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  Preface




  MM: The Kendricks, picks up where MM: The Mallons left off. Follow Mike and Nevada as they and the other members of the town of Corbit, Montana, work to bring the area into the twentieth century. 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




  Nevada Jennings sat on his horse and looked down on the Double M Ranch. A light rain started to fall and through the drizzle, he could see the men scurrying for shelter.




  Steven Kendricks, with his wife Katie, now occupied the ranch house. Construction on another house for Steve’s brother, Carl, started less than a week ago.




  On the opposite hill, Nevada’s best friend, Mike Mallon, stood in the old cemetery with his wife, Maggie. Mike and Nevada built the Double M and Mike owned it. Now he lived in Washington D.C., where he served as a United States Senator.




  Nevada reached into his coat pocket to assure himself the ruby ring, which once belonged to his mother, was still there. Secure in the knowledge he hadn’t lost it, he turned his horse toward town.




  Throughout the ride, which certainly wasn’t a long one, Nevada wondered if he would make it. Inside his chest, his heart pounded wildly. Perhaps he wasn’t ready to ask Marion Howe to marry him. Perhaps once he told her the truth about himself, she would not want anything to do with Ralph Madison’s bastard. Marion was a proper lady, the daughter of Corbit’s founder, Ned Corbit and the widow of Jake Howe.




  He would have turned around right then and there, but he now sat in front of Corbit’s, the town’s general store, and Ned Howe saw him.




  “Good morning, Nevada,” Ned greeted him. “I see you didn’t forget.”




  “Forget? Forget what?” Nevada asked, completely baffled by Ned’s statement.




  “Ma’s birthday, of course,” Ned said and laughed, making Nevada feel all the more foolish. “You did forget. Well, just don’t let on that you forgot. She wouldn’t understand.”




  Nevada thanked Ned and smiled as he bounded up the steps two at a time. He remembered the first time he saw the store, over thirty years earlier. Then the stairs led to the hotel. Now the area housed separate living quarters for Marion. The old hotel had been replaced by the more elegant Corbit House, which was built closer to the train station.




  At the top of the stairs was Marion’s door. Softly, he rapped, almost hoping Marion wouldn’t answer.




  “Come in,” she called.




  Nevada opened the door and saw her working in the kitchen. “Good morning and happy birthday,” he said, kissing her on the cheek.




  “Why thank you. How did you ever remember it was today?”




  “I didn’t, Ned told me when I rode up.”




  Marion laughed, putting him at ease. How could I have been afraid of Marion? “I’ve come for a special reason. Can we talk?”




  He could tell Marion’s curiosity had been aroused. “Of course we can. I just made some soup. We can talk over dinner.”




  Nevada hadn’t thought about how close to noon it had gotten. His stomach rumbled, but he thought it was nerves. It could be it was just hunger. He was still contemplating his conclusion when he heard the mantle clock strike twelve.




  He took a seat at the table and watched as Marion busied herself at the stove. He thought she’d never sit down but at last, she sat across the table from him.




  The soup was steaming hot, giving him the time to say the words he had been practicing all the way to town. Before beginning, he took a deep breath. “Marion, I’ve come to ask you to marry me. I don’t want you to answer until I tell you about myself.”




  “Why, Nevada, I’ve known you for more than thirty years. What can you possibly tell me?”




  “Just let me finish. I was born in 1847. It doesn’t take a genius to realize I’m fifty years old. I know it’s not important, but it’s a place to start. My mother was a cook for a very prominent lawyer in Philadelphia. I grew up thinking my father had deserted me before I was born. The Madisons, at least Ralph and his daughters, were good to us. I was raised with the same educational benefits as their own children, Clara, Amy and Estelle. Clara and Amy were older than me and Estelle was five years my junior. In 1862, when I was fifteen, my mother died. We buried her on the same day. That was when Judy Madison kicked me out of the house. I’ll never forget it. All during the funeral, it rained. As we left the cemetery, Judy informed me that from that point on, I would help the groom in the stable. It meant quitting school. Ralph was very generous about my education. I had dreams of becoming a lawyer. I jumped from the carriage and walked back to the house. It gave me time to think. Without my mother, I knew nothing tied me to Philadelphia. Who was I anyway? I was James Prentice, the son of Elizabeth Prentice, and heaven only knew who else. What right did I have to even consider a life as a professional man?”




  He paused briefly to compose his thoughts before continuing. “The more I walked, the more I thought. It was hard to decide who my father might be, since I looked so much like my mother. In my heart, I knew it was Jennings, Ralph’s groom. He was a good man and I saw no shame in being his son. It had never bothered me until then, but I was alone and grieving. As I left the carriage, I heard Judy refer to me as Elizabeth’s bastard son. At fifteen, her words hurt. Later that evening, I returned home and packed. I hardly slept that night, trying to decide what to do. I could stay in Philadelphia and become an apprentice for some trade. At least I could stay in contact with the girls. I realized I had fallen in love with Clara. The more I thought about it, the more foolish the idea became. By dawn, I decided my future lay in the West. Since Ralph gave me access to his library, I had read many books on the subject. The excitement of it made my decision all the easier.”




  Each bit of information he was imparting to Marion was like a knife in his heart. He knew she would never accept him once he finished. He looked for judgment in her eyes, but saw only pity for a young boy with no home.




  “I don’t know when I fell asleep, but when I woke up, the room was full of sunlight. On the floor by the door, lay a piece of white paper. It contained a note from Ralph asking me to stop by his office before I left. After I dressed and gathered my possessions, I took the back stairs to the kitchen. The new cook was already preparing breakfast. I recognized her as Trudy O’Connell. Her mother worked as a cook for another family in the neighborhood. She couldn’t have been much older than me. Quietly she served me my breakfast. I remember it was oatmeal and fresh bread. While I ate, the girls came to say good-bye. Clara and Amy were reserved, but Estelle cried desperately. I got up and threw the only money I had in the world on the table. Mother’s purse had been as empty as it always was and I had no money of my own. ‘For room and board,’ I said when I walked out the door. I debated about going to see Ralph, but I finally decided it would do no harm. When I arrived, he gave me a horse, a Bible and three hundred dollars as a start for my new life. I thought he had something more to tell me, but he didn’t, or couldn’t, say it.




  “After that, I drifted for about a year. I started by working on farms until I knew that wasn’t the life for me. That’s when I lit out for Texas. Just before I arrived at the Circle M, Mike’s pa’s ranch, I changed my name. Jennings was natural, because of my father, and Nevada was for a man I met on one of the ranches. He taught me a lot about ranching. I picked a good time to arrive in Texas since most of the ranches were short-handed because of the war. Ben Mallon became like a father to me and his children were like my brothers and sister.




  “Once I settled there, I wrote to Ralph like I’d promised. It was over a year before I heard back from him and then the letter came from Clara. She enclosed a letter that her father had written to me the night before he died. He wanted to tell me that he was my father. Almost three months later, I received a visit from a lawyer. Ted Loring, Clara’s husband, showed up at the ranch with a check for my share of Ralph’s estate. I never saw my family again, but we’ve kept in touch over the years.”




  Nevada sighed deeply, relieved to have the story of his past completely out in the open. Now he only had to wait for Marion to reject him as not being good enough for her.




  “Are you quite finished?” Marion asked, her smile genuine.




  “I guess so,” he said, fumbling for the words. He’d never strung together as many words as he just had and decided there wasn’t anything more to say.




  “I don’t know what difference the circumstances of your birth makes. I’ve been wondering why it’s taken you so long to ask me to marry you.”




  “I had to get up the courage to tell you the truth about me. I’m a bastard, but I’m a rich bastard.” Nevada laughed for the first time.




  “And just who do you think I am?” Marion asked.




  “You’re Ned and Ellen Corbit’s daughter, Jake’s widow and a respected citizen of this town,” he answered, bewildered by the question she just asked.




  “Oh no, my dear Nevada, you couldn’t be any further from the truth if you tried. I’m the daughter of Ellen Corbit and Will Magee. Mother called my conception the product of her night of sin. Of course, Pa never knew it. I only found out about it a year before she died. I’m as much a bastard as you are. Does that change your mind about me?”




  Nevada laughed so hard, he couldn’t answer for several seconds. “Well, I guess we have more in common than I thought,” he said, once he regained his composure. “After hearing that, all we have left to do is set a date.”




  “You are anxious, aren’t you?” Marion asked. “How does a week from Saturday sound to you?”




  “It sounds just fine,” Nevada replied, slipping the ruby ring onto her finger. “I wanted Mike and Maggie to be here with us. Guess you were thinking the same thing.”




  * * * *




  The following days were hectic. Marion and Maggie worked for hours on Marion’s wedding dress and the arrangements for the wedding. It was Friday night before Marion actually relaxed as the two couples sat in her kitchen.




  “So, where are you two going on this mysterious wedding trip Nevada keeps hinting about?” Mike asked.




  “I don’t know, you’ll have to ask Nevada about it,” Marion replied.




  “I suppose it’s time to let the cat out of the bag,” Nevada said, his green eyes dancing. “I’m taking Marion East. First to Chicago and then to Philadelphia to meet my family and finally over to Washington to see how a United States Senator lives. Of course, I didn’t make anything definite. I told Clara we’d wire her about our arrival.”




  Marion’s mind began to swim. Chicago wasn’t that far from Springfield where her mother had grown up. Do I dare ask Nevada to take me to meet my family?




  “I hadn’t planned to tell you this way, Marion,” Nevada continued, taking her hand in his. “If there is any place else you want to go, we’ll go there. Didn’t Ellen tell me she was from Illinois?”




  Marion’s head spun. When had Nevada become a mind reader? “I do have family around Springfield, Illinois. I hadn’t planned a reunion, though.”




  “Don’t let my bad experience stop you from finding your family, Marion,” Maggie said, reassuringly.




  “What bad experience?” Nevada questioned.




  “Right after Mike and I moved to Washington, I told him I was determined to find Pa’s family in Boston. The first weekend we had free, we took the train up and started our search. We found Robert Magee, Pa’s brother. When we told him who we were, he practically threw us out of his house. He said when Pa left Boston, he gave up any family he had there. He also said any man who would take up with a squaw wasn’t civilized enough to be his brother. I was hurt, but I’m over it now. Honestly, Marion, I think you’re foolish not to try and find your family. I took my chance and I satisfied my curiosity. Don’t you want the chance to meet them for yourself?”




  Marion thought for a long moment before answering. “I’m sure you’re right, Maggie. I’ve wondered what they were like most of my life. I guess now is the time to meet them. At least I won’t be doing it alone.”




  Chapter 2




  The miles seemed to melt under the wheels of the train. The constant click-clack on the tracks provided a lulling effect on Nevada as he dozed in the seat next to Marion.




  When she was certain Nevada slept peacefully, she reached into her purse and pulled out a worn stack of letters, tied with a velvet ribbon. She was apprehensive about this trip. She wanted to see Chicago, meet Nevada’s family and see Washington, but she was beginning to wish she had never mentioned Springfield or the family who had virtually disowned her mother.




  She ran her fingers over the letters and thought about their contents. She knew her mother’s family as children, mentioned in her grandmother’s letters. She could picture them in her mind. Her mother was the eldest child of Zeek and Lizzy Greebe. After Ellen came, Zeek Jr., Emma, John, Tom, Gertie, Viola, Merrill, Norm, Marge, Jessie, Joe, Jim, Matt and Pete. Since their father had arranged for Ellen’s marriage while her mother was expecting Pete, she never saw her youngest brother.




  I wonder how they will accept me?  For that matter, how will I accept them?  No one but me knows what these letters say. Even my own children don’t know of their existence.




  After slipping the letters back into her purse, she allowed her thoughts to wander to the man sitting next to her. Poor Nevada. He’s so sweet and trusting. He only wants to make me happy, even if while he’s doing it he makes me miserable. He looks like such a little boy when he’s asleep. Dreaming his dreams of a wonderful reunion in Springfield as well as Philadelphia. I only hope his dreams will come true.




  * * * *




  “Next stop, Springfield, Illinois,” the conductor called as he walked down the aisle of the train. The sound of his voice woke Nevada.




  “Guess I was sleeping,” he said, as he took Marion’s hand in his. To his surprise, he could feel her trembling. “It’s all right, honey. I’ll be right with you every minute.”




  Marion smiled and he could tell she felt a little better than she had only moments earlier. He vowed not to let anyone hurt her. She would soon see that her fears were foolish. Everything would work out.




  “Al Greebe will be here soon with his carriage to take you folks to the hotel,” the stationmaster said. “He usually isn’t late, but then the train came in a mite early today.”




  “Did you say Greebe?” Nevada asked, picking up on the name and not hearing anything else the man said.




  “Yes, sir, Al Greebe. He’s been meeting the trains and taking people to the hotels ever since he was about eleven or twelve years old. He works with his pa over at the livery. Do you know the family?”




  “We came here to find a family named Greebe. Guess we’ve found them,” Nevada smiled down at Marion trying to reassure her everything would be all right.




  * * * *




  At twenty-two years of age, Al Greebe ran his own business of transporting people between the railroad depot and the hotels. He had been doing it for the past ten years and found he could make good money from the travelers coming and going from Springfield. He and his father, Pete, also ran the livery stable. Last year, he had purchased a home for his new bride, Aliceon, two houses down from his parents’ home, which stood beside the stable.




  The morning was clear and the day promised to be hot. It surprised him to see the train already pulled into the station and getting ready to leave.




  “Don’t worry,” he assured the people in the back of his buggy. “You won’t miss your train. They can’t leave before schedule.”




  He tried to hide his annoyance at the stationmaster, Bob Roehl. He’d tell Bob how he felt, if no one was waiting. If there were folks, he’d come back and give Bob a piece of his mind. People didn’t like waiting for transportation to their hotel, anymore than they liked being late for their train. It certainly put him in a bad light.




  As he neared the station, he noticed a well-dressed older couple. Seeing them sitting there waiting for his arrival made him even more annoyed with Bob. How can anyone who works with people be so insensitive?




  As quickly as possible, Al helped his passengers board the train, loaded their luggage and bid them farewell. When he finished, he made his way to the couple on the platform.




  “Sorry to keep you folks waiting,” he began. “I’m Al Greebe. No one told me the train would be early.”




  “The name’s Jennings, Nevada Jennings,” the man said, extending his hand. “This is my wife, Marion. The stationmaster told us you take folks to the hotels in town. Which one do you recommend?”




  Al took a moment to assess the couple in front of him. Although they were well dressed, Mr. Jennings looked about as uncomfortable in his suit as Al felt on Sunday morning when Aliceon insisted on choking him off with a tie. Even with the discomfort, it was evident that the man would appreciate top quality. “You folks impress me as wanting the best, so I guess you want the Lincoln House. It’s expensive, but it’s also the most comfortable and they serve the best food in town.”




  “Then the Lincoln House it is,” Nevada said, breaking into a wide grin.




  Al was relieved to see Mr. and Mrs. Jennings weren’t upset about having to wait. There was something about Mrs. Jennings, too, something familiar. Al couldn’t put his finger on it, especially since she hadn’t said a word to him. It was almost as though she was afraid to speak.




  “We’re looking for a family by the name of Greebe,” Nevada said, as he helped Al with the bags. “We’ve got a list of names. It seems to be quite a large family.”




  “It looks like you found us. There were fifteen children in my pa’s family. Nine of them are still around here.”




  “Which one is your father, Al?” Marion asked, speaking for the first time.




  “He’s Pete. You both sound like you know the family, but I’ve never heard the name Jennings mentioned before.”




  “I’d be surprised if you had,” Marion assured him. “For now, let’s just say we’re kissin’ cousins. We’d appreciate it if you could arrange for us to meet your aunts and uncles.”




  “I’ll try my best, Mrs. Jennings, but they’re kind of stubborn. They’ll want to know why you want to meet them and who you are.”




  “I’m sorry to put you in the middle of this situation, Al, but for now I don’t want to say anymore. What I have to say won’t be easy for any of us. I don’t know if I can say it once, let alone two or three times. Please just trust us.”




  Al could see tears forming in Mrs. Jennings’ eyes, so he promised to do his best. One thing he couldn’t stand was to see a woman cry.




  The remainder of the ride to the hotel was in silence. When they arrived, Al carried in their bags and took them to their assigned room.




  “I’ll pick you up in front of the hotel at four,” he said as he left.




  Why did I say four?  he asked himself as he headed back to the livery.




  * * * *




  Pete Greebe was busy checking over a rig someone just returned. If he lived to be a hundred, he would never understand people who thought something they rented could be mistreated.




  While he worked, he thought of his life. The years were good to him. As the youngest of his brothers and sisters, he was only fifty-five, compared to his oldest sibling Zeek, who was seventy-one. He certainly had more energy than many men half his age. His dark hair carried only a touch of gray and his eyes still sparkled. True, he was heavier than he should be, but so were most of the men his age. He’d lived a good life, he adored his wife, Josephine, his daughter, Amy, had married well and his son, Al, helped out in the livery as well as ran his own business. He had many reasons to thank the Lord for His many blessings.




  Pete heard the familiar sound of Al’s carriage pulling up in front of the livery. They’d work together now until three when the last train of the day was due.




  “Many folks traveling today, son?” Pete asked Al. The greeting was a customary one. Had he not said the words, Al would have been disappointed.




  “I told you about the two couples I took to meet the six o’clock train. Had three gents taking the train to St. Louis at noon and I picked up another couple at the same time from the eastbound out of Rock Island. Does the name Jennings mean anything to you?”




  “Jennings?” Pete let the name roll around in his head. “No, I can’t say it does. You say they came in from Rock Island?”




  “The train came from there, but they didn’t sound like they’re from the Midwest. He has a funny accent and she sounds like she comes from the West. They said they were looking for a family named Greebe. They seemed to know quite a bit about everyone. They asked if they could meet with all my aunts and uncles. I told them I’d pick them up at four at the hotel. Do you think we can have everyone at the house by then?”




  “I reckon we could, but who are they and what to do they want?”




  “I asked them the same thing, but all Mrs. Jennings would say was we were kissin’ cousins. Whatever it is she has to say, she says she only wants to say it once. It seemed to be upsetting her.”




  * * * *




  Nevada nervously looked at his watch. The closer it got to four, the more upset Marion became.




  Maybe I made a mistake in insisting she find her family. What if family doesn’t mean as much to her as it does to me? Is there something about the situation I don’t know? Of course there is. I heard it in her voice and saw it in her eyes when she talked to Al earlier.




  He watched as she put the finishing touches to her hair, smoothed her blue dress, and then turned to face him. “It must be close to four,” she said. “Are you ready to meet Al?”




  “I’m ready, but I don’t think you are. I’m afraid I’ve forced you to do something you don’t want to do.”




  Marion smiled. “At first I did feel pushed, but the more I thought of it, the more I knew I should find my family. I may change my mind before the evening is over, but for now, I’m glad you made me come.”




  Nevada knew she tried to make him feel better. He took her in his arms and kissed her. “How could I be so lucky? It isn’t often an old cowboy finds someone like you to love.”




  * * * *




  Al saw Nevada and Marion waiting for him when he pulled up to the hotel. He also noticed Nevada checking his watch and realized they were nervous about the meeting they had requested.




  “I’m not late, am I?” Al asked, as he jumped down from the carriage to help Marion.




  “Not at all,” Nevada assured him. “A bit early, as a matter of fact.”




  “I never asked before,” Marion began as they pulled away from the hotel, “you said there were only nine brothers and sisters around here. Who are they?”




  “Well, Mrs. Jennings…”




  “Let’s get something straight,” Marion interrupted. “I’m Marion and he’s Nevada. Where we come from, we don’t answer to Mr. and Mrs.”




  “All right, Marion. My aunts and uncles are Zeek, Emma, Gertie, Merrill, Tom, Marge, Joe and Matt. Of course, you need to add Pa to the list as well. I can hardly believe it, but they all came, no questions asked. It’s not like them at all.”




  He wished he could see the expression on her face, but she rode behind him and he had to watch where he was going. At last they pulled up in front of his parents’ home. As soon as he helped her down, he turned to leave.




  “Don’t go,” she pleaded. “I need you in there for moral support. Besides, after what we put you through today, you deserve to be here to find out what this is all about.”




  Al smiled. “I was hoping you’d say that. My wife has been here all afternoon helping Ma get ready. Now you can meet her, too.”




  * * * *




  Once they stepped onto the porch, the hum of conversation resounded in her ears. Marion closed her eyes in an attempt to put names to the voices, even though it was no use. The childhood voices she had heard through her grandmother’s letters now belonged to adults.




  Al opened the door and held it for her. As she stepped into the house, all conversation ceased and all of the eyes in the crowded room seemed to turn to her. She stopped short, wondering why she had ever come here. In this room sat her family, her past and her beginnings.




  Marion hesitated for just a moment, and then felt Nevada take her hand. She watched as Al entered the parlor ahead of them. “Everyone,” Al said, turning to one side so everyone could see them, “these folks are Nevada and Marion Jennings. It’s at their request that you’re all here.” Starting at his immediate right, Al began reciting the names that Marion held in her heart, along with various husbands and wives.




  Two names stood out as if they were written in bold black letters. Zeek was the oldest man in the crowded room. His expression was stern, his lips unsmiling and his eyes seemed to be assessing her from head to toe.




  Seated on the couch was Emma. If Marion’s mother were alive, they could have passed for twins. Marion noticed two empty seats on the couch and assumed they were for her and Nevada.




  Pete stood in front of them extending his hand, interrupting her thoughts. “And I’m Pete. Welcome to our home, Mr. and Mrs. Jennings. You seem to know us, but we’ve never heard of anyone named Jennings.”




  Before Marion could answer, Nevada took the burden from her. “Marion isn’t quite used to being called Mrs. Jennings, yet. We were only married less than two weeks ago. As for me, I’m just an old cowboy and no one has ever called me mister. I don’t know what Marion has to say to you, but I do know none of you would recognize the name of Jennings or Howe for that matter. Does Corbit mean anything to you?”




  At the mention of the name Corbit, Marion began to feel weak. Now they knew. Now they would either accept or reject her. She felt someone close to her and turned to see Emma standing there with tears in her eyes.




  “You’re Ellen’s daughter. Dear Ellen. How is your mother? It’s been fifty-five years since she married your father and moved to Montana with him.” Emma embraced Marion and she could feel tears of joy wetting her dress as the older woman cried.




  The room buzzed with conversation and Marion could tell they were all quite shocked at her arrival.




  When Marion and Nevada were seated on the couch, she began to relate the story she rehearsed so many times as they had made the trip from Corbit to Springfield.




  “My mother died twenty-five years ago of the fever. My father died five years before her. I guess it’s best if you learn about my mother the same way I did. After her death, I went through her things and found a packet of letters with this one to me on the top. I’ve read it so many times, I’m sure I know it by heart, but I brought it along. It explains so much.




  My Dear Marion,




  When you find this letter, I will be dead. Will is dying of the fever and soon I will die too. I have the first symptoms and while I still have my wits about me, I think it’s time you know your mother.




  Oh, you think you know me, but you don’t. You know the woman who tucked you in and kissed away your hurts, but you don’t know me.




  When I was fifteen, my father arranged for me to marry Ned Corbit. Ned was older than me and if I told you I loved him, it would be a lie. I only did what my father said I had to do. I was the eldest of fifteen children, although I never knew Pete, since he was born after my marriage. Times were hard. I knew that once Pete was born, there would be another mouth to feed and it was best that I leave.




  I missed my brothers and sisters, especially Emma and yes, even Zeek. Zeek and I never got along, but I guess I must have loved him because I missed him so.




  Mama wrote every week, but I won’t go into that, because the letters are all here for you to read for yourself. It is best if you form your own opinions. They are your inheritance, your beginnings. They are also my ties to the past, my bridges.




  For years I’ve tried to burn them, but I’ve never found either the courage or the strength. My prayers are always in Springfield, Illinois. I hope someday you will either mend my bridges or burn them. I pray you won’t do the latter. If you do mend them, please tell everyone how much I still love them.




  By the time Marion finished reading, she was crying so hard she had to stop to regain her composure. Nevada held her close. She knew he didn’t understand everything that she’d said, but he supported her nonetheless.




  It took a few moments, but at last she was able to begin again. “I know I’ve left more than a few unanswered questions, I’m sure. It left a lot of them for me. First of all, Will was my mother’s second husband. Pa died in the fall and Ma felt his loss all winter. Ma was terribly lonely. She tried to cover it up but she couldn’t hide it from us.




  “In the spring, Will Magee came down from the mountain, like always. Will came to Montana at the same time as Pa. He was a good friend. He brought his daughter with him. We didn’t even know he’d been married. He told us his wife, a Flathead Indian, had died two years earlier, along with his sons. Will, like Mother, was lonely. When he asked her to marry him, she agreed.”




  “You mean your mother didn’t observe a year of mourning?” Zeek interrupted. His question was pointed and his expression never changed.




  Nevada was quick to come to Marion’s defense. “I’ve never talked back to my elders, but I think it’s time to start. Ellen was a real lady. When you talk about mourning, you’re talking about Illinois. The winter Ned died was my first in Montana. It isn’t like anything you’ve ever known. The snow starts falling in September or October and doesn’t stop until April or May and sometimes, even June. I love Montana, but one winter alone can turn into a lifetime. It was like Will said, ‘At our age, we have to get our happiness while we can.’ If Ellen thought it was wrong, she would never have married Will.”




  “I agree,” Merrill said. “Ellen must have thought she was doing the right thing, but it doesn’t explain why she never wrote.”




  “I’m sorry,” Marion said, her composure returned. “I should have explained about that earlier. For the first two years after Mother’s marriage, she received a letter from home every week. Through those letters, I met all of you.” Marion produced the letters tied with the old velvet ribbon.




  “I knew when Pete took his first steps and spoke his first words. I cried when Emma and Gertie burned themselves canning pears and felt the pain when Joe fell out of the tree and broke his arm. I even knew when the mule kicked Zeek and broke his nose.”




  Everyone in the room laughed, and Marion started to relax. “I learned about all of you as children. Then about six months passed with no letters. The next one in the stack had a different writing on it and the postmark was much later. The letter reads like this:




  Ellen




  Pa says that you should know Ma died of the fever a while back. Ida and Jessie died, too. He says you should stop writin’ those fool letters. No one here has time for such foolishness. Since you’re so far away, you’re no longer a part of this family. You have a husband and a life of your own. Stay out of our lives. You have no place here.




  “The letter wasn’t signed,” Marion concluded. “It must have almost broken my mother’s heart.”




  “How could anyone of us have written such a letter?” Marge asked.




  Marion saw Nevada glance at the letter and realized he saw the signature. She knew he must have been wondering what she hoped to prove by protecting Zeek.




  “I don’t know why you’re doing this, Mrs. Jennings,” Zeek said. “You know as well as I do that I wrote the letter.”




  The silence in the room was deafening and Marion began to feel ill. Her plan had backfired. She wanted to make the letter anonymous, therefore giving Zeek an out, a chance to say he was sorry with no one else ever knowing he wrote the letter.




  The silence persisted and soon the room seemed stuffy. She knew it must be the excitement with a mixture of exhaustion making her feel this way. She remembered her goddaughter, Katie, and how exhaustion made her so terribly ill. She prayed it wouldn’t happen to her.




  “Nevada,” she finally whispered, “I need some air. I’m not feeling well.” She stood to leave, but the room began to spin. If only she could make it to the door and a breath of fresh air, she would be fine. She hadn’t taken two steps when she slumped into Nevada’s arms.




  “Al, go for the doctor,” Pete said, as he made his way to Nevada’s side. “Take her into the bedroom. The doctor will be here soon.”




  Nevada did as he was told. Once he laid Marion on the bed, he sat next to her and held her hand in his. “Are you all right?” he asked as soon as he saw her eyes flutter open.




  “I feel like such a fool. I did the one thing I’ve dreamed of doing most of my adult life, and I made a fool of myself in the process. Please take me away from here.”




  “Not just yet,” Nevada said, as he caressed her cheek. “Al’s bringing the doctor. You’re not going anywhere until I’m certain you aren’t sick.”




  “Please, Nevada, I swear I’m not sick, not like Kate was.” He knew she wanted to protest further, but the doctor had entered the room.




  “So, you’re not sick, Mrs. Jennings,” the doctor said, once Nevada got to his feet so the man could take his place beside the bed. “I haven’t had much experience with healthy women fainting. If you’ll excuse us, Mr. Jennings, I’d like to examine your wife.”




  Nevada nodded, even though he didn’t want to leave Marion in the room alone with the doctor. What if there’s something wrong? What if Marion decides to keep it from me? I don’t know this doctor, not like I know Matt, will he tell me if there’s something I should know?




  He stood outside the closed door for a few minutes. As he did, Marion’s words about Katie haunted him. It wasn’t that many years ago when she had collapsed into unconsciousness in his arms. One memory led to another until he thought of how she had almost died for the lack of proper medicine.




  That won’t happen to Marion. This is Illinois, not Montana, and it’s 1897, not ten years ago.




  Nevada jumped as he felt someone touch his shoulder. “She’ll be just fine, son,” Merrill said. “Come in and sit down. Tell us more about Ellen.”




  Nevada followed Merrill back into the parlor and sat down on the couch. “I can’t tell you much. Ellen was one of the first people I met when I came to Montana. She and Ned were the backbone of Corbit. They kept the town, if you could call it a town, going. When Ned died, I expected Ellen to fall apart, but instead, she invited us all to a Christmas party. Luke Ellis told us the Christmas party was something Ned had started. To not do it would be like saying he hadn’t been important, he hadn’t existed. Ellen was only carrying on and doing it well. As for her marrying Will, everyone was thrilled about it. You have to live in Montana to understand the feeling.”




  “I think we all understand Ellen better, now,” Marge commented.




  Before anyone else could speak, Doctor Olson appeared in the parlor and Nevada got to his feet, anxious for news of Marion.




  “Your wife will be just fine, Mr. Jennings. She does need to rest for a day or so and I can’t think of anywhere better for her to rest than here.”




  Nevada tried to protest, but Pete interrupted. “Al’s bringing your things over from the hotel now. You’re family. We can’t let you stay at the hotel. We want to get to know Marion and let her get to know us as well.”




  Nevada smiled. He liked these people, and so would Marion once she got to know them. As for Zeek, it was foolish to let one man jeopardize friendship with so many nice people. Rather than say anything, he stood to go to Marion, but Gertie stopped him.




  “Let Gertie go in first.”




  * * * *




  Marion lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling. Her mind raced over the happenings of the day. More than anything else, she wanted Nevada to come through the door and take her back to the hotel, away from here, away from her family.




  Family, the word is so alien and at the same time so much a part of me.




  A knock shattered her inner thoughts.




  “Come in,” she said, knowing Nevada came to her at last.




  * * * *




  Gertie’s gray hair made her look every year of her sixty-five years of age. She was definitely the grandmotherly type. Her five foot five inch frame carried her one hundred and fifty pounds well.
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