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Deputy Talbot arrived at the courthouse early. Rubbing his hands in expectation he was ready to set up an extravagant prank. Opening the door, he silently cursed in finding the sheriff already at the desk going over paperwork. It seemed as if Rocky was determined always to be first on the job when they were both working. The sound of someone badly singing met his ears. Peering around the door he saw Agnes slumped dejectedly on the bunk singing “Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen” in a moderate bass. To see the sheriff in residence early was a normal occurrence, to see the sheriff’s wife incarcerated was not. He closed the door quietly and approached Rocky. 

“Rock, I know folks don’t always get along but locking up your wife? That’s a new low man. What happened? You two have a fight?” Rocky looked up grinning from ear to ear. “Nah, Agnes wanted to see what it felt like to be in jail, I was happy to provide her with the opportunity.” Agnes lay back on the cot and tried to dispel the dark thoughts assailing her from her incarceration. She was attempting to really get into the feelings of a person who was not a hardened criminal and who found themselves placed in jail. It was distressing and a feeling of utter hopelessness enveloped her. She rolled over and faced the wall, her tears falling on the pillow. 

Lee Morris strode in to pay a fine. Hearing soft sniffling from the cells he felt sympathy for whoever had been jailed. If they were crying it could only mean they were not a hardened criminal. Out of curiosity he glanced over to see if anyone he knew was in the cell. He was surprised to see the prisoner was a female and an attractive one too. The look of the hair seemed familiar, and he ran over the possibilities. Finished paying he asked Rocky if he could be told who was in the cell. Talbot shook his head pityingly. “The sheriff put his own wife in there.” Lee was aghast, no sheriff would do that. Rocky sadly acknowledged what Talbot had said. Lee shook his head, “I always figured you were a law-and-order kind of guy but man alive, I never thought I’d live to see something like this!” He left still shaking his head in wonder. 

Stopping into the co-op for some cabbage he bumped into Laura Thompson. Seeing the look of consternation on his face she asked what was wrong. “I never thought to see it, but the Sheriff had to lock up his own wife.” Laura’s hand went to her heart. “Did he say why?” Lee shrugged, “No, maybe she just burnt his dinner. He’s a nice guy but I’d hate to cross him.” Laura went to checkout and brought the subject up. “I just heard that the Sheriff’s wife ruined his dinner and he threw her in jail! Can you believe it!” The cashier tut tutted and shook her head. 

The information was passed on to Kat Coplon who wanted a pack of Beeman’s Gum. “The sheriff must have a powerful temper, I heard his wife ruined his dinner and he threw her in jail! She was probably trying something new and he didn’t like it.” Kat was aghast and figured on giving the sheriff a piece of her mind. Bumping into Patt Peters she let him in on the latest. “The sheriff’s temper is out of control if he locks up his wife because she messed up his dinner. She must had added something that disagreed with him.” Patt nodded and reminded her that she had a meeting at the library. She slapped her thigh and rushed off to attend the meeting. 

Patt was seated later outside the general store resting when he was joined by Hank Setter. After a while Patt brought up the subject of the sheriff. “I just heard the sheriff’s wife tried to poison him and he locked her up. She seemed like such a nice person too.” Hank shook his head, “well, looks can be deceiving.” 

Hank went home for supper and brought the news to his wife. Seated over his pot roast he brought her up to speed. “They’re saying in town how the sheriff’s wife had everyone fooled and she’s really a murderer. She tried to off the Sheriff and when he found out. He put her in jail and I guess she’ll be going to the chair.” His wife fanned herself and ran down the block to speak to the deputy’s wife.

She was pounding on the screen door calling in at the same time. “Makayla, I just heard that the sheriff’s wife is a murderess. Can you believe it? And here you are a close friend of hers.” Makayla didn’t need or want to hear more. She grabbed her clutch and burst through the door almost hitting Hanks’s wife and bowling her over. 

Makayla saw Agnes walking slowly home in a thoughtful mood. Putting on a burst of speed she caught hold of her friend. “Thank God you escaped. Come on, we got to get you off the street and hid.” She pulled on Agnes who was rooted to the spot. “Makayla, what has gotten into you?” Makayla was pulling harder and considering picking Agnes up and carrying her to safety. 

From down the street came the familiar sound of the squad car. Makayla panicked and pushed Agnes through some bushes. Rocky drove past, smiled and waved to her as he headed for home. Makayla leapt through the bushes to see Agness putting lotion on some scratches. Makayla knelt at her side, “why’d you do it?” She pleaded, “What’d Rocky do for you to try and kill him.” The lotion dropped and Agnes froze. “Say that again.” “Word about town is that you tried to murder Rocky!” Agnes leapt to her feet and tore off home. 

Her slam bang entrance caused Rocky to drop a bowl and hurry to meet her. “Rocky! Folks think I tried to kill you!” Rocky burst into laughter which quickly died on his lips as he saw a mob forming outside their home. From the angry shouts of many voices, it was hard to tell what was being said but it was clear they were there with a purpose. 

Rocky stepped onto the porch and raised his hands asking for quiet. The folks stopped shouting. “Someone want to tell me why you all are here?” Someone from the back gave the answer, “Bring her out sheriff, we don’t want a murderess in town, even if she is your wife. It won’t do your trying to protect her, the laws the law for everyone.” 

Rocky sat on the stoop in shock. The crowd gathered closer as he sat there shaking his head. He looked up and saw Lee. “Lee you saw my wife sitting in a cell today right.”  Lee nodded, “Yep, sure thing sheriff.” “Do you know why?” “No, I just figured she had maybe made you powerful mad though.” Rocky nodded, “and what did you consider she had done to make me so mad?” “Well, maybe burnt your supper or something.” Rocky laughed along with the crowd. 

Knowing Lee was very serious about his food he agreed, “well Lee I guess from your point of view that would a done it, did you tell anyone about it?” “Well sure, I told Miss Thompson there.” Rocky looked over to Laura Thompson, “And you would just naturally tell someone else, who did you tell?” She pointed over to the cashier at the Co-op, “I told her that Mrs. Stone had probably burnt your dinner and made you mad enough to jail her.” Someone piped up, “I heard she had put something in your supper that made you sick.” Another voice, “I heard it was poison.” Round and round the tale went from person to person and back again. 

Rocky stood up and leaned against the porch post. “Folks I think what happened was a small thing has been blown out of all proportion through the telling and retelling.” Agnes came out a little bewildered. “I asked Rocky to lock me up, I was curious what it must feel like to hear the door clang shut and know that your days of freedom are over. I can’t say I enjoyed the experience. I apologize for the confusion we caused.” 

The townsfolks dispersed laughing and joking. Rocky finished making lunch for himself, Agnes and Makayla. As they ate Agnes reached over and grasped Makayla’s hand. “Makayla, you may have thought I did something terrible but you stood by me. Thanks, I’ll never forget it.” Rocky smiled on them both, “It’s nice when you find out who your real friends are.” He finished eating and headed back to relieve Talbot for his meal. 
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The train pulled slowly up the steep hill. In the darkness of a cattle car a man peered out. He recollected that he should be nearing the hobo camp. At this point in the year it should be empty or nearly so. He dropped out and ran to the trees. He could barely see the camp a few yards away. Here he might find something to eat, a drop of coffee, possibly even clothes. At present he was wearing prison garb of grey with a broad dark stripe. He needed something a little less conspicuous. Rooting around the camp he found a few items that would be useful later. A pocketknife, a few coins, a pot and coffee. He went to a stream near the camp, filled the pot and made a small batch of coffee. Checking around again as the coffee percolated, he found a small box of animal crackers. Meager rations but it would fill the gaping hole in his stomach. It had been two days since he escaped the Virginia State Penitentiary. Two days sleeping rough in the open, traveling by open boxcar where he could or walking until he could hop into another train. 

Now he was back on home turf at last. He wasn’t safe but he was in familiar territory. He knew the residents and their habits. He could do what he needed in relative safety. Blown into a corner of a makeshift habitat he found a paper from a week ago. On the front page was a picture of Sheriff Stone who had captured a dangerous thief. The Sheriff had been doing his nightly round when he noticed a small amount of light shining from the second-floor window of the Co-op. Making his way carefully up the back stairs, he surprised the thief trying to open the safe. The robber pulled a knife to help him in making his escape. He was foiled after a vicious attack that nearly cost the sheriff his life. It was only through the sheriff’s consummate skill and determination that he escaped with only minor injuries.  Once disarmed the man was escorted to jail and sent to the state penitentiary. 

The man reading the paper opened the jack knife and slashed at the picture in a frenzy. Not content with defacing the picture he burned the paper, grinning as he watched the sheriff’s grinning face burn away. This was the man he’d come to find. Thanks to the Sheriff the man had spent several years in the state penitentiary. Of course, Rocky Stone hadn’t been sheriff then. The Sheriff had been himself. But it was Stone as a reporter who had unraveled the fact that Sheriff Lester had sent an innocent man to the electric chair for a murder he had committed himself. Not even the glorious Sheriff Marvin Morgan had discovered that little fact. It had all been so easy and he had given the murder and execution no further thought until Rocky began to investigate the trial and imprisonment of Joe Steckler’s father. 

His own trial had been a sensation. Especially since his accomplice was Joe’s own dear sweet mother. She had turned state’s evidence or whatever the hell you called it in order to gain a lighter sentence. Her testimony and the evidence Rocky had brought forward had sealed his fate. Retired Sheriff Morgan and his daughter had also given evidence, so they were all just as guilty in his eyes. He was thankful to have received a life sentence since he’d seen the effects of someone going to the chair. Where there was life there was hope. Hope for a chance to escape. 

He had been warned by the court, that for his own protection, to say nothing about having been a sheriff. He was sent to a penitentiary in another state to add to his own protection. He had done the worst thing a man in his position could do. He bragged of his crimes and he had done so in such a way that it was clear he had been in law enforcement. Because of this his life had become in danger. He had been beaten several times. He had started far more fights than had been started against him though. If anyone even mentioned Sheriff Rocky Stone it would set him off. A few were there from the actions of that very sheriff but because of his treatment and skill they spoke of him respectfully. Some had recognized himself and from animosity had blown what little cover he had. He had escaped thanks to the assistance of the prison nurse. The man laughed at how easily she had become his dupe. Like most women he had worked his charm on her. She had been seduced into becoming his accomplice. What had been her fate the man didn’t know, nor did he care. With coffee and something in his stomach he felt a little better. He began the long trek into town. He had much to accomplish while it was still dark. 

The town was quiet. It was late and darkness had fallen over everything like a blanket. Lights lit the street but they were few and far between and shadowy areas were plentiful. In the courthouse Talbot had been working late and was ready to go home to wife, comfort and food. He checked the doors, windows and gun safe. Assured himself that the cells were ready if needed. Lastly, he counted the emergency fund. A hundred fifty dollars and twenty seven cents, he counted it twice and annotated the amount with his initials. Almost all had been supplied out of his and Rocky’s pocket. A few people who knew about it or had benefited from it had donated the rest. Looking around again he turned out the lights and locked the front door. He planned on taking a final drive around town, then he would drive the squad car home.  

In the rear of the courthouse Lester was hiding behind a dumpster waiting. Since many in town would have recognized his distinctive good looks, he had made a false beard and mustache as well as dark glasses. Seeing the squad car drive off, he crept up to the rear door. Memory recalled that in the hollow of a tree near the door was a casket containing a spare key. Sheriff Morgan had put it there at his suggestion so long ago it was doubtful he nor anyone else still remembered it was there. That is anyone except for himself. Unlocking the door he slowly opened it. Fortunately, the courthouse was empty since the door squeaked a bit. Edging in carefully he grabbed the oil can and gave the hinges a couple of squirts. 

Memory went back to his stint as Morgan’s deputy. Even then he had commanded a certain respect. Part was from Morgan’s trust in him and part from his combined good looks and his ability to get into the town’s good graces. He’d used that ability well. Not content to remain a deputy, he had committed robberies whenever Morgan left town. At first the people called the deputy but when it looked as if the primary suspect might be Sheriff Morgan, people stopped calling. Nobody could believe that their honored sheriff would turn to crime but nobody wanted to push things far enough to find out for sure if he had. With suspicions came doubt and since nothing was done about it the suspicions lingered in the back of their minds. When the next election for sheriff came around those suspicions swayed the voting. Sheriff Morgan had intimated that he was tired and wasn’t going to run but his name was kept on the ballot. He was voted out and Hank was voted in. Once he had been installed suddenly there were no more robberies even when he had to go out of town. This was confirmation of their suspicions. The town still respected their former sheriff but the silver in his star became a little tarnished. 

Looking around he thought about the good times he had had once he took over as sheriff. Good at the job the people appreciated his efforts on their behalf. Good looking he was treated as a film star. He never had to pay for his meals, had women at his beck and call and as long as he kept things quiet he could and did do whatever he wanted. Everything was going well until that upstart reporter named Rocky Stone, newly back from the Army, dug up a story on an old murder. Rocky’s suspicion had been aroused because Hank pushed the case through quickly so it would be over before Morgan returned. The case was ramrodded, and the defense was not given all the information. This was what had sent Hank Lester to prison. Knowing the net was tightening around him he had planned on his revenge years ago. Now, before they recaptured him, if they did, he would have his revenge both on the reporter who had uncovered the truth and the current Sheriff, Rocky Stone. 

Opening the door he reached into a box and pulled out a flashlight. Everything was as he remembered. It seemed nobody ever changed anything except the sheets in the cells. He hadn’t changed anything when he took office either. Not out of respect though, it would have required effort, and he didn’t feel like putting that much effort into the place. In a box high on a shelf he saw his old uniform packed neatly along with some of his personal effects. A coffee mug, his personal logbook, a pen case, all items had been stored and not discarded. Since there were some needed items left behind in there, he was glad to see it. 

His box was right next to Sheriff Morgan’s. Morgan had rid the town of desperate gangsters years ago and his following exploits were the stuff of legends. For a long time after becoming deputy to him he had been lost in the shadows behind Morgan’s halo. The town had held him in high esteem before his supposed fall and still his reputation remained for the most part untainted. The people had forgiven and forgotten. As for Lester, the former Sheriff, he knew he couldn’t make a triumphant return and be the sheriff again. But, he could make Rocky pay for sending him up. First thing he needed was money and clothes. He couldn’t show up at the Y in prison garb. The light from the flashlight wandered around looking for the cashbox. 

He opened the box to find the hundred and fifty dollars and a few cents. He didn’t take much. Twenty dollars was enough to get him a room and a couple of meals at the Y. On consideration he felt the time was not right to commit any crime at least none that would be found immediately. If he stole from the cashbox Rocky would immediately investigate and while he despised Rocky, he wasn’t going to underestimate him. He’d read in the papers they were allowed how he had solved some interesting and even dangerous cases. Besides, he had Morgan as his father-in-law and Morgan was fiercely protective of his attractive daughter. Pity that. She was one of the few who would never succumb to his advances. Now Rocky and she were married and one whiff of scandal on Rocky and Morgan would drop everything and help clear Rocky’s good name. 

Reaching up he pulled his box from the shelf. He ran his hand over his uniform. He’d never be able to be a sheriff again or any law enforcement position. Under the uniform he found an old wallet. He always kept a spare and this looked like it. Inside was fifty dollars in small notes, a bank card he couldn’t use, and tucked inside the lining a thin sheet of metal. This was what he wanted. He looked at it and grinned. Small but sturdy, flexible and thin, it had served him well in past robberies he had accomplished in setting up Morgan, and it would serve him well again. 

He crept out the rear door. First, he went to the Methodist Chapel and rooted around in the basement. Nobody in this small town would think of locking the church. It was kept open so people could worship day or night. He was able to walk in and go through their clothes closet. He changed, filled a bag with some more clothes and headed for the Y. He had a fake Social Security card a friend in prison had made for him. He could use that temporarily as an I.D. Getting the room at the YMCA was no problem. They took anyone and didn’t ask any questions. A quick hour’s nap and he was ready for the first portion of the plan. He washed, pressed his clothes and ensured his fake beard and mustache would stay on. The facial hair masked his looks enough that he felt secure from discovery. 
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In a small town like this a new person was vetted thoroughly whether transient or there for the duration. The moment he set foot outside Y he would come under constant scrutiny. People would also inform the sheriff of who was new and everything that could be known about them was diligently related. That is, unless the person was not exactly new but someone who had lived there and returned. To pass muster he worked to blend in as one of their own. Luckily, he knew the town like the back of his hand. 

He greeted people with a hearty “how do”, he stopped off for a drink from the pump outside the gas station just like everyone did, he went into the pub and asked for an Old Guard beer. It was a local beer unknown to outsiders. Drinking his beer he spoke about goings on in town. In the diner he ordered the daily special and didn’t complain. The only people who ever complained about the food were out of towners. He went to the lake and talked fishing and the local fish for half an hour. The people who saw him and spoke with him accepted him as one of their own. He was just someone who had gone away but was still one of them in their heart. It didn’t take long to be accepted but just to be sure he’d continue for another week. For the following week he kept a low profile but worked to be fully reintegrated into the town. That’s not to say he wasn’t concerned about the marshal’s office coming around to see if he had come back. He figured that by blending in he could stay as long as he needed to, as long as he didn’t slip and reveal himself.

He went to church and offered to augment the choir since they were a few people short. Fortunately, none was needed. His smooth tenor voice might have brought back memories to some of the local ladies he had serenaded. Singing to them had been one of the simplest ways he had found into their beds. He avoided questions of a personal nature only stating that he had decided to come home for a while. A person who was so in tune with the town was readily accepted and no further inquiry was needed. He was left alone without question. 

His arrival and stay were so accepted that they didn’t bother reporting anything to the sheriff’s office. For a couple of days he stayed in a small blind outside of town. It hadn’t been used in a long time, and he wanted it to look as though it had been. Fresh grass on the mound used as a bed, fresh cans of food on the shelves, Coffee inside the coffee pot all added to the illusion that the blind was in use. He went out to an old acquaintance on the edge of town.  They had recently gotten out and had requested him to suggest a good place to hide. Recommending a place outside of town that he’d heard was not being used, he instructed them how to get inside. He planned on using the place as well since he could have all the comforts of home there. 

Later that afternoon he was seated at table to a sumptuous feast. After all the time on prison fare the simple meal of beef shank and homemade noodles was more than welcome. Looking around at the comfortable home his friend had cleaned and gotten ready he felt more relaxed than he had in a long time. Under the influence of a good sustaining meal his mind sharpened and his cunning deepened. He was ready for the next part of his plan.

In the courthouse Rocky was fixated on a fax. Talbot entered from his round and saw Rocky still in the same position as when he had left. “Whatcha got Rock? You were staring at that fax when I went out    .” Rocky handed over the fax, an escaped prisoner was nothing new and the name of Hank Lester meant nothing to him. People didn’t talk about Hank. He was considered better off forgotten. He hung the paper on the board and sat down for a breather. Rocky seemed to be in such a trance that Talbot got curious. As Talbot thought more about it, the name Hank Lester was suddenly surprisingly familiar. He had heard or seen the name before, and here in the courthouse too. Rising he went in the back room and sure enough on the top shelf was the box with Lesters name on it. Looking inside he saw the uniform and sheriff badge. He removed the badge and placed it on the desk in front of Rocky.

Rocky understood what Talbot was intimating. He wanted the story and Rocky obliged. When he finished Talbot was incredulous. “A guy like that was deputy under Morgan? I find it hard to believe.” “It was even harder for Morgan to believe. When I first started investigating, he couldn’t believe Lester had anything to do with it. He had to hear it for himself and when he heard what Lester said and his admitting what he had done he was furious. I don’t think he ever felt so betrayed. When he came back on duty he did so with a vengeance. He felt he owed the town something. We worked on a few other cold cases together while I was a reporter, then he took me on as his deputy. We had different ideas and had a few set-tos in the beginning because of it. Eventually I was able to earn his respect and more importantly his trust. 

Talbot dropped the badge back into the box with disgust. Just as quickly he pulled it out and tucked it into the desk drawer. Rocky smiled as he understood Talbot’s reasoning. A man like that didn’t deserve to be remembered as a sheriff. As the drawer closed the front door opened. State Marshal William “Bull” Hampton entered with a firm step and very serious expression. As the marshal marched to the desk and sat down he took in the entire office at a glance. “I see you got the notice that your old friend is on the run. I just wanted to see if he’s come round town.” Rocky shook his head. Marshal Hampton needed to be reassured. “Sheriff, I know your history, so I know your brave and resourceful but if he does come back, he’s coming back for you.” Rocky leaned back in his chair. “Marshal, the whole town knew Lester and I can’t think of one person who’d shield him now that his secrets are out. If he did show up, word would get around so fast he’d be back in jail in a heartbeat.”  

The marshal nodded, knowing that what Rocky had said was the absolute truth. His jurisdiction was one of the tightest communities around. Even the Hobo’s who came round to help on the farms had a special place in their hearts for it and kept a constant watch to keep it safe. He got up and looked around once more. It always felt like stepping back in time when he came here. No sheriff had ever changed it since it was first built, and it looked like Rocky and Talbot were determined to keep it as it was also. Maybe that was part of the town’s charm. The sense of permanence, not even the menu at the diner changed. They’d tried it once and the uproar convinced them to leave things alone. A town lost in time. But the current world had broken through more than once and shattered the peace. Once they had pushed the real world back out, they picked up the pieces, patched a few holes and things went back to the way they had always been. 

He was concerned for the sheriff though. In prison Lester had tried to become a model prisoner, tried being the operative word. It was all a mask and everyone saw through it, everyone except the nurse who fell hard for him. Once in a while his anger and hatred towards Rocky would flame and he’d get into fights with whoever was near him. Those fights were what sent him to the infirmary and under the tender eye of Nurse Evans. The man had that certain kind of charisma that women went for and she had given him whatever he asked for. In the end he escaped and she lost her position. To make matters worse he had gotten her pregnant. If he felt any sympathy or remorse for her he had placed it on the back burner until after he had gotten his revenge. 

Now he was loose and the marshal couldn’t think of any other place that Lester would go. He knew Rocky would count on the population to let him know if Lester had come back. Looking at Rocky sitting solemnly knowing that a man was coming gunning for him and still determined to do his job convinced Hampton to stick in town and keep an eye on things. Before leaving he borrowed the phone explaining to the office that he’d be on extended duty here. Rocky held out his hand to the marshal. For him to do this meant he was convinced Lester was either here or would be here soon. Rocky and Talbot would keep an eye out as well just to be on the safe side. For the rest he felt confident that the population would keep him informed. 
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