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Prologue

Jalesville, Montana - February, 2014

THE IMAGE OF HER IN MY HEAD WAS SO CLEAR I BATTLED the urge to reach outward, even as my hands were frantic with motion, saddling my horse, stowing gear. I breathed clouds of exertion into the cold night air inside the barn, pausing only to lean my forehead against Arrow’s familiar hide, trying desperately to keep level. I would help no one if I lost all control right now; deep inside, my heart shrieked at me to hurry.

I would tear myself inside out to have her returned to me. To see Ruthann enter the barn from the freezing winter’s night and tell me I had been worried for no reason. I gritted my teeth at the pain of this thought, at the longing for her that spiked in my blood. My father’s barn, the barn in which I’d spent thousands of hours learning the way of horses, cleaning tack, shoveling shit and forking hay, was dark with nightfall, bitter with cold. My mind stalled, rebelling against the absolute fucking agony of being separated from her, pulling me from the hell of this February night and tossing me backward to the first time I’d taught her to saddle a horse.

As though echoing my thoughts, Banjo, her mare, gave a low-pitched whinny from her stall, stamping her hooves. Arrow whickered in response; the two of them were accustomed to riding together and attuned to one another’s moods. The sun had been setting as I showed Ruthann the steps that summer evening, bathing her in its radiance, and the familiar process (which I could have performed blindfolded since age five) were all but lost as I studied the woman who owned me, heart and soul. Did she know how much I loved her, how that love filled me every single moment, day or night, waking or sleeping; filled me whole.

I am coming for you, angel. I will not give up until I find you, this I swear on my life.

“Goddammit,” I muttered, throat raw. I bumped my forehead against Arrow’s neck, despising myself for provoking the fight that led to Ruthann leaving our apartment only yesterday.

Don’t think about that. If you fucking think about that, you’ll only panic and lose precious time.

The memory of the way her eyes looked when I told her to go was a blade jammed in my heart. Arrow nickered and stamped his hooves, and I pressed my palms to the warmth of my horse’s hide, gaining strength. The lyrics to “Yesterday,” the beautiful old Beatles song I had drummed countless times while my brothers played guitars, flooded unbidden through my brain and a sharp jab of fear caught me off guard, fear as primal as any instinct. I longed for the impossible; I longed for yesterday. If I could only go back to that moment when I told Ruthann to go and bite back the jealous, angry words.

The sickness of regret threatened to cave my chest.

Oh God, let me find her. Don’t let it be too late.

“I need you, old friend,” I told Arrow. He was saddled, the leather gear bags at his haunches bursting with the supplies I’d had time to gather from my childhood home. I could not consider what I would do if it didn’t work – if what I was riding toward this early morning, an hour before sunrise, was not possible. It had to be possible; I would will it so. I whispered to Arrow, low and insistent, “I need you more than ever right now. Don’t let me down. You hear me? Don’t let me down now.”

I thought for only seconds of what would happen here, in Jalesville, in the aftermath of my sudden disappearance in the wake of Ruthann’s. Tish and Case knew where I was going; they had agreed to explain things to Dad and my brothers, and to Ruthann’s family back in Minnesota, if we hadn’t reappeared within a week. Good fortune willing, we would be back even before then. I turned up the collar of my down jacket, settled my hat lower over my head, and mounted my horse. Within seconds we’d cleared the yard, headed due west, toward the site of my family’s old homestead, founded well over a century ago by my many-times-great grandfather, Grant Rawley.

I used my teeth to free my right hand from its thick leather glove and reached inside my pocket to touch the folded papers I’d placed there. A chill made my spine jerk and Arrow sidestepped, neighing in irritation. I closed my eyes and saw Ruthann’s face, her golden-green eyes that saw to the deepest part of me and from which I could hide nothing. I pictured the fullness of her mouth, her thick, dark curls in which I had buried my face and hands so many times now, the soft silkiness of her belly, her graceful arms and legs, and the strength with which they wrapped around me. The sweet scent of her freckled skin, the way she fit so exactly against my body, how I fit so exactly within her, made for her alone.

Longing for her clenched me so hard in its grip that I groaned, the sound lost in the accelerating wind. Arrow’s hooves crunched the thickly-packed snow. Determination overrode the icy numbness of my hands and feet.

“I’m coming, Ruthie, I promise you,” I vowed to the snowy dawn, concentrating on the thousands of images of her I held sacred in my heart. “I love you more than I could ever love anyone in this world and I am coming for you.”

I knew she had disappeared into the past.

I would find her, or I would die trying.



Chapter One

Smothering.

Unable to breathe, I floundered, ripping at my face to tear away the blanket covering it, only to encounter nothing but emptiness. I screamed so hard my throat was shredded, I tasted blood, but no sound met my ears. There was only a pulsing pressure that threatened to shatter the curved boundaries of my skull, the sound of an unforgiving January wind streaking across the frozen surface of a shrouded lake.

Though the words were incomplete in my mind, the sense of them hovered somewhere near –

Help me!

I was insubstantial, not so much a physical body as a rush of air. I hurtled motionlessly through open space, the way you would feel as a stationary passenger in a fast-moving airplane, a soap bubble, a husk, as fragile as an eggshell emptied of its liquid contents.

Dear God, help me!

I clung to the one name that had brought me back twice before, had pulled me from the brink of this empty, echoing terror. Need for him was stronger than my fear; need inundated my hollow body.

Marshall! Please hear me, Marshall!

But this time, I was not returned.
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I became conscious in splintered fragments. Sharp points of light darted into my mind and then away, carrying bits of awareness. For a time I fought full consciousness. At last I could no longer resist and squinted at the blinding brilliance. Sunlight stuck fingers down my eye sockets.

Pain.

I attempted to sit; it didn’t take long to understand I was incapable.

“Help…please, help me…”

The words rasped against my paper-dry throat. My tongue felt three times its usual size, a flopping cartoon tongue. Instinct led me to curl around the pain in an attempt to center it; this motion sent agony exploding like small, powerful firecrackers attached to my nerves. Tears stung the rims of my eyes. My shaking hands encountered the source before my brain stumbled to the same conclusion – broken ribs. I whimpered, unable to help it.

I let my eyelids sink, not caring in that moment if I died.

[image: Image]

Night was a cloak anchoring my body to the earth. I lay with shoulder blades flat against the ground, unable to shift to another position. For an unknown reason – or maybe many unknown reasons, I couldn’t begin to guess, not just now – I was outside and all sensory evidence suggested it was not in fact wintertime, even though the last memory I was able to conjure through the vice grip of physical pain involved heaping snow, and ice, and sadness –

“No,” I begged, shying away from whatever the memory contained.

I was an unchained prisoner, trapped on the ground, surrounded by empty land and chilly night air, hearing what seemed like every cricket within fifty miles sawing a tuneless, repetitive chorus. My skin rippled with goosebumps and was blistered by mosquito bites, my limbs jittering with cold. I had no idea where I was. My body hurt so much I was certain I would be dead before morning and still it didn’t come close to rivaling the gouging ache in my heart.

Just go, I begged the memory. Please, just go…
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A deep, gruff voice demanded, “What in God’s name?”

Heavy rumbling and the clinking of metal links invaded my ears, sounds I could not place into context. But then there was the unmistakable whoosh of a horse exhaling through its nostrils. Seconds after that I heard stomping hooves.

It was daylight once again.

A second voice, younger than the first, exclaimed, “Why, it’s a woman!”

“Jump down, boy, quick!”

“A woman, lying right here in the grass!”

“Quit flapping your jaws and get to her. Is the poor thing dead?”

Running footsteps approached and I sensed someone kneeling near my head. I heard the dry crackle of grass stalks and a shadow fell over my face, at once blocking the hammer of midday sun. The smell of an unwashed body hit my nose with enough force that I cringed away, groaning. The man connected to the voice and the smell placed his fingertips on my neck, gently probing for a pulse. He called, “She’s alive!”

His voice was immediately closer to my face. “Miss? Can you hear me?” When I couldn’t manage to respond or open my eyes, he persisted, “Miss! You’re hurt. Can you hear me?”

My head rolled weakly to one side and I felt a hard-textured palm cup my forehead; the touch was light and gentle but brought the strong odor of him closer to my nose. I gagged.

Another person knelt on the ground, with considerable grunting, and addressed me. “Here now, little lady, you’ll be right as the rain.” This second voice, though low and rough, was reassuring.

My eyelids cracked to a slit and I saw the two shapes silhouetted against a fiery-blue sky. One was an enormous, hulking figure, the second a much leaner man; both wore hats with wide brims. Had either meant me harm, there wasn’t a thing I could have done in my present state. My eyelids sank; I was too exhausted to keep them open.

“Miss, I’ll help you take water,” the younger voice instructed. He cradled the back of my head and brought the rim of something to my mouth; even though I couldn’t see him, his gentle touch conveyed sincere concern. Water dribbled between my lips, wetting my swollen tongue. I was so grateful that tears burned my closed eyes. I coughed and choked, but a trickle of lukewarm liquid slid down my throat.

“There now,” he murmured. “Take a little more, if you can.”

He waited until I had swallowed another mouthful before lowering my head; he kept his hand beneath it as a buffer against the hard ground.

The other man, the one with the gruff voice, spoke up. “You don’t feel fevered, little lady, but your forehead’s been struck bloody and you’re bruised something terrible. I won’t hurt you, I’m just gonna feel along your side.”

I groaned, even though his touch along my ribs was lighter than powder. Pleading sounds rolled from my ragged throat.

“She’s hurt real bad,” he muttered to the younger man. “Miss, me and the boy’ll lift you into our wagon and get you somewheres safe. Will you let us do that?”

I managed one jerking bob of my chin as affirmation. Together they lifted me from the ground and if I hadn’t been so dehydrated I would have sobbed; as it was, I could only manage pitiful little huffs of breath. They carried me with great care, I was aware of this, but it was still almost unbearable; finally they deposited me in the open back of a wagon, onto rough wooden boards that scraped against my torn clothes and elbows.

“You rest, miss,” the younger one said, climbing in the wagon, careful not to jostle the cramped space. He situated himself on my left side, settling beside my prone body. “You’re a bit sunburnt but I’ll make sure you don’t get no more sun.”

I wanted to thank him, I really did. But I could not make my tongue work.

“My name is Axton Douglas, miss, and that there is my uncle, Branch Douglas, right over there.” He spoke companionably, as if we were old friends. “We’ll take care of you, don’t you worry.” He shifted, wagon boards creaking. “Here, you need more water.”

He helped me again to drink and his touch was tender. He smelled terrible; I could only guess that he hadn’t bathed in weeks, but he and his uncle had saved me from the likelihood of a slow, painful death on the ground, and therefore I was in no position to complain. The wagon jerked and clanked as the uncle climbed aboard in order to drive the horses. I groaned, aware of things in spotty patches. We lurched forward.

Axton said, “There’s lots of bumps on the trail, miss, I’m sorry,” and so saying he edged closer, aligning his leg with my left side, resting one hand on my forehead in order to keep it as still as possible.

“Gidd-up,” the man named Branch commanded and the wagon began rolling along.

“Careful,” Axton cautioned.

“I can’t smooth the way none,” Branch said, with clear apology.

“I know,” Axton allowed. I sensed a natural curiosity mingling with his concern. He asked quietly, “What’s your name?”

But I slipped beneath a blanket of unconsciousness.
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“Wake up, miss, you need more water,” someone murmured.

His body odor was smothering and I could not move away from it – though, oddly, his breath, which I could feel on my eyelids as he bent near, wasn’t unpleasant. Even so, I tried to breathe through my mouth rather than my nose so his lack of deodorant and soap wasn’t so potent. My torso ached and my temples were squeezed by a throbbing headband, but I was not as thirsty. My tongue felt normal-sized again. I remained flat on my spine.

It was sunset and we were rumbling over bumps along uneven ground. As I opened my eyes I beheld a wide expanse of sky, all the blue heat of earlier washed away and now tinted a creamy violet. The air felt dry and cool. The younger man riding in the back of the wagon with me – he had told me his name but I could not remember it – was still bracing my body with an outstretched leg, studying me in the gathering dusk. I guessed him to be somewhere in his late teens. His hair was shaggy against the backdrop of the sky; he’d shed his hat.

“How’re you feeling?” he asked, bending toward me. “You been asleep all afternoon. We’ll be into town in less than an hour, now.”

“A little better,” I mumbled. “What’s your name again? I don’t remember…”

“Axton Douglas.” He sounded cheerful; his teeth flashed in a grin. “And that’s my uncle, Branch Douglas.”

“Thank you,” I whispered.

“What’s your name?” He was clearly eager to learn. “What happened to you? How’d you come to be alone by the trail, with no wagon or horses about? I been wondering about you all this long afternoon.”

“Boy, let her be!” his uncle commanded; from my supine position I couldn’t see anything but the older man’s head and bulky shoulders. Branch sounded affectionately irritated, a tone I knew well. A tone I had heard many, many times before. Wasn’t that how…

Wasn’t that just exactly how…

Oh God.

What’s wrong?

Something is so wrong…

My mind, half-deranged with exhausted pain, would not assemble together well enough to finish this thought.

“But what’s your name, miss?” Axton pressed.

I wanted to answer this question. I knew my name – it was there, somewhere, I knew it was. Tears blurred my vision along with frustration and fear. I struggled through a muddy mental swamp of sounds and images, unable to pull forth the right answer.

“I don’t know,” I whispered miserably.
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“She’s been hurt bad,” Branch was telling someone. “Poor little thing soiled herself, too.”

I had, and was sick with embarrassment over this fact, but there was nothing to be done. Branch had halted the wagon only a minute ago, before lifting me into his huge arms and climbing wide steps to enter a building; he carried me like a baby, my head cradled against his massive chest, and the smell of his leather garments was so strong I could hardly bear to inhale. I heard the sounds of conversation, laughter, and clinking glasses from somewhere nearby; I was too embarrassed to open my eyes.

“Lord above, take her upstairs,” a woman ordered. Her voice was low-pitched and rough, like a heavy smoker’s. “I can only just imagine the story behind this one.” There was a pause before she purred, “Axton Douglas, just look at you. You get any more handsome and my girls’ll skin them britches right off of you. You best watch yourself in here.” She laughed, her tone full of crude suggestion.

“Dammit, Rilla, leave him be,” Branch ordered. “He’s just a boy.”

“He ain’t a boy. He’s a man, you old blind turkey.” I felt the woman’s touch on my cheek. Her wrist smelled of musky perfume.

“Ax, go fetch Doc Turn,” Branch said.

“Doc’s drunk,” Axton replied, and I imagined him shrugging. “I seen him outside The Forked Hoof as we came down Main.”

The woman chimed in again, rife with impatience. “Go and fetch him anyway! Celia, come with me. Where in the name of Jezebel did you find this beat-up gal, Branch?”

“A dozen or so miles from town, near the creek bottom. Damn near rolled the wagon over her. She was lying beside the trail.” Branch spoke as he carried me up a flight of stairs; I cringed at the clunky motion. My pants were wet with urine but Branch held me securely. The quality of the light on my eyelids changed, becoming soft; the lights downstairs must have been brighter. Up here, it was dim.

Open your eyes, I thought, but instead they rolled backward into my skull.
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Somehow, the pain had been erased.

I hovered just a few inches from the ceiling, suspended effortlessly, watching events unfold in the little room just below. I saw my naked body lying on a narrow bed; a nightstand was positioned nearby, on top of which was a small, brown-glass bottle. Two women worked over me, dipping rags in a basin of water between them, washing my skin. One of my legs was bent, the bottom of my foot touching the inside of the opposite knee. My head was limp, tilted to the side so that I could only see one of my closed eyes, unpleasantly cast in gray shadows. My hands lay lax, the undersides of my wrists pale in the candlelight, streaked with blue veins. My hair was tangled and scattered across the pillow.

I looked dead.

Who you suppose beat these bruises into her? One of the women skimmed her fingers over my forehead and downward along my ribcage.

She ain’t been beat, the other disagreed. Looks like a fall.

The one touching me let her fingertips glide across my belly, a gentle caress. The touch provoked images that blazed through my mind with all the force of a beating – but I welcomed these sensations as I had never welcomed anything.

C’mere, angel, and let me kiss your lips. His husky, loving voice poured over me with the sweetness of honey; hovering there near the ceiling, I jolted to life. My desperate gaze flew around the room, seeking the man attached to that voice.

Which lips, exactly? I heard my teasing response, my easy laughter, and felt him beneath my hands, the warm strength of his naked body as I fit myself against its length.

You tell me which, he murmured, kissing my neck, caressing my breasts with knowing fingers.

Both, of course. I shivered with heated delight.

I love you, Ruthann, oh God, I love you. I can’t do without you. Tell me you know that, angel.

I know it, sweetheart. I could taste his kisses, could feel them all the way to my center. I love you, too. I love you with all my heart. Don’t go –

Desperation slammed my senses. He was dissolving from my grasp. My arms were clutched around nothing.

No! Oh God, no, please don’t leave me here!

But he was already gone.
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The next time I became conscious I was in the bed rather than hovering over it. A curtain of mist hazed my vision, as though someone had applied cellophane to my eyeballs. Two women hovered behind a man sitting on the mattress near my left hip. The man was elderly and bearded; he wore little round glasses and smelled like a nasty barroom floor. He cleared his throat and ordered, Every hour or so, another dose.

We’ll need a fresh bottle in that case, one of the women said.

It ain’t for you. Give it to this here girl. There was open disgust in his tone.

I just had me a taste, the woman replied, sounding sullen.

He muttered, Whores’ll be whores.

I had no desire to be here so I closed my eyes and floated away.
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Day and night seemed to swirl together; I was reminded of cake batter being stirred, a continuous incorporation of the liquids into the powders, a creamy whirl of flowing time. When the twirling sensation finally ebbed I could smell the sweetness of vanilla extract and melting sugar grains; I stood quietly, watching as an older woman with plump, freckled arms and a long, gray braid hanging over her shoulder used a whisk in a yellow bowl. She smiled down at me with love, resting a hand on my cheek.

She said, Just a taste now, little Ruthie.

On the other side of wide windows, a blue lake gleamed under bright midday sunshine.
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Two curly-haired girls, both older than me, caught my hands in theirs, swinging me over each crack in a well-used parking lot. They made a game of it, laughing and exclaiming, lifting me as high as they were able. I studied their faces with awe. Their eyes seemed to glow, one with a shimmering golden-green light, the other such a dazzling blue I could hardly look straight at her.

I stumbled, losing my grasp as though my hands had suddenly melted, and fell to the ground. Blood seeped from my knees. Bits of gravel grew sticky with blood, clinging to the gashes in my skin.

I cried at the sight, tears hot on my cheeks.

It’s all right. The blue-eyed girl spoke soothingly, crouching to put her beautiful face near mine. Gentle hands stroked my hair. You’ll be all right, Ruthie.

You’ll be all right.
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Gray eyes appeared next, intense gray eyes like a storm front coming across the lake, inescapable and dangerous. But I had no fear. I wanted those eyes close to me. I knew them. Need rose inside me as swiftly as a river flooding its banks.

I’m coming for you.

I will find you, Ruthann, I swear to you I will find you.

His voice was severe with the desire for me to acknowledge the truth of what he spoke, and even suspended as I was in a spider’s web of unreality I struggled toward it. I moaned and cried for him, feeling my legs jerk and my arms twitch.

Another voice, one I did not know, sliced through my awareness with a sharp demand –Where’s that goddamn bottle? It’s wearing off!

Try as I might, I wasn’t strong enough to shove away the woman who loomed near and forced me to drink from a small bottle.
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“Leave off that laudanum, Jesus Christ,” someone muttered. I thought it might be Branch Douglas. And then I could smell him, and knew for sure. “It’s been past a week now. She’s frail as a newborn. She don’t need no more of it.”

“She ain’t your responsibility,” the low-voiced woman replied. “Nor mine. I been losing money on this room, I’ll have you know.”

“I do know it, and I have a coin for you.” Branch sighed. “I feel responsible. I feel I oughta look out for her. No one knows a thing about her. The boy and me been asking everyone. No people, no nothin’.”

“She’s an awfully pretty little thing.” The woman’s words were loaded with insinuation.

“Jesus Christ. That never crossed my mind. She’s but a young girl!”

“I got plenty younger than her working for me. You plan to marry her?”

“I ain’t the marrying kind,” Branch responded crisply. His tone suggested he may have literally shuddered at the thought. “Leave me be. I have a wish to speak with her.”

“She ain’t even awake.”

“She’s flutterin’,” he said, and my eyelids were doing that very thing.

“I’ll not be ordered from my own room,” the woman muttered, but moments later I heard the click of a door closing. I opened my eyes all the way.

Branch sat on a chair he’d dragged near the bed. By the unforgiving light of mid-morning, he was a sorry sight. He was a big man, round as a barrel through the middle, thick-shouldered, huge hands curled around the tops of his widespread knees. I couldn’t make sense of his outfit, which seemed to be made of old leather, dirty and stained, shiny at the kneecaps. His face and hands were tanned a deep brown. A long red scar sliced across one cheek and he was as bearded as a sheepdog, with shaggy, graying hair. His eyes were full of kindness.

“Good morning,” he said, with a nod. “Glad to see you looking alive, little lady.”

I managed a weak smile. For whatever reason, I liked him.

“You feeling any better this morn?” Despite his ragged appearance, he asked this question like a gentleman.

“I am.” At the rough quality of my voice he jolted to motion, reaching for a cup near the bedside. He passed it to my hands and I rose to one elbow to accept it. I drank the lukewarm, metallic-tasting water and tried for a deep breath. The pain holding me prisoner had eased.

“You’re looking better,” he observed. “I don’t want to trouble you none but I am sore curious about you. Where’s your people? How’d you come to be alone way out here in the territory?”

“Where?” I whispered, easing back against a pillow. It was sweat-soaked and smelled terrible. And I wasn’t any better; I couldn’t recall the last time I’d bathed. My scalp itched, my skin itched, and my teeth felt mossy. I closed my eyes and tried to focus on one thing at a time.

“Montana Territory, miss. Ain’t a place for a lady on her own.” He rubbed his palms briskly over his thighs. “Axton and me came from Tennessee, once upon a time ago. Axton’s pa, my older brother, was killed in the War, and his mama died not long later. I raised him up from a sprout, soon as I got home from the fighting. We been on the move a long time now. We get by as we can. We’ve done some mining in these parts and staked a little claim north of town. Now that I think on it, we’ve been here near to five years. Don’t seem so long as that.”

My head swam and Branch saw something wrong in my expression; concern bunched his features and his bushy eyebrows lifted. “What’s troubling you, little lady? I would truly like to know.”

“What is the year today?” I sounded so stupid to my own ears. But I needed to know.

Branch’s eyebrows now drew together. “The year?”

“Yes,” I whispered. I tried not to appear as desperate as I felt. “What is the year, today?”

“It is the eleventh of July, year of our Lord 1881,” he answered politely.

I squinted; my heart jerked and lurched, gaining speed until it battered my insides. I swallowed hard. The water in the tin cup had left a bad taste in my mouth.

“They’ve been plying you with laudanum, pretty regular,” Branch explained. “I figure that’s making you forget things. You’re a bit hazy yet. Doc thinks you got a cracked rib or two, honey, and you’re awful bruised up. Can’t splint a cracked rib. Ain’t nothing but time and rest can heal it. He thinks you fell from a horse. Do you recollect?”

I shook my head, numb with growing fear. I had no recollection of anything beyond waking on the ground and being found by Branch and Axton.

Branch held my gaze, his expression both earnest and kind. “I aim to look after you. The boy and me ain’t got but a shanty to live in, so I can’t rightly bring you out there. But Rilla said she might be able to find work for you, to earn your bed here.” He rumbled a laugh, clarifying hastily, “Not as a whore, mind you, though them gals are all good girls. But perhaps Rilla’s got other work you can do, until we find your people. For now, you rest.”

“Thank you,” I whispered. I was so confused and scared it seemed a wad of coals had caught fire behind my breastbone. But I didn’t let Branch see this, not when he was trying his best to help me.

“Do you recall your name?” he asked. “I feel we ain’t been introduced proper-like. My name is Brandon Charles Douglas, after my daddy, but I been called ‘Branch’ since I was a sprout.”

“Ruthann,” I whispered, as though plucking the name from thin air. But it was mine, I somehow knew this truth. Tears prickled my eyes as I said with quiet certainty, “Rawley. My name is Ruthann Rawley.”

“That’s a fine name.” Branch smiled broadly, relieved I had remembered something. One of his front teeth was brownish with rot. He spoke with fondness. “Ruth was my mama’s name, God rest her. And Rawley, you say? That’s inneresting. I wonder if you’re related to the marshal. He has kin in these parts.”

At the word marshal, my heart jolted. I put my hand over it to still its frantic thrusting.

Branch continued explaining. “Though, Rawley ain’t been in these parts in a good three months. He has a vast amount of territory to cover but he’ll be back this way before autumn. He deputized Alvin Furlough to keep an eye on the town in the meantime, but everyone knows Alvin ain’t a threat to no criminal. At least, not when he’s drunk, and he’s drunk most of the time.” Branch stopped his musing and held out his right hand. He grinned. “I’m right pleased to meet you, Miss Ruthann.”

“I’m pleased to meet you, too.” I slipped my palm against his and his grin stretched wider, exposing more rotten teeth, as he pumped our hands two times.

“Pleased as a peacock,” he said amiably. “You hungry, honey?”

“I am,” I whispered.



Chapter Two

AXTON CAME TO SIT WITH ME THAT VERY EVENING.

I had sipped tea and beef broth intermittently since morning, all I could manage to stomach just now, and was currently wrapped in a worn shawl and stationed in a rocking chair on a narrow back porch, which faced west. I felt like an invalid, even though I had tried rather hard not to feel anything at all through this endless day. Terror crouched at the back of my mind, waiting for me to openly acknowledge its presence.

“It’s pretty out, ain’t it?” Axton asked. He sat to my right, rocking in a languid, unhurried fashion as he studied the setting sun.

I kept my own chair still, too unsteady to rock, both bare feet pressed to the floorboards of the porch. In my hands I clutched a tin cup of tea. It was warm against my palms, for which I was grateful – despite the shawl tucked around my shoulders, the rest of my body was chilled. I’d battled bouts of trembling all day.

“Ain’t it?” Axton encouraged softly, hoping to elicit a response.

“It is,” I agreed, and this was true; the view was a pretty one. The town, such as it was, sprawled in the opposite direction, leaving the western view unimpeded. The land was wild, rangy prairie, studded with scrub brush. To the north, a ridge of foothills broke the otherwise straight line of the horizon. The air was still and dry, tinted a brilliant purple as the sun sank. A fire seemed to be burning in the sky just beyond our view; thin clouds blazed in a bright variety of orange hues. Behind us, in the saloon, lanterns were being lit, sending slices of golden light into the gathering darkness.

“Uncle Branch and me do some mining, yonder, beyond our claim,” Axton said, gesturing northward. “There’s plenty of gold in the hills, if you’re lucky enough to find it. We ain’t expecting to get rich, but that would be a fine thing indeed.”

“Indeed,” I echoed. Piano music from the main room of the saloon came tinkling through the back door, propped open to the pleasant evening with a corked gallon jug. Someone was playing a fiddle. Tears wet my eyes.

“We’ll look out for you, don’t worry none,” Axton assured me, as he had three times already; he’d spied my tears. “Miss Rilla said she’ll let you help with the wash. She won’t make you work as a whore, Uncle Branch made certain.”

Hysterical laughter threatened at his words but I bit into my tongue. Axton used the word ‘whore’ very matter-of-factly; it didn’t sound like an insult in that particular tone, simply a job description. And though I didn’t know him well, I couldn’t imagine Axton speaking cruelly about anyone. I found it in my heart to be grateful I was under no expectations to work as a whore at the saloon; had that been the case, I felt empty enough to disappear into the open prairie. This time, I’d be sure I wasn’t found before I died.

“It’s like we’re in a movie,” I whispered.

Axton tilted his head to look my way and I sensed his confusion. “Like we’re in a what?”

I shook my head, not sure exactly what I meant either. Strange images had troubled me erratically throughout the day; I tried to blame the laudanum. I muttered, “Never mind.”

I’d learned many things about Axton in the past hour. His shyness faded the longer we sat together on the porch, replaced by an earnest curiosity; he was also kind and intuitive, recognizing my inability to answer personal questions, eagerly filling the void with his own stories. His parents had been named Charles and Mary Douglas but he didn’t remember anything else about them, or his former home in Tennessee; his father was killed in action during the War Between the States without ever setting eyes upon Axton, and his mother died before he was a year old. Both were buried in a small Tennessee town called Suttonville.

“My birthday passed last month. I’m just a year shy of a full score, now,” Axton said.

I thought for a minute. “You’re nineteen?”

He nodded, looking over at me from his rocking chair. There was a sense of openness about him I found reassuring, despite everything; I wanted to beg him not to leave, as he would surely do any moment. The sun had already vanished. He’d placed his hat on the faded gray porch boards and sat with both boots braced on the rickety railing, like a kid. The lantern light spilling from Rilla’s back windows fell across the half of Axton’s face turned toward me; he offered a bashful grin. Lowering his voice, he admitted, “I’ve never been with any of the girls here. They tease me something fierce about it but Uncle Branch says I oughtn’t to. ’Course, he thinks of me as a boy. I figure he always will.”

I had been briefly introduced to several of the women employed in Rilla’s saloon earlier today. I couldn’t conjure up any names but their faces loomed in my memory. I said, “Some of them don’t seem much older than you.” I hesitated, not sure if he would be embarrassed at my next question; it didn’t take a genius to observe that Axton was lonely. “Are any of them your friends?”

Axton seemed surprised I would ask, replacing his booted feet onto the floor and leaning forward. “Naw. They’re busy and they’d expect me to pay them for their time, anyhow.”

I studied him for a few silent seconds. Maybe I was every bit as lonely, or maybe I was searching for familiarity in his face, desperate to forge a connection. Axton didn’t fidget under my gaze – I recognized he was just as inquisitive about me. His hair was uncombed and shaggy, waving back from his forehead and falling along his temples; in the glow of multiple candle lanterns it took on a burnished, red-gold hue. He was much taller than me, wide through the shoulder but otherwise slim as a heron. His eyes were a deep, mossy green. Even when not smiling, his suntanned face retained a sense of easy humor. I had to admit that beneath the multiple layers of dirt and grime, Axton was really good-looking. He, however, seemed completely unaware of this fact.

According to our earlier conversation, the business establishment in which I’d been offered a place to live in exchange for helping with the daily washing, as per a tentative agreement struck between its owner and operator, Rilla Jaymes, and me, was well-respected and well-visited; known as Rilla’s Place, it was one of five local saloons. The town was built around a small spring, near which the railroad depot was stationed. A round wooden water tank, girded by bands of steel, was visible from the second-floor window of Rilla’s and bore the name of the town in stenciled white letters – Howardsville. There was a general store, which housed a post office, adjacent to Rilla’s, and in the alley between her building and another saloon stood a small wooden shack with a canvas door, which she had referred to as ‘the laundry.’ I had yet to see inside this space.

“Miss Ruthann, you must be tired,” Axton said, changing the subject. “You ain’t fully recovered. Though, you look a fair amount better than when we found you.”

“I feel a little better.” It wasn’t a complete lie. Physically, at least, my state of being had improved. I hadn’t eaten anything solid and my stomach was growling. “Do you think there’s any real food around here?”

Rilla gave me the distinct impression that she would put up with me for now, but not completely willingly, and I was hesitant to ask direct questions of her. She was a tough-looking woman far too old for the sort of make-up she plastered on her face, including sticky reddish lipstick used to enlarge her lips. But she had allowed me, a stranger in every way, to remain in a room in her saloon, had offered me a job and provided me with soap, clothing, and a small tin of smelly green salve for my peeling, sunburned face and arms; therefore, I couldn’t be too harsh in my opinion of her. But it didn’t change the fact that her eyes were flat and unfriendly.

Axton jumped to his feet, then immediately bent to retrieve his hat. “Of course! I’ll be back directly. You wait here.”

As though I had anywhere to go.

Left alone with his rocking chair, which continued rocking even without him, ghost-like, I listened to the sounds trickling from the saloon, chattering voices and laughter, the clink of glasses and bottles. The piano music was rollicking now. Somehow these were all sounds I knew and recognized; the real answers I needed seemed only to mock me, hovering just beyond my consciousness. I could neither coax nor demand them forth.

Who are you? How can you know your name but not who you are?

What are you doing here?

There has to be someone, some family, looking for you. You don’t belong here.

Oh God, I should know these things.

How can I not know these things?

At least I knew my name, and clung to it with all my heart.

“It is like a movie,” I whispered. I knew this word but not why I knew it, and tears washed over my cheeks. I watched a single star glint to existence in the darker sky above the fading tatters of sunset.

“First star I see tonight,” I was compelled to whisper, and then covered my face with both hands, sick with confusion. My stomach, so recently hungry, curdled like sour milk.

“Miss Ruthann! C’mon!” Though he had disappeared inside the building, Axton now popped around the far side of the porch and jogged up the steps. “You gotta see the moon!”

He helped me to my feet and down the steps, leading me to the front of the saloon. I gasped, I could not help it, as we cleared the structure and the eastern sky came into full view – where a spectacular full moon floated an inch above the horizon, gleaming-white and otherworldly.

“Oh wow,” I whispered, clutching the shawl together between my breasts, and Axton chuckled.

“Wow is right,” he agreed, holding my elbow to his side, patting my forearm. He treated me with such tenderness I could almost excuse his awful body odor. It seemed no one here was bothered by one another’s bad smells except for me. Even the women who worked in the saloon, who’d spent a long time dressing and preparing for the evening, were stinky. Their fancy dresses had yellow, sweat-stained armpits.

“Axton, I’m so scared.” The statement leaped from my mouth and I felt his body twitch in response, as though surprised by such an admission.

“Well…” He spoke slowly, gathering his words. “I figure I would feel just the same. There ain’t anyone you know from Adam, anywhere in sight.”

“See, that’s just what’s so crazy,” I whispered, watching the moon. Its outline blurred with fresh tears and I lifted my free hand, pressing my thumb to the corners of each eye in turn. I tried to explain, sensing him listening intently. “I know when you say ‘Adam’ you’re talking about a religious story. I’ve heard of that story, right? But I can’t remember my mother’s name. I don’t even know if I have a mother.” I choked down a sob and Axton patted my arm again, probably just wishing I would shut the hell up. “See, the thing is…I think I have a husband. A family.” I heaved with the force of a sob, tipping forward.

Axton made a clucking sound of concern and shifted so I was sheltered in his embrace. I buried my face in both hands and wept, shaking with sadness, digging my fingertips against my eyelids. There seemed to be people murmuring in the background, people out and about on this beautiful summer night to marvel at the enormous moon, but I didn’t care what anyone thought, overwhelmed by my own pain.

“Where do you think they are?” Axton asked after I had quieted, rubbing his palm over my back in a slow, continuous circle. He kept me close to his chest, where it was warm and I could cling to a shred of comfort.

A squeezing fist clutched my heart at his gentle question. My eyes remained closed but the moonlight was brilliant enough I was aware of its pale glow. I whispered, “I’m so afraid. I’m af –” The word broke around a cry. I bit down on the urge to lose complete control and finished, “I’m afraid they might be…dead.” I could barely speak this word.

I felt him flinch, though he must have been anticipating this response based on my reaction. “You don’t know, for certain?”

I shook my head, feeling raw and weak. I wanted to collapse. “I’m so sad. There’s so much sadness inside of me. Where did it come from?”

“We’ll figure it out.” Axton drew back but kept hold of my upper arms. “We’ll figure it out together, Miss Ruthann, I swear. Me and Uncle Branch ain’t gonna let anything happen to you.”

Tears fell again, beyond my control; I was so grateful I could hardly speak. At last I whispered, “Thank you. I can’t thank you enough, Axton.”

He offered a sweet smile, shrugging as if to suggest offering one’s time and help to a stranger was nothing out of the ordinary. The moon had lifted another few inches into the black heavens. I hadn’t seen it glide upward and yet it had moved, literally before our eyes.

“The world’s a pretty interesting place, ain’t it?” Axton whispered, unconsciously echoing my thoughts. There was a hush in the air around our bodies, despite the sounds of escalating revelry from nearby buildings.

I had to agree.

[image: Image]

The room in which I’d spent the week recuperating at Rilla’s was now to be mine for the foreseeable future. It was located at the end of a creaky, uncarpeted hallway, one of six closed doors. Axton escorted me inside the saloon, cheerfully suffering the subsequent teasing from both the women circulating the floor and several of the men elbowed up to Rilla’s bar. As much as I longed to avoid attention, not to mention interaction, Axton and I seemed to draw it; I was shocked at the comments men and women alike felt free to direct our way. Rilla Jaymes, packed into a dress so pink it hurt the eyes, stood at the end of the bar smoking a skinny black cigarette; she appeared deep in conversation with two men, her free hand resting on her hip, a wreath of silver smoke hovering over their heads like a raincloud.

“Hoo-hee!” shouted a man at one of the gaming tables, lifting his glass in a sloppy salute. “Young feller’s finally getting a taste of a woman! Don’t nobody tell his pappy!”

“She’s a pretty one, too. Got them sweet curves what makes for a good ride.”

“Looks like she got all her teeth, too. Watch out for bite marks, young feller!”

One of the women sidled into our path, forcing us to halt, her impressive cleavage showcased in a tight-fitting bodice. She hooked a finger between two buttons on the front of Axton’s shirt and stroked his chest. “Darlin’, I told you I’d take care of you the first time.”

Axton’s cheeks heated to broiling but he only tipped his hat brim in a polite gesture. “I ain’t taking advantage of Miss Ruthann. I’m just escorting her to the stairs, see.”

“Darlin’, you come up with me and take all the advantage you want.” She let her index finger trail down his belly toward the front of his pants but Axton’s attention was diverted by yet another voice, this one from a man probably not much older than him, with a scraggly yellow beard.

“Who you got there? How long you gonna take with her, pup?” He sounded less like he was joking than the others and my stomach twisted into hard little knots.

Axton retained calm but tightened his grip on my arm, shifting us so that I was not so visible to the man. “She ain’t working the floor.”

“Why the hell not?” the man demanded, but Axton did not rise to this bait, instead leading me around the woman and toward the wide staircase which dropped from the floor above; I resisted the urge to look over my shoulder, feeling the bearded man’s gaze penetrate a spot in the middle of my spine.

Axton murmured, “Don’t pay no mind. He can’t follow. No one’s allowed upstairs unless it’s with one of the girls. C’mon, let’s get you a plate and then I best head for home.”

I was terrified to be left alone but asking him to stay was out of the question. I tried to muster the courage to bid him goodnight, anxious sweat gathering at my hairline and beneath my arms. He led me along a short, dim hallway to the back of the saloon; I’d seen this space by daylight and knew it was a kitchen of sorts, containing a hand pump, cupboards, and pantry shelves. A single candle glowed from a wall holder and I spied a second staircase, narrow and dark. The back porch, where Axton and I had been watching the setting sun, was only steps away, the screen still propped open by the jug.

“I found some cornbread and honey when I was in here earlier,” Axton said, indicating a plate on the small table in the center of the room. He found a discarded lantern and took a moment to light it from the candle on the wall. “Take these up to your room. You’ll be safe there.”

My heart would not slow its nervous pace. He handed me the lantern and the plate, and I was glad to have full hands so I wouldn’t relent to the urge to clutch his shirtfront and beg to return home with him.

“Will you come back tomorrow, Axton?” I prayed he would say yes.

“Of course. Me and Uncle Branch aim to look out for you.” He hesitated, obviously concerned. “Don’t worry. I’ll wait here until you’re safe upstairs.”

“Thank you for everything.” My throat was closing and I turned away and stumbled up the steps, unwilling to cry in front of him a second time.

“Good-night, Miss Ruthann. I’ll see you first thing in the morning.”

I heard his footsteps retreating down the back porch steps as I hurried upstairs, the lantern swinging in my grip and throwing erratic splashes of yellow light. I retreated to my room, realizing immediately there was no lock. My gaze swept over the furniture, desperate to find something to shove against the door; despite Axton’s assurance that no one could venture to the second floor without accompaniment, I was taking no chances. The bureau was too heavy, as was the bed; the chair would have to do. I wedged it beneath the knob, thankful the door swung inward. Breathing hard, I rested my forehead to the scarred wood for several heartbeats. The saloon was in full swing but the sounds were muffled by the closed door.

You are all right. It’s all right.

But I wasn’t. I was anything but all right.

A small oval mirror hung above the bureau, upon which I’d set the plate and the lantern; its reflective surface doubled the flickering light, snagging my gaze. Moving as slowly as someone in chest-high water I approached the mirror.

Your name is Ruthann, I thought, studying the eyes staring out at me from the rippled glass. The candle flame created patterns of light and shadow over my sunburned face. I lifted my hands and traced the outline of my chin, my nose and lips. You have looked at yourself many times before. I know you have. You know who you are.

As though to force recognition I became frantic, unbuttoning the layers of borrowed skirt, blouse, and underskirt, wriggling free of the small corset that left red grooves in my white, freckled skin, red grooves that appeared even more grotesque as they crisscrossed the mud-colored bruises on my torso. My ribs ached as if beaten with clubs but I didn’t care in this moment, letting the garments fall to the wooden floor. I stood naked in the puddle of material around my bare ankles, cupping my breasts, gliding both hands downward over my belly as though sculpting clay, to the triangle of dark hair just below. There was a distinct quickening within me and I pressed the base of both palms to my pubic bone, sliced by a sense of deep urgency.

Who are you? Why are you here?

I tore at the braid in my hair, shaking out its length. My hair was heavy and dark, hanging nearly to my hipbones. Fear and agony blazed hot trails through my chest. There were no answers, no matter how desperately I longed for them. I shuddered with a need I could not explain, running my hands up and down my bruised, wounded body. Tears rolled down my cheeks, dripping from jaw to collarbones, wetting my chest. I rubbed my thumbs over the tear tracks, wanting to beat answers from my mind, wishing I had the ability. My eyes were stark with fear.

“Help me,” I begged the empty room. Downstairs I could hear the sounds of a party in full swing. I reeled, struck by a rush of dizzy nausea, and gripped the edge of the bureau to stay upright, overwhelmed by what I knew was in my memory that I could not currently touch. Panic swelled behind my heart and I pressed one hand over it as if to contain both the panic and the gouging ache of sadness centered there. I knew these feelings would consume me if I let them and so I clung to my one defense, as I had all day.

“My name is Ruthann,” I whispered, staring hard at the hazel eyes in the mirror. “My name is Ruthann Rawley.”

Naked, I crawled onto the narrow bed; the sheets and pillowcases had not been changed since I’d lain in them the past days and nights, reeking and dirty. I supposed with the morning light I would have my work cut out for me over in the laundry shack; if I stood up and went to the window, I could have drawn aside the curtains and looked down upon it. I curled into my own arms. In the next room over I heard a door open, close, and then the sounds of muffled laughter, a woman’s voice and a low-pitched response. Not a minute later a headboard began a steady, repetitive thumping against the wall behind my bureau, followed by the sound of a man groaning.

I turned my cheek to the damp, soiled pillow, closing my eyes. Over and over, as though praying, I whispered, “Ruthann Rawley.”



Chapter Three

TWO WEEKS PASSED AND THE PATCHWORK OF BRUISING ON my body and the aching in my ribs diminished. The weather remained fair and I watched the moon wane until it resembled a fingernail paring, before disappearing altogether. Every evening Branch and Axton came to sit on Rilla’s back porch with me, where we would admire the setting sun and they would tell me about their day. In turn, I would inform them about mine – long, repetitive days spent doing laundry. From what I’d learned, laundry meant bending over.

I either bent over a washboard to scrub undergarments or bent over a cauldron of steaming water, into which I would dip load after load of bigger items, such as bedding. And a whorehouse, I’d also learned, produced piles of soiled bedding. Using a long wooden paddle, I swirled the sheets and flannels, letting them boil clean before lifting them out. Once they’d been cranked through the drying press, a clumsy contraption I hated on sight, I hung the heavy items over clothesline ropes strung between Rilla’s and the adjacent saloon. Rarely did other women from Rilla’s offer their help but I preferred to work alone because it meant I didn’t have to make conversation with semi-hostile strangers.

My hands grew accustomed to the heat; at night I dreamed of billowing material and brimming buckets of clothespins. It was exhausting, mind-numbing work (the thought plagued me that there must be an easier way – I muttered this to myself about a hundred times a day) and I was too drained by evening to do much talking; instead I creaked at a slow pace in the rocking chair and listened to Branch and Axton, who had become my dearest friends in the world of Howardsville. I counted my blessings, which were meager, that they had claimed me. If not for them, I couldn’t have managed the energy required to get out of bed, especially after a night spent trying to block out the sounds of male customers being serviced, hour after unending hour.

The women at Rilla’s slept until early afternoon, leaving me the only person prowling the saloon by dawn’s light other than the intolerant cook. When she realized I wasn’t there to disturb her – I tried my damnedest to avoid contact with almost everyone – and that in fact I hardly spoke, her attitude thawed. I recognized that physical depletion contributed to my lethargy but it ran much deeper; the emotional pain clamping my heart was the main reason I found it difficult to breathe, or manage even a small smile for Axton and Branch, who were two of the kindest men (at least I thought) I’d ever known. Overall I did my best not to feel anything all through the long days and endless nights.

I had visited their claim shanty, as they called their cabin and its acreage, for the first time yesterday afternoon, a ten-minute wagon ride from Howardsville. They owned a pair of mules to pull the wagon and two horses for riding. Axton’s horse was an especially beautiful animal, a sleek, long-limbed, rust-colored gelding he called Ranger; Ax had raised him from the day of the foal’s birth, five years earlier. Ranger’s mother, Ruby, a solid sorrel, was Branch’s horse. I was immediately drawn to the animals. After Branch helped me from the wagon seat I approached Ranger and stroked his long nose, murmuring to him.

“You’ve ridden before?” Axton dismounted and stood holding the reins as I rubbed Ranger’s square jaws. The gelding exhaled through his nostrils and gently nosed my waist.

I peered up at Axton, shading my eyes with one hand. “I don’t know, but I’d like to try. I mean, if it’s all right with you.”

“You’ll be needing some trousers,” he added, gesturing toward my thighs with the leather lead line. “You couldn’t ride in them skirts.”

I’d been wearing pants when they found me back in July but my old clothes had been disposed of, at least according to Rilla; she told me they were beyond repair. I knew I would prefer pants to the layers of skirts I was expected to wear, which not only flapped around my calves and dragged irritatingly in the dirt, but inhibited my every movement; I would’ve had to hike them thigh-high to run. Nothing fit right; I rolled the waistbands of the skirts and underskirts so they didn’t fall past my anklebones.

The secondhand shoes I’d been given were too small and so I often worked barefoot, refusing to think about the weather growing cold enough to prevent this habit. I hated, with a blistering passion, the corset that latched around my midsection, but the day I’d rebelled and decided not to wear it I was far too exposed, my breasts heavy and wobbly without some sort of restraint. After catching more than one man eyeing my chest, I’d plodded back up the steps to my room and wriggled into the pinching, itchy garment.

“Maybe you have some I could borrow?” I’d asked Axton, and so this evening he brought me a pair of pants, rolled into a neat bundle tied with twine.

“I don’t know that a lady oughta wear trousers,” Branch said for the second time. He was trying his best to be polite, I knew, but he was really concerned. “I feel it ain’t proper.”

“Aw, Uncle Branch, she can’t ride in a skirt.” Axton was even more animated than usual, unable to keep from grinning at the prospect of a riding partner. “Why don’t we take the horses out tomorrow afternoon, what do you say, Ruthie?”

I couldn’t help but smile in return, admiring the joy in his green eyes. I adored Ax; since the second day I’d known him, I’d indulged in pretending he was my younger brother. This fantasy helped keep me functioning; I clung to the notion that if life at Rilla’s grew too unbearable, Axton and Branch would let me live with them at the claim shanty.

“I would love to ride tomorrow afternoon.”

Very few people Axton’s age resided in Howardsville. Branch had explained that while more homesteaders arrived every year, this deep in the territory there weren’t many women, other than those who worked in saloons. The men, overall, were a pretty rough lot, dirty and bad-mannered and best left alone, seeming to want nothing more in the evenings than shots of whiskey and the company of women, in that order. I steered deliberately clear of the main floor at Rilla’s once the sun went down, hiding in my room without so much as a book to keep me occupied. Sometimes I felt like I might start screaming and not stop.

The man with the ugly yellow beard drank in Rilla’s bar almost every night and eyed me more than anyone else, usually while wiping his lips with the back of his wrist. Although he hadn’t addressed me since that first night I could feel the weight of his eyes if I wasn’t careful to be out of sight after dusk. Once he’d grabbed his crotch while keeping his gaze pinned on me; to say he made me ill with discomfort was a gross understatement. Instinct suggested I should voice my concerns but I didn’t, not wanting Axton and Branch to worry over me more than they currently did. I already owed them more than I could ever hope to repay.

After the two of them bid me farewell and rode for home I crept inside, hurrying through the darkened kitchen, intending to climb the back staircase and bury my face in my pillow; now that I was in charge of laundry, my pillowcase was relatively clean. I sniffed at my armpits and grimaced, wondering when I would muster up the energy to pump and haul the water required for a full bath. ‘Full’ was not an accurate description; the tin washbasin was no wider than arm’s length and required the bather to wash in increments. My hair was dirty and limp, tied in a customary braid; I itched all over. I had just put my right foot on the bottom step when two things caused me to freeze.

The first, which struck with a cringing horror, was that my period was going to start any day – likely tomorrow, if the dull ache across my lower belly was any indication. The second was the sudden awareness of a woman bent forward over the hand-pump sink. Though I avoided interaction as much as possible, I felt a sharp, concerned pang. Almost before I knew I’d moved, I was resting a hand on her shoulder.

“Are you all right?”

She acknowledged my presence with a small huffing sound. In the dimness of the otherwise empty kitchen I recognized Celia Baker, a plump, dark-haired woman with breasts the size of ripe watermelons; I only knew her name because she had been considerate enough to introduce herself more than once. She was probably about a decade older than me, pretty but somehow hardened, with observant gray eyes. Her full, sensuous lips were her best feature but she was missing four front teeth on the bottom row and seemed to spend an inordinate amount of time pressing the tip of her tongue there. She didn’t answer my question.

“What’s wrong?” I pressed, whispering, although I needn’t have bothered keeping quiet. No one would ever hear us all the way back here what with the chatter and thumping music from the main floor. But I felt like she deserved privacy.

“I had a twinge,” she muttered, remaining tipped forward. Seeming impatient, she swept hair from her face, tucking it behind her ears. She wore a gown with a low neckline edged in tiny crystal beads, which tinkled like fairy bells when she moved. She growled, “Goddammit,” and plucked a fake beauty mark from her face; it had fallen from her cheekbone to her bottom lip. With an angry movement, she flicked the paste decoration into the washbasin.

“Is there anything I can do?”

At this she released a throaty laugh and then drew a long breath. With a tone of quiet bitterness, she muttered, “What’s been done is done, and I gotta live with it.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, wondering why I was bothering. Her business was none of mine but I found I couldn’t just walk away and leave her alone in the dimness. The moon was new tonight, the sky as black as charcoal. I couldn’t help but feel that my soul, at present, was every bit as abandoned by the beauty of the moonlight.

“It’s nothing,” she insisted, but then she heaved a little, covering her lips with the back of one hand while the other rode low on her belly, and just like that, I knew.

“You’re pregnant,” I whispered.

“I’m caught,” she snapped, and although I was not familiar with the phrase I knew it meant the same thing. I could tell she was crying and trying to hide it and so I kept quiet, my hand resting lightly on her back. At last she whispered, “I was too much a coward to get rid of it when I had the chance. And it’s too late now.”

I didn’t know how to respond. Her dress felt slippery and my callused palm kept catching on the sleek material. She gulped, hiding her face; her voice emerged slightly muffled. “I know the poor little thing’s daddy, imagine that. Not many a whore would know such a thing, but I do. I was fool enough to save myself for him when he was in town last spring. I was half in love with him, I suppose.” She issued a disgusted sigh. “And me a woman who should know far better. I am a goddamn fool, many times over.”
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