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Jane Porter’s dreams of marrying Mike Farley,
the handsome cowboy who lives on the neighboring ranch, are
shattered when Mike suddenly marries a redheaded stranger he met at
the Wild Horse Saloon in Casper, Wyoming. After Mike stomped all
over Jane’s heart with his cowboy boots, can Jane ever trust her
heart to a man again?

 


Mike Farley marries beautiful Samantha Jo
Smith after a whirlwind courtship with no thought to Jane Porter,
his childhood sweetheart and the woman everyone in Fremont County
thought he would marry one day. Mike soon learns to regret his
hasty marriage to Samantha. Can Mike win back Jane’s heart even
though he had shattered it into a million pieces?

 


Longtime friends and neighbors Jim Porter and
Liz Farley turn to each other for support after the unexpected
death of their spouses. Will Jim and Liz’s friendship turn into
something deeper even though they both feel they have had, and
lost, their chance at love?

 


Is it ever too late for love? Is it ever too
late for second chances?

 


Set in rural Wyoming, Second Chances
is a sweet contemporary western romance that will warm your heart.
One reader stated, “I read it through in an
evening, and felt as if I had spent that evening with ‘salt of the
earth’ folk.” Another reader said, “I loved
the double, no triple, second chances. It was a very sweet
ending.”
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To my mother, Mrs. Augustine Kennon, and my
late father, Reverend D.B. Kennon.

This one is for you, Mama and Daddy!

 


 


 



Chapter 1

 


 


 


Jim Porter closed the barn door behind him,
squinting into the bright sunlight that nearly blinded him after
coming from the dim light inside the barn. He scraped the horse
dung off his boots on the grass, splashed water on his face and
washed his hands from the old hand pump by the back porch. He
tossed his battered straw hat onto one of the hooks by the back
door as he walked into the big cheerful kitchen that looked exactly
as his dear departed wife had left it when God had called her home
so many years ago.

Jim poured himself a cup of the strong
coffee that had been perked since before dawn and sat down at the
kitchen table, tipping his chair backwards so that it rested
precariously on two legs.

He watched his daughter, Jane, as she
expertly flipped a pancake in the old cast iron skillet while the
bacon sizzled and popped in another frying pan on the old stove
that had seen a few years but was still perfectly functional. Jane
was always harping at him to buy a new stove but he always told
her, “That stove works just fine. Your mother bought it brand new
when she replaced the old woodstove your Grandma Porter used when
she was alive.” Jane thought he was being a cheapskate but the
truth was he didn’t want to change a thing in the kitchen that had
been the heart of the house when his wife was alive.

As if she felt his eyes on her, Jane glanced
over her shoulder at him. “Dad, quit leaning so far back in that
chair. One of these days it’s going to break and you’ll fall on
your butt right on the kitchen floor.”

Jim usually laughed when Jane made the
remark about him falling on his butt on the kitchen floor but today
it didn’t even get a chuckle out of him.

“What’s the matter, Dad?”

“You tell me.”

“How should I know what’s wrong with you?”
Jane flipped the pancake onto the plate on the counter and pushed
the hot skillet to the back of the stove. She checked the sizzling
bacon, then turned and frowned at her father. “Aren’t you feeling
well?”

“I feel fine but I’m worried about you.”

“Why on earth would you be worried about
me?”

“Jane, quit acting like you don’t know what
I’m talking about.”

“I don’t have a clue what you’re talking
about.”

“Liz came to see me this morning right after
sun up. She told me that Mike had just become engaged to a girl he
met in Casper a couple of weeks ago. ”

Jane stared at her father incredulously.

“Why would Liz tell you something like that,
Dad? Mike is my fiancé. Everybody knows that.”

Jim looked pointedly at Jane’s left hand. “I
don’t see an engagement ring on your finger, girl.”

Jane glanced down at her bare ring
finger.

“Mike and I have an unspoken agreement that
we’re going to get married one day.”

“Maybe you should have gotten Mike to speak
that unspoken agreement. All I know is Liz told me that Mike and
somebody named Samantha Jo Smith are getting married in two
weeks.”

“Quit pulling my leg, Dad. That’s not
funny.”

“As much as I like to tease you, I wouldn’t
joke with you about something like this.”

“Well, it’s just not true.”

“I hope not, Jane. I’ve been looking forward
to the day I walk you down the aisle and you become Mrs. Mike
Farley.”

“No more than I have!”

Jane turned out the flame underneath the
bacon, took off her apron and threw it down on the counter. She
grabbed her truck keys off the hook hanging by the back door.

“You finish breakfast, Dad. I’m going to see
Mike and get to the bottom of this. If he was trying to play some
kind of practical joke on me, it’s gone too far. I have to stop
this before it spreads across Fremont County like wildfire. You
know how the people around here love to gossip.”

“I’ll go with you.”

“There’s no need of that. I can take care of
this by myself.”

Jane slammed the back door behind her with a
satisfying thunk as she ran out to her truck. The last thing Jim
Porter heard was the sound of Jane’s truck skidding out onto the
gravel road that led toward the Double F Ranch.

He went over to the stove and turned the
flame back on underneath the bacon.

“Damn kids! They’ll be the death of me
yet.”

 


***

 


Jane screeched to a halt in front of the old
rambling, weathered log house at the Double F Ranch. She jumped out
of her truck, leaving the truck door wide open in her haste, and
ran up onto the porch.

She pounded on the front door so hard the
dogs lying in the yard jumped up and started barking.

“Mike!” she yelled. “Are you in there? You
better get yourself out here right now! I have to talk to you. Now!
Don’t make me come in there after you!”

Mike opened the screen door and stepped out
onto the porch to face the girl, who up until a couple of weeks
ago, he had thought would be his wife one day.

Jane put her hands on her hips and glared at
him.

“Mike, Dad told me you’re marrying some gal
you met in Casper. Is that true?”

“It’s true, Jane. I am.”

Jane looked at Mike as though he had
suddenly sprouted devil’s horns.

“You bastard!”

Jane slapped Mike so hard it rocked him
backwards, leaving an angry red welt in the shape of a handprint
across his handsome face. Mike threw up his hands to ward off
Jane’s angry blows but he knew he had it coming. Jane had every
right to punch his lights out.

“Why am I the last to know you’re going to
marry somebody else? You could have at least had the decency and
enough respect for me to tell me first before everybody on God’s
green earth knew about it!”

“I’m sorry you had to find out this way,
Jane. I didn’t know Mom was going to hightail it over and tell your
dad before I could tell you myself. I was going to come over and
tell you this morning but she beat me to it. I wish she’d mind her
own business and keep her nose out of mine.”

“Mike, you’ve never even gone out with
anybody but me. Who is it? Who are you marrying?”

“Her name is Samantha Jo Smith. I met her
when I was at the Wild Horse Saloon a few weeks ago when I went to
Casper to stock up on supplies.”

“You’re going to marry some floozy
you met in a bar a few weeks ago when for years
you’ve led me to believe we’d get married? Have you been
lying to me all these years? Did you ever have any intentions of
marrying me?”

“I haven’t been lying to you all these
years. I did intend for us to get married one day but I
never counted on meeting Sammy Jo. She came into my life like a
devil’s twister and turned it upside down.”

Jane’s beautiful brown eyes filled with
tears as she looked at the man she loved, had loved all her life,
trying to understand what he was saying. It was as though he was
suddenly spouting Greek. Nothing he was saying made any sense to
her.

“I never wanted to hurt you, Jane. You’ve
got to believe me.”

“You can’t marry her, Mike. You can’t
possibly love somebody you just met! You love me! I know you
do. We’ve been going steady since I was twelve and you were
thirteen. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

“I don’t really know how all this came
about. Me and Sammy Jo getting married I mean. I don’t remember
actually saying the words ‘Will you marry me?’ but she must have
thought I did because the first thing I knew she threw her arms
around me and said yes. Now the date is set. She’s already bought
her wedding dress.”

Jane gasped, her face going pale. She sank
down onto the steps and put her head in her hands. Even though she
had never fainted in her life, she felt as though she were going to
now.

Mike sat down on the steps beside her and
gently stroked her back.

“Look at me, Jane. Please.”

Jane raised her head but she couldn’t look
at Mike.

Mike turned her face towards him, his black
eyes looking into her teary brown ones.

“I’m a man of my word, Jane. I asked Sammy
Jo to marry me even though I don’t remember saying those exact
words. I have to stick by it. Can’t you please try to
understand?”

“No, I don’t understand it! I simply can’t.”
Jane sniffed back the tears that threatened to clog her throat and
spill down her face. “What about me? I know I don’t have your
engagement ring on my finger but for years you’ve led me to believe
we’d get married one day.”

“I know I did, Jane. I’m sorry. I never
meant for something like this to happen.”

“Mike, I’m begging you not to do this to us.
Don’t throw away our future like this. We’ve never dated anyone
else but each other since we were old enough to know there was a
difference between boys and girls. My whole life has been wrapped
around you. What am I supposed to do if you marry someone else? I
can’t even picture my life as anything but being Mrs. Mike
Farley.”

“I don’t know but I am going to marry
Sammy Jo. I have to, Jane. A man’s word is his bond.”

“But you don’t know anything about her,
Mike. She’s a complete stranger. ”

“It’s true we’ve known each other only for
three weeks but Sammy Jo’s not a stranger to me. Being with her is
the most exciting thing I’ve ever experienced in my life.”

The tears in Jane’s eyes disappeared, burned
away by white-hot fury. She jumped up, tossing the single heavy
brown braid that almost reached her butt over her shoulder and
glared at Mike.

“Are you talking about having sex
with her?” She hit him. “Damn you, Mike Farley! If you don’t think
having sex with me was exciting enough for you, then whose fault is
that I’d like to know! All I know about sex is what you and I
learned together. I was a virgin when we first made love
down on the banks of Badwater Creek. I was only fifteen! I’d never
been with anyone else but you and didn’t know a thing about how to
do what we were doing except what you showed me how to do. Now you
have the nerve to tell me that our lovemaking wasn’t exciting
enough for you. If you didn’t like what we were doing, then you
could have shown me how to do something different. I’m not such a
prude that I wouldn’t have experimented.”

She hit him again.

“You lousy son-of-a-bitch!”

Mike caught her hands and held them.

“Jane, I never meant for this to happen. It
just happened.”

“Just happened? Things like that don’t
just happen!” she shrieked. “You could have kept your damned
pants zipped! Even if you didn’t have enough self-control to
keep from poking it to her, you sure as hell didn’t have to ask her
to marry you!”

Jane struggled to get loose from Mike’s iron
grip to no avail.

“We were supposed to get married,
Mike. We were going to live the rest of our lives together.
You and me! Not you and some floozy you met in a bar, for
crying out loud.”

“Jane, I know I’ve hurt you and for that I’m
very sorry. Can we still be friends?”

Jane looked at Mike as though he had lost
his mind.

“Friends? I don’t want to be just your
friend, Mike! If I’m not going to be your wife, I
don’t want to be anything to you. You can go to hell. I
never want to see you again.”

“Jane, please don’t be this way.”

“Let go of me, damn it!”

Mike let go of her hands and Jane turned to
leave.

“I’ll never set foot on Double F Ranch again
not even to see Liz. If she wants to see me, she can come over to
my house. And don’t you ever come over to the Double P Ranch again
either. I don’t want anything more to do with you.”

“Jane, we live on adjoining ranches. Our
families are tied too closely together for us to avoid each other.
Your dad is like a father to me and my mom is like a mother to
you.”

Jane laughed bitterly.

“You should have remembered that before you
asked Ms. Floozy to marry you. If I catch you ever stepping
foot on my ranch again, I’ll take the shotgun and fill your ass
with buckshot!”

“Jane…”

“You are a bastard and a poor excuse for a
man, Mike Farley! I hope you catch some kind of venereal disease
from Samantha Jo Smith.”

Jane ran to her truck, jumped in and fled
before she dissolved into tears in front of Mike. She got a mile
down the gravel road leading back to the Double P Ranch before the
tears hit her like a freight train.

She pulled over to the side of the road,
laid her head down on the steering wheel and sobbed as if her world
had ended.

What a fool she had been to turn down all
the other guys in high school who had asked her out. How stupid she
had been to wait all these years for Mike Farley to get around to
marrying her.

Now, at the tender age of twenty-three, her
life was in ruins.

Her dream of becoming Mike’s wife and
partner in life was over.

Jane had known Mike ever since she was old
enough to remember anything. She and Mike had been thrown together
ever since they were babies in diapers, playing in the same playpen
while their parents visited with each other.

Mike had seemed almost like a brother to
Jane until she got old enough to notice that he was attractive to
her in a way no brother should ever be. One hot summer day they had
gone swimming down at Badwater Creek where old John Okie used to
run sheep underneath the cottonwood trees in the olden days.

Much to her surprise, Mike kissed her when
they were lying on the sweet-smelling grass, letting the sun dry
them off before they headed in separate directions back to their
respective homes and the never-ending chores of ranching life.

Even more surprisingly, she kissed him back
and she liked it!

At the tender age of twelve and thirteen,
Jane Porter and Mike Farley declared that they were boyfriend and
girlfriend, and they had been a couple ever since, going steady all
through high school. Neither of them had ever even wanted to date
anyone else.

Mike had never placed an engagement ring on
Jane’s finger but there was an unspoken agreement between them that
marriage was the next step in their relationship. Everyone in
Fremont County expected Jane and Mike to get married any day now
that they were out of high school and all grown up.

Lord knows, Jane had been expecting to wear
Mike’s wedding ring on her finger for years. She should have
had his ring on her finger long ago. Supposedly, Mike was waiting
until the Double F Ranch got back on solid ground financially
before taking a bride.

Whatever the reason, the timing had never
seemed right for Jane and Mike to stand before the preacher
man.

Now the timing would never be right
for Jane and Mike to get married. Not since Samantha Jo Smith had
entered the picture.

Solid ground must mean something different
to Mike when it came to Samantha because he hadn’t let such a
little thing as a ranch not being financially sound keep him from
taking her as his wife.

At one time Jane thought she knew Mike
better than anyone else did. She knew what he was thinking without
him having to say a word. She could read his moods just by looking
at his face. They had shared their hopes and dreams, told each
other secrets that they would never share with anyone else.

Now it was as if she had never really known
Mike Farley even though she had known him all her life.

No matter that Mike’s dark good looks still
made her heart flutter like it had been doing since she was a
scrawny kid. No matter that she was still so in love with Mike that
she couldn’t see straight.

Mike had taken her heart and stomped it into
the ground along with her dreams of ever being Mrs. Mike Farley.
But even if she had lost the love of her life, she still had her
pride although pride was a mighty poor substitute for love on a
cold winter’s night.


Chapter 2

 


 


 


Mike’s sudden and unexpected marriage became
the favorite topic of discussion by the good folks of Fremont
County. Jane couldn’t stand the thought of everyone feeling sorry
for her because Mike had taken himself a wife that wasn’t her. She
could just imagine the pitying looks, the gushing words of
sympathy. Jane was too proud for that. She decided to lay low until
she could come to grips with what had happened.

The PP Ranch, as most folks called the
Double P Ranch, became Jane’s refuge and sanctuary. She told her
father to say she wasn’t home if anyone came by the ranch calling
on her.

Every day Jane got up at dawn as usual. She
fixed breakfast for her dad and the ranch hands but as soon as they
had finished eating and she had the kitchen cleaned up, she packed
a lunch, saddled up Sweet Baby Girl and left the ranch house.

She rode. And rode.

She roamed the ranch, going to spots she
hadn’t taken the time to go to in years, renewing her love affair
with the land that had been in her family since her
great-grandfather had first settled in this area of Wyoming so many
years ago.

Although many people would consider the
isolation of the far-flung ranches as a punishment, Jane loved it.
The stark beauty of the land suited her. This land had never let
her down as some people had.

The land was her home.

The ghosts of the people who had come before
her to this land she called home seemed to ride with her as she and
Sweet Baby Girl roamed the Double P.

In 1865, a party of seven Swedish
prospectors had drifted out of the Big Horn Mountains and
discovered gold in an icy creek in a cottonwood grove. They built a
log cabin and set to work panning for gold, dreaming of becoming
rich.

The local Indians did not like the
prospectors being on their land and attacked them. Only two
prospectors made it out alive. They spent the rest of the winter at
Fort Laramie before heading back to find their golden creek and
their cabin.

The two men were never seen again.

Their golden creek and their cabin were
lost, never to be found again although many a hardy soul searched
for them.

Then in the early 1880s John B. Okie, the
son of President Lincoln’s physician, came to the area. Instead of
panning for gold, John chose a different route. He invested in
sheep. He ran his herd of sheep along Badwater Creek and in the
high mountain meadows nearby.

His sheep herd grew and he thrived on the harsh
Wyoming land. He built an elaborate mansion made of brownstone and
pine timber that the Indians called “The Big Teepee.” They called
John B. Okie “The Big Father.”

John’s mansion had elegant chandeliers, a marble
fireplace, Persian rugs, and extensive gardens tended by Japanese
gardeners. John’s Big Teepee even had electric lighting when
everyone else in the area still had kerosene lamps.

John built a little town around his property
to house his growing number of employees. Naturally, everyone
called the place “Lost Cabin” because by then the legend of the
prospectors who not only lost their lives to Indians but also their
cabin and a gold mine was firmly embedded in the local lore.

In 1930, at the tender old age of 67, John went out
hunting ducks along one of his irrigation reservoirs. He fell in
and drowned.

That was the end of The Big Father. His 57,500-acre
empire and the town of Lost Cabin fell into decline after his
death.

Even though Lost Cabin had once been a
thriving town, it was hardly more than a wide spot in the road
nowadays and certainly couldn’t be called a town by any means. In
nearby Lysite there was a small general store and a post office.
Lander was the closest place to Lost Cabin that could be classified
as a real town.

Casper was way over in Natrona County but
the ranchers around Lost Cabin tended to go there to stock up on
supplies they couldn’t purchase in Lander, or when they wanted to
sample the big city life.

Nevertheless, the happenings on those
far-flung ranches in Fremont County seemed to drift through the air
like the white puffy clouds that floated across the peaks of the
Big Horn Mountains.

In a way, this was a good thing. The
ranchers depended upon each other for survival. There was no
calling 911 when help was needed. A neighboring rancher could
respond much quicker to a call for help than any emergency service,
or the law, could ever hope to do.

Just as everyone for miles around knew when
something good happened to their neighbors, they knew when
something not so good happened as well.

There were no secrets among the ranchers who
owned these isolated ranches. All the ranchers for miles around
knew that the beautiful brown-haired, brown-eyed daughter of Jim
Porter of the Double P Ranch was no longer unofficially engaged to
Mike Farley.

Every father and mother in Fremont County
who had an eligible son hoped it would be their son that Jane would
favor when she got over her broken heart and her self-imposed exile
on the Double P after Mike Farley had dumped her and married
Samantha Jo Smith.

Everyone knew that a rancher’s daughter made
the best rancher’s wife.

They knew if Jane married their son they
would have no doubts and worries about their ranch being in good
hands long after they were dead and buried.

Not like poor Liz Farley, whose son had
married an outsider—a townie who knew nothing about life on a ranch
and barely knew one end of a cow from the other.


Chapter 3

 


 


 


Liz Farley pulled over to the side of the
road and stopped just before she got to the lane that turned off to
the Porter ranch. She hadn’t seen Jane since before Mike had gotten
married and she just had to know how Jane was holding up. Jane was
like the daughter she had never had. She loved her and missed her.
Jane had always confided in her before Mike married Samantha but
now she didn’t even know if Jane would let her in the house. Liz
still found it hard to believe that Mike was married to someone
else other than Jane Porter.

Liz had begged Mike not to marry Samantha.
She told him that he knew nothing about her. Told him that Samantha
had stars in her eyes and wouldn’t be content being a rancher’s
wife on an isolated ranch out in the middle of nowhere. Told him
that he would be much better off if he left Samantha alone and
married Jane, like everyone thought he was going to do one day.

But no! Mike wouldn’t listen to his mother.
He thought he knew it all. He thought he just had to have Samantha.
He said Samantha was the best thing that had ever happened to
him.

Lord knows, Liz had tried to be nice to
Samantha, to give her a chance, but Samantha didn’t want to do
anything around the ranch.

It wasn’t that Samantha was lazy. She
wasn’t. She always cleaned up the kitchen after they finished
eating, even though she left the meal preparation up to Liz.
Samantha said she didn’t now how to cook that well but Liz thought
she just didn’t want to bother trying.

Samantha kept hers and Mike’s bedroom clean
and occasionally helped clean up the living area. Other than that,
all she wanted to do was sit on the front porch in the rocking
chair, strum on her guitar, and make up new songs to sing.

Who was going to listen to those songs
Samantha was making up? The cows? There sure wasn’t anyone else
around to hear them but her and Mike and both of them were so busy
trying to run a ranch they didn’t have time to listen to pretty
songs.

Liz had to hand it to Samantha though. She
sure could sing pretty and the songs she made up sounded as good,
if not better, than anything Liz had ever heard on the radio. But
the more Samantha made up pretty songs, the more Liz just knew that
she wouldn’t be long on the Farley ranch.

Samantha had stars in her eyes, and marriage
to Mike hadn’t dimmed her dreams of becoming a country western
singer one bit.

Both Mike and Samantha had been thinking
with other parts of their bodies besides their heads when they
walked down the aisle of the little country church, with Samantha
looking like something out of a fashion magazine in that beautiful
wedding dress.

The dress hadn’t really been anything fancy,
just a wedding dress off the rack at J.C. Penney’s in Casper.
However, with Samantha in it, the dress looked like it had cost a
million bucks and had been tailor made just for her. That’s how
beautiful Samantha was. She could have worn a gunnysack and made it
look like high fashion. Liz had charged the dress on her own credit
card because Samantha didn’t have any money.

Evidently, Samantha didn’t have any family
because she hadn’t invited any of them to the wedding. It would
seem she didn’t have any friends either because there was no one on
the bride’s side of the church. Come to think of it, there hadn’t
been too many people on the groom’s side either. Not too many
people had accepted the hastily made up invitations to the
wedding.

It was somewhat embarrassing. After all, the
Farley’s were an old and respected family in the area with lots of
friends scattered around the countryside. However, the Porter’s
were also an old and respected family in the area and the Farley
friends were the Porter friends too. It seemed that most everyone
was boycotting the wedding to show their disapproval of Mike
throwing over Jane Porter.

Liz could see how Mike had been taken with
Samantha. She seemed to have it all: beauty, talent, and youth. But
what good did beauty, talent, and youth do on a down-on-its-luck
ranch on the backside of nowhere?

Why couldn’t Mike have seen that Jane would
have made him a much better wife than Samantha? That Jane was made
to be a rancher’s wife because she had been a rancher’s daughter
from the day she was born.

But it wasn’t to be. Jane wasn’t Mike’s wife
and would never be now—unless somehow—she could get Mike and Jane
back together again as she knew they should be.

But how, with somebody else already
occupying the position of Mrs. Mike Farley?

Well, Liz couldn’t sit in the truck all day
wishing for things that might have been but wasn’t. She started up
her truck and turned into the lane leading to the Porter ranch. She
pulled up in front of the house and parked. She hesitantly walked
up to the front door and knocked.

Jane opened the door.

“Can I come in, Jane?” Liz asked.

Tears sprang into Jane’s eyes when she saw
Liz but she angrily wiped the tears away. There wasn’t any use in
crying. It didn’t help a thing. Besides, she had cried so many
tears since Mike and Samantha had gotten married that they could
have provided enough moisture to grow all the alfalfa the cattle
needed to get through the long, hard, cold Wyoming winter.

Jane thought she was cried out until she saw
Liz standing in her doorway. Just the sight of the woman who had
been like a second mother to her after her own mother had died of
pneumonia one cold winter’s day, who had told her things about the
mysteries of growing up into a woman that her dad couldn’t possibly
tell her, brought a sadness to her heart that seemed unbearable
knowing she would never be a real mother to her, or at least a
mother-in-law. Mike had seen to that when he married Samantha
instead of her.

“Come here, child,” Liz murmured, throwing
her arms open wide to embrace the girl who she had hoped would be
her daughter-in-law one day.

Jane leaned into Liz’s warm, motherly
embrace for a moment and then pushed her away although all she
wanted to do was to snuggle into those familiar, caring arms as she
had done so many times as a child.

But she wasn’t a child any longer. She was a
grown woman. A grown woman who had been jilted by Liz’s son.

Maybe “jilted” was too strong a word. After
all, she and Mike had never been formally engaged but they had had
an understanding that they would be man and wife one day. At least
Jane thought they had.

“I’m all right, Liz. It’s just hard to let
go of my dreams of being Mike’s wife and your daughter-in-law. But
I have to. It’s not going to happen. It’s time for me to move on
with my life. To forget about Mike. To forget about the Porter
ranch and the Farley ranch becoming one big spread. The only way
that could happen now would be if you and Dad got married and I
know that’s not going to happen either, is it?”

Liz blushed to the roots of her gray hair.
She had secretly harbored a dream of becoming Mrs. Jim Porter for a
long time. Her love for Jim had come about gradually, long after
Jane’s mother and then Mike’s father had died.

She and Jim had naturally been thrown
together more and more as each acted like a surrogate parent to the
other’s child after the death of their spouses. Liz knew that she
would have lost the Double F long ago if it hadn’t been for Jim
giving her advice about running the ranch. Even so, she was still
in danger of losing the ranch because she had had to mortgage it so
heavily to keep it going all these years.

But Jim only saw her as something like a
sister and Liz had never done anything to let him—or
anyone—know that she saw him as more than a brother. She had
tamped down her feelings for Jim for so long that she rarely
thought about them anymore.

Now Jane’s words brought those longings to
the surface of her heart. She immediately pushed them back to the
bottom where they belonged.

It would never be.

There was no use in dreaming about it.

“Now, honey, you know Jim and I are just
friends. We’re both too old and set in our ways to think about such
a thing as getting married, although he is a fine specimen of a
man.”

“My father? A fine specimen of a man? You
got to be kidding me!”

“Jane, you can’t see it because he’s your
father but Jim is quite handsome in his own rugged way. He’s the
kindest man I’ve ever known. Why, any woman would be lucky to
become Jim’s wife.”

“Then why don’t you become Dad’s wife,
Liz?”

“For one thing he hasn’t asked me to become
his wife, silly. And like I said, I’m too old for such stuff.”

“You’re not old, Liz.”

“I am too, child. However, I didn’t come
over here to talk about Jim and me. I came to see how you’re doing.
Have you even set foot off the PP since Mike got married? Even
though it would be my heart’s greatest desire for you to be Mike’s
wife, unfortunately Mike’s got himself another wife now. You need
to get on with your life, Jane. Plenty of boys around here would be
the happiest guy alive if you would give them the time of day.”

“I know I’m not ever going to be Mike’s wife
now, Liz, but I’m sure not ready to start going out with anybody
else.”

“Well, you can’t just sit around here and
mope. It’s not healthy.”

“Liz, I know you think you know what’s best
for me but you sound just like Dad. I’m not ready to date again.
Besides, I’m not sitting around here moping. You know very well
that the chores on a ranch are never ending. I’m constantly busy.
When I’m not doing chores, I’m out riding Sweet Baby Girl. Why,
we’ve been places on this ranch that I haven’t been to in years! It
feels good to roam this land. I don’t care if I ever set foot off
the Double P again. I love it. Now that Mike has taken himself a
wife, I may never marry. I just might live out the rest of my days
here on the Double P. If I do, that’s fine with me. It’s my home
and this ranch is mine. Or it will be mine after Dad dies, which I
hope is many years from now.”

“If you’re not ready to start socializing
again, then don’t. You’ll know when you’re ready. But you’re still
young. When you give the nod that you’re ready to start looking
again, there’ll be plenty of good local boys lined up at your door
wanting to take you out. Why, Jim will have to beat them off with a
stick.”

“When I was in high school boys used to ask
me out but my eyes were so full of Mike Farley that I couldn’t even
see them.”

“I know. It’s been you and Mike since you
both were kids. As bad as I hate to say it, you have to get Mike
out of your eyes and out of your heart. Now come give me a hug,
child. I have to get back to the Double F and start fixing supper.
Samantha’s not too good at helping me out in the kitchen. All she
ever wants to do is sing and play her guitar. Lord knows, I try
with that girl but it just isn’t working out with us. She’s just
not you. However, she is my daughter-in-law now whether I
like it or not. Nothing against you, Jane. You know I love you as
if you were my own daughter. But for all our sakes, I hope I’m
wrong about Sammy Jo not being content on the Double F and that she
settles down to ranching life soon.”

“Liz, you may never be my mother-in-law but
you’ll always be a second mother to me. I’m so glad you came to see
me. It’s done me a lot of good. I’ve missed you almost as much as
I’ve missed Mike.” She laughed. “Well, not quite, but I have missed
you a lot. I’ll think about what you said about getting out. Maybe
it is time for me to get on with my life. No offense to you,
Liz, but to hell with Mike Farley! I’ve wasted enough of my life on
him.”


Chapter 4

 


 


 


“Dad, Liz came to see me today. We had a
long talk. I’ve really missed being able to talk to her.”

“I’m glad Liz came to see you. You know I’m
always here for you but talking to your father isn’t like having a
heart-to-heart talk with another woman.”

“Thanks, Dad. I’m glad you understand.” Jane
frowned. “I feel sorry for Liz though. She’s caught between a rock
and a hard place. Now that Samantha is Mike’s wife, Liz has to try
to make her feel welcome on the Double F. I can’t fault Liz for
that. I know she loves me and wanted me to be the one who married
her son but it’s not in Liz to be unkind to anyone.”

“Liz is a good woman. You won’t find any
better person around than Liz.”

Jane looked over at her father. The sun was
going down behind the mountains to the west. In the shadowy light
between day and night, she could just make out her father’s profile
as he rocked back and forth in the old wooden rocker on the front
porch.

It was Jane’s favorite time of day. Supper
was over and the kitchen was clean again, ready for making
breakfast in the morning. The seemingly never-ending chores on the
ranch were done for the day.

It was the time of day when she and her
father could sit and relax on the front porch of the old stone and
log ranch house that had been her home all her life, and her
father’s home all his life, and on back to his father’s father when
he had come out to the territory from back east so many years ago,
settled the land and made it into the Double P ranch.

“Dad, why didn’t you ever get married again
after Mom died?”

“I didn’t have the time or the inclination
to go gallivanting around the country hunting a new wife.”

“What about Liz? I know you admire her. Did
you ever think about marrying Liz?”

“Liz would make any man a good wife but she
doesn’t see me as a prospective husband, Jane.”

“How do you know she doesn’t? Have you ever
asked her how she feels about you?”

“Jane, quit worrying about me. I’m too damn
old to take a wife now.”

“Liz told me you were a fine figure of a
man. She said any woman would be proud to become Mrs. Jim
Porter.”

Jim grinned at hearing that bit of news.
“She did, huh? Well, what do you know? I never knew she felt like
that. I always thought she saw me as a big brother.”

“Obviously she doesn’t.”

“Now that’s enough talk about me and Liz,
Jane. It’s fine and dandy for you to take such a renewed interest
in your old father but I’m worried about you. I know you’ve
been crazy about Mike since you were a kid but you’ve got to forget
him. It’s not going to happen. He has a wife now. You’re still
young. You can’t just mope around the Double P the rest of your
life.”

Jane groaned. “Give it a rest, Dad. How
could I possibly forget that Mike has a wife? I should hate him but
God help me, I still love him! I wish I knew how to turn off my
feelings for him.”

“It would help if you would get off this
ranch and start socializing again. Why don’t you start going out
with Old Man Jackson’s son? You could do worse than Davie Jackson.
He’s a fine upstanding young man and besides that, the Jacksons
have a first-rate spread over near Lander that he’ll inherit one
day.”

“David is all right, Dad. He used to ask me
out when we were in high school but I don’t want to go out with him
or anybody else. I’m just not ready yet. I can’t quit thinking
about Mike. And Samantha. Who really knows anything about Samantha
Jo Smith anyway?”

“It’s Samantha Jo Farley now, Jane, and
don’t you forget that. But you’re right. No one knows anything much
about her. Liz told me Samantha rode into Casper on the Greyhound
bus. Said she came from Twin Falls, Idaho and was headed to
Nashville, Tennessee but ran out of money in Casper and had to get
off there. Al Jenkins, the owner of the Wild Horse Saloon over in
Casper, felt sorry for Samantha when she came in looking for a job
and gave her a singing gig so she could earn enough money to head
on towards Nashville.”

Jane made a face.

“It’s too bad she didn’t earn enough money
sooner so she could have left Casper before Mike met her. Mike must
have seemed quite the catch to Samantha, especially after she found
out that he was the heir to the Double F Ranch.”

“To a gal down on her luck and no money to
her name except what she could earn singing and strumming a guitar
at the Wild Horse Saloon, Samantha Jo Smith must have thought she’d
hit the jackpot the night Mike Farley strolled into the Wild Horse
for a few drinks. Samantha hooked her claws into Mike before he
knew what was happening. Never thought that boy was that naïve. I
thought he had better sense than to marry somebody he just met and
didn’t know from Eve.”

Jane scowled.

“I wonder if Samantha Jo Smith is really
Samantha’s name. Something just doesn’t seem to ring true about
her. Smith is such common last name. Maybe she made up the name of
Samantha Jo Smith to keep her family in Twin Falls from finding out
where she had run off to.”

“Could be.”

“Maybe she didn’t even come from Twin Falls,
Idaho.”

“Who knows? Nobody around these parts ever
heard of her before. She could be from anywhere.”

“Maybe she already has a husband somewhere
and committed bigotry when she married Mike.”

“You just never know.”

“Maybe she has a passel of kids
already.”

Jim chuckled.

“She looks mighty young to have a passel of
kids, Jane. Maybe she’s a teenage runaway from
God-knows-where.”

“Maybe she’s an axe murderer.”

Jim snorted. “Maybe she’s a bank
robber.”

“Maybe she…”

Jane jumped up, knocking her glass of ice
tea off the arm of the rocker, spilling iced tea and sending broken
glass across the porch.

“Screw Mrs. Samantha Jo Smith Farley and the
horse she rode in on! I’m going to bed, Dad. To hell with Mr. Mike
Farley too! He’s a bastard! I hate him! I do! I hate him!”

Jim got up and starting picking up the
broken glass.

“And screw Mike Farley and the horse he rode
in on too! Even if he does have a mighty fine mother and I love him
like the son I never had, he’s a son-of-a-bitch for doing what he
did to you, Jane. It just wasn’t right, by God!”
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Dawn’s pale light was just beginning to cast
its faint glow through Mike Farley’s bedroom window when he finally
gave up on sleep paying him a visit for yet another night. He had
consumed enough whiskey before he went to bed that he should have
slept the sleep of the dead. But the whiskey hadn’t done its job.
All he had done was toss and turn, with the occasional trip to the
bathroom to puke up his guts and pray to the god of the porcelain
throne.

Stretching and yawning, almost gagging on
the vile bitter taste of whiskey and vomit in his mouth, he bent
down to pick up the jeans and shirt he had thrown on the floor when
he had finally staggered to bed the night before.

He made a face, grimacing in disgust at the
foul odor of the clothes he had been wearing for the last three
days. They were so caked with dust and grime they could practically
stand up by themselves and they smelled like cow manure. He threw
the stinky things into the laundry hamper and padded naked over to
the closet to get some clean fresh clothes.

He opened the closet door and then suddenly
jumped back as though he had discovered a rattler hiding in the
closet amongst the clothes.

He slammed the closet door shut.

It did no good.

In his mind’s eye he could still see that
damned wedding dress hanging inside the closet, crowded in amongst
his shirts and jeans and his one good black suit which he wore to
funerals—and lately had worn to one wedding.

The image of the wedding dress seemed to be
permanently etched into his brain just like the cattle that ran the
Farley ranch had the Double F brand permanently burned into their
hides.

Everyone for miles around knew that the
cattle with the Double F brand singed onto their flanks belonged to
the Farley ranch, just as everyone for miles around would soon know
that the wearer of the wedding dress hanging in Mike’s closet was
no longer anywhere near the Farley ranch.

Mike was quite sure that the Fremont County
grapevine was already glowing red hot with everyone for miles
around gossiping about his stupidity in taking a little redheaded
stranger as his wife. The grapevine would catch on fire when
everyone found out that the little redheaded stranger who had
become his wife had run off and left him.

In frustration and anger, Mike kicked the
closet door with his bare foot.

“Damn! Son of a bitch! That hurt!”

He sank down onto the floor cradling his
injured foot in his hands, rocking back and forth with the pain.
All he had to show for his fit of temper was a hole in the closet
door and a banged up foot.

The wedding dress still hung in the closet
and his damn no-good bride was still long gone, as was his 1949
Willy’s Jeep. He had poured money as if it was water, and had
sweated buckets, into fixing up that old Jeep but to him it had
been worth every penny and every drop of sweat. It was his pride
and joy. Now his bride had confiscated the Jeep when she took
off.

Mike didn’t know which hurt worse, his
battered heart or his bruised pride. Probably his pride because if
he had his druthers and truth be known, he would rather have his
beloved Jeep back instead of his once-beloved bride.

However, he had neither.

He had a wedding dress that had been worn
once by mistake hanging in his closet. And he had a truck that was
close to being on its last leg setting out in front of the old
weathered log ranch house, both gathering dust from the hot August
winds blowing across the dry Wyoming land.

Mike should have known that a girl like
Samantha Jo Smith would never be satisfied on an isolated ranch on
the far side of nowhere.

She had swooped into his life, stolen his
heart and then his Jeep, and disappeared out of his life almost as
swiftly as she had come into it.

He had met Samantha one day when he had gone
into Casper to stock up on supplies. He had dropped by the Wild
Horse Saloon to have a couple of Coors, the drink of the Rockies,
just as he usually did before he made the long trip back home to
the Double F Ranch.

He had spotted the slim girl with the
flaming red hair as soon as he entered the Wild Horse. With that
bright red hair, she was hard to miss. She was sitting on a
barstool at the far end of the bar, a Coors Light in one hand and a
long slim cigarette in the other. She had on a pair of black jeans
that hung down low, showing off a nicely toned and tanned belly, a
leather belt with a mother-of-pearl buckle, and a glittery yellow
halter top.

With her red hair and that yellow top, she
had seemed like a welcome ray of sunshine in the dim light of the
bar.

His heart skipped a few beats at the sight
of her, and his faded Levis stretched tight over the hardness
growing between his legs. When she turned to look at him and
smiled, his mouth went dry. When he could gather enough spit in his
mouth so his lips wouldn’t stick to his teeth when he smiled, he
walked over to her. He introduced himself and asked her to
dance.

That little redheaded girl turned him on as
he had never been turned on before. He felt like a dog in heat as
he held her in his arms on the dance floor.

No thoughts of Jane Porter entered Mike’s
mind as Brooks and Dunn sang “Cowgirls Don’t Cry” on the jukebox
and he and the little red-haired girl swayed together in the dim
light of the Wild Horse Saloon.

Samantha grabbed him by his heart—and by his
balls—and before he knew what hit him, they were standing in front
of the preacher man and Samantha Jo Smith’s name was Mrs. Mike
Farley.

Now Sammy Jo had hightailed it and he didn’t
have her, or Janie, or his fucking Jeep!

Mike rued the day he had ever laid eyes on
the girl with the flaming red hair sitting on a barstool at the
Wild Horse Saloon.

His life was in tatters.

His reputation as a good hardworking Wyoming
cowboy with a sensible head on his shoulders was shot to hell and
back.

He flung the closet door open again and
snatched the offending wedding dress off the hanger. He would throw
it into the oil drum that they burned the trash in out back of the
house and strike a match to it. He started to wad it up and then
thought better of his idea of burning the dress.

His mother had instilled thriftiness in him
all his life. He could hear her voice in his mind, “Don’t throw out
something that can be of use to someone else.”

He carefully put the dress back on the
hanger and hung it way in the back of the closet behind all his
clothes so at least he wouldn’t have to see it every frigging time
he opened the closet door.
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