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  Double M: The Mallons




  Mike Mallon is running away from his past. With his family’s history, it is expected he will go to Mexico. Instead he goes north and founds the Double M Ranch in Corbit, Montana. Once there his life is intertwined with the men and women in the valley. Especially his wife, Janet, his best friend Nevada, the half breed, Maggie, and the town’s founder, Ned Corbit.




  When the past catches up with Mike, it destroys not only his family but also touches the lives of everyone else in the valley. For better or for worse, Mike’s temper ruins his relationship with many of those who have been closest to him.




  Only a bazaar twist of fate can right the wrongs and bring Mike the peace he so desires.




  Double M: The Kendricks




  Double M: The Parkhursts




  The Depression brings a new venture into the family of the Double M. When Suzanna buys K-Chemical, she becomes a businesswoman. The purchase is for her son, Jeff, as she desperately wants to keep in on the Double M and not lose him to the larger cities of the East in the way her mother lost Mallon. World War II brings the loss of life to the families in and around Corbit. As the shock wears off, Suzanna, now a widow and Ralph, who has been widowed for several years, find love and happiness in each other’s arms. As Suzanna’s life draws to a close, she looks back on the things she has accomplished. She has lived through two world wars, the great depression, Korea and Vietnam. Her ranch business interests have prospered. Now her grandson, JP, is ready to take on the challenges of running the Double M.




  ~~To everyone at WCP who thought this book should be written, even though I fought tooth and nail to let the series stand at three books. Thanks for prodding me into doing it. This has been a cleansing experience and one book that needed to be written.~~




  Chapter 1




  February, 1979




  Ralph Jennings watched as Suzanna’s coffin was lowered into the ground of the cemetery behind the main house of the Double M Ranch. In this small plot of land lay the ghosts of the Double M. Janet, Mike and Maggie Mallon rested here. The empty grave of Austin Mallon was nestled in the same area. Katie and Steve Kendricks rested beside Ralph’s parents, Nevada and Marion Jennings. Also here were Suzanna’s first husband, Clay Parkhurst, and Ralph’s first wife, Barbara.




  There were people from the Double M who rested elsewhere. Even so, their ghosts haunted the ranch. Austin Mallon, his wife, Ruth, and their son, John’s graves were on the Indian reservation high in the mountains, Mallon Kendricks, as well as his sons, were in Chicago and Kenny Parkhurst lay in a field in France that had been transformed into a beautifully peaceful cemetery. Mallon, Austin and Kenny had all been born on the ranch, but had followed a different path that led them all far from the Double M. Their deaths had been a loss, but life had gone on.




  A cold wind blew over the crest of the hill causing all of Suzanna’s family and friends to shiver.




  “In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, amen.”




  The final words of the minister sent the mourners to the warmth and security of the ranch house. As the people left, Ralph stayed. He wanted a few more minutes with his beloved Suzanna. She had lived a long life. Anyone who reached the age of ninety deserved their eternal rest. As for Ralph, he had shared twenty of those years with her and now as he approached his eighty-first birthday, he too was getting tired.




  This ranch and the land will survive. I’m with Clay, Kenny, Ma, Pa, Grandma and Grandpa, Grandma Janet and Uncle Austin. Even Barbara was here to greet me. They assured me that the Double M will continue to prosper. When the time comes, JP will lead the ranch into the twenty-first century. As for me, I’m waiting for you to join me. Just don’t wish your life away. Every minute you have with those who love you is precious.




  “Good-bye, Suzanna. Sleep well. If Bob is right it won’t be long before I’m by your side again.”




  After throwing a clump of dirt into the grave, he turned and started down the hill when a sharp pain radiated through his chest and down his left arm. The joys and sorrows of his life flashed before his eyes just as the darkness of death claimed him.




  In the blink of an eye, he stood with Suzanna, Clay and Barbara, looking down on their beloved Double M. Looking further, he saw all the other ghosts who watched over the acres around Corbit, Montana that they had built from nothing over the past one hundred and ten years.




  * * * *




  “Where’s Grandpa?” JP Jennings asked his father.




  “Come to think of it, he hasn’t come down from the cemetery. He’s taking this pretty hard.”




  JP nodded. “I’ll go up and bring him back to the house. There are several people here who want to see him.”




  “I’ll come with you,” Luke Johansson said. “I could use a cigarette.”




  JP agreed. Luke was his brother-in-law, his sister’s second husband, and JP’s best friend. He was the one JP would lean on now that his grandmother was gone. He needed to be strong for his grandfather, but there was no one other than Luke to be strong for him. His father would be comforting his mother and his Uncle Jeff would be lost in his own sorrow. Luke would be there for JP’s sister Kenlyn as well as for him.




  “I can’t believe your grandpa is still up on that hill,” Luke said when they stepped outside into the cold wind that blew against the porch.




  JP took a cigarette from the pack Luke held out to him. “You haven’t lived here long enough to understand the pull of that old cemetery. The first people buried there were my great-great-grandma Janet, the empty grave of her son Austin, and one of the cowhands.”




  “Kenny told me that story. I would have liked to have seen the looks on everyone’s faces when Austin returned from the dead fifteen years later.”




  JP nodded. He’d often wished he could have been there himself. Of all the stories of the ghosts of the Double M, the one about Katie and Austin coming home during the same week was his favorite. They were almost at the top of the hill when he saw something that disturbed him.




  “Grandpa!” he shouted as he ran the last few yards to where Ralph lay face down in the snow. When he reached his grandpa, he knelt beside his body.




  “Is he…” Luke’s words were cut short by the expression JP knew was on his face.




  “He’s dead. I can’t get a pulse. I knew he wanted to be with Grandma. I just didn’t expect it to be this soon. Help me get him back to the house.”




  Between JP and Luke, they lifted Ralph’s body from the snow-covered ground and started down the hill. More than anything, JP wanted to cry. The hurt of losing both of his grandparents was almost more than he could stand. All his life if he’d needed comfort, he could run to Grandma Suzanna or Grandpa Ralph. Now they had both joined the ghosts of the Double M.




  * * * *




  Prentice Jennings watched his son and son-in-law leave the house. “Where are those two going?” Prentice’s brother Jim asked.




  “Pa hasn’t come down from the cemetery yet. JP said he’d go up there and remind him that there are people waiting for him here at the house.”




  Jim nodded. “If I know Pa, he’s up there coming to grips with losing Suzanna. He may be Nevada’s son, but at times he acts like Mike Mallon. We’ve all heard the stories about how he went up to Janet’s grave for thirteen years before he came to his senses. I sure hope Pa doesn’t take that long.”




  Before Prentice could respond, JP called from the porch, “Pa, Uncle Jim, get out here!”




  Prentice and Jim turned and hurried to the door. As soon as they opened it, Prentice saw the boys carrying Ralph’s lifeless body.




  “Bring him in so Doc can take care of him.”




  “He’s gone, Pa,” JP explained. The words cut like a knife.




  “I shouldn’t have left him up there,” Prentice said, as the two young men placed Ralph’s body on the sofa. “If I’d been with him, this wouldn’t have happened. He wouldn’t have died alone.”




  “It wouldn’t have made any difference,” Bob Warren said. “I’m sure it was his heart. He was in my office last week and I told him to slow down. It’s possible he was dead before he ever hit the ground. To be truthful, I didn’t expect him to outlive Suzanna by much. I just didn’t think it would be so soon.”




  “But if I’d been with him…” Prentice began.




  “Doc’s right, Prentice,” Jim interrupted. “Pa told me that he didn’t know if he could survive without Suzanna. He sounded like he did when Ma died; only then he had Suzanna to help him get through it. There would never have been another Suzanna for Pa. They’re all together now, Suzanna, Pa, Ma and Clay. It’s nothing either of us could have prevented.”




  Prentice knew his brother was right, but that didn’t make losing his father any easier. With his father’s death, he and Janet would become the older generation. Even though he was a grandfather, he certainly didn’t want to admit to being old.




  “What does this mean for the corporation, Jim?” Janet’s brother Jeff asked. “With Ma and Ralph both gone, will the corporation be all right?”




  Prentice wondered the same thing. It wasn’t that long ago when Suzanna had insisted that K-Chemical, Colliers Industries and the Double M should all become one corporation with the shares divided up among the family members, both the Parkhursts and the Jennings.




  “There won’t be a problem, trust me. I wrote the incorporation papers as well as Pa and Suzanna’s wills. This isn’t the time or the place to discuss all of this. We’ll get together in a couple of days, after we all come to grips with this. For now, we need to plan Pa’s funeral.”




  * * * *




  JP felt as though he was living in a daze. Two days after Grandma Suzanna was laid to rest, his Grandpa Ralph’s body was interred in the small cemetery at the crest of the hill.




  The morning after his grandfather’s funeral, the entire family was again assembled in the main ranch house of the Double M. It was just after one when his Uncle Jim arrived for the reading of the wills for both of his grandparents.




  “Had it not been for Pa’s death, we would have read Suzanne’s will the morning after her funeral. Before we read the will, I have been instructed to read this letter from both Pa and Suzanna.”




  He reached into the breast pocket of his suit coat and pulled out an envelope. JP, like everyone else in the room, held his breath in anticipation of hearing the last wishes of his grandparents.




  “To my dear family. As you all know, I am no longer young. I will be ninety years old in this year of 1979. I’ve had a long and wonderful life. During this life, I have seen many changes from the telephone to the airplane and now men are going into space and walking on the moon. What I am getting at is that my time on this earth is coming to an end. Soon I will rest in the cemetery on the hill and the younger generation will be taking over what this family has built up. I pray you will use your inheritance wisely and that each of you will understand the decisions I have made concerning not only my money but also the stock we own in the corporation. I love you all and will never be any further away from you than your memories of me.”




  Jim stopped for a moment to clear his throat and turn to the next page of the document. “This is Susanna’s will. I have several bequeaths I want to make. To Joe Koslowski, and Bob Warren, the dear friends who helped Jeff through the horrors of living on that island, I leave thirty thousand dollars. I also leave that amount to the church and the hospital. To each of my grandchildren, I leave sixty thousand dollars to be held in trust for my great-grandchildren. By the time they are old enough to go to college, they should each have a sizable nest egg if these funds are invested wisely. I also leave sixty thousand dollars to my former daughter-in-law, Carol Janish, and to Buck. You have both been very important in all of our lives here at the Double M. In addition I leave fifty thousand dollars to be used for scholarships for the young people of this community. My grandchildren, JP and Kenlyn, will administer these scholarships and the firm Kenlyn works for will invest the money.”




  JP couldn’t help but notice the look of surprise on his sister’s face. It certainly matched his own. Several years ago he wouldn’t have trusted Kenlyn with such a responsibility. So much had changed in the past eleven years. She had learned some hard lessons. Now she had returned to Corbit and had a prestigious job, a husband who loved her dearly and a son who promised to be as adept at running the dairy operation on the Double M, as was his stepfather, Luke.




  Jim cleared his throat before continuing. “This brings us to the bulk of the estate. The monetary assets are to be divided equally between Janet and Jeff. The stock is to be divided three ways between JP, Kenlyn and my grandniece, Anne. You all have an interest in the empire my great-grandfather Mike began on this land. It is the three of you who will bring the Double M, K-Chemical and Collier Industries into the twenty-first century. As I have always said, the future belongs to the young. I pray my own children will understand my reasoning.”




  The hush in the room was almost overwhelming. It was Jeff who found his voice first. “Ma’s right. I’m going to be sixty-seven this year. It’s time for me to enjoy life. I certainly don’t want more stock to manage.”




  “I agree,” Janet commented. “Prentice and I have been talking about retiring in a few years. The ranch is JP and Luke’s love. I’m seriously considering more travel in my future than more work.”




  JP breathed a sigh of relief. He was afraid his mother would feel slighted by Susanna’s will. By receiving money rather than stock, she would be able to take all the trips she so longed to go on.




  “That brings us to Pa’s will. Since I am mentioned in it, I asked my partner to be the witness since it is also in the form of a letter.”




  JP could feel the tension in the room begin to rise. Will my grandfather’s will mirror the one we just heard read?




  “Maybe it’s best if I read this one,” Bob Warren suggested.




  The relief on Jim’s face was evident.




  “My dear family,” Bob began. “As you all know, I came by the name of Jennings when I entered this world as Sarah’s bastard son. By the grace of God, Nevada and Marion chose me to be their son and carry on the name of Jennings. As such, I named my sons after my father who began his life as James Prentice. Forgive me for my reminiscences, but it is important that the history of our family not be lost.”




  JP could almost hear his grandfather’s voice telling him the same story when he was younger than Kenlyn’s son, Lance.




  “As Suzanna said in her will, the future belongs to the young. Therefore, I leave sixty thousand dollars to each of my grandchildren to be held in trust for the education of their children. I also leave fifty thousand dollars to be added to the funds from Suzanna for the scholarships to be given as a gift to this community. In like manner, I leave thirty thousand dollars to the hospital as well as the church where my father and mother were charter members.




  “As for the bulk of my estate, I, like Suzanna, leave my monetary assets to be equally divided between my sons, James and Prentice. My shares in the corporation are to be divided between JP, Kenlyn, Jackson and Amanda.”




  JP did a mental calculation of the amount of shares he and Kenlyn now owned. Together, they had a controlling interest in the Double M, K Chemical and Collier Industries. In the past few minutes, he’d become an extremely wealthy young man and Kenlyn’s net worth had also skyrocketed.




  As he thought about the two wills, JP remembered a conversation he’d had with his grandfather when he returned to the Double M from Vietnam. It was then he’d been told that both of his grandparents were wealthy in their own right. Even after they married, they had kept their finances separate, splitting household expenses equally.




  It hadn’t been until he moved into the ranch house that he’d been privy to the extent of his grandparents’ wealth. The amount of money left to his parents and his uncles meant that none of them would have to work for the rest of their lives.




  “About the ranch house,” Prentice said, dissolving JP’s inner thoughts. “Jeff and I have been talking about it and we think JP should have it. He’s lived here with Suzanna and Pa since he got back from Vietnam. If he’s going to take over the running of the ranch, this house should belong to him.”




  JP was flabbergasted. It was all happening too quickly. He had gone from being Ralph and Susanna’s grandson who lived in their house to help them with the day-to-day things they could no longer manage, to having this house that was so filled with history, as his own.




  “I think this calls for a celebration,” Jim proclaimed. “It seems there’s a well-stocked wine cellar downstairs. I think it’s appropriate to open some of that fine wine Clint Jacobson’s family sends to Suzanna and Pa every year.”




  JP agreed. He’d heard several stories about the man who wanted to marry his grandmother and had lost her to his natural grandfather. Clint Jacobson had left Corbit a very shallow man. He, like JP’s Uncle Jeff, had been reported killed in battle, but returned years later completely changed. The story was that the family had thought he’d come back to claim Suzanna as his own. In reality, he’d brought his family to Corbit to see where he’d grown from child to man. He had been the one who had found Kenneth Parkhurst’s grave in France and who kept the Double M supplied with fine French wines.




  When Luke and Kenlyn returned, they brought four bottles of the fine wine they had always enjoyed at family gatherings. With the wine poured, everyone in attendance raised their glasses in salute to Suzanna and Ralph.




  Chapter 2




  JP heard a truck pull into the dooryard. A glance at the clock told him that not only was it four in the morning, but that the truck belonged to Luke.




  When he shared this house with his grandparents, he rarely heard Luke come to work. Things were different then. His grandfather’s snores and his grandmother padding around the old house when she couldn’t sleep usually broke the quiet of the house.




  He knew what brought about his sleeplessness. It wasn’t the uninterrupted silence, as much as it was the realization that the death of his grandparents had made him a very wealthy man. He wondered if he would be able to cope with such wealth. He didn’t know. Not only did he receive a good salary as manager of the Double M, but also his inheritance along with that of his sister gave them controlling interest in the family corporation.




  Rather than try to sleep, he got up and dressed in jeans, a flannel shirt and boots before heading out to the dairy barn. Before leaving the house, he pulled on a sheepskin coat, gloves and his hat.




  The dairy operation always fascinated JP, even though he had no desire to run it himself. It was so unlike ranching. The beef herd grazed all over the range in the summer and in the winter the hands hauled feed to the sheltered valley where the cattle were taken for protection from the cold and snow. The dairy operation was much different.




  The cows required constant attention. The milking needed to be done morning and night and then the workers at the dairy would process the milk for delivery in town. Since his great-grandfather first started the whole thing, several other big ranches had opened similar operations and sent the milk to the Double M for processing into cheese, butter and milk.




  “Good morning,” JP said as he entered Luke’s office.




  “What are you doing up this early in the morning, buddy? I didn’t think ranchers got up at the crack of dawn.”




  “Couldn’t sleep. It’s not the same with Grandma and Grandpa gone. I’ve never considered that house as lonely, but it is. Do you think you and Kenny would like to move out here with me? It would bring you closer to your work.”




  Luke shook his head. “It would also take Kenny away from her work. With her shares in the corporation, her job at the brokerage is even more important than it was before. She’s good at what she does and that’s what the corporation needs. If she were to pull out now, who would handle the investments?”




  “I see what you mean, but what about Lance? She certainly doesn’t have to work. Doesn’t she want to spend the time with him?”




  “With him in school, she’d be completely lost during the day. After school there’s only a couple of hours before one of us gets home, so he goes over to David and Anne’s place to play with their kids. Anne and Kenny have become close friends. It’s hard to believe they haven’t always been part of the family.”




  JP thought about his cousin Anne and her husband. He remembered his grandmother’s joy at finding that her brother’s granddaughter had been under her nose for years and she hadn’t even noticed it. It had been wonderful for her and for the family, but it had been the beginning of the end. It was as though finding Anne gave Suzanna the permission she needed to die. Learning that her brother was dead had been a blow but at least she had made peace with that branch of her family.




  You’re so right, JP. I am at peace.




  The sound of his grandmother’s voice confirming his suspicions should have been frightening. Instead it was comforting. He really wasn’t alone in all of this. His grandparents were watching over him.




  “I know, I feel the same way about David and Anne,” he said, in reply to the comment Luke had made prior to his grandmother interrupting his thoughts. “I was shocked when Grandma first told us about having a brother. I guess I never knew how much he meant to her until she found Anne. It was like she’d finally made peace with Mallon and now she had the permission she needed to die.”




  Luke nodded in agreement. It was something they had talked about more and more since David and Anne moved to Corbit. The fact Suzanna had included Anne in her will and given her grandniece shares in the corporation equal to those received by JP and Kenny attested to the bond that had instantly grown between his grandmother and his cousin.




  “So, since we aren’t interested in moving out here, what are you going to do?”




  “Get used to being alone, I guess. With Grandma and Grandpa gone, there’s no other option. Another thing I have to do is find a bookkeeper for the Double M. Grandpa always kept the books and I never had any interest in doing it. I took a look at them the other day and I can’t make head nor tail out of all those figures and such.”




  “For that problem, I might just have a solution for you. We were out with Scott Preston and his wife the other night and he said his sister, Alicia has been looking for a position ever since she moved back here from Chicago in January. She’s got a degree in accounting, but there just isn’t anything around here for her.”




  The name Alicia Preston brought to mind the girl he’d gone to high school with so many years ago. “Why did she come back here? I thought she had it made in Chicago. From what I’d heard, she had a plumb position as well as a kick ass social life.”




  “She did, until recently that is. I guess the reason she came back here was pretty much the same as the reason Kenny came back last fall. Luckily, she didn’t marry the bastard. She had a fling with her boss and when she wanted to call if off, he made certain she got fired. She decided it was better to take her chances in Corbit rather than continue to stay on in Chicago.”




  JP allowed his mind to wander back to the vision he’d had earlier of the girl from high school who had left such an impression on him. Even though she was younger than him by two years, she still was pretty enough to catch his eye. She’d been a cheerleader when he played quarterback for the Corbit Cougars. That didn’t mean she was an airhead. One of the letters he’d received in Vietnam contained a clipping about Alicia being the salutatorian of her graduating class. If her father hadn’t been such a trusted employee of K-Chemical, he wouldn’t have seen the article.




  Just thinking about Alicia brought to mind the nights she had cheered the Cougars on to victory wearing the short purple and yellow skirt and white sweater with the purple C bordered with yellow across her chest. He wondered now why he hadn’t asked her out. Of course, the reason was that he’d been going steady with Carolyn Ellis. She’d been anxious to be his girl, but dropped him for his cousin Jackson Jennings, when JP left for Vietnam. Where she was now was anyone’s guess.




  * * * *




  Alicia Preston sipped her coffee. Another day of job hunting loomed in front of her. She had to admit, she’d never been so defeated in her entire life.




  Brandon McAllister had been one of the best accountants in Chicago, to say nothing of being one of the city’s most eligible bachelors. Just working under him thrilled her to no end and she was certain he was behind the numerous promotions and wage increases she’d received. She’d been with the company for five years when Brandon first asked her out. It wasn’t long before he convinced her to grace his bed. What a fool she’d been to sleep with her immediate supervisor.




  She’d been planning the wedding she knew was in her future when a picture of Brandon and the daughter of the head of the firm was splashed all over the society page of the Chicago Tribune. She’d waited until that night when they went out to dinner to confront him with it.




  “What difference will it make?” Brandon had asked her. “We can go on just the way we have been. Marrying Phyllis is for the good of the firm. I’ll give her a child or two and the rest of the time will be for us. Believe me, it isn’t love, just business.”




  “And what am I?” she questioned through clenched teeth.




  Brandon put his hand over hers. “You are my love. You are warm and loving, where Phyllis is like an iceberg. You won’t even have to pay rent, since I’ll pick that up in compensation.”




  “Compensation? I’m not your mistress and I’m certainly not your whore. From now on, you’re my boss and nothing more.” She wadded up her napkin and threw it into the soup of her first course before she ran from the restaurant to hail a cab. She’d been in luck that one was waiting for a fare just outside the door. As the back door closed, Brandon came out of the restaurant in pursuit of her. The look on his face was one of bewilderment. It was evident no one ever said no to the man in his entire life.




  She shivered and regretted leaving her new coat at the restaurant, but it couldn’t be helped. She needed to get away from Brandon quickly and that was all that mattered. Instead of going to her apartment, she asked to be taken to the Drake. If she spent the night in a hotel, there would be no way that Brandon could track her down.




  Sleeping with Brandon had been the biggest mistake of her life and one she would never repeat again, but the damage had been done. She would do her best at work until she could find another position with another firm. She might not make the money she did at Brackston and Harrington, but at least she wouldn’t have to contend with Brandon on a daily basis. Premarital sex with Chicago’s most eligible bachelor was one thing but sex with a married man was another.




  The next morning she stopped at her apartment to shower and change before going to work. When she stepped into her office, cold stares greeted her from her co-workers. Entering her office, she saw a box with her personal belongings sitting on her desk. Even the coat she’d left at the restaurant last night was there. Behind her desk, Addison Brackston sat in her chair.




  “You are a despicable young woman, Ms. Preston,” Addison began. “I know my future son-in-law has sown his share of wild oats, but that part of his life is over. The fact that you begged him to be his mistress will not be tolerated in this firm. I will not have a whore on my payroll.”




  “A-a whore? If I’m a whore, just what does that make your future son-in-law? I hope Phyllis is happy when he gives her a child or two to keep her quiet and pursues his affairs behind her back. I’m just pleased it won’t be with me. I’m sorry I ever met him. He’s a bastard and a money hungry bastard at that.”




  “I will not have you trashing Brandon, just because he turned down your offer to become his mistress. You have ten minutes to get out of the office. If you should come back for any reason, you will be arrested for trespassing. I have your final check for you, so there is no reason for you to ever step foot in this building again.”




  Alicia didn’t know if she was more upset about being fired or basically being called a liar. Even in shock, she wasn’t dumb enough to just take the box without checking the contents of it. At the very bottom of the box, she found one of Brandon’s cards. On the back was a note that read, Call me tonight and we’ll straighten this all out.




  “Everything seems to be here,” she said, still clutching the card. “Of course, this doesn’t belong to me. See that Brandon gets it back. I certainly don’t want to take anything that I’m not entitled to.” She handed the card to Addison, picked up the box, and left the office without so much as a backward glance.




  Once she returned to her apartment, she started making calls to various agencies around town. It didn’t take long to realize she’d been blackballed and getting another job would be impossible. Her next call had been to her parents, begging them to let her come home.




  She was packing up her apartment for the move back to Montana when Brandon rang her doorbell.




  “What’s going on here?” he demanded as he pushed his way into her apartment. “How dare you say those things to Addison?”




  “I only told him the truth. I’d hate to see someone as innocent as Phyllis get stuck with a pig like you.”




  The look on his face was one of shock. When he regained his composure, he looked around the apartment. “What are you doing?’




  “I’m packing. What does it look like I’m doing?”




  “Why would you leave?”




  “Why should I stay? You told your twisted little lie to your future father-in-law and I got fired. He also made it impossible for me to get a job in this town. I have nothing here anymore.”




  “You have me. We could be together and…”




  “And nothing, you lying sack of shit. I don’t sleep with married men and I’m not a whore. I hope you and Phyllis are very happy together. She certainly doesn’t deserve you, but then daddy dearest is all for it, so that makes it all right.”




  “Where are you going?”




  “As far away from you as I can get.”




  “Will you let me know where you are when you get settled?”




  Alicia laughed in his face. “I’d sooner move in with a nest of rattlesnakes than tell you where I am. Forget you ever heard my name.”




  “At least take this. It should tide you over until you can get another job.” He handed her an envelope before leaving.




  Once he was gone, she slit oven the sealed flap. Inside, the envelope was stuffed with several one hundred dollar bills. “Twenty thousand dollars,” she gasped once she counted it for the second time. “I guess that makes me one of the highest paid whores in Chicago.”




  As usual, the memory brought tears to her eyes. She thought Brandon loved her, when all along he played her for a fool. How could she have been so stupid?




  “What are your plans for today, honey?” her mother asked.




  Alicia wiped the tears from her eyes. “I was planning to go down to the Corbit House. I saw an ad in last night’s paper that they’re looking for waitresses. I worked there in college. It should give me an in.”




  “I don’t like to see you going back to waitress work. With your education, you could do so much better.”




  “Addison Brackston took care of that. There’s not a major firm in the country that will take me on. Face it, Mom, I made a big mistake when I slept with Brandon and turned down his offer to be his mistress. Not only am I the wronged party here, but I’m blackballed in the accounting industry.”




  “Maybe Scott can get you a job with K-Chemical. I know they have a large accounting department.”




  “No, if I can’t get a job on my own merits, I don’t want it.”




  Before her mother could comment on what Alicia said, the phone rang. She made no move to answer it. Most people didn’t even know she was back in Corbit.




  “The phone’s for you, honey,” her mother said when she came back into the living room.




  “Who is it?”




  “I didn’t ask. I can tell you that it was a very nice sounding young man.”




  Alicia could feel her heart begin to pound. How had Brandon tracked her down in Corbit of all places? She’d never really told him where she was from. It wasn’t that she was ashamed of being from Corbit. She just didn’t like having her co-workers know too much about her.




  “Hello,” she said, once she picked up the receiver from the kitchen counter.




  “Alicia?” the man on the other end of the line asked.




  She breathed a sigh of relief when although the voice sounded familiar, it didn’t belong to Brandon. “Yes, this is Alicia. May I ask who’s calling?”




  “I’m sorry. I should have identified myself. This is JP Jennings, I just heard that you’re back in town and looking for a job.”




  Alicia’s heart pounded and she felt weak in the knees. “A-a job? Well I guess bad news does travel quickly in a small town.”




  “I wouldn’t call it bad, at least not for me. I have a position I’d like to talk to you about, but I’d rather not talk about it over the phone. Can you meet me at the Corbit House?”




  “Yes, yes, of course I can. I was planning to go down there to put in an application anyway. What time would you like to meet?”




  “Let’s say one to miss the rush, and about that application, put it on hold until after I talk to you about what I have in mind. I’ll see you then.”




  “Who was it?” her mother asked, as she came out to pour herself another cup of coffee.




  “It was JP Jennings. He wants to talk to me about a job.”




  “Do you think Scott talked to him?”




  Alicia thought about JP knowing she was looking for a job. With all her heart, she prayed that Scott hadn’t told him in order to take care of his ‘little sister’. “I hope not. I’d like to get this job on my own merits without ‘big brother’s’ help.”




  After having another cup of coffee, Alicia went to her room. She scanned her wardrobe and pulled out her gray pinstriped suit with the deep rose colored blouse. Just touching the suit and blouse brought back the memory of wearing it the first time she and Brandon made love. Looking at it now, she wanted to vomit just thinking about the affair that proved to be her downfall. She pulled it from the hanger and stuffed it into the wastebasket. Instead, she chose a brown tweed suit with a gold silk blouse. It would be much better than the outfit that brought back such terrible memories.




  As she showered, she remembered JP Jennings. He’d been the star quarterback for the Cougars from 1962-1966. She smiled as she remembered the crush she’d had on him, but even being on the cheerleading squad couldn’t put her in contention for his affections. He was going steady with Carolyn Ellis and didn’t have eyes for Alicia. She doubted that anything had changed in that department. She’d have to ask her mother if Carolyn and JP had gotten back together once he returned from Vietnam. It was likely they had and were married with a couple of kids by now.




  * * * *




  JP chafed under the tight collar of his dress shirt and the confining tie. There was a reason he preferred his jeans, western style shirts and boots. He much preferred to look like a rancher rather than an executive.




  He remembered his grandfather complaining about the same thing every time Grandma made him dress up. It was why he’d been buried in his favorite blue chambray shirt and blue jeans. If he wasn’t comfortable in a suit in life, why make him uncomfortable for eternity?




  Ignoring his sheepskin jacket, he put on his wool topcoat. It, like the suit, wasn’t comfortable. But today wasn’t about comfort. It was a day for business and he had to look the part. He also wanted to impress Alicia. He doubted that the past twelve years had dimmed her beauty and if he could believe Luke, she was a top-notch accountant. She was just the person the Double M needed to bring Grandpa’s bookkeeping system up to date.




  A light snow was falling when he got into his rusted-out pickup. With his new wealth, he should buy a new truck, but this one was like his everyday work clothes. It was comfortable.




  The drive into town took less than half an hour. He found he was dwelling on the woman and not watching the road when he hit a patch of ice and went into a skid. He was lucky to regain control before going into the ditch. Since he’d seen no other cars on the road, he knew he could be stuck for hours before someone came to pull him out. The road between the Double M and Corbit wasn’t one of the more traveled roads in the county.




  JP was pleased to find a parking space in front of the Corbit House. It had been a good idea to set the meeting for one rather than noon. He watched as someone pulled into the space in front of him. Even from behind he knew it was Alicia driving the beat-up Volkswagen. He certainly hadn’t expected her to be driving something like that. He’d expected a fancy sports car, like the one Kenny had before she went to New York with her first husband. Instead, the car Alicia drove had certainly seen better days. It was evident that it had rolled over the hundred thousand mark on the speedometer at least once if not twice.




  JP turned off the ignition and put on his parking break before he got out of the truck. In a few strides, he was at her door in time to offer her his hand as she got out of her car. Her tweed skirt had hiked up, giving him a look at her long legs that seemed to go on forever.




  “You look good,” he said, once she stood facing him.




  “It’s good to see you, too, JP.”




  He liked the way the falling snow looked as it settled on her honey blonde hair. The perfect white flakes seemed to sparkle like diamonds on a piece of velvet.




  “Let’s get inside before we look like snow people,” he said, taking her hand so she wouldn’t slip on an unseen patch of ice. The small gesture sent a tingle through his body that he’d denied himself by making the ranch his life. He enjoyed the feel of a woman’s soft hand against his work-callused one.




  The warmth of the Corbit House embraced them as soon as they walked through the door. Nothing ever changes here. He surveyed the dark paneled walls that were reminiscent of the 1920’s when the restaurant first opened across the street from the original K-Chemical building.




  The hostess recognized him immediately and escorted them to a secluded booth.




  “Am I correct in thinking you’re interested in the job?” JP asked.




  “I wouldn’t be here if I weren’t.”




  “Good. You probably know that both of my grandparents died recently.”




  “I read about that in the paper. You have my condolences.”




  “What you probably don’t know is that my grandfather was the ranch accountant for over fifty years. He was the one who got the ranch through the depression without any serious damage to its financial status. I’ll be honest, everything needs to be updated, but even the basics aren’t being done now. The job pays a good wage for this area and comes with the usual benefits, as well as an apartment.”




  He watched as her eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Do you want an accountant or a mistress? If it’s the latter, it’s best if you look elsewhere.”




  Alicia’s statement took him by surprise. “Mistress? How can you even think of such a thing?”




  Tears pooled in her brown eyes. “I’m sure you’ve heard what happened in Chicago. I thought I was in love with my boss. When he announced his engagement, he wanted me to stay on as his permanent mistress. Of course I told him to go to hell. The only thing that got me was fired.”




  JP smiled. “I won’t lie to you. I’d like to get to know you again, but the job and the apartment have nothing to do with that. The apartment was added to the house by my grandparents when I came home from Vietnam. I lived there until a couple of years ago when I moved into the main house to help Grandpa and Grandma with the things they could no longer do for themselves. It’s not mandatory, but it is available to whoever takes the job. One of the perks you might say.”




  “And if I were to take the job but not the apartment, would there be a difference in salary?”
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