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  Chapter 1




  Wyoming 1879




  After the mid-day meal, Grace Hunter finished cleaning off the last table in Olsen’s Hotel dining room and picked up the tray of dirty dishes to take to the kitchen. She was careful because her pronounced limp made it hard not to let some of the utensils fall off the tray.




  Grace had limped since she was seven years old. It happened at school during recess while the children were on the playground. A violent storm arose, and lightning hit the big oak in the corner of the schoolyard. As the children scrambled to get inside, a limb from the tree fell across Grace’s ankle almost severing her foot. Though the doctor was able to save the foot, she was left with a permanent limp that became no better or worse as she grew into a young woman.




  Inside the kitchen she found Henrietta Olsen, the hotel owner’s wife, with her hands immersed in soapy dishwater. “This is all of them.” Grace deposited the stack of dirty dishes on the counter beside Henrietta’s dishpan.




  “I’m glad we’re about through,” Henrietta said. “Sophie’s fever isn’t getting any better, and I’m going to take her to see Doctor Wagner as soon as I finish up here.”




  “I know you said she had a fever this morning. Is she worse?”




  “She says her throat is sore, and she can’t eat anything. She’s still awfully hot, and I’m afraid she’s coming down with something other than one of those awful spring colds.”




  “I told you I’d wash them dishes.” Effie Vaughn, the cook turned from the worktable where she was seasoning a turkey. “It won’t hurt for them to set ’till I go to the mercantile and get a bag of sugar. I’m running low and I was gonna make a cobbler for tonight.”




  Henrietta shook her head. “You work hard enough, Effie. I have no intention of letting you take on more responsibilities in this kitchen.”




  Grace touched her elbow. “I’ll be glad to wash the dishes for you, Henrietta.”




  “But you usually rest your bad leg on Saturday afternoon. You know things sometimes get busy around here on Saturday night.”




  “I’m not at all tired, and my leg is fine. Now, go ahead and take Sophie to the doctor. If she’s feeling better, we might need her to help out in the dining room if we have a lot of business tonight.”




  Henrietta dried her hands. “Thank you, Grace. There are two men in jail today that have to be fed. In case I’m not back in time to take their supper, get Teddy to help you.”




  “We’ll get ’em fed if you’re not back in time.” Effie finished seasoning the huge turkey and stooped to shove it in the oven for the evening’s meal.




  Grace and Henrietta only smiled at each other. They were used to Effie Vaughn’s abrupt way of speaking and knew she didn’t require a reply.




  Henrietta left and after finishing the dishes, Grace turned to Effie. “Would you like for me to go get the sugar for you? Wilma and I are going to the Circle 2 ranch to visit Amelia in a few days. We need to finish discussing our plans.”




  “That’d be nice of you, Grace. I still got the other turkey to get in the oven.”




  “I won’t be gone long.”




  As Grace started down the plank sidewalk, she heard the rattle of the stage coming in. She wondered if there would be passengers wanting to eat in the dining room. Though they were always open for business, seldom did anyone come in to eat between dinner and supper. She paused to see who got out of the stage.




  She noticed Hal and Marjorie Cramer sitting in their buggy on the other side of the street and wondered if their daughter, Juliette was coming home. The girl had been away at boarding school for six years and Grace hoped the experience had changed her. Though Juliette had always been beautiful, when they were in school together, she was shy and retiring. She had no real friends and kept mostly to herself. Grace and her friends, Amelia, Nelda and Wilma had tried to include her in their circle, but Juliette didn’t or wouldn’t respond to their offers of friendship. When Juliette was fourteen her parents decided a school away from Settlers Ridge might be the thing to help her overcome her shyness and carted her off to St. Louis.




  Before the stage door opened, Grace noticed Sheriff Lance Gentry coming down the street. Her heart began to beat faster as he paused to speak to the Cramers. Lance was her friend Nelda’s brother and though he was nine years older, unbeknownst to anyone, Grace had always had a loving feeling for him. She knew nothing would ever come of it, because when they were together, which was seldom, he treated her as he always had. As a second little sister. But that didn’t keep her from dreaming about the tall, handsome sheriff.




  The stage stopped and the driver jumped down and opened the door. A lovely young woman stepped down, and Mr. and Mrs. Cramer ran toward her. Grace knew it was Juliette. Anxious to greet her, Grace hurried down the street and reached them as Lance was helping Mrs. Cramer into the buggy. Mr. Cramer was busy gathering the several trunks and satchels the stage driver took down.




  “Welcome home, Juliette,” Grace said as she reached them.




  Juliette turned, looked at her, lifted her nose a little higher and nodded. Without speaking, she took the hand Lance offered after getting Mrs. Cramer settled. “Thank you, dear Lance. It was delightful of you to welcome me home.” Her voice was like velvet.




  Taken aback, Grace couldn’t move for a few seconds, then she turned back to the sidewalk and hurried toward Brown’s Mercantile. She wasn’t out of earshot when she heard Juliette say, “I see she still has that awful limp. I’d never get out in public if I walked like that. It seems to be worse than when she was a child.”




  Grace was far enough away so she didn’t hear if Lance or the Cramers answered Juliette, and she didn’t want to hear. She bit her lip and walked faster.




  Reaching Brown’s store, Grace opened the door when a cowboy raced his horse up the street shooting at windows and at benches and goods piled on the plank sidewalk in front of different businesses. A large window shattered in the mercantile. Wilma came running out of the store and saw Grace. “What’s going on?”




  “All I know is that cowboy came racing down the street shooting his gun.”




  “Let’s get behind these barrels and watch what happens.”




  They did as Wilma suggested and watched the event play out in front of the mercantile.




  Lance left the Cramers’ buggy and ran into the middle of the street, causing the man’s horse to rear up on his hind legs.




  The man gained control of the animal and glared at Lance. “If you don’t want to get hurt, you better get out of the way, you dumb sheriff.”




  Lance ignored the young stranger’s words and yelled, “Put that gun away!”




  As an answer, the wrangler whirled his horse around and shot off another round. A woman coming down the walk with a bundle in her arms screamed as the bullet whizzed by her head and went into the wall of the confectionery shop. Grace recognized the mayor’s wife, Luella Baldwin as she fell to her knees then tried to scramble to her feet. A nearby cowboy helped her up and into the safety of the sweets shop.




  Without giving another warning, Lance’s gun cleared leather and a bullet sent the young man’s gun tumbling to the ground.




  “Damn you.” The cowboy bellowed and settled his rearing horse. “Why the hell did you shoot at me? I’m only having a little fun.”




  “Look, kid, you’re having too much fun.” Lance leveled the gun at his face. “Now climb down off your horse. You’re under arrest for disturbing the peace.”




  “The hell I am.” The man started to pull his horse around, but Lance grabbed the reins.




  “Either get off your horse or I’ll take you off.”




  “You think you’re man enough to do it?”




  “This gun and this badge say I am. Now, climb down.” Lance cocked the pistol.




  The randy young man did get down, but he was still belligerent. “My pa ain’t gonna let a tin sheriff of a backwoods town like this arrest me. He’ll come after you.”




  “Send him on.”




  A crowd gathered. Lance turned as Deputy Bryce Langston came running up. “Will you take this guy’s horse to the livery, deputy? He’s not going to need it for a while.”




  “I sure will.” Bryce said.




  “You’re not taking my horse anywhere.” The young man, who was almost Lance’s height glared at the sheriff.




  Lance ignored him, leaned over and picked up the man’s gun. Sticking it in his belt, he took hold of the fellow’s arm. “Let’s get you to the jail where you can sober up and cool off.”




  Again the man cursed, but Lance continued to ignore him. He turned to the people on the sidewalk. “It’s all over now, folks. Go on about your business.”




  The people began to walk away and Lance added, “For those of you who have damages to your businesses, I’ll see to it he pays for any of the windows he broke. If there were any other damages, let me know and he’ll pay for them, too.”




  Grace glanced at Wilma. “I’m glad nobody got hurt during that.”




  “So am I, but the Browns are going to be furious about the window he broke in the store.” She smiled.




  “I’m sure they will.” Grace looked around. “I’m surprised Stanley or somebody didn’t come out to check when it broke.”




  “Stanley and his father have gone to the house to do something for Mrs. Brown. I’m the only one working now.” Wilma Lawson lifted an eyebrow and glared at her friend. “What are you doing out on a Saturday afternoon? I thought you always rested up for the Saturday night crowd.”




  “Effie needed some sugar and I wanted to talk to you about going to see Amelia.”




  “Well, come on in.”




  Grace followed her into the store.




  * * * *




  Later Grace entered the hotel kitchen by way of the back door, put the bag of sugar on the table and said, “While I was out I watched Lance arrest another man. I guess there are three prisoners to feed now.”




  Effie chuckled. “That won’t be no problem. You know I always have plenty of food.”




  “I sure do.” Grace took off her bonnet. “Is Henrietta back?”




  “Yep, but Sophie’s still awful sick. I told her you wouldn’t mind taking the food to the jail tonight. I hope that was all right.”




  “It was fine, Effie. I don’t mind at all, but since we have nobody in the dining room wanting to be served, I think I’ll go rest for a little while. If you need me, call.”




  “I will, Grace. I don’t want you to worry about customers. If anybody comes in, I’ll get them fed.”




  Grace smiled and headed to her room. She wasn’t sure if she was tired or still a little upset by the words she’d heard Juliette Cramer say. Every time she thought of them it stung. Why do people have to be so cruel? I might have a crippled foot, but I still have feelings. Why doesn’t someone like Juliette understand that?




  * * * *




  “I wonder what all that commotion was about,” Nelson Parnell said as he sat at a table in the saloon and studied his cards.




  “Probably some cowboy showing off. The young ones do that whenever they have a few drinks under their belt.” The man across the table held his cards a little closer to his chest. “I’ll take two cards.”




  The dealer gave him two cards.




  “Might have been your boy,” the man to Nelson’s right said. “He had a little too much of ‘who hit John’ when he was in here.”




  “Couldn’t be him. When I saw how drunk he was getting, I sent him home.”




  “Reckon he listened to you and went?” the fourth man asked, giving Nelson a crooked smile.




  “He’d better listen to me if he knows what’s good for him.”




  “Maybe he did, but he shore was feelin’ his oats. Hope he didn’t do nothin’ foolish,” the man to the right said.




  Nelson eyed the men around him. “Are you fellows going to play cards, or would you like to throw in your hands and go see why some cowboy is shooting up the street?”




  Ned Foster, the bartender, couldn’t help overhearing the conversation as he wiped the top of the long smooth bar. He heard the fat man introduce himself to the miners as Nelson Parnell, but he wondered why the man decided to play cards with these men. He looked like a professional gambler, not someone who would settle for a low-stakes poker game. Not only that, but why was the lanky cowboy who came in with him sitting at a table by himself nursing a beer, and why did Parnell send his son home? A lot of young men got drunk in The Wildcat Saloon.




  Sure, the guy had too much to drink, but it looked to me like he was trying to impress his father with his poker skills and when that didn’t work he started drinking. But who am I to question him? The old man seems to like to play cards with these men, and he keeps buying them beers. Maybe that’s why he always wins whatever money they have on them.




  Ned went back to polishing his bar and continued to ready things for a Saturday night. As he worked, he forgot about Nelson Parnell and his son and the cowboy in the corner who still nursed the same beer.




  * * * *




  It was close to seven o’clock when Grace entered the jail with a basket of food for the prisoners. Teddy, the Olsens’ ten-year-old son followed with another basket containing bread, plates, cups and utensils.




  “Sorry this is a little late tonight. I had to wait until the crowd slowed down in the dining room to bring it.” Grace glanced away so she wouldn’t meet the sheriff’s eyes. Though she’d known Lance Gentry most of her life, her feelings for him made her nervous around him.




  “That’s no problem.” Sheriff Lance stood to take the heavy basket from her. “Just put your basket on my desk, Teddy.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “I’m surprised to see you delivering the food. Where’s Henrietta or Sophie?” Lance asked.




  “Sophie is sick and Henrietta wanted to stay at the hotel in case her daughter needed her. I volunteered to bring the food.”




  “Ma told me to come right back as soon as I got this stuff here.” Teddy didn’t look happy with his chore of delivering food. He looked even more disgusted when he added, “She’s probably gonna make me sit with Sophie when I get back.”




  “What’s wrong with Sophie?”




  “You tell him, Grace. I gotta go.” Teddy didn’t wait for a reply as he scooted out the door and let it slam behind him.




  Grace cleared her throat because she was nervous and didn’t want Lance to see how it affected her to be alone in his office with him. “Doctor Wagner says it looks like she has a really bad cold and a sore throat. He said he hoped it didn’t develop into anything else.”




  “I hope the cold is all it is. We don’t need something that would start an epidemic in town. People get crazy when there’s a disease going around.”




  “What made you say that?”




  “I don’t mean to be an alarmist, but there’s a town north of here that was almost wiped out by a contagious disease. I guess I was thinking of that.”




  “I’m sure Sophie only has a terrible cold.”




  “Me, too.” He took the cell keys from a peg near the door leading to the backroom where the two cells were located. He then picked up the two baskets. “I have three prisoners to feed and it’ll go faster with two serving. Do you mind helping?”




  “No, I don’t mind.”




  “Thanks. You can bring the coffee off the stove.”




  She followed him into the cell area. As soon as they entered, a whistle came from the cell containing Kemp Newton and the cowboy Lance had arrested for shooting up the town.




  The young cowboy whistled again then said, “Man if I’d known you had help that looked like this pretty lady, I wouldn’t have put up such a fuss about being arrested.”




  “She’s the sheriff’s friend. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll keep your mouth shut around her.” Kemp Newton’s voice was slurred.




  The cowboy laughed. “I don’t give a damn whose friend she is, I’m sure I can convince her I’d be a much better friend to her than this grumpy ole sheriff.”




  Lance put the baskets down on the small table in the corner of the room away from the cells. “Cut out the talk and back up against that far wall if you want any supper.” Lance’s voice showed he meant what he said.




  Kemp Newton walked to the back wall without argument, but the cowboy continued to stand at the bars and look Grace over from head to toe. “How about it, honey? Want to swap that boring stiff-necked sheriff for a younger man who knows how to treat a pretty young woman.”




  “Ignore the fool boy, Miss Grace,” Kemp said. “He thinks cause his daddy is some rich gambling man he can come into town and do what he pleases.”




  “You better listen to Kemp,” Lance said. “He’s about to earn his freedom, but you’re going to stay locked up until I get restitution for the damage you’ve caused to the businesses in town. Now move yourself back or you’re not getting a plate.”




  He didn’t move, but placed his hands on the bars and stared at Lance. “My father has been in a card game all day at the saloon and as soon as he finds out you’ve put me in jail, you’re going to have hell to pay.”




  “I’ll be damned if you’re going to cause me to miss my supper.” Kemp moved forward, grabbed the younger man’s arm and jerked him toward the back of the cell.




  The cowboy reached out to hit Kemp, but he missed. Kemp hooked his boot under the man’s ankle and he went sprawling on the floor. Kemp grinned. “You can give us our plates now, Mr. Lance. He ain’t gonna be no more bother to you.”




  Lance unlocked the foot square in the cell door and opened it. Taking a biscuit from the basket, he placed it on one of the plates Grace had filled then handed it through to Kemp. He repeated this process and handed in a second plate. “I put a plate in there for you, Parnell. It’s up to you whether you eat or not.”




  Grace poured two cups of coffee, handed them to Lance, and he passed them into the cell.




  After serving the quiet man in the other cell, Lance and Grace picked up the baskets and coffee pot and returned to the outer office. He closed the door to the cell area.




  “I’m sorry that guy was so rude to you, Grace. I’m guessing he’s no more than seventeen or eighteen years old and at that age some guys think they’re all grown up and can do anything they please.”




  “Don’t worry about it. I could tell he was young and foolish.”‘




  “Just so you don’t feel insulted.”




  “I’m fine. I’m used to mouthy men. Sometimes they come into the dining room and get a little out of hand.”




  “I guess you do have to put up with things like that at times.”




  “I don’t have to put up with it long. Frank takes care of men like them in a hurry.” She changed the subject. “Effie sent a plate for you and your deputy.”




  “Bryce has gone home for supper. You know he hasn’t been married long, and Lettie expects him to come eat with her. Especially when he has to pull evening duty.”




  “I tried to explain to Effie that he probably wouldn’t be here to eat, but she wouldn’t listen. I gave up and brought it anyway.”




  “I know how stubborn Effie Vaughn can be.” He moved to his desk. “I bet you haven’t had supper. Why don’t you eat with me?”




  “I really should get back to work. Frank is helping in the dining room, but with Sophie sick, I’m sure they need me.”




  “It won’t take you long to eat, then you can go. I know things slow down if not almost stop in the dining room by this time. I have something to tell you, and we might as well be eating while we talk.”




  Grace was nervous, but she didn’t argue because she wanted to eat with Lance. She poured coffee for them and sat in the chair at the end of his desk. “As I said, I can’t stay long.”




  “I won’t detain you long.” Lance sat behind his desk and set the last two plates for them.




  She waited for him to say whatever he wanted to, but he didn’t seem to be in any hurry.




  He took a bite of the turkey and grinned. “This is good. Miss Effie outdid herself.”




  “A hunter brought two big turkeys in this morning. She decided to cook them while they were fresh.”




  “I’m glad she did.” He used his napkin. “What I wanted to tell you is that I had a letter from Nelda today.”




  Grace brightened. “How is she?”




  “Seems to be doing all right, but she said she hadn’t heard from either of her best friends lately.”




  Grace blushed. “I do need to write her. I’ll tell Amelia and Wilma they need to write, too.




  “I’m sure Nelda will appreciate it. I think she gets lonely at the fort when Spencer is out on maneuvers.”




  There was a short silence then Grace said, “I guess you’ll still have three prisoners for breakfast.”




  “I may have only two. I’ll let Kemp go if he sobers up. Of course he may want to stay so he can get a good breakfast before he goes back to drinking.”




  “Poor man. It’s a shame. Do you think he’ll ever straighten up?”




  “Probably not.”




  She tried to think of something else to talk to him about. Finally she remembered the other prisoners. “I saw you arrest the cowboy who was shooting up the town, but I don’t know him. Is he new in town? In fact, I’ve never seen the other man either.”




  “The mouthy one who raised a ruckus in town is Shawn Parnell. Seems his father is a gambler and is some akin to old Sam McCormick.”




  “I don’t know Mr. McCormick very well. He seldom comes to the hotel.”




  “I don’t know him very well either. He keeps pretty much to himself.” Lance shook his head. “I asked Parnell how long his father would be in town gambling and he told me it was none of my business. He said his father had a lot of money and could stay as long as he wanted. I guess he figured if he told me how rich his pa was I’d let him go.”




  “I think I know you well enough to know you’d never release someone because of their wealth.”




  “You’re right. I wouldn’t. Parnell’s here until the damages his spree caused are paid for.”




  “What about the other man?”




  “Bryce caught him trying to seal a horse at the livery stable. He locked him up yesterday. We sent a wire to Cheyanne and found out he’d killed a man there. He’ll go back there to stand trial whenever the prison wagon comes through.”




  They talked a little longer, then Grace stood. “I need to get back to work. I’ll send Teddy back for the dirty dishes.”




  “Thanks, Grace.” Lance gave her a big smile.




  She returned it. She was in a good mood as she stepped out the door, then she noticed Juliette Cramer and her parents pulling their buggy up in front of the hotel. Her good mood vanished.




  Chapter 2




  Sitting back at his desk to attend to overdue paperwork, Lance was surprised when the door burst open and a man weighing close to three hundred pounds and wearing a suit only a tenderfoot would wear in Settlers Ridge, came stomping in. A lean cowboy who looked to be in his late forties or early fifties followed him.




  “Who the hell do you think you are?” The big man actually sounded as if he roared.




  Lance laid his papers down. “I’m Lance Gentry, the sheriff here in Settlers Ridge. Who’re you?”




  “I’m Nelson Parnell and I want to know what you think you’re doing by throwing my boy in jail?”




  “I’ll throw anybody in jail who I catch breaking the law.”




  “Well, now that you’ve had your fun, I demand that you let him out right now. After all, he’s just a kid and didn’t know he was doing anything wrong.” His fist looked about the size of a small ham when he banged it on the corner of the desk.




  Lance took a breath and forced down his rising anger. In a calm, but firm voice he said, “If he’s old enough to shoot up a town, he’s old enough to pay for it. I’ll release the boy whenever he sobers up, and when he pays for the damage he caused the businesses in town.”




  “How much does he owe?” Parnell’s beady eyes bored into Lance’s and he threw a wad of bills on the desk. “There’s eighty dollars. I’m sure that covers any damage he did and then some.”




  “I’m afraid that’s not near enough, Parnell. You see your boy, as you call him, shot out several windows in town. Do you realize how much it costs to order glass window panes and have them shipped to Settlers Ridge?”




  “How much then?”




  Lance couldn’t help wondering why the obese man hadn’t been brought down by a stroke or a heart attack. Especially if he got this upset very often. Still calm, he said, “I imagine those windows run around ten or twenty dollars each.”




  “How many did he break?”




  “Let me see. There was one or more in the hotel. One in the gun shop. One in Miss Purdy’s dress shop. Two in the church and a big one in the mercantile. He also shot the door off its hinges at the livery stable and he scared the mayor’s wife so bad that she fell, tore her dress and hurt her knee. I’m not sure how much a trip to the doctor and a dress will cost, but I’d say when we add everything up, your son wasted a good three or four hundred dollars.”




  “Like hell, he did. There’s no way I’ll put out that kind of money for my boy just because he was letting off a little burst of steam. This whole damn town could be rebuilt for that.”




  “As I said, that’s only an estimate. It could be more.” Lance leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “Why don’t you come by in the morning? By then I’ll have time to talk to all those who were affected by your son’s little burst of steam. I’ll have a more precise figure then.”




  “I’m not coming back in the morning.” Nelson Parnell took four bills from his pocket and threw them on the desk. “This will cover everything.”




  Lance picked up the money. “Not quite, Mr. Parnell.”




  “What do you mean, not quite?” Parnell yelled.




  “There’s the hundred dollars bail money. I can’t let him go until his bail is paid. Besides you’ll have to pay the livery stable for boarding his horse.”




  Nelson Parnell’s face turned almost purple. “That’s all the money I have on me.”




  “Then you’ll have to do what I suggested in the first place. Come back in the morning.”




  The man turned and looked at the cowboy with him. “You got any money on you, Rocky?”




  Rocky shook his head.




  For a minute, Lance thought Nelson Parnell was going to hit him, but instead he grabbed his money off the desk and yelled, “You’ll regret this, Gentry.” He then turned and stomped out the door.




  Rocky, who still hadn’t said a word, lifted an eyebrow, nodded to Lance and went out behind Parnell.




  Lance thought this strange, but pushed the thought aside. He couldn’t help chuckling. It wasn’t that he’d planned to keep young Parnell in jail overnight. He would have gladly sent him home with his father if the elder Parnell hadn’t been so belligerent and rude. His actions had hit Lance wrong and the sheriff decided he wasn’t going to kowtow to him. By the way Rocky acted, he figured enough people already did that.




  Pushing back his chair and standing, Lance moved to the door that led to the cells.




  Shawn Parnell was standing at his cell door grinning. “I guess my old man showed you.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “Well, you’ve come to let me out haven’t you?”




  “Afraid not. I just stepped in to make sure everyone is where they’re supposed to be before I go home.”




  “You’re lying. I heard his voice, and I know he wouldn’t leave me here for the night. Rocky will kill him if I don’t come home tonight.”




  Lance wondered what he meant by that remark, but he didn’t ask. “Then if somebody kills him, I guess I’ll have to let you out to go to your father’s funeral. That is, if all your debts are paid.”




  “You son-of-a-bitch. I’ll get even with you for this.”




  “Good night, fellows.” Lance didn’t get the door completely closed when he heard the other two men laughing.




  * * * *




  The next day tears filled Henrietta’s eyes as she pressed the cool wet cloth against Sophie’s head. She turned to her husband. “She’s burning up, Frank. This doesn’t seem to be helping much, but I don’t know what else I can do.”




  “I know. I feel helpless, too.”




  “I’m sorry I couldn’t help out with supper,” Sophie muttered.




  Frank patted his daughter’s hand. “Don’t you worry a bit about it, sweetheart. Grace and Effie said they could handle it. I even helped out a little. You’re where you need to be and so is your mother. There’s nothing more important than getting our little girl well and out of this bed.”




  “I only wish I hadn’t let Teddy be near her. What if he catches it, too?”




  Frank patted his wife’s shoulder. “Don’t think about that now, Henrietta. So far, Teddy seems to be fine.”




  “I pray he stays that way. I can’t imagine both my children being sick at the same time.”




  “Neither can I.” He stood and sighed. “I hear somebody ringing the front bell. I better go see who it is, but I’ll be right back.”




  Henrietta nodded.




  Frank unlocked the front door and admitted Sheldon Wagner, the town doctor. “Evening, Doc.”




  “Hello, Frank. Has anything changed since I saw Sophie this morning?”




  Frank had a worried look on his face. “From what we can tell, her fever keeps getting higher.”




  “I know you’re worried. So am I. Yesterday afternoon, I was sure Sophie had a terrible sore throat, but when she had the rash this morning, I knew it was more than that.”




  “What is it, Doc?”




  “After seeing the rash and looking in my medical journal, I’d say Sophie has the measles.”




  Frank frowned. “You’re sure it’s the measles, Doc?”




  “Regrettably, yes I am, Frank.”




  Frank shook his head. “Henrietta’s trying to keep her as cool as she can, but it doesn’t seem to be doing any good. Sophie’s still burning up.”




  “The measles are an awful disease. We can’t do much until her temperature comes down.”




  “Is there something else we should be doing?”




  “What you and Henrietta are doing is about it. Unfortunately, the measles are a highly contagious disease and we have to keep the patient as isolated as we can. About anybody who comes in contact with your daughter could catch it.”




  “Henrietta told me that she’s tried to keep everyone away from Sophie. Especially Teddy.”




  “I sure wish those brains back east could come up with something to help stop this thing, but so far they haven’t. It seems we just have to keep the patient cool, try to get liquids into them and leave the rest to the man upstairs.”




  Frank closed and locked the hotel’s front door. “Before you go back to Sophie’s room, tell me something, Doc. And I want the truth. Is my little girl going to die?”




  “I wish I had a definitive answer for you, Frank, but I don’t. Sophie is a strong healthy young lady, and she may be able to fight it off. It usually starts to get better in a few days or at least in a week, then it’ll hang on for another week or so. It seems that the youngest patients can come through this better than an adult.”




  “Sophie’s fifteen. She’s not really a child, but she’s not a woman either.”




  “I know, and I wish I could reassure you more, but all we can do is wait and see.”




  They moved to the Olsens’ living quarters and entered Sophie’s bedroom. “Hello, Henrietta.”




  “Hello, Sheldon.”




  “Has there been any change?”




  “Not that I can tell. She’s still awfully hot and restless.”




  “Let me take a look.”




  Henrietta moved back and stood beside Frank as the doctor bent over his patient.




  Frank put his arm around his wife’s waist and though he didn’t feel like it, he tried to smile down at her. She looked tired and worried, but still beautiful. He felt his heart twist in his chest. It didn’t matter that he’d been married to this woman for almost twenty years. He loved her with all his heart. It wasn’t something he thought he’d ever feel, but her gentle ways and sweet countenance had caused him to fall in love with her shortly after their marriage. It took a while, but he finally forgave himself for the fact that he’d only married the fifteen-year-old girl because her father had been such a cruel and unforgiving boss when he worked for him.




  Frank found himself thinking back to how it had all come about. He’d been away from the orphanage for six years, during which time he’d he traveled from one town to another working at several odd jobs that kept him alive. Determined to make a better life for himself than what he’d had until his drunken parents died and left him to be sent to the hell-hole called an orphanage, he’d lived frugally and saved all the money he didn’t have to use to survive. When he was eighteen years old Frank found himself in Santa Fe. It was apretty town, but he was about to give up on finding any work when, by chance, he overheard a conversation.




  “Yeah, I heard old man Keenon is looking for somebody to take Murk’s place.”




  “What happened to Murk?”




  “Said he couldn’t take Keenon any longer. The man is a slave driver. In fact, they say his papa owned a bunch of slaves and was furious when the Yankees burned his plantation. Shortly afterward old man Keenon died. Zeb Keenon took what money was left while his brothers were off fighting and come to Santa Fe and built his hotel. He still thinks he has the right to treat his workers just like his papa did his slaves.”




  “So Murk quit?”




  “Yep. Said he’d rather work for thirty dollars a month as a ranch hand than the fifty Keenon was paying him.”




  Frank didn’t wait to hear any more. He now had a plan. To pull it off, he spent enough money to buy a clean shirt and a pair of denims then went to the bath house and cleaned himself up. His plan worked. Keenon hired him that day and young Frank spent almost two year being treated as a slave. In the meantime, he was soaking up all he could about running and managing a hotel. He had decided he’d have one of his own someday.




  He’d only been working a week when he ran into thirteen-year-old Henrietta Keenon in one of the halls. He spoke and the shy girl’s green eyes got big. She turned red then nodded to him and her auburn curls bobbed up and down. Unfortunately, Zeb Keenon walked in at the same moment. In a calm, but forceful voice he ordered Frank to come to the stable. There he tied Frank’s hands to one of the beams and ripped off his shirt and gave the man five licks with his bullwhip. He then told him if he ever spoke to his youngest daughter again, he’ll kill him. To this day he’d never explained to Henrietta what had caused the scars on his back.




  After this incident, for some strange reason, Frank decided not to quit his job. Instead he vowed that when he left this place, he’d take young Henrietta with him as his bride. It didn’t matter that he didn’t care about the girl. All he wanted to do was punish Keenon and he knew the man doted on his daughter. Marrying her and taking her away was the best revenge he could think of.




  And it had been. Zeb was furious and said that he was going to kill them both. Henrietta convinced Frank that her father was capable of murder so the couple left Santa Fe and headed to Wyoming. Frank had read that there was a hotel for sale in the small town of Settlers Ridge, and he knew Zeb would never find them there.




  Frank knew he didn’t love the girl when he married her and probably never would, but she was easy to get along with and he figured he could have done worse. She worked hard and she tried to please him in every way she could. When he and his child-bride had their new hotel up and running, Henrietta sent her father a wire telling him that she was doing well and was a happily married woman. The return wire told her he didn’t care to hear anything about her life because he’d disowned her. Henrietta was hurt deeply, but she never mentioned it again. That night she cried herself to sleep in Frank’s arms. As he comforted and soothed her, Frank held her close to his chest and realized that was the night he fell in love with his wife.
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