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Chapter 1

	It was four o’clock on Saturday afternoon, time for confessions. Father Seamus MacKenzie opened the confessional, lit a candle, and sat down. If this was going to be like most Saturdays, he wouldn’t have but one or two older women or maybe one youth confessing about lusting after anything in a skirt. He opened his newspaper, sat back, and waited. He figured that even if no one came, he could use the hour to learn what’s new in the world.

	He looked at his pocket watch and saw he only had fifteen minutes before he was done for the day. As he turned the last page of the newspaper, the church door opened. He heard the ringing of a pair of spurs walking across the floor. Then the door to the other side of the confessional opened, and the person struck a match to light the candle. The door closed, and then there was silence.

	Father MacKenzie folded up the paper and slid the door to the window open. Looking through the grating, he saw the man take off his hat, sit down, and cross himself. “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned,” he began. “It has been years since my last confession.”

	“Years, my son,” Father MacKenzie marveled. “Why so long?”

	“I had a job to do, an’ it took me that long to finish it.”

	The Father felt he was pulling teeth as he replied, “And what was that job, my son, that kept you from God’s love for so long?”

	He heard the man sigh and say, “Father, I had ta kill the men who killed my family an’ stole our ranch.”

	Father MacKenzie sat up in shock. When he learned he had been assigned to this godforsaken little town in Texas, he wondered if he’d ever have to deal with a gunman asking for forgiveness, and now here he was. “Father? Are you still there?”

	He cleared his throat and said, “Yes, my son, I’m still here.” After another few seconds he said, “You said men. Exactly how many men have you killed?”

	“Twelve, Father,” the man replied.

	“Twelve? Oh, my son, I don’t believe even St. Peter could absolve you of that many murders. I’m not sure what I can do for you.”

	He heard the man chuckle. “Father,” he said, “I only ask that you hear my story afore ya decide what you can do for me. I figure that if’n you listen, just maybe God will, too, an’ maybe He’ll understand why I done it.”

	“Very well, I will hear your confession, and perhaps together we can work toward your absolution. Why don’t you start at the beginning, and we’ll go from there?”

	“I guess this all started just after the war when a man named Forrest Hastings bought a small ranch on the other side a town. We didn’t really pay him too much mind. Lots a folks moved west right after the war. Anyway, this Hastings fella began quietly buyin’ up land an’ businesses, an’ afore we knowed what was happenin’, he’d bought the general store an’, not too much later, the bank.

	“After that, things changed quickly ’round there. Prices went up an’ so did interest rates at the bank. Other things changed, too. For instance, if’n you fell behind on your mortgage or loan, the bank would come after you an’ take whatever you’d put up as collateral. Well, it warn’t long afore folks began losin’ their places an’ movin’ further out west. Then Hastings would rent the spreads ta folks comin’ out west, mostly southerners whose homes had been destroyed in the war.

	“’Bout two or three months after Hastings began takin’ over, there was a bit a trouble at the saloon. Sheriff Morgan was called ta sort it all out an’ somehow ended up gettin’ shot an’ killed. Well, that left a openin’, an’ Hastings had one a his men voted in as his replacement. That was the summer afore my family was killed.

	“I guess it was sometime ’round Thanksgivin’ that Ma begun feelin’ poorly. Doc Tucker comed out a time or two but said he couldn’t find nothin’ wrong with her. Finally, just after the first a the year, he suggested they go to Kansas City an’ see a specialist named Wheeler. I stayed with my best friend an’ his family for ’bout two or three weeks till they comed back. Turned out it was some kinda infection. He gave her some sulfur, honey, an’ sumptin called myrrh. He also prescribed bed rest.

	“When they comed back, Papa had ta go get a loan at the bank ta pay the doctor, an’ the travel expenses, an’ all. Well, at first it warn’t too much ta pay, an’ we was doin’ good. By spring Mama was feelin’ near ’bout herself, an’ Papa an’ me had the crops in, an’ they’d just sprouted when the damn… Oh, sorry, Father. I shouldn’t ought ta had said that. Anyway, that’s when the locusts comed an’ et nigh on ta all the crops. Well, we was in trouble, that was for sure.

	“I remember them locusts hung ’round for ’bout a month. When they was gone, Pa an’ me went out to the fields ta see what was left. Well, I’m here ta tell ya there warn’t much, just a few stripped stems an’ maybe one or two plants with a leaf or two. I thought Pa was gonna cry when he saw what was left a his hard work. Well, if’n he did, I never saw it.

	“Turns out Pa had a bit a seed left from plantin’. Seems he ordered too much that year. That turned out to be a lifesaver. We’d just finished replantin’ when Hastings an’ his men rode out ta see what was left. Pa was just walkin’ outta the barn when they comed ridin’ up. ‘Mornin’, Chambers,’ Hastings called.

	“Pa squinted up at ’em an’ said, ‘Mornin’, Hastings. What brings you all the way out here?’

	“He shifted in his saddle an’ replied, ‘Locusts done a job on most a the farms in the area. Lotta the others are sellin’ out an’ leavin’. Thought, as owner of the bank, I should come out an’ check on what’s left a your place, seein’ how we hold the mortgage on it.’

	“‘We’re doin’ fine, Hastings. Just planted a new crop. Not as big as what we planted afore the locusts but enough for us ta survive on. Don’t worry, we’ll have money enough ta pay your mortgage come harvest, just like we agreed.’

	“He shifted in his saddle again an’ said, ‘Well, that’s another reason we came out here today, Chambers. Seems the bank ain’t doin’ too good at the moment. What with folks pullin’ money out ta live on an’ others defaultin’ on their mortgages, the bank’s a little short on funds. I’m afraid the bank board’s decided we’re gonna hafta call in your mortgage.’

	“Papa got a shocked look on his face an’ said, ‘You cain’t do that! We ain’t got no way ta pay you, an’ you know it. What’re you tryin’ ta do, Hastings? You tryin’ ta run us off like ya have most a the others? Well, we ain’t goin’, I can tell ya that right now. You’ll hafta kill us first. Now, you take your hired muscle there an’ get the hell off my property afore I go an’ git my scatter gun an’ ventilate your bellies!’

	“Soon as he said that ’bout his gun, I went runnin’ in the house an’ grabbed his shotgun. I’d just walked out the door an’ handed it to him when one a Hastings’ men pulled his pistol. Papa took the gun an’ aimed it directly at Hastings. ‘Put it away, boy, or your boss here ends up dead.’

	“Hastings was starin’ at the business end of a double-barrel shotgun pointed at his face an’ said, ‘Put it away, Dennis.’ As the cowboy slipped the pistol back into its holster, Hastings turned back to Pa an’ said, ‘The mortgage papers say the bank has the right to call in the mortgage by givin’ you thirty days written notice.’ He began to reach into his coat, an’ Pa raised the shotgun. ‘Take it easy, Chambers. I’m not gonna shoot you.’ Slowly he reached in an’ pulled out a piece a paper. He held it out an’ said, ‘This is your written notice. Ya got thirty days to pay up or move. It don’t matter ta me either way.’

	“Papa nodded to me, an’ I reached out an’ took the paper from his outstretched hand. As I was movin’ back to stand beside Papa, he said, ‘All right, you delivered your paper an’ had your say. Now clear off.’ Just as Hastings was turnin’ his horse, Pa said, ‘Hastings, if’n I see any a your men on my land, you’ll get ’em back in a pine box. An’ that goes double for you.’

	“As he rode away, Hastings called back, ‘Thirty days, Chambers! Then I’ll be comin’ back with the sheriff, and you’d better have the money or be gone!’

	“Well, there warn’t no way for Papa an’ Mama to come up with the money, an’ they knew it. Mama sent letters to every relative an’ bank this side a the Mississippi, hopin’ agin hope to come up with some a it. Papa sold most a the livestock an’ even sold his an’ my good saddles. By the end a the thirty days they’d collected five thousand dollars. Close but not quite enough.

	“With the cash in hand we headed for the bank. When we walked in, Hastings was standin’ next to the bank manager. He smiled an’ called out, ‘Ya got the money, Chambers?’

	“Papa an’ Mama walked over to the bank manager, an’ Pa said, ‘Mr. Bowman, we ain’t got all the money just yet. Thirty days ain’t much time ta try an’ raise that much money, but we do got five thousand of it. Could we pay ya that much an’ maybe git some more time ta come up with the rest? Maybe ya could wait till harvest? We didn’t lose all our crops to the locusts. We just got done replantin’ ’bout half a our fields. The rest I figure we can grow hay on for folks ta buy.’

	“Now, I know ya seen men that was more like little weasels, or mice, or sumptin, an’ that was what Mr. Bowman was like. He had watery eyes that were constantly dartin’ ’round the room lookin’ for God only knows what. He used ta wring his hands, too, like he was constantly washin’ ’em. Well, sir, he spent the next few seconds lookin’ twixt Pa an’ Hastings, wonderin’ what to say. That’s when Hastings said, ‘Don’t think that’ll do, Chambers. The paper said the whole amount.’

	“Bowman’s mouth was openin’ an’ closin’ like he was chewin’ on sumptin ’stead a gettin’ ready ta say sumptin, but afore he could say anything, Hastings picked up a piece a paper on Bowman’s desk an’ said, ‘It’s a good thing you came into town today, Chambers. Saves the bank from havin’ to find someone ta bring this out to you.’ He handed it to Pa an’ said, ‘It’s a notice tellin’ ya that the court is gonna rule on the foreclosure Tuesday at ten.’

	“Papa looked up an’ said, ‘Who’s the judge?’

	“‘Judge Hiram Richmond.’

	“Pa nodded an’ said, ‘Well, at least he’s fair. Maybe he’ll listen an’ give us a little time.’ He put the money back in his pocket an’ said, ‘I’ll keep this an’ show it to him. Maybe he’ll see we’re tryin’.’

	“As they turned to leave, Hastings called out, ‘Won’t do ya no good ta cry to the judge, Chambers. I’ll still get your spread one way or another.’

	“Mama gave Pa a frightened look, but he just stared straight ahead as we walked outta the bank with our heads held up high.”


Chapter 2

	“Tuesday mornin’ finally comed, an’ we was dressed in our best clothes, sittin’ in the courtroom waitin’ on the judge. Pa looked as calm as anything, but Mama was nervous as could be, constantly fidgetin’ an’ straightenin’ her skirt, an’ bonnet, an’ such. After what seemed like hours an’ hours, a man in a black suit called out, ‘All rise! All parties havin’ business afore the Circuit Court of Clark County, Kansas, Judge Hiram Richmond presidin’, come forward and be heard. God bless the United States of America and this honorable court!’

	“While the man in the black suit was bellowin’ at everybody, this big old fat man wearin’ a black robe comed lumberin’ outta the back an’ made his way up to this desk thing that I found out later was call ‘the bench.’ Well, he set down an’ banged this wooden mallet on the bench an’ said, ‘Be seated,’ an’ we all sat down. Next, the man in the black suit called out, ‘The first case this mornin’ is a foreclosure case, Your Honor. The Bank of Lexington versus Herman Chambers.’

	“‘Are both parties present?’ the judge asked. Another man in a suit stood up, together with Mr. Bowman an’ Hastings, an’ said, ‘We are, Your Honor. Attorney Eugene Fairfax representing the Bank of Lexington.’

	“Then Pa stood up an’ said, ‘Herman Chambers, Judge, I’m here.’

	“‘Very well,’ the judge said as he looked down at the papers on the bench. ‘It says here, Mr. Chambers, that the bank notified you about thirty days ago or so that they wanted their money. Is that correct?’

	“Papa nodded an’ the judge asked, ‘Well, have you got the seven thousand dollars?’

	“‘No, sir, we ain’t got all a it, but we do got five thousand, an’ we was hopin’ that would be enough ta satisfy the bank till harvest. See, Judge, Hastings there told us that the bank was hurtin’ on account a the locusts eatin’ almost everybody’s crops. Well, we got crops in the field them locusts didn’t eat. Come harvest we should get a pretty penny for the corn, an’ we figured the rest a our acreage we could plant alfalfa or timothy an’ have plenty a hay ta sell over the winter. All an’ all, I figured they’d be happy ta get most a the money. We could even pay extra—I think it’s called interest or somewhat—after the harvest.’

	“The judge looked over at the bank’s people an’ said, ‘And what say you?’

	“Their attorney stood an’ said, ‘Your Honor, the bank has called in almost all its loans in an effort to remain financially fluid. Although we appreciate Mr. Chambers’ position, we cannot allow our customers to dictate bank policy. According to paragraph twenty-four of the mortgage instrument, the mortgagor can request payment in full for any reason by providing a written notice at least thirty days before the balance will become due. As Mr. Chambers has acknowledged, we have done so. During that thirty-day period he has not been able to pay the mortgage in full. Therefore, the bank has every right to foreclose and take possession of the mortgaged property.’

	“While the lawyer was talkin’, the judge was shufflin’ papers on his desk. When the fella was done, the judge said, ‘What’s the bank going to do with the Chambers’ farm once you’ve foreclosed?’

	“The lawyer hesitated, but Hastings stood an’ said, ‘We plan on rentin’ it out to a family from Georgia that’s been waitin’ for a place just like the Chambers’ farm.’

	“‘Well, if the bank can afford to retain ownership of the farm and rent it out, then I don’t see why it can’t take the five thousand dollars Mr. Chambers has offered and wait till harvest time for the other two. It sounds to me, Mr. Hastings, like the bank isn’t suffering as much as you claim. It sounds like you just want to force the Chambers off their property so you can gouge another family with exorbitant rent. That is your plan, isn’t it?’

	“The lawyer interjected, ‘No matter what the motive is, Your Honor, the bank is within its rights to demand the repayment of the mortgage within thirty days of its request. Since Mr. Chambers has not paid and, in fact, has admitted he cannot pay the full balance, the bank is within its rights to foreclose.’

	“‘You may be within the letter of the law, Mr. Fairfax, but you’re forgetting the spirit of community. May I remind you that if the bank wishes to stay in business, it needs to focus more on serving the needs of the community it allegedly wishes to be a part of and less on making as much money as possible. Don’t you agree?’

	“Mr. Fairfax didn’t say nothin’ but Hastings did. He stood up an’ said, ‘Your Honor, I see your point but, as Mr. Fairfax said, the bank cannot allow its customers ta dictate its business practices. Now, if we allow Chambers here to force us to extend his mortgage when we’ve already served him with the proper legal papers, why, we’d hafta do that for every other deadbeat customer who cries ’bout losin’ their ranch ’cause they can’t pay. If that happened, Judge, how would we ever be able to stay in business? Now, the bank don’t got nothin’ against Chambers or his family. It’s just business, that’s all.’

	“‘Mr. Hastings, I don’t like you, and I don’t like the way you do business. This isn’t the first foreclosure hearing that I’ve presided over involving you and your bank. To be frank, I’m beginning to believe you enjoy forcing people off their property. It seems to me that your only interest in this community is to see how much of it you can own and control.’

	“Hastings just stood there as the judge was tellin’ him off. Then the judge sighed an’ said, ‘Mr. Chambers, I cannot stop the bank from foreclosing on your ranch. They’re within their rights to demand payment in full as long as they give you written notice thirty days in advance. That being said, I believe the recent locust plague constitutes exigent circumstances that should be taken into account. Therefore, it is the ruling of this Court that because of those exigent circumstances, you should be allowed an additional thirty days to find the funds you need to pay this obligation. This case will be continued for thirty days.’ He banged his mallet again.

	“That’s when that lawyer fella jumped up an’ said, ‘You can’t do that. It’s not legal!’

	“The judge banged his mallet an’ said, ‘Mr. Fairfax, would you like to spend that thirty days in Sheriff Hall’s jail thinking about what I can and cannot do, or would you rather spend it at home with that pretty new bride of yours?’

	“Fairfax blushed an’ replied, ‘I’d rather be at home, Your Honor.’

	“‘Well, then, I suggest you and your clients go home and leave Mr. and Mrs. Chambers alone till next month when I expect to see all of you back here.’ He banged his mallet again an’ called out, ‘Court’s adjourned!’

	“The man in the black suit stood an’ said, ‘All rise!’ We stood as the judge climbed down from the bench an’ waddled out the back door. Hastings looked over at Pa an’ said, ‘This ain’t over, Chambers! I’m gonna have that ranch if it’s the last thing I do! You can count on that!’

	“I looked at Pa an’ saw the hatred in his eyes. It scared me to the bone, I can tell ya. He looked at Hastings an’ hissed, ‘If you or any a your hired men ever come near me or my family, Hastings, I’ll kill ya all, every single one a ya.’

	“Pa took Ma’s hand, an’ we turned an’ left the courthouse.

	“For the next few days we was all on pins an’ needles, wonderin’ what Hastings an’ his boys was gonna do. We found out ’bout two weeks afore we was ’sposed ta go back ta court.

	“I remember we was eatin’ breakfast when we heard a bunch a riders comin’ into the yard. Pa got up an’ walked out onto the porch just as the riders pulled up. I remember hearin’ Papa sayin’, ‘What you doin’ here, Hastings? I told ya not ta come ’round here again. Now, you an’ your boys clear out afore I get my scatter gun an’ air out your innards.’

	“Mama an’ me moved to the winder an’ was lookin’ out when Pa said those things. Well, sir, I reckon Pa must a been payin’ attention ta Hastings or sumptin, ’cause we heard a crack that sounded like a whip, an’ the next thing we knowed Pa was in the dirt graspin’ at his neck. Mama had ta stuff her fist in her mouth ta keep from screamin’. Then she turned an’ grabbed me by the shoulders an’ quietly but urgently said, ‘Run, Logan! Go find you a hidin’ place, and stay there till they’re gone! Run! Don’t look back, and don’t make a sound. Now, go!’

	“She pushed me toward the back door, an’ I ran out, but I didn’t go far. I found me a hidin’ place back behind the chicken coop. I figured I could see what was goin’ on without them knowin’ I was there. An’ I’m sorry I did.

	“No sooner was I out the back door as Mama went out the front door. As she rushed out onto the porch, the whip cracked again, this time across Pa’s face. He screamed an’ so did Mama. She ran to his side while the men got off their horses, an’ two a them grabbed her. She screamed an’ slapped one a them.

	“When Pa saw him hittin’ her back, he tried to get up, but the man with the whip took his legs out from under him. Then two a them grabbed hold a Pa’s arms an’ bodily lifted him up an’ made him look toward Hastings. ‘You shoulda left when you had the chance, Chambers. Now it’s too late.’

	“The two men who had hold a Pa dragged him to the door a the barn an’ strung him up with a rope holdin’ his arms out like that statue a Jesus on the cross that’s hangin’ in the church. That’s when the man with the whip really begun whalin’ on him. Lash after lash landed on his back, an’ it warn’t too long till he just hung there all limp. An’ that’s when I heard Mama screamin’ from inside the house.

	“Hastings called out, ‘Kirby, you an’ Luke leave some for the rest of us!’

	“‘No promises, Mr. Hastings,’ a man’s voice called out as Mama screamed again.

	“Then Hastings turned his attention to the man with the whip. ‘Jonah, that’s enough! We don’t wanna kill him too quickly. Barney, you an’ Orin let him down. Let him rest a bit before José gets his turn.’

	“Pa dropped to the ground as soon as they released the ropes. It warn’t long afore he started tryin’ ta git up, an’ that’s when that José fella started. Pa had just gotten to his feet, shakin’ an’ teeterin’ like he was gonna fall over, when José lassoed him. Afore Pa could pull the rope off, that José fella pulled it tight, an’ tied it ’round his saddle horn, an’ began pullin’ Pa ’round the yard.

	“At first he just walked his horse an’ Pa, still staggerin’, was able ta keep up. But then he started goin’ faster, an’ Pa had ta try ta run. After the second lap ’round the yard, Pa stumbled an’ fell. He was still holdin’ onto the rope as José began lopin’ ’round the yard, pullin’ Pa behind. It was horrible ta watch Pa bein’ dragged behind that horse. Every time José turned, Pa would roll an’ roll, sometimes endin’ up on his back an’ sometimes endin’ up on his stomach. After ’bout ten minutes or so a this, Hastings called out, ‘Let him loose, José. Give someone else a turn.’

	“José smiled an’ said, ‘Si, Señor Hastings,’ as he dropped the rope, an’ Pa slid to a stop.

	“Just then that Kirby fella comed outta the house hitchin’ up his pants, a big grin on his face. Hastings looked over at him an’ said, ‘She’s still alive, ain’t she?’ Kirby nodded an’ Hastings called out, ‘Jonah, come git your pay!’

	“Jonah curled up his whip an’ smiled as he began walkin’ toward the house. ‘Sure thing, Mr. Hastings,’ he said as he walked through the door.

	“Meanwhile, the next man comed forward an’ took Pa over to the barn door, an’ that Barney character an’ his helper, Orin, once again tied Pa up with his arms stretched out like he was bein’ crucified. Hastings looked on as the man pulled a knife outta his belt, aimed, an’ threw it. Pa screamed as the knife went through his left hand an’ stuck in the wooden door behind it.

	“He walked over an’ pulled the knife outta Pa’s hand, went back to his startin’ point, an’ threw it again, this time hittin’ Pa’s right hand. Time an’ time again he recovered his knife an’ threw it at Pa, hittin’ both arms an’ legs afore Hastings called out, ‘That’ll do, Ike. Let Enos have his turn now. You go on in the house.’

	“While he was talkin’, Pa just hung on the door, bleedin’ from a dozen holes in his arms an’ legs. Well, Ike walked over to the house, an’ this Enos fella began. He walked over to Pa an’ saw he was still breathin’. Smilin’, he patted Pa’s cheek an’ said, ‘You just stay there. I’ll be right back, an’ then we’ll have some more fun.’

	“That Enos fella walked back over to his horse an’ grabbed his rope, an’ my heart stopped when I saw he’d twisted it into a hangman’s noose. He grinned as he returned to Pa an’ said, ‘Time ta meet your maker, sodbuster.’

	“As soon as he said that, the yard became unnaturally quiet. I later regretted this, ’cause that meant I could hear what was goin’ on in the house. As soon as that Ike man went into the house, Mama began screamin’ again. We heard some things breakin’ like they was bein’ thrown agin the wall. Well, anyway, the last man—they called him Dennis—began cursin’ an’ sayin’ sumptin ’bout adultery, whores, fornicatin’, an’ such as he runned in the front door.

	“Well, afore I knowed what happened, that Ike fella comed runnin’ outta the house with his pants an’ his gun belt in his hand yellin’ ’bout crazy men an’ religion. Then we heard that other fella begin hollerin’ at the top a his lungs accusin’ Mama a bein’ a adulteress an’ a fornicator an’ how she should be stoned ta death, or burned at the stake, or somewhat. Then we heard Mama scream, but it was cut short. That scared the hell outta me, I can tell ya, ’cause all a sudden there was total silence. Then that bastard Dennis comed outta the house carryin’ a bloody knife, an’ I knowed he’d killed Mama with it.

	“It was then that Hastings said, ‘Enos, finish up, and let’s get the hell outta here.’

	“He grinned up an’ said, ‘Yes, sir, boss,’ as he took his rope an’ threw it over the beam in the barn. While he was doin’ that, Dennis an’ that Kirby pulled Pa off the door, tied his hands behind him, an’ dragged him into the barn. Hastings, still on his horse, an’ the others ambled over to the door. Two others, that Barney fella an’ his partner Orin, grabbed a stool an’ put it under the rope, an’ Dennis an’ Kirby forced Pa up on it. Then, Enos put the rope over Pa’s head an’ pulled the noose tight. As this was goin’ on, Hastings said, ‘Remember, Chambers, you done this to yourself, I didn’t want it to come to this.’

	“Somehow—I don’t know how—but somehow Pa found the strength ta look up an’ say, ‘Go ta hell, Hastings.’

	“Hastings laughed an’ said, ‘Oh, I’m sure I will, but you’ll be there first.’ He nodded, an’ Enos kicked the stool out from under Pa. He struggled for a few minutes or so, but as soon as he stopped, Hastings said, ‘Mount up. Let’s get outta here.’ Five minutes later they was gone.”

	Father MacKenzie sat speechless. When the stranger didn’t say anything, he prompted, “What happened then?”

	The stranger blew his nose and continued, “I cut Pa down an’ let him lie on the ground right where he was, an’ then I went in the house to see Ma. I wished I hadn’t. I found her, naked on hers an’ Pa’s bed, with her arms tied to the bedposts an’ her throat slit. I found a blanket an’ covered her up afore I walked outta that house for the last time.

	“I went to the barn, an’ saddled Pa’s horse, an’ rode into town to the sheriff’s office, an’ told him what happened. Afore long I was leadin’ him an’ the undertaker out to the ranch. After lookin’ at the bodies, the sheriff decided it was a murder/suicide, an’ the undertaker loaded the bodies onto his wagon an’ took ’em back ta town. Well, they held the funeral on the followin’ Saturday, an’ afore I knowed what happened, they shipped me off ta live with my pa’s brother’s family in Missoura. I don’t recall if’n I told ya, but I was thirteen at the time.”

	Suddenly, they heard the chiming of the bell in the town’s clock tower, and Father MacKenzie looked at his watch. “My goodness,” he said, “it’s six o’clock already. My son, it’s late. Would you have a problem continuing your confession next Saturday? I’ve got a feeling your confession is going to take us quite a while, and there just isn’t enough time tonight. I’m sorry, but I promised to visit a sick parishioner this evening, and I don’t want to be late. I think this would be a good place to leave your story until next Saturday around, say, four o’clock. Would that be all right with you?”

	“Sure thing, Padre, I’ll come back next Saturday at four.”

	Logan blew out the candle, opened the door, and walked out of the church. Father MacKenzie took a deep breath, extinguished his candle, then left the building.


Chapter 3

	Throughout the week Father MacKenzie found himself wishing it was Saturday, yet when Saturday finally came around, he was dreading four o’clock. He told his regular parishioners that confessions the following Saturday were going to begin an hour early, because he had an appointment at four. Consequently, he was already in the confessional when he heard the clock strike the hour.

	The final gong was still reverberating when he heard the church door open and spurs jingling as the man walked to the confessional. Once he heard the door close and saw the reflection of the lit candle, he slid the little door open and said, “Logan, is that you?”

	The other man cleared his throat and said, “Father, you ain’t s’posed ta know who I am, are ya?”

	“No, my son. Normally, even if I know your name, I’m not supposed to say it, but in this case, I wanted to make sure it was you. Rest assured that as a priest I am bound by Church law and God Almighty to keep my silence, no matter what you confess to me. When I am in the confessional, I represent God and am no longer simply Father Seamus MacKenzie. You may be sure whatever you tell me will remain with me and God, of course, till the end of time.”

	“That’s good, ’cause I don’t need anyone knowin’ what I done. Folks ’round here don’t know me, an’ I intend ta keep
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