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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


Decker Prairie, Oregon

May 1880

 


Althea Ford needed a man and she’d walked all
the way to town to find one.

His looks didn’t matter and neither did his
age. But he’d better be good with his hands and possess physical
stamina because she planned to keep him busy from early morning
until sundown.

Coming to town—that was something she tried
to avoid. Decker Prairie was a quiet, slow-moving place. That
tended to give its residents long memories for the rare sensational
event, and curiosity that bordered on rudeness. To hide her
feelings of self-consciousness, she moved along the sidewalk with a
purposeful stride, looking neither right or left. But she was aware
of people staring at her as she passed, and whispering behind their
hands. She knew they had forgotten nothing about the Ford
family.

Worse than being the subject of scrutiny and
gossip was the errand that brought her here today. It wasn’t one
that she looked forward to. In fact, only desperation drove her to
it. It seemed a crime to ruin such a beautiful spring afternoon
with a disagreeable task.

As she rounded the corner, the Liberal Saloon
came into view. Even from here she could smell the warm, yeasty
scent of beer and stale cigar smoke. That a man should waste his
time in a place like that, she thought with her lips pursed. She
lifted her nose a notch. Why, there was one now, just hanging
around outside the door, and a pitiful-looking specimen he was too,
with his slouched shoulders and dog-eared appearance. He probably
smelled as bad as he looked.

Just as she came abreast of him and was about
to step off the sidewalk to give him a wide berth, the man looked
up at her. Their eyes met for breathless instant, and Althea’s
train of thought jumped the track. Leaning against the door jamb
that way, he seemed familiar but she couldn’t place him. Wasn’t
he—she thought he rather resembled Decker Prairie’s former sheriff.
But this couldn’t be him. She swallowed. Surely she would remember
a man with eyes that color—green, like fields of ripe corn stalks.
Intensity burned in them, as if trouble and danger were his
intimates. His gaze swept over her, searching, speculative, but
what he sought she couldn’t guess. It wasn’t like the rude, furtive
looks she got from other people. In fact, he gave no indication of
recognizing her. No man had ever looked at her that way. For a
moment, she thought he might even speak to her, but he didn’t. An
odd thrill of fear and curiosity rushed through her, stiffening her
spine and hurrying her steps. After she passed him, an irresistible
urge made her glance back at him over her shoulder. But he was no
longer watching her, and she felt an unbelievable twinge of
disappointment.

Whatever was she thinking of? she wondered.
With all the trouble she had facing her, why on earth was she
curious about that dirty, ill-kempt man?

Althea tightened her shawl around her
shoulders and sped on to Kincade’s Livery. It was with a different
sort of trepidation that she approached. Stepping from bright
sunlight into large, gloomy enclosures like stables and barns
always made her hands feel a little clammy.

And Cooper Matthews was a man of such low
degree and reputation, some might say that no decent woman should
have any dealings with him. But necessity left her with no
choice.

She lingered in the big doorway, hoping to
spot him without having to actually go in search of him. Without
having to go into this dark, cavernous building. Cooper did odd
jobs around the livery to earn his keep, and this was where he
ought to be. She knew that he lived in a shack behind the stables,
but it would hardly be proper—or safe, in her opinion—to look for
him back there.

Though her trips to Decker Prairie were rare,
Althea had been privy to enough gossip to know that with the
possible exception of his crony Floyd Endicott, no one in town
really liked Cooper. The boy who delivered groceries out to the
Ford place was a busybody who’d told Althea that Cooper was a bully
who drank too much, and that since his youth his cruel streak had
shown itself time and again. Pulling the wings off flies and making
fun of others’ debilities or differences were great sport to
him.

For women, Cooper reputedly had no respect at
all.

Taking one step inside the stables, Althea
peered into the dim interior. The pungent smells of horses and hay
struck her, along with the faint musty odor that seemed to lurk in
all barns. She swallowed and closed her hands into fists, pressing
them to her chest.

“Mr. Matthews?” she called. “Mr. Matthews are
you here?”

Only soft nickering answered her.

She took another careful step deeper into the
stables. A glance at the rafters overhead made her heart beat
heavily, and she immediately dropped her gaze to the hard-packed
dirt floor. After having worked up the courage and determination to
come in search of him, Althea didn’t know if she could bring
herself to return later if he wasn’t here now. She backed up and
looked over her shoulder to see if he was in the corral. “Mr.
Matth—”

“Quit your yellin’, lady. I ain’t deef.”

Althea jumped and turned her head so quickly,
a joint in her neck made a soft popping sound. A wiry man of medium
height emerged from the shadows of the back stalls. He walked with
a cocky nonchalance that made her wish again for some other option.
But there was none.

“Mr. Matthews,” she repeated. Although his
battered hat hid part of his features, she recognized him.

“Yeah, that’s me. What do you want?”

She felt slightly winded, as if she needed to
take a breath between each word. “I’m Althea Ford. I live on the
north edge of town.”

“So? Got a horse you want tended or what?”
His voice had a coarse, nasal quality. Bib overalls hung like a
grimy bag on his frame, as though they were never taken off, never
washed. The undershirt beneath might have been white at one time.
Now it was various shades of sweat-stained ecru. In all, he was
filthy and unpleasant and dangerous, even more so than the man
outside the saloon.

Althea did her best to look him in the face
while she spoke, but it was difficult. She saw a cold, intimidating
appraisal in his dark eyes that made her chest feel tight. “I have
a house—” She drew another breath. “That is, I need a lot of work
done around my house. The roof leaks and my kitchen garden hasn’t
been planted yet. The gutters are overflowing and the whole place
needs painting. I hoped you might—I was wondering if you’d be
interested in the job.”

He scrutinized her with a suspicious gaze.
“Yeah? How much are you payin’?”

“I’ll give you good wages if the work is
completed to my satisfaction.”

Finally a glimmer of recognition crossed his
long face, and he hooked his thumbs in the suspenders of his
overalls. “Oh, yeah, I heard about you. You’re one of them crazy
Ford women, ain’tcha? Your mama strung herself up.”

Althea swallowed against the lump beginning
to form in her throat but said nothing.

“You’ve been goin’ around town, beggin’ to
hire someone. Since you’re here, I guess you ain’t found any
takers. Huh, nobody wants to work for a persnickety woman. I’d just
as soon do chores for those old Pratt women.”

Decker Prairie talked as much about Mary and
Louise Pratt as they did the Fords. A pair of cantankerous,
demanding old crones, Mary and Louise Pratt were sisters-in-law who
lived in town and didn’t have one good word to say about anything
or anyone. So disagreeable were they that children were warned the
Pratts would “get them” if they misbehaved.

Begging? Persnickety! She felt her face color
hotly. “If you mean that I want an honest day’s labor for the money
I’m paying—”

“Sounds more like slave labor to hear tell at
the Liberal Saloon. Last spring Heck Germaine had to paint your
damned fence twice before you’d pay him. And Floyd Endicott had a
try at it before that, and you didn’t pay him at all.”

Feeling obliged to defend herself, she
replied, “I asked Hector Germaine to put two coats of paint on the
fence so that it would weather well. As for Mr. Endicott, no, I
would not give good money to someone who left the barn door open
and spent the day napping under my pear tree.”

Cooper shook his arrow-shaped head. “I don’t
like takin’ orders from a woman anytime, but a picky one—hell,
lady, for all that you’re a tolerable-lookin’ female” —he leaned
over slightly and shot a stream of tobacco juice into the dirt,
barely missing her skirts—“you just don’t know your place. I guess
you ain’t found a man willin’ to teach it to you, neither.”

Althea’s face flamed hotter. She had never
suffered so many insults in the space of five minutes. She’d done
nothing to warrant them, and she could not bear to stand here and
take them any longer. “I see I’ve made a mistake,” she replied
coolly and turned to walk away.

“Yeah, with them other boys you did,” he
agreed, obviously misunderstanding her. “I’ll do the work, but
we’re gonna get a few things straight.”

Astounded, she stopped in her tracks and
faced him. He dragged his gray-brown sleeve across his mouth. The
man’s insolent self-assurance nearly took her breath. But the
malevolence she saw in his face made her bite back the hot reply
that sprang to her mind. Oh, what a stupid thing to do, coming here
to talk to him. Stupid. She felt defenseless and knew that he
sensed it, the way a vicious dog smelled fear.

“No, thank you, Mr. Matthews. I’m no longer
interested.”

He raked her with those cold narrow eyes
again, considering her slender form in a way that was both profane
and derisive at the same time. Finally, a cruel smirk split his
face, revealing oddly tiny, tobacco-stained teeth. “Y’ain’t, huh?
Are you gonna climb up to the roof to patch it? Steer the plow
yourself?”

Althea took a deep breath and forced back the
tears she felt gathering under her eyelids. How could this
obnoxious, rude man who smelled of stale beer, horse manure, and
old sweat make her cry? He was no one to her. Less than no one.

But he was right about one thing—over the
past few weeks she had asked every available man in town before
she’d come here. And she’d heard as many excuses as a dog had fleas
why they couldn’t do the job. Though no one had come out and said
so, their meaning was plain enough: they didn’t want to work for
her. And her advertisements at Wickwire’s General Merchandise and
the Decker Prairie Grange had gone unanswered. Despite that, she
would walk away from Cooper Matthews this minute if she could.

Then in her memory rose the picture of all
the basins and pans she’d had to put out during the winter and
spring rains to catch the drips. Night and day, the steady
plink-plink could be heard throughout the house.

The roof had to be fixed this year. It leaked
over almost every room, and mildew was sure to follow. The gutters
were sprouting weeds. The paint was peeling off the house in
blistered sheets. The garden had to be planted. She might be able
to do that much if she had just a little help. But there was no
one.

“All right, then, Mr. Matthews,” she
resolved, regaining control of herself and, she hoped, the
situation. “I’ll pay you ten cents an hour plus the cost of
supplies. I’d like you to get started after lunch.”

He rubbed his stubbled jaw with a dirty hand
and grinned again. “We’ll see about all that too, now, won’t
we?”

~~*~*~*~~

In the end, the handyman had demanded and
gotten the outrageous wage of thirteen cents an hour, plus his
meals. He also announced that he would start in the morning, not
that afternoon. There was no point in protesting—he had Althea over
a barrel and he knew it.

After a brief stop at Wickwire’s to get a
little gift for Olivia, Althea trudged the mile back home, feeling
like a mouse worn out by its struggle with a dirty feral cat. Her
reclusive life had not prepared her to deal with men like Cooper
Matthews. In fact, it hadn’t prepared her to deal with men much at
all.

Although the late May afternoon was clear and
bright and filled with the promise of spring, she found only worry
in it as she walked along the road that led out of town. The sight
of pretty wildflowers lifting their heads to the sun reminded her
how ratty and overgrown her own yard was. The light, clean breeze
brought to mind the peeling paint, the loose front step, the
rotting roof—everything that was wrong with her house.

She glanced at a green field stretching out
to her right, dotted with sheep and wobbly-limbed new lambs.
Persnickety, was she? So Cooper Matthews had called her. He’d made
it sound like the most loathsome of characteristics, worse than any
of the seven deadly sins. She couldn’t think of anyone who would
pay a man for sleeping instead of working. If that was persnickety,
so be it. Was it asking so much that things be done the way she
wanted? Why should she accept a fence painted once when she’d asked
for two coats?

And it seemed a simple enough request that
the barn door be kept closed, so that she wouldn’t have to see
inside the dark, gaping maw. Wouldn’t have to see inside and
remember what had happened in there. Even now, eighteen years
later, it gave her shudders to think about it.

Even now.

~~*~*~*~~

“Olivia? I’m home,” Althea called from the
kitchen. From the parlor she could hear the high, sweet notes of
“Für Elise” and knew that her sister was in the same place she had
left her. Following the sound of the melody, she saw Olivia sitting
at her rosewood grand piano, the one Father had given her for her
tenth birthday. The instrument nearly overpowered their small neat
parlor, but when she’d expressed the desire to play, of course Amos
Ford had wanted her to have the very best.

Although she had the talent to play
beautifully, at that moment Olivia thumped out the Beethoven piece
with more force than it called for. The notes ricocheted off the
walls in a way that surely would have outraged the late
maestro.

Althea sighed. Though Olivia gave no other
sign of it, obviously her younger sister was still in a sulk. “Were
you all right while I was gone?” she asked, trying again for a
response.

Finally Olivia broke off the tortured melody
and lifted her hazel eyes. Her pale blue dress was the perfect
complement to her coloring. With hair the color of corn silk, and a
smooth, translucent complexion like fine china, she looked as
delicate and ethereal as an angel. Like their mother, or at least
what Althea could remember of her. Althea had been told she herself
favored a distant aunt whom she’d never met, but she thought that
she resembled no one else in the family. In fact, at moments of her
greatest self-doubt, when things had been the darkest, she’d
wondered if Olivia had been the Fords’s only true child. Perhaps
Althea had been a foundling.

“Yes, I was fine. But I still wish I could
have come with you. You know I’m feeling much stronger these
days.”

Althea reached up to pull the pins out of her
straw hat. “I know you are and I’m glad for that. It just wasn’t a
good time for you to go with me today.”

“Well, I would’ve liked to have pie and tea
at Elmira’s Café.” Her sister’s soft, clear voice carried just the
edge of a pout.

Althea pushed aside the lace curtain and
glanced through the front door glass at the ratty yard. She thought
she had explained her town trip plainly enough, but as was her way,
Olivia didn’t always listen very closely. Facing her, Althea said,
“I didn’t go to have pie at the café or do anything else that was
fun, Olivia. I hired a man to repair the roof and plant our garden.
So many things need to be fixed around here. Anyway, you didn’t
miss much. Decker Prairie doesn’t change.”

Olivia said nothing but her face betrayed a
shadow of moping disbelief. Clearly she thought she’d missed having
a grand time.

“I’ll fix us an early supper,” Althea said
with forced brightness. “I left a kettle of soup simmering on the
stove.” It was a challenge to get Olivia to do more than pick at
her food, especially if it was something she didn’t care for—and
that seemed to be just about everything. “Are you feeling
hungry?”

She shrugged. “I guess. But pie and tea
would’ve tasted better.”

“We’ll go another time.” Then remembering her
stop at the general store, she tantalized, “I brought you a
surprise.”

Immediately Olivia perked up, and her hazel
eyes widened liked a child’s. “What?”

Sometimes it was difficult for Althea to
remember that her sister was twenty years old. She seemed more like
a young girl, one whose mind was incapable of a grave or dark
thought. Unless a bad case of the “mopes” was upon her, of course.
Then she could be downright gloomy.

Olivia rose from the bench and clasped her
hands at her waist. “Oh, did you bring a music box, or maybe those
garnet eardrops in the jeweler’s display window?”

“Good heavens, Olivia!” Althea said, and
laughed. “Those are the kinds of gifts people give for birthdays or
at Christmas. It’s just a little surprise.”

She sank back to the piano bench with a
rustle of her blue skirts. “Oh. Yes, of course, you’re right.”

Althea searched her dress pocket and withdrew
a pair of bone hairpins. “I got these at Wickwire’s. You’re always
losing yours and I thought you could use them.”

She took them from Althea’s outstretched hand
and put them on top of the piano. “Thank you.”

“Maybe we can go into town next week, after
the repairs are started. We can shop and have lunch at the café,”
Althea offered.

Olivia nodded, her face still reflecting her
disappointment.

Althea made her exit to the kitchen, anxious
to get away. After tying on her apron, she went to the table and
began cutting careful slices from a loaf of fresh bread. The rich
smell of simmering beef soup filled the room.

Olivia followed her to the stove and lifted
the lid on the pot of soup Althea had made. “We could have a picnic
on the grass tomorrow. Wouldn’t that be fun?” She looked up at
Althea, her face suddenly full of excitement. “You could make
little sandwiches with the crusts cut off, and potato salad and
cake. Then afterward you could read aloud to me, just like when I
was little, remember?”

Althea walked to the stove and spooned some
of the soup into a flowered tureen. “Not tomorrow, Olivia, maybe
the day after. And I remember very well. But we’ll probably have to
sit on the back porch.” She nodded in the general direction of the
yard. “The grass is too tall and still too wet to sit on.”

“Oh, is it? I hadn’t noticed.” Olivia glanced
outside, and her face fell into sullen lines again. “Maybe the man
you hired will cut it down for us when he comes out.”

It didn’t happen all that often, but when
Olivia got into the mopes she could be so trying. Of course, Althea
supposed she couldn’t blame her sister; she had suffered from frail
health off and on since her childhood. Father’s death had sent her
into a frightening decline in which she had lingered for almost
three years. Despite the fact that Dr. Brewster had never found a
medical reason for what he dismissed as Olivia’s hysterical
convulsions, Althea had not completely abandoned the hope that her
sister might someday grow well enough to marry and lead an
independent life. But deep in her heart, Althea didn’t believe that
was likely to happen.

Lane Smithfield hadn’t understood the depth
of her devotion to Olivia when he’d come courting Althea. In fact,
he’d once even confided to her that he doubted the seriousness of
Olivia’s condition. Then one Saturday evening while the three of
them sat at the dinner table, as if to prove him wrong, Olivia had
suffered one of her spells. It had been a particularly severe and
frightening event during which several dishes were broken and food
was splattered on the walls.

Althea never saw Lane again. Three months
later she received an invitation to his wedding to Sarah Wilcott.
Looking at the careful script that told the day and time, she felt
her throat grow tight with discouragement.

It hadn’t been that she cared about Lane. She
hadn’t had a chance to begin caring about him. Their courtship had
been so brief she wasn’t certain she could even call it a
“courtship.”

But what he had kindled in her heart was
hope. Hope for a life beyond this crumbling house—hope to be
someone other than Amos Ford’s daughter and Olivia Ford’s sister.
He’d even brought her a small bouquet of wildflowers that she had
later pressed in a book. It had very likely been the only bouquet
she’d ever receive, and she wanted to remember it always.

When she’d read the invitation, a part of her
slipped away and she’d mourned its passing, weeping silently in the
darkest part of the night. Any dreams Althea had held for herself
were put to rest during those sleepless hours.

Olivia had finally begun to improve again
over the last few months, just about the time that Lane stopped
courting Althea. She realized that it was only natural that her
sister would want to get out more often now that she was feeling
better.

As for herself, Althea was grateful for the
arrangement she had with Wickwire’s—twice a week Eli Wickwire sent
his son out with deliveries of meat, eggs, milk, and other
groceries. She was spared from having to go into Decker Prairie,
and suffer the prying stares.

She knew why they stared. It had all been her
fault, and now she had Olivia to look after.

Take care of your sister when I’m gone.

Don’t let me down again, girl.

Trying to shrug off the indictment that lay
on her shoulders as heavy as a millstone, she finished making two
small diamond-shaped sandwiches, mortared with raspberry jam. She
didn’t care what other people thought, she told herself. She didn’t
have time to worry about it. Her duty and responsibility were right
here with Olivia, and Decker Prairie had done nothing to make her
job easier.

Getting the soup bowls from the cupboard, she
caught her reflection in a small mirror that hung next to the back
door. What she saw made her pause. Did her hair seem a bit more
dull than it used to? And when had she lost the youthful roundness
in her cheeks that she’d once had? Time seemed to have flown by,
and yet, here on the Ford farm, it also had crawled to a stop while
life and the rest of the world had gone about their business and
passed her by. She’d had hopes and dreams for herself once, a
yearning for a meaningful life. Now,
though . . . 

Just as Althea put the soup and sandwiches on
the dining room table, from the parlor she heard Beethoven’s gift
to Elise commence again, this time with a much gentler touch. Maybe
Olivia’s doldrums were gone.

Althea ladled soup into the bowls and
sighed.

~~*~*~*~~

Long after Althea went to bed that night, she
could hear her sister prowling around in her bedroom on the other
side of the wall. She heard the sound of bureau drawers being
opened and closed. The tread of slippered feet made the floor creak
so softly, Althea could barely hear it over the sound of the rain
outside. But she was aware of it, just the same.

What Olivia did with her time this late at
night, Althea couldn’t begin to guess. She had been withdrawn
through dinner, but at least her disappointment about not going to
town had diminished.

Althea pulled her quilt closer to her chin,
as much for comfort as for warmth. Maybe Olivia didn’t feel as
keenly the curious stares and gossipy murmurs when she and Althea
went to Decker Prairie. Even that dreadful Cooper Matthews had
identified Althea as “one of them crazy Ford women.”

Her hands clenched on the hem of the quilt
and she gazed through the bedroom window at the cold while moon
that showed its face from between silver-edged clouds.

Crazy

She’d heard it before.

Insane

Not right in the head.

They were nasty little words and phrases that
sat like spiders in the corner of people’s minds. It had started
with her mother, long before that dark day all those years ago. And
of course there had been speculation about Olivia since then. Why
should she, Althea, hope to be excluded?

What was that old saying?

The fruit doesn’t fall far from the
tree . . . 

She rolled over and tried to force the
thoughts from her mind. Maybe that was often true, but not about
her. She was positive about that.

And it wasn’t true about Olivia. Her sister
was just—childlike. Frail and childlike. Why couldn’t people
understand that?

~~*~*~*~~

Jefferson Hicks made his way down a
rain-slick hillside and approached the split rail fence surrounding
the barnyard. Although the sky had finally cleared, it was cold and
damp. He hunched his shoulders against the night chill, wondering
briefly where he’d left his coat. He thought he still owned one,
but then again, he couldn’t be sure.

Jeff Hicks was never sure of anything
anymore.

He proceeded as carefully as a man could who
had just emerged from a two-day drunk. The world wasn’t quite
steady yet, and the darkness didn’t help.

When he touched the latch on the henhouse
door, he stood there for a moment, gripping it to get his bearings.
The wood beneath his fingers was weathered and rough, and his hand
trembled, although not from nervousness. He’d done this a dozen
times or more over the past two years. He wasn’t proud of the fact,
but he’d gotten to be fairly good at it. At least he’d never been
caught.

Glancing over his shoulder, he looked at the
farmhouse windows again. His hand tightened on the latch.

The stink of the chicken coop nearly stifled
him, and he wasn’t even inside yet. What was it about those damned
birds, anyway? he wondered as he lifted the bar from its notch.
Even the cleanest henhouse smelled like a full chamber pot under an
August sun. As he inched open the door, the warm, fetid odor poured
out and flowed over him. His empty stomach lurched and his aching
head throbbed harder. He turned his face away, waiting for his
insides to settle down. Then he took a deep breath of clean, cool
air and opened the door wide. After he stepped inside, the light
breeze pushed it closed behind him.

It was as dark as the east side of midnight
in there. Working from memory—and he knew that wasn’t very
reliable—he reached out and let his hand trail through straw and
God knew what else, feeling for a nest box. An angry squawk and a
hard, sharp peck on the back of his wrist told him he’d found what
he was looking for.

He plunged his fingers under the chicken and
she let out a series of outraged clucks while he rooted through
feathers and straw in search of his prize.

“Shut up, you old bitch,” he whispered
irritably. “You’re sitting on my breakfast. And quit pecking!”
Finally his hand closed around a solitary warm, wet egg. He
withdrew it and put it inside his shirt. After thinking about it
for a moment, he stuck two fingers into his tight front pants
pocket, pulled out a penny, his last, and shoved it under the
chicken. The biddy set up a caterwauling that was loud enough to
wake both the living and the dead.

As if someone had rung a fire bell, a dog in
the yard began yapping along with the chickens. Farley always kept
his dog in the house at night. What was it doing outside? The
animal apparently rushed to the henhouse because Jeff could hear
the heavy, deep-chested woofs just outside, moving around the
perimeter. The rest of the hens added their panicky cackling to the
racket and flapped blindly around him. He backed up through the
coop with his hand outstretched behind him, groping for the
door.

Oh, hell, that dog was probably standing on
its hind legs with its front paws and full weight resting on Jeff’s
only escape route. A clammy sweat broke out all over him that glued
his dirty shirt to his body and inched over his scalp. He knew he
was trapped. Fast thinking wasn’t one of Jeff’s more adroit
abilities these days, but by God, if he couldn’t out-think a
dog—

Suddenly, the door flew open and glaring
lantern light filled his field of vision. Jeff found himself
staring down the double barrels of a shotgun.

“Just hold it right there, mister!” At the
other end of the weapon stood Farley Wright, half of his angry,
weather-seamed face covered with shaving soap, the other half
scraped clean. One strap of his suspenders looped down next to his
leg and brushed against the head of his still-barking
black-and-white sheep dog. “You stand right there now so’s I can
get a look at you before I blow you to kingdom come!”

Jeff took a couple of dragging steps forward,
keeping his eyes on the shotgun, while the dog circled him and
jumped at his feet. He wasn’t afraid to die—in fact, he didn’t care
one way or the other if he lived. He’d just never expected to be
shot for raiding a henhouse.

The farmer raised his lantern and squinted at
Jeff. After studying him closely, Farley lowered his shotgun a
notch, then scowled.

“Sheriff Hicks. I mighta knowed you’d stoop
to chicken stealin’. His expression disgusted, the farmer looked
Jeff up and down as though he were lower than a dog’s pizzle. Well,
the old man was right about that.

Jefferson Hicks had fallen as low as a man
could.

 



CHAPTER TWO

 


“I caught him red-handed and I’m pressing
charges, Will. To the full hilt of the law. I got rights—I can’t
have this man helping himself to my henhouse whenever the notion
strikes him. And I’ll warrant it’s struck often enough.” Farley
Wright stood before Sheriff Will Mason’s desk, brimming with moral
indignation.

“Have you got proof that anything was stolen,
Farley?” Will Mason asked. He glanced at Jeff and shifted in his
chair, making the badge above his breast pocket flash in the early
morning sunlight that came through the window.

“Well, just look at that!” His weathered face
vermillion with anger, Farley pointed to a big wet spot on the
front of Jeff’s shirt, just above his belt. “That’s where he hid
the egg ’fore it broke. Besides, isn’t it enough to catch someone
rummaging in my henhouse before dawn? I don’t suppose he was there
for a social visit!” The picture Farley presented—half shaved, one
suspender still dragging around his knee, his hair sticking up like
a privet hedge—rather detracted from his oration, but not its
vigor.

Jeff Hicks guessed that Farley even fancied
himself as something of a hero for bringing in the big, bad egg
thief. His own head already thumping like a hammer on a rock, Jeff
shut out the sound of the farmer’s voice. He’d had to endure the
man’s outraged, nonstop monologue all the way into town. Farley had
tied Jeff’s hands behind his back and forced him at shotgun point
into the back of his wagon. He hadn’t needed to. Jeff had offered
no resistance.

In fact, he hadn’t felt more than a twinge of
self-consciousness when Farley marched him in here, still under
cover of his shotgun. At least he kept telling himself that. He’d
sensed the curious stares from shopkeepers and people on the
street, but what the hell—Decker Prairie had been talking about him
for a long time. He’d given them lots to talk about.

From his vantage point in the corner by the
stove, he let his gaze wander the confines of the sheriff’s office.
He hadn’t seen the inside of this place for more than two years,
but it seemed like twenty. Some of it looked familiar—the wall
clock, the blue enamel coffee pot on the stove, the rifle rack, the
scarred oak desk. With his hands tied with a rope that cut like a
saw blade, it was hard for him to recall that he’d once occupied
the same swivel desk chair that Will Mason now sat in as he let
Farley ramble on. He’d worn the same silver-star badge, and a
long-barreled revolver strapped to his thigh. That had been another
life. Another Jefferson Hicks.

Finally Sheriff Mason leaned back in his
chair and turned a wry gaze on Jeff. “Well? Is this just about the
way it happened, Jeff?”

Hearing his name, Jeff dragged his attention
back to the moment and shrugged. “I guess. I left a penny in one of
the nests to pay for the egg.”

“A penny!” Farley exploded. “By God, I don’t
know where you’ve been, boy— Well, yes I do—you’ve been chasing the
bottom of a whiskey bottle. But I get more than a penny for my
eggs, and on market day—”

Sighing, Will lifted his hand and motioned
Farley to silence. “Hold on, now, let’s stick to the subject. Do
you want to sign a complaint?”

The farmer drew himself up as straight as a
rake handle and adjusted his one suspender strap. “Hell, yes, I’ll
sign! If that’ll ship Jeff Hicks off to Salem, I’ll sign a whole
pile of complaints.”

“Jesus, Farley, we don’t send men to the
state penitentiary for stealing an egg. I’ll just keep him here for
a while.” Will sat up in his chair and rummaged around in his desk
for several moments before bringing out a big key ring. “Come on,
Hicks.”

While old man Wright grumbled on about
justice, Will Mason led Jeff to the back of the building that
contained two jail cells. He unlocked one of the cell doors and
opened it.

“Turn around,” Will ordered, and Jeff turned
his back to him. Following a faint sawing noise and a slight tug,
Jeff felt the rope around his wrists fall away. “All right, get in
there.”

Jeff walked to the bunk and sat down on the
same stained tick he remembered from his days on the other side of
the desk. Behind him, the door clanged shut.

Will folded his pocket knife and turned it
over in his hands while he studied it. Then he gazed at Jeff
between the bars. “What the hell are you doing to yourself? You
look like something the dog puked up and you smell just as bad. And
stealing eggs, for chrissakes?”

Jeff hunched forward, his elbows on his
knees, and stared at the gouged plank flooring between his feet.
The last thing he wanted to hear today was another lecture. And he
sure didn’t want to hear one from the man who had succeeded him in
his own job.

Apparently realizing that he wasn’t going to
answer, Will Mason sighed again. “I’m going to let you sit here for
a few days to sober up and think about things.”

Jeff lifted his head, surprised. “A few
days—” His voice came out as a croak. He wouldn’t have kept someone
longer than a day for such a paltry offense, if he kept him at
all.

Will turned to leave, then said over his
shoulder, “At least you’ll get fed, courtesy of Decker Prairie and
Elmira’s Café.” Then he was gone, pulling closed a heavy oak door
that separated the office from the cells.

Jeff stared blankly at the bars and the brick
wall beyond. If he’d had any humor left in him, he might have
laughed at this turn of events. He could even envision the
newspaper headline: Former Sheriff Jefferson Hicks Jailed For Egg
Theft.

He’d lost count of the number of times he’d
cursed himself for taking the damned job in the first place, for
coming to this town. Nothing about his life had been the same
since. And while the days and weeks now blended together into a
dateless, unchanging blur, he remembered with exquisite detail the
moment when his life had turned. The fourteen-year-old boy with a
gun . . . the deafening blast when he had
pulled the trigger . . . the bullet nicking
Jeff’s chin . . . the following events that had
snowballed in a roaring avalanche, engulfing all the good things in
his life and finally consuming him . . . 

He sighed and cradled his tender head in his
hands. A few days in this place? Hell, what did it matter? It
wasn’t as if he had somewhere important to go.

He didn’t have anywhere to go at all.

~~*~*~*~~

Althea stood at the kitchen window watching
the road. Now and then she looked over her shoulder at the clock in
the parlor. She looked again, for what must have been the fiftieth
time this morning.

Late. Cooper Matthews was two hours late. He
had told her he would arrive at seven o’clock sharp, and now here
it was almost nine on the second clear day they’d had in a month.
Half the morning was already gone, and still there was no sign of
him.

It had been hard enough to get him to agree
to do the work. He’d been rude and insulting, and more than a
little intimidating. When she thought about talking to him
yesterday, her stomach felt icy. All Althea wanted was to get the
kitchen garden planted and the roof patched before it rained
again.

She paced across the kitchen floor, then
stepped out to the back porch and peered down the road. She saw no
one coming or going. As her gaze drifted over the property, she
noted again how tangled and overgrown it had become. The spring
rains had given new life to the grass that she swore grew an inch
every hour, and the weeds that threatened to choke out everything
else. On the right end of the porch the trellis, bearing the weight
of an old climbing rose, sagged alarmingly—a strong wind might send
the whole business crashing through the side window.

Almost unwillingly, she turned her eyes to
the spot under a solitary ancient oak tree where her parents were
buried. It was surrounded by a wrought iron fence and planted with
flowers. Although she hadn’t been able to keep up the rest of the
yard, this place was as neat as a town square, and Althea tended it
zealously. Any weed with the temerity to take root within that
enclosure was promptly yanked out. Sometimes she almost feared that
Amos Ford would leap from his grave if he realized that the rest of
his land was not being properly attended. Just before her father
died, he had charged Althea with the care of Olivia and this
house.

“Don’t let me down again, girl,” he’d bade
with a rattling breath. Again. Of course, there had been no need to
review the time she failed. Her negligence had been horrible,
monstrous, and unforgivable. Though they never spoke of it over the
years, she had seen his chilly disapproval every time he looked at
her for the rest of his life, right up until its last moment. And
it had not been until that final moment, while she sat by his
deathbed and held his icy hand between her own, that she’d realized
how little he cared for her.

In the parlor the clock tolled nine times,
bringing Althea back to the present. She looked down the road one
last time, then turned to go inside and fetch her shawl.

She had a responsibility to fulfill. And if
Cooper Matthews would not come to her, she would go in search of
him.

~~*~*~*~~

It was hard enough to eat with a headache
that would have felled a horse. And the gamy odor drifting up from
the stained tick, the only place to sit, didn’t help Jeff’s
stomach, either. It wasn’t a bad meal that he held on his knees—a
dish of cold, dried-up fried eggs with a biscuit, some limp bacon
and coffee. God knew he’d eaten worse. But with Will Mason watching
the fork make its shaky trip from his plate to his mouth and back
again, Jeff found it nearly impossible to swallow. In the not so
distant past, he’d had a rock-steady grip.

For just an instant, Jeff stared at his
palsied hands and felt humiliation send a flush of heat up his
neck. Then sanity returned. That rock-steady grip he’d once prided
himself on had enabled him to become one of the fastest and most
accurate shots in the territory. That talent had ended up robbing a
boy of his life before he’d had a chance to really live. Maybe
people did look down on him now, Jeff thought. So what? At least he
wasn’t hurting anyone but himself.

Mason didn’t say anything. He just leaned
against the brick wall beyond the cell door, his arms crossed over
his chest. His hard gaze assessed, judged. It was very easy to
assess and judge from that side of the bars. Oh, and didn’t Jeff
know that.

Maybe if he didn’t look at him, if he kept
his eyes on his plate, the sheriff would get bored and go back to
his desk. But he didn’t. He just leaned against that wall,
watching.

“Don’t you have something better to do?” Jeff
finally asked, throwing down the fork. He couldn’t make himself
look up into those hard, shadowed eyes. “I’m not planning to try an
escape, if that’s what you’re worried about. Farley caught me in
his henhouse fair and square.”

Will pushed himself away from the bricks and
uncrossed his arms. “Hell, that isn’t why I’m keeping you here. If
you were any other man, you’d have gotten a sharp talking-to and
that would have been the end of it. And you know it.”

Now Jeff looked up, wary. “So, what’s your
grudge against me, Mason?”

Will shook his head. “I don’t have a grudge
against you, Jeff. But you do raise my dander more than most men.
You’re drunk half the time and sleeping it off the other half.
Cooper Matthews was already the town drunk before you decided to
join in. We don’t need two of them in Decker Prairie.”

Hearing himself compared to Matthews, Jeff
felt hot blood rise to his face, partly from shame but mostly from
anger. It seemed like all of his troubles could be traced to that
bastard. He put the unfinished tray on the floor and stood. “I mind
my own business. What do you care how I spend my time? You’re a
lawman, not a preacher recruiting souls.”

“I hate to see a man lie down and wallow in
self pity, that’s all. Are you going to spend the rest of your life
feeling sorry for yourself? Do nothing more than an odd job here
and there for whiskey money? Your hands shake so bad, I’ll bet if I
gave you a pistol you wouldn’t be able to hit the side of a barn.
There was a time when no one could hold a candle to your aim.”

Smarting from his last comment, Jeff looked
at Will Mason’s holstered Colt and then turned his eyes away from
the sheriff’s granite stare. Jeff couldn’t tolerate the idea of
even holding a gun again. The last time he’d tried, when he’d still
worn that silver star on his shirt, the tremor in his hands had
been worse than now. If his own life depended upon it—and from his
viewpoint, that was little reason—Jeff knew he couldn’t fire a
pistol again. Not to defend himself or anyone else. The knowledge
was somehow emasculating, and was a notion that Will seemed to
share.

“Being good with a gun never made anyone a
man,” Jeff muttered, more uncomfortable than ever.

“And sleeping it off in someone’s barn does?”
Will’s gaze did not waver.

“Don’t go flapping your gums until you’ve
walked in my boots for a while. Things look a whole lot different
from here.”

“I remember what happened that night at
Wickwire’s. It was bum luck, but you don’t have to throw everything
away trying to forget it.”

Will’s words hit a little too close to the
truth and made Jeff feel even more weary than he had before. “Look,
just leave me be, Will. It’s none of your business what I do as
long as it isn’t against the law.” Turning, he went back to the cot
and lay down with his hands locked beneath his head.

Will shrugged, then walked to the door. “I
guess you crossed that line this morning, didn’t you?”

~~*~*~*~~

The sun angled through the high, barred
window above Jeff and caught him in a bright rectangle that threw
striped shadows across his torso. He lay on his back, watching a
spider weave an intricate web in the corner overhead. The hours
dragged on, yet Will Mason hadn’t returned. Maybe Mason was
sticking with his plan to leave Jeff alone to think. It was the
last thing Jeff wanted to do, but the thoughts came anyway.

He’d tried to sleep, but his mind had jumped
around from memory to memory as if he’d had a whole pot of coffee
instead of one lukewarm cup. With the sun setting against the other
side of the wall, it grew warm in the cell. The heat gave a ripe
edge to the stink of his own unwashed clothes and body, and the
spot where the egg had broken under his shirt was glued stiffly to
his skin. Yeah, Will’s earlier description of him was probably not
far from the truth. Jeff most likely did look like something a dog
had puked up.

He didn’t care. Absently, he put a hand to
his jaw and felt the coarse stubble growing there. He had never
been a vain man, and his appearance was just another of the details
that no longer mattered to him. His world had become very narrow
and simple. His aim was to get from one day to the next, and to
find forgetfulness in a drink.

His thoughts continued down the roads of his
past until drowsiness moved upon him. Everything—his marriage, the
man he’d once been—it all seemed so long ago.

Jeff turned toward the brick wall and drew
his arms and legs close to his chest. Sally had been gone for more
than a year now.

That was just as well.

~~*~*~*~~

At his feet, Wesley Matthews lay with a
bleeding hole in his chest. Blood, there was so much blood. Jeff
knew he could save him if he could just reach him. But he was still
paralyzed and couldn’t move no matter how hard he tried.

Jeff came awake with a jerk. Dreaming . . .
he’d been dreaming again. His shirt and the old tick beneath him
were drenched with sweat. His eyes focused on Will Mason, who stood
in the open doorway to his cell, holding the keys.

“Come on, Jeff. There’s some work that needs
doing.”

 



CHAPTER THREE

 


Will Mason pulled on the reins of the
delivery wagon he’d borrowed from Eli Wickwire. Their harness and
bridles jingling, the horses in the doubletree stopped at the
entrance to a road that led to a yellow farmhouse with green
shutters. The back of the wagon was loaded with tools, and on the
seat next to him Jefferson Hicks rode in silence.

A brilliant noonday sun glared out of the
blue sky and pounded down on Jeff’s head. He squinted against the
brightness. He wasn’t accustomed to being out at this hour of the
day anymore.

“Okay, there she is,” Will said, pointing at
the house with the end of one rein.

Jeff peered at the place. Surrounded by
unplowed fields punctuated with stands of old oak and fir, it
didn’t look like anyone lived there. Blackberry brambles grew like
tangles of barbed wire, engulfing part of a well house, and forming
a thorny crown around the stovepipe of an old smokehouse. The
property was so run down it had to be deserted. “This is a joke,
right? You’re going to dump me here at this abandoned house and
make me walk back to town.” He wasn’t used to stringing so many
words together. There weren’t many people he talked to these
days.

Will pushed back his hat and snorted. “Nope.
It’s not abandoned, and I’m not joking. Miss Althea Ford needs some
help around the place, and I think you’re the man for the job.”

Jeff peered at the house again. “Who’s Miss
Althea?”

“You remember Althea Ford. She lives here
with her ailing sister. Their father, old man Amos Ford, died about
three-four years ago.”

Jeff remembered the name and something about
a pair of odd, reclusive sisters but nothing more, and he’d never
met either of them. He looked again at the wild shrubbery and
decrepit house. “Jesus, Will, how much do you expect me to do here?
I took one lousy egg from Farley, not his whole damned farm!”

Will fixed him with a stern look. “Look, the
lady said she needs help and I guess even a fool can see that she
does. You never really struck me as the lazy type.”

Stung, Jeff muttered, “I’m not lazy—I just
don’t give a damn. And I don’t think there’s anything you can do to
me to change that.”

Will slapped the reins on the horses’ backs
and the wagon lurched forward. As he turned into the road that led
to the house, he replied, “That’s your problem, not mine. I don’t
need you to give a damn. As for Miss Althea, she only needs your
labor. That’ll be enough.”

“Why don’t you just release me? Then I can go
about my business and you won’t have to trouble yourself with
keeping me busy.”

“You know that if I decide to, I have the
legal authority to hold you for thirty days for what you did. You
can help out here or you can go back to the cell in town and think
some more.”

Jeff frowned. That wasn’t much of an
alternative. Yeah, he knew Will could keep him. He just couldn’t
figure out why he bothered. He didn’t remember the sheriff’s job
being so boring that he needed to hunt around for diversions. He
hadn’t lied when he said he didn’t care. Nothing much mattered to
him anymore, and what once had mattered was fainter in his mind
than winter shadows now. But he supposed that spending the day
outdoors in the clean May air beat the hell out of being trapped in
the jailhouse with his thoughts and memories for company.

“Since when is it the sheriff’s job to
provide a handyman for the local spinsters?” he asked.

Will held the reins loosely in his hands,
letting the horses pull them along at a slow pace. “Miss Althea
came to the office looking for Cooper Matthews. He promised to be
here this morning and he didn’t show up. So you’re taking his
place.”

Jeff stiffened at the name. “Matthews—how did
he get involved?”

“She was desperate.” He gestured at the
surrounding landscape. “You can see why.”

Yes, he could. Nearing the house, Jeff took
note of the silver-gray barn that had waist-high grass and weeds
growing in front of its doors. Maybe someone really did live here,
but he’d bet a dollar that neither of those sisters had set foot in
that barn for years. On the house, some of the shutters hung
slightly askew and the whole thing needed painting. An ancient farm
wagon stood disintegrating in the tall grass, its iron wheel rims
rusted and some of the spokes broken. Everywhere he looked—the
land, the outbuildings—something needed fixing. Jeff was no
stranger to hard work. He’d done his share at the ranch and house
when Sally still— But, damn, there was enough here to keep a man
busy for months.

“God, I wouldn’t even know where to begin,”
he said, feeling overwhelmed and more than little put upon.

“Don’t worry, Althea Ford will tell you
exactly what to do,” Will replied with a slight smile as he
maneuvered the wagon around to the back porch.

Jeff eyed him suspiciously; he thought he
heard the hint of satisfied laughter behind his words. He could
picture her now, Miss Althea. A dry, creaking old maid wrapped up
in the depths of a big black shawl, and her white hair nailed to
her head in a tight bun. She was probably a little dotty, too,
living here with her equally dry and dotty sister.

Will set the wagon brake and wound the reins
around the handle. “Looks like you might need the tools we brought.
It’s hard to say what they have here.”

Jeff jumped down from the seat and looked
around, feeling like a prisoner being put to work on a chain gang.
He reached into the back of the wagon and lifted out the shovel,
hammer, hoe, and other gear Will had collected for him. If only
that one stringy chicken hadn’t started squalling the other
morning, he would have slipped out of Farley’s henhouse undetected,
and he wouldn’t be faced with the chore before him now.
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