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  Preface




  MM: The Parkhursts, picks up where MM: The Kendricks left off. Follow Suzanna and Clay as they and the other members of the town of Corbit, Montana, work to overcome the horrors of the depression, World War II and the Vietnam War. As they do, they prepare the next generation to take over and carry on the traditions begun by those who came before them. I hope you will enjoy reading about these people as much as I have enjoyed writing about them. Even though this is not a typical romance, you will find love not only between men and women but also love of the land.




  Chapter 1




  Depression! It spread from coast to coast like a prairie fire in August when there had been no rain. To say Corbit, Montana remained untouched by it would be a lie. Like many other communities across the country, small ranchers were being forced to sell their property for pennies on the dollar.




  Although they were doing well, those who lived on the Double M Ranch felt the impact of depression. Thanks to the ranch manager, Ralph Jennings, they were in fairly good shape. Perhaps they couldn’t pay the top wages they had in the past, but they had work for those who wanted it.




  Ralph, like his father, put little faith in banks and kept only the working capital for the ranch and enough personal finances for both himself and the Parkhursts for a one month period in them. The rest of their money was kept in the vault his father built in the basement of his home.




  As properties surrounding the Double M became available, Ralph advised Clay Parkhurst to buy them. By 1934, the Double M had tripled in size. As for Ralph, he limited the investments he made to ranches closer to town.




  Ralph, like Clay, now had considerable holdings, although he was quiet about what he purchased. From all outward appearances, he wasn’t investing as heavily as he advised his employers to do. For that reason, he was surprised when Alf Kline, owner of K-Chemical, Corbit’s largest manufacturing plant, called to arrange a meeting. It had been set for noon, and now Ralph waited anxiously for Alf to arrive.




  As he leaned back in his desk chair, he could hear his wife, Barbara, preparing lunch in the kitchen. He glanced at the clock. It read eleven forty-five. Clay and Suzanna as well as Alf would be here any minute.




  Lunch was friendly and had no tones of the business meeting to follow. Ralph noticed that he, like Clay, seemed edgy about the coming meeting, while Suzanna and Barbara engaged the older gentleman in spirited conversation.




  After lunch, they took their coffee into the living room. “As you know,” Alf began, “I lost both my sons in the war. Now I’m an old man, who has nothing but a business. Granted, it is a good business, but it isn’t family. My wife died thirty years ago and we had no other children, so there’s no one left to inherit what I built. Recently, the doctor told me I only have a few months to live. I have cancer and it’s too advanced for him to do anything to help me.”




  Barbara and Suzanna both gasped, holding their hands to their mouths in horror.




  “Don’t be upset, ladies. I’m not in much pain. What hurts is there is no one to take over K-Chemical. That’s where you come in. I’ve been watching the four of you.




  “When this depression hit, most people were wiped out, but you’re like me, you’re survivors. Somehow, you’ve prospered, even grown. From what I hear, this ranch is three times its original size, and you, Ralph, have considerable holdings of your own.”




  Ralph could hardly believe that Alf knew what was going on in his life. He thought he had kept his personal holdings a well-guarded secret.




  “Don’t look so shocked, young man. I ask questions. I’ve done it for a reason. I’ve come here today to sell K-Chemical to the four of you. I know you folks would run it, love it and make it prosper, as I have since the day I first conceived the idea. This depression won’t last forever.”




  “Look, Alf,” Clay said, “we’re honored you think of us this way, but I know I speak for Ralph when I say we know nothing about the chemical business. We’re ranchers, plain and simple.”




  “I agree with Clay,” Ralph added. “I can balance the ranch books and keep our heads above water, but in an office, I’d be lost. I couldn’t just get up when I got bored and ride out with the men.”




  “I wouldn’t be bored,” Suzanna said, surprising them, “and neither would Jeff. He’s only got two more months before he graduates from college. He’s majoring in business and we all know he will never be happy at the ranch. He’s too much like Mallon. I lost my brother; I don’t intend to lose my son. How much are you asking, Alf?”




  “Not much, really, since there’s no one to leave it to. I want ten thousand dollars. I have a few debts as well as the medical bills I might incur before my death. I also want to remain as head of the company for as long as I live. If, at the time of my death, there are any remaining unpaid bills, I expect them to be taken care of.”




  Ralph watched as Suzanna looked at Clay.




  “Don’t look at me, honey. Ralph knows what we can and can’t afford better than I do.”




  Ralph could only smile. He knew very well Suzanna could afford anything she wanted, even K-Chemical. It would virtually drain her personal monies, but when the depression ended, K-Chemical would bring in enough profit to cover her investment a hundred times over. “If you want it, Suzanna, yes, you can afford it, but remember, this is for you and Jeff. I’ll help you with the books, but from there on, you’re on your own. Clay and I know nothing about this kind of thing.”




  Suzanna smiled and extended her hand to Alf. “Well, Alf, it looks like you just sold your company. How soon can I start working for you?”




  “I’ll have my lawyers draw up the papers on Monday and we can sign them Tuesday. You won’t regret this, Suzanna. I know you won’t.”




  When Alf left, Clay turned to Ralph. “With all the buying we’ve been doing lately, how can we possibly have ten thousand dollars in cash?”




  “You don’t,” Ralph explained, “but Suzanna does. By law, on his taxes, Steve was able to give Suzanna a thousand dollars a year in gifts, tax-free. He could also give a thousand to you and the kids each year. So that’s exactly what he did. I never told you. He anticipated what Mallon would do with his inheritance and so when he demanded five thousand dollars, you had it to give him. Honestly, we thought he would ask for a lot more. Suzanna’s money has been left pretty much untouched. Granted, it could have earned some interest in the stock market or the bank, but I’m glad I kept it here for her. At least with this investment, it can grow and make her even a wealthier woman than she already is.”




  Suzanna laughed. “Dear Pa, you knew what you were doing all along. How could I have doubted you?”




  * * * *




  Jeff Parkhurst walked back to his dorm. In his four years at the University of Montana, he could never recall feeling so depressed.




  “Hey, Parkhurst, wait up,” Pete Janish, Jeff’s roommate called. “What’s wrong?”




  “I don’t know, Pete. I guess it’s this damn economy. Every year, career day gets smaller. Today was actually a farce. There were only six or eight companies represented. What will we be when we graduate? We’ll be educated bums, that’s what. I don’t know why I even wasted these past four years. God knows I could have kept busy at home.”




  “You’re talking foolishness, Parkhurst. This depression can’t last forever, you know. When it’s over, those of us with college educations will be ahead of everyone else.”




  Jeff shrugged his shoulders and walked slowly toward his dorm. At the desk, he asked for the mail and shuffled through the envelopes the housemother handed him.




  He hurried up the stairs, with Pete close behind him. “Anything from home?” Pete asked.




  Jeff felt sorry for Pete. He had no family, at least none who cared. His mother lived with some man in some unknown city in France, and his father died, having committed suicide after the crash, leaving Pete alone. He was older than Jeff and was a freshman in college at the time. After a lot of hard work, he was graduating with no one to care.




  “Let me see,” Jeff said. “Here’s a letter from Janet; this looks like a card from Ralph and this is interesting, it’s a letter from Ma. It’s not her usual day to write.”




  Jeff discarded the rest of the letters and opened the one from his mother. It never occurred to him not to read the letter aloud. Pete enjoyed the letters from Jeff’s family. Why shouldn’t he? He never had any mail of his own.




  

    

      Dear Jeff,




      I know that I usually don’t write before the weekend, but my news can’t wait. Alf Kline was just here. We’ll sign the papers on Tuesday and become the new owners of K-Chemical.


    


  




  Jeff stopped reading aloud and quietly read to the end of the letter.




  “She bought what?” Pete said, as he ripped the letter from Jeff’s hand.




  “K-Chemical. It’s only the largest plant in Corbit. I guess I don’t have to worry about a job. Further down, she says that Mr. Kline has cancer. He wanted someone to have the plant who would make it prosper. She also says by the time we graduate, there will be enough room for both of us. She says Ralph has his hands full with the ranch accounts. She wants a full-time accountant for the business. My mother! She’s always been spoiled rotten. Anything she’s ever wanted has been hers, eventually. Guess she paid cash for it, too. She’s going to start working there, to learn the ropes, she says. She’ll make a hell of a good executive, too. That woman can do anything she puts her mind to. Did I tell you she rode with the men during the war when Grandpa was short-handed?”




  * * * *




  Pete nodded. He knew all of Jeff’s stories about his mother by heart. Just from the holidays he’d spent at the Double M, he knew most of them were true.




  When he first met Jeff, Pete questioned his friend about his father, but it wasn’t until their junior year that Jeff admitted he wasn’t overly fond of his father. He felt his father had robbed him of his mother’s love when he returned from the war.




  “‘I think your mother has a good head for business and she couldn’t have made a better choice for company accountant.”




  Pete smiled to himself, as Jeff laughed at his statement. At last I have a family, people who care about me and now I’ll have a real home.




  Chapter 2




  By 1937, the country slowly pulled itself out of the depression. By Ralph’s calculations, they had all survived and were beginning to prosper. The ranch was beginning to show a profit and K-Chemical was doing a booming business.




  After going over the figures for the previous month, Ralph continued to sit at his desk in the library. He wondered when he’d stopped thinking of it as his father’s desk and his father’s library. Slowly it had all become his and taken on his personality.




  He sat there, analyzing his life. There were a lot of things he should have done differently, but there just hadn’t been the time to do them. He’d promised Barbara so much when they got married, but he’d failed to give her the one thing she really wanted. He hadn’t taken her to England to see her family.




  No matter what the economy did, I know my father wouldn’t have denied such a pleasure to my mother. No, I’m not like my father at all. I wonder who I am like? I must have taken after my biological father. In many respects, I find traits I don’t like. I consider myself selfish. As much as I want to pamper Barbara and the children, I’m always afraid I’ll spend too much money.




  The thoughts of his biological father bothered him. He shouldn’t even think about the man, considering Nevada and Marion were the perfect parents. If only they hadn’t told him he was adopted—if only. If was too big a word for him to consider at this point in his life.




  He shook himself back to the present and sat listening to someone playing the piano in the other room. Whether it was Barbara or one of the boys, he couldn’t tell. They all played with the same style and gusto.




  Barbara opened the door. “Am I interrupting?”




  Without looking up, Ralph answered her. “No, just thinking, that’s all.”




  “Good. Let’s go for a ride. I’ve had it with the housework. It’s just too nice a day to be cooped up.” Barbara’s voice sounded strained.




  Ralph stood up from his desk and faced her. As he did, he couldn’t help but worry about her appearance. She looked tired and her eyes were red from crying. He immediately took her in his arms. “What’s wrong, honey?”




  He could feel Barbara relax in his embrace. When she did, she began to cry. “It’s Mum,” she sobbed. “She’s had a heart attack; she’s dead. I just got a letter from Fran.”




  “I’m sorry, truly I am. I should have taken you home before now. I know the timing is poor. But I was just thinking about a trip to London. Let’s go for Christmas. The boys would love it.”




  “Oh, Ralph, do you really mean it? Can we afford it?”




  “I do, and we can. Just moments ago, I was sitting here berating myself for not taking you home before this.”




  She kissed him and he knew all thoughts of going riding had left her head. “I’ll write Fran right away. Even with Papa and Mum gone, it will be good to see Fran and the boys again.”




  * * * *




  Barbara turned over in bed. As she did, she realized Ralph wasn’t sleeping beside her. It took her only a minute to realize where she lay. She sat up, lit the lamp beside the bed and looked around their stateroom. Ralph certainly wasn’t there.




  She slipped out of bed and put on her heavy robe and slippers. Before going out into the corridor and up to the top deck, she looked into the adjoining stateroom. Both the boys were sleeping peacefully.




  As she reached the deck, she saw Ralph, his hands clasped on the rail, staring out across the moonlit ocean. The breeze was cold and she shivered. “A penny for your thoughts,” she said, touching his arm.




  “My thoughts aren’t worth your penny,” he replied. “I was thinking about how selfish I’ve been these past eighteen years. We should have gone back to England long before this. We should have gone back before your parents died.”




  She wanted to say something, but he went on.




  “England holds some bad memories for me. I transferred there right after Pa died. I thought I needed to stay alive for Ma. It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, since all I wanted was to fight. I’d thought and dreamed of precious little else for the previous three years and when I had the chance, I opted not to do what I knew was my duty. In London, there were all those young men in that hospital. Men with shattered arms, shattered legs, shattered minds, shattered lives and more important, shattered dreams. There were some who would never walk, see or be men again. The best part of London was you and your family. I remember the first time I went home with you. I was so scared, but your pa put me at ease. I can remember thinking how you’d never be able to meet my pa.”




  “But I met your mother and she was such a lovely person. I feel like I know your father, just from listening to her talk.”




  Ralph continued to stare at the dark water, as though he hadn’t heard what she said. “The more time that passed, the more I knew I didn’t want to go back to London. I thought it would be too hard for me. I was selfish. I didn’t want to be hurt and in the end, I caused you and the boys pain. You deserve to be with your family and the boys should know of their English heritage.”




  He turned to face her and she saw tears forming in his eyes. “I didn’t know,” she said, as she wiped them away before they rolled completely down his cheeks. “You never told me. I love you so much. Something you didn’t know was that I dreaded going home. When I left England, I thought I couldn’t survive anywhere else. Then I found Montana and I fell in love. Before I left, my father told me no matter where I lived I’d always be his little girl. I was loved. Somehow, he knew what I didn’t. He knew being half a world away, it was very unlikely I’d come home again. He knew I probably wouldn’t ever see him or Mum again, even though I missed them terribly. You’ve made me as happy as Papa knew you would and happiness is the only thing that matters. I love you, Ralph Jennings. I love my children and I love Montana. I’m going to London as a tourist, nothing more. Showing my children their heritage is my main concern. Now, let’s stop this silly talk and get back to bed before we both catch pneumonia.”




  Ralph took her in his arms and kissed her tenderly. She knew that once they returned to their cabin, the evening would end with delicious lovemaking.




  * * * *




  Barbara’s brother, Christopher, met them in Dover and drove them to his home on the edge of town.




  Ralph couldn’t help but compare his life to Christopher’s. Leona, Christopher’s wife, was a typical housewife, the type one would find all over the world. She was the kind of woman a person could see time and time again and not remember. She wore her hair pulled severely into a bun rather than the stylish bob Barbara wore. Her skin was milky white, more than likely protected at all times, unlike Barbara’s healthy tan.




  They lived in a small, well-kept cottage with a neat, tiny garden. Ralph felt cramped, with the neighbors in such close proximity.




  “I really envied you,” Christopher said, one evening at dinner. “Your life sounded so exciting. I wanted to be just like you. When Barbara wrote how well you weathered the first effects of the depression, I was determined to be just like you. I have you to thank for directing me to become an accountant.”




  Christopher’s comment left a sour taste in Ralph’s mouth. He prayed it wasn’t evident to the others at the table.




  “What was wrong at dinner?” Barbara asked, once they went to bed.




  “All the admiration from Christopher, it was so unwarranted. I’m not an accountant, thank God. I couldn’t stand a job like his. You didn’t see his office down at the shipping company. We have bigger closets and it doesn’t even have a window. I certainly am glad Suzanna hired Pete Janish as the accountant for K-Chemical. I couldn’t stand to be cooped up in an office all day.”




  “I know what you mean. I feel cramped here as well. I don’t know how I’ll feel once we get to London. You know what the house I grew up in was like. Then I didn’t know anything different, but now I think it would feel almost claustrophobic.”




  After a week’s stay, they caught the train to Birmingham to see Barbara’s brother, Tom.




  “How do you like England so far?” Ralph asked the boys as the train moved through the English countryside.




  “It’s not Montana,” Jim said. “Everyone talks so funny here and there’s too much fog. Don’t you ever get to see the sun?”




  Ralph and Barbara laughed at his comment. “Dover is by the sea and of course, we were there at a bad time. I have to admit there is more fog here than we get at home, but the sun does shine on occasion. I guess it just makes everyone appreciate it that much more when it does.”




  “Is Uncle Tom like Uncle Christopher?” Prentice asked.




  “What do you mean?” Ralph inquired.




  “Well, I’ve been figuring up, Uncle Christopher has to be around thirty, but he sure seems a lot older. He’s so stuffy and Aunt Leona is too fussy. I was afraid to walk into the house. She was always following along right behind me with a broom. I don’t mean to say that our house isn’t clean, but at least we can live in it.”




  Ralph didn’t quite know what to say. Christopher and Tom hadn’t been more than children when he and Barbara married. It was anyone’s guess what Tom was like. He was pleased when Barbara came to his rescue with an answer.




  “Your Aunt Leona has nothing better to do than clean her house. It’s evident she’ll never have children and from my experience, a small house is harder to keep clean than a larger one.”




  They rode on in silence. It was Barbara who reached out her hand to Ralph. He knew she needed reassurance that the scene in Dover wouldn’t be repeated once they arrived at Tom’s home.




  * * * *




  Birmingham was like every other big industrial city Ralph ever visited. Smoke stacks rose everywhere as little nondescript people rushed to the factories to work.




  Tom waited for them at the train station. From the sea of faces, Barbara picked him out immediately. For her, it was as though her father had returned from the dead to welcome her home. She hugged him and then introduced her sons. They all shook hands before going out to Tom’s waiting car.




  “You’re not much like Uncle Christopher, are you?” Prentice asked.




  “Prentice!” Barbara said. “What a thing to say.”




  “It’s all right, Babs. Chris and I aren’t much alike at all. He thinks he’s so superior to the rest of us. Him and his college education. He says since we’re adults, we shouldn’t be known as Babs, Fran, Chris and Tom. He says it isn’t proper. For the life of me, I don’t understand him.”




  They chatted about Christopher and the change in his personality until they finally reached Tom’s home. It was a large rambling country home and Barbara knew the boys felt at home instantly.




  Tom’s wife, Meg, was younger than Tom by about three years and full of life. Her eyes sparkled and she laughed easily. She and Tom had three lovely daughters and under her apron was the hint of a fourth child.




  Later in the evening, when the children were all in bed, the two couples sat in the parlor talking.




  “You don’t like Christopher much, do you?” Barbara asked.




  “No, I don’t, and I don’t make any bones about it, either. We used to be close, really close, but this college thing drove a wedge between us.”




  “How did it all start?” Barbara pressed. “Why didn’t I know about it?”




  “You were too far away, Babs. Besides, what could you have done? It was a clash of personalities. Somehow, Chris got the idea you were an accountant, Ralph. After you and Babs were married, all he ever talked about was going to college and becoming an accountant.”




  “I don’t know where he got an idea like that. We talked about it when I was at his house and I don’t think he ever got it through his head that I’m just a cowboy with a fancy title behind my name. Ranch manager was what my father had become and what he taught me to be. Other than keeping the books for the ranch, I have no accounting abilities.”




  “I know, but Chris had different ideas. He thought college was all that mattered. I was different. I’d just finished my next to last form at secondary school, when Father’s friend, Mr. Kellogg, offered me a summer job at his factory. I worked all summer on the loading dock. He ran a good pharmaceutical company and although the work was hard, I enjoyed it. That fall, Chris went off to college and I continued working for Mr. Kellogg after school and on Saturday. When Chris came home for the Christmas holidays, he’d changed. Even Papa noticed it. Suddenly he thought himself better than the rest of us. It shamed him to see my work-calloused hands. All he could talk about was when I would join him at college. That was when he started calling me Thomas. I disappointed him when I stayed with Mr. Kellogg. I’ve worked hard and now I’m managing the Birmingham plant. This house went along with the position, as well as an offer to buy an interest in the business.”




  “It’s strange what a little education can do,” Ralph said. “I’m not overly educated myself, but I do know enough to realize each man must find his own place. I know I couldn’t live like Christopher does, tied to a desk in a tiny office.”




  Barbara had to agree with Ralph, but she still wanted to hear more about Tom and the proposal Mr. Kellogg had given him. “What about you, Tom? Are you able to take advantage of Mr. Kellogg’s offer to buy an interest in his company?”




  “Not really. You know how tight money can be with a growing family. We keep trying to put something aside, but it’s hard.”




  “How much is he asking?” Barbara questioned.




  “Twelve thousand pounds. I’ve put away about two thousand and with the five thousand from Grandmother, I’m getting close. A few more years, and we’ll be able to swing it. Mr. Kellogg is a fair man. He’s promised to keep the offer open until we have the money.”




  Barbara looked at Ralph. From the look on his face she knew he had read her mind and she nodded her approval.




  “Would you let us help you?” Ralph asked.




  “I don’t understand,” Tom said.




  “We’ve never touched Barbara’s inheritance from her grandmother. We’ve looked for an investment, but with the depression, there just weren’t any. Why not let us loan it to you? There’s no need to pay it back right away or ever, for that matter.”




  Barbara looked from Tom’s shocked expression to Meg’s tear-filled eyes. She was pleased they could be of help. The money from her inheritance had been sitting in a bank in London doing no one any good. It was for the best that she use it now.




  “I told Tom if he let his family know what we wanted, they would have a solution,” Meg said once she regained her composure. “Up until now, he wouldn’t say anything.”




  “Who would have listened like you and Ralph?” Tom asked, turning his attention to his sister. “I hadn’t expected to say anything to you at all. It just came out. We will accept your offer, and I’ll keep track of the profits. Besides being able to pay you back, we’ll make money for you.”




  * * * *




  London was the only part of the trip both Ralph and Barbara dreaded. Although Barbara longed to see Fran, she knew seeing the house on Lillishall Road would hurt. Since Fran and her husband, Galen Drake, had stayed with her parents through their last years, they now owned the house outright. Even though Galen was a doctor, their home was far from extravagant. They had changed nothing in the old row house, not even the furniture.




  Fran was a gracious hostess, but like Meg, she kept busy. Barbara felt a bit guilty with her children, who were practically grown. She didn’t have to keep a watchful eye on her children the way Fran and Meg did. It would be several years before their children reached the ages of Jim and Prentice.




  Jim and Prentice enjoyed London. They found there was much more to do there than in Corbit. They enjoyed the theatre, which they attended almost every night during their stay. During the day, while Barbara and Fran shopped, they discovered the museums and all the places of interest surrounding them.




  All too soon, the time came for them to return home. Fran carefully packed Barbara’s share of her mother’s linens, glassware, china and Christmas ornaments, in preparation for the long trip back to Corbit.




  They left early on the morning of the twenty-ninth of December. They would be spending the night with Christopher and Leona in Dover and sail the following morning for New York. From there, they would take the train the rest of the way home.




  With England behind them and Montana beckoning them, they would be ringing in the New Year aboard the ship.




  Barbara watched as her homeland and family were left far behind. She probably wouldn’t ever return, but she didn’t care. After Montana, London, even all of England, seemed very small.




  Her life as well as her future lay in Montana. Silently she slipped her hand into Ralph’s larger one. “It’s been a wonderful vacation, but I’ll be glad to get home.”




  Chapter 3




  Suzanna sat at the kitchen table, staring at the telegram in her hand. Nothing seemed real. Does every woman who’s lost her husband feel this way?




  The telegram said Ralph and Barbara and the boys would arrive on the noon train. Did Clay say he would meet them? He must have, but I can’t remember.




  “I just saw the car from the telegraph office leave. Is something wrong, Ma?” Kenny asked, when he came into the house.




  “No,” Suzanna replied. She knew there was no emotion in her voice; there hadn’t been since the funeral. “Ralph and Barbara and the boys will be home today on the noon train. Your father must have said we’d meet them. I don’t know if I’m up to going into town.”




  “Don’t worry, Ma. I’ll call Jeff. He can meet them. Why don’t you go up and lie down for a while?”




  Suzanna nodded and trudged up the stairs, her shoulders slumped, her heart heavy. I can’t sleep nights, what makes Kenny think I can sleep now?




  Once in the room she’d shared with Clay for almost thirty years, she found her mind filled with trains. How many trains have I met? Will I be required to meet in my lifetime? Why am I always meeting trains rather than taking them? If I did take a train, where would I go? Who would I see? She drifted off into a troubled sleep.




  * * * *




  Kenny watched his mother climb the stairs before he picked up the phone and placed a call to Jeff.




  “Good morning, K-Chemical Company. How may I direct your call?” the young operator asked.




  “Mr. Parkhurst’s office please,” Kenny said. He knew his voice sounded irritated, but he hated calling Jeff at the office. It always seemed like it was more trouble than it was worth getting through.




  “Mr. Parkhurst’s office, may I help you?” Carol Williams, Jeff’s secretary said.




  “Carol, it’s Kenny. Can I speak with my brother?”




  “Sure, Kenny, just hold on. I’ll put you right through.”




  Within seconds Jeff was on the line. “Kenny? What’s wrong? Has something happened to Ma?”




  “Everything’s all right, Jeff. Ma’s upstairs lying down. I’m just mad, is all. They just delivered a telegram from Ralph and Barbara. They held the damn thing for two days at the telegraph office. That’s not the point right now. This wire says they’re getting in at noon today. I guess Pa must have promised to pick them up. Do you think you can meet them?”




  “Of course I can. I can’t concentrate here. I’m too worried about Ma to think about work. I’ll throw some things in a bag and come out to the ranch for the weekend.”




  “Yeah, Jeff,” Kenny said. “Ma would like that. See you later.”




  “Sure, Kenny, later.”




  * * * *




  Jeff hung up the phone. How could they hold a telegram for two days? My office is only two blocks away. They could have delivered it here. Instead, they probably waited until they had other wires to deliver out in the country.




  “What do my appointments look like for the rest of the week, Carol?” Jeff asked as he left his office.




  “Very light, nothing that can’t wait.”




  “Good. I’m taking the rest of the week off. I’m getting some things together and going out to the ranch for the weekend, but you don’t know where I am, understand?”




  Carol nodded.




  “If you need anything done,” he continued, “Pete can handle it.”




  Jeff walked out of the office and down the hall to the room Pete occupied. Without knocking, he opened the door and entered. This was one time he was glad Pete didn’t have a secretary. The fewer people who knew where he was heading, the better.




  “I’m taking the rest of the week off,” he said when Pete looked up. “I hate to do this to you so soon after you shouldered the load through the funeral, but I know you can handle it.”




  “You look like you could chew nails, buddy. What’s wrong? Is it your ma?”




  “She’s no different. I just feel like she needs me. I’ll call you at home tonight and explain everything. And, Pete, thanks.”




  Jeff walked out of Pete’s office and took the elevator to the main floor. Once he left the building, he made his way to his apartment. After throwing a few things into a bag, he drove to the station.




  He arrived just as the train was pulling in. When he got out of the car, a terrible thought hit him. Ralph and Barbara didn’t know about his father. As soon as the thought crossed his mind, he began to tremble. He would have to be the one to tell them and he didn’t know if he could do it.




  He wanted to cry. More than anything else in the whole word, he wanted to cry. Did I ever tell you I loved you, Pa? Why didn’t I ever put the hurt aside and tell you that? I did love you, Pa. His silent questions and declaration remained that way. To have shouted them aloud would have drawn undue attention to himself.




  “Jeff,” Ralph called from across the station. “What are you doing here? Where’s Clay?”




  Tears began to roll down his cheeks for the first time since his father’s death. “He’s dead, Ralph. My pa is dead.”




  * * * *




  Ralph put his arms around the younger man and allowed him to sob. This young man, this very angry young man, who never showed his emotions for anyone but his mother, was sobbing like a baby in Ralph’s arms.




  “How did it happen? When?” Ralph asked, when Jeff’s sobs subsided.




  He watched as Jeff composed himself. “It was an accident. That new bull he got in the fall went mad and gored him to death. It’s been almost two weeks now, but Ma can’t accept it. I’m so glad you’re back. She can talk to you.”




  “We’re sorry, Jeff. If we had known, we wouldn’t have stayed so long in Philadelphia,” Barbara said, allowing him to hold her close.




  * * * *




  Kenny sat in the kitchen. He’d sat there ever since he finished talking to Jeff. What did I expect Jeff to do? Did I think he would just pick up Ralph and Barbara, deliver them to the ranch and then leave? Jeff is my only brother, so why do I always sense a wall between us? Is it because Jeff is Ma’s favorite? Or is that something I only imagine? Ma doesn’t have favorites, or does she?




  There were no answers. There never were. There probably never would be. She gave the factory to Jeff, but the ranch she loved would be his. It would seem funny. He would be the first son ever to inherit the Double M.




  He heard Jeff’s car in the driveway and knew for a time, he would be forgotten. He was the younger son who was always there, but not the one necessary to comfort his mother.




  * * * *




  Ralph and Suzanna talked long into the night. As they talked, she slowly became her old self. She and Ralph could talk about things the boys were either too young to understand or had no interest in.




  The ranch would continue to run smoothly, Ralph assured her. Kenny knew what he was doing. He knew how to run the ranch. He just needed a little guidance.




  By the end of the evening, Suzanna found herself laughing. All she needed was someone to talk to, someone who understood her.




  * * * *




  Kenny pulled on his heavy coat and went out to the barn. He needed to get out of the house and away from Jeff and this was the only place he could think to come.




  He’d just saddled his horse when he heard the barn door open. “Mind if I join you?’ Jeff asked.




  “It’s a free country,” Kenny mumbled.




  “Look, Kenny, we’ve had our differences, but I think we…ah…I need to talk. I’ve treated you, Janet and yes, even Pa pretty badly. It’s too late for me to talk to Pa, but it’s not too late for us. When I was little, Pa went away to war. While he fought, it was just Ma and me. We were very close. Then he came home and everything changed. Pa took Ma’s time away from me and then you came along and then Janet. I didn’t think there was time for me. I’m sorry, Kenny. I’ve hurt you, but these last two weeks, I’ve learned how much my family means to me. Do you think you can forgive me?”




  Kenny stood watching his brother for a moment. “Sure, Jeff, I guess we both need to start over.”




  For a moment, they stood just looking at each other. As though they were again children and being made to apologize to one another by their mother, they each took the necessary steps to close the gap between them and shook hands. As though he wanted more, Jeff pulled Kenny into a bear hug. For the first time in his life, Kenny felt as though he and his older brother could actually become close friends.




  Chapter 4




  Janet waited for her mother while she finished putting away the last of the laundry. “Do you really think your wedding dress will fit me?” she asked.




  “Oh, it may need a tuck here and a tuck there, since you’re a bit smaller than I was. I’m almost done here. When I finish, we’ll go up to the attic and look for it.”




  The attic was Janet’s favorite part of the house. Here stood the old trunk with the initials J.A.M. burned into the top. The trunk had belonged to her great-great-grandma Mallon, for whom Janet was named.




  “Now, where did I put the box with my dress in it?” Suzanna asked aloud.




  “Here it is, Ma,” Janet said, lifting the cover. “What’s this?” she asked as she retrieved a small velvet box from the folds of the dress.




  “Oh dear, I’d almost forgotten about that ring.”




  Before Suzanna could take the box, Janet opened it. “A diamond ring. It’s beautiful. Where did you get it? Why don’t you wear it?”




  “It’s a long story. I’ve never told it to anyone before, but I guess the time has come for it to come out in the open. Everyone concerned with it, with the exception of me, is dead, so no one will be hurt. Let’s go down to the kitchen and talk about this over a cup of tea.”




  * * * *




  Suzanna purposely took her time in brewing the tea. She wondered how she would even begin to tell her daughter about the man she had once fancied herself in love with.




  After setting the steaming mugs of tea on the table, she began her story. “You see, when I was a little younger than you, I dated a man by the name of Clint Jacobson. He had a lot of money and treated me like a queen until I learned what he actually wanted was this ranch. I guess I always knew your father loved me, but all I could see were the expensive gifts Clint could get me. Once I saw through him, I realized what I was missing by not dating your father. Clint disappeared long before your father and I were married.”




  “Oh, this is so romantic. I can’t believe you had two boys fighting over you. Didn’t you feel special?”




  “Hardly. I felt ashamed of the way I had fallen for Clint’s smooth talk and fancy ways. But I’m getting away from the story. Several years later, after your father went to war, I saw Clint again. He stopped here to tell me good-bye before he enlisted. He said he loved me and always would. Before he left, he kissed me. I have to admit, I enjoyed it. You must remember I was terribly lonely and for a few short minutes, I was young again. Months later, I received a letter from him. He’d met your father in France, but he hadn’t told him about the kiss. He wanted me to know he’d fallen in love with a girl named Yvette and planned to marry her. I was so afraid someone might know he wrote to me and guess that I enjoyed seeing him and kissing him again, that I burned the letter. The last scrap of it was burning when I had a visitor. It was Clint’s father. He came to tell me of Clint’s death. He said he and his wife wanted me to have the ring Clint bought for me when we were dating. I couldn’t wear it, not without answering too many questions. I took it up here and put it in the box with my wedding dress and forgot all about it.”




  Janet picked up the ring and examined it closely. “It’s so beautiful. It’s a shame to hide it away in the attic. Since both Pa and Clint are dead, who would you be hurting if you wore it?”




  “I don’t suppose I’d be hurting anyone. I would be hurting your father’s memory, though. Perhaps if I had it reset into a pendant, I could wear it.”




  “I’d wear it. It’s not like you ever wore the ring as an engagement ring. Clint’s parents wanted you to have it, didn’t they?”




  Suzanna thought about her daughter’s question. As she did, she nodded.




  “Then wear it.”




  Janet got up from the table and went into the downstairs bedroom to try on the dress leaving Suzanna to contemplate the ring she held in her hands.




  Who would I be hurting? In reality, I wouldn’t be hurting anyone if I didn’t love Clint. Did I love him? I didn’t know then and I still don’t know now. I don’t think I want to know.




  She took the ring from the box and slipped it onto her right ring finger. She held it up to the light and marveled at the way it shone. After all these years locked away in the attic, it now sparkled in the light.




  The next few days, Suzanna kept too busy to give much thought to the ring she now wore. Kenny noticed it and mentioned something about it, but she merely said she found it in the attic.




  * * * *




  Suzanna sat in the sewing room. With Maggie’s death, the downstairs bedroom had become not only a guestroom but also a room where Suzanna could have her sewing machine, fabric and patterns. In her lap lay the yards of satin of her wedding dress. She worked, taking the necessary tucks to make the dress fit Janet’s smaller figure. As she did, she remembered her mother and grandmother making this dress for her wedding so many years ago. She’d been young and so in love with Clay, just as Janet was in love with Prentice. She prayed her daughter’s married life would be as happy as hers had been. Even with the separation of war, she and Clay had enjoyed a wonderful life together.




  The telephone rang in the kitchen, but Suzanna made no move to answer it. Janet was busy out there with preparations for her upcoming wedding and she would undoubtedly get it. It was more than likely for her anyway. Suzanna gave the call no more thought and went back to her sewing.




  “Ma, the telephone is for you,” Janet said, as she entered the room. “It’s a man and he sounds foreign.”




  She put aside her sewing and went into the kitchen to answer the phone. “Hello, this is Suzanna Parkhurst. Can I help you?”
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