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Chapter One

 

Brody Yates stood in the sweltering August heat of a New York City courtroom. He swiped a sleeve across his forehead, mopping the sweat that ran down into his eyes. He’d hoped the courthouse would be cooler than the jail where he’d sat for the last week. Those hopes were dashed as soon as they’d trudged up the stairs to the second floor. 

A week ago he’d been found guilty of stealing, and for some reason, his sentencing had been stalled. And he’d sat wondering and waiting among the thieves and murderers in the lower east side jail.

The tall, thin judge with a full head of gray hair who’d presided over his case last week entered the courtroom and everyone sat. 

Just as Brody relaxed into the chair, Mr. Peck, his attorney, grabbed his sleeve, tugging him to his feet once more. 

“Brody Yates, you have been a thorn in the side of many police officers the past ten years. Today, we are happy to say we will be rid of you.” The judge had a smirk on his narrow face. 

He glanced at his attorney, wondering how bad of a sentence he would be given. He’d stolen food for the mother and small child who lived in the room next to his in a tenement. Granted, the police hadn’t caught him the day before slipping money from a well-dressed man on one of the busy streets. But that had also been to help a friend. It wasn’t his fault the ways he’d learned to stay fed and alive on the street also provided him with ways to help other people in his building. The judge’s glee as he spoke worried Brody. He had a feeling they were going to put him in prison, or worse. He stared at the judge and stood with his shoulders back, ready to take whatever the judge gave him.

“I have a letter from a Judge Abner Radley of the Double R Ranch in Oregon.” The judge leaned forward. His dark eyes stared hard and cold at Brody. “I have considered the judge’s request and think it is the best way for you to become a responsible citizen.” 

He shook his head. He didn’t know any Judge Radley or anyone who lived in Oregon. “I don’t understand. Why would this judge send a request?” 

Mr. Peck grabbed his arm, again, and shook his head. “I’ll read the letter to you after the hearing,” he said in a low voice.

Brody stared at his attorney. He knew about the letter and hadn’t told him? Now, he was just plain mad. He crossed his arms and glared at the judge. Then a thought struck him. This was his chance to get clear of New York and head out west. He for sure wouldn’t go to Oregon, but there were lots of other places he could live. 

“Bailiff, hand this letter to the defendant’s attorney and let’s get on with the next case.” The judge held out a crisp, official looking document and the bailiff took it, walking to Mr. Peck and holding it out. 

He wanted to snatch the paper and find out more about this judge in Oregon. His attorney tucked the document into his leather case and nodded for him to follow. 

Out of the courtroom and on the street the heat was only slightly less offensive. Smoke from factories and dung from the horses added a foul odor that hovered in the streets with no current of air to lessen them. Summers in New York. He had often wondered why he’d stayed. 

“How did you know about the letter?” he asked, as they dodged people hastily moving along the street. 

“I’ve had it in my possession for some time.” Mr. Peck didn’t even look at him. He just kept walking. The attorney’s average build made it easy for his long legs to keep up with the man. 

He stopped. “You’ve had the letter? How? Why?” 

Mr. Peck spun around, grabbed his sleeve, and pulled him along the walkway toward his office down the block. “It’s a story best told in the confines of my office and not here on the street.” He nodded behind them. 

Brody glanced over his shoulder and noted a patrolman following a short distance behind them. “Judge Adams wants to make sure I leave his city, doesn’t he?” 

“Yes. Precisely why you need to follow me to my office and hear the letter.” Mr. Peck picked up his pace, pushing his wire-rimmed glasses up his perspiring nose.

Curiosity kept him from ducking down an alley. Finally, they turned into the brownstone that housed the offices of Lester Peck, Attorney at Law. Inside the main office a large man sat in one of the waiting chairs. Mr. Peck nodded to him and continued into his office.

“Have a seat.” Mr. Peck placed his hat on the wooden stand by the door and his leather case on his desk. He opened the case, pulled out the letter the judge had waved around, and sat behind his desk. 

Curiosity won out. He sat and noted the office was cooler than the courtroom and the street. “Why have you had this letter for a while?”

“Let me read the letter, then you may ask questions.” Mr. Peck cleared his throat and began, “To the Courts of New York City, I, Judge Abner Radley, take full responsibility for Brody Yates. He is my estranged grandson. I will put him to work on my cattle ranch, the Double R, in Harney County, Oregon and make sure he learns a good work ethic and stays out of trouble. I have a man who is willing to escort him to my ranch saving the courts the cost of time and money. The honorable Judge Abner Radley.”

A grandfather? Why hadn’t I heard from this man before when I really needed help? He didn’t believe it. “How do you know this man is my grandfather? He could be some person who sells young men to ships or other countries as slaves.” He’d heard stories of men shanghaied in the west coast cities and working on ships for years. 

“He is your grandfather. He was your mother’s father.” Mr. Peck slid a small stack of papers across his desk. “These are the official papers linking your mother to Judge Radley.” 

He shook his head. His mother never spoke of her father, only that her mother had died when she was fourteen and she’d met Brody’s father when she was sixteen. She’d never mentioned where she grew up. He’d assumed it was New York City, the only place they’d ever lived. 

His hands shook as he reached out to read the papers. One was an affidavit from a preacher and a doctor saying Mary Elizabeth Radley was born May 2, 1852, in Oregon City. He couldn’t believe what he read. Mary Elizabeth was his ma’s name. But it was Yates, not Radley. He mentally thunked himself. Yates was his father’s last name. The next paper was a report stating Mary Elizabeth Radley had been kidnapped in August of 1868 from Canyon City, Oregon. Below that paper were letters addressed to Judge Radley from lawmen across the country saying they could not find his daughter. The next to last letter was from the Pinkerton Agency. He’d known who it would be from before he read the words. It had the one eye symbol for the agency on the top of the page. They had discovered Mary Elizabeth Radley Yates had passed away January of 1881 and her son was now seventeen and working, it seemed, at the docks. 

Five years ago his grandfather had found him, and yet, he did nothing. “Why didn’t he contact me then? When I was seventeen?” Brody glanced up from the papers and found Mr. Peck watching him with sympathy glimmering in his eyes.

“He thought you’d made your life as you wanted. But he also had received information about your habit of irritating the law. That was what prompted him to write this letter five years ago and send it to me to keep in case you were to be sent to prison or worse.”

“So even though he thought I was doing all right, he didn’t think I would stay that way.” That rankled more than knowing he’d had a grandfather out there watching over him and not showing his face. The fact the man believed he would falter or fail. He wasn’t his father who couldn’t keep a job to save his family. His father died a drunk in a gutter, killing himself on the money they needed for rent.

Brody stood, tossing the papers onto the desk. He’d been just fine all these years on his own. He didn’t need a stranger to help him out now. “What if I don’t want to meet this grandfather or work on a cattle ranch?” 

“You’ll go to prison for stealing.” Mr. Peck leaned back in his chair. “Wouldn’t meeting your grandfather and trying a hand at cattle ranching be better than being stuck in prison?” 

The fleeting thought he’d had about heading toward Oregon and stopping somewhere along the way seemed like his best option. He wouldn’t have to be beholden to anyone. “I’ve heard enough stories about prison that an Oregon cattle ranch sounds better.” He started for the door and stopped. “How am I to get there? Did my grandfather send you money for my travels?” 

Mr. Peck stood, walked to the door, and opened it. “Marshal Evert, would you come in please?”

Brody backed up as the large man who’d been sitting in the waiting room stood and walked into the office. 

Mr. Peck shut the door behind the man and faced them. “This is your escort to your grandfather. U.S. Marshal Jake Evert. Marshal Evert, this is Brody Yates, Judge Radley’s grandson you are to see gets to the Double R Ranch in Oregon.” 

“Yates.” The marshal stuck out his hand. 

Brody didn’t like the idea of someone taking him to his grandfather like he was a criminal or a small child that needed an escort, but he knew better than to let the man know. “Marshal.” He shook hands and stepped back. “When do we leave?”

“The train pulls out headed west in two hours. We’ll gather your things and head to the station.” The marshal shook hands with Mr. Peck, who slid him an envelope. 

Keeping his eye on the envelope, he noted the marshal placed it in his left inside jacket pocket. Good to know, considering he’d need funds to get him anywhere but Oregon. 


 Chapter Two

 

Brody’s body ached from the hours sitting on the hard benches in the train. He knew there were softer seats. He’d managed to get away from the marshal early in the trip and had darted into the car behind theirs. It had soft seats that changed into beds. Why couldn’t his grandfather have paid for better accommodations? After all, they’d been traveling on the train for seven days. 

Marshal Evert appeared to be sleeping, but he’d learned it was the man’s ruse to see if he’d try to get away. The marshal had smiled, a knowing smile, the first time he’d managed to get as far as the next car. He’d also tried to get away on a long stopover in Denver. But the marshal had been right on his heels and his smile wasn’t as friendly when he’d grabbed Brody by the back of his jacket and hauled him back to the train. 

So he sat, grumbling and cursing the man sitting across from him as the train slowed and the conductor called out, “Baker City!” 

“This is our stop.” The marshal knocked Brody’s crossed leg off his other leg and stood. “Grab your gear.”

He reached under the seat and pulled out his small canvas knapsack with one extra set of clothes and a photo of his mother and him taken before she’d grown sick. He didn’t have any photos of his father and didn’t want any. Even thinking about the man made him angry. If it had been his father’s father who arranged his not going to prison, he would have chosen prison. That was how bitter he felt toward the man who’d fathered him and left him and Ma fighting to survive every day until she lost the battle. 

 The train chugged and puffed, sifting more black soot into the open windows. He coughed and followed the other passengers off the train and onto the station’s platform. Hard heeled, pointed-toed boots, the men with wide-brimmed hats wore, thunked with an interesting cadence as they crossed the raised wooden walkway. The knee-high footwear was fascinating. He’d never seen anything like it. A crowd of people stood back watching the train. He wouldn’t have known if his grandfather stood with them or not. He couldn’t picture a male version of his mother. 

The marshal pushed on his back. “Move along. We’ll go by stage from here.” 

Brody walked to the edge of the people and faced Marshal Evert. “Are we going straight from the train to a stage? I don’t think my legs can take being folded up any longer.” He shook first one leg and then the other to emphasize how cramped they’d become from days and nights sitting in the confined space of their seats on the train.

“We’ll spend the night in a hotel and get on the stage tomorrow.” The marshal waved his empty hand toward the street. “Keep walking down this street. We’ll bunk at the stage hotel, it’s a few streets down.” 

Stage hotel. He had a pretty good idea it would be like the hotel they’d stayed in one night on the train trip. One big room with bunks. There had been a dozen men sharing the space. He might have grown up in the slums of New York, but he liked to be clean and right now he wanted a bath and to change into clean clothes. 

“Any chance we can stop at a bath house before the hotel?” He plucked at his sweat-stained shirt. “I’ve been living in these clothes for two weeks.” 

The marshal narrowed his eyes. “You’ll have to promise not to try and run if we go to a bath house.” 

“I don’t know where I’d go if I did run.” He smiled sincerely and shrugged. This move had worked when he was younger and had plucked an apple from a store. From the narrowed stare the marshal aimed at him, he had a feeling it didn’t work on hardened lawmen. 

Marshal Evert started walking. “Come on. If you so much as try to get away, I’ll have this whole town looking for you in five minutes. This is my territory.” 

The way people on the street nodded, smiled, and greeted the marshal, Brody believed the man. 

They crossed over five streets before Marshal Evert entered a building with the sign, Boarding. It was next to the Baker City Livery. Across the street, he noticed a Chinese laundry. Inside, Marshal Evert paid for two beds and then headed back out to the board walkway. 

“There’s a bathhouse at the back of the laundry across the street.” He pointed beyond the dung littered, dusty width of dirt between the two buildings. 

Brody followed the marshal, dodging horses pulling wagons and men on horseback, to the small wooden structure with a laundry sign. 

They stepped inside and were greeted by a Chinese man who stood only as tall as their chests.

“Chang has the cleanest baths in town,” the marshal said. 

“Yes. Yes,” the man said, drawing the curtain aside and revealing two metal bathing tubs half full of water. 

“Step on in. You get the tub in the back.” Marshal Evert grabbed his knapsack as he walked by. “I’ll keep these until I’m done and dressed.”

He relinquished his bag and stepped to the back of the narrow area. He shed his clothes and slipped into the tub. 

“I get hot water then wash clothes.” Chang picked up the dirty clothes and hustled out of the room, drawing the curtain closed behind him. 

Brody leaned back in the tub, enjoying the luke warm water. He closed his eyes, savoring the idea of getting clean. 

“Don’t fall asleep.” The marshal’s voice reminded him he wasn’t alone. 

Chang returned with two steaming buckets of water. He poured one in Marshal Evert’s tub and the second one in Brody’s tub. 

“Stir.” Chang moved his hand back and forth. 

He swirled the water and sighed as the hot water hit his sore back. Bouncing and sleeping sitting up in the train had his body aching in places he didn’t know he had.

He slid down, dunking his head under the water and came up sluicing the water from his face. 

“Soap.” Chang held out an earthy smelling bar.

“Thanks.” He slid down in the water again and scrubbed the soap across his short cropped hair. Until he’d been sent to jail, his hair had brushed against his collar. The first thing they did before putting him in with the other prisoners was shave his head. All the men he’d been jailed with had their heads shaved. The rumor was it prevented an outbreak of head lice. For that reason, he didn’t mind losing his hair. He’d had head lice as a child. Ma had shaved his hair off and then coated his scalp with petroleum jelly and made him sleep sitting up. 

The soap smelled unlike anything he’d used before, but it cleaned the sweat and grime from his skin and made him feel like a man and not a street urchin. He rubbed a hand across his face, the whiskers rasped across his skin and felt longer than his hair. 

“I shave,” Chang said, standing to the side of the tub.

“I’d appreciate that.” He leaned his head back against the tub edge and closed his eyes. 

A hot towel covered his face for several moments before a stiff brush scrubbed lather on his face. Swift strokes of a blade cut the whiskers. The hot towel returned. 

“I could use a good shave, too,” Marshal Evert said. 

Brody finished scrubbing and stood, pulling a towel from a peg on the wall. His clothes were in the knapsack hanging on a peg by Marshal Evert’s head. Chang had placed the hot towel on the marshal’s face at the end of the shaving ritual. 

Glancing at the man relaxing in the tub, he stepped along his tub and the marshal’s tub. His fingers touched the strap on his knapsack. A hand grasped his leg, clamping tight enough to make his leg buckle. He grasped the sides of the tub to keep from falling into the water with the marshal. 

“I said you’d get your clothes after I’m dressed. Sit on that chair.” Marshal Evert pointed to a chair near the curtain. 

He’d known better than to get his clothes, considering the warning he’d been given, but damn, he was a man and he didn’t need to be treated like a child. “Can I grab my clothes and dress in the back of the room?” Sitting on a chair without a stitch of clothing on, waiting for permission to dress, angered him far more than any other wrong he’d ever encountered. 

Marshal Evert stood, wrapped a towel around his lower body and placed the knapsack in his hands. He pointed to the tub where Brody had bathed. “There.” 

Clutching his knapsack to keep from saying anything, he walked to the back of the small room and dressed with his back to the marshal. If he didn’t have the man keeping an eye on him, he’d have strolled through town, looking for fun and money to get away from the marshal. If the marshal’s vest had been hanging near the knapsack, he’d have gone for that. He’d learned long ago, the only way a person could survive was to get their hands on money. 

Dressed, he waited for Marshal Evert to pay the Chinaman, noting the marshal took money from the envelope in his vest pocket. The big man had worn the garment to bed the one night they’d slept off the train. Until this bath, he’d never had the garment off. 

A plan formed in his head. He smiled and followed the marshal back out onto the street. “My stomach’s grumblin’ any chance we could eat a real meal?” 

Marshal Evert stopped at the edge of the walkway and peered both directions. “There’s a restaurant couple streets over.” He pivoted to his right and strode down the walkway. 

The thunk of his boots drew Brody’s attention. The marshal wore boots similar to the ones the men in the wide-brimmed hats wore. He took a good gander at the marshal’s hat. His hat was shaped near the same as the other fellas but the brim wasn’t as wide. 

At the restaurant, waiting for their food, he took in how the people were dressed. Half the men had the pointy-toed boots and wide-brimmed hats. If they had a woman with them, she didn’t wear a fancy dress and her hat was small or functional. The clothing was pretty and clean and didn’t show any skin but her hands and face. The men in suits reminded him of New York—dressed fancy, with gold watch fobs and chains. The women with these men wore fine dresses with lace showing off their necks and giving a peek at the creamy skin on their chests. They had on big fancy hats that were more for show than keeping the sun off their skin. 

The young women where he lived in New York only wore a hat if they were going to church or a special event. He’d noticed while walking the streets, every female over school age, wore a hat or bonnet. 

Staring out the window, he wondered over the small buildings, the tallest two stories. He’d only seen houses that were this small, not businesses. 

“What can I get you tonight, Marshal?” the woman, he’d figured out was the owner, asked. 

He could tell by the way she and the marshal eyed each other that if the marshal weren’t escorting him, he’d be keeping the woman’s bed warm tonight. That gave him an idea.

“I’ll have my usual, May,” Marshal Evert said. His eyes twinkled.

“And you, young man?” May asked, not even looking at Brody.

“I’ll have a steak, roll, and pie.” He figured if his grandfather was paying for the trip he could pay for a steak. 

“No potatoes with your meal?” May finally looked at him. 

She had a round cheerful face and a mouth that was constantly turned up at the corners.

“No taters for me,” he said, shaking his head.

“Tater?” May and the Marshal said at the same time.

“Tater, potato.” Everyone knew a tater was a potato.

“Why do you call a potato a tater?” the marshal asked. 

“That’s what we called it when I was growing up.” He shrugged. 

“No taters for you,” May said playfully, and put her hand on the marshal’s shoulder before walking away.

He nodded toward May’s retreating body. “If you want to visit her later, I can go to bed early.”

Marshal Evert narrowed his eyes. “You won’t be going anywhere that I don’t go. May understands I’m doing a job.”

Brody smiled but on the inside he was seething. He had to find a way to get loose from the marshal or he’d be facing his grandfather soon.

 


Chapter Three

 

Lilah Wells couldn’t concentrate on the conversation with her friend, Sarah. She and Judge Radley had driven the wagon to Venator to meet the stage and the grandson the judge had never seen. 

Five years ago when the judge had received the letter stating they’d found his deceased daughter and her son, he’d cried. At first tears of grief for a daughter he hadn’t seen in years and then at the joy of having a part of her still living—her son. From what the judge told her, she hoped Brody liked the ranching life. Judge Radley wanted to leave his ranch in good hands and he preferred those hands to be his grandson and legacy.

Shouts and the sound of jingling, creaking harnesses drew her attention. 

“The stage” she said, feeling the excitement of a child awaiting a gift. “I have to go.”

Without a glance at her friend, Lilah hurried down the dusty street to the post office where the stage would stop. Judge Radley had waited in the wagon, parked in the shade of the post office. She watched him climb down. She’d wanted him to bring the buggy, it provided a smoother trip and was easier for him to enter and exit. He had said he didn’t want the boy to think he was putting on airs. He’d feel more comfortable being picked up in a wagon. 

She wasn’t so sure, noting the way the younger man on the top of the stage coach winced as a wheel dropped into a hole before the conveyance came to a stop. Taking in his appearance, she was pretty sure the man was the grandson. His angular features and touches of red in his whiskers reminded her of Judge Radley when she’d first met him. She’d been about six when he’d visited her father and mother. He’d been considerably older than Brody and his hair was graying, but there was a definite resemblance between the two. 

Once the stage stopped swaying, the passengers inside the coach stepped out. 

Lilah drew her gaze from the man and noticed Marshal Evert on the seat next to Willy, the stage coach driver. That settled it. The man on the top of the coach had to be Brody Yates. 

A shiver skittered up her backbone when he looked her way. His light blue gaze held hers for a moment before scanning the street. She didn’t have time to decide if the shiver was good or bad before noticing him grimace and appear disgusted with what he saw. That he found their little settlement distasteful annoyed her.

Venator wasn’t Baker City or even Burns, but it was her home and she was proud of the small settlement. They had the necessary businesses to survive. A post office, small mercantile, livery-blacksmith, and a boarding house. 

Marshal Evert climbed down off the stage and glanced back up. “Yates! Toss down the bags and get down here!”

The man she had already dubbed Brody, glared at the marshal and tossed the bags down to the lawman with a bit more force than she deemed appropriate.

Judge Radley stepped up beside her. “As I figured, he’s going to be a handful. Growing up the way he did, I pegged him as independent. Probably rubbed him wrong having a lawman escort him here.”

Lilah wrapped her arm around the judge’s and squeezed. “You’ll bring him around. You have a way with unruly orphans.” 

The judge patted her hand. “You were easy, my dear, you had two loving parents before I took you in. My grandson has had a tough lot so far. I’m sure he isn’t thrilled with me having him escorted here after hearing I’ve known of his existence for five years.” 

The last bag hit the marshal in the chest, and the younger man swung down from the top of the stage. He scanned the area again. His gaze stopped on his grandfather. He had to know he was looking at a reflection of himself in forty years. 

Marshal Evert tossed a small knapsack at Brody, pulling his attention from the judge. The marshal nodded their way and he and the younger man walked over. 

“Judge Radley, this is Brody Yates.” Marshal Evert put a hand behind the man, urging him forward. 

The judge held his hand out to the marshal. “Thank you, Marshal Evert. Is there enough money left to pay you for your services?” he asked, not glancing at his grandson. 

Lilah watched the gap between the younger man’s brows narrow as his frown grew deeper. 

“Yes.” Marshal Evert shook hands with the judge. “Good luck.”

Judge Radley chuckled and turned his attention to the angry man standing in front of him. “Brody, grandson, it is a pleasure to finally meet you.” The judge held out his hand.

She held her breath, hoping the man wouldn’t be so rude as to ignore his grandfather’s offered hand. She could tell by his hesitation, it had crossed his mind.

Finally, he reached out and shook hands. “Judge.”

The older man smiled and clutched their clasped hands with his other hand. “We have much to talk about, but let’s get back to the ranch.”

Clearing her throat, she interrupted the grandfather’s study of his grandson.

“This is my ward, Lilah Wells. She’s staying at the ranch until she heads off to the university.” Judge Radley patted her arm. “Come along,” he added, walking toward the wagon.

At the wagon, Brody grimaced. 

The judge held out his hand, helping her onto the wagon seat. “Hop in back, son. I’m sure you’re sore from all the travel, but we’ll be at the ranch in an hour.” 

***

Brody tossed his knapsack into the wagon and crawled up, sitting at the back as far from the man claiming to be his grandfather and his ward.

The old man glanced over his shoulder. “No need to sit clear back there. You can come stand behind the seat if you’re tired of sitting.”

He didn’t want to accept the man’s offer but his sore backside said different. The judge waited for him to walk to the front of the vehicle and grasp the wagon seat before he clucked at the horses and slapped their rumps with the reins. 

The wagon lurched forward and he bumped the old man’s shoulder and the middle of Lilah’s back. 

“Sorry,” he mumbled to no one in particular. Inhaling the air near the young woman brought about memories. The soft floral scent swirled memories of his mother, holding him, reading to him, and hugging him tight as they waited for his father to come home. Those first years, she’d been happy, kept herself presentable, and always smelled like a fragrant flower. 

He shook his head and realized the judge was talking to him. “Pardon?”

“I was saying, I’m sure this country is nothing like what you’re used to,” the judge said, raising his voice.

“All I’ve ever known were cobbled streets and tall buildings that block the wind and the sun.” He had to admit the fresh air and unfiltered sunshine was something he could get used to. “The air here is fresh.”

“What is the air like in New York City?” Lilah asked, tipping her face up, her dark green eyes peering into his. 

“Thick. Soot from the factories fills the air and makes it hard for many to breathe.” His gaze slid from her eyes to the sprinkling of faint freckles scattered over her nose and across her cheeks. Her rosy lips were full and tipped up at the corners. Her dark brown hair was pinned up under the hat that matched the color of her skirt and jacket. Where the sunlight touched her hair the strands had a copper color. 

“Yet, I read New York City has a population of over a million people.” Lilah stared straight ahead. “I can’t even imagine that many people.”

Brody smiled. “There were days it felt like every one of those million people watched every move I made.”

“Why is that?” the judge asked.

He didn’t think the man wanted to know how he supplemented his meager wages and helped others out. Being as how he was on the side of the law, Brody doubted he’d look kindly on his kin stealing. “Walking the street to and from work, you were bumped and jostled. Women up in the tenements hung out the windows calling to their men and children or one another.”

“Where did you work?” Lilah asked. 

“At the docks. I unloaded wagons.” It was hard back-breaking work, but it paid more than anything else he could find. But barely enough to pay for the room he rented and food. 

“From the work you’ve been doing, you shouldn’t have any problems working in the hay fields.” The judge nodded to a field with several men pitching hay onto a wagon.

“That your field?” he asked, watching the men and thinking the work looked as hard as the work on the docks.

“No. That belongs to Alphena Venator. He owns most of the land around the community. It was named for his family. The Double R is five miles from the community.” The older man clucked to the horses and they picked up a bit faster walk. 

Five miles from even the small community of Venator. Brody was getting itchy to see more people and some action. Any kind of action. The marshal had kept him close at hand the whole trip. He wanted to jump out of the wagon and head back to Venator, find a card game, and catch the next stage out of here. 

“The ranch has a year-round supply of water running through the meadows creating good hay for the cattle and horses in the winter. The last few years I’ve cut back on market cattle and have been striving to breed hardy stock that carries good beef traits.” The judge continued talking about the ranch, mentioning words he didn’t understand. 

Brody tuned him out and studied the countryside. Rugged flat-topped hills surrounded wide areas of tall grass and lines of short, willowy trees or vast flat areas scattered with rocks and a bush the marshal called sagebrush. This country didn’t look like anything he’d seen in photographs, magazines or advertisements. The dust curled up behind the wagon, settling on his shoulders and the shoulders of the judge and Lilah. 

He coughed and spit the grit out of his mouth. 

“Get used to the dust. It’s even worse when the wind kicks up.” A heavily veined hand handed him a cotton cloth. “It’s a bandana. Tie it around your neck loosely and pull the larger part up over your nose.”

Staring at the square of cloth he couldn’t understand what the man meant. 

Lilah turned in the seat. “Here, like a bandit.” She folded the square into a three-sided shape and held it up to his neck. He bent down and she tied it loosely around his neck. Before he straightened, she pulled the folded part of the cloth over his nose. 

“You’ll wear something like this a lot when you’re working the cattle.” She faced forward.

Not if I’m not here. Brody was beginning to think the crushing bodies and sooty air of New York City was favorable to this country.


Chapter Four

 

Brody’s legs finally gave in to the bouncing and he sat behind the wagon seat, staring into the cloud of dust following the wagon. After twenty minutes or so, the wheels crunched on gravel and the wagon bounced more, but the dust didn’t curl up as much behind them. Glancing to his right, he spotted a stream. 

“You’re on Double R land. We own close to four thousand acres, a thousand head of cattle breeding stock, and a hundred head of ranch stock horses. We hay two hundred acres of meadow ground to feed the livestock through the winter. Some winters we barely make it and others we have hay left over. The winter of eighty-one we lost a couple hundred head due to the deep snow and long cold spell.” The judge waved his arm. “I homesteaded on this creek after my wife passed. Two years later your mother ran off with your father.” The older man sighed. “At the time, I thought he’d kidnapped her. He’d shown interest in her, but she’d not let on to care a lick for him.” 

“It wasn’t your fault, Judge,” Lilah said. 

Brody glanced over his shoulder. The woman had a hand on the old man’s arm. He narrowed his eyes and studied the two of them. Was there more between them than her being his ward?

“If Mary Elizabeth’s ma had been alive, she’d have noticed what was going on. Perhaps could have prevented it.” 

The judge, his grandfather, wished he hadn’t been born. His chest ached. He’d hoped he’d finally found family, have someone who cared again. Now he wondered why the judge even sent the letter to the courts. It was obvious he wished the union between Brody’s mother and father hadn’t happened.

Two riders charged through the dust behind the wagon. They had bandanas pulled up over their noses and their horses charged toward the wagon. 

“Judge! Judge!” one hollered over the crunch of the rocks under the wheels, the jangle of the harness, and the thumping of the wagon box. 

“Whoa!” The judge pulled the horses to a stop and turned to watch the men stop next to the wagon. 

“What’s wrong?” Judge Radley asked.

“Found one of your best cows dead and skinned up over the ridge along that crick that don’t stay full.” The man talking sat taller and was slender while the other man was as wide as he was short. The shorter man stared at Brody as the other man talked.

“Thieves!” The judge shouted. “Get Clem and Roy to help you round up all the cattle in that area and bring them to a valley closer in. Then Sandy, you and Angel, see if you can’t find some tracks and figure out who killed my cattle and took the hide.” 

“Yes, sir.” Sandy settled his hat on tighter and his horse shot forward. “Come on, Stubbs!” 

The shorter man clasped his hat to his head with one hand and took off in a cloud of dust after the one the judge called Sandy.

Brody pulled his body up to stand behind the wagon seat as the judge whipped the horses into a trot. The wagon bounced twice as much as before. Lilah clutched the seat. She bounced toward the edge and he grabbed her arm, keeping her from falling over the edge of the wagon. 

“What’s the hurry? You told that man, Sandy, what to do.” He kept hold of the young woman as the wagon rocked back and forth. 

“I want to send out more men to check for any other skinned cattle. I won’t tolerate thievery.” The judge bounced forward, but caught himself from going over the front of the wagon. 

“Judge. Slow down, if you’re killed in a wagon accident, you can’t do anything about the cattle.” Lilah nearly shouted to be heard above the sound of the wagon banging, bouncing, and rattling. 

The horses slowed to a walk, and she breathed a sigh of relief. She also noticed Brody didn’t release the arm he’d been holding since she nearly went head first over the side of the wagon. His fingers held her tight but didn’t dig in. With the heat of the afternoon, she wouldn’t have thought she could feel heat from his hand, but she did. It was a warmth that trailed up her arm and settled in her chest. 

She glanced up at him and tugged on her arm. He looked down and gazed into her eyes a moment, then at the hand still clutching her arm. His fingers opened, and he rubbed his palm on his pants.

Why had he wiped his hand? Was she perspiring that much? She glanced at her arm. The jacket she wore to keep the dust off her shirtwaist wasn’t thick, but it did make her perspire more than without wearing it. She noticed a slight dampness where he’d held her. But it appeared to be from his hand and not her arm. 

They now drove through the meadows allowed to grow to make hay. The grass was nearly up to her waist. The judge had set the cutting to start next week. She studied Brody. He looked healthy enough to do the work. But would he balk when he saw what all it entailed? She even helped with the haying. The last three years, she’d driven teams of horses that ran the cutting machine and that bucked the hay. At first Judge Radley had been against it, but she’d asked Buster Malone, the foreman, to show her what to do and then she’d shown the judge she had the skills.

“This is the hay ground. We’ll start harvesting next week.” The judge glanced up at Brody. “You’ll be part of the haying crew until you’ve had time to learn about the cattle and horses.” He turned his attention back to the team pulling the wagon. “I don’t suppose you had much experience with animals living in the city.” 

“Stray cats and dogs. Not getting run over by a horse or team.” His tone reflected boredom. 

But his gaze scanned everything, eyes wide with surprise as he studied the area.

“I figured as much. That’s why you’ll start out helping with the hogs and chickens while haying. After that I’ll have someone teach you to ride and you can follow Buster, my foreman, around to learn about the cattle.” The judge clucked to the horses. 

Lilah thought she might as well offer her help. “I can teach Brody to ride. That way it won’t take one of the hands away from their duties.” 

The judge looked at her. “You’ll be headed to the university after the haying is done.”

“I’ve been thinking about that. With Agnes in the family way it might be best if I stay until after the holidays. The baby will come in November and I can start the university at the beginning of the year.” This was one thing she planned to dig her heels into. She would not leave poor Agnes stranded. She had two little ones already and had admitted this time she wasn’t feeling well. Not like she’d felt with the other two. 

“Mrs. Fellowes can help Agnes,” the judge
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