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  To Jerry and Donna Priest




  I used to joke that they could come home and find a bus full of first-graders crashed on the front lawn, caught in the cross fire of a bank robbery, in the midst of an alien

  invasion . . . and they’d have the situation under control in under a minute. But for the record, I was only kind of joking.




  







  




  This is a work of fiction, featuring impossible politics, unlikely zombies, and some ludicrously incorrect Civil War action. I hope you enjoy it! And I’d like to thank

  you in advance for not sending me e-mail to tell me how bad my history is. I think we all know I’ve fudged the facts rather significantly.




  (Except the zombie parts.)




  







  




  

    

      Then bring me here a breastplate,




      And a helm before ye fly,




      And I will gird my woman’s form,




      And on the ramparts die!


    


  




  —FELICIA HEMANS, from the poem “Marguerite of France”




   




  

    

      I want something to do.


    


  




  —LOUISA MAY ALCOTT, upon announcing her intention to serve as a nurse at the Washington Hospital during the Civil War. To be filed under,

  “Be careful what you wish for.”
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        One


      

    


  




  Down in the laundry room with the bloody-wet floors and the ceiling-high stacks of sheets, wraps, and blankets, Vinita Lynch was elbows-deep in a vat full of dirty pillowcases

  because she’d promised—she’d sworn on her mother’s life—that she’d find a certain windup pocket watch belonging to Private Hugh Morton before the device was

  plunged into a tub of simmering soapy water and surely destroyed for good.




  Why the private had stashed it in a pillowcase wasn’t much of a mystery: even in an upstanding place like the Robertson Hospital, small and shiny valuables went missing from personal

  stashes with unsettling regularity. And him forgetting about it was no great leap either: the shot he took in the forehead had been a lucky one because he’d survived it, but it left him

  addled at times—and this morning at breakfast had been one of those times. At the first bell announcing morning food, against the strict orders of Captain Sally he’d sat up and bolted

  into the mess hall, which existed only in that bullet-buffeted brain of his. In the time it took for him to be captured and redirected to his cot, where the meal would come to him, thank

  you very kindly, if only he’d be patient enough to receive it, the junior nursing staff had come through and stripped the bedding of all and sundry.




  None of them had noticed the watch, but it would’ve been easy to miss.




  So Nurse Lynch was down in the blistering hot hospital basement, dutifully fishing through laundry soiled by injured and greasy heads, running noses, and rheumy eyes in hopes that Private Hugh

  Morton would either be reunited with the absent treasure, or would be separated from it long enough to forget all about it.




  Upstairs, someone cried out, “Mercy!”




  And downstairs, in the hospital basement, Vinita Lynch took a very deep breath and let it out slowly, between her teeth.




  “Mercy! Mercy, come up here, please!”




  Because that’s what they’d taken to calling her, through some error of hearing or paperwork, or because it was easier for a room full of bed-bound men to remember a common word than

  call her by her given name.




  “Mercy!”




  It was louder this time, and insistent, and bellowed by Captain Sally herself somewhere up on the first floor. Captain Sally sounded like she meant business; but then again, Captain Sally always

  meant business, and that was why she was the captain.




  The nurse angled her head to cast her voice up the stairs and shouted, “Coming!” though she continued to rifle through the laundry, because something sharp had tapped against the

  nail of her thumb. And if she could just snare one long finger around the smooth metal plate of the watch’s back—yes, that had to be it—then she’d be only a moment

  longer. “I’m coming!” she said even more loudly, to stall for those extra seconds, even though the summons hadn’t come again.




  She had it. Her fist closed around it and wrested the palm-sized device, ticking and intact, up through the folds of cotton bedding and out of the vat. The watch was cool in her hand, and

  heavier than it appeared—not an expensive piece, but one with thumb-spots worn into its finish from a lifetime of use and appreciation.




  “Found it,” she said to herself, and she shoved it into her apron’s pocket for temporary safekeeping.




  “Mercy!” Again from upstairs, and impatient.




  “I said I was coming!” she responded as she hiked the hem of her skirts and bolted up the stairs, less ladylike than swiftly, back into the hall behind the kitchen. Moving sideways,

  she squeezed past the orderlies, one of the doctors, and three of the elderly women who were hired to perform mending but mostly bickered amongst themselves. Her way was briefly blocked by one of

  the retained men who was carrying a basket full of bandages and wraps; they did a brief and awkward dance, back and forth, each trying to let the other pass, until she finally dashed by with an

  apology—but if he replied, she didn’t hear him, because the main ward was now immediately before her.




  She entered it with a breathless flourish and stood panting, squeezing at the pocket watch in her apron and trying to spot Captain Sally in the sea of supine bodies lying on cots in varying

  states of health and repair.




  The rows ran eight cots by fifteen in this ward, which served as admittance, triage, and recovery room alike. It should’ve held only two-thirds that number, and the present crowding served

  to narrow the aisles to the point that they were nearly impassible, but no one was turned away. Captain Sally said that if they had to stitch them standing up and lash them to the closet walls,

  they’d take every Confederate boy who’d been carried off the field.




  But she could make such declarations. It was her hospital, and she legally outranked everyone else in the building. The “Captain” bit was not a nickname. It was a commission

  from the Confederate States of America, and it had been granted because a military hospital must have a military commander, but Sally Louisa Tompkins would accept no superior, and she was too

  wealthy and competent to be ignored.




  The din of the ward was at its ordinary hideous level; the groaning patients, creaking cot springs, and hoarse requests combining to form the usual background hum. It was not a pretty noise, and

  it was sometimes punctuated with vomiting or cries of pain, but it was always there, along with the ever-present scents of dirty bodies, sweat, blood, shit, the medicinal reek of ether, the yellowy

  sharp stink of saltpeter and spent gunpowder, and the feeble efforts of lye soap to combat it all. Mere soap, no matter how finely scented, could never scour the odors of urine, scorched flesh, and

  burned hair. No perfume could cleanse away the pork-sweet smell of rotting limbs and gangrenous flesh.




  Mercy told herself that the reek of the hospital wasn’t any worse than that of the farm in Waterford, Virginia. That was a lie.




  It was worse than the summer when she’d gone out to the back twenty and found their bull lying with its legs in the air, its belly distended with the bloat of rot and a crawling carpet of

  flies. This was worse than that because it wasn’t the decomposition of beef lying in the sun, flesh dripping away gray and mushy. This was worse because after a while the bull had faded and

  gone, its smell washed away by the summer rains and its remains buried by her stepfather and brother. After a while, she’d altogether forgotten where the creature had fallen and died, and it

  was as if it’d never happened.




  But that never happened here.




  Not even at the cleanest hospital in all the Confederacy, where fewer men died and more men recovered to return to the front than in any other in the North or South or even Europe. Not even in

  the wake of Captain Sally’s strenuous—almost maddening—insistence on cleanliness. Enormous pots of water boiled constantly, and mops were pushed in two-hour shifts by legions of

  retained men who were healed enough to help but not enough to fight. Paul Forks was one of these men. Harvey Kline was another, and Medford Simmons a third, and Anderson Ruby a fourth; and if she

  knew more of their names, Mercy Lynch could’ve listed another dozen maimed and helpful souls.




  They kept the floors from staining red, and helped carry the endless trays of food and medicines, tagging along in the wake of the doctors and helping the nurses manage the unruly ones who awoke

  afraid.




  And even with the help of these men, and two dozen nurses like herself, and five doctors working around the clock, and a whole contingent of laundry and kitchen women, the smell never, ever went

  away.




  It worked itself into the wrinkles in Mercy’s clothes and lurked in her hair. It collected under her fingernails.




  She carried it with her, always.




  “Captain Sally?” Mercy called out, and as soon as the words were spoken, she spied the woman standing near the front door, accompanied by another woman and a man.




  Sally was small and pale, with dark hair parted severely down the middle of her head and a plain black dress buttoned tightly from waist to chin. She was leaning forward to better hear the other

  woman speak, while the gentleman behind them shuffled back and forth on his feet, moving his gaze left to right.




  “Mercy.” Captain Sally wended through the maze of cots to meet the young nurse. She had stopped shouting. “Mercy, I need a word with you. I’m very sorry, but it’s

  important. Would you join us?” She indicated the anxious-looking man and the stoic woman with a New Englander’s ramrod posture.




  “Who are those people?” she asked without agreeing to anything.




  “They have a message for you.”




  Mercy didn’t want to meet the man and woman. They did not look like people with good news to pass along. “Why don’t they come inside to deliver it, then?”




  Sally said, “Dearest,” and she pressed her mouth close to Mercy’s ear. “That’s Clara Barton, the Red Cross woman, and no one’ll bother her. But the fellow

  beside her is a Yankee.”




  Mercy made a little choking sound. “What’s he doing here, then?” she asked, though she already had a very good idea, and it was horrible.




  “Mercy—”




  “Ain’t they got their own hospitals, hardly a hundred miles away in Washington? He doesn’t look hurt none too bad, anyhow.” She was talking too quickly.




  Sally interrupted. “Mercy, you need to talk to that man, and Miss Barton.”




  “That Red Cross woman, what does she want with me? I’ve already got a job nursing, and it’s right here, and I don’t want to—” Sweat warmed the inside of her

  collar. She tugged at it, trying to give herself some air.




  “Vinita.” The small woman with the big rank put her hands on Mercy’s shoulders, forcing the younger nurse to stand up straight and meet her eyes. “Take a deep breath now,

  like we talked about before.”




  “I’m trying,” she whispered. “I don’t think I can.”




  “Breathe deep now. Let it out, and take your time. Hold yourself up. And come, let’s have a talk with these people.” Her tone softened, dipping from commander to mother.

  “I’ll stay with you, if you like.”




  “I don’t want . . . ,” she began, but she didn’t know what she wanted, so when Sally took her hand and squeezed it, she squeezed back.




  “Someplace private,” the officer said. Sally nodded at Clara Barton and her nervous companion, indicating that they should follow; and she led Mercy through the remaining rows of

  cots and out the back, and down a corridor swiftly—urging their followers to hasten—and then they were in the courtyard of what used to be Judge Robertson’s mansion. Tents

  peppered the yard and bustling officials came and went from flap to flap, but they ignored the nurse and her party.




  Back between the trees, where the chilly, sun-dappled grass moved with shadows from the leaves overhead, Captain Sally led all three to a picnic area where the ground was cleared and a set of

  benches was placed for lovers, or lunches, or rest.




  Mercy was still squeezing Sally’s hand, because the moment she let go, someone was going to speak.




  When everyone was seated, Sally pried Mercy’s fingers off her own, then held the shaking hand and patted it gently as she said, “Miss Barton, Mr. Atwater. This is Vinita Lynch,

  though around here, most everyone calls her—”




  “Mercy,” said Mr. Atwater. He’d been good-looking once, but was almost haggard now, with dark hair and brown eyes, and a thin body that seemed on the rebound from the very cusp

  of starvation.




  “Mrs. Lynch,” he tried again. “My name is Dorence Atwater, and I was in the camp at Andersonville for six years.” He kept it low, soft. Quiet. Not wanting anyone to

  hear.




  He wasn’t fighting anymore, and he wasn’t in uniform, but the cadence of his speech marked him as a northern boy—a real northern boy, not a border-state boy like

  Vinita’s husband. He didn’t have an accent that could go either way: Kentucky or Tennessee; Virginia or Washington, D.C.; Texas or Kansas.




  “Mr. Atwater,” she said, more curtly than she meant to. But all her words were clipped, and her grip on the matron’s hand was leaving crescent moons where her nails were

  digging deep. “That must’ve been . . . difficult.”




  It was a stupid word, and she knew it. Of course the camp had been difficult; everything was difficult, wasn’t it? Marrying a border-state Yankee was difficult when her Virginia

  home stayed gray. Missing him for two years now was difficult, too, and folding his letters over and over again, reading them for the hundredth time, and the two hundredth time, that was difficult.

  Nursing the injured was difficult, and so was wondering with each new wound if it’d been inflicted by her very own spouse, or if her very own spouse was somewhere else—maybe a hundred

  miles away in Washington—being nursed by a woman much like herself, dutifully tending her own cannon fodder lads on sagging cots.




  But he wasn’t in Washington.




  She knew that. She knew it because Clara Barton and Dorence Atwater were sitting on a low stone bench facing her, with serious eyes and sad news on their lips—because, bless them both,

  they never brought any other kind.




  Before either of the visitors could say anything else, Mercy nattered on again. “I’ve heard of you, both of you. Miss Barton, it’s wonderful work you’re doing on the

  battlefield—making it safer for the lot of us, and making it easier for us to comfort the wounded, and patch them up—” She nearly spit that last part out, for her nose was

  beginning to fill, and her eyes were blinking, slamming open and shut. “And Mr. Atwater, you made a . . .”




  Two things rampaged through her brain: the name of the man not four feet in front of her, and why she’d heard it before he ever entered the Robertson Hospital. But she couldn’t bring

  herself to make these two things meet, and she struggled to hold them apart, so the connection couldn’t be made.




  It was futile.




  She knew.




  She said, and every letter of every word shook in her mouth, “You made a list.”




  “Yes ma’am.”




  And Clara Barton said, “My dear, we’re so very sorry.” It wasn’t quite a practiced condolence. It wasn’t smooth and polished, and for all the weariness of it, it

  sounded like she meant it. “But your husband, Phillip Barnaby Lynch . . . his name is on that list. He died at the Andersonville camp for prisoners of war, nine months ago. I’m

  terribly, terribly sorry for your loss.”




  “Then it’s true,” she burbled, not quite crying. The pressure behind her eyes was building. “It’d been so long since he sent word. Jesus, Captain Sally,” she

  blasphemed weakly. “It’s true.”




  She was still squeezing Sally Tompkins, who now ceased patting her hand to squeeze back. “I’m so sorry, dear.” With her free hand, she brushed Mercy’s cheek.




  “It’s true,” she repeated. “I thought . . . I thought it must be. It’d been so long. Almost as long as we were married, since I’d got word of him. I knew it

  went like that, sometimes. I knew it was hard for the boys—for you boys—to write from the front, and I knew the mail wasn’t all kinds of reliable. I guess I knew all that. But I

  was still dumb enough to hope.”




  “You were newlyweds?” Clara Barton asked gently, sadly. Familiar with the sorrow, if not quite immune.




  “Been married eight months,” she said. “Eight months and he went out to fight, and he was gone for two and a half years. And I stayed here, and waited. We had a home here, west

  of town. He was born in Kentucky, and we were going to go back there, when all this was done, and start a family.”




  Suddenly she released Sally’s hand and leaped forward, making a grab for Dorence Atwater’s.




  She clutched his wrists and pulled him closer. She demanded, “Did you know him? Did you talk to him? Did he give you any message for me? Anything? Anything at all?”




  “Ma’am, I only saw him in passing. He was hurt real bad when they brought him in, and he didn’t last. I hope that can be some comfort to you, maybe. The camp was a terrible

  place, but he wasn’t there for long.”




  “Not like some of them. Not like you,” she said. Every word was rounded with the congestion that clogged her throat but wouldn’t spill out into hiccups or tears, not yet.




  “No ma’am. And I’m very sorry about it, but I thought you deserved to know he won’t be coming home. They buried him in a grave outside of Plains, unmarked with a dozen

  others. But he didn’t suffer long.”




  He slouched so that his shoulders held up his chest like a shirt on a hanger. It was as if the weight of his message were too much, and his body still too frail to carry it all. But if he

  didn’t carry it, nobody would.




  “I’m sorry, ma’am. I wish the news were kinder.”




  She released him then, and sagged back onto her own bench, into the arms of Sally Tompkins, who was ready with an embrace. Mercy let the captain hold her and she said, “No. No, but you

  came all this way, and you brought it to me anyway.”




  Mercy Lynch closed her eyes and put her head on Sally’s shoulder.




  Clara Barton and Dorence Atwater took this as their cue to leave. They left silently, walking around the side yard rather than cutting back through the hospital, toward the street and whatever

  transportation awaited them there.




  Without opening her eyes, Mercy said, “I wish they’d never come. I wish I didn’t know.”




  Sally stroked her head and told her, “Someday you’ll be glad they did. I know it’s hard to imagine, but really, it’s better knowing than wondering. False hope’s the

  worst kind there is.”




  “It was good of them,” she agreed with a sniffle, the first that had escaped thus far. “They came here, to a Rebel hospital and everything. They didn’t have to do that.

  They could’ve sent a letter.”




  “She was here under the cross,” Sally said. “But you’re right. It’s hard work, what they do. And you know, I don’t think anyone, even here, would’ve

  raised a hand against them.” She sighed, and stopped petting Mercy’s wheat-colored hair. That hair, always unruly and just too dark to call blond, was fraying out from the edges of her

  cap. It tangled in Sally’s fingers. “All of the boys, blue and gray alike. They all hope someone would do the same for them—that someone would tell their mothers and sweethearts,

  should they fall on the field.”




  “I guess.”




  Mercy loosed herself from Sally’s loving hold, and she stood, wiping at her eyes. They were red, and so was her nose. Her cheeks were flushed violently pink. “Could I have the

  afternoon, Captain Sally? Just take a little time in my bunk?”




  The captain remained seated, and folded her hands across her lap. “Take as long as you need. I’ll have Paul Forks bring up your supper. And I’ll tell Anne to let you

  be.”




  “Thank you, Captain Sally.” Mercy didn’t mind her roommate much, but she could scarcely stand the thought of explaining anything to her, not right then, while the world was

  still strangely hued and her throat was blocked with curdled screams.




  She walked slowly back into the house-turned-hospital, keeping her gaze on the ground and watching her feet as she felt her way inside. Someone said, “Good morning, Nurse Mercy,” but

  she didn’t respond. She barely heard it.




  Keeping one hand on the wall to guide herself, she found the first-floor ward and the stairwell that emptied there. Now, two different words bounced about in her mind: widow and

  up. She struggled to ignore the first one and grasp the second. She only had to make it up to her bunk in the attic.




  “Nurse,” a man called. It sounded like, Nuss. “Nurse Mercy?”




  One hand still on the wall, one foot lifted to scale the first step, she paused.




  “Nurse Mercy, did you find my watch?”




  For an instant she was perplexed; she regarded the speaker, and saw Private Hugh Morton, his battered but optimistic face upturned. “You said you’d find my watch. It didn’t get

  all washed up, did it?”




  “No,” she breathed. “It didn’t.”




  He smiled so hard, his face swelled into a circle. He sat up on the cot and shook his head, then rubbed at one eye with the inside of his arm. “You found it?”




  “I did, yes. Here,” she said, fumbling with the pocket on her apron. She pulled it out and held it for a moment, watching the sunlight from the windows give the brass a dull gleam.

  “I found it. It’s fine.”




  His skinny hand stretched out and she dropped the watch into the waiting palm. He turned it over and over, and asked, “Nobody washed it or nothing?”




  “Nobody washed it or nothing. It’s still ticking just fine.”




  “Thank you, Nurse Mercy!”




  “You’re welcome,” she mumbled, though she’d already turned back to the stairs, scaling them one slow brick at a time as if her feet were made of lead.
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        Two


      

    


  




  Mercy Lynch would’ve liked to take a second afternoon of solitude if she’d been able, sitting on the foot of her narrow bed and reading and rereading the letters

  Phillip had sent while he was still in a position to write them. But the hospital didn’t slow enough to let her grieve at her leisure.




  By the second afternoon, everyone knew that she was a widow.




  Only Captain Sally knew she was a widow of a Yankee.




  There was always the chance it wouldn’t have mattered if everyone knew. Kentucky was a mixed-up place, blue grass and gray skies, split down the middle. Virginia was nearly the same, and

  she suspected she’d find proof enough of that in the Washington hospital where the boys in blue were brought when they’d fallen. All along the borderlands, men fought on both sides.




  Phillip had fought for Kentucky, not for the Union. He fought because his father’s farm had been attacked by Rebs and halfway burned; just about the same as how Mercy’s own brother

  fought for Virginia and not for the Confederacy because her family farm had been burned down twice in the last ten years by the Yanks.




  Everyone fights for home, in the end. Or that was how she saw it. If anyone anywhere was fighting for state’s rights or abolition or anything like that, you didn’t hear about it much

  anymore. Those first five or six years, it was all anyone had to talk about.




  But after twenty?




  Mercy had been a small child when the first shots were fired on Fort Sumter and the war had begun. And as far as she’d ever known or seen since, everything else had been a great big

  exchange of grudges, more personal than political. But it could be that she’d been looking at it too closely for the last fourteen months, working at the Robertson Hospital, where they

  sometimes even treated a Yankee or two, if he was caught in the wrong place at the wrong time, and especially if he was a border-stater. Likely as not, he was kin or cousin to someone lying on a

  cot nearby.




  Likely as not, he hadn’t been born when the war first broke out anyway, and his grievances were assigned to him, same as most of the other lads who moaned, and bled, and cried, and begged

  from their cots, hoping for food or comfort. Praying for their limbs back. Promising God their lives and their children if only they could walk again, or if only they didn’t have to go back

  to the lines.




  Everyone prayed the same damn things, never mind the uniform.




  So it might not’ve mattered if anyone knew that Vinita May Swakhammer of Waterford, Virginia, had married Phillip Barnaby Lynch of Lexington, Kentucky, during the summer of her twentieth

  birthday—knowing that they’d been born on the wrong sides of a badly drawn line, and that it was bound to come between them some day.




  And it had.




  And now he was on the other side of an even bigger line. She’d catch up to him one day; that was as certain as amputations and medicine shortages. But in the meantime, she’d miss him

  terribly, and take a second afternoon off her shift to mourn, if she could.




  She couldn’t.




  She’d have to miss him and mourn for him on her feet, because no sooner had she ignored the lunch Paul Forks brought and left than another round of casualties landed hard

  in the first-floor ward.




  She heard them arrive, all of them drawn by the cramped, dark little ambulances that were barely better than boxes. Retained men and doctors’ assistants unpacked them like sandwiches,

  sliding their cots into the daylight, where the men who were strong enough to do so blinked against the sun. Out the small window in her bunk, she could see them leaving the ambulances in

  impossible numbers; she thought dully that they must’ve been stacked in there like cordwood, for each carriage to hold so many of them.




  Two . . . no, three of the soldiers came out wrapped from head to toe, still on a cot, but needing no further assistance. They’d died making the trip. A few of them always did, especially

  on the way to Robertson. Captain Sally had a reputation for healing even the most horribly wounded, so as often as not, the most horribly wounded were sent to her.




  Only three men hadn’t survived the transport.




  That made it a good load, unless there was another ambulance someplace where Mercy couldn’t see it.




  She’d been given permission to stay cloistered upstairs, but two nurses were already down with pneumonia, and one had packed up and headed home in the wee hours of the night without saying

  anything to anybody. One of the doctors had been commandeered by a general for field surgery, which Mercy didn’t envy in the slightest. So this hospital, which was low on beds and high on

  chaos under the best of circumstances, was now shorthanded as well.




  Two suitcases sat at the foot of Mercy’s bed. They were both packed. She’d been living out of them since she arrived. There weren’t any drawers in the bunks; so you made do, or

  you kept your belongings on the floor, or under your bed if it was hitched up high enough.




  Mercy’s wasn’t.




  She unfastened the buckle of the leftmost case and slipped a locket back inside an interior pocket, where it was always kept. She buckled the case again and stood up straight, pinning her apron

  into place against her collarbones. A slab of polished tin served as a foggy mirror. Her cap was crooked. She fixed it, and used a pin to secure it while she listened to the cacophony swell on the

  floors below.




  Yes, she was taking her time.




  For those first frantic minutes, she’d only be in the way. Once all the men were inside and the ambulance drivers had finished their hasty paperwork, and once the mangled soldiers were

  lying in bleeding lines, then she could be more useful.




  There was a note to the chaos that she’d learned—a pitch achieved when the time was right, when everyone who’d fit inside the walls of the judge’s old house was crammed

  within, and all the doctors and all the retained men were barking clipped instructions and orders back and forth. When this very particular note rang up to the attic, she left her bunk and

  descended into the carnival of the macabre below.




  Down into the thick of it she went, into the sea of unwashed faces turned black with bruises or powder, through the lines of demarcation that cordoned off the four new typhoids, the two

  pneumonias, and a pair of dysenteries who would need attention soon enough, but could wait for the moment.




  There were also two “wheezers”—hospital slang for the drug addicts who’d magically survived on the front for long enough to land in a hospital. Their substance of choice

  was a yellowish muck that smelled like sulfur and rot; and it went through their brains until they did little but stare, and wheeze softly, and pick at the sores that formed around their mouths and

  noses. The wheezers could wait, too. They weren’t going anywhere, and their self-inflicted condition made them a bottom-rung priority.




  Around the nearest hastily cleared lane, doctors bustled back-to-bottom with shuffling nurses who squeezed through the corridor as swiftly as if it were a highway. Mercy stood there, only for a

  moment, triangulating herself among the dilapidated patriots who lay wherever they were left by the medics—either on their stretchers upon the floor, or against the cots of earlier patients

  who’d not yet vacated them.




  She was overrun by two chattering surgeons; battered by a set of coal hods, water pails, medicine trays; and run into by one of the small boys who ran messages from floor to floor, physician to

  physician. Mercy counted four of them, scuttling in different directions, delivering scraps of paper with all the speed of a telegram service, if not the accuracy.




  Deep breaths. One after another. Work to be done.




  Shoving through the narrow artery, she emerged on the far side of an intersection where the entrance to the old judge’s ballroom had become a filthy pun, since the worst of the gunshot

  patients were assembled there. Ball shot was unpredictable and messy, always. Sometimes gruesome lacerations, sometimes blown limbs left connected only by stray fragments of bone and gristle.

  Sometimes pierced cheeks, hands, and feet, or a crater where an eye had been. Sometimes a punctured lung or a splintered rib.




  Never anything but awful.




  Thirty beds were already occupied, with half a dozen other ragged men lying on the floor, muddy to the knees and covered with bandages so dirty that it was difficult to tell what dark stains

  were blood and which were only the filth of the field. Most of their faces were as pale as death already, from loss of bodily fluids or from the shock of what they’d seen, and what they

  continued to see.




  They waited in relative silence, too exhausted even to moan. One or two called hoarsely for water, or begged for a doctor, or cried out for a distant mother or wife. More than a handful had lost

  their coats somewhere along the line; they were wrapped in blankets and huddled together pitifully, sometimes sharing the covers for warmth even though the room was kept from freezing by the

  billowing fires that were constantly stoked by two retained men at either end of the room.




  A new nurse, a girl younger than Mercy by several years, stood immobilized by the urgency of it all. Her hands fluttered at her sides and her eyes welled up with tears of frustration.

  “Where do I start?” she whispered.




  Mercy heard her, and she could answer.




  She swept past a table piled with lone socks, slings, splints, bandages, discarded holsters with weaponry still in them, and shirts that were missing sleeves. From the next table down, she

  retrieved a basin the size of a small sink, plus a fistful of washrags and a kitten-sized bar of ugly brown soap that smelled like a cheap candle.




  “Nurse,” she said, and she would’ve grabbed the girl’s arm if she’d had a free hand to do so.




  “Ma’am?”




  “Nurse. What’s your name?”




  “Ma’am? It’s . . . it’s Sarah. Sarah Fitzhugh.”




  “Sarah, then.” Mercy foisted the basin into Sarah’s not-quite-ready arms. Warm water sloshed up against the girl’s apron, dampening her breasts in a long wet line.

  “Take this.”




  “Yes ma’am.”




  “And this, and these.” She handed over the soap and the rags, which Sarah was barely capable of balancing. “You see those men over there?” Mercy pointed at the end of the

  row, where a sad-looking collection of as-yet-unprocessed newcomers were waiting their turns at paperwork and a doctor’s inspection.




  “I see them—yes ma’am.”




  “Start at the end of the line. Take off their shoes if they’ve still got them, and then their socks, coats, and shirts. Scrub them down and do it fast. There are clean shirts in the

  corner behind you, against the wall, and a small pile of socks to the left. Dress them in the clean shirts and socks, toss the dirty ones into the laundry vats in the next room, and then move on to

  the next row of soldiers.”




  “Scrub . . .” Sarah was stuck on that one word. “Scrub them? The soldiers?”




  “Well, I don’t mean the doctors or the rats,” Mercy told her. “Be quick with it. The surgeons’ll be along in less than half an hour, and if Captain Sally sees dirty

  men on her floor, she’ll throw a hissy fit.”




  The poor girl’s face went nearly as white as her first and nearest charge. But she said, “Yes ma’am,” with only a small wibble in her voice, and turned to do as

  she’d been told.




  Mercy would’ve helped her, but Mercy was the nursing superintendent of the first ward and had more important things to do. Granted, she was now in the ballroom ward instead of the first

  ward, but the nursing superintendent of the ballroom ward was bedridden, and no one else had been ready to step up to the task, so Mercy had swooped onto the scene to assist with pressing matters

  at this end of the marble-floored room. A curtain had been hung to wall off a portion of the ballroom ward—not for the sake of modesty or decorum, and certainly not to shield the

  sensibilities of the soldiers. Most of them had heard and seen plenty.




  Someone authoritative cried out, “Nurse!”




  Mercy was already on her way. The surgeons liked her, and asked for her often. She’d begun to preempt them when the pace was wicked like this and a new batch of the near mortally wounded

  was being sorted for cutting.




  She drew the curtain aside, stifled a flinch, and dropped herself into the seat beside the first cot—where one of the remaining doctors was gesturing frantically. “Mercy, there you

  are. I’m glad it’s you,” he said.




  “That makes one of us,” she replied, and she took a bloody set of pincers from his hand, dropping them into the tin bucket at her feet.




  “Two of us,” croaked the man on the cot. “I’m glad it’s you, too.”




  She forced a smile and said teasingly, “I doubt it very much, since this is our first meeting.”




  “First of many, I hope—” He might’ve said more, but what was left of his arm was being examined. Mercy thought it must be god-awful uncomfortable, but he didn’t cry

  out. He only cut himself off.




  “What’s your name?” she asked, partly for the sake of the record, and partly to distract him.




  “Christ,” said the doctor, cutting away more of the man’s shirt and revealing greater damage than he’d imagined.




  The injured man gasped, “No, that’s not it.” And he gave her a grin that was tighter than a laundry line. “It’s Henry. Gilbert Henry. So I just go by

  Henry.”




  “Henry, Gilbert Henry, who just goes by Henry. I’ll jot that down,” she told him, and she fully intended to, but by then her hands were full with the remains of a sling that

  hadn’t done much to support the blasted limb—mostly, it’d just held the shattered thing in one pouch. The arm was disintegrating as Dr. Luther did his best to assess it.




  “Never liked the name Gilbert,” the man mumbled.




  “It’s a fine name,” she assured him.




  Dr. Luther said, “Help me turn him over. I’ve got a bad feeling about—”




  “I’ve got him. You can lift him. And, I’m sorry, Gilbert Henry”—she repeated his name to better remember it later—“but this is gonna smart. Here, give

  me your good hand.”




  He took it.




  “Now, give it a squeeze if we’re hurting you.”




  “I could never,” he insisted, gallant to the last.




  “You can and you will, and you’ll be glad I made the offer. You won’t put a dent in me, I promise. Now, on the count of three,” she told the doctor, locking her eyes to

  his.




  He picked up the count. “One . . . Two . . .” On three, they hoisted the man together, turning him onto his side and confirming the worst of Dr. Luther’s bad feelings.




  Gilbert Henry said, “One of you, say something. Don’t leave a man hanging.” The second half of it came out in a wheeze, for part of the force of his words had leaked out

  through the oozing hole in his side.




  “A couple of ribs,” the doctor said. “Smashed all to hell,” he continued, because he was well past watching his language in front of the nurses, much less in front of

  Mercy, who often used far fouler diction if she thought the situation required it.




  “Three ribs, maybe,” she observed. She observed more than that, too. But she couldn’t say it, not while Gilbert Henry had a death grip on her hand.




  The ribs were the least of his problems. The destroyed arm was a greater one, and it would certainly need to be amputated; but what she saw now raised the question of whether or not it was worth

  the pain and suffering. His lung was pierced at least, shredded at worst. Whatever blast had maimed him had caught him on the left side, taking that arm and tearing into the soft flesh of his

  torso. With every breath, a burst of warm, damp air spilled out from amid the wreckage of his rib cage.




  It was not the kind of wound from which a man recovered.




  “Help me roll him back,” Dr. Luther urged, and on a second count of three, Mercy obliged. “Son, I’ve got to tell you the truth. There’s nothing to be done about

  that arm.”




  “I . . . was . . . afraid of that. But, Doc, I can’t hardly breathe. That’s the ribs . . . ain’t it?”




  Now that she knew where to look, Mercy could see the rhythmic ooze above his ribs, fresher now, as if the motion of adjusting him had made matters worse. Gilbert Henry might have a couple of

  hours, or he might have a couple of minutes. But no longer than that, without a straight-from-God’s-hand miracle.




  She answered for the doctor, who was still formulating a response. “Yes, that’s your ribs.”




  He grimaced, and the shredded arm fluttered.




  Dr. Luther said, “It has to go. We’re going to need the ether.”




  “Ether? I’ve never had any ether before.” He sounded honestly afraid.




  “Never?” Mercy said casually as she reached for the rolling tray with the knockout supplies. It had two shelves; the top one stocked the substance itself and clean rags, plus one of

  the newfangled mask-and-valve sets that Captain Sally had purchased with her own money. They were the height of technology, and very expensive. “It’s not so bad, I promise. In your

  condition, I’d call it a blessed relief, Mr. Gilbert Henry.”




  He grasped for her hand again. “You won’t leave me, will you?”




  “Absolutely not,” she promised. It wasn’t a vow she was positive she could keep, but the soldier couldn’t tell it from her voice.




  His thin seam of a grin returned. “As long as you’ll . . . be here.”




  The second tray on the rolling cart held nastier instruments. Mercy took care to hide them behind her skirt and apron. He didn’t need to see the powered saw, the twisting clamps, or the

  oversized shears that were sometimes needed to sever those last few tendons. She made sure that all he saw was her professional pleasantness as she disentangled her fingers and began the

  preparation work, while the doctor situated himself, lining up the gentler-looking implements and calling for extra rags, sponges, and a second basin filled with hot water—if the nearest

  retained man could see to it.




  “Mercy,” Dr. Luther said. It was a request and a signal.




  “Yes, Doctor.” She said to Gilbert Henry, “It’s time, darling. I’m very sorry, but believe me, you’ll wake up praising Jesus that you slept through

  it.”




  It wasn’t her most reassuring speech ever, but on the far side of Gilbert Henry were two other men behind the curtain, each one of whom needed similar attention; and her internal

  manufacturer of soothing phrases was not performing at its best.




  She showed him the mask, a shape like a softened triangle, bubbled to fit over his nose and mouth. “You see this? I’m going to place it over your face, like so—” She held

  it up over her own mouth, briefly, for demonstrative purposes. “Then I’ll tweak a few knobs over here on this tank—” At this, she pointed at the bullet-shaped vial, a little

  bigger than a bottle of wine. “Then I’ll mix the ether with the stabilizing gases, and before you can say ‘boo,’ you’ll be having the best sleep of your

  life.”




  “You’ve . . . done this . . . before?”




  The words were coming harder to him; he was failing as he lay there, and she knew—suddenly, horribly—that once she placed the mask over his face, he wasn’t ever going to wake

  up. She fought to keep the warm panic out of her eyes when she said, “Dozens of times. I’ve been here a year and a half,” she exaggerated. Then she set the mask aside and seized

  the noteboard that was propped up against his cot, most of its forms left unfilled.




  “Nurse?” Dr. Luther asked.




  “One moment,” she begged. “Before you start napping, Gilbert Henry who’d rather be called just Henry, let me write your information down for safekeeping—so the

  nurse on the next shift will know all about you.”




  “If you . . . like, ma’am.”




  “That’s a good man, and a fine patient,” she praised him without looking at him. “So tell me quickly, have you got a mother waiting for you back home? Or . . . or,”

  she almost choked. “A wife?”




  “No wife. A mother . . . though. And . . . a . . . brother, still . . . a . . . boy.”




  She wondered how he’d made it this far in such bad shape—if he’d clung to life this long purely with the goal of the hospital in mind, thinking that if he made it to Robertson,

  he’d be all right.




  “A mother and a little brother. Their names?”




  “Abigail June. Maiden . . . name . . . Harper.”




  She stalked his words with the pencil nub, scribbling as fast as she could in her graceless, awkward script. “Abigail June, born Harper. That’s your mother, yes? And what

  town?”




  “Memphis. I joined . . . up. In Memphis.”




  “A Tennessee boy. Those are just about my favorite kind,” she said.




  “Just about?”




  She confirmed, “Just about.” She set the noteboard aside, back up against the leg of the cot, and retrieved the gas. “Now, Mr. Gilbert Henry, are you ready?”




  He nodded bravely and weakly.




  “Very good, dear sir. Just breathe normally, if you don’t mind—” She added privately, And insofar as you’re able. “That’s right, very good. And

  I want you to count backwards, from the number ten. Can you do that for me?”




  His head bobbed very slightly. “Ten,” he said, and the word was muffled around the blown glass shape of the mask. “Ni . . .”




  And that was it. He was already out.




  Mercy sighed heavily. The doctor said quietly, “Turn it off.”




  “I’m sorry?”




  “The gas. Turn it off.”




  She shook her head. “But if you’re going to take the arm, he might need—”




  “I’m not taking the arm. There’s no call to do it. No sense in it,” he added. He might’ve said more, but she knew what he meant, and she waved a hand to tell him

  no, that she didn’t want to hear it.




  “You can’t just let him lie here.”




  “Mercy,” Dr. Luther said more tenderly. “You’ve done him a kindness. He’s not going to come around again. Taking the arm would kill him faster, and maim him, too.

  Let him nap it out, peacefully. Let his family bury him whole. Watch,” he said.




  She was watching already, the way the broad chest rose and fell, but without any rhythm, and without any strength. With less drive. More infrequently.




  The doctor stood and wrapped his stethoscope into a bundle to jam in his pocket. “I didn’t need to listen to his lungs to know he’s a goner,” he explained, and bent his

  body over Gilbert Henry to whisper at Mercy. “And I have three other patients—two of whom might actually survive the afternoon if we’re quick enough. Sit with him if you like, but

  don’t stay long.” He withdrew, and picked up his bag. Then he said in his normal voice, “He doesn’t know you’re here, and he won’t know when you leave. You know

  it as well as I do.”




  She stayed anyway, lingering as long as she dared.




  He didn’t have a wife to leave a widow, but he had a mother somewhere, and a little brother. He hadn’t mentioned a father; any father had probably died years ago, in the same damn

  war. Maybe his father had gone like this, too—lying on a cot, scarcely identified and in pieces. Maybe his father had never gotten home, or word had never made it home, and he’d died

  alone in a field and no one had even come to bury him for weeks, since that was how it often went in the earlier days of the conflict.




  One more ragged breath crawled into Henry’s throat, and she could tell—just from the sound of it, from the critical timbre of that final note—that it was his last. He

  didn’t exhale. The air merely escaped in a faint puff, passed through his nose and the hole in his side. And the wide chest with the curls of dark hair poking out above the undershirt did not

  rise again.




  She had no sheet handy with which to cover him. She picked up the noteboard and set it facedown on his chest, which would serve as indicator enough to the next nurse, or to the retained men, or

  whoever came to clean up after her.




  “Mercy,” Dr. Luther called sharply. “Bring the cart.”




  “Coming,” she said, and she rose, and arranged the cart, retrieving the glass mask and resetting the valves. She felt numb, but only as numb as usual. Next. There was always another

  one, next.




  She swiveled the cart and positioned it at the next figure, groaning and twisting on a squeaking cot that was barely big enough to hold him. Once more, she pasted a smile in place. She greeted

  the patient. “Well, aren’t you a big son of a gun. Hello there, I’m Nurse Mercy.”




  He groaned in response, but did not gurgle or wheeze. Mercy wondered if this one wouldn’t go better.




  She retrieved his noteboard with its unfilled forms and said, “I don’t have a name for you yet, dear. What’d your mother call you?”




  “Silas,” he spit through gritted teeth. “Newton. Private First Class.” His voice was strong, if strained.




  “Silas,” she repeated as she wrote it down. Then, to the doctor, “What are we looking at here?”




  “Both legs, below the knee.”




  And the patient said, “Cannonball swept me off my feet.” One foot was gone altogether; the second needed to go right after it, as soon as possible.




  “Right. Any other pains, problems, or concerns?”




  “Goddammit, the legs aren’t enough?” he nearly shrieked.




  She kept her voice even. “They’re more than enough, and they’ll be addressed.” She met his eyes and saw so much pain there that she retreated just a little, enough to

  say, “Look, I’m sorry, Mr. Newton. We’re only trying to get you treated.”




  “Oh, I’ve been treated, all right. Those sons of bitches! How am I going to run a mill like this, eh? What’s my wife going to think when I get home and she sees?”




  She set the noteboard down beside the cot. “Well, all God’s children got their problems. Here . . .” She pulled a filled syringe off the second tier of the rolling cart and

  said, “Let me give you something for the pain. It’s a new treatment, but the soldiers have responded to this better than the old-fashioned shot of whiskey and bullet to bite

  on—”




  But he smacked her hand away and called her a name. Mercy immediately told him to calm down, but instead he let his hands flail in every direction, as if he desperately needed someone to hit.

  Dr. Luther caught one hand and Mercy caught the other. This wasn’t their first unruly patient, and they had a system down. It wasn’t so different from hog-tying, or roping up a calf.

  The tools were different, but the principle was the same: seize, lasso, fasten, and immobilize. Repeat as necessary.




  She twisted one of his beefy arms until another inch would’ve unfastened the bones in his wrist; and then she clapped a restraining cuff from the tray down upon it. With one swift motion,

  she yanked the thusly adorned wrist down to the nearest leg of the cot, and secured the clip to hold him in place. If Dr. Luther hadn’t been performing pretty much the same technique on the

  other wrist, it wouldn’t have held up longer than a few seconds.




  But the doctor’s restraints were affixed a moment after Mercy’s. Then they were saddled with one violently unhappy man, pinioned to a cot and thrashing in such a manner that he was

  bound to injure himself further if he wasn’t more elaborately subdued.




  Mercy reached for the mask, spun the knob to dispense the ether, and shoved it over Silas Newton’s face, holding him by the chin to keep him from shaking his head back and forth and

  eluding the sedation. Soon his objections softened and surrendered, and the last vestiges of his refusal to cooperate were overcome.




  “Jackass,” Mercy muttered.




  “Indeed,” said Dr. Luther. “Get his shoe off for me, would you, please?”




  “Yes sir,” she said, and reached for the laces.




  Over the next three hours, the doctor’s predictions were borne out. Two of the remaining three men survived, including the disagreeable Silas Newton. In time, Mercy was relieved by the

  severe and upstanding Nurse Esther Floyd, who hauled the young Nurse Sarah Fitzhugh along in her wake.




  Mercy left the bloody beds behind the curtain and all but staggered back into the main ballroom grounds, where most of the men had at least been seen, if not treated and fed quite yet. Stumbling

  past them and around them, she stopped a few times when someone tugged at her passing skirt, asking for a drink or for a doctor.




  Finally she found her way outside, into the afternoon that was going gold and navy blue at the edges, and would be nearly black before long.




  She’d missed supper, and hadn’t noticed.




  Well. She’d pick something up in a few minutes—whatever she could scavenge from the kitchen, even though she knew good and well it’d be pretty much nothing. Either you ate as

  soon as you were called, or you didn’t eat. But it’d be worth looking. She might get lucky and find a spare biscuit and a dab of butter, which would fill her up enough to let her

  sleep.




  She was almost to the kitchen when Paul Forks, the retained man, said her name, stopping her in the hallway next to the first-floor entry ward. She put one hand up on the wall and leaned against

  it that way. Too worn out to stand still, she couldn’t hold herself upright anymore unless she kept moving. But she said, “Yes, Mr. Forks? What is it?”




  “Begging your pardon, Nurse Mercy. But there’s a message for you.”




  “A message? Goddamn. I’ve had about enough of messages,” she said, more to the floor than to the messenger. Then, by way of apology, she said, “I’m sorry.

  It’s not your fault, and thanks for flagging me down.”




  “It’s all right,” he told her, and approached her cautiously. Paul Forks approached everyone cautiously. It could’ve been a longstanding habit, or maybe it was a new

  thing, a behavior acquired on the battlefield.




  He went on to say, “It came Western Union.” He held out an envelope.




  She took it. “Western Union? You can’t be serious.” She was afraid maybe it was another message repeating the same news she’d received the day before. The world was like

  that sometimes. No news for ages, and then more news than you can stand, all at once. She didn’t want to read it. She didn’t want to know what it said.




  “Yes ma’am, very serious. The stamp on the outside says it came from Tacoma, out in Washington—not the one next door, but the western territory. Or that’s where the

  message started, anyhow. I don’t know too well how the telegraph works.”




  “Me either,” she confessed. “But I don’t know anybody in Washington.”




  “Are you sure?”




  “Pretty sure.” She turned the envelope over in her hand, still unwilling to open it, reading the stamped mark that declared the station in Tacoma where the message had been

  composed.




  “You . . . you going to open it?” Paul Forks asked, then seemed to think the better of it. “Never mind, it’s no business of mine. I’ll leave you alone,” he

  said, and turned to go.




  She stopped him by saying, “No, it’s all right.” A laundry boy bustled past her, prompting her to add, “Let me get out of the hallway, here. No sense in blocking up the

  main thoroughfare.” She carried the envelope to the back scullery stairs, where no one was coming or going at that particular moment.




  Paul Forks followed her there, and sat down beside her with the stiff effort of a man who hadn’t yet learned how to work around his permanent injuries. He was careful to keep a respectful

  distance, but the naked curiosity in his face might’ve been mirrored in her own, if she hadn’t been so fiercely tired.




  “Washington,” she said aloud to the paper as she extracted it from the light brown envelope and unfolded it. “What’s so

  important out in Washington that I need to hear about it?”




  “Read it,” he encouraged her. Paul Forks couldn’t read, but he liked to watch other people do it, and he liked to hear the results. “Tell me what it says.”




  “It says,” she declared, but her eyes scanned ahead, and she didn’t say anything else. Not right away.




  “Go on.”




  “It says,” she tried again, then stopped herself. “It’s my . . . my daddy.”




  Paul frowned thoughtfully. “I thought your kin came from Waterford?”




  She gave a half nod that ended in a shrug. Her eyes never peeled themselves off the paper, but she said, “I was born there, and my momma and father live there now, working a farm

  that’s mostly dairy.”




  Paul might’ve been illiterate, but he wasn’t stupid. “Father? Not your real pa, then?”




  Though she didn’t owe him any explanation, she felt like talking, so she said, “My daddy ran off when I was little. Went West, with his brother and my cousin, looking for gold in

  Alaska—or that was the plan as I heard it. For a while he sent letters. But when I was about seven years old, the letters just . . . stopped.”




  “You think something happened to him?”




  “That’s what we always figured. Except, it was strange.” Her voice ran out of steam as she read and reread the telegram.




  “What was strange?” Paul prompted.




  “One day Aunt Betty got a box in the post, full of Uncle Asa’s things, and Leander’s things, too. Leander was my cousin,” she clarified. “And there was some money

  in there—not a lot, but some. There was also a note inside from somebody they didn’t know, but it said Asa and Leander’d died on the frontier, of cholera or something. Anyway,

  when I was about ten, the justice of the peace said that my momma wasn’t married anymore on account of desertion, and she could marry Wilfred. He’s been my father ever since. So I

  don’t know . . . I don’t know what this means.”




  The tone of her voice changed as she quit relating ancient history and began to read aloud from the sheet of paper, including all the stops.




  “To Vinita May Swakhammer stop. Your father Jeremiah Granville Swakhammer has suffered an accident stop. His life hangs by a thread stop. He wants you to come to Tacoma in the Washington

  territory stop. Please send word if you can make it stop. Sheriff Wilkes can meet you at station and bring you north to Seattle where he lies gravely wounded stop.”




  The letter sagged in her hands until it rested atop her knees.




  “Is that all?” Paul asked.




  “That’s all.” She stared at the letter, then looked up at Paul. “And all this time, I figured he was dead.”




  “It looks like he ain’t.”




  “That’s what it looks like, yeah,” she agreed. And she didn’t know how to feel about it.




  “What’re you going to do?”




  She didn’t shrug, and didn’t shake her head. “I don’t know. He left me and Momma. He left us, and he never sent for us like he said he would. We waited all that time, and

  he never sent.”




  They sat in silence a few seconds, until Paul Forks said, “He’s sending for you now.”




  “A little late.”




  “Better late than never?” he tried. He leaned back and braced against the stairwell in order to help push himself back to a standing position. “Sounds like he might be

  dying.”




  “Maybe,” she agreed. “But I’m not sure if I give a damn. He left us . . . Jesus, fifteen, sixteen years ago. That son of a bitch,” she mumbled, and then she said it

  louder. “That son of a bitch! All this time, he’s been out West just fine, just like he said he was going to be. And all that time, we sat at home and wondered, and worried, and finally

  we just gave right up!”




  “He might’ve had his reasons,” Paul said, awkward as he stood there, uneven on his one real foot and one false one, and unsure exactly who he was defending.




  Glaring down at the paper, she said, “Oh, I’m real sure he had his reasons. There are about a million reasons to leave a woman and a little girl behind and start a new life someplace

  else. I guess he just picked one.”




  He said quickly, “Don’t you want to hear it?”




  “Why would I want to hear it?” She wasn’t quite shouting, but she was warming inside, like a furnace catching its coals. The heat spread up from her belly to her chest, and

  flushed up her throat to her cheeks. “A million reasons, goddamn him, and I don’t need to hear even one of them!”




  “Because you don’t care?”




  “Damn right, because I don’t care!” Except that she was shouting now, and nearly on fire with anger, or sorrow, or some other consequence of her tumultuous week.

  “Let him die out there, if that’s where he wanted to be all this time!”




  Paul Forks held out his hands, trying to halt her, or just defend himself—even though it wasn’t his fight, and he wasn’t the man with whom she was so furious. “Maybe

  he’s where he wants to be, or maybe he’s just where he ended up. Either way, he wants to see his little girl.”




  Mercy gave him a look like she’d kill him if he blinked, but he blinked anyway. And he continued: “Someday, you’ll wish you’d gone. If you don’t do it now, like as

  not, you’ll never get another chance—and then you really will spend the rest of your life wondering. When you could’ve just . . . asked.”




  She clenched the telegram in her fist, crumpling the paper. “It won’t be as simple as that,” she said. “If he was dying when this was sent, he’s probably dead by

  now.”




  He fidgeted. “You don’t know that for sure.”




  “It’d take weeks to make the trip. A month or more, I bet. You know as well as I do what the train lines are like these days. Everyone talks about transcontinental dirigible

  paths, but nobody’s making it happen. Maybe I could hop, skip, and jump it by air—but that’d take even longer than going by train. Forget it,” she said, stuffing the wad of

  paper into her apron pocket.




  Paul Forks stepped out of the stairwell and shook his head, “Yes ma’am. I’ll forget it. And I’m sorry, it wasn’t my place to bother you. It’s only . .

  .”




  “It’s only what?”




  “It’s only . . . when I took that hit on the field, and when they brought me here . . . I sent for my wife and my boy. Neither one of them came. All I got was a message that my boy

  had died of consumption six months after I went to war, and my wife went a few weeks behind him.”




  She said, “I . . . Paul. I’m real sorry.”




  He shifted uncomfortably in his clothes. “Anyway, that’s why I stayed on here. Nothing to go home to. But I don’t mean to pry. It just hurts like all get-out when you think

  you’re meeting your Maker, and there’s no one there to send you off.”




  With his left hand, the whole one, he touched her shoulder in a friendly way. And he left her alone there, in the stairwell with the message she couldn’t stand to read again, and no idea

  how she was going to answer it.




  Still pondering, she went back up to her bunk, and opened her cases to retrieve the stationery she’d taken from Captain Sally’s stash down in the hospital office. Not knowing what

  else to do, or what else to think about, she sat on the edge of the bed and started writing.




  Mercy’s handwriting wasn’t any good, because she’d never been schooled long enough to make it smooth, but it was legible. And it said:




  

    

      Dear Mrs. Henry,




      My name is Vinita Lynch and I am a nurse at the Robertson Hospital in Richmond, Virginia. I am very sorry to tell you that your son, Gilbert Henry, died this afternoon of February 13,

      1879. He was a good soldier and a nice man, and he made jokes while we tried to save him. He had been wounded bad but he died peaceful. I stayed with him until he was gone. He spoke fondly of

      you and his brother. His last thoughts were of home.


    


  




  When she was finished, she sealed it up and set it on the nightstand beside her bed, to be mailed on Monday, when the post came.
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        Three


      

    


  




  Mercy Lynch told Sally, “Thank you. For everything.”




  She’d already said the rest of her good-byes, though they’d been few: to the other nurses, a couple of the doctors, and to Paul Forks, who’d worked beside her for six months

  and would have guessed why she was leaving, regardless.




  No one had mentioned her departure to any of the patients. It was better not to, she’d decided. She’d seen other women leave before, going down the rows and receiving impassioned

  pleas, promises of future remembrance, and the occasional marriage proposal; and she wasn’t interested in any of it. She’d learned, by watching other employees come and go, that it was

  best to simply leave at the ordinary time, and fail to return.




  If she made any declarations, she’d cause a scene.




  If she merely went away, it would probably be days before any of the bedridden men noticed. They had their own problems and pains to distract them, and the absence of one nurse out of thirty

  meant little to most of them. Eventually someone would look up, scratch his head, and wonder, “What ever happened to Nurse Mercy?” and then Captain Sally would say, “She left.

  Last week.” At which point, the invalid would shrug.




  Mercy figured it was easier to ask forgiveness than permission. They’d forgive her for leaving. But they might not give her permission to go.




  Sally was different, though, and she understood. She lowered her voice, even though they were in the woman’s office and there was no one lurking nearby. “I’m glad you’ve

  got your widow’s papers, and the scraps of Union pension. That’ll take you most of the way, I expect. Their money’s worth more than ours.”




  Mercy said, “Ma’am, if anyone sends for me here, you’ll give them the address in Waterford?”




  “Of course I will. Did I forget anything? You’ve cleaned out your bunk upstairs . . . and you’ve tucked away the nursing papers, I hope? My recommendation letter will mark you

  as one of ours, and that’ll be good for the first legs of your trip, but there’s no telling what you’ll find out West.”




  She promised, “I’m going south, then up the river and west. I have a plan.”




  “You’d better. It’s a long trip, darling. I’ll worry for you, and pray.”




  Mercy hugged her. Then she made one last walk through the first-floor ward, past the entry to the ballroom, out through the corridor that would take her through the kitchen, and into the

  backyard grounds . . . so that no one but the staff would see how she carried a suitcase and a large shoulder bag stitched with a distinctive red cross. The suitcase she was taking had come with

  her from Virginia; the other one had been the property of the hospital, so she was leaving it behind. But the shoulder bag was a gift from Captain Sally. In it, Mercy carried the basics of her

  profession, as well as her papers, her money, a few small books, letters, pencils, and other useful objects that made her feel prepared.




  At the curb to the side of the Robertson house, she stood squeezing her luggage and wondering where to begin, and how. The entirety of her planning process amounted to little more than what

  she’d told Captain Sally.




  But first things first: She went to the Western Union office.




  The clerk at the counter took the envelope with her father’s message and read it, and while he perused the marks, Mercy said, “I need to send a message back. To . . . to Sheriff

  Wilkes, I guess. Wherever this telegram came from. I need to tell him that I’m coming.”




  The small man in the striped vest peered at the paper through a pince-nez and told her, “I can certainly do that. And I’m sorry to hear about your father,” he added

  politely.




  He quoted her a price, which she paid from the cash that Sally had offered, an immediate severance payment, plus a bonus. And with the help of the clerk, she composed a response to send back

  across three thousand miles.




  

    

      TO SHERIFF WILKES: PLEASE TELL JEREMIAH SWAKHAMMER THAT HIS DAUGHTER WILL COME TO JOIN HIM STOP THE JOURNEY MAY TAKE SEVERAL WEEKS

      STOP WILL SEND ANOTHER TELEGRAM WHEN MY ARRIVAL IS NEARER STOP


    


  




  She couldn’t think of anything else to add, so she watched while the clerk transcribed her message and placed it into a box on his desk. He explained that the telegraph operator was out of

  the office, but that when she returned, the message would be sent out across the lines.




  Mercy thanked him and left, emerging on the street again with her bags in hand and an intense nervousness in her heart—a steady fear that this was the wrong thing to do, and her father

  would probably be dead by the time she arrived, anyway.




  “But it’ll be an adventure,” she said to herself, not so much believing it as clinging to it.




  Slinging her pack over one shoulder, she stepped down off the Western Union’s wooden porch and into the street, where she dodged one speeding cab and leaned backwards to avoid a lurching

  wagon. In the distance she could hear shouting, and warnings of incoming something-or-others headed for the hospital; she heard “Robertson” above the din, and her chest ached.




  She should drop this ridiculous mission.




  She should go back, where she was needed.




  Even if she made it all the way West, and even if she made it to her father’s bedside, would they know each other? Her memories of him had distilled over sixteen years, down to blurs of

  color and a rumbling voice. When she thought of him, if she tried to push aside her anger at his leaving, she could recall glimpses of a wide-shouldered, brown-haired man with arms as thick as

  logs. But she remembered little of his face—only a scratchiness, from when she’d rubbed her cheek against his.




  Maybe, then. Maybe she’d know him.




  But would he know her? It’d been a lifetime between knee-high childhood and Robertson nurse. She’d grown several feet, to a height that was just shy of “quite

  tall” for a woman, and the corn-tassel blond hair of her youth had grown to a darker shade that was closer to unpolished gold than to baby yellow. The willowy limbs of her formative years had

  given way to a frame that was sturdy enough for farm work, or hospital work. She was not dainty, if in fact she ever had been.




  She hesitated at the edge of the street, recoiling from the traffic and wondering if she shouldn’t go back to the office to send another telegram to let her mother know what she was doing.

  But then she came back to her senses and resolved to write a letter and post it from the road.




  Always easier to ask forgiveness than permission.




  On the street corner, a little boy in ill-fitting pants cried out the daily news. He hefted a stack of papers up like a Roman shield and declared the latest known troop movements, wins, losses,

  and points of interest. “Yankees rebuffed at Nashville!” he declared. “Maximilian the Third calls for Texian investigation into missing peace force!”




  She took a deep breath, picked the appropriate direction, and got walking. The boy’s bellowing voice followed her. “Mystery surrounds northwestern dirigible disappearance in Texas!

  Terrible storm strikes Savannah! Rebs take heavy losses in Bowling Green!”




  She shuddered and kept moving, four blocks past the narrow three-storied hotels and boardinghouses and the wider, lower shapes of banks and dry goods stores. On the steps of a big white church

  stood a man with a big black Bible, urging people to come inside and repent, or join him for fellowship, or some other thing in which Mercy was not interested. She stuck to the edge of the crowd

  and ignored him, and did her best not to look at the giant steeple the color of bone.
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