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Fall Brook, California

August 4, 1884

The bell jingled above the front door of Fallis Brothers’ General Store as Anya Redding and her brother Robert entered. 

Anya greeted the storeowner’s daughter, who happened to be the clerk. “Good morning, Jean.”

“Morning, Anya. Looking for anything special today?” the clerk asked.

“Nothing special,” Anya said, overwhelmed by the sweet, delicious aromas of butterscotch, black licorice, and lemon drops. The morning sun shined through the windows, casting a beam of light across several tables. “Has there been anything new in the last month?” She scanned a row of tables filled with shirts and pants, shoes and boots, straw hats, and buttons. As she stepped closer to the tables, a flash of light briefly blinded her and she took notice of a hand mirror. 

“Um...” The clerk came around the counter and pointed out a brush on the same table as the mirror. “This.” Jean picked up the brush. 

It was brass with dark bristles. “It’s pretty, but too expensive.” 

“It’s not bad,” Jean said.

“Boar’s hair or horse hair?” Anya asked with a hint of a smile.

“Boar’s hair.”

Anya’s grin widened. “See. I know my bristles.”

Jean rolled her eyes, set the brush on the table and moved on. “Where are your parents’? Your ma promised me one of her spice muffins?”

Anya reached over and swept her fingers across the bristles of the brush Jean had shown her. The hairs were firm and slightly scratchy. “They’re at the bank. They’ll be here shortly.”

“The bank? Now you know your pa buys you something whenever he goes to the bank.”

Anya raised her gaze to find the clerk smiling. “Yes, but it’s before the harvest when he usually buys me pieces of butterscotch candy, not a brush with a brass handle and boar bristles.”

They both laughed.

Jean saw a customer waiting to order goods and chuckled some more as she headed for the counter. She nodded toward Robert. “Your brother’s not messing around. He’s looking at the Stetsons.”

Anya glanced at her brother and quietly stepped over to him. “Are you planning to make an impression on Mary Frances with that hat?”

Robert’s finger jolted against the edge of the black Stetson. “Maybe,” he looked over his shoulder. “I’ll need one after Pa gets them cattle he’s been talkin’ about.”

Anya smiled at her brother’s hopeful endeavor. Their father was in fact counting on this year’s orange harvest to pay the remainder of what he needed to make the livestock purchase. “It’s a fine lookin’ hat,” she commented and carried on with her search for new items. 

She spotted a bolt of fabric that lay on a table in the corner of the store. “I don’t believe it,” she said to no one in particular. Her fingers smoothed over the fine cotton material as her index finger traced patterns of lilacs and hummingbirds. “It’s even more beautiful in person,” she mumbled to herself as she admired the vivid blues and greens of the design. She and her mother had seen the pattern in the Montgomery Ward catalogue a while back and had pined for it ever since. 

Filled with excitement, Anya couldn’t wait to tell her mother. She dashed to the front door, “I’ll be back, Robert.”

The air outside had gotten warmer. Anya pulled off her shawl, draped it over her arm, and strolled down the boardwalk with a skip in her step. She went north toward Fallbrook Bank and waved to the doctor as he walked by.

“Anya,” he acknowledged with a nod.

“Doc Carey,” she said with a grin. 

The sun shined bright, its rays of heat warmed her cheeks as she looked up into the cloudless sky. The prominent fragrance of Damask rose gained her attention. She admired the flowers that lined the boardwalk with their soft pink petals that swayed gently with the delicate breeze, and then a dog barked, startling her. A small dog chased a larger one across Main Avenue. Anya chuckled at the pair and picked up her pace. “Ma’s gonna be so happy when she hears the news!”

The booming crack of a gunshot sounded and glass shattered, stopping Anya in her tracks.

Shards of shining crystals scattered across the boardwalk in front of her. Another shot fired followed by an ear-piercing wail. Anya covered her ears and stood frozen as her shawl slipped into a pile on the ground. A third pop of gunfire discharged and the sobbing woman went silent. Anya’s heart pounded with the blows of a hammer. Ma? Pa? She dismissed any potential danger to herself and ran toward the bank. 

A fourth shot fired when she reached the last passageway before the bank. She skidded to a halt when she saw a gunman chase Deputy Morgan out of the bank. The deputy staggered and then fell to the ground. White smoke lingered around the muzzle of the gunman’s shotgun as he shifted toward her. He raised the barrel and took aim. Her body shook from head to toe as she stared into his eyes. Sinister and piercing, his eyes burned through her as if he were the devil himself. 

Someone yelled in a muffled roar from behind that she couldn’t make out due to the ringing in her ears. She watched the gunman hurriedly climb on a horse and kick the animal in the flanks. Someone’s footsteps gained on her as they struck the wooden walkway with audible force. A man’s voice shouted at her, and then a massive hand yanked her by the arm and pulled her backwards.

Women and children screamed as they abandoned Main Avenue.

James, the blacksmith, had a hold of her arm and pulled her back toward the general store. She tried to jerk her arm out of his grasp, but he was too strong. 

Sheriff Taylor bolted by them and headed toward the bank. 

Then her brother appeared. “Anya,” Robert called out on a labored breath.

Doc Carey came up beside him. “Robert, take your sister to my office and stay with her,” the doctor ordered.

The blacksmith handed her over to her brother.

“No!” Anya cried. “Ma... Pa!” 

Robert had a good grip on her arm and continued on to the doctor’s office. “Doc Carey will check on em’. If they’re hurt, he’s the one who can help em’.”

Anya almost tripped as she struggled to stop her brother. “I have to see them... to make sure they’re okay.”

He walked faster. “Doc Carey will take care of em’.”

“Please,” she pleaded.

But her pleas fell on deaf ears as her brother grasped tighter on her arm and pulled her up the stairs to the doctor’s office.

Robert sat on an old wooden chair next to the door and clasped his hands together in a tight grip. 

Her brother had conveniently positioned himself so she couldn’t escape. She grew frustrated. Adrenaline filled her body. She needed to move, needed to do something, and began to pace. 

“Will ya’ sit down, you’re makin’ me dizzy.”

Anya stopped pacing long enough to let her brother know she couldn’t sit. “I can’t.” Her voice broke. “I heard a scream, Robert, it was awful. It could have been Ma.” She resumed her pacing. “I feel helpless.”

“I do too,” he quietly agreed and hung his head.

Her brother sniffled and she slowed her steps. The uncertainty of their parent’s condition made it hard to bear. She went to her brother, kneeled, and reached over to hug him. He sighed heavily and wrapped his arms around her. It was necessary for them to stay close, now more than ever. If the doctor had bad news...

Both jumped when the office door opened. Doc Carey entered, alone, and his expression was neutral. Anya stood, Robert as well. Her brother grabbed her hand and squeezed. Waiting to hear the news had been excruciating. But when Doc came closer and a tear rolled down his cheek, her legs went weak. He pulled them against his chest and embraced them with intensity. 

“I’m so sorry,” Doc whispered.

“B-both of them, Doc?” Robert asked.

Doc nodded and Anya’s knees buckled as she melted to the floor. 

Anya tossed her head on the pillow. Darkness surrounded her, in an invasive black cloud saturated with the distinct odor of gunpowder. Musty, pungent, and dense, so thick she couldn’t breathe. Her hand went to her throat. She gulped attempting to get air and then that piercing scream. She gasped and woke with a start.

“It was only a dream, child,” Doctor Carey spoke in a calm voice. “Here, have some water.”

She breathed a sigh relief and lifted her head. Only a dream. She sipped at the water. Her parents’ were okay. She sipped some more, handed the glass to the doctor, and rested her head on the pillow. 

He set the glass on a nearby table. 

“Where are my parents?”

Doc Carey sat in a chair next to the bed. He took her hand into his. 

And because he wasn’t his usual cheery self, her heart began to race. It wasn’t a dream after all. “What happened?” she asked.

***
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Anya and Robert mourned for their parents. For two weeks, neither left the house except to feed the animals and water the trees. One evening after supper, they decided to go through their parents’ personal items in search of a will. They needed to make sure they had legal ownership of the homestead so they could take over the payments. 

They sat on the floor of their parents’ bedroom and sifted through several pieces of paper. No will was found. 

“Sure am glad Pa kept some money at home. If it weren’t for that, I don’t know what we’d do,” Robert commented as he opened dresser drawers, rummaging for more papers.

Her throat constricted and her stomach soured. The bank robber had not only murdered their parents’, but had gotten away with most of their families savings. Anya muttered. 

Robert opened the last dresser drawer. “What was that?”

“I’m thankful Pa had the foresight to keep money at home,” she said, for her brother’s sake. What she actually said was “If they ever catch the man, I’ll pull the rope myself.” She’d given the sheriff a description of the gunman and hoped it was enough to track him down. That man needed to pay for what he’d done, to them, Deputy Morgan’s family, and to the town.

She shook her head and continued to search for more papers until she spotted a box beneath the bed. “What’s this?” She pulled the medium-size box within reach. She opened the lid and on top were pictures. Ones Anya hadn’t seen in a while. 

“What’s in there?” Robert asked.

“Old pictures,” she said with a shaky voice while her gaze lingered on the wedding photo of their ma and pa. Sadness washed over her as she handed him the photos. 

He glanced at them with a melancholic smile, and then motioned for the sheets of papers in the box. 

As she gave him the papers, she noticed a book. A diary. Ma had never mentioned that she had one. Diaries were a personal item, but with her mother no longer living, the personal item might give her respite from the horrible nightmares. A constant reminder that it was her mother’s screams she’d heard that day. 

Tears formed in her eyes as she examined the cover of the book. Embroidered on the brown cloth cover were morning glory flowers. She moved her fingers over the ribbed texture of its surface. What were her mother’s most secret thoughts? She sighed in anticipation of reading it when she retired for the evening. 

“What’s that?” Robert asked as he nodded toward the book.

“It’s Ma’s diary.” Anya sniffed and patted her eyes dry with the sleeve of her blouse.

Robert snorted. “Ma probably needed more paper for her recipes. I doubt it’s a diary.” He neatly stacked the papers they’d gone through and stood. “I’ll bet that book is full of recipes.”

Anya handed him the box and stood with the book tucked under her arm. “Maybe.” 

Her brother placed the stack of papers on the dresser along with the box. “There’s nothin’ here. I don’t think they have a will.”

She thought about it and then remembered something. “Pa knew a lawyer in town. A Mr...” She snapped her fingers to come up with the name. “Mr. Dalwood. Maybe he knows something about it?”

Robert yawned. “We’ll see. I’ll check tomorrow. I’m tired. I’m goin’ to bed.”

“Me too.”

“Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, Robert.” She watched her brother disappear through the doorway. She may not have her parents’, but at least she had her brother. That bit of comfort was the only thing that kept her sane. Together they would manage the orange grove and pursue the enterprise their father had started.
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January 20, 1885

Anya sat on a tree stump in the middle of the orange grove and lifted her gaze to study fast-moving cumulous clouds. They formed in the sky and floated together like giant plumes of white smoke. Those dominating clouds surrounded the bright glow of the sun and temporarily obscured its radiant light. The heady scent of sweet oranges wafted through the air and filled her senses. She pushed strands of hair away from her face and breathed in the rich heavenly fragrance.

Her head tipped back as she listened to a bird happily chirping in the orange tree across from her. The little sparrow hopped from branch to branch as a bee buzzed by him. 

Hidden by a wall of orange trees, Anya straightened, and considered the view between the trees. A valley of emerald hills rolled forever while a creek trickled through the bottom of the canyon. In the late afternoons, the vantage point from her favorite tree stump provided views of spectacular sunsets. 

This particular spot amongst the orange trees had become her private sanctuary. She needed peace since her brother was in charge now. Not long after their parents’ death he'd changed and not for the better. No longer did he playfully joke or tease her. He’d become so serious he was a different person. 

Her mouth firmed as her fingers twisted in the material of her skirt. For the last five months, she'd mourned the loss of their parents’, while Robert immersed his sorrows in a bottle of liquor almost nightly, and treated her as a work hand.

He hadn’t been happy to learn that he’d been adopted, but that’s what their mother’s diary had revealed. 

A couple had accompanied her parents on a wagon train and had gotten sick. They begged her ma and pa to care for Robert if anything happened to them. She hadn’t been born yet and so they took the four year old boy into their family as their own. Robert’s mother and father died from what they determined to be food poisoning. 

At first, the news devastated Anya, but it hadn’t changed the way she thought about Robert. He was still her brother. But Robert changed...

He was gone most nights and over time, the work that involved the ranch fell to her. Robert claimed he took care of the business side of the orange grove, but she knew better. He drank and gambled away their money. She found proof of it when she started to lose credit at the mercantile stores in town. She went to purchase a swatch of the hummingbird pattern of fabric her mother had wanted, in remembrance of her, but she had no cash and the store wouldn’t give her credit. 

Robert counted on the fact that being the eldest and a man, he was entitled to control everything. According to her brother, the lawyer, Mr. Dalwood, said there wasn’t a family will. Without designation, children of the deceased would be entitled to their parents’ property. That included the money their pa had stashed away at home. Robert had hid the money in a different place and chose to dole out a few cents here and there. Essential items only, he’d say, nothing more. 

Maybe it was retaliation or spite, but she made a point to buy three pieces of butterscotch, her favorite. It was a miniscule pleasure that she took advantage of despite her brother’s orders not to indulge. His carefree habits began to wear on her. The longer she struggled, the easier it got for him. A few pieces of candy would hardly break them. Yet, his preference for booze on the other hand...

Anya breathed deep. Orange picking season was upon them. Could he at least be generous in that regard?

***
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They’d grown silent after supper and Anya couldn’t wait any longer. She was desperate. “Robert, I need help with the orange grove.” 

Robert stood and grabbed a bottle from the cupboard. 

As he filled a cup with whiskey, Anya looked away. Would he ever stop drinking? She studied her fingernails, which weren't much to look at. They never had a chance to grow with all the labor she performed. 

Robert sat in his chair and took a sip of his drink. 

She quickly glanced at him and drummed up the courage to push him. “Robert?”

Her brother tore his gaze away from his cup. “Yeah?”

“Did you hear me?” 

He shrugged. “Something about the orange grove.”

Anya cleared her throat and forced her fingers to relax and not twist together. “I need help with the orange grove. You know, harvesting the fruit.” 

The thought of harvest time on top of her daily chores was inconceivable. Nevertheless, harvest time was the most important part of the year for financial return. They needed every penny they’d make from selling the oranges. A month ago, her brother gave her a sliver of hope when he’d offered her a share of the orange profits, he’d promised her half. 

Her heart palpitated as she waited for his response. 

He shoved his fingers through the curls of his sandy blond hair. “I don't know, Anya.” He gazed longingly at the bottle of whiskey and then shook his head. “We can't afford it.”

Anya frowned. Why didn’t that surprise her? She tried a different tactic instead of her usual attack on his drinking habit, which always lit him up. “I know you’re busy with the business side of the grove, I thought you wouldn't mind if we hired some physical labor. It would only be for two months.” She had him thinking about it, but he didn't appear to be convinced. At this point, she was willing to make a sacrifice in order to gain independence. “You can take his pay out of my share,” she offered. 

A smile crept on his face. “I’ll ask around town and see if there’s anyone wantin’ to work for cheap.”

Anya breathed a sigh of relief and prayed that he meant it and that it wasn’t the liquor talking. “Thank you, Robert. I’m grateful.”

He saluted her with his cup, chugged down a large swallow of whiskey, and then stood. “Well, I’m gonna head into town for the night. Don’t wait up, I’ll be late.”

“Okay.” She didn’t want to sound too joyful; she hadn’t gotten a helper yet. 

***
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One week later Joseph Powell arrived in town. “Drifter” had been a term he’d grown used to hearing, but it didn’t pertain to him. Joseph had plans, big plans. He stayed focused and didn’t complain about the work he had to do along the way to his destination. He’d had hands-on experience with several types of trades even if they were short-term. The ability to learn quickly helped him tremendously.

He’d reached the southern part of California where his next job consisted of harvesting fruit. He didn’t expect it to be that laborious of a job even though Robert Redding, his present boss, had told him that there was a technique to picking oranges and maintaining the grove. 

Not one to boast, Joseph took Robert Redding at his word and after he’d secured his horse in the barn at the Redding’s ranch, he trailed down a faded pathway to a small cabin on the outer edge of the grove. Redding had offered it as a place to sleep and keep his things. He’d decided to leave his belongings in the cabin and get to work right away. Joseph preferred to stay active. In his mind, it brought him that much closer to his journey’s end. 

He’d saved his money and had stored only crucial supplies while he counted the weeks he had left to travel. The time had gotten away from him, as though a year had past, when actually it had been barely over five months since he left his family’s homestead in the Indian Territory of Oklahoma. He figured he had around three weeks left before he’d arrive in the Great Basin of Lone Pine. 

There, he would build a home on some land and plant and harvest his own food. The area should have plenty of Juniper trees to make exceptional flutes. A craft he pursued in his spare time, a skill he’d learned from his grandfather. Until then he would work this last job, leave in two months, and head for the hills.

He approached the door of the cabin and had to duck as he entered the structure. Pleasantly surprised, the interior of the cabin was tidy with no musty smell. It had a wood burning stove, a single bed, a wooden table with one chair and a bucket, half-filled with water, sitting on a counter next to a dry sink. 

He placed his leather pouches on the table, traded his dress shirt for a work shirt, and added a bandana around his head to keep his hair out of his eyes. He leaned over and plunged the water dipper into the bucket. While he sipped on cool water, the sound of gunfire echoed through the canyon. His brows creased over his eyes that widened in curiosity. Joseph quickly swallowed the water and sprinted out of the cabin to make his way into the grove. The sound came from the opposite side of the grove, so Joseph took the easiest route, which was a well-worn path that split between the rows of orange trees.

Another shot fired off by the time Joseph reached the edge of the grove and there in the nearby distance, across the canyon, a young man, apparently hunting rabbits, climbed on his horse and started down the hillside. Relief flooded him as gunfire could mean dire circumstances at times and this time hadn’t been one of them. He watched the young man trail further down the mountain, but his reprieve was short lived as a dreadful wail rose from within the grove. He cocked his head and slowly pivoted. 

A bullet had wounded someone. He ran down the main path. The distinctive cry gained volume by the time he reached the center of the grove. Another whimper and he headed to his right into the orange trees.

––––––––
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Anya looked up. Sparrows flew around her but she couldn’t hear them chirp. She vaguely remembered standing to see what the gunfire was all about when a bullet whirred by her head. In the next instance, she hugged the tree stump and buried her head alongside it. Within seconds, agonizing pain pulsed through her left arm. The ache lingered and stemmed from her shoulder region. Her fingers tingled, she couldn’t retain her grip. She lifted her head and out of her mouth came a loud wail. She could feel it leave her body, but she couldn’t hear it. She couldn’t hear the leaves of the trees that moved with the breeze, and she especially couldn’t hear the footsteps from the unfamiliar man who stepped toward her with urgency. She couldn’t hear anything at all.

Tears filled her eyes when she was unable to hear the man who spoke to her. He kneeled next to her injured side and tried to get her attention. Subconsciously she focused on his mouth and concentrated on his lips. Was he saying her name? She had a hard time concentrating because of the dizziness, but it seemed as if he knew her name. 

“Anya?” Joseph had said for the third time after he tried her surname. “Anya, speak to me.” Robert’s sister appeared terribly disoriented. The bullet from the young man’s rifle must have ricocheted off a rock and hit her. The blood splattered on her left cheek showed evidence of it and so did a suspicious hole in the shoulder region of her long sleeved blouse. He wanted to make sure she was coherent before he moved her, but he may be left with no choice if she didn’t answer him.

“I can’t hear,” she said. 

Why in the world couldn’t she hear him, he had practically yelled her name? Then it donned on him that her hearing loss must have come from the gunshot wound, unless she’d been hard of hearing before this incident, but her brother hadn’t mentioned a word about it to him. 

She stared at his mouth as if she attempted to follow the words he spoke. By the look on her face, she was frightened and possibly going into shock. Her brother had gone to town and said he wouldn’t be back for hours. Joseph would be alone with his sister, whom he didn’t know, hadn’t even met yet. 

“Anya?” Her features creased with renewed pain. Immediately he decided to get her out of the grove and into a bed so he could examine the wound. Since his newly acquired cabin was closer in vicinity, he planned to take her there.

When he lifted her into his arms, she’d become dead weight. She’d fainted. Most likely from the pain. He carried the unconscious woman to his cabin and became concerned when she remained out of it for so long, but as he reached the cabin door, she woke up.

“Where?” she said as her head swung from side to side as if exploring her whereabouts. “Where am I?” she drowsily asked.

Joseph adjusted her body so he could reach for the knob on the door. He nudged it open with his shoulder. “The hand’s cabin,” he said and used his booted foot to slam the door shut. He stepped toward the single bed fitted against the furthest wall. Gently, he placed her on the bed. As he straightened, she clutched at the injured side of her body. Joseph searched the kitchen counter for clean rags. He saw a stack of linen cloths on a shelf near the sink. He decided to fill the water bucket and went outside to the well. When he came back, he snagged some of the clean cloths and sat in a chair next to her.

––––––––
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Someone tugged at her blouse. Her left shoulder and arm were cold, but only briefly, as a burning pressure immediately followed. Anya’s eyes flashed open to find the culprit behind her misery. A strange man pushed in and around the injured area on her shoulder and she could hardly stand it. “Who are you?” she demanded. “What are you doing to me?” she questioned with equal intensity. When he responded, her heartbeat turned sluggish. 

The nightmare continued. She couldn’t hear a word he spoke. Between the threat of tears and the desire to know his response, she dropped her gaze to his mouth and focused on the movement of his lips.

His mouth moved but she couldn’t make out the words. 

She shook her head to let him know that she didn’t understand him. 

The motions of his mouth stopped. He replaced the soiled cloth with a new one and began to cleanse the wound. 

It was obvious he thought tending to the wound was a priority. She agreed. She didn’t know the extent of the wound and had no choice but to trust this stranger. Was he the new hand? Her brother had mentioned this morning that he had found someone interested in the job. Where was her brother? “Where’s Robert?”

The man contemplated her wound and then glanced up. His eyes were intense, his brows drawn together. “Gone.” 

He kept his words short, she assumed, so she could understand. 

He reached for a dry cloth and pressed it hard against her shoulder.

Anya winced. How did she ever think she could count on her brother in her time of need? He wasn’t home long enough to know if she was in trouble. Fortunately, this stranger had been around to find her. With a defeated sigh, she stared at the wooden beams of the ceiling. All she could do now was bear the pain and be thankful that this man had come to her rescue. He moved around as if he knew what he was doing. She sure hoped he did. Besides having a bullet lodged in her body, she couldn’t hear. Why couldn’t she hear?

––––––––
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Joseph briefly closed his eyes. He didn’t blame her for being upset. She’d been shot, she couldn’t hear, and on top of that a stranger tended to her wound. The first thing was to get the bullet out of her shoulder. He kept one hand pressed firmly against the fresh rag that covered the wound. He pulled the table closer to the bed and grabbed a bottle of whiskey that remained full from rare use. Quickly, he opened the bottle and then nudged her chin with the rim of it.

Her gaze sharply caught his and then immediately dropped to his lips. 

“Drink,” he said. When she remained hesitant, he said whatever he could to convince her, “For the pain. It could be bad. Drink.” He demonstrated by tipping the bottle toward his mouth.

She shook her head. 

He nudged at her mouth this time.

She turned away from him. 

He didn’t want to do it, but he had to make her aware of how much pain she would experience. His fingers pressed against the wound and he increased the pressure until she acknowledged him. 

She gasped and jerked away as she glared at him. 

He released the pressure on her arm and motioned with the bottle toward his mouth. 

This time she opened her mouth. Carefully he poured in a significant amount of liquor and stopped only when she began to gag.

Her features puckered with disgust, and then slowly softened as he suspected the whiskey had taken effect. It wouldn’t be enough. He tapped her chin again with the tip of the bottle. 

“More,” he commanded. 

She complied. 

He proceeded by pouring whiskey over the wound and then sought his needle and thread within his leather bag. He laid them on the table, thankful that he’d had the foresight to thread the needle ahead of time, and then reached into the bag for one more thing. He pulled a knife from its leather sheath and saturated the knife along with the needle and thread with the whiskey before pouring more on the lesion. 

Anya wailed and Joseph worked fast. He pierced her skin in order to loosen the bullet, and she cried out. He knew the whiskey’s effects could mask only so much of the pain. When he prodded around the bullet with more force, he glanced up to gauge her reaction, and saw that her eyes had closed and her breathing had settled. She had fainted. Joseph thought it best for the time being. 

Only after the bullet was out and he had poured more whiskey on the wound did he notice Anya stir.

“Oh,” she groaned.

He diligently sewed the open flesh closed. After the last stitch, he reached into his bag for his stash of Goldenrod, an herb with yellow-throated flowers and slender green leaves, and placed some of the herb over the wounded area. He laid fresh rags over the herb and then tied off the makeshift wrap with a lengthy strip of cloth.

“Oh,” Anya moaned again.

“Shh, rest now. You need to rest, Anya.” He hadn’t remembered that she couldn’t hear him until she tried to move her body to sit up.

Joseph positioned himself so she could see his face. He shook his head. “The bullet is out.” He stopped speaking when he noticed her eyes were glassy and she had a bewildered expression on her face. He put his hands together as if he were praying, and then leaned the side of his face adjacent to his hands. It must have worked because she responded with a nod.

With nothing more to say, Joseph cleaned up the mess and glanced her way every now and then. Her eyes grew heavy and eventually she fell asleep. 

How could he get word to her brother? 

He didn’t want to leave her. 

He decided it would be best to wait until morning to let Robert Redding know what had happened.
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Chapter Three
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Morning came with an awkward moment between the two strangers. The man had coaxed Anya into eating breakfast, but then nature called. She’d had a tough enough time communicating with him about basic, mundane things, but this touched on the issue of privacy and capability. 

Every minute that she waited, the physical pressure built until she had no choice but to get his help with the matter. Abruptly Anya stopped eating. “I need to relieve myself.” Heat filled her cheeks as she dropped her gaze to her hands. 

He rose from the chair and put the plate of food on the kitchen counter.

She was able to swing her legs over the edge of the bed.

He bent to pick her up.

Anya drew back and shook her head. “That isn’t necessary. I can walk if you’ll let me lean on you.” Call her stubborn, but the man had done enough. Why burden him further?

He leaned down and slid his arm around her waist, allowing her good arm to balance on his shoulder. He rose and she became upright. 

She took three steps, almost stumbled, and had to stop to gather her bearings. Her hands gripped his arm. She hadn’t expected to get dizzy. 

The man waited patiently while he watched her.

“I got dizzy. Give me a minute.” Anya briefly closed her eyes.

Her body lifted into the air.

“Oh!”

He carried her to the outhouse next to his quarters and gently set her on her feet. He opened and closed the door. She managed to do the rest. Once finished, he lifted her into his arms. He laid her on the bed and covered her with a heavy blanket. 

“Thank you,” she said as he straightened.

He said some words, but she got nothing.

Her brows furrowed. She couldn’t read his lips. Luckily, this stranger didn’t mind giving her visual clues. 

He put his fingers to his mouth and made a motion as if he was eating. 

Anya nodded. “Yes.”

After breakfast, he cleaned the gunshot wound and applied more of the golden herb before he wrapped her arm with a clean cloth. Anya lay on the bed and stared at the ceiling. The same ceiling she had counted the beams of when she was a child. She knew exactly the amount of beams the cabin had. Nine. 

She sighed and then smiled. Happy memories of her youth encouraged her to share some of them with the stranger who took care of her. She turned to watch him as he cleaned the breakfast dishes. “I used to be the one who cleaned the dishes at that sink some years ago.”

The stranger peered over his shoulder. 

He made a movement with his mouth, but it was quick and he didn’t make sure she knew what he’d said. It was probably a response of acknowledgement.

Anya tipped her head back and she counted the beams. “This was our first home when we moved here. I know it isn’t much, but it was a palace compared to living out of a wagon.” Anya sighed again. “Robert helped Pa back then. The two of them would get up before dawn to work on the new house. That would leave them enough time to do their regular chores.” 

She shifted and saw the man toss soiled linen onto a pile by the door. “That went on for a few months, until they finished our new home.”

He squatted next to the bed and pointed to the pile of cloths. “I nee to clea the toues.” He scrubbed his hands together. 

Clean. He meant to clean the linens. “Okay.”

He gave her the slightest of smiles.

She watched him leave with the pile from the floor. Where had this man come from? He’d been overly kind and never got angry with her. He hardly seemed real. He could be persistent, though. She’d tried to refuse the liquor. She had no desire for the stuff, but was secretly thankful for its ability to numb the pain. He was right to force her; she wouldn’t hold that against him. If only they could communicate... maybe, he knew how to write. She would ask him when he came back.

––––––––
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Joseph strolled toward the main house and chastised himself. He needed to remember that he had to be face to face with Anya so she could read his lips. When she hadn’t answered his question, he wondered why? Right away, he reminded himself that she couldn’t hear. He’d never been around someone who couldn’t hear. It would be a challenge for the next two months, especially because she was the one who would teach him about the grove. 
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