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      “I AM SO HELL FIRED SICK AND DAMNED TIRED OF YOUR LECTURES. JUST LEAVE ME ALONE!”
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         Rosie grabbed the reins out of his hands and twitched Ivanhoe toward the barn.

      


      There was something perversely appealing about the way her small body appeared to grow when she was angry. Fire crackled in

         her brown eyes and lightning seemed to flash and sizzle around her. Bowie could no more imagine a demure Rosie Mulvehey sitting

         meekly with her hands quiet in her lap than he could imagine her dressed in silk presiding over a tea table.

      


      “Go up to the house,” he ordered with a sigh, taking Ivanhoe’s reins. Bowie didn’t understand why he liked her more the longer

         he knew her. Sometimes she was so painfully vulnerable that a child could have crushed her.

      


      Shaking his head, he led Ivanhoe toward his stall and a rubdown. When he thought about Rosie blurting, “But I thought you

         liked me a little,” a painful tightening stretched across his chest.

      


      This strange wounded woman whom he’d no right to marry was beginning to get under his skin.
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      “THE WIVES OF BOWIE STONE is filled with charmingly different characters. It’s a wonderfully told story that will steal your

         heart. Don’t miss it.”

      


      —Heather Graham, author of Runaway
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      This book is dedicated to my husband who has taken it
one day at a time for thirteen years. I love you, George.
I admire your courage and determination, and I’m proud
of you. You are and will always be,
my hero.

      


   

      Chapter One
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      Gulliver County, Kansas, 1880


      

         Sheriff Gaine squinted up at the gallows and thumbed back his hat. “Well boys, this is your lucky day.”

      


      Four men stood on the trapdoors. Each had his hands tied behind his back and a thick noose looped around his neck. Though

         it was early in the year and drifts of snow buried the Main Street boardwalk, the noonday sun was hot enough to suck trickles

         of sweat from the condemned men and from a noisy throng of spectators.

      


      “Seems we got an ordinance here in Gulliver County that states if any of these ladies”—the Sheriff jerked a thumb toward the

         half-dozen women gathered behind him—“wants to marry one of you sons of bitches, then your worthless life is spared and your

         sentence considered satisfied.”

      


      The eyes of the four condemned men swung to stare at the women who were staring up at them.


      

         Sheriff Gaine’s upper lip folded into an expression of disgust, implying he occasionally had to administer laws that ran counter

         to a prudent man’s nature.

      


      “If one of these fine Kansas flowers picks you for a husband,” he said, scowling up at the gallows, “you’ll be taken down

         from there and marched directly into the court-house for a hitching ceremony. If you run off afterward, the deal’s canceled.

         Me and my posse will hunt you down, and we’ll hang you where we find you. If you ain’t picked for a husband—you hang now.”

      


      The residents of Gulliver County had heard this speech before. Nevertheless the sheriff continued, allowing the condemned

         men time to chew over the possibility of reprieve while he explained why this particular loophole existed.

      


      First the war had drawn off the county’s males, then cavalry recruiters had passed through and taken most of the remaining

         men to fight Indians. So few men were left in Gulliver County that Passion’s Crossing, the county’s largest town, had only

         one saloon still in operation and only one sorry brothel that offered two whores, both of whom were having trouble making

         ends meet and were talking about moving on. There weren’t enough men left in Passion’s Crossing to raise a ruckus on a Saturday

         night.

      


      More important, there weren’t enough men to put in a crop or harvest one, not enough men to raise a barn or repair existing

         structures. Passion’s Crossing had no male labor force.

      


      Sheriff Gaine finished his speech, directed a stream of tobacco juice toward a patch of frozen mud, then addressed the women

         who would participate in the choosing.

      


      “Who drew first choice?”


      “I did,” Rosie Mulvehey said, stepping forward. She overheard a few snickers among the spectators and stiffened her shoulders.

         Let them laugh behind their hands. Nobody in 

         Passion’s Crossing could think it any funnier or any stranger for Rosie Mulvehey to be taking a husband than she did herself.

      


      “Take your time, Rosie. Look ’em over. Ask ’em questions if you want.”


      Rosie shoved back the brim of the man’s hat she wore and wiped a smear of grime and sweat from her forehead. Feeling a tad

         nervous, she removed a thin, store-bought cigar from her poke, lit it, then exhaled with a small sigh of pleasure, ignoring

         the respectable women in the crowd who sniffed down their noses and stared at her. She stared back at the respectable women

         until they jerked their chins up and looked away.

      


      Once upon a time their attitude had hurt and shamed her, but that had been a long time ago, back when she had wanted to be

         like them. The memory of it embarrassed her and made her angry. She had worn skirts then, and dainty little boots with buttons

         up the side. She had even curled her hair in clumsy papers special-ordered from Kansas City or Denver. Back then she hadn’t

         smoked and no liquor had ever passed her lips.

      


      A lot of good it had done her. The respectable ladies of Passion’s Crossing hadn’t accepted her any better then than they

         did now that she was a hell-raiser. They had averted their eyes from the bruises on her face and body as if they blamed her

         for her broken arm or ribs, for the cuts and black eyes. They seemed to think she beat the hell out of herself just to offend

         their delicate sensibilities.

      


      At least now she was legitimately to blame for the icy stares and sniffs of disdain. Every now and again it tickled her fancy

         to ride into town, get roaring drunk, and shoot up the only remaining saloon. And sometimes, like now, she liked to light

         up a cigar and blow smoke at the respectable ladies. The hell with them, anyway. Rosie Mulvehey would 

         never be respectable again, so she ran full tilt in the other direction. Now everyone, including herself, understood why she

         was never going to be a pillar of society.

      


      “Rosie? You changed your mind?”


      “I’m just getting a smoke,” she said irritably. Hooking a thumb inside her gun belt, she stalked forward to have a better

         look at the gallows and today’s offerings.

      


      They were slim pickings. Not one of the condemned men looked cast-iron and double-bolted. They were a damned dismal-looking

         lot. One was too old to put in a decent day’s work, and Rosie dismissed him at once. The next one had a belly hanging over

         his belt, more lard than muscle. The third was halfway passable, but he wasn’t much more than a boy. He still had peach fuzz

         on his upper lip.

      


      Feeling her expectations dwindle, Rosie slowed her steps as she approached the last man and squinted up at him. He was tall

         enough and not too old or too young. He sure wasn’t fat. He was skinny as a nail and wore a gray flannel shirt and loose denim

         pants that looked as if they belonged to a stouter man. His hands were tied behind him, so she couldn’t see if he had callouses

         to prove his worth. What she did see was a wedge of skin at his open collar that was as pale as new butter. He had winter

         skin, jail skin. This one hadn’t seen the sun in a while. And he sure was no beauty.

      


      Not that beauty mattered. Hell, Rosie was no prize herself if it came to that. Still—last night when she had decided to place

         her name in the draw, she’d been drunk enough to entertain a secret hope that her new husband might be easy on the eyes. Not

         that she expected to take a shine to him; romance was definitely not part of her plan.

      


      Be that as it might, last night’s bender had left her in no condition to judge anyone’s capabilities. Rubbing her eyes, Rosie

         blinked against the harsh winter sunlight, wishing she could see the condemned man better. Part of the difficulty 

         was the huge shiner that had swollen the entire right side of his face, distorting his appearance. The hank of dark matted

         hair that hung almost to his nose, where it sort of flowed into a ragged mustache that in turn blossomed into a ratty-looking

         beard, covered much of the rest of his features.

      


      Rosie had never seen a hedgehog, but she imagined it had a face about like this man’s: a pointy nose and a hint of eyes poking

         out of a sheet of hair. It was pretty nigh impossible to make an overall judgment of his looks.

      


      To compound her difficulties in choosing, she was suffering a granddaddy of a hangover that interfered mightily with her concentration.

         Even if the sun hadn’t bounced and shimmered around the hedgehog, she probably wouldn’t have been able to focus well enough

         to obtain a clear view. Moreover, every time she tilted her head back for a hard look, she felt as if she had released a dozen

         whirling blades inside her brain.

      


      Wincing and wetting her lips, Rosie slid a look down Main toward the square false front of Passion’s Crossing’s only remaining

         saloon. She would have given half her bushels of seed grain to nip into Harold’s for a quick shot of Brown Blazer.

      


      “Rosie?” The sheriff’s voice boomed like a cannon through her hangover. “When I said take your time, I didn’t mean we had

         all day.”

      


      “I’m pondering on it,” she muttered, annoyed at being hurried along on so important a matter.


      When she squinted up at the gallows, she discovered the hedgehog was studying her as intently as she had been studying him.

         Because of the shiner he could only stare with one eye.

      


      “You any good at farming?” she asked finally in a voice that sounded like two rocks grinding together. It shamed her that

         she sounded so whiskey-voiced. But then, she’d spent her whole life feeling ashamed of one thing or another.

      


      

         “I’ve never farmed.”

      


      The hedgehog’s voice didn’t sound too healthy either; maybe he’d been struck in the throat, which wasn’t unlikely. Sheriff

         Gaine didn’t coddle convicts.

      


      The hedgehog’s answer astonished her. Rosie couldn’t recall ever hearing a condemned man answer a question unfavorably. If

         it meant the difference between living over the grass or under it, a condemned man would swear he could sprout little pink

         wings and fly if the woman who was asking sounded as if she wanted him to.

      


      She examined the hedgehog with a glint of interest. “Did you kill the man they say you did?”


      “Yes.”


      His answer damn near blew her boots off. She couldn’t believe her ears. And she wasn’t the only one. A murmur of angry amazement

         hummed through the crowd.

      


      “Did you shoot him in the front or in the back?”


      The hedgehog’s one good eye narrowed, and the lower part of his face moved as if he might be taking offense at the question.


      “In the front.”


      That seemed fair enough. Rosie wasn’t bothered that a potential husband had murdered a man; some men needed killing. No one

         knew that better than she did.

      


      Rosie gripped her gun belt, straightened her shoulders, and tried to look as if she were concentrating. Fuzzy dots speckled

         her vision and the outline of the hedgehog wavered and blurred. For about the thousandth time she took a silent vow that she

         would never drink again. At least not until tonight.

      


      “You willing to learn farming?”


      The hedgehog had more brass than an army band. He just looked at her out of his one good eye and didn’t say a word. Any man

         with a grain of sense would have babbled promises and assurances. But the hedgehog stood there as if he didn’t 

         give a flying damn if he lived or died. He wasn’t promising anything.

      


      “Rosie?” The sheriff sounded exasperated.


      “I’ll take that one,” she decided, tipping her hat brim toward the hedgehog. He wasn’t much, but he seemed the best of the

         lot.

      


      With an indifferent shrug Rosie turned and left the gallows to stand in a patch of sun beside the court-house door and have

         another smoke while the other women made their choices. She lit up and jutted her chin at the respectable ladies.

      


      At the moment the respectable ladies weren’t paying Rosie much mind; they were heaving sighs of disappointment that Passion’s

         Crossing wouldn’t have a hanging today. The collective wedding didn’t interest anyone except the participants.

      


      Screwing up her eyes, Rosie watched Deputy Sands remove the nooses from around the condemned men’s necks and cut their hands

         free. Apparently all of them had been chosen, although Rosie couldn’t see what any woman would want with the old geezer or

         the lard belly. That they had been picked showed the level of desperation in Gulliver County. Any man was better than no man

         seemed to be the prevailing wisdom. And who was to say it was wrong? How could a woman alone put in a crop? Or hope to harvest

         it? How could she keep up a house and outbuildings and miles of fence?

      


      Shaking her head—and instantly regretting it—Rosie ground the cigar stub beneath her boot heel, then fell into step beside

         the hedgehog as the sheriff led the condemned men and their brides inside the court-house.

      


      It was colder inside the building than outside in the sun, but at least they were out of the wind. The courtroom had that

         dingy gray look that seemed to be required of all courtrooms.

      


      Preacher Paulson waited near the judge’s bench. He glared at Rosie over the rim of his spectacles. “Take off your hat, Rosie.”

         Showing his disapproval, he ran a frown over her 

         man’s work shirt, her gun belt and her soiled buckskin britches. He watched a tangle of dust-dark hair spill out of her hat

         and fall down her spine before he sighed and set about doing what Gulliver County paid him to do.

      


      “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here together…”


      Standing next to the hedgehog in the middle of the marrying couples, it occurred to Rosie that she ought to be feeling something.

         But this was hardly the kind of wedding a young girl dreams about. Back in the days when Rosie had dreamed dreams, the days

         before Him, she had imagined every detail of her wedding day, except for her intended. That part of the dream had always been

         fuzzy, but the husband she would take wouldn’t be hard to look at and he would like her a lot. So much for stupid dreams.

      


      “Hell fire, you stink,” she muttered in disgust, edging away from the hedgehog. She’d been inside the jail a few times herself

         on drunk and disorderly charges, and she recognized the distinctive stench, except that she’d never smelled the odor this

         bad or this strong before.

      


      “I apologize, ma’am. If I’d known this was to be my wedding day, I’d have dabbed a bit of whiskey behind my ears,” the hedgehog

         said, not looking at her.

      


      “Stinking of whiskey is a lot better than stinking of jail,” Rosie hissed. What was the world coming to when a condemned murderer

         could make sarcastic comments to his bride, the very woman who had just rescued his worthless hide?

      


      Preacher Paulson leveled a silencing glare in their direction. “Do you, gentlemen, take these ladies for your lawfully wedded

         wives?”

      


      Everyone except the hedgehog erupted into a chorus of enthusiastic “I do’s.” The hedgehog appeared to be thinking it over

         until Rosie dug her elbow into his ribs. He gazed down at her out of his one clear eye and let a goodly pause develop before

         he muttered, “God forgive me. I do.”

      


      

         It was an insult of the highest order that the hedgehog had to ponder before he decided that marrying her was preferable to

         biting the noose.

      


      “Do you, ladies, take these gentlemen as your lawfully wedded husbands?”


      To pay him back and allow him a minute to recall the noose circling his skinny neck, Rosie didn’t answer.


      Preacher Paulson raised an eyebrow and peered over the rim of his spectacles. “Rosie?”


      Rocking back on her heels, she studied the tin ceiling as if she were entertaining second thoughts. She sucked in her cheeks

         and shook her head slightly even though it battered her skull to do so. With everybody watching and waiting, she raised a

         hand and pretended to study her nails in indecision.

      


      “Rosie Mulvehey. Do you or don’t you take this man as your lawfully wedded husband?”


      She let the silence draw out tight, waiting for the hedgehog to cast her an imploring look or indicate some nervousness over

         her hesitation. He didn’t. Finally, annoyed as hell, she gave what she hoped was an indifferent wave and said, “I guess I

         have to. I do.”

      


      “I now pronounce you man and wife. Gentlemen, you may kiss your brides.”


      Rosie watched with mild interest as the old geezer, the lard belly, and the boy grabbed on to their brides as if they were

         ropes thrown to drowning victims.

      


      Finally, placing a hand on one of her revolvers, she faced the hedgehog, jutted out her chin and gave him a slit-eyed look

         that plainly said she’d rather shoot him than suffer a kiss from him.

      


      Even through all the hair, she could see enough of his expression to tell that her new husband didn’t cotton to kissing her

         either. They stood toe to toe, staring, each daring the other to risk a move.

      


      

         Rosie had enjoyed her share of staring contests, but this match was oddly disconcerting. First, the hedgehog was taller than

         she had guessed. To her great disadvantage, the top of her head only reached his nose. Staring up at him was causing hideous

         repercussions inside her hungover head. The whirling blades shifted to the back of her skull and started shaving away at the

         top of her spine. Luckily she was accustomed to this kind of pain and could almost ignore it. Grinding her teeth, she bit

         down and glared into his one open eye.

      


      That eye was also disconcerting. This close, Rosie could see that it was blue, as blue as ever she had seen on a man. Blue

         as a pansy petal. Blue as a blueberry just before it ripened.

      


      “You try to kiss me, and I’ll put a bullet in your private parts.” Her eyes were beginning to sting and burn.


      “The last thing I want to do is kiss you.”


      “Good. We’re of like mind.” They continued to confront each other while the other couples stepped around them and walked arm

         in arm to the court-house door. Grudgingly, Rosie acknowledged the hedgehog was no slouch when it came to staring matches.

         His one good eye was turning as red as she imagined her own eyes were, and starting to tear, but he didn’t blink or look away.

         She didn’t either, not even when it began to feel like someone was scrubbing sand between her lids.

      


      She spoke between her teeth. “I’m going to count to three then we’ll both turn toward the door.”


      “Agreed.”


      She wanted to win badly enough that she welched on the agreement by not looking away on the count of three. The hedgehog welched

         too. This startled her so much that she disgraced herself with a shout of surprised laughter. But before she let herself laugh,

         she hit him in the stomach with her fist hard enough that he blinked and made a sound as if the air were running out of him.

         His blink gave Rosie the win.

      


      

         Feeling better, she swaggered toward the court-house door and walked outside. The minute the glare off the snow struck her

         eyes, she winced and groaned out loud. Pulling her hat brim down to where it almost covered her lashes, she strode toward

         the buckboard she’d left hitched in front of the general store. The display was sheer bravado. Every step jarred her brain

         and notched her headache to a higher intensity.

      


      “Is this your horse?” The hedgehog approached Ivanhoe and ran his hands over the horse’s flanks, then moved forward to stroke

         his neck and inspect him more closely. “This is a fine horse. Too fine to be pulling a wagon.”

      


      “Ivanhoe is the only horse I have left. The army confiscated most of our stock a couple of summers ago.” Frowning, Rosie climbed

         up and took the reins in her hands. “Get in.” She waited until they drove past the gallows the deputies were dismantling before

         she said more. “I don’t have the money to buy a draft horse even if I could find one for sale.”

      


      “It’s a shame to put a horse like this in traces.”


      The knowledge came to her in a flash—the way the hedgehog stood, the way he had run his hands over Ivanhoe. She slid a look

         at his profile, noted the faded army blue of his denims, finally noticed the brass belt plate featuring an eagle enclosed

         by a silver wreath.

      


      “Cavalry,” she said. “The belt buckle says an officer.”


      He didn’t deny it.


      “Well?” she asked, turning sharply toward him after they’d traveled half a mile without speaking. “If you’re military, how

         come you’re not wearing full uniform? And how come you were tried in a civilian court?”

      


      The hedgehog acted as though he hadn’t heard her. He folded his arms across his chest and looked off at the endless fields

         of snow. Cold wind flapped his hair around the bruises discoloring his forehead. Now Rosie could see that he’d been 

         beaten so badly that pride was the only thing holding him upright. He would require some nursing before he’d be worth a damn

         to her.

      


      “You might as well tell your story,” she said in as reasonable a tone as an irritated person could manage. She snapped the

         reins. “I guess we’re married now. I have a right to know who I’m hitched to.”

      


      “You know why I agreed to marry. Why did you?”


      His evading her question annoyed her further, but Rosie conceded his curiosity was fair. “I need a cheap roustabout,” she

         said with a shrug. “There aren’t any men around to hire, cheap or otherwise. Marrying a convict seemed the best— the only—way

         to get help on my farm.”

      


      The hedgehog wasn’t much of a talker. He lapsed into silence again, staring out at the prairie as if there was something out

         there to see. There wasn’t. Just a lone sparrow hawk wheeling above miles and miles of snow-covered grass that stretched as

         far as the eye could see, interrupted here and there by a bare patch or a sage hillock. There wasn’t a tree in sight and wouldn’t

         be until they reached Rosie’s farm and the cottonwoods lining Passion’s Creek.

      


      “Who was the man you killed?” Rosie asked after another mile. She didn’t particularly care, but talking was a more interesting

         way to pass the time than staring at the prairie. Conversing might even take her thoughts off her hangover. Every jounce and

         jolt struck needles of pain into her brain.

      


      “Have you heard of the Stone Toes Massacre?”


      “The world hasn’t entirely bypassed Passion’s Crossing.” (A bald-faced lie if she had ever heard one.) “We had news of Stone

         Toes.” Frowning, she tried to dredge up whatever she could remember. “It happened someplace outside of Denver, didn’t it?

         A great battle, if I recall.” There was something else she had heard, but she couldn’t pull the memory through her headache.

      


      

         “A great battle,” the hedgehog repeated. Bitterness roughened his voice. “The Indians didn’t fire a shot. Two companies rode

         into Stone Toes Gulch and slaughtered a village of women and children. There wasn’t a warrior within six miles. The men were

         hunting.”

      


      Rosie shifted for a better look at him. “I might have heard something about Stone Toes being a scandal. Then I heard the rumors

         of scandal were untrue, that it was a heroic battle after all. You were there?”

      


      “Yes.”


      “Well?”


      He pulled a hand through the tangle of hair. “Some men won’t accept that the Indian wars are over, the glory days are gone.

         They’re looking for excitement, and they’ll create a fight whether it’s legitimate or not.” His good eye blazed like a blue

         sun. “The Indians at Stone Toes Gulch had permission to camp on that site.”

      


      Interested in spite of herself, Rosie gave Ivanhoe his head and turned her full attention to the hedgehog. Ivanhoe could find

         his way home with no help from her.

      


      She wished the wind would shift. The hedgehog stank to high heaven, and he was more battered and bruised than she had guessed.

         He kept swaying on the seat as if he might fall off.

      


      “So. Did you ride down on a village of unarmed women and children?” The question was hard and rude, but she didn’t apologize

         for it.

      


      The hedgehog stiffened on the seat and gripped his knees so tightly that his knuckles turned pale. “I refused a direct order.

         I led my company back to the post.”

      


      Rosie released a long breath. She could guess the rest of his tale, at least the broad strokes of it. The military didn’t

         look kindly on officers who disobeyed direct orders. “You were court-martialed. Cashiered out.”

      


      

         He turned his face into the cold prairie wind.

      


      “What’s all this have to do with the man you killed?”


      “Do you always ask so many questions?”


      “The truth is, mister, I don’t give a cuss about you or your story.” Color flared in her face. “But you can bet your sorry

         hide that every soul in Gulliver County is going to know your history before sunset. So I need to know it too. Otherwise,

         if some flap-tongue makes a remark in my hearing, how am I to know if I should knock his teeth out for the insult or swallow

         it down and walk on by? I don’t care who you are or what you did. All I want to know is whatever is public knowledge so I’ll

         know how much pride I have to swallow. Now that’s fair.”

      


      She didn’t think he was going to answer, and she was working up a good mad about it. A minute before she was ready to explode,

         the hedgehog finally spoke.

      


      “I was a captain in the Eleventh Cavalry. I refused a direct order from a ranking officer, for which I received a dishonorable

         discharge.” He laid his head back and gazed at the icy sky. “If my commanding officer had not preferred charges, the truth

         about Stone Toes would never have emerged. Those men could have continued pretending to be heroes. As it was, the Rocky Mountain News reported the trial and revealed the truth. Public opinion turned. Men who had been lauded days before were spat at in the

         streets.”

      


      “They should have been spit on. They did wrong.”


      The hedgehog looked at her for a full minute, but she couldn’t tell what he was thinking.


      “If you want to exterminate a wolf pack, you don’t kill only the male. You also kill the she-wolf and the cubs. That’s how

         the majority of soldiers assessed Stone Toes. Most of my regiment blamed me for the acrimony of those people who object to

         the slaughter of women and children. A soldier from Company B swore revenge, took leave of absence, and 

         followed me east.” A shrug lifted his shoulders. “Luther Radison shot me in the leg; I shot him in the chest. He died.”

      


      “So how come this wasn’t self-defense? If you’re telling the truth, how come you were convicted of murder?”


      “You know Gulliver County better than I do.”


      Rosie chewed it over, twisting the reins in her hands. “I read about this trial. The newspaper said a man who was cashiered

         out of the military with a dishonorable discharge murdered a genuine military hero who had clippings in his pouch to prove

         his heroism. That’s how the judge must have seen the situation.”

      


      The hedgehog said nothing, but his fingers moved to his throat.


      They rode in silence, ducking their heads against a sharp, moist-smelling wind. The seat on the buckboard was small and their

         thighs pressed together but each ignored the fact. The warmth was welcome.

      


      A half-mile passed before the hedgehog spoke again. “There’s something I have to tell you.”


      “So say it.” A chill teased Rosie’s bones, and she could count the revolutions of the wheels by the hammer blows in her head.

         Her thoughts leapt ahead to the bottle of whiskey on the parlor shelf.

      


      The hedgehog waited until the farm was in sight before he revealed what was on his mind. Then he spoke as if the words were

         dragged out of him.

      


      “I owe you a debt of gratitude for saving my life.”


      “I reckon you do.”


      He faced into the wind, looking at the farmhouse and shabby outbuildings as they came into view. At least there were trees

         here. Groves of wind-bent cottonwoods clung to the banks of Passion’s Creek, a small tributary of the Arkansas. Those trees

         could keep a person sane when the vast flatness of the prairie became overwhelming.

      


      

         “You said earlier that you need help with your farm.”

      


      “If I could plant and harvest by myself, I’d do it rather than take a husband. But I’ve tried and I can’t work enough ground

         alone to make a profit.”

      


      “I’ll help you put in the next crop, and I’ll help with the harvest. I owe you that much.” He shifted on the wooden seat to

         make sure she was listening. “Then I have to leave.”

      


      Rosie stiffened like a dried hide. “Leaving ain’t an option, bub.”


      “Rose—that’s your name, isn’t it?—I have obligations back east.” Something like pain clouded the eye that wasn’t swollen shut.

         “Eventually I’ll have to return.”

      


      “We’re married.”


      “This isn’t a real marriage. What we’ve entered into is a business arrangement more than anything else. You need a hired hand,

         and I’m willing to be that hired hand in repayment for your saving my life. At least for a while.”

      


      “Those obligations back east canceled out the minute Deputy Sands dropped the noose around your weaseling neck! Now the only

         obligation you’ve got is to me!” Rosie’s hand dropped to her revolver. “Dusting out isn’t part of this deal and don’t you

         forget it. If you try to run off before I get a profitable harvest, I’ll track you and I’ll kill you. I swear it!”

      


      Her teeth ground together and her eyes narrowed to blazing slits. “This farm must be successful. Do you understand me? If not this season, then next season. If not next season, then the season after that.”

         She gripped the handle of her Colt so hard that her palm ached. “Once we bring in a profitable harvest, then I don’t give

         a flip what happens to you. If you want to go back east, hell, I’ll drive you to the train myself. But if you dust out on

         me before this farm is profitable, I swear I’ll hunt you down and make jerked meat out of you if it takes the rest of my miserable

         no-good life!”

      


      Suspecting her vehemence had revealed more than she 

         wanted, Rosie flapped the reins, urging Ivanhoe into a fast trot. Leaning her flushed face into the wind, she studied the

         approaching farm, seeing it as the hedgehog must.

      


      Her spread didn’t look like much. The main house was wood on a sod foundation. Years ago Rosie had lost the battle between

         paint and the broiling summer sun. She hadn’t painted the house, the barn, or any of the outbuildings in three years and the

         neglect showed in long strips of raw board.

      


      The henhouse and storage sheds were in the same sad shape, and the weight of winter snows had bowed in one or two rooflines.

         The fencing was a flat-out disgrace. Wind and stray range cattle had knocked down large sections. Without leaves, even the

         cottonwoods rimming the creek looked stark and dismal.

      


      Rosie scanned her holdings, sighed, and craved a drink.


      When she braked the buckboard in front of the house, John Hawkins stepped off the front porch to take the horse’s reins. He

         moved forward, standing tall and as straight as a lodge pole, his ancient eyes sparking with interest at the sight of the

         hedgehog. Rosie noticed John Hawkins had spruced up for the occasion. He wore a top hat pressed down over his shoulder-length

         hair, and his coat was brushed. Lodisha must have cleaned his buckskin britches, because they gleamed like butter in the dying

         sun. A rush of affection eased Rosie’s expression. The old Indian was one of the few good things in her life. So was Lodisha,

         an ex-slave and the best cook in Kansas.

      


      When Rosie came around the back of the buckboard, John Hawkins and the hedgehog were standing a few yards apart, taking each

         other’s measure.

      


      She stepped close enough to John Hawkins to notice he’d slapped some Bay Rum on his weathered cheeks, as if her wedding day

         were something worth gussying up for.

      


      “This is John Hawkins,” she said, looking at the hedgehog. “John Hawkins used to be an Indian. I’ve known him most 

         of my life.” Because John Hawkins set great store on courtesy, she spoke in a formal monotone. Raising a hand, she started

         to present the hedgehog to John Hawkins. “John Hawkins, this is…”

      


      Rosie scowled and stopped speaking.


      She’d been married half a day but she didn’t know her husband’s name.


   

      Chapter Two


      [image: art]


      

         “The name’s Bowie Stone.”

      


      “Captain Bowie Stone,” John Hawkins corrected.


      “Not any more.”


      Rosie turned to John Hawkins and her jaw dropped. “How did you know that?”


      “If I were still an Indian, I would embrace you as a brother,” John Hawkins announced solemnly. “Now I am only a man. I ask

         the honor to shake your hand.”

      


      Feeling uncomfortable, Bowie gripped the old man’s hand as they continued to examine each other. He recognized on John Hawkins’

         face an expression he had observed before. The Indian believed he had outlived his time. In his own culture, he would have

         chosen a clear cloudless day and a fortuitous site and then he would have laid himself down to die.

      


      Rosie stared hard at John Hawkins. “How do you know Bowie Stone?”


      

         John Hawkins still gripped Stone’s hand, examining his eyes through the fall of matted hair. “This is good,” was all he said

         before he released Stone’s hand and led Ivanhoe and the buckboard toward the barn.

      


      The wind blowing off the fields of snow sliced through Bowie’s shirt and pants. The day’s events had so numbed his mind and

         body that only now did he realize he had no coat or hat. Jamming his hands into his pockets, he rocked back on his heels and

         swept a glance from the scattering of dilapidated buildings to a sagging fence that tottered across the prairie in a drunken

         line. When Rosie Mulvehey had said she needed help, he’d had no idea of the enormity of the task she had in mind. Restoring

         her farm and transforming the hard dry prairie into a lush breadbasket appeared to be an overwhelming and hopeless project.

      


      He couldn’t believe that anyone could love this pitiful farm and inhospitable land enough to marry a condemned stranger in

         an effort to make a success of it.

      


      He also could not get a grasp on who Rosie Mulvehey was. He had noticed her immediately; it was impossible not to. She stood

         out among the women of Passion’s Crossing like a thistle among violets. Stone had seen a few rough numbers like Rosie Mulvehey

         around the more isolated posts, but he had observed few like her in settled towns.

      


      That Rosie or anything else could interest him at this lowest point in his life amazed him. That he was alive at all was nothing

         short of a miracle. He hadn’t yet sorted out how he felt about it. He had resigned himself to dying, had accepted death as

         a welcome alternative to a life without honor and without the cavalry. Now, instead of being dead as he had expected, he stood

         in the yard of a neglected farm that he was expected to restore.

      


      And he had added to his crimes by marrying a bizarre, new wife. It was a lot to take in.


      

         “Well ain’t you a stinking mess!”

      


      Jerking his head up, Bowie turned toward the speaker standing above him on the porch. A plump black woman wiped her hands

         on a spotless white apron and eyed him with a hard judgmental gaze.

      


      “This is Lodisha,” Rosie explained, grinning. “When Lodisha isn’t cooking or cleaning, she’s running everyone’s life and keeping

         us in general misery.”

      


      Lodisha swept down the steps and marched around him, pinching his arms and waist and clucking her tongue. “Lawd, you is one

         skinny convict.” She shook her head and muttered under her breath. “Don’t you be taking them boots and that stink through

         my parlor, no sir. You take yourself around to the kitchen door and fetch the tub out’n the lean-to. ‘Fore we does anything

         else, we got to git that jail stink off’n you!” Lifting her skirts, she bustled back into the house.

      


      Rosie’s grin widened. “Better do as she says. You can’t win an argument with Lodisha. She’ll wear you down to a nub.”


      “After you,” he said.


      Instantly she bristled and her brows crashed together in a frown. “I’ll go inside when I’m good and damned ready. You don’t

         give orders and I don’t take them, understand?”

      


      Judging from his bride’s bloodshot eyes, trembling hands, and the way she kept swallowing, Bowie would have sworn she would

         have bolted immediately for wherever she kept her bottle. The best ease for a hangover was a soothing nip of the same poison

         as before. But she stood unmoving in the bare twilit yard, her challenging gaze pushing him around the corner of the house.

      


      Clamping his jaw tight and deciding her hangover wasn’t his problem, Bowie followed the sod foundation until he located the

         kitchen stoop and a lean-to butted up against the house next to the water barrel. Pausing to catch his breath, he listened

         to the wind and thought he heard Rosie’s voice.

      


      

         Curious, he passed the kitchen door and walked to the far corner of the house. Between the house and a skeletal line of cottonwoods,

         he spotted her standing beside a rock-bordered grave that had been swept clear of snow.

      


      The fading light softened her appearance and it occurred to Bowie that Rosie Mulvehey might have been an attractive woman

         if she had worked at it a little. The hair shoved beneath her sweat-stained hat was too limp and dirty for him to form an

         accurate judgment of its color or texture. But the buckskin britches she wore revealed firm buttocks and shapely legs. He

         couldn’t guess the state of her bosom as she wore an oversized man’s work shirt beneath a poncho that had seen better days.

      


      As for her eyes, they were brown and dulled, the whites stitched with red. If her lashes hadn’t been stuck together, they

         might have been long and lush, but he couldn’t tell for certain.

      


      Also, she didn’t smell any too clean. She reeked of whiskey, tobacco smoke, and old sweat. It didn’t really surprise Bowie

         that Rosie’s only hope for a husband was the loophole in Gulliver County’s law. But he couldn’t help wondering why she appeared

         deliberately to be doing everything possible to make herself offensive. He couldn’t recall ever meeting a woman who actually

         wanted to be unattractive.

      


      She was talking to the grave in the yard.


      “I’m married now,” she said to the headstone, kicking at a rock that had tumbled off the border. “Never thought that would

         happen, did you? Well, neither did I. But it did and now I’m going to make a success of this place. I’m going to bring in

         the most profitable harvest this farm ever had!”

      


      Bowie experienced an uncomfortable impression that he was intruding on an intensely private moment. Retracing his steps, he

         opened the lean-to and removed a dented tin bathtub. The tub was heavy and unwieldy and reminded him how 

         battered and bruised he was. Now that the emotional rush of events was behind him, he felt weak as a new pup.

      


      He wrestled the tub to the stoop before the kitchen door flew open behind him and a brown arm dragged him inside.


      Twelve years in the military had obliterated any tendency he might have had to excessive modesty. But field habits and the

         habits of civilization were two different sets of behavior. Bowie’s throat burned with embarrassment as Lodisha briskly undressed

         him, firmly turning him between her hands as if he were a child before she gave him a push toward the tub, which she had filled

         with steaming water.

      


      “Rags,” she pronounced of his clothing before throwing them into the stove’s fire box. “Not even good for making patches.”

         She eyed his nakedness up and down. “Get your skinny butt in that tub, Cap’n.”

      


      John Hawkins returned from the barn as Bowie eased himself into the tub. On his way to the coffee pot hissing on the back

         of the stove, John Hawkins paused to give Bowie’s naked bruised body a thorough inspection.

      


      Bowie cursed under his breath, feeling a dark flush rise beneath his beard. He had never felt so exposed or vulnerable in

         his life. The only saving grace was Rosie’s absence. If she had come inside she would have witnessed his nakedness as well

         because, contrary to his expectation, the kitchen and parlor were combined in one large room. The parlor Lodisha didn’t want

         him to trek through was apparently the area of the room nearest the front door. The kitchen was the area nearest the side

         door. The division between the two existed only in imagination, as far as Bowie could determine.

      


      Only after he was immersed beneath the water and the heat had begun to work its magic on deep bruises and a dozen lacerations,

         did he begin to identify the invisible line separating kitchen from parlor.

      


      

         The parlor end of the room was furnished with a ragtag collection of chairs and footstools. A braid rug covered most of the

         plank floor. There was a table with a lamp, and a bookcase beneath the window.

      


      The footstools were covered with the same faded calico that framed the window. Either Rosie or Lodisha had pasted colorful

         magazine covers on the walls. Bowie noticed a jug of dried sunflowers beside the lamp.

      


      Before he finished his inspection, a gust of cold wind blew Rosie in the front door. After dropping her poncho and hat on

         a peg, she proceeded directly to the parlor shelf and poured a hefty splash of whiskey into a tin cup. Closing her eyes, she

         threw back her head, swallowed the whiskey neat, and sighed with relief.

      


      When Bowie realized she was walking toward him, he sat up and frantically looked around for a towel to cover himself. The

         water had settled and the steam had diminished. When he glanced down, he saw himself as exposed as a newborn.

      


      “You want a drink?” Rosie asked, standing over him and looking down through the water.


      He plunged his hands beneath the surface and covered his genitals from her measuring gaze.


      “Oh for God’s sake! I’m not interested in your privates,” she said. But she watched with a smile as he scrambled around beneath

         the surface of the water. She made a snorting sound. “Hell, if you’ve seen one man’s privates, you’ve seen ’em all. If you

         ask me, none of you have much to boast about. You want a drink or not?”

      


      He managed to control his anger long enough to say yes. Rosie took a cup from Lodisha and poured a generous dollop of whiskey,

         then extended the cup, grinning when he didn’t immediately uncover himself and reach for it.

      


      Bowie swore under his breath. She was enjoying his discomfort, taunting him with it.


      

         This morning he hadn’t known any of these people existed. Now he was bathing in front of two women and a man who, after closely

         inspecting his nakedness, were going about their business as if there were nothing unusual in the circumstance. Lodisha hummed

         over the pots on the stove, John Hawkins sat at the table sipping his coffee, absorbed in a yellowing newspaper that he held

         upside down. Rosie Mulvehey stood over the tub, holding the neck of a bottle in one hand and a cup in the other, as deliberately

         unimpressed as if strange men bathed in her kitchen every night of the week.

      


      Scowling, Bowie pulled a hand out of the water and took the tin cup she offered. Tilting his head, he threw the whiskey down

         the back of his throat and grimly extended the cup for another splash. Ordinarily he wasn’t much of a drinking man, but this

         had been one hell of a day.

      


      Rosie refilled his cup, then, as brazen as a San Francisco whore, she leaned over the tub and peered through the water, inspecting

         him from his toes to his throat.

      


      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Bowie shouted, trying to cover himself. Heat pulsed in his cheeks. Lodisha and

         John Hawkins looked up and then went back to their tasks.

      


      Rosie straddled a bench, sitting across the table from John Hawkins. She took another nip from the tin cup. “Someone sure

         worked you over, bub. Near as I can see, you’re one big walking ache. Did Sheriff Gaine do that to you? Or was it that bastard,

         Deputy Sands?”

      


      Bowie stared at her. He was furious that she had violated his sense of self at a moment when he was extremely vulnerable.

         At the same time his pride was injured by her lack of expression. “What business is it of yours?”

      


      A shrug lifted her shoulders. “I want to know how soon you’ll be in shape to work. We have to get those fences mended before

         plowing time.”

      


      

         “The captain will be ready for light chores by next week,” John Hawkins said, glancing up from the tattered newspaper.

      


      “That’s about how I read it,” Rosie agreed, as if Bowie had no opinion in the matter.


      Lodisha bore down on him like a black thundercloud. Before he guessed what she intended, she had lathered his chest, shoulders

         and back with a cake of lye soap that tore through weeks of jailhouse grime and clawed into his pores. Rosie and John Hawkins

         watched the process with considerable amusement.

      


      “Up you go, Cap’n. Cain’t forget yor legs an’ backside.” Strong arms jerked him up and Lodisha lathered his buttocks, thighs

         and calves in full view of John Hawkins and Rosie Mulvehey.

      


      It was humiliating to be scrubbed down like a child before an audience.


      “No meat on him at all,” was Rosie’s only comment. She studied his buttocks and thighs for a long moment; then a flush of

         color stained her cheeks, and she pushed up from the table. “I’m going outside for a smoke.”

      


      Lodisha’s hands paused on Bowie’s body and he felt her disapproval of Rosie’s abrupt departure. Then the kitchen door banged

         and Lodisha pushed him down into the tub to rinse him and wash his hair and beard. The lye suds hit his swollen eye and Bowie

         bit down on a shout of pain.

      


      “I can dry myself,” he said between his teeth.


      Lodisha slapped his hands away and toweled him off. She handed him a shirt and a pair of pants. The shoulders fit, but the

         waist of the pants was far too large. When he strapped on his belt, folds of material gathered at his hips.

      


      “Better than what you rode in with,” Lodisha commented.


      “There’s someone else around here who could do with a bath,” he said sourly.


      “Yor right as rain ‘bout that, Cap’n,” Lodisha said with a 

         frown. “But me and Rosie got an arrangement. She agrees to a bath after a night in jail and I don’ insist no other time.”

      


      Bowie watched her stropping a razor strap and tried again. “I can shave myself.”


      “No you cain’t, lest you can do it with yor eyes closed. Ain’t no mirrors in this house.”


      Surprise stopped his protest. Two women and no mirrors? Not even a broken shard? Sighing, he submitted to Lodisha’s ministrations.


      “Well, well, lookee what we got here,” she said happily when she had finished shaving off his beard and mustache and trimming

         his hair. “What do you think, John Hawkins? A mighty handsome critter was hiding under all that fuzz. Least ways it ‘pears

         so. We’ll know for sure when all the swelling goes down.”

      


      John Hawkins had watched the shaving, interjecting advice when requested by Lodisha to do so. He nodded agreement.


      Bowie removed the shaving towel from around his neck and glanced at the door as Rosie stormed inside. She took one long hard

         look at him, then whirled angrily on Lodisha.

      


      “Where did you get those clothes?”


      “You know where.” Lodisha huffed up, but she didn’t back away from Rosie’s furious expression. “We couldn’t put him in them

         filthy rags he had on.” She shrugged. “He got to wear something. Cain’t have him running ‘round here buck-ass naked.”

      


      “John Hawkins—”


      “No sir, John Hawkins cain’t be ‘spected to give up his clothes when we got a trunk full not being used. Now you know I’m

         right!”

      


      Red-faced and trembling, Rosie ran to the shelves above the stove, reached up to a tin box and pulled it down. Throwing back

         the lid, she counted out some coins and slapped them on the table in front of John Hawkins.

      


      

         “Tomorrow you go into town and buy him some clothes.” She spun back to Lodisha. “You wash and iron what he’s wearing and put

         everything back in the trunk!”

      


      “We was saving that money for sugar, coffee and extras.”


      “We’ll do without!” Moving in long angry strides, Rosie crossed the kitchen, grabbed the whiskey bottle, then disappeared

         through a door off the parlor, slamming it behind her.

      


      “What was that all about?” Bowie asked when the silence grew heavy.


      John Hawkins and Lodisha exchanged a look, then pressed their lips together and went back to the newspaper and stove.


      Rosie didn’t emerge from her room for supper.


      “Clean up yor plate,” Lodisha ordered, ladling chipped bowls full of a second helping of savory venison stew. “This is the

         last of the venison.”

      


      “Rose Mary gave most of the deer to the Hodgson family and the Greenes. It was the right thing to do. There is no man in the

         Hodgson and Greene houses.” Earlier John Hawkins had removed his top hat and placed it on the bench beside him. He wore a

         calico napkin tucked in the neck of a stiffly starched shirt.

      


      Lodisha talked while the men ate, urging them to take more biscuits or stew, pushing slabs of dried-apple pie across the table

         at them.

      


      When Bowie finished eating, he smiled at Lodisha’s expectant face. “That was the finest meal I’ve had in weeks, ma’am. Thank

         you.”

      


      “I ain’t no ma’am,” she said, smiling with pleasure as she picked up the plates. “Jest Lodisha.”


      John Hawkins stood. “Lodisha does not permit smoking inside the house unless there is a blizzard. We will go outside.” After

         replacing his top hat, he took a heavy coat from the 

         peg beside the kitchen door and indicated Bowie should do likewise.

      


      Outside the night air was sharp and frigid. A glittering black canopy curved above the endless expanse of prairie. Bowie drew

         the icy air deeply into his lungs and gazed up at a bank of clouds slowly drawing a curtain across the sky. A burst of pleasure

         tightened his chest. He hadn’t expected to see another night sky.

      


      John Hawkins lit two cigars and passed one over. He didn’t speak until a satisfactory glow of ash had appeared on the tip

         of his cigar.

      


      “When I was an Indian, I knew the customs and the laws. I am not always certain of the customs and the laws in my new life.

         Especially I am not sure of the customs of marriage.” He puffed, then exhaled a ghostly plume into the blackness. “If it does

         not offend any custom or law, I am willing to serve as emissary for the bride’s family and I will speak for her.”

      


      Nothing better illustrated Bowie’s debilitated state than his sensitivity to the cold, he who had bivouacked on bare ground

         in temperatures well below zero. At the moment he would have preferred to forego smoking and conversation and return to the

         warmth inside. Male pride and curiosity overcame his discomfort, and he nodded agreement.

      


      “First I speak of the bride’s family. Rose Mary’s father was a newspaper man, an honest and courageous man. You will find

         these qualities in his daughter. It must be said that Oliver Mulvehey was also stubborn and rigid in his beliefs. These qualities

         you will also find in his daughter.

      


      “The mother was like my first wife, a beautiful woman who drew nourishment from men’s attention. This is not a quality you

         will find in Rose Mary. Sadie Mulvehey was weak and foolish. There is no weakness in her daughter and only a trace of foolishness.

         Sadie Mulvehey married unwisely after 

         Oliver Mulvehey died. She chose a brutish man who beat her for her foolishness. Sometimes it is necessary to beat a woman,

         but it is seldom necessary to kill one.”

      


      John Hawkins directed a look of speculation toward Bowie before he continued speaking. “Rose Mary is not like other women.

         This you have seen. You should know also that Rose Mary is generous of heart. She willingly shares provisions with those who

         turn their faces away from her in town. She keeps to herself and does not gossip. One who earns Rose Mary’s loyalty earns

         it for life. She is intelligent and has a strong back. She does not shy from hard work. Rose Mary is healthy and will bear

         many strong children.”

      


      “Rose Mary Mulvehey is a drunk,” Bowie commented, watching the ash on his cigar.


      “Rose Mary has faults,” John Hawkins agreed. “But she is an honorable woman.” He watched the clouds advancing across the sky.

         “If you had an emissary to speak for you, what would he say of your family?”

      


      “I don’t wish to speak of my family,” Bowie answered sharply. Eventually he would have to turn his thoughts east, and eventually

         he would have to confront the enormous problems caused by his marriage to Rosie. But not yet.

      


      “This is not good,” John Hawkins said, frowning. When it became evident that Bowie would not explain further, he continued.

         “I would ask your emissary if Captain Bowie Stone is a patient man. I would ask if Captain Bowie Stone is the man of understanding

         and compassion that his deeds proclaim him to be.”

      


      They smoked in silence for several minutes before Bowie answered. “Don’t make a hero out of me because I refused to slaughter

         women and children. I’m no hero. I’ve killed dozens of Indians. I fought against the Apache in the Southwest and fought the

         Sioux in the Dakotas. I was at the battle 

         of the Rosebud in ’76. I’ve devoted twelve years of my life to making the west safe and habitable for farms like this one,

         and that meant killing hostile Indians. For most of those years I believed what I was doing was right.”

      


      “Do you still believe that killing Indians is right?”


      Bowie flipped his cigar toward a drift of snow. “I don’t know anymore what I believe. The government has cheated, lied, and

         broken treaties. We’ve exterminated entire tribes or enclosed them on barren lands and taken away their livelihood, made them

         dependent for food and life’s essentials. It’s also true that the tribes have broken treaties, have stolen horses and arms,

         and have committed atrocities against harmless settlers. There’s been wrong on both sides.” He glanced at John Hawkins’ expressionless

         face. “One thing is certain. The tide of settlers cannot be stopped. Right or wrong, the tribes will have to accept that.”

      


      “This troubles you.”


      Bowie recalled the Shoshoni scouts who had led the way to the Rosebud River. He had lived with them for weeks, had fought

         beside them. They were good men, honorable men, and he had respected them as he had respected other Indians whom he had known

         during his years with the cavalry. But the tribes were outmanned, outgunned, and deemed expendable by a culture they did not

         understand. Progress doomed the Indian nations to a fate as hopeless as that of their food source, the buffalo, which was

         now all but extinct. This he also knew.

      


      “Everything I thought I believed in has been swept away. I’ve done things in the past months that I never believed it was

         possible for me to do. I disgraced myself and my regiment. I murdered a man. I should never have married Rosie Mulvehey. I

         no longer know who Bowie Stone is.” And he no longer cared.

      


      

         “I know this feeling,” John Hawkins said. After a silence, he added, “If you had an emissary I would ask if one whose life

         flame burns low can be a good husband to Rose Mary.”

      


      “Right now I’m not even good for myself.”


      “Do not hurt Rose Mary.”


      Rose Mary Mulvehey was the least vulnerable woman Bowie had met. He seriously doubted that he or anyone else could reach her

         on a level open to emotional pain. “I’ve told Rosie that I’ll help her put in a crop and harvest it. That seems to be important

         to her. I owe her and I’ll pay my debt. After that, I have other obligations to attend to.”

      


      Not yet, he warned himself. Don’t think about the senator or Susan or Nate or the destruction of his career. Don’t think any

         further than this moment.

      


      Ebony clouds scudded out of the west, racing to cover the stars. The wind rose and a few pellets of snow eddied out of the

         blackness, swirling around them. The temperature plummeted.

      


      Bowie wrapped his arms around his chest and shook his head. “How in the name of God can she love this bleak land?”


      “Love it?” John Hawkins turned to him in surprise. “Rose Mary does not love this farm, Captain Bowie Stone. She hates it.

         Her hatred is like a viper in the breast. It poisons her.” He caught Bowie’s hand, pumped it once, then disappeared in the

         blackness, walking through the snowflakes toward the barn.

      


      Rosie came awake with a violent start as her bedroom door opened and a wedge of light dropped across her bed. Bleary-eyed

         and half-dizzy, she struggled upright and managed to find the revolver thrust under her pillow.

      


      “Get out of here!” A man stood in her doorway but she couldn’t see his face, just a dark silhouette with the light glowing

         around him. For a heart-stopping instant her whiskey-soaked mind tumbled backward and she thought it was him. Her pulse raced and the revolver shook in her hand. Her throat 

         dried up like an August pond. Then Stone spoke and slowly she released her breath.

      


      “Where am I supposed to sleep?”


      “You take one more step and there’s going to be a window where your privates used to be!” She brought the revolver tight against

         the waist of her long johns, holding it as steady as she could in the patch of light so that Stone could see she meant business.

      


      “I’m not trying to invite myself into your bed,” he said in a voice of disgust. “I’m merely inquiring where I’m supposed to

         sleep.”

      


      “You can doss in the barn with John Hawkins.”


      He leaned his forearm against the door jamb, thinking it over. “No,” he said finally. She had a feeling he was scanning her

         puffy face and the empty whiskey bottle on the floor beside her bed. “I’ll sleep in the house. I’ll take the bedroom next

         door.”

      


      Instantly Rosie’s heart crashed against her rib cage. Her eyes widened until they ached. “How’d you know there was a bedroom

         next to mine?”

      


      “I looked inside.”


      “You opened the door?” She gazed at him incredulously, her features went slack with confusion and disbelief. She would have

         sworn that she could be half dead and still hear the hinge squeak on that door. She had believed there was not enough liquor

         in Kansas to blot out that squeak. Flinging back the quilt and ignoring the devastating eruption in her head caused by the

         sudden movement, she dashed out of bed and ran toward him with panicked jerky movements. “Get the hell out of my way!”

      


      Rushing past him, she scurried to the other bedroom door and found it a few inches ajar. Swallowing convulsively and fighting

         a titanic eruption of the shakes, she eased the door full open and let the light from the parlor lamp fall inside. 

         She leaned across the threshold and scanned the room with frantic eyes.

      


      “Did you touch anything? Disturb anything?”


      “I opened the door. That’s all.”


      She sagged against the door jamb and covered her eyes. “Don’t ever go in there again! You hear me? Don’t go in there.” When

         she opened her eyes, she discovered Stone was studying the way her long johns hung on her body. There was no particular expression

         on his face; he was just looking. Curious maybe. Maybe surprised. “Stop looking at me.”

      


      “I don’t believe I ever met a woman who slept in long underwear.”


      “Well now you have.” Careful not to step a toe across the threshold, she leaned forward and closed the door of the second

         bedroom. The squeak of the hinge clawed down her spine, and a silent scream blew through her mind. She stumbled toward the

         kitchen, vaguely aware that Stone followed her. “Need a drink of water. God. My mouth tastes like a herd of Texas longhorns

         tromped through there.”

      


      “If you don’t like what liquor does to you, why do you drink so much?” Stone watched her bounce from one piece of furniture

         to another until she reached the kitchen and the bucket and ladle on the broadshelf.

      


      She took the bucket to the table and fell heavily onto the bench. After a couple of stabs at it, she filled the ladle and

         drank, then poured water over her face, letting it dribble down the front of her long johns.

      


      “I flat can’t believe I didn’t hear you open that door,” she muttered, staring at a point in space. The kitchen was dark and

         soothing on her eyes except for a glow of banked embers around the fire box. She could hear Lodisha’s steady snore rattling

         the little room off the pantry.

      


      “Who does the second bedroom belong to?” Stone took the bench across the table from her, studying her critically. 

         Now that he was shaved and barbered, Rosie could see his expression plain enough. He looked disgusted.

      


      “It doesn’t belong to anybody.”


      “There are clothes on the wall pegs, shaving items on top of the bureau.”


      “Damn it, just forget about that room! It doesn’t concern you.”


      Riled by the questions, Rosie drank another ladle of water after swishing it around her mouth. She saw now that it had been

         a mistake to come lurching out of bed. The kitchen walls and furnishings had begun a slow spin, picking up speed. She gripped

         the table edge with both shaking hands.

      


      “Why do you do this to yourself?” Stone asked. She supposed he spoke softly, but his voice roared through her head and she

         grimaced.

      


      “Leave it be. You ain’t got no right to go poking and pushing at me.”


      “Ain’t?” His steady gaze made her squirm on the bench seat. “I looked in the bookcase, Rosie. Goethe, Schiller, Lessing. Shelley,

         Byron, Sir Walter Scott. You can drop the pretense. You’re no ignorant farm girl.”

      


      Without warning, her perception of herself split in two. One Rosie Mulvehey sat clinging to the kitchen table, as drunk as

         a trading-post Indian. The other Rosie Mulvehey hovered somewhere near the ceiling, looking down with revulsion. That Rosie

         Mulvehey noted Bowie Stone, composed, freshly barbered, and showing disturbing signs that he might turn out to be a daisy

         of a man. And that Rosie Mulvehey noted the drunken sot sitting across from him in soiled red long johns, her hair matted

         and dirty, her eyes puffed and almost as swollen as Stone’s. That Rosie Mulvehey thought this was a hell of a way to spend

         her wedding night.

      


      Color flooded Rosie’s face, and abruptly she felt like crying. The sudden hot sting of tears mortified her.


      

         “An occasional nip now and then never killed anyone.”

      


      “Occasional drinkers don’t put away a whole bottle at one sitting. I never knew an occasional drinker who could swallow a

         bottle and remain upright or have a conversation. That takes someone who’s made friends with liquor.”

      


      Something exploded white hot against the back of Rosie’s skull. When she could see again she was standing in the middle of

         the kitchen and so was Stone, and she was swaying on her feet and screaming at him.

      


      “I want it to go away! The sound of that goddamned squeak, the wind, the prairie, this farm, and most of all me! I wish I could turn the clock back. I wish I could just fly away someplace far and unused and shiny clean!” Raising her hands,

         she pressed her palms against her ears. “The thoughts come and come and keep coming! I keep remembering. The squeak of that

         door! And everybody knew, I could tell by the way they all looked at me. But they didn’t do anything and I couldn’t ask.”

         Her eyes were wild, veering away from the past but seeing it anyway. “Then the creek flooded. And he was dead before I was

         ready. He cheated me!” A long shudder trembled down her body and her mouth twisted.

      


      “Rosie?” Stone reached for her, but she jumped back and slapped his hands away, wishing she hadn’t left her revolver in the

         bedroom.

      


      “Don’t touch me!” she screamed, backing away from him, clasping her arms over her breasts. “I’m dirty! I’m ugly and dirty!

         Don’t touch me!”

      


      “For God’s sake. Let me just…”


      The tears came in a flood, salty and scalding, humiliating her almost as much as the words that tumbled unbidden from her

         lips.

      


      “I wish it had been me up there on the gallows today! It should have been me.”


      The room spun faster and faster around her, and bile rushed 

         into her throat as she flung out her arms and tried to steady herself. It was no use. The room churned around her, the colors

         whirling and blending into the familiar blackness that would bring relief. She had a moment to focus on Stone’s yellow, green,

         and purple bruises, a moment to register his frown and feel a stab of shame, then she pitched headlong into the blackness.
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