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    One


    Late March 1899Roswell, New Mexico Territory


    The train pulled to a stop in Roswell, New Mexico Territory, and Attorney John Harper stood and stretched. It had been a long trip from Georgia, and he was glad it had come to an end. He dusted off the shoulders of his jacket, gathered his bags, and got in line to leave the passenger car. Stepping off the train, he was struck by how wide the cloudless blue sky seemed out here and how much closer than back home.


    John started toward the train depot, more than a little surprised at the size of Roswell. From what his father had told him about the town, he hadn’t expected it to be as large or as busy as it was. He’d thought he could get off the train and immediately find the office of the lawyer who had written to let him know he was his uncle’s only heir. Instead he found a bustling town filled with people going about the day’s business.


    John did not even know his uncle, Douglas Harper. Moreover, from his father’s account of his uncle, John could not understand why the man had left anything at all to him. The two brothers had not been on good terms for years. John had heard enough to know his uncle Douglas had been smitten with his mother, but she had not felt the same about him. According to John’s grandmother, there was never a question of which brother would win the heart of her daughter, Margaret. Grandmother Smithfield had told John many times that his mother had fallen in love with James Harper the first moment she saw him.


    Evidently Uncle Douglas had not taken her decision well. He’d left Georgia and traveled west to make his fortune, never to return. He refused to come back even when James had gone out to plead with him to return for the sake of their dying father.


    John sighed deeply and shook his head. He did not know how his uncle had died, nor did he understand why Douglas Harper had named him in his will. He only knew he needed to find the lawyer who had written him, visit his uncle’s gravesite, and learn what had happened to him.


    John crossed the boardwalk that led to the train depot, opened the door, and strolled up to the counter.


    “May I help you?” the man behind the counter asked.


    John smiled. “I hope you can. My name is John Harper, and I’m looking for my uncle’s lawyer, a Mr. Elmer Griffin.”


    “You Douglas Harper’s nephew?” The man behind the counter’s right eyebrow crept up into his hairline.


    “Yes, sir, I am. Did you know my uncle?” John could not help but notice an abrupt change in the man’s demeanor.


    “Not well. Elmer’s office is over on Fifth Street, across from the courthouse.” With that, the clerk leaned to the side and looked at the woman next in line. “May I help you, ma’am?”


    “Would it be all right if I leave my valises here until I have a place to stay?” John asked, feeling as if he suddenly didn’t exist.


    “Heregive them to me,” the clerk said gruffly and went to the end of the counter.


    John handed his bags to the man. “Thank you.”


    The man grunted. John knew when he had been snubbed. He walked out of the office and blinked his eyes against the bright sunlight before realizing he hadn’t asked which way Fifth Street was. But he certainly didn’t want to go back in the depot and ask the clerk. An old-timer was sitting in a chair leaning up against the building. John approached him with a smile; he’d always had a soft spot for old people.


    “How do, sir. I’m John Harper, and I’m looking for the office of Elmer Griffin. I was told it’s on Fifth Street, but I’m new to the area and don’t know where that is.”


    “Old Elmer don’t do much business these days. ’Bout the only business he’s handled lately is Douglas Harper’s.”


    “Yes! That’s who I’m looking for. Douglas Harper was my uncle.”


    “You don’t say?”


    “Yes. Did you know him?”


    “I knew ’im.” The older man sat up straight, plunking the chair down on its four legs, and pointed to the right. “Fifth Street is over that way a couple of blocks. Elmer has a sign out frontyou won’t miss it.”


    “Thank you.” John tipped the brim of his hat to the man, but again he felt dismissed. The old man had already leaned back against the building and closed his eyes.


    John started down the street in the direction the man had told him to go. The main street was full of surreys, farm wagons, and freight wagons, and people rushed in all directions. So far no one he’d met had been friendly. Neither of the two men had given him condolences about his uncle passing away; in fact, his very name seemed to put up a barrier of some kind.


    He wondered why people would change as soon as they heard he was a relation of Douglas Harper. That seemed odd to John because, in his few letters home, his uncle had painted himself as one of the most important and influential men in Roswell.


    The law office of Elmer Griffin was across from the courthouse, as he’d been told. It was a small office with a big sign outside. He opened the door and stepped inside to see a rotund man leaning back in a chair behind a massive desk, his feet propped up on it, his head resting on his chest. He emitted a snore so loud that John jumped back a step.


    It was midmorning, and the man was asleep. Business must be slow. John cleared his throat from inside the door. The snoring only grew louder. He moved to the center of the room and cleared his throat again.


    The rumbling snort stopped briefly, then started again. John walked closer to the desk and cleared his throat as loudly as he could. The large man stirred. John leaned toward him. “Excuse me, sir?”


    This time he started. His eyes opened, and he jerked his feet off the desk. “Humph! Yes? Who are you? What can I do for you?”


    “I’m John Harper.” He pulled out a letter. “I believe you sent me this letter.”


    The man was on his feet in an instant. He reached across the desk and extended his hand. “Mr. Harper. Yes, I’m Elmer Griffin. I trust you had a good trip out?”


    John shook his hand. “It was fine, all things considered. A little hot and dusty. Still, train travel is better than stagecoach or horseback.”


    “Yes, yes, I agree.” Elmer Griffin motioned to the chair on the other side of the desk. “Please take a seat, Mr. Harper. As you know from my letter, your uncle named you as his only heir. His money has been placed in trust, and I am the trustee. Now that money belongs to you.” He pushed his glasses up on his nose. “It is a sizable sum.”


    John’s breath caught in his throat when Mr. Griffin named the amount.


    “He was an astute businessman,” he added as if in explanation.


    “I’d say he was.” His uncle had been a rich man.


    “We can go to the Roswell Bank and transfer the funds to you as soon as you are ready. Other than that, I’m sure you have questions you would like answered.”


    “Well, yes, I do. First and foremost I’d like to know how my uncle died.” John sat down in the chair and watched Elmer Griffin wipe his brow with a handkerchief he’d pulled from his coat pocket. The man seemed nervous to him.


    “Well, he. . .ah. . .he died from the influenza. It swept through the prison, and before they could get a doctor in, five prisoners had died.”


    “My uncle was in prison? Whyand for how long?” This was news to him and would be to his family. He sat forward on the edge of the chair.


    Elmer Griffin cleared his throat. “Yes, well, he died a couple of months ago. He was in the jail hereuntil his trial for arson. He was found guilty of hiring someone to set fire to Emma’s Café. He was sentenced to five years in prison, but he had only served about a year and a half of that time when he fell ill.”


    John sat silent, trying to take in what his uncle’s attorney was telling him. No wonder he had not been welcomed in the town with open arms. Apparently his uncle was not the fine upstanding man he had led the family to believe he was. On the rare occasion he had been in contact with them, he had indicated he was one of Roswell’s leading citizens. And even though his father and his uncle hadn’t been close, John wondered why his uncle Douglas hadn’t contacted the family law firm when he got into trouble.


    He looked at the older man. “You defended him?”


    Elmer Griffin nodded. “Yes, I defended himbut only because the court ordered me to do so.”


    “Do you think he was guilty?”


    The older man shrugged. “I don’t know. Someone came forward and admitted he lit the fireand said Harper hired him to do it. Your uncle did not have many people on his side, Mr. Harper. He treated some of the people in Roswell and in the surrounding area badly.”


    Suddenly John wasn’t sure he wanted to find out how badly, and he had an urge to take the first train back to Georgia. But he knew he wouldn’t do that. He wasn’t that kind of man. He’d stay and get to the bottom of thishe had no choice, now that he’d been named his uncle’s heir.


    “I hope you are a better man than your uncle was, sir.” The man let out a deep sigh. John had a feeling the lawyer had been dreading this meeting for a long time.


    “I did not know my uncle, Mr. Griffin. But from what you’ve told me, it appears my family name is at stake here. I will do what I can to restore honor to it. I’m not sure, though, where to start.”


    Elmer Griffin looked at him closely before nodding. “If you mean that, I’ll do what I can to help you, Mr. Harper.”


    “Please call me John.”


    “All right, John. And call me Elmer. You’re taking on a large task. I hope you’ll be able to stay and see it through.”


    “I’m a member of the family law firm. My father has told me to take as long as I need to settle my uncle’s estate.”


    The older man looked in his desk drawer and pulled out a key. He stood up and handed it to John. “Your uncle’s office at Harper Bank would probably be the best place to start. It has been closed down ever since he went to prison.”


    “What about the people who did business there? Were they able to get their money out?”


    Elmer nodded. “The sheriff saw to it that they were able to do that before Harper went to trial. But I feel I must warn youthose who still owe money to your uncle probably won’t be glad to see you. Just be sure you look over those papers with a fine-tooth comb. All may not be what it seems at first glance.”


    John took the key and slipped it into his pocket. “Can you tell me where the bank is?”


    “I’ll do better than that. I’ll go with you. It’ll be time to eat in a few hours. I’ll treat you to a meal at the Roswell Hotel. It’s not far from the bank.”


    “Thank you.” Not looking forward to the task at hand, John was glad to have the company of the older man. “I appreciate your help.”


    ❧


    Elmer showed John where his uncle’s office was inside the bank and left with the promise of returning at noontime. After seeing him out, John walked back to the file cabinet behind his uncle’s desk and pulled out several file folders. Plunking them down on the desk, he sat down and opened the top one.


    After only a couple of hours, John realized how right Elmer was. A huge job was unfolding before him. It would take weeks to go over his uncle’s papers.


    True to his word, Elmer returned and treated him to dinner. John was impressed with the quality of food and service at the Roswell Hotel. But he wasn’t sure he wanted to stay there. Leaning back in his chair, he smiled at Elmer. “Thank you. That was a wonderful meal.”


    “You’re quite welcome. Are you going back to the office now? Have you decided on a place to stay? I’ve heard the accommodations here are very nice. It’s where your uncle lived. Had the nicest suite in the place.”


    John briefly wondered why his uncle had chosen to live in a hotel instead of a home of his own, but he supposed it was fairly common for single men to do that, especially when they had no family around. He shook his head to Elmer’s first question. “No, I’ll go back to the office first thing in the morning. I guess the most important item of business for me now is to find a place to stay. I had thought to stay in a hotel, but it looks as though I’ll be here awhile. Nice as this place seems to be, I think I might be more comfortable in a boardinghouse. Can you recommend any?”


    “We have several in town, and they list their vacancies in the paper. Let me go find you a copy.” He came back shortly with the morning paper in hand, turned to the inside, then handed John the advertisements.


    John skimmed the page. “There’s a room at the Roswell Inn, one at Malone’s Boardinghouse, and another one at Brady’s Boardinghouse.”


    “Oh, Molly Malone’s is a great place to stay. She’s a wonderful cook, and I’ve heard only good things about her establishment,” Elmer said. “I’d try there first.”


    “I’ll see if a room is still available. Can you tell me how to get there?”


    After giving him directions to the boardinghouse, Elmer took his leave, assuring John once more that he would be glad to help in any way he could. They made plans to meet the next morning at the Harper Bank.


    ❧


    Darcie Malone shook hands with her supervisor, Mr. McQuillen, thrilled she’d just been given a promotion. She left his office with a grin on her face but let out a sigh as soon as she returned to her station. She had gone into his office thinking he was about to reprimand her for listening in on conversations again. Instead she’d come out as the head operator, in charge of training for the Roswell Telephone and Manufacturing Company. She suppressed the excited giggle that wanted release and took her seat at the switchboard.


    She wasn’t sure she believed it yet! Oh, she knew that with her best friend, Beth, now married and no longer working, she might be next in line for a promotion. But she’d been reprimanded so many times, she’d feared that would keep her from getting it. The few extra dollars she would make a month would certainly help her mother. They wouldn’t be enough, though, for her to turn their house back into a private home instead of a boardinghouse. Darcie sighed. Maybe one day.


    She plugged the line pin into her home socket and pulled the lever. She didn’t want to wait until she got home to tell her good news. Her mother worked so hard; hearing a little more money would be coming in might make her tasks easier today.


    Her mother picked up the receiver on the third ring. “Malone’s Boardinghouse. How may I help you?”


    “It’s me, Mama. I have some good news to share with you.”


    “Oh? What is it, dear?”


    Darcie could picture her mother’s bright smile. “Well, as of tomorrow, I will be the head operator at Roswell Telephone and Manufacturing Company. It means a little more money coming in.”


    “Oh, you’re rightthat is very good news, Darcie! I’m so proud of you, dear.”


    “Thank you.” Tears came to Darcie’s eyes at her mother’s words. She never held back on her praise for her daughter.


    “I have some news of my own. We have a new boarder as of this afternoon.”


    “Wonderful!” Darcie could hear the excitement in her mother’s voice, and she had to force herself to sound happy. It meant one more stranger to get used to in her home, not to mention more work for her mother. But the older woman wouldn’t welcome her daughter’s attitude, so Darcie tried to hide it the best she could.


    “He seems like a nice young man. You’ll meet him at dinner. I put a roast on earlier. I’m glad it’s your favorite meal, since we must celebrate your promotion and a new boarder all in one day!”


    Several lights on her switchboard lit up. “I must get back to work, Mama. I’ll see you in a few hours.” She pulled the pin from her home line, knowing her mother would understand the quick end to their conversation, and inserted a pin into the plug of one of the lighted lines. “Number, please.”


    “I need to talk to Emma, over at the café, Darcie.”


    Darcie recognized the voice of Matt Johnson, Emma’s husband and a deputy sheriff. “Right away, Deputy.”


    She inserted his line pin into the line for Emma’s Café and waited for an answer before turning her attention to the next lighted line. As she went about connecting and disconnecting telephone lines, her thoughts turned back to her promotion. She had only a few more hours to go on her shiftand tomorrow she would have a completely new job. More and more people were signing up for telephone service, and Mr. McQuillen had hired two new operators who were due to start the next day. It would be Darcie’s job to train them. She sent up a silent prayer that she would do a good job and be a good example to them, as Beth had been to her.


    ❧


    Heading back to the train depot to pick up his bags, John left Malone’s Boardinghouse with a spring in his step. Mrs. Malone’s establishment was warm and inviting, and the smell coming from her kitchen reminded him of his mother’s at home. The room she’d rented him was large and bright, overlooking the large cottonwood in the front yard. She was also the friendliest person he’d met in this town so far. He wasn’t looking forward to his task of settling his uncle’s estate, but for whatever time he was here, he would be comfortable.

  


  
    Two


    As soon as her shift was over and the evening operator showed up to relieve her, Darcie left for home. She hoped the friends she’d made at the telephone office would be happy about her promotion when they found out. She did not want to appear to be boasting about it and decided she would let Mr. McQuillen announce it the next morning as he planned.


    As Darcie entered her home, she couldn’t help but feel pride that it had become the best boardinghouse in town, even though she would have preferred it to remain a private home. Everyone who stayed there had commented on how warm and homey it was.


    Of course she agreed. Her mother had decorated tastefully, from the downstairs to each room upstairs, and there wasn’t a room Darcie didn’t like.


    The front parlor was done in gold and blue flowered wall coverings. It was furnished with a parlor set covered in gold silk damask, and burgundy silk draperies hung at the doorway and windows. The room was a favorite of the boarders. A chess set stood waiting for Mr. Mitchell and Mr. Carlton to continue their game later in the evening. The back parlor was finished in mostly deep rose with touches of gold and seemed to draw the women to sit and do needlework or read during the evenings.


    Miss Olivia Waterford and Mr. Mitchell were in the front parlor, reading the newspaper, and Darcie waved at them before hurrying to the kitchen to see if her mother needed help putting dinner on the table. She marveled at how her mother managed to look fresh and energetic after spending a good portion of the day over a hot stove. In her mid-forties, she still had a trim figure and always dressed neatly, a crisp apron protecting her clothing. Although her red hair was beginning to fade a little, her blue eyes seemed brighter with age.


    Her mother was taking the roast out of the oven when Darcie entered the kitchen. She looked up with a smile. “There you are. The new head operatorI am so proud of you, dear.”


    “Thank you, Mama. It smells wonderful in here. You must have been cooking all afternoon.”


    Her mother set the roast on the kitchen table and pointed to the cake beside it. “We have good reason to celebrate tonight, what with your promotion and all! I made that chocolate cake you like so much for dessert tonight, too.”


    Darcie walked over and gave her mother a hug. “Thank you. But you shouldn’t have worked so hard.”


    “It’s not work when it’s for someone you love, dear. Did you see the new boarder when you came in?”


    “No. Only Miss Olivia and Mr. Mitchell were talking in the parlor.”


    “He is probably settling in. He had to go back to the train station to pick up his valises after he rented the room. He seems to be a nice gentleman.”


    “That’s good. I just wish we”


    “Darcie, dear, I do understand how you feel. Still, we need to be thankful we had this house to turn into a business and can earn a living from it. Besides, I really do enjoy it. I know that’s hard for you to believe, but it would be very lonesome with only myself for company when you’re at work.”


    It was hard for her to believe, but out of respect for her mother, she smiled and hugged her again. “I know you’re right, Mama. I need to be more thankful for my blessings. I do thank the Lord for themI really do.” And she didmaybe not as often as she should, though. Darcie promised herself she would do better. “Nowwhat do you need me to do?”


    “You can put vegetables on the table and the cake and dessert plates on the sideboard.”


    Darcie dished up the roasted potatoes, carrots, and onions into serving bowls and took them to the dining table. She loved this room. Scarlet upholstered chairs and scarlet draperies with gold trim enhanced the gold and scarlet printed wallpaper. The table was covered with an ivory lace tablecloth and set with her mother’s best china. Darcie thought it was the most elegant room in the house.


    She could hear more voices in the parlor as she put dessert plates on the sideboard and briefly wondered if the new boarder had come downstairs. Her mother carried out the meat dish and a gravy boat as Darcie went back for the cake. Just as she reentered the dining room, she could hear her mother calling the boarders to the table.


    Darcie stood at her place at the opposite end of the table from where her mother would sit and smiled as the guests entered the room to take their seats.


    “Darcie, dear, I’d like you to meet John Harper, our newest boarder. He’s a lawyer and will be here for at least a month or so. Mr. Harper, this is my daughter, Darcie Marie.”


    Darcie looked up past the broadest shoulders she had ever seen and into the deep chocolate-colored eyes of the new boarder. Oh. He’s very handsome, his dark hair parted slightly to the left of center, his clean-shaven face nicely chiseled. . . . Just looking at him left her breathless.


    “How do you do, Miss Malone?”


    Darcie could feel her cheeks growing warm as she stood there. She forced the air out of her lungs. “II’m fine, thank you. And you?”


    “Very well, thank you.” He smiled at her, then inclined his head in her mother’s direction. “And I’ve become quite hungry smelling this food your mother has prepared for us.”


    Everyone else had taken his or her seat at the table. Three chairs had been empty at the table for eight, and her mother had hoped for new boarders to fill them. The one to Darcie’s left had remained vacant since Mrs. Green had moved out. Darcie was pleased when she realized the new boarder would be sitting next to her. He pulled out her chair and waited for her to sit. She only hoped he could not hear the rapid beating of her heartfor it was quite loud to her own ears.


    Darcie tried to will her heartbeat to slow its pace as she sat down. She was relieved when her mother spoke.


    “Before I ask Mr. Mitchell to say the blessing, I have an announcement to make. Darcie has been promoted to head operator at the Roswell Telephone and Manufacturing Company.”


    “What wonderful news, Darcie!” Miss Olivia said. She’d lived at the boardinghouse for over a year. She had come out west to take care of her ailing sister and moved in after she passed away.


    “They made a good decision in promoting you, Miss Darcie,” Robert Mitchell added. He’d been living at the boardinghouse for about six months and was overseeing the railroad expansion.


    “They certainly did.” George Carlton nodded from his place to the right of her mother. Mr. Carlton taught school and had resided with them ever since he’d come to Roswell two years earlier.


    “May I add my congratulations?” Mr. Harper asked.


    “Thank you.” Darcie had to force herself to look away from his warm gaze. “Thank you all. I’m a little nervous about it, but I’m very pleased, too.”


    “You’ll do fine,” her mother said, beaming at her. “Just fine. Now let’s not let this meal get cold. Mr. Mitchell, please ask a blessing for us.”


    Darcie bowed her head and tried to keep her mind on his words.


    “Dear Lord, thank You for this day and for Darcie’s promotion. And thank You for the food we are about to eat. In Jesus’ name, amen.”


    Her mother always complained about Mr. Mitchell’s prayers being much too short, but he pouted if she didn’t take turns asking him and Mr. Carlton. Hard as it was for Darcie to think about anything except the man at her left, she thought maybe it was just right tonight.


    As the dishes were passed around the table, she tried to concentrate on the conversation.


    “Ahh, beef with roasted potatoes and carrots. I think this is one of my favorite meals, Mrs. Malone,” Mr. Carlton said.


    “Thank you,” her mother said.


    Darcie glanced down at the table as she saw the wink her mother flashed her. She tried to hide her smile behind her napkin. Every meal her mother cooked was one of Mr. Carlton’s favorites.


    She looked up and found Mr. Harper watching her, a smile hovering around his lips as if he understood the unspoken conversation between the two women.


    “Oh, dear,” her mother said, her hand at her chest. “With the excitement of Darcie’s promotion, I’m afraid I’ve forgotten my manners. Have you all met our new boarder, John Harper?”


    “I have,” Mr. Mitchell said.


    Miss Olivia patted her graying fluff of hair and nodded. “Yes, I didthis afternoon. I was sitting in the parlor reading when he arrived. It’s always nice to meet new lodgers.”


    “Pleased to meet you,” Mr. Carlton said with a nod. “You’ll find no better food in all of Roswell.”


    Mr. Harper smiled and nodded. “I’ve been told that. But even if I hadn’t heard, I would have known when I came by to inquire about the vacancy. When I stepped inside and smelled the aroma coming from the kitchen, it reminded me of my mother’s kitchen. I knew I’d come to the right place.”


    “Why, Mr. Harper, thank you,” her mother said. “I’ll take that as a high compliment.”


    He nodded in her direction. “As it was meant to be.”


    Darcie could tell her mother was pleased, and her opinion of the new boarder inched upward at the way he treated herwith respect and honor. She’d been through so much. Having her husband die from a sudden stroke, then losing all he’d worked so hard forwith the exception of the house in town, which they’d been able to turn into a way of making ends meet. Having to give up her privacy and the kind of life she’d become accustomed to through the years couldn’t have been easy. Darcie gave herself a mental shake. No. She couldn’t start thinking about the past. It never failed to bring tears to her eyes, and then her mother would tear up.


    ❧


    Mrs. Malone began to pass the dishes around so the boarders could help themselves, and quiet reigned at the table for a few minutes while they began to eat. John told himself to be sure to thank Elmer Griffin for suggesting the Malone boardinghouse. The food was excellent, and so far everyone seemed amiable. He would be comfortable here for his stay. Not to mention Mrs. Malone’s daughter. He hadn’t been prepared for the jolt of awareness he’d felt when he walked into the dining room and found her standing at the end of the table.


    With her shining auburn hair and sparkling blue-green eyes, she was very lovely, and he’d found it hard to keep his eyes off her. To keep from gazing at her now, he tried to concentrate on the dinner conversation going on around him.


    “I think being a telephone operator would be so interesting, Darcie. Don’t you just love it?” Miss Waterford asked. She looked to be a little younger than Mrs. Malone. Perhaps in her late thirties, he thought.


    “Yes, Miss Olivia, I do love working for the telephone company.”


    Miss Waterford nodded. “If I were younger, I’d apply for a position there. Isn’t it amazing that one can talk to someone clear across town? That is so hard for me to believe.”


    “Oh, nowadays one can even talk to people outside towneven to Eddy and more,” Darcie said with a smile for the older woman.


    “You don’t say?” Miss Waterford asked, holding her hand to her chest. She sighed. “So many new inventions to make life easier for us. What a wonderful time we live in.”


    John felt ashamed for thinking the pace of life wasn’t moving fast enough. He’d wanted to place a call to his parents earlier and found that long distance in Roswell extended only a hundred miles or so.


    “Why, some places make connections out farther than that. One of these days, I predict we’ll be able to talk to people clear across the country,” Mr. Mitchell said.


    Miss Waterford gasped. “You don’t say!”


    “It’s only a matter of time,” Mr. Carlton agreed, handing John a basket of rolls. “Isn’t that right, Miss Darcie?”


    “Oh, yes, I’m sure it is,” Darcie answered. “Lines are being strung daily, and they go farther out each week. In fact, the Roswell Telephone and Manufacturing Company hired two more linemen a week or so ago.”


    She was so animated while she talked about the company. When she caught his gaze on her, John felt flustered at the warmth in her eyes, and his heart pounded in his chest. He held out the bread basket. “Would you like a roll, Miss Darcie?”


    “Thank you, yes.”


    ❧


    Darcie took the basket from him, and their fingers brushed, sending a tingly sensation up her forearm.


    “Pass the gravy, please, Darcie,” Mr. Mitchell asked.


    She picked up the gravy boat in front of her and handed it to the older man, silently sighing with relief that her hands didn’t shake. Darcie had never felt so attracted to a man as she was to John Harper, and she was flustered by the way her pulse raced at his nearness. He was so handsome and seemed very nice. Just the kind of man she’d always dreamed of


    “How long did you say you’d be with us?” Mr. Carlton inquired of Mr. Harper, cutting into Darcie’s thoughts. She listened closely to the answer.


    “I’m not sure. Several weeks, a month or twopossibly longer. I don’t know yet,” he said.


    Darcie’s heart beat faster when she realized he might be here awhile, then promptly slowed as she reminded herself awhile was not forever. He had business here, and then he’d be gone. But what if


    “Harper, you say?” Mr. Mitchell asked.


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Not any kin to Douglas Harper, are you?”


    Harper, Harper. Why hadn’t she made the connection? Darcie wondered, as she held her breath, waiting for the man’s answer.


    “Why, yes, I am. He was my uncle, and I came out here to settle his estate.”


    The dream Darcie was weaving crumbled as suddenly as her heart plunged to her feet. She felt as if the breath had been knocked plumb out of her. She should have known.


    White-hot anger she hadn’t been aware she still harbored welled up from deep within her. She looked down the length of the table. “Mama! How could you rent a room to any relative of Douglas Harper?”


    “Darcie Malone. You’ll not talk to me like that.” Color flooded her mother’s face.


    Darcie couldn’t keep the words from escaping her lips. “But how could you?”


    Her mother pushed back her chair and stood. “I’ll have a word with you in the kitchen. Now.”


    Darcie knew not to argue with that tone; she realized she’d gone too far. She pushed back her own chair and headed toward the kitchen.


    Before leaving the room, her mother turned and spoke to those seated around the table. “Please excuse us and go on with your meal.”


    Darcie braced herself for the admonishment she knew she deserved and had no doubt was coming.


    ❧


    John Harper wasn’t sure what to do as Mrs. Malone and her daughter left the table. What had his uncle done to the Malone family to cause such an outburst? And should he stay or go?


    Mr. Carlton and Miss Waterford were both looking at him suspiciously. If only he knew why the people in this town reacted so negatively at the mere mention of Douglas Harper’s name. At the same time, he dreaded finding out.


    The other boarders made small talk among themselves, and he tried to concentrate on that instead of the rise and fall of voices coming from the kitchen. Although he couldn’t hear what was being said, John was certain he was the topic of conversation.


    Mr. Mitchell cleared his throat and held out the platter of meat as if it were a peace offering. “Would you like more beef?”


    John shook his head. He probably couldn’t finish what was on his plate. “No, thank you.”


    He took a bite of roasted potatoes and found they didn’t taste as good as they had only moments before. In fact, he had to struggle to swallow. He laid down his fork and took a drink of water. When he looked up, all eyes were focused on him. John put his napkin on the table and pushed away from the table.


    “If you’ll excuse me, I believe I’ll call it a night.”


    “You aren’t staying for some of Molly’s chocolate cake?” Miss Waterford asked. “It’s a favorite for all of us.”


    “No, ma’am. I’m a little tired from the travel. I won’t wait for Mrs. Malone to come back, but please tell her I thought the meal was delicious.”


    “Yes, we will do that,” Mr. Carlton said.


    John turned and left the room, but before he was out of earshot, he could hear the whispers of the others. Talking about me, no doubt.

  




End of sample
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