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Chapter 1




The train cars smashed their couplings together and the gunshot echoed through the little town of Cullen. The sound bounced off the surrounding mountains before the train pulled to a stop. 

Will Harris strode down the platform to the very last car just as the doors slid from the inside. Three brakemen stepped out and one man carrying a clipboard came to meet Will.

“What are you stopping here for?” Will asked. “We don’t have a lumber delivery scheduled to be picked up for two more weeks.”

“We aren’t here for a pickup. We’re here to drop off.” The brakeman consulted his clipboard. “Five crates for……someone named Abigail Gibson. The manifest says the goods are foodstuffs.”

“That’s impossible,” Will countered. “Abigail doesn’t take delivery of foodstuffs.”

“She runs the store, doesn’t she?” The brakeman turned the clipboard around to face Will. “Sign here.”

“There has to be some mistake.” Will passed him on the way to the last car where the other two brakemen were already shoving a huge crate out onto the platform. “Hold it. Don’t unload it. If it’s a mistake, you’ll just have to reload it.”

“If it’s a mistake, you’ll have to clear it with the depot, which will take days. We’ll come back and get it on our next run, but we have to unload it now. I could lose my job if we don’t.”

Will gritted his teeth. The brakemen wouldn’t listen to him. They scraped the first crate across the platform and went back for the second one.

Will turned back to take the clipboard when Carlton Winkler, Will’s supervisor at the lumber mill, crossed the platform to meet them along with three other men from the mill staff. “What’s the problem, son?” Carlton asked.

“He says he’s dropping off a delivery of foodstuffs for Abigail’s store,” Will explained. “He wants me to sign off on it.”

“That’s impossible,” Carlton exclaimed. “There must be some mistake.”

“That’s what I said,” Will added.

The brakeman held up his hands and the clipboard. “I’m just doing my job, fellas. We have to unload it. If you got a problem, take it up with the depot.” The other two brakemen paused their work to listen and the man with the clipboard waved it at them this time. “Keep going. Unload all of them.”

The two brakemen went back inside the car.

“You don’t understand,” Carlton explained to the first brakeman. “Abigail doesn’t take delivery of foodstuffs at her store. This can’t be right.”

“Look, pal,” the brakeman replied. “What do you want me to do? It’s right here on the manifest. What you do with the stuff is your business. Now sign here.”

Will and Carlton stared at him for a minute and then Will sighed, took the clipboard, and signed off on the delivery. He handed back the clipboard and he and Carlton and the three other lumber mill employees watched the brakemen shut the car, load up, and the train started pulling out of the station.

“Now what do we do?” Will asked. “We can’t just leave these sitting out here on the platform for another two weeks before the next train comes through.”

“I don’t know what we’re going to do, but I’m going to get to the bottom of this.” Carlton crossed the platform to the tool shed adjoining the platform to the lumber mill. “No way did Abigail order foodstuffs for the store. We grow all our own food and Brother Steward decides who buys what from Abigail’s store.”

Carlton brought out a crowbar from the shed, approached the nearest crate, and crammed the flat end under the slats nailed to the crate’s top. 

Will and the other mill guys went over to help him. They pried off the slats one after another and then Carlton used his crowbar to loosen the nails holding the crate’s lid on.

Will took that moment to glance across town toward the store. The little town nestled among high mountains surrounded by hundreds of miles of forest. Only the railroad tracks connected Cullen with the outside world.

The nails groaned as Carlton pried them out. That sound drew Will’s attention back to the job at hand and Carlton popped the lid.

“No way!” Carlton whispered. “No flippin’ way!”

He thrust his hand into the crate, picked up a handful of hard, dry wheat kernels, and let them run back into the pile through his thick, muscular fingers.

Will stared down into the crate loaded to the very top with wheat. “This isn’t happening,” Will murmured. “Brother Steward built this town on the rule that we grow all our own food and never bring in anything from outside. He would never approve this.”

“Should we crack the other four and see if they’re all holding wheat, too?” one of the mill guys asked.

Right at that moment, a wagon creaked around the nearest house, eased up to the platform, and the driver reined his horses to a stop. “I’ll take that, fellas. Don’t worry about it.”

James Peele hopped down, hustled over to Carlton, and took the crowbar out of his hand. 

James immediately dropped the lid back into place and used the crowbar to hammer the nails in. Carlton stared at him, too stunned to move.

“What are you doing?” Will asked. “We have to ask Brother Steward about this.”

“Nope,” James told him. “I’m taking these crates to my barn for storage. Help me load them onto my wagon.”

“Wait a minute!” Will interjected. “These are supposed to go to Abigail’s store. You can’t just step in and take them.”

“Brother Steward arranged everything. They’re going to my barn.” James shoved the crowbar back into Carlton’s hand. “Come on. Load them up.”

Will frowned at him. “How could Brother Steward arrange for you to take them to your barn when he couldn’t possibly have known these crates were going to be dropped off here?”

“If you want to question Brother Steward’s orders, that’s your funeral. Come on. Help me load up. Come on, Carlton.”

James swiped his finger at the other lumber mill guys, who shrugged and positioned themselves at the corners of one crate. They heaved it up between them, carried it to James’s wagon, and loaded it on at the very front to leave enough room for the other four crates.

Will and Carlton exchanged glances and then Carlton wilted. “He’s right. Brother Steward will have to figure this out. If he told James to take them, then that must be right.”

Will didn’t like it, but he knew better than to argue. James wouldn’t say that Brother Steward ordered the crates to be taken to the Peeles’ barn if he didn’t actually say that. No one in Cullen would lie about Brother Steward giving an order. It would be too easy to expose the lie and then the consequences would be dire.

Will and Carlton got on the corners of the crate they’d opened, but they couldn’t lift it on their own. They had to wait for James and the other men to come back.

They loaded all five crates onto James’s wagon and he sat back down in the seat, took the reins, and slapped them on his horses’ backs. “Hey!” one of the lumber mill guys called after him. “Do you want us to come over to your barn and help you unload?”

“I got it!” James called over his shoulder. “Don’t worry about it! You fellas can go back to work now.”

The five lumbermen stood on the platform and watched James’s wagon wheel out of sight. “What just happened?” Will asked Carlton.

“I don’t know,” Carlton murmured, “but if Brother Steward arranged this, it must be right. I guess there’s nothing left to do but get back to work like he says.”

Carlton turned back to the toolshed to put the crowbar away, but Will didn’t want to leave. He kept scowling at James’s wagon until it creaked around the next building on the way to the Peeles’ farm. Something wasn’t right about this.

Will’s natural curiosity compelled him to find out what it was and get some explanation about this whole thing, but he couldn’t do that. He knew better than to question anything Brother Steward did. 

Carlton came back and saw Will standing there frowning. The wagon was gone.

Carlton bumped his knuckles into Will’s elbow. “Come on. Let’s get back to the mill.”

He started to turn away and Will sighed. He tore his eyes away from the spot where James’s wagon disappeared, but right at that moment, the church bell rang in the distance. It clanged across the landscape the same way the train car couplings did when they slammed together.

The bell rang and kept on ringing. It didn’t stop. Carlton whipped around fast and his eyes popped out of their sockets. “There’s the call! Come on!”

He took off running for his house and the other mill guys scattered. The tolling bell set Will’s nerves on end. He hesitated for a split second and then bolted for a different house two streets away. He had to answer that call no matter what.








  
  
Chapter 2




Madeline Oaks tiptoed closer to the church door, but she didn’t need to look inside to know what was going on in there. 

Brilliant golden lamplight streamed through the open double doors. The church windows cast brightly lit yellow squares on Cullen’s dusty streets.

Brother Steward’s voice boomed through the open doors. Madeline could hear every word he said. “And Joseph said unto Pharoah, seek out a man discreet and wise, that he take a fifth part of the land during the seven plentiful years….and let them gather all the food of those good years and lay up corn under the hand of Pharoah…..”

This was Brother Steward’s favorite sermon—the sermon upon which he founded the town of Cullen. 

He was the wise and discrete steward who husbanded the Lord’s plenty during the seven prosperous years and distributed it back as needed to the town’s residents. All the town’s food passed under his supervision and no one got anything without his direct authorization.

Madeline paused in the shadows to look out over the dark town behind her. Not a single light shone in any window or house through the whole town. Everyone was inside the church listening to his sermon—everyone except Madeline.

She inched a little closer to the door and moved her eye around the door frame so she could see inside. Brother Steward stood in front of the pulpit wearing his ceremonial cassock. Oil lamps lined the walls and lit up the church as bright as day. 

He raised his arms wide above his head and boomed out his voice as loud as he could make it. The sound vibrated the walls and even the floor under Madeline’s feet.

He would have been a powerful, broad-shouldered man as sturdy and muscular as any of Cullen’s hard-working farmers, but he sat back and supervised all of Cullen’s menfolk to do that work for him.

His cassock hid the extra weight, but his size, thick neck, and large head amplified his deep bass voice and he put all his lung power behind it to make it sound even more imposing.

His short grey hair and the small grey eyes behind his glasses gave him a scholarly look. His years of study and spiritual training made him the best-qualified person in town to manage the congregation’s affairs. 

Townsfolk packed the church in their finest clothes. No one in Cullen would be caught coming to church in their work clothes.

Families with children sat together. The most prominent families sat nearer to the front with the congregations’ lower-ranked members farther back.

The pews didn’t provide enough space for everyone, so single men had to stand outside the pews against the walls. Will Harris, Henry Jackman, and one other single man from the lumber mill stood farthest forward near the church’s side door leading to Brother Steward’s residence.

Will looked very nice in a brushed black suit. He’d shaved and washed and combed his curly brown hair into some kind of order for this service. He usually let it hang in his eyes when he worked at the mill.

He and the other men stood at attention with their hands clasped behind their backs. They didn’t fidget or look around while Brother Steward went on with his sermon.

“And in the seven plenteous years, the earth brought forth by handfuls. And he gathered up all the food of the seven years and laid up the food in the storehouses. And the seven years of plenteousness that was in the land of Egypt were ended and the seven years of dearth began, according as Joseph said. And when the land of Egypt was famished, the people cried to Pharoah for bread, and Pharoah said unto all the Egyptians, ‘Go unto Joseph….’”

Madeline took one more step and entered the church in the very back. Every eye trained on Brother Steward, so no one saw her come in. She was the newest member of the congregation and a single woman, so she had to stand at the very back anyway.

She flattened herself against the wall, clasped her hands behind her back, and listened to the rest of the sermon. Brother Steward didn’t notice her, either. He raised his arms higher and looked up at a spot where the church’s back wall met the ceiling. 

Madeline had noticed since she came to Cullen that he had a habit of addressing his sermons to that spot. He didn’t often make eye contact with his audience.

“And the famine was over all the face of the earth. And Joseph opened all the storehouses and sold unto the Egyptians and the famine waxed sore in the land of Egypt. And all the countries came into Egypt to Joseph to buy corn because that famine was sore in all lands.”

Everyone in the whole congregation bowed their heads and murmured, “Amen.”

Brother Steward stayed where he was for a long moment of silence before he lowered his arms and went back to the pulpit.

He looked down at the Bible while he turned the pages. That silence seemed to go on and on, but no one made a sound. No one coughed or shifted in their seats.

Not even the children squirmed, but Madeline spotted plenty of the parents shooting their children hard looks. No one had been able to spare a second once the bell started ringing. Everyone in town had to drop whatever they were doing and race to the church as quickly as possible.

None of these children had eaten since before the bell rang, which meant only the threat of violence kept them sitting still through the long, long service.

Brother Steward finally found the page he wanted and started reading a different passage. “In Gideon, the Lord appeared to Solomon in a dream by night, and God said, ‘Ask what I shall give thee.’ And Solomon said, ‘Oh, Lord, my God, I am but a little child. I know not how to go out or come in. Give thy servant an understanding heart to judge thy people, that I may discern between good and bad: for who is able to judge this thy so great a people?’”

Those words did something to Madeline. She darted out of the church into the darkness and flattened her back against the wall right outside the door. 

She gasped for breath and shut her eyes. Her heart pounded out of her chest at her own audacity, but she couldn’t have stayed in the church one more instant. She couldn’t explain why.

The night air cooled her flushed face. She stayed where she was leaning against the cold wooden boards and listened to Brother Steward read out the story of King Solomon threatening to chop a baby in half to figure out who its mother was.

Madeline would have liked to run away. She didn’t want to hear that, but she couldn’t leave. Stepping out of the church in the middle of the sermon was bad enough. She couldn’t leave altogether.

No one would notice her stepping out. Brother Steward had been the only person facing her and he’d been reading from the Bible at the time, but she couldn’t cross the line by leaving entirely. She wouldn’t have been able to live with herself if she did that.








  
  
Chapter 3




Eleanor Hinkley passed from one person to another, shook hands with everyone, and made sure to smile at everyone. She greeted Beth and Silas Harris, Will’s parents, and inquired after their health. Then she shook hands with Ben Edwards and his wife. 

Eleanor finally made her way toward James Peele and his wife Emma, who were talking to Henry Jackman as usual. James and Emma Peele were always talking to Henry Jackman. He was James’s best friend and the three of them spent nearly all their time together when James and Henry didn’t have to work.

Emma had sent her oldest daughter to take the younger children home as soon as the service ended. The mothers always had to race their children home before the little ones screamed the roof down from hunger.

In some cases, the children started screaming as soon as they left the church. Their bellowing, shrieking voices echoed through town before they faded inside their own houses.

“Come over for dinner,” James was telling Henry. “You know you’re always welcome. You don’t always have to work even when you say you do.”

“Yeah, Henry,” Emma chimed in. “You have to come over. Don’t tell me you’re really going to sleep in the barn again. You know you can use our spare bedroom anytime you want.”

“I don’t think so,” Henry replied in his gruff undertone. “Not tonight.”

“Come on!” James insisted. “You don’t have anything else to do. As soon as Emma puts the children to bed, the three of us can stay up and talk. We’re gonna start thinking you don’t like us anymore if you don’t come.”

Henry shrugged and glanced outside into the dark. “I don’t think so. I’m tired.”

“Then don’t stay up and talk,” Emma suggested. “Just come over, get a home-cooked meal, and go to sleep. Wouldn’t you rather sleep in a real bed in a real house instead of in the barn or in that tiny room of yours at the boardinghouse?”

Henry scowled at them. Henry Jackman could scowl at anyone and usually did. Everything about him seemed threatening from his burly, muscular shoulders, his heavy jaw and brow bones, to the calluses on his powerful hands.

He had to look up at James who stood five inches taller. James’s thin, rangy body looked comic next to Henry’s sturdy, shorter bulk, but James was as strong as he needed to be to do a hard day’s work on the farm.

Emma barely came up to his shoulder. She was one of the few women in the Cullen congregation who wore her long dark hair loose and it definitely highlighted her classic beauty. 

She and James gazed at Henry waiting for his answer, but he only compressed his lips and walked out of the church. “What’s wrong with him?” James muttered under his breath as soon as Henry passed out of sight.

“Is he mad at you about something?” Emma asked.

“If he is, he’s never told me about it. How am I supposed to know if he doesn’t tell me?”

“Can you think of anything you did to upset him?” Emma asked.

“He was fine this afternoon when I saw him at the mill. He had to drive down to the logging camp and he said he’d see me later. That doesn’t sound like he was mad about anything.”

Emma frowned. “You’re right. Maybe we should ask him if something is wrong.”

James furrowed his brow toward the church door, but Henry was gone. There was nothing out there but the shadows. “I guess so. I hate to think of him sleeping in the barn the way he does. It isn’t right.”

Eleanor took that opportunity to approach them to offer her usual church service greetings, but they saw her coming and hurried away before she got there.

She snorted after them. Some people in this town really needed to learn some manners. She always made an effort to greet everyone after church services. She even made a point of greeting people she didn’t like.

For her trouble, people like Henry and the Peeles either didn’t bother to stick around to give her the same consideration or, in some cases, they actively avoided her.

She scanned the rest of the church, but the few people still here were already engaged in conversation with each other. She turned to Brother Steward instead.

He stood by the pulpit talking to Ben Edwards, but just before Eleanor got there, Ben shook Brother Steward’s hand and left. 

Eleanor advanced into Ben’s place and held out her hand to Brother Steward. “That was such a moving service, Brother Steward. I always love the story of King Solomon deciding which of the two harlots is the child’s real mother, don’t you? And of course the story of Joseph in Egypt is always so timely for Cullen residents to hear…..”

“Would you excuse me, Mrs. Hinkley?” he interrupted. “I really must speak to Abigail Gibson before she leaves church.”

He started to walk away. Eleanor dove after him. “Umm…..excuse me, Brother Steward, but I noticed Clyde Drummond didn’t answer the call of the bell again and Madeline Oaks left the service in the middle of your sermon. I know plenty of people have warned Clyde and I’ve warned him myself a dozen times, but he doesn’t listen….and Madeline arrived late and slipped in while no one was looking and then she had the nerve to leave in the middle of the story of Solomon asking the Lord for wisdom…..”

“Thank you for telling me, Mrs. Hinkley, but I really must catch Abigail Gibson before she leaves. Would you excuse me…..?” Brother Steward held up his hand to cut her off and walked away without giving her a chance to reply.

She gaped after him with her mouth open. Did he just spurn her intelligence when she was trying to keep him informed on the congregation’s back-sliders? How did Brother Steward expect to keep order if he didn’t enforce his own rules?

He crossed the church and approached Abigail Gibson, who was deep in conversation with Carlton Winkler. Neither of them noticed Brother Steward approaching them until he got right up next to them.

They both jumped and spun around at his approach. Then Brother Steward said something to Carlton who bolted out of the church with a backward glance.

Eleanor narrowed her eyes at the scene. Abigail hadn’t been about to leave the church at all. Brother Steward only said that to get out of his conversation with Eleanor. Now she knew he was avoiding her.

She glared at him talking to Abigail. Abigail always looked so put-together with her long, curly blonde hair and tall hat. She wore the most expensive clothes in town and her expertly tailored dresses put the other women to shame.

No one could ever figure out if Abigail made her own clothes according to Brother Steward’s rules for the whole town. Some people whispered behind closed doors that Abigail Gibson used her position at the store to bring in factory-made dresses from the outside.

This would have been strictly forbidden. Anyone other than Abigail would have been severely punished for doing anything like that, but Brother Steward never mentioned it and he certainly never sanctioned her. She wouldn’t have been able to keep doing it if he had.

One thing Eleanor did know. Abigail’s clothes were far nicer than anyone else’s in town and she could definitely afford to buy anything she wanted from the outside. No one else in town would dare to wear a hat to church, much less a towering extravagance like the ones she wore.

She could have used her shipments of incoming goods to smuggle anything into the store without anyone realizing—except for Brother Steward, of course. 

He inspected every item that came into or went out of Cullen. Abigail couldn’t have smuggled any of her fancy clothes or hats into town without him knowing about it. 

Eleanor didn’t believe for a second that Abigail made those hats herself. She might, by some miracle, be a good enough seamstress to make her own clothes, but never the hats.

Which meant Brother Steward approved of those, too, or at least allowed them. Eleanor didn’t have to think too hard to figure out why he let Abigail get away with it and not anyone else.

Abigail used her position as the store owner to enforce Brother Steward’s authority when it came to food distribution. Abigail followed his instructions about who was allowed to buy what and at what price. 

If Brother Steward decided a particular family could afford to pay a certain amount for food, Abigail was the one who charged them that price. Brother Steward wouldn’t have been able to do anything without Abigail.

Eleanor narrowed her eyes at them talking right now. Were they deciding who to pinch next? Eleanor couldn’t do anything about that nor could she walk over there and listen to their conversation—much as she might want to.

Brother Steward smiled and his cheeks colored when he said something to Abigail. She laughed too loudly and made the feathers on her hat sway when she stepped forward to squeeze his arm.

Eleanor turned away fighting down the urge to revolt. She should have been the one in Brother Steward’s confidence. She should have been the one wearing nice clothes and hats to church. 

She’d given Brother Steward inside information on nearly everyone in town. She’d informed him of rule-breaking and even adultery. 

He exercised his divine omnipresence over Cullen thanks to loyal people like Eleanor keeping him informed about things he couldn’t possibly find out on his own. 

He owed his authority as much to her as he did to Abigail, but he didn’t laugh and talk to Eleanor like that. It wasn’t fair.








  
  
Chapter 4




“I’m telling you that crate was chock full to the very top with hard winter wheat,” Carlton Winkler was saying. “I don’t know about the other four, but the first one was. We would have opened all five, but James Peele came by just then and took all five crates back to his barn. He said Brother Steward arranged the whole thing, but the crates were addressed to you, Mrs. Gibson. It was all written out as plain as day on the manifest. You can ask Will Harris if you don’t believe me. He saw the manifest, too.” 

Abigail raised her eyebrows. “Really? That is so strange. I wouldn’t order any foodstuffs from outside, especially not wheat. James Peele and Amos Ingram grow enough wheat between them to feed the whole town. The other farmers add their harvests to the storehouses. We’d have no reason to bring in wheat from the outside even if our laws did allow it.”

“That’s what I said,” Carlton replied. “The brakemen refused to take it back, though. They said we had to work out everything with the depot. They said they could pick it up two weeks from now when they come to take deliver of our next lumber shipment.”

“Then I guess it’s a good thing James Peele took the crates to his barn,” Abigail remarked. “I suppose they’ll be safe there until Brother Steward can figure out where the mistake happened.”

Carlton started to say something else, but just then, Brother Steward walked over to them. “Good evening, Mrs. Gibson. Good evening, Mr. Winkler. Would you mind if I spoke to Mrs. Gibson for a moment, Mr. Winkler? I hate to interrupt.”

“Oh, of course, Brother Steward,” Carlton exclaimed. “It’s time I was getting on home anyway. Good night, Mrs. Gibson. Thank you for a beautiful service, Brother Steward.”

He took off through the church doors and Abigail and Brother Steward stepped closer together. 

“Mrs. Gibson,” Brother Steward began.

She bestowed her most gracious smile on him. “Brother Steward.”

“So you’ve heard about our little problem, I see.”

“Indeed. It will be all over town by morning.”

“It wouldn’t be a problem at all if James Peele had gotten there just a few minutes earlier,” Brother Steward went on. “We could have explained the situation as a mix-up at the depot, but Carlton and Will Harris opened the first one and saw what was inside before James got there. Under the circumstances, we’ll have to take steps to prevent anyone else from finding out what’s in those crates before we can transport them out of town.”

She beamed at him, leaned forward, and squeezed his arm. “Think nothing of it, Brother Steward. I’ll take care of it for you.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Could you? I’d be so grateful if you did.”

“Of course,” she purred. “Of course I could do that for you. It wouldn’t do to raise suspicions, would it?”

“Of course not.”

“I noticed Clyde Drummond didn’t come to the service tonight again,” Abigail remarked.

“I noticed that, too,” he replied. “And Madeline Oaks arrived late and left early.”

“Would you like me to do anything about that? I could suspend Clyde’s account at the store. Heaven knows you’ve warned him enough times.”

“You can suspend Clyde’s account until he comes to me in genuine repentance,” Brother Steward replied. “We can’t allow him to continue to flout the rules.”

“What about Madeline?” Abigail asked. “Should I do anything about her?”

“No, not yet. She’s so young and she’s new to our congregation. She’s only twenty years old and she just arrived in town.”

“She’s been here a year,” Abigail pointed out. “She isn’t as new as all that.”

“It will still take her some time to learn our ways. Leave her alone. Don’t even mention it to her. I’m sure we aren’t the only ones who noticed. Leave the reprimands to someone else.”

“You’re too easy on her,” Abigail told him. “Some people might think you had a soft spot for her.”

Brother Steward blushed and fought to suppress a grin. “Maybe I do.”

Abigail burst out laughing and squeezed his arm again. “You devil! I should have known!” 

He chuckled. “That will have to be our little secret—just like the others.”

“You know your secrets are safe with me,” she replied.

“Thank you. I know I can count on your discretion.”

“You can count on my initiative, too. By tomorrow morning, this problem will have disappeared and no one will ever know it existed.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Gibson.”

Abigail shot him another grin and turned away. He only called her, Mrs. Gibson, in public where someone might overhear them. 

Behind closed doors, they both dispensed with all this formality. They were really friends and business partners. This whole congregant relationship was just for show.

He bowed from the waist and went off to the door leading to his residence. On his way there, three women from the congregation approached him. He paused to listen to them and then nodded, waved toward the door, and led them through it into his residence.

Abigail turned back to leave the church. She was the last person here. Everyone else had already gone home. 

Lights shone in all the house windows throughout the town. Golden lamplight and candlelight lit up the unpaved streets between the buildings. 

She went through the church and blew out all the lamps lining the walls. The church fell into darkness behind her until she shut the door and left on her way back to the store where she lived in an apartment on the second floor.








  
  
Chapter 5




Henry Jackman strode to the barn between James Peele’s farm and the lumber mill. The barn occupied a position exactly equidistant between the farmhouse and the mill. 

James Peele used this barn to house his livestock and farm equipment such as plows and hay rakes, but the barn itself belonged to Silas Harris, Will’s father.

Who the barn belonged to made all the difference to Henry. He chose this barn because it belonged to a neutral party—someone who didn’t hold any opinions on whether he slept in a barn or a bed.

He transferred his lantern to his left hand and used his right to slide the barn door open. Light flooded the dark interior and some of the horses and cows stamped in their stalls.

He went inside and shut the door behind him. The nights got cold up here in the mountains. When the temperature dropped too low for him to stand it, he sometimes slept in one of the stalls where the animals’ body heat helped to keep him warm.

He didn’t need to do that tonight, so he went to the very back of the barn and turned into hay rick. He planned to crawl under the hay for warmth, but he stopped in his tracks when he discovered all the hay removed from the rick.

Five huge crates sat in place where the hay had been. Henry had been sleeping in this barn for a week while he drove wagon teams between the lumber mill and the logging camps in the forest. 

This was the first time he’d found the hay rick empty. James always kept it full of hay for his stock. He must have emptied it to make room for these crates. 

Wooden slats surrounded each crate in a protective frame. He set his lantern on the floor, squatted down, and read the handwriting where someone had written on the side of each crate, In care of Abigail Gibson, Cullen Store, Cullen.

Henry cursed under his breath and kicked the nearest crate. He really needed somewhere to sleep tonight. He’d been looking forward to sleeping in the hay rick. Now he had to find somewhere else—somewhere soft and warm.

He could have gone back to his room at the boardinghouse, but he didn’t want to go there, either. He’d taken to avoiding the place entirely. He didn’t even know why he bothered paying the rent anymore because he hardly ever went back there unless he absolutely had to.

He stood up, propped his burly arms on the edge of one crate, and bowed his head with a sigh. He could always hike out to the logging camp and sleep under a tree. He’d done that enough times. He was used to it by now.

He started to turn away. He was tired from working all day hauling timber. He just wanted to sleep. He considered finding somewhere else in the barn—maybe in one of the stalls or the loft.

Right at that moment, the barn door slid back and a shadowy figure stepped across the threshold. Emma Peele’s eyes widened when she saw him. “Why don’t you come up to the house and stay with us? Why did you leave the church without accepting our invitation?”

Henry turned away. “That’s my business. You shouldn’t have come out here.”

“Why are you avoiding me and James?” She strode down the barn and turned into the hay rick to follow him. “Did something happen between you and James? Did he do something to offend you? If he did, he doesn’t know. You should tell him so he can make amends. You know how much your friendship means to him.”

Henry kept his back to her and propped his arms on the crate the way he did before. He didn’t want to have this conversation for the second time. He’d already turned down their invitation at the church. “He didn’t do anything to offend me. You can go home and tell him that.”

“Why don’t you come to dinner anymore, then?” she asked.

“Because I don’t feel like it!” he snapped a lot louder than he meant to. “I’ve been working all day. I just want to sleep. Can’t you understand that?”

“I already told you that you could eat and go straight to bed in the spare room. Why don’t you ever come around our house when we invite you? It isn’t just tonight. You’ve been avoiding us for weeks.”

“No, I haven’t,” he growled. “I’ve just been busy with work.”

She strode over to the crate and stood right next to him where she could see the side of his face. “What’s wrong, Henry? Whatever is bothering you….”

“Nothing is bothering me!” He spun away and threw up his hands. “Just leave me alone!”

He stormed away from her. She was the last person he wanted to see right now. 

She rushed after him, yelling, “Henry, wait!” but he stalked out through the open barn door and kept on walking. 

He made sure to get far enough out into the dark before he dared to look back. She stood in the open door with the lantern light framing her long, willowy figure. Her dress hung to the ground and her loose hair swept her shoulders. 

She formed a ghostly apparition in the darkness and she stared out in the direction in which she’d seen him disappear. Then she turned away and walked off going the other way toward the farmhouse.

Henry lingered in the shadows and watched her until she vanished inside. The sound of the house door closing sounded extra loud in the silence. More lights blinked out in Cullen as people blew out their lamps and candles and went to bed.

The light in the Peeles’ house floated from the living room to the bedrooms as Emma carried her candle to the rear of the house and then it vanished when she blew the candle out.

Henry lingered in the darkness for a while and watched darkness fall over Cullen one building at a time. Then he turned away, too. It was definitely getting cold out here and he needed to find some shelter for the night.








