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  DEDICATION:


  Gingham Mountain is dedicated to my mom, Dorothy Moore. She and my father, Jack Moore, raised me and seven other children in a two-bedroom home. I love all my brothers and sisters (Ruth, Nila, Don, Lois, Dwight, Linda, and Jackson Jr.) and am proud to be related to them.


  Two bedrooms was a bit of an exaggeration though. It was actually a one-bedroom home with a fold-out couch in the dining room. When my sixth sibling, Dwight, was born, my parents added on to our housebut they also quit using the teeny attic as a bedroom until Don moved up there a few years later. So the almost two-bedroom home became a (brace yourself for the excitement) three-bedroom home.


  Though we lacked in material things, we never lacked in love. My mother’s greatest gifts were her beautiful ability to love us and the gracious life of faith she lived in God.


  “Pure religion and undefiled before God and the Father is this,

  to visit the fatherless and widows in their affliction,

  and to keep himself unspotted from the world.”

  JAMES 1:27


  ONE


  Sour Springs, Texas, 1870


  Martha had an iron rod where most people had a backbone.


  Grant smiled as he pulled his team to a stop in front of the train station in Sour Springs, Texas.


  She also had a heart of goldeven if the old bat wouldn’t admit it. She was going to be thrilled to see him and scold him the whole time.


  “It’s time to get back on the train.” Martha Norris, ever the disciplinarian, had a voice that could back down a starving Texas wildcat, let alone a bunch of orphaned kids. It carried all the way across the street as Grant jumped from his wagon and trotted toward the depot. He’d almost missed them. He could see the worry on Martha’s face.


  Wound up tight from rushing to town, Grant knew he was late. But now that he was here, he relaxed. It took all of his willpower not to laugh at Martha, the old softy.


  He hurried toward them. If it had only been Martha he would have laughed, but there was nothing funny about the two children with her. They were leftovers.


  A little girl, shivering in the biting cold, her thin shoulders hunched against the wind, turned back toward the train. Martha, her shoulders slumped with sadness at what lay ahead for these children, rested one of her competent hands on the child’s back.


  Grant noticed the girl limping. That explained why she hadn’t been adopted. No one wanted a handicapped child. As if limping put a child so far outside of normal she didn’t need love and a home. Controlling the slow burn in his gut, Grant saw the engineer top off the train’s water tank. They’d be pulling out of the station in a matter of minutes.


  “Isn’t this the last stop, Mrs. Norris?” A blond-headed boy stood, stony-faced, angry, scared.


  “Yes, Charlie, it is.”


  His new son’s name was Charlie. Grant picked up his pace.


  Martha sighed. “We don’t have any more meetings planned.”


  “So, we have to go back to New York?” Charlie, shivering and thin but hardy compared to the girl, scowled as he stood on the snow-covered platform, six feet of wood separating the train from the station house.


  Grant had never heard such a defeated question.


  The little girl’s chin dropped and her shoulders trembled.


  What was he thinking? He heard defeat from unwanted children all the time.


  Charlie slipped his threadbare coat off his shoulders even though the wind cut like a knife through Grant’s worn-out buckskin jacket.


  Grant’s throat threatened to swell shut with tears as he watched that boy sacrifice the bit of warmth he got from that old coat.


  Stepping behind Martha, Charlie wrapped his coat around the girl. She shuddered and practically burrowed into the coat as if it held the heat of a fireplace, even as she shook her head and frowned at Charlie.


  “Just take the stupid thing.” Charlie glared at the girl.


  After studying him a long moment, the little girl, her eyes wide and sad, kept the coat.


  Mrs. Norris stayed his hands. “That’s very generous, Charlie, but you can’t go without a coat.”


  “I don’t want it. I’m gonna throw it under the train if she don’t keep it.” The boy’s voice was sharp and combative. A bad attitude. That could keep a boy from finding a home.


  Grant hurried faster across the frozen ruts of Sour Springs Main Street toward the train platform and almost made it. A tight grip on his arm stopped him. Surprised, he turned and saw that irksome woman who’d been hounding him ever since she’d moved to town. What was her name? Grant’d made a point of not paying attention to her. She usually yammered about having his shirts sewn in her shop.


  “Grant, it’s so nice to see you.”


  It took all his considerable patience to not jerk free. Shirt Lady was unusually tall, slender, and no one could deny she was pretty, but she had a grip like a mule skinner, and Grant was afraid he’d have a fight on his hands to get his arm back.


  Grant touched the brim of his battered Stetson with his free hand. “Howdy, Miss. I’m afraid I’m in a hurry today.”


  A movement caught his eye, and he turned to look at his wagon across the street. Through the whipping wind he could see little, but Grant was sure someone had come alongside his wagon. He wished it were true so he could palm this persistent pest off on an unsuspecting neighbor.


  Shirt Lady’s grip tightened until it almost hurt through his coat. She leaned close, far closer than was proper to Grant’s way of thinking.


  “Why don’t you come over to my place and warm yourself before you head back to the ranch. I’ve made pie, and it’s a lonely kind of day.” She fluttered her lashes until Grant worried she’d gotten dirt in her eye. He considered sending her to Doc Morgan for medical care.


  The train chugged and reminded Grant he was almost out of time. “Can’t stop now, miss.” What was her name? How many times had she spoken to him? A dozen if it was three. “There are some orphans left on the platform, and they need a home. I’ve got to see to ’em.”


  Something flashed in her eyes for a second before she controlled it. He knew that look. She didn’t like orphans. Well, then what was she doing talking to him? He came with a passel of ’em. Grant shook himself free.


  “We’ll talk another time then.”


  Sorely afraid they would, Grant tugged on his hat brim again and ran. His boots echoed on the depot stairs. He reached the top step just as Martha turned to the sound of his clomping. She was listening for him even when she shouldn’t be.


  Grant couldn’t stand the sight of the boy’s thin shoulders covered only by the coarse fabric of his dirty brown shirt. Grant pulled his gloves off, noticing as he did that the tips of his fingers showed through holes in all ten fingers.


  “I’ll take ’em, Martha.” How was he supposed to live with himself if he didn’t? Grant’s spurs clinked as he came forward. He realized in his dash to get to town he’d worn his spurs even though he brought the buckboard. Filthy from working the cattle all morning, most of his hair had fallen loose from the thong he used to tie it back. More than likely he smelled like his horse. A razor hadn’t touched his face since last Sunday morning.


  Never one to spend money on himself when his young’uns had needsor might at any timehis coat hung in tatters, and his woolen union suit showed through a rip in his knee.


  Martha ran her eyes up and down him and shook her head, suppressing a smile. “Grant, you look a fright.”


  A slender young woman rose to her feet from where she sat at the depot. Her movements drew Grant’s eyes away from the forlorn children. From the look of the snow piling up on the young woman’s head, she’d been sitting here in the cold ever since the train had pulled in, which would have been the better part of an hour ago. She must have expected someone to meet her, but no one had.


  When she stepped toward him, Grant spared her a longer glance because she was a pretty little thing, even though her dark brown hair hung in bedraggled strings from beneath her black bonnet and twisted into tangled curls around her chin. Her face was so dirty the blue of her eyes shined almost like the heart of a flame in a sooty lantern.


  Grant stared at her for a moment. He recognized something in her eyes. If she’d been a child and looked at him with those eyes, he’d have taken her home and raised her.


  Then the children drew his attention away from the tired, young lady.


  Martha Norris shook her head. “You can’t handle any more, Grant. We’ll find someone, I promise. I won’t quit until I do.”


  “I know that’s the honest truth.” Grant knew Martha had to protest; good sense dictated it. But she’d hand the young’uns over. “And God bless you for it. But this is the end of the line for the orphan train. You can’t do anything until you get back to New York. I’m not going to let these children take that ride.”


  “Actually, Libby joined us after we’d left New York. It was a little irregular, but it’s obvious the child needs a home.” Martha kept looking at him, shaking her head.


  “Irregular how?” He tucked his tattered gloves behind his belt buckle.


  “She stowed away.” Martha glanced at Libby. “It was the strangest thing. I never go back to the baggage car, but one of the children tore a hole in his pants. My sewing kit is always in the satchel I carry with me. I was sure I had it, but it was nowhere to be found. So I knew I’d most likely left it with my baggage. I went back to fetch it so I could mend the seam and found her hiding in amongst the trunks.”


  Grant was reaching for the buttons on his coat, but he froze. “Are you sure she isn’t running away from home?” His stomach twisted when he thought of a couple of his children who had run off over the years. He’d been in a panic until he’d found them. “She might have parents somewhere, worried to death about her.”


  “She had a note in her pocket explaining everything. I feel certain she’s an orphan. And I don’t know how long she was back there. She could have been riding with us across several states. I sent telegraphs to every station immediately, and I’m planning on leaving a note at each stop on my way back, but I hold out no hope that a family is searching for her.” Martha sighed as if she wanted to fall asleep on her feet.


  Grant realized it wasn’t just the children who had a long ride ahead of them. One corner of Grant’s lips turned up. “Quit looking at me like that, Martha, or I’ll be thinking I have to adopt you so you don’t have to face the trip.”


  Martha, fifty if she was a day, laughed. “I ought to take you up on that. You need someone to come out there and take your ranch in hand. Without a wife, who’s going to cook for all these children?”


  “You’ve been out. You know how we run things. Everybody chips in.” The snow was getting heavier, and the wind blew a large helping of it down Grant’s neck. Grant ignored the cold in the manner of men who fought the elements for their living and won. He went back to unbuttoning his coat, then shrugged it off and dropped it on the boy’s shoulders. It hung most of the way to the ground.


  Charlie tried to give the coat back. “I don’t want your coat, mister.”


  Taking a long look at Charlie’s defiant expression, Grant fairly growled. “Keep it.”


  Charlie held his gaze for a moment before he looked away. “Thank you.”


  Grant gave his Stetson a quick dip to salute the boy’s manners. Snow sprang into the air as the brim of his hat snapped down and up. He watched it be swept up and around by the whipping wind then filter down around his face, becoming part of the blizzard that was getting stronger and meaner every moment.


  Martha nodded. “If they limited the number of children one man could take, you’d be over it for sure.”


  Grant controlled a shudder of cold as he pulled on his gloves. “Well, thank heavens there’s no limit. The oldest boy and the two older girls are just a year or so away from being out on their own. One of them’s even got a beau. I really need three more to take their places, but I’ll settle for two.”


  Martha looked from one exhausted, filthy child to the other then looked back at Grant. “The ride back would be terribly hard on them.”


  Grant crouched down in front of the children, sorry for the clink of his spurs that had a harsh sound and might frighten the little girl. Hoping his smile softened his grizzled appearance enough to keep the little girl from running scared, he said, “Well, what kind of man would I be if I stood by watching while something was terribly hard on you two? How’d you like to come out and live on my ranch? I’ve got other kids there, and you’ll fit right in to our family.”


  “They’re not going to fit, Grant,” Martha pointed out through chattering teeth. “Your house is overflowing now.”


  Grant had to admit she was right. “What difference does it make if we’re a little crowded, Martha? We’ll find room.”


  The engineer swung out on the top step of the nearest car, hanging onto a handle in the open door of the huffing locomotive. “All aboard!”


  The little girl looked fearfully between the train and Grant.


  Looking at the way the little girl clung to Martha’s hand, Grant knew she didn’t want to go off with a strange man almost as much as she didn’t want to get back on that train.


  “I’ll go with you.” The little boy narrowed his eyes as he moved to stand like a cranky guardian angel beside the girl.


  Grant saw no hesitation in the scowling little boy, only concern for the girl. No fear. No second thoughts. He didn’t even look tired compared to the girl and Martha. He had intelligent blue eyes with the slyness a lot of orphans had. Not every child he’d adopted had made the adjustment without trouble. A lot of them took all of Grant’s prayers and patience. Grant smiled to himself. He had an unlimited supply of prayers, and the prayers helped him hang onto the patience.


  Grant shivered under the lash of the blowing snow.


  The boy shrugged out of the coat. “Take your coat back. The cold don’t bother me none.”


  Grant stood upright and gently tugged the huge garment back around the boy’s neck and began buttoning it. “The cold don’t bother me none, neither. You’ll make a good cowboy, son. We learn to keep going no matter what the weather.” He wished he had another coat because the girl still looked miserable. Truth be told, he wouldn’t have minded one for himself.


  Martha leaned close to Grant’s ear on the side away from the children. “Grant, you need to know that Libby hasn’t spoken a word since we found her. There was a note in her pocket that said she’s mute. She’s got a limp, too. It looks to me like she had a badly broken ankle some years ago that didn’t heal right. I’ll understand if you”


  Grant pulled away from Martha’s whispers as his eyebrows slammed together. Martha fell silent and gave him a faintly alarmed look. He tried to calm down before he spoke, matching her whisper. “You’re not going to insult me by suggesting I’d leave a child behind because she has a few problems, are you?”


  Martha studied him, and then her expression relaxed. Once more she whispered, “No, Grant. But you did need to be told. The only reason I know her name is because it was on the note. Libby pulled it out of her coat pocket as if she’d done it a thousand times, so chances are this isn’t a new problem, which probably means it’s permanent.”


  Grant nodded his head with one taut jerk. “Obliged for the information then. Sorry I got testy.” Grant did his best to make it sound sincere, but it hurt, cut him right to the quick, for Martha to say such a thing to him after all these years.


  “No, I’m sorry I doubted you.” Martha rested one hand on his upper arm. “I shouldn’t have, not even for a second.”


  Martha eased back and spoke normally again. “We think Libby’s around six.” She swung Libby’s little hand back and forth, giving the girl an encouraging smile.


  All Grant’s temper melted away as he looked at the child. “Hello, Libby.” Crouching back down to the little girl’s eye level, he gave the shivering tyke all of his attention.


  Too tiny for six and too thin for any age, she had long dark hair caught in a single bedraggled braid and blue eyes awash in fear and wishes. Her nose and cheeks were chapped and red. Her lips trembled. Grant hoped it was from the cold and not from looking at the nasty man who wanted to take her away.


  “I think you’ll like living on my ranch. I’ve got the biggest backyard to play in you ever saw. Why, the Rocking C has a mountain rising right up out of the back door. You can collect eggs from the chickens. I’ve got some other kids and they’ll be your brothers and sisters, and we’ve got horses you can ride.”


  Libby’s eyes widened with interest, but she never spoke. Well, he’d had ’em shy before.


  “I can see you’ll like that. I’ll start giving you riding lessons as soon as the snow lets up.” Grant ran his hand over his grizzled face. “I should have shaved and made myself more presentable for you young’uns. I reckon I’m a scary sight. But the cattle were acting up this morning. There’s a storm coming, and it makes ’em skittish. By the time I could get away, I was afraid I’d miss the train.”


  Grant took Libby’s little hand, careful not to move suddenly and frighten her, and rubbed her fingers on his whiskery face.


  She snatched her hand away, but she grinned.


  The smile transformed Libby’s face. She had eyes that had seen too much and square shoulders that had borne a lifetime of trouble. Grant vowed to himself that he’d devote himself to making her smile.


  “I’ll shave it off before I give you your first good night kiss.”


  The smile faded, and Libby looked at him with such longing Grant’s heart turned over with a father’s love for his new daughter. She’d gotten to him even faster than they usually did.


  Martha reached past Libby to rest her hand on the boy’s shoulder. “And Charlie is eleven.”


  Grant pivoted a bit on his toes and looked at Charlie again. A good-looking boy, but so skinny he looked like he’d blow over in a hard wind. Grant could fix that. The boy had flyaway blond hair that needed a wash and a trim. It was the hostility in his eyes that explained why he hadn’t found a home. Grant had seen that look before many times, including in a mirror.


  As if he spoke to another man, Grant said, “Charlie, welcome to the family.”


  Charlie shrugged as if being adopted meant nothing to him. “Are we supposed to call you pa?”


  “That’d be just fine.” Grant looked back at the little girl. “Does that suit you, Libby?”


  Libby didn’t take her lonesome eyes off Grant, but she pressed herself against Martha’s leg as if she wanted to disappear into Martha’s long wool coat.


  The engineer shouted, “All aboard!” The train whistle sounded. A blast of steam shot across the platform a few feet ahead of them.


  Libby jumped and let out a little squeak of surprise. Grant noted that the little girl’s voice worked, so most likely she didn’t talk for reasons of her own, not because of an injury. He wondered if she’d seen something so terrible she couldn’t bear to speak of it.


  The boy reached his hand out for Libby. “We’ve been together for a long time, Libby. We can go together to the ranch. I’ll take care of you.”


  Libby looked at Charlie as if he were a knight in shining armor. After some hesitation, she released her death grip on Martha and caught Charlie’s hand with both of hers.


  “Did I hear you correctly?” A sharp voice asked from over Grant’s shoulder. “Are you allowing this man to adopt these children?”


  Startled, Grant stood, turned, and bumped against a soft, cranky woman. He almost knocked her onto her backsidethe lady who’d been waiting at the depot. He grabbed her or she’d have fallen on the slippery wood. Grant steadied her, warm and alive in his hands.


  TWO


  


  Excuse me.” He said it even though it was all her fault he bumped into her. She’d obviously been eavesdropping. He’d thought she was pretty before. Now she just looked snippy.


  The woman looked past Grant like he was dirt under her feet and said to Martha, “You can’t put these children into a home without a mother.”


  “Don’t worry, Miss...Miss...” Martha came to stand like a bulwark beside Grant.


  He appreciated her siding with him, especially when common sense would tell anyone that, in the normal course of things, this busybody was right.


  “I’m Hannah...uh...Cartwright. Surely there are laws against a man simply sweeping up children to take them home for laborers. If there aren’t, there should be.”


  “Laborers?” Grant went from annoyed to furious in one fell swoop.


  He had the sudden desire to wipe the superior expression off Hannah Cartwright’s face. “This isn’t any business of yours.”


  “Now, Miss Cartwright, that’s not”


  The train whistle blasted again, drowning out Martha’s words even though her lips kept moving.


  “It’s very much my business if children are being exploited.”


  “Exploited?” Grant erupted, but then he caught hold of his temper. He didn’t calm down for the prissy female. He did it for the children. They didn’t need to start out their life watching their new pa throw a pitched fit at a young woman, no matter how bad-mannered and misinformed that woman might be.


  With exaggerated politeness, he said, “You don’t know what you’re talking about, so I’ll forgive your rudeness.”


  He turned to Libby and Charlie. “Let’s go. We need to get back to the ranch in time for the noon meal.”


  Libby backed away from him a step and peeked up at the nagging woman behind him. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Miss Priss take a step forwardto keep an eagle eye on him, no doubt.


  “Why don’t the children stay with me until we can find a suitable home for them?” Her voice had a nice quality to it, all smooth and sweet. At the same time, it rubbed on him like a rasp, burning him until he felt all raw and tender inside. He wished for just one second she’d use it for something besides giving him a hard time.


  “Oh no, that would never do,” Martha said. “We can’t let an unmarried woman have a child. That’s out of the question.”


  “Why is it out of the question for a single woman but not a single man?”


  Grant glanced over his shoulder. “You really want to adopt these children?”


  Dismay crossed Miss Cartwright’s face, as if she’d spoken without thinking. Grant decided the look was fear that she’d be saddled with two kids when all she wanted was to be a troublemaker.


  “Well, a single man probably would be out of the question most of the time,” Martha said in her brisk, stern voice that concealed a heart as big as Texas. “I know orphanages sometimes place their children with bachelors or spinsters, but I’ve never approved of it. Children need a family, a mother and a father. Grant is a special case. We make an exception for him.”


  The pest pushed past Grant to face Martha directly. “Mrs. Norris, you know I’ve been on the train with you for a while now. I’ve taken a liking to the children. I don’t want them...that is...can’t they...” The lady frowned at Martha, her blue eyes shining in the swirling snow, her dirty face going pink under the grime. “Can I at least talk to the children before you decide? I want to make sure they really want to go with him. They might be so tired from the train that they’re desperate. And they might still find families elsewhere if we”


  “Miss Cartwright, please,” Martha cut her off. “This is the last town we have appointments in. No, if they don’t find a home at this stop, Charlie and Libby will have to ride all the way back to New York. The children will be better off with Grant.”


  Grant and Martha exchanged a look. He reached for the children’s hands and felt a small but firm grip on his arm. Exasperated, he wheeled around and faced Miss Cartwright.


  “I’m not allowing you to leave with these children. I know how this works. You take them out to your ranch, virtually stack them in inadequate space, and press them into being little more than slaves. I’m not going to allow”


  Libby made a little sound that sounded like pure fear. She started crying, dry sobs escaping her otherwise silent lips. She hurled herself into Charlie’s arms, and Charlie staggered backward a step but held on and looked angry, his eyes darting between Grant and Miss Cartwright.


  Grant gave Miss Cartwright a furious look, which she returned in full measure, shooting flaming arrows from her blue eyes that liked to stab him to death on the spot.


  The whistle blasted and the train began inching out of the station.


  Grant turned away from the nag, feeling like a spinning top going round and round from Martha to Hannah to the children. Speaking louder to be heard over the chugging engine, he said, “Hurry up, Martha. You’re going to miss your train.”


  “Grant, I don’t want to leave this woman with the impression that”


  Grant caught Martha’s arm and firmly guided her to the platform, leaving the children and the irritating meddler behind. “If you miss your train there won’t be another one along for days. You’ve no doubt got appointments scheduled for the return trip and you’ll have to cancel them. We’ll be fine. I’ll handle that little pest back there.”


  Martha smiled at him through the soot on her face. “Now Grant, be nice.”


  “Nice?” Grant yelled as the train started moving faster. “I’ll be nicer’n she deserves.”


  Martha quit protesting and hurried toward the nearest car. She jumped on board like the seasoned traveler she was and turned to yell over her shoulder. “I’ll send the paperwork for the adoptions through the mail just like always.”


  Grant waved good-bye and turned to see Miss Cartwright fuming. He wondered how mad she had to be before she’d melt all that snow off her bonnet. Her temper didn’t bother him much. What upset him was Libby’s fear as she clung to Charlie.


  Grant strode over to the children and, ignoring the cranky little woman who stood there looking at him like he was 180 pounds of stinking polecat, he hunkered down again. With a gentle chuck under Libby’s chin, he said, “Don’t worry about what she said about slaves. She is shaping up to be a very silly woman who doesn’t know what she’s talking about. My home is a nice place.”


  “Mr. Grant”Hannah’s hand closed on his shoulder so tight he wished for his coat back for protection from her fingernails“how dare you call me names?”


  Grant stood up, stretching to his full six feet as he turned, making it a point to look down on her. “You call me a slave owner.”


  Trying to keep his voice down so the children couldn’t hear every word, he narrowed his eyes at her and spoke through his clenched teeth. “You frighten these innocent children who are already going through such a tough time.”


  He leaned closer. “You insult me with every word that comes out of your mouth.” Their noses almost touched. “And then you have the nerve to take offense when I call you silly?”


  With a snort he didn’t even try to make sound friendly, he said, “I’d think, tossing out insults the way you do, you’d have grown a hide as thick as a buffalo by now.” He leaned even closer. “I’d think you’d’ve been called silly a thousand times in your life and be used to it.”


  He spoke through gritted teeth. “I’d think the only single, solitary chance you have of getting through a day without someone calling you silly is if the world plumb goes and turns flat and the rest of us fall off the edge.”


  Grant glared at her for a long moment. She glared right back. He had one tiny flash of admiration for her guts. She might insult the stuffing out of him, but she didn’t back down when she thought she was right. Too bad she was wrong.


  Sick of the staring match, he turned back to the children. “You’ll have some chores to do, but there’ll be a lot of time for fun.”


  Libby stared at him. The only sound she made was her teeth chattering.


  Grant saw the hurt in the little girl. He knew having a mother was the dearest dream of every orphaned child’s heart. A father came in a poor second. But a poor second still beat having nothing, which was what Libby had now. He rested a hand on her too-thin arm and answered the question he knew she wanted to ask. “No, little one, there’s no ma. But I’ve got a couple of nearly grown daughters who will love you like you were their very own. I think you’ll like ’em.”


  Libby watched him in silence for a moment then stared forlornly after the rapidly disappearing train. She looked at Miss Cartwright again, and Grant decided the two must have struck up a friendship on the trip because so much passed between them with that look. At last Libby squared her tiny shoulders, as he could tell she’d done a thousand times before in a life that didn’t offer much good news.


  That was the best Grant could hope forfor now.


  “Mr. Grant,” Hannah repeated.


  He stood. He needed a few more moments to reassure the boy, but he had to get this nagging woman off his back. “What is it, Hannah?”


  “Well, first of all”her eyes flashed like summer lightning“it’s Miss Cartwright to you.”


  Grant noticed they were very pretty blue eyes. Too bad they were attached to a snippy woman who seemed bent on freezing him to death or nagging him to death, whichever came last, because he had no doubt, if he froze here, solid in his boots, Hannah would go on snipping at him long after he’d turned to an icicle.


  Grant crossed his arms over his chest. He knew it made him look stubborn, which he wasn’t. He was a reasonable man. But the truth was he was cold. He tried to look casual about it. Charlie hadn’t wanted to take his coat in the first place. It wasn’t right to suffer visibly right in front of the boy. “All right, Miss Cartwright, what awful thing do you want to accuse me of now?”


  Hannah seemed prepared to launch into a list of his shortcomings.


  Grant braced himself for a blizzard of cold, critical words to go with the weather.


  Libby tugged on Grant’s arm. He turned to her and waited to see what she wanted to tell him. All she did was tug and squirm around, doing a little dance Grant had seen thousands of times before.


  Bending close to her, he whispered, “There’s an outhouse behind the depot. Let’s go. Then we’ll head on out to the ranch and get you two out of this cold weather.”


  Libby nodded frantically and hopped around a bit.


  “Come on, Charlie.” Grant swooped Libby up in his arms.


  “Now wait just a minute, Mr. Grant.” Hannah jammed her fists onto her waist.


  Grant noticed she wasn’t wearing gloves and her teeth were chattering from the cold, just like Libby’s. She was skin and bones, too, and her coat was worn paper thin. He had a moment of compassion for the little pest. She didn’t deserve the compassion, but Grant knew she had to be suffering.


  Libby looked back at Hannah.


  Deciding he was right about Libby and her friendship with Hannah, Grant, spurs clinking, headed for the edge of the platform. He glanced over his shoulder. “It isn’t Mr. Grant. It’s just Grant.”


  “Well, what is your last name?” The woman kept nagging even as he left her behind.


  Grant wondered who was supposed to come get her. “I don’t have a last name.”


  “No last name?” She seemed frozen with shock, but Grant considered the possibility that she was actually frozen. The temperature was dropping as fast as the snow.


  Grant and the children started down the clattering wooden steps of the train station. “Libby, what’s your last name?”


  Libby shrugged then clung to his shoulders as they bounced down the stairs.


  “Charlie, what’s yours?”


  “I don’t have one.” Charlie waved good-bye to Hannah.


  “Me neither.” Grant glanced back at Hannah as he got to the ground. “It’s just one of the facts of being an orphan, often as not. I did finally get adopted when I was almost grown, but after my folks died, I decided I’d live my life without one so I’d never forget what it feels like to need a family. I don’t expect you to understand, Hannah Cartwright. No one can who isn’t an orphan.”


  He jerked his chin down in a terse nod at Hannah that said good-bye more clearly than words. He disappeared around the corner, leaving her with her mouth hanging open.


  THREE


  


  It cut like a razor to be left standing in the bitter January cold wondering what her last name might be.


  The wind whipped Hannah, lashing her like Parrish’s belt. She understood exactly what it felt like to be an orphan. And she knew exactly what Libby and Charlie faced now that they’d fallen into Grant’s clutches. Fists clenched, she wanted to scream at the unfairness that forced her and Libby to pretend that they didn’t know each other. They were sisters, of the heart if not the flesh. They belonged together.


  Hannah stared into the cruel blizzard winds, fighting tears that would only freeze on her cheeks if she let them fall. Libbyshe had to save Libby. She’d never considered the possibility that Libby would be adopted. No family stepped forward to accept a child who wasn’t perfect.


  No one had wanted her in Omaha when they’d stowed away on the orphan train the first time. Of course no one would want her now. So why had that awful man taken her?


  Had Libby limped in front of Grant? Libby had walked off the train, so of course she’d limped. But he hadn’t been here yet. Maybe he hadn’t noticed. Or maybe the work he had in mind for her might be done by a girl with one badly broken foot. Maybe, once he got her home, he’d realize what he’d done and throw her out, maybe this very night in the middle of a blizzard.


  Libby had been thrown out before. She’d been around three, living in a Chicago alley, fighting the rats for bits of food, when one of the boys who made up Hannah’s ragtag family had found her and brought her home to the abandoned shed they slept in.


  Hannah and Libby had been sisters for nearly four years now, and Hannah had yet to hear Libby speak a word.


  There were no limits to how cruel people could be. Someone had thrown Libby away as if she were trash. The scars on Hannah’s back attested to the lengths to which her own adoptive father had gone to wrest obedience from his daughters.


  The instant Grant knew Libby wasn’t perfect he’d get rid of her. Throw her out or keep her for hard labor, starving and beating her. Either was a disaster for frail, little Libby.


  She rushed after Grant, but she stopped, almost skidding off the slippery station platform. The snow slashed at her face and the wind howled around her as she tried to decide what to do.


  Hannah had to stop Grant. But what could she do alone against him? It was more than obvious that he had no intention of letting her stop him. Making off with two more indentured servants put speed in his step.


  She thought of how awful he looked, like an outlaw. Long stringy hair and a smell that Hannah thought belonged to an animal and not a man. Eyes flashing gold at her like a hungry eagle swooping down to snatch away youngsters and carry them off to his nest. Captivating eyes that sent a shiver through her when she thought of how they shined out of his grimy, whiskered face.


  The shiver wasn’t exactly fear though. It wasn’t normal that she hadn’t feared Grant. Her fearful reaction to men was something she’d been fighting all her life, at least since Parrish.


  Her shoulders squared and she lifted her head as she remembered confronting Grant. Never for a moment had she considered cringing or dropping her eyes. Why wouldn’t Grant have that effect on her, when he was so much like Parrish?


  A feeling of power firmed her jaw. She’d been taking one daring chance after another in the last few years. Maybe she’d finally built herself a backbone.


  She couldn’t defeat him physically, but she and Grace had outsmarted Parrish. And Grant struck Hannah as none-too-bright. She’d have to outthink him.


  She rushed back to her satchel. It held her and Libby’s few possessions in the world. Then she marched herself straight across the wide Sour Springs street, stepped up on the boardwalk, and went into a building with the words STROBEN’S MERCANTILE painted on the front window.


  Shuddering from the delicious warmth and the smell of food, she ignored her frozen fingertips and empty stomach and dodged around bolts of cloth and barrels of nails toward the whipcord lean woman standing behind the counter.


  Another woman, unusually tall, painfully thin, and nearer Hannah’s age, stood in the corner of the store feeling a bolt of cloth. She looked up when Hannah charged in, but Hannah barely spared a glance.


  Pointing back toward the street, Hannah said, “A man just took two orphans off a train and is planning to take them home. He has no mother for them. I tried to stop him, but he ignored me. I need help. He said his name is Grant.”


  The shopper drew Hannah’s attention when she jerked her head around. Setting the fabric down, she turned toward Hannah, opening her mouth as if to ask a question. Then her teeth clicked and she went back to browsing.


  The lady behind the counter looked up from a scrap of paper in her hand and stopped in the middle of setting a jar of molasses into a wooden box. “Lord’a mercy, that Grant. Another two kids?” She started laughing, loud braying laughs that would have set a donkey’s heart into an envious spin.


  “It’s not funny.” A noise from the street snagged Hannah’s attention and she spun around. Through the storefront window, she saw Grant driving out of town in a rattletrap wagon, with Libby barely visible, sitting squished between Grant and Charlie on the seat.


  Hannah ran to the door just as Grant disappeared into the swirling snow. With a cry of anguish, she ran back to the lady in the back of the store. “He’s leaving. We have to stop him.”


  “Harold.” The lady turned away from Hannah and hollered into the back of the store, “Grant took two more kids out to the Rockin’ C.”


  Laughter came from the back room.


  Desperation making her furious, Hannah snapped, “If you won’t help me then direct me to the sheriff.”


  Turning to Hannah with narrowed eyes, the storekeeper smoothed her neat gray braid, curled into a bun at the base of her skull. Her woolen dress was as faded as Hannah’s and patched at the elbows, but the work was done with a skill Hannah admired. A couple of missing teeth, a beak of a nose, and round, wire-rimmed glasses gave the lady a no-nonsense appearance, and Hannah thought at first she’d made the woman angry.


  Then the woman started laughing. “The sheriff don’t have no call to go chase Grant down. Ned and Grant are friends. Ned’s not going out in this storm just to meet two more of Grant’s young’uns. Ah, Grant and that crowd of his. Just thinkin’ of it fair tickles me to death.”


  Hannah turned to storm out of the store, aware that she’d done more storming around in the last few minutes than she’d done in her entire, meek life.


  Before she could move another step, the woman asked, “Hey, who are you anyhow?”


  Hannah stopped, not sure where she was storming to anyway. “I’m Hannah...Cartwright.” She stumbled over the name she’d made up so she could get general delivery mail from Grace. She’d never used it much, avoiding people for the most part except for Libby, and Libby certainly never spoke Hannah’s last name.


  “What are you doing in Sour Springs?”


  “I...I am...” Hannah drew a blank. There was one thing that was the truth. She was staying until she could save Libby and all the other children Grant had absconded with. And she couldn’t afford to stay because she had no money. “I’m looking for work.”


  The storekeeper jumped as if she’d been poked with a hatpin. “Really, can you read and cipher? Because we need a new schoolteacher.”


  The storekeeper pointed a thumb at the other woman, now moved on from the dress goods to a stack of canned vegetables. “We offered Prudence the job, but she’s come to town to take up as a seamstress. Not a lot of sewing around these parts. But she’s bent on it, aren’t you?”


  Prudence nodded her head.


  “It’s a respectable enough business for a woman, I reckon, but you’re apt to starve. Still, that’s your business and no one else’s.”


  Prudence’s silent response reminded Hannah of Libby. She had to save Libby.


  Hannah gave a friendly nod of hello to Prudence then opened her mouth to admit she’d never spent a day inside a classroom. She caught herself. That wasn’t the question. “Yes, I can read and cipher.”


  “Harold,” the storekeeper bellowed into the back of the building, “get out here.”


  A huge, unkempt man ambled out from the back room, wearing a union suit that might have been white years ago and a pair of brown broadcloth pants with the suspenders dangling at his sides.


  “We got a young lady here, huntin’ work. She’d make a fine schoolmarm, I’d say.”


  Wiping his hands on a dingy cloth as he plodded in, Harold said, “Great, we weren’t going to be able to open up on Monday, since the last teacher ran off.” He caught sight of Hannah and tilted his head to stare at her as if he was reading her mind, hunting for intelligence.


  Hannah knew this might well be the only job in this tiny town. And she had to feed herself until she could get Libby back. “I have some experience teaching.”


  She didn’t go into detailsthat she’d taught her little sisters after Parrish went to bed at night. Then she’d taught the street children who had teamed up with her after she’d escaped Parrish’s iron grip.


  Harold headed for the front of the store. “I’ll get the parson and Quincy Harrison. We can vote on it right now.”


  Harold grabbed his coat off a bent nail by the front door as he left the store, letting in a swirl of snow and frigid wind. He pulled the door closed firmly with a crack of wood and a rattle of its window.


  Hannah turned to the storekeeper. “Uh...Mrs... uh...”


  “I’m Mabel Stroben and that’s my husband Harold. Call me Mabel. Do you have a place to stay? A room goes with the job. It’s the room above the diner.”


  Hannah had no place to stay and only a few coins left in her pocket.


  “A room would be wonderful.”


  “Great, then it’s settled, all except getting you hired.”


  That sounded like a really big “except” to Hannah.


  The door squeaked like a tormented soul when Harold came back. He shed his coat, dusting snow all over the room. Before he’d hung up his coat, a man wearing a parson’s collar and another man, dressed a lot like Harold but half as wide, came in.


  Mabel pointed at Hannah. “Here she is.”


  “Well, that’s just fine. I’m Parson Babbitt.” The parson turned kind eyes on Hannah. “Let’s sit down here and have a nice chat.”


  There were chairs pulled up around a potbelly stove in the front corner of the store, opposite that lone shopper.


  Hannah knew this wasn’t going to work. She had no idea what being a teacher required. She was fairly certain she had the ability to teach, but she had no schooling or experience and she wasn’t about to lie. She relaxed as she gave up this pipe dream. She’d only had a couple of minutes to consider the idea anyway. It’s not like she had her heart set on it. She took a seat and folded her hands neatly in her lap.


  Prudence was now leafing through a book of fairy tales.


  Hannah had learned to be suspicious to stay alive, and she had the distinct impression the woman was eavesdropping. But why? Maybe she had children and wanted to know if there’d be a school. Except, no, Mabel said they’d offered Prudence the teaching job and no married woman would be allowed to work.


  The parson settled on her left; the other man sat on her right. Harold perched his bulk on a chair on past the parson and...the chairs were gone. Mabel moved down the counter that stretched the length of the small store and leaned on it to listen.


  “I’m Quincy Harrison. I’m president of the school board. The parson and Harold are the other board members.”


  “Hello, Mr. Harrison, Parson Babbitt.” She smiled calmly, completely sure this farce would soon be over. Her insides were gnawed with worry over Libby, but she had no worry about getting hired. They’d say, “No thanks”; then she’d go rent a horse and chase down her little sister, hide out somewhere with Libby in this dinky town, and stowaway on the next train coming through.


  But what about the other children? Hannah had to save them, too. She would listen for a few minutes then decide what to do next.


  Quincy Harrison said, “Can you read and cipher?”


  Hannah nodded. “Yes, very well in fact.”


  “Do you want the job?” the parson asked.


  “Yes, I’d like it very much.” No lies necessary yet.


  “It’s settled then.” Harold stood up. “You’re hired.”


  Hannah’s jaw dropped open. This was the interview? “Uh...don’t you want me to take some tests? Show you what I know?” Hannah could pass those tests, she had little doubt.


  “No need.” Quincy stood next. “If it turns out you can’t read or cipher, reckon we’ll just fire you.” He headed toward the door.


  “Wait for me, Quince. We’d best stick together in this weather.”


  Hannah was distracted from needing to save Libby and that sweet little boy for just a second. She had a job. As a teacher, of all amazing things.


  “Did you leave your things over at the station, Miss?” Harold started to pull his coat on.


  The door slammed as the two men went out.


  “Yes...I mean no.” How did she explain to this man that she didn’t have any things except her satchel. “Everything’s been taken care of already.”


  Since everything she owned in the world was on her back or in her satchel, that was true. She went back to what was important, possibly life and death. “What about that man? We can’t just stand by while he steals two children.”


  “Steals children? Grant?” Mabel started laughing as she headed back toward the center of the counter.


  A bit slower to react, Harold started in, too. “I think I’ll box up some of the extra pumpkins in the cellar. They aren’t gonna make it to spring anyhow.” Harold seemed to accept Hannah’s statement that her things were dealt with.


  Mabel nodded. “He’s got a sight of mouths to feed.”


  Hannah remembered about the girls Grant had told Libby would love her. “How many children has he made off with like this?”


  “Don’t rightly know.” Mabel looked at the ceiling as if only God could count fast enough and high enough to keep track. “Over the years... maybe twenty or twenty-five. Some of ’em’re done growed up and gone nowadays.”


  “There’s half a dozen or so of the older ones married and living around Sour Springs, and that many again scattered to the wind.” Harold grabbed his heavy coat off the nail where he’d tossed it a few short seconds earlier. Hannah’s whole life had changed in less time than it took the snow on Harold’s coat to melt. “I’d say he’s only got five or six out there.”


  “Four, I think,” Mabel said with an unfocused look that made Hannah wonder if Mabel could read and cipher herself. Of course, Mabel wasn’t the new schoolteacher. “Until today. Now he’s up to six.”


  “Twenty or twenty-five?” Hannah exclaimed. “Twenty-five children?”


  At his very worst, Parrish had kept six. All crammed into one room while he had a nice bedroom all his own. The children were stacked into one set of bunk beds, three on the bottom, three on top, with no more regard than if he’d been stacking cordwood.


  “All together, give or take,” Harold said, satisfied with the estimate. “Not all at one time. Lordy, that’d be a passel of mouths to feed, eh, Mabel?”


  Hannah pictured a hovel filled with underfed children gnawing on raw pumpkin while they were forced to work from dawn until dusk to make money for the man with no last name. She also realized that the town accepted this wretched state of affairs and she’d get no helpat least not from these two.


  She should have enlisted the parson’s help. It didn’t matter. The parson had to know and had done nothing to stop it. If they wouldn’t help her save those children, she’d do it herself. “Someone has to put a stop to this. Why, the man is no better than a slave master.”


  Mabel didn’t seem capable of being riled. “Now, Miss Cartwright, it’s not that’a way with Grant. Don’t go getting your feathers all in a ruffle. Just let us explain how things work here in Sour Springs, and you’ll see that you just need to be reasonable.”


  Hannah balled up her fists. “I have no intention of being reasonable!”


  Mabel blinked.


  That’d come out wrong. Hannah heard the door open and close and glanced back to see the other shopper leave without buying anything.


  She looked back. From the set looks on Mabel’s and Harold’s faces, they were supportive of the miserable way Grant treated his children. Well, maybe some people could live their lives like this, but she wasn’t one of them.


  Rather than waste another second arguing with these two, she decided to handle this situation herself. She had a few meager pennies left. She’d see where she could hire a carriage, ask directions, and take care of Mr... Grant herself.


  FOUR


  


  She turned to Harold. “I’d appreciate it very much if you could direct me to my room.”


  “I’ll guide you over, miss. It’s the room over the diner.”


  Hannah sniffed in disgust as she turned to walk out. As she left the store, she heard Mabel say to herself, “Steals children...Grant? Imagine.” Then Mabel started laughing all over again.


  Pulling on his coat as he walked, Harold led Hannah through the cutting snow, down the wooden sidewalk, toward the town’s only diner. Harold led her down an alley that seemed to catch all the wind and shove it through at top speed. He rounded the back of the diner, went through a door and up a narrow flight of creaking steps.


  Hannah clutched her satchel and followed.


  It was exactly what she expected, but at the same time she was dismayed at the cramped space. A single room not more than ten-feet-by-ten-feet, with a sloped roof that made the place even smaller. A narrow cot, a row of nails on which to hang her clothes, and a rickety stand with a chipped white pottery washbasin and pitcher. The only heat radiated off a stovepipe that came up through the floor from the diner below. “Do all the teachers stay in this room?”


  “The last four have. We’ve had a sight of trouble keeping a teacher in this town though. The women tend to up and get married or run off for one reason or another. I remember one that got kidnapped, I think. Or no, maybe she ran off with a tinker. Or was that two different teachers? It’s hard to keep track.”


  Kidnapped? Who got kidnapped? Hannah thought of Grace, teaching in a small town in far west Texas. Could she have met such a fate? That would explain why the letters quit coming. Hannah wondered if she’d ever see her sister again.


  Harold crossed his arms and screwed up his face as if thinking were painful. “Or did she get kidnapped by a tinker then marry him? I can’t rightly remember. And I think we had one once that turned to horse thievin’. Bad business that one was. They all kinda fuzz together in my head.” Harold shrugged as if willing to make up a story if he couldn’t remember the truth.


  “Mabel and I have seven boys, but they’re all grown now, so even though I’m on the school board, we don’t have much to do with the school. We’ve been known to run through three or four teachers a year.”


  This town obviously chewed teachers up and spit them out. It occurred to Hannah that she could be the next in a long line.


  Afraid more thinking might make Harold’s brain explode, Hannah said, “We can discuss the other teachers later.” She moved to the door, thinking to shoo him and his body lice out.


  “Oh, little advice, miss. Think long and hard a’fore you go walin’ on any of the kids. Some of the town folk don’t take kindly to it.”


  Hannah stiffened. “I don’t intend to wale on any child, for heaven’s sake. I’d never strike a child.”


  “Now don’t go making promises you can’t keep. The Brewsters’ve moved on, but their like’ve come through town before ’n more’n likely’ll come again. Need a good thrashin’ real regular, those young’uns did.”


  “No youngster needs a thrashing. Children need love and understanding. Now really, I must ask you to leave. I’ve got things to do.”


  Harold must have been long on mouth and short on ears because he apparently didn’t hear her and kept talking. “No figurin’ people near as I kin figure. But the likes of the Brewsters’ll be back. Two boys and a girl. The lot of them Brewsters could stand a good thrashin’ to my way of thinkin’.”


  Hannah bristled up until she could have shot porcupine quills at Harold. Thrash a child indeed. Why, she’d be no better than Parrish.


  She had to get Harold out of here so she could go save Libby.


  Swamped with stubbornness she didn’t know she was capable of, Hannah decided then and there she’d neither thrash a child, nor steal a horse, nor let herself be kidnapped, nor marry any man. She’d had her fill of men, first Parrish and now that awful child-stealing Mr... Grant. She planned to have no man in her life ever. In fact, squaring her shoulders, she vowed right then and there she’d start a new tradition and stay at the school foreverunless she had to steal Libby away from her new father and save the other children out there and run. She tried to imagine twenty-five children stowed away on a train. Or was it six or four? She’d heard several numbers. Hannah got a headache just thinking of all she had to do.


  As Harold finally ran out of chatter and turned to leave, Hannah, now sworn to her job for the rest of her life, asked, “Who do I talk to about the school? I want to know all of my pupils’ names, and I hope to visit them in their homes before the start of the winter school term.” Grace had written that a teacher must visit, and Grace was the best teacher Hannah had ever known. Although, honesty forced Hannah to admit that Grace was the only teacher Hannah had ever known.


  “No time for that. School starts Monday.”


  Already she was failing. “Well then, I’ll visit after school starts.”


  “Try asking Louellen downstairs. Running the diner the way she does, I reckon she knows about everything that goes on around here. I know there are a dozen children in town and maybe that many again in the surrounding ranches. Oh, and Grant’s young’uns? That’s another dozen.” Harold broke down and laughed until he had to wipe his eyes.


  Hannah’s jaw clenched as she waited the man out.


  Tucking his handkerchief back in his pocket, Harold shook his head. “He doesn’t usually send ’em in ’cuz he hasn’t liked the teachers we have. So don’t count them. They’ll be here for a few days most likely, and then he’ll just take ’em home and school ’em hisself like always. Were I you I wouldn’t even let ’em sit at a desk. They’ll be gone afore you need to bother.”


  “He don’t...” Hannah stumbled then corrected her grammar. Honestly, she’d only been here an hour and she already sounded like Harold. “He doesn’t send his children to school? Well, we’ll see about that. Could you direct me to his ranch?”


  That question seemed to amuse Harold because he began chuckling and shaking his head. Of course Hannah was beginning to believe that a rabid wolf would amuse Harold so she didn’t put much stock in what struck him as funny.


  “Gonna get after Grant, miss?”


  Hannah crossed her arms while she waited for directions.


  “That I’d like to see.”


  “Directions?” Hannah tapped her toe.


  “You can hire a horse at the livery stable or the blacksmith shop. But Ian O’Reilly is the blacksmith, and I think he’s gone for the day, so don’t waste your time goin’ there. He wouldn’t like you scolding Grant anyway, because he’s one of Grant’s kids.”


  “The blacksmith? How old is he?”


  Harold shrugged. “About Grant’s age, I ’spect.”


  “Mr... Grant adopted children his own age?”


  “To get to the Rocking C, go straight out’a town west for about five miles. The woods clear out for a spell, then there’s a thicket of bright red sumac and huckleberries that’s been cut back so’s a trail’ll go through it. Take that trail and go south a spell. The woods’ll start up again and the bluffs’ll rise up on both sides. Gets might rugged. Grant has an old wagon wheel by his place, with a piece of bent iron hooked on it in the shape of a C. Turn east and that trail’ll take you right up to the cabin.”


  Hannah tried desperately to remember everything he’d said. West five miles. Trail through a thicket. South between some bluffs. Wagon wheel. East.


  Harold gave her a jaunty wave and went out. He was back the next second. “There’s a shorter way, but it’s kinda confusing.”


  Hannah shuddered at the thought of directions more confusing than the ones she’d already been given. “No, thank you.”


  He said good-bye and exited her room. He came back in. “Turnin’ into a mighty mean day, miss. Not fit for a ride by my way’a reckonin’. If you can wait till tomorrow, Grant’ll be in to Sunday services so you could ride back out with him.”


  When Harold said Grant would bring the children to church, Hannah doubted herself for the first time. That spoke well of the man. Parrish had certainly never let her or the other children attend church. But she couldn’t overcome her first impression of Libby and Charlie being taken off into a dangerous situation. And if her instincts were right, she didn’t think it could wait until tomorrow.


  “I believe I’ll go on out myself.” How well she remembered her first night in Parrish’s clutches. She wanted to save those children before Grant had time to frighten them into submission.


  Harold shrugged.


  Hannah had heard this was the way things worked in the West. People minded their own business. Indignantly she thought that was the very reason Grant had been allowed to abscond with so many children.


  Harold went out, then he came right back. “If’n you get lost just start heading south. You’ll run into the spring. Sour Springs we call it. Named the town for it. Stinks like a herd of polecats. Can’t miss it. Upstream’ll lead you right smack into town.” He tipped his hat and left.


  Hannah sighed in relief to have the bad news bearer gone.


  He popped his head back around the corner. “Oh, and don’t touch the sumac. It’s poisonous.” He left again.


  Hannah stared dolefully at the empty doorway where the man bobbed in and out like a sneaky prairie dog.


  He rounded her door again. “But the sumac’ll be buried by snow more’n likely, so forget about it.”


  He’d told her to turn at the sumac. If it was buried, how was she supposed to use it as a landmark? She waited for the voice of doom to return so she could ask him. He appeared to have given it all to her at last. She pulled her worn-out coat tight around her and headed for the stable before she could second guess herself.


  A mountain of a man forked hay into feed bunks for a half dozen horses. He introduced himself as Zeb Morris. He was as hairy as his horses, nearly as big, and he smelled none too much better. Hannah knew that even though she stayed well away.


  “Hey, missy. Heard you’re the new schoolmarm.” Zeb grinned, showing more teeth missing than present.


  Word did get around in this town.


  “Welcome to Sour Springs. My pappy founded this settlement.”


  Sour Springs was named after a spring? Or the way his father smelled? Then she thought of a town that would ignore the plight of orphans and wanted to sneer at his pride. Instead she said politely, “I’d like to rent a carriage for the rest of the afternoon.”


  The man looked doubtfully out the wide open door. “No day for pleasure ridin’, miss. I wouldn’t stray six feet from town if’n I didn’t have to.”


  “Well, I have to. So, if you’ll please do as I ask?”


  The man hesitated. Then, just as Harold had done, he let her go about her own business. “Don’t rent carriages, only saddle horses.”


  That wasn’t what Hannah wanted at all, but her fear for the children overruled her fear for her own safety. “That will be fine.”


  She rented a horse that seemed as unhappy to go to work as it was swaybacked, but Hannah had grown up in the Wild West, or the next thing to itChicago. So she’d ridden a horse a time or two. Actually she thought carefully and decided exactly a time, not two. Well, there was no help for it. The children needed her.


  She was tempted to ask for directions again from the man who rented her the horse, but she thought she had Harold’s advice memorized and didn’t want to muddy the waters.


  Zeb saddled the horse. HeZeb, not the horsegot far too close for her nose’s comfort when he boosted her on its back. Then he led her out the door.


  Taking up the reins, she kicked the horse and the horse kicked back. Since she sat on top of the beast, it didn’t hurt her but it bounced her around some. Finally, with a slap on the backside from the hostler, she got the beast moving at a snail’s pace in the right direction.


  She hadn’t ridden five minutes on the lazy, uncooperative creature before she admitted to being hopelessly lost. The skittish horse twisted around and pranced sideways. If there’d ever been any trail, it’d been well and truly buried under the snow. Once she’d left the meager shelter of town, the wind whipped harder until the snowstorm became a full-fledged blizzard.


  Looking desperately, she searched for the prints of her own horse in the snow to make sure she hadn’t left the trail. The snow around her was trampled down in all directions by the nervous horse, and his prints were filling in fast. She gave the animal its head, hoping it would start for the barn, but the horse just let its head sag as if it didn’t have enough energy to move another step.


  Hannah kicked the horse, and it moved a few steps forward then stopped again. Her heart pounded as the snow drove itself through her thin coat. Fighting down panic, Hannah realized she’d become hopelessly lost in a Texas blizzard. She should have left Libby to Mr... Grant for one night, because now Hannah would freeze to death in a blizzard and not be around to save her from her nightmarish fate.
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