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  Prologue




  Denver, Colorado, 1885




  




  "Well, the mystery really started when that dog died," I told him.




  I was old and gray by then. We were sittin at a table in My Place restaurant in the Denver building I'd owned for forty years. I always dressed in a suit and tie cause I liked to challenge the preconceptions some men might have about a former slave, but of course by then I was much more than just a former slave. Across from me sat an eager-faced young man scribbling down every word I said. He rarely looked up, so I was just a voice to him, and these were just events I was tellin. I knew he wouldn't understand the heart of the story till he looked me in the eye.




  “What dog was that, Bernard?"




  “Thomas first saw the dog back in October of 1865. It was just after nightfall and dark and cold there in Cañon City."




  




  Thomas was walking back to the blacksmith's house, glad to have picked up the wool-lined sheepskin jacket he was wearing. Still, his arms pressed against his sides to stop the cold, fall air from climbing up the sleeves. In the distance he saw two men talking in the lantern light. The blacksmith—balding, in his mid forties, and dressed only in his shirtsleeves—bent over a wagon in the stable area. Townsfolk called him Doc since he was the closest thing Cañon City had to a veterinarian. Next to Doc stood a farmer wearing a long coat and a wide-brimmed hat pulled low against the wind.




  Thomas heard Doc say, "This dog's dead."




  The other man answered, "What could've done it? He was fine an hour ago. Then I found him behind the cabin twistin and retching. Ain’t never seen nothin like it."




  They turned toward Thomas as his boots thudded across the packed dirt.




  Doc said, "Thomas, meet Mr. Stanton. Stan, this young man served in the war with my son, and it was him that brought Abel home to us."




  Thomas took the hard-calloused hand and watched the man's eyes drift up to his Union cavalry hat. Without any change in expression, the farmer said, "I heard. That was a hard way to come back from the war."




  "It was for a fact," said Doc and let it drop. "Did you see a rattler?"




  "Didn't see one. You think a snake mighta bit him?"




  "Maybe. Tell me what happened."




  "At sunset when that feller Beerison showed up, Shep wouldn't stop barking, so I shooed him outta the cabin an let Beerison in."




  "At sunset today, you say?" said Thomas.




  "That's right. He asked if I would reconsider selling him part o my spread. I tol him 'no.' We're homesteaders. I give my word to the govment that I'd homestead the property. Plus, I don't trust the man. I don't know what he's got in his mind. There's lots of pasture land if he wants to raise livestock."




  Thomas asked, "Reconsider? Did he talk to you about this before?"




  "Yep. The other night when I come into the saloon, he was playin cards. He was facing right toward the door, dressed like a banker but looking a might rougher, if you understand my meanin. Before that night I never seen him around. Well, I come into town for a drink on account of my wife don't like me drinking to home, and the barman musta told him who I was for Beerison come over and introduced hisself and asked if I was one of the fellers that owns land up by the oil fields. I told him I was, and he told me he was lookin to set up a spread near me but he wanted access to water and asked if I would sell off sixty acres between the Cassaday land and my tank."




  "Tank?" asked Thomas.




  "That's what folks from Texas call it. You might call it a pond. I told him, 'No, sir. We're homesteadin the land. Can’t sell it till we've worked it five years,' and then he said, 'Well, they'd never know whose cattle those were,' and he offered to pay me a hundred dollars. Twas a good offer, but it would leave me just a hundred acres, and that ain’t enough land for us, so I asked him, 'Why don't you just file a homesteader's claim for your own spread? There's other springs.' He didn't answer. He just thanked me and went back to playin cards."




  "How long did he stay at your cabin that night?" Thomas said.




  "Just long enough for my coffee to cool down."




  "Was it still light?"




  "No, dark and cold as a witch's breath. After he left, I called to Shep to give him some table scraps, but he didn't come. I looked around and found him heaving and puking behind the cabin, so I loaded him into the wagon and brought him in." Stanton turned back to Doc. "There was nothin wrong with him, Doc. He ain’t been sick or nothin. He worked today like always—a great little worker, that dog, smarter than most men. Didn't take to Beerison, though."




  "Did he bark when Beerison walked out of your cabin?" Thomas asked.




  "Yep."




  "How long did he keep it up?'




  "A minute's all. Then he quieted right down."




  "Can we keep Shep?" Thomas asked.




  Stan studied him a moment. “O course. He's dead.” Then he asked Doc, “What do you think kilt him?"




  "I don't know, Stan, but I'm going to ponder it."




  Stanton lifted the dog out of the wagon and placed him on Doc's work table. He shook Doc's hand and then Thomas', telling him it was good to make his acquaintance. They watched him climb up to the wagon's bench, free the brake, snap the reins, and drive the team into the darkness.




  Then, Doc said to Thomas, "Sounds like you've got a hunch."




  "Suspicions. That's all."




  Thomas covered the little dog with a blanket and carried him through the blacksmith's shop, past tack hanging on wall hooks and hammers and forceps in ready view and into the barbering area with nothing to see but a table, a chair, and a cupboard. He noticed how light the dog felt now that the life was out of him, and he laid the body on the table.




  Doc carried the lantern from the stable, lit it, turned up the wick, looked the corpse over, and said, "No sign of a snake bite."




  In the uneven lantern light, the younger man stared down at the dead border collie. Thomas might have been positively inclined toward animals more than some men, but even he would not ordinarily feel curious about the death of a dog. This one troubled him because it involved Hosea Beerison, the man who had visited the Stanton home that night, the same man Thomas had just watched playing cards from late afternoon till after sunset, a man who apparently could be in two places at the same time. Nobody he'd seen in town could pass for Beerison, not even at twilight.




  Thomas looked at Doc. "How would you prove a dog was poisoned?"




  "No way that I know of."




  "Let's start at the beginning and look inside this dog to see what went wrong."




  "We'd need to find a real vet. I don't know what to look for."




  "But at least you've got an idea what you're looking at, Doc."




  Doc took a tired breath. "You have more questions than any man I know. You question everything and everyone."




  





  




  




  




  Chapter One




  




  The Trail to Cañon City




  Kansas, August, 1865




  




  "Who killed the dog, Bernard?" the young writer asked, looking up starry-eyed like I was a fountain of wisdom.




  He wanted to hear about the mystery that divided Cañon City and almost tore it apart right after the War of Yankee Aggression, as they said back in Virginia. Some folks would say States' rights was at the heart of the Civil War. People like me would say the heart is a more personal organ.




  I told him, "That would be gettin ahead of ourselves, young feller. The war had ended, officially anyways, so the trail to Cañon City would lead Thomas eight, maybe nine hundred miles from east Kansas to the eastern foothills of the Rockies in Colorado Territory. To complicate the trek, Indian wars were raging all over the Platte Valley between Kansas and Denver. Do you know how those wars got started?"




  "The Indian didn't want to make room for progress, sir?"




  "Mmm, did you even hear the expression, 'History is written by the victors'?"




  “No, can't recall hearing that. Who said it?”




  "According to Thomas, Napoleon said it. That was somethin Thomas and I talked about once—the authorship of history. If you are going to write this history, young man, you'd be wise to listen to all points of view. Here's one point of view: Have you ever flown like a bird?"




  "Course not. No one has. Why would you ask me that?"




  "Well, if you coulda been a hawk circling high in the updrafts over the Great Plains on a September day in 1865, you mighta seen two men in blue cavalry uniforms riding west."




  




  Once they got into Marion County, Kansas, they could ride from sunrise to sunset without seeing much more than the rare stand of trees floating on an ocean of prairie grass, just two men and two horses, loaded with everything they could pack on. Even though the horses labored under sacks of food and jugs of water for man and horse, the two men rode with their eyes scanning the horizon for a wisp of smoke from a chimney that might signal a house with safe well water or maybe fresh food they could buy. Thomas would gaze to the left; Abel, to the right. They divided the task with no word spoken. Most days they saw no one.




  At Fort Wise the pilgrims caught first sight of the Arkansas River. Thomas wore the double-barred chevron of a cavalry corporal and with his full, black beard, looked to be the elder, which he was by a year or two. He didn't know for sure.




  He turned to his companion and said, "I was wise to put aside rank, seniority, and wisdom—"




  His stocky, blonde friend with nothing but peach fuzz on his face interrupted, "Quit your dancin around it, Thomas. I think I might see an apology comin my way."




  "Perhaps your navigation has taken us around the Indian war."




  "Perhaps you should address me as Captain, then. Bout time I got propers."




  "Well, Private, I'll call you General if you get us to Cañon City alive."




  "We've got a ways to go yet," Abel said.




  "What's so great about Colorado, anyway?"




  "The truth? I don't rightly know. I've never set eyes on the place."




  "What? What about your pa being a blacksmith and a part-time vet and part-time barber and your ugly little sister wanting to be a school teacher?" asked Thomas, setting his eyes on his friend's regular features. He doubted Abel could share parentage with any ugly little sister.




  "All true, but that was back in Iowa. We joined a wagon train bound for Cañon City, but I didn't get that far. On the way, I turned eighteen, so I enlisted."




  "You drug me out here, and you've never seen the place?"




  "You had nothing holding you in Kansas anyway, Thomas."




  It was true. In Kansas Thomas foresaw a future more bleak than merely empty. His memory took him back to the sight of his home in Lawrence after the Rebel raid; but he made himself stop before he could picture his family amidst the wreckage. Once he walked away from that scene, he'd never let himself picture it again. The armistice had ended the war, but it wouldn't heal those wounds. He envisioned years of burned Kansas towns and bloody gun battles. If he stayed, he could see himself fighting until finally a bullet put him on the ground, bleeding out like so many of his friends and his foes. So, yes, he did join Abel on the trail, but he had no notion where he'd end up in this fragile Union so ill-born. Abel was the one who could imagine a future, who had people he wanted to wrap his arms around. Thomas had no home.




  They followed the Arkansas River well into Colorado Territory, where the plains grew higher and drier. Prairie grass now grew in clumps separated by hard, dry dirt.




  "Air just caught a chill," said Thomas late one afternoon.




  To the north the horizon had turned an eerie greenish color.




  "It's comin fast," called Abel. "Let's find cover."




  When the norther hit, they were using leather thongs to tie the canvas high up on some spindly cottonwoods. Then they hobbled the horses under the lean-to facing away from the wind and spray, unsaddled them, and removed the bags of food along with blankets, ammunition, and tools.




  "Crawl under here!" Thomas yelled over the thunder, and they huddled under his mackintosh at the high end beside the horses. Lightening struck. Thunder clapped just an instant later. They could barely hear each other over the sound of water crashing onto the ground in sheets.




  Shivering from the cold and soaked despite all of their efforts to stay dry, Abel wiped a drop from the tip of his nose and said, "It's a good thing there ain’t nobody else out here."




  "Why’s that?"




  "'Cause I wouldn't want to be seen with you wearin this mackintosh and lookin like some British dandy."




  "And here you are hiding under it like a wet puppy."




  Rainwater splashing in his face, Abel said, "You hungry?"




  "You thinking of cooking up some grub?"




  "I would. How about a nice pheasant? Maybe some ice cream for dessert."




  Thomas laid his hand against his soaked shirt pockets. "I was sure I had some flint you could use to start a fire. Wonder where I put it.” He pointed to the prairie, fast becoming a swamp and suggested, “Why don't you go pick up some brush for kindling."




  Not moving, Abel said, "After dinner we could play some poker."




  "We could, but if I won all your money, then I'd just have to pay for everything."




  "There ain’t nothin to buy out here anyways."




  "True, and we didn't pack any cards."




  "How could it get any worse than this?" said Abel.




  They fell into silence for a matter of minutes till Abel said, "I tried not to think about them while we were fightin, but I sure will be glad to see my pa and sister. Edith must be eighteen by now. I promised I'd build her a schoolhouse when I come back from the war. Looks like I might have to keep that promise." Abel held his hand out to collect some water and let it trickle from his hand into his mouth.




  "Glad to help," said Thomas. Abel had never named his sister before. Thomas could feel his own appetite for a woman growing after many months of being distracted by killing and trying not to be killed, and he realized it would be a problem if Abel's sister were not ugly after all. After more thunder and lightning, he asked, "So tell me this sister, how ugly is she? She as ugly as you?"




  "I doubt it. Maybe I'll be keepin an eye on her."




  "That's what I'd advise," said Thomas.




  When morning brought a clear sky and cool air, the travelers found their gear and clothing still wet. They trudged through the mud beside their horses, munching on apples out of their saddlebags. Smoothed by the rain, the stage trail showed no tracks, neither from the shod horses of Whites nor unshod Indian ponies. When the sun had baked their clothes and gear, they legged up into the saddle and rode almost to Pueblo. After the stage line broke north to Denver, both heads drooped to study the trail along the Arkansas. Each man wordlessly recognized they were not alone on the prairie.




  After eating dinner, they put out their fire and rode till almost dark before making a fireless camp. Thomas watched as Abel lay on the ground with his head propped on his saddle, his .45 underneath the saddle on his right side. Then he walked a few steps down the hill to stand first watch. They were traveling through Ute territory now; but he'd heard the Utes were not waging all-out war against the settlers. He calculated that even this far south they were more likely to be attacked by one of the warring tribes—the Cheyenne, Sioux, or Arapahoe. He brushed some stones out of the way, eased himself to the ground in front of a tree facing north, and placed a sixth and seventh cartridge into the magazine tube in his Spencer rifle's stock. He smiled as he recalled the time the Captain came to the stables as he was wiping down his horse.




  




  He had been eyeing the rifle and told Thomas to hand it over. Thomas slid it from sling but did not extend his arm. He looked down at the captain, a little shorter than himself, thicker at the waist, and not accustomed to the direct stare of an enlisted man. “Are you asking to inspect the weapon, Sir, or take possession of it?” The captain glared and told him he was ordering him to hand it over. Without breaking eye contact, Thomas told the captain that regulations said he would have to compensate Thomas for its value if he intended to commandeer it.




  “How much is that, soldier?”




  Thomas told him, “Forty dollars plus the sling.”




  “You paid that much for it?”




  “I've got a bill of sale that says I did.” Then he extended the carbine toward the captain.




  “I could have you flogged for insubordination.”




  “Yes, you can any time you please, Sir, except I am not refusing your order to hand it over for inspection,” he said, continuing to offer the carbine. "It would be a shame to leave our only repeating rifle back at the fort while we're skir-mishing, though."




  The captain walked away.




  




  Blindly following the word of authority had never given Thomas the peace it did some men. Just the opposite.




  With the carbine fully loaded, Thomas scooped some soil to rub on his forehead and cheeks for camouflage and watched as the sky turned black. He listened for footsteps but heard none. On a late-summer night, the prairie hummed and chirped with life. Thomas relaxed enough to allow thoughts of a new life in Colorado Territory, one without war.




  After this moment of peace, he heard a thump in the camp behind him, understood its meaning, felt sick to his stomach, and slid to the ground. No crack had followed. It had been an arrow. No moans. Thomas hoped Abel's wits, not his death, had kept him quiet. He heard a second arrow hit the ground at the camp, probably in his own blanket.




  The shooter will check his victims now, Thomas thought. and will soon know one of us, maybe both, still lives.




  He rolled over slowly on the leaves and branches and watched two young men enter the campsite. The first raised a tomahawk over Abel, and Thomas squeezed the trigger and watched him lurch backward. The second warrior was drawing his bowstring to his ear as Thomas levered out the spent cartridge and chambered another. Before Thomas could yank the hammer back and pull the trigger again, a pistol fired from where Abel lay, and the second man fell. Thomas waited a moment. No more arrows came. No rifles sounded. Thomas didn't know if more of the war party hid in the trees, but it didn't matter. He ran to the clearing, firing a shot into each body as he passed, and bent over his friend.




  "Get this out of me!" Abel demanded.




  The arrow stuck from his thigh, probably stopped by the femur. He pulled at the hole in Abel's trousers and ripped them open. The wound oozed blood. Thomas grabbed bandages, whiskey, and sulfur from his saddlebag. He poured whiskey over the wound.




  Abel squirmed as the alcohol stung deep in his thigh. Thomas offered the canteen to Abel. Through clenched teeth, Abel said, "You said the whiskey was for snake bites. Am I snake bit?"




  "Drink it!"




  Thomas gave Abel a long slug. He knew his friend's survival depended on whether the arrowhead missed the artery. Thomas doused his right hand with whiskey and warned, "Sorry, Abel, no morphine. I expect this is gonna hurt."




  "It already hurts! Get the damn thing out!"




  "Bite down." He dusted the wound and his hand with sulfur and pushed his fingers in to extract the arrow, trying to cover the barbs so he could slide the head out without tearing more muscle. When he held the arrow above the wound, no blood spurted. He sprinkled more sulfur on the wound and bandaged it. He figured he had four days, at most five, to get Abel home to save his leg and maybe his life.




  "Get me on my horse," Abel said.




  "Sorry, but you're going home on your back. I'm going to make you a stretcher to keep the leg still."




  "I ain’t gonna bump along on a travois! It'll take till Christmas."




  "No, Captain, you're not. You're going to lounge like a princess between our two horses."




  Thomas unloaded the two horses, cut two saplings for poles, and tied them onto the saddles fore and aft so they hung level. Then he used leather thongs to tie canvas to the poles, making a horizontal stretcher that hung between the two horses, and eased Abel onto it. Before Thomas could put his shoulder back to the grindstone, Abel took hold of his wrist.




  "I know you blame yourself, Thomas. You made it your job to protect me and every other man you fought with. I can't know what it felt like coming back to your family, all dead, but you can't feel responsible forever. I didn't invite you along to protect me. I asked you to come because you lost your life in the Lawrence massacre just as sure as if they'd shot you too. No matter what happens to me, you take me home and meet my pa and my sister. They are the best I've got to offer you."




  Thomas wasn't accustomed to hearing things about himself he hadn't intended to reveal. He knew Abel was right. He hadn't overcome the shame of letting his family die, and his transparency disarmed him. He answered, "And I expect you to make the introductions."




  "Did you free their ponies?"




  “They're coming with us. I'm gonna to load the supplies on em.” Then Abel passed out.




  




  The horses walked slowly but relentlessly along the stage trail, the two in front carrying Abel between them on the stretcher. Thomas would drink from the canteen or gnaw off a piece of jerky and offer both to Abel when he was awake. Mid-morning, he stopped the team and removed the spare blanket from where it was tied to Abel's saddle. He tied two corners to each saddle to fashion a sunscreen for his passenger and continued riding, stopping only to feed and water the horses and Abel, too, when he was conscious.




  Much of the day Abel slept restlessly with sweat pouring from his face. As the sun rose, climbed, and set, Thomas left the stagecoach trail and followed the Upper Arkansas River to the northwest. The late summer sun had burned off most of the water, and the prairie looked like it was dying.




  Mesmerized by the rhythmic clomping of horse hooves on dry dirt, Thomas had to remind himself to eat jerky and drink water so he would not lose consciousness too. As fatigue overtook him, he felt as though the worst had already happened. He reloaded his firearms and reminded himself to keep alert, though he no longer feared an Indian attack. He knew anything but a scavenger would steer clear of them now. The horses could stop to graze, drink from a stream, and he would dismount; but he would not unsaddle and unpack them. They would take him and Abel all the way to Cañon City or they'd all die in the trying.




  Days later, he witnessed the sun rising on the foothills of the Rockies. A somber range ran east along the Arkansas River, which flowed low in a wide gorge cut through the prairie of short grass and stunted junipers. A north-south range faced east, lit blue by the morning light; and behind it, white-dotted peaks of a taller range. A taller, third range sent up peaks above those in front. Cotton balls of cloud floated in a pale blue sky above a three-quarter moon.




  Abel hadn't said anything in awhile, and Thomas wondered if the leg was infected and he'd become dazed with fever. He said, "Where are those mountains you promised me?"




  Beads of sweat covered Abel's forehead, and his voice sounded weak, but he answered, "You askin a soldier from Iowa about mountains?"




  Relief allowed Thomas to laugh. "We're not going to have any trouble finding sandstone for your sister's school. It's everywhere. Since you're looking backwards, I'll tell you about these sandstone hills. They look creased and puckered like a toothless, old trapper."




  "I won't sit up then."




  




  Over the course of a day, the foothills slowly grew till Thomas could make out the junipers that coated them like a pox. Straight ahead lay a town. Thomas looked into the eastern end of a street lying at the foot of mountains that looked permanent as time. Fragile and temporary-looking human-built structures lined the road and ran parallel to the riverbank and more than a hundred yards to the north of it.




  "That must be it. Pretty little town, two tree-lined streets with some white picket fences. I can make out a store, blacksmith shop and stables, a warehouse, saloon, a house big enough to be a hotel, and cabins. There's more cabins across the bridge to the south side of the Arkansas."




  "Stop. Turn me around to see it."




  "Let me turn the horses. I don't want to move that leg." When he got the horses turned, he said, "There's your new home. Looks small, but I've seen smaller." The town looked half empty, and Thomas wondered where the people had gone.




  As they resumed their approach, Abel said nothing, but Thomas could guess he was thinking about the town he might never get to know, arriving just in time to say good-bye. They rode directly toward the mouth of the main street, a rutted dirt road wide enough for two wagon trains with livestock to pass each other leaving plenty of room to spare.




  "I see the stables, but I don't hear a blacksmith hammering," said Thomas.




  "My pa's a lazy cuss," Abel said with effort, sounding like he wanted to celebrate but didn't have it in him. "You've washed up in the river. I should get the first bath."




  "Yep, these horses have been complaining about you for days now," but Thomas knew that leg would not see water till it healed, if it healed. "I see the blacksmith now. That has to be your pa. He's built like you, forty-some years old by the look of his hairline." He looked strong enough to grab either of them and lift him in the air like a toddler.




  "Could be," said Abel. "Get him to talk."




  




  The blacksmith gazed at the shimmering image of the contraption that approached. In the waves of heat, he could make out two horses walking beside each other, one without a rider. Behind trailed two pack animals. As they drew closer, he could see the travois connecting the horses, and he disappeared inside the building.




  By the time the riders entered the stable, he'd returned. Seeing the short, blue jacket, Doc said, "Howdy, soldier, looks like you've got an injured man with you. I've got water heating. Let's get him inside. I'm the closest thing we've got to a doctor here in Cañon City."




  "Oh, Pa, you'll do just fine," said Abel.




  "Abel?" The smith rushed to the travois and bent over his son, clasping his hand. "You're back. Thank God! What happened?"




  "Took an arrow in my leg, Pa. Thomas here took it out for me, but he's been jostling me for days now."




  "It's good to see you, Abel. Sorry about the leg, but it's damn good to see you. Let's get you inside and have a look before your sister comes home from school and has a hundred questions. She's been talking about this day since we heard about Appomattox. Thomas, call me Doc."




  "Yes, sir."




  They shook hands. His own father had told him that you could understand a lot about another man by his handshake, and Thomas now understood that he would not regain control of his right hand until the smith decided he should.




  Doc untied his side of the travois, and they eased it off the horse and carried into the shop where he barbered. "Let's have a look," said Doc, and he began to unwrap the leg. Thomas felt Abel's eyes on him, so he tried not to show any reaction when the smell of puss hit him. He and Abel both knew what that smell meant and how few men walked out of the infirmary on two legs.




  "Try to clean it out, Pa. I ain’t givin up my leg."




  "I understand. I can do a better job if you take a whiff of chloroform."




  Thomas left to fetch the sulfur dioxide from his saddlebags. He reached in, felt around until finding the familiar glass shape, and eyed it to see how much was left.




  When he returned, his friend lay unconscious on the table, and Doc held a sobbing young woman in his arms. All he could see of her was the blonde head until she wiped tears away and turned to pour heated water into the basin to wash her hands. Only his eyes noticed her and told him she he was every bit the pretty, Iowa farm girl he'd expected. Numb from hunger, dehydration, and the pain of endless travel, the rest of his body paid no attention at all.




  "Let's sprinkle on some of your sulfur and bandage it with clean lint," Doc directed.




  "Is that all we can do, Papa?" she said.




  "I did the best I could to disinfect the wound,” Thomas said, “but the arrow went all the way to the bone."




  "Edith, this is Abel's friend, Thomas. He's saved your brother's life so far. Let's see if we can continue the job. I didn't see much slough. Looks like he's got good circulation to his feet. If the infection got in his blood, it wouldn't make him well even if we did take his leg. All we can do is hope he can fight it off."




  They moved Abel to a bedroom, laid him on a bed that looked like it had never been slept in, and eased the stretcher out from under him. Then Thomas took a seat at the kitchen table, staring wordlessly at his hands. Edith stood at Abel's bedroom door. Thomas broke the silence. "I am terribly sorry I let this happen to Abel. I was standing watch. I—"




  She silenced him with a raised hand and the look of a teacher. "You're his friend, and Abel never chose his friends carelessly. If he lives, it'll be 'cause of what you did out on that trail. My father and I will never forget it...." She could not continue but looked away while her face strained against the tears. After a moment she finished, "I am ashamed of myself. Let me get you some bread and salt pork to tide you over." He didn't argue; and after she set the plates before him, she said, "You deserve a proper meal. Let me—"




  "When the four of us can eat it together. Till then, this'll do just fine." He marveled at the girl's capacity to think of a guest at such a time. That was how she seemed to him—a girl, too young to be called a woman.




  Thomas felt weak, and he really didn't want salt pork, but he took a little and some bread, washing it down with their water, which had a sweet taste. He knew his stomach wouldn't tolerate much more.




  Doc closed Abel's door close behind him. "Now we wait," he said and left to tend to the horses.




  Thomas stood up slowly, thanked Edith, and followed Doc into the stable. Still saddled, his horse eyed him from the water trough. Thomas silently unsaddled the animal. He ran his eyes and hand from the crest to the croup and down to all four hoofs. He could see and feel the sores worn by the ride and knew the horse would need some time without a saddle. Thomas gently rubbed him down, sprinkled the sores with sulfur, and led him over to a trough of corn.




  “I'm sorry, Horace,” he told the horse. “I owe you.”




  Inside he found Abel unconscious and wet with fever and sat down beside the bed. His body sank into the chair, and his strength left him. He felt weaker than he had in three years of warfare. He had no enemy to fight, no action to take, no problem to solve. Too tired for anger, he felt helpless. His inaction seemed like cowardice, and he had never felt as useless, not even when he found his family murdered. He couldn't turn to prayer as a source of hope or even for the solace that God's will was being fulfilled. Try as he might, he could not believe anyone was listening. He just wished he'd been watching to the west and saved his friend this pointless, life-threatening injury. During miserable times, his father had joked, "It's the best of all possible worlds," making fun of some German philosopher for arguing that a perfect God could do no less than create a perfect world; but now Thomas found no solace in the memory.




  In a matter of hours, Abel awoke with Edith standing by his side and Thomas in the chair, unable to sleep. "Sorry, Sis. I made it through one war, but the other got me. I promised to build you that schoolhouse."




  She gave him water and said, "You will when you feel better."




  "Where's Thomas?"




  "I'm here."




  Abel reached for his hand. "Edith, this here's my best friend. He's going to build you that schoolhouse, ain’t you, Thomas?"




  "Yes, General, I surely am going to help you build it."




  "And if I can't help move the stones, can you do it alone?"




  "If I have to."




  Edith covered her face and left.




  All that night the vigil continued. Edith made soup, and the three took turns trying to feed the broth to Abel. They spoke few words, simply watched the face of whoever emerged from Abel's room, waiting for a smile that would not come.




  Abel had passed out saying good-byes and bequeathing Thomas the school-building project. Sitting in watch, Thomas knew how Edith and Doc would feel if Abel died, as he had felt at the loss of his parents and little brother. His thoughts again took him back to Lawrence when irregulars then under Quantrill brought the war to his family. They'd left by the time Thomas returned. Bodies lay everywhere. He'd never allowed himself to grieve his own losses; but before he could stop himself, he imagined his mother and father having to witness little Leo's death. Now remembering their deaths brought a jab of pain, and the sobs he'd stifled three years before tried to force their way up into his tightened throat. He stood and walked to the window. Not knowing if he could contain the grief, he grabbed his black cavalry hat and walked outside through the stable and down to the river. At the bridge he covered his face with his hat and clenched his teeth. He accused himself of self-pity and forced the sadness away, finding shelter in anger at the men who would kill a child for his place of birth or the beliefs of his parents. His fear for Abel turned to determination that Doc would not lose his son and Edith, her brother.




  In the morning, Thomas poked his head in Abel's room and found him sleeping, so he joined Doc in the stable. Edith followed him out and told her father to send news, good or bad, because she would be thinking of nothing else. He promised he would.




  After she left, Thomas bent over the woodpile and arranged small logs against his left forearm. He carried the wood into the kitchen, started a fire, and put two large pots of water on the stove. Then, since he had nothing clean to put on, he walked a few steps west through the dirt of Main Street to the dry goods store.




  The woman tending store saw him holding trousers up to his waist and asked him, "Are you kin to someone in town?"




  "I rode in with Doc's son."




  "With that travois?"




  "Yes, ma'am."




  "How is he doin?"




  "We don't know yet."




  "Sorry to hear that. We were in the train with Doc and Abel when he enlisted. He's got pluck, that one. He'll pull through."




  "Thank you."




  "I can't sell you those trousers, though."




  "Why not?"




  "Those gonna to be too short for you. Folks will think you're an easterner."




  "I grew a little bit in the army," he said. "I'm surprised. I anticipated the experience would've shrunk me."




  He selected longer trousers and put them on the counter, showed the woman some work shirts, and let her choose the right size. He thanked her, paid from the cash he received mustering out, and guessed aloud that he would see her again.




  Thomas carried buckets of warm water to the bathtub, sniffed the soap, tossed it in, and began the process of full-body debridement. When finally he stood and poured the last bucket over his head, the rinse left him a shaggy, bearded, uncivilized-looking man, but just a man, no longer a warrior. He pulled the plug and watched the filth spiral to the ground below where no one could see it.




  Finally out of uniform, he found Doc in the great room and asked about the patient. Doc looked grim. Abel's fever hadn't broken, and he was barely awake. He'd gotten him to drink some water but not enough. Thomas spent the day taking orders from Doc in the stables and lifting Abel's head to pour water down his throat. A few customers came for haircuts and news, but Thomas didn't hear the usual voices raised in barbershop debate or laughter at some joke that Edith should not have heard.




  When Edith returned, she stood beside the bed and received Doc's report with her own grim face. They ate dinner mechanically, with Doc asking questions about their daily skirmishes against Rebel irregulars back in eastern Kansas. Thomas tried to smile as he told about huddling under his mackintosh during the storm. When he described Abel soaked to the skin, joking about making dinner, Edith abruptly rose from the table and turned her back on the conversation to wash pots and dishes. They spent the second night like the first, checking on the feverish patient who hadn't spoken in more than a day. Come morning, they lay sprawled in the living room like casualties strewn over a battlefield.




  





  




  




  




  Chapter Two




  




  The "Nigger" and the Hitchhiker




  




  "Shame about Abel. Did he pull through?" the young writer asked me.




  "Patience, we'll get there presently. I never did meet young Abel, and I mighta never met Thomas if it hadn't been for the sister. They were sleeping in their chairs like I told you:"




  




  A voice called out, "Hey, I'm hungry. Where's breakfast?"




  Edith leapt from her chair, singing, "Praise the Lord."




  Her father hugged her and shook Thomas' hand; and then before he could stop to think, Thomas found himself in a joyful embrace with Edith. Suddenly she was not a frightened girl. Now a pretty woman pressed against his body, and the scent of her hair brushed away the fog of sleep. He had expected to be hungry for a woman, but still she'd caught him unprepared. He found himself holding his breath and trying to regain his bearings like the time one summer in Missouri when his canoe had capsized in rapids, and he could not overcome the current’s power. He simply clung to the canoe till it took him to shore. Thomas felt himself hanging on now and looking for safe harbor.




  Stepping back quickly, he raised his arms in a triumphant "Hurrah," as if nothing unusual had happened, and let himself look into her face. It was a pretty face on a very young woman he did not know at all; but simply because it was a woman's pretty face, he could have looked at it all day, a triangle formed by wide cheekbones and a pointed chin. Big eyes, red from lack of sleep, peered from under wispy eyebrows so light in color they were barely visible against almost-pink skin. His gaze stopped at her mouth. Her upper and lower lips narrowed at the corners and then swelled in the middle as if they were heavy with concern. For the first time, he saw these lips stretch and part in a smile. He did not know this woman-child, could not be sure he even liked her, but his body had awakened, and he felt like he would explode.




  While Doc finished examining the patient, Thomas moved away from her to the foot of the bed and kept his eyes on Abel's leg. He did not want to think about Edith. He wanted to think about his friend's fever—it had broken—and his leg—it looked a little better. He didn't intend to remember where they had touched, but his skin would not let him forget. When he looked up, her eyes locked on his, and in that instant he decided he could have no designs on this young woman, certainly not while living with her father and brother. This was not a situation which could be approached carelessly. They would have to know each other well before anything more than a friendship could develop. There could be no broken hearts, no ruined friendships, not even abused hospitality.




  Doc said, "You've been lying here since you got home. Get up and give your sister a hand."




  Thomas joined in the spirit. "You told me he was hard on you, Abel, but this is worse than the sergeant. You sure you want to stay?"




  Smiling and clear-eyed, Abel said, "No, get me out of here. Do they have a rooming house in this town?"




  "I'll get your things," said Thomas, but he went to the kitchen instead and fetched some bread and preserves and some coffee and took them to Abel's room. Edith announced she had to go teach school and danced to her room, singing.




  In time, Doc advised his patient to sleep and went to work outside. Finding himself without a purpose, Thomas began to rummage around Doc's blacksmith tools.




  "You looking for something?" Doc asked.




  "Just looking at what you've got for quarry work."




  "Not much. Never spent much time in the quarry. Have a look down the street. Tell Mrs. Rhodes to put it on my bill."




  Thomas entered the door looking for the woman from Iowa. She saw him first and asked, "How's Abel?"




  "Looks like he's gonna make it."




  "I'm real glad to hear it. Not everyone's made it back."




  "No, ma'am."




  Then she pointed him to the area of the store where she sold tools. Thomas browsed over what they had for quarry work—some chisels for stone and some trowels and two-pound lump hammers, cross-cut saws and extra blades—not everything he needed. He asked about a winch and she told him about an implement store on the next street over.




  "Give the family my congratulations," she said. "Abel can expect some of that apple pie he was always askin for on the trek west. Apples should be ready in a couple of weeks. Till then, maybe some corn bread would tide him over." She handed Thomas a piece.




  After a taste, he said, "That's good corn bread. I'll stop by for some on my way back. With cooking like this, I'm surprised he ever left that wagon train."




  "It was his ma dying."
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