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PART ONE 
Temperance

Chapter One
SPRING HAD COME TO Oregon Territory, bearing its spongy odors, and the birds had returned, bringing their anthems announcing the end of winter. Their cheerful songs pleased Temperance Peabody as she drove the team at a fast trot along the trail that led to Walla Walla. The wind out of the north was still raw and chilling, and Temperance savored the rank smell of winter’s breakup of rotted earth about to come alive.
Lifting her gaze, she took in the mountains. The noon sunlight gave the snow-capped peaks a brilliant glitter, and there was pleasure in the sight, for mountains always gave her a sense of exultation. She held the lines loosely but sat up straight, making a rather prim figure. She had a wealth of light brown hair and a pair of wide-spaced, well-shaped blue eyes, but she was not a beauty. Her face, strong rather than pretty, was marked by high cheekbones and a mouth too wide for stylish beauty. Her long, composed lips spoke of a temper that could charm a man or, at times, chill him to the bone. Her hands were square-knuckled and strong, and she was faintly full at the breast and narrow in the waist. Although she had just celebrated her thirty-second birthday, she had the figure of a much younger woman, though this was mostly concealed by a heavy wool coat.
As she approached the town, Temperance’s attention centered on a group of wagons not drawn into a circle, obviously

 part of a newly arrived train. Drawing the wagons in a circle, she understood, was a protection against Indians, but the Indians in this part of Oregon Territory were not troublesome in the year 1850. She was not surprised to see the train, for Walla Walla was the jumping-off point for the last leg of the long journey from Independence, Missouri, to Oregon City. Walla Walla was seated close enough to the Columbia River that the immigrants naturally halted here to make their final decisions. There was no trail through the Cascade Mountains to the coast that wagons could follow, so the Columbia River itself was the only way for the seekers of land to reach the coast.
Suddenly Temperance drew the horses to a halt. Her eyes had touched on a small child sitting flat on the ground, crying and rubbing her eyes. Quickly she secured the lines, then jumping lightly to the ground, moved quickly toward the young girl.
“What’s the matter, sweetheart?”
The child, no more than two, looked up with tear-stained cheeks and frightened eyes. “Mama!” she whispered faintly.
“Come along. We’ll find your mama.” Reaching down, Temperance picked up the child and held her close. At first the small girl resisted but then threw her arms around Temperance’s neck and held on tightly. The embrace brought a clear thrill, of sorts, to Temperance. She had always loved children and as a girl had longed for her own family. No man had claimed her, so the dream had evaporated. Still, at times when she saw a small child like this, the old desire for her own children would return with a force that shocked her.
As she approached the wagons, a woman came running toward her crying, “Pearl, where have you been?” She stopped in front of Temperance and held out her arms. At once the child cried strongly, “Mama!” and grabbed the woman.

“I found her sitting on the ground.”
“I declare, this child is a wanderer!” the woman cried. She was a lanky woman with light hair and faded blue eyes—and worn by the rigors of the trail. “I’m so glad you found her. Thank you so much for bringing her back.”
A tall, rangy man with a worried expression on his lean face hurried up, snatching his battered hat off. “We’ve been looking everywhere for Pearl. Appreciate you bringing her back.”
“Oh, you would have found her, I’m sure. She was only a few hundred yards down the trail.”
“Well, you know how it is when a child gets lost or something,” the man smiled. He had a narrow face and a full, brown beard. He looked as worn and tired as the woman.
“My name is Josh Summers,” he said. “This is my wife Faith and this is Pearl.”
“I’m Temperance Peabody.”
“You live here in Walla Walla, Miss Peabody?” the woman asked.
“No, I have a homestead five miles out of town. Did you just get in?”
“Yes, ma’am, just pulled in this morning.” Summers took a deep breath and shook his head faintly. “It’s been a sight of trouble getting here. We’ve been on the trail for four months.”
“Have you been to Oregon City yet?”
“We were just starting to go when we lost Pearl. Most of the others have already gone.”
“How far is it to Oregon City?” Mrs. Summers asked. Like her husband she was worn down to a thin edge. The trail, Temperance knew, did this to people. They came seeking free land, but the land was not really free. By the time they made the dangerous journey from Independence, Missouri, and arrived

 on the land itself, there were still trees to be felled, cabins and fences to be built, and the land to be broken. A sudden feeling of pity rose in Temperance. “You still have a way to go, and there’s no trail for the wagons.”
Summers nodded. “I heard about that,” he said. “The saying is that we have to take the river down to Fort Vancouver and then from there we can drive on to Oregon City.”
“That’s right. Some just abandon their wagons and take the trail over the mountains with what they can take on pack animals.”
“We can’t do that. We need the wagons, the stock, and the farming tools. We brought them all the way from Missouri,” Summers said. “I reckon I can build a raft. Is it dangerous—floatin’ down the river?”
“Well”—Temperance hesitated—“you should be all right. The worst of the spring floods haven’t started yet.”
Summers looked down at the ground and chewed his lower lip thoughtfully. When he looked up, there was discouragement in his face. “I wish we’d never left Missouri.”
Mrs. Summers put her hand on his arm and smiled. “It’ll be all right, Josh. This time next year we’ll have a cabin built and the crops will be in.”
The man smiled and put his arm around her. “I swan, you’re a comfort, Faith, you purely are! Good to meet you, Mrs. Peabody.”
“Just Miss. I don’t have a husband.”
Something about the statement caught at the couple. They looked at the woman as if trying to pick the heart out of her words. “Well,” Mrs. Summers said, “you’re a young woman yet. You’ll find one, I’m sure.”


* * *

AS ALWAYS WHEN TEMPERANCE approached the town, she felt a twinge of remorse that took the form of longing for the past. Walla Walla was not built for beauty, being a raw frontier town. The buildings were, for the most part, built of logs, although, since the sawmill had come in, there were now a few unpainted, framed buildings. There was a main street with a hotel, saloon, stable, blacksmith shop, and several stores, none bearing any marks of beauty. They were all utilitarian structures built to serve the farmers in the local area and the travelers reaching the final stretch of the Oregon Trail.
Temperance could not help comparing the crude dwellings with the small town in Maine where she had grown up. She remembered the straight, attractive streets with the strong, well-built houses of stone and brick, each with its little garden in the front and flowers around the house. She remembered her family’s house, with its polished walnut furniture gleaming darkly with curving grace built by master craftsmen. She suddenly had a vision of the town with the white church, its spire lifting high into the sky, gleaming white in the sunlight, while out at sea the white sails of the schooners and the clipper ships dotted the blue-green waters of the sea.
The dreams of a more amiable town made a faint longing in Temperance, but she had learned to accept the rawness of the frontier. It had been difficult, but she made that transition. Other dreams were more difficult to control, and the ones that gave her the most difficulty were her girlhood dreams. From the time she was entering into her teens, she longed for what most women want: a husband, children, and later grandchildren. Now that first youth had faded, she had quietly put those dreams away, but at times they would return with a strength that troubled her.

Temperance shook her shoulders, and her broad mouth tightened as she almost forcibly rejected such thoughts. “Get up, Lucy—Alice,” she said, and the team broke into a faster trot. Pulling up in front of an unpainted frame building with a sign “Satterfield General Store,” she wrapped the lines tightly and got out of the wagon. She held her skirt high but was unable to avoid the mud that soaked her calf-high leather shoes. Reaching the boardwalk, she stomped her feet, and some of the mud fell off. She entered Satterfield’s and at once was greeted by the owner.
“Wal, now, Miss Temperance, good to see you.”
Silas Satterfield, owner of the general store, was forty-five years old. He had a shock of orange-red hair and a pair of piercing blue eyes. He also had a house full of children, eight at last count, and came forward at once, wiping his hands on his apron and smiling as he approached. “Looks like winter’s ’bout over, don’t it now?”
“I’m glad of it.”
“So am I. Been a hard winter.”
“There’s part of a wagon train parked just outside of town.”
“Yep, some of the folks have come in.” Satterfield nodded his head. The two stood there talking, and finally Satterfield asked, “How’s the Jackson family doing?”
“The children are fine, but Mr. Jackson is poorly.”
Satterfield drew his hand down his face and shook his head in a gesture of futility. “Cholera’s a terrible thing. It’s like one of the Old Testament plagues.”
“It is bad.”
“Well, you’re doing your bit helping sick folks. I don’t—”
Satterfield broke off as a big man entered the store. He wore a pair of greasy buckskins, moccasins, and a round trapper’s hat.
 A gray beard covered his mouth, for the most part, but his eyes were quick and black. Although he was not a young man, somewhere past fifty, there was a strength and bull-like vitality about him.
“Howdy, Silas. How be you, Miss Temperance?”
“I’m fine, Marshal Meek.”
Silas Satterfield grinned at the big man. “I wisht I was a federal marshal and didn’t have no more to do than you do. If you did a day’s work like I do here at the store instead of rambling all over the country, you’d be tired enough to sleep at night.”
Joe Meek grinned and shook his head. There was a wildness in the man. “You don’t know how hard it be catching up with these hard cases.”
“Marshal, have you seen Burt Denton?” Temperance asked.
“Your hired hand? No, I ain’t seen him in some time. Why? Did you lose him?”
“I saw him,” Silas Satterfield said. “He came in here yesterday. Bought supplies and rode off. Said he was going prospecting.”
Meek’s sharp black eyes took in the expression that changed on the face of the woman. “Did he get to you, Miss Temperance?”
For a moment Temperance hesitated. “I paid him off, and he asked for an advance and I gave it to him.”
“He never was no good,” Meek grunted. “Wasn’t broke out with honesty. I come near to hauling him in a time or two.”
“He wasn’t much of a worker either,” Temperance said, “but he was all I could get.” She hesitated for a moment and then said, “Do either of you know of a man I could hire for spring plowing?”
Meek laughed deep in his chest. He was a man who could not be still, and now his feet twitched and his shoulders moved

 as he slapped his meaty hands together. “I know of one, but he ain’t no better’n what you had.”
“I’ve got to have somebody. Who is he?”
“His name is Thaddeus Brennan.”
“I don’t know him. He’s not from here?”
“No, ma’am. He’s just a drifter. He got drunk and wrecked the Dancing Pony last night. Ain’t got a cent to pay for it.”
“You think he would work for me? You think he can plow?”
“I don’t know about that, but he sure picked the wrong saloon. Judge Henry owns half of that place, you know. He was mad enough to hang Brennan, but I reckon he couldn’t do that. If the judge set out to hang every drunk in the territory, there wouldn’t be enough rope.”
“I guess he’s got him in the jail.”
“Sure has, but he’s going to make Brennan work out the fine at a dollar a day. I guess if you hired him though, the judge would be willing to work it out with you, Miss Temperance.”
Satterfield suddenly grinned. “If he don’t suit, you can hand him back to the judge.”
Temperance hesitated and then said, “I’ve got to have somebody. I think I’ll go talk to Judge Henry.”
“Tell him I said it’d be fine with me.”
The two men watched as the woman left, and then Satterfield shook his head sadly. “I feel right sorry for that woman. She’s had a tough life.”
“Was it some man done her wrong?”
“Don’t think she’s ever had a man. Never been married anyhow. She come here with her family eight years ago. Yankees, they were, Joe. Five couples came out here to start some kind of a religious settlement. Her pa was the leader.”

“I heard about them folks. Real strict in their ways so I heard.”
“Wouldn’t eat an egg laid on Sunday, that bunch! It was downright hard on the girl. They wouldn’t let her see any man at all. She did the teaching of the kids, and when her pa got sick, she had to take up the slack.”
“What happened to them? They ain’t around here anymore, are they?”
“No, that settlement kind of fell to pieces. Miss Temperance lost her parents, and the rest of the bunch wasn’t as strong as her pa was.”
“Well, I’ll run down and tell the judge to give her a break—though I don’t know if Brennan would be of much help. He’s a whiskey bum as I see it.”
“Do what you can, Joe. She’s a good woman. Works herself into a frazzle helping all these sick folks around here. This cholera, it’s going to kill off half the population!”
* * *
THADDEUS BRENNAN WOKE UP, lifted his head, groaned, and put it back on the thin, corn-shuck mattress. The hangover did what it always did, gave him a splitting headache. He cursed feebly, then pulled himself up and peered around the room with a dismal expression. As he did, the door opened, and Benny Watts came in. The jailer was a rather dim-witted young man with a long, skinny neck and a prominent Adam’s apple. He had a tray in his hand and said, “I done cooked you breakfast, Brennan. I hope you like mush and fatback meat and coffee.”
Staring bleary-eyed at the young man, Brennan spoke in a husky whiskey voice. “I need some whiskey. Go buy me a bottle.”

“Buy you a bottle with whut?”
“There’s money in the leather bag in my saddle.”
Watts grinned broadly, and his Adam’s apple joggled up and down as he said, “You ain’t got no saddle nor no horse neither.”
Brennan stared at the young man. “What are you talking about?”
“You wuz out cold when they had your trial.”
“Trial? You can’t try a man when he’s unconscious!”
“I reckon you jist don’t know Judge Henry, Brennan. When Marshal Meek drug you in, he jist laid you down on the floor right smack in the judge’s office. The judge was sore as a boil that you wrecked his saloon. He claimed he wouldn’t wait for no trial, so he found you guilty. Fined you two hundred dollars for wrecking the Dancing Pony.”
Brennan stared at the horse-faced young man. He got to his feet, then swayed dangerously. “He can’t do that!”
“He done it all right. Told the clerk to sell your stuff.” Watts giggled. “And he sentenced you to work out the rest of the damages for a dollar a day, building roads. Take about a year,” he said.
Brennan once had a fiery, uncontrollable temper that had gotten him into all sorts of trouble. Now at the age of forty-one, he had learned to control it. However, it broke out again. He reached out and slapped the tray from Benny’s hand. The contents sloshed all over Watts, who stared down at the wreckage of the breakfast. “Well, there went your breakfast,” he observed, then turned and left, locking the door behind him.
Brennan stared down at the food scattered on the floor. “That was a fool thing to do,” he muttered thickly. He sat down on the rickety cot and felt so bad that he lay down again on

 the rank mattress. He felt as bad as he always felt when he was coming off a drunk, but when the door opened again he sat up. Watts was there, grinning foolishly, as usual. “This here lady wants to see you, Brennan. Her name is Miss Temperance Peabody.” Watts turned to face Temperance and put his hand on the gun on his hip. “You want me to stay? This here’s a dangerous outlaw.”
“I don’t think so.”
“Well, jist holler when you’re finished. I’ll let you out.”
As soon as the door closed, Brennan stared at the woman. His mouth was dry, and he had difficulty speaking. He cleared his throat, spat on the floor, and then said, “What do you want?” in his raspy voice.
“I want you to work for me.”
For a moment Brennan could not understand the woman. “Work for you?” he said. “What are you talking about?”
“I just lost my hired hand. I don’t have anybody to do spring plowing. I’ve got to have a man right away.”
Brennan scratched himself and stared at her. He made a rough-looking sight, tall and lean but with broad shoulders. He had a wiry-looking, ragged beard and coarse, black hair that needed cutting. His heavy-duty features had two vertical creases beside his mouth that gave him an odd look. Everything about him was rough and durable, made for hard usage.
“I ain’t working for no woman.”
“I’ll pay you four dollars a working day.”
Brennan cursed, spat again, and threw himself on the cot. “Get out of here, woman! I ain’t working for you and that’s final!”
Temperance stared at the man and then raised her voice. “Jailer, open the door please.”

The door at the end of the hall opened at once, and Benny stood there, grinning. “I heard whut he said. He wouldn’t do you no good anyhow. He’s jist a whiskey drunk.”
Brennan cursed, reached over, and looked for something to throw but satisfied himself with cursing Benny and the woman.
Temperance moved down the hall and stepped into the marshal’s office. She found Meek waiting there, his black eyes laughing at her. “I heard him cussing back there. I guess he turned you down.”
“He says he won’t work for a woman.”
Meek chuckled deep in his chest. “Let me go talk to him. You go on home, Miss Temperance. I guarantee you’ll have a hired hand before the sun goes down.”
“I don’t think so, Marshal.”
“Leave it all to me,” Meek grinned. “I’m going to make him an offer he can’t refuse. He’ll be out at your place later today. If he gives you any trouble, just let me know and I’ll tend to it.”
“Thank you very much, Marshal.”
“I heard about another family down with the cholera. Their name is Dutton. You know ’em?”
“Yes, I know where they live anyway.”
“They got a baby too. I thought you might like to go by and see if you could help.”
“I’ll do that, Marshal.”
Meek waited until Temperance left the room, then winked at Benny Watts. “Come on and see how I handle that drunk, Benny.”
The two men walked down the hall. Meek unlocked the door and stepped inside. “Well, Brennan, I hear as how you got an offer of employment.”

“Who hit me over the head?”
“In the fracas at the Dancing Pony? That’d be Al Sharpless. He’s a bad fellow to tangle with.”
“I’m going to bust him when I get out of here.”
“You ain’t getting out of here—not for a year at least. Didn’t Benny tell you? The judge said you’re working out that fine at a dollar a day. May take more than a year. You’ll be doing road building.” Meek was enjoying the situation. He winked at Benny and said, “This man likes road building. Myself, I never cared for working twelve, fifteen hours a day, but Brennan here, he’s a tough one.”
“I never worked for no woman!”
“You never built a road for Judge Henry neither. Me, I’d rather eat cactus than work for that man.”
“Who is that blasted woman?” Brennan said. His mind was not working at full speed, but he was at least alert enough to see that building roads for a year was not the most appealing thing in the world.
“She’s a good Christian woman and she needs help, but the choice is up to you. I’ll make you a deal. I won’t sell your horse and your gear, and I’ll get the judge to cut back on the fine. A couple of months’ work won’t hurt you none.” Meek grinned at Brennan, adding, “But it’s your say. If you’d rather bust rock for a year, that’s fine with me.”
Silence prevailed for a moment, then Brennan cursed loudly and said, “I’ll have to do it, but it don’t go down good.”
“Well, now you’re getting smart, but let me make this clear to you, Brennan. You try to soldier on the job, I’ll be out, and you’ll think the roof fell on you. You try to run, I’ll run you down. You ask around town what Meek is like when somebody crosses him. You got me?”

Brennan took a step closer. He was an extremely tall man, two inches taller than Meek, who was a big man himself. “I’ll do the work without any sermon from you, Meek.”
“Now you’re being smart. I’ll work out the deal with the judge. You’ll be out at the Peabody place in time to do the afternoon chores!”



Chapter Two
BRENNAN STEPPED OUTSIDE INTO the sunlight, followed by Joe Meek and Benny Watts. Meek gestured with a thick hand toward the livery stable. “Your stallion is there. I talked the judge out of selling him.”
“That’s good because I’d have to steal him back again,” Brennan remarked sullenly. He started toward the livery stable, and Benny trudged along beside him. “That horse of yours bit Hank Avery. Took a plug out of his butt.”
“Should have known better than to get familiar with a strange horse. He try to bite you too? His name’s Judas. He tries to bite everybody.”
“You took his name out of the Bible?”
“Worst man I could find, just like he’s the worst hoss I ever had.”
“Why do you keep him then?”
“’Cause he’s the fastest and got more stamina than any horse I ever had, but he’d bite my arm off if he got a chance at it.”
The two reached the livery stable, and Hank Avery, the blacksmith and owner of the stable, scowled. “I ought to charge you extra for that plug this hoss of yours took out of my behind.”
A rare smile lit Brennan’s face. Dryness rustled in his voice as he murmured, “A man ought to be more careful around a Kiowa stallion.”

“How in blazes am I supposed to know he’s a Kiowa hoss?” Brennan didn’t answer but entered the stable. Judas was in a stall, and his eyes fastened on Thaddeus at once. He lashed out with his heels striking the wall behind him like a thunderbolt.
“That’s a good hoss! I’m glad to see you’re in good humor today,” Brennan remarked. He plucked the bridle off the nail and struggled until finally, after a heroic battle, he got the stallion bridled. “Open the gate there, Benny.”
Benny looked askance at the horse whose eyes were white and wild. He opened the gate, then scampered out of the way. Brennan led the horse out of the stable into the yard and tied him to the hitching post. As he left to get his saddle blanket and saddle, Judas swerved around and made a kick. He missed Brennan by the most narrow of margins.
“If that hoss had kicked you, it would of broken your knee, brother,” Avery remarked.
“Ain’t no horse gonna kick me on Tuesdays. Nothing bad ever happens to me on Tuesdays. Monday is my bad day. Everything bad happens on Monday.” As Brennan marched in to get his gear, Benny Watts said, “Why does a man want to have a horse that contrary for, Hank?”
“Match his own moods, I reckon. That Brennan’s pretty much like that stallion. He’d kick anybody that gets in his way.”
The two watched as Brennan returned. He kept the saddle in his right hand and eased toward the horse. Judas made an ineffectual effort to reach Brennan to take a plug out of him, but Brennan had snubbed the horse too tightly. Brennan laughed roughly, put the blanket over the horse, then the saddle, and drew the cinches as tight as he could.
“You’re cinching up too tight,” Avery remarked.

“No, he swells up. Then he can let his breath out and get some slack. This is the most intelligent horse I ever had.”
“Oh, you want intelligence in a horse? Not me!” Avery shook his head. “I want a stupid horse that will just get me from one place to the next.”
“He shore is a beauty though,” Watts said. “Where’d you get him? I bet you paid a pretty for him.”
“I stole him from a Kiowa war chief. They chased me halfway across the territory.”
Leaving Judas snubbed to the post, Brennan turned and headed toward Satterfield’s store. “You gonna leave him all tied up like that?” Benny demanded.
“Yep.”
“Well, he’ll be uncomfortable. Might make him mad. He’ll try to bite you.”
“He always tries to bite me whether he’s comfortable or not. I’d stay away from him if I was you.”
Stepping into the store, Brennan looked around. He reached into his pocket and pulled out what money he had there and said to Satterfield, “I’ll get my necessities first and then the fancy frill.”
“What’ll you have, Brennan?”
“I’ll have a gallon of raw whiskey, the meanest you got.”
Satterfield frowned. “Miss Peabody don’t allow no drinking out on her place during working hours.”
“That’s her policy, is it?”
“That’s it.”
“Well, she’ll just have to readjust her rules. Trot that whiskey out.”
Reluctantly Satterfield produced a jug of whiskey and then at Brennan’s direction added three plugs of chewing tobacco,

 a pouch of smoking tobacco, and two boxes of snuff. “You use all of these?”
“A man ought to get what enjoyment he can out of life while he’s able. What else do you have? I want some of that sweet, hard candy, a sackful of it.”
“You got a sweet tooth, have you?”
“It goes with my personality. I need some ammunition for this hog leg.” He pulled a huge Navy Colt out of his holster, checked the loads, and then slipped it back in the holster. “I need some cartridges for my Henry rifle.”
When Satterfield totaled up the bill, it came to fourteen dollars.
“I ain’t got but ten. Put the rest on Miss Peabody’s account.”
“Why, I can’t do that, Brennan.”
“Yeah, you can. I’m working for her. She’ll pay for some of the supplies. Go on and charge it. You can fuss with her over it.”
Reluctantly Satterfield jotted down the amount and watched as Brennan left the store. His wife came up and said, “Is that the man that’s going to work for Temperance?”
“Well, he’s headed that way. I don’t know if they’ll make a match or not. He’s pretty rough-cut.”
“He doesn’t look like a man that would make her happy.”
“Well, she ain’t marrying him, Helen. He’s just going to do the spring plowing and the chores, but you’re right. They wasn’t made for each other.”
Brennan moved out to where Judas was tied to the snubbing post. He filled his saddlebags with the candy and tobacco and tied the jug onto his saddle horn. Keeping his eye on the stallion’s heels, with a swift movement he put his foot in the stirrup and swung aboard, catching him off guard. He grinned.
 “Caught you that time, didn’t I?” Leaning down, he undid the rope, recoiled it, and put it over his saddle horn. Turning the stallion, he started out of town.
But when he got even with the Dancing Pony, he saw Al Sharpless standing outside, grinning at him. Sharpless was a big, bruising man who considered himself the toughest man in the territory. It galled Brennan that Sharpless had hit him with a pool cue and brought him down. For a moment the temptation was strong to get off his horse and go whip the man, but he saw Meek standing down the street, watching his movements carefully. He nodded at Sharpless and said, “I’ll be seeing you later, Mr. Sharpless. We’ll have a few things to talk about.”
“Come on in any time, drunk. We never close,” Sharpless laughed.
“Which way to perdition, Marshal?” Brennan asked as he came even with Meek, leaning against the wall of the apothecary stall.
“Go straight down that road for four miles, take a left, and just keep going until you see it on the right. A big log cabin. It’ll be neat, which is different from most around here.”
“Sure appreciate your kindness and courtesy.”
“You just mind your manners. You treat that woman right, or I’ll put you where the dog won’t bite you.”
Once again Brennan was challenged. The marshal was a burly, strong-looking man, well known as a terrible roughhouse and saloon fighter as well as a deadly shot with rifle and six-gun. Brennan studied him, and the eyes of the two men met. Joe Meek had the gift of mind reading, it seemed, for he said, “You don’t want to take me on, boy. You just go on out and do your plowing. In a couple of months, you can get out of here and go your own way. Don’t make me come after you.”

“Wouldn’t think of it, Marshal.” Brennan turned his horse down the middle of the road, but his mind was still on Meek. Why, I could whip him if I had it to do. He’s big, but he’s bound to be slow. If I had to, I could take a pool cue to him like Sharpless took to me. Always a way to whip a man if a fellow knows just the right way.
As he cleared the town, Brennan passed the wagon train that was made up there. He carefully studied the children and the settlers. As always, when he saw families like this, he felt sadness. He had been a loner all his life, but the sight of a family touched a nerve in him that he could not understand. Since he had never known the joys of home life, it was mostly a dream. Watching the children play ring-around-the-rosy, he was tempted to stop. But he was a man who didn’t waste time on dreams that could never come true. Kicking Judas in the side, he said, “Come on, you handsome devil, get me out of here!”
Judas snorted, tried to turn his head to bite Brennan’s leg, and was jerked roughly back into place. To get his revenge, he broke into a dead run. Brennan laughed and said, “Go on. Run yourself to death. See if I care.”
* * *
THE HOUSE WAS BUILT with logs, all exactly the same size. They were fitted together so tightly that the house needed practically no chinking. Many of the cabins in Walla Walla were roughly built with the corners fitting so badly the mud used for chinking fell out and the wind whistled through. But as Temperance moved about the kitchen, a sudden memory came to her. She remembered her father and the other men of the

 group taking great pains with all of the cabins. They were the finest cabins in the settlement—snug, strongly built, and able to survive anything except a fire.
Temperance looked at the tintype in the oval frame on the wall. It featured her father and her mother looking deadly serious, her father sitting, her mother standing beside him with her right hand on his left shoulder. Something tightened in her throat, and she moved closer remembering them. I wonder why they never smiled for pictures? You’d think they were miserable. She knew that was the way portraits were made, a totally serious business. She turned back to check the dinner, which was finished except for frying the chicken. She liked to do that last and to get it fresh out of the hot grease.
Sitting down in the rocking chair beside the woodstove, she picked up her Bible and began to read. She rocked back and forth, and finally her cat Augustus, in one smooth easy jump, landed in her lap. “Gus, you shouldn’t sit on the Bible.” She pulled the Bible from under the huge cat and stroked his fur. She had found him when he was merely a kitten, and he was the strangest-looking cat she had ever seen. He had tufted ears, enormously long hind legs, and a mere stub of a tail. His eyes were golden, enormous, and his mouth was red as flannel. He had long, silky, gray-black hair that he loved to groom. At night he shared her bed, forcing her to the edge at times, demanding a space of his own.
For a time Temperance stroked the silky fur, and soon Gus was purring, making a noise like a muted engine. He also gave off heat like a furnace. She was stroking his fur and wondering about the man she had hired. Something about him disturbed her, but there was no way she could get out of the situation now. Gus lifted his head and then leaped from her lap. Going

 to the door, he looked through the screen and began to growl low in his throat.
“What is it, Gus?” Rising from her seat, Temperance went and stood at the door. She saw Brennan riding a fine-looking horse. She also spotted a jug of whiskey tied to the saddle horn. “We’ll have to talk about that!” she said, biting off the words.
He rode up to the house, got off, and dodged the horse who tried to bite him. He snubbed the horse tightly, tying the reins three times. “I see you found your way here,” she said pleasantly. She waited for him to reply, but he didn’t. His hat was pulled down over his face, and the smell of whiskey was strong as he stepped up on the porch. “I’ll show you where you stay.” He still had not spoken, and she took him to the barn. Opening the door, she led him to the room her father had built for the hired men. It was actually a comfortable room with a good bed, a real mattress, a washstand, and an old chest of drawers that had belonged to her grandmother. The room was filthy now, because her last hired hand had left it a total wreck.
“I hope you’re a better housekeeper than my last man.”
Brennan gave the place a careless look. He threw the remains of a cigarette on the floor and didn’t bother to step on it. “I never set myself up or made no claims about keeping house.” He spoke in a surly way, and his speech was slurred.
“You can come and wash up now. I’ll have supper on the table when you get cleaned up.” She waited again for him to respond, and when he did not, she turned and left. Anger touched her. It seems I’m going to have to put up with a sullen drunk. Not what I would really like!
* * *
AS SOON AS BRENNAN entered the house, Temperance saw that he had not changed his clothes and had not washed. She knew he was trying her out. “Brennan, get out on the back porch. There’s a wash basin and a pitcher of fresh water. Wash your face and hands and comb your hair. If not, you can do without supper.”
Brennan glared at the woman. She was not tall, and he towered over her. But she was not intimidated by the difference in size. “I guess I’m clean enough.”
“You might be clean enough for that jail, but you’re not clean enough to share my table. I’ve got chicken, beets, green beans, fresh biscuits, and I made a sweet potato pie. You don’t get any of that unless you act like a human being. Which will it be?”
Brennan was strongly tempted to turn and walk away, but the delicious smells from the kitchen weakened him. “All right,” he muttered, cursing under his breath. He slammed the door and went out, which caused Temperance to smile. “Slam the door all you want, but you’re going to do what I say.”
Five minutes later Brennan came in. His face was red from the exertion and his hands were clean, and he had evidently used his fingers for a comb. His coarse, black hair was too long, and she made a note of that. “You can sit right there. I’m not going to have this discussion every time we eat. If you want to eat at my table, you’ll wash first.”
Brennan opened his mouth to argue, but then the smell of the food got to him and he nodded in a surly fashion. As soon as he seated himself, he reached for the chicken, but her voice caught him. “We’ll thank the Lord for the food, Brennan.”
Brennan stared at her, then slumped down and refused to shut his eyes. Temperance shut her eyes and said, “We thank

 Thee for this food and for everything which You provided. In Jesus’s name we’re grateful. Amen.”
“Is it all right if I eat now? Or are you gonna preach a sermon and take up a collection?”
“That will do!”
Brennan loaded his plate until it would hold no more. It looked like a small mountain. He worked his way through the food, eating like a starved wolf, and his manners were the worst Temperance Peabody had ever seen. He snorted and groaned and grunted and even paused once to spit something onto the floor. Twice she started to call his attention to his manners, but then she decided any hope she had of improving this wild man would come slowly.
She tried to carry on a conversation, asking him about his past, but got only monosyllable answers and grunts or shakes of the head. Finally, when he had demolished half of the sweet potato pie and washed it down noisily with coffee, she said, “Come on. I want to show you the work to be done.” He got up and followed her outside. She watched as he rolled a cigarette expertly. He did it with one hand, it seemed, licked the middle, and twisted the ends in one smooth motion. Pulling a kitchen match out of his shirt pocket, he lifted his leg and struck it on the outside of his thigh, then threw the match on the ground. “All these fences are going to have to be repaired. They all need work. The troughs are leaking. Tomorrow you can work on that, but the main thing is spring plowing.”
She turned to him and saw resentment in his eyes. Something had painted shadows on his face and had laid silence on his tongue. It had branded his solid face with rebellion and loneliness. “You do know how to plow, don’t you?”
“Spent the first ten years of my life looking at the hind end

 of a mule. Thought I’d seen the last of it, but here I am again.” He drew on the cigarette, blew a perfect smoke ring, then dropped the cigarette and ground it into the earth with his boot heel. “Here I am doing what I said I’d never do.”
“One more thing,” she said. “I don’t like my help drinking during working hours.”
Brennan turned to face her, looking down at her with a strange expression on his face. “You ever been married?”
The question caught Temperance off guard. “Why—no, I haven’t.”
“I didn’t figure so. Easy to see why.”
His words angered her. “You shouldn’t talk like that.”
“You like to push at a man, Peabody.”
“Most of the men I’ve seen need pushing.”
Her words touched him, and there was a feral wildness in him. For a moment something like fear came to Temperance. She was alone with this man who had a violent streak in him. Her eyes widened, and she had to resist taking another step backward. He was a limber man with amber eyes half-hidden by the drop of his lids. He had a looseness about him, and the sun had scorched his skin, putting layers of tan smoothly over his face. All his features were solid, and his shape was the flat and angularly heavy build of a man turned hard by time and effort. She could not read his eyes for they were empty mirrors looking out at nothing. He made Temperance nervous, and she said, “Breakfast will be on the table at five o’clock. Remember, I’ll expect you to do no drinking on the job.”
Brennan watched her go and, when she was out of hearing, muttered a curse. “What you expect and what you get might turn out to be two different things, you dried up old maid!”

* * *
TEMPERANCE HAD COOKED BREAKFAST, but no Brennan came to eat it. She waited ten minutes, then left the kitchen. Going at once to his room, she banged on the door and heard a muffled voice cursing. Shoving the door open, she saw he had the covers pulled over his head. “Get out of that bed, Brennan. You’re late for breakfast.”
Brennan came out cursing. He had been sleeping in his underwear, which was dirty and filled with holes. The hair on his chest curled through the front of it. “Get out of here!” he yelled.
When Brennan plopped back down and closed his eyes, Temperance picked up the pitcher of water from the washstand and poured it over his face. Brennan sputtered and cursed. He came out of the bed, and she saw that the bottom part of his underwear was in worse shape than the top. He started for her angrily, but she did not move. She looked up at him and said, “If you’re not cleaned up and ready for work in half an hour, I’ll have Marshal Meek come and see what he can do with you.” Without another word she whirled and left the room.
Brennan glared after her and more than anything he had wanted in a long time, he wanted to get dressed, ride out, and never see this woman again. He knew, however, that he was in a bind. “Building roads,” he muttered, “can’t be much worse than her.” He knew better, however, and began pulling on his pants.
* * *
THE BREAKFAST WAS HUGE. Brennan ate six eggs, so runny he had to eat them with a spoon, and fried ham and biscuits seemed to flow down his throat. He used the fine, fresh butter to layer the biscuits, dumped the peach preserves on them, and

 washed it all down with fresh milk. Finally, when he was so swollen he had to undo his belt, he looked over and said reluctantly, “That was a good breakfast.”
“My mother taught me to cook, Brennan.”
She had eaten probably a fifth of what Brennan had eaten, and now he seemed to be in a receptive mood, at least for him. “What about your people?”
Brennan took a swig of coffee, then pulled the makings out and made a cigarette. He was half expecting her to tell him he could not smoke in the house, but she said nothing. He twisted the ends, lit it, drew the smoke deeply into his lungs, and finally shrugged his shoulders. “Don’t know.”
“That’s sad.”
“Things happen.”
“Who raised you?”
“I did.”
The two sat there uneasily. Conversation with this man was merely impossible, and finally Temperance said, “I’m going to see a family that’s been hard hit by cholera. You can start the plowing. I’ll be looking to see how much you’ve done by the time I get back.”
“Better stay away from the cholera. It’s a good way to get sick yourself.”
“I trust God to keep me from that.”
“Well, God sometimes makes mistakes, or so I hear.”
“Who told you that?”
“A Pawnee war chief.”
“He didn’t know God.”
“He knew his god.”
Temperance did not want to get into an argument over the differences between the god the Indians knew and the God she

 knew. She got up and said, “I’ll clean up the dishes. You can go on and start on the fences. I warn you, Brennan, you’ll have to work even when I’m not watching.”
“You’re worse than Marshal Meek!”
* * *
TEMPERANCE HAD MADE THE Duttons as comfortable as she could. Their cabin was poorly built, and the wind sifted through the crevices and cracks between the logs. She had brought food, had done their washing, and now she was holding two-monthold Timothy. She loved children, and Timothy was a charming baby, fat and healthy with an unexpectedly cheerful smile at the oddest times.
“Aren’t you a handsome one?” she said. Timothy gurgled, reached out and caught her finger, and stuck it in his mouth. She let him bite it for awhile and then got the store-bought nipple that his mother had used. Martha Dutton was a small woman and did not have enough milk for the baby, so she kept goats for milk, which seemed to satisfy Timothy. The two women sat together, and before long, as she had expected, Martha began expressing her doubts. “We should never have come to this awful place. I never wanted to come to Oregon. It was Clyde. He had this dream of owning land, but we would have been better off renting it back in Missouri.”
“You’re going to be fine. You’ve got a good place here.”
Martha looked toward the single bedroom the cabin afforded. “Clyde’s so sick.” Fear washed across her face. “What will happen if he dies? I couldn’t take care of my baby or myself.”
Temperance knew this woman was not strong in body or in will. She belonged back East where life was more settled. For a

 long time she encouraged the woman and finally said, “You’ve just got to trust God. Clyde’s going to be all right. I’ll come early tomorrow and get the rest of the clothes washed. I’ll cook something that Clyde will like. You just rest and try not to get sick yourself.”
As she left the cabin and headed back to her own homestead, she was wondering how long the woman would last. Clyde Dutton looked like a dead man to her. She had had enough experience with cholera to recognize the final stages of it, and she would not be surprised if Clyde was one of those who didn’t make it.
When Temperance got home, the late afternoon shadows were already beginning to draw their long shapes outside the cabin. She made a quick tour and found that most of the fences had been fixed. Part of the field next to the cabin had been plowed, but the animals were put up now and there was no sign of Brennan. She went at once to his room, calling out, “Brennan, are you there?” But when she looked inside, she saw that his things were there though he was gone. Returning to the barn, she noticed that his horse was missing. A disgust came to her. “He’s probably gone back to town to get drunk.”
The struggle to stay alive in Oregon country in 1850 took all the strength a man or a woman had. It was hard on any human being, and Temperance was not as strong as some of the pioneer women. Now as she went to the house, she suddenly found it difficult to climb the steps. She made it to the top and then sat down in one of the white oak rockers her father had made. She began rocking, and Gus came at once and jumped into her lap, purring like a steam engine. She rubbed his chin, which he loved, and murmured, “I wish I didn’t have any more worries than you, Gus.”

Gus responded by digging his claws in and releasing them. He loved to trample her, not that he ever punctured her with his huge claws, but it seemed to give him pleasure to shove them down and back and forth.
The struggle of life caught up with Temperance Peabody. She was tired, exhausted. She was seeing sick people every day, knowing that many of them would not live. Her family was gone, and she had the sense of total isolation. Now her hired hand was probably in town getting drunk, probably would quit, and she had no one else to help.
She was not a crying woman as a rule, but she could have cried as she sat there. Finally she heard the sound of a horse approaching. Eagerly she looked up and saw Brennan on his stallion. It was getting dark, but she saw that he had a large deer tied down on the horse. He pulled up, and she said, “I thought you’d gone to town.”
“There you go, always thinking the worst of me.” He came off the horse and gestured toward the buck. “I hit him but not dead center. Had to run him down.”
Quickly, she tried to think of something pleasant to say. “Some fresh venison would go down good. I’ll show you where to dress him.”
“I seen the place. I’ll go cut off some steaks, and you can cook ’em while I do the rest.”
He started to turn the horse away, and she said, “I thought you had run away.”
Brennan somehow found that amusing. He smiled, and when he did, the two creases beside his mouth became more prominent. “Peabody, I’ve run off from more places than you can think of, but I’ll let you know when I run off. I won’t sneak off in the night.”

She thought this was a strange thing, but she didn’t ask any more questions. She walked out with him and watched while he strung the deer up and quickly cut the two steaks out. He said, “We’ll save the hide. It might be a good rug.”
“You can always use another rug.” She hesitated, then said, “I saw the fences. They look good.”
“Ain’t hard to fix a fence.”
“The plowing looked good too.”
“You know I didn’t mind it as much as I did when I was a boy. I’d hate to do it for the rest of my life though. Go cook the steaks.”
Temperance turned and headed back toward the house. When she was inside, Gus was pawing at the raw meat. “Well, Gus,” she said, a smile softening her features, “at least he didn’t run off.”



Chapter Three
BRENNAN DECIDED TO SHAVE, and then he decided not to.
For a moment he stood looking at the mirror over the washstand, taking in the shaggy, coarse, black hair and the whiskers that in two weeks had become more than just stubble, and felt a perverse sense of satisfaction. Ever since he had come to work for Temperance Peabody, he had deliberately remained filthy and unshaven merely to aggravate his employer.
“I reckon I’m just about pretty enough to make her happy,” he spoke to the mirror. He had a habit of speaking not only to animals as if they could understand but also to inanimate objects. Now he nodded toward the fly-specked mirror and grinned. “Another two or three weeks of this, I’ll be just about ripe enough for that psalm-singing preacher woman.”
He moved across the room to a small table, picked up the jug, and tilted it. Only a few trickles were left, and with a curse he slammed the jug down and grabbed his hat, which hung from a nail on the wall. He took one look around the room and was satisfied that it was about as disreputable as he could make it. He knew this irritated Temperance Peabody, and he spit on the floor and said, “There! That ought to put the finishing touches on it.”
Brennan left the room and saddled Judas after the usual titanic struggle. He waited for him to try to kick him, and said

 loudly, “Why, you’d be good for a month just to get a chance to bite me once.” Cautiously he put the saddle blanket on, then when Judas swung his big head around, teeth bared, Brennan rapped him sharply in the nose with his fist. “There, you spawn of Satan! Try to bite me again, I’ll bust your teeth out!” He waited to see if he would respond, but the stallion merely quivered his withers. Brennan, with satisfaction, slapped the saddle on, cinched it up, and then went through the usual difficulty of getting Judas to accept the bridle. “You better not mess with me today, Judas. I’m just in the mood to kick the daylights out of anything that moves and you’re closest.” The horse knew the tone, evidently, for he allowed Brennan to slip the bridle on.
Stepping into the saddle, Brennan rode out of the barn and was headed for town when he heard his name called. “Brennan!”
With a sigh he turned and saw his employer standing on the front porch. “Well, Judas, she caught us. I guess we’ll get another sermon now.” He did not dismount but simply rode within ten feet of the porch and asked grumpily, “What do you want?”
“Where you going?”
“I’m going to town and buy some whiskey.” He knew this would anger her, and it pleased him inordinately when he saw a cloud pass across her face.
“You didn’t finish plowing the south field.”
“No, I didn’t, and I ain’t going to.”
“Why not, may I ask?”
“Because it’s Monday.”
“What does that have to do with it?”
Patiently, as if speaking to a child, Brennan said, “Why, didn’t you know Monday’s a hard-luck day? Shucks, I thought everybody knowed that.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s just another day like the other six.”
“Not for me it ain’t. Everything bad that’s ever happened to me in my life happened on Monday.”
“That’s ridiculous.”
“No, it’s not! Let me tell you something, lady. I was walking down the streets of Mobile, Alabama, one time, and I got shot. And guess what day it was? Monday! That’s what it was.”
“Who shot you?”
“Oh, I disremember his name. He was a dentist and he was drunk.”
“Why’d he shoot you?”
“Oh, I didn’t say he was aimin’ to shoot me. There was a lawyer named Simmons who was sleeping with this here dentist’s wife. I don’t mean when he shot me, I mean on a regular basis, and it aggravated that dentist. So he got his pistol out and waited outside the lawyer’s office. Wouldn’t you know it was just my luck to come along right then. Now, if it had been Tuesday, I’d have been gone. Or if it had been Sunday, I’d probably been in church.” Brennan grinned at this and waited for her to protest, but when she was silent, he shrugged. “If bad luck’s going to happen, it’s going to happen.”
“That’s silly.”
“Silly! Why, he shot that lawyer, and the bullet went plum through him and hit me right in the leg. Laid me right up for a month.” Brennan shifted his weight and shook his head sorrowfully. “I felt so bad I couldn’t go see that sorry dentist hung.”
“Monday didn’t have a thing to do with that. It could have happened any day!” Temperance insisted.
“That’s what you say. Every time I’ve had a bad time, it come on a Monday. Once I was out with the dragoons and a

 whole mess of them sorry Cheyenne surrounded us, and they kilt all our horses. Before we left, I tried to tell the lieutenant that Monday wasn’t no day to be trying to tackle a Cheyenne war party, but he wouldn’t listen. Durned fool didn’t believe me! I guess he believed me when he got an arrow through his gizzard. Why, we had to walk away that night, and we was lucky to get out with our skins. No, Monday I try to be as quiet as I can so that bad luck don’t fall on me.”
Temperance had learned that Brennan could tell a tall tale, especially when he was trying to get out of work. She put her hands on her hips and stared at him. “You make your own bad luck, Thaddeus Brennan, and Monday has nothing to do with it.” A thought came to her, and she nodded firmly, “I’m not giving you any money for whiskey.”
“Didn’t ask for none.”
“Well, you’re not getting any. Go by the store and get what’s on this list.” Reaching into a pocket of her apron, she came out with a slip of paper. He was not going to dismount and come for it, so she walked up to him.
“Stay away from that horse’s head. He’ll bite you.”
“No, he won’t. He’s a nice horse,” Temperance said. “You’re mean to him. That’s why he tries to bite.”
With disgust Brennan snatched the paper and stuck it in the pocket of his filthy shirt. “You don’t know nothing about horses. This is the meanest horse west of the Pecos!”
Temperance reached up and stroked Judas’s nose. When the horse whinnied slightly and nudged her, she said, “See? He’s a nice horse. I’m going over to the Dutton place and help them, Brennan. When you get those things from the store, bring them by their place.”
“Not me. I’m not going near that cholera, not on Monday.”

“You do it or I’ll tell Joe Meek.”
Brennan stared at the woman, and a hot reply rose to his lips. He had discovered, however, that nothing he did could get her goat, as he put it. It irritated him, for he was accustomed to having his own way with women. “I’ll bring it, but I ain’t going into the house,” he shouted as he whirled Judas around and left the yard at a dead gallop.
When he was out of sight of the house, he pulled the bay down to a walk and then, as was his habit, began thinking of what had happened. It preoccupied him, and at such moments as this he forgot that Judas was a treacherous animal. He was caught off guard when suddenly the horse humped his back and flung himself sideways. Making a wild grab at the horn, Brennan managed to stay in the saddle. He fought the animal to a standstill and realized he was lucky not to be thrown.
“Well, you thought you had me that time, didn’t you?” he said loudly. “Well, you didn’t. You’re about the sorriest, meanest, no account hoss that ever lived!” He continued to berate the animal and finally nodded, saying, “But you ain’t as mean as Miss Temperance Peabody. What she needs is a man to take a belt to her. That’s what she needs. Well, Judas, I may be just that hairpin to give it to her! There ain’t no law that says a man can’t take a switch to a single woman—when she needs it, that is.”
All the way to town Brennan talked on and off to his horse. “And another thing,” he said as they turned down the main street, “I’d run off and leave her, but I gave my word.” A smile crossed his rugged lips and he chuckled. “I’d like to give that Joe Meek a run for it. He’d never catch me, not in a hundred years! I’d run him until he wore his legs off to the knees. Why, he thinks that badge makes him some pumpkins, but he ain’t. I can clean his plow anytime. But you know,” he said confidentially, 

“I can’t leave until I whip Al Sharpless for parting my hair with a pool cue. As soon as I get enough money to pay off that blasted fine, I’ll tell that preacher woman off, and then I’ll whip Al and maybe Joe Meek too. Then I’ll ride out and laugh at the whole bunch of ’em.”
The sun had passed the meridian and was slowly beginning to sink to the west as he turned down the main street of Walla Walla. He made straight for the Dancing Pony. He dismounted, avoiding a feeble attempt on the part of Judas to bite him. He slapped the stallion on the nose and said, “You just wait. I’m going to teach you a lesson if you don’t stop that!”
He stepped inside the saloon, and at once Al Sharpless turned to face him. Sharpless was wearing one of the most colorful floral vests on the market, and his black hair was laid flat with grease. He had small dark eyes that he fixed on Brennan. Then he grunted, “Whut you doing in here?”
“Why, Al, I just come into town. Thought I’d stop by for a friendly visit.”
“You make any trouble, I’ll shoot you.”
Brennan shrugged his shoulders, walked over, and stood at the bar, facing Sharpless. “Why, Al, that ain’t no way to talk to a friend.”
“I don’t consider you my friend. Not after you wrecked my place.”
“Well, I’m paying for it, Al, and I just stopped in to buy a jug of whiskey.”
Sharpless stared at Brennan, then suddenly laughed. “How you like working for a woman, Brennan?”
“Well, Al, I’ll tell you what,” Brennan said, “Honestly, I just love it! It’s the best job I ever had. I don’t think I’ll ever leave.”

Several loafers engaged in a poker game had been listening to the interchange. One of them, a tall lanky man named Simon Gee, laughed the loudest. “You won’t leave because you know Joe Meek would run you down and whip your tail.”
Brennan turned to face the speaker. “Why, Simon, that ain’t so. Me and Joe Meek have got to be real good friends. Why, shucks, I may even hire out as his deputy.”
Sharpless stared at Brennan. “You’d rather lie for credit. Just tell the truth for cash. Now what do you want?”
“Like I said. I want a gallon of whiskey.”
“You got the money?”
“Just put it on my tab, Al. You know I’m good for it.”
“Not likely,” Sharpless said. “Now get out of here before I throw you out.”
For a moment it seemed Brennan would take up the challenge. Sharpless saw something in the face of the tall man that made him take a step backward, but Brennan merely laughed and said, “When I’m rich and famous, you’ll wish you had sold me that whiskey on credit, Al. I’ll see you gentlemen later.”
Leaving the Dancing Pony, Brennan unhitched Judas, swung into the saddle, and rode down the street. He stopped in front of Satterfield’s General Store. “Well, Judas, you better wish me luck. I’ve got to have something to drink on. I’ll have to get it out of Satterfield, I reckon.”
He dismounted, tied Judas to the hitching rail, and then entered the general store. Silas, he saw, was grinding coffee beans, and the rich aroma of coffee filled the air. “That shore does smell good, don’t it now, Silas?” Brennan greeted the owner breezily. “Nothing smells better than coffee being ground, I don’t reckon.”
“Hello, Brennan. What can I do for you?”

“Got a list for things to get for my boss.” Brennan fished in his pocket and came out with a list. Satterfield glanced at it and then cocked his head to one side. “Miss Temperance tells me you’re not a bad hand at plowing.”
Brennan leaned on the counter and pulled a piece of candy out of a glass jar. “Is this here penny candy?”
“On the house, Brennan—the first one anyway.”
Brennan popped the candy into his mouth and talked around it. “About that plowing. You know a man does well with whatever he loves doing, don’t you know, and I always loved plowing. Nothing I’d rather do than stare at the back end of a mule for, oh, ten—twelve hours a day.”
Satterfield laughed. He was disgusted with the big man, but there was something likable about him at the same time. “Yeah, I loved it, too, when I was growing up.” He listened to Brennan talk as he filled the order, then said, “Anything else?”
“A gallon of whiskey please.”
“You know I’m not going to give you any whiskey.”
“Why, Silas, I’m surprised at you.”
“Miss Temperance would never forgive me. You’re liable to get drunk and bust up the saloon again or ride off until Joe Meek hauls you back.”
“You hurt me deep in my heart, Silas,” Brennan said. “Why, Miss Temperance has gone over to help that poor sick Dutton woman, and she wants this for medicinal purposes, and you won’t even give her the medicine she needs. Here I thought you was a Christian man, Silas.”
Silas Satterfield stared at the face of Thaddeus Brennan. “I don’t ever know whether to believe you or not.”
“Why, it’s gospel truth. That’s where she’s gone—over to the Dutton place. She sent me to get this stuff.”

“Why didn’t she put it on the list?”
“She forgot it, but she called out to me to get it as I left.”
Silas Satterfield struggled for a moment, then threw his hands apart with an impatient gesture. “Well, I’ll give it to you, but it’s on your head. She’ll see it on the bill.”
“Why, of course she will.” Silas moved down and leaning under the counter came out with a brown jug. He put it on the counter and said, “I’m not sure I’m doing the right thing here, Brennan.”
“Oh, it’s fine. You know she drinks herself.”
Silas was startled. “Who drinks?”
“Why, Miss Temperance. She gets drunker than Cooter Brown after it gets dark, but I don’t want you to tell nobody. She’s downright ashamed of it. Put that stuff in a sack for me so I can tie it over my saddle horn, will you? I’ll carry the jug.”
Five minutes later Brennan was on the road again. The first thing he did when he cleared town was uncork the jug and take several long, deep swallows. “I forgot to make a toast, Judas. Here’s to that psalm-singing woman who thinks she’s my boss. She’s paying for this here drinking whiskey and mighty nice of her, I might say.” He began to sing a ribald song, and by the time he was halfway to the Dutton place, it was all he could do to stay in the saddle.
* * *
PULLING THE LAST OF the worn diapers off the line, Temperance dropped them in the basket, then moved back toward the house. She had been thinking of Brennan as she loaded the basket. She had become absolutely sick of the man. He was filthy, refused to bathe, shaved only on occasion. He

 did his work but was sullen and critical of her, especially of her religion.
“I’ll be glad when he’s gone,” she muttered. “He’s the most trifling man I ever saw in my life.”
She moved inside the house, quickly folded the diapers, and went to the cradle where the baby lay sleeping. She reached out and gently touched the blond hair and then straightened up and moved across to the stove. She filled a deep bowl with broth and, plucking a spoon from a box, moved into the bedroom.
Martha Dutton lay on the bed, her thin form outlined by the cover. Her eyes were sunk back in her head, and her lips seemed to have shriveled up.
Her husband had died a week earlier, and she had been too sick to attend the funeral, a fact that grieved her greatly.
“Well now, Martha, you’ve got to eat something.”
“I’m not hungry, Temperance.”
“You’ve got to keep your strength up.” Temperance put the bowl on a table beside the bed, sat down in a cane-bottom chair, and filled the spoon. Martha, however, turned her head away. “I can’t eat,” she whispered. Her voice was thin and reedy and seemed like an ethereal sound from somewhere outside herself.
“Martha, you’ve got to eat.”
“I’m going to die, Temperance.” Martha Dutton turned, and her face was like a death’s head. Pity ran through Temperance, for she remembered how pretty this woman had been before the cholera had struck her down. She and her husband had been one of the finest-looking couples in the area, and now Clyde was under the sod and Martha, in all probability, would be there soon.

Tears ran down Martha’s face, and she whispered, “I couldn’t even go to Clyde’s funeral.”
“You were too sick, Martha. Clyde would have understood. I think he does understand.”
“You think people in heaven know what’s going on on Earth?”
“I’m sure they do.” Actually Temperance was not certain of her theology, but she would say anything to give this dying woman some assurance.
“Why does God let bad things like this happen? We weren’t bad people.”
“Of course you weren’t.” Temperance had gone through this before with others who had had loss. She quoted several Scriptures and laid her hand on the woman’s brow. Martha’s face was like a tiny furnace, and as she leaned down and pulled a blanket over her, Temperance said, “You’ve got to sweat this fever out.”
Martha Dutton lay still for what seemed like a long time. Her eyes were closed and her lips were moving. Temperance could not understand her, and she leaned forward. “I can’t hear you, Martha.”
“My sister—Kate.”
“What about Kate?”
“She and her husband, Tom Blanchard, they—”
The words trailed off, and Martha passed into a semiconscious state. Quickly Temperance got cool water and a cloth and began to bathe the sick woman’s face. “Can you tell me about Kate?”
The water seemed to have revived Martha. She opened her eyes, and there was a haunted look in her expression. “Kate and her husband tried to talk me and Clyde out of coming to

 Oregon, but Clyde wouldn’t listen. They don’t have any children of their own. They had two, but they lost them.”
“Where do they live?”
“In St. Joseph, Missouri.”
Suddenly Martha reached up and grasped Temperance’s hand. “Please, Temperance, they’d take my Timmy for their own. Promise me you’ll take him!”
Temperance Peabody did not make promises lightly. She took each one of them as a sacred vow, and for that instant she pictured the immense distance and the terrible difficulties that lay between Walla Walla in Oregon Territory and St. Joe, Missouri. She looked down and tried to think of some way to deny the woman, but Martha Dutton’s eyes begged her; and almost despite herself, Temperance took the woman’s hand in both of hers. It felt frail; the bones were like fragile bird bones. “I promise I’ll take Timmy to Kate.”
For a time they sat there as Martha thanked her and then finally she heard a horse. “That’s Brennan coming with things from the store,” she said.
She left the sick woman’s room and opened the door, but instead of Brennan it was the Reverend Cyrus Blevins. He took his hat off and stepped inside, saying, “How’s Mrs. Dutton?”
“Not well at all. I think you’d better pray with her, Reverend.”
The two went back to the room, and Blevins laid his hand on the sick woman’s head and prayed a fervent prayer. When he ended, Temperance said, “She’s asleep. Come along. I’ll fix you something to eat.”
The two left, but Blevins said, “I don’t have time. This cholera is getting worse. I don’t think Martha’s going to live.”
“She may.”

“Of course, God could work a miracle. That’s what it would take, I think.” He ran his hand through his thinning hair and said, “Did you hear about the Abbotts?”
“No, what about them?”
“Same old story,” Blevins said wearily. “But it happened so quick. Cholera got both of them.”
“Oh, Pastor, how terrible!”
“It is terrible. Vance was a deacon in the church. Virginia was one of the finest women I ever knew. Always cared for everybody.”
“When did it happen?”
“Yesterday. They got sick three days ago, and it took them like a whirlwind. They died within six hours of each other.”
“And the children. Where are they?”
“The Johnsons have taken them in for now.”
“How old are they?”
“Billy’s two and Rose is six. Billy doesn’t really understand but Rose does, I think. It’s hard to tell children about things like this.”
“What will happen to them?”
“Virginia’s parents live in Fort Smith, Arkansas. They left a note begging for someone to take the children there. I don’t know how in the world we’d get them there, Temperance.”
For a moment Temperance hesitated, then she said, “I promised Martha that I’d take Timothy to her sister. They live in St. Joe, Missouri.”
Blevins was startled. “Why, Temperance, how are you going to do that?”
“I don’t know, but I’ll have to. We’ll have to find a way. I gave my word.”
“Well, that’s three, all babies really. If they were older, it

 might be possible to get them with a freighter, but no freighter’s going to take three babies like that.”
The two talked earnestly about a way when suddenly Blevins lifted his head. “Somebody’s coming.”
“Probably Brennan.”
The two stepped out on the porch, and Brennan pulled his horse up. He dropped the sack on the ground and said, “There’s your groceries. The stuff from the store.”
“Brennan, I need to talk to you.”
“I ain’t coming in that house.”
“Well, go home then, but I want you to feed the stock, gather the eggs, milk the cows. Do all the chores. I’m going to stay here.”
“If you want to be a crazy woman, that’s fine with me,” Brennan shouted. He turned Judas around and galloped off.
“He’s drunk, isn’t he?”
“I expect he is, Pastor.”
“How do you put up with him?”
“I try to talk with him about God and he curses me. But he’s all I’ve got. ” Temperance shrugged her shoulders helplessly. “I’ll have to stay here with Martha and take care of Timothy.”
“We’ll have to pray about a way to get these children where they can be taken care of. I’ll have my wife come out and help you with Martha.”
“She’s got plenty to do with two children. I’ll make it fine.”
* * *
BRENNAN WAS PLOWING WHEN he looked up to see Temperance pull up in front of the house with the wagon. He tied the mules off, walked over, and saw that she was taking

 something out of the seat beside her. When he got closer, he saw an infant.
“What’s that?” he demanded.
Temperance turned and he saw that she was disturbed. “It’s a baby. Timothy Dutton. Martha died this morning at two o’clock.”
“What in the cat hair are you going to do with a baby?”
Temperance Peabody had an even temper as a rule, but suddenly all of the fatigue and the worry over Martha and Clyde and the care of the baby seemed to make her boil over. “Don’t you have an ounce of goodness in you?”
Brennan stared at her. “No, not an ounce. That kind of thing can get people into trouble.”
“You’re hopeless, Thaddeus Brennan!” Turning around, she walked into the house.
Brennan watched her, then walked slowly back to the mule. “She’s crazier than I thought. She’ll probably take that baby and raise it.” He unwrapped the lines and began plowing again, but the scene had troubled him. “I guess I can feel for people as well as anybody,” he addressed the mules. “What does she want me to do—make my voice quiver and bust out crying?” He slapped the mules with the line, cussed them, and the startled animals broke into a stumbling trot.
* * *
THE FUNERAL OF MARTHA DUTTON had been one more in a long series. Temperance had stood beside the open grave and watched as the casket was lowered. The men had uncovered the wooden coffin of Clyde Dutton, and she had watched as they had wedged the coffin containing his wife beside him.

The March wind was cold as she stood there, holding Timothy, who grew fussy halfway through the closing remarks. Looking around the small crowd that had gathered, she realized how the cholera had decimated the community, the whole area it seemed. People who would have been there were now under the sod themselves. Others were home taking care of the sick.
When the service was over, Pastor Blevins asked for a meeting of the men to discuss the fate of the children. They went to the church, and Temperance attended the meeting along with the pastor’s wife. They were the only women there. She listened as Pastor Blevins outlined the situation and explained that now there were three children who had to be taken back East.
“Couldn’t we find someone here to take them in?” Joe Smedly said. He was a short, barrel-shaped man who had lost two of his own children to cholera.
“Not Timothy,” Temperance broke in. “I promised his mother I’d see that he got to her sister.”
“Well, I don’t know how you’re going to do it.” Smedly shook his head. “Who’d take on a chore like that?”
“That’s right,” Pastor Blevins said. “The trains are all coming this way, not going back. The only wagons going that way are freighters. Mule skinners are a rough bunch.”
Joe Meek had attended the funeral, and he listened for a time, then said, “Well, I hate to tell you about this, but Sadie Overmeyer died last night.”
“Poor soul,” Blevins said, his voice tinged with compassion.
Indeed, the Overmeyers were both poor souls. Everyone in the room was thinking about Fess Overmeyer, who was serving a life term in prison for murder and would never see a free day.
 His wife, Sadie, had always been a rough woman and turned to prostitution. She had three children.
“What about those kids of hers?” Smedly asked. “How old are they?”
Meek shrugged his shoulders. “There’s one girl just a year old. The boy is six and Rena’s the oldest at twelve.”
“Nobody’s going to take them in,” Tom Finley said. “The oldest two are wild as outlaws.”
“Sadie left a note. Said she’s got relatives in Louisiana, a sister and her husband. Name’s Maude Slaughter; husband’s name is Ed. They live in Baton Rouge.”
“Might as well be on the other side of the world,” Smedly said. “It looks like we’re just going to have to farm those kids out.”
No one had any solution, but as Temperance left the meeting, she had a burden such as she had never felt before. Six children—all orphans, all needing to go thousands of miles away. God, she prayed, I just can’t do this thing!


Chapter Four
SILAS SATTERFIELD LIFTED HIS flyswatter, took dead aim, and brought it down with a resounding thump. He examined with satisfaction the mashed remains of the fly he had annihilated, then his attention was caught as the front door slammed. Turning, he saw Judge Phineas Henry had stepped inside and was advancing to the counter where Silas waited.
“Good morning, Silas.” Judge Henry was a short, rotund individual of fifty-two. He had a red bulldog face, a pair of hard gray eyes, and a thatch of salt-and-pepper hair neatly clipped with a roughly chopped beard to match. “You got my cigars this morning?”
“Sure did, Judge. They just came in.” Satterfield moved down the counter, reached under it, and came up with a box. He laid it before Henry and shook his head. “I’ll never understand why a man spends so much money to burn dead leaves and then suck smoke into his lungs.”
“You have no appreciation of the finer things of life, Silas.”
“Breathing smoke from dead weeds don’t seem very fine to me.”
“To each his own poison. Life has few enough pleasures and this is one of mine. What’s yours?”
Silas Satterfield stopped for a moment and thought hard. “I guess gluttony would have to be my favorite sin, Judge.”

Henry laughed shortly. His round belly shook, and he opened the box carefully and pulled out a cigar. Closing the box, he removed a small knife from his pocket, cut the ends off, licked the cigar hungrily, then chomped down on it with his teeth. He took a kitchen match from his inner pocket, struck it, and drew mightily on the cigar. He watched as the purple smoke rose, then sighed with satisfaction. “Well now, I sure hope they’ve got Havanas in heaven.”
“You’re bound for that place, are you, Judge?”
“That’s my intention.”
“Doubt if they got cigars there.”
Judge Henry studied Satterfield, then laughed shortly. “I guess we’ll find out. How’s that fellow Brennan doing? Giving Miss Peabody any trouble?”
“He’s just ornery, I expect.” Satterfield shrugged his thin shoulders and rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “He does his work though. Has he been paying his fine?”
“Miss Temperance pays it. We don’t let him have any money.” He puffed thoughtfully on the cigar for a moment, then said, “He’s what we’ve got too many of in this country—broken-down whiskey bums.”
“I guess he is, but I don’t know what Temperance would do without him.”
“Why don’t that woman get a husband? She’s got a nice farm out there.”
“Maybe men want more than a farm when they go looking for a wife.”
Judge Henry blinked with surprise. “I thought you had more sense, Silas. You never heard of a man marrying a rich woman just to get her money? Seems to me I have a time or two.”
“She ain’t rich, Judge.”

“No, she’s not, but she should be married. How old is she?”
“Around thirty-two, I think.”
“She ain’t no beauty, but she might be if she’d redd herself up a little bit. She ought to be married.”
“I guess most men are scared off by her religion. She’s got enough to load a boat.”
Henry and Satterfield spoke for some time until finally they came to the subject that everyone had to speak of every day: the cholera epidemic.
“Seems like that cholera leaves and then it comes back stronger than ever. Have you found out any way to get those children back East to their families?”
“No. Men are too busy making money to do that.”
“I was in Portland recently, Silas. I talked to Captain Charles Beckwith. He owns the American Eagle. He said he’d take them around the Horn on his ship, but somebody would have to go along and be responsible for the kids.”
“Why, that might be an idea. How much would it cost?”
“Nearly a thousand dollars for seven passages.”
Silas whistled a low note and shook his head in despair. “Nobody’s going to pay that. Did you ask him about children’s rates?”
“You don’t know Captain Charles Beckwith. He wouldn’t give his own mother a better rate.”
“Well, something’s got to be done. The preacher and his wife are keeping those wild Overmeyer kids, but they’re too much of a handful. They’re driving the preacher’s wife crazy. When does the American Eagle leave?”
“Not for three weeks at least.”
“We’ve got to do something before then, Judge. I declare I just don’t know what.”

* * *
TEMPERANCE MOVED SLOWER THAN usual as she fixed breakfast. She had been up most of the night with Timmy, who had been fussy, and the dark circles under her eyes gave evidence of her weariness. The work on her place, which was already heavy, had been augmented when she had taken the Abbott children. Billy was two and Rose six, and she was shocked at how much work two small children, along with a two-month-old baby, could create.
Boots sounded on the porch, and she looked up to see Brennan, who came in looking shaggy and unshaven as usual. “Is breakfast ready?” he grunted.
“Sit down.”
Billy and Rose were already at the table, Billy sitting on a box placed on a chair and Rose beside him. Temperance ladled out large spoonfuls of mush, filled Brennan’s bowl, set it in front of him, and then added a plate full of fried ham.
“What’s this?”
“It’s mush.”
Brennan picked up a spoon, mined the bowl, and then tasted it. “A man can’t plow all day on mush, woman.”
“Then you cook your own breakfast. Go out and collect the eggs, and I’ll scramble them for you.”
Timmy began to cry, and Temperance rocked him in her arms, looking down in his young-old face. He was really an attractive baby, but he was the first that she had ever had to care for full time. She had held other women’s babies but handed them back almost at once. Now a sense of despair came to her as she thought of the task she had taken on.

Brennan began to eat noisily. He deliberately magnified his indifferent table manners because he knew it irritated her. He made slurping noises and was pleased when he got a disgusted look from his employer. He stopped suddenly and said, “What’s that I smell?”
“It’s Timmy. He needs changing. You want to do it?”
Brennan stared at her in disbelief. He went back to his mush and cramming his mouth full of ham and washing it down with large swallows of the black coffee.
Rose had been watching Brennan carefully. She had watched him from the beginning as if he were some kind of dangerous wild animal. Rose was small for her six years but had a maturity that many young children lacked. She fixed her eyes on his face and forgot the breakfast before her.
“You’re going to have to milk the goat, Brennan,” Temperance said. She had been thankful that she had a goat because Timmy evidently had a delicate stomach, and without mother’s milk, goat’s milk was the only thing that agreed with him.
“I ain’t milking no goats!”
“Yes, you are!”
Rose suddenly piped up. “Why are you so mean?” she demanded, looking up into Brennan’s face.
Brennan glared at her. “I like being mean. It keeps kids from expecting me to be nice.” He got up abruptly, kicked his chair back, and left the room.
“I don’t like him,” Rose said. “Why don’t you make him go away?”
“Believe me, Rose, I’d like to, but I have to have a man around to do some of the work.”
For the next fifteen minutes Temperance tended to the children. She had put Timmy in a dishpan filled with warm

 water, and he chortled gleefully, splashing water all over her. This amused her despite the wetness of the situation. Rose and Billy watched, and Billy said, “No bath!”
“Yes, you get a bath, you dirty little boy.”
“No bath!” Billy shook his head firmly.
Brennan came in the door, bearing a small pail. “Here’s your blasted goat milk.” He put the pail down with unnecessary force and glared at Temperance. “What else you want done?”
Temperance felt her nerves giving way. She thought suddenly, I never used to get nervous at all, but now all this is getting to me. She had struggled with the problem of the orphans for weeks, and she wanted to scream at Brennan, who had told her she was crazy. But, instead, to her horror she suddenly felt tears forming in her eyes. She tried to hide them by turning away quickly and muttering in a thick voice, “Just—just leave, Brennan! Go do something useful.”
Brennan stared at her silently. He had seen the tears, and they were something new. Temperance Peabody was not a crying woman, he knew that well enough! She had scowled at him too many times for him to miss the acid side of her character. Now he saw that her shoulders were trembling, and he said loudly, “That’s just what I need, a squalling female.” He turned and stomped out again, kicking the chair as he went and sending it over backward.
Blinded by tears, Temperance picked up the pail. Her hands were trembling as she filled the bottle, heated it, and affixed the nipple. She had to shift Timmy in her arms to do this, but when she started for the chair, Rose said quickly, “I can feed him.”
“Can you, Rose?”
“Sure I can. Just let me get in the chair.” Rose plopped herself in the chair, and Temperance put the infant in her lap, then

 handed her the bottle. She watched as the girl stuck the bottle into Timmy’s mouth and had to smile when he began to suck greedily on it.
“You make a good little mother, Rose.”
“I like babies. I helped tend to Billy when he was born and I was only four. Why are you crying, Temperance?”
“Oh, I’m just not feeling too well today. Don’t worry about it.” She began to clean up after Billy, who usually made a complete wreck of his side of the table. He protested strenuously as she took a wet cloth and began to wash his face. “No wash!” he cried out, beating at her with his fists. “No wash!”
“Yes, wash, you dirty little pig.” She helped him to the floor. He went at once to the side of the kitchen where he had blocks he had built into incomprehensible forms.
Temperance started cleaning the kitchen and inwardly she was praying, Oh, God, I can’t do this. Please help me! It was not the kind of ordered form of prayer that she most often prayed, but she found out she was in quicksand and sinking deeper every day.
Looking out the window, she could see Brennan had hitched up the mules and was plowing. She watched him for a time and, as usual, had the same struggle to like the man. He was one of the most unlovable humans she had ever seen, and his attitude was rotten. She had to admit that he could do things well. She knew plowing was not easy, but he moved the team easily. Despite her feelings, she had come to admire the way he made hard jobs look easy. There was a grace in the man at such times that belied the shambling walk he usually affected.
She went about her work, but thirty minutes later she heard a buggy. Going to the screen door, she saw the pastor, Brother Blevins, unfolding his thin, gangly form and getting out of his

 buggy. She saw him wave to Brennan, who ignored him pointedly, then he turned and came up on the porch. Temperance opened the door and said, “Come in, Pastor.” She noted as he came in that his face was thinner than usual and that he had a drawn look. It’s those Overmeyer kids, she thought. I’ve heard how bad they are. They’re probably wearing his wife out too.
“Sit down and let me fix you something to eat.”
“I’ve already eaten. A cup of coffee would go good though.” Blevins sat down and she joined him. They sipped the coffee, talking about the various illnesses, and he gave her a report that was at least partly good. “Only been two deaths this week. Maybe this thing’s about over. I pray it is.”
“I’d gladly pray that, Pastor,” Temperance said. “Have you had any success finding somebody to take the children back East?”
“Well, the judge talked to the captain of the American Eagle. It’ll be leaving in about three weeks to go back around the Horn. Trouble is, it’ll land in New York. That’s almost as far from Missouri and Arkansas as we are here. Besides that, it’d cost a thousand dollars.”
“Surely we can’t afford that.”
“No, we can’t. These are hard times, Temperance.”
“Maybe we could find somebody.” In her heart she was begging God to provide that somebody for she was vaguely feeling that God wanted her to do this thing. She had never challenged God, but many times during these days she had wanted to say, God, You’re making a terrible mistake here. I can’t do this. I’m only a woman. She buried those feelings and said, “Surely we could hire somebody.”
“Hire who?” Blevins asked gloomily. “Married men are afraid to leave with this cholera like it is. Besides, no man could take care of six small children.”

Doubts had been plaguing the Reverend Cyrus Blevins for some time. His theological views had been badly shaken by the way person after person had been taken out of this life without so much as a warning. Many of them were good Christian people. He had watched the believers die among the unbelievers and struggled with the age-old question: Why did bad things happen to good people? His faith was shaken, but he carefully concealed it from Temperance. “Don’t worry, sister,” he said gently. He supposed that she was simply going to help find a way and perhaps help pay for the expenses.
“God will help us, Pastor.” At that instant Temperance was strongly tempted to tell Blevins how God had spoken to her heart. She had told him her promise to get Timothy back to his relatives in the East, but she had not told him that she was thinking of doing the job personally.
Blevins finished his coffee and then got up wearily. “I’ve got to get over to the Masterson place. They’re both going to make it, but they needs lots of help.”
“I wish I could go help—”
“You’ve got plenty to do with these three children. It’s pretty much of a chore, isn’t it?”
“I didn’t know how much work children are.” A plaintive note touched Temperance’s voice, and he saw a strange expression in her face. “You know, Pastor, the only thing I ever really wanted was a husband and children—a family, you know. But it was all kind of an idealized dream.” She laughed self-consciously. “I saw myself in our nice house back East with everything in place and the children all well behaved and the husband making money. There we were with everything going fine.”
“You didn’t dream about dirty diapers or measles, I take it?”
“Oh no! My dreams were much more sanitary than that.”

“Well, you’ll find out one day, I hope, that it’s worth the trouble.”
“That time’s past for me, Brother Blevins.”
“I’d not be so quick to say that.”
Temperance was disturbed by the conversation and said, “Let me know if I can do anything.”
* * *
BRENNAN WAITED UNTIL THE preacher left. He avoided preachers whenever possible, but as soon as Blevins drove off, he drew the mules to a stop and came to the house. He stepped inside and found Temperance holding the baby and rocking. “When I was in town yesterday, I met a man named Wilson. He owns three sawmills. Rich fellow.”
“What about him?” Temperance saw that Brennan looked nervous, which was unusual for him. He was one of the most unnervous men she had ever seen.
“Well,” Brennan cleared his throat and said, “he offered me a job running a sawmill down in Oregon City. He’ll be paying me three times what you’re paying me here. I could have my fine paid off in a month.”
“You said you’d work here.”
“I agreed to work here until my fine is paid off, and now it’s all down to the word I gave you.”
“You led me to believe you’d stay.” Temperance felt suddenly that she was going to begin crying, and she couldn’t bear for him to see it. “I suppose you’ll be leaving then?”
“I’ll finish this last field today. That’s all the plowing. A man’s got to look out for himself, Peabody.” He stood there for a moment and then said abruptly, “You never want to trust

 people, Peabody. They’ll let you down. I ain’t the only one. Everybody does it.”
She looked up, and her lower lip was trembling. “You’re the most worthless man I’ve ever seen.”
“If you was a man, I’d bust you for that. I didn’t agree to work in no nursery. Kids make me nervous. I can’t stand them! I’ll be leaving as soon as I plow the rest of that field.” He turned without another word and stalked out.
Temperance passed her hand across her face and by sheer force of will kept the tears back. “Go on then,” she said. “It’s all you’re ever good for, running away or getting into trouble. Who needs you?”
* * *
BRENNAN DISMOUNTED, SLAPPED AT Judas—who halfheartedly tried to bite him—tied the horse up, and then walked up to the door of the judge’s office. A handwritten sign in pencil said: “Gone. Back at four o’clock.”
“Why don’t that worthless judge stay in place?” Brennan turned disgustedly and walked down the sidewalk. He had come to town to make arrangements with the judge over his fine. Wilson had agreed to pay the fine off and would take it out of his pay. Brennan was highly pleased, for he knew sawmills and though it was hard work, he told himself, At least there wouldn’t be a holier-than-thou preacher woman and a bunch of snot-nosed kids around to put up with!
He passed by the door of the Dancing Pony, hesitated, and reached into his pocket. He found two silver dollars he had stolen from a stash Peabody thought was well concealed. Not enough to get drunk on but enough for a drink.

He shoved through the door and saw three men playing poker at the table. Two more rough-looking individuals headed for the mines were at the bar. Al Sharpless was behind the bar, watching Brennan cautiously. “What are you doing in town?”
“Came to see the judge, but he’s gone.”
“If you got any money, you can have a drink.”
“Let’s have it then, Al.” He took out one of the silver dollars, put it on the bar, and Sharpless poured him a full glass. “The best liquor you’re likely to get around here.”
“It’s tolerable, but I don’t reckon it ever won any medals.”
“What do you want to see the judge for? To beg off of that fine? You’re wasting your time.”
“No, I ain’t begging the judge for nothing.” He started to tell Sharpless about the job with Wilson, but then he remembered he promised himself to whip Sharpless before he left town. He studied the man with anticipatory delight. It would be a joy to pound Sharpless into the floor of his own saloon. He didn’t want any more fines, though, so he’d catch him away.
Ignoring Sharpless, Brennan turned and saw Ed McAfee playing solitaire. He was a gambler who dealt faro and blackjack. An impulse came to Brennan, and he took the silver dollar out of his pocket. Holding his drink in his right hand, he walked over and said, “How about a hand of blackjack? I got one dollar.”
“I always like to take a man’s last dollar,” McAfee grinned. He had a thin face and a pair of penetrating black eyes, and he manipulated the cards like a magician. It was hard to cheat at blackjack, so he didn’t like the game much.
Brennan sat down and McAfee dealt the cards. Brennan looked at the king on top and said, “I’ll play these.”

“You don’t know what you’ve got. That may be a two or a three under there.”
“I’m riding my luck, McAfee.”
McAfee said, “I’ll take one.”
He threw the card down and grimaced. “Busted!”
“Well now, I’ve got two dollars. Let’s get down to some serious gambling.”
Ten minutes later Brennan had run his luck up and had forty dollars in front of him. That was the way cards ran for him sometimes. “You know why you’re losing, McAfee? You don’t go to church. That’s why.”
“I suppose you go to church yourself.”
“I never miss a Sunday.” He scooped up the money, and McAfee protested. “Aren’t you going to give me a chance to get even?”
“No, I’m going to win the money from all those fellows in that poker game.”
Brennan rose, and walked over to the poker table, and looked down. He knew two of the men, rough-looking sorts, but one was a small fellow dressed in fancy Eastern clothes. His hair was pompadoured, and he had a thin handsome face. “You fellows need another player?”
“You got any money, Brennan?”
“I got forty dollars here.”
All three nodded and one of the miners said, “This here is Brennan. He’s a vicious criminal, Simons.”
Simons grinned then. One of the saloon girls was sitting beside him, running her hand down the back of his neck. “Well, we’ll take that vicious criminal’s money. I’m Frank Simons.”
“Thaddeus Brennan. Glad to know you.”

Brennan sat down and began playing. His luck was running high, and he saw at once that Simons was a short-tempered individual. Every time Brennan won a hand, he got a cutting word from Simons, but he ignored it.
The saloon girl, the woman sitting beside Simons, began to tease him. “You going to let this dirty fellow take all your money, Frank?”
“He’s not taking everything,” Simons said. The pot was big in front, and Simons said, “I’ll just raise that ten dollars.”
“I’ll call,” he said, and the other two players dropped out. The pot continued to grow, and the woman was urging Simons on. “You promised me that necklace, Frank.”
“It’s in this pot right here as soon as I beat Daniel Boone.”
“Daniel Boone. That’s good,” Brennan said. “I always liked Daniel.” He had shoved practically all of his money out and said, “I’ll take two cards.” He dealt the cards, looked at them, and said, “I raise you ten.”
“You’re bluffing, Brennan.”
“Cost you to find out.”
Simons cursed and put the money out and then turned his hand over. “I’ve got a flush.”
“Not good enough, old son. This is what they call a royal flush. Don’t see these very often, do you?”
The woman squealed, “You lost my necklace, Frank!”
“I ain’t lost nothing,” Simons said. “You cheated, Brennan.”
A silence fell across the saloon, and every eye turned toward Brennan. He sat loosely, his hands on the table. He had reached out to bring in the pot, but he now froze. “Nobody cheated you, Simons.”
“I saw you. You dealt from the bottom of the deck. You’re a liar and a cheat!”

Suddenly Simons’s hands darted beneath his coat. He came out with a Derringer, and Al Sharpless, who was watching, could not believe the speed with which Brennan drew the Navy Colt at his side. The two shots sounded almost at once, although Sharpless felt that perhaps Simons’s shot came first. The slug whistled past Brennan’s ear, but Brennan’s own bullet took Simons in the chest. It drove him over backward, and he let out a wild cry and then lay still.
Brennan dropped the Colt back in the holster and looked around the room. “You saw it,” he said. “He drew first. He drew on me.”
“If I was you, Brennan, I’d get out of here,” one of the miners said.
“What do I want to run for? It was a fair fight.”
Sharpless said quickly, “He’s right, Brennan. If you got a horse out there, get on him and ride out.”
Brennan stared around him and saw the same shock on every face. He reached out, picked the money up, and stuck it in his pocket. The girl was kneeling over Simons’s body. “He’s not dead,” she said.
“Quick,” Sharpless said, “let’s get him to the doctor.”
“Well, I’ll help you.”
“You’d better get out,” Sharpless warned.
“I’m not running from no law, not when this fellow drew on me first.”
The doctor’s office was just down the street, and Brennan was one of the four who carried the inert body. He saw that his bullet had struck Simons somewhere high in the chest, but the man was still breathing.
The doctor opened the door, took one look, and said, “Put him on the table.”

Brennan and the others deposited the limp form of Frank Simons, and then he turned to go. He was met by Joe Meek who, without warning, reached forward and pulled Brennan’s gun from his holster. “I’ve got to arrest you, Brennan.”
“Arrest me! For what?”
Meek made a big form in his tight buckskins, his muscles bulging. “You ought to be more careful who you shoot, Thad. You killed the son of a senator. Senator Harlan Simons is pretty small game even for a senator, but he’s got pull. The next time you shoot somebody, be sure he ain’t got no important relatives.”
“But he ain’t dead!”
“You better hope he’s not. If he dies, you’ll hang. If he don’t, my guess is you’ll be doing ten or fifteen years in the federal prison.”
Brennan stared at the man. “But he pulled first.”
“You think anybody’s going to testify on your behalf? You’re nothing but a two-bit hoodlum, Brennan. A prisoner working for a woman. He’s the son of a United States senator. Who do you think the jury’s going to believe?”
Brennan stood there, staring at Meek. Finally he said, “This is Monday, ain’t it?”
“Yeah, what about it?”
“I knew something bad would happen as soon as I woke up this morning. Nothing good ever happens to me on Monday.”
“Well, nothing good happened today. Come on. I’ve got to lock you up.”



Chapter Five
“BE STILL, RUTH!” TEMPERANCE leaned her head against the goat’s rough hide and continued to drain milk into the tin bucket she had placed on the ground. Ruth usually was a placid animal who did not object to being milked, but on this day she was nervous and irritable. She bleated, turned around, and stared at Temperance. The goat’s eyes had the strange vertical slit that gave them an evil look somehow or other. Ruth, however, was the gentlest of all goats and produced kids and milk with equal fecundity.
“There. That’s enough. Thank you very much, Ruth.”
As Temperance rose and started for the house, she looked down the road toward the sound of hoofbeats. She had excellent eyesight and made out the bulky form of Marshal Joe Meek mounted on his huge iron gray stallion. It took a big horse to carry a big man like Meek, and as the stallion pulled up, Meek stepped out of the saddle with a grace unusual for a man his size. His face had a fine layer of dust, and taking out his handkerchief, he wiped it, first taking off his hat. “Howdy, Miss Temperance.”
“Hello, Marshal. What are you doing out here?”
“Well, I reckon I’m the bearer of evil tidings,” Meek said. A disgusted expression crossed his blunt features, and he

 looked down at the ground for a moment and seemed reluctant to speak.
“What in the world is it, Marshal?”
“Well, to tell the truth, Miss Temperance, it’s your hired hand, Brennan.”
“Oh, my! Did he get drunk and wreck the saloon again?”
“No, ma’am, it’s a little bit worse than that this time. He come into town yesterday, went into the saloon, and got into a card game. There was a disagreement, and he shot a man called Frank Simons. I’m having to hold him in the jail.”
Temperance’s hand went to her breast, and she asked quickly, “Is the man dead?”
“No, he’s alive, but he ain’t in good shape. Brennan will be tried, of course, for attempted murder unless the fellow dies. Then it will be for murder.”
“I’m sorry to hear it. He’s an aggravating sort of person, but he didn’t deserve this. What do you think will be the outcome of the trial?”
“Oh, I never speculate on that. One thing I never bet on is horse races and juries. You’ll lose every time.” Meek jammed his hat on top of his head and said, “I got a couple worthless loafers in jail. They got no money for their fines, so instead of them working the judge’s road, I’ll bring them out and they can do Brennan’s work.”
“That would be kind of you, Marshal.”
Meek gathered his reins and stepped into the saddle. The horse groaned under his weight, and Meek reached out and slapped him on the neck. “You know, he ain’t a bad fellow—him.”
“You mean Brennan?”
“Yeah, he reminds me of myself when I was younger.”

“I can’t believe you were ever like Brennan.”
“I was a pretty bad cat. Like I said, I feel sorry for him.” He pulled his hat down over his forehead and shook his head. “He’s finished now though. The best he can hope for is ten years or maybe fifteen in a federal pen. That takes it out of a man. Myself, I’d rather die than go there. Well, I’ll bring them fellows out early tomorrow morning, Miss Temperance.”
Temperance watched the marshal ride out, then turned to go back into the house. She moved slowly, for her mind was occupied with the news she had just received. It was bad news all the way around, but a sudden impulse came. “I’ve got to go see him,” she said aloud. Going into the house, she began to make preparations. It was not the same as when she was alone. All she had to do was put on her bonnet and hitch the team. Now she had three children to get ready. Rose was excited about getting to go into town, and with her help they were soon on their way.
Rose was silent for a great part of the way, and finally she said, “I miss my mama and daddy.”
Quickly Temperance cast a glance at the girl. It was the first time she had mentioned the parents she had lost. Temperance reached over, put her arm around the girl, and drew her close. “I know you do, honey. I miss mine too.”
“Were you a little girl when they died?”
“No, I was a grown woman.”
“Sometimes,” Rose said in a small voice, “I cry when I’m in bed after it gets dark.”
“It’s all right to cry, honey,” Temperance said and leaned over and kissed the girl’s forehead. “I do it myself sometime.”

* * *
BRENNAN WAS SITTING ON his cot with his head down in his hands, listening to Benny Watts, who had come into his cell to practice on his guitar. His excuse was that he needed an audience, but that was the last thing he needed according to Brennan’s thinking.
“I’m going to Alabama with my banjo on my knee.” Benny attacked the guitar with all of his might, squeezing the neck and striking the strings with his callused thumb. He had a high-pitched voice and seldom managed to get through a song without butchering it. When he finished, he said, “How was that, Thaddeus?”
“Well, Benny, I’d have to say you never missed a wrong note.”
“Why, thank you, Thad! Mighty nice of you to say so. What would you like to hear now?”
Actually Brennan wanted to hear nothing, but Benny’s company was better than none at all. He had spent the night thinking of the prison where he’d be spending the next ten or fifteen years. He had a vivid imagination and saw himself coming out of prison an old man, broken and sick, fit for nothing, with life all passed by him. “How about ‘Oh! Susanna’?”
“Oh, yeah, I got that one down real good.” Benny launched into “Oh! Susanna” and finally Benny’s company was outweighed by his off-key singing.
Brennan looked up and said, “I guess that’s enough serenading for awhile, Benny.”
Benny grinned at him foolishly. “You know, you’ll be an old man when you get out of the slammer, Thaddeus.”
“Nice of you to come in and cheer me up, Benny. You ever been in prison?”

“Not a federal prison. I knowed some fellows that went there. It’ll drive some men crazy,” Benny said cheerfully. “Lots of them kill themselves before they serve their term. Why, I remember one fellow whose name was Roscoe Yates. He was—”
Suddenly Benny lifted his head. “Hey, somebody’s coming.” He left the cell, locking the door, then moved down the hall and closed the door.
Brennan did not move but sat on the cot and tried to make his mind blank. Every time thoughts came to him, they were bad, and he was afraid in a way he never had been before. Even a bunch of screaming Cheyennes hadn’t put the fear in him that he felt now. He could face a Cheyenne’s arrow in his belly, but the idea of being locked up like an animal gave him the shakes.
“Got a visitor for you. As a matter of fact, got four visitors for you.”
Brennan looked up to see Temperance enter the room. She was carrying Timmy in one arm, and behind her Billy and Rose Abbott trailed along. Billy’s eyes were big as saucers, and Rose was staring at him in a strange fashion. “I told you,” she said, “if you was mean, something bad would happen to you.”
“Thanks, Rose,” Brennan said, getting to his feet. “You’re almost as cheerful as Benny there.”
“You folks visit all you want to. You want me to brang you a cheer, Miss Temperance?”
“No, that’s all right, Benny. I won’t be long.”
Brennan backed up against the wall and folded his arms. “Well, this make you happy?”
“Of course it doesn’t, Thaddeus,” Temperance said quickly. “Why would you think that?”
“Well, you were mad because I was leaving you.”

“I was upset, but I didn’t want this for you. I wouldn’t wish this on any man.”
“Have you got to stay here forever?” Rose piped up.
“This or someplace worse.”
“Maybe they’ll let you go,” Temperance said.
“Not very likely. I hear the federal judge is a hanging judge.”
“They couldn’t hang you, could they, if the man lives?”
“No, just a way of talking. He hands out the stiffest sentences he can think up. Anyway, this is all your fault.”
Temperance’s head jerked up, and she stared at him with astonishment. “What do you mean my fault? I didn’t shoot that man.”
“If you hadn’t gone into town to get some hired help, you would never have heard about me, and I would be out bustin’ rock, building a road for Judge Henry. Instead of that, you find me and I’m going to the penitentiary now and it’s your fault.”
Temperance shook her head. “Your reasoning is wrong there. Look, I brought you a cake.” She slid the cake on the floor, and he looked at it with disdain. “I don’t want none of your cake.” Temperance had tried to talk to Brennan about God on more than one occasion. He had been less than receptive, telling her more than once to mind her own business, but now she knew she had to say something. “I know things are bad, but God can do all things. Don’t give up on God, Brennan.”
“I’ve already done that. Now I wish you’d leave.”
Temperance started to speak, but seeing the set features of the tall man, she said quietly, “All right, but I’ll be praying for you.” He did not answer, so Temperance moved back toward the door of the sheriff’s office.

Benny reentered and stared down at the cake. “She brought you a cake.”
“I don’t want her old cake.”
“Well, give it to me then.”
Brennan shoved the cake out with his toe, and Benny at once gathered it up and began breaking off chunks and cramming them into his mouth. He mumbled, “I reckon getting hung spoils a man’s appetite. But you ain’t dead yet. Maybe that Simons fellow will live, and they’ll let you go.”
“No, they won’t.” A gloom had descended on Thaddeus Brennan. He lay down on the cot and closed his eyes. “It’s all up with me, Benny.”
* * *
BRENNAN MUST HAVE REMEMBERED his words in the days that followed: “It’s all up with me.” He had expected to be kept in jail for weeks, maybe even months, until Asa Witherspoon, the territorial judge, came by. As was his luck, Witherspoon appeared three days after the shooting and opened his courtroom the next day. Since Brennan had no money to pay for a lawyer, Witherspoon appointed an elderly, senile ex-lawyer named Leon Clark to defend him. Clark barely knew his own name, and when he came for his one visit, he had listened to Brennan’s side of the story and said in his cracked, high-pitched voice, “Son, you just got to plead guilty and throw yourself on the mercy of the court.”
“There were witnesses that he drew first.”
“Look at yourself, boy. You’re a dirty, shiftless criminal, and who was the man you shot? The son of a United States senator. If you got any sense at all, boy, you will know who that

 jury’s going to believe. Don’t even try to convince them. I’m not going to try.”
Nothing Brennan said could shake the old man, and finally when he went into the courtroom, he already knew the outcome, and he was not wrong. He pleaded not guilty, and Witherspoon glared at him with icy blue eyes. “Your plea is registered. The prosecution may present its case.”
The prosecution called three witnesses. Al Sharpless was one of them, and the other two were the miners who had been in the card game. They all three testified that Brennan had drawn his gun first.
Brennan rose in indignation, but the judge said, “Sit down! The prisoner will sit down! Mr. Clark, keep your client in line.”
Clark grabbed Brennan’s sleeve. “Son, do what I told you. Don’t do to argue with this judge. Just hope that he ain’t feeling especially mean.”
But Judge Witherspoon was feeling mean. The trial itself lasted no longer than twenty minutes for, of course, Clark called no witnesses. He simply tried to present Brennan as an innocent bystander.
The jury was out for only ten minutes, and Brennan wondered bitterly why it took that long.
When the jurors came back, he saw his fate written on their faces.
“We find the defendant guilty of attempted murder, Judge.”
Witherspoon said, “The prisoner will rise.”
Brennan stood up, and his eyes locked with Witherspoon’s. “You’ve been found guilty of attempted murder. I sentence you to ten years in the federal prison. Mr. Simons is still in some

 danger. If he dies, you’ll be brought back from prison and tried for murder. Take the prisoner away, bailiff. Next case.”
Joe Meek had attended the trial, and now he came over and put his hand on Brennan’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Thad. It ain’t right. Those witnesses were intimidated. Sharpless don’t even spit unless Judge Henry tells him to, and Judge Henry and Witherspoon are old cronies. You didn’t have a chance, Thad.”
“No, I didn’t.”
“Let this thing die down. I’ll try to get you a retrial when things cool. Simons is going to be all right. When he gets well, I’ve got some friends in Congress who can talk to the senator.”
“I appreciate that, Joe, but it won’t do any good.”
“Don’t give up, son. Never give up!”
* * *
TEMPERANCE HAD NOT ATTENDED the trial. It would have been too difficult with three small children. She got the word from Reverend Blevins, who came to her farm. As soon as he stepped onto the porch, Temperance said, “They found him guilty, didn’t they, Pastor?”
“Yes, I’m afraid so.”
“What was the sentence?”
“Ten years.”
“It’s so unfair.”
“Justice isn’t always done in this world, but I’ve been talking to Marshal Meek. He says as soon as it cools down, he can get Brennan a new trial. In the meanwhile he’s going to talk to the witnesses and threaten them if they don’t tell the truth for the next time.”

“Does he really think there’s hope?”
“So he says.”
“I’m sorry for it,” Temperance said.
“So am I. Prison is a bad thing for any man.” As he turned to leave, he said, “I’m still looking for somebody to take the children back East.”
* * *
AS USUAL, BY THE time Temperance got into bed, she was exhausted. She went to sleep almost at once, but then in a manner very unlike her usual habit, she suddenly awoke. It was as if someone had spoken in her ear. The immediacy of it frightened her, and she lay very still, thinking at first that someone was breaking into the house.
The house was silent, however, and she heard nothing, then finally, as her custom was, she began to pray. She had gone to bed thinking about the problem of getting the children to their families, and now she began to argue with God. God, do You really want me to take Timmy and the rest of these children back East? You know I couldn’t do it alone.
For a long time she prayed, but nothing came from heaven. Not a voice, not a thought, not an impulse. She didn’t want to wake the children, but she prayed fervently, whispering in a passionate way.
She was bending down to pull the covers up when suddenly a thought pushed its way into her mind.
There was no other way to describe it. The thought actually pushed its way in! It was as if she were in a room and the door had opened and a stranger had come in and placed himself

 before her. She fell silent and waited for the thought to leave, but it persisted.
For twenty minutes she struggled, and finally she remembered how Jacob had struggled all night long with an angel. She remembered, too, that the Bible said Jacob struggled so hard he was injured in the wrestling match.
The struggle was fierce though not physical; and, finally, by the time dawn began to lighten the line of hills in the east, she knew she had heard from God. Her face was marred with tears, and she said, God, I don’t understand any of this, but I’m going to do my best to obey You no matter how foolish people think it might be.
* * *
BRENNAN LOOKED UP FROM where he was lying on his cot. He had not slept at all the previous night, for thoughts of prison weighed heavily on him. He heard Benny saying something but paid little attention, but when Temperance spoke to him, he slowly got to his feet and walked over to look down at her. “What do you want?” He saw that her face was pale and that her hands were not steady, so unsteady in fact that she laced them together to keep them still.
“I’ve come to ask you something.”
“What would you have to ask me?”
Taking a deep breath, Temperance looked him in the eye. Even in his misery, he was aware of something, not for the first time: She was not beautiful, but she had a great deal of vitality and imagination—although she kept those qualities under restraint. He knew she was a strong woman, and suddenly it

 occurred to him that she was capable enough to draw a gun, shoot a man, and not go to pieces afterward. She had, in fact, the courage and simplicity of action that, at this moment, seemed nearly primitive. “What do you want?”
“What would you give,” Temperance asked, keeping her voice steady, “to get out of this place?”
“You mean to escape?”
“Yes.”
“Just about anything.”
Temperance clasped the bars and put her face close to them. Her voice was driving and insistent, and he saw her earnestness. “If I get you out of here, will you take me and the children back East?”
Brennan blinked with surprise and then snorted, “Are you crazy, Peabody? You can’t break me out of the jail.”
“Yes, I can. I’ve got a plan.”
“I don’t know what it is, but it’ll never work.”
“But if it could work, what would you do?”
“To stay out of the pen? I’d do anything.”
“I think you’re a man without honor.” She reached into her reticule and drew a thick, black Bible out. “Will you put your hand on the Bible and swear to me that you won’t leave me and the children? That you’ll get us over the trail somehow?”
Brennan shook his head. “That Bible don’t mean anything to me, but I’ll give you my word. As far as I know, I haven’t broke it since I’ve been grown.”
“Put your hand on the Bible and swear.”
Brennan put his hand out. “What do you want me to say?”
“In your own words promise me, on your soul, that you’ll get us back if you can.”

“I promise you that I’ll get you back East and the kids, too, if it kills me doing it.”
The two stood looking at each other, and somehow both knew they had stepped over some kind of a line. They could never be the same toward each other as they had been before. Taking a deep breath, Temperance nodded. She put the Bible back in her reticule and asked, “Does Benny sleep here?”
“Yeah, but he’s got a gun. He sometimes gets the idea that he’s tough, and he’d shoot you if you tried to bust me out.”
“I know that. You just be ready to go sometime before midnight.”
“I think you’ve lost your mind, Peabody. This ain’t never gonna work.”
“Yes, it will, Thaddeus. God will get you out of here, and we’ll get these children to their people!”



Chapter Six
TEMPERANCE TOOK THE GOLDEN brown chicken out of the grease, laid it on the towel, and let it drain. She looked out the window and saw with satisfaction that there was only a thin sliver of a moon. It looked like a tiny shell that had been washed by the tide as it hung over the sky.
A glance at her clock showed her that it was past ten o’clock, which meant she would get into town about eleven—exactly what she planned. Turning her attention to the chicken, she put it into a basket on top of a white covering and then put the smaller basket into a larger one. She added a jar full of potato salad and carefully stacked biscuits wrapped in napkins.
Going to the lower cabinet, she pulled out the jar of hard cider she seldom used. It was as potent as any liquor and had a delicious taste. Her father had taught her to make it back in Maine, and she kept a milder form of it for use at the table. But this had the kick of a mule. She removed the lid from a quart jar, filled it half-full of the cider, then set the jug down. Reaching on the top shelf of the cabinet, she pulled out a large brown bottle holding a pint of liquid. This was laudanum, the potent drug used by all frontier people for killing pain. Carefully she added three more spoonfuls, but then stared uncertainly at it. She didn’t want to kill the man, but she did want him rendered unconscious. Satisfied that she had added enough of the drug,

 she capped the bottle, put it back, then added the spiked cider to the large basket. She closed the lid and took it outside to the wagon. She had already made pallets in the back for the children for she would have to take them with her.
Going back inside, she went into the bedroom and leaned over saying, “Rose—Rose, wake up.”
Rose woke up and opened her eyes sleepily. “What is it, Temperance?”
“We’ve got to go to town.”
“Is it daytime?”
“No, it’s night, but we’ve got to go. Can you get Billy dressed while I get the baby ready?”
“Yes.”
“It’s still a little cool out, so wear something warm.”
Fifteen minutes later Temperance shut the door and walked quickly to the wagon. Timmy was protesting slightly but went right to sleep under the warmth of the covers she wrapped around him. She put him down on the floorboard in a box she used whenever she took him to town and then reached down and picked up Billy. Rose scrambled to the seat and pulled Billy over beside her.
“Why we going to town, Temperance?”
“There’s something I have to do there. Why don’t you get on the pallet? You can go back to sleep.”
“I think I will. Come on, Billy.”
Temperance watched the two crawl under the blankets and cover up. Then she spoke to the team. The two horses stepped forward, no doubt wondering where they were going at such an unusual hour. As they left the yard, a coon looking like a bandit with its black mask came cautiously down from the pecan tree in the front yard and watched the wagon as it left.

* * *
THE STREETS OF WALLA WALLA were dark as Temperance drove into town—which was what she had hoped. She had not been to town this late at night before, and as she drove the team down the street, she could hear the tinkling sound of a piano coming from one of the saloons and the off-key voice of a woman trying to sing. She pulled the team down to a walk, hoping that no one would notice.
No one came out of the saloon. As she glanced in the window, she saw that a man and a woman were dancing, and she wondered what it was like to go into a saloon and drink whiskey. It would be something as foreign to her experience as going to the moon.
She stopped the wagon on a deserted street before she got in front of the jail and glanced down to see that Timmy was sleeping soundly. Another look showed her that both Rose and Billy were asleep. Breathing a prayer of thanks, she stepped out of the wagon, picked up the basket, and went to the door. She knocked gently, and there was no answer. From inside the jail there was no sound and only the faint light of a lamp.
She knocked louder and finally heard someone speak.
“What do you want?”
“Is that you, Benny?”
“Yeah, it’s me.” The door opened, and Benny stood before her, blinking owlishly. “Why, Miss Peabody, it’s you.”
“May I come in, Benny?”
“Why, shore you can. Come on in.” Benny stepped back. “Whut you doing out this time of the night?”
“Oh, I had to make a late visit. I had some food to take to a family, but it didn’t work out. I thought I might leave it

 for Brennan.” She paused and smiled. “Unless you’d like some. I don’t guess you’re hungry this time of the night.”
Everyone, including Temperance, knew that the jailer’s appetite was a natural calamity. The rumor was that he had a tapeworm or a disease, for he would still be eating when everyone else was pushing back from the table.
“I made up way too much fried chicken and potato salad and fresh biscuits. Would you like some, even though it’s late?”
“I shore would, ma’am!”
She handed him the basket and said, “I didn’t know if you were a drinking man or not, but I brought some cider my daddy taught me how to make back in Maine.”
“Why, nothing I like better than good homemade cider!”
“You be careful now. It’s pretty strong stuff.”
Benny laughed. “Stronger the better I say. Here, you set yourself down and eat with me.”
“Well, I believe I will have a bite.”
Benny quickly cleared off the desk, and Temperance began to unload the basket. “You go ahead and start,” she said. “You have some glasses we can put this cider in?”
“Shore do.” Benny eagerly found two mismatched glasses and sat down. At once he began eating the chicken, and Temperance sat down and began to eat rather daintily. She was not hungry, but she was pleased to see that Benny washed the chicken down with huge swallows of the cider.
“This cider is good. Got kind of a different taste to it.”
“It was my father’s secret remedy. You better be careful or you can get too much of that and—”
“Can’t get too much of a good thing, I always say.”
Temperance was highly nervous; she had no idea who might come in the door at any minute. She could still hear the tinny

 sound of the piano, but she saw with satisfaction that Benny had drunk at least half of the quart of cider. She herself pretended to drink out of a glass but merely sipped at it. It made her shudder as the tiny swallow hit her stomach. She could not imagine what it was doing to the jailer’s! She felt bad about this, but she had been unable to think of any other way to do what God was leading her to do.
Benny was slowing down. His speech was becoming slurred. He was digging at the potato salad with a spoon and his eyelids drooped as he said, “Best . . . meal . . .” He tried to finish the sentence and said, “Don’t know what’s . . . the matter. Doggone . . . I’m sleepy!”
“You probably missed a lot of sleep, Benny.”
Suddenly she heard Timmy crying out in the wagon. “Oh, there’s the baby crying. You go ahead and finish. I’ll go get him and bring him in.”
“Can’t hardly . . .”
Quickly Temperance ran out and lifted Timmy from the box. Turning, she went back inside, and when she stepped through the door, she saw with a mixture of relief and fear that Benny was slumped in the chair, his head back and his mouth open. She was afraid she may have killed him, but when she got closer, she saw the rise and fall of his chest, and he was muttering something in his sleep.
Holding Timmy with one arm, she plucked the key off from one nail. She had seen Benny do the same thing on a previous visit. Opening the door, she stepped inside the corridor. It was so dark she could hardly see, but a candle burning at one end threw its pale, feeble light.
“Brennan, are you awake?”
“Yes.”

“I’ve got the key here.” She had trouble fitting the key in as dark as it was and trying to hold the baby with one hand. Finally she found the keyhole and turned the key. To her relief the door swung open at once.
“What did you do to Benny, stab him?”
“No, I fed him drugged liquor. Come on. We’ve got to get out of here. Somebody could come at any minute.”
The two stepped back into the office, and Brennan took one look at Benny. He leaned over and said, “He’s dead drunk.”
“We’d better take all this back. We don’t want to leave any of the food or my basket. Somebody might recognize it.”
They gathered everything together, and she reached down into the bottom of the basket. “Here’s an empty whiskey bottle. I thought we’d leave it. They’ll think he drank himself into a drunken state.”
Brennan was moving around behind the desk. He opened the lower drawer and pulled out his gun belt. He checked the loads and strapped it on.
“We’ve got to leave,” Temperance said.
“You go on back to the house.”
She stared at him. “Aren’t you coming with me?”
“I’m not leaving without Judas. That’s the best horse I’ve ever had. Besides, if he’s gone, they’ll think I’ve taken off for the coast or else back over the trail.”
“How will they think you got out?”
“Benny came back and played checkers and practiced his guitar in my cell. Everybody knew that.” He stared at her and shook his head. “I didn’t think you could do it. I’ve got to hide for a few days. You sure you want to do this, Temperance?”
“Yes. God told me so.”

“All right. You go on home. I’ll come in later and we’ll figure out how to do it.”
* * *
TEMPERANCE LOOKED UP, AND when she saw Marshal Joe Meek coming on his iron gray stallion, fear touched her. She covered it quickly, however, and when he stopped, she smiled and said, “Why, Marshal Meek, what are you doing out so early this morning?”
Meek was disturbed, she could see. His face was trapped in a scowl. “I’m out chasing a man.”
“I’ve got something to eat if you’re hungry.”
“I’m so hungry I could eat a skunk.”
“Come on in,” Temperance said. She led him inside the house, and he glanced over to where Timmy was lying in his box and on the other side of the room Rose and Billy were playing with the blocks. “You still got the younguns.”
“Yes, I have. Here, sit down.” She put out meat, a huge cut of roast, potatoes, and fresh bread and filled his coffee cup. He looked at her oddly and said, “You hear about Brennan?”
“What about him? The last I heard he was in jail.”
“He broke out last night.”
“Broke out!” She managed to assume an astonished look. “How could he do that?”
Meek shrugged. There was a look of disgust as he took a big bite of the pork roast. “Benny ain’t much. He got drunk, and he was always careless about leaving the cell doors open.” He chewed thoughtfully and said, “He had a terrible hangover this morning. He thought you was at the jail last night.”
“Me? Why would I be there? I have three children to take care of.”

Meek drank a huge draft of coffee. “Well, Benny was pretty drunk. I thought you might have been there earlier to visit.”
“In the middle of the night?”
Meek looked embarrassed and finished his meal. Finally he said, “I had to let Benny go. Now I got to run Brennan down. I want to look at the room he stayed in, Miss Peabody.”
“Why, of course, Marshal. It’s out in the barn. I can’t go with you for I can’t leave the children.”
“I’ll find it.”
“It’s right in the back.”
Temperance went over and picked up Timmy, walking the floor to conceal her nervousness. She sang a little song to him, but Meek was back almost at once. “Nothing in there to tell where he might have gone. He didn’t have much.”
“No, he didn’t.”
Meek grabbed his hat and jammed it on his head. “I’m thinking he took off for Portland, hoping to get a ship out. That’s where a lot of fugitives run to. Thanks for the meal, Miss Temperance.”
“You’re welcome, Marshal.” Temperance watched the big man mount his horse and leave at a dead run. She should have felt easy, but she did not. She had expected Brennan to come in last night after she had gotten him out of jail, but he had not appeared, and now it was getting late in the afternoon. Doubt took her, but she said aloud, “He swore he would help me. I’ve got to believe it!”

* * *

A THIN SLICE OF the moon was high in the sky, and Temperance watched as a small cloud drifted toward it. She tried to guess

 whether it would hit or miss the moon. Finally it missed the moon, and the silver crescent seemed to shine even brighter.
“Well, I’m back.”
Temperance gave a huge start for she had not heard a sound. She jumped out of the chair and saw Brennan standing beside her on the porch. Her heart was beating fast, and she said, “I didn’t hear you.”
“You weren’t supposed to. I need something to eat.”
“I’ve left stuff to warm on the stove. Come inside.” She led him inside and he sat at the table. She took the coffeepot off and watched him as he drank two cups while she heated the food. She put part of the pot roast on the table, the same Meek had shared, and she mentioned that to him. “Marshal Meek was by here looking for you.”
“Did he suspect you?”
“Benny said something about my being there, but I think the marshal thought he was just drunk. Where have you been?”
“I had to stake Judas in the deep woods. I found a good spot. People know that hoss, and if they see him, we’re dead.” He threw himself into the meal, and she sat down and watched him sip from a coffee cup. When he was through, he pushed the plate back, and she asked, “When can we leave, Thaddeus?”
“I’ve been thinking about that. You’re going to have to buy some oxen and a good wagon.”
“Won’t our wagon do?”
“No. We’ve got to have a Conestoga wagon in order to make the trail.”
“I don’t even know what that is nor how to buy oxen.”
He leaned forward and studied her. “I want you to wait two or three days. By that time the noise about my escape will die down some. Then you go to that preacher and some of the rest

 of the men that have been trying to get these kids back East. You tell them that you’ve located a man to take you back.”
“Well, they’ll want to know who it is.”
“Just tell them you got a man that was well recommended to you, but that he won’t be here for a few days.”
“I don’t want to lie.”
“I don’t want to go over that trail back East with a bunch of kids either, but I’m doing it, ain’t I?”
“All right. I think I can convince them.”
“They’ll be glad to help you. They all have been worried about getting those kids back. They might even help pay for it. Be sure you get four of the best animals that can be bought and a first-class wagon.”
“All right, Thaddeus, I’ll do it.”
He sat there for a time holding the coffee cup in his big hand. She studied him carefully, for this was the man in whose hands she had put her life and the lives of the babies she wanted to get to their relatives. He was a man roughly thrown together, like a machine, it occurred to her. There was no fineness or smoothness about him. His mouth was wide and was expressive only when he smiled, and his heavy nose swelled somewhat to accommodate wide nostrils. His hair was black and rough, and his eyes were a strange shade of blue-gray she had not noticed before. He looked up and saw her studying him and said, “What’s the matter?”
“Nothing, Thaddeus. I’m just anxious to get started.”
“Don’t you realize we could all get killed on this trip?”
“No, we won’t.”
“God tell you that, did He?”
“In a way. He wouldn’t lead me into all this just to get me killed.”

“Well, I’m proud you’ve got God for a friend. We’re gonna need a friend like that on the way.” He got up and pulled his hat down squarely. “I’ll come in tomorrow night.”
* * *
TEMPERANCE WAITED THREE DAYS, and during that time she was aware the excitement over the jailbreak had faded. Jailbreaks were not uncommon. As soon as she sent word to the pastor that she wanted to see him, Blevins came by, and she said, “I found a man, Pastor.”
“You mean somebody to take the children?”
“Well, I’ll have to go with him to take care of the children.”
“Who is he?”
“Just a man I heard about. He’s on another job right now, but he comes well recommended.”
“Has he ever been on the trail? What do you know about him?”
“Like I say, he comes well recommended. Yes, he’s been over the trail several times.” Quickly, to take the preacher’s mind off the mysterious man, she said, “He asked me to get the men in the community to help buy good oxen and a Conestoga wagon.”
“Why, that won’t be any trouble at all. There’s always travelers who leave their wagons and animals here and go by raft. I’ll get the men together, and, Temperance, I think I could even raise some of the money for the outfit.”
“That would be fine, Pastor.”
“Are you sure you want to make this trip? It’s rough.”
“It was rough coming here, but God has told me to get Timmy to his relatives, and I’ve got to do it.”
As soon as Blevins left, Temperance stood there for a

 moment. Finally she muttered, “Well, Lord, I guess that was as close to a lie as I can come without actually lying, but You’ll have to forgive me for it.”
* * *
ONLY TWO DAYS HAD passed since Temperance had talked to Blevins, but the men had gotten together and bought six of the finest oxen she had ever seen and a sturdy Conestoga wagon. Blevins and some of the other men brought them to her house. The pastor had been pleased beyond measure. “We’ve got it all stocked up with food. Everything you need for the trail. Silas wouldn’t take any money for it. He says this trip’s on him.”
“I could never thank you enough.”
“When do you leave? When is this man coming? I’d like to meet him.”
“I’m not exactly sure, but we’ll have to leave quickly. I want to get this trip over with.”
“Well, bring him by when he comes. And don’t worry about your place. I talked to the oldest Henderson boy, Todd. He’s only seventeen, but he’s responsible. He’ll come and stay here until you get back. I’ll see to it that your crop is made. You try not to worry.”
Although she had no intention of worrying, Temperance said, “I’ll try, Pastor.”
That night Brennan came in and saw the stock. He went over the oxen in the moonlight and lantern light and looked at the wagon.
“Why, those fellows have done right noble,” he said. “Fine a stock as I’ve ever seen. And I’ve gone over the wagon. It’s just full of food and everything you’d need.”

“Come in the house. There’s something I want to tell you.”
Brennan followed her in, and she turned and took an envelope out of her apron pocket. “I’m going to pay you five hundred dollars to make this trip, Brennan.”
“You don’t have to do that.”
“I don’t trust you.”
“Good! You’re learning. Don’t trust anybody.”
“Like you say, I’m learning to look out for myself.”
“Well, we’re probably all going to get scalped by Cheyenne anyhow, but I don’t mind a little extra money.”
“We won’t get scalped,” she said. She looked young and vulnerable, and at that moment he was surprised by the smoothness of her face. She had acquired confidence the hard way, and he could only guess at what cost. No woman could display so much pride without having to suppress great emotions. She kept her lips together, and as he watched her, he got an impression of her spirit. He felt something stir within him in spite of his determination to not like this woman. “Well, I say we leave at dawn. What about your place here?”
“The men are going to take care of it, watch the stock, until I get back.”
“That’s good. Well, I’ll go get Judas and we’ll leave at first light.”
She watched him as he left. Fear came to her, but at the same time a challenge such as she had never known. “I’m going to do Your will, God,” she said aloud, “and You’ll just have to keep us safe.” She looked in the darkness where Brennan had disappeared. “And I pray that You’d save that man’s soul. He needs You bad!”
For a long moment she stood there peering into the darkness, and then she smiled and turned back to enter the house.
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