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CHAPTER ONE
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Homecoming

Jim Harris frequently broke into song as he returned to Texas. He des now on the last leg of the trek home, and it was clear he was anxious to finish the journey. David Hubbard and Ben Burris from neighboring Parker County accompanied him as they continued south.

Ben shook his head and commented, "We left them doggies up in Abilene. So you don't need to sing to us."

"I'm a very happy man, Ben. I'll see Brenda shortly, and I can't help but sing,"

Jim had a good reason to be happy. He had four thousand dollars in his pocket from the sale of his cattle back in Abilene. Now, he was looking forward to providing his wife with the better life she had been demanding since their wedding day. That provided a cause to be jubilant. 

With a grin, Jim explained, "Brenda and I have only been married six months, and most of the last two I spent driving those cows to market. now she won't have anything to complain about since I won't have to be gone so much and have plenty of money to spend on her."

Dave Hubbard sighed. "If she's like most women, she'll find something to complain about."

"As easy as the trail drive went, we didn't have much to complain about, so I guess the womenfolk can make up for it," Ben commented with a smile. 

"That won't happen with Brenda. Our life will be so good she won't have anything to complain about."

The trail drive to Abilene, Kansas, had been uneventful, and for the first time in his life, Jim Harris felt like a success. As he traveled south with Ben and Dave, he expected his future years to be marvelous. With all that money in his pocket from the sale of his cattle, he hoped to enjoy the good life, and he looked forward to it with his beautiful wife, Brenda.

****

[image: ]


Jack Terrance's plans for his daughter were to marry an Austin politician for their family to be well connected and more socially prominent. However, being a willful, rebellious daughter and a spoiled brat, she married Jim Harris instead. At first, Jim had tried to avoid her as her daddy was the boss, but she pursued him. Finally, attracted by her beauty, he decided to overlook her arbitrary nature, angry mood swings, and tendency to criticize; and married her. Consequently, she spent the four months before his leaving on the cattle drive complaining about everything from their small cabin to his inability to buy her whatever she desired. He assured her that would change when he returned. Now he had four thousand dollars to purchase whatever she wanted. He had kept his word.

At first, Jack Terrance opposed his daughter's marriage as he believed Jim was unworthy of his only daughter. Finally, he relented and agreed to the wedding to please his daughter as Jim was a hard worker and very well educated. Paradoxically Jack still occasionally fumed that she chose not to pursue a man much wealthier and more socially prominent than James Harris. Likewise, to please his only daughter, he sold his new son-in-law the acreage to begin their married life together. 

Jim knew his father-in-law's feelings well, but he was sure he could win the old man over with hard work and by providing well for his daughter. He would begin by paying cash for the land Jack had provided him. Then he could expand his holdings and provide his wife with the life she kept insisting she deserved while impressing her father accordingly. 

Jim's cattle were part of a much larger herd, and the cattle drive had lasted fifty-one days. It was great to be headed back home. Now Jim could show his wife that her father's initial misgivings had been wrong and that he was on the road to success and prosperity. Because of her complaints about his unwillingness to spend money, he purchased a beautiful blue dress for her in Abilene. He was looking forward to seeing the surprise on her face when she opened the package.

"I sent my wife a telegram telling her I would be home on the 8th. I can't wait to see the look on her face when I get there six days early," he commented to his fellow travelers.

“With that and the dress you're bringing her, she'll think it's Christmas," Ben answered.

David's reply was more cynical. "I'll just take my wife into Weatherford and have her pick out something. That way I know, she'll like it."

"Brenda's favorite color is blue, so I can't go wrong. After being gone this long, I'm sure she'll give me a perfect welcome home."

"You must be talking about a good home-cooked meal," Ben said with a smile.

"I was thinking of something a little more personal than that." Then, returning the grin, he added, "A good meal afterward will make it a perfect day."

As they came to the fork in the trail, Jim said goodbye to his friends and turned southeast into Palo Pinto County. He would be home in about three hours. He thought that he and the other owners on the drive had been wise to begin moving the herd north in April. They had been one of the first herds to arrive and had gained top dollar for the cattle. Also, as sweat dripped from his face, he thought about how warm it was now at the beginning of June. He would genuinely hate to be driving that herd north later during the summer heat. In Abilene, he had arrived as dirty as an earthworm from the dust the herd kicked up to stick to the sweat on his face and clothes. He could not imagine how dirty he would be if the trail drive were in July or August.

The cow town hotel where he had spent the night after being paid had provided a hot bath for an extra fifty cents. He thought the price was outrageous, but it was necessary to get the dirt off to feel civilized again. As soon as he got home, Jim figured he would get himself another bath before showing Brenda the great loving he had saved up for her during his absence.

Now he was riding directly into a slight wind. It helped make the early summer heat a little more tolerable and allowed him to sit a little taller in the saddle. Yes, he thought, the future is going to be excellent. Jack Terrance will know I am a good provider for his daughter, and everyone will see I am a young man with a great future. Today is the best day of my life.

As he came to the top of the rise about one hundred yards from his home, he stopped suddenly. Tied up outside of his cabin was a paint pony that belonged to Yancy Marsh. Yancy was a fast-talking bounty hunter who had a reputation for seducing other men's wives. And, unfortunately, he was also a scum bag that was very fast with a gun.

Jim grabbed his shotgun and dismounted. If something improper or inappropriate were taking place, they would not hear him approach on foot. He could not believe his wife would be unfaithful, especially with a scoundrel like Yancy. However, he had to know for sure.

There had to be an acceptable and logical explanation for Marsh being there. He was sure everything would be all right, but he still had a bad feeling. As he ran through the grass, the slight wind, blowing his way, allowed him to approach in silence while it also helped to calm him down. The breeze against the sweat naturally cooled him, and the thought came that he might be embarrassed. If everything were innocent, showing up at the door with his shotgun and no horse would require an explanation. However, he would worry about that later. 

As he came up to the cabin, he was shocked to hear his wife moaning in ecstasy. 

"Thank heaven; Jim won't be here for six more days. So be sure you come here a little earlier tomorrow," his wife told her lover.

"I promise to do that, Brenda. Your fool husband is crazy to have left you alone for two whole months," He heard Marsh moan in reply.

Filled with rage, he reacted. The cabin door almost flew off its hinges as he angrily yanked it open. The stunned Marsh jumped up from his activities and went for his revolver, hanging on the wall with his pants.

Brenda's scream was blood-curdling as Marsh's body was slammed against the wall by the blast from both barrels of Jim's ten-gauge shotgun. The miscreant's body collapsed on the other side of the bed as Brenda immediately covered her naked body with a blanket she pulled up to her neck.

"Jim, you're home!" She exclaimed.

"Yes, I thought it would be a nice surprise to come home early."

"Well, thank God, you're here. He was raping me."

"If he was, you sure seemed to be enjoying yourself," Jim said as he slowly reloaded his shotgun.

"He said he would kill me if I didn't do what he wanted”, she explained.

"You don't say?"”

The barrels of the now reloaded shotgun were calmly placed next to Marsh's head as his body lay on the floor. "I never did care for that pretty face of yours, Yancy," he said as he again pulled both triggers. Brenda screamed again as blood with bits of bone and flesh splattered up onto the wall from the now headless body.

"Please, you have to believe me," his wife begged as he again reloaded the weapon.

"I guess you're disappointed he can't come back tomorrow." He pointed the shotgun at his wife.

Now her more demure demeanor changed as she suddenly showed more defiance.  "You have been gone for two months. I was getting lonely. I love you and swear it will never happen again.” Then she reiterated, “I love you."

"I love you too." He shrugged as he lowered the shotgun, and added, “But I would never be unfaithful no matter how lonely I was.” 

Now Brenda smiled, convinced she could gain control of the situation. Then, with a new tone of arrogance she said, “That’s right, just put the gun down and think. If you hurt me, Daddy will hunt you down and kill you and he won’t be quick about it. This is your entire fault since you left me alone.” She then emphasized the words, “It's lonely out here."

Jim’s memory flashed back over the months before he left for Abilene. Brenda had screamed and gone into a jealous violent rage if he has even talked to another woman. Now she demanded that he overlook her current conduct. “Doesn’t it bother you that you may have created a little bastard with your shenanigans today?”

“You can claim that you caught Yancy holding a gun trying to have his way with me and killed him before he could do so. If I have a baby, it’s legally yours conceived after you returned. After all, we are married. There is no need to be dramatic. We can go on with our lives and live happy ever after,” she explained with deceitful duplicity.     

Fury was building up in Jim’s brain. Her double standard and uncaring attitude was too much for him. He yelled, "So, you’re cheating with this piece of trash, and it's my fault? I’m supposed to possibly raise the spawn of a slimy dirt bag and trust you for evermore? What else do you expect?"

She pushed aside the bed cover to expose her naked body and said, “Let me welcome you home properly and then you can clean up the mess you just made so we can forget about this.”

“You are unbelievable!” he screamed. 

“I was lonely and I promise to never do this again. Now let me make it up to you and we can move on. You don’t need to make a big deal about it.”

"What's the use," Jim admitted. "I can't shoot you with this shotgun." He threw the weapon on the bed beside Brenda,

"Thank you, darling. You won't regret this. I'll be good from now on. Besides, my daddy would kill you if you harmed a hair on my head so you don’t dare do a single thing about this."

“You are completely abomidible, you infernal tramp!” Jim shouted.

“Your letter said you were coming home on the eighth,” Brenda argued. “So, this is your fault for coming home six days sooner. If you were true to your word in the telegram you wouldn’t know anything about this.” Then with a sneer she said, “Stop being dramatic. Take off your clothes and let me welcome you home properly.”  

Jim’s blood now began to boil. He could not even imagine a whore in a Kansas brothel acting this way. If he allowed her to get away with this conduct, she would feel she had free license to flaunt infidelity in his face for the rest of his life. She would rub his nose in it and make a constant fool out of him. He would never again have any self respect. He smiled a wide grin and said, "There was no way I could have shot you with that shotgun. It would have torn you up too much." He considered walking away and leaving as he stood there.

However, Brenda giggled and replied, “Now that that’s settled, we can move on. I promise I'll make it up to you in the future, but you have to understand that I was lonely and needed company.” She repeated her earlier statement, “Now, take your clothes off and let me welcome you home properly and we can forget all this." 

Now Jims face turned into a rage. As he considered her mocking words, he wondered if she had a soul or even a conscience. He drew his colt revolver from his hip. "You are too evil for words,” he yelled in exasperation, “I better use a pistol instead." 

Brenda yanked the cover back over herself and screamed, “My father will kill you,” as he fired the fatal shot. The impact of the bullet forced her back on the bed as the blanket she held covered her body up past her breasts. She lay still with her eyes wide open as a little red spot started appearing on the blanket.

A surge of guilt came over him. He had never killed anyone before. But now, in a moment of rage, he had shot his wife for her unforgivable conduct. He assuaged his conscience with the feeling that her actions justified his own. He sat in one of the two chairs beside their small table and considered his alternatives. He could just ride off, but if he did, Jack Terrance would have wanted posters of him throughout the west and hire gunmen to hunt him down. 

There were biscuits Brenda had made earlier sitting on the table next to the wood-burning stove. He was so hungry from his long ride that he ate them and thought about what he had done and considered what to do next.

He decided it was best that he not run. He would turn himself in to the sheriff in town even if it meant he might get some jail time. He would face the music like a man. There was a lawyer in Mineral Springs he figured to get some advice from before turning himself in at the Sherriff's office. 

The biscuits were delicious. Brenda was a good cook, even if her morals turned out to be worse than a soiled dove in a whorehouse. He took one last look at her as he left to get his horse to ride into Mineral Springs. For better or worse, there was no doubt that she was dead. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Legal Help

When he arrived in town, the office he was looking for had Stephen James, Attorney at Law, on the door. As he entered the building, the man behind the desk asked, "How may I help you, Sir?" 

Jim took off his hat and got right to the point. "Mr. James, when I got home two hours ago from the cattle drive to Abilene, I found Yancy Marsh trying to get my wife in a family way. I killed them both. How much time do you figure I'll get in prison?"

The lawyer held up one finger. "Stop talking right there and have a seat and answer a question."

"Yes, sir," Jim replied.

"Did you have any reason to believe that your wife would be involved in such behavior when you arrived?"

"No, sir! Not at all. We had only been married a little over four months before I left. I thought Brenda loved me. It breaks my heart that she made me a cuckold with such conduct."

The lawyer smiled. "Sit down, Sir, and I will read the State Code to you." As Jim had a seat, he pulled a large law book from the shelf behind him and opened it. "The State Law reads as follows: If a man should find his wife in flagrante delicto with another man, and he having no...." Jim Harris cut him off.

"In flawhata toe?" He asked. 

"That's lawyer language for him breeding with your wife," Mr. James said bluntly.

"Yes, sir. That's what he was doing all right." 

"Now, let me continue." The lawyer then continued to read. "And he having no knowledge of such previous conduct should cause the demise of one or both of the couple; he may be judged to have committed no crime."

Jim Harris sat up straight and exclaimed, "You mean I won’t have to go to prison?"

"Not so fast, Young Man," Attorney James counseled. "The law reads 'may' not 'will.' You have to swear you never expected your wife to do such a thing." 

"Well, that's a fact, Sir," Jim assured.

"Then let's go over to the sheriff's office, and you keep your mouth shut and let me do the talking. If the sheriff asks if you had any idea of your wife's conduct, you just say no. You don't volunteer information and look at me before you answer anything."

"I understand," Jim agreed.

"Good, let's go talk to the sheriff," Lawyer James said as he got up and put on his hat.

As they walked down the street to the sheriff's office, Jim's calm face belied the fear he felt. His former father-in-law was a powerful man. Despite whatever would happen at the sheriff's office, he figured he would also face the rage of Jack Terrance. Then there was the possibility that he might be charged with murder. He thought it best to follow his lawyer's counsel. He would keep his mouth shut and let Mr. James do the talking. Still, as his heart raced in trepidation of the future, he kept his poker face. 

Once they were in the sheriff's office, Mister James calmly laid out the facts. Jim arrived home after a cattle drive only to be horrified by his wife flagrantly sharing her body with another man. Bewildered by such conduct he had never expected, Jim reacted like any man who felt himself so disrespected and humiliated. Jim wisely remained silent as his lawyer carefully continued to explain and outline the details.

Once Attorney James finished, Sheriff Davis rubbed his chin as if deep in thought and said, "I suspect there are a few men in this county who might feel killing Yancy Marsh would be a public service. However, I need to check things out. Let's go out to your place, Harris."

"Yes, Sir," was all Jim said in reply.

As the trio of men rode to the Harris place, Jim remained deep in thought. He didn't realize how quiet he was until the sheriff said, "You don't seem to be saying much, Jim."

Before he could answer, his lawyer said, "He's probably too heartbroken to say very much."

"That right, Jim?" the sheriff asked.

"Yes, Sheriff, I feel sick. I can't believe she would do anything like that." He looked at his lawyer, who smiled approvingly and nodded at the comment.

Thirty minutes later, they arrived at Jim's cabin. Flies were gathering on the blood and scattered fragments of flesh on the wall and Marsh's carcass. In addition, it was clear from the smell that Marsh's bowels had emptied after Jim had killed him. 

Jim smiled at the fact that the slime ball had further disgraced himself. But, of course, the smell continued to attract more files. 

As he looked at the naked human remains next to the bed, the sheriff commented, "The only way I know that's Yancy Marsh is his horse outside. His mother couldn't recognize him now." 

"That's just more evidence of a man's mortified conduct after learning his wife is a harlot," James commented. "You have to admit it is normal behavior."

The sheriff remained silent as he continued to look around. Then, finally, he walked over to the bed and lifted the blanket as he observed the corpse of Brenda Harris. Dropping the blanket back where it had been, he said, "Looks like you shot her in the heart. Nice and quick, at least she didn't suffer." 

What difference does that make, Jim thought to himself. Then he remembered the explanation of the lawyer. It had to be a rage-fueled act without forethought. If he had caused his wife to suffer, it might show malice of forethought and result in his being tried for murder. Still, he remained silent.

As he continued to look around, the sheriff noted, "Looks like everything is as you said. I'm not going to place you under arrest. Knowing Yancy Marsh's reputation and that you and Brenda were newlyweds, a trial would be a waste of time. But, if I were you, I would leave the state; and I would do it right now. Jack Terrance has a lot of men he can have kill you and claim self-defense and their friends will corroborate the story."

"Thanks, Sheriff. I'll leave right now."

"Hold it, Son, I think you forget something." Attorney James said as Jim started to go.

"Oh, yes! How much do I owe you?" Jim inquired.

"Two dollars." Said the lawyer.

"Two dollars? For only a couple of hours work?" Jim questioned.

"Two dollars for keeping you out of jail," the sheriff commented. "I think you're getting a bargain."

"Well, since you put it that way," Jim said as he dropped two silver dollars into the lawyer's hand. "And I am truly much obliged, Sir. Thanks again."

"You're welcome, Son."

"Oh, Sheriff," said Jim as an afterthought. "That package on the table is a new dress I brought in Abilene for Brenda. Her family is welcome to bury her in it." With that, he turned and left. He mounted his horse and headed north. The quickest way out of Texas was Indian Territory. He would head that way, back toward Kansas.

Shortly after leaving the cabin, the lawyer and the sheriff parted ways. Mr. James returned to his office, and Sheriff Davis rode to the ranch of Jack Terrance.

Jack Terrance cursed a plethora of profane words describing the birth and parentage of his former son-in-law when informed of his daughter's demise. "Why didn't you arrest the stinking murderer, Sheriff?" he screamed. "We need to get a grand jury together to indict him for killing my little girl."

"According to state law, when he found her naked underneath Yancy Marsh, he was within his rights to kill her."

"To hell with the state law,” Jack Terrance swore. “If Jim Harris was more of a man, she wouldn't have needed to seek the company of Yancy Marsh. I'll take care of this my way."

"Once he's out of my county, whatever happens is not my concern," explained the sheriff. With that, he left the Terrance household.

Jack fumed for about thirty seconds and then finished the shot glass of bourbon he was drinking. Then, hurling the glass into the fireplace, he yelled for his servant. "Harvey, come here."

"Yes, Mr. Terrance," the servant answered.

"Go to the bunkhouse and tell Collingsworth and Burns to get in here."

Within a few minutes, the two cowhands were reporting to Terrance.

"You need to see us, Boss?" Burns asked.

"Yes, I have a job for you." Terrance went to his safe and retrieved one thousand dollars. He gave half of it to each man. "I need you men to kill Jim Harris. I don't care where or how—just kill him. Bring back proof, and I'll pay you each another five hundred dollars. You know who he is. Hunt him down and kill him. If you don't kill him, don't come back."

"With pleasure, Boss, " Collingsworth said. "For a thousand dollars, I'd gladly hunt down the devil in hell himself."

"You don't need to kill the devil, just Jim Harris,” Mr. Terrance explained. “He won't go west with all the Comanche out there. He can't stay in Texas. He'll head north toward Kansas, where he just came back from. Find him and kill him."

"Yes sir, Boss. You can count on us," Burns said as the two picked up their money.

Later, as Burns and Collingsworth saddled their horses, one of them remarked, "This will be the easiest money we ever made."

"Well, let's hurry and go earn it," the other one man said. "Maybe the boss will have another profitable job when we return."

With that, they rode toward the Harris’ place to pick up the trail of their prey. Meanwhile, Jack Terrance went to town to have the undertaker pick up his daughter's body and prepare for the next day's funeral. There was enough money in Yancy's pocket and from the sale of his gun to pay the undertaker for burying him, with no fanfare. However, Jack Terrance insisted on a large funeral for his daughter. He paid a preacher to deliver a wonderful eulogy with no mention of the adulterous manner of her death and especially no mention of Yancy Marsh. He then returned to his ranch to await the return of the hired killers he sent to gain him his revenge.

****
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James Harris rode north into the Indian Territory. The Indian Territory was a lawless place, so he traveled as rapidly as possible. Jim did his best to look like a destitute traveler, so others would leave him alone and no one would want to rob him. Where ever he stopped; he never gave his real name. He knew Jack Terrance would be sending someone after him, so he remained on the move. Jim never traveled in a straight route. He would ride west, then north, and then east. He quickly moved from Indian Territory to Kansas. After that, Jim traveled through Missouri and into Iowa. 

Finally, he came to Davenport, Iowa, on the Mississippi River. Now, sure that he had lost any pursuers, he rested and began using his real name.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER THREE
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A New Home

A short distance from the Rock Island Bridge which spanned the Mississippi from Illinois and a block from the train station was the location of the Imperial Gambling Parlor. Jim had seen cattle drovers lose their entire pay from a cattle drive in a few hours when they entered a gambling house, and he had no intention of following such an example. 

He rented a room at a local boarding house, and with some new clothes he recently purchased, went looking for a job. He found it at the Imperial. They needed a faro dealer, and the well-dressed and personable Jim Harris fit right in at the establishment.

The Imperial required their employees to dress well, making it easy for Jim to conceal his revolver beneath his vest or coat. Moreover, the policy of the Imperial was that no weapons were allowed in the establishment. Still, he willingly violated the rule with his paranoia about being tracked by possible killers sent by his former father-in-law.

Faro is an easy game with near even odds, and Jim enjoyed the job. The Imperial bouncers were alert for troublemakers, but occasionally, some made it through the door. It was not uncommon for a patron to enter the gaming parlor after drinking too much at one of the town's saloons, and their conduct was not always immediately noticeable. Unfortunately, drunks hate to lose money even more than sober gamblers, and they are even more unreasonable when dealing with them.

One night in mid-August, two gandy-dancers from the railroad came in and placed bets. It was just a matter of time before one of them made a dead bet in their inebriated state. He put a five-dollar chip on the king. 

"Sorry, Gent," Jim said. "All The kings have been played. So you lose that bet." Then, as he reached for the chip, the patron grabbed his left arm.

"I meant to place it on the queen!" the patron yelled.

"Then you should have placed it on the queen," Jim calmly answered.

"You ain't takin' my money!" the man screamed.

It was clear that there was no reasoning with the man, so Jim floored him with a round-house swing of his right fist. Then, as the drunken gambler hit the floor, he reached into his pocket. 

Knowing he was most likely reaching for a weapon, Jim quickly kicked the man in the face. Then, before he could reach back into his pocket, he stomped the man's hand. You could hear some bones break. The second railroad track-layer started to pull a weapon out of his pocket when a bouncer hit him over the head with a cudgel.

With order now reestablished, the first man was helped to his feet. By now, the manager was on the scene. "What's going on here?" he calmly asked.

"This man made a dead bet," Jim replied. "He bet on the king, and everybody can see that all four kings have been played." He waved his hand over the table as he spoke.

"I meant to put it on the queen," the troublemaker protested.

"He placed his bet and pulled his hand back," Jim explained.

"The dealer is telling the truth, " Another patron said. "I was going to take the chip, but he beat me to it."

"Throw them out of here," the manager said. The two men were escorted to the door and told not to return.

The man escorted to the exit, that was holding his hand, yelled, "He broke my hand. So now I can't work."

"You should have thought of that before you caused trouble," one of the bouncers said.

"Good job, Jim," the manager said. "Sorry we occasionally get a little riff-raff in here, but I can see you know how to handle yourself." 

"I appreciate the compliment. Fortunately, most of the people we deal with are well-behaved. But unfortunately, I guess a few men like this occasionally come with the business."

"Yes, they do, but we get rid of them as soon as possible." 

Jim went back to work. Although most dealers left the detail of proceeding with troublemakers to the bouncers, it was clear to all that he could maintain control of his table. Moreover, he was quickly making a name for himself as an excellent worker.

****
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Several weeks later, the day manager left to set up his own business in Dubuque, and the night manager took the day job. Jim was promoted to the position of night manager. An indoor job working in the cool of the night sure beat riding the range, herding cattle. Things were getting better all the time. Life was good.

When he was alone, other thoughts filled his mind. Sadly, no matter how much he worked, there were times when he remembered his wife, Brenda. The memory of killing her nagged his conscience, and her final wide-eyed stare had been discomforting. In his absence, she decided to share the bed, which should have been theirs alone, with a scumbag like Yancy Marsh and truly deserved to die for her repulsive behavior. Thinking such thoughts assuaged his conscience and helped make him feel better. But unfortunately, he was smart enough to know that his former father-in-law would be telling the story in such a way that Brenda was the poor innocent victim and her husband was a brutal murderer.

Perhaps he should have divorced Brenda and moved away from Texas. No one had any respect for a divorced man, so that a rapid departure would have been necessary. Brenda would have cheated on her next husband if he had left Texas, and another poor cuckold would have his heart broken. Yes, he figured his action saved other men the humiliation of knowing their cheating wife was laughing behind their backs. 

As he remembered that open-eyed stare she had after he shot her, other thoughts occurred. Was she surprised that he had the guts to pull the trigger and send her to hell? 

No doubt she believed she could talk her way out of the trouble. Jim smiled as he thought of how she had been wrong on that account. The most horrible thought of all was that she might have given birth to a baby in the next eight or nine months. There was no way in the world he would consider raising a little bastard created by Yancy Marsh. Then he thought that he hoped Yancy had enjoyed his illicit trysts with Brenda. 

He hoped they both had a good time. After all, he reasoned, somebody should enjoy themselves before taking a trip to hell and suffering for eternity. So, he made sure they paid for their sins. He then had a drink and forced himself to think about more pleasant things.

****
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As he began to settle into the town as a resident, he decided to attend a church. Maybe it was an attempt to do penance for how he dispatched his wife from this world, or perhaps it was just an attempt to look more respectable. After all, no one would suspect a church-going man of killing his wife, no matter how much she needed it. But, whatever his motivations, and even he was unsure what they were, he became a fixture in town. 

There were two widows in the church congregation who were vying for his attention. The first was named Mrs. Jones, and the other was Mrs. Stephens. Both ladies had invited him over for tea and conversation at different times. Mrs. Jones had been married twice. The first marriage was for two years and the second one was for a year and a half. Mrs. Stephens claimed to have been married only once. Her husband had been much older and had died of natural causes. 

He quickly decided the first woman was far too unlucky with which to become involved. Two husbands dying in less than four years sounded more like foul play than bad luck. But, while her innocent face and tears might convince others she was just unfortunate, Jim was not so sure.

One night in October, he was having tea at the home of Mrs. Stephens. His horse was in the carriage house behind her home, and they were engaged in conversation. She had the neckline of her dress pulled down to go around her shoulders rather than upon her shoulders. This way, Jim was given an excellent glance at a part of her anatomy she was quite proud of as she bent over to pour him some more tea.

"Mrs. Stephens, you make an excellent cup of tea," he casually commented.

"Please call me Martha," she replied. "There is no need to be so formal. After all, this is your third visit."

"Very well, Martha. If I may pay you another compliment, you are also quite beautiful."

As Martha smiled, it occurred to him that she reminded him of Brenda with her black hair and beautiful brown eyes. That was a thought he immediately tried to put out of his head. On this relaxed visit with Martha Stephens, he refused to think about his late wife.

However, as it began to rain, he gazed outside and said, "Looks like I might get very wet on my way home tonight."

As the rain turned into a downpour, Mrs. Stephens smiled and said, "Well, I'm sure your horse is comfortable in the barn; so, you could stay here tonight and be comfortable, also. Some days I do get very lonely being a widow."

As Jim considered the past six months since he'd left on the cattle drive to Abilene, the thought occurred that he had experienced included a six-month drought of lovemaking, unlike the weather outside. Where some of his friends had spent time in Abilene bordellos, he saved his efforts for Brenda and was rewarded with heartache and rejection upon his arrival home. That was something he didn’t wish to remember.

Despite her slight resemblance to his late wife, he decided to accept the invitation. After all, she was unmarried. Jim tried not to act overly anxious, and as he rose from the chair, he said softly, "No one should be lonely all the time. If I may be of comfort, I will cheerfully stay." He raised his arms, and Martha stepped into them, and they embraced and kissed. She picked up the lamp as they left the room.

As his partner led him to her bedroom, a different thought entered his mind. Had his wife accepted the advances of Yancy Marsh as a result of any romantic shortcomings on his part? He was determined that Martha would not be disappointed with his efforts. He decided immediately to concentrate all of his energy on her. He would ensure that her pleasure and gratification would be his only design.

In the bedroom was a large feather bed covered with sheets and a large quilt. The room was one of the finest he had ever seen. Pictures were hanging on either side of a large chifforobe, and a coal oil lamp was on the nightstand on the right side of the bed. She placed the lamp she was holding on the left side of the bed. A door to the left, with pictures hanging on either side of it, led to another room. There was also a chair by the door.

He slowly undressed and then helped her untie and remove the whalebone corset she was wearing. "Why on earth would a beautiful woman like you want to wear something like this?" he asked.

"These corsets are quite fashionable. They give a woman the proper shape and allow her to maintain it."

"Believe me. You are the perfect shape without it." He stepped forward as she removed her long underwear. He put his arms around her and then brought them slowly down her sides. His hands met in the middle of her abdomen and then rose leisurely to caress her breasts gently.
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