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A CRACK OF THUNDER made his horse shiver beneath him. Doctor Tobias Griffin peered beneath the brim of his soggy, rain-soaked hat, blinking the water drops from his eyes that the wide brim didn’t even attempt to keep out. 

He was looking for the cutoff to the place he’d been told about back in Cherryvale. From what the man at the Kansas Tornado saloon had told him, this place wasn’t an inn or boarding house or anything like that; just a friendly family who opened up their house to passing travelers, offered them hot food and a place to bunk down. Since it had started pouring rain right after he’d left town that morning and had kept it up all day long, a place to stop sounded good. Right now, the only thing he really wanted was a place to dry off. Well, add to that a stall for his horse, a meal for them both—his preferably hot and included endless cups of coffee—and a bed for the night thrown into the bargain.

“Don’t want much, do I?” he whispered as the list of his desires grew longer in his mind. He’d gotten into the habit of talking to himself in between the times—sometimes fairly long times—that his patients back in the bustling town of Jefferson would decide to drop by his office. Now that he’d decided to finally make the trek further west and give in to his mother’s constant letters to ‘come see his family and kiss his mother goodbye before she dies’, he continued the practice of talking to himself. It gave him something to listen to on his long, lonely rides from town to town. 

“Kiss Ma goodbye!” he snorted through his stuffy nose as he thought of that last pleading letter he’d bundled away with the others stuffed in his saddlebags. He wished he had the gumption to toss them all in the fire, but he wasn’t quite ready for that. “Goodbye indeed! As if the old besom plans to die anytime soon. Why, she’s as healthy as an ox and will see the next century in, if she has to hold on by her fingernails! Or if those damned cats of hers don’t eat her first!” 

Saying ‘damned’ in relation to his mother—even if he was just talking about her pampered cats—made him feel stronger somehow. Now if only he’d be able to say something like that to her face one day!

At that instant, the rain let up just a bit and Griffin saw what he decided must surely be the cutoff from the main trail he’d been riding all day. He pulled the reins to the right and gave his horse a half-hearted kick, sending the rented animal down the new track. Griffin wasn’t expecting much out here in the wilderness of southern Kansas: he was wishing he’d stayed in town for a while longer. But that last telegram from his brother had made up his mind for him. It was time to leave at that. 

Doctor Tobias Griffin had first arrived in Cherryvale almost a month ago, and at once began wondering if this was far enough west to suit that constant refrain in his head: ‘Go West. Go West. Go West, Young Man.’ Not far enough West to run into Ma or any of his older brothers, of course, definitely not. He didn’t see any need to seek them out, seeing as how he’d spent so long avoiding them already.

But Cherryvale, in the state of Kansas, might just be close enough to stop his Ma’s carping...and far enough away so that she wouldn’t decide to descend on him for a prolonged stay, the way she did the rest of his brothers.

Griffin shivered at the thought. 

But he’d decided, after spending a couple of weeks there, that Cherryvale was trying to be big, and big was the last thing he wanted. Since he’d lost out in the marriage stakes back in Jefferson—the one woman he’d set his mind onto marrying had herself other ideas—he’d lost all interest in putting down roots there. So he’d given in to his mother’s constant scolding letters; he’d sold his practice to another doctor and headed West. But he was determined to travel at his own speed and in slow stages. He wasn’t interested in just buying a train ticket and viewing towns as he rolled along in comfort. That was far too easy. And, if he was completely honest, far too quick. No, what he wanted was to check out the towns he came to, give himself time to know something about the people, get a taste of the area, see if he might be able to find one to call home. Then, once he had a firm home base, he’d bite that last bullet: he’d visit his mother and the rest of the family and get how he felt off his chest, once and for all. 

Cherryvale wasn’t the town, though; he’d decided almost at once. It was obvious he needed to go on further, get right into Oklahoma or maybe down into Texas, or possibly make the trek on into the Arizona Territories. Anything to put off going up to Montana and Ma. He’d know the place when he found it, he was pretty sure of that.

Besides, he still had plenty of money on him for travel. And once he found a place he liked, all he had to do was wire his bank back East and commence to setting up his practice. 

And once that practice was booming, he thought, then, in all good conscience, he could write his mother and tell her his trip to visit would have to be put off for a while. A long while.  

Now that was something he could look forward to. 

The horse sloshed down the rough path, which sloped gently downward. In between streaks of lightning, Tobias could make out a stand of trees in the distance. 

Hoping he was traveling in the right direction, Tobias resumed his musings...

The town he would finally choose to settle down in had to be the right town, the perfect town. Tobias was picky; he didn’t want a town so well established that he’d been competing with a slew of other sawbones. Nor did he want a place that was still so raw, rough and empty that it wouldn’t bring in even so little money as he needed. And that wasn’t all that much, since his daddy had left him no small amount. But he had to find the perfect place.

Of course, something he admitted to himself from time to time, he wasn’t exactly sure what it was he really wanted at all.

Other than Miss Patience McClarity. And she didn’t want him. 

So West it was. 

Up until just a few minutes ago, Doctor Tobias Griffin’s search had him spending his time traveling along the Osage Trace, heading for more of the fresh towns that had been and still were springing up all along this pathway to the West. When he’d tired of Cherryvale, he’d followed his usual formula: rent a horse back at the livery stable and head to the next town over, which happened to be called Osage Township. This trip should have taken him a day or so. He wasn’t much for camping along the trail, nor was he all that much as a horseman, so he liked to do his journeying in easy stages. 

And Tobias Griffin made it a point to always travel alone. He told himself it was because he didn’t need anyone else, he was happy with his own company; but if he’d been honest, it was closer to he didn’t much care what happened to him, good or bad. And he sure as hell didn’t want to have someone babbling in his ear all the time about their plans or asking questions about him. No. Griffin had decided he was a loner. That description made him feel kind of proud. And strong. 

And a loner had no reason to get himself hitched in the first place, so that conveniently got Patience out of the picture. Almost as if Griffin had turned her down, instead of the other way round. 

Only Griffin, in his heart of hearts, knew better than that. 

He knew what his real problem was.

“Broken heart,” Tobias whispered. “Even the best doctor can’t fix a broken heart.” 

His horse stepped in a hole and almost threw Doctor Griffin into the muddy track.

Cursing, Griffin jerked on the reins. 

At that instant, almost as if in answer to his unspoken prayer, he saw the faint, distant light of a lantern waving along not far to the right of the trail. In front of him, the last few red rays from the setting son peaked through a break in the clouds that had been hovering over him all day. In their beams, Griffin could just make out the signs of a faint pathway leading to the right, just as he’d been told back in Cherryvale.

“Finally!” he whispered. “This has to be the place they told me about back in the saloon.”

Griffin jerked the reins and headed in the direction of the wavering light of the lantern. 

Splashing through puddles and ducking under the limbs of a stand of scrawny trees and bushes, Griffin rode his horse towards what he could gradually make out as a large building. As he got closer, he could see it was a sturdy barn. The wide door gleamed from the light inside, giving it the appearance of the open mouth of some beast. Beast or not, Griffin thought in relief, I’ll be glad to get out of the rain. And so will this poor beast I rented. I just hope I haven’t lamed him. 

But the horse, which had been limping pitifully since its stumble back on the road, now trotted eagerly inside the stuffy warmth of the big barn, piled with hay and smelling of horses and cattle. Several lanterns gleamed, hanging from nails on the rough walls, and the relative brightness made Griffin squint his eyes. He slid—literally—from his wet saddle, took his hat off and shook the raindrops from it. 

“Hello?” he called, his voice sounding even to himself like a frightened child. “Hello!” he said, stronger.

“Yessir?” came a soft voice, followed at once by a high-pitched, inane kind of giggle. “Yessir?”

Another breathy giggle.

Griffin recalled what the man in the saloon had told him when he’d asked if there was a place to spend the night on the road, in case he needed to stop: that the son of the house, young John Junior, was thought in town to be simple or slow witted. 

“Uh, I’m looking for forage for this horse here. And I’d like—I want a meal and a place to stay the night,” Griffin called, speaking slow and careful in case the boy—he didn’t sound much older than ten or twelve—really was slow witted. 

Now that Griffin’s eyes had become accustomed to the brighter light, he could make out a row of stalls down the left side of the barn, two containing horses but the others empty. Overhead, a wide loft stretched across the entire back of the barn, piled with hay and such, with a wide door beneath it securely shut and barred. On the right side of the barn, several cows had their heads down in a communal feeding trough. 

All in all, it looked as well maintained as any barn Griffin had ever been in—not that he had been in a great many.

But he still hadn’t caught sight of whoever had answered him.

“Will it be all right of I go ahead and unsaddle my horse, put him in one of your stalls?” Griffin asked.

“I reckon so,” said a voice, so close behind him that Griffin jumped a foot. 

Angry, the doctor jerked around, preparing a fierce reprimand for the boy who had spoken.

But it was no boy facing him. One would not have called this fellow boy for some years. 

A tall, well-built, smooth-faced young man stood grinning down at Griffin. Down, because he topped Griffin’s five-foot-seven by at least six inches. Thick, curling auburn hair fell over the man’s low forehead, rough homespun pants covered his extremities, his boots were huge, and he wore only a singlet, out of which poked more auburn curls, which apparently covered his chest. His bare arms were thickly muscled, and he was leaning negligently on a pitchfork. 

The young man’s grin broadened. “That there’s a horse from Jasper’s livery stable back in Cherryvale,” he pointed out, nodding at Griffin’s horse and punctuating his statement by another high-pitched giggle. “I seen that horse out thisaway afore. Other folks ride him. He ain’t your horse.”

“Yes,” Griffin said, nodding nervously as he eyed the man’s bulging muscles. “I mean, no, he’s not my horse.” Unconsciously, the doctor straightened up as far as he could. “I rented him this morning. I’m, uh, traveling.”

“Yessir, I reckon you are,” the man said agreeably. “I see lots of folks gone traveling. Me and my folks, we traveled here from back in Pennsylvany. I likes it here. Me and Pa built this here barn and our house.” 

“Good,” Griffin nodded. “That’s good. So, I’ll just get my horse unsaddled and get him fed. I’m happy to pay, of course,” he said hurriedly as he fumbled some greenbacks out of one pocket. “For my horse and myself.” He waved a couple of bills at the man without even noticing their denomination. 

The man raised the hand that wasn’t holding the pitchfork, and Griffin couldn’t help but notice that the hand was easily half again as big as his own. “Oh, Kate and Pa will take care of that, mister sir. I’m not too good at ciphering, so I mostly does the heavy work.” He raised his hand over his head and flexed his biceps. “I’m strong. I helped build this here barn, I did. And our house.”

“I’m sure you are very strong,” Griffin said reassuringly. He was starting to get nervous being alone with this slow but powerful-looking man. “Let me just get my horse taken care of.”

“Oh, that’s all right, mister sir,” said the young man, who still had one arm over his head and his muscles flexed. He dropped the arm slowly. “Let me take care of him for you. I likes horses and cows and such. I likes them a whole lot.” 

Griffin, who had never much enjoyed working with horses, sighed in relief. “Thank you kindly. My name is Tobias Griffin. Doctor Griffin,” he finished in quiet pride.

“My name’s John Junior,” the man said with equal pride. “That’s what they calls me, John Junior. My Pa, he’s John Senior. Old Man is what most folks call him. Then there’s my Ma, her name is Elvira. And my sister, she’s Kate.” Then his face darkened. “I been to doctors back in Pennsylvany. They said I wasn’t right bright. Kate, now, she’s a caution. That girl’s got more brains than ten or thirteen other folks all put together in a bucket.”

“I’m sure she does,” Griffin said, noticing that he was shaking his own head up and down in a slow and exaggerated motion. He stopped and held out the reins. “Well, since you’re kind enough to offer to help with unsaddling my horse, I’ll just leave him with you, shall I?”

John Junior threw the pitchfork into a pile of hay, then took the reins. He began talking to the horse in a low murmur as he led him towards an empty stall.

Griffin said to his broad back, “Uh, where should I go?”

John Junior said over his shoulder. “The house is thataway. Take you a lantern off the hook and follow the path outside the door. Don’t fall in the well, now!”

Griffin grabbed one of the hanging lanterns and headed in the direction John Junior had pointed. 

An inane giggle followed him out the door. 
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THE RAIN HAD SLACKENED off just a bit while Griffin had been inside the barn. Now, instead of pouring down as it had most of the day, it was merely drizzling. Once he was past the bulk of the barn, he could see light coming from a smaller structure set behind and about two dozen yards to the left of the big barn. He headed towards it, swinging his lantern in one hand to light the footpath. At first, he tried to avoid the many puddles but they soon proved too much for him, so he simply sloshed as straight as he could towards an opening from which the light was pouring. He passed a small wooden structure on his right which he thought must have something to do with the well John Junior had mentioned, so he was careful to steer clear of it. 

When he reached the opening, he took a single, hesitant step inside. He found himself in a wide, low room, with a counter along the right side with a piece of paper tacked to the front of it reading ‘Grocrys’. Behind the counter were shelves stocked with various supplies: he could see bags of flour and cans labeled ‘Coffee’ and ‘Tee’ and ‘Suger’. To the left of the door stretched a long, high hearth in which a blazing fire belched out equal amounts of heat and smoke. At the far end of the hearth, an iron pot was suspended over a heap of coals. His stomach growled at the smell coming from it.

The back end of the room was hidden by a long, thick curtain of canvas, stretched from side to side and waving gently with the currents from the open door. 

Griffin blinked and stepped further inside. He looked around. The big room seemed deserted. Then he saw a long wooden table in front of the canvas curtain and near the hearth. The table had four plates on it and a platter of biscuits in the middle. 

“Hello?” Griffin called. “Uh, John Junior said I might get something to eat?”

The curtain split at an invisible seam near the head of the long table and a grizzled, scowling face peeked through. The face was followed at once by a short, spare body which stumped forward on bowed legs. The man stopped at the end of the counter. The scowl increased to a grimace. 

“Good evening,” said Doctor Griffin as he dripped on the floor. “Do I have the pleasure of addressing the head of the house?”

The man spat out an unintelligible string of syllables, sparingly sprinkled with vowels. 

“Oh!” said Griffin brightly. “German. Or Dutch? Uh, guten abend?” 

The man scowled even more fiercely, raised one eyebrow disdainfully and crossed his arms over his scrawny chest.

Then Griffin’s gloomy day grew immeasurably brighter.

A young woman, who shared John Junior’s auburn curls in riotous abundance, stepped through the curtain. 

“Hello,” she said sweetly, and her smile lit up the smoky
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