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Chapter
1

 


Council Bluffs, Iowa
— 1857

Out of the suffocating blackness,
a dulcet Southern voice crooned, “Don’t move, Little One. Just lie
quiet. There, there now.” Tildy tried to snuggle closer to the
warmth of a broad male chest, but the cold water surrounded,
tugged, sucked at her body.

Water? Why am I in
water in my wedding clothes, no, my traveling suit? And where’s
Ike?

A whir erupted into a cacophony
of sound surrounding her. The blackness lightened to ethereal gray.
A horse screamed and screamed again. Harness jangled. Water
viciously thrashed against creaking wood. Muddy water, wet
horsehide, and a sweet, spicy man-scent assaulted her nose. Her
open mouth gasped against slick, starch-flavored cloth and the
vibrant thunder of the heartbeat in the solid chest.

This isn’t Ike. Did I
just groan against some stranger’s chest? But Ike’s a stranger,
too, isn’t he?

“Goddamnit! Will
someone hold that horse! He’s forcin’ this wagon into the current.
Where’s the stupid bastard who was drivin’?” the same voice turned
harsh with authority and accusation, rising distinctly above the
chaos. “He’s kickin’ it to pieces! Rope him! No! Get out of my
way!”

Tildy forced her eyes open to find herself looking down a long,
dark-suited arm to a man’s hand extended toward some big, black,
struggling thing. The hand swung side-to-side, moving a pistol like
a snake mesmerizing its prey. Only this prey was white-eyed,
frantic Tom-Boy, the Percheron stallion her father had harnessed to
the wagon that very morning. His good-bye gift.

“No-o-o!” she
screamed as the pistol exploded.

The enormous black horse jerked
then thudded heavily onto the slashed mud bank. As the entangled
and stilled Tom-Boy slid against a second lump of half-submerged
black animal, one rope then another whistled through the air to
snag a big hoof. The twang of the lines halted his movement. The
wagon bed settled. Water whooshed softly. A bird chirped from
nearby trees. Staring at the taut ropes, Tildy’s neck muscles
reflexively tightened.

Dead! He killed
Tom-Boy! 

Her ears filled with a roaring
just before the blackness returned.

~

Nat Carruthers barely got the
pistol into its holster before the young woman held in his left arm
went limp once again. The Missouri River current picked the same
moment to surge around the tipped wagon bed, gently lifting it. He
pulled his suddenly freed burden high against his body and stumbled
several steps backward, up the riverbank. Her water-soaked skirts
wrapped around his legs. He had no choice but to sit down in the
mud, keeping her head on his shoulder, her cool face pressed
against the heat of his neck.

A comfortable calmness settled
over Nat as he sat very still with his prize, watching the few
dock-side rescuers become a voracious horde determined to reclaim
human property from the river. A hulking bargeman shouted orders
above the confusion.

The horseman in Nat winced as the
two dead animals were cut from their harness. He grimly appreciated
the quality of the stud he’d been forced to sacrifice. Blood
swirled in the brown water. The animal hadn’t even been aware of
his shattered front leg. The mare’s drowning death throes had
crazed the big fellow beyond help. A matched pair. Breeding stock.
Nat’s jaw clamped. He narrowed his eyes and scanned the crowd,
hoping the sonofabitch was dead who had caused this loss . . . and
near-loss. Gut-instinct told him the world and the girl in his arms
weren’t that lucky.

A light buggy clattered onto the
nearby dock, scattering onlookers. A drowned-rat of a man scrambled
off the seat. Without even a nod of thanks to the driver, his
obvious rescuer, he jumped from the dock’s wooden planking onto the
bank and hurried toward the men pulling his wagon and dead animals
from the Missouri’s velvety hunger.

“Judas H. Christ, I
thought I was a goner.” His excited, twangy voice turned heads as
he pushed his way through the crowd. High on the action and
attention, he rattled on to no one yet anyone who would listen. “I
was swept almost a half mile ‘afore that farmer there hauled me
out. I tell ya, the Mo’s fifty times meaner than the Mighty Miss.
Aw, shit!” he moaned. “Them horses dead?”

Nat let out a long breath before
looking down at the young woman settled so perfectly in his lap.
Sadness for her and an elusive, unexplainable yearning impacted him
as he studied her.

Freckles sprinkled across her
pert nose and cheeks enhanced rather than marred the opal shimmer
of her face. The wet, thick ropes of unbound hair, arch of eyebrows
and long, lacy lashes glistened deep auburn in the spring sunshine.
The lush, faintly pink lips parted on a puff of breath. Blood
pulsed in her slender neck and her heart beat in time with his
own.

A twisting pain ripped through
Nat’s chest. He drew back and arched his chin in the air just as
her man spied them.

“Hey, that there’s my
bride!” He sloshed toward them, grinning and nodding stupidly. “Way
you’re holdin’ her, friend, she must be alive. She’s a purty thing,
ain’t she? I’m Ike Beaumont. Tildy an’ me just married up this
mornin’ at her folks’ place over in Brea.”

Wiping the river water from his
dark blonde hair as he dropped to his knees beside Nat, the man
finally had the decency to look concerned. He laid a cautious hand
along the fragile chin Nat had been admiring. “She is awright,
ain’t she?”

“Fainted, I think.
She was thrown out an’ swept under the wagon.” He wanted to slam a
fist into the ignorant blue eyes possessively raking his
hard-gained treasure. It wasn’t his place to accuse and judge, but
he couldn’t help himself. “She would’ve drowned, you
know.”

“Aw, damn!” A
careless, half-smile tilted one corner of the man’s thin lips.
“Ain’t even had a weddin’ night an’ I almost kilt her.”

Nat frowned, protectively pulling
the young woman closer. “What the hell did you say?” The carefully
enunciated words produced the desired effect. He enjoyed the
intimidated man’s rapid blink of wide eyes that looked everywhere
but at him, the flick of a nervous tongue, and the self-conscious
shrug.

“Aw, I always try
funnin’ when I’m nervous-like. Tildy’s real special. I didn’t mean
she weren’t. Um . . . Ya think she needs a place ta rest . . . or
maybe doctorin’? I ain’t got much money fer either—”

“You are one dumb
sonofabitch!” Shifting his burden only slightly, Nat bent a knee
and rose to his feet in one motion. He had voiced an insult and
couldn’t reach his gun for reinforcement, but he saw it didn’t
matter. Again the man’s blue eyes blinked and his tongue flicked.
Nat pushed past him toward the dock.

Beaumont shifted, his gaze
darting around as if to see who had noted the put down. “Just a
minute! Who the hell ya think ya are? Maybe ya saved my wife’s skin
when I couldn’t, but that don’t give ya no right ta be callin’ me
names.”

“Tend to your
precious wagon there. I’ll see she’s cared for.” The crowd gave way
to him.

Recognizing he had no choice,
Beaumont gruffly acknowledged “the good sense of that” then began
ordering the salvaging process.

A helpful hand here and there
steadied Nat’s awkward ascent up the bank to the dock. Behind him,
someone directed a ragged boy to run to the doctor’s
house.

His black man, Demmy, scurried
down the docked paddle-wheeler’s ramp with a couple of blankets.
Not until the servant draped one across his shoulders did Nat
become aware of the combined chill of spring wind and water. Taking
a seat on a narrow packing box, he helped the gnarled black hands
tuck the second blanket around the still limp, pale woman he
held.

“She gonna be
awright, Massa Nat?”

“Hope so. Go tell that big-mouthed man someone needs to find
her some dry clothes. Tell him I said to find them
now.”

He watched her
thick reddish lashes flutter as Demmy hurried off. His heart
thumped. He willed her to open her eyes. God, I want to look into you . . . just once.
Heat suffused his face and neck with the thought.
He glanced toward the preoccupied husband then down again. His
breath caught as he looked through the rich brown windows of a
beckoning soul. Calling to me? Surely not,
or had I spoken my thought aloud?

~

The billowy, floating sensation
gave way to the cold heaviness of cloying, wet clothes, layers of
dress, petticoats, and underthings confining and smothering her.
Tildy forced one ragged breath then another. A chill spasmed her
entire body. Something closed around her, attempting to confine her
movement. Struggling for control, she opened her eyes.

The focused attention in the
hovering male face immediately calmed her. A blue-black lock of
hair straggled onto his forehead. Thick, black eyebrows winged
above his deep-set, charcoal gray eyes, eyes she knew so well . . .
but how, where? His high cheek bones, aquiline nose, and broad,
square jaw hinted at a fierce hardness, but the fullness of his
mouth and the concern in those vivid eyes drew her closer. A
tingling danced in her blood.

“Well, now, lil’
lady, there’s some color to your face. That’s better,” his
melodious voice surrounded and warmed her.

“I’m glad,” she
whispered, accepting his warmth, just as she had in the river,
because it felt right for some reason.

The gray eyes blinked. He frowned
with the faintest hint of a smile playing on his lips. “Pardon
me?”

“I’ve always been
pale, and you know it.”

At that he did smile, like she
knew he would. “No, I don’t know.”

“But you do!” she insisted illogically. Illogically? Reality dawned as the
man slowly shook his head. The wet clothes, the intimacy of their
blanketed state, the nearby crowd noises jarred her memory. “I-I
don’t know you, do I?” Again he shook his head.

The voice, the
gun, Tom-Boy! “You killed my
horse!”

“He
would’ve killed you, ma’am.”

“No,
never!”

“You were caught up
under the wagon, bein’ pulled into the Missouri. He was crazed with
the pain of a broken leg. I—”

“No more! Please,
just . . . no more.”

The chills and shudders returned.
She tried to push away from his chest, but lacked the
strength.

“You didn’t ask about
your husband, ma’am.”

“Oh, God! Ike. He was
thrown into the river!”

“Sh-h-h, easy. He was
pulled out just a ways downstream. He’s over there gettin’ what he
can from the wagon.”

She turned her head to look where
the man indicated and saw Ike helping to sling a box up on the
shore. “My china,” she moaned, instantly guilty for feeling so
bereft of worldly goods when life, Tom-Boy’s, was gone.

An old black man climbed the bank
toward her with a familiar carpetbag in one hand and a small trunk
braced on his scrawny shoulder. No one offered to help him on his
way.

“Here ya be, Massa.
That Beaumont man say dis all he’s got time ta worry ‘bout. He say
de wagon’s tore up an’ de fool hawses is dead, so clothes don’t
mattah no how. Ah’s tah tell him where you be takin’ his
woman.”

Tildy felt the man’s body grow
tenser with each word the black man spoke.

“You tell the bast—”
He caught himself as she looked up at him. “So . . . ma’am, do you
have lodgin’ where you could be cared for properly?”

“Lodgings? Well . .
.” Her mind whirled. She felt herself blushing. “We-we were
hurrying to make the boat. Ike was going to get passage for the
wagon and horses. We were just-just going to sleep in the wagon on
the deck.”

He huffed and shook his head.
“Real considerate bridegroom, you have there!”

“I beg your pardon,
sir!” Anger finally gave her the impetus to push out of his arms,
but he had to grab her waist and steady her as she staggered to her
feet. Tildy stared down at his long fingers curved so hotly just
above the slope of her hip.

As if acknowledging a caress, her
own hand started to settle over his, but intimacy and indignity
collided in her awareness. She jerked away from him entirely. “You
have no right to judge my husband’s ability to provide.”

“No, I’m just the one who had to pull his wife from a watery
grave an’ put his horse out of its misery, both situations
his lack of
ability caused!”

“How dare
you!”

“You ever drive a
wagon, missy?”

“Yes! One of the few
farm skills my papa—”

“Right along a river
bank when the water’s runnin’ high an’ fast?”

She gulped and bit her
lip.

“Well, your precious
Ike did just that.”

Yes, she vividly remembered now.
He had been teasing her about the mighty Percherons’ get-up-and-go.
That was when he stood and snapped the bullwhip above their heads.
The beautiful chests had heaved into the harness as their big
hooves thundered along the bank, the wagon careening behind. She
had gripped the wagon seat and trilled a silly, childish laugh that
only incited Ike and his bullwhip. He had been showing off,
intentionally frightening her, and she had let him.

“He-He was hurrying
to catch the boat.”

“Does it look like
that boat behind us is leavin’ soon?”

She could feel her chin trembling
and the tears rising. “I’ve never seen a riverboat before, sir . .
. so I wouldn’t know.”

Nat ducked his head and ran a
hand through his drying hair. She was defending her man as was her
right. Pathetic yet proud, defiant yet vulnerable, bedraggled yet
beautiful, the young woman stood before him clasping her hands and
fighting back tears. She didn’t deserve humiliation, from either
that excuse of a husband or an arrogant stranger.

“Mizz Beaumont,
accept my abject apologies. I did not mean to further upset you.
This day has bestowed enough grief upon you. If you will allow me,
I would extend you the use of my accommodations for your weddin’
trip.”

“Your
accommodations?”

“On the riverboat. I
will simply share my brother’s. We are lawyers, travelin’ back to
St. Louis. Please. I am ashamed of my ill manners. Virginia men are
taught to honor the fairer sex, not embarrass them. So . . .
please?”

Fascinated, Tildy watched as a
heated clarity in his eyes lightened the charcoal into sparkling
facets. She had the distinctly privileged feeling “Please” was not
a word he used often. She smiled shyly, nodded and extended her
hand. “Thank you, Mister . . . What is your name?”

~

Tildy pursed her lips as she
looked around the small, luxurious cabin given over to the
Beaumonts by Nathaniel Carruthers, Attorney at Law, of Virginia and
St. Louis. The room suited him, much more than plain folks like her
and Ike. Thick carpeting, walnut wainscotting, brocade swags at the
louvered window, crystal globe on the bedside lamp, tufted chairs,
and intimate dining table, all spoke of costliness beyond her
experience or imagination.

Not that her father, Matthew
Graham, had not provided comforts for his family. The Graham
farmstead had been regarded as Brea, Iowa’s largest and most
prosperous. How many times had her father described the commodious
house and outbuildings as “plain but built to last a hundred
years.” And her mother also took pride in her fastidious home,
Pennsylvania furnishings, and well-read children.

Thoughts of her home and family
recalled the hectic morning and the brief words of the Methodist
circuit rider that joined her forever to a man she had known only
two weeks, a man who had kissed her only once in the moonlit apple
orchard before sealing the pledge of her lips before her family. In
a few minutes, he would return to this room to take more than her
lips, as was his right.

Slender fingers fluttered at the
thin lace rimming the scoop neck of her white night rail. Sitting
gingerly on the edge of the bed, she stared into the flame of the
bedside kerosene lamp. The orange light’s undulation mesmerized
her. She drew a ragged breath, noting the faint scent of roses
mingled with the tang of the lamp’s smoke.

“The rich even have
perfumed lamps, I guess,” she whispered, just as the door
opened.

“Don’t tell me I
married a half-wit who talks ta herself!” Ike Beaumont
teased.

Tildy stopped herself from
jumping to her feet. She bit her lip before meeting his
appreciative gaze and returning his silly smile. Obviously, he had
been gone so long in order to bathe away the river mud. Lamplight
played across his clean shaven face and wrinkled but fresh clothes.
He stood in the still open doorway with one hip cocked and his arms
across his chest. Her gaze returned to the intense gleam of his
pale blue eyes.

“Like what ya see, do
ya?” he asked confidently.

Tildy shrugged
and nervously clasped her hands. Why did
seventeen feel so young now, when this morning I felt so . . .
ready to get on with life?

She brightened her smile. “I
married you, didn’t I?”

“That ya did, that ya did.” He kicked the door shut with his
heel and slowly advanced. “But, ya know, sweet thing, we ain’t
married ‘til yore blood’s on me.” When her head snapped up, he
hesitated. “Your little ol’ mama did explain the ways of married
folk, didn’t she?”

Tildy chewed her lower lip and
nodded. His smile became lopsided as he slipped off one suspender,
then the other, and stopped, pinning her knees with his.

“Wal, good, ‘cause
the joshin’ an’ stories have got me ready ta pop my
cork.”

“Joshing and
stories?”

His hand reached out to skim a
barely-covered round breast. “I was the only bridegroom in the
saloon an’ the boys weren’t gonna let me go without some hootin’
an’ hollerin’.”

Now both his hands lifted,
plucked, rubbed. Tildy braced her palms on the bed to keep from
being shoved backwards. As her head came up, Ike sighed against her
lips, filling her mouth with the pungent aroma of whiskey. She
didn’t catch her breath before his mouth slammed into hers, teeth
against teeth. Off balance, he awkwardly fell forward, crushing her
beneath him on the silk counterpane.

Expecting her
new husband to roll to the side and gentle his exuberance, Tildy
tried to slide her lips away. Ike violently pursued, rapidly
slanting his mouth side to side. When she tasted blood, panic
flamed in her tight chest. I can’t
breathe! Her frantic hands dug at his
shoulder then pried at his jaw.

Ike backed off just enough to
mutter, “Put those hands down! Ya ain’t teasin’ me no more. I do
what I want ta what’s mine! An’ you are that!” The fingers of his
right hand jabbed into her hair and clasped her head in place as
his mouth and tongue ravaged her mouth again.

She lowered her trembling hands
to her sides and dug stiff fingers into the silk covers. A blessed
numbness took over her disbelieving mind, making her more an
observer than a participant. She felt her body jerked this way and
that as Ike violently tugged at her gown and his own clothes. The
sharp impact of his knee further parted her legs and the rough
fabric of his trousers chafed the tender skin of her bare thighs.
His hips slammed into hers and white pain seared into her
mindlessness, opening her eyes.

When she screamed into his mouth,
Ike actually groaned and continued thrusting until he arched back
in climax, his eyes closed, his teeth bared.

Tildy stared up at him, her
fingers continuing to open and close in the rumpled bedcovers. Her
agonized body shuddered again and again just as it had in the
Missouri River’s silken clutches.

Replete yet
still drunk on lust’s conquest and alcohol’s insanity, Ike exhaled
an animalistic grunt and looked down at her with a half-lidded
stare. “Heed me, woman. Ya air not yore own person now. Ya
air mine. Body
an’ soul, wife, ya air mine!”

Tildy closed her eyes as Ike
pulled out of her, his cold wetness sliding across her burning
flesh. She listened to the acute sounds of rustling clothes,
carpet-muffled steps, the door swinging open. She was alone again.
Her shudders diminished to an uncontrollable quiver deep between
her sticky thighs. A gust of cold night air swirled into the room
extinguishing the lamp and chilling her abraded skin.

“He even left the
door open?” she whispered. A hot tear trickled down her cold face.
The doorway blurred despite the flickering and weak light of the
walkway lamps beyond.

She forced herself to sit then
stand. When her bare feet settled onto the deep carpet, the leaden
weight in her chest slid into her belly and spread hotly into both
hips. The white gown slipped back over her nakedness. Her knees
gave way. Bending over, she caught herself on the mattress edge.
The other hand grabbed up a handful of her robe from the bottom of
the bed, but she just held the burgundy wool between her breasts as
she concentrated on step after step to the doorway.

The cabin door opened directly
onto the wide walkway encircling the second level of the riverboat.
The wavering lamplight barely lit the wooden floor. The white and
red painted banister held back the night. Nearby, the great
paddle-wheel swept into and out of the river creating a rhythmic
and perpetual cascading song of flap and splash. Faint, crude male
laughter slithered into and out of the song.

Tildy stepped from the soft
carpet onto the cold wood. Her eyes felt wide and gritty as she
stared into the star-pitted night sky. Both hands clutched the robe
until she reached the banister. Rubbing her forehead against the
support post, she dropped the robe and gave in to the suppressed
sobs.

“Fo-Forever, he’s . .
. I’m . . . G-God, he di-didn’t even say he-he loved me,” she
moaned. “I can’t do this . . . but I have to . . . now. I’m well
and-and caught.”

Gentle hands hesitantly settled
the wool robe around her shoulders. She turned into the strangely
familiar arms, allowing consuming blackness and that broad chest to
once again shield her from reality’s threat.

~

Nat squinted
into the glare of the morning sun, trying to identify the man
conversing with Ike Beaumont. Below him on the foredeck of
the Missouri Bell, the two men walked to the nearside of the stacked cargo.
Beaumont opened a crate for the second man to see, then quickly
drew his attention to the next item of interest.

“Massa Nat, ya want
more coffee in dat cup afore ya break it?”

Nat self-consciously eased his
fingers on the china and held it out for Demmy to refill. The black
man craned his neck to look over the railing, too.

“Demmy, think up some
reason to go down there an’ listen in on Beaumont’s
chatter.”

The frowning black man shrugged
and started back toward the door of the riverboat’s dining salon.
Nat glimpsed the dark green of his brother’s coat in the
doorway.

“‘Scuze me, Massa
Rob. Ain’t ya eatin’ either?” Demmy stood shaking his head, coffee
server in hand. “Yore sainted mama’s gonna haunt me fore shore, I
don’t be takin’ bettah care ah the two—”

“Demmy! Now!” Nat spoke sternly without turning. Beaumont’s
mouth and hands were expressive. Why do
only hard-of-hearing folk learn to read lips? As he sipped the coffee, the cup’s steam blurred his
quarry.

Robert Carruthers frowned at his
brother’s uncharacteristic rudeness.

“An’ Good Mornin’ to
you too, Nathanial.” When the greeting didn’t even receive a nod,
Rob followed Nat’s line of vision. Unmindful of his impeccable
attire yet exaggerating interest, he leaned over the rail and
shielded his eyes with one hand.

“Straighten up, Rob!
You look ridiculous, sir.”

The strain in Nat’s soft chiding
immediately registered. Rob tugged at his fawn vest as he assumed a
more dignified stance and frowned at the man two years his senior
but almost a mirror image. “Cheerful as usual this fine mornin’.
Hung over? Or just sleepless?”

“Both an’ what do you
give a good goddamn for? You didn’t come to the room last night.
The bed wasn’t slept in.”

“No, I had planned on havin’ some female companionship
in my bed, the
one you so rudely claimed you needed.”

“So you shared
hers?”

“Guilty as charged.
An’ what about your mysterious liaison?”

Nat threw a knife-like glance at
his sibling.

“I take that for a
‘nothin’ happened’ look. Now, what the hell is Demmy
doin’?”

“Collectin’
information for me.”

“Nathanial,” Rob’s
tone became professionally clipped, “this trip was for the sole
purpose of expediatin’ Yancy Nagel’s inheritance. We cannot become
embroiled in some other affairs—”

“Rob, shut up!” Nat
sipped his coffee and watched the scene below. “You’re steppin’
into personal business.”

“Oh! Wal! Why didn’t
you just—”

“Rob.”

Demmy finished straightening the
tarp over the Carruthers’ cargo near the now-arguing pair. Nat
shoved his cup into Rob’s hands and reached the head of the stairs
as Demmy appeared. The black man’s hand pressed against his chest
to slow his breathing.

“Ah’s gettin’ too old
fer dees doin’s, Ah am!”

“You’ll outlive me,
ol’ man! So what was that all about?” Nat demanded.

“Wal, you ‘membah dat
wagon an’ hawses from yesterday? ‘Course ya does! Dey was da lil’
lady’s, a weddin’ gift from her folks. Dat Beaumont man be
lamentin’ loosin’ dair value. He don’t own nothin’ ‘scept a
worthless gun an’ a bullwhip. Dat’s what he said, fer
true!”

“I
believe it! But what’s he up to now?”

“Ah can see ya don’t
like him none. You be a good judge a’ dem likes, yes
sirrah—”

“Demmy, you’re as
irritatin’ as Rob. Talk!”

“Yes, sirrah! Wal,
hez tryin’ tah sell off de rest a’ dem goods. Says dey be hiz now
an’ him an’ hiz new missuz needs da money tah live on ‘afore . . .
.” Demmy had to take a breath.

“Before what?” Nat snapped.

Demmy blinked at the suddenly
cold man glaring at him. “Theys goin’ tah St. Louie tah meet up wid
a man named Talmond, a friend, likely as worthless—”

Nat glared harder.

“Dat man be waitin’
wid a job fer Beaumont, an’ he’s plannin’ on hirin’ out his missuz.
Dat no count needs her workin’ tah help buy ‘nother wagon ‘afore
they can go west . . . Was it Santa Fe? Yessa, dat’s what he said
an’ ah knows dat be Massa Yancy’s home.”

“Yancy’s at the other
end ‘a New Mexico but close enough.” Nat stared at the floor,
working his jaw muscles. His mind returned to the young woman he
had carried back into the room he had gifted, gently settled on the
rumpled bed, and studied with soul-tormenting helplessness. When
her shallow, unconscious breaths finally slipped into the ebb and
flow of exhausted sleep, he had left her to spend the greater part
of the night keeping a jaundiced eye on Ike Beaumont’s saloon
escapades. Only when the drunken lout slid to the floor
unconscious, no longer an immediate threat to his ravaged bride,
did Nat return to Rob’s room and his own bottle of fine brandy. The
liquor had simmered, not drowned the darkest emotions Nat had ever
experienced.

How could he think of
selling her into slave labor to help pay his way in life!
Damnation! He’s going to sell what he hasn’t ripped to shreds! The
piece of shit destroyed Tildy’s priceless gifts, from her family,
from her . . . her body. And nobody has the right to stop
him!

The slamming of Nat’s left fist
into the wall startled both Demmy and Rob. They exchanged puzzled
glances over his volcanic demeanor.

As Nat sucked on his bloodied
knuckles, Rob watched the fingers of his right hand opening and
closing on the butt of the gun riding the man’s hip. He hated his
brother’s confident pride and deliberate ease with firearms, the
true gentleman’s abomination. God and their parents had created an
intelligent, insightful eldest son who didn’t need a physical
resolution to any problem, but relished its intimidation. Always
the gentleman first, Nat’s hint of a violent nature resulted in his
reputation as an unpredictably dangerous opponent. Ruffian and
businessman alike sought their law office expecting exactly such
aggressiveness. They had not had a disappointed client yet. Nat’s
authoritative demeanor had been enough . . . so far.

He looked up
just then as if defying Rob to comment. The stark glitter in his
eyes, the tension in his entire body, and the aura of barely
leashed hatred sent a shiver coursing down Rob’s back. He
experienced a sensation he had never really thought much about,
fear, not of Nat,
but for him.

The actual battle would be won by
Nat, of course. His brother’s inherent intensity would demand he be
the best, even at killing.

But, when you
ultimately give in to animal instinct, dear brother, how will you
balance the mental and spiritual price of violence? Will you
rationalize the necessity of taking human life or tumble into the
yawning void of endless guilt? 

Rob loved him
too much to acknowledge the obvious answer. Discovering Nat’s
current motivation beckoned as a much more interesting pursuit than
predicting any ultimate consequence. That immediate goal demanded
light-hearted attention. Rob clicked his tongue and shook his head
in feigned disgust. “Brother, I’m glad you smashed the
left hand, since I do
not relish doin’ all the paper work for Carruthers an’
Carruthers.”

~

After repacking her bag, Tildy
sat at the small dining table to force down coffee from the tray
delivered by the servant called Demmy. She stared into her cup
reliving the moments when she had awakened, scrambled out of bed,
and turned in a slow circle, her heart hammering against her ribs,
her womanhood contracting in pain and terror. Only the fact she was
alone had calmed her. Feeling “other worldly” as her Granny James
would have said, she had briskly made up the repulsive bed, bathed
her bruised body at the commode basin, and dressed in the plainest,
most severe clothes she possessed, a high-collared shirtwaist and
dark plaid skirt.

Thank you, God, that
Demmy called out before knocking on that door. Coward that I am, I
probably would have fainted again. Again?

Working to reconstruct her trip
across the room the night before, Tildy slowly paced to the door
and opened it. Sunlit glints from the Missouri’s brown water, the
faint greens of the west bank’s coming foliage, and the robin egg
sky drew her onto the walkway. She cradled the coffee cup in her
hand and listened for approaching steps. All she could hear was the
flap and splash of the churning paddle wheel, just like last night.
Words came with that memory.

I can’t do this . . .
but I have to! I’m well and caught now.

Then comforting
darkness had surrounded and lifted her. No! He came and carried me. He? My God, Mr. Carruthers saw
me, saw the bed, knows what Ike and I did!

Searing humiliation flamed her
face. Male voices floated up from the deck below. Tildy ducked her
head and scurried inside. The china cup clattered as her shaking
hand returned it to the tray. She entwined her fingers and fought
for control.

Quit whining! This
was meant to be or you wouldn’t be here. What’s done is done, you
simpleton! You made the choice, took the vows! You are a wife! This
is your role, your life now. You are Mrs. Ike Beaumont, NOT Matilda
Elizabeth Graham! Put away the selfishness of childhood and become
the woman Ike wants. Be proud of your husband and you can be proud
of yourself! Tell THAT to Nathaniel Carruthers!

“Wal, I see yore up
an’ ready fer the day!”

Tildy whirled at Ike’s voice,
heart thrumming, stomach clenched. Her husband’s lop-sided grin
made him look boyishly innocent. Sobering, he pulled the
sweat-stained brown hat from his head and ran a hand through his
thick blond hair.

“Aw, Tildy,” he
started then cleared his throat and started again. “I came ta ya
lickered up an’ full ‘a myself last night. I’m askin’ ya ta give me
another chanct. I’ll do right by ya, just like I promised yore pa.
We’ll have good times, maybe not rich times like this here—” His
hand flicked at the room. “but hell, the price was right — free.
I’m good at workin’ deals like that. Ya’ll never have ta worry.
Why, ya’ve got the book learnin’ an’ beauty an’ I got the
experience an’ dreams. Add some good, sweet lovin, an’ ain’t a
gambler alive could beat them five cards. Right?”

Tildy bit her lip and shrugged.
“I don’t know how to play cards, but I can learn, if you
want.”

Ike let out a whoop, grabbed her
into his arms, and swung her around until she laughed.

 



Chapter
2

 


The thin little man shaking her
hand reminded Tildy of the weasel her father had killed in the hen
house last summer. Withdrawing her hand, she tried to block out the
image by concentrating on Ike.

Her husband clapped his friend on
the shoulder. “Gawd, it’s good ta see yore familiar face on this
dock, Talmond. Been lookin’ forward ta good times with ya agin.
What’s yore plan?”

“You get yore missuz
sit-che-ated an’ get yerself over ta that smithy’s. He’s hired an’
fired nye onta ten no-counts since last month alone. Yessah, he’ll
latch onta someone experienced.”

Tildy frowned at Ike and gently
tugged on his forearm. “Experienced? You?”

The dark glance and tight shake
of his head warned her to hold her tongue. “So, yore sister’s place
is just a coupla streets over?” Talmond nodded. “Tal here has gotta
get back ta work. Let’s gather up our bags, Tildy honey, an’ git a
move on. I got a job awaitin’, I think.”

“How will we get the
rest of my things? Do we have to hire someone to unload them from
the boat?”

“Women! Don’t ya
worry yore purty lil’ head ‘bout that. Ya got a husband now ta tend
ta business matters. I’ll come back an’ see ta yore things. Getta
move on!”

As Talmond gave
specific directions to Ike, Tildy bent to once again take up the
bags she had carried from the Missouri
Bell. Feeling herself watched, she glanced
up. Nat Carruthers and another man, obviously his brother, stood at
the boat’s second story bannister. When Nat touched the brim of his
hat and nodded at her, Tildy’s cheeks flamed. She nodded curtly in
return then spun away to follow Ike along the crowded
dock.

Intent on staying as close on
Ike’s heels as possible while juggling the three bags, Tildy was
only peripherally aware of the looming, weathered warehouses with
their echoes of male shouts, horse whinnies, mule brays, wagon
groans, rope creaks. They crossed the mud-and-slime slickened
cobblestone street. The clamoring traffic surrounded and threatened
to carry her along in its current, as if mimicking the river it
paralleled.

Assuming the boardwalk’s safety
she looked up at her trunk Ike carried so easily on his right
shoulder. The next instant she stumbled over something and fell,
bags flying every which way. Her shoulder struck the solid boards.
She rolled, pain firing a pathway through her bones. Then her mind
registered the hoots and laughter of nearby witnesses. Her pride
shrieked with mortification at her flash of stockings and
petticoats. As she struggled to sit up, panic overcame pain. She
stared into the malevolent, bulging glare of the filthy man she had
stepped on. The victim of her carelessness snarled vulgarities
through blackened teeth, spittle, and whiskey-rancid breath. As if
in slow-motion he reached for her bodice with claw-like
fingers.

The toe of Ike’s boot kicked the
old man’s hand away. “Here now, ya drunken bastard! Drag yore
puke-filled carcass outta people’s way. Ain’t there a law against
sleepin’ in the street in this goddamn town?”

Tildy gulped and stared up at her
husband as he drew back his foot as if to kick the drunk again.
Muttering and cradling his bruised hand, the scarecrow wiggled into
a tight ball against the building and looked down his red-veined
nose at her as if his injury was all her fault.

“See yore able ta
move. Probably took worse falls off a’ yore Pa’s horses, right?
People are laughin’ an’ starin’, woman. Pick up those bags before
some thief grabs ‘em an’ runs. Mornin’s awastin’.”

A cringe stiffened her aching
back as she hurried to comply. Her performance ended, the
disappointed circle of rude spectators with their snickering
interest moved on. No one offered a helping hand, not even Ike.
Obviously, city folk had their own business to tend to and Ike
intended he and his wife follow their example. Iowa farm country
and books had not prepared her for such autonomous
disregard.

Marriage leaves no
option but cooperation. Isn’t that what you drilled into me,
Mama?

Once more on his heels, she
contemplated the immediate past rather than trying to second-guess
the impending future.

Have I learned
anything in my life that will help me in this god-awful place? The
husband leads and the wife loves. Is this what you meant, Mama? But
loving doesn’t mean one hovers and pampers, either man or woman!
How many times Mama repeated that one! So, being a woman grown
means doing for myself or suffering inside and out. Toughen up or
drown, Tildy girl.

The memories of her near fatal
encounter with the Missouri and Mr. Nat Carruthers brought a
satisfied smirk to her lips and a defiant arch to one
eyebrow.

And I haven’t drowned
yet!

For some reason, mentally echoing
those words again and again distanced the impersonal busyness, the
disreputable humanity, and the cloying degradation around her.
Fumes wavered up from the muck of the street. The sun’s brightness
spotlighted piles of garbage. Men purposely bumped into her and
laughed.

Finally, ignoring everything
became impossible. Revulsion crept into her mind and threatened to
overcome her. Then she met the sneering glare of a girl about her
own age. In one quick glance Tildy noted the profusion of tangled
black hair, the piquant face made old and garish by make-up, the
heavy-breasted form clad only in a corset and pantaloons in broad
daylight, on the street! Cigarette smoke puffed into the air from
the painted lips curled in defiance. The dirty toes of one bare
foot rubbed up and down on the pantleg of the man slobbering at the
girl’s neck. A glassy emptiness coated her eyes as she turned her
red lips into the man’s open-mouthed kiss.

Stomach knotting, Tildy focused
again on Ike’s back.

Do city people want
to live like this? What makes them want . . . Maybe they don’t or
don’t know any better? Who am I to judge her, them, any of them?
How am I to understand all this when I’m so afraid of it?
Understand. Yes, look for reasons. Learning overcomes fear every
time, Tildy Girl!

That simply, her fragile dignity
returned. She focused on a purpose, to learn and understand, not
condemn.

Moments later, Ike halted before
a dingy, ramshackle building bearing the sign ‘Sadie’s Place.’
Tildy let the bags slide from her numb fingers. She rubbed one arm
then the other trying to dispel the burning in her muscles, the
throb in her bruised shoulder.

“Is this it?” she
asked, hoping it wasn’t, but knowing it was.

“Yep.”

“What kind of a
‘place’ is this?”

“Can’t ya smell? It’s
an eatery. Tal says Sadie puts on a feed at noon an’ at supper. He
just moved from the shack out back.” Ike winked at her. “Says we’ll
have all the privacy we want, bein’ newlyweds an’ all. An’ it’s a
price we can afford.”

The contrasting odor of old, hot
grease and fresh, yeasty bread drifted on the spring air. Tildy had
to force an interested smile as she surveyed the smeared windows
with their faded calico curtains and the weathered clapboard,
rusted nails working free here and there. Hardy weeds were already
shooting up along the rock foundation. A broken amber bottle
nestled against the narrow step at the door.

Tildy rubbed her palm against her
skirt as she looked at the dark doorknob ringed with the grime of
countless hands. “Are-Are we going in?”

“Naw, not this door.
‘Round back.”

She followed on Ike’s heels,
staring about in disbelief. The constant street traffic must have
kept the front of the building free of refuse, either that or it
was all thrown into the fenced-in yard they found at the back of
the building. Piles of mildewed rags, broken chairs, a smashed
lantern, a rotting trunk, its lid filled with rainwater and mold, a
stiff, rancid deer hide, the animal’s sightless skull and antlers
hanging from the fence above. And weeds, lots of weeds that would
grow thorny thick in summer’s heat. Obviously, city folk had more
important matters than orderliness and pride.

I can’t learn to be
like this, Ike! I can’t fit in!

Tildy steeled herself not to look
long in any one spot. To overcome the skipping of her panicked
heartbeat and a wave of dizziness, she began panting and made a
wonderful discovery. Breathing out of her mouth rather than her
nose, she couldn’t smell.

Handle one thing at a
time! That will get you through anything!

At the sloped back porch step,
Ike set down his bag and her small trunk, then stretched up to
knock loudly on the back door. Tildy carefully set her burdens on
top of his and focused her eyes on his hand. He nervously stretched
and flexed his fingers then knocked again.

The door swung open on creaking
hinges. A taller, thinner female version of Talmond wiped scrawny
hands on a stained apron and pushed back a strand of gray-streaked
dark hair. She looked them up and down with darting black eyes. “No
handouts. What ain’t sold goes ta my hogs ‘n chickens.”

Ike pulled off his hat and
displayed that lopsided boyish smile of his. “Expectin’ none, Miz
Sadie. Tal sent us this way. Him an’ me worked the Ohio River
coupla years back. He said ya need kitchen help an’ got a shack out
back.”

Sadie scratched at one breast
then planted her fists on her hips. Her eyes bore into Tildy. “Show
me yore hands, gal.”

Stunned, Tildy looked from her
face to Ike’s nod and back. She extended her hands, unfurling her
clenched fingers and turning them palm up.

“Small, but they look
strong ‘nough. You cook? Don’t matter. Don’t take skill ta wash
dishes an’ push a mop. I’ll pay ya what I can, what’s fair, anyway.
What’s yore name?”

“Matilda,” she
answered automatically, still too shocked to comprehend what was
happening.

“Just call her Tildy.
I’m Ike Beaumont. My woman an’ me just rode the river down from
Ioway after marryin’.”

Sadie’s harumph brought Tildy’s
chin up. “Married? Shore, just like my bastard brother an’ that
tramp that moved him inta her whorehouse ‘round the
corner!”

“I have the recording
and minister’s signature in my Bible, ma’am!” Tildy pushed her
shoulders back and primly folded her hands at her waist.

The black eyes blinked. “Bible?
That so?” Sadie quickly recovered her cynical tone, “Wal, young
folk just startin’ out work hard ‘til the shine grows dull. So, do
you work, Beaumont?”

The question made Tildy cringe,
but Ike guffawed and slapped the hat back on his head.

“I can throw slops
an’ shovel shit with the best of ‘em. Tal told me that’s what the
shack would cost us!”

“My critters need
feedin’ at sunrise an’ afore the evenin’ meal.” She looked over the
small stack of bags. “That shack ain’t big. I guess, a bed’s all ya
need nohow.”

“My
things—”

Ike held up his hand to stop the
words. “Let’s get ya settled. I gotta see ‘bout that blackmithin’
job, honey.”

Tildy bit her
lip, beginning to feel ‘other worldly’ again. What happened to learning new things? But . . . Oh, Lord God,
is this the ‘getting on with life I dreamed of? “When-when do I start, ma’am?”

“Yesterday, but
noontime today’ll do me. That’ll give ya four hours ta clean up
Tal’s leavin’s. That water pump an’ bucket provides my kitchen, the
animals, an’ the shack. Through that gate. Watch walkin’ on the
boards. Wood underfoot back there’s right necessary when it rains.
The hogs are good at gettin’ out, rootin’ an’ shittin’ anywhere
they please. Your job ta put ‘em back in the pen.”

Tildy stared at the door banging
shut behind the crude, abrupt crone. Ike nudged her toward the
indicated path and the high ragged fence. When he opened the gate,
she forgot to breathe through her mouth. The acrid odor of swine
and chicken droppings burned her nostrils. Her eyes burned, too.
She kept the tears from falling by staring hard at Ike’s back. He
led the way down the warped boards to a tiny, shed-like building.
Calling on her dignity one more time, she refused to look at the
hog pen to her left or the fenced off chicken yard to her
right.

That protective ‘other
worldliness’ floated around her as Tildy stepped into the dim
closeness of the sour dwelling. Water-stained newspaper peeled from
the walls. Cobwebs framed the two narrow windows. Dust and dead
flies covered the small table before one window. A wooden-framed
bed with soiled ticking filled the far corner. A small pot-bellied
stove occupied the other.

“Saw the privy by the
hog pen. At least Tal didn’t leave a piss pot for ya ta empty,” Ike
joked as he dropped his bag and her trunk on the bed.

Bile rose to
the back of Tildy’s throat. She let her bags slide from her
fingers. This can’t be real . . . but it
is. What do I do now? How can we have dignity and love in a place
like this?

Ike rubbed his hands together as
he walked toward her then gently cupped her face. “It shore ain’t
like that fancy river boat. Fact is it’s damned poor, but, Sweet
Thing, we ain’t got much money. We lost our stake with the wagon
an’ horses, so it’ll take us a month or so ta save up ‘nother
stake. Together we can do anythin’, can’t we?”

“Together is the
magic word, isn’t it, Ike?” she finally responded in a
whisper.

Her husband’s
lips were warm and silken as he kissed her. She gripped his shirt
and leaned into his siren message, needing this offer, this oasis
of tenderness. Suddenly, he stepped away and blew out a breath. Her
freed fingers plucked at her collar in embarrassment.
Am I really so brazen or just desperately needy
of his comfort and reassurance right now?

“Whew, gal! Ya ain’t
even got the bed made up an’ I got a smithy waitin’ ta hire me.”
Ike winked, snapped his suspenders, and pulled open the
door.

“Ike?” Oh, God, I’ve got to
ask.

“What? I gotta
git!”

“I don’t understand
about the stake.” His blue eyes narrowed. “I mean, about-about the
horses and the wagon part. You told Pa they were our way west, to
our own place—”

“Yeah, but they got
sold ta a soap maker an’ as parts fer a wheelwright. Pennies fer
what shoulda been dollars. We ain’t startin’ out with the best a’
luck, but workin’ things right, we’ll get west yet.”

“But . . . I don’t
understand the money part, Ike. I’m not saying I can’t work. I’m
willing and so are you. But . . . we just have to replace the team
and wagon, don’t we? Surely, that won’t take long. You said at the
wedding . . . before Pa’s gifts . . . you had a-a
stake.”

“Life’s too short fer
ya ta get worked up ‘bout money an’ such, Sweet Thing. The west is
crookin’ its finger an’ my feet are itchin’ ta be on the way. We
jest got a temporary set back. Coupla dollars ahead an’ my luck
will turn. Jawin’ all day ain’t gonna get me that job.”

Tildy nodded
uncertainly. Who am I to tell him how to
take care of me? I don’t need hovering and pampering!
“Good-good luck, then. Oh! Ike! Come right back,
so we can get a wagon for the rest of my things. Maybe Sadie’s got
one—”

“Don’t go askin’
favors first thing. Ain’t acceptable with city folk. Anyway, I
might be put right ta work. I’ll see ta my part. Ya see ta
yores.”

As Ike walked
back over the warped boards, Tildy closed her eyes.
My part. Okay. Clean and straighten the best I
can. Cooperate. Have faith, trust, but . . . he didn’t answer me .
. . exactly. He did say we lost our stake with the horses and
wagon. He did . . . but I’ve got to trust to love. And I do love
him. That’s why I married him. Right. Now, my woman’s part is to
make a home, wherever we are. Right, Lord?

~

A blackened cauldron had been
tipped upside down against the fence, beside the privy. An enormous
aged oak fanned its limbs overhead, providing a lacy canopy of
unfurling leaves over one-third of the hog pen. Listening to the
perpetual grunts and squeals on the other side of the haphazard
fence, Tildy stared at the cauldron, the mighty tree above, and the
indentation of the ash-filled pit underneath. A squeamish grimace
strained her face as she envisioned hard-wood flames licking up
around the cauldron, its roiling water waiting for the ropes and
pulleys to lower the freshly slaughtered hog swinging from the
thickest branch.

“But today, piggies,
I just need hot water to clean up this . . . home. Anyway, that’s
what I’m going to make it, a home!”

First, she created a lattice-work
of firewood in the ash pit. Next she rolled the cauldron onto the
pile and wrestled it into place. Her small pocketknife in hand, she
expertly shaved curls of tinder the near edge of the
wood.

The creaking of the gate brought
her head up. Sadie stood there looking around. Those narrowed black
eyes took in the husk-filled, soiled mattress on the ground beside
the shack’s open door, the scrawny broom propped nearby, then her
work at the cauldron.

“Wal, ya ain’t
exactly lazy. Cain’t see how a bit of a thing like you got that pot
sit-che-ated, but ya did. Washin’ clothes ‘afore work gonna wear ya
out?”

Tildy went back to whittling the
necessary kindling. “I have to have hot water to scrub the insides
of my new home.”

“Yore home, huh!”
Sadie stepped off the boards, one hand outstretched. “Water alone
won’t do no good, gal. Here’s a bar a’ lye soap. Don’t go scrubbin’
‘til yore hands bleed. Don’t want blood an’ infection an’
whimperin’ excuses in my kitchen.”

Tildy cradled the soap to her
breast and nodded her gratitude to her
landlady-employer.

Sadie hitched her shoulders
before quickly turning around. At the gate, she hesitated but
didn’t turn back. “Knowin’ Tal, my brother left ya a mess. I don’t
expect ya ta start work ‘til tomarrow, but be at my door shortly
after sun-up. Don’t tolerate laziness or fools. Oh, scrub brushes
an’ a full broom are on the back porch. There’s a sewin’ box, too.
That is, ifin’ ya want ta rip out that mattress an’ burn them ol’
husks. You’ll find clean husks in the feed shed behind yore . . .
home.”

The gate creaked shut behind
her.

Tildy blinked
back tears of gratitude for herself and embarrassment for
Sadie. Another lesson this strange day.
Womanly pride provides a comforting bond of understanding. That
wasn’t something you explained, Mama.

~

Nat watched the cat slink between
the stacks of crated goods on the riverboat deck. The golden tabby
hesitated, collected its skinny body into a tight crouch and
waited. Its peach powdery tail undulated then carefully settled,
the very tip flicking in anticipation every once in a while. He
could almost hear its humming purr of contentment as it confidently
waited for its prey.

“Here’s to the patient predator an’ the rat at bay,” he
toasted with the last of his brandy. “Damn, I hope Rob brings Yancy
soon. I’m tired of standin’ guard.” Liar!

His gaze
flicked to the smallest stack of boxes and barrels, the Beaumont
household goods. Even if Yancy came now, he knew he would linger
until Ike Beaumont returned. Like the cat, he would wait for his
moment to attack in the only way a civilized man could.
Victory will be sweet, you sonofabitch.
He wasn’t ready to admit all the implications of
that thought.

At the moment, Demmy’s part
required his attention.

Stunned, suspicious, then
skeptical, the old black man had finally accepted his role in the
plan. “Ifin’ ahs can keep yous from shootin’ thet scoundrel, than
ah’ll do it. But you knows yore pappy’s risin’ from hiz grave dis
vary minute at da ideah. He’s neber gonna give me a night’s
sleep.”

Nat grinned up
at the infinite blue sky. Papa isn’t the
only one, Demmy! Without a doubt, Rob will be as speechless as
Beaumont, but Tildy will be . . . priceless.

Bootsteps rang from the
gangplank. Seeing his lanky client’s elegant wave, Nat raised his
empty glass and actually laughed. He didn’t hear his frowning
brother’s comment to the sophisticated Englishman, but the man’s
shrug said everything. Nat shared a bond with Yancy Nagel. Both men
charged life with the need to grab every dragon by the throat, and
to hell with the consequences. Yet, each of them needed an anchor
to reality. Yancy had his fiery wife, Josefa, awaiting the birth of
their third child at her hereditary home in the New Mexico
Territory. Nat had Rob.

“Enough is enough,
brother. Here is Yancy. Have the cap’n bring his things from the
safe an’ I’ll get the cargo list for him to look over. I want to
get home for a decent bath. If yall will excuse me.” One nod to
each man and Rob strode purposefully toward his room.

Nat rolled his eyes, grinned, and
grabbed Yancy’s outstretched hand. “Gawd, he is irritatin’! Was it
a long wait?”

“Forever! But Rob
makes it sound worth it. He went to Chicago and you actually went
all the way to Canada?”

“Had to go where your
uncles put their money an’ sell what we could. Your relatives were
diversified investors, sir. They left you a wealthy
man.”

“Thank the Lord! Bit
of advice, my friend. Have money before you marry money. Your pride
will be a whole lot safer.”

“Wasn’t it an
Englishman who wrote ‘Love conquers all’?”

“In the bedroom, that
may be true, but not when it comes to providing for a family. Some
day you’ll understand—”

Movement on the dock caught Nat’s
attention and his hand flew up. “Demmy! Git Mister Cobb. The
Beaumonts are here. Yancy, when Rob returns with the paperwork,
come down on deck. I may need you to calm my brother’s
nerves.”

Yancy frowned. “Who are the
Beaumonts?”

Only a wink and a cocky grin
answered him, then Nat almost ran toward the riverboat’s staircase
to the main deck. Yancy turned as two roughly clad men and a
striking young woman stepped from the gangplank.

“Oh-h, no-o-o!” Rob
groaned behind Yancy.

~

Tildy nervously fingered the
strings of her reticule. Ike was not happy with her. Not wanting to
think about the mean glare in his eyes, she kept her head bent.
When Talmond hocked and spat over the rail into the river, she
sighed tightly, but held her tongue.

Tal had showed up at his sister’s
to eat. Sadie agreed to feed him on the condition he escort Tildy
to Ike’s new place of employment. There Ike had acted brusquely
pleased as he explained his new responsibilities and showed them
around the livery and smithy. On the outside she exuded pride in
his achievement; inside she argued over his good intentions on the
one hand, his lack of knowledge on the other. Tildy remembered Ike
thanking her father for giving him those first lessons in operating
a forge and shoeing a horse. Two weeks. That was the extent of his
experience. But, his wife’s role before his employer was to beam at
Ike’s copy-cat precision and recall her father’s hollow praise to
reinforce this false reputation. Their common lies made her smile
feel tight. Her husband’s emphasis on their newlywed status covered
her nervousness.

His husbandly
warmth and babbling conversation died when Ike’s boss allowed him
to leave early for this trip to the riverboat. Ike hadn’t released
his painful grip on her elbow until they stood on the deck waiting
for some man named Cobb. Ike stiffened at her side. She barely
heard his whispered “What the hell’s he doin’ here?”

“Ike. Miz Beaumont.”
Nat Carruthers acknowledged her with a touch to his hat brim. “I
assume yall located livin’ quarters? Close by?”

Shifting
slightly, Tildy lifted her chin. “Yes, thank you. And Ike already
has a job as a blacksmith. He’s well-trained, you know.”
Why are you now lying to this man? Pride? And his
opinion means what to you? She set her jaw
stubbornly. Pride in your man will give
you pride in yourself. So there, Mr. Carruthers! 

“No, I didn’t know.
Again you assume my knowledge of . . . you . . . an’ yours.
Curious.”

Heat swept up her
neck.

He turned those charcoal shards
on Ike. “Anyway, it’s a good occupation. Takes years to develop
skill, not to mention the shoulders an’ arms. Give yourself time,
Beaumont. Everythin’ you earn will come to you.”

Hesitating at his side, his
brother placed a ledger in Nat’s hand and urged him on. As Nat
passed, Tildy saw him glance at Demmy standing nearby with a
fidgeting, round-faced man. A leaner, taller man trailed the
brothers toward a large, tarp-covered stack of cargo. The
stranger’s dark eyes looked back at her for a long moment. A
knowing grin spread almost to his brown mutton-chop sideburns. He
doffed his hat to execute a slight bow, a worldly and old-fashioned
gesture. When Nat pointedly cleared his throat, the man’s
expression faded to grimness.

Stopping beside the cargo, the
gallant man pursed his lips and focused on the ledger page Nat
shoved under his nose.

“Howdy there, Cobb.
I’ve come ta settle up.” Ike’s forced cheerfulness startled her
from her observations.

Cobb’s round face reddened. He
swallowed, glancing at the trio of men to his left. Nat Carruthers
pushed his coat back to plant his hands on his hips and the man
flinched as if pin stuck. “Ah, well, Beaumont, I can’t rightly make
a deal here, but I found someone—I mean, the money—I mean, the
deal’s been transferred to another party with the means to pay, if
you know what I mean.”

Tildy sucked in her breath and
stared hard at her husband. She carefully enunciated her words,
“What . . . exactly . . . is this Mr. Cobb . . . talking
about?”

Ike ignored her. He took one
menacing step toward Cobb with the bristling little Talmond at his
side.

Nudging Demmy forward, Cobb took
a big step backward. “Here’s your buyer, Beaumont. Fact, he’s
willin’ to pay more for less.”

“Ya don’t look Chinee
but ya talk like one, ya ol’ boozer!” Talmond piped up.

Demmy slowly drew himself up as
straight and tall as age would allow. He cocked his kinky, gray
head to the side and narrowed one eye at Ike. The knobby, but
steady hands pulled a flat leather wallet from his inside coat
pocket. The Carruthers trio turned as one, as if curious yet ready
for whatever happened.

Ike guffawed, waving his hands.
“Who? This-this . . . Why he’s nothin’ but a—”

“Ahs a freeman wid
mah own dollahs an’ mah own mind tah seez what ah wants tah
buy.”

Rob Carruthers took a step
forward as if to say something. Tildy saw Nat’s left hand clamp
onto his brother’s forearm.

Demmy looked at them a moment
then turned toward her and bowed stiffly, not unlike the tall
stranger. “Miz Beaumont, Massa Cobb tole me what all dis property
iz. Ahz gettin’ ready tah rest deez ol’ bonz an’ needz some
comforts. Ahz be proud tah care fore an’ enjoy deez things, like
daiz as precious as eber breath ahs takes. Ifin’ you would allow me
tah pay mah hard earned money.” A shy, approval-seeking smile lit
the weathered black face he turned to Nat Carruthers then back to
her.

A lump fisted in her throat.
“Money? You mean buy? I’m flattered, but I can’t sell—”

“Yes, we can an’ have
ta, darlin’,” Ike interrupted. “These are worldly things that can
be replaced. Ya cain’t eat things an’ we don’t even have the money
ta eat. That’s what ya wanted ta know this mornin’, so there
‘tis.”

Panic swirled
into her mind. Grandma’s lace doilies . .
. my baby quilts, sewing basket, chatelaine with its needles and
engraved thimble . . . my books . . . Shakespeare, Dickens—
“Even though I’ve never worked-for-hire before,
Sadie said some of my labor could be applied to our meals. She fed
me at noon today—”

“That’s ‘nough,
woman. No choice. Ain’t got storage or a need fer yore frillies
right now. But, I ain’t sellin’ nothin’ ta his likes, freeman or
no.”

Cobb stepped forward suddenly.
“You gotta, Beaumont. Boat’s leavin’ tonight. The cap’n says all
cargo goes on the dock or in the river.”

The lump grew unbearable. Tildy
felt her throat closing off. Her scrub-reddened hands frantically
tugged a button free at her collar. “Yes. Yes, I see your point,
Ike. It-It is best. This man has the funds in hand. Take-take it
and let’s go.”

Ike exchanged a quick glance with
Talmond then curled his lip. Talmond reached for Demmy’s
wallet.

The black man jerked it back.
“Naw, sirrah. Ah wants Miz Beaumont tah take things ah cain’t use,
like dem books an’ a painted lamp ah don’t favah an’ dares sewing
stuff deez fingahs can’t—”

Ike shrugged. “Awright, darkie,
as long as ya don’t cheat me on the price. Get it done, woman, so’s
we can git back ta our honeymoon home.”

~

Demmy looked at him and Nat
nodded his head once in subtle acceptance.

He swallowed hard when Tildy
clutched Demmy’s hands as if gratefully accepting a lifeline. Hope
sparkled in the glance she threw at her husband. She looked in
control again, resigned but vigorously beautiful.

Deal him fits, Little
One. Deal him fits.

Beaumont
stepped to the railing with his leech of a friend to watch Tildy’s
selection process. Crossing his arms, his almost colorless blue
eyes met Nat’s gaze and held. It didn’t take a genius to recognize
the man’s obvious and innate cowardice giving way to a seething
hate in that moment, a hate that boiled up then melted to wary
speculation. You better worry, you
bastard!

Nat smiled wickedly and couldn’t
resist touching the brim of his hat in return.

 



Chapter
3

 


Engrossed in the requested
changes in a freighting contract, Rob didn’t hear the office door
open. When it slammed shut, he jumped to his feet, his thin cigar
dropping from his mouth onto his precious documents. He grabbed it
up before the ashes caused serious damage.

“Mister Somski, good
manners require a knock before enterin’-”

“Ta hell with your
high faluttin’ ways, Carruthers.” The brutish visitor’s unshaven
face darkened with menace. Two beefy hands slapped on the walnut
desk giving him the leverage to threaten a lunge across its
clutter. “I paid you lawyer fellas ta git my brother outta jail.
Jist come from there an’ that marshal says Ruffas ain’t goin’
nowhere.”

Rob eased himself into his swivel
chair. He coldly stared back at the riverman while taking a deep
draw on the cigar. The man’s eyes narrowed, his heavy chin thrust
forward. Rob blew out a veil of bluish smoke.

“Somski, your
illustrious brother pleaded guilty to murder this mornin’. Not
self-defense, but murder. No amount a’ money is goin’ to get Ruffas
out of jail.”

“You mean you ain’t
gonna do nothin’, yet you took our money.”

Now Rob’s eyes narrowed. “We took
on your brother’s defense believin’ he got suckered into a fight.
You sir, failed to inform us he had been threatin’ the victim for a
month. He then paid two associates an’ the whore to trick the man
into a fight that resulted in his death.”

“Who tole you all
that-that bullshit? Not a lick a’ truth—”

“Your brother started
yellin’ at the whore when she told her story to the sheriff. We are
now waitin’ on a hearin’.”

“What the hell’s a
hearin’?”

“The judge decides if
the case goes before a jury or he just passes sentence.”

With a roar of frustration,
Somski swept papers from the desk and rounded the barrier. “Jest a
bunch a’ malarkey ta take a man’s hard-earned dollar. The law an’
crooks like you catch a man by the balls an’ laugh, that’s what.”
He twisted his fingers into Rob’s shirt collar and jerked him to
his feet. “You don’t give a good goddamn ‘bout who’s been wronged.
Wal, Ruffas was gettin’ his pound a’ flesh. `An eye fer an eye,’
the Good Book says.”

The distinct
cocking of a pistol stilled the two men. Their heads turned toward
the door. Legs spread in a wide stance, Nat filled the doorway. He
held his pistol straight-armed at Somski’s head.
“You read the
Bible? Remarkable, the readin’ part I mean. Unhand him, Somski, an’
step back.” The unwavering gun followed his movement. “Your brother
confessed. The hearin’ is in two weeks at the courthouse. I have
asked the judge to consider your brother’s story, witnesses’
statements, an’ the law officer’s findin’s. All actions have
consequences, sir, or hasn’t your Bible study taught you that
yet?”

Somski’s tightly fisted hands
relaxed. He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops, his threatening
gaze sliding from one Carruthers to the other. “Fancy talkin’
bastards. Ah thought that made you smart. We’ll see. Two weeks,
huh? Me an’ my friends will be there ta see what your lawyerin’ an’
these con-se-quences air worth.”

Nat lowered the gun. Somski
started past, then hesitated to spit onto the wood floor near Nat’s
highly polished boots. A blink later the gunbarrel shoved the thick
chin in the air. “I don’t care for threats or insults, sir. Two
weeks.” Backing one step into the room, he released Somski and
slammed the door shut behind him.

“Want to hear an ‘I
told you so?’” Rob stubbed out his cigar in the desk’s full
ashtray.

“No.”

“Prepare yourself,
anyway. That, sir, was our first disgruntled customer, an’ we
haven’t heard the last of him. His brother is goin’ to
hang.”

“Maybe. Maybe
not.”

“What the hell are
you thinkin’, Nat? A criminal case from the river district, no
less? Did Somski’s lil’ whore sweettalk you? Is that why you took
it on?”

“Leave it,
Rob!”

“Our civil practice
does not bring trash like that to this office, now does
it?”

Nat turned
toward the window looking down on the heavy traffic in the street
two stories below. His thoughts wandered to Demmy’s description of
a shabby life being lived amongst Somski’s like in the heart of the
worst St. Louis had to offer. One month
she had survived, but at what cost? “No,
sir. Day after day, you an’ I live safe, secure lives,
unchallenged, an’ bored. Helpin’ the Yancy Nagels . . . but
bored.”

“Aw, Jesus,
Nathaniel! You’re gonna be the death of either me or this practice
yet.”

~

The final wiggle of Tildy’s
cleaning rag on the window glass created a pleasing squeak. Vapors
from the pail of hot vinegar water bit into her nostrils. Her
stomach rolled unexpectedly, but the aroma of vinegar was better
than filth any day. How many days had she waged war against the
eatery’s filth? Almost a month, a satisfying, bone-weary month. She
closed the freshly starched blue gingham curtains, hefted the
cleaning pail, and moved to the window on the other side of the
door.

Two late-night customers sat in
one corner and Ike hunched over his plate of stew in the other, his
hat shoved back on his head, his spoon scooping the food into his
mouth as if he were starving. The smithy’s fire left perpetual soot
on his face, hands, and clothes, as well as the smeared bed linens
she boiled and scrubbed every other day. She had learned to keep
her mouth shut about his personal habits. A splash of water once a
day and a bath once a week had been his habit all his life and he
wasn’t changing for a nagging wife.

At least Sadie appreciated her.
Tildy smiled as her scrub rag attacked another window. All that
prickly woman had needed was a willing helpmate and someone to talk
to over the repetitive kitchen chores. From the first Friday
payday, Sadie counted her earnings into Ike’s outstretched palm,
waited for him to leave, then took Tildy into the pantry to put her
“extra cleaning money” in a canning jar hidden on a high
shelf.

“A workin’ woman
needs her own money fer the bad times.”

The memory of
Sadie’s words changed Tildy’s smile to a frown. She rolled her
shoulders and arched her back. If this is
good, what’s bad? Stop it right there, Tildy Girl! One day at a
time is all I can handle, good or bad. I’m too tired to worry about
more than that.

“Wal, Sweet Thing, ya
‘bout done? I’m hankerin’ fer more a’ that Dickens story ya been
readin’ ta me.”

Swallowing a groan, Tildy lifted
the fragile watch pinned high on her breast. “Lordy, Ike, it’s
almost ten and Sadie and I have produce marketing at first
light—”

“Quit whinin’, woman.
I’m workin’ just as hard.” The anger in his eyes gave way to a
mischievous sparkle. “Anyways, ya enjoy the storytellin’ as much as
I do, now, don’t ya? Ya jest wanna be coaxed.”

“I read until one
o’clock night before last and you had to keep poking me awake last
night. I don’t know how long I can keep—”

His eyes narrowed as one finger
pushed the watch into her soft flesh. “I guess ya can read ‘til I
say stop, as is my husbandly right.”

She licked her lips.

Not breaking eye contact, he
raised the finger to stroke her jaw. “Put me ta sleep with readin’
at night, then wake me with lovin’ in the mornin’. Learnin’ an’
lovin’. My Tildy’s good at sharin’ both. Right?”

Tildy ducked her chin and leaned
her forehead against his chest to hide her blush. Her lips barely
moved as she whispered, “You get more charming, more gentle, more
patient every day. I’m trying to be what you need, to make you
happy. I really am.”

“Beaumont, the hog
slops need ta be carried out ta the yard.” Sadie cleared the corner
table of dishes. “You’re here. Ain’t no need fer Tildy ta do it
tonight.”

~

“Miz Beaumont! Miz
Beaumont!” Demmy’s voice called.

Tildy turned to scan the crowded
open-air market. No matter how often she came to the place, the
press of humanity and noise intimidated her. She felt trapped in
the maze of wooden stalls, laden tables, crude signs, sellers
hawking their produce, and buyers arguing the prices. The threat of
humiliation kept her from grabbing Sadie’s hand like a child
clinging to her mother.

How quickly she had grown to
prefer the relative intimacy of the eatery, even her claustrophobic
home, with the freedom and serenity of rolling Iowa farmlands only
an occasional dream. St. Louis demanded all the defensive curiosity
she could muster.

Demmy eased his way between a
slow moving ox cart and two heavy-breasted matrons more intent on
gossiping than shopping. The genuine smile reaching up to the
crinkles around his eyes warmed her heart. Uninhibited by the
scowls around them, her dark-skinned friend patted and squeezed her
hand. She ignored a haughty comment from the nearest stall and
clasped his hand in return.

“Chile, you be
lookin’ like spring dis fine mornin’.”

“Spring’s not tired
and tired is what I look like, Demmy. But, thank you for your kind
flattery. Here, I want you to meet another good friend of mine.
Demmy, this is Mistress Sadie Talmond.”

Demmy doffed his hat and bowed
slightly. “It be a pure-de-pleasure, ma’am. Ah ‘members! You owns
da restaurant up front ‘a Miz Beaumont’s lil’ house.”

Sadie waved a disconcerted hand
at him. “Ain’t nothin’ fancy like a real restaurant, darkie, just
an eatin’ place.”

“Demmy. That’s his name, Sadie,”
Tildy stated flatly. “He’s the friend who bought my goods but let
me keep a few special things. And he’s a
freeman.”

The tall woman glanced from the
serious Tildy to the congenial black man. “My apologies, ah, Demmy.
Ya may be black as the ace a’ spades, but she tole me yore a
gentleman ta the bone. I try ta do right by good folk. Ifin’ ya
cain’t ever find work, ya just come see me. But, by the look a’
them duds yore doin’ just fine, I reckon.”

Demmy’s head bobbed. “Oh, yessum.
Ah’s still workin’ fer Massas Nat an’ Rob. As a freeman, Ahs bein’
paid an’ all. But dat don’t mattah. Ah promised deir mama ‘aforah
she passed on. An’ dem two scoundrels needs lookin’ aftah, dey
surely do. Widout women folk, deys needs me.”

“And does Mr. Nathaniel Carruthers give you a day of
rest?” Just what business is it of yours,
Tildy Girl? Her fingers rubbed along her
shirtwaist buttons as if to calm the abrupt flutter of her
heartbeat.

“Eber Sunday. Ahs can
go out tah dat black man’s church den do nuttin’ ifin’ Ahs
wants.”

“Sadie, weren’t we
going to make up some kind of spiced chicken and potato salad and
apple pie for a picnic this Sunday?”

“Ya enjoy horse
racin’, dark-um, Demmy?”

“Dat Carruthers
family raised da most excitin’ hawses der eber waz, back in
Virginny, dat iz. Oh, yessum, Ah does like tah watch good racin’
stock.”

Tildy hugged his arm. “After
church, meet us on the south levee. We’ll bring the food and,”
Tildy shot a mischievous glance at Sadie, “since women can’t place
wagers, you can make our bets for us.”

Demmy ducked his grayed head and
began turning his hat by the brim. “Much obliged, Miz Beaumont, but
yore man don’t like me none.”

“Ike’s been smithing
all hours every day at the freighters encampment. I insist you join
us. We’ll lose money if you don’t!”

~

“Here’s to a most successful association.” Yancy raised his champagne glass to
Nat and Rob, downed the pale wine, then threw the glass into the
dining room’s cold fireplace. “Forgive my drama, gentleman, but
tomorrow I journey home. That, the shattering of fine crystal, is
the closest I can get to recreating Josefa’s sounds in my
arms.”

“My Gawd, Nat! The
man sounds desperate. Have you had Demmy count the glassware? Our
fee may have to replace a fortune in crystal.”

The three men laughed heartily as
Nat poured another glass for Yancy. “The question is, sir, is she
as anxious for your return?”

“Eavesdroppin’ on the
fairer sex,” Rob offered, “I’ve heard the trial of childbirth quite
dampens—”

“Oh, ho, my bachelor
friends, nothing, but nothing dampens true love’s passion. A second
toast for you. May you each find the love that lasts through
eternity . . . and see the light of your many children shining
through the windows of her soul.”

Where the other
two gulped, Nat savored the bubbles tickling his lips, the memory
of auburn hair and mahagony eyes twisting his heart.
That’s not what I saw that day on the Missouri,
was it? Something I’ll obviously never have.

Rob refilled their glasses this
time. “I find it hard to believe you abandoned the cultured life of
academia to battle the elements an’ savages of the desolate
southwest.”

“Battle. An
appropriate word. Books challenge the mind, but the land assaults a
man’s body and soul. A sky that predicts only the next few minutes,
unforgiving creatures and tenacious plants, peoples who surrender
nothing while demanding everything. The essence of a man must face
all these things in New Mexico.”

“Listen to him! He
married the woman for her land, not her bed? I’m shocked!” Rob’s
twinkling eyes betrayed his sarcasm.

Yancy turned his enthusiasm on
Rob. “You see it one time, the endless canopy, the startling
mountains, the will to survive in the people’s eyes . . . This-this
civilization, just like my England, would become a shallow
memory.”

Rob’s laughter rang out. “One
adventure in a lifetime is enough, sir. Leavin’ Virginia is the
only sacrifice I ever intend to make.”

“Believe him, Yancy.
Rob thrives on luxury an’ uncomplicated livin’. His sacrifices are
few an’ far between.”

“And you, Nat?” Yancy
cocked an appraising eyebrow. “Does my poetry entice your
imagination, call to your soul?”

“I’m creatin’ an
interestin’ enough life here. My spendthrift brother lacks the
means to buy out my share of our law practice. Besides, he’d starve
in one month without my expertise.”

“Why I’m insulted,
Nathaniel!” Rob pressed his hand to his heart. “I expect your
seconds at dawn!”

“You’ve always been
my second, even if you swore never to follow through.”

“Oh. I forgot. An’
Demmy hasn’t touched a gun in years.”

Shaking his head and laughing,
Yancy poured the final round. “All right, gentlemen, point taken.
But, the offer stands to either or both. Come see my New Mexico,
see what love can do to a man’s life, and you will want it as well.
Here’s to friendship, love, and the future.”

~

Two Sundays later, Tildy snuggled
down into the seat of her mother’s rocker and sighed over another
of Shakespeare’s sonnets. At the edge of her nightrail, her bare
toe pushed off the ragrug at just the right moment to maintain the
chair’s rhythm, yet keep lamplight on the page.

The bang of the gate and
clattering of the warped boards announced Ike’s approach. When the
door opened, she continued to rock and read.

“There’s cornbread
and fried chicken under that dishtowel on the table.”

“Where’d that chair
come from? Thought it got smashed in Council Bluffs.”

“Demmy made new
rockers and refashioned the broken spindles.”

“Why the hell did a
lazy nigger go ta all that trouble? Had ta be fer money ya’d
willingly throw away, an’ him knownin’ it. Tain’t right, a white
woman takin’ money away from her own family ta pay his
likes.”

“I
didn’t pay anything, Ike. The gentleman
gifted it to me. It was his `Thank You’ for Sadie
and me feeding him at the races these past few
Sundays.”

“An’ that socializin’
ain’t right, neither. Aw shit, as long as nobody else knows, who
cares! Get outta those nightclothes, woman. We got a party waitin’
our arrival.”

“On a Sunday night? A
real party?” She laid the leather bound volume on the sidetable’s
doily. “Out at the encampment? Are they celebrating their
departure?”

“Hell, no! Fancier
than that. No more questions, now. Hurry into yore weddin’ clothes
an’ put yore hair up. There’s food an’ drink, music an’ more fer
anybody willin’ ta risk it!”

Excitement skittered through her
blood. When her fingers fumbled, Ike helped with her corset ties
then pinched her nipples with an impish wink. Giggling, she slapped
his hands away. Her already brushed hair looped nicely and held the
bone pins drawn from their lidded bowl. Finally, she turned in a
circle for her antsy husband. He clucked his tongue, swept her
shawl around her shoulders, and pushed her ahead of him into the
night.

As they walked, Tildy absorbed
how Sunday slowed river life to a low hum punctuated with
occasional discordant laughter. The whole area seemed to hold its
breath then sigh in relief, just once, before the agitation of
daily living returned Monday morning. A thin fog slipped down the
streets and hugged the buildings as the warm night wind skimmed
moisture from the river.

Lifting her skirts to escape the
dirt clods, road apples, and litter, Tildy concentrated on arriving
at her first party as a married woman with clean skirt and
shoes.

“Are we going to be
late, Ike?”

“Naw, things have
only been roarin’ fer nigh onta an hour er more.”

“How-how do you know
that?”

“Where the hell ya think I been, woman? Cain’t work a forge
out on the prairie after sundown. Tal hustled me off ta this party
an’ I come ta get ya first chanct. I been braggin’ ‘bout ya so
much, ain’t a man er woman don’t know yore name. Ya’ll fit right
in. Smile purty, spout some a’ them fancy words, an’ prove me
right.” Ike cocked a wicked eyebrow and bent to whisper in a
whiskey-tainted breath, “I may decide ta show ya my kinda good time
an’ make ‘em really jealous.”

“Ike!” she whispered
in return. “Behave yourself, sir. Bedroom behavior is unacceptable
in public!”

They rounded the corner at that
moment. His arm swept out expansively. “Not in this kinda public,
it ain’t.”

Tildy stopped, her hand flying to
her throat. The two wide steps before them lead up to a deep,
lamplit porch. Cloth-draped wicker furniture creaked beneath three
sprawled, entwined couples. She glanced away from a man’s open
shirt and hairy chest, only to encounter the pale flash of a
woman’s bare thigh. Tinny piano music and smoke filtered through
the open door. Glass broke somewhere inside followed by a curse,
dull thumping, shrieks, and shouts.

“Here? We’re going to
a party . . . here?”

“Shore. Tal invited
ya, so don’t get stiff-necked. Jest hang onta me an’ have a drink
er two. Ya’ll loosen up. Show yoreself off a little. Maybe even
dance with yore new husband, huh? Tal’s way ahead in the drinkin’.
I gotta catch up.” He tugged her onto the porch and through the
door of the brothel.

Tildy wanted to pull away and
run, but fear froze her fingers to his sturdy hand. Lecherous eyes,
sleepy sneers, suggestive gestures followed their advance down the
hall to the smoke-clouded parlor on the right. Instead of
furniture, huge pillows covered the floor, cushioning the tangle of
male and female bodies with and without clothes. The sweetness of
the room’s cloying smoke overpowered the subtle odor of unwashed
bodies, flowery toilet water, and sour musk.

A wave of dizziness made her lean
into Ike’s shoulder.

“Wal, Sweet Thing, ya
want a puff a’ the Chinee stuff or git a bite a’ the
snake?”

“Chinee? You can’t
mean opium! I-I . . . Is there an open window or corner where I-I
could be out of the way . . . and . . . just watch?”

“Watch! This is a time ta live, not watch!” He threw his hands
in the air, his eyes narrowing. “Aw, hell, I’ll set ya in the bar
an’ ya can sure as hell watch me
have a good time.”

As they crossed the hall to the
second parlor, Tildy’s eardrums shivered with the start up of
another riotous piano tune. A rotund blonde pounded on the keys
with fat fingers, her orange satin dress barely containing the body
folds rippling in time to the dancers’ feet. The trembling of the
floorboards vibrated up to Tildy’s knees. Darkness rimmed her field
of vision as Ike guided her across the room to the end of the bar
where a table stood empty. She hurried around it and dropped into a
chair, panting and repeatedly swallowing.

Ike plopped down a full beer
glass in front of her. Shaking his head, he sidled around the
dancers and headed back toward the opium parlor. Tildy closed her
eyes and fanned herself with her hand. A sudden breeze brushed her
face. She looked up as the mustached and muscled bartender propped
open the window at her shoulder, nodded politely, and slipped back
behind his bar, his eyes defying the men lined up before him.
Almost as one, the men turned their backs to her.

She breathed deeply, grateful for
their marginal consideration but burning to her soul over Ike’s
manipulation. Her usual calming thoughts would not form.

Balancing a tray heavy with
liquor, the bartender returned moments later to set down a glass of
water and take up her untouched beer. She forced a smile of
gratitude. When the solemn man went on his way, Tildy found herself
staring across the room into the surprised gaze of Nat
Carruthers.

The white hands of a plummed and
painted young whore clung to his maroon coat sleeve. Tildy quickly
turned sideways in her chair to deep-breathe the window’s
air.

I want to die. Right
here and now, I want to die.

“Good evenin’, Miz Beaumont. A rather lively gatherin’ for a
Sunday evevin’, don’t you think? Not too many true ladies to converse with,
however.”

She turned. He was alone. “Mr.
Carruthers. I’m sure there are any number of females anxious to
keep you company.” She managed a glance up through her eyelashes.
Instead of a judgmental scowl, he wore a concerned, even pained
expression.

“I was referrin’ to
your isolation, ma’am. Really, since you look so . . . um, bored,
perhaps you would allow Demmy to escort you home?”

A relieved sob bubbled up.
Stopping it made her chin quiver. She nodded primly and held out an
ungloved hand. A shock ran up her arm as his long fingers curled
around hers. When he didn’t move, she found him staring down at her
dry, reddened skin. He would not allow her to hide the offensive
extremity, but placed it on his arm as if she were a fine lady
being escorted from a High Church service instead of a den of
iniquity.

Without another word, Nat ushered
her to the porch. Demmy jumped up from his seat on the steps, his
eyes wide, his mouth open. Nat’s pointed stare washed all
expression from the black man’s face. He nodded politely and
offered his arm. Nat gently transferred her hand to her new
guardian, tipped his hat, then, with a suddenly hardened
expression, he whirled and stomped back through the smoky
doorway.

Patting and stroking her fingers
as if she were a pet to be soothed, the silent Demmy led her toward
Sadie’s and home. Tildy looked over her shoulder when they reached
the flickering lamppost on the corner. Ike had started down the
brothel steps, but stopped to toss back the drink in his hand. As
the glass lowered, he merely stared at them as if thinking,
calculating. Realizing he wouldn’t follow to insist on her return,
Tildy lifted her face to the foggy mist swirling in the street and
called up clean images of Iowa.

 



Chapter
4

 


Her shaky knees gave out, but
Tildy reached the chair at the worktable before she made a fool of
herself. The floor tilted. The room floated around her. She pressed
cold hands to her hot, clammy face, but her misery worsened. Her
breakfast of flapjacks and coffee threatened to gurgle back up her
throat. She closed her eyelids and concentrated on keeping that
food in its place.

A pot banged on the big stove and
Sadie’s footsteps quickly crossed the kitchen. “For land’s sake,
gal! Ya look pale as one a my dead an’ plucked
chickens.”

“I feel . . . worse.
Hot then cold, stiff.” Tildy let out a shallow breath and
swallowed. “Everything aches, right down to my teeth.”

“Aw, God. Yore comin’
down with that influ-enza that’s been puttin’ people ta bed. I’ll
send somebody fer Ike.”

“No!” The quick
movement of raising her head created a thunder of hooves inside
Tildy’s skull. Sadie took the trembling hand she held out. “He-He
didn’t come home from a-a party last night.”

“A Sunday night
party? Who—”

“Your brother invited
us . . . Aw-w-w, I’m going to throw up!”

Sadie half carried the staggering
girl to the slop bucket by the back door and steadied her until the
deed faded to retching. The thin woman’s jaw muscles twitched as
she clamped her teeth and wished both her brother and Ike Beaumont
to fiery damnation. “Here, gal. Ya sit back in this chair an’ put
yore head down. I’ll fix ya a pallet on the back porch. That way I
can look after ya an’ do my work too.”

“No. You
can’t—”

“I don’t tolerate
arguin’. Told ya that when ya hired on.”

Tildy’s morning passed as a blur
of faint moans, bizarre dreams, and waves of nausea.

~

The sprinkling of frequent curses
and rare tears provided no relief for Sadie’s mounting worry as she
hurried through her increased workload. Having to slop her own hogs
in Ike’s stead nudged her temper up a few degrees. She ground her
teeth as she surveyed the still broken hogpen fence. Ike had told
her he fixed it the week before. She relieved some of her tension
as her cleaver butchered the three chickens for the day’s soup. But
her anger flared two hours later when she heard the porch door open
and Beaumont’s voice.

“What the hell’s
goin’ on, woman? Tildy?”

Sadie found him sitting on his
heels beside the blanket pallet, his hat shoved back on his head,
more than a shadow of beard on his chin, his own face pasty and
sickly looking. Knowing her brother and this man’s type all too
well, she recognized the results of a night of carousing with
liquor and God-knew what else.

“She’s sick,
Beaumont. Leave ‘er be.”

“Sonofabitch! She
can’t be. Not now. Tildy! Git yoreself together! Git up from
there!”

“She’s been outta her
head most a’ the mornin. Influenza, I think. Heard last week it was
goin’ ‘round an’hittin’ folks real hard. Word is it’s
catchin’.”

That made him rise to his feet.
He removed his hat to run his hand through his hair. Instead of
worried, he looked petulant. Sadie stiffened with the thought he
might kick the pallet.

“Ya cain’t do this ta
me, Tildy-girl. Things are comin’ together. The wagons are headin’
out in two days. I even got the two a’ us jobs. Shit! Now what’ll I
tell ‘em. They won’t take us with ya sick! An’ whose gonna
pack?”

“Thair’ll be ‘nother
wagon train afore summer’s end. She’s too sick ta lift ‘er head,
let alone tend yore needs, ya sorry bastard! Get out a’ here an’
see ta yoreself fer once.”

Ike slowly
turned slitted eyes on her. “What
did ya call me, woman?”

Sadie casually stepped to the
side as if to lean against the doorframe. Her hand settled on the
loaded pistol always ready near the kitchen’s breadbox. “Like ta
hear it, do ya?”

“Nobody, let alone a
woman, talks ta me like that.” He took a step toward
her.

She lifted the
pistol from her skirts, its barrel expertly level with his belly.
“Nobody? Try again, bastard! I heard all ‘bout ya from
my brother an’ ya’ve more than shown me yore worth ‘round here, an’
‘round this pore gal yore usin’.”

“Usin’? She’s my
wife, for Chrissake! That’s my right. The Good Book
says—”

“No
you don’t! Don’t start blasphemin’ in my home. I’ll say it one more time.
Leave.”

Ike grunted then clicked his
tongue. His thin lips curled into a belligerent grin. “That I’ll
do. Fer good, bitch. If she comes outta this the next coupla days,
tell her ta hightail herself ta the camp. That’s when we’re
leavin’. Two days. I’m goin’ ta New Mexico Territory, jest like I
told her. If she comes, she comes. If not . . . .” He
shrugged.

“Tell my brother he
needs ta go with ya. I don’t want him comin’ ‘round here fer food
er money.”

Ike resettled his hat on his
head. “That’s ‘bout all yore good fer any more, ain’t it?” He
glanced down at the sleeping Tildy as he backed toward the porch
door. I’ll miss all her good things, that’s fer shore, but . . . .”
Again he shrugged.

Pushing the door open, he
hesitated. “By the by, those pigs a’ yores? Thair knockin’ down the
fence by the privy an’ runnin’ fer the street.”

He slammed the door shut behind
him before she could pull the trigger.

Shit!
Suddenly too tired to stand, Sadie squatted
beside Tildy’s pallet, the gun dangling, regret squeezing the tears
from her hot eyes.

~

Nat jerked awake just as his body
tilted in the straight-back chair. He stood up, pressed his hands
to his lower back, and stretched out the complaining muscles. His
knees inadvertently bumped the bed in the cramped room. He froze,
staring down at Demmy’s battered face, even more grotesque in the
morning light. The still form gave no indication the disturbance
had been felt.

I’d moan for you,
friend, if it would do any good.

Ominous scarlet discolored the
white bandage wrapped around the curly head. The doctor then Nat
had wiped away as much dried blood as they could. Small burgundy
clots lingered at the misshapen nostrils, along the numerous lines
of facial stitches, and around the swollen, gaping lips. A cluster
of tiny red bubbles grew at the corner of Demmy’s mouth then burst.
Once again Nat’s stained cloth dabbed at the trickle. His clenched
jaw ached with his helplessness. It was a toss up which would kill
Demmy first, the broken head or the bleeding into his rib-punctured
lungs.

“Massah . . .
Nat.”

With an unseen hand gripping his
heart, Nat bent over the whispering man. “Be still, Demmy. I’m
here.”

“Not . . .
long.”

“I know, ol’ friend.”
He swallowed and blinked. It didn’t help. “Can you . . .
God-damn-it, Demmy, who did this to you?”

In the ensuing silence, Nat laid
his hand on the thin, bandaged shoulder. He wanted to shake the man
awake, but flexed his fingers and gentled his touch. “At least give
me that.”

Tears slipped from swollen
eyelids trembling with the effort to open. Finally Nat glimpsed a
slit of shiney black eyes. A ragged sigh created more ghoulish
bubbles. Incredibly, a weak smile widened Demmy’s lips.

“Ah . . .sees . . .
you. Give all . . . back . . .tah her.”

“Give back? What? Oh,
those things to Miz Beaumont?”

“Yessuh,” he sighed
in relief.

“Done. But wait!” Nat
could see Demmy relaxing into the bed covers, drifting away. He
bent closer, suddenly frantic, trying not to yell in his face. “I
do that, you owe me, ol’ friend. Give me the name. For my honor.
Give me the name!”

“Doan . . .kill. . .
her heart.” His voice gurgled on a steady stream of scarlet and he
was gone.

Nat lowered his forehead to the
unmoving chest and surrendered to the hours of tears held at
bay.

~

Ike and Talmond elbowed their way
into the small court room then worked through the crowd until they
stood against the thigh-high partition separating the actual
proceedings from the crush of spectators. Duke Somski had rounded
up every river rat available to intimidate the judge deciding his
brother’s case.

If the threat of muscle didn’t
work, Talmond and Ike had been paid to provide both diversion and
vengence. Talmond put his fingers to his lips to shrill a brief
whistle. Duke leaned over the bannister, looked around the press of
bodies, then subtly nodded toward the table where his brother sat
beside Rob Carruthers. Talmond exchanged grins with Ike.

“Hey, Carruthers!
Whar’s yore big brother?” Duke called out pointedly. “He’s the one
with balls an’ that’s what Ruffas needs.”

Ike nudged Tal as the red-faced
lawyer slowly turned.

“Why, Mist-er Somski,
are you sayin’ your brother is lackin’ all his parts?”

“What? I-I . . .You
bag a horseshit, I didn’t say that!” Several hands grabbed him as
he moved to straddle the partition.

Rob Carruthers settled back at
the table to rearrange papers. He threw a dark glance at his
client. Ruffas fidgeted and refused to meet his eyes. Neither man
liked their circumstances.

“Ike, I purely hope
this does go bad fer ol’ Ruffas. Them Carruthers need a real
lesson. Hurtin’ thair darkie wasn’t direct-like. Know what I
mean?”

Ike chuckled, rubbing his hand
over the lump of folded money in his shirt pocket. “But that was
fer free an’ this ain’t.”

“Get that window open
beside ya, so’s we can leave quick.”

An authoritative voice shouted
for silence, the gray-haired, squinty-eyed judge came through a
side door, and the hearing began. At the far table, a sneering
pear-shaped man in a fine suit and brocade vest consulted a moment
with the sheriff beside him. He stood and began to read a summary
of the event and the witnesses’ statements. His voice rose as the
crowd noise gained momentum. The judge hammered his desk with the
gavel until only low murmurs could be heard.

As Carruthers was asked to make
his statement for Ruffas, a disturbance erupted at the back
doorway. Scuffling rippled forward as the way parted for an
unshaven, stone-faced Nat Carruthers.

Ike pressed himself down against
the windowsill, keeping the excited Talmond between him and the
flinty gaze sweeping the uneasy crowd. He relaxed when Rob grabbed
his brother’s arm gaining his attention. The two huddled for an
exchange of low, terse words. The gavel sounded again. Rob waved an
unsteady hand at the judge.

“Your Honor, I ask
for a moment of your time. My brother, Nathanial, is actually
representin’ our client, Ruffas Somski. But, as you can see he was
delayed on an . . . unfortunate family matter. He needs a moment or
two to speak to Sheriff Langley here. He must get the matter off
his mind so he may properly plead Ruffas Somski’s admission of
guilt—”

An unintelligible roar filled the
room, so Rob had to finish in a shout. “-an’ plead for a trial or,
at least, leniency.”

“What the hell air you pullin’ now, Carruthers?” Duke Somski
yelled as he climbed over the partition behind his brother. “Call
this lawyerin’? I call it thievin’ an’ lyin’! You
want Ruffas ta
hang!”

“Order! Order!
Sheriff!” The flustered judge pounded his gavel and waved the law
officer from his seat.

Nat turned to face the Somskis,
his right hand brushing his long coat behind the butt of the pistol
at his hip. Ike eased his hidden revolver from his waistband.
Talmond leaned forward as he brought his own weapon up. Duke swept
Ruffas behind him and toward the surging supporters.

“Nat! He’s unarmed!
Stop it!” Rob stepped in front of his brother just as Ike squeezed
his trigger.

The single gun blast released
pandemonium. Rob Carruthers’ shoulders spasmed forward, his
expression startled with pain then blank as he fell
backwards.

Ike saw the flash of Nat’s gun
coming up at Talmond. Butt first, he dropped out the window the
same moment the innocent Talmond took his bullet.

~

Sadie lifted the dingy rag to her
nose. It smelled as bad as it looked. She would have to throw it in
the laundry basket and get a bleached one. Before Tildy, she
wouldn’t have cared. She looked around the tidy dining area of her
establishment with its clean tables and benches, swept floor, and
curtained windows. Tildy had gotten her used to this. She didn’t
know if she was grateful. Keeping up the place, cooking everything,
and tending the still-ailing girl had just about wore her to a
nubbin.

The front door knob
rattled.

“I ain’t open yet!
Come back at noon!”

Persistant knocking made her
stomp across the room. She turned the key and yanked open the door.
“I said I ain’t . . .” Swallowing her words and her anger, she
stared into distinctive gray eyes.

“How-do-you-do,
ma’am. I’m—”

“You’ve been pointed
out ta me, Mr. Carruthers,” she interrupted, keenly aware of her
shabby work dress and stringy hair. Remembering Tildy’s opinion of
her as a respectable businesswoman, Sadie pushed her shoulders back
and lifted her chin. “With this influ-enza goin’ ‘round, no need ta
open ‘til noon.”

He pulled his hat off and nodded
solemnly. “I understand the epidemic has hurt quite a few
businesses, but I’m here on a personal matter. May I come
in?”

“Shore.” Thinking of
the girl languishing on the kitchen porch, Sadie pointed to the
nearest table. “Bein’s I live alone, in the back, it would be more
fittin’ we talk up here.”

“Certainly.” He
frowned as he placed his hat on the table before him. “Alone? I-I
thought a couple named Beaumont lived here, that they worked for
you.”

Under the table, she primly
smoothed her skirt then wadded the sour rag between her hands as
she prepared her story. “Used ta. She was a hard worker, he
weren’t. They left, oh, a week er more ago. Headed west with one a’
them first wagon trains or maybe one a’ them freight
outfits.”

Disbelief, anger, resignation
flickered across his face. Fatigue and a haunted expression aged
him before her eyes. “I see. Do you know exactly which train or
where they were goin’?”

“Why are ya askin’?”
Life had made her suspicious, especially of physically dangerous
men. Another man was not going to hurt Tildy if she could help
it.

“I have household
goods Miz Beaumont has inherited.”

“Inherited? Her Iowa
folks die?”

“No, a friend of hers
. . . an’ a dear friend of mine. A black man named
Demmy.”

Sadie’s mouth dropped open.
“Demmy? Demmy’s dead? H-How?”

“He was beaten so
badly . . . In fact, he was attacked after escortin’ Miz Beaumont
home. I suspicion robbery. He had been stripped naked.”

“Oh, no!” She covered
her mouth and closed her eyes until control returned. “Things like
that happen here, along the river. He-he was the nicest darkie I
ever knowed. Tildy will be right sad ta hear the news.”

“Then you do know
where she went?”

“Well, yes. I mean, she promised ta write an’ she’s always
kept her word afore. I told her I would enjoy hearin’ about New
Mexico, such a different place an’ all.” Oh God, I’m rambling! Shut me up!

“New Mexico
Territory?” Those gray eyes narrowed. “Where abouts? Northern part
. . . or south perhaps? I have a close friend who lives to the
south, near the Mexican border, I believe.”

Sadie twisted the rag and stared
him in the eye. “I really cain’t say. If ya knowed the Beaumonts,
him an’ her, ya’d know Ike kinda goes where the wind
blows.”

“You mean his own hot
wind?”

She laughed awkwardly. “Yeah,
he’s a talker, but Tildy’s the kinda steady woman ta keep him in
line. Um, the shed they were livin’ in is empty. I could store her
things an’ send ‘em on as soon as I hear from her.”

“I couldn’t
inconvenience you, ma’am. Perhaps you could just contact
me—”

“No bother. Least I
could do fer her an’ the only thing I can really do fer Demmy now,
ain’t it? I know what a busy man ya are. Demmy told us a lot ‘bout
your lawyerin’—”

“No, not anymore!” he
interrupted, coming to his feet. “I’m done with that.”

Sadie drew back at his abrupt
reaction. “I-I didn’t mean ta offend ya.”

“No offense taken.”
He inhaled deeply. “It’s just . . . My brother was . . . killed,
gunned down in court actually, by a no-good named
Talmond.”

“Who did you say?” How could he stoop
that low? And wasn’t he stuck like a burr to Beaumont’s
backside? 

“No matter.” He
picked up his hat. “The man’s dead. I’ve been clearin’ up our
family an’ business affairs. Miz Beaumont’s inheritance was part of
it. I promised Demmy.”

Sadie stiffly rose, her jaw
clamped against the flood of embarrassment and hurt. She extended
one work-ravaged hand. “I will take Tildy’s things off yore mind.
It’s the least I can do fer . . .her’an you, sir.
Please.”

Nat frowned then gently shook the
proffered hand. “Thank you. You are a kind lady. When you do hear
from Miz Beaumont, will you send her my . . . warmest
regards?”

Sadie nodded.

At the door, he stared back for a
long moment. “He doesn’t deserve her, you know.”

~

William Terwilliger sighed
heavily and glowered at Nat Carruthers, disheveled, even slovenly,
more poured into the chair across from his desk than sitting. “You,
sir, are drunk.”

“Yes, I am. Pretty
much.”

The banker’s manuicured hand
pushed papers around exposing a ledger. “You have not been acting
wisely, Mr. Carruthers.” A sloppy shrug. “As your sole financial
adviser, I can’t let you do this to yourself.”

Nat’s slouching
posture transformed into a leonine rise to the attack. He spread
his large, steady hands on the desk and leaned forward. “You
can’t let me? I’m
not askin’ your permission, Terwilliger. Sure, I’ve been drinkin’
for a month, but I’ve also been sortin’ an’ packin’ the possessions
I want, my possessions. Carruthers an’ Carruthers has been sold. Now I
want everythin’ else sold. You can’t handle it, somebody else will.
Any more argument?”

“Well-ah,” he tried
to speak through a constricted throat. “No. Done, Mr. Carruthers.
And-And what about your investments?”

“Liquidate them, too.
Am I not clear? I’m leavin’ this place.”

“Yes, sir, I did
understand that, but where—”

“I’ve some people to
visit in New Mexico Territory. Is that alright with you,
sir?”

~

Prematurely gray and bent, Dr.
Dwayne Baylor finished washing his hands and took the clean towel
Tildy held out. He concentrated too hard on drying each finger, his
whispy hair uncut and disheveled, his pale eyes pinched with
fatigue behind the circles of his eyeglasses. He meticulously
rolled his sleeves back to his thin wrists. The studious attention
paid to his cufflinks used up more time before he had to speak.
Tildy didn’t flinch when he finally looked up, trapping her in his
genuinely sad empathy.

“I’m so very sorry,
Mrs. Beaumont. At least her suffering is over.”

Taking a step
backward, Tildy planted a hand on the kitchen worktable to steady
herself. A roar of confusion momentarily filled her ears. She
looked toward the porch, her head shaking a slow denial.
But I knew. When I ran for help, I
knew.

“All she had was me,
an employee who doesn’t know up from down. I waited too long,
didn’t I? It’s my fault.”

“Certainly not, young
woman. She was thin as a rail, too wore out to fight the illness.
Only the hardiest have survived this epidemic. Thank God this
second month is the tail end of it. I don’t know how much longer I
could last.”

“No, you’re wrong,
sir. It was my fault. You see, I was abed first, for almost three
weeks. She cared for me and ran this place by herself. I did this
to her. She was strong . . . so strong before.”

“I guess you are
going to believe what you want.” He slipped into his coat, expertly
assessing her. “You’re pale, but don’t look too bad, considering
your condition.”

Tildy stiffened, crossing her
arms around her waist. “Pardon me?”

“Without an
examination, I can’t be absolutely accurate, but fifteen years of
doctoring makes me a fair guesser. From the looks of that dress you
haven’t altered, I’d say you are into your fourth
month.”

Trying but obviously unable to
control her quivering chin, she nodded and hugged herself even
tighter.

“Husband?”

“Gone west about the
time the epidemic hit.”

“Young as you are,
you probably didn’t know back then and that means he doesn’t know.”
She nodded again. “Well, I’d say it’s time to go back home to your
folks, wherever that might be.”

This time Tildy vehemently shook
her head. Both pride and shame fired her chest. “No, I left their
home to make my own way. I’ve done well so far.”

Dr. Baylor’s nose wrinkled as he
surveyed the crude and dilapidated conditions surrounding them. “At
least kept yourself fed, but not for long, ma’am. Ignorant folk
like Sadie usually don’t tend to legal papers. They feel lucky to
live day to day. Once they’re dead, the state of their affairs
doesn’t matter, except to the city.”

Tears welled up, filling Tildy’s
words. “Maybe she wasn’t booklearned, but-but Sadie Talmond was a
hard-working, good-hearted woman!”

The doctor’s eyes narrowed. “When
she’s in the ground, the law isn’t going to care about her
character. Unless you can produce her written will giving you this
property, all is forfeit. The city confiscates everything down to
the last pot and pig. They don’t waste much time either. I’d say
you have four days, maybe a week to get out.”

Tildy staggered to a chair and
sat down. She stared at Dr. Baylor until he cleared his throat and
studied his veined hands once again.

“You don’t belong in
the river district, anyway. Your mannerisms are-are too lady-like.
And your husband should be hunted down and horsewhipped for
deserting you like this!”

“I was sick and he
had a job to pay his way. Necessity gave him no choice. He did not
desert me.”

“If you say so. Well
. . . the fact remains . . .” He held out beseeching hands. “Mrs.
Beaumont, isn’t there anybody you can turn to?”

For a fleeting moment, Nat
Carruthers’ face and form drifted across her mind. Her letter of
condolence for Demmy and thanks for delivering her things had been
returned ‘Undeliverable.’

Then Sadie brought home a
two-week-old paper with an article about the bereaved young lawyer
selling his practice and home to seek a new life in New Mexico.
Tildy hung her head. “Not here and I can not return to Iowa. I just
can’t.”

“I see you will think
and do as you see fit. However, I do insist on examining you. On
Wednesday afternoon at one.” Dr. Baylor lifted his black leather
case from the table. “I’ll send the wagon and coffin for her at
eight in the morning.”

“How much will that
cost?”

“Never you mind. The
city provides—”

Tildy tightened her jaw. “And
takes away, kinda like the Lord, right?”

“Well, ah. . . .
Wednesday at one. Maybe by then you’ll have a plan. You’ll have to
have one, young lady.”

Tildy listened to his footsteps
cross the dining room. The door opened and closed, echoing in the
eatery’s stillness.

Words and fragments of thoughts
exploded in a confusing onslaught. She pressed fingertips into her
temples until the ragged nails gave her a focus. She had to find
someplace to go, someone to depend on when her time came. She
hadn’t had the energy to think of herself with Sadie down and the
restaurant to keep going. Sadie had been there for her and she
could do no less. Besides that debt, Tildy shared the woman’s pride
in the regular customers, paying customers.

Pride! What an ugly
word! Pride cometh before a fall, ninny!

Now there would be no business,
no income. Of course, she had put aside her “extra cleaning money”
and started another pantry jar for Sadie, what little was left from
buying supplies. Thank goodness she had learned by necessity how to
scrimp. She had wanted to surprise Sadie with the horded
profits.

Prideful planning
once again, Tildy girl. She’ll never know. What difference did
Sadie’s money make if the city . . .

A shiver coursed Tildy’s back.
She jumped to her feet, staring at the porch doorway, Sadie’s ashen
face in her mind’s eye. For a moment she thought she was going mad.
Sadie’s image was smiling! Tildy raced for the pantry.

~

The wheel of Dr. Baylor’s light
buggy slid into a particularly deep rut. He popped the lashes of
the whip on the horse’s sleek rump. The animal’s lunge jerked both
vehicle and occupants. He glanced nervously at the small hand
clutching at the hood support then met his passenger’s
gaze.

Matilda Beaumont flicked him a
weak smile. “You pronounced me in robust good health. I will
probably experience much worse on the long trail to Santa
Fe.”

“If John Jacobson
agrees to take you. His men are notoriously foul-mouthed and
vicious.”

“My father was a
farmer, sir. Many’s the time he cursed the stupidity or laziness of
his animals, more out of frustration than anger. Profanity has
never bothered me. And I would imagine any man who must prod oxen
through Indian country would have to be fearsome or die. I see both
of your objections as attributes.”

“You are awfully
young to be so pigheaded, Mrs. Beaumont.”

“Comes from the Scots
on my father’s side and the Pennsylvania Dutch on my mother’s. Is
that the encampment?”

The road’s curve sloped to the
flat plain southwest of the city reserved for the freight wagons to
gather. The July sun beat down and humidity rose in waves. Neither
seemed to affect the chaos before them. Countless oxen lowed and
mules brayed from the huge holding area to the left. Everywhere
else sat Murphy wagons, their boxes three feet deep, five feet
across by sixteen feet long, some already laden with their white
canvas tops tied down, others being loaded with merchandise from
the St. Louis factories. Men’s harsh voices called out amidst the
cacophony, with occasional hints of Spanish, French, and even
German. Cooking fires, leather, axle grease, and animal smells
clung to the valley’s humid air.

Baylor shook his head and snapped
the whip again.

Why did you mention
John was a friend who owed you a favor? A strong constitution will
not protect her from the horrors, drudgery, and tedium of three
months with these freighters. What happens if weather or disaster
drags it out to four months? She’ll be so close to delivery . . .
amongst hardened, uncaring men. Late fall in the rugged mountains
around Santa Fe?

His mind whirled with John’s
gruesome stories of heavy wagons and lumbering oxen maneuvering
steep, narrow paths in sudden blizzards. The doctor
shivered.

What am I doing
helping this girl? 

He knew the answer. She had
already bought a wagon, four workhorses, and supplies. If he didn’t
talk John into taking her to her husband, she was stubborn enough
to head out by herself. He shivered again.

You’re taking her if
I have to put my pocket gun to your head!

“Yo, Dwayne, you ol’
sonofabitch! Come ta have a final drink with me? Could be my last
trip, ya know.”

Several inches over six feet,
rawhide thin, with yellow-gray hair on both his shaggy head and
scruffy face, John Jacobson looked like the aging Scandinavian he
was. He grabbed the horse’s headstall, easily stopping the animal.
His wide grin crinkled his leathery face, his blue eyes sparked
with good humor and a sharp wit. Baylor knew the man could turn as
frigid as his homeland, as savagely calculating as the worst of the
Plains Indians. He prayed not to arouse that side of the man’s
character.

“John, you say every
trip is going to be your last, but you come back each spring like a
homing pigeon.” Baylor quickly wrapped the reins around the whip
holder and turned to step to the ground. “Brought someone to meet
you, so watch your language and don’t embarrass me.”

Jacobson’s sharp gaze assessed
the girl stepping from the buggy holding his friend’s hand. Sturdy
shoes, no-nonsense dress, prim hand-sewn sunbonnet. A mite small,
but a farm girl if he’d ever seen one. When she turned to face him,
he blinked at two more observations, the defiant confidence
sparking her big brown eyes and the thickened waist below her
folded, almost protective hands.

“I’d like to
introduce Mrs. Matilda Beaumont, a fellow traveler bound for Santa
Fe.”

“How’d do, ma’am.
There’s two wagon trains leavin’ from Independence yet this month.
Know the organizers of both. Which one you goin’ with?”

Her auburn eyebrows arched and
her full lips curved in an angelic smile. “Yours, sir.”

“Um, Mrs. Beaumont,
why don’t you look at the livestock or get the feel of the
encampment,” Baylor interjected before Jacobson could formulate the
roaring comment due her response. “Just . . .don’t, ah . . . ask
any questions.” He grabbed the wagonmaster’s arm, then added, “And
don’t talk to anybody who smiles at you.”

“Thank you, Dr.
Baylor. I’m not a complete ninny.” She nodded stiffly to both men
and started toward the hillock above the grazing herd of oxen,
mules, and saddle horses.

“You contracted some
fatal disease ta your brain, Baylor? That girl ain’t goin’ no place
with this bunch a’ wild men.”

The doctor lifted his friend’s
right arm to push back the loose buckskin sleeve. An enormous red
and white scar puckered the forearm just below the elbow. “Knife
wound. Gangreen. You have this arm and your life because of me. You
owe me and I’m collecting.”

“Naw, Dwayne. You
can’t mean it.” Jacobson’s head turned side to side to note any
eavesdroppers, then he whispered, “She looks like she’s
carryin’.”

“She is,” he
whispered back. “So you better make it to Santa Fe before the snow
flies, old friend.”

“Now, I really need a
drink!”

~

Tildy expertly backed the nervous
team and moved the small, but sturdy wagon down the alley running
beside Sadie’s Place. When the tailgate reached the spacious and
now clean yard, she eased up on the reins with a sigh of
relief.

“Right neat work,
ma’am,” a deep voice called out.

She jumped, almost dropping the
leathers. The big, mustached bartender from the brothel left his
seat on the back step, pulling his hat from his head. “Heard about
Sadie. No offense, but her brother’s whore told me Ike took off
west without you. I’m not much for gossip, but I’ve a friend at the
livery, the one who sold you the horses and wagon. I wanted to tell
you, he didn’t cheat you. That outfit will get you all the way to
Santa Fe. I mean, I thought you might be headed out to find, I
mean, join Ike.”

Tildy shifted on the hard seat,
wary of the man’s intentions. “You . . . guessed
correctly.”

“Correctly,” he
repeated with a smile. “You sound like home and act like home, I
mean, the people there.” He looked down, turning the hat in his big
hands. “I left all that behind when I became a fighter, you know,
bare-knuckles, real bad stuff, and ended up here. But I haven’t
forgotten how to treat a lady in need. I’m thinking you could use
my strong hands and back to pack up this wagon.”

Consternation
numbed her for a moment. Dr.Baylor,
Mr.Jacobson, and now this man. Before that Sadie, Demmy, and Nat
Carruthers— “You are most kind. I can pay
a little—”

“No, ma’am.” He
slapped the hat back on his head. “Sadie fed me for a week for free
until I got the bartending job. I promised her to pass on the favor
some day. I expect you’ll do the same when you can. That your
supplies stacked on the back porch?”

Biting her bottom lip, she gave a
quick nod.
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The wagon master scratched his
tangled red and gray beard then moved on to the vermin in his chest
hair. “Sure you don’t want to head back with us, Carruthers? As
hard and fast as we ride back to Missouri, we’ll not even see
Injuns like we fought getting here.”

Nat thrust the
gold coins of his pay deep into his pants pocket as if protecting
them. Let Hardesty think I need it like
his other men. He took off his hat to run
his fingers through his uncut hair then smelled his hand with
disgust. “No, sir. I got all but two of your saddle horses here,
like we agreed. That’s enough for me.”

“You couldn’t do
anything about snake bite, that’s for sure, but your gun kept the
Kiowa and Comanch from getting the rest and scores of mules . . .
and a few lives. I need men like—”

“No! I’m here for
good. Right now, all I want is a real bath, real food, an’ a
bed—”

“With a real woman to
share it, I’ll wager!”

Auburn hair and large brown eyes
came to mind. Nat settled the hat back on his head and purposely
looked over the shorter man’s thick shoulder toward the chaos of
freight wagons and already haggling merchants. “None of which I’ll
find in camp, sir. Thank you for bringin’ me along. I’m in your
debt.”

The old timer’s age-paled eyes
softened. “Take some advice, Carruthers, from a man who left
decency in New England and has been down the river, around the
bend, and over more than one mountain. Don’t be so hard on
yourself. This is a new land. You are still a youngster. Grab
life’s joys while you’re still in one piece. Don’t go creating more
problems than you’ve already made for yourself, whatever you think
they may be.”

“You’ve the soul of a
philosopher, Hardesty. Thank you kindly, but I’m not a green
boy.”

“Never said you were.
I don’t know of a muleskinner in this caravan would risk saying it,
either.” He stuck out a freckled hand. “You’ll do well here, just
have some fun while you’re at it and think of me while you
do.”

Nat pumped his hand then swung
into the saddle of the muscled bay he had claimed as part of his
pay.

His heartbeat
thrummed to the rhythm of the horse’s cantor as he rode the rutted
one-mile trail from the camp grounds to Santa Fe’s low-roofed adobe
buildings. Maybe this is another chance. A
new life! By whose standards? Yours? Answer only to
yourself?

Passing the
mounded earthen redoubt of the cramped Fort Marcy, he considered
the two unconcerned sentries sharing a smoke and compared them to
the polished professionals of Fort Leavenworth near the beginning
of his journey. Who sets the standards for
these men . . . for any men this far from civilization?
Civilization! Is that what you left? Is that what got Rob killed?
Your brand of civilization traded for this brand!
Fool!

He kicked the bay into a
ground-covering lope, but had to pull up to accommodate the cramped
traffic of the narrow streets. After weeks of open spaces, both man
and beast quickly grew tense and irritable in the claustrophobic
world of high stuccoed walls, towering foliage, and crowding
humanity.

Instead of orienting himself to
place as he customarily did, Nat scanned forms and faces. Dusky
skin, black hair, and loose clothing predominated. Where the women
wrapped themselves in light, colorful shawls to ward off the
intense sun, every man wore a hat, from narrow-brimmed business
types to the absurdly wide Mexican sombreros. Buckskins and working
clothes out-numbered dark coats. His eye had just settled on the
exposed white mounds held up by a garish purple and black corset
affair, when pale yellow calico flashed in the corner of his
vision. His head snapped around. The bobbing homemade sunbonnet and
its wearer disappeared around a corner.

His side-stepping horse and a
shout from behind pulled him back to his immediate surroundings. He
urged his mount forward, moving with the traffic toward the
sun-drenched heart of Santa Fe, the Plaza.

You’re looking for
her! What the hell good will that do you? The bastard probably has
her working in some hovel or saloon so men can ogle . . .Stop it,
fool, before you drive yourself crazy! Or is this whole escapade a
crazy excuse? No, you escaped here for another chance, that’s what
you did. Isn’t it?

Entering the open square of the
Plaza, Nat forced his logically trained mind to resist his
imaginings by listing needs and setting priorities. He turned to
his right where a half-block down a small sign read “Baths 5
Cents.” At the corner, the sign across the promenade roof read
“Restaurant & Mercantile.” Barely noting the ornate Catholic
chapel and the impressive sweep of the Palace of the Governors, he
cataloged the abundance of saloons and cantinas and ignored the
female companionship offered by two establishments.

After you’ve looked
for her you’ll probably need those services, idiot!

Grinding his teeth, he
dismounted.

One hour, one bath, and one new
outfit of clothes later, Nat stared down at the plate of food
before him, something called “The House Special.” The only thing he
recognized were the plump, over-cooked beans swimming in red sauce.
He tried to imagine what the thin folds of flour pastry hid, but
could only think of the teamster stories of spices to cover up the
Territory’s favored cat meat. His eyes closed as his mouth opened
on the first forkful. Tender beef flavored with rich goat cheese
and the pleasant bite of a grass-green spice surprised his taste
buds. However, his relieved sigh ignited an inferno that radiated
from his tongue to the roof of his mouth down his throat, even to
his gums and cheeks. He grabbed the tall glass of Mexican beer with
both hands and drained it.

Muffled laughter sounded from the
table behind him then outright guffaws. His sheepish glance over
his shoulder froze in place. An aristocratic Mexican man shared the
table with the Somski brothers and Ike Beaumont, the three
disreputable men as impeccably groomed and tastefully dressed as
their obvious host.

“Well, if it ain’t
your lawyer, Brother Ruffas! Tryin’ ta get more money outta us?
That’s a long way ta come fer nothin’, but that’s all you an’ yore
dead brother has ever been worth, no how. Nothin’.”

Ike Beaumont glanced nervously at
the Mexican who was now glaring at Duke Somski.

“Duke! This ain’t the
place or the time. We gotta mind our manners. Afterall, we’re
guests ‘a Don Miguel here.”

“Sorry, Don, but I
guess these kinda places feed anybody who can pay, no matter who
they steal their money from . . . like this thief here stole from
me and my brother.”

Nat rose without taking his eyes
from Duke’s face, aware of Ruffas sliding from his chair to edge
toward his brother. Beaumont wiped his hand over his face. The
Mexican man pushed back from the table, throwing his napkin onto
his plate of food.

“Senores! I will not tolerate such
stupid public behavior from men who work for me. Arguments and
brawls are for the street, not the dining room.”

“Hell, Don, we ain’t
workin’ fer you yet, no how. This high faluttin’ meetin’ was Ike’s
idea, not ours. Believe me, I got gussied up for the ladies, not
for some sonofabitch like you.”

“Estupido! If this man does not kill
you, I will.” With that Don Miguel drew himself stiffly erect, spun
on his heel, and headed toward the door.

“Don Miguel!” Ike
called after the indignant man. “Wait! Damn you, Duke. You better
not ruin this deal, or I’ll-I’ll . . .”

The former riverman huffed. “Kill
me? Hey, Ruffas! Better keep track a’ this. A line is formin’ an’
I’m real worried.”

“Shit!” Beaumont
sprinted toward the closing front door.

As Nat squared himself and
focused on relaxing his right hand over his holster, his peripheral
vision noted other customers seeking any exit. Ruffas sniffed once,
shrugged resignedly, and turned to face him. Duke leaned forward as
if to charge his adversary like the bull he was. Ruffas’s left hand
stayed him.

“The Mexican had the
right of it, Duke. You are stupid. He ain’t gonna fight you,” he
grunted, “us, with his fists.”

Nat had the satisfaction of
seeing realization dawn in the big oaf’s eyes.

“Talmond shoulda got
you ‘stead a’ yore brother. Two goin’ after one, jest like now,
Carruthers.”

He smiled
coldly. “But now I’m the one `goin’
after’ two.”

“No, big man, I mean I paid
two ta git one, you, that day.”

“Shut up, Duke,”
Ruffas hissed in disgust. “Yore tryin’ ta sound smart an’
ain’t.”

“He’s learned from
Ike Beaumont’s smart mouth, Ruffas.”

“Hell! The only smart
Beaumont were Ike’s dead wife!” Duke taunted as he
crouched.

Tildy
dead?

Survivors of years of
life-and-death fights, the brothers saw the moment his
concentration faltered. They drew. Shots exploded, the thick adobe
walls bouncing back the concussions. Gray-blue powder smoke tainted
the clean cooking smells. A woman gasped and whimpered against the
man shielding her in the corner.

Nat stared down at the two
crumpled men. Ruffas groaned and rolled off his brother, leaving a
crimson trail behind.

Nat knelt beside him as his eyes
fluttered. “Tell me about Beaumont’s wife, Ruffas.”

“What, ah . . .
coward came . . . with us ‘cause she . . . couldn’t earn him . . .
no more. No good—”

Nat jerked him up by his
blood-soaked lapels. “The truth, you bastard! What did he do to
her?”

“In-flu-enza kilt
her. He just kilt your nig—” And he died.

Nat slammed the limp body against
the tile flooring once then again, barely aware of the protests
behind him. As rage and helplessness washed over him, he jumped to
his feet and kicked the gun from Duke’s lifeless hand so hard, it
slammed into the wall, shattering a hole in the stucco.

~

“Is that really the
card you want to play, mister?”

Jose Palacios
looked over the rim of his whiskey glass at the steady gray eyes
fixed on the man to his left. He lowered the drink. Stillness
rippled out from their gaming table. The fourth player, a
fair-haired young rider with a facial tick, tipped over his chair
in his hurry to exit the table. The vaquero leisurely rose and side-stepped his chair.

At the fringe
of the table’s overhead lamplight, the gray-eyed man
remained slouched back in his chair, cards fanned
in his left hand, the right almost limp against the edge of the
table. Dark shirt, dark hair, beard-shadowed face.
Shadowed. Good word for
him, except for those waiting eyes. Jose remembered a black panther
stretched on a limb above a deer trail deep in Mexico long ago. It
had been waiting, too.

“I’ll play any card I
like.”

“You better like it
enough to die for it,” the shadow man murmured.

“Threatening me,
friend?”

“I’m not your friend.
I don’t associate with cheats.”

“You
sonofabitch!”

And just that
quick the pistol appeared in the norteamericano’s hand. “An’ I don’t
tolerate my mother bein’ slandered.”

Sweat beaded on the man’s
forehead as he blinked several times. “I can understand . . . that.
I surely can.” He shifted as if to sit taller in his chair. “Us
Southern gentlemen do feel protective of our ladies.”

“Move again, sir, an’ you . . . are dead.” A coldness replaced
the casual gaze. “Senor
Palacios?”

“Si,” Jose stepped forward without
hesitation, warmed by the respectful address.

“Spread his cards on
the table, face down. Now, look closely at them.”

Bending forward into the circle
of dim light, he immediately saw the cleaner white of the second
card.

As his finger started to point,
the table smashed upward. Gunfire exploded near his face. Someone
kicked his feet out from under him. He took the fall on his
shoulder, rolled, and came up, gun in hand.

The card cheat dropped to his
knees where the overturned table had been, one hand slipping from
the butt of the gun at his waistband, the other clawing at the
blood stain spreading across his chest. His arrogant sneer melted
into a surprised frown. “I-I have friends coming.”

“Good. They can bury
you, can’t they.”

Jose grimaced at the flatness of
the statement. Fear widened the cheat’s eyes just before they
glazed. The thud of his body on the floor released the crowded
room’s tension in a tumult of voices, shuffling feet, clinking
glass.

The
pistolero looked at him.
Jose stood up, self-consciously sheathing his weapon. “You got me
out of the line of fire, hombre. I am grateful.”

The once again casual gaze
watched the bartender and a helper drag away the dead man. He
shrugged before standing. “No, I used you to get him to draw.” Jose
stiffened. “For that you have my apologies, but . . .” The eyes
swept him from rowelled boots and flared leather pantlegs to loose
shirt draped over his wide torso, only hesitating at the gunbelt at
his waist, “. . . you looked like you could handle whateverh I
caused.”

Jose arched an eyebrow, smiled
thinly, then looked about them. “I think, perhaps, we should drink
to this elsewhere, maybe. He did say he had friends,
no?”

“Don’t forget your
hard-earned money, sir.”

Jose quickly collected just what
he had in the pot. He looked from the remaining scattered money to
the returning bartender to the placid Americano. “I think the rest
you leave for his friends to bury him, no? I know a
cantina.”

“Better or worse than
this place?”

Jose rubbed his chin.
“Worse.”

“Good.”

Ten minutes
later both men leaned back against a cool adobe wall, sipped the
sting of hot whiskey, and savored the gentle strum of a guitar
being played somewhere outside. Before the pistolero had pinched the flame of
the table’s thick candle, the vaquero noted the lines of fatigue in
his face, the puffiness around the shuttered eyes, the slight droop
in his posture. The quality of the clothes and the weapon spoke of
wealth, but his bearing told much more. The man was rapidly sliding
into an uncaring, unfeeling existence, a lethal situation in a land
where only the alert survive.

“I thought you said
this place was worse,” the dulcet voice murmured.

“You are norteamericano. This is for my
people.” Jose waved his hand.

“It’s better. More
peaceful than I deserve, my friend.”

“No, Senor,
I am not your friend. We drink together is all. I know those I call
friends.”

The dark-visaged man filled their
shot glasses from the bottle he had purchased. He lifted his glass
in toast. “Point taken, Jose Palacios. Nat Carruthers,” he gulped
the drink and hissed with the pungent aftermath, “at your
service.”

“Your name I knew, Senor
Carruthers. Your reputation with the
pistola I knew, but your
self-pity, I did not.” Drink in hand, the vaquero slid to his feet
before the frowning man. “I think I will tell Senor Nagel I could not find you
after all. Salud!” Jose downed the drink then surprised them both by
viciously throwing the glass against the wall next to the man’s
head.

He had only taken a few strides
when Carruthers grabbed his right arm. Jose pulled forward onto his
left foot, then pivoted back onto his right, putting all of his 6-1
leanness into the follow-through of his left punch, connecting hard
with Carruthers’ vulnerable upper belly. The man’s breath whooshed
out. He fell backwards across the small table, his surprised face
reddening without air, his hands digging at his unresponsive chest.
As Jose leaped forward, a clawed right hand jerked from chest to
holster, but the vaquero easily yanked the gun free and dropped it.
A broad knife flashed against the man’s corded throat just as it
moved in an effort to drag in air.

Jose skillfully
braced the blade and bared his teeth in Carruthers’ straining face.
“Mucho hombre, no? No! You drink, play cards, whore around Santa Fe for a month
as a much feared and spoiled child. They say you kill men for
words. Cinco? Seis? More? Senor
Nagel tells Don Miguel of a man of honor, a man
he can depend on. No one can depend on a child who courts death
like . . . some animal who can not think or feel! And death,
mi amigo, is what you
want, no?”

The blade twitched. Blood snaked
through the beard stubble down Carruthers’ throat, running into his
shaggy black hair. Jose ‘s control allowed the blade to rise with
Carruthers’ first real breath. His own facial muscles relaxed as
defiance, respect, and curiosity replaced the emptiness in the gray
eyes.

~

“Come, Missus,” Bruly
beckoned from his seat on the back of the left-hand wheeler of his
mule team. “Dis valley steep, but flat. My mules give you smooth
ride. Not like dem plodding oxen dat wander and jerk dis way and
dat. Day only goot to eat. No need to walk. Come on.”

Tildy shook her head, but
couldn’t resist a wide smile. “Walking is good for the baby because
it makes me stronger.”

“Aw, go on! You
plenty strong and I cut out the heart of any man says you ain’t!”
he called back. At the trill of her laughter he wagged his head
then joined her, laughing so hard, he pounded his thigh and
startled his mules.

The babe shifted against a rib.
Tildy gently rubbed the spot until the pressure eased and the child
settled. Watching her, tough Bruly’s expression softened. Her
understanding nod brought a blush. He shifted awkwardly then
squared himself as if ignoring her and her little
discomforts.

To the last
man, these teamsters, these men of mixed nationalities, talents and
histories, these iron-willed, foul-mouthed, uncouth, fight-ready
males continually tried to please, comfort, even honor her.
Gentlemen all. I suppose I remind them of their
own mothers or maybe wives and babes forgotten or waiting. I hope I
do, anyway. This life deserves a little softness.

She trudged on, setting her feet
to the tedious rhythm of their trek up the narrow valley toward the
crest of Raton Pass, the rugged gateway through New Mexico’s
northern Sangre de Cristo Mountains. One foot in front of the
other, they had to pass the test of these mountains to reach their
goal, just like the civilian and military supply trains that had
preceded Jacobson’s this season and the three decades before, just
like the occasional stagecoach rolling past at breakneck speeds.
Each and every ambitious risk-taker using this trail defied Indian
skirmishes, crippling accidents, horrendous weather, and the
unforgiving land, all for one purpose, earning a living in a new
land, making a new life.

New
life. Her hand swept over her burgeoning
belly as she walked. For me and for you,
little one. We’ll find your father and it will work out. I promise.
Well, at least, I’ll try. I’ve survived this far, haven’t
I?

Memories of St. Louis threatened.
Sadie. Demmy. Nat. She rubbed her eyes and concentrated on walking
and the caravan.

Early on Tildy had realized
tedium was only a small part of the whole trip and, in a way, the
struggle through each minute, each day had become a salve. Three
and a half months, day in, day out the routine chores and common
noises filled her mind until they were habit, taken for granted,
monotonous. Idleness and silence meant either day’s rest or
trouble.

A premonition of something
terrible wrenched her heart. Her gaze flew to the Pass beyond the
narrow crags. She had overheard the teamsters’ murmured stories of
the torturous trail down where missteps were not forgiven. They had
thought she slept.

“Big trees below look
like slivers of match sticks.”

“Heard said ifin’ you
go over, your heart stops before you hit bottom. Sure hope so,
anyway.”

“I’ll walk my own
team ‘round them bends, each pair, by golly. I ain’t just sittin’
on the wagon with my foot on the brake. No sirree, not ever
again.”

Gasping for a breath, Tildy
concentrated on the living noise around her. Sound filled her mind
and blocked her fears. The wheels rumbled, creaking wagon wood
complained, and harness perpetually rattled over plodding hooves.
Cursing and shouts of “He-up, there!” mingled with the pistol-like
cracks of the bullwhips. Mules brayed their protests while witless
oxen grunted in their uphill exertion. A high country wind whistled
through rocky crevices carrying the scents of dirt, disturbed shale
and sandstone, crushed greenery, and the bite of snow she fought to
ignore, another fear to be tamped down.

She stopped to stretch her back
then shielded her eyes to survey the on-coming wagons with their
six to ten pair teams, the single line snaking back and forth down
the grade, crossing and recrossing the slippery flat rocks beneath
the bubbling froth of erratic Raton Creek.

On the prairie along the Arkansas
River, the train had moved four abreast, the few mule teams
interspersed with the slower oxen. “To keep them from talking to
their own kind,” Mr. Jacobson had explained to her. “Prevents
contagious panic when Injuns try to scare ‘em into runnin’ off.
Devils will even set prairie fires.” He had been proved right when
several stampeded the grazing oxen herd by flapping buffalo hides.
Four wily muleskinners rotated their long-eared charges right into
the corral of the circled wagons, then chortled at the grumbling
bullwhackers who had to hunt down their scattered and
now-diminished number of cattle. Of course, that was after the
Indians, the nasty Pawnee, had been shot to pieces despite their
crafty tactics.

Tildy still endured an occasional
nightmare reminder of tending the three wounded teamsters. One had
died in her lap.

A scudding cloud shadowed her for
a moment drawing her eyes up to the rugged defiles yet to come. She
pulled her heavy, crocheted shawl tighter, suddenly feeling very
small and insignificant before the magnificence of God’s handiwork.
Pine spikes and angular cedars greened the pitched slopes. Closer
down hardy old cottonwoods and whimsical aspens tenaciously held
onto their shimmering leaves in variegated shades of autumn. Bleak
gray and black rock shoved fists, shoulders, heads above the living
trees as if to say “They’re passing through. We’re here
forever.”

And beyond the yawning valley,
white-shrouded peaks brought her back to the reality of the
capricious snows that could catch them on the precipitous decent
from the Pass.

Visions suddenly flashed through
her mind. Mules and oxen clumsily lifting snow-packed feet,
slipping, stumbling, wild-eyed. Men wrapped in coats and mufflers
swinging ropes and lashing whips at the demented creatures, but to
no avail. A wagon’s brake snapped. Taut ropes twanged and broke
free of a screaming pulley. The wagon careened off a sharp curve in
the trail, pulling the thrashing, braying mules with it. Tildy
covered her face with her hands to stifle a cry.

“Mrs. Beaumont! Mrs.
Beaumont, ma’am, be you all right?” John Jacobson knelt at her side
along the meadow trail, holding the reins of his blowing horse.
“Ma’am, I saw you sit down sudden like. Is it the babe?”

Tildy cleared her throat and
breathed in a gust of crystalline mountain air. The tang of snow
bit her throat. “No, Mr. Jacobson. I’ve told you I have another
month yet. I tripped. Day dreaming, I guess. Not watching where I
was going.” He took her hand to help her to her feet. “Um, how long
will it take all sixty-five wagons to get down the
pass?”

“Well, now, with the
new wenches and pulley systems, I figure two more days. It takes a
bit a doin’ an’ a bit a muscle with all them switchbacks an’ steep
slopes . . .” his rambling commentary faded as he looked at her.
She felt washed out and shaky. He shifted his weight and nervously
slapped the horse reins on his gloved palm.

“And if it snows?”
she had to ask.

John eyed her carefully. “Fact
is, I came to fetch you to the front. Jenkins is fixing up a saddle
horse for you. No side saddle, of course. Don’t have one and they
ain’t safe on that trail, anyway. The three of us will be ridin’
ahead of the train.”

“It is going to snow,
isn’t it?”

“Yep.” His unshaven
jaw tightened. “Clouds darkening to the north. Can’t see ‘em from
here, but higher up . . . I’ll get you to Uncle Dick Wooten’s ranch
before the worst of it hits, guaranteed. Not to worry, ma’am.” He
spoke faster, as if emphasizing how quickly time would pass. “Even
if the snow catches us, we’ll press on, I promise. One, two days
more, we’ll bypass Fort Union and get you to real luxury at
Maxwell’s . . . and women folk to care for . . . you know, women
things.”

“You’ll leave me at
Wooten’s ranch and ride back up that horrible trail because you’re
responsible for this train. I don’t think so, sir. I agreed to
travel with the men, not be a bother. A bargain is a
bargain.”

“Fool-headed women
jest get in the way when men have to get mean with the
animals.”

“Not me. You have
your job. I have mine.”

“And that
bein’?”

“Staying out of the
way, of course.”

“Fool-headed women!”
he spit out as he swung back into the saddle. His frigid blue eyes
stared hard, warming the instant before he nodded. “Jenkins will
walk your team, while you handle the lines in the worst of it.
Don’t want to lose any of them purties of yours.”

“Thank you, sir. I’m
sure everything . . . and everyone will make it in one piece.” She
was glad her voice remained steady and hoped he couldn’t hear her
pounding heart.

“Fool-headed women,”
he muttered almost tenderly as he spun his mount.

~

Another mean cramp wrapped around
her spine and hips, but Tildy merely curled her fingers into the
double reins. The hard wagon seat slammed against her screaming
bones. Despite the icy bits hitting her face, sweat beaded her
forehead. She ducked her head to rub the white crystals from her
eyelashes. These stoic men would not see her cry and she would not
deliver her child, unattended, in a snow-blind, silent
nightmare.

How many days have I
been driving . . . and hurting? Ice on the mountain then snow
started that night at Wootens. Two, three days ago? God, I can’t
remember!

Doesn’t matter,
Tildy girl. None of this will last, not the snow, not this ride,
and . . . . not
this pain. I am just over-wrought. John said one mile to that
ranch, Maxwell’s. I told John I could do it and I
will.

Jenkins died getting
this wagon and my possessions down that mountain. God rest his
soul, the least I can do is drive . . . one . . . damn . . . mile .
. . more.

With a vicious jerk of her arms,
she slapped the reins on the horses straining backs. “He-up, there,
Browny! Pull, you-you, lazy bastard! Grain’s up ahead.”

Out of the muffled white world, a
dog yapped. A huge dark shadow appeared then turned into a horse
buck-jumping through the snow alongside her team. Jacobson’s heels
repeatedly beat at the horse’s side, while he clutched the saddle
horn to keep his seat in the animal’s violent effort.

“Keep rolling, Tildy!
Keep it going! You made it, by God! Go right. Right when Briggs
turns left. Right!” he shouted one more time then continued on his
exhausting ride.

Eternal minutes later, the white
shroud parted on a broad ranch yard, most of the blowing snow
diverted by its thick windbreak of trees. A rambling house
stretched behind a drifted picket fence to her right. A blur of
buildings squared the complex to her left. Men hunkered in heavy
coats against the wind, moving toward the nearest and largest
building, a barn. A shaggy herd dog danced before Briggs’ lead oxen
as they slogged left toward the barn and its corrals.

Right. Must go
right. A buzzing filled her ears. She
strained to hear the familiar noises of wagons and hooves the
blizzard had muted.

Noise means
everything’s normal. What’s this buzzing, for God’s
sake?

The horses stopped. She slapped
the reins once, twice. Up. Down. John’s face shoved close to hers,
terror in his eyes, his lips moving. All she could hear was the
buzzing. Gloved fingers pried the reins from her grip. Arms wrapped
around her shoulders. Hands dug at her skirted legs. Jostling,
shadows, then warmth.

Finally, a sound broke through
the buzzing, a woman’s voice. “Poor angel! You had this bit of a
thing driving a wagon in a two-day blizzard? And her near her time!
For shame, John Jacobson! Only a fool man would be so
hard-headed!”

Not him! Me!
I’m the fool, the fool-headed woman! Tildy
couldn’t get the words out before darkness took
her.

 



Chapter
6

 


Santa Fe - Spring
1858

With little urging, the horse
stretched its gait into a ground-covering trot on the wide plateau
just above Santa Fe. The light buggy hit a rut, bouncing a little
higher than Tildy had anticipated. Six-month-old Sarah squealed
with delight, even as Henrietta Young clutched the babe to her
ample body, losing a few hairpins in the process. Wispy brown
strands slipped free of the woman’s bun and whipped across her
pudgy face.

“Matilda Beaumont,
slow down!”

Tildy tugged the reins, pulling
the all-too-willing bay to a slower trot. “Blame it on Lucien
Maxwell. He had one of his racing trotters hitched.”

Shifting Sarah into the crook of
one arm, her middle-aged companion tried to tuck in her errant
hair. “Only because he has a buyer waiting in Santa Fe. Drat!” She
gave up and aimed her scowl at Tildy. “I’ll have you know, I’m that
anxious to get to the Santa Fe dentist, but I’m in no hurry to get
to my Maker!”

“Why, Mrs. Young, you
sound like your soul isn’t prepared.”

Henrietta cocked an indignant
eyebrow. “And you sound impertinent. Remember your place, young
woman. I’m the housekeeper.”

Tildy sobered. “I know and I’m
just another Maxwell charity case.”

The older woman bit her lip.
Sarah shifted restlessly. Henrietta began rocking slightly in that
maternal manner etched into human females from the beginning of
time. “God Almighty brought you to our doorstep in your time of
need, Matilda, without any say so on your part, I might add. You’ve
more than earned your keep and not a man, woman or child on that
ranch doesn’t love this little one. Any way, you’ll be on your own
soon enough.”

“Not quite. I’ll be
under John Jacobson’s roof, instead of . . . Oh, I sound so rude
and unappreciative. I’m not. I just want to find Ike and-and . . .
.” Suddenly there was the image of Nat Carruthers doffing his hat
on the riverboat. This time she leaned toward him.

“And introduce this
dolly to him?” Henrietta offered.
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