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 PRAISE FOR

 PIECES OF SKY

“Readers may need a big box of Kleenex while reading this emotionally compelling, subtly nuanced tale of revenge, redemption, and romance, but this flawlessly written book is worth every tear.”

—Chicago Tribune

 

“In her auspicious debut, Warner kicks off the Blood Rose Trilogy . . . Warner develops [the] romance with well-paced finesse and great character work . . . Warner makes great use of the vivid Old West setting.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Romance, passion, and thrilling adventure fill the pages of this unforgettable saga that sweeps the reader from England to the old West. Jessy and Brady are truly lovers for the ages!”

—Rosemary Rogers

 

“Pieces of Sky reminds us why New Mexico is called the land of enchantment. A truly original new voice in historical fiction.”

—Jodi Thomas

 

“Generates enough heat to light the old New Mexico sky. A sharp, sweet love story of two opposites, a beautifully observed setting, and voilà—a romance you won’t soon forget.”

—Sara Donati, author of The Endless Forest

 

“From the first page, it’s clear why debut author Warner has won several awards. Her western romance is a striking portrait of the territory in all its reality, harshness, and beauty. Like Francine Rivers, Warner creates a novel of the human spirit’s ability to conquer emotional and physical obstacles. She conveys her characters perfectly, giving them lives of their own. Readers will be waiting breathlessly for the next book in the Blood Rose Trilogy.”

—Romantic Times

 

“A very good book.”

—All About Romance

 

“It’s been a very long time since I read an engaging and sweet historical romance such as Pieces of Sky . . . I absolutely loved Kaki Warner’s writing.”

—Babbling About Books

 

“I loved everything about this book.”

—Roundtable Reviews
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To Sara—princess, warrior, friend.  
And to Brian, the remarkable young man she brought into the family.
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Savannah, Georgia, October 1871

 

“MOLLY? WHAT ARE YOU DOING HERE? HOW DID YOU GET in?”

So much for a warm welcome, Molly McFarlane thought, setting down her valise and turning to meet her sister’s husband as he came down the staircase of his elegant Savannah home. “The door was open.”

“Damn those children.” Reaching past her, he shut the door so forcefully the panes in the window beside it rattled, then he stood back and glared at her. “Why are you here?”

“The doctor sent for me.” Taking time to curb her irritation, Molly unpinned her hat and hung it on a hook beside the door before turning to her brother-in-law with what she hoped was a pleasant expression. In truth, she despised Daniel Fletcher, especially after the callous way he had treated the family—most particularly, his two stepchildren—after her father’s death a month ago. “How is she?”

Fletcher made a dismissive motion. He seemed distracted and  on edge. Not his usual, fastidious self with that unshaven beard and soiled shirt. “Fine, fine. There was no need for you to come all the way from Atlanta.”

“The doctor seemed to think there was. Lung fever is quite serious.” Hearing the snappish tone in her voice, she reined in her temper. “I’m not here to interfere, Daniel. I’ve come as her sister, not a nurse. If there’s anything I can do to—”

“There isn’t,” he cut in. “You’re not needed.”

Molly looked steadily at him, refusing to back down, wondering as she had so many times why her older sister had taken such an unpleasant man as her second husband. Grief over her first husband’s death had been part of it, no doubt. And fear of raising a six-year-old daughter and eight-year-old son on her own had added to it. It had taken less than six months for Nellie to realize her mistake.

“May I see her?” she asked.

Being the weak, bullying man he was, Fletcher looked away first, his gaze as shifty as that of a guilty child. “Oh, all right. Stay if you must.” Muttering to himself, he went down the hall to his office, slamming the door hard behind him.

Molly wondered how he could bear to go into that room. She had only had the courage to venture through that door once. The walls had been cleaned by then, the reek of gunpowder and blood masked by the cloying scent of funeral flowers and smoke from Fletcher’s cigar. But Papa’s ghost had lingered. She could feel him still.

“Did you come to save Mama?”

Glancing up, Molly saw her nephew, Charlie, perched on the top step of the stairs. He looked lost and small and too knowing for his eight years. He’d already lost his father and grandfather. Was he to lose his mother now too? “I’ve come to try,” she answered.

“It doesn’t matter. He’ll get her anyway.”

“Who will get her?”

“The monster. He’ll get us too.” Jumping to his feet, Charlie darted away, his footfalls ending with the thud of an upstairs door.

Frowning, Molly started up the stairs. As she rose above the entrance hall, she looked down through the open parlor door to see the room was a shambles, rugs thrown back, drawers half-open, books scattered about the cluttered floor. Apparently, Fletcher hadn’t seen fit to hire a cleaning girl during Nellie’s illness. Molly sighed. Well, if nothing else, at least she could clean up the house for her sister.

Outside the master bedroom, she paused for a moment to prepare herself, then knocked. When she heard no response, she gently pushed open the door.

The room beyond was still and dark, the curtains pulled tight over the tall windows. The air was rank with the smell of soiled bedding, illness, and despair. Except for labored breathing, it was silent.

Molly pressed her lips tight against a rush of angry words. How long had her sister been left unattended? When had she last had her bedding changed, or her face washed, or her hair brushed? Had Fletcher simply left her in the dark to suffer alone? “Nellie?” she called.

“Molly? Is that . . . you?” The voice was a weak rasp, followed by a bout of coughing that seemed to rip through her sister’s throat.

Rushing across the room, Molly bent beside the bed, her years of medical training at her father’s side overcoming her disgust with Fletcher and her terror for her sister. “Yes, I’m here,” she said in the calm, soothing voice Papa had taught her.

Nellie looked ghastly, a mere shadow of the lovely woman she had once been. Her skin seemed stretched over her bones and showed an unhealthy pallor except for two bright spots of color high on her cheeks. Her lovely green eyes shone feverishly bright, and her welcoming smile looked more like a grimace.

Recognizing encroaching death when she saw it, Molly sank weakly onto the edge of the mattress. Dear God, she cried in silent desperation, don’t take Nellie from me too. “Oh, Sister,” she choked out as tears flooded her eyes. “Why didn’t you send for me?”

“Daniel . . . wouldn’t . . . let me.”

To cover her shock, Molly brushed a lock of lank auburn hair from her sister’s hot forehead. “Well, I’m here now, dearest. And I won’t leave you.”

“You must.” Reaching out, Nellie grasped Molly’s shoulder and pulled her closer. Her breath stank of the infection in her lungs. Her eyes glittered in her gaunt face—but with desperation, not madness.

“Take my . . . babies,” she gasped. “Before it’s . . . too late.”

Molly struggled to understand. “Take them where?”

“Away . . .”

“From Daniel?”

“He’s up to . . . something. Bombs. A new . . . war.” Her voice was so weak Molly had to lean close to hear. Every word was a wheezing struggle. “Thinks children . . . took papers. Hurt . . . them.” A coughing fit gripped her and Nellie writhed, eyes scrunched tight, fingers clawing at the bedclothes as she struggled to drag air into her flooded lungs. Once the spasm passed, she opened her eyes and Molly saw that desperation had given way to grim determination. “Promise me . . . take them away before . . . too late.”

“But, Nellie—”

“Must hide them . . . keep safe.” Nellie was panting now, her eyes frantic. “Now. Tonight.”

“I c-can’t just leave you.”

“You must.” Tears coursed down Nellie’s temples to soak into the filthy bedding. “Keep babies . . . safe. Promise me . . . Sister.”

Weeping in despair, Molly nodded. “I promise.”

 

 

A WEEK LATER, IN A DARKENED ROOM IN JEANERETTE, GEORgia, two hundred miles west of Savannah, Daniel Fletcher peered nervously through the shadows at the man seated in a wheeled chair behind the wide cherrywood desk.

It irritated him that Rustin didn’t have the lamps lit. Even if the old man didn’t need light, the rest of them did. He looked around,  sensing other people in the room. Probably the artillery expert, maybe the Professor.

“Well?” Rustin demanded in his papery voice. “Have you found it?”

“Not yet,” Fletcher answered, hoping his voice didn’t betray his growing alarm. Why hadn’t any of the others spoken? And why hadn’t Rustin offered him a chair? He felt like a fool standing there in the dark talking to a disembodied voice.

He had never liked Rustin. Even though the old man was the glue that held them all together, Fletcher thought it hypocritical that after stealing all that gold from the Confederate coffers, Rustin would use it to foment another rebellion a decade later. But this wasn’t about breathing new life into the wounded South. It was about money. And power. “I’ve literally torn the place apart,” Fletcher said nervously. “If my wife hid it somewhere before she died, it’s gone now.”

“Who else could have taken it?”

“No one was in the house but me, my wife, and her children. Occasionally the doctor came by, and near the end, Nellie’s sister came, but the book had disappeared long before that.”

“Could your father-in-law, Matthew McFarlane, have taken it? He must have known something if he came all the way from Atlanta to confront you about it.”

Fletcher felt that quiver of guilt move through his stomach. Poor, stupid Matthew. His wife’s father had always had an overblown sense of integrity. “He had heard rumors. That’s all. He knew nothing about the book when he—when I questioned him.”

“And now he’s dead.” It was a moment before Rustin spoke again. “How old are your children?”

“Stepchildren. Eight and six, I believe.”

“Have you questioned them?”

Battling the urge to wipe his clammy palms on his coat, Fletcher glanced around, wondering again why the others hadn’t spoken. This was beginning to feel like an inquisition. Turning back to Rustin, he  said stiffly, “The children are no longer at the house.” And good riddance.  Always underfoot, poking into things they shouldn’t. He was glad to be shut of them.

“Where are they?”

“I—I’m not sure.”

Finally a voice erupted from a darkened corner. The Professor’s. “Christ, man! They could have taken it and might even now be showing it to the authorities!”

Fletcher could hear whispering in the shadows, a furtive, hushed sound, like rats skittering behind walls.

“They wouldn’t have left on their own,” Rustin said. “Who is with them?”

“Their aunt, my wife’s sister. Molly McFarlane.”

“Why did she take them from your care?”

That dry, choking feeling returned to Fletcher’s throat. He coughed to clear it. “I d-don’t know.”

Anger swirled in the closed room like coils of greasy smoke.

“She must have taken it,” a voice accused.

Fletcher shook his head. “How could she have even known about it?”

“Maybe your wife told her.”

“You imbecile!” Rustin cut in with such an explosion of vehemence Fletcher flinched. “You idiot!” Leaning forward in his chair and into a pale slant of light penetrating the edge of the drawn drape, Rustin spread his bloated hands on the desktop. His milky eyes seemed to stare into Fletcher, although Fletcher knew that was impossible. “You go find them, you bumbling fool! You find that woman and those children and get that book back! Now!”

“Y-Yes. All right.” Fletcher edged toward the exit. As he swung open the door to the blinding brightness of the hallway, Rustin’s voice drifted out behind him.

“Send for Hennessey. Just in case.” 




One
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East of El Paso, Texas, November 1871

 

“THAT OLD MAN LOOKS LIKE A BEAR, DOESN’T HE, AUNT Molly?”

Blinking out of her reverie, Molly glanced at her niece, Penny, who was leaning to the side of her aisle seat so she could see down the narrow walkway of the railroad passenger car. “He’s so big and hairy.”

Following her line of vision, Molly saw that the bearded man slouched on the rear-facing bench at the front was staring at her again.

Pursing her lips, she shifted her gaze to the shoulders of the woman seated ahead of her. Men didn’t usually study her so intently—healthy men anyway—and it made her acutely uncomfortable. But Penny was right. He did look a bit like a bear with his great size and all that dark hair, although it could only be from a six-year-old’s perspective that he be considered old.

“He isn’t scary like the other one,” Penny added, sending a shy grin in the man’s direction.

Molly gently pulled the curious child back in her seat. “What other one?” she asked, trying to sound unconcerned.

“The ugly one. He was watching us too.”

Watching us? Skin prickling, Molly looked around. “When? Here, on the train?”

“By the kitty in the window. ’Member the kitty in the window?” Penny bounced her heels against the front of the bench seat and smiled. “I like kitties.”

Molly vaguely recalled a tabby dozing in the display window of a general store in . . . where was that? Omaha? But she hadn’t noticed anyone watching them. “Is that the only time you’ve seen him?”

“He was in the town with the pretty red rocks too. He waved at me, but I didn’t wave back.”

He followed us to Utah?

“I didn’t like him.” Reaching up, Penny twisted a curl around her finger as she often did when she was anxious. “He looked like a candle.”

“A candle?”

“His face was all melted. He was scary.”

Melted? Was he old? Did he have a burn scar? Molly thought of all the faces she’d seen in the last weeks, but none stuck out. She had tried to be vigilant in case Fletcher had come after them, but what if he had sent trackers instead? The thought was so unsettling it was a moment before she could draw in a full breath.

“I had a kitty once, but he went dead.” Penny peered up through her flyaway blond hair. “Can I have another one, Aunt Molly? I promise I won’t sneeze.”

“Perhaps. We’ll see.”

What if someone had followed them this far? What if he was on the train even now? Nervously Molly glanced at the other passengers then froze when she found the bearded man staring at her again. Suspicion blossomed in her mind.

Several times that morning she had looked up to find his assessing gaze on her. At first, she had thought nothing of it. They sat facing  each other, after all. Since the man was apparently too large to fit comfortably into the narrow forward-facing passenger seats, he had taken the bench at the front of the car. It was natural that their gazes might cross occasionally. But after years of being invisible and for the last three weeks trying desperately to attract as little notice as possible, Molly found it disconcerting to be the object of such interest, idle though it might be. Could he be a tracker sent by Fletcher?

The man looked away, but Molly continued to study him.

He wore a thick shearling jacket, so she couldn’t see if he wore a gun. But those work-worn hands resting on his knees hinted that he earned his living doing more than just waving a pistol about. And his face, despite the low hat and concealing beard, didn’t seem particularly threatening, although that dark stare was a bit unnerving.

Turning her attention to the window, she tried to remember what she knew about him. She had first seen him that morning when the train had stopped in Sierra Blanca to fill the tender with water, and she and the children had gotten out to stretch their legs. He had been supervising the loading of some sort of machinery onto a flat car. The men assisting seemed to know him, as did the conductor, who had stopped to chat with him when he’d passed through the coach earlier. That meant the bearded man had reason to be here other than to track her and the children. It was simply coincidence that they were on the same train. That, and nothing more.

Letting out a breath of relief, she glanced at the children. On her left, wearing his usual scowl and chewing his thumbnail, Charlie stared morosely out at the west Texas landscape bouncing by. On her right, Penny dozed, her thumb stuck in her mouth. It was a habit she had resumed of late and indicated she battled the same troubling fears that Charlie did. That they all did.

Hopefully, soon it would be over and they would be starting a new life in California. She would find employment—either as an assistant to one of her father’s medical colleagues, or in a clinic or hospital—and then they could cease this erratic flight. If she only knew what it  was they were running from and why, maybe she could find a better way to protect them. But Nellie had been so weak and distraught the night Molly had spirited the children away from Savannah, Molly hadn’t questioned her. Now she wished she had.

Feeling the weight of exhaustion pulling her down, Molly tipped her head back against the seat and closed her eyes. How long had they been traveling? Two weeks? Three?

The children had hardly spoken at first. Confused and terrified, they hadn’t understood why they’d had to depart in such a hurry or why they’d had to leave their mother behind. Penny still didn’t understand, but Charlie did. He had lost so much in his eight years, it made him fearful of what might be taken from him next. Because of it, he trusted no one. Not even her.

When she opened her eyes, Molly’s gaze fell on her nephew. She had no experience with children. She didn’t know what Penny and Charlie wanted or needed or expected, and her inadequacy terrified her. But she loved them with all her heart and hoped to find a way to reach them and gain their trust. They were all that was left of her family now—probably the only children she would ever have—and she was the only thing that stood between them and Fletcher and whatever threat he posed. She was resolved to protect them at any cost.

Moved by concern for her troubled nephew, Molly reached over to stroke the fall of auburn hair from Charlie’s furrowed brow.

He jerked away.

Molly let her hand fall back to her lap. “Charlie,” she said, and waited for him to look at her. When he did, she saw fear in his eyes, and more anger than any child should ever carry. “Why are you so angry?”

He stared silently at the back of the bench in front of him, his lips pressed in a tight, thin line.

“I know you’re upset about your mother.”

His head whipped toward her. “Why didn’t you save her? You’re supposed to be a nurse. You should have made her better.”

“I tried, Charlie. I wanted to help her. More than anything in the world.”

He glared at her for a moment more, then the fight seemed to drain out of him. “It doesn’t matter,” he said and turned toward the window. “The monster would have gotten her anyway.”

The monster again. Molly sighed. How often over the last weeks had she awakened to her nephew’s screaming night terrors? “There is no monster, Charlie,” she told him as she had so many times. “It’s just a bad dream.”

Charlie continued to stare out the window, a wall of silence between them.

With a sense of defeat, Molly looked down to see that her hands had curled into tight fists. With effort, she opened them, forcing her fingers to straighten one by one until they lay flat against her thighs. At least she had control over her fingers, she thought wryly, even though everything else in her life seemed to be spinning into chaos.

A distant voice rose. More shouts, then footsteps pounded overhead as someone raced across the roof of the passenger car toward the rear. A moment later, metal squealed on metal so loudly the children covered their ears. The brakes abruptly took hold, throwing the car into such a violent lurch Charlie fell against the window frame and Penny almost tumbled off the seat before Molly caught her.

Suddenly the train began bucking like a wild thing. A woman screamed. Men’s voices rose in alarm. The screech of metal grew deafening, and acrid smoke seeped through the rear doors from beneath the back platform where the brakes were.

“What’s happening?” Charlie cried, clinging to the armrests as the car rocked and shuddered.

“I don’t know,” Molly shouted over Penny’s wails. “Hold on!”

Another lurch threw Penny out of her arms and onto the floor. Molly reached for her and was almost knocked to her knees when a falling passenger slammed into her shoulder.

“Penny!” Molly shouted, scrabbling for a handhold, terrified the  child would be trampled or smothered. But before she could reach her, big hands scooped the shrieking child from the tangle of passengers and thrust her into Molly’s arms. A flash of dark brown eyes, then the bearded man stumbled over thrashing bodies and charged into the smoke billowing at the back landing. The car rocked so hard windows broke and valises flew from the overhead racks. The screams and shouts and noise of the squealing brakes was deafening. Then with a crack as loud as a gunshot, something tore loose from the undercarriage at the rear. Feet braced against the seat in front of her, her arms wrapped tightly around the wailing children, Molly looked back out the shattered rear window to see the last three cars of the train topple off the tracks in a thunderous roar of splintering wood. Immediately their car shot forward so violently her head cracked against the backrest, before their coach rammed into the car in front of it, and shuddered to a stop.

Dizzy from the blow to her head, Molly ran trembling hands over the terrified children. “Are you hurt? Are you all right?” Charlie nodded and swiped a sleeve at a small smear of blood on his chin. Penny tearfully held up her arm, showing a scrape on her elbow. “I’ll tend that as soon as we get off,” Molly assured her, so relieved her voice wobbled. “Hold tight onto my hands.” Working their way through the chaos of shaken passengers milling about in the smoke, Molly managed to keep a grip on the children and get them out of the car. By then, men had beaten back the flames where the brakes had caught fire beneath the rear platform, and other men were pawing through the wreckage of the baggage car, looking for survivors. Once she made certain the children were unharmed, Molly settled them at a safe distance from the wreckage, then went back to help where she could.

Most of the injuries were relatively minor—bruises, scrapes, a few broken bones and cuts from flying glass. But three people were missing, and it took an hour for the men digging through the rubble to find them. Both the conductor and a brakeman were dead. The third man was barely alive. The bearded man.

An hour later, after loading the dead, the injured, and the rest of the passengers into the less damaged of the two passengers cars, the train continued on, finally limping into El Paso several hours later.

Luckily, word of the catastrophe had already reached town, and a railroad representative named Harkness, the local physician—a gaunt man with a dark patch over one eye—and several townspeople led by a Reverend Beckworth and his wife, Effie, were waiting at the depot to meet them. While the Beckworths herded the battered passengers to their nearby church, and the undertaker carted off the dead men, the physician, Dr. Murray, had the injured man carried directly to his infirmary on Front Street.

“Not that I can do him any good,” Molly overheard him say to the nervous railroad representative. “Poor bastard will probably be dead by nightfall.”

“Christ.” Harkness wiped a handkerchief over his sweating brow as he studied a column of figures in a small tablet. “This will cost the railroad a goddamn fortune. Two already dead, and another on the way. That’s three hundred each in death payments to their families. And I haven’t even added up the cost of repairs or what we’ll have to settle on the injured. Christ.”

After assuring the Beckworths he would come to the church as soon as he had finished with the bearded man at the infirmary, Dr. Murray hurried down the street, leaving Harkness muttering and scratching numbers into his book.

Molly and the children followed the other passengers to the church. Again, she helped where she could. As she stitched and bandaged, Harkness’s words kept circling in her mind. Three hundred. Not much for a life, but enough for a new start. A widow could live a long time on three hundred dollars.

As soon as the doctor came into the church, Molly settled the children in the rectory under Effie Beckworth’s watchful eye, and ducked out the back door.

An idea had come to her—a despicable idea—but she was desperate.  And if she had to do something despicable to keep the children safe, she gladly would.

Unless she was too late and the bearded man was already dead.

She found Dr. Murray’s infirmary easily enough. After slipping through the side door, she paused in the shadowed hallway, listening. Outside, the chaos continued—dogs barking, men shouting, the clang of the fire bell. But inside, all was quiet. She started down the hall, checking doors as she went.

The doctor’s living quarters were on one side of the house while the infirmary rooms opened along a long hall heading toward the back. Praying Dr. Murray would remain at the church awhile longer, Molly moved silently toward the medical rooms in the rear.

The familiar odors of unguents and balms and chemical solutions wafted over her, pulling her backward in time. For a moment she thought she heard Papa’s voice reassuring a patient then realized it was a groan coming from one of the two rooms at the end of the hall. The door on the right was closed. The one on the left stood open.

She peered inside.

It was deserted and dark, the single window shaded by a thin curtain. A desk faced the door. Two chairs stood before it, their slatted backs at rigid attention as if braced for bad news. Against one wall stood an examination table partially hidden by a privacy screen; against the other, an overflowing bookcase.

Not the room she sought.

She moved to the door across the hall. As she neared, she heard a rhythmic “shushing” sound, which she recognized as labored breathing.

She cracked open the door.

Afternoon sunshine reflected off the glass-fronted cabinet on the east wall, the shelves of which held medical paraphernalia and varying sizes of brown medicine bottles with glass stoppers and white labels. In the corner beside it stood a straight chair next to a spindly wooden stand with a chipped washbowl on top and a basket of soiled  towels below. Perpendicular to the back wall and separated by a small cabinet with a lamp were two cots.

One was empty.

In the other lay the man the doctor said was dying—the man who could save her and the children. The bearded man. Her heart pounding so hard she could hear the rush of arterial blood past her ears, Molly approached his bed.

Dr. Murray had done a halfway job of tending the obvious injuries. Bandaged and wrapped, but no stitching, and the patient still wore his trousers and boots. Leaning over the bed, Molly quickly assessed his condition.

He appeared to be unconscious. Beneath the beard, his face was swollen and bruised. A bloody bandage, held in place by wide gauze strips, covered the left side of his head. A deep laceration, she guessed. Or possibly a concussion, if not a fracture of the skull. Gauze strips also swathed his bare chest, tufts of dark hair poking through the stretched cloth. His shallow breathing indicated a rib injury, but the absence of a pink froth on his lips told her his lungs hadn’t been punctured. More bandages covered his left forearm. Judging by the distorted shape and the amount of blood that had soaked through the wrappings, he probably had a compound fracture. The hand below it was swollen and discolored. She saw no wedding band or evidence he had worn one recently.

Good. It would only complicate matters if he had a wife somewhere.

The thought shamed her. She pushed it aside, and trying to ignore the smell of blood and sweat and chemical compounds, she bent over him, needing to look into the face of the man she was about to deceive in the vilest way.

Seeing him up close, she realized that without all the hair he might have been handsome, although it was difficult to be certain with all the swelling and bruising. Dark brows, a wide, stern mouth, a strong nose marred by a small lump of scar tissue along the bridge that indicated  a long-healed break. His eyes were closed beneath dark lashes spiky with dried blood, but she remembered they were brown.

She felt a shiver of unease. She didn’t know if he was aware of her or not . . . if he was staring back at her through those slitted eyes or not. The thought made her heartbeat quicken.

Taking a step back, she let her gaze drift down the long length of his body.

He was bigger than she had thought—dwarfing the cot, his booted feet extending well beyond the low foot rail. The boots were well made, with rounded toes and sloped heels. A horseman’s boots. Over denim trousers, he wore a tooled leather belt with a silver buckle. On his right hip, facing forward, hung an empty holster with back-to-back R’s burned into it like a brand.

Right-handed. Also good. If he lost his left arm, he could still function.

The absurdity of that caught her unaware, and a sound escaped her throat. Almost a laugh, but not quite. The sound of hysteria. She pressed fingertips to her lips to stifle it. The doctor said he was dying. What would it matter if he left this world with one arm, or two?

But what if he survives?

The thought bounced through her mind, spinning out other thoughts like stones cast from beneath a racing wheel.

What if he woke up and realized what she’d done? He was a powerful man, strong enough to have lived this long despite his injuries. What if—

No, don’t think it!

Furious that she had let her emotions get away from her, Molly pressed a hand against her churning stomach and struggled to bring the panic under control. He was dying. He probably wouldn’t last the night. He would never know.

He. He who?

What had the conductor called him? Wilkes? Weller? She had to  know. She couldn’t do this without at least knowing the poor man’s name—who he was, how he lived, where he was going.

With his heavy shoulders and muscular arms, he had the look of a man more accustomed to the plow than a horse. But those weren’t a farmer’s boots, and a farmer rarely wore a gun on his belt. Maybe he was just another anonymous cowboy. She hoped so. She hoped he was a loner with no home, no family, no one to come around asking questions.

Was he kind? Was he loved? Would he be mourned?

Sickened by the thought of what she was about to do to this innocent man—the same man who had saved Penny from being trampled on the train—Molly swallowed hard against the sudden thickness in her throat. Gently she brushed a lock of blood-crusted hair from his bandaged forehead. He didn’t appear much older than she. Early thirties. Too young to die.

Another absurd thought. She had seen enough death to know the young died as easily as the old, and fairness had nothing to do with it. Perhaps she’d lost the capacity for grief. She didn’t know. She didn’t care. All that was important was that she get enough money to keep her and the children moving west.

Money this man’s death would provide.

She rested her palm against his bare shoulder, needing to feel his skin against her own, as if that might ease the guilt that clawed like a beast in her stomach.

He fought hard. She felt it in the tremors of his sturdy body, saw it in the strain of muscles in his neck as he struggled to inhale against the restrictive bandages. His quick, gasping breaths seemed loud in the small room, and hearing them made her throat ache in sympathy. Feeling an unaccountable sadness at the waste of another life, she bent down to whisper into his ear. “Forgive me. There’s no other way.”

“What are you doing in here?” said a voice from the other side of the room.

Startled, she jerked upright.

Dr. Murray scowled at her from the doorway as he dried his hands on a piece of toweling. Gaunt and middle-aged, he wore a black leather patch over his right eye and had less hair on his head than on his chin, which was mostly gray stubble. He looked irritated. “What do you want?” he demanded, the words slightly slurred, as if he’d been drinking spirits or had just awakened from a deep sleep.

“Do you know . . .” She made a vague gesture toward the patient. “I couldn’t tell . . . he’s so . . . there’s so much swelling. Do you know his name?”

The doctor tossed the cloth into the basket of soiled towels beneath the washstand then with careful deliberation rolled down his sleeves as he walked toward her. His wrists were slim, his hands narrow and long-fingered with short, trimmed nails. An artist’s hands, but cleaner. “Harkness called him Wilkins,” he said, stopping beside her. “Hank. Or maybe Henry. I don’t remember.”

She was relieved Dr. Murray didn’t smell of whiskey, but was concerned about his slow movements and slurred speech. Was he ill?

“I remember you from the church,” he said, studying her. “You helped.”

Molly nodded.

Frowning, he looked around. “Don’t you have kids? I don’t want any kids running through here, messing with my things.”

“They’re with Effie—Reverend Beckworth’s wife—at the church.”

He made a dismissive gesture. “Go back to them. There’s nothing to do here.” Leaning over the patient, he pushed up one lid then the other.

Molly noted the dark brown pupil of the patient’s left eye was marginally larger than that of the right. Was he bleeding in his brain?

“Is it true?” she asked. “He’s dying?”

The doctor nodded, a single dip of his head as though he had little energy to waste on extravagant motion. Pulling a stethoscope from his apron pocket, he fitted the earpieces into his ears and held the  diaphragm against the patient’s chest. “If the head wound doesn’t kill him, gangrene in his arm probably will.” Motioning her to silence, he tilted his head and listened. After a moment, he removed the earpieces and returned the stethoscope to his pocket.

“You’re sure of it?” Molly persisted.

With a huff of impatience, he swung toward her, moving his entire body a quarter circle so he could glare at her with his one eye. It was a sad eye, more gray than blue, with a downward slant that hinted at more than mere weariness. “The man was almost crushed. He shouldn’t even be alive. Goddamned railroads.” His good eye narrowed in speculation. “What’s it to you? Who are you?”

Molly hesitated, knowing the lie she was about to tell would damn her forever.

Could she do it? Should she? Would it even be legal?

Doubt swirled through her mind. Her stomach knotted and acid burned hot in her throat. She took a step back, then thought of the children and stopped.

She had no choice. She had to have that money.

God forgive me, she prayed silently. Then hiking her chin, she looked Murray in the eye. “I’m Molly McFarlane,” she said. “Henry and I were to be married.”




Two
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“IT’S NOT RIGHT,” EFFIE ANNOUNCED. “YOU MUST DO something.”

Reverend Thaddeus Beckworth set aside his worn Bible, removed his spectacles, and pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. Ever since his wife had settled into her rocker across from his, he had been aware of her growing agitation. She had made certain he was aware. A few sighs, then energetic rocking that grew steadily more vigorous until her heels bounced off the floor with enough force to send her prized collection of Chinese porcelain song-birds dancing atop the fireplace mantle.

It was a game they played—how long could she maneuver for his attention without actually asking for it, versus how long could he hold out before putting aside whatever he was doing and capitulating. It was a game without malice, founded on his desire to avoid conflict and her need to seek it. If there was one thing Effie Beckworth thrived on, it was a good, rousing crisis.

And today had been rife with crises. Injured passengers milling about, children to mother, mouths to feed. Now all the stranded travelers had been moved from the church into rooms at the hotel, the children were back with their mother, and Effie had nothing to do but bedevil him. Bless her heart.

Smiling fondly at the woman who had been his helpmate for thirty-two years and who, despite her meddling ways, had a kind and giving heart, Thaddeus said, “Certainly, my dear. Do what about what?”

“About Molly McFarlane and those poor little tykes.” Her heels thumped on the floor as the rocker came to a stop. “You must talk to the railroad people, Mr. Beckworth. To that solicitor, Mr. Harkness, before it’s too late.”

Ah. Yet another crisis. “And what shall I talk to him about, my dear?”

“The man in the infirmary.” Leaning forward, his wife lowered her voice to gossip level. “He’s dying. And I think the railroad should pay him, don’t you?”

“For dying?”

“Exactly.” She sat back, looking pleased that he understood. “If they pay the other dead men, they should pay him too. Don’t you agree?”

“But he’s not yet dead, Effie.”

“He soon will be. Harkness said so himself. And what will happen to those babies then?” She paused to dab at her eyes with a lacy handkerchief she’d pulled from who-knows-where. Then thrusting sentiment aside, she hiked her chins and puffed out her nicely rounded chest. “You must talk to them, Mr. Beckworth. Show them the error of their ways. It’s the Christian thing to do.”

Preaching to the preacher. With a sigh, Thaddeus replaced his spectacles and opened the Bible. “Of course, dear. I shall speak to Mr. Harkness tomorrow.”

“Or I could, I suppose,” she offered thoughtfully. “I am more familiar with the particulars, after all. Perhaps he’s still at the hotel directing passengers.”

“Yes, well . . . perhaps . . .”

Her smile was grace itself. “As always, Mr. Beckworth, you know best.”

“Do I? I’m never sure.” And he still had no idea what she was talking about.

 

 

ON THE SECOND FLOOR OF THE EMPIRE HOTEL IN THE TWO-room suite the railroad had assigned to them, Molly stared out at the moonlit face of El Capitan, the tallest peak in the Guadalupe Range north of El Paso. It was an uninspired view, notable only in that it was best viewed at night, if at all, and it was so different from the country she had left behind. No long-limbed oaks or fragrant magnolias here, only scrub and cactus with a few cottonwoods along a creek. This wasn’t a sheltering country. Not that it mattered. She wouldn’t be here long. By this time tomorrow, she would either be moving west with the children or behind bars.

Nothing was going right. Harkness was dragging his heels on her claim, she was almost out of money, and Charlie’s nightmares were getting worse. Maybe she should have told Effie Beckworth the truth instead of lying about a fiancé. Or left the children in her care and tried to draw the follower off their trail. She could run faster alone.

But run where? And just what was so important to Fletcher that he would send trackers after them? If she knew what he wanted, she would wrap it in a bow and hand it to him. This endless flight was taking its toll on all of them.

Motion drew her gaze. Across from the hotel, a man in a wide-brimmed hat and dark coat came out of the saloon doorway. He stood for a moment, glancing down the street in one direction then the other, as if looking for someone. Then hitching his trousers, he stepped off the boardwalk and started toward the hotel.

Molly drew back then realized that with the room dark, he couldn’t see her.

Halfway across, he stopped and removed his hat. Light from the hotel windows revealed that he wasn’t old, nor did he appear to be disfigured, so he wasn’t the man Penny had seen in Omaha and later in Utah. Maybe he was someone new. Fletcher had enough money to send a hundred trackers after her and the children.

A woman came into view. She spoke to the man, then he took her elbow and escorted her back across the street, where they disappeared into Mrs. Haversham’s Restaurant and Tea Room. When they didn’t emerge after several minutes, Molly allowed herself to relax, although she kept watch at the window, just in case.

Always on guard, never at rest. How much longer could she keep this up? She couldn’t run forever. But she could never go back home either.

Had he put flowers on Sister’s grave? Did he suspect why Molly had spirited his stepchildren away in the middle of the night? He must. Daniel Fletcher wasn’t a stupid man. That she had eluded him this long was a miracle in itself. And now their very lives rested on a stranger’s death. The thought sickened her.

“What’s wrong?”

Startled, she turned to see Charlie in the doorway that led into the bedroom. As always, she felt a jolt that seemed to compress her lungs. It was like looking into her sister’s face—those same auburn curls and wide green eyes, that same frightened, anxious expression that always cut so deeply into her heart. It was like a reproach from the grave.

I’m trying, Nellie. But I don’t know what to do.

She was out of ideas. Out of strength. Out of money. If the railroad didn’t reimburse her for the cost of this room and their meals while the tracks were being repaired, they would be out on the street. Where was she to find words of hope for this lost child when she was so weary and frightened herself?

She forced a smile. “Nothing’s wrong.”

“Then why are you crying?”

Lifting a hand to her cheek, Molly was surprised to feel dampness. She thought she had lost the capacity for tears long ago.

“Is it the monster?” Charlie blurted out. “Has he found us?”

“There is no monster, Charlie.”

“There is too! I saw him!” His eyes darted around the room.

“You can’t stop him. No one can. He’ll kill us just like—” His words stopped abruptly.

“Who, Charlie?” she pressed. “Who is this monster and whom did he kill?”

Before Charlie could answer, six-year-old Penny appeared at his shoulder, her blond hair a tousled mop, her brown eyes bleary with sleep. “Don’t shout, Charlie. You know Mama doesn’t like it when you shout.”

Her brother rounded on her, his face twisted in anguish. “Mama’s dead, you big baby. So is Grandpa. And I can shout if I want!” With a sob, he ran back into the bedroom.

“I’m not a baby,” Penny yelled after him. “You are!” When she got no response, she turned to Molly. “I’m gonna tell. He’ll get a spanking for sure.” Looking pleased at that prospect, she stuck her thumb into her mouth and stared solemnly at Molly as if waiting for . . . what?

Trapped in despair, Molly stared back, wishing she had someone to tattle to, someone who would soothe all her worries and make everything right again.

 

 

“THAT WRETCHED MAN! HE WON’T DO IT.”

Thaddeus looked up from his half-finished sermon, surprised to see it was dark already. Effie stood in the doorway of his study, feet braced, fists on hips, ready to do battle. Hopefully, not with him. “Who won’t do what, my dear?”

“Mr. Harkness. I just talked to him at the hotel. The scoundrel won’t pay her.”

Molly McFarlane—the woman with the children. Thaddeus set  aside his pen, relieved he wasn’t the cause of his wife’s ire. It was regrettable they had never had children of their own—it would have provided additional targets for Effie’s energetic attention.

She swept in, a calico whirlwind of maternal purpose, and flung herself into one of the doily-laden chairs fronting his desk. “It defies belief, Mr. Beckworth. Simply because they’re not yet married, Mr. Harkness says the railroad isn’t obliged to pay her a widow’s portion. The very idea.”

Thaddeus marveled at her reasoning. “They may have a point, my dear, insomuch as she’s neither wife nor widow and the man in question isn’t dead.”

“He soon will be, and then what will become of her and the children?” She pressed her hanky to the heaving bosom he so admired. “We must act now. If we wait until he dies, it will be too late. No, no. You know what you must do.”

“I do?”

“Of course you do.” Lifting her topmost chin, she gave him a smile that would make any God-fearing man sweat. “You must marry them as soon as possible. Tonight. Then when he dies, the railroad will have to pay her the settlement.”

Thaddeus regarded his wife with a growing sense of alarm.

“Don’t give me that look, sir. It’s the only sensible solution.”

“But Effie, the man couldn’t participate in his own vows. I don’t think it would even be legal.”

“No matter,” she said, waving aside ethics as easily as shooing a fly. “Who’s to question it? The railroad?” That smile again. “And risk being accused of cheating a widow and her fatherless children out of their fair portion? I think not.”

Frightening, that’s what she was. It occurred to Thaddeus that if his wife had been allowed command, the War of the Rebellion wouldn’t have lasted a month.

“We must do this, Mr. Beckworth. For the children.”

“The children?”

“Those poor dears. It quite breaks my heart.”

Thaddeus sighed, accepting the inevitable.

Reading that as assent, she shot to her feet. “I shall fetch them now.”

“Now?”

“He’s quite ill. We haven’t much time. Hurry along.”

 

 

AN HOUR LATER, IN THE INFIRMARY IN THE BACK OF DR. Murray’s house, Thaddeus reluctantly presided over the quiet ceremony that united Molly McFarlane and Henry Wilkins in holy matrimony.

The bride wore a faded brown dress, a blue shawl loaned to her by Effie, and a stricken expression. The groom wore fresh bandages and a rumpled, too-small infirmary nightshirt. Thankfully the children were not witness to this charade, and remained asleep at the hotel in the care of the church’s choir director. Effie and Dr. Murray stood solemn witness at the foot of the bed.

The exchange of vows took less than five minutes.

Not exactly an exchange insomuch as the groom was in a stupor and unable to speak, but the ritual seemed to please Effie, and for that, Thaddeus was grateful. He’d learned long ago his happiness was heavily dependent upon hers.

Dr. Murray showed little interest in the proceedings. The glazed look in his eye gave rise to the suspicion that the good doctor might be sampling his own medications, but Thaddeus made no comment. The man was a tangle of troubled emotions the reverend had long struggled to unravel. Maybe after this railroad mess was over, he’d try again, but for now he let it go.

Train wrecks and hasty marriages. What a troubling day.

 

 

OVERNIGHT THE WEATHER TURNED FROM MILD TO BITTERLY cold, and by the time Molly got the children up, dressed, and over  to the Beckworths’, they were shivering too much to complain about being left there while Molly went to the infirmary.

“A blue norther,” Effie told them, as if that explained the forty-degree drop in temperature overnight with no sign of a storm and barely a cloud in the sky. “But don’t fret,” she added with a jiggling laugh. “By the end of week we’ll be sweating like pigs in a slaughter line and complaining of the heat.”

Molly couldn’t wait.

Leaving the children happily spooning up oatmeal with molasses in Effie’s warm kitchen, Molly braved bone-chilling gusts and icy footing to make her way to the infirmary. When she finally reached the doctor’s house, she was so numb with cold she couldn’t tell if her nose was running or not. She wiped it anyway. After hanging her coat on a peg by the door, she moved quickly down the hall to the sickroom in the back.

Was he dead? Alive? Alive, awake, and anxious to meet his bride?

Faintly queasy at the thought of what she might find, she paused outside the door to prepare herself, then stepped inside.

Henry lay as she had left him, the rasp of his breathing telling her he was alive. Relief surged through her, loosening that tight knot of guilt that had kept her awake most of the night. Then she noted how cold the room was and how violently he shuddered beneath the single thin blanket. Alarmed, she yanked the covers off the empty cot and threw them over his shivering body. What was Dr. Murray thinking to leave Henry so exposed to the chill? Growing more furious by the moment, Molly tended to nursing chores Dr. Murray should have taken care of hours ago. Had he just left the patient to die?

The patient. Henry Wilkins. Her husband. God help her.

Ignoring a flutter of . . . something . . . guilt, anger, maybe hunger . . . she changed Henry’s bandages, listened to his heart and lungs with Papa’s old stethoscope, and forced water into him with an eye-dropper, all the while trying to mask her growing concern beneath a cheery monologue.

When she was thirteen, those first one-sided conversations had been awkward. They still were, although admittedly, she found it easier to talk to an unconscious man than an attentive one. But since Papa believed comatose patients maintained some level of awareness, she had put aside her shyness and forced herself to become as chatty as a Calvinist before a class full of converts, hoping the patients could hear her and know they were not alone. It was vital that Henry suffer as little as possible—for her sake, as well as his. Bad enough that she hoped to benefit from his death; she wouldn’t burden herself with the added guilt of having anything she did or didn’t do hasten it.

“It’s sunny today but quite cold.” As she spoke, she ran her hand up his injured arm from elbow to shoulder, checking for heat and telltale red streaks, but finding only cool skin over firm muscle. Surprisingly firm, considering his stupor. The man’s bicep must be as big around as her thigh. Her lower thigh anyway.

Realizing she was still stroking his arm, she jerked her hand away and moved to the other side of the bed. “I was told Texas was hot, but I’ve never been so cold. Are you warm enough? Would you like another blanket?”

He didn’t respond.

“How about a cup of warm cider? Broth?” Absently, she lifted his right hand and pressed her palm to his, measuring the long length of his fingers against her own. Despite their size and the numerous scars and calluses, his hands were surprisingly elegant with broad palms, long blunt-tipped fingers, and mostly clean, square-cut nails. Strong, hardworking hands. She liked that in a man. In a woman too.

Lowering his arm back to his side, she studied his bruised face, trying to read the man behind the distorted features. “Are you a good man, husband? Am I your one and only wife, or do you have another waiting for you somewhere?”

A disturbing thought.

Where was he going? Where had he been? Whom had he left  behind? He was a puzzle with too many missing pieces, yet one she felt driven to solve. “Who are you, Henry Wilkins?” she murmured, studying his battered face.

The high, broad forehead indicated intelligence. The strong limbs bore proof of years of strenuous physical activity. His abundant white teeth spoke of a lifetime of good nutrition, a lack of serious illness, and an avoidance of tobacco.

A clean-living man. And fit. Very fit.

When she had helped the doctor change Henry from his soiled clothing into that ridiculously small nightshirt that had comprised his wedding garb, she had noticed how powerfully constructed her husband was—at least on his upper torso. Murray had insisted she exit the room when he removed Henry’s trousers, which was absurd since she was far too experienced to be flustered by such things.

Absently running her fingertips over the knobby knuckles of his right hand, Molly lapsed into fanciful thoughts as she often did to sweeten the endless and often distressing chores of the sickroom. “Are you a cooper, Mr. Wilkins? A blacksmith? Is that scar on your wrist from a hot branding iron?” The sun-darkened skin of his arms and face told her he spent a great deal of time outdoors; the paler skin of his forehead indicated he wore a hat when he did. “Maybe you’re a miner. Maybe you’ve discovered gold, and the machinery you were loading was for your mine.”

She brushed back a lock of hair she’d cleaned of blood, noting the soft sable brown was several shades darker than her own. “Do you have children, husband? Are they waiting for you to come home?”

Another disturbing thought.

Battling a feeling of confinement, she wandered idly about the room, finally coming to a stop at the window. The workers were gone, the breaks in the tracks repaired, and the passengers on their way again. Even the wind had pitched in, sweeping the sky clean of smoke from the smoldering floorboards of the abandoned passenger car, and leaving behind icy dewdrops on bare limbs and cactus spines  to sparkle like diamonds in the morning sun. Except for tumbleweeds bouncing down the rutted road, the streets were quiet.

All nice and tidy and back to normal. Except for two new graves on the hill north of town and the dying man in the infirmary.

She pressed her hand against the windowpane. It felt cold against her palm.

Don’t die.

The thought came out of nowhere—unambiguous and irrevocable. Confusing. Even though the railroad settlement would send her and the children well beyond Fletcher’s reach, she realized she didn’t want it if it meant Henry Wilkins had to die.

“Oh, Molly,” she murmured, her breath fogging the windowpane.

“Don’t let emotion rule you. Remember Andersonville.”

“Fifty-six. Eighty-three.”

Startled, she turned, wondering who spoke. Only she and Henry were in the room, and other than a slight rattle in his chest, he rested quietly.

She crossed to the bed and checked his pulse. A bit fast but steady and strong. His color was less gray and his brow felt cool. She studied him closely. There was no outward change, yet she sensed an awareness, as if he hovered just beyond reach—not quite there but not quite gone either—fighting for every breath, every moment he had left.

Moved by his struggle, she laid her palm against his face. “Don’t give up.”

His eyes flew open. His right hand shot out, the knuckles catching Molly high on her cheek. “Get it off!” he gasped and began tearing at the bindings around his chest. “Get it off! I can’t bre—” Suddenly he went limp. His eyes fluttered closed, and his arm fell back to his side.

Stunned by the abruptness of the attack, Molly stood gaping, her palm pressed to her stinging cheek, ready to run if he moved.

He rested quietly, eyes closed.

Inching closer, she nudged his shoulder.

He didn’t move.

“Mr. Wilkins?” When he didn’t respond, she gave a gentle shake.

“Henry?”

Papa said in comatose patients the first signs of awareness often showed in the mouth and eyes. But with the swelling and that heavy beard, she could hardly even tell what he looked like. “Can you hear me, Mr. Wilkins?” she asked in a loud voice.

“What are you doing?” Dr. Murray demanded from the doorway.

She looked up with a grin, unable to contain her excitement. “He woke up. Just for a moment. He opened his eyes and spoke to me. That’s good, isn’t it?”

Murray came to the bed and checked Henry’s pupils.

Molly noted Henry’s left eye, although no longer dilated, showed minute movements like quick, tiny jerks. The right showed the same random movements. An improvement, but still worrisome. After listening to Henry’s chest through the stethoscope, Murray pressed a thumb against his injured arm and pinched his nipple.

Henry never moved or gave indication of pain.

“Involuntary,” Murray said, removing a vial of laudanum from his pocket. “A minor seizure. Maybe pain. Either way, this will help.”

Molly frowned as she watched him fill the dropper. Was the seizure a response to pain or a reaction to too much medication? What if Henry was struggling to regain consciousness but was too drugged to do so?

“May I shave him?” she asked.

After administering the laudanum, Murray replaced the glass stopper and returned the vial to his pocket. “Don’t you have children to tend?”

She ignored his surly tone. “It would make it easier to see how much water he’s taking.” And easier to tell if he was coming out of his stupor.

“He’s dying. Leave the man alone so he can get on with it.”

Molly bit back a rush of angry words. She couldn’t accuse the doctor of incompetence. Henry’s treatment met acceptable standards. The  medications were appropriate to the injury even if the laudanum might be too freely given. Murray seemed to have a care for cleanliness and adhered to Listerian antiseptic principles, but beyond rudimentary attention, there was nothing—no sympathy, no interest, no emotion whatsoever. He gave off such an air of defeat, the room stank of it.

Without waiting for his permission, she left to get what she needed. When she returned with shaving supplies, Murray was gone. Relieved, she bent to the task.

It was more difficult than she’d expected. Because of the swelling, it was like shaving a lumpy potato, and by the time she’d finished, the poor man’s face bore a half dozen new lacerations. After wiping away the last of the soap, she pushed that errant lock off his brow and sat back to admire her work. A jolt of surprise ran through her.

“Why, Henry Wilkins,” she chided in a wondering tone, “what have you been hiding under all that hair?”

The man was handsome. Beyond handsome. If he managed to survive and his face healed without undue scar tissue, he might even be beautiful . . . in an overgrown, roughly masculine sort of way. Definitely striking.

She wondered what his smile was like. With all those lovely teeth, it should be a dazzler. She liked to see a man smile, especially since those with whom she normally came in contact rarely had reason to. She hoped Henry smiled often; otherwise he might seem too severe with that sharply defined jaw. Leaning closer, she noted tiny white lines in the puffy skin at the outside corners of his deep-set eyes. A squinter or a grinner. She poked his good shoulder. “You better live, Henry Wilkins. You owe me a smile at least.”

Murray returned with an instrument tray, which he set beside the bed, and assorted surgical items, which he spread atop the tray. Scalpels, clamps, scissors, an atomizer, tubes of wire and horsehair ligatures, a serrated bone saw.

As Molly watched him arrange the implements on the tray, a feeling of dread gripped her. “Do you intend to amputate?”

“Probably best, although a waste of time.” Motioning her aside, he lifted the atomizer to spray carbolic antiseptic solution into the air above the patient.

“It’s not salvageable at all?” she asked, lifting a hand to shield her eyes from the irritating mist.

“Why bother if he can’t use it? Better to be rid of a useless limb.”

Molly didn’t believe that. She didn’t believe a man who fought so hard to live wouldn’t work just as hard to save his arm. And if he couldn’t fight for himself, she would have to do it for him.

She put her hand atop Murray’s. “No,” she said.

He twisted to stare at her, the atomizer still in his grip, his good eye round with surprise. Then anger transformed his face into a snarling mask. “Get out!”

“We must try,” she insisted, using the soothing tone Papa had taught her.

“We? You’re a doctor, are you?”

“I’ve had some . . . experience.”

“Haven’t we all?” With a harsh laugh, he tossed the atomizer onto the tray. “It doesn’t matter,” he added, brushing trembling fingers over the instruments, obsessively touching each item. “He’ll die. They all die, no matter what we do.”

Molly looked down at her husband’s battered face. Murray was probably right; Henry would probably die anyway. But on the slim chance he didn’t, shouldn’t they at least try to keep him whole?

“I can help,” she said.

He slammed his palm onto the tray, sending the instruments into clattering disarray. “I don’t want your help, damnit! I just want you gone!”

“Well, I never,” a woman’s voice snapped.

Molly looked up to see Effie Beckworth in the doorway. “The children?”

“No, no, they’re fine,” Effie cut in reassuringly. After sending Dr. Murray a glare of disapproval, she ignored him and spoke to Molly.  “But a man is here. He says he’s related to your husband. He seems very angry. I think you should come.”

Lovely. Just what I need. “Thank you, Effie. I’ll be there in a moment.” As Effie disappeared down the hall, Molly turned back to Murray, who was carefully arranging the implements in perfectly aligned rows on the tray. In a calm, firm voice, she said, “As Henry’s wife, Doctor, I have a say in whether you remove his arm or not. And I’m asking you to wait until I come back.”

Murray didn’t look up. His fingers continued to play across the medical instruments like those of a pianist at his piano. Sweat sheened his brow. His body gave off a sour smell. When he spoke, his voice sounded distant and weary, as if every utterance was an effort. “I’ll do what I have to do.”

 

 

COLD. DARK. THEN LATER—HOURS? DAYS?—A GRAY PLACE OF nightmare dreams and distorted echoes that sounded like the distant pounding of an ax against a hollow tree. Slowly pinpricks of light pierced the grayness, growing brighter with each beat of his heart.

Then pain.

It crouched on his chest like a demon with a hammer, driving hot spikes into his brain, his arm, between his ribs, until the unending agony sent terror roaring through his mind. Teeth clenched, eyes clamped tight against the burning brightness, he lay in shivering misery and tried to endure.

Dimly, he heard a voice. He couldn’t hear the words but recognized it as a woman’s voice . . . soft, soothing . . . with the sound of the South in the rolling cadence. He focused on it with all his mind, knowing as long as he could hear her voice, it meant he was still alive and not alone. Time ebbed and flowed, but the pain stayed constant. Only her voice kept him from drifting into the abyss.

After a while, the voice became two voices. A man and the woman.  Arguing. It made his head hurt. Damn them. He turned toward them to tell them to stop.

And everything spun out of control.

Dizziness swamped him. His stomach heaved. Bile burned in his throat. Swallowing convulsively, he fought back wave after wave of churning nausea and waited for the spinning to stop.

Finally, it did. And then all that was left was the pain.

Sweet Jesus—am I dying? Dead?

Blackness pressed like hands against his chest, forcing him down into the smothering emptiness that was more terrible than pain. He fought it, but his strength was gone and the hands were too strong.

No!—I’m not ready—I want to go back!

But already he was sinking down, down in a slow, spinning fall.
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