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Farrah turned as the bell over the door jangled. Bella, the girl whom she was training up to take over some of the days at the general store, walked in and raised her eyebrows when she saw Farrah’s expression.

“Are you expecting someone?” Bella asked. 

“No,” said Farrah, returning to the orders in front of her. “I was miles away.”

She looked out of the window at the soft spring rain and tried to focus on being here, and now, not thinking of the past. It wouldn’t do to start letting her thoughts come up uninvited.

“It’s been a year since you moved to town, hasn’t it?” said Bella. “I think anniversaries bring back old memories.”

Farrah nodded, slightly annoyed that it was so obvious to others where her distractions lay.
“It must have been a big change for you,” said Bella. “Moving down here into the mountains, after living out so far west.”

“I’ve had practice,” said Farrah. “This wasn’t my first time starting over.”

***

One year earlier

“There’ll be a lot of folks trying after land here,” said Andrew, striding ahead. “I’ll be lucky to win the bid on the McAllan ranch.”

Farrah nodded, scurrying to keep up with her husband’s long steps as he navigated the puddles on the street. He usually slowed down a little when they walked together, but today his brother Lance was setting the pace.

“Have you tried going back with a higher sum?” asked Lance. “I’ve heard the Granges offered well over the asking price.”

“Bidding’s closed,” said Andrew tersely. He halted outside the bank and turned back to Farrah as she caught up.

“I’ll only be a short while. Do you want to come in?”

Farrah shook her head. It had stopped raining, and the last thing she wanted was to get stuck inside the stuffy bank building. Still, in the back of her mind, she felt that Andrew should have assumed that she should accompany him. They had only been married a few months, but he kept slipping back into treating her like a guest or distant relative.

She walked toward the haberdashery, trying to make her thoughts more cheerful. Andrew may not have been very friendly, but he had agreed to marry her despite a lack of any money or much experience with housekeeping. – and in full knowledge of her past.

Farrah had known Andrew would be pleased when he saw her get off the train. She had garnered enough attention back home to know that she would be considered pretty just about anywhere she went. But other than her looks, there was little to recommend her to a practical man like Andrew.

Pausing at the door of the little store, and trying to remember everything she needed before she went inside, her eye was caught by a movement at the end of the street.

A man had turned on his heel, suddenly, and gone back the way he had come. As Farrah watched, he did the same thing after a few steps, turning and going back. 

When she came out of the store a few minutes later, he was sill hesitating at the end of the street. He turned back and forth a couple more times, until he looked over and saw Farrah watching. Then he ducked his head and quickly turned once more, this time moving away from her like he was embarrassed.

Farrah suddenly realised what he was doing. There was a public house at the corner, and he had been walking back and forth like he was considering going in, and then changing his mind.

She wondered if he had a problem with drinking, as so many men in this area seemed to. Farrah felt it was good that this man was having second thoughts about the habit, if so. 

She had felt nervous on the few occasions she had been in town in the evenings, when the men who frequented the drinking spots became louder and less controlled. Although it could be difficult to live with Andrew, who barely spoke to her and seemed to forget she was there half the time, Farrah was eternally grateful that he was not one of the rowdy group that she had seen on those nights.

The man at the corner had bumped into someone who was leaving the public house. They seemed to be arguing about something, standing apart with aggressive expressions, their voices slightly raised.

After a moment, the man turned one final time and walked swiftly to the end of the street – but not before Farrah noticed him pocketing something. Her mouth dropped open as she realized what had happened.

The man slowed as he reached her, and looked coolly at her shocked expression.

“Did you just steal from that man?” she asked.

“He stole from me first,” shrugged the stranger, a slight smile on his face. 

“What?”

“He stole my horse.”

Farrah shook her head, unable to comprehend this.

“Then tell the sheriff, for goodness’ sake – you can’t just go stealing from people.”

“That’s Michael Grange. His sister is married to the sheriff – he and his brother Derry can get away with just about anything,” said the man, in a tone that suggested Farrah should have known this already. “You must be new around here.”

Before Farrah could answer, she heard footsteps behind her. The man smiled in greeting as Andrew and Lance joined them.

“Good to see you back, Carl,” said Andrew. “This is Farrah,” he added as an afterthought.

“Ah, your new bride,” smiled Carl. “Congratulations, by the way. I’ve been thinking about signing up to one of those mail order services.”

“Bit of a gamble,” said Lance.

“Seems to have paid off,” said Carl.

Farrah was feeling too flustered to heed the apparent compliment. She started nervously when she saw one of the deputies running down the street, suddenly feeling as though she was going to get in trouble for witnessing Carl’s theft.

But the deputy ran right past them. As the little group turned to look, shouting rose from the end of the street, past the corner where Carl had been hesitating earlier.

The man Carl had argued with, Michael, came into view. He was the one shouting – and there was blood on his shirt.

Someone else took up the call.

“Murder!”

***

Farrah had decided, when she arrived here, that she was going to make the best of things. 

She was not living the life she had planned for herself, not by a long way. She had never intended to leave her home town, and certainly not travel so far away by herself. She would never have dreamed of signing up as a mail order bride, and marrying someone she did not know.

Andrew was a good worker. He never raised his voice to Farrah, and was not unreasonably demanding. He knew not to expect too much from his young wife as she learned how to keep house on a ranch.

Farrah often reminded herself of how good she had it, and how much worse a partner she could have ended up with.

She frequently tried to forge a stronger connection to Andrew, asking him about his thoughts or feelings, staying up late to see him when he came home from a long day. She had listened attentively when he spoke of his intention to expand he ranch by purchasing the land next to his own, bringing his brother into the business.

A number of Farrah’s friends back home had fallen in love, and married, only to be shocked that they were not blissfully happy all of the time. Farrah had her eyes open from the start, she told herself. She knew the challenges, and could build a relationship with Andrew.

Besides, she had been in love herself once, and look how that had ended up – well, that was what had brought her here.

Still, it was sometimes hard, when Andrew showed no real interest in her as a person, preferring to sit and read in silence, never asking her any questions about herself. Farrah wondered if she would ever really know him.

Which was why, when she heard raised voices from inside the house as she walked toward it, she hesitated on the porch for a moment. She wanted to hear was being said.

“I’m not implying anything, Andrew.”

“Yes, you are.”

The visitor was the sheriff from the town. Farrah knew he had been visiting those who had been in town on the day that Derry Grange had been killed. She and Andrew had left quickly – she had been upset by the cries of Michael, who had found his brother dead. They had been expecting a visit for the past few days.

But why was there anything to argue over?

“I didn’t even know that the Granges were putting a bid on the land,” said Andrew. “And even if I had, what on earth makes you think I’d kill someone over it?.”

Farrah bit her lip. The sheriff suspected Andrew of trying to get rid of those he was in competition with. But surely anyone who knew Andrew would not think such a thing.

“If you were arguing – well, things get out of hand,” said the sheriff. “It wouldn’t be the first time an accident had happened. Everyone knows how badly you want that land.”

A board creaked under Farrah’s foot. She quickly walked through the front door like she had just arrived.

“Is everything all right?” she asked, looking at the two reddened faces.

“Fine, fine, nothing to concern yourself with,” said the sheriff, taking up his hat.

Farrah stood to one side as he left. She glanced up at Andrew.

“The Granges were going to win the bid on the land next door,” he said flatly. “Looks like I’m going to get it now.”

“Oh.” Farrah was unsure of what to say.

“I know.  It’s not like we can be happy about it under the circumstances,” said Andrew, turning away.

Despite how upset Andrew was, Farrah felt a small flush of happiness. He did indeed seem distressed – it showed that he really cared about what had happened, and he was not going to celebrate his good fortune even in private.

She laid her hand on his arm.

“I’m sorry,” she said, trying to think of the right words to follow.

She was not fast enough, however, and after a moment Andrew shrugged her hand away and moved to the door.

“I’m going to go speak with Lance about the purchase,” he said. “I’ll probably be back late. Don’t wait up for me.”

“I’ll leave some food out –“ Farrah flinched as the door closed.

She tried to tell herself that he was showing concern for her, by insisting she went to bed. 

She wondered when she would no longer need to keep making the best of things.

***

Farrah glanced up at the gathering clouds and pushed her knitting into her bag, wishing she had gone inside. She had come into town to accompany Andrew, and had elected to sit in their open wagon while he had another meeting with the bank manager.

She had been spending as much time as she could with Andrew over the past week. After the third month of being married, she felt that they should be at least a little closer than they had been. Andrew hadn’t seemed to mind her company on the road, but it had been clear he didn’t want her sitting in on his business meetings.

Maybe it wasn’t going to rain. Farrah held her hand out to see if she could feel any drops.

Her attention was caught by a few shouts from a nearby alleyway. She froze, her mind going back to the horrible scene that had played out the last time she was in town.

Instead of cries of “murder”, however, someone seemed to be swearing loudly. 

Then someone came tearing down the alleyway toward her. Without pausing even for a moment, they caught the side of the wagon and swung themselves in.

Farrah turned in her seat to stare at the interloper. It was Carl, the strange man she had met in town just before Derry Grange had been found dead.

He smiled up at her as though they were meeting at a party. He was lying across the wagon floor, clearly hiding from the man who was now running down the alley and across the street, looking for him.

“Mrs. Cooke,” said Carl. “How are you? Looks like rain, doesn’t it?”

“What on earth are you doing?” demanded Farrah. “Exacting more theft on someone who stole from you, I suppose?” She looked over at the man who was chasing Carl – she was fairly sure it was Michael, the brother of the murdered man.

“No, this is an unrelated argument,” said Carl. “But it didn’t seem to be going anywhere, so I thought it best to leave.”

“And hide in my husband’s wagon,” added Farrah, raising an eyebrow.

Carl waved a hand dismissively. “You’re not being a very good host,” he said.

“You’re not being a very good guest,” said Farrah. She could not have said why, but she was starting to smile. Carl had an odd, boyish charm about him. He looked around her age, but his soft face and wide eyes gave him a youthful demeanor. “You didn’t ask permission to come in.”

“I must not have seen the door,” said Carl. “Or are we using ship rules? Permission to board?”

Farrah bit her lip to stop a laugh escaping.

“What does that man want with you?” she asked. “That was the same man you were arguing with before, wasn’t it? Michael Grange?”

Carl’s face grew more serious.

“He was upset about his brother.”

Farrah frowned. “Why did that become an argument?”

“I don’t have a good history with the Granges,” said Carl. “We used to be friends, but I – well, we grew apart. Derry kept trying to bring me back into the old friend group, and there were a few arguments...”

His eyes moved away from Farrah’s, and she was reminded of his strange behavior at the door of the public house. He clearly had a troubled past that he was trying to overcome – and the Granges were related to his struggles. 

If anyone could have sympathy with someone trying to move away from their past, it was her. 

“Well, there are certainly a few people I would be willing to hide in a wagon to get away from,” she admitted.

Carl grinned. Farrah felt her own smile widen in response – and then an odd, fluttering sensation in her chest caused the smile to drop.

No. No, no, no. Not again, she thought. 

She jumped down from the buckboard, not caring how hard she landed, or that she knocked her knitting bag to the ground, and started walking away from the wagon. 

Carl would be confused at her sudden departure, but she did not need to explain herself to a guest who had not even obeyed “ship rules”.

She saw Andrew walking toward her.

“Your friend Carl has decided to hide in the wagon,” she informed him at once.

Andrew looked confused, and went to see what she meant. Farrah stayed to one side as Carl explained himself.

She tried to imagine joking with Andrew about this on the way home, but she knew already that it would not happen. Andrew cared little for conversation, and even less for humor.

Farrah had always been far too affected when someone could make her laugh. It had been half he reason she had fallen in love with Simon. 

And now she had felt that same, swift draw toward Carl that she had felt toward Simon. And as badly as that was ended, this was even worse. She was married now, and she could not even begin to consider what attraction to someone else might mean.

She kept her attention away from the wagon, looking at a row of houses at the end of the street.

As she gazed across to the houses, she saw a door open – and the bank manager walking out of it. Farrah blinked. The manager’s wife was standing at the door, waving him off – he had clearly gone home for lunch.

But Andrew was supposed to have just had a meeting with him.

“Don’t worry about it,” she could hear Andrew saying to Carl. “But if I were you I’d get things straightened out with the Granges. The sheriff’s on the warpath, you can’t afford any attention.”

“Thank you,” said Carl.

He appeared at Farrah’s elbow after another moment, a contrite expression on his face.

“Sorry about all that,” he said. “I meant no disrespect, Mrs. Cooke.”

Farrah nodded, trying to look like a benevolent married matron, and not a woman attacked by unwelcome feelings.

Perhaps it might have worked if Carl had not bent down to pick up the knitting bag. As he handed it over, Farrah knew what was going to happen. Their hands touched for a moment, and she felt a shock – a shiver, as though brushed by ice.

She turned away quickly, knowing that it would look strange, but unable to care. She jumped up beside Andrew, ignoring the fact that Carl was staring at her from the road. 

She could feel his attention following her as Andrew set the horses walking. After a few moments, she risked a glance backward. Carl looked away, and directed his gaze instead at the public house. There was a slight slump to his shoulders.

Farrah turned to face forward once more.

“Strange fellow,” commented Andrew.

“Yes, he is,” agreed Farrah. “How – how was the meeting?”

“Fine. The bank manager is in favor of the plan.”

“Good.”

Farrah felt cold sinking deep into her bones. Wherever Andrew had been, he had not been at the bank. And he was lying to her about it.

***

When Andrew came to fetch her inside from the laundry line, Farrah was sure she had never seen his face looking so serious. For a moment, she hoped – or feared – that he was finally going to tell her the truth about what it was he had been doing.

She had paid more attention, after that first lie, and realized that he often disappeared at odd moments with no real explanation. Last night he had said he needed to go check on the herd during a rain storm, and had come back without a speck of mud on his boots.

But she was wrong.

“The sheriff needs to speak with you,” Andrew said.

“What – now? What about?” Farrah started, but Andrew was already on his way back to the house.

Inside, she found the sheriff, a deputy, and Carl.

“They think Carl killed Michael Grange,” said Andrew bluntly, before the sheriff had a chance to speak.

“What?” Farrah clapped a hand to her mouth. “He’s dead?”

“He was found dead a few days ago,” said the sheriff. “On a day you and Andrew had been into town. There were witnesses to a fight between Carl and Michael.”

“They saw him chase after me,” said Carl.

He was pale, and for once seemed to look his age. Farrah noted that she no longer felt that flutter of attraction, and hoped it had been a once-only occurrence.

“But you jumped up onto the wagon, and he ran off in another direction,” she said.

“Exactly.” Carl turned to the sheriff. “I told you. I went to the Sandersons’ after that, and I was there all afternoon.”

“You’re sure you saw Michael run off?” asked the sheriff. “You don’t have to defend this man because he’s friends with your husband, you know. He insisted we stop here before we brought him into town – if he’s convinced you to lie –“

“I have no reason to lie,” said Farrah. 

The sheriff pressed his lips together, nodding. He looked almost annoyed at her.

“Still, no-one knows exactly what happened,” he said. 

“She just said –“ Carl started.

“You’ve been fighting on and off with the Granges for years,” said the sheriff. “And I know about your drinking, Carl. Maybe you don’t even know what you did.”

Carl looked down for a moment.

“I haven’t been drinking,” he said quietly.

The sheriff snorted.

“No, I haven’t. I realized how bad it had gotten – after what happened in January. You remember.”

“Everyone remembers,” said the sheriff sardonically. “You lost three fights in a row and broke your arm. Not even your worst moment, if you ask me.”

Carl flushed. Farrah felt a
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