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Chapter One

 


IT WAS THE last Friday of the month, so the
stage of the San Francisco and Central California company was
scheduled to stop over at Providence. Because of this, an almost
palpable air of anticipation permeated through the town in the
timbered river valley which cut a north to south course through the
western foothills of the Sierra Nevadas.

Providence was that kind of town. A
community in which little of great consequence to anybody ever
happened, outside of an infrequent birth, marriage or death. So
many of the citizens of Providence looked forward eagerly to this
day each month, irrespective of whether they had good reason to
expect a mail delivery or knew somebody due to ride in on the
stage. It broke the routine.

Even before people began to converge on a
corner of the square at the north side of the scattered community
there was a sense of gradually mounting excitement in the warming
air of the summer morning. Long in advance of the scheduled arrival
time of the stage, which was eleven o’clock. But it could get as
late as one in the afternoon before anyone began to have serious
doubts the Concord was not going to roll in off the north
trail.

Today, as inevitably happened, those with
time on their hands, or able to take time off from the daily
chores, began to drift toward the northeast corner of the large,
sunlit square up to an hour before eleven. Some to gather into a
garrulous group out front of the stage depot, others to kill the
waiting time in the Golden Gate Saloon: the two buildings with a gap between which formed the
angle of the corner.

‘Morning Harry, Harlan,’ greeted the close
to sixty years old, stockily built, near bald headed Roland Decker
cheerfully, as he pushed between the creaking batwing doors of the
saloon at the end of his ambling trek across from his meat market
on the west side of the square. ‘She going to be on time today, you
think?’

He drew a curt nod of acknowledgement from
Harlan Grout, the town’s liveryman. Grout was not yet thirty, but
always looked at least ten years older in the mornings: until he
had tossed down enough straight shots of whiskey to cure his daily
hangover. A once powerfully built man, he was now running to fat,
had a drinker’s ruddy complexion and hooded brown eyes with
bloodshot surrounds flanking a sharply hooked nose.

‘Maybe, maybe not,’ Harry Krim replied to
Decker. His tone was even and his expression amiable, competently
concealing his wish to glower at the town butcher and snarl: How
the frig would I know?

Krim, a red haired forty-year-old with
broad shoulders and a pot belly, owned the Golden Gate and needed all the business he could get from a
town in which drinkers were heavily outnumbered by citizens who did
not enjoy liquor. So, almost invariably, he was polite to all his
customers whether he liked them or not. Especially so on the
morning of the last Friday of each month, when his business had a
spike, his takings rising in direct relation to the lateness of the
stage.

He drew Decker a beer which was all the
butcher ever drank at this time of day. And as he took the money
for it he leaned across the bar counter to peer out of the window
beside the batwings, his attention captured by the raised voices of
two men. Then he scowled when he saw that Michael Morrison, who ran
the stage depot with his mother, had greeted Ethan Brady as he
stepped onto the threshold of his bank next door. Ethan hardly ever
took a drink before the end of the working day and Morrison never
took a drink at any time.

‘Fine mornin’, Mr. Brady.’

‘Sure is, Michael. How’s your
mother?’

‘She’s fine, Mr. Brady.’

In the saloon, Decker muttered: ‘I don’t
know why Ethan don’t get himself hitched to Joanne Morrison. Seems
to me, if they haven’t actually been sparking since he became a
widower, it’s been the next thing to it.’

‘There’s a lot who’d agree with you,
Roland,’ Krim said as he heard footfalls outside. Then scowled when
he saw the new arrivals were a trio of women, coming across from
the stores on the west side of the square to form the start of a
gossip circle out front of the stage depot.

‘I reckon Mike would have somethin’ to say
about his ma gettin’ married again,’ Harlan Grout said, obviously
starting to feel better.

The short and ineffectual looking Morrison
was, at thirty-five, a confirmed bachelor who doted on his skinny,
unattractive and kindly mother.

‘No doubting that, Harlan,’ the butcher
said, and took his drink with him to the window to peer out across
the square, which was getting busier. As people with no other more
pressing business than to wait for the stage emerged off Main
Street where it came out of the thick timber forming the south side
of the square.

‘Ain’t no doubtin’, either, a big weddin’
with all the trimmin’s wouldn’t do my business no harm,’ Krim said
grimly.

‘Can’t see Ethan springin’ for that kinda
shindig, Harry,’ Grout answered as he set down his shot glass.
After a moment’s indecision he signaled for another drink to be
poured, then he grinned and added: ‘Now maybe if Adam Steele took
the hints Susannah Lineker keeps droppin’ right in front of his
eyes, well then …’ He shrugged.

‘Hey now, Harlan,’ Decker countered, and
his expression of perturbation was not entirely mocking as he
glanced over his shoulder toward the two men, one each side of the
bar counter which ran along the right-side wall of the small
saloon with its sparse
scattering of tables ringed by chairs. ‘I wouldn’t wish that female
on my worst enemy.’

Krim countered: ‘Come on, Decker. Steele
ain’t that to anyone in this town, and you know it.’

‘Except Len, maybe?’ Grout
suggested.

Krim was about to take issue with this
point, but Decker spoke first, after a double take through the
window.

‘Hey, there’s Ellie Lineker just come out
of the feed and seed store.’ He vented a short, harsh laugh. ‘If
it’s true what they say about a man needing to look at a woman’s
mother before he marries her, it explains why Susannah never has
been able to stir up too much interest in men. Until she set her
cap at the stranger.’

‘Steele ain’t hardly a stranger no more,’
Krim argued.

‘I’m with you, Harry,’ Grout
sided.

‘Must be more than a year since he staked
claim to the old Sanderson place?’

‘Nearer to eighteen months,’ Decker
corrected and his tone of voice left no doubt he considered this
was eighteen months too long.

Out front of the stage line depot, as the
large clock above the caged counter in a corner of the waiting room
chimed a quarter of eleven, a group composed entirely of women also
abandoned earlier subjects of conversation. Lowered their voices to
speak of the way in which the daughter of Jake and Ellie Lineker
had, over the past couple of months, brazenly thrown herself at the
man who had given a new lease of ranching life to the once derelict
place out along Timber Creek.

This switch of subject, occasioned by the
emergence of the farmer’s wife from Mitchell Cody’s store at the
southwest corner of the square, was abandoned before the less than
handsome, painfully thin woman moved within earshot. Just before
Rose Steiner from Mission Farm voiced the sardonic opinion that
maybe Adam Steele was not away in Arizona at a horse sale so much
as away from the Providence River Valley as the only means to
escape the overpowering attentions of Susannah Lineker.

Then all whisperings ceased and tones
altered from cynical to amicable as greetings and questions about
her family were voiced to the plain-faced, work-wearied farmer’s
wife. Who, like most in the group, was only in the company of so
many other women during the weekly church service—when there was
little time afterwards for exchanges of news—and the last Friday of
each month: when the atmosphere was more conducive to the kind of
gossip the Rev. Joseph Marlow was likely to frown upon.

Within the next fifteen minutes, the cluster
of women out front of the stage depot swelled, and was complemented
by a few men. And Harry Krim tripled the number of his customers as
other businessmen from the premises on three sides of the square
hurried to the saloon. Having gotten away from their wives, or
salved their own consciences with excuses of checking if there was
anything for them on the stage.

There was Huey Attrill, who ran the
Providence
Post-Dispatch from the building next to the saloon.
Harold Archer, whose grocery store formed the angle of the square’s
northwest corner with the school yard. Tom Knight, henpecked
husband of Blanche who was the driving force of the boarding house
next to Grout’s Livery.
Last to arrive was Len Fallows, the town sheriff who had an office
across the alley from the newspaper building.

And thus, for a while, the Providence
citizens who showed overt interest in the arrival of this month’s
stage were divided into two groups by more than just distance.
Those out front of the depot were eager for the Concord to trundle
in off the north trail between the sheriff’s office and the meeting
hall. And those in the saloon welcomed a delay for as long as it
took them to drink their fill.

It was ten minutes after eleven by the
clock in the depot when the four-horse team hauled the battered,
travel-stained stagecoach onto the square at a less than headlong
pace. By which time all but one of the men in the
Golden Gate
were pleased to see it as they
crowded out between the batwings. Harry Krim, standing on the
threshold of his place, chose to reserve his opinion: until after he knew if there
were drinking-type passengers aboard.

There were certainly passengers, he
glimpsed, as the slow-moving stage swung off the trail, headed
toward his saloon and made a sharp turn to a stop out front of the
depot. Passengers who, it was a safe bet, would get off in
Providence. For this was as far south as the SF&CC line ran its
stages. Here they turned around and headed north again, back up the
trail to Broadwater, ten miles away. After that, to a host of small
towns between here and San Francisco. It was seldom a long stop in
Providence. The team was not changed here. And the drivers and
shotguns never spent more time than they could help before they
off-loaded what they had delivered and took aboard whatever
Providence folks were sending north: always anxious to leave for
Broadwater where they spent a night’s holdover.

Krim, uncaring about the plans of the stage
company men, had done a double take through the windows of the
Concord as it rolled past the doorway of the saloon. But there was
no chance to confirm what he thought he had seen at first glance.
It sure had looked to him, though, like a derby-hatted,
gray-bearded man of forty or so threw a punch at the passenger
seated opposite him. This was a woman of matching height and age
who was fanning herself with a broad-brimmed, frilled hat as the
blow landed.

Then the saloonkeeper saw only the back of
the Concord as it completed its final turn. But he could see, also,
the reactions of the people waiting at the depot as they did double
takes of their own at the pair inside the stage: expressed
wide-eyed surprise or grinning amusement at what they witnessed.
Maybe the throwing of another punch? For, a moment later, a shriek
blasted out through the door window of the coach, open to catch the
illusion of coolness in the slipstream during the ride through the
late morning heat. The cry plenty loud enough to penetrate the
background sounds of clopping hooves, creaking springs and
clattering wheelrims just before the smiling driver hauled on the
reins to bring the rig to a halt.

For several seconds there would have been
silence on the square were it not for the birdsongs which filtered
out of the trees to the south and the unsuccessful attempts of the
shotgun rider to stifle his guffaws. Then:

‘Why … you rotten, lousy, apology for a
man, Elmer Rice!’ the injured woman shrieked. ‘Just who the hell do
you think you are to hit me!’

The nearside door was flung open and the
section of the waiting group which had been closing in on the stage
suddenly backtracked. Krim expected to see the furious woman lunge
out, but it was the man who showed. Looking to be in a panic as he
wrenched his head from side to side, like he was pleading for
desperately needed help from the fervently watching crowd.

For a stretched second he remained like
that, half-in half-out of the doorway, one arm stretched rigidly
behind him. Then he gave vent to a shrill groan of pain, jerked his
arm forward and leapt down. Would have pitched full length on the
dusty, hard-packed ground had Ellie Lineker, Ethan Brady and
Sheriff Fallows among others backed off faster. For the man banged
into them, which halted his forward momentum and he was able to
stay on his feet. Albeit swaying for several moments after he swung
around to face the stage. Raised his right hand to suck at the
blood which oozed out of a wound on the back of his bony wrist.

‘How d’you like that as a taste of your own
medicine, you bastard?’ the woman roared from within the
stage.

It drew gasps of righteous indignation from
several of the women in the group, which were curtailed when Rice
yelled back:

‘Real strong medicine’s what I’m in need
of, seems to me!’

The woman appeared on the step of the
Concord and chose to ignore him. Cast a contemptuous gaze over the
array of faces ranged before her, apparently enjoying the way she
had shocked the ladies of the town.

Rice snapped his head from side to side
again, to ask: ‘Place in town I can get me somethin’ in case I
caught the rabies off her?’

‘It don’t look like anyone can get much of
any damn thing in this hick town, you bastard,’ the woman
sneered.

‘Ma’am, I’d ask you to moderate your lan—’
Len Fallows began to
advise in a sternly placating tone. Turned fully toward her so she
was certain to see the silver star pinned to his shirt
pocket.

‘Yeah, Sheriff, you muzzle her!’ Rice cut
in eagerly. ‘But you better be careful. Ever since before I married
her I knew she was some kind of bitch. But I never known her to
bite anyone before.’

 



Chapter Two

 


LEN FALLOWS, A year or two past fifty, was a
tall, lean man with a sun-burnished face. His rough-hewn features
were dominated by dark eyes and decorated by a black mustache.

He was as neatly dressed as usual and had a
Frontier Colt in a holster tied down to his right thigh, the openly
carried weapon as much a sign of his office as the badge pinned to
his shirt front. He was the only local man on the square to carry a
gun this way, and was probably the only Providence citizen there
who was armed. And it seemed like he flaunted the fact as he swung
away from the woman, faced the man: thrust his right hip forward,
then withdrew it as he warned:

‘The same goes for you, stranger! This is a
decent town peopled by right-thinking folks. Our women don’t like
to hear foul language from anyone. Male or female.’

‘My apologies, Sheriff,’ Elmer Rice
offered. Tried a smile after he had grimaced at the sucked-dry bite
on his wrist and glowered toward his wife who stepped down from the
stage.

Krim saw confirmed they were of matching
heights and about the same age. But here similarity ended. The man
was slightly built and his five and a half feet frame probably
weighed less than a hundred and forty pounds. He had the pale
complexion of a man who spent far more time indoors than out. This
pallor emphasized the dark, puffy half circles beneath his
red-rimmed, bright blue eyes that perhaps suggested he was in
permanent need of more sleep than he was allowed to have.

The neatly trimmed beard, an extension of
his sideburns which were also gray, gave some kind of character to
a face that otherwise
would have been weak looking. He was dressed in a gray suit, white
shirt, red necktie and black, high-buttoned boots which, with the
derby, made him look like a citified dandy in his present
surroundings. But the entire outfit had seen better days, a long
time ago.

His red-haired wife had fifty or more pounds
on him, unevenly distributed at her bosom, hips and rear. Her face
was maybe as pale as his, under the heavy layers of rouge and
powder she had applied much earlier—before the morning stage ride
had squeezed sweat from her pores. It was a face that expressed
bitterness with the world in general, even in repose: the eyes
narrowed by more than bright sunlight, the mouth line set in a
soured twist that probably did not alter too much when she was in a
better frame of mind.

Her neck-to-ankle, long-sleeved dress of
pale blue was plainer than her hat and perhaps fitted her so snugly
because she had put on weight since she purchased it. Certainly it
had seen as much wear as her husband’s outfit.

Elmer Rice went on: ‘We’ve had a long and
wearisome trip. I’m certain Lydia will be just as sorry as me that
we’ve made such a bad first impression on the people of Providence
when she’s calmed down and—’

‘I can do my own damn talkin’!’ the woman
broke in angrily. ‘And I never say I’m sorry for bein’ the way I
am!’

Now she swung her head from side to side,
treating the watchers to another glowering scrutiny that this time
entailed a challenge to them to take issue with her. There was a
tense pause of several seconds, filled by the shuffling of feet and
the mumbling of reactions not loud enough to carry to the ears of
the newcomers.

Then Michael Morrison asked: ‘You got
anythin’ for us this time around, boys?’

‘Guess you mean apart from the load of
trouble we brought?’ the young driver replied. Thudded a sharp
elbow into the ribs of the twice as old shotgun who did not attempt
to hold in a fresh gust of laughter.

Then they both climbed down from the high
seat of the Concord, the
guard bringing with him a loosely packed carpetbag that was the
only roof luggage. He handed this to Rice and spread a reflective
frown across his face as he said:

‘I got to tell you, mister. That was the
most fun stretch of the whole trip between Frisco and here. Don’t
reckon me and my good buddy ever before heard a woman call her old
man so many names for so long without hardly ever repeatin’
herself.’

His mock earnestness was shattered by more
laughter.

‘Get about your business!’ Lydia Rice
snarled at him. ‘And let’s us get about ours, Elmer! Make the
enquiries! Need me a drink. That’s if this here straitlaced town
allows a woman into the saloon?’

Harry Krim spread across his face a smile
that looked mostly of pleasure, just a little of avariciousness. He
stepped outside the Golden Gate,
held open one of the batwings and executed an elaborate bow,
accompanied by a sweep of his arm as he offered: ‘Step right this
way, lady. Ain’t no one I’d rather have in my place more than a
high-spirited woman who knows her own mind.’

Krim figured that Lydia Rice in the saloon
was just the bait. For he guessed a whole bunch of local citizens
were sure to follow, eager to learn more about her and her husband
after their fighting arrival in Providence.

And so it proved, for no sooner had the
statuesque redhead swept over the threshold than the group at the
stage became separated into two again. One section bustled into
the Golden
Gate while the larger
proportion remained at the depot. Some doubtless hopeful that the
mailsack and packages which the guard, the driver and Morrison took
from the Concord’s boot contained items for them. Others simply
wanting to hear from the stage men news of events outside the close
confines of Providence.

The liveryman had intended to go and join
those who hurried into the saloon. But he was halted in his tracks
when, after listening to something Elmer Rice said to him, the
sheriff called:

‘Hey, Harlan. Rice here wants to rent a
couple of horses. See he gets what he wants, uh? Show these
strangers this town’s not such a hick, no-account place as they
seem to think it is.’

‘Lydia thinks, sir!’ the diminutive man
hurried to correct. Smiled broadly as he peered around the square,
breathing deeply of the timber-scented air. ‘Looks to be a fine
place to me.’ Now he studied the people who were close to him,
nodding his approval. ‘Filled with real nice folks, I’ll be bound.
Just the kinda place where me and the missus will be happy to
settle.’

‘Settle?’ Rose Steiner echoed, an
expression of disbelief emphasizing her myriad wrinkles.

Those who were about to go into the stage
depot, trailing the three men toting the mail and freight, came to
an abrupt halt and stared back, intrigued. As Harlan Grout, who had
become more eager to do some horse renting business than to begin
laying the groundwork for tomorrow’s hangover, paused as he was
about to beckon for Rice to follow him toward the livery. There was
even a sudden end to much talk in the Golden Gate: so it was possible to hear from outside when
Lydia Rice growled her requirements to Harry Krim.

‘Draft of beer and a shot on the side,
barkeep. No, leave the damn bottle!’

Elmer Rice replied to Mrs. Steiner, his grin
broadening as he moved after Grout: ‘Sure thing, ma’am. Settle
close to town, anyway. Understand the Trail’s End Ranch is a little
ways out to the north. That right?’

‘Trail’s End?’ Fallows repeated tautly.
‘The old Sanderson place?’

Rice thrust an upturned thumb in the air.
‘Got it in one, Sheriff. Lydia’s name’s Rice since she got hitched
to me, naturally. But before, it was Sanderson. She’s the sole
survivin’ kin of the family that owned the place way back. We’ve
come here to claim her inheritance.’

‘But somebody’s already livin’ out there,’
Ellie Lineker countered with a puzzled frown, shaking her
head.

People in the saloon crowded to the
doorway and window,
abruptly far more interested in Elmer Rice than his wife. Until the
redhead recaptured attention. Snarled:

‘Yeah, so we heard up in Broadwater! Some
cheatin’ claim jumper who just moved on in with no by-your-leave to
anyone!’

‘Steele by name, we heard,’ her husband
added with a sneer. ‘And steal by nature, it seems.’

‘He ain’t out at the place right now,’
Ethan Brady said warily. The banker was a short and flabby man,
near to sixty years old and prone to imagined nervous sweating for
the least reason. He mopped now at his brow and rubbed at his neck
with an already damp handkerchief.

‘Best he don’t try to come back!’ Lydia
Rice warned menacingly.

‘On account of if he does,’ her husband
augmented with a hardening of his eyes as he hefted the carpetbag
in a meaningful gesture, ‘he’ll wish he’d stayed away!’

Brady mopped more vigorously and some of
those who saw this probably guessed the banker had loaned Steele
the money to finance his horse-trading trip.

This as Rice spread the grin back across his
face, signaled to Grout he was ready to go see the horses that were
available for rent from the town livery.

In the Golden Gate, his wife took the first whiskey at a purposeful
swallow, began to sip at the beer as she poured a
second.

And the crowd which had gathered to witness
the more eventful than usual arrival of the stage began to break up
still more.

‘Goddamn Steele!’ Len Fallows muttered with
a scowl cutting deep lines into his bronzed face as he directed an
embittered gaze skywards.

The craggy-faced Widow Kenway, who owned the
hardware store and also acted as the town barber, said sadly: ‘It
seems to me, Len, the way that man has had so much trouble brought
to his door the Almighty can’t damn him no more than He already
has.’

The lawman, most unlike him, seemed to be
about to spit. Then he
emerged from a private world of soured introspection: sheepishly
realized he was still surrounded by friends and neighbors of long
standing. He swallowed the saliva, but was not prepared to let this
take the
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