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            A Thank You Gift

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks a lot for purchasing my book. It really means a lot to me, because this is the best way to show me your love.

      As a Thank You gift I have written a full length novel for you called Finding the Broken Cowboy. It’s only available to people who have downloaded one of my books and you can get your free copy by tapping this link here.
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      Again, thank you ever so much for your continuous love and support!

      Cassidy Hanton

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the book

          

        

      

    

    
      He made her feel the infinite number of feelings, In which she lost herself...

      Since her father’s mysterious disappearance, Geraldine Laurel has been struggling to make ends meet while taking care of her mentally unstable mother. When her favorite neighbor is found dead, her life suddenly becomes turbulent.

      Robert Bradway, a lonesome sheriff with a tragic background, investigates an enigmatic murder. Once he meets the beautiful Geraldine, the victim’s closest friend, his dark days seem to finally be over.

      Under the most unfortunate circumstances, a true love blossoms…

      But while working together to find answers to the riddle, their questions lead them to old secrets capable of tearing them apart. With very little time left, they soon discover that the person behind the attack is not only beyond suspicion but also ready to strike again...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Arizona, 1897

      

      

      

      It is a fine day to be roaming about at the rodeo, Elsa thought to herself.

      

      A small boy who was missing both front teeth jumped in front of her, blocking her way, holding a pamphlet of today's events. “Could you please sign this for me?”

      

      “Sure thing, sugar.” On it was a terrible sketch of her, but Elsa still smiled and scribbled her false name on it. She even patted the boy upon returning the paper, messing his golden hair up a little, for good measure.

      

      It was clear by the radiant smile the boy gave her in return, that she made his day. If only he knew the truth, Elsa chuckled inside.

      

      “I wanna ride just like you when I grow up,” the boy announced, still in a daze.

      

      “It's time to go, Timmy,” the mother jumped in, and by the look she gave Elsa, it was clear something like that would never happen as long as she was around. And Elsa did not take that to heart.

      

      Elsa was accustomed to such treatment. She was a woman in a man's world, after all. It was true that the crowd adored her; still, it was hard reaching this level, especially if you're an orphan and a woman on top of anything else. Not that anybody knew that about her.

      

      Women were not allowed to compete, so Elsa had to pretend to be a man, which caused her a whole new set of problems. She barely had any time to simply be herself, always in fear she would get discovered and thrown away. However, that was a price she had to pay to do what she loved. After everything was said and done, that was the only thing that really mattered to her. She did what she loved, using her God-given talent to ride her horse and compete among the men that considered her their equal.

      

      It was a true bliss to be surrounded by a cheering crowd and be on the top. Until she wasn't...

      

      Elsa Potter opened her eyes. It was all but a dream. She often dreamed about the “good old days” and the events that followed. Sometimes she thought it was equally a blessing and a curse.

      

      There were no sounds around her apart from her own ragged breathing. The quiet never bothered her before. As of late it started to, and she couldn't quite understand why. Overall, she did not look forward to starting another day. It was true, she was not a young girl anymore, her best years long gone and behind her, but she never felt this old before. Ancient even—completely spent.

      

      For the last couple of months, her health had started to deteriorate rapidly, and as it turned out, there was nothing she could do about it. Not being in control of something so basic as her own body was frightening. Elsa was never afraid of anything, thinking death was a part of a natural process, yet this physical decline changed her notions.

      

      She did not like feeling helpless and was too proud to ask for help. Not that anyone would help me, she reminded herself grudgingly. Instantly, she banished that thought. It was not like her to feel self-pity. It is just the illness talking, she reminded herself firmly, taking a deep breath.

      

      At first, she simply thought she caught a common cold during the last big storm they had. The storm raged all day but reached its peak during the night, and one of the horses on her ranch got severely spooked by the constant thunders and somehow managed to break out of its stall. Elsa, who was already on the way there to soothe the horses, saw this happening, and it took her quite some time, and a great deal of imagination and improvisation, to catch and bring the frightened animal back.

      

      Of course, by the time she managed to do that and calm it enough to walk it back to the stalls, Elsa was soaking wet and shivering from the cold. The runny nose passed in a couple of days, however, the fatigue and the lack of appetite persisted. Unfortunately, the cramps and vomiting that followed were what really made her feel even more miserable than she already was.

      

      Seeing no other way, Elsa called a physician, and he gave her some kind of tonic to drink twice a day. At times she did feel a tad better, but not by much. Usually, she felt the tonic was not worth a bother.

      

      Come on, Elsa, time to face another day, she encouraged herself, trying to finally get out of bed. The cold began to bother her as well, so she started sleeping fully clothed. Besides, it wasn't like she had the energy to change. Sadly, she did not get far if at all. She could not move a muscle. Not that she had much left on her.

      

      She would much rather stay in bed indefinitely, alas, that was not an option. The horses were not going to feed themselves, and she had no help on the ranch. So Elsa had no other choice than to put all her troubles aside and just do what needed to be done.

      

      Elsa spent all her life alone, and truth be told, she preferred it as such. There was a certain kind of freedom in doing everything on your own. Of course, at times like this, even she wondered if she made all the right decisions that led her here and now.

      

      Oh, snap out of it, Elsa, she wanted to cuss at herself. Because overall, she lived her life the way she wanted, by breaking rules and making it on her own along the way. That was a great deal more than a small-town girl like herself could ever hope for. It was true she reached the age at which women usually had grown up children by now, maybe even a few grandchildren, and Elsa was still unwed. That was her choice as well. There was a time men of all ages and statuses begged for her attention, some wanted to marry her as well, but she said no to all of them. Elsa simply wasn't the settling type and was at peace about that part of herself.

      

      Here we go, she gritted her teeth getting out of bed. Sitting on the edge and then standing up took an eternity. Once she did and made only one step toward the door, she had to stop since the lightheadedness threatened to push her right back from where she started.

      

      Oh, no you don't. Taking a few deep breaths, Elsa started walking again once she became confident enough she would stay vertical. The best decision she made was to stop using the upstairs bedroom and simply sleep downstairs; it saved her a great deal of energy and time.

      

      Entering the kitchen on shaky legs, Elsa settled on drinking a glass of sweetened tea instead of preparing herself something more solid for breakfast, fully knowing she would lose it either way, and sooner rather than later.

      

      She ignored the cramps in her stomach that followed as she went outside to take care of her animals. Horses were her biggest love. Maybe even her only love. Sometimes, she thought they were the only reason she stayed alive for this long in the first place. Because there was not a shred of doubt in her mind that she was dying.

      

      “Good morning, my lovelies.” Elsa mustered a smile, entering the stable. Dawson, her favorite stallion that was as old as she was, only in horse years, peeked his head out, in greeting and she patted his grayed head. Afterward, she slowly started doing her rounds, making sure all her horses were fed, had clean water, and were taken care of, not that she had many horses these days.

      

      Once finished, Elsa leaned against the wooden frame to catch her breath as beads of sweat went down her face. I can't keep going like this. She was aware of that, but what other choice did she have?

      

      Wiping the sweat from her forehead with her sleeve, she returned to the house. That took her some time, more than she cared to admit, and once inside she felt like weeping from joy. Elsa wasn't ready to leave this world, not yet, but on the other hand, she did not care to live in such a state, either. She felt stuck in the middle between the living and the dead, and the experience was rather tiring, to say the least.

      

      Elsa considered herself a fighter, she always was—a fighter and a rebel that did what she wanted, took what she wanted as well, without any remorse. Maybe this is my punishment for living life the way I did?

      

      Elsa wanted with all her might to continue living her life the way she always did. Unfortunately, this was one thing she did not know how to fight. She was too stubborn to simply die, but how do you fight an enemy you could not see?

      

      Taking a piece of stale bread from the kitchen counter, she retired to the living room and slumped unceremoniously into the armchair. From there, she had a prime view on all her accomplishments. She kept all her awards,  mementos, and a few drawings on the nearby bureau. Once upon a time, Elsa was quite famous. She really loved that period of her life, and it loved her. At least for a while.

      

      Elsa closed her eyes while she tried to eat, as the memories flooded her mind. Thoughts that usually started with if only joined in.

      

      Eventually, her luck ran out, and Elsa had an accident. She reached the finale and was competing for another win when she lost her grip and fell off her horse, hard. She was on her favorite mustang doing her routine, and a heartbeat later, she was underneath him as the overwhelming pain coursed through her body, dulling all her other senses.
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        * * *

      

      “No!” Elsa screamed, opening her eyes only to find herself in her living area, still sitting in the armchair. She must have fallen asleep at some point. The piece of bread got stuck inside her throat, and she started to cough, struggling to catch a breath.

      

      Elsa broke her leg in two places on that horrible day, but that was not the worst thing that happened to her.

      

      Her secret was out, and she was banned from ever competing again. Not that she was capable of it. After her leg fully healed, she managed to ride a horse just fine, but simply being fine was not good enough for the stunts she usually had to do during a competition.

      

      She felt quite miserable afterward as her name was dragged through the mud. As if a woman who dared to do something different other than getting married and bearing children was the most horrible thing in the world.

      

      So, Elsa returned home to Oatman, getting a job as a showgirl in the local saloon. That, too, brought her a certain, somewhat different, type of reputation  she did not care for. The women seldom understood her or wanted to have anything to do with her, and men simply wanted to bed her. Sometimes she would let them.

      

      She had one friend in the entire world since childhood, Stephanie Laurel, and that did not change despite anything. Years passed, and over time Elsa managed to save enough money to buy the saloon and the small ranch—the ranch she still lived on—and retired near the Laurel family and her best friend Stephanie, while living on a handsome wage.

      

      Still, she often fantasized what could have been if she continued to ride and compete. Elsa never once visited a rodeo show after her accident. The pain she experienced was too great for her to deal with, although she built a satisfying life afterward.

      

      If only she did not mess up that day. Elsa was drinking heavily the night before, celebrating something that appeared to be of great importance at the moment, even though she could not remember what it was now, and was understandably hungover the next morning; the day of the competition. “Eli! Eli!” Elsa could still hear the crowd as they cheered when it was her turn to enter the ring.

      

      No matter how many times she went through those events, she couldn't fathom how she lost her grip. She did that same thing hundreds, even thousands of times over, movements that were a second nature to her, so it should not have happened.

      

      Sadly, it did. The fall was brutal, splitting her bone instantly with a loud crack, and the pain that followed was unimaginable. Elsa stopped herself there. She hated dwelling on the past. “Blast!” She wanted to curse.  On top of everything else, her bad leg started to trouble her, announcing a change in weather.

      

      Needing something to do with herself, and not brood on the past or her glum non-existing future, she propelled herself out of the chair, which immediately triggered a severe wave of nausea, and she threw up in a bucket she kept close by, just for that purpose.

      

      Wiping her mouth once she finished, she shook her head. Not to clear it, because that was impossible, but because she still couldn't understand how all of this became her everyday life, constant pain and misery.

      

      Entering the kitchen, she decided to make some light dinner, all though she knew she wouldn't be able to stomach it. “Oh, why don't you just die and be done with it,” she murmured, spotting her pale reflection in one of the pans.

      

      This was not the way she wanted to live her life. This was not the way she wanted to die, either. “I just wondered the very same thing,” a voice said behind her, startling her. She didn't realize someone came in. Although, in her state of mind, a herd of elephants could pass her receiving room and she still would not be the wiser.”

      

      Elsa turned, frowning. “Wha—” she started to ask, but the person in front of her continued to speak.

      

      “I truly hoped the poison would have finished you off by now, yet here you are. And I don't want to wait any longer.”

      

      Poison? Elsa's mind spiraled. I am poisoned. On second thought, she should have known from the start. What was happening to her clearly wasn't natural. “You truly are damned, Elsa. Not even the devil wants you,” her visitor spat.

      

      The knowledge about what was truly happening to her filled her with an overwhelming sense of peace for some reason. That was when she spotted another threat. Her visitor came prepared, wearing a pair of leather gloves, firmly clutching a steer rope in one hand, clearly itching to use it, and Elsa mustered a smile. “I guess I don't have to ask why,” she replied conversationally.

      

      “You know why.”

      

      That was true enough. She did a lot of bad things in her life that could earn her such fate. Still, Elsa had only one regret in her life, and it was standing in front of her. However, that did not mean she was about to surrender and accept her fate calmly.

      

      Without a thought, she lunged forward, figuring an attack was the best self-defense. Elsa was not about to go down without a proper fight. She never backed down and wasn't about to start now. Her attacker let out a shout of a surprise but recovered quickly and started to wrestle with Elsa, only to be pushed away.

      

      She stumbled and hit the table in the process; she fully ignored the pain in her leg that followed. Over time she became good at that, ignoring the pain. “Why won't you just die!”

      

      “And ruin all this fun?” Elsa smirked, panting.

      

      “You are a wicked woman, Elsa Potter.”

      

      Oh, you have no idea... “And you are not as you appeared to be.” Elsa made a brief pause before continuing. “Since everything is in the open now, I have something else to share with you.”

      

      She leaned forward and continued to speak in a hushed voice as if sharing some big secret.

      

      “You are lying,” her murderer yelled once she finished, and Elsa smiled in return, letting her face show the truth.

      

      “No!” The attacker came at her again, trying to pull a makeshift noose around her neck, but Elsa managed to grab hold of the rope. She did not know where this urge to fight, survive, came from, but she wasn't going to question it.

      

      “Ugh!” Elsa protested as the friction cut her hands, and she had to let it go. Her assaulter came at her again, and they struggled for a while; the pushback felt incredible to Elsa considering her state. In her moment of triumph, she managed to knock the rope out of the attacker's hands. The assailant raged for the loss of the weapon but did not want to surrender.

      

      Elsa was experiencing such an adrenaline rush, much the same as she did while competing, feeling better than she did in a long time.  She even started wondering why something like that did not happen sooner, because the heady feeling was simply divine and something she honestly missed from her past life.

      

      Unfortunately, her streak of bad luck decided to return, was persistent, and her bad leg failed in the worst moment. She was to pivot away from the assault, since the intruder came at her with a fierce battle cry, planning to hurt her with bare hands. Instead, her leg buckled underneath her weight, and Elsa fell to her knees. She did not get a chance to get up again. Instantly, she could feel the rope tied around her neck, and without losing momentum, pulled hard, making it not only difficult but next to impossible to breathe.

      

      Did you really hope for a different outcome? she asked herself in all sincerity.

      

      Elsa pried the rope with her hands trying to pull it away, but alas, it was too tight.  The more she struggled, the harder it got for her to fight back.

      

      Suddenly, there was a small reprieve as the assailant moved to stand in front of her. “I want you to look at me while you die.” Unfortunately, Elsa was too lightheaded to react in time, and the whole process started again.

      

      Elsa looked in the eyes of the familiar face and saw only hate while the aggressor shouted in triumph, pushing her backward. She tried to fight back, in panic, gasping for air but it was all in vain.

      

      She fell backward on the floor, and the intruder’s body weight pinned her down, choking the life out of her. The rope burned her skin as much as the lack of oxygen burned her lungs. “Die!” the voice shrieked in absolute rage. Elsa tried to fight back once more, to push the attacker away, but she couldn't. Her arms suddenly felt too heavy. She thrashed about, praying to the heavens to help her start breathing again as tears streamed down her face.

      

      No, please, no.

      

      The pain didn't last long. In fact, all the pain was gone.

      

      She continued to look at the person who was taking her life. The last face she would see on earth. Maybe this is for the best. All her suffering was finally over. The suffering she caused to other people as well...

      

      I am sorry for everything, Elsa thought to herself since she could not actually utter the words. Those last words that were meant for her murderer would never be heard. Her eyes stayed wide open looking at the person who last saw her alive. After a few minutes in silence, the eyes were closed by the same hands that caused her death. Then, there was nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun wasn't completely up that morning, yet Geraldine's mind was racing with things she needed to accomplish that day.

      

      Water the vegetable fields, feed the chickens, collect the eggs, pay Mr. O'Brien for last week's groceries, make breakfast for Mom... Oh, check those loose roof tiles since it looks like the storm is on the way... And on and on it went. Her list of chores appeared never-ending at times. That was why Geraldine had to get up even before sunrise simply to stay ahead of things. Sometimes, she was indeed victorious.

      

      After doing her first quick round on the farm, Geraldine went back inside the house to prepare breakfast. Balancing the plates and a tall glass of sweet tea on the platter, she carefully carried it to her Mom's room.

      

      Please don't trip, please don't trip, she repeated this mantra, not wanting to lose her precious load. It wasn't that she was clumsy per se, it was more that her feet at times refused to listen to her and wanted to go their separate way. At least, that was how she looked at things. Others simply called her awkward, which she did not appreciate one bit.

      

      Her mom's room was completely dark as she entered, and that was usually a very bad sign, yet Geraldine decided to remain sanguine and not be rash with her conclusions. Sometimes, you do think too much.

      

      “Mom? Time to wake up,” she called out softly, approaching the bed. She placed the tray on the nightstand, the path she knew by heart, since she couldn't actually see it before going to the window and removing the dark heavy drapes that prevented light from entering. The light poured in and instantly changed everything. Much better.

      

      Geraldine's mother stirred in the bed yet said nothing.

      

      “Good morning, Mom,” Geraldine tried again. “I brought you some breakfast.”

      

      “I'm not hungry, dear,” a muffled response came. She was speaking with Geraldine, which was a good sign.

      

      Geraldine sat on the edge of the bed, and softly pulled the comforter from her mother’s face. “It's time for your medicine as well,” she explained, offering a small smile.

      

      “I don't want to take it,” she complained. “It's bitter.”

      

      “Mom, you know it will make you feel better.” Geraldine poured some tonic on the spoon and pleadingly offered it to her mother.

      

      Luckily, she did not have to wait long before her mother rose ever so slightly and opened her mouth. Geraldine poured in the tonic that a family's physician had prepared for her, without spilling a drop, while her mother made a face. So, Geraldine offered her some sweetened tea next, and she accepted that as well. Her mother drank profusely, which somewhat put Geraldine at ease, before offering it back. Geraldine placed the empty glass on the table.

      

      “I want to go back to sleep now,” her mother announced, but Geraldine did not like that idea. Her condition always worsened if she spent too much time in bed. She needs something to occupy her fragile mind, the physician's words echoed inside Geraldine's head.

      

      “Are you sure you don't want to go to the market with me today? Father Mathew would be happy to see you,” Geraldine asked full of hope like she did every morning.

      

      Her mother shook her head. “No. I feel rather tired. Some other time,” was her usual response.

      

      “All right. How about working in the garden for a bit, after you rest, of course? It is a mighty fine day outside.”

      

      Her mother thought about that for a moment. “Maybe later,” she allowed. Geraldine sighed. Her mother was clearly having one of her bad days. She was certainly going to spend all day in bed. Thinking about the past and tormenting herself and without eating anything, despite the fact that Geraldine prepared everything for her, all her favorites; and that worried her the most. Her mother was naturally frail-looking, and she had already lost some weight in the last couple of months. The last thing Geraldine wanted was for her mother to fall ill from malnourishment on top of everything else.

      

      Suddenly an idea presented itself. “Maybe you could go and visit Elsa,” Geraldine said, trying not to sound too excited about the idea. She learned the hard way her mother did not respond well to such behavior. So, Geraldine made sure her face and voice remained neutral while speaking. “I am sure she would love some company.”

      

      Elsa Potter was their neighbor and her mother's best friend. Her only friend, she corrected herself. After her mother had her biggest nervous collapse, Elsa was the only one that stood beside her and continued to come and visit while others tended to shun them away, as if that was something they should be ashamed of or something that was highly contagious. Things were better now, yet Geraldine never fully forgave the people she considered family friends for their poor behavior.

      

      Elsa was different. That woman had led an extraordinary life. Geraldine loved to hear her stories and was very grateful her mother had such a good friend in her life. One that was not afraid to lead her life her way. Or care what other people thought.

      

      Geraldine's mother never left the farm anymore to go to town, not after her husband disappeared.  She experienced unexplainable fear when someone even suggested something like that to her. Geraldine presumed it was all due to the incredible gossip that spread through their town, and humiliation her mother had to endure because of it. Yet she had no problems visiting Elsa, which Geraldine considered a true miracle.

      

      Her mom would go visit her, and they would drink tea together, sometimes even prepare joint meals for the three of them. Elsa lived completely alone on her horse ranch, called Black Tail Ranch, and when she had the time, Geraldine visited her as well, simply so she could ride some of her horses.

      

      Unfortunately, Elsa's health was starting to deteriorate as of late, and Geraldine was truly worried about her, especially since she was all alone. She hoped some company from her mother would do Elsa some good. Would do some good to her mother as well.

      

      “That is a splendid idea, Geraldine,” her mother replied, eventually. “I will go to her as soon as I make some breakfast for your father.”

      

      “Father already left. I made something for him beforehand.” Father left ten years ago, yet she learned a long time ago not to correct her mother when she was acting like this. She would remember the truth pretty soon on her own, so there was no need for Geraldine to agitate her now for no real reason.

      

      “You are such a fine daughter. I am surely blessed.” She patted Geraldine on the cheek before returning her head on the pillow. “I will go to Elsa a bit later, though. I still feel a tad tired,” she added with a yawn.

      

      “All right. Have pleasant dreams, Mother.” She kissed her mother on the cheek before leaving the room. She didn't bother to close the curtains again. Her mother could use some sunlight anyway.

      

      After finishing some house chores, she gathered all the viands she planned on selling on the market, put them on the small cart, and hurried Whitey, their only horse, to start the journey toward the city.

      

      She was still worried about her mother as she rode. Geraldine really hoped she would take her advice and go to Elsa’s. As for Geraldine, she would do everything in her power to sell all she prepared in order to provide for her little family; she was all alone and had no other way. “Come on Whitey, time to face another day.”
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        * * *

      

      “Oh no, no, no,” Geraldine exclaimed in exasperation. She saw the disaster unfolding in front of her eyes, yet she was completely powerless to stop it. She was carrying a basket of freshly collected eggs from the cart to the small booth on the town's square market she usually used for displaying her farm's products to be sold, when she tripped over her own feet. Maybe I am too clumsy for my own good! And without a doubt, they were all going to fall down and be broken when she needed the coins the most.

      

      Because she was too gawky or lost in the daydreams, she would lose half of her day's wages when she was supposed to mind her own feet. Either option was fairly unsatisfactory to Geraldine as an explanation. Stupid, silly girl!

      

      Out of nowhere, a baker's boy jumped in front of her, catching the basket with one hand while preventing her from falling onto her face with the other. Thank the heavens, Geraldine sent a silent prayer seeing all the eggs unbroken. “That was close,” he drawled in his usual manner. He always sounded as if it cost him a great deal of effort to actually speak.

      

      “Thank you, Jeremy,” Geraldine replied feeling genuinely grateful from the bottom of her heart, since she already counted on the money she would get from selling that basket. If she was lucky, that is.

      

      “My pleasure” he replied. Making sure she was steady enough, to which she responded with a scowl, Jeremy carried the load to the table instead of her. “You should be more careful in the future,” he added as an afterthought, as if she did that on purpose.

      

      Geraldine thought she was. In a way, at least... Without saying what was on her mind she turned away from him and hurried back toward her cart to grab another basket since she had some fruits and vegetables she wanted to sell as well, yet Jeremy followed her there.

      

      Carefully, he took the bigger basket, leaving the other one for her to carry, and she let him. She was not that proud to refuse some help, especially when she was this tired.

      

      Jeremy always smelled of freshly baked bread, and Geraldine's stomach immediately started to grumble. Once again, she forgot to eat, even though she prepared a meal for her mother. There were too many running thoughts inside her mind, thinking about all the things she needed to do, that she did not have time to spare to stop moving for even a second. Even for the most basic of things as eating.

      

      Later, she tried to reassure herself as she took another wistful whiff in Jeremy's direction. Her mouth practically watered. That was a bad idea. Her stomach started to protest louder.

      

      Jeremy looked at her and rolled his eyes. “Forgot to eat again?” he asked, as she pretended not to hear him while arranging her display of products. “I will get you a loaf as soon as I make some more,” he promised.

      

      “Jeremy,” Geraldine wanted to protest, yet his gaze forced her to stop. “Thank you for your help,” she said instead, and he nodded in return, satisfied she saw reason. Her empty stomach was relieved as well.

      

      Before parting, Jeremy paused, clearly having something more to say, and Geraldine had a pretty fair idea what it was going to be. “You really should marry and let a decent, God-fearing man take care of you instead of doing this every day.”

      

      Right again. Geraldine knew his heart was in the right place, yet she still did not appreciate his sentiments.

      

      Doing what? Providing for her ailing mother and herself? The way he said it, one could presume there was something wrong in honest-to-God labor. He was a hardworking man, and he took pride in what he did. Why should that be different for her? Because I'm a woman.

      

      Naturally, she did not share her private thoughts, yet responded in a different manner. “I do not believe a decent, God-fearing man,” she mimicked, “would want me. I am stubborn, self-sufficient, and overly opinionated. I would drive any man mad,” Geraldine only half-joked.

      

      Jeremy grinned at her in return. “That is true. You are like a feral cat,” he joked back, using her childhood nickname against her. “You need a tamer.”

      

      So, she threw an apple at him. Geraldine aimed at his head, yet he caught it quite easily. He bit into it triumphantly while walking away, and she wanted to roll her eyes at him. “You throw like a girl, Geraldine,” he said to her over his shoulder.

      

      “I am a girl, wiseacre. Just like you are a bad rider,” she shouted back earning a few looks her way from the local folks passing by. That was not a very lady-like behavior of her. Good thing she was no lady in the first place, she joked to herself.

      

      Jeremy scowled back, and his face promised retaliation, but she was not afraid of him. He was a true friend to her, ever since she hit Douglas Smith for making fun of Jeremy's flour-stained clothes, and she hoped that would never change.

      

      At times her life was difficult, yet Geraldine wouldn't trade it for anything else in this world. Her family owned a ranch near a small town called Oatman, right at the bottom of the Rocky Mountains.

      

      Nowadays, it was only her and her mother on the ranch. Once upon a time, when her father and grandfather ran it, it was the busiest place in the world.

      

      Sometimes Geraldine missed those days, however, she managed to keep it together and make ends meet. They had to make a few changes over the years.

      

      When she was much younger than she was now, Geraldine's father simply disappeared, and her mother never fully recovered from that shock. Geraldine was convinced her mother refused to leave the farm for the same reason, because deep down she hoped he would come back.

      

      Geraldine stopped hoping for such a miracle to occur a long time ago.

      

      Her father simply vanished; it did not matter at that point if he simply walked away from them or something happened to him, because he left only pain and confusion in his wake.

      

      Peter Laurel had a big secret. He borrowed a large sum of money just before he disappeared, for what purpose she never learned, yet Geraldine was still paying off his debt.

      

      With her father gone, everything, all the responsibilities, problems, and worries fell onto Geraldine, and the strange thing was she did not mind. She would do anything for her mother and their little ranch. Predictably, being at that young age, Geraldine quickly became overwhelmed, and sadly had to come to terms she was not capable of running everything by herself. That forced her to learn who to trust and how to ask for help.

      

      Men, ranchers, who followed her father's orders for years, gradually turned their backs on her. The locals did not care to take on any additional work of running a second ranch. Perhaps their pride did not let them work for a 'crazy woman' or a girl.

      

      Some offered her marriage instead, and Geraldine refused them all and vowed to herself she would never again rely on someone else in her life. She had her mother and she had Elsa, who was there to step in when no one wanted to deal with a twelve-year-old. Unfortunately, some changes were inevitable. Geraldine was forced to sell all the cattle her family had for years. She couldn't manage the herd on her own, but there was another reason. A large portion of that money was used to pay off her father's debt, and the rest to turn their ranch into a farm. She had a vision of something far more suitable for her to do.

      

      Everyone thought she was mad when she started planting fruits and vegetables. It was really difficult at first, and at times Geraldine doubted it herself, fearing they would starve to death, but now things were looking up. The trees with fruits finally started providing, and their vegetable gardens gave the best, most delicious food in the area—without any false modesty.

      

      The best part about changing their lives was the fact that it had effects on her mother as well. Miraculously, this type of manual labor got her mother out of bed, and things improved even greater. Over time, Geraldine built a hen-house for her mother, and that became the main source of their income.

      

      Years passed and they were still there. Geraldine managed to keep the farm and the house, so she took that as a good sign. She must have been doing something right, so she kept doing it.

      

      Her mother, Stephanie, stayed on the farm without ever leaving it to go to town, even for church, and was having her bad days from time to time when she wouldn't even leave her bed, crying over her lost husband. They settled in this new life somehow, and Geraldine was quite pleased with all she accomplished.

      

      The debt was almost paid, after all these years, and then things would really improve for the two of them. And I will be free.

      

      She longed for the day she wouldn't have to worry about every single coin. Peter Laurel really made a big mess out of his family, and when she was younger, Geraldine was quite cross at him, bitter even; luckily, those days passed.

      

      Even though Geraldine wouldn't say necessarily she was happy, she was not unhappy either. That was far more a girl in her situation could hope for, anyway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “Good morning, Geraldine.” A rather familiar voice snapped Geraldine from her daydreaming, and she smiled broadly while replying.

      

      “Good morning to you, too, Mrs. Henley. How are you?” She remembered Mrs. Henley had some back problems a few days past and was praying they were gone by now.

      

      “Oh, I am quite all right,” she replied instantly with a wave of her hand as if it was of no importance, but then her eyes focused, and Geraldine knew she was being scrutinized.

      

      I am glad I wore my good dress today, Geraldine thought without actual humor. “How are you, Geraldine? You look tired, my dear,” she continued, not waiting for an answer. “Are you sleeping enough?”

      

      No. “As much as I can.”

      

      Mrs. Henley pursed her lips, clearly unsatisfied with such a reply, yet Geraldine could not lie to her. She never could.

      

      Mrs. Sarah Henley was Geraldine's old school teacher. Geraldine loved to go to school. She was probably one of the few students who could say that sincerely, since Mrs. Henley was a rather stern teacher, but that made no difference to her. She loved to learn new things and was excited anew with each subject.

      

      Alas, once her father disappeared and her mother fell ill, Geraldine had to quit school to take care of her and the ranch. She never allowed herself to mourn what she lost back then because she knew she made the right decision. The same decision she would make every time if she got the chance to go through everything all over again.

      

      On the other hand, that did not go well with Mrs. Henley, since Geraldine was her favorite. Not that she would ever admit to such a thing publicly, yet Geraldine knew, nevertheless. She was grateful Mrs. Henley refused to give up on her or her precious education, even though it made her life more difficult at times. When she had the time, her old teacher would visit Geraldine on the farm, offering private lessons, or Geraldine would go to her house.

      

      In later years, Mrs. Henley provided her with reading materials, rare books that advanced her studies even further. To this day, they would gather, when convenient to both of them, to discuss something new Geraldine read or had problems comprehending. “You are my dearest student,” Mrs. Henley would say to her in those moments, despite the fact Geraldine wasn't officially in her class for many years at that point.

      

      “And you, my dearest teacher.”

      

      Mrs. Henley chuckled. “I am your only teacher,” and they would both laugh.

      

      Truth be told, Geraldine still loved to read and learn as much as possible. No matter how tired she would get after her day of labor, working on the farm or selling at the market, she would muster enough strength to catch up on her reading before bedtime. Often she would fall asleep with her nose stuck in some book, and for some reason, that was comforting for her. Maybe it was the smell. She simply adored the smell of books; it calmed her on a deeper, profound level.

      

      Geraldine loved the farm life. In her private moments, however scarce they might be, she fantasized about a different path in life. Seldom did she wish she could be a teacher just like Mrs. Henley and help future generations of children make sense of the world around them. “I have some new books for you to read, so come by to collect them when you can,” Mrs. Henley informed her.

      

      Feeling quite ashamed, Geraldine confessed, “I still haven't read the last one.” In the last couple of months, Geraldine would fall asleep—literally—after reading only a few lines; sometimes they were the same one.

      

      “No matter,” Mrs. Henley waved with her hand. “You will when you can.” And that was a closed matter for her. Her pragmatic approach to life was just one of the things Geraldine loved about that woman.

      

      “I will come as soon as I can,” Geraldine promised. “Thank you, Mrs. Henley.”

      

      “Always. Now, be a dear and pack me a dozen of these lovely eggs of yours. You know my Hubert insists on eating eggs that only come from your farm.” Geraldine really appreciated her old teacher saying that. She was not dull, she knew Mrs. Henley was using this as an excuse to help her, but Geraldine wasn't that proud to refuse it. Besides, she wouldn't dare insult her old teacher by refusing; she cared far too much to behave in such a manner. “And some of these lovely carrots, as well.”

      

      Geraldine nodded and carefully wrapped a dozen eggs, putting in a few extra for good measure, and then did the same with the vegetables. After she was satisfied they wouldn't break, she placed the wrapping inside Mrs. Henley's basket. Mrs. Henley nodded in approval, offering her money. Once again she gave Geraldine a great deal more for her purchases than was needed.

      

      “Mrs. Henley,” Geraldine started to protest, and Mrs. Henley cut her off mid-sentence.

      

      “Come and visit me as soon as possible,” she told Geraldine sternly, using her authoritative teacher's voice before walking away.

      

      “Yes, ma'am,” Geraldine shouted after her, and Mrs. Henley simply nodded without turning back.

      

      That is one great woman. Geraldine wished that one day she could be half as achieved and good at everything as Mrs. Henley already was.
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        * * *

      

      Geraldine spent the rest of her morning chatting with people and selling eggs. “Geraldine!”

      

      She turned at the sound of her name just in time to see a loaf of bread flying her way. Without a thought, she caught it with both hands. It was still warm but not warm enough for it to burn her hands. Luckily for Jeremy or I would murder him.

      

      Geraldine's mouth actually watered taking a whiff of the freshly baked bread, and she took a big bite on the spot. Delicious, she thought, and her mouth and belly practically sang in agreement.

      

      While eating, she noticed Jeremy's smiling face as he approached her. He looked mighty satisfied with his jest.  “You are utterly mad,” she informed him, between bites.

      

      Mad and knows how to bake, she added to herself, which is a very useful trait. Geraldine, on the other hand, couldn't bake even if her life depended on it. And there were times it really did. For some unknown reason, she was simply awful. She had no problems with other things. She knew how to cook, and could prepare meals that were quite delicious, if she should say so herself; however, her baking skills were a complete nightmare.

      

      “And you look like a wildling eating like that,” Jeremy countered. “Didn't your Mamma teach you how to eat with your mouth closed?”

      

      Geraldine stuck her tongue at him. “I thought I was feral, not wild,” she said, referring to her old school nickname. Not the best comeback in the world, she admitted. Still, that was the best she could do at the moment, since she was too busy eating.

      

      People will think I am starving, she worried for a moment. And that was far from being the case. Geraldine was simply too busy to think about such mundane things as eating or sleeping. “That too,” Jeremy replied instantly. Geraldine simply rolled her eyes at him in return, which made him grin.

      

      While she was eating and enjoying her easy banter with Jeremy, a group of girls slowly approached them, which instantly put Geraldine in a foul mood. Because she knew what was about to pass. In the center of said group was a girl named Susannah Johnson. They went to school together, and for some reason, Susannah always picked on Geraldine. Her dresses were always ugly, her pigtails too short or her handwriting too messy. No matter what Geraldine did, Susannah found a way to criticize her for it, and that continued to this very day. It did not matter that Geraldine quit school before her twelfth birthday.

      

      Oh, joy, my day is now complete, Geraldine murmured, preparing for yet another attack. “Geraldine,” she greeted her, wearing a deceitful smile and eyeing her from head to toe. And finding me lacking in every way, not that I care. That was the second time that morning Geraldine felt scrutinized. While Mrs. Henley did that out of affection and concern, Susannah did it out of malice, and it was very hard for Geraldine to rein in her temper.

      

      “Susannah,” Geraldine countered, mimicking that same smile, which she hadn’t quit mastered.  She wasn't as practiced as Susannah clearly was.

      

      Susannah completely ignored Jeremy, not sparing a glance his way or saying hello. He, too, went to school with them. Still, she pretended as if he was not there, and he preferred it that way. He would never admit to such a thing, but Geraldine knew he was simply terrified of Susannah. She had a sharp tongue and wasn't afraid to use it. On the other hand, Jeremy was a kind and gentle soul that never wished anyone harm. Because of that, there were times Geraldine had to save him from others, and from himself as well.

      

      “You poor thing,” Susannah suddenly exclaimed, returning Geraldine to the here and now. “You are still selling eggs here.”

      

      Geraldine frowned, not understanding her meaning. Of course, she was here, where else should I be? “Yes, I am still here,” Geraldine replied feeling rather silly for even having to say something that obvious.

      

      Susannah nodded. “That means the selling isn't going that well.” She feined looking genuinely concerned, but Geraldine wasn't fooled. The rest of the girls, which Geraldine all knew by names, waited in silence of what was to come next.

      

      Nothing, if Geraldine had anything to say about it. “The sales are going just fine,” Geraldine replied, raising her chin ever so slightly. Not to brag, but she usually went home empty-handed.

      

      Susannah glanced at the display, sticking her head in the baskets while wrinkling her nose in disgust, and naturally Geraldine took offense. She labored very hard for everything that was presented on that table, and this supposedly refined young lady was being disrespectful and mean out of spite and boredom.  She’s the same spoiled brat as when we were younger.  Nothing really changes, does it?   “Do you wish to purchase anything?” Geraldine pleasantly inquired.  Susannah completely ignored the question.

      

      “Would you care to hear my advice?” She asked in return.

      

      No, I would not care at all, Geraldine thought, yet remained silent.

      

      “Next time try to bring fresh eggs and ripe fruits and vegetables. I know you are poor, but you cannot be selling this garbage.”

      

      Each word cut like a knife, and Geraldine really wanted to scream aloud. Regrettably, she knew she couldn't, and to make sure of that, she bit her lower lip. Susannah, with feat accomplished, simply turned and left without saying anything else, guiding her parade of snickering girls along. Geraldine noticed too late that Susannah was walking away, delightfully biting an apple off the table.

      

      That witch, Geraldine fumed. I hope she chokes on it. I hope she falls asleep with a curling iron and burns all her hair.

      

      Jeremy looked at Geraldine incredulously while she practically shook with rage.

      

      I wish she trips and falls into horse's manure, Geraldine thought.

      

      “Why didn't you say something to her Geraldine? You had no problems standing up to her when we were in school.”

      

      That is true. Geraldine would give up everything to return to that period of her life again; not only to give Susannah a piece of her mind, but be allowed to be a child, to play and learn.  Those days were long gone. “What changed?”

      

      Everything.

      

      Geraldine gave Jeremy the look. “What do you think would happen if I did something to Fergus Johnson's daughter?”

      

      He made a face as if tasting something sour. “I see your point.” He moved closer to her, his expression turning even more serious. “Maybe you should just leave?”

      

      “Leave?”

      

      “Yes, leave Oatman, forget about Oatman, just like-” he stopped himself in time but Geraldine knew what he wanted to say. Just like my father.

      

      “How could I possibly leave? I would miss the heat, and the hard ground I’m so accustomed falling onto.”

      

      “Don't forget the ever present dust.”

      

      “Well of course I would miss that.” Even though she tried to make her words light she felt anything but that. Maybe Jeremy had a point. It was just that Geraldine was in no position to contemplate leaving.

      

      Geraldine took a deep breath, then another, trying to calm herself down. Other vendors close by who heard the exchange gave her sympathetic looks; she ignored them all.

      

      She was fuming for remaining quiet and feeling powerless to change Susannah’s continual mockery. I cannot attack Susannah in any way, she repeated to herself like a mantra, but that only fueled her rage further. It was not easy swallowing her pride each time she saw Susannah, but it was necessary. Susannah’s father, Fergus Johnson had a lot of pull in this town.  He owned a few mines, making him undoubtedly the richest man in Oatman.  He was also the man who loaned her father money. Many had said Peter Laurel ran away, probably with a mistress, to avoid paying back the loan, but Geraldine refused to believe such nonsense. She was convinced there was a better explanation for her father’s disappearance and feared something dreadful had happened that kept him from returning. Tarnishing her father's good name was a mean spirited thing to do.

      

      On the brighter side, Geraldine was almost done with the payments. Soon, her family's debt to the Johnson family would be paid in full, and she didn't want to jeopardize her farm simply because some rich girl chose to be perpetually mean to her. So Geraldine took the high road, even though it was killing her.

      

      Yet the moment the debt is paid off... Geraldine grinned.

      

      Jeremy saw a far-way look in her eyes. “What are you thinking about so intently?”

      

      “Oh, nothing.”

      

      “You look rather frightening like that.”

      

      Perfect. “Remember this moment and what you said the next time you decide to taunt me for no apparent reason.”

      

      Jeremy opened his mouth to say something then reconsidered. He tried again after a heartbeat. “I think I will go now. See you tomorrow, Geraldine.”

      

      “See you, and Jeremy?”

      

      “Hm?”

      

      “Thank you for the bread. Your skill has improved immensely.” She sincerely meant the compliment.

      

      Jeremy instantly grew taller, and Geraldine barely contained herself not to laugh. “Of course it has, but thank you for noticing,” he replied politely, surprising her to no end since she was expecting something humorous from him.  She simply nodded in return.

      

      Watching him return to the small bakery his family owned, Geraldine had a splendid idea. Once Jeremy’s skills get even better, surpassing even his father who was a true master, they should start working together. Geraldine could make sandwiches using Jeremy's bread with ingredients from the farm and sell them to the miners during their lunch breaks. They would have to travel a bit since the mine was closer to the nearby town, yet she was certain it would be worth their while.

      

      Geraldine, you are a true genius. Feeling giddy all of a sudden, she couldn't wait to share her business idea with Jeremy. He would certainly say yes, she was sure of that.

      

      It wasn't even noon when Geraldine started packing for home. She successfully sold everything, despite Susannah's snide comment.  The eggs were fresh, and townspeople liked buying from her. Geraldine returned many now-empty baskets to the cart, and after saying goodbye to some vendors who were staying much longer, she urged Whitey home.

      

      She reconsidered at the last moment and turned around toward Mrs. Henley's house instead. After the morning she had, her mother's bad day, and that encounter with Susannah, she needed something good in her life, even for the briefest of moments.

      

      Geraldine would collect the stack of books Mrs. Henley had so kindly prepared for her, and perhaps a new set of them would inspire her to finish the last one. Deep down, Geraldine knew that inspiration was not the problem. It was the time, or her lack of it. Perhaps it was a silly notion, but she needed a much longer day to accomplish everything she needed and wanted to.

      

      Unfortunately, I do not have a magic wand to prolong my days, and that saddened her for a moment. So, I will just have to make do with what minimal free time I have. At the same time, she was rather excited. She couldn't wait to see what Mrs. Henley gathered for her.

      

      Geraldine felt thrilled at the prospect of learning something new and then discussing it with her favorite teacher. Instantly, she had another revelation. As long as she felt like this about something, learning in particular, she would be capable of doing everything else that needed to be done with a confident smile on her face. Because after a day of hard work, she would always have something to look forward to that would fill her with joy and hope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      In Fort Mohave, looking at the clear blues skies that were bathed in sunshine, Robert thought it was such a fine day for riding.  By urging his horse to go at a slower pace, he could enjoy some more time outside. He wished he could simply keep on riding and live off the land as he went, completely alone with no one to keep him company apart from his horse during the day and stars during the night.

      

      He would ride until he ran out of roads or even land he could ride upon, then turn around and do it again from the start. Naturally, he could not.  Robert had duties, and people who relied on him, so that trumped his silly fantasies on any given day. And this was nothing more than just that - a fantasy.

      

      Besides, he loved his life, it was just he sometimes fantasized there was more to it than his job. Banishing those thoughts, Robert dismounted and walked toward the old yellow house on the outskirts of Fort Mohave.

      

      “Good morning, Mr. Gibson.” Robert greeted an elderly man that sat in the rocking chair by the front door on the big porch. Josef Gibson was his last visit for the day.   To begin with, he saw this duty as a nuisance, and he would be glad to finish.  He loved his job, simply not all aspects of it.

      

      “Good Mornin', Sheriff.” Mr. Gibson greeted him back with a smile. Mr. Gibson had been good friends with Robert's late grandad, and Robert always felt a bit uncomfortable when the people he knew and respected all his life treated him differently simply because he now wore a gold star on his vest. On the other hand, that was the price to pay if he wanted to do this position justice.

      

      I still don't have to like it, he grumbled to himself.

      

      “What brings you here, Robert? Not that we mind the company,” Mr. Gibson asked. After a heartbeat, he answered his own question with another one, clearly thinking out loud. “Is it really that time of the year again?” There was a true wonder in his voice.

      

      “I'm afraid so.” Mr. Gibson swore as Robert shrugged. “Time tends to fly by when we're not looking.”

      

      “It sure does. I better start lookin', or I'll wake up in my own grave one day,” Mr. Gibson started laughing out loud at his own bad joke before standing up. “I'll be right back,” he added before going inside the house as Robert remained on the porch.

      

      Robert wasn't particularly fond of this part of his job.  Collecting property taxes was a task he did well, albeit grudgingly. Ever since he was a small boy he wanted to enforce the law, catch bandits and then watch as they get precisely what they deserved in the court of law.

      

      Not surprisingly, in all his childhood fantasies, collecting money for the state was not a part of that vision, but he did it proudly and professionally as he did with his other duties.  Despite some drawbacks, he loved his job; the post as Sheriff meant everything to him. He considered himself very fortunate  to fulfill this goal. These were dangerous times and most people tended to avoid dangerous situations, but on the other hand, Robert was not most men.

      

      He lost both his elder brother and father when a group of bandits passing by decided to raid their ranch simply because it was on their way. His family tried to fight back despite being outnumbered. Robert survived because his father made him hide in the root cellar. Witnessing them fighting, and in the end, dying, were the worst experiences of his entire life.

      

      For years, the thoughts about those events tormented him, and at times, they still did. Robert wished he did something that day, other than hiding, which might have made all the difference. Or maybe I would end up dead as well.  A big part of him felt ashamed, acting a coward for staying away.  But he could not change the past, so Robert focused on the future to make some kind of difference in other people's lives and protect them from harm. As soon as he became of age to be eligible as a deputy, he sold his farm and started his training. His reasoning was quite simple. If he could prevent just one tragedy from happening, he knew his father would look down on him from heaven and feel proud.

      

      Over time, his natural skills and hard work made him stand out, and eventually, he became the sheriff. A job that turned out to be slightly more difficult and demanding than he thought it would be; not that he was complaining.

      

      Mr. Gibson returned with a sack of coins. He counted them in front of Robert, despite his protests, before handing it to him. “Here you go, son.”

      

      “Much obliged, Mr. Gibson.”

      

      “Would you care to stay for some breakfast? My Mary is still the finest cook in the county despite being older than me,” Mr. Gibson cackled. Robert did not get the opportunity to reply.

      

      “I heard that, you old hump.” Mrs. Gibson suddenly appeared at the door. Robert greeted her and she smiled in return. She was always happy to see him, and the affection was mutual. Mr. Gibson was right, Mrs. Gibson was the finest cook in town. “You know that's not true,” she continued speaking to her husband. “When we met, I was far younger than you.”

      

      Mr. Gibson chuckled, clearly pleased he managed to rattle his wife. “You are aged dear, you forgot how old you are,” he jibed.

      

      Mrs. Gibson narrowed her eyes. “Josef Gregory Gibson, if you don't stop right there, I will give your supper to the wolves.”

      

      “Poor wolves,” Mr. Gibson said under his breath and Robert barely kept a straight face. He loved when they got like this, which was all the time.

      

      “What was that?” Marry Gibson inquired.

      

      “I said fine. But I still look younger than you,” he insisted stubbornly.

      

      Mrs. Gibson snorted. “Tell that to your wrinkled face, you old rascal,” she replied, but there was no real fire behind her words. She was enjoying this banter as much as Mr. Gibson. Robert simply smiled and listened to them go at one another. It was such a delight to observe such a loving couple.

      

      He wished he would be so fortunate to meet someone in the future who wanted to share his life, love, and laughs. Someone who could complete and challenge him every step of the way. Robert wanted a love that was true and free, but so far he was lacking. None of the women he encountered made his heart flutter or even intrigued him long enough for him to show any interest, and that was tragic.

      

      There must be something wrong with me, he thought to himself, glumly.

      

      Still, he refused to lose hope. Despite the fact that nowadays people marry for status, wealth, or fear of loneliness. All kinds of the wrong reasons led to married folks acting more like business partners sharing a roof, rather than two people bonded out of true adoration and respect. Robert refused to settle for anything other than true affection. Arranged marriages made his skin crawl. If he ever decided to marry, and that was a big if, considering his work was extremely dangerous, he wanted to do it for all the right reasons. He was going to love his wife with all his might, expecting the same in return, or he would never marry at all. Maybe he was a dreamer; that was one dream worth having.

      

      Robert wanted his own Mrs. Gibson, although he would never admit such a thing to anyone, only to himself. “Robert?” Mr. Gibson's voice snapped him from the reverie. He had been calling out for him for quite some time, which was embarrassing. “Breakfast?”

      

      “Pardon me, I got distracted for a moment. And no, thank you, I already ate,” he lied. For some reason, he couldn't be in their presence anymore. Probably because they showed him something he was missing and desperately wanted. Besides, he tried to reason with himself, he had too much work to do.

      

      “Duty calls, eh?” Mr. Gibson pressed.

      

      Robert simply nodded in return, and the elderly couple sighed in unison. It was uncanny watching them share the same thoughts even. And Robert already suspected what will come out of Mr. Gibson's mouth next.

      

      He did not disappoint. “You work too much, son. You need to find a girl and marry her, settle down.” Just the things he was thinking about himself. Unfortunately, as it turned out, that wasn't his destiny to have, or at least not yet.

      

      “You cannot go through life alone, chasing scoundrels. A man needs a woman to complete his life,” Mrs. Gibson decided to join in.

      

      “We shall see, Mrs. Gibson. Besides, not many girls want to be tied down to a sheriff,” he added with an exaggerated sigh, getting back up on his horse. That wasn't technically a lie, simply an exaggeration.

      

      Unfortunately, the Gibsons saw right through his charade, sharing another one of their poignant glances, but refrained from commenting. For which Robert was grateful. Instead, they waved Robert goodbye, and he did the same. “I expect you to come on Sunday for some apple pie,” Mrs. Gibson shouted after him. They were having a small celebration being wed for forty-five years and Robert was one of the people they decided to invite, for which he was much honored.

      

      “I wouldn't miss it for the world,” he replied honestly.

      

      After that, Robert jabbed his horse and Duke responded instantly, making them soar through the plains, clearly happy to finally stretch his legs. Robert felt a bit raw and restless after that conversation, and he did not appreciate the sentiment one bit.

      

      He hoped some riding would clear his head because it always did in the past. Best medicine in the world. It did not have the desired effect this time. His mind kept swirling back to the Gibsons and the bond they clearly shared. It was true Robert was known as a suitable bachelor in their small part of the world, some would add that he was even desirable in that area, but he did not see things that way.

      

      Despite his words to Mrs. Gibson, he found a few girls did show a bit of interest toward him, but unfortunately, Robert did not share their enthusiasm. Maybe I'm too picky, he thought to himself. He didn't think so, not really. It was just so far, none of the girls he knew really piqued his interest or awoke a desire in him enough to want to spend a bit more time getting to know them, their likes or dislikes, let alone marry one of them. Thoughts of spending the next forty-five years with one of them made him shudder.

      

      His skin practically crawled at the mere thought of the girls he grew up with. That was not to say there was something wrong with them. One of the problems was that he was living in a somewhat small town and knew most of the unmarried girls from childhood. As he had said before, they were all fine young women, all pretty in their unique ways, well-behaved. It was just that he wanted more from a woman he planned to spend his life with.

      

      You are too picky Robert, he informed himself. And for that, you will die alone.
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        * * *

      

      Once he felt more comfortable in his own skin, Robert rode back into town. Entering the Sheriff's Office, he greeted his deputies, shared a few words with them, mostly about work, before going to his desk. After making a note about Mr. Gibson's deposit, and a few others, he placed all the coins in the safe with the rest of the taxes. There were some letters on his desk, telegrams from other sheriffs, all containing information about current bandits and their locations. Robert liked to keep track of such things.

      

      Once satisfied with his work, Robert took the keys from a desk drawer and approached one of the cells. Their office wasn't that big, and their holding area looked formidable, with small dark cells and fat iron bars. To put fear in the souls of the weak and easily corrupt.

      

      He looked at the man held inside. “Did you sober up?” he asked without preamble, in a much louder voice than was necessary. Still, only a muffled groan greeted him back and Robert sighed.

      

      “Close enough,” one of his deputies commented; the rest laughed.

      

      Robert opened the door and marched inside the small cell. He gave the man inside a firm shake. “Come on. Wake up.” Eventually, the man sprawled on the cot turned to look up at him, with a frown, clearly not appreciating being awakened in such fashion.

      

      He is fortunate I did not use cold water on him, or something even worse, smelly even. Speaking of worse and smelling, Robert had to hold his breath while standing so close to the man because he reeked of alcohol and probably urine, with a dash of horse manure, a common aroma in that place.

      

      Not wanting to stay any longer than was necessary, Robert spoke again. “Time to go home, Mike.”

      

      “Excellent,” Mike slurred, sleepy. It took some true effort, but he managed to get up on his feet. Is this fool still drunk? Robert wondered, eyeing him. He smelled like a distillery. His face was covered with dried blood, some mud—or at least Robert hoped that was mud—and the slightest breeze could put him back down on his behind. He's just hungover, Robert realized, and no longer his problem.

      

      “Next time you decide to start a brawl for the most ridiculous of all reasons, I will use your head as a battering ram; maybe that will put some sense back into you. Understood?” Robert threatened.

      

      “Yes sir,” Mike stammered, saluting.

      

      Please God, watch over this fool.

      

      Mike left the cell and the station altogether while Robert's deputies were laughing. Mike was known as a local fool, and he spent most nights right here in this very cell to the utmost chagrin of his family. In essence, he was a good lad but when you put some liquor in him, he became extremely prone to doing stupid things, and last night was no exception.

      

      He got into a fight with a local rancher known for having a bad temper, a really hard, tough man that you should not treat lightly. And what led to the brawl?  Over a boot. And it wasn't even Mike's boot, or the rancher's for that matter, but one of the other patrons of the saloon. The argument started over the quality of imported leather compared to domestic or something similar.

      

      Like Robert said, ridiculous, and certainly not something worth dying over, which would have happened if Robert didn't show up in the nick of time. The place was a madhouse by the time he arrived to save that fool, and it was a true miracle Mike hadn't died already, for being loudmouthed and surrounded by the wrong crowd. He would have been, but he tripped and fell while the rancher aimed and fired, fortunately missing. Both were beyond drunk which probably saved them from killing each other.

      

      So, Robert fired his arm in the air to get everyone's attention. Once the crowd settled, he picked up Mike from the pile of broken chairs and dragged him to jail, for his own protection. “I bet he will be back tonight,” one of his deputies, Ross, had to voice his opinion, and another simply snorted. “That's a safe bet. I say, he will be back this afternoon.”

      

      While his deputies started to bet, Robert rolled his eyes, closing the cell. He wished there were a way to reach Mike and force him to see reason, prevent him from coming back ever again.

      

      Yet you can't save everybody, he thought with a small amount of sadness, remembering his older brother and father while returning to his desk. He still had a lot of work to do. Even though he completely ignored their jokes, he shared their views. Mike will be back, I just hope he will be breathing next time...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Geraldine's visit to Mrs. Henley was a pleasant one, and the teacher was rather surprised to see Geraldine come by that very day. Of course, she was pleased and did not let Geraldine leave without some biscuits and lemonade. That was not what put a smile on Geraldine's face; she got three new books to read.

      

      I can't wait to start reading them. Mrs. Henley really did go out of her way to find books Geraldine would be interested in, and made excellent choices. Geraldine was beyond happy. Despite that small respite, Geraldine was tired; her back ached, and she was more than aware her day was only half finished. But I have new books now, she tried to cheer herself a bit, and it somewhat worked.

      

      It wasn’t just that she still had so much work on her hands. She didn't simply feel tired but completely prostrate. Perhaps one of the reasons she rode home slowly was to postpone her chores a bit longer. Not too much, since she would feel guilty, yet enough to catch her breath and just be.

      

      Of course, there was another reason. Even though the cart was empty apart from the baskets and the precious books, she did not want to tire Whitey; he wasn't in his prime anymore. Once upon a time, he was a true menace, but Elsa Potter, Mother's best friend, managed to tame him. He was actually a gift from Elsa to Geraldine for her thirteenth birthday.

      

      Geraldine's father disappeared when she was twelve, and she was almost as distraught as her mother was, but she tried to hide it.  Somehow Elsa knew, and when her next birthday came, she gifted Geraldine Whitey in hopes to cheer her up. Geraldine fell in love with him at first sight; Whitey responded much the same, and they were inseparable ever since. She couldn't imagine her life without him in it.

      

      When Whitey was younger, Geraldine rode him all the time, and all the way up to the Rocky Mountains that surrounded their small town, especially when Geraldine needed some time for herself.  She had a favorite place where she would try to calm her racing mind or to cry for a while. It was a small meadow, completely surrounded by trees from all sides. Geraldine liked it because it was so hidden, and easily overlooked. Geraldine stumbled upon it by accident and returned many times with Whitey.

      

      At that time, he did not want to overexert him with such adventures and simply used him to pull her small cart, with products she had to sell, to and from the market. Sometimes, she thought he was resenting her for keeping him at a slower pace, but she was doing that for his own good. Geraldine loved her horse too much and wanted to keep him in her life a bit longer.

      

      Geraldine would look wistfully at the mountains. I do not want to go home, I want to be a normal girl doing normal things. Susannah's face, with her perfect hair and immaculate attire, came to mind, and she grimaced. Geraldine wanted to be perfect in her own way.

      

      For example, the town's annual fair was approaching, and there would be a dance later in the evening. Geraldine never went. Jeremy often begged for her company, but she was always too exhausted to even contemplate such a notion. A part of her justified her refusals because she didn’t have a nice dress to wear. Another part wanted to go and see what all the fuss was about because people were talking about it for weeks in advance. And since Geraldine spent her days in the market, she heard it all. There was no point in thinking about those silly things since they were not possible for her with a mother and a farm to take care of. Geraldine realized Jeremy's words about marriage and having someone to take care of her rattled her more than she cared to admit, even to herself.

      

      Sure, marriage would solve all of my problems.

      

      Immediately she felt guilty for having such thoughts. She would not trade her life for someone else's, because it made her who she was—independent with a feeling of self-worth.

      

      While she mused about her life, she felt Whitey go over a bump on the road. It was an old dirt road that changed its shape with each hard rain. She wasn't paying that close attention, and the cart went straight over it and one of the wheels fell off. Unfortunately, that scared Whitey to go faster. “Ow!”

      

      Geraldine lost all of her breath from the rumble that followed and as the cart tilted, she nearly fell down on the ground. Somehow she managed to stay in the seat, but barely. “Whoa, Whitey,” she commanded the spooked horse;  luckily, he complied immediately. Taking a moment to compose herself with a deep breath, reassured that this whole incident left them both unharmed, Geraldine jumped down to assess the damage.

      

      What else will go wrong today? First her mother, then Susannah, and now this. This kept getting better and better as the day progressed, so Geraldine really looked forward to seeing what misfortune would befall her next. Naturally, that was the wrong thing to say to the heavens; apparently, her guardian angel had a peculiar sense of humor.

      

      First, she petted Whitey for a bit, making sure he was quite all right and calm. Then she refocused on the cart. Luckily, the axle wasn't broken, so there was hope she could fix this.

      

      I just have to find the wheel, she thought to herself, looking about. Praise the heavens, she sighed in relief discovering it a few yards away; it, too, was unbroken. “Of course,” she grumbled to herself while trying to pull out the big wheel from the pool of mud. There was only one wet piece of land on that entire road, the single remnant of the rain that fell a couple of days past, and the wheel somehow managed to fall exactly into it.

      

      Just my luck!

      

      Taking the wheel back to the cart, she was covered in mud, yet determined. Making sure Whitey wouldn't try to go off out of boredom, she was glad to find him munching on some grass. Geraldine started musing how to fix this problem. It wasn't like she’d never mended her cart before, but usually she was on her farm at the time and had Elsa’s help.

      

      This situation was slightly more difficult, since she was currently on a road hardly used apart from her and Elsa; it led to their ranches. The chances of someone stumbling upon her were pretty nonexistent, if not laughable.

      

      It's all up to me, then, she thought to herself without despair.  Without further delay, she got to work. Using herself instead of a lever, Geraldine lifted the cart upright with her back. She let out a sound of distress since the cart was pretty heavy, and with a lot of effort, she jabbed the wheel back onto the axle.

      

      It required some additional adjustment, still, she managed to push the wheel to its place. By the time she was finished, she was not only completely dirty but sweaty and utterly exhausted. At least I wouldn't have to walk home, she thought to herself while stretching, trying to relieve some of the pain from her back.

      

      Of course, she would have to examine the wheel much closer once she returned to the farm, to make sure everything was as it should be. She sighed. That was just another thing added on her ever-growing list of chores. Praying she did a fine job, she climbed on the seat and urged Whitey to start walking again. So far so good. Geraldine held her breath as they journeyed at a snail's pace; she did not want any more surprises.

      

      Finally getting home, she took care of her darling, making sure Whitey had enough water and hay until the morning, then went into the house. Geraldine was cross at herself for dirtying her dress, and now she would have to wash it that evening, or she wouldn't have anything else to wear in the morning. All her other attires were soiled as well, unfortunately.

      

      I believe that means laundry day is today. Dirty dress meant laundry went up on her to do list. “Mother?” Geraldine called out once she entered the house, but no one greeted her back. She must be sleeping.  She tried again. “Mom?”

      

      Walking upstairs, she checked her mother's bedroom, and the bed was empty. That pleased Geraldine, even though that meant she did not know where her mother was. At least she isn't still in bed. Checking the rest or the house, she discovered it was also empty. The breakfast she laid out for her mother was finished, and Geraldine took that as another good sign of her mother's state of mind.

      

      Deciding to change into one of her mother's skirts, Geraldine washed her face and hands vigorously before going outside in search of her mother. “Mom?” Visiting the gardens, Geraldine saw that her mother was not there either. She was nowhere to be seen, but Geraldine was not worried, yet.  Her mother probably took her advice and went to visit Elsa. That was nothing unusual after all. Τhey liked to drink tea together almost every day.

      

      Good for her, to be out of bed and about. Geraldine was pleased.

      

      Looking about the vegetable garden, Geraldine paused for a second, taking a deep breath. She needed to prioritize her tasks before actually starting one, to be sure she did not forget something.
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        * * *

      

      Geraldine was humming some catchy tune she heard at the market all the while crouching close to the ground picking out weeds from her plot of potatoes.  She heard a screech so fierce and loud, it made her lose her footing and fall on her backside.

      

      Oh, no. She immediately jumped back up on her feet and without a thought started running toward the source because the sound did not end. Reaching the house, Geraldine discovered it was just as she feared. Her mother was the one screaming, and she looked bewildered and shaking from head to toe. “Mom?” Geraldine called out trying to get her attention. Luckily, her mother was home.  Her crying profusely alarmed Geraldine even more than not finding her.

      

      Is she hurt? What happened? A million thoughts swirled inside her head; she needed to focus. “What on earth happened to you?” Geraldine demanded.

      

      Her mother started shaking her head, then turned away. She looked completely lost, just staring at the distance.

      

      Geraldine approached her. “Mother, what happened?” She appeared too lost inside her own head to hear anything.

      

      Oh dear, what am I to do? She asked herself in concern. “Please speak to me,” she begged.

      

      Geraldine's mother hugged herself, continued to cry and was shaking her head every now and then, probably having some silent conversation with herself.

      

      I need to snap her out of this.

      

      Geraldine stood in front of her mother and grabbing her by the shoulders started to shake her. “Mother?” She shook her even more vigorously when nothing happened, actually contemplating if she should slap her. The notion frightened Geraldine enough to need a way to reach her mother.

      

      She did not know what caused this state, nevertheless, she still had to learn why. “Mother! Look at me and start speaking,” Geraldine practically yelled, and miraculously that did the trick. Her mother focused on her face.

      

      Finally! Praise the Lord. Looking at Geraldine, she appeared to be seeing her daughter for the first time. She must be in great shock, Geraldine guessed. “Geraldine!” She cried out and started sobbing again. Geraldine embraced her.

      

      Geraldine used her calm voice, speaking softly as she would to a child. “Mother, please, tell me what is the matter? Are you hurt? Did something happen to you?” She showered her mother with questions.

      

      As far as Geraldine could observe, her mother looked unharmed, apart from being petrified. Once her mother calmed a bit, she took a step back so she could look at her mother's face. “Where have you been?” Geraldine decided to start with something simple, hoping to not agitate her mother further.

      

      “Elsa,” her mother stammered back.

      

      Good, this was clear progress in the right direction. “Did something happen at Elsa's?”

      

      Her mother nodded her head yes. Geraldine's stomach started to protest with uneasiness, yet she needed to press forward and hear the whole story. Maybe they quarreled, and Mother got upset. “Did you two have a fight?” Geraldine pressed. They were best friends for ages, and sometimes even best friends fought.

      

      Her mother started to breathe heavily once again, and her eyes widened. “I just wanted a cup of tea, and she was there,” she started to ramble without making any sense.

      

      “You are not making any sense. Please speak with me more plainly.”

      

      Her mother grabbed her by the arms. “She was just there. I did nothing wrong, she was just there.” Geraldine’s mother’s eyes widened even further, a trait Geraldine would not believe was physically possible to do up until this moment. What on Earth happened to my mother? Geraldine was prepared to jump out of her own skin from worry, yet did not know how to make her mother tell her everything in a reasonable fashion.

      

      The problem was that she wasn't reasonable at the moment, which could only mean something bad had happened. Good Lord, please help us all, Geraldine panicked.

      

      “All right, please calm down. Who was there?” She was at Elsa's. Did someone break in and try to harm them? And then a simple yet terrifying truth occurred to Geraldine. “Mother, did something happen to Elsa?” She barely managed to choke out the words.

      

      Her mother pursed her lips as if she did not want to speak with her anymore. This is madness! “Mother, please answer me.” It was very hard to keep her temper in check. Geraldine would much rather try to shake the truth out of her mother, yet she feared that would lead her to zero progress at the moment. “Did something happen to Elsa?”

      

      “Yes,” her mother cried out, closing her eyes and shaking her head as if she could not bear to face Geraldine's next question.

      

      Dear Lord. “Mom?” Geraldine was about to try and coax her further.  Her heart hammered inside her chest like a galloping herd of wild horses when she continued.

      

      “Something terrible happened to Elsa,” she stammered as the tears fell down her face.

      

      Geraldine felt like running and hiding under the bed hearing her mother say that. The same way she did when she was a small child. Geraldine still did not know what her mother would be running and hiding from.

      

      “Is Elsa alright?”

      

      Maybe we should call for help? Alas, there was a new set of problems. Their two farms were the only ones in this part of the land; others were on the outskirts of Oatman, but on the other side. The wasn’t a sheriff in town that could help either. Never in her life before did Geraldine felt so powerless, not even when her father disappeared and the care of the farm became her responsibility.

      

      “She is not all right,” her mother finally decided to speak. “She was lying on the floor—” she paused, choking too hard on her tears.

      

      On the floor? Dear Lord. “Did she hurt herself?”

      

      Geraldine wondered if she should go over there and see if she needed some assistance. Mother could have said something from the beginning. Geraldine wasted too much time with pulling the truth out of her. It was maddening.

      

      Finally, Geraldine's mother opened her eyes and looked at her daughter. “You do not understand, there was something around her neck, and I, I—”

      

      “What, Mother?”

      

      “She was not moving. I think she is dead.”

      

      Geraldine felt lightheaded. Elsa is dead? Oh no, please no. That cannot be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Elsa is dead? Mom said she was on the floor with something wrapped around her neck. The images invading her mind were simply too horrible. No, that can't be. Geraldine couldn't quite believe what she just heard. Her mother was highly agitated and  must have seen it wrong.

      

      Dead. On the floor. Not moving. Words kept repeating inside her mind. No, I heard it wrong, or Mother made a mistake. Elsa can't be dead.

      

      This was Elsa they were speaking about. She was one of the strongest, toughest women, no, people Geraldine knew, which meant Elsa could not be dead just like that. Here one moment, gone the next.

      

      Yet, isn't that the definition of death? another part of her rebelled, yet Geraldine decided to ignore it. She felt like shaking her head in order to clear it.

      

      Geraldine tried to make sense of her mother's words as she continued to sob and ramble. “She was just there in the kitchen, and then there was a rope and her face...”

      

      I need to get to the bottom of this. “Tell me everything, from the beginning, please,” she urged her mother to focus to the best of her abilities. Despite everything, Geraldine was still in denial although the evidence was obvious in the behavior of her mother.

      

      Her mother was crying, big tears were streaming down her face, and she was shaking so violently, so profusely, Geraldine started to worry she would have another nervous breakdown.

      

      Another one would definitely ruin her for good, Geraldine spiraled as her panic reached new heights. On the outside, she was a perfect picture of calmness. On the inside, a storm was raging, and she really wished she didn't have to be a grown up at this moment. She started thinking about what she was to do, about her mother and Elsa alike.

      

      “Elsa is dead,” her mother repeated stubbornly, over and over again.

      

      “Are you quite sure?”

      

      Geraldine's mother glazed over for a moment, and Geraldine worried she lost her. Luckily, she refocused on Geraldine and started talking again. “She was just there—” Geraldine heard as much, yet that did not tell her anything. “I came and she was just there,” she started gesticulating while rambling. “And I, and I—” She started to stammer, clearly struggling with something. “And she was not moving. Dead! She is dead.”

      

      “Are you sure, mother?” Geraldine needed to go to Elsa's ranch, right now, and see for herself.

      

      Her mother looked at her wide-eyed.  There was something else in those eyes as well, besides fear. She didn't appreciate being doubted.

      

      How could I not? “She wasn't moving, she is dead,” she insisted, covering her face with both hands. “Poor Elsa,” she sobbed. Geraldine gave in to the impulse to go to Elsa's ranch to confirm the truth. It wasn't that she did not believe her mother; Geraldine was quite certain something did happen. The real question was what? No matter how hard Geraldine tried to get answers, she was unsuccessful.

      

      Maybe it was rude of her to think something like this. Unfortunately, her mother was a rather troubled woman, and her words needed to be taken with a grain of salt. Sometimes her mother had trouble differentiating reality from fantasy, just as she was prone to confuse the present with the past. The physician said those were all normal traits considering her affliction, but it did make their lives more difficult at times.

      

      I need to go there right this instant and see for myself what truly happened. Geraldine was reluctant to leave. Her mother was still too upset for Geraldine to feel comfortable leaving her all alone. On the other hand, she was worried about Elsa. And the merry-go-round inside her head continued to spin. “All right,” Geraldine forced herself to stop panicking. “I will go to the ranch and check up on Elsa.” That would put an end to this drama.

      

      “No!” Her mother started screaming in pure panic while clutching onto Geraldine. She was surprisingly strong for a woman of her stature, Geraldine could not help but notice.

      

      “I have to go, Mom,” Geraldine tried to reason with her. “Elsa might be in trouble, hurt and not—” She couldn't bring herself to finish that sentence.

      

      “No,” her mother insisted, firmly shaking her head.

      

      “It's not that I do not believe you, but maybe you saw it wrong, maybe Elsa is still alive, but hurt badly. I need to go and see if I can help,” Geraldine insisted.

      

      “Elsa is dead. But what if whoever did that to her is still out there?” Her mother challenged, and actually, that was a rather good point and it made Geraldine pause.

      

      No, I cannot simply stand by. “It makes no difference.”

      

      “You cannot go, Geraldine. I forbid it,” she rushed over her words. Her mother seldom used that authoritative voice on her. Partly because Geraldine was taking care of her for years now, making their roles somewhat reversed, and partly because Geraldine was a grown woman of twenty-two years and not a child to be scolded.

      

      Despite the fact that she respected and loved her mother immensely, she was an adult and as such, fully capable of making her own decisions. Her mother could forbid her something only if Geraldine allowed such a thing in the first place, and in this case, she would not.

      

      “I have to go,” Geraldine said in a much softer voice. “Please understand. She is your best friend and my dear aunt. We mustn't leave her like that.”

      

      Maybe the situation wasn't that dire, Geraldine repeated to herself. “I will be all right. I will be careful,” she continued this mantra.

      

      “Oh, Geraldine,” her mother cried even harder, hugging her close to her body, physically trying to prevent her from walking away.  Geraldine was far stronger than her mother and would never use force to break free.

      

      “Mother, please calm down.”

      

      “You cannot leave.”

      

      “Please let me go.”

      

      “No.”

      

      This is not working. Geraldine sighed and firmly, carefully extracted herself from her mother's grip. Her mother tried to capture her again;  Geraldine held her by the hands forcing her to look at her. “I will just go to check up on her and be back before you know it, in a jiffy.”

      

      “You cannot leave me here alone,” her mother cried out, just as Geraldine feared she would.

      

      “Elsa might need us,” Geraldine was slowly losing patience.

      

      “I will go with you.” Her mother said, surprising her. Geraldine gave it a quick thought then sighed.

      

      “As you wish.” At that point, Geraldine would agree to anything as long as it kept her mother calm, or calmer, and moved them away from this verbal impasse.

      

      I wish I thought of this sooner, maybe then we wouldn't waste so much precious time. “Let's go,” Geraldine urged her.

      

      Quickly, she took out Whitey from the small stable and harnessed him to a cart, silently cursing herself for not making sure if the wagon was safe enough for riding. There was no time for her to do it now. I will just have to be careful while driving and pray for the best.

      

      She urged Whitey to go really slowly because she did not want another accident on her hands, especially with an extra passenger, despite the urgency of the situation. In any other circumstances, Geraldine would make a run for the other ranch, yet she could not do that now since her mother was with her.

      

      Stephanie Laurel was quiet and unnaturally still sitting next to Geraldine, and that was quite worrisome.  If she did indeed see Elsa dead, Geraldine made herself think it was a possibility her mother would never recover from this additional shock. In her whole life, Stephanie cared for only three people. Geraldine, Geraldine's father, and Elsa. There was no saying what would happen to her if she lost Elsa as well.

      

      Do not think about it just yet, Geraldine cautioned herself. First, discover what actually happened and then... She did not know what then. Panic? Geraldine was having second thoughts... Maybe I should have left Mother home. That would create another set of problems, because Geraldine could not be at two different places at the same time. Her mother could try and hurt herself if Geraldine wasn't there to calm her down. Besides, what if confronting her with the things that caused her trauma to begin with worsen her condition?

      

      It's better if Mother is at my side, she informed herself firmly. Or so she hoped.

      

      Eons later, once they finally reached the Black Tail Ranch, under Geraldine’s command, Whitey came to a stop. He got animated sensing other horses. Geraldine didn't have time to release him to socialize with his former stall mates. Instead, she leaped down and started running toward the house, hoping her mom would remain put.

      

      No such luck, she thought in exasperation sensing her mother running behind her. Taking the steps two at a time, she reached the front door quickly. The door was wide open and she simply walked in.

      

      “Aunt Elsa?” She started calling out to her. She wasn't her true aunt, but she was such a big part of her life that her mom and Geraldine always treated her like family. Dread started to seep through her being as nobody responded back. Elsa wasn't feeling well this past couple of months, so it was safe to assume she was inside the house.

      

      “Auntie? Where are you?” Geraldine tried again, entering the living room. Elsa was a rather chatty person, sometimes she even talked in her sleep, so if she was inside the house they would know. It stood to reason to assume she was someplace else. Or dead, Geraldine's eyes started to tear up. No. Don't go there just yet. She stopped herself from going down that dark road of her thoughts. “Maybe she's sleeping?” Geraldine said out loud, but her mother didn't respond. “She stopped using the upstairs bedroom, it was too hard for her to climb up and down the stairs of late,” she explained.

      

      That leaves the kitchen, Geraldine thought with trepidation. Moving toward the kitchen, her stride became much slower than usual.

      

      The door to that room was closed and Geraldine paused and stood in front of it. Her hand shook as she reached for the doorknob.

      

      Why was this suddenly so hard on her? she wondered as tears appeared, and she frowned deeply trying to clear them. You are not going to cry, Geraldine Laurel, she informed herself sternly. Now stop making a big fuss out of things, like a coward. Taking a deep breath to steady her nerves, Geraldine pushed the door opened and entered the kitchen and screamed at the top of her lungs.
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        * * *

      

      Geraldine couldn't stop screaming until she slapped her hand across her lips. She sobbed. Mom was right. Oh, sweet Lord, have mercy on her poor soul. Mom was right. Elsa is dead. Murdered. Oh no. Not poor, sweet Elsa.

      

      Why?

      

      Geraldine forced herself to calm enough down so she could survey the scene in front of her more efficiently. Unfortunately, that was not easy considering Geraldine had never seen a dead person before and this in front of her was no ordinary person, but someone she knew and deeply loved. Elsa was such a huge part of her life. Geraldine considered her family, so this tore her to pieces.

      

      Sadly, she didn't even have to go to Elsa’s body; the evidence of murder was obvious. Elsa was sprawled on the kitchen floor in an unnatural position, and a rope was firmly tied around her neck, making her face distorted and forever frozen in a macabre expression. She was strangled. Taking it all in, Geraldine felt sick to her stomach. You must stay strong, she told her rolling abdomen.

      

      Oh, poor Elsa. Her willpower wavered looking at her in such state. Who would do such a heinous thing?

      

      “She is dead, isn't she?” Her mom asked from the doorway, startling Geraldine and making her jump. Geraldine completely forgot her mother was with her. So much for being careful. Geraldine's previous words to her mother backfired. A murderer could still be here, and she would be none the wiser, distraught as she is. Geraldine could probably end up dead as well, sprawled next to Aunt Elsa.

      

      Well, I must be in shock as well, since those were some strange thoughts to have at the moment. Only then did she remember her mom asked her a question, and a rather simple one at that. “I believe so,” Geraldine heard herself speaking, yet her voice was all wrong, thin and lifeless. Lifeless... just like Aunt Elsa.

      

      Focus, Geraldine, this is not the time for falling apart. She turned away from the body, not being able to withstand the sight any longer and started retreating away from the kitchen. Geraldine pulled her crying mother along the way and together they left the house altogether.

      

      Poor Aunt Elsa, she did not deserve to die in such fashion, alone and scared. “Let's go,” Geraldine urged.

      

      “We cannot just leave her in such fashion,” her mother rebelled, while tears marred her face, and Geraldine was glad that despite the situation some of her mother's old spirit was returning. “We have to inform the authorities of what happened.” Oh, we do not have a sheriff’s department, Geraldine reminded herself as her mother did the same.

      

      What am I to do? Geraldine's mind raced. She needed to do something; her mom was right, they couldn't leave Elsa like that.

      

      Should I go back and cover her? No, she abandoned that notion immediately. She needed to leave everything as is and call out for help. The person or people responsible must be brought to justice. “I have to go to town,” Geraldine had a sudden realization, she knew precisely what needed to be done.

      

      “You can't leave me here!”

      

      Geraldine turned to face her. “You mustn't stay here. Go home immediately and stay there.”

      

      “But I, you—”

      

      “Please, Mother, just wait for me there. I must alert the townspeople of what happened here.” Geraldine was at the end of her rope, and she really needed her mother sane for a change. She couldn't leave if she was worried about her. Yet, on the other hand, she owed it to Elsa to hurry up and do something.

      

      “I don't want to be alone.”

      

      “Would you care to come with me?”

      

      Her mother started shaking her head even before Geraldine finished her sentence. “I don't want to leave the ranch.”

      

      Geraldine had half a mind to remind her she already did.  This is not the time for that. “We have to call for help, so the person who did this to Elsa can be caught.”

      

      Something of what Geraldine said must have reached her since her mother's expression changed. “You are right, Geraldine. Go. I will be all right on my own.”

      

      “Are you sure?” Geraldine was now the one having doubts. The change was so swift it worried her. At the same time, maybe she was overthinking her next move. This is a good thing.

      

      “Yes, I am,” and without additional words, her mother ran toward Whitey.  “You take one of Elsa's horses,” she said over her shoulder, “and I'll meet you back at the house. Be careful, Geraldine.”

      

      “I will, Mother.” Without wasting any more time, Geraldine went to the stable. She didn't even bother saddling one of the horses, Seabiscuit, before mounting it.

      

      Her father wanted a son, a true heir to the family business, which was keeping cattle, so Geraldine learned how to ride a horse long before she even knew how to walk properly. A skill that was now proven rather useful as she galloped toward the city. She needed to find Father Mathew and tell him what happened to Elsa.

      

      He will know what to do next, she was sure of that.

      

      Geraldine had to try really hard not to start crying again, thinking about Elsa. Later, she promised herself, urging Seabiscuit to run even faster. There will be plenty of time for crying later. Much, much, later, but not now.

      

      Not when there was a killer on the loose.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Robert looked incredulously at the two men, Mr. O'Banion and Mr. Hanessy. They were standing in front of him, facing one another in fury and complete animosity. He was feeling as if he was observing a comical play he did not fully understand. He was also on high alert, ready to act if these two fools started to brawl again because they were fighting for a long time; Robert joined in when it reached its culmination. They even had to meet at the border between the two ranches, since they were neighbors, because things got that grave between them.

      

      This is ridiculous, I must be imagining it, Robert thought to himself and not for the first time.

      

      “Let me say this rather quickly, simply to see if I understood it correctly,” Robert started carefully while rubbing his brow. He could feel a migraine rising, and it wasn't even noon yet. A part of him wanted to get back to his station and check if this was truly a part of his job description. Some part of him was telling him that it was, yet logically, shouldn't be.

      

      The two men nodded, waiting for him to continue. Well, look at that, they could agree on something, Robert thought to himself without actual humor.

      

      “Samson is a cow?” He phrased it as a question because he still could not actually believe it himself.

      

      “A bull calf,” both men said at the same time.

      

      Robert really did not care at the moment. He just wanted this feud resolved. “All right, Samson is a bull calf?” He corrected himself.

      

      “Yes,” Mr. O'Banion said, and Mr. Hanessy said, “No.”

      

      Here we go again. Robert was convinced this was going to be one of those days, extremely long, tiring and frustrating.

      

      “His name is Nolan, and he is my calf,” Mr. Hanessy yelled, raising his fist in the air.

      

      “Liar, Samson belongs to me,” Mr. O'Banion snapped back.

      

      “How dare you call me a liar, you weasel.”

      

      “Who are you to call me a weasel.”

      

      Things were starting to get pretty heated again, and Robert had half a mind to simply let them resolve this their way because the two idiots were fighting over a cow. As far as Robert could piece the story together, the bull calf was produced by accident when Mr. O'Banion's bull escaped and roamed unto Mr. Hanessy's ranch and frolicked with the cows he found there. And now once the calf came unto the world, they could not agree where it belonged.

      

      This day was getting better and better, Robert thought in exasperation. On one hand, he really did not want someone to end up dead over a cow, on the other, he couldn't care less whose cow it was in the first place. They could saw it in half as far as he was concerned and be done with it.

      

      “Enough!” Robert yelled at the two men once he had had enough of this charade. He was convinced that if this was turned into a play, it would be a major success. Unfortunately, he was the only one seeing the comical aspect of this fight. Regrettably, this was serious business for Mr. O'Banion and Mr. Hanessy, and because of that, someone could get hurt.

      

      They will both get hurt when I lose my patience, Robert thought glumly because the fools started raising fists again and they were more than ready to approach one another for another round of fist-fighting. Yet once Robert raised his voice they paused. “I said enough!”

      

      It was good they did not have guns on them. That was the first thing Robert checked, or the fools would end up killing one another.

      

      And over a cow of all things. Robert simply could not believe what was happening around him.

      

      First, he had to save Mike who brawled over a boot, and now he had this pair of buffoons doing the same over a darn cow. Ridiculous! He felt like people around him lost all their senses and he was the only one left sane. It was not a pleasant experience. “I want you to listen to me, and listen to me good,” Robert continued, using his most menacing voice. “I do not care how or why this happened, but I want you to find a solution right here. This fight ends now.”

      

      It was more than apparent they wanted to protest, hearing him say all that; however, he did not give them an opportunity to challenge him. “Find a mutual solution, share the cow for all I care. If you force me to come back because of a cow, I will throw both of you in jail,” Robert threatened, and actually meant every word. He had a serious job to do, dealing with bandits, bank robbers, and murderers; he couldn't waste his time on this nonsense. It looked just too petty for him to argue about such matters, yet he kept that opinion to himself. He did not want to scold them even further, despite his previous words.

      

      Disregarding the fact that both men were older than him, Robert had all the authority; what he said was the law. It did not harm that he was tall, broad-shouldered, and muscular, not to mention armed, and if they had a problem with that... well, Robert had a way of making them see things his way, always.

      

      “Did I make myself clear?” Robert looked each man in the eyes, daring them to contradict him. Even though they were not pleased with what he said, they were not complete fools and reluctantly nodded in agreement.

      

      “Excellent.” Robert was pleased for about three seconds, since the fighting shortly after that resumed, now for a completely different reason. Mr. O'Banion believed Mr. Hanessy should sell him the bull calf, and of course, Mr. Hanessy wanted things to be the other way around.

      

      Oh, for crying out loud. Robert realized this could go on forever if he didn't force a solution of his own on them. But what was he to do about a cow? Then a solution presented itself to him, and it was even more ridiculous than the fight. “Gentlemen, I believe I have a solution,” Robert interfered, grudgingly. “I am willing to buy the bull calf, and you can evenly split the profit from it.” He felt ridiculous saying that, though he did not see another choice.

      

      The things I have to do to keep the peace.

      

      The ranchers looked at one another. “That could work, if the price is good,” Mr. O'Banion said.

      

      “I agree,” Mr. Hanessy replied, and they shook hands.

      

      Was that really that hard to achieve? Robert felt like snapping at them. He remained silent for obvious reasons.

      

      Once they struck a bargain and Robert paid for the animal, he sighed in relief. He managed to settle this without bloodshed. “I wish you gentlemen a good day.” And with that, he mounted his horse and departed.

      

      Slowly returning to the sheriff's station, he looked at the tied young calf walking beside him. He still could not believe he actually ended up in such a situation. What am I to do with a bull? He didn't even have a proper yard.

      

      Mrs. Potts, his housekeeper, will be overjoyed when he returns home with Samson? Nolan? How in God's name will he explain this? More importantly, what was he going to do with it? It wasn't as though he could keep it as a pet. Robert glanced at the animal again.

      

      Nolan/Samson, or whatever it was called, stared back at him as if knowing Robert was thinking about the future. Then something else occurred to him, and Robert couldn't help but groan. His deputies will have a good laugh for weeks because of this.

      

      “This is all your fault,” he told the calf, waiting for an apology in return, but honestly, Robert would be worried if he had received one.
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        * * *

      

      Entering the station, Robert ignored all the questioning glances thrown his way. It was obvious they all saw him tying a bull calf next to his horse and were dying of curiosity to know why. Robert planned on keeping them that way for as long as he could.

      

      “Don't ask,” he said to all while getting to his desk. He should have known things wouldn't go as he wished. After all, he trained most of the men and knew them inside and out.

      

      “Now, we have to ask, though.” Deputy Bane was the first that spoke up, just as Robert knew he would.

      

      “Yes, Sheriff, do tell,” Deputy Ross joined in.

      

      Robert sighed; he knew they would not leave him alone or rest until they heard the whole story. That's their problem.

      

      “Don't you have work to do? I know I do,” he grumbled, ignoring their previous words, yet they kept staring at him.

      

      Sometimes they acted like small children. “If you were half as good at your job as you are at gossiping,” Robert continued in the same fashion, “this town would be completely rid of crime.”

      

      “And you are deflecting,” Deputy Ross said and grinned.

      

      “Fine,” Robert replied reluctantly. He told them the reason old Mr. O'Banion and Mr. Hanessy fought, and just as predicted his deputies laughed so hard the whole office shook. They even managed to wake up Killian Reese, an old drunk that frequently slept by their door. “All right, all right, settle down,” Robert protested eventually. “You had your laugh, now go back to work,” he commanded, and miraculously they complied.

      

      Suddenly, a priest busted into the office. He looked out of breath, which instantly put Robert on high alert. He jumped back up on his feet, putting a hand on his revolver ready to face any threat. His deputies did the same.

      

      “Thank God I found you here,” Father exclaimed between taking puffs of breath.

      

      “Father, what is the matter?” Robert asked the old man without preamble, because he looked like something grave occurred, and Robert did not want to waste any time on pleasantries. Father waved with his hand showing all the signs of fatigue, so Robert offered him a chair to sit in and have a little respite.

      

      Father sent him a grateful look, falling into it, clearly exhausted. One of the deputies offered him a tall glass of water, and he drank it in one go without pausing. “Thank you,” he said afterward, and Robert simply nodded. He wanted to urge the priest to start talking, but he couldn't do that while he was in such state. It would be unfavorable.

      

      While the Father tried to compose himself, Robert tried to place him. He looked familiar. Robert did not know why. The only thing Robert knew for certain was that he wasn't from Fort Mohave since they already had a priest, Father Ezekiel, and he was a dear friend of Robert's. The priest confirmed his guesses once he started speaking. “I apologize for my state of disarray. Unfortunately, I am quite unaccustomed to riding such a long distance on horseback. Alas, the situation required that of me.”

      

      “No need for you to apologize, Father,” Robert instantly reassured him. “Just tell us what brings you here today.”

      

      Father nodded, grateful, before continuing. “My name is Father Mathew, and I am from Oatman.”

      

      Robert nodded, finally placing the man. Oatman was a much smaller town at the base of Rocky Mountains. Robert was somewhat familiar with it yet wasn't such a frequent guest of it. His deputies were the ones that traveled there if some kind of trouble arose, since the town of Oatman did not have its own sheriff.

      

      Robert introduced himself and his men in return. “Tell us what is the matter, Father?”

      

      “A murder occurred. One of my parishioners, a woman named Elsa Potter, was found dead today on her ranch. And I came here to beg for your help since we do not have anyone else to turn to, and a heinous crime occurred.”

      

      It was more than clear Father Mathew was highly distraught by what happened, so Robert tried to put him at ease to the best of his abilities. “No need for begging. Of course, we will help,” he told the old man.

      

      “I will go to Oatman immediately and resolve this matter,” Deputy Bane offered.

      

      Robert was having none of it. “I will go myself,” Robert told his deputy in return.

      

      “As you wish, Sheriff,” Bane replied. Bane was a good man, hard working as well. Robert knew there was another reason he wanted to visit Oatman. Deputy Bane had a sweetheart there, and Robert simply couldn't let someone who would have split interest take the journey, not with a clear conscience. “Thank you, Sheriff Bradway,” Father Mathew replied.

      

      “I will come with you to Oatman right this instant and do everything in my power to find the culprit,” Robert vowed.

      

      Father Mathew grabbed both his hands, squeezing them tightly. “God bless you, my son,” he exclaimed, clearly surprised he did not need to plead for help further.

      

      Robert heard some of the other sheriffs had such tendencies, liked to act as if they were doing the townspeople great favors for solving crimes, but he considered that to be his duty, so he really meant what he said. “Let's go, Father,” Robert urged the other man, feeling a bit uncomfortable in this situation.

      

      Father made a face as if sucking on a sour grape. “I must admit, I do not look forward to getting back up on that horse,” he confessed remorsefully.

      

      Robert was just about to suggest that he should stay and rest when it occurred to him that the Father was his only guide to Oatman and the single tie he had to this case. Unfortunately, Robert needed him, so Father Mathew would simply have to endure. “It's just a matter of habit and practice, Father.”

      

      “I suppose,” he replied, slowly getting up. He said his farewells before exiting, while Robert stayed behind for a few moments longer to give orders to his deputies. He couldn't say for how long he would be away, so he needed to make sure they knew what needed to be done here in the meantime.

      

      Robert was at the door when Deputy Ross stopped him. “What are we to do with your calf, Sheriff?” he asked, barely keeping a straight face.

      

      Robert gritted his teeth. These clowns were going to use this to get on his nerves for weeks to come, maybe even longer, he was sure of it; and there was nothing he could do about it.

      

      “Sell it, eat it, keep it as a mascot. I do not care,” Robert snapped back, walking out. He heard their laughter long after mounting and riding away. It would irritate him to no end but deep down he knew he would act in the same fashion if roles were reversed.

      

      They were on the outskirts of Fort Mohave when Robert started speaking again. “Father, I want you to tell me everything you know about this incident.”

      

      “About Elsa?”

      

      “Not right now,” although they would certainly come to that as well. “Just about her murder. Where did it occur, who found her, things like that,” he explained.

      

      “Unfortunately, my knowledge is rather limited. A neighbor, a friend, discovered her earlier today. She died in her own house, I know that much.”

      

      “And what is the name of a person who found her?”

      

      “Stephanie Laurel, who was a long-standing friend of Elsa, and Stephanie's daughter, Geraldine. Geraldine was actually the one who came to inform me of what happened. The poor girl did not know what to do herself, so she came to find me and asked for my help.”

      

      Robert made a note inside his head to speak with both Stephanie and Geraldine Laurel. “She actually wanted to come herself to Fort Mohave and find you,” the Father continued, snapping Robert from his reverie. “I refused her, of course. This is no journey for a young girl to make alone.”

      

      Robert agreed wholeheartedly. “And Miss Laurel is quite certain it was a murder?”

      

      “Sadly, yes. By the way she described it to me, Elsa Potter was strangled to death. Poor thing, God bless her soul.” He crossed himself and recited a small prayer.

      

      Robert's mind started to work as they traveled, even though he did not have a great deal of information to work with. He knew the poor woman's name and not much apart from it, of course, that will change once they reach her ranch.

      

      There was another reason he wanted to be in charge of this case and not Deputy Bane. Something about this case reminded him of the murder of his father and brother, although, on a much more reasonable level, they had nothing similar between one another apart from occurring on the ranch but nevertheless that made him determined to discover what truly happened to Elsa Potter.

      

      No matter what.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Robert was pleased when they finally arrived in Oatman. The sky was slowly darkening, and he knew he had a million things to do before nightfall, so time was of the essence. “How far is Mrs. Potter's ranch from the town?” he asked the priest.

      

      Robert had to admit he was pleased and a bit surprised by Father Mathew's behavior. It was apparent the man of God was highly uncomfortable riding at the fast pace Robert set for the journey, and he never complained. Not even once. He knew some deputies who could whine like babies in comparison, despite the fact they rode every day. “Miss Potter,” Father corrected him. “She was unmarried.” Suddenly he looked rather uncomfortable saying that, and Robert had an inkling why that was the case.

      

      Elsa Potter clearly has a certain reputation in town, he mused. That could be of vital importance while solving this case. He would definitely look into that, press the priest if he had to for the whole story. Robert did not care if that left the father feeling uncomfortable, since he was in pursuit of the truth, and that trumped everything else.

      

      Townspeople started eyeing the pair, clearly curious to know why the sheriff was in town. So, the word about Elsa Potter's demise hasn't spread completely around town, he was pleased about that. “So, she lived alone?” Robert asked, snapping himself from his musings.

      

      “Yes. And the ranch isn't that far, we would perhaps need a quarter of an hour to reach it,” Father Mathew answered his first question.

      

      “Excellent.”

      

      Reaching the estate, Robert gripped his pistol out of precaution before marching inside the house. The sky was getting darker. There was enough light for Robert to see somewhat comfortably while searching Miss Potter's home. “Did Miss Laurel say where she discovered the body?”

      

      “In the kitchen. It's through there.” Father Mathew provided guidance once again, since Robert was unfamiliar with the layout.

      

      “Father, please stay close to me,” Robert advised. Maybe he was overcautious. In truth, he did not expect the murderer to still be roaming about.

      

      It's better to be safe than sorry.

      

      The door was wide open, and Robert marched inside. Because of the angle of the rapidly disappearing light that came through a small window, Robert could see the shape of the body on the floor. “She is still here,” Robert wasn't even aware he shared his thoughts when Father Mathew answered him.

      

      “Of course; apart from the Laurels, Mr. Rose who is Oatman's mortician, and myself, no one knows about this. I wanted you to see everything before we took care of her.”

      

      Robert nodded in approval. “Thank you.”

      

      His surprise maybe did not seem logical, however, it was rooted in past experiences. Once, he arrived at a scene of a murder and there was no dead body to be seen. Robert was annoyed and demanded to know if that was some kind of a jest only to be informed they took the body away to the mortician's parlor because it was not proper to be left out in the open. Proper. They expected him to solve a murder after cleaning everything up. The arguments he had back then were epic yet in the end, he was victorious, solved the case as well.

      

      Snapping back from his reverie, Robert focused on Elsa Potter. He moved closer for a better look while Father Mathew stayed away, which was fine by him.

      

      Elsa Potter was sprawled on the ground, in a somewhat uncomfortable position. She had a noose made out of regular rope tied around her neck; she had been strangled to death, and that could explain her position if she struggled. Robert was convinced she did.

      

      Everybody does. Even the ones that want to die. Robert had to watch a lot of public hangings, and that was always the case, because humans have a natural survival instinct that urged you to fight back no matter what.

      

      The first thing he did was look at the ceiling for any exposed supportive beams. Even though this did not look like a suicide, he wanted to make sure. It was possible she did this to herself and the rope broke at some point, yet there were no signs that could support that theory; there were no remnants of the ropes hanging from the ceiling, no beams, so he scratched that one out.

      

      This was a murder, Robert was sure of it, and with that set, he continued with his examination. She looked very frail and that meant she was easily subdued. Unfortunately, that would make his job difficult since the murderer could be anybody.

      

      It got pretty dark inside while Robert thought of all the possibilities, and he had to squint to see. Suddenly a source of light appeared behind him. “I thought you could use this,” Father Mathew provided, carrying an oil lamp.

      

      “Thank you,” Robert murmured while his eyes started to adjust. Robert stood up, taking the whole scene in. It was clear by the scattered, broken pieces of dishes that some kind of fight occurred previous to the murder. Elsa Potter fought with her attacker, but ultimately lost.

      

      Robert wanted to get back here first thing in the morning and do a more thorough search in natural light.  For now, he tried to engrave as many details as was possible under such poor lighting.

      

      Something was extremely bugging him about this scene, which made him reluctant to leave. And then he realized what it was. Elsa Potter's eyes were closed. They should have been open since she died in this manner. “Did Mrs. or Miss Laurel touch the body?” Robert wanted to make sure.

      

      “Of course not.”

      

      That could mean only one thing. The killer must have closed them after she died. Interesting.

      

      “I saw everything I needed, for now, so you can call Mr. Rose to come for her. But I will certainly come back here tomorrow morning.”

      

      “As you wish,” Father Mathew replied, and pulled a white sheet he had gathered at the same time as the lamp over Miss Potter's body before they left the house. Robert took a deep breath trying to clear his nose. “I am sure Mr. Rose will come by shortly. He saw us riding into town.”

      

      Robert simply nodded in return. Sometimes he loved small towns; everything was so transparent and out in the open. Glancing back toward the house and the room where Miss Potter currently lay, he amended that. Everything was out in the open and transparent until it wasn't.

      

      At the same time he thought about all that, Robert spotted a small light in the distance. “I guess you were right, father.”

      

      Shortly after, a sturdy-looking man rode in a typical undertaker's wagon. After the introductions were made, Mr. Rose went inside with an assistant to collect the remains of Elsa Potter.

      

      After they finished with that business, Mr. Rose came to say goodbye. He wasn't a chatty fellow; Robert liked that. “I'll send word to Dr. Gildow,” Mr. Rose informed them.

      

      “Thank you,” Robert replied. “And tell me, would it be all right if I come by later tonight to see the body in more proper lighting?” Before the doctor did his exam, Robert simply wanted to make sure he did not miss anything.

      

      “Certainly; you may visit whenever is convenient to you.” And with that, Mr. Rose and his completely silent assistant departed.

      

      “Are we taking our leave as well?” Father Mathew wanted to know.

      

      “Yes. I want to speak with Stephanie Laurel and her daughter.” Since they were the ones who discovered the body, they were the only eyewitnesses Robert had, and his first suspects until proven otherwise. “So, if you would be so kind as to put up with me a bit longer and show me the way to their house.”

      

      Robert hoped they lived close by since they were neighbors, so he didn't have to torment the old priest much longer with tedious riding. Father Mathew hesitated, which made Robert frown. “What is it, father?” He prompted.

      

      “If I could have a quick word with you, Sheriff.”

      

      “Go on.”

      

      “Stephanie Laurel is a rather frail woman,” he started carefully, clearly trying his best to choose his words wisely. “I do not believe her capable of speaking with you, especially so soon after the incident.”

      

      Robert gritted his teeth. He did not like where this was heading, one bit; besides time was of the essence. “I need to speak with her regardless of her state or sentiments,” Robert insisted. Because she may be our murderer, he added to himself. There was no point in sharing this to the good old priest that most crimes like this one were committed by someone who knew the victim. It is standard practice to think of everyone as a suspect.

      

      “And you will, but could you perhaps start with her daughter, Geraldine?”

      

      “Very well, I will speak with the daughter,” Robert allowed, seeing the priest was rather invested in this, and he did not feel like arguing. He will have his way, one way or the other.

      

      “Good,” Father Mathew looked equally relieved and pleased. “I will send word announcing our arrival first thing in the morning.”

      

      Robert jerked his head. “In the morning? I need to speak with her at once.”

      

      He did not want her to have time to prepare her answers. Robert was certain she was an outstanding young woman, just like Father Mathew previously said she was. On the other hand, he had to do his job thoroughly and be suspicious of everybody until he could rule her out. Of course, Father did not have to know any of that, since he was on the list as well.

      

      “Please, Sheriff, that is not possible,” father Matthew insisted.

      

      “Why not?”

      

      “Mrs. Laurel lives alone with her daughter, it is not decent.”

      

      Robert could not believe his ears. “And this is murder, Father. There is nothing proper about it as well.”

      

      Father looked like he wasn't about to budge on this, going all red in the face, so Robert did. As he saw it, if he tried to barge in on his own, it would cause more damage than good. He sighed, loudly. “Very well. I will speak with Miss Geraldine in the morning.”

      

      “Thank you, Sheriff.”

      

      With his plans changed, Robert decided to immediately follow Mr. Rose to see the remains. Suddenly, thunder could be heard in the distance. “It looks like we will have another storm on our hands.”

      

      Robert agreed. “Give me a moment, Father,” he said and dashed back into the house. Quickly, efficiently, he made sure all the doors and windows were closed before leaving. He did not want something to happen to the house and the potential evidence inside if it rained.

      

      “Where to now, Sheriff?” Father asked him once he returned.

      

      “To Mr. Rose's.”

      

      “All right.”

      

      They started walking again when something occurred to him. “Father, could you please refrain from coming here? For now, I need everything as is while I conduct my investigation.”

      

      “Certainly.”

      

      “Let us go then.”
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        * * *

      

      The ride to Oatman was a quiet one, just as Robert preferred. He had a lot on his mind and needed some time for himself to sort through everything.

      

      Mr. Rose ran a small undertaker's business from his house that was just a little further away from the main street. Robert visited many places that looked just like Mr. Rose's establishment. Undertakers were necessary everywhere people lived, just as physicians were. There are two constants in the universe. People will always be born and always die.

      

      As promised, Mr. Rose himself waited for them to arrive. The house itself had a very distinct smell. It was a mixture of cleaning supplies, embalming fluids, and death, and was embedded in the walls, omnipresent. Robert couldn't help but shudder even though he kept a straight face.

      

      “Hello again, Jeffrey,” Father Mathew greeted Mr. Rose as Robert did the same.

      

      Mr. Rose looked at him, apologetically. “Dr. Gildow cannot examine the body. I'm afraid he is out of town on business.” Which was usually the case with physicians. They were in short supply and small towns were in desperate need.

      

      “That is quite all right,” Robert instantly reassured the other man, who looked like he was about to start crying, as if the doctor's absence was somehow his fault. “I will call a physician from Fort Mohave.” Actually, that was a better option as far as he was concerned. Not to be disrespectful toward Dr. Gildow, merely Dr. Carmichael was a friend of Robert’s, and he trusted him immensely since they worked on several cases together. He had an opportunity to test his competence over the years and was beyond satisfied he had someone like that at his disposal.

      

      “I will make sure he has the necessary assistance,” Mr. Rose replied, clearly relieved Robert found a solution.

      

      “Please, do not disturb the body until he arrives to examine her.”

      

      “That goes without saying,” Mr. Rose said, and made a gesture with his hand for the sheriff to follow him. “If you would please.”

      

      “I will remain here if that is all right with you,” Father Mathew said.

      

      They descended into the basement. Elsa Potter's body lay on the examination table, still fully clothed. “I took the liberty to remove the rope, but refrained from anything else,” Mr. Rose provided.

      

      Robert nodded, getting closer to see the bruises around her neck. They were consistent with the manner of her death and told him nothing further. She also had significant cuts on her palms. “She put up a fight,” Robert murmured to himself.

      

      “Indeed.”

      

      Her dress looked untouched, which Robert took as a good sign. “May I see the rope,” Robert inquired next. Mr. Rose took it from a small table with wheels that stood next to the bed and handed it to Robert without delay.

      

      Maybe that wasn't quite nice of him; Robert felt a bit disappointed looking at it. As far as he could determine, it was a regular steer rope that could be found and bought everywhere. A part of him wished it was unique in some way which could help him determine something about his killer. As it turned out it could have easily been a simple weapon of convenience, something the killer picked up along the way, maybe even from Elsa Potter's ranch, right before he went to the house.

      

      As he pondered about that, Mr. Rose covered the body. “That poor woman, God rest her soul,” Mr. Rose murmured in sorrow, crossing himself. “Probably some bandits surprised her and took her life.” Mr. Rose continued to speak to himself.

      

      As that was a sore spot for Robert, because of his own family, he felt compelled to speak up. “I would say that is highly unlikely to be the case.” He returned the rope to the table. “I learned everything I could for now, but I will return once the doctor finishes with his examination.”

      

      Mr. Rose nodded and escorted him out. They reconvened with the priest in the parlor. “What made you say that,” Mr. Rose inquired, all of a sudden.

      

      “Say what?” Father Mathew wanted to know as well.

      

      “Sheriff is quite certain Miss Elsa was not killed by the bandits,” Mr. Rose replied, and Robert nodded in agreement.

      

      “She was not.”

      

      “Based on what?” Mr. Rose prompted.

      

      Robert couldn't say what forced him to explain his theory; alas, he opened his mouth and words emerged without his say so. “Many years ago, my family was raided by a group of bandits.”

      

      “I am very sorry to hear something like that happened to your family,” Father Mathew offered his condolences.

      

      Robert nodded before continuing. “Trust me, when they appear, complete carnage and destruction are left in their wake. And this is not it.”

      

      “So, what do you think happened?”

      

      “I do not like to guess.” Robert liked to be certain, have some kind of evidence before speaking; however, once again he answered the pair. “This murder was committed by someone Elsa knew.”

      

      “What?” Mr. Rose exclaimed in surprise.

      

      “The weapon used suggests that,” Robert replied. Among other things.

      

      Father Mathew frowned as if deeply disturbed by Robert's revelation. “That is impossible.”

      

      Robert knew those were empty words that meant nothing. It was not only possible, more often than not, it is the only reasonable explanation. “It is possible, Father, and I am quite certain the murderer is someone from Oatman,” he insisted, making himself perfectly clear, intentionally. Robert was certain of his assessment, he now just needed to find some proof.

      

      Father Mathew crossed himself. “That cannot be; may God help us all.”

      

      “I am sorry, but you have a snake in your garden.” And Robert was the one who would find it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Geraldine couldn't sleep a wink all night. Images of poor Elsa's body lying on the floor kept plaguing her. It was a horrific fate for anyone to leave this world in such a way. She must have been so frightened and lonely in her last moments, Geraldine sobbed.

      

      Then again, Geraldine was quite certain, if she did manage to fall asleep, she would have nightmares. She still could not fathom what happened. Her dear auntie Elsa was dead and in such fashion. Who would do such a thing? Why would anyone hurt Elsa? She was one of the best people Geraldine knew. Not that Geraldine was suggesting Elsa Potter was a saint. She made mistakes in her life just like the rest of them.  The point Geraldine was trying to make, Elsa did not deserve to die for them.

      

      Whoever did this is a monster! There was no other way to describe such an individual, who would torture and kill that poor woman. Geraldine shuddered as new images invaded her mind and tears started to fall again, soaking her pillow. Geraldine's mother stirred beside her. That could have been Mother! Geraldine couldn't even think what might have happened if the murderer was still there, at the ranch, by the time her mother arrived. She would have the two people she loved in this world to mourn.

      

      No, don't think about that! she snapped at herself. Geraldine's mother mumbled something and turned over on the other side. She was so distraught all day, that Geraldine had to stay at her side from the moment she returned from town and eventually lay with her, so she could calm enough to fall asleep.

      

      Geraldine wished she could be that fortunate and rest her spirit for just a bit. She had half a mind to drink one of her mother's night tonics for nerves but reconsidered. Something deep inside of her was telling her she would need all her wits, so she endured the insomnia and her troubled mind.

      

      Just to switch it up, for a heartbeat or two, she started wondering about Father Mathew, since she did not have enough on her plate, already. Did he have luck in finding the sheriff? Geraldine worried. She had never met the sheriff from Fort Mohave. Since Oatman didn't have its own station, all things that were crime related were referred to them, and a few times in the past, deputies came. One, in particular, Deputy Bane she believed he was called, was more regular than the others.

      

      If the rumors were true, he had other motives for coming to their small town apart from dealing with outlaws, not that Geraldine was judging. Just because she did not have time for the matters of the heart did not mean she didn't approve of them or understand how others would want to pursue such endeavors.

      

      What is happening now? She couldn't help but wonder. It was in the middle of the night, still, she hoped something good was happening. In her mind she could already see the search party assembling, hunting for the murderer across the Rocky Mountains. Of course, she knew that was nothing more than a fantasy. Or is it? Sometimes these things resolve pretty fast, she prayed.

      

      Geraldine wished she could have done more than stay on the farm, worrying. She had her mother to take care of, that was true, alas she felt obligated to Aunt Elsa as well. Truth be told, Geraldine wanted to be the one to go to Fort Mohave and speak with the sheriff, make him come here to find Auntie’s killer.

      

      In hindsight, that would have been a bad idea since her mother would be left all alone at the farm. She looked quite lucid when they departed from the Black Tail Ranch, regrettably, that changed. Geraldine found her quite distraught, in her bedroom, shouting about ropes and justice. In that regard, the daughter was in agreement with the mother. The monster who did this deed deserved to experience the same fate as his victim; it was only just.

      

      While Geraldine spoke with Father Mathew, she was ready for departure. She would ride even longer distances to bring the sheriff and help Elsa, partly because she did not want to trouble the old father. Geraldine knew he had severe problems with his joints and detested rides, even in a carriage. And partly because she felt like that was her duty. Elsa was such a big part of her life, she was more like family and that made Geraldine craving to stay involved, to be the part of the group of people that uncovered the mystery and catch the murderer.

      

      Of course, Father Mathew had a conniption when she suggested she should have been the one traveling to Fort Mohave. Never in her life had she seen someone turn such a bright shade of red in an instant. She feared he would get seriously ill if she continued to insist. Not wanting to cause him additional distress and knowing her story already shook him a great deal, Geraldine relented and agreed to return to her farm as might be expected of any young woman in crisis. The problem with doing what she was told was just that. She wasn't accustomed to it. Besides, once she took care of her mother, Geraldine had unlimited time in front of her to be alone with her thoughts and do what she did best – worry.

      

      Geraldine would much rather do something other than thinking. It wasn't like she did not have enough work to keep her busy, unfortunately whenever she tried to accomplish anything, her mind would trail off, and she would accomplish nothing. Ultimately, she had to abandon all her chores and retire for the night.

      

      There was another problem that kept bothering her. She was at her farm, and not where she felt like she was supposed to be, as in being in town and helping the sheriff or the deputies to uncover the truth. Maybe that was a silly notion from her part since she did not know anything about solving crimes. Being the only one close to Elsa, apart from her mother, she felt obliged and highly motivated to see this resolved.

      

      Geraldine wondered what was happening, once again. Did Father Mathew contact the sheriff? Did he agree to help us? Is Elsa's body still at the ranch? Not knowing was killing her; she flinched, that was such poor choice of words. Not knowing was hurting her, since she had a full head of unanswered questions and if she did not do something to change that, it would certainly explode.

      

      Don't be so overdramatic, Geraldine, she chastised herself. However, she made a decision in those moments as well. First thing in the morning, after setting up the shop at the market, I am going to visit Father Mathew and inquire about what was going on. Or how the investigation is supposed to be going. I will get some honest answers from him for sure, even if I have to coax him a little. Father Mathew was always fond of her and would understand her concerns and willingness to help.

      

      She could ask Jeremy to look after her goods while she was away; it wouldn't be the first time. Every time his father was cross with Jeremy, he would threaten him with sending Jeremy to work at the farm with Geraldine and to sell eggs, as well. Not that Jeremy cared, he was calm that way, so she knew she could count on him while she spoke with Father Mathew.

      

      I would need to tell Jeremy what happened to Elsa in the first place. She did not know if she had it in her to do such a thing. Speaking with Father Mathew was different since she was filled with adrenaline at the time. Things changed afterward, once she calmed and realized her new reality.

      

      You must, she snapped at herself. If she couldn't speak with Jeremy, then she wouldn't be able to speak with Sheriff as well. Geraldine was certain he would come, eventually, to speak with her and her mother since they knew Elsa the best; she needed to practice to avoid making a fool of herself.

      

      She would’ve liked to plan each movement more with each passing step. Either it was a good one or she was too sleep-deprived to recognize otherwise. This monstrosity that happened to Elsa shook Geraldine and her mother to the core and that meant she couldn't in her good conscience stay idle and away. She wanted- no needed—to do something to help in any way possible.

      

      Maybe she was being silly. There was a good chance she would be laughed at for offering her assistance. Geraldine was quite determined, and her morals demanded action, no matter what. She was used to being underestimated, it did not stop her from doing what needed to be done so far, and it wasn't going to stop her in the future. Elsa was family, if not by blood then by choice, love, and affection, which meant everything to Geraldine.

      

      “Please, Elsa, no,” her mother murmured, stirring again, clearly having troubled dreams herself.

      

      Geraldine sighed, moving closer to her, patting her hair, saying soft, soothing things to her mother, and she calmed immediately. Geraldine wished those same words worked on her, as well. Looking at her mother, Geraldine couldn't even start to contemplate about the consequences Elsa's death would have on her. She worried this would keep her up not only tonight but every night, indefinitely.

      

      If they discovered who was responsible for this heinous crime, then perhaps that would give both of them some peace of mind. Or so Geraldine hoped.

      

      I shall definitely go and see Father Mathew tomorrow and see what I can do to help, for all our sakes. Looking at the window, she discovered how tomorrow had already arrived. Still, with that concrete plan on her mind, Geraldine finally managed to fall asleep even for a little bit. It was a dreamless slumber, far from peaceful.
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        * * *

      

      “A snake in our midst? Please do not say that, Sheriff.” Father Mathew crossed himself as if trying to ward off evil by that act. Robert wasn't intentionally trying to be cruel, he simply learned a long time ago it was for the best if he was completely honest with people around him. At first, they would act shocked just as Father Mathew was. In the long run, they would be grateful Robert did not try to conceal anything. Information that was of vital importance to the case was the exception, of course.

      

      “It's the truth,” Robert replied simply.

      

      “That is one terrifying notion, Sheriff, I must admit.”

      

      “But not uncommon,” Robert countered. Father Mathew refrained from replying. His expression spoke volumes, he agreed with what Robert said if somewhat reluctantly.

      

      Truth can be hard.

      

      Checking the time, Robert discovered it was rather late, and he needed to find a place for the night to get some rest, if he was going to get up bright in the morning and continue with his investigation.

      

      “Father?” He inquired since it looked like Father got lost in his thoughts for a moment.

      

      “Yes?”

      

      “I believe I kept you out and about far too long, but if I may ask for one more favor?”

      

      “Certainly, Sheriff! You do not even have to ask, I am at your disposal.”

      

      “Thank you. Could you just point me toward an inn or a place where I could rest for the night?” Robert was certain he could have found it on his own if he started roaming about Main Street. Truth be told, he was a bit worn down, and was looking for a shortcut.

      

      Father Mathew made an apologetic face. “I'm afraid Oatman does not have such an establishment. There was one, but it went out of business.”

      

      Perfect. For a moment, Robert forgot this was a rather small town and without people coming here to visit it, there was no point in having a hotel. “I see,” was all he said in return.

      

      Robert was certain he could rent a room in a saloon this town did have, and it would come with some company as well, yet he shuddered from that idea. He never judged men that frequented those types of places, but that was not something he enjoyed. At the same time, he started to wonder, where did his deputies sleep, especially Deputy Bane, when visiting? He banished that thought immediately. He really did not have to know everything.

      

      Seeing no alternative, he came to a decision. Well, I guess I will have to sleep under the stars. It wouldn't be the first time, and occasionally, Robert even enjoyed something like that. He just wished he knew beforehand so he could pack some additional things, and not simply rely on what was in his saddle bags.

      

      “Do not worry, Sheriff,” Father Mathew snapped him from his reverie. “You are most welcome to be my guest. I'm afraid my accommodations are rather limited since I do not require much, but I can offer you a warm bed and some supper.”

      

      Robert nodded in agreement, grateful. “I do not require anything else. Thank you.”

      

      “My pleasure. After all, you came all this way to help us, this is the least I could do for you in return.”

      

      Robert did not know what to say to that in return, so he remained silent. “This way, please.” Luckily, Father Mathew gestured, and Robert started following him. They did not have far to walk, since Father Mathew lived in a small cottage next to the church. As he explained, his place was rather simple, clean and warm, and that was the only thing that mattered to Robert, at the moment.

      

      They ate in silence. Robert knew very well what was on Father Mathew's mind since it was on his own as well. For that reason, he decided not to press the father for more information about Elsa, seeing as he needed some time to process everything. They would have plenty of time to speak in the future. Also, Robert was fairly certain Father Mathew was not his murderer. Only time and thorough investigation would prove if he was right. “Thank you for this meal, Father, it was delicious.”

      

      Father Mathew offered a genuine smile in return. “One of my hobbies,” he explained. “I'm glad you enjoyed it.”

      

      Robert was about to excuse himself and retire for the night when he remembered something. “May I ask for some pen and paper?”

      

      “Of course.” Father Mathew took a few sheets of paper from a small bureau and a pen, handing everything to him.

      

      “Much obliged.”

      

      After that, Father Mathew said his good night and went to bed, Robert did the same. Before actually sleeping, he needed to do one more thing. Despite feeling tired, Robert sat at the table, near the candlelight and started to write. He had some thoughts about this case, observations, and he wanted to make sure he put everything on the paper simply so he wouldn't forget anything. That was his standard practice, proven to be quite useful.

      

      It was too early to tell who could be a potential killer, since he didn't speak to anybody, that was on tomorrow's agenda; however, he was certain this was not the deed of a group of bandits. Firstly, because there was no known group in the vicinity and secondly, as he previously said to the Father, bandits would leave havoc in their wake.

      

      More to the point, Elsa Potter had a stable full of horses, and that was something no group of outlaws would leave behind. The manner of her death was yet another reason Robert believed his theory was true and that was why he told Father Mathew someone from Oatman committed this crime.

      

      Robert planned on speaking with Elsa's friend, Stephanie, tomorrow, despite what Father told him, and with her daughter, Geraldine. He wanted to get a sense of Elsa, learn her habits and what she was like since Father Mathew told him she did not have any family members and remained unwed. That certainly couldn't be easy in a small town where gossip can make or break a person.

      

      Robert wrote two names on top of his list. He would definitely start his interviews with Stephanie and Geraldine Laurel. They could be of great assistance to him to shed some light into Elsa's life and maybe share pieces of information that were not known to all. He was also intrigued to hear what Stephanie had to say about the discovery of Elsa's body. Since she was the first on the scene, maybe she saw or heard something that could be of vital importance.

      

      Maybe she even saw the killer and that was why Father Mathew was so protective of her, he continued to speculate. Robert did not abandon the possibility of her being the killer. As far as he was concerned everybody was a suspect until proven otherwise.

      

      Either way, he would learn everything he needed to tomorrow, and he would not rest, feeling quite intrigued about this whole case, until he resolved it and caught the person who did it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Getting up the next morning, Robert dressed in a hurry, made sure to collect the papers he wrote the previous night, and went in search of his host. Father Mathew must have already left, visiting some parishioners or doing his duties inside a church, he thought to himself, finding the small house empty. However, a breakfast awaited him on the table and Robert was genuinely touched and grateful for it, since he was a bit hungry.

      

      That was very thoughtful of him. He was starting to get fond of the old priest. Quickly finishing with his meal, Robert debated if he should go in search of Father Mathew to say thank you for his hospitality and start with his day. This was a small town so he figured they would run into one another, eventually, so Robert exited the house to find a post office.

      

      Locating it wasn't that difficult since Main Street wasn't that long. The place was also a bank, and most of the people were surprised to see him there. The clerk writing his telegram was no different. Robert sent word to his friend Dr. Carmichael to come to Oatman at once to examine the body. He didn't get into details, fully knowing the rumors were about to spread either way.

      

      Not wanting to wait around and simply twiddle his thumbs until the doctor arrived, Robert decided to visit Elsa Potter's home and do a more thorough search of the crime scene. Things could look differently in the daylight, and he hoped he would see or find something he missed the first time around.

      

      That would also give him a chance to learn more about the victim firsthand, and not from secondary sources. Friends and family were good if available, yet Robert believed this was the best way to go. People could be highly unreliable, not because their intentions were rotten but simply because everybody tended to perceive reality a bit differently. So, he hoped Elsa herself would tell him the most about Elsa.

      

      Duke remembered the way, so Robert did not have to correct him much on the way there, and simply let his thoughts roam free for a while. One short ride later, he arrived at the Black Tail Ranch. The place looked quite nice, so he decided to look around for a bit before entering the house. Maybe the killer made a mistake on arrival or departure and left some valuable clue for him.

      

      Finding nothing, Robert went inside Elsa's home. The smells that he missed the first time around hit him hard this time. The house smelled of dust, spoiled food and something else. Robert remembered the priest mentioning Elsa was sick for the past couple of months and stopped visiting Oatman, preferring to stay at the ranch with her horses. Case to point, there was a bucket with dried vomit inside that stood next to an armchair, so that was it. The place reeked of sickness with just a dash of death. Confident he detected all he could, Robert opened a few windows, letting the clean air in, simply so he could work more easily and not get a headache.

      

      In the living room, he found a bureau that held trophies and all kinds of mementos that were clearly very dear to her. He moved past it; he would return for that later since he wanted to visit the place of the murder first. Entering the kitchen, Robert really concentrated on the scene in front of him, not wanting to miss anything.

      

      This room gave out the same sense as the rest of the house. It was clear a person resided here alone, and despite best efforts, there were signs of neglect, which was consistent with the fact that Elsa was sick. Robert tried to stay detached while working on a case, any case, yet it was hard not to feel sympathetic toward this woman.

      

      She was a sickly woman who was already struggling in her everyday life when this happened to her; still, Robert decided not to dwell on that. Life was full of mysteries and tragedies alike and he was not competent enough to resolve them. So he concentrated on what he could resolve, like this murder.

      

      Moving deeper inside, it was clear that some kind of a fight occurred here. A table was a bit askew as if someone hit or was thrown into it, and some of the dishes were scattered, broken, on the floor. He looked for signs of blood on them. Sadly, there were none. It would be fortunate to discover his killer had a scratch mark on him. Robert was not that lucky, so he continued with his search.

      

      Robert crouched down, trying to picture the scene inside his mind. He knew how Elsa was found, so he tried to imagine her getting like that. The killer was obviously on top of her at some point, striking the final blow, so to speak. Robert was confident enough to assume they did not start that way. They fought, Elsa resisted to the best of her abilities; unfortunately, at some point her strength abandoned her, and the killer used that weakness to subdue and ultimately kill her.

      

      She put up one hell of a fight though, good for her. Preparing to rise, something caught his eye, and Robert moved more closely toward the wall that was covered with shelves that held everyday cooking supplies. Underneath it, on the floor, was a glove.

      

      He picked it up. It was a regular leather glove that ranchers wore so as not to get rope burns on their hands while working about. Robert scooted more closely, looking for the other one but couldn't find it. It's just the one.

      

      He frowned, inspecting it. Did this belong to Elsa, and she simply misplaced it, or is this what the killer used? He mused because he was certain his killer wore them. The rope Elsa was strangled with was too clean, without blood, apart from some traces that were clearly from Elsa's fighting for survival. If the killer was barehanded, then there would be a lot more blood on it since the rope was quite hazardous for the skin, also that would make his job easier if he simply had to look for a person with wrapped hands. Alas, God did not believe Robert should resolve this that easily. Still, he took the leather glove with him, placing it in one of his vest's pockets.

      

      He spent the next quarter of an hour in a similar fashion, searching every inch of the kitchen, looking for additional clues and finding nothing useful, which was quite disappointing. Robert discovered that Elsa liked to drink a very distinct brand of tea and had a bit of a sweet tooth, unfortunately, that was all he discovered. On the other hand, it wasn't as if he was expecting to see the murderer's name written with Elsa's blood on a piece of paper she would be clutching in her fist for him to find. That kind of thing happened only in fictional books, and bad ones at that.

      

      Somewhat satisfied with what he learned at that moment, he returned to the living area. He was intrigued by that bureau. On it were displayed serious accomplishments in one very specific field, rodeo riding; and they were all named to one Eli Potter.

      

      Since Miss Elsa was unmarried, Robert wondered who that person could be. Is that Elsa's brother? he mused. Father Mathew did not mention she had one, though. The evidence in front of him suggested that one Eli Potter was a professional rodeo rider, and a very successful one at that.

      

      Suddenly, he stumbled upon a newspaper article that was moved away, almost hidden from the rest of the mementos, and it painted a rather different picture from one he constructed. The article expressed an outrage that a woman disguised as a man entered a competition and more than once. Not only entered it but won as well, Robert added. Elsa Potter was Eli Potter, Robert realized, and couldn't help but smile. Good for her.

      

      The rest of the article did not provide anything new apart from blaming her for breaking the rules. The results she managed to achieve despite being a woman were completely ignored. She was publicly shamed for her accomplishments, which Robert found quite idiotic. He never quite understood why some bans existed.

      

      Why can't a woman be a rodeo rider? They were the fairer sex that needed to be looked after, that was true, nevertheless, Robert was also aware mothers were fierce and more terrible creatures than men could ever be if their children were in some kind of danger or under attack. Their love and devotion were so great, it made them quite formidable in the eyes of danger, turning them into far more deadly beings than even criminals were.

      

      So, it stood to reason that the same force that unleashed such kind of behavior could be used to something else. Perhaps someday there will be a woman sheriff, he thought to himself with amusement. That last bit made him laugh. He would love to see, even meet, a woman who would want to do this job willingly, go on long rides, on hunts with the deputies, sleep under the stars, and shoot the bad guys and not simply get married and raise children. That would certainly make his day. He was not convinced that kind of a woman existed, especially among the ones he already knew.

      

      Snapping back from his little daydreaming, Robert continued to roam about, learning as much as possible about Elsa Potter along the way. As far as he could piece it together, she led a rather fascinating life. She had a small study upstairs where he found all kinds of legal documents for the farm and also for a local saloon. Interesting. There were some letters, too; he didn't dwell on those since they were standard affairs regarding ranch business.

      

      Robert started to paint a picture of Elsa's life to himself, and it would be proven true or false after he spoke with people that knew her. After she was forced to quit doing something she clearly loved, the display in the living room spoke volumes about how she settled here, alone, on a big horse ranch.

      

      As of late, she was somewhat limited because of her illness. Robert found all kinds of remedies, so she sold most of her horses. Probably keeping only the ones she loved fiercely and couldn’t bear to depart with. There was even a raw draft of the last will and testament on the table. She knew she was dying, he realized with a frown. She was even using the downstairs bedroom, clearly too weak to climb up and down the stairs daily. Then who would want to kill her in the first place? Robert couldn't help but wonder. Someone who didn't want to wait for her to go on her own, or peacefully for that matter.

      

      Overall, it stood as a testament of her character and strong will she endured everything and lived despite being in pain, which only made Robert repeat his previous question. If she was already dying, who became impatient and needed her dead now? As far as he knew, she had no kin, so inheritance was out of the question as a motive. Based on the will, Elsa Potter was leaving everything to the church. Was that a motive he needed to suspect Father Mathew? No, he dismissed that immediately.

      

      Over time, Robert became pretty good at reading people. It was all in the eyes. The priest didn't have it in him to do such a thing, Robert was sure of that. This was personal, Robert continued to muse. Now more than ever, Robert wanted to discover what actually happened to her.

      

      Returning everything as he found it so he could revisit if needed, Robert left the house, closing all the windows and doors anew. He was prepared to leave when something occurred to him while looking at Duke. This was a horse ranch and Elsa ran it all alone. Who will take care of them now? he wondered.

      

      According to that will, they belonged to the church now. That cannot happen overnight, and certainly not while he was conducting an investigation. Going to the stables, Robert was surprised to see that the stalls were all cleaned up, and all the horses had clean water at their disposal and enough hay to last them for the entire day. They were completely taken care of. Robert frowned, scratching the back of his head.

      

      Apparently, someone visited the ranch and made sure the animals were cared for. Despite that being an act of kindness, he did not like it one bit for obvious reasons. He didn't want anyone lurking about while he investigated a murder. On the other hand, he couldn't see a murderer coming back simply to feed the horses. That would be one peculiar individual. So, this had to be done by someone else. Someone who knew what happened and was close to Elsa.

      

      Like a friend, neighbor, or both. The Laurels' farm was close by, so it was probably the daughter who played good Samaritan if the mother was as sick as Father Mathew suggested. Did Geraldine Laurel have a heart of gold, or was she simply snooping about and needed an excuse? He would discover soon enough.

      

      Robert found it interesting that both Stephanie Laurel and Elsa Potter were sick. Did they suffer from the same illness? He was going to find out. For a brief moment, he debated if he should visit the Laurels, and ruled against it. He promised the priest they would go together out of respect, and he would definitely use that opportunity to confirm his theory about both mother and daughter.

      

      Checking the time, he hoped the good Dr. Carmichael had arrived at Oatman, so Robert jumped up on Duke and rode back into town.
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        * * *

      

      Geraldine woke up feeling more tired than ever. Her eyes would fill with tears anytime she thought of Elsa, which was all the time, so she tried to keep herself busy. She didn't have to try hard since she truly was busy with her never-ending list of chores. Her mother, understandably, refused to leave the bed that morning.

      

      “Good morning, Mother.” She tried to appear cheerful, yet her mother remained quiet for the longest of times, and no matter what Geraldine did or said, it did not work. Please, Mother, I need you, Geraldine thought in her rare moments of weakness.

      

      “Just let me be, Geraldine,” her mother pleaded, clearly losing her patience with Geraldine, so after she made sure her mother ate something and drank her medicine, Geraldine let her be. She needed to grieve her friend. Geraldine needed that as well; still, they were two very different individuals that reacted to life differently and, by the same logic, grieved in a different way.

      

      Geraldine liked to keep herself busy, her mind occupied so she wouldn't dwell on the things she could not change when she was having the hardest of times. That helped her process everything and move on.  So after she finished her work around the farm, she packed a fresh load of products to sell at the market and was prepared to leave when something alarming occurred to her.

      

      Elsa's horses, she panicked. They were completely alone and would certainly starve to death if left unattended. Not being able to bear such fate for those beautiful animals, Geraldine made a quick stop at Elsa's ranch to feed them and make sure they had plenty of food and water to last them throughout the day. On second thought, she cleaned all the stalls as well since it looked like that particular chore hadn't be done in a while. She did not know what would happen to the ranch in the future. Geraldine would do her best to keep the horses healthy and happy in the meantime.

      

      In the long run, she would have to find a more suitable solution; for now, this would do. Maybe it would be for the best to simply let them roam free across the mountains, only that was not her decision to make. The ranch would certainly get sold since Elsa did not have heirs. Do not think about that, Geraldine warned herself while petting Seabiscuit. It felt unimaginable to Geraldine that someone else could be living here. Not wanting to start crying again, she quickly finished up, making sure she gave a little treat to all the horses.

      

      Satisfied with her work and saddened she couldn't release them even for a little while to stretch their legs in an enclosed field Elsa made for that very purpose, Geraldine got back on her cart and urged Whitey away from the Black Tail Ranch, feeling almost physical pain while doing it, as if she was visiting it for the very last time.

      

      Don't be daft, Geraldine, she snapped at herself.

      

      Checking the time, she pushed Whitey to move a bit faster toward Oatman. She was already late, and she had some eggs to sell within a very short period of time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      It was fascinating for Robert to see Oatman in its busiest time of the day. There was a small market assembled in the center of the square, vendors selling all kinds of goods and by instinct and curiosity, Robert started walking toward it after he secured Duke in the corral.

      

      He realized with a frown that he was starting to get hungry again and hoped he could have a quick bite to eat before finding Dr. Carmichael. He wouldn't mind waiting for me a few minutes, Robert rationalized. If he arrived at all. There was a very distinct smell of freshly-baked bread in the air and naturally, Robert started orienting towards it. His mouth practically watered as he tried to match the taste with that smell. Oh yes, delicious.

      

      Suddenly, a girl carrying a basket crossed his path and managed to trip.

      

      “Oh, no,” she exclaimed as the basket smacked right into him.

      

      “Ooof,” Robert wanted to grab the basket, but she surprised him and some of her skirts got tangled between his legs, and he managed to miss his step. Oh no!

      

      He started to fall backward pulling the basket and the girl with himself since she didn't let it go either. They tumbled down with Robert at the bottom and a full basket of eggs between them. To make things even worse, since the fortune wanted it, every single one of those darn eggs broke. Most of them landed on his face and shirt. There was a substantial amount of it in his hair, as well, he could feel it dripping down on the dirt underneath him.

      

      Perfect. I guess I won’t be needing that meal, after all, he thought without actual humor.

      

      “No!” the girl exclaimed, looking at him in horror. She had the most beautiful pair of green eyes Robert saw in his life. They hit him really hard as she looked at him like she could see directly into his heart that started to beat just a little bit faster. Clearly from the fall. “Oh, no, no, no.”

      

      As they were falling, her clasp must have broken because her unruly dark blonde hair spread all over them, framing her face perfectly. She is quite lovely. What he started to feel next was completely wild and out of his control. He did not like to see her distressed and would do anything to remedy whatever was bothering her. The urge inside of him to protect her was so strong, he barely stopped himself from hugging her, simply to make sure she was alright.

      

      The smell of raw eggs, however, helped him return to reality. Keep it together, Robert, he snapped at himself. You are not some boy that is still wet behind his ears. She was beautiful, only Robert wasn't usually affected by such things. Usually, was the operative word here. Or try, never. He banished those thoughts.

      

      “It's all right, Miss,” Robert tried to comfort her. “I did not hurt myself,” His backside would say otherwise. “And everything on me is washable. So, no harm done.” He even smiled, showing how genuine his words were.

      

      Suddenly those beautiful emerald eyes were trained back on him, and she looked at him incredulously. “No harm done?” She repeated his words as if she could not believe he said something like that to her, as if it was the most disgusting of insults. “That was my day's earnings,” she snapped in a manner of explanation.

      

      Well, damn. He didn't think about that at all; he was too busy admiring her beauty like some adolescent. Stupid. Robert was about to offer this strange young woman to buy everything she just lost when something occurred to him. “You should have been more careful then,” his tone was unintentionally harsher than he intended. It was an occupational hazard that he couldn't shake when he wasn't on the job, in all honesty, he was always on the job.

      

      Her facial expression changed once again; he managed to annoy her which wasn't Robert’s intention. He simply meant she should have been more careful so as not to get hurt, unfortunately, she took it as if he was trying to scold her.

      

      Perfect. “I was minding my own business when you got in my way,” she replied all haughty, raising her chin ever so slightly.

      

      “It was the other way around.”

      

      “Excuse me?”

      

      “Were you minding your own business before or after you tripped and attacked me?” Robert said in one breath.

      

      “I did not attack you,” her voice raised by an octave and Robert barely controlled himself not to laugh. I think I rather like her spirit. He wanted to tease her some more.

      

      He cleared his throat. “I think my face speaks volumes about that.” He was certain he won their little banter when she surprised him once again.

      

      “Didn't you say it was washable?” She countered, without a thought. She got him there. “Besides,” she continued conversationally. “I heard an egg works wonders on the skin, rejuvenating it instantly.”

      

      Was she teasing him back? The skin around her lips was trembling as if she was working really hard not to laugh in his face. She is teasing me. Robert was dumbfounded. The nerves of this girl! He rather enjoyed it and could definitely continue to play that game.

      

      “Really?” Robert said in an exaggerated manner.

      

      “Oh, yes.”

      

      “Splendid,” he said with a smile and taking some of the goo from his shirt, he splashed it across her hair and face.

      

      She squeaked in surprise and just a bit of outrage, just the way he wanted her to. “I cannot believe you just did that,” she snapped, looking like a riled-up kitten, adorable.

      

      Robert could not believe he did that as well. “Why not?” He countered, unrepentantly. “It's good for you, besides you started it first.”

      

      Only then did he realize that she was still, somewhat uncomfortably, awkwardly because of the basket, laying on top of him. She realized that at the same time, it was plain in her eyes, and her cheeks turned pink.

      

      His mystery girl moved over, allowing Robert to remove the wretched basket and sit up. The broken eggs started to ooze down his face more freely now, dripping into his eyes, and he wiped his face with his sleeve so he could see again.

      

      I am never eating eggs again. With that settled, he looked at his attacker more closely. She was a rather beautiful girl in her early twenties, unfortunately, she had dark circles around her eyes as if she had trouble sleeping. Or lacked the time. By the way she looked at her broken basket with sorrow, he guessed it was the latter. She was trying to remove the eggshells from her hair and Robert instantly felt sorry for doing that to her. It was quite juvenile, and he didn't know what came over him to act in such manner.

      

      You are an idiot, Robert, that made you act that way.

      

      He felt compelled to explain himself as if he was to blame for everything, when she beat him to it.

      

      “I apologize for running into you. I guess I wasn't paying attention where I was going.” It looked like it pained her to admit that which impressed Robert in return. It showed strong character to admit her wrongs. “I am more than happy to help and clean your attire,” she offered, making him realize he did not have any spare clothes with him.

      

      Robert, you are an utter idiot. In his defense, he could not predict something like this happening to him, ever. “It was completely my fault,” Robert was quick to reassure her. “I was following my nose instead of my eyes.”

      

      “Let me guess, bread?”

      

      “Oh, yes,” Robert replied in earnest.

      

      She offered a smile as if understanding him perfectly which made him smile in return. “I will compensate you for your loss, of course,” he added.

      

      She looked at him as if she wanted to argue, and Robert was prepared for that, thinking on the spot of ways to counter her decline, eventually, she simply sighed and nodded.

      

      “That is mighty generous of you. Thank you.”

      

      “Do not mention it, it is my pleasure.” Robert realized they were attracting a lot of attention, sitting in the middle of the town's square. Some were laughing, probably at his spectacular appearance, some were shocked. All were gawking. Despite the fact Robert wanted nothing more than to stay right there to converse with this girl a bit more, he knew he couldn't. This was precisely how the rumors started, and he needed a certain level of authority to maintain if he wanted to solve Elsa's case. Remember that? The case you came here for in the first place. He reminded himself sternly.

      

      Without further delay, Robert jumped back up on his feet, offering a hand to the young woman next to him. His hand was a bit sticky, so he wiped it on his pants. She accepted it, and Robert was pleased to see she managed to do that without stumbling again. Something was telling him she had some balance issues, to say it politely, so he remained on guard.

      

      The money! He reminded himself.

      

      Somewhat awkwardly he offered her all the money he currently had on him, hoping it would be enough. He had a bit more in his saddle bags; however, he did not know how to politely excuse himself to get it. Robert was certain she would leave without it. As predicted, the girl started to shake her head as if to refuse it altogether.

      

      “You do not have to pay me, it was all my fault.”

      

      “I was to blame as well. Please, I would feel better if you would accept this,” he insisted.

      

      Reluctantly, after a bit more coaxing, she accepted the money from him, and Robert sighed in relief. “In return, I would offer to wash your clothes for you,” she said surprising him.

      

      “Oh, that is quite all right, it is not that bad,” and as if to demonstrate, he scraped some of the remaining eggshells from his shoulders. He was starting to get a bit odorous as well. I need to get away from this sun. It was not kind to him at the moment.

      

      She chuckled at his lame attempt, and he had to laugh as well. This whole situation was utterly ridiculous.

      

      “Robert?” Someone called out to him, and he turned to see who it was. It was Dr. Carmichael. Robert was pleased and quite relieved to see him. Finally, he would get some real answers.

      

      While Dr. Carmichael approached him, the girl excused herself in a hurry and walked, actually, practically ran away. “I feel terrible about everything. Do excuse me.”

      

      Robert wanted to stop her, caution her not to run as well, but stopped himself at the last minute. He couldn't abandon Dr. Carmichael; they had an important job to do, and that was the most urgent thing at the moment. A part of him was a bit saddened about that rash departure. He didn't even get a chance to ask for her name.

      

      “Hello, Dr. Carmichael. Did you travel well?” Robert greeted his friend cheerfully. In return, Dr. Carmichael was horrified.

      

      “What on Earth happened to you?” He demanded to know, in concern.

      

      “Not all are fond of the sheriff, I'm afraid,” Robert joked, keeping a straight face.

      

      “Really?” Dr. Carmichael started looking about as if trying to assess the threat, if any, around them.

      

      “No,” Robert replied simply to end his misery. Dr. Carmichael was not amused by his jest. “I am glad you managed to come,” Robert added, changing the subject. “Shall we? The remains are in Mr. Rose's house; he is the local undertaker.”

      

      Dr. Carmichael looked at him as if he suddenly spoke in a foreign tongue which confused Robert. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      

      “Because you look like that,” he replied, gesturing toward his ruined shirt.

      

      “Oh,” was all Robert had to say to that.

      

      “Oh? Don't you want to change first?”

      

      “Good point.” Unfortunately, Robert did not have spare clothes with him, since he rode to Oatman in a hurry. He shared that with his friend.

      

      “I will lend you some of mine,” he offered in return.

      

      “All right. I will escort you to Mr. Rose's home to wash and change while you examine Miss Potter's body.”

      

      “Very well. Lead the way.”

      

      If Mr. Rose was surprised to see him all covered in yolk, he did not comment on it, which stood as a testament to his professionalism.

      

      “I had a small accident,” Robert still explained himself.

      

      “I see that. You are most welcome to use the washroom, it's through there,” Mr. Rose pointed.

      

      “Thank you. This is Dr. Carmichael,” Robert made introductions.

      

      “If you would follow me, Doctor.” Mr. Rose and Dr. Carmichael disappeared into the basement so the doctor could examine the body while Robert went to a small washroom and tried to make himself look more presentable again, which was a lost battle to begin with.

      

      There was a basin and a pitcher available. Firstly, he assessed the damage, looking at himself in the mirror that was hung on the wall. He was still covered in eggs, and the yolks started to dry and flake, and he couldn't even explain what was happening on his head. No wonder people kept staring at him; he looked like a clown, and not a good version at that. Quickly, he washed his hair and scrubbed his face until it was squeaky clean. He wished there was something he could do about his nose as well since the smell was intolerable. I hate eggs.

      

      Unfortunately, the shirt the doctor provided was too tight for him; he should have figured as much since his friend was much shorter and leaner than him, so he couldn't button it up at all.

      

      Abandoning that idea, he refocused on cleaning his own. Robert took a washcloth and wiped his shirt and vest to the best of his abilities. In the end, he realized he looked only marginally better, smelled pretty much the same, and was even wetter. But what can you do?

      

      Once he rejoined Dr. Carmichael and Mr. Rose in the basement, the doctor frowned disappointingly, wrinkling his nose as if the smell bothered him. And that was strange coming from a man who was in the process of cutting a dead body.

      

      “What happened to the shirt?” the doctor wanted to know.

      

      “Too tight. So? What do you have for me?” Robert inquired, swiftly changing the subject. He was done with this nonsense, it was time to get back to work. They were all there for a reason, to uncover the truth and catch a killer, with or without some broken eggs.
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        * * *

      

      Geraldine couldn't believe she just did that. All of it. From tripping the poor man, to covering him with eggs, to teasing him. Her cheeks started to heat up again. That was not the proper way she wanted to meet the sheriff. Since she never met the man before the only reason she did know it was him was because he wore a distinct golden star on his vest. The look on his face, while covered in egg yolks and shells, was priceless. She chuckled, remembering their exchange, however brief it may have been.

      

      Geraldine tried to calm herself, pressing cold hands on her hot cheeks, taking deep breaths. Her heart threatened to jump from her rib cage. Did I really say all those things to him? He was quite cheeky. Oh my, she could not explain what came over her to behave in such a manner. Of course, she spoke like that with Jeremy all the time; alas, that was different. They had been friends most of her life, and she never met the Sheriff before today.

      

      And what an introduction that was. He was sure to remember her, no matter what. That made her smile even more.

      

      “What happened to you?” Jeremy wanted to know, running into her in front of his store. “And why are you smiling like that? It is rather scary looking.”

      

      Geraldine did not pay attention to his jibes. She was still daydreaming about the Sheriff. She did not expect him to be so young, or dashing. And those eyes...

      

      “I have to go,” she murmured to her friend before walking away toward Whitey.

      

      She felt slightly guilty for accepting all his money when he did not do anything wrong. I will find a way to redeem myself. And she needed to think of something fast, since she was certain, sooner rather than later, that their paths would cross again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Robert had to patiently wait for the doctor to finish his examination before deeming it fit to speak with him. Still, Robert was getting restless. This was not his area of expertise for a reason. He was a man of action, so in a way, all this waiting around was really making him build his character. “So? What do you have to say?” Robert prompted at one point and Dr. Carmichael sent him the look that meant he wasn't done yet.

      

      Another quarter of an hour passed before Dr. Carmichael moved away from the table, pulling a white sheet over the body and wiping his hands. “This woman died from mechanical asphyxia, there's no doubt about it,” he announced.

      

      “She was choked to death.”

      

      “Correct. Swelling of the neck, petechial hemorrhages in the eyes confirm as much.”

      

      Robert nodded, satisfied he finally had an official cause of death. “Anything else?”

      

      “She has severe adhesion burn marks on her palms that were made shortly before she died.”

      

      That was also consistent with what Robert speculated. She fought with the attacker for the rope and scraped her hands, and he said as much.

      

      The doctor nodded. “And there were some additional bruises on her arms and legs.”

      

      “So, she struggled to get hold of the murder weapon, was pushed into various things, ultimately lost, and the killer choked her to death with that rope.”

      

      He nodded toward the murder weapon. “Unfortunately.”

      

      At least he had something concrete to build this theory on. “But there's something else.”

      

      “What?”

      

      “Her internal organs are in a rather poor state, weakened and severely damaged. Simply put, they looked much older than they should for a woman her age.”

      

      “Father Mathew told me she was sick for the past couple of months,” Robert provided, which made Dr. Carmichael frown.

      

      “Indeed. Did he say what kind of sickness troubled her?”

      

      Robert tried to remember every conversation they had with the priest. “No. I do not believe he knew. Maybe you can shed some light on that,” since Robert was intrigued as well.

      

      “I will most definitely try, yet it will take me some time.”

      

      And then something occurred to Robert. “Maybe her physician can help in that regard. He prescribed all kinds of medications.”

      

      “Do you know which ones?”

      

      “Not by heart. I can visit the ranch later and write them down for you.”

      

      “Thank you,” Dr Carmichael replied. “Only, I would still feel much better if I conducted a more thorough examination myself. Do some additional tests.”

      

      “Of course.” Robert did not have any problems with that. The more he knew the better. Besides, this was not his area of expertise, so he relied on Dr. Carmichael to do his job to the best of his abilities and help Robert solve this case.

      

      “I'll leave you to it, then.” Robert planned on doing some interviewing now.

      

      “Oh, I cannot proceed now. Mr. Rose has to help me, and he is away on business.”

      

      Meaning, someone passed away and needed an undertaker. “Take your time, I have the utmost confidence in you, you know that.”

      

      “Thank you, my friend. Besides, I would like to use this small reprieve to eat something. I am quite famished.”

      

      Robert barely contained himself not to laugh. Dr. Carmichael was always hungry. It was a true miracle he remained so skinny despite the amount of food he was able to consume. “I rushed here immediately after receiving your telegram, skipping breakfast altogether.”

      

      “Thank you for coming in such a rush, I really appreciate it.”

      

      “Of course,” he replied instantly then added. “Do you know some fine establishment for a gentleman like me to get a proper meal?”

      

      Robert had no clue. He was about to find out. “Let us go, I am sure we can find something together.”

      

      Getting upstairs, they ran into Father Mathew. Robert smiled, making quick introductions. “Just the person I wanted to see.”

      

      “I came here looking for you, Sheriff,” and then he focused on Robert.

      

      Here we go again. “What happened to you? You look,” and smell, Robert added to himself knowing what was on priest's mind, “as if you survived a war.”

      

      “I was under attack,” Robert replied in all seriousness.

      

      “Yes, you mentioned that,” Dr. Carmichael decided to speak up as well. “However, you failed to explain to me what actually happened.”

      

      Robert shrugged. A part of him did not want to tell them anything. He wanted to keep that meeting to himself, besides it was more fun for him, like this. “Who attacked you,” Father urged.

      

      “A very peculiar creature,” he answered cryptically, joking, yet as it turned out, that was funny only to himself.

      

      Seeing his friend and the old priest genuinely distressed, Robert sobered. “I was only joking. It was merely a little accident at the market, nothing more.”

      

      “You should have said that then, and not try to jest with us,” Dr. Carmichael scolded without actual heat in his words.

      

      “I couldn't help myself,” Robert replied honestly. “And it was nothing for you to worry about.”

      

      “I worry about my nose,” Dr. Carmichael wrinkled it in disgust, which Robert found rather funny considering he examined dead bodies and would have troubles stomaching a few smelly eggs.

      

      Robert was more than aware he was starting to smell, and he gave his friend the look; the doctor pretended not to see it. “Why did you want to see me, father?” Robert decided to change the subject, feeling their small intermezzo served its purpose and was now time to continue with the investigation.

      

      “Ah, yes, I sent words to the Laurel farm and I wanted to see if you were available for us to go and visit them?”

      

      “That would be perfect.”

      

      “All right then, good day doctor and thank you for coming. Our little town appreciates it.”

      

      “It was my pleasure to be of assistance.”

      

      “Let's go,” Robert urged.

      

      Father Mathew hesitated to leave, and Robert sent him a questioning look.

      

      “Sheriff, do you wish to change first?” He asked, timidly, as if not wanting to offend. It was just that Robert wasn't that easily offended. Besides, he already knew what he looked like.

      

      “No, we have no time to waste. Let's go,” he decided on the spot.

      

      “What about me?” The doctor inquired, and Robert felt the need to roll with his eyes.

      

      “You are a grown man, I am sure you can manage to find your way around a small town to eat something before continuing your work.”

      

      He sighed. “Very well. I was hoping for some company; however, I do understand you are busy.”

      

      “Another time,” Robert promised. Dr. Carmichael nodded. “I will see you later then, we can perhaps have some supper together.”

      

      “I will have to go back to Fort Mohave soon, but I will continue to do my research on Elsa Potter and have a full report for you as soon as possible.”

      

      “Thank you.”

      

      They said their goodbyes, shortly thereafter, went their separate ways.

      

      This time, the father did not complain he had to ride and so soon, which made Robert quite impressed. He suspected the father had health issues that made riding uncomfortable and for that he respected him, even more, and appreciated his sacrifice to show him the way. He was certain he could have found another guide or found it himself, yet having the father by his side would be preferable since it would put both women at ease to speak with him more freely. Especially Stephanie, and then something occurred to Robert. “Father?”

      

      “Yes, Sheriff?”

      

      “You mentioned how Stephanie Laurel isn't quite well. Is it the same affliction Elsa had?” It would be quite intriguing if it turned out both women suffered from the same disease, especially since Robert did not believe in coincidences.

      

      “Oh, no,” father replied instantly.

      

      There goes that theory.

      

      “I'm afraid she suffers from the nerves.” Father refused to say anything else, afraid he would be accused of gossiping or something even worse, and Robert did not press despite the fact he found the notion quite frustrating. He was the sheriff and needed all the information, unfortunately, at times, he had to practically force people to speak with him, in a nonviolent manner.

      

      In any case, they would arrive at the farm shortly, and Robert would learn everything he needed straight from the source. He just hoped that said source, the girl he was about to meet and her mother, were more talkative than the father. One can hope...
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        * * *

      

      Geraldine was still in shock while returning home. I met the Sheriff. And met was not a proper word to describe that encounter, at all.

      

      She practically attacked him, showering him with eggs; Geraldine's cheeks instantly reddened at the memory of it. Whatever was said about her was true, she was a clumsy, awkward person. “My own two feet would be the death of me,” she told herself, and looked at them with a frown, as she rode.

      

      There was something else that surprised her and shook her to the core. Geraldine did not expect him to be so dashing, tall and muscular, with beautiful blue eyes, and she acted all rude, teasing him after she ruined his clothes. Shame on you, Geraldine. She did not feel shame though… She was intrigued and at the time of the meeting she was having fun.

      

      Geraldine found a letter on her doorstep. It wasn't the first time something like that occurred. When her mother was having one of her bad days she refused to leave her bed for any reason, so with time, people got used to leaving everything on the porch, if they could not find Geraldine working about. She instantly opened it up and started reading while entering inside. It was a rather short note.

      

      “Mother, I'm home,” she yelled, not bothering to go up to her mother's room to check up on her. She would do that once she prepared some supper for the two of them.

      

      Father Mathew sent word for her. Father Mathew! She exclaimed inside her head. Geraldine completely forgot, in her state of confusion because of the Sheriff, how she made a promise to herself to go and visit Father Mathew today, to ask about Elsa's case. As it turned out, he was going to come and visit her. He is not coming alone. Father Mathew is bringing him, here. The Sheriff.

      

      Is there a chance there is another sheriff in our small town? She asked herself, starting to feel nervous all of a sudden, and she couldn't even explain to herself why. She was about to see him again. He was coming on official business and not to have some tea with her. Calm yourself, Geraldine. This is what you wanted, a way to be involved. And that helped calm her.

      

      The Sheriff wished to speak with her and her mother about Elsa, since they were the ones who discovered her body. Realizing he would need to speak with both of them, Geraldine instantly got alarmed, looking upward, this time for a whole different reason.

      

      How would her mother act around the Sheriff? Can she handle it? What if she refuses to speak to him? Geraldine simply did not have answers to such questions. Only time would tell.

      

      At the same time, something else occurred to her. The Sheriff was coming here, and he was going to see her. Her. The egg girl. She did not care to take on the nickname, but it was fitting. Geraldine turned scarlet again. Being in his presence made joking feel very natural to Geraldine. Sadly, once she started looking about, she discovered people were staring at them. The last thing she needed was a scandal on her hands, so that made her sober up, and she managed to escape without causing an additional scene.

      

      She would be the tale of the town either way, she did not have to add kindle to and already burning fire. Geraldine did not particularly care about gossip, although Susannah spoke ill about her for years, so she became used to it. Unfortunately, this was not about Geraldine. At least not solely about her since she did not want the sheriff's name to be dragged through mud as well. Speaking of names, she did not know his.

      

      Taking all that in, she was a bit timid facing him again, yet excited at the same time. She was curious to see if their easy banter was just an accident or if that was the way it was going to be between them always.

      

      Pull yourself together, Geraldine, she snapped at herself, seeing how her daydreaming was raging out of control. You are not some schoolgirl with a juvenile infatuation. You are a grown woman, so act as such. A small part of her wanted to stick her tongue out and pout; still, she calmed herself, banishing all previous thoughts as if she never thought of them in the first place.

      

      Just in case, she went upstairs to change only to remember she had to wash her hair as well. Despite herself, she smiled remembering why that was the case in the first place. If anyone else did that to her, she would be outraged and retaliate immediately, alas, here she was, smiling from ear to ear.

      

      Enough, Geraldine.

      

      Once she finished with her grooming, Geraldine hesitated for a moment outside her mother's room before entering. Geraldine needed to tell her they were expecting some company since she realized it would be far worse if she tried to keep this from her mother until she saw strangers on her doorstep. Well, one stranger and one priest. She realized that phrase could be the beginning of a very bad joke. “Mother?” Only silence greeted her in return, and she sighed. What am I to do with her?

      

      “Mother,” Geraldine refused to give up and tried again. “I have some news to share with you.”

      

      Her mother stirred ever so slightly, which informed Geraldine she was listening. She refused to speak though. So, Geraldine continued. “The Sheriff from Fort Mohave is coming this afternoon to speak with me about what happened-” Geraldine had to swallow a couple of times before she was able to continue. “About what happened with Elsa.”

      

      Her mother immediately rose and looked at Geraldine wide-eyed. “Why on Earth would he want to speak with you?” Her mother demanded. The swift change in her demeanor took Geraldine by surprise, so it took her a bit to answer.

      

      “Because I saw Elsa.”

      

      “Doesn't that mean he needs to speak with me first?” Her mother challenged. “I was the one that found her after all.”

      

      Well yes, only I didn't think you would be up for it, Geraldine thought to herself and did not dare repeat it out loud. “Yes, I—” Geraldine started, then paused, she did not know what to say to that.

      

      Her mother started to rise. “Help me change, my dear. It appears I overslept and am running a tad late.”

      

      “Of course.”

      

      “It was quite some time since we had proper guests.”

      

      “The sheriff isn't a guest, Mother, he is here on business.”

      

      “Never mind. We must look presentable.”

      

      “As you wish,” was all Geraldine could say as she sprung to action.

      

      After her mother got dressed she made an apple pie and some other treats as well. Geraldine hadn't seen her this animated in a long time. A part of her was glad, the other terrified not knowing what caused such swift change in the first place. Or what might reverse it back to the way she was.

      

      The two women did not have to wait long before Geraldine spotted their guests slowly riding toward the house. Maybe she should not call them as such since the sheriff was coming on official business.

      

      Here they are, she thought as her heart fluttered. Geraldine couldn’t lie, she was excited despite the dire circumstances that were making them meet again. She couldn’t anticipate his reaction to her. Will he be surprised? Annoyed? Maybe even cross? No, she didn’t think so. Their encounter was brief, surprisingly though, he teased her as much as she did him.

      

      Geraldine was at an advantage at the moment, since she knew all along who he was, and why he was here, and that gave her some time to prepare. She left the house so she could greet them at the front porch. The sun was still high up and both men had to squint looking at her.

      

      “Good day, Geraldine,” Father Mathew greeted her, and she greeted him back.

      

      The sheriff's mouth turned upward ever so slightly greeting her. “Hello again.”

      

      “Hello.”

      

      The two men dismounted as they approached her. Geraldine continued to speak to the Sheriff conversationally. “You see, I was right.”

      

      “About what?”

      

      “Eggs really do wonders on the skin. You look rejuvenated already.”

      

      “Why thank you. I smell divine as well.”

      

      Geraldine flinched ever so slightly. Maybe she was taking this too far. It wasn't fair to tease the man after spilling on him in the first place. Not that he minded, as it appeared.

      

      While they conversed, Father Mathew looked between them with a frown.

      

      “You two have already met?”

      

      “In a way,” Geraldine replied vaguely.

      

      “This is the attacker I was talking you about, Father,” Sheriff told on her. “Unfortunately, I did not have the opportunity to ask for her name, since the departure was abrupt as was the meeting.”

      

      “I see,” Father Mathew murmured, clearly not getting the joke.

      

      “Geraldine Laurel, pleased to meet you.”

      

      “Sheriff Robert Bradway.”

      

      Her mother chose that moment to join them. “Oh, I see you arrived. Welcome. Please, come in, come in,” she said in one breath, overly animated.

      

      This is going to be interesting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Yes, this is going to be interesting.

      

      Robert couldn't believe his luck. He had been thinking about this girl, and not just because his clothes were all sticky and smelly, throughout all day, despite trying really hard not to, and as it turned out, she was none other than Geraldine Laurel.

      

      That made him have mixed feelings. On one hand, she was his mystery girl who not only attacked him but managed to intrigue him in a matter of minutes. On the other... She is one of your witnesses and potential suspects, he reminded himself.

      

      The house the Laurels were living in was fairly modest. It was two-stories high, with a nice and wide porch that surrounded the entire house. Must be something special sitting there after a day of labor and watching the sun go down. At places the white paint on the facade started to chip, but it was still obvious the house was taken care off with a lot of care and love. This is what a true home looks like.

      

      Once they settled inside the living area, the couch squeaked under the men's combined weight, Robert decided not to waste time on pleasantries. Mrs. Laurel urged them to have something to eat or drink; however, he would prefer to simply stay on track and speak with them about Elsa Potter, fully knowing it would be easy for him to forget and continue his easy banter with Miss Geraldine.

      

      Focus. “I apologize for having to come here and disturb you,” Robert said in all seriousness, maybe even a bit too formal than he would usually speak. “Yet, I have a job to do, and I need your assistance.”

      

      “Of course, Sheriff, we are here to help in any way we can, so ask your questions,” Stephanie Laurel replied, with the smallest of sighs, an almost unnoticeable indicator of her distress. Geraldine simply nodded in agreement.

      

      Truth be told, he was quite surprised to find Mrs. Laurel so well and put together. From what Father said, or didn't say, Robert assumed something quite different; this was a pleasant surprise. It would make his job easier. The interview would certainly go farther and be more efficient if both women wanted to help and could speak with him freely. Overall, this start pleased him.

      

      Robert decided to start his questioning with Stephanie Laurel. As soon as she started speaking, her eyes filled with tears, and she had to stop speaking every so often to wipe her eyes or nose. So perhaps he was too hasty to judge her state of mind.

      

      On the other hand, her reaction was normal for someone who found a person they cared about deeply dead and in such manner. Robert encountered all kinds of people during his career as a sheriff, and some were more sensitive than others. That didn't mean they were necessarily good or bad, weak or strong, simply more sensitive, and that was quite all right.

      

      “Please try to calm yourself,” Robert urged, using his soft voice since he did not want to add pressure on her. “And start from the beginning.”

      

      Mrs. Laurel nodded, dabbing her eyes with her handkerchief. “I went to visit Elsa, just like I do almost every day, to have some tea with her.”

      

      “When was that?” Robert interjected.

      

      “When? Well, yesterday of course.”

      

      Robert frowned, he didn't mean that, so he rephrased his question. “At what time did you decide to go to Miss Potter's?”

      

      She thought about that for a moment. “Oh, I don't know. Perhaps around noon.”

      

      Robert nodded. “Please, carry on.”

      

      “We usually sit on the front porch, and she wasn't there this time. I was usually the one that prepares the tea since she was always tired as of late. So, when she wasn't there waiting for me, I entered the house, and…and…” Mrs. Laurel paused as more tears filled her eyes.

      

      “And then what?” Robert softly urged. He needed to hear every available detail since she was the first one at the scene, so he couldn't just let this be the end of their conversation.

      

      “She was just there in front of me,” Mrs. Laurel started to really sob.

      

      “Dead?” Robert pressed.

      

      Stephanie Laurel covered her face with her hands while mumbling something to herself. In an instant, Robert noted her palms. They were pristine, without any signs of rope burn marks on them. So, she couldn't be the one fighting Elsa. Unless she wore gloves. Stephanie Potter was first on the scene, so it was only natural he suspected her. She could simply be the last one leaving. He concentrated really hard to understand what she was saying. She appeared be repeating just three words. “I had to... I had to...”

      

      That instantly put Robert on high alert. She had to do what? He wondered. “What do you mean by ‘had to,’ Mrs. Laurel?” Robert asked. She ignored him, continuing to cry and repeating the mantra softly, slowly rocking back and forth.

      

      “I am sorry, Sheriff, she gets like this sometimes,” Geraldine apologized while moving closer to soothe her mother.

      

      He moved closer as well. “You had to do what?” he insisted, ignoring the looks Geraldine sent his way.

      

      “Please, no more.” Geraldine pleaded.

      

      Robert knelt in front of Stephanie Laurel. “Please, Mrs. Laurel, speak to me. It is of grave importance you tell me everything. Be brave now,” he coaxed.

      

      Slowly, she removed her hands from her face. Her eyes were completely red and bloodshot, still, she looked straight at him without wavering. “I had to run away. I left her there,” she managed to choke out before bursting to tears again. After that, she was completely unresponsive.

      

      What did she mean by that? Was Elsa alive at the time? Robert had so many questions, alas, his sole eyewitness refused to say anything else. Even Father Mathew was trying to calm her down, yet all their efforts were in vain.“Mrs. Laurel, was Elsa alive when you saw her? Why did you run away? Was the killer still there?”

      

      “Mother came straight here to notify me about what happened,” Geraldine provided. “Aunt Elsa was already dead.”

      

      That makes sense. “Did your mother specifically tell you that?” Robert needed to make sure.

      

      “Yes.”

      

      After that short exchange, Geraldine refocused on her mother. She produced a small bottle from her skirt pocket. “Please, Mother, drink this.” Miraculously she did. “Bravo. Now, let us go to bed so you can rest for a while.”

      

      “I think I would like that,” Mrs. Laurel replied to her daughter, completely ignoring the two men as if they were not even there in the first place.

      

      Geraldine escorted her mother out of the room. “I will return shortly, gentlemen,” she said over her shoulder. Robert returned to his seat.

      

      It must be difficult for Geraldine to look after her mother day and night all alone, Robert thought to himself. However, there was not an ounce of pity inside of him toward her. That was a child's duty for sure, to take care of the sick parents just as the parents took care of the child. Geraldine did not see as simply a duty for her or even a burden, which impressed Robert. She was an extraordinary young woman as far as he could tell. Despite having such poor balance.

      

      Of course, he spent far too little time with her to make such conclusions about her character. Something inside of him was telling him he was right and was looking forward to learning more.

      

      “That poor woman,” Father Mathew murmured next to him, at some point. Robert agreed.

      

      The same could be said about Elsa Potter, of course. Two women, best friends that clearly lived their lives together shared misery as well. Each was plagued by something, yet they were still bonded for life, which was a rare gift to find someone, a true friend you could share everything with.

      

      How does one cope when the bond is broken? Robert mused. Looking at Stephanie Laurel, he felt sorry for her and for having to go through this, nearly as much as he felt pity for Elsa Potter.

      

      “When did she become like this?” Robert asked Father Mathew. He wanted to know what caused a woman, and a mother, to reach that delicate breaking point and get lost without finding a way back.

      

      “Ever since my father disappeared ten years ago,” Geraldine was the one that answered him, returning to the living room.

      

      Only then did he notice how worn down, tired, worried she actually looked, and that deeply disturbed him. Still, he forced himself to remain professional. Her words intrigued him. “Disappeared?”

      

      “Yes.”

      

      “As in vanish into thin air?” He wasn't intentionally trying to be crude; he simply wanted to get more details out of her.

      

      “Yes,” she replied shortly which annoyed him. He wanted to know more. Robert tried to remember that period of his life. He wasn't acting as the sheriff back then; he was already working at the station as one of the deputies, though and he could not remember running into a case like this.

      

      “What did Sheriff Dawson say?” He asked, presuming his late boss was the person in charge.

      

      Geraldine sighed. “He said my father probably ran away with another woman.”

      

      “And did he?”

      

      “Sheriff, please,” Father Mathew interjected, clearly unhappy about this line of conversation. Both Robert and Geraldine ignored him.

      

      Geraldine shrugged. “That I cannot tell, Sheriff.”

      

      “Do you believe your father was capable of doing that?”

      

      That made her pause. “If you had asked me ten years ago, I would have said no, now...”

      

      “Peter Laurel was a fine man, Sheriff,” Father Mathew provided. “God-fearing and hard-working.”

      

      “Yet he borrowed a substantial amount of money from the Johnsons and shortly after he was never to be seen again,” Geraldine snapped back. Clearly, this was still a rather sore subject for her, and Robert decided not to ask anything further, even though he wanted to.

      

      No wonder Miss Geraldine's mother had weak nerves after such an incident. It must be hard living with the notion your husband and the father of your child abandoned you. It must have been hard on Geraldine as well.

      

      A rather pregnant silence fell over them; luckily Geraldine was the one who broke it. “Did you want to hear my reckoning of the events regarding Aunt Elsa?”

      

      “Yes, of course, thank you.”

      

      Geraldine took a deep breath and started to speak. “I just returned from the town. As you had the opportunity to see for yourself,” the lines around her mouth rose ever so slightly in a fleeting smile, “I sell eggs and some fruits and vegetables at the market.”

      

      “Hopefully with a slightly better service,” he heard himself say. She gave him a look but did not take the bait, and simply continued with her narrative. “I started looking for Mother...”

      

      With each passing moment, and with each sentence, Robert was getting even more impressed by her. Miss Geraldine's behavior was utterly worthy of praise. While she told her story, she remained calm and concise. She was completely different from her mother. It was obvious this whole incident pained her deeply, still, she remained almost regal, wiping a few traitorous tears without any fuss.

      

      “Thank you, Miss Geraldine, that was quite helpful,” Robert said after she went silent, reaching the end of her story with her looking for Father Mathew in Oatman.

      

      “Is there anything else I can do for you, Sheriff?”

      

      “Not right now,” he replied evenly, though he was quite reluctant to leave for some reason. You know the reason, he just chose to ignore it. They all rose. It was time to depart and move on with his search for Elsa's killer.

      

      “We kept you away from your duties for far too long, my dear,” Father Mathew said, patting her on the shoulder.

      

      “Oh, it is quite all right, Father. I want to do everything in my power to help Aunt Elsa.”

      

      Robert believed her. Geraldine escorted the two men outside. “You can come to me and talk if you feel burdened in any way, you know that,” Father Mathew insisted, and she nodded in gratitude.

      

      She turned toward Robert. “Sheriff, feel free to come and visit any time. As I said, I want to help, so does my mother.”

      

      He was saddened she suddenly spoke to him so formally; he missed that girl from the market. Perhaps it was all in his head, they were conversing about a serious matter, after all.

      

      “Noted,” and then something occurred to him. “Father, since it looks like I will be staying here for a while, as the commute from Fort Mohave every day would be highly unreasonable and impractical, do you know someone who would be so kind as to rent me a room for the time being?”

      

      “A room?” Father Mathew frowned. “You are more than welcome to stay with me as my guest indefinitely,” he offered generously.

      

      “I do not want to trouble you.”

      

      Father Mathew was a rather aged man who certainly had his own daily rhythm and liked his peace; Robert would most definitely cause a disturbance in his life since he was known to return home at odd hours or stay up all night going over facts about current cases. So, he needed to stay someplace else, where he wouldn't be a nuisance.

      

      It was clear Father Mathew wanted to say something to that when Geraldine interjected. “You could stay here.” Surprising both men with her short sentence.

      

      “Here?” He repeated like a parrot as his mind started to think about that idea.

      

      “Yes, you would be a lot closer to the town and the ranch.”

      

      She has a good point. Robert liked her proposal very much. More than he cared to admit actually.

      

      “That is very generous of you,” Father Mathew complimented as Robert was about to do the same.

      

      “Are you sure? I do not want to inconvenience you.”

      

      “We could use a few extra coins,” she explained, while that small smile reappeared. That girl he met at the market was still there; he was elated.

      

      “You are adamant in your quest to squeeze as much money out of me as possible.”

      

      “That is called good business.”

      

      Even Father Mathew chuckled at that.

      

      Cheeky girl. “I accept, then.”

      

      “Excellent. I will have a room ready for you in a quarter of an hour.”

      

      “Perfect.”

      

      Father Mathew coughed. “All right then, I bid you a good day.”

      

      “I will come with you, Father,” Robert replied to him before speaking to Geraldine. “I will be back this evening.”

      

      “Very well.”

      

      They parted.

      

      He could not believe this happened. Robert allowed himself a small smile when he was certain no one was looking.

      

      Once they reached the intersection, Robert thanked the father for all his help before turning toward Elsa's ranch while the priest returned to Oatman.

      

      Tying Duke down next to the water trough, Robert checked the horses to see if they were all right, only to remember he failed to ask Geraldine if she was the one that fed them. Satisfied with their state, he went inside the house.

      

      Knowing the layout now, he went upstairs to write down all the medications Elsa took for her sickness to show Dr. Carmichael. Some he recognized, others looked completely foreign to him, so he decided to simply pack them all and send them to the doctor for a more thorough examination. The only thing that he did write down was the name of the apothecary that made them and the physician's name that prescribed them.

      

      Since he was already there, after he finished with his primary task he decided to take one more look around her study. Robert wanted to make sure he did not miss anything among those documents. Maybe they were mistaken, and she did, in fact, had some living relatives. That would be a good motive for murder, he mused.

      

      Robert sat at her writing table and started sifting through all the papers, legal documents, and bills that were scattered all over it. She was a savvy businesswoman, he realized after some time, who accumulated a substantial amount of wealth over time.

      

      Next, he checked the drawers. He found more of the same inside of them. Time flew by as he read, and his back and eyes started to ache from all that sitting around. He found nothing concrete that could be labeled as evidence, fortuitously he did learn a great deal about Elsa Potter; which was always a good thing.

      

      Robert was about to quit when he spotted an additional drawer just under the top of the table. That place some called the skirt of the table, and the only reason he spotted it in the first place since it was well hidden, was because the light, coming from the window shone over a tiny keyhole. He tried opening it; it was locked.

      

      Where would I hide the key if I was Elsa? He asked himself. The first thing that came into his mind was that she hid the key inside one of her trophies, since they were the most important things to her, apart from her horses. She would want it close by, as well, he thought next abandoning his theory. Robert started looking about the study. The keyhole was really small so the key could literally be hidden inside anything. He could always try and open it by force. Robert hoped it wouldn't have to come to that.

      

      While he looked, his eyes landed on a small framed oil painting that hung behind the desk. On it was a young girl petting a black stallion, so it was safe to assume that was Elsa with her favorite. It was also the only personal thing inside the room. Robert took it off the wall, and true enough, the key was lodged in the back of it.

      

      He returned the painting, moved back to the desk and tried the key in the keyhole. It fitted perfectly. Robert opened the drawer and then smiled. “Now this is something,” he murmured to himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Inside the hidden drawer were letters, carefully bound together with a red ribbon which could only indicate they were special for Elsa Potter. Delicately untying them, Robert started to sift through them. They varied in size, date, and were not all written in the same handwriting, so it was safe to assume they were not written by the same hand. Signatures at the end confirmed as much. They did have one thing in common. They were all love letters written by men and sent to Elsa.

      

      Elsa Potter perhaps remained unwed, however, she was not without a man in her life. Or several men as it turned out, not that Robert was judging the woman or anything. He was sure, based on personal experiences, that her life could get pretty lonely at times, especially living isolated on this ranch, so it was only natural she sought company or connections with other people.

      

      Robert decided to go through all of them. When he was younger, he would have found such behavior a severe privacy violation. Over time, he managed to get used to it repeating a simple fact to himself. He was only doing that so he could help the person he was investigating in the first place. Knowledge is power, after all, and he knew he could learn a great deal reading these letters.

      

      Unrequited love could be a good motive for murder. He already knew the murder was personal in some way to the killer. The way Elsa Potter died suggested as much. Overall it was safe to say you could not get more personal than with the matters of the heart. People were prepared to do all kinds of stupid things in the name of love, not to mention crazy, dangerous and even horrific things.

      

      Still, he did not want to read them here, in her study, that would feel wrong to him. He needed a neutral ground so he could remain impartial and not get too attached.

      

      Robert tied all the letters back, not quite as it was before since he was a bit awkward with the ribbon, before putting them inside his pocket. Since he did not find any more secret compartments or hidden mementos in the study, Robert decided to stop here, for the day.

      

      Once he collected all the medication, he exited the house and when he reached Duke, he carefully placed all the evidence inside his saddle pockets. He planned to return to Oatman. For the briefest of moments, his will wavered. Would it be so wrong to check up on the neighbors? Yes, it would, he snapped at himself. Focus on your task at hand. And that somewhat helped, since he used his authoritative sheriff's voice.

      

      Maybe I could buy myself a new shirt while I'm in town, he daydreamed, jumping on Duke. For some reason, he wanted to look presentable returning to the Laurels' farm, and not be covered in dirt and dried egg yolks any more. He wanted to look more like the Sheriff and less like the drunken fools that were locked inside his cells. Robert did not want to smell like one of them either.

      

      On the other hand, if he continued to parade about, dressed like this, in front of Geraldine he could most definitely tease her some more. Choices, choices...

      

      Ridding into Oatman, his first stop was the post office. He couldn't predict when Dr. Carmichael would be available to return here, so he decided to simply send everything he found about Miss Elsa's illness back to Fort Mohave. The clerk smiled when he saw him returning so soon.“I know, twice in one day, one more time and I will get a biscuit,” he joked, and the clerk laughed so hard some of the water he was in the process of drinking came out of his nose.

      

      Robert did not know he was that funny. He appreciated a welcoming audience. “I need to send these,” he put the vials on the counter.

      

      “Certainly, Sheriff,” the clerk sobered up, immediately.

      

      After he was reassured the package, to which he added a small note from him to his friend, would be delivered first thing in the morning, Robert thanked the clerk and left. He liked the youngster working there. He laughed at his jokes.

      

      There were still a few vendors on the market, and he went straight to them. “Good day,” he greeted them all.

      

      “Good day, Sheriff,” the sellers greeted him back.

      

      It was a bit strange seeing these people while they looked at him with mixed feelings. On one hand, he was the law and authority around these parts, someone they learned they needed to respect from an early age, whom they turned to in their times of need and that lesson was etched on their faces. They must have seen the incident that occurred earlier that day with Miss Geraldine, since quite a few of them tried really hard not to actually laugh in his face while their eyes shone with amusement.

      

      He couldn't actually blame them on that account, fully knowing he would act in the same manner if the situation was by chance reversed. Still, he appreciated their effort to remain straight-faced and not laugh. It showed how deeply they respected him, and he was grateful from the bottom of his heart. “Do you mind if I ask you a few quick questions?” he asked the small gathering, deciding to act as if nothing was amiss, as if it was quite normal to see the Sheriff looking like a common vagrant.

      

      Maybe in Texas, it is, he joked and almost chuckled at his own jest.

      

      They all nodded in agreement, their curiosity rising about what he was going to ask them. The word about Elsa's demise completely spread by now, so they could not be too surprised, but they seemed to be.

      

      Robert started asking them questions about Miss Geraldine. She said she was there, selling eggs on the market at the time of the murder, and he wanted to make sure she was speaking the truth. As it turned out, people of Oatman were quite chatty. Robert learned a great deal about Miss Geraldine, even the fact she was quite the imp growing up. That did not come as a shock for some reason.

      

      Robert was told she was there every day, rain or shine, selling her eggs and various other products from her farm. Naturally, he was the most interested in the day of the murder, so he asked about the previous day as well. The vendors all agreed she departed slightly before noon.

      

      “She did not go home,” one woman corrected her colleagues. “I saw her turn around to go that way,” she pointed. The woman was correct, that was not the way toward her farm.

      

      “Where did she go, then?” He asked, hopeful.

      

      The woman shrugged. “I don't know. A lot of houses are built there.”

      

      Maybe she was visiting someone. Either way, that did not give her time to go to the Black Tail Ranch, kill Elsa Potter and escape before her mother went there and discovered the dead body.

      

      When he asked them about Elsa Potter, they weren't that enthusiastic to speak anymore. The information they provided was scarce; she owned the only saloon in town, which was frowned upon since she used to be a showgirl as well. She barely visited the town and never went to church on Sunday. The Black Tail Ranch was her entire life.

      

      Robert concluded as much on his own.

      

      After he thanked the vendors for their help, he spoke to the baker's boy, since the shop was on the market, and despite the fact he eyed Robert suspiciously the whole time they conversed, he answered all the questions without holding back. Geraldine Laurel's name was cleared, she didn't commit this crime, not that he doubted it wouldn't be. It was highly unlikely Stephanie Laurel was his killer. Her reactions were far too genuine. That woman was completely distraught her friend died.

      

      That also meant he was in desperate need of a fresh batch of suspects, so he had to go through these letters as soon as possible. Maybe they would shed some light onto who was visiting her beside the Laurel women. Geraldine swore they were the only ones. The letters inside his pocket proved Elsa had secrets. Just like the rest of us.

      

      Robert thought about all that returning to Duke when he ran into Father Mathew who greeted him with a smile. “Sheriff.”

      

      Father Mathew was clearly finding it amusing to see him again after such a short period of time. Robert wasn't that surprised, Oatman was a rather small town after all.

      

      “Father,” he greeted the old man back.

      

      “Are you keeping yourself busy?”

      

      “I try to.”

      

      “Could I have a quick word with you, I promise I won't keep you long,” Father Mathew said apologetically.

      

      “Certainly, Father.”

      

      “Do you know when we will be able to bury Elsa Potter? As you know, she had no kin, so I took it upon myself to arrange everything.”

      

      “That is quite generous of you, Father,” Robert replied honestly.

      

      “Well, I do what I can. So?”

      

      Robert shrugged. “I cannot answer that at the moment since the doctor has a say in that as well.”

      

      Father Mathew deeply sighed. “Dr. Carmichael said he collected everything he needs and that we can proceed with the funeral.”

      

      “There you go, Father.”

      

      “I simply wanted to make sure if that is all right with you, as well.”

      

      “Certainly.”

      

      “It will be a small service, so if you are able, do come by.”

      

      “Of course, Father.”

      

      They said their goodbyes, again, shortly after that. Picking up Duke, Robert decided it was time to return to the Laurel farm, feeling more excited about that fact than he cared to admit, even to himself.

      

      That is just a place of rest, for now, nothing more, he told himself sternly, yet he was not that convincing.
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        * * *

      

      Geraldine hummed, happily, to herself as she prepared the spare room for the sheriff. Nobody used this room for years, perhaps even longer, so it needed a good airing and some dusting to make it livable again. She still could not believe he was staying with her and mother.

      

      Sheriff. That sounded too formal to Geraldine, even inside her head, but that was who he was. Besides, it wasn't as if she could call him Robert, they were not that familiar, or Mr. Bradway, which sounded quite ridiculous to her.

      

      Sheriff it is, then.

      

      Despite her teasing words that she offered him lodging merely out of necessity, Geraldine had other motives as well. Having the Sheriff around meant she could keep track on his progress regarding Elsa's case, not that she planned on snooping or spying on him.

      

      Geraldine would be honest about her interests regarding his investigation. She wasn't quite sure how much, if at all, he would allow her to actually help. Geraldine would not give up. Luckily, she could be very persuasive when she needed to. Jeremy could provide testament to that, having to endure all kinds of punishments growing up covering her mischief.

      

      There was the third reason, of course, however it was too silly to even contemplate it. He intrigues me, she banished that thought immediately.

      

      Furthermore, Geraldine was far too busy to even think about romance, let alone act on something she may or may not feel. I barely know the man! She just met him, and he was using the empty bedroom strictly for business. That put a stop on her wandering thoughts, at least for a heartbeat or two.

      

      There was just one, slight matter, she didn't give much thought, and perhaps she should have. Mother. She didn't ask her if it was all right to rent a room to the Sheriff. It was too late now, since she already gave her word to him. The only thing she could do was to inform her mother of her dealings.

      

      Lovely.

      

      Geraldine could not say how her mother would react to having the Sheriff around. On the one hand, Geraldine was certain her mother would be pleased. She was sure her mother wanted Aunt Elsa's killer to be caught and brought to justice as much as she wanted it. On the other, Stephanie Laurel did not care for strangers on their land, it always made her nervous. That small display of lucidness when the Sheriff came to interview them did not count, and Geraldine feared any additional stress would only deepen her illness.

      

      That is a true conundrum. Geraldine wondered if she made the right decision. I did, and mother will be all right, she chose to have faith. In the end, Geraldine decided to listen to her heart and act accordingly. Aunt Elsa meant a great deal to her little family and helping Sheriff Bradway had to take precedence above everything else, including her mother's potential sentiments.

      

      Now I only have to tell mother that, Geraldine concluded while fluffing the pillow. Changing the sheets on the single bed was the only thing she had left to do. Straightening herself and stretching her back, she paused for a moment to catch her breath; she didn't pause in her labor since the moment she got up in the morning and she needed it.

      

      Looking about, Geraldine found the room up to her standards, and knew it would be to the Sheriff's liking. He is going to be quite comfortable here, was her last thought before leaving the room. She left the windows open, giving it additional time to air before he arrived, which would provide him better sleep.

      

      Not wasting time, Geraldine started to prepare supper for the three of them. Not counting Elsa, it was quite some time since she had to cook a meal for anyone else. Father Mathew liked to visit them when he got the time, and Jeremy stayed for dinner at least once a month when she made him help her with some manual labor, and that was about it.

      

      Afterward, Geraldine cleaned the entire kitchen only to realize she stalled for far too long. Do not start behaving like a craven mouse, now, she snapped at herself, since it didn't become her. Without any additional delay, Geraldine went upstairs to inform her mother they would have a house guest for the time being.

      

      The room was dark and quiet, just the way Geraldine left it when she settled her mother in bed after the episode she had in front of the Sheriff and Father Mathew. “Mom?” Geraldine greeted softly while entering. Her mother was fast asleep back then from the sleeping tonic she gave her, and she couldn't wake her up. “Mother, I just need a quick word with you.” Alas, it was all in vain.

      

      I should have known. In the morning then, Geraldine thought to herself, somewhat relieved. She had enough drama for today; it would be only fair to have a slight rest to catch her breath, because there was not a doubt in her mind, more would come.

      

      Leaving the house, Geraldine devoted her time to the outdoor chores. She did a little gardening before she checked the feeders for the chickens to make sure they were all topped up. Only a happy, satiated chicken will produce a fine egg, was her principle.

      

      With everything done, Geraldine stayed out for a moment, leaning against the porch's railing to look at the setting sun since she didn't have the opportunity to admire it often. It was quite beautiful, the way it painted the sky with all the colors of the rainbow.

      

      Usually, she was too cross at the sun to enjoy it;  it announced she ran out of time to finish some tasks when it was setting, or that she already fell behind if it was rising.

      

      Not today. Today, Geraldine simply enjoyed the pretty picture it created in front of her, pretending it was just for her. Then it occurred to her. What is the matter with you, Geraldine? Normally, she wasn't this sentimental. If at all. She did not like it one bit. Geraldine had an inkling toward a certain person, someone tall, broad-shouldered, and dashing had something to do with it.

      

      Still, she was not about to dwell on it, firstly, because it felt nice, and secondly, because she shared no illusions about the fate of their involvement. He was just there to help catch a murderer, nothing more, nothing less. The only reason he was staying at their house was that there was no alternative lodging.  Besides, Geraldine met the man only twice. so how much of an impact could he have on her life?

      

      Her heart gave a little tug as if it wanted to answer that question, and she ignored it as she gazed upon the sunset.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Am I interrupting?” A man's voice snapped Geraldine from her reverie, and she jumped, hitting her knee on the railing. She felt like cursing.

      

      “I am sorry for startling you,” Robert started apologizing immediately.

      

      “It is quite all right,” she waved with her hand. This kind of thing happens to me all the time, she added to herself.

      

      “You looked rather lost in thought for a moment, there,” the Sheriff observed. Geraldine was, and more than she realized since she did not hear him ride in at all. He simply appeared in front of her as if by some magic.

      

      Truly, Geraldine, you are getting sillier by the minute. “I was just admiring the view,” she replied honestly.

      

      “It is rather beautiful,” he replied, looking at her as he joined her on the porch and leaned against the banister.

      

      “I don't get a chance to admire it often,” Geraldine heard herself explaining.

      

      The Sheriff nodded. “I understand that. Sometimes we tend to get far too busy to get a chance to enjoy the simple things.”

      

      “Precisely.”

      

      “Maybe that is for the better.”

      

      “How so?” Geraldine was genuinely intrigued by what he had to say.

      

      “Maybe then we can appreciate them more when we do get a chance.”

      

      That is very well put, Geraldine mused. And she told him as much.

      

      He scratched the back of his head as if she embarrassed him in some way. Geraldine did not fully understand why that would be the case; she changed the subject, nevertheless. “Your room is ready. And I prepared some supper as well,” she added.

      

      Sheriff Bradway smiled in gratitude. It was a rather nice smile. Stop it, Geraldine. “Thank you.”

      

      “Just a part of our service,” she mocked formality, and he laughed even harder.

      

      “Good, since I was preparing to complain to the manager,” he played along.

      

      Getting inside, she stopped him, anticipating his next question. “If you want to freshen up, the washroom is through there.”

      

      A crooked smile was etched on his face, probably thinking about why he needed to wash in the first place. “That would be great. And where will I be staying?”

      

      “This room right here,” Geraldine showed him.

      

      “Perfect,” he replied with praise. Somehow Geraldine knew he would like having his room so close to the main door.

      

      “And I took the liberty of leaving some clean clothes for you on the bed.”

      

      The Sheriff looked at her wide-eyed, and for a moment she worried what would cause such a reaction. Then he started to speak, and all became clear.

      

      “I do not believe I could ride in a full skirt. Thank you, regardless,” he delivered that line completely straight-faced, and Geraldine wanted to laugh really hard. She rolled her eyes instead.

      

      “The clothes belonged to my father.”

      

      The Sheriff made a face of false shock. “The skirt belonged to your father?” He started petting his chin. “Mr. Laurel had a rather peculiar taste.”

      

      This time she had to laugh. “I assure you, they will fit you perfectly, complimenting the color of your eyes as well,” Geraldine replied, not missing a beat. It felt right to play along, so she gave herself over to it.

      

      Sheriff Bradway nodded approvingly. “Good. I do care about such things you know. And the eyes are my best trait.”

      

      Geraldine had to agree, still she remained silent. “See you in a bit,” he added theatrically. I can't wait.  Oh, please, Geraldine, don't be silly. The problem with that was she couldn't help herself.

      

      She had a rather goofy smile on her face while setting the table when he returned. The Sheriff did a little twirl for her. His hair looked darker than his usual color of honey since it was wet. Why do I notice such things?

      

      “What do you think?” He prompted since she remained silent, simply ogling him like she went daft.

      

      Sheriff Bradway was dressed in her father's shirt and pants. At first, while she chose and then lay those clothes for him, she thought it would be difficult for her to see them worn by another man. Surprisingly, it was much easier than she thought it would be.

      

      I guess it all depends on the man. “I think I would prefer a skirt on you,” she said eventually, and he pouted. That face looked rather adorable on him. “They fit you perfectly, Sheriff Bradway,” Geraldine tried again.

      

      “Well, thank you,” he replied combing his hair with his fingers. “It's all about the man, not the dress.”

      

      Geraldine was just thinking the very same thing. “Quite modest of you.”

      

      The Sheriff simply smiled in return, as if he was a small child caught in some kind of mischief. “Have a seat,” Geraldine offered, and he did. She moved toward the stove to make another plate.

      

      “You won't be joining me?” he asked, and his tone was such that it was apparent that would displease him.

      

      Stop it, Geraldine, that is all your fantasy, she chastised herself.

      

      “I will. I just want to bring some supper to Mother, first.”

      

      “I will wait for you, then,” he announced then added, changing the energy between them instantly. “How is your mother?”

      

      Geraldine shrugged. Usually, she didn't like to speak to anyone about her mother, so it surprised her to no end when actual words came out of her mouth. “I honestly do not know. She is pretty dazed thanks to the medication Dr. Gildow provided us with.”

      

      “I see.”

      

      “We shall just have to wait and see how she will fare once it completely wears off.”

      

      The Sheriff stood up and moved toward her. “I wouldn't presume to know anything about your situation, just know I am here if you need any kind of assistance.”

      

      “Thank you,” Geraldine stammered back looking at his blue eyes, before finding her voice again. “That is mighty generous of you.” Geraldine was genuinely touched by his words; they meant a great deal to her. Others offered all kinds of help to her and her mother in the past. There was always something they expected in return. Looking into the Sheriff's eyes, she was certain he meant what he said without any strings attached. It was quite refreshing, and confusing at the same time. “There's no need for that.”

      

      She could feel her cheeks starting to turn pink again. “I will return shortly.”

      

      “Take your time,” he replied, returning to his seat.

      

      Oh my, that was quite something, Geraldine thought.

      

      Geraldine managed somehow to wake her mother up and coax her to have a few bites of her dinner before returning to slumber, which Geraldine considered a great victory. “Sweet dreams, Mother,” she murmured, kissing her brow before leaving.

      

      Geraldine was rather affected by the Sheriff's words while she returned downstairs. Not only by the ones he said to her right before she left the kitchen, but the ones outside on the porch as well. He had a rather unique way with words that clearly reflected his view of life. Not wrong, simply different. She hadn't met a lot of men who would contemplate about beauty and such in their everyday life. Too busy making ends meet or indulging in more frivolous things, I suppose. On the other hand, maybe Geraldine simply did not know that many men to begin with.

      

      When she entered the kitchen, Geraldine could see that despite the fact that the Sheriff was still sitting at the table, his plate remained untouched.

      

      Did he hate my cooking? She panicked. “Is something wrong with your food?” First, I shower him with eggs and now I poison him? What will he think of me?

      

      “Oh no, everything looks delicious, I was just waiting for you.”

      

      Geraldine sighed in relief. “You didn't have to do that.”

      

      “I wanted to. It gets tedious constantly eating alone. It's quite nice to have company for a change.” Geraldine smiled, pleased with his reply more than she cared to admit, and joined him.

      

      They conversed about everything and nothing in particular between bites, and at times Geraldine laughed so hard she had to cover her lips with both hands or the actual food would come out of her mouth. She was certain she never laughed so hard in her entire life.

      

      “And then what happened?” Geraldine urged, sitting at the edge of her seat, leaning forward as if that would make her hear things better.

      

      The Sheriff looked at her under the lashes. “I fell off the horse,” he admitted reluctantly, and she started to laugh again. “It's not that funny,” he protested.

      

      “Oh, but it is.”

      

      “I really hurt myself, you know.”

      

      “Really?” Geraldine sobered up, immediately.

      

      “No, not really. Just my pride.”

      

      To even the field, Geraldine told him about her own most embarrassing moments. The way he laughed and teased her was shocking to her. She should have been angry; she wasn't. Geraldine was having too much fun for that.

      

      Eventually, the conversation wound down. The food was long gone yet Geraldine and Robert remained seated, talking. “Thank you for Aunt Elsa,” Geraldine blurted out at some point.

      

      “You really do not have to thank me,” Sheriff Bradway insisted. “It is my job.”

      

      “It is not a job to me,” Geraldine replied honestly, looking at the table in front of her. She could feel his hand against hers and that made her look up.

      

      “I know. I apologize.”

      

      “It's all right. I know what you meant.” Suddenly, Geraldine had troubles swallowing, she could feel the heat emitting from his hand and not in a bad way. She needed something as a distraction, so she did what was on her mind. Beside how nice his touch felt. “Do you believe you can catch him? The killer.”

      

      The Sheriff frowned, straightening himself in his chair, taking his hand with him. “I cannot promise that,” he started, and her heart fell. “I believe that if he left any clues, I will find them and do everything in my power to find him.”

      

      Geraldine took a moment to think about his words. “I guess that is more than I could ask for,” she replied, eventually.

      

      “Miss Geraldine, everything will be all right.”

      

      She certainly hoped so. “Would you care for some tea?”

      

      “That would be lovely,” he replied with a small smile.

      

      “We can drink it outside on the porch; it can be rather lovely at night.”

      

      He nodded. “You read my mind.”

      

      They didn't talk as much after that, simply enjoyed the scenery and the sounds the nature around them made. After some time, Geraldine started to yawn profusely. “You are exhausted,” the Sheriff observed.

      

      “I guess it is time to say my goodnights,” even though she was reluctant to do so.

      

      Robert scrambled up to his feet. “Yes, of course. Good night, Miss Geraldine.”

      

      “Good night, Sheriff.”

      

      Geraldine could feel his eyes on her while she moved inside, and it was not a completely bad feeling. Or at all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Robert knew he was in deep trouble.

      

      What is the matter with you? Robert wanted to yell at himself. You can't go around making promises to people. Not even if such particular people is a lovely young lady. He was a Sheriff, not a miracle worker. Something about Geraldine was making him act in and out of the ordinary manner. He didn't like it one bit.

      

      She looked so sad gazing about that sunset, Robert remembered sitting on his bed. He wondered what made her look like that. What was she thinking about? Some unrequited love interest, perhaps? A part of him voiced his opinion and Robert frowned. He did not care to think about such things. Picturing Geraldine with some other man, apart from him or her father did wonders to his blood pressure. Do not go there, he warned.

      

      When they spoke about Elsa, it was obvious she cared a great deal about the other woman, and Robert wished there was some way he could lift all her pains and take them away.

      

      There is a way you fool, he reminded himself of the obvious. You are the Sheriff, remember? His subconscious yelled at him. If he wanted to help Geraldine come to peace with what happened, all he had to do was solve Miss Potter's murder. “Right,” he murmured to himself. That was easier said than done. Yet that was precisely what he was going to do. Focus solely on the case. And not because Geraldine needed him to do so. That was his job, his duty as the Sheriff. Him being the Sheriff meant everything to him, at least it used to.

      

      And still does, he was adamant, and managed to sound almost completely convincing. Sighing, since he was rather tired of himself and his contradictory thoughts, he decided to do what he did best.

      

      It is time to look over those letters, Robert thought and smacked himself across the forehead. You fool! He left everything in his saddle pockets. Luckily, he was dressed. He did not want to frighten the ladies of the house, not to mention the animals, with running about in his underwear.

      

      One short trip to the stables later, Robert was back in his room with a bunch of love letters sprawled over his bed. He was trying really hard not to think about love, alas, here he was doing just that thanks to Elsa. There was an irony hidden there. Robert decided not to dwell on it.

      

      Shortly thereafter, there was a soft knock against the door. “Yes?” He asked, starting to get nervous for no particular reason. Robert, you are a grown man, not a schoolboy with a crush, so act like one. He felt the need to explain that to himself, just in case he lost all his wits.

      

      “It's me, Geraldine. May I come in?”

      

      “Yes, of course,” Robert jumped up on his feet, running a hand through his hair. He never did that in his entire life, sadly, here he was, trying to look presentable because of a girl. If one of his deputies did that, he would mock him indefinitely. He did not have time to do that to himself since the door started to open. Geraldine slowly walked inside.

      

      “I thought you retired for the night?” Again he wasn't trying to accuse her of anything, simply she looked rather tired when they parted.

      

      “I was, I am but I thought you might need an extra blanket. It can get pretty chilly at nights here. It's because of the mountains.”

      

      Robert was touched. “Thank you.”

      

      “Do not mention it.”

      

      Robert racked his brain for something else to say and couldn't. His mind was blank. He glanced toward the letters as if looking for inspiration.

      

      Geraldine noticed that and misunderstood the gesture. “Oh, I apologize. I did not mean to interrupt you.”

      

      “It is quite all right. These are the letters I collected from Miss Elsa's house.”

      

      “I really did not mean to pry,” she insisted.

      

      She was so honest. “I know.”

      

      “May I ask, what kind of letters are they?”

      

      “Love letters.”

      

      That intrigued her, and by her reaction, Robert decided she did not know anything about that part of Miss Potter's life, just as he suspected, Elsa kept that to herself. “Really?”

      

      “Indeed. I thought they could shed some light into Miss Elsa's past.”

      

      A fleeting shadow fell over Miss Geraldine's face; she recovered quickly. “I'll leave you to it, then. Good night.”

      

      “Good night Miss Geraldine, sweet dreams.”

      

      She was almost at the door when she paused. “Oh,” she turned abruptly, wavering ever so slightly, catching herself in time. She really has poor balance. “What would you care for breakfast?” She inquired. Robert was surprised by her question. No one ever asked him that before. His housekeeper cooked him whatever she pleased, and he would simply eat it. Robert shrugged. “I am really not that picky. As long as it is edible I will happily eat it.”

      

      That small smile full of mischief appeared across her lips. “How do eggs sound, then?” She asked him in all seriousness.

      

      “Perfect,” Robert replied instantly. That cheeky girl was always teasing him, and he loved it. She nodded and retired.

      

      Robert continued to smile long after she left his room and needed a couple of tries to refocus on work. You are in trouble, Robert, he repeated to himself. You idiot.

      

      Picking up the nearest letter to him, Robert finally started to read. “My dearest Elsa...”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Robert was drinking some water in the kitchen the next morning. He had stayed up late, once again, and was now in desperate need of some refreshment.  Geraldine entered the kitchen. It was apparent she was absentminded, while she hummed some unknown tune to herself.

      

      “Good morning,” he greeted her cheerfully. Robert spent a rather pleasant evening with Geraldine and was hoping he could do it again. Strictly professionally, of course, as one would with a landlord.

      

      “Oh my,” she exclaimed, jumping backward and managing to hit the wall behind herself.

      

      She really has poor balance and no regard about the space around her, he worried. “I apologize for startling you,” Robert made a step toward her then paused. He didn't know what to do with himself, all of a sudden. There was nothing he could do since she was simply leaning against the wall with her hands raised across her chest. “Did you hurt yourself?” He inquired. Luckily she shook her head no. “I really am sorry.” Maybe next time he could try coughing first, or something.

      

      She offered a small smile in return, straightening herself up. “It is my entire fault, really,” she was quick to reassure him just as he knew she would. “I simply forgot you were here.” Geraldine looked quite adorable admitting that. Truth be told she always looked adorable to him.

      

      That is the problem to begin with. Robert made a face of false sorrow. “Am I really that easily forgettable?” He pretended to be hurt.

      

      “What?” She exclaimed again, but for a very different reason. “Of course not!” She became all flustered and her cheeks turned pink ever so slightly. Robert couldn't keep a straight face and started to laugh. She immediately stopped fussing when she realized he was toying with her. “That was rather unkind of you,” she said with a frown.

      

      “I know, but I couldn't help myself,” he confessed. Her expression promised retaliation, and he couldn't wait. Well, this was lovely, unfortunately you have a job to do, Robert reminded himself. “I leave you to your work, if you need me for anything I will be in my room.”

      

      “Very well.”

      

      Returning to the room, he was the one with an unknown tune stuck inside his head. Lovely. Robert got all the letters scattered across the small table and was looking at them rather accusatory. Last night, he managed to read all of them, although some were written in highly unreadable handwriting, looking for clues. Who wrote them, why, and could any of the authors be the killer he was looking for?

      

      As far as he could tell, five men wrote love letters to Elsa. By the time they were writing them, they were all very much in love with her. Offering her the world, moon, and stars and everything else that went with it. That could have changed in an instant, especially if she did not respond kindly. The resentment could fester with time and culminate with a murder. He saw that happening many times in the past. So, Robert was trying to find them, which was easier said than done.

      

      He sat down at the table. Time to give them another read, he thought to himself when there was a knock on his door. “Come in,” Robert offered over his shoulder.

      

      Geraldine walked in, and it was maddening how happy he was to see her, despite the fact that they just conversed in the kitchen.

      

      “Sorry to bother you, I just wanted to know if you would care for some breakfast?” She asked, still wearing that small smile of hers.

      

      “Sure,” he replied still in high spirit.

      

      She glanced at the table then at him, with a curiosity shining through her eyes. “I made a mess,” he said apologetically.

      

      “It is all right, you can continue with your work while I prepare some breakfast.”

      

      He liked the sound of that. “Thank you.”

      

      “So, you are still going about those letters?” Geraldine asked conversationally, lingering for a bit.

      

      “Yes,” Robert replied simply.

      

      “You are a rather slow reader.”

      

      He looked at her and could clearly see that smile dance around her lips. She was teasing him again, probably in retaliation for earlier. And then something horrific happened despite his elation. His brain froze, and Robert did not have a proper comeback.

      

      What is the matter with you? Say something, anything. “I am trying to determine who wrote them,” and failing miserably. He settled for the truth since anything witty was out of the question, apparently. You are an embarrassment, Robert.

      

      “Aren't they signed?” Geraldine glanced over his shoulder at the letters. Then quickly looked down, clearly remembering her manners. “I am sorry, I did not mean to pry.” Robert was not surprised by her behavior. She is a proper lady, and so much more than that. The more he learned about Geraldine, the more he liked her which could be a major problem since he was here to solve this murder and nothing else.

      

      “That is quite all right,” Robert didn't make a conscious decision to do this. At the same time, it felt right. He was going to trust Geraldine, tell her what he found, include her in his investigation. That was something he never did before with anyone else, not counting his own deputies and a friend or two.

      

      “Yes, they are sighed but only with their first names,” Robert explained, letting his frustration show all over his face. He needed those names to move this investigation forward.

      

      “I can see how that could be problematic,” Geraldine replied, pursing her lips in contemplation. Do not think about her lips, focus on the letters.

      

      “You can look at them if you want,” Robert offered, and Geraldine moved instantly neared the table. She is a curious one. After she wiped her hands with an apron clearly wanting to make sure her hands were clean. She took one of the letters very carefully as if that was the most precious thing in the world and she did not want to harm it in any way.

      

      While she read it, Robert looked at her. Stop ogling, he commanded. Unfortunately, he did not listen to himself. She looked quite enchanting in the morning light. She looked enchanting in any light.

      

      Robert looked away and frowned. He managed to mess up the whole room despite the fact he had stayed there for only one night. Maybe he could tidy it up a bit, covertly, while she was otherwise occupied.

      

      “Oh my,” she breathed at some point as her cheeks turned pink. “They are quite personal,” Geraldine observed.

      

      “I know.” She continued to read through it, and then the next one, all the way to the last one. Robert patiently waited, and discovered she could do that indefinitely, as long as he got a chance to gaze upon her.

      

      Focus, you idiot, you have a job to do and she can help you with that. Nothing more or less, he snapped at himself quite cross all of a sudden. Because truth be told, he needed some help and she could shed some light onto it if he was lucky. Because she lived in Oatman all her life, after all, and following that logic, should know all these people.

      

      If they are alive, or even around.

      

      Geraldine put away the last letter and silence continued to stretch between them. It was apparent she was collecting her thoughts. Robert grew impatient at some point. “So? What do you think?” He inquired.

      

      “Some of them are quite lovely.”

      

      That was not what Robert had in mind even though he was in agreement with her. It wasn't the matter of the skill, rather the amount of emotion that made the letters so potent and lovely, as Geraldine put it.

      

      One particular letter almost broke him down to tears, not that he was about to admit such a thing to her. He had a certain image to maintain; he was the Sheriff after all. “Do you, perhaps, have any idea who could be the penman of these letters?” He tried again.

      

      Geraldine picked one letter, read it, and offered it to him. “Well, I can tell you right away that this Cole is probably Cole Kline.”

      

      Robert sat up straight in his seat, as the renewed energy started to course through his veins. He knew he made the right decision involving her. Finally, he was getting somewhere. Could this Cole Kline be his first suspect? He hoped so.

      

      Robert took a fresh sheet of paper and folding it in two started to write that name. “Are you quite sure?” He wanted to be certain. She nodded enthusiastically.

      

      “Oh yes, without a doubt.”

      

      “What makes you that certain?”

      

      “Well, he is the only person in Oatman, that I know of, that uses this phrase,” she showed him in all the letters written by Cole, “In abundance.”

      

      He noticed that as well and didn't know what to do with such information. Luckily Geraldine was by his side to help him. Luck had nothing to do with it, I am a genius. “That was quite useful, thank you.”

      

      Now he had at least one more person to interview, and maybe Mr. Cole Kline knew of some other suitors. Men usually took into account all the other rivals while courting a lady, so Robert hoped that would be the case here as well.

      

      “I am not done,” Geraldine said, surprising him.

      

      She can pinpoint someone else? Brilliant!

      

      “This is William Taylor since this pond he is mentioning where he likes to sit and think about her is located on his property. And this must be Fergus Johnson, simply because there are no other men named Fergus in these parts. That is an old family name,” she deepened her voice at the end as if she was quoting someone. Probably Mr. Johnson himself.

      

      She took the fourth batch of letters. “I am not quite sure about this Nathan. It could be Nathan Rivers, Nathan Peterson or Nathan Hobbs,” she said while frowning, looking at the letters so intently Robert was certain, if it was an actual person in front of her, he would confess everything. That thought made him chuckle.

      

      “Tell me something about them, maybe we can narrow it down,” he prompted still in high spirit.

      

      “Old Nathan Peterson died last spring from old age, he was 87 and was bound to bed for most of my life.”

      

      “All right, I think it is safe to assume, then, he wasn't one of the suitors. What about the other two?”

      

      “Nathan Hobbs is one of the local ranchers, and I went to school with Nathan Rivers. He moved away to Boston to study law.”

      

      “Let's suppose for now that Nathan Hobbs is our guy.” If not, Robert would contact the police department in Boston to try and locate the other Nathan from his list.

      

      “You know best, Sheriff.”

      

      Nathan Hobbs, he wrote that name as well. He could not believe Geraldine solved this for him, he felt like hugging her. But you are not going to, he warned. There was no need to muddy the water even further, since the last time he touched her hands, Robert felt like an electrical current coursed through his veins. It was highly unusual and at the same time rather pleasant.

      

      “There is something else I can tell you about these four men,” Geraldine continued after a short pause, making a face as if she was not pleased she had to say this in the first place.

      

      “And that is?”

      

      “They are all married.” Even though he understood her reluctance and disdain, as far as Robert was concerned, that was great news. A married man trying to hide his affair had the motive to commit such a crime.

      

      “Thank you for all your help, I appreciate it immensely.” Robert needed to find some way to repay this kindness. How about a proposal? He felt like smacking himself across the forehead.

      

      With four names in his pocket, he felt like he was that much closer in discovering the truth. Robert only had to discover the identity of the fifth name, which might prove challenging. “This last one is a conundrum,” Geraldine voiced his own thoughts picking up the mystery letter —as he referred to it—since the name of the person who wrote it remained unknown.

      

      That last letter was different from all the others, partly because it was just one, and partly because it was in far worse condition from the rest of them, as if it were opened, read and folded too many times.

      

      Elsa must have read those lines many times in the past, he mused. And not just that. There were water stains all over the lettering as if she was crying while doing so. That was the reason Robert couldn't make out the signed name, her tears must have fallen over it, making it completely unreadable.

      

      “The first letter could be a B or an R?” Geraldine squinted, looking at the bottom of the paper. Frustrated just as he was earlier, Geraldine took the letter by the window and tried to decipher the signature under the morning light. Robert tried that already, and it got him nowhere.

      

      “Perhaps.” Robert spent most of his night trying to decrypt just that. Unfortunately, the damage was permanent, and there was nothing he could do to remedy it. His gut feeling was telling him that the key lay in that letter since it looked like it was the most personal one. To Elsa and the one writing it alike.

      

      Robert really hoped he was at fault here, since it would mean he was in trouble with no further leads other than an old, weathered letter. He would focus on the ones he knew about and start from there, not wanting to waste time on something he couldn't solve. Yet.

      

      “Could you be so kind and tell me the addresses of these fine gentlemen?” Robert wanted to pay them a visit as soon as possible.

      

      “I can do something even better for you,” Geraldine countered, returning the unsigned letter on the table. “I will take you there,” she looked so lovely delivering that line that Robert had to think really hard how to reply as to not hurt her feelings.

      

      “Miss Geraldine, that is a very kind offer-”

      

      “Still, you cannot take me with you while you are conducting an official investigation,” she parroted instead of him while her whole face fell. She was not wrong. Robert wished it wasn't so.

      

      Can I deputize her? he thought, then banished it immediately. On what grounds? No, that was not the way. “Look at it this way,” he started to think out loud, in hopes to cheer her up. “Do you believe any of these men would speak with me about their affairs, with you in our company?” He asked her.

      

      She pouted. “I see your point,” she replied, reluctantly.

      

      Geraldine sat on the bed, putting her elbows on the table and leaning her head toward him as if she had some secret to share with him. He mimicked her movements.

      

      “This is all rather scandalous,” she confessed. Robert saw much worse in his line of work; he did not want to contradict her. If she was focused on the affairs and on solving the case alongside him, she wasn't thinking about her pain and how much she was missing her Aunt Elsa. There will be plenty of time for that later.

      

      “I did not know Auntie Elsa was so rebellious.” To put it mildly.

      

      “People can surprise you,” Robert replied, choosing to remain impartial once again. His stomach chose that moment to growl, and Geraldine heard it.

      

      “Breakfast,” she said as if reminding herself and practically ran out of the room. Robert decided to follow her, feeling their conversation wasn't over. And he did just that after he carefully collected all the letters and put them away.

      

      Not wanting to repeat the scene from earlier Robert made a lot of noise entering the kitchen. Geraldine narrowed her eyes at his, clearly understanding his motives. He settled at the kitchen table and watched her gathering ingredients for a vegetable omelet, by the looks of it. His stomach growled in approval. His egg aversion was short lived as it turned out.

      

      Mrs. Laurel chose that moment to enter the kitchen. She came to a halt by the door when she spotted him, jumping ever so slightly in surprise. What's with Laurel women and their reaction to me? I bathed the previous night and this morning made sure my hair is combed, my clothes, provided by Miss Geraldine, clean. So, it isn't up to me, he joked.

      

      Robert immediately stood up. “Good morning, Mrs. Laurel. How are you feeling?”

      

      Mrs. Laurel looked at him and then at her daughter, Geraldine turned to look at her mother as well.

      

      “Morning, Mother, you are up.” She said cheerfully, in one breath. They were both acting weird and out of character for some reason. As if they got caught doing something they shouldn't and were embarrassed.

      

      “Ah, yes,” Mrs. Laurel started slowly. “I woke up rather thirsty.”

      

      “I thought I left you some at the nightstand.”

      

      “I spilled it.”

      

      “Never mind.” Geraldine moved to the counter to pour a tall glass of water while Mrs. Laurel stayed at her spot, looking at him suspiciously, which made Robert feel highly uncomfortable. He racked his brain trying to find a subject for chatting, and he hated to chat.

      

      Should I talk about the weather? Luckily, Geraldine saved him from having to utter one word. “Mother, I've been wanting to tell you something. Sheriff Bradway will be staying with us for the time being.”

      

      “Why?” Mrs. Laurel demanded.

      

      “Because he is in need of some boarding while he solves Elsa's case, remember?”

      

      Should I excuse myself, offer to find another place to stay? He wondered. Robert wasn't fond of that idea, regardless he would do that to avoid such scenes in the future.

      

      “I see,” Mrs. Laurel said, accepting water from her daughter. She drank the entire glass in one go. “That was divine, thank you, dear.”

      

      “Would you care for another one?” Geraldine offered, and her mother shook her head. “I will be in my room if you need me. And Sheriff?”

      

      “Yes, Mrs. Laurel?”

      

      “Welcome to our home,” and with that, she left.

      

      So, I guess I'll be staying.

      

      Robert didn't even realize he was holding his breath until she left and couldn't even explain to himself why he acted in such manner in the first place. Because she is the lady of the house, and you really want to stay? A part of him taunted. He ignored that small voice completely.

      

      “That went rather well,” Geraldine commented.

      

      If you say so, Robert thought to himself. He almost broke into a sweat like he was a guilty schoolboy in front of the teacher. Lunacy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Geraldine sighed in relief. She meant what she said to the Sheriff. That really went rather well. Her mother's reaction wasn't perfect, that was true enough. It could have been much worse. She couldn't help but shudder, remembering the “Tim incident” three years ago.

      

      Geraldine thought it would be prudent to hire a part-time worker just during the harvesting season since there was a lot of work to be done in a short period of time. They were always struggling with money, that was true since Geraldine had to make monthly deposits to Mr. Johnson; however, her reasoning was simple. You need to spend money to make money. And with an extra set of hands, she could certainly cover more land and plant more.

      

      Tim, a local boy that Father Mathew recommended to her who was a couple of years her junior, agreed to help. Long story short, her mother did not react well on having an unknown man on the property and chased him away with a pitchfork. Of course, he ran into town, screaming and shouting how a crazy lady tried to kill him, confirming something the whole town already knew, that Stephanie Laurel wasn't right in her mind.

      

      No amount of coaxing on either side worked, Tim didn't want to return to the farm, and her mother insisted he was a bandit in disguise that would rob them senseless. Eventually, Geraldine gave up and did most of the job herself. For the hardest parts, she called Jeremy for help and only had to cook him dinner and call him Supreme Highness in return. It was a fair trade as far as she was concerned.

      

      So, this reaction to the Sheriff staying with them was preferable. Besides, her mother was grieving and was allowed a little moodiness. The Sheriff did not share her enthusiasm, that was plain to see on his face. “I apologize,” she started to say. The Sheriff stopped her with a wave of his hand. “There is no need for that. I understand completely.”

      

      Does he really or is he just saying that? He must have read her mind because he continued. Only then did she realize she voiced her concerns out loud. Geraldine did not have time to feel embarrassed since he completely stunned her with his words.

      

      “Your mother is accustomed to a certain way of life and can react poorly if that life is disturbed in any way. I will do my best to not cause her any grievances during my stay on your farm for which I am eternally grateful.”

      

      Geraldine could only gawk at him for a heartbeat or two while her brain tried to process his words. “Thank you?” She managed to stammer. She did not plan to phrase it as a question. It came out that way regardless.

      

      He simply smiled at her in return, which caused an unknown feeling inside her stomach to appear, it was a kind of warmness and not completely unpleasant.

      

      He did understand. Well, of course, he does. The more Geraldine learned about him the more she discovered he was a rather kind and compassionate man. With a unique sense of humor; she was particularly fond of that trait of his.

      

      Stop daydreaming, Geraldine, and focus. “I do wish there was some way for me to assist you,” she said, returning them to their previous conversation. The one her mother interrupted.

      

      Robert thought about that for a moment. Geraldine took it as a good sign. He did not dismiss her offer outright, so there was still hope. Or maybe she was being silly again. How could she possibly assist him? I know nothing about his job.“Maybe there is a way.”

      

      It was her time to waver. “No, you were right before. What man would speak about such indiscretions in front of a lady?”

      

      “Or his wife,” the Sheriff added almost conversationally. Geraldine caught his meaning immediately, though.

      

      “I see,” she replied as her mind worked from that angle.

      

      “What if his wife is not there during the conversation?”

      

      “Well, if she was someplace else, with a very chatty young lady perhaps, then men would be more willing to cooperate,” he winked for good measure and Geraldine smiled, liking this plan of his more and more with each passing second.

      

      “And completely hypothetically speaking of course-”

      

      “Of course,” he interjected, clearly enjoying this game as much as she did.

      

      “Maybe that wife could say something to the young lady who would simply chat with her so the wife wouldn't suspect anything and reveal information about her husband, being none the wiser.”

      

      Robert smiled. “Exactly.”

      

      Geraldine felt giddy and excited all of a sudden. Sheriff Bradway will let me help. She was going to help Auntie Elsa, and nothing meant more to her at the moment.

      

      “Then we are in agreement,” he added after a short pause.

      

      “I guess we are.”

      

      “Just tell me when will it be of convenience for you to visit our suspects with me?”

      

      Geraldine marveled by his usage of “our”. “Do you know with whom you want to start your investigation?” Geraldine asked in return.

      

      “I thought we should start with the most recent entanglement then work our way backward.”

      

      Geraldine nodded. “Show me the list again, if you would be so kind.”

      

      The Sheriff gave her the paper on which he wrote four names of the men Elsa had amorous connections. Geraldine took a pen and wrote down the names of the wives alongside their husbands, completing the list. Then she read them out loud.

      

      “Cole and Agatha Kline, William and Martha Taylor, Fergus and Dorothy Johnson and Nathan and Betty Hobbs.”

      

      She couldn't believe one of them could prove to be Aunt Elsa's killer. Geraldine felt slightly guilty for feeling in such manner because a part of her was rather excited she would be a part of the investigation.

      

      “Today, after I finish selling eggs on the market I have to go and visit Mr. Rose regarding Aunt's Elsa funeral.

      

      She and her mother were Elsa's kin as far as she was concerned, so it was up to her to arrange the funeral. “And then we can visit Mr. and Mrs. Taylor,” Geraldine announced.

      

      “You know Father Mathew offered to arrange Elsa's funeral.”

      

      “That is mighty kind of him, but I wish to do it.”

      

      “I could accompany you,” he offered. “Perfect.”

      

      With that settled, Geraldine felt much better. “How about some breakfast then?” She said with a broad smile since she was trying to make some from the moment she stepped into the kitchen.

      

      He understood her meaning. “It was about time you suggest something like that, I was just about to complain about the service in this establishment,” he delivered all haughtily. Geraldine knew it was all for show.

      

      “The quality of service matches the quality of the guest.” They continued to banter as she chopped, diced and cooked. It felt nice.
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        * * *

      

      Geraldine was feeling rather energetic while she waited for the Sheriff to come to the Square and pick her up, so they could go and visit the Taylors. Her table was already packed, the money she earned safely tucked inside her inner skirt pocket. She was ready for departure.

      

      Of course, she was no fool. Geraldine knew this could turn out to be a quite painful experience, if not dangerous. Robert wished to speak with William Taylor because he suspected him for the murder of her Aunt. Geraldine couldn't quite say how she felt about that. That one of the four men from her own town, men she knew from childhood, would do such a thing.

      

      On one hand, she wanted the person responsible to be caught and brought to justice, on the other, as she stated before, those were her neighbors she knew all her life. The notion that one of them could be a killer was rather chilling. She decided to shoulder on for Aunt Elsa and do what needed to be done.

      

      “Oh, shoot, I'm too late, aren't I?” Martha Taylor's voice snapped Geraldine from her thoughts. “Well, of course, I am, there is nothing here,” she answered her own question.

      

      “I beg your pardon?” Geraldine could not believe the person she was just thinking about appeared in front of her. Of course, this was a small town, so it was bound to happen at least once a day, still, the coincidence felt eerie to Geraldine.

      

      “You already sold everything, dear.”

      

      “Ah, yes.”

      

      Martha Taylor sighed, loudly. “That is quite unfortunate. I am in desperate need of some eggs.”

      

      “I'm sorry,” Geraldine replied honestly seeing the other woman in such distress.

      

      “I do hate to buy them from old Mr. Knite,” she glanced toward the other vendor, and Geraldine couldn't help but do the same. He had a dozen or so on his table.

      

      “For the price he charges, you would expect them to be made out of gold. And they are not as tasty as yours,” she continued to chat, patting Geraldine on the cheek. Geraldine wouldn't dare speak ill of the competition, yet she was pleased to hear this.

      

      “I could leave you a dozen or so first thing in the morning?” Geraldine offered as a compromise.

      

      Mrs. Taylor thought about that for a moment then sighed. “I think that would be rather late. Oh, never mind, I will make it work,” she continued to think out loud. “You are such a dear, thank you.”

      

      “I'm sorry there's nothing I can do for you now.”

      

      “Oh, I'm just being silly. My William's sister Clarissa is coming to visit us. He went to Fort Mohave to bring her here actually.”

      

      “Really?” So William Taylor is not home.

      

      “Clarissa lost her husband, you see, a great tragedy really…”

      

      “My condolences.”

      

      “Thank you, so after the funeral, she and the kids will come to stay with us for a while.”

      

      “That is mighty kind of you.”

      

      “They are family. So, I wanted to bake a cake for the children, to cheer them up, even for just a little while.” Martha Taylor was by far the chattiest person in Oatman, and the most good-natured as well. “Do you think they would like that? Or perhaps something else? Some meat pie?” Mrs. Taylor inquired. “You were a child not so long ago, what would cheer you up?”

      

      It wasn't that strange she asked about such things. Mr. and Mrs. Taylor did not have children of their own. They had been trying for years. The good Lord still did not grant them that favor. Mr. Taylor expressed his sadness he was childless in one of his letters to Elsa. Geraldine felt sorry for them both.

      

      Since Mrs. Taylor looked at her expectantly, she refocused on her question. What would cheer me up if my father died? Nothing.

      

      On the other hand, she did get a horse from Aunt Elsa, and that helped a little with her father's disappearance. Of course, she did not say what was on her mind. “I think you were in the right the first time around, Mrs. Taylor. The cake would be best.”

      

      Geraldine's words brightened her mood and she smiled. “That was what I thought. All problems seem more manageable with a nice slice of Aunt Martha's cake. Oh, look at the time, I have to dash. I have so much work to do before they arrive tomorrow afternoon,” she said in one breath.

      

      “I will make a delivery to you first thing in the morning,” Geraldine promised.

      

      “You are an angel.”

      

      Robert arrived just as Mrs. Taylor departed, practically running away. That was her usual walk, though, she was always in a hurry and always running late at the same time. The Sheriff looked after her then at Geraldine and there was an obvious question on his mind.

      

      “That was Mrs. Taylor.”

      

      “Our Mrs. Taylor?” He inquired, as if there was another one.

      

      “Indeed.”

      

      He looked at her accusatory; there was humor in those eyes as well. “What did you say to that woman to make her run away? Did you solve the case without me? Is she or her husband responsible? Should I run after her?”

      

      Geraldine let him rant and waited for him to catch his breath so she could reply. “No, nothing of the sort,” she finally said. “That is Mrs. Taylor's usual behavior.”

      

      “I see. You let me rant for no purpose, then.”

      

      “It had a purpose, it was highly entertaining for me.”

      

      The Sheriff narrowed his eyes and said nothing to that. “Shall we go then, or do you think she did not have enough of a head-start?”

      

      “Actually, change of plans,” Geraldine said, surprising him. Geraldine shared with him what she learned during her short chat with Mrs. Taylor. If William Taylor was away, there was no point in visiting their household today.

      

      “We are visiting Mr. and Mrs. Hobbs, then,” Sheriff amended.

      

      “Yes, but first we have to visit Mr. Rose, remember?”

      

      “All right, lead the way.”

      

      Mr. Rose wasn't surprised to see her or the Sheriff in his home, and he was very helpful in giving Geraldine advice, suggestions on what to choose for her Auntie. The whole experience felt surreal to Geraldine. She didn't want to be there, choosing a casket for Elsa. That was what she did, nevertheless.

      

      Geraldine was grateful she had the Sheriff at her side along the way since he made the whole experience more bearable. Don't get attached, Geraldine, she warned herself. A part of her thought how that ship already sailed.

      

      “Thank you very much, Mr. Rose,” Geraldine offered when all that ghastly business was over.

      

      “Of course.”

      

      “Off to the Hobbs,” the Sheriff announced once they left Mr. Rose's home.

      

      They chatted for a bit while they walked, since the Hobbs lived in Oatman. Geraldine knew he was doing that to cheer her up, and she was very grateful. “Mr. Nathan Hobbs is a retired officer,” Geraldine provided. “He was shot during the war.”

      

      They found the Hobbs in front of their house, arguing. Mrs. Hobbs wasn't pleased by the way Mr. Hobbs was painting their house with the fresh coat of yellow paint. That must have been the brightest shade of yellow Geraldine ever saw in her life, she practically had to look away.

      

      “Mind the roses, Nathan,” Mrs. Hobbs nagged. “They are not in the way, Betty.” They stopped once they spotted Geraldine and her companion.

      

      “Good day,” they greeted one another, and Geraldine made the introductions. “We heard that there is a sheriff in town, just didn't think we would have the pleasure to meet him,” Mrs. Hobbs said all sweetly. Her demeanor completely changed.

      

      “What can we do for you, Sheriff?” Nathan Hobbs inquired without preamble, wiping his hands with an already stained old shirt.

      

      “I am sorry to bother you, I would like to speak with you about Elsa Potter,” Sheriff replied in the same manner. “I presume you heard what happened to her.”

      

      Nathan Hobbs looked a bit uncomfortable, Geraldine noticed. He recovered quickly while Mrs. Hobbs recoiled. “Why would you wish to speak with us? We did not have anything to do with her murder, tell him, Nathan.” She did not wait for her husband to speak and continued. “We barely knew the woman, she preferred to stay away, and honestly, we preferred that as well.”

      

      Geraldine gritted her teeth, it was really hard for her to remain quiet or calm when someone spoke ill about Elsa. Geraldine knew about her reputation in Oatman, she was the owner of the saloon, after all, the Ranchwoman's Dancehall. Geraldine never minded that. To her, Aunt Elsa was just that, her sweet aunt and she loved her dearly despite what she did in her youth.

      

      “Madame,” Sheriff Bradway started to reply. “I understand what you are saying, unfortunately, I have to speak with everybody that was in contact with Miss Elsa Potter.” It was clear Mrs. Hobbs wanted to object. The Sheriff was quicker. “And your husband bought a few horses from her.”

      

      “That wasn't that recent,” Mr. Hobbs decided to speak up.

      

      “I still wish to speak with you,” the Sheriff insisted. “Maybe even see the documentation you have of the purchases.”

      

      Nathan Hobbs frowned then allowed a short nod. “Please, if you would follow me inside the house.”

      

      “Certainly.”

      

      “Mind the railings, they are wet,” Mr. Hobbs cautioned.

      

      Geraldine stayed outside with Mrs. Hobbs. Now what? She wondered how to make her talk about Elsa when she clearly disliked her.

      

      “Such an inconvenience,” Mrs. Hobbs complained, more to herself. Then she focused on Geraldine. “What brings you here, Geraldine?” She wanted to know, scrutinizing her from head to toe. Geraldine wondered when that would come up.

      

      “I was merely showing Sheriff the way.” Technically that wasn't a lie.

      

      “How very kind of you.”

      

      “He is staying at our farm for the time being,” Geraldine blurted out.

      

      “I see.” Mrs. Hobbs neared her. “So, you must know,” she practically whispered, rather conspiratorially.

      

      “Know what?” Geraldine asked, confused all of a sudden. What did this woman want from her?

      

      “Does he have a sweetheart? Is he still unwed? Where does he live in Fort Mohave? Does he have his own house? What is his salary? What about his parents, are they well suited, in the same line of business as he is?” Geraldine got attacked by so many questions at the same time, her head started to spin.

      

      This was really not going in the direction she needed it to go. She was supposed to be the one asking all the questions. “Well?” Mrs. Hobbs urged. “Speak up, child,” she snapped.

      

      “I do not know.”

      

      Mrs. Hobbs pursed her lips together, clearly highly displeased with Geraldine's response or lack of it. Geraldine understood why that was the case. Betty Hobbs had two children, twins, a son and a daughter.

      

      The son, Branden was already married and had two children of his own. Mary, the daughter, was the thorn in her mother's side. Mary was the unluckiest girl in Oatman. Geraldine wasn't joking, her nickname was “Star-Crossed Mary” since she was already engaged twice and still remained unwed.

      

      The first fiancé of hers tragically died, was trumped to death by a herd of wild horses. No one discovered to this day what he was doing in that territory in the first place. And the second one ran away to New York City to become an actor. It was quite a scandal.

      

      So, Mrs. Hobbs was a bit desperate to take care of her daughter and marry her off to whoever was eligible and available as soon as possible. Her biggest fear was that Mary would remain an old maid. Apparently, the Sheriff fit that bill perfectly.

      

      Speaking of the Sheriff, Geraldine hoped he had better luck with Mr. Hobbs than she had with Mrs. Hobbs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Robert patiently waited while Mr. Hobbs looked for the documents. His office was pristine, just as one would expect from a military officer. Of course, seeing the papers about purchases was just an excuse Robert used so he could speak to him alone, guessing by her attitude, Mrs. Hobbs would be too suspicious in any other way.

      

      “I apologize, Sheriff,” Mr. Hobbs said, with his back turned on Robert while looking for the deeds. “Betty likes to clean this up, and then I cannot find anything.”

      

      “Take your time.”

      

      Mr. Hobbs straightened himself to look on the upper shelves that stood behind his desk. “I still fail to understand why this is of any importance to you. I was under impression that Elsa was murdered.”

      

      Robert did not fail to notice Nathan casual use of her God-given name. He did not need more proof that, once upon a time, he was close to her.

      

      But is he my killer as well? “She was, you heard it correctly.”

      

      Mr. Hobbs turned toward him, abandoning his search for a bit. “Then why?” He insisted. And then it dawned on him. “Do you believe I had something to do with it? I did not kill Elsa. I could never kill her, I lo—” He stopped himself in time. Robert knew what he was about to say, nevertheless. And looking at him, straight in the eyes, Robert was inclined to believe him.

      

      Robert moved forward and sat in the chair opposed to the desk. “You loved her,” he finished the sentence instead of Mr. Hobbs.

      

      Mr. Hobbs looked like he was about to protest, as any gentleman should in this situation. Robert raised his hand in hopes to stop him from speaking. It did, so Robert continued. “Please Mr. Hobbs, let me be blunt with you.” Mr. Hobbs followed Robert's suit and sat down.

      

      Robert started to explain. “As I was searching Miss Potter's home for any evidence regarding her murder, I stumbled upon a certain collection of letters.” “I see.”

      

      Robert did not have to say anything other than that for Mr. Hobbs' whole demeanor to change. He practically slumped in his chair, as if suddenly not only feeling exhausted but ancient as grief was completely etched on his face. He covered his face with both his hands. “I cannot believe she kept them,” he murmured softly to himself.

      

      Even though it wasn't a question, Robert answered him. “She did, and it was apparent they were quite dear to her.”

      

      Mr. Hobbs raised his head to look at him. “Sheriff, you must understand. I love my wife,” he insisted.

      

      “I never suggested differently.” Although they must have different definitions of love, since Robert would never be unfaithful to his wife and not only because it was illegal. He believed that marriage was a sacred bond between two people, and he would never consider anything that could harm it.

      

      “Elsa was... I do not know how to explain that. From the moment she moved to Oatman, I was bewitched. She was a true force of nature.” Mr. Hobbs' eyes sparkled while he spoke about her. “I never in my life met a woman like that before. I would do anything for her, unfortunately, I was already married,” Mr. Hobbs concluded with a sigh.

      

      And apparently that did not stop you from pursuing her, and she let you, Robert mused, and he was right. “It took me a great deal of time to earn her trust... We were never meant to be. Please, Sheriff, believe me when I say this, I did not kill her. I loved Elsa dearly.”

      

      As far as Robert was concerned, that proved nothing. People did all kinds of things, good and bad alike, in the name of love. Especially bad.

      

      “Where were you at the time of her demise, then?” Robert inquired. “It was around noon, two days ago.”

      

      Mr. Hobbs did not have to think long to provide an answer. “I was at my son Branden's house. We were mending the roof. I was there all day, Betty as well, you can ask them. And their neighbors.”

      

      Robert certainly would. “I can't believe this happened to her,” Mr. Hobbs clearly spoke his thought out loud. “We lost touch, of course, this is a small town. She struggled with her health a lot.”

      

      And no one apart from the Laurels was there for her. So much for your so-called love, Robert thought to himself, refraining from commenting.

      

      Robert asked a few more questions and after a couple of minutes more, it became apparent to him that he learned all that he could. “If you remember anything that you deem vital or important to this case, please contact me immediately,” Robert said.

      

      “Of course,” Mr. Hobbs replied instantly.

      

      “I will take my leave now. Thank you for your time.” He stood up and his host followed his lead.

      

      “Please, Sheriff, find the person that did this to Elsa. Our encounter was brief, regardless, I was very fond of her, until the end. She didn't deserve this.”

      

      Robert agreed. No one deserves to die in such a manner. “No one does.” That is why there are people like me in this world to find all those wicked, evil men and put them behind bars, for good.

      

      The two men returned to the garden, and Robert couldn't help not to notice an uncomfortable silence that followed their appearance. Geraldine looked somewhat relieved, or maybe it was just his imagination.

      

      Apparently, Robert and Mr. Hobbs interrupted a serious conversation between the two ladies. Interesting. Robert hoped Geraldine discovered something of importance from Mrs. Hobbs since his own interview with Mr. Hobbs was adequate at best.

      

      Unfortunately, his cheer was premature.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Reluctantly, Geraldine shared her brief conversation with Mrs. Hobbs with Robert as he followed her back to her cart. The whole experience left Geraldine feeling a bit spent. This was not what she expected at all. She fantasized about conducting an interview where Mrs. Hobbs would be at her mercy, sweating and stammering under her glacial glare. Fantasy and reality were two different things, as it turned out.

      

      In reality, she didn't even get a chance to ask any of her questions, because Mrs. Hobbs wouldn't leave her alone, demanding to know everything that was related to Sheriff Bradway.

      

      She glared at him. “You can stop laughing now,” Geraldine said a bit annoyed. It wasn't that he was laughing at her that bothered her, it was the failure itself that bugged her to no end.“I am trying,” the Sheriff managed to say between the cackles. “Sadly, it appears I cannot.” She wanted to hit him and dump a whole new basket of eggs on his head.

      

      At first, Geraldine thought he would be cross at her for learning nothing or maybe even slightly embarrassed the whole conversation between the two women revolved around him. Nothing could be further from the truth because here he was, laughing out loud as if that was the best joke he heard in a long time.

      

      It was a bit funny in a way, she allowed if only to herself.“I am sorry I did not learn anything useful to the case,” Geraldine admitted with a heavy heart. She so much wanted to contribute, help solve Aunt Elsa's case, yet here she was, failing miserably. Of course, she was cross at herself, and Sheriff Bradway laughing at her didn't help one bit.

      

      You were a fool for thinking you could make a difference, she snapped at herself. Her words instantly sobered up Sheriff Bradway, and he stopped walking, forcing her to do the same.

      

      “It was a classic beginner's mistake,” he explained, and for a brief moment, she doubted he was saying that simply to make her feel better until he continued speaking. “You have to assert yourself and lead the conversation in the direction you deem fit.”

      

      “How am I to achieve that? How do you do it?”

      

      “Well, it doesn't hurt I am almost always the biggest man in the room with a gun, as for you,” he paused, thinking about his next words. “I suggest you always have a big man with a gun alongside you,” he teased, and she glared at him. “That was no help at all.”

      

      The Sheriff chuckled. “I know, I apologize. Look, simply be confident and know what you want. You'll do better next time.”

      

      That lifted her spirit immensely. Next time? There will be a next time? Even her inner voice sounded cheerful all of a sudden. “Truly?”

      

      “Oh, yes,” he replied nonchalantly as if that was of no importance. Maybe it wasn’t to him, to Geraldine, being allowed to be a part of this investigation meant the world to her “So, where to next, my young protégé,” Sheriff Bradway joked.

      

      Geraldine made a face. It was getting late, she needed to return to the farm. She had millions of things to do today, and she lost a great deal of time playing detective with him. Not that she considered that part a waste of time.

      

      “I must return to the farm now, I have chores and mother stayed alone for far too long,” she informed him, apologetically.

      

      “Oh, all right, of course. Thank you for your help today.”

      

      “The next on your list are Mr. and Mr. Kline, and if you chose to go now without me, they live on the other side of the ranch that's the furthest from town. You cannot miss them if you follow that small road over there,” Geraldine pointed, and he followed with a nod. “Mrs. Kline has the prettiest garden in town,” she added as an afterthought. Geraldine was astounded she managed something like that, considering her present state.

      

      “Noted. And the Johnsons?” He asked instead of answering her as if he was resuming without her. That would sadden her. At the same time, she would understand it completely.

      

      Geraldine couldn't prevent herself from making a face every time she heard that last name much like tasting something disgusting and trying to remove it from her mouth. Susannah and her father haven't made her life easier so far and that was plain to see on her face. She tried her best to smooth her features out before answering.

      

      “They live outside of Oatman, as well, about a mile and half off the main road. You cannot miss it; it's the largest mansion in the tristate,” she was sure of that as it was painted completely in white and in a style not frequently seen in the west. It was rumored that Fergus Johnson hired a rather famous architect to build that house for his wife as a wedding present.

      

      Geraldine wasn't bitter they had money. She was bitter about what that money did to her family. Geraldine knew deep down inside of her that it wasn't the cause of all her problems, after all, it was her own father that borrowed the money in the first place for reasons unknown. For all she knew, her father would have disappeared regardless of said money. Nevertheless, it certainly played a large part in her grievances, and the way Mr. Johnson treated her was appalling, as well.

      

      Of course, Sheriff Bradway saw right through her. “I sense there's history between them and you.” By then they reached their destination, and Geraldine started petting Whitey in greetings. “If it's too personal, you do not have to answer me,” the Sheriff added.

      

      Geraldine shook her head. “It is quite all right,” for some reason she wanted to tell him everything. “Remember me mentioning how my father borrowed money right before he disappeared?”

      

      “Yes, vaguely,” he replied with a smirk, clearly teasing her since her reaction back then was anything but calm. She practically snapped at the priest since he was trying to defend her father.

      

      “Yes, well, the person he borrowed money from is none other than…”

      

      “Fergus Johnson,” he finished instead of her.

      

      “Correct. And after my father disappeared he came to our ranch and demanded his money back.”

      

      “From you?” Sheriff Bradway was flabbergasted.

      

      “Yes, and since we didn't have it, he threatened to take our ranch from us as compensation.”

      

      “That is appalling.”

      

      Geraldine agreed. “That is not all.”

      

      “I'm starting to dislike the man myself, and if you continue, my conversation with Mr. Fergus Johnson will not be pleasant.”

      

      Despite the fact Geraldine knew it was wrong, Sheriff Bradway's words cheered her immensely. She liked having someone on her side for a change.

      

      “He accused us that my father's disappearance was just a ruse, an elaborate scheme just so we could rob Mr. Johnson of his money,” Geraldine tried to remain calm while she spoke. Her blood still boiled remembering that part of her life and the fear she experienced they would lose everything while she was trying to process what happened with her father in the first place.

      

      And I was only twelve years old!  She was just a frightened little girl whose father vanished and whose mother chose to live in isolation.  Then this man—a true creature of horror—came out of nowhere and threatened to change her life even further. “It was a complete nightmare.” She buried both hands in Whitey's fur, taking comfort from this contact with her beloved animal.

      

      “That soulless scoundrel,” Sheriff Bradway snapped in outrage, surprising her a bit. “To not use something even fouler in your presence.”

      

      “Oh, please do,” Geraldine replied without holding back. “I always use something along those same lines to describe him, although it is only inside my head.”

      

      “Good,” he replied approvingly.

      

      A small part of her debated if she should mention his only daughter and the way she made her life's mission to torment Geraldine. She refrained; Geraldine did not want to appear petty.

      

      “What happened afterward?” He inquired, returning her to the present.

      

      “I promised him I would pay everything back,” Geraldine replied with a shrug. That was the only thing she could do, after all. “We sold all the cattle we owned and that paid off a substantial part of the debt.  After that, Mr. Johnson agreed to monthly payments, with interest, of course.”

      

      “How generous of him,” Sheriff Bradway grumbled. “I've never heard anything so scandalous. He completely took advantage of a twelve-year-old with an ailed mother.”

      

      “It is what it is, besides, it beats losing the farm.” The Sheriff looked like he wanted to disagree yet held his tongue. “I'm almost done, anyway.” After ten years of struggling, always saving every penny, she would finally be free.

      

      And then what? A voice inside of her wondered. She was so used to living a certain way—everyday revolving around that debt her family owed—that she could not see the future when the money owed was no longer an issue. That's sad. She was not going to dwell on that. She had a few more installments to deliver, and then, she would reconsider her future. I will cross that bridge when I get to it.

      

      Sheriff Bradway was frowning deeply by the time she finished her tale. “That's it,” he suddenly snapped, making Whitey protest in return—the horse hated sudden movements or sounds. “It's all right, boy,” she whispered only to him, and he calmed immediately while the Sheriff continued to speak.

      

      “I will not go to Johnsons estate without you.”

      

      Geraldine frowned, failing to see the connection between her story and his decision. Luckily, he explained his reasoning shorty after. “Even if Mr. Johnson has nothing to do with Miss Elsa's murder, it would be highly entertaining for you to see him sweating a little in front of someone who is more powerful than he is. The only way to deal with a bully is to give him a taste of his own medicine,” he winked at her, and instantly brightened her mood.

      

      She couldn't deny the prospect of seeing something like that had its appeal. “You are a wicked one, Sheriff,” she pretended to be scandalized by his offer, chastising him even though she loved it.

      

      And he knew it. Sheriff Bradway inclined his head. “A small gift, from me to you.”

      

      Geraldine placed a hand over her heart. “A gift? That is the sweetest thing ever, and it's not even my birthday,” and they both laughed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Robert watched Geraldine ride away, and he didn't like the way it made him feel one bit. The rickety old thing didn't look safe to ride, and the cart didn't inspire confidence either.

      

      Robert planned on visiting Mrs. Potter's attorney; he promised Geraldine he wouldn't go to the other writers of Elsa's letters without her. And why? Because he was trying to act all cavalier when he was actually enraged by Mr. Johnson's behavior.

      

      Does that make me an idiot? Most definitely.

      

      Thinking about that “well respected” businessman only made his previously sour mood return.  What could he say? When it came to Geraldine, his mind got clouded. So, here he was looking for an attorney's office, all in hopes allowing her to accompany him as he confronted Johnson might give her some retaliation. He wanted to do everything to make her happy. Also when she was near him he could focus more easily on his job and not waste time on daydreaming about where she was or what she was doing, like right now.

      

      Probably still on her way home. If that thing manages to not break down on her.

      

      Stop it, Robert. Naturally, having her beside him pulled a whole new set of troubles with it, allowing him to fantasize about something different. Like, how it would feel to pet that unruly hair of hers, or if her skin was as soft as it looked? How her smart mouth would taste...

      

      Here we are, Mr. Blake's office, Robert spotted the small sign. Robert climbed a set of wooden stairs to reach the first floor, where the office was located.

      

      Mr. Blake, Elsa Potter's attorney, was a rather nervous man, all jumpy and wide-eyed. He kept sweating profusely, wiping his forehead with an embroidered handkerchief, as if he was the guiltiest man in Oatman. When Robert asked him if he had something to do with Elsa's murder, the other man almost had a heart attack. He had to drink some sweetened water to revive himself so he could resume speaking with Robert.

      

      “Elsa Potter was a very dear client of mine, and I wouldn't do anything to harm her. Or anybody else for that matter.”

      

      And Robert believed him. He also knew that some people were naturally timid, and at times, Robert used that to his advantage. That was not the card he wished to play here. He didn't want to kill the man. There was honestly no need to frighten the poor man further since he was very cooperative from the start.

      

      Unfortunately, the attorney confirmed what Robert already knew, that Elsa Potter did not have any kin who would be squabbling over her ranch, or more accurately put since she was an orphan, raised in an orphanage, all possible relatives or even parents were long lost for her. Everything she did own in life would go to Oatman's church for them to use as they see fit. Robert was surprised to learn that a substantial amount of money would go to Geraldine.

      

      With that, she can certainly pay off her debt to Fergus Johnson in total. Did she know about that? He had to wonder.

      

      Mr. Blake assured him that the content of the will was confidential and would be revealed during the reading. Since Robert was the law and was conducting an ongoing investigation regarding his client, he relayed some of these details.

      

      So, in theory, that would mean Geraldine did not know about the inheritance. He already wrote her off from his list of suspects, and nothing in her behavior suggested she knew about the will. Robert was certain she would be pleased her aunt loved her that much and wanted to help her in her own way. However, he was intrigued about why Miss Potter chose to leave everything to the church. Is that the work of a guilty conscience? He couldn't help but wonder. During the course of her life, she certainly made some bad decisions, seeing all these married men clearly suggested as such. Some of her bad decisions cost her  own life. The question is, which one?

      

      “Thank you, Mr. Blake, this was most helpful,” Robert said, getting up once he determined the attorney told him everything he knew.

      

      “My pleasure, Sheriff,” he managed to stammer back. Despite Robert's effort to be nothing but polite and calm, the other man was still pretty intimidated by him.

      

      “Good day,” Robert said his farewell and left the office not wanting to torment the poor man any further.

      

      He was very happy he learned such good news, and a part of him really wished he could share it with Geraldine. That would be highly unprofessional so he would hold his tongue.  I was tempting to tell Geraldine she didn't have to worry so much about her future because Elsa Potter made sure she had one, and a good, secured one at that.

      

      Next, Robert visited a few of Elsa's associates. She owned the local Saloon, so he planned on speaking with all the people working there. Maybe they could offer further insight in who Elsa Potter really was.

      

      It was way past midnight when he returned to Laurel's farm. Robert had to wait for the bartender that worked only at night to appear so he could talk with him as well. All the while the manager tried to coax him to have a drink which Robert wouldn't do, of course. He wasn't much of a drinker, to begin with and he never drank while conducting an investigation. Overall, he didn't learn anything helpful.

      

      The house was quiet and dark upon his arrival and Robert did his best not to disturb that. Unfortunately, since he wasn't that familiar with the layout, he stumbled the way to his room. At least I didn't break anything.

      

      Shortly after finally getting to bed he realized he was far too restless to sleep. Maybe a cup of tea will help. Putting his pants back on he slowly found his way to the kitchen, only to discover it was already in use.

      

      Geraldine jumped seeing him by the door. “We really have to stop meeting like this,” he said in a hushed voice.

      

      “Troubles sleeping?” She guessed.

      

      Robert nodded. “You as well?” Geraldine simply sighed in return. “Would you care for some tea?

      

      “You read my mind,” he replied settling on the chair.

      

      Geraldine moved toward the shelves that were filled with all kinds of jars and metal containers. She went on her tiptoes trying to reach one particular jar that held tea leaves.

      

      “Let me get that for you,” Robert offered getting back up. She started to protest but he was already next to her, reaching for the same thing. That was when their hands touched. He gripped her more securely, needing to prolong the contact.

      

      Robert looked down on her but didn't let go. Geraldine looked at him with those beautiful eyes and he felt completely lost. His heart started to go faster and by the way her bodice moved, she was having some difficulties breathing as well. That pleased him. Robert felt like kissing her. Just one soft touch. Just to see how it feels. He started to lean down toward her ever so slightly, giving her all the time in the world to move away. She didn't, his heart soared.

      

      Suddenly there was a loud bang coming from upstairs. Geraldine moved out of his reach. “Mother must be having nightmares. I must go check up on her,” without waiting for a reply she dashed out of the room.

      

      Robert felt like banging his head against the wall. Maybe that will clear it a bit. He completely lost control for a moment, and if he was feeling restless before it was nothing compared to what he was feeling now.

      

      Not knowing what else to do he started preparing tea for them. She didn't return.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Robert collected Geraldine and together they rode to Elsa Potter's funeral. He tried really hard not to think about last night. He was not particularly successful.

      

      “I tried bringing mother, but she refused,” Geraldine confided quite saddened by that turn of events.

      

      “We all grieve differently, maybe this is for the best,” he offered, trying to comfort her, and she simply nodded in return.

      

      Once they arrived at the graveyard Robert decided to linger at the back while Geraldine went to speak with Father Mathew. Not many people showed up. Robert recognized some of them, though. The attorney and a few workers from the Saloon were there.

      

      Robert noticed something else. Apart from Geraldine who looked deeply stricken by sorrow and Father Mathew who was not only a true man of the cloth but a compassionate man, the rest of the assembled people looked as if they wished to be someplace else at the moment. And that disappointed him.

      

      Of course, nobody wished or was happy to attend a funeral, some might find it quite disturbing, but funerals were the final goodbye to someone, and Robert realized not many people felt the need to say goodbye to Elsa.

      

      The service was quite lovely nevertheless. Father Mathew read a few passages from the Holy Bible “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light...” Robert found the passage quite appropriate.

      

      Geraldine shed a few tears, but she wiped them off rather quickly. Apparently, she did not like showing any kind of weakness. Robert could relate to that since he was the same way.

      

      The priest continued reading through psalms. “The Lord is my Shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures; He leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul; He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for His name's sake. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; for Thou art with me; Thy rod and Thy staff, they comfort me....”

      

      That part reminded him of the funeral that was held for his father and brother. He never met his mother since she died at childbirth, but he was certain that the same passage was read for her soul as well. “Let us pray now for the soul of Elsa Potter,” Father Mathew called his congregation, and all lowered their heads in contemplation, Robert included. Shortly after, the service was over with the casket being placed into the ground. Geraldine was the only one that stayed behind while the graveyard workers covered it with earth.

      

      “I am terribly sorry for your loss,” Robert said to her.

      

      “Thank you, Sheriff,” she replied a little absentminded. They parted ways after the funeral. She returned to the farm, claiming she had a great deal of work to do, and Robert stayed in Oatman.

      

      While he walked Main street, thinking about the service and Geraldine, someone started calling out for him. Robert turned and was surprised to see a young clerk from the post office running toward him. “Sheriff,” he managed to say despite the fact he looked out of breath. “I am so glad I caught you.”

      

      “What is the matter?” Robert asked in all seriousness, guessing the other man needed some kind of assistance.

      

      “You received a telegram,” the clerk informed him, handing him a piece of paper.

      

      “Thank you,” Robert replied dismissively, already starting to read the words he received, and then cursed. He read them again as if hoping the meaning would change if he did that. I can't believe this! He fumed. Sadly, he would have to leave Oatman for a short period of time.

      

      His deputy Ross sent words that there were problems regarding the McConelly trial, and that judge Michaelson demanded his presence at once. He was probably anticipating some disturbance regarding his ruling. Well, damn. He really did not want to leave, but Robert couldn't refuse a judge's request either.

      

      Reluctantly, Robert collected Duke from the corral and rode to the Laurel farm. He couldn't just leave without a word. He had to inform his landlord of his sudden departure. Yes, that is the reason you are making a detour. Shut up, he snapped at himself.

      

      “Miss Geraldine?” He started calling out for her once he reached the house. He went inside since no one answered him back. “Mrs. Laurel?” He tried to see if her mother would speak with him. There was no reply so she either ignored him or was probably sleeping in her room.

      

      Geraldine is not here, his heart sank a little. Maybe it is for the best, he tried to tell himself, but he didn’t believe his thoughts.

      

      Seeing no other way, Robert started writing Geraldine a letter when she entered the kitchen through the back door carrying a large basket of various vegetables. Her hair was bound and messy, and her face slightly dirty clearly from working in the garden. Robert's heart stopped beating for a second or two at the sight of her.

      

      “Oh, you are here,” she said instead of a more formal greeting, with a small smile. “I didn't expect you until supper.” He pretended not to see how puffy and red her eyes were. She was crying. This was a challenging day for her, and Robert hated he had to add to it.

      

      Robert started to reply but she continued speaking. “I was planning on making a stew tonight. You do like stew?”

      

      “Ah, yes, thank you, that sounds lovely. Unfortunately, I have to go.”

      

      “Go? Where?” Her voice rose ever so slightly.

      

      “Back to Fort Mohave.” And later maybe even to Laughlin. He kept that to himself. It all depended on the outcome of the trial. “There's a very important trial there and I have to be present,” he tried to explain it to her in short.

      

      “I see,” was all she said as her whole face sank. She didn't have to say anything else, with a face like that, Robert understood everything.

      

      “I promise I will be back as soon as possible,” he tried to reassure her, and himself as well. This goodbye proved to be more difficult than he imagined.

      

      “I wish you a safe journey then.”

      

      “Thank you. And if you would be so kind not to rent my room to someone else while I'm away on business,” Robert couldn't resist taunting her a little.

      

      “I won't unless someone offers me double,” she replied in a manner he knew she would and chuckled. “Let me make you something for the journey, then,” she offered and started preparing him a sandwich. He loved to watch her while she worked.

      

      Shortly after, he rode off with a heavy heart. Oh, please stop with all the brooding. Now he knew how deputy Bane felt, and he didn't like it one bit. Besides, he would be back soon. He needed to return to Oatman because he promised he would solve this case.  Among other things...
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        * * *

      

      Almost two weeks passed when Robert finally managed to return to Oatman. He forced Duke to run so fast, his favorite sweated profusely, breathing hard that Robert started to worry he would overexert the animal. He could not slow down. It was as if an invisible force was pulling him forward.

      

      There were times, during the wretched trial when he felt like he would go mad. Robert really loved his job, always did, and yet he felt like yelling at all the parties involved to simply speed the thing along, which was complete lunacy, of course. It went without saying, he wasn't particularly fond of that part of him that made him act out of character or feel unbalanced.

      

      He liked to always be in control. While he was away, he also made a decision. It was true he longed to feel about someone, what he started to feel toward Geraldine. Despite the fact he knew her for such a short period of time, meeting her left an impact on him. Sadly, he felt like he had to choose between pursuing those feelings and his duty, and he had to choose duty at the moment.

      

      So, he decided to keep his distance. All his reasoning went out the window the moment the trial was over, and Robert was relieved of his duties regarding it. Once everything was done and he overlooked the execution of sentencing, Robert was out of there, literally disappeared in a cloud of dust his horse made.

      

      Of course, deputy Bane offered to replace him in Oatman, work as his substitute while he conducted his business in Fort Mohave. Robert respectfully declined.

      

      Looking back, maybe he wasn't that polite in his reply. He trusted deputy Bane to no end, knew he was a competent officer; Robert simply couldn't allow anyone else to meddle in this case. Or with anything else. Luckily, he was certain his deputy did not take offense by his attitude. They were all used to him being in a grumpy mood, it was just that now he had new reasons to be like that, apart from natural human stupidity, and they noticed. They made fun of him, and like always, he completely ignored the jibes.

      

      “Come on, Duke, we are almost there,” he urged the horse. Robert rode all night like a maniac and finally reached the Laurel estate with the break of dawn, and as he managed to take his first real deep breath in two weeks, he came to a realization.

      

      You're in deep trouble, he thought in exasperation. Of course, he already knew that. It was just that his state of mind and more importantly his state of the heart couldn't be ignored any longer.

      

      But you must. A small part of him tried to warn that all of this was happening too fast and that he did not know Geraldine that well to be feeling in such fashion. That part of him did not have to worry. Even though he was acknowledging what was happening to him, he was not going to act upon any of it. He returned to Oatman for the same reason he came in the first place, to solve a crime; nothing more nor less. And maybe admire her from afar…

      

      Seeing the house in the distance, he commanded Duke to finally slow down. Geraldine came into view. Her hair shone somewhat angelic in the morning light, it took his breath away. She couldn't see him yet, she was too busy feeding the chickens, so he unobtrusively marveled in the sight of her.

      

      Then she lifted her head and finally spotted him. She smiled, broadly, like she was genuinely happy to see him. Don't get your hopes up. Even though he hadn't slept in quite some time, Robert felt like the sun shone down on him, bathing him in its warmth with that simple gesture, infusing him with power.

      

      Robert groaned. He was seriously starting to get on his own nerves with the thought like this. He was no poet, just a simple sheriff, and he was acting ridiculously. Geraldine waved and he waved back, a bit too enthusiastically. Needing to mask his sudden joy, he urged Duke toward her.

      

      “You are back,” she said.

      

      Robert pretended not to hear actual wonder and relief in her voice during that short statement. She didn't know him that well to understand how Robert always kept his promises.

      

      “I'm back,” he replied simply. And this time he was not leaving until he solved this case. That was the least he could do after all. “I am glad,” and there was so much more said in those three words; she wasn't simply glad he came back to solve Elsa Potter's murder that he suddenly had problems breathing. Remember what you decided, he warned.

      

      Maybe we can be friends. That option was making him mad for some reason. Robert dismounted, hating to look at her from above. Much better...he marveled when his feet were firmly on the ground. Where his head or his heart were, for that matter, was an entirely different story.

      

      “Hello, Duke,” she greeted the horse and the traitor practically started to purr at her touch. Robert felt like rolling his eyes. Wrong animal, Duke, he wanted to snap at his favorite. Duke would lose his status as such if he continued to swoon over Geraldine so much.

      

      “He missed you,” Robert heard himself say. Of course, he wasn't talking about Duke and instantly felt like slapping himself on the forehead. Idiot. Why can't you keep your mouth shut around her, or at least act like you used to? He did not know the answer to that question; something had changed between them.

      

      “I missed you too, you big softy,” she sing-songed and Duke loved all the attention. Geraldine produced an apple from her skirt pocket and offered it to him, and Duke took it ever so carefully and ate it all the while 'speaking' with her.

      

      He never wants to eat an apple when I give him one, Robert grumbled to himself. Wait, are you honestly jealous of Duke? The sad truth was that he really was. You completely lost your ever-loving mind, Robert. Congratulations!

      

      “Are you ready to visit the rest of the people from our list?” He asked, simply to occupy himself with something other than Miss Geraldine.

      

      She looked at him a bit shocked. “Now? You barely got here.”

      

      Realizing he couldn't do his job and feel the way he did, Robert desperately needed to focus on the case, so yes, he wanted to resume the investigation as soon as possible.

      

      Robert shrugged. On the outside, he was completely calm. On the inside the storm was raging and being the Sheriff, finding the one responsible for Miss Potter's murder, was the only way he knew how to calm it. Besides, he wasted enough time as is while he was away, so it was time to move on.

      

      The sooner I solve this case the better. Why? So, he could leave and never return? Something tugged deep inside his chest, squeezing his heart, making him struggle to breathe before releasing him. Apparently, he didn't like that thought one bit. “No time like the present.” That was all he had since thinking about the future made him too restless, and he needed his head clear to do his job properly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Geraldine felt that something changed between her and the Sheriff.  Before he left they almost kissed in the kitchen. Geraldine really wished he kissed her in those moments, and often fantasied about that occurring while he was away. Despite her best efforts not to. She couldn't quite explain what or why changed. It was almost tangible, like a current, coursing between them and not all that unpleasant. It was everything she felt before but multiplied.

      

      All she did know was how excited, happy even, she was that Sheriff Bradway came back. Maybe that was foolish of her. Geraldine had far more important things to do in her life, like earning enough money to finally be rid of her father’s debt than to swoon over a man and daydream about that almost kiss. Because that was precisely what she was doing.

      

      “I am almost done here, and then we can go visit William and Martha Taylor.” She informed him. The Taylor's were the first pair on his list, because Mr. Taylor was out of town, they had to skip them the first time around. While the Sheriff was away, William Taylor returned to Oatman with his sister and her three kids. Geraldine learned all the details about the misfortunes of the newly widowed Mrs. Jacobson from Mrs. Taylor when she was delivering eggs for that famous cake of hers.

      

      “Really?” The Sheriff replied, cocking an eyebrow. “You do not have to go to the market today?” He looked genuinely surprised and Geraldine couldn't help but smile, he learned all her schedules by heart. She shook her head.

      

      “No, I do not. Mr. Clermont, who owns a Sequoia Ranch, just dropped by and bought everything I had.”

      

      “Really?”

      

      “Yes, his youngest daughter is getting married and they plan on having the biggest wedding cake in the country.”

      

      “The biggest?” He repeated with a smile.

      

      Geraldine shrugged. “His words.”

      

      “Clermont? Why do I know that name?” The Sheriff was clearly thinking out loud.

      

      “He is a rather famous local rancher, you must have heard of him,” Geraldine said as matter of fact.

      

      “Really? Why is that?” Sheriff Bradway looked genuinely curious, so Geraldine decided to elaborate.

      

      “His Angus bull, called Finlay, is a rather coveted animal in these parts. He won prizes on fairs and everything.”

      

      Sheriff Bradway snapped with his fingers. “Now I remember,” he chuckled before continuing. “When there was a big annual fair in Fort Mohave, Mr. Clermont came to our station to ask for some protection service.”

      

      Geraldine's eyes widened in surprise. “Why? Was he in danger?”

      

      “He believed Finlay might be,” he delivered with a broad smile and Geraldine had to join in. That sounded like Mr. Clermont. He was a true darling of a man, a bit quirky, and he loved that bull more than he loved his children. Because I have many children and only one Finlay, she quoted him.

      

      “I could just picture him coming to you with such a request,” Geraldine said between laughs.

      

      “It was a cause for a laugh around the station for months,” The Sheriff reminisced.

      

      “What did you do?”

      

      “Helped him, of course.”

      

      “Indeed?'

      

      Sheriff Bradway shrugged. There was mischief in his eyes. “I was a bit cross at my deputies since they tried to pull a prank on me,” he waved with his hand, anticipating her next question. “That is a rather long story for another time. So, since they misbehaved I decided to punish them.”

      

      “You sound like you work with children.”

      

      “Sometimes I feel that way, as well. Anyway, I made them draw straws, and for the rest of the weekend, deputy Rupert was known as Master Finlay's protector.”

      

      Geraldine burst out laughing all over again. “You are too cruel.”

      

      “Believe me, he deserved it. I am happy to hear Mr. Clermont is well and is preparing such a celebration. That is a good fortune.”

      

      “We are both invited, of course.”

      

      “Where?” Sheriff Bradway looked at her a bit confused.

      

      “To the wedding. News travels fast, Sheriff. Everyone knows you are staying here,” for the time being, she added to herself. That was certainly the work of Mrs. Hobbs, Geraldine was certain of that. That woman was more connected than the telegraph and her words traveled even faster.

      

      “That was very kind of him,” The Sheriff looked genuinely touched by the invitation. Geraldine wasn't planning on going; her resolve was wavering, though.

      

      “Just let me inform mother of our departure and we can go,” Geraldine said, returning them to the main subject. Sheriff Bradway followed her to the house.

      

      “How is Mrs. Laurel?” He inquired.

      

      “Better,” Geraldine replied instantly. That wasn't technically a lie. She wasn't worse and was leaving her bed with improved frequency, so Geraldine was highly optimistic.

      

      “I'm glad. You know I could use some freshening up,” he added as in afterthought, glancing at himself. Geraldine wanted to tease him how she saw him looking much worse. Geraldine refrained from commenting on it at the last second. She was only setting herself up for teasing back that way.

      

      “Let's reconvene then in fifteen minutes,” she offered.

      

      “Perfect.”

      

      Getting inside, Geraldine was startled to see her mother by the door, looking at herself in the mirror. She was not only up and about but fully dressed as well. “Mother?” She even had her best hat on. Her wedding pearls, too.

      

      “Oh, hello, Geraldine,” her mother greeted her quite cheerfully. “I was just about to go look for you.”

      

      “Do you need anything?”

      

      “I cannot find my hat pin anywhere.”

      

      “I can help you find it,” Geraldine offered.

      

      “You are such a dear.”

      

      “Are you going somewhere, Mother?” Geraldine asked, trying not to appear too curious or excited. Her mother did not react well to heightened emotions in others.

      

      Geraldine's mother looked at her as if she thought Geraldine lost all her senses. “It's Elsa's birthday,” she said with a bit of scorn that Geraldine would not remember that on her own.

      

      Aunt Elsa's birthday? “You know we always dress up for her day of birth and ride around the property. I know you always think of it as silly, but she enjoys it.”

      

      Geraldine felt like weeping. She cursed them by having hope her mother was getting better.

      

      The Sheriff looked at her, and it was obvious he was confused and a bit uncomfortable witnessing this scene. That makes two of us. “Mother,” Geraldine started slowly, approaching her. “Elsa died a couple of weeks past, remember?”

      

      Her mother jerked backward as if she slapped her. “Died?” Her mother repeated, and Geraldine stopped breathing since her whole demeanor changed. Geraldine couldn't be sure if she was about to rage or cry and was prepared for both.

      

      Weirdly, Geraldine's mother remained calm. “Yes, of course, I remembered. Elsa is gone.” She took her hat off, discarding it on the small table that was placed under the mirror. “I will be in my room, dear, I feel rather tired.”

      

      “Very well, Mother,” Geraldine replied simply since that was the only thing she could say.

      

      During the course of their conversation, her mother hasn't acknowledged the Sheriff even once. It was as if he wasn't there. Geraldine didn't like where this was going one bit. Maybe it was time for her to call their physician, Dr. Gildow again, maybe her mother needed some new combination of medications or new treatment altogether.

      

      It was clear that Sheriff Bradway wanted to say something to her, and she really wished he wouldn't. Geraldine wasn't in the mood for anybody's compassion, not even his. Or even worse, pity.

      

      “See you in a quarter of an hour, Sheriff,” she said before he managed to speak first and dashed to her room without actual purpose. She simply needed to be alone for a while.
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        * * *

      

      Robert looked after Geraldine as she practically ran to her room. He wished there was a way he could help her and her mother. Unfortunately, in this case, his hands were tied. Robert retired to his room.

      

      Once he washed his face and hands and changed into a clean shirt, courtesy of Miss Geraldine, he went outside to wait for her. He would wait for her forever if that was what she needed. Surprisingly, Robert did not have to wait for her long. He looked for any traces of tears on her face and found none. He knew she was much stronger than she appeared.

      

      “Shall we?” he urged, and she simply nodded. “I thought it would be best to take only Duke with us.”

      

      If his statement surprised her she did not show it. That was just another indicator of how troubled she really was. “As you wish.”

      

      It was hard not to be affected by her behavior. Robert didn't want to force a conversation on Geraldine even though it was more than obvious she was deeply concerned about her mother's well-being, as she should be. He wracked his brain for something helpful or meaningful to say and was constantly coming up empty-minded.

      

      Robert had no experience in such affairs, so it would be highly proud-spirited of him to offer any kind of advice. Since he lacked wisdom, he wanted to offer himself as a source of solace. As a friend, of course, Robert reminded himself. He simply couldn't find proper words to do that, which was highly unlike him.

      

      Their journey to the Taylor's house was a quiet one, however, Robert simply couldn't let her be. He felt like she would lose herself in her own head if she continued to worry that much, he knew that because he was exactly the same, and he wanted to show her that she wasn't alone.

      

      “Miss Geraldine,” he started and grimaced. Robert wanted to smack himself across the forehead since he sounded too formal. It was good she couldn't see him as they rode together on Duke; that would be a complete disaster. “Geraldine,” a very high-pitched voice could be heard behind them, and Robert turned to see a rather robust woman smiling and waving to them.

      

      “Mrs. Taylor,” Geraldine greeted the woman back and dismounted. Robert followed suit. “We were just coming your way,” Geraldine informed the other woman before she made introductions.

      

      “Oh, how nice,” Mrs. Taylor sing-songed.

      

      They walked the short distance to the house together, and Robert helped Mrs. Taylor with her morning purchases.

      

      Mrs. Taylor completely took him by surprise saying. “I was wondering when you would be coming to visit us.” In the next instant, she turned and opened the gate and started calling out. “William, come quick, we have company. It's the Sheriff.”

      

      Mr. Taylor appeared shortly after, and unlike his wife, he didn't appear so thrilled to see Robert at his doorstep. Mrs. Taylor instructed him where to put down her basket, and Robert obliged. “Good day, Sheriff,” Mr. Taylor greeted him.

      

      “I told you he would come,” Mrs. Taylor said to her husband somewhat triumphantly. Robert was very much intrigued by their exchange. Did they have something to share with me? What did they know? He supposed he was about to find out.

      

      “So, you know why I came to speak with you today,” Robert said to them without preamble.

      

      “I don't,” Mr. Taylor grumbled.

      

      And Mrs. Taylor scoffed. “I told you, because Elsa died, remember?” She did not wait for him to respond but turned toward Geraldine, “I am terribly sorry we didn't make it to her funeral.”

      

      “That is quite all right,” Geraldine offered back.

      

      “Anyway,” Mrs. Taylor continued speaking to her husband again. “The Sheriff came to speak with us about your indiscretion with her,” she said all that in one breath and without an ounce of embarrassment, Robert practically swallowed his own tongue. He wasn't that easily surprised, doing the job he did. Mrs. Taylor certainly did manage to do just that. Geraldine's face suggested she was taken aback as well, luckily she succeeded to mask it rather quickly.

      

      “Martha,” Mr. Taylor chastised his wife. She simply waved with her hand, suggesting she thought he was acting ridiculous.

      

      “We are all adults here and we can speak plainly about such things,” she informed him. Then something occurred to her, and she turned toward Geraldine.

      

      “You can go inside and say hello to the kids if you would prefer it, dear. You don't have to listen to this.”

      

      “I wish I don't have to listen to this,” Mr. Taylor grumbled under his breath. Fortunately, only Robert heard him. Robert didn't envy him. On the other hand, maybe he deserved it since he was unfaithful to his wife. A little uneasiness was a small price to pay for such big betrayal as far as Robert was concerned.

      

      “That is quite all right,” Geraldine replied slowly, clearly disliking being put on the spot like that. Mrs. Taylor is an intriguing woman, Robert mused.

      

      “All right then,” Mrs. Taylor said, putting her hands together. “Shall we sit at the patio? It's such fine weather; it would be sinful to waste it indoors.”

      

      “Whichever you prefer,” Robert replied, so they all listened to her.

      

      A rather petite woman that resembled Mr. Taylor came outside carrying a tray. Mr. Taylor's sister. “Bless you, dear,” Mrs. Taylor said approvingly. “I was just about to ask Sheriff and Geraldine if they would like some refreshments.”

      

      Robert thanked the woman for the drinks, and she simply moved back inside without uttering a word. Maybe she couldn't keep up with Mrs. Taylor who talked for at least two women and simply gave up, he joked.

      

      Putting his glass away, Robert was eager to hear what Mrs. Taylor had to say since Mr. Taylor remained a silent stoic at her side. Despite being highly amused by their dynamic, Robert needed William Taylor to speak as well. For now, he would simply let this play out. They must have a fun marriage, Robert thought to himself. Or at least it looked fun to him. He couldn't quite say if Mr. Taylor shared his sentiments.

      

      “Right. Well,” Robert started first while Mrs. Taylor was too busy drinking her juice. “Since you know why I'm here, let me cut to the chase. Elsa Potter was murdered, and I'm investigating all the people who had any connections with her.” Especially those romantically involved.

      

      “Hear me out, Sheriff, my William did not kill Elsa..”

      

      “Martha, please.”

      

      “You know that is the reason he came here,” she replied to her husband before turning to Robert. “William wouldn't harm a fly. Yes, he made a grave mistake in the past. That is all behind us now. And I know what you're thinking now. I have more reasons to hate Elsa, even kill her. She did frolic with my husband, after all, and I won't lie. I was deeply hurt, and we went to Father Mathew with our problems after William confessed everything to me, and together we surpassed all of that.”

      

      During her little speech, Mr. Taylor turned a few shades of red yet remained silent. Robert didn't like that one bit. On the other hand, he appreciated Mrs. Taylor's honestly very much. And there was no doubt in his mind she was honest, otherwise, she would be the greatest actress in the world. “That is all good to hear, Mrs. Taylor. I would still want to know where you were at the time of Elsa's death?” Robert was speaking to Mr. Taylor, and he got his reply from Mrs. Taylor.

      

      “I was at my monthly meeting with my club, the Sisters of Mercy. And William—”

      

      “No offense, could you please allow your husband to speak for himself,” at least once. Robert wasn't trying to be rude, simply needed to hear that man speak. She raised her nose ever so slightly, remaining quiet. I guess she did take offense.

      

      William Taylor righted himself in his seat, he looked a bit startled as if he just woke up in the middle of this interview. “Ah, yes. I was in Riviera on business.”

      

      Mrs. Taylor looked agitated at the mere mentioning of that, and Robert wondered why, so he asked as much. “Our store here in Oatman isn't doing, so well so I was looking for a partner who could invest to open a store in Riviera,” Mr. Taylor explained with a heavy heart. “I stayed the night, searching for a suitable home as well since we would most likely be moving there.”

      

      “I told you, William, I would rather die than move there,” Mrs. Taylor snapped theatrically, clearly forgetting she was giving them the silent treatment. Robert was surprised she stayed quiet for this long.

      

      “And I told you, that is a prudent business decision, especially with additional mouths to feed.”

      

      Geraldine looked like she wanted to be anywhere else other than here as the married couple squabbled. Robert was used to scenes like this one, and it didn't bother him in the slightest. More to the point, he could learn a lot this way. Like now he wondered about Mr. Taylor's words. What additional mouths? “My sister and her children came to live with us,” Mr. Taylor provided on his own, clearly seeing the questioning look on Robert's face.

      

      Geraldine had told him about the widow, still, he did not realize that was a permanent deal. It looks like Mr. Taylor had enough of his own problems with a widowed sister and a wife who liked to have everything her way. That was enough for every man, and on top of that, he had money issues.

      

      Poor Mr. Taylor.

      

      Then something occurred to Robert.

      

      Maybe he asked Miss Elsa for money, for old times’ sake, and if she refused him, he could be desperate enough to kill her. There were two problems with that theory though. No money was missing from Elsa's estate, and Mr. Taylor was out of town. Or so he claimed.

      

      He could be a fine suspect if his alibi doesn't check out. “Do you have any idea who would do such a thing to Miss Potter?” Robert inquired, deciding he heard enough about their personal struggles.

      

      “Who wouldn't,” Mrs. Taylor replied instantly.

      

      “Martha,” Mr. Taylor said in exasperation.

      

      “What? I did not say anything wrong.” Mrs. Taylor defended herself. “Sheriff already knows Elsa wasn't popular in town. I mean honestly, what kind of a woman would be with a married man? Not an honest, God-fearing woman, that is for sure.”

      

      “That's enough, Martha.”

      

      “There were rumors my William wasn't the only one,” Martha Taylor spoke over her husband.

      

      Geraldine stood up. “I apologize, Mrs. Taylor, I have to say my goodbyes,” and with that, she walked away, and Robert understood why. She couldn't stand hearing someone speaking ill of Elsa Potter even if there was a reason for it.

      

      William Taylor looked like he wanted to say something in favor of Elsa Potter. He held his tongue in front of his wife. Smart man.

      

      “It is time for me to bid my goodbyes as well,” Robert jumped to his feet. “Thank you for all your help.”

      

      “Of course, Sheriff, that's our duty as Christians,” Mrs. Taylor said crossing herself. Mr. Taylor grunted something as well.

      

      Robert jogged to catch up to Geraldine. It was clear she was fuming, and he needed some way to lighten to mood. “That was different,” he commented, eventually. “I never met anyone who could talk so long and fast.”

      

      Geraldine smiled ever so slightly. “Oh yes, it was highly amusing,” and then her face soured. Until it wasn't.

      

      “I can't wait to see what surprises wait for us in the Kline household,” Robert said, pretending to not see the change on her.

      

      “Surprises indeed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Geraldine was grateful for the distraction in the form of helping the Sheriff with his investigation since she really did not want to think about her mother. She always knew, feared even, there would be good and bad days. Lately, they appeared to be strictly bad. And she did not know what to do about it.

      

      Unfortunately, as it turned out, thinking about Aunt Elsa was equally troubling. Hearing Mrs. Taylor speak so ill of her made Geraldine sick to her stomach. A part of her was cross at Elsa for leading such a life and allowing people to speak ill of her, and a part was simply saddened. Her Auntie was a complicated woman and Geraldine loved her with all her heart anyway.

      

      Spending so much time with the Sheriff had some problems. She could see the way he was looking at her, or notice the way he would 'accidentally' touch her, and that would make her instantly think about the kiss that never happened. And was sure he was thinking about the very same thing. Why are we both holding back?

      

      Kline's Ranch was a bit too far to visit on foot, so they collected Duke from the corral, and after the Sheriff helped her mount, he jumped behind her. Once again, she could feel his arms around her, and her pulse quickened instantly.

      

      No amount of Calm yourself, Geraldine, helped.

      

      He let go of the reins, handing them to her. She looked at him questioningly over the shoulder. “I don't know the way, so it is better if you take us there,” he explained to her with a small smile as if she was daft. Focus, Geraldine, you are embarrassing yourself, she snapped, quite irritated with herself. “Very well.”

      

      It was fortunate Duke was such a fine animal since Geraldine was distracted, to put it mildly. They rode into Oatman from her farm in this same manner. She was apparently so lost in her thoughts, worrying about her mother and such, she completely missed the fact Sheriff Bradway was that close to her. She was noticing that at the moment, all right, and then some.

      

      Geraldine didn't quite know what to do with herself since she never felt like this before toward anyone. It was more than simple physical attraction, although there was nothing simple about the way he made her feel. She longed to be held and kissed by him. It was even more than their enjoyable and easy banter. She felt connected to him in a rather profound way. If that made any sense.

      

      Robert calmed her, deep down, infused her with the knowledge that somehow everything will be all right, only to make her feel restless on a whole different level. Overall, it was maddening. Being around him felt as necessary as breathing and yet it was troubling at the same time.

      

      If this is what it feels like to be in love, I am very happy it did not occur to me sooner. Besides, Geraldine couldn't even imagine feeling something like this to some other man that was not Robert. It didn't even matter if he felt the same way about her, she was content as is.

      

      “Kline's ranch is the farthest one from the town,” Geraldine said simply to say something and stop herself from thinking about everything. Her mother, Aunt Elsa, Robert, the list was a hefty one.

      

      “I grew up on a ranch,” Sheriff Bradway provided, surprising her. She couldn't explain why, she assumed he came from a family that was all in the same line of duty as he was. It was etched in his entire being, being the Sheriff, so she presumed it was in his blood.

      

      “Really?”

      

      “Oh, yes.” I guess I was wrong. He was a simple boy that grew up on a ranch, just like she was. She rather liked that, that they had something in common, it made her smile.

      

      “So, why did you decide to become a sheriff instead of working on the ranch yourself?” Geraldine asked, curiosity taking over her.

      

      There was such a long pause, Geraldine wondered if she even asked her question out loud. Finally, he started to speak again. It was rather hard trying to concentrate on his actual words as he said them so close to her ear, his hot breath caressing her skin.

      

      “I loved living on the ranch. I learned how to ride a horse long before I knew how to properly walk on my own.”

      

      Me too, Geraldine wanted to exclaim. She remained silent not wanting to interrupt him.

      

      “Life had different plans for me, I suppose,” he made a pause again. “One day, when I was a very young lad, a group of armed men, thieves, bandits, came to our ranch. They killed everybody, all the workers, including my family.” Geraldine gasped; she was horrified by his tale. This poor man.

      

      “I was the only one that survived.”

      

      Geraldine was more than grateful he had. Unfortunately, it was apparent, by the sound of his voice, how much that notion pained him. “I am terribly sorry for your loss,” Geraldine offered her condolences.

      

      “Thank you.”

      

      She felt genuinely touched he shared this piece of his tragic history with her. “No one should experience what you did, and at such a delicate age.”

      

      “Same could be said for you.”

      

      “Why?” Geraldine didn't quite understand his logic. She didn't want to scale things. In her mind what happened to him was far worse than what happened to her.

      

      “My point is, never in my life did I experience such helplessness than that day. Seeing someone you love in pain, hurt or ill and being unable to help in any way can be pretty devastating.”

      

      And then she understood why he felt the need to share his story with her. Sheriff Bradway was trying to make her feel better. He is such a lovely, kind man.“You are right, Sheriff. That is the most horrible feeling in the world.”

      

      “You mother is happy to have you.”

      

      Geraldine sometimes wondered. Maybe she should be doing more. There must be some kind of treatments they could try, probably in the major cities. Geraldine would move for her. Not that her mother would want to go. “I feel like all I do every day is try to make her feel as comfortable as possible,” and that simply didn't seem like enough. “That's the only thing you can do at times.”

      

      Geraldine wanted to respond when suddenly two small children jumped in front of them, running about, laughing and playing. It was fortunate they were going at a rather slow pace, and Duke stopped in time.

      

      Sometimes the children were too fearless, it was both a blessing and a curse. The children stopped as well once they spotted them.

      

      The sheriff cautioned them to be more careful. “Sorry, mister,” they shouted in unison. “Is your father home?” Geraldine inquired.

      

      “Momma and papa,” the younger one replied to her before scurrying away. “They are at the house,” the elder provided, looking at the pair on the horse with curiosity. Geraldine saw the exact moment the boy spotted the Sheriff's golden star since his eyes widened in wonder and surprise.

      

      “Thank you,” Geraldine replied to him. The boy didn't hear her, too busy looking at the badge and she had to smile; he was that adorable. “I think he's star-struck,” she whispered to the Sheriff.

      

      “We all were at that age,” he replied in the same manner.

      

      They moved toward the house and Mr. Kline greeted them in front of his home. “Good day,” they all greeted one another.

      

      “Who is it, honey? Are we having guests?” Could be heard from inside the house.

      

      “It's Geraldine Laurel and the Sheriff,” Mr. Kline provided.

      

      Sheriff Bradway dismounted and then helped Geraldine do the same. She didn't need help but accepted it, nevertheless.

      

      Mrs. Kline came outside to greet them as well. Geraldine was surprised to see that the other woman was completely blind. Mrs. Kline always had problems with her eyesight. Geraldine was saddened it deteriorated so greatly. “Good day, Mrs. Kline,” Geraldine greeted her, moving a bit closer. She did not want to get in her path since it looked like the other woman had a certain pattern moving about. Geraldine was quite impressed she walked without anyone's help, even though Mr. Kline looked ready to assist if needed, he stayed put.

      

      “Hello Geraldine,” Mrs. Kline replied with a broad, genuine smile. “Long time, no see.”

      

      Geraldine couldn't help but chuckle, she was glad Mrs. Kline managed to keep her sense of humor despite her difficulties “Ah, yes, long time.”

      

      She couldn't even imagine what it would be like to never see the world around her, her husband, her children as they grew up. Mrs. Agatha Kline was one brave woman for staying so vibrant and vigilant, and Geraldine was at awe with her.

      

      Sheriff Bradway stated their business. If Mr. or Mrs. Kline were surprised the Sheriff dropped by at their doorstep, they didn't show it. “Please, do come in,” Mrs. Kline offered.

      

      After visiting Mrs. Hobbs, and Mrs. Taylor who pretty much did all the talking, Geraldine was none the wiser how to start a conversation with Mrs. Kline about Elsa and her husband even indirectly. Geraldine was too confident before, she realized that now. That was her biggest mistake. Sadly, she was still at a loss, not knowing what to do or say. The Sheriff suggested confidence, apparently, she was lacking it.

      

      Besides, this situation was far more delicate that she thought it would be. Truth be told, she didn't think, that was the problem. She was too focused on the bigger picture to be bothered with the small details like actually speaking with the wives. Completely foolish.

      

      Mr. Kline looked like he wanted to help his wife back inside. When he neared her, she waved him away, and Geraldine was quite impressed she knew it was him.

      

      I guess what they say is true, your other senses do become heightened when you lose one.

      

      “You can sit in here,” Mr. Kline offered seats inside the living room. “Make yourself at home while I prepare the tea.”

      

      “I will join you,” Sheriff offered.

      

      “Let me do that,” Mrs. Kline objected. “No dear, you sit here with Geraldine.”

      

      “Very well, thank you,” she made herself comfortable and Geraldine followed suit.

      

      “Do you know what this is about?” Mrs. Kline asked her when the men left the room.

      

      Geraldine decided to follow Sheriff Bradway's suit and not beat around the bush. “Elsa Potter was murdered, ma'am.”

      

      Mrs. Kline sighed. “I heard. It's always tragic when something like that happens in our community and to one of our own.” Mrs. Kline offered, and Geraldine couldn't agree more. Also, Mrs. Kline was the first that didn't openly show disdain toward Elsa, and Geraldine was grateful for that.

      

      “She meant a great deal to me,” Geraldine said in a small voice. She didn't have anyone to speak about that.

      

      “I am sorry for your loss, honey. We only just heard about what happened. We do not leave the ranch that often, you know,” Mrs. Kline explained. “There's too much work to be done, especially at this time of the year.”

      

      Geraldine knew that, remembering what it was like when they had a proper ranch as well. “I can only imagine,” Geraldine commented back. “How are you, my dear?”

      

      “Me?” Geraldine was quite taken aback by that question.

      

      Mrs. Kline nodded. “We heard you were the one that discovered Elsa. How are you fairing?” There was so much compassion in Agatha Kline's voice, Geraldine almost broke down and started crying again.

      

      No more tears, you have to be strong now. Geraldine took a deep breath. “All right, I suppose, as much as I can be,” she replied honestly. It helped her spirit that she was doing this, helping the Sheriff. Although she was fairly certain she was doing a poor job since, once again, someone else was leading the conversation. Geraldine did not share such words with her companion.

      

      “You poor thing,” Mrs. Kline scooted over and slowly by touch managed to find Geraldine's hand, and gave it a little squeeze, offering silent support.

      

      Stay strong. “Poor Elsa,” Geraldine murmured.

      

      “Indeed.” After a short pause Mrs. Kline added. “I never knew her that well.”

      

      Unlike your husband, Geraldine thought to herself and immediately felt ashamed for such rudeness. On the other hand, the more she spent time with Robert digging through Auntie Elsa's past, the more she realized, Geraldine didn't know her that well at all.

      

      She knew parts of her for sure, but not everything. Maybe that is only natural, we all keep some parts of ourselves buried deep inside and private.

      

      “She always appeared a bit sad to me, despite that false bravado,” Mrs. Kline concluded, taking Geraldine by surprise. She was astounded by such a description of her aunt. It was not wrong, per se, simply different from what other people thought of her. “I really hope that Sheriff Bradway will catch the person responsible.”

      

      “Me, as well,” Geraldine replied simply. This whole conversation with Mrs. Kline left her in shambles. Geraldine couldn't believe Mr. Kline ever noticed another woman, let alone fell in love with her while having this fierce and wise woman at his side. It was as Elsa used to say. Men are easily distracted by little things to see a bigger picture.

      

      Said men chose that moment to return with a fresh, steaming pot of tea. By the look on Sheriff Bradway's face, it was more than apparent they already had their own version of this conversation. He doesn't look pleased, she observed. He handed her a cup of tea. “Thank you.”

      

      “Here you go, my dear. Be careful, it's very hot,” Mr. Kline was very attentive to his wife and once again, Geraldine wondered what made him fall in love with Elsa in the first place. Looking at him now, at his demeanor and the way he looked at Agatha Kline, it was obvious she was everything to him.

      

      I guess this is his atonement, she concluded. They drank their tea in silence. Clearly too lost in their own thoughts to carry on a conversation. The Sheriff clearly thought about this case. Mr. Kline thought about Elsa as well, maybe even about his love for her, Geraldine guessed. What was on Mrs. Kline's mind? Did she know? Geraldine asked herself.

      

      Geraldine hoped she didn't, it would certainly break her heart.

      

      Shortly after Sheriff Bradway thanked the pair, and Geraldine stood up for them to leave. She would always remember the talk she had with Mrs. Kline and her kind words.

      

      I hope he never betrays her again, she prayed to the heavens. Placing herself in the shoes of these women, Geraldine couldn't say what she would do if she discovered her husband was disloyal to her.

      

      Would I be capable of murder? That thought chilled her to the bones. I pray never to find out.
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        * * *

      

      “Well?” Geraldine prompted the minute they were at a safe distance to talk without anyone being able to overhear them.

      

      “He really does say ‘If divine providence wished it’ a lot.”

      

      Geraldine gave him an annoyed look. “He doesn't have an alibi,” Robert replied, knowing that was what would interest her the most. “At least he does not have a very good one.”

      

      Geraldine gasped then collected herself immediately, it was apparent she wanted to know more.

      

      “They were both at the ranch, working.”

      

      Geraldine nodded. “Yes, Mrs. Kline told me as much herself. They do have a lot of work on the ranch, especially at this time of year.”

      

      “I know. That is not quite viable though, especially since—” He managed to stop himself in time. Geraldine knew what was on his mind, nevertheless.

      

      “Especially since his wife is blind, and he could have sneaked out,” she filled in the blank, which made Robert slightly uncomfortable. “Do you believe him to be innocent?” She asked another one.

      

      That made him pause for a moment. It intrigued him she asked if he believed Cole Kline to be innocent other than being guilty. I guess she still believes in the good in people, which was a very precious trait. “I am inclined to,” Robert replied eventually.

      

      “How so?”

      

      Robert shrugged. “He broke down in tears when I mentioned the affair he had with Elsa Potter.”

      

      “Really? That poor man.”

      

      Robert wouldn't go that far. “He was terrified his wife would find out the truth about his infidelity.”

      

      Geraldine nodded as if that completely made sense to her. “She is a sweet woman, who didn't deserve that.”

      

      Robert tended to agree with her, however... “The problem with men who have something to lose is just that. They can get pretty desperate in preserving what they have.”

      

      “What about Mr. Hobbs and Mr. Taylor?”

      

      “They both have more solid alibis than Cole Kline, besides, Mrs. Taylor is far more suspicious than her husband, if you ask me.”

      

      “You must be joking,” Geraldine rebelled. He most certainly wasn't. “Do you believe Mr. Kline killed Elsa?” Geraldine asked tentatively.

      

      “I do not know; it is a possibility.” And he will find out. Besides, he had one more suspect to talk with. “Are you ready for us to confront Mr. Fergus Johnson?”

      

      Geraldine made a face. It was apparent that despite her previous elation, she wasn't looking forward to that meeting.

      

      Robert was prepared to change that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      “So, you cannot walk, we can all attest to that,” Robert said in a cheerful tone. “And the only time you were bathing in a river, you almost drowned?” Robert asked rhetorically.

      

      For the last twenty minutes, or so, he was trying to cheer Geraldine up. Not to sound too confident or smug, he was doing an amazing job. Geraldine was laughing with him, and that was a good sign since she wasn't thinking about all the negative stuff she heard or experienced.

      

      She simply shrugged which Robert could feel with his entire body. They were riding together. Suddenly he had trouble swallowing. Robert couldn't decide if this riding together business was the best idea he ever had in his entire life or the most diabolical one since the agony he was in at the moment was so sweet, he never wanted it to end. This moment is not about you, so focus, he reminded himself.

      

      Geraldine had difficulties with the Johnson family, to put it mildly, so he needed her in the right set of mind to handle this visit with him. Robert sighed in false exasperation. “A man can't take you anywhere out of fear you would hurt yourself.”

      

      “Or ruin a perfectly good shirt,” she played along.

      

      “That too. By the way, I tried washing it, and I swear it still smells,” he confessed, and she laughed so hard it made his heart swell.

      

      “I will give it a go, then” she offered.

      

      “Well, you should. It was your fault anyway.”

      

      “You got in my way.”

      

      “I was on my way.” Here we go again. They continued to banter about their first encounter, and Robert was loving every second of it. “I guess we reached an impasse,” Robert provided at some point.

      

      Geraldine remained quiet. “I guess we did,” she replied eventually.

      

      There was a short pause in the conversation, clearly, both were trying to out-clever the other one when Geraldine broke the silence. “I am good on horseback.”

      

      “Excuse me?”

      

      “You said a man cannot take you anywhere,” she mimicked his voice and he chuckled.

      

      “I do not sound like that. Do I?”

      

      “Well, maybe it's true that I cannot walk or swim, but I know how to ride,” she provided in a bright tone, and once again, Robert felt like patting himself on the back for managing to cheer her up.

      

      “That is highly debatable,” he insisted, sternly. It was all for show, of course. “I'll believe it when I see it.”

      

      “We could have a race,” she offered without a thought.

      

      A horse race against her did wonders to his pulse, it doubled in mere seconds. Thinking about racing, Geraldine worried him to no end. It was clear the girl had no balance or proper motor skills, so picturing her in a gallop was the most frightening thing in the world. On the other hand, picturing her during such ride with her hair loose, smiling, completely free and unburdened thrilled him to no end.

      

      That was why he heard himself say. “Deal.”

      

      Robert knew the moment they stepped onto the Johnson's' property. Her whole demeanor changed. Geraldine's back became stiff as a board and her disdain was almost tangible, not that Robert could blame her.

      

      After a few minutes of riding like that, Geraldine announced. “Here we are,” she glanced to her left and Robert followed suit.

      

      He could see a rather big mansion in the distance. Robert was sure birds high up in the sky had no problems spotting it. Done all in white with blue jalousies, it was rather beautiful, Robert couldn't say differently. The floral garden in front of it complimented it perfectly, leaving the spectator thinking he stepped into another world. “The Summer Grove Mansion.”

      

      Robert wasn't that surprised that their house had a name. Some people liked to do that, needing to incite importance in everything around them. As far as Robert was concerned, those kinds of people were highly insecure, and no amount of money or pompous names could change that.

      

      “Summer? Do they have three more houses for the rest of the seasons,” he joked, unfortunately, Geraldine did not laugh. “Summer is Mrs. Johnson's middle name.”

      

      Mr. Johnson went to great lengths to show the world how he loved and respected his wife. Robert felt like rolling his eyes. Knowing what Robert did know, all of this felt just a bit too much for him.

      

      There were a lot of people on the grounds, workers just milling about, gardeners, maids, a stable boy that actually came running their way the minute they were in range.

      

      Robert dismounted, Geraldine followed suit, and Robert offered the reins to the boy. The boy took Duke quite effortlessly toward the stable, offering him a simple cube of sugar. Traitor. That horse was apparently only difficult with him.“Back entrance is that way,” Geraldine provided. She started toward it and Robert stopped her. Back entrance? Why on earth would we go there?

      

      “Let's go to the main one,” not waiting for a reply, he started marching toward it. He slowed his pace ever so slightly, climbing the steps so Geraldine could catch up with him.

      

      He knocked on the door quite energetically even though he didn't have to bother. Everybody in this house knew they were coming the moment they stepped on Johnson's land. To prove the point, a young maid opened the door instantly. “Yes?”

      

      “I am here to see Mr. Johnson.”

      

      The maid pursed her lips together. She wasn't pleased about something. “Mr. Johnson is currently at a business meeting.”

      

      “Is he here?” Robert insisted.

      

      That flustered the maid ever so slightly, not that he cared. “Well yes, but—” Apparently, she didn't expect for him to linger after her initial refusal. So naive...“Then, as I said,” he stopped her mid-sentence. “I am here to see him.” Delivering that line, he marched inside, despite the maid's protest. Those protests weren't verbal, she simply looked as if her head was about to explode, all red and contorted with outrage. Geraldine was right at his side, ignoring the help and that was all that mattered to him.

      

      “Sir—” The maid started.

      

      “It's Sheriff Bradway,” he corrected her.

      

      “Please.”

      

      “Inform your master that we are here.”

      

      It was clear there was something she wanted to say. Robert lost his patience with her a long time ago. “Well, what are you waiting for?” He snapped.

      

      The maid, clearly confused and irritated by his behavior, turned on her heels and left, hopefully to do his bidding, leaving them right there in the grand foyer, which wasn't a very host-like thing to do.

      

      Robert didn't like that he had to be that nasty, especially to a young woman. Sometimes, that is a necessary evil. Geraldine gave him the look, clearly thinking about the same thing, however, she didn't vocalize them. “Nice house,” he commented with a wink, trying to lighten the mood again.

      

      Geraldine simply shrugged faking boredom. “If you like this kind of thing.” Robert couldn't help but chuckle in return.

      

      Turning around, Robert tried to take in this very clear and public display of wealth. Who are you trying to impress, Mr. Johnson? Or more importantly, intimidate?

      

      Robert wasn't joking before, the foyer was grand and filled with all kinds of pieces of art. He got intrigued by some painting and moved to the corner for a better look.

      

      “What are you doing here?” A feminine voice echoed through the space. Robert turned just in time to see a young girl, around Geraldine's age, coming down the stairs. From her vantage point, she couldn't see him. On the other hand, his view was perfect, and she looked furious while looking at Geraldine.

      

      “It is good to see you too, Susannah,” Geraldine replied calmly.

      

      The other girl stopped inches from her, getting into her face. Who is she? She was too young to be the mistress of the house, or so he hoped. Maybe she was the daughter since Robert knew Fergus had one. “You cannot simply waltz in here, this is not the square's market,” Susannah snapped. Robert instantly disliked her. She was too rude for his taste.

      

      “I came here—” Geraldine tried to speak yet the rude girl interrupted her.

      

      “Clearly not to try and sell your eggs,” she said snidely. “Mother would never buy them from you, so don't even bother.”

      

      Geraldine was getting red in the face and pressed her hands close to her body as if afraid she could use them. “Susannah, please,” she tried again.

      

      “Oh, I know,” Susannah clapped with her hands as if something wonderful just occurred to her. Robert seriously doubted that. “You came here looking for a job. Well, I am sorry to tell you this, but we have all the servants we need. Maybe you could try the Saloon,” the brat added snidely.

      

      Robert had enough. “Would you be so kind as to stop harassing my assistant, it's getting on my nerves,” Robert boomed, using his most authoritative voice while approaching the two ladies.

      

      Geraldine sent him a grateful look despite being embarrassed by this exchange. The other girl jumped in surprise. She too looked embarrassed, for being caught. That didn't last long.

      

      “Who–” She started to say all haughtily before spotting his badge. The girl's eyes widened as she looked between him and Geraldine in utter confusion.

      

      Robert actually didn't care what she had to say, he was spitting mad. “Who are you?” He asked in return. Since she continued to look at him, clearly too stunned to speak, Geraldine jumped in. “This is Susanna Johnson, daughter of Fergus Johnson.”

      

      So, Robert was right on that account. So far, he wasn't impressed with what he witnessed. “I came here to see Fergus Johnson, so if you would be so kind to tell him Sheriff Robert Bradway is here,” he said very politely. “After you apologize, of course.”

      

      That got her attention, Geraldine's as well. Susannah jerked as if he slapped her, which he would never do. No matter how poorly she acted, she was a member of the fairer sex and under his protection. “Apologize to her?” She shrieked. “I will not do such a thing. I did not do anything wrong.”

      

      “So, you believe you behaved in the right way? I guess having proper manners means nothing in this house,” he chastised. By the way Susannah's eyes flared, he knew he hit a nerve. Nobody ever talked to this girl in such manner, he was sure of that.

      

      On some level, Robert knew he was acting too impulsively, scolding that girl. In his defense, he couldn't simply stand by and watch while Geraldine was being attacked for no reason at all. It was clear to him the daughter of this house was simply spoiled rotten and bored.

      

      Susannah was just about to say something when she got interrupted yet again. “I apologize for my daughter,” a newcomer drawled. It was clear he wasn't originally from around here; his accent was too thick.

      

      “Daddy,” Susannah whined. Her words went silent after a look from the man that came to stand in front of Robert.

      

      “You know how these girls can get,” he said with a smile offering his hand. “Fergus Johnson, at your service.”

      

      “Sheriff Robert Bradway,” Robert responded, taking it.

      

      “That is quite a grip, Sheriff,” Mr. Johnson tried to joke.

      

      Oh, you have no idea

      

      .“What brings you here today?”

      

      “I have some very important matters to discuss with you.”

      

      “Right,” Mr. Johnson replied, getting all serious. “Let's move to my office then.” Robert turned toward Geraldine, he wished her to be a part of this. “Let's leave the two lovely ladies to make their peace. It is so nice to see you here, Geraldine,” Mr. Johnson said in one breath.

      

      “Good day, Mr. Johnson,” Geraldine replied politely before giving Robert the tiniest of nods. Her message was clear, to go without her. Robert knew it was silly, still, he wanted to make sure she was alright and could handle Susannah. Reassured, he followed Mr. Johnson to his study. It was grandiose and ostentatious like the rest of this house. Mister Johnson resumed his position behind the desk, sitting in a throne-like chair before offering Robert to join him. He did. “How do you fair our small city, Mr. Bradway?”

      

      “It's Sheriff Bradway,” Robert corrected him immediately for which he got a simple nod in return. “It has its charms,” Robert answered his question.

      

      “That it does. You know, I was inclined to reopen the Grand Hotel so guests like yourself could have more suitable lodgings while visiting.”

      

      Robert wasn't a fool, he knew what Mr. Johnson was really implying. The news really travels fast. “The Laurels are immaculate hosts, and I am very grateful they tolerate me.”

      

      “No doubt, no doubt,” Mr. Johnson was quick to reply, smoothing his beard. “Shame what happened to that family,” he added as an afterthought.

      

      Robert was fed up of this charade. First, his daughter and now Fergus Johnson himself was trying to put shame on Geraldine and her mother. “From what I've heard, you had a substantial role in their misfortune,” Robert commented without holding back. He knew he shouldn't let this become personal since he was there for a different matter, unfortunately, he couldn't stop himself.

      

      The only indicator Fergus Johnson wasn't pleased with Robert's remark was the slight tightness in his jaw. “It's just business, my dear Sheriff,” he said with a wave of his hand, and that really set Robert off. “Of course, but there's nothing wrong with being a decent human being as well.”

      

      Mr. Johnson chuckled without actual humor. “It is good then you are an officer of the law and not a businessman with such notions.”

      

      “And why is that?”

      

      “With such a big, bleeding heart you would soon go bankrupt.” I would maybe lose all my money. At the same time, probably gain something greater.

      

      “Are you saying the Laurels nearly bankrupted you?” Mr. Johnson didn't like this question one bit.

      

      “I believe this pleasant chat got out of hand. I am sure you didn't come here to trade theories about the world of business,” Mr. Johnson said with a rather fake smile.

      

      “You are right, I didn't.”

      

      “Please carry on then.”

      

      “I came here to speak with you about Elsa Potter's murder, of course.”

      

      Fergus Johnson took his time responding. He leaned in his chair, petting his beard in contemplation, his eyes full of speculation. He is a businessman, through and through. “So, you learned about my indiscretions with Elsa?” Robert wasn't surprised Fergus Johnson decided to be straightforward with him. He looked like the kind of man that would do that. If he calculated that would serve him the best.

      

      Robert didn't care about his motives as long as he answered all his question. “Yes, I did.”

      

      “And now you came here to see if I had anything to do with it, am I right?”

      

      “You are absolutely right. You should have been a sheriff, Mr. Johnson.”

      

      “Oh, I could never do your job, it is too dirty.”

      

      Robert found that hard to believe. He let it slide regardless. “It's all just a matter of practice and experience.”

      

      “So, tell me, Sheriff, with your practice and experience, do you believe I could have killed Elsa Potter?”

      

      “Yes, I do,” Robert replied without a thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Watching the men walk away, Geraldine started counting in her head, Three...Two...One...“You witch,” Susannah snapped at her the instant Mr. Johnson and the Sheriff stepped into the study that was located on the right from the staircase.

      

      I knew it, right on cue, she mentally sighed. Geraldine was mortified the Sheriff had to witness Susannah bullying her like that, with her acting all calm and placate when she wanted to slap the other girl senseless. On the other hand, hearing him defend her, calling her his assistant, felt pretty wonderful.

      

      Geraldine turned with a sigh. She could wait for the Sheriff outside. “Do not walk away from me, I am not done with you,” Susannah sidestepped her and successfully blocked her way toward freedom.

      

      “What is it, then?” Geraldine replied, not being able to fully contain her irritation.

      

      “You did all that on purpose,” Susannah accused.

      

      “Did what?”

      

      “You intentionally made me look bad in front of the Sheriff.”

      

      That is ridiculous, Geraldine was stunned by that amount of stupidity coming from her mouth. Or was it something even worse? Self-delusion? “I did no such thing,” Geraldine defended herself, despite knowing it was a lost cause.

      

      “Yes, you did,” Susannah insisted. “You are trying to trap the Sheriff into marrying you, aren't you?”

      

      What is wrong with this girl? “Susannah, that is quite enough. I would like to leave now.”

      

      The other girl completely ignored her. She was having her moment, and nothing was going to stop it. “By the way, you shouldn't bother looking at the man like that.”

      

      “Oh really? Why not?” Geraldine snapped, losing patience.

      

      “Sheriff Bradway is way above your status.”

      

      “Oh? Is he in yours then?”

      

      Susannah laughed. “Don't be daft, Geraldine, of course not. Father wouldn't marry me off to someone like that. Mary Hobbs brags her mother will definitely arrange that marriage for her.”

      

      Mary Hobbs?! Geraldine was outraged on so many levels, she didn't know what to do with herself. She felt like screaming. Naturally, she couldn't do that, so she swallowed everything down. “Well, I wish her good luck then,” Geraldine replied as politely as was possible, sadly, Susannah saw right through her.

      

      “You are such a liar. Look at yourself, you are practically green with envy.”

      

      It didn't matter to Geraldine if Mrs. Hobbs wanted her daughter to be wed with the Sheriff. After all, he was the one that needed to agree to something like that. And what if he says yes to that proposal? A small part of her questioned, hurting her heart in the process.

      

      Geraldine had had enough. She looked Susannah straight in the eyes. “Why do you hate me so much? What did I ever do for you to torment me all these years?” Geraldine demanded.

      

      Susannah's eyes were filled with fury. “You are the one that hates me. You act all innocent and sweet and yet you were always envious of me.”

      

      Geraldine jerked back. “What? Me envious of you?” She parroted. The notion was completely preposterous to her.

      

      “Yes. I have it all. I always had the prettiest dresses, everyone wanted to be my friend, and you were always jealous of that.”

      

      She is completely delusional. “I never wanted your life, Susannah,” Geraldine said slowly so Susannah could really hear her. “I still don't.”

      

      “You can say that, but I see right through you. You are rotten.”

      

      “And you are putting too much of yourself unto me,” Geraldine said.

      

      “Excuse me?”

      

      “Take a good look at yourself, Susannah. You mayhap have everything but none of the things that truly matter. You need to stop acting in this manner, change if you ever wish to be happy.” And not as a miserable girl that can only find pleasure when tormenting others. Geraldine didn't say that last part out loud, of course. Despite what Susannah thought of her, she would never be that cruel.

      

      “Why you...” Susannah fumed. “Who are you to speak with me in such a manner?” Geraldine didn't get a chance to reply since she continued speaking. “You are nothing, and you will always be nothing,” she practically spat in Geraldine's face.

      

      That's it, I have had it with this wretched girl! Geraldine lost the last ounce of self-control she had on herself. She opened her mouth, and damned be all the consequences.
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        * * *

      

      Fergus Johnson chuckled. “Why don't you tell me how you really feel,” he joked.

      

      Robert shrugged, unapologetically. “You asked me if you could. My opinion is that you most certainly could. It is yet to be proven if you actually did,” Robert explained the difference.

      

      “You are a candid one, Sheriff,” Mr. Johnson continued in the same light tone as if all of this was amusing to him. “I like that.”

      

      “It's nothing personal. I believe everyone is capable of anything under the right circumstances.”

      

      “That is a rather bleak take on life, Sheriff.”

      

      “I prefer to think of it as more realistic. That is not important at the moment.”

      

      “Right. Since you were honest with me, I will be perfectly honest with you,” Mr. Johnson offered. Robert remained silent, expecting the rest. If Mr. Johnson wanted him to express gratitude, this was going to be a rather long talk.

      

      Luckily, he continued speaking. “I admit, I committed adultery. I was with Elsa while married to my Dorothy.”

      

      So far, Mr. Johnson didn't reveal anything new to Robert. He allowed Mr. Johnson to have his moment without prompting. With these kinds of men, you had to know when to push and when to leave things be to get what you wanted. “What can I say,” he said with a sigh that was full of false remorse. “I was young and foolish. She was a bit older than me and took advantage.” Robert didn't expect that. He refrained from commenting. “She was only after my family money, you see, and I really fell in love.”

      

      His story had more holes than Swiss cheese, and not only because he was trying to blame the deceased for everything. If he was already married, what money could Elsa possibly expect from him? And then it dawned on him. Blackmail?

      

      Did Elsa try to blackmail him? No, he dismissed that instantly. It didn't make any sense, she had plenty of her own money to even bother. And if she wanted to be spiteful, she would have said something around the time the affair dwindled down. “It was just a phase, of course,” Mr. Johnson continued, unaware of Robert's little reverie. “That I outgrew.”

      

      “And what does your wife think about that phase?” Robert intentionally borrowed his phrase.

      

      Mr. Johnson chuckled. “I know what you're implying. I didn't have anything to do with Elsa's death. What happened between us was years ago.”

      

      “And what about your wife? Does she share your point of view?”

      

      “Dorothy doesn't know, so it would be outrageous to even entertain such an idea for a second that she harmed Elsa in any way.” Robert disagreed. “Besides, what would possibly be my or my wife's reason for killing Elsa now?”

      

      “I will give you two. Fear of discovery and revenge.”

      

      Fergus Johnson waved with his hand. “Please Sheriff, be reasonable. I am not that easily intimidated. I wouldn't last a day in the mining business if I was. And regarding Dorothy, I can assure you she would never behave in such a manner.”

      

      “You cannot be certain of that,” Robert argued back.

      

      “Actually, I can, I know my wife,” he replied smugly. “Even if she did find out by some miracle, it would be a nuisance and nothing else in our lives.”

      

      “How so?”

      

      “Women are simple creatures, my dear Sheriff. They can be easily placated with sweet words and expensive gifts.”

      

      Hearing him say that, Robert thought of Geraldine, and couldn't disagree more. She would never be placated, let alone bought with trinkets. “You seem like you're speaking out of the experience,” Robert commented back.

      

      Mr. Johnson spread his arms. “I am nothing but a man, and I sin.”

      

      “I thought you are a businessman,” Robert threw back and Mr. Johnson wholeheartedly laughed.

      

      “That was a good one, Sheriff, I will use that if you don't mind. Some of my associates will really appreciate that joke.”

      

      “I am happy to entertain, that is why I came here,” Robert said, a bit irked.

      

      Mr. Johnson sobered up immediately, realizing he went too far. “I do apologize. Did you want to ask me anything else, or are we done with this nasty business?”

      

      Of course, they weren't done. “Where were you at the time of Miss Potter's death?”

      

      Mr. Johnson frowned. “I would have to look into my schedule for that.” He pulled a small leather notebook from one of his desk drawers and started sifting through it. “Ah yes, I was visiting one of the recently acquired mines with one of my associates, and my lawyer Dwayne St. Claire.”

      

      “I will need the names of all your associates as well,” Robert insisted.

      

      “Certainly,” he started reciting, and Robert took a small piece of paper that he carried with himself at all times, just in case, wanting to write all that down. “Would you mind if I borrow your pen?”

      

      “Of course, Sheriff.”

      

      “Thank you.”

      

      “You can keep it if you want,” Mr. Johnson offered generously.

      

      The pen looked like it was made out of solid gold. Robert returned it.

      

      “Is that all?” Mr. Johnson was clearly getting impatient, not that Robert cared.

      

      “What about your wife? I would like to speak with her about her alibi.”

      

      Mr. Johnson looked at him as if Robert suddenly grew two additional heads. “You must be joking?”

      

      “I assure you, I never joke while conducting an official investigation.”

      

      It was clear Robert managed to irritate him further. “My wife was here, of course, and the whole household can attest to that.”

      

      “Or lie for her.”

      

      “Sheriff, I must object, this is starting to feel like harassment.”

      

      Robert simply stared at him until Mr. Johnson relented. “Very well, if you do not believe me, believe Dr. Gildow. He was here conducting an exam since she was complaining about a headache.”

      

      That Robert did believe. In a house with such a spoiled daughter, it was to be expected the mother was no different and would alarm the entire house for a headache. “Thank you, Mr. Johnson, for your cooperation,” Robert replied all sweetly, making a mental note to speak with the local physician again.

      

      Fergus Johnson simply nodded in return. Then something occurred to him. “If you ask me, you are only wasting your time.”

      

      “Excuse me?”

      

      “You are wasting your time with this matter.”

      

      “And by this matter, you mean Elsa Potter's murder.”

      

      “Indeed.”

      

      Robert smiled without actual humor. “I am sure Elsa wouldn't agree with you on that one.”

      

      Mr. Johnson shrugged as if what Robert said had no merit. “Elsa Potter was a lonely woman who won't be missed.”

      

      Robert's thoughts instantly went to Mrs. Laurel and Geraldine. Mr. Johnson was wrong. Elsa Potter would be missed and dearly since she was loved by two wonderful women. “So, I say to you,” Mr. Johnson continued with his little monologue. “Thank you for all your help, you certainly did your best. Now stop wasting your time. I am positive you have more pressing issues than solving a case about a lonely, bitter, old woman.”

      

      Robert gritted his teeth. “You are wrong, Mr. Johnson, on every account. Regardless of your opinion, or mine for that matter, I still have a job to do, and I will continue to do it until I solve this case.”

      

      Mr. Johnson sighed as if he were greatly disappointed by Robert's behavior. “I am rarely wrong, my dear Sheriff, that is why I have all this,” he waved with his hands around himself, showing everything. “But do what you must.”

      

      Robert planned to. “If you remember something-”“Yes, yes, I will contact you immediately,” Mr. Johnson interrupted him impatiently. Robert had had enough of this man.

      

      He wished Geraldine to be present for this last part of their conversation, unfortunately, he would have to enjoy this moment, for both of them.

      

      “Oh, and one more thing,” Robert said standing up.

      

      “Yes?”

      

      “Just a quick reminder. According to my notes, you are way behind on your federal tax payments.”

      

      Fergus Johnson pursed his lips, he did not appreciate being caught off guard. Deputy Bane was the one that usually dealt with this, in this part of the jurisdiction. Robert decided to make an exception since this man irked him to no end.

      

      Besides, he would certainly have words with his deputy since he allowed to be pushed around instead of doing his job. “I am certain your notes are wrong,” Mr. Johnson managed to choke out. And that was the first time he saw real fear in those man's eyes. He is hiding something.

      

      “I assure you, I am never wrong. So, please make sure to correct this wrong by the end of the week. Plus interest, of course,” he added for good measure and Mr. Johnson inclined his head. “I will see to it today,” he promised.

      

      “There's no need to rush, just do not make me return here because of that,” or for any other reason. Robert infused just a little bit of threat in his voice.

      

      “Let me see you out,” Mr. Johnson said, jumping to his feet. His sudden change of attitude entertained Robert. Still, he wasn't fooled. Mr. Johnson acted all guilty all of a sudden. As much as he was calm and confident, smug even during their conversation about Elsa, he was acting entirely opposite when his money was involved. He was guilty of something, and Robert was going to find out of what.

      

      They exited the study and were instantly assaulted by shouts. By the looks of it, Susannah Johnson was yelling her head off at Geraldine. Robert instantly wanted to jump in between and had to remind himself those were not two armed drunken idiots fighting in a bar. Simply two girls having an argument.

      

      Apparently, he was wrong thinking those young ladies couldn't be equally troubling or deadly. “You are nothing, and you will always be nothing,” Susannah raged in Geraldine's face.

      

      “That may be true,” Geraldine allowed. “Maybe I am nothing and always will be nothing, however, even that is far greater than being you,” she countered. Robert was quite impressed by how she preserved her dignity despite such words. Geraldine took his breath away, staying true to herself. She was absolutely right, upbringing did not matter. The thing that mattered the most was a person's integrity, good morals, and proper manners. Sadly, Susannah was lacking in all those things, and Geraldine wasn't wrong to call her out for that. Unfortunately, with all that being said, Robert should have anticipated Susannah's reaction to Geraldine's words. The other girl started screaming and then she did the unthinkable. She slapped Geraldine across her face. “No!” Robert shouted. It was too late, the damage was done.

      

      Geraldine covered that part of her face with her hand as her eyes met his. He saw so many things in that simple, fleeting glance. She was stunned, infuriated, hurt. Above all, she was mortified for some reason. What horrified Robert the most was the fact that her eyes were full of tears. “Geraldine,” he started to say, then stopped not knowing what he wanted to say since he had a lot on his mind.

      

      Geraldine turned away from him, and pushing Susannah out of her way, ran through the main doors. Robert instantly went after her. “That was completely out of line, and I hope it will come back to you tenfold,” he snapped at Susannah's on his way out. “Geraldine,” he started calling out for her in hopes she would slow down or at least turn around. Unfortunately, she kept running. “Geraldine,” he tried again as he doubled his pace. It took him no time to catch up to her. Grabbing her by the arm, he forced her to stop and then, without a thought, he hugged her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Geraldine tried really hard not to cry. She couldn't believe Susannah just did that. Susannah always had a problem with her, that was pretty obvious, but up to this moment, Geraldine wouldn't believe she would ever go this far and actually slap her.

      

      And he saw it. “Geraldine!” She heard the Sheriff calling out to her, and she quickened her pace, trying to run even faster. The darn skirt was getting in her way. With her luck, if she wasn't careful enough, she would trip over it and end up on the ground, flat on her face. She couldn't look him in the eyes, she felt so embarrassed. I just stood there and did nothing.

      

      Well, not nothing. Geraldine did manage to tell Susannah her piece of mind at least. Unfortunately, she couldn't do anything else. She would never strike her back, of course. Geraldine simply wished she defended herself more. “Geraldine.”

      

      I need to get away. And suddenly, she was forcefully, not to hurt, stopped from advancing.

      

      Geraldine's mind became quiet the moment she felt the Sheriff's strong arms around her. He embraced her with all his might, and she sunk into it. All the insults and harsh words from Susannah ceased to exist because they did not matter anymore. All that did matter was this precious moment, which she wanted to last forever.

      

      Geraldine wasn't even aware she was crying until she heard his soothing words. His lips were next to her ear, his every word meant only for her. “Everything is all right.”

      

      Geraldine tried to take a deep breath. An unknown weight pressing her chest prevented her from doing that. “I got you. And I won't let anyone harm you ever again,” he promised, and Geraldine believed he truly meant that in the fleeting moment when nothing else mattered in this world but him and her and the feelings they so clearly had for one another.

      

      Geraldine detested he had to see her like this, weak. That he had to witness that whole scene with Susannah in the first place. She didn't want him to know anything about that part of her life, all her struggles because it made her feel ashamed. Geraldine didn't want the Sheriff's opinion of her to be tarnished in any way. It was silly in a way, Geraldine did not do anything wrong, unfortunately, that knowledge didn't prevent her from feeling the way she did. “I am here, Geraldine. I got you.”

      

      Hearing him say all those sweet words to her was telling her she was worrying for nothing. So, Geraldine simply clung to him, accepting the comfort he was so openly and completely offering. The Sheriff stroke her hair and she leaned into that tender touch. It has been a while since anyone comforted her in such a manner. Her mother used to do that, and her father before he disappeared.

      

      “Everything will be all right from now on.”

      

      Eventually, she stopped sobbing. You are all right. She instructed herself, only to realize she really was all right. The Sheriff really did have a strange effect on her. Geraldine felt safe and protected while in his arms, and a part of her knew she should be terrified of such feelings since they couldn't be real or even last. In reality, she wasn't.

      

      Geraldine opened her eyes and took a deep breath then another. “That's it,” he murmured approvingly. “Just breathe.”

      

      She moved ever so slightly so she could look him in the face. She didn't know what to expect while gazing in his eyes, maybe some kind of reprimanding or disappointment, and found none of those things. He offered a small smile to her.

      

      “I am sorry for all this,” Geraldine said to him. Her upbringing prevented her from doing anything other than apologize for making a scene. Her voice felt strange to her, too hoarse, so she tried clearing her throat a bit.

      

      “You do not have to apologize to me,” the Sheriff was quick to reassure her. He glanced toward the Johnson's house and his expression changed. It was clear what was on his mind in those moments. He contemplated returning to that house.

      

      Geraldine felt the warmth spread through her body, knowing he wished to defend her honor, on the other hand, she didn't want to create additional incidents, so she needed to distract him. And herself as well, since her heart was beating erratically. Now that she was starting to calm down from her fight with Susannah, all these other feelings and notions started to take its place. She was very much aware the Sheriff was still holding her tight against his body.

      

      What am I to do? Being held by him in such manner did something to her. It was as if a dam broke inside of her. All these emotions she tried so hard to repress came rushing out, and she was completely overwhelmed by them.

      

      “I completely ruined your shirt,” she informed him, looking at the big water stain created by her tears, that was coincidentally over his heart.

      

      He turned toward her. The Sheriff didn't even spare it a glance, his eyes were only on her. He shrugged, wiping the remnants of tears from her face.

      

      I must look ghastly, she worried. She knew how she looked like after crying. With a runny nose, big, puffy, red eyes. It confused her to no end he looked at her as if she was the only thing that mattered in this world, despite all that. “It wouldn't be the first shirt of mine you ruined,” he replied in all seriousness although he winked at the end and Geraldine chuckled, despite herself.

      

      Very slowly, tenderly, the Sheriff petted her cheek. “Does it hurt?”

      

      With him doing the things he did, acting the way he did, Geraldine couldn't care less about anything else. There was no care in her world or ache for that matter. “No,” she replied honestly.

      

      The only thing that was actually hurt was her pride, nothing more. Any physical pain she felt was long gone, thanks to the Sheriff. “Are you all right?” He insisted.

      

      “I will be,” she said without a thought and regretted it instantly. His frown was so deep she was worried he was about to let her go and march right back inside and fight.

      

      Normally, that wouldn't be the worst thing in the world. In this circumstance, when her future depended on the good grace of Mr. Johnson, Geraldine did not want to ruffle any feathers, even indirectly. “Can we please leave this place,” Geraldine spoke again, hoping her words would prevent him from acting out. “I cannot stand to be near this house a minute longer.”

      

      “Anything you want,” he replied instantly, and Geraldine sighed in relief.

      

      Looking about, Geraldine discovered, that despite her best wishes, they were causing a scene and on a whole different level. The Johnsons had a large number of people working for them, and it appeared as if they all gathered to watch Geraldine and the Sheriff that day.

      

      And he was still holding her! Will he try to kiss me again? Geraldine turned completely red. Not in front of all these people.

      

      Geraldine tried to move backward. The Sheriff apparently realized all this at the same time she did and released her immediately. “I apologize,” he said, looking a bit awkward for a moment. Geraldine knew exactly how that felt since she was going through it as well.

      

      “It's quite all right,” she muttered back. Suddenly, she didn't know what to do with herself or how to act for that matter.

      

      Miraculously, their horse appeared at their side. Fergus Johnson may be a horrible man yet the people who worked for him were immaculate and the best in their fields of expertise.

      

      They mounted Duke, first Geraldine and then the Sheriff.

      

      It was getting easier for her to breathe as they put distance between them and the Johnson’s estate. She simply couldn't stop thinking about Susannah and her hateful words. Geraldine couldn't understand why the other girl resented her that much. She always tried her best to be pleasant to everybody.

      

      In the end, maybe it didn't even matter. Geraldine should accept the things as they were and let go of everything else. Move on with her life. She had far more pressing concerns to deal with than stressing over Susannah and her delusions. Of course, all that was easier said than done.

      

      While they rode, Geraldine didn't even question where they were going. As long as I am not inside that house, facing Susannah, I don't care where we're going. She trusted the Sheriff completely.

      

      A part of her wanted to ask if he really meant what he said to her while she was distressed but held her tongue, afraid those were simple phrases he used to soothe her since she was so out of balance. These were lines she used many times in the past with her mother.  And they were very familiar to her. “Thank you,” she heard herself say, “For...” For calming me during my weakest moment. “For earlier.”

      

      “Don't mention it. It was my pleasure, to be there for you when needed.” You and me both. “That girl is really something… special.”

      

      Geraldine simply sighed. “If you don't mind, I would prefer not to talk about her right now,” or ever. She was rather mad at Susannah and herself alike.

      

      “Of course. I'm just sorry you missed my conversation with Mr. Johnson.”

      

      That piqued Geraldine's interest and made her put aside all her other thoughts. “Was it that entertaining?”

      

      “I wouldn't call it that. That man is really something special, infuriating.”

      

      “Like father like daughter.”

      

      The Sheriff laughed without actual humor. “That was my take on things, as well.”

      

      “So?” She prompted, feeling rather curious all of a sudden. “Did he confess?” She asked even though she seriously doubted. “Did he say something helpful? Did you make him feel uncomfortable?”

      

      “Whoa, slow down.” Duke immediately stopped. “I wasn't talking to you, Duke,” the Sheriff said, only slightly annoyed. On the other hand, Geraldine was highly amused as the Sheriff instructed the horse to start walking again.

      

      “Well?” Geraldine prompted since the Sheriff failed to answer fast enough.

      

      “Yes, I did manage to make myself a thorn in his side.”

      

      “How?”

      

      “I have hit him, metaphorically speaking, where he was most vulnerable.”

      

      Geraldine needed to hear more. “Where?”

      

      “I went after his money, of course.” Then he proceeded to tell her everything that transpired between them behind closed doors. Geraldine knew she shouldn't gloat, alas, she was happy the Sheriff did that for her. “I am telling you, he is hiding something, and I will find out what.”

      

      “What about Elsa?” She inquired after he finished his tale.

      

      “He insists he didn't do it.”

      

      Geraldine made a face. “They all said that.”

      

      “I know. He was away on some business with a few associates.”

      

      Geraldine sighed, loudly. “What are we to do now, since they all claim innocence?”

      

      “You just said it yourself,” he countered. “They all claim but that simply means one of them lied.”

      

      Geraldine could see his point. “What if they are innocent?”

      

      “Then we will widen the net. We still have to discover who wrote that fifth letter,” he replied.

      

      Oh, yes. Geraldine completely forgot about that, which was strange since that letter rather moved her. She also found it quite familiar for some reason. She just couldn't say why. So, she didn't share her thoughts with the Sheriff. “For now,” the Sheriff continued, unaware of her musings. “We will act as if all men are in play.”

      

      “Yes, but what are we going to do?” She was certain neither of them would simply have a change of heart and confess the murder on their own.

      

      The Sheriff chuckled. “We will shake the hornet's nest and wait to see who will come to bite us.”

      

      Geraldine didn't quite like the sound of that. Nevertheless, she was determined to hold tight and stay for this ride to wherever it may take them.
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        * * *

      

      Robert was beyond furious, despite acting all calm in front of Geraldine. The nerve of that insolent brat! He would never harm a lady. However, he was very much tempted to unleash his wrath on Fergus Johnson for not doing a proper job of raising his daughter the right way, teaching her the importance of respecting and caring for others, teaching her to be more like Geraldine.

      

      No one is like Geraldine, he corrected himself.

      

      As Geraldine said earlier, like father like daughter. The only reason Robert didn't turn around and march right back to that house was because of Geraldine. He didn't want to cause her additional distress, and once she calmed, she wished to leave, which was understandable. So, despite his feelings, he did as she wished, because Geraldine was his only concern at the moment. He also needed to find a way for her to forget this whole unfortunate incident.

      

      That didn't mean he would forget. Robert planned on evening-out the score in some fashion some later time. That was a given. First things first, he wanted Geraldine calm. He wanted her to be her joyous self once again, so he could tease her anew.

      

      And how are you going to achieve that?

      

      He had a couple of suggestions. They all involved him kissing her. His resolve to stay away and focus solely on his job vanished the moment he put his arms around her. And from that moment forward, he knew he would be completely helpless to stop himself from showing his true feelings, one way or the other.

      

      She sighed deeply, which brought him back to reality. “What is it?” He inquired.

      

      It took her a moment to answer. That drove him mad since he felt like he needed to know everything that was going on inside her head. So, he could help her, guard her, more efficiently.

      

      You are in deep trouble, Robert. So much so, it wasn't even funny. “I do not wish to go home,” she confessed, reluctantly.

      

      That's it? Robert felt like that was something that could be easily fixed. “Where do you wish to go then?” He asked, prepared to take her anywhere she wished. Even to the moon and back sounded quite manageable at the moment.

      

      She contemplated her reply for a bit. “There is a place I like to visit,” she said slowly, carefully.

      

      “Lead the way,” he replied with confidence.

      

      She somewhat turned to look at him. “Don't you want to know where it is?” She asked in wonder. She was amused by his vehemence as well.

      

      “I do not care,” as long as I'm with you, “since I have complete trust in you.”

      

      Even though she did not reply, she simply accepted the reins from him. Robert knew his answer pleased her. And he was pleased to please her.

      

      Really, Robert?

      

      Geraldine's demeanor completely changed, and she took charge of Duke with confidence. She slightly changed their course and they started riding toward the mountains. Once they reached the woods, Robert was certain she was going to stop. She pressed forward.

      

      He was just about to start to worry they got lost in all that greenery when they broke into a small clearing. One minute they were in deep woods, in the next, he could see the blue skies above him and some mountain tops. The scenery around him was breathtaking. “This is my thinking place,” Geraldine explained, sweeping with her hand around them.

      

      Robert dismounted and really looked around. “How did you find this place?” He had to ask since it was rather remote and hidden.

      

      Geraldine followed suit without waiting for him to offer assistance and he frowned; not because he feared she could hurt herself, rather because he wanted an excuse to touch her again. “By accident,” she started answering him, tying Duke to the nearby tree so he wouldn't wander off. “I was roaming about one day and stumbled upon it on my way home.”

      

      “It's really perfect.” Robert said, and Geraldine beamed. “My sentiment exactly.”

      

      “Thank you for bringing me here,” Robert was humbled she included him and allowed him to see her special place.

      

      They settled on a log which she clearly dragged from the woods for such purpose and sat in silence for a while, enjoying the peace nature brought. “Do you wish to speak about it?” He inquired eventually. Geraldine shrugged, and he didn't like the look on her face one bit. “There's no point, really.” He disagreed. “I should be used to it by now.”

      

      Her words infuriated him. “You most certainly should not. I cannot let anyone treat you in such a manner.”

      

      “In theory, I agree, however…” And then it dawned on him. “You owe Mr. Johnson money and because of that you feel the need to watch your temper regarding that brat.”

      

      She chuckled, hearing his description of Susannah. “I suppose that is true,” she allowed with a shrug.

      

      Once again, Robert felt tempted to tell her about the inheritance she was about to receive. If she knew about it, then she wouldn't have to stay placated and could stand up for herself as he knew she would if the circumstances were any different.

      

      His reason won over at the end. He couldn't do such a thing, even for her. Robert would simply have to find another way to save her from future torment. “I used to have a place like this one,” Robert said instead of what was on his mind.

      

      “Excuse me?”

      

      “I had my own thinking spot when I was little,” he explained.

      

      “Truly?” She was intrigued.

      

      “Yes.” He used to run away all the time to the river bank. It drove his father mad.

      

      “Tell me about it,” Geraldine prompted, so he did. And then he simply continued speaking.

      

      Robert told Geraldine about his childhood, what it was like to grow up without a mother and all the mischief he did, the beatings he received in return and she laughed so hard a flock of birds decided to seek rest on some other treetop. Robert adored that laugh and knew he would do anything to hear it more and as often as possible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Geraldine felt much better on their way back to the farm. Her thinking spot managed to calm her every time. This time, it was even more than that. Despite everything that transpired that day, she spent some pleasant time with the Sheriff.

      

      One thing kept pestering her, though. What now? So far, they successfully ignored that moment when he was holding her. Something definitely happened between them in those moments. She felt it and was certain he felt it as well. What now? Should they continue to act as if nothing occurred? Geraldine wished to breach the subject. The question that remained was, did she dare? Or what was she even hoping to achieve with such behavior?

      

      What would be the point anyway, she thought, glumly.  Geraldine was certain that the Sheriff acted the way he did because he was a gentleman, and she was in distress. Certainly, he would act in the same fashion if some other girl was standing in front of him, needing him at the moment. She didn't like that image one bit, so she banished it immediately.

      

      That embrace felt pretty special to her but maybe she was over-thinking things. And he did look slightly uncomfortable when they parted much like being caught doing something he shouldn't and was feeling embarrassed. There was a moment where she felt the same way. Maybe she still did, remembering her behavior. Granted, she was furious with Susannah, but the girl didn’t have to slap me. Perhaps she could have handled the situation better.

      

      Anyway, Geraldine reached the conclusion it would be for the best to simply stop thinking about everything that happened, so she could try and preserve some peace of mind. That was easier said than done, of course, especially since they were sitting so close to one another as Duke took them home at a very slow pace. Maybe the animal, as well, wanted this ride to last as long as possible.

      

      Don't be ridiculous, Geraldine, she chastised herself. Now, you are obviously reaching.

      

      To say Geraldine had mixed feelings as they reached her home would be an understatement. She wanted to thank him again for being there for her and refrained from it not wanting to make him feel uncomfortable. As far as she could tell the Sheriff was a person who didn't like to be praised for his actions, despite the fact he deserved it.

      

      She wanted to let him know she appreciated everything. Unfortunately, she suddenly felt tongue-tied.

      

      Why are you acting like this? She fumed, cross at herself. She was always so free and outgoing. Geraldine needed to keep it together since she didn't want to lose that precious connection she had with him. How to go back to that? To that easy banter when she felt like everything changed between them.

      

      She felt like suddenly weeping, which was lunacy. Snap out of it, Geraldine. You are acting as if it is the end of the world. You are being rather silly without reason. Giving herself that little speech actually helped, and Geraldine dismounted without uttering one word to the Sheriff. Geraldine walked into the house as the Sheriff took Duke to the stable for rest, and then she recoiled.

      

      What on earth happened here?

      

      The whole house looked as if a tornado passed through it, everything was tumbled down. All their belongings scattered everywhere. It was an utter mess. “Mother!” She started calling out in panic, as she ran from one room to the next.

      

      Did we get robbed? Her mind raced. “Mother? Where are you?”

      

      Who would possibly want to rob them? They didn't have anything. “Mother,” she exclaimed in exasperation. Where is she? Please God, let her be all right, she prayed with all her might and then wanted to smack herself across the forehead. Her mother was probably in her room as always.

      

      “What is the matt—” The Sheriff came running, demanding to know. The question died out as he looked around himself.

      

      “I found it like this,” Geraldine felt the need to explain as if that wasn't self-explanatory already. She rushed upstairs with the Sheriff close by.

      

      All the rooms looked the same. Everything from the closets was now scattered on the floor. Geraldine didn't even get a chance to feel embarrassed; the Sheriff saw all her personal belongings on such display. She was too worried. “What in Heaven's name happened here?” She asked rhetorically. On top of all that, her mother was nowhere to be seen, and Geraldine really started to panic then.

      

      Did someone take her? Her heart felt like it was about to burst from her chest. She placed a hand over it in hopes that would prevent it from actually coming out. Geraldine could feel the Sheriff's hand on her shoulder. “We will find her,” he assured her, easily guessing her thoughts.

      

      They went back downstairs, and Geraldine nervously bit her lower lip as the Sheriff went into his room. “My room looks intact,” he announced, returning to her side. That surprised her yet she didn't have time to dwell on that fact, or what that could possibly mean since all her thoughts were focused on finding her mother.

      

      “Maybe she went for a walk,” Geraldine tried to rationalize, fully knowing how ridiculous that sounded. Geraldine ran outside toward the gardens. “Mother,” she breathed a sigh of relief, finally seeing her. She looked completely fine while she was pruning her roses. Geraldine's Mom hasn't done that in a long time. A part of Geraldine was quite irked. The other, bigger part was simply relieved her mother was safe and sound.

      

      “Geraldine,” her Mom greeted her back.

      

      “Here you are,” Geraldine approached her with a smile.

      

      Her mother looked at her in confusion. “Where would I be?”

      

      “I was afraid something might have happened to you.”

      

      While she talked with her mother, the Sheriff remained at a distance.  Because he wanted them to have their private moment or because he was on high guard since they didn't know what happened, she couldn't say. Geraldine was simply glad he was there by her side in the first place.

      

      Her mother frowned, stopping with her labor. “Why?” She wanted to know.

      

      That rendered Geraldine speechless for a heartbeat or two. What does she mean ‘why? “Mother, what happened in the house?” Geraldine asked a question of her own, coming to a sad realization. Stephanie Laurel looked at her as if she was speaking in riddles. “Everything is turned upside down. The whole place is a complete mess as if we were robbed,” Geraldine explained, looking at her mother.

      

      “Oh, that,” her mother replied as if she did not have a care in the world. “I was just looking for something,” she explained, as a matter of fact, before continuing with her work.

      

      Geraldine could only stare at her mother. Unbelievable. And here she was, worried sick something might have happened when in reality it was all her mother's doing. “Looking for something?” Geraldine parroted, incredulously.

      

      “Yes,” her Mom replied without even raising her head to look at her. “Everything is all right now, I found it.”

      

      Well, lucky for us, Geraldine felt like shouting. Who cares about the mess that was left behind for me to clean up? She found what she was looking for and all is well. “What was so important for you to find that you had to destroy the entire house?” Geraldine snapped. Her mother gave her the look that said she thought Geraldine was highly exaggerating. “On second thought,” Geraldine continued instantly. “I do not care to know.” With her mother, it was going to be the silliest thing possible which would only additionally enrage Geraldine, and Geraldine simply did not have the nerves to deal with it. Especially today of all days. So, she simply turned on her heels and marched back inside for a cleanup.

      

      On her way, she paused ever so slightly to say to the Sheriff. “All is well, mother was simply looking for something,” and continued to walk without waiting for a reply.

      

      Geraldine wasn't that surprised to see that he followed her inside. She started rubbing her forehead looking at the mess created; she didn't even know where to start. The Sheriff had a similar expression on his face. “I am so terribly—” she started to say but he stopped her, speaking over her.

      

      “I know, you are sorry.” He moved to stand closer to her, closer than he usually would. After that embrace, she started noticing such things, and her pulse quickened for a completely different reason now. She was not worried at the moment. “The thing is, I don't want to hear it.”

      

      And then she focused on his words. “Excuse me?”

      

      “Just let me help you,” he said softly.

      

      Geraldine wanted to refuse him. Eventually, she simply nodded. “Put me to work, then,” he said with that beautiful smile of his.

      

      Focus. “Right.” Geraldine thought about it, then decided it would be best to work together, one room at a time, and he agreed.

      

      The Sheriff helped her tidy up the entire house. She should have been exhausted and wasn't since he was with her. So, this is what it feels like to actually have help, she thought in wonder. It felt nice. And then something even nicer happened. Once everything was put in order, Geraldine announced it was time for her to cook them dinner.

      

      “No, no,” the Sheriff rebelled. “You worked so hard. Let me cook something for you, for once,” he offered, and she could only stare. Nobody ever offered to cook her dinner before. Especially not a man she liked, and once again she had that urge to refuse and do everything by herself. Luckily that voice inside of her was easily ignored this time.

      

      “Thank you,” she replied simply and then settled down and watched him cook for her.

      

      It was perfect.
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        * * *

      

      “Geraldine, would you care to accompany me for a stroll?” The Sheriff boomed. You sound like an idiot, he informed himself, standing in front of a mirror. That whole morning, he was trying to practice speaking with Geraldine since apparently, that was something he forgot how to do between last night's dinner and now and was failing miserably. Everything felt wrong to him.

      

      The words he was using felt too formal all of a sudden or weren't formal enough. He didn't want Geraldine thinking it was all just a big jest or refusing him for acting cold and distant. Also, there was something terribly wrong with the sound of his voice. Do I really sound like this? Apparently, he didn't speak, he growled. And then there was this whole issue about his expression. He looked in constant pain. Overall, he was lacking, and that frustrated him to no end.

      

      Last night, after he helped Geraldine clean up the mess her mother made for no apparent reason, he offered to prepare a meal for them. He was certain she would fight him on that and was pleasantly surprised when she didn't. They shared a wonderful night, as far as he was concerned. They talked, and laughed, in a manner he started to be accustomed to when they were involved and that helped him make a decision. Robert wanted to officially start courting her. Of course, that would occur only if he managed to find proper words to ask her for permission.

      

      Oh, stop stalling like some coward and simply go and speak with her like a man, he snapped at himself, getting tired of such behavior. Not giving himself the opportunity to change his mind, he left his room with the purpose to march to the kitchen and simply reveal his intentions when he came face to face with Geraldine in the hall.

      

      He avoided colliding with her at the last moment, managing to maintain his balance and distance. Could her poor balance be contagious? He joked. He wanted to tease her for it. Sadly, he couldn't since she wasn't alone. “You have a visitor,” she informed him even though he could see that on his own. It was Dr. Carmichael. They greeted one another.

      

      “I have looked for you everywhere,” Dr. Carmichael complained.

      

      “Yes, Oatman doesn't have a hotel, but I found something even better here,” Robert replied looking at Geraldine who smiled ever so slightly. He wasn't talking about the accommodations, of course. His friend didn't have to know that. At least not yet.

      

      “I discovered that, and then I ran into a very chatty lady who pointed me in the right direction.”

      

      “Brilliant,” Robert replied, trying to guess who that lady could possibly be. Just for fun, of course.

      

      “I need to speak with you,” Dr. Carmichael said in all seriousness.

      

      “You can settle in the living room,” Geraldine offered before excusing herself.

      

      “Are you sure we won't be disturbed,” the Doctor wanted to know, and Robert nodded. “I am sure.”

      

      “All right, then,” he replied, reassured.

      

      “Where were you all this time?” Robert asked conversationally while they walked the short distance to the living room. He tried to reach him on many occasions to inquire about his research and couldn't find him.

      

      Dr. Carmichael took a very theatrical breath while sitting down. “I had to travel to a very remote place since the owner of the ranch thought his family suffered from the black plague.”

      

      “And did they?” Robert countered lightly, matching the doctor's tone. “They suffered only from stupidity and lack of personal hygiene.”

      

      Robert shrugged. “It still beats the alternative.”

      

      “Indeed.”

      

      “So, why did you want to see me?” Robert asked, deciding to return to the main topic.

      

      “Because of Elsa Potter, of course.”

      

      Robert was hoping that was the reason. “Did you find anything?”

      

      “Remember how I told you during the examination that there was something strange with her internal organs?”

      

      “You called them deteriorated, in far worse condition than they should be based on her age,” Robert tried to recollect.

      

      “Exactly.”

      

      “Did you find the cause?”

      

      “I believe I did. I am waiting for the reply from one of my university colleagues who is an expert in the field, for an absolute confirmation. I am fairly certain without it.”

      

      “And?” Robert was getting impatient with this preamble. He should be used to by now; his friend loved the theatrics.

      

      “Elsa Potter suffered from poisoning.”

      

      What? That completely took Robert by surprise. “Poisoning?”

      

      “Yes, I believe she was poisoned by a very specific kind of mushroom.” He had to take out a small notebook he always carried with himself to read the Latin name of such fungi.

      

      “Could she have digested it by accident?” Robert wanted to know.

      

      “As far as I could deduce, based on her condition, it was consumed over a long period of time. Her symptoms that her physician described to me could actually be explained by this form of poisoning.”

      

      Interesting, Robert mused, thinking about Elsa's murder from a whole new perspective. “Can it be self-inflicted?”

      

      Dr. Carmichael frowned. “I cannot tell you that.”

      

      Or maybe the killer tried to poison her then grew tired of waiting as she only got sick and decided to strangle her instead, he continued to speculate. “Thank you, my friend. That was rather helpful.”

      

      “I am glad to hear that.”

      

      “Tell me something else, though.”

      

      “Yes?”

      

      “This mushroom, is it wildly spread?”

      

      “I did some reading about it and it's fairly common in these parts.” That, on the other hand, wasn't so helpful. If everyone had access to it, then Robert couldn't single anyone out specifically.

      

      “Thank you again, my friend, I appreciate all your help.”

      

      “You are most welcome. It was quite interesting, as a matter of fact,” the doctor confessed, a bit sheepishly. “I felt like a detective trying to solve this puzzle.”

      

      “Maybe you should change vocation.”

      

      Dr. Carmichael chuckled. “Thank you. I am quite pleased with my occupation. I could never do what you do, Robert.”

      

      Not many could.

      

      Robert thought for a moment about what he learned. This new piece of evidence changed everything, adding a few people to his list of suspects. Only time will tell if that was a good or a bad thing. “How about we go for that promised meal now?” Robert offered, and the doctor beamed with joy. “I thought you would never ask. I was starting to get a bit peckish.”

      

      Robert knew he would say that and barely contained himself not to laugh. “I know the perfect place.”

      

      “Then lead the way, my friend. Lead the way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Oh, my good Lord. “Poisoned?” Geraldine parroted the Sheriff's words once he shared what he learned from Dr. Carmichael. “Someone was poisoning my Aunt Elsa?”

      

      “That is certainly one of the possibilities,” the Sheriff replied cautiously. “But yes, I do believe someone intentionally did that to her.”

      

      Oh my. Geraldine was speechless. Her head was spinning trying to insert this new information to the existing image. Eventually, she started thinking out loud. “So, what you're suggesting is that she was poisoned, and then someone—” Geraldine had difficulties saying some things, like strangled while keeping her calm. “Ended her life?”

      

      Geraldine hugged herself, sitting on the sofa in the living room as if that would prevent her from hearing any more bad or horrible news.

      

      The Sheriff had a sympathetic expression on his face while he tried to answer her question. “It is highly unlikely that we have two killers on our hands.”

      

      This was all the work of one murderer? She thought to herself and started to shake ever so slightly. “All right,” she started slowly. “Someone was poisoning her with mushrooms-”

      

      “Over an extended period of time, making her sick,” the Sheriff interjected, and Geraldine nodded. “And then killed her in a completely different manner. Why?”

      

      Did he simply want to torment her before killing her? She felt like crying and raging at the same time. She was beyond enraged because some monster did that to her Auntie and was heartbroken Elsa had to go through all that in the first place.

      

      The Sheriff shrugged. “My guess is that the murderer grew impatient.”

      

      “He was killing her too slowly?” Geraldine exclaimed. “That is simply too horrible,” she started shaking her head. She wanted to get rid of the images that were plaguing her mind. Unfortunately, it did not work. Geraldine kept seeing her poor Aunt sprawled on the kitchen floor.

      

      “I agree,” he replied simply.

      

      Geraldine needed something concrete to do, or something other to think about or she would go completely mad. “What about this mushroom? Is it hard to obtain?” Geraldine asked, simply to stop herself from seeing the image of Elsa's dead body over and over again. If she focused on catching the murderer she would maybe stop tormenting herself.

      

      “I asked in the local apothecary, after I sent Dr. Carmichael off since he had to go back to Fort Mohave.”

      

      “You met Mr. Benjamin,” Geraldine said with a smile. “He is such a lovely man.” Always asks for my mother's health whenever he sees me.

      

      “Yes, and very helpful. He said it cannot be bought legally since it's highly poisonous.”

      

      “Oh, dear.”

      

      “He didn't rule out the possibility that someone was collecting it on their own, since it grows here in abundance, if you know what you're looking for.” “So, it must be a person who is somewhat knowledgeable.”

      

      “My point exactly. He also told me that the mushrooms would probably need to be dried out and made into a powder to be consumed without detection.”

      

      What a scary notion. Not simply that someone would go to such lengths to commit this heinous crime but that the tools could be provided from the Earth. A mushroom that came from the ground could easily kill you. On the other hand, that same thing could be said for a lot of different things. From plants and animals to extreme weather, there were a lot of ways that could end a life. This world was beautiful. It was also quite deadly. Of course, the deadliest creature in this world were humans.

      

      And the most vicious one as well, Geraldine added. “Did this new information help you with the investigation? Do you believe now that one of the husbands is more likely to be the killer?” Geraldine wanted to know next.

      

      “Of course, it helped. I just have to determine how exactly,” the Sheriff replied honestly. She appreciated that he was always perfectly honest with her. Geraldine was certain there were things he couldn't say even to her, nevertheless, she appreciated he included her this much as is. “There's one more thing,” he added after a small pause.

      

      “And that is?”

      

      “I don't want to jump to any conclusions, however, poison is known to be women's preferred weapon of choice.”

      

      “Do you believe one of the scorn wives killed Elsa?” Geraldine exclaimed. Her mind started to spin as she tried to recollect every gesture, word, or glance all those women shared with her during her visits. Could one of them be the killer? “As I said, I am not going to jump to any conclusions. I will let the evidence take me in the right direction,” the Sheriff insisted.

      

      Geraldine pondered about his words for a moment. It had to be someone she saw on a regular basis, Geraldine mused. Who? The only person she saw almost every day were her and mother. She must have had a secret visitor.

      

      Geraldine felt like weeping, thinking about Aunt Elsa and how someone day in and day out came to her house and tried to do her harm. And actually, succeeding in harming her, she corrected herself glumly. “I feel like we are missing the most vital piece of information. Why would someone do such a thing?”

      

      The Sheriff laughed without actual humor. “Well, of course we do, that is why it's called an investigation. If we had everything, we would already have the killer as well.”

      

      Good point. “Since we are sharing, I do have something to tell you,” Geraldine started then wavered. Maybe she was being silly. “I didn't believe it was important at the time, perhaps it is not of any relevance.”

      

      “No matter how big or small you should always tell me everything,” the Sheriff reassured her. “Sometimes the smallest of details could solve a case.”

      

      Well, when he put it that way. “I still don't think it would be of any help...  Could I see that single letter that was written by an unknown author once more?”

      

      Of course, the author was very much known, simply not to them. Elsa knew. Sadly, she took that information with her to the grave.

      

      Even though it was clear he failed to make a connection between the letter and what she had to share, he nodded and went to his room to bring it. “Thank you,” she said once he returned and offered her the letter. Geraldine read it once more, needing to be completely sure in herself before speaking. It bugged her to no end the signature was unreadable. It was as the Sheriff said, if everything was clear there wouldn't be any need for an investigation in the first place. “Well?” He prompted, clearly getting impatient with her secrecy

      

      “I believe I know this handwriting.”

      

      “Really? Why didn't you say it before? Do you know his name?”

      

      Geraldine started shaking her head long before he finished. “I do not remember how I recognize it, I just know I saw it before.”

      

      “Are you certain?”

      

      “Yes. It's these Z's.”

      

      “They are written a bit differently,” the Sheriff allowed. “You have to remember where you've seen it.”

      

      “I've been trying.” Believe me. She drove herself mad for the past few days. “Maybe it was one of your teachers?”

      

      “I only had one teacher, Mrs. Henley, and I know her handwriting by heart. It's not hers.” Besides, why would she write to Elsa?

      

      Perhaps it was her husband's? Geraldine pondered.“Maybe you read it in one of the books? You know how people like to write inscriptions and all kinds of notes in the margins.” The Sheriff was reaching, however, Geraldine realized that was a fair possibility. “Maybe I could show it to her since she has the biggest library in the town, plus almost all my books came from her.” Others were bought in Fort Mohave.

      

      “I cannot give you that letter, it's evidence.”

      

      Geraldine understood that completely. “I will think of something else then.” She could draw the letters to Mrs. Henley. Now she was the one reaching. “Where could you have seen it?” He asked in frustration. “Here on the farm or maybe you saw the letter at Elsa Potter's when younger,” he clearly spoke his thoughts out loud.

      

      “I shouldn't have said anything.”

      

      “No. It's good that you did,” the Sheriff was quick to reassure her. “We will definitely work on that.”

      

      “I read once that there are certain techniques one could utilize that help in recovering forgotten memories,” Geraldine replied.

      

      “Truly? What techniques would that be?” The Sheriff asked, intrigued.

      

      Geraldine offered a small smile in return. “I do not remember.” The Sheriff laughed as well.

      

      “Brilliant. We will work on that, as well,” he added in a much lighter tone.

      

      “I am sorry I wasn't that helpful.” Or at all.

      

      “Everything is all right. We may not see the big picture yet, but all the small pieces are being collected and they will fall into place.” He reassured her.

      

      The Sheriff really had a lovely way with words. He should have been a poet. Of course, she did not say that out loud, not wanting to embarrass him.

      

      He checked the time and frowned. “I have to go to Oatman really quickly to send a telegram to one of my deputies.” She understood why there would be a need for urgency since the post office worked short hours. And then she processed his words. Is he planning on leaving again? Geraldine couldn't help feeling an ache inside her heart. “I am not going anywhere. I just need Deputy Bane to come to Oatman.”

      

      “You are calling for your men here?”

      

      “I realized I need him to answer some of my questions in person and help me with some other matters,” he replied vaguely, and Geraldine did not want to press. “I don't want to spread myself too thin,” he added, and it was clear he was speaking with himself.

      

      “Good thinking,” she commented, nevertheless.
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        * * *

      

      Robert hated lying. Especially to Geraldine. Technically, he did not lie, simply omitted, chose not to disclose everything. The rationalization did not work on him since he hated that as well. The main reason he wanted deputy Bane to come to Oatman was, of course, Mr. Johnson.

      

      First and foremost, Robert wanted to ask his deputy why he was so lenient with Mr. Johnson, allowing him to evade paying taxes. That was a serious crime for both parties as far as Robert was concerned. He was also thinking bigger at the moment and didn't want to charge Mr. Johnson solely for that. Robert was certain he committed something even greater, and he was determined to discover what.

      

      That was where deputy Bane came into play. As a way of redemption, he will help Robert start an investigation of his own about Mr. Fergus Johnson and all his dealings, since Robert needed proof they were dirty. Robert was prepared to lay down his life; his conviction was so strong that Mr. Johnson, without a doubt, broke some laws while multiplying his riches.

      

      Mr. Johnson bragged how he was a savvy businessman with good fortune. Now, he had Robert holding all the cards and his luck was about to change. Not simply because of what he and his daughter did to Geraldine. There has to be justice in the world or else what is the point in having laws in the first place? The people who think that they were above the law irritated Robert to no end.

      

      Placing Duke to the corral he proceeded toward the post office. “Sheriff Bradway,” he heard someone calling out for him, so he slowed his stride, and turned. It was Mrs. Hobbs, he was surprised to discover. “Just the person I hoped to see,” she exclaimed.

      

      “Good day, Mrs. Hobbs,” he greeted her once she reached him.

      

      She looked a bit out of breath as if she ran to catch up with him. “Oh, please,” she started speaking between deep breaths. “You do not have to be so formal. Call me Betty,” she offered generously.

      

      That bemused him. Still, that wasn't what he said out loud. “What can I do for you, madame?”

      

      “It is what I can do for you, Sheriff Bradway,” she replied enigmatically, flashing a small smile.

      

      This woman is full of riddles, I do not understand her at all. “Do you have any information for me regarding Miss Potter?” He inquired, thinking that would be a rather fortunate turn of events.

      

      “No,” she replied, waving with her hand as if he was speaking of completely unimportant matters that she had no patience for. He found that kind of behavior quite rude. “I heard you have been staying at the Laurel’s farm.”

      

      “Indeed.”

      

      “You must be craving some good homemade food then,” she tsked at him as if she pitied him. Robert didn't appreciate her tone or her true meaning. “My Mary is an excellent cook, so I wanted to invite you for dinner this evening.”

      

      Looking at the woman in front of him, Robert couldn't decide what irritated him the most. The way she acted about Elsa Potter was quite appalling. It never failed to amaze him, in a completely negative sense of course, how certain people in this town acted about the victim. Granted, Miss Potter had a certain reputation in Oatman, and from what he could learn so far, it was well deserved. For crying out loud the woman was dead, and Robert felt the need to shout at the people of Oatman to at least have some decency if they couldn't have genuine empathy for Elsa Potter. That was the least she deserved as one of their fellow citizens and more importantly as a human being.

      

      The second reason for his ever-growing irritation was her implying untrue characteristics about Geraldine, that she was a terrible cook. Nothing could be further from the truth. Geraldine was an amazing cook. One could perhaps argue how he was a tad better. Of course, Robert would only say such a thing in front of Geraldine, and in a teasing manner, fully knowing it would lead to a word war with her which he adored.

      

      For those reasons, Robert completely lost his patience with Mrs. Hobbs, refusing to stand here and chat with her a second longer. “Thank you for your kind offer,” he started to reply quite stormy. “I am unfortunately terribly busy, trying to solve a crime that occurred in your town.”

      

      “You cannot work all the time. You must eat,” Mrs. Hobbs protested.

      

      Robert offered a smile that did not touch his eyes. “I do. And when I have the time, I prefer to choose my company with care.” In other words, he would gladly spend his entire life eating only raw eggs with Geraldine than having the most delicious meal with Mrs. Hobbs and her family. “Good day, madame.” And with that, he left Mrs. Hobbs to only gawk after him.

      

      Robert was no fool, he knew he was harsher toward Mrs. Hobbs than was necessary. It was just that as of late he developed a rather peculiar trait; he had zero tolerance for anyone speaking ill of his Geraldine. Especially after that whole incident with Susannah Johnson. Robert couldn't quite say when he started to think of her as his Geraldine. He did though, and nothing could change that.

      

      Maybe from the moment she broke all those eggs on me, he joked to himself, entering the post office. It was love at first smell. He chuckled and the young clerk looked at him questioningly, so he had to get serious.

      

      Right, first get this all business done and then you can continue fantasizing about Geraldine.

      

      He liked the sound of that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Geraldine decided it was way overdue for her to wash some laundry. Her sudden need for clean clothes had nothing to do with the lack of said clothes. It was a necessity of the mind. She hoped some manual labor would help her solve a puzzle she had. Geraldine needed to remember why that handwriting felt so familiar to her, and she needed to remember it as soon as possible. The not knowing was driving her mad. Now more so than before since she shared it with the Sheriff. If she was honest with herself, she knew that the urge to remember came from the fact she did not want to disappoint him in any way.

      

      That was the reason she gathered as much as she possibly could and got down to work. By this rate, she would use the entire laundry soap, however, that did not stop her from her endeavor. Geraldine grinned like a fool, spotting one of the Sheriff's shirts in the pile. Of course, it wasn't the one with eggs on it. She washed that one a while back and returned it to him.

      

      It still smells like him, she realized, bringing it to her nose. One whiff was all it took for her to be transported back to the moment when he embraced her. She hugged the shirt more tightly, trying to prolong the memory and make it even more vivid. That was one of the best, happiest moment of her life. I hope it wouldn't be the last. That notion snapped her back to reality. She was in the process of putting the shirt away, Geraldine felt the need to wash it separately, with some extra care, when she stopped. This needs mending, she realized, finding a tear on the sleeve. And that needed to be done first and before washing so it wouldn't get worse.

      

      Looking at it more closely, she deduced it would be an easy thing to remedy. I will do this now then return to do the rest, she decided.

      

      Geraldine went to her room and after she carefully placed the Sheriff's shirt on her bed, she took out her needle and threads and was highly disappointed to see she did not have a proper thread to mend it. It was imperative for her to stitch it back together perfectly. Oh, shoot!  Geraldine used it all on her own skirt last week; she remembered and then forgot to buy some more.

      

      Maybe mother has some, came a sudden thought of hope. “Mother?” She called out while entering the room. Geraldine frowned once she realized the bedroom was empty. To think about it, she hasn't seen her mother the whole day. The meal she prepared for her was eaten, so Geraldine wasn't that worried. She is someplace on the farm since she never leaves it. At any rate, Geraldine preferred some distance at the moment, she was still a bit cross at her mother for creating such a mess, that the Sheriff had to help her clean, while 'looking for something'.

      

      She knew where her mother kept her needles and threads, so she simply opened a large closet and knelt down to look for the specific box that was always in the back. She spotted it almost instantly. Geraldine tried to pull the box out. Something was holding her back as if it was stuck on something. She tried it once again with a little bit of force. “Come on,” she urged, starting to get a bit irked. She couldn't believe a simple box was causing her so much grief. Grabbing it with both hands, Geraldine pulled on it really hard and almost fell backward in the process. She managed to pull the secured box out, so all was well. Geraldine felt like raising it up in the air, to show her victory when something inside the closet caught her eye.

      

      There was a loose board on the bottom of the closet. That was the thing that got in her way in the first place, preventing her to take out the box.  When she pulled with all her might, it got moved even further, revealing a hole underneath, like a secret compartment. Curiously, Geraldine moved the board away completely to look inside the space.

      

      She gasped in wonder seeing all kinds of things hidden inside. Geraldine would normally feel bad, guilty for invading her mother's privacy, but most of the things inside were her own. Maybe this was father's, she added that as a possibility. Reaching inside, she pulled out her baby dress, the one she wore at her christening.

      

      Geraldine knew it belonged to her since she saw it many times on the photograph she had of that day. It was placed in the living room and was the only photograph she had of her whole family. Her father was proudly holding her that day, with her mother at his side. In her more lucid days, her mother would tell her about that day, how she wouldn't stop crying until her father took her in his arms. “You were always your father's little daughter, his princess, from the moment you opened your eyes and took your first breath,” her mother would say to her.

      

      Geraldine carefully put the dress aside and reached to see what treasure she would discover next. She laughed in delight, taking hold of a small wooden horse. It was a toy her father carved for her when she was four years old. Geraldine moved her fingertips along its lines as her eyes filled with tears. It was easy to forget these days, when she was occupied with so many things, how much she actually missed her father. She had a very special bond with him and since he went missing, Geraldine felt like a part of her was missing, as well. That hole couldn't be filled with anything or anyone else.

      

      Kissing the horse's nose, she kept the toy in her lap and grabbed some papers from the hidden compartment. It thrilled her to discover it was actually letters and some drawings. She grimaced looking at her failed attempts. I was never to be an artist. She put them aside, focusing on the letters and small notes. They were written by her father to her.

      

      I completely forgot about those, she exclaimed with joy.  Her father had a habit of writing her letters before riding out with the herd on the pasture since she was a very poor reader while little, and he was trying to encourage her to do better. It actually worked. She remembered jumping from joy every time she found a letter next to her pillow when she woke up. Geraldine would miss her father terribly while he was away, so she would reread his words over and over again until she practically learned every line by heart.

      

      Eventually, that love of his words spread to all written words and she started enjoying reading books. How I miss you, father. She started to read one of them and abruptly had to stop. Oh, no. Oh, no, no, no. Geraldine realized something else in the process. Sadly, she comprehended why she felt like she knew who wrote that mystery letter to Elsa. The handwriting was her father's.

      

      Oh no, please no, which meant that her father had an affair with Elsa. Oh, dear Lord, please save me from this pain.
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        * * *

      

      Geraldine was thunderstruck looking at her childhood letters as the words started to blur in front of her eyes. You cannot cry now, she snapped at herself, wiping the treacherous tears from her eyes with her hand. She had more pressing matters at the moment than feeling sorry for herself for learning that her father wasn't the perfect man. It wasn't as if she wasn't aware of that fact before, he did inexplicably borrow a great deal of money from Mr. Johnson, so this was just an additional layer to an already complicated story. Nothing more.

      

      Geraldine took a deep breath in hopes to calm herself. She couldn't stay here, in this house, she needed to find the Sheriff at once and tell him what she discovered. Getting up, she immediately sat right back down. Am I making a terrible mistake? She wavered.

      

      Her father had been missing for ten years, so it was only logical to assume he wasn't a murderer. Having that in mind, what was the purpose of telling the Sheriff about this piece of the puzzle? Geraldine had to think of her mother. She didn't want her to suffer even further. And then it actually hit her. Mother! Did she know about the affair? No, she couldn't, she banished that thought immediately.

      

      Elsa was her best friend. What would her mother do if she discovered her husband and her best friend were lovers? She would never recover from such betrayal. Geraldine didn't want her mother to be hurt all over again, especially not so soon after she lost Elsa.

      

      Despite knowing all this, Geraldine realized she had to tell the Sheriff; there was no other way. She had to do the right thing. Placing the letters inside her skirt pocket, she then collected all the other mementos and returned them to the hole in the closet, hiding them anew just the way she found them in the first place. Once she put everything back as it was, she ran outside to collect Whitey. Not bothering to saddle him, she mounted him and rode straight to Oatman.

      

      The Sheriff said he was going to the post office. That was a while ago and she couldn't hope to find him there. She had no other plan in mind, so she hoped for the best. Luckily Oatman wasn't that big of a town and she could always ask local folks if anyone saw him. Miraculously, she ran into him halfway there. He smiled recognizing her, urging Duke toward her. His expression changed once he managed to read her current mood.

      

      “What happened, Geraldine?” He demanded in his authoritative voice. Geraldine sighed and dismounted, so did he. Reaching into her pocket she took out the letters.

      

      “I have something to show you,” she said, reluctantly giving him the stash of letters from her childhood. Still frowning, the Sheriff accepted what was offered and started looking at them.

      

      “My dearest Geraldine?” He frowned as he began to read at random.

      

      She hesitated to admit, “Yes, they were written to me by my father.” He nodded. “All right, why—” he stopped mid-sentence to look at her.

      

      Geraldine swallowed hard before speaking. For some reason, confessing her father's infidelity felt too hard for her. She shouldered on, nevertheless. “I think I know now why the handwriting of that last letter felt so familiar to me.”

      

      The Sheriff instantly looked at the letters he held in his hand, understanding what she was implying without further words. “It was written by your father,” he guessed.

      

      “I believe so.”

      

      He didn't say something else that was clearly on his mind, how that also meant her father had an affair with Elsa. And for that Geraldine was grateful. Instead, the Sheriff took a step closer to her and put his free hand on her shoulder. “I am so sorry, Geraldine.”

      

      “Me too. It is what it is, though,” she faked indifference, of course, he saw right through her charade.

      

      The Sheriff gave her shoulder a squeeze. “The saddest part of growing up is learning our parents were people and not heroes we painted them to be.”

      

      Those words were too true. “So now we know. That last letter was P, for Peter,” Geraldine explained, for no other purpose than to fill the silence with something, because inside of her a true storm was raging.

      

      How could her father do that to mother? Geraldine believed with all her heart he loved her. Of course, Geraldine was nothing more than a child back then, what could she possibly know about marriage? The question remained valid, how could he? How could Elsa betray her only friend in such a manner?

      

      The people she loved the most in the world were connected in such a manner it was giving her a headache. Geraldine was experiencing a true whirlwind of emotions and she didn't know how to stop it. Didn't know if she wanted to in the first place since it was far easier to be angry than sad. “Geraldine?” The Sheriff was calling her, snapping her back to reality, and by the looks of it, he was trying to get her attention for a while. She was really losing it.“Hm?”

      

      “I know this is extremely difficult for you, but I need to speak with your mother again.”

      

      That sobered her immediately and forced her to focus solely on him. “What for?” She demanded, acting overprotective.

      

      He did not take offense of her attitude. “I know you are distressed at the moment. I beg of you, try to think about it rationally.” He pleaded.

      

      Actually, she was. She needed to keep her mother out of this, spare her from any additional hurt, no matter what. “With the discovery of the fifth author,” he continued. “We now have another suspect on our hands.”

      

      “My father has been missing for years,” Geraldine argued back. “Are you suggesting he was hiding someplace all this time then decided to reappear ten years later only to commit a murder before disappearing again?” Preposterous!

      

      “I wasn't speaking of your father,” the Sheriff replied calmly.

      

      Geraldine's mind stopped working, comprehending what he was saying. Even though she understood his meaning she didn't at the same time, if that made any sense. “I... I...” She failed to form a sentence.

      

      The Sheriff took the last step between them, coming even closer. “I am terribly sorry for doing this to you, Geraldine, I really am. And so soon after discovering the involvement of your father. However, it is crucial for me to speak with your mother to see if she had anything to do with Elsa's murder.” The Sheriff's eyes were pleading her to understand, be reasonable, remain strong as well. His faith in her was what made her nod in return.

      

      “You are right,” she replied, despite wanting to weep. “That is the only logical course of action.

      

      “Let's go, then,” he urged finally releasing her. They mounted their horses and returned to the farm. “She wasn't in her room when I left,” Geraldine provided. Together they checked the house, anyway, making sure her mother did not return in the meantime.

      

      “Does she have a favorite place?” The Sheriff inquired.

      

      “Apart from her room, she likes spending time in her garden.”

      

      Unfortunately, she wasn't there either. There were not a lot of places where she could be, and Geraldine tried to sift through them quickly to find the most likely location. “What's in here?” The Sheriff wanted to know.

      

      “That's just a small shed that mother uses for keeping all her tools.” Father built it for her, alongside the garden.

      

      “I have a bad feeling, so I have to make sure,” the Sheriff murmured before going inside. Geraldine's panic about what he meant was short-lived. For a heartbeat or two, she really feared she would discover her mother's lifeless body inside, luckily the small wooden structure was empty. Geraldine felt like chastising him for scaring her half to death but didn't.

      

      “I hate being right,” the Sheriff uttered, and Geraldine had to agree. “Oh, no,” she cried out, placing a hand over her heart. There was no dead body present, that much was true. On the small table was a glass container that was filled with what looked like dried mushrooms.

      

      “I cannot believe this,” Geraldine said out loud. Her mother was involved. They have been looking for someone who was right there under their noses this whole time.

      

      Mother killed Elsa, Geraldine repeated over and over. That notion was beyond her comprehension.

      

      God is simply too cruel...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      “No, no, no, this is not possible,” Geraldine started to shake next to Robert. She was in serious denial about what they learned. If he was being honest, Robert would have to admit how Stephanie Laurel fooled him as well.  He couldn't say if she was that good of an actress or if her behavior was the product of her illness.

      

      Nevertheless, he truly believed she was not involved   with Elsa's death. Not anymore. “This is not possible,” Geraldine repeated stubbornly. Robert knew this was all very devastating for her. He needed to stop her from going into complete shock. Unfortunately, there were no words he could implement that would stop her from hurting. Even though there was nothing he wanted more.

      

      “Geraldine, look at me,” he commanded. She turned and her look was so lost, it broke his heart. To not only learn about your father's infidelity but about your mother's quite inevitable involvement in a murder would be tough for anyone.

      

      “You must be mistaken,” she interjected. “There must be another explanation. My mother could not have done it,” she pleaded him with her eyes to agree with her. A part of him wanted to do that. That was the part that was desperately in love with her.

      

      The other part, however, the part that was the officer of the law, knew he had to follow the evidence without getting emotionally attached.

      

      Robert needed to find Stephanie Laurel and confront her about all of this while being fully aware he couldn't simply leave Geraldine in such state. Besides, something was telling him Geraldine would let him go alone to search for her mother alone anyway. “Geraldine,” he tried again as she continued to mumble something to herself. “Stop!” He boomed, hating he had to use that tone on her. It worked. She became completely still, and he used that precious moment to try and get through to her. “I understand you are in a world of hurt at the moment; I need you calm enough because I need your help. You are my assistant after all, and we need to find your mother.”

      

      Robert refused to speculate if her mother somehow knew they were on to her and was absent because of that, or she simply stayed away like she normally did around him. He understood Mrs. Laurel's behavior better. All that he did know at the moment was that it was imperative she was located. He didn't want anyone else getting hurt. “She couldn't have done it, she loved Elsa,” Geraldine said stubbornly.

      

      At the moment, Robert had no time to argue with Geraldine about love and what people were capable of doing because of it. He wished she was right, yet, at the same time, Elsa also betrayed her mother, and that could change everything in any relationship. That was why he said this. “Don't you want to learn the whole truth?”

      

      Luckily, that got through to her. “I do,” she replied in a small voice, trying really hard not to cry.

      

      Robert was quite impressed with her strength. “Then tell me where your mother could be right now.”

      

      Geraldine pondered about that for so long, Robert started to fear she wasn't going to answer him. He was about to plead with her again when she opened her mouth. “I know it sounds ridiculous, mad even... I can think of only one place she would go.”

      

      “And that is?”

      

      “Elsa's,” she said simply, and Robert frowned. She was right, that did sound mad.

      

      “Are you certain?”

      

      She sighed, loudly. “I am not certain of anything at the moment,” she replied honestly, and Robert felt like hugging her.  He refrained from it, fully knowing if he wrapped his hands around her, he would never want to let her go, and they were in the middle of a search, and time was of the essence.

      

      “I am so sorry, Geraldine,” he said instead of doing what he really wanted, feeling lame in the process.

      

      “Let us go,” she urged. “You were right, we need to find mother and end this nightmare one way or the other.”

      

      And afterward? He didn't dare voice his question out loud.

      

      On their way to the Black Tail Ranch, Robert racked his brain trying to find something inspirational to say to Geraldine and try to make her feel even slightly better. There were no words that could do that, he realized almost immediately. How could there be? Her whole world went upside down in mere hours and there was nothing he could say or do that could change that. He would only humiliate them both if he tried to use phrases such as “time will heal everything,” or “this is all God's will.”

      

      He respected and loved her too much for that. Knowing all of this did not stop him from feeling the way he did. Absolutely powerless, and he detested every second of it.

      

      Geraldine was right. She did come here. A part of him wished he didn't spot Mrs. Laurel sitting under a tree in front of Elsa Potter's house.  That part wished she simply disappeared, like her husband before her, because he really did not want to do this. He did not want Geraldine to have to go through this.  Then have to live with all this knowledge and bad memories.

      

      Unfortunately, one could not choose his fate, so Robert was going to do it, because that was his sacred duty and responsibility. His personal feelings did not matter. Geraldine and Robert approached Mrs. Laurel in silence.

      

      Stephanie Laurel raised her head. She looked at Geraldine and then at Robert and smiled, even though it did not touch her eyes. “I knew you would figure it out eventually,” she said as a form of greeting, speaking to Robert.

      

      “Is it true, mother?” Geraldine cried out.

      

      “Geraldine,” Robert cautioned in a calm manner, he needed her to stay out of it, and let him ask all the questions.

      

      “I never wanted you to find out,” Stephanie told her daughter. “That is why I did this, I never wanted to involve you.”

      

      “Mrs. Laurel, is there something you wish to say to me,” Robert asked her.

      

      Mrs. Laurel nodded. “I had to stop her,” she said calmly. Robert could hear a sharp intake of breath coming from Geraldine while his focus was on her mother.

      

      “Elsa?” Robert prompted.

      

      Stephanie nodded again. “Yes, Elsa.”

      

      “So, you admit you are the one that killed her.”

      

      Mrs. Laurel sighed as if he asked the wrong question. He also noticed she never looked more lucid than in this moment. “Elsa was my best friend. She was there for me when Peter disappeared,” she started with her narrative, and Robert let her speak without interrupting.  Stephanie made a face of disdain. “Everybody said Peter left me for another woman, and they were right.”

      

      Did he have another affair apart from Elsa? Robert wondered.

      

      Stephanie Laurel took a letter from her pocket. “One morning, out of the blue, I found this on my nightstand, and just like that he was gone,” her voice hitched at the end. Mrs. Laurel crumbled the letter with her hand as if its very existence was making her angry, and she wanted to destroy it. “I thought I lost it the other day, was afraid you would find it,” those last words were meant for Geraldine.

      

      “Father betrayed you. He betrayed us,” Geraldine said. There was no fury in her voice, only resignation.

      

      Her mother had plenty of fury for both of them. “He did not write the name of the harlot he was leaving me for. I suspected it was one of the saloon girls. He liked to go there, even though he denied it.” Robert started to fear they were going off track here. He wanted to hear about Elsa, not Peter Laurel. I guess in her mind those two things are linked. “He left me,” Mrs. Laurel continued, raising her voice. “Abandoned everything we built together as if it was nothing,” she spat. “I still hoped he would see the errors of his ways one day and come back to me, begging for forgiveness,” she added in a much calmer tone.  “Elsa robbed me of that possibility.”

      

      “How come?” Robert prompted.

      

      Stephanie Laurel took a moment to look at the house at her right. “Imagine my surprise when I discovered it was actually Elsa that made my Peter stray.”

      

      “Did she tell you that?” Robert urged. Maybe Elsa had a guilty conscience and confessed everything to Stephanie which in return made Stephanie retaliate in a very murderous manner.

      

      “About six months ago I came to tea  and she wasn't home. So, I let myself in and decided to have some anyway since I already walked all this way. Feeling a bit bored I decided to find some needlepoint to occupy myself until she returned,” Stephanie looked Robert directly in the eyes. “Elsa was terrible at needlepoint,” she explained. “She kept it around for my sake. Anyway, I went to her room and right there, on her bed, all these letters were scattered.”

      

      The letters I found in the study, Robert presumed. “And I admit, curiosity took over me and I started reading them,” she confessed, a bit self-conscious. “They were all love letters, written to her by married men. Men I all knew. Men that live in Oatman,” Mrs. Laurel raised her voice in outrage.

      

      “So, you killed her,” Geraldine kept quiet for so long, Robert almost forgot she was there. Her mother looked at her without any remorse in her eyes.

      

      “Elsa was toying with all these men, like some common harlot, a woman without any morals, including my Peter. I recognized his handwriting immediately. He was confessing his undying love for her like a fool and expressing sorrow he didn't meet her first. I had to stop her.”

      

      “So, you poisoned her,” Geraldine accused just as Robert prepared to do the same. Geraldine was softly sobbing, and her mother looked disappointed.

      

      “I had to stop her,” she insisted, “before she ruined someone else's life. My dosage was wrong,” she almost sounded as if she was complaining. “Elsa only got sick, even though I kept adding mushrooms to her everyday tea.”

      

      “I think I am going to be sick,” Geraldine announced.

      

      “Elsa was a wicked woman, Geraldine,” her mother snapped. “Not even the devil wanted her at his side.”

      

      “What happened next?” Robert interjected before the Laurel women got into a fight.

      

      “She refused to die,” Mrs. Laurel explained, as matter of fact. “So, I had to help her. It was a bit extreme of me to simply use what I found on the spur of the moment, I admit. Still, it needed to be done.”

      

      “Don't you have any remorse?” Geraldine asked, incredulously.

      

      “She took everything from me, my whole life!”

      

      “What about me, Mother?” Geraldine countered as tears streamed down her face. “I was the one left behind alongside you, and you acted as if you didn't care. All you cared about was your pain, your hurt.”

      

      That shook Stephanie Laurel and she started crying as well. “Don't you see, I did this for you as well, all of it,” she argued back. “Elsa took your father from you.”

      

      “And who took my mother from me?” Geraldine asked, wiping the tears from her face. Robert wanted to comfort her, but he knew they had to air everything out. That was the only way Geraldine could one day carry on with her life without any guilt or remorse.

      

      “Elsa needed to be punished.”

      

      Geraldine shook her head. “I never asked you to do that for me, besides, father did not run away with Elsa. She was here, with us, all these years.”

      

      “Only because she killed him,” Stephanie revealed triumphantly, making Geraldine pause. She wasn't the only one having a brain freeze. Robert did not see that one coming. For a second he contemplated if Stephanie's first crime was killing her husband all those years ago. He was grateful to be wrong.

      

      “Could you repeat that, madam,” Robert said as the two women continued to stare at one another.

      

      “It's true,” Stephanie emphasized. “She confessed right before she died.”

      

      “What did she say, exactly?” Robert wanted to know.

      

      “Elsa told me with a smile on her face how Peter came and begged her to run away with him, and when she refused, he was so heartbroken his heart actually stopped beating, and he died right in front of her.”

      

      “What?” Geraldine stammered. “Father is dead?” Even though it was phrased like a question Geraldine simply stated something she already knew deep inside, or that was how Robert understood her behavior.

      

      Stephanie Laurel gave a curt nod. “She buried him right in this spot,” she patted the ground underneath her.

      

      Buried him, in secret? “Why would she do that?” Geraldine asked in confusion.

      

      “Because she knew she was guilty and wanted to hide her crime,” Stephanie explained to Geraldine, as if speaking to a small child. She then laughed without actual humor. “I remember when she planted this tree. When I asked her why the sudden change she declared she wanted some extra shade in front of her house, when actually, she was trying to hide her sin.”

      

      It was all starting to fit together perfectly. Robert wanted to chastise himself all over again for being so blind. In his defense, he couldn't have known from the start that Peter had an affair with Elsa, and once she ended it, breaking his heart, he died. To cover everything up, she then buried him in her front yard. So, when Stephanie discovered the truth, she decided to take her revenge on Elsa and poisoned then strangled her.

      

      That was quite the tale. Looking at Geraldine, he feared she would have some kind of episode her mother had all those years ago. He then reminded himself his Geraldine was much stronger than that, and she could survive everything because she already did.

      

      “And what about your sins, Mother?” Geraldine accused, returning Robert to the present, and Stephanie Laurel simply shrugged.

      

      “The way I see it, Elsa and Peter both got exactly what they deserved, and now so will I.”

      

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Geraldine and Robert demanded at the same time.

      

      Mrs. Laurel pulled out a small pouch from her skirt pocket. It was empty. “I made sure the dosage was right this time,” she informed them.

      

      “Mother, what did you do?”

      

      “She ate the mushrooms,” Robert realized with dread.

      

      “You are correct Sheriff, I did.”

      

      “No,” Geraldine exclaimed, and rushed to her mother, getting down on her knees beside her. “Mother, what did you do,” Geraldine repeated her plea. “Why?”

      

      Robert came closer as well, fully knowing there was nothing he could do. She confessed her crime but committed another afterward, one against herself. “Now all is well,” Stephanie Laurel announced, patting her daughter on the cheek as Geraldine sobbed. Suddenly, Stephanie looked as if she was extremely tired. “I am so sorry for everything, my dear. I really am.”

      

      “Mother, please don't leave me,” Geraldine pleaded. It was all in vain, of course. Robert couldn't know when exactly Stephanie ate her deadly dose of mushrooms, but by the looks of it, her end was near.

      

      “I am sorry,” she repeated.

      

      Geraldine turned to look at him. “Please do something,” she shouted at him. “Bring help, she needs a physician.”

      

      “Do not bother my dear,” Stephanie made her daughter refocus on her once more. “I can already feel the death angel coming for me.”

      

      “No,” Geraldine cried out.

      

      “Take her away. She doesn't need to see this.” Stephanie said, looking at Robert. And he really wished he could grant her that small favor, fully knowing he couldn't. “I am not leaving you,” Geraldine snapped in fury as she cried.

      

      Stephanie smiled at her daughter, looking at her face as if trying to memorize every line, every curve. “You are so beautiful; you turned into a fine young woman. I am just sorry I won't be here to see you wed and have a family of your own. Do better than me.”

      

      “Mother...”

      

      “I am sorry, Geraldine, that you didn't have a better mother. Better father as well,” and with those parting words, she started to get sleepy. “All I see is darkness,” she muttered.

      

      “Mother! No, please don't,” Geraldine exclaimed in panic as she started to shake the other woman. “Please, can somebody help me?”

      

      Robert's heart was silently breaking, watching the tragic scene in front of him unfold. Once again, he was a mere spectator as the disaster occurred right in front of his eyes, with him helpless to change anything, because Stephanie Laurel sentenced herself to death the moment she ate those poisonous mushrooms.

      

      “No,” Geraldine wailed as her mother died in her arms.

      

      Robert knelt beside them and pulled Geraldine against his body, giving her his shoulder to cry on.

      

      In the end, Robert found the culprit, he just wished it didn't break his love's heart in the process.
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        Six Months Later...

      

      

      

      Geraldine looked at the ten-year-old tree in front of her and tried really hard not to cry. She was done with that. It was now time to say her peace and move on. She knelt at the base of it and dug a small hole with her hands. Satisfied with her work, she pulled out a bundle of letters, kissed them before placing them to the ground, then she buried them. She decided to place the childhood letters she received from her father with her father. “Goodbye Father, I love you.” She sent a little prayer to the Heavens

      

      She did a lot of thinking of late and decided she needed to forgive her father, forgive all of them to an extent, so she could move on with her life and find some semblance of happiness beyond this hurt.

      

      Getting up, she dusted herself off, and as she turned, smiled. Geraldine spotted a rider coming her way. Actually, she recognized the horse first. Of course, Geraldine wasn't going to share that with her visitor, it would simply be too cruel.

      

      On second thought, maybe she would. Just to tease him a bit.

      

      The Sheriff reached her by then and dismounted instantly, taking a few last steps toward her by foot. “Does your coming here mean you finally forgave your father?” He asked instead of a more formal greeting. Geraldine shrugged in return.

      

      “Somebody told me how it's not healthy holding grudges.”

      

      The Sheriff nodded. “That was a very wise person,” he countered, trying not to smile.

      

      “Indeed. I realized I cannot continue to live in the past, so here I am.”

      

      Geraldine looked around herself, fully knowing this was the last time she was on Elsa's ranch. Goodbye. She said her peace to her mother as well whose resting place was at their own farm. “I heard the reading of Elsa's will was held last week,” The Sheriff said conversationally.

      

      “It was.” Geraldine was surprised when she got the call from Elsa's attorney to attend the reading. She was even more surprised by what occurred next.

      

      “What are you going to do with the money?”

      

      Geraldine looked at him, narrowing her eyes. “You knew?” Elsa Potter left her a substantial amount of money. Apparently, he knew and kept quiet. Why?

      

      “Mr. Blake told me during the investigation,” he explained, and she understood his meaning. He had not been allowed to tell her. Either way, she wasn't cross at him. “I refused to accept it. I told Father Mathew he could have it with all the rest.”

      

      “Do you believe that was the right choice?”

      

      “Absolutely. I don't want anything to do with it.”

      

      Geraldine wasn't that forgiving to accept Elsa's money, knowing she only offered it out of a guilty conscience. The only reason Geraldine came to this darn farm every day was because of the animals. Horses were innocent. The humans were the one that created an unimaginable mess. “And what about the farm? I saw a ‘For Sale’ sign.” The Sheriff wanted to know next, and Geraldine had to chuckle. He couldn't help himself from sounding as if he was conducting an interview even when he wasn't.

      

      He scratched the back of his head. “Am I doing it again?” The Sheriff asked a bit sheepishly. Geraldine nodded. “But I don't mind.” She found it adorable at times. “Yes, I am selling the farm. It is all part of my plan to not live in the past anymore.”

      

      Her debt was finally paid in full, now she was free. Besides, Geraldine could not continue to live in Oatman either way. Even though everybody continued to treat her the same as before, good or bad, Geraldine couldn't help but notice the glances that were sent her way when people believed she wasn't looking. Here, I will always be the girl whose mother killed her father's mistress. And she couldn't live like that. “Good for you,” he replied approvingly.

      

      “What brings you here today?” Geraldine asked, changing the subject.

      

      After her mother passed and the case was officially closed, the Sheriff had to go back to Fort Mohave. To her pleasant surprise, he kept coming back to visit her. For that, she was eternally grateful. Geraldine couldn't say what she would do without him at her side. He was a source of massive support during her time of grief. He still is.

      

      “Oh, I have some good news to share with you.”

      

      “Please do.”

      

      “I came here today to arrest Mister Johnson.”

      

      She gasped, Geraldine did not see that coming. “Really? For what?”

      

      The Sheriff straightened his back and raised his chin ever so slightly. “I was right,” he declared. “Fergus Johnson broke several laws obtaining his last mine.”

      

      “Scandalous.”

      

      “My deputies are already in Oatman. I just came here for a quick greeting before we go to get him.”

      

      Geraldine couldn't believe it. “I cannot say I am heartbroken. I cannot be happy either,” she said honestly. No matter what he did to her or what kind of man he was, Fergus Johnson had a full household of people that depended on him. What will become of them all?

      

      “That is because you are a good person,” the Sheriff complimented, although his tone was matter of factly. “So are you,” she countered. The Sheriff brushed off the compliment just the way she knew he would.

      

      “Did you walk here?” He changed the subject. Geraldine nodded. It was a fine day and she didn't want to tire Whitey. He grabbed Duke's reins and together they started to walk back toward her farm.

      

      “What are your plans, then?”

      

      “Excuse me?”

      

      “After you sell the farm, what are your plans for the future?” He asked conversationally.

      

      What are my plans for the future? She asked herself. “I do not know,” she replied honestly.

      

      “If I may be so bold to suggest a career in law enforcement.”

      

      She looked at him incredulously, thinking he was teasing her. “You can always come to Fort Mohave and work at my Sheriff's office.”

      

      Geraldine smiled. “Sheriff Geraldine Laurel. I like the sound of that,” she joked. The Sheriff faked outrage. “So, you'll be taking my job, then?”

      

      “Of course,” Geraldine replied without a thought. “I am good at it, after all.” And he laughed wholeheartedly, just like she intended him to.

      

      “That's the thanks I get, a stabbing in the back,” he said theatrically.

      

      Geraldine rolled with her eyes. “Of course not, I would never do that,” she said, changing the mood a little.

      

      “Seriously, why not?” He prompted.

      

      “Even though I admit it was thrilling assisting you, I would never do that for a living.”

      

      “And what would you do? What do you love the most?”

      

      Geraldine pondered about that for a moment. “Perhaps, I would like to teach,” she confessed.

      

      The Sheriff smiled, looking at her head to toe. “I can picture you surrounded by students.”

      

      “We shall see.”

      

      “I have faith in you, Geraldine. You can be whatever you want to be, as long as you'll be my wife as well.”

      

      “Excuse me?” She stopped in her tracks so she could really look at him. He was done teasing, that was obvious.

      

      A wife? Oh my.

      

      The Sheriff took hold of both her hands with his. “Geraldine, you are an amazing woman, you captured my heart from the moment you fell into my arms,” they both smiled at that, remembering how she showered him with eggs. “I love you, so what do you say? Would you like to be my wife?”

      

      Geraldine's eyes filled with tears. “Of course, I want to be your wife. I love you, too. Yes, yes, a thousand times yes.”

      

      Clearly not being able to contain his happiness, the Sheriff pulled her into an embrace, and she went willingly. They shared their first kiss, and Geraldine thought her heart would burst from all the intense emotions she was experiencing. She was happy beyond measure.

      

      Once they parted, he urged her to quicken her step. “I do not like how that cloud looks at us.” Geraldine chuckled. “It is not going to rain.”

      

      “We shall see when we get home.”

      

      And then something occurred to her and she simply could not resist teasing him. She hoped that would never change. “My dear Sheriff, if you were planning to stay on the farm, I'm afraid this engagement changes nothing,” she announced, faking seriousness.

      

      “How so?”

      

      “You will still have to pay for your room, of course.”

      

      “I see,” he said with a broad smile.

      

      “A girl has to eat.”

      

      The Sheriff started to say something but then reconsidered. “Are you planning on calling me “the Sheriff” for the rest of our lives?” He inquired.

      

      “My name is Robert, if you did not know that already.”

      

      “I am fully aware of your name, Sheriff, it is simply that it kind of grew on me,” she replied in all seriousness.

      

      He chuckled. “It kind of grew on me, too, I like it when you say it,” he added in a soft voice, embracing her again, and Geraldine knew he would never let her go.

      

      
        
        The End?
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        Eager to read how Geraldine and Robert’s relationship evolved? Then enjoy this complimentary short story featuring the beloved couple!
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      In the midst of the storm, they still found each other...

      When her family’s old foe returns to town, Olivia Wagner’s quiet life is shattered. As the vendetta between the Wagners and the Paytons is reignited, the town prepares for yet another war.

      With his parents’ death still heavy on his shoulders, Marc Payton must take care of his sister and family ranch. Danger lurks around every corner, but things change the minute he lays his eyes on the beautiful Olivia Wagner.

      Their love is forbidden, transcending the decades-old feud...

      When a terrible “accident” occurs, Olivia and Marc must set their differences aside and unite forces. Racing against a ticking clock to rescue a helpless family from certain doom, their love will be tested...twice.

      A terrible storm is brewing extremely close to them and they don't even know it.
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      “Come on, Marc, the service is starting!” Clarissa Payton said to her brother as she looked towards the church.

      Marc Payton drew a heavy breath as he tied the reins securely to the post. He stroked his faithful black steed Spirit next, and made one more go at checking the fastenings, although there was no reason to. Clarissa looked kindly at her older brother with an understanding smile on her young face. It was, after all, a momentous occasion, although a rather somber one. Marc was on his way to Sunday church, for the first time since their parents, Anna and John Payton, died.

      The steps towards the church were difficult. He couldn’t shake the image of his parents’ caskets being carried out of the small white church. It still felt surreal. His parents had succumbed to a fever quite suddenly and they deteriorated fast. Marc had been studying in San Francisco when he received the telegram with the news of his parents’ ailing health. He immediately booked the train back to his hometown of Eloy, Arizona, but was too late.

      By the time he arrived, both his parents had died. His younger sister, Clarissa, greeted him at the ranch, tears streaming down her soft cheeks. He held her in his arms as the reality washed over him. His parents were gone… And now, the family cattle farm, the Blue Willow Ranch, was his responsibility.

      As he walked up the church steps, the parishioners stared at him, not too subtly. He noticed William Carter, his father’s old friend, and his wife, Sylvia, smiling kindly at him as he entered. He took off his Stetson, making his dark hair fall over his eyes, and looked around for his sister, who had already taken her seat.

      Clarissa had changed much in the years Marc had been in San Francisco. She had been just a kid when he left, but now she was a young woman. But Marc thought that she was too naive, and she was much too interested in giggling with her girlfriends and writing letters all day long.

      Clarissa was sitting next to her friend, Sarah Carlson. They had been friends since they were little girls; Sarah was the daughter of the church verger, Timothy Carlson. She had inherited her father’s flaming red hair and, unfortunately for her, her father’s looks as well. She had a kind nature and always became very flustered around Marc.

      Marc was very tall and muscular, with piercing green eyes, just like his father. He had, however, his mother's jet black hair, the same as his sister, who was the spitting image of their mother, with pale blue eyes. He was articulate and always seemed to gain the attention of the young women in Eloy. Even here, at church, they would put their heads together and whisper as they took a look at him, giggling softly, their cheeks rosy from blushing.

      He paid them no attention. Marc was in no way an old man, but since he’d been back, he often felt as if he had lived far longer than his years. The recent burden of taking care of the farm, and especially taking care of his sister, was trying. Although he seemed to have the aptitude and mentality required for taking care of a ranch, he just hadn’t imagined doing this so soon.

      He looked ahead toward the altar, and in an instant, he was transported back to a few weeks ago when he’d last been here. The whole town had shown up to the funeral. Even the Wagner brothers, Andy and Frank, had been there.

      The Wagners lived on the neighboring ranch, the Rosewood Ranch. For as long as Marc could remember, there had been bad blood between the two ranches. It had all begun years and years ago when he was just a little boy. Someone had poisoned their well, and Marc’s father was sure the brothers’ father, Roy Wagner, was behind it.

      Marc’s family had lost a lot of cattle, and the Wagners had profited from their loss. Roy Wagner had always vehemently denied the accusations and was absolutely furious that they would even suggest it. This rivalry was known to everyone in town and the decedents had inherited the feud. Marc had cared much more about it when he was a boy. It had seemed logical and the right thing to do — to honor the family feud.

      But now, he could not really bring himself to care too much about it. It was a part of the past. And since both Roy Wagner and his wife were gone now, just like his parents, he didn’t see the benefit of fueling the flames of this fire. Marc had a calm demeanor and was a stoic soul. He definitely had not inherited his father’s wild temperament.

      As he walked down the church aisle to sit next to his sister, the familiar organ music began. Predictably, Sarah’s face became a deep shade of red as she noticed Marc. He chuckled quietly as he looked away from her, to spare her even more embarrassment. He looked up, expecting to see old Graves, the church organist, but saw instead a young, beautiful woman playing.

      A sunbeam streamed through the high window at the ceiling which cast a magical glow around her. Her long blonde hair curled slightly at the ends, framing her trim figure. It appeared as if it was flecked with gold and she looked angelic. Her face had a delicate beauty to it and her brown eyes were the color of chestnuts.

      While she played the piano in total concentration, one could admire her long, delicate fingers flying in a steady and knowing manner that only a virtuoso could possess. She moved her hands gracefully and the congregation followed her and sang the familiar tune in harmony.

      I cannot believe my eyes. Could this angel be the little, awkward Olivia that I’ve known since we were children? I remember her as a timid child, always hiding behind a book, not as this beautiful angel! Could this really be Olivia Wagner?
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        * * *

      

      The pastor was speaking, but Marc barely made out a single word. Olivia’s beauty was so captivating that he felt that only strong forces would be able to make him look away from her. She played the final psalm, and as the service finished, she disappeared from the church like a dream at daybreak. Marc got up, holding onto his hat, and began to shake peoples’ hand.

      “Marc, I’m glad you came, my boy,” William Carter said, patting his shoulder paternally.

      “Me too,” Marc said, his mind still full of the images of Olivia.

      “You look better than the last time I saw you, I must say,” William said honestly.

      “It is as if I’ve been touched by an angel,” Marc said. “Coming here proved more therapeutic than I ever could have imagined.”

      “That’s remarkable,” William said as they walked out of the church together. “I didn’t know you were such a man of the church.”

      “Neither did I,” Marc said thoughtfully. “Roy Wagner’s daughter sure has blossomed into a beautiful young woman,” he added.

      “Oh, Olivia is like a gift sent to us down from heaven,” William said, smiling at his younger companion.

      “She sure is,” Marc replied.

      William’s reply was interrupted by the arrival of Sylvia Carter. “It’s wonderful to see you,” she said smiling warmly at him. “I’ve just been telling your darling sister that you should join us for supper tomorrow.”

      “What a great idea, Sylvia dear!” William exclaimed.

      “Thank you for the kind offer,” Marc said gratefully, “I would very much like that. My sister is many things, but a good cook she is not, unfortunately!”

      William and Sylvia laughed, and Marc looked around for his sister. Since he’d been back, Clarissa had made many attempts to cook for them. But she seemed to have a unique ability to only cook either bland or burnt food — sometimes both. Marc sighed, seeing his sister clutching Sarah’s arm, the two whispering and giggling.

      One of these days I really need to get serious and find a wife. The sooner, the better. I need a partner and Clarissa surely could use a role model. She seems so frivolous and still acts like a young girl. He wondered if Olivia was betrothed to someone…

      Clarissa and Marc made their good-byes and walked back to the carriage. Marc untied the reins and helped his sister step up onto the carriage. Soon they were riding away from the town center, towards the road that led to their ranch.

      They rode in silence. Clarissa looked out to the prairie deep in thought. Marc didn’t blame her, as it had been a painful time for him; he had been plagued by an avalanche of thoughts about the ranch, his parents, and his sister since he returned. But now, he realized his mind felt clearer than it had since he had come back.
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        * * *

      

      As they rode towards the ranch, Seamus O’Leary, their old worker, greeted them. He had worked at the ranch almost all of Marc’s life. He was getting on in years, had bad knees, and his eyesight was rapidly getting worse.

      O’Leary walked towards the carriage, helping Clarissa jump down. He then immediately began unfastening the horses from the carriage.

      “I will start preparin’ dinner,” Clarissa said.

      “Great,” Marc replied, trying to sound sincere for his sister’s sake.

      Clarissa went inside the house, and Marc helped O’Leary, leading the horses into the stable.

      As Marc guided his horse into the stall, he looked up at the roof of the stable. He would need to repair the roof soon, he mused, as he stared through the large hole through it. Right now he could let it be as the weather was still, but the summer was over now.

      There is so still so much that I need to do to make up for the time lost. However will I manage?

      “How was the service?” O’Leary asked, pulling Marc away from his reverie.

      “It’s was… It was good,” Marc said, thinking of Olivia again. “I’m glad I went.”

      “That’s nice,” Seamus replied, coughing but trying to cover it.

      “That cough doesn’t sound too good,” Marc said, concerned.

      “It’s nothing,” Seamus dismissed.

      “Are you sure?” Marc asked as the man coughed again. “I think you should go see Doctor Bourne.”

      “There’s no need,” O’Leary dismissed again. “This is just a head cold, that comes with the change of season, that’s all.”

      “I think I’ll fetch another bale from the loft,” Marc said, noting that the horses would need more hay. He walked towards the wooden ladder that led to the stable loft. He put one foot on the first step and as he put his weight on it the step broke. He fell backward but managed to keep from hitting on the stable floor.

      He sighed, looking at the wood splinters all around him. He bent down to pick them up. As he turned around to get the tools necessary to repair the stair, O’Leary walked towards him, holding plywood and the tool bucket.

      “You go on in now, son,” he said to Marc. “I’ll finish this.”

      “We’ll do it together,” Marc said. He didn’t want Seamus to have to spend his Sunday working on this, as he knew he had been too unwell to go to church, which bothered him more than he would ever tell Marc.

      Seamus nodded his head, and Marc began pulling the remainders of the broken step off the ladder. Seamus handed him the wood and Marc positioned it so it aligned with the other steps. The wood was a different color but would have to do for now. Marc nailed the step to the ladder while Seamus held it tightly in place. In a short while, they had replaced the step. Marc put his weight on it to test it, and it held him. He climbed the rest of the steps, which didn’t break but were fragile.

      He grabbed one of the hay bales and threw it down. He looked around the loft at the remaining hay. Haying season was almost over, and he would need to work hard to have enough for winter.

      Marc climbed down the steps and sighed again as he looked at the mismatched ladder.  “I will need to replace the entire ladder soon enough,” Marc said. “And the roof will need fixing soon.”

      “All in good time, all in good time,” O’Leary said calmly.

      “You’re right,” Marc replied.

      Seamus coughed an ugly sounding cough again.

      “I will have Clarissa bring you some tea,” Marc said.

      “Oh, you shouldn’t be bothering with me,” he said.

      “I insist,” Marc said firmly.

      “Well, all right then,” Seamus thanked him.

      I worry that O’Leary is wearing himself out. He cares as much about this ranch as I do, perhaps even more. Maybe finding some hands would make our life easier... Marc thought as he was entering his home. The first thing that greeted him was the smell of burning stew. He sighed and removed his Stetson, hanging it on the hook by the picture of his parents. He gently stroked over his mother’s face and gave the image of his father a small bow of the head.

      As he was entering the kitchen, Marc saw Clarissa sitting at the kitchen table, completely immersed in a letter she was writing. He couldn’t help but chuckle as he peered into the pot on the large stove in the middle of the kitchen. There was the half-burnt concoction of his sister’s making.

      Perhaps this will even taste better a little burnt, he chuckled. Marc loved his sister and was sure that one day she would get the hang of the cooking, but she wasn’t there yet. As he removed the pot from the fire, she finally looked up from her letter, with a comical look of guilt painting her face.

      “I was just…” her voice trailed off.

      “Being distracted?” Marc asked her.

      “Yes?” she replied guiltily. “Is it ruined?” she asked with a grimace.

      “Nah, it’s fine,” he said grabbing bowls for them. “Will you go now and serve O’Leary some tea? He’s been coughin’ an awful lot.”

      “Of course,” she said, grabbing the letter she had been writing and hurriedly shoving it in her pocket, then got up to prepare the tea.

      Marc stood by the kitchen table. He and Clarissa were just starting to get a semblance of routine going. The house was quieter as the stream of guests had stopped after the funeral. People had brought food and supplies, but Marc was ready to begin taking control of the ranch, no—of his ranch.

      Clarissa returned a short while later and they sat together and ate in amicable silence. The stew turned out to be quite bland and had a burnt aftertaste. She seemed distracted still, and with all those letters she had been writing Marc could not help but wonder what could possibly be occupying her mind so.
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      Olivia Wagner stood in the kitchen, a sweet melody playing on her lips. She was preparing the pie that was for dessert tonight. Carefully, she poured the sweet peach filling into the rustic red pie dish. She then pulled the pie crust over, neatly tucking the ends together, closing the seams.

      This is going to be a tasty pie, she mused happily as she popped the pie into the hot oven, pushing a strand of hair away from her face. She had a shy smile and would much rather disappear behind a book than attend a crowded function. Not that she attended many of those. She mostly stayed home, tending to the house, or playing the piano but, sometimes, she would take a book and sit by the river that marked the edges of Rosewood and the beginning of the neighbouring Blue Willow Ranch.

      Time for mother’s braided bread, Olivia thought as she stretched the dough she had prepared that morning. She divided the dough into three sections and began gently braiding the parts into a neat ring. Next, she brushed the bread with butter.

      This always made her smile. When she was a little girl her mother would make this bread every Sunday and Olivia had always wanted to help her. Her mother allowed her to use the brush.

      “Careful, darling, careful,” she would say and gently guide her hand. Olivia had been so young when her mother died, and this was one of her most cherished memories. How wonderful would it be to do this with a daughter of my own…

      Olivia could barely remember her mother anymore; the memories were few but precious. She had died in childbirth ten years ago, along with Olivia’s unborn sister. Roy Wagner, her father, had died five years ago, from old age, leaving Andy in charge of the home. The oldest son of Roy Wagner was firm and loyal to the memory of their father. With his large hands, wide chest, and strength, one would have thought he was made to be a rancher. He was adamant about keeping the running of the ranch the same as before. Andy was hard-pressed to make changes.

      Olivia’s other brother, Frank, had accepted the changes so far. As Sundays were celebrated as days of contemplation and rest at the Wagner residence, the family sat together around the table. Olivia honored the family tradition of making a roast on the day. Her mother had always said that eating a good, hearty meal on Sunday would have a good influence on the coming work week.

      That Sunday had begun like any other. Olivia woke early to prepare the day’s roast and had put on her powder blue dress for church. She rode with her brothers in their carriage, and they arrived early, like always. They took their seats in the third row from the altar. Olivia held her book of psalms close to her heart; it had been her mother’s and it was one of her most prized possessions.

      Suddenly, the harried-looking Timothy Carlson came running down the aisle. He had scooted into the row in front of them, stopping in front of Olivia, Andy, and Frank, breathing heavily. Olivia played their conversation over in her mind.

      “Olivia…” he had said, stopping to take a deep breath. “Old Graves is ill.” Timothy had said, mopping his forehead with a handkerchief.

      “Oh no, I hope it’s not serious,” Olivia had said concernedly.

      Beside her, Andy had shaken his head disapprovingly, and Frank covered his chuckle with a cough.

      “He’ll be fine. But we don’t have an organist,” Timothy had said, trying to ignore her brothers.

      “Oh…” Olivia had said, feeling anxious.

      “Would you, dear Olivia, play for us? We would be so ever grateful!” he had said pleadingly.

      Olivia had looked nervously at Andy, who nodded his head. She looked back at the man and sighed.

      “All right, I’ll do it!” she had said with a resoluteness that didn’t entirely convince him, or herself for that matter.

      She had followed Timothy from the pews to the front of the church where the old organ was. Her fingers had been cold with nervousness, and she had taken a deep breath as she had sat at the carved pump organ. She had been much more comfortable playing the piano, although she could play the organ as well.

      Olivia had leafed through the hymn-music book, finding the correct psalm. Her heart had beat rapidly in her chest, and she had taken a deep breath to calm her nerves. As the pastor began walking into the church aisle, he signaled that she had ought to start playing.

      Everything was going smoothly, Olivia mused. She had continued playing, knowing the hymns very well, and the service continued. Her nerves had calmed, and she had even begun enjoying herself. During the pastor’s sermon, she had turned to see him speak and that’s when she noticed him... Her cheeks burned hot from the memory. She had looked back to the pews, and her heart jumped as she noticed a familiar face sitting in the back rows. It was Marc Payton, and he was staring at her intently.

      Marc…

      I wonder whether he remembered me? It has been so long since I last saw him. He has matured, and that has only served to enhance his good looks…She hadn’t seen him in years. She knew he was back in Eloy after the tragic passing of his parents, but she hadn’t seen him since he returned. She had been out of town, visiting her Aunt Mary during the funeral.

      Why was Marc Payton staring at me, and with such intensity? He’s still just as handsome as ever. It had not been proper of her to blush inside a church, on a Sunday no less! But she could not stop the way her heart had beaten. For the remainder of the service, she had found it challenging to quell her curiosity, but she had persevered and managed to keep her attention on the music in front of her.
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        * * *

      

      “Let us read together,” Andy said, standing up from the sitting room and walking to the kitchen table as Olivia finished preparing the bread. She took off her apron and sat at the table next to Frank. They took each other’s hands and prayed in silence before Andy began reading from the old family Bible. Andy had an excellent voice.

      They were a devout family, and Andy truly had been blessed with his deep timbre and passion. He spoke with conviction and fervor and would have made an excellent preacher had his life gone in another direction.

      The loss of their mother nearly ruined their father, who became cold and distant after her death. Andy had only been twenty years old at the time, but old enough to realize what he needed to do. He stepped up like a man ought to. Frank had been a teenager when their parents left them, but he tried his best to help the family.

      But Olivia ended up being the force that guided them onwards. Her gentle laugh and sweet smile could melt ice, and whenever the house seemed to fill with sorrow, she would sit at the piano and play beautiful music. Olivia was the apple of Andy’s eye, and he regarded her as a mixture of a sister and daughter.

      Andy took his role as the head of the house very seriously. He often said that Olivia and Frank needed more guidance, a firm yet gentle hand to guide them and keep them focused. Lately though, Frank had begun to speak up, making suggestions that Andy was usually against. A rift had begun erupting between the two brothers, pushing Olivia into the middle, as she tried to hold her two brothers together.

      After reading, Andy and Frank sat in the sitting room again, Frank attending to the fire and Andy reading, while Olivia finished preparing dinner.

      “Frank, where are you going?” Andy asked as his brother stood.

      “I’m fetching more wood for the fire,” Frank said. “The fire is dying out.”

      “The fire is fine,” Andy said sternly. “Let us not waste time.”

      “If you say so,” Frank said; he was irked.

      “Dinner is ready,” Olivia called to her brothers, stopping Andy from admonishing Frank. They joined her in the kitchen, standing around the kitchen table. They held hands and bowed their heads. “Lord, thank you for this bountiful meal. Bless us and bless our parents who remain with you, under your ever-loving embrace, amen.” Andy uttered the meal prayer while Frank and Olivia echoed: “Amen.”

      They sat down, and Olivia began cutting the meat and doling out the vegetables. They ate in contemplative silence, enjoying the food.
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        * * *

      

      “That was delicious,” Frank said sweetly to his sister after they had finished the dinner.

      “You truly were blessed by an angel to be so good at cooking,” Andy said.

      “Thank you,” Olivia smiled at them.

      She gathered up the plates and put them into the kitchen sink. She brought the pie she’d made and placed on the table. She brought smaller plates, and the silver dessert forks that she’d always pretended were treasures when she was a child.

      “We also should thank you for your role in today's service,” Frank added, as he took a bite of pie. Olivia looked shyly at her pie dish.

      “You certainly were a more enjoyable organist than old Graves,” Frank added. “You ought to play every time.”

      “Let us not get ahead of ourselves,” Andy warned. “Olivia has many responsibilities here that she cannot neglect. I am, also, not sure a woman ought to play in church, at least not too often,” he added.

      “I’m sure old Graves will be well enough to play next Sunday,” Olivia said. Frank scoffed, and Andy glowered at him. They ate their pie rather hurriedly, and Olivia played with her piece, as she was not really hungry anymore.

      Andy returned to the comfy chair by the fire and started stuffing his pipe with tobacco. Olivia cleared the table and carefully covered the leftover food. She washed the dishes, and when she returned to the sitting room, her brothers sat in silence.

      “How about a little music, before we go to bed?” Olivia said to break the tension. “Aunt Mary sent me a book of sacred songs, a recent publication — it’s quite wonderful.”

      They agreed, and Olivia sat in front of the piano. She opened the book and began playing. The book housed a delightful mixture of American folk songs and sacred songs.

      Aunt Mary was their late mother’s sister. She lived in Scottsdale, and they didn’t see each other nearly enough, in Olivia’s opinion. She sent Olivia books and music regularly, as her husband was a publisher, and she knew of Olivia’s love of reading and music. Andy didn’t approve of Mary, because she had run away from the man she was engaged to and married a divorced man instead.

      Aunt Mary had never been to the ranch, as Olivia’s father would never have allowed it. Olivia’s mother saw her sister only a few times after she married Roy Wagner. Mary had no children, and she loved Olivia like she was her own.

      Olivia had managed to convince her brother to allow her to see Aunt Mary in the past month, but only because Aunt Mary was gravely ill. During her visit, Mary had told Olivia that she regretted nothing in life, except not seeing her sister before she died. Life was too short for grudges and love should always be the answer. Olivia had held her and cried when she had to return home. But Mary wiped her tears away and told her not to pity her; her life had been well lived, she just had to take care of herself.

      “I wish I had your courage, darling Aunt Mary. You lived your life true to yourself in the face of scrutiny from others.”

      Aunt Mary had given her a journal of her mother’s. She had given it to her sister to keep the last time they met. Olivia still remembered her Aunt’s words: “Please guard it safely. When it is time you need to read it, you will know it. Keep it safe from prying eyes and above all from your brother, Andy. I am not so sure how much time I have left on this earth. This is for you to have, dear. It would be a way to get to know your sweet mother better.”  As Olivia had been so young when she lost her mother, she cherished every story about her and let other’s memories of her mother guide her into knowing her better.

      Olivia still hadn’t read the journal. It was laying at the bottom of her wooden chest in her room. She was afraid of tarnishing the image she had of her family, of her parents’ marriage.

      Mary had once mentioned that her mother had regretted marrying Olivia’s father. He was much older than she had been, and it had been her mother’s parents’ wish that they marry. She had chosen duty and family.

      What will I discover about mother if I read her journal? I am terrified of the truths that lie in there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Marc got up early, as he always did. He walked into the kitchen and began preparing coffee. As he boiled the water, he thought how much he missed the creature comforts of living with his parents, especially his mother's cooking.

      What I would give to wake up to the smell of mother’s homemade sausages and freshly made coffee, he mused. Going out to the day with a full stomach and returning home to a house that smelled like dinner, smelled like home. How I miss that...

      Marc had to prepare the ranch for the coming winter. Soon he would need to hire cowboys to help with gathering up the steers for sale. His father had usually hired the same cowboys every year, but they were getting old. Marc wondered what had happened to them, and if they still came to these parts.

      He finished making the coffee, and after a quick cup, he went to the stable. O’Leary sat in the stable, shoeing the light brown steed that Clarissa usually rode.

      “Good morning,” Marc said as he walked towards his black horse and stroked his mane.

      “Morning, son,” Seamus replied as he hammered the horseshoe with practiced hands. “I felt better after the tea your sister made; she may have found something she can make without burning,” he added with a crooked grin.

      “I will pass that on to her,” Marc replied with a chuckle. “I need to ride to town today to inquire about some cowboys to help with the steering,” Marc said. “Do you know what happened to Langston? I haven’t heard anything about him in a long while.”

      Langston was a cowboy that Marc had known almost all of his life. He roamed between the counties and took odd jobs here and there, never one for wanting to settle down. A true roaming cowboy...

      “Oh, he hasn’t been here in years,” Seamus replied as he began working on another leg on the horse. “Your father hired some traveling cowboys the past two years. The rumor is that Langston stole sheep from the Thorndike farm, up by the town limits, and has been on the run ever since.”

      “What? I can’t believe it!” Marc said astonished. “He was an honorable man, trustworthy.”

      “You know how the Thorndikes are. I wouldn’t put it past them to make something like that up,” Seamus said.

      “Well, I’m going to get some answers. Could you please finish shoeing my horse soon? I’m riding to town later,” Marc said as he left the stable.

      “You got it!” O’Leary called after him.
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        * * *

      

      The smell of burnt eggs greeted him as he walked back into the house. A far cry from the memory of this home as it once was. He entered the kitchen and noticed his sister putting a jug of milk on the kitchen table, her back to the stove.

      Why can my sister not be more focused? Her mind flutters like a bird in spring and how can she not smell that?

      “Good morning, Clarissa,” Marc said emphatically.

      Clarissa turned quickly to gaze at her brother. She rushed to the pan and removed the eggs from the fire. She looked nervously at her brother who had turned around.

      “It’s only a little burnt, I think?” she said hopefully, looking into the pan.

      “I’m sure it's fine,” he sighed as he walked to the kitchen table.

      Clarissa portioned the eggs on two plates and put bread and butter on the table. As Marc ate the disappointing breakfast, his mind wandered to Olivia. I must see her again. She is all I can think of. An angelic presence that has come to mesmerize me and wash away all my trepidation and apprehension.

      “O’Leary is shoeing my horse, and then later in the afternoon I will need to ride to town. As we’re meant to have supper with the Carters later, you will need to ride with me,” Marc said to his sister who was playing with her food. “You’ll need find something to occupy yourself while I attend to some business in town.”

      Clarissa looked at her brother with a slight scowl on her face. “I can ride to town on my own,” she said fiercely.

      “I don’t want you to ride alone,” Marc replied with equal determination.

      “Marc, I’m nineteen years old!” Clarissa retorted. “I don’t need to be coddled.”

      “This is not up for discussion!” he said with finality.

      Clarissa opened her mouth to object but stopped. She knew she couldn’t argue with him. “Fine,” she said coolly, getting up to clear the kitchen table.

      Marc sighed as he observed his sister. He didn’t know how to talk to her. He’d been away for so long, and she had changed so very much in that time. He still saw her as his little sister, not the young woman she was becoming.
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        * * *

      

      Later on, Clarissa sat on the porch outside the house, and as usual had a piece of paper and a pencil in her hands. She loved writing letters. This one was for her dearest friend, Beatrice Hendricks. Clarissa had met Beatrice five years ago when Beatrice stayed in Eloy to help out her aunt. They became instant friends, and after Beatrice left back to Florence, Arizona, they corresponded with each other, keeping the friendship strong.

      Clarissa was usually carrying a letter or two in her pockets, and she kept all of her treasured correspondence in a wooden chest in her room. She probably ought to spend more time concentrating on housework or cooking, but an empty piece of paper was too tempting. She could write a poem about the beautiful birdsong that woke her every morning, a letter with news to a dear friend, or even a love letter.

      Clarissa folded her letter and pocketed it as she heard Marc’s footstep. She got up and fastened her hat, tying a neat bow beneath her chin. As her brother lead the two horses carrying their carriage, she gave him a little bow and laughed heartily. Marc shook his head at her silliness, and then they were off. Clarissa was not one to hold a grudge, and her annoyance from this morning seemed long forgotten.

      The trip from the ranch to the town was not too long. The ride took longer, of course, with the carriage but Marc preferred to travel in this style when he took Clarissa along. He knew she was a fine rider but her fickle nature worried him, and he thought it was safer if he was responsible for her safety when traveling. It also gave her an opportunity to write, which he knew she loved to do.
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        * * *

      

      Marc parked the carriage and tied the reins to the hitching post. Clarissa jumped down from her seat before he could offer her his hand. She stood close by him, looking around.

      “You should stay here or at the General Store with William,” Marc said.

      “Oh, please can I go see Sarah?” Clarissa pleaded. “She will be at the church now.”

      “All right, but just for a little while. I will meet you at the General Store later,” he said after thinking for a moment.

      “Thank you!” Clarissa said. She was thrilled and she tipped on her toes to kiss him on the cheek. “I just need to pop into the post office to mail this letter to Beatrice, then I’ll go straight to Sarah.”

      Marc smiled fondly at her. Am I being too strict? he mused as he walked towards the town saloon, watching as Clarissa entered the post office. She was independent by nature and strong-willed.
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        * * *

      

      Marc walked into the saloon. He knew that cowboys often stayed here and perhaps one of them would have some answers about Langston. The saloon was almost empty. At the bar, the owner, Mr. Martin, was polishing a glass. In one corner, a black-clad man sat with his hat covering his eyes. Marc did not recognize him. Slumped over another table was old Graves and Marc almost wanted to go and thank him, for without his drunkenness he would not have seen Olivia play at church.

      “If it isn’t Marc Payton,” Mr. Martin said as he recognized him.

      “Good day,” Marc said, tipping his hat.

      “What brings you here on this fine Monday?” Mr. Martin asked. “It’s mighty unusual.”

      “I have questions about Langston, the cowboy who used to work for my father,” Marc said.

      At that, the black-clad man turned his head slightly. “I haven’t seen Langston in quite a while,” Mr. Martin said thoughtfully. “Not for a few years, I believe.”

      “He was a good worker and proved helpful to my father. I heard a rumor that he’s on the run, do you know anything about that?” Marc asked.

      “Not much more than that. I heard he got in some sort of trouble up at the Thorndike Ranch and since then, no one’s heard from him,” Mr. Martin said.

      “Are you in need of a cowboy?” a gravelly voice spoke suddenly. Marc and Mr. Martin turned in the direction of the black-clad man who had finally looked up.

      “I might be,” Marc said warily. “And who might you be?”

      “They call me Red,” the stranger replied simply.

      “Red what?” Marc asked back.

      “Red’s fine,” he said with finality.

      “Why should I hire a man who has no last name?” Marc asked him.

      “My last name has nothing to do with my riding abilities, son,” Red replied, eyeing Marc shrewdly.

      “Fair point,” Marc said.

      “Marc, can I have a quick word?” Mr. Martin said gesturing for him to come closer. Marc turned away from Red and walked closer to the bar.

      “I would be mighty careful now, son. Cowboys like him are often times outlaws with a bounty on their head, and you could become an accomplice if he’s a wanted man found on your property,” Mr. Martin warned. Marc was about to reply when Red got up.

      “I’m riding out tonight, but I will be back in a few days. I’m a good worker, and I charge a fair price. If you’re still in need of a rider, you’ll find me around,” Red said, finishing his glass and tipping his hat as he left the saloon. He had a slight limp, and his bootstrap clanked with every other step as he dragged his leg.

      Marc left the saloon deep in thought, wondering about the man he had just met. He walked towards the General Store. As he neared, the door opened and the two Wagner brothers walked out.

      He looked around, wondering if Olivia was there as well. Andy Wagner walked past him, giving him a stiff nod of the head. The younger brother, Frank, stared at Marc for a moment before bidding him good day hastily, then hurrying after his older brother. Marc walked into the store, slightly disappointed when he realized that Olivia was not there.

      William Carter looked up from behind the counter as the door opened and beamed at Marc. “Good to see you, Marc,” William said.

      “You too,” Marc replied. “Where is Clarissa? I told her to meet me here.”

      “Don’t you worry. She went to the house with Sylvia to help her with supper,” William assured him. “They just left a moment ago.”

      “Good, good. I just worry about her,” Marc said.

      “You’re a good brother, Marc,” William said kindly. “Now I just need to close up here and then we can get going.”

      Marc helped William close up, just like he’d done when he was younger. The Carters had been a big part of his family when he was growing up. William and his father had been close friends for many years, and whenever Marc went into town with his father, they stopped at the store.

      The Carters were beloved in the town. They had no children, as their only son died in infancy. But they adored children, and the children of the town adored them.

      William was a short man with a great, white mustache that he combed carefully every morning. He had a large protruding belly and his eyes crinkled from years of smiling at his customers. Sylvia was slightly taller than her husband, very slim, and always wore her hair in a high bun.

      She was one of the ladies in the church society that managed various events for the church, like the yearly bake-sale; her delicious pies always sold out first.

      Once they finished closing up, they walked the short way to the Carters’ residence. As they neared, the dog, Tufty, bounced up and down when he saw his owner arriving.

      “Get down, boy,” William said as he pushed the dog away. Tufty leapt over to Marc and licked his hand. Marc stroked his head and scratched him behind the ears. A delicious smell greeted them as they walked into the house.

      “Sylvia, I’m home,” William called.

      Sylvia appeared in her white apron with Clarissa at her heel. “Hello Marc, dear,” she said. “Go and rest while Clarissa and I finish dinner,” she smiled at the two of them.

      Marc followed William into the sitting parlor, where the latter poured them whiskey. They sat in the chairs. “I met the strangest man at the saloon before,” Marc said as he settled in the comfortable chair.

      “What were you doing at the saloon on a Monday?” William asked surprised.

      “I was looking for information about Langston, the cowboy who used to work for my father. This man was a very peculiar cowboy, who only goes by the name Red,” Marc said.

      “Well, the strangest folk cross through this town of ours,” William said.

      “I will need cowboys soon, but I worry I’m too late hiring,” Marc confessed.

      “You’re not too late. Right around this time, the town will be filling up with people looking for work,” William assured him.

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” Marc said.

      “You’re a good rancher Marc. As long as you lead with conviction and trust your instincts, you’ll be fine,” William said.

      “Thank you.”

      “Is there anything else on your mind, son?” William asked as Marc looked contemplatively into his glass.

      “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about young Olivia Wagner,” Marc said, still staring at the amber liquid in his glass. “I would like to get to know her better.” William didn’t say anything but looked thoughtfully at Marc.

      “You’re quiet,” Marc said looking at William.

      “The Wagner boys, Andy, in particular, have inherited your families’ old feud, I’m afraid. Since Roy Wagner died they have become more reclusive; they hardly ever come to town, except for bare necessities, and for church, of course,” William said.

      Could William be right? The last time we met, they were cordial, prayed, and gave their condolences at Mother and Father’s funeral. Are they still harboring the old rivalry? They are conservative, that’s for sure, and more pious than I am, but I am not ready to give up. Not at all.

      “I think I will have a talk with Andy Wagner soon,” Marc said with confidence. “We can’t let the past control our future.”

      At his words, Sylvia walked into the parlor. “Dinner is ready, gentlemen.”

      They sat at the kitchen table with the delicious smell of steak-pie, beans, baked vegetables, and freshly baked bread ensnared their senses. Marc tried to contain himself so as not gorge on the food, but Sylvia chuckled as she filled his plate. Marc savored the first bite, enjoying the pleasant taste, and soon Sylvia was giving him third helpings.

      “I think Clarissa ought to come by more often,” Sylvia said as the chatter about cattle died away. “I could teach her to make my famous pie,” she added with a knowing smile.

      “Oh, that would be wonderful, wouldn’t it, Marc?” Clarissa said, looking hopeful at her brother.

      “Yes…” Marc replied. “But you know I don’t like riding on your own to town,” he added, causing the hopeful look on his sister's face to falter slightly.

      “Come now, son, she’s nearly twenty,” William said.

      “What do you say about if she comes twice a week and helps us around the store. Then she rides in daylight, and you can join us for dinner and ride with her back home?” Sylvia suggested.

      “And who knows, perhaps this would help you find a wife,” Sylvia teased. “You won’t meet anyone cooped up on that ranch. At least this way you have to ride to town more often.”

      “Stop this, Sylvia,” William admonished his wife. “Marc will find a wife when he is ready.”

      Marc smiled gratefully at William. The ladies from the church society had not stopped mentioning his lack of a wife since he returned from San Francisco.

      “Alright,” Marc finally said. “Should we say the day after tomorrow?”

      “Excellent!” William said.

      “Thank you,” Clarissa said, her face filled with gratitude.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “Olivia!” a voice bellowed outside. “Olivia!” Andy Wagner called again.

      Olivia Wagner was sitting at the piano, completely immersed in the music. She had her eyes closed, as she knew the music by heart, and her arms swayed with the movement of the melody. Schumann was her absolute favorite composer. The music spoke to her very core, as if he had somehow written the piece especially for her. Her long, elegant fingers skidded gracefully up and down the keyboard, and she was one with the harmony.

      “Olivia!” Andy called, yet again, this time closer to the house.

      The music stopped abruptly and hurried footsteps could be heard running outside. Andy stood outside the house, carrying a large hammer, the one he used to secure the pegs of their fence. He saw a blonde figure appear at the front door, running towards him.

      “I’m coming, I’m coming!” Olivia said.

      “Olivia!” he said exasperatedly. “You mustn’t let your head get swept up to the clouds.”

      “Oh, I was completely engulfed with my playing, I really am sorry,” Olivia said, looking away from her brother.

      “When will you leave to see your young friend, Katie?” Andy asked, a slight edge to his voice.

      “Very soon,” Olivia replied, guiltily. She was going to see her good friend Katie Wetherby, whose mother was the town’s seamstress, but she’d completely lost track of time as she was playing the Schumann sonata.

      “You better get going. You should not be riding home in the dark,” Andy said.

      “You’re right, I will go at once,” Olivia replied.

      Olivia hurried back into the house and gathered up her sewing bag and a pie she had made. She put on her riding jacket and tied the bow of her hat tightly beneath her chin. When she walked outside again, Andy had brought her horse out from the stable.

      “Thank you,” she said, giving him a dazzling smile.

      “You be careful now,” Andy said helping her up on her horse. “And remember…”

      “To ride home before sunset,” Olivia finished. “I know.”

      “All right then,” he smiled.

      Olivia kicked the horse softly and it got moving. Turning her head, she saw her brother stand watching her ride away. She knew he would stand and watch her until she was out of sight.

      She rode across the fields, and as she made a slight turn, she could hear the river that ran between the two ranches. She often sat by it, in a secluded clearing above her home, reading the latest novel her Aunt Mary had sent her. I believe the time has come for mother’s journal. I need to know what she would say to me.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia slowed down as she rode into the main town street. She rode past the church and the Carters’ General Store, past the saloon, which she’d never gone inside, and past the post office. She hoped she would receive a parcel from dear Aunt Mary soon; she’d promised to send her a new book in her last letter. Finally, she rounded a corner to the Wetherby home. She tied her gentle horse to a hitching post and stroked its head sweetly.

      “I’ll be back before you know it,” she whispered to the horse. She walked into the house, causing a tingle from the bell above the entrance door.

      A round-looking woman, with dark hair tied in a tight bun, wearing a long prairie skirt, and a high buttoned shirt with detailed embroidery on the neck and sleeves, looked up from the small wooden stool she sat at, with pins in her mouth and a measuring tape in her hand.

      “Hello dear,” she said with her mouth half-closed so as to not drop the pins. “Katie’s in the back,” she said, gesturing to the end of the shop with her head.

      “Why, Miss Wagner, what an honor it is!” said a man standing in front of Mrs. Wetherby, who was measuring his trouser leg.

      “Oh, Mr. Thorndike,” Olivia said. “How very nice to see you.”

      Webster Thorndike was her old music teacher. He taught her piano and organ when she was younger, before her father died. Now he lived on a farm on the outskirts of the county with his wife, Alice. He was an eccentric man, but Olivia had always liked him.

      “I heard you playing at church on Sunday,” he said kindly. “You were wonderful!”

      “Thank you, Mr. Thorndike,” Olivia said her cheeks growing red. “I owe it all to your excellent guidance.”

      “Well, I don’t know about that; you play as if you’ve been touched by an angel, I’d say,” Webster said.

      “You’re too kind,” Olivia replied, feeling awkward because of his praise. “I brought you pie, Mrs. Wetherby,” she said, mostly to change the subject, going to her bag to bring out the cloth-covered pie.

      “Oh, Olivia, you shouldn’t have,” Mrs. Wetherby said gratefully, dropping a few pins as she spoke.

      “I’ll leave it at the back,” Olivia said.

      At that, Katie Wetherby, Olivia’s closest friend, appeared in the doorway at the back of the shop.

      “I thought I heard your voice,” she said with a huge smile.

      “You girls get sewing now,” Mrs. Wetherby said, forestalling Webster from continuing to speak with Olivia.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Olivia said, hiding her grin at the look of disappointment on Mr. Thorndike’s face.

      They walked to the back, into the workroom, arm in arm. Olivia didn’t have many friends, as she spent most of her time at the ranch, but Katie had been her closest confidant since Olivia could remember. They helped out in the church whenever they could, and now they were finishing a quilt for the Green family, a desperately poor family with five children that lived outside the town in a small shack.

      Katie fetched a basket underneath the big table and brought out the quilt they were half-finished with. They were making it from scraps of material from their homes and cutouts from Mrs. Wetherby. The pattern on the quilt was a medallion, with a flying geese border. They didn’t have the same color for the entire border, but Katie had managed to embroider the off-color squares, which made for an attractive feature.

      Olivia was a fine sewer, but Katie was a true artist with a needle. Olivia opened her bag and pulled out the squares she had been working on at home.

      “Oh, these look lovely Olivia,” Katie exclaimed.

      “I’m not as talented as you are,” Olivia said, regarding the delicate embroidery on Katie’s squares.

      “Hush now, you’re too humble,” Katie said with a smile. “What I would give to cook the way you do or play the piano. When I play it’s as if my fingers are battling each other, and the sound is the battle cry from the piano,” she finished with a laugh.

      Olivia laughed with her, and when they started laughing it was difficult to stop. Finally, their laughter died out, and Olivia wiped tears from her eyes.

      “I think we will make good progress today,” Olivia said stroking over the quilt, finding an end to begin sewing.

      “Not too fast. I like your company too much, my dear friend,” Katie smiled at her friend.

      Katie was very similar to Olivia in appearance. They were the same height, and Katie was slim like Olivia was. The main difference was that Katie had light brown hair that she usually kept in a braid and although Katie was a pretty girl, she paled in comparison to Olivia. Katie always had a twinkle in her eye, had a quick tongue, and more often than not the two girls sat together unable to stop giggling.

      “I need to be careful not to stay out too late,” Olivia said as she pulled the needle through the soft material. “You know Andy doesn’t want me to ride alone in the dark.”

      “Yes, you could meet a tall, handsome cowboy who would whisk you off your feet,” Katie said jokingly.

      But at her joke, a clear image of Marc Payton was conjured up in her mind. She blushed at the image and focused on her needlework.

      “Why are you blushing? My silly jokes usually make you laugh not blush,” Katie asked, curiously.

      Olivia looked at her friend, biting her lip, wondering if she ought to talk about it. She stood up to peer out the door to the store, making sure Mrs. Wetherby wasn’t in earshot. She pushed the door almost completely close and turned around to face Katie again.

      “What’s going on?” Katie asked, looking excited.

      “Last Sunday, at church,” Olivia said very quietly, “Marc Payton was looking at me…” her voice trailed off, and she looked embarrassed.

      “He was looking at you?” Katie asked.

      “Oh, maybe I’m being silly,” Olivia apologized.

      “No, no, please tell more,” Katie said.

      “When I was playing, he was there, in the church. I hadn’t seen him since he came back, and… He’s very handsome,” Olive giggled.

      “And??” Katie asked excitedly.

      “And he, well I looked up when pastor Ruggles began his sermon, and he was looking at me intently. When I peeked a glance in his direction again, he was still watching me,” she finished somewhat dreamily, thinking about his piercing green eyes.

      “How romantic!” Katie replied. Olivia smiled at the memory.

      “Did he speak with you?” Katie asked after a short silence.

      “No!” Olivia said startled at the thought. “I would never talk to him, at least not around Andy.”

      “Why not?” Katie asked exasperatedly.

      “You know why; I can’t disrespect my family like that!” Olivia replied.

      “But Olivia, that was years and years ago. You weren’t even born when it happened,” Katie said.

      “That doesn’t matter. You know how important it was to my father, and how important this is to Andy,” Olivia replied, sadly. “My father could never forgive the Paytons for their accusation. They never had any proof, only nasty allegations… At least that’s how Andy tells me it was. Father never talked to me about this,” Olivia said. The two girls sewed in silence for a while, Olivia deep in thought.

      When Marc looked at me, I felt as if I had been dropped into one of my romance novels. I felt a tingle inside, and his eyes were piercing...

      “How did it feel when you saw him looking at you,” Katie said as if she’d read her mind.

      Olivia giggled and thought about the warmth of the blush that she’d felt when she noticed him looking at her. “It felt like he could only see me, and no one else,” Olivia said.

      “I wish something like that would happen to me,” Katie sighed.

      “Your very own tall, handsome cowboy,” Olivia joked.

      “If only,” Katie said with a mock sigh. “Can you image my mother’s reaction if someone as handsome as Marc Payton came to whisk me off my feet? She would probably demand to go with us,” Katie said, grumpily.

      Olive burst out laughing, and Katie laughed with her. The door to the workroom opened, and Mrs. Wetherby walked in, and they stopped laughing at once.

      “Girls!” she exclaimed. “You will never finish the quilt at the rate you’re sewing now!”

      “I’m sorry, Mother,” Katie said.

      “Sorry, Mrs. Wetherby,” Olivia said.

      “Now hurry up girls, Olivia will soon need to leave,” Mrs. Wetherby said sternly.

      “Yes ma’am,” they both said.

      Mrs. Wetherby left the room, muttering something about girls and giggling on her way back. Katie and Olivia picked up the pace and sewed one square after another.

      “I think we will finish the quilt the next time you come over,” Katie said, observing their progress.

      “I hope so,” Olivia said, “I want to get this to the Greens before it starts getting too cold. I can’t bear the thought of all those children in that cold shack.”

      “I know,” Katie said. “If we both finish the border squares at home, we should be able to finish it next time.”

      “Good idea!”

      “You should get going now,” Katie said, looking out of the window to the sky. “It will be dark soon.”

      “You’re right,” Olivia said. “I will be back in two days.”

      They began clearing the table. Katie divided the border squares and gave half to Olivia, who put it in her bag with her sewing kit. Katie gently folded the quilt and returned it to the basket, under the table. The two friends hugged each other.

      “Have a safe ride home, and send all tall, handsome cowboys in my direction,” Katie laughed.

      “Only the very best deserve you, my darling friend,” Olivia said laughing. “Not some unruly cowboys.”

      They hugged again and bade each other goodbye. Olivia walked to the store end, where Mrs. Wetherby was cutting fabric with large silver scissors. “I hope you girls made some progress with the quilt,” she said, admonishingly.

      “We did,” Olivia smiled sweetly. “We will finish it soon.”

      “That’s good,” she grinned. “Have a safe journey home.”

      Olivia left the Wetherby home with a tinkle of the bell above the door. She walked to her horse, which was lazily eating grass. She untied the reigns from the hatching post and secured her bag to the saddle before she pulled herself on top of the horse. She gently pushed her heels into the horse’s side and began riding on the road out of town.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia slowed down as she entered the farmyard. Andy was inside the stable, pitchforking hay. She jumped off the horse and led it into the stable. She removed the saddle and reins, stroking the horse’s mane as she guided it into the stall, then hurried inside to begin preparing dinner.

      The stew simmered lazily on the stove, and she cut bread into equal size pieces. As the food cooked, she sat down and continued her needlework on the border squares.

      Soon after, Andy came in looking tired. He slumped down onto the chair in the sitting room and began stuffing his pipe with tobacco. Both Olivia and Andy looked up as they heard the front door open. Frank walked in, taking off his hat and looking tired.

      “Where have you been?” Andy asked sternly.

      “I was out riding,” Frank replied, sitting down at the kitchen table. “It smells wonderful,” he smiled at his sister.

      “Thank you, dear, dinner is almost ready,” Olivia said sweetly.

      “Where were you riding?” Andy persisted. “And for so long?”

      Frank looked at the floor for a moment, then at his brother. “I thought I heard a coyote, so I rode much farther than I had anticipated,” he finally said.

      “Did you find it?” Andy asked.

      “No, nothing,” Frank said with an odd look.

      “Dinner’s ready,” Olivia said as she put away her sewing and walked to the kitchen. Frank sure is behaving strangely, Olivia thought, but didn’t want to speculate. He was probably just hungry.

      

      
        
        Want to know how the story ends? Tap on the link below to read the rest of the story.

      

      

      
        
        https://amzn.to/2Ll0LTt

      

      

      
        
        Thank you very much!
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      Thank you for reading The Sheriff’s Rebellious Bride!

      I really hope you liked reading it, as much as I enjoyed writing it ♥

      If you did, may I ask you to please write a review HERE? It would mean the world to me. Reviews are very important and allow me to keep writing the books that you love to read!

      

      Some other best sellers of mine:

      Loving a Forbidden Bride

      An Unconventional Bride for the Rancher

      Finding the Broken Cowboy

      

      Also, if you liked this book, you can also check out my full Amazon Book Catalogue HERE.

      

      Thank you for being part of my journey!

      Cassidy
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      Born overlooking the Jefferson river in Montana, Cassidy Hanton has always been attracted to the nature of the West. As the only girl of six siblings, her mother used to tell her stories that she later on discovered they came from her favorite romance novels.

      

      With a double major in Philosophy and Creative Writing, Cassidy started writing contemporary romances, only to realize that the American Frontier Era was her favourite. That was back in 2008. Now, she writes overlooking another Montana river and a beautiful ranch that she shares with her husband and three children.

      

      Cassidy delved into the Western Frontier history and the local native stories only to provide her readers with the intrigue and authenticity of the era. She hopes her stories satisfy their thirst for love and adventure and inspire them to live every day with a smile.
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