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PART ONE


GRAND ISLAND
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The train lurched to a stop and let out a long sigh, exhausted from its trek across the featureless plains of Nebraska. The shouts of the railroad men and the clang of metal against metal pierced the thick air, heavy with the threat of rain.


“She still asleep?”


Fabric rustled as someone in the compartment stood. “Not what I’d call it, but yes.”


With my eyes closed against the sight of Rosemond Barclay’s fine dress and my mother’s necklace around her throat, I heard the sarcasm dripping from the whore’s honeyed Southern accent.


“Want me to stay with her while you stretch your legs?”


“If you don’t mind,” Rosemond said.


“How long it gonna last?”


“Her pain? I’m not sure. I’ve never seen the like. I’ll get us something to eat. I’ll be quick.” The air around me changed and I smelled lavender, Rosemond’s scent. I felt Rosemond’s presence and imagined her leaning down to stare out the window, or at me. “Though with that line, I’ll be lucky if I don’t miss the train.”


“Better hurry, then.”


The compartment door slid open and closed and I was alone with the man who Rosemond called Dunk, a Negro who did everything she bid without question. Standing well over six feet, he was an imposing specimen of a man, but when I was doubled over in pain, or numb from the opiate, he picked me up with soft, gentle hands and carried me.


I opened my heavy eyelids but couldn’t manage more than halfway. My head rested against an open window warmed by the sun and grimy with coal dust inside and out. I rubbed my fist against the glass and gazed through the small, partially clean circle at the activity outside. Passengers and railroad men scurried across the narrow platform and around Rosemond Barclay as if there were a protective cushion around her, though their heads turned and more than one gawped in appreciation. She made a show of putting on a pair of gloves, reveling in the attention no doubt, before continuing on down the steps and across the wide, busy street. She queued up at the end of the line of customers waiting to enter a narrow building. The whore didn’t need to draw attention to herself; her plaid periwinkle-and-white dress stood out against the sober mourning attire still worn by the majority of women, even seven years after the war.


“You awake?” Dunk said.


“Is that what you call this?” With a tongue thick and dry from laudanum, enunciation was difficult.


“Miss Rose went to get us something to eat.”


I nodded. “You have anything to drink?”


He leaned down and pulled a flask from his boot. He uncorked it and handed it to me. I took a long pull and coughed, spitting a good portion across the car. I covered my mouth with my hand and tried to regain my composure while Dunk laughed, but not impolitely. “That’s corn mash,” I said, my voice hoarse.


“You’ve had it before?”


“Once,” I said. I cleared my throat and drank again, ready for the taste and keeping it down. “Thank you.” I returned the flask to Dunk and noticed the knife secreted in his boot when he returned the flask to its home.


“You’re welcome.”


My gaze drifted to the black-and-white painted sign nailed to the depot. GRAND ISLAND STATION. From my vantage point, with dry plains stretching out behind the wide-spaced buildings—one thing the West had plenty of was space—and not a river in sight, let alone an island, the name seemed a disingenuous designation. But Grand Island, Nebraska, wasn’t the first Western town built on an ostentatious idea and duplicity, and it wouldn’t be the last.


My eyelids drooped closed and in my mind’s eye I saw a nattily dressed man standing on a barrel, with a young girl on the ground beside him, handing out leaflets.


Timberline is, by far, the most picturesque spot for a town in all of the Colorado Territory. The Rockies, that’s where the future is!


What of the Indian threat?


We will be traveling under the protection of the Army. The Indians will be no threat.


“It’s all built on lies,” I murmured.


“What?”


Dunk’s expression was open and honest. There was no guile in this man. He would be an easy mark. No wonder Rosemond employed him.


“The West,” I said. My life. “Where are we going, Dunk? That’s your name, isn’t it?”


The man smiled. “Yes, ma’am. We’re going to Cheyenne, then on to Boulder.” His smile turned into a grin. “Then on to the mines.”


“The mines? Rosemond is leaving Saint Louis for a mining town?”


Dunk laughed. “No, ma’am. She staying in Boulder. With you.”


“With me?”


“Got a lot there. House on the way. Starting over, she say. I been wanting to try my luck in the mines for years, but Miss Rose always talked me out of it. I knew she been softening to the idea a’ goin’ west for a few months now. Then she came home with you and we were gone next day. I owe you a debt of thanks.”


“Happy to be of service,” I said.


There was a knock on the door. Dunk stood and slid it open. The dark-skinned conductor glanced at me and lowered his voice. “You lookin’ for a game?”


Dunk tried to shield the conductor from my view. “May be.”


“Last car.”


Dunk returned to his seat and rubbed his hands up and down his thighs.


“Don’t stay on my account,” I said.


“I told Miss Rose I’d look after you.”


“You’re guarding me, you mean?”


Dunk’s expression turned sheepish. “No, ma’am.”


“Where would I go?” I nodded toward the town plopped down in the middle of the plains. “Besides, I’m too exhausted to move. Go on. Rosemond will be back soon.”


Dunk rubbed his hands together and stood. “You sure?”


I closed my eyes and nodded. I heard Dunk pull a bag down from the overhead shelf, rifle through, and return it. The door opened and closed, and I was alone.


I sat up straight, took a few deep breaths to steady my queasy stomach and spinning head. I wasn’t sure what Dunk meant about me staying with Rosemond, but I didn’t want to wait to find out.


Holding on to the open window, I stood on wobbly legs and retrieved the bag on the shelf. Inside were a few men’s clothes, a razor and soap, and an old copy of Shakespeare’s Othello. I flipped through the well-worn pages and stopped at the front. To Dunk, Elizabeth Jennings March, June 20, 1857. I dropped the book back into the bag and exhaled. No money. Of course Dunk took his money with him. I returned the bag to its place and looked around the compartment.


A bulging leather notebook tied securely with a leather string lay on the bench across from me. I untied the notebook and a pencil, the cause of the bulge, fell from the marked page. Expecting a journal and hoping for a secreted sawbuck, I stared dumbfounded at a sketch of a woman sitting on a bench, her head leaned against the window, asleep.


Me.


I flipped back through the notebook, finding much of the same. Women and men, in various poses and states of dress, an occasional landscape. Doodles, half-finished character studies, two birds sitting on a windowsill. A dark-skinned man from behind, his head turned as if looking over his shoulder, his back crisscrossed with long scars. A naked woman, looking down and away from the artist, dark curly hair exploding from her head and down to her shoulders. It was the most complete and detailed sketch and when I flipped forward I saw why: pages and pages of starts and stops, of small sketches focused in on different angles, different parts of the body, trying to achieve the artist’s vision.


I glanced out the window, searching for Rosemond. She’d advanced to the shebang doorway and would be inside soon. The urge to escape from Rosemond and whatever future she’d kidnapped me for was overwhelming, but even in my drug-addled state I knew escape would do me little good without money.


A woman in a dark dress clutching a blue-and-orange paisley carpetbag stepped into my line of sight, obscuring Rosemond. Her head turned on a swivel, searching for someone. She stood approximately where Rosemond had, but with strikingly different results. Where Rosemond had been met with admiring looks from the men on the platform (and, like most of the West, it was nearly all men), men caught sight of this woman and their expressions turned from a willingness to admire to a quick aversion of their eyes, and maybe a tip of their hats to disguise their rudeness. The woman stood as if a rod were strapped to her back, her shoulders and long neck straight in what could only be a defiant mien.


The woman’s head stilled and, after a brief pause, she stepped forward and stopped. I followed her gaze to see what caught her eye. A man—a farmer by the looks of his plain dress, sunburned face, and slicked-down hair—stood twenty feet away, holding his hat in his hands in much the same way as the woman held her bag. Unlike most of the men, he stared at her for a long moment. Disappointment morphed to disgust and he turned on his heel, shoved his hat on his head, and walked away. The woman’s body leaned toward the departing man, as if readying to follow, before straightening. She turned toward the train. I saw her face for the first time, and I understood the revulsion.


Her nose was too small, her face too long, her jaw too strong, her skin too freckled. Full lips struggled to contain her protruding teeth. A fringe of wiry orange hair escaped the edge of her sugar-scoop bonnet. Her green eyes, though, were beautiful, and stared straight at me, full of pride and challenge, and I knew being rejected or stared at wasn’t the worst that had ever happened to her.


A tall man with a hat pulled low walked behind the woman, jostling her and breaking our gaze. A small strip of his white collar showed between his longish dark hair and the navy-blue coat he wore. Buff-colored pants were tucked into the top of his cavalry boots, well worn and dusty from the trail. He held a Remington rifle loosely in his right hand and favored his left leg. A stream of smoke trailed behind his head and I knew he held a thin cigar between his teeth.


I dropped the notebook. It was Kindle, come to find me. Rosemond hadn’t been lying about helping me on Kindle’s behalf. I grasped the open window and yelled, “Kindle!”


My voice was barely a whisper, and the man continued on without stopping, down the steps of the platform and into town. I stumbled across the compartment and opened the door on the third try. Ricocheting down the hall on legs I could scarcely feel, I tripped down the stairs and fell onto the platform on my hands and knees. The redheaded woman was next to me, helping me up with strong, thin hands. I stripped my arm from her grasp and tried to run in the direction the man had gone, but stumbled again. Why wouldn’t my legs work?


“Let me help you.” The woman lifted me up, put an arm around my waist, and walked me in Kindle’s direction while I craned my neck searching for him. The steel-gray sky was thick with the earthy smell of impending rain.


“There.” I pointed at a saloon down the street and the woman dutifully carried me along. We navigated through horses, wagons, and pedestrians, drawing our own peculiar interest: an ugly woman holding a carpetbag in one hand and her other arm around a pale, ill woman. I reached for the porch column and pulled myself up the step. I rested my cheek against the coarse wood, hoping for a wellspring of strength to propel me inside the saloon and into Kindle’s arms.


“You can’t go into a saloon,” the woman said.


I stumbled through the open door and stood for a moment, letting my eyes adjust to the dark. A card game at a table to the right of the door. A bartender polishing a glass behind planks of wood resting on two cracker barrels. A cracked mirror behind him. The jagged reflection of a thin woman with disheveled hair and bruises beneath her eyes. My mouth watered as the oaky scent of whisky drifted around me. I followed the sound of a woman’s laughter coming from the back.


“Hey!”


Finding my legs, I made it to the hallway in the back and stripped open the canvas curtain door of the first room. Empty. I moved to the room across the hall, startling two women in various states of undress. I went to the next room and ripped open the curtain. Kindle had his back to me, facing the naked woman on the bed, her hand between her splayed legs. My stomach lurched with nausea. “Kindle?” My voice was barely a whisper.


“She your wife?” the whore said.


The man turned and appraised me. A thin mustache hung limply from his upper lip, framing a cruel mouth and taking no attention away from his pockmarked olive complexion.


“That dope fiend? Hell no.” The man grabbed my arm and threw me out the door and straight into the bartender, who lifted me up and tossed me over his shoulder like I was a bag of leaves. He stalked through the saloon and dropped me on the ground outside in the middle of the only puddle in the street. With shaking arms, I pushed myself into a sitting position, horse piss dripping from my jaw, and looked up into the ugly woman’s face. The sun was behind her head, masking her expression.


“I told you not to go in there.” I took her offered hand. She pulled me up and released me quickly. She flicked the excess urine from her hand, bent down, and wiped it on the bottom of her skirt. “Was it him?”


I shook my head.


She sighed. “I’m sorry.”


The train whistle screamed and the train labored forward toward California.


“You’ve missed your train.”


Though my brain was fuzzy with laudanum and I wanted nothing more than to lie down in the middle of the street and sleep, I understood the import of the train leaving without me. I was free of Rosemond and could return to Kindle. I managed to smile. “So I have.”


My happiness was short-lived.


“Laura!”


Rosemond in her ridiculous blue dress stalked toward us holding a flour sack, her powdered, pox-scarred face a mask of fury. The ugly woman turned around and stood shoulder to shoulder with me. “Who’s that?”


“My kidnapper.”
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Laura, dear, what are you doing wandering around in your condition?”


My eyes were inexorably drawn to the necklace adorning the whore’s throat. My mother’s sapphire-and-pearl pendant had traveled from New York City to Galveston, across Texas and Indian Territory to the Mississippi River. It was my protection from destitution, the seed money Kindle and I would use to start a new life. Rosemond touched the necklace and smirked. I imagined reaching out and ripping it from her long, vulnerable neck.


Rosemond’s demeanor changed as soon as she caught sight of the redheaded woman. She reached for me, smelled the sour aroma of urine, and drew back. Her lip curled, but her voice was solicitous, as if speaking to a child or an infirm elder. “What happened?”


“She was thrown out of that saloon,” the redheaded woman said. I followed her outstretched arm and saw the man I’d followed earlier leaning against the post, smoking a cigar and watching us.


Rosemond smiled at the woman. “And who are you?”


“Cora Bayle.”


Rosemond’s smile turned into a wide, wolfish grin. “That certainly clears up my confusion.”


“I thought I saw Kindle.” Despite the shot of moonshine Dunk had given me, my tongue refused to work properly. My words came out in one long slur.


Rosemond’s grin didn’t waver, but I saw a small muscle pulse in her jaw. “And now we’ve missed our train.”


“What’s wrong with her?” Cora asked.


“Her monthly courses. Excruciating pain.” Rosemond switched the flour sack into the hand holding her purse and grasped my elbow with the other. “Thank you for your help. Come along, Laura.”


Cora stepped between us. “She said you kidnapped her.”


Rosemond raised one eyebrow and took a long moment to look Cora Bayle up and down, her gaze settling on Cora’s heavily freckled hands white-knuckling her carpetbag. When Rosemond finally looked at Cora’s face again, her expression cleared. “Nora.”


“My name is Cora. Who are you?”


“Rosemond Barclay. Her sister.” Rosemond stepped slightly away from me, and Cora followed. “You look like an intelligent woman; surely you can see my sister isn’t in her right mind.” I tried to stand steady on shaky legs.


“I see she has a days’-old black eye and a lump on her forehead above it. I also see she’s high, most likely on laudanum.”


“You have experience with it?” When Cora didn’t respond, Rosemond continued. “It is the only thing that gives her relief. Unfortunately, it makes her unsure on her feet. She falls regularly. I try to keep her in bed, to monitor the amount she takes, but you know how sneaky dopers can be. I left her alone for mere minutes and she snuck away, probably trying to find more opiates.”


“She was looking for a man.”


Rosemond laughed gaily. “Aren’t we all?”


Cora couldn’t keep the flush of embarrassment from overtaking her pale complexion. Rosemond’s sly expression told me she noticed. “Laura was abandoned by her husband. He was quite the rake. A gambler, drunk, and womanizer. I tried to warn her.”


“No.” I shook my head but couldn’t dislodge the words I wanted to say from the brick wall in my mind. I hit my forehead with my fist, and the dull throbbing returned. I rubbed my eyes against my threatening tears. “That’s not true.”


“She defends him still.” Rosemond shook her head. “I’ve tried to make her understand it’s a fool’s errand to rely on a man to make her happy or provide.”


“A fool’s errand?”


“Men can and do leave, and where does that leave the woman? Destitute, at the mercy of family, if she has any, with few options of making a living.” Cora’s chin rose higher. Rosemond looked at me. Her smile was caring, but her eyes were flinty and cold. “Laura is destitute. Completely reliant on my goodwill. As well as my bank account.”


The threat was clear. I glanced toward the end of the street. The prairie yawned into the bleak, featureless distance. Storm clouds hung above the ground like a curtain of smoke after a battle. I had nowhere to go and no money to get there. I searched the main street for the sheriff’s office, my only option. As if reading my mind, Rosemond threaded her arm through mine and turned her attention to Cora. Thunder growled in the distance.


“Well. I suppose that’s our cue to procure lodgings for the night. Thank you for your help.”


We moved off. I looked back at the saloon. The man I’d followed was gone.


I allowed Rosemond to pull me along, hoping her bottle of laudanum had missed the train as well.


Five minutes later we were in a surprisingly lavish room on the second floor of the hotel. A canopied bed anchored the room. A white ceramic chamber pot was visible beneath the bed, and its matching pitcher and bowl sat on the chest of drawers. A straight-back chair and table were tucked into the corner on one side of the bed; on the other side a three-paneled partition blocked off a large copper tub. I went to the window, pulled back the dusty-smelling red drapes, and stared through the wavy leaded glass at the street below. A man wearing a tin star stood on the porch of the building across the street talking to the man I’d followed into the saloon, the Wanted posters nailed to the wall flapping in the breeze next to them. The sheriff lit the other man’s cigar, then his own cigarette. They smoked and stared in the direction of the coming storm. They tipped their hats to Cora Bayle, and the sheriff spoke to her while motioning to the storm and to the hotel. Cora replied, and he nodded, touched his hat again, and the two men meandered down the street in the direction of the saloon. Cora Bayle glanced up and down the street, a lost and aimless expression on her face. Thunder broke, louder this time, and a gust of wind blew a poster from the wall.


Rosemond turned me away from the window and slapped me across the face so hard I almost fell to the ground. She grabbed my upper arm and pulled me close enough I could see the flecks of gold in her brown eyes. She put her finger in my face. “Don’t you ever do that again.” Her smallpox scars, normally well camouflaged with paint, stood out white against her red, angry complexion. “Where’s Dunk?”


“In the last car of the train, I suspect. Gambling.”


“Godammit,” she said under her breath. “You better pray to God Dunk gets off at the right station and remembers our trunk. Everything we need to start over is in that trunk. Money, the deed to a lot, the receipt for a prebuilt house. If Duncan …” Her fingers dug into my upper arm before releasing me, and she walked away in frustration and anger.


“Duncan told me you’re starting a brothel in Boulder.”


She wheeled around. “He what?”


“He told me everything. I don’t know what you expect from me … but I’m with you only until Kindle is freed and comes to find me.”


“Kindle is in the brig in Saint Louis. He won’t be coming after you anytime soon, if ever.”


“They won’t execute him.”


“We can only hope.” She stared at me with disgust. “I thought you were different.”


“Than what?”


“Women like Cora Bayle who can’t function without a man taking care of them.”


“I’m not like her.”


“Chasing after a stranger because you think he’s your husband? You better hope she didn’t understand what you said.”


“What do you mean?”


“You said his name.”


“I did?”


She shook her head and sighed. “We’re traveling across a country buzzing with the story of Kindle’s arrest, and speculation you’re alive.” She motioned toward the window. “There’s nothing else to do but gossip in towns like this. You wandering around calling out for Kindle doesn’t help. I’m trying to help you.”


“By kidnapping me?”


“I told you on the boat: Kindle asked me to help you, to save you from Lyman, and the hangman’s noose.”


“You can say it as often as you like, but I will never believe Kindle asked you to help me. He knows how I—” Loathe you. I caught myself, Rosemond’s threat of my destitution fresh in my mind. She crossed her arms and waited, eyebrows raised as if she knew what I’d wanted to say. “If Kindle is executed, I hardly care about my own neck.”


She uncrossed her arms and rolled her eyes. “Kindle is a good man, I’ll grant you, but really, Laura. I didn’t think you would buy into the myth of love and marriage hook, line, and sinker.”


“A woman like you couldn’t possibly understand.”


“A whore, you mean?”


“Yes.”


“You’re right. I’ve never met a man whom I wanted to be beholden to.” She caressed the cheek she’d slapped as if asking forgiveness, and cradled my face with her hands. “Laura, how many years did you live without a man?”


I didn’t answer.


Rosemond smiled wryly. “Come now. We can be honest with each other. Thirty? Thirty-one?”


I shrugged one shoulder. Rosemond laughed. “So vain. I like that about you. Did you need a man to accomplish your goals? Become a doctor to the women of Washington Square?”


I shook my head.


“No. You did it on your own. William was a good man, as far as men go, but do you honestly think he would stand by and let you have a profession? He would expect children, a wife to cook and clean. Within a year you would have precisely the kind of life you rejected when you went to medical school.”


I turned my head away, but Rosemond moved it back. I looked down, remembering my argument with William on this subject. “You know I’m right,” she said.


“No. We agreed.”


“Laura. Men will say anything to get what they want. Even Kindle. You would have given in to his wishes in the end, you and I know it. Close your eyes.” Her voice was soft and consoling. I furrowed my brows, my stinging cheek reminding me not to trust Rosemond Barclay. She smiled, as if reading my mind. “I’m not going to hurt you. Go ahead. Close your eyes.” She closed hers, and I followed suit. “Imagine you’re free. No one is chasing you. You can have whatever life you want. What is it?”


I saw myself walking down the wooden sidewalk of a burgeoning town, holding my medical bag in my hand, people greeting me with a smile and calling me Doctor.


“Where’s Kindle?” I opened my eyes to Rosemond’s knowing gaze. “Was he there? You don’t have to answer. You’ve survived for thirty years without him, you can survive the next thirty without him, too. Of course you want to be with him, you’re in love. But you have to come to terms with the idea you might not get the chance.” Rosemond rubbed her thumb along my lower lip. “If it’s about sex, I can help you.” Her gaze settled on my lips and her mouth opened slightly. I pushed her hands away and stumbled back.


Rosemond laughed. “Don’t be such a prude, Laura. William told me enough for me to know you’re an energetic lover.” I lunged toward her, but she moved away quickly. I fell to the floor, her laughter ringing in my ear. “If he lives, there’s no doubt he’ll chase your snatch across the world, if necessary.”


I looked up at her. “You’re disgusting.”


“I’m not the one on the floor, covered in horse piss and dope sweat.”


“No, you’re the one forcing laudanum down my throat.”


“I’m hardly having to force it on you. You’ve been in pain.”


“You’re trying to keep me under control.”


She shook her head. “You’re determined to see everything I do through a negative lens. I wish Kindle had given me some token to prove to you I’m doing this on his bidding. Lord knows you’re more trouble than you’re worth.” She walked to the bed and pulled the bottle of laudanum from her purse. She uncorked the bottle and waved it underneath her nose. “If we’re judicious with it, it should last until we arrive in Boulder.” She held it out to me. “Do you need it? Or are you feeling better?”


Though my mind was clearing, my hands shook, the outward evidence of the bone-deep trembling in every part of my body. One sip would alleviate it. I turned away and sat heavily in the chair, exhaustion seeping from every pore. “I need to get back to William.”


“Why? To save him?”


“Yes.”


“Maybe you aren’t aware, but the yarn Henry Pope spun about you two dying in Indian Territory has been proved a lie. When you walk into Jefferson Barracks claiming to be Kindle’s wife, you will be taken into custody immediately.”


“Mary! I’ll go to Mary, work through her.” As soon as I said it, I knew it for a ridiculous idea. But, once uttered, I was committed to the argument, if only to keep from admitting Rosemond was right.


“Kindle’s sister? I’m sure the Pinkertons have already visited her, are probably watching everyone who goes in and out of the orphanage.”


I balled my hands into fists against the tremors. “I’ll cable Harriet Mackenzie. She helped us escape Jacksboro. She will help William, testify on his behalf.”


“And risk her own reputation? How many times do you expect other people to save you?”


“I don’t. It’s not like that.”


“Laura, Kindle knew the consequences of his actions, and he knows how to save himself, if it can be done. He has a better chance of acquittal if you aren’t there, confusing the issue.”


“I’m his wife. I should be there.”


Rosemond inhaled dramatically and spoke at the ceiling. “Why do I ever try to reason with emotional women?” She leveled her gaze at me. “Even if they would listen to you—which they wouldn’t; you’d be sent to New York immediately—anything you say will be dismissed as biased because you’re his wife. Now, I’m done talking about this. You cannot go back. There’s nothing you can do.”


I bristled at being told what I could and could not do, what was and was not possible. How many times had I flouted the rules and gotten what I wanted, sometimes by sheer force of will? This situation was different. If I failed, it might cost Kindle his life. I’d already put Kindle’s life at risk more times than I wanted to count. I wouldn’t do it again. But moving west, away from Kindle, was unbearable. My heart was being stretched thin, like a rubber tube, and would eventually snap.


“I want to be there, near him.” I swallowed the pride lodged in my throat and forced myself to beg. “Please. Let me have that at least.”


“No.”


“I doubt William wanted me to help you open a brothel.”


Rosemond laughed. “I’m not opening a brothel, Laura. If I were, you’d be the last woman I’d ask for help. Kindle wanted me to take you to safety, which I am. Though I’m starting to regret my decision. He has no idea where we are. It’s the safest way.” There was a knock at the door. “The farther away from New York you get, the better.” Rosemond opened the door, and the hotelier’s wife and another man walked in carrying four buckets of steaming water. They dumped it into the copper tub.


The woman stared at me, my fists balled, my chest heaving. “Gets cold fast.”


Rosemond peeked into the tub. “One more trip with water.”


“Four buckets are plenty for a bath.”


“Your husband assured me my every need would be met.”


The woman glared at Rosemond, taking in her fine dress and the expensive necklace around her neck. “I’m sure he did.”


“Four more buckets. Soap and towels.”


The woman left, rattling her buckets in disapproval.


Rosemond set the laudanum on the chest of drawers, bent down to see her reflection in the dappled mirror, and adjusted her hair. She removed my mother’s necklace and dropped it in her purse. “No need to tempt the locals. I’ll go to the shebang and get you a dress. Or would you prefer men’s clothes?”


“We aren’t finished with our conversation.”


“Yes, we are.” She walked out of the room, leaving the bottle of laudanum on the dresser to mock me.
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I’d barely settled into the bath before the hotelier’s wife bustled back into the room without knocking and picked up my clothes. “Miss High and Mighty wants me to wash these. Acts like I’m a common laundress.”


“It’s how she treats everyone. She didn’t say thank you, did she?”


The woman harrumphed. “No.”


“I thought not. Well, thank you, for the bath and washing my clothes.”


The stout woman nodded, somewhat consoled.


“What’s your name?”


“Martha Mason.”


“I’m Laura, nice to meet you.”


Martha nodded curtly, as if unused to a friendly word or female camaraderie. She was built like a bulldog: short and thick with drooping jowls and large, slightly protruding eyes. Her hands were thick, strong, and chafed. Deep red gashes split her skin on the tips of her thumbs, the result of hard work in the cold, dry winter air of the plains. She waddled slightly when she walked, not from obesity but most likely from constant pain in her legs from standing and moving all day. I suspected her thick legs would be a map of popped veins. Painful and incurable. I ran my hands over my smooth, unblemished legs, realizing for the first time they were the one area of my body that had seemed to come through my yearlong ordeal unscathed.


“Poor woman.”


“What?” I asked. Martha stood by the window. Fat raindrops spattered on the glass. The sky outside had darkened until it almost looked like nighttime.


“The hatchet-faced redhead. She’s about to get doused. I should probably go get her inside. Bet she doesn’t have the money for a room.”


“Why do you think that?”


She looked over her shoulder at me. “If they had money, they wouldn’t be mail-order brides, now, would they?”


“I suppose not.”


“Gabe Bullock, the scoundrel, left her high and dry. Heard him talking weeks ago like he’d be the one to get a pretty one. Gabe always has been a big talker, especially for a plow chaser. Though in his defense, she’s one of the homelier ones I’ve seen.”


“You see a lot?”


Martha nodded. “Men realize pretty quick they need a woman out here, and there sure ain’t many single ones to be had. The single ones are snatched up like that.” She snapped her fingers.


“You think if Cora stayed she would find a husband?”


“That her name?”


“Yes. I saw the scene on the platform. How did you hear about it?”


“Gabe went shooting his mouth off down at the Jug. Don’t take long for news to travel in Grand Island. To answer your first question, I don’t know. You’d think so, but she is ugly as a mud fence. ’Course, not many a man around here’ll want to take her, being as Gabe rejected her.” She gazed off in the middle distance, and her mouth turned down. “Those who will would give her a hard life.” She shook her thoughts away, smiled thinly, and said, “Well.” She bundled my clothes beneath one arm and went to the door. “These’ll be ready in the morning.”


“Thank you. Would you do me a favor?” Martha’s eyes narrowed, as if afraid I was about to take advantage of her. “Would you take the laudanum away?” I nodded at the laudanum sitting on the dresser.


“Don’t you need it?”


I want it, desperately. I inhaled sharply and ignored the throbbing in my head, the thrumming beneath my skin, the alternating hot and cold sweats. But the pain in my abdomen was thankfully gone. “No. I’m feeling much better.”


“Suit yourself.” She picked up the bottle and closed the door behind her.


I leaned my head back against the edge of the tub, closed my eyes, and thought of my father, Matthew Bennett. My dear sweet father whose last months had been spent in an opiate haze, trying and failing to rid himself of the chronic pain that was a result of his injury in the war. How my patience had run thin with his addiction until, with the hubris of youth and inexperience, I finally told him precisely what I thought of his weakness. He’d died not long after, without my ever having the opportunity to apologize, to tell him how much I admired him, how I wanted to become a doctor to be like him, that my anger and shame was born of the loss of my dream of working in a practice together. I’d refused to give him any quarter and now here I was, seven years later, beset by the cravings that tortured him and finally killed him.


“Forgive me, Papa.” I took a shaky breath. “Help me.”


The quiet room taunted me. There was no one to help me. I was alone.


As best as I could figure it had been three days, at most, since Kindle had been arrested on the steamboat and Rosemond “saved” me from John Lyman. Between the concussion the boatman had given me on the Mississippi and the pain-fueled opiate haze, the ensuing days were a blur of impressions instead of memories.


I held out my hand and stared at the thin silver ring on my left hand. My wedding ring, the only thing Kindle had left of his beloved mother. I closed my eyes against the memory of my recent conversation with Rosemond. It was only natural my dream would go to my profession first. I’d spent many more years becoming a doctor and practicing as a doctor than I’d known Kindle. Of course he was part of my ideal future. Who was to say I couldn’t have a family and a profession? I opened my eyes. Society, for one. Most assuredly, the Wanted poster that followed me. Possibly Kindle.


Where was he? What was he doing? Had he been tried and convicted or found not guilty and released? I had no idea how slow the gears of military justice worked. Kindle could be forgotten in a damp cell for months for all I knew. Or he could be on his way to find me this moment, and find me he would.


He could have been convicted, shot, and buried by now as well.


No. I couldn’t think it. Wouldn’t think it. He must have friends in the Army who could help him, testify for him. He was well respected by his superiors, his peers, and his men. He would not be executed.


I shook the thoughts from my mind, sat up, and lathered the thin rag Martha had given me. It would feel good to be clean again, though how clean I would get was difficult to determine. The water in the tub was dingy with dirt and blood from my unwashed body. Disgusted with the idea of sitting in my own filth, I stood and accidentally caught sight of myself in the mirror across the room. The soap and rag slipped from my hand. The benefits of a healthy diet and exercise from six months at the orphanage had evaporated. My hair was lank and dirty, my skin pallid, a yellowing bruise on my forehead and purple halfmoons beneath my sunken eyes. I looked like a corpse. I felt like one, too.


Martha Mason walked in. “These is fro—” She stopped when she saw me. I didn’t move, too entranced by the vision of the living corpse standing in front of me. Martha closed the door softly behind her, placed the clothes she held on the dresser, and came over to me. “Sit.”


I obeyed. I pulled my knees to my chest and hugged them. Martha got the pitcher from the dresser, thankfully filled with fresh water, and poured a portion over my head. She lathered my hair and gently massaged my scalp. I pressed my eyes into my knees and tried to keep from crying. Since the fateful night James Kline found me on the snowy streets of New York City and told me I was accused of murdering one of my patients, my life had been out of my control. Whenever I’d tried to wrest control back from fate, something befell me. The snatches of happiness with Kindle were always short-lived, and followed with worse challenges, physically and mentally. Was this what my life was going to be? Lurching from tragedy to tragedy, the moments of happiness being subsumed by heartbreak and misfortune? What happiness would I find if Kindle wasn’t with me?


“This isn’t me.”


Martha poured water over my head and didn’t reply. She toweled my hair somewhat roughly and draped it over my shoulders. She lifted my left arm, studied the burn scars. Her eyes drifted to my right hand, slightly deformed despite having almost full range of motion back. “The West ain’t for the faint of heart, and that’s a fact. You faint of heart?”


“I never thought so.”


“You look it.” She stood and went to the chest where my new clothes lay. “Miss High and Mighty says she’s your sister. That true?”


I thought of Rosemond’s threat of abandonment and destitution. What would Martha do if I told the truth? Would she give me money to return to Saint Louis? What would Rosemond do if confronted about kidnapping me? Would she reveal who I was? Have me sent back to New York City?


Martha narrowed her eyes. Was this a test? I wouldn’t put it past Rosemond to pay Martha to test my loyalty. Somehow I knew if I was found wanting, being sent back to New York City would be the best option, and therefore the one Rosemond would be least likely to choose.


“Yes, she’s my sister. How did you come to be in Grand Island, Nebraska, Martha?” I asked, eager to divert her attention.


“I was a catalog woman myself. Thought I was getting a grand hotelier. Came out in sixty-seven and discovered it was a dirty tent, but we made it work. ’Course, I did the work and Ed takes the credit and the money. Built this in sixty-eight when the traffic got steady.”


“You’ve been here five years?”


“Feels like ten.” Martha sighed.


“You don’t like it?”


“Would you like living in this godforsaken place?”


“Probably not.”


“There you go. Here’re your clothes. Come on down for dinner.”


“Thank you. For everything.”


Martha nodded, shrugged, and left.


I dressed in the scratchy, cheap mourning attire—Rosemond’s idea of a joke, no doubt—and ran my fingers through my hair as best I could. I opened the drawer to see if there was a forgotten comb or brush and saw something more useful.


For the first time since being separated from Kindle, I smiled.
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I stood at the top of the stairs and surveyed the Grand Island Hotel, remembering almost a year earlier when I’d stood at the top of similar stairs and caught sight of Kindle in full dress uniform, handsome and dashing. The admiration in Kindle’s eyes when he took in my blue silk gown.


You look ravishing.


I shook my head to clear the memory. I patted my hair and looked down at my current dress, which hung on me like a forgotten coat on a hall tree. No one would call me ravishing now. Rosemond would be put together exquisitely, like high-priced whores are wont to do, and I would look the dependent relative I pretended to be. I straightened my shoulders, trying to stop my body from trembling from opiate withdrawals. I pressed my hand into my stomach against the nausea. After my bath I tried to eat one of the sandwiches Rosemond had purchased, but my stomach rebelled and I vomited it up. It would take enormous willpower to not do the same at the dinner table. The paper stuffed inside my sleeve crinkled. I pushed it farther up my arm and held the edge of the sleeve closed in my palm. The last thing I needed was for Rosemond to find my letter.


Cora walked through the hotel front door and looked around. I waved and caught her eye, and motioned for her to come up the stairs. I went back down the hall, out of sight of the entryway, and waited.


Cora’s shoulders and hat were wet from rain, and she smelled of mildew. “Laura?” She untied the ribbon holding her bonnet on and removed it, splattering water onto the floor.


I peeked down into the entryway. “Did you see Rosemond in the dining room?”


“I didn’t look.” She smoothed her red wiry hair, without success in taming it.


I pulled the letter from my sleeve and held it out to Cora. “Will you mail this for me?”


Cora’s brows furrowed. “Why not ask your sister?” Her emphasis on the last word made me know she wasn’t buying our story for a second. Still, I continued with the lie.


“It’s to my husband’s family. Rosemond would refuse.”


“Why?”


“Does it matter? Just know she won’t do it for me. She likes having me completely under her thumb. Please?” I hated her a little for making me beg.


Cora reluctantly took the letter and put it in her bag.


“Thank you.” I glanced down the stairs and saw Rosemond come around the corner. I leaned into Cora. “Hold me up.”


Rosemond’s expression was one of concern. She called up to us. “Laura, are you all right?”


Pretending to be feeble wasn’t difficult. “Just weak is all. Cora saw me and came to help.”


“She’s always there when you need her,” Rosemond said. Cora tensed. I squeezed her arm in warning.


At the bottom of the stairs Rosemond took my other arm. I pulled away from both her and Cora. “Thank you, but I will walk on my own power.”


Rosemond shrugged, and let her gaze travel to Cora. “Whatever do you have in that carpetbag?”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, why didn’t you leave it in your room?”


Cora’s face reddened. “I like to keep it with me.”


“Indeed.” Rosemond took in Cora’s sodden appearance like a wolf sizing up its next meal. “Martha found you. Invited you to dinner with us?”


“Yes, thank you for the invitation. It was … unexpected.”


“It’s the least I could do after you came to my sister’s aid. I hope you’re hungry. I’ve ordered us a feast. There is no way we will be able to finish it all. Come.” Rosemond slipped her arm into Cora’s and led her into the dining room, leaving me to make good on walking on my own. I did an admirable job of it, though my eyes darted around the front desk and the office behind, wondering where Martha would have put the bottle of laudanum.


The dining room was half full, with the majority of the hotel’s guests in the saloon across the lobby. Lively piano music and men’s laughter floated through the hotel, though it did little to give the staid dining room an air of celebration. I stopped dead at the sight of the man from the brothel sitting alone at the back table, smoking a cigar, his chair tilted up on its hind legs. A thin tendril of smoke curved into the air in front of the man’s unblinking eyes.


“Laura?”


Rosemond touched my arm, her questioning moving from the stranger to me. I shook my head slightly and turned away from his unwavering gaze only to meet Cora’s comprehending one.


Rosemond sat Cora across the table from her, forcing me to sit between the two, though thankfully with my back to the stranger. Rosemond had said I mentioned Kindle’s name to Cora. Did I say it to that man as well? I rubbed my sweaty palms on my skirt and tried to put the man out of my mind.


“Wine?” Rosemond lifted the bottle in the middle of the table and tried to pour a glass for Cora. The redheaded woman placed her hand over the top. “I don’t drink.”


“In general, or wine in particular?”


“I do not partake of alcohol.”


“More for us.”


I nodded. Cheap wine gave me headaches and I was fairly confident whatever wine was to be found in Grand Island, Nebraska, would qualify as cheap. But I couldn’t be discerning. Cut-rate or not, wine might help ease my shakes. I reached out to grasp the glass but paused. I squeezed my hand into a fist, inhaled, and concentrated. I picked up the glass and brought it to my mouth, ashamed at the quiver in my hand. I gulped the wine, determined that it was indeed some of the worst wine I’d ever tasted, and set the goblet on the table. I looked up and realized Cora and Rosemond had been watching me. One with an expression of concern, one with amusement.


“So, Cora.” Rosemond lifted her glass like a queen gesturing to her ladies-in-waiting and said, “Tell us your life story.” Rosemond drank the wine without grimacing and placed the glass on the table.


“Oh, it’s not interesting.”


“Don’t sell yourself short. I’m sure it’s scintillating.”


Cora narrowed her eyes. Rosemond looked as if she was struggling not to laugh. Cora clasped her hands together and rested them on the edge of the table. “I grew up in Maine with an alcoholic father and consumptive mother.” Cora’s eyes flicked to me and away. “When she died the care of the children and my father fell to me, being the oldest. When they grew up, I took care of my father. He died recently, leaving me nothing more than the clothes on my back, the furnishings of the house to sell for what I could, most of which went to pay his tab at the saloons in town, and this ugly carpetbag.”


“Well, that explains your aversion to alcohol and your attachment to the bag.” Rosemond drank deeply from her wineglass. “And how did you come to be on a train to California?”


“I answered an ad in the paper.”


“For?”


The muscles in Cora’s jaw pulsed. “A teacher.”


“Of course. In Grand Island?”


She lifted her chin. “No, Denver.”


“And my sister made you miss the train?”


“Not at all.”


“But I thought …”


“I decided to get off at Grand Island. I’ve been on a train for a thousand miles. I wanted a day or two on solid land.”


“And Grand Island was such a better choice than Omaha.” Cora reddened, realizing too late her lie was thin. To Rosemond’s credit, she moved on quickly. “Do you have a room in the hotel?”


Cora paused. “No, not yet. I’ve been walking around the town.”


Rosemond pursed her lips and nodded as if this were one of the most reasonable answers she’d ever heard. “Strolling in the rain is refreshing.” Martha Mason came to the table carrying three plates loaded with food.


“Martha dear, this looks wonderful,” Rosemond said.


It did, and it smelled wonderful as well. A chunk of pork roast doused with a brown gravy, lima beans in a thick white roux, collard greens, and a large slab of corn bread covered the plate completely. My mouth watered as my shaking hands picked up the utensils. Rosemond and I were digging into our food when we realized Cora had dropped her head in prayer. I glanced at Rosemond and for once our thoughts were in harmony. Neither of us had much use for God. He hadn’t done anything to help me this past year; I doubted he cared enough to grace what I was about to eat.


The dinner was an obstacle course. The beans fell off my trembling fork and my hands were too weak to cut the roast, which was tougher than it looked. The greens were long and unwieldy and dripping with grease. I settled for picking a corner off my corn bread. It was greasy and gummy but delicious all the same. A few moments after I swallowed, my stomach cramped from the shock.


“I have a friend,” Rosemond said, picking up the previous thread of conversation, “who answered an ad in Colorado for a schoolteacher.”


“Do you?”


“She was married within three months.”


“And is she happy?” Cora asked.


“From what I gather from the one letter she sent, he isn’t completely reprehensible. She had her pick, you see, being the only single woman in a new town. She wasn’t very pragmatic. She chose the poor, principled man instead of waiting for a rich one.”


“She married for love.”


Rosemond laughed. “I doubt it. You seem like a pragmatic woman.”


Cora’s mouth twisted into a wry smile. “With a face like mine, I’ve had to be.”


“Do not say that,” I said.


Cora furrowed her brows. “Why? It’s the truth.”


“Your only armor against other people’s insults is a belief in yourself. Agreeing with them gives away your power,” I said.


“What power?” Cora laughed. “I am alone in the world, nearly destitute, and a woman.”


“It didn’t stop me fr—” Rosemond kicked me under the table.


“Cora,” Rosemond said, “are you sure you wouldn’t like some wine. A sip? To celebrate. It’s quite good.”


Cora’s gaze traveled between the two of us. I picked a bit of corn bread and ate it, chastising myself for almost giving away my identity. “What are we celebrating?”


“Making new friends.” Rosemond raised the wine bottle in question. Cora nodded and Rosemond splashed wine into the goblet.


Cora drank and her face twisted in disgust. “That’s good wine?”


“It’s not the worst I’ve ever had.” Rosemond laughed.


Cora tilted the glass back and held it out to Rosemond, who filled it up. Cora drank again, licked her lips, and placed the glass on the table. “Laura, you look familiar. Have we met before?”


“Not that I recall. I’ve never been to Maine,” I said.


We all knew Cora Bayle had a memorable face. The only way she would have known me, however, was from the Wanted poster that had been dogging my feet since February last.


Cora speared a few beans on her fork and took a dainty bite. “I suppose you have one of those faces.”


“Laura would have thousands of friends if she knew everyone who said she looked familiar,” Rosemond said.


Cora studied me. “No, I’m certain I’ve seen your face before. I’m sure it will come to me. I’ve always been good with faces.”


Disappointment clouded Rosemond’s expression. With something like resignation, she motioned to Martha, who disappeared into the kitchen. Rosemond refilled her own wineglass. “I suspect you either have the money for a room or train fare, but not both.”


“Why would you think that?” Cora asked.


“You said you were practically destitute. Obviously, you’ll save it for train fare. You can’t stay here with everyone knowing your potential husband rejected you.” Rosemond cut her roast, placed a few pieces on my plate, speared my uncut portion, and put it on her plate.


Cora placed her fork and knife on the table. “How did you—” Cora’s breath caught. She wore her mortification like a second skin.


Rosemond cut my meat up and returned it to my plate. “He was talking about it in the shebang, I’m sorry to tell you. Bullock was his name, I think. It was reprehensible, and I told him as much. What kind of man promises a woman a home and marriage and reneges on the deal?”


Cora gripped the edge of the table and breathed deeply, trying to regain her composure.


Rosemond smiled at me and nodded toward the food on my plate. She treated me like an invalid, and who could blame her? I’d been acting like one. Trembling and shaking like an addict. Unsure of what she wanted of me. Destitute. Completely under her thumb.


“I understand how terrifying it is to be alone, with nothing but your own wits and body to survive,” Rosemond said.


“My body?”


“When everything else is gone, it’s the one thing of value women have. Even you would make a fair living. You wouldn’t starve, at least. I don’t want it to come to that. For you. I’ll be happy to pay for your room tonight, as well as give you extra money for your journey. We don’t have much. Most of our belongings are still on the train, but we can spare five dollars.”


I watched Cora throughout Rosemond’s speech, noting the flush crawling up her neck until it covered her face and reached her ears.


“Why?” Her voice was tight.


“I hope I never ignore another woman in need. We have so few advantages, as it is. Helping each other when we can seems the least we can do.”


Cora narrowed her eyes at Rosemond, as if trying to judge her sincerity. Her gaze traveled to me and her face softened before she averted her eyes.


“I appreciate your offer, but five dollars will do little to help.”


Rosemond’s jaw muscle pulsed and her eyes turned flinty, but her voice retained its compassion. “I do wish we could help more, but we will have to buy new tickets, pay for dinner, the room. Your room.”


Cora reached down into her carpetbag, pulled out a piece of folded paper, and placed it in the center of the table. For a moment, I thought it was the letter I gave her, until Rosemond snatched the paper, folded it over again, and put it in her lap.


“The Wanted poster?” I asked Rosemond, who nodded once but didn’t take her eyes from Cora.


“Calling the man ‘Kindle’ helped, as well as using the name Laura. You look nothing like that photo now,” Cora said, her voice soft.


I stared at my plate, jaw clenched. I didn’t want to be reminded by this woman what I’d lost.


“You want five hundred dollars,” Rosemond said, voice flat.


Eyes downcast, Cora shook her head. “They’ve updated it.”


Still keeping her gaze glued to Cora, Rosemond unfolded the paper. My head turned back and forth, watching them. Cora, mortified that she’d been reduced to extortion, and Rosemond livid and defiant at being bested by a pathetic, lonely woman. After an extended glare, Rosemond dropped her eyes to the poster. One eyebrow crooked up and she handed it to me.


I covered my mouth. “A thousand dollars, dead or alive?” I inhaled a long, shuddering breath. Before there’d been the remote chance I would be able to mount a defense in a court of law. The necessity of bringing me in alive no doubt reduced the number of bounty hunters willing to chase me; why bother with the long trip back East for five hundred dollars? A dead body for one thousand dollars would bring every trigger-happy desperado and destitute farmer out of the woodwork, searching for Dr. Catherine Bennett, the Murderess. Or a rejected spinster with no options or future.


I jumped at the sound of a loud thump behind me. I looked over my shoulder and saw the stranger rise from his table. He walked past our table, touching his hat to us, and out of the dining room and into the saloon.


I took a shuddering breath and let my gaze travel from the stranger to Cora to Rosemond, one threat to another. This was what my future held, being constantly under danger of exposure, arrest, or manipulation by everyone I met, and now death. The only person I could trust completely was in the brig in Saint Louis. Even if he was alive, he would be no help to me now.


“I want your necklace,” Cora said to Rosemond.


The last indignity. I swept my plate off the table. It shattered on the floor. Everyone in the dining room stopped eating and stared at me. Cora and Rosemond didn’t take their eyes from each other. The game was between them. I was merely a pawn.


Martha Mason came running from the kitchen. “Well, I’ll declare! Look at the mess you’ve made.”


“Please bring me another plate, Martha,” I said, glaring at Rosemond.


“It’ll cost extra.”


“My sister will pay.”


Rosemond wiped the corners of her mouth with a napkin and said, “Sorry for the mess, Martha. It was an accident. Bring my sister another plate.”


Martha left, grumbling as a young boy came through the door, holding what looked like a letter.


“’Ere a Cora Bayle here?”


Cora’s head jerked toward the boy. She raised her hand slightly. “Here.”


The boy walked to Cora and held out his empty hand. Cora hesitated. Rosemond came to her rescue. “Here,” she said, pulling a coin from her reticule. The boy took the coin and bit it. Satisfied, he handed the note to Rosemond and left. With an arched eyebrow, Rosemond held it up between her thumb and forefinger, taunting Cora, whose present coloring reminded me of the bright red dirt of Palo Duro Canyon.


“Please hand me my note.”


“Technically it is mine, since I paid for it.”


Cora inhaled and exhaled slowly, gathering herself.


Rosemond pursed her lips. “Who could possibly know, or care, you’re here? Hmm.” She studied the handwriting on the outside of the note. “Looks masculine.” She looked over the top of the note at Cora. “And uneducated. This must be from your former future husband, Mr. Bullock. Has he had a change of heart? Is your future secure?”


“Give me the letter.”


“You can do much better, Cora. Even with that face.”


I snatched the note from Rosemond and held it out to Cora. When Cora grabbed the note I didn’t let go. I made her meet my eyes.


“Are you going to turn me in or kill me?”


“Kill you?” Cora had the grace to seem scandalized at the idea. Most like she was. She hadn’t lived in the West long enough to be hardened by the struggle to survive. Martha Mason watched us from the edge of the room.


“Most of the people who have threatened me in the last year are dead.” I let the note go and Cora fell back, her eyes full of fear. She pushed away from the table, picked up her carpetbag, and left.


Martha set my new plate in front of me. I picked up my utensils and, with steady hands, cut a chunk of roast and lifted the fork to my mouth. I continued to eat, letting the food nourish me, the strength seep back into my bones. I drank deeply and was halfway finished with my meal before I glanced at Rosemond. She was sitting back in her chair, holding her wineglass near her head, an expression of deep admiration on her face.


She lifted her glass in toast and said, “There she is.”
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