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CHAPTER 1

April 1876
Dawson County, Nebraska

If it wasn’t for the occasional night when he tried to kill her, Owen wouldn’t be a bad husband. Jane Marquis risked a sideways glance at him. Moonlight and shadows revealed an all-too-familiar expression on his weathered face, as Owen guided the wagon across the spring prairie toward home.

Doing her best to suppress a shiver, Jane ducked her head and closed her eyes. Oh… God. It wasn’t much of a prayer, but it was the best she could do. God hadn’t seemed interested in answering her prayers for some time now. When the wagon lurched, she grabbed the edge of her seat with her right hand, lest she be thrown against him.

From where she lay sleeping in a tangle of quilts in the wagon bed, Rose whimpered. She stirred but did not awaken as the wagon lurched back up out of the ruts on the trail. Thank God for that. If only Rose would sleep through until morning. By then it would be over. Owen would smile and tease her from across the breakfast table, and everything would be fine.

Owen had never so much as raised his voice with Rose. He was good with her. Always had been. In fact, it was Rose’s need for a father that had finally convinced Jane to overlook the one or two incidents when he’d been a little rough on her, back when the two of them were courting. After all, it had only been a couple of times. The rest of the time, he’d been exactly what any woman in her right mind would want—successful, handsome, and fond of the child he’d be getting in the bargain of marriage to a young widow.

It shamed Jane to think of it, but the truth was handsome had done a lot to win her over. After all, he could have had any one of a number of single women in the county. Just about everyone had been surprised when Owen Marquis turned his considerable charms in the direction of the widow Jane Prescott, Jane included.

He’d never said a word about thinking her pretty. That didn’t really matter, Jane told herself. Still, she liked to remember the catch in his throat that first night when she let her thick chestnut hair down. She liked the feel of his rough, work-worn hand at her narrow waist. No, she wasn’t beautiful in the way some would think… but Owen had chosen her, and for a while he had seemed to be the answer to her prayers.

It was true she didn’t love him the way she’d loved Thomas, but then a woman only got one of those in a lifetime, didn’t she? Besides, she had to think of Rose, and Owen had been fond of Rose from the start. He’d even promised to see to her education, and that was important. It wasn’t often a man agreed on the matter of educating a woman. Jane liked that about him. In fact, she almost took it as a sign that this was the man to fulfill Thomas Prescott’s dreams for his only child. She told herself it wouldn’t be hard to learn to love Owen Marquis.

It had all seemed so logical only two years ago. But now as Jane clung to the wagon seat beside a husband as tightly wound as a strand of new barbed wire, she wondered at the way she’d ignored all the signs: signs that through the mountain of a man who was Owen Marquis there ran a vein of violence he could not—or would not—control. And now… now she felt like some poor creature caught in a closed trap. Not killed, only forced to remain tethered to the very thing that would eventually bring about its demise. Owen was like that—shiny and sleek on the surface like a new trap, but with jagged teeth that bit down when Jane unwittingly tread on this sensibility or that feeling, on this opinion or that belief.

He was always quick to repent. At first, that had given her hope. He’d even wept over the faint bruises resulting from late-night confrontations. Every time, Jane took him in her arms and promised to forgive and forget and proved her sincerity by giving herself. But as the months went by and Owen didn’t change, Jane began to concentrate less on forgiving and more on trying desperately to avoid doing anything that might displease him. And wasn’t that the irony of it all tonight? The very thing that had painted jealous rage on Owen’s face—an innocent dance with Dr. Zimmer—was something that, absent Owen’s drinking too much at the social over at the Bar T, likely would have pleased him.

How many times had Jane heard Owen praise Doc? How many stories had she heard him tell about the man’s fast thinking and how he’d saved this cowhand’s life or that rancher’s child? Owen trusted Max Zimmer. Appreciated him. And Owen himself had once said there was no better way to show a man your trust than to let him dance with your wife. He’d even encouraged Jane to dance with this visiting dignitary or that bloated politician. So she’d taken it upon herself to grant the doctor a waltz tonight, thinking Owen would see it for what it was—a wife supporting her husband by showing kindness to a trusted friend.

That wasn’t how it had played out, though. Jane had known before she and the doctor took the second pass around the dance floor that she’d made a terrible mistake. The look on Owen’s face—thinking back on it sent a brand-new river of dread flowing over her. This time Owen noticed her shiver.

“Cold, darlin’?”

She started at the sound of his voice. The edge to his mellow purr set her skin to crawling. She managed a murmured “I’m fine,” but he ignored it, pulling her across the wagon seat with one arm, which he clamped around her.

“There now,” he rumbled. “Thas better, hunh?” He squeezed harder.

“Much,” Jane agreed, wishing his breath weren’t heavy with whiskey, wishing she could somehow keep her voice from cracking with fear, wishing she could manufacture a way to take Rose and go so far away that Owen wouldn’t be able to follow them.

“You jus’ put your head on my shoulder and catch a wink or two. We need ta talk, but it can wait till you put Rose ta bed.”

Jane did what she was told. She leaned into him. But she did not sleep.

September 1876
Lincoln, Nebraska

A person learned a new vocabulary in prison, and for Jane Prescott—she’d done away with the name Marquis the minute she’d arrived here—the most important phrase was, “learning to do the time.” At first, she spent a lot of time just standing at the tall, barred windows, staring off toward the west. Then one evening when the sun was setting and Jane was watching a spectacular sunset, wondering if Rose would forget how the two of them used to watch the sky, Agnes Sweeney sidled up to her and said in a gravelly voice, “You stand there much longer, you’re gonna grow roots.”

Jane didn’t even look at her. Only shrugged and kept staring west.

Agnes turned her back to the window and leaned against the bars while she stared at Jane. “You got to learn to do the time.”

Jane frowned and glanced her way. “Am I bothering you?”

Agnes shook her head. “Don’t bother me one way or the other. But the way you’re staring west, I’m thinking you got somebody out there you care about. Maybe they care about you; maybe they don’t. Either way, you got to learn to do the time, or you ain’t gonna live long enough to find out.” She jabbed a finger at Jane’s waistline. “You ain’t been eatin’. Dress hangs on you. Fit right smart when you come in.”

Jane put her hand to her waist. She hadn’t really noticed, but Sweeney was right. She could pinch at least a couple of inches of the gray waistband between thumb and forefinger. Gray. They all wore gray, a color she’d always avoided, thinking it made her look washed-out. She shrugged again.

“Here’s the thing. I done time down Texas way. Now that is hard time. The thing is, sooner you learn to cope with the truth of where you are, the better chance you got of surviving it. Miss Dawson’s an angel compared to the witch of a matron in Huntsville. Food here’s better, too. Exceptin’ for you, we ain’t violent offenders, so you find a way to just ‘do the time,’ and you’ll be all right.” She nodded toward the west. “No way to tell if they’ll still be waitin’ when you get out. My man said he would. But he didn’t. Either way, whether you do the time hard or easy, it’s mostly up to you.”

Jane didn’t suppose Agnes Sweeney would ever realize that she just might literally have saved another woman’s life with those few words of hers. Thinking on Agnes’s words, Jane had realized that she already knew quite a bit about “learning to do her time.” Essentially, that was what she had done to survive marriage to Owen. And that had been very hard time. From what Jane could tell of prison life so far, Agnes was right when she said that whether or not the time was hard or easy would be mostly up to her. She decided to do what she could to make it easy.

At first, Jane thought making her time easy meant being what people expected when they learned she was here for manslaughter. When the moment seemed right, she let the others know she was doing “ten years for killing my husband. He deserved it, and I’d do it again, so leave me alone.” No one bothered her after that.

Then a few months into her sentence, Dr. Max Zimmer came to visit.

October 1876
Lincoln, Nebraska

Max Zimmer just wasn’t the kind of man people expected to visit a woman in prison for killing her husband—even if the charge was “only” manslaughter. Lean and ruggedly handsome, the doctor had turned heads wherever he went back home. Jane had never let herself think about it while she was married to Owen, but some nights when she lay in the dark in this place, she wondered if her life might have been different if Zimmer had arrived in Dawson County a few years earlier than he did. She remembered his hand at her waist during that one dance and the kindness in his gray-green eyes and thought that surely that hand would never be raised against a woman in anger. Whether it was those eyes or his kindness or something else, when Jane was summoned to the barred door and heard that Dr. Max Zimmer had come to visit, her pulse quickened.

The visit began well. The doctor sat across from Jane at the plain oak table in the visitor’s room and said he was going to petition the governor for a pardon. He insisted that if Jane had only allowed him to keep a proper record of the bruises and that cracked rib, no judge in his right mind would have handed her ten years. Then something odd happened. As Zimmer sat there, making his case, Jane realized that looking into those gray-green eyes was going to make the next few days after he left really hard. The longer he talked, the more panicked she felt at the prospect of going back up those stairs to the third floor and hearing the door clank as it locked her back inside.

Finally, she cut him off in midsentence. “That’s not going to change anything, and we both know it. The judge was a friend of Owen’s, and Owen didn’t allow me to visit, so I never did make friends of the neighbors. No one is going to believe anything but that it was exactly what it looked like. I wanted the ranch and plotted to get it. Owen found out, confronted me, and we fought. I got hold of his gun.”

The doctor stood up while Jane was rattling off the story that had come out in court. He actually reached across the table as if to take her hand. The guard stepped forward. Jane pulled her hands into her lap and leaned away. “Just leave me be.”

He shook his head. “I won’t. I can’t. You don’t belong here.”

Jane saw the guard’s expression transform into a barely concealed sneer. She swallowed and looked away. “The only thing I want from you is for you to hang on to that little trunk until I get out and send for it.” She cleared her throat. “Don’t come back. If you do, I won’t see you.” She turned toward the guard. “Take me back. Please.”

After that visit, he became Max in her thoughts, and the memories and longings and the dreams his visit resurrected were a torment. She lost her appetite again. She worried about Rose. And she prayed. But still, God was silent.

The other women’s teasing didn’t help. They hadn’t seen much, but they’d flocked to the windows to watch whoever had visited Jane Prescott head back into town. Seeing a lone man astride a handsome gray was enough. And then Adam Selleck, the guard who’d monitored the visit, added to her troubles with snide comments about her “handsome lover.”

She began to fear she’d give up the truth one day. What if she talked in her sleep? Terrified at the prospect of who might be hurt if that happened, she crawled inside herself and stopped talking, hoping the others would take her silence as a sign she was a hardened criminal. She convinced the matron, Miss Dawson, to stop bringing her the letters Max wrote. “Send them back,” she begged, even as she blinked away the tears she hoped Miss Dawson didn’t see. She would keep writing Rose, but that was all. Rose would keep her alive—not some false hope involving Max Zimmer’s championing her case and getting a pardon.

Max didn’t come back, and toward the end of the first year, Jane realized with a jolt one morning that most of the time life wasn’t unbearable. She and the other eleven women shared a decent, dormitory-style bedroom, dining room, parlor, and bath on the third floor of the prison’s castle-like central building. The windows might be barred, but they let in plenty of light. The food was adequate. Truth be told, the hardest thing about the place was the monotony. There just wasn’t enough to do.

The men had all kinds of industries. From dormitory windows that looked down on the yard inside the walls, the women could watch them filing from here to there, a human chain created by each man’s right hand on the shoulder of the man in front of him. They worked in the brick kiln or the clay kiln or for Great Western Stone Cutting. The buildings along the western side of the compound housed a woodworking shop and the laundry, among other things. But here on the third floor, the women had hand-sewing, mending, and reading. They never went outside. The days were long, the nights longer.

Agnes Sweeney had been right about Miss Dawson, though.

The matron was in a position to make life miserable if she had had the mind to do so, but Mamie Dawson had no such mind. She was firm but fair, and beneath her serious exterior, Jane saw evidence of true kindness. In another life, the two of them might actually have been friends.

Most of the time, Jane was able to take Agnes’s advice and concentrate on doing her time as easily as possible. Every bell and every sunset marked a few less minutes until she’d be released and be able to try to rebuild a life for herself and Rose. She couldn’t quite imagine what that life would be like. Rose would be a young woman. When tempted to worry over it, Jane told herself, Just get through today.

No one must ever know the truth about that night when a drunk Owen Marquis raised his hand against her for the last time. Justice demanded payment for Owen’s death, and Jane would pay it. She got past Max’s visit and the resurrected emotions and spun a cocoon around herself. She did the time, one long day at a time. And then, toward the end of the first year, a postcard arrived from Flora that threatened to snuff the very thing keeping Jane’s flickering hope alive. Rose has mourned her loss and is happy with me as her new mother. It is not wise to stir up memories of the tragic past.

Jane kept writing for a few months, but every letter came back unopened. Finally, she asked Miss Dawson if the returned letters could be kept for her in the prison safe along with her other personal items. Miss Dawson agreed to see to it, and Jane stopped writing. The cocoon grew darker, but still she managed to slog through the days. God might not be listening anymore, but something in her would not let go. She couldn’t imagine what her purpose on the earth was, yet she clung to hope. She would survive and get out. She’d find Rose and… something. Most of the time her daydreams ended with finding Rose. Lacking knowledge of what Rose looked like now, she envisioned a younger version of herself. That would do for daydreams and fantasies. She’d deal with reality when the time came. For now, all she could do was the time.


Fall 1876

Mama! Mama, no! Papa! Papa, stop!” Nine-year-old Rose Prescott flailed against the darkness, fighting whatever it was that held her in bed. Her heart racing, she tried to kick herself free.

Aunt Flora’s voice sounded through the fog. “Rose… Rose, honey, wake up. You’re having a nightmare.”

Arms encircled her, and Rose inhaled the comforting aroma of lavender as Aunt Flora held her, rocking back and forth, back and forth on the bed. “Shhh, sweet girl, shhhh now… you’re safe. Safe with Aunt Flora.”

Clutching at her aunt’s sleeve, Rose began to cry, whimpering for Mama, wishing the bad dreams would go away.

“I know, sweetheart, I know. They will. You’re safe now. No one can hurt you.”

“Not me,” Rose murmured. “Not me… Mama.” Finally, she gathered the courage to open her eyes and peer over Aunt Flora’s shoulder toward the golden glow of the lamp in the window. The lamp they lit every night, just in case Mama came looking for Rose. So she’d know where to look. Aunt Flora said the angels would bring Mama right to Nebraska City, and Mama would see the light in the window and come for her.

Aunt Flora began to hum softly. Finally, weariness took over. Rose relaxed, clutching Aunt Flora’s sleeve with one hand and the doll quilt Mama had made her with the other.


CHAPTER 2

Early April 1880
Brownville, in Eastern Nebraska

Ian McKenna, whatever are you talkin’ about?!” Ellen laughed as she looked down the length of the new, cherrywood dining table to where her husband sat, waiting for her to answer his question. He had to be joking—didn’t he?

“You’ll like it in Lincoln,” Ian said. “We’ll get Jack his own horse to ride from home to school. It’s less than three miles. In a few years, he can attend the university instead of going away. You can’t tell me you haven’t already started dreading his leaving home.”

Blast those blue eyes, anyway. Using their only son to persuade her—even if it was true that she’d already started to complain at how fast Jack was growing and how he’d be leaving home in the blink of an eye. Ellen dreaded the day more than she’d let on. Something about that little grave off in Missouri made her unwilling to think of Jack growing up and leaving home. Ian was right. The idea of the university just a short ride away made the offer almost appealing.

“There’s a new house,” he offered. “Two stories. Brick. Reminds me of Belle Rive a little. In fact, the ladies of Lincoln will likely envy you the parlor and the wide porch. We can screen it in.

You’ll entertain in style.”

“Belle Rive,” Ellen said, allowing just the slightest bit of the Southern drawl she had worked to eradicate back into her voice, “wasn’t in the shadow of high, stone walls sportin’ guard towers.” Ian just sat there, tugging on his mustache, waiting for her to acquiesce. What would my parents say? How could I possibly write home and tell them Ian McKenna’s latest idea of providing for his family was hauling them to Lincoln, Nebraska, so he could be the warden at the state penitentiary?

“Two years,” Ian said and extended two fingers. “If you hate it after two years, I’ll quit. As for living in the house across the road, give it six months, and if you hate that, we’ll get something in Lincoln—although it won’t be nearly as grand. And you’ll have to put up with an absentee husband now and then if I can’t make it home every night.”

Taking a deep breath, Ellen pushed herself away from the table and stood up. She crossed the room to look out the windows at the freshly turned earth just outside. She had a lovely garden planned for that spot—as exact a copy of the garden at Belle Rive as Nebraska’s comparatively harsh climate would allow. Thinking on that garden brought back such memories.

No one, least of all herself, had expected Ellen Sullivan of the Lexington Sullivans to marry someone she’d only known for a few weeks. Her family had not approved, not one little bit. When her father threatened to disown her “over that Yankee,” Ellen threatened to elope. On the last day of August in the year of our Lord 1861, sixteen-year-old Ellen Sullivan and her beau stood on the front steps of Ellen’s childhood home just outside Lexington, Kentucky, and promised to love and cherish one another until death.

When, little more than a year later, Ellen’s husband donned his new blue uniform and left her on their farm in Missouri, Ellen refused to agree to her family’s pleas that she return home to Kentucky. Firm in her resolve to support President Abraham Lincoln’s Grand Army of the Republic and equally firm in her resolve to keep the vows she had made to follow Ian McKenna wherever he went, Ellen wrote home that death might take Ian from her, but nothing else would, least of all a little skirmish over a state’s right to secede from the United States.

Death almost did separate Ian and Ellen, but not in the way the young wife feared. In 1864, it slithered into the McKenna’s bedchamber along with the moist breeze of a summer night while Ellen labored to give birth to her first child. He lurked in the corners of the room, and at one point hovered over the bed, expecting to see Ellen’s soul depart her body. But another Spirit won that night. Another Spirit seen not by Ellen and not by the doctor, and certainly not by Ian who, home on temporary leave, knelt by the bed and watched his wife’s pale face and prayed. But Death heard that Spirit’s voice. The days are written. Today is not that day. Begone! And so Death slithered away, leaving behind not only an exhausted woman, but also a redheaded baby girl they named for Ellen’s mother.

Ellen expected things to settle down once Ian had fulfilled his duty to President Lincoln by serving in the Fourth Missouri Volunteer Cavalry. It was not to be. Only six months after their baby girl survived the battle to be born, she succumbed to a high fever brought on by only the Lord knew what. Ellen grieved alone while Ian was off riding into the face of the good Lord only knew what. In 1862, grief and a longing for her husband’s arms occupied Ellen’s mind far more than either the Free Homestead Act or the Pacific Railway Act. Until, that was, the war ended, and Ian came home.

He was still the love of her life, but he, too, was forever changed by the things he’d endured. “I can’t be a farmer,” he said. “I just can’t. It’s too—” He broke off. Shook his head. He didn’t have words for a lot of things these days.

Ellen put her hand on his arm. “What is it you want to do, darlin’?”

They packed up and headed west, and Ellen’s only regret in the matter was leaving the little grave in the churchyard. If her father’s threat to disown her and a visitation from Death had not separated Ellen from the love of her life, then neither would Indians or rattlesnakes or any of the myriad horrors she had heard talk of among the other women whose husbands had caught the same fever as Ian.

As it happened, however, Ian McKenna’s westward fever was less about land and more about helping good people bring law and a semblance of order to Brownville, Nebraska, a bustling river city upon which dozens of riverboats a day spilled their contents and through which hundreds of wagons a week departed on their way to live their respective dreams farther west. Not long after the McKennas arrived in Brownville, Ian was elected sheriff. And Ellen gave birth again, to another redheaded child, this one born squalling, and flailing strong arms and pudgy legs. They named him Jack.

To her great surprise, Ellen loved Nebraska. She loved the sound of the whistles that announced the arrival of yet another boat; she loved the never-changing scenery that rolled by the front door of their modest home every day, and after nearly twenty years, Ellen loved her husband more than ever. So as she stood at the window, looking out on the place where she’d planned to plant her garden that spring, she envisioned scraping a bit of earth into her palm and then turning it over and letting it go. Much as a woman releases the earth over the grave of a loved one, Ellen released the dream of planting her garden in Brownville. She would not, however, give over her Brownville garden for a square of untamed prairie—at least not without a question or two. “Why can’t we get something in Lincoln right away?”

Ian moved to stand behind her. Wrapping his arms around her, he pulled her close and nuzzled her neck before whispering in her ear. “Well, I suppose we could. But I promised myself that if I survived the war, I’d never waste one more minute of my life than I absolutely had to waiting to see you again. Lincoln is nearly three miles away, and I’m selfish.” He nuzzled her neck again. “I want you closer.” Caressing one of the auburn tendrils curling at her neck, he traced the line of her bare shoulder along her décolletage toward—“Stop that!” She batted his hand away and turned around. As she looked up at him, she felt her cheeks warm.

“I love you, Ellen Rebecca Sullivan McKenna,” he said, as he took her hands in his. “Just try it for six months. Please.” He kissed first one palm, then the other.

“I know what you’re doing,” Ellen said, glowering up at him. “Jack’s gone for the evening and you want—you want—“

“What?” He laced his finger through the loosened curls at the back of her neck.

“You want to use your—wiles—to convince me.” With his free hand, he caressed one arm, then lifted it to kiss the inside of her wrist. “How am I doing?”

She pulled free. “Meet me upstairs,” she whispered. “I’ll let you know. After.”

Spring 1880
Dawson County, Nebraska

Max Zimmer’s heart thumped when he saw the state seal on the envelope. From the Office of the Governor. He tucked it into his breast pocket and tried to distract the combination postmasterstorekeeper by pointing to the row of candy jars lined up on a shelf in the display case across the way. “I’m out of horehound over at the office. I’ll take half a pound.”

Hiram Comstock followed Max across the store and, opening the sliding doors at the back of the display case, grabbed a handful of the individually wrapped candies and dropped them into the basket attached to the scale atop the counter. Peering at the numbers, he grunted and reached for a couple more pieces. “Looks like you’ve got some mighty important mail there,” he said as he reached for a small sack and bagged the candy. “You finally listening to reason and thinking about running for office?” He held on to the bag while he waited for an answer.

Max shook his head. “Not a chance. I’d be a terrible state senator. I’ve no patience with all the ballyhoo that goes on up in Lincoln.” He reached for the sack. “Don’t mean to be rude, but I’ve likely got an office full of patients waiting.”

Hiram glanced through the storefront window toward the doctor’s office on the opposite side of the town square. “You keep emptying that candy jar at this rate, you’re gonna have to raise your prices.” He grinned as he handed over the bag.

Max headed for the door. “Naw… candy’s worth its weight in gold. Best incentive there is to ensure the little ones’ cooperation with the doctor. Mothers think I have some kind of talent with children.” He grinned. “There’s no talent to it. I bribe them.” With a wave, he exited the store, then cut across the town square and rounded the courthouse. Widow Mabry had obviously preceded him to the office. A sign reading THE DOCTOR IS IN beckoned, and Max could see that the chairs lining the front window were all occupied.

Skirting along the side of the emporium, with which his building shared a wall, he ducked beneath the overhang that sheltered the clinic’s back porch. Glancing around, he finally opened the envelope. He’d been writing letters to judges and the governor since the day Jane Prescott was sentenced. At times he’d been tempted to believe Jane had been right that one time he’d visited the penitentiary. Maybe he was wasting his time. But he couldn’t forget her, and he couldn’t give up. Sometimes he wondered why. Maybe it was the unforgettable scene when young Rose’s aunt came to take her away. Certainly Jane’s refusal to say anything negative about Owen Marquis at the trial had left an impression. And that dance. Max had gone over and over it in his mind and finally come to rest at a place where he felt culpable. Maybe Owen did have reason to be jealous, but if he did, it wasn’t for anything Jane had said or done. She was everything a man could want in a wife, and loyal beyond reasonable expectation. But Max had loved that dance. Maybe more than he should have. Maybe Owen had sensed it.

As he looked down at the letter, a knot of emotion rose in his throat. He gazed toward heaven and called out a triumphant “Thank You!” Folding the letter, he tucked it into the inner pocket of his coat, patting the place where it lay over his heart. As he grasped the doorknob and went inside the clinic, his mind raced through everything he’d need to do to get away. Patients to see… an announcement in the paper that he’d be gone for a few days… packing to do… and a train ticket to Lincoln. He had an audience with the governor. A chance to appeal for Jane’s release.

She would have to see him now.


CHAPTER 3

April 7, 1880

Jane started awake. As the moments ticked by, she realized she’d been awakened by silence. Nights here usually included snuffles and snores and the sounds of women rearranging blankets, or on occasion, muffled weeping. This night was different. Ominous. As Jane lay still, listening to that quiet, she realized that beneath it hummed a wire of tension.

“Hmpf—” “SHHH!”

“Hunh—hunh?”

Words. Murmurs. From the opposite end of the room. Another grunt, this time loud enough that it sounded like a protest. And then… nothing. Nothing but the unmistakable sound of bare feet padding… Toward me, Jane thought. She pulled the blanket away from her face and glanced over her shoulder.

Pearl Brand was out of bed, likely the cause of the grunts and protests, and… she was looking straight at Jane. A chill ran up her spine. Pearl was the first woman Jane had encountered in this place who truly frightened her. She was different from the rest of them in some fundamental, terrifying way. Whatever Pearl had been up to in the predawn darkness, she now knew Jane was aware of it.

Convince her you didn’t see anything. Didn’t hear anything. Sleepwalk. With a shrill cry of terror, Jane threw her blanket off and, jumping out of bed, stumbled toward the cold stone wall just a few feet away. Pressing her palms against the wall, she began to sway from side to side, blubbering, “Out. Out. Let me out, do you hear? Let. Me. OUT!”

Raucous laughter sounded as a beefy hand clasped her shoulder and shook her. A cloud of putrid breath carried the words. “Having a nightmare, Janie? Don’t like the accommodations? Want to speak to the manager?” Pearl laughed, but there was no mirth in the sound.

Jane wheeled about and blinked, rubbing her eyes. “I—I—I was—” She hung her head. “I was asleep.”

“You were sleepwalking,” Pearl corrected her.

“I’m sorry.” Jane gulped. “Did I wake you? I’m so sorry.” Even Agnes Sweeney backed away from Pearl. Jane mimicked Agnes now. She didn’t challenge, made no eye contact, gave Pearl no reason to think she posed any kind of threat. Looking down at the gray stone floor, she rounded her shoulders and tried to become as small and nonthreatening as possible.

As Pearl loomed above her, Jane’s heart rate ratcheted up several notches. She had definitely heard something a few minutes ago. Something not good. Obviously, something involving Pearl. It took everything in Jane at that moment to keep her gaze down, to keep herself from looking toward the locked door. Where was the guard? Why wasn’t he checking on them? Couldn’t he hear? The sun would be up soon. Any minute now, they would hear a key rattle in the door, announcing Miss Dawson’s arrival. Please. God.

“Can I—?” Jane pointed at her rumpled cot. She could feel Pearl looking her over, sense the hulking woman’s small, dark eyes get even smaller as Pearl peered at her. What was she looking for? Evidence Jane had heard—what? Jane didn’t know what she’d heard. She only knew she’d awakened to something.

Giving Jane a little shove toward her narrow cot, Pearl turned away. “Get your beauty sleep, princess.”

Jane slipped back into bed and once again pulled the blanket up over her head, but not before noticing that every other woman in the dormitory lay with their backs to the part of the room Jane had avoided looking at. The part of the room where whatever Pearl was up to had taken place.
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When Mamie Dawson had promised Jesus she would love every lamb He sent her way—including those who’d wandered from the fold—she’d never expected Him to take her quite so literally. But here she was, a matron living in an apartment on the premises of the state penitentiary, spending her days among a flock of wandering sheep the likes of which even her overactive imagination could never have dreamed into existence.

Stretching and yawning, Mamie padded barefoot from her bedroom into the large parlor that still tended to surprise her when she considered its relative opulence compared to the apartment she and Minnie kept in Lincoln. Passing through the parlor, she went into the kitchen and put a pot of water on to boil, then paused long enough to look out the tall, narrow set of windows toward the west. The sky was still indigo there, but on the opposite side of the apartment, the eastern sky was more of a pale blue. Soon it would be streaked with pink, and by then she’d have dressed and made her way down the stairs to the second floor, through turnkey, and onto the secure side. For now, though, she would enjoy the quiet before her workday began. Teacup in hand, she made her way back to the parlor and into the turret just off the northeast corner of the room. Setting the tea on the table beside her Bible, she settled in her rocking chair and bowed her head.

Lord, I’d be grateful if Pearl Brand would behave herself today. And if she doesn’t, then help me to bear up and show me how to handle it. I don’t like admitting it, but she frightens me. Please protect us all from whatever it is I see in those dark eyes of hers.

Help me know what to do for Vestal. Please let her time come easy on her… and make me brave when I ask the warden about the situation. Make him brave, too, because it’ll take courage for him to say yes, what with him being new and needing to please the governor and all. Please make a way.

I thought Jane Prescott was doing better, but this business with Vestal seems to be making it hard on her. Should I intervene? Should I try to find that Flora person who wrote that postcard? What about Jane’s daughter? Why doesn’t someone bring her to visit? And why’d that doctor who visited when she first got here give up on her? I just don’t know where to start with all of that, Lord, but I hate seeing Jane so heartbroken. She seemed to be doing better for a while, but now I think that was just her learning to hide her cares. I wish I could get her to trust me with her burden. Of course that doesn’t matter nearly as much as her learning to trust You.

Mamie prayed for a long while, naming each one of the women in her care as she talked their problems—and her problems with them—over with the Lord. She’d learned that, if she prayed often enough for each one by name, the Lord eventually granted her grace to love them all. Even Agnes Sweeney who, until Pearl’s arrival, seemed to be the blackest of the black sheep. Agnes was beginning to come around. Pearl—well, she was another matter entirely.

As the eastern sky began to show tinges of pink, Mamie rose to dress, continuing her conversation with the Lord even as she donned unmentionables and a simple gray skirt and waist, even as she bent to button her sturdy, black ankle-high boots.

As she closed her apartment door and locked it behind her, a thought came to mind, almost as if the Lord was talking. It IS a flock, Mamie. It just isn’t the flock you expected Me to give you. That, Mamie thought as she descended to the second floor, was the understatement of a lifetime.

Years ago she’d ended several restless nights of internal struggle and walked the straw-strewn aisle of the revival tent one Reverend Joseph Weaver had pitched near Salt Creek. She’d stood in front of a hundred of God’s saints and told them she was finished wrestling with God. “I am a sinner, but I am putting myself in God’s hands and trusting Him to forgive me. I am asking Him to be my Lord.” Mamie had hiccuped—something she always did when feeling emotional—and then looked at the Reverend Weaver as she concluded, “The fields are white unto harvest, and I will go wherever He sends me.”

The next day, Mamie followed Reverend Weaver and five other born-again sheep into the saline waters of the meandering creek. Emerging from the baptismal waters, she shivered with joy and not a little fear about to which fields God might send her. Part of her hoped Reverend Weaver would see fit to propose so that she could labor in the fields to which the Lord sent him. But if he did not, there were fields all over the world where a saint could work out her salvation with fear and trembling, as the Good Book said to do.

Two young women from Lincoln had gone north to work among the Dakota Sioux in recent years, while a third sailed for the Sandwich Islands—wherever they were. But nothing quite so glamorous as laying down one’s life in exotic places seemed to be in God’s plan for Mamie Dawson. Nor, for that matter, did marriage. At least not yet. Mamie still hoped the Lord was working on that one.

Motion on the other side of turnkey pulled her out of her memories and back to the day at hand… and a suppressed sigh of regret. Why did it always have to be Martin Underhill waiting to escort her upstairs? She’d protested this practice from the day the new warden had enacted it. She didn’t need a male guard looking over her shoulder every time she unlocked the ward in the morning. She had things well in hand.

“I know you do, Miss Dawson,” Warden McKenna had said with a smile. “Please don’t take this as anything more than what it is—a desire to keep you and the ladies in your care as safe as possible.” Ladies. He’d called the women inmates ladies.

As the guard at turnkey admitted Mamie to the secure side, Mr. Underhill began to babble about his horse. Again. “Lovely spring morning,” he said, as they headed upstairs. “I could hardly keep Bessie in hand on my trip out from town. She pranced about like a half-broke filly.”

By the time they reached the top of the stairs, Mr. Underhill had stopped talking about his horse and progressed to his other favorite subject. The weather. As they bypassed the empty set of rooms constructed for Negro women, a childish thrill rippled up Mamie’s spine as she saw who’d been on post outside the female department overnight. “It’s good to see you, Mr. Selleck,” she called out. “It’s been so long since you had the post up here, I’d begun to wonder if something was wrong.”

“Just taking a little holiday to Omaha,” Selleck said with a smile that almost made Mamie start to hiccup.

She knew it was ridiculous, but she couldn’t help it. The man made her feel like a schoolgirl with a crush. He probably knew it, but he seemed to enjoy bantering with her—even though she didn’t think she was very good at it. He always had a new joke to tell, and he noticed things about her that no one else did; if she changed the part in her hair, or if she added a bit of lace to her ensemble.

Mr. Underhill didn’t give her a chance to say a word. “Tom’s courting in Omaha,” he sputtered. “And a right fine lady she is, too. President of the Women’s Missionary Society and sings in the choir at the Baptist church.”

Selleck chuckled even as his pale eyes sought hers. “Well, Martin, I don’t know as I’d call it courting.” He changed the subject, nodding toward the dormitory. “No trouble in the henhouse last night.”

Mamie thanked him and wished him well with his friend in Omaha. She hoped she sounded sincere, but she couldn’t help the twinge of regret accompanying the man’s departure. Such a handsome man. So much so that she felt downright intimidated in his presence sometimes—in a thrilling way.

The bell rang, signaling the arrival of breakfast. Mamie started, then reached for the key to the dumbwaiter. Mr. Underhill retrieved the rolling cart they served from, even as he groused about Adam Selleck’s lack of respect for the women. There was no love lost between Martin Underhill and Adam Selleck, but Mamie wasn’t inclined to step into that situation, and so she asked Mr. Underhill to retrieve breakfast while she roused the women.

Martin shook his head. “You’re supposed to have a guard with you.”

“And I do,” Mamie snapped. “You’ll only be three steps behind me. Mr. Selleck said things were fine. Please, Mr. Underhill. Just unload the dumbwaiter for me. I’ll leave the outer door open. You can close it when you come in with breakfast.” She bustled off without waiting for his answer. Unlocking the first door, she made her way through the combination parlor/workroom, past the bathroom, and toward the second locked door in the apartment that led into the dormitory where the women slept. Calling out a greeting to the ladies, she unlocked the second door and stepped inside.

And that was when she noticed the body on the floor.


CHAPTER 4

Mamie let out a shout that roused the women from their cots, even as she crouched beside Vestal Jackson’s still form. Mr. Underhill appeared, seemingly out of nowhere. Having abandoned the breakfast cart, he placed himself between her and the rest of the women. Mamie sent a fleeting prayer of thanks heavenward, even as she told him there was no need for the truncheon he’d pulled from his belt. The second she felt Vestal’s blood pulsing through the veins at her wrist, she stood back up. She was about to send Mr. Underhill to rouse the prison doctor when Vestal groaned. Scanning the room, Mamie waved Jane Prescott over.

 As Prescott knelt down, Vestal clutched her hand, begging and gasping, “My baby. Don’t let them take my baby, Jane.”

 Prescott said nothing, only settled beside her and murmured meaningless comfort while gently stroking Vestal’s hair back out of her face.

 No one’s taking your baby. Mamie longed to say those very words. Instead, she told Vestal to hush, that Mr. Underhill would go for the doctor. New terror washed over Vestal’s thin face.

 “What about Dr. Mason from town?” Mr. Underhill murmured.

 Mamie glanced his way. What an odd thing to say. Odd, only because it came from him. It was no surprise Vestal didn’t want the resident physician. No one would. The man was notoriously fond of strong drink, and Mamie had intended to bring the matter up with the new warden soon. But for Mr. Underhill to be so… perceptive… was—

“Bessie would love the run,” he said. “We could have him here within the hour.” He took a step toward the door.

The terror on Vestal’s face eased. “Dr… Mason?” Her hopeful tone dissolved into a groan as a reddish stain seeped into her prison gown.

Lord, no. Vestal may not be a good girl, but You’ll recall defending one about to be stoned to death… and this child she’s carrying deserves a chance. Don’t You think so? Show me what to do, Lord. Help!

“Let me in there.” Agnes Sweeney lumbered to Vestal’s side. With a grunt, she knelt down beside Jane Prescott and, with absolutely no apology and no ceremony, leaned down and positioned one ear on Vestal’s rounded belly, frowning slightly as she listened.

“Have you had experience as a midwife, Mrs. Sweeney?” Mamie asked.

Agnes only shrugged as she lifted the edge of Vestal’s nightgown, looking for the source of the blood. Grunting again, she reached for Jane Prescott’s free hand. “She’s been stabbed in the leg.” She positioned Jane’s hand over the growing red stain and ordered her to press down, then glanced up at Mamie. “Needs stitching, but it’ll keep.” She nodded toward Mr. Underhill. “If he hurries.”

Mamie glanced at Mr. Underhill. Was that compassion on the poor man’s misshapen face? It was hard to tell. More than once, Mamie had seen a child duck behind a mother’s skirts at the sight of Martin Underhill’s too-large nose and too-wide forehead, his weak chin and the bulging eyes that looked off in different directions. Minnie said he shuffled along the city streets, looking no higher than the belts of passersby. Yet, for all his physical anomalies, Mamie knew that Mr. Underhill had gifts. He was a fast runner, and he prided himself in owning a fine—and fast—horse.

“Say the word, and Bessie and I will be halfway to town before the prison doc even wakes up.”

“Go, then,” Mamie said and moved to unlock the door even as she spoke to the women. “I’ll be right back.” She and Mr. Underhill hurried past the abandoned breakfast cart and across the parlor. She let him out.

“It’ll be all right, Mamie. You’ll see.”

It had better be. Even though Dr. Mason had kindly offered to attend Vestal’s confinement, no one expected an emergency, and Mamie hadn’t had time to get Warden McKenna’s approval. If the warden’s seeming kindness didn’t extend into his view of the female department budget, she might be risking her job to call a doctor from town. Ah, well, she’d worry over that another time.

Her heart pounding, Mamie headed back into the dormitory. What she saw there brought her up short. She wished the people who wrote newspaper articles assigning labels like “villainess” and “deranged” to incarcerated women could see this. The “depraved shadows” in Mamie’s care had lifted Vestal onto a cot. Jane Prescott stood at her side while Agnes Sweeney dipped a cloth into a basin of water on the small table at the head of the cot, wrung it out, and laid it across Vestal’s forehead. Susan Horst tucked a pillow beneath Vestal’s knees, and when Vestal grimaced and announced another birth pang, the three women murmured encouragement.

Mamie gazed around the dormitory, feeling a renewed sense of care for her wandering lambs. But then—she frowned. Told herself she’d miscounted. Counted again. And tried to suppress a shiver.

Pearl Brand was missing.
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The alarm bell.

Ellen McKenna jumped to her feet, leaving her trowel stuck in the freshly turned earth of her backyard garden. Mama’s okra seeds would have to wait. With the back of one gloved hand, she lifted the wide brim of her sunbonnet away from her face and peered toward the limestone building across the road. Her gaze ran along the top of the cellblock toward the guard tower. Expecting someone to be aiming a rifle down into the yard to stop something horrible, she was surprised to see that, whoever the guard was, he wasn’t aiming anything. In fact, he was waving at someone down below.

Frowning, Ellen hurried down the freshly turned furrow toward the house. Thank God Jack was already on his way to school in town. Whatever was going on inside those walls, he was safe. Her heart pounding, she scurried up the back stairs and inside, pulling her garden gloves off as she went. Dropping them to the floor, she untied her bonnet and hung it on the hook just inside the back door before heading toward the parlor where Georgia was descending the front stairs.

“The bell,” Ellen said, her voice trembling. “Do you think someone’s escaped?”

Georgia went into the parlor and drew the drapes open, peering out the window. She shook her head. “No’m. They’d be out on the walkway with their guns. And Mr. McKenna would have sent guards our way.” She didn’t seem any more worried by that alarm bell than she would be if something boiled over on the kitchen stove.

Ellen joined her. What could be the problem? She glanced at Georgia’s regal profile. “I’m glad you’re here. It makes me feel safer.”

Georgia kept her eyes on the building across the road even as she smiled her thanks. In a moment, she glanced Ellen’s way. “Would you like me to go over there and see what’s caused the alarm?”

Ellen thought back to Ian’s explaining his feelings about this new job. “People are made in the image of God, and I refuse to believe that any human being deserves to be thrown away. But don’t mistake all of that for softness. I’m sworn to protect, and I’ll do whatever it takes to fulfill that part of the job.”

Thinking back on Ian’s promise, Ellen relaxed a little. Whatever had precipitated the alarm, it couldn’t be anything horrible or there would be a lot more going on up there along the wall and in the guard towers. Ian would have sent someone over to the house. Still…

Georgia read either Ellen’s mind or her expression, for she started for the door. “Can’t hurt to check in at Mr. McKenna’s office.”

As the two women descended the front porch stairs into the morning sunshine, a lone rider appeared on the horizon, coming from the direction of town. He’d just dismounted and tied up at the hitching post when Ellen and Georgia reached the stairs.

“Was that a breakfast bell or an alarm I heard a few minutes ago?” the stranger asked.

“Alarm bell,” Ellen said and led the way inside. One of Ian’s clerks—the one Ellen liked least—stood up when she and Georgia opened the office door.

“The warden’s not here,” he said, glancing up toward the ceiling. “Some kind of ruckus up on the third floor. Underhill’s offered to go to town after Doc Mason. Guess the one we’ve already got isn’t good enough for ‘Miss Dawson’s lambs’.” Sarcasm tainted the man’s voice as he said the last phrase.

At the sound of Ian’s voice behind her, Ellen whirled about, relief flooding through her at the sight of him standing in the doorway across the hall, asking one of the clerks to pull an inmate’s file. The stranger who’d just come in with Ellen introduced himself.

“Max Zimmer.” He shook Ian’s hand. “Dr. Zimmer, actually. We had an appointment, which you’re obviously too busy to keep. Someone mentioned a doctor. Can I help?”

“There’s been a stabbing in the female department,” Ian said. “The wound isn’t serious, but the victim was expecting a child and she appears to have gone into premature labor. If you’re willing to help—“

The doctor nodded. “Happy to.”

“As to supplies—“

“No need to worry over that. My mentor said a doctor should never be more than five minutes from his medical bag. I’ve always tried to follow his advice.” He tipped his hat to Ellen and Georgia, and with a promise to be right back, exited the building.

Ian smiled down at Ellen. “I won’t pretend not to be amazed that you came over, but I’m pleased you did. I’m sure Miss Dawson will appreciate your help. I’ll trust you to direct the doctor through turnkey, and I’ll have someone waiting to escort the three of you upstairs.” He called out to turnkey. “Tell Underhill we’ve a doctor. No need to be Paul Revere today.” He bent down and kissed Ellen’s cheek, then headed into the clerk’s office. All Ellen wanted to do was go back across the road where it was safe. But here came the doctor bounding in the door, black bag in hand.

“Has either of you ever attended a confinement?”

“G–Georgia has a great deal of nursing experience,” Ellen stammered.

“I’m no midwife,” Georgia said, “but I’ve helped a dozen or so babies into this world.”

“Excellent,” the doctor said and headed up the hall.

Ellen took a deep breath. Ian had told her that the warden’s wife over in Iowa served as the matron to the female department. The doctor clearly assumed she could be counted on. This was no time to disappoint. With a little shrug, she motioned for Georgia to follow her and headed after the doctor.
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As Vestal groaned her way through another contraction and Agnes kept pressure on the wound, Jane tried to murmur encouragement even while she wondered where in tarnation the doctor was and why Pearl Brand had chosen Vestal as a victim. When the contraction passed and Vestal lay back, Jane muttered the question.

Agnes Sweeney looked at her like she thought she must be nearly as dumb as dirt.

“Why do you think? Because she’s the least likely to be able to defend herself, that’s why.”

“I heard… something,” Jane said. “I should have—“

She broke off. Shook her head as a sense of shame descended. What’s happened to me? She’d been downright pugnacious as a girl, ready to defend the underdog, even if it meant getting into scraps. Had Owen beaten that out of her for good? She’d never forgive herself for hiding beneath a blanket while Pearl Brand hurt someone.

Agnes snorted. “Who didn’t know something was going on? You think we’re deaf?”

“Then why—?” Jane glanced around at the others. “Why didn’t you do something?”

“Didn’t know it was Vestal,” Susan Horst offered. She shrugged. “Just thought it was more of the same.”

“More… what?” Jane frowned.

Agnes rolled her eyes. Shook her head. She looked down at Vestal. Something passed between the two women. Agnes looked up at Jane and said, “Vestal don’t want to say, and that’s her business.”

Jane couldn’t imagine strong-willed, stubborn, downright sassy Vestal Jackson having nothing to say. Whereas Jane had made it her goal not to cause anyone trouble and never to draw attention to herself, Vestal caused Miss Dawson no end of frustration. But even Miss Dawson couldn’t resist the charm lying just beneath the surface of Vestal’s sass. The two bantered back and forth in a way that reminded Jane of sisters who annoyed one another on the surface but, when it came right down to it, grudgingly admitted mutual respect.

Jane looked away from Vestal and the group of women, wishing she could escape this moment with a woman about to give birth to a child she could not keep. She’d tried to keep her distance in recent months, even as Vestal babbled on and on about how active “he” was (she was certain the baby was a boy)… how he kept her awake at night turning somersaults inside… how he didn’t mind the breakfast gruel but objected strongly to the tough meat. Something about Vestal’s condition had drawn the other women together in recent weeks, as if they were a flock of birds guarding a single nest. But not Jane. Jane kept her distance.

Reaching out to say, “I understand,” would have brought Aunt Flora’s betrayal too close to the surface. I’ll read Rose every letter, she’d promised. I’ll send you a new cabinet portrait every year on her birthday. I’ll bring her to visit. We can come for Sunday services. I’ll explain it so she won’t be harmed. Goodness, doesn’t the warden’s own family come to services? Rose wouldn’t even be the only child there.

Jane had wondered over Aunt Flora’s lies for weeks. How could someone do that? Smile and make promises she never intended to keep? Jane hadn’t received a single letter, let alone a cabinet portrait of Rose. What had Flora told Rose to explain her mother’s disappearance? Did Rose think she was dead? Jane could recite that final postcard. Rose has mourned her loss and is happy with me as her new mother. It is not wise to stir up memories of the tragic past. Not even a letter. Two sentences scribbled on a postcard.

Jane had found a way to survive the betrayal, but she wasn’t willing to open that wound… not even to help Vestal Jackson. Not even when she learned that Miss Dawson’s sister—whose name was Manerva, although Miss Dawson called her Minnie—had “made arrangements” to have Vestal’s baby taken in at the Home for the Friendless. Not even when Vestal’s saucy attitude transformed to a sadness that cast a pall over every woman in the dormitory—with the exception of Pearl Brand, who didn’t seem to have one drop of compassion, one drop of motherly instinct, one drop of… womanliness about her.

And now Vestal had been stabbed… and her baby… Jane closed her eyes and willed the threatening tears away.

Vestal, her dark eyes wide with terror, sucked in a breath and began to groan. “When’s the doctor coming?”

Someone shouted from out in the hall, and Miss Dawson hurried to unlock the outer door. Jane heard… a woman’s voice? She looked up. What was the warden’s wife doing here? And that man… and those gray-green eyes. Suddenly, it was as if everything in the dormitory had receded into the distance and a glass dome lowered over Jane’s head, closing out everything but the sound of her own heartbeat and the sensation of the blood pulsing in her temples, as a blush crept up the back of her neck and spread across her cheeks.

Max Zimmer.
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