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West Texas 1875

Garnerville, Renfro County, Texas
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It was a little after noon on a Friday. I was really looking forward to a great weekend with Nora. I guess you could call her my fiancé. We’ve been going together for almost two years and she’s always hinting that we should tie the knot.

Lately she’s stopped hinting and started insisting. She's one of the finest women I've ever met and she would make a good wife.

I've been the sheriff of this small town for almost five years. I was appointed by the Territorial Judge, who happens to be a very good friend. The judge being a friend was the reason I was one of the youngest sheriffs ever appointed.

Normally the sheriff is elected by the citizens, but this town of Garnerville, Texas was having a hard time locating someone to fill the office, so the judge stepped in and appointed me to the job, along with Harry Clements as my deputy. In this job, I have to travel quite a bit and that's one of the reasons I'm not ready to settle down. Nora doesn't seem to understand my reasoning about this. I can't really blame her. As I said I’m not too thrilled about settling down, but she has been sticking with me through the good and the bad.

~~~~~~
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I GLANCED UP FROM MY thoughts and I saw her. Walking down the middle of the street. A little girl, rather small. Not much more than five foot if she was that. As she got closer I saw she was dressed in a plain cotton dress that looked a size too small, and the little bit of hair, sticking out from under her floppy hat, was the color of corn husks. As she came closer, I saw her green eyes, the color of fresh spring grass, was looking at me with a lost puppy look. She looked so mournful, it was all I could do to keep from wrapping my arms around her. But I needed to remember Nora. She was the one who owned my heart. I was only feeling pity for this young girl. Although taking a closer look, the way she fills out that dress tells me she ain't no little girl. Not no more.

"What's your name, Honey?"

She pushed her floppy hat back and looked up at me. "It sure ain't Honey, its Rachel McConnell. What's yours?"

"Lincoln Rhymes. Where 'bouts you headed, Miss Rachel McConnell? It is Miss, isn’t it?"

"’Course it is,” she said emphatically. “I ain’t never gitting married. I ain’t headed no place in particular. Just heading down the road. Wherever it takes me, that's where I'm headed."

"Where you coming from?" I asked.

“You shore ask a lot of questions, even for a law dog,” indicating the badge on my vest.

“I asked where you coming from?” ignoring her remark.

"Back yonder a ways," she nodded her head back where she came from.

"Where's back yonder?"

"No place really. I'm trying real hard to forget about there, if you don't mind?"

"I don't reckon I mind. Everybody's got something they want to put behind them.”

Just at that moment I heard her stomach growl.

“You want to go get something to eat?" I asked.

"I ain't got no money to buy nothing," she exclaimed.

"How about I buy?"

"I can't let you do that."

"Why not?"

"We ain't been properly introduced,” she said. “My mama always told me to stay away from strangers."

"Well, I told you my name and you told me yours. Sounds like we ain't exactly strangers, does it?"

"I reckon you're right,” she said shaking her head. “Okay, I'll let you buy me something to eat."

"Great. Follow me."

I walked down the street, with her close behind, to Gold's Eatery. It wasn't the best food, but it was the only eating establishment in town, unless you counted the pickled eggs and slimy sandwiches at the Dew Drop Saloon. We went inside and all the men stopped eating and stared. What they were staring at I didn't know. I turned to tell Rachel to sit and I noticed something I hadn't noticed before. She had removed her hat and that corn husk colored hair was hanging to her shoulders and that too small dress really accentuated her full figure. There was no mistaking her for a little girl now.

I held the chair for her and she seemed surprised by the polite way I treated her.

Leslie Gold, the owner’s wife came to the table and asked, “What can I get for you Linc?” she looked at me and then at Rachel.

“We’ll have the pork chop special with all the fixings and coffee,” I told her. “Bring a pot if you would?”

Leslie returned shortly with plates heaping with food. She set mine down first, then set one in front of Rachel.

“How’s Nora,” she asked, looking me square in the eye.

“Haven’t seen her since last night,” I told her spreading the napkin in my lap. “But she was fine then.

“Tell her I said hello,” she said, glancing at Rachel, and then back at me. “Next time you see her.”

“I’ll do that,” I said and proceeded to cut up the pork chop on the plate.

Rachel didn’t hold back when it came to finishing off her meal. What she lacked in manners, she made up for with enthusiasm. She could put it away with the best of them. She leaned back in her chair and wiped her mouth on her sleeve, completely ignoring the napkin beside her plate.

“That was real good,” she said, draining her coffee cup and putting it down. “Now, I reckon you’re gonna be wantin’ payment for that delicious meal?” She stood up, placed that floppy hat on her head, pushing her hair up under it. “Well, come on.”

I stood, told Leslie to put the meal on my tab and followed Rachel out the door. When we got outside, she quickly turned down the alley. I followed.

She turned back toward me and began unbuttoning her dress. “Hold on there!” I said loudly, holding up my hand as if to stop her. “I don’t expect any payment from you.”

“You’d be the first man I come across that don’t want nothing. What’s wrong with me? Ain’t I pretty enough?” Tears started forming in the corner of her eyes.

“It’s not that at all. I bought you a meal because I thought you were hungry. I don’t expect anything in return other than your friendship.”

“That’s what I was trying to do,” she sniffed. “Be friendly. So you’re telling me you don’t want nothing from me, but being my friend?”

“That’s exactly what I mean. Now, I asked you before, where were you going? You really didn’t give a definitive answer.”

“A defin . . . what?”

“You didn’t tell me where you were going.”

“Oh. It’s like I told you. I ain’t got no place in particular to go. I just go from town to town trying to get a job. Ain’t nobody wants to hire a girl, so, I just head on to the next town.”

“How old are you?” I asked her.

“Almost eighteen, in a couple months. Why?”

“Where’s your folks? How come they let you go traipsing around the country, like this?”

“Ain’t nobody ‘septin’ my step daddy and he was always trying to do things he shouldn’t, so I skid daddled outta there. Ain’t looked back neither,” she said proudly.

“Where’s your ma? I asked her.

“Sinclair killed her, that’s my step daddy,” she said shaking her head. “Oh, the law said they didn’t have no proof, but he done it. I know he did. He’d probably killed me if I hadn’t got outta there.”

“You got any brothers or sisters?” I asked.
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