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  To my sophomore English teacher, Mr. Earl Brockman, who instilled the love of writing in me. As I have said so many times, he taught me three things, to think outside the box, to short-sheet a bed and to write. Thank you for everything, Mr. Brockman, or should I say THE DUKE OF EARL?




  Author's Note




  Double M: The Mallons is a family epic that follows not only the family of Mike Mallon, but also those of the people of Corbit, Montana. Corbit, although not on any map, is not unlike any other small town in America. The people who live there all have stories to tell and secrets to hide. In this trilogy, you will meet men like Mike Mallon and Nevada Jennings, cowboys who came to Montana to build an empire called the Double M Ranch. You will also find Indians, a mountain man, the founder of Corbit and many more of its residents. 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.




  Prologue




  Texas, 1867




  Mike Mallon saddled his horse and rode toward town. The unseasonably warm January day bolstered his spirits.




  Today, he could finally call himself a man. Today, he turned eighteen. His mother suggested a party but he graciously declined. His mother’s parties always turned into extravagant affairs. All he wanted was one of her fine dinners.




  The youngest of Ben and Christina Mallon’s children, he often clashed with his mother’s overprotective nature. His older brother, Phillip, now took on many of the duties at the Circle M. How Mike envied Phillip. Although Pa often said he trusted Mike, Phillip’s abilities seemed to hamper Mike’s attempts at independence.




  He knew his parents’ protective nature stemmed from the loss of his sister, Teresa. She would have been nineteen, if she had lived. He recalled how, when she was sixteen, Pa gave her in marriage to the young doctor in town, Matthew Lane. He remembered it as a happy time. A year later, they were expecting their first child.




  Matt worried about leaving Teresa alone while he called on patients. After days of deliberation and arguments from Teresa, he moved her back to the Circle M.




  Her labor came on quickly while Matt was caring for a dying man. Before he arrived home, she was gone, leaving him with a beautiful daughter. For a long time, Matt could not accept the child. It fell to Mike’s mother to bury her grief in the love of her granddaughter.




  Now, a year later, all was well. Matt continued to stay at the Circle M. Mike knew it would surely break his mother’s heart if they were to leave. To his surprise, Christina told Matt, “You and Mary are welcome here as long as you need to stay. Should the time come when you find another woman to love, you will marry her with our blessing.”




  Matt masked his shock, as did the rest of the family, when they first heard her comment. It took several months, but now they accepted it as what would eventually happen. Mike found himself so lost in his musings, he was almost to town before he turned his thoughts to his reason for going there today.




  His best friend, Taylor Collins, and his wife, Jenny, sent word to the ranch they wanted to see him. Mike laughed to himself, thinking about their reason for wanting him to come to town. He, like everyone else, knew they were going to have a baby soon. Hell, she was three months gone at their wedding.




  His mother called it shameful but Mike didn’t agree. He decided he took after his pa more than his mother. Pa said things like this happened, especially when young people got carried away.




  His mother’s strict Catholic upbringing, along with her proper upper class Spanish background, demanded no sexual contact until marriage.




  Mike crested the hill just outside of town, when he heard shots. He spurred his horse and reached for the rifle in the boot of his saddle. As he rode down Main Street, he saw a man shoot Taylor. He pulled up his rifle, took aim, and fired. As he did, a terrible pain shot through his forehead, causing him to fall from his horse.




  When he came to, he found himself in Matt’s office, the room spinning.




  “Well, you’re back,” Matt said. “How are you feeling?”




  “Fine,” Mike lied.




  “Do you remember what happened this morning?” Matt asked.




  Mike looked at Matt. He knew his eyes carried a blank expression before the curtain covering his memory began to lift. As it did, everything burst from the dark recesses of his mind. “Oh, my God,” Mike cried, unable to believe the memory he’d triggered. “Taylor?”




  “He’s dead. So is Frank Purcell.”




  “What in the hell was going on out there?” Mike asked.




  “The way I heard it,” Matt began, “the Purcell gang came to town to rob the bank. Taylor tried to stop them. Frank shot Taylor. Then you came riding into town with your gun blazing. Frank got off the shot which grazed your head, but you shot him through the heart.”




  Mike tried to absorb what Matt said. It all seemed to be too much. He, Mike, who never liked violence, just killed a man. Of all the men to kill, he picked Frank Purcell. He certainly couldn’t stay in Texas. If he did, he would be dead in less than a week.




  “I’ve got to get out of here,” Mike said.




  “You’ve got to rest,” Matt insisted. “I’ll take you home, but you have to go to bed as soon as you get there.”




  “Bed! I’m a target for the Purcell gang and you want me to go to bed? You’re out of your mind.”




  “All right, just try getting out of here on your own.”




  Mike looked at him, then got up from Matt’s office sofa. He took a few unsteady steps toward Matt before collapsing in his arms.




  “Now will you let me take you home? If you rest for the remainder of the day, you’ll be able to leave around midnight.”




  * * * *




  Ben took Matt aside as soon as he arrived with Mike. “Just what was that damn fool trying to prove?” he questioned.




  “You know Mike’s temper, you ought to. It’s a match to yours. When he saw Taylor being shot, something snapped. He’s right, though, he has to leave Texas tonight.”




  “I’ve been thinking about that, too,” Ben said. “He should head north, Wisconsin or Minnesota. This being January, he should wait until April, then start out for Montana Territory. I hear there’s plenty of good ranch land out there. He can buy the land this summer and next spring, we’ll drive up his share of the herd.”




  “Won’t you be advertising where Mike is?” Phillip protested, joining the conversation for the first time.




  “You’re right, of course. When he gets settled up north, let him write us using a false name. If anyone asks where we’re taking the herd, it will be to a farmer turned rancher we’ve been corresponding with for almost a year. No one will expect him to go north. With his background, they’ll figure he went to Mexico.”




  * * * *




  The slim crescent of a new moon shed little light as Mike mounted his horse and rode away from his home. As much as he hated leaving, he knew it would be for the best. With the Purcell gang looking for him, he didn’t want to endanger his family. The thought of never seeing them or any of his friends again pulled at his heart and brought a lump to his throat.




  Where will I go? How will I live?




  Thoughts of seeing Taylor go down flooded his mind. What will happen to Jenny? Will she ever find another to take Taylor’s place?




  More questions without answers, he thought as his horse covered the miles taking him away from the only life he’d ever known.




  Whatever the future held, he prayed he was man enough to accept it, to make the best of it.




  Chapter 1




  Jeff Quinlin boarded the train in St. Louis. Until he rode into Missouri, the weather stayed mild.




  Now the frigid air blowing down from the north, made him rethink his original plan to ride all the way to Wisconsin.




  The two days he spent in St. Louis waiting for a train made him uneasy. If someone had trailed him from Texas, it would be best if he got out of the city quickly. The longer he stayed in his St. Louis hotel room, the closer they could be to finding him.




  After checking at the train station, he chose the town of Milton Junction, Wisconsin as his final destination. The name intrigued him. It sounded like the perfect place to disappear.




  The number of people on the train amazed him. He walked almost to the back of the car before he found an empty seat.




  “You best sit down here before someone else does, cowboy,” the man sitting next to where he stood said.




  “Thank you,” Jeff replied. “I didn’t think the train would be so full.”




  The man nodded and extended his left hand. Jeff couldn’t help but stare at the man’s empty right sleeve. Embarrassed by his forward behavior, he quickly looked away.




  “My name is Noah Kendricks. I lost my arm in the war,” the man explained, satisfying Jeff’s embarrassing curiosity.




  “I didn’t mean to stare. I mean, my ma taught me to be polite and all, it’s just...” he stopped, not knowing what words would be appropriate.




  “No need to explain,” Noah said. “How far north are you headed?”




  Jeff relaxed. “I’m Jeff Quinlin. I’m going to a small town called Milton Junction.”




  Noah’s eyes widened. “You got folks up there?”




  “No, it’s just somewhere I decided to go.”




  “It seems strange, considering I live in Milton Junction. Is there something you’re running away from, Jeff?”




  Jeff could feel his insides turn to jelly. How could I have so easily given myself away? “Guess I am. I’m running away from my pa. He said he’d rather see me dead, than on his ranch.” Jeff prayed Noah would believe the lie. If he didn’t, the truth about him being Mike Mallon might come out and put him in more danger.




  Noah smiled, the gesture softening the lines in his face. “It seems like a long way to go just to spite your pa. Of course, you wouldn’t be the first to try and make a new life for yourself. I don’t suppose you have a job waiting for you.”




  Jeff shook his head. “I took enough money from my pa’s safe to last me until I can find one. I’m not afraid of hard work.”




  “Somehow, I think there’s more to this than a kid running away from home, but I won’t press you for answers.” Noah said.




  Jeff relaxed. He liked Noah Kendricks. Even though the man knew he was lying through his teeth, he didn’t ask embarrassing questions.




  Beneath the click clack of the wheels, the miles melted. Jeff enjoyed listening to Noah talk about his hometown.




  Noah Kendricks was returning to Milton Junction after a business trip to St. Louis. He said he’d gone there to purchase supplies for his employer’s store and to talk to some backers about helping to get a bank started in his hometown. The town he described as a sleepy farming community seemed to come alive to Jeff.




  When they stopped in Rockford, Illinois, Noah suggested Jeff get off for a while. “We’ll be here for almost an hour to hook up with a train from the East. You should take the opportunity to stretch your legs.”




  Jeff followed Noah’s suggestion and walked around the station. When he saw the telegraph office, he decided to send a wire to his father. The telegraph operator offered him a pad and pencil, so he could write down his message.




  

    

      Ben Mallon




      Circle M Ranch




      Cold Springs, Texas




      Interested in buying cattle. If you are prepared to accept offer, write me at the following address:




      Jeff Quinlin




      General Delivery




      Milton Junction, Wisconsin


    


  




  He read over the message before handing it back to the operator. He prayed it sounded as though Jeff Quinlin and Ben Mallon were strangers negotiating a business deal.




  * * * *




  Janet Austin drove the carriage from her rural Milton Junction home to the Morgan House.




  Although her father voiced his opposition to her taking the job Tom Morgan offered her, she knew he appreciated the change it made in her life.




  One year ago, her life revolved around Jack Tomlin and the years they would spend together as man and wife.




  Less than three weeks before the wedding, a bull cornered Jack and gored him to death. In one day, her world crashed and lay shattered at her feet.




  Tom’s offer came at the lowest point in her life. All around her, people were happy, while she grieved Jack’s loss. Her brother, Bill, and his wife, Polly, were new parents and many of her friends were marrying the young men who courted them. Attending the weddings, even playing with her nephew, Jimmy, drove her deeper into the depression she experienced ever since Jack’s death.




  Now, months later, she enjoyed working as the day clerk, registering guests from eight in the morning until four in the afternoon.




  When Tom thought the weather too bad for her to travel between the farm and town, he kept a room for her. She was coming out of her shell and regaining her former confidence.




  When anyone got sick, Janet took on their duties, in addition to her own. It was generally known Tom Morgan made a wise choice in hiring Janet.




  This winter, the weather proved cold with little snow. To Janet’s relief, she didn’t have to rely on Tom’s generous offer.




  On the weekends, she began spending more time with Bill and Polly. She loved playing with Jimmy. Between her visits to Bill’s home and her job, she survived the depressing month of January, the first anniversary of Jack’s death.




  She closed her mental book as she took the carriage around to the stable, where her horse would be cared for while she worked.




  The day passed uneventfully. Being February, few people came to the hotel. Mostly, she made polite conversation with the people who come in at noon for the wholesome meals the cook prepared.




  “It’s been almost too quiet,” she said, when Tom entered the lobby. “Why is it I feel like something is about to happen?”




  “I don’t know, Janet, but I hope your feeling is right. I could use the business.”




  Janet laughed at his comment. When she looked up, she saw Noah Kendricks enter the lobby with a handsome young man.




  “We missed you, Noah,” Tom said, pumping Noah’s hand. “Everyone thought you would be back two days ago.”




  “My business took longer than I thought. Of course, if I were on time, I wouldn’t have met Mr. Quinlin. If I hadn’t met him, he might have continued on to the Milton House without stopping here. I trust you have a room for him.”




  “Of course we have a room, Noah,” Tom said. “I’m Tom Morgan, Mr. Quinlin. If you’ll step up to the desk, Miss Austin will be able to help you.”




  Janet inhaled deeply as the young man walked toward her. His hair, what she could see of it beneath his hat, was dark brown, almost black. As he neared her, he took off his hat and the rather longish mane fell to just above his shirt collar. His brown eyes entranced her until she almost forgot to see which room she would assign him.




  “Do you have a room, Miss Austin?” he asked. His question broke the trance into which he put her.




  “A… A room, yes, of course we do. I have a front room open if it would be all right with you, Mr. ah Mr....” Moments earlier, she heard both Noah and Tom mention the man’s name, now she couldn’t remember it.




  The young man smiled and extended his hand. “It’s Quinlin, Jeff Quinlin and the front room will do quite nicely.”




  Janet turned the hotel registration book for him to sign his name, then reached for the key to the front room on the second floor.




  “If you’ll follow me, Mr. Quinlin, I’ll take you up to your room,” she said, once he finished signing the book.




  “I’d be glad to follow you anywhere, pretty lady,” he said, just loud enough for her to hear.




  Janet knew she turned a brilliant red as a warm feeling spread from her neck to her hairline.




  “You know, you have me at a disadvantage, Miss Austin,” Jeff said, once she unlocked the door and entered the room.




  She pretended to fuss with the curtains. When she finally turned to face him, she noticed him smiling at her. “I don’t know what you mean.”




  “You know my first name is Jeff, but I have no idea what yours is.”




  Janet relaxed and even managed to smile. “It’s Janet.”




  “Janet,” he said, testing the name on his tongue, making it sound almost lyrical. “Well, Janet, since I’m a stranger in town and I don’t know a soul, would you take supper with me?”




  “You certainly are bold for a stranger. I must turn you down. I’m expected at home.”




  “Perhaps we could share a meal tomorrow at noon, then? You do eat at noon, don’t you?”




  “Yes, I eat at noon, but won’t you be working somewhere?”




  “Not unless I find a job between now and then,” Jeff said.




  Janet noticed a catch in his voice. She wondered why a man with such a distinct Texas drawl would come to Wisconsin without a job.




  “Are you looking for work?” she asked. Without giving him a chance to answer with more than a nod, she continued. “I’ll ask around.”




  She turned to leave, but stopped when she felt his hand on her arm. “Thank you,” he said, his eyes meeting hers.




  The feeling encompassing her sent warning signals to her brain. This young man awakened emotions she thought she buried with Jack. She wanted to hurry out of the room, but her legs wouldn’t move to take her to the door.




  “You haven’t answered my question, Janet,” he said, stepping close enough so she could smell his musky scent. “Will you have dinner with me tomorrow?”




  “I...I don’t know.”




  “Think about it. I’ve been traveling for quite a spell. Other than my friend, Noah, I’ve had only my horse for company. I’d certainly enjoy getting to know you better.”




  “I’ll think it over tonight and give you my answer tomorrow,” Janet said, as she deftly sidestepped him.




  She hurried down the stairs, avoiding Tom’s questioning expression. The night clerk waited for her at the desk. She quickly explained about giving room three to Jeff Quinlin before going out to get into her carriage and the drive home.




  * * * *




  Jeff smiled as he watched Janet hurry down the hall and disappear around the corner toward the stairs. Even in his exile, he hadn’t lost his touch with a pretty woman.




  He had only to close his eyes to remember her delicate features, blonde hair, and piercing blue eyes.




  Seeing her today reminded him of Jenny Collins. He wondered how she took his disappearance, his absence from Taylor’s funeral.




  The thought of Jenny and Taylor sobered him. How could he consider enjoying the company of a beautiful woman when Taylor would never enjoy anything again?




  No amount of guilt will bring Taylor back. Life goes on. What harm can an innocent flirtation with Janet Austin do?




  He went back into the room with its view of the street. Pulling back the curtain, he watched until he saw Janet leave the hotel. A man held the reins of the horse hitched to a closed carriage and he saw her get in and drive away. Once she drove out of sight, he laid down on the bed.




  He’d been alone since he left Texas, but on the trip north, he hadn’t been lonely. Now that he reached his destination, the loneliness encompassed him.




  Thoughts of self-pity crowded his mind until he fell into a fitful sleep. Dreams of Taylor and Jenny mingled with those of Janet Austin. Through his dreams, he came to grips with the past that couldn’t be changed, as well as the future, which could.




  * * * *




  Janet drove out of town. She knew her parents would be worried. The clock in the lobby read four-thirty when she finally came downstairs. Even being only half an hour late, she knew her parents would fret about her. She did have a good reason. Registering Jeff Quinlin made her late, his dark brown eyes still held her prisoner.




  Why did he affect me so strongly? None of the other men who come to the Morgan House have ever produced such an effect. Why him?




  His dark hair and eyes, along with his deeply tanned skin held the answer. He was young, handsome, and from the look in his eyes, she decided he must be afraid of something, but what?




  She saw her mother standing in the window wringing her hands as soon as she drove into the dooryard. The dwindling light of dusk cast eerie shadows and she could see her mother silhouetted in the lamplight they made necessary.




  “Is something wrong, Janet?” her father asked, as soon as she alighted from the carriage.




  “You’re over half an hour late.”




  “I know, Pa, but it couldn’t be helped. A young man came in on the late train with Noah Kendricks. He needed a room. By the time I finished, it was after four-thirty.”




  “Noah’s back in town?” her father asked. “Thank the Lord. Everyone thought something must have happened to him. Ernst expected him back two days ago.”




  “That’s funny, Tom said the same thing. Noah told him his business took longer than he expected.”




  “I’ll take care of Dolly, you get into the house. If you stay out here much longer, you’ll freeze to death.”




  Janet watched her father lead the horse toward the barn before she went into the house. Until he mentioned the cold, she took no notice of it. The memory of Jeff Quinlin’s eyes warmed her until the cold couldn’t penetrate.




  “Come in by the fire, Janet,” her mother suggested, when she came into the room. “You must be almost frozen to death.”




  Janet hugged her mother tightly. “I don’t feel a bit cold.”




  Even though she hadn’t felt the cold before, the warmth of the fire made her realize how chilled she’d become.




  “You have a strange look on your face, dear,” her mother continued. “Did something unusual happen today?”




  Before she could answer, the door opened and her father entered the kitchen. “We’re in the parlor, Ed,” her mother called. “Come in and warm yourself. Supper is almost ready.”




  Her father’s expression was stern, the way it always was whenever he worried about her. “You mentioned a young man made you late. Do you want to tell us about him?”




  “A young man?” her mother echoed, breaking into a smile. “Yes, do tell us about him.”




  Janet could smell the aroma of supper cooking. “I’ll tell you over supper. If we don’t get out and check on things, I’m afraid the potatoes might scorch.” She turned and left the room.




  When she checked on the potatoes, she found them boiled dry. If they had waited much longer, they would have scorched and been ruined. She quickly added milk and fresh butter before she began to mash them.




  With supper on the table and grace said, she knew she couldn’t avoid the subject of Jeff Quinlin much longer.




  “Now, what about this young man?” her father probed.




  “His name is Jeff Quinlin. He came in from St. Louis on this afternoon’s train. I think he might be from Texas.”




  “What makes you think he came from Texas?” her mother questioned.




  “He speaks with a drawl, like the three men who came through here several months ago. You remember me telling you about Mr. Purcell and his friends.”




  “Of course I do. I also remember reading about them in the paper the next week. They were outlaws running from the law in Kansas,” her father reminded her. “They only came here to avoid going to jail.”




  “Jeff isn’t like them,” Janet said, quickly coming to his defense. “He said he’s looking for work. I said I would ask around and see if anyone could use some extra help.”




  “Extra help in February? I don’t know.”




  “Please, Pa, think about it. Noah spoke quite highly of him, even though they just met in St. Louis. Since Otto left last fall, you’ve been carrying the load alone. Don’t you think you could consider giving him a job?”




  “Ain’t a lot to do in the winter, but spring work will be starting soon. I don’t know what a young man from Texas would know about farming, but I’ll think it over.” He pushed his chair away from the table and got up to go out to the barn to milk. “Why don’t you come out to the barn and talk to me, Harriett? Janet can take care of the dishes tonight.”




  Janet smiled as she watched her parents go out to the barn. She knew they wanted to talk over what she proposed. Her father often asked her mother to help him carry milk when they had something important to talk over.




  While the water for dishes heated on the stove, she cleared the table. She could almost imagine clearing the table of dishes used by Jeff Quinlin. She wondered what it would be like having him living under the same roof, eating the food she and her mother prepared.




  A light rap at the door interrupted her thoughts. To her surprise, she found Noah standing at the door.




  “Why, Noah, I certainly didn’t expect you to stop by this evening. Supper is over, but could I get you a cup of coffee and a piece of pie?”




  “I would certainly appreciate it, Janet,” Noah replied. “It’s getting mighty cold out.”




  “Ma and Pa are out in the barn doing the milking, but they should be in shortly. I’ve been sitting here thinking, but they did go out almost an hour ago.”




  “Thinking? You wouldn’t have been thinking about Jeff Quinlin, would you?”




  “Maybe.”




  “I came out here to talk to your father about him. I think he needs a job, although I don’t believe he’ll be staying here very long.”




  Janet poured Noah a cup of coffee, then turned her attention to the water she heated for dishes. Pouring it into the dishpan, she began to wash them. Noah’s comment confused her. She knew it wasn’t Noah. It was her feelings about Jeff that caused the problem.




  “Why don’t you think he’ll stay around very long?” she finally asked.




  “He told me he ran away from home. Sooner or later, his folks will find him. When they do, I’m certain he’ll return to Texas. In the meantime, I wanted to talk to Ed about giving him a job. Ed’s the only farmer I can think of who might need some help for a few weeks. Besides, I’ve taken a liking to the boy. I want to help him find a place where they won’t work him to death. I know I can trust your pa.”




  “You can trust me about what, Noah?” Ed asked. He wiped his hand on his overalls, before he extended it to Noah.




  “I can trust you to give Jeff Quinlin a chance.”




  “What is it about Jeff Quinlin? First Janet asks me to give him a job, and now you. It seems as though he’s cast a spell over everyone.”




  “Not everyone. I can see he had quite an effect on Janet, but I honestly got to know him on the trip from St. Louis. He seems like an honest young man who isn’t afraid of work.”




  “I don’t like the idea of hiring a complete stranger, but since this young man comes with your high praises, Noah, I guess I can give him a chance. With spring work starting soon, I could use some extra help around here. Harriett and I have decided to go into town tomorrow for dinner and to talk to him. I’m not making any rash promises, but finding anyone willing to work any more is a quite a task.”




  Janet smiled at her father’s suggestion. She couldn’t understand why Jeff Quinlin excited her so, but the mere thought of him possibly living under the same roof as her made Janet tingle with expectation.




  * * * *




  “Did you sleep well, Mr. Quinlin?” Janet asked when he came down the stairs the next morning.




  He couldn’t help but notice how lovely she looked. She had pulled her blonde hair away from her face and let it fall loosely to her shoulders. Although he expected to find her behind the desk, where he first saw her, she busied herself with dusting the chairs.




  “Very well,” he said, unable to keep from smiling at her broadly. “I’m certainly looking forward to our dinner engagement.” He wondered if he were being too bold for the people in this proper Midwestern town.




  “I need to talk to you about your offer of dinner. I think I’ve found a job for you.”




  Her words startled him. He thought she only offered to ask around to be polite. He certainly never expected her to actually find him a job.




  “My parents will be joining us for dinner, to talk to you about it.”




  “Your parents?” he questioned.




  “Yes. Spring work is starting soon, and our hired man moved on last fall. Are you interested in the position?”




  “Interested? Of course I’m interested. I don’t know much about farming, but I certainly can learn.”




  “Good, at least the pleading Noah and I did last night won’t go for naught.”




  Although he wondered why Noah Kendricks would go to the trouble of pleading his case, the young woman in front of him excited him too much to give the matter much thought.




  On an impulse, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her cheek. As soon as he did it, he realized he wasn’t at home. Janet Austin wasn’t one of the girls he grew up with. There, they would have laughed about it; here, he knew immediately he overstepped his bounds.




  The buzz of conversation, coming from the dining room, ceased and two women, who entered the lobby with their husbands, gasped. He quickly released Janet and stepped away, embarrassed.




  “I…I’m sorry, Miss Austin. I don’t know what came over me.”




  One action, he chided himself. One foolish action and you can kiss this town good-bye.




  Janet’s face turned scarlet but instead of being angry, she was smiling. “Apology accepted. I do suggest you start calling me Janet, though.”




  He knew he embarrassed her. To his surprise, she quickly regained her composure and returned to the safety of her desk.




  Trying to act as though nothing happened, Jeff turned and went into the dining room. It would have been easy to go back to his room but he hadn’t eaten since yesterday noon. He allowed his hunger to overcome his embarrassment.




  People stared at him, making him uneasy, but no one said anything about what just happened in full view of the morning diners.




  After finishing his breakfast, he got up to leave. As he did, he saw Tom Morgan engaged in conversation with Janet. Jeff moved closer to the doorway to be able to hear what the man had to say.




  “Where’s Quinlin?” Tom exploded.




  “He’s in the dining room eating breakfast. Why are you looking for him?” Janet questioned.




  “I want him out of this hotel as soon as possible. He’s wrecking the reputation of both my hotel and my day clerk.”




  Jeff could tell the man was furious. He watched as Janet glared, then started to fume.




  “How dare you accuse Jeff of something you know nothing about? You’re as bad as the other old gossips in this town. I brought Jeff some good news this morning and he gave me a very innocent peck on the cheek. I can’t stay around here any longer. I’m going out for a walk.” Jeff watched as Janet grabbed her coat and stormed out of the building.




  “It sounds like you’re looking for me, Mr. Morgan,” Jeff said. He eased himself away from the doorframe where he’d been leaning as he eavesdropped on the conversation that sent Janet out of the hotel, hell bent for election.




  The man turned. His expression mirrored his surprise to see Jeff coming toward him from the direction of the dining room. “Yes, I am. Just what went on around here this morning?”




  “Like the lady said, she brought me some good news and I reacted. I certainly didn’t mean any harm.”




  “I guess I do owe you an apology. I shouldn’t have listened to the gossip. I should have talked to Janet before I blew my stack.”




  Tom extended his hand, but Jeff shook his head. “You don’t owe me a thing. The way I see it, you do owe the young lady an apology, though. She seems to have a bit of a temper. Look, I heard the entire conversation. If you still want me to leave, I can find another town and another hotel to stay in.” Even though he said the words, Jeff didn’t mean them. He liked this town.




  Having met Noah Kendricks on the train and listened to his description of Milton Junction, he knew it was where he wanted to be. Being close to Janet Austin came as an added bonus. He never believed in love at first sight but he came damn close to feeling love for her from the moment he first laid eyes on her.




  “No, Mr. Quinlin, it won’t be necessary for you to move on. Like Janet said, I shouldn’t listen to gossip. Will you accept my apology?”




  “Of course I will, Mr. Morgan. I still think you ought to find Janet and tell her the same thing.”




  Jeff stood alone in the lobby and smiled as Tom left the hotel in search of Janet. He could tell the man cared for Janet, not in the same way a man usually felt for a woman, but like an older brother. He only wanted to protect Janet’s good name, as well as her feelings. From here on in, Jeff knew he would have to be careful. He couldn’t let his emotions get in the way of his plans. In May, he would be leaving Milton Junction. When he did, everything here, including Janet Austin, would become a pleasant memory.




  He stood a moment longer, deciphering his feelings, when Janet returned. “Did Mr. Morgan find you?” he asked.




  “No, is he looking for me?”




  “You might say so.” Jeff looked up to see Tom Morgan enter the room. “I think the two of you have things to talk over. I need to see to my horse, make certain he’s being taken care of properly.”




  * * * *




  Janet watched Jeff leave the room. From Tom’s expression, she knew he’d thought over what she said earlier.




  “Quinlin’s right,” Tom began, “I do want to talk to you. I owe you an apology. I shouldn’t be listening to gossip.”




  Janet lowered her eyes. “No, you shouldn’t, but I shouldn’t have blown up at you either.”




  “Just what do you know about Quinlin?” Tom asked.




  “Absolutely nothing,” she confessed. “Noah Kendricks came out last night, though. He asked Pa to give Jeff a job. He said they talked for a long time on the train. Jeff ran away from his home in Texas after a bitter argument with his father. He’s all alone and Noah thinks he’s afraid. Otherwise, I know nothing more than the feeling I get whenever I’m around him.”




  “Is your father going to offer him a job?” Tom asked.




  “Yes, he and Ma will be in today at noon to talk to him about it. I doubt if Pa actually needs the help, but Noah can be very convincing.”




  Once Tom left, Janet went about her business. She hardly noticed the passage of time until she saw her parents enter the lobby.




  “Are you ready to eat, Janet?” her father greeted her.




  Janet tried to read her father’s face. Did he hear the gossip? Will he hold something so innocent against Jeff? Unable to ascertain anything from his expression, she nodded her answer and started closing the books on the desk.




  Behind her parents, she saw Jeff enter the room. Unable to keep from smiling, she came around from behind the desk and took his hand. “Jeff Quinlin, these are my parents, Ed and Harriett Austin.”




  Her father extended his hand. “It’s good to finally meet you, son. I’ve heard a lot about you from Janet, as well as Noah. I’ve also heard a little from Tom Morgan. It seems you two caused quite a stir around town.”




  “It was nothing, Pa,” Janet said, quickly coming to Jeff’s defense.




  “I’m sorry about the talk, Mr. Austin,” Jeff said. “I have a tendency to act before I think. It gets me into a lot of trouble.”




  Janet watched her father’s face turn into a broad smile. “I’ve acted before I thought in the past myself. Let’s go in and have some dinner. I’d like to get to know you better.”




  Ed waited until they were seated and their order taken before he began. “About the job, I can use someone to help with the milking and barn chores. Spring work will be starting soon. When it does, I’ll need someone I can depend on.”




  “Look, Mr. Austin,” Jeff replied. “I appreciate the offer, but something tells me you don’t need someone, at least not now. The way I see it, you’re only offering me the job because Janet and Noah feel sorry for me. If you really do need someone, I’ll gladly accept the offer in return for room and board. I don’t know how to milk, but I’m willing to learn. One thing you should know is I’m planning to move on. By the end of May, I want to leave for Montana. I want to buy a ranch out there. I know I can’t do anything in the winter, so I need a place to stay. I promise I won’t be a burden to you. I only want something to keep me busy and a roof over my head.”




  “I appreciate your honesty,” Ed said. “The job is yours, if you want it. We can talk about wages later. If you’d like to get your gear, we’ll be heading for home as soon as we finish eating.”




  Janet sat mutely, listening to the conversation between her father and Jeff. The thought of him leaving for Montana in a few months made her heart ache. It shouldn’t bother her, but it did.




  Why does this stranger set my entire being on fire with his very presence?




  Chapter 2




  The entire winter had been different from any in memory. The deep snows of December had melted with the January thaw. Although the weather turned bitterly cold, there hadn’t been so much as one snowflake since Jeff’s arrival almost a month earlier.




  For all intents and purposes, the old saying of when March came in like a lamb, it would exit like a lion seemed wrong. For the first time, all of the oats had been planted and were already up. Ed had even been able to work up the ground for the cornfields that would be planted by the end of April if the weather held.




  On the thirtieth of March, Janet drove home from town. The weather was so balmy, she hardly needed the winter coat she wore, nor did she use the heavy blanket she usually wrapped around her feet and legs for warmth.




  “It’s been a good day,” Ed declared at supper. “I think I’ll be able to start planting corn next week. I certainly can’t believe this mild weather.”




  “Mild?” Jeff questioned.




  “Usually we have snow covering everything until the middle of April.”




  “That’s certainly hard to believe. I’ve never even seen snow. I mean, a mild winter for us is when the temperatures drop enough that we need to wear a coat when we’re checking on the cattle.”




  Janet laughed at his statement. “If I remember my geography right, the area you’re heading to will have lots of snow. You’ll wish you were back here enjoying this winter.” As soon as she spoke the words, a strange tug pulled at her heart. She certainly didn’t want Jeff to leave the farm. Over the past few weeks, he had become very important to her.




  “What upset you so at supper?” her mother asked, when they were finishing the dishes.




  “I was thinking about Jeff leaving in the spring. I wish we’d have a foot of snow and he’d have to stay here with us forever.”




  “Are you falling in love with him?”




  Janet merely nodded. “What is wrong with me? Why does God bring men into my life and let me fall in love with them, only to take them away from me?”




  “Everything happens for a reason, dear. Never underestimate God. He does have a plan for you. We just don’t know what it is yet.”




  Janet made no comment on her mother’s words of wisdom. She’d heard such things for years. No matter what tragedy anyone ever lived through, her mother always insisted it was the will of God and soon everyone would know why. Janet wasn’t so certain she believed that God was always behind the bad things that happened to people. He couldn’t be. Wasn’t he a God of love, not one of vengeance?




  * * * *




  Janet heard the wind as soon as she awoke. The sound of it chilled her to the bone. I guess the old wives’ tales will come true today. That wind certainly sounds like a lion’s roar to me.




  “We got quite a storm last night,” her father called from outside her closed bedroom door. “Everyone needs to get up and help me dig a path out to the barn.”




  Janet quickly got out of bed and donned her robe. Luckily, her slippers were beside the bed waiting for her, since the floor was icy cold. As soon as she lit the lamp beside her bed, she hurried out into the hall.




  “Storm? Dig out?” Jeff questioned as he came out of his room. Janet couldn’t help but notice his bare feet protruding from his pant legs.




  “You’d better get on your boots, or you’ll catch your death,” Harriett declared. “Now, Ed, what is all the fuss about? There can’t be that much snow on the ground.”




  “Can’t there?” Ed replied. “Well, come downstairs and take a look out the window, that is if you can see out the window. It’s hard to tell how much we got with the wind and all. There’s a drift at least two feet high against the back door.”




  Janet hurried down the stairs ahead of both her mother and Jeff. The front window was, indeed, encrusted with the snow the wind was driving against it.




  “This is the worst spring blizzard I can ever remember,” she heard her father say. “I guess we’re paying for that mild weather we’ve been having.”




  “What about the oats?” Janet questioned. “Will you have to plant them again?”




  “I doubt it. This will be good for them. Even if the top growth gets frozen, the roots are firmly in the ground. Being this late in the season, the snow won’t last long. Once it melts, it will provide good moisture to the soil.”




  Janet watched as Jeff hurried down the stairs. The shocked look on his face was almost comical. She knew he had said they didn’t have snow in Texas, but she never expected him to be so horrified at the sight of the blanket of white that covered everything for miles.




  With everyone bundled up and ready to start work, they trudged out into the blizzard. The wind that had sounded so fierce from the warmth of her bed blew stinging snow into their faces.




  Once a path was shoveled to the barn, Ed and Jeff insisted that Janet and her mother return to the house to prepare breakfast while they handled the milking. Even though the stove in the kitchen heated up the room, Janet was still chilled an hour later when her father and Jeff returned to the house for hot coffee and steaming bowls of oatmeal, along with bacon and eggs.
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