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Ride to Raton
Book 2: The Owen Family Saga
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One
As soon as James Owen heard the Spanish priest’s final amen, he stepped back from the makeshift altar in the Colorado meadow and made his legs carry him to the edge of the forest. Behind him he knew Ma, Pa, and the rest of the family and guests were crowding around to congratulate the bride and groom.
The bride was Ellen Bates—who’d been his fiancée.
And the groom was his brother, Carl.
His own brother...
James gagged.
When his stomach had emptied itself over the pine needles and columbines, he straightened up, chest heaving, and gripped a sapling until the quivering left his legs. He yanked his high, stiff collar loose and threw it on the ground, wiped his mouth with the back of his shirt sleeve, then threw a quick glance behind him.
Carl now sat down on the chair his brothers had used to bring him to the meadow. The bridegroom’s gunshot wound was bleeding; a crimson stain spread across the hip of his trousers. Ellen fussed around, pointing at his brothers, Rulon and Clay. She shooed off the other cowboys, who seemed eager to put her on their shoulders for a shiveree.
Ma was looking toward James, her forehead furrowed with worry. She took two steps toward him, then stopped. He cleared his throat and spat, straightened his shoulders—which ached from the strain of keeping himself tightly under control—and took the path that led through the forest to the ranch headquarters.
He heard Ma call out, “James!” then “Rod, go see—”
“Leave Pa out of it,” James grunted so low that she couldn’t possibly hear him, and kept moving. He stamped through the trees, pounding his fist into his open hand and wishing it was Carl’s face. He approached a holding pen, where a wild horse wheeled and snorted, upset by the young man’s noise.
James swore at his brother for getting injured. When he gets well— He pressed his lips tightly together, as though to restrain his vengeful thoughts.
The black horse watched every move James made, its wary eyes following him as he approached. It snorted, sniffed the air, then whirled around to track his progress along the fence line. James looked at the beast that Carl had caught as the Owen men returned from Texas with a herd of cattle and a crew of cowboys. When a gang of ruffians had kidnapped two young ladies, the Owen crew had confronted them in a gun battle. Carl had been sorely wounded.
A harsh sound escaped James’s throat. It wasn’t quite a laugh. He took Miss Ellen. I’ll take the mustang.
James stalked into the shed, snatched a rope from where it hung on a peg pounded into the wall, and stalked out again. Entering the enclosure, he leaned against the gate and built a loop in his rope. Let’s see if the Texan’s roping trick works. He looked up.
The black snorted and moved off as far as it could get in the pen. James stepped toward the horse, holding the rope behind him. He crowded the animal to one side of the corral, then flipped the loop up from the ground and around the horse’s neck.
Gripping the rope with one hand, he ran to the horse, grabbed a handful of mane, and hauled himself up. The horse tried to shake him off, but he got his right leg over its back just as the animal reared on its hind legs, bellowing. James stayed on, clamping his knees against the rough hair and bending low over the neck.
You’re not so easily rid of me.
The black met the ground stiff legged, screaming, and James felt his stomach crowding his throat. He swallowed hard, digging his boots into the barrel of the animal as it whipped up its heels, tucking its head toward the earth. Then the two of them were airborne, and James braced for the shock of landing against the black’s spine. His teeth jarred together, then again and again and again as, pitching, bucking, whirling, the beast tried to get James’s weight off its back.
“Blasted devil horse,” he muttered as he came down hard, a little off center, and grabbed for a new fistful of the stiff black mane hairs. But the horse was in the air again—head and heels together, back arched—and James lost his grasp on the mane and the rope. Flying off, he landed on his left shoulder in the center of the ring.
“You fool, you’re like to be killed!”
James shook his head to clear away his father’s strident voice, looked for the horse, then rolled clear when it dove at him with stiff front legs. Rising from the dust, he ran after the animal, grabbing for the trailing rope with his left hand as he kneaded his sore shoulder with his right.
“Don’t you know when you’ve had enough?” yelled his father as he opened the gate. “Get out of there, you—”
James had the rope in his hands and wrapped it around his left arm. Then he dug in his heels to bring the horse under control.
“You’re crazy,” Roderick Owen shouted, shutting the gate and lending his weight to the end of the lariat whipping free behind his son.
“Get off my rope!”
“You’re double dumb crazy.” Rod held on, hauling backward.
“Get off! You’re cutting my arm!”
Rod let go of the rope, and James was jerked forward, scrambling to keep his feet under him. Suddenly the animal quit fighting, its head drooping. It stood against the fence, quivering, its slick black sides heaving as it filled its lungs.
James flipped the noose off the animal’s neck and dropped it in the dust, to the accompaniment of catcalls from a line of spectators along the fence. Doubled over, hands on his knees, his gasping matched the horse’s. When he finally got his breath, he spat the grit from his mouth, surveyed the men peering through the fence, and waved his arms at them.
“This ain’t a free show,” he yelled. “You’all get away from here!”
The crowd broke up, each man muttering his displeasure as he drifted back toward the meadow. James watched them go as he kneaded his shoulder again. He turned on his father.
“Why’d you butt in on my business?”
“You were next to getting killed, trying to ride that outlaw horse.”
“I’m not talking about the horse. I’m talking about Miss Ellen. And Miss Jessica! You forced me to leave her behind in the Shenandoah and hatched a scheme to marry Miss Ellen to me. You got her pa to agree for a few sacks of provisions and a wagon!” James spat on the ground.
“It wasn’t quite like that.”
James ignored his father’s response as his words rushed on. “You dragged me across the country, preaching duty every day. I obeyed you. I put off Miss Jessica to court Miss Ellen. I did my duty, Pa, and I even grew fond of her. I looked forward to settling down, having a little house, raising up young—”
“Stop it!” Rod’s eyes narrowed. He squinted at his son’s left sleeve, watching a line of blood seep through the fabric. “You’re hurt, boy.”
James glanced at the sleeve, then shook his arm, wincing as pain lanced through the shoulder. He looked up, glaring. “Carl had no claim to Ellen, yet you let him take her from me. Did you think I wouldn’t mind?”
Rod Owen’s face resembled a limestone outcrop bristling with fire blackened buffalo grass stubble. His voice came out in a whisper. “It was Ellen’s choice, James. She loves Carl.”
“No!” James sucked in a ragged breath. “She wouldn’t gainsay her pa’s pledge.”
“James, there’s no telling what’s in the mind of a woman. Maybe Miss Ellen didn’t cotton to the idea of being traded for a wagon. I thought it was a good deal for both her and her folks. Somehow she didn’t come to care for you.”
“That didn’t matter to me!” James shouted.
“She came to love your brother, and when he saved her life, that was good enough for her pa.” Rod shifted his weight from one leg to the other. “Set your mind to keeping peace, now, and we’ll get back to ranching.”
The young man’s breathing tore at his throat, and pain seared through his belly. “Peace?” He looked square at his father, then fury rose up and he jabbed the man’s chest with his forefinger. “My pride and my affection for that girl is stomped into the ground, and now you call for peace?” He swore, his voice venomous, and his finger jabbed harder.
Rod knocked down James’s hand. His voice was quiet, yet rumbled around the corral when he spoke. “Keep your place, son.”
James reared back, gathered himself, then spat on the ground. “There is no place for me here.”
Silence stretched like silver cobwebs between the peeled logs surrounding the two men. Even the horse was quiet. A bushy tailed squirrel rushed up a nearby pine tree, found a limb, and held its breath. Suddenly it chattered, scolding the frozen humans, then flicked its tail as it scuttled away up the tree trunk.
“Once you leave go of that anger, your place will be as large as your brother’s. We got a big job of work ahead, son. Now settle down and let’s get back to the party.”
James stood still, his head thrown back. He was silent.
Rod scowled. “I’ve preached peace amongst my sons as long as I’ve had them. It makes the work go smoother.” He rubbed his beard. “I need you here, James, but if you can’t keep…” His voice trailed off to silence.
James squinted at his father.
Rod pulled in a breath and held it a long time before he let it go. His words came out soft as a breeze down the mountain. “Son, I reckon you’re too prideful and angry right now to keep peace. Until you get free of that, the best thing is for you to light a shuck for someplace else.”
Two
As Amparo Garcés y Martinez wrung another rivulet of soapy water from the twisted white blouse she held in her brown hands, she gazed above the roofline of her home toward the sun-bathed mountains notching the horizon beyond Santa Fe. Puffy white clouds hung above the hills as though they were pinned on a clothesline stretched across the brilliant blue sky. Vegetation painted the slopes in variegated hues of greens and browns.
This is beauty, she thought, sighing, and glanced toward the shrine tucked into a niche in the corner of the courtyard. María Santísima, is Heaven so lovely a place as Santa Fe? Is my dear papá there? Tell me it is so, Holy Mother. If I know he is happy, I can bear to live without him.
Amparo wiped one eye with the back of her hand, then gave the blouse another twist. I miss him so much, Little Beloved Mother. I never got to tell him goodbye.
She took a deep breath and let it escape slowly from between her full lips. Oh, Madre de Dios, give me a little of your strength. Help me to bear my burdens with a light heart.
Amparo remembered the blouse clasped in her slim hands, shook it gently to uncoil it, then thrust the garment into the rinsing pool of the stone laundry basin. A few drops of water splashed onto her richly embroidered green satin skirt. She frowned, exclaimed, “¡Vaya!” and grabbed for a dry rag to sop up the liquid before it spotted the stiff cloth. She dropped the rag to the flagstone beneath her soft slippers and raised her arm to her head to push back the fringe of soft black hair clinging to her damp forehead.
I am sorry, Virgen Santa. I became distracted. I know it is absurd to wear my best clothes for this task. But they are the only clean clothes I have left, and if I am to have anything else to wear, I must do the laundry myself. You see, the woman came home from her errand this morning and dismissed the maid before she could even begin the washing.
“¡Chica!” cried a disapproving voice from a doorway. Amparo jumped. The voice continued. “Why do you wear your good clothes to do the wash? You will ruin them, and I cannot buy you any more fine things.”
“Señora Catarina, you startled me!” The girl turned from the washtub and snatched up another blouse from a woven basket at her feet. “I could not help but wear these clothes. They were all I had to wear when you sent Lupe away.” She rubbed the blouse with a bar of soap smelling strongly of lye, then began to scrub the garment against the stone washboard in front of her.
A slender woman with thin red lips and wide eyes fringed with spiky black lashes stepped into the courtyard, her long black taffeta skirt swishing with the motion of her hips. She approached a pot of geraniums hanging from a bracket against the kitchen wall and, plucking a blossom, inserted it into the black knot of hair coiled at the back of her head.
“You forgot to call me ‘Mamá’,” said the woman, hiding a yawn behind her hand. “Until I met with the lawyer, I did not realize we were so poor that we could not afford to keep Lupe,” she added, arching her dark brows. “We will have to conserve until matters improve, so for the time being, you will wash the clothes and linen, and I will watch that Rafaela does not waste any food as she cooks.”
“My papá would not want me to do the wash always,” the girl protested, shaking her shoulder to dislodge a thick braid of black hair that rested upon it. “He said I must learn to keep a household, but I also must remember to be a lady.”
“Then your papá should have left more money to me and not so much to the beggars on the street,” the woman answered in a sharp tone. “You will do as you are told, chica.”
Amparo drew herself up proudly, rapidly blinking her dark brown eyes. “My papá was a great man to give money to the poor. He said we did not need much, and he was looking forward to receiving his reward for good deeds in Heaven, once he arrived there.”
“And for his stupid deeds, I have to suffer.” Catarina folded her arms across the front of her white blouse.
Amparo bit her lip. “My papá was not stupid. And it will not injure us to suffer in life.” She looked at the woman for a moment, then resumed her labors.
The woman drew in a noisy breath. “If you like to suffer, then we will do so,” she said, putting her hands on her hips. “We will not buy cream for the coffee, and no more sugar.”
Before Amparo could protest, the iron knocker boomed against the front door six times. The sound filled the courtyard with echoes. The girl stopped scrubbing and looked up. “Shall I see who is at the door?”
Catarina shook her head. “Keep working. I will go.” The woman moved in the direction of the front hallway, and Amparo went back to her work.
As she worked, she heard a murmur of voices at the front door. When it stopped, Catarina came back across the courtyard toward the laundry basin. Her mouth was brittle with a smile of satisfaction as she slowly fanned a folded sheet of paper before her face.
“Well, chica, perhaps I will have cream and sugar after all.”
Amparo raised her arms from the washbasin and dropped a skirt into the rinse tub. “What is that?”
Catarina regarded the girl with a cold look in her narrowed eyes. She tapped the paper against the open palm of one hand.
Why does she hate me so much, Holy Mother? Amparo asked silently.
Presently the woman spoke. “It is a way out of our difficulties, chica.” She turned away.
“What do you mean?”
Catarina cocked her head, then slowly pivoted on her high-heeled shoes. The smile on her lips sent a chill up Amparo’s neck, and she felt a prickle at her scalp. The woman held the paper high. “If you must know, this is your salvation.”
The girl took two steps forward, then stood stiffly beside the washbasin as Catarina came toward her, looked her over, then circled behind Amparo, trailing her free hand along the girl’s shoulders.
Amparo shuddered at her touch.
“When your papá had the poor taste to die, I asked my friend Señor Fuentes for his assistance.” Now Catarina was again in front of Amparo, her carefully rouged upper lip curling as she tilted Amparo’s chin upward with two fingers. “He saw you in the marketplace one day, and suggested that there is one good solution to my struggles.”
The woman turned Amparo’s head from side to side with her hand. “I am sure now that he was right.” Catarina loosed the girl’s face and tapped the paper. “Señor Fuentes received this communication yesterday. There is a man, a young man, who lives in the Territory of Colorado.” She paused, again arching a brow. “He is seeking a wife.”
“You are going to remarry?”
“No. It is not I who shall be a bride.” Her thin lips twisted toward a smile, and her eyes went hard as she gloated.
“¡Ave María, Madre de Dios!” Amparo whispered as comprehension froze her face. Her body went rigid, her hands in midair.
“You are to meet him in a small village known as Leones on the twenty-sixth day of October. Señor Fuentes is making arrangements for your jornada.”
“My journey?” Amparo’s hands dropped to her sides.
“Yes.” Catarina consulted the paper. “In the mission church you will marry the man, one Julio Rodríguez y Guzmán. In a few days, he will make a fine settlement on you. I, of course, will see to the disposition of the money.”
“Vaya, mi mamá,” said the girl, almost whispering. She swallowed, trying to wet her arid throat. “It is too soon to talk of marriage. I am not seventeen for two more weeks. I know nothing of men.” Virgen Santísima, intercede for me now in this time of trial.
“You’ve gone pale, chica. You do not appreciate our wonderful news?”
Amparo shook her head to clear it, then took a deep breath to settle herself.
“I suppose you do not want to go to the man? You would rather stay here and starve?” The woman laughed as Amparo shook her head again. “You need not worry, chica. It is very simple to please a man.”
Catarina approached Amparo and, taking her by the hand, drew her out into the middle of the courtyard. She tilted her head and looked at the girl.
“First, you will undress, so that he may appreciate your charms.” Catarina’s voice was low, seductive. “Do not look so shocked, chica. After all, you will be married. He will touch you.” The woman caressed Amparo’s cheek, and the girl shrank from her. Catarina laughed and drew her handkerchief from her pocket. “He will probably kiss you. Then he will take you to the bed, and you will lie down, perhaps upon silken sheets and pillows.” The woman trailed the scrap of silk across Amparo’s hand. “That will be pleasant upon your skin.” Catarina gave a bark of a laugh, and waved one hand in the air matter-of-factly. “Then he will do what he will do. You will pretend that you like it.”
Amparo lowered her head, attempting to hide her horrified face. After a moment, she looked up to find the woman appraising her.
“Will you like it?” Catarina smiled on one side of her mouth. “Will you like it when he touches you, strokes you, when he makes you a woman?” She laughed. “No, I do not suppose that a timorous child like you will appreciate the pleasures your bridegroom will bring to you.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Of course, it is possible that he will not be gentle. No matter. I will have cream in my coffee, and you will be the mistress of a large rancho. Make an heir for the man quickly, chica.” She turned away dismissively.
Amparo drew a quick breath. She took another, then angry words burst from her mouth. “You are selling me to this stranger! You are selling me like a...whore!”
Catarina gasped, turned, and struck Amparo across the face. The girl fell to the tile floor, hitting her arm against a large carved chest. She hunched her shoulders, clasped the injured arm against her chest with her other hand. Her eyes were tearless. Santa María, I will not cry.
“It is impossible to help you, chica. You appreciate nothing. Nothing!”
“You cannot make me do this hateful thing,” Amparo cried out, her back braced against the chest.
“Evil, willful girl, if it takes a stick to teach you, that is how you will learn to be obedient.”
“I will not do this,” Amparo whispered.
“Ungrateful child! Because of your thoughtless, selfish deviltry, your papá will weep in Purgatory forevermore!” The woman swept from the room, skirts rustling.
Forever in Purgatory? It cannot be so! Amparo fell forward onto the cold floor before the shrine. Blessed Virgin, tell me my papá is safely in Heaven!
~~~
Sunset blazed orange and gold across the pale blue rim of the western sky as Amparo paused at the edge of the plaza. She adjusted her white lace shawl to cover her black hair before she ascended the stone steps leading to the portals of the whitewashed church. Waves of heat rising from the stonework shimmered in the air like silken veils barring the way between her and sanctuary. Her feet, girdled by leather sandals, felt shriveled and gritty, as though they were baked by the afternoon air. The oppression of the day’s oven-like temperature would soon abate with the coming of the night, but what could relieve the oppression in her heart?
O mi papá. What have I done? Have I truly kept your soul in Purgatory? It must not be! Holy Virgin, show me how to send my papá to heaven!
The girl climbed the steps, passed through the large open doors of the church and stopped in the welcome cool of the hall to dip her finger into the waiting font of holy water. The moisture caressed her finger as she made the sign of the cross, whispering the words that accompanied the action. She moved forward between the rows of wooden pews into the church, trying to gather peace to her from under the vaulted ceiling above her head. She put out her left hand and grasped the back of the nearest pew, sank to her right knee before the Host, then arose and slipped into a pew on her right.
Her knees found depressions in the hard leather cushion of the kneeler as she bowed her head, pulled her mother’s rosary from her pocket, and whispered the “Our Father.” At the end of her prayer, as the hush of the place surrounded her, her soul cried out: Blessed Mary, my papá was so good, so kind to all. Surely his soul will have ascended to Heaven by now? Oh, Holy Mother, can my little wish to stay in Santa Fe be so evil?
Half a dozen people knelt in the half-light of the church, although evening mass would not be celebrated for another hour. Amparo leaned back into the pew, worn smooth by the sliding action of hundreds of worshipers over the years. She pulled the ends of her shawl tightly across her chest, as though she was attempting to draw a cloak of privacy around herself.
After a while, her hands began to twitch from tension, and she stretched them out in front of her, opening them wide. Her beads clicked against the missal box attached to the back of the pew, and her hand closed on the nearest book. She drew it toward her, enfolded it against her breast. Her head bowed, she sank forward onto her knees once more.
Then the idea came, the offering she must make, the sacrifice she must suffer to show God her intention.
Amparo rose and placed the missal back in the box. She moved quickly across the center aisle and into the left-hand row of pews, heading toward the side aisle. Her sandaled feet slip slapped on the bare stone walkway as she moved past the confession boxes toward the front of the church where a small chapel branched off to the left.
She stopped before a large wrought iron stand containing both lit and unlit vigil candles, and dropped a small coin into the offering box before she lighted the wick of a candle on the front row. As its light flickered heavenward she slipped into the side chapel to kneel at a rail before which a metal latticework grille protected the painted plaster statue of the Virgin Mother.
“Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with Thee,” she said, gazing up at the haunting sadness on the face of the Madonna and wondering if the same sadness was reflected on her own. “Blessed art thou among women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death, Amen.”
Amparo looked at her hands, tightly woven around the rosary and resting on the rail. Then she looked upon the Lady’s face once more. The moment had come. The vow must be spoken.
“Holy Mary, Mother of God, I have no money to buy an indulgence so that my dear papá may ascend from Purgatory into Heaven,” she whispered. “To show Our Lord how much I love Him, to show my complete devotion, dearest Lady, I offer up a vow. It is this: I will obey the woman in her plan. I will go to the Territory of Colorado, and I will marry the stranger.”
Amparo paused to take a shuddering breath. Then she continued. “This is my intention, the desire of my heart, to please Our Lord Jesus enough that He will take my papá to His bosom.” Her head bowed until it touched her thumbs, and she waited for a moment, hearing the pounding of her pulse in her ears. “Blessed Virgin, let your prayers ascend to God that He may hear my petition.”
Amparo stretched out her arms in supplication to the figure of Our Lady, and she remained in that position, listening to the rustle of the wax candles burning behind her, to the click of rosary beads being told among the pews.
It seemed a very long time later that her soul found strength enough to raise her body from her knees.
Blessed Mother, I must go now. There is much to do. The woman says it is arranged that I leave in two days. Do not forget me, Blessed Virgin! Do not forget my petition, and my sacrifice!
Amparo crept with slow steps from the church, harboring a small joy in one corner of her heart because she was leaving obedience as a sacrifice upon the altar. The rest of her heart was full of unease at the thought of going into a world of strangers, like the one awaiting her in Colorado.
Three
James felt a shudder cross his frame. Pa was still talking. “Are you of a mind to tell me where you’re bound?”
Bound? Pa’s words kicked dirt over some of the fire of James’s rage, and he swallowed hard. Where was he bound? What could he do? A list of his skills ran past his mind—farmer, stock raiser, horse breaker, soldier—
“I don’t reckon there’s call for an infantryman anywhere about.” James bit his lip at voicing his absurd thought.
“Not likely.” Rod waited for a moment before he continued. “What’s your plan?”
“I’ll . . .” James looked around the enclosure, then raised his chin and exhaled. “I’ll dig out Uncle Jonathan’s mine.”
Rod was silent again for a time. He sniffed once. “It was a rich hole before it fell in on him.” He rubbed his beard again. “I’ll lend you a dollar or two to get you on your way. Take the sorrel and the mule and the mining gear.”
James looked at his hands. The nineteen-year-old palms were callused from years of work. The fingers were large and squared off at the tips. Worker’s hands. Hard work would help. He curled the hands into fists. “I’ll take the animals and the gear, but I won’t take your coin. I’ll work my way north.” James glanced up. Pa looks like I took a strap to him. He swallowed again. “Tell Ma I’ll miss her.” His voice seemed caught in his throat.
“Say your own good byes,” Rod said in a voice that was tight with emotion.
“No. It’ll spoil the party for her.”
James bent, picked up his rope, and coiled it. Then he turned his back on his father, pushed the gate open, and started for the log corral beyond the main cabin, bleakness filling his belly. Ellen was gone, yoked to Carl. Ellen, with her blooming red hair and the dusting of freckles on her nose; with her crooked smile and merry laugh—ripped from him like a piece of flesh by the foreign words of a Spanish priest. The world lost its brightness as he trudged through the dust.
To his left across a creek was a small cabin—home to his oldest brother Rulon, his wife Mary, and their two babies—and to his right stood the main cabin that housed his father and mother and the children younger than himself. He went behind the bigger log house to the corral, and stooped to get under the top pole of the fence that enclosed several grazing horses.
James whistled to a light reddish brown colored horse. It continued to crop grass, although its ears swiveled in his direction. He glanced at the sun; its rays shed no warmth on him today, and he shivered as he made a loop in his rope and pitched it toward the neck of the sorrel horse.
The loop soared over the horse’s head and settled squarely on its shoulders. James walked up the rope toward the animal, talking to it in a soothing tone. He led it through the gate to the nearby shed and saddled up. When James mounted, the sorrel bucked a few times, but he rode out the kinks in the animal, then turned it toward the big shed his father called the stable.
He roused the mule from its slumber and put a pack frame on its back. In one corner of the shed lay the mining equipment four of the Owen men had brought back from a rubble filled hole at Central City that had claimed the life of Ma’s brother.
I never had no mind to go digging in the earth, James thought, squinting at the pick, shovel, and pans. Mining sure wasn’t lucky for Uncle Jonathan. He approached the pile of equipment and gave it a kick. But then, I reckon my luck ran out today. He blew out his breath between pursed lips.
James kicked the equipment again, and figured it would take two weeks of hard riding—no, it would be more like a month, working his way—to get to Central City, northwest of Denver City. And when he got there.... I’ll have to hire out to a miner until I get a grubstake together.
James loaded the tools onto the pack saddle and tied them in place. He raided the cook shack for a handful of dried meat strips and a few hard corn dodgers. With the mule’s lead rope in his hand, he mounted, and kicked the horse toward his unfinished cabin.
A few moments later, the sight of two log walls standing head high, and two others up to his hip deepened James’s gloom. After working full days at his father’s place, he had labored by lantern light to fashion a home for Ellen Bates, but she had slipped from his grasp like quick silver chased across a tabletop.
“Tarnation!” he growled as he looked at the shell of the house that now represented a future that would not be. He slid from the saddle, tied the horse and mule, and ducked under the suspended wagon sheet that roofed his bed and belongings.
James changed his clothes, rolled his bedding, and packed his personal goods into the leather carryall he’d toted during the war. He stepped through the doorway, carrying the war bag and bedding. He stopped beside a mound of logs piled up against the wall and ran his hand over the length of one he’d peeled for use inside the house. Even though the color of the wood was bleaching from bright yellow tan to gray, the piece still had a silky smooth surface that reminded him of the one time he had held Ellen in his arms and kissed her.
She had stood alone on the prairie early one morning near the end of their journey, staring as the first light of dawn revealed a mountain peak in the distant west. Pike’s Peak, it was called, and Ellen was first to spot it as she stood apart from the wagons, the wind whipping her skirt, and her hair streaming loose over her shoulder. She stretched out her arms to the mountain as though she meant to embrace it.
James had felt a quickening of his pulse at the sight of her, a dryness of the throat, a quivering of the sinews that surprised him, as he hadn’t to then felt more than fondness for her. With swift, light strides he went to her and stepped into the circle of her arms. A peculiar look widened her eyes as his mouth came down toward hers, but her lashes descended and shut it away from his view.
Wondrous sensations warmed his veins as James kissed the trembling girl. His arms enfolded her. His hands crept across her shoulders and through her hair until he held her face between them. Only then did he notice her hands pushing gently against his chest. She rolled her head out of his grasp and opened her green, green eyes.
“No, James. Please don’t,” she whispered, and was gone from his arms.
She’s modest, he thought. That’s good and proper. Then he chastised himself. Do your wooing in private, James.
Since that day, he’d kept the memory of the feel of her cheeks in his fingertips, marveling at the softness of a woman’s skin. Now he would never touch her again, and cold flowed down his body as though he had stepped naked under an icy waterfall.
James pressed his lips together and drew his knife, looking at the keen edge of the blade, the finely-honed point. He drew the blade along the meat of the edge of his palm. It was sharp, as always, leaving a thin bead of crimson. A dark thought fluttered in his mind, but he pushed it away and cut the wagon sheet free of the thongs that held it in place above the log walls. He spread the canvas cloth on the packed earth, wrapped all the gear inside, and tied it atop the mule’s packsaddle. Then he mounted up and put the horse onto the trail.
North. Up through Pueblo to Denver City. Then to Central City. I got to put distance between me and Ellen’s eyes.
James settled the horse into a trot for a bit over a mile, then reined in to cross the stream that ran slowly down from behind Carl’s cabin. As he rode through the water without stopping, not looking toward the house on the wooded bench of land to his left, he glanced at his fists. They were balled tight as caterpillar cocoons.
Eyes green as the spring grass, filled with flecks of gold and maidenly modesty. Eyes to lose my soul in.
The horse scrambled up the slope of the bank, the saddle lurched back onto the horse’s croup, and James halted to check the front cinch. He dismounted, raised the stirrup leather, and adjusted the knot on the latigo, but the work didn’t quiet a rage that burned like a prairie fire within: rage against Carl, and against Pa. He cursed his father and brother. If he never set eyes on this range again, he would rest easy. But the horse wheeled when James climbed into the saddle, and his gaze caught Carl’s little house tucked in among the trees.
A chill rose up his spine, lifting the hair on the back of his neck. I am a blind fool, he berated himself, then shouted, “Girl, I would’ve loved you!”
He gigged the horse into a lope through the broken countryside. The mule followed, braying in protest. James merely tightened his grip on the lead rope and lowered his head over the horse’s mane.
James stopped twice to let the animals breathe, cool down, and drink. Other than that, he pushed forward, heedless of the approaching dusk. A last gleam of light streaked the sky, and night lay in wait to engulf the three of them when he finally turned off the trail.
He found a flat area covered with buffalo grass that lay next to a stream of water. His raw anger had abated somewhat, and he tended the animals carefully, removing saddles, packs and head gear. He checked hooves for stones, and led the animals down to the water. While he waited for them to drink, he dabbed at the dried blood on his arm with a water soaked bit of handkerchief. After he hobbled them, he turned them out to graze. When he’d eaten his handful of supper, he lay down with his hat over his eyes and fought his nightmares for an hour’s worth of sleep.
~~~
The sun climbed overhead into a cloudless, burnished bowl of a sky. By mid-morning, a tiny hammer pounded against a miniature anvil in James’s skull. As he rode through the broken hills and undulating plains toward the first big town on the trail—Pueblo City—the size of the anvil and the hammer increased until he felt sure the thud was ringing clear to Kansas.
When James at last noticed outbuildings around him, he had to force his eyes open from the squint they’d taken on to shut out the sun’s glare radiating upward from the parched earth. He rode into the welcomed darkness of the runway of a livery barn, rubbed his burning eyes, and dismounted.
“How much to put up my horse and mule?” he asked a tow headed youth lounging on a bale of hay beside the door, just out of the sun’s reach.
“Two bits,” said the boy, poking at his broken front teeth with a sliver of wood. “That includes grain.”
James put his hand into his pants pocket and pulled out his money. “Humph,” he said, rubbing the two quarters in his hand. He gave one to the boy, then stared at the remaining coin before he slid it down into his pocket again. “Can I get a meal cheap around here?”
“The saloon down the street puts out a free lunch...for customers.”
“That’ll have to do. Where can I throw my saddles?”
The boy raised his chin toward the rear of the barn. “Tack room’s got an empty corner. I won’t charge if you haul the gear yourself.”
“I’m obliged,” James muttered. “See to it the animals get the grain.” He turned to lead them away.
“Wait a minute, mister,” called out the boy.
James looked back, raising one eyebrow.
“If you could use some work, ask the bartender for Len Strummond. I hear he’s got a job open.”
“Thanks.” James began to ask what sort of work it was, then clamped his mouth shut. What did it matter, so long as it was hard work, good and hard, and didn’t give him time to think?
He tugged on the reins, and the horse and mule shuffled forward and entered a pair of stalls. When James had stripped the saddles and packs from the animals, and carried the gear into the tack room, he picked up his war bag—the ancient brown catchall with the leather crazed like old china from the neglect the urgency of war had imposed—and walked down the runway toward the sunshine. He took four or five steps along the street in the powdery dust, then heard the youth calling him.
“Mister, wait. I forgot that saloon’s full of Yankees. You can’t go in there.”
James turned half around, anger narrowing his eyes. “That squabble’s done with,” he said, his voice gravelly. Then he spun around and continued down the street.
“It isn’t over in this town,” the boy yelled. James didn’t stop. The boy shrugged his shoulders and turned back to the barn to do his work. “Oh well, what can they do, shoot you?”
James kept walking, watching for the saloon. It loomed ahead in the middle of the block, a free-standing, unpainted lumber building, narrow in width, but standing two stories tall. Noise from the dinnertime crowd poured through two small windows in the front wall.
James shut his eyes for a moment in an attempt to ease the pain throbbing in his head. Then he pushed through the batwing doors and eased to one side of the opening, pausing to look down the long room. After a while his eyes adjusted to the dimness of the saloon, lit only by the windows and a trio of lamps hanging behind the bar.
Seven tables filled the open space of the room. Around them, diners sat in barrel and ladder backed chairs; not a seat was empty. Three or four sturdy men stood along the mahogany bar, drinking their dinner and tucking up their tails, for the crowded tables seemed to push the men against the wooden barrier. Laughter came from a door at the right of the room behind the bar, accompanied by the clink of dishware and the clatter of cutlery dropped to the floor.
The aroma of fresh baked bread teased James’s nose, and he moved into the room and threaded himself between the bar and the tables, brushing the leg of one of the drinkers with his war bag as he passed.
“Yeow!” the man yelled, gripping a half empty whiskey bottle. “That’s me sore leg.”
“I’m almighty sorry, friend. I beg your pardon,” James drawled, trying to squeeze past the man and his neighbor at the bar, who stepped into James’s path. James half-turned and backed a step into the room, facing the bar.
The first man swore, turning from the bar with a lurch. He looked at James, his eyes traveling from his hat to his boots. He spat on the floor. “Ye’re one of them ‘Suth-ren’ butternut rebels come to stink up tha place. This be a Union bar, Johnny Reb. Ye don’t come in here.”
Something cold as a chunk of river ice congealed in James’s belly as he listened to the Irish brogue that was neither pleasant nor lilting coming from the older man. As he turned to face the man’s outraged face, a chill seeped from that icy lump into every empty space in his gut, spread into his chest, then bubbled up into his shoulders and ran down inside his arms to tingle his fingertips. “The war’s over, friend.” There was a hard edge to his voice.
The man’s partner grabbed James’s shoulder. “‘Twon’t never be for Danny O’Brien,” he said, his voice whining. “He’s got a crook leg from that war, and it pains him night and day, Rebel.”
“That’s not my doing.” Irritated, James shook himself loose from the man’s grasp and backed as far as he could into the room, sensing that danger came chiefly from the man called Danny.
“Liar! Ye’re the man thet just now set it off agin,” Danny shouted, bending over to rub his injured thigh. He started to pour himself a drink with his free hand, but it shook so badly that he raised the bottle to his lips, instead, and took a deep swig of the liquor.
The tingling and the sense of danger left James, and he shrugged his shoulders. “It was an unhappy accident. I already begged pardon. Now I’ll be about my business.” He turned toward the man’s friend. “Let me pass,” he said in a curt tone of voice.
The second man backed up a step, then his eyes widened as he looked over James’s shoulder.
“No, Danny! You canna do that!”
James whirled to face the Irishman, who held the bottle in his left hand, and a revolver in his right. The blued barrel wavered, describing circles in the air between the two men.
“Ye’re going to be a’payin’ me back for my pain, Reb,” Danny growled.
James put out his hand, palm in front of him. “Friend, you picked the wrong man to rob. I’ve only two bits to my name.”
“I’ve no need a’ yer money. It’s yer blood I want, and that spilled!”
Danny twisted to his right to set the bottle on the bar. It teetered on the turned edge for a moment, then fell to the floor, the sound shattering the bustle in the room as effectively as the wood planks shattered the glass.
Silence spread in the room like ripples on the still surface of a pond, widening in circles that soon lapped against the farthest reaches of the room. Then the silence fled as men scattered, scrambling from the chairs nearest the bar to huddle against the walls.
“I’m unarmed,” James said, lifting his war bag slightly in his left hand and trying to raise saliva in his mouth. The cold and the tingle were back. He silently belabored himself for not buckling his Army model Colt around his hips when he left the cabin. Icy fingers throbbed to feel the weight of the .44 caliber weapon, which was buckled away out of reach in the carryall.
“Ye canna shoot him down like a dog, Danny,” said a cracking voice behind James. “He has no gun, man.”
“I can and I will, Liam. He’s a dog of a Rebel, and deserves no better.”
“Danny—”
“Quiet, Liam.” Danny laughed. “He’s got his stinking Rebel pride. That’s weapon enough,” he hissed.
James considered if the man was drunk enough that he would miss his shot. He’s holding pretty steady, he thought. A draining sensation sucked at his belly. This fellow wants to plow a furrow through my chest. The cold gathered in from James’s arms and shrank into a frozen lump that lodged just under his ribs. Ma, this is not the way I want to die.
Danny’s laughter was a raw sound as he drew back the hammer of the pistol. James heard the click of the action, and the snick of the cylinder moving into place.
“That’s right, Reb,” Danny whispered. “Ye’re going to pay for this leg, and all the nights I lay crying out in pain, and all the shame it brung me.” His voice rose with his fury. “And then ye’re going to pay for the wife that left me for a whole man.”
“You’re crazy,” muttered James, and his belly twisted in agony because of a girl who had left him for a broken man. Ellen. No! I can’t think of her now. He wrenched his thoughts away from the girl with the laughing green eyes. The gun stopped moving, pointed at his chest, and James whispered, “Don’t do anything foolish, Danny.” Then the muscles of his upper arms bunched as his mind rehearsed the motion of releasing the catch to the war bag.
Danny replied with a yell. He squeezed the trigger and a bullet whined over James’s left shoulder and struck the back wall of the saloon. James heard a wild cry of “No, Danny, no!” As he ducked, crouching over the war bag, tearing at the buckle, the man to his left dropped to the floor and huddled against the bar, whimpering, “Don’t do it, Danny boy.”
“He’s a damnable Rebel, Liam. This is war!” the man howled, re-cocking the pistol.
Still crouched forward, James managed to open the buckle to the bag as Danny got off another shot, yelling all the while. The lead ball caught the flesh of James’s left arm and slammed him to the floor as he yanked his pistol free.
James raised his arm, gritted his teeth, pulled back the hammer, and aimed toward the man as Danny’s third bullet struck him in the right side. He jerked the trigger. The clap of the shot smote his ears.
Danny fell against the bar, screaming, and dropped his gun as a cherry colored stain spread across his left shoulder. The man slid inch by inch down the bar to plop onto the floor as blue powder smoke swirled in the open space. James raised and cocked his gun again as several men stepped forward, muttering. Danny’s friend scuttled across the floor and bent over his fallen comrade.
“You didn’t have to shoot him, mister,” he complained. “Danny was a good man, up until Rosie left him.” He pulled out a grimy handkerchief and pressed it to the Irishman’s wound.
“He didn’t give me a choice.” Breath was coming hard against a shattered rib, and James fought to keep his wavering gun trained on the unfriendly group as he tried to sit up.
“What’s going on here?” A brawny man wearing a pistol in a belt holster and a tin star on a leather vest came through the crowd. “Drop your weapon, boy,” he said, not even bothering to draw his own gun. “I’m the law in this town.”
“The kid shot Danny,” shouted the friend.
“Is he dead?”
“No, but he’s pretty bad off.”
“I don’t think he’s dying, Connolly. I’d say the boy just clipped his shoulder. Get him down to Doc’s place.”
The marshal watched as the man’s friends carried him away, then stooped and plucked the gun from James’s hand. Blood gushed from James’s wounded side, and the man plugged his own handkerchief into the hole. “There,” he said, “That should hold you. Got a name, boy?”
“I’m James Owen,” he said, struggling against a darkness that flitted across his mind like a thousand bats’ wings brushing against his face.
“Well, James Owen, you’d best come with me,” the marshal said. “Watch it now! Looks like you’re fainting. A couple of you fellows hoist him to his feet and bring him along. Chancy, get the doc when he’s through with Danny. Tell him to meet me over to the office.”
Two men dragged James to his feet as he strained to keep his eyes open. “Where’re you takin’ me?” he muttered.
“Guess he’s still alive, boys. Haul him up a bit there. He’s unsteady on his feet.” The marshal yawned, then glanced at James. “We’ve got a nice jail to keep you snug until we find out if you’re a wanted man or just a gun brawler, boy.”
The man took a step toward the door, then turned back to look at James.
“Doc’ll be along by and by to patch you up. He don’t mind calling on his patients in a jail cell, as long as they pay him.” Then the marshal turned his back and banged his way through the doors of the saloon.
Four
James came to consciousness with a jerk and a yelp. A long, hard, cold object had entered his side, bringing agony with it. Strong hands pulled his naked shoulders back onto a mattress that crackled with each buck of his body, and the sweet odor of fresh blood filled his nostrils. The hands gripped him tighter than before, inhibiting his struggles, until he sank back, exhausted, on the mattress, his eyes opening slightly. He could see nothing for a red fog that seemed to hang inside his eyes.
The cold probe brushed a piece of splintered rib and drove it into his flesh, and he cried out, sending echoes around the room.
“Lie still, lad,” muttered a man leaning over the cot. “I’m coming up on the bullet now.” The probe lunged again into the hole, side by side with another, larger instrument, then James ground his teeth as the two metal objects pushed pieces of his shattered rib into the margins of the wound.
“Ahhh. There it is.” A lump of metal clanged dully against the bottom of an enamel basin. “I’d best clear out one or two of these chunks of bone. They won’t do him any good, and they will just end up making misery,” the voice went on.
“Can you work them loose, Doc?” asked someone standing at James’s head. James recognized his voice. It was the lawman from the saloon.
“I’ll manage,” replied the doctor. Then instruments nipped and tore at James’s flesh, nudging and cutting loose and removing bone fragments to drop into the basin, where they fell with muted clinks.
“I guess that’s about all of them,” said the doctor, as he slipped the instruments from the wound. Striving to see through the ruddy haze, James blew out his breath in a long, ragged sigh. The enemy had withdrawn.
“I didn’t know Danny was so poor a shot,” added the doctor.
James inhaled sharply as liquid flame bubbled into the wound. Then he gasped as it transmuted to ice, and spread down his side onto his back. The doctor dabbed at the spillage with a rough towel. From the fumes that struck his nostrils, James figured the man was cleaning the hole with whiskey.
“Well, he was drunk. This boy shot true enough. Liam Connolly thinks Danny’s in a sorry state and like to die. Is that so?” asked the lawman.
James concentrated on forcing a breath into his lungs past the incessantly throbbing pain, expelling air, then taking another lungful as the doctor began to wrap his chest and side with strips of soft cloth.
“No. All that ails Danny is a bloody flesh wound and a snortful of whiskey. The hangover will pain him more than the shoulder, I wager. This lad’s arm will be fine in a day or two,” the doctor added. “The lead went clean through, just under the skin, and didn’t touch the bone. You know, Danny should have tried a knife if he’d wanted to bag him a rebel. I hear he is skilled with a blade. How many shots did he fire, anyway?”
“The barkeep said three. Harvey dug one slug out of the back wall. The boy shot once, after Danny’d had his chance.”
“The lad is lucky. He’ll pull through if he doesn’t take a fever or get infection in the side wound.”
“You didn’t sew it up.”
“No. I already have it bandaged. The wound will heal closed if he don’t move around much.”
The haze before James’s eyes cleared as he blinked, and he glanced around the cramped cell. He was lying on a metal bunk topped with a striped mattress tick. The only other object belonging in the cell was a bucket in the corner for slops.The floor of the room was made of uneven gray granite chunks mortared together, as were two of the walls, and iron bars guarded the window opening. On the inside of the room, one entire wall was fashioned of iron bars set in the floor and ceiling six inches apart, with the exception of a metal plate that framed an opening about a foot wide in the swinging section that marked the door. A wall behind the bars, made of heavy planks, held a wooden door and formed a corridor between the wall and the bars. The fourth wall of the cell was also constructed of bars, dividing it from an identical cell.
James rolled his eyes upward and saw the lawman standing at the head of the bunk, arms crossed in front of his chest. The doctor sat on a stool, fastening the last bandage around James’s ribs.
“I see you’ve come to yourself,” said the doctor, and gave him a pat on the shoulder, then stood up, wiped his instruments, and put them away. “That’s a dollar, lad. I’m charging extra for digging out the bone.”
“You should pay me for holding still,” James whispered, patting his right pocket. It was empty, so he crossed his arm in front to get to the left pocket and winced at the pain the motion sent tearing up his side. He tried to reach the money with his left arm, but that one was bound against his chest, and when he flexed the muscles, he found he didn’t want to move the arm anyway, for pain stabbed sharply under the skin.
The doctor frowned. “I’ll get it from you later.”
“I don’t have a dollar,” James said. He looked at the lawman. “All I have is a quarter, Federal.”
“That’s a pity. I guess I’ll have to add vagrancy to the charges against you, boy.” The marshal crossed his arms.
“Hunh.” James tried to rise up on his elbow, but the attempt brought nausea, and he lay back, gasping. As the mattress crackled underneath him, he asked, “What are you holding me for?”
“Liam Connolly wants Danny to press a charge of attempted murder, but that’s nonsense. The barkeep says you defended yourself fair and square. That leaves the offenses of discharging your weapon inside the town limits, and gun brawling. Then too, you’ve got to pay off your bill to the doc or face the vagrancy charge.”
James closed his eyes. The hammer was at work again in his head, striking sparks behind his eyes as it hit the anvil in monotonous rhythm, pounding until he was sure his body shook with the thunder of it. “I had to disarm him or be killed. He kept firing at me,” he said.
“Well now, that’s what I figured, but we got the ordinance against gun play.”
“There was nothing playful about it. I’m not guilty.”
“Then you’ll have to stand trial.”
“I’ll work off the doctor bill,” James said through the pounding of his head.
The lawman laughed. “Was you able bodied, I’d consider it, a strong young man like yourself, but you’ll be laid up for quite a spell now. How long do you figure, Doc?”
“Anywhere from one week to six. It depends on how that side mends, and like I said before, if he gets infection or fever.” The doctor swirled the whiskey around in the bottle.
The liquid sounded to James like the whisper made by Ma’s silk petticoats as she walked. But that was long ago, and in another place. He shook his head to clear away the illusion.
“Will you be back later to tend him, Doc?”
“He can’t pay me for the work I done just now! Get one of them Southern gals from over to the hotel to change his dressings once a day, and he ought to heal up, if he don’t—”
“I know, get a fever or infection,” the lawman interrupted, nodding his head. “Thanks for coming by.” He opened the cell door and ushered the doctor to the inner door, then turned back into the cell, his teeth worrying his lip, and frowned down at James.
“I’m Marshal Tate. I like you, boy. It pains me to see you in such a fix. Now tell me, don’t you have kin close about who can bail you out?”
James shut his eyes for a moment and lay quietly, breathing slowly. When he looked up again, he rasped, “No.”
“That’s a pity. I thought you might be kin of that fellow Rod Owen down the country a piece that folks are talking about. They say he trailed a herd of cattle in from Texas. Is that true?”
James held his breath. To lie wrenched his soul, but hadn’t Pa sent him off, as much as thrown him out? And hadn’t he left the place and the people willingly? He felt only bitterness in the portion of his gut that should swell with Owen pride for Pa’s vision, and a difficult job well done by him and his brothers. Darkness swept through his mind, and he answered, “I don’t know the man.”
The marshal cleared his throat and paced the cell. “Well, that’s a pity,” he said as he walked. “A deed like that is something to hold pride in.” Soon the marshal came over to the cot and looked down at James. “Can you play poker? Maybe if you’re good enough, when you’re up to it, you can get some cash out of my deputy, Harvey. He purely loves a hand, but can’t play worth beans.”
James shook his head against the rustling tick and closed his eyes again. The afternoon sun flooding through the barred window lit up the room beyond his ability to bear the strong light. Foul odors invaded his nose from the bucket in the corner. The hammer continued to strike the anvil. Pain from his side and from his soul lapped at the borders of his brain. “I never had much time to learn the game,” he said.
“Well, now you’ve got an opportunity to learn. You’ve got nothing but time here, boy. The circuit judge ought to come through here for your trial about the time you get on your feet. If you could win some cash and clear up the doctor bill, that would be one less charge for him to bang his gavel about.”
James made no answer, and the man shrugged his shoulders and backed out of the cell. The clang of metal on metal bruised James’s brain.
~~~
James opened his eyes and lay still. The pounding in his head had retreated with the few hours of rest he’d gained, and at present the pain in his side and left arm had receded to a dull throb, so it wasn’t pain that had awakened him.
He blinked, wondering what had snatched him from the depths of sleep. Then he closed his eyes and tried to sink back into oblivion. But though the room was dark, he couldn’t find sleep as his brain replayed the sight of Danny’s shoulder blossoming crimson like a giant spray of honeysuckle flowers. He opened his eyes again and stared at the ceiling. If his shot had gone five inches lower when Danny’s bullet smashed his rib, he would have snuffed out the life of the drunken man as easily as a man would smash a bedbug. James closed his eyes and sighed.
Then he heard a distinct, though muted, sound and came wide awake, holding his breath in the night darkened cell as he listened for a repetition.
After long moments, his body began quivering from tension, and he struggled to relax, exhaled, then took another breath and held it.
Finally it came: a scraping noise in the alley outside the barred window above his cot. Then came the sound of bits of gravel turning under a carelessly placed boot, accompanied by a shushing noise. Someone was outside the jail, attempting to be silent, and a chill raised the hair on James’ scalp. Whoever they were, they were up to no good.
“Watch it! Stay out of the light!”
James went rigid, and waves of pain assaulted his brain. The man’s whisper had come from just outside the window.
“Quiet!” hissed the second man. “Harvey’ll hear us.”
“He snuck out to get a drink.”
“Then hurry up about it. You want the whole town to see us?”
A gun barrel appeared between the bars of the window. James rolled onto his side and hugged the wall. Ma, these yahoos aren’t giving up—
An explosion echoed and re echoed around the cell. Chips of stone from the ceiling above James’s head rained down over him.
More explosions—one, two—he lost count.
Silence.
“Did you get him?”
“How should I know—”
“Somebody’s coming.”
“Run, you jackass! Run!”
Footsteps crunched in the gravel and faded away with the echoes of the voices. The office door was flung back. James turned and looked up as Marshal Tate peered into the cellblock, holding a lantern high.
“You hit, boy?”
James tried to sit up, but the pain stabbed through his stomach and he fell back. His head was spinning. “Who was that taking target practice?”
The man came toward the cell bars. “You’re a cool youngster. You remind me of a man I once knew.” He unlocked the cell and stepped inside, crossed to the window, and peered into the alley. “Some of Danny’s misguided friends, I imagine. I’ll check their stories in the morning.” Tate glanced at James again, then backed out of the cell, locked the door, and left the room.
They want to murder me, Ma. Why? ‘Cause I fought under the Stars and Bars? Ain’t it enough we lost everything, including Ben and Peter? Bile burned into his mouth at the thought of his brothers lying lifeless on a bloody battleground. He twisted swiftly on his side to vomit on the floor. Then he lay back on the bunk, body racked with agony from all the twisting motions. Only much later did sleep lay a quilt of blackness over his exhausted body.
~~~
When James next opened his eyes, two things caught his notice. Coming day was gradually brightening the jail, and a small, bearded man dressed in buckskin shook the bars of the door in the cell next to his, making them rattle and clank.
The man shouted at the top of his voice, “Harvey, you made a mistake. Get me out of here. Har vee! Tate! Open this door.”
Irritation flooded James’s chest at the stranger’s noisy demonstration. “Shut up, man,” he growled. “Can’t a body sleep in this jail?”
The stranger turned on James, jabbing his finger toward a spot alongside the cot. “How can you rest with all that puke stinking up the floor? Har vee! Let me out!”
The door to the outer office was swept back on its hinges to bang against the wall, and a pot bellied deputy stormed into the cell corridor.
“What’s the matter with you, Brenner? Can’t you sleep off a drunk quiet like no more?” the man sputtered. “Tate said to lock you up all night this time. You gave him a fine case of the wearies.”
“It’s morning now, Harvey,” the man complained. “I can’t draw breath in here. This fellow spent the night puking on the floor, and I got me a sensitive nose.”
Harvey sniffed the air, then turned and spat on the stones.
“Augh,” he said, and unlocked Brenner’s cell door. The man stumbled through the opening, and Harvey gave him a shove in the direction of the outer office. “Get out of here. Tate’s fed up with you, and so am I.”
“I won’t set foot in here again if you can’t keep the place clean,” the man muttered as he disappeared.
Harvey approached James’s cell, face twisted in disgust.
“You’d better get that stinking vomit cleaned up, boy. Tate’ll hit the roof.” Then the man stopped and stared at James’s bandages. He swore slowly. “You don’t need a cell to keep you captive, do you? Danny did a fine job on you, Rebel Boy. You look like one of them mummies they got in a museum back home.” Harvey wiped his nose with the back of his hand and swore mildly. “I ain’t cleaning up that mess,” he continued. “I’ll get one of them fine suth-ren belles from over to the hotel to scrub it up, seeing as how one of their own kind made it.”
“Much obliged, I’m sure,” James growled.
“Yep, them Hilbrands gals think they’re so fine. Wait till they come over and smell the stink one of their heroes threw up. That’ll be a fine sight to see.”
While Harvey cackled at his joke, James lay stiffly on the bunk, his mind thrashing through a bog of fury.
Hilbrands? Ida Hilbrands! He silently swore at the girl. If she’d kept her heart set upon Carl instead of running after that fancy Dan Englishman, my brother wouldn’t have ended up with my girl.
James gritted his teeth and squinted his eyes. Ellen! I was learning to love you by following duty, and all the time, Carl was turning your heart away from me. He swore bitterly at his brother, at Ida, then at himself for being a fool.
Darkness came upon his soul, accompanied by a fiery rage. James turned his face to the wall and refused to eat the breakfast Harvey brought.
~~~
“Faugh!”
James’s body jumped on the rustling mattress as a sudden booming voice sent echoes around the marshal’s office.
“Can’t you keep your jail clean, Tate?” the voice continued. “The odor in here would founder a hog.”
“It’s one of your Southern boys did the deed,” the marshal answered in a softer voice. “His stomach turned inside out during the night.”
James grimaced, squeezing his hands into fists, although the action caused him such pain that he saw dots of yellow dancing behind his eyelids. “Ma,” he groaned aloud. “It’s Randolph Hilbrands. Hearing him is worse’n being shot.”
“What is he, drunk?” the man asked. “I can’t bail out every Southern tippler you lock up.”
“I want you to take a look at him. I’ve an idea you might know the boy.”
“Show him to me, then. I haven’t got all day.”
“Tarnation, tarnation! Double and double again!” James whispered.
“By the way, I need someone to clean up the mess.”
“What? Haven’t you got Harvey?”
“He’s being a sluggard about it. Will you send over one of your girls?” As he spoke, Tate opened the door between the office and the cells and Hilbrands moved into the corridor.
“They’re my daughters, man!” he snapped. “I don’t throw them in a cell with a stranger to wipe up his puke.” He went to the bars and peered in. “How can I tell anything from a man in shadow?”
Tate unlocked the cell, and the two men crossed to the cot. The marshal chuckled. He grabbed James’s head with two hands and twisted it to the light. “Take a good look. Do you know him?”
James struggled free of the marshal’s grasp, and lay panting on the cot as Hilbrands swore fervently and stroked his thin black moustache.
“This is Rod Owen’s boy, James! What’s happened to him?”
The marshal chuckled again and nodded. “I thought as much. He acted mighty strange when I mentioned his pa.”
“How’d he get hurt?” Hilbrands asked.
“He got mixed up in a little gunfight. Danny O’Brien shot first, three times. Then this boy stopped him with one bullet.”
“He always had a keen eye. James, my boy, you lie still. I’ll have you out of here in a trice.”
“He’s done nothing but lie still since this morning. Harvey says he won’t take nourishment.”
“No matter. Mandy’ll have him eating in no time at all. What’s his fine?”
“Well now. If you pay for him, he won’t have to stand trial. Let’s see.” Tate ticked off the amounts on his fingers. “Gun brawling, first of all, that’s five dollars. Discharging his weapon is another five. Then there’s the doctor’s bill. That’s one dollar. And four to pay Harvey to clean up. That makes fifteen to get the boy out.”
Hilbrands took out his wallet and laid the money in the lawman’s palm. “You say Danny O’Brien fired three times. I hope you collect your twenty from him before he blows it all on whiskey.”
“Now that’s what I like, Hilbrands, a man who pays up with a touch of wit. You Southern folk have made a study of humor, I think.”
Hilbrands scowled. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Now let this boy out of the cell.”
James struggled onto his elbow. “Give the man back his money, Mr. Tate. I won’t go with him.”
“Nonsense, boy. He’s your own kind,” said the marshal.
“He and his kind are a jinx to me,” James replied.
Hilbrands leaned one hand against the wall and stared down at James. “You wound me to the core, my boy. How many years have you known me? I used to give you candy at my store in Mount Jackson.”
“You raised a viperous woman on your hearth!”
Hilbrands stepped back and said nothing. He ran one hand slowly down the front of his black broadcloth coat. The fingers came to rest where a slight paunch stretched the fabric.
“What does the boy mean, Hilbrands?” asked Tate.
Hilbrands sighed. “My daughter caused a problem in his house. I reckon his family is slow to forgive.”
The marshal pushed open the cell door. “That’s a pity, but you’ve paid your money down. Take him out of here.”
“How? Over my shoulder?”
“If you have to. Maybe he’ll pass out from pain until you get him to your place.”
Hilbrands strode through the doorway and pushed the barred door closed. “I’ll be back with a litter, Tate.”
~~~
Three men followed Randolph Hilbrands into the cell, two of them carrying a stretcher made of canvas with wooden support poles. “Load him up, men,” said Hilbrands. “I haven’t got all day.”
A tall man with yellow hair put his hands under James’s shoulders. James shrugged the man’s hands off his body. “I’m not going with you, Randolph Hilbrands.”
“Pay no mind, Freddie,” Hilbrands said to the man with the yellow hair. “He’s hurt and weak—he can’t do anything about this.” Hilbrands laughed. “First time I ever got me an Owen by paying for him.”
“You haven’t got this Owen,” James declared, struggling to grab hold of the cot as Freddie tried again to lift him.
Hilbrands chuckled. “See? He can’t hardly move. Give Freddie a hand, Joshua. I’ll hold the litter.” Hilbrands took the handles at the foot of the litter from a beefy man dressed in a frock coat. “Hurry. I got a lot to do today.”
Joshua bent over to pick up James’s feet, and James kicked him a glancing blow to the belly.
The man backed up. “He’s pretty strong for a sick man, Hilbrands,” he puffed, holding his stomach.
“Grab his legs. Swing him over here. He ain’t got any reserves, bunged up as he is.”
Freddie and Joshua grabbed what they could hold on to and tried again to move James to the stretcher. He kicked and bucked and doubled up, and they dropped him onto the floor.
James grunted as he hit the granite, and lay still, momentarily stunned.
“Quick, men. Roll him over while the pain’s upon him.” Hilbrands lowered the litter to the uneven floor, and the man at the other end followed suit. Joshua dragged James’s legs out of the muck beside the bed.
“He stinks, Hilbrands,” he protested.
“Let me worry about that. He’s going to my house, not yours. Get his shoulders, Freddie.”
“I’m getting, I’m getting,” the man replied, pulling James onto the canvas.
“He’s catching his breath, Randolph,” warned the third man, who knelt at the head of the stretcher.
“Lift him up, Elias! Freddie, Joshua, get your cord and tie him on.” Hilbrands raised his end of the stretcher a few inches off the floor, and Elias followed suit.
Freddie and Joshua pulled short lengths of rope out of their pockets and bound James to the litter. As they tested the knots, James started struggling again, but the restraints were secure, and he finally lay quiet, his chest heaving, watching Hilbrands with narrowed eyes.
“Here, Freddie. Take this end. Let’s be on our way.” Hilbrands set the handles on the stone floor, and the man took his place at James’s feet.
“Together, Elias,” Freddie said. “One, two, lift.”
As they hoisted James into the air, Hilbrands fingered the bandage on the young man’s side, which was seeping blood. “It don’t seem worthwhile to open your wounds again, my boy. Oh, stop your glaring. I’m taking you out of this stinking cell. You could at least be grateful for that.”
“It’s more welcome than living in the same house with your fickle daughter and her Johnny English husband,” James growled.
Hilbrands hooted with laughter. “If that’s what troubles you, rest easy, my boy. She’s long gone to San Francisco with that jackanapes she married. I will say this: you Owen boys stick together. You’re mad enough for you and Carl both.”
James closed his eyes and swallowed. His body started to shake. Hilbrands put out a hand and gripped his good shoulder.
“We’ll have you cleaned up and in a real bed soon. Come on, let’s move him.”
Joshua went in front and opened doors. Elias and Freddie carried James out of the cell, through the inner doorway, then across the jail office and out to the sunshine of the street. Several men lounged on a bench in front of the general store next door to the jail. As the procession passed, they sat up and commented on the sight.
James gritted his teeth and glared at Hilbrands. “You could have moved me at night,” he hissed.
“No. It couldn’t wait. Besides, you would have had a bigger audience after dark. That’s when the whole town comes alive.”
“Randolph, I swear—”
“Repay me once you’re up and about, my boy.” The man chuckled, walking along beside the swaying stretcher.
James narrowed his eyes. “That wasn’t on my mind. Besides, one quarter won’t stretch to cover fifteen dollars.”
“You can work off your debt. I’ve plenty a boy of your talents can do.”
“Then you may as well tell your men to trot. The sooner I get shed of these bindings, the sooner you’ll have your money’s worth.”
“Oh no, my boy. You’re going to lie flat for some days yet. You’ve got a powerful lot of mending to do. Doc says Danny shot you up pretty bad. And you struggling back there didn’t help any.”
James growled something deep in his throat.
Hilbrands laughed again. “Fretting won’t help, James, my boy. Maybe you think you’ve got better things to do than stay abed with a houseful of pretty girls to wait on you, hand and foot. But I tell you, that’s a sight more comfy than laying on a hard cot in a stinking jail cell waiting for the judge to sentence you to more time doing the same.”
“I prefer it to being in your debt.”
“Watch the steps, Freddie. Sorry if you feel a mite inconvenienced, James. We’re here.”
Joshua held open the hotel door and Elias and Freddie carried the litter into the lobby. James looked around at what Hilbrands had wrought since buying the place a year ago. The lobby was furnished with hand sawn log chairs and settees covered with cowhide, and since the last time James had seen the hotel, one corner of the open area had been stripped of furniture to allow room for the mercantile goods that the man had brought across the continent in a freight wagon.
“Mandy!” Hilbrands called out. “We’re back.” He turned to James. “My wife is fixing up a room for you on this floor. It’s not big, but it’ll be more handy for the girls when they tend you.”
“I’m not an invalid,” James snarled.
“Faugh,” Hilbrands barked. “That’s not what the doctor said. You’re going to bed, my boy!”
Five
At her husband’s call, Amanda Hilbrands swept into the hotel lobby from the back corridor, wiping her hands on the full white apron that covered the front of her gray dress. She patted her tumbling blonde curls back into place at the top of her head, then came and looked down at James with a smile playing about her strong, wide mouth.
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