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CHAPTER ONE [PAPER WIDOW]

The sun rose only
an hour earlier, yet it already shone upon the pines with an
intensity that denoted the promise of yet another scorching day.
Squirrels and chipmunks scurried about to accomplish their tasks
before they were forced to seek shelter from the harshness of the
Indian Summer sun.

Elise bent down and carefully relieved her
shoulders of the burdensome yoke balancing the water buckets she
faithfully hauled from the nearby creek several times a day. Her
work-worn hands rested on her slender hips as she twisted and bent
in different directions to help ease the tightness in her body that
was the result of yet another fitful sleep.

For what seemed like the millionth time, she
lamented over blindly responding to the advertisement in the
Matrimonial News for mail order brides in the west. She was so
eager to escape the mundane existence of the Boston Brahmin society
that, when the advertisement crossed her path, she rushed to
respond with little thought or investigation about who would be
waiting for her on the opposite end of the correspondence, what she
would be walking into, or what she was leaving behind. She also
never questioned just how a copy of the Matrimonial News made it
into the Joselyn family parlor.

Now, finding herself alone, penniless, living
in a shanty that would not even qualify for an outhouse at home,
and ill-equipped for the months that lay ahead, she had plenty of
time to ponder this fact; as well as her foolishness.

She understood her foolishness to some
degree. She was young; just barely seventeen. Seventeen-year-old
women of privilege were not worldly enough to truly understand the
happenings beyond the social cocoon their parents kept them in.

She enjoyed a year of flirtation after her
debutante ball before her father announced that she had an
excellent offer for a match with Judd Turnham. Judd was fifteen
years her senior, barely reached her height when she wore
flat-heeled slippers, and had a paunchy middle that spoke of the
life of privilege he led. Sure, he was part of the richest family
in the Brahmin elite and was due to inherit it all when his ailing
father passed, but the thought of his overly soft, stubby fingers
touching her the way a man could touch a wife was more than she
could tolerate. It was bad enough when he stole a kiss while
escorting her through the gardens. She had to force back the bile
that threatened to project up her esophagus. The memory of his
acute halitosis and abundant nose hair would probably haunt her
forever. So, what if the cowboys of the west were notorious for
their lack of social etiquette. She would rather have a tough,
virile, and socially inept cowboy than stinky, paunchy Judd any
day.

The photograph and description the
matchmaker, Eliza Farnham, showed her of Douglas Meacham and the
description of the life that awaited was so appealing, she made her
decision to marry him by proxy that very afternoon. It was done in
secrecy, with only the witnesses provided by Eliza to validate its
authenticity.

Douglas was a twenty-seven-year-old civil war
veteran from Pennsylvania who went west to prospect for gold. He
mined long enough to accrue a small financial safety net and
acquire a respectable piece of land to ranch in northern Texas. He
boasted a small herd of cattle, a solid barn that housed a hearty
pig, a milking cow, some chickens, a robust garden, and the
beginnings of a house that was strategically placed on the land to
allow plenty of room to add on when the children arrived. It lacked
only a wife to make it complete.

What started out as a dream adventure quickly
turned into a nightmare. Since she never had the occasion to ride
in the public car of a train before, Elise was not prepared for the
grueling, filthy accommodations that were kept hidden from those
fortunate enough to warrant a private car. What little funds she
managed to squirrel away during her whirlwind departure were stolen
from her reticule while she napped. She had tucked some of her
prize jewelry in her travel bag, which went missing somewhere in
Oklahoma. By the time she was ready to debark, she had only the
clothes on her back and the jewelry on her person. She quickly sold
the jewelry to pay for passage on the stagecoach that would take
her to the Texas territory of Wichita Falls where Douglas was to
meet her.

She spent the entire time on the dusty, rut
filled road to Wichita Falls fretting about the poor impression she
would make to her new husband because of the unfortunate
circumstances that occurred during her travels. She read about
husbands having their marriages annulled due to false
representation and wondered if the same would happen to her once
Douglas took a look at her bedraggled person. There was nothing she
could do about it. Her future was in the hands of fate. She just
hoped fate would be a little kinder than it had been so far.

That was not to be.

She squatted to reposition the yoke on her
shoulders and slowly stood up, being careful not to spill the
life-sustaining liquid in the interim. Her thighs proved much
stronger since she arrived three months earlier, making her
movements look smooth and easy.

As she crossed what constituted as a small
courtyard for the humble ranch, she spotted a horse and rider off
in the distance. She did not need to strain to see who it might be.
She knew it was Nellie Wilson performing her weekly check.

Elise did not know where she would be, had it
not been for Nellie’s kindness. They stumbled upon each other by
chance at the station. Elise was searching the streets for her
husband, Douglas, and Nellie was scoping the travelers for her
niece, Anna.

Elise met Anna on the train during her trip
west. They were about the same age and from similar family
backgrounds, but that was where it ended. Anna’s father died the
year before. Her mother was sending her to live with her mother’s
sister, Nellie, while she sought a replacement for her late
husband. Not only did Anna think finding a husband would be a
daunting task amongst the few who survived the war between the
states, but she found the concept of being shoved out of the way
for her mother to have a better advantage in snaring a man
revolting. She considered her mother far too old for such
shenanigans. Since they were financially well off, she could not
comprehend her mother’s neediness.

Reluctant to leave the luxuries and advanced
society of the east, Anna monitored her surroundings carefully as
the train continued west. By the time they reached Kansas, she saw
enough to make her decide to take matters into her own hands. She
bid Elise goodbye, wished her well, and asked her to tell her Aunt
Nellie that she was sorry, but she would not be joining her after
all before she purchased a ticket to return east.

Nellie reciprocated Elise’s disappointing
news with some devastating news of her own. Douglas was found dead
on the road to town just that morning. Some said he fell from his
horse and hit his head on a boulder while others say he was the
victim of a robbery. Nellie thought it might be both.

So far, Elise was married on paper only. Now,
the paper bride was a paper widow.

“Hello!” shouted Nellie as she reined her
mare up next to the hitching post near the front porch.

“I made apple pie,” Elise said as she poured
the contents of her buckets into a large barrel. “It’s still
warm.”

“What time did ya get up to fuss like that?”
Nellie asked with a shake of the head.

“I need better bedding,” Elise complained as
she held the small of her back and motioned for Nellie to follow
her inside.

“That Eliza Farnham should be shot for her
deceit,” Nellie huffed as she scuffed the dirt from the soles of
her boots on the edge of the roughhewn porch before following Elise
into the tiny cabin.

“I’d settle for reimbursement of my money, so
I could buy passage back home,” Elise sighed. “I have been looking
and looking for any money or gold Douglas might have hidden away
with no luck.”

“Are ya sure he had any?” Nellie asked as she
helped herself to a slice of pie. “Ya were lied to about the state
of this place. He could have lied about being a miner too.

“There’s water in the basin to wash your
hands with,” Elise said in a flat tone.

“You’re such a dandy girl, ain’t ya?” Nellie
chuckled as she made her way to the basin and immersed both
weathered and gnarled hands into the shallow bowl. Her head twisted
and turned as if she was looking for something. “I thought there
was a spring out back.”

“He never got around to piping it into the
house,” Elise said wistfully.

Nellie’s brows knit together as she said,
“That would sure make life easier.”

“I make two trips a day to the creek,” Elise
volunteered. “Sometimes three.”

“Good heavens, gal,” Nellie gasped. “Whatever
do ya do with all that water?”

“Make tea, for one thing,” Elise said as she
reached for the can she kept her tea leaves in and opened the lid.
“I found this on the back of the top shelf,” she said as she
pointed to a wooden shelf placed high enough on the wall over the
stove to necessitate a stool to reach the things placed on it.
“Douglas had a decent supply of tea and coffee. This one smells
like home.”

“I ain’t never developed a taste for tea,”
Nellie said as she wrinkled her nose and then popped a finger full
of pie in her mouth. “It won’t keep your belly full in the winter
months,” Nellie scolded. “What do ya plan on doing when the snow
comes?”

“The garden is yielding a goodly number of
crops,” Elise said as she continued to prepare the tea. “I have
also collected a fair number of apples and nuts. Do you want me to
brew some coffee?”

“Do ya have a root cellar?” Nellie asked as
she held up her hand and shook her head to indicate ‘no’ to Elise’s
offer to make coffee for her.

“There is a large hole dug in the ground that
is covered with wooden planks,” Elise said. “I think that might be
what Douglas used for a root cellar because I found some old
potatoes, onions, and squash in there.”

“Any amount of snowfall on those planks and
those skinny arms of yours won’t be able to lift them off to get to
your food,” Nellie mused. “What about heat? Have ya been able to
handle the axe and cut yourself some wood for the winter?”

“The supply Douglas chopped is running low. I
need to find the means to leave here before I die,” Elise said as
she poured hot water from the kettle she kept hot on the stove into
the tin pot she used to brew tea in.

“Maybe ya should winter with me and Jake,”
Nellie offered.

“What about the daily care of the animals?”
Elise asked.

“I thought ya was going to sell them off and
use the money as part of your passage home,” Nellie said.

“There is only a pig, a milking cow, and a
few chickens. I rode out to see the herd yesterday,” Elise said.
“It looks like it is shrinking.”

“Probably thieves,” Nellie offered. “The
word’s out that you’re alone. If ya don’t sell those beasts soon,
there’ll be nothing to round up come time.”

Elise pushed a stray lock of her thick,
auburn hair behind her ear and said, “If I ever get back home, I
will never complain about being bored again.”


CHAPTER TWO [PAPER WIDOW]

Nate adjusted the
collar of his full-length woolen coat as he stepped out of the
three-story, faded red brick Philadelphia building into the crisp
fall afternoon air. There was a distinctive skip in his step as he
placed his bowler hat atop his smooth raven hair. He was just given
his first big assignment as an employee of the Pinkerton National
Detective Agency. Up until then, his assignments had been small and
seemingly insignificant. He wanted to have an opportunity to prove
himself to the agency. This new assignment was that opportunity. He
was to be partnered with Joseph Kennedy and Oliver Sullivan; which
suited him just fine.

Joseph and Oliver served with him under the
command of Lieutenant Colonel Alexander Biddle at the battle of
Gettysburg. Experiences like that brought people together. That
practically guaranteed them to be an efficient working team. At
least, that’s what Alan Pinkerton thought.

“Kimble, wait up!” Joseph called as he
followed Nate down the stone steps.

“Can you believe the luck of it? I just can’t
seem to shake your sorry ass,” Nate laughed.

“We make the complete package, my good man,”
Joseph said with a grin.

“Where’s Sullivan?” Nate asked as he looked
in the direction they just came from.

“He’s got a woman to appease,” Joseph said.
“Damned nuisance, if you ask me. You can’t do this job with a woman
hanging on your arm.”

“Not well, I don’t think,” Nate said with a
thoughtful scowl.

“You aren’t gonna go get yourself all tied up
with one, are you?” Joseph asked in earnest.

Nate scowled as he grumbled, “Lilith pretty
much fixed that.”

“She sure was a sneaky one,” Joseph
agreed.

“Damned right,” Nate nodded.

“I hear he is a heavy drinker,” Joseph said
in a hushed tone.

“She wanted his fortune and family name,”
Nate shrugged.

“Yeah, the name,” Joseph smirked.

“She deserves what she got,” Nate said with a
tone that hinted of bitterness.

“I still can’t believe she wrote to you for
so long after she married that shit head,” Joseph said.

“He saved me,” Nate pondered aloud. “I should
thank him.”

“Yeah,” Joseph agreed. “I feel a little sorry
for him. All I did was witness the deceit and I’m cured of ever
wanting a woman.”

“At least not for a long time,” Nate
said.

“Never,” Joseph reiterated.

They walked back to their hotel in silence
while their minds worked on making lists of what needed to be done
before they boarded the train headed for Oklahoma the following
afternoon.

Since the short notice was an inconvenience
for Nate and Joseph, they could only imagine the impact it had on
Oliver Sullivan. Nate shuddered at the thought of how Oliver’s
longtime girlfriend and intended fiancé, Alice Smyth, would respond
to the news. She made it perfectly clear to Oliver that she
expected a proposal, followed by a wedding, before the New Year.
This assignment was surely going to twist her pantaloons. He would
not put it past the spoiled socialite not to confront old man
Pinkerton himself on the matter.

Nate thought Oliver’s situation a good
example of another reason for him to be grateful he was single and
free.

“This assignment will change our careers.
Let’s get a drink to celebrate,” Joseph suggested.

“I have some things to take care of before I
leave. A year is a long time,” Nate said. “How about we meet up for
dinner and then we can celebrate?”

“That’s probably a good idea,” Joseph said
with clear disappointment. “I have some things to take care of
too.”

Nate studied his friend before asking, “Did
you get fitted for your suit?”

“When did you do that?” Joseph asked with
raised brows.

“Yesterday,” Nate replied.

“Hell, you didn’t get assigned until today,”
Joseph complained.

“I keep my ears to the ground,” Nate said
with a grin. “Tell Mr. Simon to put I the suit on my bill.”

“I can pay for it myself,” Joseph said as he
squared his shoulders.

“I expect to be paid back out of your first
paycheck,” Nate said with a firmness he did not mean.

He really did not expect to see any money
from Joseph, and he was fine with that. Just a few months earlier,
Nate became the most financially fortunate one of the three
friends, with Oliver second in line.

Nate was raised in what would be deemed as
quality surroundings in the eyes of Philadelphia society. Although
he ran in the circle of socialites, he was not considered to be in
the hub of that circle; which was one of the things that goaded
Lilith. When he received a visit from the Miller Legal Firm
informing him of an inheritance from an uncle on his mother’s side,
all that changed; or would have, had Nate wanted to make the truth
of his inheritance public.

Margaret Kimble’s brother, Richard Kincaid,
was a wealthy, widowed rancher with no children. Since Nate was the
closest relation, the fortune Richard amassed -which included an
impressive amount of money along with an equally impressive cattle
ranch on the Oklahoma/Texas border- was left to him.

Oliver -whose family of equally privileged
background operated an apothecary because they wanted to; not
because they had to- ran in the same circle of Philadelphia society
with Nate. His fortune would have been comparable to the settlement
left Nate by his father prior to Nate’s inheritance from his
uncle.

After learning of his friend’s good fortune,
Oliver was quick to point out that, had Lilith only fulfilled her
promise of waiting for him to return from war, she could have lived
wherever and however she desired. This observation stirred panic in
Nate over the potential of being taken in by another deceitful
female seeking his fortune under the guise of loving him. Right
then and there he swore his friends to secrecy. Since he had
limited confidence in his sister and mother’s ability to abstain
from gossiping out of pride and desire to elevate their status
amongst the socially elite, he withheld his true worth from them as
well. Except for Mr. Miller of the Miller Legal Firm, Joseph and
Oliver were the only ones who knew the true value of his
inheritance. He intended to keep it that way until the time came
that he felt confident divulging it. Lilith’s lies and deceit had
truly left their scars.

The reports provided to Nate about his
uncle’s ranch led him to believe that it was in good hands with the
current overseer. This was reassuring since, from the way things
looked, it would be a while before he would be able to inspect the
place. Still, believing the adage, ‘When the cat’s away, the mice
will play’, Nate decided to have his lawyer plant a ranch hand in
the mix who would provide regular reports on the happenings of the
ranch.

He and Joseph parted company outside of the
tailor shop. Nate reiterated the fact that he expected to be billed
for Joseph’s suit. After a little more grumbling, Joseph agreed and
walked inside.

Nate smiled with satisfaction at the thought
of being able to help his war buddy. They knew each other growing
up and were on friendly terms whenever their path’s crossed, but
they were part of social classes that kept them separated for the
most part. It was not until they fought side by side that a true
bond formed.

The war took its toll on everyone, but none
more than the disadvantaged. Joseph’s father was killed during the
second year of fighting. Less than a year later, his mother died of
consumption; leaving Joseph’s fourteen-year-old sister and
ten-year-old brother to do the best they could to keep their little
farm operating enough to support them until Joseph returned from
fighting and bring some semblance of normality back into their
lives. Caring for his siblings when he was barely able to care for
himself was a burden Nate’s twenty-year-old friend said little
about. He did not need to. Nate had eyes to see and ears to hear.
He knew fully the struggles Joseph went through without so much as
a complaint.

Nate reached the office of the Miller Legal
Firm and stopped outside long enough to pull his mind into focus on
the matter at hand. He wanted to have his affairs in order as best
he could before he embarked on an assignment that would demand his
full attention. He also had a family depending on him. Although his
mother was still alive and well, she also became a widow during the
war and his sister lost her fiancé. This left two needy women
looking to him for comfort and support; both emotionally and
monetarily. He wanted to arrange for a trust fund to be created for
their care, as well as draw up a Last Will and Testament in the
event he did not make it back from this assignment alive.


CHAPTER THREE [PAPER WIDOW]

Elise accepted the
money Jake received for the sale of her cattle to a nearby rancher
with genuine gratitude. He managed to round up enough livestock to
sell to get her the funds needed to buy passage back east. Now, she
just had to make the arrangements. Why she did not ask him for help
when she first arrived was a mystery to her.

“So, Mrs. Meacham, we’ll be losing ya soon,”
Jake said as he mounted his horse. “That’s a damned shame. I got
used to looking at that pretty face of yours while having my
morning coffee.”

“Such teasing,” Elise giggled. “I want to go
to town and wire my father before I do anything else.”

“Wantin’ to let him know your comin’?” Jake
asked.

“I want to see if I’m welcome back,” Elise
confessed.

“I can’t imagine no pa not lettin’ his little
girl back into his home,” Jake mused.

“My father has strong opinions on things,”
she explained. “Not only did I go against his wishes when I
secretly married Douglas by proxy, but I embarrassed him within our
social circle. Judd Turnham comes from the most prominent family in
Boston. He was the one my father wanted me to marry, not
Douglas.”

“Just proves ya ain’t no fortune hunter,”
Jake said with a nod as he lifted the reins and nudged his horse
with a manner that displayed an ease and confidence that
practically living in the saddle created. “Tell the missus I’ll be
home for supper.”

Elise shaded her eyes from the piercing late
morning sun as she watched her rugged, yet gentle host ride off to
meet with the other riders who waited near the ranch entrance. The
intense Texas sun and heat was something she was sure not to miss.
Jake told her it was a tradeoff. The Texas heat for the Boston
winters. At that point, Elise wasn’t sure which was worse.

“So, he’s gone?” Nellie asked as she walked
up and stood next to Elise.

“Just now,” Elise replied with a sigh.

“Not to worry gal,” Nellie assured her. “My
Jake’s a tough old buzzard. It’ll take more than a few renegade
Indians to put him in his grave.”

“I’m not used to this,” Elise complained.

“You’ve been out here half a year, gal,”
Nellie mused. “It would do ya good to toughen up a bit.”

“I have the money to return home,” Elise said
with satisfaction.

“That’s a fine thing,” Nellie said with a
smile. “I’ll sure miss ya.”

“I’m not sure what to do,” Elise
confessed.

“What are ya talking about?” Nellie said with
surprise. “You’re gonna go to town and purchase the passage back
home. That’s what you’re gonna do.”

“What if I’m not welcome?” Elise asked with
trepidation.

“I can’t imagine a pa not letting his little
girl come home. No matter what she did,” Nellie said.

“Jake said the same thing,” Elise mused.

“We’re a lot alike,” Nellie chuckled. “Comes
with living together so long.”

“How long have you been married?” Elise
asked.

“Nigh on twenty years,” Nellie replied with a
wistful sigh. “Just me and Jake for nigh on twenty years.”

“I’m sorry you never had the children you
wanted,” Elise said with genuine affection.

“That’s nothing for ya to be sorry for,”
Nellie said as she turned back toward the house. “I boiled some
water for tea. Now that you’re fixin’ to leave, I’m finally getting
the hang of drinking it. It figures.”

“I won’t be leaving right away,” Elise said
as she hastened to catch up with her weathered friend. “I want to
send a telegraph to father to make sure I’m welcome back before I
purchase passage.”

“That’s something I’ll never understand,”
Nellie said as she slowly shook her head.

“It is not my father as much as it is the
society we live in,” Elise explained. “He arranged for me to marry
into the wealthiest family in Boston. It was quite a boon for our
family. We are in the top percentile of wealth in Boston. Under
normal circumstances it would be difficult to find a match to
compare with our status without having to go outside of Boston;
maybe even to Europe. To add to such a handicap, the war was
unforgiving and cared not whether the soldier it took was of high
society or lowly born. It left the selection of eligible men of any
social status severely lacking. Father hates to travel long
distances. He thought that pairing me up with Judd was the perfect
solution.”

“But, ya thought different,” Nellie said in a
surprisingly soft tone.

“Oh Nellie, I still cringe when I remember
that awful kiss he stole in our garden. It makes me want to run to
the creek and wash every time. I cannot imagine him doing more,”
Elise said with angst as she sat down at the small wooden table in
the center of the large room that served as both the kitchen and
the sitting area.

“Do ya even know what that more might be?”
Nellie asked with a chuckle as she poured hot water from the kettle
onto the tea leaves she placed in the pot she normally used for
brewing coffee. “Ya only had a paper marriage, after all.”

“Such things are not spoken about,” Elise
gasped.

Nellie tossed her head back and emitted a
hearty laugh and her weathered eyes lit up with amusement.

This ain’t polite society, missy,” she said.
“You’d be surprised what’s talked about in these parts.”

“I- I guess,” Elise stammered.

“Didn’t your mother never talk to ya about
it?” Nellie asked with genuine curiosity.

“That is something we do on the eve of our
wedding,” Elise said.

“Since ya married on the sly by proxy and
then snuck out of town, ya never had the talk,” Nellie
continued.

“I don’t need it now,” Elise said with
embarrassment. “I’m fine the way I am.”

“I guess ya don’t,” Nellie said with
amusement, “but if ya ever do need it, I’m here to help.”

“That is kind of you, Nellie. Truly it is,
but I think we should change the subject now,” Elise said with a
voice that showed her uneasiness.

“Do ya plan on going back to your ranch to
harvest the rest of those vegetables?” Nellie asked while she slid
a tea cup in front of Elise.

Grateful for the reprieve of a topic that
made her extremely uncomfortable, Elise nodded. She stood up to
relieve Nellie of the makeshift tea pot, secured a small piece of
cheesecloth over the spout to catch the loose tea leaves, and
poured the aromatic liquid into their cups.

When Nellie’s unsightly gnarled hands lifted
the delicate cup to her lips, Elise noticed a chip on its edge. She
sighed. Nellie and Jake were born and raised in the Wichita Falls
territory of Texas. They knew nothing of the wealth and privileges
Elise grew up taking for granted, except the little bit she told
them. How Elise longed to have them experience it, even just a
little. She made a mental note to send a new set of china to them
once she was home and settled. She would also send them some proper
furnishings. Just because they lived in a small, two-room house
with a loft did not mean they could not furnish it with quality
pieces. She smiled when she thought of their reaction to receiving
such finery.

“Take the wagon when ya go,” Nellie said.

“I don’t drive it well,” Elise admitted.

“It will make it easier to transport the
vegetables. I noticed some good-sized squash the last time I was
there,” Nellie said.

“When did you go there?” Elise asked.

“It’s become a habit,” Nellie said with a
shrug as she sipped at her tea. “You’ll need to tend to those hands
of yours before ya reenter society.”


CHAPTER FOUR [PAPER WIDOW]

Nate pulled his
travel bag from beneath his seat as the conductor announced the
upcoming stop to be the newly settled Oklahoma City. It was the end
of the line. He rode the railway for the last few months on the
lookout for the Jefferson gang with no luck. They were always one
step ahead.

The railway extension across Oklahoma was
still young with its fair share of perils to contend with. The
Pinkertons were there to provide safety against robberies, while
the army spent its fair share of time riding the rails to protect
against Indian uprisings. The Indians were quiet the last few
months, but the robberies still occurred now and then; and always
when the Pinkertons were not aboard. Although more dangerous for
them, Nate and his buddies decided to split up so that there would
be a Pinkerton on every run.

They studied the pattern of the robberies and
concluded that it was the Jefferson gang behind them all. If intel
was correct, the gang consisted of six ex-confederates. The two who
carried the most influence in the operation were Tom and Daniel
Jefferson; hence, the name of the gang.

The next run the Pinkertons were expected to
be on required all three of them. It was to carry the month’s pay
for the workers who diligently struggled to take the railway
further west. In between such serious runs, the hits consisted of
relieving unsuspecting passengers of their money and finery.
Sometimes it was done by gunpoint with the masked gang frightening
the passengers into submission. Other times a few of the gang
members boarded the train under the guise of being passengers and
carefully stole from prominent looking travelers who were sleeping
or had their guard down enough to not notice money or jewels being
taken from their bags, reticules, or even their person. There were
times when they went so far as to relieve their victims of their
entire luggage. This type of thievery was more common, as well as
more difficult to spot. The only good thing about it was that the
safety of lives was not at stake.

Nate stepped off the station platform and
headed for the hotel where he knew his two friends waited for him.
He had a plan that he was eager to discuss with them.

Joseph leaned against the wall of the newly
constructed building while enjoying a smoke. When he spotted Nate
approaching, his slender lips spread into a warm smile as he took
one long draw on his hand-rolled cigarette before dropping it onto
the dusty ground and snuffing it with the sole of his newly shined
boot.

He found his time off between his shifts on
the train to be seriously lacking. The people he met in the barely
settled Oklahoma City were folks who had participated in the land
run. They came from varied backgrounds, but a good amount were
southerners who lost their homes or fortunes during the war and
sought a new start. Their reception of an ex-union soldier turned
Pinkerton was far from welcoming. That, combined with the lack of
the eastern amenities that Joseph enjoyed, was enough to make
Joseph long for the companionship of his buddies; as well as his
life back east.

“I can’t wait to finish this assignment,” he
said as he fell in step with Nate on their way to the saloon. “I
hope the next one is back east.”

“What is wrong with the west?” Nate asked
with surprise.

“You haven’t spent much time off that train,”
Joseph replied. “Wait ‘til you do.”

“Why?” Nate asked. “I thought you enjoyed the
country and out of doors a settlement like this provides.”

“I just don’t blend with these folks is all,”
Joseph replied.

“They seem good enough,” Nate said as he
pushed through the door of the saloon. He stood a moment while he
waited for his eyes to adjust to the new lighting and then moved to
the end of the bar.

“They aren’t keen on Yankees,” Joseph
volunteered.

“Why do you tell them?” Nate asked.

“You want me to hide what I am?” Joseph asked
with surprise. “Besides, I don’t talk like them.”

Nate looked his friend directly in the
eye.

“You were a union soldier. Now, you are a
Pinkerton,” Nate said with assurance. “The war is over.”

“Speaking of war. A troop of soldiers passed
through a few days ago,” Joseph said as he signaled the bartender
to bring him and Nate beer. “They say there’s trouble with the
Indians south of here.”

“That’s going to make what I suggest more
difficult,” Nate said with a slow shake of his head.

“You got new plans?” Joseph asked.

“Where’s Sullivan?” Nate asked as he looked
around the empty saloon. “I want him here when I tell about
it.”

“He managed to find a proper young lady named
Penelope Wilson. She lives back east, but is here visiting. They’re
on a picnic,” Joseph said with a chuckled.

“What about Alice?” Nate asked with
surprise.

Joseph knit his brows together and took a
deep breath.

“His life’s too complicated for me,” Joseph
said as he slowly emptied his lungs.

“When do you expect him back?” Nate
asked.

“He knew you were coming in on the train. I
imagine he’ll come around any time now,” Joseph replied.

“Good,” Nate said as he tossed back the
remnants of his beer. “I’m going to go freshen up. You and Sullivan
meet me for dinner and we will go over things.”

“I hate surprises!” Joseph called out as he
watched Nate saunter out onto the street.

 


 


***

 


 


Dinner consisted of pepper pot soup, fire
roasted potatoes, boiled baby onions with a cream sauce, and boiled
ham. Nate was not a big fan of ham, but it was either that or the
roast chicken. He had time to observe the look of the chicken
coming out of the kitchen while waiting for his buddies to arrive
and determined it was closer to the size of a pigeon than a
chicken. Since he was hungry, he settled for the ham. Joseph and
Oliver had the same.

Now, his two friends sat sipping on coffee
while they patiently waited for Nate to share his idea with
them.

“I have it on good authority that the
Jefferson Gang is hold up about a day’s ride from here; maybe
two.,” Nate began. “I thought we could go check things out. Maybe
we can catch these guys outside a robbery and clean up this job
once and for all.”

“It sure would be nice to get back east,”
Oliver said.

“I second that,” added Joseph.

“When is the shipment coming through?” Joseph
asked.

“You don’t know?” Nate asked with
surprise.

“They aren’t telling anyone,” Oliver said in
a hushed tone, “for fear of it leaking out. We’ll be told the day
we have to board.”

Nate thought about this new bit of
information and scowled.

“Without knowing the schedule, we can’t very
well take off for a few days to round these fellas up,” he
said.

“So, we hold off?” Oliver asked.

“I wonder if we could get the schedule if we
told the sheriff of our plans,” Joseph said.

“We can try,” Nate said. “After all, if we
get these guys then there’s no need for us to even be on that
train.”


CHAPTER FIVE [PAPER WIDOW]

Elise hugged Nellie one last time before
boarding the stagecoach. Although she was not looking forward to
the grueling journey back east, she was excited about leaving the
hardships of the undeveloped west behind her. Her father, although
stern with his words, assured her she would be welcome once again
in his home. He even went so far as to send her the funds for her
return passage, along with extra for necessities along the way.

Since all she had from the wardrobe she
brought west with her was the traveling gown on her back when she
arrived -and she had no desire to disclose to her family the simple
gingham gown she wore daily that Nellie was kind enough to provide
for her- she immediately purchased a few well-made gowns, a hat,
and other items to complete a modest, yet quality wardrobe. Once
she was back home, she had no doubt her father would outfit her
properly so that she could return to society with her head held
high.

She found it difficult to believe that only
eight months had passed since she secretly became Mrs. Douglas
Meacham by proxy and allowed Eliza Farnham to quietly whisk her
away. It felt more like eight years.

After waving goodbye to her dear friend until
she was no longer in sight, Elise settled back into the seat and
closed her eyes while she remembered the comfort and luxuries of
her home back east. After being forced to sleep on a thin straw and
corn husk mattress for so long, she vowed to climb into the thick
cotton mattress on her four-post bed and sleep for a week.

Her fellow passengers were a warm and
friendly older couple. Because they were also headed for the train
station in Oklahoma City, she was confident her ride would be easy
and safe. This was not always the case with a woman traveling
alone, especially on a stagecoach in the west. Passengers of public
transit were forced to ride alongside whoever happened to purchase
a ticket. She considered herself fortunate that the three of them
filled the coach and there was only room for one more passenger for
the duration of their journey.

Guilt crept in as she thought about leaving
Nellie alone to worry about where Jake might be and when he would
be getting home. Nellie made light of the subject, but, since it
was two days since he left on yet another run with the posse to
hunt down the renegade Indians and still had not returned, Elise
knew better than to think Nellie was not worried. She offered to
postpone her trip until Jake returned, but Nellie would not hear of
it. She pointed out that Elise’s family was eagerly awaiting her
return and would be worried sick if she was not on the train as
expected. She assured her that, although Jake came home every night
for supper no matter who he was with or what he was doing, she
still was not worried. She said she had a feeling in her gut that
they got a good trail on the Indians and decided to just stick it
out and get it over and done with once and for all. She was glad
for it. Those renegades were rustling far too much of their cattle
for anyone to sit quiet and let them continue. It had to be
stopped.

The horses were fresh and healthy, so the
coach made good time. They pulled into the way station at Lawton in
time for a late supper of mutton stew and warm biscuits. After a
day of dusty, rutted roads with only an occasional stop to allow
them to stretch their legs and relieve themselves and a small wedge
of cheese, bread, and water to stave off the hunger, the stew was
well received.

The drivers originally spoke of resting a few
hours, changing horses, and then continuing on, but when they
learned of the Indian trouble just two days earlier, they decided
it was safer to wait until daylight to travel the stretch of land
that would take them through Indian country. Elise and the other
passengers agreed that it was better to be safe than sorry. Even in
the daylight, they ran the risk of a raid, but at least they would
be able to see their surroundings in the event they had to defend
themselves. The word was that the army was in the area. Giving them
another night to search for -and hopefully capture- these renegades
made sense.

The arrival of three Pinkertons brought
excitement into the small way station. When she looked into the
handsome face of the very aloof Nate Kimble, Elise immediately
regretted her decision to travel in the faded gingham gown and save
her new clothes for her arrival in Boston. She smoothed her bodice,
skirts, and hair as inconspicuously as she could as the Pinkertons
settled in.

Elise sat quietly in the corner of the large
room while she observed the newcomers who were deep in conversation
with the stage coach drivers and the keeper of the way station.
They all looked to be in their early to mid-twenties. They could
all claim to be handsome.

The one who was introduced as Joseph Kennedy
was the shorter of the three. His sandy hair was cut short and his
face clean-shaven. Brown eyes twinkled when he spoke, but Elise
sensed there was a seriousness about him that ran deep. Oliver
Sullivan was as handsome as they came and someone she was sure was
popular with the ladies wherever he went. His blonde hair glistened
in the firelight in a way that made his pale blue eyes look watery.
His thick lips moved in a way the made it look as if they wanted to
kiss whoever he spoke to. He carried his tall, slender frame with
the air of an aristocrat. Elise could easily imagine his commanding
presence stealing the hearts of all the women attending one of
those tedious balls she missed so much.

She found Nate Kimble to be the most striking
of the three. Even after a full day’s ride, his raven hair settled
nicely along the collar of his Pinkerton coat. It was not long
enough to pull back into a pique, yet it was still a good length.
Perfect brows accentuated his deep-set, crystal blue eyes, straight
nose, and smooth, thin lips. His jaw looked strong, but not square.
She was sure that, if she stood next to him, he would tower over
her by at least ten inches. Of the three, he seemed the least
impressed by the fact that she was amongst the company. Where his
companions tried to make polite conversation with her, he openly
ignored her with an attitude that bordered on disdain.

If she lamented once about not wearing her
finer traveling outfit, she lamented fifty times while she watched
Nate from the corner of her eye and made polite small talk with the
rest of the room.
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“You’re being a little rude to that young
widow, don’t you think?” Oliver said as he stepped out onto the
porch next to Nate, rolled a cigarette and lit it.

“She’s doing fine with the rest of you,” Nate
replied.

“She’s a pretty thing,” Oliver said. “Get her
out of those rags and I’d bet she’d clean up right nice.”

“Don’t you have enough women to worry about?”
Nate growled.

“Jealous?” Oliver chuckled.

“Fed up is more like it,” Nate replied.

“I see her looking at you,” Oliver said.

“The last thing I need is a penniless widow
to contend with,” Nate scowled. “I plan on returning east when this
assignment is over.”

“What’s that got to do with it?” Oliver
asked. “She’s a widow, not a maiden. Get a good tumble from her and
then go your merry way.” When Nate simply chuckled he added, “If
you don’t, I will.”

“As if she’d have your sorry ass,” Nate
teased.

“She only wants you because you’re playing
hard to get,” Oliver protested. “Women seem to love that sort of
thing.”

“Is that so?” Nate said as he lit one of the
last of his pre-rolled cigarettes, leaned his back against the
building, and raised his knee so that the sole of his boot was flat
against the wall. “I’m not playing. After Lilith’s little game, I
have no desire to get myself entangled with a female. If I did, I
can guarantee you she’d be a society woman and not some waif
traveling alone on a stagecoach.”

“Oh ho!” Oliver laughed, “Getting a little
uppity since your inheritance, eh, Kimble?”

“I did my fair share of mingling with
Philadelphia society right alongside you,” Nate replied. “It’s only
right I want my wife to be of fine stock. It’s not as if I was
raised a waif.”

“Like Joseph?” Oliver asked.

“Now who’s uppity? His parents were
respectable farmers and you know it. He can’t help what happened,”
Nate said.

“At least he still has the farm,” Oliver said
as he pursed his lips together. “Those poor bastards in the south
lost everything.”

“Even the high society gals came down a peg,”
Nate observed.

“It makes me sad to hear how bitter you
sound,” Oliver admitted.

“I’ll get over it,” Nate said as he tossed
the remains of his cigarette into the night. “The wounds are too
fresh, that’s all.”

“You had a name and money before your
inheritance,” Oliver said with disgust. “It just was not enough for
that gold digger.”

“Now, I could buy that husband of hers
several times over,” Nate said with a chuckle.

“If that cherry only knew,” Oliver said in a
tone that sounded more like he was talking to himself, than to
Nate.

“She won’t,” Nate said. “No one will until
I’m ready to tell. It only brings gold diggers on your tail. You
promised to keep your mouth shut and I expect you to honor that
promise.”

“I intend to,” Oliver said as he raised his
hands in the air as if to surrender. “Shit, you’re touchy. Go grab
that widow and get yourself a piece. It’ll relax you.”

“A woman shouldn’t be traveling alone,” Nate
said with disgust. “Not a proper woman, anyway.”

“She’s not with that old couple?” Oliver said
with surprise.’

“I don’t think so, but maybe she is,” Nate
said with a shrug.

“I hope not,” Oliver said as he rubbed his
hands together with anticipation.

“You’re a dog. You surprise me with your
attitude toward women,” Nate scowled. “Remember, you’re a
Pinkerton.”

“No harm if she’s willing. Easy is as easy
does,” Oliver said with a light-hearted tone.

“Providing she’s easy,” Nate said.

Oliver adjusted his pants in the crotch and
mumbled, “I could use some relief.”

“You only left that girl two days ago,” Nate
said with surprise.’

“She wasn’t easy,” Oliver said with a smirk
and a shrug. 


CHAPTER SIX [PAPER WIDOW]

Elise sat quietly
while she politely listened to Joseph and the two stagecoach
drivers discuss the Jefferson gang. From the description of the
gang’s style of thievery, she guessed they were the ones who
relieved her of her belongings while en route to meet her new
husband. She learned that the Pinkertons guarded the train for the
last few months in hopes of catching the Jefferson gang in the act
of robbery. They recently discovered the location of the gang’s
main hideout and planned on flushing them out before they could
pull another big job; especially since the next major run scheduled
was the railway worker’s pay. She wondered if it was wise for
Joseph to share this information with people he just met, but
decided to keep her opinion to herself.

Elise knew very well the views people had of
women traveling alone, which was one of the reasons she said little
and stayed as far out of the limelight as possible. Even if she was
not fully aware of the safety factors for women traveling alone,
the fact that she was caught by these handsome men dressed like the
poverty-stricken farm girl she lived like over the last few months
shattered her confidence. She wanted nothing more than to shrink
away into invisibility until she was safely back in Boston, soaking
in a hot tub, and crawling into her soft, comfy bed before
replenishing her wardrobe with beautiful fabrics and having her
hair done by her lady’s maid.

She looked at the chipped nails on her
work-reddened hands and curled them into the folds of her skirt as
best she could. No one would believe her true identity to look at
her. The less attention she drew to herself, the better.

“So, Mrs. Meacham, what brings you to
Lawton?” Oliver asked as he pulled a chair closer to Elise than
would be considered respectable and sat down.

“I’m traveling east,” Elise replied in a soft
tone that bordered on meek.

“You speak like an easterner,” Oliver
observed. “How long have you been out here?”

Elise hesitated. She was unaccustomed to
being interrogated by strangers. After a moment of deciding what to
do, she replied with, “Eight months.”

“That’s not long,” Oliver said as he flashed
one of his winning grins.

“It was long enough,” Elise said as she
resolved not to fall for what she was certain all other women fell
for.

“Where abouts are you from back east?” Oliver
continued.

“My family is from Boston,” Elise said while
wishing he would cease paying attention to her.

She was becoming more and more uncomfortable.
Not only had this gorgeous man placed his chair shockingly close to
her, but he was leaning in toward her as he pummeled her with
questions. He spoke like he was accustomed to polite society, yet
his behavior and the close proximity he chose to keep were far from
the manners of a socialite.

“If you don’t mind, sir, I would appreciate
it if you would not sit so close to me,” she said in a breathy
voice that was just above a whisper.

She thought she heard a faint snicker come
from Nate, but she could not be certain since she was so flustered
that her heart was pounding in her ears. Was there no one in the
room schooled in proper etiquette to set this handsome man
aright?

“Hey, hey, there Sullivan,” Joseph said with
a reddened face, “I believe you’re making Mrs. Meacham
uncomfortable. Back up a bit, will ya?”

“I meant no harm, Mrs. Meacham,” Oliver said
apologetically. “Forgive me, ma’am.”

The room suddenly felt stifling as all eyes
fell on Elise. She stood on shaky legs and begged to be excused to
get some fresh air. To her surprise, the very tall, very handsome
Nate Kimble offered to escort her onto the porch. She accepted his
arm gratefully as she looked back at Oliver and wondered why he was
snickering in such a manner.

She would never understand men.
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The full moon illuminated the night enough to
allow Elise to revel in the beauty of the man whose arm she walked
on. For the briefest moment, she closed her eyes and allowed her
imagination to take her back to Boston where she and her handsome
man were strolling for all the world to see. When they passed by
Judd Turnham and she thumbed her nose at him and giggled.

“Is something funny?” Nate asked as he led
her off the porch and onto the ground that was compacted from years
of travelers.

“I’m sorry,” she said with embarrassment when
she realized she giggled aloud, “I was thinking of back home and
got excited.”

“You travel alone,” Nate said with concern as
he continued to lead her further from the station building.

“I do,” Elise replied. She as aware that they
were walking too far out into the night, but the scent and sight of
him made her heady. She never reacted to a man in such a way. She
liked the feeling and she did not want the moment to end.

“Is that wise?” he asked. “You can’t be more
than twenty.”

“I’m a widow,” she said defensively. She was
suddenly unsure where he was leading both her and their
conversation. “I think I’ve had enough air. I’d like to go back in
now, please.”

“Shouldn’t you be wearing black?” Nate asked
without thinking.

Elise was aghast with humiliation. The proper
dress for a widow was indeed black, but she was lucky to get the
dress she had on from Nellie when she arrived. When she was able to
purchase clothes with the funds her father sent, it never occurred
to her to get something black. She may have been a widow on paper,
but she never even met her husband. Unless she was placed in a
situation of having to tell someone, she forgot she was even a
widow. There was also that matter of her family insisting she keep
her little antics secret. They used the excuse that she was
traveling abroad with a distant relative, so only they were aware
of her paper wedding and widowhood. Even close members of the
family were ignorant of the truth. How could she possibly explain
this to Nate?

Seeing her reaction, Nate cursed himself for
his own stupidity. Clearly, the woman was too poor to afford a
proper dress for a widow. He couldn’t believe he said such a
thing.

“I meant no disrespect, ma’am,” Nate said in
a low sultry tone that made Elise curl her toes. “If you’d like to
stay outside for a bit longer, I promise to be a gentleman. I was
just concerned for your safety… as a gentleman should be. Please
forgive me.”

Elise listened to the natural hum of his rich
voice and watched his Adam’s apple move as he spoke with the
intensity of a school girl. She knew she should not be alone with a
stranger -no matter how handsome and charismatic he was- since
unspeakable things could happen. The truth of the matter was that
she was not actually clear on what those unspeakable things were.
Although she was technically a widow, she was never decently
kissed; let alone anything else. Other than that bile producing wet
smack on the lips she suffered from Judd, she never had a man’s
lips near hers. Holding his arm while strolling or being led to
dinner was as far as her interaction with a man went. She did
plenty of flirting at parties and such, but her father made sure
she was always properly chaperoned. It was a fluke that Judd
managed that fiasco kiss and he was a regular guest. Maybe she
shouldn’t have been such a prude when Nellie tried to talk to her
about what really happened between a man and his wife.

“The moon is bright tonight,” she said
uncomfortably.

“I’ve always liked a full moon,” Nate mused
in a relaxed, casual manner. “It makes it easy to maneuver when I’m
required to work at night.”

“Is that often?” she asked.

“My schedule is an odd one,” he replied. He
looked at her in the moonlight. It was as if seeing her for the
first time. Her long, wavy auburn hair was pulled back with a
simple ribbon. It reflected the moonlight in a way that was
mesmerizing. Her large, round, brown eyes held an innocence in them
that made him wonder how much of the world she actually
experienced. Her perfectly shaped nose was positioned above lips
that could only be described as kissable, while her porcelain skin
looked unmarred by the intense rays of the sun. He had not seen
such beauty since he arrived in the west. His body responded with a
desire so strong it shocked him. He could not stop himself from
softly saying, “My god, you’re lovely.”

Chills of delight consumed every inch of her
slender five-foot-three-inch form when he unexpectedly took her in
his arms and kissed her with gentle slowness. Her lips surprised
her by responding on their own. She may have been inexperienced
overall, but her lips knew what to do just fine. He tasted of
mutton stew, beer, and cigarettes, but she did not mind. His arms
held her in a gentle embrace that spoke of the power they
possessed, should the need arise.

The threadbare gown she wore provided minimal
protection from the happenings of his body as he held her close and
continued to kiss her. She was barely aware of his growing need as
she clung to him as if he might disappear at any moment.

With his lips still consuming hers with a
passion unknown to her, he swept her into his arms and moved with
smooth, steady strides into the nearby barn. Fireworks exploded
within her while he gently set her down on a pile of hay and his
lips moved from her mouth to her neck. His kisses were fiery hot on
her flesh. His strong hands lightly explored her breasts through
the thin fabric. She was oblivious to the world around her as she
reveled in the unfamiliar sensations he created as he suckled her
breast through the fabric of her gown. A woman’s moan echoed in her
head. She thought it came from her, but she could not be certain.
Everything was so surreal.

She was barely aware of the night air
caressing her thighs as his kisses continued to explore her body.
Was this what Nellie tried to tell her? Was this what she was
missing out on all this time? When his soft lips played with her
most private area in a manner that threatened to drive her wild she
knew she should stop him, but she could not bring herself to do it.
It felt so marvelous and he was so handsome. She reasoned that,
once morning came, she and this unbelievably handsome man would be
going their separate ways and she would never see him again. Why
not revel just a little longer in the delights he showered upon
her. In her eyes, it was a once in a lifetime opportunity to be
naughty and not get caught by her overbearing parents or one of her
snooty peers. It was felt exciting as well as marvelous.

She exploded from the inside out more times
than she could count before he moved his body atop her and settled
in between her legs. He felt solid and secure as he kissed her once
again while holding her shoulders in place and driving his powerful
manhood deep within her. It was then, and only then, that the
reality of what was occurring struck her; as did the pain. Even
with his mouth over hers, her screams echoed through the barn. She
twisted and writhed beneath him while he pumped hard and fast. He
was driven by an uncontrollable need to have her completely. It
seemed the harder she struggled to be free of him, the more
determined he was to drive as much of himself as he could inside.
When he finally reached his peak, and relaxed atop of her, she
could do nothing but whimper her remorse.

“That was spectacular,” he said in a breathy
and husky tone as he buried his face in her neck. “You are
spectacular,” he continued as he placed his mouth over the wet spot
on her dress with the intention of suckling her once more. “I could
do this all night.”

“Get off me,” she whimpered.

Still inside her, he raised his body so that
he could look her in the face and scowled.

“You’re crying?” he said with confusion.

“Get off me,” she said with a little more
authority.

“I don’t understand,” he stammered. “You were
so responsive.”

“I was a virgin,” she spat.

“No way,” he argued. “No way.”

“It’s true,” she said as she put her palms
against his chest and pushed him off her.

Mortification for her actions set in as she
realized that, not only had she allowed this man to take her
virginity, but she would have to remain outside with him until her
dress dried out where he suckled her breasts. Something needed to
be done about the mess between her legs as well. Although, other
than washing it clean, she had no idea.

Nate was of little help and even less
consoling. His primary concern was over the fact that she was not
an experienced widow with the wisdom married women had about
avoiding pregnancy. Elise was so preoccupied with the pain, mess,
and mortification of the probability of the people in the way
station figuring out what they were up to that a pregnancy had not
even entered her mind. Until then.

“The least you could do would be to help me
clean up,” she spat as she struggled to stand without getting
anything on her dress.

“My god, that’s a lot of blood,” Nate gasped.
“I thought you were wet because….”

“I need help,” she said as she struggled to
keep her skirts away from the blood on her legs.

“Stay here,” he barked. “I’ll fetch some
water.”

“What have I done?” she whimpered as she
waited for him to return with a bucket of cool water and a rag.

She stood like a child with her skirts held
high while he wiped the blood and semen from her inner thighs until
she was clean enough to drop them. He had no idea how to clean the
semen from inside of her and was disheartened to discover that she
had no clue either. He voiced his dismay over the fact that she had
not at least conversed with other women on the topic of preventing
pregnancy before tossing water over the front of her dress.

When she squealed with shock and dismay, he
explained that he did it so that he could tell the people inside
that she fell in a manure ditch and it was necessary to wash down
the front of her dress. Although disgusted with his plan, it at
least made it so that she did not have to spend more time with him
while she waited for the fabric on her breasts to dry off.

She looked at him long and hard while they
walked back to the station house and wondered what she ever saw in
him in the first place and then chastised herself. She knew fully
that he was the most handsome man she ever set eyes on. She
placated her actions by telling herself that she could not imagine
any girl being able to resist him.



CHAPTER SEVEN [PAPER
WIDOW]

The Pinkerton trio rode for well over an hour
before the sun crested the horizon. Joseph slowed his horse to
allow him the opportunity to absorb the fiery beauty of the early
upcoming sunrise while Oliver hurried to catch up with Nate.

“How was she?” Oliver asked with a
snicker.

“From now on, you keep that trap of yours
shut,” Nate scolded.

Oliver laughed as he said, “She looked a
sight when you came inside. What’s that story about falling in a
pile of shit?”

“How can a widow be untouched is what I want
to know,” Nate said, more to himself than to his buddy.

“Is that a joke?” Oliver asked.

“The joke was on me,” Nate replied. “Im not
in the habit of kissing and blabbing about it, but I’m angry over
the fact that the tart had us all fooled.”

“You can’t call a virgin a tart,” Oliver
objected. “That’s not right.”

“Neither is entrapment,” Nate spat, “but
you’re right. It was wrong for me to disrespect her that way.”

“She tried to trap you?” Oliver mused with
surprise. “She seemed so quiet and nice.”

“I should have listened to my gut. Now,
she’ll show up pregnant with a brood of brothers carrying shotguns
and demand I marry her,” Nate lamented.

“I told you before to get yourself a condom
to carry with you,” Oliver protested.

“Condoms are for whores,” Nate argued. “I’m
not big on whores.”

“You must not be getting it very often if you
won’t go with a whore. Besides, whores don’t try to trap you,”
Oliver insisted.

“All women try to trap you,” Nate said with a
tone that emphasized his disdain. “Some are just smarter than
others.” He thought a moment and added, “How often I get some isn’t
your business.”

“Isn’t she heading back east?” Oliver asked,
ignoring Nate’s last remark. “I’m sure that’s what she said. You’ll
probably never see her again.”

“I can only hope,” Nate said. “Never again
will I listen to your damned advice.”

“What advice?” Joseph asked as he caught up
with his buddies.

“Nate poked the widow last night,” Oliver
said with a grin.

“Please show some respect to the woman. She
may be poor, but she’s not a whore,” Nate growled.

Joseph's eyes lit up and his body came to
attention.

“I thought that bit about falling in cow shit
was a lie. Why was she wet?” he asked.

A sour look swept across Nate’s face.

“I had to cover for the fact that she bled on
her dress,” he said.

“Bled?” Joseph said.

“As incredulous as it seems, the widow was
untouched,” Oliver said. “I can’t figure that one out.”

“I can,” Joseph said proudly. After a long
silence, and when he was sure he had their full attention, he
continued. “The old couple knew who she was, although I don’t think
she knows that they know. She’s the talk of Wichita Falls
territory. Turns out she’s a spoiled socialite from Boston who
married some rancher by proxy on a whim and, as luck would have it,
the day she got to town was the day he was found dead on the side
of the road.” He paused a minute to emit a chuckle while adding,
“They call her the Paper Widow because she never saw more than a
piece of paper during that marriage.” After his companions nodded
and expressed their approval of the appropriate nickname, he
continued with, “She toughed it out on the ranch for a bit until a
neighbor took her in. She sold her dead husband’s livestock and
bought passage back east. She still owns the ranch though. I don’t
think she sold the land.”

“She’s dressed pretty poorly for a
socialite,” Nate said. “Any socialite I know wouldn’t be caught
dead in that dress.”

The look of mortification on Elise’s face
when he mentioned she should be in black made better sense to him
now. Socialites were extremely contentious of their image. It still
didn’t explain why she would be wearing such a rag.

“That’s where it gets better,” Joseph said.
He was clearly pleased to be the bearer of such good gossip. “It
seems our Mrs. Meacham might have been a victim of the Jefferson
gang because, by the time she reached Wichita Falls, all she had to
her name was the clothes on her back. I see she’s got a travel
case, so she must have purchased some things to replace them. If I
know socialite women, she’s saving those fine clothes for the last
stretch of her trip. That’s what my sister would do, anyway.”

“Your sister’s not a socialite,” Oliver
scolded.

Joseph’s body tensed as he said, “She’s a
woman.”

“I don’t know if I’d call our Mrs. Meacham a
woman,” Nate said. He was satisfied that she was a socialite, but
still unhappy with her lack of womanly wisdom. “She was so
uninformed about things a woman should know. It was more like I’d
poked a child, than a woman.”

“So, she wasn’t any good?” Oliver asked with
a deflated tone.

“I didn’t say that,” Nate barked. “What I
said was that she didn’t know shit about things a woman should know
when it comes to preventing babies. Stuff like that.”

“Maybe she doesn’t have any sisters,” Joseph
offered.

“Girls are the biggest gossips I know,”
Oliver protested. “Sisters or not; girls talk about everything
together. This gal had to be living in a cocoon not to know things
a woman should know.”

“She sure was pretty,” Joseph said wistfully.
“I can just imagine her in a fine dress riding in a fine buggy
that’s pulled by a fine horse.”

“Next to a fine man,” Oliver chided.

“Who isn’t me,” Nate added.

The three of them joked and laughed about
women and their methods of trapping men for the better part of an
hour before they realized they were close to the area where the
Jefferson gang’s hideout was reported to be. Putting all thoughts
of sly females behind them, they focused on the matter at hand. The
excitement of being on such a prestigious assignment was long gone.
They were eager to wrap things up and get back home.

They left the main path that doubled as a
road and followed a deer path up the hillside Once they reached the
top, they could see down into the small, cozy valley that was
nestled on all four sides by hills. Smack dab in the middle of the
valley were several small buildings. Smoke billowed out of one of
the chimneys, indicating someone was there.

All talking ceased as they silently made
their way down the hillside. They had no idea how many men they
would run into, so it was important that they have the element of
surprise on their side. They had hopes of it being only the six
members of the gang, but from the look of the houses, the gang had
family.
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