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IT’S LOVE YOU NEVER RECOVER FROM.



Part One
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I JUST CAN’T figure,” the boy began, and I recognized the calculated innocence in his voice; I’d sounded the same plenty of times in the past, when I wanted more information than I knew I was rightly going to get. He stalled, peering crossways at me.

“Nope,” I said, staving off his opinion. The August sun was hot as a devil on my hat, even pulled low as it was, sending slick trails down my face, burning near through my clothes. I shifted, cursing the dull ache across my low back, and reached behind, retrieving my canteen. With care, I allowed a small trickle down the front of my shirt, open two buttons and where a patch of painful red would no doubt mark me by nightfall. But I didn’t give a damn. A wet, sweltering heat had settled over the land and I was already hurting far worse than a little sunburn. Never mind the healing pistol shot that had hacked a chunk from my side.

Malcolm leaned from his saddle, tugging at my elbow to force my attention. Warm water slid over my belly and I shuddered as I proceeded to sip; tepid as it was, it still provided relief from the sticky heat. While I was preoccupied downing a second swallow my brother hurried to make his point. “What I meant to say was I just can’t figure – ”

“I ain’t got a word…on the subject.” I interrupted him, coughing on the mouthful of water, and that was that. I borrowed my daddy’s tone as best I could, that which preceded a thorough strapping if my brothers and me weren’t smart enough to quit pestering, or flat-out disobeying. With a fair amount of desperation, I thought, Please, boy, shut your trap. I can’t think about what you intend to say. If I do, I won’t be able to keep riding away.

But Malcolm was not so readily put off; I’d never strapped the boy, and likely would never have the heart to do so, and he knew it. He possessed a keen and earnest nature just exactly like our mama’s, and pressed on with his usual sincerity. “Boyd, I can’t figure why you’d leave her behind when I know it pains you so.”

“You ain’t old enough to understand,” I muttered, which was not a fair statement, nor did I kid myself it was true. My voice grumbled, stiff and hoarse, thanks to a wedge the size of a ripe plum in my gullet, one that would not be swallowed away.

Malcolm bristled, just as I always had when Daddy said the same. His voice cracked with indignation as he sniped, “I’m old enough to see what’s before my eyes. I’m old enough to see that she cares for you, even if you can’t see it yourself!” And then, figuring he might have pushed too far, the boy fell silent. He eyed me from the corner of his gaze before angling Aces High, his chestnut gelding, away from my surly mood, heeling the animal’s sturdy flanks and riding ahead on the dusty trail; the chestnut flowed into a smooth canter, he and the boy graceful as a dancing pair.

I let them go, for now.

Sawyer, I thought, wishing again for the comforting presence of my oldest and dearest friend. Goddammit, you should be here with us. You an’ Lorie should both be here. We wished for this together. This ain’t how it’s supposed to be. We ain’t supposed to be riding for Minnesota without you.

I watched Malcolm and Aces grow smaller on the horizon, dust creating a butternut-colored haze behind them. A line of muddy clouds gathered along the western edge of the prairie and I dared to hope for a soaking; though I didn’t relish riding wet, rainfall would cool the air and seemed the lesser of two evils, just now. Fortune nickered and tossed her head, as though sharing my sentiments; I patted my mare’s familiar neck, stroking with my knuckles.

I murmured, “There’s a girl. You’s restless, ain’t you?” and scanned the horizon, wondering if a critter stalked us in the prairie grasses grown tall and rangy with approaching autumn, and therefore beyond my sight. The horses had been skittish all day, for no reason I could identify. I fingered the stock of my pistol, rubbing a thumb along the familiar wood grain; we hunted with the rifles and there’d been no need to use the smaller firearm as we’d ridden northward, but I was reassured by its presence on my hip, all the same. We’d left Iowa City a good fortnight past, traveling since then beneath mainly warm, dry skies; Iowa City was a town we’d meant to travel through and well beyond much earlier this summer, with no plans to linger within city limits. A string of misfortunes kept us there long past our original intent.

Things happen for a reason, son, I heard my dear mama say. Trouble is we don’t always understand until we look back.

Aw, Mama, I thought, and a familiar lash of pain struck me at the memory of her voice. It seemed every bit of love I’d ever dared to feel was tangled up with hurt, and I did not know how, or if it was even possible, to go about untangling it.

My folks loved each other, this was a certainty I’d never questioned. Growing up in the holler in the wilds of eastern Tennessee, my kin had not been blessed with fortune – at least, not the sort you could stick in a bank. Ours was fortune of another kind, the blessing of a contented life. Daddy farmed, grew corn and flax on the ridge; many a night I lay on the feather tick alongside Beaumont, my elder brother, who always fell asleep before me, our hands callused and our napes burnt red, staring into the darkness and seeing nothing but the neat, straight rows of black earth which we’d worked all the livelong day. Even when sleep did come, at last, I dreamed of the orderly dropping of seeds into the ground.

And yet, I had not been unhappy or restless as a boy; I sure as hell never figured I’d settle farther from my family’s land than I could chuck a sizeable stone. I lived for the evening hours, when Mama would ring the dinner bell and we’d gather to eat in the purple gloom of twilight. Candlelight would shimmer over Mama’s hair and reflect in her bright eyes. Daddy would put his hands around the delicate notches of her waist and nuzzle her neck with his beard until she shooed him aside. There would be a spat or two between Beau and me – mild-mannered as Grafton was he could seldom be roused to fighting, and was Mama’s baby long before Malcolm came along – which Daddy would settle with a cuff to the back of the worse offender’s head. Mama would scold and squawk even as she clapped food upon our plates, using the serving spoon that came all the way from England with Daddy’s family generations ago, and finally everyone would settle at the table for grace. After dinner, Daddy played the fiddle.

Daddy’s elder brother, Malcolm, lived near in those days, and our Carter cousins were present for about every other dinner hour, along with the Davises, whose homestead ran the length of the holler on the opposite side of the ridge. Uncle Malcolm had proudly constructed the family fiddles, a trade which he inherited from his own daddy, Brandon Bartholomew Carter, who was a carpenter’s apprentice in the land of his birth before he ventured across an ocean to America. Those golden evenings on the porch blend one into the other in my memory; Daddy would uncork a jug of apple pie, or buckeye bush, and he and Uncle Malcolm wielded their bows between sips, each pull longer than the next, until the stars shifted halfway over the holler. We kids stole nips when we thought they wasn’t looking. Far removed from those days and that familiar place, I could still taste the whiskey on the back of my tongue, the sharp sting that prickled a boy’s nose hairs, followed by the heady warmth of the booze.

I longed for a jug of my daddy’s whiskey just now; I would slip free the cork with a flick of my thumb and down the top half in one good swallow. And still it would not banish the picture of Rebecca Krage’s eyes from my mind, this I knew. Not all the ’shine in Tennessee could do that. I had not intended to look back as we rode away from the dooryard of her homestead, there on the outskirts of Iowa City. I meant to keep my gaze on the horizon where my future lay in wait, in the North, but in the end I disobeyed my own order.

“Please take care of yourself,” she’d whispered the grim, overcast morning we rode out.

A wad of cotton batting had seemed lodged in my throat as I stood near Fortune with one hand resting atop my sorrel’s hide, the other hanging uselessly. I wanted to gather Rebecca to my heart and hold her close, as I had dared to do only once before. I’d studied her face in the early-morning light, greedy for a last sight of its sweet beauty, for a final glimpse of the expression in her eyes; no one had ever looked at me exactly the way Rebecca Krage did. She held my gaze and did not cry, but her lips trembled before she bit savagely upon the lower. My eyes followed the motion and I felt kicked in the ribs at the sight of her soft, curving mouth; even in the brief time our paths had crossed, I’d imagined claiming it probably hundreds of times…imagined what I would feel to taste her kiss, to sink my hands into the thick waterfall of her dark hair…

Jesus Christ, I thought, torturing myself anew. I refused to let the vision follow through to its end. Rebecca was a lady, born and bred, and a Yankee widow, to boot. I was no gentleman, and bore little hope of ever attaining the title. I had not been the one to kill her husband, Elijah Krage, but I may as well have – a Reb bullet sent him to whatever lay beyond death back in the wretched summer of ’sixty-three. And I’d been a Reb soldier to the bitter end. Elijah Krage had left his beloved wife and home to march to War in 1862, same as me, likely for reasons just as good as I’d once believed my own, and later died on a battlefield distant from Iowa. He would never look upon his youngest son’s face; neither would his elder son remember him, as Cort had been very young at the time of his daddy’s death. Rebecca was the one left behind, plagued by her memories.

Before Malcolm and I left, Lorie had clutched my elbows and fixed me with her sternest brow. When she spoke, her voice held notes of both determination and desperation; she knew I was set on my course, but it didn’t stop her from saying, Becky loves you, Boyd. Do not claim you are unaware of this.

I scrubbed a hand over my face as I rode beneath the blistering sun, swiping at sweat and painful regret, with little hope of easing either. My jaw clenched and I tasted blood from the small cut inside my cheek, which I’d bit only this morning. A teetering pile of heavy stones, blunt and cold, seemed stacked atop my heart; I could not deny the truth in Lorie’s words any more than I could deny that I saw in my best friend’s remaining eye that he believed I should not leave Rebecca behind.

It’s what’s best, I’d argued. Sawyer, Lorie, and I had been gathered in the small bedroom within Rebecca’s home, debating in hushed voices that night. She’s a Yankee. Besides, she’s promised to Quade.

Growing ever frustrated with me, Lorie had contradicted, She would refuse Quade in a heartbeat if you stayed here, you know this.

My hands fisted around Fortune’s reins at the thought of Marshal Leverett Quade, even as I continued arguing with my pitiful self.

I thought, Rebecca wanted you to stay in Iowa, don’t pretend otherwise. But… would she have chosen you over Quade, in the end? You’d be the fool if you stayed behind and she had not.

Furthermore, I was determined to reach the place I had set out to reach upon leaving Tennessee last spring, come hell or high water as Daddy always used to say, and Minnesota was this place. The very last of my blood kin, other than Malcolm, there lived, my mama’s youngest brother, Jacob Miller, who had left Cumberland County and roamed northward long before War ripped apart the country. Having forged a life in the North, Jacob now homesteaded near a lake called Flickertail, was wed to a Winnebago woman named Hannah, with four children of their own. Malcolm could not remember Jacob but I’d been near to thirteen years old before he left the holler with little more than his horse and hunting rifle, and Jacob’s face and voice were both present and accounted for in my memory.

Come to us in Minnesota, boy, Jacob wrote last winter, and the draw of family was more than I could resist. I recalled sitting near the hearth in the home of my youth and reading aloud this request to my brother, and later, to Sawyer and another longtime friend, Gus Warfield. Jacob’s words insisted, Come to Hannah and me, and bring with you young Malcolm. We will welcome you. You boys can make a new start here. There is nothing left in Tennessee for you now.

I’d written Jacob in return, painstakingly, as I was a poor student at best. I explained that I would be joined on this journey by Gus Warfield and Sawyer Davis, two men Jacob had known in the years of our old lives, those of quietude that existed before the War. I assured my uncle I would work hard, that I would earn my keep and my land, and would not be a burden to him; I’d sold that which we did not require for the journey, scraping together enough for the fee to file for a homestead in Minnesota, an amount of ten dollars. The only assumption Uncle Jacob made wrongly was the one concerning Tennessee – but what was left in my beloved home state was a deep hole of memories, raw and sore as unhealed wounds. All the Carters that had once populated the ridge were gone, dead and buried, almost as though they’d never existed. Tennessee was a place best left behind, we all four understood well and good; Gus, Sawyer, the boy, and me.

Rebecca darlin’, and I dared to call her such in my mind, if not actual life. You are better off without me. You’ll see this in time, now that I ain’t there. But it hurt to leave you. It hurt so goddamn much. If things was different…if I had a hope of being the man you deserve…

You are too harsh on yourself, by far, Sawyer had said the night before Malcolm and I planned our leave-taking.

My oldest friend, who had survived the War with only minor physical damage, studied me with his remaining eye; the other had been lost to the bullet of a Federal soldier no more than a month past, and well over three years after the Surrender. The man who had done this to him, Zeb Crawford, would have liked to see us all dead. Crawford’s hatred I could understand, hatred being something I grappled with myself. Dozens of times I’d fought Federal soldiers for my very life, in battles made all the more miserable for the sultry summer heat, or during winter campaigns, when the snow grew red with fallen blood far faster than the fallow brown fields of autumn. Enemy soldiers clad in the faded blue I had come to loathe, bearded and grizzled and ever thinner as the War dragged on, and on, long past all reason. Hatred I understood. It did not mean, however, that I would allow someone who hated me and mine with such ferocity to live to see the dawn. Hell, no. I felt no guilt, or shame, and would not, over firing my pistol into Crawford that terrible night. I only wished I had fired with truer aim, so the bastard had been dead all the quicker.

I’d said to Sawyer that evening, I ain’t harsh on myself. I’m simply speaking the truth. But Sawyer knew me as well as any brother; he saw my faults and my weaknesses, and I knew he was right, even if I wouldn’t admit it.

Lorie had stood at Sawyer’s side, as befitting the two of them, and she’d sighed, leveling me with her eyes and the somber set of her chin. In a last effort to convince me, she’d whispered, Boyd, please…

Please what? I’d responded, too sharply, as Sawyer sent me a look of warning. Even with only one eye, he made sure I understood his look. I heaved a sigh; I loved Lorie like a sister; I’d said, I’m sorry, Lorie-girl. But I mean what I say. There ain’t no good can come of it.

And I could reach no other conclusion, even now as I rode my sorrel through the blazing August heat. Rebecca would not leave, and I could not stay. She was a Yankee, a widow, and a truer lady I had never known, other than my own mama. Rebecca was educated, well-spoken, and unafraid to speak her mind, which I admired above all else. And I admired her nearly every moment, whether she was in my line of sight, or not. Her skin was the tint of cream skimmed from the top of the milk pail, the kind I’d licked from the spoon many a time. I dreamed by day and again by night of kissing that fine skin, of unbuttoning her dress and tasting her mouth, her breasts, her belly and thighs and what was surely the damp sweetness between her legs…

Stop, I ordered, sweat beading along the full length of my spine. I was short of breath, lightheaded at the very thought of putting my mouth and hands upon Rebecca that way; it only proved to me that I did not deserve her, entertaining such lustful thoughts about a proper lady. I was no virgin, and had not been since the age of nineteen. The first instance I’d been allowed the gift of a woman’s body was with a girl who was part of a troupe the Second Corps recruits, tenderfoots and has-beens alike, referred to as camp followers.

Play yer cards right, fellas, our commanding officer had said, grinning around his cigar. They ain’t the marrying kind if you know what I mean, boys. But they’s good gals, an’ willing to spread their legs for the right price.

This particular girl’s name had been Sallyanne; she did indeed spread her legs and if I learned her surname I had long since forgot it. Long, hay-colored hair falling over plump bare shoulders, a wide, knowing smile with two teeth missing from the bottom row; nipples near the size and shade of ripe cherries. I’d been nervous as a hen in her cramped tent, and embarrassed myself nigh unto death when I let loose before even gaining entry into her body, at merely the sight of the treasure hidden beneath the layers of her skirts. Until that moment, I had only the stories Ethan Davis told of girls to satisfy my curiosity, and there before my eyes in the lantern light was a tangle of dark hair, arrow-shaped – to guide a man’s way, as Ethan always joked – and soft folds the color of the pinkest of the cosmos in my mama’s garden. Greedy, I’d wanted to touch every part of her at once. She laughed and gamely let me have another go, for no charge. Even the second time around and firmly within her body, I’d come faster than I ever had using my own hand.

I like this curly hair, she told me, fingering my scalp. You’s a good-looking fella. You’ll have a longer frolic next time, honey, don’t you worry none. You’s just too fraught this time around.

And since, there had been many such frolics with many such girls, the brides of no one and everyone, all at once. I was not proud of myself on that front. My daddy would thrash the devil out of me if he was alive and knew how many women had spread their legs and let me spill my seed within their bodies, unable to resist the momentary rush of flooding pleasure, the sweetness of holding close a warm, naked woman and feeling her breasts and belly pressed flush to my thrusting body. Until meeting Lorie that night in St. Louis, I was ashamed to admit I hadn’t given a thought to the daily lives of those whorehouse girls. I never considered where they’d come from, or who they might have loved, or been loved by, in their pasts. They’d all seemed the same until Lorie – lusty women with coy smiles and soft thighs easily parted. That fateful night we first met Lorie was the last time I’d been with a woman.

If things was different, sweet Rebecca, if I’d never fought for a Cause your husband, and you, so strongly opposed…I need to make my way beholden to no one, do you understand? I ain’t good enough for a lady with a proper way of speaking, with proper opinions…

I would be your wife, she seemed to whisper, but it was only the play of the wind over the prairie, and my damnable imagination, wishing as always for things it would never have. I supposed I should know better by now; I’d always been a fine one for wanting that which was beyond my means. I wished my daddy was alive, for more reasons than I could rightly name, but mostly – at least, just now – so that he could wallop some good sense back into me.

I knew Rebecca’s middle name, as I’d heard her uncle, Edward Tilson, once address her using it, and thought, fancying that she could hear, Rebecca Lynn, I know I rode away from you but I will never forget you, I swear on my life.

I’d looked over my shoulder as Malcolm and I rode out of the yard at a steady trot and saw her, watching after us. She stood with her arms crossed at her waist, gripping her elbows; she did not lift a hand in farewell. She watched until we were out of sight, I knew, and could not force the picture from my head. I damn well realized that soon enough she would become Rebecca Lynn Quade – Marshal Quade had pursued her hand without rest – and if I knew what was good for me, I would stop thinking of her altogether.

“I miss Lorie-Lorie,” Malcolm moaned for the fourth or fifth time, and his sobbing edged another notch higher. He was tuckered, far beyond out-of-sorts, and had lay crying for the past half hour, with no notion of stopping anytime soon. He curled into a pitiful knot with his head buried in both arms, shuddering.

I bent my elbow and resettled my cheek atop this uncomfortable makeshift pillow made of my arm. The small feather pillow that had accompanied me without harm all the way from Cumberland County had fallen from Fortune’s back and was swept away in the river we’d forded just before making camp this evening. I could have galloped after the damn thing; I wished now that I had. The day’s oppressive humidity lingered, unpleasant as moist palms pressing against my face; I’d shucked down to nothing but the lower half of my union suit but even being near naked didn’t help. I’d erected a small canvas tarpaulin at an angle, under which we’d positioned our heads, able in this way to have a hope of staying dry; traveling light as we were, and without a wagon, I’d not hauled along our wall tent and its wooden poles. The hot, motionless air was thick as a jar of sorghum syrup.

A few paces beyond where we lay, the horses stirred with agitation, unable to sleep in the blasted heat; Fortune issued a low, uneasy whinny. I had patted Malcolm’s back, as I would a small babe’s, when his tears first came surging, but now I could hardly bear to listen to another wail. It wasn’t that I was angry at him. It was more that I was afraid I might fold, and join him in weeping.

“I know,” I whispered, aiming for a steady voice even as my throat bobbed. I felt I had to admit it, and so muttered, “I miss them, too.”

“We coulda stayed,” the boy sobbed.

“No, we could not,” I said, and knew this for the painful truth. “We got weeks of travel, an’ weeks more of work to prepare for winter.” I ground my teeth to keep from ordering him to hush the hell up. It would do no good to be harsh when he was hurting but I clamped down on my tongue, all the same.

Wheezing between every other word, Malcolm moaned, “I miss…Stormy. What if…the boys…don’t watch out for him? I want to sit…at the table… with ever’body.”

I bit my cheek for the second time this day with my infernal tooth-grinding, cursing under my breath. I squeezed tight my eyes and gripped my forehead until it hurt; against my better judgment I let my thoughts stray to the dinner surely taking place back at Rebecca’s hearth, in the house where we’d lived for the better part of this past summer and where Sawyer and Lorie would continue to live until next spring, when they intended to continue onward to Minnesota. I pictured Rebecca placing dishes on the table, loading it with her delectable cooking until it all but creaked. She was always the last to take her place, untying her apron strings before sitting, with the ease of an oft-repeated gesture. I’d noticed every last time, watching as she reached behind her waist to release the ties before hanging the apron upon its hook near the woodstove, the exact same way she would reach back to unbutton her dress at day’s end. The mere thought of being privy to such an intimate moment threatened my resolve. I pictured the way her dress would slip from her shoulders and sink slowly to the floor, becoming a puddle of material at her bare feet.

I growled at my brother, “Hush the hell up.”

Malcolm hushed his words but not his crying. My arm prickled with stitching needles, numb beneath the weight of my thick skull, and I flopped to the opposite side, my nose but a few inches from the slope of the dirtywhite canvas. I was determined to tune out Malcolm’s sobs; I knew he would tucker and give way to sleep after a spell. I closed my eyes, thinking I might lose my mind before this night was through, what with the heat and Malcolm’s lamenting, and my own damnable thoughts – the one thing I couldn’t outride. I was accustomed to sharing a sleeping space with my brother. Back along the trail, before we’d reached Iowa City, nothing had troubled me this way as I lay awake, not Malcolm’s sawing snores or the rasping crickets, not the horses’ shuffling or the ever-present rush of the river near which we always set up our evening camp; even the hushed rustlings of Sawyer and Lorie making love half the damn night hadn’t kept me from eventual sleep.

I ground the heels of my palms against my eye sockets and thought, I wish I’d not left the fiddle behind.

Making music filled me with great and unbridled joy. I’d learned at Daddy’s knee, first by listening and later with an instrument of my own, made for me by Uncle Malcolm. If asked to, I couldn’t rightly explain just how I made the fiddle sing; I only knew that when I took up my bow and skimmed it over the strings, music flowed forth. It seemed that the notes were in my head already and that my hands and fingers knew what to do with them, moving of their own accord. You’s a natural talent, Daddy proclaimed when I was just a sprout, and hadn’t I been as proud as a peacock, there beneath his beaming praise. Music resounded from one side of the holler to the other in those good old times, and plenty of nights there’d be dancing and singing, too. Whiskey, and bright stars against a blue-black canvas of night, Mama’s sweet smile and the love of a family of my own. Knowing I was safe, a blessed time when I was not the eldest member of the Carter family; when there was someone else I could depend upon to make decisions. Christ, it had been so damn long since I’d had that security. I hated to admit to needing comfort but I was lonely as hell, even with Malcolm at my side.

He’d finally quieted and I drew a slow breath through my nose. Just as fast I went cold, eyes opening.

What in the hell?

In response, a gust of wind heaved against the tarpaulin and I sat with a jolt, startling Malcolm. The air over the prairie had altered from oppressive and humid to late-autumn frigid in the span of time it took me to sit upright.

“No,” I whispered, staring dumbly at the canvas, which obscured my view of the western horizon. I lurched to my knees, grabbing for my rifle and boots. Over the rising scream of the wind I heard Aces and Fortune in a sudden frenzy of snorting and stomping; any creature with a lick of good sense would already be running hell-and-gone in the opposite direction. Fortune reared, issuing a high-pitched whinny, and I finally stumbled to the conclusion that the horses had reached much earlier this day; I’d been too preoccupied with my own misery to heed their warning. From the distance came a sound like a steam whistle, growing ever louder. My heart burst into my throat.

“Christ Almighty,” I croaked. “Malcolm –”

“What’s –”

“Grab your boots an’ c’mon!” I cried, lurching from beneath the canvas, never minding my lack of clothes; we had to get to safety. Distracted I may have been, but it was no excuse – as I would learn all too soon. The wind’s chill stole my breath as I tugged on my boots without releasing my rifle. Lightning sizzled and its brief illumination showed me the towering funnel cloud. For the space of a second flash, a trio of rapid heartbeats, I stared, slack-jawed and mesmerized. The sight was one of certain doom, a rank of Federals charging with muskets at the ready, a mounted cavalryman closing fast, saber angled to strike…

“Sweet bleedin’ Jesus,” I muttered, but barely heard my own words over the raging, teakettle-shrieking of the wind. My fingers clenched around the stock of my rifle, as though I had any chance of preventing the advance of such a creature with bullets. It seemed to me that I moved through a swamp, my heels sunk in tar, when in truth my feet hit the ground like those of a cantering horse. I clenched hold of Malcolm, who was carrying his boots, too stunned to jam them into place, and hauled him along behind. Wind scraped our hair and blasted our faces with what felt like small pebbles. There was a sharp cracking of thunder and hail exploded from the sky, near the size of marbles. These bounced from the ground and gathered in piles, striking our heads and shoulders as we freed Aces and Fortune. They could not be left tethered beneath the trees.

“Follow me!” I shouted in Malcolm’s ear, making certain he followed. Then I ran, carrying my rifle, leading my horse. Once away from the cluster of cottonwoods beneath which we’d set up camp, I stopped running and grabbed for my brother’s shoulder. I understood that we could not huddle here and hold fast to our horses; they were spooked and could kick us to death, even if that was not their intent. An agony of indecision ripped at my gut – I could not set them free to bolt and leave us stranded, but mounting and attempting to ride frantic horses through the dark was foolish, at best. I spied a stand of brush close to the creek and yelped, “Yonder!”

Malcolm did not hesitate to obey and we tied the horses to the wind-whipped brush, fingers fumbling with the familiar task in our haste; I prayed it would be enough to hold them. Both Aces and Fortune reared and danced, fighting their tethers, but we could do no more for them just now. I would not risk harm to Malcolm.

“Stay put!” I yelled to my horse, resting a palm briefly to her neck, praying she would heed these words.

My heart beat too swiftly to fall; instead I clenched Malcolm’s elbow and dragged him a goodly distance, shoving him to the wet ground and laying atop him, bracing my forearms about his head, protecting him just as I had the night Zeb Crawford fired his rifle into our wagon. Hail clattered around us, loud as artillery rounds. The grass crushed by our bodies scratched my face and bare torso while the rest of the prairie flapped in a frenzy of motion. I could not resist looking up into the storm and lightning seared my eyeballs. When I blinked, crooked blue-white lines jangled my vision.

Holy Jesus, I thought, ears ringing with the storm’s fury. The sky is screaming. It’s screaming at us. Holy Jesus.

We can’t die here, I thought next. How many times had I thought the same goddamn thing, as a soldier? Sawyer at my side on the battlefield, both of us covered in filth and gore, begging for grace. I’d been as good as dead a hundred times as a soldier, and yet here I lay, less than a day’s ride from the Minnesota border, at the mercy of a goddamn storm.

The thick black column roared our direction from the western horizon, perhaps a hundred feet from my nose. I stared, overcome with the horror and wonder of it – both at once, a strange mix of feelings – unable to tear free my eyes. I caught a better glimpse each time lightning flared. Driven forward by its swirling momentum, the twister appeared to pulse and grow, snapping trees as though the heavy trunks were nothing but spindly matchsticks, creating noise as violent as that of twelve-pound howitzers. Our canvas tarpaulin flew and disappeared like a moth into a flame; the twister appeared to have eaten it. I gaped, my skin stark and wet. A chunk of hail gashed my forehead. Our clothes and blankets, and then – holy God – the small creek was sucked into the storm’s mouth. I struggled to believe my eyes, watching water flow upward into the air, a spell cast by an illusionist, something not real, certainly not possible. The water rose, danced, twirled like a dust devil, and became part of the whirling madness.

It’ll pass, I thought, finding a measure of calm even as the howling of the wind seemed to rip the thought right out of my head. Surely it was the Carter vanity, or perhaps my own foolish pride, but I’d always figured I’d know my time of dying, and this moment was not it. Death had aimed for me plenty in the past and I well understood that there would come a time when I could no longer dodge its reach, God help me.

But not this night, I thought, and bent my face to Malcolm’s hair, damp beneath my cheek, beset by love for him. Not this night. Hold tight, boy. It’ll pass.

If there was one lesson that had penetrated my stubborn head in this life, it was that. Whether it be a storm or a battle, the anguish of combat or love, and eventually life itself – everything passed.
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FALLON’S RUN AWAY,” was the first news Charley Rawley bestowed upon arriving in the dooryard.

We had not been blessed with Charley’s company for over a month and he appeared unexpectedly this evening. Leaning on the corral fence, dawdling for a spell in the intoxicating sunset light, I had watched him approach since his horse blinked into view as a small black dot on the horizon, glad to see him but cautious nonetheless; only news of significance retained the power to draw Charley from his family and their homestead many dozens of miles south. The single word creeping through my thoughts as I watched him cantering in had been Yancy, but the Yancy of whom I sought news, and deeply feared, was Fallon’s father, Thomas. Sawyer, in the barn brushing down Whistler, came out into the evening at the sound of Charley’s greeting. As ever, at the sight of my husband a powerful surge of love, and simple gladness, quickened my pulse. I thought of what I’d told Sawyer just last night and felt a renewed flooding of tenderness.

“Run away?” I parroted, standing clear of the corral gate as Charley dismounted and led his gorgeous blue roan within. I closed the gate and summarily climbed the bottom rung, as was my habit, so that I could latch my elbows over the top-most beam. Wearing the trousers Malcolm had left behind for my use and Sawyer’s broad-brimmed hat – my own inadvertently stomped upon by Hattie the milking cow, and now unwearable – I regarded the intelligent, well-spoken man we had come to trust as a friend.

“Rawley,” Sawyer said, shaking Charley’s hand.

Charley resettled his hat and tipped the brim at me, murmuring, “Good evening, dear Lorie,” reminding me of the first moment of meeting him last summer, when he mistook me for a boy. It did strike me as somewhat humorous that to Charley it must seem as though I was clad far more often in garments intended for men; even now, with my braid tucked under Sawyer’s hat and a length of ribbon securing the waistband of my boyish trousers, I was far from properly attired. But Charley grinned, acknowledging my lack of concern over the matter, before his mustache fell back into the somber, half-frowning expression he’d worn as he rode into the dooryard.

He explained, “We have not seen hide or hair of the boy in, well, close to a month now, I would suppose, unless he has returned in my absence, though I haven’t the sense that he shall have. Fannie is quite beside herself with worry. Fallon disappeared in the night hours, taking his horse with him. Stole a saddle from the tack room. Or perhaps I shall use the word ‘borrowed,’ until I am able to prove otherwise.” Charley, a kind soul with five of his own rowdy boys, remained magnanimous as ever. He continued, “The boys and I rode at once to their homestead, but it remains unchanged. I do not believe Fallon ventured there, or if so, he did not linger long, as not a thing was disturbed. We’d since taken in their livestock.”

“And of his father?” I ventured, hesitant to speak aloud Thomas Yancy’s name, as though to do so would be to summon him. When I caught myself wringing my hands, I summarily ceased the motion. Sawyer came to stand near me, on the opposite side of the corral fence. The last of the sun shone over his golden hair and the angles of the face I loved more than all else in the world. He cupped my shoulder, stroking with his thumb, knowing I needed the reassurance of his touch.

“Not a word,” Charley confirmed. He rested four fingertips briefly upon my forearm, braced along the corral, his touch conveying compassion; he knew how I feared Yancy, the vindictive marshal whose whereabouts remained unknown. Beneath his hat brim, Charley’s dark eyes scrutinized my face. He spoke quietly. “His absence troubles me greatly, as well.”

Edward Tilson, local physician and Sawyer’s and my savior in more ways than one, appeared in the open door and called, “Rawley! Good evening to you, sir. I s’pose you smelled supper on the air.”

“And a fine one, from the scent!” Charley returned; he was familiar with Tilson’s bantering.

“Lorie-love,” Sawyer murmured, offering me his arm, and the three of us walked through the dusky air, tinted a warm rose as the sun sank. Lightning bugs, which I’d been silently admiring before Charley’s horse appeared on the horizon, flitted in the tall grass and late-blooming wildflowers nodding their blossomed heads in the roadside ditches. We were dining late this evening, as Tilson had only recently returned from setting a broken arm.

Tilson stood wiping his gnarled hands on a length of huck toweling, watching us come near. His gray hair hung past his jaws on either side, in need of combing as usual; Tilson was not one for fussy grooming. In his rasping voice, courtesy of a Yankee rope about his neck during the War, he demanded of Charley, “What news have you?”

“Yancy’s eldest has disappeared,” Charley said.

“Who has disappeared?” Rebecca asked, joining her uncle at the door, peering around his left shoulder. Spying Charley, she invited, “Do come in, Mr. Rawley.”

“And not a word on the location of Yancy himself, either,” Tilson said, in a grim undertone. “At least, not in town. He ain’t yet reappeared on his homestead, is that right? It’s already September the first and shortly it’ll be two months gone since he rode away from this very yard.”

Charley nodded affirmation. “There has been no sign of the man, despite the efforts of several searching parties. I shall wash quickly and join you. I’ve other news, as well,” he said, and detoured around the north side of the house, to the hand pump. Beneath its dripping spout, a cluster of rangy white daisies had grown to the height of my thighs.

Unable to resist the urge, I leaned against Sawyer’s warm, strong side, thankful for the security of him; he tucked me closer at once, kissing the top of my head. I heard the thought he sent my way, Don’t fear, love.

I don’t mean to…

Two dozen steps beyond the house in which resided Tilson, Rebecca Krage, her sons, Cort and Nathaniel, and her brother, Clint Clemens, there squatted the emerging structure of a small shanty cabin intended for mine and Sawyer’s use this coming winter; all that was required was a last row of shingles over the tar paper. Although I knew Sawyer longed for us to be on the trail with Boyd and Malcolm, and chafed at the circumstances which forced us to remain behind for a time, I cared only for his recovery. Physically he was repairing well – the burns and bruises ravaging his flesh had slowly faded as they healed; his shoulder bore no more than a rounded red scar on the front, roughly the size of my thumbnail, and a thin reddish line along the back, where Tilson had neatly stitched the incision he’d sliced to free a bullet from Sawyer’s body.

Sawyer’s distress, and subsequent frustration, was born of the limitations forced upon him by his missing left eye. His head ached, fiercely at times, and he grew dizzy riding Whistler; numerous times I reminded him that only a short span had passed since the grievous injury, and that it would ease with time. I worried so for him that some nights, even after the intensity of our joining, I lay sleepless and fretful, listening to him breathe and praying he would be fully able to come to terms with the injury. For my sake, I knew he minimized his pain and strove not to complain, but as well as we sensed each other’s thoughts I understood what he kept from me. And Sawyer knew this, too. His internal agony was as potent to me as my own.

Stormy, Malcolm’s gray cat, paced near the woodstove; the animal had been left behind to traverse northward with Sawyer and me, come spring. It had been weeks since Boyd and Malcolm departed for Minnesota, armed with rifles, pistols, and rounds, food, bundles of winter clothing, and little else, prepared to ride hard, intending to reach Jacob Miller’s homestead by September’s end. The ache of their absence stung as nettles dragged over my skin. Each night I whispered a prayer for them, calling to my sweet Malcolm in my mind, wishing him safe. I knew Boyd would care for and protect the boy, but I longed for Malcolm in the way of a mother, imagining him hurt – an arm twisted, a knee scraped – his freckled face wet with tears before he fell asleep, for I knew he missed me every bit as devotedly. Who would sing with him? Who would pet his hair and hold him? Boyd loved him, this I knew without question, but Malcolm needed a woman’s touch; since very nearly the first night we had met I’d imagined myself a surrogate mother to him, his own mama having succumbed to illness years ago, during the terrible last year of the War.

Sawyer drew out my chair and I took my customary place, to Rebecca’s right. She placed the last dish upon the well-laden table and hooked her apron near the woodstove before curving a hand over my shoulder, an affectionate gesture so common to her. I smiled up at her, this woman I had grown to love as well as a sister, who had opened her home to us without question, offering friendship and kindness and acceptance. Her hair, dark and lustrous as polished walnut, was twisted back from her face, her green eyes taking on a fetching golden cast in the lantern light, a lovely shade much like Sawyer’s. Her lips softened at the sight of my smile and then became wistful, whether she knew I recognized it or not; she glanced at the chair which Boyd had always claimed, and swallowed with difficulty, before turning abruptly away.

Rebecca loved Boyd, this I knew as certainly as the full moon would shine, a seamlessly-sculpted ivory circle, in this night’s sky. And if his absence hurt me, it was miniscule compared to her pain; I would see Boyd again, come next year, whereas Rebecca had resigned herself to a life without him. I struggled to accept this truth; I wanted so badly to beg her to accompany us in spring, to forego her unspoken promise to Marshal Quade and instead reunite with Boyd, but I understood the irrationality of such longings. Rebecca was a mother and a lady, rooted in the security of the comfortable home she had made here in Iowa, and Marshal Quade had courted her in earnest now that Boyd was absent. Whether Quade harbored ill will towards Boyd, I knew not; Quade had never behaved as less than a gentleman in Boyd’s presence, though I suspected he had at the very least sensed the imminence of Boyd’s threat to his position in Rebecca’s life, as he’d never been exactly friendly with Boyd. Now that Boyd had departed for the Northland, Quade’s bearing grew daily less imposing and more relaxed; only a few nights past, I’d witnessed him laugh.

I knew Rebecca cared for Quade; I had grown to recognize him as a kind and honorable man, though I continued to struggle to refer to him as Lev, as did Rebecca, or even Leverett, as my first interactions with the man, which had been so formal, continued to color my perception of him. But I acknowledged Quade’s overall decency, and his devotion to both Rebecca and her boys was as evident as the nose upon his face. These truths were, however, coupled with my knowledge that Rebecca’s feelings for Quade paled in comparison to those she harbored, and would continue to harbor, for Boyd. During our frequent conversations, which I cherished, Rebecca and I shared hushed confidences in the way of sisters but even had she never spoken aloud her longing for Boyd, I would have known.

Peering at Rebecca from the corner of my gaze, I thought, Dearest, I would do almost anything to bring him back for you. I know he loves you. He was just too damn stubborn to admit to it.

I stretched my mind out across the endless miles even as I comprehended the futility of such an undertaking, picturing the prairie racing beneath my gaze, faster than any speed possible by man or horse. It was a wishful attempt, at best, as I knew Boyd and Malcolm could not sense my thoughts as could Sawyer. Still, I entreated Boyd, willing him to hear. Come back for her. Please, come back for her.

Of course there was no response; though I had not truly expected one, a small, cold chill centered itself at the base of my neck. I was unduly troubled that I failed to perceive a sense of either Boyd or Malcolm, not the faintest inkling. I refused to pose the question of their potential whereabouts just now, for fear of upsetting Rebecca; though she already worried for the same reason, even if she had not voiced it in so many words. We had received no letter from Boyd, no note hastily scrawled – he was not given to lengthy letter-writing, I knew, but there had been exactly nothing thus far, not so much as a scrap posted from a town in either Iowa or Minnesota to inform us of their progress. By now they must certainly have ridden near enough a settlement to post a letter; based upon our collective calculations and subsequent detailed examination of the mapped route, we assumed they had by now reached the Minnesota border, but we’d received no evidence to offer reassurance.

I would ask Sawyer later, when we were alone in the shanty cabin.

Charley entered from outside and Rebecca made certain her boys, Cort and little Nathaniel, were settled before taking her own place, the last to be seated. Tilson led grace; I slipped my hand into Sawyer’s, to my right, and he curled tight my fingers as Tilson said, “Amen.”

“Fannie sends her regards,” Charley said, as everyone fell to passing dishes.

“I imagine her hands are full,” Rebecca said, and then, to Nathaniel, “Do not feed the cat at the table, young man.”

“That they are,” Charley acknowledged. “And now with the distraction of Fallon’s disappearance she is in an inconsolable state of nerves. I do confess I am angered at the boy’s seeming lack of concern for what his actions have caused. To leave, with no explanation, not even to his brother. And to what end? I intend to place an ad in the town circular, seeking any word of the boy’s whereabouts. Otherwise I should not have ventured so far from home in the midst of such an occurrence.”

Sawyer knew, and shared, my dislike of Fallon Yancy, only compounded tenfold now that we knew of what his father, Thomas Yancy, was capable. I tried, chiefly in vain, to remind myself Fallon was only a boy, no more than fourteen years of age. As a young runaway he was bound for potential danger, no matter what his motives for the decision.

With his usual gruff and impertinent humor, Tilson observed, “Rawley, if one plans to run away it hardly seems wise to inform another party of the intent.”

Charley snorted a laugh, shaking his head. “Tilson, you’ve a point, I shall not argue, but it concerns me greatly that a youth in my charge, however tentative, has gone missing.”

“Do you believe the boy has attempted to reunite with his father? Or perhaps his father has made contact with him?” I inquired; it was the first explanation that occurred to me upon Charley’s announcement.

“I was about to ask the same,” Sawyer said. Beneath the table, he rested his hand upon my right thigh, patting me twice.

“I should like to believe Thomas would present himself to me, and to Fannie, in the manner of a grown man, not to mention that of a United States Marshal. Yet, given recent circumstances, I’ve come to realize I know very little about the man’s intentions. It stands to reason that he could have made contact with his elder son between now and last July. But Dredd spoke nothing of such, and I would presume that Yancy would attempt to reach the both of them.” Charley sighed and seemed to dislike the pall cast over the table at his words; he turned to me and politely changed the subject. “Fannie is especially interested to hear how well you have enjoyed learning to midwife.”

Tilson’s kind, blue-gray eyes alighted upon me and he beamed with all the pride of a father. “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it many times after your absence, Lorie. You are indispensable. An admirably fast learner.”

“And you have been a most gracious teacher.” I smiled his way with genuine affection, my cheeks flushing with both pride and the joy of my own recent discovery, ever so new and precious. Edward Tilson, Rebecca’s uncle, had doctored his entire adult life, first in Tennessee, the land of his birth, and through the duration of the War, and now attended to those in Iowa City and its neighboring farms; he had relocated after the Surrender, to live with his sister’s children in Iowa. Rebecca and her younger brother shared with Tilson the homestead where Rebecca’s father brought the family many years ago, and in which she had lived as a new bride, and later a widow, after her husband, Elijah Krage, was killed in 1863.

Their home was already cramped, even before the unexpected arrival of four complete strangers, as Boyd, Malcolm, Sawyer and I had been to them earlier this summer, and so the shanty cabin constructed for Sawyer’s and my use would be more than welcome upon our vacating it come spring. I knew Rebecca intended to remain on this homestead after she married Marshal Quade; following the wedding, Tilson would occupy the shanty cabin, and Clemens spoke of renting his own room, nearer to town, where he was employed as deputy sheriff. Clemens had not joined us for dinner this evening, as he was on duty, and also possessed of a rather shy, solitary soul.

“Even sound teaching is only as effective as the pupil’s abilities,” Tilson said modestly. “You’ve a fine natural talent.”

Sawyer caught my gaze and asked, Would you like to wait?

No, I said in return, a smile seeming to split my face. I’d spoken with Rebecca this morning, but no one else knew.

Tilson set down his fork at the sight of my expression and observed, “Lorie, you’ve the look of the cat that stole the cream. What are you about this evening?”

Rebecca, delighted, clasped my forearm and squeezed.

“We…that is, Sawyer and I…we are…” Tears surged to my eyes at the notion of something so wondrous.

Sawyer took my right hand into his left and folded together our fingers. Everyone had stopped eating, even Cort and Nathaniel, watching with expectant excitement. His deep voice rife with elation and pride, Sawyer said, “Lorie told me just last night that we are to be parents in the spring.”

The table erupted with congratulatory chaos. My tears overspilled and I leaned against Sawyer, who kissed my forehead. I remained a bit ashamed of my own failure to notice my monthly bleeding had ceased nearly six weeks ago. Occupied as I’d been with the traumatic events of the summer, it took Sawyer’s half-teasing observation to trigger the realization that there was a very good reason for this absence.

“I swear I am not imagining it, darlin’,” he’d whispered only last night, as we lay snuggled beneath our quilts.

“Imagining what?” I’d murmured in lazy response, savoring the feeling of my backside tucked against the solid warmth of his thighs, so tired my upper eyelids seemed tethered to the lower.

He pressed his lips to my nape, sweeping aside my hair to do so, and settled my breasts within his broad palms. Gently circling both nipples with his thumbs, he murmured, “That your breasts seem to grow fuller with each passing day.”

My eyelids parted at this, my hands moving to cup his much larger ones; his knuckles made unyielding ridges beneath my palms and I fitted my fingertips in the valleys between each. It was not until that very moment I counted rapidly backward, racing to recall when last I’d dug my bleeding-cloth bindings from our trunk. As awareness dawned I’d eased to a sitting position, the quilt falling to my hips. Sawyer, mildly alarmed, rose to one elbow.

“It’s been…it’s been…I haven’t…” I stumbled, unable to gather enough wits to coherently explain.

“Haven’t what, love?” he asked, resting his hands on my bare thighs. He watched as I counted on my fingers, forward through the months this time, my heart fluttering with an exquisite, fledgling happiness.

“May,” he understood, even before I spoke, and I nodded, tears brimming in my eyes. He whispered reverently, “Our child, next May.”

“Fannie shall be overcome with joy,” Charley pronounced, grinning at us here at the crowded dinner table. “What wonderful news. I am delighted to be present for this happy announcement.”

“I could not be gladder for you,” Rebecca said, tears glistening; she touched the edge of her sleeve to her eyes, each in turn. “And that I shall be able to help you through the process brings me much relief.”

Tilson’s gaze was ever shrewd, the physician in him emerging forthwith. “No more toting water or riding horseback for you, young lady. I’ll warn you right now, I’ll be as tetchy as your daddy,” and I nodded acquiescence.

Sawyer admitted, “It brings me great comfort knowing there is an abundance of birthing knowledge in this household. I know plenty about the birthing of horses…”

I elbowed his ribs. “I expect it may be a slightly different experience when it is our child. Though, to be quite honest, there are many similarities between birthing a foal and an infant. I thought as such from the first.”

However ill-prepared I was at the time, I’d assisted Tilson with the difficult delivery of firstborn twins in July; it brought me great pleasure to occasionally visit them and their soft-spoken mother, Letty Dawes, a girl younger than myself. She and her husband homesteaded west of town. Their twins, named Ulysses and Mabel Lorissa, had grown sweetly round, plump, and kissable; Mabel was my unspoken favorite, as she bore my first name as her second, a gift from Letty to me for the assistance at bringing them into the world. Since that day I’d helped birth seven babies, nowhere near Tilson’s overall total, of which he claimed to have lost track long before the War, but enough to recognize a pattern to the process, a progression consisting of methodical ways in which to watch for and subsequently read signs; each of these births, though messy, proved blessedly uncomplicated but Tilson carefully schooled me, most often as we shared the wagon seat riding home, in the understanding that babes, and often mothers, were lost in the birthing process. He confessed that such deaths affected him as badly as any he’d ever witnessed.

“There is a certain amount of similarity, however unwilling I should be to make the observation with the mother in hearing,” Rebecca agreed. Her posture appeared speculative and I could very nearly hear her silent plea; that of her desire for Sawyer and me to remain in Iowa City rather than venturing away from her forever. I recognized once Sawyer and I departed it was unlikely we would ever again see Rebecca or Tilson, and no matter how frequent and earnest our future correspondence, it could never compare to the daily relationship we now enjoyed. A small, sharp point needled my heart at the notion. I dearly loved them both and was overwhelmed with bouts of guilt, as this was not enough to negate the desire to continue onward, to our original destination in the wooded lake country of northern Minnesota.

If only they could accompany us…

Charley was saying, “That reminds me. I bear a bit of good news, as well. We’ve new neighbors. They purchased Zeb Crawford’s claim only a fortnight past and to my surprise they are a family with whom you’ve been acquainted, Sawyer. And you as well, dear Lorie. Their name is Spicer. Henry and Una Spicer.”

This surname, Spicer, had the effect of easing, if only minutely, the thrust of agony the word Crawford stabbed into my heart; Zeb Crawford, a beast of a man, had been the one to rob Sawyer of his left eye.

I nodded in response to Charley’s words. “Yes, we had the pleasure of meeting the Spicer family in Missouri, months back.”

Sawyer said, “We did indeed, but I understood them to be traveling farther west than Iowa.”

Charley set down his fork and wiped his lips before replying. His tone was somber as he related, “They intended to reach the Western Territory, that is true, but were forced to change plans when their two youngest fell ill. They wished not to remain in Missouri and upon hearing of the availability of so many farmable acres, instead ventured on into Iowa. For now, they shall set aside their plan to reach the Rockies.”

 “And the children?” I asked, ceasing to eat in my sudden concern, clearly picturing the energetic bunch of youngsters we’d met upon the prairie that June evening, under a splendid magenta sunset; together, we’d witnessed thousands of fireflies winking over the wild grass as evening became night. Malcolm had rapidly befriended their eldest son, Cole, while I’d taken great joy in holding their youngest, Susanna, a tiny, golden-haired girl who might have been mine and Sawyer’s daughter. Even without being aware of doing so, I’d acknowledged the fact that very night; I cupped one hand over my belly, in a sudden onslaught of protective zeal.

“They seem to be on the mend. Bad water along the trail, Henry believed. The youngsters are severely weakened but my boys are helping Henry to clear out the shanty cabin that remained on the property, so at least they shall not have to build a new structure before the snow flies. I shall also offer a hand upon my return home.”

I restrained a shudder at the thought of Zeb Crawford’s homestead, where Thomas Yancy once intended to hide me so I could not testify against Jack Barrow in defense of Sawyer; however stone-dead Zeb, and indeed Jack, now were, my monstrous loathing of both had not been as successfully destroyed. I found room to be gladdened that the Spicers, a kind and loving family, could make use of his former homestead. Surely all essence of Zeb and his fanatical hatred would be summarily eradicated.

Tilson said, “There’s a blessed amount of work to be contended with before winter, that is certain. I’m right glad for the addition of such a strong back and knowledge of horses as yours, Sawyer, my boy.”

The endearment was heartfelt and I sensed Sawyer’s quiet pleasure at being so affectionately addressed. I knew, as Tilson had confided to me, that Sawyer reminded him a great deal of his own sons, all but one lost in the War. I further recognized that Sawyer was similarly struck by a sense of his father, James Davis, when he spoke to Tilson. In truth, my husband and Tilson resembled one another well enough to claim genuine blood kinship – both were tall and imposing in their physical build and each maintained a strong sense of calm capability; they each possessed beautifully-shaped jawlines and observant gazes. I imagined Tilson’s hair, currently pewter-gray, had once been as fair as Sawyer’s. And I knew both mourned the loss of the easy, familial camaraderie that exists between a father and his beloved son.

“Well, I aim to be of as much assistance as I am able,” Sawyer said, with a gentle note of humbleness in his deep voice.

“Your job is to rest, and continue healing,” Rebecca admonished, in the solicitous, mildly hectoring manner of an elder sister. “Your wife, as you well know, cannot do without you.”

Sawyer said quietly, “I am not much good without Lorie, either.” He continued, “And I am ever grateful for your concern, dear Becky, but there comes a time in the process of resting when a man starts to feel a mite useless.”

Charley said, “That is something to which I am able to attest, wholeheartedly. I was laid up many a long week when my hip was injured. I grew quite as fractious as a newborn and am indeed fortunate that my Fannie did not turn me out on a nearby hillside, to fend for my unfortunate self.”

His words inspired a laugh around the table.

With good-natured exasperation, Tilson griped, “Sawyer, you are anything but useless. You pull your weight and then some and I must admit I’ve grown downright dependent upon our conversations. I quite enjoy them.”

Sawyer sent Tilson a grudging smile. “As do I.”

“What word of the Carters? My boys hardly go a day without asking after Malcolm’s whereabouts. They were only that much more overjoyed to learn that young Cole Spicer had likewise made Malcolm’s acquaintance. I believe I shall hardly turn around before they’ll be riding out to find him. Grantley and Miles speak of little else.”

No one besides me, and perhaps Sawyer, who knew of her feelings for Boyd, noticed Rebecca’s need to draw a slow breath at this inquiry; she subsequently busied herself with serving her boys second helpings. I fancied I could hear her heart in its sudden powerful beating and felt ill with the desire to make possible that for which she wished – Boyd to come riding down the lane at an agitated clip and fling open the door. I could picture it as clearly as a waking dream; Boyd’s dark eyes seeking Rebecca, his perpetual and unabashed intensity filling the little house as he strode inside and dropped to his knees at her side. He would gather one of her hands between both of his and bring it to his lips.

I should not have left, he would say, and for an instant the words seemed so real I fancied I could hear him speaking them, from a distance.

I shivered.

Tilson was answering Charley, Cort and Nathaniel contributing to the lively conversation, and no one but Sawyer noticed my sudden quiet; his hand moved to my waist, where he squeezed with gentle pressure, the gesture asking what was wrong.

I’ll tell you later, I returned, without speaking.

“Not yet a letter?” Charley persisted.

Sawyer said, “None that we’ve received but they are traveling hard. We expect them to arrive at Jacob’s homestead by the end of September and Boyd will know we’re waiting for word, though he isn’t the fondest of composition. I trust he’ll send a note as soon as he is able.”

I knew, at least in part, that Sawyer was attempting to offer Rebecca relief from her worry with these assurances, and tried to glean a sense of comfort, as well. I could hardly wait for the chance to inform Boyd and Malcolm of the news of our growing family; Malcolm would have waltzed about the table, begging me to join him, if they were here. Boyd would play the fiddle for us and we’d have an impromptu dance lasting well into the wee hours. The ache of missing them swelled anew and I squared my shoulders to repress a second shudder in as many minutes.

“Mama, I miss Malcolm,” said Cort, heaving a sigh and seeming to read my mind. “And Mr. Carter. He played music right nice.”

At my left, Rebecca seemed as tightly wound as a pocket watch; she replied in a calm non-sequitur, “Finish your food, dear one.”

Conversation continued and I was the only one to observe the slight tremble in her fingers as she tucked a wayward strand of hair behind one ear before resuming eating.

IN THE dimness of our little cabin, hours later, Sawyer undressed me with motions both adept and tender. As ever, my blood quickened, pulsing with anticipation; he knelt, pressing his face to my naked belly, and I threaded my hands into his silken hair. It had grown just enough for me to twine within my fingers, as I would a horse’s thick mane; it was a sensual pleasure I had long enjoyed, that of hair in my grasping hands. He kissed my navel, whispering, “Our child is here, within you. I could not be happier, my sweet love.”

“Nor could I,” I whispered, clasping his head to my body. His tongue created a small, hot circle and I giggled and gasped at the same moment, which then made me laugh. “That tickles,” I murmured, stepping deliberately free of my trousers. Bare, I stood before Sawyer in the lantern’s glow, watching as he smiled up at me, both hands curved around my backside.

“My Lorie-love,” he whispered and I lowered my fingertips to his cheeks, tracing over the strong, angular bone structure, removing with great care the patch he wore over his absent eye. He flinched only a fraction – I might have missed it, was I not so attuned to him. I caressed the puckered ridge of scar tissue there left; he watched me without speaking.

“I am thinking of the first night I looked into your eyes. At the fire, while Malcolm went with Gus to fetch the presents they’d bought for me.”

He said softly, “I remember well.”

I stroked his face. His hands tightened their grip on my hips.

“When I dream, I am still able to see with both.” His words were hoarse. “I almost wish I did not, that it would stop.”

“It is only that much worse, when you wake and cannot,” I understood, and he nodded and bent his forehead once more to my stomach, resting his temple. His wide shoulders gleamed in the golden light; he still wore his trousers, and I requested, “Come with me, love.”

He stood, lifting me into his arms, depositing me upon the surface of the bed, constructed of tightly-woven ropes stretched taut over a wide frame, then topped with a down-filled tick; our very own bed, for which I had been shamelessly grateful every moment since its placement here in the space intended for us. I rested on my elbows, crooking both knees and savoring the sweet and intimate delight of witnessing the desire on my husband’s handsome face as he removed the last of his remaining clothing. The same desire melted over my limbs and erupted in my heart, setting it to thrashing. My nipples formed rounded peaks and a wordless invitation rose from my throat.

Sawyer rested one knee upon the bed, between my bent legs, and a certain large swelling brushed my thigh, his cock firm and so familiar, beckoning to me. And then his expression changed markedly; I sensed the nature of his concern as it crossed his features.

“I only just…” he began.

“It was nearly the first thing I asked Rebecca,” I reassured, amused and touched at the amount of disquiet present upon his face. “There is no reason we cannot make love.”

“Are you certain? I feel like a selfish lout. Wanting you this way, needing you so much, that you must think it is all I think of…”

 “Sawyer James,” I scolded, smiling now at his uncharacteristic fluster.

He drew a fortifying breath and summarily ceased his anxious rambling. Instead, he cupped a knowing hand between my legs, stroking within, where I was slippery heat; his strong fingers grew quickly wet with my need.

“Lorissa Davis,” he murmured in response, kissing my neck, plying his tongue upon my breasts, one after the other, until I gasped and cried out.

Eyes closed as pleasure coursed along my skin, I faintly recalled my original intent, which was to take him into my mouth. This was a gift we alone shared, one I felt was sacred to our marriage, to our joining. With Sawyer, lovemaking became far more than a satiation of physical need; it became a consecration – holding him deeply inside, witnessing his powerful release, experiencing my own – there could be no more holy act. I had never known lovemaking could be a thing of beauty and grace, not until I had fallen in love with Sawyer and learned to trust him.

“Let me,” I whispered, and he recognized my intent.

“Darlin’,” he groaned, as I rolled to my knees and grasped him, caressing with my thumbs the hollows created between his hipbones and groin. There was a small pearl of white at the tip of him and I opened my lips over this, swirling my tongue; it was a taste I knew well, that of his aroused body. His fingers dug into my hair. I felt him swell even more fully within my mouth and he shifted at once, lifting me into his arms and taking me instantly to my back. My legs tightened instinctively around his hips as his length, the splendid hardness of him, filled me.

He held momentarily still as I quivered beneath him, taking my lower lip into his mouth and lightly suckling. He murmured, half-teasing, “I must pause, or I’ll be finished…” and bit my earlobe, sending a spasm of pleasure along my jawline on the same side.

I loved that we were able to jest and laugh in the midst of loving. I arched my neck so that he would kiss it, which he did, grasping my hips in his strong hands and taking up a slow, steady rhythm. Smiling at him, clinging to his shoulders, I said innocently, “You are so thoughtful, love.”

His grin deepened. “Your sweet mouth on my…well, I can hardly contain myself.”

I snorted a laugh this time and he laughed as well, almost uncoupling our bodies. I squirreled closer, wrapping my arms and legs all the more fiercely about him, meeting him thrust for powerful thrust as our laughter died away, our motion taking us all across the surface of the bed. Sawyer lifted my right ankle and hooked it over his shoulder. I gripped the bedclothes with both fists. Sweat trickled along his temples and to his jaws, gleaming upon his chest. I bared my teeth as I shuddered with the force of what his body called forth from mine – the pulsing surges that spread outward from my center and swept through me, leaving me weak, sated in their wake. He kissed the inside curve of my lower leg, opening his lips and lightly clamping his teeth there as the intensity of focus rendered us wordless, so completely entwined that I could not tell where I stopped and he began.

“You,” I murmured, utterly replete, holding close his exhausted form some time later, the candle guttering in its holder.

Sawyer rose to his forearms and smoothed tangled hair from my forehead. I studied his mangled eye socket and tears leaked over my temples as I lay flat on my back, loving the satisfied weight of him draped atop me; my joy that he was alive, that he had not been taken from me, would never cease. I caught hold of his ears and tugged closer his face so that I could press my lips to the disfigurement of his scar, which he allowed. At first, when he was no longer required to wear the poultice beneath the eye patch, he’d been hesitant to let me touch or kiss the spot. But I insisted. I wanted to show him it did not upset or repulse me in any way. Simply telling him was not sufficient; I knew my actions must speak for me.

“Yes, you.” His voice rasped with emotion.

I was fearful to reply in absolutes, to say that we would never be without one another again; life had taught me that to speak of such things was to perhaps negate them. I clung to him and whispered instead, “Let us take no days for granted, not ever.”

He kissed away my tears and shifted us, so that I was sheltered against his chest rather than directly beneath him. I ran my palms along his ribs, coming to rest around his torso. After a spell, he murmured, “I always worry that I crush you, after.”

“You do not crush me.” I adopted the tone I thought of as wifely, and then, with the inevitability of longtime habit, synonyms riffled through my mind: wifelike, uxorial, filial. Sawyer and I had entered into this particular discussion before, and so with no small amount of asperity I reminded him, “You have said yourself my hips are ample.”

Sawyer snorted this time, which tickled my sweating skin; I squirmed, giggling in my half-hearted attempts to escape. He allowed no evasion, instead pressing little kisses along the side of my neck as he agreed contentedly, “That I have, my sweet wife. You have lovely ample hips.”

Atop our churned-up blankets I attempted to jab his ribs, where I knew it deviled him to be tickled. I would be dishonest if I did not admit that I loved provoking him to tussle with me, delighting in the strength of his warm, nude body curling around mine; he pretended to let me have the upper hand, allowing me to pin his shoulder blades to the feather tick. “That sounds like a compliment intended for a breeding mare!”

Sawyer’s laughter rendered him momentarily incapable of defense and I dug my fingertips into his ribs for good measure. My hair fell all around the two of us. “Does that make me, by default, the studhorse? I am so very flattered…”

“You are in need of a strapping!” Laughter hampered my efforts to smack his backside. At last I fell across his chest and closed my teeth about the powerful ridge of muscle that sloped between his neck and shoulder. He was so magnificently made, firm planes and strong, muscular angles, his long bone structure sturdy beneath his skin. I knew every last part of his body, every ridge of scarred skin, every mole and freckle; the length of his limbs, the taste of his mouth, the scent of the hair that grew low on his belly, the changeability of his cock. I was fascinated by all of it, possessive of him to perhaps an obsessive degree; but I knew it was the same for him. Many hours had he spent, tracing his fingertips over my bare body, nothing held back, exploring and marveling, tasting of me as I did of him; how many times each of us had whispered, I never knew it could be like this.

“I am in need of just such,” he acknowledged, gliding his touch downward to capture my waist in both wide palms, tucking me neatly beneath him. “My daddy would take a strap to me for taking such pleasure in being pummeled by a beautiful naked woman. Holy God, woman, you are beautiful. You near do me in.”

“Don’t you sweet talk me,” I griped, even as my thighs parted in undeniable invitation. Sawyer caught my wrists lightly in his grasp and pinned them to either side of my head, biting my chin, placing heated kisses upon my collarbones. I trembled, gooseflesh rippling along my limbs at his answering grin.

“But you are so very sweet,” he murmured, and claimed my mouth for his own.

Much later, the candle having blinked out of existence, the room flooded with milky moonbeams in its absence, Sawyer admitted, “I am worried about them.”

I lay with my temple pressed to his heartbeat, nearly asleep to its steady rhythm, but at these words I shifted to one elbow to regard him in the meager light. Sawyer continued stroking my back, digging his thumbs along the hollows of my shoulder blades, and I shivered at both his welcome touch and his concerning words.

“I am, as well. I figured that Boyd would have sent word by now. He knows our worry.”

“Can you get a feel for where they may be, Lorie-love? I’ve been attempting every day, to no avail.” Sawyer and I had been able to sense one another from the first night we’d met, but the strength of the bond seemed exclusive to us. Try as I might, I could not establish even a fleeting awareness of their current location. But wait. I thought of how I’d imagined Boyd returning only earlier this evening; for a second I’d thought I heard his voice…

“I nearly forgot to tell you. At dinner, I had the strangest sense.”

“When you shivered?”

“Yes, just then. I imagined Boyd coming into the house and telling Rebecca that he should not have left. It seemed so real in that moment I swore I could hear his voice.”

“I’m sure those are his feelings. Not that he would admit it. Regret is a sort of weakness, in his opinion.”

I closed tighter my eyes, straining with everything in me to fix a lock on Boyd and Malcolm; I envisioned the deep reaches of the sprawling prairies to the north of us, cloaked now in darkness, picturing the two of them curled close beneath the paltry shelter of their canvas tarpaulin. But the picture remained a product of my imagination, not an actual sensing. I whispered miserably, “I cannot say where they might be, not with any certainty.”

Sawyer held me as I would always need holding, tucked close to him, protected in his embrace. His lips near the side of my forehead, he said, “Don’t fret, darlin’. Boyd is a cautious traveler. He’ll look out for them.” He released a soft sigh, the familiar scent of his breath against my eyelids as he whispered, “I miss them both, a very great deal. I haven’t been much apart from Boyd since we left home together in ’sixty-two.”

I knew this, and that he depended upon Boyd perhaps more than he would admit. I understood there were experiences they shared as soldiers to which only Boyd was privy. Boyd was the last living soul present in the heart of the War with Sawyer, and I compared their friendship to that which I’d shared with Deirdre; she had known what it meant to work as a whore, without words or explanations, just as Boyd knew what it meant to be a soldier. Sawyer did not have to explain himself to Boyd as he often did to me, but I did not begrudge this; it only deepened my desire for us to reunite with them.

“Malcolm will be lonely, even if it is an adventure,” I whispered, and longed for the boy; my arms twitched with the craving to cuddle him close. I tucked my chin at the juncture of Sawyer’s neck and shoulder, which I’d bitten earlier, in play. I kissed the spot now, lamenting, “I wish they were here to know our news. They would be so happy. They’ll be uncles!”

“They will know the moment we see them again, sooner if we can get a letter to them.” Sawyer wound a strand of my hair about his index finger in a slow, rhythmic motion. “And Malcolm will find many things to occupy his time, of this I’ve no doubt. He’ll be all right. But I miss the sound of his voice, I’ll not deny. I do love that kid.”

“I love him so. I love both of them. It’s the same as being apart from family. But despite everything I am gladdened to think of them reuniting with Jacob. I wish I could see their faces upon finding him. Malcolm said once he hoped that Jacob resembles Clairee.”

“I don’t recollect that Jacob looks much like her, though I wasn’t more than a boy when Jacob left home. I was much better acquainted with Clairee. She was fair as a spring flower, but with a temper to light a fire.” Sawyer chuckled and I felt it rumble against my cheek. “She and Bainbridge were well-matched in that regard, I suppose, both possessed of strong spirits. Boyd’s daddy was…well, my mama called him a handful, I recall, and once a devil, though she never knew I overheard this. It would not have been seemly. But she said so to Daddy, and he laughed and agreed.”
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