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THE LONG SHADOW



A full year and no trouble.



Adam Steele, in town with the flatbed to pick up some groceries and some sacks of feed, relaxed with his cup of coffee as he waited for his orders to be made up.



A year. At last he was accepted. A respectable member of society who worked hard tending his spread, paid his bills and passed the time of day with the folks in town in a civilized way.



He leaned back and watched as the monthly Concord stage rolled into Providence. Saw the drinkers spill out of the Golden Gate Saloon, the hustle and bustle. And saw the flurry of interest when the best-lookin’ woman anyone’d seen in those parts in a long while stepped down into the dusty street.



A full year without trouble was just about to come to a very sudden end.














for

Kitty and, of course, Ben.








Chapter One



ABOUT ALL AL Strachen knew of horses was how to ride them—and that you fed them at the front and whenever possible it was wise to stay clear of the rear. But there was a lot more to running a stud ranch than knowing a whole lot about horses. And Strachen possessed a powerful frame along with an eager willingness to work his muscles hard on any kind of chore that did not call for special skills.

So it did not take long for Adam Steele to realize he had made a wise move hiring on Strachen to help out with the summer work that needed to be done on the three and a half thousand acre spread known as Trail’s End.

This reflection, which brought a quiet smile of satisfaction to his bearded face as he leaned his back against the hitching rail out front of the Golden Gate, a cup of coffee grasped in one gloved hand, was triggered by the way another hired-on worker was getting noisily and irritatingly drunk in the saloon. The kind of drunk, Steele had figured, who would be spoiling for a fight right after he took one drink too many: which always might be the next one.

Usually the Virginian sat inside Harry Krim’s place to drink a cup of the saloonkeeper’s good coffee while he waited for his orders for supplies to be made up in the stores across the square of downtown Providence. Passing the time of day with Krim, or the likes of Doc Mackay, Roland Decker, Harlan Grout or Tom Knight: or any out-of-town farmer or rancher who happened to be taking a drink in the saloon that morning.

In fact, the men whose names came to mind were all in the Golden Gate right now: the core of the saloon’s regular patrons, known for their liking of beer and liquor. But this morning the place was a lot more crowded than usual, the customary group of regulars augmented by more than the average number of people from places to the north and south along the Providence River Valley, and the town in the timber. Likewise, the stores in back of the roofed sidewalk along the western side of the square were doing better than usual Friday morning business.

For this was the last Friday of the month and on this day each four or five weeks a Concord coach of the San Francisco and Central California Stage Line Company came to Providence. Which was considered an event of interest by a large number of people in this isolated community where they led such restricted lives, usually starved of incident.

When Steele set out aboard his flatbed wagon to drive from the spread to town, a half mile down the Timber Creek spur and another half mile along the main trail from Broadwater, it had not registered in his mind that today the stage was due in. But it made little difference to him, except that the saloon and the stores were more crowded than usual at mid-morning: with people waiting eagerly for mail or goods, to see an infrequent stranger to town, maybe, or hear word-of-mouth news from the driver and shotgun.

Maybe, Steele reflected idly as he shifted his back into a more comfortable position against the hitching rail, it was not such a well-attended event as it used to be since the telegraph line had been extended the ten miles from Broadwater into Providence. Now Huey Attrill made extensive use of the wire to obtain news of the outside world for the weekly Providence Post-Dispatch.

But it still caused the saloon to be overcrowded, which was fine for Harry Krim’s cash drawer, but not for Steele who disliked crowded places. Neither did the Virginian enjoy the company of men who drank but could not hold their liquor. And Nick Deeker, the young man Abe Steiner had hired on to help with the summer work at Mission Farm, was running short of willing listeners for his loud talk on any unrelated subject that came to mind—was working his way round to close in on the table where Steele sat when the Virginian decided to move outside and drink his cup of coffee. While he waited for Harold Archer to make up his grocery order, Matthew Cody to get ready some sacks of feed and Amelia Decker to supply the cuts he had asked for at the meat market.

Soon, though, he was grateful to the raucous Decker who was building up to becoming an obnoxious drunk. For he quickly discovered it was no hardship to be out on the square with buildings on three sides and timber to the south this sunlit, warm, California June morning. Hearing the kids in Lavinia Attwood’s school as they sang, albeit not too tunefully, about how the world was so bright and beautiful because that was how God had made it and meant it to be.

It surely was bright and beautiful for him now that he had become an accepted member of this community in the timbered valley cutting through the western foothills of the Sierra Nevadas of central California: had established himself securely on those three and a half thousand acres of prime grazing land where others had once attempted, long ago, to put down roots, and failed.

Was successful enough to afford to hire some help at the going rate without feeling any pinch. And along with success, his luck was seemingly still holding: the way he had taken on a man of the caliber of Al Strachen instead of one like Nick Deeker!

Fate had arbitrarily steered him to the derelict house and abandoned acres and he had to allow he had used up more than his fair share of good luck in getting the place into shape. But pure and simple good fortune would have been useless without the tenacity he applied to making a success of Trail’s End.

The kind of violent trouble that had dogged him throughout his life as a drifter was not ended when he made the decision to call a halt, put down roots in a place where he could recreate something close to his lost birthright. And for a while—quite a time—local people had considered the violence to be his fault, so there had been much hostility stirred up toward him.

But among a growing number of people, the way he took such a firm line in handling the trouble led to an acceptance that without him Providence would have fared much worse. And gradually the vast majority of townspeople along with those on the scattered places up and down the river valley began to regard Adam Steele as a welcome newcomer to this piece of California.

And not for something like a year now had any trouble of a violent nature happened here in town or out at Trail’s End.

There had been an explosion of violence and death in which he felt compelled to take a hand earlier this year. An incident which involved a coach of the SF&CC stage line, he reflected with a scowl as he heard the distant sounds of the Concord and six-horse team approaching town on the north trail. But that had happened far away, when he was returning home from a business trip to San Francisco.

And, anyway, like all the rest of the trouble which had struck closer to home, that was water under the bridge, he told himself as his face lost the scowl and took on its usual impassive set behind and above the beard. This as the clatter of the Concord’s approach began to drown out the less than melodious singing of the schoolchildren. Became loud enough to reach inside the buildings on three sides of the square, draw out from some of them those people who made a point of being in town for the arrival of the stage. And others who had business connected with the stage.

This latter group included Harlan Grout, the thirty-year-old liveryman, stockily built and running to fat, who drank too much but seldom enough to get drunk. He emerged from the saloon, headed for his stable up beyond the stage line depot and the bank, hopeful of making a little extra drinking money out of tending to any team horse that had need of his undoubted skills as a liveryman or as an unqualified but reasonably competent veterinarian.

The twenty-years-older, narrow-chested and pot-bellied Tom Knight, who ran Grout a close second for the title of hardest drinker in Providence, also came out from the batwinged entrance of the saloon and hurried to the boarding house on the other side of the livery from the bank. Got there just as his short and grossly overweight wife stepped onto the porch under the ROOMS FOR RENT sign, glared her disapproval of where he had been, then peered toward the end of the north trail between the sheriff’s office and the meeting hall. The Knights always hoped to see passengers step off the stage: strangers to town, needing board and lodging in their establishment, renowned for its cleanliness and the fine food Blanche cooked and served.

Sheriff Len Fallows, who was fifty-two, tall and lean, with a rough-hewn, sun-burnished face dominated by a black mustache, was as neatly attired as his wife always ensured when he stepped out of his office and started toward the stage line depot. He was as impassive-faced as Steele as he advanced officiously through the morning sunlight, a Frontier Colt in a tied down holster: the only man on the square to tote a gun. But he did so as nothing more than an adjunct to the badge of office pinned to the left side of his shirt front. For Fallows had no cause to expect trouble to ride in on the stage, but as local peace officer he felt it was his duty to be in close touch with all that went on in his jurisdiction.

‘Mr. Steele,’ he greeted curtly as he angled across the corner formed by the saloon and the stage line depot, then tipped his hat to the skinny, angular-featured Jeanne Morrison who had run the depot and telegraph office single handed for most of the time since her bachelor son was murdered in the schoolyard last year.

Almost a year ago, Steele realized as he nodded to acknowledge Fallows’ greeting, then tipped his own hat to Mrs. Morrison. For it was June now and it was on the night of the Independence Day social last year when Michael was stabbed to death.

Ethan Brady hurried out of his bank and toward Mrs. Morrison, who smiled her relief that the sixty-year-old, short and flabby, nervously dispositioned man was once more coming to her assistance in time of need.

Several knowing smiles were shown by the crowd gathering out front of the stage line depot as they saw the exchange of looks between the banker and the woman ten years his junior. For it was common knowledge the two had been attracted to each other ever since Mrs. Morrison was widowed—some said even before this long-ago event—and only the disapproval of the woman’s son had prevented the two marrying. Since Michael had died and the pain of his loss had been partially healed by the passage of time, most expected it would not be long before the Rev. Joseph Marlow was asked to perform a wedding ceremony.

Then all thoughts unconnected with the here and now were pushed from the minds of the watchers as the stage rolled into sight and the team was steered into a turn that brought the rig toward the northeast corner of the square. Where it turned again in front of the saloon, halted before the depot. There was no haste about its arrival and little dust was stirred by the hooves and wheelrims. The coats of the horses were unlathered by sweat and smiles showed on the faces of the elderly driver and the younger man who rode shotgun as they waved and yelled back acknowledgements of the greetings called to them.

Plainly there had been no trouble back up the trail, which had become a cause of relief since the hold-up of a stage on this run not so long ago.

‘Somebody real important comin’ in on the stage today? The President, maybe, or somebody like that?’

Steele knew who posed the question before he turned and saw Deeker’s face above the batwing doors of the saloon. A young face, but already starting to acquire a dissipated look from over-indulgence in hard liquor.

The hand Abe Steiner had hired on was about twenty-five with basically handsome features under jet-black curly hair. He was fresh-complexioned, with blue eyes and a well-formed mouth that was quick to smile: but with a brand of humor always tinged with cynicism that struck a wrong note in one of his few years. He had a strong looking frame, almost six feet tall, on which his drinking had not yet had visible effect.

Steele had only seen Deeker for the first time this morning, but had already formed an opinion of him that was not based entirely upon the fact he was a drinker who could not hold his drink. For ever since the Virginian had settled at Trail’s End and only infrequently came into contact with strangers, he considered he had developed a reliable ability to make a sound judgment of character on the shortest of acquaintance.

Or maybe, he briefly thought, he had simply become as restricted in his view of his fellow human kind as were most of the people he now lived among. Looked for the most obvious faults in a stranger and made his assessment from them.

‘I don’t know,’ he told the flush-faced man, bloodshot-eyed and slurred of voice, whose expression formed into a disdainful sneer as he watched the people close in on the stage and team as soon as the Concord came to a standstill.

‘Some folks around here just like to come see the stage roll in, Mr. Deeker,’ Harry Krim explained as he moved up behind the drunk in the saloon entrance.

The red-haired, broad-shouldered saloonkeeper, pot-bellied and some forty-years-old, was as interested as any local citizen to see if anybody got off the stage: hopeful it would be a stranger in need of a drink or two. But in his eyes now there was a kind of sheepishness as he briefly met the gaze of Steele. An acceptance of the censure that may have been in back of the Virginian’s impassiveness: criticism of a man who had sold another more than enough liquor for his own good.

And the good of Krim himself, who tried to keep trouble out of the Golden Gate, but on occasion allowed his greed for gain to overrule his good sense based upon the experience of seeing too many men drink too much and cause trouble.

Did he hold such an opinion, Steele asked himself? He had moved out of the saloon on account of the drunken young man. Was this another sign of his mind getting narrower as he settled deeper into the new way of life?

‘Well,’ Deeker growled, and the sneer in his voice matched the look on his face as he pushed out between the batwings with a swaggering gait. ‘I guess that’s about what’s to be expected in a hick town like this. Where about the only thing to get excited about is the sun comin’ up every mornin’, then settin’ each night.’

Steele needed to make a conscious effort not to regard the drunk’s remark as a personal slight against him.

Krim moved up to the batwings, hooked his hands over them to stop them swinging.

Roland Decker called from where he sat at the rear of the bar room: ‘Way local folks like the town to be, son! Nobody’s forced to stay here if they don’t want to.’

‘Unless they break the law and they have to spend time in the jailhouse.’

This was growled by Len Fallows who stood at the rear of the crowd, closer to the saloon than the newly arrived stage, off which the driver and guard were climbing. The sheriff turned to glare at Deeker, in time to see him bang painfully into the end of the hitching rail and vent a low curse.

‘It breakin’ the law for a man to take a drink?’ Deeker challenged sourly as he rubbed his belly where the rail had dug into him.

‘Getting drunk and bothering other people is,’ Fallows warned coldly.

Deeker came to a halt and exclaimed: ‘Wow!’

But he was not responding to what Fallows told him. He was looking, together with almost everyone else, toward a woman stepping down from the stage. A woman of the kind likely to trigger such an exclamation in the mind if not to the lips of any red-blooded man who saw her for the first time.

And maybe some others did utter this or a similar sound at about the same time as Nick Deeker, for there was a quality of admiration mixed with lust in the brief buzz of noise that heralded a briefer silence. Before the beaming young shotgun rider who was helping the woman out of the Concord announced:

‘This here is Mrs. Ruth Blair. Come all the way from Denver. By way of San Francisco, right ma’am?’

‘I sure would enjoy havin’ her go all the way with me,’ Nick Deeker said huskily. And maybe more loudly than he had intended.

As with the exclamation, probably every man who looked at Ruth Blair thought what Deeker had spoken. For she was a stunningly attractive woman. Tall and fine figured. With blonde hair that tumbled to her shoulders in highly sheened waves at either side of her classically-boned, full-lipped, large-eyed face.

Her luxuriant hair cascaded from under a small black hat, a color matched by a mourning band around her left upper arm. The rest of her outfit was comprised of a white blouse, pale blue jacket and long, flared skirt.

Steele thought she was on the wrong side of thirty, maybe closer to forty. Which she attempted to conceal with paint and powder. Freshly and skillfully applied far down the ten miles of trail from Broadwater, so she would be seen at her best when she stepped off the stage in Providence.

Which she did with an almost regal air: like she was familiar with making an entrance, confidently expected the admiring reception she invariably received in these circumstances.

She had shown a gentle smile tinged with sadness before she heard what Nick Deeker said, and swung her head to glower at him with a withering mixture of disdain and indignant anger.

Then Steele saw her express shock before he shifted his attention from her, toward the sudden flurry of activity that caused the change in the woman.

Len Fallows had whirled and now he lunged toward the lecherously-grinning Deeker. Whose reflexes were slowed by a combination of the liquor that dulled his brain and his lustful preoccupation with the beautiful blonde frozen in the act of descending from the stage.

He may have been aware at the last moment of something rushing toward his head. But probably he did not register what this was until the fist of the Providence lawman slammed viciously into his face. And he yelled, was driven by the force of the powerful impact into a clumsy backward run for a few steps. Before he tripped over his own feet and fell down hard. Suffered more pain as the back of his head crashed into the rock-hard ground of the square.

‘Shit!’ he snarled through teeth gritted between curled back lips.

‘Insulting a lady doesn’t sit well with Providence folks!’ Len Fallows rasped.

Ethan Brady encouraged: ‘Hear, hear!’

This drew other words of agreement from men and women clustered around the stage.

‘Nor does cussing in the hearing of women!’ Roland Decker called from within the saloon.

But Fallows was not prepared to take the situation any further unless he had to. And he turned away as Nick Deeker folded up gingerly into a sitting posture and the more mundane sounds and activity connected with the arrival of the stage restarted.

Thus, when Deeker glowered around as he started to struggle to his feet, he saw that few people paid him any attention. And of those that did, only Adam Steele eyed him with anything less than undisguised contempt. For the Virginian looked at him impassively, which could have been construed as a mask for any emotion.

‘What the hell did I say?’ the young drunk who had sobered up asked sourly.

‘You insulted a lady,’ Harry Krim supplied, recalled he was addressing a good customer and added: ‘Mr. Deeker.’

Deeker shook his fuzzed head, scowled as he complained: ‘As I recall, I only meant to say what a beauty she is.’

He groaned as he attained to his feet and straightened up. Swayed a little as he massaged the small of his back with one hand, the back of his head with the other. Then became aware that the source of his greatest discomfort was the point where Len Fallows’ fist had connected.

Before he covered his left eye with a cupped hand, Steele glimpsed the start of the swelling and discoloration at the top of the cheek and the brow above.

‘Nobody can argue with that, can they?’ Deeker asked as he shifted his attention back to the new arrival in Providence. ‘She is one fine lookin’ woman, ain’t she?’

‘Reckon so,’ Steele allowed pensively. ‘In your case, a sight for a sore eye.’






Chapter Two


STEEL TOOK A few seconds to finish his cooled coffee, and returned the empty cup to Harry Krim. Then he moved without haste across the square and collected his made-up orders from the grocery, the meat market and the feed and seed store. Loaded his purchases onto the rear of the flatbed and was ready to leave town on the north trail ahead of the stage, which no longer was a focus of eager attention.

Without asking questions or purposely eavesdropping on several conversations, he acquired several items of news and overheard a quantity of gossip related to the arrival of the stage and its striking-looking passenger.

She was a widow of several months and it was a matter of conjecture among some of the townswomen whether the somber hue of her hat was intended as a sign of mourning or merely to fashionably complement the black armband. Mrs. Blair was going to take a room at the Knight boarding house. Nobody had so far managed to learn the reason for her visit to Providence.

The elderly driver of the stage and his young shotgun rider had nothing of importance or vicarious interest to report about happenings in San Francisco or any of the stopover towns between the distant city and Providence that had not already been printed in the columns of Huey Attrill’s newspaper.

If anybody had received noteworthy news in a letter or anything of general interest in a package carried over many miles in the forward or rear boots of the Concord coach, they were not yet ready to make it public.

Lack of news traveled as fast as a plethora of it in Providence.

Steele heard a woman in the grocery store voice the disdainfully-toned opinion that widow Mrs. Ruth Blair might well be, but she looked like she was no better than she ought to be and Len Fallows would do well to keep a close watch on what she got up to.

The sixty-year-old, squint-eyed and sightly lame Harold Archer harshly rebuked his customer for expressing this sentiment and warned her it was only because she was a woman that he did not respond to what she said in the same way the sheriff had countered Deeker’s insult.

The woman, from one of the out-of-town farmsteads, moved across the threshold of the grocery onto the sidewalk before she sneered that it was only to be expected that a man would be infatuated with that kind of loose-looking woman and come to her defense.

Steele found himself agreeing first with the less attractive, older than Ruth Blair farmer’s wife. Then with Harold Archer. And again with the woman. But once he was aboard the flatbed and had steered the horse in the traces into a tight turn away from the line of stores behind the roofed sidewalk, he attempted to forget everything concerned with the arrival of the stage and its passenger.

Relished the prospect of returning to Trail’s End, where there would no longer be need to examine his responses to anything that was no business of his: to discover whether his feelings were justified or not. If they were good or bad in the circumstances: better based now on a more worthy set of premises than they would have been when he was a drifting saddle tramp.

At the spread he would only have the company of Al Strachen, who managed to combine a friendly disposition with a liking for lengthy silences that Steele found as much a quality of the man as his ability to work long and hard without supervision.

As he drove the flatbed toward the beginning of the north trail, he took the time to tip his hat to Lavinia Attwood as she emerged from the arched doorway of the schoolhouse, started to shepherd her students outside for the noon hour break. And as had happened for some time now, the fifty-five-year-old spinster, tall and skinny, sharp-featured, bespectacled and gray-haired, responded to his polite greeting with a warm smile and a friendly wave which did not conceal any deeper feelings. Gone, thankfully, were the days when the schoolmarm had romantic inclinations toward him.

On the other side of the square, the two-man crew had left the area where the stage stood, after conferring with Harlan Grout and deciding the team horses needed no attention. Were doubtless in the Golden Gate, sinking a beer or two to lay the dust while they engaged in man talk with the other customers.

Which was what usually happened on the last Friday of each month when the SF&CC Concord reached the end of its southbound run. Soon it would head back to Broadwater, the older and larger town, which was by custom the place where the team was changed and the crew overnighted.

With no pressing need to make fast time, and easily able to keep his mind free of disturbing lines of thought as he reflected on how bright and beautiful his world was, it took Steele maybe fifteen minutes to reach the point where Timber Creek joined the broader Providence River and the spur to Trail’s End forked off to the west and forded the river.

The horse made known his need of a drink from the clear, slow-flowing water and Steele was not hard put to sit on the unmoving rig, listening to the trickling sounds of the river and creek, the bird songs in the surrounding timber: smelling the clean, fresh scents of water and trees heavy with summer leaf. Thinking about what awaited him at the end of the spur that followed the creek.

The kind of place that as a young man, son of one of the wealthiest plantation owners in Virginia, would have seemed like nothing at all in his estimation.

Then, for many violent years after the War Between the States robbed him of his rich birthright and he drifted wherever fate took him, the kind of place that would have held no appeal for him.

But today, more than four years after he took the resolute decision to put down his roots, he was prepared to defend the spread to the death.

Even if it lacked one important component, dammit!

He was not often aware of what was missing from Trail’s End, but when he was made aware of it—during long, lonesome nights or when the sight of a beautiful woman made the lack so clear—there was an ache triggered so deep inside him he was prepared to admit to himself he possessed something he generally considered he had been born without.

A soul, goddammit!

But just because he had this morning seen such a woman who had struck a chord deep in his soul, and he was ready to feel as badly toward Len Fallows for beating him to the punch with Nick Deeker as he did toward the hired hand for insulting Ruth Blair, that didn’t have to mean …

He heard a series of sounds similar to that which had interrupted his train of thought when he was taking his ease against the Golden Gate hitching rail, reflecting on how fine was his world: irrespective of the fact that a woman did not figure in it.

And now he turned on the seat of the wagon to look south down the trail. Where the six-horse team hauled the stage into sight around a curve out of the timber, rolled along one of the few stretches of trail between Providence and Broadwater where it and the river ran parallel with each other for a short way.

The crew saw the wagon stalled in the river and the young, freckle-faced, suspicious-eyed shotgun rider was suddenly nervous, fisted a hand around the rifle rested across his lap when the gray-haired, leather-skinned driver said something to him. A few moments later, while Steele stayed unmoving on the seat and the shotgun rider remained apprehensive about what was happening, the driver hauled on the reins. Brought the Concord to a gentle stop behind the flatbed, still axle deep in the ford long after the horse had finished drinking from the trickling water that sparkled in the early afternoon sunshine.

‘Do something for you fellers?’ Steele asked.

The young man looked at the older one, who was peering down at the reins in his hands. Then the driver applied the brake lever, lifted his head to look directly at the Virginian, swallowed hard and said:

‘I hear you’re Adam Steele?’

‘You heard the truth,’ the Virginian told him, hid his concern at the grim expression that came to the older man’s face, the way the younger one still nervously clutched the Winchester across his thighs.

A while ago, Steele constantly had his own rifle near to hand but nowadays he was often without it close by. Today, it was under the wagon seat, beyond easy reach should the situation turn ugly.

‘I reckon a lawman should
























































cover.jpeg
N = GEORGE G. GILMAN; "

Masero





images/image-1.jpeg
GEORGE G. GILMAN

PICCADILLY
PUBLISHING






