“It’s very nice, Mrs. Ferguson. Thank you.” The room she’d been placed in was as sparsely decorated as the rest of the house. The log walls had not been plastered over as was usually the custom, nor had any pictures or decorative items been hung. Nothing that smacked of femininity could be found anywhere in the large dwelling.

Jess Murdock’s home was functional, masculine, and not the least bit homey, and she suspected it was a reflection of the man himself.

“’Tis nice enough, I guess. Jess has little use fer pretties. Like most men, he’s more concerned wie the practical side o’ things.”

“Have you been with him long, Mrs. Ferguson?” Emily seated herself at the table. Under the watchful eye of the housekeeper, she began peeling the potatoes in the blue splatterware bowl sitting there, hoping she could glean some tidbits of information about the man.

“Since Zachary was a bairn. His mother ran off, and I was hired tae take care o’ the poor wee thing.” She tsked several times, and her mouth tightened in disapproval. “’Twas a shame, her running out on a fine mon like Mr. Murdock.”


“Yes, it was,” Emily concurred, wondering again what had possessed the woman to leave her husband and child. Any woman would be proud to have a son like Zach. He was a very sweet, good-natured child. Of course, his father could very well be a different story.

“How long have ye known Jess, if ye don’t mind me askin’, Miss Bartlett?”

“Please, call me Emily.” She stared down at the potato in her hand, unable to look the woman in the eye. “I believe it was about a year ago, when Mr. Murdock was touring with the Wild West show. It was a passing acquaintance, really. He said if I was ever in Montana that I should look him up. I doubt he’ll even remember me.” That, at least, was the truth.
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