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        To my children, who taught me how to love as only a mother can love.
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        Parsons, Kansas, March 3, 1874

      

      

      “Sheriff, I killed my husband.”

      The honeyed voice was familiar. What she said sounded like pure nonsense. That, or he’d misunderstood.

      Frank Garrity raised his head from where he’d laid it on his arms after he got too tired to hold it up. He dragged open eyelids as heavy as wet canvas and squinted at a fuzzy, feminine image clothed in pure white.

      God above. An angel.

      The smell of cheap cigars and even cheaper whiskey convinced him he was still in the saloon, therefore amongst the living. He’d slipped into another drunken delusion. He only thought he saw an angel who’d confessed to murder.

      Something about this specter looked more substantial, and far more appealing, than the others that haunted his dreams. A wealth of dark hair cascaded over her shoulders, past the point where the scarred tabletop concealed her lower half, keeping the rest of her a tantalizing secret.

      If inebriation brought on angelic visions like this one, he’d have another drink.

      He curled his hand around the empty whiskey bottle. Couldn’t recall finishing it. Regret flickered, briefly. He didn’t drink this much, as a habit. Only on days when guilt overwhelmed his good sense and he could find no other way to obliterate the pain.

      God might’ve sent this angel to warn him not to overindulge.

      “Did you hear me?” The angel’s dulcet voice wavered. “I shot Frederick.”

      “Who?” Frank shook his head, confused. The only Frederick he knew lived next door with his wife—

      The whiskey-drenched fog cleared.

      So did his vision.

      Frank jerked his attention to her face and shock struck him square in the chest.

      Claire.

      She wasn’t a vision or an angel. Not the supernatural kind, at any rate. She ran the hotel next door. He hadn’t recognized her right off because she didn’t have on a dress.

      He closed his eyes, then opened them to make sure he wasn’t hallucinating.

      Nope. She was still standing there, trembling, wearing her nightgown and a thin wrap.

      The proper lady he knew wouldn’t be caught dead in a saloon, much less looking like she’d just crawled out of bed. Her hair hung in loose disarray. An unhealthy flush beneath her skin coupled with the wild look in her eyes conveyed she might be in distress.

      She thrust her arms at him, turning up delicate wrists, pale and blue-veined. Her slender fingers curled inward as if to cradle something fragile. “I-I want to turn myself in.”

      The poor woman’s mind had snapped.

      Frank came to his feet so fast his chair flew back. It clattered to the floor, all the louder because the noise broke a hushed silence in the crowded barroom.

      No tinkling piano. No clinking glasses. No catcalls. Not even a giggle came from the serving girl, who stood a few feet away, wide-eyed and stock-still.

      He stumbled against the table, then wheeled around to where the crazy woman stood with her arms outstretched, like she expected him to slap manacles on her.

      By God, he had to get her home before the whole damn town witnessed her madness.

      He stripped off his heavy overcoat—her thin wrap didn’t stand a chance against the freezing temperatures outside—and flung it around her shoulders. Then he hauled her up against his side and made for the door in as close to a beeline as he could manage.

      Not too roostered. He hadn’t fallen over, and only weaved slightly.

      She slipped her arm around his waist, as if she feared he might fall on top of her, or worse, she could catch him if he did.

      “Dang it, woman. Let me do the rescuing.” He swept her up into his arms as he reached the front of the saloon, where a soot-faced railroader opened the door as courteously as a butler.

      A frigid blast struck Frank in the face. He sucked in a sharp breath. That cleared his head.

      The fragrant, feminine bundle in his arms squirmed. “Sheriff Garrity, put me down! I said you should arrest me, not accost me!”

      “Takin’ you home,” he muttered. He shifted her slight, curvaceous form into a more secure position—she weighed no more than his tack. Then he set off for the hotel, near the railroad depot, on the busiest street in Parsons.

      It wasn’t far. Just next door to the left. Or was it on the right?

      He veered left, focusing on putting one foot in front of the other, and prayed he wouldn’t trip and drop her on the sidewalk. Faint light from a quarter moon illuminated the filthy planks. No clouds, no snow, but jeezus it was cold. March had roared into Kansas with the fury of a cornered mountain lion.

      The frantic woman in his arms finally stopped wiggling and sagged against him. Her teeth chattered, despite her body feeling pretty warm for only being in her nightclothes. She peeked over the lapels of the heavy coat he’d wrapped her up in. “Wh-where are you t-taking me? T-to jail?”

      “Home,” he repeated.

      “But I killed my husband.”

      Her woeful confession set Frank’s teeth on edge. “Right now, all I care about is getting you back where you belong and warmed up. I’ll worry about your dead husband later.”

      She buried her face in his chest.

      He hadn’t meant to sound so callous. Something terrible must’ve happened if her sanity had gone this far off the tracks.

      Sadness coated his numb heart. Mrs. Claire Daines was the most levelheaded woman he knew. Her visionary brother had put up a fancy hotel out in the middle of nowhere, betting his railroad would fill it. Then Claire had moved out here with her husband and made the place a success, with her gracious hospitality and feminine touches. Every traveler wanted to stay at the Belmont House. The hotel was always full, even in the midst of an economic depression.

      Maybe she and her husband had experienced unexpected financial difficulties. The hermit had gone off his rocker and killed himself. She felt guilty. Frank had seen that happen before.

      He’d seen too many tragedies that made no sense, which was why he’d stopped trying to figure them out. He did what he could do something about. Enforce the law and serve justice. His job didn’t include arresting a genteel woman with an overactive conscience.

      Frank bumped into an oaken and etched-glass door. “Here we are.” He searched for the handle with his fingers, used the toe of his boot to coax the door open. Once they were inside, he put her down.

      Half a dozen men milled about the lobby, which was situated between an ornate mahogany reception desk and a carpeted stairway to the second floor.

      The distraught woman put her arms around his neck and hid her face in his shoulder.

      “Don’t worry,” he murmured reassuringly. “I won’t leave you out here in your nightclothes. Where are your quarters?”

      “Upstairs, in the back,” came her muffled reply.

      The anxious guests converged on Frank about the time a clock started chiming.

      “We heard a gunshot.”

      Chime.

      “There’s a dead man up there.”

      Chime.

      “Are you the sheriff?”

      Chime.

      “Thank you. I know. Yes.” Frank fired off short answers without slowing down to talk. He’d take Claire to her rooms and learn what happened first-hand before he started interviews.

      As he climbed the stairs, the chimes stopped. Eleven. When he got a moment, he’d need to jot down the time in the small notebook he carried in his pocket.

      The woman in his arms still shivered, despite the air being warmer inside. Maybe it wasn’t from cold as much as shock. If her husband had ended his life in front of her, that would explain her fragile state and bizarre behavior.

      Frank had been acquainted with the hotel’s gracious owner for the past two years. In all that time he’d never seen Claire leave the hotel with so much as a hair out of place.

      Her reclusive husband, on the other hand, could be a ghost for all he knew. The invalid never left their suite. He didn’t even go to church on Sundays. According to his wife, he suffered from war injuries and had trouble getting out. She took care of him without complaint while running a busy hotel and, more recently, taking in an orphaned boy. “Where’s Billy?”

      “In bed,” she replied quickly.

      Odd. Nobody else seemed to be.

      Apprehensive guests peeked out of their rooms. They held lamps and candles aloft. The lights cast eerie shadows on their faces and across the rose-patterned paper that lined the hallway.

      Frank held the trembling woman closer. Not because he felt more protective toward her than he would any other distraught lady. He’d keep telling himself that until he believed it.

      When he’d passed the last guest room and a flickering light in a gas lamp on the wall, he came to the first room without a number. Near the end of the hall, a door stood ajar. The owner’s rooms.

      He hesitated. It might be too much for her if he took her inside and she saw her dead husband again. “Is there somewhere else you can wait while I take a look inside?”

      “Jail,” she murmured, in a resigned tone.

      He huffed with annoyance. “Stop talking about going to jail. You need a doctor.”

      “I’m not sick.”

      “Is there a cure for hardheaded?”

      With his elbow, he nudged open the door. Cold air escaped the dark room. His nostrils flared at a charred odor. “Smells like something burned.”

      Frank stepped inside. He set his charge on her feet. She maintained a fixed stare. It reminded him of an expression on the faces of young soldiers who’d gotten their first taste of war.

      Without thinking, he cupped his hand on her head and gently stroked her disheveled hair. Desire buzzed through him. He’d never touched her before tonight, but had wondered what might happen if he did. Now, he knew. Didn’t come as a surprise.

      He dropped his hand to his side. “I have to look around. Wait here.”

      She didn’t speak. He got a nod.

      The room was awful dark. He fumbled in his pocket for a pack of lucifers and struck one.

      A quick survey revealed singed curtains fluttering over a partially opened window. That explained the chill and the smell. Some papers were strewn around. Nearby, a candle lay on the wood floor in a puddle of water.

      The match burned his fingers. Frank shook it out.

      Fortunately, someone had put out the fire before it took hold. A blaze could’ve burned down the building in no time.

      He retrieved the candle. After a few matches, he got the damp wick dry enough to light it, wedged the taper into its stand and set it on the desk.

      That’s when he saw the body.

      A man wearing a night robe lay sprawled face down on a floral rug.

      Frank squatted by the still figure. He detected a faint scent of gunpowder and a sharper stench that indicated the loss of bodily functions. No pulse, mottled skin, ice cold…

      He rolled the dead man over onto his back. The body remained flaccid, which meant he couldn’t have been dead for long. Less than a couple hours.

      Sightless eyes stared upward. Blood and powder burns stained his white nightshirt around a neat hole drilled in his chest. Whoever shot him had been standing close, but it didn’t look close enough to be a self-inflicted wound.

      Frank’s heart commenced to pound. Every thudding beat resounded in his head and a bitter taste filled his mouth. The effects of the whiskey. He’d seen more than his share of dead bodies, in much worse condition than this one.

      He drew a deep breath and released it. Forced his mind to focus. He couldn’t allow anything to cloud his thinking—not the smell of death, not the whiskey he’d downed that threatened to come up, not even his sympathy for the young widow.

      Mr. Daines had been shot through the heart. His wife had admitted to killing him. One question remained. Why?

      Frank stood slowly. The poor woman hadn’t moved from where he’d left her just inside the door. “Mrs. Daines, your husband’s dead,” he said as kindly as possible. He figured she knew this, but confirmed it anyway.

      Her features twisted in an agonized grimace. Her delayed reaction could mean her husband’s violent death hadn’t really sunk in until now, regardless of how much she’d talked about it. She would come out of the trance she’d been in and would get hysterical.

      Frank stepped into her line of vision. “Don’t look at him. Look at me.”

      She closed her eyes and shook her head. Her dark hair rippled all the way to her knees. He lifted a silky strand out of her eyes, couldn’t resist touching it. He’d never seen her with her hair down, much less disheveled, and so vulnerable.

      A sense of powerlessness came over him. He had to do something to aid her. He adjusted his bulky overcoat around her shoulders and drew it closed to protect her modesty. She’d buttoned the nightgown clear up to her chin.

      His heart gave an odd jerk. He lifted his arms to open them to her, then caught himself at the last second. Whether he’d meant to hold her or comfort her, it was so far beyond propriety it didn’t bear consideration. He had no excuse other than being drunk, and even that wasn’t a valid reason.

      Thankfully, she still had her eyes closed and hadn’t noticed. As much as he pitied her, or yearned to hold her, it wasn’t his job to comfort her. He had a responsibility to find out why she’d killed her husband.

      “Can you answer a few questions?”

      Keeping her eyes shut, she nodded.

      “You shot him?”

      Another nod.

      “Why?”

      The widow put her hands over her face. “I didn’t mean to.”

      An accident. This made sense. He didn’t believe she’d kill a fly in cold blood. Engulfed in his oversized coat, she looked so small, not even strong enough to pull back the hammer.

      Frank perused the room. A table by the sofa knocked out of place, loose papers scattered on the floor, an overturned candle, all indicated a struggle had taken place.

      “Did you two have an argument?” he asked.

      She opened her fingers slightly to allow her to peek out from between them. “Yes, no… I-I struck the table when I ran out the door.”

      Understandable, given her state of mind. “The papers? And candle?”

      She let her hands drift to her sides. “I’m clumsy.”

      He wouldn’t have thought that. She had a graceful way of moving, at least that’s what he’d noticed. Along with other things he had no business noticing. He also knew her to be scrupulously honest, so he would set aside his doubt. For now.

      “Where’s the gun?”

      “Gun?” She said it like she’d never heard the word before.

      “Pistol. Revolver. What you used to shoot him.”

      “I don’t…remember where I left it.”

      A terrible shock could do that to a person, make them forget. He hadn’t felt a gun when he’d carried her over here. He crossed his arms over his chest so he wouldn’t be tempted to check. “What do you remember?”

      She met his question with a blank look.

      Perhaps a more direct approach would dislodge a memory. “How did he get shot?”

      She frowned, as if thinking hard. “He…tried to take the gun away from me.”

      Frank assembled a mental picture. “With the barrel pointed at his chest?”

      “No…yes….” Confusion, then distress flickered across her features. “I don’t remember.”

      Unease tiptoed up Frank’s spine. If they’d fought, she might’ve gotten scared and picked up a gun, could’ve pulled the trigger without intending to kill him. “Don’t remember? Or don’t want to incriminate yourself?”

      In the dim room, her wide eyes appeared almost black. He’d looked into them enough times to know they were warm brown flecked with gold. Normally, they snapped with keen intelligence or flashed with dry wit. Tonight, they were dark with fear.

      “Here, now, I didn’t mean to scare you.” He gently put his hands on her shoulders to give her gentle reassurance. The physical contact seemed to shake her out of whatever state she’d slipped into and she twitched in response.

      Frank dropped his arms to his sides with a sharp reminder he was supposed to interview her, not hug her. He hooked his thumbs over his gun belt to keep his hands out of trouble. “Just tell me why you pointed a gun at your husband.”

      Her throat worked convulsively. A moist sheen appeared on her upper lip. She raised her hand to her forehead, swayed.

      He caught her as her limbs gave way. As he cradled the limp woman in his arms, he cursed himself up one side and down the other for interrogating her with her dead husband lying there, barely cold. He shifted her weight toward him. The movement pressed her soft breasts against his chest. His body’s reaction was sharp and immediate—and inappropriate as hell.

      He cast a frantic look around to find a place to put her. A door. Presumably, it led into a bedroom. He’d take her in there. Then he’d fetch the doc before he woke the undertaker.

      In the dark bedroom, he could see enough to spot a bed. He settled her on top of the spread. She hardly made a dent in the mattress. After he’d slipped his overcoat from beneath her, he snatched a quilt from a rack near the foot of the bed and draped it over her.

      “Mrs. Daines?” he whispered.

      Her long lashes fluttered. “Where’s Billy?” she asked in a fearful tone.

      “Take it easy. He’s around here somewhere, I’m sure.” The boy wandered the town like a stray cat. His whereabouts was the least of her worries right now.

      Frank tucked the quilt up to her chin. When she tried to push the covers away, he caught her hands. Her hold on his fingers felt surprisingly tight. That was fine, if she needed to cling to him for a while longer.

      He understood better than she could know. Disbelief and denial, followed by useless remorse and unending guilt. He hadn’t pulled the trigger on the gun that killed his wife, but he might as well have. Self-condemnation ate at his soul like an insidious disease.

      She screwed her eyes shut, which indicated she remained awake.

      He wouldn’t get much useful out of her tonight, and wasn’t so hardhearted he would try. As it was, she would suffer nightmares. The kind he wouldn’t wish on his worst enemy, much less a sweet lady like Claire.

      “Don’t worry about anything. I’ll send for the undertaker, and tell Doc to give you something to help you rest. We’ll talk more tomorrow.” He closed his calloused palms over Claire’s smooth hands. He couldn’t picture her holding a gun, much less firing one. Yet, she’d admitted to—

      No. She hadn’t only said she shot her husband, as in, by accident. She had said she killed him. That implied something different. Intent.

      Frank shook his head at his suspicious nature. He was too used to dealing with liars and murderers. Claire was neither. She was a fine, upstanding lady. A respected woman in the community. What did it matter how she’d worded her confession, considering her fragile state? If she said it was an accident, there was no reason to doubt her.
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      “Fire!” Claire bolted upright. She caught her breath with a harsh gasp, dropped back onto the bed and curled into a ball. Her stomach roiled. Her head felt fuzzy. Her heart wouldn’t stop racing.

      Something the doctor had given her to help her sleep must’ve brought on those awful nightmares. Choking… The smoke? Or Frederick’s arm around her neck? The thudding in her chest became heavier, harder, as she touched her fingers to a tender spot.

      Fear crested and broke free, coursing through her in a raging river. She squeezed her eyes shut but couldn’t block out the images, which seemed too real to be dreamed up.

      Her husband’s bellow of rage. A loud retort and the stench of gunpowder. Billy’s pale, frightened face…

      Claire opened her eyes. The air looked clear. She didn’t smell anything except her own damp body. She eased off the bed and stood slowly to gain her balance.

      Had it happened? She had to find out. Find Billy.

      She halted at the bedroom door. The floor in the sitting room, bare. Where was the carpet? A faint smell of smoke. Singed curtains. Furniture pushed up against the walls…

      A cold chill passed through her body. She clapped her hand over her mouth to stifle a cry. Oh God, the awful nightmare. It really happened.

      The room spun. She staggered to the sofa, grabbed the bolstered arm, and dropped down onto the cushioned seat. Some previous instruction in her mind prompted her to put her head down and take deep breaths. Her dizziness ebbed, but a haunting image remained. Frederick, sprawled face down on the carpet, his dressing gown askew, revealing the back of his hairy legs.

      “Our Father, who a-art in Heaven. H-hallowed be Thy name...for-forgive my trespasses….” Claire clutched her hands together to pray. She might as well be talking to herself. God had turned his back on her. He knew she’d secretly longed to escape a marriage that had become unbearable.

      Tears blurred her vision until she could no longer see the hardwood floor beneath her feet. She buried her face in her hands. “Frederick, I’m so sorry…”

      Why plead with her husband? If God wouldn’t pardon her, Frederick certainly wouldn’t. He’d make a list of her sins and give it to Saint Peter. If only she hadn’t argued and made him angry, they wouldn’t have fought. Where had Billy gotten the gun? She didn’t think the boy even knew where she kept it. Another sin to add to her growing list.

      At the click of the doorknob, she jerked upright. “Billy?”

      “Mrs. Kelly, dear. Here to check on you.”

      The woman she’d hired to do the cooking. A sweet, widowed lady whose grown son helped around the hotel. Good people. Kind. She might’ve checked on Billy already.

      “Come in.”

      The door creaked and the gray-haired woman peeked around the edge. “How’re you feeling, dearie?”

      Claire couldn’t begin to put into words how she felt. She longed to crawl back into bed and bury her head under the covers. As a child, she’d prayed every night to wake up to a different life. In retrospect, she shouldn’t have prayed so hard. “What time is it?”

      “Past breakfast.” The older woman’s cherubic face wrinkled into a hesitant smile as she entered the room. She held a tray laden with food.

      Claire’s stomach rebelled at the over-rich smell of cooked eggs, charred bacon and browned toast. “Oh dear. I don’t think I’m very hungry.”

      “Don’t suppose you are, but you need the nourishment. Try to take a few bites.”

      Claire kept her face averted from the spot on the floor where her husband had fallen. After the initial thud, he hadn’t uttered a sound or moved a muscle. She hadn’t imagined death could come so quickly, but she hadn’t been able to rouse him. She’d known without turning him over he was gone. Another shudder racked her body.

      “Yes, thank you.” Somehow, she managed a polite response, despite the terrifying sense of being sucked into a vortex. She began a slow, rocking motion to counteract the spinning sensation. If she succumbed to despair, that wouldn’t help Billy. For his sake, she had to gather her strength to face this ordeal.

      The cook set the tray on a low table in front of the sofa. “Would you like some more of that medicine the doctor left?”

      “No. No more medicine.” Claire put her hand to her head. Lightheaded as she was, the last thing she needed was more laudanum, or whatever it was he’d given her. She had to be able to think clearly in order to forestall disaster. “Have you seen Billy?”

      “Not this morning. His door is closed. He might still be asleep.”

      “Stay in your room,” she’d whispered to him. “Don’t talk to anyone until I come for you.”

      If Billy had minded her for this long, he must truly be frightened.

      A dull ache centered in her chest. She would go talk to him, explain none of this was his fault, impress upon him that he must let her deal with the consequences.

      The cook’s plump hand came to rest on her shoulder. “Mrs. Daines?”

      Claire’s eyes popped open. When had she closed them? Her thoughts kept wandering. It must be the lingering effects of the medicine. “Yes, yes I’m fine.”

      The cook eyed her doubtfully. “You don’t look fine to me. You’re white as milk.”

      “That medicine makes me sick.” Claire reached for a piece of toast. “I’ll try to eat something.”

      “Good. You’ll need your strength. The sheriff said he’d be back this morning to talk to you. Said you ought not leave again until he returns.”

      Claire’s hand froze halfway to her mouth. Leave again? When had she left before?

      Her muddled mind pieced together fragments, another foggy memory, also not a dream. She’d rushed to get to the sheriff before someone else did. One of the men she’d passed on her way outside had told her the sheriff was next door. She’d gone into the saloon…in her nightclothes.

      Her stomach shrank to the size of a peach pit. She set the toast on the plate, unable to choke it down.

      “Missus? You all right?” The concerned voice seemed to come from a distance.

      Claire shook her head. She’d been out of her mind. That was the only feasible explanation.

      How much did the sheriff remember? He’d been sitting alone with his head cradled in his arms. A whiskey bottle overturned on the table. Drunk.

      But not too drunk to scoop her up and carry her back to the hotel. Worse, she’d wrapped her arms around his neck and clung to him. She hadn’t wanted him to let her go.

      Heat flooded her face. He’d cradled her close. Held her. Touched her hair. His behavior, and hers, ought to disgust her. She waited for the wave of revulsion, then wondered why she couldn’t feel anything except numbness and a vague sense of guilt.

      “Frederick…” she started.

      “The sheriff and the undertaker rolled him up in the rug to take him out.” The cook explained this as a matter of fact. She couldn’t know how much that would’ve horrified Frederick, a man who’d guarded his privacy and fretted constantly about being humiliated.

      Remorse twisted the knife in Claire’s heart. She should have seen to her husband instead of crawling into bed and falling into a drug-induced sleep. She wasn’t a good wife. No wonder he had come to despise her.

      Hot tears leaked from between her closed eyes. She used to cry all the time after Frederick had returned from the war with his mind broken. That was before she’d learned it did no good. Tears were useless.

      She leaned forward and put her fists to her eyes to staunch the flow. Spoke in an agonized whisper. “I never meant to hurt him.”

      Mrs. Kelly patted her back. “Now, now. Of course, you didn’t intend to shoot him. It just…happened.”

      Her meant-to-be soothing remark carried an unspoken how and why. Those were questions Claire dared not answer. Not until she came up with a plausible story.

      She cringed when she thought about the days ahead. A funeral had to be planned. She would be put on trial. By now everyone in town would be talking and her name would be on their lips. She would rather have her teeth pulled than become the center of attention. Lord above, how would she get through this?

      If she telegraphed her brother, Henry, he’d come straightaway. Just like he’d rescued her before when Frederick had lost his job and they were in dire straits. But Henry had a new position, a wife and a baby. It wouldn’t be right to burden him with this awful tragedy. He’d already done far more than he should have, and he’d dealt with enough trouble over the past year. No, she wouldn’t ask Henry to save her. Somehow, she would overcome fear and grief long enough to take care of things. If not for her sake, for Billy’s.

      Claire straightened with renewed determination. She used a napkin to wipe her eyes. “Thank you, Mrs. Kelly. I do appreciate your kindness, but I have no appetite. I must get dressed before the sheriff returns. Will you see if Billy wants breakfast?”

      With that, she sent the cook away with the tray of food.

      The cedar chest in the bedroom contained one black gown, which she’d reserved for funerals. She’d need to purchase another black dress, along with a black hat and veil to take her through the six-month mourning period. Fortunately, the items could be ordered, readymade. If unavailable, she could dye several of her dresses. Given her dismal outlook, she might convert her entire wardrobe to black and be done with it.

      She rubbed her arms to stop trembling, and stuffed her guilt deep down where it couldn’t hamper her. It was easier to keep her mind from wandering if she focused on the arduous task of pinning up her knee-length hair.

      What would be a plausible story? An accident. That’s what she’d told the sheriff last night. What else had she offered?

      A blank gaze in the mirror stared back at her. She couldn’t remember what she’d said, other than telling him she couldn’t find the gun. She would look for it again this morning. Billy might’ve taken it to his room.

      She secured the heavy twist of hair within a black snood. Tucked a handkerchief beneath her sleeve and buckled a chatelaine around her waist that held her keys.

      Now, before the sheriff returned, she and Billy needed to have a talk. If only she could’ve gotten to him to first. Taken the gun away. To wish things could be different wasted energy. Billy needed all the love and support she could give him. She needed his cooperation to get through the difficulties they’d face in the coming days.

      An inquest would be held. Likely, a short one because she’d confessed. If the judge believed her story, and accepted the shooting was accidental, she didn’t think she’d go to jail. It wouldn’t keep people from gossiping for years to come. She could bear the shame. She’d borne worse.

      She stopped at Billy’s room and knocked. “Billy? May I come in?”

      Maybe he’d gone downstairs to the kitchen for breakfast.

      She tried the knob. The door swung open, and her heart lurched. Inside, the room remained dark. No one had pulled back the curtains. The bed covers were smooth and neat, which indicated he hadn’t slept there. His hat and coat usually hung on a peg by the door. Both were gone.

      She hurried down the back stairs, breathing a prayer. Please, Lord, let him be in the kitchen. He wouldn’t run off, not after she’d promised to take care of everything.

      Mrs. Kelly met her before she made it down the hall. “We haven’t found him yet. Didn’t want to worry you. I looked all over, in his usual hiding spots. One of the guests said the sheriff was asking folks if they’d seen him last night.”

      Claire’s heart skipped a beat.

      The sheriff.

      Surely, he wouldn’t have taken Billy to jail. Not unless he’d wrung the truth out of the boy before she had the chance to stop him.
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      As he exited his office, Frank’s breath clouded the cold morning air. He turned up his coat collar and experienced another twinge of conscience. He’d been too busy last night to search for a little boy who had a history of disappearing when he didn’t want to be found.

      If Billy wasn’t hiding somewhere in the Belmont House, he was smart enough to seek out a warm place to spend the night. Perhaps in a closet at the railroad boarding house or the storage area at the train depot.

      Frank retrieved a pencil and dog-eared notebook from his inside coat pocket. If he wrote things down, he didn’t have to trust his faulty memory. He noted a couple more places for his deputy to check.

      The troublesome orphan had run away from every family he’d been placed with. Although it made no sense for him to up and leave a warm house on a cold night. Coincidentally, on the night when Frederick Daines was killed.

      Billy must’ve witnessed the shooting. The boy distrusted anyone in authority, after having numerous run-ins with the law. Stealing, trespassing… At an age when most boys were still attending school, he’d been well on his way to a criminal life when Claire had stepped in. She was one of the few people who believed Billy could become a model citizen. Unlikely, but if anyone could turn him around, it would be the practical, dignified lady who ran the Belmont House.

      For now, Billy wasn’t the person Frank most worried about. Hopefully, Mrs. Daines would’ve recovered enough to answer questions and he could write off the shooting as an accident. An awful tragedy. One she would live with for the rest of her life, but wouldn’t send her to prison. He couldn’t erase her grief, but he could put the unfortunate incident to rest as quickly as possible.

      He set a slow, deliberate pace on the short walk to the mercantile and rubbed at the dull throb between his eyes. If he didn’t know better, he’d swear an angry mule had kicked him in the head.

      The only ass around here is ‘yours truly.’

      Frank heaved a regretful sigh. He ran his hand through hair that had grown too long on a head that needed examining for signs of stupidity.

      Last night made twice in the past four months he’d gone on a bender. The dark episodes that triggered his binges were getting more frequent, not less. If he progressed on a path set by most drunks, he’d soon be wallowing in the mud, ravaged in mind and body.

      He dismissed the ugly thought. Right now, his immediate need was food. Once he’d filled his belly, he’d be ready to face a distasteful task. He’d much rather exchange pleasantries than interrogate the lovely widow.

      Inside the store, a pot-bellied stove warmed the air. Had his head hurt less, he might’ve enjoyed the rich aromas created by an assortment of baked goods offered in the shebang. Beneath a glassed counter, a selection of golden-brown hand pies, artfully displayed on a platter. The savory scents sent his stomach rolling.

      Frank swallowed hard. He didn’t have time to baby his belly with a pot of coffee followed by a nourishing breakfast at the Whistle Stop Café. One of these meat pies would have to do.

      Horace Bows, the mercantile owner, bid farewell to a customer and sauntered over. He smoothed his hands over crisply ironed apron, worn to protect his suit.

      Bow’s General Store, the largest in town, was situated on the main street, close to the depot. He and his wife kept it well stocked with everything anybody could want: dry goods and hardware, groceries, housewares, even beer and bottled liquor. He’d gotten rich because Claire’s brother, Henry Stevens, had plopped a railroad out here in the middle of a prairie, then laid out a town around it. Horace had been one of the first businessmen to leap at opportunity.

      As far as Frank was concerned, he owed Henry Stevens his undying gratitude for offering a broken-down marshal the job as sheriff. It had been a godsend that saved his sanity, and, for the time being, his life.

      “What’ll it be, Sheriff?”

      Frank dragged his attention from the bottles of home brew on the shelf to the glassed display with the meat pies. He held up two fingers. “Two of your wife’s sausage pies.”

      “She makes the best.”

      “That she does.”

      The bell on the door jangled.

      Two women bundled in fur coats entered together. Minnie Taylor, a mousy little gal married to the new mayor, and Gertrude Bond, a statuesque lady with pale coloring and piercing blue eyes that could freeze a man at fifty paces.

      Last summer, William Bond had taken over the position Henry had resigned as general manager for the Katy Railroad. The Bonds had moved from New York and appeared to have brought most of the clothing in the stores with them.

      The two women stopped at a table stacked with bolts of calico cloth. Instead of examining the merchandise, they peered over the top, like curious prairie dogs peeking out of their mounds. When Frank caught them watching him, they dipped out of sight.

      Those two must’ve heard about the shooting, spiced up with the extra parts about Claire going into the saloon and him carrying her out.

      The women’s schoolgirl antics annoyed him, though it was bound to happen. Juicy gossip passed through town faster than shit through a goose.

      “Here you go, Sheriff.” Mr. Bows passed the pies over the counter.

      “Much obliged.” Frank paid him two bits. Just last year, Bows had charged twice that much. With the economy sinking and the railroad in trouble, the merchant had adjusted his prices down. Everyone had been forced to make adjustments, with the exception of a few wealthy families like the Bonds.

      Frank had taken a cut in salary so he could keep his deputy on the payroll. He figured he could afford it because he didn’t have a family to support and didn’t need much. For the moment, just a couple meat pies to stave off starvation.

      He unfolded the paper and sank his teeth into the flaky crust. Tasty, and it went down better than he thought it would. He’d not press his luck. The second pie would stay in his pocket, for now. It would make a good lunch if he got too busy to stop at a cafe.

      Walt and Dru—two regulars—had taken up their usual position over a checkerboard laid atop a hogshead barrel. This morning, the aging settlers huddled near the pot-bellied stove in the rear of the store. In nice weather, they preferred to sit out front where they could chat with folks passing by. Those two old codgers knew more about what went on in Parsons than anyone else, including the women.

      Frank passed by a table stacked with bibbed dungarees, clothing favored by railroad workers, on his way to the back of the store. “Howdy, Walt. Dru…”

      “Mornin’ Sheriff.” Dru hugged a worn Indian blanket around his thin shoulders. The trapper’s Osage wife had died the previous winter and he’d taken to hauling that striped blanket around. If it kept him warm, it was more useful than most keepsakes.

      “How d’ye do, Sheriff.” Walt removed a clay pipe and cradled it in his hand. Smoke curled up around a long, grizzled beard. The fellow had to be sixty if he was a day.

      Frank noted, with disgust, his own faded hair had about as much gray, and he was younger than Walt’s sons. At least he wasn’t bald like Dru.

      “What do you know?” he asked casually.

      “Reckon you could tell us, seeing as you toted Mrs. Daines back to the hotel in her nightgown after all that commotion last night.” Walt’s lips twitched.

      Dru didn’t crack a smile, but the creases around his eyes deepened.

      “Don’t spread that around,” Frank said sharply.

      The old fellows threw worried glances at each other. In their rheumy eyes, all amusement had vanished.

      Frank adjusted his voice to a polite tone. “Either of you seen Billy Frye?”

      The two men shook their heads.

      “If you do, let me know.”

      They acknowledged the request with respectful nods. They’d think twice before they poked fun at a distressed woman who had enough grief to deal with.

      No one else was in the store who Frank needed to talk to, so he headed for the door.

      Gertrude Bond followed him outside. “Sheriff Garrity, might I have a word with you?”

      The new general manager’s wife rarely used one word. Generally, she spun off a dozen or more, most of them complaints about the local rowdies and how uncivilized Parsons remained in spite of him being in charge of law and order.

      If he kept walking, he didn’t think she’d trail after him across the street and dirty the hems of those fancy skirts. On second thought, he ought not be rude, even to a woman he couldn’t find a single reason to like.

      He halted before he stepped off the edge of the sidewalk to allow her to catch up with him. “Yes ma’am. How can I help you?”

      He didn’t have to look down very far to meet her eyes. She had to be close to six feet tall. The lady towered over other women, and most men, including her husband. Frank had nothing against tall women, but he favored petite gals, in particular one with magnificent chestnut hair.

      “I thought you should know about the talk going around.” Gertrude kept her voice low. She threw a cautious glance over her shoulder, as if she didn’t want her friend, who’d just exited the store, to overhear.

      Who did they think they were fooling? They’d whispering the entire time he’d been inside.

      He didn’t ask what talk because he wasn’t interested in her gossip.

      She kept on anyway. “Mrs. Daines killed her husband in a fit of rage. They yelled at each other and threw things. Everybody heard it.”

      Frank nudged his hat back, finding it hard keep his expression indifferent. “You heard them?”

      “Of course not,” she snapped. “I wasn’t there. I heard about it from one of the guests.”

      He’d spoken to the guests after he’d gotten Claire settled. Some of them mentioned hearing noises before the gunshot. Nothing specific. Anybody familiar with Claire would know she wasn’t the type to go into fits of rage or otherwise. She was one of the most levelheaded women he’d ever met.

      Frank hooked his thumbs over his gun belt and adopted the lazy drawl that made everybody think he was friendly and easy going, although he was neither. “Thank you, ma’am, for telling me about the gossip. I appreciate you not wanting to see rumors like that spread around.”

      The beanpole biddy narrowed her eyes. “It’s no rumor. She admitted she killed her husband.”

      Dang. He should’ve kept walking.

      “We don’t know the particulars about what happened. Mrs. Daines is in a fragile state, which is why I’d appreciate it if folks would refrain from speculation—”

      “Sheriff!”

      He jerked his head around, startled by Claire’s hail.

      The self-made widow, clothed from head-to-toe in solid black, came marching across the dirt street. She hiked her skirts to the tops of her boots and deftly navigated around a steaming pile of manure. Her frown conveyed displeasure and her rapid pace determination. She looked anything but fragile.

      “Where’s Billy?” she demanded upon reaching him.

      That answered one question. The boy hadn’t returned. However, it didn’t answer why Claire would look at him like she wanted to strangle him.

      Frank shook his head. “Haven’t seen him.”

      Her angry glare softened into confusion. “But he isn’t…if you didn’t… Where is he?”

      Still missing, which wasn’t good news. “Figured you might know.”

      The high color drained from her face.

      He stepped off the sidewalk into the street, moving close enough to catch her, should she faint dead away, as she had the night before. “Let me escort you to the hotel. It’s warmer in there and we can talk.” He didn’t add, without an audience.

      Mrs. Bond perched at the edge of the sidewalk. She’d soaked up every word. So had her friend, Minnie Taylor, and a half dozen other women who’d gathered to eavesdrop.

      “I have to find Billy,” Claire protested.

      “We’ll find him.” Frank slipped his hand beneath her elbow and pivoted her around to head her back the way she’d come.
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      The hotel lobby was busier than a month of Sundays. These people couldn’t all be guests, which meant most of them were curiosity seekers. Morbid happenings always drew a crowd.

      “Where can we go to have a private conversation?” Frank asked in low voice.

      Claire shot a wary look in his direction.

      “Unless you want to talk out here?” he added.

      “The office.” She set a course past the registration desk.

      He followed, and kept the oglers away with a glare. He would’ve ordered them all to leave, except she hadn’t given him license to clear out her place of business.

      Her office was furnished with a roll-top desk, a bookcase and two chairs. Lacy curtains and a bright rug added feminine touches to an otherwise masculine room. It smelled of paper and ink, and a faint floral fragrance he’d noticed before whenever he got close to her.

      Wild roses. Like the ones his mother had brought from Missouri when his father moved them over the border so he could help keep Kansas free. Would the trailing vines still be there, even though she wasn’t alive to tend them? One way to find out, take a trip to the old farmstead.

      Frank squelched his wistful longing. Going back would only remind him of how miserably he’d failed his family. He didn’t need another regret to dwell on.

      He closed the door so their conversation wouldn’t be overheard. Last night, the new widow hadn’t been thinking clearly. This morning, she seemed fairly well recovered, in light of the circumstances. She ought to be able to clear up inconsistencies in what she’d told him last night.

      Her fragrance was distracting. He couldn’t shut off his senses, but he could keep a businesslike attitude, and remove his hat. “I need to ask you a few questions.”

      “Yes, of course.” Claire took his hat and heavy overcoat, hung them over a wall peg. Her cloak went on the next peg. She untied a ribbon at her chin and removed the ugly black bonnet.

      Frank watched her fingers with utter fascination. She had what his mother would’ve called artist’s hands. Slim, elegant, deft.

      This morning, her hair had been tamed into a smooth roll and confined in a net. If he hadn’t seen it loose, he never would’ve guessed its length and thickness. He imagined how it might feel if he brushed it out with his fingers.

      Like silk.

      His breath hitched. Then, annoyance set in. This obsession with her hair, and other parts of her, was unfitting, not to mention a damn nuisance. “Why did Billy run off?”

      Her fearful glance stopped him. Towered over her with his fists balled, growling questions, would not be the most effective approach.

      He released his frustration on a deep breath, then gestured to one of two chairs. “How about we sit down?”

      “Yes, thank you.” She eased onto the cushioned seat of an armless chair and arranged her skirts. Her back remained rigid—the result of good breeding or a bad case of nerves. One hand went to a broad belt at her waist from which hung a small bag and a set of keys. She toyed with them.

      Nerves.

      Any woman would be nervous at being questioned. More surprising, the fact that she’d gotten up and out. Ordinary grief would send most women to bed for weeks. She had Billy to consider. She was worried about the boy.

      Frank took the armchair. He dug in his coat pocket for his notebook and pencil. If the boy didn’t show up, he’d put out a description so others could help locate him. “How old is Billy?”

      “He turned twelve the second of November.”

      Surprising. Frank wrote it down. “Small, for his age.”

      “I suppose. Having had no children of my own, I wouldn’t know for certain.” She darted a worried glance out the window that faced the alley. “He’s very bright. He didn’t know how to read very well when he first came here. By Christmas, he was devouring those dime novels Lucy sends him.”

      Impressive. Frank would bet it was Claire’s doing as much as Billy’s. “He was illiterate when you got him, wasn’t he?”

      “Not entirely. Billy hungers for knowledge. Same as you did at his age, I’m sure.”

      Frank smiled. She probably hadn’t meant the remark to be flattery, but it was far from insulting, and further reinforced his good opinion of her. She looked for the good in others. “My mother would’ve agreed with you. She always said a curious mind should be encouraged.”

      The tightness in Claire’s expression eased. “Your mother sounds very wise.”

      “She was.” As well as wise, long-suffering, too good and kind for this world, so she’d moved on to the next. While he’d been out to exact revenge instead of remaining at home to take care of her.

      Frank dragged his mind out of the unforgiving past, which he could do nothing about. The present was another matter. He had a violent death to resolve. Last night, he’d been close to certain it was an accident. Now, he wasn’t so sure.

      Still holding the pencil, he rested his hand on his knee. The widow’s prickly behavior puzzled him. Granted, she had a good reason to be upset. Except, he got the distinct impression she had something to hide, which figured into Billy’s disappearance.

      He couldn’t—rather, he wouldn’t—intimidate her with harsh accusations. At this point, he had few facts to go on. He would have to probe and see where the questions led him.

      As far as Frank knew, she ran the hotel with no help from her husband. It wouldn’t seem she’d have time to deal with a troubled child. “How come you took Billy in last year?”

      “Henry asked me. Several times, actually. He kept finding Billy at the rail yard and worried he’d get hurt. Henry was single at the time and busy with running the railroad. Well, I suppose you know that. Frederick didn’t want children. I finally convinced him that Billy had nowhere else to go.”

      Odd, most men wished to continue their line. “Your husband refused you children or he couldn’t give you any due to his injuries?”

      She flushed crimson. “Why does that matter?”

      It didn’t. Unless the shooting wasn’t an accident. In which case, she would have a motive for killing her husband. His refusal to give her children might’ve caused resentment on her part. From all appearances, Claire longed to be a mother. So much so, she’d taken in a wild, half-grown boy. To her credit, Billy had thrived under her wing. He’d gone from a surly hell-raiser to being her devoted admirer. Which begged the question.

      “Why do you think he’d run off?”

      She pulled a lacy handkerchief from beneath her black sleeve and held it in her lap. “He’s scared, I suppose.”

      “Scared of what?”

      Her eyes remained downcast as she twisted the black cloth around her fingers. “Of what he saw.”

      Now, they were getting somewhere.

      Frank shifted to the edge of his seat. “He was in the room when your husband was shot?”

      She jerked her head up, as if startled. “No! He wasn’t in the room. He came in later, after he heard the gun go off. Then he saw Frederick lying there and he got upset. I was in shock. I-I told him to go to his room. He might think I’m angry with him.”

      Her maple-colored eyes shone with misery. But she’d twisted that hankie around her fingers so tight one might think she needed a tourniquet. Years of dealing with all manner of charlatans had taught Frank to spot liars. He’d never thought of Claire in that vein—before now.

      The realization hit him like a punch to the gut, followed by the sinking sense that he’d lost something rare and precious. An ideal.

      Of all the ladies in town, Claire was the one he most admired. In many ways she reminded him of his mother—a devoted wife, a compassionate neighbor, hospitable to all who darkened her door, brave in the face of adversity, hard-working, and honest.

      Disappointment welled up, surprisingly bitter. He’d been foolish to place Claire on a pedestal, even if…no, especially because of his attraction to her. He’d been a lawman long enough to know that even fine, upstanding ladies would lie, given a motive.

      What was Claire’s motive? He was mighty tempted to call her bluff. In his experience, liars denied their falsehoods. If he challenged her, she’d clam up and not tell him anything. If he kept her talking, she’d eventually get tangled in the loose threads.

      “Where did you get the gun?”

      Her spine got a little straighter. “From the registration desk. I keep a pistol hidden there, just in case there’s trouble. This can be a rough town. At times. Not so much since you’re been here, but I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know”

      Rambling.

      Frank stroked one side of his mustache. Last year, she’d showed him a small Remington she kept in the registration desk. Plenty of outlaws roamed the territory, enough to warrant having a weapon handy for protection. Still, it didn’t explain why she felt the need to protect herself from her spouse. “You came downstairs to retrieve a pistol. Were you scared of your husband?”

      “No.” The muscles in her throat moved as she swallowed. Another lie. “I retrieved the pistol earlier and took it upstairs.”

      “Why?”

      “To reload it. The gun went off accidentally.”

      This didn’t fit with what she’d told him last night.

      “You mean, it went off when your husband tried to take it away?”

      “What?” Her confusion appeared authentic. Maybe she didn’t recall what she’d said to him. Shock could do that. He gave her another chance to explain.

      “You told me last night you shot him when he tried to take the gun away from you.”

      She rubbed her temple like she was thinking hard or her head hurt. “Oh, yes. That’s right. I must’ve blocked it out. He wanted me to give him the gun, said he should load it. I told him I didn’t think that was a good idea.”

      This had to be stupidest excuse she’d come up with yet.

      “He was a soldier, right? He knew how to load a gun.”

      Irritation interrupted her grief long enough to show him she didn’t appreciate his sarcasm. “Of course, he did. But I didn’t leave guns around because…” Her eyes widened as if she’d started down a path unintentionally. “Sometimes he’s clumsy.”

      “You’re changing your story, then? Saying he got clumsy, not you.”

      Her face reddened. “No, that’s not what I said at all. While I reloaded, he grabbed the pistol, and it discharged.”

      “Was that before or after the fire?”

      “Fire? I don’t remember.” She moistened her lips, fidgeted some more with the chain holding her keys. At least she wasn’t comfortable with lying, or even very good at it.

      His protective streak made an unexpected—and unwanted—reappearance. Frank balled his fist on his knee and took a firm hold on his bleeding heart. He hadn’t been able to keep his wife safe. What made him think he could shelter a dishonest widow who didn’t trust him?

      One more chance. But she had to come clean.

      “Your curtains were scorched. I saw a candle and some water on the floor by the window.”

      “The candle…” Her attention fixed on the desk behind him. She’d long since stopped looking him in the eye. “It got knocked over, accidentally, while I was looking on the desk for something.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Just some papers.”

      Holy hell, she’d try the patience of a saint—and he didn’t qualify.

      Frank unfolded himself out of the small chair and adjusted his gun belt. This nonsense had gone on long enough. “If you’ve finished airing your lungs, why don’t we get down to business. You tell me what really happened.”
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