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To my daughters:


May you always know that you are enough


Ka nui taku aroha ki a koe


My love for you knows no bounds
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Chapter One


April 1885, District of Saskatchewan, Canada





There was just so much damn blood. 

Clara had to admit she felt a bit frantic. Despite Dr. Cameron’s warning and the tourniquet tied tight around the man’s leg, the flow made it difficult for Clara to see or even think clearly. She took a deep breath and held the heavy saw above the bone.

“There you go, Miss Thomas.” Dr. Cameron’s voice came calm and reassuring, with a slight Scottish burr. “Take your time. Nice and even, all the way through.”

Despite the cool day, Clara struggled with the effort, sweat beading on her brow and nose. The saw wobbled as her arms grew tired—it seemed bones broke so easily in other circumstances. Finally, after a few minutes of intense work, a sudden release of pressure on the saw made her nearly stumble as the tool finished its grisly task. She hesitated before pushing the discarded limb away, her stomach giving a sudden lurch. 

No. Do not retch, Clara. Not now. She swallowed the bile creeping up her throat and picked up the long pieces of horsehair laid beside her. Taking a steadying breath, she found the first artery in the soldier’s lower leg and carefully tied it off with the hair, then did the same with the second.

“Excellent work, Doctor. Now, file down the bone and wrap the end with the excess skin you reserved. Don’t forget to leave an opening for drainage,” Dr. Cameron said.  

The older doctor turned on his heel and made his way to the end of the surgeon’s tent. A gust of wind and rain blew through the tent, Clara’s patient groaning with the sudden chill. She quickly added a few drops of chloroform to the cloth over his mouth to give her time to finish her work. It took a few moments to file the severed bone smooth, and then she gently wrapped the leg in the patient’s own skin.

“Clara! There you are. I’ve been looking for you everywhere.” Lieutenant John McKay burst into the tent, brushing the rain from his jacket before taking in the scene before him. She watched with great amusement as his face went pale, his carefully coiffed hair falling over his eyes. He was not fond of her doctoring, and the gore in front of her was likely turning his stomach.

“My God, Clara, what are you doing?” The air was filled with the sharp tang of blood, overtaking that of the spring rain. He came closer to her and then obviously thought better of it, taking a cautious step back. 

Clara bent her head over her patient. This was her first chance to work with the surgeons, and she did not want to risk making any mistakes. 

“Good morning, John. It’s quite blustery out today.” She flashed him a quick grin. “I could definitely use a cup of tea.” The wind tore through the open tent again, and she shivered despite the thick woolen vest she wore over her dress.

When she was finally finished, she nodded to the orderlies who were waiting nearby. They came and carefully lifted the man out of the surgeon’s tent. The orderlies would take him to the infirmary, where she would check on him later, along with the other soldiers in her care.

Clara moved along to the next amputation patient—the wounded men lay on tables down the length of the tent, their moans a gasping chorus. She anesthetized the man with chloroform and tightened a tourniquet around the affected limb. Biting her lip in hesitation, she remembered the instructions from Dr. Cameron and began to cut the first layer, taking care to save a flap of skin to wrap around the stump. 

John followed her, clearly agitated, his deep blue eyes flashing. “Miss Thomas!” he hissed, rubbing his hands over his face in disbelief. “I thought you were working in the infirmary. This,” he gestured to the white canvas tent, “is hardly the place for a woman. Your father—”

“Isn’t here, John. Are you staying? Because I should warn you, it’s about to get quite bloody.” Clara pushed back her hair with a stained hand, feeling rather annoyed at John’s intrusion.

“Clara.” John moved close to stand right at her shoulder. Despite being posted in a military camp for the past few months, he still managed to smell good—his cologne reminded her of the evenings they had spent dancing together at society balls. “We had plans for dinner yesterday. I am assuming you forgot.” A slight tone of resentment pitched his voice, and she held back a grimace. She paused, holding the Catlin knife in her hand. Once she cut through the muscle, she couldn’t rest until the entire removal was complete. The dinner hadn’t been forgotten. Instead, she’d gone to the privacy of her tent after a long day tending to the infirmary. It seemed she wouldn’t be able to avoid John a second day in a row.

“Yes, it slipped my mind.” She smiled as brightly as she could and turned to face him. “Come find me this evening.”

Not waiting for his reply, Clara went back to her patient, her gaze resting on the man’s face. He was no more than a boy, really, his complexion fair and rosy-cheeked. Knowing he was about to have his life altered forever, she said a small prayer as she took his arm.


      [image: image-placeholder]A few hours later, Clara left the surgeon’s tent, famished. Despite the overcast sky, it had to be around three in the afternoon, and the stodgy bowl of porridge that had been her breakfast was a distant memory. Even so, she wrinkled her nose at the thought of an evening dinner with John McKay. At least the food would be good. She knew John’s intentions for dinner were more than friendly, his unrelenting attention to her making that abundantly clear. He had always pursued her, even when they were still children. And yet, while her parents would be happy with the match, she couldn’t bring her mind to the idea of a lifetime with him.

She stepped through the mud of the military camp on her way back to the infirmary—the ruts left behind from the wagons had mixed with the heavy spring rains to create a sodden mess. When her father had secured the position for her, he had insisted that she work only in the convalescence camp, far removed from the front lines. It was a small uprising; the Métis peoples had stood up against the Canadian government over the loss of their land and livelihood. Now that the buffalo on these great prairie lands had been hunted nearly to extinction by the white man, the Métis were struggling to survive.

Clara didn’t particularly mind being away from the front lines, as she was just content to have work. Her six months at home after graduating from medical school had been quite miserable. Clara’s mother was upset by—no, obsessed with—her spinster status. At the age of twenty-six, Clara shamed her family by remaining unmarried. Her only saving grace, her mother had announced one evening at dinner, was that Clara’s looks and figure still turned most men's heads—married or not. It had been a great battle between her mother and father that she be allowed to attend medical school at all, but now that she was finished, they were both in agreement. Marriage.

“Miss?” a voice interrupted her thoughts. Joseph, one of the orderlies, stood waiting at the tent flap of the infirmary. He was tall and spindly, about ten years younger than her, with a sparse beard covering his youthful chin.

Much larger than the surgeon’s tent, Clara had been assigned to the infirmary alongside another young doctor, but when he had been called to the front lines, she’d been left to care for the entire tent alone. It was always dreadfully busy, filled not only with soldiers and militia but the medical needs of the men and women serving the camp.

“Hello, Joseph. I’m sorry I was away for so long. What have we got in here?” The young man blushed at her words, and she smiled inwardly at his discomfort. Poor Joseph could hardly talk to her without turning several shades of red.

“It’s quite busy, I’m afraid,” he said, leading her inside. The stench of unwashed men was ripe, and she braced herself against the overwhelming smell. “A few men needing sutures, two with post-amputation fever, and that one,” he said, pointing to a blond man in the corner, “got thrown from a horse.”

She quickly scanned the tent and decided to start with the man thrown from the horse. Internal injuries could be tricky. But first, a meal, a her legs were feeling unsteady from a lack of sustenance.

“Joseph, could you please find me something to eat?” she called. 

“Of course, Miss Thomas.” His cheeks pinked again, and he ran off in search of food.

The blond man in the corner gave a short laugh as Clara approached him. “Well, it looks like he’s in love.” He nodded at Joseph’s retreating figure, then winced and held his side.

Clara ignored the comment, suppressing the urge to roll her eyes. “Let’s take a look.” She lifted his shirt, revealing a mottled purple patch of skin. Her fingers carefully touched the area, pressing but not too hard. He had definitely bruised the kidney.

“What happened?” She pulled his shirt back down and went to gather a bedpan from the supply table. 

The man watched her from across the room. “I’m Brendan. Brendan Murphy. I was on the general’s mare this mornin’. We draw straws in the stable to see who takes her out for exercise every day. Nasty temper on the ol’ girl.” He had a strong Irish lilt, which was quite charming, and he was handsome too, Clara noticed, despite the poor light in the tent, as a small dimple accompanied his flirtatious grin.

“Well, Mr. Murphy, you’ve bruised your kidney, which can be quite serious, I’m afraid. I’ll have to keep you here for a few days to check your urine for blood and keep an eye on you for fever.”

Brendan’s smile vanished, a slight scowl in its place. Before he could speak, a steaming bowl of stew appeared in front of Clara. She thanked Joseph and dug in.

Brendan watched her eat. “I can’t stay. I need to work.” He tried to sit up in the cot and leaned against the rounded metal frame. “I’m here with my sister, workin’ our way west. She’s … she’s in the family way. She’s no’ married, so it’s up to me to provide for her and the babe.” 

Despite herself, Clara raised her eyebrows and leaned in closer to Brendan. Most of her patients didn’t engage in conversation, afraid of being treated by a female physician. “She’s pregnant?”

Brendan rubbed the stubble of a few days’ growth on his chin, just a shade darker than his hair. “Aye. She won’t tell me how it happened. Against her will, most likely. But it was here, I am sure of that.” His fists clenched.

Clara swallowed thickly, her mouth going dry. Attacks of that nature against women were somewhat common in military camps. Her father had warned her of the dangers while escorting her from their home in Ontario to this most recent resistance led by Louis Riel and Gabriel Dumont. When Lieutenant John McKay, the son of a family friend and her childhood friend, had been suggested as her chaperone, her father had agreed instantly. 

“Where is your camp? I’d like to check on your sister,” she offered, “but you will need to stay here until morning at least. Doctor’s orders,” she finished firmly, seeing a protest form on his lips.

“She’s in the camp near the cook’s quarters. All full of Irish folk.” He gave her another smile. “Her name’s Rebecca. I really appreciate that, Miss …?”

“Dr. Thomas,” she supplied, raising an arched eyebrow at him. “But yes, Miss Thomas will do.” 

She added visiting Rebecca to the growing list of tasks for the rest of the day, as well as changing before dinner. Staying clean couldn’t be expected while living in canvas tents outdoors, but she was a mess. She smiled to herself—it had been quite the day. She’d never been invited into the surgeon’s tent before, but when Dr. Cameron had come looking for an extra pair of hands, she’d jumped at the opportunity to learn a new skill. She decided she might see what Dr. Cameron was up to again tomorrow.


      [image: image-placeholder]Clara heard the Irish camp long before she arrived, as the jovial voices thick with accent drifted in the evening air. She poked her head around the corner, watching them for a minute. They had built a little village of tents arranged in a circle, leaving a large open communal area in the middle. Most were eating their evening meal—a large pot of stew hung over the fire, filling the air with the fragrant aroma of hearty food. A hefty man with a red beard spotted Clara and raised his brows inquisitively.

“Can I help you, Miss?” He walked over with an inviting smile. 

“Yes. I’m Dr. Thomas. I treated one of your men here today, Brendan Murphy. I’m looking for his sister, Rebecca.”

The man’s thick eyebrows shot up at her introduction. “Ah, the woman doctor. We’ve heard of you around the camp. I’m Marty Byrne, and this here’s Becca,” he said as a blond woman came up to stand beside him. He put his arm around her shoulders. Rebecca was tall and willowy, nearly the same height as the man beside her.

“Rebecca Murphy.” She frowned slightly, and Clara could see the resemblance to her brother in the intensity of her grey-blue eyes. “Is my brother all right?”

Clara smiled, hoping to ease her worry. “Yes. He has a bruised kidney, so I’m keeping him for the night. But he should be fine.” Clara glanced around the camp for a place to speak with Rebecca alone. “Is there somewhere we can have a word, Rebecca?”

Rebecca’s face paled, but she nodded, leading Clara out of the camp towards the barns. Both Marty and Brendan worked in the stables, she explained as they walked. The horses for all the company’s men lodged there, needing care after days on the battlefield.

“And what do you do for work?” Clara asked. She knew that the women in camp worked just as hard as the men, providing cooking and laundry services for the soldiers and their own families. 

Rebecca held out her hands, which were red and chapped. “Laundry. Havin’ your hands in water all day with the lye soap makes ’em sore. Most nights, they bleed.”

Clara nodded and reached into her bag. She’d heard the same from many women on her rounds and had made a salve with the juice of a prickly-pear cactus that grew in the field behind the camp.

“Try this.” Clara handed Rebecca the jar, who nodded her thanks. They had reached the stables, and Rebecca led her to sit on a log alongside the fence. Men still busy with work bustled around them, but the two women were far from the prying ears of Rebecca’s camp.

“Miss? What’s this all about?”

“Please, call me Clara. Your brother told me about your predicament. I promised him that I would check on you. It’s too early to provide medical care for pregnancy, but he’s worried about you.”

Rebecca snorted. “I am no’ so sure it’s worry. More that I’ve put a kink in his plans.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “But thank you, I’m fine.” Rebecca began to rise, but Clara held out a hand to stop her.

“Rebecca, do you mind if I ask?” Clara hesitated, choosing her words with care. “I will keep it to myself, I promise. Is this … a baby from a love affair?” She thought of Marty and the way he had put his arm around Rebecca protectively.  “Or were you … forced upon?” Clara needed to know whether a predator lurked in the camp.

Rebecca heaved a sigh. “Not love.” She shrugged. “Maybe I should’ve fought harder. No’ the first time this has happened to me.” She shook her head, and her eyes held a response that Clara couldn’t read. “I won’t tell you who, so don’t ask. Brendan will … well, never mind. I suppose it’s too late to ask you for a remedy to rid myself of it? I’m no more than three months gone.” 

Clara shook her head. Even if it was within the time frame, Clara did not want to risk herself with illegal activities. Women talked amongst themselves; she knew. Besides, such supplies needed to be found with an herbalist or apothecary, which would be in the next town.

“Clara! Miss Thomas!” a man’s voice echoed through the stable yard.

Rebecca looked at Clara in surprise, and then a deep frown fell over her features. As John rounded the corner in search of Clara, Rebecca’s face went stark white, and she stood abruptly, looking frantically for a way to leave.

“Clara, darling, you are the most difficult woman. I—” John’s voice cut off in a sharp silence as he took in the scene before him. He stopped, frozen mid-stride.

As the seconds passed, realization struck Clara like a lash from a whip. Her eyes grew wide as she looked from John to Rebecca and back. The man who had violated Rebecca and put her in the family way was none other than her childhood friend and chaperone, Lieutenant John McKay. 








  
  

Chapter Two


April 1885





Brendan Murphy lay in the infirmary considering his luck. He didn’t share much of his past with folks, but if he happened to stumble into a conversation over a bottle of whisky, he might mention that good fortune had never been on his side. 

From as early as Brendan could remember, his upbringing had been far from lucky. As a small boy, the Protestant Orphan Society in Belfast had been his only home. Around the age of five, Brendan realized that some of the children were told stories of the tragic fates of their parents. Some children were even blessed enough to be given a memento of happier times and people long gone: a faded photograph, a book, or a soft blanket. The children who had no such stories, like Brendan and his twin sister Becca, were defined by their shame: unwanted, unloved, abandoned, bastard. 

When the children were twelve, their luck had changed. Or so it seemed. A husband and wife who had never been blessed with children took them in. They were to move to the countryside outside of Coleraine to help with the farm and other household duties; they were warned it would be hard work. The couple were heathen, it was whispered, but kind. It would be a good life.

It had not been a good life. Within a month, Brendan learned to defend himself with his fists—the first time, he had been caught unaware, and it had cost him three of his back teeth. He learned that an empty stomach after a day of hard work was best warmed with a drink from a kind neighbour. Worst of all, Brendan learned that older men should not be trusted in the company of young girls like his sister.

They had lived there for only four months before they fled under cover of night, taking only the clothes and shoes they were wearing and some food stolen from the pantry. Catching a wagon ride from a kind farmer, they’d ended up in Londonderry, living under a bridge with a pack of other vagrant children. There were many street children then, hard times wearing on the families of Ireland. Brendan had spent those years defending his territory with his fists, numbing his hunger with bottles of drink.

Yes, it was true—Brendan had never counted much on luck.

At the stables today, Brendan had grumbled his way over to the general’s mare. He had started to feel the melancholy rise in the last few weeks, depression coiling like a snake in the pit of his stomach. The same low spirits had plagued him for years—leaving, then returning with a vengeance he had come to dread. So, it didn’t much surprise Brendan when the horse had reared at his touch, throwing him against the fence. He’d sat in the infirmary, his pain feeding the beast inside, when, like a flame in the night, luck had finally nodded her head in his direction.

He knew who the doctor was, of course. They all knew—stories had grown into a frenzy at the thought of a woman doctor working right here in this camp. He’d laughed along with the rest of them, conjuring an image of a woman so hideous and desperate she would take the occupation of a man. When she had entered the tent, her assistant tripping over himself to please her, he’d seen nothing of the ogre they’d imagined.

She was beautiful. Her skin glowed like a pearl against the copper of her hair, with flashing dark eyes and perfect pink lips. Although she was short, she carried herself with the height of a woman who knew her true measure. Most of all, he’d realized as she spoke with him, she was kind and nurturing like the mother he’d never known.

He’d spent an hour thinking after she left, both his pain and his low spirits soothed by their brief encounter. Brendan Murphy had found a woman he could marry. 


      [image: image-placeholder]John McKay sat across from Clara, plates from the general’s kitchen in front of them: chicken with gravy, carrots, potatoes, fresh biscuits, and pie for dessert. Somehow, he had even managed to obtain a decanter of wine. Dinner hour was over, and as they sat in the corner of the mess tent, only a few men filtered through. As John made small talk, Clara mapped out her thoughts carefully.

He’d recovered quickly from the shock of seeing her with Rebecca by the stables. Too quickly. Very smoothly. Whisking Clara away, he’d chattered about everything from the details of the battlefield, to bemoaning the endless rain, to the news that Clara’s sister was engaged. Clara had stopped at that, curious, and then felt sick at her betrayal to his charm. 

As much as she longed to, Clara could not confront him. In dealing with men, particularly the ones she had studied with and learned from in medical school, she’d learned that she must negotiate with caution. To call John out would ensure a rapid trip home, and her days of independence would be long gone. Without him as her willing chaperone, she would be shipped back to her mother’s lair of misery. Clara had spent the winter attending every event in society—endless cups of tea, elaborate dinners, and even one secret rendezvous with a politician’s son. Even that had been tedious and boring, and she’d dreamed of holding her scalpel once again.

“… your father has already agreed. What do you think about that, Clara darling?” John was looking across the table at her, his dark blue eyes attentive.

Clara shook her head. “I’m sorry, I was just lost in thought. It was a busy day. What did you say?”

John sighed, folding his hands in front of him. “I was talking about marriage. Our marriage.”

She choked on a mouthful of wine, though it wasn’t really a surprise. It was true that in recent weeks she’d felt a growing affection for John. Fond memories of long summer days spent together as children had helped fan the idea of romance in her heart. But now … surely, he’d noticed the exchange in the stable yard. He couldn’t think of her as that stupid. Although Rebecca was not yet showing; her figure still slim. It could be that John didn’t know about the baby. 

Clara set down her glass. This was not going to go over well.

“No. I’m sorry, John, but I won’t marry you.” She refused to let him down easily. She may have resolved not to confront him about Rebecca, but he didn’t deserve any pampering. It did not matter that he was a man of wealth and prestige. He had assaulted a woman against her will.

His eyes became like steel. “Your father has agreed.”

“I heard that part, John. I do not wish to be married. I won’t give up my medical practice.” 

John threw up his hands in exasperation. “Clara, you cannot possibly plan to waste your life away stitching up broken men on a battlefield. That is not a life for a woman of your position.” He nudged his chair closer to hers. “I’ve waited for you, Clara. Four years since I first asked you, before you went away to medical school. It’s time.”

Clara’s temper flared, blinding her previous resolution. “I hardly call having your way with unsuspecting women waiting, John. What of that laundress? Forcing yourself upon working women is not appropriate for a man in your position.”

John started to rise from his seat, and for a moment, Clara felt her heart quicken in fear. “You’re a child.” His fist came down on the table, spilling her glass. “A spoiled little girl. Women like that are practically begging for attention from a man like me. Maybe if you hadn’t made me wait for so long—”

“I’m sure my father will be interested in hearing all this. He should be here any day now.” She crossed her arms and glared at him.

John rolled his eyes and scoffed. “Oh, your father. It’s a shame he’s been so indulgent of your little doctor charade. If you were my wife—”

“This conversation is over,” Clara interrupted him, standing. “I will never be your wife.” She collected her coat and shrugged into the sleeves. She turned and ran directly into Dr. Cameron, who had been approaching them from across the mess tent.

“Miss Thomas. I hope I am not interrupting your evening meal.” Dr. Cameron threw a wary glance at John, making her wonder how much of the conversation he had overheard.

“Thank you, Dr. Cameron. I was just leaving. I am rather tired after today’s excitement.” She smiled warmly at the older man, some of her anger dissipating.

“Ah, yes. Please, call me Ian. I have to say, Miss Thomas, I was pleasantly surprised today. I checked on all the men after you left, and your work was excellent.” He smiled down at her, his face a story of lines and wrinkles.

“Well, I had a very patient teacher,” Clara said, eager to please the doctor. She would take any opportunity to hone her skills and work amongst the men.

“It’s those damn minié ball bullets.” Dr. Cameron shook his head. “Pardon my language, but as a surgeon, I cannot advocate for anything that will shatter the bone completely. Such a shame.” 

“I would be happy to help you again, Sir, if you need it.”

Dr. Cameron chuckled then, his deep laugh reminding Clara of her father. “I was thinking you might ask. Yes, please come over any time you have completed your regular duties.” He glanced back at John. “Good evening, Lieutenant. Miss Thomas.”

As Dr. Cameron took his leave, Clara came back to the table. John looked up at her in surprise, a glimmer of hope in his eyes. Without a word, Clara lifted her plate, still untouched. The food was now cold, but she didn’t mind. She felt John’s eyes follow her as she left the mess tent to enjoy her dinner. 

Alone.


      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, Brendan was gone from the infirmary. Clara gritted her teeth in frustration at the discovery. She was admittedly cranky, as sleep had not come easily after yesterday’s events. She’d mulled over John and Rebecca for quite some time, trying to distract herself by completing her medical journal for the day and then reading a novel by the poor light of the kerosene lamp. In the end, she’d succumbed to the thoughts, lying awake on her uncomfortable cot, staring into the darkness.

“Where is he?” she snapped at Joseph. The infirmary tent was full, and the air putrid. Some of these men might be dead before nightfall, and she didn’t have time to chase Brendan Murphy around camp.

“Gone when I arrived this morning, Miss Thomas.” Joseph shrugged. “But I saved this.” He reached under the table and proudly presented a bedpan full of urine. The urine was tinged with pink, as she’d suspected. 

Clara smiled, despite her frustration. Joseph was young but a quick study. If she ever had the opportunity to open her own medical clinic, she’d offer him a job. She set Joseph to the morning tasks of emptying the bedpans, assisting the men with breakfast, and changing bandages. Joseph had learned, under her careful teaching, to check wounds for signs of inflammation.

She left the tent and walked briskly through the camp, hugging herself against the chill of the morning. As she passed the surgeons’ tent, she glanced in. It was almost empty, a reprieve from the busy day before, and the doctors were seated at a table, playing a hand of cards. Clara prickled with jealousy. These surgeons would never come to help her in the infirmary. To them, she was nothing more than an orderly or a nurse. It had been much the same during her time at medical school, being treated as inferior to the other students in the program. She firmly pushed the stray thought aside—being busy in the infirmary was better than being idle at home.

She passed the Irish section at the midpoint of camp, heading straight to the stables. Clara marched past the log where she had sat with Rebecca the evening before and into the yard. Brendan was here; she was sure of it. She spotted him saddling a horse at the end of the riding ring. Passing the gates with her eyes trained on him, she nearly slammed into a massive man.

“Get out of here,” he growled through a thick beard. “No one in my stable yard.” 

“I just—” Clara started, staring up at him. He was thick and brawny and completely intimidating.

The stable master leaned down. She could smell his breath, foul with a mix of tobacco and onion. “You can have your lover’s quarrel later, missus.”

“I’m his physician. He—”

“Out.”

She scowled as he pointed to the gate. It was obvious there was no arguing with him. Looking back into the yard as she left, she saw Brendan headed their way. After a brief conversation with the stable master, he met her outside the gate, where she waited, arms crossed.

Brendan laughed when he saw her. “I could feel your fiery disposition from across the yard. Are you sure you don’t have a bit of Irish in you?” He nodded at her hair. “Though I don’t know many Irish beauties with hair as lovely as yours.”

“There’s blood in your urine.” She uncrossed her arms and leaned against the gate, though her heart warmed at his words. “You should be resting.”

“Aye, you told me.” He gave her an easy smile. “And I told you why I can’t.”

“I need to examine your side.” She indicated for him to lift his shirt. Instead, he pulled the garment over his head, despite the morning chill. 

She felt her cheeks grow warm as she examined the bruise on his side, now turning dark green and yellow. She had seen plenty of bodies during her medical practice, but there was something about the way he was standing—like he wanted her to look at his naked form. The hair on his chest and arms was a fine dusting of blond, and the lean muscles on his torso flexed as Clara touched his side.

“All right. It looks much better already,” she said, standing back up straight, trying to hide that she was flustered from touching him. A glance into the stable yard told her that they had an audience; a few of the men had noticed her touching Brendan and were watching with interest. One gave a whistle.

“My turn next, sweetheart,” he jeered, grabbing at himself lewdly.

Brendan quickly put his shirt back on and propelled Clara by the elbow around the corner to a small alcove, where women were busy scrubbing laundry in large tubs of water.

“Let’s sit for a while.”

“Just for a minute. It’s busy in the infirmary.”

He nodded and led her to an empty tub. He flipped it over, and they sat together on the small space. Clara caught her breath as their legs touched, her face heating once again as she glanced at the nearby women, wondering what they thought of her sitting alone with Brendan.

“So, a doctor, eh? Haven’t met any lady ones before.” He flashed a dimpled smile.

Clara laughed, finding his closeness comforting. His scent was different than John’s, the aroma of a hardworking man. “Well, there aren’t many of us.”

And there weren’t. Women had only been allowed to attend medical school for the past ten years, and the feat was not easily accomplished even now. If it had not been for her father’s large financial contribution to the college, she would not have been accepted into the program. As it were, Clara had been constantly left out—the college had even refused to let her practice on a cadaver, stating firmly that it was no skill for a lady. Her colleagues had complained that her presence was distracting and they constantly questioned her ability to diagnose, claiming that her female emotions got in the way of her better judgement.

“And you? When did you come from abroad?” 

He grinned, turning to face her on the tub, his leg brushing against her once more. “Well, I’m no’ from anywhere fancy, like abroad. Just Ireland, m’lady. We came over on the boat last fall. We were hopin’ to come the year before, but …” he trailed off, looking embarrassed. He got up quickly, making the tub jolt.

“What?” Clara asked. She had been enjoying his company, much to her surprise, and didn’t want it to end.

“Nothin’ I’d best be gettin’ back to work.”

“Yes, me too.”

He took her hand, helping her up. “Come for supper tonight. I want to see you again.”

Clara considered his offer. Surely John would be looking for her around dinnertime, but … “I’d like that, Brendan. Be careful with yourself today.” She reached out and touched his hand again in a farewell.


      [image: image-placeholder]Clara wandered back to the infirmary, deep in thought over Brendan. A young girl waited outside the tent, impatiently hopping from one foot to the other. Her dress had been scrubbed down to the barest of fabric, and her face was filthy. When she saw Clara, she ran over and grabbed her hand.

“Please miss. It’s my ma. The baby’s coming, but Ma says something’s not right.”

Clara grabbed her medical bag from inside the infirmary and hurried along with the girl to where her mother was waiting at the far end of camp. Here, the canvas tents were worn, with holes that had been patched over and over to keep out the rain and scorching sun. She knew that migrants followed the military wherever it went, setting up camp in hopes of earning a few extra dollars. They were not part of the company and, therefore, not part of Clara’s duty, but she had treated a few of them anyway.

The woman was in the throes of heavy birthing pains as Clara approached. She leaned against a tent post, swaying from side to side, her voice low and throaty as she groaned. Clara waited until the wave passed before she spoke. 

“How long have you been in pain?” she asked, feeling the mother’s rigid belly. The baby was head down, which was good. 

“Too long,” the mother replied. “Since yesterday morning. But this is the eighth child. It should be here by now.” She started moaning again. The youngest of her children lay nearby on a blanket, just a babe himself.

Clara looked around the tent, noting a few wooden crates that the family used for tables and chairs. She nodded to the girl.

“Set some water to boil. Get three of those crates and bring them here.” Clara arranged them in a triangle; one for the mother to sit on and two for her feet. 

“Have your waters broken?” 

The mother nodded, and Clara gently led her to sit on the crate. Clara removed her forceps from her medical bag—a long scissor-like instrument with a rounded clamp on one end. She doused them liberally with carbolic acid from her bag, prevention against the spread of germs and infection.

After she performed an internal exam, Clara unhooked the forceps and carefully slid the first side of the clamp into the mother. Feeling inside the woman, she tried to place it around the baby’s ear. Then she did the same with the other. Finally, she locked the device together.

“Stand behind your mother, and let her lean into you,” she told the girl, who was no more than ten and rake thin. Clara hoped she could support her mother’s weight.

Over the next thirty minutes, Clara helped ease the baby out, inch by inch. Her back and shoulders ached as she crouched down low to the mother. The woman was silent other than her grunts of effort, tears rolling down her cheeks.

Suddenly, thankfully, the head slipped free. Clara dropped the forceps, and with one final push, the baby was delivered. The infant was blue. She turned the baby over to pat her gently on the back, but it was as Clara had suspected. The baby took no breath, and no frantic wail pierced the morning air. 

The baby lay still.

She placed the baby in the blanket she had prepared and helped the mother deliver the afterbirth. Neither of them spoke. Clara bit her lip to keep her tears at bay but instead busied herself cleaning up.

In the end, the mother refused to take the dead baby. She got up, taking her youngest son with her, and went to the farthest corner of the tent, where a pile of blankets on the ground made up their sleeping space.

“Take it away.” Her voice was hoarse. “Take it away from here.”

Clara swaddled the infant girl in the blanket, carrying her silently back into the busy hum of the main camp. Medical school had never prepared her for this moment—carrying another woman’s stillborn baby to dispose. What was she to do with the child?

Clara felt her throat close and her stomach churn. She walked aimlessly, not noticing where she was. Her thoughts raced, going from John to Brendan to her father to the baby. Sweat bled through her shift under her dress and coat.

“Clara?” A strong hand clamped down on her shoulder, and she jumped.

It was her father.








  
  

Chapter Three


April 1885





Brendan stared into the crackling fire; disappointment so potent he could taste it. The popping wood created a shower of sparks that fell like stars, illuminating the darkness around him for just a moment, before fading away. It was late, and the ever-present noise of the camp had settled into a soft lull. Voices became murmurs as families sang their children to sleep, and the occasional telltale moan of an amorous encounter filled the crisp night air. 

He felt like an overeager fool. He’d spent most of the day filling his head with visions of a romantic interlude with the lovely doctor. He rolled his eyes—he didn’t even know her first name. What was worse, he had told some of the men in the stable about his invitation to supper, and Marty had watched him sink into a humiliated temper as the hour came and went without any sign of her. When Marty had picked up his guitar to entertain the crowd with songs of Ireland—something Brendan usually enjoyed—he’d stormed off into the larger camp in search of a drink. He’d joined some men settled around a cask of moonshine, the vile liquor searing his throat and guts. He missed Irish whiskey—hell, right now, he even missed the damned country itself.

Brendan sighed and heaved himself off the log. He rummaged around the edge of the fire’s light for a shovel, just about to bank the fire for the night when a movement caught his eye. It was her, standing near a tree a few feet away.

She came a bit closer. “I wasn’t sure if that was you,” she said, her voice low and husky. Brendan could see that she’d been crying, as her eyes were red and swollen. He frowned, as he hadn’t thought of her as a woman who was easily upset.

“Is everything all right? I was expecting you earlier. It’s late for you to be walking through camp alone.” He offered her a seat close to the fire.

“I know. How are you feeling?” She sat, hugging herself. “I’m Clara, by the way.” 

Clara. He smiled. The name fit her perfectly. He paused, taking her in. She seemed different from their previous meetings. Softer.

“Is everything all right?” he repeated, his gaze sweeping over her. “You seem … upset.”

Clara gave a short laugh and looked away, staring into the darkness. He reached out and touched her face, bringing her head back to look at him.

“You can tell me. I’m a fair listener.” He wiped her tears away with his thumb. She startled at the movement, so he dropped his hand.

“My father is here. I have to leave. Go home.”

He raised his eyebrows. “I don’t understand. Why do you have to go home?”

She sighed heavily. “I have to agree to marry … someone. If I don’t agree to the engagement, I have to leave with my father tomorrow.” She kicked at the dirt with her boot. “The man he wants me to marry. He’s … well, he’s not a nice man.”

Brendan’s heart hammered in his chest. Why had he thought a girl like her wasn’t already spoken for? Of course, she was getting married. 

He spoke, willing his heart to beat a little softer. “Clara, I don’t know you very well, but you don’t seem like the type of woman to … give up without a fight.”

She turned to look at him, her eyes sad and forlorn. Brendan fought back a sudden urge to hold her, to gather her in his arms.

“I don’t know what to do. I’ve gone over it a hundred times. I don’t want to leave. But …” She shuddered, pulling her shawl close.

Brendan threw a few leaves into the fire, watching as they shrivelled in the heat, curling until they vanished into a memory. “Well, you could agree to the engagement and stay. Then call it off.”

Clara nodded. “I thought of that. My father would be livid, but it could work.” She nodded again, her face brightening a bit. “Maybe that’s what I should do.”

Brendan hesitated before reaching for her hand. She tried to pull away, but he grasped it firmly. “I don’t want you to leave. We could try for supper again.”

She looked at him for a long moment, and he reluctantly let go of her hand, a faint disappointment washing over him. He wanted her to feel as strongly about him as he did about her.

“Supper,” she repeated. She started to say something else but frowned and shook her head. “That sounds good. But now, Brendan, I should go. I need to wake early to speak with my father.” She rose from the log, resting her hand on his shoulder momentarily.

“Goodnight, Clara.” 

Her figure melted into the night. As Brendan watched the space where she had been, his heart went too. 

Clara. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Clara’s hand curled into a fist. She had never hit anyone in her life, but the smile on John McKay’s face made her wish she could. She stared at the spot where she would get him, right at the corner of his mouth where his lips curled upwards in a sly grin. Clara had tried to speak with her father alone, but he had insisted on breakfast. With John.

“We will keep the news of your engagement to ourselves until after your sister’s wedding,” her father said, taking a gulp of coffee. He grimaced at the poor quality of the brew.

John nodded, sending Clara a smile that could only be described as a smirk. He reached across the table and took her hand, stroking the back of it with his thumb. It took everything in her not to wrench it from his grasp, but she could not help the scowl that settled on her features.

“Yes, that’s best. I must report to the Thunder Bay military base in the autumn, though. I would prefer if we were married before I leave.” He reached for his coffee cup, and she slipped her hand out of his, hiding it under the table out of his reach.

Clara had pleaded her case to her father the day before to no avail. He had come on a routine visit, he insisted. He wanted to deliver the news of her sister’s wedding in June to her in person. But she knew her father well. William Thomas was a businessman, and this was his latest transaction; he needed to see the contract to its completion.

She had tried to explain about Rebecca, even mentioning the pregnancy, but her father refused to be swayed. They had struck a deal, he reminded her, when he had agreed to allow her to take this job. She’d agreed to marry anyone of his choosing. Clara hadn’t taken the promise seriously; her giddiness over the prospect of a position as a real doctor had clouded her judgment. She’d even taken the rail for the first time—the military had used the Canadian Pacific to gather men quickly from the east and transport them to the prairies when the Cree people and their sons and daughters of mixed descent, the Métis, had stood their ground against the Canadian government.

It was not going to be easy, Clara realized that morning, to weasel out of the engagement. She would need a solid plan and perhaps a great deal of good fortune. Her father and John seemed set on making it happen sooner rather than later. 

Looking outside the mess tent, she spotted Brendan and the red-haired man, Marty leading a group of horses through the camp. As they passed the table where she sat, Clara caught Brendan’s eye. She gave him a slight smile, remembering his gentle consolation the night before. His gaze slid to her father and John, his face tightening and jaw clenching; he clearly understood the meaning of the meeting. 

“Who’s that, Clara darling?” John’s voice was in her ear, and his hand found hers once again under the table. He squeezed it firmly to the point of hurting. Brendan had turned his head back to look at them, catching Clara’s eye once again. He gave a slight nod, and she drew sudden strength from it. 

“A patient from the infirmary. And speaking of which,” she said, rising from her seat. Her father’s eyes widened in surprise at her dismissal. “I have work to do. Seeing as this,” she gestured around the table as if it encompassed her future, “is all arranged.”

“Darling, that’s enough.” Her father’s voice was firm, and his mustache stood straight out, as it did when he was displeased. “Sit back down, dear.”

“I’ll see you at dinner, Father.” Clara’s voice was just as firm. She had done her part and, in return, would stay until the rebellion ended. That was the deal. She gave the men a curt smile and went to work.


      [image: image-placeholder]The next few days went by in a busy haze. The infirmary was always full, and Clara worked from morning until evening, day in and day out. Her father had departed that morning on his way to a local lumber mill to negotiate another acquisition. William Thomas had begun building his fortune with the waves of families arriving from abroad, hoping to settle and build homes in Canada. She’d been ten when he’d landed an exclusive contract providing lumber to the railroad. Now, he was constantly buying up smaller mills across the country, expanding his reach from coast to coast. Thomas Enterprises had become unstoppable, and her family was among the wealthiest in the country.

Clara made her way through camp back to her own sleeping quarters. It had rained all day, and she wondered if she would ever feel warm and dry again. Perhaps she was crazy—she could be sitting in front of the fireplace in her bedroom back in Ontario, reading a novel, while her maid Isabelle drew her a hot bath. Instead, she was covered in blood, pus, and other unidentifiable bodily fluids and soaked to the bone. 

Finally reaching her tent, she ducked out of the rain. Her accommodations were small and held the barest of furnishings. A few wooden crates served as a table and chairs, a cot held blankets and a pillow, a kerosene lamp provided some light, and her personal items consisted of clothes tucked into a valise, her worn copy of Jane Eyre, and her medical journals. 

A large brown leather case sat on a crate with an envelope on top. A gift from her father? She frowned, checking the envelope. No, it was addressed to Miss Thomas in a scrawling, unknown hand. Who had placed this in her tent?

Her curiosity would have to wait, as she needed to get out of her wet clothes. Clara stripped as quickly as her shaking cold hands would allow and sighed in relief when she was changed into a dry skirt and shirt. She had just done up the last button on her blouse when her tent flap flew open, and John burst in, the whole tent shaking at his intrusion.

“John!” Clara shrieked, appalled. Her hands flew up to cover herself, even though she was now fully clothed. “I’ve just gotten dressed! You shouldn’t be here.” Her face grew hot in anger and embarrassment. Her mind turned to Rebecca, and the chill returned, though now with wondering in which circumstances John had cornered her alone.

He glanced down at the pile of wet clothes discarded on the ground and grinned, wetting his lips. “That’s a shame. Came a moment too late.” He sat on Clara’s cot with no obvious intent to leave. “I’ve just come to find you for dinner.”

She grimaced, not bothering to hide her annoyed expression. She’d hoped to avoid dining with John. In fact, she’d hoped to avoid John altogether, but there were few places left for her to hide in camp. Apparently, her own quarters were no longer private either.

“What’s this?” John reached over and snatched the envelope from the top of the brown leather case. “A love letter from an admirer?”

Clara thought of Brendan, warmth spreading inside her. She hoped the note wasn’t from him—or maybe she hoped it was. She hadn’t seen much of him during her father’s stay, but he had come to visit her at the infirmary, and they had stolen away one day for lunch down at a nearby riverbank.

John opened the letter, reading it silently, holding it out of Clara’s reach as she protested loudly. He rolled his eyes at the content, then handed it to her before flopping back down on her bed.


Dear Miss Thomas,

I hear that you are to be congratulated on your engagement. No doubt the Lieutenant will make a fine husband, and you a beautiful bride.

I’ve left you a rather odd engagement present—well, odd to most people, but I think you, Miss Thomas, might rather like it.

This also comes with some news that I have to share. That is, of my retirement. I’ve been meaning to retire for the last fifteen years, since I served in the Great War Between the States. The thought of settling down in my old age and picking up a tame hobby rather makes me cringe, but my agility is not what it once was, so I must learn to be content with retired life.

I hope you enjoy the gift.

Sincerely yours,

Ian Cameron




Glancing back at John, Clara opened the leather case. She laughed aloud, her joy filling the small tent. It was an amputation kit, the very one that she had borrowed from Dr. Cameron during her first time attempting the procedure. She picked up the Catlin knife, touching the edge with her finger. It had been sharpened many times, its long blade thin and lethal. She looked over her shoulder at John again. With this, she could force him out of her tent and maybe even her life.

“You should return that to the old codger.” He got up from the bed and took the knife from her hand. Clara wondered if he could hear its stories, the limbs that it had taken, the lives changed. He put the knife back in the box and closed the latch. “Darling, you know you won’t be cutting men open anymore once we are married.” He put his finger to her lips as she started to protest. “Oh, I don’t mind the occasional suture or even delivering the odd baby or two, but no more of this.” He patted the top of the case.

“And speaking of retiring,” he said as he led her outside, holding his jacket over her to shelter her from the rain, “your father and I have discussed mine. I will be leaving the military.”

She stopped, her feet landing deep in a puddle, the cold water seeping into her boots and stockings. She narrowed her eyes at John, his face no longer handsome. To her, he was just a snake. “Why on earth would you be leaving?”

John took her arm and propelled her out of the puddle. He waited until they were under the canopy of the mess tent before answering. “I’ll work with your father. He wants to retire in the next few years, so your sister’s husband and I will take over the company.”

There it was. Her insides turned to stone, and her heart hardened even further. This was the life of a woman. She was expected to give up her practice as a doctor so John could advance his career with her family’s money. 

Clara tasted none of the food she ate for dinner. Her thoughts were singularly focused on one crucial notion: escape.


      [image: image-placeholder]The next afternoon, Clara left the infirmary early, feigning a headache, which wasn’t a stretch from the truth. Her life felt like one awful headache indeed. 

She carried Dr. Cameron’s worn leather case through camp, walking like she had nothing to hide. She had already rehearsed the lie that she’d tell John if she ran into him. She was returning the kit to the retiring doctor, just as he had suggested. 

As she reached the outskirts of the Irish section of camp, she hesitated, biting her lip. She didn’t know Brendan well, as they’d really only talked a few times, but she felt that she could trust him with the safekeeping of her treasure. 

She scoured the camp for any sight of him—perhaps he was still at the stables—when a firm hand grabbed her elbow and dragged her behind a nearby tree. Clara yelped in surprise, stumbling over a root, but managed to right herself before she fell.

It was Rebecca. “What are you doing here?” she hissed, her face tense with anger. “That man will be followin’ you in here.”

Clara pulled away from Rebecca’s grip on her elbow and set her jaw. “Perhaps.” She scowled at Rebecca and walked around the tree back into the camp. “My father has arranged our marriage. We’re engaged.”

“What?” Rebecca’s mouth dropped open before quickly snapping it shut again, her mouth in a hard line. She raised herself to her full height and crossed her arms over her chest.

“I’m not planning to marry him,” Clara explained, eyes searching the camp. “But I must pretend for the time being. I’m here to ask a favour of your brother.” Clara held up the leather case. “And he’s invited me to stay for supper if that’s no bother to you.”

Rebecca frowned, not letting her pass into the camp. “I don’t think my brother is the right man for you. He’s got some problems, and you seem a bit … soft.” She looked Clara up and down from head to toe.

Clara bristled, narrowing her eyes at the other woman. “I am not soft.”

Rebecca gave Clara a long look, her jaw working with unsaid words. “Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you,” she said finally, glancing over Clara’s shoulder.

“Clara! You’re here. I hope you’re staying for supper,” Brendan’s voice rang out. He and Marty came up behind her, Marty carrying a map and a guitar slung over his back. Brendan took Clara’s hand and led her away from Rebecca and Marty. She smiled, a thrill shooting through her at his touch. He was so different from John, and despite his upbringing, seemingly more refined. As they walked, Clara explained the amputation kit.

“You’ll have to keep it out of the reach of children, of course. But do you mind?” Clara turned to him, her hand still in his. It was warm and rough; nothing like John’s soft grasp. 

“Of course, I’ll store it for you. Let’s go find a spot for it now.” He brought her over to the tents, all marked with the Canadian Red Ensign on the flap. She released his hand as they reached his tent, preparing to wait outside. Instead, Brendan pulled her in. His tent was like hers, except his personal belongings spilled out of a rucksack leaning up against his cot. It was the second time she had been alone with a man in a tent in as many days, and she felt scandalous, though this time, her pulse quickened with excitement.

Brendan took the case from her grasp and nestled it under his cot, chuckling. “I’m no’ sure what kind of woman you are, asking me to hide your knives under my bed.” He brought her hand to his lips and brushed her knuckles against them. “But I would like to find out more.”

Clara’s breath caught as their eyes met. Brendan was unlike any man she had ever known, so forward with his affection. She moved a step closer to him, the tent creating a secret space for her quickening heart. She had never kissed a man like Brendan before, though a few had certainly tried. This time, she would allow it, a warm desire already pulsing through her body.

His hands slid around her waist and then up her back. Brendan pulled her close and leaned his face toward hers. His lips were gentle and soft and full of promise. Clara smiled against his mouth, inviting him to continue.

Brendan broke away with a grin. “You like me, don’t you?” He touched her lips with his thumb. “I like you too, Clara Thomas. You make everything seem better.”

He kissed her again, leaving her breathless, before opening the flap to the tent. “Supper?”


      [image: image-placeholder]The camp supper was delicious. It was Irish stew made with barley, potatoes, carrots, and small morsels of meat. Clara had eaten what seemed like a thousand bowls of stew since her arrival in camp a few months ago, but none as tasty as Rebecca’s. Or maybe it was the company. The Irish camp was lively and heartwarming, filled with laughter, jests, and friendship. After the meal was done, Marty carried his guitar to the fire and sang, his voice a deep baritone that filled the night air with the magic of comradery and love. Brendan held Clara’s hand again, and she felt the stoniness inside her melt away.

She stayed late, sitting around the hearth with Brendan, Marty, and Rebecca. Clara listened to their talk thick with their brogue and Irish slang as they swapped stories. Marty left the fire for a moment, returning with a flask, which he passed to Brendan, along with the map Clara had seen earlier. 

Spreading it out on the log, they explained their plans to Clara. They were heading to British Columbia, the most western region in the country. The rebellion had filled their collective pockets with enough coins to arrive before winter if they left by June. They would travel west by horse, crossing the districts of Saskatchewan and Alberta. Once they reached the range of mountains stretching from north to south, they would travel across them via the newly constructed railroad.

“Here.” Brendan pointed to a spot in the far west, almost touching the ocean. “We’ll settle here. Folks say it’s the most fertile ground in the whole west, perfect for farmin’ and raisin’ a family.” He threw a sidelong glance at Clara, and she couldn’t stop the swell of happiness that bloomed inside her. It made her forget her troubles with John, and a rebellious plan formed in her head.

Clara stared at the spot on the map, her thoughts racing. It seemed perfect. She looked back at Brendan, frighteningly aware that her whole future was about to change. West.
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