
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   [image: title page]

[image: CoverImage]

Begin Reading

Table of Contents

Copyright Page

In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher constitute unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.





For Zach, Laramie, Travis, and Jake

May all of your futures be “mint in the bag”








Why?

It’s seven long years since we parted.

And I’m alone, brokenhearted.

Wanting,

Wishing,

Wondering.

Why?


 



And now you’re near enough to touch,

Ready to help when I need you so much.

And I’m still

Wanting,

Wishing,

Wondering.

Why?

F.S.I.








Prologue

Colton, Montana
July 1924



MADDY ALDRIDGE FROZE as the floorboard beneath her bare foot creaked loudly. In the still dark of the night, it sounded like a gunshot. A warm summer breeze swirled through the open window of her bedroom, but it did nothing to lessen the panic that held her tight. Staring at her reflection in the small mirror over her dresser, her long red hair falling in curls across her shoulders, her green eyes looking black in the darkness, Maddy willed herself to stay still.

The last thing she wanted was for her father to wake up. Silas Aldridge wasn’t the sort of man who would react well to his fifteen-year-old daughter trying to sneak out in the middle of the night. If he were to catch her now, there’d be hell to pay; even if he didn’t take a belt to her, she had no doubt that he’d lock her in her room for weeks.

And that would be far too late …

On the other side of the bedroom, Maddy’s younger sister, Helen, slept peacefully. Most nights, she was asleep as soon as her head hit her pillow, but this evening she’d prattled for over an hour about some nonsense at school. Maddy had been forced to wait impatiently, gritting her teeth.

Maddy had considered confiding her plans to Helen, had wondered if she could be trusted, but in the end had decided it was far too great a risk to take. So instead Maddy had held her tongue, waiting until she was certain Helen was sleeping before getting out of bed.

But then Maddy had stepped on a loose floorboard and made so much noise she was sure she’d awakened the dead.

Seconds ticked slowly past. Beads of sweat trickled off Maddy’s brow and down the sides of her face; she was so fearful that wiping them away would make more noise that she let them crawl down her skin. Each breath she drew was agonizing.

Finally, after several long, nervous minutes, she was certain that no one had heard her. Cautiously, Maddy crossed the room, swung her leg over the windowsill, ducked under the sash, and headed into the night.

High above, the moon looked down on her, full and bright, illuminating outhouses and wood shelters and throwing shadows onto the ground. Maddy moved carefully yet quickly. Running through the dewy grass with bare feet, she wished that she’d remembered to put on shoes, but in the chaotic moments after the floor creaked she hadn’t been thinking clearly. She’d also forgotten her shawl; the night air was cooler than she’d expected, especially for summer, raising goose bumps on the bare skin of her arms and shoulders. But it was too late to turn back.

Maddy didn’t know what time it was, only that it was late, probably sometime just after midnight. Colton wasn’t a bustling town even in the middle of the day; as she slipped between houses, dashed across a dirt road, and then hurried across the church grounds, she saw no one, set no dogs to barking, and noticed only one lamp burning behind a drawn curtain.

On and on she ran, as fast as she could, fearful she would be late.

Colton had been built into the crook between two narrow rivers that flowed out of the foothills of the Rocky Mountains. The Lewis River ran to the north, while the Clark River meandered to the south. The town was small, surrounded by thick stands of evergreens, and was located only a few miles south of the Canadian border. It was the only home Maddy had ever known and, in only a few short hours, the part of it she loved most was leaving.

Maddy hurried to the bank of the Lewis River, carefully stepping through the carpet of dry pine needles that covered the ground. She gave a silent curse; her bare feet caused her to move more slowly than she liked. Beside her, the river ran low, its water gurgling over rocks worn smooth as eggs. The air was filled with the fresh, sharp scent of pine.

She hadn’t gone far when a bridge loomed up out of the night before her; in the glare of the moon’s bright light, its bare steel frame resembled a skeleton. Breaking into a run, Maddy padded out onto its wooden planks, looking in every direction and growing alarmed.

I’m alone.

Dread began to fill Maddy’s stomach. She knew it was later than she’d promised, but there hadn’t been anything she could do to get out of the house. It’s not fair! If only her father wasn’t so pigheaded stubborn, if only her sister had gone to sleep as usual, and if only—

“I was starting to wonder if you were coming.”

Maddy turned at the sound of his voice, gasping in both surprise and happiness. He was sitting on the bridge’s railing in shadows so deep she could’ve been looking right at him and wouldn’t have known he was there. As she watched, he leaped down, his boots thudding on the planks.

Without saying a word, Maddy rushed to him, threw her arms around his chest, and squeezed him tight. Even though she’d been with him only a few hours earlier, it felt as if days had passed. She wanted to hold on to him, to cling jealously to the warmth of his touch, the smell of his skin, the sound of his voice, and never let him go.

“I’ve been waiting for almost an hour,” he said softly.

“I came as quickly as I could.”

“I was starting to get awfully worried,” he said, gently stroking her hair. “I’d decided that if you didn’t show up in the next five minutes I was going to march over to your house and bang on the door until you came out.”

“My father would have answered with his gun.”

“You know I’m not scared of him. Still,” he chuckled, “it’s probably for the best that you showed up when you did.”

Maddy knew that he meant it; though he was only three years older than she was, he’d always seemed sure of himself, confident, almost fearless, as if there was nothing he couldn’t do as long as he set his mind to it. He wouldn’t let anything get in the way of his dreams, not even Silas Aldridge’s worries about his daughter’s well-being. It was one of the reasons Maddy had fallen in love with him, and one of the things she’d miss most.

“I still can’t believe you’re leaving,” she said.

“Me either,” he answered.

“It’s for too long!” Maddy whined, knowing that she sounded like a child.

Placing his fingers under her chin, he raised her face up until their eyes met. “I’m not going away forever,” he explained. “I’ll only be in Boston for a couple of years. Once I get the schooling my father’s so insistent on, I’ll be back. Then we can start our life together.”

“We can get married—”

“And build a house, have some children, and grow so old our faces are nothing but wrinkles.” He laughed, trying to cheer her up. “Everything we’ve dreamed about will come true. All we have to do is be patient.”

“It’s just that … that I’m so … so scared,” Maddy said as tears filled her eyes. She’d promised herself that she wouldn’t cry in front of him, not tonight, but knowing how long it would be before she saw him again was more than her heart could bear. “What if you decide you’d rather live there?” she began, spilling all her worries. “What if your father says that he wants you to go somewhere else after you’ve finished with school?”

“Maddy, stop,” he tried to interrupt her.

“What if you meet someone prettier than me?” she kept on, tears streaming down her cheeks. “She could be smart and funny! You could fall in love with her and never think of me ever again! I don’t know—”

Before she could say another word, Maddy felt his lips press against hers and, in that instant, all of the emotions she’d struggled against fell away. Desperately, she clung to him, squeezing his arm as she returned his passion. More than ever, she wanted their embrace to go on forever. Unfortunately, it couldn’t last. He broke their kiss and wiped away her tears tenderly.

“I’m coming back for you,” he said softly but firmly.

“Do … do you promise?” Maddy asked.

“Of course I do.” His eyes searched hers, intently. “I love you.”

“And I love you, Jack.”

Maddy folded herself into his embrace, her head upon his chest, secure in the promise they’d made to each other. She allowed herself to believe him, to believe that nothing, not time or distance, would keep them apart for long.






Chapter One

Morningside, Washington
June 1931



JACK RUCKER WAS LEANING against the bar when the front door of the speakeasy was knocked off its hinges and sent crashing inward, followed by a dozen policemen all brandishing billy clubs and a couple of men in suits wielding axes. In an instant, everything around him became chaotic. All of the men and women who’d been enjoying a taste of illegal alcohol jumped to their feet in panic, desperate to escape their approaching arrest. The air was filled with cigar smoke, shouts, and, soon after, the sounds of violence.

“Get your damn hands offa me ’fore I…!”

“…all under arrest!”

“Would you just quit hittin’ me with that thing and I’ll…”

But Jack didn’t so much as move, his eyes never leaving the bartender.

The speakeasy originally had been a coal cellar down a darkened alleyway from a decrepit vaudeville theater. There were no windows and the inside, even with its high ceiling, made him feel cramped, almost claustrophobic. An assortment of chairs and tables had been set out and empty apple crates stacked to act as a makeshift bar. Jack had seen every nook, cranny, and dingy corner in the week he’d been coming in the door. Now it was in even worse shape.

The scruffy-bearded bartender had been pouring a drink when the police forced their way inside; the man had been so startled by the sound that he’d dropped the glass onto the floor, where it shattered. But his surprise didn’t last long; one second later, he looked right at Jack. Maybe it was because Jack was a newcomer to the speakeasy, or that he didn’t appear shocked by the appearance of so many cops: either of those things might’ve given him away. It was obvious that the bartender knew the truth. Jack could only hope that he would run for it or, even better, just throw up his hands in surrender.

Instead, the bartender chose to fight.

“You no-good, rotten son of a bitch!” the man bellowed as he hurried to get around the pile of crates.

Jack cursed silently. All night, he’d been wondering who he’d have to fight. Whenever the law arrived, there was sure to be a brawl. Unfortunately for him, his job was to find out who was in charge, stay close, and learn everything he could. In the time he’d been coming to the speakeasy, that person was the bartender.

Now Jack was going to pay a price for his curiosity.

The bartender looked to be no stranger to fighting. Thick muscles knotted his bare forearms and his clenched fists seemed carved out of stone. His chest resembled an oak barrel and he was the tallest man in the room. Even his face showed signs of past brawls; an angry white scar zigzagged from cheek to chin. A couple of his front teeth were missing. Jack knew he was in for a tussle.

Though he wasn’t as large as his foe, Jack was hardly a pushover. Turning to face the bartender, Jack caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror that had been hung crookedly on the wall behind the bar; tufts of dark hair poked out from beneath his longshoreman’s cap and his eyes were narrowed, determined. He planted his feet, squared his broad shoulders, and raised his hands, ready to give as good as he got.

But then something strange happened.

Just before the bartender reached Jack, a fist cocked and ready to be thrown, his eyes wide with fury, the man’s feet suddenly flew out from under him, slipping in a puddle of booze that had been spilled when the police arrived. For a moment, it was as if he were frozen in mid-air, high off the ground, before crashing painfully to the ground, the back of his head cracking against the floor. The man’s eyes were wide with both shock and pain before fluttering and then closing, his head lolled to the side as he fell unconscious.

I reckon they don’t call me Lucky Jack for nothing.

Suddenly, a half-filled glass of whiskey whistled past Jack’s face, mere inches from hitting him. It shattered against the wall behind the bar, barely missing the crooked mirror; pieces of glass rained onto the floor as dark alcohol stained the bricks. His heart thundered in his chest.

It didn’t take long for Jack to learn who’d thrown the glass. Ten feet away stood the bartender’s right-hand man, a lackey who usually guarded the door. He resembled a badger, short and stocky, with a long nose and a lip curled up to reveal filthy teeth. Even as a policeman brought his club down on a drunk next to where he stood, the man’s narrow eyes never left Jack, burning with unrestrained hatred. The man showed no interest in trying to get away; his focus was solely on getting revenge.

I don’t think I’m going to be lucky enough to avoid this one.

Without wasting any more time, the thug stepped menacingly toward Jack, a low growl rising from his throat. His first punch was thrown with anger, a wild, looping right; Jack saw it coming a mile away and easily ducked under his opponent’s outstretched arm, staying down low to throw a short left into the man’s ribs. The tough grunted as the air whooshed from his lungs, but Jack held no illusions that the blow would be enough to stop such an obviously dangerous man.

“You’ll…you’ll have to do more than that,” the man snarled.

“I aim to.” Jack nodded.

This time, when the thug raised his fists, he feinted first with his right to draw Jack out of position before firing a left. Jack had seen it coming, but the man was as fast as a snake and the punch clipped the tip of his chin before finishing against his shoulder. Though it was a glancing blow, it still stung like hell. If one of those were to land flush…

But Jack was no slouch when it came to fighting, either. With his hands held defensively in front of him, he shot off a couple of punches that snapped the man’s head straight back, then landed a hook to the jaw that wobbled his opponent’s knees. The thug managed to throw a weak punch that Jack batted harmlessly away, before immediately attacking again. The heavy’s nose crunched beneath Jack’s fist and the man toppled over, falling onto his back with a loud thud. His eyes rolled back slightly, looking glassy.

“Stay down,” Jack ordered him.

But there was still enough fight left in the man for him to disagree; desperately, he tried to claw his way to a sitting position. With his shoe, Jack drove the man back to the floor hard, without mercy.

“I told you to stay down!” he repeated.

This time, the man understood that he was defeated, the tension dropped from his shoulders, and he stared up at the ceiling.

A thin smile curled at the corners of Jack’s mouth. “You’re under arrest by the authority of the Bureau of Prohibition.”


 



“So the Jack Rucker luck came through again.”

Jack stood in front of Elmer Pluggett’s desk, trying his best not to appear too pleased with the praise he was receiving. Rare afternoon sunlight streamed down out of the Seattle sky, shining through the office’s tall windows and falling across the Bureau lieutenant’s desk. Outside the closed door, the sound of typewriters and bits of conversation could be heard.

For the last half hour, Jack had told his superior officer about his activities in Morningside that had ended three days earlier. In great detail, he described how he’d traveled to the border town as directed and within hours had overheard a man talking about a speakeasy with a direct connection to illegal booze runners operating out of Canada. Over the course of the next week, Jack had frequented the bar and gathered as much information as possible: how big an operation it was, who was in charge, and, most important, where they got their liquor. No opportunity was missed to emphasize the lengths to which he’d gone to do his job. Finally, once he’d obtained what was needed, the bust had been set up. In the end, more than two dozen people had been arrested and the smuggling operation destroyed.

“In all my years on the job,” Pluggett went on, “I can’t say I’ve ever known someone so darn lucky. What do you reckon the odds are that the fellow you heard talking about the tavern would spill the password for getting past the doorman?” He shook his head. “Hard to believe.”

“I was fortunate, sir,” Jack admitted.

“If all the men working out of this office were as lucky as you are, Rucker, there wouldn’t be a drop of alcohol to be had west of the Rockies and I’d be sitting in a nice, comfortable office back east.” The Lieutenant grinned ironically, his eyes narrowing. “Or maybe we’d all just be out of a job.”

Jack frowned inwardly. The conversation wasn’t taking the direction he’d wanted. What he’d been hoping for was talk of a commendation, a medal, or, if he allowed himself to dream a little, maybe a promotion. There wasn’t nearly enough praise coming his way.

What’s the old man thinking?

Elmer Pluggett was like most of the senior officers Jack had met since he started working for the Bureau of Prohibition. Tough and smart, Pluggett ruthlessly guarded his own place on the map while stepping on anyone who got in the way of his own advancement, all traits that Jack held in some admiration. In his mid-fifties, Pluggett was as demanding of himself as he was of the men who served under him; his face bore signs of the weariness of long hours spent tracking down those bent on breaking the law. For officers who failed to produce the results Pluggett sought, his wrath could be a terrible thing, but he also wasn’t stingy with praise for those who got the job done.

So where’s mine?

“How long have you been with the Bureau now, Rucker?” Pluggett asked, leaning forward in his chair. “Four years, isn’t it?”

“Almost five,” Jack replied.

“And in that time, how many run-down, two-bit, dingy dives have you wriggled your way into? How many con men, ship captains, hired goons, murderers, and ladies of the night have you manipulated into giving you what you want?”

“I haven’t been keeping count, sir,” he said, although he knew the number was greater than fifty, probably closer to a hundred.

“Quite a lot by my reckoning,” Pluggett said before adding, “and all in the good name of Prohibition.”

For the last eleven years, beginning in 1920 with the passage of the Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution, the sale, production, and distribution of alcohol were illegal in the United States. In response, hundreds of thousands of speakeasies had opened across the country, pouring glasses of homemade liquor brewed in bathtubs, fermented fruit steeped in basements and outhouses, and, in the worst cases, alcohol illegally smuggled from Canada, Mexico, and other foreign ports. The law was being broken.

The Bureau of Prohibition had been created to enforce it. For the hundreds of Prohibition agents, the goal wasn’t the closing of every speakeasy or the confiscation of every drop of booze but rather the dismantling of the larger criminal networks intent on making a profit from the void Prohibition created. Organized-crime syndicates had begun bootlegging alcohol, controlling the trade from brewery to speakeasy and every step in-between. For agents like Jack, it meant finding the liquor at its largest point of distribution and catching as many rats as possible in one trap.

From the moment Jack joined the Bureau, he’d taken to the work like a duck to water. He took pride in what he did; he believed in it. While he certainly wasn’t a teetotaler, wasn’t above taking a nip of confiscated alcohol from time to time, he followed the letter of the law and expected others to do the same. His overbearing father had instilled in Jack a strong sense of right and wrong in among the lectures and Scripture readings; his moral compass was straight and true. Bringing down a den of criminals, smashing open their casks of whiskey, and confiscating their money was exciting work. He was very good at it.

“We’ve sent you to San Francisco, Buffalo, little shacks on the fishing coast of Maine, that Indian reservation in Idaho, and everywhere in-between,” Lieutenant Pluggett continued, “and every time you manage to make it look as easy as taking a Sunday stroll after church.”

Now this is more like it…

“I’ve done my best,” he answered with a practiced air of modesty.

“That you have, my boy,” the older man agreed.

What neither of them spoke of was the danger Jack faced every time he went undercover. He’d been shot at, stabbed, spat upon; a woman had tried to slip poison into his drink. He’d been tossed down a flight of stairs, thrown through a couple of windows, and in dozens of bare-knuckle brawls much like the one in Morningside. Jack had a knack for finding just what the Bureau wanted; unfortunately, that usually meant that he found trouble, too. Thankfully, his “luck” had managed to get him through it all relatively unhurt.

He was lucky, but he’d acquired a few mementos on the job. A nick of a scar ran along his left cheekbone just beneath his dark green eye, a reminder of a knife fight in Milwaukee. A gunshot wound pocked his right biceps and there were burn scars on both of his legs courtesy of a particularly messy night in Duluth. To Jack, they were simply the price he had to pay to uphold the law.

And to get ahead.

“It says in here that you’re from Montana,” Lieutenant Pluggett said, tapping his finger in a folder that he’d spread open on his desk; Jack noticed that his name was typed across the top.

“I was born and raised there, sir.”

“When was the last time you were home?”

“I’ve been undercover in Montana twice,” Jack replied.

“But what about…,” Pluggett began, peering down at what was written, “…Colton?” he asked. “How long since you’ve been there?”

“It’s…it’s been years…,” Jack said, unable to keep the confusion out of his voice. “Might I…inquire as to why you ask, sir?”

“Because that’s where you’re heading next.”

Instantly the confidence Jack always took great pains to project fell from his face. His eyes grew wide as his mouth dropped slightly open. With no small amount of hope, he entertained the possibility he’d misheard or that, as unlikely as it was, Lieutenant Pluggett was playing some kind of prank on him; if so, the Lieutenant was holding his cards awfully close to his vest, peering through the folder and not even bothering to look up at Jack.

“Excuse me, sir,” Jack began, chuckling, “but I thought you said that you were sending me to Colton—”

“That’s right,” Pluggett said, still looking at his papers. “We’ve received a report that someone’s smuggling in a lot of liquor in the area. The Canadians have their hands full and haven’t been much help, but the scuttlebutt they’ve heard indicates the rumors have merit. We don’t know if it’s one of the usual suspects or somebody new, but the decision has been made to check it out, and that’s where you come in.”

“But…but I thought I might be headed to Chicago,” Jack said. With the success he’d been having lately, he’d hoped to be one of the first the Bureau sent after Al Capone; if he had a hand in breaking up the biggest bootlegging empire in the country, who knew how far up the ladder he could climb?

“You’re going to Montana,” Pluggett explained, finally peering up at Jack. The look in Pluggett’s eyes made it clear that he wasn’t about to brook any disagreement.

Jack’s mind began working furiously, desperate to come up with something, anything that might change his assignment; based on Pluggett’s expression, he knew he’d have to tread carefully.

“Excuse my saying so, sir,” he began, “but all of the success I’ve had for the Bureau has come from working undercover. Most everyone in Colton will know who I am. I don’t know how I could get the results you want.”

“Oh, but you will,” Pluggett said with a grin.

“How?”

“Because you’re going to be hiding in plain sight.”

“Sir?”

“Just because everyone in that little speck of a town can fondly recall you running around in short pants doesn’t mean they have the foggiest idea what you do for a living,” he explained. “You hardly strike me as the sort who writes weekly letters to his family telling them what you’ve been up to. Am I right?”

Jack nodded. The truth was exactly that; within months of leaving Colton, he’d acted as if it had dropped off the map. There had been no letters, no phone calls, no telegrams, nothing. The only family he’d had in Colton when he left was his demanding father, his mother having died when he was only a boy, and Jeremiah Rucker was someone Jack had no desire ever to see again. There was only one person he missed…one person he now worried about…

“No one has any idea what you are,” Pluggett continued. “For all they know, you’re a shoe salesman or a schoolteacher. If you’re as good an actor as I think you are, they’ll believe anything you tell them, especially when they have something to gain from it.”

“Which is?”

“Money,” the Lieutenant answered. “I want you to go to Colton under the guise of a representative of a developer from Chicago looking to buy up land to build hotels on it or some such. You’ll work out the details on the way there. The way I figure it, folks will be telling you every last thing you’d ever want to hear in order to get a piece of that pie.”

“You want me to lie to them,” Jack said.

“Isn’t that what you do best?” Pluggett answered. “Besides, with your luck, it won’t take more than a day or two to learn where the liquor’s coming from and who’s behind it all. After that who knows, maybe you’ll get a crack at Capone.”

Jack brightened considerably at that. Maybe it would be as easy as the Lieutenant made it out to be. Maybe he’d be out of there within a week or so. Maybe a quick visit home wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe…

“Oh, there’s one more thing,” Pluggett said.

“Yes, sir.”

“You won’t be going alone. Agent Hooper will be accompanying you as a partner in the venture. Two heads are always better than one.”

Except in this case.

For the second time in minutes, Jack knew that his face betrayed his emotions. Ross Hooper was one of the most disliked agents working for the Bureau. Loud, overbearing, sloppy in dress and work; in short, a poor lawman. Jack had never been able to figure out how Hooper had managed to keep his job for as long as he had; the best guess anyone could come up with was that he had a relative much higher up the ladder.

“You’ll leave the day after tomorrow,” Pluggett said, effectively ending the meeting.

As he scooped up his hat and headed for the door, Jack wondered if his vaunted luck hadn’t turned into some kind of curse.






Chapter Two



MADDY STOOD BEHIND the long counter of her father’s store, Aldridge Mercantile, and ground her teeth. In these tough times, with men unable to find work, banks suddenly closing, and families being pushed off land they’d owned for generations, she’d had to confront all kinds of emotional customers. There were those who were already crying before they opened the front door, pushing hollow-eyed children in front of them. Some talked a mile a minute, while others mumbled, never able to make eye contact. Occasionally, someone would take his anger and frustration out on her, shouting so loudly that Maddy was certain it could be heard out in the street.

But there was nothing she hated more than when someone begged.

“Please, Maddy…I’ll pay you back. I promise…”

Pete Seybold stood on the other side of the counter, his hat clutched so tightly in his hands that his knuckles were bone white. Maddy had known him for years. A joke teller, he lived with his family just outside of town, a short distance from the lumber mill he worked at, a business now closed. The effect of that closure on Pete was obvious. His face was gaunt, his cheekbones prominent, his cheeks peppered with a growth of silvery whiskers. His eyes were pleading, wet, brimming with tears.

“Times are a bit tough is all,” he kept on, afraid that if he left too long a break in their conversation Maddy might fill it with something he didn’t want to hear. “I’ve been hearin’ ’bout some work down in Smulders. Talk is they’re lookin’ for experienced lumber men. Soon as I’m hired, I’ll pay you what I owe.”

Maddy pursed her lips. If rumors like this one about jobs looking to be filled were food, there wouldn’t be a hungry family a hundred miles in every direction. Even if what he said was true, the competition would be tremendous. The odds of Pete getting work were one in a hundred, at best.

“I know times are hard,” Maddy began, holding Pete’s gaze, determined to show him that she meant every word, “but they’re hard for everyone, me included. The mercantile has bills of its own that need to be paid. If I don’t have the money for them, I’ll eventually have to shut that door for good. I just can’t afford to extend credit.”

“I’m not asking for much,” he pleaded, growing more desperate. “Just a bag of flour. Enough to feed my family, is all.”

“I’m sorry, but the answer is no.”

Outside, a peal of distant thunder rumbled over the low hills before washing against Colton. The glass in the tall windows of the mercantile shook slightly. It wouldn’t be long before the summer squall broke, swelling the rivers and muddying the earth.

Pete’s features were creased by an angry frown. “Your father wouldn’t have turned me away in my time of need.”

“My father isn’t here!” Maddy snapped, her voice faltering a bit more than she liked. “But if he were, he’d make the same decision I am!”

Maddy was thankful there were no other customers in the store to hear her outburst; she thought that it was inappropriate, even unbecoming, especially for a woman. Regardless, she also knew she was in the right.

However, it appeared that her sister disagreed. Helen had been placing an order of buttons into the chest of drawers from which they were sold, her head turned slightly to help make certain she heard every word; a long time had passed since she’d put a button away. Maddy could see that Helen was frowning; for a moment, she wondered if her sister might get involved, but she held her tongue.

Maddy took a deep breath to help regain her composure. “I wish there was something I could do for you, Pete, but I can’t give you anything on credit. When you get working again, come back and I’d be happy to sell it to you.”

“That’s…that’s the way it’s gonna be then?”

“I’m afraid so.”

Pete nodded slowly. A lone tear streaked down his cheek before he angrily wiped it away, looking ashamed that it had fallen. Maddy wondered if she’d have to listen to him scream at her, ranting and raving at how unfair everything was, how she should be ashamed of herself, and worse. Instead, Pete quietly made his way to the door like a beaten man. Just as he opened it, the dark clouds above began to let loose, a teasing rain blowing against the glass.

“I suppose it was too much to hope for,” he said without turning. “But what else is a man to do when he’s at the end of his damn rope?”

Without waiting for an answer, he stepped out into the growing storm.


 



For the last two years, nearly every one of Maddy’s days had been spent in the Aldridge Mercantile, struggling not to make too big a mistake as she tried to eke out a living for herself, Helen, and their father.

Built on a corner lot of Colton’s Main Street just opposite the bank, the mercantile carried many of the things needed for small-town Montana life: pairs of shoes; big jars full of sweets; nails and the hammers to pound them; women’s dresses; and bags of flour, oats, and beans. Maddy had heard about stores in faraway places like Denver, St. Louis, and even New York City that sold only expensive dresses, fancy plates and silverware, or pounds of chocolate, but such a place was unimaginable in Colton.

Silas Aldridge had built his business out of simpler ideas: a good item for sale for a fair price, each one sold with a smile. By ordering the hard-to-find product, allowing only the occasional perishable to go to waste, and investing some of himself into each and every person who walked through the door, he ensured that the mercantile thrived. Though his wife had died young, Silas brought up both of his daughters to understand that rewards came from hard work. But then, out of the blue, everything had changed.

When Silas had first fallen ill, there didn’t appear to be any reason to worry. Over the years, he’d begun to feel a dull pain in the joints of his hands and his feet if he stood on them for too long, but suddenly the pain had become nearly unbearable. Dr. Quayle had assured Maddy that it would all soon pass, that her father just needed some rest, and that he’d be right as rain.

Instead, things had only grown worse.

The pain became so intense that Silas could get out of bed only for short periods, then only with assistance, and finally not at all. No matter what the doctor prescribed, nothing seemed to help. Often, Maddy would wake in the night to hear her father moaning, his sleep as unsettled as his days. He began to slowly wither away before her eyes, losing weight along with his vigor, no longer the larger-than-life man he’d been when she was a child.

In order to keep food on the table and a roof over the family’s head, Maddy understood that she needed to step in at the mercantile. In her father’s place, she had to run things until his health improved. In the beginning, she’d been terrified, nervous that she’d fail, and struggled to never let it show. Her father wrote to vendors and farmers, any supplier the store used, explaining that he was temporarily off his feet and that they should deal with Maddy when they called. She worried that many of these men, as well as customers, would find it odd to deal with a woman, but her fears had proven to be pleasantly unfounded.

Even in the midst of the Great Depression, with more and more families struggling to make ends meet, Maddy kept the business profitable. Surprising even herself, she found that she had an eye for business. She bought and sold goods shrewdly, purchasing items her father would have passed on, turning down others she felt would languish on the shelves. Maddy made the hard decisions without emotion, knowing where her ledgers stood to the penny. Most days were rewarding, even a little bit fun.

And then there were days like this one…


 



Maddy watched as Pete Seybold sat in his truck in front of the store, his head in his hands, the rain pounding down, drumming incessantly on the roof. Rainwater cascaded down the mercantile’s windows, distorting her view, but she thought she saw his shoulders shaking and that he was crying. Even as thunder roared and lightning flashed, he gave no sign of leaving, instead choosing to wallow in his misery. The streets were deserted; no one would step into such weather. She thought about running out and tapping on his window, asking him to come in from the storm, but she was probably the last person in all of Montana he’d listen to.

Maybe if Helen asked…

In many ways, Helen couldn’t have been more different from her older sister. Four years younger at eighteen, Helen bore little physical resemblance to Maddy; her midnight black hair was cut short, her skin pale and soft, and the features of her face sharper but no less attractive. Helen always seemed to have her head in the clouds, dreaming of a life far different from the one she lived. She’d never been interested in school, had to be cajoled into doing her chores, and was always reciting bits from stories she read out of an old issue of Glamour Confidential, a gossip magazine she’d sent away for.

Still, Helen had done her part in helping to care for their father; she might grumble about taking him his meals, wiping his brow when he was having a bad spell, or sitting by his bedside and listening to a radio show when she’d rather be in her room pining for a more glamorous life, but she did as she was asked. Silas often remarked that Helen was the spitting image of her mother, praise the young woman cherished.

Helen had also been a great help at the store. She put away stock, swept the floors, and occasionally waited on customers, though she wasn’t particularly patient; when someone hemmed and hawed about their purchase, Helen had a bad habit of drumming her fingernails on the counter. Some of Colton’s young men liked to come in and try to sweet-talk her, but she disdainfully ignored them; she’d set her sights much higher.

Maddy walked the length of the counter toward the small storeroom in the back. She’d sent Helen to take an inventory of their pens and pencils so that she could place an order, but what she found when she entered was far different from what she’d expected.

Helen stood beneath the stockroom’s lone bulb, working determinedly. She’d cut open a twenty-five-pound bag of flour and was scooping some of it into a smaller sack. She glanced up when Maddy entered, but didn’t stop.

“What are you doing?” Maddy demanded, already dreading the answer.

“I’m helping Pete and his family,” Helen replied.

Maddy quickly crossed the small room and grabbed her sister by the arm; the small sack tipped over, spilling a bit of flour and sending the scoop clattering to the floor. Helen immediately yanked herself free and turned, frowning, ready to argue.

“Don’t you start going against me,” Maddy began, her voice strained. “I told Pete that I wasn’t extending him credit for flour and I meant it. The last person I expected to defy me was you.”

“I’m not just going to stand by while that man and his family starve!” Helen shouted, her dark eyes dancing. “You’d have to be blind not to see that he’s suffering! All he wants is a little something for his family to eat!”

“That doesn’t mean we should give it away.”

“He said he’d pay us back for it. Once he gets that job down in Smulders he’ll be able to give us the money he owes.” When Helen saw the way Maddy frowned, she angrily asked, “Are you calling him a liar?”

“I’m not saying he’s doing it on purpose,” she answered, “but you know as well as I do that even if there are jobs to be had, there’ll be a line of fifty men trying to get one. Times are tough for everyone. Who knows how long it’ll be before he gets hired? Besides, if we start giving Pete credit, what happens when Charlie Kierscht asks, or Al Spratt, or George Erskine? Are you going to let them all have some flour, farming equipment, or clothes? When would it ever end if there’s a line of desperate men standing outside the door before we open?”

“And what would be wrong with that?” Helen shot back. “If it meant that their children could sleep at night, it’s a price worth paying!”

“Not if it means that we suffer in their place.”

“Pa would’ve given Pete what he needed!” her sister shouted.

“Only if he could have afforded it.”

The truth was, things at the mercantile were more precarious than ever; when Maddy balanced the books each night, she saw how much things had changed. Times in Colton were tough. Families threatened by the loss of a job or foreclosure were spending less, buying only the essentials. Maddy did her best, cutting corners wherever she could, but it didn’t stop her from worrying.

But there had been a recent turn in their fortunes…

“We’re not that bad off,” Helen said, thinking the same thing. “Not anymore,” she added, pointing a finger toward the floor.

“Stop it! Don’t say another word about that!” Maddy shouted, raising her voice for the first time. “We agreed never to talk about that here!”

“Why not? It’s not as if half the people in town haven’t been there once or twice. Didn’t you say Reverend Fitzpatrick was there two days ago? If he doesn’t mind, there’s no reason we should have to be so quiet about it!”

“Because it’s wrong, that’s why!” Maddy argued, fearful that someone might hear. “If Jim Utley caught wind of it…”

Helen folded her arms across her chest. “If you honestly believe that the sheriff doesn’t know what you and Jeffers are up to, then you’re an even bigger fool than I thought.”

Maddy didn’t know how to answer. “We can’t give that flour to Pete,” she finally said, no longer wanting to argue.

“We could,” Helen disagreed, “but you choose not to.” Angrily, she barged past Maddy, stopping when she reached the door. “I don’t know how you can be so heartless,” she spat. “If I thought the way you do, I don’t think I’d be able to sleep at night!”

Without another word, Helen left the mercantile, hurrying into the rain as she slammed the door behind her, leaving Maddy to close up for the night.

When Maddy locked the door to the mercantile at four o’clock, the storm had blown off to the east. The bright afternoon sun drifted in and out of the trailing clouds, reflecting off of the puddles of water covering the town. A fitful breeze teased at the trees and scurried along the ground, filling the summer air with the fresh smell of rain.

Pete Seybold still sat in his truck.

Maddy had watched him all afternoon. Once Helen had stormed off, there’d only been a couple more customers, even once the weather cleared; occasionally, someone passing by would see Pete and say hello. When spoken to, he’d nod, unsmiling, but said nothing. Even after the storm passed, he hadn’t driven away, hadn’t so much as moved. A slight touch of worry began to worm its way into Maddy’s thoughts.

If he has something he wants to say, I wish he’d just come in and say it.

When Maddy understood Pete had no intention of leaving before she closed the store, she knew that she’d have to face him. She’d known Pete ever since she was a little girl, sitting on a chair behind the counter while her father helped customers. Pete had never been anything but kind. If there was something he wanted to say to her, she’d give him the chance to say it. She’d expected him to say something as soon as she stepped outside, but he stayed behind the wheel of the truck. But just as soon as the lock clicked, she heard him open his door, the hinges squealing, and he spoke, his voice soft.

“I’m sorry for becomin’ angry with you,” he said.

“You don’t have to apologize,” Maddy replied.

“Course I do,” Pete disagreed. “Even though times ain’t been easy, it don’t excuse what I said ’bout Silas. I shouldn’t have brung him into it.”

“He’d understand why you did.”

“Still don’t make it right. What I should’ve done is ask how he’s feelin’.”

“He’s getting stronger every day,” Maddy lied easily. “He’ll be back behind that counter before you know it.”

Pete nodded. “Your father’s a good man,” he said, “and even though I been doin’ business with him for more years than I can count, that don’t mean he owes me nothin’. ’Sides, you been more than fair with me since you started runnin’ things. I only asked ’cause…,” but his voice trailed as his eyes broke away from her, looking up the street.

Maddy knew Pete Seybold had his pride; coming to ask for a bag of flour on credit must’ve been hard. Pride was also what kept him sitting in his truck during a thunderstorm, waiting for the right time to say his piece. Maddy’s thoughts whirled. She thought about the way Helen had looked at her, full of disdain, unaware or unable to understand the hard choices she was confronted with. She even wondered if her father would’ve been as conflicted as she was just then. Maddy had believed in the strength of her convictions before, but now she wasn’t so sure. Maybe Helen was right; because of what Maddy had agreed to do, there was more money than before. Maybe there was enough… 

“When will you know about that job in Smulders?” she asked.

“I’ll…I’ll know come Th-th-thursday,” Pete managed to stammer, turning back to look at her with a glimmer of hope in his eye. “And I’m gonna get it, Maddy, and immediately after I get some money, I’d pay you back and—”

“That’d be fine,” she cut him off, not wanting him to start making promises he couldn’t keep, for both their sakes.

I hope I don’t regret this…

“Come on in,” she said, getting out her keys. “Let’s see about getting you some flour.”






Chapter Three



I HEAR PETE SEYBOLD came asking for some credit.”

Silas Aldridge sat in the chair beside his bed, a blanket tucked across his legs, his hands folded in his lap. When Maddy had entered the room, he’d turned down the volume of the radio, a luxury they’d purchased when his condition worsened; a man’s voice could still be faintly heard reading news headlines. The window was open a crack, a soft breeze blowing against the hems of the curtains, filling the room with fresh air.

Even after caring for him for nearly two years, Maddy was still occasionally reminded of how much her father had changed. Gone was the larger-than-life man who had towered over her. The broad shoulders and thick biceps that had allowed him to effortlessly lift boxes in the mercantile had withered with lack of use, leaving him trapped in a wreckage of loose skin and bones. The green eyes that had kept a close watch over her were now sunken and weary, peeking out over dark bags. His thick black hair had thinned and his temples were as white as snow. His deep, booming voice sounded frail to her ears. Even his movements had changed, growing slow and careful, worried about the next excruciating flare of pain.

Arthritis had made him old before his time.

When Silas had first gone to Dr. Quayle to complain about swelling in his hands and feet, about aches and pains that didn’t get better, he wasn’t particularly worried. But when it got so that just getting out of bed was unbearably painful, it was time for concern. He couldn’t sleep, couldn’t climb the stairs, could no longer stand for hours at the mercantile. The only available relief came from the aspirins he ate like candy. Still, his condition continued to worsen. Dr. Quayle worried that Silas would eventually become completely bedridden as his joints gradually degenerated. Sometimes, when she looked in on him at night, Maddy couldn’t keep the tears from her eyes.

“I suppose Helen told you what happened,” Maddy said.

Silas nodded. “She came in here with a full head of steam, carrying on about how it just wasn’t fair to turn down folks in need.”

“She said the same thing to me in the storeroom.”

A thin smile curled the corners of Silas’s mouth. “That sister of yours has always had a way of letting her emotions get the better of her. Once she has her dander up, all sense of reason goes right out the window,” he said, laughing. “She was even more put out when I told her I agreed with what you’d done.”

“You do?” Maddy asked, surprised.

“Of course. Every good store owner knows that the decisions made in hard times are the most difficult,” Silas explained, “but none more so than those where your head has to overrule your heart.”

“That’s what I was trying to do—”

“Then you learned something all those years you spent sitting behind the counter.”

“Pete was…he was pretty unhappy about it…,” Maddy said, struggling with her emotions.

“I’m sure he was, but once he gets a chance to think things through, I’m sure he’ll understand. I’ve known the man for more years than I can count. Heck, I bet he’s sitting home right now, thinking about how to apologize the next time he sees you.”

“Maybe—”

“Now don’t you worry,” her father said as enthusiastically as he could manage these days. “You did the right thing.”

Maddy couldn’t say a word, nodding quietly instead. While she walked home, she’d decided to tell her father everything, including how she’d finally decided to give Pete a bag of flour on credit. But now, seeing how proud Silas was of her, it was easier to agree. The last thing she wanted was to disappoint him; there’d already been too much of that.

Besides, it wasn’t as if this was the first time she’d lied to him.


 



The first time Jeffers Grimm approached Maddy and proposed turning the mercantile’s basement into a speakeasy, she turned him down. She did so as firmly as she dared; Jeffers was the sort of man used to getting his way.

She’d been unnerved the moment Jeffers walked in the door. Everything about him was intimidating. Extremely tall, with a chest so thick it resembled a tree trunk, he looked down on everyone he met with dark, beady eyes chiseled into a craggy face swaddled in a thick, bushy beard. His voice bellowed and his laugh frightened. Many men in Montana wore a knife strapped to their side, but when Jeffers did it, his hand often resting on the enormous steel handle, it was terrifying; to doubt he knew how to use it was to risk your life.

Jeffers’s grandfather, a trapper who’d originally come down from Canada, was infamous for walking around Colton with a huge bear paw hanging from his neck. His oldest son, Jeffers’s father, had gunned a man down in cold blood for looking his way and then spitting on the ground. Jeffers was cut from the same cloth. He was no stranger to violence; on the contrary, he appeared to thrive on it. Everyone in town knew he was guilty of public drunkenness, assault, stealing, and adultery; even the accusation of arson had been leveled against him.

Somehow, even with all of that, Maddy held her ground.

He hadn’t seemed pleased with her rejection, but he gave a curt nod of his head, grunted, and left the store. Maddy had been more than a bit relieved to see him go.

But then he’d come back.

The second time Jeffers walked through the mercantile’s door had been a couple of weeks later. He’d shown up just before closing. No one else had been in the store. Maddy stood behind the counter, watching him cross the street to the door, too frightened even to look away. Once he’d reached the counter, Jeffers reached into his pocket and pulled out one of the thickest stacks of bills Maddy had ever seen. He slapped it down on the counter and looked at her expectantly.

“How would you like to have some of that?” he asked with a sly grin.

“What…w-w-hat are you talking about?” she stammered.

“I come in here a while back and give you a proposition,” Jeffers answered. “I come back to tell you the offer still stands. You let me run a drinkin’ establishment in the basement, open only durin’ the evenings, and I’ll cut you in on some of what’s taken in.” He paused, tapping his finger just beside the pile of cash. “I just thought I should give you an idea of how much that is. Go ahead and count it if you want.”

Maddy couldn’t take her eyes off the money; it was mesmerizing. Her first impulse was to agree, to let Jeffers have his tavern and make some of her troubles go away. Business at the mercantile hadn’t been what it once was. She knew most people in Colton were struggling. She’d been making difficult choices, doing whatever she could to keep her family afloat, but it was hard work. What did her pride matter if it meant helping her father and sister? Still, she wondered what Silas and Helen would think if they knew what she was considering.

Maddy shook her head. “My answer’s the same as the last time you were here,” she explained. “What you’re asking me to do is illegal.”

“Don’t tell me you think Prohibition’s a good idea,” he grunted.

Truthfully, Maddy thought it was misguided. While Colton had its share of heavy drinkers, it wasn’t the epidemic that she’d heard commentators crusade against on the radio and in the newspaper. Most folks she knew had a drink from time to time, men and women. Even now, her father still had a bottle of whiskey tucked just behind the table beside his bed. Maddy wasn’t a teetotaler.

“It’s still the law,” she said.

Jeffers snorted. “One that’s been foisted on folks like us by uppity types back east who ain’t worked an honest day their whole damn lives.” He sneered contemptuously. “The way I see things, preachers should stay in their pulpits. There ain’t nothin’ I hate more than bein’ told what to do by someone who ain’t never walked a step in my boots.”

“I imagine there isn’t,” Maddy agreed.

“That’s why, now that I got the chance to make some money on account of a law ain’t got no business in bein’, I want to take it!”

“And you want me to help you?”

“Exactly!”

“Aren’t you afraid of getting caught?”

“By who?” Jeffers chuckled derisively, his voice booming in the mercantile. “You think Sheriff Utley gives a damn if folks in town are sellin’ a little booze? Hell, no! He’d probably be one of our best customers! And even if he weren’t, even if he decided to stick his nose into what we were doin’, all it’d take would be for a couple of bills to fall off this stack and land in his pocket to encourage him to forget the whole thing.”

“But Jim Utley isn’t the only lawman to worry about,” Maddy said. “There’s been a federal police force made to fight Prohibition now. The radio says they have agents everywhere.”

“Bullshit. They ain’t nothin’ none of our concern. They’re worried ’bout places like New York City. From what I heard, there’s more places to get a drink, Prohibition or otherwise, in that town than there’s lawmen workin’ to shut ’em down! So with all that goin’ on, what federal is ever gonna come snoopin’ round a town like Colton?”

Maddy hated to admit it, but Jeffers had a point. Unlike the first time he’d propositioned her, he seemed to have an answer for every argument she made. Still, there was one question she’d yet to ask.

“If this is all so easy to do, with no chance of getting caught,” she said, “then why do you need me?”

Jeffers smiled, his eyes narrowing; to Maddy, he looked like the cat about to eat the canary. “I’ve got lots of reasons,” he said, “not the least of which is that folks trust you. If you were part of a place where they could have a drink, I reckon they’d think that it can’t be that wrong.”
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