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  Something in Common




  When a lonely widow finds the severed head of an unknown young woman on her front porch in rural Swatara Creek, Pennsylvania, Police Chief Aaron Brubaker is baffled. Anxious to conceal his ineptitude from municipal officials, Brubaker (whose experience has been largely limited to policing weekend drunks and speeders) strikes a deal for former chief Daniel "Sticks" Hetrick to come in as consultant. Hetrick, bored in an enforced early retirement, has a broader background, including a stint as a State Police criminal investigator and is eager to prove his ability to one particular supervisor. In tracing the ID of the victim, Hetrick discovers a link to a major theft of rare ornithological books and a trail that leads from Philadelphia to his hometown where he is forced to confront danger and the darker side of his community and its residents.




  Cruel Cuts




  A rash of animal mutilations and a vicious poison pen campaign directed against an ambitious young lawyer lead to murder in a rural Pennsylvania community. Dan ‘Sticks’ Hetrick, retired police chief, and Flora Vastine, a novice officer, team up and encounter false leads, a series of dangerous episodes and another murder before the case is resolved.




  Corruption’s Child




  Retired police chief Daniel ‘Sticks’ Hetrick, still serving as unofficial consultant to his less experienced successor, has another murder to deal with in rural Swatara Creek, Pennsylvania. It soon develops the death of a local waitress is not the only trouble in the township. An elderly man has been seriously injured in the latest of a string of burglaries from the Amish, the burglaries may have a connection to unscrupulous antique dealers, there are items missing from the police department evidence room and rumors are circulating of drug dealing. What—if anything—does all this have in common? Could it be the strange Amish girl who may, or may not be, Flora Vastine’s new friend?




  ~~For my parents, Robert and Verna Lindermuth~~




  Time at last sets all things even




  If we do but watch the hour




  —Byron




  Chapter 1




  The men carrying the coffin trudged up the hill, heads bent, faces red and wet with perspiration and shoulders hunched under the weight of their burden, the steady tromp of their feet raising clouds of dust. A little crowd of mourners followed in their wake, women and children and a few old men. The harsh cry of a crow echoing like the scrape of chalk on a board grated against the wailing of the women and the crying of the children.




  Below them, at the base of the hill, hovered the black shacks of the miners with the steeple of the church and the dark hulk of the breaker rising above them. Beyond, green forested hills shimmered in the hot glare of the sun. The colliery whistle blew and Father Paul Delaney wondered who was left in the patch to work.




  Delaney leaned against the fence, his hands clutching at the iron bars, watching as they came. The hot sun beat down upon the balding dome of his head and he felt the sweat running in rivulets down his back. His tight hold on the bars didn’t stop the shaking of his body. He glanced back over his shoulder at the little clutch of men behind him. They stood in a tight little formation, quiet save for the shuffling of their feet and the nervous smacking of the cudgels they held against open palms. Father Delaney trembled. He tried to spit but his mouth was too dry.




  The cortege came up to the fence. Breathing heavily, the men placed down their burden.




  “Open the gate,” McHugh said.




  “I will not,” Father Delaney told him.




  McHugh stepped closer, spat an amber stream of tobacco juice off to the side. “Open the fuckin’ gate, Father.”




  “You cannot bury him here.”




  “We shall.”




  “Sean, you know he’s excommunicated.”




  “Open the gate!”




  Father Delaney smelled a mix of beer and tobacco on the man’s breath, felt the heat of his anger. He took a little step back. The situation was even worse than the priest had imagined that morning when he’d warned his congregation of what might happen when the Mollie Maguires tried to bury McHugh’s brother, Daniel, in consecrated ground.




  McHugh beckoned and another man came forward with an iron bar. He stuck the bar through the gate, heaved once and the lock snapped off. McHugh yanked the gate open, seized Father Delaney by the shoulder, and thrust him out of his way. The priest stumbled forward, fell on his knees in the dirt. “C’mon,” McHugh said, stepping past him.




  Father Delaney turned his head and watched as the men with the coffin and the other mourners went around him and into the cemetery. Then, with his eyes shut and his lips moving in prayer, the priest grunted as someone kicked him hard in the side. He felt a hard stab of pain and imagined he heard a snap of rib. Delaney collapsed face down, sobbing, with his mouth in the dirt.




  Behind him came a rushing sound like the roar of an approaching storm as the two mobs met and clashed, cudgels and fists smacking against flesh, shouts and screams shattering the stillness that had prevailed moments before. The cortege bearing the coffin took the brunt of the first attack by defenders of the faith and it fell from their grasp, rolled down an incline and broke open. Daniel McHugh’s corpse spilled out onto the grass. A woman screamed.




  Father Delaney tried to get up, and the surge of the two gangs knocked him back again as they rushed at one another. He lay in the cool grass, clenching his teeth, fingering his rosary, wondering what had become of Captain Llewellyn and his men.




  Those defending the sanctity of the cemetery had the advantage only for the initial assault. They were greatly outnumbered and soon fell back as the Hibernians pressed them. A few stood their ground and took their lumps despite the odds. The majority fled, licking their wounds.




  Then, just as McHugh and his bullies were anticipating victory, a single shot rang out.




  The roar of the mob palled.




  McHugh came erect over the man he’d been pummeling. Swiveling round, he flicked a clot of blood from beneath his pug nose with one finger and spat out a broken tooth.




  “That’ll be about enough, lads,” came a gravelly voice they all recognized.




  Father Delaney sat up, hugging his knees for support as he turned to face Captain Rhys Llewellyn and his squad of Coal and Iron Police, just emerging from the woods on the perimeter of the cemetery.




  Llewellyn was not a large man but he had a commanding air about him, giving him stature. Stepping forward, he fixed his gray eyes on McHugh and shook his head. “Such behavior will not do, boys,” he said.




  McHugh and his men stood glaring at the police. The remnant of Father Delaney’s defenders halted their retreat and slowly started back toward the place where he sat.




  Snuffling, Delaney breathed in the scent of crushed grass, earth, and blood. He noticed the string of his beads had broken and they were scattered in the grass. He plucked them up, one by one.




  “Should have known you’d be along sooner or later,” McHugh said as Llewellyn came up, drawn pistol in his hand. Other members of his squad leveled rifles and pistols at the Mollies.




  “Defiling a cemetery,” Llewellyn said. “Does it get any worse?”




  “Just tryin’ to bury a good man.”




  “I think there’s some might dispute that opinion. You boys are under arrest.”




  “For what?”




  “Disturbing the peace will do for starters.”




  * * * *




  “Sit still fer crissake,” Doctor Baskin said, hitching the cloth strips tighter round Father Delaney’s midriff. A short and stoutly built man in his mid-forties, the doctor had a round face with red chin whiskers. He had small piercing eyes that took in more than he generally chose to reveal.




  Delaney grimaced, holding his breath against a sharp stab as he felt his rib pop back in place. “It hurts,” he said between clenched teeth.




  “You’ll live,” Baskin said. “Just be glad you don’t have to wield a pick and shovel like most of the poor bastards around here. There, I think that should hold you together till it knits.”




  Baskin sat back, rubbing his palms on his woolen pant legs. He pursed his lips and shook his head. “Christ, beatin’ up on a priest! Wouldn’t see a Protestant doin’ that to his preacher,” he said.




  Father Delaney stretched until he felt the nagging reminder of his injuries. He sighed. “They’re desperate men, not bad men,” he said. “They feel the church has betrayed them.” He sighed again. “Maybe it has.”




  “Does it make sense to you?” the doctor asked, pulling out a blackened briar pipe from his coat pocket. “I mean, I understand they’re poor and would like more money. Who wouldn’t? But what they have is more than they would if the mines weren’t here to give them work.” He stuffed the bowl of the pipe with shag tobacco from a pouch. “Do you have a match?”




  “Over there,” the priest said, pointing. “On the table by the lamp.” He waited until the doctor had lit his pipe and returned to his seat. Then: “You know as well as me, their lives are mean and tragic. They live in squalor, bound to the owners as much as a black man in the south before the war.”




  “It’s not the same,” argued the doctor. “The owners look after them. They pay a decent wage. They provide housing. It’s the unions that have stirred up discontent.”




  “Aah, you’re daft, man! Have they bought you as well that you can’t see their plight? These rich men sit off in their mansions away from this blighted land. They get fat on the toil of these poor souls while their agents do the dirty work.”




  “I think we both need a good stiff drink to induce talk of more pleasant subjects. Do you have a bottle?” the doctor asked. “Didn’t your own bishop speak out against the doings of these Mollies? Wasn’t it him what said to excommunicate them?”




  Delaney squirmed in his chair. The acrid smoke from Baskin’s pipe burned his eyes. His bruises pained him and he didn’t want to talk any more to this fool.




  “Do you have anything to drink?”




  Father put his hands on the arms of the chair and pushed himself up. The man showed no inclination to leave. If he had to abide his company, he might as well drink. Annoyed, he voiced an opinion previously only thought. “Bishop Wood is English and he was born a Protestant.” Delaney regretted the words as soon as he’d said them. Still, he mused as he procured a bottle from his closet, a few drinks and this fool won’t remember what’s been said.




  He poured two glasses of whiskey, handed one to the doctor and resumed his seat. Nursing his drink, Father Delaney recalled the controversy stirred when James Frederic Wood, Bishop of Philadelphia, first spoke out against the Mollies in 1864 and how his pastoral letter was taken by many later as authority to excommunicate those involved in such secret organizations. Some who opposed such drastic measures believed Bishop Wood conspired with the hated Franklin B. Gowen, the Caesar of the coal lands.




  “Give you credit for one thing,” Doctor Baskin said, slouching in his chair and holding his half-empty glass up to the light, “you appreciate good whiskey. Wouldn’t get any this quality from the Congregationalist preacher. Hell, wouldn’t get no whiskey at all from him.” And he laughed, then added, “Maybe you wouldn’t have had this trouble today if you hadn’t excommunicated Danny McHugh for bein’ a Mollie.”




  “I didn’t do it because of that,” Delaney said. “It was his criminal activities got him excommunicated.”




  “Same thing, haint it? No offense to your origins, but it seems to me these Irish hooligans and their secret organization are responsible for all the criminal activities around here.”




  Chapter 2




  Benjamin Franklin Yeager was worried. Sprawled on a conglomerate boulder on a ridge overlooking Masonville, the young man had spent a good portion of this morning mulling his troubles. A serious young man in his mid-twenties, he carried a heavy burden of responsibility for his widowed mother and siblings as well as duty in his role as a deputy sheriff with the C&I police.




  It was early, but despite that and the slight breeze rustling the thick leaves of the beech tree hanging over the boulder, the sun was already warming the stone beneath him. Big Nate blasted a single shrill scream, confirming a fair weather outlook. The colliery whistle had a series of blast signals which gave the weather outlook for the day. Long ago, some wag had dubbed the whistle Big Nate in recognition of the authority of Nathan Raiger, the mine superintendent. Some thought that an amusing joke since Raiger was a small, lean man with a nasally voice.




  Gazing at the scene before him, Yeager was saddened at how the trees had been stripped from the hills opposite and gradually they were being covered with shale and debris, the culm, from the breaker. The bed of the creek angling through the clutch of shacks in which the miners lived was stained dark and soon all the fish and other life in it would be killed by the acidic mine runoff. What had been lovely just a few years before was now ugliness.




  Mentioning that fact this morning had brought on the argument with his mother.




  “I don’t remember much about it,” he’d said, “but I do recall it was pretty in the country around Arahpot when we lived there.”




  “You can’t eat ‘pretty,’” his mother said. “Your Dad tried to make a living from the farmers but we got more produce than cash out of them. We done much better after Mister Raiger brought us here.”




  “It didn’t do Dad so good.”




  She had waved a hand, dismissively. “That was an accident. Could have happened anywhere.”




  “Yeah. I know. But I was thinking, maybe we could go back there and I could try my hand at farming.”




  “Farming?” his mother said with a laugh. “What do you know about farming? Stick with what you have. You’ve got a good thing here.”




  “I don’t much like it.”




  “Life hasn’t as much to do with liking as doing what you have to do,” she said. “You have a good thing here. Captain Llewellyn’s looking after us and you can go a long way with him. Your brother and sister and me are depending on you.”




  Watching a hawk turning in the sky above him now, Ben supposed she was right. He had to think about them. And she was also right that he didn’t know anything about farming. All he knew was police work. That and soldiering, which he didn’t want to go back to either.




  But it wasn’t these concerns alone that troubled him this day. Truth was, his thoughts were more on the Irish and he had a premonition the situation regarding them could only get worse.




  There were those inclined to blame the Irish for all that was wrong in Mason Township, Jordan County, Pennsylvania—and few like the Reverend Paul Delaney who saw them as other than victims of a cruel economic system which controlled their lives and that of their families.




  Yeager, himself, did not see the situation of the Irish as so very different from that of his own.




  The Irish were, in fact, late comers to the area. Farming and lumbering were the occupations of the few scattered earliest inhabitants within the present township limits, and it wasn’t until after the beginning of the coal industry that population increased to any degree and included those Irish immigrants now scorned as ungrateful rogues.




  According to Lansing’s History of Jordan County, the population of the township was so small prior to 1826 that there weren’t enough children in the whole area to warrant a district school, and four years later there were only four hundred and twenty-one taxable inhabitants. Influenced by the development of coal mining, the population of the entire Jordan County increased rapidly. By 1839, the township had six hundred and fifty inhabitants. The population was at least triple that now, with the majority in Arahpot but with Masonville rapidly gaining.




  The presence of coal in the territory was known early and it’s not possible to say when or by whom the first opening was made. Early residents of the county are known to have taken out coal in small quantities and in various locations, but the lack of a market prevented any extensive operations for many years.




  Lansing credited Captain Isaac Schlussel’s powder mill as having provided means and incentive for deep mining in the county. The first mining enterprise of any prominence in the county was begun in 1832 on Little Arahpot Creek, on a tract of land three-quarters of a mile south of Masonville, by Samuel Mason and his partner, Lloyd Heilman. Though there was a dispute over lease of the land, that was resolved amicably and the partners sunk a slope and erected a small breaker with a capacity of twenty-five carloads a day.




  Heilman eventually sold out to Mason who worked the colliery for two more years before it was destroyed by a fire. Mason then moved to his present location.




  Mason had a dam made on Big Arahpot Creek and he propelled his machinery by water power. Under the direction of his superintendent, Nathan Raiger, underground borings were made which proved the Gargantua vein to possess a good quality of coal. Mason and Raiger operated this colliery until after the Civil War and then Mason sold the property to the Philadelphia and Reading Coal and Iron Company.




  The railroad, under its president, Franklin Gowen, was the biggest of mine owners in the coal region. With its monopoly on the railroads, mines, and canal system, Gowen held dominion over the entire economy of several counties in the region like some feudal baron. He manipulated people and government for the benefit of the empire he ruled.




  In the beginning, mining had been the work of amateurs throughout the coal region. Those who owned the land and hoped to profit from it soon saw the need for experienced miners. English, Welsh and Scots-Irish miners who’d learned their skills in the old country found ready employment. Irish immigrants who’d not worked at mining before found a wide selection of unskilled labor jobs available, both above and below ground.




  These Irish newcomers sent word home about the opportunities and their number greatly increased during and after the Potato Famine of the 1840s.




  From the beginning, mine owners provided housing and provisions because the workers lacked the capital to sustain themselves. In one sense, it was an added incentive, a fringe benefit, for the hordes huddling in tents and shanties while they waited to be hired. Later, when the mine owners realized the financial benefits, it became an entrenched, oppressive feudal system.




  Harsh as it was, the system wasn’t initially viewed as abusive by the pioneer miners. In fact, some writers contend that the existence of “patches,” as the villages housing miners became known, was actually an inducement in attracting the Irish. They were accustomed to the communal existence fostered by the cottier system in Ireland and feared the isolation demanded by the farming they might have pursued had they the capital. Father Delaney, for one, would have disputed this contention.




  And, while mining might be dangerous and life in the patch depressing, the work appealed to the Irish and they soon developed an admired proficiency in performing it. Soon they superseded the English and Welsh professionals who the absentee owners then moved up to management positions.




  The system became a fact of life in Jordan and neighboring counties throughout the anthracite coal region. With rent and “pluck-me” stores adding to the flow of coin from coal, few absentee owners were concerned about actual living conditions of their workers.




  Yeager couldn’t read and was unaware of much of this early history of the region. He only knew that his father, a blacksmith, was enticed to come here from Arahpot, the county seat, by Nathan Raiger who put him to work caring for the colliery’s stable of mules. Ben was a mere child then, so Masonville was practically the only home he’d ever known.




  He was only twelve when his father died, kicked in the head by a recalcitrant mare he was shoeing for Raiger’s personal use. That had made the boy breadwinner for his family, going to work as a slate-picker in the breaker, meager earnings his mother supplemented by housework for the operators.




  Thus, his family lived no different from the Irish, their home a crudely constructed duplex, two rooms up and one down, weather stays over the cracks between rough hemlock sheathing, roofed with rusted tin. A community pump provided water and an outside privy sufficed for sanitary needs.




  No better, no worse off, than their Irish neighbors.




  Ben supposed he’d have gone from slate-picker to laborer down in the mine had it not been for the war.




  Fueled by patriotism—and a lifelong craving for prestige—old man Mason had formed a militia company to be led by Rhys Llewellyn, his son-in-law. The ranks were filled by men and boys employed at the mine, primarily laborers and mostly Irish, drawn by the promise of potential glory as well as the support of their families in their absence. Ben was among those recruited.




  Llewellyn, whom Yeager already knew to be vain and arrogant, proved himself brave and reckless in battle, qualities which gained him recognition and cost the lives of a good proportion of his men. During the siege at Petersburg in far off Virginia, Benjamin Yeager saved the life of Captain Llewellyn and won his eternal gratitude.




  On their return to Masonville, Llewellyn, regarded as a war hero, was appointed chief of a flying squadron of the Coal and Iron Police. His first official act was to make Yeager a deputy.




  That had kept the young man out of the mines and gave him a small amount more money than he would have been making there. It also earned him a modicum of power and prestige in some quarters—and the enmity of the Irish amongst whom he continued to live.




  After the war, the coal and railroad barons had petitioned for more protection of their property than that afforded by the county sheriff. In 1865, the state legislature passed State Act 228 which empowered the railroads to organize private police forces. The following year, a supplement to the act extended the privilege to “all corporations, firms, or individuals, owning, leasing, or being in possession of any colliery, furnace, or rolling mill within this Commonwealth.”




  Members of these private police forces received commissions from the state but they were paid by the coal companies for whom they worked. Ostensibly, they were to protect the property of the coal companies and the homes of officials. But the miners knew their real purpose was to spy upon targeted agitators and intimidate and break up groups of strikers. Since they wore badges, they were free to bully, beat, and murder if necessary to achieve their goals.




  For his part, Benjamin Franklin Yeager did his best to follow orders while, at the same time, trying to be fair to the people.




  The Mollie Maguires—a secret society some saw as working to improve the lot of the Irish and which others damned as a terrorist organization—had long been viewed by the mine owners as a problem and now seen as one that had increased in recent years. Despite his efforts at fairness, Yeager’s job now made him the enemy of the Irish.




  And that was the crux of his troubles.




  For Benjamin Franklin Yeager had fallen in love with an Irish girl.




  Chapter 3




  “Want you to get on over to Arahpot,” Captain Llewellyn said. “You can take my sorrel.”




  Ben gave him a surprised glance. The captain didn’t usually trust anyone with his horse. “I could take the train.”




  Rhys Llewellyn shook his head. He raised himself up ramrod-straight and swept his cold eyes over Yeager. “Don’t have time for that. No train till tomorrow. Sheriff Tilghman is holdin’ a man over there who might shed some light on that robbery out at Scotch Valley.”




  “One you think the McHugh boys were involved in.”




  “Right. Now you go on down to the stable and tell Phillips I said for you to take my mount. She’s fast and she’ll get you there and back afore dark.”




  “You sure you want me to take your horse?”




  “That’s what I said, wasn’t it?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  Llewellyn smiled and clapped the boy on the shoulder with one hand. “Not many I’d trust with her, but you know I’d trust you with anything I own.”




  Yeager nodded and did as the captain bade him. Walking down to the stable, he mulled over the situation. The robbery took place before Danny McHugh’s death. A gang of masked men had broken into a farmhouse late one night, tied up the family and ransacked the dwelling in search of money. Word was the farmer had just sold some cattle and he claimed to have lost more than a thousand dollars—a lot of money for anyone in those parts. Whether it actually was that much or not didn’t matter. The captain had seized on the robbery as an excuse to come down on the McHugh brothers, who he blamed for instigating labor problems at the mine. Llewellyn was convinced they were Mollies. Daniel McHugh never denied the accusation of his involvement in the secret society and Ben harbored little doubt about his being apt to have taken part in the robbery. It was his role in another shortly after that led to his death. Sean McHugh was another matter. Ben even had some doubts he belonged to the Mollies. The man was a hard worker, a good family man and had previously always seemed to be law-abiding. Still, the incident at the cemetery had landed Sean McHugh in jail and, if Captain Llewellyn had anything to say about it, he and his friends would be packed off to prison whether they were involved in anything else or not.




  * * * *




  For a while, Yeager rode down along the railroad tracks, the big horse’s hooves clicking in the cinders as a strong sun beat down. He could have continued along the tracks most of the way to Arahpot. Instead, he veered off on another trail that climbed up the mountain. Yeager wasn’t used to riding and he clung to the cantle and struggled to keep his balance as the horse went up, blowing and chuffing all the while. Trees hung low over the trail in places and the boy had to duck too many times for comfort, but he knew this was a more direct and shorter route to the town. And it was cooler here in the shade provided by the big trees, mostly oak, elm, and poplars with here and there a clump of aspens, their thick leaves whispering in the shadows. He smelled the leaf mold and dampness of the earth as he rode along. The dogwood was in flower, standing out like patches of snow against the darker trees. Birds darted back and forth across the trail, sparrows, and towhees, though now and then a grouse would rise up with a whoosh that made the horse skittish and even gave Yeager a start. Gradually the trail leveled out and they came into a patch of pines, sweet-smelling and green. The ground beneath them, which had been loose clay and shale, was replaced now by sedge grass and a thick bed of pine needles. Ben felt more comfortable in the saddle by now and he relaxed, allowing his mind to drift to thoughts of Jennie Teague and his hopes for their future.




  In this dreamy state, he gave the horse its head and they proceeded on. The trace pitched downward, trees thinned out, and soon he was passing lonely farms with rolling fields and verdant pastures where cattle and sheep grazed.




  At length the sorrel clattered across a wooden bridge and they came into Arahpot, which sat on an elevated terrace between two forks of the creek of the same name. The county seat—which had its beginning as the site of an Indian trading post—had grown since last he visited. The most distinguished features of Arahpot were the regularity of the town plat and the ambition of its residents. The growth of the coal industry inspired entrepreneurs who flocked to the town with dreams of wealth.




  The town reflected signs of those varied dreams. New buildings were going up all over the place. The pounding of hammers and buzz of saws competed with the noise of buggies, wagons, and carts rumbling up and down the muddy streets. There were more shops with a variety of signs than Ben remembered from the last time he had been to Arahpot.




  Impressed with the bustle and growth of the town, Ben wondered again if he might convince his mother to move back here. He would need a job, but surely he could find one with all the new development going on in the town. He chewed on this possibility, turning it in his mind, viewing it from various angles, as he made his way down Front Street to the sheriff’s office, where Charles Tilghman awaited him.




  Tilghman was a bearish man who people said resembled his father, Nathan, a person who preceded him as sheriff, in size, appearance and limited intelligence. “His bulk keeps the rowdies in check and his loyalty satisfies the powers that be,” Llewellyn had explained once.




  “Thought the captain would come hisself,” Tilghman said, squinting his pale eyes at Ben. The sheriff had a red face and a fringe of gray beard around his jowls.




  “He had other business.”




  “Well, there’s coffee if you want some,” the sheriff said, pointing to the blue enamel pot sitting on the stove in the corner. “Cups is there.”




  Ben poured himself a cup. The coffee was hot and bitter. “Captain Llewellyn said you had information about the Scotch Valley robbery.”




  Tilghman nodded and gestured for Ben to follow him. They went back a hall to a cell where the sheriff banged his fist on the bars. It was dark but as Ben’s eyes adjusted he saw a figure rise from the bunk against the wall. The man came forward, seized the bars in both hands and stood gazing out at them. He breathed sibilantly and Ben took a step back as fetid breath-odor fanned against his face.




  “Watcha want?” the man asked.




  “This is the man,” Tilghman said. “Tell him.”




  “Looks like a fuckin’ boy to me.”




  “Just tell him.”




  “You wanna know who done the robbery?”




  Ben nodded.




  “What’s in it for me?”




  “Depends what you have to say.”




  “I haint sayin’ nothing until I get a promise.”




  “Just tell him, you mangy bastard, or I’ll wring your scrawny neck.”




  The man giggled. “Don’t hurt to ask for a favor, does it?”




  “You’ll get your reward if your information is good,” Ben told him.




  “Oh, it’s good—and it’s what your cap’n wants to hear.”




  * * * *




  It was indeed what Llewellyn wanted to hear, but Ben had his doubts. “We can’t just take his word for it,” he argued. “The man’s a life-long thief. He’d say anything to lighten his own punishment.”




  Ben had come to Llewellyn’s house to make his report as soon as he returned from Arahpot. He was directed into the captain’s study where the latter sat now at his desk, a broad smile lighting up his face. Ben stood before him, tense and nervous. He was always uneasy in the manse. It was too big and richly-furnished for him to be comfortable, too different from the quarters to which he was accustomed. He sensed Llewellyn, whose roots were as humble as his own, was equally uncomfortable in this house which he shared with his wife, three daughters and father-in-law, who was, in fact, still the owner of it all.




  Llewellyn wasn’t inclined to listen to his arguments and that added to Ben’s discomfort. “I’ve got McHugh right where I want him,” Llewellyn said, rubbing his palms together and nodding his head. His eyes glistened in the light of the lamp on the desk. “He’ll be going to jail for years now and the influence of the Mollies will be broken. They’ll not be forming a union here now.”




  “This man I spoke to, he wasn’t even in on the robbery.”




  “But he knows them and he said he provided a weapon.”




  The man had told Ben he gave Daniel McHugh a pistol used in the robbery. “You can tell it by my initials scratched on the butt,” he’d said. “J-F, stands for Jake Fogel. You find that there gun, you got all the proof you need.”




  “We haven’t found such a weapon,” Ben said.




  “We will. I’ll wager it’s at McHugh’s house now.”




  “Even if he has the gun, how do we know it was used in the robbery or that the McHughs were there?”




  “Why are you sticking up for this Irish scum?” Llewellyn snapped, his eyes glinting in the lamplight.




  “I can believe Danny McHugh was involved. I know Sean’s made some mistakes, too. But I don’t think he’s a bad man,” Ben said.




  “Not bad? How can you say that? Look what he did at the cemetery. That tells you the kind of man he is.”




  “He was just trying to bury his brother. I don’t think there’d have been any trouble if the church—”




  Llewellyn slammed a fist down on the table, jiggling the lamp so its chimney tilted and the flame flared up. The captain’s face glowed in the light and spittle flew from his mouth as he shouted, “The church told them he couldn’t be buried there! Why are you sidin’ with this scum?”




  “I’m not siding with him. I just think—”




  “There’s nothing more to be thinking about. McHugh and his gang are going to prison if it’s the last thing I do.”




  Ben knew it was useless to argue when Llewellyn had made up his mind. He was a stubborn man, accustomed to having his own way. The man in Arahpot had named six he claimed were involved in the farm robbery—Dan and Sean McHugh, Pat Haley, Ike Shissler and Butch Fink. The last two were Germans and, as such, could hardly be members of a secret Irish organization. Ben sighed. He hoped when all the evidence was presented the authorities would take a different view of this crime. If they didn’t, Sean McHugh was a doomed man.




  He left Llewellyn and hurried down the hall toward the door, anxious to be out of the manse. Just as he reached the end of the hall, a familiar voice stopped him. “Benjamin!”




  Phoebe Llewellyn, the captain’s oldest daughter, came down the stairway toward him. Patting her blond curls and smiling, she fixed her big blue eyes on him and came forward like a fox after a helpless chick. And that was exactly how Ben always felt in her presence. If her father intimidated him, Phoebe scared him. He knew it was ridiculous to be frightened of a seventeen-year-old girl but that was how she made him feel.




  “How nice to see you,” she said, coming up so close he smelled her sweet perfume. She reached out and took his hand. “Would you like to join me for some hot chocolate?”




  Carefully, hoping not to offend her, Ben withdrew his hand from her clutch. He knew he was blushing. “Can’t,” he stammered, “got to get home.”




  “Drat. We don’t get to see you here at the house enough.”




  “Busy.”




  Her gaze scuttled over him, and he felt as though he had carnivorous beetles skittering on his skin. “There’s a dance in Arahpot on Saturday. I thought you might escort me.”




  “I-ah-I think I’m on duty.”




  “Papa could change that—for me.”




  Ben backed toward the door. “I can’t dance.”




  She gave a little chuckle. “Silly. I asked if you’d escort me, not if you can dance. Besides, I could teach you. It’s quite easy.”




  “I don’t have no proper clothes for such things.”




  Phoebe scowled. “Clayton Dreiser asked me. Would you rather I go with him?”




  Dreiser was a man about Ben’s age who was an assistant superintendent at the mine. “Maybe you should. Clay probably knows how to dance and I know he has better clothes than me.”




  Phoebe scowled again. “I don’t want to go with him. Have you not noticed, Clayton Dreiser is still a young man and he’s practically bald. And that ridiculous mustache—I couldn’t stand to be kissed by a man with that thing.”




  Ben bent his head, trying to stifle a smile. It was true. Dreiser would be totally bald in a few years. And he was genuinely proud of that mustache.




  “Will you at least promise me you’ll think about it?” Phoebe said, her lips in a pout.




  “I will. I promise.” And he dove for the door.




  Chapter 4




  “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned,” she said.




  Father Delaney recognized that soft, sweet voice though he couldn’t see the girl who’d stepped into the box beside him. He asked himself, What sin could such a one have to confess?




  She continued, her voice so soft and low he had to strain to hear the words. “I was envious of my sister when she got a new bonnet. I swore—under me breath—at my little brother when he teased me about somethin’.”




  Trivial. Things to be expected of a young girl. Nothing she really needs me to intercede for.




  She sat so near, Father Delaney could hear the sibilance of her breathing, feel the warmth of her plump young body. The priest bit his lip and squeezing shut his eyes, leaned his head back against his chair. He shivered. With his eyes closed he could see Nora McHugh as he had so often recently, walking away from him but with a backward glance of long-lashed brown eyes. Chestnut hair swinging about her shoulders. That pale flesh. That...




  “I hid a gun for me Da’, and I’m afraid he might use it to hurt somebody,” she was saying.




  What?




  “And now he’s in jail and he wants me to bring it to him.”




  Delaney sat forward, hands against the screen, struggling to control the emotions sweeping over him. “Oh, no,” he said, “you must not.”




  “He’s me Da’,” she said and he thought he saw her turn her lovely face toward him despite the darkness of the box. “I don’t want him hurt and I don’t want him to harm somebody else. But I don’t know what to do, Father.” Her voice quivered as she said it and her words were like a stone in Delaney’s chest.




  “Perhaps I could talk to him...” Delaney started, his own voice shaky.




  “You can’t tell him I told you! Not somethin’ I told you in confession!”




  “No, no. Of course not. I mean I’ll talk to him about his situation. How he should just take his punishment—”




  “But what’s to become of us, Father? If he goes to prison—there’s talk it might be for years—how are we to live? Me Ma’s not well and I’m the oldest of our brood. How could I support our whole family?”




  “I’ll talk to Captain Llewellyn. I’m sure he won’t go to prison. The disturbance at the cemetery wasn’t so bad that he should be locked up for any long time. Maybe he could just pay a fine.”




  Nora exhaled, a long sibilant hiss. She was crying. Her voice was choked as she continued. “But what if they blame him for other things? He’s fearful about... He’s been so different since Uncle Danny died. I don’t think he was involved in the things they say my uncle was. But now—”




  “Hear! Stop your worry, child. The other things you told me, they were not mortal sins. If you take that gun to your father—well, who knows what could happen. Don’t worry. God and I will help you.




  “Do not take that gun to your father. I want you to bring it to me tomorrow. Do you understand? Will you do that for me?”




  “My Da’—”




  “Nora, I will talk to him. Just do as I ask. Will you?”




  She sighed. “Yes. I will.”




  “Good. I’m going to give you a penance now and then you go home and put your worries in my hands.”




  “Lord Jesus, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner,” Nora said after Delaney had given her a penance.




  “God, the Father of mercies, through the death and resurrection of His Son, has reconciled the world to Himself and sent the Holy Spirit among us for the forgiveness of sins,” Father Delaney said by rote, his voice still shaking. “Through the ministry of the church, may God give you pardon and peace, and I absolve you from your sins in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.”
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