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  Chapter One


   



  ARLENE FORRESTER WAS dead.


  Adam Steele did not often indulge in what he
considered futile sentimentality. But when he stepped out from
church the warm summer morning of her funeral he felt palpable
sadness fill his throat. This as he saw the scene at the southern
end of Main Street was unchanged from when he and the others had
followed the coffin into the white-painted clapboard building
fifteen minutes earlier.


  The old black woman had been known to
every citizen of the town in the timber and all who worked the
places scattered along the Providence River Valley. Everyone knew
she was dead, and it was printed in the Post-Dispatch that she was to be buried in
the stone wall surrounded cemetery of the Providence church this
day.


  The Virginian had been a little surprised that so
few people attended the service within the gleamingly clean,
flower-bedecked church. To watch the Broadwater undertaker and his
three helpers carry the plain pine coffin up the aisle, rest it on
the trestles in front of the altar. Then listen to the Rev. Joseph
Marlow say prayers and deliver the eulogy in an insincere monotone
while he distractingly ran a forefinger back and forth along the
pencil line of his mustache, his deep-set eyes never raising their
gaze from the pages of his prayer book: like he was afraid of dire
consequences should he slip up over a single word.


  Then Abide With Me was sung: this hymn always sung at
Providence funerals unless a deathbed wish or a request from the
bereaved family called for something different.


  Arlene Forrester had not realized she was so
seriously ill. Then she sank into deep unconsciousness for a period
of thirty-six hours: ended by her death. Her only surviving family
comprised a preacher brother, Elroy, in Kansas. He had either not
received, or did not bother to reply to the wire sent to inform him
of his sister’s passing.


  So Arlene, who had done cleaning, laundering and
cooking chores for so many households in and around Providence
would have gotten a straightforward county funeral had not Adam
Steele and Lavinia Attwood chipped in for a few extra frills.


  In addition to making a contribution to the funeral
expenses, the Virginian also had a wreath made up by Amelia Decker,
the wife of the town butcher who took care of such things
hereabouts. And attended the funeral service in his most
somber-hued city style suit.


  The schoolteacher had also brought a wreath, made up
by a group of her girl students, to be carried atop the coffin.
And, because of her staid line of work and sobersided personality,
she had little difficulty in dressing appropriately for the solemn
occasion: she came to church in full mourning, even wore a hat with
a fine mesh veil.


  Discounting the Broadwater men, the only other
member of the congregation was Sheriff Len Fallows, as immaculately
dressed as his wife always insisted he should be. He wore nothing
brighter than a light gray vest.


  The lawman was even more reticent than Steele in
raising his voice for the singing of the hymn and the preacher was
dominant in this while his wife, attired in matching clerical
black, provided with Ms. Attwood a sweeter toned duet.


  Thus, since Joe Marlow officiated, Len Fallows was
there to represent the county, Jane Marlow lost no opportunity to
play the organ and the Broadwater men were being paid for their
presence, the Virginian and the schoolmarm were the only true
mourners at the funeral of the old black woman.


  Outside in the bright sunlight, the
air scented more heavily by timber than flowers on the neatly kept
graves, Steele was so concerned at what he saw—or the people he
failed to see—he absently started to put his black Stetson back on
his head: would have done so had Lavinia Attwood not nudged his
arm, raised the veil off her angular, lightly-powdered face to show
the frown of censure she wore.


  Len Fallows, walking immediately behind the
undertaker and his men carrying the coffin on their shoulders, did
not have the advantage of such a warning, and he donned his hat.
Then he looked sharply around, like he sensed he had committed some
kind of impropriety, and saw that he had. He spread a scowl across
his rough-strewn, black-mustached face, snatched the Stetson off,
carried it one handed at his side in the same way as Steele.


  Lavinia Attwood cleared her throat with a sound that
suggested distaste for the sheriff’s lack of reverence, and at the
same time satisfaction that he had got back in line.


  Steele glanced around, too. But with a purpose:
looked for a sign that latecomers were about to gather at the
cemetery, the people collecting to at least witness the lowering of
the coffin into the ground.


  He peered first along Main Street, saw it was
deserted except for Jane Marlow who had left the church at the rear
of the funeral party, then angled away to go down the gravel
pathway, out of the gate and toward the house next door. Where
smoke rose out the chimney, obviously from a stove upon which she
had set the makings of the Marlows’ midday meal.


  At a window of the house directly across from the
Marlow home, and at the cracked open door of the one next to it,
Vera Daltry and the less aged Janet Roper showed their faces. And
Steele found himself drawn to the cynical conclusion that these
worthy ladies were neither morbidly nor sorrowfully interested in
the funeral of Arlene Forrester. Instead watched anxiously to see
that nothing was done to mess up the cemetery and the church for
which they and a few other Christian women held themselves
responsible.


  Then the rattle of a slow-moving
wagon drew Steele’s attention out along the red dirt road to the
south of town. There were a few farmsteads out there to both sides
of the trail, but he saw at once that it was a strange wagon
approaching Providence. Hauled by a pair of burros. And the driver
of the rig was a Mexican.


  A passing-through stranger. Maybe an itinerant hand
looking for work hereabouts. It didn’t matter to the scowling
Steele as he and the others reached the fresh-dug grave, waited for
the next stage of the burial ritual. In the far southwest corner of
the cemetery, still on consecrated ground but as far away from the
church as it was possible to get without being outside the stone
wall that bounded the lush green area neatly aligned with cross and
headstone marked mounds of graves.


  The Virginian had known Arlene Forrester well enough
to be sure that she had no connections with Mexico or Mexicans: so
the man driving the wagon was certainly not heading up the trail as
a latecomer to the funeral of the old black woman.


  It was the worst part of the interment now, nervous
tension acting to stretch time while the undertaker and his men
sweated and grimaced and groaned as they lowered the heavy coffin
from their shoulders to the side of the grave across from the mound
of displaced earth. Under the scrutiny of intently gazing eyes that
seemed hypnotically to search for a mistake, a slip that would tilt
the box: send it crashing without dignified ceremony too early into
the hole.


  The wagon came to a halt immediately on the other
side of the cemetery wall. And the silence seemed to heighten the
concern of the undertaking men, who could do no more than glance
irritably toward the distraction before they concentrated again on
their chore.


  Marlow, Fallows, Ms. Attwood and Steele all in some
way welcomed the intrusion that drew their attention away from the
matter in hand.


  Then the tall, thin, very erect
schoolteacher once more uttered a sound in her throat. That this
time served to adequately convey her feelings without being allied
to whatever facial expression existed in back of her veil. She
approved of how the Mexican had not only halted his wagon out of
respect for the burial, but had also removed his straw sombrero,
then directed a warning frown at the two passengers who rode
with the meager freight in the rear of the dilapidated rig. These
were two small girls of perhaps six and seven, alike enough to be
sisters, with a pronounced resemblance to the driver of the wagon
that showed they were surely his daughters.


  Then Ms. Attwood cleared her throat in a manner that
drew all attention to her. When she nodded to signal to Marlow, who
looked chastened as he hurried to locate a place in his prayer
book, found it, began to intone:


  ‘Man that is born of woman has but a
short time to live and is full of misery. He comes up and is cut
down like a flower. He flees as it were a shadow and never
continues in one stay. In the midst of life we are in …’


  While the coffin was lowered slowly into the grave
with two lengths of rope, Steele found his thoughts drifting away
into the past. First found his mind filled with memories of scenes
similar to this and heard voices stridently repeating the familiar
words or hesitantly mouthing variations: less solemn but often more
appropriate.


  Maybe he had not attended so many actual burials:
but there had certainly been a lot of death in his past. Started in
violent earnest during the War Between the States. Then dogging him
along so many trails all the way to this town in the timber. Which
he reached, like the Mexican, aboard a wagon. He had just one
passenger: a tiny black baby who was directly responsible for him
being a mourner at the funeral of Arlene Forrester today.


  And, dammit, on that day preparations were being
made to bury somebody in this churchyard!


  Now in this cemetery there already were buried a
number of people who had been his fellow citizens after he settled
on the Trail’s End spread north of Providence. Along with several
people who were unwelcome intruders on the peace and quiet of this
California town in a timbered valley of the western foothills of
the Sierra Nevadas.


  More of them had gone violently than had, like
Arlene Forrester, taken sick and died. How many did he have a hand
in killing …?


  ‘Forasmuch as it has pleased Almighty
God of his great mercy to take unto himself the soul of our dear sister here
departed, we therefore commit her body to the ground; earth to
earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust, in the sure and certain
…’


  One of the undertaker’s men pressed a little dirt
into Steele’s free hand and the Virginian came abruptly back to the
present: took his turn to toss the earth onto the wreath-adorned
lid of the coffin in the depth of the hole. Briefly felt he wanted
to shake the hand of the man who interrupted his thoughts before he
could start to think guiltily about the dying of Chrissy Murchison,
Dan Louder, Susannah Lineker, Fred Kenway; who might not be dead
and buried in this cemetery, along with the bunch of evil
intentioned men who also rested here, had he not ridden up the
south trail with a black baby and a wagonload of household goods
looking for a place to put down roots. Almost two and a half years
ago.


  ‘Let us pray,’ Marlow said. And
snapped close his prayer book: able to recite the Lord’s Prayer
from memory, as were all the others.


  This time the preacher’s dominant voice was
counterpointed by the softly spoken words of the Mexican children
who intoned a prayer in their own language, unobtrusively coached
by their father. They ended before the Americans were through and
then, as the Mexicans crossed themselves and a clock in a nearby
house began to chime the noon hour, Marlow said hurriedly, plainly
eager for the formalities to be completed:


  ‘Mr. Chambers, on behalf of the county
I thank you for your assistance in this sad affair. I’m afraid
there is not the usual funeral repast, but you and your men would
be welcome to come join my wife and I in—’


  ‘Thanks, Reverend,’ the pot-bellied,
pale-faced, bug-eyed, quick-to-smile Broadwater undertaker broke in
quickly, ‘but my men’ll be happy to have their refreshment at Mr.
Krim’s place, I’m sure.’


  Marlow almost succeeded in hiding his
relief that he and his wife were not required to entertain the four
men and could eat lunch alone. While Chambers’ assistants, relishing the
prospect of a stopover at the Golden Gate Saloon rather than a staid meal with the Marlows,
hurriedly shed their mourning coats, took up shovels and began to
work with a will at refilling the grave.


  After checking with a glance at Ms.
Attwood that it was now all right, Fallows joined Steele in putting
on his hat before he said to Chambers: ‘I guess the
Golden Gate
is as good a place
as any to complete our business, Chuck? I’ll see you
there.’


  Marlow cleared his throat, expressed more formal
gratitude: ‘On behalf of the lamentably absent family of the
deceased, I also thank you, Ms. Attwood, Mr. Steele. For taking the
time to attend the ceremony, show respect for our departed sister,
God rest her soul.’


  Then he swung away to leave. But paused at sight of
the Mexican and the two small girls who looked far too young to be
so solemn faced as they surveyed the scene across the wall with
big, dark, round, unblinking eyes.


  Marlow added; ‘You, too, sir.’


  ‘Le ruego me
disculpe?’
the Mexican responded. Shook his head as he replaced his sombrero,
muttered something under his breath with an expression on his
youthful face that suggested the words were a taunt against
himself. ‘I beg your pardon, padre,’ he hurried to translate. ‘I and my two
daughters—they are Maria and Conchita—we did not know the person
who died. We only—’


  ‘I’m grateful you spared the time to
wait until we were through,’ Marlow broke in, and it was the first
genuine-sounding remark he had made since the start of the funeral.
‘There are not many who would show such a mark of respect to a
stranger.’


  Fallows had started to express a scowl of impatience
during the exchange. He growled: ‘Now you done it, you got no
reason to stop in Providence any longer?’


  ‘Qué?’ The Mexican was disconcerted at the
unexpected display of animosity by the big-framed lawman who now
unfastened his suit jacket, pointedly revealed the badge of
his office
pinned to the vest underneath. Then he grunted, took up the reins
of the burros, nodded vigorously as he acknowledged:
‘Sí, Señor Sheriff.’


  He endeavored to conceal anger behind civility while
his daughters with youthful frankness showed what they felt:
glowered their deep dislike for Fallows.


  ‘What do you think you kids are
looking at?’ Fallows snapped at them.


  The man on the wagon, his true emotions rising close
to the surface, glared for a stretched second at Fallows. Then he
shifted his gaze to the children, said something in a rasping
whisper that caused them to become solemn faced again. But the
older sister delayed her father from commanding the burros to
start: asked a curt question. Her father looked like he intended to
ignore her, then gave a nod of decision, raked his dark-eyed gaze
over the face of everyone at the graveside, said:


  ‘I am looking for a woman.’


  ‘You won’t find one around here,’ Len
Fallows snapped.


  The youngest, skinniest, ugliest
gravedigger sniggered, then blurted: ‘You’d best go on to
Broadwater, mister. You go to the Blue Moon Saloon in Front Street and
you’ll—’


  ‘Quit that kinda talk here and now!’
Chuck Chambers snarled, directed an apologetic look at
Marlow.


  If the slightly built, raggedly dressed,
thirty-year-old Mexican with a strangely immaturely good-looking
face understood the reference to women of ill repute who worked at
a Broadwater saloon he concealed it behind a bland expression as he
insisted; ‘Has a woman—a Mexican woman—been to this town
since—’


  ‘No!’ Fallows interrupted. ‘I know if
any strangers come and go through this town, mister. You’re the
first Mexican, man or woman, to come by Providence in
years.’


  The man on the wagon pointedly avoided looking at
Fallows. Concentrated his inquisitive gaze upon Marlow, as the
preacher transferred his scowl of disapproval from the undertaker’s
man who spoke of the Broadwater whorehouse to the lawman,
confirmed:


  ‘The sheriff is correct,
señor. Although why he should be so uncivil toward you I fail
totally to understand.’


  ‘Muchos gracias, padre,’
the Mexican said,
and touched the brim of his sombrero. ‘Adios.’


  He set the wagon rolling now, his expression
impassive while his two daughters directed deep resentment toward
the entire group in the cemetery. Then they peered at the houses
they rode past in the same manner, like they considered everyone in
Providence to be as despicable as Fallows.


  ‘Yes, just why were you so unspeakably
rude to that unfortunate man?’ Lavinia Attwood demanded. This as
everyone except for the three men filling the grave moved as a
group toward the gateway in the front wall of the
cemetery.


  Marlow pressed: ‘I certainly found your attitude
most surprising, Sheriff.’


  Fallows did not look at either of them when he
answered sourly: ‘He’s Mexican. And I’ve yet to come across a
Mexican I’d trust further than I could see in a burlap sack on a
moonless night. Afternoon to you, folks. All right, Chuck. Let’s
get up to Harry’s place, conclude our business.’


  He and the wan-faced, rotund undertaker went out
through the gateway, to cross Main Street where it became the south
trail. Headed for the hearse and a clutch of saddle horses in the
grassy meadow next to Vera Daltry’s house.


  Marlow sighed, shook his head, murmured ruefully: ‘I
suppose it’s inevitable we should have our share of bigots in a
town large as Providence. But I’d never have considered Len Fallows
to be one of them.’


  ‘Joseph, dear, the meal’s about to go
on the table!’ his wife called and the preacher bobbed his head to
Steele, bowed from the waist to the schoolmarm. Hurried toward his
house, muttering grimly that people never ceased to surprise
him.


  Lavinia Attwood said ruefully to Steele who had
remained apparently indifferent throughout the exchanges with the
Mexican: ‘We all know nothing about people ever surprises you, eh
Adam?’


  ‘That’s surely right most of the
time,’ the Virginian replied evenly as they watched Chambers steer the hearse
through a tight turn, start north along Main Street. Where Fallows
waited, then rode his horse alongside the black-painted rig with
the frosted glass side panels. ‘Walk you back to the Knight
boarding house?’


  She shook her head and showed regret as she replied:
‘I thank you for the kind thought, Adam. But the other day I
promised I’d stop by and see Mrs. Daltry. Her late sister was once
the schoolteacher in Providence, you know? Blanche is not expecting
me for lunch and I’ve canceled classes for the afternoon.’


  Steele had lately become increasingly aware of
something many others had suspected for some time: that the
schoolmarm was subtly setting her cap at him. So now he was
relieved by her response, but managed to hide this behind a neutral
expression as he nodded to the less than beautiful woman before she
turned and moved with her customary erect carriage toward the house
in which the aged Vera Daltry lived.


  He waited until she had been invited inside, the
door closed, then crossed the street himself. Unhobbled his gelding
and swung up into the saddle. Took from a saddlebag a pair of
buckskin gloves which for some reason he had felt it inappropriate
to wear at the funeral. Put these on before he slowly wheeled the
horse, walked him across the street. Halted alongside the cemetery
wall to watch as the trio of Broadwater men, sweating from the
exertion and the midday heat, working up their thirsts, hurried to
complete the burying of Arlene Forrester.


  The eldest of the men allowed his younger companions
to complete the work. Rested his shovel against the wall, mopped at
his sweat beaded face, donned his mourning coat, said to the
mounted man:


  ‘According to Mr. Chambers, she was a
pretty old lady, mister?’


  ‘Right,’ Steele answered
absently.


  ‘Death ain’t so bad if the person’s
old, I always think,’ the sympathetic man said. ‘Not tragic, like
when—’


  ‘Yeah, feller,’ Steele broke in. ‘Even
better, Arlene Forrester died in her sleep.’


  The undertaker’s man showed a fleeting smile as he
nodded, agreed: ‘That sure is even better, I’d say.’


  The Virginian shifted his gaze from the mound of
earth that for some time would be an ugly scar on the even green of
the surrounding grass. Surveyed the entire cemetery as he drawled:
‘It’s not usual for people to do that around me.’


  ‘Should I understand what you’re
sayin’, mister?’ the oldest man said, a little nervously, as the
others picked up their coats but did not put them on. Sloped the
shovels to their shoulders.


  Steele ran gloved fingertips over the engraved gold
plate screwed to the side of the stock of the Colt Hartford rifle
that jutted out of the scabbard hung forward on his saddle.
Answered; ‘Talking about dying.’


  ‘Yeah, I know, mister,
but—’


  Steele nodded, said: ‘Naturally.’


   





  Chapter Two


   



  STEELE PURPOSELY AVOIDED taking any of the shortcuts
to the shack where Arlene Forrester had lived; elected to go by the
longest route, stayed on the streets of the town.


  Just beyond the lower end of Main,
where it became more like a back country trail featured
occasionally with houses and intersected by side roads to places
deeper in the timber or up on the flanks of the valley, he was
overhauled by the Broadwater funeral men. They were riding their
mounts at speed, the faster to get to the square on the north side
of town where the sparse but nonetheless welcome comforts of
the Golden
Gate Saloon awaited.


  When they were gone, with no more than uneasy
glances toward Steele, and the thud of cantering hooves faded from
earshot, just the less obtrusive sounds of the gelding’s slow
progress and an infrequent snatch of birdsong disturbed the
tranquil stillness of the afternoon. And this near silence seemed
to emphasize in Steele’s mind the total lack of interest shown in
him as he rode at a measured pace up the meandering street to where
Mission Farm Road cut off to the west. Likewise along this
narrower, straighter thoroughfare to where a wagon-wide track cut
back southward again, through dense timber: going no place else
except the clearing on the back of the gently running Providence
River where Arlene’s dilapidated one-room shack stood.


  Perhaps the deserted look of the town
in the timber was nothing more than he should expect, he reflected
sourly after he had turned onto the track that led to Arlene’s
place. After the ill-attended funeral showed nobody gave any kind
of a damn
that the old Negress was dead. Or, anyway, whether out of lack of
interest or the need to pay heed to the midday meal, why should the
people of Providence not ignore him?


  It was satisfying to think, though, as he reached
the clearing beside the sun-glinting river, that maybe some of the
good people of this town felt the need to hide their shame as they
saw him ride by. Such a theory gave him a childish kind of triumph,
but definitely a gratifying brand.


  Only when he dismounted out front of the crudely
built log shack did he consciously consider the reason he was here.
At a place he came to so seldom during Arlene’s lifetime: the last,
and most vividly recalled, when he was in such desperate need of a
different kind of help to that which the old black woman usually
provided. When he was wanted for murder.


  But that was long in the past.


  He moved inside the shack that was spartanly
furnished with the basic necessities of hard life for an old black
woman, past sixty years, who spent more time at the homes of other
people than in her own. Neat and clean, with a place for everything
and everything in its place. The only dirt, that which had
accumulated since she took sick with a fever while she was cleaning
the town meeting hall and came home early to rest up.


  To be found the next day by one of Lavinia Attwood’s
students, sent here because Arlene had not shown up as expected to
help with the morning chores at the Knight boarding house, where
the schoolteacher roomed.


  Thadius Mackay, neither the best nor the worst
doctor in California, had given Arlene some medicine. This had
cooled her fever but also sank her into a day and a half of
hovering between restless sleep, and comatose unconsciousness. From
which, Mackay warned, she had no better than a fifty-fifty chance
of recovery. She lost.


  So did the town, in Steele’s view.
But, he admitted as he looked down at the open Bible which was one
of Arlene’s few luxuries—though she probably had regarded it as an
essential—nothing was lost that would make too much difference to
too many people. Once they had made their new arrangements to do for
themselves or have done by somebody else those onerous tasks the
black woman had always undertaken so industriously and, invariably,
cheerfully.


  Steele felt himself drawn back outside again and for
a while he hunkered down on the bank of the slow-moving river, his
back to the shack, his mind empty of thoughts about Arlene
Forrester. Except in terms of the gap her death had left in his
life.


  He would now have to do all his own cooking,
cleaning and laundering. Chores, he had to allow, he had managed to
take care of before he came to Trail’s End and set up home there.
But since then he had certainly gotten used to having someone like
Arlene around the place, even if only for a few mornings a
week.


  If he felt he needed to replace her, how was he to
do so? Advertise in Huey Attrill’s newspaper, maybe? But there was
a danger that this would attract some husband-seeking females. And
if a likely looking prospect showed up—as willingly available as
Lavinia Attwood but a whole lot younger and prettier—would that be
a bad thing?


  He rose suddenly, scooped a chunk of rock off the
ground. Hurled it forcefully out across the river, timed the
venting of a curse to coincide with the splash of the stone in the
water.


  He’d get by, dammit! Maybe his meals would not to be
so varied or wholesome, there’d be a little more dust in the house
than usual and he would not be so crisply turned out when business
brought him to town. But he’d sure get by. And as for taking a wife
…?


  Hell, on the day of a funeral it was not the
time—and here at Arlene’s old shack was surely not the place—to
consider such a thing.


  Too, it struck him with a stab of
shame as he went back into the cabin, he should not think of
Lavinia Attwood in the unflattering way that he had. She was much
more than just a straight up and down, far from young, prim and
proper spinster who saw him as a marriage prospect: had only
attended the funeral, maybe, because she knew he would be
there. Much more:
and it was brutally cruel to think of her in such a way.


  While, from a totally selfish viewpoint, it was
stupid to contemplate getting on the wrong side of Lavinia. For she
was now the one individual in the entire Providence River Valley he
could trust without reservation. It was she who, at the very start,
had proved to be a true friend in the worst of bad times. And there
had been just two others like her: poor retarded Billy Baxter who
had died so violently and uselessly, and Arlene.


  The rest of the people in the valley
fell into two categories as far as he was concerned: represented by
Joseph Marlow and Len Fallows. Those like the preacher had accepted
the Virginian’s presence as a fait accompli. Maybe many of these still didn’t like the idea
of a man they considered a not entirely reformed gunslinger living
amongst them. But, not least based upon the way in which Steele had
helped to handle valley troubles since he came to Trail’s End, they
were invariably willing to be civil toward him, even display the
warmth of a kind of friendship when the situation required
it.


  The rest—and at least it was the lesser
number—shared the opinion of the lawman. Though, like the others
they might acknowledge that Steele had proved invaluable in dealing
with violent trouble, they would always resent him for what they
were sure he had been, and were certain he always would be. They
held the view that men of the kind Steele had been—and still
was—attracted trouble like a magnet attracted iron filings: and had
he not settled at Trail’s End, the trouble which came here after he
did would have stayed away.


  Such people were barely civil to him, avoided having
to talk with him whenever possible and considered that, useful as
he had been in troubled times, active help was no more than he
should be expected to give.


  This afternoon such notions came
unbidden to Steele and most went the same way; sometimes needed to
be consciously ousted from his mind as he moved about the tiny
shack and carefully collected together anything that seemed to be
of a personal nature that belonged to Arlene.


  It did not amount to much. Enough to half-fill one
of the burlap sacks which Arlene had used for picking up dirty
laundry. Just the Bible from the crate beside the head of the bed,
unmade from when she had died in it, some articles of her Sunday
best clothing, a few ornaments and artifacts that were trash to
Steele and probably to anyone except Arlene
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