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“Rough night,” Dr. Edwin Maxwell muttered, as he sat at his desk completing a death certificate.

Selma put her hands on her husband’s shoulders and lightly kissed the top of his head. “Mattie told me you lost a patient and they brought in a beat-up saloon girl.”

“Yeah.” Ed leaned his head back against his wife’s apron. “At times like this I wonder if we did the right thing leaving Boston.”

“You wanted excitement.” Selma combed her fingers through his thinning hair. “Coming West certainly fulfilled that wish. Where’s Mattie now?”

“I sent her home to get some rest. I won’t need a nurse until the saloons get busy this evening.”

“No offense, but you look beat, my dear.”

“I am exhausted,” Ed answered. “We tried hard to save that young woman, but she was too far gone.” He shook his head.

“Was she the girl who came in on the stagecoach yesterday, sick as a dog?”

“The same. Poor kid.” He took Selma’s hand in his. “Would you mind taking care of things for a while? I’ve got to get some sleep. I’m so tired I can’t see straight.”

“Wouldn’t mind at all.” Selma patted her husband’s shoulder and moved to a nearby chair. “Is there anything I need to do for your surviving patient?”

“No,” Ed said. “She’s all right, except for being banged up. You know Bennie. He hits them where the bruises won’t show. This one’s named Ruth, I think. Just keep her quiet, let her rest today. Try to talk her into going home to her folks, if she has any.” Ed yawned. “Oh, and look through the dead girl’s things, would you? Maybe there’s an address where you can write and let her family know what happened to her. I notified the undertaker about the death early this morning. He should be by to pick up her body pretty soon. I’ll be back as soon as I get some sleep.”

After Ed left the office, Selma heard his footsteps ascending the creaky stairway to their second story living quarters above the medical office. She took out her knitting, but set it aside when she heard a moan.

“Good morning,” she said, fluffing the girl’s pillow. “Ruth, is it?”

“Yes, ma’am. Good morning, and thank you for taking care of me.”

“Actually, my husband and his nurse Mattie did all the taking care of. I was asleep when they brought you in. Would you like some breakfast?” She can’t be more than sixteen years old, Selma thought.

“No, thank you.” Ruth pushed herself up on one elbow and moaned. “I need to get back to work.”

“You’re to stay in bed today. Doctor’s orders.” Selma approached the bed and took Ruth’s hand. “Do you have any folks to come and take you home with them?”

Ruth shook her head. “No. Pa took off a few years ago, and Ma died last winter. It was just the three of us.”

“I’m sorry.” Selma patted the girl’s hand.

“Maybe it’s just as well Ma passed on. She would die of shame if she knew about me working in the saloon.” Ruth stretched her shoulders. “I feel like I got thrown from a horse. Every bone in my body hurts.”

“You just lie back and rest a while, honey,” Selma said.

“But Bennie—”

“He knows better than to tangle with the doctor,” Selma assured the girl. “Old Bennie needs patching up too often himself to get crossways with my husband.”
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